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  Dedication






To my sister Toni,

without whose support you would not be reading these words.









  
  From the Author





This book was written, in part, during the chaotic first half of 2025. There may be disparities between what is described and events occurring as you read this. In that respect, I did not anticipate the challenges that the campaign of shock and awe would present.

Be assured that the information in this book is accurate as of July 2025.
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  Chapter one
How Did We Get Here?


“Yeah, they were caregivers.”

When I was working on my first book about straight women in the AIDS community — F*g Hags, Divas and Moms: The Legacy of Straight Women in the AIDS Community — a number of people had the same reaction: they assumed all the stories would be about caregivers.
It’s been said that there are four types of people: those who were caregivers, those who are caregivers, those who will be caregivers, and those who will need caregivers. Whether paid or unpaid, caregiving is critically important. I would never diminish the dedication and sacrifice of anyone who is or has been a caregiver. Early in the AIDS epidemic, caregiving responsibilities often fell to friends, because family members and even professionals recoiled from the thought of caring for someone dying from the virus. Caregiving has often been described in spiritual terms, and for those caring for the dying, their work often feels holy.
But limiting the involvement of straight women to caregiving alone is to deeply misunderstand all that they have accomplished for over forty years of AIDS. They were actively discouraged from involvement in something that was not about them. Dr. Mathilde Krim, a founder of amfAR (American Foundation for AIDS Research, known since 2005 as amfAR, Foundation for AIDS Research) was warned from the start that she was committing career suicide by focusing on AIDS. Chicago civil rights icon Rev. Willie Barrow faced criticism from her own congregation after coming forth publicly to support her son who was dying from AIDS. After international icon Elizabeth Taylor asked friends to support her first AIDS fundraiser, she later remarked, “I’ve never had so many people say no to me.”  These pioneers were ostracized and viewed with suspicion, their motives for helping people with AIDS questioned. But they persevered.
I was surprised that this supposition — of straight women only as caregivers — often came from gay men. In their defense, most of them were too young to remember the early days of AIDS. But it proved to me the need for such a book — to chronicle the achievements that changed the course of the epidemic, not just in the US, but around the world.
I was accused more than once of trying to change history. Guilty as charged, I suppose. The purpose of my book was to share stories that expanded the limited narrative of the epidemic. But the first time a gay man accused me of trying to erase the suffering of the LGBT community, I was a little hurt. Then I realized they hadn’t read F*g Hags, Divas and Moms.
I first thought about writing a book about the contributions of cisgender straight women in the HIV/AIDS community in 2014. At the time, I assumed that the emphasis would be on the relationship between straight women and gay men. And though that was a focus of many of the stories, I knew it was not the most important part. 
[image: ]
I was surprised that the F*g Hags book was truly groundbreaking. But it was. Over the years, cisgender straight women had written memoirs, but there had never been a book that considered them as a viable, important segment of the AIDS community. I was so sure that such a book already existed that I spent over a year looking for it, without success. So I decided to write one. One woman I spoke to early on said, “It's like Hidden Figures,” the story of the unrecognized women behind NASA’s first successful space launch. She was right. Even long-time AIDS activists told me that they learned from my book about women and their accomplishments that had previously been dismissed or ignored.
I enjoyed talking about those women; I still do. My tour events include women who appear in F*g Hags, so the audience could hear from them, too. And though I’d already been writing about the epidemic for a few years, I realized that I had become the go-to person to discuss straight women in the AIDS community.
[image: ]
Ilene Shaw, Krishna Stone, Victoria Noe, Terri Wilder, Nanette Kazaoka, Nancy Duncan (photo uncredited)
I’m no expert. I want to be clear about that. It’s just that I believed their stories deserved to be told. Needed to be told. Looking back, I recall the most frequent response I received when I asked to interview those women was, “Why would anyone care about what I did?” Public accolades were never a reason for their work. Their motivation was simple yet heroic: they saw a need and did what they could to address it.
Most of the women in the first book are still alive and active. But several have died since F*g Hags, Divas and Moms came out. I’m deeply grateful I was able to honor them while they were still alive.
The publication date was exactly a year before COVID hit — another virus without a cure, but a health crisis worsened by misinformation, fear, and stigma. I was triggered and so were a lot of my friends by the familiar sight of medical professionals in space suits, talk of ‘expendable’ populations, and Dr. Anthony Fauci on TV, again battling with an indifferent Republican president. The two viruses are not the same, but there were enough similarities to make it feel like 2020 was 1987 all over again.
It wasn’t until late 2023 that I came to believe that I needed to revisit the topic of straight women in the AIDS epidemic. At first I planned to create a second edition of F*g Hags to expand and update what I’d already written. But it soon became clear that this book would have a different tone, different issues, and a mostly different group of women.
 Only a few of the women appearing here were in the first book. I wanted to go back and find out how their work has changed since 2016, when I first interviewed them. I got an earful.
Two chapters here necessarily reach back to the early days of AIDS to provide context. But because this book does not have to focus on the historical record like the first one, I wanted to hear from more women currently in the field, under the age of 50 and women of color. I was interested in knowing why and how they came to the community — and why they stayed. Were their reasons so very different than the ones that motivated women early in the epidemic? What could they teach us about the state of straight women in the HIV community, and how to reach younger ones? Has much changed, and if it has, is it for the better?
