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P?SITIVELY AWARE

July/August 2008

The star of stage ond screen talks to PA about the

impartance of love, humer, and her Chicoge reots

Interview by Jeft Barry

Should I call you Alex, or Alexandra—which do you prefer?
Oh, please, call me Alex—Alexandra has way too many syllables in it.

And can | ask how old you are, and how long you’ve been HIV-positive?
Sure, you can ask. Can I lie? I'm 26. Not really, I just turned 45. And I've been HIV-
positive—gosh, you’d think I'd know this—for 20-something years.

Are you on any therapy?
Should I be? Do | sound like I need therapy?

Not that kind of therapy!
Okay, you scared me. Yes, | am, and I've only changed medications twice. But here’s the
interesting thing—I was on one of the early clinical trials, a [placebo-controlled] study
where everyone was on AZT. And they either gave you a sugar pill or Norvir, and | came
to find out later | was [in the placebo groupl, so | was [basically on AZT mono-therapy].

So do you feel that living with HIV has given you any insight or unique perspective in your work
as an actor, or the roles you’ve played on E.R. or Grey’s Anatomy? [On both shows she guest-
starred as a pre-operative transsexual, one with testicular cancer and the other with breast
cancer.]
Well, that’s an interesting question—no one’s ever asked me that before. It's not
something that | consciously think about, but I'm certain that it has. When | was
diagnosed, my wife was with me at the doctor’s office when the doctor came in and told
me, and at that time it was most assuredly a death sentence, there was no question about
it. You had a certain time to live, and these medications, these brand new things that were
coming out, they had no idea whether they were going to work, or what they were going
to do to you in the long run, they still really don’t know that. But at the time there was a
huge question mark that we were living under. When | was twenty-something and
diagnosed—being told that my life was going to be cut short by a matter of half my
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lifetime sort of stays with you. But | think, in a roundabout answer to your question,
absolutely it informs my acting in the sense that | was very young—I'm still very, very
young—and having been told that you have a fatal illness, you don’t ever forget that. So |
think I understand more than actors who haven’t been through that sort of situation what
dire circumstances really are. | think in that way, yes. | don’t necessarily go into any scene
taking that with me. | try not to consciously do that, because | want to be present in the
scene that I'm attempting to play. But | think | carry it with me all the time—not only in
my acting life, but in my [personal] life as well.

We're kind of the poster children for why this

ban against gay marriage is absolutely
ridiculous.

Have you ever encountered any stigma or discrimination when seeking roles, either as a

transwoman or someone living with HIV?
You know, | really haven’t. But here’s the difference—you know, it’s funny, because
people tend to think that show business is extremely different than any other kind of
business. And it really kind of isn’t, in the sense that when | go in for a job interview, it’s
not something that | talk about in the interview, which is basically an audition. So it’s not
something that | bring up. If | were asked, | certainly would, but it's never something that
comes into play. Now, | have been on sets where I've talked to the crew, or even
occasionally to other actors, just because most everyone now either knows someone or
has someone close to them who is HIV-positive. And so inevitably in the artistic
community, sometimes it comes up. And if | feel the situation is right I'll say something,
but usually when I say something about my own HIV status, it's very rare that I'm faced
with any opposition or negative feelings.
Now that’s changed, because 16 years ago, it was a very touchy subject. | was still talking
about it, because | have a big mouth, and | was in rehearsal for a play, and | was talking to
a friend of mine about it, and another actor had overheard. And he was very social with
me up until that point, and he literally, physically, steered away from me, and pretty much
didn’t talk to me through the run of the play. But it’s different now, it’s very different now.
And I'll tell you, it’s different in a good way, and it’s different in a bad way. It's different in
a good way because | think everybody is familiar in some way with it, sadly enough. But
in a negative way, | think people tend to think we're cured. | think that people assume that
these pills are magic bullets, and that everything’s peachy. And thus, as I'm sure you're
aware, the rate of infection is back up. They’re having unsafe sex, and people think,
especially the new generation that’s coming up, they think, “Well, we're just taking pills,
which is like aspirin, | can just pop these pills—I mean, even if | get it—it’s fine.” It's
strange, it's a double-edged sword, | don’t think people hear it very well, but I think the
acceptance people feel is some kind of casual relation to the actual disease, which | think
is the negative part of this—attitude.

You and your wife Chrisanne [Blankenship] did a one-woman show together?

