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A BREATH OF COURAGE

On a spring afternoon in 1985 I sat on my sofa, the late afternoon sun coming

through the window to warm my fog chilled bones. Having just arrived home from work I waited

for my muscles to untie themselves before tackling the stack of mail in my lap. Bills,

advertisements, bills. Then there was a letter from the boyfriend of my old hometown friend

Fredrick Downs Ingram. The letter informed me in terse sentences that Fred would not be

visiting me in California that year because had died suddenly of AIDS. He had not wanted me to

know he was ill. I would not be able to take care of him. We would not grow old together,

laughing about our misspent youth.

Before that letter AIDS had not taken a seat in my life, had not yet defined my concerns,

dictated my actions. My after-the-letter life was permanently altered.

My wife Joss locked herself in a spare room in our house, after coming home with

several large bags of supplies she said were being used to create my birthday present. Obediently,

I did not peek. On the day of my birthday, she emerged with a beautifully hand-stitched panel for

the newly conceived AIDS Memorial Quilt. The panel was made of purple silk and featured a

silver lamé airplane flying through puffy over-stuffed clouds to commemorate Fred’s life as a

pilot. Fred’s mother in Texas was devoted to her secrets and did not want me to give the panel to

The Names Project. I did so anyway.

The panel inspired us to make several trips to Washington D.C. as volunteers who helped

to lay out the magnificent panels, until the quilt became too large to display.

During this time, we also began weekly work with the AIDS Food Bank. For many years

we organized people who stood outside grocery stores on Saturday mornings to solicit peanut
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butter, tuna, soup, and kindness from concerned shoppers. Although this obsession took up

ninety percent of our free time, it gave us outstanding friendships that we carried into our future.

One of those friendships was with Terrel Patrick Byrne, who caught my attention immediately,

tripping that sensor in my heart that identifies special individuals having significant lessons to

teach me. In those first conversations, while we smiled at strangers who bought food for

strangers, I knew that I wanted to be the recipient of the always on-point insights issuing from

this remarkable man. He seemed to have cycled through numerous lives while the rest of us were

still struggling through our first journey.

When Terrel asked me to have dinner with him in the coming week, I realized that the

implication of my desire to know him was that I would be deciding to establish a friendship with

someone who would certainly die long before I was ready to lose him.

Terrel graciously stepped away giving me time to decide, understanding that it would be

an actual decision. And not one made lightly.

Step off the cliff. Soar over the valley.

Step off the cliff. Fall broken on the rocks below.

Release reason. Expect uncertainty.

Release reason. Sail away.

Allow grief

Invite grief.

Accept loss.
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On the next Saturday in front of the grocery store where we were gathering food, I stood

on the sidewalk having no certainty about what I would say. As I stood there I was touched by a

subtle breath coming from the unoccupied space next to me.

“I’m here, Sandra. Look up before you speak.”

I looked up and saw a small silver plane, illuminated by a shaft of sunlight, flying

through puffy pink and white clouds into infinity. Clearly, Fred had left me with the

encouragement and strength that he would certainly have given me if we had grown old together.

Terrel lived another eleven years and taught me lessons I employ every day. He inspired

my commitment to Joss, saying he could not die until he knew I would be happy. He never lied,

even if it was not what I wanted to hear. His words were the bricks I used to build an ethical life.

Fred no longer visits me but Terrel occasionally comes by to say he is proud of me.
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