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Find a Volunteer Gig That Fits You
Browse thousands of local and national calls for volunteers at  
VolunteerMatch.org. You’ll find a mix of boots-on-the-ground, active roles like 
helping at a 5K, things you can do from home and lots of LGBTQ-focused 
opportunities. Join up with like-minded people or venture out on your own. You 
can filter opportunities by time commitment, location, cause and skillset, so you’re 
sure to land on a rewarding way to dedicate some of your valuable free time. 
Local LGBTQ+ organizations like Affirmations (goaffirmations.org/volunteer), the 
Ruth Ellis Center (ruthelliscenter.org/volunteer) and LGBT Detroit (lgbtdetroit.org/
volunteer) are always looking for volunteers, as well. 

With pumpkin spice (aka 
“basic bitch”) season 

just over the horizon, it’s 
time to cram in as much 
summer fun as you can 
manage. Keep it chill with a 
live stage performance, dive 
into something old that’s 
new again or answer the 
call to serve your community 
as a volunteer. Whatever 
you choose to do, don’t let 
summer slip away without a 
fight. 

Watch a Hot LGBTQ+ Movie 
on a Hot Summer Night
Why not make a hot summer night 
even hotter? Close the curtain and 

watch a passion-driven or just plain ol’ dirty LGBTQ+ movie with a 
sexy companion or treat yourself to a night in.

Here are a few ideas:

• “Below Her Mouth” (2017, NC-17): an erotic drama featuring a 
very passionate lesbian sex scene

• “Fire Island” (2022, Unrated): Bowen Yang from “SNL” stars in 
this fun (and sometimes sexually adventurous) queer-focused 
Netflix rom-com 

• “Pink Flamingos” (1972, NC-17): A classic for all the right (and 
wrong) reasons, you won’t be the same after streaming this 
John Waters comedy, which is punctuated by lots and lots of 
(very explicit) queer sex and… other sexual things

Roller Skate Your Way Into an Old 
School Groove 
In case you missed the news, roller skating is 
back. We’re not saying you have to feather 
your hair Farrah Fawcett-style or source an old-
school boombox, but it couldn’t hurt. Local artist 
Mieyoshi Ragernoir talked about her love for 
roller skating in a BTL interview in June. “I think 
it’s beautiful,” she said. “I didn’t realize how fun 
— it’s like you’re dancing on air, gliding. I love 
it.” Join a group like Queers on Wheels or check 
out open skates and special events at rinks like 
Northland, RollerCade (the nation’s oldest Black-
owned rink), Detroit Roller Wheel, Roller Skate 
Detroit or Royal Skateland. 

Road Trip to Jackson or Allegan Pride Fests

Don’t miss two late-in-the-season Pride fests happening in Jackson and 
Allegan on Aug. 20. Jackson Pride will take place in downtown Jackson. Following a parade 
down West Michigan Avenue, head to Horace Blackman Park for food booths, family-friendly 
activities and live music by Jackson-based folk singer/songwriter Chey Haliwil, The Rolling Hills, 
a folk-indie duo from Charlotte that features a viola, and BIG L & Code Blü, a South-Central 
Michigan-based group that plays R&B, funk and rock. 

Also on Aug. 20, Allegan, Michigan will hold its first Pride event at Riverside Plaza in downtown 
Allegan. This family-friendly event will feature a drag queen story time, educational and 
motivational speakers, a drag performance, music, food and more.

More info at facebook.com/jxnmipride and facebook.com/alleganspeakup.

Catch One Last Summer Show at the Ringwald
“Plot Points in Our Sexual Development” by Miranda Rose Hall will close out 
the summer season at the Ringwald Theatre at Affirmations in Ferndale. Billed 
as a “contemporary queer love story,” the play focuses on Theo, a self-described 
“genderqueer trans person who is not a woman and is not a man,” and Cecily, a 
cisgender lesbian. The pair want to be honest about their sexual histories, but must 
wrestle with what that will mean for their relationship. 

“Plot Points in Our Sexual Development” runs Aug. 26-Sept. 12. Visit theringwald.com for 
ticket information.

Photo: Criterion

Please check event pages for the most up-to-date scheduling information.

BY SARAH BRICKER HUNT

5 Queer Things You Can Do Right Now-ish
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For the First Time Ever, This 
Tiny Town in Michigan Will 
Have a Pride Festival

Michigan Primary 
Election Results

BY SARAH BRICKER HUNT

Allegan, Michigan is quintessential 
small-town America. There’s a main 
street and restaurants serving happy 
diners along the Kalamazoo River. 
It’s a place where people on the 
street say hello to strangers and 
friends alike. Chances are, most 

Michiganders haven’t visited this 
city of 5,000, though they may have 
driven through it passing west on 
the way to queer hotspot Saugatuck-
Douglas and Lake Michigan. 

Lately, though, there’s been a buzz 
among Allegan community members. 
Something distinctly not-so-quiet is 
about to happen here on Aug. 20: the 

city’s first-ever Pride festival, Allegan 
Out Loud.  

“I’ve been approached with the 
question of whether Allegan is 
ready for a Pride fest several times,” 
organizer Eddie Quinones-Walker 
says. “And my response to them is 
always that we shouldn’t be focusing 
on whether or not we’re ‘ready’ for 

this. We should be focusing on 
whether or not there’s a need for it.”

Yes, the drag queens are coming. 
The loud, proud Pridegoers, in all 
their rainbow-resplendent regalia, are 
coming, too. Hopefully, the people 
hurling hateful comments on social 
media toward Allegan, Speak Up!, the 
organization behind the event, will 
stay home. After all, as Quinones-
Walker says, it’s not for them. 

The need for a Pride fest is more 
than apparent to Quinones-Walker 
and fellow Allegan, Speak Up! 
members, including founders Landria 
and Parker Johnson and Quinones-
Walker’s husband, Elvin. “There’s a 
big vacuum of representation within 
our community,” he says. “Those 
who are resisting are the ones who 
aren’t ready, and, well, this event isn’t 
necessarily for them.” 

Plenty of people in and around 
Allegan are more than ready for 
Pride. “It’s put a lot of energy into 
the community,” Quinones-Walker 
says. “So many people are super 
supportive.” He says he’s heard from 
community members who have 
been waiting for a Pride event for 
“decades.” 

He’s hearing from people who, he 
says, weren’t expecting to see a Pride 
festival any time soon, but who are 
grateful it’s happening. “Once we see 
the amount of people who come out 
and we get to have these face-to-face 
interactions with them, we’ll really 
get to see the impacts that we make,” 
he adds. 

The event opens with a drag queen 
story time hosted by Beauty Beyond 
Drag Productions out of Grand 
Rapids. Quinones-Walker says 
initially the story time was meant 
to take place at the Allegan District 
Library, a decision that spurred a 
great deal of community angst in 
an era when Republican rhetoric is 
focused on harming the LGBTQ+ 
community. Lately, that focus has 
been on drag performers. 

At a time when queer Americans 
are being classed as “groomers” and 
“pedophiles” by one of the major 
political parties, it’s a brave choice 
to include a show geared toward 
kids. Quinones-Walker says he’s 
heard that the Proud Boys, the 
prominent white supremacist group 
that has disrupted similar events 
throughout the country over the 
past few months, was aware of the 
event and sharing information about 
it online. To be clear, the group 
hasn’t made specific threats, but that 
activity was concerning enough to 
warrant a careful approach to safety 
at the event. 

Soon, Allegan’s Episcopal Church 

of the Good Shepherd stepped in and 
offered to host the event. Since the 
building is private, unlike a public 
library, Allegan, Speak Up! will have 
more say in who is allowed through 
the doors. The church has stood 
strong in its decision, waving off 
angry congregants and community 
members. “It’s very brave of them,” 
Quinones-Walker says. 

Drag queen story time will feature 
age-appropriate material. In fact, 
the whole day will feature all-ages 
entertainment, including the drag 
performance that will wrap up the 
festival and the motivational and 
educational talks that will take place 
on the main stage in “gorgeous” 
Riverfront Plaza. 

Quinones-Walker says Allegan 
County’s first openly gay judge, Bill 
Baillargeon, will give a talk, as will 
the city’s mayor, Delora Andrus. The 
organizers are also in touch with Jon 
Hoadley, the former openly gay state 
rep who recently made headlines 
when the Michigan Senate refused 
to allow him to serve on the Western 
Michigan University Board of 
Trustees. 

Quinones-Walker and his husband 
Elvin hold the distinction of being 
Allegan County’s first legally married 
same-sex couple. He says they arrived 
in the area eight years ago to start 
a recycling company and almost 
immediately became involved in 
the community, educating and 
encouraging people to recycle 
more. It was in early 2020 that the 
pair joined up with Landria and 
Parker Johnson to launch Allegan, 
Speak Up!, as Black Lives Matter 
protests were being held seemingly 
everywhere but Allegan. 

While Quinones-Walker looked on 
as the “entire country was in flames,” 
Allegan, he says, was “absolutely 
silent.” Nothing was being said for 
or against the BLM movement, and 
putting out a sign wasn’t enough. 
Allegan, Speak Up! organized a BLM 
rally in Allegan, which he says was 
“really successful.” 

“Ever since, we’ve just kind of kept 
this momentum going, trying to do 
outreach,” he says. “We’re just trying 
to show our surrounding community 
what our community stands for. 
We’re here to give a voice to those 
that have had theirs taken away.”

Allegan Out Loud will be held 3-10 
p.m. Aug. 20 starting with Drag Queen 
Story Time at 3 p.m. at The Episcopal 
Church of the Good Shepherd, 
followed by food, music, speakers 
and entertainment at Riverside Plaza. 
Follow Allegan, Speak Up! at facebook.
com/alleganspeakup.

Several Hopeful Signs for LGBTQ+ Community
BY JON KING

With the Aug. 2 primaries 
now in the rear-view mirror 
and the November general 

election firmly in the headlights, here 
are some key takeaways for the LGBTQ+ 
community from the results.

1. Democrats taking control of the 
Michigan House will require flipping 
formerly red seats to blue. 

Perhaps the best chance of that happening 
is in Oakland County’s 20th District, where 
Noah Arbit easily won a three-way race for 
the Democratic nomination. The 26-year-
old, who is gay, told supporters on Aug. 2 
that his campaign is about transparency 
and openness, whether related to budget 
priorities in Lansing or people’s personal 
right to dignity.

“To every gay kid, every LGBTQ kid 
in this state or in this country, I want you 
to know: There are many people who 
will try to tell you who you are or what 
you can be,” said Arbit. “Do not listen 
to them. Don’t ever change for anyone. 
Don’t waste this one precious life being 
anything other than that fearless, truest 
you. Take it from someone who wasted 
far too much time hiding. And suffering. 
I have walked in your shoes, I have fought 
your fights. And now I will fight for you.”

2. Voters have a chance to erase 
previously unmovable barriers. 

That might best be exemplified by the 
victory of Southfield City Councilman 
Jason Hoskins for the Democratic 
nomination to Oakland County’s 18th 
District. If he wins in November, as is 
expected, Hoskins would be one of the 
first out LGBTQ+ people of color in the 
state legislature. He’s also ready to hit the 
ground running, having worked for almost 
a decade as a staffer for two Southfield state 
legislators and helping to craft legislation 
aimed at reducing commercial blight and 
promoting open government.

3. There will be a clear choice at the top 
of the ticket. 

Republican businesswoman and 
conservative commentator Tudor Dixon 
won the Republican primary for Michigan 
governor on Aug. 2, pitting her against 
Democratic Gov. Gretchen Whitmer. This 
is a no-brainer for LGBTQ+ advocates, 
as Dixon has championed legislation 
prohibiting schools from sponsoring 
drag queens and removing any discussion 
about sex and gender from elementary 
schools. In her victory speech, Dixon 
immediately launched gender-based 
attacks in an attempt to distance herself 
from Gov. Whitmer. Dixon referred to 
Gov. Whitmer as a “birthing parent” and 
“not a real woman.”

