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Dad. Is. Dying.


I pushed through the after-school crowd in the hallway, repeating the sentence to myself: Dad. Is. Dying. Dad. Is. Dying. With each word, I planted one of my hot-pink Converse into the center of a scuffed floor tile. No stepping on cracks. I didn’t used to be the superstitious type, but these days, new worries popped into my mind constantly. Maybe repeating the thought over and over again would help me to understand it.


Dad. Is. Dying, and just this morning, Mom said it wouldn’t be long now.


Dad. Is. Dying. The words pounded through my mind on loop as I passed the lunchroom and nurse’s office. Rounding the corner by the gym, I almost ran into Ms. Staffio. Startled, she hopped to the side to avoid me.


“Iris!” she exclaimed. I was probably imagining it, but she seemed disgusted, as if nearly bumping into me could contaminate her. Then she patted her already-neat bun. “Pay attention to where you’re going, please.” She forced a smile and adjusted the teacher’s edition of our science textbook under her arm. “I was just on my way to make some photocopies, but I was hoping to see you. I wanted to ask you something.”


I took one more step to complete my thought (Dying.) before responding. “’Kay,” I said.


She looked at me strangely, and for a second, I thought I saw a flicker of something different in her eyes. Sympathy? But no. It couldn’t be. Nobody, not even my best friends, knew that Dad was sick.


“You’re off to Philanthropy Club, I presume?”


“Yeah,” I answered.


“Wonderful. The gerbils’ cage really could use a cleaning. Will you pass that along to the group? I mean, unless you have something more philanthropic on the agenda.” I couldn’t tell if she was being sarcastic. Everyone knew that Philanthropy Club was the after-school activity you joined if your parents insisted that you “get involved” and you had nothing better to do.


Ms. Staffio smoothed her hair again and adjusted the already-perfect collar of her white blouse. Everything about her was so judgmental, and even though I’d gotten really good at not caring what people thought about me and my family, I wondered what was going through her mind.


That Iris, I imagined her thinking in her snooty tone, she looks so disheveled. Someone ought to take her in for a bangs trim—her hair is dangling into her eyes. And on the topic of her eyes, why are they so droopy and bloodshot? It’s like she hasn’t slept in ages. Must be that odd family of hers. Must be because her dad is, you know… gay. In my mind, she’d whisper the last word, gay, because it was so unthinkable.


Well, if those were Ms. Staffio’s thoughts, she would have been right about my appearance. I hadn’t been able to find my hairbrush that morning, and my bangs were hanging into my eyes because for weeks, everyone at home had been too distracted by Dad dying to take me to his barber on the corner for a bangs trim. And my eyes were bloodshot from not sleeping enough, because when your dad is sick, the nightmares claw at you until you wake up, and half of your mind is in your bedroom, and you’re looking out your darkened, eighth-story window over Greenwich Village, dotted with streetlights and car lights and sometimes a two a.m. siren, but the other half of your brain has never seen this bedroom before. Has never seen a bedroom at all, actually. The window glass might not even be there, and it’s probably not, and if you roll over, you’ll be falling through eight stories of thin, too-cold March air to the sidewalk below.


“Iris!” Ms. Staffio said, as if it wasn’t the first time she’d tried to get my attention.


“Yeah?” I asked. The perimeter around the tiles appeared to be shrinking. Moving closer to my shoes. I clenched and unclenched my toes.


“You’ll clean out the gerbils’ cage today? They’re starting to stink. Extra garbage bags are in the cabinet.”


“Oh yeah,” I told her. “The gerbils. Sure.”


She tilted her head to the side as if exhausted by our conversation, or at the very least, confused, and walked away.


I gave up stepping in the centers of the tiles.


In Mr. Inglash’s room, Toby and Will were already at the back table. They were weird and annoying, and I loved hanging out with them. Being in the same room as my closest friends made the tightness in my stomach disappear. I allowed myself to forget about how condescending Ms. Staffio was as I joined them.


“No way,” Toby was saying emphatically while wiping his always-stuffy nose with the back of his hand, his eyes wide with enthusiasm about whatever he and Will were debating. “There is no way that a half-eaten Charleston Chew with your slobber cooties all over it, a baggie of probably stale pretzels, and mini muffins are worth an unopened two-pack of SnoBalls. How gullible do you think I am?” He caressed, and then kissed, his package of pink Hostess SnoBalls.


