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Into this uneasy mix of real life social
history and genre thriller Johnson injects a mood of carefully
modulated hysteria and paranoia into a heady mix of theology,
Buddhist as well as Catholic and New Age, which waxes increasingly
turbulent with sequences drawing on the Bardo of the Tibetan Book of the Dead, not to mention the suffering
of Christ and the Buddhist tale of the “World’s Greatest Treasure.”
These offer much food for thought. What do we say to the horrors of
human life? It’s a question, perhaps, we all have to answer.

All this may sound like overkill, but
Johnson brings it off with a light hand. The best metaphor I can
think of for this book is that of a Chinese Box Puzzle, where all
the parts have to fit perfectly and be removed in the right order
to open the box, which contains… Well, that’s the question, isn’t
it?

 


—Henry Seale
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Says Joseph Campbell to Bill Moyers: “In
other traditions, good and evil are relative to the position in
which you are standing. What is good for one is evil for the other.
And you play your part, not withdrawing from the world when you
realize how horrible it is, but seeing that this horror is simply
the foreground of a wonder.”

 


And the Bodhisattva looks up.

 



 


While certainly psychosomatic healing is as
real as psychosomatic illness, Attitudinal Healing makes no claims
to cure specific diseases. Attitudinal Healing heals attitudes. In
2012, the website for

Attitudinal Healing International explains:

 


What is Attitudinal Healing?

 


Attitudinal Healing is a self-healing method
which allows us to remove the self imposed blocks like judgments of
others and self condemnation that we put in the way of experiencing
love, peace, and happiness in our lives.

 


Attitudinal Healing is based on the belief
that it is not people or external situations that cause us to be
upset. Rather, what causes us conflict and distress are our
thoughts, feelings, and attitudes about people and events.

 


Attitudinal Healing is letting go of fear
and our negative, hurtful thoughts from the past.


About this New Edition

 


Toby Johnson

 


 


Buddha said all life is suffering. About that
reality, the only thing you can change is your attitude toward it.
AIDS has been a terrible instance of suffering. It has changed
human life forever. Is there a cure? Attitudinal healing isn’t the
cure for AIDS, but if all life is suffering, then it is the cure
for life.
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In what is called The Many Worlds Hypothesis,
modern physics proposes that a myriad of parallel universes
co-exist in which every alternative choice a person makes spins off
a new possible parallel universe and anything that could have
happened has happened somewhere. New paradigm spiritual thinking
proposes that conscious intention and expectation on the part of
human beings in some way affects the universe each of us ends up
living in. We form and rehearse intention and expectation
deliberately by meditation practice and, sometimes, spontaneously
in breakthrough and mystical experiences. Either way we assume
responsibility for our universe.

What we believe affects what we experience.
This is certainly true at the level of perception: optical
illusions of all sorts demonstrate that what we see is not always
what’s actually out there (or at least what other people
think they see out there). The whole
history of religion has been based on the notion that believing in
certain doctrines and mytho-historical stories would provide
meaning and guidance and affect people’s behavior and capacity for
living side by side in human society. The great myths—as these are
called, with great respect, in the field of comparative
religions—convey wisdom and influence experience and perception.
Perhaps what you believe determines which universe you live in, if
only by simple self-fulfilling prophecy.
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In 1981, I returned from a decade of living
in San Francisco to my hometown San Antonio; I’d worked in a
psychiatric emergency clinic, taking crisis calls in the middle of
the night (traces of which show up in this book in the concern
about suicide); I’d been trained as a gay-oriented psychotherapist,
and had returned home with the explicit intention of spreading the
“gospel of gay liberation.” I had also been working as an editor
and research assistant with Harvard-trained political
scientist/sociologist—and nicknamesake—Toby Marotta on his book
The Politics of Homosexuality and then in a
study of social services for gay runaway youth. From Toby I learned
the multi-faceted history of the gay rights movement, and, more
importantly, from him I learned that how gay people see themselves
and their sexuality affect how their lives unfold. Just like with
religion and myth, what you believe about yourself and your sexual
identity influences your behavior and your experience. If you feel
guilty and hate being homosexual, your gay life will likely feel
miserable. If you love being gay and love other gay people around
you, your gay world will be wonderful and lovable. That’s true
though it turns out there are hurdles to overcome to love being
gay.

Back in San Antonio, I wrote a book about my
experience of the sexual underworld which Marotta’s research
exposed me to. Then I set about teaching myself to write fiction.
And I was volunteering as secretary for the fledgling San Antonio
Gay Alliance (SAGA). By the mid-80s, of course, gay life has taken
an unexpected turn; the terrible saga of AIDS had changed
everything.

The Gay Alliance took on the job of AIDS
education. In those days, so much education was needed, partly
because we knew so little about the disease and partly because what
was known was often hidden from the public. For a long time,
American society simply didn’t acknowledge the disease except in
blaming the victims and keeping them out of sight; the President
had never said the word “AIDS.” The only “treatments” were
psychological; the hope was that reducing stress and fear would
delay onset or worsening of symptoms. Spiritual healing was for
many the best that could be hoped for. And as all our various
religious myths taught us, spiritual healing was possible—and if
not of the body, then of the soul.

In so-called New Age circles, such healing of
attitude towards oneself, one’s disease and one’s life was
discovered to help patients of all sorts cope with disease and
sometimes get over it. Meditation was shown to help cure
cancer.

Since we knew so little about AIDS, but
experienced rampant homophobia and persecution on account of it,
many hypothesized that this disease itself was a deliberate
anti-gay plot. Such a thought made sense, even as it inspired
anger, resentment and despondency.

