Doctor Jonathan Harry Mermin | . o
To: . From: James Martin Driskill
@DMeminCDC |

Fax: 1-404-639-1388 Date: Jan 19/20 02:53 AM
Organization: Center for Disease Control CDC

Subject: Are we going to #EndHIV / #StopHIV / With Out Of Control Hate?

Dr. Mermin,

This is a preliminary assessment of the on the groundfloor trenches in the fight
against HIV/AIDS as it relates to a hate conspiracy that is embedded in the Ryan
White Care Act funded Aids Service Organizations.

This hate conspiracy is very much real and they resort o #GangStalking tactics to
quiet detractors of this status quo that you oversee.

You oversee a hate conspiracy.

You need to be replaced or take an honest and thoughtful approach to address these
needs of oversight that is killing people with HIV needlessly and with preventable
deaths occurring in our communities, you are the one who | hold is morally
responsible for this outcome that must be given weighty truth to discuss, which you
blocked me on twitter. By that block, you are aware of these issues and wish me to
shut the fuck up, but | will not. The gang-stalking has returned to my hometown of
San Bernardino with recently two weeks ago, once more my vehicle was stolen once
again for the 3rd time to relay a message to me,

SHUT THE FUCK UP!

I WILL NOT!

| GUARANTEE YOU ---



| WILL NOT SHUT THE FUCK UP ABOUT THESE CONDITIONS. | HOLD
MORAL AGENCY TO KNOW THE TRUTH

#ConspiracykbExposedTerminatesASAP
#GovernmentSponsoredHate
#HIVUntreatable

The Mental Health Advocacy Letter From the Issuance of Foothill Aids Project in
2007 was when in Oakland, | was #GangStalked out of my Oakland HOPWA
Residency. This is when | started blogging and writing about my experiences in
Oakland they stole my car from the address here in San Bernardino and abandoned
my car at the former address of my brother. This occurred in 2007. The
#GangStalking continues in Denver with what are apparent with the Glassdoor
Reviews reflecting the toxic environment of Colorado Health Network. My car was
stolen and recovered there too in 2016. And now once again in 2020, my car was
stolen and abandoned in a statement SHUT THE FUCK UP. IT IS UPON YOUR
SHOULDERS DOCTOR MERMIN TO ISSUE CONTROLS IN ORDER TO STOP
THIS HATE IN ITS TRACKS. Your Obligation to Get Involved Sir. Or the
change.org petition | have should get more signatures from distributing this packet to
the mass of news media agencies as promised in my introduction letter.. BY US
POSTAL MAIL! The evidence speaks for itself. There is a hate conspiracy here
and you know it.

James Martin Driskill
3260 Grande Vista
San Bernardino CA 92405

909-882-8759 ---- | expect a reply to this with careful consideration of critical mass
considerations by Febuary 28th 2020.

Thank you.



Jonathan Mermin, M.D.M.PH., January 19th, 2020
Designated Federal Gfficer,

CDC/HRSA Advisory Committee on HIV,

Viral Hepatitis and STD Prevention and Treatment (CHACHSPT),

CDC, HHS,

1600 Clifton Road, NE, Mailstop EO7,

Atlanta, Georgia 30329-4027

Telephone 404-639-8000, hm/@edc.gov.

Doctor Mermin, TwitterlD [ @DrMerminCDC |

My name is James Martin Driskill and we have had an unfortunate exchange on twitter that places
you to violate my civil rights to hold a conversation regarding any topic matter that | see fit by
blocking my twitter account [ @Gruwup ] from following you.

Yes, you have violated my civil rights on how to proceed to discuss people’s death from HIV/AIDS in a
hate conspiracy that you oversee.

There is no mistake. These words are meant to receive a response.

This hate conspiracy that you oversee has killed people who are living with HIV/AIDS in the only
manner to which it is important to note; conducted by participating members of the reach of the local
in the trenches workers, directors, and leaders of the HIV Communities by their organizational scope
as service providers of the Ryan White Care Act funded social services agencies across the entire
nation; region to region.

Now | do not say that all agencies are involved or know about or are unwilling to discuss these
matters. | would not say that this hate conspiracy is 100% coverage across the entire spread of
agencies. But there is an informational dataset tool that can break this conspiracy down into
questions to whom is involved in this conspiracy to disempower, disenfranchise rights, and to
discriminate against a class of persons that | label that you call “The Dirty”. In other words between
the innocents of the righteous and the guilty deserving of their hellish death in our communities by
being the sinners.

in September of 2015, the Christian Faith and God’s Spokesman on Earth Pope Francis called upon
this nation to confront every form of polarization that would divide our society and communities into
these two camps.



But you obviously were not listening like | was. If you were to have been listening, you would not have
blocked me on twitter. But as far as | know, in order for us o stop HIV/aids in a complete 100%
coverage of risk vs. reward in the 90/90/90 goals by this year 2020, we have failed. We have failed
because of this hate conspiracy.

Now you can tout statistics all you like. | don't believe that we have met these statistical benchmarks,
not even close and [ will explain why.... See NYTimes Magazine Article American’s Hidden HIV
Epidemic.

In 2016, just 4 years ago, as | was in Denver Colorado attempting to interface a workable project of an
adult consent thought and practices school into the community, the leadership of the Colorado Health
Network attacked my efforts unimpeded with impunity that they still have not had reprimands for
what they did to me. Ejected From The Community by the leaders of the Colorado Health Network
aka Denver Colorado Aids Project.

They #GangStalked me.

And so this gang stalking continues here in my hometown of San Bernardino with an apparent return
to stealing my vehicles to intimidate me to shut the fuck up. But | will not. | protest that you are the
person who must involve themselves to stop this hate.

Two Weeks Ago, my car was stolen from my driveway and abandoned blocks away and minor items
were taken. It seemed that Gasoline was spilled over into the trunk. This as a message what? Next
time, my car is going to burn? Well..... This once again is #GangStalking and | proclaim that in Denver
They also stole my car in 2016 and in 2007 they stole my car in relation to a hate campaign
conducted against me in Oakland CA. This has now happened in three different relations of regional
interfaces to the Ryan White Care Act funded social service agencies.

You are the one it all falls on.

This holds true, no matter what the Glassdoor Reviews reflect upon the negative outlook employee
reviews of the Ryan White Care Act funded agencies; the dataset | mentioned above, no matter what
focal relations are, the broader scope is that you have a moral responsibility to act in that you know
why this conspiracy exists.

That is found true by your action held against me on twitter to not involve yourself in my introduction
and allow the doctor here in San Bernardino to discriminate against me for attempting to bring up the
Google Review for Foothill Aids Project that goes against the 90/90/90 worldwide goals to #ENDHiv



Your action points to cover-up and continued status quo operations that kill people with HIV/AIDS and
further degrades the infectious ratios within the communities that must be and will always remain
focused against the 90/90/90 target goals.

This is a catch 22 on your part.

| expect a reply to this letter by February 28th, 2020 so we can proceed to reprimand this memeplex
out of existence so we can actually take hold on #StopHIV and #EndHIV platforms that actually mean
what they claim is their endpoint goals are to be real. Without this effort, this hate memeplex will
always win over common sense and common decency.

Thank you,
James Martin Driskill

3260 Grande Vista San Bernardino CA 92405 909-882-8759
See: hiip/ede fuckeduphuman.net, redirect 1o a change.org petition to replace Dr Mermin.

CC: NBCNews, ABCNews, CBSNews, PBSNews, CNNNews, Rachael Madoww MSNBC

Attached:

Select Glassdoor Employee Reviews for Select Sampling Of Agencies [ afforded by print copy
expenses ]. A full but not fully comprehensive sampling of region to region reviews from Glassdoor

for Ryan White Care Act Funded Aids Service Organizations [ ASO | are placed into this web directory:

htto Awebdomains.realuphuman.net/alassdoorcom/HIV-AIDS-SERVICES-ORCANIZATIONS-Emplovee
Reviews/

Attached: Google Review for Foothill Aids Project, mentioned in text, as my very own hometown
agency.

Attached: www.nytimes.com 2017/06/06 » magazine » americas-hidden-hiv-epi...

America's Hidden H.I.V. Epidemic - The New York Times

Jun 6, 2017 - Why do America's black gay and bisexual men have a higher H.LV. rate than any country inthe werld?

Attached: Excerpt Words of Pope Francis Call To the United States In Joint Session With Congress
September 2015
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Colorado Health Network Reviews Updated Jan 3, 2020
(\"}\ o Filter

8 English reviews out of 8

Recommend Approve of Darrell Vigil
to a Friend CEO 7 Ratings

Your trust is our top concern, so companies can't alter or remove reviews.

https:/iwww. glassdoor.com/Reviews/Colorado-Health-Network-Reviews-E1718672.htin 1/10



171942020 Colorado Heaith Network Reviews | Glassdoor

"l loved the people and the work!”

