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1 I N T R O D U C T I O N

Women living with HIV have moved from the margins of what was 
once a deadly epidemic to becoming survivors, storytellers and  
history makers. In November of 2014, a group of fourteen women 
with HIV met with a team of public historians and designers  
who make up History Moves, to think about ways to commemorate 
the twentieth anniversary of the Women’s Interagency HIV Study 
( WIHS, pronounced “wise”). There were nine Black women,  
two Latinas, and three white women, who came from neighborhoods 
across Chicago, including Cicero, Rogers Park, Back-of-the-Yards, 
Englewood, and the near West Side. Some were childless,  
others were mothers and grandmothers; some were lesbians, others  
were divorced from their husbands and still looking for male  
partners. What brought them together was the WIHS, the longest 
running longitudinal study of women and HIV in the United  
States. For the  last two decades they have come to the WIHS clinic 
twice a year, every year, to spend at least half a day with physicians, 
nurses, and researchers for a “research visit,” which consists  
of a gynecological exam, at least several tubes of blood drawn and  
an intense hour and a half long interview about their daily lives,  
sexual practices, drug use, medications, and their mental and physi-
cal health. Based in models of harm reduction and feminist  
health, committed health practitioners, led in Chicago by Dr. Mardge 
Cohen, have shaped WIHS into a study that promotes the com- 
prehensive physical, mental and social health for women with HIV. 
WIHS staff listen to the women participants, rather than seeing  
them as patients only to be studied. All of this work allows WIHS to 
play a critical role in understanding how HIV affects women’s  
bodies and health as well as how HIV fits into intersecting systems 
of inequality that dis-proportionately affect women, most notably 
poverty and racism.

   History Moves   
   meets   
   the Women of WIHS   
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I’m Still Surviving is the culmination of a six-month collaboration 
between the women of WIHS and History Moves. In it you  
will find excerpts from each of the fourteen interviews conducted 
with and by the women of WIHS, along side images from their  
personal collections and historical photos of Chicago found in local 
archives. The participants, themselves, determined the questions  
and collectively decided to organize the interview around each  
woman’s experience as a person with HIV and how her life exceeds 
her HIV-positive status. Working in pairs, women interviewed  
one another, asking questions that focused on the women’s early 
lives in Chicago; their families; their lives as HIV+ women  
in WIHS; and about the losses they have experienced. After reading  
the transcripts, each narrator then made decisions about how  
her life would be represented in the text and in relation to the other 
women. She selected her most appealing and important quotes,  
and then tagged each according to a set of themes—Early Life,  
Crisis, Diagnosis, Still Surviving, which not surprisingly make up  
the titles of the chapters here—that emerged from the interviews.  
With all the selected quotes collated into these four themes, the entire 
group met again to read all of the women’s selections and begin  
to map out what the project would look like with the help of the proj-
ect’s designers.

The excerpts appear here without the names of the narrators,  
rather with symbols that provide temporary anonymity to the women  
and allow the connections among them to unfold. In the book’s  
appendix, you will find the collection of each woman’s photographs 
and quotes.

History Moves is a public history project that works to transform 
historical subjects into history makers. We do this by teaching people 
a set of tools that lets them move from telling their individual  
stories to thinking about historical connections and linkages. Like 
Story Corps, perhaps the most well-known oral history project  
with recording studios in cities around the country, History Moves 
collects stories from ordinary people. Building on that decentral- 
ized framework as well as academic and museum-based projects that  
use historians and interviewers to collect the life stories of every  
day people, History Moves partners with community-based organi-
zations to produce untold narratives about how organizations  
and communities come to look as they do. Through a series of partic-
ipatory workshops on how to perform interviews with an eye to  
larger historical context, and listen and make connections with other 
participants, History Moves encourages people to record stories  
of their lives in tandem with one another, and in the process imagine, 
interpret, and map their collective pasts. The interviews are pro- 
fessionally transcribed, giving new form to the participants’ spoken 
words and concretizing their historical experience on paper.  
To supplement and enliven the oral histories, and to foster historical 
thinking and memory, History Moves asks all participants to  
share historical ephemera, especially images, with the assembled 
group. We then supplement the personal images with images  
from historical research done after listening to and reading the inter-
views. Working with graphic designers, we combine all we have  
collected—the sound, text and images—to produce a multimedia 
archive and public presentation of the collective history.

 I N T R O D U C T I O N
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 As with the best works of history, the stories here far exceed what 
might be gleaned from the chapter titles that name various  
stages in an HIV-positive woman’s life. From the grandest and most 
written about subjects of U.S. history to the most particular  
yet understudied pieces of women’s history or the history of racial 
formation, the women’s experiences detail a truly sweeping  
narrative about gender, race and class in twentieth century Chicago. 
In the pages that follow you will read accounts of the Great  
Black Migration to Chicago as well as the migration of Mexican and 
Puerto Rican families to the Midwest; you will also read about  
how women struggled to keep families intact in the face of incarcer- 
ation, sex work and drug use, just as others made conscious  
decisions to live their lives without children. Taken together, the 
experiences of these women with HIV remind us of the profound 
interconnections between the histories of Chicago, race relations, 
reproductive justice, and the state as an engine of inequality.  
At the same time the collection of voices and pictures shows us that 
women living with HIV/AIDS have been some of the most  
vocal proponents of comprehensive health care as they insist that 
health requires much more than the absence of disease. Their  
stories illustrate that the women of WIHS are more than surviving;  
many of them are thriving and reminding us that people with  
HIV need to be at the center of how we deal with, treat and prevent  
HIV in the twenty-first century.

 Jennifer Brier
Chicago, Illinois

EARLY
LIFE

    It was the adults in my life not taking care of me.    
    The adults in my life not teaching me how to take     
    care of myself.    



7E A R LY  L I F E

 
 I lost my childhood before  
 I was 10.   
I became a parent at 13 because my mother died and she told me to 
take care our baby, just everybody take care our baby. And I  
was 13, I think he was about four. No, he had to be about three. I said 
okay—and I looked up, 

 I was a mom at 13 in a sense,   
 helping take care her baby.         
And as of today that baby, I still have that child and he’s in his 40s 
with kids, and not only... I mean, he still stays with me. So I’m  
still, and I made a promise to a dying woman. I have to look out for 
her son, you know, this baby. And I’m like—when do I let that  
go. And my dad said well, you know she’s dead. You let that go.  
I said— she might be dead but I made a promise.

!



98 E A R LY  L I F E

  My stepdad was a miner [ I N  C ANADA], my mother was  
a housewife, back then they didn’t work. When I was six years  
old I had to go live with my sister because I took epileptic seizures. 
And when people would raise their voice, I would get behind  
the stove…I was always nervous and shy. And people would come  
to the house, and my mother was very blunt, and they would go 
( gasping), 

 and they would do that as a     
 smartness, but I didn’t    
 know they’d go oh, that’s     
 the little chocolate one    
 you adopted?   

  Basically I am 50 years old, I am from a family of  
seven children, I have one brother who is deceased now and I still 
have six sisters. 

 I’m the baby of the bunch    
  as they usually say, the    
 black sheep and all that     
 good stuff  (laughter).   
Basically you know growing up for us was, it was real nice because 
my mom and dad were both from Mississippi and so they were  
kinda old fashioned and they didn’t believe in SOB kids, which I’m 
quite sure you know what that means, I wanna be a little discreet  
here. They didn’t believe in children out of wedlock at all, okay? And  
they didn’t believe in us dating or even thinking about having a  
boyfriend to bring to the house and introduce to them until we were 16 
years old. But of course me being the baby and a spoiled brat of  
the six girls, I was sneakin’ around anyway....

# ¶
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  I’m Latina. I was born in Indiana, we stayed mostly 
with my grandparents, we all stayed there, my grandfather and his  
brothers were the type that they built their own places and my mom 
met my dad there in Indiana and he was of Puerto Rican descent,  
so Mexican and Puerto Rican. I remember… 

 well, it was nice having    
 all family around—aunts,    
 uncles, other cousins,    
 coming to see grandma    
 and grandpa.   
And then whenever grandpa wanted help out in the fields because he 
would do all that stuff, I remember as a young kid, he’d take whatever 
hands and feet were available to stand and pull, you know? We’d  
do all kinds of stuff out in the fields helping grandpa. And I thought it 
was exciting because they used to bring home live meals, take it to the 
garage and do what had to be done. I thought that was normal. 

  I just always wanted to be around black people. Because 
in Montreal where I was raised it was en Français and the Haitians, we  
didn’t consider them our people. When I was little, I would  say—when  
I grow up, 

 I’m gonna move to the    
 States and be      
 around a lot of my people.   
And when I came here (1969) people treated me so bad.
 

 ...there were six children        
 from five different fathers.  
But we were mostly raised by my mom. I’m the oldest out of six: 
three girls, three boys. I was born in Mississippi, I don’t remember 
much about that. From there we moved to Memphis, TN and  
I briefly remember living in Memphis, that’s where my older brother 
and sister, second sister was born. We lived there until I was seven 
then we moved to Chicago when I was seven.   

@¶
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    A B O V E    

Cordelia, age 12, c. 1977. “I was that little innocent 12 year 
old who couldn’t wait to be 13.” 

   O P P O S I T E   

Delores, c. 1960, New Waterford, Nova Scotia. 
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   A B O V E   

Sherri, in a school portrait. “I hardly went to school 
because I couldn’t learn nothing.  I didn’t even know to 
bathe.... I can remember my mother breaking hair 
brushes over my head when it was picture time, because 
that was a mess to deal with.”

   O P P O S I T E   

Debra at age 9, c. 1970.
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 It’s like the salmon,    
 you know you’ve got to    
 come back to it.   
And how odd that I say the salmon because my ma used to work  at 
Cook County when we were young and we used to literally  
live down Harrison Street, by Harrison and Racine, made my com-
munion, went to a school that’s no longer there, all of that there.  
And it’s weird that I end up working here and then being involved in 
[ TH E W I H S] study.

  I come from a family of eight, well there was ten of us in 
all but eight of us lived….I’m the sixth. I had to think because  
you know my mother married when she very young, very young and 
she had a baby very young. I’m from the South and that’s where  
the Jim Crow laws started but there were eight of us, I gots part of that 
Jim Crow law because you had different things for black and whites, 
whatever. I’m part of that. 

 My father wanted the best,       
 the best for us, go to     
 school  everyday, but they      
 had a third and fourth    
 grade education, my parent    
 did.   
But I always told my parent, we came out okay, they couldn’t teach 
us how to read or anything like that, help us with our homework, but 
we always said we made it.

@§
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   A B O V E    

Delores with her grandfather and sister in Montreal,  
c. 1968.

   O P P O S I T E  T O P    

Sherri, as an infant, with her siblings. “There was five of 
us, I was the youngest, I grew up fighting with four older 
brothers who always picked on me.”.

    O P P O S I T E  B O T T O M    

Sherri with her brother, c. 1975.
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    A B O V E  L E F T    

Marta, age 4, c. 1956.

   A B O V E  R I G H T    

Marta, age 7, making her first communtion, c. 1959.

   T O P    

World’s Fair 1967, Montreal. Attending the fair as a young 
girl inspired Delores to move the United States.  
Delores’s stepfather helped with construction of the fair in 
Montreal. ( Delores’s personal photograph. )

   B O T T O M   

Miss Sweet Pea, age 15 ( far right ), with her sister and 
friends at Christmas, Hernando, Mississippi.
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   A B O V E  L E F T   

Mary C. at age 16.

