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Chapter One - Fright
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A morning rain drenched Cocoa Beach as Bill Gordon entered Dr. Bennett’s waiting room and scribbled his name on the patient’s arrival log. Another summer storm, brewing in the Atlantic just off the Florida coast, sent thick dark clouds over central Florida, growing larger and darker with each passing minute. Mid-May, too soon for the rainy season, Florida had been soaked by rainstorm after rainstorm for the past month.

Just what we need, more rain, Bill thought, as he picked up a magazine and sat. He looked at his watch: 9:30, I’m right on time, but I bet I’ll be here an hour before I get in. Why does Sam want to see me again? All the numbers were good four months ago when I had my annual Physical; hell, they’re always good. I thought he’d call in a prescription when I came in last week, feeling like crap.

Sighing, he settled back in his chair, thumbing through the magazine, not concentrating on what he read. The recent past kept appearing in his mind along with this unnecessary visit.

Maybe I shouldn’t have retired; everything changed when I did. Maybe none of this would be happening if I’d continued working, he thought, flipping through the magazine. Judie dumps me—then I start feeling like crap. Is it normal to lose weight with a virus? Feeling tired, sure, waking in a sweat in the middle of the night maybe, but the weight loss? He glanced up as the lights flickered with the roar of thunder rumbling through the thick morning air outside the building. And if that’s not bad enough, the weather is lousy. He looked at his watch. 10:15, and I’m still sitting here. I bet I’m here—

“Mr. Gordon.”

Marilyn Owns, the doctor’s nurse, entered the waiting room and looked at him, smiling. Bill rose and followed her into the patient examining station and over to the scales.

“Still 170,” Marilyn said as he stepped off the scale.

“One sixty-five in my birthday suit.”

A smile brightened her face: “​Well, we can verify that if you’d like?”

“No, that’s not necessary,” he replied, not looking at her.

“You just want to spoil all my fun, don’t you?”

With a slight blush, Bill looked at her and smiled as they headed to an examination room: “One of these days, Marilyn, I’m going to take you serious,” he said as the roar of torrential rain pounded the roof.

A wide grin appeared on her face. “Promises-promises—Sam wants another blood sample,” she said, restricting the blood flow in his upper left arm.

“Why?”

“He didn’t say.” She took the sample, bandaged his arm, and started for the door, “he’ll be with you soon.”

“Yeah ... I bet,” he said as the door closed behind her.

In less than five minutes, Dr. Bennett knocked and opened the door: “Hello, Bill.”

“Hi, Doc.”

Bill watched Sam walk over to a stool next to a stainless-steel table and sit, holding Bill’s medical file. Bill didn’t like the look on Dr. Bennett’s face as he waited for Sam to speak.

“I have the results of your blood test from last week,” Sam said, holding up Bill’s medical file, “and it looks quite different than four months ago.” He paused. “You test positive for AIDS.”

“What! I’m HIV positive! Impossible!”

“Your immune system is shutting down because of the rapid loss of white blood cells. From all indications, you are in late-stage two or maybe stage three—but before you explode, we’re going to run the test again; there may have been a mix-up at the lab.” Sam paused again, looking straight at Bill. “But I have to tell you, you have all the symptoms, and even though your tests were good four months ago, it can take up to three months to appear after you are infected.” Maintaining eye contact, Sam paused again. “I’ve known you for a long time, Bill, and I know you’re not the kind to get involved with guys—you know what I mean—but since you broke up with Judie ... maybe a new girlfriend?”

“There isn’t one.”

“You mean to tell me you haven’t been out with another woman since Judie stopped seeing you?”

“Met someone, and we’ve gone out a few times.”

“Gone-out, what do you mean by ‘gone-out’?”

“We met in a bar one night, and yeah, we slept together ... okay. She’s from Orlando, and when she comes to Cocoa Beach, she calls me, but it’s not serious, and I don’t see her that often—it’s not going anywhere—we’re just friends.”

“That sleeps together.”

“Well ... Sure.”

“There’s your possibility; she may have infected you.”

“She’s a very nice person and very clean—there’s no way—”

“You don’t know her past, Bill; she should be tested, and so should Judie.”

“Huh! Why Judie?”

“It’s just a precaution; we need to be sure everyone you’ve had contact with is not infected.”

“Damn! There’s no way Judie will ever see me again after this.”

“Don’t you want to know if she is infected?”

“Of course—but can’t we wait until the new test comes back?”

“Time is very important; you need to talk to her today. If the lab made a mistake, Judie will understand. Maybe it will help get you two back together.”

“You don’t know Judie very well, do you?”

“Do you know how to get a hold of this other lady?”

“I have her number.”

“Call her today, Bill—she should be tested as soon as possible.”

“This can’t be happening,” Bill blurted out, looking straight at Sam, “I live a clean life; how can this happen to me? Betty’s a nice person, and Judie—”

“Hold on, big guy—cool down—let’s take this one step at a time. I hope the lab is wrong, and I’ll know in a week, so until then, try to think positive.” Sam paused. “I know you’re upset. Please make those calls and try ... no; I’m not going to say it; it will be impossible for you to think of anything else. Do you have any questions about this illness?”

“No—I know too much already, but when I come back if nothing has changed ....”

Sam walked to the door and opened it, then looked at Bill: “If the test is positive, there’s a lot we’ll need to talk about.”

Bill sighed. “See you in a week.”

On his way back to the receptionist’s desk to get his next appointment, Marilyn walked by smiling, but he didn’t look at her or return her smile. Sam’s words, “You test positive for AIDS,” wouldn’t go away, and he walked by her in a daze. It was obvious from her playful behavior Marilyn didn’t know the results of his last blood test. The test results would remain confidential until Sam confirmed his diagnosis.

***
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The storm had passed when Bill drove from the doctor’s office heading to Jamie’s Place, a small bar on the beach where he hung out with his best friend, Jake, listening to Jake’s rock band. The bar wouldn’t be open at eleven a.m., but Bill hoped Jake would be there Practicing for the show. With his head about to explode, Bill wanted to talk to someone, and that someone was Jake, the only one he could confide in. He also wanted a drink to clear his head. Bill knocked on the door and waited, then knocked louder, but still no response.

“Damn.”

Walking around to the back, he tried the door finding it locked as well, and an empty parking lot.

Just my luck, but why should this be any different than everything else that’s happened to me? He started his car and headed down A1A to his condo.

I can’t call the girls, he thought as he approached the condo; they’re both still at work, thank God; I don’t know what I’m going to say to them.

Bill entered the condo, headed for the bar, and picked up a bottle of scotch then set it down.

If I start now, I’ll be in no shape to make those calls. What am I going to do while I’m waiting? The beach is too crowded. I don’t want to be around people, but if I stay here, I’ll lose my mind. He flopped down on the couch as his mind tried to cope with Sam’s devastating words.

I had it all figured out: saving my money, investing in real estate, and retiring early. Fred gave me good advice, talking me into buying this condo ten years ago, and now I own all four units. I own other properties as well. Yeah, it was smart. Who else owns a four-unit condo on Cocoa Beach free and clear? No one I worked with, but what good is it if I have AIDS? Was staying single smart? Would this be happening if I were married? The married guys I worked with will never have to worry about AIDS. He sighed. If Judie hadn’t broken up with me, this would never have happened. Why did she? And now this! This can’t be happening; it can’t! I should’ve married years ago, then maybe none ... I’ve got to get out of here!

Bill went to the garage, put his fishing tackle in the trunk of his car, and drove to the marina on the Banana River. After renting a boat and motor and buying some bait, Bill headed out into the river, looking for a place to be alone and maybe even do a little fishing. It didn’t matter. He just wanted to stop thinking about his conversation with Sam.

The air was still and the water calm as Bill headed into the river. He kept cruising until he spotted a tiny cove on the south side of a small Island in an area known as the Thousand Islands. With the throttle reduced to idle, he inched his way into the cove and dropped the anchor a few yards from a grove of Mangrove trees along its shore.

I hope nothing’s biting; I’m not sure I’m in the mood to mess with a fish right now, he thought as he baited his hook with a live shrimp and tossed it into the water, wiping his fingers on his pants. 

