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  JED A. BRYAN


   

  Jed A. Bryan, author and poet, is a native of Utah. An educator, editor, and freelance writer, he presently lives in California.


  


  
  AUTHOR’S NOTE TO ORIGINAL EDITION

  The people and events in this book are fictitious. Any resemblance between the events portrayed or to anyone, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

  The devastating effect that AIDS has had on its victims, however, is very real. Apart from the obvious ravages the disease extracts from its victims, there is the toll taken by the fear and hatred that have too often surrounded this disease. It is the hope of the publishers that this book will in some way help the understanding of its readers for the dangers of a disease such as AIDS. The potential for hysteria is a real and present danger that could conceivably be worse than the disease itself.

  The message is clear. AIDS is not a gay plague. It is a very real danger to us all.

  


  


  Praise for A CRY IN THE DESERT


   
  “A Cry in the Desert is truly a very special title. Good writing is always welcome in every field, but is especially necessary for the ‘message’ novel dealing with a current, topical, controversial subject like AIDS. As a reviewer and as an avid reader, A Cry in the Desert has become a personal favorite for which I felt a special enthusiasm.”

  — James A. Cox

  Editor-in-Chief, The Midwest Book Review


  “As it stands, the novel is a skillfully written and structured piece of fiction with the power to make those of us who haven’t, look into the mouth of the AIDS beast and cry out in terror ... A Cry in the Desert should be mandatory reading for anyone who thinks we are liberated, gay or straight.”

  — Lee Lynch

  Author, Home In Your Hands


  “Pay attention to this one. A Cry in the Desert is a first novel, published and promoted by a young small press whose owners are willing to take risks ... a risk I support wholeheartedly, and it’s up to all of us, readers with open minds and clear thought, to validate it ... I ask you to read it, give it to people, tell people about it.”

  — Meg Umans

  Bookstore owner


  “An unforgettable and harrowing account of the horrors resulting from the health crisis. The best novel to date about AIDS and the gay community.”

  — Stan Leventhal

  Editor, Torso Magazine


  “Mr. Bryan has ingeniously married powerful storytelling to a dominant social issue and the resulting union is quite an achievement.”

  — Gerard Curry

  Author, Tangled Sheets
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  Further musings of an Old One Who Has Walked the Circle

  A 2020 Introduction by Jed A Bryan


  



  Strangely enough, for one death, AIDS was the motive, not the cause. A friend’s lover was leaving a Las Vegas gay bar early in the morning when a group of young people in a car drove through the parking lot yelling obscenities and accusations. Gay bashing had not been common in Vegas, so apparently the young man hadn’t worried about leaving the bar alone. The parking lot was sparsely lit, and the kids in the car pulled into the shadows, where they turned out their lights and continued to call him “faggot” and “death spreader.” He tried to ignore them and get out of there quickly, but they were between him and his car. As he crossed the dark, open space between rows of cars, the driver gunned his motor. The car lurched forward with tires squealing and ran over the young man, leaving him smashed and dying. There was a witness, a man sitting in his car, but he refused to get involved, claiming that he couldn’t see faces or even a license number. The young man died before the ambulance got there.


  At that time, my lover and I belonged to a local gay group that was supposedly devoted to consciousness raising and political activism but was primarily a social club. At one of our winter meetings, when it was too cold for a real party, we had a guest speaker, our local gay physician, who introduced us to what was then called the “Gay Plague.” Little was known about it other than that it was fatal in all known cases and apparently spread through sexual contact. We listened in horror, at first in fear of our own lives, then in the realization of our vulnerability beyond the disease itself. The doctor’s grim warning created in me a virtual explosion of potentialities, none of them positive.

  
  Legionnaire’s disease and toxic shock syndrome had appeared in the recent past, and the concern for “innocent victims” had caused a flurry of activity among government and medical personnel as well as special interest groups. Money had been immediately appropriated, and the soothing social blanket of “We’re doing all we can-we’ll take care of you” was thrown over the panicked country by a sympathetic media. Here was the opportunity for us to observe society’s commitment to its gay population. Even after the unsettling ERA push by women, even after the distancing of veterans from public sympathy following the Vietnam debacle, women and veterans had been embraced when a life-threatening situation developed. After all, they were family.

  
  Would the sympathy, assurances, and money be granted to us? The answers were predictable and discouraging. Despite warnings from the Centers for Disease Control, most levels of government refused even to acknowledge the problem. It seemed that if they admitted a health crisis existed, they would also have to admit that gays themselves existed-and in large numbers. The latter was not politically (or, to them, ethically or morally) expedient. Therefore, they refused to acknowledge the crisis. Once more, hatred and bigotry outweighed reason and even common sense.


  
  As a sometime social studies teacher and avid student of the period preceding and including World War II, I began to see disturbing parallels between the Holocaust and the current AIDS situation. In the summer of 1982, I took a course at the University of Nevada at Las Vegas devoted entirely to the Holocaust. During those weeks, I found that my perceptions were not unique. Many others I talked to had made similar links; however, no one seemed to believe the conclusions they reached. Most said, rather too quickly, "It could never happen here," and dismissed the idea. I couldn't. I decided to explore the "what if?" by creating a fictional account of the health crisis transformed into a sociopathological nightmare. Was it possible? And if possible, could I make it believable? If it were possible, even to a limited extent, I wanted to help the gay community awaken to its danger.

  
  Fiction is often a better teacher than fact, which is always limited and most often distorted. There would be many books written on AIDS in the following years, I thought, nonfiction works presenting the newly discovered medical facts, activist books berating the already obvious lethargy and apathy of government. There would be a plethora of self-help books and tragic personal accounts, both fact and fiction. I had to speak out, but none of these voices was appropriate for me. I hesitated. I would be called a scare-monger, a reactionary, an opportunist, and any number of other unflattering terms. Would I be someone crying "Wolf!" or would I be a voice crying in the wilderness?

  
  I wrote about nurses refusing to treat AIDS patients. I fantasized about discussions of quarantine on a mass scale and about morticians refusing AIDS corpses. In my fiction, hospitals refused entry of patients, insurance companies and health agencies refused payments and assistance, families turned out children, lovers turned out lovers, churches condemned from the pulpit and on national TV. Witch hunts and mandatory testing were inaugurated. Gay bashings and gay deaths proliferated. Entire cities passed anti-AIDS, anti-gay legislation.