As a fledging novelist, I knew many of my own
attitudes about life had been formed from the books I’d devoured as
a youth, most science-fiction novels; my personal religiousness was
all tied up with futuristic visions and the wonder of the cosmos
that modern science was showing. A sci-fi novel, with a thriller
plot, seemed to me a possible vehicle for educating readers about
AIDS and for introducing them to ideas about attitudinal
healing.

Even if the plot to kill off homosexuals with
a deadly disease was too paranoid to really believe, the reaction
of some politicians and religious leaders to the deaths of so many
gay men seemed almost as vicious. How were we to think about such
people? How were we to think about the disease in ways that
wouldn’t make it even more horrible?

Readers with a literary bent might be
interested to know that in my processing of learning to write
fiction, I submitted two manuscripts to the then renowned, but
controversial, literary agent/reader-for-a-fee Scott Meredith. Both
m.s.s. got rejected by him, but came back with extensive notes,
comments and advice—as promised. Both critiques were based in
Meredith’s notion of the “plot skeleton” (see his book Writing to Sell—it’s still salient). The plot skeleton
is, of course, Joseph Campbell’s Hero Cycle applied to modern
fiction. The hero is called out of his normal life; he sets out on
a quest to find something, redress a grievance or solve a problem;
every attempt gets him trapped deeper and deeper in the problem
until, through his own skill alone and utilizing a talent that was
involved with why he was called in the first place, he or she does
battle with the opponent, accomplishes the quest, discovers a
secret or captures the treasure—and saves the day.

Meredith and Campbell are right that this
pattern is somehow built into human psychology (notice that it
loosely follows the pattern of finding and having sex). It is the
basis of all stories, all plots, all novels, all movies, all TV
shows. As an editor myself now, I’ve become quite an advocate of
this formula; letters I write to prospective authors almost always
echo the critiques Scott Meredith used to send out. And, of course,
one reason this novel you are about to read has such a happy ending
is that such is required by the formula. Heroes have to change
things through their ordeals and accomplishments so they return
bearing boons. As Campbell observes, this is the “formula” for
religion and myth as well as for legends, sagas and novels—this is
how “God,” too, saves the day.

One of the main ways that religious belief
and spiritual wisdom is communicated is through Scripture verses,
proverbs, epigrams and aphorisms. From my study of spiritual
healing and New Age thought, I’d picked up a number of sayings that
I believed conveyed solace and hope and offered ways to save the
day. These were quotes—from my great teacher Joseph Campbell, from
sci-fi novels, from hippie literature, from New Age texts—that I
said to myself—mantras—to help me develop a proper attitude toward
the crisis and toward life in general.

This novel, originally titled PLAGUE: A Novel about Healing, came out of my effort to
use literature as a way to share those aphorisms and their wisdom.
The rise of a gay genre and a proliferation of books about
homosexuality and gay consciousness was one of the first
manifestations of the movement. Gay bookstores were one of the
first institutions of organized gay community outside the sexual
underworld, and they helped create all the others because they
helped us change how we thought about ourselves and what we
expected our lives to become. A novel that people would read for
the adventure story seemed like a way to spread information and to
create self-fulfilling prophecies.

I wrote Plague around
1985, after attending a Louise Hay Seminar (with my mother who’d
become interested in Science of Mind/New Age religion). I was
facilitating a PWA Suppport Group. The title of the book was the
file name—restricted to eight characters—on my Apple II Plus. The
book was published in 1987 by Alyson Publications, at that time
still under the ownership of the founder, Sasha Alyson—one of the
important people in the creation of the whole gay literary genre,
and a real cutiepie (think bodhisattva). It got reviewed in the gay
press; the best review was by Marvin Shaw in The
Advocate. Most reviewers found it both “too close to
home”—AIDS is not for entertainment, not science fiction—and “too
mystical.” Real books about the disease were coming out; AIDS
education was a matter for nonfiction, not thriller novels.
Plague sold about twenty-one hundred
copies. Sasha had hoped it would do better and attributed its
middling performance, as did at least one reviewer, to the title.
The word “plague” was scary and off-putting and the novel too spiritual and philosophical to
sustain the heft of that moniker. In 1992, Alyson declared it out
of print and remaindered the inventory. And that was that.
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In spring 2008, I was invited to speak to a
small gay men’s consciousness retreat at Ironic Horse Studio, at
that time an art gallery/meeting space cum
personal residence in Albuquerque run by writer Henry Seale and
digital artist Peter Grahame. (Henry and Peter have since moved and
the studio is now Ironic Horse Cyber Studio and exists in digital
space, not physical space.)

Part of the 2008 event was to be a dialogue
with the wonderful, Albuquerque-based progressive Catholic,
Franciscan priest Richard Rohr who had for some years been active
in the national Men’s Movement, showing men how to think
spiritually. Seale and Grahame knew him in that capacity. The topic
for our art gallery evening was Gay Men’s Place in the Men’s
Movement. Back in the eighties there’d been a series of events
around the country in the “mythopoetic” subset of this
movement—“Wild Man Weekends”—that had featured Robert Bly, Michael
Meade, and Joseph Campbell. The Ironic Horse guys thought I seemed
a logical partner in this discussion with Rohr since I was the
advocate for Joseph Campbell in gay culture and, in fact, had been
involved with a gay spin-off of the Austin-area Men’s Movement
called Shaman’s Circle. They’d recognized that my goal throughout
much of my writing has been to share how successfully my study of
comparative religion and, specifically, Joseph Campbell’s ideas,
had showed me not only how to understand myth and religion from a
modern perspective, but also how to place homosexuality and gay
identity very affirmatively—and spiritually—in the unfolding of
consciousness. Henry and Peter invited Kip and me to come to
Albuquerque.