Former Emplovee - Public Health intervention Coordinator in Denver, CO

i Recommends
Positive Cutiook

I worked at Colorado Health Network full-time for more than a year

Pros

The people were the best, and | miss them everyday. Not to mention, BEST BOSSEVER! As
another revue said, the overall environment is welcoming to all regardless of gender identity,
sexual orientation, race or religious background. You simply can't beat the people and culture
here. There are two other reviews that complain about a lack of diversity, but | don't know what
they're expecting. The CEQ is Latino, there are LGBTQ people in all levels including management
and my boss was a woman.

Show Less
Cons

The pay is tough for Denver. it's pretty good for a non-profit, but with the sudden increase inthe
cost of living in Colorado, especially Denver, it's tough to make ends meet.

Advice to Management

Seeif there is any way to offer more cost of living increases.

i

Helpful ; ‘.

January 3, 2020

DONTTWORK
D s

E‘?S@fg@ﬂ

A

Former Emplovee - Case Manager in Denver, CO

i worked at Colorado Health Network full-time for more than a year

https:/fwww.glassdoor.com/ReviewsfColorado-Health-Network-Reviews-E1718672.htin 2110



171942020 Colorado Heaith Network Reviews | Glassdoor

Pros

Great clients, generous PTO, good benefits

Cons

Bad management, limits to moving to different positions, lack of education opportunities

Advice to Management

More Training

Join the Colorado Health Network team

December 2, 2019

HEALTH

NLT®WORE

"’H@WEE‘}E@ Culture”

Former bEmploves - Case Manager

Doesn't Recommend
Negative Qutlook

f worked at Colorado Health Network full-time

Pros

You are helping people in need

https:/fwww.glassdoor.com/ReviewsfColorado-Health-Network-Reviews-E1718672.htin 3/10



171942020 Colorado Heaith Network Reviews | Glassdoor
Cons

You will be too stressed and busy pulling daggers out of your back to do anything outside of work.

dune 12,2019

CHEALTH

: MNALTWORK

"Great mission, terrible execution of services and lack of consistency.”

Current Employee - Social Worker in Denver, CO

Doesn't Recommend
Neutral Qutiock
Disapproves of CEO

| have been working at Colorado Health Network full-time for more than a vear

Pros

RTD eco pass and medical benefits through Kaiser or Anthem are very affordable

Organization looking to help those living with and prevent HIV

Cons

High turnover rate due to burnout and/or being underpaid. Case management experiences very
high turnover.

Case load is too high for staff

Empioyees who qualify for overtime are reprimanded if they do exceed 40 hours per week

Advice to Management

Lock for new talent instead of recycling former employees or giving promotions to individuals
who are not ready.

https:/fwww.glassdoor.com/ReviewsfColorado-Health-Network-Reviews-E1718672.htin 4/10



171942020 Colorado Heaith Network Reviews | Glassdoor

October 29,2018 Helpful ()

CHEALTH

DONETWORK
. e -

'”Sviay Away"

Former Emplovee - Medical Case Manager in Colorado Springs, CO

Doesn't Recommend
Negative Qutlook
Disapproves of CEQ

| worked at Colorado Health Network full-time for more than 5 years

Pros

This unfortunately is a area that there is nothing to promote as there are no Pros to this job.

Cons

EEOC violations, confidentiality compromises of the people they are suppossed to protect, pay is
below average and benefits are horrible. The CEQ is below the bottom of the swamp in regards to
teadership.

P
I
[}

Helpful {2}

February 17,2018 Helpful (1)

DT R E

"If you don't gossip like a teenager, you'll be an outsider.”

Former Emplovees - Anonyvmous Employee

Doesn't Recommend
Neutral Cutiook

: f worked at Colorado Health Network full-time
https:/fwww.glassdoor.com/ReviewsfColorado-Health-Network-Reviews-E1718672.htin 5/10



171942020 Colorado Heaith Network Reviews | Glassdoor

Pros

The mission at CHN is good.

Cons

Very caddy work environment for the most part.

Advice to Management

Get to know employees better

Helpful (1) -]

September 13, 2017 Helpful (3)

BN
CHEALTH

DONDTWORK

*Empéﬁym@m”

Client Services in Denver, CO

Doesn't Recommend
Negative Qutlook

i worked at Colorado Health Network for less than a year

Pros

Case Managers are not micro-managed, occasionally drug companies will come in and bring free
funch, relaxed dress code, on a major bus line

Cans

Management is awful. They do not trust their employees with anything - not even tissues. If you
want a box of tissues you have to go to upstairs and talk to the them. One person stores them in
his office.

& Thev had a hisg "invectioation" hecalige hwo emnlovees anit hecance of raciaem and dicserimination
https:/fwww.glassdoor.com/ReviewsfColorado-Health-Network-Reviews-E1718672.htin 6/10



171942020 Colorado Heaith Network Reviews | Glassdoor

PEae g 1 reana wa R PR 1T e MIZSMAMESA RS R e aANA NS W T T A et 1 I i F e e SR M St tAns e P b MAe IR E AR T W aas el TR EEC R

within the organization - the "investigation" was "inconclusive". They had a meeting with all of the
staff (that was announced 24 hrs prior). Regarding discrimination. It was said that we were diverse
“we have one of everything" How can an arganization thrive when a top official is racist?

If you are a woman or person of color, it Is very hard to move up in the org and be heard. If you are
a cute, white male, you will do well in this company.

Turnover is high!
Show Less
Advice to Management

Maybe start with a little bit of respect {for clients and staff)?

Sponsored Jobs

BM Case Manager

I5YS e .
: ISYS Solutions (CA) ~ Santa Barbara, CA

N\ Web Site Designer/Developer, Senlor
R {Web Developer I Humanities...
University ef Arizona — Tucson, AZ

LOPC - Licensed Clinical Professional

Counselor
Above and Beyond Family Recovery Center

= Chicago, 1L

r@&@% Treatment Counselor
%&%& Sile Brands — Rancho Cucamonga, CA

July 28,2017 Helpful (3)

AL

DONLTWRORE

"Low pay, oppressive managment, dishonest business practices..”

https:/fwww.glassdoor.com/ReviewsfColorado-Health-Network-Reviews-E1718672.htin 7110



171942020 Colorado Heaith Network Reviews | Glassdoor

Current Emplovees - Anonymous Emploves

Doesn't Recommend
Negative Qutlook

i have been working at Colorado Health Network full-time for tess than a year

Pros

Brand new facility, friendly coworkers, easy access to downtown. Interviews are too easy. Great
benefits. Benefits those less fortunate.

Cons

Oppressive leadership, disingenuous management, dishonest business practices. | really wan to
fike this place but the management could use some training. | have witnessed some dishonest
business practices going on here. Toxic waork environment. Pay is very low. Upper level
management is very elitist, discriminating, and oppressive toward other staff.

Advice to Management

Take some training courses to learn how to perform your job better. Many may have landed in
their current positions due to the Peter Principle. Do some house cleaning, see who actually
contributes to the successful functioning of the company and trim the fat. Just because someone
is fun outside of work and makes you laugh does not mean they are competent managers that

need to be leading other people. Take a look in the mirror.

Show Less

8 English reviews out of 8

https:/fwww.glassdoor.com/ReviewsfColorado-Health-Network-Reviews-E1718672.htin 8/10
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Desert AIDS Project Reviews

Updated Oct 6, 2018

Searchijob titles

Fiiter

5 English reviews out of 5

T
Recommend Approve of Da‘\/is
to aFriend CEO Brm. man
1Rating

Your trust is our top concern, so companies can't alter or remove reviews.

July 20,2017

"Social Services dept”

v

Current Employee - Anonymous Employee



Recommends
Positive Quticok

I have been working at Desert AIDS Project full-time E>

G
Pros j,g
Fir
Great team! Awesome culture. Ca
Cons Hc
Ge
Not many cons to note so far, However improvement can be made between departments itt
Hc
Cli

Helpful

P Pr

Cctober 6,2018

"Community health

L3

Former Employee - Anonymous Employee

Doesn't Recommend
Negative Qutlock
Disapproves of CEQ

fworked at Desert AIDS Project full-time

Pros

Beautiful building, meet great people.

Cons
This is the worst place | ever worked. They speak of self care, yet cause you stress, Management R
pretends to care when they are in your face. No need to complain nothing gets done. The only way S
to deal with them is by hiring a laywer to get their attention. Si
Advice to Management 5.
5:
Learn how tc manage.
Te
Te

e



FRETRESR LAY
L—’ in

Join the Desert AIDS Project team r

June 27,2017 Helpful (1)

"Manager"”

F

Former Employee - Anonymous Employee

Doesn't Recommend
Negative QOutlook

I worked at Desert AlDS Project full-time for more than 3 years

Pros

they have parties all the time to make you feel better about all the chaos of management

Cons

senior management is not a cohesive team, nor do they work together to support the agency. the
extreme behaviors of senior management is tolerated and those impacted just have to deal with
the stress of these peopie. the level of unprofessional engagement is remarkable. you have to fight
an uphill battle to get anything accomplished and upper management just lets it all happen.
tatented staff come and ago because leaders attitudes are tolerated and other directors have to
cope with these extreme behaviors and stress,

Show Less
Advice to Management

stop letting amazing talented people be sucked up by these intolerable behaviors. you bring in
great talent and make them deal with such behavioral attitudes. its not ok just because they are
taking HiV medications that others have to deal with these extreme behaviors and stress of their
colleagues.