   A B O V E  R I G H T   

Marta, age 14, graduation day, c. 1966.

    O P P O S I T E    

Marta, age 14, wearing her father’s hat at a family picnic.
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  Because they would come and stay with me a couple of 
weeks and we buddied around, me and the twins. Me and the twins  
were always close. 

 They called us the   
 three retards, growing up    
 in my family.   

  I always had big feet and so I had to go to this store 
called Shapiro’s. And so I would always feel like that my shoes 
wasn’t going to look like the rest of my friends’ shoes. But back then 
your friends didn’t really talk about you too much, you know. Some-
times they would call me Buckwheat, you know, not only because of 
 me having long black hair, and Buckwheat is on the Little Rascals, 
you know. But basically I wouldn’t be too offended back then.    

 But as you grow up,    
 those kind of comments,    
 be  fightin’ words.     

  19 years old….I was working on an assembly line up 
North. But I had a little problem there. I wouldn’t say it was  
my problem, but I think it was the other guy’s problem because 

 he called me the N word.  
 And I slapped his    
 face and then I got fired. 
He wasn’t funny, he didn’t have the right to call me that in the first 
place. But I was called that word when I was in the South, but  
this was close to close. That boy’s like a six foot man, white man 
called me that. And I didn’t like it and I slapped his face and I got 
fired. But that was 40 years ago.

§?
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Chicago Skyline from Lake Michigan, 1974

P H OTO  C R E D I T : U.S. National Archives, John H. White, photographer

         ONE OF THE MOST SALIENT HISTORICAL CONNECTIONS AMONG THE WOMEN  

OF WIHS WAS THE EXTENT TO WHICH THE CHANGING RACIAL LANDSCAPE OF  

CHICAGO AFFECTED THEIR UPBRINGING, AND ULTIMATELY THEIR EXPERIENCE AS 

HIV-POSITIVE WOMEN. THE HISTORICAL IMAGES COLLECTED IN THIS SECTION 

REPRESENT THE EVOLVING COURSE OF RACIAL AND ECONOMIC SEGREGATION—IN  

HOUSING, IN COMMERCE, IN SCHOOLING—AS A DEFINING FEATURE OF CHICAGO  

IN THE TWENTIETH CENTURY. AS A CITY OF NEIGHBORHOODS, WHITE CHICAGO  

RESIDENTS WERE RARELY ENCOURAGED TO CROSS NEIGHBORHOOD LINES, WHILE 

BLACK AND LATINO RESIDENTS WERE OFTEN KEPT FROM DOING SO BY POLICIES  

OF REDLINING, DISINVESTMENT AND POLICING. THIS BIFURCATED URBAN  

SPACE STRUCTURED THE WORLD THAT ALL THE WOMEN INTERVIEWED, ACROSS 

RACE, GREW UP IN. ITS SIGNIFICANCE TO THE HISTORY OF HIV/AIDS IS GIVEN NEW 

DIMENSIONS THROUGH THEIR WORDS AND MEMORIES.       > 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

+
HISTORICAL CONNECTIONS  
PATTERNS OF SEGREGATION
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Back to School Parade held at Englewood Shopping Center, c. 1974

P H OTO  C R E D I T :  Richard C. Drew, Rickdrew at en.wikipedia
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>     ON THE PRECEDING PAGE, IS A CHILDREN’S PARADE IN ENGLEWOOD, CIRCA 

1974.THE ENGLEWOOD BUSINESS MEN’S ASSOCIATION ORGANIZED THIS  

NEIGHBORHOOD EVENT TO ENGAGE RESIDENTS, 96 PERCENT OF WHOM WERE 

AFRICAN AMERICAN IN 1970, AROUND THE NEEDS OF LOCAL SCHOOLS.  

CORDELIA, TEN IN 1974, WAS CERTAINLY OLD ENOUGH TO REMEMBER THESE PA-

RADES FOR THE CHILDREN OF THE GREAT MIGRATION IN HER NEIGHBORHOOD. 

ENGLEWOOD WITNESSED BOTH THE CONTINUOUS ARRIVAL OF AFRICAN  

AMERICAN FAMILIES FROM THE SOUTH (HER OWN FAMILY CAME FROM MISSISSIPPI 

IN 1962), AND MASSIVE WHITE FLIGHT OUT OF THE NEIGHBORHOOD OVER  

THE COURSE OF THE 1940S, ‘50s AND ‘60s. STANDING IN FRONT OF KRESGE’S 

DEPARTMENT STORE, A NATIONAL RETAILER THAT LEFT ENGLEWOOD  

ALONG WITH SEARS AND ROEBUCKS IN THE 1970s, THIS PHOTOGRAPH FORESHAD-

OWS THE ECONOMIC INEQUALITY THAT INTENSIFIED WITH RACIAL SEGRE- 

GATION, AND THE BUSINESS AND GOVERNMENTAL DISINVESTMENT THROUGHOUT 

THE SECOND HALF OF THE TWENTIETH CENTURY. CORDELIA DESCRIBED HOW 

BLOCKS AROUND HER FAMILY HOME WENT FROM HAVING HOUSES ON EVERY LOT TO 

BEING ABANDONED OVER THE COURSE OF HER LIFETIME, AS THE NEIGHBORHOOD’S 

POPULATION RAPIDLY DECREASED. 

 

THE RACIAL BOUNDARIES OF CHICAGO’S WEST SIDE WERE FORTIFIED BY THE 

BUILDING OF THE EISENHOWER EXPRESSWAY IN THE 1950s, AND LARGE  

PUBLIC HOUSING PROJECTS IN 1960s. COMPLETED IN 1961 AND TORN DOWN IN  

2006, ROCKWELL GARDENS, WHOSE DESTRUCTION IS PICTURED, WAS A  

17-ACRE PROJECT THAT HOUSED THOUSANDS OF PEOPLE, ALMOST ALL AFRICAN 

AMERICAN, OVER ITS 45 YEARS OF EXISTENCE. GIVEN ITS SIZE AND LOCA- 

TION, ROCKWELL GARDENS, WHERE MARY B. LIVED, PRODUCED RACIAL AND ECO-

NOMIC ISOLATION FOR ITS RESIDENTS AT THE SAME TIME THAT RESIDENTS  

CREATED VIBRANT COMMUNITIES AND NETWORKS TO ADDRESS THE UTTER LACK  

OF MUNICIPAL SERVICES.      > 

 

Demolition of Rockwell Gardens, 2006

P H OTO  C R E D I T :  Paul Goyette, licensed under Creative Commons
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   A B O V E    

Miss Sweet Pea wrote this letter about her life in the  
Jim Crow South in response to a prompt asking  
for reflections on the twentieth anniversary of WIHS.

   O P P O S I T E   

House in Hernando, Mississippi, where Miss Sweet Pea 
lived as a teen, c. 1968.
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  We came in ‘67 because my sister was a baby at  
the time that we came here [F R O M M O N R O E ,  LO U I S IANA]. I remember  
Martin Luther King and Jesse Jackson, the riot, 

 we was in the car because  
 our house was on fire  
 so just…it was a crazy time  
 and I didn’t understand it. 
... But now that I look back—history was being made, and even 
though I was a part of it and I didn’t understand it. They burnt  
the house down! Where we going to go? And people said—don’t 
leave out the house.

   ...my mom used to always work, I remember she had 
three jobs at one time. We were kind of like okay, there’s food  
in the fridge, there’s the little washer and the little dryer, she’d do  
the best she could and of course my father was nowhere to be  
found when you needed him, kind of grew up without him there. 

 And I didn’t know I was    
 poor. My brother had to tell    
 us this later–you know,    
 we were poor.  

@!
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Damage was Selective after 1968 Chicago Riots

P H OTO  C R E D I T :  Jo Freeman

THESE DEMOGRAPHIC TRANSFORMATIONS REINFORCED, FOR MANY WHITE CHICAGO-

ANS, THE NEED TO KEEP WHITE NEIGHBORHOODS WHITE. THESE CHILDREN  

AND GRANDCHILDREN OF IMMIGRANTS FROM EUROPE USED RACISM TO MAINTAIN 

WHITE SPACES. BOTH BOBBIE AND SHERRI WERE FROM WHITE SECTIONS  

OF CHICAGO’S WEST SIDE, SHERRI FROM THE TOWN OF CICERO ON THE CHICAGO 

BORDER, A PLACE SHE DESCRIBED AS ‘‘VERY RACIST’’ WHEN SHE LIVED  

THERE AND LEARNED OF THE VIOLENT REFUSAL TO ALLOW AFRICAN AMERICAN 

RESIDENTS IN THE 1950s. THE RACIAL LANDSCAPE OF THE WEST SIDE  

CHANGED OVER THE COURSE OF TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY AS LATINO RESIDENTS 

MOVED INTO CICERO AND THE TOWN WENT FROM BEING ALL WHITE TO ALMOST  

50 PERCENT LATINO IN 2010.      > 

 

 

>     RACIAL SEGREGATION AND THE RACISM THAT UNDERGIRDS IT PRODUCED  

THE CONDITIONS OF VIOLENT REACTION. IN APRIL 1968, IN DIRECT  

RESPONSE TO THE ASSASSINATION OF DR. MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR., BLACK 

REBELLION (OR RIOTS AS THEY ARE MORE OFTEN CALLED) SPREAD  

THROUGHOUT THE COUNTRY, INCLUDING CHICAGO. CONCENTRATED ON THE  

WEST SIDE OF THE CITY, MARY C. REMEMBERED HER HOUSE BURNING  

AND HER FAMILY FLEEING. THE IMAGE HERE OF A CORNER ON THE WEST SIDE 

PROVIDES A SNAPSHOT OF THE DAMAGE: SOME BUILDINGS WERE RAZED,  

WHILE OTHERS APPEARED UNHARMED. IN THIS CASE A COMMUNITY ORGANIZATION 

WITH THE MOTTO, ‘‘PEOPLE WORKING WITH PEOPLE FOR PEOPLE’’ ESCAPED  

DESTRUCTION. THE NEIGHBORHOODS MOST IMPACTED BY THE REBELLIONS WERE 

NEVER FULLY REBUILT, AN URBAN PLANNING DECISION THAT AFFECTED  

THE COURSE OF PUBLIC HEALTH FOR AFRICAN AMERICAN RESIDENTS.     
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≤     HOWARD STREET RUNS THROUGH ROGERS PARK, ONE OF CHICAGO’S  

MOST DIVERSE NEIGHBORHOODS. BEGINNING IN THE 1970s, ROGERS PARK BECAME  

A HOME TO MIGRANTS FROM ACROSS ASIA AND LATIN AMERICA AS WELL  

AS AFRICAN AMERICANS WHO CAME FROM ACROSS NORTH AMERICA, INCLUDING 

SEVERAL OF WOMEN INVOLVED IN THIS PROJECT. 