“Significantly gullible,” Will replied. “And can I point out that you’re making out with your after-school snack?” he continued, grinning, as he leaned back in his chair and rested his shoes on the table next to his Charleston Chew. He poured the entire bag of mini muffins into his mouth and suppressed a cough.


Dad’s sickness loosened its grip on my shoulders as I watched Will attempt to chew. Slobbery bits of muffin escaped his mouth, falling onto his lap. He picked them up one by one and poked them back between his clenched lips.


I pretended to gag. “I hope you know CPR and the Heimlich, Toby,” I said, “because if he chokes, no way am I saving him.”


“Hello to you, too,” Toby said, wiping his nose on the back of his hand again. Will rocked back on his chair legs, waved, and continued chewing.


Grinning, I ran over to the classroom window and cranked it open. Cold March air tumbled in. “Mallory!” I screamed into the void. “Why did you have to move?” Toby, Will, and I laughed as a bunch of kids on the playground turned to look in my direction.


“I feel so sorry for you that she’s in Philly now,” Will said as I relatched the window. “Like, seriously, seriously sorry.” He rubbed his buzz cut. Will was the only African American kid in our grade. Since becoming friends with him, Toby, and Mallory the year before, I’d wondered how he felt being one of the only kids at our private school who wasn’t white, but that wasn’t the kind of thing anyone ever talked about. So for now, I just wondered how he had managed to chew that entire package of mini muffins in one swoop without choking.


I smiled at him, glad that he hadn’t needed the Heimlich over muffins. “Thanks,” I told him. “I feel sorry for me, too.” Mallory, the fourth seventh-grade misfit, former member of the Philanthropy Club, Dungeon Master, and my best friend, had moved to Philadelphia over winter break. We talked on the phone every Sunday after dinner, and I’d seen her a few times when she and her family had come into the city, but I couldn’t bring myself to tell her that Dad was sick.


Toby ripped open his SnoBalls, pink coconut spilling onto the table, and motioned to one of them. “Go ahead,” he said.


“Yes! Come to Papa,” Will sang, pulling a SnoBall in two, handing one piece to me, and shoving his half into his mouth.


I licked the sugary pink coating off the white marshmallow exterior. I was usually able to forget about the whole dying thing for a while at Philanthropy Club, and I was pretty sure that Mom suspected this, which was likely why she still insisted that I go, even though what I really wanted to do after school was race home to Dad and J.R.’s apartment.


“Oh, Ms. Staffio wants us to clean the gerbils,” I told Will and Toby.


“Clean the gerbils?” Toby asked, laughing, as he took a giant bite. Pink coconut stuck to the tip of his nose, and I wondered if his snot had served as glue.


“Hey,” Will chimed in. “Do you have a toothbrush? We can lather the gerbils up in the science-room sink and scrub them with a toothbrush, and then put them in, like, little robes—”


“Did you just ask me if I had a toothbrush?” Toby interrupted. “Sure, I brought my toothbrush to school, and I want to use it to clean Stiffio’s gophers.”


Will cracked up. “Gophers?” he asked. “Man, they’re gerbils!”


“What’s the difference?” Toby asked, hopping up and grabbing the G encyclopedia from Mr. Inglash’s bookshelf. I wandered back to the window, wishing again that Mallory were still here. I wondered, if she hadn’t moved, would I finally be able to tell her about Dad? She wasn’t the type to judge anybody, but still, I didn’t know.


I licked sticky goo from my fingertips while peering out at the now-empty playground. Will’s and Toby’s voices faded into the background, and just like when I woke up from a nightmare, I was halfway in the real world and halfway disconnected.


“A gopher is a burrowing rodent with fur-lined pouches on the insides of its cheeks,” Toby read. Outside the window, some of the dirty snow piles still lingered, like Manhattan didn’t know whether it was winter or spring. I remembered being little, when it was just me, Mom, and Dad. Back before everything got so complicated. Mom and Dad loved each other then. They still love each other, I reminded myself.


