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PREFACE               

During my parents’ divorce proceedings—zoom in on St. Louis, Missouri, mid-Fifties—my father hired a private investigator as if this was some film noir being played out. While he knew that the copious records of his mental instability would keep him from gaining custody, his devious plan was to keep my mother from getting the two boys (my brother and me) whom he had paid scant attention to during their marriage.

In an attempt to prove she was unfit, he hired a private investigator to follow her every move, documenting a laundry list of liaisons with Other Men.

After the incontestable evidence of Mommy’s indiscretion was presented, my father’s lawyer, drunk with power, upped the ante by painting a portrait of my mother as being physically abusive.

“She beat me with her shoe,” my father tearfully told the judge during the courtroom soap opera, using the high heel as a weapon.” (She was a petite five foot two; he was a strapping six foot two.)

My mother could not contain herself. Infidelities, proven, but she did not batter my dad.

“Your honor,” she said, interrupting the proceedings and pointing at her soon-to-be ex, “why is this man lying? There’s no need to make things up.”

And then the zinger: “The truth is bad enough!”

It became the title of my first one-person show, which depicted my splintered childhood family life in St. Louis and encompassed my worldwide act as the author of The Happy Hustler, a book that I did not write. In retrospect—and that’s a lot of what an autobiography is—I realized that my life is juicier than the Happy Hustler’s. In other words, the truth is bad enough, honey.

While I am completely culpable for the hustler hoax, there are many untruths about me that continue to float about; this book will, I hope, fully dispel them. I did not get fired from The Waltons because I’m gay. I did not sleep with Rock Hudson (we were standing the entire time, wide awake). And I am very much alive, even though a book published in 2001 titled Celebrities in L.A. Cemeteries, had me interred in Rosedale Cemetery, having died of AIDS. One of my friends cracked, “Well, at least they think you’re a celebrity.”

Throughout my life, I have been fixated on playing many roles, including celebrity, but I’ve concentrated on the important ones in the three acts of my book: actor, activist/artist and most significantly, father.

That doesn’t mean to suggest I camouflage the truth that’s bad enough: the drugs, the unconscious sex, the plundering hustling.

I try not to aggrandize. I was given an advance to write a book called Gay Hollywood in the mid-Nineties and I often felt like I was not only setting the record straight (as it were) but making sure every page built up my stature. Realizing it was bullshit, I returned my advance and decided on a book that is, I hope, more truthful.

I have been writing this book for many years and while it’s intended to entertain (being an entertainer is one of my life’s roles), it is also a testament to the creation of a family against insuperable odds.

As the chapters of The Truth Is Bad Enough: What Became of the Happy Hustler? coalesced and as I’ve aged, I’ve assessed what I feel is truly important in the life of a human being and that is being part of a family. What kind of family doesn’t matter—a theater family, an extended family, or a twelve-step-program family.

It wasn’t until I become a parent that I began the strenuous task of forgiving my parents, a process that included my brother, bonding us in a way that we’d never been bonded before.

I do not think my parents nurtured a healthy family and I took that as a cue to demonize them. It wasn’t until I stepped back that I began to see the many positive things there are to say about both my father and my mother, who, in her raging pronouncement, gave me the book’s title.

My parents were not parents in the way that I try to be a parent, but they were flesh-and-blood mortals who inherited their own wounds of dysfunction.

The catalyst for my late-in-life transformation was my daughter; she was named by her mother and then abandoned at the hospital where she was born prematurely with crack cocaine in her system. But as I reconciled my family history, Tia was recoiling from hers.

It wasn’t until I finished this book that Tia decided to empower herself by changing her name. Perhaps her decision was instigated by the staggeringly insensitive requests she had received from her “mother” to be her “friend” on Facebook. I use the quotes around the word “mother” (and “friend”) because it is Tia’s intent to abandon her mother in the same way she was abandoned and ridding herself of that name is part of her undertaking.

My seventeen-year-old daughter has chosen her middle name, Katherine, which I gave her in honor of my grandmother on my father’s side: the only woman who consistently illuminated my orbit as a child. In fact, I believe her saintliness saved me. Half of the team that produced my father deserves my uncomplicated devotion.

And that particular goodness is something that my daughter Katherine possesses: a diligent dedication to treating all people with the dignity and respect due to them. To think that the two people I have loved most in my life share the same name …

When I started writing The Truth Is Bad Enough, I had no idea that it could possibly have a happy ending. Even though it will be labeled an autobiography, the book seems to commingle so many other genres: a Hollywood book, an AIDS book, an adoption story, a tale of survival and on and on. But not until I wrote the last pages of The Truth Is Bad Enough did I realize that the book, when distilled, is a love story—a love story with a happy ending.

And no matter how I die, I have learned life’s paramount lesson: to love and to be loved—no matter what convention might dictate.

Michael Kearns, L.A.





PROLOGUE               

“The following program contains sexually explicit material and should possibly not be seen by adults,” Tom Snyder says, winking broadly at his nighttime television audience. It’s 1976 when Snyder’s The Tomorrow Show airs on NBC immediately following Johnny Carson’s The Tonight Show.

Snyder introduces his guest. “Better known as the Happy Hustler,” he says, holding up a copy of the paperback book of the same name, “Mr. Kearns began in the hustling business when he was fifteen. He says of himself, quote, ‘I’m a bright, charming young stud who will sell my body to anyone, man or woman, for the right price. I’m proud of what I do and I love doing it.’” Snyder grins, barely stifling a guffaw, as the camera pans to the Happy Hustler.

The camera, as they say in Hollywood, loves him: the voluptuousness of his high cheekbones and the sharp angles of his chiseled jawbone. Fabulous wavy hair: requisite for a TV star. Yet—even though the Happy Hustler is only twenty-six years old—his charisma is beginning to show signs of wear and tear.

The purplish marks around his left eye have been professionally made up for the glaring bright lights of the television cameras. The boyfriend (not the lover who wrote the book) had given him a black eye the night before. Yet the Happy Hustler determinedly endeavors to win the audience, possibly larger than the television audience that saw him when he was on the American-as-apple-pie The Waltons.

Wearing a three-piece powder blue suit that was tailor-made for him and a crème-colored shirt and tie, he is deliberately dressed to offset the tawdriness of the book’s content (and cover “art”). While he is decidedly gay in his sensual demeanor, there is a quiet masculinity about the Happy Hustler—if not exactly studied, not exactly authentic either. He is a gifted showman.

This was The Show that he had been waiting for, after eighteen months of crisscrossing the country on several local morning shows but only a few national talk shows (including Phil Donahue). However, he was like an actor at the end of a long run; the lines he was delivering to Snyder had lost some of their vigor.

Was the Happy Hustler tired? It had been a grueling twenty-four hours prior to the taping. There was the violent fistfight the night before in Provincetown, where the Happy Hustler was doing a stand-up comedy act. Less than an hour after the limousine dropped him at his hotel that morning, he’d jumped into a cab and headed for another hotel, where he would turn a lunchtime trick.

The john had flown in from Atlanta to take naked Polaroid pictures of the Happy Hustler for five hundred dollars. The fee of a hundred dollars per photo had been established and the ebullient customer, a Ned Beatty type right out of Central Casting, staged a crazy little game. The Happy Hustler drank a bottle of wine so that he could play along. Speaking in a southern drawl, the gentleman (somewhere on the other side of sixty) would toss a crisp bill onto the bed and then shoot a photo. Another Benjamin Franklin, another photo; another Benjamin Franklin, another photo; another Benjamin Franklin, another photo.

The Happy Hustler was comfortable having sex with the camera—it was only five shots, after all, including one that simulated the book cover (they all wanted that pose, the motherfuckers). Did he remember to camouflage the black eye? The john was beside himself with each flash and each toss of a greenback. “Tonight I’ll be watchin’ you on that there TV,” he said in a high-pitched squeal, gesturing histrionically, “knowin’ you were lyin’ on this here bed. And I’ll have my pictures to remember you by.”

The tryst was accomplished in less than an hour; the Happy Hustler had time for a short nap before the late afternoon taping.

Even though he’d done that Joan Crawford thing—sticking his face into a sink full of ice cubes—he remained puffy after his restless nap. While there was nothing ostensibly wrong with his appearance on the The Tomorrow Show, the Happy Hustler was not at the top of his game. Projecting anything but happy, he now knew for certain that he’d never be on The Tonight Show with Johnny; this was his last gasp. He smiled, he joked, he teased, he shocked, he bantered, he charmed, he seduced; but there was an underlying subtext of disappointment—and an even stronger sadness lurking behind those celebrity eyes. Maybe even anger.

Back at the hotel, the Happy Hustler ordered dinner—and three vodka martinis—from room service. Waiting for The Tomorrow Show to air, he randomly flipped through the Manhattan phone book but couldn’t find anyone to call. He ordered three more vodka martinis, telling the room service operator that he’d “accidentally knocked over the first three” and made it sound believable.

He was bleary-eyed by the time Snyder appeared on the hotel’s television screen, saying, “Mr. Kearns began in the hustling business when he was fifteen.” He did not recognize the glamorous young man inhabiting the television screen, or maybe he did and simply could not bear to watch him, because he had begun dressing up to go out on the town even before the Snyder show was over.

His costume: the obligatory plaid shirt, a virtual duplicate of the one he wore on the cover of The Happy Hustler, weathered 501s and cowboy boots (which he drunkenly had a hard time putting on). And because he forgot to take his underpants off, the Happy Hustler had to remove the boots and put them back on again.

Snyder and the Happy Hustler were still on the small screen when he stumbled out of the room, on his way to The Stud, a sex-charged hotspot in the West Village. No underwear. A few of the bar’s patrons recognized him (but there was never enough attention) before he sniffed his way into the back room, where he fucked, sucked, got fucked, got sucked—in no particular or memorable order; a hole is a hole is a hole; a role is a role is a role. He was relieved to be anonymous in the steamy pitch-black room, where everyone looked pretty much the same in their de rigueur wardrobe, the majority of them with their pants pulled down around their ankles.

The next thing the Happy Hustler remembers is the phone ringing in his hotel room; ringing, ringing, ringing. He is sprawled on the floor and his 501s reek of stale piss or stale beer or both; there is a vile taste in his mouth; the television has remained flickering all night. When he finally, finally picks up the phone, the voice on the other end of the receiver chirps, “Mr. Kearns, the limo is here to take you to the airport.”

“Fuck,” the Happy Hustler snaps and then manages to switch on his trademark charm. “I’m sorry,” he coos. “I must have overslept. I’ll be down in less than fifteen minutes.”

The hoax goes on. It’s showtime.





ACT ONE: ACTOR               





CHAPTER 1               

I was six years old when we moved to a modest house on Monroe Street in Hanley Hills, a suburb of St. Louis. Our backyard served as the location of my earliest role-playing. Like the back lot of a movie studio, where actors create characters in scenes exploding with heightened emotion, that location is forever embedded in my memory. Fenced in, that area provided a sacred space for me to discover myself and like a movie that you can’t forget even if you try, a series of episodes that would foreshadow the rest of my life continue to play over and over in my head.

We were still a family, albeit on shaky ground, when we moved to the predominately white, middle-class neighborhood. We were unlike other conventional families of the Fifties, however: my father didn’t go to work and my mom juggled two jobs to compensate. The move must have been an attempt to resuscitate a lifeless marriage and a flawed family dynamic. Their teaming could not be sustained with his mental illness trouncing our household. Usually lying on the couch, wrapped in a ratty white terry-cloth bathrobe, Daddy suffered from a mysterious, unnamed illness that was emotional, “not physical,” according to Mom.

I attended the first grade at St. Rita’s Catholic School, where I was overshadowed by my brother Joey’s bad-boy image, which I attempted to counter by being the good boy. This theme would continue for most of our lives, even though we were more alike than the facades that we tried to portray.

Several things jeopardized my good-boy persona; for one thing, I was a sissy.

I also obsessively sucked my thumb. I could not stop. My human pacifier was bright pink and chaffed from excessive sucking. In an attempt to curb my habit, my mother invented a kind of thumb condom, made out of a glove. It was designed to remind me not to stuff my thumb in my mouth.

Neurotic boy, yes. Good boy? I tried to give that impression, even though I was hampered by the fact that I wasn’t particularly good at anything.

Perhaps my inability to focus on anything other than my thumb was the result of a domestic life that was a battlefield exploding with one confrontation after another. If my parents weren’t fighting with each other, my brother was the target of their misplaced rage. Only occasionally was I drawn into the fray. Daddy’s dinner conversation, often characterized by dire warnings, sometimes included me.

“I’m going to kill him first,” he told my mother, pointing to my brother. “Then him,” he continued, nodding in my direction, “because he’s your favorite. Then you and then I’ll kill myself.”

Pass the potatoes, please.

When my mother related this plot to my father’s psychiatrist, he told her, “The only part of the story that isn’t true is that he won’t kill himself.” Why she didn’t pack up and leave upon hearing the shrink’s verdict can probably be attributed to her belief that Catholics didn’t divorce and her determination to maintain a semblance of religion-based normalcy.

Finding no comfort at school or at home, I retreated to the backyard, where I determinedly embarked on a journey of self-discovery. Forced to find a safe place outside the strictures of the Catholic school and out from under the roof of the war zone that was known as home, I began to accept my role as an outcast: not like other boys—but effeminate, uninterested in sports.

The backyard unleashed me, allowing me to embrace my emerging selves, many of which had marked me as being undesirably different in the real world. Within the parameters of my safety zone, I could be my creative self, my sexual self and my soft self. Rather than conform to what others wanted me to be, I chose to be who I was.

Memories mounted prior to our move to Hanley Hills are not as vivid. I do remember my father arriving home one snowy night in December with a tiny yelping puppy in his arms. “It was just like the song,” he said. It was our lone Hallmark moment.

He sang the words as my brother and I took turns holding the doggie and my mom rolled her eyes, knowing this addition to our family would be her responsibility.

“How much is that doggie in the window?” he sang. “The one with the waggly tail. How much is that doggie in the window? I do hope that doggie’s for sale.”

It is the sole memory I have of the four of us in close proximity, engaging in a moment that could be described as happy. And then it was over.

My father began spending more and more time sprawled out on the couch in a state of inertia. Descriptions of his condition varied, but the word “depressed” was almost always in the mix of reasons he could not go out of the house for days, weeks on end. “He’s depressed,” my mother would say. I didn’t want to know what it meant.

When he did leave, it was usually for a hospital stay. Initially, he was hospitalized on doctor’s orders, but he eventually checked himself in. When he was away, his brother John frequently visited. Unlike my father’s mysterious malaise, Uncle John’s illness had been specifically labeled: multiple sclerosis.

I would later learn that the disease attacked the central nervous system through the white blood cells. A subgroup of white blood cells, called helper T-cells, were considered the orchestrator of MS’s damage.

My father was one of five boys, each of whom had a specific persona. Louis, the businessman. Harold, the jokester. Robert, the military hunk. Joe, the nutcase. John, the gifted intellectual.

I snooped to chronicle my history. There was a picture of the Kearns brothers in the bottom drawer of my parents’ dresser, along with dozens of other snapshots and some professional studio photographs as well.

I spent hours studying the faces of my relatives, searching for clues that might help me understand where I came from and where I was going.

I studied pictures of myself that confirmed I was ugly and gawky. My limbs didn’t seem to belong to my body; my face was usually frozen in a grimace. My hair? Forget it. Most of the photographs were taken with me standing next to my brother, who was magnificently handsome; I was the ugly duckling to his swan.

I’d never met either of my grandfathers, so I spent a lot of time scrutinizing their images. Their photos smelled the oldest, especially the one of my father’s father, Lannes Kearns, who must have been less than a year old when one particular shot was taken.

Maybe it wasn’t the circumstances of the photo session that were reflected in his face as he looked directly into the camera, I thought; perhaps he was born unhappy, like my father must have been.

The photo of my mother’s father, Philip Padjen, told another story, enhanced by the narrative my mother had scrawled on the back: “Saloon at 3416 Olive Street, St. Louis, Missouri. Proud owner, bartender and patrons. Pauline practiced piano lessons on this piano. Note the potbelly stove in back. This saloon was in operation during Prohibition, also after.” He appeared to be in his late forties or early fifties.

Although it was hard to decipher his facial expression, my grandfather was front and center, wearing a spiffy tie and vest, looking full of himself and a bit dangerous.

I wondered if he was carrying the two photos of my grandma, tiny tinted photographs that my mother recovered from his wallet when he died, years after he and my grandma had divorced. They were part of the collection, proof of how dramatically one’s countenance can transform over the years.

Measuring one and a half inches square, the photographs of Grandma Mamie were obviously taken in succession. In one, she is not quite looking directly into the camera, almost flirting with it. In the second photo, she’s adjusted her face, making direct eye contact and smiling seductively. Her lips and cheeks had been painted a pinkish orange, accentuating her beauty. She played the camera like a seasoned screen siren, a skill I must have inherited.

The picture of Grandma Katie, my father’s mother, could not be more of a contrast. More handsome than pretty, she radiated pure goodness. Almost in profile, hers is the unadorned face of a strong-featured woman who didn’t feel the need to project anything to anyone.

In the photo of her five sons, my uncles, all five of them were wearing suits and ties, detailed in the black-and-white photo in myriad hues of gray and impeccably fitted. Uncle John was the most soulful—even though he is probably the least conventionally handsome. Only Uncle John’s shirt collar was slightly askew, perhaps because he possessed none of the Kearns’ narcissism, which seemed to be a genetic flaw. And his smile was the most genuine, the one that made you want to smile back. I was crazy about my Uncle John in spite of his worsening physical condition, he would let me sit on his lap even though it must have been painful. Then he’d endure a game of dress-up, in which I costumed him in various gender-bending articles of clothing from my mom’s closet—a fluffy scarf or one of her excessively feathered hats.

His intellect wasn’t something he used to impress, but there was something about the way that he spoke, not only the sound of his voice but his choice of words, that distinguished him from his brothers. The only Kearns brother I wanted to be like was Uncle John.

He was uncommonly gentle—everything about him, from his body language to the timbre of his voice. I envied his two kids. Even though death would take him from them prematurely, they had a good dad.

I was a source of embarrassment to most family members, especially on my mother’s side. Many of them were intent on changing me.





CHAPTER 2               

Having navigated the psychiatric waters in an attempt to cure my father, my mother opted to take me to a psychiatrist. She had a very pressing question that begged consultation with someone other than unsophisticated family members.

I had asked Santa for a doll. What should she do?

She wanted to know if the psychiatrist thought that her son was destined to be a homo.

At the doctor’s office, I was placed in a room full of toys, where I was secretly observed by the psychiatrist through a two-way mirror.

Toys of every kind were scattered about: plastic guns, colorful balls, play tools. I was instantly drawn to an oversize dollhouse where an adorable blond baby doll was residing. Without hesitation, I had that little bundle of joy in my hands and contently played with her until the psychiatrist appeared.

The psychiatrist was fair-haired, with a glistening smile and a soothing voice. He took me to an outdoor area, where we cavorted on a swing, even though it was cold, while he asked me questions. Why wasn’t the doc my dad?

At one point, he said, “Be careful, you’re gonna fall on your butt.” The sound of a male voice saying the word “butt” shocked me, made me tingle; it was obviously an expression of concern, but it felt oddly titillating to me.

What were his conclusions? He told my mother that she should get me the doll. Was playing with dolls a sure sign I was destined to live the tragic life of a queer?

“He has a strong desire to parent,” was his straightforward answer.

It was all that my mother needed to commit to purchasing the doll that she defiantly presented to me at a family Christmas gathering. As I delicately unwrapped my gift, revealing a gorgeous yellow-haired doll with bright red lips and black-black eyelashes that realistically opened and closed, I heard audible gasps. As if choreographed, everyone in the room shifted position. Some of the men actually stormed out in a state of disgust, shaking their heads and glaring at my mother.

Next on the evening’s program was An Act of Physical Violence, perpetrated at the dinner table after the customary thanks to our Lord.

With her characteristic coarseness and on-target timing, Grandma Mamie, getting increasingly sloshed, seized the Kodak moment to reveal a family secret: “My husband can’t get it up.”

Grandpa Poppy backhanded her across the face, hard enough to send her flying out of the dining room chair, proving he obviously had more strength in his arm than in his dick.

Her second husband, Poppy was not a violent man; he was, in fact, infinitely more cut out for the marriage job than she was. Being a wife was not high on the list of Grandma Mamie’s accomplishments. In what could only be perceived as one of the most ironic occupations, considering her wifely shortcomings, my mother’s mom sewed wedding dresses for very expensive dolls—exquisitely designed, pristinely white and hugging the bride’s manufactured body. The lavish dolls, smiling beatifically, were everything that Mamie wasn’t: peaceful, hopeful, eternally young and beautiful.

There were always four or five of the miniature virgins on display, placed high on the top of a tall piece of furniture, to be seen but not touched. The dolls watched over the bad marriages, all of them in varying stages of deterioration. No matter how savagely the couples ripped into each other’s damaged psyches and broken hearts, the perfect brides kept smiling.

With the wounded shrew shouting expletives in the background, the children were whisked off to various areas in my aunt’s house for unscheduled naps. Thumb in my mouth and clutching my doll with my free hand, I was led to a back bedroom by my mom.

Since I’d eaten only a potato chip or two before the floor show, I was hungry. The sickening sugary taste of the crème de menthe that grandma Mamie had spoon-fed us lingered, resulting in a bit of a headache.

I could hear Nat King Cole singing in the background, the volume undoubtedly turned up in order to drown out the shouting of obscenities. His silky yet masculine voice provided a bit of comfort: “Have yourself a merry little Christmas, make the Yuletide gay.”





CHAPTER 3               

Another unforgettable adventure took place before we moved to a new neighborhood, an incident that resulted in my first dance with celebrity.

The cemetery grounds abutted our dead-end street, the two separated only by a shallow gully. An older neighbor kid convinced me to go down to the edge of the cemetery with him, where children were forbidden to go.

On our way to the resting place of the dead, Davey and I enjoyed our daily encounter with the milkman. On days like that one, when the temperature flirted with one hundred degrees and the humidity was unbearable, the gregarious milkman offered each of us a big chunk of ice.

“What flavor will it be today, boys?” he asked, engaging in a bit of playacting.

“Cherry!” Davey said, not missing a beat.

Mr. Milkman grabbed a chunk of cherry ice, careful not to upset the bottles of white milk sparkling in the sunlight.

“Let me think,” I said, trying to imagine how a real star like Lucy would say it. “I had grape yesterday, so today it will be lemon-lime.”

Davey had already begun devouring his, sucking it with manic abandon.

I chose to savor mine, licking it slowly, relishing the fruity flavor.

“Let’s go swimming,” Davey whispered in my ear. I swear I could smell cherries on my pal’s breath.

I didn’t have a clue where this improv was going, but I played along, taking my cue from the leader.

“Last one there’s a rotten egg,” Davey teased, and he took off toward the cemetery as the milkman drove away in the opposite direction.

I was not remotely athletic, but with Davey as inspiration, my otherwise uncoordinated body took flight.

I got close enough to him to actually see drops of sweat dripping from his body. Or was it melting ice from his treat? The smell of perspiration had replaced the smell of cherries. I was clutching my ice, knowing I’d need to cool myself down when we made it to the finish line.

We arrived at our destination, saturated with sweat. Davey ripped off his shirt and rubbed his chest with what remained of his hunk of ice. “Take your shirt off,” he ordered as he playfully stuck what remained of his ice down the back of my shorts.

Far less secure than Davey, I tried to match his level of intensity by pulling my shirt off as fast as I could, while he removed his socks and tennis shoes.

“No shoes allowed in the pool,” he said. Suddenly, it dawned on me. We were going to “swim” in the gully that separated the cemetery where we weren’t allowed and the street where we were allowed. No one had said anything about the territory that was in between.

“Should I dive?” Davey asked upon arrival at the forbidden ground. “Headfirst?”

“You’re nuts,” I said, taking off my shoes and socks.

He jumped. And then he splashed me with imaginary water. “Come on in,” he said, “the water’s fine.”

Trying not to look too girly, I jumped. The ice melting in my ass crack provided some impetus. “You’ll fall on your butt,” the psychiatrist had warned. Remember?

Our “pool” was about three feet deep. Except for the sight of our heads bobbing up and down, our clandestine activities were obscured from nosy neighbors.

“Ever swim naked?” he asked. And then, moving almost in slow motion, he began taking off his plaid shorts. The “pool” had become something else now—a nightclub stage? a hotel room?—as he slowly took one leg out of his shorts and then the other. He stood directly across from me, looking me in the eyes, daring me to follow.

I unzipped my pants, certain that everyone on the block could hear the sound of the zipper as I pulled it down. We stood in our underpants, as white as milk, staring at each other. Am I hard? Is he?

“On the count of three,” he whispered. “One …”

I felt as if I was losing consciousness, like I was being transported into another world, a foreign world where another boy accepted me. “Two …”

Yep, I was hard. As hard as ice. As hot as fire. “Three …”

He was hard, too. Once we got naked, we were back in the pool, splashing and laughing.

Laughing loud. Loud enough to wake the dead.

And alert the neighbors.

The only sound that could be heard above our ecstatic gales of laughter was the wail of a siren, louder and louder, as it got closer and closer.

The screeching of tires finally brought us back to the planet as we hurriedly grabbed for our clothes.

“Don’t get dressed on our account, boys,” one of the huge cops shouted, looming above us. Then, along with his equally burly partner, he began laughing at us. Insinuating laughter, loaded with accusations.

“What will your parents have to say about their little naked jaybirds?” the biggest and the meanest one said. I swore I heard “jailbirds.”

One of the cops escorted me home; the other escorted Davey.





CHAPTER 4               

My dad was passed out on the couch—the only person in the neighborhood who managed to sleep throughout the entire unfolding drama. The cop seemed somewhat intimidated by my dad’s demeanor; upon hearing about his son’s first nude scene on record, he almost looked as if he was going to cry.

“Just don’t let it happen again,” the cop told my dad.

“It won’t, Officer,” he said. I noticed that there was a freshly poured beer on the TV tray by the couch. It was not even noon. An ashtray overflowed with cigarette butts.

After they left, he said nothing to me. Not a word. The silent treatment—other than the sound of him inhaling a cigarette.

Exhausted, I went to the bedroom that I shared with my brother.

I attempted to re-create the morning, reliving every detail in my mind. My father was now snoring in the other room. I closed the door, making it safe to take off my underwear.

But the ones I had on weren’t my mine. They were Davey’s underpants. Terrorized by the barking policemen, we’d obviously mixed them up.

I removed them and placed them on the pillow next to my head. The smell of Davey put me to sleep.

The sound of Mommy and Daddy screaming at each other woke me up. I managed to get my/his underpants on before Mommy burst into the room.

“What in the hell were you thinking?” she screamed. She had received the headline news as she walked down the block from the bus stop, returning from work.

“You know you’re not supposed to go into that cemetery,” she yelled.

“Acting like girls, dancing on the graves of the dead,” she shrieked. “What will people think of me?”

It was always about her. Always.

The story gained momentum with each telling. I explained that our feet never set foot on the grounds of the cemetery and that we weren’t dancing; we were pretending to swim. I didn’t address the “acting like girls” detail.

My explanation made her angrier.

“Have you lost your goddamn mind? Pretending to swim? I cannot believe my goddamn ears.”

On her way out of the room, she slammed the door. “Turn that goddamn television down,” she yelled at Daddy.

I cracked the door, curious to hear what they’d say about their perverted son. What I heard instead were the ritualistic sounds that foreshadowed every evening. Refrigerator opened. Sound of ice hitting the bottom of the glass. Vodka poured onto the ice, making that crackling sound. Mommy was soothing her frazzled nerves.

While I had become inured to being the target of taunts, the response to my first nude scene was different. Because the act was considered so wicked, I felt a certain sense of importance, with everyone staring at me and talking about me incessantly.

My moment in the spotlight was far too brief. When we moved several miles away to Hanley Hills, I reverted to my lackluster self.

At seven years old, I was already a has-been.

Before my imminent comeback, I needed to make friends.

Paul, an effusive Jewish boy, lived at one end of the block. Rick, a tightly wound kid who appeared to be perfect, lived at the other end of Monroe Street.

I developed distinctly different relationships with both of them, reflected by how we played. Rick and I diligently worked on building a clubhouse with dozens upon dozens of orange crates that we’d collected from the local grocery store. Rick would patiently teach me how to do these manly things, which he must have learned from his father. We rarely spoke. Our goal—to build a one-bedroom clubhouse—required all of our attention.

Upon its completion, we planned to spend the night in domestic bliss, “like brothers.” We promised that we would become blood brothers to celebrate the first night in our dwelling. We each pricked the end of a finger so that it would draw blood, and then we held our respective fingers together for at least a minute while our blood mixed.

With our makeshift dwelling constructed and our bloody mission accomplished, it was time for Rick and me to spend the night together—all night, since we promised not to “chicken out even if it poured rain.” I remember that it was a humid Friday and I could see the stars shining through the flimsy crates that provided the roof over our heads. Our little bodies barely fit in the clubhouse, so we lay on our backs, scrunched up against each other, fully clothed and sweaty. I liked Rick in a way that I didn’t like my brother or Paul or any of the other boys in the neighborhood. I was happy that night, over-the-moon happy.

Paul and I engaged in more theatrical endeavors. Since I was a couple of years his senior, I was boss. We produced a backyard theater event that was written by, directed by, produced by and starring me.

In our sweltering basement, my mother did the cast’s makeup, while nursing a drink.

The curtain-raiser—the curtain, made out of a threadbare sheet, hung on a clothesline—was a two-character melodrama that was less than five minutes in length.

The plot involved a businessman (Paul) who visited a larger-than-life “lady” fortune-teller (guess who), who predicted that he would be killed before nightfall. As he left the dwelling of Madame Fortune-Teller, I whipped off my dress (made from green and brown flowered drapes), grabbed a knife, and attacked him from behind, stabbing him in the heart. All that was missing was the stage blood.

While the first half of the evening was meant to display my flair for drama (not to mention cross-dressing), the second half would showcase my macho charisma. I played the title role in King Midas.

Rather slight, this play was more about the props than the dramaturgy (and this was way before Andrew Lloyd Webber). I’d spent hours decorating plastic roses, spraying them and respraying them with blindingly gold glitter.

In a moment of sheer brilliance, a vase overflowing with red roses turned into a vase overflowing with gold roses, eliciting gasps from the audience. I’d cleverly secreted the golden bouquet under the table holding the fake flowers and managed to switch red to gold as I pretended to smell them.

Suddenly summer was over. Paul and I remained friends, united in our love of all things showbiz. I occasionally saw Rick at school, but he distanced himself from me, as if he didn’t really want to be associated with me in a public setting. I felt a bit sad, especially when I looked at the foundation of the house we’d begun constructing and knew that Rick was no longer going to be my blood brother.

My father knew Rick’s dad, which explains why he delivered the news. He rarely had anything to say to me and never anything loaded with emotion. “I have some bad news, Mike,” he said. “Your friend, Rick? I heard that he had a bad accident,” he continued. “His dad is having a hard time.”

I wanted to ask him if he’d have a hard time if I had an accident. Instead, I said, “What kind of an accident?”

“He was by himself in the basement, playing with some ropes. His mom called him to come to dinner, but he didn’t respond. After several minutes, she walked down the stairs. His father said that he had accidentally hung himself.”

I was eight years old. I could not begin to comprehend what I was hearing. “Is he okay?” I asked.

“No, Mike,” my dad said, “he’s not okay. He’s dead.”

Dead. I did not let my father know the feelings that were happening inside of me. I walked away, heading for the backyard. Dead, like I’d never see him again? Dead, like our neighbor’s dog was dead? Dead, like Rick would be put in a cemetery, like the one at the end of the street?

It was almost winter, so our makeshift cabin had endured the ravages of several storms and it had begun to snow a few days prior. I practically ran to the place where we had slept that Friday night, even though the cold ground was covered with a fresh bed of snow.

I remembered his body next to mine, hot. I imagined the things we might have done, the things we would never do.





CHAPTER 5               

I can’t remember exactly when, but my father, being uncharacteristically intimate, told me what he believed to be true about Rick’s death. It may have been a couple of months or a couple of years after it happened.

“The kid killed himself,” my dad said. “His father even managed to get the newspapers to lie.” It was an odd thing to tell me, although I appreciated it. In retrospect, I think that my dad, who courted the notion of suicide, envied Rick’s guts.

My mother’s opinion of a person who chose to take his or her own life was dictated by her belief in the laws of the Catholic Church. She liked to say that she was “educated by nuns,” which seemed to suggest her moral and intellectual superiority. And while her intelligence was never in question, her moral code was blurry. She may have avoided meat on Fridays, but there were other temptations that she was unable to control. No longer validated by my father, she had a longing to be emotionally and physically appreciated by the opposite sex that was not quelled by her spiritual beliefs.

Her inexplicable absences began slowly but gained momentum as the marriage unraveled. The more Daddy was away from the home, either hospitalized or living alone in a downtown hotel, the more Mommy cavorted the nights away. One night a week became two nights a week became three nights a week. No Daddy, no Mommy, at eight years old.

Grandma Katie often babysat me when my dad was in the hospital and Mommy was “working late.” One night when she was watching me, the news came, a phone call that she’d probably been dreading for several years but I had never even imagined.

I had a good and a bad grandma, like the good and the bad witches of Oz. Grandma Katie goodness.

I could tell the phone call was serious by the lifelessness in her voice. “Yes,” she said. “Yes, I understand. Yes, that’s true. Why, thank you. Yes, I will. Thank you ever so much.”

She hung up the phone, gracefully made the sign of the cross, and whispered a quick prayer.

“Your uncle John died,” she said. Her voice was flat, hollow sounding. Her flesh and blood had died.

She then began pacing around the dining room table, where I had been attempting to put together a model airplane. She moved as if she had a destination to reach in a limited amount of time, negotiating the right-angle turns with a certain militaristic precision.

The house was silent except for the sound of her breathing, which seemed to be increasingly labored. I was probably holding my breath, having never seen anything like this.

I sat in the chair that my uncle John sat in when he had come to visit. While it was clear that she didn’t want me to talk, it was equally apparent that she didn’t object to my witnessing this expression of grief, hurt, pain and anger.

After what must have been at least twenty minutes, she had worn herself out. Determined to restore a sense of normalcy, she said, “It’s time for a snack.”

After our conversationless snack (popcorn and Pepsi), I asked her to tell me the story about Uncle John and the teddy bear.

“Again?

“He was always more questioning than his brothers,” she said. “And he didn’t believe everything he heard.

“So one day I saw him, from the kitchen window, walking toward the railroad tracks clutching his teddy bear. He must have been six or seven years old.

“He knew he was forbidden to get to close to the tracks. Even though I trusted him, he seemed to be on a mission that made me nervous.

“So I followed him, keeping several yards behind him. He did not know I was there.

“I couldn’t believe it when I saw him getting closer and closer to the tracks. I suddenly realized that this kid of mine had timed his walk to coincide precisely with an approaching train.

“Even if I had screamed, I would have been drowned out by the loud sounds of the train.

“The little scamp ran up to the tracks, placed his teddy bear on one of them, turned around and began running away from the train and toward me. You should have seen his face when he realized I’d seen what he’d done.”

No matter how many times she told me the story, it was always like I was hearing it for the first time.

“I said, ‘Land’s sake, boy, what are you doin’?’ I wasn’t yellin’ because I was angry; I was tryin’ to be heard above the train, which had already run over that helpless little bear.

“After the train sounds died down, he looked me right in the eye and said, ‘Mama, I was just tryin’ to see if my teddy bear would bleed.’”

I howled at the punch line, the moment I had anticipated. So did she. We were giddy with grief. I wonder if my grandma made the connection that blood would, decades later, prove to be Uncle John’s enemy in the progression of his deadly disease.

Trains were part of the Kearns folklore. In fact, my grandfather Lannes Kearns was working for the railroad when he first laid eyes on Katherine, his future wife.

Several years her senior, he would watch her walking to school every day with her sisters through the fields of wildflowers adjacent to the railroad. She stood out, not only because she was the tallest, but also because she appeared to be the most sensible. And while she was more distinguished than beautiful, her strong features added to her allure.

“See that girl?” my future grandfather would say, indicating the statuesque one. “I’m going to marry her one day.”

Katherine and Lannes did indeed wed. Their firstborn was my father, Joseph, who would eventually find himself on a train—in the dining car of the New York–Chicago–St. Louis Railroad (nicknamed the Nickel Plate Road), working as a waiter. My mother wistfully recalled taking trips from St. Louis to Chicago and New York with her dashing husband before my brother and I were born.

Hearing stories about those glamorous cities made me aware that there was a way out of St. Louis. It always felt to me like it was a city one should escape from.

There was a tree in our backyard that must have been about six feet tall, with scrawny branches virtually void of foliage. I had a recurring dream: the balloon from The Wizard of Oz would land there, carrying Dorothy, Toto and the faux wizard, with one seat left for me. The balloon would take Dorothy to Kansas and me to my home. Home. I was in the backyard of our family house and dreaming of being taken home.





CHAPTER 6               

Being in our backyard was not confining, like being in St. Louis was. It was limitless terrain, defined only by the parameters of my imagination. I’d play on the swing set, finding as many ways as I could to wrap my body around the various bright red poles that made up the structure. Then I’d swing for long stretches of time and eventually return to exploring every inch of the swing with every inch of my body. I could hear the psychiatrist say, “Don’t fall on your butt.” I remembered the way his blond hair swept across his forehead.

I often got hard, like I had on that day with Davey, and once, as I recreated our skinny-dipping scene in my head, I was completely shocked to feel something involuntarily squirting out of my dick.

Even though the unexpected eruption felt good, it was a bit scary. Within a few weeks, however, I was sidling up and down those poles and shooting on a regular basis. A pole dancer is born.

That multipurpose backyard proved to be a romantic getaway with a same-sex partner who committed suicide, an outdoor theater, which I headlined, and a place to get my rocks off without a breath of shame, only wonder.

Entering third grade in a new school could be pretty intimidating, especially if you already felt like an outsider. Very early on, I learned how to get attention and a bit of respect from my peers. By serving up some relatively acceptable version of myself, rather than imploding, I could make some friends.

During recess, while most of the boys were engaged in some competitive game, I would perform solo on the monkey bars. I’d do something either extremely silly or extremely dangerous in order to attract a crowd.

In daredevil mode, I would swing across the monkey bars like a dervish, skipping one bar. Then I’d skip two. Then, stretching my long arms to the max, three.

I fell. Hard. My audience began running for help in all directions. I looked at my arm and saw a bone poking through the skin, which was turning all shades of blue. No blood.

A teacher arrived. The school nurse followed. Then the principal. This must be serious, I thought. Everybody is paying attention to me. Before too long, even my mom showed up.

It turned out to be a nasty fracture, requiring several days’ hospitalization.

What I remember the most about the hospital stay were my mom’s daily visits. They may not have lasted long, but she was available. She wasn’t fighting with my father or getting drunk or gussying up to go out for a night of carousing.

I returned to school, playing up the fallen-hero scenario. You’d have to really be heartless to make fun of a kid with a big white plaster cast on his arm.

I was grateful to be excused from the humiliations of gym class but distressed that the jolt of the accident didn’t appear to improve my brain waves. I didn’t feel very smart, which was another contributing factor to my outsider status. Ugly and dumb.

Shortly after my arm was pronounced “as good as new,” I had another mishap.

Until their relationship completely disintegrated, my parents repeatedly made futile attempts to glue our broken family back together again. On a snowy Sunday afternoon, we ventured out for an excursion to Forest Park, the location of the World’s Fair in 1904. The massive park, carpeted with snow, contains several lakes that freeze over when the temperature is below thirty-two degrees for several days, creating natural ice-skating opportunities.

I loved it, largely because it gave me a chance to perform in public. Even though I was wearing pedestrian shoes, I felt like I was a diva in the Ice Capades, turning and spinning, imagining the applause and going faster and faster.

I was also going farther and farther away from the curb where my mom and dad were parked—sitting in silence, I guessed—watching me.

Faster and faster, farther and farther. I was reaching new dramatic heights when, in a split second, I plunged under the freezing water. Gasping for breath, to keep from going under the ice, I attempted to hold on to the edge of the ice that remained intact.

My hands kept slipping, making it impossible for me to pull myself out of the water. My teeth were chattering uncontrollably. The weight of my wet clothes made the situation even more treacherous. Did I try to scream for help?

A crowd was beginning to form. “He’s going to drown,” someone said. “Oh, my God,” said another. “What happened?”

My mother would later tell me that she saw it coming. From her vantage point of about fifty yards away, she could clearly see where the ice was unfrozen, maybe better than I could. Even though she knew I couldn’t hear her, considering the distance, she screamed my name anyway as the ice cracked and I submerged.

“Where are his parents?” I heard someone say.

Then, out of nowhere, a man was at the edge of the ice, reaching out to me. “Grab my arm and I’ll pull,” he said. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see my mom and dad on the sidelines, frozen in shock.

He was risking the possibility of falling in himself, something the rapt spectators surely must have known.

“Easy, kid,” he said. “Let me do the work.”

I grasped his muscular forearms and with a steadiness that seemed impossible considering the immediate danger of the situation, he pulled me from the deadly waters.

He saved me. The crowd cheered like they were at a sports event as he scooped me into his arms.

He had a big yellow mustache and perfect white teeth, reminding me of the psychiatrist. The more I shivered, the tighter he held me and the warmth of his body calmed me. Even though it was ice-cold, my shriveled dick started to grow.

My mom and dad approached, thanking my savior profusely. My dad removed his big navy blue overcoat and wrapped me in it. Then he lifted me into his arms and carried me to the car.

It was the first—and the last—time that I remember my father ever holding me. Even when I was a baby, my mother relished telling me years later, he had refused to touch me because I was “a mistake.”

“You’re going to be okay, honey,” my mom said as we began the drive home. She ordered my dad to turn the car heater all the way up.

Exhausted, I fell asleep thinking of my hero with the Technicolor mustache and teeth but secretly wishing that my dad had been the one to save me.

The next morning at school, I achieved instantaneous celebrity status. A broken arm followed by a brush with death made me the Elizabeth Taylor of my elementary school. But fame, especially when it is predicated only on being accident prone, is short-lived. I knew I had to find something more substantial to keep me in the spotlight.





CHAPTER 7               

When the divorce finally became a reality, after years of anticipation, like coming attractions you’d see at a movie theater, I was compelled to find the family photographs and study them, determined to identify a clue that might help me salvage the crumbling marriage.

One of my favorites was an oversize black-and-white photo, safely ensconced in a glossy white folder. On the cover was a drawing of a nude woman in an erotically charged pose with the words “Latin Quarter” emblazoned under her curvaceous body.

Each time I opened the folder, my heartbeat accelerated as I soaked in the glamorous beauty of my mommy and daddy. They were a breathtaking couple; made for each other, I thought.

They looked like movie stars, meticulously coiffed and groomed, ready for their close-up. She was all curves—her eyebrows, cupid lips and rounded cheekbones. Her beauty was astounding, a blessing that would become a curse. He was elegant, verging on effete, but maintaining a sensual masculinity. The photograph was so luminous that it practically made you squint—his silky tie, her shimmering dress, the pomade on his slicked-back hair.

There were a few new photos in the drawer, recently added to her private collection. One of them captured Mr. and Mrs. Kearns at least fifteen years after their passionate night at the Latin Quarter.

He was attempting to smile at the camera, but it was bad acting. The look on her face was harrowing. She stared straight ahead, zombie-like, as if she was unaware of the flashing camera. All that could be read on her severe face, showing its age, was an expression of unspeakable disillusionment. Still beautiful, yes, but the beauty of sadness.

Those two photos serve as bookends, encompassing the years that included the births of my brother and me and the collective pain of a family on a collision course.

There was another photo that would, in years to come, contradict what I’d been told by Mommy. Even though he seems wooden and ill at ease, my father did hold me in his arms, albeit awkwardly, when I was a newborn. On the back, in her handwriting, she had written, “Michael, 1950.”

As the divorce went into overdrive, my mission to save our family continued, but the answer could not be found in the photographs.

The divorce of Pauline and Joseph Kearns had all the ingredients of a Hollywood screenplay: reports of mental instability, infidelity and physical abuse along with some sharp courtroom rejoinders that included, “The truth is bad enough.”

In spite of her obsessive philandering, proven beyond doubt, the court did not find her to be an unfit mother.

Did I?

While she managed to intermittently commit to playing the mother role, her desperate quest to find a new husband became her priority, especially post divorce, often threatening the well-being of her children. If she suggested that she was looking for a man to be the replacement father to her children, she was lying to herself. She was looking for a man to make her feel desirable.

I knew that I had to find something to lower the volume on my loneliness, something that I could excel at. I needed to succeed in order to escape my tormented family.

Little did I realize that my reinvention would play into the Kearns family railroad motif. Well, kinda.





CHAPTER 8               

“Pardon me, boy, is that the Chattanooga Choo Choo?”

Miss Kohl, my otherwise demure third-grade teacher, placed herself in front of the classroom, histrionically gesticulating and mouthing the words to a recording (45 rpm, spinning on a player about the size of a birthday cake). She tapped the shoulder of an imaginary boy and then pointed in the direction of the imaginary train.

We, her students, had been instructed to stand next to our desks and try to capture Miss Kohl’s precise physical moves, not to mention her animated facial expressions, which were right out of a silent movie.

“Boy, you can gimme a shine.”

I could almost see my dilapidated tennis shoes begin to sparkle as I performed the shoe shining bit, buffing them with a make-believe cloth. Even while studying Miss Kohl’s every subtle twitch and shift, I was able to steal a glance at my classmates, most of whom were not even trying. The boys were downright clumsy and even the girls were a bit stiff.

Me? Well, let us say that I was aware that Miss Kohl, without missing a beat or letting on to the other students, was watching me more intently than she was the others.

“Nothin’ could be finer than to have your ham and eggs in Carolina.” Gosh, I could taste the yummy ham and eggs. My mouth was watering.

One of us, only one, would be chosen to act out the song, front and center, while the less talented third graders huddled in the background, singing the lyrics. This big number was for the upcoming school assembly with a train theme.

Some of the other kids had virtually given up and stared at me in envious disbelief. Many of them were the same kids who had routinely made fun of me.

“There’s gonna be a certain party at the station. Satin and lace …” Miss Kohl caressed her body like she was Marilyn Monroe. So did I.

I’m gonna win, I thought. I can’t do math, I can’t catch a ball, I can’t spell, but—more than any of my schoolmates—I can make it look like I’m wearing satin and lace. In truth, I was doing it better than Miss Kohl was.

Never in my life had I felt so powerful. Finally, after nine years of feeling like a loser, a misfit, a freak, I was winning.

After we’d gone through it three or four times and I got even more connected to the material (especially the satin and lace), Miss Kohl looked at me pointedly and said, “I’ll let you know who will perform in front of the rest of the class tomorrow.” The bell indicating the end of the school day rang on cue.

I played it cool, and gathered my books together and affected a nonchalant air of self-confidence. I floated out of the room, giving Miss Kohl a meaningful half smile. She knew I knew and I knew she knew I knew.

I couldn’t wait to get in front of the full-length mirror that hung on the inside of my mother’s bedroom door so I could watch myself do the song and dance.

With the divorce finalized and my dad officially moved out, my mother spent hours in front of that mirror. Usually with a freshly made drink nearby, it was where she readied herself for her forays into the night in search of the next husband.

I bought a soda on the way home with money I’d saved from one of my many odd jobs (the most lucrative was working at a Laundromat with pale blue washers and dryers). I planted myself in front of the mirror, attempting to perfect every move. My mom wouldn’t be home for at least two hours, maybe more, depending on whether or not she had to “work late.”

Reveling in his bad-boy image, my fourteen-year-old brother, Joey, was rarely home. It was as if he, too, was granted a divorce. Part of me admired him for his escape-artist absences. When he was missing in action, I didn’t have to worry about him barging in.

Sometimes “working late” meant that my mom didn’t come home until the sun was about to rise. On those nights, I slept in her bed and waited, often half-awake, listening for the sound of her unlocking the front door. I could hear her, attempting to not make any noise but inevitably bumping up against something, dropping her keys, and muttering a “bad word” as she made her way to the bed.

The smell of her smoke-saturated clothes, boozy breath and what remained of her stale perfume was all at once revolting and comforting as she lay next to me, a bit too close, in the double bed.

As I went through the theatrical moves for the umpteenth time, I wondered if tonight would be one of those nights.

“There’s gonna be a certain party at the station. Satin and lace. I used to call ‘funny face.’” I found one of her slips in the pile of dirty clothes and held it up against me to achieve a sense of verisimilitude, even though my mother’s face was not funny.

She was in her mid-forties and her beauty had survived, miraculously. Petite (“I would really have been a true beauty had I been taller,” she often stated, as if her height was her life’s curse) and blessed with a face that miraculously belied her hard living, she could still pull off an entrance. Especially if she was walking into one of the dives she frequented—“taverns,” she called them, sanctuaries for the drunken and heartbroken.

“What are you doing?” she asked, catching me in the mirror. She’d come home a few minutes early. If she saw it, she didn’t mention her slip, which I quickly tossed. “Let’s go to White Castle for dinner,” she said.

Those cheap dinners at White Castle stand out in my mind as rare times when I had her to myself. The hamburgers, soaked in onions, were miniature, but we could afford to order more than one. I loved her when we were eating out together at White Castle.

I told her about the train assembly at school and how I felt there was little possibility of anyone other than me being chosen. She was skeptical but promised, if I got “the part,” to take off work and be there for my big moment.





CHAPTER 9               

“Mike Kearns,” Miss Kohl announced the next day, “will act out the song in front of the rest of you.” My classmates looked at me with a newfound respect—even the ones who had previously belittled me. I had an identity beyond being a sissy. I had evolved into some sort of performance artist (even though my niche had yet to be labeled as such).

I was anxious to share the news with my mom, but it was one of the nights that she didn’t come home for dinner, or even call with an excuse.

On those nights, I’d make my own dinner—a can of soup or macaroni and cheese. Sometimes I’d cash in soda bottles to come up with the money to buy my “meal.”

After many attempts to find her, calling taverns with names I thought I remembered hearing her refer to in half-whispered phone calls, I’d give up and go to sleep. If I would miraculously get her on the phone, she’d speak in a fuzzy voice, promising to be home in “an hour.” It never, not once, happened.

Eventually I quit believing her.

Some nights she’d drop me off at a movie theater. “I’ll pick you up at nine,” she’d say, as if she was trying to convince herself.

Charlton Heston and Stephen Boyd were my babysitters. From the pumped-up male competition to the heartless treatment of lepers, I’d immerse myself in every frame of Ben-Hur.

When she didn’t show up after the first screening, I watched the three-hour movie a second time, constantly jumping up and checking the front of the theater (never when Jeff and Chuck were shirtless).

When the second screening ended at approximately midnight and she still hadn’t shown up, I improvised—walked, took a bus, or got a cab.

“I have to go inside and get the money,” I’d lie to the cab driver. Then I’d disappear into the backyard of the house I’d indicated was mine and wait until I heard the cab speed away.

Her negligence seemed to hurt less after I got picked to do “Chattanooga Choo Choo.” Once the day of the performance arrived, after I wooed the entire student body, the teachers and the parents in attendance (including my mom), my sense of self began to blossom. Not only was I the one picked from an entire classroom of a couple dozen kids, but I also seduced an audience of at least one hundred with my dazzling display of talent. Everything became secondary to the goal I created for myself.

My mother was a hard worker by day but took off to see my stupendous performance. A bit contradictory to her irresponsible lady-of-the-night mode, she went into her practical mode when I shared my heart’s desire.

“I want to be an actor,” I told her.

She looked up the word “dramatic” in the Yellow Pages, and there it was: “Junior Theater, Acting Classes for Youth, Marian Epstein, Director.” She called and arranged a meeting with Miss Epstein (who would be played by Eve Arden in the movie).

With her booming stage voice and tailored wardrobe, Miss Epstein was a grande dame, formerly “a New York stage actress,” she announced without providing much substantiation. I was both intimidated by her and magnetized to her.

“Did you notice the length of her skirt?” my mother asked on the drive home. “Perfect for someone her age. And the light gray color of her blouse matched the color of her hair.” These were the kinds of observations my mother routinely made.

My mom would also make very astute comments about total strangers that we’d see on the street, often spinning a psychologically complex scenario, simply based on what she saw. “They just had a fight,” she’d say of a couple sitting next to each other at a bus stop but not relating. “Look at the way her body is rejecting him. And she’s holding on to her purse like there’s a secret in it.”

Later in my life, I realized that her big imagination greatly influenced my writing. She consistently dug for the subtext, never content with what everyone else could see. Based on keen perception, she would concoct a story that was never judgmental and always human.

