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	BURDEN


	With night, come the sounds.

	You hear them as you walk beneath halogen street-lamps that give light the color of brandy, as October air touched with frost becomes warm, heavy as breath. Your step is muffled, as if you walk on a wool blanket. The sounds come, as they have come before, while dusk deepens and stars spread across the dull suburban sky, while lamplight and the flickering blue of TV screens fill the windows of the houses you pass.

	Stiff leather creaks. Booted feet step. Chains hung from jackets clank. Keys dangling from out of pockets jangle.

	You are alone, surrounded by sound. Trying to walk away from it.

	The summer-heat falls on your back, your neck and your hands, which a moment before tingled with cold. You smell the scents of The City you left long ago. The humid, dirty air. The musk of leather and the skin of the men who wear it. Cigarettes and a blend of after-shaves sweetened by sweat. Under the brandy-light you feel, more than see, stars eclipsed by grey city sky.

	Darkness huddles the street. Night folds upon night before you. The suburban street fades as the stars have faded—the brandy-light is gone. The shadows breathe. They mill and they whisper. You walk among them. They have no form.

	Out of the ebony nothingness, from behind the curtain of night, Tony steps before you, as if he has stepped from around the corner of a building that is not there.

	You stop, held by Tony’s stare. You knew he would come. But not as he has.

	Tony is shrunken and ashen. No longer able to fill his leather jacket as he had in life. The weight of chains on the jacket make it hang slackly. Tight jeans that had once glorified his manhood sag loosely, as if worn by a boy who has yet to grow into them. Above his black T-shirt, his neck is thin as an old woman’s. Tendons show through the skin of his throat. His face is gaunt—skull-like as a death camp survivor.

	You see in Tony’s eyes an awful, lonely fear, a pleading that fixes your sight and settles in an icy pool near your heart.

	He steps toward you. You feel the shadows behind you become heavier, many eyes on your back. The sounds of chains and keys and boots and heavy belt buckles grow louder, closer . . . more distinct. The shadows breathe. They mill and they whisper.

	Tony reaches for you; his ill-fitting jacket falls from his shoulder. Part of you insists that this cannot be.

	His hand is on your shoulder, cold through your wool coat in the midst of this invading heat. The cold of his hand walks through your flesh to the cold in your heart. The air is warm in your lungs. Tony’s lips move as a child’s move while reading. No words come. There is only the chorus of metal and leather as the shadows behind you shuffle.

	You hear his distant voice as the lights of a passing car burn Tony out of the night.

	The crunch of tires smothers the sounds around you. The shadows at your back become wind. You feel living eyes upon you. Two children stare from the car’s backseat window. As they pass, you realize you are cowering, your body hunched.

	Stars fade into being. You feel them look down upon you, uncaring, as you straighten yourself.

	Autumn wind comes, driving away the scents you have been breathing, replacing them with those of dead leaves, bitter smoke from fireplaces, the salt smell of the harbour.

	Yet as you reach your apartment, you smell, just faintly, the scent of a leather jacket, of sweat tinged aftershave—as if you wear them yourself.

	In darkness that is your own, sitting in a domicile that has never been a home to you, you think of Tony’s eyes, how you would have longed for them to have held anger, accusation, the righteous fury of betrayal.

	Not the awful desperation they did hold.

	Dawn finds you awake, still sitting as birds begin to sing. You become aware, as you never have been before, of the beat of your heart and the flow of blood in your veins.


	* * *


	Veins bulge under the rubber tube around your arm.

	The woman wears surgical gloves. She looks at your forearm, not your face, as she tells you, “You might want to look away if you’re squeamish.”

	(“Bashful?”)

	You don’t look away as the needle goes in and blood arcs into the test tube. Someone once told you that blood is truly blue, and only turns red when exposed to air.

	(A clatter as jeans with a heavy belt buckle fall to the floor. “C’mon. Don’t be shy.”)

	The test tube fills. The blood looks black.

	(The Boy had been like Tony. A cocky, muscular, Italian kid who knew he was beautiful. You once knew the Boy’s name, but you cannot, or choose not, to remember it now.)

	The woman whispers, “Okay,” and pulls the needle out.

	(You had met The Boy in the park, which that night was so very much like the park in The City where men would walk together in pairs and threes to hidden places behind trees and bushes. Summer heat, summer sweat, summer air combining into an intoxicating liquor periodically spiked with amyl nitrate.)

	A warm red drop on your forearm, wiped away with cotton and cool alcohol. Rubber-gloved hands apply a bandage.