Helpful {1}

October 20, 2015 Helpful (5)

o :
i
E :
i s
QT el

"It vou have integrity and concern for the Aids patient, go elsewhere”

L4

Former Employee - Case Manager in Palm Springs, CA

Doesn't Recommend
Negative Outlock

Iworked at Desert AlIDS Project full-time for more than 3 years
Pros

Things have become very bad here.

Cons

Atrue lack of care for the Aids patients new to the area. Denial of medical is frequent for many
unqualified reasons. Mostly, to save money and add perks to the current administration. this place
ctaims to give treatment to the uninsured but we have had to deny them treatment many times.

Advice to Management

Start over with a fresh group from the top down.

Helpful {(5)

June 18, 2015 Helpful (3)

Current Emplovee - Manager in Palm Springs, CA

Recommends
Positive Cutlook



| have been working at Desert AIDS Project full-time for more than 5 years

Pros

D.A B offers a great working environment with a very listening and supportive management.
You'll find that the work atmosphere is enjovable, positive, enlightening and it's an evolving and
growing health care business.

The employees are amazingly committed to the overall philosophy and mission of the agency.
Many staff have been here over 10+ vears and are truly committed.

Senior management and the Board of Directes are extremely involved in agency performance,
goals and postioning.

Show Less
{_ons

Fair market and competitive salary's are not always the norm within each depariment, and
performance increases are few as well,

Opportunities for advancement are somewhat [imited by the structure of the business. More
attention could be given to determining career development opportunities and the agency is
seeing expansion as well.

Advice to Management

Develop a stronger program for employee retention and pay them a more competitive rate.

Helpful £3)

5 English reviews out of 5

Reviews > Desert AlDS Project </>Embed
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ACCESS AIDS Care Reviews

{ ocation

ACCESS AIDS Care Companies
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.

3 - - - 1 -

Overview  Reviews  lobs  Salaries  Interviews Benefts Photos

ACCESS AIDS Care Reviews Updated Aug 18,2016

Searchjob titles Filter

3 English reviews out of 3

S
Recommend Approve of é‘taci? Walls-
to a Friend CEOQ eesle
2 Ratings

Your trust is our top concern, so companies can't alter or remove reviews.

August 18,2016 Helpful (3)

" ..and another one bites the dust.”



Current Employee - Anonymous Employee in Norfolk, VA

Doesn't Recommend =
Nggative Qutlook o
Disapproves of CEO o
I have been working at ACCESS AIDS Care full-time Ca
Pros Hc
Ge
None come to mind at the moment and | am really trving to come up with one or two. it
Cons ¢
Cli
-Executive Director angry and VERY retaliatory. Pr
-Mismanagement of grant funds, AGAIN.
-Executive Director still there even after extortion case.
-Very unorganized .
-Favoritism if your in the click. if not oh well,
-Treats employees and clients like they are nothing.
-Low pay for an extreme amount of committment. J

-ZERO ROOM FOR ADVANCEMENT.
-If | could leave zero stars i would..

-I'm sure you get the..
th

Show More

Advice to Management

Restructure the entire organization starting at the top and working down. Why the Board does
not see where the problem lies is beyond me which makes me look at the Board as well,

Heloful {3}

March 27,2016 Helpful (1)

R

"Emplovees leave within 6 months what does that tell you?"

F

Doesn't Recommend
Negative Qutlock 2y
Disapproves of CEQ E>



I worked at ACCESS AIDS Care

Pros

Not one comes to mind.

Cons

Too many to list. Not recommended if you are serious about your career and desire upward

mobility or respect from your co-workers and supervisors.

Helpful {1}

Join the ACCESS AIDS Care team

i § b g e
G ERGAI NS 1 0

Juby 1,2014

"Be careful of management”

w

lworked at ACCESS AIDS Care

Pros

Programs are great. Great staff. Very passionate.

Cons

Member of upper management difficult to work with. Questionable practices.

i
P



Glassdoor Company Spotlight
: , o
The Austin Company View Jobs

4 new jobs

The Austin Company is a consulting, planning, architecture, engineer

construction services company offering a comprehensp

3 English reviews outof 3

Reviews > ACCESS AIDSCare </>Embed




{4
A T
L2 e
3

P

\,.
Q. i

United States




Link To Rirect Google Reviews URL
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BAareh Jacohson
Loval Guide 8

de howowm & U st s B
Thig agency s FRAUDULANT in ds serdces and praciices when i comes 1o serimg The BV
asopudation and utilizing Pyan White Funding. by recoenmendation for any HIY client interested in

signing with thera is to run as far and as fast as you can.. they treat HiY consumers with contempt and
amprotessionlism,
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FAP San Bernardino )
362 Orange Show Lane, San Bernardino, CA 92408
T {909) 884-2722 « F {909) 884-2732
Website: htp-/Hapinfo.org
January 23, 2007 g

=

TO WHOM IT MAY CONCERN:

Mr. James Driskill has been a client of mine for Individual Psychotherapy since October 30,
2006. He has been altending Foothill AIDS Project's (FAP) “Living Well With HIV/AIDS"
men’s Support Group on a weekly basis since September 2006. He was self-referved for
Individual Psychotherapy.

Mr. Driskill sought treatment for a high level of stress and anxiety primarily regarding his
housing situation. He became homeless in Oakland earlier i 2006 and is currently residing
with his family and extended Family in San Bernardino. In addition to his unresolved
eviction in Oakland he was not able to secure immediate housing through the AIDS Housing
Program in San Bernardino County due to a waiting period for each new applicant. These
events resulted in My. Driskill experiencing a high level of anger and frustration.

While in both settings of therapy, Men’s Support Group or Individual Psychotherapy, Mr.
Driskill accepts the fact that he has an upfront, in your face style of confrontation. The men
and 1 have come to realize that his style is primarily a reaction to his extreme level of
frustration and we have learned not to be put off by his style. In these affirming setungs he
has leamed to modify his style of confrontation which should continue to improve. T have
also been impressed with how Mr. Driskill has sought out resources on how to understand __
and to cope more effectively while experiencing an almost complete lack of support from
agencies and individuals. One such resource was the book “Please Understand Me:
Character & Temperament Types”, Kiersey, Davis and Bates, Marilyn.

His Mental Health and HIV Health status were both clinically affected by his housing crisis
in Oakland and here in San Bernardino. He is currently responding well to the weatments
and his prognosis is good. However, I believe that until there is an appropriate resolution
(he wants an absolution) of his housing conflicts, he will remain in a vulperable state
regarding his overall HIV and Mental Health status.

RO
10°W {3 w. I
PSY-8868

E~mail: howsrd@ifapindo org
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FEATURE

America’s Hidden H.LV. Epidemic

Why do America’s black gay and bisexuval men have a higher H.LV. rate than any country in the world?

By Linda Villarosa

June 6, 2017

arly on a balmy morning last October, Cedric Sturdevant began his rounds along the bumpy streets and back roads of

Jackson, Miss. Sturdevant, 52, has racked up nearly 300,000 miles driving in loops and widening circles around Jackson in
E his improvised role of visiting nurse, motivational coach and father figure to a growing number of young gay men and

transgender women suffering from H.LV. and AIDS. Sturdevant is a project coordinator at My Brother’s Keeper, a local
social-services nonprofit. If he doesn’t make these rounds, he has learned, many of these patients will not get to the doctor’s
appointments, pharmacies, food banks and counseling sessions that can make the difference between life and death.

Negotiating a maze of unpaved roads in Jackson in the company car, a 13-year-oid Ford Expedition with cracked seats and
chipped paint, he stopped te drop off H.I.V. medication at a couple’s home. One of the men was H.1.V-positive, the other negative;
they lived in the neighborhood locals call the Bottom, where every fifth or sixth home is abandoned, with broken windows, doors
hanging off hinges, downed limbs and dry leaves blanketing front yards. Sturdevant banged on the door of a small house, its yard
overgrown with weeds; he knew not to leave the package on the doorstep, where it could be stolen. After a while a young man
emerged, shirtless, shrugging off sleep. He had just gotten out of jail. Sturdevant handed him the package, shook his hand and
told him to “stay out of trouble.”