 

West Howard Street and CTA Howard Station, 1975

P H OTO  C R E D I T :  C. William Brubaker 

>     AS IMPORTANT FOR UNDERSTANDING THE RACIAL DYNAMICS OF CHICAGO AND 

ITS EFFECT ON THE WOMEN OF WIHS WHEN THEY WERE YOUNG, IS THE  

LONG HISTORY OF MEXICAN AND PUERTO RICAN MIGRATION TO CHICAGO OVER THE 

COURSE OF THE TWENTIETH. FORMED THROUGH THE MOVEMENTS OF  

PEOPLE, CULTURES AND POLITICAL STRUCTURES, THESE LESS TALKED ABOUT 

PATTERNS AFFECTED THE SHAPE OF THE CITY AS MUCH AS BLACK MIGRATION. 

MEXICAN MIGRATION TO CHICAGO BEGAN IN THE EARLY TWENTIETH  

CENTURY AND CONTINUED THROUGHOUT THE 1900s, WITH ONE OF THE LARGEST 

INFLUXES OF MEXICAN MEN COMING IN THE 1940s, AS BRACEROS, OR  

GUEST WORKER: MAE’S FATHER WAS A BRACERO WHO CAME TO THE MIDWEST FROM 

MEXICO, AND MOVED HIS FAMILY TO CHICAGO TO GET WORK IN THE 1960s.  

PUERTO RICAN MIGRATION INCREASED SIG-NIFICANTLY AT THE END OF THE SECOND 

WORLD WAR, BUT UNLIKE MEXICAN MIGRANTS, PUERTO RICANS WERE  

SUBJECTS OF THE UNITED STATES AND FACED NO LEGAL BARS ON THEIR MOVEMENT 

IN AND OUT OF THE MAINLAND. CHICAGO’S DIVERSE LATINO COMMUNITIES  

FACED UNIQUE FORMS OF SEGREGATION AND DISCRIMINATION. WHILE SOME  

MEXICAN MIGRANTS LIVED IN NEIGHBORHOODS WITH WHITE ETHNIC  

POPULATIONS—FOR EXAMPLE, MAE GREW UP IN THE THEN LARGELY POLISH BACK-

OF-THE-YARDS, AND ATTENDED THE LOCAL CATHOLIC PARISH WITH ONE  

OTHER LATINA GIRL—OTHERS LIVED IN NEIGHBORHOODS THAT BECAME INCREAS-

INGLY RACIALLY HOMOGENOUS OVER THE COURSE OF THEIR LIFETIMES.      •
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  Well, when you’re that age you learn to pretend like  
everything is okay. Like you had a perfect family. But what  
really went wrong, I did horribly in school. You know, because I was 
like, you know, constantly on my mind, afraid to go home. I ran  
away a lot, and then at the age of 13 I was in a school for bad girls,  
I was in the Audy Home. ... That’s a place in Chicago for children 
who are supposed to be, you know  

 it’s just like the Department    
 of Corrections but    
 this is only for children.     
 Bad, bad children.   
I wasn’t bad at all, I was just you know acting out. I didn’t consider 
running away being bad, I just wanted, I just didn’t want to  
be at home. And so they took me away, they put me in the Audy Home.

  And I’m like—if I go to school they going to take me 
back to my mom’s house and I’d then just leave and come back here. 
And I did that for about two weeks, and 

 I got tired of being     
 escorted out of the school     
 in handcuffs,    
it was, you know... so I left their house because in order to stay in their  
house I needed to go to school. So by this time I’m in the streets  
and getting high and really didn’t know why, you know? Didn’t know 
why things happened to me, didn’t know why I was doing stuff.  
And it’s just been recently that I’m starting to put it all together.

$œ
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Arthur “Audy Home” for Children, a school for incarcerated children at the Cook County  

Juvenile Court, 1968.  /  Tribune Archive

≤      LOCATED ON CHICAGO’S WEST SIDE AT THE SITE OF THE WORLD’S FIRST 

JUVENILE COURT, THE AUDY HOME SERVED AS A DETENTION CENTER  

FOR ‘‘DELINQUENT’’ BOYS AND GIRLS, MANY OF WHOM WERE ACTUALLY RUNAWAYS 

TRYING TO ESCAPE VIOLENT SITUATIONS IN THEIR HOMES. MARILYN  

REMEMBERED BEING PLACED AT AUDY IN HER TEEN YEARS, AND BEING TOLD SHE 

WAS A ‘‘BAD GIRL,’’ WHO DESERVED PUNISHMENT.  
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  You remember mama making biscuits…oh yes,  
I remember all that stuff. But I don’t remember her protecting me.  
If they went to jail for doing something bad, her older brothers,  
she was down there getting them out, I can remember that. But as 
protecting me…she didn’t do that. I didn’t hate her, I just like — 
you remember that? I don’t remember that! 

 I can’t remember any good      
 days as far as her protecting  
 me and saying it’s    
 gonna be okay and I’m    
 going to stop this.    
 She’d just say—stay away    
 from him!   
So I’m like, when I have my kids this ain’t gonna happen. But how  
do I know if they don’t tell you. But I told her and she didn’t protect 
me so…that’s where it was at.

  So I in turn did not have those skills to teach to my  
children. So much of it is, and was, it takes a village to raise a child. 

 But then some insidious    
 little person inserted child    
 molesters into the mix,   
 and the village all of a sud-    
 den wasn’t safe anymore.  
I was a product of the unsafe village. I am a product of the  
unsafe village. A lot of the things I do today are because of what  
I went through.

œ!
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  But I thought well, oh gee, I’m a woman now, I’m in  
a white dress and I’ve got this big wedding, my first wedding was 
huge, and I thought—oh, this is the transition over. 

 Well, little did I know I     
 was stepping into hell.    
 

 And, you take it from there.  

  My first child was when I ran away at 15 and got married 
in Kentucky because I left home. And I thought—Oh, I’m going to 
live a good life!  

 That was bull because I got   
 beat up and all that by    
 my husband and we ended          
 up divorcing.   

< @



CRISIS

     actaully the person who turned me on to drugs was      
     my organist from church. Other than that      
     I wouldn’t have never knew nothin’ about no drugs.   
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  I started smoking weed probably when I was 14. ...  
My favorite stepsister was shooting drugs and I found out she was 
also turning dates. I needed to know what it was about this drug  
that made her go out there and do this. She said no, and I told her:  
if you don’t, somebody else will. I realize today that that was a really 
funky position for me to put my sister in, but she gave me some... 

 unfortunately my sister    
 and I became users together.  

  We both ended up with HIV;  
 she’s dead now.   
She went back out in the streets after getting sober and didn’t make  
it back.   

œ
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  I was never a street worker, I never had to get out there 
like that. And when I did graduate from high school I went  
straight into start working. I always have had good jobs... I was doing 
good things but bad things at the same time. Basically all my  
jobs that I did have, they were good jobs. 

 That’s how I lost them,     
 because of the drugs,   
 because I would be tired   
 and call in—I can’t    
 come today.   
And then in 1992 I was feeling like…I lost my mom in ‘99 but in ‘92  
I was feeling, it was around the time when Magic Johnson got  
diagnosed and everyone was kind of running to the little neighbor-
hood clinics. 

  And I went to the clinic in Englewood... and the only 
reason that I actually went though at that point was because  
I was feeling, I was cramping and I was like well, because I had just 
had a period you know. I’m like – something ain’t right. ... 
 [ J]ust so happened 

 in the midst of me drinking    
 and drugging and not    
 paying attention and being    
 unaware of what I’m    
 doing, there was a condom    
 in me.   
And that’s why I was cramping. And when they took this condom out 
of me they told me that I had HIV, gonorrhea, syphilis, and herpes. 

##
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  And I just backed up. I slowed down. 

 Just like you cut your food  
 portions, I cut and I     
 cut and I backed up and  
 I backed up.   
And I prayed to God for strength, or to the higher power, because I 
didn’t necessarily believe in a God but in the possibility of a  
higher power, and I prayed for the inner strength, and somehow I had 
it. I went to a couple of meetings. I couldn’t go to a lot of meetings, 

 I could barely walk. I was  
 as big as a house, 338    
 pounds, I could hardly        
   walk from the bus stop… 

  It was to the point where they were going to put me on 
the street. It was either straighten up and fly right, and I hit my  
rock bottom, finally. I got busted buying drugs, and I’m sitting in the  
cell waiting to go to court and I’m thinking—this is the second 
time. And I’m thinking—what if I get a little time or something, 
because you ain’t gonna get off maybe like you did the first time, and 
I thought, what if something happens to my mother because she’s 
already up in age and had a number of strokes and stuff. So I said to 
myself—well, you know what? You need to do something differ-
ently, so that doesn’t end up happening. And the only answer was I 
needed to get the strength to stop doing that stuff. So what I did was I 
just slowly backed off of it. I lied through my teeth and said I wasn’t 
doing it, but it was the weirdest thing, I looked at it like dieting. 

 If I could get $200, you  
 could bet I had 20 rocks in  
 my pocket and would    
 smoke them in a day. 

??
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    O P P O S I T E   

Delores, age 24, in a club in Chicago.
    A B O V E  T O P    

Delores walking on State St. with her sister, c. 1969.

   A B O V E  B O T T O M    

Delores, c. 1972, Chicago.
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    A B O V E   

Racheal, c. 2009. “After I found out that I was HIV  
positive, I was naïve to the disease, and I thought it was a 
death sentence. I was getting high so I just figured,  
I’m going to die anyway, so I’m going to die getting high.”

    O P P O S I T E    

Marilyn, c. 1987. “I was homeless then, in the streets, and 
doing everything what I was not supposed to be doing.  
And I really didn’t care. Actually it looks like I’m happy, 
but I was really miserable.”



61C R I S I S60

    O P P O S I T E  T O P  +  B O T T O M   

Mae and her family, c. 1995.

   A B O V E   T O P  

Delores, c. 1970, with husband and niece, c. 1970

    A B O V E  B O T T O M    

Marta, age 19, with her first-born daughter, 1972.
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   So I was kind of like back and forth in that stupor, you 
know, I did go back again, and

 actaully the person who     
 turned me on to     
 drugs was my organist      
 from church. Other    
 than that I wouldn’t have             
 never knew nothin’ about           
 no drugs.   
Cuz they was, we couldn’t have a boyfriend, that type of stuff, till 
we was 16 years old. They were both from Mississippi, so it was 
like, “Don’t you bring no SOB kid up in here.” They meant that too. 
They’re like, “you bring a kid up in here, you goin’ out the door  
with it.” So out of six girls, nobody had any kids out of wedlock. No-
body had any kids out of wedlock, nobody had any kids until they  
got married.

 
 [ I  U S E D ]  for a very long    
 time. And even HIV    
 was not a motivating factor    
 for me to stop. I had to    
 experience something that    
 was very devastating    
 for me to be encouraged    
 to stop.   

#±



6564 C R I S I S

  We got married fast, we fell in love fast, we were mar-
ried within a couple of months. I figured out that he’s probably  
bipolar. We were married about 11 months, and he got beat really bad. 
He liked to go to the bars and he was willing to fight, too, just like  
the other goofballs. He ended up in the hospital and I asked for a psych  
eval, which they said —we can’t do that just because you want it. 

 Then they started suspect-   
 ing HIV because of the   
 dementia and all the brain    
 damage…  
they felt there was something more going on. So they took the test 
and he came out positive, and they also figured out that he was  
bipolar in the process. 

 At that time I took the test,    
 and I was negative.  