	(You had felt a longing when you saw The Boy, beyond the sexual. You had wanted to be near The Boy so that you could say good-bye to Tony through him. For Tony had simply left . . . gone back to his family in Buffalo to die among people he could not stand to be near while in the prime of his life.)

	The woman labels the test tube with a number and puts it in a rack of others like it. She takes off her gloves and puts them in a red plastic container marked “BIOHAZARD.”

	(At least you tell yourself that is why you let things go so fast with The Boy.)

	“We should have the results of your test in about six weeks,” she says. A testimonial to the shittiness of this town, that all such blood-work must be sent out-of-state in monthly batches.

	(Dangerously fast.)

	“And even if the initial results are positive, there is a possibility it could be a false positive.”

	(Foolishly fast.)

	She hands you a slip of piss-yellow paper. It is a carbon copy of the label on your sample. “This is your test number. Call at the end of next month and give the receptionist the number. He’ll tell you if the results are in, and you can come in for consultation.”

	(Had you wanted this?)

	You walk the ugly green tiles of the Health Department toward the faint daylight at the end of the hall. You are nameless here, a number. It is for your own protection, to be nameless. Your anonymity is a shield. You leave the Health Department through a soot-covered glass door.

	(Had you wanted to be reckless? Had you wanted this worry gnawing inside you?)

	The river, such as it is, flows by in an eroding canal of poured concrete. It is only a few feet deep, and you think of the college kid last year who had tried to commit suicide by jumping off the bridge you are now passing. He had landed in silt up to his knees, trapped, his upper chest and head above the water.

	You hate this small and ugly city full of small and ugly-minded people. You hate the shitty suburb where your cheap apartment is. You came here to live this life because you were afraid to live a life that would kill you. You fled The City when you crossed off your fifth friend in as many weeks from your address book . . . when you looked through that cheap booklet of grey vinyl and saw listing after listing that you had blotted out with marker . . . when you realized that an inky smear in someone else’s address book could be your only epitaph.

	You fled, because you knew the temptation to continue the life The City offered you would be too great if you had stayed.

	(Was The Boy an atonement? A punishment you inflicted on yourself so you could make amends for the life and the people you abandoned?)

	Faceless pedestrians shuffle past.

	Part of you is aroused by memories of The Boy. Even now, as your arm throbs where your blood has been drawn, you long for that moment when, for the first time in years, you had enjoyed sex free of the constraints of latex.

	Part of you whispers that it is worth dying for such sex . . . that the enjoyment of such sex is part of your identity. You have a right to what you enjoy, no matter the consequences.

	Later, in the indigo and umber of autumn twilight, you are frightened that you are capable of such thoughts.


	* * *


	With night, come the sounds.

	Of chains, boots, keys and buckles. You hear them in darkness.

	You hear them in solitude.

	Your radio, tuned to a banal talk show, fades to silence. Your drafty apartment becomes sweltering. Dusty air rising from the barely functional radiator is replaced by muggy summer air. You feel the calling of The City in your crotch. Just as long ago, in the life you abandoned, there had been the constant calling to the streets, to limbs and bodies, to thrusting hips and the taste of men.

	Always, the calling.

	You sit in darkness, trying to ignore the calling. Even as you remember, and as you feel again, what it had once done to you.

	One late May, in your other life, you had worked in a bookstore near

	Columbia, taking second-hand text books from college brats eager to be rid of them. You felt the daylight fade, felt the coming of night like a rising fever. True summer had come early that year, announcing itself as an arousal spreading through you like the fire of cognac and the tingling thrill of poppers.

	Working the late shift, which you had taken because it allowed you to sleep in, became intolerable.

	A whiny Long Island girl, so much like your whiny sisters back home, demanded to know why she was not getting more money back for a book that was not on order for the next semester.

	You stood from the counter and left, embracing the fever. Not caring that your fat and stupid boss saw you leave.

	As you walked through the door, heat rose from your body to join the heat of the city. You felt yourself shimmer, felt the need to discharge the welcome fever with sex and the feel of hard-muscled flesh.

	In the room you rented, you stripped off your ridiculous shirt with a collar, your narrow tie, your khakis. You clothed yourself in the identity you’d earned by coming to The City, pulling on the jeans and the black leather armour that kept at bay the life of sniveling mediocrity your parents had wanted you to embrace. Chains were your epaulets, a blue kerchief in your back pocket your standard.

	You walked down the hall to Tony’s room. You didn’t knock—you never knocked.

	Tony was lifting weights.

	Sweat glistened on his body as he did military presses. He saw you in the mirror before him and smiled at your reflection, grunting as he pressed the barbell over his head.

	He gave you that smart-assed Italian grin. Liking that you were watching, he did one more press, straining, the cords of his back and shoulders visible though his olive skin like cables.