During setup for the retreat, as I was
putting my books out on the sale table, Henry mentioned that he’d
liked PLAGUE. I remarked that I was
surprised and that I’d thought the book too dated since it had been
intended as AIDS education at a time when little was really known,
and all I’d had to offer was advice about spiritual healing and
attitude improvement. Henry responded that he’d thought the AIDS
education aspect fairly minor and read it as a book about how to
face suffering, misfortune and evil way beyond this specific issue.
I asked if he thought it still had a viable message and if he
thought it could be brought back into print. He said he thought it
energetic and moving and that it had stuck in his memory more than
either of my subsequent novels. “If there’s a flaw,” he said, “it’s
that its vision bursts the bounds of an ordinary fiction,
especially a gay genre fiction.” Henry’s affirmative answer is what
has resulted in the re-release you’re now reading.

Henry was right. Not only does this book need
to be understood as bigger than just the gay men’s health crisis in
its first most tragic days in the early eighties, but the whole
experience of AIDS in gay life needs to be understood in the larger
context of the great developmental stages of every person’s life
and maybe of the modern-day human race. For every one of us must,
sometimes over and over, face suffering, misfortune and evil;
achieving an attitude on these realities of life is a challenge
every successful human life must accomplish. And that’s what this
book is really about.
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By the second decade of the 21st Century, the
AIDS education I sought to give has become commonplace knowledge.
AIDS is no longer a mystery disease—though it remains a mystery
where it came from and how it happened to show up first in the 4
H’s in America (homosexuals, heroin addicts, Haitians, and
hemophiliacs). And it proved to be paradoxically fortuitous from
the global perspective that it did. For because AIDS appeared in
America, its silent, invisible—and ignored—spread throughout the
Third World was recognized, and perhaps a much larger epidemic was
averted. And AIDS turned medical
research—once it got started—toward the
immune system, a process pharmaceutical companies hadn’t paid much
attention to because they had antibiotics to kill invaders; they
didn’t need to understand how the body did this on its own.
Research into the immune system has helped science expand its
scope, and for many has produced “medical miracles.”

We no longer rely on attitudinal healing and
hope for miracles as our only treatments, but the power of
attitudinal healing is still true—and not just for AIDS. Everyone
of us deals with the experience of misfortune and evil in our
lives; everyone of us has to confront the “problem of evil” as part
of becoming a full human being. The aphorisms from A Course in Miracles and The Lazy
Man’s Guide to Enlightenment are still useful in this
enterprise. Throughout my life, I’ve repeated these sayings off and
on and over and over to myself, reminders. Looking back, I can say
that in spite of—and maybe, in some cases, because of—the ups and
downs, I have had a wonderful life. I think I rightly credit my
self-talk with some part of that. The point of this book really is
to share these sayings and these ideas with you, my reader.

Be assured by the happy ending that I was
putting out my own intentions and expectations for AIDS to be
cured. And looking back from the 21st Century, I have to wonder if,
in fact, my happy ending has almost come true. AIDS is far from
cured, of course; its scourge still haunts the human race and so
much about our sexual behavior has been affected by it. But it is
certainly not the terror it was in the 1980s. What if it was the
gay community’s generous and self-sacrificing response to the
suffering of our brothers and sisters that—miraculously—shifted us
into the reality we now live in in which medical treatments are now
generally effective.

In bringing this book back into print, I’ve
changed the title to shift the focus away from the specifics of the
AIDS pandemic to the more general and subtle issue of the nature of
evil and suffering. The parable of the Fourth Quill from ancient
Buddhist mythology offers a paradoxical answer to this issue.

I made a few changes to correct what now seem
like errors. When I wrote PLAGUE in the
mid-80s, the only available medicine against HIV itself was AZT. It
wasn’t very effective then and side effects sometimes were worse
than the disease. I deleted a couple of passages that urged PWAs to
stop taking their medications altogether. Today the discoveries of
medical science have given us relatively effective treatments, and
seeking medical attention is not contrary to healing your attitude.
These discoveries have been facilitated by the gay community
self-help programs, the good and sympathetic examples we set for
all of society about tragedy and the angry
demands of AIDS activists, like ACT UP, not willing to just give in
to homophobia. I’ve inserted a brief acknowledgment of the activism
of organized anger, something which did not exist yet when this
book was written. In the reality we all live in, the organized
anger was very important in bringing attention and subsequent
change to how AIDS was treated. I have also expanded the
description of the Mahayana Buddhist myth of the Bodhisattva
Avalokiteshvara. The fourth quill belongs to him! His healing
attitude is the answer to evil and
suffering. Indeed, one possible way of understanding the whole gay,
queer, LGBT movement is as “awakening the bodhisattvas,”
transforming religion from belief and obedience to rules and taboos
to a spirituality of compassion, kindness and joy.