  
  As I wrote, I would find the incidents I described parroted in the back pages of newspapers and magazines. What I was writing was not fiction but short-term prophecy, and the time between the writing and the actualization was shrinking. It was impossible, but it had happened. Not in one place, as in my microcosm, but in patches throughout the country and the world. How long would it be before the incidence shifted from the sporadic to the norm, and from the norm to total justification? I kept writing.  What I could only hope for was that the ultimate, violent ends I put into words would never become reality.

  
  Then, when legislation was proposed in California for mandatory testing and quarantining of potential as well as confirmed AIDS victims, I thought it was time to find a home for the novel. As the potential for ultimate evil is always with us, we must never forget that we have the right and the power to be ourselves.

  
  * * * * *


  Much time has passed since those panic days in the mid-eighties. The fear is no longer universal, the disease a pandemic. Willing or not, many were forced from the closet or stayed there cowering for some years. Activists became more strident. The medical community did what they could, and even the pharmaceutical industry pitched in with a few decent drugs—and many that were palliatives or frauds and did little more than kill numbers more. Where there is money to be made, researchers and drug developers are willing to put aside their prejudices. Where there is little money, as in Africa, many are little or no better off than they were before. There has been some improvement. Sex “committed” in fear of getting it or  passing it on. With outside help, things are looking up. Not a cure, just extended life. Here in the States, change has come in our behavior, and in some cases, true understanding of the plight of our relatives, friends and the community at large.  If there is still a community. That remains to be seen. Empathy rather than merely fulfillment of lust is emergent. We are not jailed for being what we are. Yet. We are allowed to cohabit and—oh sin of sins: marry! Raise the children that nobody wants now that they are born and not in danger of abortion.


  Amidst all of the fear and chaos in the decades that followed, the Anita Bryants of the country, iron-fisted preachers and “do-gooders” of this most un-Christian of countries—and the world—were more or less silenced by the support of many who otherwise would not have made any effort on our behalf. The Quilt. Remember it spread on Government lawns? I will never forget it. Never. Stitched together in love and sorrow and spread for all to see. Blood smeared in squares on the ground.


  One does not kill a virus: it isn’t alive to begin with. A true cure for AIDS would mean a cure for cancer, and those in power will put that off as long as possible.
We mourned, we stood our ground, and eventually became rather apathetic. Suburbanized. Assimilated. Expectant of acceptance. On the surface. We hide in plain sight. Fear of death and disfigurement receded. After all, we would survive even if a cure was never found.


  Those camps were never built, as they were for thousands of Japanese during World War II. At least not for AIDS victims, and not at that time, but even though we have made progress, there is still much to beware of. It could happen with things progressing as they are toward tyranny and division among the people worse than all but one of our “periods of derangement.” In fact, there are existing camps right now in the United States, no matter that the excuse is immigration. That is simply cover for more sinister ultra-conservative government plans. Their use could change quickly. Sanity and trust are being forgotten during these years of lies and the pursuit of ultimate power. Children separated from their parents for months—years because of their ethnicity. And yes. Murdered through neglect with no one made to pay the price. White Nationalism is back to its place in our society as it was in the 1920s. And court cases have yet to be determined because the root of the problem is—and always has been people. Unevolved. Obsessed with self, full of insatiable greed. Hatred without motive. Murderous. That is our species. Not all, but enough. No consistency. No embracing of the rational.


  Some millions of years ago, we split from the Chimps and the Venobos. We are chimps, 99.9%. And with that split came military politics. Get all. Get soon. Futilely trying to KEEP. Seeking immortality for the dominant. Intelligence developed to the point of committing genocide. Or, if there is such a word, killing everything that lives. As a whole, we vehemently cling to three little words: ENDS JUSTIFY MEANS.


  Watch your backs, my compatriots. It ain’t over ‘till it’s over.

  



    — Jed A. Bryan

  Nevada, February 2020


  


  


  


  For some deserving person


  



  


  


  


  


  


  And ye shall be betrayed both by parents and brethren and kinsfolk and friends;

  and some of you shall they cause to be put to death.

  Luke 21:16


  


  


  


  


  Blackwell, Oklahoma
1946

  



  He was going to come. Sweet Jesus. Was going to shoot straight into his best friend’s mouth and Jimmy was urging him on, wasn’t going to stop, wasn’t pushing him away to keep that white sticky stuff from pumping right into him. In all of his twelve years, he had never felt anything so terrifyingly wonderful. He was going to burst, his whole body was going to explode into a thousand million quivering fragments. This was what it meant to die, to blend eagerly into the warmth of the universe. Then, at the last moment when blindness was just about upon him, the bedroom door burst open in a shower of wood fragments and Jimmy had pulled away cringing, arms over head — had pulled away leaving him exposed to the cold and light and his father was standing over him glaring with the all-seeing wrath of God. The belt of retribution had fallen and fallen and the pain and the gushing hot/cold semen spraying his battered legs and belly, coating the belt that fell and fell. And his father, god the almighty fucking father, had dragged him to the kitchen and stretched him out on the cold metal of the table and dared him to move a fucking muscle as he grabbed his shrunken-up balls in one hand and waved a butcher knife in the other. “This is what the Almighty does to filthy fucking sodomite faggot queers.” And he felt the horror of the blade and the coldness and the sharp edge and the pain and knew that the blood was on his father’s hands. And there was blood. His father was wiping it on the boy’s mouth and cheeks. And then he could see nothing, hear nothing but the echo of his own shrieks in the blackness.


  


  


  


  


  Las Vegas, Nevada
1983

  



  It was always the same. He would wake up screaming and holding his genitals, the sweat running in freezing streams down his armpits, between his legs. They were still there, round and hard and comforting. And cold. His father was only trying to teach him a lesson. His father was right. There was nothing in the world as filthy and evil as a faggot. And he wasn’t one. That was certain. He had never had sex since that night. He had never married for fear of the dreams. It wouldn’t do to wake up screaming in front of a wife. Celibate. It was clean. It was best. For Alfred Botts, it was the only way.