	He rested the barbell on his broad chest, then set it on the floor. He walked toward you, and pulled you close.

	With the door still open, with Tony’s sweat-stained cut-offs filling the room with the musk of his crotch, the two of you fucked, not caring who passed in the hallway.

	Afterward, you both went to the streets, to Washington Square, your steps falling in with the chimes of chains and the bass of heavy boot steps, to cruise for more bodies, more satisfaction.

	The night made you both drunk. Now, in this night.

	Now, in the alone.

	The sounds come, calling you to a night fifteen years gone in a City hundreds of miles away.

	You feel the fever again. It pulls you to the window. You pull the frayed curtains aside.

	And see dead men cruising each other.

	Two lines of men in jeans and leather jackets make an alley of themselves. Other men mill and pace within this alley. They are emaciated. Desiccated. Yet they move with swaggers, with cocky masculinity. One among them is not sick, but flushed with health. Glowing with sexuality and strength.

	It is The Boy.

	You grip the curtains. Your breath hits the glass, which is cold in the midst of this summer heat. The glass fogs over. You see The Boy through the glass as if the fog is not there. He grabs one of the walking dead men.

	They embrace and kiss. The dead man’s leather jacket falls to the ground as they grope each other.

	You wipe away the fog.

	And wipe away the alley of dead men that has imposed itself over the street outside your door. It vanishes behind the trail of your hand.

	Where men walked, now leaves move in scuttling streams, driven by cold winds off the harbour.

	You listen to your heart. Your pulse slows as you peer across the street to one of your neighbours’ houses. Through the window of the other house, you see a flickering television screen that seems the size of a postage stamp from where you stand. Someone walks before the screen and stops. They turn and look at you, and with a start, you drop the curtain.

	You turn and see Tony.

	He is a deeper grey than the shadows of your bedroom. You see only yourself in the mirror behind Tony. He steps toward you and softly, lightly, grabs hold of your threadbare sweater.

	“We needed you,” he says in an intonation you feel as well as hear, fluttering against your face and throat like moth wings.

	Before you can think or speak or move, he steps around you to the curtains at your back. You turn as he walks. The curtains wave as he passes through them without parting them.

	Banal talk radio fills the air, drafts displace the false summer, and you realize how alone you have been these last fifteen years.


	“I’m okay.”

	You tell yourself this as weeks go by, as you wait for your test results.

	You have been tested before, and you had been okay then.

	You had been nervous then, while you waited for your blood to be shipped to some lab in the Midwest, waiting for your anonymous number to return with news of whether you would live through the next decade.

	“I’m okay.”

	You say this out loud as you work your ridiculous job as the assistant administrator of a janitorial service, sending cleaning crews during the daylight hours to office buildings that have only a forty percent rate of occupancy. Graft runs this shitty small city, and kickbacks are plentiful as construction companies continue to build-up what is grandiosely called “the downtown district.”

	You sit at your desk between making calls, as dust settles in unused rooms for which you are responsible, yet will never see. You wonder what the crews think as they enter these offices, to clean only the detritus these useless buildings shed.

	“I’m okay.”

	You work alone.

	No one hears you mutter to yourself. Even the old and rickety building in which you work is mostly empty. It is lunch hour. No one walks the halls.

	You think of when you got the results of your first test, how you were so nervous you vomited in the alley behind the Health Department. The health care official smiled and said, “You’re negative, you’re fine. Nothing to worry about.”

	“Nothing to worry about.” She had no idea.

	You thought of the number of men you’d been with, the men you’d been with who had died, or were now dying, or who had disappeared, slinking away to die in hometowns they had despised.

	Since that day, you had practiced safe sex.

	Except for that night with The Boy. 

	“I’m okay.”

	And in daylight, the sounds come to you.

	You are alone in your office, hearing the clank of chains, the jangle of keys.

	Your heart stops in your breast.

	You tell yourself it is a janitor, a huge ring of keys to empty rooms in his hand. You tell yourself this, and you almost believe it.

	Until Bobby steps into the doorway of your office.

	He looks as he did in the beginning throes of his sickness, when you last saw him and pretended you did not know him. As you and Tony and your cruising buddies walked past him as he worked the corner of 53rd and 2nd, already a ghost of himself, already sick, one of the walking dead, peddling the poisoned fruit of his cock, ass, and mouth.

	You walked past him, part of a living wall of leather, denim, and muscle as you and your buddies searched the city for one of the few bath houses not yet closed by the Health Department. You had all felt so lucky. So invincible. So immortal. Blissfully ignorant that some of those who were part of the living wall of denim and leather you moved within carried death inside them . . . that their hearts were busy pumping sickness through their bodies that would kill them, cell by cell.