This ability to perceive what is unseen was a gift from my mother that would also influence my ability to bring fully developed characters to life. She taught me to look beyond the obvious, to plunge deeper into the human condition.

I quickly amassed a list of credits from Junior Theater productions. My first small part was the Tall Boy in an original play, a rather benign beginning. Next up was the title role in The Knave of Hearts, in which my frilly costume overshadowed my acting. The role I was really able to sink my teeth into was Bottom in A Midsummer Night’s Dream—the artisan who, in the play within the play, dons a long yellow wig and plays the tortured female character in a bastardization of the Romeo and Juliet death scene. It would not be the last time that I’d play a death scene in a wig (or play a bottom).

A clown was born. Being able to make ’em laugh was added to my growing repertoire of ways to get attention. I remembered my father not being able to attend the performance of A Midsummer Night’s Dream at the last minute, but my mom and Grandma Katie were there in the audience, sharing my triumph.

Ultimately, it wasn’t the list of credits I accumulated at the Junior Theater that mattered. What Miss Epstein taught her young thespians was the art of empathy, rooted in the methodology of Stanislavski.

“Do not ask how you are different than any human being,” Miss Epstein would say. “Ask yourself how you are similar. There is something that connects you, and as an actor, you must find that connection in every role you play.

“Begin in real life. You have something in common with every person on the street, every member of your family, every student in your school.”

I can honestly say it was the most valuable lesson about acting that I ever learned and it eventually provided the blueprint for my life’s work.

This is not to suggest that Miss Epstein was uninterested in the nuts and bolts of performing and putting on a good show. When I once played a critical telephone scene, mistakenly grasping the dangling phone cord with the mouthpiece to my ear instead of my mouth, she greeted me backstage upon my exit with a few expletives that took me weeks to recover from. I had disgraced her—and myself.

Miss Epstein wasn’t shy about investigating my home life to see if some domestic drama was interfering with my concentration. She confronted my mother: “Is he getting enough sleep?”

“Yes,” my mother lied. The nights alone became more and more frequent the older I got. I desperately clung to my reputation as an actor. Acting would save me.

Yet visits to my father were traumatic. “I will never be like him,” I promised myself. He was doing more time in the state hospital’s mental ward. Mom felt it was her maternal duty to take me to visit him, an experience that has haunted me ever since.
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There was a large room, like an auditorium, lined with row after row of cots. Assuming a standing position in anticipation of our arrival, he was fairly easy to spot. Even in his deflated state, he was taller than the others.

As we navigated our way to his cot, a stranger’s shaky hand reached for me. Another one of the patients muttered something unintelligible. But most were in vegetative states, drugged out and numbed out. My dad would say “Hi,” and shake my hand. About fifteen minutes later, when the mounting silence became unbearable, he’d say, “Bye,” and shake my hand again.

Weather permitting, sometimes he’d meet us on the hospital’s front lawn. My mother attempted to instigate a conversation, which usually resulted in revisiting an unfinished argument between the two of them. On some lucky occasions, Grandma Katie came along, which normalized the disquieting situation even though my mother’s jealousy of her mother-in-law was palpable.

Grandma Katie was a sincere Catholic, not a religious hypocrite, which must have made my mother feel unworthy. My father had also cast my mother as the wife who was incapable of being as perfect as his mother. And then there was my growing affection for my grandma, coinciding with intensified feelings of distrust toward my mother.

Grandma kept things moving by relating a tidbit from the newspaper or an anecdote about a relative and always offered some insight into the weather we’d just had, were presently having, or were about to have.

My mother also resented Miss Epstein. Even though she found her mother role untenable, she didn’t want to see me playing the role of son to women I’d cast as substitute mothers. She demanded all the attention.

At some point, I realized that my mother’s support of my career was not unconditional; it was based on how my accomplishments reflected on her. While she wasn’t exactly a stage mother, she did glom onto my success. My achievements were her achievements—make no mistake about that.

When my acting teacher called to say that she’d arranged for me to audition for a role at the St. Louis Municipal Opera, my mother initially thought that it was some kind of prank. I knew otherwise and as I stood in a long row of young boys, all approximately nine years old, there was little doubt in my mind that I would be chosen to appear in Take Me Along with Betty White and Jack Carson.

Chosen to be the understudy of the boy they cast, I was close to being right. I attended all the rehearsals and checked in every night at half-hour to see if he was okay to go on. And I received a check for thirty-five dollars.

The Muny, as it is affectionately called, remains one of my hometown’s prize attractions. Located in beautiful Forest Park (where my near-death ice-skating mishap occurred), it is a twelve-thousand-seat splendid outdoor amphitheater.

My first professional job was a joyous experience, largely based on my interaction with Betty White. In her thirties and unmarried, Betty White chose me as her lunch date every single day of the weeklong rehearsal period. She bought me a hot dog and a soft drink and we’d each save some of the bun to feed to the birds. Why did she assume this maternal role? Perhaps simply because she could sense how badly I needed it.

Several members of the chorus of singers and dancers also parented me. This was my first exposure to same-sex couples, who behaved no differently from their male-female counterparts. My introduction to gay men and lesbian women interacting was pleasantly uneventful.

While Betty White (who sent me Christmas cards postmarked “Beverly Hills”) seemed to be a fairly healthy sort, I was warned that not all actresses who lived on the West Coast possessed her upbeat disposition.

One day on the bus, en route to acting school, a man noticed the words “Junior Theater” boldly imprinted on the oversize envelope I was clutching, crammed full with my scripts and voluminous notes. I had begun taking private classes with Miss Epstein since she had pronounced me “gifted.”

“You gonna be an actor?” he asked. “Let me tell you somethin,’ kid. I got a niece out in Hollywood. Big star. Big house. Big swimmin’ pool, the works.”

“Really?” I asked, not knowing where this was leading.

“Won an Oscar, for God’s sake,” he said. “But you know what, kid?” There was a long pause. He leaned toward me and stared into my eyes. Finally, he whispered (so the driver and the other bus riders couldn’t hear), “Shelley Winters. And she ain’t happy.”

In my mind, I compared my mother’s transparent sadness to the tragic Miss Winters’. I didn’t look like Rock Hudson or Montgomery Clift, actors who shared the screen with Miss Winters. I didn’t believe that I was handsome enough to be an actor. I thought, “How can I become better looking?”

I began having photographs of myself taken at Walgreens drugstore, using coupons that I’d cut from the St. Louis Post-Dispatch. I’d nervously wait for a week or so to get them back so that I could analyze each and every one of them.

That smile needed some work. And the hair could undergo some finessing to bring out my features. What to do about those sad eyes?

I would save up enough money (and clip more coupons) for my next photo session. Like a sculptor, I believed my face was clay that I could mold by determination. After a couple of years, I actually began to look less ugly.

“He willed himself into being handsome,” my mother would tell people in later years, when I was considered above average. I never asked, but I guessed that she was referring to my obsession to be photographed.

I remember that she had a photo taken of herself around the same time; whether she was the inspiration for my photo shoots or I was the inspiration for hers isn’t clear. But our intentions were unquestionably the same; we were both assessing our marketability. Hers was taken in a studio; her shoulders were draped in some black fabric and she was looking a bit doomed in spite of her attempt at a half smile. If she was trying to assess her degree of charisma, I wonder if she knew that it was in serious jeopardy of becoming extinct.

I intervened, suggesting that she needed some dazzling hairstyles when she embarked on her manhunts. I had taken great pleasure in combing my Grandma Katie’s long, luxurious mahogany-colored hair as she enjoyed The Lawrence Welk Show.

I had developed some innate know-how when it came to Mommy’s makeover. For one thing, she needed to let her hair grow. Bigger hair was in order. The longer it got, the more creative I could be, finding many elaborate ways to make her more glamorous.

In terms of my reinvention, I would often choose my friends, especially the male ones, based on their physicality, hoping to assimilate some of their beauty by osmosis. Guys like Terry Greenberg, a very handsome young man with dark hair and a face of perfectly symmetrical contours.
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Terry was my best friend, my worst enemy, my nemesis and my main competition. In other words, Terry was probably my first boyfriend.

Terry wanted to be an actor, too, but did not have the benefit of Miss Epstein’s tutelage when we both auditioned for a community theater production of Critic’s Choice, the Ira Levin Broadway hit that was now making it to the hinterlands.

There were at least a dozen other high-strung boys vying for the role, which demanded an expansive emotional range. Because of the role’s requirements and taking the actor’s age into consideration, the part would be double cast.

The chosen actors would alternate in the weekend performances. Terry and I both got the part, heightening our evolving bond. Our similarities cemented our relationship while simultaneously threatening it.

Miss Vineyard, our fifth-grade teacher, was probably most aware of the complicated dynamics that existed between Terry and me since she observed us several hours a day, five days a week.

A bit of a floozy, Miss Vineyard wore more lipstick and higher heels than any other teacher in our elementary school. She also had a habit of wearing a black—or red!—bra under a light-colored flimsy blouse. She was the only woman I knew who was sexier than my mom.

“I want to have a little talk with you,” she said, in that soothing two-packs-a-day baritone that some women in the Fifties didn’t regret having. When all the other kids, including Terry, had vacated the classroom, Miss Vineyard focused all of her attention on me. I had never noticed how big her breasts were.

“I’d like you to do something for me,” she said. “Tomorrow I want you to stand back and observe your friend Terry very closely throughout the day. And at the end of the school day, I want you to ask yourself if that’s how you want people to see you.”

She let it sink in as she reached into her purse for a tube of cherry red lipstick and applied it, almost in slow motion. Then she smiled, like a movie actress in a close-up.

“That’s all, darlin’,” she said, a bit archly, sounding almost like a haughty drag queen and tossing the lipstick in her bag, as if she’d just taught me a geometry equation rather than a life lesson I would never forget.

I said nothing, maybe not even “thank you.” As instructed, the following day I carefully studied my buddy’s every move. He was loud and desperate, constantly demanding everyone’s attention without ever really connecting to anyone.

Was Miss Vineyard suggesting that I acted like that? Yes, of course she was, and she cared enough about me to tell me.

At the conclusion of the day, as everyone was storming out of the classroom, I deliberately walked slowly enough so that I could make eye contact, thanking her without words.

To this day, I don’t know why she chose me over Terry. Maybe it was arbitrary. For years I told myself it was because I showed more potential. But at some point I realized that she could have gone through the same machinations with Terry, having him observe me.

It didn’t matter. I learned that I needed to lessen the volume on my quest to be accepted. The additional benefit was to know that she cared; to know that I mattered to the fifth-grade teacher with high, high heels.

Miss Ellis, my sixth-grade instructor, could not have been a greater contrast to the flashy Miss Vineyard. Fulfilling the stereotype of the old-maid teacher, she wore flowered print dresses that covered every inch of her ample frame, one for every day of the week.

While she instructed us on all subjects, it was her devotion to language that transformed her from a rather by-the-book teacher into an impassioned goddess of words.

As a fledging actor, I had probably been exposed to more language than most kids my age had, but it was Miss Ellis who instilled an appreciation of words that continues to feed my creativity.

Learning how to compose a haiku was almost as thrilling as learning how to apply the tool of sense memory to an acting assignment. As taught by Miss Ellis, in a rhapsodic voice that didn’t sound at all like her Math voice or her Science voice, the origin and meaning of haiku ignited my love affair with stringing words together.

Bill Holmes was far more interested in bouncing basketballs than writing haikus, but since his house was directly adjacent to ours, we became friends by proximity. Bill was butch to the core. When his parents had to go out of town unexpectedly, they asked my mom if he could spend the night at our house.

She said yes. Mommy was home more evenings and weekends those days since she had moved Charlie, one of her drunken, mongrel-faced boyfriends, in to live with us.

Charlie had one of those W.C. Fields noses, red and bulbous, tattooed with broken blood vessels. Like many alkies, he possessed an irresistible charm until he chugged the poisonous drink that transformed him into a seething monster.

Not unlike my father, Charlie was immobilized by the prospect of going to work. When he wasn’t replacing Daddy in the bedroom, he replaced him on the couch. My mom rarely missed a day of work.

To avoid the inevitable mayhem that I knew Mommy and Charlie would stir up, Bill and I retreated to my bedroom, steering clear of them. I remember listening to “Take Good Care of My Baby” and “Will You Still Love Me Tomorrow?” on a transistor radio.

When it sounded as if the happy couple had passed out, Bill suggested we play a game. “You lie with your head at one end of the bed and I’ll lie with mine at the other,” he said, as if teaching me a move on the Monopoly board.

“Then, at the same time, we put each other’s dicks in our mouths.”

He was whispering, of course, and I felt myself getting hard. Then, he delivered the clincher. “It will taste,” he promised, “just like apple pie.”

He didn’t have to convince me. We must have stayed in that position for hours, as one song on the radio melted into another. At one point, Charlie pounded on the door. “What’s goin’ on in there?” he slurred. Bill and I jumped up, sticking our stiff peters in our underpants, as Charlie stuck his head in the door.

“Turn that fuckin’ noise off, girls,” he said, as if he owned the place. Girls? Had he heard us? Or was it a reference to girls having slumber parties?

“Yeah, sure,” I said, missing the taste of that apple pie in my mouth.

Charlie exited, and Bill and I glanced at each other, looking at each other differently than we had before the hours of cocksucking. We waited—two minutes, maybe three—and resumed the position, slurping away until dawn.

The next time I saw Bill, we were back to the routine of being friends by proximity. It was as if it had never happened. I never tasted his creamy pie again.

Now that I had tasted and been tasted, I wanted more. It was my father who, unwittingly, put me within reach of more cocksucking.
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He’d been released from the hospital and was given back his job as a maîtred’ at downtown’s snazzy Mayfair Lennox Hotel. One of the job’s perks was getting tickets to the traveling shows that played the American Theatre. While he had never come to see me in a play, he respected my interest in the theater and arranged for me to see shows, most of which were way over my head.

I remember seeing Gore Vidal’s The Best Man, a political drama that resonated because the cast was comprised primarily of extremely handsome men wearing business suits and acting with all their might. The content, beyond my grasp, didn’t matter; the players were role models in the flesh.

We usually had a quick dinner in a cafeteria before he pointed me in the direction of the theater. His transformation, from hospital gown to tuxedo, was more significant than just a costume change, and although remnants of his depression lingered, we did converse.

“How’s your mother?” he said, by rote.

“Fine,” I said, by rote. “I’ve got a girlfriend,” I said, even though he never asked.

“Good, that’s good,” he muttered. “I don’t.”

Meal over and with time to spare, I took my time exploring the foreign streets of downtown and inevitably sensed that I was being pursued. In most cases, I was right. A fairly nondescript man, about my dad’s age, would trail me, then manage to slink in front of me and, glancing over his shoulder, indicate for me to follow him. Follow I did, into a restroom, where the anonymous man would drop to his knees, open my fly and give me a blow job. No discussion of apple pie and no reciprocation required. I was content being the object of their obsession.

This happened numerous times. Different men, different restrooms, different cocksucking techniques. Always linked to theatergoing, these T-room liaisons intensified my love affair with the theater.

Summers were devoted to building up my acting credits while honing my entrepreneurial skills. I founded and presided over Carsonville Players, a community-based theater that was run entirely by teenagers. While we did shows throughout the year, our summer productions were considerably more elaborate.

My ambition never abated. Juggling two or three plays at once, I continued to appear in traveling children’s theater productions and with other semiprofessional companies in St. Louis, often taking on the only kid role in an adult play. One of my favorite roles was Helen Keller’s angst-ridden brother, James, in The Miracle Worker.

Meanwhile, the dramas being played out on the home front needed the intervention of a miracle worker. One winter of severe discontent found Mommy in the throes of pneumonia after finally kicking Charlie out of the house. Her mother, my wicked grandma, moved in to take care of her.

At one point, when several inches of snow had accumulated, Grandma Mamie dictatorially ordered me to go outside and shovel the driveway. When I refused, she came after me with a broom, threatening to whack me over the head. When I warned her I’d tell my mother, she left me alone.

Grandma Mamie’s allegiance was to my brother until he did the unthinkable. At eighteen years old, he married a fourteen-year-old with hair that was dyed bright red (not unlike the color of Mamie’s) and ratted to hysterical heights.

When I excitedly told Grandma Mamie that my new sister-in-law was going to have a baby, Grandma slurred, “Big surprise.”

From her false eyelashes to her tacky bejeweled shoes, I adored everything about Sharon, my brother’s wife. Decades later, Sharon would be the one who tearfully recounted an incident when my mother had left me alone for several days without food or money. Even though she was only three years older than I was, she took it upon herself to get something to eat in the house.

Our kinship was based on some inherent understanding that we were both misfits; both of us prematurely living life out loud.

Junior high school (seventh and eighth grade in those days) was forgettable except for the increasingly romantic yearnings I harbored for my male friends. While I knew these attractions were not considered “normal” by many, I did not attempt to squelch them. I wanted to do the apple pie tango with someone I really cared about.

I scanned every boy’s face for a sign that he, too, might be experiencing these unique feelings. There was one: Art Robinson, a teenager created in the James Dean mold. With dirty blond hair and a face that was undeniably beautiful but unnervingly void of joy, Art projected something I understood. Virtually every girl at Normandy Junior High desired him. And so did at least one boy: me.

Although we never spoke, not one word, Art communicated with me in ways that other boys didn’t. Our eyes told each other secrets as we brushed by each other in hallways crowded with “normal” kids. Our unspoken entanglement may have sprung from my hopeful imagination, but what transpired one night in Art Robinson’s bedroom both confirmed my suspicions and ended my fantasies.

Art took his father’s shotgun, inserted it into his mouth and shot his movie star face into thousands of bits and pieces that splattered onto the walls of his bedroom. Blood everywhere.

This was the second suicide I’d experienced (and I was only thirteen years old). I could sense a pattern emerging. There was something about boys who killed themselves that pulled me into their orbit.

It was 1963, the year of the Kennedy assassination, but I will forever remember it as the year my fantasy boyfriend blew his brains out. In the troubled mind of a heartbroken teenager, Jackie Kennedy’s tragedy was no more monumental than mine. If only he’d told me, I could have saved him. Maybe I could have also saved Rick.
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How did I deal with the hurt? Acting, of course. Bob Goddard, the entertainment writer for the St. Louis Globe-Democrat, wrote, “Better add another one to our town’s burgeoning roster of talented young people. Mike Kearns, that is, who’s doubling in brass this week as leading man and director of the Carsonville Players’ production of The Children Are Listening. He’s also directing and taking the leading role in The Pied Piper with the Pasadena Players. Mike’s an honor roll student and is headed for a theatrical career.”

Seeing my name in the paper made me feel alive. I read it over and over, imagining how the assholes who made fun of me and beat me up would interpret each word; “talented … leading role … a theatrical career.”

During the first few weeks of high school, I was cast in The Red Mill, Normandy High’s annual musical theater event, held each fall. While it was a supporting role, it was rare for a freshman to be cast in a speaking role.

John Austin, a senior, played the romantic lead, a role that I hoped he’d play in my life. Less wounded than Art, John was graceful, gentle and shy. Blond and a bit pale, he epitomized the look of a sensitive young man—in other words, soft. One smile in my direction sustained me for hours.

The Thespian Society historically put on the spring play, directed by Colleen Wilkinson, the drama teacher, who had a nasty reputation as an uptight, unmarried woman of a certain age who took out her frustrations on her students. Even worse was the way she treated her band of thespians, braying directions and belittling them if they didn’t meet her standards of excellence.

Even though it was unlikely that a freshman would be cast before becoming a member of the Thespian Society (which couldn’t happen until your sophomore year), I summoned the requisite courage and went to the tryouts for Harvey.

All the auditioning male actors were instructed to read one of Elwood’s monologues, even though it was pretty much assumed that the role of the slightly daft character whose best friend is an imaginary rabbit would go to John Austin.

Miss Wilkinson was as steely as reported, but she did pay attention to me. “Not bad,” she said, which I later understood was not in keeping with her abrasive manner.

I was not cast in Harvey, made doubly painful because I wouldn’t be able to spend all those days after school in rehearsal observing the process of John becoming Elwood.

About a week before Harvey was set to open, I ran into John. This was a fairly frequent occurrence, since I’d mapped out where he was throughout the school day and charted my itinerary—moving from class to class, from building to building, on the large campus—with as many “chance meetings” as I could choreograph.

I had also figured out a way to avoid the upperclassman hooligans who had begun taunting me. “Fruit,” they muttered as they deliberately bumped into me with their oversize bodies, sometimes knocking my books out of my hands. This was followed by a chorus of triumphant, macho guffaws.

There was one occurrence that I have never been able to completely bury. After years of trying to extinguish the fear and pain that refused to diminish, I began to use the experience as fuel.

The herd of menacing boys must have staged the attack. One or two of them grabbed me and pulled me into a shower stall in the empty gymnasium. As if on cue, four or five more thugs suddenly appeared and took turns punching me in the stomach until I landed on the wet floor.

Kicking followed, with verbal assaults accompanying the physical manifestation of their hatred. “Sissy. Fruit. Homo. Queer.”

I did not tell anyone for fear of being punished by my attackers even more severely than I already had been. I ran home, soaking wet. I entered the empty house and landed in a heap on the living room couch, engulfed by feelings of shame and fear.

On some days, the possibility of seeing John was the sole motivation for going to school. On one particular day, I was glad I did.

“Miss Wilkinson wants to see you as soon as possible,” he said, with a bit of urgency in his otherwise serene voice.

Turned out that one of the actors had to quit for some reason and Miss Wilkinson chose me to replace him. Aside from the accomplishment of being cast in a major role, even though it was my freshman year, there was the crush on John that continued to consume me.

Miss Wilkinson was a toughie. She badgered more than she directed, often simply reciting the line and having us ape her delivery. She had no real respect for the art of acting, but she did know how to get a show ready for an audience.

Her actors shared some bemused fondness for her even though we constantly complained to each other about how insensitive she was. You’d have to pay attention, but on rare occasions, she managed to express a flicker of humor and even make a friendly comment. But her overall demeanor was sour.

When we returned from summer vacation, Miss Wilkinson had transformed. Astonishingly, her entire affect had shifted. Patient, understanding and soft-spoken, the former shrew never stopped smiling. Instead of muttering complaints, she purred compliments. It didn’t take long for the news to break: Miss Wilkinson was engaged to be married.

I don’t know how it happened, but I was chosen to be her wedding planner. She did not make a move without consulting with me—from the choice of her dress (“I don’t care what anyone says; I’m wearing white”) to the flowers and the reception. Before school, during lunch periods and after school, Miss Wilkinson and I obsessed over every detail in anticipation of the big day.

Her betrothed was her church’s choir director. No one dared ask what had ignited the teaming; presumably, they had known each other for some time. I met him only once before the wedding day and found him to be a bit icy. I figured he was uncomfortable, knowing how heavily his wife-to-be relied on me.

During the weeks leading up to the wedding, I became more and more attached to my teacher. A complicated woman who must have been hiding behind that glum exterior out of fear, she was suddenly filled with hope. Remember that this was the 1960s, when almost everyone believed that a woman needed a man in order to be fulfilled.

Ours was not your ordinary teacher-student relationship; we became bonded during these thrilling wedding-day preparations. She became more motherly as she got closer to being a wife.

“How old is she?” my mother scoffed, outraged that she’d consider wearing a white dress.

I defended her. “She’s never been married. It’s what she wants.”

Not only was Miss Wilkinson getting married for the first time, but she also had the audacity to suggest that she was a virgin at fortysomething. For someone with my mother’s sexual track record and no husband on the horizon, Miss Wilkinson was someone to ridicule. Factor in the closeness my teacher and I were experiencing and my mother’s entire foundation must have been threatened.

Miss Wilkinson’s walk down the aisle in her shimmering white satin gown was enchanting and the luminous glow on her face was beatific. She looked as perfect as one of those bride dolls that Grandma Mamie had dressed.

At the reception, I hugged her tight and she thanked me, whispering in my ear, “You’re like a son to me.” Before the newlyweds left for their honeymoon in Barbados, I told her that I loved her “like a mother.”

The following day, I received an unforgettable phone call.

“Are you sitting down?” It was the voice of Elaine, one of the Harvey cast members and a member of the Thespian Society, who was known for her convincing pranks. “Yeah, sure,” I said.

“No, I’m serious, Mike. Please sit down,” she said, and I suddenly believed that she was not kidding. I was standing in the hallway with my back up against the wall, so I pretended to be sitting but I was actually leaning.

“What? Tell me,” I said.

“She’s dead. Miss Wilkinson was killed in a bicycle accident,” she said.
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As she started to cry, I felt like I was melting, sliding down the wall in slow motion, landing hard on the floor in a sitting position. Her voice trailed off into sobs. “On her honeymoon,” she reminded me. “Her husband survived.”

Hearing my butt hit the floor, my mom came out of her bedroom. “No, no, no,” was all I could say. Then I began crying uncontrollably. “Honey, what is it?” my mother said, taking the receiver from me and hearing the news from Elaine.

She got down on the floor with me and attempted to console me, even though she must have felt conflicted, considering the complexity of her feelings about the dead bride.

The calls never stopped coming, including one from the school principal, who asked if I would announce what had happened to the entire student body over the school PA system the following morning.

All I could think about was the day of President Kennedy’s death, when the news unexpectedly came over the foreboding box hanging on the wall above the blackboard. Mr. Hernandez, my macho Spanish teacher, took a white handkerchief out of his pocket, turned his back to us and began to cry. I can still see the silhouette of his big, strong shoulders against the blackboard, shaking in grief.

“Come to my office first thing in the morning,” the principal said. “You can say whatever is in your heart. Then you can take the rest of the day off.”

I wrote and rewrote my comments, long into the night, describing how our teacher-student bond grew into a friendship as the wedding approached. I insisted that my beloved teacher “died in a state of happiness.” I knew enough about acting not to cry during my delivery (if you cry, the audience won’t) and my tribute was appreciated.

In the same way that I orchestrated her wedding, I helped organize her funeral. Less than a week after I picked up the wedding flowers, I was at the same florist, ordering a funeral bouquet with money gathered from members of the Thespian Society.

The florist, a buxom bleached blonde with a big-hearted personality, burst into tears when I told her Miss Wilkinson’s fate. “Oh, baby,” she said as she walked from behind the counter that separated us so that she could hug me. “You poor boy. Oh, baby, I’m sorry. I am truly sorry, lovey.”

Lena, the sweet florist, made an outlandish arrangement for Miss Wilkinson that was probably worth ten times the amount of money we had collected. Not a sophisticated woman, she called me at the last minute and asked if she could include comedy and tragedy masks “since she was a dramatics teacher.” I told her I thought it was a swell idea. Lena’s extravagant creation from the Thespians overshadowed all the other floral expressions of sorrow at the funeral home.

The widower was remote, robotically accepting the words of sympathy that flowed from dozens of students and teachers. Even though he refused to make eye contact with me, I saw something in him that I had never seen before: Miss Wilkinson’s husband reminded me of the men who gave me blow jobs in those downtown bathrooms.

On display in an open casket, dressed in her wedding gown, the bride corpse was the star attraction. I saw her in profile from a distance, but I refused to get too close. I chose to remember her radiant smile as she walked down the aisle.

Over the next few weeks, while a search was being conducted to replace Miss Wilkinson, a thesis began to circulate among her peers. One of the concerned teachers, who had attended the wedding and obviously trusted me, called me into the teachers’ lounge (where students are never allowed) one afternoon.

“I feel that you should know about this, Mike,” she said. “Several of us have concluded that there’s the possibility …”

She studied my face. It was stoic.

She was trying not to crack.

“The possibility that Miss Wilkinson’s death may not have been accidental.”

It didn’t take long for me to draw my own conclusions, but she helped me organize my jumbled thoughts.

“Her husband collected a great deal of insurance money,” she said. “And there are other disturbing little details, like the fact that he moved a grand piano out of Colleen’s mother’s house weeks before the wedding. And it’s suspicious that no one witnessed the accident at midday in a city full of tourists.”

“So he could have pushed her into the bus?”

She nodded yes. Then, after a very long pause, she delivered the most conclusive piece of evidence.

“And,” she said, leaning in to me, emphasizing that she was about to divulge something that she probably shouldn’t be telling me, “he was a confirmed bachelor.”

In other words, he was a homosexual who targeted this needy woman and married her in order to collect sizable insurance benefits. I got it. I wanted to let her know that I understood but that was more than I could reveal.

“I’m sorry,” she said. It was unbearable for me to believe, although I knew it was probably what had happened to my vulnerable Miss Wilkinson. Murdered on her honeymoon. The only person who could have pursued a criminal investigation was the bride’s elderly mother. So he got away with it. The closet case got away with murder.

I hurled myself into the school musical, playing Hugo in Bye Bye Birdie. Since most of the roles went to juniors and seniors, playing the rejected boyfriend of the ingénue who fell for the Elvis-inspired Birdie was another victory.

Cast as one of the older women in the show, Bonnie Pollard possessed a bawdy sophistication that resulted in a magnetic charisma, onstage and off. In spite of the three-year age difference, considered a big deal when you’re a fifteen-year-old boy and she’s an eighteen-year-old girl, we were an item.

This wasn’t just one of those symbiotic showbiz teamings that played well in public but was without passion behind closed doors. Bonnie and I were nuts about each other and making out with Bonnie was a blast, nothing like my attempts at getting intimate with other girlfriends I’d had, which were forced and clumsy.

I certainly liked the idea of being sexual, but most girls probably expected me to be more aggressive than I was. Sex with Bonnie was a hit because she made most of the moves as confidently as she did everything else.

While Bonnie was authentically feminine, her boldness made her “one of the boys,” resulting in what I considered an appealing girlfriend. Foulmouthed, with a laugh that spoke louder than words, Bonnie was on her way to becoming a broad.

I don’t recall ever trying to quiet my yearnings for boys by fitting in with my pussy-obsessed peers. The quirky relationship with Bonnie was proof of that; in spite of the fact that we had sex, we were a queer couple.

Based on my bond with Miss Wilkinson and my diligent organizational skills, it was obvious who would help transition the new drama teacher and sponsor of the Thespian Society.

Predisposed to resent Miss Wilkinson’s replacement, I had no idea he would provide me with so much ammunition.

Ghoulishly pale, with thinning red hair and only a tad over five feet tall, Mr. Ewald was a bona fide fairy. Brazenly effeminate, he was snotty, witty and sarcastic. I was fairly certain that he knew me better than I knew myself, but it was his superior intellect that rattled me the most.

In spite of the fact that we learned he was married, the students began labeling him: “fruit,” “queer,” “homo” and “pansy” (the same names that had been hurled at me).

It was amazing how quickly I learned to play the role of the harasser. Having been the victim, it became easy to become the bully.

Mr. Ewald embarrassed me. I was afraid of him. I wanted Miss Wilkinson back. Much later in life I would learn that this extreme response upon initially meeting someone would lead to lessons of great consequence. If someone elicits a negative visceral knee-jerk reaction, there is often an underlying attraction. Perhaps this is love-hate self-identification. But as a fifteen-year-old still grieving the loss of my teacher-chum, I was intent upon behaving as pugnaciously as I could.





CHAPTER 15               

The strength of his small hands, squeezing the muscles of my shoulders, was surprising. I could feel each of his fingertips as he massaged my neck with just the right amount of pressure.

No one had ever touched me like that. There were tears in my eyes—not because his touch was hurtful—unless being this close to someone was inescapably painful. They were tears of bliss.

I was lying on my stomach and although I was fully clothed, I could feel the heat of his touch through my shirt. He had rolled up the long sleeves of his starched white shirt and sat next to me on a daybed with his upper body slightly twisted so that he could make the most direct connection to my back without being on top of me.

The smells of dinner in the oven filled the room and I remember classical music was playing almost imperceptibly.

We were waiting for Karen, Mr. Ewald’s gorgeous wife, to come home from work. This was not the first time I had dinner with the Ewalds at their artfully decorated apartment, but it was the first time I had dinner with an erection that threatened never to shrink.

Shortly after he replaced Miss Wilkinson, when I was behaving as obnoxiously as I could, I insisted that we do Pygmalion in honor of our dead leader (“She had already chosen Pygmalion,” I argued). Even though it was clearly within his rights to choose the second play the Thespian Society was to produce that year, he let me have my way.

He even cast me as Professor Higgins, the role I’d had my eye on since I saw My Fair Lady with my mom and Neil, her new (finally!) husband.

Little did I realize what a rigorous journey I was about to embark on. Initially, I thought Ewald was punishing me for coercing him into doing the Shaw play. That’s how demanding he was, how tough he was on me.

I seemed to be the target of most of his admonishments, while the other cast members were treated more civilly. Perhaps this was because I had the most difficult role, I tried to convince myself.

At first I balked and became defensive. That only intensified the nature of his direction. This was not the Marian Epstein approach, which only went so deep, since she was always aware of the ages of her “junior” thespians. And Ewald’s approach could not have been a starker contrast to that of his predecessor, the results-oriented Miss Wilkinson. Ewald demanded that the cast respect the process of acting, immersing themselves in the rehearsal period. He taught us an entire new vocabulary that we were expected to digest and incorporate immediately.

Each line, he said, had an intention; every word spoken by a character was spoken for a reason. Since I had the bulk of the lines, I had to analyze and study pages and pages of dialogue, attempting to carry out his requirements. While he was patient to an extent, he had high expectations. This was not “The rain in Spain stays mainly in the plain”; this was the density of George Bernard Shaw’s tangled language. Eventually, I understood (instinctively, at least) that his demands on me were based on his belief in me. When I quit being such a brat, I began to learn how to act and knew that I was privileged to be taught by a master. Physical energy, vocal energy, subtext, sensory work, relationship to costumes and props, attention to antecedent action: all this and more I learned from Ewald.

As the weeks of rehearsal intensified, I—along with other cast members and students who weren’t involved in the play—became head-over-heels enamored with the new teacher whom we’d all ridiculed. He turned out to be playful and a bit irreverent, two qualities that appealed to high school kids.

He didn’t change. In fact, that is precisely the point. Ewald (everyone called him by his last name only, a bonding ritual among students, not teachers) remained his effete, prissy self and we accepted him. He possessed other qualities that were decidedly winning. He was smart, funny, silly, imaginative, supportive, caring and passionate. Ewald was irresistible.

My relationship with him extended beyond the high school grounds where Pygmalion was produced. The performances, thanks to my teacher-director-coach, marked my finest hour as an actor.

Off campus, Ewald had begun exposing me to other aspects of life that he considered important. On some school days, we’d leave the campus and meet Karen for lunch at a low-key but chic restaurant.

I had never been in a restaurant of that caliber and I observed my mentor’s every move: how he communicated with the staff, how he ordered the meal, how he treated his wife. Ewald was unlike any member of my family (with the exception of Uncle John), instilling me with an appreciation of things elegant and graceful, contrasting with the boisterous angst I’d come to accept as normal.

In terms of my desire to become an actor, he took it very seriously and didn’t allow me to ever take it less seriously than he did. In Ewald’s world, everything related to the art of acting. From architecture to zoology, everything contained acting lessons if one looked closely enough.

He suggested books for me to read. He took me to the art museum in Forest Park. He introduced me to live ballet. Did it occur to either of us that we had begun living lives parallel to those of the characters in Pygmalion? He was my Professor Higgins and I was undergoing a transformation as stunning as Eliza’s was. Perhaps the strongest sociological element that mirrored the relationship was the class difference.

While I wasn’t exactly a guttersnipe, I was of a different class from Ewald and he was set on a mission to elevate me. This is, of course, a common phenomenon in the gay community. An older man, often a lover, grooms the younger man—whether he wants to be changed or not—to escape his lower-class roots. Sex is very often part of the equation.

However, in the Shaw play and in the real-life drama I was costarring in with Ewald, there was no sex. The one back-rubbing encounter was as close as we ever got. The unconsummated love affair between Professor Higgins and Eliza was a bold move on Shaw’s part because of the intended ambivalence in a theater world where happy endings were usually a guarantee.

The class difference is one of the reasons Higgins couldn’t (or wouldn’t) marry Eliza. Ironically, he was unable to eroticize his masterful creation. Perhaps because he made her too healthy? (How many of those boys, once groomed, leave their sugar-daddy mentor?)

This certainly wasn’t the scenario Ewald and I were living, but the fact that ours was a love affair that was fated to be sexless was the same. Ewald, unlike Higgins, was very much married and not unhappily. And to be honest, I’m fairly certain that his libido was permanently on hold. If he’d never had gay sex, was he gay? The element that kept our love affair from a by-the-numbers happy ending was the sexual preference question.

At the end of Pygmalion, Higgins tells Pickering, his cohort, that Eliza is going to marry Freddy, a rather supercilious young man who is smitten with her. Higgins is laughing as the act five curtain falls, leaving the audience to figure out whether or not she will marry Freddy or return to Higgins. He is laughing instead of crying.

If Ewald experienced any sadness or misgivings in regard to our passionate teaming, it never showed. Whatever part of him was homosexual had been meticulously compartmentalized, while I was about to discover my sexual queerness. My Freddys—if not on the street where I lived—were just around the corner.

While I’d already amassed a number of anonymous sexual trysts, a platonic love affair with one of my high school teachers, and several major crushes, I had not yet managed to blend crush and sex and love together in one package.

I met him at the Muny Opera.





CHAPTER 16               

In addition to twelve thousand seats that accommodated audience members, the Muny had several rows of free seats, located about a half mile away from the stage. Being able to see what was transpiring on the stage meant nothing to the large contingency of gay men who were scattered throughout the free seats. They only had eyes for each other. For this notorious cruising area, the musical theater ambience provided the perfect—almost too perfect—backdrop for queer love in bloom.

“Now you’re here and now I know just where I’m going,” Betty White sang (to real-life husband Allen Ludden). “No more doubt or fear, I found my way.”

I came to see Betty White several nights during the weeklong run of Bells Are Ringing. So, along with the other boys and men who were hoping that love would find them “just in time,” I cruised the free seats on occasion.

He had on white pants, blindingly white, starched like a sailor’s. And he had a big, bushy, pitch-black mustache—not something you’d ordinarily see in St. Louis. That’s what I remember, the black-and-white aspect of it. He looked, smiled; I looked, smiled. Repeat. Maybe one more time. Then he did that walk-dance, slowly making his way toward the public john, looking over his shoulder every third or fourth step. You could have put it to music. I followed.

There may have been a slight smile of acknowledgment, encouraging me to keep on his track. I was following those white pants—a beacon if there ever was one.

I entered the john and sauntered to a stall that had a chest-high partition so that everyone could see everyone else. It was not crowded, but there were a few others, probably gay men, meandering about. He stood near the entrance, posed sexily, leaning up against a wall. He was touching his dick as I tried to piss but couldn’t because I was too fucking hard. He smiled, licked his lips and his tongue grazed that beautiful mustache.

I tried to smile. It was clear to me that nothing was going to happen here; thank God he wasn’t like those misguided men I’d met downtown who immediately fell to their knees with their mouths gaping.

He was basically flirting. Teasing. Making my heart pound.

After several minutes of this intense staring across a crowded room—I mean, T-room—he made a slinky exit. I followed. There he was, right by the door, waiting.

“I’m Richard,” he said.

“Mike,” I said.

“Michael?” he asked.

“Well, that’s my name, but everyone calls me Mike.”

“I’ll call you Michael,” he said.

The entire relationship could be defined by that exchange.

He told me where to meet him after the show. He was with a friend who had a car.

“I have to get home on the bus,” I told him.

“Well, we’ll drive you to the bus stop.”

After Betty’s final curtain call, I met him at the appointed place. His friend was far more typically gay than Richard was. A bit overweight and overblown, leering at me like I was hanging from a rack in the meat section of the market.

What happened in the few-minutes ride from the Muny parking lot to the bus stop would forever alter the course of my life. His friend drove so Richard and I could sit in the backseat.

He kissed me. My first man kiss. I tasted his tongue, darting inside my mouth and I felt that mustache against my chin and upper lip as it slid across my cheek on his way to lick the inside of my ear. I was gone. Lost. Drunk.

I kissed back; my mouth was on fire. As I kissed him—right then, right there—I thought, “This is it. This is me. No turning back. I’m gay. I’m sixteen years old and I’m kissing a man and I am ecstatic and I now know that I’m gay.”

Still kissing me, he was attempting to find a piece of paper. He asked our “chauffeur,” who had pulled up near the bus stop. I could not miss that bus. He kept kissing me, short and fast smooches, as he wrote out his name and phone number. “Call me tomorrow,” he said.

I kept kissing him. My face was burning. There was pre-cum seeping through my underpants and onto my slacks. I felt his dick through those white starched pants, pressing up against some part of my body.

“I’ll call.”

Big smile. Shiny wetness on his mustache—part of me, my saliva. Fuck.

I borrowed my mom’s car, saying I was only going a few blocks from home and drove to his apartment the next night. About twenty miles away, on the outskirts of Forest Park, in a very chic section of St. Louis (not far from where Karen and Ed Ewald lived).

He had something else in common with Mr. Ewald. “My wife is out of town,” he said at some point. Probably before I had a chance to come to that conclusion, since it was clearly an apartment that belonged to a couple. Because we couldn’t sully the bedroom, we made love on the living room floor on huge, glamorous, overstuffed red pillows.

We kissed and kissed and kissed, for hours on end, before our clothes came off. And when they did, the fireworks began. This was it, wife or no wife; I was in fucking love. Madly. Absurdly. Like only a teenager fresh out of the closet could be. He was twice my age: thirty-two years old.

The wife returned within days and Richard and I began our furtive love affair, consisting mostly of lunches near his downtown office (he was a fashion designer) and Saturday morning sexual trysts (often at the “chauffeur’s” apartment). The sex got wilder as he became more—what’s the word?—fatherly.

“Don’t bite your nails,” he instructed me. A few days later, he’d check them to see if I’d been a good boy. “Stand up, you’re slouching,” he said. I tried desperately to please him, to be the perfect boy and sex toy.

Fortunately, I was immersed in a Children’s Theater production of The Pied Piper that I was also directing for a local theater company, which gave me a sense of self that I surely didn’t find in these doomed relationships. Thanks to my achievements in the theater, I was not entirely demoralized by his constant picking at me. I could phone him at work only during limited periods of time; I didn’t know his last name; we saw each other when it was convenient for him. He talked on and on about The Wife.

One day when I was on a break at rehearsal, which coincided with one of the windows of time I was allowed to call, I phoned his office. The secretary, who knew my voice, said, “Oh, Richard is not here. He’s out of town. New York.”

“Oh,” I said, shocked. I’d seen him a couple of days prior and he never mentioned a trip to New York. “Okay.”

I waited a day or two and called back. “Richard?” she asked, as if she’d never heard me ask for him. “Still in New York.” Back to rehearsal, where I knew what I was doing, where I was safe, where emotions were make-believe.

Now approaching two weeks after the first time I called, I called again. Now the secretary was getting firm, but I swore she was making it up. “Richard is still in New York, I’m afraid.”

You’re afraid? Later that day, I employed my acting abilities, faking a voice and took a chance at asking for his last name (hoping it wasn’t Smith or Burns). I told her I had to mail him something and needed to verify the spelling. She fell for it. His name was Derwostyp and I would, whether he fucking liked it or not, call his apartment.

I got the number from Information and called. It either rang off the hook or was busy. Then, finally, after several days, the wife answered. Since all I was really trying to figure out was whether he was in St. Louis, I just hung up.

I waited for him to answer. I borrowed my mom’s car (“only going a few blocks away”) and began driving down there. I parked in front of his apartment, waiting to see him come or go. He didn’t. Neither did she. A stalker was born.

I could not make sense of it, knowing that he loved me, certain of it. He’d made love to me, hadn’t he? He’d had sex with me. He’d held me, kissed me. Wasn’t that love?

More than a month separated my first phone call to his office from the one that would finally explain, at least ostensibly, what had happened.

“Richard?” she said, seeming to delight in delivering this news to me, knowing how desperate and distraught I sounded. “He’s moved to New York and is no longer with us,” she trilled. “Thanks,” I said as I hung up and looked at several kids dressed in their Pied Piper costumes, waiting for me to begin the afternoon dress rehearsal.





CHAPTER 17               

“No longer with us. No longer with us. No longer with us.” The words just kept repeating in my ear. No longer with me. No longer mine. No longer in love. No longer loved.

Heartbroken doesn’t begin to describe it. Heartbroken, betrayed, angry, jealous, enraged; filled with self-hatred, sadness and confusion; a typical teenager’s angst.

The theater saved me. My Pied Piper was lovable—even the rats could perceive my charisma. And I was lauded as a director. But few knew what I was really going through.

It was September, my junior year of high school, when I received a pale blue envelope in the mail, containing a New York postmark. My entire body shook as I carefully opened the elegant envelope with my name scrawled in dramatic, artistic handwriting.

He said he was rushed into another job and attempted to apologize for leaving so abruptly. There were some details about where “they” were living and some news about his fabulous new job. He signed the letter, “Fondly.”

I studied the word “fondly” for days, weeks, on end and decided that it was just an excuse for not being able to say “love.” I would hold onto that belief my entire life. It’s a word of avoidance and it further served to break my heart. My first “fondly” letter should have been a love letter, shouldn’t it have been? To this day, a letter signed “fondly” makes me shudder.

Ewald continued to teach me about the theater, making our intimacy even more profound intellectually but making the lack of sex, post-Richard, more disorienting. Still, I accepted it and was grateful that I had someone to love. Sex was everywhere.

I figured the “chauffeur” would let Richard know what a slut I was being (like he was dying to hear about my conquests) so I started doing him (even though I was not really attracted to him). But it was compartmentalized. I loved Ewald. I had sex with these other guys. The “chauffeur” introduced me to all of his friends, who passed me around like a cheap novel.

My world at school revolved around the plays and Ewald was not making any pedestrian choices. While most high schools were doing the umpteenth production of Our Town or Arsenic and Old Lace, that year we did Apollo de Belac by Giradeaux and The Cave Dwellers by Saroyan. I played the leads in both—very heady stuff for a teenager. But Ewald was grooming me and his teaching included not only acting but also an appreciation of what good plays were like. The language, the metaphors, the imagery, the themes, the humanness—where else would I have learned this at seventeen years old? He instilled an appreciation of the theater that no one else could have because he was so smart and because I loved him so much.

To this day, I acknowledge that he is the person who taught me to act. I often say that when I’m stuck and without a good director, it’s Ewald’s voice I hear, opening a door to dig deeper and find the character or the right gesture or movement. Perhaps the greatest lesson any actor can be given is belief in self, so that the actor approaches the work with a physical, vocal and emotional freedom based on who he or she is. Ewald loved me in spite of my being a queer and a bit effeminate and decidedly not “normal” by some people’s standards.

He validated me by giving me those complex roles, demanding that I bring them to vivid life with every ounce of energy I could muster. And I did. I made him proud.

Less artistically challenging but a hell of a lot of fun was the yearly operetta, Carousel, in which I played the role of the snaky Jigger. This provided me with an opportunity to butch it up onstage, proving that I could tap into my macho energy in spite of my gentle demeanor.

I dressed entirely in black except for a bright red kerchief around my neck and one gigantic gold hoop earring. The final touch was a piece of art: on my hairless face, I painted a big black mustache.

Only as I composed these words did it dawn on me that my look as the bad-boy pirate was clearly a version of Richard’s distinctive Bohemian artist look.

I wrote my ex-lover a few letters, raving about my theatrical conquests. As long as I had a part in a play, I felt like I was okay. Every ounce of my self-worth depended on being in the theater. Otherwise, I felt unlovable and undeserving of being loved. In my mind, even Ewald’s love was predicated on me being a good actor and student.

Studying a photo of me as Jigger, I remember the intense relief I felt when I took off Michael and put on Jigger. Not only was Jigger a ladies’ man; he was sexy and dangerous and in control.

In the photo with me is Martha Murphy, wearing a cheap platinum wig and enough green eye shadow to paint a small room. She played the licentious owner of the carousel, a wicked floozy if there ever was one, especially in a musical comedy. Martha was dealing with her own adolescent angst; we bonded on and off the stage.

Of our first meeting, Martha remembers: “Arms loosely folded across his chest, hands tucked in the armpits of his maroon windbreaker, he threw back his head in hysterical laughter. The gaggle of teenage thespians encircling him were transfixed. He’s their BMOC—towering over all by a good six inches—dark hair flying wildly as he gestures to make his point.

“In this Little Theater at the Corner of the Lesser Known World of Normandy High School—it is Michael Kearns at age sixteen—launching the personal appearance tour that will last a lifetime.”

I decided that I had to go to New York during the summer and study acting there, in the hub where it was seemingly all happening albeit with a dose of danger on the streets.

The summer between my junior and senior years of high school was comparable to a debutante’s coming-out ball. I had been accepted to the summer session at the American Academy of Dramatic Arts, where I would hone my craft and meet a slew of theater people, the likes of which did not exist in St. Louis.

But the night before I was set to embark on my first plane trip across country, Martha and I made our yearly pilgrimage to the Muny, this time to see West Side Story with Anna Maria Alberghetti.

“Tonight, tonight won’t be just any night,” she sang to her Tony, played by a comely English actor named David Holiday. He had one of those voices that embraces and protects. “Tonight,” he sang powerfully but with an undercurrent of sweetness, “there will be no morning star.” It was as if he was singing directly to me. I was certain that no one else in the twelve-thousand-seat theater heard his heart beating as he sang those lyrics. By the conclusion of the first act, I’m certain Martha knew that I loved David as much as (or more than) Maria loved Tony. We both agreed that he was the best thing about the show.

In the final moments of the enduring musical, Tony runs across the massive stage, pursued by gang members. Shots are fired as David/Tony lands, splayed across a chain-link fence. Silence. And then he falls to his death as the gang members scramble. Inspired by Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, it is essentially the scene Shakespeare duplicated in A Midsummer Night’s Dream between Pyramus and Thisbe. And even though I’d acted that scene with all my heart, I could not possibly fathom the loss of David/Tony.

“I have a love,” Maria/Anna Maria sang, “and it’s all that I have.” She wiped blood from his face (well, that’s how I remember it). Then the words that made me accept myself: “When love comes so strong, there is no right or wrong.” By the time the show was over, I was a wet mess, but my overwrought state didn’t prevent us from hanging out by the stage door, waiting to see the stars up close.

He appeared almost immediately and the moment he looked at me with those pale blue eyes, I knew all my instincts were right. We would fall in love and, unlike in West Side Story or Romeo and Juliet, there would be a happy ending. It would be more like The Fantasticks, a show derived from the Shakespeare classic that Martha and I had fallen in love with when it played St. Louis.

He extended his hand and introduced himself. His hand seemed much larger than I had imagined it to be. Martha and I carried on about every nuance of his performance. I, of course, told him that I was an actor and would be spending the summer in New York, studying at the American Academy of Dramatic Arts.

“I wish I could chat longer,” he said in that clipped English accent, “but if we miss the bus back to the hotel, we are out of luck.”

Autograph! We needed him to sign our programs. Martha handed him hers first and then I managed to let my hand linger on his hand as I handed him my program.

Only as we were driving home did I look at the autograph, which also said, “Call me tonight at the Forest Park Hotel.”





CHAPTER 18               

After Martha dropped me off, I ran into the house and found the Yellow Pages, searching for hotels. Careful not to wake my mom, I got as far away from her room as I could and made the call.

“I’d like to speak to David Holiday, please,” I said.

“One moment, sir,” the hotel operator said. Sir? I must have suddenly sounded sophisticated.

“Come visit,” he said. “I’ll pay for a taxi. I’m in Room 443.” It wasn’t a question; it was more like an assignment, and who was I to refuse a blond, blue-eyed English actor who sang like an angel?

I called the cab, speaking in hushed tones, and then did that thing you see teenage girls do in movies, making the bed look like you’re sleeping in it by rearranging the covers and strategically arranging pillows to look like a sleeping body.

I waited outside for the cab so I could signal him not to honk. It was now nearly midnight. Tonight there will be no morning star.

My plane to New York would leave at approximately eight a.m. and I had to make it home before my mother woke up.

I arrived at the hotel close to one a.m. I felt so powerful walking up to the front desk and announcing my arrival.

“Mr. Kearns is here to see you,” the stone-faced operator said, surely aware that I wasn’t there to sell Boy Scout cookies.

For the next three or four hours, we made love. He had this incredibly perfect orchid that a fan had given him, which he used to tickle every inch of my pubescent body. He ran the feathery petals of the lavender flower on my toes, my thighs, my balls, my chest, under my arms, inside of my ear. Then he kissed me in all of those places, his rough beard creating the perfect contrast to the delicate flower.

This was technically my second lovemaking adventure and I was certain now what distinguished lovemaking and having sex. There was a certain tenderness about sex with David, performed with real affection. I didn’t feel any sense of shame; instead, I felt respected.

