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Essays




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concerns, the book will not be published.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

 


Speaking Their Names

 


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 


***

 


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

 


Raison d’ecrire

 


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

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

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

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

What does it mean to "be a writer"?

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

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

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

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

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

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

However, I digress.

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

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

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

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

 


***

 


 


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

 


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I sang in the girls' quartet; I read
scripture aloud during services. Church stopped being scary again.
I had such fun with the youth organization. We went Christmas
caroling one night and had a get-together at someone's house
thereafter. My mother's best friend's son had come caroling with
the group; he was a shy guy and I always made a point of talking to
him because I knew how much I disliked feeling excluded.

I don't remember how the subject came up,
but we got to talking about what music we listened to. People
around me cited Christian artists like Don Francisco (whose "He's
Alive" I had sung during a service) and Keith Green.

When it was my turn, I responded honestly
that I loved The Beatles.

That was when shy Gary gave me a look that
was somewhere between pity and contempt and said "Christians don't
listen to The Beatles."

I didn't feel inclined to talk to him after
that.

Pastor Byron and his wife moved away to run
a halfway house for troubled teens who had run away or were put out
of their homes. The college-age youth ministry folks, many of them
in seminary or bible college, took over the program. It was still
pretty good, as I recall.

I don't remember what time
of year it was when our regular Wednesday youth activity was
canceled and we went over to the main sanctuary to watch a video
presentation by James Dobson of Focus on the Family. The little
Christian Church had affiliated with them and I remember looking
around in horror as people whom I had thought were my friends
nodded in agreement with Dobson's inflammatory rhetoric against gay
people (one of my best friends had "come out" to me a few months
before) and a whole host of other things with which I vehemently
disagreed.

That was the day I realized that church
could become a scary place even when the minister was a nice man
who didn't leave. (The internet is an amazing tool; I learned that
Pastor Russ is still there.) Instead, I left. If "Christians"
couldn't listen to music that had no hurtful message, or have GLBT
friends, I didn't want to be a "Christian" any more.

I visited a handful of churches, generally
going only once. No one ever seemed to notice the new person in
their midst anyway.

By the late 1980s, I was practicing Wicca. I
became less observant after several years, although I held the
teachings about a loving god and goddess just as dear as those
teaching about a loving Jesus that had remained in my heart -- even
if that was no longer the Jesus I heard "real Christians" talk
about.

It was November 2008 the first time I heard
Rev. Mike speak. By that time, I had been working on marriage
equality issues for four years, and I was at a rally protesting the
passage of California's Proposition 8.

Before Rev. Mike ever spoke, I was keenly
aware of something I had seldom felt: the presence of something
bigger than myself ... bigger than the universe, in fact. I
remember feeling it only once in a church: St. Mungo's, in Glasgow.
I had felt it at Clava Cairns, at Rosicrucian Park ... and I felt
it again that day outside San Jose's City Hall. There was a loving,
warm and healing presence.

When Rev. Mike delivered the invocation, I
was surprised. Here was a man in clerical garb, invoking "the god
of the redwood trees, ocean breezes and warm autumn mornings."

I may have cried; I'm not sure. I just
remember thinking that this man understood "god" in a way that I
did, too, and that a few years back he could have gotten me back to
church.

The next time I saw Rev. Mike was March
2009, during a silent vigil for marriage equality. I've written
many times about how he hugged me while I cried, and how he told me
that yes, I was welcome at Metropolitan Community Church.

The following Sunday, I went to MCC for the
first time. The building was small; there were assorted chairs
instead of pews and there weren't very many people.

I've written before about how much I cried
during that service, but I haven't said much about other things
that have happened.

That first day I was greeted by many people,
the first of whom was Deacon Woody.

"Welcome home, sister," he said to me. "We
are so glad you are here today."

That had never happened to me at any other
church.

People laughed during church, they applauded
the choir, and they participated! That had never happened at any
other church I'd visited.

When my depression was dark and weighing me
down, I found the courage to let the people of MCC know and ask for
their support through prayer. I had people come up to me, take my
hand, and tell me to call them day or night. People called to check
on me or just to say that they were thinking of me. They gave me
their gifts of love and healing.

That had never happened to me at any other
church.

