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FOR A WHILE I FELT DETACHED from the viral mania. As my friends began to sicken and die, as the stories and rumors became more horrifying, I encysted myself, attempting to escape the harsh realities. But the slimy, clawed tentacles of the disease can penetrate the most formidable suits of armor and maximum security enclosures. No one is really safe. But for brief periods you can trick yourself into thinking you’re immune. There were times when I felt like an entertainer on a Bob Hope Christmas Special, dropped in to amuse the troops, lifted out and flown to safety. But now I’m a soldier, stuck in the fetid jungle, napalm devouring the trees and shrubs. At any moment the creeping ooze will reach my feet and I’ll begin to dissolve.


  It started with a trip to the dentist for my usual gum-scraping. With the scent of mouthwash in the air and the sound of whirring drills like flies about my ears, I sat in the space-age chair beside the green robot, waiting for the treatment to begin. The dentist examined my open mouth, shook his head and sighed. Then informed me that he wouldn’t treat me until I’d seen a doctor and shown him the inside of my mouth.


  “Why?” I asked, almost knowing that something was terribly wrong.


  “You have a fungus and I can’t work on your teeth until it’s cleared up.”


  I made an appointment with a doctor. His office smelled like disinfectant. He looked inside my mouth and told me to move my tongue around. Gathering his facial features into an advertisement for doom, he stared at me and solemnly delivered the death sentence. “Thrush, a sign of immunosuppression. You should take the test and start medication right away, if necessary.”


  I didn’t want to deal with the weight of AIDS just then.


  I simply wanted my teeth cleaned.


  “Doctor, I don’t want to take the test. I’m scared enough as it is. Besides, I can’t afford all those expensive medications.”


  “Do you have a health plan at work?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then don’t worry about the cost. Think about trying to stay alive until a cure is found. You have to face the facts.”


  I saw myself, lesioned and skeletal, rotting in a buried coffin.


  “All right,” I said, and rolled up my sleeve.


  He filled a syringe with my blood. I couldn’t watch. I stared at the soft green wall. My brain felt like a punching bag. The test was unnecessary. The alien creature living inside my mouth told the entire story. In seconds my status had changed from upper-caste to untouchable.


  I felt like I’d been tortured with electric cattle prods as I walked home from the doctor’s office. There were few pedestrians to distract me. It seemed to take forever.


  I trudged up the stairs of the building with heavy chains of death clanking, weighing me down. Entering the apartment was like facing a firing squad. I undressed to take a cold shower. Standing on worn porcelain, I turned the faucet knob. It gurgled, produced seven drops of water, then hissed and stopped. I checked the hot water faucet. Nothing.


  Moments later, a fist pounded my door. I wrapped myself in a bathrobe. “Who’s there?”


  “Frank.”


  The accountant who lives two floors below.


  I opened the door. His face, usually bright and attractive looked sunken and forbidding. “The bitch turned off the water again.”


  “I know. I just found out.”


  “Mind if I come in?”


  He sat on the couch, right next to the aquarium, as I closed the door.


  “What are we gonna do?” he moaned, then intertwined his fingers and hugged his knees with his forearms. “I can’t take any more of this shit! I pay my rent on time and half the time I need water it’s turned off!”


  “Not half the time,” I say, gently, to try to calm him down.


  “Often enough!” he spat. His face became redder, the lines in his forehead deepened. “We’ve tried everything and nothing seems to work. Sometimes I just want to smack the bitch!”


  “That won’t solve anything,” I said. “Did you call downstairs to see if they could tell you anything?”


  “The bartender said nothing could be done until tomorrow.”


  “Shit,” I said.


  “Yeah,” he agreed.


  Frank left. I was torn between fretting about the plumbing in my building and the pipes and valves of my body. Jon arrived home a short while later.


  “Hi,” he said, tentatively. He looked so sweet and innocent in his running shorts, his hair wind-swept, his face flushed. I recalled the times when he’d kiss me when he returned home.


  “Hi,” I said. “Bad news – don’t kill the messenger.”


  He slung his backpack to the floor and frowned. “What now?”


  “No water.”


  “Fuck! Why the hell not?”


  “The usual.”