Yes, Chrisanne and | wrote a show called “Before | Disappear” which is an
autobiographical piece that also had original music in it, and she not only helped develop
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the piece, but also wrote all the lyrics to the original songs. We did it in Chicago, Boston,
off-Broadway, and in Hollywood.

How long have you been in your relationship with Chrisanne?
We met when | was 14. We were both in high school, and we’ve remained best friends
ever since, so we've known each other 31 years. We’ve been married for 11 years, and
we were engaged for a year.
[ have read that you had a commitment ceremony, but are you legally married?
| love when people ask me this question, this is my favorite question. Well, see, here’s the
thing. No, we’re not—we can’t be, because we’re two females [Editor’s note: This
interview took place several weeks before the recent ruling on same sex marriage by the
Supreme Court of California.]. Which is kind of astounding, when you think about it,
because had we gotten married when we were both 19 or 20 years old, we would be
legally married. So we're kind of the poster children for why this ban against gay marriage
is absolutely ridiculous. Because if you say to us, “Well, you could be legally married at
19,” and then you fast-forward five, six years, and all of a sudden you say, “No, we have
to take your marriage license back, I'm sorry, you're female now.” It makes no sense,
we're still the same people. It literally makes absolutely no sense at all. What would they
have done, revoke our license? It’s not a fishing license, for heaven'’s sake, it doesn’t
expire—it’s crazy. It's absolutely insane.

You can’t survive—you can'’t be in this life—

and not have a sense of humor.

It would be really interesting to have that tested at some point.
You know, we thought about this, we thought really hard about this. Because there was a
time when it was legal in certain states. And then five, six years ago Bush was trying to
make his amendment to the constitution, and all that crazy stuff. When you're
transgender, they don’t change the sex on your birth certificate—that usually remains the
same. So whatever it says on your birth certificate is what remains there. Now if | wanted
to try and challenge the law, | could say to the state of California, which is where | was
born, “Look, | was born male, | want to get married. So | want you to make my marriage
license from the facts that you have on my birth certificate.” Now this was before | got my
name changed, of course. | could have, | think, said, “It says male, that’s what | am, here’s
my wife, and we want to get married.” And see if they would have actually married us. |
don’t know. But then, in a sense, it would be denying who we really are, because that’s
not who we are.

What are some of the things you credit for your success as an actor, for your long-term
relationship, and your continued good health? Some of those things probably somehow tie
together, | would imagine.
Oh, absolutely. You know, when you said that | was thinking: luck, and hard work—and
that's really it for all three of them. Show business is 80% luck, and a relationship is 80%
luck, and the rest of it is hard work. Both of them take work. But in my view, they don’t
take as much work, as, you know, a little bit of magic dust, | think.
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How important is humor to you?
You can’t survive—you can’t be in this life—and not have a sense of humor. | don’t like
people who don’t have a sense of humor. And it’s not necessarily about, “Oh, | find that
thing funny.” It's more about—you have to be able to laugh at yourself. You have to. If
you don’t find parts of yourself funny, you need to get off the boat.

What qualities do you value most in other people?
A sense of humor, most definitely, that’s the first one; honesty; and humility. I like people
who are humble. Not false humility, because I've seen that, a lot. But true humility, where
you realize your own gifts, but at the same time you don’t take them so seriously that they
bring you charging head first into the middle of the room screaming, “Look at me, I'm
fantastic!” Those kinds of people drive me crazy.

What qualities do you dislike most in other people?
Ego. Negativity, | don’t particularly like negative people. | don’t mind realists, because |
married a realist. But | don’t like negative people. | don’t like people who look at every
situation and are, you know, like Eeyore in Winnie the Pooh? “We’ll never make it.” |
don’t know—it doesn’t solve anything as far as I’'m concerned. You don’t have to look at
the bright side of everything, but | don’t like negative people. And | don’t like people who
form an opinion before a situation has happened—any kind of opinion. I like people who
sort of wait until the situation happens, live in the situation, and then figure out the
outcome as they go.