	Bobby worked his corner, skinny as a cur. You saw him, and you knew each other. You saw him, and you saw the fear and the shame in his eyes that he had been recognized.

	Your friends all looked at him. These were the early days of the plague, when one could still take comfort in the lie that only the biggest sluts and the stupidest cruisers got infected. That only junkies got infected. That some form of Calvinist election was what doomed people on the scene. That only those stupid enough to fuck the Angel of Death would be taken.

	You, yourself, had fucked Bobby. Just eight months before.

	Someone, to this day, you do not know who, snorted as you and the wall you were part of passed Bobby, going down to the subway that would take you toward St. Marks place. Then Tony spoke loudly enough for Bobby to hear. . . .

	“Kid should be wearing a fucking executioner’s hood.”

	Now Bobby stands before you. Sick. Shivering. Desperate. Junkie-pale in his leather and chains.

	“I needed you, man,” he says. He points to his sunken chest. “Even like this, I fucking needed you.”

	You stand, yet say nothing. You have no words.

	Bobby turns on his heel and looks at you as if you are shit he has just stepped in. He walks down the hall, chains jangling fainter and fainter. . . .

	You walk to the door and see him at the end of the hall.

	The Boy is waiting for him there. They lock arms and go down the rickety wooden stairway. As you enter the hall, the sounds of their foot-falls on the steps and of Bobby’s chains are gone.

	You stumble back into your office and see the lights of your phone blinking, summoning you to send men to locked and empty rooms that will never be occupied.

	You think of the rooms of The City now empty of the life you once led.

	Weeks pass.

	With the sounds and the visitations, the weeks pass.

	Sick and dying men litter your home, incontinent in their denim and leather. Each night, at three, you see Tony die. He quivers in what looks like nightmare-laden sleep, quivers in a way that makes you think of a cat you saw die in the road when you were small.

	“We needed you.”

	The words become a chant.

	Echoing through your mind, your world. You do not escape the words. At work, you cannot function. The sounds of chains in the hall become a cacophony. You take sick leave. You do not know, do not care, who has replaced you at your desk.

	You walk through leaves that crunch underfoot, over soil hardened with frost, surrounded by the step of boots on concrete. You sit watching a silent television as buckles and keys clatter around you with the constancy of waves breaking on a beach.

	“We needed you.”

	The words become the fabric of night.

	Lack of sleep makes you nearly mad. You think of killing The Boy. You think of tracking him down like some righteous movie hero and beating answers from him that will explain everything that is happening to you, that will provide you with a way to exorcise this torment. A few hours respite from the sounds restores enough balance for you to realize how absurd these thoughts are. No easy answers will come to you.

	Yet you look for The Boy anyway, to find what answers you can.

	In the grey of November daylight, when all this shitty town seems the color of smoke, you go to the park where you met The Boy. No one is there. It is too cold and windy. You find nothing but litter and whispering dead leaves. You go to a bar a few blocks away, a crappy little blue-collar place that specializes in serving the disowned faggot offspring of this dying industrial town.

	A kid named Alan is at the bar, smoking expensive clove cigarettes. He is a watcher, not a cruiser. He has listened to you intently as you told him stories about The City back in the days when the idea of men fucking each other while wearing rubbers was the most absurd thing imaginable. Alan listened to you intently as you told him about the occasional bout of gonorrhea or syphilis you got when you were his age, and how a trip or two to the free clinic made these bouts less bothersome than a cold.

	Alan is a sensitive kid, a poor-little-rich-boy romantic with big brown eyes like a deer. You do not like him. But you like how he listens to you very much. He broke up with his long-time lover in a series of annoyingly public incidents, and is now a barfly and a gossip, sitting here for days, watching other lives as he convinces himself of the tragic nature of his own.

	You ask Alan about The Boy.

	Alan thinks a moment, absently peeling the label off his bottle of beer with his thumb.

	“Yeah. I know who you mean. He left town,” he says with a shrug.

	“When?”

	“Couple weeks ago.”

	“What’s his name?”

	Alan frowns, now looking intently at the work his thumb is doing. “Frank, I think.”

	Frank. The name rings true. “Where’d he go?”

	“Back to Cranston.”

	“He’s from there?”

	“Yeah.”

	Alan, young enough to be your kid, does not know what this means. Alan, who had been five years old when you were seeing your friends crawl back to their hometowns to die, cannot see that Frank went back to Cranston as the first step to his grave. Alan is from this city. He has never gone away to another place, never been more than fifteen miles from where you sit right now. He does not know what it means when a fag returns to his hometown.