  “The bitch that owns the restaurant downstairs?”


  “Who else?”


  “She has no right. Only the landlord can turn off the water. I’ll bet she didn’t even post a note or warn anyone either.” He paced back and forth near the television set, pounding his thighs with his fists.


  I lowered my voice, trying to soothe him. “The plumbing in this building is prehistoric. Whenever there’s a leak into the restaurant below, she turns the building’s water off. She’s the only one with access to the valves.”


  “But it’s against the law! The landlord’s the only one who has the right to turn it off!”


  “You know it and I know it, but she’s the one with her hand on the knob.”


  “Why can’t they just put a bucket beneath the leak?”


  “Don’t ask me.”


  “Fuck goddammit!” he yelled, then scowled at me and fixed himself a vodka and orange juice. I rolled a joint. We sat together and relaxed. I decided to wait for the right moment to tell him about the fungus in my mouth.


  The times when it’s just the two of us against destiny are when we’re closest. We circle the wagons and try to defend our turf from the marauding attackers. If the water is off, electricity not working, no heat on fierce winter nights, we are like one entity, fighting to survive.


  To escape the anguish, we talk.


  I try to lighten the mood by joking, “What do you think of Red China?”


  “I don’t know,” he replies, his sculpted face Byronic, beautiful, and sad.


  “You’re supposed to say, ‘It depends on the color of the tablecloth.’”


  “Ha, ha,” he scoffed, but the mention of China got us off and running, the topic the internationalization of economics. “I can’t believe what’s happening. People everywhere are beginning to realize that countries are becoming obsolete and corporations are gaining the real power.” His features soften after he gets this off his chest. The moodiness disappears and he looks boyishly happy, his eyes wide, lips parted.


  One of the things that brought Jon and me together was our ability to talk endlessly about any number of subjects. Our primary topics are literature, film, theater, music. Politics is something to discuss when we’ve exhausted all the cultural possibilities. After we’d met and had our first date for dinner, I remember I was astonished to find that he was reading Moby Dick. It’s one of my favorite books and I’d never been able to interest any of my friends in reading it. I always wanted to discuss it with someone and there was Jon. Great in bed. A good conversationalist. And he was reading Moby Dick.


  “I’m getting the impression,” he’d said, “that Melville must have been queer as a goose. Closeted maybe. Or repressed. It seems like he tried to hide his sexual inclinations, but they seep out onto every page he wrote.”


  I recall that the conversation loosely covered a lot of territory as we got a general impression of each other’s interests. And as we got to know one another better, and began to develop a shared history, the talk reached new heights of intensity. I think I may have fallen in love with Jon after just such a conversation.
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I admit I had a slight crush on Gary. In addition to his intelligence and personality, he was an aficionado of physical culture. He worked out, swam, cycled. His body was solid and beautifully outlined, his walk, posture, stance all suggested an athletic armature revved up and bursting with energy. Every motion displayed the smooth workings of a finely-tuned musculature. I sensed what waited beneath his clothing. And it was confirmed when I went to his apartment for the first time. We’d been attending our writers’ workshop sessions for several months by then, had exchanged lots of books, and he wanted me to see his collection. Mostly women authors. Anne Tyler, Alice Adams, Eve Babitz, Alice Walker, Gail Godwin, Mary Gordon, Alice Munro, Gloria Naylor, Ann Beattie, Margaret Atwood. I’d never read any of these writers until Gary started lending me their books. After I sighed and swooned before the bookcases, Gary produced a photo album. All snapshots of himself. Each one at a beach or by a pool. In skimpy swimwear. His muscles curved and bulged, his skin tanned to a burnished copper. Was he trying to seduce me, turn me on by showing me those pictures? I thought about it for a nanosecond. I’d gladly have my way with his simmering maleness. I suspect my eyes assumed that dreamy look of desire, and I was poised on the edge of vulnerability. I expected him to close the album, take me by the hand to his bedroom and remove my clothing with his teeth. Instead, he closed the album, asked if I’d like some coffee, yawned and stretched. I declined and departed. Never again did I consider the possibility that something sexual might occur between us. And I still can’t figure out why he showed me those pictures.