  


  


  


  


  


  



  “Civilization, as we know it, is dying. Not with the cataclysmic force of an atomic blast but with the tenacious inevitability of a cancer so far advanced that no power can halt its progress. The world is suicidal, cannibalistic, ironically devouring itself in the name of self-preservation. In the name of God, of goodness, of purity, of justice and rebirth, man is hacking at his own entrails, sucking out his own blood in order to reach some nebulous state of grace which never existed. Each senseless amputation is applauded as necessary progress toward some indefinable oneness. That oneness is no more than the singularity of death. Non-existence taken for utopia. Cut out the bag of shit that corrupts society. Cleanse the body politic and emerge into – what? You see, once the cutting begins, there is no end. The eye says to the arm, ‘I have no need of thee.’ The arm says likewise to the eye. If any part of thee offends, cast it from thee, but who is thee and who is it? Who has the right and the wisdom to choose? If thy Jew or thy black or thy tight-assed WASP offends thee. Thy useless hypothalamus, thy filthy appendix, thy putrescent tonsils thy fornicating prefrontal lobe, thy masturbating fingers, thy – gays.”


Reverend Terry Bridges paused, momentarily unable to continue. A convulsive shudder wracked his sweating body, too tightly wrapped in black wool against the unaccustomed Las Vegas cold. The makeshift church had no proper heating system. The small congregation of gay brethren and sisters, restless on the unyielding hardness of folding chairs, readjusted their chilled buttocks in a vain attempt to find comfort or relieve their embarrassment for the overt emotionalism of their plump, pink minister. They had come to be justified, not robbed of hope. The MCC, Metropolitan Community Church, had just as much right to the comfort of Christ as any other denomination. More so, perhaps. After all, wasn’t it the lost sheep, the stray, that the Lord had rejoiced in more than any other? Being lost, in relation to the rest of the herd that is, had its advantages. The joy of being found, of feeling the caring arms of Christ enfolding, protecting, forgiving.


The reverend had a tendency to be pompous as well as politically fatalistic. Everyone knew that. His doomsaying decorated floridly in purple rhetoric had become proverbial from here to Long Beach. It was common knowledge that Nevada was repressive. After all, weren’t the sodomy laws very much still on the books? Wasn’t it criminal to be a homosexual, let alone a practicing one? Let alone walking arm in arm, hand on ass as they did on Castro Street in San Francisco. This was conservative heaven. A southwestern branch of the Bible Belt, militantly heterosexual, self-conscious to the point of fundamentalist hysteria. One knew the games and played by the rules. Right up there with Utah, Nevada was one of the most anti-gay states in the country. But we have survived here, the face of each member of the congregation seemed to radiate. We have even thrived. The 6-10% national average of gays per standard population had to be true here. Gays were everywhere, weren’t they? You couldn’t walk through Saks or the Broadway without seeing half a dozen couples pricing clothes or furniture, buying guest towels or whatever it is that gays are eternally shopping for. It seemed that every block in the better as well as the poorer sections of town had its resident gays. Usually these were the best-kept houses with paint renewed every two years or so. With lawns manicured and flowers  –  oh, we do have a way with flowers. And the transients, the apartment dwellers, the Strip workers, the teachers, politicians, cops even. We were everywhere. And well-to-do. At least some. And self-confident. There were hardly ever any queer beatings outside gay bars anymore. Gays predominated on the Strip as entertainers, although not as recognizable headliners. One or two maybe. We have infiltrated every walk of life here. Or have we always been here? Hard to tell. Most of us grew up somewhere else. Were lured by the glitter or promise of good jobs in an open environment. After all, this was Sin City, wasn’t it? Who would pay any attention to the presence of a few more non-conformists? Didn’t take long to dispel that myth. Just try to explain to your job supervisor that you’re gay, or better still, to your school principal or the guy in the adjoining doctor or lawyer’s office. Or to the mafioso type running the auditions at a Strip hotel. Still, if one kept a relatively low profile, Las Vegas wasn’t any worse than Cleveland or Salt Lake City. Or any better. But listening to Reverend Bridges, one would think that Damocles’ fucking sword was hanging over all our heads. Alarmist. Ridiculous. The faces were polite but unmoved.


The dean of an east-side high school, prim and androgynous in her beige men’s style pants suit and short hair, coughed rather loudly into an unbordered silk handkerchief. A construction worker, biceps bulging uncomfortably under a sixties style plaid sport coat, frowned, folded his arms and shuffled his feet. What was the reverend up to, scare tactics?


“It has come to my attention,” Reverend Bridges continued unexpectedly, “that hard times are upon us.”


“As if the economy dropping out from under us isn’t enough,” a well-dressed real estate agent broke in. Uneasy laughter and a few mumbled amens supported him.


“They’re not closing down Fremont Street to trade again?” a young hustler type blurted out.


The reverend rubbed his nose and smiled wanly. “No, not yet. This is worse. More universal. In fact, it may be the beginning of Armageddon.”


“Come on, out with it, Preach,” said a voice from the back. Respect here diminished in equal proportion to the length and topic of the sermon and the temperature level.


“It hasn’t been released to the papers yet, but we have a case of AIDS right here in Las Vegas.” There were groans and rumbles from the congregation. “A gay doctor friend of mine works out of St. Bernadette. The young man was admitted yesterday. No details are available yet, but apparently he’s a recent immigrant from the Coast. Looks bad. Just the thing those legislative watchdogs would blow up into a major hate campaign,”


A pert little dyke manicurist whom everyone referred to as Stubbs called out, “We’ve been through hate campaigns before. What can they do, lock us all up and shoot us?”


“Do you remember the Emergency Quarantine Act that was passed by the legislature back in ’81 after the first cases were recognized in New York?” The reverend was being the patient, fatherly instructor, “That, or something like it, could do just what you suggest.” The rumblings grew louder. “I’m not saying that it will happen. All I mean is that we must be prepared. We must do all we can and leave the rest in God’s hands.”


“I hope His hands are steadier than yours, Preach,” the hustler type yelled out. “You been tippling the sacramental wine again?”


“This isn’t confessional hour, Bobby,” said the reverend, “but you’re right. I’m scared totally, massively shitless.”