Sturdevant drove on another 15 minutes to pick up Marq (a shortened version of his name to protect his privacy), a teenager who
was still reeling from the H.LV. diagnosis he received the previous spring. As they headed to and from a doctor’s appointment and
a meeting with a counselor, Sturdevant, slow-talking and patient, with eyes that disappear into his cheekbones when he smiles
and a snowy beard, gently grilled him, reminding him to stay on his meds. The teenager slumped in the back seat, half listening,
half checking his texts. He locked up briefly when Sturdevant told him, “You've come a long way. I'm proud of you.” But Marg
barely said goodbye as he jumped out of the car in front of a convenience store on an avenue scattered with a pawnshop, a liguor
store and several Baptist churches, and he all but admitted he was planning to spend the afternocon smoking weed and looking at
Instagram. “Knucklehead,” Sturdevant whispered, as the teenager slammed the door. Pulling off his favorite Dallas Cowboys
baseball cap and running a hand over his hald head, Sturdevant added sofily, “Breaks my heart”

These patients of Sturdevant’s are the faces of one of America’s most troubling public-health crises. Thanks to the success of
lifesaving antiretroviral medication pioneered 20 years ago and years of research and education, most H.I.V.-positive people
today can lead long, healthy lives. In cities like New York and San Francisco, once ground zero for the AIDS epidemic, the virus is
no longer a death sentence, and rates of infection have plummeted, In fact, over the past several years, public-health officials
have championed the idea that an AIDS-free generation could be within reach — even without a vaccine. But in certain pockets of
the country, unknown te most Americans, H.1.V. is still ravaging communities at staggering rates.

Last year, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, using the first comprehensive national estimates of lifetime risk of
H.LV. for several key populations, predicted that if current rates continue, one in two African-American gay and bisexual men will
be infected with the virus. That compares with a lifetime risk of one in 99 for all Americans and one in 11 for white gay and
bisexual men. To offer more perspective: Swaziland, a tiny African nation, has the world’s highest rate of H.I.V, at 28.8 percent of
the population. If gay and bisexual African-American men made up a couniry, its rate would surpass that of this impoverished
African nation — and all other nations.

The crisis is most acute in Southern states, which hold 37 percent of the country’s population and as of 2014 accounted for 54
percent of all new H.1.V. diagnoses. The South is also home to 21 of the 25 metropolitan areas with the highest H.1.V. prevalence
among gay and bisexual men. Jackson, the capital of Mississippi, the country’s poorest state, is best known for blues, barbecue
and “The Help.” It also has the nation’s highest rate — 490 percent — of gay and bisexual men living with H.LV,, followed by
Columbia, $.C.; El Paso; Augusta, Ga.; and Baton Rouge, La. In Jackson, a small city of just over 170,000, half a dozen black gay
or bisexual men receive the shock of a diagnosis every month, and more than 3,600 people, the majority of them black men, live
with the virus.



The South alse has the highest numbers of people living with H.I.V. who dor’t know they have been infected, which means they
are not engaged in lifesaving treatment and care — and are at risk of infecting others. An unconscionable number of them are
dying: In 2014, according to a new analysis from Duke University, 2,952 people in the Deep South (Alabama, Florida, Georgia,
Louisiana, Mississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee and Texas) died with H.I.V. as an underlying cause, with the
highest death rates in Mississippi and Louisiana, Among black men in this region, the H.I.V-related death rate was seven times as
high as that of the United States population at large.

Cedric Sturdevant at home in Jackson. Ruddy Roye for The New York Times

Sturdevant, born and raised in Metcalfe, a tiny Mississippi Delta town of about 1,000, understands all too well the fear, stigma and
isolation that can come with being a black gay man in the South. “Growing up, [ was taught that God was not fixing to forgive a
person who was homosexual,” Sturdevant said. “The Bible supposedly said you're going straight to hell, automatically, there’s no
forgiveness. There were several times I thought about suicide. There were several times I wanted to get sick and die. Finally, my
thought was, I just want to get out of here” He moved to Dallas, and then to Memphis.

When he learned he had H.1.V. in 2005, Sturdevant knew little about the virus and was too depressed and ashamed to tell anyone
at first. When his partner died the following vear, he let the disease consume him. “I was weak, had a fever of 103, couldnr’t even
keep down water;” he recalled. Sturdevant has shared his story too many times to count, to let young men know that he has been
there, too, and to help them understand that they can survive this plague. He also knows that many black gay and bisexual men
have been rejected and discarded, and has wrapped his arms around as many as he can grab hold of, treating them like family.
Sturdevant has two daughters from an early marriage and three grandchildren, but he says he feels just as strongly about his 16
or so unrelated “children,” most of them living with H.L.V. He feeds them, sometimes houses them, but mostly listens to them.
“Young black men feel abandoned and need someone they can believe in and who believes in them,” Sturdevant said as he drove



past fields of fluffy cotton, his hands resting lightly on the steering wheel. “I told God I want to be able to help guys like me, that
didn’t grow up with their father, and they started coming to me, wanting to talk. After a while, they would bring other pecple to
me and say, ‘Dad, can you help him, too?"”

Sturdevant moved his seat back, preparing for a long drive, and adjusted the radio to 107.5, the local R.&B. oldies station. Toni
Braxton's wail — “I wish yowd hold me in your arms like that Spanish guitar” — filled the car. He was headed to a small town 90
miles east of the city to visit Jordon, an H.1.V-positive 24-year-old. When Sturdevant himself was at his lowest point, he said, “1
looked something like this boy we're going to see”

He took a call from De’'Bronski, one of the “sons” he has cared for and bonded with. Sturdevant met the young man in 2009 and
took him in; he later helped him deal with his H.I.V. diagnosis. “I love you, too,” Sturdevant told him. Then he turned down a dead-
end street and pulled up in front of the one-story brick home where Jordon lived. “I'm real worried about him,” Sturdevant said,
lowering his voice as he walked up the driveway’s cracked pavement toward the front door. Jordon had recently posted a photo of
his skeletal frame on Facebook, asking friends to “pray for me”

As he stepped into Jordon's stuffy bedroom, Sturdevant’s eyes scanned from a wheelchair leaning against the wall to a can of
Ensure on the bedside table before settling on the young man. He was rubbing his feet, wincing from H.I1.V.-related neuropathy
that caused what he described as “ungodly pain.” Jordon’s round, hooded eyes were sunk deep into his face. Gray sweatpants
pooled around his stick-thin legs, so fragile they looked as if you could snap them in two. His arms were marked with scars from
hospital visits and IVs. Over six feet tall, he weighed barely 100 pounds. He smiled slightly when he saw Sturdevant, dimples
folding into his hollow cheeks. “Hey, Mr. Ced,” he said, his voice raspy.

In February 2016, Jordon suddenty found himself too weak and tired to attend the community-college classes he had enrolled in;
he could hardly lift his head from his mother’s couch. He wasn’t accustomed to being sick and had tested negative for H.LV. just
five months before, so thinking he had a bad cold, he waited weeks before his family forced him to go to the emergency room at a
hospital in his small town, where he was tested again. “The doctor said to me, ‘Your H.L.V. is so bad — how could you not know?’”
Jordon recounted through tears. He ended up in intensive care for three weeks. “I honestly didn’t believe it.” He paused and then
added quietly, “It was the worst day of my life”

With effort, Jordon sat up slightly, untangling himself from a jumble of sheets. Sturdevant asked how he was doing, and he
cataloged a laundry list of what he called his “old man” ailments. “I've had everything — diarrhea, hemorrhoids, now this
neuropathy,” he said. “My body hates me.” Once a month, his mother or grandmother drove him to medical appointments in
Jackson, to receive care from providers experienced in treating people living with H.LV. and to avoid the small-town gaze at the
local facilities; there is no Gay Men’s Health Crisis for him to visit in his smail town, as there would be if he lived in New York.
“Everybody knows everybody here,” Jordon said. “At the hospital, they know my mom and my brother and my grandmother. I
would rather be around people who don’t know me.” Too ashamed to admit that he had the virus, Jordon had told few friends
about his diagnosis.

“Are you taking your medicine?” Sturdevant asked. For many young men, the H.LV. diagnosis and the illness are so
overwhelming that maintaining a new and unfamiliar regimen of medication can be difficult. Jordon looked down. “Not as often as
I should.” When he saw Sturdevant’s glare, he continued, sounding like a little boy. “I hate taking medicine; I hate it. I have to take
six pills, now seven, eight, plus a shot —”

Sturdevant cut him off. “We all have to do this, Jordon. Don’t you want to get better?”

Jordon let his head fall back on the pillow. “I know I can get better, Mr. Ced,” he said, massaging his feet. “I just don’t know how
everything got so bad.”

Given the advances in research, information and treatment, it seems inconceivable that someone living with the virus today, like
Jordon, could look as if he had stepped out of the early years of the epidemic. And yet a series of fateful decisions and omissions,
dating back to the discovery of the disease, have led to a present that looks like the past — but only for some.