	Now Alan looks at you.

	“Why are you looking for him?”

	He cocks his head slightly, fixing his big brown eyes on you, giving you what he must think passes for a meaningful look. He knows that you know he has been dumped. He thinks you are asking about someone you are stuck on. Now, in his stupid Pollyanna world view, two lonely people have the chance to not be lonely anymore.

	In another life, you would have fucked the little brown-eyed dreamer and dumped him to teach him a lesson. For the sport of it.

	You leave the bar, feeling his gaze on your back like fleas crawling on your skin.

	In the grey daylight, you walk into a congregation of dead men. They have been waiting for you, expecting you after they have given you this respite. You realize they have left you alone long enough for you to discover what you have about The Boy. Now you must rejoin them, to take up your burden once again.

	You stifle your sadness and your fear as they shuffle in a bank of fog-coloured bodies around you. They say nothing, but the sounds of their chains and keys is a layered chorus of heavy chimes around you. Tony is beside you, his mouth quivering, not trying to speak, not trying to whisper. His lips tremble out of some spastic disintegration of the nerves of his face.

	Out of the corner of your eye, you see among the dead men a living face, keeping pace with you. You look to your left and see The Boy.

	He smiles as you walk unthinking, within a bank of men made of fog. You know then that the young man named Frank was just a mask that this being has worn, just a mask that it wears now, for you. You know that you have seen him many times before, with many different faces. You have seen him walk away with your friends into shadowplaces, where he quietly slipped a drop of the shadows themselves into the streams of their blood. He is the darkness of the heavy ink you have used to blot out your friends’ names from your address book, the hopelessness that called your friends back to their broken homes. He has walked behind you for fifteen years. Now he walks beside you, as you once again walk beside Tony.

	“Hey, man!”

	You turn to see Alan, trotting to catch up with you. The dead around you stop and huddle behind you like an army waiting at your command. The thing that wears Frank’s face stands beside you, your lieutenant.

	“What the fuck was that shit about?” he asks, now standing before you. “Giving me that fucking look and sticking me with paying for your beer? What’s up with you?”

	Alan is performing the classic role of the “don’t-fuck-with-me” faggot. You have seen it many times before and performed it before much better, yourself. Though you had the bulk and the strength to back it up. Alan scowls at you. He is so young. So transparent. You know his type better than he knows himself.

	He is doing this in the hope it will lead to a confession on your part about being hung up on Frank. That this bold and macho performance will lead to romance between you both. You hear dead voices murmur behind you, as you once heard voices murmur whenever a queen laid down a particularly vicious line of dish.

	You look at Alan, and he steps back. There is a look in his eyes like that of an animal frozen before an oncoming car.

	You feel the shadow that wears Frank’s face slip its arm around your shoulder.

	Alan walks back another step. “Sorry, man.”

	He does not see them. Of this, you are sure.

	But he does feel them, as surely as he feels the bite of the November air around you.

	He walks back to the bar as you walk within your own Purgatory.


	With night, comes silence.

	With night, you are no longer among the dead. You no longer hear their words.

	The silence fills everything. You cannot sleep.

	When the morning comes, you will know.

	When the morning comes, the wait will be over.

	In darkness, without the accusing company of phantoms, you have never felt more alone.


	* * *


	Monday morning, in late November.

	The hallways of the Health Department are full.

	People walk with brisk steps, carrying mugs of coffee, newspapers, clipboards, briefcases.

	You wait outside the office where the woman drew your blood. There are at least fifteen men there with you. A batch of test results have come back over the weekend. No one makes eye contact. The fear of revealing an inner stigma through one’s gaze is too strong. The possibility of any man in the room being condemned is too great. The possibility of death knowing you through the eyes of a man it has claimed is too great.

	The men around you are called into the office one at a time by a gesture.

	The door opens. The woman summons you.

	She is pleasant and reserved as she asks for your number, which you provide by handing her the ugly slip of paper she handed you six weeks ago.

	She checks the computer readout before her, with its long chains of numbers that you cannot fathom.

	She looks at you. You see what is in her eyes, and you know she has never gotten used to bestowing this news.

	Even as she tells you of the possibility of a false positive and the need of a further test, you know your life will be over, soon.


	You walk past the river among the dead. They have rejoined you.

	They say nothing, yet you feel their anger.

	You feel summer heat press around you as you shuffle past the living. The first snow of the year falls around you.


	It is summer. It is The City.

	But you feel neither the summer nor The City, as you are clothed in an eternal day of autumn grey.

	Full of anger, full of need, you part the curtain of night to accuse Alan of shirking his burden to remember you.
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