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Disclaimer

This novel is a work of fiction inspired by real-life events, observations, and the lived experiences of individuals in the disability community. While the emotional truths, challenges, and triumphs depicted are drawn from reality, all characters, specific events, dialogues, and certain settings are products of the author’s imagination and are used fictitiously.

Any resemblance to actual persons, living or deceased, specific businesses, events, or locales is entirely coincidental and not intended by the author. The story seeks to explore universal themes of love, identity, independence, and societal perception through a unique lens, but it does not claim to represent the singular or definitive experience of any individual or group.
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Prologue: The Ghost in the Blood

It began as a whisper in the corridors of hospitals, a ghost story told by bewildered doctors. In the summer of 1981, the Centers for Disease Control in Atlanta reported a cluster of five cases of a rare pneumonia in previously healthy young gay men in Los Angeles. A month later, a note on 26 cases of a rare, aggressive cancer appeared. The medical language was dry, clinical: *Pneumocystis carinii pneumonia. Kaposi’s sarcoma.* But the fear they spawned was wet and primal.

In the absence of facts, a vacuum formed, and into that vacuum rushed a torrent of blame, myth, and terror.

The government was largely silent, its gaze averted. The medical community scrambled, theories ricocheting like panic. Some whispered it was a divine retribution, a “gay plague,” a punishment for a lifestyle. The most pernicious theories, given credence by hushed tones in respected journals, pointed a finger across the ocean. It was called the “4H Disease” – Haitians, Homosexuals, Hemophiliacs, and Heroin users. Or it was said to have sprung from the “Dark Continent,” from the act of sex with monkeys, a modern simian scourge. The underlying message was clear: this was a disease of the other, of the deviant, the foreign, the sinful. It was a boundary drawn in blood, separating the clean from the unclean.

What they knew for certain was pitifully little. They knew it attacked the immune system, leaving the body a hollowed-out fortress, vulnerable to invaders it had once swatted away. They knew it was transmitted through blood and semen. They knew its path was marked by wasting, by purple lesions, by a cough that would not cease, and they knew it ended, always, in death. There was no cure. There was not even a reliable test until 1985. Treatment was a desperate scramble of failed drugs and futile hope. To be diagnosed was to be handed a death sentence with an uncertain timeline, and to be publicly shunned as its carrier.

This is the world into which Yvette Strong received her results in 1983. A world of shadows and shame, where information was rumor and prevention was guesswork. There was no national campaign, no frank talk of condoms, only a low hum of dread and a rising chorus of condemnation.

This book is not set in a world of clear medical facts and established legal precedent. It is set in the terrifying fog of that early war, where the only certainties were mortality and stigma.

It asks a question that was almost impossible to answer fairly at the time, and remains hauntingly complex today: Given the abyss of scientific ignorance, the dearth of public health guidance, and the blunt, often hypocritical instruments of the law... who, in this story, is the criminal?

Consider the landscape:

In the state of Georgia, the act of a married man having sex with a woman not his wife was, and is, a crime. Adultery, a misdemeanor punishable by fine and imprisonment. He commits this crime. He then, through that act, transmits a fatal, incurable disease. He can plead ignorance—a shield often granted to men of standing. He did not know he was infected. He was just living his life.

Yvette, once infected, *does* know. Her knowledge is her burden and, the State will argue, her weapon. Was she acting out of a profound, traumatized ignorance—a desperate, fractured understanding of how the disease spread? Or was she, as she claimed, less an assassin and more a messenger? Did she simply want the married women of Atlanta to know the truth of their husbands’ actions and the lethal consequence they had brought home? If her act of transmission is prosecutable as attempted murder, then what of the men’s acts? If the vessel of the disease is guilty, what of its source? Are the wives, unknowingly exposed by their husbands, potential victims in a separate, uncharged crime?

This is the legal and moral knot the city of Atlanta will be forced to untangle. It will pit a powerful District Attorney, seeing a chance to etch his name in history by seeking the death penalty for a new kind of killer, against a defense that will argue the defendant is already under a death sentence from a society that failed her at every turn.

This is the story of a woman who stepped out of the shadows of a pandemic and into the blinding, unforgiving light of a courtroom. It is the story of the ghosts in the blood, and what we chose to fear most: the disease, or the people it marked.
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The humidity of an Atlanta summer had a weight to it, a thick, woolen blanket soaked in honeysuckle and exhaust fumes. It settled on the skin, in the lungs, and for Yvette Strong, walking home from the bus stop, it felt like the whole city was pressing down, trying to smother her. 

