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AN INTERVIEW WITH JACKIE WEAR 

MICHELLE RAMSTACK: This is Michelle Ramstack interviewing Jackie Wear for The 

oH Project Oral History Program.  This interview is taking place on July 18, 

2019, in Houston. I am interviewing Mrs. Wear in order to obtain her recollection 

of HIV/AIDS, being a mother of an HIV-positive son and working at the Thomas 

Street Clinic. 

Could you tell me, when and where were you born? 

JACKIE WEAR: I was born in Louisiana on July 31, 1937. 

MICHELLE RAMSTACK: Where in Louisiana? 

JACKIE WEAR: I was born in Jonesboro, Louisiana. 

MICHELLE RAMSTACK: You mentioned you were in an orphanage? 

JACKIE WEAR: I was. 

MICHELLE RAMSTACK: Could you tell me more about that? 

JACKIE WEAR: My mother passed away at 28 years old, leaving four children.  She did 

not want us separated. She thought that we would be raised together, which 

actually that’s not true. You’re raised on a campus, but because of your age, 

you’re grouped in certain buildings, and so we were not really raised together, but 

she didn’t want us being divided to relatives.  She had 11 brothers and sisters, and 

one wanted the baby, and I had an aunt that wanted me, and she said, “No, I don’t 

want that to happen.” It was her wish, and she knew that my dad was not capable 

of raising us, so that’s where we ended up. 

MICHELLE RAMSTACK: What sort of orphanage was it? 
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WEAR: It was a Baptist orphanage in Monroe, Louisiana.  Then three years later, we 

were moved to Ruston, Louisiana, because it was closer to my grandmother.  She 

did not drive, and her daughter was her driver; her daughter lived in Ruston.  That 

was the reason for the move, because she had to always ask her daughter to bring 

her, just to keep up with us. Ruston Orphanage was a Methodist orphanage, so I 

was exposed to the Baptists and the Methodists. 

RAMSTACK: Did that have a lot of impact on your own religion, spirituality? 

WEAR: You know what?  Yes, it did. Let me tell you what it did for me.  It made me 

really, really just hate organized religion because I heard what they said but I saw 

what they did. Children see. Consequently, I did not bring my boys up in 

organized religion. I have since had to ask forgiveness.  I didn’t teach them that, 

but they are believers, so everything has turned out okay, but I was very against 

organized religion, still am, because it’s man-made.  That’s how I feel about that.  

I do belong to a little church in Riesel, Texas, and it’s called Cornerstone, but it’s 

nondenominational and it’s nonjudgmental. 

RAMSTACK: Did you have a lot of contact with your siblings growing up? 

WEAR: Yeah, I had contact with them.  My oldest brother ran away when he was 16.  

It’s harder when you’re older to be in those places, and he was 12, and so it was 

hard for him to adjust, and he ran away to my grandmother’s house.  My 

grandmother by that time had moved to Shreveport, Louisiana. 

Of course, my dad didn’t want to be responsible for him because he wasn’t 

responsible for anybody, and he forged some papers for him to go into the 

military.  He was in Korea at 17 years old on the frontlines, and he was never 

actually okay after that.  He came home, and he actually committed suicide when 
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he was 24 years old, in Midland, Texas. He stepped out in front of a truck.  Yeah, 

pretty sad. 

Had contact with my next brother, who’s two years younger than me.  He 

also went into the Navy when he was quite young, but he was a success story.  He 

finished school. He went to college. He was very successful business-wise. He 

traveled all over Europe. He actually has passed away, young age, Alzheimer’s. 

My younger sister, who’s six years younger than me, just passed away this 

past September, so I’m the last one here. 

RAMSTACK: Did you go with your grandmother a lot? 

WEAR: Well, some; she did not drive, so in order for us to go visit her, someone had to 

come and get us.  Back in those days, not a lot of women drove or had driver’s 

licenses. We thought it was really great that Aunt Edwina had a car and driver’s 

license.  She married really well.  She would come and pick us up and take us to 

our grandmother’s. 

RAMSTACK: How long were you at the orphanage? 

WEAR: I was at the orphanage from the time I was six until I ran away to get married, 

17. 

RAMSTACK: Could you tell me more about that? 

WEAR: Yeah, I met this young man because I went to visit a cousin, one of my dad’s 

cousins, in Goldonna, Louisiana. I actually begged my cousin, could I come live 

with her and go to school?  She had four or five children, but she let me come.  

That’s where I met my husband.  He graduated that year, and that summer we got 

married. 

RAMSTACK: That’s really fast. 
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WEAR: Well, when you’re looking for a home, that’s how it is.  I don’t know if he felt 

sorry for me or what.  He was a good man, but he would often throw that up to me 

through the years. “I got you straight out of the orphanage,” like when I would 

threaten to leave, or, “What are you going to do?  I got you straight out of the 

orphanage. You never had a job in your life.  He wanted to keep me a little girl. 

RAMSTACK: What brought you to Houston? 

WEAR: Him. He brought me to Houston.  He actually had relatives in Houston. His 

mom’s brother lived in Houston, and they had five children, and one of those boys 

worked for the railroad in Houston, for the Houston Belt and Terminal Railway.  

They told him that they could probably get him on at the railroad.  He was very 

smart. 

He came ahead to Houston, and he took a job downtown at Foley’s, which 

is still downtown, I think, a department store — I was telling my son this 

yesterday — stocking shoes. He was waiting on this job to come.  He made $40 a 

week. We thought that was really good, but our rent was $50 a month for a 

furnished apartment, so we were okay.  We didn’t have a car; we rode the bus.  I 

remember riding the city bus downtown and thought it was just great.  I had never 

been in a big town, and so I would take the city bus downtown and go to Grant’s 

or Walgreens or wherever and enjoy myself, because I was from a little town.  

That’s how I got to Houston. 

He went to work for the railroad, worked there for years, and then he 

started his own construction business.  He died in 2012 a very wealthy man. 

When I left him in 1980, I asked for $20,000.  I figured that was fair, 

$1,000 for every year because I was married to him 28 years.  Well, he didn’t 
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want to give me anything.  He said he didn’t have that kind of money. 

My attorney put a lien on one of his properties that he owned, 

unbeknownst to him.  I was already married to Jay, and we had moved to Corpus 

Christi, in 1981, and were buying a home.  We were in the oil business, and we 

got a call one Saturday, and he said, “You ready for your $20,000?” 

I said, “What does that mean?” 

He said, “Well, he’s selling that property, and he’s going to be real 

surprised when he gets to his attorney’s office and there’s a lien so he’s got to 

give you $20,000.” 

I said, “Oh, Lord, he’s going to be so mad.” 

He said, “That’s not your problem.  We will have a cashier’s check sent to 

you,” and that’s how we paid down on our house.  Doesn’t that work funny? 

RAMSTACK: Did you work when you were first in Houston, when you moved here 

with your husband? 

WEAR: My first job, I was too young. I lied about my age, and I went to work 

downtown. There was a downtown Montgomery Ward, and his cousin’s wife 

worked there, and he said, “She can get you a job.” 

I said, “But I’m not old enough.” 

“Well, we’ll fix that.” 

So they fixed that, and I was an elevator operator, I don’t know, for not 

very long. 

Then when I became old enough, I went to work for Southwestern Bell, a 

long-distance telephone operator.  I probably should have stayed in that job, but I 

remember I wanted off to go to Louisiana for some holiday, and they wouldn’t let 
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me off, and so I quit because I really didn’t have to work.  I often look back and 

think, “I wish I hadn’t done that,” but I was young, probably 19 or 20, I don’t 

remember, something like that. 

He never wanted me to work.  That would upset him every time, but I 

always would try to go and get a job. I was pretty blessed about being able to find 

a job with no education. I didn’t even graduate from high school. 

RAMSTACK: Why did you want to work? 

WEAR: I don’t know. I just wanted to feel like I was doing something and learning 

something, and I’m just not the kind of person to sit in a room somewhere and 

stay home.  I’m pretty people-oriented, and so I wanted to work.  But he didn’t 

want me to. 

We didn’t have children for eight years, which was a blessing.  Not 

anything I did. I didn’t know anything about reproductive health.  They didn’t 

teach you that in the orphanage.  That was a no-no back in those days.  You didn’t 

talk to young girls about their sexuality. 

Most of those ladies, they called them matrons, were single or maybe even 

they were lesbians. I don’t know. It didn’t matter.  But when I think back now, 

I’m thinking that may be.  In fact, this one, I probably know was.  They were all 

single women, and they probably had rules that they couldn’t talk to you about 

sex education. 

They didn’t even have sex education in school, so when I married, I was 

about the dumbest thing there ever was. I guess it was a God thing I didn’t have 

children, because I didn’t know how to keep from having children, and that was a 

blessing that I didn’t have children because I wasn’t ready to raise them.  I was 23 
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when I had my first child, and I was 33 when I had my last one. 

I was always so fearful because my mother died at 28 years old with 

uterine cancer. That’s what they told us.  I don’t know if that was true or not.  I 

was always so fearful when I would have a Pap smear.  I was like, “Oh, my God.” 

I remember the year I was 28, I was just so frightened to go and have that done. 

At 33, after all my children were born, I went for my checkup.  I’ll never 

forget this phone call I got. They called me one night, and the physician was on 

the phone. Doctors don’t get on the phone unless, you know, bad news.  

Dr. Sinclair was his name. He was in the Heights area, Heights Hospital, and 

needed to talk to me.  I got on the phone, and he started real gently, “Well, Jackie, 

I got your test back, and you have a large number of carcinoma cells.” 

I said, “Well, I know what that is.  It’s cancer.” 


He said, “Well, yeah, but here’s my suggestion; that we do a partial 


hysterectomy.  You’ve got four children.  Do you want any more children?” 

I said, “No, sir. I wanted a girl.  I’ve got four boys, but I’m okay.” 

He said, “Well, that’s what I’m going to suggest; that we do.” 

So that’s what they did. They took my uterus.  They didn’t take my 

ovaries. 

I was really frightened for a long time, but everything was fine.  I went 

about my life. 

RAMSTACK: Can you give me the names of your children? 

WEAR: I can. The oldest one is John Harvey Braswell, Jr.  The second is Russell 

Wayne Braswell, and we call him Rusty.  That’s the one who died from HIV.  

The next one is Anthony Arlyn, and he’s the one who lives with me now.  Was 
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married and came home, okay?  What can I say?  The youngest is Robby 

Christopher. He was named after my mom.  She was R-o-b-b-i-e, and he’s 

R-o-b-b-y. 

Everybody is like, “Is your name Robert?” 

He said, “No, my name is Robby.” 

RAMSTACK: When did you meet your second husband? 

WEAR: Actually, he was my boss at AMF Tuboscope.  He was the division manager.  

He’s college-educated. My brother-in-law’s niece worked there.  Her name is 

Maxine. She called me one day, and she said, “Girl, how would you like to come 

over here and work?  We need a receptionist and a timekeeper.”  

I said, “I don’t know. Do you think I am qualified?” 

  She said, “Sure.” 

I applied, and they hire me.  I worked there three years, two years.  When I 

filed for divorce, I left there because I was really frightened of my ex-husband.  I 

didn’t really want him to know where I was. I left and went to work in a dental 

office. 

Actually, he did know where I was. I was working the evening shift. We 

were open until 8:00 o’clock at night.  I came out one night and my van was gone.  

I didn’t have a way to get home.  I called my attorney, and he said, “Okay.” 

I was just panicked. “What am I going to do?” 

He said, “Call a cab.” 

I said, “Yeah, but I live way over off of I-10.” 

He said, “Call a cab. Do you have money to pay for it?” 

I said, “When I get home.  I have some money at home.” 
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He said, “Go to your apartment.  Take that cab.  Get a voucher for it. I 

will get a court date.  We’ll be in court Monday.  What do you think happened to 

your van?” 

I said, “He took it. He didn’t personally do it, but he had it done.” 

Sure enough, we go to court on Monday, and the judge said, “You have 

this van, this van, this car, and I expect one of these to be in her driveway by 6:00 

o’clock this afternoon.” 

He didn’t want to give me his.  It was newer than mine.  So the logical 

thing was to bring mine back.  It was in my driveway, with, of course, the window 

broken out of it. He didn’t do it. One of the people who worked for him took the 

van. Of course, he had a key to it that I wasn’t even aware of, because he claimed 

to have given me the key. 

That’s why I was frightened of him.  He was so shocked that I would leave 

him, because he had a lot of money.  I had a new car every year.  I had all the 

shopping and all the clothes I wanted. He was just shocked.  “I can’t believe it.”  

He thought I wouldn’t, but I did. 

I could have taken the house. My attorney said, “I can get that house, 

because you have children still in school.” 

I said, “I don’t want it. I don’t want it.  He could have me killed over that 

stuff. I don’t want it. Just let him have it all.” 

It was so funny. I asked for my dining room set because it was kind of 

antique. I still have it.  I asked for it, my van and my dining room set, and I think 

that was it. That’s all I asked for. I did get that, and $20,000 that I got later.  I let 

him have it all. 
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When he passed away in 2012 — I think I told you that story — my older 

son was in prison because his daddy had always bought him out of everything.  

He tried to get out on his own. He actually moved to San Antonio one time and 

took a job. He was very, very bright. I tired to get him to go to college, and he 

wouldn’t. Very smart. 

His dad went and brought him back.  He just worked for his dad when he 

felt like it, slept late, got up at noon.  Whatever he did, you know, just pretty 

much ruined him. 

He tried to take my kiddos.  My two younger sons were 10 and 15, and 

that turned into a big legal thing.  It was long and drawn out. 

I changed jobs again because I was so afraid that he knew where I was.  I 

went to work for Lone Star Gas. That was a really good job.  I worked nights so 

that I could get my kids to school.  I would get my kids from school, fix their 

dinner, and help with homework.  