To be fair, all of the GOP candidates 
held similar (if not worse) positions, but 
the importance of returning Whitmer 
for a second term is now crystal clear. 
The same can be said for reelecting 
both Attorney General Dana Nessel 
and Secretary of State Jocelyn Benson. 
Their GOP counterparts have signed 
on wholeheartedly with the rabidly 
anti-LGBTQ+ agenda put forth by the 
Republican Party.

In the case of Nessel, her dogged support 
for universal human rights stands in stark 
contrast to Republican AG candidate 
Matthew DePerno, who has openly 

advocated for a state’s rights point of view 
that would jeopardize not only the right 
to contraception, but to gay marriage as 
well. Meanwhile, Republican Secretary 
of State candidate Kristina Karamo has 
said churches that hang a rainbow flag are 
“agents of Satan,” while also making claims 
connecting premarital sex and the LGBTQ+ 
community with pedophilia and bestiality.

4. Representation matters, especially 
at the local level. 

Genesee County Board of Commission 
Chair Dominique Clemons won his 
nomination fight for the 4th District. 
Clemons, who describes himself as a 
bisexual, cisgender man, also serves as 
Director of Staff Development and Diversity, 
Equity & Inclusion for the Michigan House 
of Representatives Democratic Caucus. 
In addition to serving as board chair, 
Commissioner Clemons also sits on the 
Genesee County Metropolitan Planning 
Commission, Genesee County Parks Board, 
Flint Cultural Center Foundation board, 
and is Co-Chairperson of the Genesee 
County Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion 
Ad-Hoc Committee.

5. The best revenge is winning. 

Openly gay Washtenaw County 
See Primary Summary, page 34

A Pride Flag adorns the Episcopal Church of the Good Shepherd in Allegan, which will host a drag queen story time during the city’s 
first Pride event. Photo: Tom Buchanan
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Important Things to Say, and Finally Saying Them
Years in the Making, Emilio Rodriguez’s ‘God Kinda Looks Like Tupac’ Even More Relevant Now

BY JOHN BESCHE

Emilio Rodriguez thought nothing of it when 
he handed a cache of unproduced scripts to 
an Ann Arbor artistic director four years ago. 
Rodriguez isn’t new to Michigan’s theater scene 
— he teaches screenwriting at the University 
of Michigan and serves as artistic director 
of Detroit’s Black and Brown Theatre, which 
creates opportunities for theater artists of color 
and the communities they are a part of. Now, 

after pandemic delays and an 11th-hour cast 
illness, “God Kinda Looks Like Tupac” is, at 
last, playing at Theatre Nova in Ann Arbor 
through Aug. 21. 

The roughly 90-minute play explores ongoing 
questions of identity, race and classroom politics 
as it tells the story of a young Black student 
named Corinne (MJ Handsome) who paints an 
unorthodox portrait of God for a Black History 
Month symposium. Corinne’s artwork depicts 
a harmonious multicultural crowd enjoying a 

sunny day in Detroit, watched over not by a 
bearded octogenarian, but late hip-hop legend 
Tupac Shakur. Corinne’s teachers Karina (Maria 
“Mo” Ochoa), a Cuban-American Spanish 
teacher, and Garrett (Nate Brassfield), a white 
art teacher, wrestle with how or whether to 
support her choice. 

Still, Rodriguez, who identifies as gay and 
won the Robert Chesley/Victor Bumbalo LGBT 
Playwriting Award in 2018, thinks that the 
LGBTQ+ community is uniquely positioned 

to understand Corinne and her struggle to be 
seen and understood.

“I hope that people who are a part of any 
community that identifies as marginalized, 
whether it’s LGBTQ+, disabled and/or BIPOC 
can connect with Corinne’s journey of being 
told how she should identify or being told 
how she should acknowledge her identity,” 
Rodriguez says.

Originally written in 2015, the play hits 
differently now, as a result of a changed 

cultural climate. George Floyd’s murder, the 
#MeToo movement, the COVID-19 pandemic 
and many other moments have rattled the 
country’s sensibilities about race, security 
and narrative. Watching a young artist use her 
voice while her teachers stumble over how to 
respond, the play strikes a nerve. Ultimately, 
there isn’t a clean break between right and 
wrong. 

Rodriguez tells BTL that all the characters 
are “a little bit right,” even the volatile, 
frustrated Garrett. 
“Eve n  G ar re t t ’s 
re a c t i ons  are  a 
result of a systemic 
problem rather than 
a personal problem. 
So I think because 
we’re l imited in 
t h e  a m o u n t  o f 
characters that we 
see, it kind of can 
read as like, ‘Oh, 
Garrett is a problem.’ 
But my intention is 
for him to represent 
a n  e d u c at i o n a l 
problem that I think 
is getting more and 
more attention now 
on social media.”

Rodriguez, who 
has worked as a 
s u b s t i t u t e  a n d 
full-time teacher, 
empathizes with 
teachers — and the 
root causes of the 
shortage thereof — 
who are often spread 
thin and caught on 
TikTok at a breaking 
point.  He noted 
that teachers take 
on a variety of roles 
in their students’ 
lives and that non-
teachers aren’t in a 
place to shame them 
or assume that they would necessarily behave 
differently if put in that situation.

“I’m so glad that people are having 
conversations, finally, about the disrespect 
that the American educational system has 
for teachers,” Rodriguez says. “I think it’s a 
long overdue conversation, but it also makes 
me wonder, OK, and now what are we going 
to do about that?”

What Rodriguez has done, and will 
continue to do, is pose these questions to 
live audiences.

Reflecting on the process of creating 
this play, he thought it was “completely 
unproducible” in 2015. Still, even as 
conversations about race and identity have 
become more mainstream, Rodriguez chose 
not to rewrite the play for a 2022 audience. 

“It makes me wonder how much is still 
relevant,” Rodriguez says, “which in some 

ways that can feel kind of sad, that we’re still 
having the same conversations that were in 
my forefront in 2015. But I think it showed 
that 2020 gave us a lot of pause and reflection 
to think about these conversations, and think 
about these problems. And now we’re in 
the phase where we can start to take action 
on them and start to really delve into that 
conversation where I think so many more 
people are invested in it now than 2015 or 
2010.”

Rodriguez cautioned, though, that even 
though audiences are more aware of these 
conversations, that people are liable to forget. 
Food for thought: Rodriguez believes that the 
play would have a slightly different ending in 
2021 than 2022.

“In 2021, we were, as a country, in a much 
more reflective state because everything was 
on a pause, for us to acknowledge our own 
biases much deeper,” he says. “In 2022, as we’re 
returning to normal, our time for reflection 
is getting shorter because we are returning to 
our normal routines.”

“God Kinda Looks Like Tupac” is currently 
playing at Theatre Nova in Ann Arbor through 
Aug. 21. Tickets are $22, with a pay-what-you-
can option. For tickets and more information, 
visit Theatre Nova’s website.

Emilio Rodriguez. Photo courtesy of Theatre Nova
Emilio Rodriguez. Photo courtesy of Theatre Nova



BTL  |  August 18, 2022 www.PrideSource.com www.PrideSource.com10 BTL  |  August 18, 2022 11

I woke up this morning 
thinking about disgraced 
former president Donald 
Trump and how relieved I was 

that he wasn’t on Twitter any more so that I was not 
constantly bombarded by what is surely him at his 
most unhinged. As he’s been having a rough time of 
things lately.

Then I listened to What A Day, the podcast I begin 
every day with. And I was brought back to reality. 

Host Priyanka Aribindi describes the “scary 
reality” that is the “rise in violent threats against the 
FBI and even calls for a civil war amongst Trump 
supporters throughout the country. There is a lot of 
this happening online.”

Host Josie Duffy Rice says that if you look on Truth 
social, the social media platform for disgraced former 
presidents and their deranged followers, you will see 
“really aggressive and violent” threats.

Already, one of those threats has become reality for 
a deranged follower. Last week, a Trump supporter 
in Ohio attacked an FBI field office in Cincinnati 
and was shot and killed by police after a 50-mile 
freeway chase. The domestic terrorist had been active 
in Trumpland social media, posting about rigged 
elections and that the country faces “tyranny.” His 
last post seems to have been made from a cornfield 
where he was trapped by police.

What has caused Trumpland to go Threat Level 
Orange? The FBI raid of Mar-A-Lago. Were they 
hoping to get a selfie with the Trump man himself? 
No. They were there because Trump took a bunch of 
documents and shit he wasn’t supposed to take from 
the White House after he LOST THE ELECTION, 
because of course he did. This is not a man who has 
ever felt that laws actually apply to him.

Thankfully Republicans are being super chill and 
mature about the whole thing saying things like, “Oh, 
boy. This doesn’t look good. Maybe we were wrong 
to place our trust in this guy.”

Ha, just kidding. They’re standing by their man, 
who has already preemptively accused the FBI of 
planting information. And they’re willing to die for 
him. Politically and literally.

“The FBI and Department of Homeland Security 
issued a joint bulletin warning of a spike in threats 
against federal law enforcement since the Mar-a-Lago 
search,” Duffy Rice says, adding that “it’s actually really 
scary to see, like how many people are willing to just 
go to war for Donald Trump.”

And it IS really scary. Honestly, I can’t think of a 
less worthy person to risk your life for than Trump. 
He would not do the same for you. 

Many Republicans are saying that taking boxes of 
documents that absolutely do not belong to Trump 
back to his fancy clubhouse after losing the election 
is no big deal. 

But is there any job you can be fired from and just 
help yourself to their documents? You couldn’t do 
that at a Home Depot. “Oh yeah, I’m FIRED? Well, 
I’ll just take the last year’s worth of receipts from 
the garden center and the personal files of everyone 
on the morning shift, thank you very much.” Your 
employer would call the police. They wouldn’t just 
throw up their hands and say, “OK, but at least try to 
keep them in a climate controlled environment for us.” 

These are scary times when right-wing extremists 
barely need a nudge before getting violent. And they’re 
feeling mighty pushed right now with their Supreme 
Ruler screaming about hoaxes and witch hunts. 

We saw what Trump’s lies and rejection of reality 
led to on Jan. 6. Things haven’t calmed down since 
then. It’s not like the people who stormed the 
Capitol Building in D.C. went home and, after being 
unsuccessful in their attempt to overturn the election, 
changed their ways and accepted Joe Biden’s win as 
legitimate. They still believe that the 2020 election was 
stolen. They still believe that Trump is the president. 
Hell, they want to make him king. 

All of this comes at a time when rights of all kinds 
are under attack. Reproductive rights, civil rights, 
voting rights. The Republican Party and the extremists 
who call it home are a clear and present danger to 
the country. Meanwhile they are trying to convince 
everyone that the real threat is a transgender kid being 
allowed on the swim team or a school library with 
a copy of “Pride: The Story of Harvey Milk and the 
Rainbow Flag” on the shelf. This puts LGBTQ+ people 
at extreme risk during a time of already heightened 
risk. 

We’ve got to vote these extremists out at every 
level of government. The November election is just 
around the corner. Make a plan to vote, and vote early 
if you can. They’ve shown us what they’re willing to 
do after the 2020 election. No doubt they have their 
sights on 2022. We must be vigilant. Things are only 
going to get uglier.

There’s an old adage that advises people to 
hope for the best, but prepare for the worst.

With the U.S. Supreme Court now 
dominated by a conservative majority that 

apparently has no shame in overturning well-established rulings 
that protect civil liberties, members of the LGBTQ+ community 
would be wise to start preparing.

That’s because Justice Clarence Thomas, in his concurring 
decision supporting the overturning of Roe v. Wade, has already 
called for the Court to revisit previous decisions striking down 
laws that prohibit contraception, same-sex sodomy between 
consenting adults, and same-sex marriage.

A key component of all those advances in civil liberties 
is the right to privacy, which is not stated explicitly in the 
Constitution, but has been a fundamental part of U.S. law 
since 1965. That’s when the Court, in a case challenging a 
Connecticut statute outlawing the use of contraception, found 
that the “fundamental constitutional guarantees” protected by 
the Bill of Rights encompass a right to privacy. 