  


  


  


  


  


  



  The news came late to Larry Armstrong, former boy wonder of the Public Defender’s Office. Floundering in the quagmire of his own problems, the threat of an epidemic among gays of his own city had passed right over him. Unread newspapers had piled up on the kitchen table of his tiny apartment along with the crumpled wrappers from fast-food joints, evidence of a hundred solitary meals eaten but not tasted.


Tonight he had planned to go cruising at the sex bookstore, temporarily relieving the pain of loneliness and abstinence. Granted, he mused, Donna hadn’t been much of a wife, but when things were sliding downhill, she was a warm body constantly available and an ear to talk at, if not to. Now he needed someone near him, for talk and more. An unexpected call from an old friend promised to provide the talk, at least.


  “This is Hugh,” a voice drawled on the other end even before he said hello. Instantly recognizing the rich, gravelly contralto that would have made Sally Kellerman envious, Larry answered with their standard greeting, a take-off from an old Streisand movie. Among his other passions, Hugh was a movie nut.


  “It can’t be me. I’m here. You who?” Larry said, the bad jokes coming without thought.


  “I’m Hugh. You’re you,” the voice said half an octave higher.


  “What do you need, old-timer? Testosterone shots? If so, you’ve got the wrong friend. Carl’s the one with the needles.” Any reference to age was anathema to Hugh.


  “Bitch,” he answered brightly, “but once again, I forgive. I’m a sucker for the strong arms of the law. Actually, I called to see if I could drag you out of your drowning pool of self pity for a few rollicking hours at my place. You know, that trashy old barn you haven’t stepped inside for, my god, how long has it been?” The Atlanta accent made the words “self pity” sound like the name of a Caribbean resort.


  ‘Alone or with an audience?” Years back, more than Larry cared to count, they had once made love in the steam room at the local bath house with a gaggle of old men cheering them on.


  I never have an audience nowadays, dear, unless I’m cooking.” Hugh ran a gourmet cookery shop and taught classes in French cuisine after hours. “One mustn’t expose all of one’s defects except to close friends.”


  “Shall I bring something, or are the incredible edibles and potables to be supplied?”


  “Just bring your body, love, but leave your mind at home. This crew can’t handle one more crisis.”


  “Who else is going through a crisis, besides male climacteric, that is?”


  “Bitchy even in the murk of misery, aren’t you sweet. All of us, or haven’t you heard? It’s definitely black crepe time.”


  “No, I’ve heard nothing.”


  “Then for god’s sake get your buns over here. We’ll talk. Bye now. Oh, by the way, don’t bring a suit. We’ll be in the hot tub.”


  Hugh came on like the Whore of Babylon, but in reality, since settling down with a butch little telephone repairman, he was strictly a one-man show. “Della Domestic,” he called himself. Larry lit the nth cigarette of the day and thoughtfully settled back onto the hard, U-Rent-’Em sofa. Nothing ever fazes Hugh except a fallen souffle, he considered. Wonder what could upset him like that. And what did he mean by “all of us?”


  Hugh met Larry at the double front doors which were done up in brass and Chinese red. Wearing nothing but an apron which said “Hi sailor, new in town?” he looked the perfect hostess. In one hand was a tray of canapes, and in the other an old-fashioned glass. Larry knew it would be scotch, Chivas on the rocks.


  “Try the bacon twists,” Hugh said, “they’re marvelous. I made them, of course.” Handing Larry the drink, he turned and ambled off down the entrance hall which led through French doors at the far end onto a glassed-in conservatory/patio.


  “Is this what I need tonight?” Larry mumbled to himself, but followed dutifully. Amid a veritable forest of palms and flowering plants were six heads evenly spaced around the outer edge of a furiously bubbling hot tub.


  “Some of these nymphs you already know,” Hugh said, handing one the canape tray, stripping off his apron and picking up a brimming martini glass, all in one smooth motion. “Scusa, cara mia, make room for the Queen Mary,” he said, “she’s docking at long last.” Easing down into the cauldron and gesturing with the glass, he said, “This lovely married creature is Jeff, of course, and … Wait. I’m not going to make formal introductions until you’re suitably unattired. Strip, girl.”


  Nodding to Dr. Carl Woodsford and his lover, Kenny, whom he knew casually, Larry did as he was told, piling his tan suit, pinstriped shirt and jockey shorts on one of the white and lime deck chairs. Seven pairs of eyes watched him with varying degrees of intensity. “Refill first?” he said. He hadn’t realized how much he needed that drink.


  “Bar’s behind you,” Jeff called above the roar of the water. He was a Mediterranean type, all nut brown with darker patches of curly hair. They had met somewhere before. Perhaps at the Gay Activists’ Alliance meeting some months ago. Was his memory beginning to fail him too? That’s all I need, he thought, and poured a double. Joining the others, he gingerly slid into the steaming maelstrom, a profound sigh emerging as he descended. The group shifted once again, still maintaining perfectly equal spacing. Funny, Larry mused, no matter how little the space separating our people, they guard it so carefully. This is certainly not like our reputation among the public at large. They would see us as immediately melding into one huge, orgiastic knot, sucking and fucking indiscriminately. If they only knew how absolutely prudish a group of gays are, especially friends, even stark naked in a hot tub. He almost laughed aloud.


  “As I was saying before you interrupted with that mediocre floor show –  can’t you put a bit of style into removing your jockeys? This is Jeff, whom you’ve already met. I hardly ever let him out into society, being the careful mother, but last November my better judgment was overwhelmed by a feeling of withdrawal from a lack of ogling chicken at the bars, so we went dancing. Remember?” Larry nodded, although he recalled nothing except Jeff’s face.


  “I’m surprised. You were bombed out of your fucking skull. What was the name of that place? It closed almost before it opened. Fickle Las Vegas queens. Boring anyway, with a capital bore. Loads of tacky African tourist junk. Beads, my god, beads for days. Fake zebra skins on the walls. And palms. I couldn’t see a single complete body for the fucking palm fronds.” He paused. “It’s obvious from that blank look on your face that you don’t remember a thing. Poor dear.”


  It was true. He didn’t remember.


  “Zambia. That’s it,” Hugh said. “They must have stolen the entire Ipi Tombi set when the show closed to decorate that third-world disaster.”


  “You know, you’re delightful,” Larry said, in part to change the subject “Hardly anyone speaks high drag any more. Camp is a dying art. Too many truck driver imitators nowadays.”