Curiously, AIDS appeared in the movement
about the time the “first generation of openly gay men” in the wake
of Stonewall—babyboomers—were reaching mid-life. (I, for example,
came out in the summer of 1969, and I was thirty-five years
old—mid-life—in 1980.) One of the developmental stages of human
maturation is coping with evil and suffering; this is the stage of
mid-life. This crisis is also referred to as the Dark Night of the
Soul. In some kind of—mythical—collective community consciousness,
AIDS forced a mid-life crisis and subsequent maturation on gay
life. We see ourselves differently now; the world—at least the
Western world—sees homosexuality differently. No longer do we seem
to the world and to ourselves as shifty-eyed men in overcoats
seeking to prey on children and on each other, deliberately
perverse sex fiends or as sexual daredevils challenging nature; now
we seem committed lovers seeking to create loving, stable lives,
even to marry, maybe even to raise a family—still sexually
liberated, I hope, but no longer “perverts.” Now we’re looking more
like heroes—a more true vision of what homosexuality is anyway. We
have healed the world just a little. We’ve inspired a little more
compassion and kindness and spread a little more joy.

I present this novel as a tale from a
parallel universe, but maybe my hopeful story with the happy ending
has actually come true. Maybe we’ve saved the day. That would be a
miracle worth recognizing.

 



 


Prolog

 


The Not So
Distant Past

 


“You’ve got to bomb the whole area… it’s the
only chance… only chance, I tell you!” The distraught voice boomed
out of the speakers, echoing in the Central Communications Control
Room.

“Get those two old men out of here,” muttered
Major O’Hara, the Communications Chief, to the young man from the
public relations office who’d just escorted two visitors into the
room. O’Hara reached out and pushed a button on the console and the
raving voice went silent.

“Both Mr. Wilson and myself have top security
clearance,” Edward Buchanan announced. “You will not ‘get us out of
here’ without a good explanation.”

“Mr. Buchanan, sir,” spoke up the P.R.
officer, “I’m sure the Major didn’t mean any offense. It’s just…
it’s just that this doesn’t have anything to do with your audit of
the agency.”

“Let me be the judge of that, let me be the
judge,” Buchanan declared.

George Wilson, standing behind Buchanan, felt
sorry for the P.R. officer who’d been assigned to guide them
through the facility. Now, by sheer coincidence, while the young
man was explaining to them the extensive network which coordinated
the various projects of Alternative Weapons Research Corporation,
they walked right in on that unexpected and disturbing
communication. That was a message outsiders weren’t supposed to
hear.

But Buchanan and Wilson had heard it.

“We’ve been contracted to oversee this
agency. Frankly, Mister, I’m not sure there’s anything around here
that isn’t our business,” said Buchanan, a tall heavy-set man with
broad shoulders and an impressively oversized head crowned with
snow-white hair. In his career as a weapons consultant and agency
auditor he’d learned to use his size and his presence to intimidate
those around him.

“Edward, perhaps we should allow them to
submit a report on this through regular channels.” This suggestion
came from Wilson, Buchanan’s sidekick and business associate.
Wilson, a small man with thinning brown hair graying at the temples
and a small, well-trimmed mustache, looked dwarfed beside
Buchanan’s towering bulk. As Buchanan’s partner he’d learned to
seem polite and meek to coax cooperation from the programs they
were auditing.

“Where is this communication coming from?”
Buchanan asked, appearing to ignore Wilson’s comment.

“I guess you’d better tell them,” the P.R.
officer spoke up. “He’s right that this is part of his job.”

“A research station near Ilebo,” O’Hara
replied. His tone did not sound cooperative.

“Where’s that?” Buchanan asked. And, half to
George, he added, “Is that one of the projects we’re supposed to be
auditing?”

“A couple of hundred miles east of Kinshasa,”
O’Hara answered.

“Zaire.” George announced. “Central Africa.”
He was paging through the thick contract document he carried.

“And I don’t know what projects you’re
supposed to be auditing,” came back O’Hara’s surly answer.

“Stop fighting us, Mister, and play the damn
message,” Buchanan said. “Or else… ” he added with a tone that
meant business.

“Here it is on my list,” Wilson said. “Ilebo
Station.”

“Okay.” O’Hara sighed and turned to the
technician sitting at the console. “Start that tape over from the
beginning.”

“(static)… the thing got out of control… ” a
strained voice blared into the room a moment later, “… can’t stop
it. I’m about done for… only one left here… the animals broke out…
Oh God, a whole wall of ’em came at me… (sobs)… attacked us…
everybody exposed… went rabid… Oh God, all dead now, all dead…
except me… Animals escaped…

“…You’ve got to bomb the whole area… it’s the
only chance, only chance, I tell you!” the voice began to
scream.

Then suddenly the speaker composed himself,
“Believe me, I’ve been thinking about this. This thing could
destroy the world. I don’t think there’s any other way. And there
isn’t much time. I mean it. It’d be worth it. An atom bomb—like the
one we dropped on Hiroshima—that’s about the only thing that can
stop this… this… (silence)”

“What is that man talking about?” Buchanan
demanded.

“Look, sir,” the communications chief
answered, apparently struggling to be polite, “I don’t know what
your security clearance actually is. I do know this particular
project is about as secret as they come. Maybe you’re supposed to
go over there and audit them. I don’t know. You can do that, if you
still want to,” he added. “But I’ll be damned if I’ll explain to
you what any of this is about.”

“He’s probably correct, Edward,” spoke up
Wilson. “It’s not his place to explain.”

Seeming to reverse his position, Buchanan
answered, “Yes, well, I suppose so… I suppose so.” He turned to the
P.R. officer who’d been acting as guide, “I think it’s time you
took us to somebody who can tell us what
this is about. I want to know what kind of money this country’s
sending over there. And I want to know what’s happened and why that
damn fool wants us to drop atomic weapons on Africa. This is the
nineteen-seventies, not the forties. The world’s a powder keg. What
that guy’s talking about could trigger a nuclear war.”


