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trotters glide around the Cadillac in this frieze on fabric, a moment 
memorialized by the stitcher, “Thanks for the dance, Jack.”   

It is opening day at the AIDS quilt exhibit on our campus. 85 
of the 32,000 panels hang in our college atrium. The quilt is not one 
actual pieced-together spread, at least not in physical space. Panels 
like these contain one or two sections, each representing someone 
who has died of AIDS. The panels travel state to state and country to 
country. Although the panel patches do not form a single cloth held 
by a quilter’s cotton threads, nonetheless, they are stitched together 
by stronger ties. 

It is October in Iowa. The weather may shift from lackadaisi-
cal shuffling to speeding alacrity as it turns from fall to winter to fall 
again, raising and plummeting the hopes of Midwesterners. We are 
not quite ready to let go of the life of leaves to make way for the still-
ing of snow. October, like AIDS, the unpredictability and uncontrol-
lability—tuberculosis turns to AZT to MAI infection to Marinol to a 
protease inhibitor to down . . .toxoplasmosis. . .further down. . .until 
dying. 

“No one dies of AIDS,” I hear one of the nursing faculty explain 
to a group touring the quilt. “People die of AIDS-related diseases like 
tuberculosis immune resistance. AIDS leaves the blood without im-
mune systems to fight disease and infection. But we see victims live a 
lot longer now, maybe ten years beyond diagnosis,” she explains as I 
consider how short a time ten years is, all there would be left to taste, 
to do, to be in ten years.

Time. Back to back meetings. Class at ten. Appointments. No 
time to waste. I’ll have to keep a close eye on managing it today.

Yet I stand still, stretch to touch Sarah Marie, age 2 ½, whose 
hand silhouetted in pink felt reaches from a field of green; she shad-
ows my hand, and as I hold her in my palm, I read on her panel the 
letters, “We love you, Sari!  Forever, sweet baby of ours. Love, mommy 
and daddy,” and “I will always remember you, Sarah Marie. Love, 
Jim.”  Jim, I am sure, is the older brother who will never walk his 
little sister to her first day of kindergarten, never protect her from the 
neighborhood bullies, nor give her advice on dating. 

Pinned and stitched to her cloth is Sarah Marie’s evanescence: 
the Mickey Mouse bib from a child who will never outgrow fanta-
syland; a first pair of tennis shoes from a toddler who will never run 
high school track; a St. Theresa medal for a girl who will never rebel 
against her faith; a blue hair ribbon from a daughter who will never 
cut it close and dye it purple—the artifacts of a life that once was and 
one that will never be. 

As a person of the cloth, a knitter myself, I am reverent, gently 
fingering her fabric, not breaking any threads--threads which knit 
this dead child into my living. I long to cradle her, to feel her baby-
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On campus, I walk the corridor leading to my office. Retrieve the 
mail from my faculty box. Read the Dean’s announcements on 

the kiosk. Sip coffee. A student approaches. “Hi Angela, great com-
ment from you in lit. class yesterday,” I say. Sip. My to-do’s for the 
day ahead—five writing lab appointments, teach class, tour visitors 
through the new exhibit, the reading, lunch with Cynthia, teach two 
more classes, go home, collapse—a tight day, time stacked like book-
ends, back to back. 

Birthing from this corridor, I enter an atrium of space, the 
center building on our campus. Three stories of glass, hollow in the 
center, reach skyward to cathedral arches. It is a sacred space. 

Like visiting Washington D.C. years earlier when I crested 
the rise in the green, came upon “the Wall,” and found Brian’s name 
etched on the widespread wing of the black marble “V,” I feel this cor-
ridor also lift without warning, immersing me in space. My to-do list 
floats away along with the predictability of this day.  

The corridor gives way to banners billowing overhead like sails 
on the Mississippi, catching the wind, cotton cascading over the inte-
rior brick walls, softening them to tents of gauze. My own movement 
undulates these panels, breathing in, breathing out, inhale, exhale. 
Once I have passed by, stillness. Sun through the atrium glass wavers 
now in my eyes, now in shadow, as the fabric panels hold and releases 
the beams.  