Staring into the water, Bill sat, watching the line as the shrimp tried to get away. Even the gentle sounds of the water lapping the side of the boat were oblivious to him. His mind a blank now, gazing into a sea of nothingness with the water and his line a fuzzy blur in the foggy thoughtless mist, clouding his mind. The dull, aching nauseating feeling was still in his stomach that formed and grew as Sam informed him of his test results. Everything around him continued to fade as he drifted deeper into an abyss of agony and self-pity.

Bill jumped as his fishing pole bent double, almost yanked from his hands, as a large fish grabbed the shrimp and ran. Standing, he jerked the pole upward, setting the hook, reeling in line, playing the fish as it twisted and turned, jerking in a frantic effort to get free. The fish continued to twist and turn as he played it until it tired, and Bill pulled it into the boat.

Still a little startled, he watched a large saltwater trout flopping and flicking its tail on the bottom of the boat, one of the largest he had ever caught. Picking the fish up by its gills, being careful to avoid the large sharp teeth in the front of the fish’s mouth, Bill removed the hook. He held the fish for a moment, then lowered it into the river, watching it flick its tail, diving deep below the surface.

“Wow, that was a big one. I can’t believe they are biting at this time of day,” he said out loud as he baited the hook once again, tossing the line over the side of the boat.

***
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About 3:30, Bill started the engine and headed back to the marina. He caught and released a dozen trout during the day and, for a short time, forgot about Dr. Bennett’s diagnosis that morning. When he looked at his watch, however, reality returned, and the pain and nausea re-emerged in his stomach. What he was about to do—call the girls—would take a lot of courage, and he wanted a drink in the worst way. But he would wait until after the calls. It would be difficult enough with a clear head to ask them to be tested for HIV without scaring the hell out of them, as it did him when Sam said: “You test positive for AIDS.” Fog once again filled his head as he docked the boat, gathered up his gear, and headed for his car.

“Hey, mister, aren’t you forgetting something?” the owner of the marina shouted as Bill walked past.

“I thought I paid you when I got here?”

“You did, but you paid for a full day; you’ve been out less than half a day—you have money coming back.”

“Keep it; it was worth every penny.”

When Bill walked through the door of his condo, he glanced at the bar, then his watch: 4:15. Judie will just be getting home. I’ll wait a few minutes, but I still don’t know what to say to her. He sat on the couch pondering, still trying to find the right words, but fog continued to cloud his head as his last conversation with Judie echoed in his mind:

“I’m sorry, Bill, I can’t go through with this right now.”

“Quit kidding, Judie; this is what we’ve been waiting for.”

“I’m not joking; it’s too soon. I need time.”

“Too soon—how can it be too soon—we’ve been planning this for over a year?”

“I know, but it’s ... it’s happening so fast; I’m not sure—”

“Okay, it’s normal to have cold feet, I guess. Now that I’m retired, why don’t you move in with me and keep working until you get over your jitters.”

“You don’t understand.” He could see her remove the ring from her finger and hand it to him. “I don’t think we should see each other for a while. I need to be alone. I’m sorry, Bill—I’ll call—goodbye.”

“Judie, wait!” He could again feel the emptiness as he saw the door close behind her, as the vision faded.

I’m still waiting for that call, and now I’m the one who has to make it. This will be the most difficult phone call I’ve ever made.

He picked up the phone and dialed Judie’s number. The phone rang once, twice, then: “Hello.”

“Judie.”

“Oh. Bill—I ... I’m sorry I haven’t called, but I wasn’t sure what to say; I owe you an explanation, I—”

“Damn right, you owe me an explanation! He said, interrupting, “It’s been months. You—”

“I’m sorry,” Judie said before he could finish, “I should have told you a long time ago, but it’s not easy to do; I started having doubts about us before you retired—”

“Doubts!” He interrupted again. “We went together for two years. Engaged for half of it. How—”

“Can’t you just listen!” She blurted out. It became silent for a moment. “When you retired and started pushing me to get married and quit my job ... well ... I got scared. That’s why I broke up with you. Then I met Jim and—”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa, wait a minute. I’m sorry, Judie; that’s not why I called. There’s something I need to talk to you about, but this isn’t it.” He paused. “I can see what’s happening—we’ll talk about it some other time, but there’s something you need to know, and I’m having a hard time trying to tell you.”

“What else could there be to talk about?”

“I’ve been to the doctor, Judie, and ... well ... there’s a problem with my blood test, but they’re running it again to see if the lab botched the test. I’m sure that’s what it is. It can’t be anything else.” He paused again.

“A problem with your blood test? Why are you telling me? It doesn’t make any sense. I would think you would be more concerned about us but all you want to talk about is you and this stupid test. Honestly, Bill, I—”

“Will you just shut up for a minute and let me finish! I’m sorry, Judie, I didn’t mean to ... they think I have AIDS, Judie. I know it must be a mistake, so—”

“What! AIDS! Are you serious? How can that be possible!?”

“It can’t; that’s why they’re running the test again, but Sam insists that you be checked for HIV, just as a precaution. So, go to your doctor and get a blood test—okay?”

“Can’t I just wait until your test comes back? There’s no way you could have AIDS; you haven’t been with anyone but me. Sam doesn’t think I gave it to you, does he?”

“No ... of course not.”

“Then how can he think you’re HIV positive? Are you seeing someone else?”

“Well ... I went out with this woman from Orlando a time or—”

“Bill! How could you!”

“Hey, it was after you started sleeping with ... whatever his name is; did you expect me to sit around and mope?”

“Well, I don’t know, but I didn’t expect to hear you are seeing someone else, and I still don’t see why I should be tested.”

“I’m not seeing someone else; we just went out a few times—that’s all.”

“And you slept with her ... right?”

“Well ...”

“Bill! I can’t believe what I’m hearing.” It became quiet. “She’s the one that needs to have the test; it’s obvious that’s where you got it—if you are HIV positive.”

“Sam said it looks like a full-blown case of AIDS, not just HIV positive, and I’m calling her when I finish talking to you, so humor me and get the damn test. Sam said time is of the essence.”

“Okay. I’ll get the damn test, but if you think there can be anything between us after this, you’re wrong.”

“Hell—you made up your mind about that long before now; you’re just using this as an excuse for what you’ve done. Don’t try to make me out the bad guy. I wouldn’t have gone out with Betty if you hadn’t ...”

“I’m sorry, Bill, you’re right. I’ll go get the test and let you know the results.”

“Just have your doctor notify Sam, okay?”

“I’m sorry, Bill, I—”

“I got to go, Judie—goodbye.” Bill hung up the phone, leaned back on the couch, and took a deep breath. “Well, that call turned to crap real fast, might as well get it over with.”

He dialed Betty’s number and waited for her to answer.

“Hi, Betty, it’s Bill, how are you?”

“Bill—gee, it’s nice to hear from you. It’s been a long time, too long. I’ve been out of town on business, so I couldn’t call. I just got back last week. I was thinking about calling you. I’m going to Cocoa Beach this weekend and wondered if you had any plans.”

“Thanks, Betty, but I have something I need to talk to you about.” He paused. “I don’t know how to start, so I’ll just spit it out. I went to the doctor, and my blood test results were not good—but they’re doing them over. There must have been a mix-up at the lab, and I know it has nothing to do with you, so try not to get mad.” Bill paused again, and Betty remained silent. “The doctor said the test show I have AIDS, but I know it has to be a mistake, and as I said, it has nothing to do with you, but—”

“This is some kind of a sick joke, isn’t it?”

“It’s no joke, Betty. They’re running more tests, but Sam, my doctor, insists you need to have a blood test as soon as possible. It’s just a precaution, but please do it as soon as possible.”

“Bill, you’re scaring the hell out of me, you don’t think I gave—”

“No! Of course not. There’s no way it could be you, but Sam is very thorough, so please be tested tomorrow if possible.”

“I don’t understand—I’m not that kind of woman, but if you are HIV—”

“It’s worse than that,” Bill said, interrupting. “It’s AIDS, and it’s in the mid to late stage, so you see, there’s no way it can be true. The test must have gotten mixed up in the lab; that’s all it can be. But if it were true, I could have infected you also; that’s why Sam wants you to have the test. I’m so sorry for putting you through this, Betty, but I don’t know what else to do.”