I would go to work from 4:00 to 

12:00 and call them every 15 

minutes.  “Did you eat?” “Did 

you feed your brother?”  “Be sure 

you go to bed at 8:30.” 

RAMSTACK: Was this when 

you were staying in an apartment 

by yourself? 

WEAR: Yeah, and I had finally 

gotten the boys. When I took that job at Lone Star Gas, I moved to Pasadena out 

Bobby Braswell, Rusty Braswell, Anthony Braswell, Johnny Braswell.  

Bobby’s Wedding.  La Vallita Church, San Antonio, TX.  2005 
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of Houston. It’s a suburb. There was an elementary school within walking 

distance, so my little one could get to school, and my 15-year-old could get to 

school. They had to change schools, and that was pretty traumatic for them 

because they had always gone to the same school in the same neighborhood and 

lived in the same house.  It was all traumatic for them, but they chose to live with 

me.  They could have stayed with him.  The judge took them in and asked them, 

and they said, “No, we want to go with our mom,” so I finally did get them. 

On July 2, 1981, that’s when Jay and I married.  He had already 

transferred to Corpus Christi. He went to work for a consulting firm.  He ran the 

division there.  When Mike Williams, who was the owner, asked him to go to 

Corpus, he said, “Well, Jackie and I are pretty serious, and I’m trying to get her to 

marry me.” 

I didn’t want to get married.  I said I’ll never marry again, period. 

Mike said, “What does she do?” 

He said, “She can do most anything.  She’s pretty bright.” 

He said, “Then we’ll hire her. How much money does she make?” 

“This is what she makes.” 

“Then we’ll pay her more than that.” 

They hired me, and we opened an office in Corpus Christi.  I ran the 

office, and he was out in the field, supervising his people.  I really didn’t want to 

get married, and he continued to ask.  He said, “I just really wasn’t raised that 

way, to live together.” 

I said, “I just don’t want to get married again because I don't want 

anybody to try to own me. I’m grown.  I’m who you see.  This is who I am. If 
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you don’t like what you see, then forget it because I’m probably not going to 

change.” I’m 10 years older than him. 

This guy from Thomas Street always said “the original cougar.”  That’s 

what he called me. 

I tried to discourage him every way. I said, “I’m older than you.  I am 10 

years older than you.” 

He said, “I don’t care.” 

“I’m this, and I’m that, and I’m this, and you don’t really know me.” 

He said, “I don’t care.” 

I was like, “Oh, Lord.” 

Then he finally said, “I just wasn’t really raised to live together like that.” 

He was an only child and was raised in the Methodist Church.  His mom 

actually was sick. She had cancer. I think that was part of that.  He didn’t want to 

disappoint her. 

I ended up saying, “Okay,” but I was like, “Don’t think you’re going to 

change me, because this is who I am.” 

“I’m not.  I promise I’m not,” and he never has, actually.  He’s just 

accepted who I am. 

That was why I got married again, but I said never again will I get 

married.  It wasn’t all bad. It was not all bad.  He was a good man, but he was 

young, and he was raised with nothing. His daddy left when he was 15 months 

old, and he just clutched everything like this [demonstrating clutching fists to her 

chest]. He did the kids the same way.  He was kind of — I called it jealous of the 

kids, even their friends. He was just like this [demonstrating the same], and he 
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was that way about me.  It was just smothering.  Even though he would give you 

this or buy you a new car every year, or if he upset you, he’d give you $500 to go 

shopping, it was money. That was what made him feel good about himself.  

RAMSTACK: You mentioned you moved to San Francisco? 

WEAR: We moved to San Francisco in 1989 because the oil business went bust in 

Corpus Christi. He was offered a job back in Houston for the same kind of 

company.  We actually moved to Baytown, Texas.  It’s a suburb. That’s where 

my two youngsters graduated from high school, Baytown, Sterling High School. 

When we moved back, that division also closed because of the oil bust.  

Oil went down to $20 a barrel, so all these companies closed.  Jay said, “I need to 

think about what I need to do.” 

I said, “What do you want to do?”
 

He said, “I’ve always loved airplanes.” 


He was a pilot in the military, flew helicopters.  He went in the military 


right out of college ROTC [Reserve Officers’ Training Corps], so he went in as an 

officer. 

I said, “If that’s what you want.” 

He said, “I’d love to work on airplanes.” 

I said, “If that’s what you want to do, then why don’t you go back to 

school?” 

He said, “I’m too old.” 

I said, “Too old?  You’re 42 years old, for God’s sake.  Go back to school, 

and let’s do what you want to do.” So he did. 

I took a job throwing the newspaper because I could get my kiddos up for 
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school. I would get up at 3:00 o’clock in the morning, and I would go and get my 

papers, rolled. You had to roll your own papers.  I had the biggest route in 

Baytown. I had never done that in my whole, entire life.  I’d get up at 2:30, 3:00 

o’clock, go do that, do my paper route, and be back home to wake up the kids for 

school. Then I was offered a job at this RV [recreational vehicle] park.  I was 

doing both jobs while he was in school. 

After he finished school — A&P [airframe and powerplant:  airplane 

mechanic] school — in Houston, he was offered a job in San Francisco with 

United Airlines. We decided that we would buy an RV because it’s really 

expensive to live in San Francisco, and that was 20-something years ago.  The 

space rent was $650 a month to park an RV, plus you paid your own electric and 

water. It was a beautiful park, right on the ocean. 

When we bought that RV, I took that job at the RV park in Highlands, 

Texas. They offered us a space, free, and I worked in the office.  After the kiddos 

graduated from high school and got on their own, Tony got on his own, didn’t 

want to go to college. He went to school to become a welder. 

Robby graduated, and he had his own little RV we bought him so we 

could be together. He thought it was fun.  He thought it was camping out.  He 

had his own little RV, right next to ours.  Then when he was dating, he would 

bring his friends and his girlfriend.  I didn’t let them like — you know. 

Anyway, so we decided then to go to San Francisco. I had never been 

anywhere much. It was very exciting.  We took this RV and went to San 

Francisco. 

We lived in Half Moon Bay, right out of San Francisco.  Beautiful, 
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beautiful area right on the ocean. It’s actually a tourist area, pretty expensive.  It 

was right next to a golf course. It was beautiful. 

RAMSTACK: You said you volunteered at a hospital while you were there, as well?  

Can you tell me more about that? 

WEAR: I did. I volunteered at a hospital there.  It was for old, retired — people with 

Alzheimer’s.  My friend that I made — her name was Mary, and she was a singer; 

she had a beautiful voice — she and I — because I was a little afraid to drive into 

San Francisco. I had never driven in the mountains.  Have you been to San 

Francisco? 

RAMSTACK: No. 

WEAR: Baby, the mountains are just — I mean, when I saw it, I was like, “Oh, my God.  

I will never get into town.  I’ll never be able to drive over these mountains,” 

because, you know, we’re flat here. 

Jay rode with someone else from the RV park to work.  He worked the 

night shift. One morning, he called me, and he said, “Do you think you could 

come get me?  So-and-so got sick during the night and had to go home.” 

I was like, “Oh, my goodness.  Here we go.” 

He said, “Wait until everybody gets to work, and then just take your time.”  

He told me how to get to the airport. I was so nervous. He said, “If you get 

nervous, there’s some pull-outs, just pull over.” 

I made it to the airport and picked him up, and I got a little braver as time 

went on and started to where I could really just drive those mountains like it was 

nothing. It would probably scare me now to go back because I haven’t done it in 

a while, but I did get to where I could drive the mountains. 
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RAMSTACK: When you were volunteering in San Francisco, what sort of volunteer 

work would you do? 

WEAR: Mary and I would go to the hospital/care home.  We would go and mostly a lot 

of talk and a lot of love and attention. 

There was this one lady I remember.  I don’t remember her name, but I 

remember her face.  She was so hateful, and I remember the first day we walked 

in, she said, “What do you-all want?” 

I said, “No, we don’t really want anything.  We just wanted to see how 

you were and if you needed anything or if you’d like a snack.”  Little by little, we 

made friends with her. 

Mary had this beautiful voice, and she would sing to her.  She would get 

really close, and she’d say, “Do you want me to sing?  What do you like to hear?” 

She’d say, “You probably don’t know how to sing what I’d like to hear.” 

Mary said, “Well, try me.” 

So she named this song.  It was a hymn, I think, and Mary knew it, and 

she sang it. Of course, her eyes just lit up.  So from then on, she was glad to see 

us when we would get there. 

But one day we went in, and we got her out of bed.  A lot of them won’t 

get out of bed. We got her out of bed and into a wheelchair.  We’d walk her 

around where she could see other people. One day, she was upset when we got 

there with staff, I guess. I said, “Do you want to go for a ride in your chair?” 

  “Yeah, I do.” 

So we got her in the chair, we took her out.  It was a beautiful place. We 

took her out to the lobby, and she’d sit there and she’d look.  She said, “If I go out 

OH 063  | The oH Project  | page 16 



 

          

   

  

  

  

  

  

  

 

 

that door and I turn right, which way will I be headed.” 

I said, “Which way do you want to be headed?” 

“I want to go home.” 

Of course, the door was locked. 

I said, “I don’t think they’re going to let us go out that door.” 

She said, “If you’ll just get me close to that door, I bet I can open it.” 

It was interesting. It was very interesting to watch the way that different 

people — and then as I told you, later I took care of my father-in-law.  He had 

Alzheimer’s.  He was totally opposite. He was the sweetest, most agreeable.  But 

some of these people that lose their memory — and so I learned, through this 

process, they normally become more of what they already are.  That told me that 

she was probably a pistol.  But we did stay in touch with her until her death. 

We probably went for about eight months back and forth to this place.  I 

can’t remember the name of it, but it was right down in San Francisco.  I did 

enjoy that. So I think I was being prepared maybe for what was coming next that 

I didn’t really know about because I had never been around that, so I think that 

was the preparation for me, that I would be caring for a person with Alzheimer’s. 

RAMSTACK: Taking care of your grandfather is what brought you back to Texas? 

WEAR: Jay’s dad, yeah, my father-in-law, but I called him Grandpa.  Now, we did come 

and get him, and he did come to visit us. Jay came and got him in Riesel. It’s on 

Highway 6, like you’re going up to — have you ever been that way? 

RAMSTACK: No. 

WEAR: I was trying to save you from having to come that way.  That’s why I came 

here. 
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RAMSTACK: I appreciate that. 

WEAR: Anyway, you go up through College Station-Bryan.  Jay came and got him and 

flew with him back because he could fly free.  I can still fly free. I don’t much, 

because I got enough of flying back and forth.  Jay flew with him, brought him 

back to San Francisco. I think he stayed 10 days or two weeks.  Jay flew back 

with him and brought him home, because he could never have managed to travel 

alone. 

Jay was telling about him on the airplane.  You know how they serve the 

airline meals, and he was so sweet.  So when they came, whatever they had, and 

the stewardess came to get the tray, Grandpa told her, “That was such a good 

meal,” and she looked so funny.  Nobody had ever told her that.  That was how he 

was raised. “That was such a good meal.”  Always thankful. 

Anyway, the reason I decided to come back, we would always call him 

on — Sundays. Every Sunday we would call him at a certain time.  When we 

called this Sunday, his phone had been disconnected.  They’ve had that phone for 

40-plus years. Jay’s mother was born in Riesel.  His dad was born in Gatesville. 

Driving up here today, I said, “I don’t think I’ve ever asked you how your 

mom met your dad.” 

Jay said, “My dad worked for her dad, Grandpa.” 

I said, “Ah, another hired hand, huh?  My mother married my dad because 

he was working on the farm for her dad.” 

Jay said, “Yeah, that’s what I understand is how they met.” 

I said, “Really?  Isn’t that something?”  So that’s how they met. She has 

never lived out of Riesel her whole life; she died there. 
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Anyway, we called, and the phone was disconnected.  I knew something 

was wrong. I said, “Jay, I need to catch a plane, and get back to see about 

Grandpa. Something is bad wrong.  You know that phone has been in y’all’s 

family 40-plus years.” 

Jay called a cousin of his and asked them to go over there and check on 

Grandpa. 

Grandpa was not educated formally. He had a third-grade education. He 

was smart, but he couldn’t read and write, so the lady at the post office was filling 

out his check.  When he would get a bill — she was very nice; it’s a little town — 

he would bring it to her. She would open it and write the check.  But something 

happened about the phone bill. I don’t know what happened.  Of course, we had 

to call and get it reinstated. I flew back, and sure enough, that’s what I found, that 

he was really worse off than what we realized. 

I would always talk to him and get him to talk about old times.  That’s 

what they a lot of times remember.  He and his brother and then I think three 

sisters, he quit school in the third grade to go to work to help raise the family.  

They left school during the Dust Bowl in the 1930s going to California to pick 

fruit. He talked about that trip all the time, how they drove during the day, and by 

late in the afternoon they would stop and sleep, camp out, however they called it, 

they would kill a rabbit or something to eat, build a fire, and cook over a fire, and 

that’s how they would eat on the trip.  I don’t know how many days it took for 

them to get to California. 

RAMSTACK: You said it was around this time that your son mentioned he was HIV 

positive? 
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WEAR: No. My son actually came out to San Francisco the second summer we were 

there. He couldn’t wait to come because he wanted to go down to the Castro 

District — mostly gay. I had friends there that I had met in the volunteer 

program, a couple of guys that I had made friends with, him and his partner, so I 

had people to introduce him to already, to say the least.  He was excited about 

coming to San Francisco.  

We drove into town; it was a Friday night.  I took him into San Francisco, 

and he was to call me when he got ready to come home.  Well, about midnight, he 

called and said he was ready. It was 20-something miles over the mountains to go 

get him, but I knew my way.  I had already learned my way around, and I knew 

how to go down to the clubs in the Castro District. 