At about five a.m. he put me into a cab headed for home. Parting is such sweet sorrow. He also gave me his number in New York where he’d wind up at summer’s end.

I instructed the cabby to drop me off a few doors down from my house, terrified the sound of brakes would wake up my mother. Ever so quietly, I opened the door and tiptoed past her bedroom, with her door still closed, thank God, and slid under the covers. About five minutes later, I heard her getting ready as I tried to remove my clothes without removing the covers.

“Honey,” she said. “Today is your big day. New York, New York!”

“I’m getting up,” I said, trying to sound groggy. Little did she know my “big day” had already begun.

I headed for the bathroom to pee and stopped to check the mirror to see if I looked like I hadn’t slept all night.

Oh, my God. My face!

It looked like I had poison ivy or something. All red and splotchy, a reminder that I had been making love to a man with stubble all night. What was I going to say?

Before I could close the bathroom door, she spotted my reflection in the mirror.

“Your face!” she said.

Thank God she had an immediate explanation, because I didn’t. “It’s nerves,” she said. “It’s a big trip, going across country by yourself. That’s all. It will go away. Put some lotion on to soothe it. Perfectly understandable.”

I was nervous, but I made it from the airport in New York to the McBurney YMCA without a hitch. Before I’d even begun unpacking my suitcase, a man appeared in my room, almost like magic. He was just suddenly there, shutting the door behind him. He was about thirty, I think, with light colored hair, and he had on sunglasses.

Without saying a word, he began removing his shirt. I took off my spanking-new blue-and-white-checkered sport coat. He pulled down his pants and underpants without taking off his shoes. I stripped completely. He did not remove his sunglasses. We had a quickie (we did not make love), which lasted about two or three minutes.

I never heard him speak and I never looked into his eyes. After he left, I saw a five-dollar bill sticking out of the pocket of my jacket. I didn’t put that there. Then a lightbulb went off: I’d just turned my first trick!

Since tickets to standing room in Broadway houses cost four dollars, this was perfect. I headed for the theater section, on foot, and made it in time to catch Angela Lansbury in Mame, my first Broadway show.

Training at the American Academy was rigorous. I immediately bonded with Caroline Ocwieja, an unconventional girl from Chicago, and we forged a friendship that remains secure to this day. She and I were probably the most vivid students in a class of some very over-the-top kids.

Caroline and I were inseparable the entire summer—going to see shows together, having breakfast, lunch and dinner together, and witnessing Judy Garland at the Palace almost every night during her monthlong stint.

“How did we afford it?” you ask.

We paid only once, on opening night, and nearly every night for the next four weeks or so we managed to sneak in to revere our tragic idol. This was Garland’s last stand in New York City and she was in peak form, every tremor and gesture executed with ferocious theatricality to the unadulterated ecstasy of her devotees, most of whom were gay men over forty.

Caroline and I “second acted” for several nights after the opening, a process whereby one waits until intermission and then nonchalantly mingles with the crowd as they return for act two.

Problem was that Judy’s first act consisted of a delightful black vaudevillian and a few less-than-thrilling numbers from daughter Lorna, who probably should have been at home doing some schoolwork. Since Judy’s entrance, jauntily prancing down the center aisle as if on her way to Oz, occurred at the top of the second act, very few audience members departed, leaving virtually no vacant seats for these two rabid Garland fans.

On one night, daughter Liza attended with new hubby Peter Allen. Judy insisted she come onstage to join her in what was clearly an improvised mother-daughter teaming. I can’t remember the song (was it “Chicago”?), but I do remember Garland moving to one side of the stage as Liza, in a purple sleeveless minidress, did an exuberant impromptu dance as mama belted. The queens went berserk.

After we’d hovered for four or five nights in the standing-room area, the usher caught on to Caroline and me and suggested we quit sneaking in at intermission. Did that stop us? Think again. Limber of body and mind from our regime at the academy during the day, we scoped out the possibilities like only Garland fanatics could. In an alley adjacent to the Palace, there was a fire escape, and with unbridled energy, we hoisted ourselves up and grabbed onto the grilled stairway, managing to climb up to an unlocked door that conveniently led to the balcony. To avoid suspicion, we hid in the restrooms and waited for the opening strains of the overture before finding a place to hide as surreptitiously as possible.

After learning Judy’s postshow routine—usually she didn’t emerge from the theater until nearly every autograph-book-clutching fan had given up—we camped out at the Howard Johnson’s across the street, sitting in a booth with a window directly across from the theater, drinking coffee to stay awake. Her limo, parked in front of the theater, waited with us. The minute we sensed her departure was imminent, we’d frantically pay the bill and run across the street.

Sometimes it was an hour after the tumultuous curtain calls and other times it was nearly dawn when she emerged. Judy would be in varying degrees of coherence and sometimes actually dressed for bed in pajamas that Dorothy Gale might have worn.

On nights that weren’t too late, after Caroline and I fawned over the doomed genius, I had a third act of drama to engage in. I’d walk Caroline to the Barbizon and as quickly as I could I’d get to the Village, where a life existed that extended the high-voltage histrionics that began with Judy. There was romance and passion and sadness and humor, all of it heart-poundingly intense. There were even some of the same characters, many of whom had changed from their conventional theater duds into something a bit more provocative, like skintight jeans and colorful Lacoste short-sleeved shirts.

I had initially walked into the doors of this establishment almost by accident, following an exotic-looking creature who possessed a perky round ass poured into white sheer pants, leading me like a compass to nirvana. With my eyes on his bulging buttocks, after a quick turn and a few steps down, I found myself at the Stonewall Inn.
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“Pardon the way that I stare,” Frankie Valli sang, blaring from the jukebox, “there’s nothing else to compare.”

There was nothing else to compare. A dance floor teeming with men, entangled in each other, slow dancing. “You’d be like heaven to touch, I wanna hold you so much.”

I must have frozen, but my unnamed leader zoomed across the dance floor, ordered a drink, and joined what appeared to be a clique of his compadres.

Seeing him from the front, I was all at once attracted and repelled. Even at a distance, I could see his meticulously applied pancake makeup and enough mascara for a chorus of batting eyelashes. Completing the contradictory picture was a protrusion in the front of his virtually see-through slacks that was the size of a beer bottle. “Pardon the way that I stare,” Frankie sang, “there’s nothing else to compare.”

Before I could order a beer (I was seventeen but tall and confident), I realized that the bombshell was motioning me to join him on the dance floor.

I was slow dancing with a man (“Alex,” he whispered in my ear, in a thick Spanish accent) who smelled like cheap perfume, a contrast to the feel of his massive hard-on grinding into my stiffening dick. “At long last love has arrived,” sang Frankie.

Later that night, Alex removed his silken shirt and soft pants along with any vestiges of femininity. He rammed his riata into me with the machismo of a bullfighter after a shot of tequila. Or testosterone.

Traversing between the Palace and the Stonewall became my nightly ritual. There were highlights at both locations. When Joan Crawford appeared one night near the end of the run, bedlam nearly erupted in the theater. Judy, of course, had been tipped off that the imperious Crawford was in the house. A symphony of conspicuous hot pink—hat, gloves, tailored suit and shoes—Crawford looked like an advertisement for Bazooka bubble gum.

Near what was obviously the end of the performance (“Chicago” followed by “Swanee” followed by “San Francisco”), there was a definite transfer of energy from the stage of the Palace to the audience area where Miss “Think Pink” Crawford had begun her exodus.

By the time the orchestra began to play the opening strains of “Over the Rainbow,” Crawford was poised in the center aisle at the rear of the theater. “My dear,” her voice boomed grandiosely above the strains of Judy’s signature number, as all eyes shifted to Miss C. “You are the greatest talent in the world.”

Judy feigned utter surprise and humility as she introduced the legend who remained planted in the aisle, motionless, as Judy sat cross-legged on the edge of the stage in her characteristic pose and dedicated “Over the Rainbow” to “the great Joan Crawford.”

As if hypnotized, Joan moved toward the stage in slow motion with studied devotion and stood mere feet away from the teary star—a big blob of pink obstructing Judy from most of the audience.

After Judy’s final night, during which she was pelted with flowers for more than half an hour, my compulsive visits to the Stonewall increased.

One night when Alex and I were dancing, a short, dark and sinewy number tapped my partner on the shoulder, indicating that he was cutting in. “Joey,” he whispered in my ear, in a thick Italian accent.

“At long last love has arrived and I thank God I’m alive,” Frankie sang while Joey, as butch as they come, checked out my throbbing cock.

“Let’s go for a ride,” he said, and almost as an afterthought added, “In my cab.”

For my second lesson in the vagaries of who’s the fucker and who’s the fuckee, Joey took me to a dark apartment where he lived with his elderly mother, pulled down his pants, got on all fours, stuck his butt up in the air, and ordered me to fuck him as he stuck his head in a brown paper bag full of glue.

“Let me love you, baby, let me love you.”

I loved Joey and Alex as the summer unfolded, playing both the passive and aggressive roles, depending on which of my two Stonewall paramours I wound up in bed with on what night.

When I discovered a pus-like discharge dripping from my overactive penis, accompanied by a burning sensation, I assumed it was God’s punishment and headed for the nearest Catholic church. Nights at the Stonewall were juxtaposed with visits to, not the Palace, but houses of God, even though the drip and the burn persisted.

When I confessed my confounding dilemma to a brassy bleached blond queen who was a “neighbor” at the Y, she rolled her eyes and screeched, “Honeeeeey, you’ve got the claaaaap!” Not having a clue what “the claaaaap” was, I looked perplexed until he offered me a quick class in VD, punctuated by a few personal anecdotes.

He pulled out his wallet, gave me some cash and the name of his doctor. “Think of it as a rite of passage,” he said dramatically. “And think of me as your Auntie Mame.”

David Holiday was due in town while there were still remnants of dripping. (In those days, it took three heavy does of penicillin spread out over a week or so.) I told him the truth, almost proud of my indoctrination but terrified he’d reject me.

“Come over,” he said without the slightest bit of apprehension. “We can have plenty of fun with no danger,” he assured me. And we did. It was, I see in retrospect, my first safe-sex experience.

On one of my final visits to the Village, danger surfaced. I was on a pay phone, talking long-distance to my mother, when I noticed two guys circling the phone booth, tapping the glass and grabbing their dicks.

I simply assumed they were signaling for a sexual encounter so after I hung up, I followed them down a dark street and down a short flight of stairs, which was a secluded entrance to a darkened apartment.

One of them pulled his dick out and said, “Twenty bucks.” It took a while for me to realize that I was supposed to be paying this guy to suck his dick. The tables had turned.

I didn’t have a cent, so he took the bottle he was drinking out of and broke it against the wall so he could slice into my lower back, right at the base of my spine, to let me know how serious he was.

Feeling faint, with warm blood running down my leg, I managed to convince them to follow me to the YMCA, where I promised to get them twenty dollars. (Thank God for those improv classes.) I explained that they would have to abide by the Y’s rules, however, and wait outside on the corner. They believed me. With no intention of coming back with the money, I went up to my room and passed out on my bed.

When I woke up a few hours later, the white sheet was spattered with bright red blood. I was ready to go back to St. Louis.
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Caroline was frantic when she called, wondering why I hadn’t met her at our usual breakfast spot. I told her some version of the story and she spent the day with me, on foot, trying to find a hospital that would treat me. But by the time we found treatment—at Bellevue, I’m not kidding—the cut had already closed and stitches were not required.

With its Judy-and-the-Stonewall motif, that summer would foreshadow the summer that would alter the course of history for gays and lesbians. I returned to my senior year of high school; among the bonds forged in high school was an unbreakable one with Brian Clarke. Brian was (and still is) a musician with unflagging charisma. In those days of bursting pubescence, Brian ruled in a way that awed me; unlike so many of his more myopic classmates, Brian’s self-assured maleness resulted in his being open to difference. I was different.

Brian remembered having seen me “several times in the hallways at Normandy between classes. It was impossible to miss you. Slim as a pool cue, you still seemed somehow too big to fit in the hallways. One day, I saw you coming. Only this time your path veered way off course and you were suddenly standing right in front of me.

“I looked up. The silence was absolute, but very short. You burst out with, ‘You should come and try out for Tom Jones. Okay!’ It wasn’t a question. Your voice didn’t go up at the end of the sentence. I was to be there. I thought you were aware that I wanted very much to be there.

“And so I have been there ever since.”

I assistant directed Tom Jones with “Eddie” (as Brian insisted on calling Mr. Ewald) while applying for various universities and acting schools.

I was accepted, thanks in no small part to Ewald’s sterling recommendation, to attend Goodman School of Drama, part of the prestigious Art Institute of Chicago.

But before I was put through the maniacal rigors of training for three years at Goodman, I had the obligatory summer stock apprentice experience at the Colony Theater in Latham, New York.

Prior to leaving for my summer stock gig, I met John Leavitt, a boy who was as brainy as he was beautiful. Since I’d cast myself as the equivalent of what is now referred to as a “bimbo,” part of my attraction to a lover was based on his intellectual superiority. I’d be smart by association. I had scanned the books in his apartment when we met, introduced by a mutual friend who would not leave us alone. On the shelves were Whitman, Kerouac, Ginsberg, Ferlinghetti. John wrote poetry; I ached for him.

In spite of the fact that we hadn’t yet had sex, I received a letter from John days after I arrived in Latham. Not only was it written in florid handwriting, on delicate stationary imprinted with that photo of Marilyn Monroe digging her teeth into a string-of-pearls necklace; it contained a quote by Allen Ginsberg: “Taste my tongue in your ear.” It was my first bona fide love letter.

Even though I had John’s long-distance protestations of love, I had two memorable summertime sexual liaisons. One was with a closeted Hollywood actor, twice my age and movie-star handsome, who gave new meaning to me being an apprentice.

The machinations were elaborate: several hours after the curtain fell on the show he was appearing in, I would take a cab to his hotel and—“carefully and quietly,” he instructed—go directly to his room. “No one can know about this,” he insisted. “Absolutely no one.” In addition to the cab fare, he provided the beer and sexual expertise. The message I received was clear: actors aren’t supposed to be gay.

The other dalliance was with a fiery Italian chorus boy whose wife was also a member of the chorus. He was scheduled to do two shows that summer, separated by several weeks. After flirting during week one, he sent me a postcard (signed “Love,” not “Fondly”) and our clandestine romance was consummated during his second week at the Colony. My introduction to smoking pot and the combination of being high on grass and making love to this humpy chorus boy behind his wife’s back was incomparably intoxicating.

On the plane trip back to St. Louis, I prayed that John was waiting in the proverbial wings. My desire for John was fulfilled that summer before I headed off to Chicago; the relationship continued, consistently sexually charged, for the next two decades.

In the fall of that year, I moved to Chicago and into a world that would prove to be as endangering as it was edifying. While I already felt a certain level of comfort with my gayness, the ostensible openness that was fostered at the school would provide a safe haven. However, even though being gay was not an issue in the classroom, homophobia subtly presented itself when it came time to cast shows performed by students.

Classmate Bruce Boxleitner (who would go on to achieve prime-time television stardom in the Eighties) and I were a similar type, with one glaring difference: Bruce was blazingly heterosexual. We were constantly competing for the same roles, and while no one questioned my acting ability, if the role was a heterosexual, Bruce would automatically be cast. This wasn’t necessarily because I couldn’t “play straight”; it was because I was known to be gay: the precise reason Bruce, not I, went on to achieve a mainstream television resume.

My reputation at Goodman was initially defined by my sexual pursuits. This was not uncharacteristic of my co-students, gay and straight, all of whom seemed to have hormones out of control. The first year, I managed to have a rather tabloid-worthy affair with a teacher about twenty years my senior.

Patrick Henry was a dramatic presence; dressed in long, black, Draculalike capes, he had rather pointed yet appealing features when he smiled, which was rare. His hair, long and rather wispy, served as a prop that he constantly used for emphasis—shaking it, stroking it, sweeping it off of his forehead. He was excruciatingly funny and just as sadistically sarcastic.

In spite of the wife and two kids, it was simply an assumption that he was the gayest of the tribe of homo teachers. In addition to Theater History, I was in his Makeup class. One shuddered on the day that he was going to instruct us in the art of “corrective” makeup.

When he got to me, he noticed that I’d applied virtually no product to “correct” or enhance my face. “It’s perfect as it is, huh?” he whispered in my ear as we both gazed into the mirror.

“Yep,” I answered with a big smile. He moved to the next victim.

It was only a few weeks later that I found out I was chosen to be his assistant on a main-stage production he was directing. This meant daily contact, with sexual tension building toward a climactic scene.

We didn’t sleep together until after the drunken opening-night cast party. I have no recollection of how I got to his apartment, but I do distinctly remember the sound of his toddler daughter shouting “Daddy, wake up!”
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I was literally on top of him, sound asleep until I heard her sweet morning greeting. I jumped up, got dressed as fast as I could and stumbled out of the apartment before running into any of the other family members. Although I thought he had fallen madly in love with me, I would soon learn that I was just another one of his many one-night conquests; when he was finished having his way with me, it was curtains.

Being in the classroom wasn’t much more fulfilling. With the exception of Eugenie Leontovich (who originated roles in Anastasia and The Cave Dwellers on Broadway), the teachers at Goodman taught by intimidation. If I learned anything, it was a certain discipline that was brutally enforced. At the end of each school year, you were judged as to whether or not you would be invited back. Miraculously, I survived.

Before returning to St. Louis, I briefly met a directing student who, for whatever reason, had never crossed my path. I was instantaneously turned off by his grandiosity. He was wearing a full-length beige corduroy coat, not unlike Mr. Henry’s flowing cape, that looked like something Dina Merrill might wear.

I don’t know why, but we exchanged addresses and promised to write over the summer. I received a letter from Thom that was overloaded with pomposity but also gushing with compliments. Meanwhile, my homegrown boyfriend, John, was my obsession.

I spent the summer working part-time for Lena, the florist, and doing St. Louis community theater, including taking on the succulent title role in Dracula.

Across the country, the Stonewall Riots erupted in Greenwich Village, signaling the onset of gay liberation, poetically coinciding with the long-anticipated death of Judy Garland. It has been suggested that the gay men, drag queens and leather types among them, who fought back when police raided the Stonewall bar were pumped up after digesting news of their icon’s overdose. Garland somehow came to represent the gay man’s wounded psyche—from the genuine innocence of Dorothy Gale in The Wizard of Oz through her string of unhappy marriages and myriad addictions.

By the end of my second year at Goodman, Thom Racina and I were hysterically in love and living together, as married as married could be. The dynamic, from the beginning until the end (seven years later), was the same, based on predictable patterns I’d acted out with other men.

Thom was ostensibly (but not really) smarter than I was, more powerful and less attractive. While he was only a few years older, his studied but specious sophistication made him seem older. I was the sexpot; he was the Svengali. Low-rent Marilyn and Arthur.

While my studies at Goodman remained conflicted, I was inhaling my craft. A few other teachers appeared who encouraged me, unlike Bella Itkin, the belittling daughter of the Moscow Art Company’s David Itkin. Especially after Thom and I became The Most Celebrated Fag Couple on Campus, she loathed me. Thom’s ingratiating skills were not limited to men only; he manipulated the opposite sex as well and beastly Bella was jealous. I was mostly smug, as only a nineteen-year-old drama student can be.

I had my own female pals, one of whom bothered Thom as much as I bothered his beloved Bella. Carley Himmelfarb and I shared the anguish of being outcasts because of the insecurity that resulted from teachers who targeted our vulnerability. But when we had a chance to act together—in Leonard Melfi’s Birdbath—there were lightning bolts, perhaps because we were both playing versions of our tortured selves.

More than four decades later, Carley remembers: “I first became aware of you when I saw you playing the sheriff in Robin Hood—I thought you were very handsome and excellent in the role. You really made me laugh. However, I don’t remember ever actually meeting you until we were cast in Birdbath together.

“You were so friendly and outgoing that I immediately felt at ease with you. It also didn’t take me long to develop a crush on you even though I’m pretty sure I knew you were gay. You made me laugh more than anyone ever had. I’m not really sure why I felt so close to you quickly, but I did, and I always knew that I could trust you.”

Carley played Velma Sparrow, a troubled young woman who killed her mother, and I played her new beau, a dark poet-dishwasher who worked at the same restaurant where the fragile Velma worked as a waitress.

The bond that resulted from their shared sense of isolation mirrored our offstage relationship. At one climactic moment in the one-act play, Frankie and Velma slow dance to the romantic song “I Only Have Eyes for You.” While we both knew there was a sexual energy between us, even if only onstage, we also knew that it would be impossible to replicate that plotline in real life. But we became, and remain, the closest of friends.

I would unavoidably discover that the dynamic of a gay man and a straight woman engaging in a sexless love affair was fairly common, although most ended in predictable unhappiness. Carley was the exception because even at that point in her life, it was pretty much predestined that she would marry her high school sweetheart, David Preston. I attended their wedding.

But not before Carley and I, with a gaggle of Goodman’s gay boys, attended the first-night showing of Boys in the Band. Seeing the big-screen version of Mart Crowley’s play, featuring the original cast directed by William Friedkin, was a revelation. Not only did I see aspects of myself reflected in the characters; these were roles I could play with force and conviction. Like practically every other young gay man who saw the movie, I was particularly smitten with the appealing actor who played Donald, the most beckoning of the cast of misfits: Frederick Combs.

By the time we both began our final year at Goodman, my marriage to Thom would foreshadow that a Boys in the Band ending might be difficult for me to escape. We had decidedly segued from Marilyn and Arthur into George and Martha territory. I was a lush; he was obsessed with pornography. At parties, I would attempt to seduce any male with a pulse while he observed from the sidelines. When we got home, the real drama began. The violent nature of the relationship began insidiously and could even be rationalized as playful on some occasions: boys-will-be-boys behavior—a shove here, a push there—but, as with most physical abuse, it escalated. The sexual dynamic, in which I was consistently cast as the aggressor and Thom as the passive partner, would provide the template for what was to come.

While the sex play did not fall into the realm of sadomasochism, it was certainly underscored with a love/hate subtext. Thom loved/hated the physical me; I loved/hated the seemingly intelligent him; a war was waged and sometimes seemed to be staged, between The Beauty and The Brains. The sex reflected our animosity toward each other as well as our genuine affection. Fucking would be a thrill-seeking ride that mixed danger and fear with an adrenaline rush of passion. Add boozing to the equation (me, not him) and the scene could get out of control, man versus man instead of boys-will-be-boys.

More often than not, the inciting incident involved my repeatedly proving to my lover how much more sexually desirable I was than he. This plot required only one other character—a male, gay or straight, whom I could seduce—if not physically, then emotionally—as Thom simmered on the sidelines. This was far more exciting if there was an audience, increasing Thom’s humiliation and reinforcing what I thought was my appeal.

Parties, where liquor flowed and flawed men fumbled, provided the ideal circumstances in which to play out this unhealthy sport we’d devised. I say “we” because, even though I appeared to play the leading role, he was equally responsible for “writing the script.”

On the way home from one particular festive gathering in which I’d managed to spend a good hour or so holed up in a bedroom with some het hunk—probably snuggling and discussing the theories of Stanislavski—Thom unleashed the usual barrage of recriminations and accusations. He would scream, “Whore.” And I’d bray back, “Fuck you.” With my trained vocal instrument, I usually managed to achieve the highest volume.

But the fight didn’t end in the car. It merely changed locations, to the bedroom of our apartment, where I became so agitated that I began hitting him—this time, for real. Punching him, pummeling him, drawing blood. He attempted to fight back, albeit lamely, since being the victim of my maleness was what he wanted on some level. And he got it.

Thom had cast me as Sherlock Holmes (against the desires of Bella Itkin, who insisted on Bruce Boxleitner) in a Children’s Theatre show at Goodman that would run through the summer. The writer-director and star arrived the morning after for rehearsal, to be closely scrutinized by the cast and crew, many of whom had been at the same party the night before. They didn’t buy Thom’s “I bumped into a wall” story as an explanation for his bruised eye and swollen nose, knowing that I’d likely done the damage in a drunken rage. They were right. Even though it was clear that I had a serious drinking problem that Thom was symbiotically enabling, the histrionic machinations of our teaming would endure several more Albee-esque acts.
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“Darling,” my director said, pulling me aside for a private consultation. “You need to lose about ten pounds of baby fat before we open.”

This bit of direction, delivered by Off-Broadway wunderkind Tom Eyen, was one of the many details that would distinguish The Dirtiest Show in Town from my previous theatrical outings. For starters, it was the first time a director called me “darling.”

With his superior intellect and severe sense of humor, Eyen was an oddball whose sophistication was tempered by a pervasive sweetness. “Darling,” he would say, referencing a bygone time when starlets were discovered at soda fountains, “you’re my discovery.”

After a grueling rehearsal schedule that included thousands upon thousands of sit-ups, I made my L.A. stage debut in the West Coast premiere of Dirtiest Show, written and directed by Eyen.

The “baby fat” he referred to was bloat, the result of guzzling gallons of white wine during my first eight months in L.A.. It was the autumn of Hollywood 1971 and Rock Hudson was starring in McMillan & Wife, Dick Sargent was playing Darrin Stephens opposite Elizabeth Montgomery on Bewitched and Robert Reed was playing the dad on The Brady Bunch: three gay men who were playing husbands. Paul Lynde was camping it up on Hollywood Squares and Alan Sues often appeared in drag on Rowan and Martin’s Laugh-In. Little did I realize then that I would eventually meet all of them.

My connection to the entertainment capital of the world was the reluctant Best Actress-nominated Carrie Snodgress (Diary of a Mad Housewife), a Goodman alumna and Thom’s friend. Carrie introduced Thom to her agent, the powerful Stan Kamen of the William Morris Agency. Thom, in turn, set up a meeting for me with Kamen a few days after I arrived in L.A.

In anticipation of my meeting, the advice I received was confusing: “Butch it up but wear tight jeans” seemed to be the general tip. I took direction well. Within minutes of meeting the handsome, no-nonsense Kamen, he was on the phone to Monique James, head of casting at Universal. During the final days of the old studio system, Universal was the only remaining studio where one could be hired as a contract player, the best possible scenario for a twenty-one-year-old fresh out of acting school.

“Monique,” Kamen cooed, oozing high-voltage Hollywood charm, surveying me from head to toe. “I’ve got a handsome kid here who just graduated from Goodman. Can you see him?”

A few weeks later, I performed a scene for James, playing a young Will Shakespeare. She immediately sent me to Reuben Cannon, who was casting a part I was “right for” on an upcoming episode of Ironside. The word got back to Kamen that my work was “too theatrical,” but James wanted to see me do another scene. While “theatrical” was probably an accurate description, considering I’d just completed three years at a school that taught stage acting, I also think it euphemistically carried a whiff of homophobia. James, a lesbian, certainly knew that being sent by Kamen was a clue to my probable gayness.

When Thom dropped me off at the Ivar Theater in the heart of Hollywood (if Hollywood has a heart) on the opening night of Dirtiest Show, ten pounds lighter, I was greeted with the explosion of flashbulbs shooting from the paparazzi’s cameras. It was all at once shocking, seductive and disconcerting. I hadn’t even stepped onstage and they were clamoring to get a photo.

The opening-night audience included Cass Elliot of the Mamas and the Papas, manager extraordinaire Alan Carr, transsexual author Christine Jorgenson, poet Rod McKuen and a host of agents, casting directors and press people. Carr introduced himself and insisted that we “go to lunch.” He was impressed with my knowledge of Ann-Margret, his star client, whose career he had resurrected.

While certainly tame by today’s standards, The Dirtiest Show in Town was decidedly an edgy piece of theater in 1972. Not only did the cast appear sans costumes throughout the evening, but the sketch material celebrated sexuality of every stripe while condemning pollution and war. Perhaps not Brechtian in breadth, but the show had some bite.

As an actor, I had never felt so free or authentic. Forget three years of sense-memory exercises and Shakespeare classes; at long last I was given permission to use myself, including my gay self, onstage. While we certainly camped it up in the Goodman Children’s Theater, we were essentially employing the stereotypical clown routine (the gay version of Uncle Tom). In Dirtiest Show, we were employing ourselves, including our bodies: “This is me, motherfuckers, like it or not.” Heightening the exhilaration was the instant celebrity status the performers were awarded. The truth, of course, was that the young and sexed-up cast members were being sought as much for their fuckability as for their thespian abilities.

I followed up with Carr, and he did invite me to lunch at the Green Café. A magnet for industry types, many of whom were screamingly gay, the Green Café was legendary, in no small part because of Carr’s largess. Carr’s flamboyance endeared him to the Hollywood community; probably because he was overweight and not conventionally attractive, his uncompromising gayness played well and he knew it. On and off the screen, queers were allowed to be court jesters as long as they never showed their balls.

Holding court, Carr introduced me to his all-male table of cohorts. “I’d like you to meet Michael Kearns,” he said in a voice that could be heard above the considerable buzz of the outdoor patio and the traffic sounds of San Vicente Boulevard. “A tall David Cassidy.”

It was a reference to my mane of shoulder-length hair, something Ann-Margret herself commented on when I met her a few weeks later at Carr’s birthday party, also held at the trendy Green Café. “I love your hair,” the sex kitten purred. It was the beginning of an enduring friendship with a Hollywood goddess who is also a complex and caring woman.

While I was acknowledged for my onstage abilities as a performer, my offstage reputation as a hard-drinking and sexually available party boy was gaining considerably more momentum. Non stop parties, held in the Hollywood Hills digs of the gay, rich and famous, inevitably led to a growing list of sexual conquests. In many instances, the real party action took place in various secret rooms, away from the main event.

At one of these orgies masquerading as a party, I found myself smoking dope with a Sixties television heartthrob whose career had been derailed after more than one public sex arrest. He was wearing a bright red caftan (popularized by the zaftig Carr), which conveniently provided easy access, especially since he’d apparently left his underpants at home.

I would later have a private assignation with the notoriously well-hung hunk who was one of the first “stars” to take it all off for Playgirl. Well, almost all. The jet-black hairpiece remained firmly attached.

Our sex date took place in an art studio on his estate. In the midst of easels and mundane artwork, there was a cot, strategically placed below a wall adorned with the nude shots from Playgirl. Multiple images of his big schlong, presumably intended to reinforce the real thing, proved more comedic than erotic. This would not be the only time I’d have trouble getting it up with a Big (in more ways than one) Star.

While fucking me, he was looking at his images on the wall, oblivious to my degree of hardness or softness. After he came, which was punctuated by the obligatory grunts and groans of a less-than-nuanced television actor, he hopped up and headed for the bathroom.

“How was it?” he asked, cocksure, as he strode across the room.

“Uh, okay,” I said, telling the truth.

I’ll never forget the sight of his back stiffening, almost as if he’d been shot from behind. He couldn’t wait to get me out of his “art studio.”
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The ongoing challenges in my relationship with Thom were exacerbated by my moment in the sun. Even though he was making more money than I was (book advances, screenplay treatments) and remained the breadwinner, my career appeared to be in higher gear. The competitiveness that characterized our teaming was accelerated, including comparisons of our sexual escapades. In spite of this, we were symbiotically bound to each other.

Perhaps more than anyone, Thom knew the extent of my increasing alcoholism, witnessing the hangovers, the necessary afternoon naps after a drunken lunch, and the excessive amounts of booze it took for me to get to sleep in the wee hours of the morning. Did he enable me (a concept that didn’t even exist then)? Probably, but I was also blessed/cursed with Mommy’s boozy genetics.

I also inherited her narcissism, casting every man in my path as someone to indulge me, take care of me and have sex with me. By constantly acting out with men, I was deliberately reminding Thom that he would never be enough.

Mommy visited at Easter, receiving lavish attention from the show’s staff and cast members. How did she respond to her son appearing naked onstage, simulating sex acts? It was fine with her as long as my exploits fed her neediness. And as long as the liquor was being poured in her direction.

This was hardly a healthy mother-son teaming, but it looked like a blast to the casual observer. The underlying complexities, intensified by our shared alcoholism, fueled a relationship that was destined to end unhappily. But during my celebrity phase, it worked. Imagine having an accepting mother and being in a show where being gay seemed to be an asset rather than a liability. Feeling secure about being gay, I was jolted when I learned that there were varying shades of gay in Hollywood.

Merv Griffin attended one of the Dirtiest Show performances with beard Eva Gabor on his arm and decided to make television history by having two actors appear nude on his afternoon talk show. In reality, the actors would be nude in front of the live studio audience but photographed from the neck up for the television viewers at home.

According to a front-page article in Daily Variety, the two actors who would appear on the popular Griffin Show were Ondine Vaughn and Michael Kearns. During an initial interview with Griffin’s producer in preparation for the taping, the talk show host made a brief appearance to say hello and shake hands. Griffin maintained that showbiz grin even though he appeared a bit rattled as he half-heartedly took my hand. Within hours of that meeting and less than twenty-four hours before the scheduled taping, I received word that there had been a mistake. Griffin wanted Michael Taylor, not Michael Kearns.

Although the devastatingly handsome Taylor, one of the world’s top male models, had a relatively small role in the show, he had something I didn’t have. With his short hair and subdued personality, Taylor’s “straightness” would in no way jeopardize the closeted sexual reality of the talk show host. Although no one said it out loud, I was “too gay.”

I have steadfastly avoided outing someone unless I’m certain they are gay. Griffin’s sexual exploits were known to me since we shared the same boyfriend (although I got him for free)—the “Everybody Needs Milk” poster stud whose farm-boy image, clad in overalls, hovered over the Sunset Strip on a billboard.

The Dirtiest Show in Town experience proved to get me laid more than it got me hired to do a follow-up acting job. I did get an agent who engineered a second round with Ms. James at Universal, who had not ruled me out. At that audition, I was acting with an overlay of trying to appear straight. Imagine the level of discomfort that resulted from attempting such an emotionally debilitating task.

After the second try to win her over, James requested something “stronger,” continuing to speak in Hollywoodese. While it was clear she had faith in my acting ability, it was equally clear that she questioned my ability to pull off a leading-man role.

The final verdict was intended to comfort, I suppose, but was not entirely believable. “He’s too similar to several of the other actors under contract,” she concluded.

I continued to party hard, have daily sex and occasionally go on an audition. Like every other actor in town, I did odd jobs to make a living. I worked in a chichi Beverly Hills boutique named after Tennessee Williams’ play The Glass Menagerie. I sold luxurious glass items, including delicate animals, to snotty queens, rich housewives and bored movie stars.

When Thom asked me if I’d sell a photo of myself to his publisher for some soft-core porn book he was writing, I agreed. It was a quick $250. “It’s what they pay models for book covers,” he said.

Nearly two years elapsed before I got my Big Break, playing John-Boy’s “big brother” on The Waltons, television’s most wholesome series, before or since. Our relationship was based on the adversarial relationship between the Warren Beatty and Dwayne Hickman characters in The Secret Lives of Dobie Gillis. I was cast as the suave upperclassman who was a pro at attracting the girls: the perfect foil to Richard Thomas’s bumpkin.

Contrary to what I’d begun to believe, I proved that I could act the role of a hetero on network television. The juicy part promised to recur even though I, along with the other actors who played college students, was signed for one episode.

From receiving the script, delivered by the studio on my doorstep, to costume fittings at Warner’s, this was the Hollywood life I had pictured.

Aware it was my first time, Richard “John-Boy” Thomas could not have been more generous, making sure my close-ups were just right and constantly reassuring me.

In our scene, Thomas attempts to get my attention, while I ignore him, intent upon impressing a young lady with my many charms. It’s the perfect setup for a conflicted yet humorous relationship.

After the day’s shooting, Thom and I celebrated my mainstream success at our Silver Lake apartment. I remember getting very, very drunk. After Thom went to bed, I sat on the outdoor balcony and continued to drink, switching from white wine to vodka. I would count and recount a chorus line of palm trees swaying on the horizon. Twenty-six. No, twenty-seven. Twenty-five?

I eventually passed out, waking up, disoriented, to the glare of the rude morning sun.

Shortly after taping The Waltons, I was offered a role in Tubstrip, a gay sex romp that was headed to Broadway. The schizophrenic nature of my career was clearly in motion. Would I be able to juggle a mainstream television career with an unconventional theater career? Almost everyone I knew strongly advised that I not do Tubstrip, in order to protect an uncertain TV career.

“You can’t keep doing those gay plays,” a gay actor friend insisted. “You’ll never be taken seriously in Hollywood.”

The real issue, of course, was my degree of openness. If I chose the world of The Waltons, I would be forced to distort myself; if I chose the world of the theater, I would be allowed to embrace myself.
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I chose to do the play, hungry to experience the freedom I’d felt in Dirtiest Show, onstage in front of a live audience. Tubstrip, written and directed by Jerry Douglas, would provide that luxury. It was a classic farce, set in a New York gay bathhouse patterned after the legendary Continental Baths, and I would play a narcissistic actor/model involved in a tempestuous sadomasochistic relationship.

Cal Culver (also known as Casey Donovan, the preeminent porn star of his day) led the cast that I joined as a replacement in San Francisco.

In an almost surreal foreshadowing of how my career would unfold, The Waltons episode aired during the first week of the San Francisco engagement. While households all over America sat at their television sets, watching me flirt with a beautiful girl, a couple of hundred gay men sat in a small theater off Geary Street and watched me, stark naked, shackled to a pool table with a plastic flower stuck up my ass. This wasn’t your ordinary career.

The actors who weren’t emoting with me onstage set up a tiny television set in the dressing room so they could watch (if not hear, since the sound had to be virtually mute) my big scene.

Among those in the theater audience that night (and almost every night) was Tom Tryon, the erstwhile movie star (The Cardinal) turned writer (The Other), who was having a titillating affair with Cal.

In addition to his established porn career and his nascent career on the boards, Culver also had a career in the beds of those who could afford his unscripted talents. He was one of Manhattan’s highest paid call boys and the initial Tryon tryst was a financial arrangement that evolved into a romantic one.

They were a striking couple: the youthful blond beach boy and the mature, swarthy man whose movie star looks remained intact as he approached fifty. Every night, Tryon would watch the onstage carryings on from the same seat in the last row of the little theater, taking notes on the golden boy’s uneven but charming performances.

Before committing to the New York run on Broadway, I returned to L.A. in hopes of capitalizing on The Waltons appearance. Not only were there no immediate offers; the network decided to nix any future college scenes based on a carefully studied audience response that indicated that America wanted to see John-Boy at home on Walton’s Mountain, not venturing into the collegiate world of Boatwright University.

Thanks to the sloppy journalism of TV Guide, which was picked up by dozens (if not hundreds) of press outlets, an urban legend emerged: I was “fired” from The Waltons because I was gay. Ironic, huh? The truth, which I’ve repeatedly stated, was based solely on the audience’s reaction; they preferred John-Boy at home with the family, not away at college.

Screw Hollywood, I was ready to take on New York.

What happened next will undoubtedly read like a treatment for a Twilight Zone episode. Warner Books anticipated that Thom’s fictitious book, The Happy Hustler, written by “Grant Tracy Saxon,” would be a big money maker but was hampered by one detail. Unlike Xaviera Hollander’s Hooker bestseller, Hustler was a work of fiction and there was no one to promote it.

“What if,” some savvy Warner exec said to Thom, “you get Michael to pose as Grant Tracy Saxon? He’s an actor, isn’t he? And isn’t that his picture we’re using on the cover?”

That’s right, the $250 “modeling fee” I received turned out to be for the initial image of The Happy Hustler.

“You mean I’d play Grant Tracy Saxon like a character?” I asked Thom.

“Yes, and you’ll be in magazine layouts and on talk shows,” he said, knowing my unquenchable quest for celebrity. “You’ll be famous.” Then the magic words: “There will probably be a movie. You’ll be a star.”

We clung to each other in order to fulfill our narcissistic needs.

With no star making prospects in sight, even after my triumphant television debut as a hetero, it didn’t take much to convince me. And I believed Thom’s promise of stardom.

Pulling off a hoax of this magnitude required careful planning, beginning with creating a believable yarn that would merge Kearns with Saxon.

The backstory we created went something like this: Actor Michael Kearns lived a double life as a bisexual call boy and chronicled his heretofore secret adventures in a quasi-autobiographical book. This would allow the publicity sharks to cash in on my squeaky-clean Waltons gig and my less-than-squeaky-clean Tubstrip appearance. We would reconcile the discrepancies that existed between the truth of my life and the fiction of the book by saying “there are distortions and composites in order to avoid lawsuits and hurt feelings.”

The Advocate broke the story in a cover piece to coincide with the New York run of Tubstrip, featuring me shirtless, wearing an unbuttoned Levi’s jacket and pants, also unbuttoned. Publishers Weekly ran a piece that created a buzz within the book world, announcing that the paperback would include an autographed foldout nude centerfold of the author—a publishing coup.

Four months before the scheduled publication date, The Happy Hustler had received enough pre-publicity to warrant an initial printing of 250,000. Since I hadn’t even opened my mouth as Grant Tracy Saxon, the entire charade, including an unprecedented press run for a book of this genre, was built on some photos of me and a couple of credits as an actor. While the book’s commercial title and sexy content would sell copies, everyone knew that my ability to “become” Grant Tracy Saxon, like an actor “becomes” Hamlet, would ultimately determine the book’s success or failure.

So while I played one role nightly on Broadway, I was preparing for my upcoming part, reading and re-reading the book, identifying the right costumes and finding Saxon’s physical and vocal energy.

Capturing the character’s bisexuality was never really an issue for me. I had dabbled in enough hanky-panky with the opposite sex to be believably bi. It was distinctly different from attempting to deliver the black-and-white version of heterosexuality that Hollywood required, especially for actors appearing on television.

After the New York run of Tubstrip, we moved the show to DC, where my renegotiated contract stipulated special billing, a blow-up of the book cover to be prominently displayed in the lobby and other perks.

My visibility began to overshadow the other cast members in Tubstrip. Some were resentful; others were supportive. Cal remained neutral.

In the midst of the run, I was flown from DC to New York to appear on the Pat Collins Show, a popular midday talk show with predominately women in the live audience who got to ask Grant Tracy Saxon questions.

“Do you feel like a sex object?” one of them asked.

“Sure,” I said, spreading my long legs and grinning. “Don’t you?”

The audience howled.

“How do you charge?”

“By the inch,” I teased. More laughter. “Or do you mean, do I take Visa?”

Another woman asked, “Did the producers of The Waltons know you were a call boy?”

“You’ll have to ask John-Boy about that,” I shot back.

Howls.

The Happy Hustler was born.

What I didn’t realize was that becoming someone else at that level would involve nearly killing myself.
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The book’s release, in April of 1975, coincided with The Waltons rerun. People magazine wrote: “Nothing is sacred on TV these days, not even The Waltons. In a 1974–75 episode CBS ran and, with some trepidation, just reran, John-Boy left home for college and had trouble adjusting until befriended by a campus ‘big brother,’ played by Michael Kearns. Seems that the network just discovered—and hoped that its nationwide audience still hasn’t—that Kearns recently published an autobiographical book of his bisexual escapades titled The Happy Hustler. To be sure, Michael had used his street name, Grant Tracy Saxon, as the nom de plume, but the eight-page nude foldout in the Warner paperback edition was unmistakably Kearns.”

The book took off in a way that no one, not even the press mavens at Warner Books, could have imagined. The entire promotional campaign was bookended by appearances on two of the most watched talk shows of the Seventies: The Phil Donahue Show, coinciding with the book’s publication date and The Tomorrow Show with Tom Snyder, taped in the summer of 1976.

In between, there were hundreds of photo sessions, radio shows, television interviews and guest appearances at bookstores throughout the United States. During those eighteen months, the Happy Hustler persona not only merged with my own identity; it began to dominate it. I began to lose touch with any semblance of who I was prior to Grant Tracy Saxon. Good acting? Nuts? Delusional? All of the above, I guess.

Mommy joined me at the venerable Palmer House in Chicago the night before the Donahue taping. She took a photo of me, sitting on the beautifully appointed bed, with a wineglass in one hand and a copy of the book in the other, “studying my lines,” as it were.

“Women call me Tracy. Men call me Grant,” I read as I drank. “I’m a bright, charming young stud who will sell my body to anyone, man or woman, for the right price. I’m proud of what I do and love doing it. It sets me apart from others—and that makes my performance special. My name is Grant Tracy Saxon. Let me tell you all about my remarkable life as The Happy Hustler.” I am wearing a red velvet bathrobe, given to me by Thom, with the initials “GTS” embroidered on the pocket.

Mommy became part of the charade. I once heard her say, “We were on The Phil Donahue Show.”

After the taping, Mommy returned to her lackluster life in St. Louis and I hung out in Chicago, where I met a pop star on the brink of making it big. This gawky singer-pianist approached my table at Punchinello’s, a late-night theater hangout. “Aren’t you the guy who wrote that book?” he asked.

My friends at the table were hardly able to contain themselves when he delivered the next line, straight-faced, “My girlfriend brought it home for me to see. She works for the network. You were great.”

His what?

Before you could say “Bette Midler,” he invited me to see his show the following night at Mister Kelly’s. While I never would have envisioned an affair with him, it happened. To borrow a line from a popular song at the time: “I fell in love with him before the second show.”

Most of our clandestine trysts took place in hotel rooms all over the country while his popularity soared. I only once remember visiting him at his modest Manhattan apartment, arriving in the early evening. There were a few stuffed animals and bouquets in the lobby, left by his adoring fans. When I departed the following morning, the lobby was overflowing with gifts for him, making it virtually impossible to navigate.

As Mr. Pop Star became increasingly more famous, my level of visibility was at odds with the confines of his closet.

To this day, he remains preposterously secretive; like Liberace before him, is he in fear of losing his legion of female fans?

What my celebrity status did give me was access to Hollywood’s gay A-list, many of whom wanted to “sleep with” the Happy Hustler. Before Numbers, the notorious gay bar where transactions between older industry types and ambitious young industry aspirants have regularly taken place for more than two decades, there was the Gallery Room on Santa Monica Boulevard. While it was more low-key than Numbers, the same dance was done.

It was one of Paul Lynde’s favorite watering holes. A notorious drunk, Lynde could make that alcoholic leap from mildly bitchy to downright venal in a matter of seconds. When he approached me at the bar one evening, I was not privy to this habitual pattern of behavior. The bartender, however, was acutely aware of Lynde’s eerie transformation and, in fact, must have anticipated the imminent turning point when he suggested that I “drive Mr. Lynde home.” How I was thrust into this position, I don’t recall. It certainly wasn’t based on my sobriety, since I was undoubtedly as shit-faced as Lynde.

This was during Lynde’s heyday as the Center Square on Hollywood Squares. Undeniably the gayest presence on television, he was bitchy, quick-witted and often vicious. It was a particular brand of humor that previously existed only in gay bars and private parties attended exclusively by homosexuals. Trailblazing? Yes. Politically correct? Probably not.

Somewhere en route to his luxurious house in the Hollywood Hills, he began hurling insults. “You’re just another tramp,” he sputtered, in that inimitable vocal pattern. By the time I dropped him off at his house, he was railing at me, incoherently, for no apparent reason. “You hear me?” He repeated, louder this time. “A tramp.”

My last memory of “Mr. Lynde” is the sound of his Gucci loafer kicking my car door before I could speed away.

Sal Mineo proved to be an inspiring antidote to the mounting resentment I felt toward the sugarcoated balladeer and television’s favorite fairy.

Mineo, nominated for an Oscar in his youth, had gained a reputation for being a rebellious artist as an adult. He directed and starred in a production of Fortune and Men’s Eyes that featured a very young and hunky Don Johnson. According to those who saw it, the prison sex scene between Mineo and Johnson was shockingly realistic and hot.

We met in San Francisco. Mineo was performing James Kirkwood’s P.S. Your Cat Is Dead a few blocks down the street in San Francisco’s North Beach, where I was appearing in yet another gay play with yet another porn star (Jack Wrangler). However, comparing Wrangler to my former costar, Culver, would be like comparing Pamela Anderson to Marilyn Monroe.

Wrangler was a monster of duplicitous self-creation. In those days, he was passing himself off as a former child star, the son of a big television producer and the musical comedy performer Dolores Gray. The veracity of these claims has been challenged over the years, but no fiction compared to the truth of Wrangler’s incarnation as the devoted husband of singer Margaret Whiting, many years his senior, before he died.

If one wanted to see acting at its most honest, Mineo’s Vito was just the ticket. He immersed himself in the role of the quirky gay burglar with a joy and intensity that was rare to experience; he was summoning all aspects of himself, including his sexuality, to create the full-bodied Vito. In many instances, gay men playing gay men distance themselves from the character while straight men playing gay men tend to comment on it. In both scenarios, the underlying message is, “This isn’t me.” In an artistically viable way, Mineo was saying the opposite: “This is me.”

If Mineo’s theatrical excursion was sublime (and it was), mine was ridiculous: I was appearing in a gay version of Camille with Wrangler in the courtesan role (in this case, named Rusty) and me as his ill-fated (in more ways than one) paramour. At a climactic moment of the play, moments before Camille/Rusty croaks, Wrangler clumsily stumbled around the stage wearing a turquoise kimono-type schmatta, deliberately opened, with his sizable member flopping in the breeze.

Mineo seemed unfazed by my appearance in the oily Rusty. What impressed him, clearly, was my openness as a gay actor and his perception that Hollywood had mistreated me. I sensed that my being out of the closet (at twenty-six) was something he wished he had been able to do ten years earlier.

During our brief friendship, he invited me to have lunch with him at Universal, where he was shooting an episode of Columbo. Mineo insisted we eat in the VIP dining room and proudly introduced me to everyone in sight, including the mighty Lew Wasserman. This gentlemanly behavior was as “openly gay” as anything I’d ever experienced in Hollywood.

I thought back to my first visit to the Universal lot, only days after I’d arrived in town, to audition for Ironside. If I was not yet jaded, five years in L.A. had robbed me of a hard-to-retrieve exuberance.

Mineo had purchased the film rights to a novel about a love affair between a male hustler and a female hooker living on the streets. “I want you to be in it,” he told me at the conclusion of our lunch. Even though the film was never realized, Sal Mineo’s vote of confidence instilled me with a belief in myself that I desperately needed.

Even though Sal was able to secure television jobs, his stature in Hollywood had taken a nosedive for one reason only: he was not in the closet. Pundits would say that it was because he couldn’t make the transition from juvenile to leading man, but that’s specious testimony in defense of Hollywood. Sal could have acted any role.

The sexy man and I talked about the art of acting and how the closet played havoc with one’s ability to create in a safe space. “The town is full of gay actors, some of whom are stars,” Sal said. “And their work would be improved immensely if they let go of all the bullshit that drives Hollywood.”

P.S. Your Cat Is Dead was an opportunity for Sal to reestablish his chops in his hometown, where he would potentially be rediscovered for his uncommon skill and charisma.

A few days later, I heard the news on the radio, barely able to piece together the few words I could remember: “Mineo. Academy Award nominated. Rebel Without a Cause. Murdered. West Hollywood. Thirty-seven years old.”
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Determined to increase his onstage stamina for the L.A. production of P.S., we had just made a date to play tennis. Hyperventilating, I began making phone calls, hoping I’d find out that what I’d heard on the radio wasn’t true.

Mineo, my only role model, was killed shortly after leaving a rehearsal at the Coast Playhouse, where he had been rehearsing for the imminent opening. Because Mineo’s sexuality was less secreted than that of most actors of his stature, his untimely death was not taken as seriously as it would have been if he’d been closeted or heterosexual. Because he was known to be gay and more than a little rebellious, Hollywood disassociated itself from the bloody murder, delivering the not-so-subtle message that Mineo’s provocative passing was something that he probably deserved.

The homophobic Hollywood beat went on.

During a drunken night at Numbers with a sour Wayland Flowers (sans Madame, unfortunately), someone named Billy convinced me to make an appearance in Provincetown as the Happy Hustler. No one seemed to ask what I would do. Strip? Re-create moments from Dirtiest Show in Town? Read excerpts of the book?

“Stand-up,” a friend suggested. “You should do a stand-up act.” At this point, I was game for anything, so I hired a comedy writer of sorts and, after about three days of writing material, I was flown to P-Town to make my nightclub debut as a stand-up comic.

“You know what sign I was born under?” I asked the audience. “For sale.” You get the picture. I went on at about midnight and was pretty wasted from drinking a yummy combo of vodka and cranberry juice.

No one cracked a smile, let alone laughed. I assumed my stand-up career was a one-nighter. But the following day, two outlandish dykes who ran the Post Office Café asked me to appear on the bill with dragster Arthur Blake. “You’ll sing a little, dance, do some of your material,” Phyllis slurred. “It will be faaabulous, honey.”

For the entire summer, I was a glorified chorus boy for the high-strung star of the show. Mr. Blake was one of those people who took himself so seriously that you felt you had to as well.

He had a brief Hollywood career, dressed as a man, but began doing drag outings in L.A. and created a sensation. Without wigs or outlandish costumes, he made Bette and Gloria and Tallulah come alive.