  “Thank you, love. I think that was a compliment. Anyway, I was just talking. That’s what I’m best at. Except cooking.”


  “And selling those ridiculously priced pots of yours,” said a redhead across the tub. “I swear, I can’t get out of your shop without blowing my entire monthly allowance of mad money on copper saucepans or some such shit. Purchase is my only means of escape.”


  “That,” said Hugh, pointing a carefully arched finger at the redhead, “is your own fault, Paul. Can I help it if you have a ruinous compulsion for cookware? And you can’t even cook, at least not any better than the average barbarian hereabouts. If you can’t take the heat, stay out of the kitchen.” There was a chorus of groans. “I didn’t say that, did I? Me spouting culinary clichés? Never!”


  “You, my love,” said Jeff with blasé assurance, “are one great, unending cliché. They should make a horror movie called ‘Gaydzilla’ with you starring as the beast that talks its victims to death. I should know.”


  “Well, shut my mouth with a Greek olive,” Hugh said in mock indignation. He gulped the last of his martini. “The rest of you can introduce yourselves.” He pulled his paunchy body out of the water and flapped flat-footed over to the bar. “Yankee bitches,” he said just loud enough for the whole group to hear.


  “In case you missed the name in all of that, I’m Paul,” the redhead said. “Over there is my better half, Jonathan. He’s a dummy dresser, and I’m a license plate freak.”


  “Come again?” Larry said.


  “Jonnie’s in display, and I work at the DMV – you know –  Department of Motor Vehicles. I’m one of those state parasites the tax-cutting enthusiasts are always screaming about.”


  “For a minute there I thought you might be an ex-con.”


  “I sell plates, for god’s sake. I don’t stamp them. But then again, if things keep on the way they’re going, we could all be vacationing at Jean Medium Security,” said Paul.


  “What do you mean?” Larry said.


  “You haven’t heard? I thought you were a lawyer,” Jonnie interjected.


  “I am, but I don’t know what you’re referring to. I have to admit, I have been out of touch with things lately.”


  “The new legislature is talking about upping the penalty for sodomy to twenty years,” said Paul.


  “That’s ridiculous. The GAA in Reno has been lobbying for that legal relic to be abolished altogether. Last I heard, they were damned close to succeeding.”


  “That was before AIDS. Seems we’re Public Enemy Number One now. It’s either that or an expanded version of the EQA. Or both. Surely you’re acquainted with #439.821, 1981 of the state code,” said a heavyset man next to Dr. Woodsford.


  “This is the very reverend Terry Bridges of the Metropolitan Community Church,” said Jeff.


  “You seem to be up on more than naming the books of the Bible,” Larry said too quickly, defensively. Laws, affecting gays or otherwise, he considered his personal domain.


  “This is no time for isolated specialization. We’ve got to become more involved in the determining of our destiny,” the reverend said. One finger jutted out of the water in emphasis.


  “Are you one of those militant priests?” Jeff asked.


  “I’m not a priest, and no, I’m about the most pacifistic of God’s creatures. I simply see the handwriting on the wall.”


  “See there, see? There are other people in the world who use clichés,” Hugh said blithely, sliding carefully back into the water lest he slosh his brimming martini glass. “Some people even make a living with them.”


  “Oh hush, Baby Huie,” Paul said. “This could be really serious. What’s the EQA? I’ve never heard of it.”


  “A scare tactic,” Larry said. “Some overzealous paper pusher in the local Center for Disease Control  –  pardon the disparagement of civil servants, Paul  –  saw a chance to make a name for himself back in ’81 after a label was attached to those first cases up in New York. He panicked his local assemblyman, a complete dolt by all accounts, into proposing a bill that would legally quarantine all known homosexuals should an epidemic threaten the general populace. Just what was meant by quarantining was never made clear. The whole scenario was pure histrionics. AIDS is a ghetto disease, and we’re a long way from Greenwich Village. Or the Castro District, for that matter.”


  “Brave words, but unfortunately untrue, Larry,” said Dr. Woodsford. “You forget our extreme mobility as a subculture and the means our single lifestyle provides. We’ve a case right here. At St. Bernadette’s. Officially diagnosed, as well as the hellish thing can be.”


  “What?” Larry was dumbfounded.


  “It’s true. We were discussing it before you came in,” the doctor said.


  “A local?” Larry said.


  “No, not that it matters in the long run. A resident of less than six months. From the Coast. That’s all I can tell you except that he’s dying of a bug that shouldn’t even make him sick. I feel like the pill pushers of the last century must have felt when faced with the specter of cholera. Only this germ, or whatever it is, seems for the most part restricted to gay men. At the moment.”


  “Most?” Larry seemed reduced to monosyllables by the revelation.


  “From what we can determine, it may be an African disease brought to Haiti and Florida by mercenaries during the war in Angola. Haitians of both sexes have been reported victims as well as some African emigrés in Belgium. It’s also been tied to dope mainliners and prostitutes. The hotspots are still New York and the West Coast, but as reporting improves, new cases are cropping up in Chicago, Houston, New Orleans. And now here. Transient cities as well as ghettoes are the worst risks. We’re a prime target, although we’ve been ignoring the fact far too long.”


  Reverend Bridges asked, “How is it transmitted? It’s obvious that it must be sexual, but exclusively? If so, the fundamentalists are bound to have a field day with it.”


  “That’s most frightening of all.” Dr. Woodsford said. “Hey, can we cut the turbulence in here for a while? I’m getting hoarse from besting the roar.”


  “No sooner said,” Hugh drawled and flipped a switch recessed into the tile surrounding the tub. At once the water quieted to a soft murmur.


  “Thank you. Somehow, it’s affecting the blood. There’s fear of an outbreak among hemophiliacs due to blood donated by homosexuals. There’s considerable furor developing in the East. Who knows, it could be spread in several ways.”


  “And the survival rate?” Larry’s voice had dropped to a distressed whisper.


  “Poor. Although again, as reporting improves and symptoms are pinned down, the rate may improve. So far, no victim has lived longer than three years. Among those definitely diagnosed, only 40% are still living.”


  “God damn, a sixty-percent mortality rate?” Larry said. “Excuse me, Reverend.”


  “Quite all right,” Bridges said, wiping the sweat from his round face. “He should, and I hope He does. The disease, however, not us.”


