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Essays


I submitted
this essay for Angie Bowie's "AIDS Begone" writing project. Due to
financial concerns, the book will not be published. Thus, I share
my thoughts here.

 


Speaking Their
Names

 


“We are here
in the memory of those who have parted …”

The lyrics
float up through the rotunda of San Jose, Calif.’s City Hall. It’s
Dec. 1, 2009, World AIDS Day. I am one of the two altos singing in
an a cappella
octet, under the direction of
composer Ruth. It is my first public performance in 14
years.

Three people
away from me on the stage is a grey-haired man with a seeing-eye
dog. Karl’s gorgeous tenor sends the music soaring. HIV is robbing
him of his vision, but not of his vigor. He is active on the city’s
HIV/AIDS task force, teaches A Course in Miracles, helps run an HIV
support group, works as a church administrator and leads the
congregation in song. I know he does a whole lot more that I know
nothing about. He is just one of the people in my life who live
with HIV or AIDS.

There are a
few more performances after we have sung our songs, and several
speeches. At one point, we are asked to call out the names of loved
ones whose lives were taken by AIDS. I name Mat M. and Ric T. Both
of them were gifted performers, gone far too soon. I am a former
actor and a theatre junkie; far too many of my friends in the
community have been affected by this horrible disease.

We are then
asked to name someone in our lives who is living with HIV. I name
the friend I’ve never met in person. Byron is a former Broadway
actor and author. As kind as he is handsome and talented, Byron has
sent me notes of encouragement and support during some very dark
times of my life. His story is that of someone who faced enormous
trials with a level of grace to which I can only aspire. He is a
true inspiration to me every single day.

We are then
asked to name caregivers: those who help our loved ones. To my
embarrassment, I draw a blank. Then, someone names Marianne. She
recently retired as the director of the Neal Christie Center, which
helps people living with HIV and AIDS.

I helped serve
Thanksgiving dinner to the Christie Center’s clients just two weeks
prior to World AIDS Day. I met wonderful people and heard more
stories of grace and inspiration. How can I call my life hard when
I’m talking to a man who is grateful that he has a motor home to
live in after he and his partner lost their house in the face of
catastrophic medical bills?

That day, I
told Marianne that I wanted to help somehow even though the
Christie Center’s hours were reduced to two days a week and to
times when I was at work.

“You are
helping, honey. You’re here,” she said.

I remember the
early days of combating AIDS, when one of the bands I worked with
did a benefit for San Francisco’s Shanti Project. The man who came
out from the group was surprised that I was so willing to return
his hug.

“So many
people think it’s passed just by touching,” he said.

So much
ignorance still abounds about this disease. I see it daily on the
Internet in discussions about marriage equality. The implication is
always that it’s a “gay man’s disease” – despite statistics that
show heterosexual women of color to be the largest growing patient
population. There is always an undercurrent in those comments that
we should just let HIV/AIDS patients “suffer for their
sins.”

To that
attitude, I must ask, “What sin did the HIV+ infant commit?”
Moreover, what sin did anyone with this disease commit? HIV and
AIDS are amoral. The virus doesn’t care if you’re gay, straight,
male, female, black, white … it just is.

I am grateful
that HIV/AIDS is no longer the death sentence it was 25+ years ago.
We know so much more now. Yet, we are far from having a cure – and
I firmly believe that the “gay man’s disease” attitude is the
reason.

For many years
now, I have felt helpless to do more than throw money at this
devastating disease. Broadway Cares/Equity Fights AIDS gets most of
my donations; they help organizations in 44 states as well as
providing local support to my beloved theatre community. I always
find myself wondering what else I could do, particularly when funds
are too tight to donate.

So here I am,
using my gift of words to name my friends: wonderful and
inspirational people who also happen to be HIV/AIDS patients. To
say how much I loathe the disease and the ignorance that still
surrounds it. To honor the memory of those who have parted, just as
we sang on World AIDS Day 2009.

To say that
it’s past time for a cure.

 


***

 


I entered this
essay in a recent Editor Unleashed forum competition for which the
theme was "Why I Write."

 


Raison
d’ecrire

 


I have been
writing for as long as I can remember. Whether it was little
stories for myself, poetry or plays for class assignments or even
some truly dreadful fan fiction, there have always been words
pouring from my pencil or pen.

“Why” is an
interesting question. I have many friends who have never felt the
urge to write anything beyond their school assignments, let alone
write and publish a book (I have three under my belt and am working
on a fourth). It would be easy to be flippant and say “the voices
in my head want to get out,” but it is so much more than
that.