It was only seven years ago, in Obergefell v. Hodges, that a 
more enlightened majority on the Supreme Court relied, in part, 
on that precedent in making its landmark decision legalizing 
same-sex marriage. Chief Justice John Roberts, along with 
Justices Thomas and Samuel Alito, were all opposed. Now, with 
three staunchly conservative justices nominated by Donald 
Trump on the Court, they form a solid majority.

That does not bode well for the LGBTQ+ community. 
Emboldened by the decision to strip the right to an abortion 

from federal law, conservative politicians and activists have 
turned up the volume on calls for the Court to do the same 
with marriage equality.

I’m not saying this Court is definitely poised to overturn 
Obergefell. But it is certainly possible they could choose to 
consider doing so in the coming years. Given that frightening 
reality, it would be prudent for married same-sex couples 
to act now and make sure they have legal documents in 
place concerning finances and health care, that protect and 
acknowledge their relationships. This is particularly important 
for same-sex couples with children.

Although Michigan birth certificates recognize both spouses 
when a child is born during their marriage, it does not guarantee 

BY BRODY LEVESQUE

The queer community is mourning the loss of LGBTQ+ 
advocate and ally Olivia Newton-John.

In an announcement on Facebook Monday, Aug. 8, John 
Easterling, the husband of the singer and actress, relayed 
the news that she had died at age 73.

Newton-John had been battling breast cancer for over 
three decades, her first cancer diagnosis in 1992 when she 
was 44. Although she had previously seen her cancer in 
remission, in 2017 she was diagnosed again.

In October of 2020 in an interview with The Guardian 
the pop star and actor spoke about her third diagnosis of 
cancer. “Three times lucky, right?” she smiled warmly. “I’m 
going to look at it like that. Listen, I think every day is a 
blessing. You never know when your time is over; we all 
have a finite amount of time on this planet, and we just 
need to be grateful for that.” 

When BTL Editorial Director Chris Azzopardi 
interviewed Newton-John in 2017, just before she 
announced the recurrence, she said, “My dream is to see 
an end to cancer in my lifetime.” In the interview, she also 
touched on her affinity for her LGBTQ+ fans.

“I love you guys,” she said. “You’re so loyal and lovely 
to me, and I appreciate you.” 

The cancer’s return in 2017 was, she told The Guardian, 
not unexpected. “It’s been a part of my life for so long. I 
felt something was wrong. It’s concerning when it comes 
back, but I thought: ‘I’ll get through it again.’”

What of her health problems? “I don’t think of myself 
as sick with cancer,” she said firmly. “I choose not to see 

With This Supreme Court, the 
LGBTQ+ Community Must Prepare 
for Attacks on Their Rights

CREEP OF THE WEEK
Trump Happy To Let Supporters Die 
Defending His Right To Do Crimes

 LGBTQ+ Rights
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 Olivia Newton-John
Continued from previous page

By Jay Kaplan

By D’Anne Witkowski

See LGBTQ+ Rights, next pageSee Olivia Newton-John, next page

parental rights will be protected. If you 
are not the biological parent, either a 
court order recognizing your status or 
a formal adoption may be required. 

Doing so can be expensive. So, I’m 
also asking for attorneys allied with the 
LGBTQ+ community to step up and 
offer their assistance free of charge to 
folks who lack the financial resources 

needed to obtain this important 
protection. 

With an uncertain future on the 
horizon, we can’t assume the rights 
we’ve fought so hard to obtain will 
remain. In addition to hoping for the 
best, we need to remain active and work 
to ensure we elect politicians committed 
to serving the interests of LGBTQ+ 
people. And, to be safe, we must also 
prepare for any hostile changes that 
may come our way as a result of future 
Supreme Court decisions.

Remembering 

Olivia
it as a fight either because I don’t like 
war. I don’t like fighting wherever it is 
– whether it’s outside or an actual war 
inside my body. I choose not to see it 
that way. I want to get my body healthy 
and back in balance. Part of that is your 
mental attitude to it. If you think: ‘Poor 
me,’ or ‘I’m sick,’ then you’re going to 
be sick.”

The pop star and singer was arguably 
best known for her breakout role in 
“Grease,” the 1978 American musical 
romantic-comedy film based on the 
1971 musical of the same name by Jim 
Jacobs and Warren Casey, which co-
starred Oscar-nominated actor John 
Travolta.

In addition to her husband, she is 
survived by her 36-year-old daughter, 

Chloe Lattanzi. 
The family asked for donations to 

be made to her cancer organization, 
the Olivia Newton-John Foundation 
Fund, in lieu of flowers. 

In the BTL interview, Newton-John 
reflected on losing her sister (Rona 
Newton-John, who died in 2013 from 
brain cancer) and had a message for 
those left behind. “I think grief is not 
something that is talked about enough,” 
she said. “There’s no time when there’s 
a loss. Loss is different for everybody. 
The people you’ve lost, they’ll always 
be in your life; they’ll always be there, 
in your heart.”

This article originally appeared in the 
Washington Blade and is made available 
in partnership with the National Gay 
Media Association. Additional reporting 
by Sarah Bricker Hunt.

Why We Should Hope for the Best, Prepare For the Worst

‘Grease’ Star Told BTL She 
Had Hopes to ‘See an End to 
Cancer Within My Lifetime’
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Back to School: 9 Queer-Inclusive 
Picture Books For LGBTQ+ Kids
BY DANA RUDOLPH

Back-to-school time is 
here, so why not get your 
kids in the mood with 

some LGBTQ-inclusive picture 
books set in schools? There are 
now many such books, but here 
are a few of my favorites, across 
a variety of identities, that focus 
on first days of school and other 
moments of being welcoming, 
supportive and inclusive. 

‘Calvin’
by JR and Vanessa Ford, 
illustrated by Kayla Harren (G.P. 
Putnam’s Sons)

Calvin has always known he’s a 
boy. In this gentle first-person story, 
he transitions with the support of 
his parents, brother, grandparents, 
friends and teacher. Although Calvin 
worries about what will happen at 
school, he feels “safe and happy” 
when on the first day, the principal 
calls him “Calvin.” He then finds 
the name “Calvin” already on his 

classroom cubby and “everywhere 
it should be.” He introduces himself 
to the whole class and spells his name 
with pride.

The ‘Max and Friends’ 
series
by Kyle Lukoff, illustrated by 
Luciano Lozano (Reycraft)

In the first book of this series, 
“Call Me Max,” transgender boy 
Max shares his realization that he 
is trans and navigates his first day 
of school. He tells the teacher the 
name he wants to use, makes friends, 

and even learns from them about 
his own gender assumptions. Max 
encounters some obstacles around 
bathroom access, but this tale is not 
entirely about his challenges; much 
of the book centers on Max playing 
with his friends and being supported 
by his parents. In “Max and the 
Talent Show,” Max helps his friend 
Stephen, who likes to wear dresses 
but identifies as a boy, prepare for 
the school talent show. In “Max on 
the Farm,” Max and his friend Teresa 
get into (minor) mischief during a 
class trip to a farm. While Max’s trans 
identity is not a focus for the second 
two, nor is it ignored completely, it 
sometimes impacts Max’s responses 
to certain situations.

‘If You’re a Kid Like Gavin: 
The True Story of a Young 
Trans Activist’
by Gavin Grimm and Kyle Lukoff, 
illustrated by J Yang (Katherine 
Tegan Books)

Grimm, a transgender boy, 
successfully fought his high school 
in federal court for the right to 
use the boy’s bathroom. Lukoff, a 
two-time Stonewall Award winner, 
Newbery honoree and trans man, was 
the perfect partner for this story of 
Grimm’s experience, a powerful true 
tale of choices and resilience.

‘A Princess of Great 
Daring’
by Tobi Hill-Meyer, illustrated 
by Eleanor Toczynski (Flamingo 
Rampant)

A transgender girl (who happens 
to have two moms) spends her first 
day at school after transitioning. 
While her friends are unfailingly 
supportive and happy to have her 
play the princess in a game, they then 
assume that she wants to be rescued 
— an assumption she challenges, 
defying those who assume a trans girl 
(or any girl) will necessarily adhere 
to traditional feminine stereotypes.

‘What Riley Wore’
by Elana K. Arnold, illustrated by 
Linda Davick (Simon & Schuster)

On the first day of school, 
Riley wears a bunny outfit. 
Rather than making Riley 
an object of ridicule, Riley’s 
soft bunny ears comfort a 
classmate who was crying. 
We then see Riley, who is 
never gendered, wearing 
various outfits that elicit 
praise from students and 
teacher. When another child 
asks, “Are you a girl or a 
boy?” Riley simply answers, 
“Today I’m a firefighter. And 
a dancer,” and several other 
fanciful things. The other 
child responds, “Want to 
play?” A refreshing message 
of acceptance.

‘The Little Library’
by Margaret McNamara, 
illustrated by G. Brian 
Karas (Schwartz & Wade)

Part of the creators’ 
popular “Mr. Tiffin’s Classroom” series, this 
is the tale of a boy who “is a slow and careful 
reader” and a librarian (who uses they/them 
pronouns) helping him find just the right 
book for his interests and the way he reads.

‘Timid’
written and illustrated by Harry Woodgate 
(Little Bee Books)

Timmy, who uses they/them pronouns, 
loves to dress up in sparkly costumes and 
perform — in their room. In front of an 
audience, however, a giant lion appears to 
“ROAR their confidence away.” Timmy fears 
the upcoming school play until he partners 
with a shy classmate and they help each other 
overcome their fears. Woodgate’s prose is 
lovely, but it is their expressive and colorful  

illustrations that make the 
book really shine.

‘A a r o n  S l a t e r, 
Illustrator’
b y  A n d r e a  B e a t y , 
i l lustrated by David 
Roberts (Abrams)

A boy who struggles 
with reading (and happens 
to have two moms) learns 
how to use art to express 
the stories he wants to 
tell. Part of the bestselling 
“The Questioneers” series 
that includes “Ada Twist, 
Scientist,” this volume’s 
lyrical rhyming text; colorful, 
sketch-like illustrations, and 
dyslexia-friendly font give it 
wide appeal.

‘All Are Welcome’
by Alexandra Penfold, 
illustrated by Suzanne 

Kaufman (Alfred A. Knopf)
A group of children, diverse in many ways, 

interact and play during their day at school 
as they hear the affirming message “All are 
welcome here.” We see their different kinds of 
parents, including ones with two moms and 
two dads, at the beginning and end of the day.

For more school-themed, LGBTQ-
inclusive picture books, early chapter 
books, and middle-grade titles with a range 
of storylines, visit mombian.com/database 
and filter by the tag “School.”

Dana Rudolph is the founder and publisher of 
Mombian (mombian.com), a GLAAD Media 
Award-winning blog and resource directory, 
with a searchable database of 1000+ LGBTQ 
family books, music, and more.

Here’s to the
creators 

& keepers
of art, culture,

and knowledge.

CultureVerse

LEARN MORE AT WWW.CULTUREVERSE.ORG

CulureVerse provides technology, 
training, consultation, and other 

resources in order to create 
equitable and sustainable 

opportunities for artists, educators, 
students, and preservationists.

BACKGROUND IMAGE: ARTWORK BY MIKE HAN
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Should You Get the Monkeypox Vaccine? 
Yes — But Give It Time to Take Hold
Clinical Trials Show Vaccine Effectiveness Takes a Few Weeks

BY DR. N. ADAM BROWN

A review of academic literature published in the 
“Journal of Internet Medical Research” last year 
determined, when it comes to information about 
health topics, social media is not the place to turn. 
(Unless you follow me, of course!) One study 
found 87 percent of health-related posts contain 
misinformation. More than 40 percent of posts about 
vaccines contain incorrect information.   

These findings are, perhaps, not surprising. But 
they are important to keep in mind as we doom-scroll 
for information about monkeypox. 

I’ve already seen a number of posts on Twitter 
claiming to have monkeypox breakthrough infections 
after vaccination. One author said they developed a 
monkeypox rash two weeks after vaccination. While 
this person’s experience was not likely a breakthrough 
case, the post brings up important questions. How 
much protection does a person have after being 
vaccinated and when? And, as some cities move to a 
one-dose regimen due to vaccine supply, what does 
research say about the number of doses needed to 
protect a person?