People told me that they loved me -- and I
knew they meant it.

That had never happened to me at any other
church.

I had been coming to MCC for about a year
when Rev. Mike announced that he was leaving and that Easter Sunday
would be his last day.

I was devastated. I wrote to Rev. Mike and
told him the truth: that I supported him in any endeavor he chose
but that I was very much afraid that things would not be the same
without him.

More than one person asked whether I would
keep coming to MCC after Rev. Mike left. I told them truthfully
that I would, because I had friends there. But I knew it would be
hard at times.

The word "pastor" comes from the same
etymological root as "pastoral." A pastor is a shepherd: someone
who leads and cares for the flock. Ideally, the pastor is a good
shepherd -- someone who, like Jesus, cares for the entire group and
leaves no one out in the cold. Rev. Mike was the shepherd I needed
in order to be brought safely home.

As I was getting ready for Easter services
and Rev. Mike's last sermon, I was crying. I had realized how much
all of this reminded me of Pastor Rudy leaving, and how scary
church had become for a shy little girl after that.

Yet, this was different. In
the scripture that night, the risen Jesus said to Mary, "Do not
hold me, for this is not the end of my work." During this
scripture, I began to smile.

Rev. Mike's last sermon was about how Easter
is not the end of the story, but the beginning of a different one.
That helped dry some of my remaining tears.

At the end of the service, we had a special
farewell liturgy. That helped, too.

What helped me most of all was being able to
hug Rev. Mike and tell him how much I loved him, and to thank him
for bringing me back to a loving relationship with Jesus.

Because that had never happened to me in
church before either.

 


***

 


Self-Care and Social Justice (May 2010)

 


Ask anyone who knows me and they will tell
you that I waver somewhere between realist and cynic. No one will
ever accuse me of being some kind of Pollyanna.

However, I have realized
that there is only so much "news" I can take. It’s hard to balance
my need to be well-informed against the enormous amount of
negativity (ranging from world events to local hate speech) I have
found out there. For lack of a better term, I think of this "news"
as a giant psychic bummer.

I don't think I should have
to outline how depressing I find it that my fellow citizens
actively seek legislative means to make their hatred of LGBT
people, people of color and women into something righteous. Yet,
with Proposition 8 in California, SB 1070 in Arizona and Oklahoma's
new law requiring vaginal ultrasound and color commentary for women
seeking abortions (including rape victims), that's just what has
happened.

Don't forget, though, that if you take the
radical step of standing up against such things, you will be
accused of being bigoted yourself -- for refusing to be tolerant of
intolerance.

In recent comment sections on the Sacramento
Bee (our state capitol's daily paper), I have been accused of
fascism -- by a man who said that the poor should just have to go
hungry if they couldn't afford food. I have been accused of being a
paid agitator for La Raza and an illegal immigrant by two separate
individuals -- for pointing out the inherent profiling bias against
Latinos/as in SB 1070 (no one in the discussion seemed concerned
about Caucasian illegals from Canada, the UK, etc.; it was all
"those damned Mexicans taking our jobs"). I've lost track of how
many times I've been called "anti-Christian" for pointing out
scriptural translation errors from Hebrew to English in the
unbelievably trite justifications from anti-gay folks who want to
argue that none of the other Mosaic laws apply but by gum, God
hates queers.

So, yeah. I've read and listened to the hate
speech and negativity, and had it directed at me -- primarily by
pissed-off white men desperately clinging to their tiny bit of
perceived hegemony without bothering to acknowledge their
privileged position. (I doubt any of them are clamoring for fruit
picking jobs at 7.25 cents/pound [per the most recent prevailing
wage survey] either.)

I recognize that I have a certain amount of
privilege right out of the gate, just by virtue of being white. I
am lucky enough to have a home, a reliable car, adequate nutrition,
health insurance, money to pay bills and a little bit for extras.
We've tightened our belts a lot, and sometimes that stings -- but
it's voluntary in many ways. I can choose to bring lunch instead of
buying every day (or going without food), just to name one
item.