  “The reverend here has quite a reputation for invective himself,” Hugh said with an impish smile. “Even from the pulpit.”


  “Especially from the pulpit,” Bridges said. “Nothing like a few choice blue phrases to wake up a lackadaisical congregation. And this congregation needs awakening before …”


  He paused, and the infinite number of ways the sentence could be completed brought conversation to a standstill. It was some minutes before anyone spoke. Then Kenny, who had been silent all evening, said, “I’ve got to pee. Where’s the can?” His long dancer’s legs emerged from the water.


  “Take your pick,” Jeff said, glad for a break in the gloomy silence. “This old mausoleum has one everywhere you turn. Closest is through the palms there. It’s off the breakfast room.”


  “I’ll tag along,” Jonathan said. “Conversation’s getting too heavy for my youthful optimism to handle.”


  “How long do you think your patient has had the disease?” said Paul. “I guess you’d call it the incubation period.”


  “Right. No one knows. He might have been infected in the last few weeks or as long ago as a year or more.”


  “Jesus H. Christ! You mean that any one of us might have picked up this thing on a trip? Or here for that matter. And have been carrying it around for a whole fucking year? Jonnie travels a lot, to display shows and all. Heaven knows, if I were in his shoes and all alone in L.A. or San Francisco, I wouldn’t play the self-restrained wife. We could all be getting ready to come down with it. Holy mother of God!”


  “And what about bisexual husbands?” Larry asked hesitantly. “I mean –”


  “They could, of course, transmit it to their wives,” the doctor finished.


  “Donna may have gotten more than the house and my Mercedes 450SL then,” Larry said. His grim smile faded instantly.


  “Is there anything we can do?” Jeff said. He caught himself biting a nail and pulled his hand away disgusted.


  “Nothing conclusive. It may be too late for celibacy already. I’d say limit your contacts and don’t ride bareback. There is some evidence that the receiving partner is more liable to be infected. It’s guesswork. All we can do for sure is pray,” Woodsford said.


  “Pray we don’t get it or that we don’t already have it?” Jeff said.


  “Right now, it adds up to the same thing,” said Woodsford.


  “I think it’s time we showered off and had a bite to eat,” said Hugh, mustering as much enthusiasm as he could. “I’ve a decent little buffet. Nothing sumptuous, of course, but adequate. Shall we?”


    


  Plagued with anxiety, they ate sparingly of the delicious examples of Hugh’s gastronomic art. The party broke up early, about one, and Larry somberly considered the dangers of hitting the bookstore on the way home. Sex drive is the most powerful force in life, he rationalized. He parked his car in the shadows off to the side of the building where the license plates couldn’t be easily read.


  


  


  


  


  


  



  The hustlers working the Venus and Adonis Bookstore and Movie Arcade were having a slow night. It was after one A.M. already, and no more than half a dozen johns had wandered in and out. Most were old, but not prosperous enough looking to gouge a twenty out of, let alone a decent meal and a bed for the night. Nobody seemed desperate yet, however. True desperation meant three A.M. without enough change to buy cigarettes. It was having to sleep in the bushes down near the freeway with only moaning winos for company. Desperation was that third day without food that made the night cold unbearable. Not that anybody froze to death in Vegas. Even in January. Usually, a dead hustler meant an overdose. Or more rarely, that he had offended the wrong person and ended up stashed in the desert for some kid hunting lizards to stumble over months later. Most were transients. Just in from Denver or Phoenix or anywhere. Tomorrow or next week they would try the streets somewhere else. Few outsiders knew they existed. Even fewer cared whether they made it to the next town. They lived for themselves. And sometimes even they found it hard to care.


  Still, tonight wasn’t so bad. They clustered together in groups of three or four, only splitting up if a likely mark walked in. Nobody got approached in a group. If two young and relatively good looking men came in together, the hustlers scattered like flies from a shaken corpse, each heading for the security of a locked movie booth. Pairs meant one of two things. Lovers out for a bit of excitement. Or vice. One of them to proposition. One to witness. Bang. On with the cuffs. The frequency of their visits depended on who was sheriff and whether it was an election year. As the newly elected sheriff seemed to have it in for female hookers, especially those who had the brass to wander too near the Strip, things had been relatively quiet and looked to stay that way, at least until warmer weather.


  The constant blare of rock music through the overhead speakers usually meant loud and animated conversation, but tonight even talk had palled. William Harding Hanley quit the silent group he had been standing with and headed for the Coke machine. Of course, nobody there knew him by that name. He was called Gypsy, partly because he had been everywhere, or claimed to, and partly because of his single large gold earring. A going away present from his father, he would say cryptically, if anyone commented on it.


  Actually, his father, a South Dakota rancher, had tossed a one-hundred dollar bill at his feet the day Gypsy confessed to being “queer.” When he bent over to pick it up, his father kicked him squarely in the ass and told him to get out. If he ever saw him again, he would kill him. With part of the money, Gypsy had bought a bus ticket and the gold earring with the rest.


  Popping the top off a Mountain Dew and arching away from the spray, Gypsy’s gaze fell on a man of about thirty, tall and slender, who had just walked in and was staring rather too intently at the promos on the video stall doors. No one seemed to have noticed him come in. False alarm anyway, Gypsy thought. Guys like that could ruin trade by giving it away and expecting it free in return. God knows there was enough of that around, but Gypsy wasn’t in the mood for recreational sex. He needed bread not masturbation. That’s all it had become anyway. He never felt much of anything nowadays. One old man’s eager mouth was like another’s. And if he ever got hot for someone, the guy usually turned off the moment Gypsy rubbed thumb against fingers.


  The man continued side-stepping slowly down the row of booths until he practically fell over Gypsy, who had struck up his usual hard-ass-on-the-make pose with the pop can held suggestively to his crotch.


  Excusing himself, the man stepped backward, carefully brushing off the greenish soda that had sloshed onto his suit. Gypsy noted that the tailoring was expensive and that the man’s nails were meticulously manicured, including polish.


  “Aw, spoiled your pretty threads,” Gypsy said in mock sympathy.


  “No problem. It was my fault,” the man said. “I didn’t see you. I don’t have my contacts in.”