Monkeypox rashes and lesions can take up to 
three weeks to develop after exposure to the virus, 
which means it is possible the Twitter user mentioned 
above was exposed before vaccination or shortly after. 
The time following vaccination and when you are 
exposed to the virus matters in terms of the amount 
of protection you have. 

Simply put: vaccines do not offer protection 
immediately after being administered. Remember 
what we learned when getting our COVID-19 
vaccines: No matter which vaccine you received, 
you were not fully protected until two weeks after the 
final dose. For the monkeypox vaccine the time to 
protection is actually longer. Clinical trials indicated 
it takes up to four weeks for patients to develop strong 
protection. In fact, two weeks after the first dose, the 
immune response was just 29 percent! Take extra 
care during this period to prevent spread.  

Now, what about one dose versus two? With limited 
monkeypox vaccine supply, cities and states should 
consider limiting doses to one per person to protect 
more people.

The U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA) 
approved a vaccine, Jynneos, developed by the U.S. 
government and Bavarian Nordic in 2019 to protect 
against both monkeypox and smallpox. The FDA 
recommended a two dose regimen, four weeks apart. 
This regimen outperformed an older smallpox vaccine 
(ACAM2000) for producing an immunological 
response. The Jynneos vaccine also has fewer side 
effects and is much safer.

Unfortunately, the Jynneos vaccine is in very short 
supply. Bavarian Nordic, the only manufacturer 
of the vaccine worldwide, says it can produce 30 
million doses of Jynneos annually, meaning with a full 
regimen less than 15 million patients worldwide will 
have full protection. That’s why cities like Washington, 
D.C. and New York have chosen to move to a single-
dose regimen. The United Kingdom and some 
countries in Europe have done the same.  

This approach is the right one. 
In clinical trials, recipients who were HIV negative 

had an 83 percent immune response 28 days after 
one dose compared to 98 percent with two doses at 
42 days. HIV positive recipients had a 67 percent 
immune response 28 days after one dose. It was 96 
percent 42 days after two doses. 

While that data indicates a two-dose regimen 
is best, with supplies limited, a one-dose regimen 
for most people is a reasonable approach. That 
strategy allows double the group of individuals to 
be immunized — even though there is slightly lower 
efficacy. A recent article in Science highlighted this 
important point. Jynneos’ CEO, an immunologist, 
said one dose of the vaccine conferred a “robust 
immune response.” 

There is one caveat, however. Based on the 
clinical trial data, we might need to stick with the 
original two-dose regimen for people who are 
immunocompromised or live with HIV (irrespective 
of immune status).

In the face of what appears to be a public health 
system in disarray, Americans need to be partners 
in fighting the virus’ spread. Get vaccinated when 
available. Individuals who are most at risk should 
sign up now to receive a vaccine. Second, understand 
it takes time after receiving the vaccine to develop 
immunity whether you are HIV positive or not. 
Understand monkeypox symptoms, the timing of 
symptoms and how to reduce your risk. And, of 
course, take care when it comes to social media. 
Spread truth.

Dr. N. Adam Brown is a practicing emergency medicine 
physician, founder of a healthcare strategy advisory 
group ABIG Health, and a professor of practice at 
the University of North Carolina’s Kenan-Flagler 
Business School. Previously he served as President of 
Emergency Medicine and Chief Impact Officer for a 
leading national medical group. Follow him on Twitter 
@ERDocBrown. This article originally appeared in the 
Washington Blade and is made available in partnership 
with the National Gay Media Association.

See Monkeypox, page 26

BY ELLEN SHANNA KNOPPOW

The Patient  
‘People treat me like I have the 
plague.’

On his way back to the U.S. from 
Europe in July, former Michigander 
Ryan Abraham, 33, noticed a rash 
on his hands. Two-and-a-half weeks 
later, he was still enduring what had 
grown into painful lesions all over his 
body — a hallmark of the monkeypox 
virus (MPV). 

“I was in Berlin,” Abraham told BTL, 
“and about a week after I got there, a 
guy that I had met told me that he was 
in the hospital for monkeypox, and he’s 
having a surgery on his penis to have, 
like a lesion removed or something. 
And I was like, ‘Oh God. OK, well, I 
don’t have any symptoms.’”

Abraham said he wasn’t nervous at 
that point. However, he said he would 

have been “immediately” proactive 
about treatment had he known then 
what he knows now. What he didn’t 
know then was that symptoms usually 
appear one to three weeks after 
exposure. Symptoms can last up to four.

Abraham was likewise unaware 
the CDC recommends the vaccine 
be given within four days from the 
date of exposure for the best chance 
to prevent onset of the disease. And, if 
given between four and 14 days after 
the date of exposure, vaccination may 
reduce the symptoms. Unknowingly, 
Abraham, whose trip to Europe 
spanned 40 days, went untreated for 
about a month. 

“By the time that the plane had 
landed,” Abraham said, “the lesions 
had spread to other parts of my body. 
I had them on my belly, and I had 
them on my face, and I had them on 

my butt and on my back. And they 
were starting to hurt.”

Finally persuaded by his traveling 
companion, Abraham went to an 
emergency room. By then, the pain 
was excruciating when doing as little 
as removing his shirt or bending in any 
place that had a lesion. 

At  t he  ER ,  Abra ham was 
unceremoniously turned away. “[An 
intake worker was] screaming at me 
to get out of the building,” Abraham 
said. “She’s like, ‘We’re not a testing 
site! We’re not a testing site! Get out of 
here! Get out of here!’ She was shooing 
me out the door, and I started crying 
because I was like, ‘Lady, I don’t know 
what else to do. I came to the hospital; 
I’m at the emergency room because 
I’m in pain.’”

Perhaps the intake worker was 
moved by Abraham’s tears. He was 

sent to an isolation room. Next 
came the paperwork.

“The doctor tested me,” 
Abraham said. “He had to 
slice open one of the lesions 
and drain it and then they 
tested that. And he told me 
that the test was a formality, 
that I definitely had it.” 

Abraham said in Florida, 
where he lives, there are a lot of hoops 
to jump through to receive tecovirimat 
(TPOXX), a drug originally developed 
to treat smallpox that has been shown 
to prevent MPV progression. Once the 
health department confirms a positive 
test result and various labs have been 
drawn, local health departments 
issue a prescription, hand deliver the 
medication, discuss the drug and 
conduct contact tracing. Because 
his doctor’s office would not permit 
Abraham to enter the building, he had 
to have his blood drawn and provide a 
urine sample from his car. 

As eager as he was for relief, 
Abraham had fears about the “horse 
pills.” The use of antivirals to treat MPV 
is experimental. Ultimately, he decided 
to take the risk.

“As soon as I started taking the 
meds,” Abraham said, “the lesions 
stopped appearing; no new ones 
showed up. I’m looking at my back, I’m 
looking at my arms and my chest right 
now. I’m still covered in wounds that 
are just taking forever to close. Because 
[the antivirals] don’t do anything to 
close them; they just stop new ones 
from happening.”

Abraham is suffering emotionally, 
too. He described himself as “kind 
of a mess.” Friends offer to visit, then 
treat Abraham like he’s a leper or as 
if he has the plague. Or they’ll stand 
in the doorway with the door open 
while Abraham is clothed head to 
toe and wearing gloves, and after he 
disinfected his house with Lysol. He 
wonders whether they should visit at 
all. Those kinds of interactions, he said, 
can make him feel bad about himself. 
It creates additional stigma within a 
community that already is faced with 
stigma. 

“People are just so unsure of it now,” 
Abraham said. His own family, who live 
outside Florida, has called Abraham 
“maybe once” since he was diagnosed 
and don’t seem to understand that he 
should be in isolation. 

When Abraham started sharing 
his experience on social media, he 
was surprised by the overwhelming 
response. After someone texted to 
say his posts inspired them to get 
vaccinated, Abraham knew he made 
the right choice to disclose publicly 
that he has monkeypox. 

“I got messages from people that 

were like, ‘I have monkeypox too, but 
I wish I was as brave as you are to talk 
about it,’” Abraham said. “And it’s like, 
I don’t really necessarily look at it as 
being brave. I didn’t ask for it. I didn’t 
do anything out of the ordinary to get 
it. And so I don’t really necessarily 
understand the stigma with it. And 
so if I can do even a little something to 
kind of negate some of that, then I feel 
like I’m doing the right thing.”

The Doctor:  
‘This disease, monkeypox, can 
be eradicated.’

Dr. Paul Benson is frustrated 
with monkeypox patients who don’t 
understand that isolation is the 
only way to stop the spread. He’s 
disappointed some 
aren’t  t ak ing  t he 
necessary precautions.

“I’ve  told some 
people they need to 
isolate, yet they’ve 
gone on airplanes and 
gone to places and were 
sexually active with 
other people, and then 
the other people call me 
because they’ve gotten 
it. But that’s probably no 
different than any other 
disease,” he told BTL.

Benson stressed that 
monkeypox and Covid 
are spread in different 
ways.  Monkeypox 
re quires  sk in- to-
skin contact. Of all 
the cases in Oakland 
County Benson has 
seen — seven as of this 
interview — all were 
sexually transmitted.

Thus far, Benson said 
none of the cases he’s 
seen have been devastating. “I think 
the important thing is this is really 
not a life-threatening illness,” he said. 
According to the CDC, virtually every 
monkeypox patient will survive. 

Benson said a lot of folks are calling 
his office out of concern or looking for 
correct information.

“One person had very bad acne 
and thought that their acne could 
be monkeypox,” Benson said, “but 
they were not having any of the other 
symptoms that go along with it. So 
there are a lot of ‘worried well’ out 
there, just like in any other disease.”

“Those people at high risk should get 
vaccinated,” he continued. “And when 
more vaccine is available, it should be 
offered to other individuals that are at 
a lesser risk. I’ve said it before, and I’ll 
say it again: This disease, monkeypox, 

can be eradicated.”
Be Well Medical Center, Benson’s 

medical practice in Berkley, held its 
first monkeypox vaccine clinic July 
30. Benson reported about 85 shots in 
arms, primarily for his own patients in 
high-risk groups. “I need to service my 
own,” he said. One bright spot he noted 
was that he’s seen much less resistance 
than there was and still is for Covid 
vaccination.

Benson confirmed that vaccine 
recipients will be given the first dose 
only, in order to get as many shots in 
arms as possible. It’s standard practice 
to give the second dose one month 
later, but Benson said the vaccine is 
effective for up to two years, so for most 
people, one shot is sufficient for now.

“A lot of people in the LGBT 

community are stating, ‘Just go to 
the health department, make an 
appointment, and, you know, basically 
lie and tell them that you have had 
multiple sexual partners in the last 
two weeks,’” Benson said. “And that 
disturbs me because if we have these 
recommendations and we have a 
shortage of vaccine, it just seems right 
that we stratify and give the vaccine to 
those people at more risk. Encouraging 
people to be untruthful so they could 
get the vaccination just doesn’t sit well 
with me.”

Benson has prescribed TPOXX 
to mixed success. Because it is only 
available by “expanded access” and not 
yet authorized for treating monkeypox, 
it requires a fair amount of red tape 
to get a prescription, but he said he 

Since the first probable case 
of monkeypox was reported 
in Michigan on June 29, the 

LGBTQ+ community has been 
on alert, seeking answers — 

and vaccines. 
To separate fact from fiction 
and put human faces on the 

outbreak, Between The Lines 
interviewed five individuals 

with different vantage points 
on the crisis. 

Ryan James, via Facebook. 

See page 30 for  
Between The Lines’ guide 

on what you need to 
know right now about 

monkeypox.

Five Perspectives 
From The Front Lines
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BY SARAH BRICKER HUNT

Ahead of a scheduled rebranding in 
December, when SAGE Metro Detroit will break 
away from the national SAGE organization, the 
senior LGBTQ+ nonprofit welcomes two new 
staffers to prominent positions. 

BTL reached out to Kat Mehrer (they/
them), who will serve as Program Director, 
and Jon Fitzgerald (he/him), who will take on 
the Executive Coordinator role, to learn more 
about their backgrounds and what they hope 
to accomplish at SAGE. 