That was decades ago, before the drag revolution. Arthur was well into his seventies and had decided it was high time that he put on a dress, so he had some wild costumes made, including a Queen Elizabeth outfit. He was a stout man and the monstrosities he wore were hung in the backstage area, where another chorus boy and I nearly threw up from the combination of heat and the stench of the glittering—albeit sweat-soaked—gowns. The fact that we’d probably had five or six cocktails didn’t help.

I grew to love Arthur and I believe he really loved me. I’d listen to him tell stories about being out in the Fifties and Sixties. How brave he was.

One weekend, my friend Charles Pierce showed up. I had met Pierce when I first came to L.A. Carley (my darling friend from Goodman) and I stumbled into his show when he was appearing at Ciro’s on the Sunset Strip. I was captivated by his freedom onstage.

Craig Russell was also appearing in P-town that summer, along with Lynne Carter. The quartet made up the list of America’s Preeminent Female Impersonators. At a drunken party, I coaxed them all to pose, and I’d throw out a name. “Tallulah,” I’d shout and they’d all “do” Tallu. Russell was renting the home of artist Hans Hoffman for the summer.

I went to the soiree with Shane, a god with long golden locks who was a bartender/hooker. I took advantage of both of his talents, free of charge. I arrived at the party on roller skates, as an homage to Raquel Welch in Kansas City Bomber. Arthur loaned me a red boa that was nearly the length of a city block.

I forgot to mention that Shane was an aspiring actor. Well, one afternoon a gaggle of us were poolside, swilling down drinks, and we decided to do a staged reading of The Boys in the Band. I would essay the role of Michael and Shane would play—you guessed it—the Cowboy in an art-mirrors-life pastiche that was lost on no one.

On the other side of the country, Thom was making tons of money, so, without my input, “we” moved into his dream house, complete with a swimming pool and tennis court. I was getting ten percent of Thom’s profit, an arrangement that was a bit skewed considering he wrote the book in one weekend and I’d spent nearly two years promoting it.

During one of our screaming matches, I came to a conclusion that was painfully true. “You’re the pimp,” I shouted, hoping our new neighbors would hear every word. “And I’m nothing but your whore.”

The predictable “fuck yous” and “I hate yous” followed, until one of us gave up the battle.

At some point during the P-Town gig, I flew to New York to tape The Tomorrow Show, which would probably be the book’s biggest television exposure. The book continued to sell, thanks to the ongoing publicity.

I’d received many offers to hustle and decided it might not be such a bad idea considering how desperately I needed money. If not a case of life mirroring art, taking on the hustler role was surely life mirroring trash.

With only about thirty seconds of my five minutes of fame left, director Jon Landis, aware of my media shenanigans, cast me in Kentucky Fried Movie, to be shot in Hollywood. Playing a hetero porn star, I appear in a mock porn movie trailer, wildly fucking a Russ Meyer supervixen (from behind) in a shower. This was not the stardom I’d envisioned.

Playing “myself” in The Happy Hustler movie was something I still believed might happen, even though reality dictated otherwise.

Thom and I met with a B-list producer at L.A.’s inferior version of Joe Allen’s to discuss optioning the film rights. The producer said he had connections to Joseph Bottoms (box office material at the time). When it became apparent that Thom was entertaining the idea of another actor playing the role, breaking a promise he’d made to me, I made a scorned-starlet exit worthy of the cheap Hollywood movie my life had become.

A few weeks later, I left Thom. Projecting more depth in this exit, I imagined myself as Nora in A Doll’s House. I packed the few possessions that were actually mine and found an apartment a few blocks away. He was out of town for the weekend, so I left a note.

“Dear Thom, I’m leaving. I’m so sad. I feel like we’ve created a monster. Me. I am fucking lost. I don’t want to forget all the love we felt for each other. I’m tired. Michael. Remember Michael? P.S. I love you.”

Even though the move was more symbolic than organic (I did say “a few blocks away”), it was my first step toward rehabilitation.

Or was it reinvention?
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My descent as a real-life hooker—from no less than $100 a trick plus expenses no more than $20 a trick plus a glass of cheap wine—was swift, exacerbating my alcoholism to staggering depths.

These furtive liaisons took place in sleazy one-bedroom dumps reeking of stale cigarettes and sweet aftershave, not in four-star hotels with chocolates on the pillow. These men were not powerful; they were powerless. The sex was cold and fast, no frills. Give me the lousy twenty; got any drugs?

One guy wanted to fuck me for $20 and I told him to fuck himself instead. Unless maybe he had more money or something I could sell.

“My watch!” he shouted, like he’d discovered gold.

“That will do, daddy,” I said as he handed me the timepiece and then stuck his feeble cock in my butt as I checked what time it was. Less than one minute and he shot. Time flies when you’re having fun.

There were times when I stood outside of these scenarios, like I was watching a bad hard-core porn movie. I couldn’t have spiraled to these depths—not me. Who was that person?

That person was loaded; that’s for sure. For me, the word “alcoholic” carried the same stigma that “depressed” did. Other people, including my mother, were alcoholics. Other people, including my father, were depressed. I saw myself as different, even special (the curse of someone who is depressed and/or alcoholic). I had been drinking hard for a decade, a decade of hangovers, blackouts, promises, recriminations and wrecks. What would it take for me to admit that alcohol had complete control over my life?

As circumstances got bleaker, I was forced to seek work as an office temp. Confined to a windowless room in Hollywood, I didn’t initially pay much attention to my coworker who was perched in an adjacent office. Out of boredom, I began eavesdropping on his personal conversations and ascertained that he was also an out-of-work actor. The more I listened, the more I began to recognize something distinctly familiar in his voice.

Oh, my God, I realized that I was working alongside the actor who played Donald, onstage and on celluloid, in The Boys in the Band: Frederick Combs, the one everyone had fallen for.

In many ways, our lives paralleled each other. Prior to The Boys in the Band, Frederick appeared on Broadway in A Taste of Honey, playing a highly sensitive gay character. Even though the mainstream success of Boys, including the leap from stage to film, was undeniable, it typed Frederick as an actor who played gay roles beautifully.

Unlike some of the boys in the band (straight or not), Frederick did not go to any lengths to deny his gayness. He reveled in it, hurling himself into the decadence of the Seventies. His party-boy persona combined with his perceptive gayness equaled career suicide. In this respect, we were “brothers under the skin.”

But there was a significant difference: Frederick had stopped using and had clearly boarded the sobriety train. I was awed by his serene demeanor. Could I ever stop drinking? It was my identification with Frederick that allowed me to even ask myself that question.

After a few weeks, we came up with a plan to rescue ourselves: Frederick would direct me in a stage production of T-Shirts, Robert Patrick’s sexy and smart one-act play.

It was successful beyond our looniest expectations. We went to Smitty, owner of the Déjà Vu Coffeehouse, an establishment known for its Bohemian charm and the proprietor’s fabulous coffee drinks. This was the late Seventies, pre-Starbucks. Smitty made a mean cup of coffee and let almost anyone perform at the Déjà Vu, on a makeshift stage lit by sixty-watt lightbulbs in coffee cans (well, it was a coffee shop). It didn’t matter to us—we needed to get back in the theater. Or coffeehouse. Anywhere we could attract an audience.

I played Kink, a character inhabited by every fiber of my body. My ability was no longer in question. Being taken seriously as an actor allowed me to take myself somewhat seriously. And after the L.A. Times’ glowing review appeared, audiences were attracted. I remember arriving at the theater one night and seeing a line that extended around the block. I couldn’t conceive that those people were in line to see T-Shirts.

While there had been a few other gay plays produced in L.A., this was the first one that got the attention of the media as well as the Hollywood crowd. On one night, I remembered looking out into the tiny house, which must have seated about fifty max and I saw Richard Deacon, George Chakiris, Charles Pierce, Elizabeth Montgomery and Robert Foxworth. Feelings of success were extinguished with booze, fueling my need to cast myself as a failure. The applause and the acceptance did not diminish the raging alcoholic who tapped me on the shoulder after every performance and said, “Let’s get smashed.”

Even though I had a taste of legitimacy as an actor and producer, there were relentless forces within me, pulling me into darkness. Perhaps it was my flirtation with the spotlight of success that overexposed my lackluster sense of self. My madness wasn’t confined to drugs and alcohol; I also starred in a series of bad man dramas.

After one fairly inconsequential “date,” I set up housekeeping with an ex-con heroin addict. Pumped up, muscles painted with jailhouse tattoos, he was sexy in an Andy Warholesque sort of way. In many ways, he was a model roommate. A bit of a clean freak, he kept things in order, paid his half of the rent on time, and never shot up in front of me. George had done time—“in a cell next to Charlie Manson,” he claimed—which resulted in a certain militaristic behavior.

My roomie reminded me of my brother, Joe, who had been serving time for an armed robbery conviction, and was about to be released from prison after three years behind bars. Part of my brother’s probation was contingent upon him being released into the custody of his responsible, lawabiding, goody-two-shoes brother.

While Joe and I developed a closeness when he was imprisoned, it was cemented when he came to Los Angeles. Although it was unspoken, we shared not only the blood of our parents but also the same genetically imprinted scars. Prison bars, lifestyle, sexual orientation and miles no longer separated us; we were connected like we never had been before. Brothers at last.

Joe moved into the tiny house with George and me, completing the trio of dwellers united in dysfunctional domesticity. I would soon learn, thanks to the teachings of the Big Book of Alcoholics Anonymous, that alkies and addicts seek lower companions. My roommates certainly were testament to that fact.

I took them both to gay bars, where we danced as a threesome to Rod Stewart singing, “Da ya Think I’m Sexy?” Sometimes George would take a break, leaving my brother and me, alone as a couple, illuminated by the sparkly glass reflections of an unsteady disco ball. To suggest that this was romantic doesn’t begin to convey the depth of our connection, a blooddriven coupling that defied the limitations of sexual preference and defined the limitlessness of brotherhood. In the moments on the dance floor, we were neither heterosexual nor homosexual; we were brothers who had been sexualized and had learned the language of sex but not the language of love.

No one knew us better than we knew each other.

The inevitable was delayed for as long as possible, but eventually my brother could not resist the lure of the smack that was under his nose, so to speak. And after he began shooting up, I convinced him that I wanted to try it “just once,” justifying it by saying that behaviors like shooting drugs would imbue me with character. After a bit of resistance, he agreed to indoctrinate me into the world of uncontrollable puking, unstoppable nodding out and unbearable itching.
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The act of my big brother sticking a needle in my arm was perverse, wrong, right and natural. We already were blood brothers; now we were heroin brothers. I hated the high; tried it a second time and still hated it.

Because of the conditions of his parole, Joe had to get a job and, in a storybook scenario, he met Diane, a cute dyke who was on The Program. He began dabbling in sobriety. Would I?

Diane was not an ordinary human being; her sobriety resulted in a certain unfettered effervescence that I found admirable. In the sea of L.A. fraudulent flotsam, she was at peace being who she was. I wanted what she had. How?

I got a call from Joe Gage of the renowned Gage Brothers, who had achieved a reputation in gay male porn that was distinguished by its nonstereotypical casting. Parts one and two of a trilogy, Kansas City Trucking Company and El Paso Wrecking Company, were marked by its cast of diverse butch men; no perfectly coifed peroxided blondies, thank-you-very-much. Joe wanted real men.

I was flattered that he asked me to appear in the third installment, L. A.

Tool & Die. “Can you send me a script?” I asked, doing my best not to sound like Norma Desmond. Yes, Virginia, the Gage Brothers actually worked from a script.

And a well-written script at that, featuring Jim, the role I was offered, kicking off the movie with a fellatio fest and some hot dirty talk. There also happened to be a straight-man role for my brother. The Redgraves we weren’t.

I honestly didn’t think the movie could do any more damage to my already tarnished reputation. If anyone doubted my gayness, L. A. Tool & Die would provide proof. It would also provide, in living color, a document of my drug and alcohol problem. At the time, I did the film because I could; in retrospect, it seems like a radical political act of self-definition. “You don’t like queers? Well, get a load of this!” My closet was not only opened—honey, the door was permanently removed.

The porn stint could also be perceived as yet another act of self-destruction that cemented my outsider status in Hollywood and would eventually be added to the list of Things I Had to Overcome. But let us not ignore the double standard at play here. Everyone from Joan Crawford to Sylvester Stallone was rumored to have done porn—but it was hetero, not homo. Hollywood winked at their indiscretions but judged the queers’.

The odd thing about being in a porn movie (actually, this was my second one, if the truth be known) is that you are immediately labeled a porn “star.” Even after I’d done several television spots, no one ever labeled me a television star. I’ve come to look at L.A Tool & Die as a chapter in the body (so to speak) of my work. Nothing more, nothing less.

My drinking was getting increasingly out of control, even though I began making plans to team up again with Frederick, whose mere presence served as a gnawing reminder that I was still unable to stop. The project was The International Stud, part one of what would become the highly lauded Torch Song Trilogy. At this juncture, the role had been played only by the playwright, Harvey Fierstein. After some negotiation with Harvey’s agent, we secured the rights for me to star in the West Coast premiere of the tour de force one-act, playing Arnold.

We returned to the slightly upgraded Déjà Vu and this time out Smitty built me a dressing room in the alleyway. He hung a mirror and some lights for the main attraction, hoping that theatrical lightning would strike twice. It did. My rendition of Arnold was unlike the gravel-voiced Harvey’s and I didn’t attempt to undertake the character’s Jewish roots.

While I’d reestablished myself as an actor with chops, I continued to booze it up, especially with newfound “fans” after every performance. While my brother Joe was getting sober, I was getting drunker as I conducted auditions for wannabes, whom I would cast as stand-ins for my brother on the dance floor.

After leaving a star-studded party in West Hollywood, traveling north on Doheny, I fell asleep at the wheel and careened into a parked car. After spending the night in jail, I was released in the morning and the first thing I did was buy a newspaper that contained a rave review of my performance in Stud. Even in my hungover haze, I could appreciate the irony and knew that I had to do something about my unmanageable life.

I secretly went to an Alcoholics Anonymous meeting, held in the fluorescent-lit basement of a church in Hollywood, where a bunch of stereotypes drank pitch-black coffee from white Styrofoam cups and prattled in platitudes.

The thought of having to return to another meeting was enough to make me sober up for a few days. I would prove I didn’t really have a problem by limiting myself to drinking only wine.

As a direct result of my work in the play, I was cast in a guest-starring role on a sitcom, playing a gay deliveryman who tossed off expressions in French, my first television gig in seven years. What had shifted during those years was the perception of me as a freak phenomenon to the concept that I was an openly gay actor with some talent. Sadly, what had not changed was my vigilant relationship with substance abuse.

Like the night after shooting The Waltons, I drank myself into a blackout after taping Open All Night at ABC Studios in front of a live audience. I remained comatose during a break-in and robbery of the house where I was living. That was a good reason to get even more wasted the next night.

Two moments led to surrendering my romance with the bottle. I had yet another car accident and, after I’d described the details to my mother over the phone, she said, in soothing tones, “Oh, darling, people have car accidents all the time.” I heard how ridiculous her remark was, both coddling and colluding.

I was appearing in a successful production of Jean Genet’s The Maids, gathering more positive notices. I wasn’t drunk, but I was foggy from the night before when I was sideswiped by a bus, which was probably my fault. If ever I needed a drink, it was then, even though I had a show to do that evening.

I figured I could have a few glasses of wine, take a nap and be in my maid’s costume in time for the eight p.m. curtain. I never arrived at the theater. Nor did I hear the phone ringing, the calls being made by a frantic stage manager.

That was the first time I had betrayed my love and respect for the theater; the theater that had always been good to me.

On May 26, 1982, I went to my local watering hole (and I mean hole) and began the ritual that, without fail, led to down-and-out drunkenness. Somewhere in that overdone script, I said to myself, “This is the last night of drinking. It’s over. I will go to a meeting tomorrow.”
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I had flirted with the idea of attending a gay meeting. It was time. I was sick and tired of being sick and tired.

I followed through and, as planned, stopped drinking the next day. It took a few days before I uttered the magic words—“My name is Michael and I am an alcoholic”—but I didn’t drink or use. That weekend, I actually attended a sober dance in celebration of Memorial Day. Dancing without the fuel of booze would have been a bit like cooking without a fire, so I observed from the sidelines. What I witnessed was a mass of hot, sexy guys who were having a good time in spite of—or maybe because of—the fact that they weren’t high. Considering my distorted perception of what it meant to be gay in the Eighties, this was some kind of miracle.

After I got sober in 1982, my career flourished. Steve Kolzak, an anomaly among casting directors for his openness as a gay man, cast me in a significant episode of Cheers. Clearly teasing (those who knew) with my “openly gay actor” label, I played a straight guy who was mistakenly identified as gay in the Emmy Award–winning episode titled “The Boys in the Bar,” an obvious homage to the groundbreaking play. I did not get drunk after the taping.

Other gay roles followed, including a costarring role as a Hollywood hairdresser in The Making of a Male Model with Joan Collins and Jon-Erik Hexum. While some of these characterizations could be classified as stereotypical, I felt that I was able to infuse them with a degree of authenticity. I never judged the gay characters I played, like so many straight actors (as well as gay actors trying to pass as straight) do.

When Brian De Palma brought me in to audition for the role of the hetero porn star in Body Double, it was a déjà vu moment—in more ways than one. I’d already played a straight porn star for Jon Landis (Kentucky Fried Movie) and I had recently become a porn “star”, albeit a gay one. Typecasting? You bet your booty. Again, art mirrored life.

When word leaked to De Palma that I had indeed been in a gay porno (courtesy of New York Magazine), he made an official comment, saying that he “knew I was right for the part.” I do have the biggest laugh line in the film: “I’m an actor, not a stunt cock!” God knows I had the requisite histrionic temperament.

I continued to immerse myself in the theater, creating my first solo show, The Truth Is Bad Enough, which chronicled my twilight zone experiences as the unhappy Happy Hustler. A few days before I was set to open, I went to Brooks Baths (across the street from CBS), a “legit” bathhouse where one could get a massage as well as some “illegit” action.

Rock Hudson was a known habitué of the place, so it was no surprise to see the still handsome actor sprawled out in the sauna, a towel barely covering his famous parts.

We fooled around, clumsily, in a nearby john. I would later refer to it, accurately albeit a bit too romantically, as “a dalliance.” It was basically an unpleasant experience; in spite of Hudson’s somewhat dilapidated charm, he seemed detached, unhappy, dark. Luxuriating in the glow of my newfound sobriety, I was not turned on by what I perceived to be a pronounced sense of desperation in the erstwhile superstar. There was an aura of despair that eclipsed every bit of his former charisma; he projected the weight of portentous doom.

I was certain of one thing: this encounter would make good material.

James Carroll Pickett had seen me in Truth and sent me a copy of his first play, Bathhouse Benediction, a breathtaking piece of theater. “I’d like to direct it,” I told Pickett during our first phone call. “I haven’t directed since I was in high school, but I love your play and I can bring it to life. Promise.” We agreed to meet for coffee.

Pickett was a big man with voluptuous facial features, a gigantic heart and an impossible-to-outdo sense of humor. We had coffee and our meeting could be described as the predictable “love at first sight,” but with a twist. It was artistic love at first sight.

Our collaboration began in 1983 and continued for the next decade, encompassing events, readings and theatrical presentations (locally, nationally and internationally), as well as the formation of two significant organizations.

We embarked on our teaming as the producers of Bathhouse Benediction, which also marked my L.A. directorial debut. The reviews were exuberant, attracting sold-out houses for several months.

While exploring the text of a play, rehearsing day after day, a deep intimacy manifests between the playwright and the director. I often felt as if I was taking up residence in Pickett’s soul through the richness of his words.

Although Bathhouse Benediction wasn’t an AIDS play, it eerily foreshadowed many of the themes that would become familiar as dramatists began to capture the plague on the stage: the isolation that accompanies insurmountable loss.

Pickett and I had grander plans; in fact, the formation of Kearns & Pickett (sounding a bit vaudevillian) would endeavor to produce a series of readings at A Different Light Bookstore, L.A.’s sanctuary for literary experiments. On the same bill with the first public reading of Ray Stricklyn’s one-man Tennessee Williams show, Confessions of a Nightingale, was Hallie, a one-woman monologue written by my partner.

Dale Raoul remembers, “I think I read about the audition in Drama-Logue and since I was new to Los Angeles, I thought it would be good to read for it. The audition was in some very weird part of Silver Lake. My boyfriend (now my husband) Ray drove me there in his ‘67 Volkswagen bus, and I remember him saying about the location, ‘This can’t be right; I’ll wait right outside the door in case it turns out to be dangerous.’

“So in I go and there are Michael and Jim, both tall and handsome. I remember they sat behind a table and Michael seemed quite kind and in retrospect, somewhat shy. As I did my audition, I could see Ray lurking outside the door. Obviously, nothing weird was going on and happily, I got the part.

“We never did the play for some reason,” Dale says, “but that was the beginning of a friendship that has lasted for over thirty years.”

Those of us who were gay and/or in the theater had begun hearing about guys I knew peripherally who were coming down with this mysterious malady. “Gay cancer” was the first term that I heard applied to an acquaintance I knew who assumed that he had the flu, went to the hospital on Friday, and was dead by Monday. I heard about two or three other cases. A week or two later, there were five or six more. The numbers kept escalating along with the community’s anxiety. What the fuck was going on?

The far-fetched explanations for contagion ran from using poppers to engaging in sadomasochism. I remember hearing those initial judgments from within our ranks. Anything to separate us from them, beginning the lines of demarcation that continue to plague our divisive community. Although it’s futile, judging a person’s disease seems commonplace, as if the ailing person deserves to be ill. No one deserved/deserves to die of AIDS. End of sentence.

Hollywood’s response to AIDS was fear based. The homophobia that had existed since the first roll of film went into a camera was now even more pronounced. Anyone assumed to be gay was assumed to have AIDS. And in terms of tackling the illness on-screen, Hollywood would be silent for years, while members of the industry began dying, shrouded in shame, at an alarming rate.

Sean Foreman was not someone I knew well, but I appreciated his impenetrable sweetness and his abundant musical talents. Sean composed a score for Frederick Combs’ The Children’s Hour, a play that I had produced. Sean was the first person who had AIDS that I knew well enough to visit.

He was several pounds thinner than I’d remembered and his face had a grayish tinge to it. An unkempt double bed, situated in the middle of the room, dominated his studio apartment. Several posters trumpeting appearances of the local Gay Men’s Chorus lined the walls. Sean was a member.

On that particular day, he wasn’t singing; he was weeping. Tears mixed with his sweat, the fluids pouring out of him so profusely that they created a spray as he jerkily paced around the bed. It was as if he was encircling the enemy, possibly the location of contraction. “What am I going to do?” he cried. “Am I going to die?”

Continuing his breakneck trek around the bed, he repeated those two questions, over and over, as he seemed to be in danger of drowning in his own pool of sweat and tears. I’d seen similar behavior before, but I couldn’t immediately call up the memory.

“What am I going to do? Am I going to die?”

I had no answers. I remember hugging Sean’s body, soaked with hot tears and sweat. “I love you, Sean,” I managed to say, even though it seemed too intimate, too invasive. I was at a loss for words. Imagine that.

I wanted to drink.
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I didn’t drink.

To this day, every time I drive by my friend’s former dwelling, which is almost daily when I’m in L.A., the entire scene plays out in my head. I will never forget Sean’s fear.

My philosophy has been that we are often are faced with two options: paralysis or action. More often than not, I choose to act (sometimes literally).

The purpose of Artists Confronting AIDS was initially twofold. Pickett and I wanted to provide artists with AIDS an outlet to capture the disease’s elevated emotionalism while also nurturing the work of artists who were affected by, but not infected by, the disease’s inherent dramatics. As the organization evolved over the next ten years, it would also provide an artistic outlet for voiceless individuals who chose art as a means of expressing themselves.

AIDS/US was created as a response to what wasn’t being illuminated by the news media’s myopic (and often insidiously homophobic) reporting. We gathered a cross-section of people who were either infected or directly affected and provided them with a forum to tell their stories. The docudrama was written by Pickett from hours of tape-recorded interviews, and I directed the cast of mostly nonactors. Remember, this was the mid-Eighties, when audience members, calling to make a reservation, asked if they would possibly “catch it” from the storytellers.

AIDS/US was an emotionally purifying event for all who participated—the creative team (including producer Gary Grossman of the Katselas Theatre Company), the onstage performers and the audiences, who were transfixed by the authenticity of the work. This was the first time (but not the last) that I experienced theater as a sacred experience. Theaters became churches and churches became theaters. The show—and, believe me, it was showbiz—was performed on college campuses and on the floor of the Senate in Sacramento.

Although neither Pickett nor I had even tested positive, we were consumed by everything AIDS. “Every day is dramatic,” Pickett would say. It became the mantra of Kearns & Pickett, the official name of our merger as artists with a cause.

Pickett and I spent hours on end at Silver Lake’s Crest Coffee House, one of those hangouts that attracted boys and men who liked being served by waitresses who were mommy substitutes. Brainstorming was what Pickett and I would do, downing cup after cup of bad coffee. And dishing, of course: dishing the dirt about the restaurant’s dandy denizens.

While sitting at the Crest, bouncing ideas back and forth, Pickett and I created the Southland Theater Artists Goodwill Event (STAGE): a theatrical fund-raising event to serve the newfound APLA (AIDS Project L.A.). We deliberately didn’t identify the disease by name, assuming that AIDS would be over imminently and we’d identify another deserving beneficiary. STAGE has earned its reputation as “the longest running AIDS benefit in history.”

The way Hollywood dealt with the issue at the time was by throwing gala benefits to create an illusion of compassion. But the reality was that no one gay—and, God knows, no one HIV-positive—was comfortable on a soundstage. They talked the talk but didn’t walk the walk. Our grassroots benefit would be less high-profile and more theatrical (read: gay) so that the issues—while raising money—weren’t being swept under the red carpet.

While Pickett and I continued to join forces on innumerable projects, we also maintained individual pursuits. I had been writing articles for the gay press since my Happy Hustler days. The book fictitiously labeled me as not only a hooker but also a writer.

The Advocate editor Mark Thompson asked me to write an article on gay theater that addressed AIDS. Among the playwrights I interviewed for the piece were Rebecca Ranson from Atlanta and Robert Chesley from San Francisco, both of whom would play significant roles in my artistic and personal lives.

Warren, Ranson’s heartfelt play about the loss of her closest friend, was one of the first “AIDS plays” to be produced. Simply staged, the one-act piece poignantly captured the heartbreak of friends and family dealing with a death before AIDS deaths became shockingly routine.

Chesley’s full-length, foreboding extravaganza, Night Sweat, could not have been more dissimilar to Ranson’s valentine. Chesley delved into the shadow aspects of the gay male psyche in relation to the disease that would define us for decades to come.

Night Sweat was hysterical, political and judgmental; it was also sweetly romantic and disturbingly prescient. The premise of diseased men taking control of their lives by elaborately designing their own deaths, with ferocious theatrical flair, would give Jack Kevorkian pause.

Under the auspices of Artists Confronting AIDS (ACA), I directed the L.A. premieres of both plays, which ran simultaneously at the Déjà Vu and the Fifth Estate, located next door to each other. (Within a few years, almost all of the cast members of both shows would be dead.)

While Pickett immersed himself in writing a new play, I played an incidental recurring role on Days of Our Lives. Although it was simply coincidental, Thom Racina was one of the writers and after a brief chat on the phone, he promised to try to keep my character in the plotline as long as possible. The fact that Thom was writing lines for me yet again was all at once disconcerting and healing. Go figure.

On the subject of writing lines, I had met Charles Nelson Reilly when I’d interviewed him for Drama-Logue, an industry trade paper, and we had become chummy over many lunches and dinners at Adriano’s in tony Brentwood. Everyone knew him—even Warren Beatty sidled up to the table one evening to dish the dirt (some whisperings about “Shirley,” as in MacLaine).

I mostly listened and he delivered one-liners. I laughed uproariously and Reilly delivered more lines, most of which were pretty dang funny. He was a virtual encyclopedia of wicked showbiz anecdotes. But I came to love him.

He was obsessed with the film An Englishman Abroad, directed by John Schlesinger, which we’d watch repeatedly at his house in the hills. The film depicts the relationship between Guy Burgess, a gay British-born intelligence officer who worked for the Soviet Union, played by Alan Bates and an actress named Coral Browne, played by herself. I think Reilly saw himself in both roles—the drunken homosexual secret agent and the over-the-top star. Charles knew every word of the script, written by Alan Bennett.

He also knew the words to most of Ruth Draper’s monologues, which he introduced me to. The story is that Lily Tomlin would usher at the theater where the monologist played in order to inhale Draper’s miraculous work as a solo artist who created entire worlds, simply using her voice and body. The audience would leave the theater and swear that they had seen dozens of people on the stage, not one actor.

When Reilly called, unexpectedly, I was somewhat surprised that he was inviting me to come to Jupiter, Florida, ostensibly to assist him writing a book and working on his one-person show (Save It for the Stage). This was the person who guided Julie Harris in Belle of Amherst, her one-woman portrayal of Emily Dickinson. Why me?

“Because you get it,” he said, elongating each syllable. “You understaaaand the subject maaaaatter.”

I assumed that meant that the “subject matter” was gay. These initial sessions would be on a trial basis to see if we were “artistically compatible,” he said.
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Charles was directing a play at the Burt Reynolds Dinner Theater and living at Burt’s luxurious beach house, where I would have my own quarters. Still sensitive about being around alcohol and aware of Reilly’s history in that department, I was relieved to learn that he was “on the wagon.” There’s nothing more triggering than being subjected to the antics of another alkie.

Considering what I’d been through in my life, it seems entirely implausible to suggest that I went into this proposition innocently. But I could not have possibly predicted the series of events that would unfold, like a Joe Orton plot.

A limousine driver met me at the airport and drove me to Burt’s pad, where I was greeted by an ebullient Reilly, who had placed fresh flowers in my room, next to a copy of a book about Ruth Draper, the famous monologist.

The first several days were fabulous. He’d go off to rehearsal and I’d lounge around the house, looking at the Dinah Shore paintings on every wall, or lie on the beach and imagine Burt and Sally (Field) lying in the exact same spot. In the evening, we’d have dinner and spend a few minutes discussing the play and/or the book.

I’ll admit that I also had plans for the two of us. I had the first draft of Pickett’s new play, Dream Man, and wanted Reilly to direct it.

“Why don’t you read it to me?” he suggested one evening. As I read the piece, equally dark and hilarious, I could sense his unease as he adjusted his glasses about three or four hundred times and made wordless grunting and gurgling sounds.

“Are you kidding?” he shrieked, after I finished. “No one wants to hear that crap. It’s pornography—that’s what it is.” He was doing his best version of the flabbergasted fop, literally spitting out the words of indignation.

While the subject matter was not dissimilar to the themes inherent in the prospective book and show he was purportedly planning, the play was Too Gay. Too real, too authentic, too fucking much for someone who was a product of the Hollywood machinery that practices homophobia in the same way that it practices cosmetic surgery.

Reilly and a slew of his contemporaries who were known to be gay made careers out of playing castrated clowns. As long as they didn’t fall into the leading-man department, their fruitiness was not only tolerated—it was a commodity; the eunuch with a punch line.

In startling contrast, the character that Pickett created in Dream Man was drawn without a trace of camouflage. Written in purple prose, Dream Man was red hot with sinewy language and spectacular sensuality. The character may have been sardonic and silly and even a bit effete at times, but he was always, as the title suggests, a man. With balls, honey.

Reilly was as attracted to my gayness as he was repelled by it. It was a classic love/hate duet. For the next two days, leading to my departure, Reilly took every possible opportunity to hatefully demean me—from the way that I dressed to the way that I cleaned a cake knife, nothing was off limits. He also unleashed a thesaurus of descriptive words that reflected hustler: manipulator, narcissist, user, grifter.

On the morning that I was scheduled to leave, he began pounding on the door to “my room” with such force that I thought it would split into smithereens. After the percussive hissy fit, he shouted, “The limo is on the way.” It was hours before my scheduled flight, but I scrambled to get ready. When the doorbell rang, I thought I’d be able to escape without any additional confrontation. Creeping up behind me as I opened the front door, he whispered in my ear, “What is the limousine driver’s name?” referring to the limo driver I’d met only once, a week prior.

“I don’t know,” I said over my shoulder, as I lifted my suitcase and headed for the car.

“Aha!” he shrieked. “That proves how unappreciative you are, how self-centered. A user. User, user, user.”

He was then standing on the majestic entryway to the Reynolds’ estate, wearing a pumpkin orange caftan, without the trademark hairpiece, so that tufts of wild wispy hair framed his bald head. Nonplussed, the driver rolled up the windows as we pulled away while the sad clown continued to squawk.

The clincher to the story was that he changed my plane ticket from tourist to first class. Was he drunk? Since I never witnessed him taking a drink, I honestly don’t know. I will say that he was monstrous, truly monstrous. Changing that plane ticket only confirmed the pathology.

After I returned to L.A., I began rehearsing for Dream Man, embarking on a journey that was magical, truly magical. It would take me places, literally and figuratively, where I’d never ventured.
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“Mr. Hudson is suffering from anorexia nervosa,” Ross Hunter lied to the media, standing in the shadows of the ailing actor’s estate. That announcement—made with a straight face, as it were—sent shock waves through my system, giving birth to my role as an activist. The degree of anger I experienced would motivate me for years to come.

Hunter was the director of Rock’s greatest romps with Doris Day (Pillow Talk and Lover, Come Back) and obviously took his job—to make Hudson believably heterosexual, onscreen and off—with somber seriousness.

While Hudson lay dying of AIDS, which had been widely reported, Hunter pathetically continued to attempt covering up for his gay leading man. Every homophobic act that had been perpetrated upon Hollywood was summed up by Hunter’s refusal to divulge the truth. Two truths, in fact: Hudson was gay and dying of AIDS.

Like the son who has to deliver the news of his diagnosis as well as his sexual orientation to his parents, this was a double whammy that Hollywood would be forced to acknowledge. But there was resistance and not only from the duplicitous Ross Hunter.

The media wanted the response of “Hollywood’s openly gay actor.” I vociferously castigated Hollywood on ABC’s Nightline while offering a somewhat softer analysis to People magazine: “I have this fantasy. Tomorrow they discover a cure for AIDS and Hudson recovers. I wonder, would he be ostracized from the business? Would he be relegated to playing screaming queens? Or would he simply be allowed to continue his career as an openly gay actor? Would he simply be respected?”

My responses to Hudson’s death didn’t end there. Yes, I was angry that his handlers couldn’t dignify his demise by telling the truth. In the midst of Ross Hunter’s denials, there were reported deathbed acts of valour which were obvious sound bites fabricated by the image makers.

The feeling that eclipsed all of the others was a deep sorrow. I flashed back to our brief dance. Hudson’s life was a tragic one, played out in an atmosphere that obliterated much of his authentic self. I prayed that his death would not be in vain.

Oozing with queer authenticity, actors David Stebbins and Joe Fraser had fallen crazily in love when they both appeared in Chesley’s Night Sweat and Ranson’s Warren. Our shared links to both of those playwrights would cement our bond. When I read Chesley’s Jerker for the first time, I was paralyzed by the time I reached the final scene. Never had I experienced such a reaction to a piece of theater. I was sitting, outside in the sunshine, on a lounge chair, and as I closed the script and attempted to stand up, I couldn’t. It was as if I’d been frozen in an abyss of emotion.

The idea of Joe and David playing the characters who fall in love over long-distance lines was ignited, to some extent, by their offstage chemistry. Not only were they both in their thirties and hot, but thank God they could act.

I had begun touring in Dream Man and, thanks to Rebecca, I had a gig in Atlanta. Not only would I perform the role of the phone hustler; I would open the evening playing the tortured bartender, John, in Pickett’s Bathhouse Benediction. While in the process of studying the new role that I was taking on, I received word that my father had died.

The nurse I spoke to told me that during his final days, he would watch the television and identify every male actor who appeared on the screen as his son. “There’s Mike,” he’d say. “That’s my son.” It didn’t matter what the TV actors looked like; he saw me in every one of them. “That’s my boy,” he’d tell anyone within earshot. The irony of his mania, considering that he had never once come to see me in a play, was strangely comforting. In the end, he did know that I existed, confirmed by multiple versions of me “visiting” him as he lay dying.

Determined not to let the freshness of my feelings fade, I rushed to the theater after getting the news. John, the character I was about to play, was also dealing with the death of his father, so I would explore John’s feelings while simultaneously dealing with my own. Life marries art.

Joe and David, along with Pickett, came with me to Atlanta and the first reading of Jerker took place in Rebecca’s backyard. This was quite a trajectory from the theatrics I had concocted in the backyard of my childhood. To suggest that the play was shocking was only part of a larger context. The title not only referred to the dirty talk scenes of masturbation but also subliminally defined the play’s genre: tear jerker. Response to the raw reading was uncommonly enthusiastic, confirming that Joe and David were destined to create the roles of the star-crossed lovers.

Before leaving Atlanta, I was asked to speak at a gay church that was doing a tribute to Atlantans who had died of AIDS. I remembered that John Austin, my high school hero, lived in Atlanta, and not very long into the list, somewhere between Adams and Ayers, I heard his name. John Austin. I knew it was him.

I thought back to the summer, several years after we’d graduated from high school, when I ran into John in a gay bar. The teenaged boy who had played the middle-aged man with an imaginary rabbit and I wound up fucking like bunnies—on a water bed, releasing all the pent-up feelings we’d been avoiding.

Now he was dead, along with too many others. I wish I could have kissed him good-bye. I wish I could have kissed all of them good-bye, everyone whose name was read from the endless lists that I would hear during the next thirty-five years.

Jerker premiered at Celebration Theater, a dilapidated space that was nonetheless devoted to producing gay work. The play is comprised of twenty phone calls, switching imperceptibly from comedy to tragedy. In the final moments of the play, the character played by Joe doesn’t answer the phone. In our production, we had purchased the perfect blanket to represent the character’s inner life, contrasting with his overt butchness. It was silvery and satin, sensual without being girly. I directed Joe to spread the blanket out, almost like a shroud, when he exited, as the phone calls from David’s character became more desperate and more frequent.

Finally, as David hears that the “number you have called is no longer in service,” confirming the death of his long-distance lover, all that’s left in Joe’s “room” is the silver blanket, shimmering in a pool of light. Slow fade as David convulses in anguish.

As often was the case with my endeavors, we did a live broadcast from KPFK (Pacifica) that included selected excerpts from the play. Little did we realize that we would be responsible for altering the course of radio history.
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Seems that the Reverend Larry Poland, president of the Orange County Christian right-wing anti-porn media-watch organization called Mastermedia International, tuned into KPFK and was appalled by what he heard. He noted all instances of four-letter words and sent a letter to the FCC, urging action against Pacifica.

The media went berserk. We actually held a press conference at the theater that was attended by the L.A. Times, NBC News and innumerable radio stations.

The FCC warned Pacifica that the broadcast had violated the indecency law, resulting in a new set of guidelines and a warning that future violations could result in revocation of Pacifica’s license. The FCC also referred the Pacifica case to the Justice Department for criminal prosecution, but they refused to prosecute.

The publicity increased the stakes; we knew we had to deliver a product that deserved all the advance attention.

Jerker was a blistering hit with audiences and critics, whose praise was orgasmic.

It was, however, the personal that fueled my political consciousness. I would never have assumed the activist stance if I had not experienced the harrowing aspects of homophobia and HIV/AIDS on a profoundly personal level.

David was the only one on the Jerker team who had tested positive. Joe, Pickett and I were holdouts; we’d never been tested. Pickett and I were living under the assumption that we would likely be among the army of our infected brothers. I prayed Joe was negative.

“Do you think we all have it?” Pickett asked me, not for the first time.

“I just don’t have a fuckin’ clue,” I said, “why some of us do and some of us don’t. Part of me is certain that I’ve got it and another part of me says I don’t.”

“What do you base it on?”

“Being a slut,” I said.

“Well, in that case, we both qualify.”

We were walking around the lake at Echo Park. Pickett was living in an apartment that overlooked the shimmering water and the lush water lilies. It was also one of the spots that he cruised regularly. After all, it was within walking distance.

“I might have gotten it in there,” he said, pointing to the men’s room that served as a trysting spot for a wide variety of mixed-race boys and their worshippers.

“I’m still not sure how,” I said. “How exactly you get it.” This was and remains one of the conundrums that continues, three decades later, to fuel the ambiguity of transmission. Can you get it from sucking dick? Or kissing if you have an abrasion in your mouth? Surely you can’t get it from receiving a blow job. What about rimming? Is the virus in blood and semen? Saliva?

“Well, getting porked seems to be an obvious way,” Pickett said.

“Yah,” I agreed, “but there are certainly exceptions to that rule. Did you get fucked much?” I asked.

“Well,” he admitted, “I did have my Mrs. Robinson moments.”

A “Mrs. Robinson moment” referred to those unpredictable teamings when a younger man wanted to fuck an older man in the butt.

“And I had a few of those Latin lovers, one of whom fucked my brains out during several afternoon delights.”

“Victor?”

“Si, señor,” I said. “Muy caliente.”

Pickett and I never had a conversation about AIDS that wasn’t irreverent and teeming with dark, foreboding humor.

In real time, I was dealing with two pivotal men in my life who were being overpowered by death’s grip. Al Magee (not his real name) had been my AA sponsor—an intellectual stud of a man in his late forties who insisted that he would not contract AIDS because he was “a total top.” Formerly married, Al was the father of two nearly adult children and clung to his masculinity like a cop clutches his baton.

I had an incomparably volcanic affair with Victor Lopez, a Cuban actor with a considerable presence in the industry (among other things, he appeared in 10 with Bo Derek and Dudley Moore). We embarked on an ill-fated affair, accelerated by the fact that Victor had a live-in lover, resulting in that tired paradigm I seemed to reenact. The heat was practically unbearable and “the other woman” role eventually made me seriously unstable.

Victor not only made me come—fucking him or getting fucked by him—he made me laugh. Sexy and funny is a double jolt.

It turned out to be The Affair That Would Never End, but it did, a year later, in 1983. When I found out that Victor was sick (“I thought you’d want to know,” a friend whispered on my answering machine), I called him immediately.

“Hello?”

It was the heavily accented voice of a woman I immediately assumed was his mother.

“Hi. This is Michael. I’m calling to see how Victor is doing.” My voice was quivering.

“Not so good,” she said. There was a pause. What was I supposed to say then?

“Can I see him?” I asked.

“He’s sleeping now. I’ll ask him when he wakes up,” she said, making it clear that he had guest-list approval. “What is your last name, Michael?”

“Kearns,” I said, hoping he’d consent to see me.

He did and I wound up being a member of the team that assisted his mother as he spiraled into his final days. I won’t describe how he looked, since, in spite of his disintegrating state, he was still, heart and soul, Victor.

I spent six Wednesday nights with him, from sundown to sunup.

“So I finally get to stay over,” I said, referring to the fact that, in spite of spending a lot of time in bed together, not once did we sleep.

Truthfully, we rarely slept during these agonizing yet ecstatic journeys into night.

Once, in the throes of dementia, Victor insisted that the three of us were going to drink champagne and celebrate. His mom poured apple juice in wine glasses. He was so slight that he could barely sit up, but he miraculously did and announced with inflated grandiloquence, “Mother, I’d like you to meet Michael. Michael, I’d like you to meet Mother.”

Like Victor, Al was suffering from the dementia that commonly rendered those early deaths with shocking tragedy. After what had been diagnosed as a stroke, he was temporarily placed in a home, not unlike the state hospital where my father had done time. Confined to a wheelchair, Al was partially paralyzed and unable to speak coherently, robbed of his greatest gift.

As Al bid farewell to his prized verbosity, Victor lost his winning beauty. Even though trying to impose poetic meaning on these deaths could become tiresome, one couldn’t avoid noting certain patterns, oxymorons all, that emerged: the babbling intellectual, the inconsequential VIP, the paralyzed athlete.

Yet the essence of each individual remained intact—and often more pronounced. Al’s denial of having AIDS was dependent on his belief that he had never sexually played a passive role, something he casually mentioned to anyone who’d listen.

By the third or fourth night with Victor, he had gone totally blind. While he was trying to sleep, his mother was engaging in a rather boisterous conversation in the adjoining room. “Quiet in there,” Victor yelled. “I may be blind, but I’m not deaf.” He lost none of his humor. Or his no-nonsense convictions. “You brought me into this world,” he’d yell at his mother, “now you can take me out of it.” He was serious; he wanted his mother to kill him.

“I just can’t,” she told me. “He’s still my baby.”

This small but incredibly durable woman needed help, especially when her “baby” had a bout of diarrhea that his diaper couldn’t contain. She had choreographed the routine, teaching me how to roll his body over on his tummy, clean him thoroughly and replace the shit-splattered sheet with a fresh new one, and then roll him back to his original position on his back. There were times when he seemed to sleep through the entire ritual. Or was he pretending to sleep because it was so humiliating?

I wondered if his mother had considered that I’d previously covered every inch of his body with my tongue and my fingertips, when every part of him—toes, balls, asshole, nipples, lips, ears—was aflame, not with fever but with desire.

Al was taken back to his apartment. The prognosis was delivered and his son came to take care of him, a full-time role-reversal job that included changing his diapers. Al’s son was also subjected to dementia-induced diatribes in which Al demanded in a feral voice, “I want to be fucked. Somebody fuck me! Fuuuuuuuck. Meeeeeee.”

When I got the news of Al’s death, I was doing a play (I Wish I Had Never Met You and Was Meeting You Now) with Joe Fraser at the Fifth Estate, located a few blocks from where Al’s inert body was finally at rest.

I stopped by before the performance to console his son and his boyfriend, George. When I put my arms around George, his knees buckled and we both nearly collapsed, gone limp from shared sorrow.

Less than an hour later, I was onstage, making out passionately with Joe, my lover in the play, exploring his muscular back and ass with my hands as he simulated fucking me without a rubber. The play (1987) depicted the complications involved in negotiating safe sex between lovers in a highly volatile relationship.

I visited Victor on the Wednesday after Al died. Knowing that Victor’s demise was approaching, I told him about Al, hoping that it might give him some kind of permission.

Victor died one week after Al and I went on in the play, ever the trouper, almost unable to distinguish between real life and make-believe. The feel of Joe’s body slamming up against mine in front of an audience was crazy, ridiculous, appropriate and beautiful.

Shortly after the run of I Wish…, Joe asked me to meet with him—just the two of us. I figured he wanted to talk about David’s health, not his own.

Even before he delivered the words, I spotted a speck of purple on his bare shoulder. The lesion spoke for him.
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“I’m going to go back to school and get my teaching credentials so that I can substitute teach,” he said. “I’m not going to do any more plays.”

“That’s an amazing decision to make,” I said, trying to mean it. “You’ll be the best teacher in the world.”

“I have something else to tell you. Only David knows. I haven’t even told my parents yet,” he said.

I would let him take as long as he needed to avoid saying the words out loud, the three dreaded words that were now part of the gay lexicon.

“I trust you, Michael,” he said.

“I love you, Joe,” I answered, meaning it.

A pause.

Then those words: “I tested positive,” he said, sounding defeated for the first time. I said all the things one had learned to say.

“You’re so strong. You have David. You’ll be around for years. I’ll die of old age first.” Hearing myself say these words seemed to carry a hint of unintentional melodrama.

We hugged in a way that was more intimate than all those staged embraces.

I spent more and more time on the road and on the stage, holding my grief at bay in the land of make-believe. I did an episode of Murder She Wrote, playing a cub reporter doing an interview with a lecherous Capote-like writer, played by Robert Reed. In this particular instance, the casting director hired me without so much as an audition since he was familiar with my theater work.

In other cases, I was not as lucky. After the fact, I learned that a television director, in a producer’s session involving a Movie of the Week, suggested that the casting director, a closeted lesbian, bring me in for a gay role. “A straight actor would be better,” she said, offering no explanation and causing no dissension in the room. This is an example of the internalized homophobia in Hollywood that remains widespread; by distancing herself from gay men, she hoped everyone would infer her heterosexuality.

Pickett and I decided to take Dream Man to the Fringe Festival in Edinburgh—my first European trip—produced by Kerry Slattery. The break from L.A. provided sustenance for my ailing heart. I performed nightly and took in as many shows as I could during the day. Then there was the postshow pub life, celebrating with the butch boys on the tech team. I was the only one who remained sober, as the randy crew drank until the sun came up.

Pickett’s play stood out among hundreds (literally) of offerings and even led to a one-nighter in London, a prestigious honor that every show coveted.

We made it an AIDS benefit for an organization that counted Ian McKellen among its benefactors. It was difficult for me to believe that the genius actor had agreed to see the performance and join me for an intimate dinner afterward. My crew would have to hit the pubs without their sober dream man in tow.

Ian was initially skeptical about my “first openly gay actor” label. “Isn’t Tim Miller openly gay?” he asked, referring to the acclaimed performance artist and our mutual friend.

“I think the distinction is that I am the first openly gay actor who has appeared on mainstream television and in film,” I said.

He seemed to accept that defense, and in the ensuing years, Ian would sing my praises with great affection. That night, however, he made me work to win his respect. Since he was a true hero of mine and a stellar role model, I’m grateful for what has evolved into a warm friendship.

Only a few weeks after I returned from Europe, Pickett and I went to a gay resort in Palm Springs for a bit of rest and play time. The latter took place under the light of the silvery moon in a wooded area behind the motel that attracted a hungry pack of men.

“Aren’t you that actor?” my humpy trick asked as we trudged toward the motel’s bright lights. “Michael? Michael Kearns?”

There have been several instances when I said, “Oh no, not me, but people say that I look like that guy.”

Instead, I told the truth since he didn’t seem overly impressed. And he was very cute, with his black mustache and somewhat impish demeanor.

“What’s your name?” I asked.

“Philip,” he said as we hit the sheets.

After a very hot romp, we exchanged numbers. When I saw his business card from the Norton Simon Museum, I realized that we had met (and fucked) at the baths years prior.

“I will definitely give you a call,” I said.

In the fall of 1988, TV Guide ran a cover story: “The AIDS Scare—What It’s Done to Hollywood and the TV You See.” The article, featuring the sharp observations of former Columbia exec Stephen Kolzak, who had cast me in Cheers, revealed the heightened incidence of homophobia in Hollywood since HIV/AIDS.

About my early refusal to play the Hollywood game, I told TV Guide, “I didn’t wear a fake wedding ring and I never told fag jokes with the crew.”

Kolzak said, “If they [actors] don’t challenge fag jokes, if they participate in the kind of locker-room macho sensibility with the boys, if they edit out the truth of their lives, then they can get by sometimes.”

Steve, who was now Paul Monette’s lover, and I did some local and national publicity in conjunction with the article, including talk shows in Boston and Philadelphia. One of the talk show personalities was as gay as a rainbow flag. “He’s made several trips to the local ER to have rather large items removed from his rectum,” the makeup man told us. But in the true spirit of homophobia, he didn’t reveal himself on the air. For the record, he is now the hyperglamorous host of a nightly show that covers Hollywood bullshit.

My fondest memory of the trip was eating dinner from room service in Steve’s room while he intimately talked with Paul on the phone. Hearing only half of their conversation, I was able to distill the purpose of our mini-tour, confirming the fact that two men should be able to love each other openly (even if they are Hollywood players).

Back home in Los Angeles, Pickett and I decided to do a one-nighter to celebrate the play’s overseas success. It was a friendly packed house that included Ian’s pal Tim Miller, who had never seen my work.

After the performance, Tim gave me a bit of artistic advice that would influence the rest of my life. “You really should write yourself a piece to perform,” he said. He’d read my journalistic offerings, so he knew I had something to say. “God knows you have the skills to do solo,” he assured me. I was officially invited into a world that would prove to be my most successful and cherished form of expression.

On the personal front, Philip and I had thrown ourselves into a love affair. The sex was great, off the Richter scale, but there was a chasm with Philip that separated the sexual and the emotional. This dynamic was not unfamiliar terrain for me: expressive in the sack but emotionally withholding. In many ways, Philip and I could not have been more dissimilar.

It worked. As the months unfolded, we were able to merge. In the same way that my openness was something he wanted, I knew that the more subtle shadings of his personality were something I could learn from.

Shortly after Tim offered his invaluable advice, I began writing. While many photo essays on AIDS began appearing in magazines, mostly featuring gay white men, one photo captured my attention like no other: a shockingly thin black woman in a bathtub, head tilted back, laughing joyously. There was something beatific about the photo that transfixed me, almost like a religious card from my childhood. That one photo would prove to be the inspiration for an artistic journey that has not abated since.
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I remembered Marian Epstein’s insistence that her child actors empathize with the characters we played. It is a spiritual process of melding, “alchemy of the soul,” actress Linda Hunt calls it.