Women who have worked in the field of AIDS for decades have a unique level of anger, based in frustration. Has our work mattered if we continue to face the same obstacles today? Why are we having the same conversations we had in the 80s and 90s? Why are we still in meetings where we’re the only woman or person of color in the room? Has any progress been made, or are we just treading water? 
While those questions were not unusual, I did not anticipate that the tone of this new book would be so different from its predecessor. When I began interviewing women in 2024 for Unstoppable, there was a sense of accomplishment voiced among my subjects. The women believed they had done good work that continued to make a difference. After the presidential election, though, there was a dramatic shift. Now they were worried about what would happen to their work with Donald Trump in charge again. Would he stick to his first term promise to end AIDS by 2030? Would he bow to his more bigoted supporters and ignore the HIV/AIDS community? We got our answer on January 20, 2025. Even a close reading of the GOP manifesto known as Project 2025 did not prepare us for the shock and awe tactics of his first 100 days. The speed of destruction of our hard-won achievements was breathtaking. It was no wonder we felt paralyzed for weeks.
After inauguration day, as executive actions flew off the Resolute desk upending every segment of society, I knew I had to go back and re-interview those women in the AIDS trenches. PEPFAR (President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief) and USAIDS (US Agency for International Development, which implements PEPFAR) had been decimated, clinical trials around the world were halted, lifesaving treatment access cut off for the most vulnerable here and abroad. Decades of work simply disappeared from government websites overnight. Jobs were eliminated; research stopped. Words and concepts deemed unacceptable because they represented DEI (diversity, equity, inclusion) evaporated. Words as benign as ‘woman’ were banned, along with any projects that focused on them. There was a palpable reaction that now could accurately be described as rage among these women in the AIDS community. The reasons are many, which will be clear as you read their stories. 
Beyond that anger, there are other differences in this book.
I did not include AIDS denialists in the first book because, frankly, they were not a big concern at that time. In fact, I thought they had mostly disappeared long ago. I was wrong. Along with anti-vaxxers, they have made a comeback, still debating or trying to erase the scientific facts that were settled in 1983. Now they have an ally serving as the Secretary of the Department of Health and Human Services, Robert F. Kennedy, Jr. So, in these pages, you’ll find out why they’ve gotten louder the past few years. And why they’re even more dangerous today.
You’ll also hear from a very unique group of women, often referred to as ‘dandelions.’ They are lifetime survivors, young women who were born with HIV or acquired it when they were children. And though there is increasing focus on long-term survivors who have lived with HIV for decades, this group is rarely included in the discussion. They have overlapping issues, but are also unique. They’re just too often rendered invisible.
When COVID hit in 2020, I asked some of the women in the first book to share their experiences with their second worldwide pandemic for my blog. I was thrilled that eight of them agreed to write about how this new virus triggered them. They had survived one worldwide pandemic, only to be faced with another, and relied on their previous battle experience to get them through this one. Their unique perspectives have been included in the National Women’s History Museum “Women Writing History: A Coronavirus Journaling Project” archive.
In the years since the F*g Hags release, some of these heroes have taken new jobs within the community; others have written their own memoirs. Their stories and their courage continue. You’ll learn here why they persist.
I share the frustration and anger of the women of all ages in this book. I have had HIV mansplained to me by young gay men who were born after the introduction of the antiretroviral ‘cocktail’ in 1996. As I said earlier, one man accused me of trying to rewrite history. Others claimed I was trying to erase the suffering of the LGBT community. Another insisted that older gay men have never fully grieved the loss of their friends to AIDS. I can assure you that I have seen the obvious signs of grief in the gay men I know: the survivor guilt, the PTSD, the maintaining of private lists of hundreds of friends and lovers lost to this horrific virus. They are like military vets, scarred forever by what they experienced and survived. As one of the women I interviewed observed, those of us who remember that time, whether we live with HIV or not, “are all damaged.”
But they, like the women whose stories I share, have also found ways to live. Their losses gave them a deep appreciation of their friends. They are all quite familiar with the fragility of life, and the importance of friendship. They may not be marching in the streets and getting arrested for it — though many are — but they continue to guide and influence the HIV/AIDS community.
One question that has come up as I worked on both books: why did I only consider cisgender straight women? Why not transgender women? Lesbians? That’s a fair question, so I’ll answer as simply as I can: I don’t know how to tell their stories.
Oh, I could give it a try. I’ve written about people who are nothing like me, and I think I did a credible job. But I feel a deep responsibility to the women in my books, in part because I’m one of them. During their interviews, we often find common ground. Our experiences are rooted in the fact that we are cisgender straight women. We are women who were not part of the LGBT community when they were hit first and hardest by AIDS. Most of us had the luxury of walking away from the devastation; we had one foot in and one foot out. Lesbians and transgender women did not. Our motives were often questioned; theirs were not. That sets up a different dynamic.
When members of this community confide in me that they, too, want to write a book, I always encourage them. Start writing down stories, one at a time; don’t self-edit. My most urgent advice: get into therapy if you’re writing a memoir because you never know when trauma will resurface.
But mostly I encourage
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