What led each of you to these positions in 
the geriatrics field?

Kat Mehrer: I grew up around older adults. My 
dad was a nursing home administrator for 40 
years, so I spent most of my childhood around 
older adults. While I didn’t initially intend to 
follow in my father’s footsteps, I found myself 
drawn to the field. During my undergrad I 
became more and more upset as I realized how 
often older adults were ignored when it came 
to research, services, healthcare and more. I 
couldn’t ignore this fact, and I wanted to do 
something to help change it. 

I learned so much from older adults growing 
up, and I wanted to give back. During my 
master’s program I became involved with SAGE 
through my work with Alzheimer’s Association. 
As a member of the LGBT community, I 
was overjoyed to find an organization that 
shared the same sentiments that I did, and 
it became a goal of mine to one day work for 
that organization. When I found out SAGE 
was hiring for the Program Director position, 
I could not have been more excited, and I am 
so honored to be able to join the team.

Jon Fitzgerald: Though Affirmations [where 
he worked previously] has programming for all 
aspects of the LGBTQ+ community, I was very 
much drawn to SAGE for a couple of reasons. 
The first being the fact that I am an LGBTQ+ 
senior as are most of my friends. The work 
being done by this amazing organization is 
targeted specifically to make my life better as 
well as many that I consider family.  

The second has to do with my mom, who 

recently passed away.  During the last few years 
of her life, I watched her struggle with feelings 
of loneliness so intense that there were days 
she rarely moved out of her recliner. I often 
felt helpless, and though she did not identify 
as part of the LGBTQ+ community, my prior 
work has shown me just how important it is that 
organizations like SAGE continue their work 
to help seniors battle the feelings of isolation 
and loneliness. I hope that working with such 
an incredible team at SAGE will allow me a 
chance to feel helpful going forward.  

What are you most looking forward to, as you 
become adjusted to your new roles? 

Mehrer: I am looking forward to getting to 
know more community members. Being LGBT 
can be a lonely experience at times, and I thrive 
on community. LGBT older adults have such 
wide and varied experiences and perspectives, 
and I am looking forward to getting to know 
so many new people and to working with them 
to help our community as a whole.

Fitzgerald: Honestly, hoping to make a 
difference within the community. I know that it 

is a cliche, however, previously I have worked as 
a Director of Operations and Interim Executive 
Director and am hopeful that these experiences 
will provide me with a unique view into the 
organization, allowing me to become a valuable 
part of the team.    

Additionally, I am excited to learn more 
about the programs offered at SAGE so that 
while I am out and about in the community, I 
am able to be an ambassador on behalf of the 
organization.  

Tell us a little about yourself on a personal 
level.

Mehrer: I was born and mostly raised in 
Michigan. I am polyamorous — I am engaged 
and have two other wonderful partners, all three 
of whom have been tremendously supportive. 
I am non-binary and bisexual, but I generally 
identify as queer as I feel it more accurately 
encompasses both my gender identity and my 
sexual orientation. 

I also identify as a nerd, which means you 
can usually find me, in my spare time, playing 
video games, reading or playing role-playing 
games. My main personal passion project is 

hosting what I call “Bad Art Parties,” which are 
parties aimed at putting the fun back in creating 
art, rather than worrying about the outcomes.

Fitzgerald: I am thrilled to be back in Michigan 
surrounded by family, both biological and 
chosen. Moving away for a few years was a 
wonderful opportunity to learn about myself 
as a husband, son and father but was way too 
far away from those that I love.  

I have been with my husband Jeremy for 
almost 17 years and of those years we will be 
eight years married come December 2022. He 
is from Hong Kong, and I am from Michigan, 
and we met in Ferndale back in 2004 at a 
nightclub out on the dance floor. We have one 
fur baby together, a dog named Tyler, that we 
rescued about four-and-a-half years ago. I am 
the proud father of three grown children and 
one granddaughter, all resulting from my first 
marriage. I feel so fortunate that we all live 
within 30 minutes of each other, including 
my ex-wife, who has been a friend for more 
than 40 years.

Two New SAGE Staffers, Both 
Driven By Very Personal Reasons
Kat Mehrer and Jon Fitzgerald Hired Prior to Org Rebrand

Kat Mehrer and Jon Fitzgerald. Courtesy photos
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Transforming 
Tragedy Into 
Triumph
Dwayne Ratleff’s ‘Dancing to the Lyrics’ Details 
the HIV Advocate and Author’s Hardscrabble 
Life as a Child in 1960s Baltimore

BY NEAL BROVERMAN

The Baltimore of Dwayne Ratleff ’s 
1960s childhood was not like the 
one director John Waters parodied 
in “Pink Flamingos” and “Hairspray,” 
or the dystopian wasteland depicted 
by HBO’s “The Wire,” or the hit song 
“Baltimore” from jazz icon Nina 
Simone. It was a flawed yet magical 
place, where horse-drawn carts sold 
fruit and vegetables, and paper boys 
sang while they hawked the day’s news. 
It was a city that shaped the future 
author and longtime HIV survivor. 
Ratleff chronicled his chaotic early 
days in the memoir, “Dancing to the 
Lyrics,” which received 2021’s Best 
Indie Book Award in the LGBTQ+ 
Coming of Age category. 

“Every time I read something about 
Baltimore, particularly the 1968 riots, 
the writers often have had the opinions 
of individuals sitting in a soft cushion 
a comfortable distance away from the 
events,” Ratleff says. “I was very young, 
but I was in the city where it happened. 
My [complaining] would eventually 
turn into writing.”

Ratleff, who moved with his family 
from Ohio to Baltimore, Maryland, 
when he was 5, says his childhood 
city possessed a strong community 
that existed alongside very real mid-
century urban ills like racism, poverty 
and crime. Ratleff himself was dealing 
with a stepfather who systematically 
abused his mother, exposing him and 
his two sisters to regular explosions of 
violence. In “Dancing to the Lyrics,” 
Ratleff describes how his troubled 
family life ran parallel to Baltimore’s 
own problems — the city would be 
engulfed by deadly riots following the 
April 1968 murder of Martin Luther 

King, Jr.
As the cover of “Dancing to the 

Lyrics” depicts, Ratleff wasn’t the 
most masculine child, but many 
elders accepted his femininity. He says 
it was mostly the church-going folk 
who chastised him for being different 
from other boys. Besides navigating 
homophobia and violence, Ratleff 
had another cross to bear — he was 
illiterate until his preteens. The fact 
that he learned to read at such a late 
age, only to bloom into an award-
winning author, is not lost on Ratleff.

“There were many obstacles to 
writing this book,” he says. “But the 
more obstacles in your path, the 
greater reason to start the journey. As 
I did not learn to read or write until I 
was 10 or 11, I never felt comfortable 
with my writing ability. In addition, I 
lost the partial use of my left hand in 
an accident and could no longer type. 
But the need to tell my story banished 
all those concerns and with one finger 
I began to type my story. Despite the 
award I won for my book, ‘Dancing to 
the Lyrics,’ the real reward was learning 
I was very good at something I always 
feared I was very bad at.”

Ratleff hopes to follow up “Dancing 
to the Lyrics” with another book, 
possibly about his HIV diagnosis. 
Decades after having left Baltimore 
as an 11-year-old, Ratleff would test 
positive in early 1990, though he feels 
he actually seroconverted in 1982.

“The day I found out, I was very 
calm, not shocked at all,” Ratleff recalls. 
“The full impact hit me a couple of 
days later. It was Super Bowl Sunday. 
All of the sudden I am walking on the 
streets of San Francisco, and I started 
to cry uncontrollably. The 49ers had 
just defeated the Denver Broncos 

to win the Super Bowl. While I was 
crying everyone was on the street 
celebrating, laughing and smiling. 
The juxtaposition could not be more 
surreal.

“Suddenly a car full of young 
straight men pulls up alongside me and 
yells at me, ‘Yay 49ers!’ One of them 
notices me crying and says, ‘Leave him 
alone, he must be a Bronco’s fan.’ It was 
perhaps misguided sympathy, but it 
was sympathy nonetheless. It made 
me laugh briefly on a very dark day.” 

Ratleff credits both his proactive 
nature and simple happenstance for 
his longevity. Though he was told after 

his diagnosis he would likely die in 
less than five years, he would prove 
his doctors very wrong.

“Luck kept me alive long enough for 
advances in treatment to develop and 
for me to take charge of my health,” 
he says.

Now living in Palm Desert, 
California, with his husband and dog, 
Ratleff is taking time to recharge before 
starting his new book. As someone 
who’s survived a violent upbringing 
and an HIV diagnosis when it was 
a death sentence, Ratleff offers this 
advice for others seeking similar 
resilience: “I feel fortunate that I have 

moved on from the many traumatic 
experiences in my life. It may not be 
as simple as it seems, but you must 
turn your worst enemy into your 
best friend. That person very often is 
yourself. You are only truly alone when 
you, too, abandon yourself. There is 
far more to it than that, but that is a 
crucial step.”

Neal Broverman is the Editorial 
Director of Plus magazine. This column 
is a project of TheBody, Plus, Positively 
Aware, POZ and Q Syndicate, the 
LGBTQ+ wire service.
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Tuc 
Watkins 
on Queer 
TV, Then 
and Now

See Tuc Watkins, page 22

‘Desperate Housewives’ Alum 
Uncouples from Neil Patrick 
Harris in New Netflix Series
BY CHRIS AZZOPARDI

Tuc Watkins hasn’t just seen 
how gay relationships have 
evolved on television — he’s 

been a part of that evolution. On 
“Desperate Housewives,” Watkins 
portrayed one half of gay couple Bob 
and Lee, who became residents of 
Wisteria Lane in 2007. 

But the 55-year-old actor has 
actually been playing gay characters 
since the 1990s, when he portrayed 
the boyfriend to Alexis Arquette’s 
character in the 1997 indie rom-com 
“I Think I Do.” In 1999, he took on the 
satirical Showtime comedy-drama 
“Beggars and Choosers,” which ran 
for 42 episodes. In the show, Watkin’s 
character, Malcolm Laffley, came out 
of the closet after being accused of 
sexual harassment by a woman. 

Now, as Colin, he returns to a 
different kind of queer culture in the 
Netflix series “Uncoupled,” where 
PrEP and sending butthole pics 
on Grindr are the norm and, most 
importantly, LGBTQ+ characters 
aren’t just mere accessories but full-
on leads. In other words, as Colin 
breaks it off with Michael (Neil Patrick 
Harris), they don’t get to just watch the 
drama unfold — they are the drama. 

Watkins, of course, is no stranger 
to the kind of heightened emotional 
spectacle that lives most commonly 
within the TV world. Beginning in 
1994, the Kansas City native spent 

nearly 20 years on “One Live to Life.” 
More recently, he played Hank in the 
2018 Broadway revival of “The Boys in 
the Band” and the 2020 Netflix film, 
which featured the same Broadway 
cast, including Watkins’ partner 
Andrew Rannells. 

Recently, Watkins put aside some 
time to reflect on his firsthand 
experiences of playing gay roles, 
how it took 30 years for him to star 
in a Darren Star (“Sex and the City,” 
“90210”) project, and the crazy thing 
he learned that Neil Patrick Harris can 
do with his tears. 

A gay man being in a bubble after being 
in a relationship for so long, which is 
the concept for “Uncoupled” — has that 
ever been you, where you get back out 
into the gay world and you’re like, “Wow, 
gay people have changed”?

Unfortunately, I have experience in 
this arena. I’ve had four significant, 
intimate relationships in my life, and 
I’ve been dumped in 50% of those 
relationships. The reason I think that 
those two guys dumped me is because 
they are morons. I am kind and fun 
and a 100% all-around, wonderful 
guy. I got back together with those 
two guys to prove that to them and 
then we broke up again. Yes. I’ve 
experienced singledom in midlife 
and it stinks. Of course, it stinks. You 
think it might be fun, “Oh, I get to go 
on the apps, so I get to date around. 
I get to try all these things that my 

friends have been trying.” Most of 
that stuff is more fun in theory.