I discovered that writing is no different. When I studied the photo of the black woman with AIDS, I could see myself in her; I knew her sensuality, her pain, her jubilance. How would I have the audacity to write and perform this character? Because I had to—I had to understand the emotionality of AIDS, beyond the statistics.

I had also told the gay white male story repeatedly, even though there was documentation to support the incidence among drug addicts, prostitutes, the homeless, people of color, poor people—all considered disposable populations. I wanted to give those misfits a voice. And in the process, I would discover my own.

I was also discovering the world of Philip. While Philip and I were consistently safe when we made love, it took a while before we had The Discussion. He was positive, he said, and had never manifested any of AIDS’ vicious ailments. He was surprised that I had not been tested yet and I was equally surprised that his parents didn’t know that he was gay, let alone that he was HIV-positive. Certainly they “knew” without knowing, buried headfirst in the denial that so often partners a dance with religiosity.

I agreed to get tested and he agreed to tell his parents. This was proving to be a serious relationship based on mutual respect. My first.

Speaking of mutual respect, Tim’s invitation proved to be more than Hollywood chitchat. He asked me to perform during the first month of work being done at Highways, his very own space in Santa Monica.

I would premiere intimacies, giving birth to Denny, Big Red, Patrick, Rusty, Mary and Phoenix, a new cast of characters who began to take up residence in my body and soul, along with Philip, my real-life leading man.

Every aspect of my life coalesced with intimacies: the personal and political; the past and the present; the sacred and profane. Never had I experienced such purpose and drive on the stage. It was as if I’d been coasting—playing some version of myself that was entertaining but earthbound, not soaring into another stratosphere. For the first time, I was brazen enough to identify myself as an artist.

Why now? The answers seem obvious in retrospect. The depth of feeling I was able to conjure in playing those wild characters was directly related to my relationship to AIDS’ emotionalism. It was as if AIDS was my college thesis project and this was the dawning of a new level of spirituality that accompanied a heretofore unknown trust and belief in my powers as an actor and a writer.

It was further validated by the response—from audiences, the press, my peers, my closest friends. In the crass lingo of showbiz, I was hot, honey. I had arrived. And this time it was a truly life-altering experience. I began touring all over the country, which would lead to gigs in Europe. I also managed to maintain my relationship with Philip, who was truly proud of my accomplishments.

Even though I was often in some blissful state, the plague continued to challenge my sanity. I honestly believe that the cathartic joy I experienced on the stage provided an antidote for the unbearable losses that piled up as each month went by.

Joe’s career as a substitute teacher was short-lived, as he became very ill very suddenly. David was the devoted husband to the bittersweet end. One of Joe’s last public appearances was the night he was introduced to Philip. Joe was so skinny that he could barely walk into the restaurant. He studied Philip throughout the dinner and whispered to me, “He’s a keeper.”

I visited him one day at their apartment, before his final hospitalization, and experienced a moment that has never left me. There he was, bundled up in the silken silver blanket that had been his prop in Jerker and that would, in a matter of days, be all that was left of him. That fusion of life and art was breathtaking.

The phone call came before sunrise. David’s voice, more southern sounding than usual, simply said, “He’s gone.”

“I’ll be there as soon as I can, sweetie,” I said. I knew the hospital and the room number, so I threw on some clothes and drove over Laurel Canyon to Cedars Sinai as the night became day. I remember very little about the drive, although I must have been speeding up those hills and navigating those curves like a madman.

I arrived in the room and stood at the door, momentarily stilled, as I watched David pace around the bed where his dead husband was “gone,” but still warm. Almost militaristically, he half marched around the sides of the bed, turning when he reached the headboard against the wall. He kept it up, not even sensing my presence. I suddenly realized that I’d seen this choreography before; the night my grandmother got the news that my uncle John had died, she paced around the dining room table, trying to maintain some semblance of composure. And I then remembered the day that I visited Sean, when—as he circled his bed aimlessly—he repeated, “What am I going to do? Am I going to die?

“David,” I whispered. He stopped his deathbed march, and we held each other tight.

“Is it time to go?” I asked, knowing that it was.

“Yes,” he said, but not before the farewell kiss. Hadn’t I directed him in this scene? It was as eerie as it was beautiful. He insisted on driving himself home. Later in the day, I agreed to go shopping with him for new shoes to wear to the memorial.

We actually wound up getting matching shoes just to be silly, anything to buoy ourselves up from the sadness. I remember Philip was late picking me up to go to the cemetery and I was furious. In retrospect, I realize it was part of his inability to deal with death, a fact that would become clearer, painfully so.

Ever in motion, I had a gig in San Francisco. Philip and David were with me when I got word that my mother’s husband had died after what had been diagnosed as a bad flu. So I arranged to fly from San Francisco to St. Louis to help her cope with the funeral. I jokingly referred to myself as “a widow’s assistant.”

Because I had to leave San Francisco early, I was unable to visit Chesley while I was there; little did I realize that it was my last chance.

Playing the role of the grieving widow gave my mother ample opportunity for self-centeredness along with exacerbated boozing. I did my best and returned to L.A. to find out that Chesley had died.

I would arrange the L.A. memorial, a few months down the line so that we could get the word out. I reflected on a twenty-four-hour period that I had spent with him, exploring San Francisco while sharing our histories. By day’s end, we were both exhausted and fell into a blissful sleep on his small bed, like brothers do.

The memorial would be held at the theater where Jerker premiered. David and I would perform a scene from the play. David had not been out of the house for an extended period of time, and the reason became apparent when he showed up at the reading, gaunt and trying to disguise his obvious weight loss. Whether this was part of his grieving process or part of his dying process, no one knew. It was almost unbearable reading the words of the play, written by Chesley and originally performed by Joe, opposite a fading David.

I tested positive.
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I remember the sound of the doctor’s voice, confirming what I’d intuitively suspected. But hearing the words—“tested positive”—was like no bit of information I’d ever received. Instantaneously, like that moment in The Wizard of Oz, everything in my life went from black-and-white to Technicolor. And my altered perception of the world has never changed. I’m not suggesting Technicolor is always pretty; it can be too shadowy, too nuanced, too intense. But there were no more hues that contained logic or reason or simplicity or even sanity. Life pulsed with colors—wild, drunken, scary, gorgeous and, above all, infectious.

Like so many aspects of my unorthodox approaches to life, my relationship with Philip was not conventional. During the first year, we established a pattern that suited our individual personalities. We had no desire to cohabitate. His house in Studio City and the house I was renting in Glendale were, as they say in these parts, “freeway close.” In California, that translates to about twenty minutes of driving time. We spent one or two nights together, usually on the weekend, and usually went to dinner midweek. There were exceptions to our routine, of course—parties, benefits, memorials.

We spoke on the phone daily (sometimes several times) and had sex weekly (rarely more than once). We were monogamous. We referred to ourselves as lovers, rather than boyfriends, and we did love each other.

After Philip died, a good friend of mine admitted to me, “I was never really comfortable around Philip.”

I’ll never forget the look on her face when I said, “Neither was I.”

And it was true. Until the last two months of his life, I always felt like I was trying to win his attention. The relationship often felt like a job; I might get fired or quit if he didn’t live up to my expectations or I didn’t live up to his. Yet this dynamic was what energized the bond between us. We clearly had something to learn from each other in spite of our contradictory emotional makeups.

A trip to Paris was fabulous but not without repercussions. Forget the Eiffel Tower and the Sainte-Chapelle and Victor Hugo’s mansion; my favorite place in Paris was Père Lachaise, a cemetery where a host of artists had arrived at their final resting place. Hugo, in fact, said, “To be buried in Père Lachaise is like having mahogany furniture.”

We visited on All Saint’s Day (November 1), a national holiday in France. It was raining, enhancing the quixotic atmosphere. As we approached, carrying pastel-colored flowers we’d bought at the Metro Station, all you could see were dozens and dozens of umbrellas of every size, shape and color. The cemetery was packed, a full house, largely with adoring fans.

We found Isadora first. Then Oscar. And Proust—there was a young Asian boy delicately placing a single, blood-red rose on Proust’s headstone. Jim Morrison, Molière, Gertrude and Alice. The divine Sarah.

The most spectacular grave site, however, was that of the tragic songstress Edith Piaf. We heard her voice, emanating from a small but capable tape recorder, before we actually saw her patch of dirt. “La Vie en Rose”—in French, of course. A spry little queen of indeterminate age, with screamingly bright red hair and a beard dyed to match, was attending to Piaf’s grave—watering the multiple bouquets of flowers, polishing her headstone—all while humming along with his beloved diva. His every move was pronounced, as if he was appearing in a silent movie.

In retrospect, I can see that this juxtaposition of art and death, beauty and pain, romance and reality, would recur repeatedly during our time together as a couple.

After our idyllic day, I tried to initiate sex, but Philip was virtually nonresponsive. I pressed on. “We’re in fucking Paris, for Chrissakes,” I wanted to yell. “When in Paris, aren’t you supposed to make love? Fuck your brains out?”

Awake all night, I was silent, trying to find an explanation for his shutting down. Angry and hurt, I wondered if this was yet another man who somehow triggered my fatherless-boy script.

Somewhere between visits to the Louvre and Versailles, we talked about it.

“Philip,” I said, trying not to use my this-is-a-big-deal voice. “I just don’t get it. It seems you just turn off. Is there a reason? Why?”

He looked at me blankly. “I don’t know,” he said.

A long pause.

I persevered. “We’re in Paris, your favorite city in the world; we’re celebrating a year together; we’re lucky to be alive. And you don’t want to make out?”

“I don’t know why,” he said. “I don’t know.”

I believed him. His emotional vocabulary was virtually nonexistent. It was the reason it took him so long to come out to his parents; he wanted to avoid confrontation. They gave him the “We love you but the Bible says” speech, and although he didn’t admit it, he was both hurt and empowered by their conversation.

His coming out certainly made our relationship stronger and I realized that intimacy could be found in acts that were not always sexual. His knowledge of art was a definite aphrodisiac for me. I felt the puppy energy of a student learning to appreciate a world that I’d flirted with but felt was out of my reach. Philip’s enthusiasm encouraged me to embrace art in a way that I previously told myself was only for smart people. I was uneducated and not nearly as sophisticated as people might have thought. Philip was a card-carrying bon vivant.

I continued to work as an impassioned activist-artist with a mission. I wrote articles, I taught, I gave speeches and I toured. And toured. And toured. I tried to balance the personal and the professional, but I’ll admit that my career drive was often stronger than my marriage drive.

We did exchange rings on our first-year anniversary. We actually wrote vows (we called them “promises”) and read them to aloud to each other, just the two of us, in his bedroom, bathed in candlelight. Then we made love. We were each other’s husbands in ways that mattered, and there was never a question in my mind that our commitment would be until death did us part. It may not have been the perfect marriage, but I knew it was the healthiest relationship I’d ever experienced with another man. It was progress.

I remember us going to see Longtime Companion at the restored Vista Theater in Silver Lake, which was packed with gay men in varying degrees of distress. The pain of the audience members was palpable; it hung in the air. I had already immersed myself in so many projects about AIDS that I didn’t have the cathartic experience that many of my brothers had. The only time that I cried during the film was when Philip went to the bathroom, leaving me sitting there next to an empty seat. “He’s going to die first,” I thought. I knew it; at that very moment I knew it and never thought otherwise. It was a fact.

On our way to Amsterdam to see the Van Gogh exhibit, we spent some time in London. Seeing Ian play Kent in King Lear at the National is an experience to cherish. I felt like I was sixteen and experiencing Shakespeare for the first time. Philip knew about art, but I knew about the theater.

We visited Ian in his dressing room, and he could not have been warmer or more interested in what we were doing. I told him about intimacies and he responded, “Oh, like Ruth Draper.” Of course, he would know about the legendary performer who was the Mother of Solo Monologues.

While the open sexuality in Amsterdam was to be commended, the two things I will remember from our trip were the comprehensive collection of Van Gogh’s work and our visit to Anne Frank’s house. Those experiences were linked by the tragic deaths of an artist and an activist.

Attempting to deconstruct the madness of Van Gogh, especially while studying the paintings and drawings that he did in the last year of his life, was not possible. Nor could I completely absorb the dwelling where that young girl waited to die, writing so that she could make sense of her world.

I came close to feeling their desperation, knowing that they spun pain into beauty, but my mortality and my artistic outpourings were not as urgently threatened. Not yet.
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I was on tour, performing at the Source Theater in Washington, D.C., when I got the word that Brad Davis had died, making him the second prominent Hollywood actor to succumb to AIDS.

In addition to his homoerotic presence in Midnight Express and Querelle, Davis also starred in Larry Kramer’s highly charged The Normal Heart.

As they had when Hudson died, the press sought me out for comments; in fact, at one point the network morning shows were vying for me.

The producer of A Closer Look (NBC) made a shocking proposal. “I’m not making assumptions,” she said, “but if you happen to be HIV-positive and want to discuss it, we’ll handle it very sensitively.”

Had someone told her? What the fuck? “It’s certainly not dependent on your appearance on the show,” she said.

“Can I get back to you?” I said, realizing I’d just outed myself in terms of my status. I got on the phone. Obviously, the first person I had to tell was Philip. While he’d acknowledged to his parents that he was gay, he had not told them he was HIV-positive. If they happened to see the nationally telecast show, they just might surmise that Philip, by association, was also positive.

He listened carefully and understood how powerful it would be in the bigger picture.

“I can’t go on television and talk about Hollywood homophobia without telling the truth about myself,” I said. My public persona was something Philip was never comfortable with and we both knew that this would only increase my visibility.

“You’re right,” he said, meaning it. “You wouldn’t be you if you didn’t do it.”

I called the producer back, and arrangements were made for me to be driven by limousine from D.C. to Rockefeller Plaza in New York City, where the show was taped. To add to my anxiety, the driver was running late and I wound up dressing in the car and arriving, breathless, minutes before I went on the air live.

Faith Daniels was the host, and although I didn’t know it, they had not told her what I was going to say. At the very top of the interview, with Brad’s wife, Susan Bluestein, on one side of me and the show’s host on the other, I said, “I have something I want to say.” My voice was quivering.

“I am HIV-positive.”

I remember Faith Daniels reaching out and touching me, not the usual protocol for a talk show host. But her touch soothed me.

That was only the beginning of a press blitz that was a bit overwhelming. The following day, Entertainment Tonight visited me in DC, doing a lengthy interview before I went on at the Source Theater, which was standing room only. It turned out to be the lead story that night in September of 1991.

My husband told his parents to watch.

As the year came to an end, we took an extravagant trip to Egypt, cruising on the Nile, stopping at the spectacular sights. I don’t exactly know when I came to this realization, but it might have been in Egypt. There we were, surrounded by some of the most magnificent historical art in the world, and I was riveted on the people. I certainly appreciated every breathtaking tomb and each of the majestic pyramids, but it was the children, brown faced and ebullient, begging for pencils or pens, that I remember. Not to mention the grown men with their silken black long eyelashes, walking down the street holding hands, entwined in each other.

It was the vacation of a lifetime for both of us and, as we floated down the Nile, a sense of eternal life and immortality was palpable.

While performing in New York, I received a phone call from funnyman Bruce Vilanch. “I’m helping with an event honoring Elizabeth Taylor,” he said, “and she’d like you to be part of it.”

This reminded me of the time I was nominated for Saga King in my senior year of high school. Rather than telephoning the five nominees, someone from the committee personally knocked on each one’s door to deliver the dramatic news.

I was ecstatic. The Saga Court was mostly rich kids and all of the boys, except for me, were sports stars. When I told my mom, she said, “They must be playing a joke on you.”

My initial reaction to the Elizabeth Taylor invitation was to hear the reverberation of my mother’s voice, thirty-five years later: “They must be playing a joke on you.”

The adult me realized that it was utterly sincere. The bill included Carol Burnett, Carol Channing, Gerardo (remember him?), Nell Carter and me, among others. I was allotted a certain amount of time to perform and decided to do a beautiful poem written by Michael Lassell from the point of a heterosexual man losing his gay brother to AIDS.

Although this has never been confirmed, I feel certain that Dame Taylor had seen my moment on Entertainment Tonight; otherwise, how would she know about me? Maybe someone within the AIDS social services community told her. I was truly honored.

I would go with Philip, my mother and my friend James Cronin (who was assigned to keep an eye on mumsie). Cronin had many roles in my life—traversing from student to personal assistant to treasured friend.

And, as well as anyone could be, Cronin was “good” with my mother. The gala took place at the Bonaventure Hotel. I was given the royal treatment—a personal assistant for the day, a sumptuous hotel room to get ready in, and a limousine at my disposal. Mommy flew in from St. Louis for the very special occasion.

She wound up doing everything within her power to destroy my big night. Although I politely asked that she not start drinking in the afternoon, she defiantly did and was lurching into drunkenness by the time the limousine picked us up. She was belligerent, cruel and angry. She hated everyone and especially anyone female, including Miss Taylor. She had nothing nice to slur about anyone.

I was embarrassed because of Philip and Cronin, both of whom dealt with it like stoic soldiers in the midst of unfriendly fire. She resented the two of them, but no one was the recipient of more vitriol than I. I was her target.

I should have been able to predict this. Why did I delude myself into thinking this time would be different? This time she would be proud of me instead of jealous and mean. She could not bear being in a room where she felt belittled, unimportant, invisible. She should have been the honoree, not Elizabeth Taylor. She should have been reading poetry, not her son.

I thought back to the line, “They must be playing a joke on you.” She felt undeserving of success and God knows she passed that gene on to me, but I was determined to not let it control me. Only when my accomplishment could be fodder for her narcissism did she appreciate me. I was simply another man that she used to fill her tragic emptiness.

Back at Highways, my home away from home, Rock premiered. My follow up to the intimacies characters would be scrutinized and I determinedly felt that I needed to find a subject that contrasted my gallery of ostracized misfits. Who better than Rock Hudson?

After delving into the life of Hudson, I found that actually portraying the star would be far less theatrically compelling than looking at characters (including Marilyn Monroe) who had crossed paths with him (including myself). Rock became a brew of truth, myth, conjecture, gossip and headlines by keeping the tragic figure offstage and bringing him to life through other voices. It worked.

The show attracted a variety of industry types, including then closeted Michael Jeter, who had parlayed a Tony Award for Grand Hotel into a successful television and film career. After a performance, several of us went to a nearby coffee shop where Jeter snottily attacked Rock’s basic premise, which was a plea for everyone, including actors, to come of out the closet.
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Jeter’s diatribe was very disconcerting since it was the first time I had ever met him (he was brought by a friend of mine) and I refused to be defensive. I just let him carry on about the fact that I had “no right to tell people what to do with their lives. Or judge them for not coming out.”

Jeter conveniently came out as a gay man after amassing a small fortune on television. He subsequently came out as being HIV-positive when he learned that a tabloid was going to press with his secret.

Jeter’s behavior that night was precisely what energized my raison d’être.

Post-Rock, I was cast in an AIDS-driven plotline on Life Goes On in which I essayed my first role in a wheelchair, complete with monstrous makeup to create the illusion that I really had AIDS. Talk about bizarre.

Entertainment Tonight covered the filming, as did Variety and the New York Times; I was now officially the first publicly HIV-positive actor to portray an HIV-positive character on network television. It was getting a bit surreal.

I remember shooting on Valentine’s Day and true to the rigors of television, things were incredibly slow. Philip and I had dinner plans to celebrate the holiday and I began calling him every half hour, saying, “We’re just about to wrap.”

Even in that moment, I realized that I was putting work and my revived celebrity label before Philip. The night wore on until at least ten o’clock or so, and I finally called to say that we’d have to celebrate on February 15. I remember having a very sweet conversation with the show’s star, Chad Lowe, in the parking lot. “You’re very brave,” he said sincerely, “to be so open. Good luck to you.”

In a matter of weeks, I was on a plane to Sydney, Australia, to appear at the world-famous gayer than gay Mardi Gras. When someone told me that the men in Sydney were “like the men in Texas,” I initially didn’t get it, but it didn’t take long for me to see what an apt description that was. In other words, the gay men of Sydney had a cowboy mentality, which created an atmosphere of secrecy. There was not a single person in Sydney, during the summer of 1992 (winter in the States), who was openly HIV-positive.

The response to my show (I did a combination of intimacies and more intimacies) coupled with my openly gay and publicly HIV-positive stance resulted in almost more attention than I could endure. The reviews were over the moon and I was interviewed virtually every afternoon before my evening show—newspapers, television, magazines. It was a heady experience.

I honestly believe that I was being of service, even though I won’t deny that I loved being a celebrity, especially a sober celebrity. The clicking of a camera, the whirring sound of a tape recorder, the television camera zooming in for a close-up: I’ll admit, it was fucking intoxicating, even when I was accused of capitalizing on my HIV status. The houses were full; the theater was state of the art; the audiences were more responsive than any I’d experienced prior.

When I returned to Los Angeles after three weeks, Philip was not the same. Something had shifted and, although he wouldn’t admit it, he was not feeling well. All the telltale signs were there: diarrhea, weight loss and some difficulty with concentration.

Less than a year after Brad Davis’ death, it was worth noting that Robert Reed’s family and handlers insisted that he died from cancer even though his death certificate stated that HIV was a contributing factor. I thought back to our Murder She Wrote scene and remembered that he was a bit standoffish in my presence. I suppose I’d heard that he was gay, but his death from AIDS and the public denial were unnerving.

The duplicitous veil of secrecy confirmed the Hollywood manufactured image. The perception that the town overflowed with big-hearted understanding was as fake as a starlet’s boob job. An illusion. The insidious Hollywood homophobia surrounding AIDS was immutable, no matter how many benefits Hollywood congratulated itself on throwing.

Philip had come close to making the decision about quitting his job and going on disability. I suddenly realized that his fear of being fired was about “firing” himself. Virtually no one at the Norton Simon knew his status, although they couldn’t have missed the glaring symptoms. One day he admitted to me that he’d experienced some kind of vision impairment. Not one to dramatize, Philip said that he was parking in an area where there were mountains and suddenly everything within his sight turned upside down. I thought I had an encyclopedic knowledge of AIDS’ tricks, but this one was new. I asked him to repeat the story and he did, verbatim. He was clearly freaked-out.

I was scheduled to do a one-nighter in Frankfurt and the producers agreed to pay for Philip’s plane ticket. It was a grueling trip and our last excursion out of the country.

I remember being in a courtyard and getting a copy of The L.A. Times, which was not always easy to find overseas. One of our great joys was doing the jumble puzzle together. Philip could accomplish this feat effortlessly, within seconds. I was not bad but was considerably slower. On this particular day, he was first to grab the section of the paper with the puzzle, but he couldn’t get it; he could not untangle the letters to make a single word. Furious with himself, he practically threw the newspaper at me and said, “Here, you do it.”

“Honey, it’s not important,” I said, choosing not to touch the puzzle. The incident was like a yellow light signaling danger ahead.

I hate to drive and I cannot read a map, so Philip always did the driving, but he grew very agitated with the traffic, the directions and my ineptitude with the map. It was not a pleasant trip.

Shortly after we got back to the States, I got an unexpected call early one morning. “I had a car accident,” he said. “I’m okay. I hit a parked car. I don’t even know how it happened.” He sounded dazed.

“Maybe you should go home,” I suggested.

“No, I’m fine,” he said, sounding anything but.

In the early evening, I received another phone call. “I accidentally hit the rearview mirror on the driver’s side and practically knocked it off,” he announced, now sounding embarrassed and scared.

“I’m gonna come over, honey,” I said.

“Philip,” I said when I got there about twenty minutes later. “I’m going to take you to the doctor tomorrow. You’ve got to find out what’s going on.”

I reminded him of the other vision episode. “Something is wrong with your sight,” I conjectured.

He was too vulnerable to argue. His regular doctor enlisted a specialist who was more adept at dealing with brain and vision idiosyncrasies.

“Dementia,” the doctor said. “It sounds like the early stages of dementia. Your peripheral vision is obviously jeopardized.”

“He shouldn’t drive, right?” I asked, wanting to hear it myself in front of Philip.

“Absolutely not,” the doctor said.

As I drove him back to his house, I didn’t shun the reality, knowing that he’d try to minimize it. “Sweetheart, it’s time for you to stop working.”

“Yes,” he whispered.

This was the beginning of the final scene in the last act of Philip Juwig’s life, but we had one urgent thing to accomplish: our Renewal of Promises celebration, more commonly referred to as our “wedding.”

I had another gig at the Source Theater in D.C., performing Rock, and while I was reluctant to leave him, another part of me wanted to leave, to escape the inevitable.

We spoke on the phone at least once a day. He’d decided to visit his brother in Long Beach, the only relative who hadn’t refused to attend our bash, to be held on August 30. His parents flatly declined (no surprise there) and his sister, who he thought would come through, said that her “religious beliefs” wouldn’t allow her to celebrate her brother’s happiness as his life was coming to an end.

I received the call from his brother shortly after noon, D.C. time. “Philip had a seizure,” he said, “and he’s in the hospital.”

“Oh my God, is he conscious?”

“Not now, but they expect he’ll come out of it.”

“I’m coming. I’ll get the first plane out. What hospital?”

“What about your show?” his brother asked.

“Fuck the show. What hospital?”
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I was staying with Father Smith, an Episcopalian priest and a devoted friend. “Father Smith,” I yelled, and he came running. I had already begun stuffing things into my suitcase.

“Philip had a seizure. He’s in the hospital. Can you see if we can change this plane ticket so that I can leave as soon as possible?” I only half realized that I was crying, that choking cry that sounds almost like heaving.

Father Smith was on the phone in seconds, securing the next flight out and calling a cab to pick me up. “Should I call the theater?”

“Yes, please,” I said. “Tell them I’m not coming back. I can’t. I’ll stay with him now, no matter what.”

“Okay, sweetness,” he said.

I’d never packed so quickly in my life. I swear I was on the plane to L.A. in less than two hours from the time I received the call. My greatest fear was that he’d die before the plane landed.

He didn’t die, but he also didn’t respond. I think his brother and a couple of our friends believed that, like in a movie, the sound of my voice would rouse him. This wasn’t a movie. Or a television show. Or an AIDS play.

The person I most wanted to meet me, as the doors of the elevator on Philip’s floor opened, was there: my most comforting friend Dale. She went in the room with me, squeezing my hand, literally and figuratively.

I babbled at him, mostly repeating, “I love you, I love you, I love you.”

Dale had also been through a number of AIDS’ demises. Anyone who was active in the theater knew many of the plague’s victims. She was particularly close to Joe and David. And although she would commiserate with me about Philip’s shortcomings, she had grown to love him.

Dale suggested that I go home and get some sleep so that I would be prepared for what was to come. I asked the hospital staff to call if there was any change.

When I checked the following morning, he was responding. They would observe him for a day or two, and then he could come home.

He was never the same.

And neither was I.

The barrage of the disease’s symptoms escalated as the big wedding day approached. I honestly didn’t know if he’d make it. At one point, we were figuring out how many bottles of champagne to order for seventy-five guests. He became irate at himself because there was no way he could figure it out.

His weight plummeted, along with his lucidity, on a daily basis.

Because his parents were not attending our wedding, I felt it was important that my mother make the trip, if she promised to behave. “He’s very sick, so I need you to promise me that you’ll not drink to excess,” I said when I called her. She knew that I was serious and she did promise.

Philip hung on, although he was gravely ill when the day arrived. Many of our friends had not seen him in this compromised state, so it was a shock to them when they had to be led to a table where he sat, sunken and frail, but with a big, goofy grin on his face.

Contrary to the belief that having a life-threatening disease results in an emotional transformation, AIDS rarely changed anyone’s intrinsic personality. Deathbed reversals are the manufactured scenarios of novelists, lyricists and poets. In other words, if you were an asshole before you got sick, you’d likely remain an asshole until your final breath. You might even become more of an asshole. Likewise, if you were sweet and funny, you’d likely become sweeter and funnier, not sour and dour.

Philip defied this broad-stroke generalization in a way that I’d never witnessed. As each day unfolded, he became increasingly open, emotional and demonstrative. His snobbery? Gone. His anger? Gone. His fear? Gone. He was his core self, the man I knew was there all along. His dwindling strength decimated the walls he’d so meticulously crafted.

There was a childlike purity in every word he uttered, even if it didn’t make much sense. It made more sense to me than withholding.

In fact, his newfound disposition seemed to eclipse his ravaged physical state. How he looked was not what people noticed. How he projected a certain joy was what everyone at the party commented on.

My mother was on her best behavior. She generously gave Philip motherly attention in the days preceding our Renewal of Promises and throughout the magical night. In much the same way that I knew Philip had an angelic little boy he kept under wraps, I knew that she had not completely squelched her maternal instincts.

Jim Pickett and Torie Osborn, a powerful activist, presided. Philip managed to stand, albeit a bit shakily, under a swath of fabric (“robin’s egg blue,” he had said) that served to create a sacred space.

Our Renewal of Promises:

Michael: I promise you warmth when there are no blankets, nourishment when there are no vitamins, stories when there are no movies.

Philip: I promise heights when there are no ladders, adventure when there are no roller skates, comfort when there are no pillows.

Michael: I promise to teach you the color of feelings.

Philip: I promise to teach you the feelings of color.

Michael: I promise love everlasting, knowing forever will never be long enough.

Philip: I promise love today, knowing this moment is enough.

Michael: I promise the stamina of a friend.

Philip: I promise the steadfastness of a brother.

Michael: I promise the playfulness of a suitor.

Philip: I promise the passion of a lover.

Michael: I promise the commitment of a husband.

Philip: I promise to be a loyal Ethel to your Lucy.

Michael: I promise to be a loyal Lucy to your Ethel.

Philip: I promise never to forget the plays in London.

Michael: I promise never to forget the paintings in Paris.

Philip: The pyramids of Egypt.

Michael: They are all you.

Philip: They are all you.

Michael and Philip: They are us.

To borrow an overused showbiz expression, “There wasn’t a dry eye in the house.”

In her book, Coming Home to America, Torie stunningly described the wedding: “The crowd at the wedding was very mixed. Many of the guests were straight friends and family from their hometowns. In addition there were radical AIDS activists who identified much more with civil disobedience and ‘die-ins’ in public protest than with the private rites of love. (‘Who ever thought we’d love a wedding so much?’ gay writer Paul Monette asked me there.) AIDS fighter and playwright Jim Pickett’s usually acerbic and irreverent wit melted into purely sentimental paeans to gay love as he emceed the event. The stillness in the air was palpable as Philip, an art curator and international traveler now emaciated by AIDS, and Michael, an openly HIV-positive and gay actor, serenely stood there and looked into each other’s eyes in front of the friends and families and said their sweet, funny, simple vows of commitment.

“No heterosexual wedding I have ever been to, whether traditional with trappings or hippie-style on a mountaintop, could match the sweet and forceful love that emanated from Michael and Philip that day, three months before Philip died. Radiating from those two men was a love so powerful that it fundamentally contradicted the notion that gay people are somehow less capable of living relationships than straight people are. Everyone there was affected, from the jaded queer radicals to straight colleagues and family members who experienced profound new respect for gay love. A straight guy, a friend of Philip’s, said to me, with a shy smile of embarrassment crossing his face: ‘I am thinking this would be a kind of gay theatrical spectacle or something, not anything relevant to my own suburban heterosexual life. But my mind is blown—in fact, today makes me think about my own marriage, my level of commitment to it. I get to take marriage for granted; these guys have fought against bitter odds for it. Here’s my old pal Philip near the end of his life. His love for Michael has clearly kept him alive longer than anyone expected, and this ceremony today is the high point of his life. I have a lot of thinking to do after this.’”

A photo is taken immediately after the ceremony: My mother is caressing Philip’s face with both of her hands, looking into his sparkling eyes. They are both thrillingly in the moment. How could I not love her for that?

For most of the guests assembled that night, this was the last time they’d see their friend alive and they knew it. As each of the guests said their good-byes, the subtext was lost on no one, not even Philip. The evening was not only a Renewal of Promises; it was a Renewal of Friendships, which catapulted Philip into a state of bittersweet ecstasy.

Rose Welty’s friendship with Philip never abated, from their connection at the Norton Simon Museum, when they met in the mid-Seventies, to his dying days. Rose was the most steadfast member of a team I assembled to visit my husband—“so he could see a familiar face every day,” Rose remembers—when I absolutely had to fulfill a contracted job.

Philip’s post-party deterioration was as swift as it was vicious. He went completely blind; he could no longer walk; the dementia and the diarrhea escalated. At some point in early September, the doctor gave him “a few days” to live and ordered the morphine drip. I’d lived through this scenario and knew that the morphine drip was a prelude to death. What was amazing and seemed to be part of the ritual, was the way in which the nurse who set up the equipment explained precisely how to increase the dosage. Although it was not part of the nurse’s script, she was clearly suggesting how to help move things along.

He did not die in “a few days.” He did not die in a few weeks. I felt it was my duty to report to his parents that the end was near. They arrived within twenty-four hours, keeping their distance, even opting to stay at a motel in spite of the fact that I’d made it clear they could stay at the house.

His father, reeking of beer in the early morning, left religious pamphlets on Philip’s bedside table, presumably knowing that his son was blind. Who did he think was going to read them to him? Not me, honey. His mother seemed more intent on shopping at the mall than spending time with her soon-to-bedead son. I simply could not forgive them for not accepting him for who he was—what’s religious about rejecting your dying flesh and blood?

Often the parents’ visit will precipitate the death. I felt certain that it was the unfinished business that would release him. It didn’t.

The night before the folks were scheduled to leave, I was carving a pumpkin, pulling out its guts with all my might, while Philip’s Mom was sitting at the kitchen table. I was standing at the sink with my back to her.

The only sound was the squishing of the pumpkin’s mushy face being carved. Then, without warning, she said, “I guess you’ll miss him the most.”

I froze. This was as close as she could get to acknowledging that I was her son’s partner, her son’s mate, her son’s husband. It was a sincere attempt. I turned around to catch her wiping tears from her eyes. “Yes,” I said and tried to thank her with my eyes.

Even though I knew his parents didn’t approve of cremation, it was what Philip and I had decided. “Can you send some of his ashes?” she asked, her voice trembling.

“Of course,” I said. “I’ll send you half of them.”

During the final days, Philip would repeat, over and over and over again, how much he loved me. He’d tell anyone who’d listen. Even if no one (except his nurse) was in the house, he’d mightily announce it. Morning, noon and night.

It was Dale who said, “Everything in his world has been eliminated except you. You are clearly the only thing that’s important to him. He’s lost his family, his dignity, his sight, control of his bodily functions. All that exists for him is, ‘I love Michael.’”

We also realized that his ability to express love, finally, was likely the reason that he refused to die. He lived seven weeks longer than the doctor had initially given him.

As the first of November approached, I remembered our day at Père Lachaise in Paris, four years prior: the brightly colored umbrellas in the drizzling rain, the feathery flowers we put on the graves of our heroes, the aching sound of Piaf singing “La Vie en Rose.”

Philip died on November 1, 1992. I was holding his hand and whispering everyday words that seemed to turn into love songs. His mother was right; I would miss him the most.

What, I asked myself, are you going to do with the rest of your life?





ACT THREE: FATHER               
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I toast to the life and accomplishments of my daughter, but I am also saying good-bye to her. My daughter will be leaving me—or will I be leaving her? I must let go either way.

While most plays written in the Twenty-First century have only two acts, I have been given an improbable third act, in which I concentrate on playing the role of a father.

I’ve never been as surefooted on a movie set as I am on the boards of a theater, but in my autumnal years, I’ve begun to acclimate more organically to working in film. I’m often cast as a father and always the dad of a girl or young woman, perhaps because I’ve been playing one in real life.

My daughter, Tia, was fourteen when I was working on an indie in Northern California’s sprawling wine country, playing a father with cancer whose daughter is going off to college. It wasn’t until I spoke to Tia on the phone, moments before shooting my farewell speech in the movie, that I was struck with the parallel lives I was living, onscreen and off.

Tia had received news that she was accepted to LACHSA (the L.A. County High School for the Arts). This news, delivered over long-distance lines, was thrilling to me but also a reminder of how precious—and short—life is.

When did my tiny baby girl decide to become an actress? And after high school comes college and then what? And how much longer would I be alive to play the most important role in my life?

A few hours later, I did something I have never done in my long career: I asked the director for “a little time” before beginning the scene. There seemed to be a collective inhalation of breath—among the assembled crew, other principal actors, extras—as I took a few moments to focus on my relationship with Tia.

Flashback: My “Act Three” began in the months following Philip’s death, coinciding with my forty-third birthday, when feelings of relief and despair vied for first position in my heart. If I remained maniacally busy, as I had for most of my life, I was able to ward off the duet of pain and fear. But if I stood still for a second, my very own morality demon would tap me on the shoulder and ask me what I was going to do with the rest of my life.

In spite of fluctuating T-cell counts, my health was stable although I remained rigorously realistic about the possibility of a sudden, unexpected turn. I took inventory of my dreams and desires, juxtaposed with my accomplishments. I had enjoyed a mature relationship; I had achieved artistic prowess beyond my expectations; I had traveled all over the world; I had made some good friends and cultivated some enriching artistic partners.

Not too long after Philip died, I met with an attorney to examine the details of my husband’s will. I was most concerned that his parents, who had been written out of the will during the final months of his life, might try to contest.

Wholesomely handsome and impeccably groomed, Joseph Ferry would be cast in the role of the sympathetic but emotionally guarded professional gay attorney in a television movie. In real life, he was the perfect authority figure, which made me feel like I should have worn a spiffier shirt.

As he reviewed the paperwork, I surveyed the room in an attempt to gather more info on Mr. Ferry. There were several tasteful frames on his desk, but I couldn’t see the photographs since they pointed in his direction, not mine. I wondered if he was single.

“Since Philip very explicitly included a clause that spells out his intention not to bequeath any of his estate to his family,” Ferry said, “there should be no problem.”

Half listening, I found myself leaning so that I could see who was in the photo. It was Ferry with a robust-looking man who also looked like a professional. But what made the picture jump out at me was the little boy snuggled in between them, smiling impishly.

“Is that your son?” I said, unable to stop myself even though I immediately felt I’d crossed some boundary.

“Yes,” he said, a bit taken aback but showing certain warmth that I’d not yet experienced. “My partner and I are in the process of adopting Jake.”

“I want to adopt,” I said. Maybe I blurted—part announcement, part confession, a statement of fact that I hadn’t allowed myself to say out loud for twenty years or so.
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Ferry warmed up. We were, in spite of our differences, connected. Without ever questioning my motives, Ferry took it all in. He did not suggest I was overreacting to Philip’s death, nor did he bring up my HIV status, which I had revealed earlier in the meeting. He didn’t mention my age, or the fact that I was single. He had a good idea of my financial situation but didn’t lecture me on the high cost of raising a child. It became a conversation between two men, no longer lawyer and client, who simply happened to share the fundamental and overwhelmingly powerful desire to be daddies.

Even though I’d divulged my secret to one person, it would take some time before I mustered the courage to tell another. Besides, as 1993 began, I had to hit the road with performances of Rock in Chicago and then rush back “home” to film And the Band Played On.

Even before officially checking in with the AD (assistant director), I stood with Ian McKellen on the outside steps of a classic Victorian house near downtown chosen to replicate a San Francisco dwelling. It was chilly by local standards.

“Philip died November first,” I told him. In my mind, I could see the two of them, drinking champagne in Ian’s dressing room, backstage at the London theater where he was appearing in King Lear.

“Oh, darling,” he said, embracing me tightly as burly grips and nondescript “atmosphere” (actors who would be seen but not heard in a party scene) brushed by us. “I’m so sorry,” he said, holding me close. “You know I am.”

At moments like these I wondered how the scripted material we were about to commit to celluloid could possibly be any more cinematic than real life. I half expected to hear a voice shout, “Cut and print.”

In spite of the somber subject matter (or perhaps because of it), the mood on the set was anything but sober. The first scene we shot recaptured one of those heated meetings that took place at the beginning of the plague; it involved Ian as Bill Kraus, Lily Tomlin as Dr. Selma Dritz and B. D. Wong as Kico Govantes, in addition to actors David Dukes, David Marshall Grant and Richard Jenkins. I played Cleve Jones, the founder of the Names Project and the AIDS Memorial Quilt, although you wouldn’t necessarily know that considering the scant amount of Cleve’s dialogue.

While I wished my contribution to the film could have been greater, I felt blessed to be in the company of these actors, many of whom were gay, on this rarified set. Ian took the lead in turning the tables, making gayness the norm rather than the secret that no one dared acknowledge.

Instead of minimizing who we were when the cameras weren’t rolling, we maximized our queer selves, taking our cues from Ian. No matter how many times we called each other “darling” or “honey,” there would be no macho grips rolling their eyes or nudging each other behind our backs.

At lunchtime, the boys in The Band gathered in one trailer and carried on like high school girls at a slumber party, sharing juicy gossip and squealing with laughter. Free at last.

I had never felt such a degree of comfort on a Hollywood movie set. The queers were the majority for a change and behaved accordingly. It had been an arduous fight but it was a sweet victory. While we never lost sight of the film’s profoundly sad storyline, it was a day of triumph with an undercurrent of tragedy.

Certainly more amusing than tragic was a titillating phone call I received from one of the cast members after the day’s shoot. “I have a proposition for you,” he said breathlessly. “When I was a teenager, I went to a porn movie—the first porno I’d ever seen. And I’ll never forget seeing you on the screen.

“I’ll never forget that moment because it felt like it was my coming out. You were part of my coming out as a gay kid.”

I was curious where this was headed; flattered in some perverse way, but also a bit unhinged. “So,” he continued, barely above a whisper. “I’d like to set up a scene where I’d hire some hustlers and re-create the scene from the movie. In a motel room somewhere.”

“Huh? You want me to re-enact the sex scene I did on film, in a cokedup haze, more than ten years ago?” I confirmed.

“Please,” he said, all trembling supplication.

“I just couldn’t,” I said, trying not to be judgmental or snotty. I could not believe that I was having this conversation with a respected Tony-nominated actor, turning down one of the most unwonted propositions I’d ever received.

I barely recovered (from the filming and fantasy phone call) before I headed to Australia for my second gig at Sydney’s world-famous Mardi Gras. While any movement toward parenthood was put on hold while I was out of the country, this was an enviable job and I was honored to have been invited back after a heartfelt triumph the year prior. I performed Rock throughout the week and reprised intimacies on Sunday matinees for the Aussies during the month-long engagement.

About a week before my final performance in Sydney, I attended a dance concert that was being performed in the same theater where I was working. One of the pieces depicted a torturous love-hate relationship between two men, one of whom was obviously in the throes of AIDS.

Danced with a pronounced sense of both masculinity and fragility, the supple pas de deux embraced the eroticism of death unflinchingly. The twentysomething boy-man who played the survivor was distractingly hot—from where I sat, anyway.

Our paths crossed, literally, in the upstairs dressing room immediately following the performance. He was all sweaty. “That piece was really beautiful,” I heard myself saying, and then wondered if I had actually said, “You are really beautiful.”

He returned the compliment. “Your show is amazing,” he said. “I want to see it again before you close.” Big smile. “I’m Dean, by the way.”

He offered me his hand and we shook, while our eyes accomplished the rest.

“I’m rushing to coffee with a friend,” he said, slightly lowering the heat on our exchange. Without him seeing, I managed to scribble my name on a piece of paper (with the phone number and room number of the hotel) and slipped it in his bag (along with his moist jockstrap, I fantasized).

“Have a good show,” he said as he picked up the bag.

“Have a good coffee,” I said.

About three hours later, I returned to my hotel room, checked to see if there were messages (none) and began the usual postshow puttering.

The phone rang.

Let it ring at least three fucking times, I ordered myself. About halfway through the third ring, I grabbed the receiver and, as nonchalantly as possible, said, “Hello?”

“Hello,” he said, with that unmistakable Aussie accent. “I have a piece of paper here with your number on it. But I can’t seem to read the name.”

I wasn’t sure if he was serious or teasing. “It looks like ‘Maniacal,’ he said. “Is this Maniacal I’m speaking to?”

Now I was beginning to laugh. “It’s Michael,” I said.

“Michael? Are you sure? You’re not Maniacal?”

“I am very definitely maniacal,” I said, “and I will seriously consider changing my name if you’d like.”

Dean Walsh arrived at the hotel about twenty minutes later, sweaty all over again, and we spent the entire night glued to each other, moving back and forth from the bed to a large window overlooking the magnificent harbor. We placed extravagant room service orders throughout the night, culminating with a sinful breakfast in bed. Even the poz-neg negotiations (who could do what to whom and all that jizz) didn’t overshadow our steamy romance.

I don’t think we missed a single night of my remaining stay, basically engaging in the same offstage pas de deux and never once did he call me anything other than “Maniacal.”

It was not the first time I’d had sex since Philip died. However, this was the first time I’d made love with another man in more than four years. I left Sydney in love. Or at least some version of “in love,” and that felt good.

Like many of these over-the-moon trysts, my relationship with Dean blossomed into a unique friendship.

Returning to L.A. brought the idea of fatherhood back into focus, but there was something else I wanted to do with the rest of my life: play Camille.
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Ever since seeing Charles Ludlam’s Camille, an intoxicating rendition of the classic, I wanted to play the tragic heroine in Ludlam’s skewed version. Comparing the story of a prostitute finding true love as the plague ravaged her with the parallel scenarios of many L.A. party boys, experiencing love for the first time as AIDS consumed them, seemed almost eerie.

Even though I shifted into work mode, I was unable to downplay my quest to become a dad. Before making the definitive decision to adopt, I tried to get parenting out of my system by fathering in ways that appeared to be less life altering. I told very few people that I began spending one evening a week working with kids with Down syndrome. I did an art project with kids with disabilities at Children’s Hospital. Instead of pacifying my desire to be a dad, these experiences confirmed my needs.

I took a big step and met with a lesbian couple willing to consider my playing a part-time dad role with their infant. The negotiations with these two strong mommies were intense. Our inability to come up with a plan to satisfy everyone’s complex emotional baggage forced me to come to a conclusion. What I wanted, clearly, was a child of my own.

Assuming that my greatest support would come from my gay male buds, I began telling a few of them. The reactions were disheartening. The responses ranged from, “Aren’t you being selfish?” to “Are you crazy?”

Those responses forced me to do more self-questioning. Was this just an indulgent scheme on my part, prompted by the wave of deaths I’d lived through in recent years? Or did I truly have something special to offer a child? And was that “something special” enough? If I was to die sooner rather than later, would it still be a worthwhile experience for my son or daughter?

Other questions were unavoidable. Was I too old? Could I find the financial means to fulfill my child’s needs? Could I adjust my career, making domestic life the priority? Was I behaving morally?

I’d begun an aerobics regime to prepare for the stamina that “becoming” Camille would demand. The class was filled with women, mostly in their thirties and forties, from the hood, which was known for its artistic and bohemian denizens. Many of them were moms who dragged a kid or two to class.

I’d study every exchange, every reprimand, every smooch. Would I have what it takes? Eventually, I began confiding in these women, most of whom were simply acquaintances. Some of them knew I was HIV-positive; some didn’t. They certainly knew I was gay.

Not one woman—gay, straight, young, old, rich, poor, black, white, educated, uneducated—questioned my desire to be a dad. Not one. It was the response I had hoped to get from my peers and didn’t.

One of the most intimate things I shared with several of the women concerned the physical longings I had begun to experience. Although men have since described the exact sensation to me, I thought it was strictly female. Maybe my immersion in the role of Camille was coloring my daily life.

No, it was normal to experience physical sensations of longing when seeing a child playing ball with his dad on the playground. Or to become breathless with identification when seeing a mom hug her child. Men have biological clocks, too, and mine was ticking.

I called Joe Ferry, the lawyer-daddy, knowing he’d be able to offer some nuts-and-bolts adoption advice. He suggested I contact Pact, an adoption alliance that connects unorthodox adoptive parents (read: single, gay and lesbian, over forty) with hard-to-place (read: ethnically diverse) babies.

Filling out the paperwork required by Pact was laborious. At no time was I asked if I was HIV-positive. The only question referring to HIV was: “Would you be willing to take an AIDS test?” I checked the “yes” box.

My application was wholeheartedly approved by Gail Steinberg, one of Pact’s founders and facilitators, who felt that it wouldn’t take long to find a match since I had no preferences in terms of the baby’s race or gender.

By the end of the year, I learned that Kenyetta Burke, a young black woman in Texas, due to deliver in April, was enthusiastic about having a single gay man adopt her baby. In addition to Pact, Vista Del Mar, a local L.A. agency, and the El Paso Adoption Agency (representing Kenyetta) were involved in the proceedings.

Vista Del Mar conducted a home study, which required a medical report. I was temporarily panicked. Even though the report did not pose any direct questions about HIV/AIDS, it contained a vague question that concerned me: “Do you know any other reason why this person shouldn’t adopt a child?” Only after convincing a doctor friend that I would have a will drawn up to provide for the child in the event of my death did he answer the question “no” and sign the official report.

With only three months to prepare for the momentous occasion, I began paying some of Kenyetta’s bills at the beginning of the year. I also began developing a support system, getting names and entertaining suggestions from friends and acquaintances. One person told me about a gay dad’s group and put me in touch with one of the members, who gushingly welcomed me to the “gay daddy’s boom” and asked me “what organization” was handling my adoption.

The following morning there was a loaded message on my answering machine from a scolding Gail Steinberg: “Someone left a message during the middle of the night, saying one of our clients is HIV-positive. You’re the only one it could be.”
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I initially lied but retracted my lie almost immediately. I wasn’t the only one who behaved badly. Gail was unforgiving. “What’s in your head?” she said, as if she was talking to a toddler. Within hours, she’d taken it upon herself to notify both Vista Del Mar and the El Paso Adoption agency of my status (which I later found out was illegal on her part).

The “lady” who headed the agency in El Paso delivered the news to Kenyetta, telling her I’d be dead “within a year and so would Magic Johnson.” I was demoted from hero to pariah at Vista Del Mar in spite of the fact that I attempted to explain that I was “not in denial.” Joe Ferry, in fact, had created a will specifying what would happen to my yet unborn child in the event of my death.

Kenyetta’s unfazed reaction was initially troubling but would become more understandable as the due date approached. I was waiting by the phone, prepared to jump on a plane when given the word, when she called—the day before she was supposed to deliver.

She was in West Hollywood and demanded that I provide her money to go back to Texas. This was after several suspicious charges had been submitted to me, foreshadowing something I didn’t want to face.

It only took a few days to learn that she was in the process of selling “my baby” to a gay couple in West Hollywood. Her modus operandi was to deliberately target gay men because of their marked emotional vulnerability and healthy financial resources. Yes, ma’am, I had been scammed.

Vista Del Mar, acting morally but not legally, decided I could not adopt through them but I might consider being a foster parent. I would have to go through training and present a letter from my doctor, predicting my life span. Dr. Stephen Uman, my straight, Jewish doctor, who looked like he had stepped out of a Chekhov play, wrote a letter stating that he found no medical reason why I shouldn’t become a parent. He avoided any soothsaying.

However, part of me felt like the botched adoption was a sign that I shouldn’t be a full-time dad, so the idea of foster care seemed a reasonable alternative.

Jim Pickett’s health was rapidly deteriorating. What would it be like to juxtapose the sound of exuberant children with the unmistakably distinct sounds of a dying man? Jim shuffled from room to room, creating a symphony of wheezing, sighing, farting, coughing and muttering sounds as he roamed aimlessly. To suggest that his movements triggered long-buried memories of my father was not hyperbolic.

There were fireworks, literally and figuratively, on the Fourth of July weekend. Jim was hospitalized on Friday.

On Saturday morning, my first foster care situation presented itself: two young boys needed “respite care” while their parents vacationed. They would be with me for only three days and two nights, but it would be parenting for real.

On Sunday, a splashy article appeared in the Sunday L.A. Times (titled “HIV Positivist”) to coincide with an imminent one-nighter at Highways.

Jim died on the fourth. At this point in the seemingly endless list of AIDS deaths, my response was fairly robotic. I’d virtually said good-bye to him onstage at Highways the night before he died. Why was my emotional life easier to express onstage than off? It was safer in the glare of colored lights with the sound of an audience’s collective breathing.

Offstage, I was all cool business, arranging every detail of his cremation, calling people, setting up a memorial. I had become accustomed to storing my feelings, putting them on hold until my next performance.

It seemed that the boys’ vacationing parents had had time to read the paper (at the very least, the headlines) over the weekend of the Fourth and mentioned my HIV status to the director of Vista Del Mar, a man whose liberal agenda stopped short of including fags with HIV. While it was my understanding that they were not filing a complaint, he freaked out and decided that now I must give Vista written permission to reveal my status to any potential temporary or permanent foster care situation that arose.