  There’s no denying that undercurrents of sexuality painted subtle hues in the shadows of our lives. Lenny placed me on the opposite side of attraction in the crucible of seduction. He was slim and boyish, his hair a darker blond than Gary’s, but I never once felt a physical yearning for Lenny’s body. When we went to the beach and he stripped to his swimsuit, I looked at him with indifference and let my gaze wander to the more muscled bodies on the blankets nearby. When I undressed to my Speedos there was nothing in Lenny’s eyes to suggest desire. But one night, as we got drunk in a bar, his lips brushed mine after a confidence was whispered in my ear. I drew back. Was this a sign of passion or merely alcoholic clumsiness? Lenny looked at me quizzically. “No?” he asked meekly, prepared to be let down.


  “I don’t think so,” I said, and immediately regretted my words. Surely there was a more tactful way to decline. I feared my response would sour our friendship.


  “You can’t always get what you want,” he said, and smiled. Then we laughed and hugged and the possibility of sexual contact never entered our sphere again.


  We had plenty to keep us occupied. Lenny was my constant companion for theater, music, and film. He was a reader too, but we didn’t talk about literature in the same way as Gary and I. Lenny preferred simple books – thrillers, mysteries, and the occasional celebrity tell-all. From time to time he would read something more substantial, and then eagerly tell me about it. He was impressed by literariness. But monitored his intake like a dieter approaching slices of chocolate cake. After reading Edith Wharton, he relaxed into Robert Ludlum. Occasionally he would persuade me to read something that Gary and the rest of my writers’ group considered blasphemous. Like Stephen King or Danielle Steel. My enjoyment of this stuff was minimal but I appreciated the experience because it offered a different perspective compared to other types of books. But when I’d try to convince Gary that he should check out some of the books that Lenny suggested, he remained staunchly uninterested. I was the one in the middle, benefiting from both Gary’s writerly sensibility and Lenny’s readerly tastes.


  I can’t recall a single instance when they met. They were like twin moons in different orbits, circling around the planet that is my world. They knew about each other, but only what I would tell. I never intended to keep them apart. But scheduling and the divergence of interests prevented a face-to-face encounter. When I was a child all of my friends knew one another. Every activity involved five or six individuals. But for a long time now, my friendships have been isolated. If I were to throw a party for everyone I know, they’d all have to be introduced upon arrival and would spend the evening attempting to find intersecting points of interest.


  If there’s life beyond death, maybe Gary and Lenny are buddies now. Could they be lovers?


  What would they tell me about sickness and death? Would they advise me to take the test or avoid the witch doctors?


  Gary was a computer programmer. Lenny held a degree in pharmacology. When Gary became ill, he sequestered himself and communicated only with his lover. I didn’t see him or speak to him at all for the last three weeks of his life. Lenny allowed me to visit him in the hospital twice before he couldn’t take it any more and detached himself from the tubes and machines. I wish I could seek their counsel now that the scythe of death sways on spider web strings just above my throat.
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The mailroom clerk, Pedro, makes his rounds, dropping off letters, manuscripts, press releases, postcards, bills, magazines, newspapers, and books. I’ve been here for almost four hours already and I wonder if today is the day that I’ll finally spin out of control and do something reckless. My nervous breakdown could manifest itself at any moment. Thank God it’s Friday.


  Five days a week, twice each day, I receive a stack of correspondence, some of which is fun to open. Much, though, is either boring or depressing. The latest news about penis enlargement. Astrology calendars geared for gay guys. A baggie with soiled underwear to be forwarded to a porn star. The St. Louis Lesbian and Gay Marching Band will be performing at the gazebo of Our Lady of the Perpetual Heart. A newsletter from the North American Man/Boy Love Association. A brochure from a guest house in Key West. Would I be interested in attending a gallery opening by a photographer who specializes in portraits of geriatric amputees? Could I publish, please, naked photos of Rock Hudson? A reader in New Mexico asks if he should have his foreskin pierced. A writer in Chicago wants to know if I’d be interested in an article on the epic verse of Ethiopia. A scrawled note says: You filthy scum I hope you rot in hell also Jesus loves you you homo pervert. I save this particular gem for my personal archive. There are stories about cowboys, construction workers, truckers, and lifeguards. Photographs of models duded up as sailors, cops, lumberjacks, and football players. A magazine of lesbian erotica. A book about AIDS. Another book about AIDS. I think about mouth fungus, doctors, hospitals, tubes, pills, funeral orations, Gary, Lenny, Donald.