You’re right because there’s a big 
learning curve here, as Michael 
realizes in “Uncoupled.” I imagine 
straight people also have to deal with 
some kind of cultural curve after their 
breakups. 

Breakups don’t choose a sexuality to 
be more horrible to. They’re bad to 
everybody. I think what is unique 
about “Uncoupled,” is it wasn’t that 
long ago that we were celebrating 
gay marriage, but what comes with 
gay marriage? Gay divorce, and 
so there’s two sides to that coin. 
To reflect what it’s like to be single 
and gay in midlife in an urban 
environment is not something that 
we’ve explored a lot. In the hands 
of [creators] Jeff Richmond and 
Darren Star, breaking up stinks 
when it happens to you. But when it 
happens to someone else, it’s funny.

Speaking of gay men in relationships 
on TV, I was thinking about Bob and 
Lee in “Desperate Housewives” and 
reflecting on whether a shift has 
happened in how gay or queer men 
in relationships are portrayed. Have 
you seen a shift between being an 
actor on that show and, years later, on 
“Uncoupled”? 

Well, I think that’s a really good 
observation because there has been 

a shift. When Kevin Rahm and I 
played the gay couple on “Desperate 
Housewives,” it was about the 
same time that Jesse Tyler and Eric 
[Stonestreet] were playing the gay 
couple over on “Modern Family.” 
But what was notable about those 
two things is that there was a gay 
couple on those shows. And what I 
think has happened since is, you’ve 
got a show like “Uncoupled,” where 
it’s full of characters from the LGBT 
community. It’s not just the gay 
couple who have to represent what 
a gay couple is. You’ve got different 
stripes from a very colorful tapestry. 
I don’t feel like we have to show 
up and feel like we’re representing 
what being a gay person means. 
Because as we all know, there’s a 
huge spectrum, and that spectrum 
is now starting to be reflected in the 
programming that we have.

I don’t remember in “Desperate 
Housewives” how many love scenes 
you had with Kevin. But I do know that 
“Modern Family” got a lot of flack for 
not allowing its gay couple to kiss.

I think Kevin and I got married 
on that show. And if I remember 
correctly, there was a kiss in the 
script and it was cut, either by the 
time we shot it or the time that we 
aired it. Now to their credit, later, we 
had a very passionate kiss in another 
episode, but the fact that it was an 
issue… It probably went through 

several committees at the network: 
“Should they or should they not?” 
And if you watch “Uncoupled,” 
there’s a lot more than kissing. I’m no 
prude, but it gets pretty… in there.

The show opens up with you two in 
bed.

It does. In fact, in the script, it was 
more graphic. What made it into the 
episode was a little bit tamer, but we 
are pushing that envelope in scripts 
and what we shoot. And maybe it 
doesn’t always make it to screen, 
but we are headed in that direction. 
I think that’s a great thing. It’s just 
more representative of who we are as 
a community.

What was the conversation around the 
scene that was cut and the one that 
inevitably made it on screen?

I was not part of that conversation. 
I was in the scene, and Neil and I 
did the scene together. That scene in 
bed initially was a scene [that] was 
more graphic in a funny way, but in 
a very real way. I think they actually 
made a good choice in toning that 
down a little bit, because I think it 
may have set the series off on the 
wrong foot. The first 30 seconds are 
very indicative of the tone of a show. 
I think it would’ve been a good spice 
to the show, but maybe not in the first 
30 seconds. [In a separate interview, 

Tuc Watkins. Photo: Netflix
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Star said, “We wanted to emphasize 
the intimacy of their relationship and 
not the sexuality of their relationship. 
For the first 30 seconds of a show that 
nobody knows what it’s about, it felt like 
it was kind of creating almost a false 
impression of the story we wanted to tell 
about who these two people were.]

Did you audition for the role? 
Well, I’ve been trying to work with 
Darren Star ever since he did not cast 
me in the pilot of “Melrose Place.” I 
reminded him of that when we started 
working together. I schemed and plotted 
and made very fast work of forcing him 
to cast me almost a half century later. 

What happened with “Melrose Place”?
Well, I auditioned for the gay guy, and 
he hired that knucklehead, Doug Savant, 
instead of me. Doug and I later became 
friends on “Desperate Housewives.” He’s 
one of the nicest guys in the world, which 
made it even worse that Doug got the job 
because a nice guy succeeded. There’s 
nothing worse than a nice guy succeeding. 
You stick around long enough, everything 
comes around. So it took a while, but I got 
to work with Darren after all.

So what was it like to be a part of the 
Darrenverse?

What I like about Darren shows is they’re 
aspirational. By way of example, I was 
in a relationship with a guy and I had 
the opportunity to move to New York a 
number of years ago, and he didn’t want 
to move to New York. I made him watch 
“Sex and the City” because who doesn’t 
want to live in Darren Star’s New York 
City? I made him watch that and sure 
enough, it worked and he moved to New 
York with me. I think [Darren] creates a 
world that we want to live in. “Desperate 

Housewives” was also a world like, “Who 
doesn’t want to live on that street? It looks 
so inviting.” In fact, I tried to mail a letter 
in the mailbox one day and the prop guy 
said, “What are you doing? That’s a prop.” 
You forget that you’re on a set.

For “Uncoupled,” what was it like building 
an onscreen romantic relationship with 
Neil, and how much did you know each 
other before you started shooting?

Neil and I had never met. I quickly 
learned that Neil is like a surgeon when 
it comes to his acting style. He knows 
what needs to be done and he executes 
it. He knows where the joke is, he doesn’t 
do too much. He doesn’t do too little. 
And, well, he’s a magician, isn’t he? In 
real life, he’s a magician. He’s got a tattoo 
of a magic trick on his shoulder. One of 
the magic tricks that I saw him perform 
was, he has to do some pretty emotional, 
heavy lifting in some scenes that he and 
I do. When he was shot in profile, he 
cried from the eye that was on camera. 
But he reserved the tears in the eye that 
the camera couldn’t see, in case there 
was coverage coming up that he might 
need to use that eye. Now, that is a real 
technical, magical actor at work.

I didn’t even know that was scientifically 
possible.

Well, he’s got a real facility to his 
instrument, you could say.

You have appeared in some of my favorite 
shows throughout the years, including 

“Six Feet Under” and “The Other Two.” I 
was surprised to find out that you were in 
“Silk Stalkings,” the show I watched and 
shouldn’t have as a teenager.

I think Rick Springfield beat me up in 
“Silk Stalkings.” I was beat up by Rick 
Springfield. What does that do for your 
ego to be beat up by Rick Springfield?

If you’re going to be on “Silk Stalkings,” you 
might as well.

Yeah. Might as well get beat up by Rick 
Springfield.

Growing up, what was the moment in your 
life where you knew you wanted to be an 
actor? 

I remember in high school, I went to see 
a production of “Cyrano de Bergerac” 
at the Guthrie Theater in Minneapolis. 
There was a moment where the stage 
went dark, and it came right back on and 
a huge tree branch had come out from 
under the proscenium. The actors took 
their cues off of individual leaves that fell 
off of that branch. I remember thinking, 

“That is so cool, I want to do cool stuff 
like that.” I think I was more interested 
in the magic and the tricks.

The first musical I ever saw was 
“The Music Man” with Tony Randall 
at Starlight Theater in Kansas City, and 
I was just a kid. I remember that at the 
end of one of his big musical numbers, 
Tony Randall climbs to the center of 
this red, Japanese bridge. One of those 
short but highly arched, red bridges. He 
throws out his arms and it’s a big musical 
number that ends. My takeaway was: 
“That’s not a real bridge. That’s a bridge 
on a stage, and that’s cool. I want to do 
that.” My entrance to being an actor was 
for all the tricks and the fun stuff.

Now that you’ve been doing this for quite 
some time, have you pulled off the kind of 
magic you dreamed about as a kid?

Well, I used to think as an actor, I wanted 
to ride a horse, shoot a gun and get killed. 
I got to do all three of those things in 
“The Mummy,” 20 years ago. So maybe I 
should have just retired at that point. It’s 
all downhill after you get to ride a horse, 
shoot a gun and get killed.

And of course, Rick Springfield.
Yes. Well, that was a departure.
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Tuc Watkins and Neil Patrick Harris in “Uncoupled.” Photo: Netflix

“ ‘Desperate Housewives’ was also a world like, ‘Who 
doesn’t want to live on that street? It looks so 
inviting.’ In fact, I tried to mail a letter in the mailbox 
one day and the prop guy said, ‘What are you doing? 
That’s a prop.’ You forget that you’re on a set.”
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Getting Out the Queer Vote
‘Hate Won’t Win’ Campaign Aims to Educate Michigan Voters 
on How High the Stakes Are for LGBTQ+ Community
BY ELLEN SHANNA KNOPPOW

As recently as a few weeks ago, those 
who support an anti-gay agenda in 
Michigan were out in full force. 
Voters in west Michigan’s Jamestown 
Township were so outraged by their 
library offering age-appropriate reading 
material to LGBTQ+ youth that they 
voted down the library millage. There 
will be another opportunity for voters 
to do the right thing in the general 
election. 

“Unfortunately, this vote is an 
example of when cultural opinions 
meet ballot boxes,” said Erin Knott, 
executive director of Equality 
Michigan, “which is exactly why 
Equality Michigan, Affirmations, HRC 
and others joined together to launch 
the historic ‘Hate Won’t Win’ coalition 
and campaign.”

Defunding libraries is but one way 
an extremist base targets LGBTQ+ 
youth, trans and nonbinary youth 

in particular, Knott said. She listed 
what else “MAGA extremists” have 
been up to since just this past spring: 
a homophobic invocation in the Senate, 
the rejection of an LGBTQ+ candidate 
for a public service appointment, 
attempts to add anti-trans language 
to a budget bill and a hate-filled 
fundraising email that led to Sen. 
Mallory McMorrow’s viral Michigan 
House speech in which she declared, 
“We will not let hate win.” 

The far right is so bothered by the 
existence of LGBTQ+ youth that 
a confounding bill was introduced 
in June that would prohibit school 
children from being exposed to drag 
performances. At their schools.

“We’ve heard from parents all across 
Michigan that said, ‘The GSA Club 
that’s been in existence for many years 
now is being labeled a sex club,’” Knott 
said, “and there are parents that want 
to eliminate that club that provides so 
much love and support to members of 

our community. So, we felt enough is 
enough; it’s time to act.”

The campaign began with an 
ad created by Equality Michigan’s 
advocacy arm, Equality Michigan 
Action Network, which in June aired 
on cable TV in the key areas of Detroit, 
Lansing and Grand Rapids. The spots 
featured Emily and Katie, two moms of 
transgender daughters whose message 
is to stop harming LGBTQ+ kids.

“Emily identifies as a Republican,” 
Knott said. “Her message was directly 
aimed at Republicans in the Michigan 
Legislature. Katie was a softer touch 
and she talked more broadly to elected 
officials and had included comments 
that when her daughter transitioned, 
she was afraid that the kids were going 
to be mean and harm her daughter, 
but really it was the politicians that 
bullied her.”

In this part of the campaign, they will 
be collecting more stories and lifting 
them up on the Hate Won’t Win website 

(hatewont.win). Family 
members, friends and 
allies will talk about 
their connection to the 
LGBTQ+ community 
and demand t he 
attacks stop. 

A s k i n g  v o t e r s 
to pledge to vote is 
another element of the 
campaign. 

“We are  ab out 
ready to begin robust 
Southeast Michigan-
focused canvassing 
efforts,” Knott said. 
“You can guarantee 
t h a t  i n  Wa y n e , 
Oakland and Macomb 
County, you’re gonna 
start seeing canvassers 
probably about the 
third week in August, 
knocking on doors, 
talking to voters about 
what’s at stake, as well 
as encouraging that 
pledge to vote.” That 
will be supplemented 
with canvasses in 
other targeted districts 
across the state.  Knott 
reported they’re in the 
final stages of putting 
together their digital 
and mail plans, which 
will be supported with 
volunteer phone and 
text banks as they 
reach the later stages 
of the campaign.