Sun coming through the cotton illuminates a pink Cadillac 
convertible on the panel ahead. Her in a white chiffon ankle-length 
evening gown right out of Ginger Rogers’s closet, him in a black tux, 
bow tie, sequin-studded vest--her Fred Astair. Halted mid-step, the fox 
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journal entries, notes from parents, recollections from sisters and 
brothers, prayers from sons and daughters, and letters from lovers. I 
read and I read and I read and I wonder if even the most red-necked, 
intolerant, homophobics could read such letters, some of them man to 
man, and not be touched.

William Woodward. Born 1940; died 1996. Mr. Woodward, Bill. 
Oh, Woody. I didn’t know your panel would be here in your home-
town, here this year just years after you inhaled . . . held . . . inhaled 
. . . stilled. But here you are in your three-piece suit photograph sewn 
into linen alongside the embroidered outline of the river museum 
which also bears your name, and your letter to the world, your profes-
sion of love for life. 

William Woodward, one of the most prominent men in our 
town, William Woodward, who had the courage to “come out” among 
the Rotary club types, Bill pounding his fist at board meetings, 
Woody exchanging poinsettias for Christmas cookies with us. Richard 
had died of AIDS but we all thought you would escape because . . . 
because. . . well, face it, Woody. . . you could just be so darn ornery. 
But here you are at the top of the atrium, always at the top, directing 
the show, telling everyone what to do, always calling the shots. 

Except for controlling time.
Except for dying.
The time, I have forgotten the time again. The writing lab—stu-

dents will be waiting for conferences. Class at ten. Public reading at 
noon. Lunch with Cynthia. Tour group through the exhibit at two. 
Can’t be late.

The quilt piecing Woody’s panel to those who died years earlier 
from AIDS seams all the years together into an eternal present and 
eternal past. Recorded here, they form documentation of the people 
who died too early, their time stolen from them, from us. They are re-
ferred to as “the late so-and-so” and I think of how the cure will come 
too late for to many. Today the illusion that I can keep time, patch it 
in pieces, and control my living blends with these reminders of time 
moving beyond our ability to darn and to mend. If we could only keep 
death at bay long enough to come up with a cure.

I walk up the stairs beyond Woody’s panel and turn left which 
places me at the backside of the quilt sections. In sewing class back in 
my elementary school, Ms. Levers had called it the wrong side. The 
wrong side. 

Here on the other side of the panels, I think of all the men, 
women, and children deported to the backside of living, to the wrong 
side, because they are gay or lesbian or have AIDS or are female or 
black; or because they are not smart or are mentally handicapped, or 
because they do not fit someone’s notion of fitting. Leo from mainte-
nance tells me that the college was required to hire additional round-

weight chubby in my strong mother-arms, to draw in her babysmell, 
perfume of powder, applesauce, blankie wool, and sweet innocent 
baby’s breath. I sway wanting to dance her around the room singing, 
“Hush little baby, don’t you cry, mama’s gonna sing you a lullaby.”  
Even as I touch her print, her toddler’s hand turns liquid and slips 
between my fingers with the knowing. Knowing that time could not 
be managed for Sarah Marie. 

Knowing she left a cavity, only grave-sized at first, dug wider by 
the missing of those who love her; dug deeper by others, by those who 
saw her father holding her hand and releasing it as he tried to teach 
her to walk around the block, by those who saw her in the grocery 
cart biting through the plastic wrap on the cheddar, by those who saw 
her floating in a bright yellow inner tube at the shore, by those who 
saw her brother sobbing right in front of the lion’s cage because he no 
longer had a little sister to roar into fright. 

The cavity digs wider over the years with her absence: her not 
being there alongside other seven-year olds, puppy licking the face 
of five children instead of six; her not being there to challenge the 
eighth grade teacher when he tells students, “It’s always been done 
this way”; her not being there, the third girl in the restroom to pass 
the cigarette to; her not sitting in my college writing class, a class now 
of only nineteen students which might have been twenty; her never 
knowing a lover’s touch on her cheek;  her not living a whole life be-
fore dying. Her not-being appears on this panel in Iowa, in California, 
in New York, in Denver, until absence is larger than presence. 