I picked him up, and we started back home.  I was having some thyroid 

problems, and they were going to do some tests the next morning.  I was very 

nervous, because I had been losing a lot of weight, and my hands were doing that 

[demonstrates shaking hands]. 

I went to this endocrinologist, and when I walked in, it was a female 

doctor, and she said, “Hold your hands out,” and I did.  She said, “Yeah, I know 

what’s wrong. We’re going to do these tests.” 

I had an overactive thyroid, but it scared me. 

She said, “We’re going to do radiation.” 

Anyway, I didn’t really know a lot. Of course, we didn’t have cell phones. 

You couldn’t go on there and ask Dr. Google about anything, so I was really 

frightened, and we were coming back that night, and I said, “Rusty, I just need to 

tell you something. If this is like cancer or something, I’m not going to do all 
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that. I’m not going to go through all that.” 

He said, “Mom, pull this truck over when you can.” 

  I said, “Why?” 

He said, “Just find a pull-out, and pull this truck over.  Can you, for a 

minute?”  Of course, he had had some booze. 

I pulled the truck over. He said, “Turn the light on in this truck.” 

I turned it on, and he looked at me, and he said, “You have to do whatever 

it takes. I need you here.  I’m HIV positive.” 

Girl, I about died. I didn’t know that [demonstrates holding fingers an 

inch apart] much about HIV. I didn’t cry in front of him or anything.  When we 

got home, I cried all night!  I called Jay at work, and I just said, “Rusty has just 

told me that he has AIDS.”  I didn’t know to use the word “HIV positive.”  I was 

just beside myself. 

He was like, “Well, try to get some sleep.  We’ll talk tomorrow about 

what you want to do.” 

I was just like, “Oh, my God.  Oh, my God.”  I thought he was going to 

die like next week. 

Anyway, I tried to be upbeat and happy the rest of the time he was there.  

We went to eat, and we visited. 

When he went back to Houston, I was calling him every day — I bet he 

was sick of me.  He had been working at an insurance company downtown and 

had his own apartment, and then all of a sudden he moved home to his dad’s 

house. His dad had a big two-story house over in the inner city, beautiful house. 

I was questioning him.  “Rusty, why did you quit your job?” before I 
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knew, and I know he had to lie to me the whole time. 

  “Well, Mom.” 

“Why did you move back to Dad’s?” 

“Well, Mom,” and he would tell me these stories. 

I was like, “Wow.” I would just believe it, I guess.  It was like, “Okay, 

okay.” Then it made sense why. 

Then my next question was, “Rusty, where are you going to the doctor, 

baby?  You don’t have any insurance.” 

He said, “Mom, I’m going to Thomas Street.” 

I said, “What the hell is Thomas Street?  That sounds like a bar.” 

He said, “You remember that old railroad hospital out on the north side?” 

I said, “The one that’s been shut down for years?” 

He said, “Yeah. They’ve opened it up for us.” 

I said, “What do you mean, ‘us’?” 

He said, “People that have AIDS.” 

  I said, “Really?” 

He said, “You know they’re scared to wait in the waiting rooms with us.” 

I said, “Oh, my Lord, really?” 

He said, “Mom, it’s not so bad.  It’s not.  There’s no medication for us 

right now. They’re just giving us meds to treat the symptoms.  There’s no 

medication except AZT [zidovudine].” 

I said, “What’s going to happen?” 

He said, “We’re going to die.  That’s it.” 

I said, “Oh, my God.” 
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Anyway, I was squalling and crying all the time, and that’s when Jay said, 

“You need to go back. Why don’t you go back to Houston?” 

That’s when I came back for Grandpa, I found that out.  So I came back to 

Riesel, Texas, and Rusty was able to come back and forth.  He loved to come 

there. He loved to plant stuff. Typical gay young man.  I have some stuff in the 

yard now that he’s planted.  He loved to be there because it was kind of quiet.  He 

loved to be there. Of course, he got acquainted with the bar scene in Waco.   

[END OF AUDIO PART 1] 

WEAR [continuing]: I would take him and drop him off and go pick him up.  It was fine. 

Then when Rusty got sick — I told you he got sick down there and had to 

go into the hospital — that was an experience. 

RAMSTACK: Could you tell me that story again? 

WEAR: I will. It was his birthday February 16, and he had come for his birthday.  He 

was sick. He was running a high fever. He wasn’t sick when he first got there, 

but a couple of days later he started getting sick.  I remember he spent that day in 

the back room in bed. I would keep going back there and checking on him.  He 

kept asking for ice water, and I would take him ice water because he was burning 

up with fever. I didn’t really know much.  I was in the kitchen baking him a big 

birthday cake. We always made a big thing of his birthday. 

About 10:00 o’clock that night — I kept trying to get him to eat 

something, and he said, “Mom, I just can’t eat.  I’m just not hungry.” 

I went back there singing “Happy Birthday,” turned the light on, and I 

said, “I bet you can eat some of this.” 

I’ll never forget it. He sat up on the side of the bed, and he fell back on 
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the bed, and he had a seizure. I had never seen a seizure in my whole, entire life.  

I thought he was dead. I kept saying, “Oh, my God.”  I was screaming, “Oh, my 

God, no. Oh, my God, no.” 

Rusty was tall.  He fell between the nightstand and the bed.  I couldn’t get 

him up, and I was just beside myself. 

I called 911.  I told them over the phone that he was HIV positive.  I think 

I probably said, “He has AIDS.”  They didn’t use the word “HIV positive” in 

those days. They used the word “AIDS.” They were just ignent [ignorant], and I 

was one of those. 

The ambulance came, the police came, in this little town of 800 people.  

They all have police scanners and radios, all those people around there.  I couldn’t 

get in the ambulance and go with him.  They arrived, and they had face masks on.  

They had gloves on, yeah, because they didn’t know back in those days. 

They loaded him in the ambulance, and they told me where they were 

taking him, to Providence Hospital in Waco. I didn’t really know where it was. I 

knew about where it was.  I’m crying, and they’re putting him in, and I stepped 

out on the sidewalk, watching them put him into the ambulance, and this police 

officer, God love him, I know he meant well, patted me on the shoulder.  He said, 

“Ma’am, don’t worry.  Nobody will know.” 

I turned around to him, and I said, “I don’t give a damn who knows.  I 

don’t sleep with anybody here, and they don’t pay my bills.  Don’t tell me they 

won’t know, because everybody here has a scanner, okay?  They’re all nosy.  

They’re all little-town ignent.  I don’t care who knows.” 

He was like, “Okay, ma’am.”  He left, and I know he thought, “God, what 

OH 063  | The oH Project  | page 24 



 

          

  

  

  

  

  

a heifer.” 

I had to stay there. His little dog was there, and he worshipped this little 

dog, so I had to make sure that she was okay, and lock the house up. 

No cell phones. Drive into Waco.  It was cold, cold. It was freezing.  I 

had Grandpa’s car, which was a 1969 Chevrolet car.  It didn’t have a lot of miles 

on it. He had stopped driving. Actually, he stopped himself because he got lost a 

few times, and he stopped driving.  So I had that car and drove into Waco that 

night, found out where the Providence Hospital was by calling the number.  

That’s what you did in those days. I called Providence.  “How do I get there?” 

and they told me how to come down Loop so-and-so and take so-and-so and 

so-and-so, and I found the hospital. 

They still had him in the holding area, and they were doing all these 

whatever they were doing to him.  He was burning up with fever.  When I went 

into the room with him, he had another seizure.  Of course, they were all over the 

place with activity and I was calling Jay in San Francisco and telling him where 

we were and what was going on. 

Of course, they had to put him in the hospital.  He had bacterial 

pneumonia, not viral pneumonia, which people with HIV normally had, but he 

had bacterial pneumonia that you and I would have, and he was really sick. 

They got him in a room, got him settled.  I had to drive back home, which 

is probably 16, 17 miles back to Riesel, make sure the puppy dog was okay, got 

up and drove back every morning.  He was in that hospital 11 days. They had all 

these tubes in him pumping out all this stuff.  You could see these big bottles that 

looked like bloody stuff beside his bed. 
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About the third or fourth day, I think I told you this, I would get up really 

early and go back and stay until dark and then go home.  As I walked in, one 

morning the doctor was standing by the bed with a nurse with him, and he said, 

“Just take those tubes out. We might as well just take that stuff out of there.  He’s 

not going to make it anyway, and we might as well take that stuff out of there.” 

I was horrified. That’s how I had to hear that he was not going to live, 

according to this doctor.  He was a tall, good-looking Baylor doctor.  I said, “Do 

you want to step out here in the hallway for a minute, please?” 

He came, looking down at me, just being all — [demonstrating looking 

down at her] 

I said, “Let me tell you something, sir.  I don’t know who you think you 

are, but you’re not God. You do not know when my son is going to die, and I 

dare you to stand over his bed and predict his death where he can hear you.” 

“Ma’am, he can’t hear me.  He’s out.” 

I said, “You don’t know what he can hear.  I’ve heard that hearing is the 

last thing to go, and I dare you do what you did.  You may not think you have 

HIV in Waco, Texas, but you do.  If you don’t, you will have, so get ready.  You 

need some education.” 

He was like, “Okay, ma’am,” like, “Okay, ma’am.  She’s crazy.” 

Anyway, the head nurse came to me, and she called me out.  Came down 

the hallway. She said, “I am so glad you did that.” 

I said, “Really?  I feel a little embarrassed, but that upset me to walk in 

and hear that.” 

She said, “Well, first off, we’re not taking anything out, okay?  Second 
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off, that was good, what you told him.  He’s a nice guy, but they don’t give them 

much customer service training when they’re going to be a physician, bedside 

manner training.  You were right to tell him that.  I’m glad you told him.  We 

couldn’t tell him that, but you can.” 

I said, “I didn’t mean to offend him, but he needs to learn something.” 

The nurses were excellent. They would come in, spend time with him.  I 

remember one of them would come in at night when they weren’t busy, and she’d 

come lie on the side of the bed with him and talk with him.  They were really 

good. I wrote them a commendation after I left.  In fact, I wrote a letter to the 

Waco Tribune paper, but I don’t know what I did with that letter, and I even said, 

“This is what happened at Providence Hospital.” 

The hospital wanted to transfer him to Houston.  Patient dumping is what 

that is, because he’s on Medicare. I said, “No, he’s too sick. You’re not going to 

send him to Houston.” 

Like I said, he spent 11 days. My brother flew in from Kansas.  My sister 

came from Houston.  They said, “Call your family.  He’s not going to live past the 

weekend.” So I called them.  I didn’t know.  Jay came from San Francisco, what 

little family I had. 

Like I said, 11 days rolled around.  People had to go home.  They had 

jobs. So it was just me and him left.  That Sunday afternoon, they released him 

with 103º fever and a handful of prescriptions.  I had no idea what they were.  I 

had never even seen any of those names, or what they were.  There weren’t any 

HIV meds.  Just treating the symptoms. I had like five prescriptions. They 

released him. 
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We got in the car. I went to the — I’m not sure.  I think it was Eckerd’s, 

at the time, Drug Store in Waco, Texas.  He’s sitting in the car. He was sick. 

The druggist came out, and he said, “Ma’am, I don’t mean to offend you 

or anything, or to indicate that you don’t have any money, but we don’t keep 

these medicines behind the counter here, and if we did, it would be about $1,500 

or $2,000 worth.” 

I just started crying. I said, “Oh, my God, we can’t afford that.” 

I got back in the car, and I was crying.  I said, “Rusty, what are we going 

to do, baby? We can’t afford to buy this medicine.” 

He said, “Mom, we’ve got to go back to Houston.  I’ve got to get to 

Thomas Street to see my doctor.” 

I said, “Are you sure?  Are you able to go?” 

He said, “We’ll just have to go. No, I feel like crap, but we’ll just have to 

go.” 

We got up the next morning, we got ready, got all of our stuff together, 

and he was sick. 

When I drove to Houston today, I was seeing the places I recognized along 

the road that we had stopped. I told Jay, “Right there is where we stopped.”  

“Right there is where we stopped when he was throwing up.”  Of course, I was 

trying not to be emotional with him to see me. 

When we got to Houston, we went directly to Thomas Street.  It had not 

been remodeled.  When I walked in, it was everything I could do to just keep from 

just breaking down. I kept my composure and it was people just lined up in 

chairs, just probably 40 people sitting there.  Ugly, old, nasty carpet that had been 
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there years. It was just awful. I was like, “Oh, my God, Rusty, you’ve been 

coming here?” 

He went, “Mom, don’t do that.  It’s fine.  They’re working on the 

building.” They started on 4. There’s four floors there, and they started up on 4 

and worked their way down, so they were already working up on 4. He said, 

“Just have a seat over there.” 

I said, “Okay,” so I sat down. 

He went to the receptionist.  I heard him.  I’ll never forget this one girl.  

She was mean as a snake.  She was hateful and mean.  I heard him say, “I need to 

see my doctor.”  Dr. Clinton White was his doctor. 

They must have said, “He’s booked,” or, “He’s full.” 

“I don’t care. I am going to see my doctor today.  I just got out of the 

hospital in Waco, Texas. I’m sick, and I need to see my doctor.” 

I was like, “Rusty, you’re just being rude.” 

He said, “Mom, take a seat over there.  I know what I’m doing.  I’ve been 

coming here for quite a while.  I know how to get what I need, so have a seat, and 

don’t worry about me being rude, okay?” 

I said, “Okay, okay, okay.” 

He got see his doctor that day, and Dr. Clinton White, I think, I can't 

remember, put him on a really strong antibiotic.  He didn’t die. They predicted he 

wouldn’t live past the weekend. He lived five more years after that, and I was 

able to be with him every day of that five years.  Some days, he probably hated it. 

What happened then, my son and his wife were living in the same 

neighborhood that they were raised in. His dad lived over here on this street, and 
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it was three streets over, and Johnny said, “Mom, you and Rusty come stay at our 

house,” and we did. We stayed at his house, and we were able to — because it 

was really close. I mean, it was like six minutes from Thomas Street. 