Hate Won’t Win 
is a 501c3 nonprofit 
organization that 
includes almost every 
LGBTQ+ nonprofit 

in the state, plus ally organizations. 
The campaign doesn’t direct voters 
to cast their ballot for any particular 
candidates; instead, the aim is to 
mobilize people who care about 
equality to vote for equality, up and 
down the ballot. Voters should be aware 
of what LGBTQ+ people have to gain 
or lose on Nov. 8.

“Our rights are really under attack 
here in Michigan,” said Amritha 
Venkataraman, state political director 
for HRC. “We have a record number 
of anti-equality candidates running 
for some of the highest offices in the 
country, and we have a real opportunity 
with new maps and with the energy we 
have around LGBTQ issues to elect 
pro-quality candidates and protect the 
progress that we’ve made. Now is not 
the time to take the pedal off of the gas.” 

HRC has been in Michigan since 
2018, where all of their work has 
focused on encouraging members 

and supporters to vote for equality, 
said Venkaraman. HRC’s campaign 
know-how and field experience are key 
to helping drive increased turnout in 
support of LGBTQ-friendly candidates 
and issues impacting the community.

Great Lakes Bay Pride is another 
member organization, with Scott Ellis 
as executive director of the community 
center for the past two years. The 
organization represents Michigan’s 
Great Lakes Bay Region of Bay, Isabella, 
Midland and Saginaw counties. Ellis 
said his interest in joining the coalition 
stemmed from his involvement with 
the Michigan LGBTQ+ Community 
Centers Network. 

“That was a big step for our 
organization to start operating at a 
statewide level and connecting with 
our peers and other communities, both 
larger and smaller, across the state,” 
Ellis said.

The network served as a springboard 
for Ellis to become more actively 
involved with what was happening 
in the Metro Detroit area, Grand 
Rapids, Kalamazoo and especially in 
Lansing. He said he wanted to make 
sure LGBTQ+ people in his area were 
being represented throughout the state.

As a 501c3, Ellis pointed out that 
they can’t endorse candidates. But there 
are other ways to be political.

“We do advocate,” Ellis said. “We 
advocate for pro-equality, we advocate 
for policies that protect our community 
and we advocate against policies that 
harm our community. And I think 
that’s something that’s really important 
for folks to understand: Being LGBTQ+ 
is political, whether you agree with or 
like that statement. It’s just a reality. It is 
political. It’s political being me.”

The collaborative work accomplished 
by the Hate Won’t Win coalition 
received high marks from all parties 
interviewed. 

“I’ve been working on issue-based 
campaigns now for the better part of 
my career,” Knott said, “but I don’t 
recall progressive organizations — 
in this case, LGBTQ+ organizations 
and our allies — coming together and 
saying, ‘Let’s put our individualized 
turf, priorities, whatever, aside. And 
invest all of our capital — human 
capital, financial resources — into 
one pot.’”

Knott said she’s not aware of past 
statewide efforts on par with the 
campaign. She hopes other states will 
duplicate their model in the future. 

“We know that LGBTQ+ voters and 
people that care about equality are a 
massive voting bloc,” Knott said. “We 
have political power, but we’ve never 
been organized, at least not that I’m 
aware of to this extent previously.”
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is working well with the Oakland 
County Health Department, which gets 
TPOXX from the CDC and supplies 
it to Benson. 

Benson said in his experience pain 
levels are generally mild and only an 
issue with rectal involvement.

“When you have monkeypox lesions 
inside your rectum, it’s extremely 
painful,” Benson said. “I’ve had to put 
one person in the hospital strictly for 
pain control. Others I’ve given strong 
pain medication to.”

Benson reflected on the recent 
history of public health and the 
LGBTQ+ community.

“Remember, in Africa this has been 
around in humans since the 1970s, 
and there was no predilection to the 
men having sex with men at all,” 
Benson said. “A lot of people have the 
concern about stigma against LGBTQ 
[people] and monkeypox. I’m an old-
timer; I think that our response to 
monkeypox has been very good,” he 
said, in comparison to the 1980s with 
the HIV outbreak. 

“We’ve been behind the eight ball 
in getting vaccines,” he continued, 
“but I don’t think there’s anybody in 
the government sweeping this under 
the rug and not discussing it and not 
meeting these challenges head on as 
quickly and as efficiently as we can. 
Compared to the 1980s, there were 

2,000 cases of AIDS before they ever 
really put it in the media that it existed.”

The Public Health Official  
‘Anyone can get the virus.’

Dr. Calandra Green leads the 
Oakland County Health Division. 
She oversees the county’s monkeypox 
taskforce.

“Oakland County had the first case 
of monkeypox,” Green told BTL, “and 
so we received an initial allocation of 
20 doses [of the Jynneos vaccine], and 
then the state sent us 1,040.” 

Oakland County is one of the “hubs” 
in Michigan where vaccine is being 
distributed by the state and from which 
it can be redistributed. The other hubs 
are the city of Detroit and Washtenaw, 
Kent, Kalamazoo, Ingham, Genesee 
and Grand Traverse counties. 

Green said there  are  ver y 
straightforward criteria for vaccine 
eligibility, and an individual must be 
able to attest to a few basic assessment 
questions.

Eligible patients include those 
diagnosed with MPV who had a sex 
partner in the previous two weeks, as 
are people considered close contacts 
by a health department or health care 
provider. A third group includes gay, 
bisexual and transgender people who 
had group sex in the previous two 
weeks with multiple partners at a 
commercial sex venue or an association 
with an event, venue or geographic area 
where MPV has been reported.  

The vaccine is  of fered by 
appointment daily at the Oakland 
County Health Department North 
Campus from 1 to 4:30 p.m. Pre-
screening by phone (800-848-5533) 
is required. 

Once an individual contracts MPV, 
they’re advised to isolate. 

“We ask that the person who tests 
positive isolate for up to 21 days due 
to the nature of monkeypox,” Green 
said. “‘Isolate’ means refraining from 
intercourse, being protective of your 
bed linens and making sure that they’re 
separated and washed separately. And 
that you have no direct contact with 
others up until the point where the 
rashes have healed over and new skin 
has grown over, because that’s how the 
infection is spread.”

“I think that there’s not enough 
vaccine that is being disseminated,” 
Green added. “And we look to our 
partners in the federal government to 
support the state and the local health 
department in our efforts to contain 
the spread of this virus as quick as 
possible.”

G r e e n  c a u t i o n e d  a g a i n s t 
stigmatizing any one group. She also 
wanted to dispel a myth.

“I think that the biggest message 
is that anyone can get the virus,” 
Green said. “This is not a sexually 
transmitted disease; it is something 
that anyone can get, although the 
CDC does report that there is low 
risk to the general public.”

The Community 
Organizer 
‘I honestly never thought of 
myself as terribly social.’ 

Devin O’Hara didn’t set out to 
educate his queer peers about the latest 
public health emergency — but that’s 
exactly what he’s doing. 

“I’m not a community organizer by 
any stretch,” said O’Hara, who is 32 
and lives in Ypsilanti with his husband. 
“And I honestly never really thought of 
myself as terribly social.” 

But when Ann Arbor’s Aut Bar 
closed several years ago, and LGBTQ+ 
people in the area were looking to 
socialize, @a2gays (Ann Arbor Gays) 
was born. The group’s weekly meetings 
have helped foster connection. 

When O’Hara discovered that a close 
friend was diagnosed with the first 
official case of monkeypox in Michigan, 
“It really spooked me. It made the whole 
thing, the whole possibility of another 
public health crisis on the tail end of 
Covid, feel very real… I realized I 
needed to take it seriously, and that I 
needed to help people coming to the 
same revelation I did.”

O’Hara looked into the process 
in Washtenaw County for getting 
vaccinated against MPV, for his own 
protection as well as that of others.

“I had happened to be in contact 
with the health department,” O’Hara 
told BTL, “and they let me know about 
appointments. And so I was able to get 
one fairly quickly, and I was also able 
to spread the word to a lot of people.” 

To actually receive the vaccine, 
O’Hara called the county health 
department to make an appointment 
after determining whether he met the 
CDC’s eligibility criteria. After they 
established that O’Hara was in a high-
risk group, he scheduled a time to get 
vaccinated. 

O’Hara said the shot itself was no 
big deal.

@a2gays streamed an Instagram 
Live video on Aug. 1 featuring a Q&A 
with the Washtenaw County Health 
Department’s medical director. 

“It’s easy to feel sometimes, when 
these things happen, like you’re 
powerless and there’s nothing you 
can do to create institutional change 
to help people,” O’Hara reflected. “And 
sometimes I need to kick myself in the 
ass and remind myself that that’s not 
always true, that sometimes you do 
have the tools to even make a small 
impact.”

Now that O’Hara has turned a 
crisis into an opportunity to educate 
his community, he has some advice of 
his own, urging the public to stay up to 
date with the latest on how the disease 
is transmitted and treated. O’Hara 

also cautioned against stigma. He was 
referring specifically to the notion 
that MPV should be categorized as a 
sexually transmitted disease. 

“In my exper ience,  in  my 
conversations with people, they tend 
to get understandably riled up about 
that,” O’Hara said. “What I’ve learned 
from my conversations with experts 
and with the health department is 
that this could have happened to any 
community, and it happened to be 
gay people. It could have been a mega 
church in California. It could have been 
a sports team. It could have been any 
number of communities.”

The Community Center 
Leader 
‘We’re trying to reduce whatever 
barriers there are to folks getting 
this shot.’

Dave Garcia, executive director of 
Affirmations, has been keeping an eagle 
eye on Michigan’s vaccine supply. At 
the time of print, the organization had 
several vaccine clinics. Members of the 
community are being pre-screened 
before receiving the vaccine.

Garcia said one of the responsibilities 
of an LGBTQ+ community center is 
to protect the community’s health. An 
advantage to holding the clinics at the 
center is that some LGBTQ+ people feel 
more comfortable seeking healthcare 
such as seeing a therapist, getting tested 
for HIV or being vaccinated against 
Covid in that environment.

“We’re trying to reduce whatever 
barriers there are to folks getting 
this shot,” Garcia said. “And we’re 
continuing to have Covid vaccinations 
at Affirmations. This just makes sense.”

Like many, Garcia is frustrated by the 
current scarcity of vaccine. Affirmations 
can only do so much with community 
partners like Dr. Paul Benson, Corktown 
Health and the Oakland County Health 
Department, who are all prioritizing the 
highest risk populations.

“I think everybody is working pretty 
well together,” Garcia said. “The real 
challenge is getting more vaccine, not 
just to Detroit, not just to the state of 
Michigan, but across the entire country 
and into rural areas. And to try to get 
out ahead of this thing before it gets 
much worse.

“And then, of course, there are 
challenges as there always seem to be,” 
he added. 

He said the stigma associated with 
this particular disease exists because it 
got a foothold in the queer community 
first. “I think that there’s still this notion 
out in the country that, ‘It’s a gay 
problem; it doesn’t affect me.’ And I 
think that’s very dangerous.”

 Monkeypox
Continued from page 15

After a friend was diagnosed with monkeypox, Devin O’Hara helped to educate the Washtenaw community via Instagram. Courtesy 
photo/IG screenshot
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Royal Oak Pride
Downtown Royal Oak held its first Pride festival in two decades Aug. 12-13. Pridegoers grooved to Grammy-
nominated R&B artist Deborah Cox, hissed and catcalled drag performers competing in the Detroit Drag 

Showcase hosted by Miz Cracker and dined on local eats and drinks all weekend long.  
Photos by Andrew Potter
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MONKEYPOX IN MICHIGAN 

What You Need To Know Right Now 
BY SARAH BRICKER HUNT

As the monkeypox virus spreads 
across Michigan, it’s important to sort 
fact from fiction. This guide includes 
information about how the virus 
takes hold and spreads and refers to 
evolving federal and state information 
and data related to the outbreak.

On Aug. 4, the CDC declared the 
quickly growing virus a national public 
health emergency, a move that has 
freed up federal resources that can 
be allocated for vaccination and 
treatment programs. Globally, more 
than 35,000 cases of monkeypox 
have been reported, including more 
than 12,000 in the U.S. and, as of 
Aug. 16, more than 100 in Michigan. 
Wayne County has so far seen the 
most cases.