The hole deepens to crater-size until it grows so enormous it is 
the earth, itself, convex to concave, the world turned inside out.

This atrium, main channel of the college stream, where every-
one gathers chattering between classes, where guitarists and cellists 
and folk singers and poets often play and recite, where “HEEEEEEY 
JULIE!” is high-fived by “Yo, Jon, babeeeeee!” is today hushed, only 
whispers and footfalls. 

I move through the panels like cutting through the holy waters 
of the Mississippi. Panels flow over my shoulders, my arms, my legs 
as I wade through. I, who swim and breathe and live pour into these 
sails, these still-lifes.

Still-life, they live still.
Richard Johnson, born 1951, the same year as I was born; died 

1989, just eight years after the AIDS epidemic was declared. Burton 
Lathrop, born 1963, the year the Beatles came to the U.S.; died 1983, 
too early to ever hear U2. Elise and Robert Heimke, their catamaran 
twinned sails, wedded 1973. Elise died 1985, the year our daughter 
was born; Robert passed away in 1990, the year Jerry and I waltzed on 
the verandah of the Passagrahan in St. Maartan. 

Panels filled with diplomas, certificates, war commendations, 
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Mostpha, Leonard Brady, Christine Schulz—the names keep listing 
like schooners on the calm Mississippi, page after page after page. 

I think of another time years ago when I protested the war by 
standing on the Post Office steps reading the names of those who died 
in Vietnam. Although everything about AIDS is criminal, today no 
one will arrest us for keeping the vigil, for reading these names, for 
attending to time.

Cynthia has just finished touring a bus group through the 
exhibit. We do not go for lunch after all. We have no hunger in the 
presence of so much death; no desire to fill ourselves in the presence 
of so much absence. She and I meet in front of the panel for Jardache 
Williams, a man we do not know until we read his fabric. Woven 
there we find threads—he played the piano once in a New Orleans 
Blues bar, he loved the Green Bay Packers and Miller Beer, and he had 
a daughter named Sylvie. He had dreams. He wanted to ski the Alps. 
He dreamed of climbing Everest and of sailing a Tall Ship in the Ca-
ribbean. He dreamed of living even while he was dying. Now his sail, 
this panel, sways under the touch of visitors, taking life from them, 
restoring some of his time.

“Can anyone get AIDS?” a boy with shocking red hair asks from 
the front of the tour group. 

“Yes, anyone,” I tell them what I’ve been trained to say. 
“Even little boys can get AIDS?” he presses, tapping his foot 

against the marble floor. When I repeat that yes, anyone can get 
AIDS, lickety-split he asks, “But kids don’t die of AIDS, right?”

“I heard you get AIDS from kissing.”
“I heard you get AIDS if you are really naughty,” says a girl in 

the back of the group. She is wearing a brimmed pink hat and her 
pigtails swish as she speaks.

“People get AIDS when their good blood comes in contact with 
the blood of someone who has AIDS. You can’t get it from kissing. All 
kinds of people get AIDS. People who are not naughty get colds, too. 
Same thing,” I tell them. I navigate this group of first-graders from a 
local elementary school through the sails. I give them the knowing so 
that they might navigate themselves more safely.

Their usual six-year-old’s urgency to skitter across the shine of 
the atrium floor, to roll about like lion cubs, and to hop hop hop today 
is quieted without even a “Boys and girls!” from their teacher. They 
sense it all, the death hoisted by the veneration of life. And even these 
young children carry litanies of their own— of a cousin, of a boy in 
their school, of a grandparent, of a father.