  The telephone rings. I welcome the distraction. The caller asks if I’m the editor of Manmeat. I tell him that I am. He wants to know if I’m gay. I tell him that I am. He declares that I’m the very first gay person he’s ever spoken to. I can tell that he is pleased. I am too. I wish all my calls could be this easy, so rewarding. I return to the stack of mail, and again the phone rings. This time it’s a man who complains that the March issue of Big Boys doesn’t have a single article about AIDS. I point out the safe sex warning on the inside front cover, and go on to explain that there are publications far better equipped to report health issues, and that our readers come to us for entertainment, not enlightenment. He still thinks that I’m evil and the magazines are dangerous, so I continue and highlight the fact that the magazines are used for the safest sex of all, that we run public service ads about condoms. But he utters a few nasty words and slams down the phone. I feel like I’m going a hundred miles an hour down a dead end street with a high wall of red bricks coming closer, fast. I try the brakes but there is no resistance, no slowing down. I close my eyes, try to breathe deeply, grip the arms of my chair. Shaking, I walk to the water fountain and fill a paper cup. Cool liquid coats my throat. I notice that my heart is pounding my chest like a heavyweight champion. Feeling slightly dizzy, I slowly walk back to my cubicle. My hands are too sweaty to grasp the letter opener. I rub them against my denimed thighs. Light a cigarette. Try to slow my body rhythm.


  I open an envelope containing a letter and a resumé. Some young man would like to be an editorial assistant. I turn to my typewriter and inform him that there are no positions available at present.


  The intercom buzzes. I am summoned to The Boss’s office.


  He has the biggest space on our floor, of course. Windows facing west and south. A formidable marble desk and a huge round table. I’ve never seen him at the desk; he commandeers the troops from the section of the table set apart by two telephones, a computer terminal, a fax machine, and a calculator. The office is decorated in mellow shades of burgundy and gray. There are garish paintings on the walls, and an alabaster statue of a Rubens-type woman on a brass pedestal. The Boss has questionable taste.


  He is on the telephone, yelling about some plane tickets. He concludes his call and makes another. Instructs someone not to go above one hundred and seventy-five thousand.


  Seated about the table are the Vice President –  Valerie; the head of subscriptions – Jeannette; two art directors – Jonah and Tony; and Sheila – the editrix of Dairy Queens and Bad Girls.


  The Boss hangs up the phone and looks at us. He smiles and says, “Ah, my family.”


  He’s a thin, balding man. The effort of smiling looks like it’s too much for him. The smile quickly disappears and is replaced by the more familiar scowl of disapproval. “We have a big problem,” he says. Pausing, he lights up a cigarette. Valerie mimics him, lights a cigarette in the same deliberate manner. If he asked her to step into a bear trap and swallow a cyanide capsule she’d do it without hesitation. “Our subscription lists are doing very badly. We’ve lost over nine hundred subscribers in the past year.”


  He stares at us with contempt. Valerie notes his expression and tries to copy it. The Boss’s gaze fixes on Jeannette, head of the subscription department. “Don’t look at me. This is Valerie’s fault,” she said.


  “And why is that?” says The Boss.


  “Because she insists on ordering the cheapest mailers, which tend to come undone in transit, and the fact of the matter is that people don’t like to receive opened mail in any situation, but particularly with magazines like ours, they get really upset. I get several cancellations a day.”


  The Boss takes a long drag on his cigarette. Valerie does the same. With her lips pursed to inhale, her eyes come together and she looks like a chipmunk. Exhaling within moments of The Boss, she says, “This is not my fault. My job is to save the company money and the mailers we’ve been using have done just that!”


  Sheila, Tony, Jonah, and I argue that in the long run it would pay to use better mailers. Valerie claims that the reason that subscriptions are being canceled is because we don’t do our jobs well enough, that the magazines aren’t hot enough. As this is about to erupt into a full-scale contretemps, The Boss silences us with a fist on the table. Informs us that we must create new subscription ads. In the meantime, he will personally investigate the costs of various mailers. Simply put, Valerie wins again. Sheila, Tony, Jonah, and I have extra work.