History marks the beginning of the American AIDS epidemic as June 5, 1981, when an issue of the C.D.C’s Morbidity and
Mortality Weekly Report — the authoritative voice of the agency — highlighted five cases of pneumocystis pneumonia (PCP} in
previously healthy men in Los Angeles. Healthy people do not contract a disease like PCP, which had been largely confined until
then to patients on medication to suppress their immune systems for an organ transplant or cancer patients on chemotherapy.
Though not stated explicitly, the language of the report, by omitting race, implied that its “five young men, all active
homosexuals,” were white, which they were. But there were two more documented cases, not mentioned in the notice, and these
sixth and seventh cases were black — one of them a gay African-American, the other a heterosexual Haitian.



Dr. Michael Gottlieb, the lead author of the report and a renowned physician specializing in H.ILV./AIDS, treated Rock Hudson
before he died of AIDS complications in 1985 and still practices in Los Angeles. Gottlieb said he is often asked why he didi’t
include in that first report the documented case of the gay African-American man, who had both PCP and cytomegalovirus, a
virus that attacks the organs of patients with compromised immune systems. He explains that he discovered the case after the
report was finalized. “Until recently, I wouldn’t have thought it mattered,” said Gottlieb, who said that he and others on the front
line were grappling with an unprecedented and frightening medical mystery and largely working in the dark. “But in retrospect, [
think it might've made a difference among gay black men.”

Including gay black men in the literature and understanding of the origins of the disease and its treatment could have meant
earlier outreach, more of a voice and a standing in H.LV./AIDS advocacy organizations, and access to the cultural and financial
power of the L.G.B.T. community that would rise up to demand government action. But 35 years of neglect, compounded by
poverty and inadequate local health care infrastructure, have left too many black gay and bisexual men falling through a series of
safety nets.

This has been true of even the most recent advances. In 2010, the Obama administration unveiled the first National HI1.V./AIDS
Strategy, an ambitious plan that prioritized government research and resources to so-called key populations, including black men
and women, gay and bisexual men, fransgender women and pecple living in the Scuth. With a mandate to “follow the epidemic,”
several pharmaceutical companies and philanthropic organizations also started projects to help gay black men, particularly in the
Southern states. That same yeay, the Affordable Care Act and later the expansion of Medicaid in more than half of the country’s
states linked significantly more H.I.V.-positive Americans to lifesaving treatment and care.

In 2011, HPTN 052, a study of 1,763 couples in 13 cities on four continents funded by the National Institute of Allergy and
Infectious Diseases, found that people infected with H.L.V. are far less likely to infect their sexual partners when put on treatment
immediately instead of waiting until their immune systems begin to fall apart. This “test and treat” strategy also significantly
reduces the risk of illness and death. The data was so persuasive that the federal government began pushing new H.IV./AIDS
treatment guidelines to health care providers the following year. And in 2012, the Food and Drug Administration approved the
preventive use of Truvada, in the form of a daily pill to be taken as pre-exposure prophylaxis {(commonly called PrEP). It has
been found to be up to 99 percent effective in preventing people who have not been infected with H.LV. from contracting the virus,
based on the results of two large clinical trials; an estimated 80,000 patients have filled prescriptions over the past four years.

But these measures have not extended to most black gay and bisexual men, A C.D.C. report in February noted that only 48
percent of black gay and bisexual men effectively suppress the virus with consistent medication, and the numbers are even lower
for these men in their late teens and 20s. In 2014, nearly one in five black gay men who had received a diagnosis of H.1.V. had
progressed to AIDS by the time they learned of their infection — which meant that they were generally very ill by the time they
began treatment. Only a small percentage of black people use PrEP to prevent contracting the virus, accounting for only 10
percent of prescriptions; the vast majority of users are white. Many black gay and bisexual men either can’t afford PrEP or don’t
know about it — they may not see a doctor regularly at all, and many medical providers haven't even heard of PrEP.

Turning things around would mean expanding testing and providing affordable treatment for those who are positive — to stop
sickness and dying and also to block transmission of the virus. It would also require getting information and medication, including
PrEPF, to those most at risk. Even more challenging would be reducing the stigma, discrimination and shame that drive gay and
bisexual men to hide their sexuality and avoid the health care system — and making sure providers have adeqguate resources and
understand how to care for H.LV. patients,

“It’s deeply troubling when 50 percent of African-American gay men are expected to get H.1.V. during their lifetime, but it's also
been a clarion call for all of us to improve on what we're doing,” said Dr. Jonathan Mermin, the director of the C.D.Cs National
Center for H.I1.V./AIDS, Virat Hepatitis, S.T.D. and TB Prevention. “What we have been trying to do is ensure that we’re having
the greatest effect with the resources we're provided.”

Few believe there is the kind of energy, leadership, money and political will in the current political climate to fix the situation in
the community that has fallen through the cracks for so long. And experts in the field have grown increasingly worried about the
new administration’s commitment to fighting the disease. Soon after President Trump’s inauguration, the web page of the Office
of National AIDS Policy, the architect of the National H.1.V./AIDS Strategy, was disabled on the White House website. The
president’s proposed budget includes a $186 million cut in the C.D.C’’s funding for H.I.V./AIDS prevention, testing and support
services. The congressional fight over the repeal of the Affordable Care Act, and the president’s declarations that “Obamacare is
dead,” have conjured a disastrous return to even more alarming conditions, like waiting lists for medication. As recently as 2011,
the AIDS Drug Assistance Program state-by-state Hst of people waiting for H.1.V. medication ballooned to over 9,000 people,
mostly poor black and brown men in Southern states.



“The key to ending the AIDS epidemic requires people to have either therapeutic or preventive treatments, so repealing the
A.C.A. means that any momentum we have is dead on arrival,” said Phill Wilson, chief executive and president of the Black AIDS
Institute, a Los Angeles-based nonprofit. “For the most vulnerable, do we end up back in a time when people had only emergency
care or no care and were literally dying on the streets? We don’t know yet, but we have to think about it.”

June Gipson, president and chief executive of My Brother’s Keeper, the Jackson nonprofit Cedric Sturdevant works for; believes
that the repeal of the Affordable Care Act wouldn’t have an immediate catastrophic effect in her state — but only because things
are already so dire. Like most of the South, Mississippi refused Medicaid expansion, and nearly half of its citizens who are living
with H.I.V. rely on the Ryan White H.1.V.,/AIDS Program to stay alive. Named for an Indiana teenager who contracted H.LV.
through a blood transfusion in the "80s, this federal program provides funding for H.1.V. treatment and care for those who have no
other way to finance their medication. If the A.C.A. is repealed, Gipson said, “it just means that the entire country becomes
Mississippi”

For nearly two decades, the United States has focused money and attention on the H.IV./AIDS epidemic elsewhere. Barbara Lee,
the longtime United States representative from Northern California, has signed her name as a sponsor to every piece of major
federal H.LV./AIDS legislation since she was first elected in 1998, In 2003, she was a co-author of legislation that led to the
President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief (Pepfar). The five-year, $15 billion glohal strategy provided prevention, freatment
and care services to the countries most affected by the disease, almost exclusively in Africa. The largest international health
initiative in history to fight a single disease, Pepfar is considered a success story by any measure and a crowning achievement of
George W. Bush’s presidency.

Black America, however, never got a Pepfar. Though the raw numbers were much lower than in Africa, parts of our country
looked like the continent the program was created fo save. Yet while buckets of money went overseas, domestic funding for
H.LV./AIDS remained flat, and efforts to fight the disease here were reduced to a poorly coordinated patchwork affair. “When we
saw that the epidemic was out of proportion in the black community, we started calling for a domestic Pepfar that would bring
new resources to the effort, create clear and ambitious objectives and rebuild health care infrastructure around the country,” Lee
said. “But we just couldn’t get the administration te focus on a domestic plan.”

Greg Miilett, a senior scientist for the C.D.C. for 14 years and a senior policy adviser for the Obama administration’s White House
Office of National AIDS Policy, put it more candidly. “During the Bush years, the administration dropped all pretense that they
cared about AIDS in this country,” said Millett, who is now the vice president and director of public policy at amfAR, the
Foundation for AIDS Research. “The White House said H.L.V. is only a problem in sub-Saharan Africa, and that message filtered
down to the public. Though the Bush administration did wonderful work in combating H.L V. globally, the havoc that it wreaked on
the domestic epidemic has been long-lasting.”

Beginning in the late *90s, the United States government funneled billions of federal dollars into abstinence-until-marriage
programs here and abroad. In place of effective sex education, these programs often discouraged condom use while teaching
abstinence as the only way to prevent the spread of AIDS — even as well-regarded research established that this kind of sex
education does not lower the risk of contracting H.I.V. and other sexually transmitted diseases.