A gust of wind shook the empty swings and rattled the windows as Toby went on. “Man, if I had little fuzzy pockets in my cheeks, that would be so awesome! I’d fill them with jawbreakers and nobody would ever know! Or Hot Pockets! Look up gerbils. I want to know if gerbils have furry mouth pockets.” They both cracked up some more. Across the street was Gramercy Park, its trees just starting to bud, and beyond it, past Union Square, was NYU, where J.R. worked and where Dad used to, back before he got too sick to do anything.


“A gerbil is an old-world burrowing desert rodent,” Toby read. “What the heck? An old-world rodent? Are Stiffio’s gerbils time travelers?”


I turned back to Toby and Will, trying to smile. They could have gone on forever, talking about mouth pockets, Hot Pockets, rodents, and time travel. I wished I could care about that kind of stuff again.


I looked through the little window in the doorway to where Mr. Inglash was saying something to the top of some kid’s head, but by the time he came in, the blond mop of hair had disappeared. “It’s the philanthropic clubbers!” he announced, pushing his glasses up on his nose, the fluorescent lights bouncing off his shiny, bald head. He was the dorkiest and best teacher in the school. A while back, Mallory, Will, Toby, and I had made a banner that said 7TH-GRADE ENGLISH WITH INGLASH in bubble letters to hang above the blackboard. That was the type of philanthropy project we could manage. The sign was still there.


“What’s on the agenda for the day?” Mr. Inglash went on. I liked that he took us seriously, even though we never had anything on our agenda beyond random projects and playing Dungeons & Dragons when we were done. It was almost like he was waiting for the day that we’d finally announce our plans to save the world. I was kind of waiting for that day, too.


“We’re going to go clean Ms. Stiff”—I caught myself, and Mr. Inglash hid a smile—“Ms. Staffio’s gophers. I mean, gerbils. I mean, not the animals. Their cage.”


“Then we’ll probably try to play DnD with a bad DM and only two players, which definitely isn’t fun…,” Toby chimed in as I glanced at the clock, no longer distracted by Will, Toby, and the Philanthropy Club. I wanted to get home to see how Dad was doing.


Mr. Inglash looked thoughtful for a minute. Then he pushed his glasses up onto his nose again. “I’ll talk to Ms. Staffio for you,” he said. “Skip the hamster cage for the day.” Will, Toby, and I burst into laughter.


“Gerbil,” Toby corrected, still laughing.


“Ah, yes. Gerbil. Iris?” he asked. “Help me out with something?” I looked at Will and Toby, shrugged, and joined him in the empty hallway, where afternoon sunbeams slanted through the windows.


“So,” Mr. Inglash said sort of awkwardly once he closed the classroom door. “I’m just wondering—I mean—what I’m trying to say,” he stammered, “is how are you doing?”


I saw myself reflected in his thick glasses and thought of how I imagined myself in Ms. Staffio’s eyes. Mr. Inglash wasn’t like her. He actually cared. Looking down, I noticed that I was standing on the edges of the floor tiles, and I adjusted my shoes so they weren’t touching the cracks.


After Dad had found out that he had AIDS, I’d overheard him and Mom talking in his and J.R.’s apartment about whether they should let my teachers know that he was sick. “She’ll need support,” Mom had said curtly. I’d stopped outside the door, key in hand, and pressed my ear to the metal to listen. It had been this past September, which was near the end of Mom’s angry phase and a full year after she and Dad had separated.


“They’ll treat her like a leper,” Dad had said with finality. Mom had probably agreed, so that was the end of that conversation. As far as I knew, nobody outside of Mom, Dad, my grandparents, J.R., and their new friend Bob knew that Dad had AIDS; nobody else knew that he was dying. Sure, people knew Dad was gay and that he and Mom had gotten divorced because of it at the beginning of sixth grade, and plenty of them cared way too much about that, but that was their problem, not mine.


“Iris?” Mr. Inglash prodded.


“Oh, I’m fine, I guess?”


Unless people at school had somehow found out? Why had Mr. Inglash pulled me into the hall to see how I was doing? I started to feel nauseous from that SnoBall. Marshmallows always made me feel sick.