Had Vista Del Mar ascertained the HIV status of any of their other foster parents? Unlikely. Were any other foster parents on their roster asked to reveal medical issues that are essentially protected by law? It is one thing for me to talk openly to the L.A. Times and quite another for someone else to pass along information that could potentially harm me.

I refused Vista’s demand and approached another gay-friendly foster care agency, which promised not to reveal my status. Vista capitulated and within a few days, a baby girl arrived for a temporary stay. This was a new experience—changing diapers, making formula, staying awake most of the night. But after ten days, it was very difficult to say good-bye to this little bundle.

The most challenging scenario began in September with the arrival of two brothers who needed “more stimulation” than they had been receiving in the foster care system and would be living with me for a few months. In spite of being HIV-positive, I was the one chosen by Vista to provide stimulation.

These were very damaged little boys, three years old and five years old, with a tortured history that created day-to-day dynamics that required saintly patience. I succeeded and failed, failed and succeeded.

Some of the problems were practical. Shopping for the three-year-old’s diapers, I didn’t have a clue how much he weighed. So with shoppers looking on in disbelief, I simply put him on a vegetable scale and figured it out.

Their emotions were not as easy to solve. The older one had already developed a manipulative personality that affected fake charm to get what he wanted. The younger one became so dependent on me that he would not fall asleep unless he was virtually attached to my body.

According to what I was told, their father had molested one of his daughters with her brothers present—to what extent remained in question. On parole, he visited as often as he could. I liked him a lot—a fact that disturbed many of my friends.

If I learned nothing else in my short career as a foster parent, it reconfirmed my belief that nothing is black-and-white. Yes, the kids’ dad fucked up, but he saved his money, got on a bus, and came to take his boys to get their hair cut. In reality, our similarities outweighed our differences. He was a dad, struggling.

I didn’t condone his actions, but I refused to stigmatize him. My opinion of him was based largely on his interaction with his kids and with me. There was goodness in him, no matter how much badness he had acted out.

When Sir Ian asked me to be his date at the Emmy Awards, not only did I have to figure out what to wear; I had to get a babysitter. The vision of a stretch limo pulling up to my house and the sight of the knight bounding out of the glamorous car in his smart tuxedo, eager to meet the boys, are memories I cherish. He practically knelt on the front lawn in order to make eye contact with them.

Nominated for And the Band Played On, Ian was outlandishly generous as we made our way through the assembled press cadre, who were shoving microphones and cameras in his face. “This is my date, Michael Kearns,” he repeated over and over, “the first openly gay actor in Hollywood.” What a lovely man.

He didn’t win, but along with Armistead Maupin (whose movie Tales of the City, based on the book, was nominated in several categories), our queer visibility was reason enough to celebrate at the elite Governor’s Ball. But I had to admit something to myself: I missed the boys and worried that “Zavey” (my nickname for Xavier) wouldn’t be able to fall asleep. Ian arranged for the limousine to take me home after the requisite amount of schmoozing.

Because he had an early flight back to San Francisco, Randy Shilts’ widower joined me for the ride. I was able to share the story about Randy being insistent that I appear in the film; Randy was one of very few gay men who had, before or since, actually fought on my behalf.

All the hoopla surrounding And the Band Played On was made even more poignant without Randy present to celebrate. This was certainly not the first or the last time an artist didn’t live long enough to see the results of his or her monumental labor.

After four months of life with the boys, I was exhausted but couldn’t resist when I got a call in January from Vista: “We’ve got a five-month-old African American baby girl. She was born two months premature with no prenatal care, weighing less than three pounds, to a crack cocaine-addicted mother.” She needed immediate placement and because her mother had other kids in the system, it was likely to move to an adoption.

“Her name is Tia.”





CHAPTER 44               

My mother had called me at the beginning of the year, finally admitting that she was an alcoholic and ready to seek help. I promised that I would visit at the end of the month, not knowing that I would be arriving in St. Louis with my daughter.

Tia slept on my chest from the time the plane took off in L.A. to the landing in St. Louis. My mother tried to act grandmotherly, but it was not a part she could play with conviction, so her predictable resentment showed.

We immediately went out to dinner. It was a good thing that I was getting used to schlepping all the baby’s equipment (bottles, blankets, bouncy seat), since Grandma offered no help. Before we had even begun a word of conversation, the waiter appeared and my mother, staring me right in the eye, defiantly barked out her order: “Zinfandel.”

That three-syllable word ended our dysfunctional relationship. I vowed to myself that I would no longer be her boyfriend, her savior, or her hero. The catalyst that allowed me to sever the unmanageable bond was Tia. At forty-five years old, I was creating my own family.

Back home, Tia and I established a rhythm. Her expressionless face, which was of great concern when I first saw her, quickly transformed into the face of an animated, curious and strong little creature.

During a March visit with both the Vista Del Mar social worker and the DCS (Department of Children’s Services) worker, the DCS representative asked me if I was interested in adopting Tia.

Vista was in the position of knowing they could not reveal my HIV status without my permission, so it gave me great pleasure to say, “Absolutely.” Nearly one year after the adoption fiasco, it seemed that I was once again poised for parenthood.

Very carefully and always mindful of the future, I began to create a family circle with Tia in the center of a group of people—young, old, gay, straight, married, single, rich, poor, black, white—who would help me raise her. I minimized out-of-town performances unless I felt the trip was doable with a baby in tow.

It was always fortuitous to get asked to do something in town and especially if the person asking was Michel Greif (the director of Rent). Several prominent actors would perform a staged reading of Larry Kramer’s The Normal Heart to benefit the Salk Foundation. Among the players were David Hyde Pierce, Tom Hulce and David Marshall Grant. I played Tommy, the southern sissy with the best laughs in the show (age goes out the window in a staged reading).

Greif began the rehearsals by sharing something personal about his lover. I felt it was a deliberate way to set the tone, encouraging the actors to adopt his degree of freedom. His job was to create an environment that was safe in order to create good work. On television and film sets where homosexuality is in the air, there tends to be some underlying tension.

We rehearsed for several days. At some point, it became obvious to me that I was not a member of the elite clique that quickly developed among the cast members. Why? After giving it some thought, I realized that these guys were all more in the closet than out. Presumably, some of them knew my feelings about that particular choice. While no one was outright mean to me and they were all a joy to act with, I was “the odd man out.” Or should I say “the openly queer man out”?

An incident haunts me to this day. We were all assembled in the dressing room, snugly. One of the thespians mentioned Chekhov and then each one of them proceeded to pontificate on what Chekhov play they did, where they did it, whom they did it with and what color their costumes were. It was slightly bizarre to hear them blathering on, overenunciating in their well-trained theater voices.

“I did it in modern dress,” one of them said. “I was in The Cherry Orchard in San Diego,” said another. A third chimed in, “I did The Seagull with Amanda Plummer!”

Well, excuse me, girls, but I have never done Chekhov (other than performing scenes in acting class). I did plays called Bathhouse Benediction, Dream Man and Jerker (often wearing no costume whatsoever with actors you never heard of who have since died of AIDS).

Here we were, performing Kramer’s treatise about the importance of coming out and the actors in the play had not one personal thing to share. No one mentioned a lover who would be in the audience. No one said they were going to dinner with their partner after the show.

And, God forbid, no one told any hot buttfucking stories. Can you imagine what the tenor of a conversation would be if the dressing room was full of straight actors? There would be more cunt talk than Chekhov talk. My costars were hiding, even among themselves, in order to protect their careers. It pissed me off. What was the purpose of doing a reading of The Normal Heart if you were unable to do the most basic thing to help demystify AIDS: come out. It was pure bullshit.

(To be fair, some of these guys have since come out. Better late than …)

Unfortunately, Paul Monette’s physical deterioration had rendered him incapable of partaking in one of our commiserating bitchfests about Hollywood homophobia. He would have certainly had a spin on the backstage Chekhov chatter.

Paul’s disdain for all the filled closet spaces in L.A. was part of his personal and public forum. No one (perhaps with the exception of John Rechy) perceived the town’s dangerous homophobia with more clarity than Paul did. To join forces with him on a particularly vitriolic diatribe was as good as sex.

I took Tia to visit Paul. “On his deathbed” would be the bluntest way to set the scene. His lover, Winston Wilde, was in the living room, graciously handling everyone who wanted to bask in Paul’s heat one more time, while a nurse attentively stood by.

“You wouldn’t believe what he went through to get that baby,” Paul told the nurse. “He had to fight.” His senses, including his vision, were weakening, but he managed to get a close look at the baby girl in my arms.

Paul drifted in and out of sleep. I remember holding his dry, weathered hand in one of my hands and Tia’s teensy soft paw in the other, connecting the dots between birth and death.

We went back a couple of days later. “He just won’t die,” Winston said.

“He needs permission,” I said, having played variations on this scene several times during my AIDS career. “You’ve got to convince him that it’s okay with you for him to die,” I said.

“I can’t; I just can’t,” Winston said, understandably not wanting to “cause” Paul’s death.

It was difficult for Paul to relinquish the fighter instinct that had driven him to great heights as a writer and an activist. All he had left was The Fight, and he would not die in act two if he believed there might be an act three.

“Paul, honey,” I said, again sitting in the chair next to the bed with Tia snug in my lap. “You’re probably finished here. You are loved, more than you will ever believe. You have changed people’s lives. You can stop now. It’s okay. It is okay for you to die.

“You will be remembered. Your books will be read. Your story will be kept alive. You are not giving up. You simply don’t need to be here anymore, honey.”





CHAPTER 45               

Whether my words had anything to do with it or not, Paul died the next day.

Before we left for a New York gig in the spring, Tia’s mother, Tanya Jackson, and her great-great-aunt Marjorie Coleman visited us. During this twenty-minute visit, Tanya teasingly suggested that Miss Coleman adopt the baby.

“No way,” Miss Coleman said adamantly. In her late sixties, Miss Coleman was wearing bright-colored, youthful clothing that didn’t entirely hide the toll that age had taken on her vitality. Both women seemed genuinely impressed, if somewhat baffled, by my ease at taking care of their blood relative.

A Queer Theater Conference, created by the Center for Lesbian and Gay Studies, had brought me to New York that spring. A slew of us comprised an evening of performance at the New York Theater Workshop, with the Five Lesbian Brothers hosting. Tia was sound asleep, nestled in a heap of blankets on the floor of the dressing room. I waited for my turn, listening attentively to the speaker that picked up the onstage performances.

My friend (and editor of my Heinemann theater books) Lisa Barnett was assigned to watch Tia during my ten minutes in the spotlight. A remarkable thing occurred, Lisa said, the moment my voice was fed into the dressing room over the speaker. Tia opened her eyes and turned her head to the left, then to the right, looking puzzled. Then she smiled and did that communicative gurgling thing that babies do before they actually utter words.

“There is no question she knew it was you,” Lisa said, “and she wondered where you were hiding.”

Sometimes it’s the little things that inform the most. (Dear, dear Lisa has since died.)

That summer, my brother Joe visited from the Midwest and we spent several days at our cabin in Idyllwild. The scrambled details of our childhood, revisited by two (sober) adult men, began to form a less haphazard storyline than either of us had imagined independently.

Our mother, under the influence of her demons, had—in her attempt to cast herself as the sane one of our parents—concocted a web of fabrications that Joe and I would disentangle. For four days, like Holmes and Watson, we excavated the particulars of our childhood. There were not necessarily any neat conclusions, but what emerged was a deeper love of each other in our shared angst.

Nearing the end of our short vacation, the three of us took a nap and I remember not really sleeping but hearing the breath of my daughter, my brother, myself: family breath. Tia in her crib, my brother in the bedroom, me on the living room couch, all of us being fanned by a toasty August breeze.

By the time we celebrated her first birthday, the girl was walking like a fashion model and beginning to replace gurgles with words.

Tia’s mother had left a message on the morning of Tia’s big day, saying that she’d call to wish her a happy birthday “in the evening.” We returned home and waited for the call that never, to this day, came.

Miss Coleman visited Tia once before the holidays. Friendly and respectful, she expressed no interest in adopting Tia, especially since she was caring for Donovan, yet another of Tanya’s discarded kids (born after Tia). “You’re doing a great job,” she said. Then she asked me to do her a favor: “Can you cut his fingernails?” Cutting the nails of an infant’s teensy fingers requires a certain blind faith.

“Of course,” I said, realizing the challenges she faced trying to take care of this baby.

After celebrating my daughter’s first Christmas, we headed for Washington, D.C., where I was scheduled to perform Attachments, a solo show I’d written chronicling my up-to-the-minute experiences as a single, gay, HIV-positive foster dad intent upon adopting.

About a week into the month-long run, there was a shocking message on my answering machine from Miss Coleman. “I’ve decided to adopt Tia,” she said, mustering what strength she could. This news was so unexpected and out of character that I sensed there was a backstory. For the moment, that didn’t matter. What mattered was the pervasive thought that I might lose my kid.

Upon our return, I was asked to read names of the deceased during a showing of the AIDS Memorial Quilt at Pasadena’s Rose Bowl. I asked if Tia could be at the podium with me.

I was about to read the first name, when Tia leaned into the microphone and said, “Da-da.” While this might have been interpreted as black humor, people were sincerely touched and amused. It was her first celeb moment.

Even though Noel Coward’s words (“Don’t put your daughter on the stage, Mrs. Worthington”) echoed in my ears, I couldn’t resist when Tia was invited to model a T-shirt at the annual STAGE.

A slew of musical theater luminaries headlined this annual event, which Pickett and I had created in 1984. Stephen Sondheim Part III featured Michael Jeter, among others. We hung out on the walkway leading to the stage door prior to Tia’s debut. Jeter visited and posed for pictures with Tia in her STAGE T-shirt (which I had hemmed that morning) and a pair of bright red patent leather shoes. Jeter, uncloseted and openly HIV-positive since our prior confrontation, was far more comfortable dealing with Tia than with me.

If the audience’s response was any indication, Tia’s charisma projected across the footlights as she sashayed from the wings into my arms. Please God, I silently prayed, don’t let me become Mama Rose.

From the theater to the courtroom: at the March 28 hearing, Miss Coleman was accompanied by “Victoria Washington” (not her real name), the paternal grandmother and guardian of one of Tia’s half siblings.

“What’s with the hairdo?” she sneered, indicating Tia’s natural.

“He’s doing the best he can,” Miss Coleman said, attempting to avoid conflict. Tia’s hair and what I would do with it was a subject of great debate.

Since she was only eighteen months old, I had not yet begun to braid her hair, which Miss Washington interpreted as my inability to respect her cultural identity.

Inside the courtroom, the commissioner assigned to the case warned Miss Coleman that “the court is likely to rule in favor of the present caretaker.” In the meantime, she was granted visitation rights: twice monthly, four hours in duration.

It became apparent that Miss Washington was the fuel behind Miss Coleman’s mercurial change of heart. Although not related by blood, Miss Washington cast herself as a prime player in the familial custody battle, determined to prevent me from adopting Tia.

Yet another unpredictable moment came shortly after I met Lucy Andrew, the county-appointed social worker, who was clearly on my team. A self-described “cat person,” Lucy wore lots of colors in the purple family and cat imagery could almost always be found on at least one of her lilac or mauve garments.

Brushing strands of her long, unruly gray hair away from her eyes, she wanted to “share” one of her beliefs during a home visit. “If I had a person with a heart condition who wanted to adopt,” she said softly, even though Tia was napping soundly in the other room, “I wouldn’t stand in their way.” Pause. “Or,” Lucy continued, “someone who is, say, HIV-positive.”

I was sure she could hear the sudden acceleration of my heartbeat. I said nothing.

Then, as if she was asking me what birth sign I was born under, she said, “Are you HIV-positive?”
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“Yes,” I said, feeling a sense of relief.

“Just wanted to know,” Lucy said as she tidied up her paperwork. “In case it comes up later, it’s best that I know in advance. It should have no bearing on the adoption.”

I trusted her, secure that she wanted me to be Tia’s daddy.

Only in the Nineties could one meet a potential boyfriend at an “audition” for an AIDS documentary. There I was, in the same building where I’d been dozens of times, auditioning for network television shows and feature films, now trying to get cast as myself in a short film that would be shown in medical settings.

I spotted him from behind, leaning forward with his elbows on his long legs, intently reading the script. Obviously not an actor, thank God; a real actor would never appear so sincerely interested in the material.

The musculature of his sculpted back was beautiful, intensified by a skintight light blue flowered shirt. His hair, straight and medium in length, was almost unnaturally black-black. Even before I saw his face, I felt like there was something happening to me as I studied him.

I sauntered across the room, attempting to be nonchalant, as I positioned myself almost directly in front of him. He was one of the most gorgeous men I had ever seen. He noticed me staring, unable to control myself. He smiled. I smiled. We chatted. Exchanged phone numbers. We fell.

I had never been in love with a Chinese man. Eric Lim certainly didn’t fit the stereotype we’ve unfairly pinned on Asian men. Not the least bit subservient, he was a stud. The “inscrutable” label? To a degree, yes, and he was not easy to lure, but my perseverance paid off and we quickly became a couple in spite of the fact that he was living with his parents in Santa Barbara. He’d had some fairly major HIV eruptions but appeared to have conquered them.

The most important quality I sought in a potential beau was willingness to be involved with a kid—whether he’d be a once-a-week boyfriend or a livein lover. Going in, I wanted to know that a foundation of understanding was in place, realizing that there would be specific things to deal with down the line in terms of the three of us as a unit.

Tia and Eric adored each other. He had a decidedly different rhythm than I did and she seemed to enjoy the shift. He was probably a bit goofier.

I also immediately exposed Eric to my work. We met up one romantic weekend in San Francisco, where I was doing Attachments. I remember that the audience was abuzz because Armistead and his lover Terry Anderson were in the audience on that particular Saturday night.

We did the chitchat after the show but declined an invitation for drinks. I think Armistead and Terry perceived that this was a fresh Do Not Disturb entanglement.

Eric was reeling from having seen the show. It must have been kinda like that initial lunch you have with a prospective boyfriend. You know, the one when you essentially divulge your abridged life history. Well, the only difference was that Eric was having lunch alone and I edited next to nothing.

We made love that night for the first time, in a hotel room with a view of billowing clouds that I swore were about to float in through the opened windows.

Without being too enamored with the Hollywood pieces of my life, Eric enjoyed some of the glamour. We attended the premiere showing of A Mother’s Prayer with Linda Hamilton and RuPaul and the screening of intimacies, a documentary about my life and work, at Outfest, the L.A. Gay and Lesbian Film Festival. Very quickly we were perceived as a couple. And if Tia was along, we were clearly a family. And what a combo—Chinese, gay, white, black—a veritable rainbow flag in motion.

Shortly before Tia’s second birthday, I received word that the judge had agreed to hear Miss Coleman’s petition to gain custody. This would either slow down the adoption process or end it, resulting in a change of custody. I also learned from Lucy (the DCS cat lady) that Tia’s mother had supposedly identified a birth father, incarcerated in Chino. This was their court-appointed lawyer’s stalling strategy.

It worked; the judge granted an extension and ordered Tia to undergo a DNA test to determine the authenticity of the guy in Chino.

Did Miss Coleman and Miss Washington consider the confusion a toddler would experience being forced to remove her panties and have some stranger probing around her “privates”? Needless to say, the DNA did not match up with the “father” behind bars.

I felt like every day was a test, a test of my endurance. After what seemed to be an uneventful visit with Miss Coleman, I received yet another disturbing call from Lucy. Seems Miss Coleman and Miss Washington called to report that Tia was “behaving strangely.” This eventually translated to “masturbating excessively.” The implication was too clear: They were, directly or indirectly, accusing me of molesting her.
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What they were referring to, in reality, was Tia’s obsession with yanking on her diaper. Unlike many kids, Tia did not have a transitional object. Kids rely on the object, usually a blanket or a favorite stuffed animal, at times of stress or making a transition (during the trip from home to preschool, for instance). Tia was a practical kid; her transitional object was her diaper, which she tugged on constantly. She was not masturbating.

On the subject of masturbating, I directed the tenth-anniversary production of Robert Chesley’s Jerker in 1996. It was eerie to be the only survivor of the original team that brought the landmark play to life. In a life-mirroring-art scenario, Chesley and the two original actors, Joe Fraser and David Stebbins, had already died of AIDS. Yet I felt it was crucial to keep Chesley’s words alive even though it felt like I was betraying Joe and David to find a “new” JR and Bert. Not only did I find a new JR; I found a new Joe: Gill. An angelman.

Joe remembers reading the play: “I was shocked by the first scene. And as I read each scene, the dialogue only got more intense and sexually explicit. The gay plays I had performed were like Leave It to Beaver compared to this. Chesley’s language was pornographic and very erotic. I was consumed with fearful thoughts that fed my own homophobia and prudishness.”

About the audition, he recounts: “I raced from Vegas to L.A., making good time, and even arrived at the space early, before my scheduled appointment. I decided to use my time wisely and began to meditate—something that a person with my energy needs to do or my energy creates a chaotic mess onstage, with me flailing about like a chicken. So I found a little floor space in an empty room next to where the auditions were being held.

“Then you came in and seemed shocked to see someone lying on the floor doing breathing exercises in front of the bathroom.”

I was shocked because he was fabulously blond in his eight-by-ten photo and the hair of the breathing dude was jet black. (His hair was dyed because he was playing an Israeli in a play running in San Diego.)

Joe remembers, “You said, ‘I was expecting Doris Day and I got Liz Taylor.’ That instant connection created a perfect situation for my audition.”

He got the part.

Much had changed in the decade between Jerkers and nowhere was that more apparent than on television. Even the glamorous Beverly Hills 90210 was developing an AIDS plotline. After all those years of being typecast as a gay character on television, I realized I had become even more stringently pigeonholed, exclusively playing gay characters with AIDS.

It was the role of a bitter resident of a hospice where Jenny Garth’s character was doing volunteer work. Thank God I didn’t have to do my “Ironside with AIDS” routine. In fact, this was not at all like the other Gay Man Dying of AIDS in a Hospice roles I’d tackled.

I got my first clue when I visited wardrobe several days before the shooting began. I was signed for three episodes, so there were several changes to consider, and the show’s costume person tossed one shirt after another in my direction. He wanted “a layered look,” consisting of a T-shirt and a pullover. In some instances, maybe even a third colorful shirt was thrown into the mix. The shirts were deliberately oversize so that I’d look painfully thin, but—whoa, Nelly—they all had designer labels.

Knowing to tread carefully when speaking to a high-strung costume queen, I just couldn’t keep my mouth shut. “Uh,” I said, “excuse me, but this guy is in a hospice.”

He glared at me. I continued, “He’s poor. He’s dying of AIDS. Would he be wearing as many as three shirts that cost seventy-five dollars each?”

“Darling,” he said, through gritted teeth, “this is Aaron Spelling AIDS.”

“Aaron Spelling AIDS” also meant I wouldn’t have to spend an inordinate amount of time in the makeup room being transformed into a monster, so part of me was relieved.

Nothing relieved the anxiety I faced in real life. Tia’s vaginal exam was conducted by a physician who concluded, based on a physical exam and my kid’s interaction with me, that she had not been molested.

With the doctor’s report and the official word that there was no birth father in Chino, the stage was set for the court date to determine the final relinquishment of parental rights (which included Miss Coleman’s claim).

The entrance of Miss Coleman and Miss Washington heightened my unease. Miss Coleman had chosen, rather unwisely, to wear a yellow blond wig. It had an effect opposite of that which she must have intended: it made her look older than her seventy years. The no-nonsense Miss Washington opted for a mannish hat and appeared to be providing Miss Coleman with unsolicited directions.

Miss Coleman nodded in her characteristically gracious way, while Miss Washington refused to make eye contact. Even though the stern-faced Miss Washington did not have any more blood connection to Tia than I did, she clearly felt that this was her battle and she was determined to win.

After a few minutes, we were called into the courtroom of Bradley A. Stoutt, a veteran adjudicator known for his advocacy of “reunification,” a position maintaining that it’s almost always best for the child to be brought up by his or her biological family.

Eric and Miss Washington were seated in the section reserved for spectators, while Miss Coleman and I waited to be called to testify. Except for Miss Coleman, everyone assembled before the commissioner was white: Patricia Meyerhoff (the attorney representing Tia’s mother), my attorney, the DCS representative and her attorney. As a gay man accustomed to living in a mostly heterosexual world, I could empathize with how Miss Coleman must have felt.

Slight and meek, she took the stand. When asked why she was seeking custody, she answered, “Because she is family. During our visits, I have established a good relationship with her.” Sincere yet unconvincing, Miss Coleman then attempted to convince the judge that there was yet another potential birth father.

Stoutt scoffed at that desperate attempt, dismissed it as bogus, and called me to the stand. “Tia is my daughter,” I told him. “She has been since she was five months old. I feed her, dress her, take her to the doctor, play with her, teach her and love her.”

After the testimony of several social workers involved in the case, Commissioner Stoutt reviewed the details. Dispassionately yet forcefully, he stressed one undisputed fact above all others: Miss Coleman’s repeated refusal to care for Tia during the first eighteen months of her life. The court did not buy her well-rehearsed excuse: “My sister had just recently died and I was too tired from having taken care of her.”

“The hearing to determine the final relinquishment of parental rights will take place in this courtroom at two p.m.,” Stoutt said, playing the judge role with a bit of flair.

I don’t know how it happened, but I found myself standing in line next to Miss Coleman in the downstairs cafeteria, surrounded by overworked court personnel and overwrought litigants.

“It’s in God’s hands,” she said, simply and earnestly.

“Yes, I suppose it is,” I said.

Adding to the drama of the afternoon session was the fact that Stoutt was retiring and this was his last day on the job. Thanks to his reputation as an advocate for reunification, he had been a regular in the media during the past few years. In his final bang of the gavel, would he actually rule against a biological relative in favor of an unrelated single man?
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“The court,” Stoutt said, pronouncing each word slowly, “having reviewed the evidence and heard the testimony, now officially declares all claims to parental rights terminated.”

Before we were adjourned, the issue of visitations had to be hammered out—by me. “I will continue visitations with Miss Coleman, but I do not want Tia exposed to Miss Washington’s negativity.”

Pushing Stoutt to specify the visitation rights, Ms. Meyerhoff went too far. Relishing his final histrionic close-up, Stoutt delivered his final pronouncement with a booming voice: “Visits will be at the discretion of Mr. Kearns.”

Against my attorney’s advice (“She accused you of being a child molester,” he reminded me), I agreed to remain in contact with Miss Coleman.

It appeared to be a Movie-of-the-Week happy ending, so why was I not in a state of ecstasy? Not only was I feeling residual pangs of identification with Miss Coleman, but the uncertainty of my future with Tia was not magically erased. Yes, I was thrilled to have won this battle, but the victory carried with it a responsibility that I both welcomed and feared.

As Thanksgiving approached, I concentrated on being grateful for the impending adoption and the deepening relationship with Eric. We celebrated the holiday at his parents’ sumptuous Santa Barbara estate in spite of the fact that Eric’s parents were not entirely comfortable with his gayness and they were, “like most Asians,” according to him, “racist.”

The family members, including eight siblings with multiple nieces and nephews, were consistently polite, but many could not hide their discomfort. At one point during the lavish dinner, I noticed an expression of disbelief on the beautifully contoured face of Eric’s mom. Tia, seated between Eric and me, devoured mashed potatoes as if she hadn’t eaten in months, while we attempted to teach her table manners (a bit late).

Eric’s mom’s response was more understandable than some of the responses we’d routinely received from the purportedly liberal L.A. population, including gay men. We began looking for an apartment that would satisfy the needs of a two-year-old and a frequent visitor. Although Eric didn’t plan to move in full-time, he agreed to divide his time between L.A. and Santa Barbara.

“The Rainbow Triangle” that was us—Tia, Eric, and I—seemed to put off landlords, many of whom responded to us with a degree of discomfort that verged on hostility. By the time Christmas arrived, however, we had found a great two-bedroom apartment in Los Feliz, a convenient and hip area of L.A.

There’s nothing comparable to experiencing Christmas through the squeals of a two-year-old. Tia’s entire extended family gathered at our new place on Christmas Eve. Not only were we celebrating the holiday, but everyone was toasting to our new domestic paradigm.

Trouper that he was, Eric didn’t let on that he was in excruciating pain, dehydrated and exhausted, resulting from a flu that had been growing increasingly virulent over the past two weeks. He felt well enough to make the trip to our Idyllwild cabin, where we planned on welcoming the promising New Year.

It takes at least a day to acclimate to the altitude on the mountain, but Eric seemed to be having a particularly difficult time breathing, even as one day melted into the next. On New Year’s Eve, we lit every candle in the cabin and dined on Eric’s home cooking. All three of us fell asleep before midnight.

The tranquility of the mountain was short-lived. Back home, there was a message from Miss Coleman, requesting a visit. Since she hadn’t asked to see Tia during the holidays, I was surprised to hear from her more than six weeks after our day in court. Nevertheless, I complied.

Even though I knew I realistically had no control over Miss Washington’s involvement with Tia unless I monitored each visit, I trusted that Miss Coleman was honoring my wishes to keep her out of the picture.

I was wrong. The day following the second visit of the year, I received a call from Lucy at DCS. “Before we can move forward with the final adoption paperwork,” she said, “I’m afraid we’re going to have to clear up some things once and for all.”

DCS had received a call (“not from Miss Coleman,” was all Lucy would say), insisting that Tia was the victim of neglect and sexual abuse. This was based on two observations: a bald patch on her head and “excessive masturbation.”

I was livid. The hair loss had already been diagnosed as alopecia areata, a skin condition not uncommon to African American children. The recrudescence of the sexual allegation, decidedly more damaging, enraged me. “This is it,” I told Lucy. “They will never, ever, see her again. Let them know that I have had it with them.”

Even though it was evidently Miss Washington behind these eleventh-hour attempts to discredit me, I had to hold Miss Coleman accountable. She had betrayed me. I repeated into the receiver, “They brought this on themselves and they will never see her again.”

Lucy attempted to calm me down, giving me instructions to get an official dermatologist’s report and undergo a thorough child abuse evaluation, to be conducted by the Children’s Institute International.

What if, however wrongly, the evaluators made a mistake and concluded that Tia had been molested? What if the person who conducted the interview was black and felt I shouldn’t raise her because I was white? What if he or she was homophobic? Or maybe someone who simply had a bias about a single man raising a little girl. What if? What if? What if?

Tia and I endured three intense sessions of scrutiny, conducted by the same team of professionals who had provided testimony in the wrongful accusations of the famed McMartin schoolteachers. No matter how they were interpreted, these encounters were somehow proof of our bond. I was given the opportunity to explain Tia’s intimate relationship with her diaper and how she relied on the soft texture to soothe her.

Eric’s “flu” led to a series of hospitalizations, as he bounced back and forth between doctors in L.A. and doctors in Santa Barbara, none of whom seemed to be able to diagnose his worsening condition. In addition to respiratory problems, he experienced unremitting diarrhea, rapidly losing weight and morphing from that strapping young man into what appeared to be a debilitated old man. I had never seen AIDS do its dirty work with such sinister swiftness. By the time an official diagnosis was discovered, it was far too late. His lungs were being eaten away by Kaposi’s sarcoma. Incurable.

I began driving back and forth to Santa Barbara, where he chose to remain, two or three times a week, often with Tia in tow. Even though he was hooked up to feeding tubes and oxygen, he’d let her bounce on his queasy stomach.

He eventually settled in at his parents’ home as the countdown began. I drove up on a Sunday, alone, to spend some time with him. There were always three or four relatives bedside, attending to his every whim. “We need to be alone,” he whispered to the group that had assembled that particular afternoon, struggling to get each word out.

With a damp cloth, which I kept cool by dipping it in a bowl of ice, I bathed his entire body from his toes to his forehead. Practically moving in slow motion, I remembered his body as it had been less than a year prior, all hard and sinewy, pressing against me, making love to me. His withered skin, now stretched taut over his bones, was no less lovable as I soothed every inch of this beautiful creature who had made what amounted to a cameo appearance in my life.

When I finished, I kissed his forehead and then his eyes, gently and softly. Without realizing what was happening, I felt my tongue inside his mouth and his tongue was inside mine and we were kissing, as the saying goes, like there was no tomorrow. It was one of the most erotically charged kisses I’d ever experienced—driven and hot, all at once calming and utterly unsettling. He could barely breathe or speak or move his head, but jeez, could he kiss. On his deathbed.

Our last kiss.
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Eric chose to die the following day.

Tia and I spent a few days in Idyllwild as I tried to make sense of his death—not only for her sake but for mine. I placed him—his spirit, if you will—in nature. “Eric is in the clouds; he’s in the mountain rocks and the pine trees,” I told her. “He’s in the sunshine in the morning and the moonshine at night.” This made perfect sense to a kid with Tia’s vivid imagination.

A week or so after he died, we celebrated his life on the beach in his beloved Santa Barbara, where dozens of golden helium balloons were released in his memory. “See,” Tia said, covered with sand, “the balloons know Eric is in the clouds.”

A few days later, an envelope arrived containing the document from my attorney, confirming the imminent adoption of Tia Katherine Kearns.

This recurring pattern of extreme highs and extreme lows, always in tandem, must be imprinted on everyone’s life, I figured. You simply aren’t given entrée to one without the other, are you?

Because the adoption celebration would be a big extravaganza, I planned a low-key birthday party (just kidding). Several of our family members rented a suite of rooms at the Disneyland Hotel and, although the atmosphere was clouded by the death of Princess Diana, our little princess had a smashing third birthday fete.

The formal adoption took place on Friday, September 5, 1997, in the same building where the interminable legal maneuvering had played out. My dear, dear friends, Dale Raoul and Joe Gill, stood at our side. I held Tia in my arms. Sitcom silly, the judge cracked jokes and appeared to relish every minute of this joyous occasion.

As he spelled out my obligations and responsibilities as a father, I was unable to contain the tears, tears that had been building up for nearly three years. I would not save this watershed for the stage, goddammit. Let ’em flow, Daddy. Let ’em flow, Daddy-o.

The judge’s final declaration that this little girl was, finally, my daughter carried with it a symbolic resolution that represented a lifelong struggle to overcome prejudice, ignorance and my own self-doubt. In that stunning moment, everything I had fought for coalesced and I felt vindicated.

The following day, nearly one hundred people gathered for a blissedout bash on a grassy hill above the merry-go-round in Griffith Park, amidst hundreds of balloons emblazoned with her name: Tia Kearns.

A photo of her, taken on that day, serves as a pure representation of who she was in that moment. Bare brown arms stretched around her neck, hugging herself, she is a testament to opposites. Charismatic and withdrawn, fierce and frail, she is part survivor and part victim. Her eyes project intelligence and defiance. Her sturdy little body, wrapped in a sleeveless pink dress dotted with purple flowers, begs to be held but is poised for combat. This is my girl.

“Who braided her hair?” someone asked.

“Uh, I did,” I answered.

Believe me when I say that our roots have entwined and our bond is thicker than blood. She is my daughter and I am her daddy.
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Identifying the right preschool for your kid carries with it the emotional involvement, not to mention the financial consideration that used to accompany a search for the right college.

This quest is marked by a variety of philosophies, all containing a veritable language of its own. Diversity is the battle cry of almost all of L.A.’s preschools, so Tia and I would ostensibly be able to fill more than one quota. The very qualities that were potentially poison in the adoption scenario transformed into gold when it came to finding a preschool and, subsequently, a K–8 school.

But no matter the degree of our desirability on paper, there would be a mandatory personal visit to the prospective school as well as a slew of probing questions along the line of, “Is she potty trained?”

The director of one well-respected preschool chose for us to participate in a Mommy and Me session so that she could observe Tia in that setting. Daddy and Me didn’t exist.

Tia was herself—loud, aggressive, oppositional and a bit confrontational. She was also accessible, funny, playful and verbal. At the end of the session, where Tia was the only black girl and I was the only male Mommy, we formed a circle and each child was asked to sing his or her favorite song.

Little Susie sang, “It’s a small world, after all …” Then adorable Billy half sang, half whispered, “Twinkle, twinkle, little star …” After several more darling renditions of familiar kiddie ditties, Tia let loose with, “R-E-S-P-E-C-T, find out what it means to me. Sock it to me, sock it to me, sock it to me …” There was a collective gasp from the mommies (and mes) as they glimpsed a soul sister unleashed.

I spoke to the director, whose observations about Tia were largely negative, delivered in a condescending tone that seems to often be the norm when a self-described authority speaks to a single man who is raising a child.

This was not the school for our particular panoply of diversity.

We wound up enrolling at L.A. Family School, where we were embraced in spite of our improbable family unit. From the moment Tia began school, there was a distorted shift in my sense of self. This almost always occurs with those of us who are hands-on parents; in fact, we begin identifying ourselves by using our child’s name. I became “Tia’s daddy” instead of “Michael” practically overnight. Now, even when I call parents whom I’ve known for several years, I introduce myself as “Tia’s daddy.” It is indicative of how we perceive ourselves, stripped of our own personalities in deference to our children.

While I enjoyed being “Tia’s daddy,” I was determined not to forfeit other aspects of myself, including the daddy persona I’d cultivated in the sexual marketplace. Sex provided a respite from my fatherly duties; some of my partners may have called me “daddy,” but I didn’t fix them macaroni and cheese or read them a fairy tale after our liaisons.

“I’m really a dad,” I told the unsuspecting boy (in gay parlance, that’s thirtysomething) as he put on the baggy shorts (no underpants) and an oversize T-shirt designed to deliberately emphasize his pulchritude.

“I know that, dude,” he said, grinning, like someone who could almost, but not quite, be cast in a daytime soap opera. This was an afternoon delight while Tia was at school, learning her ABCs.

“No, really,” I said.

“Does he live with your ex-wife?”

Accustomed to these assumptions, I answered, “No wife. And she is six years old.”

“She lives with you?” he asked, incredulously, like I was talking about a pet kangaroo or something.

“Has since she was five months old.”

“Cool,” he said, not comprehending any of it.

Oblivious to the photos of Tia and me on the bedroom walls in various father-daughter configurations, my date had riveted on his own image reflected back at him from the mirror above the headboard of my bed.

Someone submitted me to be part of an AARP (American Association of Retired Persons) campaign to attract a younger, hipper membership. They would select a number of individuals who were approaching fifty years of age who defied the somewhat stodgy image they had previously projected. I was chosen to be part of a splashy ad blitz that would include full-page enticements in the New York Times, the Washington Post and People magazine. They flew Tia and me to New York to be photographed and put us up at one of Leona’s hotels with all the room service meals we could devour.

The photo session went well. It was clear that they were considering two possibilities—some photos with me solo and some with Tia. In many ways, Tia and I seemed melded; how could there be a picture of me without her?

Because Tia was adopted through the county of L.A., she was routinely tested, primarily for any of the many physical and psychological ailments that often attack babies born with drugs in their system. By the time she was four years old, she was surpassing the median score in everything—height, weight, balance, logic, motor skills, verbal skills and more. From the first moment I held her, I knew she possessed a very powerful temperament; this was one strong cookie. Her first year in preschool proved challenging for her because of what I referred to as Tia’s “control issues.” It had to be her way, relentlessly and purposefully, and I couldn’t help but admire those qualities.

I think that she felt powerlessness because she didn’t have a mommy and she was utterly unable to manifest one. So she would control everything else around her. This never colored our bonding—not for a second—but it certainly marked her as different.

Because of her aggressive behavior (no one believed this was because of the drug exposure), her teacher suggested we seek therapy. The lady doctor proved to be a mother substitute, deliberately doing “mommy things” with my daughter. Although I felt some resentment (I could do mommy things, girlfriend), I do think that the therapy was valuable.

When Tia began kindergarten at a new school (Foundations School Community), some, but not all, of the diamond’s rough edges had been smoothed. However, this was a new environment and her first year was a bit out of control. Thankfully she had teachers who adored her and never shamed her. Foundations is a progressive school where children are treated as the innocent creatures they are and encouraged to maintain their individuality even if every day is not a picnic for the people in charge.

Tia wasn’t easy, but she had so many attributes to offset her misplaced anger; she was affectionate, intelligent, empathetic and in possession of a distinct sense of humor. Those traits saved her. She was also powerful, one of the most powerful people I’ve ever encountered.

Whether she intended to shock or to simply inform, I wasn’t completely surprised when her kindergarten teacher told me that Tia had announced to her classmates, “My Uncle Joe is in prison.”

It was true. My big brother was doing more time in the slammer and I didn’t feel it should be kept a secret. Obviously, my kid agreed.

I had received a call from Martha in St. Louis, who said that she’d heard on the radio that “Joseph Kearns was taken into custody.”

Disbelieving at first but knowing too well the nature of my brother’s beast, I asked, “What for?”

“Murder,” she said.
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I waited a couple of hours, trying to digest the information, before calling my mother.

“How did you find out?” I asked her. “Was it on the news?”

“Somebody sent me an article from the newspaper,” she answered. I couldn’t immediately ascertain if she had been drinking or was simply confused. Or (likely) both. Apparently, she had mysteriously received an envelope in her mailbox, hand delivered, that contained the clipped article and nothing more.

Since the crime had happened in a small town on the outskirts of St. Louis, the news was not carried locally. The article had appeared in a newspaper from outside the city, meaning that someone wanted my mother to see it but obviously didn’t want to be identified as the bearer of bad news.

And it was bad news. A brawl that began in a bar traversed across the town where the “former friends” lived and ended on the premises of my brother’s house. The fight came to an ill-fated and bloody conclusion when my brother bludgeoned the victim to death with a baseball bat.

I spared Tia those details, since I knew that she was more compassionate than embarrassed and would likely share her concern by announcing the facts to her classmates.

If her aggressive outspokenness was my fault, why weren’t her good qualities because of me? Believe me, no parent goes down that logical road, even when the traits are hereditary. Parents are constantly guilty; there’s no book on the market that can prepare you for the task.

My life had taken a major shift. I suddenly found myself making a transition from artist to family breadwinner. Touring, which had provided a significant percentage of my income, was no longer an option. I had to find alternative ways to make money. This played havoc with my identity even though the emotional sustenance provided by parenthood was boundless.

But who was I now? The artist? The activist? The erstwhile celebrity?

I began seeking employment that would utilize various skills that I’d honed over the years, primarily those of a producer. Producer and event planner were certainly linked in terms of how to make something happen with a certain creativity and panache. I began finding work with various organizations that I’d been aligned with: the L.A. Gay Men’s Chorus, the Gay and Lesbian Film Festival, One Institute and the City of West Hollywood.

These various jobs certainly helped pay the bills and I felt like I was still contributing to a cause, but I wasn’t entirely satisfied being behind the scenes. One event, however, stands out because it was monumental in terms of Hollywood history.

In the spring of 1999, on the afternoon before the annual Academy Awards, my buddy Steve Tyler and I produced A Tea with Ian McKellen, which raised thousands and thousands of dollars for the Victory Fund, an organization that provides financial support to gay and lesbian political candidates. Ian was a Best Actor Oscar nominee for his stellar performance in Gods and Monsters. The crowd included a slew of openly gay actors who came to pay their respects: Wilson Cruz, Chad Allen, Bruce Vilanch and Mitchell Anderson among them. I had the daunting task of introducing our hero.

Before he joined the breathless crowd gathered in the fabulous Hollywood Hills home of Dr. Scott Hitt, we were sequestered in a bedroom, where Ian was able to check the mirror and catch his breath. “Would I really be the first?” he asked me as he straightened his tie, since he knew I kept track of the queer details of Tinseltown.

“Yes, darling, you would be the first openly gay actor to win an Oscar!”

It was a thrill to think of that happening as the millennium approached.

“Button your jacket, darling,” Ian instructed in fatherly tones as we made our entrance into the brimming party area.

This is what I had to say by way of introduction:

I have always been struck by the fact that both the words “actor” and “activist” contain the word “act.” Which, according to the myriad definitions in the dictionary, means, “to exert energy or force.” As an actor, Sir Ian McKellen’s work becomes increasingly awesome to experience. His performance in Gods and Monsters, which has won him an Academy Award nomination, is a spectacular screen creation, exerted with luminous energy and force. But today we are honoring Sir Ian McKellen, the activist. Living in Hollywood, we all know our share of gods. And monsters. But I honestly believe there are very few heroes. Ian has gone where no other actor of his stature has dared to in terms of exerting energy and force in the fight for gay and lesbian rights, including those of us with HIV/AIDS. Many of us came to Hollywood without a role model or a hero. Sir Ian has given actors the permission to be openly gay by proving that one can be an openly gay actor and a gay activist and flirt with Oscar. Historical? You betcha. Today we are honoring Sir Ian McKellen with a Victory Fund Award for his incomparable energy and force, his enduring leadership and visibility. I would like to introduce my buddy and my hero: Sir Ian McKellen.

Although he didn’t take home the Oscar, his triumph had a totemic effect on the way gay men, on and off the screen, would be respected. The day after the Oscars, I received a call to go on an audition for Comedy Central to play “the World’s Gayest Man.” I declined in honor of Ian’s supreme gracefulness. I didn’t want to make fun of being a homo after we’d experienced such a profound uplift.

As it so often seemed, those joyous moments were a precursor to an encounter with sadness.

Charles Pierce was ailing—not anything HIV related, however. This was someone who had more comebacks than Judy and Cher combined, but I knew that his final comeback had come and gone. At one point, near the end of his run, he summoned me to his condo.

Although I’d visited his home dozens of times, I was always drawn to the many photographs of Charles, festooned in impeccable glamour plumage, with stars like Liberace, Carol Burnett, Bea Arthur and Ann-Margret, among others. More than merely narcissism, the dazzling images were testaments to the trajectory of his Herculean journey from a drag queen playing gay dives to an artist respected, on his own terms, by his peers.

“I want you to be in charge of the memorial,” he said, employing the same tone of voice he used when he directed me to play the sailor in his Sadie Thompson skit twenty-five years prior. Propped up in bed with oversize pillows, he looked frail but was still forcefully in charge. The lighting in his boudoir was diva dim and a perfume smell was potent—the showman’s way to hide the stench of death? The days of spotlights and roses were dwindling.

Papers were strewn on his king-size bed (made for a queen), with notes detailing the order of the speakers, their phone numbers, and even the sheet music for Bea Arthur’s number, “I’ll Be Seeing You.” This would be his final production and he was running the show, as he always had.

“If Charles Nelson Reilly shows up,” he said, imperiously, “don’t let him speak.” As I left, knowing we’d never meet again, he handed me a generous check. “For Tia,” he said, sounding more like Donna Reed than Joan Crawford.

He instructed me to open the afternoon memorial at Forest Lawn, where he would rest nearby Liberace and his beloved Bette Davis. Miss Arthur, the barefoot baritone, would close the afternoon, making sure there was no eye left dry, including either of hers. The “house” was packed. In fact, there was overflow onto the steps of the chapel, where speakers carried every delicious word that was declared in his honor.

His influence on me cannot be measured in terms of encouraging me to embrace myself so early in my career. He’d been an influential force for more than half of my lifetime.

P.S. Our seventeen-year-old cat, Zobie, had to be put to sleep.
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The reality of loss defines my daughter and me; it is, perhaps, the shared lesson plan of our lives. The cat’s death would be yet another opportunity for us to deepen our bond. When Tia first arrived, Sober (Tia renamed her Zobie) was mortified by the high-pitched sounds emanating from the little creature. But they eventually became pals and Zobie had recently spent most of her time nesting in Tia’s room.

“Zobie’s body gave out, honey,” I told my daughter. “There was nothing more we could do, so the vet gave her some special medication to end her pain and suffering.” Could she possibly understand this?

“Is she dead now?” she asked.

“Yes,” I said. “I was with her when she died.”

“I don’t want Zobie to be dead,” she announced with equal amounts of anger and sadness, as the prodigious tears came streaming down her beautiful face.

Would this in any way prepare her for my death? “She’ll always be with you in your heart and in your memory. You’ll never forget her,” I whispered.

Later that night, I spoke to my resilient eighty-three-year-old mother. As we were speaking, I realized that I’d begun to replace the familiar raging aggression I’d been harboring with a newfound quiet affection. She was not, she said in her own words, “ready to go.”

I had many unresolved puzzles with my mother, who was on her fourth marriage, to a shyster who was part Billy Graham and part Buffalo Bill. He was possessed of the unlikely name of Eugene Trousdale, and his manipulation of her (and what money she had intended for my brother and me) was the stuff of soap operas. Not only did he keep her boozed up, but they made religious musical recordings together in a storefront church that he purchased after taking out a second mortgage on her house. It was grotesquely funny but had begun to make me sadder than angry and amused.

After a respectful mourning period devoted to our beloved kitty, Tia began to ask questions about a cemetery we had driven by dozens upon dozens of times. I explained how people visit the graves of their loved ones, bringing them flowers and saying prayers. While trying not to scare her, I didn’t sugarcoat the realities. I told her that I had friends who were buried there, one friend who died when he was a very young man and the other who died when he was seventy years old.

“How did the young one die?” she asked.

“He died of a disease, honey, which doctors haven’t been able to cure.”

“Like Elvis?” she asked.

“No, not like Elvis. He died from drugs.”

“My mommy didn’t die from drugs,” Tia pointed out.

“That’s right, Tia, you’re mommy was sick from drugs but she hasn’t died.”

There was a very, very long pause. I reached into the backseat, where she sat, and caressed her hand, a gesture that I’d made from the time she was a baby. I couldn’t believe how her silken hand had grown; how lucky I was to have lived long enough to experience her at this very moment.

“Maybe,” she suggested, “we should visit your friends and take them flowers.”

“What a great idea, Tia,” I said, bursting with pride, knowing that she had a clear sense of what was right and important and good.

A week or so later, we visited Victor’s grave site. Wearing one of her elaborate outfits, including sunglasses and a black Charlie Chaplain bowler hat, Tia had drawn a picture for Victor, primarily of purple and red hearts, which we placed on the grave with the flowers we purchased at the grocery store. The wind was blowing gently, exactly like it would be if we were in a movie, so we made sure Tia’s picture was weighted by the orange and blue and pink flowers. We saved a few flowers to decorate Charles Pierce’s crypt.

Tia was ready to move on to our next adventure. And, feeling all at once melancholy, grateful, scared, exhilarated and joyous, so was I.

The AARP ads that appeared were a bit overwhelming. They chose photos without Tia, which disappointed me since she was so gorgeous in the test shots we’d done. There was a kinda cool photo of me, looking every minute of fifty years: my head thrown back, laughing broadly. The copy read: “Michael Kearns, 50, First-Time Adoptive Dad, AARP Member.” I received a lot of calls from people I hadn’t heard from in a long time, many of whom were surprised I was alive, let alone a dad.

Several weeks after the campaign was launched, I received a phone message from someone at AARP who was insane with worry. Seems they’d received a troubling phone call from an informant in the hinterlands who asked them if they knew that “Michael Kearns was a porno star.” This individual said that he was going to the New York Times with this bit of information and that he had a copy of the movie to send along with the AARP ad.
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Until that phone call, I really hadn’t even considered that they had avoided identifying me as gay. That would prove to be a clue to their overreaction.

“Do you really think the New York Times cares?” I asked when I got this stuttering young lady in publicity on the phone.

“Well, it just wouldn’t be g-g-g-good for the c-c-campaign. Is it true? Were you a p-p-p-porn star?”

“I did a porno movie twenty-odd years ago. I have also done dozens of appearances on network television and a few movies as well. I’m not, however, a star of anything.”

She’d get back to me. I refused to be intimidated or ashamed. Nobody asked me if I was Porn Free.

She eventually called back, asking me to send her a list of my “legitimate c-c-credits” just in case they needed to combat this homophobic fruit who had turned me in. I complied and they shut up.

The homophobe didn’t contact the Times (perhaps AARP paid him off), but I did learn more about AARP’s internal homophobia. Someone from AARP’s offices contacted me by e-mail, begging me to not reveal his identity and unloaded the dish on the brewing controversy. Seems that the powers that be freaked out when they were given the dirt about my past. In addition to the ads and some posters that were pulled immediately, there were notepads with my image on them. Employees were ordered to immediately remove them from their desks. I found that detail hilarious, like my image on a notepad might contaminate their pristinely heterosexual offices.

They knew I was a gay dude and they were willing to exploit that for their means (without actually revealing that I was a homo), but they demonized me when they found out there was documentation of my gayness. Wonder what AARP would do if they knew that I had tested positive for hepatitis C?

One of my regular sex buds had called me from the Florida hospital where he was recovering from a dangerous bout of hep C. “I almost died,” he said. “You should get tested.”

The only reference I had for hepatitis C was country western doyenne Naomi Judd, who had given Tia a Judd ink pen in an airport years before. I honestly didn’t know how it was transmitted.