  A specialist girlfriend of mine called me from Evanston, 
everybody knew we were getting married, this guy and I. And I  
came in from church and she said—sit down. I went—what’s up? She 
said, the guy you’re engaged to is dying from AIDS. I went—I’m  
not engaged to him anymore. And then she said – well, you were with 
him for over two years and you said you stopped using condoms  
after you became engaged because—

 I thought he was safe.    
 But he wasn’t.   
So she said, get to Evanston Hospital, and I got out there and they 
knew nothing about this virus, and at that time you had to wait  
like a month for results. And when this young intern came in he look-
ed at me and he said — Delores ? I said—what? 

 He said, you’re going    
 to die.   

¶?
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    A B O V E   

Sherri with her husband on their wedding day. “This is 
when we were married in 2002. It’s an important part of  
my story, and my life.”

   O P P O S I T E  B O T T O M    

Marta, age 18, on her wedding day, with her siblings.
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   A B O V E    

Racheal, c. 2009. Note to her husband on reverse  
of photo.

    O P P O S I T E  T O P   

Marta at age 18, pregnant with her first child.

    O P P O S I T E  B O T T O M  L E F T   

Mary C. with her children, 1991.

    O P P O S I T E  B O T T O M  R I G H T   

When Katherine gave birth to her son M. in 2001, she 
decided to get clean—and got assistance from caseworkers 
to find a treatment program. 
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≤      BY 1980, AUSTIN, A NEIGHBORHOOD ON THE WESTERN EDGE OF CHICAGO,  

HAD BECOME MORE THAN 96 PERCENT AFRICAN AMERICAN AND EXPERIENCED 

SIGNIFICANT DISINVESTMENT IN LOCAL HOUSING AND COMMERCE.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Backyard, Austin Neighborhood, 1985

P H OTO  C R E D I T : Chuckman’s Photos on Wordpress: Chicago Nostalgia  

and Memorabilia
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  So I was up all night calling places, and it just so hap-
pened that Julie [W.] she works at the Core Center, she was my  
substitute for my counselor, but she wasn’t even working at the Core, 
she was working at County and somewhere she saw my name.  
She was just coming to see if it was me. 

 I call her my guardian angel.      
 She walked down that     
 hall and I said —Julie,    
 I need your help, I gotta go      
 into treatment, they said     
 I can keep my baby! ( crying)

You know and she was like…she called some place and they found a 
place that day for me to take             . They came and picked us up and 
took us to Haymarket.

  The most pressing issues I faced was my drug addiction 
and finding out I was positive was…there were a couple of other  
personal issues that I faced. My drug addiction, I remember I went  
to the methadone clinic to try to get myself some treatment, and that 
didn’t work for me. I remember one day going to my mom’s  
house and I was just out of it, and I remember her telling me distinctly: 

 I don’t know what kind of    
 help you’re getting, what   
 ever help you’re getting is    
 worse than the stuff that   
 you were on before you got    
 the help.  
And that always stuck in my head.

=±



DIAG-
NOSIS

    You think—why did this happen to you?     
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  Diagnosed ‘89 and commercials were coming out and  
I know I had done drugs in the past and I was drinking and I  
know I had multiple partners with no condoms and those commer-
cials on TV were, all they had to do, they were just missing  
saying, “Marta!” To me, they were directed to me, and I remember 
yes, just kind of sitting there.

 I was like oh okay, I’ve got     
 somebody talking down    
 on me, I gotta go get tested.   
And eventually I took myself in to get tested and once I was tested, 
since I kinda, you know the checklist kinda goes off 

 yeah-yeah-yeah… you are    
 Positive.   
The result came back. And I remember that rush of sorta numbness 
but yet trying to get it back. 

@
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  I was diagnosed in June 1992, June the 4th. At the 
same time I was diagnosed, two or three days later, my nephew got 
killed….All the emotion and everything running around, but  
when this was diagnosed with me, I was mad as hell. I was mad as 
hell because I felt that God had traded…but when things happen  
to people, they think of all crazy kinda stuff. That’s a human.

 You think—why did this    
 happen to you?   

 You might be a good       
 person, you might be a bad    
 person. But I was mad    
 as hell.   

  [ TH E D O CTO R S ] came in my room, fully gowned, I mean 
from head to toe looking like astronauts and told me I had AIDS. 
They didn’t say nothing about HIV positive, and did I want to talk to  
a chaplain? 

 And you know if you have     
 to talk to a chaplain,    
 that means, you know, you    
 don’t have long to live.   
 It could be today or tomorrow. That’s because they didn’t really 
know that much about HIV or AIDS you know?

§$



8180 D I A G N O S I S

  I talked to anyone, you know, and I learned mainly from 
gay, gay men about this disease. What I did was I started working  
as a Certified Nurse Assistant, so mostly all my patients back then 
had AIDS. They had Kaposi’s Sarcoma, you know. It was all kind of, 
it was a gay man’s disease back then. 

 But what they didn’t know       
 was that I was       
 diagnosed with HIV, 

 they said AIDS.  
I was adhering to my medications. I took control of what I was sup-
posed to do.

  I didn’t know anything [ AB O UT A I D S WH E N I  WAS D IAG N O S E D ] !  
All I know was that it was like a deadly…

 I did know this, it was a virus       
 and it was a deadly virus.   
 And I did know that it was a    
 gay man’s disease. 
But I really didn’t care at that time, you know? I didn’t really care 
because I was just still out there, you know, in the street. All I  
cared about was getting my fix and then oh —I’ll get treated tomor-
row. But when I got to the Fantus Clinic I started learning about  
it through group, you know. I started listening to what my doctor was 
saying and I didn’t even know that if your T-cell count fall below, 
back then it was 200, 

 then you had the AIDS.

$$
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   O P P O S I T E    

Debra at Sisters of Sobriety , c. 1992.
 

    A B O V E    

Orange cards belonging to Debra and her partner Deborah, 
who was also HIV positive.
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  1989, I received a letter from my husband at the  
time from his office…Yes, my husband had gone in and was diag-
nosed with a skin disorder and when they did the blood work  
I guess something else came up, and that’s when I got a letter from his 
doctor’s office stating that they wanted me to come in for some  
blood work.  

 And I thought it was in     
 relation to the skin disease     
 that he was going to be     
 treated for.   

  Finally we went to about the third or fourth doctor and 
as soon as we got there he said—what’s your problem? So we  
told them this, this, and this are his symptoms. And he said—have 
you been tested for HIV? And we said—no! I didn’t even think  
of that and I thought, let them test him, I know that… how could that be?  

 We were living, we had our    
 two kids…that would   
 be the furthest thing from    
 my mind. I thought he   
 had cancer…   

%æ
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   I mean the pain, the emotional pain was far worse than 
the physical pain, and I just asked God to just—stop. ... And that’s 
when I asked him to help me to come in, and God whatever it is that 
I have to do I will do it, whatever they tell me to do, whatever…I’m 
going to do it. ... And I delivered                   ,

 and I’m telling you when   
 I asked God for help, things   
 just started happening.  
I had already had two children in the system,             and     and  
they were already terminated from parental rights. And it was the 
lady from DCFS came and she was like—

 well, I’m going to let you     
 take your baby but you    
 have to get into treatment.  
Now this like a few days before Christmas.

  I ended up in the penitentiary with my youngest daugh-
ter with a friend, my second diagnosis in five years, still not know-
ing what it is that I have. Got out of the penitentiary and there was a 
DCFS worker waiting for me at the gate. 

 And he told me that if I     
 thought I wanted     
 my kids back I probably   
 wouldn’t get them   
 back because I had HIV.  
But he brought me to the wrong place, he took me to the Fantus  
Clinic at Stroger Hospital. And that was his mistake, taking  
me to the Fantus Clinic because not only did they educate me about 
HIV, they educated me about my rights concerning HIV and  
you know, that nobody could take my child simply because. But they 
did take my youngest from me.

œ±
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  There’s a new ‘women and children’s clinic’ at the 
county, it was like six months old. That was February of ‘89 and they 
started that summer before, July of ‘88. And so I eventually found  
my way to the radiation center, but not before going to a couple  
of different addresses because he really didn’t know how to tell me 
where the hell it was, somewhere in there. 

 So after making a couple    
 of calls, after going to    
 where these people would   
 tell me which was all     
 the wrong places, I finally   
 got through   
and they told me of a health educator and he was the one to  
get in touch with to get the testing done. And I remember I kept  
missing him.

   Remember when we used to have the group on the 
second floor in the Fantus Clinic? The women’s support group we’d 
have on the second floor in the back. So I waited out in front  
for him where the population was waiting for whatever clinic they 
were going to go into, in the Fantus Clinic. 

 The lady at the front told    
 me—well, he’s a little    
 guy and he’s usually in a    
 white coat.   

  [ MY H U S BAN D ] was past the HIV stage and his count  
was 12. The doctor basically said you know it’s just a matter of time. 
He could last two weeks, he could last two months, 

 but he’s not going to     
 last long.  

@

%
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    A B O V E   

Every WIHS participant who gets her care at Cook County 
Hospital (renamed John H. Stroger, Jr. Hospital  
of Cook County in 2001) has an orange identification card.  
These cards are required for access to care and some 
women have had the same card for more than twenty years. 
Warn yet still with vibrant color, these cards captivated  

the History Moves team and have come to represent the 
project as a whole, paradoxes and all. When asked  
about the significance of the cards, Debra reported: “I have 
three numbers: my social security number, my penitentiary 
number from Dwight, and my Cook County number.”
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         IT WAS NOT UNTIL 1988, WHEN THE NUMBER OF CHICAGO WOMEN DIAGNOSED 

WITH AIDS HIT THE 100 MARK (THE IDENTIFYING TERM, HIV, WAS NOT YET  

FULLY IN USE IN DATA COLLECTION, AS IT WAS ONLY COINED THREE YEARS EARLI-

ER). MEN, THE MAJORITY OF WHOM WERE IDENTIFIED THEN AS GAY OR  

BISEXUAL, AND TODAY WOULD BE CALLED MEN WHO HAVE SEX WITH MEN, WERE 

DIAGNOSED AT A MUCH FASTER RATE: BY 1988 THERE WERE OVER 1,000  

REPORTED MALE CASES OF AIDS IN CHICAGO. IT WAS ALSO 1988 WHEN THE WOMEN 

WHO WOULD BECOME THE FIRST COHORT OF PARTICIPANTS IN WIHS BEGAN  

MEETING IN THE RADIATION CENTER, LOCATED IN BASEMENT OF COOK COUNTY’S 

FANTUS CLINIC. THE NUMBERS OF HIV/AIDS CASES WENT UP EVERY YEAR  

FOR BOTH MEN AND WOMEN, UNTIL 1994 WHEN THE TREND SLOWLY BEGAN TO 

CHANGE COURSE, EVENTUALLY SPEEDING UP WITH THE ADVENT OF PROTEASE 

INHIBITORS IN 1996. AT THAT POINT THE RATIO OF WOMEN WITH HIV/AIDS  

TO MEN WITH HIV/AIDS SHIFTED SIGNIFICANTLY, WITH WOMEN MAKING UP WELL 

OVER 20 PERCENT OF ALL NEW CASES BETWEEN 1996 TO 2009. 