Here's the thing -- I look for things that
challenge my assumptions. Here's an example: yes, I get annoyed at
screaming children in public -- especially if I've saved up for a
nice adult occasion like the symphony or fine dining. In fairness,
a major source of the annoyance is the parents who ignore the
tantrum rather than take a child out of the situation to calm down.
For a long time, I said things like, "If your kid can't handle Chez
Panisse, either get a sitter or go to Denny's."

Well, when I start to consider that the
family at Denny's, or even McDonald's, may have saved up for their
less expensive evening out as well, it puts a different spin on
things (to say nothing of the need to coach kids on manners in all
public spaces).

Anyway, I've made no secret about being one
of the 87 percent of people for whom anti-depressants do no good --
which means that I can't ward off my depression with a pill. I have
to figure out how in the world I will face this kind of thing with
kindness and compassion for myself as well as the people whom I see
as the obvious victims of discrimination and/or hate.



The thing is, I write a lot about compassion
(it's the primary theme in my novel, when you get right down to
it). I work hard to walk my talk, campaigning on behalf of LGBT
rights, speaking out against racial and religious intolerance, on
behalf of a woman's right to self-determination, emphasizing that
we are all connected in this crazy world and that behaving with
respect and in honor of another's dignity is vital. (And yes, I do
happen to believe that little kids can be taught these things --
including how to act in a restaurant -- and that they are also,
unfortunately, taught how to hate just as easily.)

The sticky wicket, though, is that I have
not always been compassionate with myself. I feel like I'm not
doing enough o help on the occasions that I am unable, for
instance, to make an enormous contribution to the food bank. My few
items, when money is tight, look paltry to my eyes even as the
logical part of me knows that many small donations add up -- and I
would never belittle someone else's donation the way I do my
own.

So, here is the crux of the matter: how do I
work on these matters in a way that is compassionate toward myself
even while I stand up for issues that are important to me?

Back when I sold Mary Kay Cosmetics, Mary
Kay Ash said she never read the paper or watched the news because
it was too depressing. I was a newspaper editor at the time and the
very idea was anathema to me. Nowadays, I totally get where she was
coming from. My compromise position is to limit both reading and
viewing the news and to recognize when my level of tolerance is
about to be reached -- hopefully before I say something nasty
myself. (Being human, I am not 100 percent successful.)

I stopped listening to morning and afternoon
drive-time radio for much the same reason. In fact, I made a
conscious decision just before Christmas 2009 to only listen to
music that I found personally uplifting. This might be because of
the songs themselves, finding the artist's story inspiring, or any
number of other reasons. Heck, if the music evokes a pleasant
memory, it qualifies.

I read books on a variety
of subjects, both fiction and non-fiction. I get way more
information that way than I do from a quick sound bite or a couple
of column inches. Again, I need to temper reading a lot of "heavy"
stuff back-to-back to avoid the aforementioned giant psychic bummer
-- but it works.

Finally, at the end of every single day I
make a post to Facebook in which I share ten things for which I am
grateful from the day. The person who turned me on to this, Ron
Britton, is part of a large movement focused on peace and positive
energy. We get what we focus on; I find more blessings than I
expected now that I focus on those things instead of what I'm
missing out.

Because, see, one of the things I've really
come to recognize in all of the social justice work, from signing a
petition to attending a protest and everything in between, is that
I am pretty damned lucky. That I can even write about these matters
is proof of privilege.

So, how will you be
compassionate today -- with others and yourself? Me, I'm going to
remember a quote that says "It is a good exercise for the heart to
reach down and help another person up." That exercise includes
me.

 


Short Fiction




Heart of Stone

 


It is their job to watch.

From high above, in many cities, stone-gray
eyes gaze out on the horizon. From the rooftops, they survey their
domain.

They watch, and sometimes they protect.
Theophilus thought that was the most important part of the job: to
protect.

He had, in fact, protected the building
where he lived since the day it opened. He had watched residents
come and go, even pass away. He was a part of the landscape to
them, always watching from a corner of the roof.

He was posed much like Rodin’s famous
“Thinker,” his chin on the back of his hand. His wings spanned out
from a back carved to show rippling muscle. Some might have thought
Theophilus was a stone angel, but those wings were smooth and
bat-like.

Theophilus was a gargoyle.

One of those whom he watched was a young
woman. She was the one who had called him Theophilus; before that,
he had no name.