The first day I was there, one of the volunteers came and said, “Would you 

like to volunteer?” 

I said, “What would I be doing?” 

The program was just willy-nilly and not really organized.  They were just 

starting. The People With AIDS Coalition had that volunteer program.  They sat 

me at a desk with this young lady who was special, and she really couldn’t carry 

on a conversation. In those days, if you got food stamps or whatever you got, you 

had to do four hours of volunteer work. That’s why she was there. She was 

assigned to be there. Bless her heart, she was special is what I can say. 

So I sat there, and there were five-year-old magazines sitting there, and I 

thought, “Oh, my God, I’m too hyper to sit here at this desk and just do nothing.” 

She couldn't answer any of my questions because she didn’t know.  She 

was not educated. So I didn’t go back. 

Five or six days passed. I got a call from this young man.  His name was  

Wilson Wilson.  I said, “You’re so nice, your mama named you twice.”  He was 

an in-charge kind of a guy. He was a really good-looking black guy. He was a 

male dancer, so he was cute.  He was real cute.  He was all buffed out. 

He said, “Miss Jackie, what happened?  You don’t want to volunteer?” 

I said, “Well, can I be honest?”

  He said, “Sure.” 

I said, “I want to volunteer, but I can’t just go sit at a table with a 
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five-year-old magazine.  That’s just not me.  I don’t feel like I’m making any 

difference.” 

He said, “Well, we have this little snack bar that we have sandwiches we 

provide at lunchtime.”  There was this — what was her name?  Oh, I’ve got to 

remember her name. 

RAMSTACK: Was that Helen? 

WEAR: No, no, no. That’s who hired me. 

This lady, Lois Brockman, had come from old Jeff Davis [Jefferson Davis 

Hospital]. She was 90 years old. She ran the little snack bar.  The reason they 

provided sandwiches for them, they all had to take medications, and there was 

nowhere to buy anything. Of course, most of them had no money.  So at 

lunchtime, they would bring sandwiches over from LBJ [Lyndon Baines Johnson] 

Hospital over to Thomas Street.  She would make coffee, and we had juice and 

milk for the patients. 

I started working back there with her.  I said, “I know how to serve hungry 

men.  I raised four or five of them, so I know how to do that.”  So that’s where I 

volunteered, and helped her at lunchtime serve the sandwiches, get them coffee.  

We had soup. Open soup, put it in the microwave to help them.  Some were 

really sick. I got to know a lot of the patients.  They just wanted somebody to 

care, love on them, touch them, listen, whatever.  I really loved them. 

RAMSTACK: You weren’t worried about touching them or anything like that? 

WEAR: No, I wasn’t worried.  A lot of people were.  I don’t know why I never was. I 

did educate myself enough to know that’s not how you got the disease.  I mean, I 

started reading everything I could get my hands on.  We didn’t have cell phones 
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then, but I went to the library and I got books, and I asked, and I talked to the 

nurses. No, I was never really worried.  I mean, I knew exchange of body fluid, I 

knew blood-to-blood, and I knew those kind of things.  No, I was never really 

worried. 

People can tell when you’re worried.  I always made a point to touch them 

[demonstrates touching on the upper arm] and show them that I was not worried.  

I also would share that I had a son, with HIV, because he didn’t care, so I would 

share that. 

Then that’s where Miss Mary Helen, who was over the volunteer services 

with People With AIDS Coalition, which was a little contract, because the 

hospital district didn’t have a volunteer program at that time, so she started asking 

me.  She said she was going to lose her assistant, and would I come take that job? 

I said, “Mary Helen, I don’t really qualify for that job.” 

She said, “We can qualify you.” 

I knew what she meant.  Paperwork-wise. I said, “But I don’t know how 

to use a computer.  Girl, I don’t know a mouse from a — I’ve never touched a 

computer.” 

There was a patient sitting there that day, and his name was Mark.  He’s 

since passed away. Smart.  He said, “Miss Jackie, take that job.  I can teach you 

that.” 

I said, “Mark, how are you going to teach me that?  You’re not here every 

day.” 

He said, “No, but I can teach you over the phone.” 

I said, “You’re kidding me?” 
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He said, “It’s nothing but data entry.  If you get stuck, I can get you out of 

it. I guarantee you, I can get you out of it.” 

Then Mary Helen said, “And I’m going to be here.  You’re not going to be 

stuck by yourself.” So they talked me into taking that job. 

Well, Mary Helen had to interview other people, and the head of the PWA 

Coalition was the toughest, toughest old lesbian girl you ever saw.  Her name was 

Lynn. She has since passed away. Everybody was scared of Lynn. She had 

many friends that were HIV positive.  She was the director of People With AIDS 

Coalition. 

She questioned Mary Helen.  “Why are you wanting to hire this woman? 

She has no experience.” 

She said, “Let me tell you what she’s really good at:  people. She’s really 

good with people, because I’ve been watching her for the last month or two,” or 

however long I had been there.  “I can teach her the other things.” 

She said, “I guess. Go ahead and hire her.  We just need to hire somebody 

and quit interviewing,” because she had interviewed I don’t know how many and 

turned them all down because she wanted me to have the job. 

Anyway, I got that job, and I was so nervous.  Oh, I was nervous and 

scared. I finally did learn what I needed.  So I would go home at night. My 

brother got me a computer because he was in Kansas City in the computer 

business, but computers in offices and companies and businesses.  He shipped me 

a computer because I had never had a computer.  I had it in this little room, and 

Rusty would always say, late at night, “Mom, what are you doing in there?” 

I said, “I’m trying to learn this computer.” 
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One night I’m on this computer, and I’m trying to learn, and I got this 

message that said, “You have just committed an illegal act,” some kind of thing 

that came over something. 

I was, “Oh, my gosh.” 

So I called Mark right away, and I said, “Mark, listen to this that came up 

on my computer,” and I read it to him. 

He said, he kind of went [gasping], “Is your front door locked?” 

I went, “I don’t know. Let me see.”  I got up, and as I was walking to the 

door, I could hear him laughing on the phone because we’re on just a house 

phone. 

I get back to the phone, and he’s just ha ha ha-ing, and I said, “What? 

What’s so funny?” 

He said, “Hit this button,” and it went away.  He said, “Because it’s 

nothing. I was just teasing you with the cops were coming, to lock the front 

door.” 

I said, “I almost had a heart attack walking to the door.” 

Yeah, he was like, “Quick, is your door locked?”  Anyway, he got the 

biggest kick out of telling that story at Thomas Street. 

So that’s how I learned the computer. 

Fast forward, it was time for my review.  Mary Helen left the People With 

AIDS Coalition, and she kind of was crossways with Lynn.  I don’t know. Lynn 

was a tough cookie. We were interviewing people to take her place, and then 

Lynn would interview them and send them to me.  What did I think?  Because 

they were going to be my boss. 
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Anyway, one night I was working. I would take all these donations and 

make these baskets and stuff for the patients if it was a holiday or whatever.  I’d 

make all this stuff, and we’d draw names.  I love doing that stuff. One night, I’m 

out in the garage working on some basket or something for somebody, Easter or 

something, and she calls me.  She was a little drinker, and I could hear the ice 

tinkling, and so I knew she had had a drink or two.  She said, “What did you think 

about so-and-so?” 

I said, “I don’t know, Lynn. She seemed nice, but she kind of didn’t have 

a personality. You can’t be at Thomas Street and be closed in.  People need to 

know you have an outgoing personality!” 

Then she said — I’ll never forget this. She said, “Well, do you want the 

GD job?”  She said the word. 

I said, “Do you think I’m qualified?” 

She said, “You’ve been doing the damn job for months, so don’t you think 

you’re qualified?” 

I said, “I don’t know. You’re going to make the decision.” 

She said, “Well, then the damn job is yours, and I’m through 

interviewing.” 

I said, “Okay. What do I need to do?” 

“Come over to the office.”  They’re not at Thomas Street.  They’re over in 

the Montrose area. 

So I go over and fill out the paperwork, and I’m now the volunteer 

manager, coordinator, whatever they called them in those days.  Well, well, well.  

So that was my job. 
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Anyway, it came time for my job review. 

RAMSTACK: What sort of duties did you have? 

WEAR: Recruiting volunteers, and also identifying volunteer positions and writing what 

they would be doing, the duties that they could do within the parameters of the 

hospital district, because there are things they couldn’t do.  But we would assign 

them to the front desks, information.  We would assign them to the check-in, and 

then if somebody upstairs wanted a volunteer, like the lab wanted a volunteer to 

sit outside and check people in. Creating volunteer positions, that’s really what I 

did, and then placing the proper people in those positions, that’s what I did there. 

It came time for my review.  Before Mary Helen left, she did my review.  

I’ll never forget this. Then Lynn called her up and said, “You need to change this 

review.” 

Mary Helen said, “What do you mean?  Why?” 

She said, “She can’t be that good, and you’ve got all this stuff ‘perfect,’ so 

you need to change that.” 

Mary Helen said, “Okay.” I don’t know what she changed. 

Fast forward, after Mary Helen is gone and months go by and it’s time for 

my review, guess who’s going to do it? Lynn.  I was so nervous. She would 

come to Thomas Street every so often, and she’d say [demonstrating smoking a 

cigarette], she smoked, and she’d say, “Let’s go outside, smoke a cigarette.” 

I didn’t smoke, but I’d have to go outside with her.  She would ask me all 

these questions, and I’d answer them the best I could.  I was so nervous of her. I 

just answered the best I could. 

RAMSTACK: What kind of questions would she ask? 
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WEAR: How the program was doing, what I was doing about this.  So-and-so upstairs 

called with this problem.  Those were the questions that she would ask. 

I always got the feeling from her that she was not totally comfortable at 

Thomas Street.  She would always want to [tisk noise], “Let’s go outside.”  

Maybe it wasn’t that. Maybe she didn’t want to talk in front of 

volunteers/patients because there were always people hanging out in the office.  

There was a little table for them to come have snacks.  That was maybe part of it. 

Anyway, it was time for her to do my review, and I was really, really 

nervous. I go over to Montrose that day, and I go in, and I thought, “Lord, I’m 

probably fixing to lose my job, because she’s so tough.”  Everybody was so 

scared of her that worked for her. 

I go in, and I have a seat in her office, and she has this paperwork that 

she’s filled out. She looked at me and she said, “This is something I’ve never 

done.” 

I was like, “Here it comes.” 

She said, “I gave you a perfect score, and don’t you ever expect me to do 

that again.” 

I had to kind of laugh, and I said, “Oh, Lynn, thank you so much.”  I got 

up, and I went around behind her desk, and I said, “Oh, I’m going to hug you, and 

don’t you ever expect me to do that again.” 

And we became pretty good friends.  She’d call me and say, “Meet me at the Pig 

Stand. Let’s have lunch.” The Pig Stand was over on Washington Avenue.  It 

was a little, I don’t know, place.  That was her favorite.  She loved to have a club 

sandwich. “Meet me at the Pig Stand.  Let’s have lunch,” and she would talk to 
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  Jackie Wear, Jamie Block, Mary Helen Merzbacher 
and Santiago.  October 11, 2013 

me about things in the office.  She knew 

she could talk and I was not going to go 

with it and tell somebody. That’s the 

secret; that people can talk to you and 

they know that you’re not going to go 

[demonstrates mouth moving with hand] 

and share it unless they say it’s okay. 

On my cell phone, I have a long 

text from a young man at Thomas Street 

yesterday. All day he’s texting me.  He first texted me and said, “Mama Jackie, 

can you pray for me?  The devil is after me.”  He’s special a little bit. Smart but 

special. He worked in the snack bar. He was our banker. He took the money to 

the bank. He counted the deposit.  We had a little snack bar because there was 

nowhere to get anything out there, and the volunteer department started that little 

snack bar at Thomas Street.  Just packaged food.  We didn’t prepare meals.  We 

had coffee and drinks and packaged food.  Chips and muffins and et cetera.  

Because of the health department rules, we didn’t sell anything open.  It was all 

packaged food. John Tuttle and Jimmy Chatoney founded the Snack Bar. 

Anyway, this kid, I watched him counting the money.  Did pretty well, 

actually, and that money went to the Thomas Street council, which was made up 

of patients and consumers from the community.  He was like 16 cents off, and he 

would count it and count it and count it and count it, trying to find that 16 cents.  I 

said, “That’s the one I want.  That’s the honest one right there.  I want him to 

make the bank deposit.” 
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Anyway, this kid yesterday, I picked up the phone and called him, and I 

said, “Son, what’s going on?  What’s wrong?” 

He said, “Miss Jackie, the devil is after me.” 

I said, “He is?  Why?”  I knew there was more to the story.  I said, “Why 

do you think he’s after you?” 

  “Satan,” he said. 

  I said, “Why?” 

He said, “Well, I went on this dating site.” 

I said, “Let me ask you something, Son.  Did you put anything personal?” 

  He said, “No.” 

I said, “Did you provide a phone number?” 

  He said, “No.” 

  I said, “You didn’t agree to meet somebody?” 

“No.” 

I said, “Let me say this to you.  Don’t ever do that.  It’s okay if you went 

on a dating site. Don’t ever invite them to your apartment if you decide that it’s 

somebody you like.  Were they local?  Were they from Houston?  Or were they 

somewhere in Wyoming?” 

“I don’t know, but I feel really funny, and it’s like Satan is in my 

apartment.” 

I said, “Okay. I’ll tell you what I want you to do.  Who’s your phone 

provider?” 

He said, “It’s T-Mobile.” 

I said, “Go down to T-Mobile and ask them to help you.” 
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He said, “I want all of that off of my phone.” 

I said, “Go down to T-Mobile and ask them to help you.  Don’t be 

ashamed.  A lot of people do that. It’s okay.  Go down there and get them to take 

that off.” 