  The boss ditches his cigarette, Valerie follows suit. “Ah, my family,” he says. “We have our quarrels but we talk things over and everything works out fine. Good day.”


  He picks up the phone and asks for his investment counselor.


  We file from his office a bit less enthusiastic about life. I hurry back to my cubicle so I won’t miss the deadline that’s coming at me like bullet.


  


  


  


  EIGHT

  


  



I REMEMBER MY FIRST DATE WITH JON after the night we met. A movie, The Fourth Man, directed by Paul Verhoeven. Interesting that this is where our relationship began. I can follow the trajectory of our rise and fall with the films of Verhoeven as signposts along the way. After Jon and I had been living together for a while, he bought a VCR and we saw Spotters while we were still on the upswing, and Soldier of Orange when we peaked. Just about the time when things began to go badly between us, Verhoeven released Robocop. This was the last time Jon and I did anything together that didn’t end with angry words and bad feelings. Since the premier of Robocop we’ve occupied the same apartment, slept in the same bed, but we might as well be living on different planets.


  At the time that The Fourth Man played in New York, Jon lived in an apartment in Brooklyn. We saw the movie at the Waverly Theater (now a part of some vast corporate chain) just a few blocks away, then walked to my apartment. I showed Jon the things he hadn’t seen the first time he came over: the tiny bedroom, the large record collection, the view of Sheridan Square. We talked about the film while I fixed some drinks. Then we sat on the couch opposite the television, Jon lounging like an odalisque right next to where Max and Missy’s aquarium would eventually be set up.


  The way his jeans hugged him so tightly, his shirt slightly billowy yet revealing his hard chest, the adoring look on his face, the sexy pose, all made me want to pounce. But as I began to say something about the religious imagery in the movie, Jon encircled me, hugging and kissing, then led me into the bedroom.


  We undressed each other and clutched, naked, standing, the warmth of his body like a soothing balm. Our cocks grew stiff between us and we fell onto the bed. Then stretched out head-to-head. I was not certain what he might enjoy. I knew what I wanted. His cock in my mouth and ass, my cock in his mouth and ass. Without any verbal coaching we instructed one another. Through touching, pushing, pulling, stretching, turning, rubbing, patting, we created a new language. And after we’d explored each other thoroughly, I fucked his ass as he jerked his cock. We came together. Then hugged chest to chest. And eventually fell asleep, my front to his back.


  I kept waking up all night, unused to having someone in my bed after the sex had ended. It had been several years since Mike moved out. And most of my tricks had departed on their own or by my request. I was not accustomed to sharing my bed. But after several nights with Jon, it once again became natural and familiar. I couldn’t recall what it had been like to sleep alone. Beneath the moonlight through my window I watched him as he shifted in his sleep, with his lips gently parted, his hands clasped as though in prayer, curled with knees bent, as vulnerable and endearing as a child.


  He stayed with me three or four nights a week. We saw movies, plays, talked about books and music. Had dinners, chatted on the telephone. Walked to the river, through the park.


  We were comfortable together. We could understand each other’s desires. Not just the sexual kind. Both of us had jobs we detested and longed to establish ourselves in creative areas. Jon is an actor. Prior to meeting me he had performed in dozens of high school and college productions, a few off-off-Broadway showcases, some work as an extra in films, appearances in several commercials. What he wanted most was a big part in a long-running play.


  I’d been crawling on the path leading toward literature. Several music reviews, a few news features, had appeared in print. I’d conducted interviews with several composers and authors. And though I’d written a few short stories, none had as yet been published.


  When Jon was finished at the restaurant where he worked, and when I got away from the box office where I earned my living, we’d meet and commiserate. I told him it would not be long before he got the right part. When he went to auditions I wished him good luck and if he failed to land the role, comforted him. He urged me to send my stories to magazines I never would have thought to submit to, and told me to keep trying every time I got a rejection slip.