You could talk to him about it, a small voice in my head told me. He wouldn’t treat you like an outcast. He’s Mr. Inglash. Suddenly, the thought of telling Mr. Inglash about Dad—about the AIDS and the dying—felt like such a relief. But before I could open my mouth, he began to speak again.


“Glad to hear that things are fine, Iris. That’s real good. So listen, there’s a new student. I thought you might see if he wanted to join the Philanthropy Club. He’s kind of reluctant to get involved, and I’m trying to help him make some connections.”


I closed my eyes for a second and envisioned the window beside my bed in the middle of the night. In my mind, the outside air was thick. Humid. The way the air in the hallway suddenly felt. There was no glass on the window. No screen. If I rolled over, I’d fall.


At the end of the hallway, the mop of curly hair reappeared. Beneath it was a boy. “I’ll go talk to Ms. Staffio,” Mr. Inglash said. “About the gerbils.” For a minute, it seemed like he was going to pat me on the shoulder, but instead he clasped his hands behind his back. Then he disappeared around the corner.


I looked the new kid over as he approached. Mr. Inglash was right; the boy didn’t seem to want to be in this nearly empty after-school hallway at three fifteen on a Thursday afternoon. His hands were stuffed into his blue jeans pockets, and he took his time walking over, like he might swerve at the last minute and head for the front doors instead.


But he didn’t. “Hi,” he said when he stopped in front of me. His eyes were very blue, and despite everything terrible, I couldn’t help noticing that he was kind of cute.


“Hey,” I said, more self-consciously than I’d meant to.


“Hi,” he said again, looking down at his feet.


I looked down at mine. They stood diagonally across the lines around the tiles, but I ignored the urge to move them. “I’m Iris.”


“Julian.”


I nodded, feeling suddenly awkward. “So Mr. Inglash said you might be interested in joining Phil—”


“Yeah, sure,” Julian replied even before I could finish the sentence.


I opened the classroom door. Inside, Will and Toby stood at opposite ends of a long table. Will held a slingshot made of a forked tree branch and rubber band. It was his latest geeky “simple machine,” which he insisted on calling a catapult, and he was preparing to use it to fling a pretzel into Toby’s open mouth.


“Three, two, one, launch!” he yelled. The pretzel flew through the air, hit Toby on the forehead, and broke into pieces.


I glanced at Julian from the corner of my eye. He seemed to be suppressing a smile, and I couldn’t tell what he was thinking. That we were dorks? That we were his kind of people?


I introduced him to Will and Toby.


“Where’d you move from?” Will asked, loading another pretzel into his slingshot.


“Most recently? Indiana,” Julian said, but he looked away like he didn’t want to talk about it, so I changed the subject.


“You play DnD?” I asked, wondering if he’d make a good DM.


“Yeah,” he replied.


“Cool, what’s your character?” Will wanted to know.


“Elven fighter.”


“Would you say half a Charleston Chew, a baggie of pretzels, and a package of mini muffins are worth as much as two SnoBalls?” Toby asked, scooping up some pretzel pieces and tossing them into the garbage can.


Julian picked at his fingernails. “Definitely not.” He squeezed out a half smile.


On the one hand, Julian’s reluctance to talk made him seem way too cool for us. On the other hand, I had the sense that he was holding himself back from diving right into our nerdy conversations. Mom says that everyone assumes they’re the only one with struggles but, in reality, we’re all dealing with something. Julian’s situation, whatever it was, felt like a relief. It was a visible reminder that there’s something weird about all of us.


“Bombs away!” Will yelled, bringing my attention back to the classroom. He wiggled his eyebrows and launched a pretzel toward me and Julian.


We ducked as it sailed over our heads and broke against the wall. I turned to Julian. “Welcome to Philanthropy Club.”















Chapter Two
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Back home, I rode the elevator to the eighth floor. Mom was rarely home from work at the NYU Medical Center before six. Lately, ever since Dad had stopped getting out of bed, Bob, who also worked at the medical center, would come with her to check on him.


I unlocked the front door and immediately looked down. As expected, a folded piece of notebook paper awaited me on the welcome mat. A poem from Dad.


I picked it up, unfolded the paper, and smoothed it out. This acrostic was called “WHISPERWARM,” the title scrawled across the top line. And even though I wanted to read it, I had to spend some time pacing around the apartment before I could bring myself to.