“Oh, Bill, I feel so sorry for you; I can’t imagine what you are going through. I wish there were something I could do. Do you want me to come over? If you need someone to talk to—”

“No—I don’t think that’s a good idea right now, Betty. Just get the test run and have your doctor call Dr. Samuel Bennett in Cocoa Beach with the results.”

“Okay, I’ll do it right away, and I guess you are right. Maybe we shouldn’t see each other until this is over.”

“I agree and thank you for being so understanding. I thought you would be mad and yell at me—I wouldn’t blame you if you did. I hope we can still be friends when this is over.”

“I’m sure we can, Bill; I will pray for you.”

“Thank you, Betty—goodbye.”

Bill ended the call. Why can’t Judie be understanding like Betty? Now, what do I do? This is going to be one hell of a long week.

Bill sighed a long and deep sigh as he rose, heading for the bar to fix a scotch on the rocks. As he sipped his drink, he sat on a bar stool, trying to forget his visit with the doctor, the phone calls to Judie and Betty, and the possibility of dying from a disease that was impossible for him to have. He nursed the scotch for a good thirty minutes, then decided to shower and go to dinner.

***
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Bill pulled into the parking lot at Dockside around seven. Dockside, located just off the 520 causeway on the east side of the Banana River, was one of his favorite places to eat. Over half the restaurant is an open deck right on the river and as usual, packed. He scanned the crowd and spotted a table off in the corner where two people were getting up to leave, so he made his way to the table. A busboy hurried over and began clearing the table as Bill approached, and he waited for him to finish.

Perfect. It’s away from most of the crowd. I hope I don’t see anyone I know.

It took a while for a waitress, one he didn’t know, to make her way to Bill’s table.

“Good evening, sir. Sorry to keep you waiting,” she said as she handed him a menu. “May I get you something to drink?”

“I don’t mind waiting; a Michelob, please.”

The waitress left to get the beer, and he sat back in the chair, looking at the crowd. Everyone seemed to be having a good time. Some people laughing and talking. Others leaning on the railing along the water looking for porpoises and manatees, and guys standing at the bar discussing the affairs of the day. Everyone seemed happy, all except Bill. Bill was having the worst day of his life, and he didn’t want to share it with anyone except Jake. He would see him later at Jamie’s Place. Jamie’s Place opened at five, but Jake wouldn’t be there until around eight. The Band started playing at nine on Fridays, so Jake arrived before eight to warm up. Until then, Bill wanted to appear invisible to the rest of the world.

Five minutes later, the waitress returned with his beer. “I apologize for being so long; we are very busy.”

“It’s okay; I’m in no hurry.”

“Thank you—are you ready to order?”

“What’s the fish of the day?

“Flounder.”

“Okay, and Italian on the salad.”

“Thank you, sir, it may be a while. I’ll be right back with your salad, but the kitchen is running behind ... sorry.”

“Don’t worry about it. Just keep an eye on my beer.”

“I’ll bring another with your salad.”

“Great.”

***
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Around 8:30, Bill left Dockside and headed for Jamie’s Place. He enjoyed his dinner—even though it arrived late—and by the time he finished eating, he had consumed three beers. He wasn’t drunk but could feel a slight glow and the serenity that accompanied it. Things didn’t seem quite as hopeless as before, and once again, he reassured himself that this was all a huge mistake and would soon be over.

Jake, busy on stage with his back to the audience, warming up, didn’t see Bill enter. The crowded bar gave Bill doubts about finding a table, but he spotted one far in the back and made his way to it. Since the band hadn’t started playing, the bar roared with the deafening noise of people talking and laughing as the waitresses scurried around delivering drinks and taking orders. Just before nine o’clock, a waitress made her way to Bill’s table.

“Hey, Bill, how you doing?”

“Okay, I guess, Mary, and you?”

“Great—what’ll it be, scotch on the rocks?”

“Please.”

“Be right back; you want to make it a double? It may be a while before I make it back as busy as we are.”

“No, a single is fine.”

As Mary hurried back to the bar, Jake turned to face the mike to start his first song. Bill waved, and Jake pointed at him, then signaled the band to start playing. Everyone stopped talking and turned toward the stage as the music began.

The band took a break at 9:50, and Jake made his way to Bill’s table: “Hey bro, how’s it going?” Jake said, giving Bill a high five as he sat.

“I’m still trying to figure it out, Jake; I’m not having a good day.” Mary arrived with a drink for Jake and another scotch for Bill.

“I thought you’d be ready for another one,” she said, setting the drinks down.

“Thanks, Mary,” Bill replied.

“Yeah, thanks, pretty lady,” Jake said, raising his glass. As Mary hurried off, Jake turned toward Bill. “What’s goin’ on, dude?”

Bill looked at Jake and then took a sip of scotch. “I went to the doctor today to get the results of my blood test,” he paused, “and he told me I have AIDS.”

“No way, man!”

“I know, so they’re running another test—but Sam says I have all the symptoms ... I don’t know what to do, Jake; it scares the hell out of me.”

“Hey ... it’s got to be a mistake, dude. You’re too straight; it’s not possible for you to have AIDS. Me—yeah, but you—no way. I told ya how I used to do drugs when I was young and stupid. I blew my big chance at cutting a record and lost my band. I used dirty needles and slept in alleys, so me, yeah, but not you, man; impossible.”

“That’s what I keep telling myself, but I’ve felt like crap for a couple of months, so it’s got me worried.”

“Gotta be a mistake—must be a flu bug or something—there’s no way you could be HIV positive.”

“It’s worse than that, Jake; doc says it looks like late second stage or maybe third stage AIDS—he’s not sure, but it looks bad.”

“C’mon, man—think about it; that don’t make no sense. How could you be that sick and not know it before now? No—it’s gotta be a mistake, no way man, no way.”

“I know, but I keep thinking Sam has always been right in the past, so maybe he’s right this time.”

“You’re gonna drive yourself crazy thinking like that, dude; it’s gonna be okay—you’d half ta had it for years to be that far along. Ain’t possible, man—just ain’t possible.”

“That’s what I keep telling myself, but I have this feeling—”

“Gotta go, man,” he said before Bill could finish, “catch ya later.” Jake got up to go and looked straight at Bill. “It’ll be okay, dude; just relax and enjoy the music.”

Jake returned to the stage and started playing, and Bill continued sipping his scotch.

At the next break, Jake returned to Bill’s table and, at the end of the show, picking up the conversation where they left off, trying to convince Bill everything would be fine. Through all of this, Mary made sure Bill always had a drink in front of him, so by closing time, Bill was drunk. Not so drunk he couldn’t walk or still carry on a conversation, but enough not to care about some dumb old blood test, but much too drunk to drive.

“I’m gonna drive you home, dude,” Jake said, stretching out his hand, “give me your keys.”

“Nah, I’m okay. I kin drive myself—I feel great.”

“Sure, you do, but I’d feel better if you let me take ya. What if you get stopped?”

“Hey, I know ’em all, don’t I? I work with ’em, member.”

“C’mon, bro, humor me. I’ll worry about you all night.”

He looked at Jake, then relented: “Okay,” he said, handing him his keys, “but I’m fine, watch.”

Bill tried to walk a straight line but had some difficulty, so Jake put his arm around his shoulders and walked him to the car.

One of the band members followed Jake to drive him back, but Jake made sure Bill was on his way to bed before leaving.
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Chapter Two – Ray of Hope
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Bill awoke the next morning with a slight headache, so he took some aspirin and headed for the Moon Hut for breakfast. His mind continued revisiting the events of the previous day.

It all seems like a bad dream now, but it’s not, he thought, remembering the conversations with Judie and Betty, and even more the one with Jake. I want to believe all you said last night, Jake, but Sam’s words are still ringing in my ears. He always tells it like it is, and he doesn’t exaggerate. I bet he’s just running the test again for my benefit. I could see the truth in his eyes when he spoke. A cold chill ran through him as the look in Sam’s eyes appeared in his mind. It’s gonna be one damn long week, he thought as he finished his breakfast.

***
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Time moved very slow as Bill waited for his next appointment with Sam, and each day seemed longer than the one before. Keeping busy was difficult because nothing appealed to him; he didn’t want to talk to anyone, so he stayed away from bars. Concentrating on TV shows and movies became impossible and so was reading a book or the paper. He found himself waking in the middle of the night, getting dressed, and taking a long walk on the beach.