He said, “And I got this thing on my back.  It’s like a cross or something, 

and on my ankle.” 

I said, “Is it like a rash?” 

  He said, “Yeah.” 

I said, “Then what I want you to do — who’s your doctor at Thomas 

Street?”

  “Dr. Giordano.” 

I said, “You probably can’t get an appointment today, but go to triage and 

ask them to look at those things that are on you and make sure that it’s okay.  

They may give you a cream or a salve or something.”  

Well, I’m in a Bible study at church, Wednesday night, and I get another 

text from him.  He said, “Miss Jackie” — he was raised Catholic, so he said, “I 

went over to the church, and I talked to Father so-and-so, and they prayed with 

me.  He prayed with me, and I’m going to go to confession on Saturday.” 

I said, “That’s okay. But you know that you can talk yourself.  You know 

that you can go directly to God yourself,” and I gave him a couple of verses from 

the Bible to read. 

Later, he did a face chat, and he looked terrible.  I mean, his eyes just 

looked awful. He’s a good-looking Hispanic kid. 

So I texted him back, and I said, “Go to triage.” 
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He later on, this morning, texted me, and he said he went to triage, and 

said, “I’m okay.” 

It’s this thing, this dating thing that he did, that’s bothering him. His 

mother has Alzheimer’s, and he’s not able to really talk to her.  He’s special 

anyway. I would take him home from Thomas Street.  We’d be riding down the 

street. We’d be talking about things that happened at the snack bar, and he’d start 

talking about his brother cooked this sandwich that was bad, and I was like 

[demonstrating], but I never acted surprised. 

RAMSTACK: When you were at Thomas Street, were there any tensions between the 

staff members and the volunteers? 

Volunteer Mentors for Thomas Street Clinic.
 
Photograph taken for publication in Liver Health Today. September 2009.
 

WEAR: Always. 


RAMSTACK: Could you tell me more about it? 


WEAR: Always, always. There were. Now, some of the staff members really did not 
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understand what the volunteers could do. When the Patient Mentor Program 

started, they had so much responsibility that I think some of the staff didn’t quite 

understand. They were accepted as part of the staff.  That’s the deal. 

Dr. Giordano, who was the medical director — that study is in here [indicating 

photo albums]; I put it in here for you — he really gave the voice of importance to 

that program. If he knew anything was going on, he would speak to the staff 

about it. “They are part of our staff.  They are part of us.” 

Now, they were cautioned about crossing a line.  “You are not to give 

medical advice.  You do know who to go to if they ask you that question.  You 

take them to the proper person, but you don’t try to tell them.  If they ask you 

about a medication, you go to the pharmacy.  You can ask for the pharmacy 

director.” She was really good, too, and they knew that they had an open-door 

policy to go and she would help them. “They can come and talk to me anytime.”  

Rose Kumenda. 

But there were some staff who resented it.  Actually, there were, but it was 

mostly staff with kind of — I don’t want to use the word “menial” jobs, but not 

really important jobs.  You know what I always said?  It’s like watching a bunch 

of crabs in a bucket trying to get to the top crawling over somebody on the 

bottom. 

I cautioned the mentors.  I said, “We’re a team.  You’re no better than this 

one. You’re no better than that one.  We’re a team.  Yes, you may have a stronger 

skill that you’re blessed, but that doesn’t mean you’re better.  That just means 

we’re all different, so don’t put somebody down because they don’t do it like you 

do it.” 

OH 063  | The oH Project  | page 42 



 

          

  

 

  

  

 

We all basically do it the same because we have a checklist — it’s in here 

[indicating] — that they follow. When a new patient comes in, they’re asked if 

they want a Patient Mentor.  We never were turned down, never. 

RAMSTACK: When did you start the program? 

WEAR: 2005, when I returned from Ben Taub Hospital. 

RAMSTACK: Why did you leave? 

WEAR: Why did I leave?  Rusty died.  When I went to Ben Taub, I left in 2000.  Rusty 

died in 1998.  I left in 2000 because the volunteer manager from Harris County 

Hospital District came and hired me away from the PWA Coalition.  The PWA 

Coalition then lost that — I don’t know if they had a contract with the hospital 

district?  I guess. 

So I left in 2000, went to Ben Taub Hospital to be the Volunteer Manager.  

She kept promising me, “You can still help those with HIV.  A lot of the guys get 

hospitalized here. I really didn’t. I stayed in touch with them because they knew 

I was at Ben Taub, which is their main hospital.  Harris County System included 

Ben Taub Hospital, LBJ Hospital, and Quentin Mease Hospital, but Ben Taub is 

the inner city, large, main hospital, Level 3 trauma hospital. 

I was hired at Harris County Hospital District in 2000.  The name has 

changed to Harris Health System.  The volunteer Director was a nurse and has 

since retired. 

RAMSTACK: What was the job you were hired to do? 

WEAR: Volunteer manager. 

RAMSTACK: The same sort of duties? 

WEAR: Same duties.  Placing volunteers at the hospital, at Ben Taub Hospital, which we 
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had a lot of volunteers because many college students would want to come there.  

A lot of them were looking at what they wanted to do in the medical field or if 

they really wanted to be in the medical field.  We had many positions that they 

could fill: physical therapy, front desk, emergency center.  We had tons of 

positions that they could fill.  We had a lot of students.  We had some mature 

people, but mostly young, college-age and high school mostly.  I like, really, 

working with young people. 

RAMSTACK:  How else was working at Ben Taub different from Thomas Street? 

WEAR: Totally different because it was more anonymous.  I mean, Ben Taub has so 

many patients coming in and out, you didn’t get to know them like you did at 

Thomas Street.  I mean, Thomas Street is four little floors, and you got to really 

intimately know the patients.  There, you really didn’t get to know the patients. 

Ben Taub had a gift shop. We managed the gift shop, “we” being the she 

and I supervised the gift shop, and it was busy, so we had paid staff in the gift 

shop. I had two assistants, actually, in my office, so it was a busy, busy job. 

  The Volunteer Director left, and they had to hire a new director.  That was 

her title, director of volunteer services.  I remember there were three people, and 

they called me from Holly Hall, which is the administration, and asked me would 

I sit on the interviews?  Here I am sitting on the interview for somebody who is 

going to be my boss. I said, “Sure,” and I went.  There were three, and actually 

the person they picked, I wouldn't have picked, but they picked this person. 

Shortly after she started, we talked, and she knew that I had been at 

Thomas Street, and she knew my story, and so she asked me if I ever — I said, “If 

there’s ever an opportunity to go back to Thomas Street, would you consider 
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me?”

  She said, “Sure.” 

I said, “I think I’m okay now to go back,” because I think it’s important, 

when you’re so emotionally connected, to take a sabbatical.  I’d been to so many 

funerals. I just was worn out with it. You didn’t walk into Thomas Street very 

many days without hearing, “Did you hear so-and-so died and their funeral is 

Tuesday?”  It was just a lot of death. 

RAMSTACK: Did you go to a lot of the funerals? 

WEAR: Oh, yeah, I did. If I knew them and someone asked me, of course I went. 

One day she called me to her office, and she said, “Guess what?  They’re 

going to allow us to come back to start the volunteer program at Thomas Street.  

Do you want that?” 

I said, “Oh, yes, I want that.” That’s how I went back in 2005.  When I 

got back, this nurse manager, his name was Jerry Boice, and he’s passed away 

now. He talked to me about a program they had tried, “they” being the staff, had 

tried to start, a mentoring kind of a thing. I kind of ran with that and latched onto 

that, and that’s how that program started.  He helped me with everything he knew. 

They went through a lot of training, a lot of role playing.  We didn’t let 

them just say, “Here you go.”  We did a lot of role playing.  Dr. Giordano came in 

and worked with them.  The nurses came in.  The nurse manager came in and 

worked with them.  Social services came in and worked with what to say, what 

not to say, what is within their expertise to say and do.  They were just there to 

show them how to be a patient.  “This is how you are a patient.  This is the first 

step you take.” 
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There’s a checklist, and you can look at it in there.  It’s their itinerary for a 

new patient, where they take them first, where they take them second.  That’s how 

we developed that program, and then I told you that Dr. Giordano came and 

wanted to do that study, and I was like [gasping], “I don’t want to do that, because 

I’m afraid he’s going to try to change stuff or make it technical.” 

He said, “Miss Jackie, I would never do that.  I respect the work, what I 

know about it, and I hope to learn a lot and be able to help teach them,” and he 

was great. He was really great through that whole thing. 

They had to also be trained for that study.  They had to do practice role 

playing, they videoed them, and reviewed the video.  Only five out of the group 

were chosen to be in the study. 

RAMSTACK: What were the results of the study? 

WEAR: The results of the study were not that good.  Dr. Giordano was really careful 

when he came to give us the results.  He said, “This is kind of good news, and it’s 

for us a little bad news, we thought, because it did not show that it made a whole 

lot of difference whether or not they had a mentor, but that’s not y’all’s fault, 

because it has a lot to do with the patient, how they followed up, how they 

accepted.” He made it sound like what they needed to hear.  He said, “But you 

know what?  We know it makes a difference.  We as physicians at Thomas Street 

can tell when a patient is mentored.  We can tell. You guys keep doing what 

you’re doing.” 

And he said the little story about the starfish.  You’ve heard that little 

story? 

RAMSTACK: No. 
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WEAR: There’s a guy walking down the beach, and all these little starfish are all lying 

along the beach, and he’s picking them up and throwing them back.  They’re just 

all over the beach, and he’s throwing them back. 

His friend said, “Why are you doing that?  There are just so many of them 

here.” 

He said, “I’m putting them back in the water so they can live.” 

The guy went, “Humph.  You can’t make a difference.  There’s too many 

of them here.” 

He said, “It made a difference to that one.”  So that was that story he told 

them.  “It made a difference to that one.” 

RAMSTACK: How did you feel about the results of the study? 

WEAR: I was okay with it, because I know the results.  I have talked to so many 

mothers, patients, sisters, brothers, uncles, aunts that come and say, “Oh, wow, 

but for that, we were so scared, we were so frightened,” same as me.  “We didn’t 

know that much [indicating an inch with fingers] about HIV, and we feel so much 

better coming into a place that they’re going to help us understand.”  I felt good 

about it. 

RAMSTACK: Can you tell me about some differences between your time at Thomas 

Street from the 1990s versus the 2000s? 

WEAR: Oh, yeah. The 1990s were just so scary because there was no medication, and 

people were sick, and people were dying. Like I said, every time you walked in, 

“Did you hear so-and-so died?” “Did you hear so-and-so-died?”  

When I went back, in 2005, was the beginning of the new medications.  I 

remember this doctor.   
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[END OF AUDIO PART 2] 

WEAR [continuing]:  He’s passed away, actually.  He was HIV positive. He was 

something else, but he went to bat because they were not able to do the 

genotyping because it was so expensive to have those patients genotyped so they 

could tell where they were, and he went to bat for that on all fours.  He said, “We 

are driving blind. We cannot treat these patients without this being approved.  We 

have to have that. That is a tool we have got to have,” you know, phenotype and 

genotype. 

They finally did approve it because he said, “We’ve got to have that.”  He 

was a big part of getting that funded.  He was a mess, but he made a big 

difference too. 

Anyway, when I went back, in 2005, it was hopeful, because these 

medicines were just coming out.  If they’d have come out sooner, maybe Rusty 

would have lived longer. He was in all of these studies. 

I remember his friend Normie.  He had a friend Normie, who was an artist.  

They were so different it was not funny.  Normie was like, “Rusty, don’t be doing 

those studies. They don’t know what they’re doing.  They’re just using you for a 

guinea pig.” 

He said, “You know what?  If I don’t do it, who will?  It may not help me, 

but it will help somebody along the way.” 

I often think about that when they start talking about these meds.  Gilead 

Sciences was a big supporter of this mentor program.  Their pictures are in here, 

the educators. They also helped do a lot of training with these patient mentors to 

educate them. We had a meeting once a month.  They would have videos and 
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training and bring people in to talk to them.  They were very, very supportive of 

that program. 

RAMSTACK: How did you feel about Rusty’s decision to do all these studies? 

WEAR: I thought it was his decision.  I thought it was his decision because he was an 

adult. You know what?  Here’s the thing.  If you have something and there’s 

hope, like if you have cancer and they say, “Jackie, if you’ll try this study, it may 

be what you need to live,” wouldn’t you do it? 

RAMSTACK: Yeah. 

WEAR: Of course you would. That’s what he was doing.  That’s what the people then 

in those days were doing. He was all for it.  He was doing this and that. A lot of 

people wouldn’t, like Normie.  Normie wouldn't even go to the doctor.  He does 

now, I’m sure, but he’s had HIV over 30 years now. 

I’ll revert back to when Rusty was in the hospital in Waco, Normie took a 

bus from Houston to Waco, rode the bus.  We were at the hospital that night.  He 

got off the bus in Riesel, and there’s one little bar in town.  And he’s so obviously 

gay, you can’t miss it, and he’s an artist.  He’s just eccentric as he can be.  He 

goes to that bar to wait on us to get home. 

When we’re coming home that night, it was probably 10:00 o’clock, I see 

this guy walking down the road with this long hair, and I said, “That’s Normie.”  I 

forgot who was with me.  I said, “That’s Normie,” and I stopped the car.  I said, 

“Norm?” 

Of course, he was about half lit, because he had been out in the bar with 

all these redneck country people. We got to the house, and I said, “Well, how did 

that work out?” 
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He said, “You know me.  I’m just really honest, and we had quite a few 

conversations down there. I spent about three hours in that bar.” 

I said, “I can tell, and you had quite a few drinks, didn’t you?” 

Here’s what he did. He evidently had made some brownies [clicking 

tongue] for his friend Rusty.  I was so dumb.  I didn’t know. 