She came up to the roof one summer morning
to read her book and drink her Jamba Juice. She had already brought
a lawn chair, some cushions and a small table, carving out a tiny
space for herself. She arranged her furniture near Theophilus,
taking her time to find the best light by which to read. She put
her juice and book on the table and came over to the wall, gazing
out over the horizon.

Placing a gentle hand on one of his carved
wings, she gave Theophilus his name and said she would always feel
safe with him there.

Eventually, he learned her name. She
answered her cell phone by saying “Hello, this is Anna.”

Anna had reddish brown hair that reminded
Theophilus of warm bricks and blue eyes that made him think of
clear summer skies. He came to know her step on the stairs and
wished he could smile to show how glad he was for her presence.

“Hello, Theophilus,” she
always greeted him as she settled in with her book and juice. “It’s
another beautiful day in the city.”

If it was rainy or too windy, Anna did not
come to the roof. She stayed indoors, while Theophilus watched.

Anna sometimes read aloud;
she was an actor by hobby and she liked to practice. Theophilus
learned a great deal by listening to Anna; he wished that he could
speak, so he could thank her.

Theophilus grew concerned
when Anna did not appear for a few days. When she came back to her
little rooftop space, Anna’s eyes were red and her cheeks
tearstained. She paced back and forth for a while, and then sat on
her chair. She wrapped her arms around her body and rocked, finally
permitting miserable sobs to escape. At last she leaned forward,
covering her face with her hands.

“I’m such a fool,” she
muttered.

Theophilus had never thought of Anna as
foolish. Some of the people whom he saw on the streets or who had
lived in the building, certainly, but not Anna. She was not like
the others; he wished he could tell her that.

She stood up from her chair and walked over
to the ledge. She put one hand on Theophilus’ knee and looked
over.

“I can’t take it anymore,”
she sighed.

She thought about how easy it would be to
lean further over the edge: to leap off. About how the pain would
finally stop. About how no one would care or even notice if one
more would-be actor who had faced one too many rejections just
never showed up at another audition. Her office colleagues -- she
could not call them friends -- would only care insofar as they
would have to cover her desk until a temp could be called in.

She could just keep leaning ...

Theophilus had to do something. Perhaps,
this once, he could make himself heard.

A warm, deep voice echoed in her head:
“Please, Anna, don’t do it.”

“Great,” she sighed aloud.
“Now I’m a loser who has auditory hallucinations.

“You’re not a loser, Anna.”
A gentle, masculine voice ... a comforting voice. And yet there was
no one on the roof but Anna.

She backed away from the ledge, her eyes
wide with fright. She sat down on her chair and pinched the bridge
of her nose between thumb and forefinger as though massaging away a
migraine.

“This is not happening to
me,” she moaned.

She stood up, shoulders slumped, and went
back to her apartment. She did not notice that Theophilus’ eyes
were no longer a stony grey but now glowed green.

Anna stopped at her apartment only long
enough to collect her jacket and handbag. She caught the number 6
cross-town bus from the stop in front of the building. Theophilus
watched her board the conveyance, wishing he could extend his
circle of protection beyond the building to anywhere that Anna
might go.

For her part, Anna wanted nothing more than
to forget the humiliation of the day -- the casting director
telling her, before she even finished her monologue, that she was
“all wrong for the part” and to go home. She leaned her forehead
against the bus window and watched the scenery go by until she
reached the stop she wanted.

Bowers Park.

Anna’s fondest memories
from girlhood focused on Bowers Park, with its duck pond,
tree-lined paths and picnic grounds. She made her way to a favorite
spot, a little playground just off the path. No one was there, so
she sat on one of the rubber-seated swings. She had loved the swing
set as a child, sometimes imagining that she was flying through the
sky to a magical land where there were friends, plentiful food and
warm clothes.

In short, a place that was not her childhood
home. Her parents still lived in the same little frame house around
the corner, but she could not go there without having bad memories
flood up or new ones made.

Little wonder that she had chosen to travel
and study as far from home as she could ... before coming to rest
just across town. The irony of her situation had not escaped Anna.
Certainly there were warm clothes and plentiful food, but the
closest thing she had to a friend was Theophilus.