 

THIS BRIEF STATISTICAL HISTORY PROVIDES IMPORTANT BACKGROUND FOR THIS 

COLLECTION OF LIFE HISTORY EXCERPTS. IT HELPS US SEE WHY SO MANY  

OF THE WOMEN NARRATORS, IN PARTICULAR, AND AMERICANS MORE GENERALLY, 

INITIALLY UNDERSTOOD AIDS AS A WHITE GAY MALE DISEASE. WHILE WHITE  

MEN WHO HAVE SEX WITH MEN WERE AMONG THE FIRST PEOPLE TO BE SICK AND 

UNFORTUNATELY DIE, WOMEN WERE PART OF THE EPIDEMIC FROM THE  

START. YET THE EARLIEST MEDIA REPORTS OF WOMEN AND FOCUSED ON WHO THEY  

INFECTED OR PUT AT RISK, WHETHER INFANT CHILDREN OR MALE SEXUAL  

PARTNERS, RATHER THAN WHAT IT MEANT FOR THEM TO BE DEATHLY ILL. WOMEN’S 

INVISIBILITY WAS MADE MORE CRITICAL IN HEALTH CARE ENVIRONMENTS,  

WHERE SERVICES, ALL OF WHICH WERE VERY LIMITED, WERE NONETHELESS DE-

SIGNED FOR MEN.  

 

THE INVISIBILITY OF WOMEN WITH HIV/AIDS IN CHICAGO, IN PARTICULAR, WAS 

EXACERBATED BY THE INTERSECTION OF RACISM AND SEXISM IN THEIR DAILY LIVES 

AND THE INSTITUTIONS AROUND THEM. DESPITE WHAT WERE OFTEN THE BEST  

OF INTENSIONS AMONG DOCTORS AND NURSES, THE CITY’S PUBLIC HEALTH CARE 

SYSTEM WAS UNABLE TO ADEQUATELY TREAT POOR PEOPLE WITH AIDS, WHO  

WERE MADE SICKER BY POVERTY AND RACISM. COOK COUNTY HOSPITAL DID NOT 

INITIALLY HAVE A SUFFICIENT PLAN FOR TREATING PEOPLE WITH AIDS AND  

WOMEN WITH AIDS SUFFERED DISPROPORTIONATELY.      > Fantus Clinic Hallway Waiting Room, Cook County Hosptial, c. 1987

P H OTO  C R E D I T : Gordon Schiff, M.D.

A BRIEF HISTORY OF WOMEN  
AND HIV/AIDS IN CHICAGO
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AIDS ward is opened to women
Mount, Charles
Chicago Tribune (1963-Current file); Apr 27, 1990; ProQuest Historical Newspapers: Chicago Tribune
pg. N_A7
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>     LOCAL FEMINIST ACTIVISTS, MANY OF WHOM WERE WHITE LESBIANS  

AND MEMBERS OF ACT UP-CHICAGO, AND DAGMAR (DYKES AND GAY MEN AGAINST 

REPRESSION/RACISM/REAGAN), ALSO BEGAN CAMPAIGNS TO DEMAND CARE  

FOR WOMEN WITH HIV/AIDS IN THE LATE 1980s AND EARLY 1990s. IN APRIL 1990, 

THEY THREW MATTRESSES INTO THE STREET IN FRONT OF COOK COUNTY TO  

PROTEST THE EXCLUSION OF WOMEN FROM THE AIDS WARD. THEIR PROTEST 

WORKED AND WOMEN WERE ADMITTED, AND ULTIMATELY DIED ON THE WARD. (SEE 

THE 1990 Chicago Tribune ARTICLE ABOUT WOMEN AND THE AIDS WARD ON  

PREVIOUS PAGE.) IMPORTANTLY, THE ABSENCE OF ACT UP AND EVENTS LIKE THE 

MATTRESS PROTEST IN THE STORIES WOMEN TOLD ONE ANOTHER SAYS AS  

MUCH ABOUT THE SHAPE OF AIDS ACTIVISM IN CHICAGO AS DOES THE NEWSPAPER 

ARCHIVE. IT RAISES QUESTIONS ABOUT THE EXTENT TO WHICH RADICAL ACTI- 

VISM, IN THE FORM OF CIVIL DISOBEDIENCE, ADDRESSED THE SERVICE NEEDS OF 

THE MOST DISENFRANCHISED PEOPLE AND COMMUNITIES, JUST AS IT RAISES  

QUESTIONS ABOUT HOW TO RECORD ALTERNATIVE FORMS OF ACTIVISM BY WOMEN 

WITH HIV/AIDS. 

 

WIHS BEGAN IN 1993, WHEN MARGE COHEN, THEN A PRIMARY CARE DOCTOR AT 

COOK COUNTY, RECEIVED FUNDING, WITH FIVE OTHER SITES AROUND THE  

COUNTRY, FROM THE NATIONAL INSTITUTES OF HEALTH TO STUDY HOW HIV/AIDS 

AFFECTED WOMEN. STARTED AT THE NADIR OF AIDS TREATMENT AND PREVENTION 

ACTIVISM, WHEN EXHAUSTED AIDS ACTIVISTS HAD BEGUN TO HOLD POLITICAL 

FUNERALS FOR THEIR DEAD AND HAD THEIR HOPES DASHED AS THE ELECTION OF 

BILL CLINTON FAILED TO CHANGE THE HEALTH CARE LANDSCAPE IN THE U.S.,  

WIHS DEFIED THE DEFEAT AROUND IT. COHEN, AND THE PEOPLE WHO WORKED WITH 

HER, IMAGINED A FEMINIST MODEL OF CARE THAT CENTERED WOMEN WITH  

HIV/AIDS AND ASSUMED THAT THEY COULD BE PART OF THEIR OWN HEALTH. WITH 

AN INFRASTRUCTURE IN PLACE, WIHS WAS WELL SUITED TO MAGNIFY THE  

BENEFITS OF ANTI-RETROVIRAL TREATMENT IN 1996. AS OF 2015, OVER 50 PERCENT 

OF WOMEN FROM THE FIRST COHORT ARE STILL ALIVE.  

 

ALL THE WOMEN INTERVIEWED THROUGH THIS PROJECT ARE COUNTED IN THE 

VARIOUS STATISTICS DETAILED ABOVE. YET THE SUBSTANCE OF THEIR LIVES—HOW 

THEY CAME TO BE INFECTED WITH HIV, HOW THEY HAVE DEMANDED ACCESS TO 

TREATMENT AND CARE AND HOW THEY HAVE FOUGHT THEIR WAY TO HEALTH—CAN 

BEST BE UNDERSTOOD THROUGH THEIR OWN WORDS.      •

>     ESTABLISHED GAY HEALTH ORGANIZATIONS DID NOT FILL THE GAP WOMEN 

FACED EITHER. EVEN THOUGH CHICAGO HAD A LONG HISTORY OF GAY HEALTH 

ACTIVISM—THE CITY’S GAY HEALTH CLINIC, HOWARD BROWN MEMORIAL CLINIC, 

PREEXISTED THE AIDS EPIDEMIC IN CHICAGO BY EIGHT YEARS AND PROVIDED  

CARE FOR MEN FROM THE START—WOMEN WITH AIDS WERE NOT SYSTEMATICALLY 

SEEN IN COMMUNITY INSTITUTIONS. WHILE MARILYN REPORTED LEARNING  

ABOUT AIDS FROM GAY MEN AND NOT HER FIRST DOCTORS WHO CAME IN HER ROOM 

SUITED UP (SEE THE 1987 Chicago Tribune ARTICLE ABOUT PROTECTIVE  

GEAR FOR HEALTH WORKERS ON PREVIOUS PAGE ), AND ROSEMARY REMEMBERED 

BEING THE ONLY WHITE HETEROSEXUAL WOMAN IN A SUPPORT GROUP SHE  

ATTENDED AT TEST POSITIVE AWARE NETWORK (TPAN) IN 1991, WE HEARD NOTHING 

IN THE INTERVIEWS ABOUT AIDS SERVICE ORGANIZATIONS DESIGNED FOR GAY  

MEN STEPPING IN TO ATTEND TO WOMEN WITH AIDS.  

 

FOR MANY OF THE WOMEN WITH HIV/AIDS INTERVIEWED HERE, 1988 WAS THE 

BEGINNING OF A TURNING POINT IN CHICAGO, EVEN AS THEY OFTEN EXPERIENCED 

THE CHANGE AS ONE STEP FORWARD AND TWO STEPS BACK. TWO PROGRAMS 

FORMED THAT YEAR, THE WOMEN AND CHILDREN WITH AIDS PROGRAM AT COOK 

COUNTY HOSPITAL AND THE CHICAGO WOMEN’S AIDS PROJECT, THE FIRST SUPPORT 

GROUPS FOR WOMEN LIVING WITH AIDS IN CHICAGO. THE ORGANIZATIONS, ONE 

BASED AT THE PUBLIC HOSPITAL, THE OTHER IN A PRIVATE HOUSE IN EDGEWATER, A 

RACIALLY MIXED NEIGHBORHOOD ON THE NORTH SIDE, SERVED HUNDREDS OF 

WOMEN WITH AIDS AND THEIR CHILDREN IN THEIR FIRST YEARS OF EXISTENCE, THE 

MAJORITY OF WHOM WERE AFRICAN AMERICAN. 
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  This was ‘85. And the doctor came in and started asking 
me about my life and my habits. And he came back and he goes

 your baby has HIV so I’m   
 pretty sure you have it, too.   
He walked away and I let him. 

 It was just like everything     
 else in my life, nobody   
 explained it to me, nobody   
 told me anything.  
So after a week or so in the hospital they let my daughter come home, 
she was better. Her immune system had kicked in, kicked mine out, 
she is not positive.

  So one day at the beginning of the year of his fourth 
grade they were talking about hygiene and germs, what you can 
see, what you can’t, clean your hands, wash your hands, cover your 
mouth when you sneeze; so the question was—do you understand 
what viruses and germs are? And he was a smart one to  say—

 yes I do, I have the virus   
 that can cause AIDS.  
So with saying that, the teacher caught on but the kids weren’t really 
paying attention. And we didn’t have a phone and I had a note  
left in my mailbox to come down to the principal’s office. To the un-
derstanding from our nurse at clinic since he’s in a public  
school, it had to be reported to CPS downtown that there’s an HIV 
child enrolled in your school. 

 They had to do that, they  
 had to report it. 
And they had to keep things, how did they tell me…in a safe,  
secure place.

@œ
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  ... back then, it was in its infancy. So didn’t nobody real-
ly know so everybody was like, 

 ooo, you contagious,    
 you know.  
So, I didn’t really feel good about that. I just left the hospital, went 
out in the street, had drinks, you know.

  Because most of the African-American churches, I 
don’t know how it is now, but I knew then—

 you were ousted, people         
 would cringe because they      
 didn’t know, understand it.   
You don’t get HIV from touching someone, you don’t get HIV from 
going to bathroom, you know? But I have heard a lot of people  
complain about you know they came out in church and then people 
felt differently of them. And so that’s when I stopped going to church.

$

$    And of course everybody hates [ MY E X- H U S BAN D ] because 
they know he gave me HIV eventually, which is wild, because I  
maybe had sex with my husband maybe twice in one year. Not be-
cause I didn’t love him, because I love and find him attractive,  
but I had my own issues, physical, or whatever, menopause, so I just 
couldn’t bear the pain. But twice in one year…and I got HIV.  
I got very sick and my friend said—I’m going to take you down to 
Cook County Hospital, my friend               , and he said you better  
have that tested because he knew my husband had HIV already like 
eight years, and that’s pretty much when I separated from my  
husband. I told him to stay with his mother. 