  “Well man, look on the bright side. Pop’s easier to get out than cum stains.” The man blushed clear up to the roots of his brown hair. Gypsy smiled in spite of himself.


  “Hey man, I didn’t know anybody but young virgins could do that,” he said, “and god, you must be pushin’ –”


  “Don’t guess,” the man said putting up a hand. “Please.”


  “Sensitive too. You’re a regular Snow White.”


  “Easy now. I’m also a brown belt,” the man said.


  “Tan suit. Brown belt. Fits. Coordinates, you might say.”


  “Okay, enough. What do you say we start over,” the man said. He smiled broadly, exhibiting a row of too perfect and extremely white teeth. “I’m Larry.”


  Gypsy almost expected him to put out a hand to shake. “I’m twenty bucks,” Gypsy said folding his arms.


  Larry’s face went blank for a split second. Then he recovered and started to answer, but Gypsy cut him off.


  “I know, man, you don’t ordinarily buy sex. So quit wasting my time, huh?”


  “What I was going to say is that I can’t believe I gave you my real name, and that without doubt you have the bluest, most penetrating eyes I have ever seen.”


  “It’s these fucking fluorescent lights,” Gypsy said, looking down against his will. What did this guy want anyway? “And I don’t do mercy fucks,” he added lamely. He had meant it to sound defiant, to wound this man for penetrating his defenses, but it came out all wrong. Larry leaned against the wall, his head cocked quizzically sideways. He stared at Gypsy until the younger man was forced out of curiosity if nothing else to look up again.


  “Although I don’t believe I fit the general usage of that term, it would be a mercy in a way if you’d spend some time with me,” Larry said. “I think I can manage your price.”


  “I’ll just bet you can,” Gypsy said.


  “Could we, uh, go somewhere a little less conspicuous? My car’s outside.”


  “It’s your show. Only I don’t suck, and I don’t get fucked. The rest is up to you.”


  “Whatever you say, only aren’t you a little old to be playing rough trade with the attendant ‘I’m only in this for the bread’ routine? After all, you must be pushing –”


  “Don’t guess,” Gypsy said and smiled. “I deserved that.”


  “Hey you sluts, look what I found!” he yelled to the other hustlers far back in the shadows. “And he pays!”


  “After you, Snow White,” he said, motioning toward the door. Staring at the retreating figure, so clean and well, damned attractive, Gypsy shrugged and followed the man out into the night.


  


  * * * * *

  



  Gypsy was a mass of visual contradictions. Those mesmerizing blue eyes were set off by a complexion that was rich and naturally dark.


  Polynesian, perhaps. The features, however, were Greek in


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  


  


  


  


  


  



  The mind of Alfred Botts was never at rest but perpetually engaged in interior monologues. Either it was mulling over plans for the future with a critical eye to improvement or analyzing past mistakes in order to prevent repeating them. The original Emergency Quarantine Act had been such a mistake, Alfred realized. It’s only positive result had been that it set a precedent. A rushed business, it had been plagued from the outset by a lack of supporting data, by a fearful subcommittee consisting of low-ranking provincial legislators, and by the lack of a demonstrably present and immediate danger. In a word, premature. Although it had passed, it hadn’t been on its own merits. It had been merely a sop for votes, oddly enough, for a wildlife conservation bill designed to quell the howling of Sierra Club lobbyists over the planned removal and destruction of the last herds of wild mustangs from Bureau of Land Management acreage.


  The new law had puzzled some and outraged a few liberals, primarily gay activists flown in from the Coast for the occasion, but protest had come too little and too late. The legislature, weary from months of haggling over economics, had voted on the bill just before going home for Easter. By the time they reconvened, the storm was over.


  The main problem with EQA, Alfred concluded, was its vague wording. No one seemed to know just whom it was designed to protect and from what. Nowhere in the text did the word “homosexual” appear, nor was the specific disease mentioned. Phrases like “acknowledged sexual deviants” and “highly communicable diseases” might be argued to include the guy who dog-fucks his wife and the common cold. Broad in scope, it allowed for all measures considered prudent and expedient in the quarantining of infected individuals or those judiciously determined to have a high likelihood of having been exposed. Nowhere did it spell out what quarantining was to consist of. Worst of all, there were no provisions included for funding or enforcement. Nor were there clearly defined penalties for infraction beyond a vague misdemeanor status.


  This time I have done my homework, Alfred said to himself with satisfaction. No double dealing lawyer would translate his clearly defined goals into meaningless legalese. This time there would be no loopholes and no Pyrrhic victory. Conditions had altered drastically in favor of a new law with teeth in it. If the legislators didn’t readily agree with his expert assessment of the situation, well, he would just have to give circumstances a gentle push. People in general were mindless sheep. One simply had to supply the shepherd and the proper incentives. Once he had them on the move, they themselves would provide the necessary momentum. All the way to ERAD.


  As speed of execution was crucial, Alfred hadn’t hesitated. By the time official verification of the first local case of AIDS had been made public, he had made final arrangements with the money people and was ready to blitz the legislature, indirectly through its members, of course, with CDC and AMA abstracts, feasibility studies and bill proposals complete except for the governor’s signature.


  The new EQA was designed to be a flawless shell, the inner workings of which would be constructed as required and, out of various necessities actual and created, made known only in part and only to a few.


  Two thousand acres of land had been purchased in a suitably remote area close by the new Bonanza Nuclear Power Plant which was still within functional transportation range of the southern metropolitan area. The north would be considered at a later date. Construction was already underway on buildings designed specifically for ERAD under the guise of a nonexistent electronics company protected by half a dozen other dummy corporations. Upfront cash, ostensibly for initial implementation expenses, but actually to be used as a carrot for an economically overburdened legislature, had been arranged for in advance but would not be officially “contributed” until support for the new bill had been marshalled in the Assembly. Only the most prominent names, those imminently above reproach, would be heralded. Well-known philanthropists, key foundations and churches were to head the list. Naturally, state funding with potential federal participation would be publicly solicited but not pressed for. Minimal state supervision and access to enforcement agencies would be the primary objectives. If the bureaucracy remained true to form, much would be allowed to a humanitarian effort as long as few financial strings were attached. Given the present economic situation, such a condition would be requisite for the bill’s passage.