“Blood,” my doctor said. He also explained that the virus could be dormant in one’s system for years without erupting. In other words, since I had never been tested for hep C, I could have been a carrier for some time. The “how did I get it?” routine gets tiresome and the possibilities were innumerable.

I was still somewhat shocked to learn the results. Unlike with HIV, I had no context for this potential killer. “It is not uncommon among people with HIV,” my doctor said. We would monitor the disease’s progress in the same way that HIV is tracked: the viral load. Trying to avoid any self-pity, I did realize that I now had not one, but two, potentially fatal diseases coursing through my body. Temporarily, at least, I would ignore it.

“Turn on the TV,” my friend Cronin said, sputtering out the words, “the Twin Towers in New York have been hit.” Even in the 6:33 a.m. grip of grogginess, I could feel my heartbeat accelerate as I jabbed at the remote. The horror became immediately real, or should I say surreal?

It was Tia’s first day of first grade, I reminded myself as I watched the television screen in a stupor. Before she awakened, the second tower had imploded, almost like a fantastic cartoon building collapsing.

En route to school, I noted that the freeway traffic seemed considerably quieter than usual as I attempted to explain the word “terrorist” to Tia. “They should go to Judge Judy,” she said.

I attempted to help her comprehend something that I couldn’t grasp. Words needed to be defined, “hatred” being one of them.

At school, moms and dads juggled the juxtaposition of an international tragedy with what should have been a private day of joy for our back-toschoolers. Although we had met at many getting-to-know-you gatherings, I realized it was the first time I’d looked some of these parents directly in the eye.

With Tia safe in her sunny classroom, I walked away, bereft of her spirit, which always uplifted me, even at deeply dark times.

What could I do? I’ll donate blood, I thought, realizing there was a Red Cross right across the street from my kid’s school. Then, a stunning realization hit, going off like a siren in my head: “No one wants your bad blood.”

What could I do? Giving money wasn’t as intimate, wasn’t as pure; it was not as heartfelt as giving blood. I found myself walking in the direction of the Red Cross, determined to check it out. “They’re taking names,” a stranger with a lopsided smile offered. As I neared the building, a woman within a few feet of me asked, “Taking names for blood donors?” They are lucky, I thought, to be blessed with healthy blood.

The scent of trees—what was that smell?—hit me, like some kind of wake-up call. I had an idea: I’d gather the details and make them available to the parents and staff at Tia’s school. I’d be a vessel for getting blood to anemic New York, even if I couldn’t do it myself.

I felt all at once powerful and powerless. Being merely mortal is both disquieting and emboldening. After twenty years of the ravages of AIDS, I had traversed through anger, fear, denial, acceptance, etcetera, creating a vicarious linkage to the victims in New York. The exhilaration of vulnerability.

As evening unraveled, I found myself squeezing my daughter a bit more tightly, and I compulsively replaced her tattered bedspread with a brand-new purple one. The majestic color was more vibrant than I had remembered. When she awakened me in the middle of the night, I was less irritated than usual at the idea of losing sleep.

And yet I lay awake, obsessing about that moment of separation from my child. Would I die of AIDS sooner rather than later, leaving a daughter behind? Had daughters lost their fathers in the terrorist attack? Had fathers lost their daughters?

How much time do any of us have to appreciate one another? I must tell friends that I love them, hug tighter, and be of service. That, I was convinced, was the only immediate solution. After getting in touch with Judge Judy, of course.

I began working as a volunteer for Lamp Community, a social services agency on Skid Row that endeavors to provide solace to the mentally ill homeless population. I’m not sure if this was a direct result of 9/11, but it certainly seemed to be the right choice. This was not the first time I connected with the plight of the homeless, but it was my first voyage into the trenches.
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Known as “the Mother Teresa of Skid Row,” Mollie Lowery, previously the executive director at Lamp Community, commissioned me to write a piece based on the true-life stories of some Lamp folks and have it performed for their annual fund-raising event.

The result was Barriers, a piece comprised of overlapping monologues that sprang from the suicide of one of Lamp’s members, a young boy who hung himself. I remembered my childhood friend Rick, who hung himself when we were both kids. I often found myself literally out of breath as I drove away from Lamp, unable to avoid looking at the circus of street life surrounding me, knowing that very little separated them from me.

In another area of L.A., news that Richard Chamberlain had come out of the closet was grabbing industry attention. Stop the fuckin’ presses. Who would be the next big celeb to kick down that confining closet door? Richard Simmons?

As a teenager, I remembered Chamberlain playing the title role in Dr. Kildare. To the best of my knowledge, most people knew he was gay then and that was forty years ago. Ben Casey wasn’t, but Dr. K. was.

“Actors have a certain obligation to their public,” Chamberlain said, explaining his decision to hold off the big shocker, which—surprise, surprise—coincided with a book tour. “For instance, playing leading men, well, don’t mess with that image. A lot of people thought they were in love with me, you know, women all over the place. They were really in love with an image and I didn’t want to mess with that image.”

One could conclude from that bit of Hollywoodspeak that an actor playing a murderer should knock off a few people on his way to the set to make certain his killer character is believable in the eyes of audience members. Playing a prostitute? Turn a few tricks before you pull onto the Paramount lot for hair and makeup.

What Chamberlain failed to acknowledge was any “obligation” to the thousands upon thousands of gays and lesbians whose lives were destroyed by homophobia while he catered to the fantasies of delusional lovesick housewives who thought his bedside manner might include them. Every time an individual comes out—whether a television star, a garage mechanic, or a sports figure—lives are potentially saved. Chamberlain’s obligation was to himself, possibly to the network(s) he worked for, and almost certainly to his representatives.

In fact, several years ago when I did an independent film with Chamberlain (in which he played a man dying of AIDS), he was certainly not officially out (unless you believed that interview he granted to a gay paper in Spain that was subsequently retracted by his “people”).

Does potential career risk exist for an actor, gay or straight, to play gay? Oh, c’mon. This town is the home of Bruce Vilanch, David Geffen, that actor from Will & Grace. What’s his name? You know the one—not Will; the other one. Oh, damn, he’s not a good example, since he adamantly refused to acknowledge he’s gay. What about that handsome actor who was in Jeffrey and did an action TV series? Darn, he’s in the closet, too. And there’s always that Academy Award winner who everyone knows is gay but—shit, he’s not out either. And don’t forget those Scientology “boys” in the back of the closet.

Speaking of Oscar-worthy material, Tia’s behavior was undergoing a decided transformation, never more obvious than when she made her stage debut as Duffy in Annie, followed by her more featured turn as Rum Tug Tugger in Cats. Onstage and off, she was gaining confidence and poise, and a certain gentleness began to replace the sometimes rambunctious willfulness.

She had to sing a solo in Cats and she was required to go to a vocal coach to work on the number. There were two coaches, a husband-and-wife team, and they were not fooling around. I sat on the sidelines, determined to be quietly supportive.

“That’s my girl,” I heard someone say. Oh, fuck, I couldn’t help myself. I flashed back to a day in the summer of 1967 when I was in New York, attending the American Academy of Dramatic Arts. My friend Caroline and I were roaming around the city and we suddenly heard drumming from a rehearsal hall, several stories aboveground, that reminded us of the number Joey Luft performed with Judy during her stint at the Palace. Sure enough, we looked up and there was Joey, fumbling with his drumsticks as Judy was helping him keep time, using her scrawny arm as a metronome.

“Concentrate, honey,” I advised Tia. She gave me a look.

She was a fabulous Elvis cat. After the performance, I asked her, “What role do you think your Daddy would play in Cats?”

She rolled those huge brown eyes. “The same as me,” she said, like it wasn’t even worth mentioning.

A few days later—offstage—from her bathroom, I heard the announcement.

“Daddy, I’m bleeding.”
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Oh my God, I thought to myself as I sprinted from the kitchen (where I was washing dishes) to the loo, she’s starting her period and I haven’t explained it yet. The book (titled Period) was in a pile on my desk, along with the one about the Daddy who is HIV-positive.

She was standing at the mirror, pointing to the gum area where she had just lost a tooth (one of her few remaining temporaries). It was true; there was a spec or two of blood. “It’s okay, pumpkin,” I said. “That amount of blood is completely natural.”

I hugged her close, feeling her head, sprouting long braided extensions, nuzzle right below my chest—another reminder that my little girl was growing up.

“You don’t have to put anything under my pillow,” she said, playing the precocious nine-year-old. “If there’s no Santa, there’s no such thing as a Tooth Fairy.” In the middle of the night, I very gently lifted her head and stuck a couple of bucks under her pillow, anyway.

In addition to telling Tia that she would probably have her first period in the near future, I had recently realized that I could no longer put off talking to her about my HIV status. These would be conversations about blood—her blood, my blood.

Since she’s adopted, blood is probably the only thing that we don’t share. Our connection runs as deep as any bloodlines. I have been Tia’s father since she was five months old, after her precarious entrance into the world. Born weighing less than three pounds, she was abandoned at the hospital by her crack-addicted mother. She spent her first month hooked up to an incubator, fighting for her life.

Tia was thriving—physically and emotionally as well as artistically and spiritually. Like most girls her age, she seemed to be growing up at an accelerated rate. With each word she added to her considerable vocabulary and each outlandish idea to redecorate her room, I was reminded that not only was she getting older, but I was closer to facing the inevitable.

“The inevitable” had shifted, of course, but few of us who have lived through the horrors of the plague deaths that darkened the Eighties actually believed that the protease inhibitors were the “miracle” drugs they had been hyped to be.

When I looked back at my decision to adopt in 1993, all I can say is that it seemed like my life depended upon becoming a dad.

Moms and dads everywhere stumble from day to day, navigating shifting emotional eruptions, but almost always feel like a pink slip is forthcoming. No one articulated Tia’s life challenge better than Tia at seven years old: “You can be everything to me, Daddy, but you can’t be my mom.”

Since menstruating is not something I had experienced (even though, when in a cranky mood, I had been the recipient of those sexist insults that indicate I have), my friend Rose introduced the subject, mothering Tia through the first purchase of sanitary napkins.

“It won’t happen for two years,” Tia said, laughing, “and I’ve seen those things on TV and in restaurant bathrooms.”

Perhaps she’d adopt the same nonchalance upon hearing that I had a terminal illness. Imagine how disappointed I’d be. Naw, she’d already told me, “If you die, I want to die with you.”

I had been putting off telling her for more than a year.

You might be saying to yourself, “What did he think was going to happen?”

Didn’t I realize that this conversation was inescapable?

I was probably denying the harsh realities, something that almost anyone who decides to be a parent does in order to take on the monumental commitment. Even if you’ve read every how-to book on the art of parenting, nothing prepares you for the frustration or the fear, the ecstasy or the intimacy. And let’s put this story into context. I had lived far longer than anyone would have anticipated, so I could rejoice even though the future of our two-person family would ineluctably encompass challenges and heartaches.

I put aside a weekend to spend at our cabin in Idyllwild. I packed up our new cat, Miu Miu, and her litter box (Tia insisted and I figured she’d provide feline comfort), a videotape of John Waters’ Hairspray (camp always comes in handy) and, secreted in the suitcase wrapped in a pair of jeans, a copy of My Dad Has HIV.

We spent the first night and following morning acclimating to the altitude and just hanging out. I occasionally found myself going into my fevered Joan Crawford impersonation, my cleaning-everything-in-sight act, in order to delay the main event. But even domestic diversion reminded me that I was procrastinating. As I scanned the instructions on the new washing machine, the word “blood” jumped out at me, like it was a goddamned cue card. Never in my life did I remember reading, printed on the inside of a washing machine: “How to Get Rid of Blood.”

It was time. We turned off the Disney channel and sat on the dilapidated couch, facing each other. “I need to tell you something kinda important,” I said. “I feel like you’re smart enough and sensitive enough to know something about Daddy that I haven’t told you yet.”

I reminded myself that it was necessary to answer only the questions that she asked. Of course, there was a part of me that wanted to describe the disease’s dramatic trajectory from the early Eighties to the present, year by year, and perform a few monologues while I was at it. Instead, I forced myself to breathe.

She was completely present. I began by going over a few vocabulary words: “virus,” “white blood cells,” and “immune system.” She was not unfamiliar with these words but needed a bit of clarification. Then I asked her if she’d ever heard of HIV.

“No,” she answered.

“It’s a virus that affects a person’s white blood cells, which can throw the immune system off.” She was clearly with me. “About fifteen years ago, I found out I have HIV, but I have never been sick.”

There was a long pause. “Did my mom have HIV?”

“No,” I told her, “and neither do you. It’s not easy to catch. You were tested when you were a baby. And you are not going to get HIV from me.”

Then I tried to explain that this new information about her dad was something she could share or keep private. “I have chosen to be open, but that doesn’t mean that you have to be. If you need to talk to someone about it, most of our friends and even some people at school know.”

She then began asking me who among our extended family had HIV and who didn’t.

“I have a book I’d like to read to you later,” I said.

“Okay. Let’s go,” she said and jumped up, ready to take our midday jaunt into town.

Later that night, we watched Divine in Hairspray. Tia pointed out that Sonny Bono was dead—and then began asking which cast members in the film were still alive. I reassured her that Ricki Lake was alive; Pia Zadora was alive; Debbie Harry was alive.

“What about the mom?” she wanted to know.

“She’s dead. I mean, he’s dead,” I said.

“HIV?” she asked.

“Very good question, Tia. No, Divine died of a heart attack, I think.”

“Like John Ritter,” she said, processing every detail. When Ritter died, she compared our ages (he was fifty-four; I was fifty-three) but didn’t reveal her “findings” regarding the heart’s fragility in men over five-oh.

Perhaps to prove my virility and demonstrate the vitality of my heart, I offered to show her that I could still do the mashed potato—just like those hyperkinetic teenagers were doing in the movie. “Okay,” she said, rolling those eyes.

I mashed, working up a sweat. Miu Miu made a hissing sound and sought refuge under the couch. Tia was not impressed with my spastic homage, in spite of the fact I got a splinter in my foot.

After the movie, we snuggled in bed. Since it was a special occasion, she was allowed to sleep with me, but not before we read The Book: My Dad Has HIV. As we often did, she read a page and then I read a page.

The thin book is written in the first-person voice of Lindsey, an upbeat second grader, and features deliberately bright illustrations that determinedly serve as counterpoint to the somewhat grim text. Lindsey, in fact, resembles Ricki Lake, only less hair and not as chunky as she appears in Hairspray.

Tia read, “When the number of your white blood cells goes down, your body can’t fight other illnesses.”

My turn: “You can become very sick,” I read. The dad depicted in the book looks a bit like Julia Sweeney’s Pat character—lumpy and limp, asexual and androgynous. He doesn’t look like an aging glamour-puss who could still do the mashed potato.

The book ends hopefully. “Doctors and scientists around the world are working together to discover a cure for HIV,” I read. You could practically hear the string section swelling in the background.

“I love my dad very much and I want him to be there for me as I grow up,” Tia read, with only a hint of emotion, as she closed the book.

She fell asleep first. The sound of her breathing lulled me even though I wrestled with residual angst.

I woke up in the middle of the night and had to pee. It was pitch black; I’d forgotten that the light that seemed to perpetually emanate from the living room was on a timer. I swear I couldn’t see a fucking thing. I got up, bound for the bathroom.

Bam! I slammed into a half-opened door, banged my head into it—my face, to be more precise—right below my eyebrow. For a second, I couldn’t breathe, but when I did, I involuntarily emitted a cry—a cry that quickly turned into a sob.

I checked to see if I was bleeding. Didn’t think so.

“Daddy, are you okay?” she asked, clearly panicked.

“Yeah, honey, I’ll be okay,” I said, groping for the goddamn light switch.

Light on and Tia offered to get me ice.

“I’ll get it,” I said, stumbling into the kitchen, trying to stop crying. I realized that these tears had been accumulating and, although the physical pain was real, the stored up tears refused to stop because of so much more.

“Are you bleeding, Dad?” I heard her ask from the bedroom.

“No, honey,” I said, “no blood.”

“Come snuggle,” my daughter said in her nighttime raspy voice. I crawled back under the sheets. The ice felt good. Her hand, rubbing the top of my head, felt even better. The warm tears subsided—at least for that moment.

Other parents often described something that initially seemed a bit mysterious to me: “Your child will present you with everything you haven’t dealt with,” they’d say. After a few years, it became painfully, shockingly true.

Parenthood also provides a deeper understanding of one’s own parents and their particular neuroses. My father was seriously depressed if not slightly off his rocker. My mother was never responsibly mothered; she was, in fact, physically and perhaps sexually abused. I knew that my process as a parent must eventually encompass forgiveness, but first I chose denial.
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Zo Harris “had just finished a jazz class,” she says, on the night we informally met. “You might have been leaving Studio A after a rehearsal of some sort,” she reminds me. “I recall crossing St. George in the dark and heading to my car, parked around the corner on Griffith Park Boulevard. The endorphin rush was subsiding and I looked up at the starless sky thinking of my best friend, Terrance, who was dying. And from nowhere I heard your voice. ‘It’s a beautiful night, huh?’ I could make out your shadow strolling lanky and loose, down the short hill. ‘Yes, it is,’ I answered.

“For a week or two or three I thought about taking your acting class, not exactly because I wanted to learn to act. I wanted to get to know you. A conversation that lasted less time than it takes to start a car had moved me.”

Indeed, Zo did take my class and we became friends, and eventually Zo was part of our creative family.

“The first time that you, Tia and I went out together,” Zo says, “we went to a park in West Hollywood for a Martin Luther King Day celebration. But we arrived late and it was cold and windy so we left. At a diner on Santa Monica Boulevard, Tia got bored and when I got up to go to the bathroom, I discovered her making crank calls from the pay phone. ‘No habla Espanola! ’ she was indignantly saying into the receiver. We exchanged knowing glances and I did not rat her out.”

One often speaks of the sense of family that emerges from being involved in the production of a play; classic paradigms are played out. One of those is director-actor, which, not surprisingly, takes on the emotional baggage of parent-child. I could cite several daddy directors in my career, including Ewald in high school and, to a lesser degree, Tom Eyen in Hollywood.

Even though Jenny Sullivan and I were close in age, our relationship during the creation of her play, J for J, couldn’t escape some of the dynamics inherent in father-daughter relationships. Intensified by the play’s theme, addressing a daughter’s need to be more visible to her father, and my newfound role as the father of a daughter who needed copious attention, the match of actress-playwright and director was one made in theatrical heaven.

I suppose it was no accident that Precious Chong came to me through Jenny. Another father-daughter scenario in which the writer-performer felt overshadowed by her father’s iconic status in Hollywood, The Porcelain Penelope Show was again an instance in which the parent-child entanglement was played out on and off the stage. The situation was even more intimate and complex since Precious and I began working together a year before her show evolved into what she presented Off-Broadway in New York.

Through each incarnation, the piece evolved and became increasingly, and sometimes excruciatingly, personal. Precious chose to illuminate, detail upon detail, her history with dad Tommy Chong—yes, the Tommy Chong of Cheech and Chong—who was arrested and put in jail while the Porcelain Penelope Shows were, almost like the nightly news, presenting the family saga up to the minute.

It’s true that the director’s role is to parent within certain parameters and I don’t believe I overstepped the boundaries of theater etiquette and neither did Precious. But our relationship was predictably often like that of father and daughter. How could it not be?

Family seemed to be a new perspective in my work; or, if not new, certainly attacked from deeper emotional place after I became a family man.

The often distorted version of highly dysfunctional families seems to include a slew of showbiz legends, rumors, or myths. Take Judy Garland. Her father was purportedly gay, resulting in Judy’s penchant for marrying gay men, including Vincent Minnelli, the father of Liza, who married, at mommy’s behest, Peter Allen and, more recently, the alarming David Gest.

Among the array of dazzling celebrities who attended Garland’s final concerts at the Palace Theater in the summer of 1967, the name that no one had ever heard was Peter Allen’s, a performer Garland had discovered in Hong Kong and subsequently introduced to her daughter, who wound up marrying him (even though he was gay, gay, gay).

On this particular night at the Palace, Garland introduced Allen, gushing and sputtering his praises, as Minnelli made her way to the stage; her hubby remained seated in the audience. Most of us didn’t even see his face.

Thirty-seven years after my friend Caroline and I spent that summer obsessed with grown-up Dorothy, our unorthodox family—Zo, Tia and I—took a trip to New York, where my daughter, Tia and I were lucky to experience a performance that nearly matched Garland’s signature showmanship: Hugh Jackman as Peter Allen in The Boy from Oz. The musical-biography script specifically referenced the three-year Allen-Minnelli marriage and re-created the drama of Garland’s death in 1969.

In a direct address to the audience, Jackman as Allen alluded to a long-presumed connection between the star’s demise and the Stonewall riots.

Jackman’s commitment to the role was heart-pumpingly powerful—vulnerable and oh so fucking gay. The moment the light hit him, he pulled you in and didn’t let go. His charisma was electric; not the stuff of puffed-up press releases. My nine-year-old fell madly in love with him. So did I.

I must have been in some denial about the likelihood that Allen’s death from AIDS would be scripted into the musical. Seeing it coming, I wondered if it had been a mistake to bring Tia.

When Allen’s lover died at the top of act two, Tia went into a response mode that was clearly different from the euphoria on her face when she watched the show-stopping musical numbers. She wiped one tear away, then another and repeated the ritual before checking to see if I was crying. Then, very delicately, she wiped one of my tears away—something she had never done before. The people-pleasing plot managed to turn Allen’s death into an over-the-top finale, re-creating his triumphant final performances in his homeland of Australia.

At lunch on the day we were scheduled to return to Los Angeles, Tia and I shared our thrilling experience with my longtime friend Caroline. It seemed impossible to comprehend all that had transpired in the thirty-seven years that separated Judy at the Palace with Allen in the audience and Hugh Jackman playing Allen.

Both Caroline and I had experienced inevitable shifts in terms of our respective careers. As wide-eyed teenagers, we shared the dream that we were destined for long careers as Big Broadway Stars. Instead, life had rewarded us more subtly and less predictably but no less resonantly.

Tia had proven to be an unparalleled force in my life. At seventeen, I never would have imagined a scenario that would include something as harrowing as AIDS or as utterly awesome as being Tia’s father.

It was a fabulous working vacation, directing The Porcelain Penelope Freak Show (its most recent title at that juncture) while reliving old memories and creating new ones. Like the defining moment of seeing Liza perform with her mama while her new husband watched from the audience at the Palace in 1967, recalling the summer of 2004 will likely be stirred by the unforgettable performance of Jackman as Allen.

It had not even been six months since my mother’s death when I arrived in the city of my birth to celebrate the centennial of the 1904 St. Louis World’s Fair. I envisioned this vacation as an opportunity to connect with my past through Tia’s eyes, unaware that unresolved feelings about my mother would dominate every memory.

My first solo excursion was to check out the house where my mother spent the past three decades of her life with two different husbands.
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The divorce between my mother and I became finalized when she became Mrs. Trousdale. Not only had I become dedicated to creating a healthy family, she had embarked on what I perceived (judgmentally) were the final chapters of her man-troubled and booze-riddled years of self demolition. Our visits virtually ended and the intermittent phone calls were strained by my impatience and her feebleness. If she wasn’t actually drunk, she appeared to be hazy, conveniently diagnosed by her husband as having “Alzheimer’s” while admitting his enabler status by telling me that he was determined to “get her to stop drinkin’ all that damn vodka.” Yah, right, as he continued to supply her with the liquid love of her life.

He was an unreliable narrator, to say the least, so reports of her final demise had to be translated with caution. She was drinking; she had stopped drinking. She was in the hospital for some unexplained reason; she was spending most of her time on the couch. I learned that he had moved his office from the upstairs kitchen table to the basement where he could presumably conduct his church business by distancing himself from her final rounds of bleating and braying. One report had her rising up from her sickbed and making her way out the front door, in order to get his attention, by kicking in one of the basement windows.

Then, she died. I have no recollection of our final conversation. Only years later have I begun the process to find ways of honoring and forgiving her. She was a mighty woman—intelligent, beautiful, funny, perceptive—but perhaps doomed by a family and a world that colluded to devalue her obvious gifts. The prolonged crash landing began early and never abated.

I had avoided contact with the hubby after her death so I didn’t know what to expect as I pulled up in front of the little house to discover an overgrown lawn and no vehicle parked in the driveway. Instead, the driveway was littered with a dozen or so oversize black trash bags with brightly colored articles of clothing bursting out of them. Even from a distance, I recognized that they contained my mother’s prized wardrobe.

It appeared that the house had been deserted, but I decided to knock on the front door. I noticed some official-appearing numbers in chalk marking the doorway. I tried opening the front door; it was locked.

I tried the back door; also locked. But a window with a flimsy screen practically begged to be sliced open. Within a few seconds, I found a tool in the rubble, cut an opening in the grated screen, opened the window, reached inside, and easily unlocked the door, a move borrowed from a television crime show.

The house was ravaged. The rancid smell of musty, smoke-saturated mattresses made me gag. Pretending that I was a detective, I tried to ascertain exactly what had happened to the place my mother had called home. Anything of value, including the cherished pieces of her pristinely maintained furniture, was gone.

There was rotting food in the refrigerator, crusty dishes everywhere, but the electricity was on. He must have been evicted while in the process of packing up for an intended escape. He’d likely sold anything of value.

I moved from room to room, conjuring how it had looked before disaster struck. Gone from the guest bedroom was the sewing machine that she’d used to make our Halloween costumes when Joe and I were kids.

In the small master bedroom that used to be decorated in every conceivable hue of lavender, no furniture remained other than a dilapidated mattress propped up against a wall that had previously displayed a gallery of old family photos. Where was the one of my mother as a child, photographed with her parents?

The beloved secretary, a gorgeous piece of furniture that was at least half a century old, containing hundreds of treasures and trinkets she had collected over the past five decades, had evaporated from the living room.

Reticently, I continued my expedition to the basement, having heard from my incarcerated brother that “Wild Bill” had his son living down there during the final months of my mother’s demise. God forbid that mommy or stepson was still there, dead or alive.

Dozens upon dozens of empty Pepsi cans made walking a perilous undertaking. There was a makeshift living area with mismatched blankets serving as room dividers and piles of boxes covered every square inch of the concrete floor. Like father, like son. No bodies.

I spotted a framed photo, its subjects peering out of a box overflowing with junk—it was the one of my mother with her family.

No one in the picture is smiling.

There are four men, including her father (and maybe his brothers?), all with somber expressions etched on their faces. In the foreground, her mother appears to be costumed to play the role of a mother, but it looks staged. My mother’s younger sister, eyes downcast, has one hand on her hip, while my mother, approximately age three, looks gorgeous but forlorn.

A bright pink hatbox from Stix, Baer & Fuller stuck out of another box. Carefully opening the dusty, perfectly cylindrical box, I recognized the pale blue, feathery chiffon hat as the one she had worn on the day of her marriage to Neil, husband number three, in the late Sixties.

No longer able to breathe, I ascended the stairs on tiptoe, precious photo and prize hatbox in hand, giddy with some kind of perverse vengeance, and left.

Later that night, Martha took my daughter and me to the Municipal Opera’s aptly timed production of Meet Me in St. Louis, which I felt would provide an antidote to my disturbing discovery, yet the location elicited a scrapbook of snapshots in my mind, many of them inevitably starring my mother.

She had taken me to the Muny when I was the age Tia was on that night. I remember Mommy wearing a black-and-white-striped, tight-fitting dress, trimmed in bright orange, sashaying to her seat, relishing being watched by members of the audience, especially the male members.

Tia and I inevitably received inquisitive looks and our night at the outdoor theater proved that people were even more curious in St. Louis than they are where we live on the West Coast. Our father-daughter bond was apparent, but our teaming is often questioned because I’m white and Tia is black.

The memory of one instance that took place in San Francisco, of all places, still stings. Tia was still in a stroller and we were shopping at a grocery store in the Haight-Ashbury district (formerly hippie territory), when a black woman began shouting at the top of her lungs, “That’s not your baby, mister. That is not your baby!”

Like the proverbial criminal who was compelled to return to the scene of the crime, I went back to my mother’s house in St. Louis on the following day. I brought a throwaway camera to record the evidence for my brother, who was serving time in a prison about three hundred miles outside of the city.

During our most recent phone call, he and I had decided that it would be a bit unwieldy to consider making the three-and-a-half-hour car trip (from St. Louis to the penitentiary in Charleston), especially with Tia in tow. Tia had fluctuated between wanting to visit her Uncle Joe and being understandably apprehensive about stepping inside a real-life prison.

At the last minute, we decided to go. Apparently, though, Joe hadn’t put our names on the visitor’s list since we had not made the visit definite. Tia and I waited an hour for the “necessary paperwork,” and when it was decided that we could enter, it was stipulated that we would have a “no-contact” visit. This treatment is usually only for prisoners who are severely restricted on the inside as a result of severe behavioral disruptions.

“I’m a model prisoner,” my brother teasingly said to Tia. Situated across from us, separated by a thick glass window, he spoke from a telephone. I heard her laugh but Joe could only see the sound of his laughter, resonating regardless of the barrier.

Even though our time was truncated, I was able to tell him about our mother’s house and its sorrowful contents. We listed the things “Wild Bill” must have profited from, engaging in some kind of impromptu, unconscious grief therapy.

When it was time to leave the prison, Tia said her good-byes first and whispered, “I love you” into the receiver in that scratchy voice of hers. I saw his lips say, “I love you, too,” and then it was my turn.

Our “I love you” lines were delivered identically. He placed the outstretched palm of his hand against the window that separated us. I hung up the phone so that I could place my hand as close to his as humanly possible.

Without missing a beat, Tia’s little brown hand intuitively reached out toward my brother’s, replacing mine as she touched him—with her heart if not her flesh.

We are a family, bound by a host of intangibles, including the death of a mother and the life force of a child who may not be blood related but provides the strings to secure our connection.

I had been seeing my doctor every four months; he routinely ordered blood work in order to monitor both the HIV and the hepatitis C viral loads (unlike T-cells, the higher the number, the higher the danger). “I think it’s time,” he said straightforwardly.

Time to start the regime for hep C, which would be nine months to a year of self-injecting a medication that was known to have severe side effects.
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I was told explicitly to expect flu-like symptoms, particularly on the three days of the week that I’d stick a needle full of potent medication into my tummy. The most pressing fear was that I would be unable to take care of Tia.

I began the injections in October and was surprised that my physical responses to the drug were fairly mild considering what I’d been told. This is where my willfulness comes into play, according to my friends. “You just don’t allow yourself to get sick,” Dale said. And Cronin concurred: “Honey, you got laid two days after your hernia operation, remember?” I did remember.

I tried to maintain my focus on Tia and succeeded far more often than not.

Christmas 2004: Tia pointed out the black Santa Claus as we stood on the porch of Miss Coleman’s, waiting for someone to answer the door.

“Is that Tia?” a voice asked, incredulously, from behind the screen. “Oh, she’s beautiful,” she said, opening the door to get a better look. It was Tia’s maternal grandmother and this marked their first meeting. She is also beautiful and the resemblance to her granddaughter is evident.

Sandra was in town from Atlanta, staying at her Aunt Marjorie’s and visiting her four other grandchildren (most of whom she had raised at various times).

It was out of character for Marjorie Coleman to still be in her pajamas at nearly noon. Even though the flannel jammies had a stylish holiday pattern, she was looking bedraggled and frail. Instead of her trademark wig, her graying hair was carelessly hanging in pigtails askew.

In addition to nine-year-old Donovan, Miss Coleman had been taking care of her ailing son, in his fifties, during the past few months. She was eighty and on this day, she looked it.

The house was full of family members, doing what families do on Christmas morning: compulsively eating last night’s leftover sugar treats, taking photos, lounging on the couch, which was strewn with red and green ribbons and wrapping paper.

Donovan was stationed at the computer with his teenage half brothers, Joseph and Robert, close by. My daughter joined her half siblings without the slightest bit of self-consciousness, in spite of the fact that they barely knew one another.

Sandy and I sat at the dining room table. In spite of her buoyant voice, there was a perceptible undercurrent of sadness in her eyes, as well as some frustration and cynicism. I hungered for family history and Sandra delivered.

“We didn’t even know she was pregnant,” she said, referring to August of 1994, when her daughter gave birth to Tia. “We got a call from the hospital. It was news to us.

“They would not release the baby to her mother because of the drugs, so they tried to get a family member to commit to taking her. I’d come to the rescue many times with the other kids, but my mother had just died and I couldn’t handle a newborn.

“Marjorie had just lost her husband and then her sister—my mother—who she cared for during the last months of her life,” Sandra explained. “She couldn’t do it either.”

I wanted to know what, according to Sandra, motivated Victoria’s quest to keep Tia away from me.

“I’ll never forget Victoria telling me, ‘And he’s gay.’” Sandra said, “It was as if she found out you were a mass murderer.” Sandra confirmed that my whiteness also factored into my undesirability.

I explained to Sandra how my relationship with the family had soured and that I was most distressed by the estrangement from Marjorie Coleman. Even though she had behaved badly, I knew all along that Victoria was bullying her. “Even the judge strongly suggested that I keep all of them at arm’s length,” I told Tia’s grandmother, “and advised that I keep visits at a minimum or not at all.”

We’d had very little contact during the first few years. Then Marjorie began making moves to bring us into the family loop, assuring me that she was completely supportive of my relationship with Tia. I initially resisted, but my concern for Tia’s well-being in terms of her knowing her blood relatives kicked in and we began slowly reestablishing trust.

Little did I realize what was in store for the Kearns family as we swerved into a New Year.
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About four car lengths in front of me on the freeway, I saw a red car hit a less conspicuously colored car. Nothing too dramatic, but then, in what can only be described as a scene from a B action-adventure movie, the scarlet demon began spinning, around and around, convulsively, and where she’d stop nobody knew.

I began to brake, uncertain what was going on but knowing that I didn’t want to be in on the festivities. I checked my rearview mirror to see if the lane to my right was clear. I double-checked by looking over my right shoulder and experienced a nanosecond of relief, figuring that I’d outsmart disaster by simply gliding off the freeway. When my eyes returned to the windshield, what did I see?

The red car’s blinding headlights glared at me as the out-of-control vehicle careened toward mine while I desperately swerved to avoid the inevitable. Evel Knievel I ain’t.

The dervish of a car, obviously on a rampage, won this battle, smashing into me head-on and then proceeded to somersault down an embankment.

Did I mention that Tia, the love of my life, was in the backseat?

As I watched the car flip over and over again on its way to wreak havoc on the city streets below, my daughter and I made inexplicable sounds, not forming any words, all at once anguished, relieved and terrified. Words eventually came. “Are you okay, Daddy?” Tia asked in a cracked voice that I will never forget.

“I’m okay, Dad,” she said.

“Honey, get out of the car,” I instructed, noticing that steam was shooting out of the hood. “Be careful.”

I had just done a photo shoot and I knew that Zo (who had taken the photos) was behind us on the freeway and would discover us momentarily. By the time Zo pulled over and began to approach, I was out of the car and wondering why she was meandering up to us as if she was leisurely strolling through Central Park on a Sunday afternoon.

“Call the police,” I said. Or did I shout? Looking at me like I was the one acting strange, she turned around—albeit without a noticeable surge of energy—and returned to her car, where she would, I hoped, call for help.

Tia’s shoulder hurt, directly on the spot where the seatbelt protected her, but she was otherwise ostensibly okay. No bruises, no swelling. Alert, clear eyes.

Within minutes there were fire trucks and CHP officers, most of whom appeared to have been sent by Central Casting. The fireman and paramedics looked like buffed-up male models and the female CHP officer could have given Barbara Stanwyck a run for her money with her butch, no-nonsense approach.

Thank God for Zo, who had returned and assessed the Big Picture; I had mistakenly assumed she had witnessed the whole thing. “I thought you had a flat tire,” she said. I realize I’m a tad on the dramatic side, but did she really think I’d demand she call the police because I had a flat?

Zo investigated the scene, snapped photos, and reported that the homicidal car had, after its manic fall from grace down the hill, hit two more cars, one of which wound up slamming into an apartment; the other was wrapped around a pole.

Memories remain blurry. One of the firemen asked if I was on any medication. “For HIV,” I said. “That’s good,” he said, and then apologized with real sincerity. “I don’t mean it’s good you have HIV. It’s good you’re so honest.” Sweet. I was sure he’d be calling me for a date any minute. Carless, HIV-positive, with a ten-year-old kid: unquestionably marriage material.

Zo offered to spend the night and we accepted her generosity. I called my friend/sidekick Cronin, who immediately offered to take us to a downtown hotel the following day (Friday) for rest and relaxation.

No matter what I was doing or whom I was talking to, the accident simultaneously replayed in my head. The recurring question I compulsively wanted someone to answer: What could I have done differently? Feeling guilty (often without cause) is a parental stereotype, particularly when your kid experiences any kind of discomfort that could remotely be construed as your fault. The little darling stubbed her toe? How could I not have seen that coming? Guilt, guilt, and more guilt.

When I told Zo that I had entered a shame zone, she said, “Tia told me that you did everything right.” I was comforted to know that she hadn’t blamed me. One of the reasons that parents are perpetually guilty is that our kids blame us—either with a subtle glance or an over-the-top tantrum—for everything in the world that makes them unhappy (but rarely thank us for the things that make them radiate with glee).

Zo slept in Tia’s room and Tia snuggled next to me in my bed. Even though I knew it was what I needed to do, I determinedly held off crying until I was certain that she had fallen asleep—not because I’m a macho noncrying dad but because I didn’t want to worry her.

She looked so beautiful, the cocoa-colored planes of her face in profile, angelically serene. Uninvited details of the crash began replaying in my head. The jolt of the crash. The primal sounds that Tia and I had made before we found our voices. Wondering what that light blue fabric was on the dashboard. Oh, right, air bags. The sound of approaching sirens drowning out other approaching sirens, symphonically.

Death has relentlessly informed my relationship with Tia, hovering over our life together from our first meeting. Not a day goes by that I don’t imagine the unavoidable moment of being separated from my daughter.

It doesn’t matter. Tia and I are a match made in adoption heaven. I needed to take care of someone who wasn’t dying of AIDS and she needed a parent who would attempt to feed her, clothe her, send her to appropriate schools and keep her safe.

Lying in bed, listening to her breathing, a sure indicator of life, I finally cried. Considering what could have happened to us, our family experienced a miracle. We were alive. Perhaps ignited by that initial rush of adrenaline that pumps through your body when something so shocking happens, there’s also a resultant overlay of euphoria that accompanies the painful reality of being backstage, in the wings, waiting for your cue to get out there and die. Gratitude can often eclipse any feelings of fear or frustration. Maybe contradictory, those were tears of joy.

On Saturday morning, after a fairly peaceful night at the hotel, including time frolicking in the pool and Jacuzzi, Tia took a turn. Her downward spiral happened without warning. The pain in her shoulder had gotten worse, she said, “much worse”; it had indeed swollen up during the night.

She barely let me look at the injury. “Don’t touch me,” she growled, her eyes glazed. Cronin had gone back to the upstairs pool area, while I was afraid that I might need the number of the closest exorcist.

“Get away from me,” she yelled. And I could see that she was clearly in heightened pain and appeared to be experiencing symptoms of delayed shock.

Wanna talk guilty? Why didn’t we go to the hospital as a precaution even though she was ostensibly okay? What kind of an idiot dad was I?

Helpless, scared and angry, my little girl had plopped herself on the floor of our hotel room and was adamantly uninterested in Daddy’s reassurance.

As I gauged whether or not to call 911, I thought, You are a complete fuck-up of a father. Meanwhile, I had visions of Cronin re-creating scenes from a Sixties beach movie with the poolside hotel guests.

Tia was inconsolable. I called down to the desk and asked them to call 911.
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By the time Esther Williams returned to the room, dripping, the 911 studs had arrived and were headed in the direction of our room. Cronin must have thought that I’d had a heart attack. Or a particularly bad hangnail.

We spent the day at the hospital, where, after hours of waiting for X-rays, we eventually found out that Tia had fractured her clavicle, a fairly common seatbelt injury. There was not much they could do, according to the doctor (who would be played by Christine Lahti in the movie). Keep it in a sling for four to six weeks and it would heal itself. But the good doctor warned that the pain could be excruciating.

For the next four or five days, it was as if I was caring for an infant. Tia was totally dependent upon me. Everything required assistance—eating, changing clothes, bathing, brushing teeth, going to the bathroom.

Intimacy between father and daughter is a truly tricky thing, but I believe that I have waded through those waters with the right amount of caution without allowing unwarranted fear to jeopardize our closeness. During the past couple of years, as Tia became more independent, the level of physical intimacy has (as it should) decreased.

I must say that part of me was thrilled to be needed again, alleviating a bit of the gnawing guilt. Another part of me realized that caring for a helpless child of ten requires the same stamina and patience that new parents are required to muster. I became exhausted after a day or two and had to refrain from saying, à la Joan Crawford, “For Chrissakes, Tia, get up and get it yourself.”

Less than a week after the collision, she returned to school. A veritable fan club of her peers assembled to greet her, gently showering her with tender hugs and kisses. She improved each day, even though she still went into the suffering tragedienne role if she thought she could work it.

I, on the other hand, suddenly became acutely aware of the pain that I must have been denying while I took care of my kid (another parental stereotype at play). I began physical therapy and attempted to glue life’s puzzle pieces back together into some kind of form that made some sense. I clung to the glad-to-be-alive consciousness, determined not to forget what that felt like.

And I looked at my kid, the love of my life, through a new lens. I appreciated her more—her humor, her beauty, her intelligence and even her diva-ness.

Experiences like these are what define family. It’s not just the rambunctious trips to Disneyland that cement familial bonds; it’s facing challenges together, challenges that make you rapturously aware of the depth of your love for each other.

Thoughts of my relationship with my mother resulted in a numb ambivalence. Even though my mother had died the year before, the backstory of our relationship continued to be an emotional stumbling block for me. Knowing that she had done the best she could, having had the Wicked Witch of the West as her role model, I have tried to forgive her without denying the damage she inflicted on her kids. For most of my life I denied the level of her motherly dysfunction. It was only when I became a parent that I saw the reality of her pronounced narcissism, almost always putting herself before her kids, and became furious with her, a fury that didn’t abate throughout the last decade of her life.

But the recent car accident reminded me of a story that cast my mother as an empathetic and generous parent, contrasting with most of the less flattering stories I’ve shared with my daughter.

“I broke my collarbone when I was exactly the same age you are,” I told Tia as we drove home from school, fearlessly traveling on the same freeway where the accident had taken place.

My mother rode in the ambulance with me after I jettisoned off of my friend’s bicycle, which we were both riding, reveling in our mutual daredevil personas, zooming down the steepest hill in the neighborhood during a perilous St. Louis thunderstorm.

After the routine X-rays were studied, the doctor (to be played by Vincent Price then or Vince Vaughn now) began wrapping what appeared to be miles of bandages around my torso, creating a mummy effect. If I was going to be outfitted in an Egyptian-inspired getup, I would have preferred to look more like Cleopatra, but perhaps this experience saved me from eroticizing the world of bondage and discipline.

I tried to be brave as I stared into the eyes of my mother, who sat directly across from me. I realized that she’d lost the bravery battle when I saw several tiny tears slide down her face, seeing how tortured I was in my mummy outfit. We went home and I was unable to sleep. Not only was it appallingly humid, but also the “cure” increased the throbbing pain.

“Let’s go,” she suddenly said. It must have been after midnight.

“Go?” I asked.

“Back to the hospital. Come on, honey, I’ll help you get in the car.”

With the ferocity of a mama bear, my mother marched up to the receptionist and demanded to see the doctor who had treated me—“immediately,” she said, “Do you hear me?”

He appeared, looking a bit confused. “Take this off of my boy,” she ordered him. “Find another solution. Now.”

Even though she was only slightly over five feet tall, my mother was a mighty creature, causing the doctor, towering above her, to shrink. Within half an hour or so, he’d undone his sadistic handiwork, replacing it with a simple sling.

As I told Tia the story, I felt a wave of forgiveness for my mother, a physical manifestation of deep understanding stronger than I had ever experienced. Remember her goodness, I told myself, and forgive her blunders.

Forgive yourself, too, I remind myself. I am an imperfect parent on a learning curve, awash in the sensation of loving with renewed forcefulness and forgiving with reawakened gratitude.

I didn’t stop giving myself injections of the drug that would potentially rid my system of hep C; three times a week, I injected the magic potion into my tummy, alternating at four spots of entry (left and right of my belly button).

In fact, the trauma of the accident was followed by some pretty swell news. After six months, I had no detectable viral load for HIV or hep C. This was indeed the best-case scenario. My tolerance for the drug was also fairly good—there were none of the dreaded side effects that I’d practically been promised. When my doctor suggested that I’d likely need antidepressants, I refused. I was quite functional.

I had made a critical decision regarding the work I would perform in June: I would address the raging war in Iraq. Within a couple of weeks, I’d heard two stories on NPR that transfixed me. One was about a man identifying his son who had been killed on 911 by DNA from his heart, retrieved from Ground Zero. The other was the story of a father who, after being told that his son was killed in Iraq, chose to set the car that carried the government messengers ablaze.

Those two incidents haunted me; not since I’d written intimacies (fifteen years prior) had I felt such a surge of energy in terms of my writing. A third character appeared to me, then a fourth and a fifth. Finally, I had the seven characters who would comprise Make Love Not War.

As if all of this wasn’t worth rejoicing in, Jimmy Shaw, an actor I knew when he lived in L.A., was bringing me to Madrid to direct him in Jim Pickett’s Dream Man. It would mark Tia’s first trip to Europe.

It began as an inflammation, precisely at the points on my stomach were I stuck myself with the hep C medication. I initially thought that it was a reaction to the relentless retinue of shots. Then it began to worsen and the pain became untenable.

I routinely underreport my physical maladies (even to myself), believing that things would eventually heal.

After several days, I called the pharmacy and asked if I could be experiencing a “natural” reaction to the injections. Yes, she said, some of the drug could have seeped out and “burned” my skin. But in both locations? It seemed unlikely, but it was good enough for me to maintain my determined denial.

The yucky area was not going away and it became increasingly difficult to function. Finally, I went to the doctor, who diagnosed me before I even lifted my shirt.

“It sounds like a staph infection,” she said, and then she confirmed her suspicions upon seeing what had grown into two ugly, reddened patches of encrusted skin on my stomach. “We’ll confirm it by taking a culture, but I’m going to start you on an antibiotic immediately to see if we can stop it from getting out of control,” she said.
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She also explained that this particular form of staph was “epidemic” in L.A. and, because of our depleted immune systems, especially among HIV-positive men.

I traded in the hep C medication for a strong antibiotic that, after a week, had done virtually nothing. The infections were swelling and the severity of the pain became intolerable. So much physical movement comes from one’s midsection—getting in and out of bed, in and out of the car, walking up and down steps. I somehow managed to maintain my parental duties.

“You need to have it lanced,” the doctor determined, referring to one of the areas that had grown to the size of a baseball. “It’s not getting any better.” The doctor would later tell me that on that particular day in her office, she thought that I could have died, not uncommon among people with prolonged staph infections. Being immunologically challenged increased the likelihood of the staph’s reluctance to heal.

While the lancing would help alleviate some of the throbbing, the procedure itself would be maniacal and the aftermath would introduce a new kind of pain. Welcome to the world of Vicodin.

P.S. There would also likely be a scar. “No more underwear ads for me,” I jokingly told my friends in an attempt to hide any real concern, which would signal my petty vanity. Sex, for the first time I could ever remember, would be put on hold.

The surgery was not fun, but there was a certain relief, though that was disturbed by cleansing the wound every other day, a procedure in which the doctor scraped and dug to ward of any recurrence of the infection.

Slowly but surely, I began to heal. As hard as it was to admit to myself, I was glad that my sexual compulsion was no longer an option for me to escape, deny, or stave off how I felt. Finally—after how many years?—I was able to begin confronting an uncontrollable libido that had provided me with years of quick fixes but no lasting solution.

Here’s where my immersion into the acting process can get a bit bizarre. In addition to carrying around grizzly and bloody photographic depictions of the war in my script, I realized that I was also “carrying around” infected sores that I could use to substitute for some of my characters’ gunshot wounds. It certainly was an adventurous choice, one that seemed to play believably. I delivered two performances of Make Love Not War in unrepressed form.

In spite of the cumbersome bandage covering my tummy, Tia and I would make the journey to Madrid. My daughter and I arrived in late June 2005. ¡Olé!

Twenty years had elapsed since I first played the role of Christopher in James Carroll Pickett’s Dream Man: seventeen years since my first trip to Europe, performing Dream Man at the Edinburgh Festival in Scotland; sixteen years since I tested positive for HIV; eleven years since Pickett’s death from the plague; ten years since I became the father of Tia Katherine Kearns.

It was two days before Spain would rule on whether to allow same-sex couples to marry and adopt; three days before Dream Man would open at DT Espacio Escénico as part of the Festival Version Original starring Jimmy with me in the director’s chair; six days before the anniversary of Pickett’s death, occurring simultaneously with the last performance of his play in Madrid.

In spite of a peripatetic pace in terms of getting the one-man play, in all its dark density, in shape, our precious week in Spain afforded me time to reflect, remember and rejoice. Perhaps I was responding to Madrid’s organic sensuality and spirituality. It was not only the insides of the gloriously adorned churches that were heavenly; there was a palpable sensation of unearthly energy on the street, where signs of faith abound. Maybe Madrid spoke to me because of the country’s progressive politics, unlike the divisive antics on America’s amoral agenda. My reveries were ineluctably reignited by reconnecting with the text of Dream Man, an aria of unbridled passion that had lost none of its poetic prowess.

After the Madrid trip, I would get the blood results that I’d anticipated. The hep C viral load was soaring again, indicating that stopping the regime allowed the virus to outwit my system. I was disheartened. At some point, I’d stopped taking my magical protease inhibitors. This was not some wild whim; in fact, many doctors condoned taking “a vacation.”

I had grown sick of the daily reminder that I was nowhere near a state of wellness. Off the meds, I felt like I had a bit more energy, but my HIV viral load returned with a vengeance.

I had begun getting treatment at AIDS Healthcare Foundation and had decided to take advantage of some of their services that extended beyond the drug therapy. I met with a social worker, who, in a neutral tone of voice, asked, “Are you depressed?”

For the next few seconds, I could not breathe. I could not speak. I could not answer the question. I could not admit something that I’d been denying for more than fifty fucking years. It was like I’d forgotten my lines. What’s my cue?

Was I depressed?

“Are you depressed?” she repeated.

Well, was I?
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“Yes,” I answered. One word. Three letters. An honest utterance that would alter the course of my life. Depressed, yes: like Jim Pickett, like my father.

“I’m going to make an appointment for you to see the psychiatrist,” the social worker said.

I felt a sense of relief that only someone who has managed to maintain a secret for their entire life would understand. For me it was far more dramatic and scary than coming out as gay or coming out as being HIV-positive. At long last, my secret was released and, along with it, my sense of shame for being a fraud. I had put on a good show with the skills I’d acquired as an actor, to convince myself and anyone in my orbit that I had never been and would never be the D-word. Not me. I play the Glad Game. The L.A. Times coined a word to describe me: “positivist.” The artistic experience, not to mention becoming a father, had proven an antidote to any trace of depression.

Think again. Finally, I began to accept my depression. There were so many mitigating factors that led to my admission, including my work with the mentally ill population on Skid Row, the two brushes with death and a bona fide diagnosis of “low-grade depression.”

The shrink prescribed an antidepressant. It worked, almost immediately, as if a certain mind-set of exhausted hopelessness was lifted.

And there was an antidote to feeling low. I was delighted to appear at the San Diego Gay and Lesbian Film Festival because it meant a short vacation for Tia and me in one of our favorite cities.

We had a perfect father-daughter day, taking long walks and finding fun spots to get treats. Our hotel was located adjacent to Balboa Park, where Tia made good use of her skateboard.

After the late afternoon screening and an early dinner, Tia became inexplicably melancholy and uncharacteristically argumentative. The mystery was solved the following morning.

“Daddy,” she said, after breakfast in the hotel’s penthouse. “My friend Amanda had her period.” This was a typical way for a ten-year-old to communicate something that was uncomfortable—by substituting someone else’s experience for her own.

“And did you have yours?” I guessed, correctly.

She shook her head affirmatively, resulting in a moment of intimacy that was embarrassing but bonding.

On the occasion of her eleventh birthday, I found myself trying to perfect my daughter’s coiffure; more precisely, her newly acquired weave, which consisted of fake straight hair entwined with her not-so-straight natural head of hair. Even though the hairstylist who wove the creation was a black woman and proud of it, I pondered the political correctness of Tia’s bob. Thinking back to when I was in the throes of the adoption process, the question had arisen, during the high-stakes courtroom proceedings: “How will he take care of her hair?”