 I was homeless, sleeping    
 in a garage. I ended    
 up homeless and broke.    
I wanted  my husband to try to get into rehab or something, and his 
family… forget that.

 They’re all losers.     

?
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  But if you’re living your life and you call yourself  
doing good and doing everything you’re supposed to do, and  
something happens, you’re like no, that ain’t me! I don’t know how 
that happened. Because all I knew was 

 the drug addicts and the    
 prostitutes and the   
 people who was shooting   
 drugs were getting HIV.  
And then it hit me and I wasn’t doing any of that, I’m like — oh my 
God, this is wrong, this is not happening. And then when I got  
tested again it still said the same thing. I’m like—why me? Why was 
I the chosen one? 

 Why he didn’t tell me?   
And I don’t know if I could have been better prepared to say yes,  
I will stay with you or I will leave, I don’t know. He took that choice 
from me. The choice that he took from me, I wish he hadda told  
me, I don’t know if I would have left. I really don’t. But the fact is—I 
wanted to know. Because he took a portion of my life.

! œ 
 HIV definitely saved    
 my life.  
I knew enough to know I didn’t want to die, you know? And that 
meant getting clean, getting sober. I had one attack in my body  
like it was a hungry lion and then I threw drugs and alcohol in the mix 
and my body was like—girl! I’m going to quit on you if you  
don’t stop!
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  Till today, I’m surviving and enjoying life, and like I  
tell people, 

 as much as I tried to die, it  
 seemed like the more    
 I tried to die the more I     
 would live.   
I was doing drugs, drinking, I was trying to take myself out and I was 
like, okay, I must be here for something. So I kind of really feel  
like, you know, my faith in God is keeping me here to take care of my 
daddy like my mom would have done.

STILL
SUR-
VIVING
    I did not let my HIV status stop me,     
    nor did I let people stop me.    

#
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  ...what I can do is be a face, a constant face, of HIV and 
AIDS in the black community. 

 I ain’t scared.   

 I ain’t afraid.    

œ
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  Because here I am, a white single female, heterosexual, 
having contracted it through my ex-husband, so where does  
that leave me? So that’s why I’m very in favor of getting the knowl-
edge out there to the young ones, because for every…I think  
statistically, for every one person who knows that they are HIV, 
there’s 100 who don’t know. It’s important. But I think in  
general the public knows it…because every once in a while the  
news will report—

 it’s no longer a death        
 sentence and all that,    
 but it’s a lot more    
 complicated than that.   

  I never really became a woman in Chicago until I  
got clean off the drug. That was August 10, 2010. When I surrendered 
and I was powerless over drugs. I’ve been clean off drugs ever  
since then. That’s when I became a woman. And I started living my 
life as a woman. Now I’m married, I have a home, I pay bills. I go 
grocery shopping. 

 I do things that normal    
 people do.   

  I would say at 48 when I let go of my husband. Because 
there was always a child, a husband, so I never been on my own.  
So I’m standing by myself without a husband but I still have those 
kids. So I’m finding who I am as a woman now, searching for the  
last five years I guess, 

 finding this woman that’s     
 somewhere inside of me.   

&
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    A B O V E   

Rosemary on Mother’s Day outside her home in Joliet,  
c. 2012.

    O P P O S I T E    

Rosemary with her daughter ( top ) and along (bottom ) 
visiting Bryce Canyon in 2014. Rosemary faced  
her fear of heights in getting out of the car to enjoy the 
summit view.
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  Knowing that I could survive in the midst of the storm,   
knowing that everything I’ve went through was experience. Not only 
that, but it’s to make me better. We go through challenges in life  
and if we can deal with it, we come out ahead. Looking at how I was 
able to see my brothers, being pimps, and watching the women  
get beat and watching the pimps come up to the school and pull the 
girls from the school and I’m like—oh that’s not gonna be me,  
that’s not gonna happen to me! And seeing the drugs and everything 
and still being able to say that that’s not me, even though I had  
a lot of pressure. But I felt my strength was within and I believed in 
God, and my family didn’t go to church or anything, I went to church 
every Sunday but no one else went.

 I’m like—I can do this,   
 God got my back, my faith.  
And it was my faith, even at an early age, looking at all the traumas 
and trials I’ve been through and being able to say—

 man, I was there but      
 it didn’t happen to me,     
 I didn’t get into this.     

  Because I believe in God and I think that that’s what’s 
helped me through a lot of everything that’s happened in  
my life is going to church and praying to God and learning that 

 God is there no matter   
 what…for me.  

<!
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≤     LOCATED A FEW BLOCK NORTHWEST OF COOK COUNTY HOSPITAL, JACKSON 

BOULEVARD CHRISTIAN CHURCH IS ONE OF THE OLDEST IN THE ROCKWELL  

GARDENS NEIGHBORHOOD AND ONE OF THE SEVERAL DIFFERENT CHURCHES 

ATTENDED BY WIHS NARRATORS. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Jackson Boulevard Christian Church
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  When I was first diagnosed, once I was diagnosed and 
in treatment with it, it was not totally a death sentence. But it wasn’t 
until I did the [ W I H S ] study 

 and they asked me what    
 I feared the most   
that it hit me like a ton of bricks, 

 not being able to watch      
 my kids grow up.  
I had been fine for years [ I  HAD N’T  C R I E D AB O UT TH I S ]. She said all the wom-
en broke down crying when they got asked that question. It was 
always in the back of my head, but it came out verbally. It was one of 
those good booger snot cries.

  And so I fought, I went to the Core Center, they had a 
program set up for parenting skills. And so they said…I still got  
the certificate, you go there and get your certificate, then you take that 
to DCFS and then they know you working towards your goal to  
get your son back. And so when I used to go over to her house, my 
son’s foster mother house,  I used to sit down,  she would get the  
bleach and wipe whatever I touched. And so it went on like that, and 
then I think it was more she was being nasty towards me because  
she know she had to fight, 

 because I had gotten start   
 healing then, feeling      
 better…    

 I want my child back!  
And so we started going back and forth to court and what happened 
was I started getting visitation, everything. They had to let me  
participate in everything. And this went on for years. My son is 26 
now, and he’s still back and forth with her.

=$



121S T I L L  S U R V I V I N G120

    A B O V E   

AParenting Class Certificate of Completion, awarded to 
Marilyn in 1993. “When I started Fantus Clinic,  
going there to get my treatment, they had parenting classes. 
They had a class of 10 women who was trying to  
get their completion of parenting classes. We did, we stuck 
with it. So it was a good thing and so I took it to  
DCFS, and that’s when they gave me supervised visits. 
They started me off like that. That was huge.”
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    O P P O S I T E   

Marilyn, c. 1992. “This picture was when I was going  
to DCFS for my supervised visits. And I had  
cleaned myself all up as you can see. And things was 
getting better.”

    A B O V E   

Marilyn, with her son, age 7, c.1996. At the time, he lived 
with her three days a week.
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    O P P O S I T E  +  A B O V E    

Katherine’s parental rights over her two children, J and 
J, had been terminated by the courts, but the case was 
reopened after her successful drug rehabilitation allowed 
her to have full custody of her younger son M. 

J and J, c. 2005 (opposite ), when they were 8 and 9  
years old and returned to Katherine’s care, and again  
in 2011 (above ). 
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  You know, we’ve come such a long way and never in  
a million years did I think that I would be here 20 years later.  
I thought to myself—dear God, just give me…my daughter was 16 
and my son was 21 when I was diagnosed and I thought…

 dear God, just give me    
 two years. That’s all I want     
 is two years.   

 And here he’s given me 20.  

  I thought it was a death sentence when I first found out 
about it and it ended up making me a better person. 

 I ended up becoming    
 stronger and being more    
 health conscious   
without drug use and being more mindful and more aware of my body 
and the things that I need to do for me to stay healthy. Because one  
of the things I feared most in the WIHS study—I remember one of the  
questions they asked me was what is the one thing you fear most?  
I remember breaking out crying in the middle of a study when they 
asked me a question, I was watching my kids grow up. And it always 
stuck in my head. 

 And now my kids    
 are grown, and I have    
 two grandbabies.     

%=
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    A B O V E   

Parenting certificate awarded to Debra, in 1998. Certificate 
is signed by WIHS Principal Investigator Mardge Cohen, 
then a physician at Cook County Hospital.
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   O P P O S I T E    

Mae with her grandchildren.
    A B O V E   

Delores with her granddaughter, c. 2002.
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    A B O V E    

Marta with her son, daughter, and grandchildren, 2015.

    A B O V E  L E F T   

Mary C. with her great-grandchild, 2015. 

    A B O V E  R I G H T   

Mary C. with her grandchildren, 2009.
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    O P P O S I T E  T O P   

Cordelia’s parents at their 45th wedding anniversary, 1998.

   O P P O S I T E  B O T T O M   

Cordelia with her sisters, 2005. “When my sister turned 60,  
we gave her a surprise 60th birthday party. We decided,  
her favorite color is purple, so we decided we were gonna 
all wear something purple or in that family of purple.  
Lilac or whatever. That is all six of us, all six of us girls. 
And we just had us a good time.”

   A B O V E   

Cordelia, at her parents’ anniversary party, 1998.
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  I say I’ve been delivered from the disease of addiction. 

 I’m not recovered or recov-  
 ering, I’ve been delivered.  
It’s been taken away, you know what I mean? 

 I’ve learned how to live     
 this super life a new way.     
 You know what I mean?   
I got busy about my business, got busy about making my kids a prior-
ity and in the interim when I got Madison out of the system, the  
judge was like—don’t you have two other children in the system? 
When a parent gets themselves together, it’s not for one, so they  
re-investigated return home for the other two. So I had to go through 
a lot of stuff.

  He’s the person that I had my last two children with,  
he’s the person who taught…well, I can’t say taught…but showed me the 
difference in life and that 

 I could be loved, that I was      
 worth loving. And there    
 was nothing he wouldn’t       
 do for us.  

 You see what I’m saying?   
And I stood with him for 22 years, I took care of him.

±<
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  That’s when I told them all that I was HIV positive.  
And my sister, she’s the youngest, she took it the hardest. She was 
like, “But you just got clean, you just come back into our life,  
and now you gon’ leave again.” And I had to explain to her that they 
have medicine now, and um, that, um, I’m working to—I wasn’t  
undetectable at the time—I said I’m working toward becoming un-
detectable. And I explained undetectable to her, to my family and  
stuff, and I told them that, you know, I was... I was healthy, you know, 
and now when they call, they call me asking how am I doing. I tell 
them that I’m undetectable, you know, and I’m just, I’m healthy.  
You know. 

 I’m just as healthy as you    
 are, you know.   
As long as I don’t put nothing else in my body or nothing like that, 
you know. 

 I’m, uh, I’m okay. 

  My T-cells, nothing has never went down that low. I’ve 
always been active, always been able to do for myself. Never had  
to have no—I’m not going to say I didn’t get the flu or whatever, you 
know that’s common.  But as far as my HIV status, no.

 I’ve been able to take care        
 of myself, do for myself.   