  We talked endlessly. Had glorious conversations that touched on politics, sociology, psychology, philosophy, science. But we always came back to the arts. Jon deepened my appreciation of Verdi, Puccini, Sondheim, the lesser-known films of Hitchcock, Hawks, Sturges. I brought Coltrane, Davis, Ellington, and Coleman to his attention and made him a fan of Altman and Truffaut. We swapped hundreds of books, old and new, respectable and trashy. Jon attempted to instill in me an appreciation for Stephen King, but I didn’t get hooked. I had no success trying to get him to fall in love with Jane Austen. But our differences were important. They added texture and richness to our blend. Even when we disagreed, we respected one another, we had fun.


  One day we both played hooky from work and roamed the city. We ate a large breakfast in the Village, went to the Museum of Modern Art, had a big lunch on the Upper East Side, gamboled through Central Park, visited the Planetarium, saw a movie, ate dinner in Chelsea, went to see a Broadway play, danced at a private club on Fourteenth Street. Then went back to my apartment and had leisurely, love-filled sex. Drifting to sleep, holding him in my arms, I felt like nothing in the world could ever trouble me.


  Now we sleep together, but apart. Never go anywhere as a couple. Argue and rarely talk. I want to feel him beside me in bed. But I fear we will never share intimacy ever again. The physical aspect of whatever it was we had is confined to the past, it would appear. And our friendship is gone as well. In some ways perhaps we have become useful or convenient to one another. How I miss the days when every moment was an adventure, when the beating of our hearts could make a danceable rhythm.
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I complete work on a fictional “True Confession” involving two cops and a burglary victim who have rough sex with nightsticks and handcuffs after the latter makes a complaint and the former arrive to investigate the scene. I glance at the clock. It’s almost lunch time and I’m very hungry, but I can’t go yet because we’re allowed out for lunch only between one and two. I hate being treated like a second-grader.


  Sheila comes into my office, sits on my desk –  well, a small stack of manuscripts and slide holders – stretches and yawns.


  “Long day,” she says.


  “I’m starving.”


  “Me, too. How much longer?”


  “About a half hour.”


  “I hate this place,” she says, scronching her face up like a peach pit.


  “Not as much as I do.”


  “What’s new?”


  “Same old shit. The cops go to some guy’s apartment after he’s been robbed and they get into a hot three-way. Ho-hum. What’s new with you?”


  “Attractive young woman with big boobs goes to the mall to buy a pair of shoes, the salesman turns out to be a foot fetishist and comes in his pants when she presses her toes against his crotch.”


  “Thrilling.”


  “What’s happening on the home front?” she asks.


  “No complaints,” I lie. “You?”


  “I’m going to break up with Ted.” She dramatically sweeps her hair up and back, then stares at me as though at a camera. “I’m tired of being his mommy. He acts like such a child. Why do I always attract these mamma’s boys who are afraid to make decisions, afraid to initiate anything, just plain afraid? They all seem to be afraid of sex unless I make the first move. It’s like they think they’ll turn me off if they indicate that they really want it. What I wish for is that some brute will come along who’ll take control and have his way with me. That would be nice for a change. I’m over the sensitive types.”


  She pauses for a moment and looks at me to make sure I’m listening. I nod to indicate that she has my complete attention. She always does. One of the few people here I can really communicate with, she always has interesting things to say. “Most people – in this country, anyway – are frightened of sex. And not just because of diseases and stuff. It’s just that we’re taught from a very early age that sex is evil and the naked body is disgusting.” She pulls some lint from her skirt. “We’re taught to be ashamed of our bodies and that sex is dangerous. I remember the first time I was told to cover myself up when I was a little girl. I was about three or four. Up until then I was able to run around the house naked and no one seemed to care. Then one day, out of the blue, my mother said that unless I want to be thought of as a slut, I’d better not let anyone see my breasts or genitals – except my eventual husband. I remember seeing her show me how brazen I was by moving her left arm across her chest and placing her right hand over her crotch. I was instructed from that day on that I was not be unclothed in the presence of anyone, anywhere, anytime. Except of course, my husband. If I’d waited all this time for a husband – to just get naked with people – I’d still be a virgin, and miserable. Can you imagine – me, a virgin?”


  We laugh.