  ERAD itself would go on the books as an emergency research hospital dedicated solely to the eradication of the disease. Initially as a footnote, until such time as a cure was found, the complex would provide containment quarters for those in high risk of infecting the general population, should such a contingency arise.


  Hunched over his meticulously ordered desk behind the locked doors of his office, head propped on hands and elbows, Alfred suddenly and uncharacteristically laughed out loud.


  


  


  


  


  


  



  Weeks passed with no word. Not that Carl had expected any. Other than returning in person, Larry had no safe way of communicating with him. At night, Carl sometimes listened to the radio, but all he could get were distant stations like Boise, Cheyenne and San Francisco. Nothing of interest turned up.


  The last patches of snow were melting from the upper hillsides. There were even a few wild flowers beginning to bloom in the sunny spots near the cabin. To Carl, they seemed as bright and as fragile as his hopes.


  He had experienced no symptoms of disease. That was reassuring to a degree. If he had been exposed, at least it wasn’t to a short term killer. However, with the multitudes of viral strains being experimented with at ERAD, one with a long incubation period might have been accidentally released. It didn’t make sense if the intent had been to kill Botts or Stakl or himself, but it was possible. Carl took no chances. He stayed at the cabin and saw no one.


  He had taken to wrapping up in a sleeping bag and sitting on the porch steps until late at night listening to the sounds of insects and the wind in the trees. One night in mid-March, the drone of a truck engine brought him out of a light sleep. He grabbed the rifle and sat waiting in the darkness as the vehicle came closer and finally into view. It was the Blazer and Larry.


  Carl yelled out a greeting to let it be known that he was there, alive and awake. Larry’s steps were slow and heavy as he descended the hill to the cabin. Instead of stopping at the established distance, he came up the steps and threw his head into Carl’s lap.


  “That’s not kosher, my boy. We’re still not sure whether or not I’m a walking bug factory.”


  “It doesn’t matter any more,” Larry said. He hugged Carl with love and desperation. “Either way we’re finished.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I mean that I failed. Nobody took me seriously. I showed the evidence to legislators in Carson City. I talked to the F.B.I. in San Francisco. I even hand delivered copies to every governor in the western states. Everyone considered it a hoax. Only the F.B.I. said they would look into it. They’re used to kinky stories. I doubt that anything will come of it.”


  “So, like a wounded animal you’ve come home to die,” said Carl.


  “I didn’t say that. It’s just that – God, I’m so tired, sick and tired of it all. I wish we could go somewhere safe to rest and forget for a while.”


  “There will be time enough for rest when, if … No, I won’t consider that until I have to. As to forgetting, I wouldn’t now if I could, even for a moment.”


  “That’s pure masochism,” said Larry.


  Carl cupped Larry’s chin in both hands, his thumbs temporarily smoothing away the grim, defensive lines around his lover’s mouth. “No, it’s more than that. True, I’ve spent a lot of time hating myself these past months and indulging in self pity, but I have come to realize the importance of keeping every detail of what has happened fresh in mind. God knows why, but we’ve seen it all and survived. We’ve been given the chance to do something – and the responsibility.”


  “What’s left to try?”


  “Getting out of here, for starters. Chicago, New York maybe.


  “That much I can manage. I think I’ve found every unpatrolled cow trail that crosses a Nevada border.”


  “And our approach,” said Carl. “All wrong. Government at any level is a dead end. We should take this to the press, national or international. Go directly to the people. Someone’s got to believe, to care.”


  Larry jerked away from Carl’s embrace so violently that he fell backward down the steps, landing hard on his rump.


  “You’ve got to be fucking kidding!” he said.


  “They’re not all like Julian Brehm and The Guardian,” said Carl.


  “And the people,” Larry said. “I’ve had a belly full of what they can do- -to us .”


  “My love, we are the people. You and I and Reverend Stokeswood and Richard Wenacher. And Botts. He taught me what we’re all capable of.”


  “Then there’s no hope.”


  “Wrong. There is hope as long as there is pain and shame.”


  “That’s terrific. Humanity reduced to elementals,” Larry said bitterly. “What about love? I thought that was supposed to be our saving grace.”


  “And love,” said Carl. “Please don’t mock me.”


  “I’m sorry, but a few bits of tired philosophy aren’t going to save anybody.”


  Carl reached out for Larry’s hand and drew him up beside him. The night cold was deepening. Head to head, their breath merged into a ragged gray cloud.


  “Words will save us if anything can.” said Carl. “Feeling them, saying them over and over until we’re capable of acting on them.”


  “Come on. That’s idealistic bullshit, and you know it. Nothing short of a well-placed atom bomb is going to stop this.”


  “If that’s true, then we are doomed. All of us. Gays, straights, the whole damned human race.”


  For minutes that seemed like hours or possibly were hours, they held each other, numb with the cold and their separate visions. Then Larry stood up and stretched, a weary, wet-dog stretch.


  “We’d better get moving,” he said. “If we’re heading east, I don’t want to be seen on those mountain roads in daylight. Oh, I almost forgot. I brought you this.” He pulled a newspaper from his jacket. “Thought you might be interested. Obituary of an old acquaintance. I got it before I left Reno. By the way, the Reno ghetto finally collapsed. Held out for a lot longer than I would have thought possible. They’re being shipped to the Gerlach facility. It opened last week.”


  “Light that kerosene lamp on the railing for me, will you?” Carl said. “Is it Botts? Is Botts dead?”


  “No,” Larry said. He struck a match and adjusted the wick. A sickly yellow flame emerged from the smoke. “The other one you talked about. Stakl.”


  The small article at the bottom of page one eulogized the passing of one Kurt Stakl, a St. Louis pharmaceuticals manufacturer who had given enormous amounts of money for the development of ERAD in the fight against AIDS. He and three other researchers had been involved in an accidental viral contamination at the Alamo facility. The funeral sermon was delivered by his colleague and close friend, Dr. Alfred Botts.


  “Stakl wanted to rule the world. Did I tell you that?” said Carl. He chuckled mirthlessly. “He’s dead, and Botts is alive. Some tradeoff. I hope to God we won’t be spreading his legacy across the country.”


  “Maybe Botts just killed them and called the contamination alarm as a cover-up,” Larry said.


  “Perhaps,” Carl said and blew out the light.
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