Honestly, I
think it’s because I, like so many humans around the world, find
stories compelling. We learn things about other people and cultures
when we read or hear stories, and we learn things about ourselves
when we write stories to be shared.

There’s
another part of the equation that needs to be considered,
though.

What does it
mean to "be a writer"?

First of all,
I'm figuring out that it had best be a very spiritual thing,
because not everyone will like what you do. Objectively, you can
know that your work is better than thus-and-so's, but ultimately
you need to remember that judges (i.e., your readers) are
subjective.

I know when my
writing misses the mark; likewise, I know when I've done something
that is pretty remarkable. The failure of those more remarkable
pieces to inferior ones, where contest accolades are concerned,
most likely says more about the judges than the overall quality of
the material.

Another thing
that, to me, is part and parcel of being a writer is being a
reader. Get to know what you like about a particular work. Why does
it strike a chord with you?

A very recent
example, for me, was when I read a well-known romance author's
latest release for one of my book clubs. I found the plot tired and
formulaic, and her writing to be a little ... dull. I thought that
part of my problem was that I've become a little long in the tooth
to relate to 20-something, beautiful bluestocking virgins. (Did I
mention that this book was rather formulaic?)

But then, I
started a book that showed me that my assumption was
false.

I never read
Dodie Smith's I Capture the
Castle as a kid. I loved her
other books, The Hundred and
One Dalmatians and
The Starlight
Bark, and blame those books
for the Dalmatian hair on my dark clothes today.

However, I
digress.

The heroine
of I Capture the
Castle is a 17-year-old
bluestocking, living with her impoverished family in an English
castle during the war years. I am completely hooked by this book
because of Smith's gorgeous prose.

So, I figured
out part of it. I write because I love to read a good story. I
write because I want to share my thoughts. I write because I learn
something about myself each and every time I work on a
project.

Mostly, I
write because some stories need to be told. I can’t always find the
words right away; I haven’t found the words yet to write about Ruth
Leggett, who was like a second mother to me. She passed away in
2008. I don’t know when I’ll find the words to write about my
beautiful kitten, Gigi, who lost her struggle against illness
today, November 7, at only 14 weeks of age. But I know that the
words will come someday because some stories need to be
told.

I also write
because the voices in my head want to get out.

 


***

 


Reverend
Mike’s Last Sermon (Easter, 4/4/10)

 


When I was a
little girl, I attended Trinity Lutheran Church in Gresham, OR. I
first met the senior pastor, Pastor Rudy, when I was hospitalized
after a car accident. He was a kind, grandfatherly man who would
come by on his hospital chaplain rounds and say hello, pray with me
and any family member who was there and then go on his
way.

When I got out
of the hospital and, subsequently, out of a body cast and
jaw-wiring plastic surgery apparatus, I wanted to go to Pastor
Rudy's church. So, my Aunt Jan would pick me up on Sundays and we
would go. My mother always gave me a quarter for the offering
plate.

Besides Pastor
Rudy, there was Pastor Mark; he was a young seminary student who
reminded me of my favorite cousin Ken. They both wore black-framed
glasses and had blond hair; they were also awfully tall to a little
girl. When I sang in the children’s choir, afterward Pastor Mark
had me sit with him so I wouldn't have to run around looking for
Aunt Jan.

I was so proud
the first time I realized that I knew the service by heart and
didn't have to follow along in the liturgy book. I was also very
proud when Pastor Rudy said I was old enough to have
communion.

I loved Sunday
school, too. There was always singing, and sometimes the teacher
shared Bible stories by using felt board figures. It always seemed
just a wee bit magical to me, the way the pictures just stayed
right where the teacher put them.

I don't
remember what time of year it was when Pastor Rudy announced that
he was leaving. I knew Pastor Mark would leave someday; he was
waiting for his own church and would go where he was sent. It just
never occurred to me that the same thing could happen with Pastor
Rudy.

I wasn't
worried, though; pastors were, as far as I knew, nice men who
taught us to be kind to each other.

I also don't
remember what time of year it was when Pastor Gustav came to
Trinity Lutheran. I just remember that he was from Germany, and he
was loud, mean and scary. At communion he refused to serve me, even
when Pastor Mark told him I had been receiving it for a year at
that point. Church and, correspondingly, Jesus became kind of scary
for me once Pastor Gustav came to town.

Needless to
say, once church became scary I didn't want to go anymore. I don't
think I stopped going until we moved away and Aunt Jan could no
longer pick me up.

I didn't start
going to church again until I was in high school. My mother's best
friend's daughter was getting married and off we went to their
church. I met some nice people, many of them close to my age. I
liked Pastor Russ and also Pastor Byron, who was in charge of the
youth ministry. I don't know who was more surprised, my
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