What advice would you give to other transgender individuals, especially younger folks, who may

be struggling with their identity, or just coming out?
Be honest. Don’t make up a past. Don’t try and fit in to a world that you’re making up in
your own head. If you're a male to female transsexual, or a female to male transsexual,
don’t pretend you're something you’re not. Don’t lie to people. Don’t say to them, I'm
male, | was born male—this is what | am. You're not. You’re a transgender male, or you're
a transgender female. And that’s great. It doesn’t mean you’re not female, it doesn’t mean
you’re not male. It just means you're a different kind of male, a different kind of female.
And that is a gift, so accept that. Accept what you are, and think of it as a gift, think of it as
a present somebody gave you, instead of this awful, terrible thing that you have to hide.
[t'll make life much easier, believe me—and much more funny.

Can you tell us any projects you’re currently working on?
I have a couple of things that I'm working on that, unfortunately, | can’t really talk about.

Any feature films possibly in the works?
I’'m sorry—oh God, it sounds so secret, doesn’t it? “I’'m working on this experiment.”
You’d think | was doing something really important, like figuring out a cure for something,
it’s so not that important—but legally, | can’t.

Are any of the roles that you created on E.R. or Grey’s Anatomy continuing roles? | only saw
clips and wasn’t able to view the entire episode to see if you died.
Yeah, wouldn’t that be nice? No, unfortunately | died, in both of them. I’'m dead. Unless

they figure out a way to reanimate me, that'd be good.
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Where do you see yourself 10 years from now?
Oh dear, hopefully not getting any more Botox. This is going to sound so metaphysical
and “new-agey” but, | try not to look ahead. I hope that I'm working, and that I'm happy,
and that I'm well. If those three things are in play, I'm good to go. | really am. I'm fine. |
have a terrible fear of being caught up in the youth-obsessed nature of this town [Los
Angeles]. Every time | go out to dinner, | see women who have the exact same face—do
you know what I'm saying? The same lips, the same forehead, and | keep saying to myself,
“Okay, don’t get caught up in that, or you're going to end up looking like Mary Tyler
Moore.” And we don’t want that to happen, do we?

No, we don’t want that to happen.
No, we really don’t, no.

Accept what you are, and think of it as a gift,
think of it as a present somebody gave you,

instead of this awful, terrible thing that you
have to hide.

Anything else you’d like our readers to know?
Yes, there is something. | have to tell you, when | was first diagnosed, | was a wreck. My
life had literally fallen apart, and | mean by the seams. | don’t mean something nasty had
happened, | mean my world had turned upside down and split—right at the seams. And
Chrisanne and | had no idea about this disease, we had no idea what to do, we had no
idea where to turn to, we were completely and utterly confused, and we assumed that |
was dying.
And we went to TPAN [Test Positive Aware Network], and, I'll never forget this, we went
to the Wednesday night beginners meeting. And, God, I'm getting choked up thinking
about it. Sitting in that room, with all those newly diagnosed HIV-positive people—with a
doctor leading the meeting, who | assumed had volunteered his time—saved my life.
[Editor’s note: That was Dr. Ron D’Amico, who faithfully volunteered his time every
Wednesday for years. He is now working in New York City.] It truly saved my life. And
I’'m not exaggerating. | went to those meetings, | think, for a good two or three years when
[ was first diagnosed. And TPAN, and what they did, and what they stood for, was a
lifeline for me. And so the only thing | want other people to know is how important, first
of all, TPAN is, as a whole, as an organization; and second of all, is that when you're
newly diagnosed, the first thing that you’ve got to do is reach out—and talk about it.
Well, | got all choked up.
And I'm not kidding you, Jeff, honestly. There are times when I’'m in [Chicagol, I'll pass
that building, and I'll start to well up. It was just extraordinary. And I'll be honest with
you, | didn’t know something like that existed—none of us did. Ross Slotten was my
doctor, my family doctor, for 15-something years—and he’s now, actually, a very good
friend of mine, and a very good friend of the HIV community. | think if | remember
correctly, and | could be wrong about this, but | think he was the one who suggested you

guys.
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Oh, really? Wow—nhe’s my doctor. Talk about six degrees of separation.
Is he really? Oh! He's terrific, isn’t he? What a bedside manner, | tell ya. And you know,
that’s the other thing, too—find a really good doctor. And shop around. We just got really
lucky. I actually got Dr. Slotten from Chilli Pepper, from the Baton [Show Lounge]. Chilli
Pepper said, “I have a great doctor, he’s a great guy—and he’s a specialist for HIV too.”
But TPAN saved my life, truly—and my sanity.

Alexandra Billings currently lives in Los Angeles with her wife, Chrisanne, and their two kitties.
For more information visit www.alexandrabillings.com.

¥
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