The waiting was harrowing, but when the day arrived, once again, he found himself sitting in the waiting room, anticipating what would happen when he saw Sam.

“Mister Gordon.”

Bill looked up at Marilyn, standing in the doorway, waiting for him. As he rose from his seat and started across the room, he saw a different Marilyn than last week. The smile had changed from her usual bright, radiant smile with a sparkle in her eyes, to one almost unnoticeable and eyes avoiding eye-to-eye contact.

“I know we just checked your weight last week, but I need to do it again if you don’t mind,” she said as they approached the scales.

“Sure, no problem.”

“No change; please have a seat,” she said, pointing to the chair next to the blood pressure instrument. Bill sat without speaking while Marilyn took his temperature and checked his blood pressure. “Temperature’s okay, but your blood pressure is a little low.” They headed toward examining room two. “Have a seat; Sam will be right with you.”

“Thanks, Marilyn,” he said as she started for the door. Marilyn glanced at him and tried to smile as she closed the door, but her eyes gave it away—the smile was fake. “Damn! I don’t need to talk to Sam; I already know,” he mumbled.

Ten minutes later, Sam rapped on the door and walked in.

“Don’t say a damn word! I already know, but how in the name of God can this be happening to me!? I don’t understand. Make some sense out of this for me, Sam. It’s impossible; was it one of the girls—no, it couldn’t be—could it?”

“I don’t blame you for getting mad, and you’re right. Judie and Betty’s tests were negative, so don’t worry about them. But I told them to have a follow-up test again in three months—for peace of mind.”

“You mean you think I may have infected one of them—right?”

“Possible, but I doubt it.”

“We know it didn’t come from them, so how did I get it?”

“You’ll need to help me with that one, Bill; I haven’t a clue. What about this rock buddy of yours, could—”

“Now wait a minute, Sam, the closest we’ve ever been is to shake hands—you know me better than that. Hell! I’m as straight as they come, and so is Jake.”

“You need to think about it, Bill, but that’s not your main concern; we need to get you started on some medicine to control this disease. I still don’t understand how you can be as far along as you are; there have been some cases but very few.”

“Well, what’s my options? Can I continue to live a normal life—do all the things I’ve always done?”

“Most things—but you need to tell your friends about this and stay away from people who are ill. Even a common cold can be dangerous.”

“What about the medicine—what good will it do? Will I get better—is there any hope?”

“All we can do is try to stabilize your condition. That’s all the drugs can do; there is no cure, but drugs like AZT can be effective. AZT and similar drugs have prolonged many people’s lives.”

“There’s got to be something else. I won’t just throw my hands up and give up.”

“I’m not asking you to give up. There’s nothing we can do other than stabilize your condition. The medical community has spent a lot of time and money on this disease, but there’s a lot we don’t know.”

“Come on, Sam—there must be something—anything—research programs, experimental tests ... anything!”

“Yes; we’ve tried a lot of different drugs and ran many experimental tests but with little success.

There are three approaches to dealing with this disease. One is to develop medicine to kill the virus but not the patient. Another is to develop a vaccine to prevent the disease; the third is prevention through education. We keep trying ... maybe someday.”

“Someday—I can’t wait for someday—what about right now?”

“There’s a team in Orlando that ran an experimental program on five volunteers—after years of lab testing—but none survived. They’re trying to develop a drug to kill the virus; the first approach I mentioned. They’ve re-engineered their chemical cocktails and are trying again—but you don’t want any part of that, Bill, it’s suicide.”

“I want in.”

“I told you it’s suicide, and besides, you will have to qualify; they’re having a tough time finding volunteers. Many have applied, but most are too far along to survive the test; the first five died, remember; you don’t want to throw away what time you have left.”

“How much time do I have?”

“I can’t answer that; a lot depends on how well you take care of yourself and your reaction to the medicine. People don’t die from AIDS; they die from other infections or cancer.”

“How long, Sam?”

“I don’t know; if I told you anything, I’d be guessing.”

“Guess.”

“One to Five years—but it could be longer; you could—”

“Yeah, I know it could be longer, but what kind of life will I have? I want in, Sam—can you get me in?”

“Look, Bill, this program lasts for a year, and every one up to now has died—and the chemicals they are using will make you sick, very sick, don’t ask—”

“I refuse to live like this; I can’t sit around and watch myself degrade and die. I want a chance, Sam. I don’t care how risky it is. I just want a chance—can’t you understand that?”

The room became quiet as Sam stood looking at Bill for a moment. He had known him for about thirty years and considered him a friend as well as a patient. He knew Bill was very strong-willed, and once he made up his mind about something it would be next to impossible to talk him out of it. He could see Bill’s side of this and might even feel the same in his shoes, but he thought a lot of Bill and didn’t want to see him throw away what little time he had left. He wanted to help Bill make the best decision, but for the first time in his life, when dealing with a patient, he didn’t know what to say.

“I would rather you stick with the normal treatment routine; in four or five years, they may have a cure and—”

“May,” Bill interrupted, “but the odds are worse than a crap shoot; didn’t you say they’ve re-engineered the chemicals—maybe they will work this time.”

“Don’t get your hopes up; chances are they won’t, but I’ll check into it for you. I can see you’ve made up your mind ... you realize you may not be accepted. As I said, most who want to participate are so weak they wouldn’t survive. The treatment may kill them before the disease. That’s what happened in the first test. It’s difficult convincing someone who is HIV positive and in the first stage to risk their life on an experimental treatment. So, the people who do agree are very ill and weak. The first study ran for six months; now, they start with a much weaker dose and increase the strength much slower, hoping the subject's metabolism will adjust to the harsh effects of the chemicals.”

“What are my chances?”

“You’re a rare case. I would imagine you’re a better fit than most. Your metabolism is still strong, and all your vital signs are good. If they accept you, it means a year in the hospital in Orlando.”

“No hospitals, Sam; I want to stay at home.”

“Impossible. The first couple of months won’t be that bad, but as the strength of the chemicals increases, you’ll need to be monitored very close, so doing this at home is not an option.”

“I’ll hire a full-time nurse when the time comes. Hell, what else am I going to do with my money?”

“I don’t think they will agree; maybe you should just forget it.”

“I don’t see why I have to be in the hospital if all I’m doing is taking drugs. Hospitals are expensive, and besides, my insurance won’t cover it. A nurse at home can’t cost any more than being hospitalized.”

“As a volunteer, there is no cost to you, and for the first two or three months, they may let you stay home if you come into the office at least once a week so I can monitor you. But after that, you’re going to become very ill and weak. I’m sure they will want you in Orlando under their constant care for the remainder of the program.”

“Will they be using any sophisticated equipment to monitor my condition?”

“I doubt it, but they may want to plug you into a computer so they can plot your vitals to determine how the medicine is affecting them. As I said, you’re going to get very sick and weak. You’ll lose weight and all your hair and may get to the point where you can’t get around on your own. This is no cakewalk we’re talking about, my friend. It’s a very risky experiment.”

“Do you think it’s going to increase my will to live lying in a hospital bed, day in and day out? I don’t care what it costs me to stay home; I can afford it, and at least I’ll be in familiar surroundings. Just being able to look out the window at the ocean will make it easier to bear. If it gets too bad, I’ll go to the hospital. I can get one of those medical alert monitors if necessary until I need a full-time nurse.”

“You don’t have to convince me; it’s Doctor Long you need to convince.”

“I don’t have to convince him, Sam. You do, and I’m counting on you to do that.”

Sam looked at Bill for a moment and then shook his head. “I knew that’s what you would say. I’ll try, but it isn’t going to be an easy sell.”

“You’re good with words, Sam; I know you can do it.”

“Enough of the soft soap—I’ll do my best. I’m sure he will want to talk to you before they decide. I’ll call Dr. Long this afternoon, but I make no guarantees.”

“That’s the first positive thing I’ve heard you say since you walked into the room.”

“We still need to know how you became infected. There’s got to be an explanation, something you’ve forgotten or something you’re not telling me. You’re still working with the county sheriff, aren’t you?”