Dad and I had an ongoing joke about acrostic poetry that had started back in second grade when I’d gotten an assignment to write an acrostic poem entitled “MOM” for Mother’s Day. The teacher’s example had been:




MOM


Marvelous!


Out of this world!


My friend!





Dad and I couldn’t stop laughing about how ridiculous the poem was. The next day, he’d brought home some really old acrostics from his office in the English department at NYU. We’d decided that, while they were less ridiculous, they were still generally absurd.


The poems under the door started about a year and a half ago, shortly after Mom and Dad had told me that Dad was gay, they were getting divorced, and Dad and J.R. were moving into a one bedroom together on the twelfth floor. (So I can still be near you, Iris, Dad had explained.)


I remembered sitting at the dining room table, stunned, as Dad had explained that he’d always known he was gay, but that he’d met J.R. at work, and J.R. had helped him to finally feel okay about it.


“Dad and I still love each other,” Mom had added, her eyes puffy and red. “Just in a different kind of way.”


I’d been furious at both of them. For days, I’d refused to speak.


About a week later, once Dad had brought all his clothes and books up to his and J.R.’s tiny apartment, I’d gotten home from school to find a piece of paper waiting for me on the welcome mat. It was a poem entitled “ACROSTIC.”




ACROSTIC by Steven Cohen


September 12, 1985


Across time and Earth, after the windstorm (or leafstorm or hailstorm) small


Creatures storm soil, each an earthworm


Returning home. Hopeful, they carry each other. Carry


On, down, where damp roots, sweet-smelling, wait. Even the


Stupidest form of poetry, the acrostic, can


Tell a story. Start with the beating heart.


I


Challenge you: Write me back?





Even though I’d been furious at Dad, I’d smiled, because I had understood why he’d written me an acrostic. He’d been trying to teach me a lesson about how even the most terrible-seeming things in the world can be made better if you just looked at them in the right way. I’d known this because, as Mom always said, Dad and I were two peas in a pod.


It had taken me a while to respond to him, but finally, I’d managed an acrostic entitled “NO,” even though the fact that I’d decided to write it had basically been like saying yes. I could never be mad at Dad for long.




NO by Iris Cohen


September 20, 1985


Never getting


Over this.





Of course, he’d written another, and I’d written back. Each weekday, a poem awaited me after school. On the weekends, they were there when I woke up.


Now “ACROSTIC” was the first poem in the navy binder where I kept all Dad’s poems.


Looking back, I could see how Dad’s acrostics had started as a way to help me get over the divorce. And I did. I got over all of it.


Except for J.R.


I finally forced myself to look at Dad’s poem “WHISPERWARM.” I knew how he had come up with the title. Whisperwarm was a word from Anastasia Krupnik’s famous poem, the one that her terrible teacher gave her an F on in the first Anastasia book by Lois Lowry. Dad and I had read all the books in the series together. We loved that they were about a girl whose dad was a professor of literature at a university, because that was our life, too. As I glanced over the poem, I couldn’t help noticing that Dad’s handwriting was getting lighter and lighter, as if holding a pen was becoming too hard for him.


I closed my eyes for a minute and imagined Dad lying in the hospital bed in the living room approximately forty feet above me. I flashed to my glassless bedroom window again. Rolling over in my sleep. Falling. Then I opened my eyes and read the poem.




WHISPERWARM by Steven Cohen


March 19, 1987


When you came into this world I


Held you


In a blanket until you


Seeped (colorful) through fabric, landed, sure-footed, solid,


Purposeful, by my side. You grew.


Every sidewalk was for hopscotch, every sky was for


Rainbows, each fountain for


Wishing. Whisper warm, Iris.


Apples with mint leaves.


Rambling ramiferous rivers.


Mud beneath your nails.





Dad always says that to write a poem, you first have to identify the beating heart of what you want to say. You have to see the heart, and hear it, and hold it in your hands, and then, once you’ve done all of that, you can write around that heart. Even though I’d have to look up ramiferous, I knew right away that the heart of this poem was me—my heart. Or at least the heart I used to have before Dad got sick.