Anna was determined not to
cry, but an errant tear escaped and trailed down her cheek. She
swiped it away with the back of her hand. She had thought to escape
momentarily, but her problems came with her.

“I’m such an idiot,” she
sighed aloud. At the same time, she pushed her feet into the dirt
and started to swing. Just for a minute, she told
herself.

But the soaring sensation
felt so very good; she was transported, just as she had hoped she
would be, for a few brief minutes. She smiled in spite of herself
as she stood up from the swing set and collected her purse. She
caught a return bus and went back to her apartment.

Honestly, it was too quiet inside. Anna
turned the radio to a classical music station and went about making
her solitary supper. She imagined having a guest across the little
gate leg table from her, perhaps even a gentleman caller. She would
lay the table with care and they would have a nice meal. Maybe they
would take a bottle of wine out to the living room to watch a
movie.

She shook her head.

“Don’t be ridiculous, Anna.
No one is interested in you that way.” She cleared up her supper
things and went to bed with her book.

Far above, Theophilus looked out over the
city. He had seen Anna return, of course, and wondered whether she
would come up to the roof. It was a temperate evening; she would
not be too cold.

He closed his eyes ...

Wait, he thought. I don’t do that. And yet,
it was true; lids slid up and down over his green eyes.
Impossible.

Impossible or not, he closed his eyes and
slept, dreaming of Anna’s warm hand on his wing and on his
knee.

Anna went to work the next day, as usual.
She completed her tasks with the same quiet efficiency she
displayed from day to day. She ate her solitary lunch. She returned
home. This was her routine, and one of which she had thoroughly
tired. She went to the rooftop where she had created her bower,
this time with pad and pen in hand to make new plans. Something had
to change.

Theophilus noted Anna’s demeanor when she
sat down. No longer sad, no longer thinking of flinging herself
from the roof: determined. She was writing things and striking
through them almost as quickly. Eventually, she clicked her pen
shut and sat it on the table next to the paper. She stood up and
walked over to the wall, putting her hand on Theophilus’ wing.

“I wish you could talk to
me, Theophilus,” she sighed, and leaned her cheek against the
stone.

“I can.” Again, the gentle
male voice echoed in her head.

She stood upright, pushing her red hair
behind her ears and shaking her head a little.

She came around to look at the gargoyle from
the side, and noted that his eyes were now green. How could that
be? It was, in fact, impossible. She knew that. And yet ...

Echoes of every fairy tale Anna had ever
read ran through her memory and, before she could think twice about
her actions, she stepped up to kiss Theophilus gently on his stony
mouth.

She stepped back and squeezed her eyes shut
tight, thinking that she was foolish and yet wondering what would
happen next.

“Anna.”

This time the voice was not inside her head
but directly in front of her.

She opened her eyes.

“Theophilus?”

He was beautiful. His eyes were the green of
firelight seen through emeralds. His mouth was soft and almost
feminine, yet his face was masculine and angelically handsome. He
was arrestingly well-built, and very much naked -- just as he had
been sculpted so many years before.

“This is impossible.” She
shook her head, even as Theophilus stepped off of the pedestal to
stand next to her. His arms wrapped around her and he kissed her
forehead; he wrapped his leathery wings around her
protectively.

“My Anna,” he whispered,
stroking her hair.

Anna wrapped her arms around Theophilus’
waist and laid her head against his chest. Where she expected to
hear a heartbeat, there was nothing.

“This is not going to last,
is it?” she whispered.

Theophilus shook his head.

“I don’t see how it can. I
am not even sure how you made this happen.”

“You are my only friend,
Theophilus.” She looked up into eyes. “I am sure that I am dreaming
now, and that I will wake up in the morning and nothing will be
different. No matter how much I want it to be different. No matter
how much I want my life to have a purpose again.”

“Oh, my Anna.”

 


Her name was a gentle sigh on his beautiful
lips. She reached up to kiss him again, with more passion than she
had ever kissed before.

“My Theophilus.”

She felt so safe and secure in his arms. She
wished that the dream would never end. That she could be held in
his arms forever. A single tear drifted down her cheek and touched
grey stone.