 


One

 


Early Autumn, mid
1980s,

in Some Possible Universe

1

Jon quietly closed the hospital room door
behind him. He leaned against the door jamb and—after self-
consciously checking to see that this end of the hall was deserted
buried his face in his hands and let out the sobs he’d been holding
back during his visit with Ted.

It only took him a moment to pull himself
together. In fact, it surprised him that he was so emotional.
Jonathan Stiers had visited a great many dying people in his career
as Education Director for the AIDS Action Project of the San
Francisco Department of Health. He’d learned to maintain what he
thought of as therapeutic objectivity.

But, of course, visiting Ted was a different
case entirely. As much as Jon struggled to maintain his clinical
distance, the fact was that in this instance he was much more a
member of the patient’s grieving family than he was a therapist or
professional AIDS activist.

A few minutes ago, while he had been
struggling to make hospital small talk with the withered, almost
comatose body that was all that was left now of Ted Warmboldt, he’d
been swept with a memory of Ted sleeping peacefully in a very
different bed. Jon had awakened early and sat in a rattan chair by
the side of that bed to admire the soft evening light slanting down
through venetian blinds onto Ted’s tanned body sleeping under the
crisp white sheet. That day they had both been glowing with life
after several hours in the bright Caribbean winter sun, a warm
shower, and a nap before cocktails and dinner. Ted had seemed so
vital, so beautiful, so eternal. Jon remembered believing then that
their relationship would go on forever.

He struggled to hold on to the warmth of that
moment as sobs began to well up in him again.
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“Are you okay, Jon?” a voice interrupted his
disturbed reverie. Jon looked up to find a young man hovering near
him; it was one of the volunteer buddies from the Castro Village
AIDS Support team.

“Oh, I guess so,” Jon answered, composing
himself again. “He looks so awful with all those tubes sticking in
him. It’s hard to believe it’s even the same man.”

“Yeah, it can be pretty upsetting,” the young
man answered gently. Then added, “I was just down the hall visiting
my PWA. He fell asleep after the nurse gave him some pain meds. I
was gonna get a cup of coffee before heading home. Wanna come with
me?”

“Sure,” Jon answered, coming out of his
daze.

“You’re pretty involved emotionally,” the
young man observed as he steered Jon toward the elevators.

“I’m sorry,” Jon deflected the comment, “I
have to admit I’ve forgotten your name.”

“Mark. Mark Hartman. And I don’t think we’ve
ever really met. Tho’ I’ve seen you at meetings and stuff.”

“Well, I try to keep up with the volunteers.
Good for morale, I think. I do recognize you. And I recognize your
name. But I’m not sure I’d have put the two together. Though to be
very honest,” Jon added with characteristic candor, “I have noticed you.”

“I know,” Mark answered, smiling cryptically,
as the automatic door slid open and he stepped back to allow Jon to
precede him into the already packed elevator.
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“I was surprised to see you so emotional,”
Mark said, reiterating his observation after the two of them had
made their way through the food service line and taken a table in
the basement cafeteria with their coffee and piece of chocolate
meringue pie they’d agreed to split. “I remember you telling the
buddies how important it is to keep from getting too involved with
the PWA’s.”

“You’re right, of course,” Jon answered. “But
the guy I was visiting, Ted, used to be my lover.”

“Oh… ” Mark seemed a bit chagrined.

“He was so beautiful. It’s hard to believe he
could have turned into that emaciated cadaver up there, with all
those tubes and respirators.” Jon’s voice faltered.

Mark gently laid his hand on Jon’s wrist.
“It’s rough.”

“You know, I’ve seen an awful lot of people
with AIDS by now. Some of them have been good friends. But it’s
never affected me like this before. Somehow all the others were
just, well, other people. But Ted’s like a part of me. I mean, I
knew his body so well and, uh, when he got sick and started losing
weight… it was like I didn’t know him anymore. And I hadn’t meant
to lose him like that… ”

“I’m sorry,” Jon recovered, “I’m rambling,
aren’t I?”

“It’s okay. You wanna talk about it?”

“Good boy,” Jon smiled. “You did that
well.”

Mark blushed, then added with therapeutic
aplomb, “You have a hard time being the grieving client.”

“It’s a helluva lot easier being the
therapist,” Jon shot back.

“Maybe for you,” Mark smiled. “But right now
you’re not. And you don’t have to be. It’s okay right now to feel
sad and scared and angry.”

Jon relaxed. “When you came up to me in the
hall there I was remembering a trip Ted and I took together. We’d
gone to Jamaica for New Year’s, sort of a second honeymoon. It was
such a great trip. That’s how I’ve wanted to remember him.”

“Was that before he got sick?”

“Oh, that was really a long time ago. Nearly
ten years, I guess hadn’t realized it was that long… ”

“Have you and Ted been lovers all that
time?”

“No. Ironically our relationship broke up
fairly soon after that trip. That was our fourth anniversary. Just
after we got back, Ted’s boss asked him to take over the New York
office of their firm. Ted was in advertising. It was a real
promotion for him. He just couldn’t turn it down. And I didn’t want
him to.

“But I didn’t want to leave San Francisco. I
was working in a job I really liked in a community mental health
clinic. I didn’t want to move to New York. I didn’t think I could
find anything comparable. And besides, Ted and I thought carrying
on a long-distance relationship would be very modern of us.

“His job brought him back here about once a
month anyway. And the raise in salary was enough to pay for one or
the other of us to come for occasional weekends in between. He was
hoping I’d like New York enough to move up there eventually.”

“You never did?” Mark asked.