During this time, many scientists, researchers and government administrators were afraid to speak openly about condoms,
needle exchange and L.G.B.T. issues for fear of reprisal and loss of funding. Community organizations became targets of anti-gay
crusades, subjected to intense scrutiny, including exhaustive audits, by federal agencies. “It is no coincidence that new rates of
H.I.V. infection among gay men, especially gay black men, began to spike sharply from 2000 on, because of an anti-science
campaign that allowed for little or nothing to be done for a maligned community simply due to ideology and bigotry,” Millett said.
“The hostile environment made funding effective H.LV.-prevention programs, messages or research impossible for U.S.
communities most impacted by HILV”

The election of Barack Obama brought renewed attention to the domestic epidemic and loosened the conservative grip on the
federal government’s prevention and research agenda. At the first post-Bush national H.1.V-prevention conference in 2009,
Christopher Bates, then the director of H1.V./AIDS policy for Health and Human Services and interim executive director of the
Presidential Advisory Council on H.LV./AIDS, kicked off the event in Atlanta by jumping onstage with duct tape on his mouth,
ripping it off and shouting, “Finally, [ can speak!” On World AIDS Day in 2011, Obama directly addressed the H.1.V. crisis among
gay black men in a speech at George Washington University: “When new infections among young black gay men increase by
nearly 50 percent in three years, we need to do more to show them that their lives matter”



But good intentions have not translated into enough funding and resources — from either the government or philanthropic
organizations. Good intentions also have not counteracted the crippled medical infrastructure in states like Mississippi, which the
Commonwealth Fund, an independent health-policy research foundation, ranks dead last in more than 40 measures of health-
system performance. A 2014 study conducted by Dr. David Holtgrave of the Johns Hopkins Blecomberg Schootl of Public Health
found that to make any real progress in the H.I.V./AIDS crisis among black gay and bisexual men in the United States, the
government would need to invest an additional $2.5 billion to address unmet testing, care, treatment and prevention needs.
Despite the higher H.1V. diagnosis and death rates in the Deep South, the region received $100 less in federal funding per person
Hving with H.LV. than the United States over all in 2015.

As the center of the epidemic has moved from New York and San Francisco to the smaller cities in the South, and from gay white
men of means to poorer people of color, L.G.B.T. advocacy and fund-raising has shifted to marriage equality. In 2013, H.LV.
activists persuaded 35 L..G.B.T. leaders to sign a statement and create a video imploring the greater gay community to recommit
to the AIDS struggle. The message: “We need you to come back.” But of $168 million in H.L.V./AIDS philanthropic dollars spent in
the United States in 2015, $31 million was disbursed to the South, just 19 percent of total H.I.V. philanthropy in the United States;
only $26 million directly targeted African-Americans, and just $16 million went directly to gay and bisexual men, according to the
organization Funders Concerned About AIDS.

During Millett’s decades in government and nonprofit organizations, he has combed through meounds of data about H.I.V./AIDS
and black gay and bisexual men. Two years ago, he and his amfAR colleagues published a comprehensive report titled “H.L.V. and
the Black Community: Do #Black(Gay)Lives Matter?” When the calm, usually sunny Millett, known for his bookish blue glasses
and ready smile, talks about what he calls this “perfect storm,” his voice takes on a harder edge. “We are going to eventually end
AIDS in the United States, but 1 fear it’s not going to happen for black M.S.M.,” he said, referring to men who have sex with men.
“We have waited too long. With so many black gay men already infected, the horse is already out of the barn.”

On Saturday nights, men of color in and around Jackson make their way to the gay club Metro. The windowless building with
royal blue paint peeling off aluminum siding stands on Highway 80 next to a run-down car shop and has no sign out front; you
just have to know. One evening in October, Cedric Sturdevant walked through the dim front room with Regi Stevenson and James
Watson, twe 20-something colleagues at My Brother’s Keeper. A handful of guys were J-Setting, dancing in the exuberant style
that pays homage to the Prancing J-Settes — Jackson State University’s famous all-female dance squad — combined with a
splash of vogueing straight out of Harlem’s drag baliroom scene. The three men watched the dancers performing tightly
choreographed moves using chairs as props, before greeting their friend Jermerious Buckley, 30, resplendent in green contacts
and red four-inch heels, leaning against the bar.

In a too brightly lit wood-paneled back reom, Sturdevant and the younger men set up a table, displaying brochures, condoms,
lube and a few lollipops. Stevenson and Watson, both open, friendly and handsome, attracted a few guys to the table, but mainly
ones who had already heard the protect-yourself-against-H.LV. spiel. Stevenson pointed out that the crowd was sparse — maybe
50 men and a few transgender women — because 5o many Jackson residents were attending the annual state fair. “Anyway, it’s
atlways hard to make contact in the club,” he said. “I prefer one on one. That way it’s not, ‘I’m trying to educate you’; we're just
talking and having fun. I tell them what I do, and they feel comfortable asking guestions.”

Stevenson took out his phone and opened Jack’'d, a hookup app popular with men of color. He pulled up his “professional” profile
— on which he’s smiling, clean-cut and buttoned-up amid a sea of bare chests and crotch shots, At the bottom he had put a link to
a website with information about PrEP; next {o it he’d written: “Inbox me if you want to know more.” “I’ve gotten a bunch of
messages asking about side effects, how much it costs and does it work,” Stevenson said. He and Watson said they take the
medication “just in case.”

After an hour they folded up the table and stuffed the condoms and brochures back into a gym bag, dropped it next to Sturdevant,
who was sipping a syrupy cocktail from a can, and headed out to the dance floor. A remix of Rihanna’s “Where Have You Been”
came on, so loud the walls shook. Like everyone else, Stevenson and Watson, who are dance coaches and choreographers, had
perfected their moves from watching YouTube videos of the Prancing J-Settes. Stevenson bent and thrust, at once explosive,
angular and precise. Watson’s face was still as a stone; as he snapped his neck to the side, his waist-length dreadlocks whipped
around his head. After a few songs, the music ended as the club prepared for a 1 a.m. drag show. Stevenson, sweaty and
breathless, melted into a conversation with other dancers.

Everybody knows everybody else in Jackson’s small, tight-knit black gay community, and most men will find their sexual
partners in this network. Most scientists now believe that risk of contracting H.L. V. boils down to a numbers game rather than a
blame game: If the virus is not present in your sexual network, you can have unprotected sex and not get infected. But if you are
in a community, like Jackson, where a high percentage of gay and bisexual men are infected with H.1.V. — and many don’t know it



and go untreated — any unprotected sexual encounter becomes a potential time bomb. This explanation of “viral load” helps
dispel the stubbornly held notion that gay and bisexual black men have more sex than other men, a false perception embedded in
the American sexual imagination and fueled by stereotypes of black men as hypersexual Mandingos dating back to slavery.

“Black men are not just out here having unprotected sex willy-nilly; the science disproves that,” said Terrance Moore, deputy
executive director of the National Alliance of State and Territorial AIDS Directors in Washington. He pointed {o stacks of sfudies
over the years, including a groundbreaking, exhaustive 2006 data dive led by Greg Millett that was published in The American
Journal of Public Health. In this and other studies, Millett and his colleagues found that gay black men engage in risky sexual
practices no more frequently, are as consistent about condom use and have fewer sex partners than their nonblack peers. “It’s
that the viral load in communities of black gay men is higher, which puts them at disproportionate risk,” Moore explained. “Plus,
these are the same individuals that are dealing with structural barriers around lack of employment, lack of education and
opportunities, transportation and, of course, very, very overt institutional racism.”

An elevated viral load in a smaller sexual network (because most people still tend to have sex with people of the same race),
amplified by the structural issues that Moore pointed to, also explains why H.L V. rates have always been disproportionately high
in the black community over all. But in the first decades of the epidemic, these ideas and explanations had not been widely
accepied to explain the growing body of data pointing to fast-rising numbers of H.I.V. cases among black heterosexuals — in rates
unmatched by those of white Americans. In fact, the African-American comimunity was largely in denial about the fact that
H.LV./AIDS was a black issue. Worse, most believed the disease was a conspiracy on the part of the federal government to kill off
the race, God’s punishment for homosexuality or simply not a subject for polite conversation, because the disease was thought to
be connected to promiscuity and crack and heroin use.

The community’s awakening came in 1991, when Magic Johnson tearfully announced, “Because of the H.I.V. virus I have obtained,
I will have toretire from the Lakers today,” and warned, “It can happen to anyone.” By 1994, AIDS had become the No. 1 killer of
all African-Americans ages 25 to 44. The virus was 16 times as common in black women as in their white counterparts — and the
gap would widen over the next few years, I was an editor at Essence in 1994 when the magazine’s editor in chief, Susan L. Taylor,
insisted that we shine a light on the disturbing increase of H.I.V. among African-American women by putting Rae Lewis
Thornton, a Chicago woman who described herself as “young, educated, drug-free and dying of AIDS,” on the cover.