In my bedroom, I snapped Dad’s poem into the binder and thought about the glass paperweights that he and I had picked out at the Corning Museum of Glass up by the Finger Lakes several years ago. Dabs and swirls of color spun inside them, like entire worlds, and I’d always thought of those paperweights as our hearts. They used to be on top of his messy stacks of papers on his desk at NYU, but since he had gotten too sick to work and had left his job, I hadn’t seen them. I wondered where they were.


I took out a pencil and opened my binder, trying to visualize the beating heart of my response to Dad’s poem. But each time I got close to something that felt real and true, I had to turn away, because the real and true thing didn’t look anything like the magical swirls and drips of colors within a glass orb. The real and true thing was so gigantic and empty and freezing cold that I couldn’t stand to be near it.


So I didn’t even try to write him a poem. I just closed the binder and left.


The elevator always took forever, so I took the stairs to Dad and J.R.’s. Their front door was unlocked. I wanted to see Dad, but I didn’t want to see Dad, so I pushed it open slowly. The truth was that Dad barely looked like himself anymore, and as soon as I walked into the apartment and saw him lying on the hospital bed in the corner of the living room, I felt the skin tugging at the sides of my chin like I was going to cry. But I forced myself not to.


“Hey, Earthworm,” he whispered, weakly lifting his oxygen mask away from his face when he spoke.


I sat next to him on the bed and tried to smile, but when the side of my leg touched his through the crisp, white sheet, I flinched at his boniness.


“Hey, Iris,” J.R. said from the kitchen doorway, which was just a few steps away from where I was sitting. J.R. was always gentle with me; he never made me talk. I got the feeling that he was going to wait for me to come around, even if coming around took a lifetime.


It made me hate him even more.


“Did you wash up yet?” he asked.


Mom and Bob were constantly reminding us to wash our hands, since Dad’s immune system was shot and we didn’t want to introduce new germs into the mix. I went to the kitchen sink and lathered my hands for a long time in warm water. Then J.R. handed me a plate of cut-up apples arranged in the shape of a flower with a blob of peanut butter in the center. And because J.R. was J.R., the apples were sprinkled with green shreds of something or other.


I picked one of the green bits off an apple and smelled it. “Fresh mint,” J.R. told me, smiling like he wanted me to be happy, and also like he’d understand if I threw my snack, including the ceramic plate, right into the trash. I thought of Dad’s poem—Apples with mint leaves—and wondered which had come first, the poem or J.R.’s apples. I vowed, again, to work my hardest to hate him forever.


Nodding in thanks, I took the snack to Dad’s bed. “Want a bite?” I asked, sitting down by his side, dipping a mint-sprinkled apple slice into peanut butter.


“A tiny one,” he whispered back. I could tell that he didn’t really want to eat. He just wanted me to think he did. He lifted his oxygen mask again and, suppressing a cough, took the tiniest nibble off the end. A part of me wanted to put it back on my plate. Everyone who understands anything about AIDS knows that you can’t catch it through casual contact or even swapping spit with someone, but despite that, Dad wouldn’t let me eat stuff that his mouth had been on. It made no sense, and he even agreed that it was irrational. But I didn’t argue today; I just put the mostly whole apple slice on his bedside table.


“For later,” I told him, even though we both knew that someone—probably J.R.—would eventually throw it away. These days, Dad was living off weird-smelling concoctions, and even then, as soon as he’d take a sip, he’d just cough and cough.


I poked a sliver of mint leaf into an apple slice with my fingernail until it disappeared into pale yellow flesh. Then I looked back at Dad. His thinness and the purple splotchy things on his arms—they were hard to look at. But the hardest thing to see was his face. He was so skinny that his now-dull eyes seemed to have sunken lower than was humanly possible. You could see the shape of his skull beneath his skin.


He must have sensed my gaze. “I don’t look so good, huh?” he whispered.


I looked down at my hands. “You’ve looked better, I guess.”


“Sorry, Earthworm.”


“It’s not your fault, Dad.”


J.R. was watching us from the kitchen doorway again, and he looked away when I said that.