  “That’s why there are so many sex crimes,” she continues, “so much frigidity, so many closet cases. Before we’re taught anything else, we learn to feel weird about sex and nudity.” She’s speaking more quickly, more insistently. I don’t want to break her stride because it’s obvious she needs to vent her feelings about all of this. I should know, because I do, too. “And some people never get over that initial propaganda. Most people – like you and me – eventually find out that we’ve been sold a lot of horseshit and we learn to love our bodies and appreciate sex. But many stay uptight all through their lives. And the thing that scares them most is the idea that children can be sexual. They want the rest of us to believe that a young person never has a sexual urge or a sexual thought until, all of a sudden at the age of eighteen – BOOM!”


  “Yeah. It’s okay for kids to see movies in which people are tortured and mutilated but love and affection is a taboo.”


  Tony pops in the door. “Lunch?” He looks at me, then at Sheila.


  She and I look at one another. She raises her eyebrows. I purse my lips. Neither of us wants to spend one minute with Tony, let alone an entire lunch hour. But if we decline he’ll be nasty and vindictive for months.


  “Sure,” she says.


  “Sure,” says I.


  He glances at his wristwatch. “’Bout fifteen minutes?”


  “Sure.”


  “Sure.”


  He leaves and Sheila sticks her tongue out at the space he’s just vacated. She looks at me and we giggle quietly. “Scylla and Charybdis,” she says.


  No one else at our office would know what she is referring to. “Damned if we do and damned if we don’t,” I say, to let her know that I do.


  We talk a bit more about Jon and Ted. Discuss the effort of trying to save a relationship versus just jumping ship. I cannot yet reveal to Sheila a very significant factor in my situation. HIV. I trust her, but if she inadvertently says something that gets back to The Boss, it could be big trouble for me. And the last thing I need is more complications at work or at home.


  Valerie buzzes me and sternly reminds me that I have to finish the subscription ad copy by this afternoon.


  “Cool your jets,” I tell her. “It’ll be done on time.”


  I slam down the phone.


  “That was Valerie. Reminding me about the ad stuff we’ve gotta do. Have you started yet?”


  Sheila smirks and shakes her head. “Nope. You?”


  “Nope.”


  We giggle.


  Then Tony returns and we leave to go out for lunch.
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Are your friends the people who you go out of your way to treat in the best manner possible? Or are they the ones whom you can continually disappoint, knowing they will understand? Some of my friends have been like the former, according me a degree of respect that sometimes amuses. What have I done to deserve the first class treatment? Others were careless, safe in the knowledge that no matter what they did, I’d be there waiting, understanding, supportive, forgiving. I have tried to be the first kind of friend, never inconveniencing my friends any more than I’d want to be put out by them. I used to get very angry with my friend Joey, who was never on time for anything. He’d keep me waiting in movie lines, in the rain, my stomach would torment me while he’d take his time to arrive at a restaurant. When he died I became more tolerant. Once I calculated that Joey’s tardiness added up to the time it would take for me to write a novel. Now I’m less angered when people keep me waiting. But when I can, I scurry like a warrior ant, trying to accomplish as much as I can before the scythe of the reaper stops my mad pursuit.


  I think these thoughts waiting for Dayna. Not that she’s late. I arrived too early.


  We sit on wooden stools, Dayna drinking beer from a mug, I sip imported water from a bottle. The place is very unpretentious and everything looks old. There is a clock advertising Coca-Cola that looks like it’s been there since the fifties. The tables and bar have wooden surfaces that look distressed – through use, not design. A faded peace sign is pinned up above the jukebox, another relic from another age.


  Most of the time we meet in a men’s bar or a women’s bar, each of us providing the cachet for the other to enter. Tonight we’re at a straight bar; we want to be alone. When we’re at a women’s bar I attract a lot of attention. At men’s bars Dayna is the object of curious eyes and inquiries. On neutral ground I suppose people think we’re a heterosexual couple and the only stares and double-takes that come our way are from those still unused to racially mixed groups of people. But since there is a greater antipathy to dark-skinned males with light-skinned women than there is to light-skinned men with dark-skinned females, we don’t suffer much from unwanted attention.