I had been writing about AIDS in the black community since the mid-"80s but had never seen anything like the coordinated efforts
that started in the late *90s, when civil rights groups, politicians, clergy, fraternities and sororities and celebrities stepped up to
encourage testing and distribute prevention information. All the major black publications collaborated in a highly visible
campaign to spotlight the disease as a major health crisis. Black churches created AIDS ministries and offered H.L.V. testing —
and the number of congregations participating in the Black Church Week of Prayer for the Healing of AIDS ballooned to more
than 10,000.

During the 2004 election, the PBS journalist Gwen Ifill brought the issue to the mainstream stage as the moderator for the vice-
presidential debate. She asked the candidates Dick Cheney and John Edwards what they planned to do to end the spread of
H.LV./AIDS — “not about AIDS in China or Africa, but AIDS right here in this country” — among black women. Cheney replied
that he was not aware of the numbers, while Edwards spent more than a minute discussing AIDS in Africa. In 2006, I attended the
International AIDS Conference in Toronto with a delegation of black journalists, civil rights leaders, government officials,
politicians and celebrities, including the singer Sheryl Lee Ralph, Representatives Maxine Waters and Barbara Lee, the Rev.
Jesse Jackson and Julian Bond, chairman of the N.A.A.C.P, who famously announced, “Now is the time for us to face the fact that
AIDS has become a black disease”

Most of the lock-step mobilization efforts focused on preventing the disease in black women, who, for the most part, were
contracting the virus through sex with male partners. Though the C.D.C. and other agencies offered plenty of alarming statistics
confirming the high and growing numbers of H.I.V. cases and deaths among black women, there was a lack of empirical evidence
to clearly explain why the rates were so high. Experts in academia and government researchers tried to unravel a knotted tangle
of factors: Women were contracting the virus from bisexual men; higher rates of sexually transmitted infections among black
women facilitated the spread of H.I.V.; socioeconomic issues drove up the rates of all disease. The lack of research to create a
coherent explanation was further confounded by a reluctance on the part of some scientists and activists to perpetuate the
dangerous myth of black women as sexually promiscuous — another holdover from slavery.

Given the confusion, it was simplest {o latch onto the most provocative idea: that black gay men, who we knew were also
contracting H.I.V. in high numbers, provided a “bridge to infection” to black heterosexual women, a phrase I first heard from
researchers at a medical conference, As the theory went, closeted black gay men were using women as unsuspecting “cover girls”
to hide their sexuality and then infecting them with H.LV. In my reporting for both The Times and Essence, I found no shortage of



anecdotal accounts of H.I.V.-positive women who were infected by male partners who had been having sex with other men in
secret. As a black lesbian myself, I understood the stigma, shame and fear that could drive black gay men to create seemingly
straight lives while sleeping with men — and end up unwittingly infecting their female partners with H.1.V. This idea made a
certain amount of sense in the frustrating absence of scientific data.

In retrospect, the high rate of H.LV. infection among African-American women was a result of a compiicated combination of all
these factors, as well as the reality that after decades of denial and neglect, the viral load piled up in black communities, making
any unprotected sexual encounter with anyone a potential “bridge to infection.” But two decades ago, in the midst of a very scary,
fast-growing epidemic, the down-low brother became the AIDS boogeyman. I first heard about the “D.L." from J.L. King, an
author and self-proclaimed sex educator whom I interviewed in 2001, He had just warned a rapt andience of health care providers
and H.LV. educators at an AIDS conference in Washington: “I sleep with men, but I am not bisexual, and 1 am certainly not gay. |
am not going to your clinics, [ am not going to read your brochures, I am not going to get tested. I assure you that none of the
brothers on the down low like me are paying the least bit of attention to anything vou have to say”

King’s subsequent 2004 book, “On the Down Low: A Journey Into the Lives of Straight Black Men Whe Sleep With Men,”
appeared on the New York Times best-seller list for a number of weeks and spawned two “Oprah” shows, an episode of “Law &
Order S.V.U.,” a BET documentary, a sequel by King and another book by his ex-wife. Ta-Nehisi Coates jumped into the fray ina
2007 essay for Slate that questioned why the myth of the “on-the-down-low brother” refused to die, referencing a controversial
2003 cover story in this magazine by a white writer who went into the scene to uncover closeted black men who lead double lives.

Keith Boykin, a former Clinton White House aide, became so incensed by the down-low hysteria that he wrote a 2005 best-selling
book, “Beyond the Down Low: Sex, Lies and Denial in Black America” “Because the whole down-low story was doing a
disservice to the black gay community and creating a racially troubling narrative that black men who have sex with men were
villains, I felt T had to step in and correct the record,” said Boykin, a CNN commentator who teaches at Columbia University’s
Institute for Research in African-American Studies. “I think the near-decade-long obsession with the down low diverted our
attention into what was really a side issue.”

In 2010, after Oprah Winfrey ran her second show ahout the down low, again featuring King, Dr. David J. Malebranche, a black
physician and one of the country’s foremost experts on H.L.V. and black gay and bisexual men, wrote a heartfeit open letter to the
talk-show host. “We are not all self-loathing, secretive, unprotected-sex-having, disease-ridden liars,” Malebranche wrote, He
posted the letter on Opral’s website, and after it was removed, posted it on his own Facebook page. People all over the world
shared the post, and it received hundreds of comments.

In the end, the organized H.LV. outreach and education that proved successful to black women never translated to black gay men
— and the excessive focus on the down low sucked away critical time, energy and resources, Between 2005 and 2014, new H.I.V.
diagnoses among African-American women plummeted 42 percent, though the number of new infections remains unconscionably
high — 16 times as high as that of white women. During the same time period, the number of new H.LV. cases among young
African-American gay and bisexual men surged by 87 percent.

On Wednesday evenings once a month, Sturdevant runs an H.I.V./AIDS support group in a stark conference room near the State
Capitol in Jackson. The meetings end promptly at 7:30 p.an., so the dozen or so young men can race home to watch “Empire.”
Sturdevant began October’s gathering with a prayer. “Hold hands and bow your heads — and take off that hat,” he said to Tommy
Brown, who had rushed in from his job at Popeyes. The willowy young man snatched off his baseball cap, embroidered with the
fast-food chain’s red-and-orange logo, and lowered his head. “Gracious God, we want to thank you once again for the unity that we
have here, Lord,” Sturdevant intoned in his gravelly baritone. “Thank you for showing us how to love each other and love
ourselves. We ask that you bring more people in that need somebody to talk to. That need the laughter. That need the
understanding.”

As the men settled into their seats, Sturdevant asked them to go arcund and “check in” Jermerious Buckley, watchful behind
black rectangular glasses, with no sign of the makeup and colorful pumps he wore on weekends at Metro, told the group, “I'm
doing a whole lot better” Last year, he said, “Daddy,” as he called Sturdevant, had pulled him back from the dead, after he had
shrunk to 85 pounds, his arms covered with Kaposi's sarcoma lesions, his kKidneys failing. He felt like a “zombie,” he said, too weak
and hopeless to bother with his meds. Now Buckley thought he was finally strong enough to get back onto the pageant circuit
where he competed. From his phone, he pulled up a picture of himself as “Akeelah,” unrecognizable in a shimmery white body-
hugging gown and towering wig. “November in New Orleans — y’all wish me Iuck,” he said.



The group turned toward Benjamin Jennings, who wore a serious expression, with a shock of long hair in dreadlocks flipped to
the side. When he said it was his first time there, everyone clapped. “I was diagnosed July 8 of this vear, and my goal is to learn
everything that I can about this thing,” said Jennings, 21, talking in a tumble of words as he pulled at his cropped T-shirt. “The
first person I told was my mom. Thank God — 1 am so lucky to have her in my life.” He paused, looking into the faces of the men
around the table and speaking more slowly. “1 used to keep my feelings bottled up, but then I started opening my mouth on it,” he
said. “I did everything to prevent this discase, but because of one slip-up I have it. Now I want to help anyone I can in any type of
way. My goal is to not to let anyone judge me or let this disease own me.”

The bias that black gay and bisexual men still face poisons the H.L V. picture in Mississippi and througheut the South. In 2016,
Gov. Phil Bryant of Mississippi signed HB 1523, the Protecting Freedom of Conscience From Government Discrimination Act, one
of the country’s most sweeping and repressive anti-L.G.B.T. laws. Though currently blocked by federal court and under appeal,
the legislation, if allowed to proceed, would allow churches, religious charities and private businesses to deny services in a broad
variety of contexts to L..G.B.T. people.

Many say rejection feels most acute and painful from the institution that should offer sanctuary and support; the black church.
Individual congregaticns, religious organizations and clerics have made strides in openness and acceptance, but in general the
black church remains largely absent from and often hostile toward the L.G.B.T. community. An African-American pastor in
Jackson, the Rev. Edward James of Bertha Chapel Missionary Baptist Church, became a cringe-worthy symbol of homophobia in
December 2014 for his protest against same-sex marriage equality. News outlets and social-media accounts shared a photo of him
in his clerical robe, holding a sign that read: “Marriage is one man and one woman. Anything else is a perversion,” next to a horse
clad in a white wedding dress. “The church is someplace to go for release and spiritual comfort, but the church is actually fearful
for me,” said Buckley, who, growing up, attended Baptist services with his grandmother in the delta. “Now I stay at home on
Sunday. It’s too hard.”