Tia’s concerned blood relatives disregarded the obvious attribute of my gayness; according to popular stereotype, we are natural-born hairdressers. You don’t have to major in black studies to know that the hair of African American women can be a Big Issue.

Well, I’m proud to report that this single dad has managed to literally maneuver the twists and turns of my black daughter’s hair in the same way that I’ve negotiated other equally important aspects of Tia Katherine’s upbringing.

My experience at wielding a comb began decades ago when I volunteered to mastermind my mother’s hairstyles on the postdivorce nights that she’d venture out in her compulsive search for a new husband (and, in my fantasy, a new father). Like Tia’s hair, my mother’s hair was also black, but dyed with the delusional notion that it made her appear forever young.

While other boys were tossing baseballs with their nimble nine-year-old hands, I was creating hairy masterpieces worthy of a fashion magazine. Ratting hair (so that it resembled a rat’s nest) was big in the Fifties, and my adroit little fingers guided the teasing comb, resulting in dramatic styles for Mama that reached dizzying heights.

In my childhood memories, serving as a startling contrast to my assistance supporting Mommy’s quest, doing my beloved grandmother’s hair was neurosis-free and ultimately more fun than attempting, week after week, to transform my mother into marriage material. By the time Mommy landed husband number three, I was nearly twenty years old and had become focused on turning my own hair into a selling point as I began my search for Mr. Right.

Grandma Katie, my father’s mother, had long and luxurious chestnut brown hair without a trace of gray, which she fastidiously kept fastened in a tidy bun. But if her tactile grandson wanted to give her a makeover, she would allow me to go wild with her stash of pink plastic Spoolies, a fad curler in those days which I’d diligently use to glamorize this woman who was utterly void of vanity. Thank the Lord she worshipped that she didn’t own a mirror.

While she watched her favorite weekly television show, starring accordion-playing Lawrence Welk, on a grainy black-and-white, I turned her into a granny goddess with a mane of flowing curls. Think Loretta Lynn.

Tia’s hairstyles have undergone an evolution over the years—from the natural afro she sprouted as an infant to the neat rows of braids that I determinedly learned to embroider when she was a toddler. At various stages, there have been extensions of various lengths and colors, as well as the standard ponytails and pigtails.

Being in the proper hairdresser position—directly behind my client-daughter, who was seated below me so that I could work my magic—triggered memories of my mother and my grandmother. I could almost smell the Breck shampoo that my mother used and envision the glistening green tube of Prell that my grandma preferred.

The intimacy that results from an African American mother braiding her birth daughter’s hair is not better or worse, and certainly not more powerful, than the emotional entanglements, including my devoted participation in her hair care, that link my daughter and I, in spite of our obvious genetic differences.

I received a call from Tia’s grandmother, Sandra, letting us know that Marjorie Coleman had died. Would we come to the funeral?
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“Of course,” I said.

After having breakfast with Tia’s half sister and grandma, we went to the home of the deceased matriarch. Tia’s three half brothers were there with various other friends and relatives. I was the only white person. (There had been a cursory appearance by Tia’s birth mother the night before, but she had chosen to boycott the funeral.)

Miss Coleman’s presence in the house was palpable, beyond the photographs of her that were scattered on the dining room table. The photos served as a reminder of chapters of her life that she had shared with me: her days as a college student, her marriage, her career as a businesswoman. In all incarnations, she radiated.

When it came time for the limousine to depart for the church, I said to Sandra, “We’ll meet you there.” She gave me one of those “What are you talkin’ about, boy?” looks and said, “You’re comin’ with us.”

So there we were—Tia’s grandma, five half siblings and me—in a black stretch limo on the way to a family funeral. It appeared that I had been adopted by Tia’s blood relatives.

Back in our utilitarian car, on the way home from the stirring service, Tia took the opportunity to talk about illness. “Did you know that Mindy’s mom has a blood disease?”

“No, honey, I didn’t. What’s it called?”

“Luke something,” she said.

I tried to explain what I knew about leukemia. “It is caused by an imbalance in the blood cells,” I said.

“Is it like HIV?”

“Not really, honey,” I said.

There was one of those pauses when I knew that a zinger was about to pop out of her mouth.

“Do you have bad blood?”

I attempted to explain that my blood was not “bad” but challenged—in many ways. In terms of the tainted blood running through my body, I didn’t want to overwhelm Tia with the added burden of trying to comprehend the vagaries of hep C, but I did grab an opening to explain more fully the medical regime that I’d been undergoing for more than a year.

“I’m doing everything there is to medically improve the quality of my blood, honey,” I said. “The doctors are very determined and optimistic that things will only get better.” I have never deliberately hidden the ritualistic pill taking that I’ve committed to throughout my daughter’s life. “These meds,” I told her straightforwardly, “are keeping me alive.”

It did not seem accidental that she asked about my blood on a day that we were with her flesh-and-blood relatives and dealing with the reality of death. But I didn’t need to elaborate, as I’m prone to, on my bloodlines and hers; how they were different yet how we were bound by something even greater: love.

Yet that didn’t stop me from trying to find a deeper meaning in the blood of my family; that bruising mix that resulted from Joseph Kearns and Pauline Padgen. After fifty-five years of trying to distinguish myself from my family, especially my doomed parents, I came to the conclusion that there was no escaping their genetic code or the behavioral manifestations of their complex makeup.

When I copped to my depression, I was also able to begin vanquishing the unquenchable sexual hunger. I came to realize, and accept, that sexual compulsivity and depression had joined forces in an ill-fated marriage. Husband and wife. Mommy and daddy.

I am the product of those two individuals: blood bound and programmed by their unenviable traits. Daddy passed on belligerent depression while Mommy instilled the sexuality that lowered the volume on feelings of not being good enough. Instead of blaming them, it was time to forgive them all their humanness and appreciate the abundance of blessings that I’ve been given because of who they were and who I am becoming.

In looking back, I see that perhaps I had subconsciously chosen to allow my life to be eclipsed by the darkness of my parents rather than finding my own light. I was changing.

Even though gayness was something that Tia had never been sheltered from and, as a result, had accepted naturally, the sexual aspect likely remained mysterious. Since my daughter, in the sixth grade, appeared utterly heterosexual, any minimal birds-and-bees discussions we had would likely elaborate on the subject of straight birds and bees.

Tia knew what “I wish I could quit you” meant. The unbridled zeitgeist that defined Brokeback Mountain, Ang Lee’s masterful film, adapted from Annie Proulx’s short story, starring Jake Gyllenhaal and Heath Ledger, was meaningful to me: a Hollywood movie in which two men connected—emotionally, spiritually and, yes, sexually.

Even though I, like millions of others, was swept away by the film’s epic and ultimately tragic love story, it is my job—as a gay artist—to contextualize. Even though I know it was an opening for mainstream America’s understanding, I got sick of the comments regarding the characters’ masculinity, as if that was what made the film a viable work of art. And while I agree that a love story without HIV/AIDS can be refreshing, the success of Brokeback confirmed, after more than two decades, that a Hollywood movie (excluding independent movies) depicting an AIDS love story in similar splendor was unlikely.

While it is no fault of Gyllenhaal’s or Ledger’s (spectacular actors), why did their off-screen sex lives also drive the film’s box office receipts? Whether spoken out loud or inferred, “they aren’t really like that” was part of the collective response, unless, of course, you happen to be one of those queens who insists that every hot Hollywood movie star is either gay or in the closet (I ain’t in that camp, honey). Not only were they masculine, we were reminded ad nauseam, but they were straight to boot.

On our way home to L.A. by plane from one of our voyages, one of the in-flight movie choices was Brokeback Mountain. “You can watch it if you want to, Tia,” I said. “There’s some sexual stuff that might make you uncomfortable, but you can also turn it off.” She listened with a look of discernment on her face.

Instead of viewing the movie, Tia chose to watch the in-flight preview of the film—repeatedly, throughout the trip: Heath and Jake, Ennis and Jack, Heath and Jake, Ennis and Jack. Every time I’d glance at her miniature screen, the preview was running. I did not utter a single word.

Traipsing through the massive L.A. airport on our way to pick up our luggage, Tia—eyes never veering in my direction—said, “Have you ever had a fuzzy kind of feeling in your stomach when you look at someone?”

It took me a few minutes to translate. “Yeah, honey, I think I know what you mean,” I said.

“That’s how I feel,” she said, “when I look at Heath Ledger.”

Let’s avoid the armchair psychoanalysis, pointing out that she was rendered “fuzzy” by a straight actor playing a gay character (most of my friends were, too). A bit like a homo kid experiencing yearnings while watching a hetero couple in the throes of romance, her comfort with homosexual expressiveness was evident.

I had managed to keep the rigorousness of my work separate from my life at home, even though Tia was certainly aware of my activism. I didn’t preach to her, but I did somehow communicate that I’d been depicting overtly sexual relationships between men for more than twenty-five years on the stage.

I directed and played Bert in the twentieth-anniversary production of Jerker—a glorious, otherworldly experience; in large part, because of the intensity I experienced with Joe Gill as JR. But we were on the stage, in a tiny (usually half-empty) theater—not fare for the big screen and millions of viewers. Fair enough. I get it.

But once again, my mission in the theater was realized: to transform life, every breath of its complexity, into art that melts any walls between the participants. In the same way that there was no barrier between me and the character I played, there was nothing that separated me from my fellow actor, the playwright’s words and every member of the audience.

Yet I certainly didn’t want to limit myself to revivals—or to gay material, for that matter; perhaps because of my role as the parent of a black child, my interests had spread and deepened in terms of other populations, especially the disenfranchised of Skid Row, many of whom happened to be African American. And female. Through one of my mentors, Mollie Lowery (and supported, in part, by a grant from the City of L.A.’s Department of Cultural Affairs), I wound up spending a lot of time at the Downtown Women’s Center.

Mollie and I were having coffee one morning, discussing the perils of the worldand I said aloud what I’d be thinking for a few years: “I want to go to South Africa!”
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Tia, along with our fave traveling companion, Zo, had a trip scheduled to Dublin before we would head to South Africa. Tia was fascinated by my ancestry. “You’re Irish, aren’t you?” she’d asked me since she was little, determined to find out who she was and never really including her blood family in that equation. I tried to explain to her the many permutations of ethnicities I’m comprised of, including Irish, German, Scottish, American Indian and Slavic—even though I wasn’t necessarily clear on much of it myself.

In addition to being in “our country among our people,” our trip to Ireland would provide yet another European adventure for Tia and another production of Dream Man, this time at the Dublin Gay Theater Festival.

What was impressive about Ireland, or what stands out, are a few things: the raucous pubs, of course, and we were also accosted on the streets by duplicitous gypsies begging for money. “Sir, sir,” they’d whine, coming up to me with “a baby” in tow, “my baby is hungry, baby hungry.” Unfortunately, the baby’s wooden foot was sticking out from the blanket. “Honey,” I said, “First off, I’m an acting teacher, and you ain’t holdin’ that wooden doll like she’s a baby, and Lulu’s foot is as wooden as a broomstick.”

We howled. And in between shows and walks along the trendy areas of town, everyone indulged my fetish for cemeteries. Dublin happens to have jewel of a resting place, as Byzantine as any I’ve ever seen, miles of baroque headstones: Glasnevin. In addition to the many headstones with the name “Kearns” (or one of its variations), there were the graves of the mighty Michael Collins, Christy Brown and Brendan Behan. We spent a lot of time, in a state of heartbreak, looking at the rows upon rows of children’s graves that were piled high with toys and stuffed animals, letters and religious symbols.

Dublin is a literary mecca, too and we paid tribute to James Joyce and a host of others. But I will never forget visiting Oscar Wilde on the morning we were set to depart, with little time left to stage a photo session with our fantastic hero. The sacred statue of Wilde in Merrion Square provides a splendid photo op. With a rather bemused look on his face, life-size and languidly sprawled on a rock, wearing colorful dandy duds, Oscar is lounging there to be adored.

From the land where I feel ancestrally connected—after all, a bus might be named “Kearns” and I’m full of Irish blood (and blarney)—we would take our next big trip: to South Africa.

South Africa called to me because of its activism, its ability to triumph over adversity. I also secretly hoped that Tia would become more connected to her blackness, but that remained an unspoken intention of the trip.

From the airport, we were driven directly to Cotlands, where we would be volunteering for a month. While the “orphanage” label seemed to be deliberately avoided, that’s what Cotlands is—predominately for AIDS orphans, children who’ve lost their parents to the plague and are often HIVpositive themselves. While the facility is impressive in its scope, it is the population of children—ranging from tiny babies to kids on the precipice of adolescence—that grabbed ahold of Tia and me.

While many of the youngsters appeared to be sanguine, there were some that the virus had already marked. One little girl was attached to an oxygen machine; another wore a hearing aid; yet another had virtually no control of her legs and could not walk. After the formal tour, we were taken to our flat, a very comfy dwelling in a neighborhood where one dare not walk around after dark, we were informed repeatedly.

We arrived on a Friday afternoon and some of the kids were being treated to ice-skating. Tia—after two plane rides, more than ten hours each—volunteered to go with them. As it turns out, these were the ten children who lived in the flat below us, all of whom were HIV-positive. I napped until I heard the kids’ exuberant voices downstairs, having returned from ice-skating with histrionic stories about every little bruise and imperceptible wound. When I joined the veterans of the rink, they forgot their injuries and launched into a cacophony of questions. “Where do you live? Is Tia really your daughter? What’s your name? Why do you talk so fast?” One of them decided to call me Ronald McDonald.

We learned the stories of the urchins who lived below us. Happiness (a name that often didn’t ring true) watched her mother die of AIDS. Thirteen years old, approximately one-third the size of my twelve-year-old daughter, she wore a colostomy bag. David witnessed his father being shot by his mother. I studied his face and saw the remnants of horror permanently etched in his features. Since 2003, the Cotlands’ kids have been given antiretrovirals and the death toll has virtually come to a standstill. In the Nineties, Cotlands would bury as many as one child a month. In 2006, only two babies died and none had perished in 2007.

One of our first assignments was baby stimulation, an activity that provided the toddlers with one-on-one attention in an attempt to nurture their awakening sensory responses. Tia and I worked as a team, spending approximately ten minutes with each of the seventeen little ones, trying to get them to stack various vibrantly colored containers. Though he was virtually blind and partially paralyzed, Nathan’s disposition, but not necessarily his coordination, outshined that of his peers.

I tried to teach the children how to differentiate their inside self from their outside self by drawing pictures. What was most striking was that almost all of them insisted on creating group drawings. Only a couple of them seemed to be in ownership of an identity that was separate from their tribal cluster. David’s rendering of his interior self was glorious: an outline of a boy’s body; he has a countenance without features, no discernable clothing, and no feet. He does have one hand, with three fingers pointing upward in the direction of a bird in flight, its wings spread majestically. Along the bottom of the page is a wavy line that seems to indicate water or maybe grass. The boy is saying, “Hey, hey, I saw a big bird,” his words scrawled on the page. The bird is considerably larger than David and is heading directly toward an orangecolored sun; penetrating rays shine from the upper right-hand corner of the drawing, warming the bird and the boy.

I was in the hospice, bottle-feeding a baby in the midst of a gaggle of local female volunteers. Tia walked in and sat beside me. “This is my daughter,” I said to no one in particular.

“Is it a surprise for her to see you giving a baby a bottle?” one of the ladies asked.

“I don’t think so,” I said. “I fed her the bottle.” I asked Tia if she wanted to take over.

“No,” she said, “I like watching you do it.” We sat quietly until it was time to burp the little fellow.

As I watched Tia with the children and babies—holding them, feeding them, soothing them, playing with them, reading to them—I could not help but think of Wendy and the Lost Boys from Peter Pan. What she was doing, spectacularly, was mothering. She who was abandoned by her own mother. Even though she was twelve years old on the precipice of turning thirteen, the degree of her maturity, empathy and humanity soared to new levels as each day flew by. She is my hero.

I fell in love, a state of mind that seems easier to swoon into when one is on another continent. The object of my affection was Karabo. We spent a lot of time staring into each other’s eyes; her pitch-black irises pupils were set in a dusky yellow pool (the result of liver damage). Her fleeting smiles and even less frequent laughter were quickly followed by moans as she stiffened her bony torso, resulting in back-and-forth movements of her head as if she was saying, “No, no more.” Her face became a mask of sorrow, anger and pain. Karabo was less than two feet in length and had virtually no muscle tissue. Holding her in my arms was like holding a puppet made of wooden sticks; her flimsy arms and legs hung limp. Although she had a ravenous appetite, she weighed no more than my shoe. Karabo was about to turn three years old.

I massaged Karabo’s scrawny limbs, hoping to get some blood moving through her ravaged arms and legs. I remembered massaging Eric, every inch of his withering body, a body that had been prize-worthy, the night before he died.

“They dig up the coffins and reuse them,” our driver, Delton, said of Avalon Cemetery, part of the sweltering Soweto landscape. It felt like it was the size of a small city, with thousands of makeshift crosses sprouting up from the ground like unwanted weeds.

At the magnificent outdoor Lion Park, we witnessed a functional family: Mama Lion was pacing, on constant lookout for danger. The furry cubs were playfully vying for Dad’s attention, clambering all over his muscled back. “The male doesn’t do much,” according to our guide. “It’s the female who keeps the family together.”

During our trip, Tia asked me if she could visit her half brothers when we returned to Los Angeles. “Of course,” I said. “Of course you can.”
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Robert (the oldest, born in 1987), Joseph and Donovan (the youngest, born the year after Tia): these are my daughter’s half brothers, all of whom were living in L.A.. Robert is the most determined to connect his bloodlines to Tia’s. It was Robert she went to see a movie with, shortly after our return home to Los Angeles.

While they were at the movie, I took a bad fall. Of all the danger that lurked on every street in South Africa, there I was in South Central, flat on the ground with a bloody mouth and what appeared to be an injured elbow. Most disconcerting was the fact that no one stopped to help; in fact, two people sauntered by, as if I was part of the scenery. Performance art, perhaps? I had stumbled on one of the buckles on the sidewalk that protrudes from the ground, daring one to take flight. It was later concluded that it was likely because my feet were numb from neuropathy and I didn’t fully feel the obstacle. A year later—when I finally decided to get X-rays—I was diagnosed with a broken elbow, which had “pretty much healed itself,” according to the doctor.

Instead of bonding them (as I had hoped it would), the visit between Robert and Tia had the opposite effect on Tia. Robert is a lovely young man, devoted to civil rights, a churchgoer, a volunteer with youth and a gregarious, friendly human being. He has never been out of the country, however, and his life and Tia’s life do not organically intersect. She found that their similarities (skin, blood, color) did not automatically make them siblings. Rather, their differences kept them apart. I simply asked that she continue to consider their relationship because of his sincere desire to bring her into the blood family.

“They aren’t my family,” she decided, without meanness but without much compassion. This was no longer a little girl who could be told, “You’re going to spend some time with your brother today.” Tia is strong. She is also empathetic, but her adamancy on this subject is something that I had to accept. We would revisit this (Robert was not going to give up easily), but Tia was pretty certain that she’d made her decision.

Tia was maturing beautifully; as someone said, “The rough edges are getting smoother and smoother.” Tia was softening in her manner (no child on the planet is more polite), but it would be preposterous to imagine that she didn’t have anxiety and pain about her blood relations in spite of how ostensibly well cared for she is.

Where nurture might trump nature, there is also the issue of Tia becoming an actress. How could there not be some part of me that wants her to carry on a tradition that is so vital to my being? And, yes, how could some part of me not want the Kearns name to continue to be linked with the art that has meant so much to me all of my life?

I want Tia to be what Tia wants to be. It was unusual for me, at age nine, to truly know my life’s vocation. I want Tia to explore. I don’t think she’s going to be a scientist; I think she’ll be an artist of some stripe, but those options are limitless.

That said, was I overjoyed when she was cast as Elizabeth Bennett in Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice? You betcha. It happened to coincide with the twenty-third anniversary of Pickett’s Dream Man, which would be performed in the L.A. theater where it premiered.

No one knew that I hadn’t set foot in the theater since Pickett died. There were so many memories of us in that theater: working, laughing, ruminating, bitching, celebrating. All I could see was Pickett as I made my way through the lobby, the theater itself, and the backstage area. It was as if he was frozen in that space where we had shared so much history; I could practically smell him. In a place where “sense memory” is taught to acting students on a daily basis, I was awash in it.

I also flashed back to Justin Smith’s memorial, which I’d put together at the Skylight, during the run of AIDS/US. Perhaps the most eerie segment of Justin’s “celebration of life” (an overused phrase these many years later) was a recording of the deceased role model singing “September Song.” Smith’s voice haunted me as I began, once again, to bring Dream Man to life.

I must admit that the intoxication didn’t stop there. I tried to remember when I first met Justin, perhaps a decade prior to our reconnecting so intensely at the end of his life. Whether or not we actually formally met remains unclear, as do many of the details surrounding that Saturday night in the Hollywood Hills. Justin had a fabulous house with a fabulous view and threw fabulous parties for fabulous gay boys and I was invited. Fabulous.

But all the fabulousness erupted in a tsunami of suffering, confusion and relentless grief. It’s difficult, yet not impossible, to reconcile myself to the sexual decathlon we were engaged in. Justin created a special area at his rambling home, replete with buckets of lube (hold the condoms—it was the Seventies, remember?); the smell of poppers and the sound of grunting lured you in to the piles of sweaty bodies, reeking of sex smells.

I remember seeing Leonard Frey (not in the designated sex area) and comparing the party we were at to the one that he, as Harold, and his tribe helped immortalize in The Boys in the Band. Frey seemed shy and uncomfortable, the polar opposite of the strident and imposing Harold—perhaps aware that beauty trumped fame or talent at this particular gathering. Sex ruled the proceedings, augmented by drugs and booze of all varieties. Who took me? Can’t remember; damn, is there anyone alive to confirm that the party I am remembering was real?

“Why am I alive?” remains a question that floats above my head, like a bubble in a cartoon strip, irreversible and inerasable. While survivor’s guilt seems like a less histrionic diagnosis than post-traumatic stress disorder, there’s no question in my mind that I was suffering from something, resulting from the twenty-three years of cumulative losses that I’d experienced between the two renditions of Dream Man.

But what provided the sublime antidote was seeing my ravishingly beautiful thirteen-year-old fully embody the role of Elizabeth Bennett—from head to toe—infusing me with a sense of pride and humility that extends far beyond the stage lights and into an area of my being that I never could have accessed twenty-three years prior.

The process with Jimmy was not without upheavals. This would be the most lavish version of Dream Man produced to date, thanks to producer Gary Grossman, and I took advantage of a design team and a rather outlandish “playground,” which comprised a set that was abstract and required the stamina of an athlete. Success, as I’d desired it (and known it, to a degree), paled in comparison to the rewards of parenthood.

And yet, as I made plans to attend my fortieth high school reunion, some demonic voices in my head began delivering their crazy-making monologues. Would any of my former tormentors be there?

“You’ll look the best,” Tia said.

I hope to fuck so, I thought, swimming in the shallow end of my consciousness.
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“Weren’t you on that Waltons show ages ago?”

“My wife and I saw you on the Tom Snyder show—you were promotin’ some porno book, as I recall.”

“Are you still tryin’ to be an actor?”

So much for having wooed Normandy’s class of ‘68 with my dizzying artistic éclat; they had frozen me in the mid-Seventies—long before I’d reinvented myself as a grande dame of the theater. A couple of “the girls” were aware of my résumé and even a few knew I had adopted (even though many of my peers were grandparents of kids who were Tia’s age).

As for “the boys,” I didn’t recognize any of the bullies, but I was not the only man in the room who had learned the value of a good haircut and a trendy shirt. I checked out the guys in the crowd, attempting to identify—like an animal in the wild—who was friend and who was foe.

Considering my grandiose expectations, the entire event was somewhat flat and proved to be a learning moment for moi. Here I was, forty years later, still trying to be popular, still wanting everyone to be impressed and to love me. The handful of people with whom I’d really connected had kept in touch—those are the ones who matter.

And my closest male friend from high school, Brian Clarke, remained my rock. He defended me in high school when some of his buddies derided me. He has been steadfast for four decades.

I’d packed a lot of activity into the long weekend in St. Louis—in addition to spending time with Martha at her house (now my official “home” in St. Louis), Tia, Brian and I took the trip to visit my brother.

I remember making trips to visit my brother when he was in prison during his first stint at the tail end of the Seventies. Our mother and I would make the trip from St. Louis to Jefferson City and spend the night at the Holiday Inn so that we could visit two days in a row.

The visits became ritualistic: we’d go through the ironclad security, wait to see him approach us in a large room, get something to drink and eat from the vending machines, and have a conversation. My brother is funny. It’s truly a Kearns characteristic that I cherish. My father, no matter how severe the diagnosis of his depression, could make jokes—even while institutionalized.

And here was my brother institutionalized and making jokes. I remember telling him Tallulah Bankhead stories and he loved them. We’d laugh so loudly that he’d joke, facetiously, “Michael, you’re gonna get me in trouble.” He was finally calling me the preferred version of my name (“Michael”) after three decades of nothing but “Mike.” I interpreted it as yet another sign of his acceptance of my more lyrical demeanor.

Somewhere during the undertaking, there was the imperative photo session, when the prisoner and his visitor(s) would stand in front of a maudlin hand-painted backdrop and smile for the camera. They were Polaroids in those days: you could immediately analyze how abstruse the situation was.

I love my brother, but it has not always been easy. I do believe that it takes two to look beyond what you disagree with in another human being: somehow the landscape of those prison visits created a common ground for my brother and me. It’s a bit inexplicable and seems at odds with my narrative, but here you have it: it surprises me, too.

Things were different when I began my own family and no one was more supportive than Joe; he has nightmarish recriminations about his negligent parenting and he invested hope in my being a dad. Contrary to the myth that looms over family histories, I never believed we were the Good Brother and the Bad Brother. The results of our parental neglect were acted out in our individual ways, often more similarly than differently.

I, however, was never indicted for murder. All I can say is that I don’t believe my brother is a bad person. He clearly made some grim mistakes in his life and he is dealing with that with a certain degree of equanimity.

By the time we visited in 2008, Joe and I were tighter than ever. Bringing Brian felt good for many reasons—his unshakable affability chief among them. It also felt like the three members of the Kearns family could benefit from playing off of a fourth.

Unfettered by the environment, Tia was her usual poised self, focusing on Joe. And her uncle was clearly smitten with her warmth and openness. Brian was curious and presented Joe with a wide range of questions, which he answered candidly. It’s difficult to say “a good time was had by all” when you’re visiting a maximum-security prison, but life is often grayer than it is black-and-white (no cutesiness intended).

After Joe and I had our private time, in which we shared intimacies that confirmed or contradicted the imbroglios with our parents, there was the photo: Joe, Tia, Brian and me, trying to look like we were at a picnic in the park.

Christmas Eve at the Kearns apartment in Los Feliz had become a regular annual celebratory ritual. The faces changed but the open-house atmosphere engendered a real sense of the place Tia and I had called home for a dozen years. The festivities became less Tia-centric and more enveloping to the adults; that was the subtler shift over the years.

On this particular holiday, it felt like we were looking at a year of change. Perhaps the most significant would be that Tia would be leaving the school that had helped mold her after nine tumultuous yet consistently edifying years. Where she would go had not yet been decided.

It also felt like I was making some life shifts. My health had stabilized, even though the stress from neuropathy was unstopping, but I felt like it was time for me to (once again) consider my mortality. Tia was becoming a young adult as I was becoming—dare I say it?—elderly. My bucket list runneth over as her dream catcher was being put to limitless use.
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I celebrated the beginning of the year, coinciding with my fifty-ninth year on the planet, by enrolling in my first college course: African American Studies. One of my running jokes with Tia is, “I’m blacker than you are.” The class was invigorating, taught by a formidable man who—and I say this with reverence—conjured an intellectual Redd Foxx.

This quest for knowledge seemed to come late, but it was so clear to me; when I walked on that campus (the local L.A. City College), I had a feeling of being precisely where I should be. It helped that the school is comprised of a wild conglomeration of interesting types and I was not even the only oldster in the constellation. I probably was the elder of my class—about the same age as the professor, I figured—but that imbued me with a certain sense of dignity.

Inching toward sixty was significant on many levels. It felt like all of those decade markers carry a certain power. In truth, I loathe all that “bucket list” intercourse (I’ve been making bucket lists since I was in my early thirties), but reassessing seems unavoidable. In addition to attending college, I decided to reinvent myself as an older character actor, even if the playing field was student films and independents.

I was cast, more often than not, as the father of a young daughter (never a son—not once). On-screen, I had graduated from the comic gay guy of the Seventies to the tragic gay guy with HIV in the Eighties and now, after the turn of the century, I reemerged, often typed as the dad with the female child. These celluloid outings captured my many incarnations; that’s for sure.

Tia’s acting career seems predetermined. The complicatedness of acting that has taken me a half a century to fully grasp, Tia seems to absorb instinctively. She has presence, timing and charisma. She is also the great pundit of filmic performances, absolutely correct in her assessments.

Knowing that she had been accepted to LACHSA (Los Angeles County High School for the Arts), Tia had the formidable challenge of playing Dogberry in Much Ado About Nothing. She did not disappoint. Once again, I was so proud of how she navigated the stage. “I don’t like it,” she said. “I’m so nervous. It makes me so nervous to go onstage.” I heard something in her that was greater than what is commonly written off as stage fright. What I believe she doesn’t like is the lack of control that is inherent in live theater.

Every platitude you can imagine is employed when other parents praise her theatrical acumen (“Apple doesn’t fall far from the tree, blah, blah, blah”) and I glow in her accomplishments. However, I am less and less interested in her becoming an actress and more and more interested in her finding out who she is.

God knows, I was still in that process and it was taking me places I’d not anticipated. Admittedly, I began to factor in my growing list of challenges (I’m avoiding the word “disabilities” as long as I can), the duet of depression and neuropathy being the most pervasive. Acting on film was one thing, but did I have another tour in me? Could I go out on the road again? Tia was becoming more self-sufficient as each day went by, but I wasn’t sure I had the stamina to fly around the country and perform.

So I quenched my desire to keep stimulating myself by taking another college course: Philosophy. The professor was as smart as hell; also swarthy, funny and sexy. Yes, I fell in love with him, summoning an octogenarian To Sir, with Love motif. But it was star-crossed since he was also clearly heterosexual, sometimes referencing his children in order to make a certain philosophical statement. But he was also pro-gay in his discerning observations and I’m sure he knew I thought he was hot.

We learned of Plato and Locke and Descartes, but he liked to tease us when someone asked a particularly tantalizing question. “We’ll get to that in Chapter 10,” he was fond of saying.

My age, clearly at least twice that of the majority of students, set me apart and he could not help himself when referencing something from before 1975; he would look in my direction, consciously or not. He would wink without even coming near the acting of winking.

When we finally got to Chapter 10, we were pumped and the professor was on fire.

Mysticism preceded Buddhism and I had no idea that this subject would be my shining contribution to our Philosophy class. He began by explaining the five identifying characteristics of philosophical mysticism: transcendent (beyond space and time), ineffable (not completely expressible), noetic (illuminate), ecstatic (blissful and peaceful) and unitive (soul and reality integrated).

He briefly spoke about Aldous Huxley, the English intellectual who experimented with psychedelic drugs in order to achieve the heightened sensory experience that one would refer to as mysticism. “I am not so foolish as to equate what happens under the influence of mescaline or of any other drug, prepared or in the future preparable, with the realization of the end and ultimate purpose of human life: enlightenment, the beatific vision,” Huxley wrote. “All I am suggesting is that the mescaline experience is what Catholic theologians call a ‘gratuitous grace,’ not necessary to salvation but potentially helpful and to be accepted thankfully, if made available.”

Our professor challenged the class, “Perhaps someone in this classroom has had an experience with hallucinogenic drugs that they would consider an out-of-body experience?” I don’t know if I nervously laughed and that led him to look in my direction or he looked in my direction and I nervously laughed. In any event, I raised my hand.

“Would you care to share those experiences?” he asked me, not appearing the least bit surprised.

“Sure,” I said. “It was in the very early Seventies, maybe 1971. I was with two of my closest friends, both named John. We were really high, really connected to each other, really full of love and all that. I can’t believe I’m telling this story; I’ve only told it to a few people.”

By now, almost everyone in the class had shifted their positions so that they were physically pointed in my direction. The prof was sitting on the edge of his desk, with his sinewy body leaning toward me.

“I guess you could say that we were playing. Two of us went into the bathroom and locked the other one out. I was inside the bathroom. Looking into the mirror was another story. I was wearing a hot-pink long-sleeved shirt that was glowing; it was as if the shirt was alive, dripping. The pink of the shirt was electric, fluid.

“On the outside, John was begging us to let him in and we were laughing hysterically. So was he. There was nothing mean about it—it was just being completely silly. He kept knocking, we kept laughing and saying, ‘You can’t come in here, you can‘t come in here.’ He was jiggling the doorknob and banging on the door. Much hysteria.

“Finally, he said, ‘Okay, I’m coming in.’ At that very instant, it was like the sound went off in a movie. It was dead silent and there John Two was, standing inside the bathroom with the locked door! We freaked, checked the door, which was still locked. We were all entangled in each other, hugging and beginning to laugh again. He came through the door of his own volition. It was amazing.”

The classroom was silent. One kid shouted out, “I believe you, dude.” Another said, “Right on, man. It could happen.” Others shifted in their seats, returning to their customary positions, facing front.

The teacher pressed on. “And how did that feel?”

“We were ecstatic. It was as if we’d shared a miracle. These were very loving times. I guess we were kinda hippies. It was all about love and feeling free; free of anger or judgment or any of the world’s bullshit. No one was judging us or telling us how to behave. We were present with each other. And there was something greater at play. Some force. I can’t describe it.”

“Ineffable,” one of the smarter students said.

“Anything else you want to say?” the professor asked, never using my name but certainly being more intimate than he ever had been.

“Well, we didn’t just play hide-and-seek. We had very complicated discussions, went for walks to appreciate nature. We went out dancing. There was a lot of sensuality in every second while on the drug.”

He seemed satisfied. He pointed to the characteristics of mysticism, all of which I had unconsciously described. We were ready to move on to Buddhism.

The class led me to explore Buddhism more fully and I tried to incorporate much of it into my life: love and kindness, compassion, sympathetic joy, equanimity. Religion was a hot topic in our household, as was politics, and I began to devote much of my energies to reading as much as I could on both subjects. I had to keep up with my soon-to-be ninth grader.

As Tia was set to travel into the new terrain of high school, I had boldly decided to undertake one more tour of intimacies, packing in as many cities as I could before leading up to World AIDS Day ’09.

What else did I want to do before I turned sixty? A tattoo, maybe?
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Before embarking on my last tour (like Cher, I know), I decided to emblazon my chest, right above my heart, with the word “intimacies”—all in lowercase, with the final “s” extending under the title of the play to represent the red scarf unfurling. I never imagined that this would be an empowering moment for me; when the tattoo artist said that it “would get the adrenaline going,” I was sold, but the adrenaline morphed into a sense of ownership of my body: this is mine and I can mark it accordingly.

I wanted a visual manifestation of what was embedded so deeply in my consciousness; intimacies represented one-third of my life. While making my living primarily by teaching and directing, I spent months blueprinting the tour: it was simpler than my touring had been in the past but nonetheless ambitious, especially considering my age and—let’s be real—my health qualms.

“She has a fever,” Cronin said to me—not melodramatically but it wasn’t musical comedy time either. I am the worst parent in the world, I thought. In a hotel room in North Carolina, on the first leg of my tour, and my little baby girl had a fever.

“Will you spend the night with her? I don’t want her to be alone.” Of course he would spend the night with her. I would toss and turn in my guilt, all night, waiting for morning (considering the time difference) so that I could check on her.

I’d mapped out the tour so that I’d never be away more than three or four days at a time, but it was excruciating to think that she was in any kind of danger. You hear stories on the news about the flu that suddenly kills an otherwise healthy kid. Why was I on the road? Why did I feel the overpowering yearning to put myself through the rigors—emotionally, physically, spiritually—of doing a show that was difficult to pull off when it premiered twenty years before?

Oh, yeah, that’s why I was doing it: because twenty years later, I could. In spite of inexorable neuropathy and obstinate depression; in spite of the cruel wear and tear; in spite of fifteen years of single parenting; in spite of HIV and hep C; in spite of all the deaths and heartbreaks and memorials and insecurities: I could do it. I was reclaiming myself, setting sail on a quixotic dream that I must make true.

And yet it felt like I had abandoned the most important part of my life: family. It’s all out of proportion when you’re alone in a hotel room, trying to make sense of things on cell phones with poor reception. By the next morning, Tia had improved and the show went on.

And the tour was a triumph, on so many levels. I returned yet again to my welcoming hometown of St. Louis, saw my name up on the marquee of the Biograph Theater in Chicago and revisited the dingy but mighty Wings Theater in the West Village.

On the road, I crowed about my daughter attending the prestigious L.A. County High School for the Arts, even though, from very early on, Tia did not seem to fully embrace the school’s insider philosophy and grueling regimen. I had decided to put the Mr. Mom/Volunteer Extraordinaire persona that I’d cultivated at FSC (Foundations School Community) on hold. When I did sign up to help with a few events, I found the vibe to be a bit too Hollywood for an institution that defined itself as an “arts school.” There were some overzealous stage moms; that’s for certain—another role that I’d learned not to play with Tia.

When the tour landed in L.A. and performed locally at USC (University of Southern California), Tia finally was able to really experience me doing my solo work: the characters that I’m best known for performing. This was yet another reason for me to have accomplished the tour, even though Tia is discomforted by watching me act.

There are two things that Tia doesn’t like to watch me do: cry and act. Perhaps these activities are not daddy-like; maybe—even though she shuns gender stereotyping—these are feminine indulgences. Mommies lose control of their emotions and cry, not daddies. Mommies put their emotions on display and become actresses, not dads.

I imagine that it’s my vulnerability that’s unnerving. When she first saw me on television, it was when Life Goes On—shot before she was born—popped up on television. She must have been five or six. She couldn’t reconcile the me on the television with the daddy-me in the room with her.

Years later, I think that her discomfort with me as an actor had to do with her ownership of me. I was her property, not the audience’s. Plus there’s the extravagance of emotion that I put forth. She is not the only one who is put off by my particular (acting) style.

There have been times when I have been determined to display my disquieting vulnerability, determined to let her know that I am allowed to be mommy, too. This is part of my duality: unclog the garbage disposal one day, then cry like a hormonally challenged madwoman the next.

“Would you be disappointed if I decided not to act?” she asked. I didn’t know if this was a response to LACHSA or simply Tia’s asserting her independence; in some odd way—like with many offspring of actors—it was simply assumed she’d follow that jaundiced brick road.

I defended myself vociferously, saying to my friend, “I’ve never said anything to indicate that I would be disappointed if Tia didn’t become an actress. Did I?”

One of my no-nonsense pals answered, “It’s not necessarily what you say but how you behave, the signals that you’ve been giving her.”

Oh, fuck, busted again. I did look critically at my behavior—from her first gig as a toddler at the STAGE event to her star turns at FSC—and had to admit that there was some part of me that wanted her to act. But there was another part of me that did not want her to endure the indignities that come with being an actress.

We talked about it at length. Ironically, as she was winding up her first year at LACHSA, she was invited back to FSC to play Hook in Peter Pan: a role that I repeatedly told her I should have played. What drew her to the idea of doing a play at FSC was the familial aspect of the theater; she would be back with some of her friends who idolized her. And she loved “playing” with these kids—a contrast to the competitiveness that seemed to permeate the LACHSA paradigm.

What pissed me off was LACHSA’s attitude toward Tia being excused from certain classes so that she could attend Peter Pan rehearsals, even though LACHSA kids were routinely let out of school to shoot commercials or film or television appearances. It galled me to think that her desire to play Hook was not taken seriously. Eventually—after much ridiculous back-and-forth—it was agreed that her schedule would accommodate her guest artist appearance.

The relationship between a daddy-actor and his child would become even more illuminated when I began my theatrical journey with Alex Davis, the daughter-to-son trans child of Brad Davis.
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“I first met you during a workshop for Rise Up and Shout!, a performance project benefiting and showcasing LGBT youth in the artistic community,” Alex Davis recalls. “When I saw you do one of your monologues at the workshop, I was very moved. I could tell you loved acting, lived for it.

“When it was suggested I work with you on a sort of one-man show / concert piece, one that included monologues about my life, I was reluctant. ‘I loathe acting, Michael,’ I told you. ‘Loathe it.’ But I was willing to try something new onstage to get people’s attention, giving them a good dose of my music while I had them.

“In addition to being trans and having a new point of view to offer in that arena, I had something else going for me if I was willing to open my mouth. I had a father with a powerful story, whom many would remember: actor Brad Davis. I had never wanted to talk about my dad, or my relationship with him, onstage; however, the time had come when I was willing to do it if it meant helping me move forward in entertainment.

“You pointed out that this show could be seen as an opportunity to do something original, something no one other artist was doing. No one else had a story like mine and audiences love new, invigorating stories. People want to relate to the person onstage in the deepest and most universal way possible and I had clearly been holding back. You made me question what I truly had to give and how much of it I was willing to offer up. I saw that if I worked hard at this endeavor, I might be able to contribute a useful piece of art to the world, which in my heart of hearts is what I really wanted to do.

“And if I was to do it, I needed the help of someone who understood how closely I guarded my family and my transition and who knew how to share the truth without overstepping one’s own boundaries. I needed someone with finesse who I could trust to keep my confidences. You proved to be that person.”

How could I possibly have not been attracted to the idea of working with the trans offspring of Brad Davis? The crosscurrents of cultural identification were a precursor that made my teaming with Alex almost inevitable.

Alex, then Alexandra, was eight years old when Brad died, when I went on national television, seated next to his mother (Susan Bluestein) and revealed my HIV status. Although I didn’t know Brad—I had interviewed him when he did an adaptation of Kafka’s Metamorphosis in 1982, the year before Alexandra was born—I felt a deep kinship with him. The tragedy that was Brad Davis resounded in me and those reverberations became part of my intense relationship with Alex.

Because Brad was a sex symbol who appealed to gay men (have you seen Querelle lately?) and died of AIDS, conjecture about his sexual preference was almost as popular as conspiracy theories about the Kennedy assassination.

He hustled during his “early days in New York,” Alex said, ambivalently, and he was an addict before he got clean in 1981. I was far more interested in Brad Davis, the father who died prematurely in a town that did not shelter him, than I was in what he did in bed or how he contracted the malicious virus.

And Alex, whose resemblance to his father is striking, seemed to be uncovering new territory in Hollywood and elsewhere by embracing the trans revolution as part of his story without dismissing the power of his father’s influence. The wrenching question for Alex, and those who see his inspired musicianship, remains: How would Brad have integrated the gender change of the girl he showered with frilly dresses? Would they have become gym mates?

While I was dealing with my sixteen-year-old as a so-called AIDS survivor, the poignancy of Brad and Alex—and let’s not forget his supportive mother—was a story that consumed me throughout most of 2010. I identified with so many intricacies of the plotline but most emphatically with the idea that I, like Brad, may leave my child earlier than either of us would like.

To acknowledge that a father-son motif emerged was stating the obvious; how could it not? Alex referred to me as “the professor”—an expression of endearment I continue to cherish. This was not unlike other theatrical excursions I’d embarked on that tended to mirror aspects of real life: the commingling juiciness of art.

I’m certainly not suggesting that the AIDS situation in Hollywood is as bleak as it was at the time of Brad’s death, but I believe that Brad, Tia, Alex and I share queer happenstance: a sense of impermanence that haunts. In many ways, Alex provided me with arteries of understanding about my child’s predicament: living our lives in public and out loud. Like Alex, Tia did not choose to be the child of a man whose life was and is an open book.

When Tia came home and announced that one of her teachers at LACHSA had been in a porno movie, I lost my breath momentarily. I knew what was coming: “Have you ever been in a porno movie, Daddy?”
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The rumor circulating at Tia’s school was that one of her teachers had done porn and that, ineluctably, led to her speculation that I may have been in a porn flick. Should I lie? After a moment of breathlessness, during which I considered whether or not to dodge this—how, other than being duplicitous?—I said, “Yes.”

The pause that followed was almost as long as my screen time in L.A. Tool & Die. These Big Questions are often asked with the deliberate choice to avoid eye contact. I’m often at the computer, and Tia could be as far off as her room, making a commentary or asking a question loud enough for the neighbors to hear.

Finally, she said, purposefully matter-of fact: “Well, it’s great that you were so comfortable with your body.” End of discussion. Finis. Curtain.

The apartment where we live is in the flatlands of hip Los Feliz, serves up with a view of the Observatory from Tia’s bedroom window. Then there’s the landing adjacent to our front door, which provides a vista that fluctuates with the seasons and morphs beguilingly from a.m. to p.m.

“It’s like we live in the clouds,” Tia says, marveling at the fluffy formations that do seem to envelop us in gradations of swirling powder blues. We have seen luminous rainbows—even double rainbows—from this scenic perch. And once, we were stunned by the fullness of a moon that seemed unreal; blindingly bright and so near to our building that it seemed as if we could reach out and touch it. As it turned out, it was a Hollywood moon, magically projected into the night sky from the Talmadge Studios a couple of blocks away.

There are scenes that aren’t so celestially drawn; in truth, some hellish verbal marathons erupt. My daughter is much more adept at putting on the brakes, retreating to a reasonable tone, while I escalate to high-pitched proportions. Somewhere in these battles (usually one forgets what “started” it), hurtful words are exchanged. We both know where to strike, shredding each other’s heartstrings. Then the regret. Tia goes numb, resolutely mute. Only a few times, she’s said that she hates me; more often, she projects that I hate her (“You sound like you hate me—everything I do”).

How can we take this drama back? How can we start over? Push rewind and delete this scene?

I cry. Then I sob—for both of us, since she remains dry-eyed. “I love you more than I’ve ever loved anyone. Anything. I worry about you. I don’t want to leave you. I’m afraid to die; afraid that I’ll die.”

All these words fall out of my mouth, cascading, spiraling, making no sense, having nothing to do with any shred of the argument.

Tia winds up comforting me. Who is the child? We hold each other. I heave. “I love you, Daddy. I know you love me. I’m sorry,” she whispers.

“I love you, too, Tia; love, love, love, love, love, love you.”

All other love pales: no man, no friend, no audience, no blood relative.

While I do feel more motherly than fatherly in particular situations, I am not narcissistic enough to overblow my importance and underplay the loss that Tia has begun to confront, especially in recent years.

In what typifies the robotic and inhumane communication of the Twenty-First-century, Tia’s birth mother asked my daughter to be her “friend” on Facebook. Since Tia insists that “she is not my mother,” she made it clear—twice; not once, but twice—that she did not want to be her Facebook “friend.”

This woman left Tia at the hospital, born two months premature, with no prenatal care, crack coursing through her tiny body, which weighed less than three pounds.

She visited once before Tia’s first birthday and held my daughter, reluctantly, for less than five minutes.

On Tia’s first birthday, she left a message, promising to call back in the late afternoon. She didn’t; in fact, she has never called before or since.

A few years ago, on the occasion of Marjorie Coleman’s death, she entered a crowded room where Tia and I were sitting with family members. She awkwardly said hello to me and then clumsily hugged Tia with an abruptness that could be read as comical if it weren’t so tragic. She then promptly made a deliberate exit. Again.

So Tia’s answer is “no” to her Facebook request. Unfortunately (but understandably), I believe that the mother’s behavior has tainted Tia’s potential relationship with her half siblings. “They are not my family,” she insists. “You are my family.”

Tia: “Knock, knock.”

Me: “Who’s there?”

Tia: “Madame.”

Me: “Madame who?”
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Tia: “Ma damn foot’s caught in the door.”

We play this game, back and forth, and have for years, just to remind ourselves of our shared history; it’s one of the many ways we confirm our closeness. This PG-rated version of a knock-knock joke was taught to me by my step-grandfather, Poppy, the only male grandparent I knew. He tended to overcompensate for his harridan wife (my mother’s mother, who detested me) by being genuinely on my team. I think of him with great affection when Tia and I carry on the tradition of this flimsy silliness.

I have never been in a relationship, nor have I ever observed a relationship, like I have with Tia. Our connection to each other exceeds any connection we might make with others (and we both partake in some intense ones). There are only two incidents that could alter our earthly bond: marriage (Tia’s) or death (likely mine).

Love and death are the two most difficult subjects for a writer to talk about with a scintilla of clarity. Yet the combination proves irresistible: I find it peering at me from every page.

And those accusations of both my selfishness and my craziness in regard to adopting Tia often haunt me now more than they did when they were first verbalized. I often feel guilty that I have brought her into my death drama—an innocent baby who had no choice in the matter.

We talk about it, frequently joking about it. Before she goes to school in the morning, she says that she checks to see if I’m still breathing. Or she’ll sometimes say, without a trace of laughter, that if she calls me on my cell—at a time that she assumes it would be logical for me to answer and I don’t—“I think you’re dead.”

I have been as appropriately honest with Tia as I can be over the years, second-guessing my longevity, telling her only the details that she can absorb without terrifying her in the process. I try to maintain an upbeat demeanor without forsaking a strong sense of realism.

Two of her girlfriends lost their fathers—both to unexpected heart attacks, both younger than I am.

“I just want to live long enough to be a grandfather—that’s my goal,” I tell her.

“You’ll live to be eighty-five,” Tia proclaims, not joking but introducing a certain gravitas.

“Honey, what about my poor feet? I don’t think I can live twenty-five more years with this pain.”

“They’ll be able to make you new feet by then.”

I laugh. “It’s true, I suppose. I’ll be the grandpa with fake feet!”

As our years together have unfolded, it does seem that Tia may take the world by storm before I take my permanent leave. For so many years, my overriding fear was that I’d die before she was the age of emancipation. But it now feels like I’ll be chirping plaintively in an empty nest.

Aside from nurturing the Kearns family (changing my grandchildren’s diapers), I’ve established some goals: learn, teach, travel, read, take classes, get two or three more cats and at least one dog.

“You should get a husband,” Tia says, a suggestion that she’s been working on for years.

“I’m open,” I answer, not even halfheartedly.

I feel ambivalent about the man thing that previously consumed so much of my life. I count two and a half husbands: Thom Racina, Philip Juwig and Eric Lim (the half due to the velocity with which that marriage came and went).

“Is your daughter the love of your life?”

Asked by a man that I’m on a first date with, the question feels icky—too intimate and a bit confrontational, yet unquestionably astute. The dinner has been romantic and he’s as sexy as hell, but I decide it’s a trick question and I initially veer to the defensive track.

Even if the truth dilutes the frisson of the moment, I ultimately admit that it’s true: of the myriad friends and relatives and lovers, past and present, Tia is unequivocally the love of my life.

He seems to understand and then admits that he is “envious.”

Mr. Date doesn’t stop there. “Do you think her love has kept you alive?”

That’s a question I can’t really answer. It would put a lot of responsibility on Tia, wouldn’t it? I think she has been the great motivator, especially during times of despair. There is little question that she is something to live for. My responsibility to her as a parent is something I take more seriously than anything.

I will leave the planet longing for more time with Tia. I will likely continue to write, teach, direct and act, for either artistic or monetary reasons. But I have no grand desire in that department either, no desire to play King Lear. The only role I’d like to play into eternity is that of Tia’s father.
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Behind the counter at the Department of Motor Vehicles, where Tia is applying for her driver’s permit, the black woman—with stern glasses teetering on her nose—scans the paperwork we’ve handed her and then looks up at the two of us.

“Where’s the mother?” she asks.

“There is no mother,” I say.

She looks positively baffled.

“What’s her mother’s name?” she persists, frowning, taking her glasses off to see us more clearly.

“There is no mother,” I repeat, as chipper as hell.

She returns to the application form as if it might hold the answer. Then she glares at me, as if I’ve done something terribly wrong.

“So you’re the guardian?”

“No, I’m not the guardian.

“I’m. Her. Father.”

Her discerning eyes move from me back to the paperwork and the oversize glasses are put back in place. “I guess that will be all right.

“It’s been more than all right,” I say, smiling.
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When Tia was sevenish, she scrawled a virtual valentine for me on a raggedy piece of paper, measuring approximately six by two and a half inches. The letters of the words are inconsistent, spilling onto the page this way and that, in the manner that a child draws, rather than writes, before she learns rules about consistently shaping the alphabet symbols, maintaining straight lines and incorporating the use of punctuation.

   Hi Dad I Love! You Love Tia Love You Dad

I got a second tattoo. Tia’s words, stenciled onto my forearm in the precise color of the ink she used, are part of my body, as permanently as anything can be.
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Me: “Knock, knock.”

Tia: “Who’s there?”

Me: “Madame.”

Tia: “Madame who?”

Me: “Ma damn foot’s caught in the door.”
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