The purple spots had started to appear on Dad’s forehead and lower back this past winter. Kaposi’s sarcoma. It was cancer that was caused by HIV. And Dad had it, and now pneumocystis pneumonia, too, which was going to kill him, and J.R. was frying meatballs for the pasta sauce, and I wished that everything were reversed—that J.R. was the one sick and dying in bed while Dad made dinner. Then I hated myself for thinking that, because I despised J.R., but that didn’t mean that I wanted him to die.


Dad took my hand. Squeezed it weakly. I thought of the whisperwarm and what I would do when whispers and warmth became quiet and cold. Then I rested my head on the pillow next to Dad’s, closed my eyes, and listened to the sounds of his breathing.
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I must have dozed off for a while, because I awoke to a soft knock on the door and the sound of the evening news. Dad’s rattling breath quivered steadily next to me; he was asleep.


Mom and Bob came in, Mom still in her scrubs because it was Thursday, which was one of the days that she delivered babies, and Bob in his suit because he was a hospital administrator. He handed a brown paper lunch bag to J.R., who thanked him, and then he and Mom washed up.


“Were you sleeping, Nose-ris?” Bob asked, tousling my hair. He thought he was really clever, replacing the I in my name with other body parts as if my name were “Eye-ris.” But I didn’t mind. If you were in the right mood, Bob could be funny, in an extremely dorky kind of way.


“Yeah, I think I dozed off for a bit.”


“More nightmares last night?” Mom asked as she gently lifted Dad’s wrist to take his pulse. I knew better than to answer while she counted to herself.


“I guess,” I admitted once she’d finished.


“Dinner’s ready,” J.R. announced, carrying a steaming pot to the cluttered table, which was meant for two people, not four. I sat in my usual spot on the end of Dad’s bed, which nearly touched the table because the apartment was so small.


It’s the only one in the building that’s available, Dad had said when he’d told me about it. Plus J.R. and I would live in a place the size of a shoebox before moving farther away from you. I looked down at my plate now as I thought about it.


J.R. and I.


Had J.R. really been a part of that decision? Or did he just go along with it because he loved Dad?


“Look! Here it is,” J.R. said suddenly, hopping up from his folding chair and adjusting the volume on the TV. The banner across the screen read New drug approved to treat HIV and AIDS. A wave of hope rushed through me like the explosion of colors in one of Dad’s paperweights.


“Mom!” I whispered, looking at her and then back to the TV.


“Good evening and hello from WABC in New York City. I’m Bill Beutel, and this is Eyewitness News,” the anchor said. “It’s Thursday, March nineteenth, 1987. Today the Federal Drug Administration approved the drug AZT for the treatment of HIV and AIDS.” His voice sounded gray and flat as he spoke, not swirly pink and purple pastel like I felt inside. The screen shifted to a group of people chanting outside a building under a sign that read THE LESBIAN AND GAY COMMUNITY SERVICES CENTER. I recognized the building; it was in the West Village, not far from our apartment.


I got up and moved closer to the TV as Bill Beutel’s face returned to the screen.


“A Manhattan-based AIDS advocacy group that was formed just last week has expressed their relief at the drug’s approval, but many still say that it’s too little, too late.”


A blond man in the crowd began to speak. The banner on the screen read Joseph Taylor, AIDS Activist. “While we’re pleased that there is now a legal option that might be viable for some people who are dying of AIDS, it’s simply not enough,” he said curtly. “AZT has been available to us on the black market for ages, and it’s well known that it is too toxic for the majority of HIV and AIDS patients. For those who are able to tolerate it, it is a short-term solution that costs up to ten thousand dollars per year and is often not covered by insurance. Is the drug’s approval a good thing? Yes. Is it enough? No. Are we going to continue to demand more from the government and pharmaceutical companies? We are. In fact, we’re just getting started.”


Bill Beutel’s face reappeared next to a photograph of a man with brown hair wearing a lab coat. He went on. “Dr. Anthony Fauci, who is in his third year as the director of the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases, says that he understands the frustration of the AIDS activists and states that the drug was approved without traditional, rigorous trials because of the importance of prolonging the lives of those afflicted with HIV and AIDS. Meanwhile, Mayor Ed Koch was not available for comment. More after this.” A commercial for Pop-Tarts appeared on the screen, and I remembered where I was. My heart thudded in frantic excitement. Was this it? Was this the cure we’d been waiting for?
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