All too often, when people living with H.I.V. in Jackson lack the support of their families, community and the church, they end up
in Grace House, a homeless facility on a sleepy block in the midtown section of the city. A cluster of four suburban-looking houses,
Grace House originally functioned as a hospice, where the sick came to die. Now that the infected are living longer — and the
numbers of gay and bisexual men with the virus continue to creep up — more and more young men are seeking shelter,

Until recently, Justin Huff, a former Jackson State student, shared a room on the second floor of Grace House'’s main facility. He
was infected with H.1.V. a year and a half ago, when a man he met on Jack’d sexually assaulted him. He received his diagnosis just
after his 21st-birthday celebration. “I was throwing up and couldn't eat anything for a few days; I thought it was from the
drinking,” Huff said. “When I went to the doctor, he was like, if [ hadn’t made it in the next two days, I would've heen dead.”

Frightened and overwhelmed, he eventually landed on the doorstep of Grace House, “I couldn’t believe I was living in a shelter,”
said Huff, who is now couch-surfing, applying for jobs at fast-food outlets and retail shops and attending Sturdevant’s support
group, determined to stay healthy. “I felt like I had no one. Off and on, I got tired of living, because all I was doing was basically
dying trying to stay alive.”

Behind Grace House is a small, quiet makeshift graveyard that holds the cremated remains of 35 or so residents whose families
did not pick up their bodies after they died. Ceramic angels, pieces of glasswork and other mementos left by friends in memory of
the deceased dot the patch of earth at the base of a pecan tree. Stacey Howard, 47, the director of programs, remembers one of the
last people buried there, a young man who was H.1.V-positive and addicted to crack, who had lived off and on at Grace House
before he was found dead on the street in the spring of 2016.

“They had him at the local funeral home and were getting ready to turn his body over to the state, because no one would claim his
remains,” Howard explained as she leaned against the tree. “We got in touch with his family, who didn’t want anything to do with
him but at least signed the paperwork. I think it’s part of our responsibility that when someone in our community passes away, we
give them the dignity of a place torest”

On a late, lazy Sunday afternoon in early April, Sturdevant, in cutoff fatigues and a white tank top stained with barbecue sauce
stretched over his generous belly, was flipping chicken and rib tips on his griil. He had gathered his family — nearly two dozen
sons and daughters, some related by blood, most not — to his house in South Jackson for a family barbecue. His daughter
Tenisha, who had moved in with her two children in November, handed off 6-month-old Kory Cedric to her father. Sturdevant
nuzzled his grandson’s chubby cheek before passing him to one of his unrelated “sons,” Cord, who lifted the laughing baby high
over his head.



Sturdevant had gathered the crew to announce that he was taking a new job. He would be the manager of the SPOT — Safe Place
Over Time — a new program located on the third floor of the Jackson Medical Mall in a former eyewear shop, funded by ViiV
Healthcare, a pharmaceutical company that produces a dozen H.1.V. medications. He would continue to provide services and
support for young gay and bisexual men and transgender women and still consult for My Brother's Keeper. The new gig offered
Sturdevant autonomy, but also $8,000 more per year. “I had to wait until after Christmas to get presents for the children and
grandchildren,” he said, sipping cognac and Coke, ice cubes bouncing against the sides of a coffee mug, his cheeks rosy with
cheer. “1 always want to be able to take care of my family,” he added, “to be able to say, ‘Don’t worry; 1 got you.””

Despite the persistent anti-L.G.B.T. stigma and entrenched social and economic issues that cling to the South, Sturdevant feels a
complicated, bone-deep tie to the people and the place. When he encourages his “sons” and “daughters” to take care of
themselves and others, he is echoing the love and acceptance he received from his own large family. After years of hiding, when
he came out to his mother in his 20s, she told him, “I love you regardless.” When his family eventually found out that he was sick,
his mother and sister drove up to where he was living in Memphis, along with six carloads of aunts, uncles, nieces, nephews and
cousins. They tried to serve him plates laden with down-home food that he was too ill to eat and did their best to love him back to
health. In the hospital, he finally admitted to his mother he had AIDS. “She told me, ‘Boy, you gonna be all right; God got you, " he
recalls, tearing up. In the end, they took him home. He moved back to his mother’s house in Meicalfe, with somebody from the
sprawling network of nearly 100 family members always close by, until he recovered. “They saved my life, and I’ll never forget
that,” he said.

Black gay and bisexual men and the organizations and activists that support them have come to the painful realization that the
nation and society have failed them and that they must take care of themselves and one another. Their group names and slogans
reflect a kind of defiant lift-as-we-climb self-reliance: My Brother’s Keeper; Us Helping Us in Washington; the Saving Ourselves
Symposium that takes place in Jackson this week; Our People, Our Problem, Gur Solution, the tag line of the Black AIDS
Institute. Since last October, the young men in Sturdevant's orbit have been supported by the fragile scaifolding that “Mr. Ced”
has constructed around them and with them. Jordon has gained weight and is up and walking. Marq has promised to stay on his
meds and has begun calling Sturdevant “Dad.” Beniamin Jennings has a new job as a corrections officer at a prison north of
Jackson. Jermerious Buckley is “mother;)” as he puts it, to six gay “children” of his own.

But even Sturdevant knows he can't save everyone. A shadow passes over his face and his voice grows low when he talks about
the one young man he couldn’t save. He remains haunted by him. A few years ago, a co-worker, Dot, suggested Sturdevant talk to
a quiet fair-skinned man who was struggling with his H.I.V. diagnosis. “I told him my story and let him know, “You can do this,
too, " Sturdevant recalled. “He was in denial and very secretive, but still, he got into treatment and was doing good.”

But when Sturdevant saw him again in January 2016, he had stopped taking his meds and had taken a bad tumn. “He was nothing
but skin and bones,” Sturdevant said, looking down at his hands. “His eyes were bloodshot red. It almost looked like they were
bleeding. We took him {o the clinic, but the doctor said, ‘Get himn to the hospital immediately.””

For the next two months, Sturdevant and Dot kept a close eye on the young man, scolding, nagging and pleading with him to stay
in treatment and to tell his family the truth so he would have someone to support him. On a Friday in March 2016, Sturdevant
arranged to visit him and take medication to his house. But when he arrived, there was no answer. “I banged on the door, and then
constantly called him all weekend,” Sturdevant said. “On Monday, they told me he had passed away”

Sturdevant was devastated. Sometimes when he closes his eyes, he said, he still sees the smiling, fit and slender 27-year-old. “1
felt like I had failed,” he said, choking up. “I kept thinking, He was going to get better, so how could this happen?” He took a
breath, looking uncharacteristically tired, his eyes focused on a point off in the distance. “Listen, I know I can't be there night and
day for everyone. But at this point now, I feel like I can’t lose another young man to this disease.”



—————— All of us are quite aware of, and deeply worried by, the disturbing social and political situation of the world today. Qur
world is increasingly a place of viotent contlict, hatred and brutal atrocities, committed even in the name of God and of
religion. We knew that no refigion is immune from forms of individual delusion or ideological extremism. This means that we
must be especially attentive to every type of fundamentalism, whether religious or of any other kind, A delicate balance is
reguired to combat violence perpetrated in the name of a religion, an ideclogy or an economic system, while also
safeguarding religious freedom, mtellectual freedom and individual freedoms. But there is another tempiation which we musi
especially guard against: the sirmphstic reductionism which sees only good or evil; or, if yvou will, the righteous and sinners.
The contemporary world, with its open wounds which affect so many of our brothers and sisters, demands that we confront
every form of polarization which would divide it inic these two camps. We know that in the attempt to be freed of the enemy
without, we can be tempted o feed the enemy within. To imitate the hatred and violence of tyrants and murderers is the best
way 10 take their place. That is something which you, as a people, reject. Qur response muyst instead be one of hope and
healing, of peace and justice. We are asked to summon the courage and the intelligence to resolve today’s many
geopolitical and economic crises. Even in the developed world, the effects of unjust structures and actions are alt too
apparent. Our efforts must aim at restoring hope, righting wrongs, maintaining commitments, and thus promaoting the well-
being of individuals and of peoples. We must move forward together, as one, in a renewed spirit of fraternity and solidarity,
cooperating genercusly far the common good. The challenges facing us today call for a renewal of that spint of cooperation,
which has accomplished so much good throughout the history of the United States, The complexity, the gravity and the
urgency of these challenges demand that we pool our resources and talents, and resolve (o support one another, with
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