The First Time I Didn't Meet Aaron Peak…

It was in Montreal, the day after the PLA slowed down the machine gunning of its own citizens in Tiananmen Square. I was in the lobby of the large convention center for the International AIDS Conference. There must have been two to three hundred people, milling around the lobby. I was standing in a line to go up the wide escalator for the opening of the conference. When I got to within fifteen feet of the escalator, I noticed a cluster of people just starting to rise up in front of me. They seemed to surround a fellow with bright eyes, a great smile, and very unusual, long, tube shaped earrings. I couldn't hear what was being said but I had the impression that he was entertaining and engaging both people he knew and didn’t know. The next day, I was told that one of the people from Hawaii was looking for me and asked if he’d found me. I said no and asked who it was. They said “Aaron Peak, you know, they guy with the syringe earrings”. We never got together in Canada. Later, he called me.

He invited me to visit Honolulu. We did a kind of dog and pony show, an out-of-town-expert-starts-conversation-local-people-can-finish kind of show. I brought him syringes and he started a quiet underground exchange out of what had come to be called “the condom room”. The room was a place where sex workers and other people could come and relax for a while and get information and referrals. He rented that room with his own money. 
While in Hawaii, Aaron and I became ‘pardners’. ‘Pardners’, in the US Western tradition, has a much stronger meaning than ‘partners’ as in “we were partners in a shoe store”.Later, he called me.

The police and others had convinced him that he would be arrested and the condom room would be shut down if he continued the underground exchange. The only way to have an exchange was to make it legal by legislation. I asked him what he was going to do and he said, “I’m going to quit being an activist and become a lobbyist.” Less than a year later, as a result of Aaron’s work and the work of many others doing a very public education campaign about the importance of HIV prevention with IDUs using syringe access, Hawaii became the second state by only a matter of a couple of weeks to authorize statewide legal syringe access programs. Later, he called me.

He told me that he realized he was a starter of programs but that he had little interest in the ongoing running of a program. He was going to start another one somewhere. I asked him where and he said, “India.” He had gone to the Asian International AIDS Conference in New Deli. In the lobby, he overheard the Deputy Secretary of the National Indian Health Organization talking to several people, including CDC representatives who had encouraged him to do something immediately to stop the spread of HIV/AIDS in India. What the deputy secretary said, without the fear of being overheard, was “This is India. What is 250 million lives to us?” Aaron did go to India and met nothing but resistance from everyone he contacted. With some regularity, he left the country to renew his visa. On one of those trips, he went to Nepal. Later, he called me.

I visited Aaron in Katmandu, smuggling in a notebook and some other electronic equipment that would never have gotten through regular customs channels without huge bribes. The taxi from the airport let me off right behind an open truck filled with army personnel carrying WW II British SMLE rifles. It was common knowledge throughout the city that various groups opposed to the then monarchy were going to attempt to storm the palace. Aaron and I, with some help, pulled my luggage up a steep hill from that main road to the place where he lived. By late afternoon, there was the smell of tear gas in our neighborhood and the soldiers were firing up the hill into the crowd of rioters. We were advised to stay indoors but not to go to sleep in case we needed to evacuate. We went into the house. The electricity was turned off in the area so Aaron got a couple of candles and sat at the end of his long dining room table. For over three hours, I sat in that room with him. We could hear yelling as people were chased in the streets, one way and then the other. We heard rifle fire, both far away and very close, as close as the alley behind us.

I watched Aaron that entire time, transfixed by the image of him working between those two candles while a deadly clash went on outside. He rarely looked up and when he did it was only to check the candles. He was writing a grant for the first HIV/AIDS prevention project in Nepal and was completely unconcerned about the chaos around him.

We kept in touch. I visited him in Chiang Mai, Thailand, which became his home while he expanded his prevention work to several other countries. Later, he called me.

He was going to retire and move to Sri Lanka. In a short period of time, he started a small nursery, which grew to employ 40 people. He was there when the tsunami hit his village, Unawatuna. He emailed me and others, describing what he saw. Five hundred feet up the hill, where he lived, they could hear the noise of the waves striking the shore but couldn't tell what it was. Aaron walked the four plus kilometers down the hill and to the village center.  He reached the high water line of the second wave, and then “climbing over wrecked cars, trees, bodies, and debris” he made it to the village. Some of the dead were hanging twenty or more feet up in the trees that were still standing.

He went on to help ten families rebuild their homes in that village. My son Dylan, and I visited him there later to see the results of his work. They completed the rebuilding efforts faster than the government and the international and local NGOs and they came in under budget. We kept in touch after the visit by email and phone and at his mom's place in OR.  He came to the states a couple of times a year for medication and treatment. 

We spoke on the phone several times during the two to three weeks before he left SL for medical treatment in Chiang Mai.

We were ‘pardners’ till the day he died.
I loved him.
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