“Sure, for the past five years, so you know I take good care of myself.”

“Are you sure nothing happened while you were on duty—or you got drunk one night and can’t remember what took place?” It’s important to know how you were infected to understand how the virus has advanced so rapidly. It’s very unusual.”

“When I work as an ​auxiliary deputy, and we arrest someone, we always use gloves, and no one has spit on me, bled on me, or scratched me. We’re very careful. And I haven’t been drunk and slept with someone I can’t remember. It’s beyond me how this could happen. Could I have been infected by someone working in a restaurant or maybe a bar?”

“We’ve pretty well ruled out those possibilities,” Sam replied, “there has to be something you’re missing.”

“Yeah, there must be, but I can’t imagine what it can be,” Bill said, raising his hands. “All I know is that ever since I retired, nothing has gone right. The closer I got to retirement, the more remote Judie became, and when I did retire, she stopped seeing me altogether, and before long, she’s seeing someone else. Then a few months ago, I’m walking on the beach ... Damn!” Bill said, staring at Sam. Sam didn’t speak. “I forgot all about that. Damn!”

“Well, are you going to share it with me or keep me in suspense?”

“Sorry. I was walking on the beach a while back when I saw this guy out beyond the surf, drowning, so I went in and pulled him out. He had swallowed a lot of water and wasn’t breathing, so I started CPR after trying to get some of the water out of his lungs. When he started coming around, he began coughing and upchucked all over me; some went in my mouth. As soon as the lifeguard arrived and the guy was stable, I washed in the surf and rinsed my mouth. That was the most disgusting thing that has ever happened to me. I don’t like to think about it.”

“You may have found the smoking gun, my friend. How long ago did this happen?”

“Oh, maybe four months or so I suppose. I’m not sure.”

“What happened after you revived him?”

“The ambulance arrived and took him to the hospital; after that, I don’t know, I was out of town for a while. Yeah, in fact, I left for Vegas the next day and was gone for two weeks.”

“Did you check on him when you got back?”

“No. I just wanted to forget about it; like I said, it was disgusting.”

“Tell me more about what happened; what did this guy look like?”

“Young—twenty-two twenty-four, but he looked frail.”

“What about when the vomit got in your mouth? Did it burn?”

“Now that you mention it, it did, and also when I rinsed in the surf.”

“Did you have any open wounds in your mouth at the time; any cuts, scratches, or a tongue bite perhaps?”

“Maybe—sometimes I get a canker sore that’s hard to heal; I think I did have one about then. I put salt on them; it burns like fire, but they’re gone in a few days.”

“You know you can buy an over-the-counter medicine that will relieve the pain and heal.”

“I know, but the salt works faster—what’s a little pain?”

Sam gave Bill a blank stare. “Do you remember what day you flew to Vegas?”

“Let’s see ... it was after New Year’s. I think the fifth maybe—yeah, I’m sure it was the fifth. I was still upset about Judie dating, so I gave myself a vacation to try and forget about it—it didn’t work.

“I thought it a little strange someone was swimming, but you remember how warm it was last winter. There were quite a few people on the beach, snowbirds, I guess. Some surfers, and this guy were in the water, but no one else. Yeah, Sam, I’m sure it was the fifth. I have it marked on my calendar; I’ll check when I get home and call your receptionist.”

“Did you meet Betty Smart before this happened?”

“Yes.”

“Seen her since?”

“No; she’s been away on business.”

“Then she has nothing to worry about.”

“That’s good; I’d hate to think—”

“I guess they took him to Cape Canaveral for treatment,” Sam said, interrupting.

“I guess.”

“Okay, I’ll see what I can find out, and I’ll make that call to Arnold Long. I want you to go home and try to relax. I’m not going to prescribe anything at this time, not until I talk to Long, it could affect the medicine they’re using in the program.”

“I’m counting on you, Sam—without this program, I don’t stand a chance of beating this ... this damn thing.”

“Wish you would change your mind, but I know better. I’ll do the best I can and call you as soon as I know.”

“Thanks, Sam.”

“I think you know your way out,” Sam said as he opened the door to leave. Bill followed him out of the room.

***
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That evening, Bill went to Jamie’s Place to tell Jake the bad news. Feeling very despondent by the time he arrived, he ordered a double scotch but was determined to stay sober.

At first break, Jake made his way to Bill’s table. “Hey, man, ain’t seen you all week. Guess you talked to the doc.”

“Yeah, Jake, I talked to him today, and the news isn’t good. The test was positive; I have the damn AIDS virus. I can’t believe my life has turned to crap this fast.”

“Man! That’s a real bummer; can they give you drugs or something to help?”

“They have drugs I can take, and I guess sometimes they keep you going for a while, but I want to try something else. There’s this experimental program I’m trying to get into but it’s a long shot even if I do get in.”

“But if you do, you’ll be cured, right?”

“It’s not that sure of a thing, Jake. The first five that tried it died.”

“Then don’t do it, dude—it’s crazy.”

“You sound like my doctor; he gives me one to five years without this program.”

“So, he’s pushing you into it by scaring the hell out of you; don’t listen to him, bro.”

“No—you don’t understand—he tried to talk me out of it. I’m the one who wants to try it; it’s my chance to defeat the virus, not just learn to live with it. Without it, I’m sure to die in a few years, and I’ll be miserable all the time. I don’t want to live that way. The way I see it, it’s my best chance, no matter how slim it may be.”

“What’ll it be like this program?”

“It runs for a year, and I’m hoping I can talk them into letting me stay home instead of going to the hospital. In the beginning, I’ll be able to get out, but after the first few months, I’ll be in no shape to go anywhere. I’ll be miserable and bored. At least if I’m home I can sit on the patio and look at the ocean, watch the surfers catch a wave and people playing on the beach. I can’t imagine how bad it would be in a hospital.”

“You’re right about that, dude; the hospital is a real bummer—hey! This would be a good time for me to teach ya ta play the Guitar. You told me you always wanted to learn.”

“That’s an old dream of mine, but I don’t have musical talent like you. It’d be a waste of time.”

“Aw hell, dude, I know you can do it, and it will take your mind off this thing, man. Even if you don’t get in this program, it will do ya good. I won’t take no for an answer.”

“You’re a good friend, Jake, thanks.”

Jake went back on stage, and when the session ended, Bill and Jake talked for about an hour before Bill started for home, and this time he drove. Once home, Bill poured another scotch on the rocks and headed for the beach. He strolled along the sandy beach, listening to the gentle roar of the waves washing ashore, sipping his scotch, and thinking of nothing at all. About an hour later, Bill found himself sitting on the sand with his arms resting on his knees and an empty glass in his hand. He rose and headed home.

***
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Bill jumped, awakened by the phone ringing beside his bed. He blinked his eyes a few times, rolled across the bed, and looked at the clock: “quarter to ten, can’t be,” he said as he picked up the phone.

“Bill, Sam, are you okay?”

“Yeah, I’m fine, just not quite awake.”

“It’s not like you to be in bed this late—are you sure you are, okay?”

“I went for a walk on the beach last night and got to bed pretty late.”

“I talked to Doctor Long yesterday, and he wants to talk to you on Friday. He’s tied up until then, but he’s willing to drive over here, so you don’t have to go to Orlando.”

“I could drive to Orlando; it’s no problem.”

“I know, but he wants to talk to me also since I will be monitoring you at the beginning of the program.”

“Then he doesn’t have a problem with me staying home, I take it.”

“Not for the first month or two. I didn’t tell him you wanted to do the whole treatment at home. I thought it best to deal with that face-to-face. I think he’s getting a little desperate since he has four others but needs ten. He needs that many to make his findings credible. Then he can apply for more grant money to conduct a larger study.”

“Do you think we can pull it off?”

“I think you can—you can afford the cost, and he’s getting anxious to start. I think we can talk him into getting you started while he is recruiting others. Time is critical for you, the sooner you start, the better, and the better chance the treatment will work. Doctor Long knows that, so I think we have him right where we want him. He will be here at noon. I want you here at eleven. By then, I should hear from the hospital about the man you rescued.”

“This is great news, Sam; I’m beginning to feel like things are not as bleak as I thought.”

“We’re not there yet, and it’s not going to be easy if we persuade Arnold—there are no guarantees.”