“I didn’t like New York at all. And I didn’t
like what it was doing to Ted. He started changing. I mean, you
know, there’s a lot of difference between New Yorkers and
Californians. I’d been a flower-child back in the sixties and all
Ted’s success and money in New York seemed to violate my values… or
something like that.”

“So you broke up?”

“Well, it was very friendly, at first. We
recognized we were drifting apart emotionally. And we both thought
we were drying up romantically in the long-distance relationship.
So we agreed to open up the relationship and see other people. Then
I fell in love with somebody else. That didn’t last very long. But
I asked Ted to cancel a visit he had scheduled out here. That made
him angry. And then he said he wasn’t sure he wanted to make love
anymore ... and, well, things just fell apart.”

“When did he come back to San Francisco?”
Mark inquired softly.

“He got sick several years ago. His boss was
real supportive at first. They had a big contract with the company
that makes those Nouvelle Cuisine dietetic frozen dinners. He
didn’t want them to know why Ted was sick. But after his second
bout with pneumocystis, Ted just looked like an AIDS victim. That
was around the time Rock Hudson died and the public got to see what
AIDS did to you. So Ted went on indefinite sick leave and came back
here.

“He’s been in and out of the hospital since
then. Now it looks like the last time… ”

“He’s dying?”

“Oh, I hope so,” Jon said emphatically. “He’s
just a shell. His mind is almost gone. He only recognizes me a
fraction of the time. I think the virus has destroyed his brain.
Though the doctors don’t think so. And they keep him alive because
they say the disease still responds to the medication. But, you
know, it’s like Ted’s gone and they’re just treating the body
now… ”

Jon began to sob again. “I wish I could do
something to help him.”
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The red and blue neon sign of Louie’s
Pizzeria, in Washington, D.C.’s Foggy Bottom area, blinked off soon
after the last customers of the evening ordered: a young couple
seeming enraptured with one another. She was a thin, almost wispy
blonde only recently moved to the District from western Wisconsin;
he was a short, tightly muscled dark Italian also recently
relocated, in his case from the heartland of the Midwest. It was
getting late and the café was starting to close down. As other
patrons finished their meals, they were leaving the place—which now
seemed that much more romantic—to Lynn and Billy.

After toasting with their glasses of red
table wine, and for a moment gazing deeply into one another’s eyes,
they both looked away shyly.

“I hope the manicotti’s good,” Billy said
self-consciously. “It was always my favorite dish when I was
growing up.”

“It’ll be new to me,” Lynn answered.

After a moment of silence, Billy remarked,
“Well, the pizza looks good,” and he called Lynn’s attention to the
“chef,” a teenager in an out-sized chef’s hat, who was twirling
dough into a large flat disk.

“Wonder who that one’s for?” she asked.
“Looks like we’re the only people in here.”

“Probably for a take-out order. But let’s
come back here soon and try the pizza.”

“Yeah, it’s sure convenient,” Lynn answered.
Her new apartment, which she shared with her best friend from high
school, was just down the street.

After another silence, Lynn toasted her
new-found boyfriend once again and then remarked, “Well, I didn’t
tell you about the job I applied for today.” Lynn Graves and Billy
DePalma had met one another a month ago at a job-hunting seminar at
George Washington University.

“Does it look good?”

“Oh, I don’t know. I’m a little afraid of the
place, but I think it’ll pay pretty well. The temp agency sent me
out there today to do filing for them. It’s a consulting firm on
the Beltway that does some sort of research for the government.
They had a pile of questionnaires three feet thick that had to be
sorted. Anyway, Mr. Buchanan, the boss I think, came in while l was
taking a coffee break and got to chatting with me. And he sort of
offered me a job. He gave me an employment application and told me
he thought if I answered the questions right, I’d have a good
chance of getting it.”

“Doing what?”

“Oh, I guess typing and filing, that’s
probably all.”

“Do you want the job?” Billy asked
solicitously.

“Oh, you know, I’m desperate for a job.
Though I do think this place might be a little funny.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, the employment application asked
awfully personal questions. I kinda lied on one of them,” Lynn
tittered.

“What was that?”

“Oh,” she said embarrassed, “the
questionnaire asked if you were a virgin. And, you know, well,
thanks to you,” she smiled, looking down at the red-checked
tablecloth, and whispered, “technically, as of two days ago, the
answer is no. But I had been for so long… and it didn’t seem like
any of their business anyway, so I answered yes.”

“Oh,” Billy said, with a slight look of hurt
in his eyes. “That’s a funny question for a job application.”

“Well, the research they do has to do with
teenage chastity. At least that’s what the questionnaire I was
alphabetizing was about. And, Billy, don’t take my answer
personally. I just thought it was what they wanted. I really need
this job.”

“Oh, I know. I didn’t expect you to hang my
bedsheets out as a flag or anything,” Billy laughed. “But I wonder
what you’re getting yourself into.”

“Well, maybe it’s a job.”

“What else was on the application?”

“Oh, you know, the usual stuff: job history,
training, skills. Then these funny sexual questions, like I told
you.”

“Were there others besides being a
virgin?”

“Well, there were a series of questions about
what you thought of certain, uh, sex practices. It asked you to
rank these, uh, sex things according to their degree of
perversion.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah, like fetishism and homosexuality and
bestiality and, let’s see, bondage and domination, crazy stuff, you
know?”

“On a job application?”

“Oh, and then there were some questions about
V.D. Whether you’d ever had gonorrhea or syphilis or herpes. And
whether you’d been exposed to AIDS. Oh my God, what a question that
was. And whether you were HVI positive… ”

“You mean HIV?” Billy corrected her.