What is monkeypox?
Monkeypox is part of the same 

family of viruses as variola, which 
causes smallpox. Unlike smallpox, 
monkeypox is rarely fatal — in fact, 
it’s typically much milder. Monkeypox 
is not related to chickenpox. 

The source of the disease is 
unknown (while monkeys could harbor 
the virus, we don’t actually have data 
to support monkeys as the original 
source). The name refers to the 
virus’s first discovery in 1958, when 
two outbreaks of a pox-like disease 
appeared in groups of monkeys used 
for medical research. The first human 
case of the virus was recorded in 1970.

What are the symptoms? 
The CDC notes the following 
symptoms of monkeypox:

• Fever
• Headache
• Muscle aches and backache
• Swollen lymph nodes
• Chills
• Exhaustion
• A rash that can look like 

pimples or bl isters that 
appears on the face, inside 
the mouth, and on other parts 
of the body, like the hands, 
feet, chest, genitals, or anus.

The rash goes through different 
stages before healing completely. 
The illness typically lasts two to four 
weeks. Sometimes, people get a rash 
first, followed by other symptoms. 

Others  on ly 
experience a 
rash.

How is 
the virus 
spread?

Accord ing 
to the CDC, 
m o n k e y p o x 
spreads from 
p e r s o n - t o -
p e r s o n  i n 
several ways:

D i r e c t 
contact with 
the infectious 
rash,  scabs, 
or body fluids; 
r e s p i r a t o r y 
s e c r e t i o n s 
d u r i n g 
p r o l o n g e d , 
face- to - face 
c o n t a c t ,  o r 
during intimate 
physical contact, such as kissing, 
cuddling, or sex; touching items (such 
as clothing or linens) that previously 
touched the infectious rash or body 
fluids; pregnant people can spread 
the virus to their fetus through the 
placenta; people can also contract 
monkeypox from infected animals, 
by being scratched or bitten or by 
preparing or eating meat or other 
products from infected animals.

The CDC reports that monkeypox 
can be spread to other people from 
the time symptoms begin until the 
rash is fully healed (and a fresh layer 
of skin has formed). Symptom-free 
people cannot spread the virus to 
other people.

Scientists are not sure if monkeypox 
can spread through semen or vaginal 
fluids.

Is monkeypox impacting 
sexually active gay men 
more than other groups?

As BTL reported July 13, nearly 
everyone contracting monkeypox right 
now is gay, bisexual, or a man who has 
sex with men (MSM). “A recent report 
out of England showed that 151 out of 
152 of the men interviewed with the 
disease were MSM. That doesn’t mean 
that the disease is “gay” or even that 
it is sexually transmitted — it means 

that the disease is spreading rapidly 
through our sexual networks,” wrote 
BTL reporter Trevor Hoppe. 

This is a key distinction. It’s vitally 
important to push back against the 
narrative that monkeybox is a “gay” 
disease. Writing for the Washington 
Blade, Dr. N. Adam Brown notes, 
“Like we did at the beginning of 
the AIDS epidemic, we also have a 
media problem. In the early 1980s, 
the public was led to believe AIDS 
affected only men who had sex with 
men. That messaging, created stigma 
and fear associated with AIDS. The 
results were catastrophic.”

The article goes on to cite pediatric 
emergency medicine physician Vinay 
Kamaplath, who wrote in STAT News, 
“Pathogens don’t discriminate like 
humans do — they have no innate 
capability of discerning race, sexual 
orientation, religion, or nationality.” 
“Whether gay, straight, or bisexual, if 
you have close contact with someone 
with monkeypox, you’re at risk,” Brown 
continued. “Even so, it took the Center 
for Disease Control and Prevention 
until this month to update its guidance 
to state, “Anyone who has been in 
close contact with someone who has 
monkeypox can get the illness.” 

Right now, the virus is more 
prevalent in some communities over 
others — notably, men and trans 
women who have sex with men. So, 
it’s critical to stay vigilant, but equally 

important to 
not add to the 
u n f o u n d e d 
hype that this 
virus somehow 
ta rge ts  th i s 
community. 

How 
serious is 
the virus?

T y p i c a l 
m o n k e y p o x 
c a s e s  l a s t 
around two to 
four weeks and 
are relatively 
mild. Still, it’s 
not  unusua l 
to experience 
d i s r u p t i v e , 
uncomfortable 
f l u - l i k e 
s y m p t o m s 
on top of  a 
significant full-
body rash. Any 

time “pustules” are involved is a good 
time to practice caution — not only are 
these unsightly sores itchy and often 
painful, scarring can be permanent. 

Rarely, monkeypox causes severe 
symptoms requiring hospitalization. 
It’s a smart idea to check in with your 
healthcare provider if you suspect 
you’ve contracted the virus. 

How is monkeypox 
treated?

While the CDC notes that there 
are no current treatments available 
specifically for monkeypox, because 
monkeypox and smal lpox are 
genetically similar viruses, some 
medications and vaccines developed 
against smallpox can be used to 
prevent and treat monkeypox. 

Antivirals like tecovirimat (TPOXX) 
are sometimes recommended 
for people more likely to become 
seriously ill, such as those with 
weakened immune systems. 

In most cases, the virus will resolve 
on its own within two to four weeks. 

Where can I get a vaccine?
C u r r e n t l y ,  M D H H S  i s 
recommending vaccination in 
the following situations:

• Post-Exposure Prophylaxis 
(PEP) to individuals following 
intermediate or high-r isk 
exposure to MPV to prevent 
illness

• Expanded Post-Exposure 
P r o p h y l a x i s  ( P E P + + )  t o 
individuals with risk behaviors 
in geographies, settings, events 
or venues with known MPV 
transmission in the last 14 days

• People who have HIV and those 
on PrEP 

The CDC recommends the vaccine 
be given for PEP within four days 
from the date of exposure for the 
best chance to prevent onset of the 
disease. If given between four and 
14 days after the date of exposure, 
vaccination may reduce the symptoms 
of disease but may not prevent MPV. 

The state is receiving regular 
shipments of JYNNEOS vaccine, 
including doses allocated to hubs in 
the Southeast Michigan area in and 
around Detroit (including Be Well 
Medical Center in Berkley) and within 
Oakland and Washtenaw counties. 
Southeast Michigan clinics offering 
the vaccine include:

• Affirmations (Ferndale)
• Be Wel l  Medica l  Center 

(Berkley)
• Wayne HIV/STI Clinic (50 East 

Canfield, Detroit)
• Detroit Health Department (100 

Mack Ave., Detroit)
• Washtenaw County Health 

Department (555 Towner St., 
Ypsilanti)

• Oakland County (Call 248-858-
1280)

MDHHS notes that local health 
departments may initiate contact with 
eligible individuals who have been 
identified as close contacts to a MPV 
case about receiving the vaccine. 
The agency is directing people who 
have suspected cases, or who have 
been in contact with someone with a 
suspected case to their local health 
department for more information.

For up-to-date information on 
monkeypox, visit Pridesource.com.
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Q Puzzle

See p. 22 for answers

Across
 1 Alternative to a small penis
 5 Single drag queen's title
 9 One of the Village People
14 Word on a map of Israel
15 Sailing the Pacific
16 Kind of queer
17 Moves the head
18 Persian Gulf land

19 Clay of “American Idol” fame
20 Gay superhero of Earth 2
23 Heart contraction.
24 Part of cross-dresser Joan's name
25 “Good Will Hunting” setting
28 Outed, for example
30 Broadway star Stritch
32 Issue of the 13th amendment
37 Swiftly, to Shakespeare
38 Gender-fluid shape-shifter

39 Bisexual feline femme fatale
41 Something to think about
42 Big name in foamy heads
44 Pink lady liquors
45 Belgrade resident
47 Place for a stud
49 Boyd's "Gay Priest: an ___ Journey"
51 Witherspoon and others
55 She had a relationship with Poison 
Ivy
59 Ocean State sch.
60 Morales of “Resurrection Blvd.”
61 Czech Rep. neighbor
62 Bisexual daughter of hip-hop artists
64 Navel fetish accessory?
65 Nobel prize winner John
66 Try a Feniger cookbook, e.g.
67 “My Fair ___”
68 Gin flavor
69 Sam imitators twitch them

Down
 1 Dracula's teeth
 2 Merchant's partner
 3 Slaws and salads
 4 Where to see “The L Word”
 5 One-piece swimsuit
 6 Begin, for example
 7 Jack portrayer Hayes
 8 He gives gifts in stockings
 9 Breakfast pastry from a hairy guy?
10 Steed stopper
11 Boat with two cats

12 Life of Renee Vivien
13 Velvet finish
21 Part of "NIMBY"
22 It may come before long
25 Beach of a White Party
26 Early Peruvian
27 Many “Glee” characters
29 Callie Torres, et al.
31 Orbital high point
32 World War II alliance
33 Expressed, as farewell
34 "June Is Bustin' Out All ___"
35 It's no asset
36 Chemist's condiment
40 Richard Chamberlain's “The ___ 
Birds”
42 Trees in "My Girl Back Home"
43 Disproportionate
46 Suffix with Paul
48 Brian of “Dream On”
50 “The Celluloid Closet” author Vito
52 Actions for Lambda Legal
53 Bert's longtime companion
54 Cherry Jones flick of 2002
55 "___ hath no fury... "
56 Samurai's continent
57 “Atlas Shrugged” author Ayn
58 Spillane's “ ___ Jury”
63 Tony Randall's “7 Faces of Dr. ___”

LGBTQ+ Superheroes and Villains
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Commissioner Jason Morgan, who was rejected 
last year by Senate Republicans for the Northern 
Michigan University Board of Trustees, is now 
the Democratic nominee for the 23rd House 
District, which covers much of downtown 
Ann Arbor and the University of Michigan’s 
central campus. He’ll face Republican Richard 
Sharland of Plymouth in November, but has a 
good chance of winning the district following 
redistricting, which would place him in the 
same legislature that seemingly rejected him 
based on his sexuality.

6. Despite progress for LGBTQ+ candidates, 
voices of hate and division will remain.

The best example of this is the GOP primary 
win of 22nd District State Senator Lana Theis. 
While the Brighton Republican was able to beat 
back a challenge by ultra-right wing candidate 
Mike Detmer, Theis has repeatedly proven 
herself to be openly hostile to the LGBTQ+ 
community.

She sponsored transphobic legislation to 
prohibit trans athletes from participating in high 
school sports, and recently compared her political 
opponents to child molesters in the name of 
raising money for her primary challenge. Having 
been pushed to the extreme right, there is no 
indication she will moderate her views if returned 

to the Michigan Senate as expected.

7. Strong voices in the wilderness have a real 
chance at assuming leadership roles.

In 2018, Jeremy Moss became the first-
ever out LGBTQ+ candidate elected to the 
Michigan Senate, where he currently serves 
as the Assistant Democratic Leader. In that 
role, he has been an outspoken advocate for 
diversity and inclusion, but more importantly, a 
vociferous opponent of anti-LGBTQ+ rhetoric 
and legislation coming from Republicans.

Most recently, Moss openly took on Senate 
Leader Mike Shirkey, a Republican, who tried 
to add offensive language to Moss’ proposed 
LGBTQ+ Pride Month Resolution. Moss said it 
was a deliberate attempt to sabotage legislation 
that the Senate had passed just the year before.

“The Republican leadership regresses and again 
throws Pride Month back into the trash heap,” said 
Moss from the Senate floor. “I guess the cruelty 
is the point. … The Republican leadership will 
never stand for LGBTQ equality. Their agenda 
is to make you fear the gay agenda, but I am not 
the cause of your problems. My community is 
not the cause of your problems.”

Should Democrats take control of the Michigan 
Senate, which is entirely possible following the 
citizen-led redistricting process, Moss and Shirkey 
could find their roles essentially reversed, with 
Moss in a legislative leadership role from which 
he could do much more than point out GOP 
hypocrisy, but direct legislation to counter it.

 Primary Summary
Continued from page 7
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