“I know, Sam. See you Friday.”

***
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Bill walked into Sam Bennett’s waiting room at 10:45 Friday morning and started to sign in.

“You can come in,” Marilyn said, sticking her head through the door. Bill looked around in surprise, seeing an empty waiting room—something he had never seen. Marilyn held the door open, smiling. As he started through the doorway, Marilyn stopped him. “I’m sorry for the way I acted the last time you were here. I was so shocked to hear ... every time I looked at you, I wanted to cry,” she said with tears in her eyes. “Please forgive me for being so rude.”

“Nothing to forgive. We’ve known each other for a long time, and it’s nice to know how much you care, but it’s going to be okay; I’m going to fight this thing like hell.”

Marilyn put her arms around Bill and hugged him. “Sam is waiting for you in his office.”

“What happened to all his patients?”

“He rescheduled them to give him plenty of time for this meeting.”

“Hell of a guy, isn’t he?”

“That’s why I’ve stayed with him for so long. I couldn’t ask for a better boss.”

Before opening, Marilyn rapped on the office door, and Sam looked up from his desk as they entered.

“Hello, Bill, come in.” He rose and shook Bill’s hand, then gestured for him to sit. “I have the report from Cape Canaveral Hospital. The young man was twenty-three and in late-stage three; he died two days after you pulled him out of the ocean. They speculated that he might have been trying to commit suicide when you found him.”

“That’s what I get for trying to help someone. Next time—”

“Next time, you will do the same thing,” Sam interrupted, “I know you too well to believe anything else.”

“Maybe, but this is one time I wish I hadn’t.”

They continued to discuss the young man Bill pulled from the surf and then the impending meeting with Doctor Arnold Long, laying out their strategy for convincing him to allow Bill to remain home for the treatment. At twelve sharp, Marilyn rapped on the door and entered with Dr. Long, carrying a small black bag.

“Hello, Arnold, nice to meet you in person,” Sam said as he shook Dr. Long’s hand, “this is Bill Gordon.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet both of you,” Dr. Long replied as he and Bill shook hands. “I appreciate you meeting with me on such short notice, Mr. Gordon.”

“Thank you, sir, and I appreciate you taking time out of your busy schedule to drive over here; it’s a pretty long drive from Orlando, and I’m sure the traffic is terrible on a Friday morning.”

“Happy to oblige, sir; shall we get right to it? Dr. Bennett, would you mind if I examine your patient?”

“Please do.”

Dr. Long opened his bag and removed a thermometer, stethoscope, and blood pressure cuff. He performed all the usual tests and sat across the room from Bill, next to Sam Bennett.

“I’m pleased with your condition, considering the progression of the disease, and we should get started as soon as possible—that is—if you are sure you want to participate?”

“Oh, I’m quite sure, Dr. Long.”

“Please call me Arnold, Mr. Gordon.”

“And please call me Bill, Arnold.”

“Before I have you sign anything, Bill, let me give you a little background about my experiment, and you do know it is an experiment, not a proven treatment.”

“Yes, I know. Sam has told me all about it.”

“You do realize you will be in treatment for twelve months, and during most of those months, you will be very ill. It will be like nothing you have ever experienced before; you will lose weight, your hair, and maybe your nerve before it is over; and when it is, you may still have AIDS with a very short life expectancy.” Bill didn’t respond to Arnold’s remark.

“I’m sure Sam has explained this to you, but I want to go over it again. What we are trying to do is destroy the virus without destroying the cells where it resides. There have been many experimental drugs used in this way with no success. Our approach is to use a combination of drugs that, in the lab, have shown great promise. In our first trial, the plan was to start with a low dosage of the chemicals and increase the strength in small increments as the recipient's tolerance increases. It seemed effective initially, but then the patient’s tolerance reversed, and none survived. The human cells’ reaction to the drugs in the lab were quite different than in the patient. I can’t promise you the experiment will have positive results.”

“Thank you, Arnold, for being so candid with me. Nothing you have said has changed my mind. I still would like to be one of the participants, if you find me acceptable.”

“I find you quite acceptable. Can you be in my office in Orlando Monday morning?”

“That’s not a problem, but I have a few conditions I need to share with you before you leave.” Doctor Long looked at Bill, a little puzzled. “I want to remain at home throughout the length of the treatment, and before you say anything, please hear me out. I’m very well off and can afford to hire a full-time nurse, of your choosing of course, when the time comes. I can rent whatever equipment you think is necessary, and I’m even willing to pay any expense you incur because of my remaining at home. I have no one to leave my money to when I’m gone, and like most people, I don’t relish the idea of going to a hospital. And, if these are my last days, I’m sure you appreciate me not wanting to spend them in a hospital. I know it is asking a lot, but I don’t think I could do this confined to a hospital.”

“You realize that the first month or two you will be home, but after that, I don’t think it wise. Even with a full-time nurse, I would feel better if I were close by in case—”

“I’m close by,” Sam said, interrupting.

“Are you willing to put this man’s life at risk in this way?”

“This man’s life is already at risk with this disease; this man’s life is also at risk entering this treatment program. How much more risk do you think it can be for him if he remains in a familiar environment that he loves?”

Doctor Long stared at Sam for a few moments. “I think I’m being double-teamed. I’m not comfortable with it as yet, but I can see the logic in your argument.” He paused. “Okay—we will proceed, but Sam, I expect you to be at this man’s disposal whenever he needs you.”

“You have my word,” Sam replied.

Arnold Long rose and handed Bill a sheet of paper. “This is a map showing you the location of my office. Can you be there by nine Monday morning?”

“I’ll be there, and thanks, Arnold, for being so understanding,” Bill replied, extending his hand.

Doctor Long shook Bill’s hand, looking him straight in the eye: “Why do I have the feeling of winning and losing at the same time? Until Monday.”

When Dr. Long left the room, Bill looked at Sam with a big grin: “This is the first thing that has gone right for me in a long time; thank you, Sam, for backing me.”

“I don’t think I’m ready to say you’re welcome just yet; I’m going to have a lot of sleepless nights for quite a while. I’m not real comfortable with what I’ve done here today—time may or may not justify it.”

“Think positive, Sam; I feel better right now than I have in a long time, and I owe it all to you.”

“I’m happy for you, Bill, but as your doctor, I’m not supposed to be putting your life at risk.”

“Shall I use the same argument on you that you did on Arnold?”

“Get out of here. I’ve got a lot of praying to do.”

“God bless you, Sam Bennett,” Bill replied as he left Sam’s office.

As Bill left, Sam spoke to himself: “It’s you that needs God’s blessings, my friend.”

Bill tingled all over as he drove out of Sam’s parking lot. The relief he felt was invigorating. He knew the odds of this treatment working were very low, but at least he had a chance, a chance that he may beat this hideous disease and live a normal life once again.

I know it’s a long shot, one chance in ten thousand maybe, but it's better than taking some drug that may add a few years to my life. Yeah, add some years, but what kind of life? No, thank you; I know I’m doing the right thing. If Dr. Long hadn’t accepted me, I’m not sure what I would’ve done.

If not accepted by Dr. Long, would he have followed in the young man’s footsteps he pulled out of the surf and tried to take his life? It’s one possibility he pondered the other night during his long walk on the beach. But now he had a whole new outlook on the future, and couldn’t wait to tell Jake the good news.

***
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When Bill entered the bar at seven, he found Jake on stage making final preparations for the nine o’clock show. Since Jake always played to a packed house on Fridays, he practiced for at least an hour before the show. He always performed at his best; he knew no other way, and the crowd was very appreciative, lavishing Jake and his band with spontaneous applause and cheers throughout the night.

Jake saw Bill as he entered the bar, making his way to an empty table, so he went to meet him: “Hey, dude, what’s happening?”

“I got some good news today, Jake; I’m in the program, and I start Monday—how about that!”

“That’s real cool, dude. I’m real happy for you. Sounds like time to celebrate.”

“You got that right, but I’m taking it easy on the booze. I want to be in good shape for my physical Monday—I’m sure it’ll be a doozie.”

“No doubt, man, no doubt, and I have more good news. I broke out one of my old guitars and dusted off some lesson books for ya. We can get started whenever you want.”

“I don’t know Jake. I’d like to, but ....”