  The music in this place, Furies, is not too loud, mostly Top-Forty hits of the past several months. There is no dancing and no one sings along. Not too crowded or smoky; it’s early yet. The crowd will materialize just before midnight. We’re ready for our second round and it’s her turn to buy. She walks to the bar and I notice several guys evaluating her as she moves. They assume she’s straight, not only because she’s with me, but because she doesn’t look like their cartoon visions of a lesbian. She’s slim and curvy, wears tight jeans and a halter top, carries herself like a fashion model. Her dark hair, in a shower of ringlets, frames her face and bounces on her shoulders. When she’s at work, as she once told me, she can play the seductive temptress or the tough dyke  – whichever role is best suited to the moment. A very successful legal secretary, she knows how to function smoothly in any situation.


  I look at the men watching her and dismiss most of them. Only one looks sexy to me and I memorize his features and contours for eventual use in a jerk-off fantasy; perhaps in a magazine, maybe for personal use should I ever start masturbating again.


  When Dayna returns I smirk and say, “You’re a hit. You can go home with just about any guy here, if you want to.”


  She laughs. “Just give me two hours with the blond barmaid and you can have all the guys.”


  “The guys here don’t know how to suck dick –  or at least, wouldn’t admit that they know.”


  “The guys here don’t know how to eat pussy either, at least from the looks of them. Like I said, the blonde behind the bar.”


  We share a conspiratorial look and Dayna hands me the bottle. We’ve already talked about her day and mine. And we’ve agreed not to talk about our mothers. I don’t know what’s next on the agenda. The only thing I don’t want to discuss is disease. Attempting to avoid thinking about physical damage is almost impossible. Death and decay fascinate people, saturate the media. Living in a world obsessed with death makes it difficult to banish depressing thoughts from my consciousness.


  “How’s Kate?” I ask.


  Dayna frowns. “It’s over. We broke up a few days ago.”


  “That was fast. What happened? You don’t seem very upset.”


  “I’m not really. We found out that we don’t have as much in common as we thought.”


  “Is that all you’re going to tell me?”


  “Well, for one thing, she doesn’t identify herself as a lesbian. She’s into women and her consciousness is almost there, but not quite. Every time I used the L word she would back away, as if to say, ‘I’m not one of them.’ So I asked her, ‘If we’re not lesbians, then what are we?’ And you know what she said?”


  “No. Can’t imagine.”


  “‘Friends!’”


  “It’s sort of funny,” I said, “but it’s also kind of sad. It’s like she can’t face the music and dance.”


  “Yeah, it’s sort of funny, but only in retrospect. I didn’t laugh. Neither did she. But that wasn’t the only thing. She was just a little too New Age for me. You know? I mean, she wasn’t into crystals or channeling or any of that stuff, but basically, I guess the best way to describe it is to say that she’s into astrology and I’m into astronomy.”


  “I think I understand.”


  She runs a finger around the rim of her mug. “Enough about me. How’s Jon?”


  “He’s fine, I guess. Nothing’s changed between us. He’s either scowling at me or ignoring me.”


  Dayna tilts her head and gives me a look that says she’s shifting into serious territory. “I hate to bring this up but I just can’t help wondering. Do you think he’s seeing someone on the side?”


  She expects me to respond with equal seriousness, but I can’t help chuckling.


  “What’s so funny?”


  “I’m sorry. I can’t help it. But you’ve just touched on my new dilemma, which is sort of serious, I guess, but it’s also kind of silly, like a sitcom.”


  “What’s up?”


  “Well, in the first place, I don’t think Jon is seeing anyone because he’s so wrapped up in himself and his career that he doesn’t have time for anything else. But I sure wish he was fooling around.”


  “Why?”


  “Because I met someone. A wonderful guy. His name is Eric. And we’ve got the hots for each other. I mean, I’ve got the hots for him and I think he’s interested, too, but so far nothing’s happened. Well, something almost happened, but I freaked. He made the move and I backed away. Partially because Jon and I did vow ourselves to monogamy, at least for the duration of the plague. But if I knew he was cheating then I wouldn’t feel so guilty contemplating the move.”


  “Come off it. Everyone cheats.”


  “Well, not everyone
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