It was June 1982, and Atlanta was a city of two hearts. One beat with the promise of the “Next Great International City,” all gleaming glass towers and booming business. The other, the one Yvette inhabited, pulsed with the older, grittier rhythm of the West End, where the promises of a New South had crumbled like the edges of the sidewalks.

She adjusted the strap of her purse, a cheap vinyl thing that was already peeling at the corners. Her waitress uniform, a stiff, mustard-yellow polyester dress, clung to her damp skin. The diner, “The Grits and Gravy,” was where dreams went to be digested, and after an eight-hour shift of smiling through grease-scented air and the pinches of truckers, Yvette felt hollowed out. 

At twenty-three, she had imagined more. Not riches, not fame, but a foundation. A small apartment that was truly hers, a job that didn’t leave the scent of fried food in her hair, maybe a man who looked at her like she was the only woman in the world.

Instead, she had a single room in a boarding house run by a perpetually sighing widow named Mrs. Gable, and a gnawing fear in her gut that had been growing for weeks.

She pushed open the heavy, scarred door of the boarding house, the bell above it jangling a tired announcement of her return. The front hall was dim, smelling of lemon polish and old carpets.

“Yvette? That you?” Mrs. Gable’s voice floated from the kitchen, a reedy sound that always held a note of mild accusation.

“Yes, ma’am,” Yvette called back, her voice carefully neutral. 

She started up the stairs, the worn wood groaning under her weight.

“There’s a letter for you! On the hall table! Looked important.”

Yvette froze, one hand on the banister. Her heart, which had been beating a slow, weary rhythm, suddenly kicked into a frantic gallop. Important letters were never good. Important letters were final notices, or news from collections agencies. Or from doctors.

She descended the two steps she’d taken and saw it. A crisp, white envelope, her name and address typed with an impersonal precision. In the upper left corner, the emblem of the Fulton County Health Department. The gnawing fear in her gut solidified into a block of ice.

She snatched it up, her fingers trembling slightly. 

“Thank you, Mrs. Gable,” she said, her voice tight.

“Everything alright, child?” 

The widow appeared in the kitchen doorway, wiping her hands on a flowered apron, her eyes sharp with curiosity.

“Fine. Just fine,” Yvette lied, forcing a smile that felt like a crack in porcelain. 

She turned and took the stairs two at a time, the envelope burning a hole in her hand.

Her room was at the end of the hall, a small space that held a narrow bed, a scarred dresser, and a window that looked out onto a brick wall. It was a place for waiting, not for living. She locked the door behind her, leaning against it for a moment, the thud of her heart echoing in the quiet. The air was stifling, trapped by the day’s heat.

She threw her purse on the bed and stared at the envelope. For a long minute, she just held it, tracing the raised seal of the health department with her thumb.

She already knew what it said. The two weeks since her appointment had been a slow, torturous unraveling. The fatigue that was more than just work-weariness, the night sweats that soaked her sheets, the strange, purplish blotches that had appeared on her arm. She’d gone to the clinic hoping for a simple, fixable thing. Anemia, maybe. A vitamin deficiency.

The doctor, a pale, harried man with spectacles, had asked her questions in a monotone, his pen scratching against the paper. *Sexual history? Multiple partners? Intravenous drug use?* She had answered with a growing sense of shame, feeling his silent judgment. He’d drawn blood, his touch cold and clinical. 

“We’ll call if there’s anything,” he’d said, not meeting her eyes.

They hadn’t called. They’d sent a letter. That was worse.

With a ragged breath, she tore the envelope open. The paper inside was the same stark white. The words were few, a block of bureaucratic text.

*...regret to inform you... test results positive for HTLV-III/LAV... Acquired Immunodeficiency Syndrome... imperative you schedule a follow-up appointment immediately...*

The letters swam on the page. AIDS. The word itself was a death sentence, whispered in terrified tones on the news, screamed in tabloid headlines. It was a disease of sinners and degenerates, of homosexuals and heroin addicts. It wasn’t something a Black girl from the West End, who went to church on Easter and Christmas, was supposed to get.

A sound escaped her, a choked gasp that was part sob, part laugh of sheer disbelief. The paper fluttered from her numb fingers to the floor. She sank onto the edge of the bed, the springs complaining beneath her. The room seemed to tilt, the faded floral wallpaper closing in. This wasn’t happening. It was a mistake. A terrible, horrible mistake.

She thought of her mother, dead three years from a swift and brutal cancer, her final days a haze of morphine and pain. Yvette had held her hand, promising her she’d be okay, that she’d make something of herself. Now, she was going to die too, alone in this rented room, and her death would be uglier, shrouded in a stigma her mother could never have imagined.

Tears came then, hot and silent, tracking through the light dusting of powder on her cheeks
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