On the corner of the roof of a downtown
apartment building, there is a particularly dramatic granite
sculpture. A handsome man with bat-like wings stands, looking out
over the city. In his arms is a young woman, her head leaning
against his heart. Residents of the building say that their
gargoyle is the most beautiful one in town, and that the sculptor
had captured the radiance of a couple in love.

Anna and Theophilus watch.

 


***

 


Betrayed by a Kiss

 


He came to me in my dreams.

At first, there was only a fog ... a cool
mist ... and yet, in my dreams, it seemed almost sentient. I would
awake with a surprising melancholy, as though I had been abandoned.
And yet, I had dreamt only of fog ... a fog whose tendrils caressed
my skin with a lover's touch. A fog that whispered my name, even
though I knew it to be impossible. On the nights that the fog did
not come, I dreamed of the distant, mournful howling of a wolf.
Again, I could hear my name borne on the wind, discernable in the
animal's cry.

The first night I dreamed
of his face will be with me always. Pale skin, green eyes,
cascading black curls: his was the face of an angel. How I longed
to kiss his full, red lips, entangle my fingers in his raven locks
... to feel him at my very depths. I awoke in a tangle of bed
sheets, awash with disappointment that my dream was quashed by the
light of day. I went about my morning routine, haunted by the
memory of my dream lover's eyes.

To me, this entire sequence of nighttime
phenomena was best ignored. I shook my head, hoping to physically
cancel the reverie that I entered yet again. A stranger's face
could not possibly have meaning, any more than my name could be
whispered by a teasing curl of mist outside the window.

I turned my attention once more to the
scientific journal in front of me. This was my weekly time set
aside for catching up on anthropological literature; my assistants
knew I was to remain unmolested absent dire emergency. I suspected
that they departed early on Friday afternoons whilst I was thus
occupied, and I did not begrudge them. I, on the other hand,
sometimes found myself looking up at the clock to find that it was
after dark. The museum's guard had walked me to my car more than
once; he thought it unsafe and unseemly for a woman to venture out
into the lonely lot after dark. That I had distinguished myself
both academically and in anthropological fieldwork made no
difference to him. To him, Elena Pritchard, PhD, was just another
woman in need of protection.

I gave up on the journals, unable to focus
my attention. I had a stack of correspondence to review as well;
that ought to suit my poor concentration, I thought.

I signed several letters and placed them in
my "out" box to be sent on Monday; they were all routine letters of
appreciation for donations to the museum's collection. Many of the
items in question would be consigned to storage rooms, but the
donors would have our thanks ... and a tax deduction.

What a cynical creature you're becoming, I
thought. Where on earth had that come from?

I checked my e-mail and made the appropriate
responses. Yes, I could attend that meeting, speak at this
luncheon, participate in a panel. Sometimes I wondered what
motivated me to stay so busy. I denied to myself that it was
because of a lonely apartment. I had no need of companionship;
anyone could see that I was occupied by my work and had no time for
such frivolities as dating or romance.

At least, that was what I told myself.

What had Percy Shelley written about that
broken statue? "I am Ozymandias, king of kings"? Who was fooling
whom, I laughed wryly to myself.

Again, time had passed and it was later than
I thought. I had found a good parking spot near the museum's back
door, so I did not call the guard.

I slipped into my jacket and stepped outside
into the foggy San Francisco night. Mist twined around my ankles
and limned the parking lot's lamps in a dull, golden twilight.

Someone was lounging against my car; he was
tall, dressed in snug-fitting jeans and a black leather motorcycle
jacket. His back was to me, and I saw raven-black hair curl around
the coat collar.

I called out as I approached. "May I help
you? That's my car you're draped on."

He turned to face me and I looked into a
stranger's green eyes ... a stranger of whom I had dreamed.

"I know," he responded, standing away from
the vehicle. "I've been waiting for you for a very long time."

"Have you?" I whispered, unable to tear my
eyes from his gaze.

"Oh, yes. I have." He extended a pale,
graceful hand to me and then drew me into his arms. His hands were
cool as they caressed my cheeks, cupping my chin and tipping my
gaze upward to meet his eyes.

I caressed his silken curls as I whispered,
"Who are you?"

As his lips touched my throat, I could have
sworn he said "Judas."
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