“But nothing, man. You can do it, and like I said, I won’t take no for an answer.” Bill looked at Jake, not speaking. “You’re going to be good, man—I know it—all you gotta do is give it a chance.”

Bill smiled. “Okay, what the hell. Wait until after Monday, though. I want to get this first day behind me.”

“Now you’re talking, dude, and I’ll be on your doorstep first thing Tuesday morning, so be ready.”

Bill stayed for the entire performance, sipping his scotch very slow, and switched to ice water halfway through the show.

That weekend, Bill ate most meals at restaurants and took long walks on the beach in the mornings and evenings, spending the rest of the day indoors reading and watching sports on TV. Sunday morning, Bill considered going to church but opted for a walk on the beach instead. It had been a long time since he attended church, and he felt it hypocritical to do so now.

***
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Monday morning, Bill rose with the sun and headed toward Orlando after breakfast. By 8:30 he was in Doctor Longs waiting room filling out paperwork.

“Mister Gordon.” Bill looked at his watch and then toward the voice in the doorway leading to the patient examination area.

He looked at his watch as he rose: Nine o’clock, not bad, he thought as he followed an attractive young woman to the scales.

“Just have a seat, and I’ll check your vitals.” She performed the standard tests and then handed him some papers. “The hospital is three blocks down the street,” she said, “go to admissions. They’re expecting you. When you finish, come back here.”

“I’m on my way,” he said, getting up and heading for the door.

“Just have a seat, sir,” the receptionist at the hospital said after looking at his paperwork.

Great, I wonder how long I’ll be waiting this time?

A few minutes passed: “Mr. Gordon.”

He followed the nurse to another waiting room, and before long, they called him for his first test. The hospital performed an EKG, then a stress test, and took chest X-rays. Of course, he endured long waiting periods between tests, but at last, the testing ended, and he found himself sitting in another waiting room.

“Mr. Gordon.” He looked up at the nurse entering the room, heading in his direction. “You’re free to go, sir. Eat lunch, then go to Dr. Long’s office.”

“Know of a good place to eat?” he asked, getting up.

“I like the Tea Room. It’s just two blocks down the street.”

“Thanks, I’ll give it a try.”

Bill arrived at Dr. Long’s waiting room at 3:30 and was shown into Dr. Long’s office at 4:30. Dr. Long, seated behind his desk studying some papers, looked up as Bill entered the room.

“Hello, Bill, just have a seat. I’ll be with you in a moment.” He went back to studying the papers. A few minutes later, Dr. Long looked at him. “Sorry to keep you waiting. It took a while to get the results from the hospital. It’s surprising since your immune system as weak as it is, you are still in good health. I’m very pleased to have you in the program. Most participants are much weaker than you, reducing their chances of completing the program.” Arnold paused, “but with no other candidates as strong as you—we—along with them, are accepting the risk.”

“That’s too bad about the others,” Bill said.

“You are an exception in many ways; first, you have advanced to stage three in a very short time. Second, you have the physical strength and stamina of someone who may test positive for HIV but with few other symptoms. There are signs, however, that your condition is beginning to change, which is why it is important to get you started right away. You’ll receive your first injection today before you leave. I sent Sam everything you will need for the first month, and I want you to see Sam tomorrow for a checkup, along with receiving your next injection. I don’t expect to see a change from the tests we ran today, and other than a slight pinprick, you won’t know you are on medication. The testing of your vital signs tomorrow is precautionary; I don’t anticipate a change.”

“Okay, Doc; I’ll see Sam tomorrow.”

“For the first week, you will go to Sam’s office to receive your shot, which you will administer yourself under the supervision of a nurse. After that, you may inject them at home. At the end of the first month, you will begin to feel a little tired; before the end of the second month, you’ll begin to experience nausea and a reduced appetite, along with some hair and weight loss. It is important that you eat balanced meals and exercise to maintain your strength.”

“Okay.”

“Try a long walk on the beach in the cool of the morning or late evening. Also, try working out with small weights of three to five pounds. Don’t overdo it; try to maintain some muscle tone. You’ll be receiving medication five days a week, Monday through Friday. Don’t consume alcohol throughout the week. However, a drink or two with meals on weekends is permissible. Any questions?”

“No, doc, you laid it out quite well.”

“Okay then—Martha!” The door opened, and the attractive young nurse, who checked him over when he arrived, entered. “Martha, take Mister Gordon for his first treatment and then release him. I’ll be over at the end of the month to see you, Bill,” Dr. Long said as Martha and Bill started for the door. Bill waved as he followed Martha through the door and down the hall to a patient examination room to receive his first treatment.
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Chapter Three – First Step
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Not wanting to be late for his nine o’clock appointment with Sam, Bill got up at seven Tuesday morning and headed for the Moon Hut. The restaurant was busy, and breakfast took longer than usual. After eating, he had time to go home and brush his teeth before his appointment, but on his way to the garage, the doorbell rang.

“Hey, dude,” Jake said, with a guitar strung over his shoulder and some books in his hand, when Bill opened the door. “Ready for your first lesson?”

“Jake—I didn’t expect you so soon.”

“I told you I’d be here, man, and here I am.”

“I guess you are a man of your word.”

“Sure—it’s my badge of honor—it’s something I picked up in rehab years ago.”

“I’m sorry to disappoint you, but I have a doctor’s appointment at nine. How about you meet me for lunch at Dockside. I’m buying, of course, and we can get started after lunch?”

“You got a date, bro; okay if I leave this stuff here?”

“Sure, and thanks for the loan.”

“Ain’t no loan, man; it’s yours now.”

“No, Jake; I’ll return it when I buy my own.”

“I want you to have it, dude. I haven’t used it in years, and it needs someone to play it.”

“Are you sure?”

“I wouldn’t say it if I didn’t mean it.”

“Well—thank you—I don’t know what to say. I—”

“You just said it, man. See you at lunch.” He handed the guitar and books to Bill.

“Thanks again, Jake. See you later.”

Jake waved as he turned and headed for his truck. Bill stood and watched Jake get into his truck and drive off before closing the door. Before placing it on the couch, Bill looked at the guitar, which appeared to be very old but in excellent condition. I bet this means a lot to Jake, and he’s just giving it to me.

***
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Bill arrived on time for his appointment, and Marilyn came into the patient waiting room at nine sharp, looking for him.

“Good morning, Bill. Follow me, please,” she said, smiling at him. “How are you?”

“Great, now that I’m here with you.”

“Thank you, sir, but be careful. Flattery will get you everywhere with me.”

“Promises-promises, that’s all I ever hear.”

Marilyn laughed as she motioned him to the scale: “You’re in a good mood this morning.”

“I feel like I have a fighting chance now, Marilyn. Getting in this program is the first positive thing that’s happened to me in a long time.”

“We both know it’s a long shot, but I feel very positive about it also.”

Marilyn checked his vitals and then escorted him to a patient’s room. She removed a small package from a drawer and picked up a small bottle from the stainless-steel table, handing the package to him. After wiping his arm with alcohol, she began instructing Bill on how to fill the syringe and administer the medicine. He injected the medicine into his arm and removed the needle, handing the syringe to Marilyn.

“I can see you won’t have trouble doing this at home, but for the rest of the week, we want you to come here for the treatment. Just show up at nine, and I’ll be waiting for you.”

“Now there’s a pleasant thought,” he replied.

“Getting a shot every morning sounds pleasant?”

“No—that you’ll be waiting for me.”

Marilyn’s eyes lit up as a smile appeared on her beautiful face, then her head lowered, and the smile disappeared. She raised her head until their eyes met. “You didn’t know it. I had a crush on you for years, but you never gave me a second look.”

Bill stared at her in disbelief. “But you’re what—twenty years younger than me—I never thought ... of course, I noticed you; it’s all I can do to keep my eyes off of you when I come in here; I would have never guessed ... I mean, how could a beautiful young woman like you go for an old guy like me? I must be a father figure or something?”

“Oh no, it was much more than that. I wanted you to ask me out after I got over the shock of my divorce. I’m not saying it would’ve gone anywhere, but You’re one of the nicest men I’ve ever met and I felt so all alone. I needed the companionship of a strong, handsome man, and I saw that in you. I was afraid to date men of my age for fear of being hurt. I felt that way until I met Jim, but you are still very special to me.”