&<
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  Normally it’s just the people from WIHS that really 
know, okay.  And my husband knew....  I live like, I don’t even  
know how to say, like ashamed of myself. I’m very clean, my house 
is immaculate, if I get cut I won’t let nobody help me, nobody  
even come near where I bled if it went on my floor. You see what I’m 
saying?  My bathroom’s so immaculate you wouldn’t believe it. 
This is the way I am because of me having this HIV.  

 And I’m so afraid.   
What happens if something happens and they catch it, 

 how do I live with    
 myself without telling my    
 own children?           

  Still to today, my son went to his death and didn’t  
know that I’m HIV-positive. My other two children don’t know that 
I’m HIV-positive; my mother doesn’t know, no one knows. 

 My brothers don’t know.   
 
 And I lost two brothers     
 from HIV.   
And I got one sitting right now in UIC that got sores all over him and 
everything else.  He’s getting ready probably to pass…soon. But he 
doesn’t know I have HIV.

<<
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    A B O V E   

An early WIHS newsletter from 1996. Newsletters were 
distributed to the women participating in the study to keep 
them informed about study findings and events for  
the women. This newsletter features a WIHS Appreciation 
Party that the study held for its participants.

    A B O V E   

Debra with her partner Deborah on the steps of the Chicago 
Women’s AIDS Project,  Mother’s Day, c. 2000.
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    A B O V E   

Miss Sweet Pea in Las Vegas, 2015. “We were just  
celebrating life, love and hope, that’s what we  
were celebrating. And joining together as five sisters  
having fun. I didn’t find no husband though.” 

    O P P O S I T E  T O P    

Debra, with her brothers and daughters, at her daughter’s 
graduation from Gwendolyn Brooks High School, 2002.

    O P P O S I T E  B O T T O M    

Delores at her daughter’s 8th grade graduation in  
Chicago, 1984.



147S T I L L  S U R V I V I N G146

   O P P O S I T E   

Personal collage from Sweet Pea, using photos from 
1970 – 2015 to commemorate her aunt’s 100th birthday.

   A B O V E   

Miss Sweet Pea’s personal collage of her son and his  
children, 2014.
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  I’m like okay, I got to questioning my faith and like 
okay, you been to church all these years, apparently you’ve got all 
this or whatever and so you still around for something. I started doing 
a little bit of research, I’m real good with computers and 

 I started doing a little bit of    
 research, and I heard    
 about the Radiation Center,    
which was, they had a women’s group in there, a women’s  
support group. 

 So I started going to the   
 women’s support     
 group at Cook County      
 Hospital, okay?  

  Northwestern started a women’s group for women over 
the age of 40 with HIV… and, um, I started going twice a month  
to the women’s group, and we would have an evening dinner and it 
was informal. 

 We would just talk       
 about what’s bothering us,   
 what’s on our mind,    
 things like when we were first diagnosed you would get up 50 times 
a night and make sure your door was locked.  

 And I’ve learned through          
 my yoga and meditation,   
 to just let it go, like Frozen.  

¶#
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  I did my volunteer work, I did the MATEC training you 
know. Because nobody wanted to be with the AIDS patients in  
Cook County Hospital. So what’d they do? They trained the AIDS 
patients to go sit with the AIDS patients. Because we knew that 
there’s nothing, we knew we needed comfort, 

 so we took these classes    
 and we went and comforted    
 our people.  

  I never forget, I walked up one day and there was this 
guy, he just had the sheet wrapped around him and he was just  
rocking. He was like—I’ve been here for five days, nobody’s talked 
to me, they barely want to touch me. I’m like—

 we can talk, I’m here,       
 I ain’t going nowhere.         
And for me, that was my epiphany. To see him just wrapped up,  
just waiting to die. Because the nurses only came when they had to. 

 So from that point on I     
 started running    
 my mouth and talking.    

œ œ
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  [ MY S O N HAS ] given me two more grandchildren and 
they’re fine and his wife is still fine. It goes on like that. Yes, little 
close encounters like that kind of wake you up. Once all the drugging 
and the alcohol, I finally got rid of all of that, you know WIHS and 
the clinic and the people you meet, 

 you learn something from     
 people everyday.  

  I’ve met a lot of women who I have a lot in common 
with. It don’t matter where we’re from. It don’t matter if you were 
born on the South side, the North side, Cicero, whatever. 

 We all have a lot in common.    
From the beginning to probably how a lot of us were raised or we 
ended up recently. And how we deal with what’s going on with us. 

  Treatment opened up, because I was scared, I didn’t 
want no more and I wanted to give my son a chance! And I stayed in 
Maryville for two years, I went to Haymarket, I stayed there for  
18 months and I was scared to leave because I just didn’t want to have 
no more. I moved into a program where they monitor us, you  
know? They subsidized my rent, then I had just got active into, after 
that I begin engaged in my medical care, wanted now to take care  
of my HIV. 

 I began to educate myself       
 about what it is that I had.  

±
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    A B O V E  L E F T   

Marta, in front of Cook County Hospital with another peer 
educator. They were attending the Women’s & Children’s 
Annual Picnic, 2002.

   A B O V E  R I G H T   

Marta in her office, where she worked as a community 
referral coordinator, c. 1997. 

   O P P O S I T E   

Marta at the Geneva International convention presenting a 
WIHS poster, c. 1996.
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    O P P O S I T E    

Debra with colleagues from the Chicago Women’s AIDS 
Project, c. 2000.

   A B O V E    

Debra serving as Marshall at the Chicago Pride Parade,  
c. 2012.
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    A B O V E    

Katherine with Dr. Mardge Cohen at a party celebrating  
Dr. Cohen’s departure from Cook County Hospital, c. 2007.

   O P P O S I T E  L E F T    

Katherine on her first day as a Peer Educator at the Core 
Center, c. 2004. Katherine has served as a peer educator for 
the past 11 years.

   O P P O S I T E  R I G H T    

Katherine at the WIHS gala, 2014.
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  [ MY M O HTE R ] was like—well Sister (that’s my nickname, 
Sister) no use in keeping it a secret; it’s something you gotta live  
with now. You should just tell the rest of them, they’ll be understand-
ing. And me knowing the type of family and sisters that I had, I  
knew that they would handle a problem, if anything they would be 
catering to me. I told them and that’s exactly what it was. They were 
catering to me, still ‘til today they—Sister, what’s your cell count? 

 Because now they are more        
 aware about it, especially   
 with one of my sisters being    
 a doctor.   
I’ve never been hospitalized before, I’ve never been sick, very sel-
dom have a cold, my T-cell count always have been in the 800s,  
undetectable, even the herpes breakouts that I usually have on you 
know my bottom part, I don’t even have them that much more.

  Today we try to be a non-judgmental family. When 
you’re at home, no judgment. You get enough of that out in the world, 
you shouldn’t have to be judged when you’re at home. So we  
kind of practice that now. And that was as big a day to me as the day

 she told her  friends—my   
 mom has HIV.    
 And y’all need to not be   
 having sex!    
Those were two glorious days to me.

  I think that’s the biggest thing handling HIV dating. 
You might see somebody you want to date and you talk to him 

 but you can’t go no further    
 than that    
unless you tell him. And you have to be very careful with that, too.

#œ
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  [B]ecause I’m still undetectable and not on any medica- 
tion, there was a brief sub-study through WIHS where they took  
a fresh sample of my blood and they sent it to New York to analyze 
down to the gene level, and 

 hopefully use the info-   
 rmation from that, as well   
 as the others they’ve    
 collected to put towards    
 developing a vaccine.  

  But you know what’s ironic to me about that little area, 
it was in the radiation center and 

 the irony of like how many   
 of us with HIV are    
 now dying from cancer?   
To think that the women’s clinic started in the cancer clinic and now 
we need a cancer clinic in our clinic.

  I started doing some research, and that’s when I found 
out about an organization called TPAN on the north side. It was 

 an organization that was    
 headed up by a gay group     
 and…  wonderful guys.    
So after work, I would drive up to the North Side.

æœ
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  And that’s how WIHS was born.... And it got bigger and 
bigger and branched out and they, it was such an inspiration to  
me because the Core Center for one, they have groups there, different 
support groups. So I could come to the Core Center and I could  
go to a Recovery Group, I can go to a Women of Dignity Group, I can 
go to an HIV Support Group, I can do all of that at the Core Center. 
And I could see my primary doctor. And WIHS, before they got  
this wonderful office, they still have some of their people that come 
back and forth that’s at the Core Center, but then they created  
this wonderful office. So for one, WIHS took a lot of weight off of our 
primary care doctors because WIHS does so much for us, from  
the Pap smear to the…so when I go to see my primary care doctor, 
she’s like—okay Cordelia, what you need? Some paperwork  
filled out or refills sent down? And let me check your heart and look 
in your ears, okay, have a good day ( laughter ). And for a while  
I was like dang, that’s not fair, she don’t have to do nothing! Here it is 
research got to do all this different stuff. 

 I’m like okay, you get the    
 care where you can get it or    
 when you can get it, from    
 whoever you can get it from.  

 
 I can’t afford this medicine.     
And [ TH E N O RTHW E STE R N STAF F ] said all you have to is pick it up. And then 
after every so many weeks I would go in…my ears got black,  
and people kept saying – have you been to the Bahamas? Because I 
was really chocolate, and I liked the color, but then after they adjusted 
it, my nails are white again.

  Then I got introduced to WIHS through the Core Center. 
And WIHS is just great, they’re great to us. I get tests that I need  
to actually have anyway and all the Paps .... 

 I get what I need—medical     
 attention.  
They’re very friendly and very nice to us, generous with us, you  
know generous with us, personable. It’s been a great experience  
being in WIHS.

#¶
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    O P P O S I T E   

Marta receiving a physical examination as part of a WIHS 
study visit, c. 1995.

    A B O V E   

Marta in a WIHS dental study, c. 1995.
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  Dr. Marge Cohen, who of course you know is the initia-
tor of all of this Core Center being in existence and all of that.  
And we used to sit in that Radiation Center before they actually built 
the Core Center, we’d sit in that Radiation Center, it would hot  
as a firecracker in there because there wasn’t no air conditioner so  
we’d have a fan on and we sitting skin to skin sweating 

 and we just be talking     
 but it was just one big family      
 you know?   

  I like them [ TH E W I H S STAF F] because they came to be—Joan,  
Dr. Shaw, Sylvia, Anna— 

 they have all came to be         
 like a family.   

   [W]hen I first walked in the door [ O F W I H S ] it was just 
unbelievable because you saw people from all walks of life,  
the ones who was living on the streets, the ones who prostituting,  
the ones who was shooting up, and you’re looking a—

 hmm, what am I doing       
 here, I do not fit in.   
And the ones who work the streets. And as I got to doing and talking 
to the ladies I found out that I really wasn’t a whole lot different from 
them, even though my lifestyle was different. 

 We’re all women, and we    
 all were affected.   

#
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  Life after diagnosis has changed, for the better. It may 
have taken me many years after 1989 to get my life back in order. I 
eventually got back on track. The want and need to go back to school 
is what my desire was and that’s what I did. 

 I did not let my HIV status    
 stop me nor did    
 I let people stop me.   

  I always tell people my role model is my parents, but 
I had another role model, Mohammad Ali. That was my role model, 
‘side my parents. He was my role model because he didn’t let no one, 
nothing stop him for doing what he had to do as a person….So I’m 
kinda like that. ... 