The next morning, we go up to the hospital, and Rusty is starting to feel 

better by then. He’s having some feeling-better days.  Of course, he was happy to 

see Normie.  We go up there, and they’re drinking milk and eating brownies.  I’m 

like, “Okay.” I didn’t know. He brought them on the bus.  He brought them all 

the way from Houston for his friend. He spent a few days, and then I took him 

back to Houston. 

I asked him one time, I said, “Normie,” and he was [clap of hands].  In the 

bars, he was like — he took care of Mary’s patio.  He was all about plants, and he 

took care of Mary’s patio. It was beautiful with all kinds of plants that he had 

planted and fixed. I said, “Normie, why do you think it is that so many people 

have died and you’re still here and you don’t go get any treatment?” 

Here’s what he said:  “Well, we couldn’t all die.”  He had so many people 

that he would come let spend their last days at his apartment because their family 

had disowned them.  He had a hospital bed in a room that he would take care of 

them until they died.  He said, “We couldn’t all die.  Somebody had to be here.”  

So that’s why God let him live that long. 

I’ll never forget. I came from Corpus one time.  That’s before I knew 

about Rusty. I came from Corpus one time, and we went to see Normie’s new 

apartment.  It was an upstairs apartment.  I don’t remember the address, but in the 
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living room, he had painted a swimming pool. He didn’t have any furniture, so he 

put lawn chairs around it. It was the coolest thing you had ever seen.  He was a 

beautiful artist. I said, “Normie, what about the person you rented from?  Are 

they going to be mad at you?” 

He said, “Oh, if I move, I’ll just paint over it.” 


I said, “You’re kidding me.”
 

He said, “Well, I didn’t have any furniture, so I thought that would be 


great.” 

It was really cute. He had some plastic palm trees and some lawn chairs, 

and that was his living room.  It was so funny. 

RAMSTACK: You did mention that people would be disowned by their family.  What 

was your family’s reaction when you learned about Rusty? 

WEAR: Well, I talked with Rusty later about this.  I was pretty upset that he didn’t tell 

me.  I was like, “Rusty, why?  Why didn’t you tell Mom?  Why did you let me 

move off to San Francisco knowing that you were HIV positive?” 

He said, “Mom, I wanted you and Jay to go have that experience, and I 

didn’t want you to go being worried. Besides, I didn’t want Dad to know.  He’s 

an old redneck. I know he loves me, but he’s an old redneck guy, and he’s just 

not going to get it.” 

I said, “Well, I agree with that.” 

Actually, I’m the one who told his dad. Rusty had moved back into his 

house, and I wrote him a letter and told him.  Rusty said he never talked to him 

about it. He just didn’t discuss it. He didn’t ever sit down and talk to him.  He 

didn’t ever, nothing. He was there at the end.  He came to the hospital when 
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Rusty was dying, and he did show up. He loved him, but he couldn’t talk about 

that. Just redneck, country. 

I remember Rusty calling me one time.  He had a really good friend. Her 

name was Monique, and they palled around and they went to the clubs.  I talked to 

him about that.  I said, “Rusty, be careful with that.  I’m not sure that Monique is 

not kind of looking at you like — talk to her.  Tell her that there is no chance; that 

you love her but not like that, because I don’t want her to get hurt.  Tell her.” 

He said, “Well, she knows that I’m gay.” 

I said, “Yeah, but just make that very clear.” 

She’d come spend the night.  They had a big house, and they’d come in 

from the clubs, and they’d spend the night. 

Rusty called me.  “Mom, Dad just pisses me off.  You know how his 

buddies” — he’s in a barbecue club or team or something.  They do all these 

cookouts, old white men.  He said, “Every time Monique spends the night and we 

come downstairs to do breakfast or coffee, he’s got to introduce her as my 

girlfriend.” 

I said, “You know what?  Let him.  He’s just covering.  That’s the best he 

can do, and it doesn’t matter if he introduces her.  She is your girl friend, right? 

She’s a girl, and she’s a friend.” 

He said, “Yeah, but you know what he’s saying.” 

I said, “It doesn’t matter.  Who are those people to you?  You don’t even 

know those people.” 

“Okay, I guess, but that just pisses me off.” 

I said, “Well, that’s the best he can do.  That’s the best. He loves you, but 
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he can’t discuss that.” 

RAMSTACK: You told me, before, this story of how you learned that Rusty was gay.  

Could you tell me that again? 

WEAR: Yeah.  His brother told me, actually.  It was the Christmas after Jay and I were 

married and moved to Corpus.  He came, Johnny, which is my oldest, and Rusty, 

and my friend Charlene, who had been married for 30 years to this jerk of a guy.  

Her kids and my kids were in Little League together.  Not Johnny and Rusty; they 

didn’t do sports. But Tony played football, and her son played football.  They 

played football together, Little League, and that’s where I met her. 

I’ll never forget the first day I met her.  I was sitting up in the bleachers at 

the Little League field, and she came up and introduced herself.  Charlene is her 

name.  We’re still friends. She said, “Hey, my name is Charlene.” 

“Let me say something to you.  I don’t really need any women friends.” 

  She said, “Why?” 

I said, “Because I don’t trust women.  I don’t really need any women 

friends.” 

She went, “Hmm. I’m going to be your friend whether you like it or not, 

so you can just get over that,” and she just sat down by me. 

It was like who is this person? Anyway, we’ve been friends for 50 years. 

So after I got a divorce, we moved to Corpus, and she’d call me, and I 

knew she was having an affair. Well, I was really pretty green, and I thought it 

was with a man.  She was getting a divorce, scared of her husband.  She was 

working for TRW, and they had a division in Corpus, and I had invited her to 

come.  I said, “Just leave town for a while.  Just transfer down here.” 
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Jay knew her. He loved her. He said, “Tell her to come on.  We’ve got a 

big house. Tell her to come here until that blows over, and she doesn’t have to be 

frightened of him.” 

She calls me at work and says, “Hey, girl, I’ve got to tell you something 

before I make this decision about coming to Corpus.  I’m kind of thinking about 

that, but you need to know something.” 

  I said, “Tell me.” 

She said, “You know, this person I’m having an affair with is a woman.” 

I said, “You’re kidding me.  Shut the front door, girl. Really?  How come 

I never knew that?” 

She said, “I just wasn’t ready to tell you, and I’ve lost most of my family 

because of it.” 

I said, “Let me ask you something, girl:  Did you ever like me like that?”

  She said, “No.” 

I said, “Why not?” 

She said, “Because you were my friend, and I knew you were straight, and 

I didn’t want to lose you as a friend. I’ve got plenty of people I can, you know — 

that was why I never, not that you’re not really attractive.” 

I said, “Get out of here, girl.  But you know what?” 

So I called my husband. He’s out in the field, and I call him up.  I said, 

“You’re just not going to believe that Charlene just called me up and told me that 

she’s gay; that her affair is with a woman.  She wanted me to know before she 

made a decision about moving here.” 

He said, “So?  Tell her to come on.”  He loved her. 
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Bobby Braswell, Rusty Braswell, Anthony Braswell. 
Bobby’s Wedding.  LaVallita Church, San Antonio, TX. 

2005 

I called her back, and I said, “Jay said, ‘So?’” and she started crying.
 

She said, “See, I love him.” 


I said, “He’s a good guy.” 


She said, “I’m going to make up my mind about what I need to do.” 


Well, she came with them.  Christmas, she came to Corpus with Rusty and 


Johnny, and they all went out to the club over in Corpus.  We lived in Portland, 

which is over the bay. It’s probably maybe 12, 15 miles.  They all went. I was 

cooking Christmas dinner:  turkeys and ham and all that stuff that you do.  They 

came back about midnight, her and Johnny.  I said, “Johnny, where’s Rusty?” 

He said, “Mom, we dropped him 

at this other club that we didn’t want to 

go.” 

I said, “What do you mean, you 

dropped him at a club?  He doesn’t know 

Corpus. He’s from Houston.  You get 

right back over that bridge, and you go 

and get him.” 

Of course, he had had some 

booze, and he said, “Mom, you’ve got to know Rusty is gay.” 

I said, “Really?  No, I didn’t know that.” 

“Well, he is, and we dropped him at a gay club, and he’s going to call me 

when he’s ready to come back to the house.” 

That’s how I found out that Rusty was gay. Everybody was like, “Well, 

you didn’t know?” No, I didn’t know. He was not obviously — he wasn’t 
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effeminate.  He and Johnny were like this [demonstrating crossing fingers], like 

twins. They went everywhere together. They had the same friends.  They were in 

the same grade at school.  They graduated together. I just didn’t know. 

RAMSTACK: How did you feel when you learned? 

WEAR: I wasn’t really upset. I was upset that he didn’t tell me, just like I was about the 

HIV. I said, “You didn’t think I’d be there?” 

“Mom, I knew you’d be there, but I just didn’t want to upset you.” 

Then when I approached him about this, the gay part, he just said, “Mom, 

I know Dad — and I didn’t know how to do that.  I didn’t know if it would cause 

problems.  I didn’t know.” 

I was like, “Well, you know I love you no matter what.  I’m a little 

disappointed maybe that you wouldn’t be a dad, you’d make a great dad; that you 

wouldn’t have children.” 

He said, “Well, who’s to say that I can’t have children?”  That was when 

that first started that gay couples were able to adopt, and really that was all I 

talked to him about. 

Of course, I did what parents do. “Was it something I did, Rusty?  Was it 

something that we did that caused that?” 

He said, “Mom, no, I didn’t choose that.  It chose me.  I’ve known I was 

different since I was five. It has nothing to do with sex.  People always think of 

that; that it’s about sex. It’s not about sex.  It’s who you are in your spirit.” 

I said, “You know what, Rusty?  You know Mom loves you no matter 

what, and you just be the best gay man you can be.  That’s all I’ve got to tell you. 

I love you no matter what.” 
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So that was that, and Jay never had a problem, never.  When he was in 

San Francisco, he would volunteer for the gay Pride parade, and he would do this 

and that. He’s never had a problem. 

That’s how I made up my mind about Jay.  I think I started that story. 

There was a fundraiser at Mary’s. I think it was a drag show or something.  It was 

a fundraiser for the PWA Coalition.  Rusty was a client at Mary’s all the time.  

We were in Corpus, and Rusty said, “Mom, can y’all come to that?  And Normie 

is dressing.” Normie always dressed up as Judge Judy and looked just like her.  

Had this little crocheted collar and this little black thing and this wig, and he was 

always Judge Judy. 

Anyway, we came from Corpus that day, it was a Saturday, and we went 

to the show. It was a big, drunken thing, just tons of people there. 

I watched Jay the whole time just to see if he was uncomfortable.  I 

watched him. People were coming up to him.  He’s pretty quiet anyway, but they 

were introducing him, and he was saying, “I’m Rusty’s stepdad.”  He was 

comfortable. I could tell that he was comfortable. 

I said, “There you go. That’s when I made up my mind that if you ask 

again, that I would marry you.  If you had a problem with that, I wouldn't have 

married you.”  I’m really frightened of men who have a problem with that, 

because they’ve normally got a problem.  If it bothers them that much, yeah. 

I said, “You know I’ve been asked so many times, ‘Miss Jackie, are you 

gay?’” 

I said, “Why do you ask?” 

“Well, you have a lot of gay friends.” 
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I said, “I sure do, and let me tell you why:  Because those gay friends, 

you’re talking about these gay women friends I have?  They were there for me.  

They were my support when my son was dying, okay?  That’s why.” 

Those are the people that loved me and watched out for me, not my own 

family.  My own sister didn’t help me out.  She showed up the night he was 

dying. My friend Mary Martha, who is a nurse practitioner now, who lives up 

close to me, that worked at Ben Taub for eight years, she was a nurse, she asked 

her to leave. My sister, before she died, she still remembers it.  She said, “Your 

friend, she was mean to me.” 

She goes by M.M. Her name is Mary Martha.  She said, “Well, the reason 

I asked her to leave, you’re in there in the room with Rusty actively dying, and 

she’s out here talking about her diabetes and her foot, and I told her this is not the 

place. We don’t know who you are.” 

She said, “We’ve never laid eyes on her.  She’s never been at anything 

that we’ve been at.” 

I would call on them when Rusty was sick, and they would come over and 

help me.  Actually, Rusty called Mary Helen, Mary Hell Mom.  Those were my 

people that were there. 

My sister was like, “Your friend, that lesbian friend of yours, she was 

mean to me.” 

I said, “She told me about that.  You just have to know her. She didn’t 

mean to be mean.  She’s pretty blunt.  That’s just how she is.” I just let it go with 

that. 

But I have been asked a lot, “You just have a lot of gay friends, are you 
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gay?” 

I said, “You know what?  If I was gay, I’d be the best.  I'd be out, and 

you-all wouldn’t even have to ask me if I was gay, okay?  No, I’m not.” 

RAMSTACK: So your family really didn’t help or wasn’t there for you at all? 

WEAR: Well, I don’t have much family, but she lived in Pasadena, a suburb of Houston.  

You don’t know anything about Houston, probably, but Pasadena is out here 

where all the refineries are.  That’s where she lived.  She would always say, “I’m 

really scared to drive in Houston,” but she would get in her car and drive 250 

miles to Louisiana, to her son’s place on the lake, with two dogs. 

I got my feelings hurt because she never once helped me and I was trying 

to work and take care of Rusty, and every time he was in the hospital, and back 

and forth, and my friends T.W., Mary Helen, Mary Martha, and Jamie — those 

were the people that were there, and they would help me out, and she never once 

offered to help. 

Like I said, she did show up the night he was dying, and she did come to 

the funeral. He didn’t want to be in a casket.  He was cremated.  “I don’t wanna 

be in no casket and somebody coming by and saying that I look good, because 

nobody knows how to fix my hair but me, and I’m not going to be looking good.”  

So we had him cremated, and we had a memorial. 