“I’m in shock. I remember when you were going through your divorce and how much it hurt you. I wanted to do something for you to comfort you, but I was afraid you would think I had something else in mind. I almost asked you out once, but I thought you would laugh at me if I did, so it never happened. Why are you telling me this now?”

“I don’t know—I just wanted you to know. I’m not trying to make things more difficult for you; I want you to know how special you are to me. I love Jim, and we are planning to marry, but I’ll always have a special place in my heart for you. You always make my day brighter when you come into the office—except when I found out ... that’s why I couldn’t face you.” A tear wet her cheek.

“Right now, I feel like the luckiest man alive, except for Jim.”

Marilyn laughed as she wiped away the tear. “Get out of here, and don’t be late tomorrow.”

“Not a chance,” he said, closing the door behind him.

***
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Jake was waiting when Bill arrived at Dockside. They ate lunch and then went to Bill’s condo to start his first guitar lesson.

Jake identified the various parts of a guitar and described their function, then walked Bill through a book that described the basics of reading music. When he finished going through the book, he demonstrated the proper way to hold the guitar and play the note scale. When he finished, he handed the guitar to Bill and helped him place his fingers on the fingerboard, running through the note scale both up and down.

Bill fumbled with the strings for a while but, in time made it through the scale, quite slow at first, then began running through the scale with greater skill.

“You got it, man. Just keep practicing the scale for a while, then try some of these songs in the back of the book and study the book; there’s lots of things we haven’t talked about in here.” Jake thumbed through the book until he came to a song. “Yeah—this is a good one to start with, twinkle-twinkle little star.” He looked at his watch, “gotta go, dude; you gonna be there tonight?”

“I think so, but I’m on the wagon until this weekend; doc says no booze while I’m taking my medicine; I don’t take it on weekends.”

“Later, man,” Jake said as he opened the door to go, “and remember—practice, practice, practice.”

***
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Bill took it easy all week, spending most of his time at home, going out for some meals, and taking long walks on the beach. He went to the club a couple of nights, and Jake stopped by every day, demonstrating new things on the guitar. Bill continued to practice what Jake taught him and tried some of the songs in the back of the book.

On Friday, Marilyn gave him a small bag containing everything he would need to continue the treatments at home, then left while Bill waited for Sam.

“Good morning, Bill,” Sam said as he entered the room, “you look like you are doing great, but I want to check you over before you start the treatments by yourself.”

“Okay, Sam, check away.”

Sam completed the examination, then sat down and started writing in Bill’s medical folder before looking at him: “Everything looks good; you shouldn’t have a problem next week. You’ll still inject 5cc, but the dosage is fifty percent stronger than what you received this week. It will increase fifty percent each week through the first six months. After that, it will remain constant through the ninth month, then decrease, a very small amount at first then more aggressive until it reaches zero by the end of the twelfth month. This stuff isn’t addictive, but you could suffer a violent reaction if it is stopped too abruptly.”

“Sounds simple enough.”

“I don’t think you will notice the increase next week. However, at the end of the third week, you may notice a decrease in energy. By the end of the fourth week, I expect you’ll feel like taking a short nap, and that’s fine. Don’t be surprised if you start losing some hair. I want you here every Friday for the first four weeks. Doctor Long will be here at the end of the month to check you over.

“After the first month, you will be given medicine for two months, and this is when you will need a nurse checking on you. At the end of each month, she will drive you here for a complete checkup, and Arnold will be here to check your progress. By the end of the fifth month, she may spend a lot of time with you—maybe even spending the night if necessary, so be sure you have a spare bedroom prepared for her. She may be living with you before this is over.”

“Gee—do you think so, Sam? I don’t even know this woman.”

Sam smiled, “I see you still have your sense of humor. Do you have any questions?”

“Not-a-one.”

“Okay, see you next Friday.” Sam left the room with Bill right behind him.

Except for walking on the beach, Bill stayed home Friday, preparing his meals and watching TV. He went out for dinner Saturday and drank a beer, finding it more enjoyable than usual. From there, he went to Jamie’s Place to be with Jake and enjoy the show.

“What’ll it be, handsome,” Mary asked, approaching his table.

“Make it a double.”

She hurried off, returning with his drink in record time. “Enjoy,” she said as she scurried off to wait on other customers.

This will have to last me, he thought, as he sipped his drink—savoring every drop.

Bill didn’t consider himself a heavy drinker but did enjoy having a drink whenever he wanted. Not being able to drink through the week bothered him some. Not that he felt the need—the fact that he wasn’t allowed made it difficult—not having the freedom to decide didn’t sit well with him. Even so, he would do whatever necessary to complete the program. Dr. Long said a drink or two with a meal on weekends would be okay, and he pondered whether the double would qualify as one drink or two. After giving the matter sufficient thought, he decided a double was indeed one drink even though it contained two shots of scotch: I’ll nurse this as long as I can and then switch to ice water.

Jake joined him during intermissions, and they discussed his guitar lessons.  Bill didn’t stay until the end of the show, however, starting home a little after eleven.

***
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Bill’s second week mirrored the first, even though the strength of the medicine had increased. Except for a few strands of hair on the shower floor toward the end of the week, the difference wasn’t noticeable. Jake would stop by every other day to continue his lessons. On Monday, Jake demonstrated the technique of playing with a beat, and by Wednesday, Bill was getting the hang of it. He progressed so well Jake began teaching him to play chords.

“A cord gets its name from the most important note in the cord,” Jake explained as he showed Bill how to place his fingers to play the C chord. Jake demonstrated the C and G chords and had Bill practice them, switching from one to the other.

“You should be able to look at a song and play these chords without looking at the guitar or thinking about it.”

“That’s easy for you to say.”

“Aw hell, you’ll be doing it in no time, man—gotta go, you gonna be there Friday? I can’t make it back again this week, but if you come before the show, we can go over what you’ve learned and see how you are doing.”

“I’ll be there, Jake—thanks a million.”

“Later, dude.”

Bill’s second week ended with no problems, and Sam seemed pleased with Bill’s vital signs on Friday. By the middle of the third week, along with losing hair, Bill could see circles forming under his eyes. He also could feel his stamina wane and had to force himself to take his evening walk.

How stupid. I’m not that tired. I love to jog, and these walks are a good substitute. Why am I dreading them? They make me feel so much better, but I just don’t want to do it.

Damn. Now, it’s starting to mess with my head. No, I won’t let it. I’ll defeat you, damn it, so get out of my head; nothing’s going to stop me from completing this program.

At the end of the third week, he’d overcome his reluctance toward the evening walks and established a routine. Now, at seven p.m., he would leave his condo and head down the beach, maybe not with as much energy as before, but still going as far, and once again, he looked forward to the walks.

“I’m pleased with your overall condition,” Sam said when Bill went for his Friday checkup. “But you’re losing a little muscle tone. How’s your stamina?”

“I don’t have as much pep as I used to, but I can handle it.”

“Your weight is down some, and that’s normal with this medicine. You’ll begin to feel the effects of the medicine more by the end of next week, but you should do fine. See you next Friday and remember, Arnold will be here.”

“Yeah, I know, doc; see you then.”

“Don’t hesitate to call if you need me,” Sam said as he left.

***
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Bill didn’t go to Jamie’s Place that weekend, spending both days practicing the guitar, watching sports on TV, and enjoying not having to give himself a shot each morning. Last week, a hint of nausea began to appear about thirty minutes after injecting the medicine. The queasiness, very slight at first, seemed to be increasing, ever so slowly, day by day. Another change occurred that weekend. Because of the nausea and being allowed to have a drink or two on the weekends, Saturday and Sunday began by downing a shot of scotch before coffee and breakfast. It caused a slight buzz and warm glow that got his day started with what he called a thumbs-up attitude. By lunch, the effect of the scotch had passed. The next drink would be with dinner.

With the weekend behind him, Bill began a normal routine of breakfast first thing, then the shot, not of scotch, the medicine. The increased strength of the medicine also caused a slight increase in nausea, but very little, which gave him some comfort since he was prepared for something worse. The nausea passed without incident, and by noon, he had forgotten about it, continuing his normal activities.
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