“Oh yeah, that’s it. That’s the AIDS virus,
isn’t it? I thought so. It asked if you’d been tested for it.
’Course I answered no to all of those.”

Billy was looking down at the table. He was
twisting a paper napkin in his fingers.

“Hey, something wrong?” Lynn asked.

“Oh no, I… uh… I guess… I was just sort of
worried about what kind of job this is.”

“Well, then there were some questions about
patriotism and willingness to take a loyalty oath. Then some
questions about religious attitudes and church attendance.”

“Lynn, I think you oughta be careful,” Billy
said, now sounding more assertive. “That sounds like some kind of
right-wing nuthouse.”

“Oh, Billy, don’t be so paranoid. I think
they were just including me in whatever kind of research they do
around there. The place has got this real American governmental
sounding name: ‘Liberty Bell Foundation.’ ”

“Well, do you think they’ll hire you?”

“I answered apple pie and motherhood on every
question.” She wagged her head sort of proudly. “And, you know,”
she added a little hesitantly, “that’s really how I am… ”

“Oh, that’s just why I love you,” Billy
smiled at her. He leaned across the table to give her a peck on the
lips.

Just then the waiter arrived. “Manicotti
Supreme,” he announced, “for two.”
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Pat Stratford had a coughing fit. After too
many minutes of convulsive coughs, he began to fear he’d suffocate.
He started tearing at the covers of the bed, trying to get free so
he could stand up. He hoped that would help him regain control.

Managing to sit up on the edge of the bed, he
clutched at the clouded and finger-stained water glass on the
bedside table. He barely had the strength to hold the glass and get
it to his lips. He was proud when he succeeded at that.

Then just as he started to swallow the sip of
water, a paroxysm passed through him and he convulsively coughed
out most of the water and spilled the glass onto his emaciated
thighs. In a fit of anger, he hurled the glass across the room.
With his meager strength, it only sailed a couple of feet and
bounced on the rug.

But the coughing subsided with that last
paroxysm and Pat caught his breath. He sucked in as much air as he
could. His chest burned with pleurisy when he inhaled too deeply.
His struggles at deep breathing soon turned to sobs.

Why don’t I just die?
he thought.

Pat sat up, afraid that lying down would
start the coughing again. Finally he let himself sink back into the
pillows. The linen cases were yellowed and greasy, like the sheets,
soaked from Pat’s nightly sweats. Still the soft coolness of the
pillows felt good.

A cramping pain clenched at his back as the
muscles resisted his change in posture. There was so little muscle
mass left on his skeleton that practically every move was met with
such resistance and deep muscle pain. His lower torso still ached
from the workout the coughing fit had given the tired muscles of
his abdomen.

Pat Stratford was fighting an inevitably
losing battle with pneumocystis pneumonia, called familiarly in
knowledgeable AIDS circles by its acronym PCP, the C standing for
“carinii,” the somehow poignantly euphonic word in the name that
was almost always omitted. Pat now understood why. There was
nothing even faintly pretty about this disease. It was just pure
hell.
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Pat’s life had not always been hell. Up until
just a few years ago his life had been an almost perfect success
story of the gay yuppie.

Pat was a tall and lanky blond with high
cheekbones and deep-set dark blue eyes. As an adolescent in
Natchez, Mississippi, he’d been scrawny and gawky with a long neck
and a pronounced Adam’s apple. The kids at school nicknamed him
Ichabod Crane. He wore his hair long and shaggy, as was the style,
till he got drafted during the closing years of the Vietnam War. He
came out of the army still shy and reclusive, but well-muscled and
broad-chested. After finishing a B.A. at Tulane, he was accepted
into an M.B.A. program at Stanford.

By the mid-seventies, with his C.P. A., a
well-paying job, and a fancy apartment in a high rise on Market
Street just behind San Francisco’s civic center, he was enjoying a
life of urbane affluence.

But not anymore.

Peering over the sheet that he clutched with
both hands up around his neck, he surveyed the room he’d ended up
in. Is this what my life has become? he
asked himself morosely.

Besides the bed, the room’s furnishings
consisted only of a cheap card table with matching metal folding
chair, a bedside stand with a fifties gooseneck reading lamp, and a
dilapidated chest of drawers with the bottom drawer missing. Atop
the chest was Pat’s last possession from the old days, a brightly
modern Sony Trinitron TV with remote control. Across from the bed
was the door into the hall. On the left wall near the door was the
small bathroom and next to that was an arched alcove that contained
a tiny kitchenette.

The walls were covered with a beige and
lavender flowered paper that was now badly discolored and peeling
along the ceiling. In the blue-white glare of the streetlights and
the colors of the neon signs outside, the lavender flowers looked
mawkish. A bare light bulb hung suspended in the middle of the room
in a deco-imitation double-stemmed candelabra. The cardboard tube
of one “candle” was gone and the other was snapped off entirely at
the base.

I wish I were
dead.

He switched on the gooseneck lamp and hunted
around to find the Sony’s remote control. After a frustrating
search he found it wadded up in the bed linens. He turned on the
TV. There wasn’t much to watch, and he really wasn’t paying
attention.

Maybe fifteen minutes passed—he wasn’t
watching the time either. There was a faint and tentative knock at
the door. Pat wasn’t sure he’d heard right. Who’d
be coming at this time of night? He stretched back behind
him and located the makeshift buzzer his friend Blum had wired up
for him so he could let visitors in without having to get up and
still keep the door locked—a necessary precaution if he were going
to keep the Sony.