She did come to that, but after that memorial that day, we went to Mary’s 

and had a party because that’s what he wanted, a big party.  There were a ton of 

people there. We planted a bougainvillea that he had bought in a pot. 

One day he was out watering it and watering it, and it was starting to look 

wilted, and he said, “Damn, I don’t guess this thing is going to ever come alive, 
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and I guess when I’m dead you can just bury it with my ashes, and maybe that 

will help.” 

Well, guess what?  We buried it in Mary’s back patio and sprinkled his 

ashes on it. Let me tell you something.  It almost tore the fence down.  It grew. I 

have some pictures, actually.  I probably didn’t bring them, but I have a picture of 

it, huge on this fence, yeah. It grew. 

But I overheard I think a nephew or one of her sons — you know, they’re 

straight. I heard one of them say, “Can you believe she’s having this kind of party 

at this gay bar with her son dead?” 

I overheard that. I thought it was kind of funny.  I was like, “What you 

don’t know is, he requested this. This is his thing; that he wanted to have a party 

at Mary’s.” So we had a big-ass party at Mary’s and had a balloon release and all 

that stuff. That’s what we did. 

To me, funerals are for the living.  That’s kind of how I look at death. I 

was really honored, actually, to be at the first HIV death.  I can remember it so 

well. It was a man who came to Thomas Street, a black man, and he was already 

really sick by the time he got there.  I didn’t tell you this story, did I? 

RAMSTACK: No. 

WEAR: He was really, really sick.  A lot of people would come and kind of gravitate to 

the volunteer office. One of the reasons, we had time, or I would take time to sit 

and talk to them if I felt like they needed to talk.  You can kind of tell when 

people want to talk. He had just got out of prison, and he was really sick.  He said 

to me, “Miss Jackie, I don’t think I’m going to live very long.” 

I said, “We’ll see.  We’ll see.” 
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My friend Mary was here at the time from California, the one who sings.  

One Saturday morning while she was here during that two weeks, I got a phone 

call from LBJ Hospital, from one of the nurses, and she said, “I was asked to call 

you by” — I don’t remember his name, even — “so-and-so.  He wanted to know 

if you would come.”

  I said, “Sure.” 

I said, “Mary, I need to go to the hospital, to LBJ Hospital.  Do you want 

to go with me?” 

She said, “Sure, I’ll go with you.” 

We go up there, and as we’re coming off the elevator — he was in an 

isolated room, gloves and all this stuff. I don’t know what all he had or if that 

was just a precaution because he was — who knows, back in those days? 

Anyway, we got off the elevator.  We could hear all this hollering and all this 

crying and all this screaming.  I was like, “Oh, my God.”  It was his mama, his 

sister who was a pastor, and I think he said aunt.  They were all around his bed, 

and they’re just carrying on. They’re “Oh, God,” and praising this and that. 

Mary called me out, and she said, “Girl, Lordy mercy.  Let’s see if they 

want to go downstairs and have coffee or something so we can talk to him a 

minute.” 

  I said, “Okay.” 

We go in there. We had to gown up.  I said, “Could I buy you-all some 

coffee?” 

One of them said, “Yeah, we need to get Mama out of here for a little 

while.” She was squalling and crying. 
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So they go off to the snack bar. As soon as they’re gone, we go to his bed, 

and he’s kind of in and out of it, and he said, “Whew.” 

  I said, “Oh.” 

He said, “I’m ready.” 

I said, “You’re ready?” 

He said, “I’m ready.” 

Mary leaned over, and she said, “You know what?  If you’re ready, your 

mama and your sister and your auntie have gone for coffee.  If you’re ready, it’s 

time to go now.” 

And baby, he died that quick before they got back up to the room.  He was 

trying to hang on, I guess, so they wouldn’t see they’ll keep doing that.  Rusty did 

it. My sister said I talked him into dying. “It’s okay. It will be okay. Relax. It’s 

going to be okay,” and he died that quick. 

They came back down the hall, we met them in the hallway, and I said to 

the mother, “He’s gone.” 

Of course, they screamed all over the hallways. 

I said, “He went peacefully.  He said he was ready, so you-all can go in.” 

That was my first death to see. He said he was ready. 

Rusty did the same thing when he died that night.  He kept [gasping] 

trying to — Charlene was at the head, and she’d talk to him.  She’d talk to him 

about did he believe? 

And you know?  So many of them, Michelle, they would come in my 

office, and they’d say, “Miss Jackie, I’m so sick.  Do you think I’m going to hell 

when I die because I’m gay?” 
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I’d say, “No. Did you choose to be gay?” 


  “No, ma’am.” 


I said, “Okay. Are you living that lifestyle now?” 


“No, ma’am.  I’m sick.  I haven’t lived that lifestyle in a lot of years.”
 

I said, “Here’s what the Bible says:  There’s no sin that can’t be forgiven. 


There’s only one. That’s not believing in Jesus.  Do you believe?” 

  “I do.” 

I said, “Then you’re not going to hell.  Stop it. Stop letting those churches 

tell you that you’re going to hell. They don’t know. No, you’re not.” 

You could see their face light up, because they had been told in so many 

churches, “If you’re gay, you’re going to hell.”  No, no, no. 

RAMSTACK: Did you ever have any problems with your religion and gay sexuality or 

anything? 

WEAR: No, no, no, because I’ve read the Bible, and I know what it says.  There’s only 

one unforgivable sin. Do you know what that is?  Unbelief, that’s it. That’s it. I 

would say, “Have you done what it takes?  Have you got a sin in your life?” 

“Yeah.” 


“So have I. We all have. We’ve all got a past, okay?  Have you asked 


forgiveness?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Okay, then. Stop letting organized religion tell you that you’re going to 

hell. The road to heaven doesn’t go through their front yard, okay?  Stop it.” 

It was a lot of that, a lot of that. 

I’ll share this with you. I got written up one time at Thomas Street.  I’ll 
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never forget it the longest day I live.  This nurse manager, and I’m still in touch 

with her, her name is Kimberlynn Luke.  She was a nurse manager during the 

time that the mentor program was active, and she was very supportive of them.   

I’d tell her, “You’re ruining your feet, precious girl.”  These high heels are 

this high [indicating a few inches]. I said, “Girl, when you get to be an old lady, 

you will not be able to wear those.”  Anyway, she’s as cute as she can be. 

One morning, she called and she said, “Miss Jackie, can you come up to 

my office?” 

I said, “Sure,” because I went up there a lot and we’d talk, and talk about 

what was going on. Or if there was a complaint about one of the volunteers, she’d 

call me up and tell me this, and we’d talk to them, or whatever it was, trying to 

help them. 

She said, “I have this formal complaint.  I’ve got to address it with you.” 

I said, “Who is it about?” 

  She said, “You.” 

I said, “Really?”  I was just like my heart [gasps].  

She said, “This breaks my heart, but I’ve got to address it.” 

I said, “Address it, girl, then.  What is it?” 

She said, “One of the staff members, and I can’t tell you who, wrote you 

up for hugging people.” 

I said, “Really?  Really?  You know what?  Whoever that is, you tell them 

to get used to it because I will be hugging people.  Always. I will take this as a 

lesson that from now on, I will ask, ‘Is it okay if I hug you?’  Was it a patient that 

complained?” 
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She went, “No, no, no, it wasn’t a patient.  It was a staff member.  Now let 

me tell you what that is:  jealousy. You know the patients around here absolutely 

love the program and they love you.” 

I said, “Actually, I’m kind of proud I got written up for hugging people.” 

RAMSTACK: Did you ever have any other problems with the staff members? 

WEAR: Yes, there was something.  I’ll tell you what it was.  One morning very early, 

the clinic had just opened, and there was this staff member, she had a problem 

with a lot of people, and I was going down the hallway, and this patient came.  It 

was a new patient, and she said, “Ma’am, could I talk to you?  Do you work 

here?” 

I had a badge on. I said, “Yes, I do. What can I help you with?” 

She said, “There’s this lady up on the second floor, and she’s so mean and 

she’s rude.” 

About that time, this girl walked out of the eligibility office, and I said, 

“Was it that girl?” because I knew it was from the way she described her.

  She said, “Yes.” 

That girl was meaner than a snake.  Baby, she wrote me up and said that I 

called her a fat girl. 

  I said, “That girl? Was it that girl?” NOT was it a fat girl. 

  She  was a fat girl, but I would have never called her that. 

That girl sent it over to administration, not just in Thomas Street.  It went 

to administration.  My director of the volunteer program, I’ll never forget it, 

called me.  She said, “Jackie, I got this thing, and we’ve got to go before this 

committee.  Tell me about it.” 

OH 063  | The oH Project  | page 65 



 

          

   

  

  

  

  

  

 

  

  

  

  

I told her about it.
 

She said, “That makes me sick.  I’m going to go with you.” 


I said, “That’s not necessary.” 


She said, “Oh, no, I’m going with you.  That’s ridiculous. That upsets 


me.” 

What they do when you get written up is, they bring you in, and they want 

you to be counseled, and they want to know that you went to some classes.  There 

was only one lady in there that presented the findings.  

I just repeated what I had said. “You know what?  I’m an adult.  I would 

never call anybody fat. What I said to the patient, the client, was, ‘Was it that 

girl?’ That’s where she got that.” 

Anyway, we left.  The director called me, and she said, “This is over with.  

It’s done.” 

I said, “What was the outcome?” 

She said, “They wanted me to send you to some class, and I told them, 

‘No, she is not going to some class.  She does not need to go to some class, and 

that’s the end of that.’  That is the most ridiculous thing I ever heard.” 

That was the only time I was ever reported to Administration. 

RAMSTACK: Earlier, I asked you about the differences between the 1990s versus the 

2000s. Did you notice a change in the demographics of the patients? 

WEAR: Yes, I started to notice a change.  In the 1990s, it was actually predominantly 

gay men, mostly all.  But in the 2000s, when I went back, it was women, it was 

couples, because one of my volunteer mentor’s wife, he had given her HIV and 

she died. He was so guilty about that.  He’s passed away. 
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RAMSTACK: Did you notice a change in ethnicity? 

WEAR: Yes, yes, I did.  In the early days, it seemed like it was a lot of gay — well, 

Caucasian men, and then it became mixed, really mixed, black and Hispanic.  We 

had very few Asians, but a few. And a lot of women, quite a few women that you 

didn’t see in the 1990s. It was mixed, yeah, because all of my patient mentors 

had to be HIV positive, every one of them, and you can see the picture of how 

many women were there.  Yeah, the demographics did change. 

RAMSTACK: Did you notice a change in how the staff treated their patients? 

WEAR: Yeah, I did notice a difference, and I think it was an ongoing training thing for 

them to be educated.  Now, some of the staff were just mean.  What can you do 

about mean?  You can’t cure mean.  Or unhappy or something.  I don’t know. 

Just curt and short, a few of them were.  They were constantly being written up 

for that.  The majority of the staff were very kind and caring towards the patients. 

Very few are still there. Leanna was there and she’s still there.  She’s 

been there a really long time, and she was very good with the patients.  

Kimberlynn was really good with them.  So many of them were just really great 

with the patients. 

What happens is, people who are not, they usually are weeded out. Some 

of the people that are gone from there now, they’ll find a way to transfer them 

somewhere else. 

A lot of what we did as volunteers and patient mentors was teach them 

how to advocate for themselves.  Because they were in a public healthcare 

system, they felt like that they didn’t have a right to speak up; that they could be 

talked to any way and they had to take it because they had no money, and they 

OH 063  | The oH Project  | page 67 



 

          

  

  

  

  

 

  

would take whatever was dished out. 

What we would tell them was, “No, you do not have to take that.” 

They would come down to the office and say, “I was just upstairs, and 

so-and-so was so rude to me.” 

“Let me teach you what to do.  Let me take you to the patient advocate, 

Dr. Ron Terry,” who’s been here since the building.  He’s somebody too, if 

you-all are going to talk to more people.  Dr. Terry would be perfect. 

He’s not a medical doctor.  He went to school and got a psychology 

degree. Dr. Terry is very caring and dedicated to helping our patients.  He was 

very good with them, because before the Patient Mentors went there, he would 

have to go with every patient that came in and show them how to get started.  So 

that made his job easier.  He didn’t have to do that.  But he was on the list, this 

patient check-off list, that before they left, the patients were taken to his office 

and introduced to him.  “If there are any problems or any concerns, this is where 

you come and talk.” 

They were taught to advocate for themselves, which they didn’t know 

before. They’d just take whatever was dished out unless they were cray-cray, and 

then they would show off. 

RAMSTACK: You also mentioned you talked to mothers, other mothers. 

WEAR: I did. 

RAMSTACK: Could you tell me about that? 

WEAR: I did. I talked to quite a few mothers that would come with their sons.  I was 

always very happy to see the mothers come.  Here’s what I would tell them:  

People who have their mothers with them, who support them, are going to live 
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longer than people who have no one that cares.  It’s a proven fact.  That’s what I 

would tell them.  “Thank God you’re here.” 

Here’s what I would tell people: “Let your mother know if you’re gay 

before they find out that you’re HIV positive.  That is a big order to take.  Let her 

know. Don’t keep that a secret. Your mother loves you above everybody.  I 

mean, you know your mother better than we know your mother, but let her know.  

I was so upset that Rusty kept that from me, and I’m different.  I didn’t have 

parents, so I’m that mother that’s going to be there through whatever.  I’m going 

to be there no matter what.  Let that mother know.” 

I’ve talked to many mothers about different issues, and some of it was the 

gay issue, and some of it was the HIV issue and how to advocate for their son 

there in that clinic. They would come with that look like, “Oh, God, we’ve got to 

come to a public healthcare.”  It was scary, because I felt the same way.  You 

think when you say “public healthcare” that it’s inferior care, and it’s not.  It’s 

not. It’s some of the best.  In fact, Thomas Street, is a feather in the cap for the 

hospital district. I mean, it’s known all over the United States, even in Mexico 

and those places.  People would come there, and they would say, “I’m from 

Honduras,” or, “I’m from El Salvador, and we know about this place there.”  If 

you can get to the States, you can go there. 