During this weeklong exhibit, as I course through the sails, 
through the waves of tour groups, humankind washes over me. Chil-
dren measure their own hands against the silhouettes of Sarah Marie. 
One high school girl summons her boyfriend to her side and whispers, 

the-clock guards before the quilt panels could go on display. Those 
intolerant ones have slashed panels in other cities around the country. 
Slashed to make them fit. But today in the atrium, their stories re-
corded on gabardine scrolls, squares in a quilt larger than four football 
fields, fit impeccably—flawless, pure, true.

In the writing lab and in my classes, students arrive tear-stained 
from having read the sails. Some hold hands to hold one another from 
falling apart. In voices which barely break over the hum of ventila-
tors, they speak of a brother, an uncle, a mother, a husband—the 
litany of AIDS. As I hear their hushed words layer the air in the lab 
with Midwestern drawl, I hear other whispers as well.

Whispers. Cynthia, an adult student of mine, tells me the high 
school girls do not come home with her daughter because her mother 
is a lesbian. 

Whispers. Jerry Graf explains how quickly he became a number 
while being tested for AIDS. 

Whispers. Tested for AIDS. . . to donate blood to the Red Cross. 
. . to be granted insurance. Even members of the “safe” population 
wonder if those afternoon trysts when they were reckless and in-
nocent remain yet in their blood like land mines. There is no safe 
population. 

Silence. Terry’s parents in Chicago refuse to talk to him since he 
told them what parents do not want to hear about a middle-aged son 
who has no wife. 

I remember one summer as we pulled into a parking lot near 
the Grand Canyon, I put my hand over our young son’s eyes to protect 
him from reading obscenity, a sign bolted to a rusted camper, a sign so 
blasphemous its four-inch high letters seemed billboard-sized, “AIDS 
is God’s judgment on those who deserve it.” 

Ryan White, Arthur Ashe, Rock Hudson. Freddie Mercury. 
Woody.

Sarah Marie.
There’s no time for my lesson plan with more important things 

to write about today. Time demands that we pay attention to the 
quietest of voices. A steeple reverence for those being honored in the 
atrium tolls throughout the campus, time slipping away. 

In the chapel all day and all night, we keep the vigil of the dead 
whose sails like shrouds spread over us, the living. We read the names 
of those who have died from AIDS. Students and teachers, deans and 
clerical assistants, maintenance workers and the college president, 
alongside sisters, lovers, brothers, parents, wives, nurses, bank CEOs, 
truckers, actors, musicians, meat packing company butchers, farm-
ers, and I read from the list. We read and read and read hundreds 
of names: Andrew Lester, James Patterson, Cordelia Matheiwson, 
Stephen Resnic, Julia Watson, Jillian O’Keefe, Seamus Lewis, Israel 
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“Jimmy, I found him. His is the orange panel,” the panel synesthesia 
for the man she knew as Howard Tilotson. 

Like the roses inserted into the crevices in the Vietnam Memo-
rial, these tokens have been added to these banners of death, these 
banners of life. Two handsome young men wearing t-shirts which 
say, “I just want my friends back” and “Dubuque AIDS Coalition” 
walk hand in hand visiting every sail; on each they pin a small medal 
from the Gay Rights League. I see Woody’s friend, Ellen. She squeezes 
my hand, “It’s beautiful, Kate. Woody loves. . . would love this,” she 
stumbles over the tense of the verb. I think of his mother and brother, 
of his former wife, and of his three adult children as I see another 
family touring the panels. The atrium harbor, its sails at rest, is never 
empty this week. 

We read the names, name after name after name. And the peo-
ple come, man after woman after boy after girl and even a pup named 
Scooter. They add up like numerals multiplying, un-stoppable. In the 
U.S., alone, more than 581,249 have died from AIDS. In the headlines, 
more numbers. 13% drop in the number of those who died of AIDS 
this year. This roughs out to 2,900 fewer panels. 2,900 fewer people. 

2,900 more people. 2,900 more fox trotters, mountain climbers, 
nurses, tennis players, teachers, lovers, fathers, wives, Sarah Marie’s 
exhaling, inhaling, catching the Mississippi River wind at its crest, 
their jibs hoisted tall, and their sails billowing full in the late summer 
sky.

Evan Stickfort

Ivonne