He shut off the TV. The knock was louder,
firmer. “It’s Blum,” a muffled voice announced.

Pat pressed the buzzer. Blum Blumgarten let
himself into the room. “Well, how’re ya doin’?” he asked with
affected good humor.

“I was out for a cup of coffee over on the
strip and walked back by here and saw your light on.”

“I’m glad you came, Blum. I guess I’m not
doing so good. I’ve been coughing all night and can’t get to
sleep.”

“Gee. I’m sorry, Pat. You look pretty
worn-out.”

“Well, how are you?” Pat asked.

“Couldn’t be better,” Blum chirped, “… I
guess.” (Pat sometimes got annoyed at Blum’s eternal cheerfulness.)
“To be honest with you, I think I’d be a whole lot better if my
friends were better. I hate seeing you like this.”

“Yet you keep coming around.”

“Sure. If I didn’t, well, who would?”

“Maybe I’d just go off someplace and crawl in
a hole and die.”

“Hey, now don’t talk like that. Gotta stay
positive.”

“About what?” Pat answered irritably. Then he
softened. “I’m sorry, Blum. Nice to see you. You’re right. I gotta
stay positive.”

“I heard some news this afternoon. I was
gonna come by in the morning to tell you. Your doctor’s got that
new experimental drug he wants to try. He thinks it might clear up
not only the PCP, but maybe even the underlying immune system
damage.”

“Are you serious?” Pat asked, perking up.
He’d been through this before. And been disappointed. But this was
what he was keeping himself alive for—the promise of a cure.

“Sure I’m serious. I talked to Jon this
afternoon. It’s definite they’re gonna try the stuff out on
you.”

“I’m gonna call Jon,” Pat announced
precipitously.

“It’s pretty late, ain’t it?”

“He said it was okay to call anytime,” Pat
answered as he started dialing. A moment later he heard Jon’s
laconic answering machine: “After the beep you may leave a message
for Jonathan Stiers… (beep)”

“Jon, sorry to call so late. This is Pat, Pat
Stratford. Blum just told me you got me into a new experimental
program. I wanted to find out about it. I’m excited. Thanks. Call
me tomorrow.”

Pat’s death wishes were gone. Again. For
another few weeks anyway.
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Even though it was after three a.m. in
Washington, Lynn Graves was still half-awake. She was lying in bed
in the dark, unable to sleep: partly because of the street noises
outside to which she was unaccustomed, never having lived in a
major city before, and partly because she was thrilled by the
events of the last few days. Finally, I’m getting
to really live, she thought.

Lynn and her best friend Lee Ann had moved to
Washington nearly six weeks ago from LaCrosse. Lynn was homesick
for the first week or two. She missed her mother and called home
almost every day at first. Now she only called with news. So far
she hadn’t told her mother about meeting Billy DePalma.
How am I ever going to do that? she
wondered. Oh, but I’ll call her tomorrow and tell
her about this job. I mean, if I get it. That’d be wonderful. A
job. Thank God.

In the restless darkness of her room, Lynn
remembered how desperate she’d felt about finding work. It seemed
like this whole plan of hers to get away from home and start her
own life was going to fail miserably if she couldn’t find work.
Lynn had spent the first two weeks diligently looking for a job.
She applied everywhere. She’d felt especially desperate and
ill-prepared when Lee Ann found a very good secretarial job within
only a week of their arrival.

Then one morning on her way down to the Metro
Stop at Foggy Bottom she’d seen a flyer on a bulletin board at
G.W.U. for a two-day seminar on resume preparation and job-finding.
Right then she had decided to take the seminar.

Lynn hadn’t gotten a full time job out of it
yet, but she did find out about temporary work and was getting
assignments from Kelly Temporaries about three days a week. And she
met Billy.

He’d shyly asked Lynn if she’d like to see
the new Mel Gibson movie with him. “I don’t like going to movies by
myself,” he admitted. “It makes me feel like some sort of outcast.
But I just don’t know many people in Washington yet.”

Lynn remembered that moment with
affection.

She had been more than happy to accept. She
was in a similar situation. The only other person in Washington
she’d managed to befriend was Charley Johnston, an older gay man
who lived in the apartment across the hall. Charley had brought
over a bottle of wine the evening Lynn and Lee Ann moved into their
1930s four-plex a few blocks from G.W. U.

Lynn liked Charley. She’d never met anybody
like that before, she’d thought. It made her feel like she’d really
arrived in “The Big City.” But Charley was pushing forty, Lynn
barely twenty. Not much of a match there. And Lynn was almost as
afraid of “the strange people” in the city as she was fascinated by
them.

She was a small town girl. She didn’t think
she’d known any homosexuals before—except, of course, maybe those
kids in high school that the others used to shout “queer” and
“faggot” at. She used to feel sorry for them, but she hadn’t
befriended any of them. What if the other kids had been right!

But Charley seemed so nice. Nothing wrong
with him.

That first night he’d brought the wine over,
she’d gotten to worrying about AIDS. She’d heard a lot about the
disease on the newscasts, of course. She knew you could only catch
it from having sex or sharing needles, and she wasn’t going to do
either with Charley Johnston. But, just in case, after he left she
carefully scoured the wine glass he drank out of with lots of soap
and the hottest water her hands could take.

Tonight she cringed as she remembered that.
But she was still reluctant to go over to Charley’s apartment and
every time he stopped by for coffee in the afternoon, she still
washed the cup he used more thoroughly than necessary.

Oh, I don’t want to think
about Charley. I want to think about Billy Lynn relished the
recollection.

Two days ago, after seeing another
movie—they
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