Of course, if they weren’t a citizen, they would be scared, and I said, 

“We’re not the INS [Immigration and Naturalization Service].  We don’t ask you 

anything about your citizenship. We’re just interested in your healthcare, okay? 

Nobody is going to ask you if you’re a citizen.  If you get here, you’re not going 

to be asked, so quit being nervous.  Stop being nervous.” 
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I had a lady, she’s passed away now, she was from El Salvador.  I’ll never 

forget. Her name was Zonia.  Her doctor, Dr. Garner, crazy thing that he was, I 

loved him.  He graduated from Rice with a 4.0.  He was smart as he could be, but 

he was crazier than a loon, and I loved him. 

He called me one day, and he said, “Jackie, come up here.  I need you to 

talk to this patient. You need to come up here.” 

  I said, “Okay.” 

I go up there, and it’s Zonia. She could speak pretty good English.  I said, 

“What do you need?” 

He said, “She’s not from here. She’s from El Salvador.  She’s wanting to 

divorce her husband because he gave her HIV.  She had four kids. “He’s told her 

that she has to have his permission to divorce him.” 

  I said, “Oh, really?”
 

He said, “I want you to teach her that’s not the way it is.” 


  I said, “Okay.” 


We went down to the office, and I sat her down, and I said, “In the United 


States of America, you don’t have to have somebody’s permission to divorce 

them.  We have an attorney that’s free.  Houston Volunteer Lawyers, we can put 

you in touch with them.  Veronica is her name.  I’ll put you in touch with her, and 

she will help you divorce this joker if you want to divorce him.” 

We did, and she became a volunteer, a really good volunteer.  She’s 

passed away now.  I’m still in touch with her daughter, Jessica.  She works for 

one of the Houston radio stations. 

RAMSTACK: You were there when all the funding problems were happening in the 
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1990s. Could you tell me the effects of that? 

WEAR: Dr. Garner was the one who went to bat about this testing because he said, 

“We’ve got to have this.  We’ve got to have it.” 

They had to get this thing funded.  There was resistance because of what it 

was. Of course, Thomas Street was a building that belonged to the city, and they 

leased it to the Harris County Hospital District.  Harris County had to pay for the 

remodeling, which I’m sure was quite expensive, because it’s over a hundred 

year-old building, and they had to put in central air conditioning and et cetera.  

That’s one of the reasons they’re going to close that building down and move to 

Quentin Mease Hospital, I think, next year.  And there’s not as much demand.  I 

mean, there’s demand for ongoing care, but not acute care like there was back 

then. But yes, there was quite an issue for funding HIV care. 

[END OF AUDIO PART 3] 

RAMSTACK: And you were there when the building was being renovated? 

WEAR:  I was. 

RAMSTACK:  How was that? 

WEAR: It was chaotic because like I said, they started on the fourth floor.  The fourth 

floor was administration and those kinds of offices, and the doctors’ offices where 

they saw the patients.  They started on the fourth floor first, and as they got a floor 

completed, they would move down to the next floor.  Then the offices who had 

been moved, administration probably had been moved down temporarily, they 

would move back up to 4.  Then they would start on 3, which was triage and lab.  

It was chaotic. As they remodeled, then they would move down one floor. 

Of course, the first floor was the last floor to be remodeled.  Where the 
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pharmacy is now is where the volunteer office used to be.  They gave us a big 

space with a big dining table and all that, and then they moved us into a little 

office, which was fine. They ended up moving me into central supply.  There was 

a private office in there, and they moved me into central supply.  At first, people 

were like, “Those patients can’t be going in and out of central supply.” 

Guess what? They were going in and out of central supply. They were 

talking about stealing things, and I said, “It’s the staff you need to pay attention 

to, not the patients.” My office was directly when you come in the door.  They 

had no business to walk back into central supply.  They came right into my office.  

It was fine. 

RAMSTACK: Were there problems with staff taking stuff from central supply? 

WEAR: Oh, please, no! That’s hearsay stuff.  That’s hearsay stuff. “Did you hear that 

so-and-so, so-and-so, and so-and-so” — 

I was like, “Argh.” A lot of hearsay. 

RAMSTACK: Was it difficult moving around the building with all the construction? 

WEAR: Of course it was. It was difficult, and it was dusty, and it was dirty.  Yeah, it 

was, and that turned people off, new patients, when they would walk in.  I mean, 

the first day I walked in there, I thought I’d die.  It was ugly-smelling.  It had 

carpet that had been wet for years, because the building had been abandoned.  

Nobody had been there. 

There was another building out to the right.  They wanted to remodel it, 

but it was full of asbestos. It used to be nurses’ quarters for the old railroad 

hospital. It was like tons of money.  But because it was on the historical register, 

they couldn’t tear it down. It’s still there. I don’t know what they’ll do with it. 
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It was very chaotic. Like I said, that was a turn-off.  I mean, you’re going 

to walk into something, and it’s torn up, and it smells bad, and there’s dust 

everywhere.  There’s hammering and sawing 

going on upstairs. Yeah, it’s chaotic as it 

can be. 

RAMSTACK: Did you have to wear any protective 

gear or anything? 

WEAR: No, not really.  Maybe. I don’t know. 

Hope not. Hope not. I guess it would have 

manifested by now. 

RAMSTACK: I see you have AIDS ribbons 

stitched into your shirt and sweater and you  

have your tattoo. Do you still do a lot of 

advocacy and that sort of thing today?  Could 

you tell me about that? 

WEAR: Well, let me tell you this little story.  Like I said, I retired and moved to Riesel, 

Texas. I immediately started volunteering.  It’s a halfway house for people out of 

prison. It’s called the House Where Jesus Shines.  He doesn’t shine much, but 

that’s what they named it anyway.  I started volunteering there teaching a class.  

They would have a curriculum for me to teach how to handle the checkbook, and 

encouraging them.  “You’re not what you did.  Quit saying that you’re a drug 

addict. Quit saying that you’re a this or you’re a that.  That is not who you are. 

That’s what you did.” They have to work.  They get them jobs.  They’re hired. 

They have to work and pay whatever they charge for rent. 

Jackie Wear. 75th Birthday present.  

Thomas Street Clinic, Houston, TX. 


August 5, 2013 
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When I went there, I asked the director if there was anyone there that was 

HIV positive.  She said, “Oh, no, we don’t take anybody who’s HIV positive.” 

  I said, “You don’t?” 

She said, “No.  Oh, no.” 

I didn’t say anything. Later on, I asked around if they got any federal 

funding, because that’s against the law. HIV is protected under the Disabilities 

Act. But they do not take federal funding, I found out, so there was not much that 

I could say about it, but I was listening all the time. 

I’ll guarantee you there was probably somebody in that house, because 

anytime I would talk about HIV, and I would talk about it all the time, there 

would be some really interested parties, and they would want to talk to me off to 

the side. Yeah, and I would talk about education with them and how you get 

HIV. I said, “You guys have been in prison.  You know how to get it. Have you 

been tested?” 

Or they’ll say, “Well, you know, I’m straight.” 


“I didn’t ask you if you were straight.” 


If you take a 20-year-old and lock him up for 20 years, guess what?  Is he 


gay?  No, but he’s going to do what it takes to relieve that sexual urge, of course.  

But I would talk about it. I still talk about it.  I talk about it at church.  I talk 

about it wherever I go. 

RAMSTACK: Do you get any resistance? 

WEAR: Not where I can tell.  I get a little, sometimes, look, but it’s okay.  They can 

look all they want to, but they’re still hearing.  They’re still hearing, so I talk 

about it, because it was a culture shock to even move to that little town.  I’m still 
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not really used to it. People say, “Ew, I hate Houston.” 

I said, “Well, if you lived there, Houston might hate you.  Who knows?” 

You don’t live all over Houston. You live in your neighborhood. If I go 

to the south side of Houston, I’m as lost as you would be.  I know the north side. 

I know the east side because we almost bought a house over in this section.  You 

don’t live all over Houston. You live in your neighborhood, and that’s it. You’re 

friends with your people in your job and people if you go to church. 

I didn’t do much churchgoing while I was here other than when I would be 

invited by a client or a volunteer to visit their church or whatever, I would do that, 

but I didn’t have time.  Not only was I doing the Patient Mentor program at 

Thomas Street, I was developing the Mentor program at Quentin Mease Hospital, 

so I was busy. 12, 14, 16 hours a day, I was working. I didn’t have to, but it was 

my passion. Still is. Still is. Still is. 

But people are still ignent. Do you find that? 

RAMSTACK: Yeah. 

WEAR: I’ve had people ask me more than one time, “Miss Jackie, aren’t you scared to 

work at Thomas Street?” 

“No. I’ve been there 20-something years.  I’m not going to do what it 

takes to get HIV. I would have to exchange some kind of body fluid.  Shoot 

drugs. Have sex unprotected.” 

“Oh.” 

Still people today, “What about” — 

“You do not get it from French kissing.  There’s very little of that virus in 

your saliva. You don’t get it from tears.  That’s not how you get it, precious. 
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Mother’s milk, vaginal fluid, semen, that’s how you get it, precious.” 

“Oh.” 

So you have somebody saying, “I’m not afraid.  I don’t need to be tested. 

I’m not gay.”  But they’ll go home with somebody they just met at the bar tonight 

and have sex. 

I said, “That virus doesn’t know if you’re gay.  It doesn’t discriminate.  It 

doesn’t know if you’re gay. If you do the right behavior, if you do the right thing 

to get it, you’ll get it.” 

I’ve seen the saddest thing — I think I’ve told you this — about the older 

man, Hispanic man, who’d been coming there three or four years, and his wife? 

RAMSTACK: Oh, yeah, could you tell about that? 

WEAR: His wife got sick, really sick. The daughter found out. She was furious with 

him, and that really tore their family up, I’m sure.  She said, “I dare you kill my 

mother.” He was probably cheating or whatever he was doing. 

I don’t know how that all ended up, but I talked to her that morning, and I 

said, “I’m not taking up for your dad, but it could be that it’s lack of education; 

that he doesn’t really understand.  He’s maybe cheated or whatever he’s done, but 

he’s not going to all of a sudden start wearing a condom with your mother 

because then he’s got to explain something, so they just keep it a secret.” 

She said, “But look what he’s done.  Look what he’s done.” 

The mother did die first.  She died within weeks of coming to the clinic, 

she was that sick. Had no idea. She had been sick off and on, but they didn’t 

know to be tested. 

I said, “Everybody needs to get tested if you’re having sex with 
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somebody.  Get tested.” 

They would say, “I’m married.  I don’t have to worry.” 

“Oh, you are?  Do you know what your husband is doing all the time?  I 

can tell you, you don’t. None of us do.  We think we do, and we want to trust 

people.” 

That’s like that young lady from Hobby. She was a stewardess out here at 

the airport. She’s still on Facebook with me.  Baby, she came to that clinic so 

upset. Her husband had been cheating on her with a man.  Of course, she 

divorced him. They had two children. 

I said, “You see?  You don’t know. You do not know. There is no way 

you can tell. There are people who really can keep a secret really well.” 

RAMSTACK: Is there anything that I haven’t asked you about that you would like to 

say? 

WEAR: You know what?  No. There’s plenty I could say.  I could probably sit here and 

talk to you all day, but I think you’ve asked the questions.  After you look at some 

of those things, you’re welcome to ask me anything else or call me.  What I’ll do 

is, I’ll leave this stuff with you if you want me to. 

RAMSTACK: I mean, for the record, any concluding thoughts that you have? 

WEAR: Just that I’m so relieved that nowadays people can live with HIV.  Here’s what I 

tell them:  You will always, for now, be under medical care, but you can live. 

I remember being in meetings when we would talk about this disease 

someday would be a chronic disease, hopefully, but we were pessimistic about it 

because it was just so devastating, and we didn’t know enough about it.  We 

would talk about it and say, “No way, no way.”  But way, but way, thank God. 
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I mean, I wish my son had lived.  He lived 16 years with no medication, 

and that is a record. The reason he lived 16 years — I don’t think I’ve told you 

this. Most of those guys back in those days were taking AZT, and it was killing 

them within a couple of years because it was awful.  They had to wake up every 

three or four hours at night, to take it. They had to set an alarm clock and take 

that stuff. 

He did take it. He took that medication for five years.  They couldn’t 

figure out why he was still living.  They did a study at LBJ Hospital.  They 

discovered that he had polycythemia vera.  Do you know what that is? 

RAMSTACK: No. 

WEAR: You produce too many red blood cells.  Because he produced too many red 

blood cells, it didn’t kill all of his like it did the other people.  That’s why they 

died, because it killed all their red blood cells, and all they had left was white, and 

they died. He and one other person in Houston — I don’t know who it is — but 

they did a study, and that’s why he lived. It’s a genetic thing.  It’s not anything to 

do with HIV. I had no idea. 

I remember at one time before he took this full-time job, he would work 

part-time at the bar downtown, not Mary’s, but Venture-N.  It was called 

Venture-N. It was a gay bar, and he would bartend.  His little feet would swell up 

terribly, his feet and legs. That’s when they found out. They did some tests.  So 

he would have to go and be bled. They’d have to take blood from him because he 

would produce too much red blood.  Isn’t that something?  I didn’t even know. 

But that’s why he lived 16 years without meds and taking AZT five years.  

Nobody took AZT five years. Mostly, two years was as long as they lived.  That 
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was it. 

RAMSTACK: Well, thank you so much for taking the time to come and talk with me. 

WEAR: You’re welcome. 

RAMSTACK: We really appreciate it. 

WEAR: You’re so welcome. 

[END OF AUDIO PART 4] 

[INTERVIEW CONCLUDED] 

* * * * * 
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