 I don’t let nobody stop me   
 from doing or saying.   
If I feel like saying something—here’s my feeling, nobody else feel-
ing, it comes from me. When things stress me out, I read and write 
and stuff. If you dont deal with them, they wont heal. My surviving is 
my struggle, my strength. 

 I struggle and that is        
 my strength.  

$§
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    A B O V E  T O P   

Racheal with her husband, 2012.

   A B O V E  B O T T O M   

Racheal at Sister of Sobriety with her roommate. “I went  
to women’s treatment center August 10, 2010.  
That’s my clean date. I’ve been clean ever since.”

    O P P O S I T E  T O P   

Racheal with her family. “We were all together when  
I told them all that I was HIV positive. And my sister,  
she’s the youngest, she took it the hardest.”

   O P P O S I T E  B O T T O M   

Racheal in front of her home, after she got clean, c. 2011.
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     Hey, we’re still here.    
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   K AT H E R I N E   

   M A E   
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   M A R Y  B .   
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My first child was when I ran away at 15 and got married in Kentucky 
because I left home.

…but showed me the difference in life and that I could be loved,  
that I was worth loving. And there was nothing he wouldn’t do for us.

Because I believe in God and I think that that’s what’s helped me 
through a lot of everything that’s happened in my life is going  
to church and praying to God and learning that God is there no matter 
what…for me.

My T-cells, nothing has never went down that low. I’ve always been 
active, always been able to do for myself. 

Still to today, my son went to his death and didn’t know that  
I’m HIV-positive. My other two children don’t know that I’m HIV- 
positive; my mother doesn’t know, no one knows. 

I like them [ TH E W I H S STAF F] because they came to be—Joan, Dr. Shaw, 
Sylvia, Anna—they have all came to be like a family.

   B O B B I E   

   N O  I M A G E S  S H A R E D   
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I’m the baby of the bunch as they usually say, the black sheep and all 
that good stuff.

I always had big feet and so I had to go to this store called Shapiro’s.

I was never a street worker, I never had to get out there like that. 

...in the midst of me drinking and drugging and not paying attention 
and being unaware of what I’m doing, there was a condom in me. 

...actaully the person who turned me on to drugs was my organist 
from church. 

...as much as I tried to die, it seemed like the more I tried to die the 
more I would live. 

I’m like okay, I got to questioning my faith and like... I started doing  
a little bit of research, and I heard about the Radiation Center... 
So I started going to the women’s support group at Cook County 
Hospital, okay?  

...you get the care where you can get it or when you can get it, from 
whoever you can get it from.

Because now they are more  aware about it, especially with one of my 
sisters being  a doctor. 

...and we just be talking but it was just one big family you know?

   C O R D E L I A   #
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But then some insidious little person inserted child molesters into the 
mix, and the village all of a sudden wasn’t safe anymore.

And I’m like—if I go to school they going to take me back to my 
mom’s house and I’d then just leave and come back here. And I  
did that for about two weeks, and I got tired of being escorted out of 
the school in handcuffs ...

I started smoking weed probably when I was 14. ...  My favorite step-
sister was shooting drugs and I found out she was also turning dates. 

I ended up in the penitentiary with my youngest daughter with a 
friend, my second diagnosis in five years, still not knowing what it is 
that I have. 

This was ‘85. And the doctor came in and started asking me about my 
life and my habits. And he came back and he goes your baby has HIV 
so I’m  pretty sure you have it, too.

Today we try to be a non-judgmental family. When you’re at home, 
no judgment. 

To think that the women’s clinic started in the cancer clinic and now 
we need a cancer clinic in our clinic.

   D E B R A   œ
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My stepdad was a miner [ I N  C ANADA], my mother was a housewife,  
back then they didn’t work. When I was six years old I had to go live 
with my sister because I took epileptic seizures. 

I just always wanted to be around black people. Because in Montreal 
where I was raised it was en Français and the Haitians, we didn’t con-
sider them our people. 

And I came in from church and she said—sit down. I went—what’s 
up? She said, the guy you’re engaged to is dying from AIDS.

And I’ve learned through my yoga and meditation, to just let it go, 
like Frozen.  

…my ears got black, and people kept saying – have you been to  
the Bahamas? Because I was really chocolate, and I liked the color, 
but then after they adjusted it, my nails are white again.

   D E L O R E S   ¶
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[ I  U S E D ]  for a very long time. And even HIV was not a motivating  
factor for me to stop. I had to experience something that was very 
devastating for me to be encouraged to stop.  

She walked down that hall and I said—Julie, I need your help,  
I gotta go into treatment, they said I can keep my baby!

I mean the pain, the emotional pain was far worse than the physical 
pain, and I just asked God to just—stop.

I say I’ve been delivered from the disease of addiction. I’m not  
recovered or recovering, I’ve been delivered.  

They subsidized my rent, then I had just got active into, after that  
I begin engaged in my medical care, wanted now to take care  
of my HIV. I began to educate myself about what it is that I had.  

   K AT H E R I N E   ±
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[ MY H U S BAN D ] was past the HIV stage and his count was 12. The doctor 
basically said you know it’s just a matter of time. He could last  
two weeks, he could last two months, but he’s not going to last long. 

I thought to myself—dear God, just give me…my daughter was  
16 and my son was 21 when I was diagnosed and I thought…dear God, 
just give me two years. That’s all I want  is two years.

   M A E   %
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I’m Latina. I was born in Indiana, we stayed mostly with my  
grandparents, we all stayed there, my grandfather and his brothers 
were the type that they built their own places…

And I didn’t know I was poor. My brother had to tell us this later–you 
know, we were poor.

And it’s weird that I end up working here and then being involved in 
[ TH E W I H S] study.

But I thought well, oh gee, I’m a woman now, I’m in a white dress 
and I’ve got this big wedding, my first wedding was huge…

… I had done drugs in the past and I was drinking and I know I had 
multiple partners with no condoms and those commercials on  
TV were, all they had to do, they were just missing saying, “Marta!”

There’s a new ‘women and children’s clinic’ at the county, it was  
like six months old. 

Remember when we used to have the group on the second floor in the 
Fantus Clinic?

…since he’s in a public school, it had to be reported to CPS downtown 
that there’s an HIV child enrolled in your school.

[ MY S O N HAS ] given me two more grandchildren and they’re fine and his 
wife is still fine. It goes on like that.

   M A R TA   @
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The most pressing issues I faced was my drug addiction and finding 
out I was positive…

But it wasn’t until I did the [ W I H S ] study and they asked me what  
I feared the most that it hit me like a ton of bricks, not being able to 
watch my kids grow up.  

I thought it was a death sentence when I first found out about it and it 
ended up making me a better person. 

   M A R Y  B .   

   N O  I M A G E S  S H A R E D   
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I became a parent at 13 because my mother died and she told me  
to take care our baby, just everybody take care our baby. And I was  
13, I think he was about four. 

You remember mama making biscuits…oh yes, I remember all that 
stuff. But I don’t remember her protecting me.

We came in ‘67 because my sister was a baby at the time that we  
came here [F R O M M O N R O E ,  LO U I S IANA]. I remember Martin Luther King and 
Jesse Jackson, the riot …

And then when I got tested again it still said the same thing. I’m 
like—why me? Why was I the chosen one? Why he didn’t tell me?

Knowing that I could survive in the midst of the storm, knowing that 
everything I’ve went through was experience. Not only that, but  
it’s to make me better. We go through challenges in life and if we can 
deal with it, we come out ahead. 

   M A R Y  C .   !
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You know, because I was like, you know, constantly on my mind, 
afraid to go home. I ran away a lot, and then at the age of 13 I was in  
a school for bad girls, I was in the Audy Home.

[ TH E D O CTO R S ] came in my room, fully gowned, I mean from head to toe 
looking like astronauts and told me I had AIDS.

I did know this, it was a virus and it was a deadly virus. And I did know 
that it was a gay man’s disease. 

But what they didn’t know was that I was diagnosed with HIV, they 
said AIDS. 

.. back then, it was in its infancy. So didn’t nobody really know so 
everybody was like, ooo, you contagious, you know.  

But I have heard a lot of people complain about you know they  
came out in church and then people felt differently of them. And so 
that’s when I stopped going to church.

And so I fought, I went to the Core Center, they had a program set up 
for parenting skills…I still got the certificate, you go there and  
get your certificate, then you take that to DCFS and then they know 
you working towards your goal to get your son back. 

Life after diagnosis has changed, for the better. It may have taken  
me many years after 1989 to get my life back in order. I eventually got 
back on track. 

   M A R I LY N   $
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...there were six children from five different fathers. But we were 
mostly raised by my mom. 

I never really became a woman in Chicago until I got clean off  
the drug. That was August 10, 2010. When I surrendered and I was  
powerless over drugs. I’ve been clean off drugs ever since then.

That’s when I told them all that I was HIV positive. And my sister, 
she’s the youngest, she took it the hardest. She was like, “But  
you just got clean, you just come back into our life, and now you gon’ 
leave again.”

   R A C H E A L   &
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Yes, my husband had gone in and was diagnosed with a skin disorder 
and when they did the blood work I guess something else came  
up, and that’s when I got a letter from his doctor’s office stating that 
they wanted me to come in for some blood work.  

Because here I am, a white single female, heterosexual, having  
contracted it through my ex-husband, so where does that leave me? 

It was an organization that was headed up by a gay group and…won-
derful guys. So after work, I would drive up to the North Side.

… they took a fresh sample of my blood and they sent it to New York 
to analyze down to the gene level, and hopefully use the informa- 
tion from that, as well as the others they’ve collected to put towards 
developing a vaccine.

   R O S E M A R Y   æ
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If I could get $200, you could bet I had 20 rocks in my pocket and 
would smoke them in a day. 

I could barely walk. I was as big as a house, 338 pounds, I could  
hardly walk from the bus stop…

We got married fast, we fell in love fast, we were married within  
a couple of months. I figured out that he’s probably bipolar.

And of course everybody hates [ MY E X- H U S BAN D ] because they know  
he gave me HIV eventually, which is wild, because I maybe had sex 
with my husband maybe twice in one year.

It don’t matter where we’re from. It don’t matter if you were born  
on the South side, the North side, Cicero, whatever. We all have a lot  
in common.

Then I got introduced to WIHS through the Core Center. And WIHS 
is just great, they’re great to us.

   S H E R R I   ?
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I come from a family of eight, well there was ten of us in all but eight 
of us lived. 

19 years old….I was working on an assembly line up North. But I had 
a little problem there. I wouldn’t say it was my problem, but I  
think it was the other guy’s problem because he called me the N word. 
And I slapped his face and then I got fired. 

I was diagnosed in June 1992, June the 4th. ….I was mad as hell. 

I think that’s the biggest thing handling HIV dating. You might  
see somebody you want to date and you talk to him but you can’t go 
no further than that unless you tell him. 

I always tell people my role model is my parents, but I had another 
role model, Mohammad Ali. That was my role model, ‘side my  
parents. He was my role model because he didn’t let no one, nothing 
stop him for doing what he had to do as a person…

   S W E E T  P E A   §
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   O P P O S I T E  +  A B O V E   

An unmailed letter from Sherri to her husband, 2012.






