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The Plague Diaries – by Dustin Vann  
 

March 26th, 2020 

 Only I would start a show about death when I think I’m dying.  

 Now that I have more hours of the day to fill, and the fact that all I feel physically able to 
do is lie on the couch and consume TV, I decided to finally start Six Feet Under. The show’s 
been recommended to me several times in the past, though I’d heard of it before. Apparently its 
series finale is one of the greatest TV finales of all time? I don’t know. We’ll see when I get 
there.  

 If I get there. Sounds dramatic, I know, but my symptoms still haven’t improved. I mean, 
the feverish chills I experienced three consecutive nights last week (chills that only happened at 
night, I should add), stopped after my first trip to urgent care. But this damn cough. Won’t. Let. 
Up. And now, every time I lay down and get up, I feel like it’s getting harder to breathe… 

 I’m trying to wait until Saturday before I break and go to urgent care again. That way, it 
will have been a full week. I’m scared, though. Scared to go outside, scared they won’t let me in, 
scared they’ll let me in and those four walls of the patient room will be the last thing I see before 
I’m hooked up to some ventilator God knows where… 

 For now, though, I’ve got the Fishers and their family-run funeral home drama to keep 
me occupied. I can’t say I wasn’t tempted to skip ahead to the series finale, though. To simply 
watch it just to say I’d seen it before a COVID-19 diagnosis totally upended my life. Who 
knows? It could’ve been the last thing I ever watched.  

 

March 27th, 2020 

 Well, I almost got tested for COVID-19 today.  

 The slight cough I’ve been experiencing for the last week and a half has also come with a 
new side effect: slight shortness of breath. To top it off, I’d finished off my bottle of Robitussin 
this morning. That’s right—a full bottle used, and I still had my cough. Clearly the steroid I’d 
been given during my urgent care trip nearly a week ago hadn’t done the trick. I gave K-Stat (my 
urgent care of choice) a ring, and they said I would have to come back and get re-evaluated. I 
was more than happy to oblige. If they could get me some drugs that would eradicate this cough 
for good, I’d do anything they asked.  
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 The K-Stat I arrived at today looked a hell of a lot different than the one I’d visited six 
days ago. Perhaps not visually different; it was still the same building. But the multiple signs 
taped on the front door shared a different message than the one I’d seen at my last visit. These 
signs (at least four in total) were multi-colored and had some variation of the same basic 
message: DO NOT ENTER THE BUILDING. CALL US FIRST. Six days ago, a smaller sign 
politely recommended that if I were showing any symptoms commonly associated with COVID-
19, to call ahead before coming in. Today, no one could get in without a call. A whole new form 
of VIP.  

 I called the front desk and spoke with another front desk worker, who asked me to repeat 
my symptoms and then told me to wait in my car for a nurse to escort me inside. Twenty minutes 
later, said nurse arrived at the driver’s side door of my red Ford Fiesta, decked out in head-to-toe 
protective gear and already holding out a mask for me. We exchanged small pleasantries as she 
led me inside (we had to keep things as normal as possible, right?) and she brought me back into 
a room different from the one I’d visited days before. This was their “special room,” according to 
the nurse (I wish I remembered her name, because she was hella nice) where they were seeing 
patients who might have potentially contracted COVID-19. I spoke to her about my symptoms, 
and she had me sign an AVN (I think this was the acronym she used), which was for the 
insurance company just in case they needed to test me for COVID-19. From there, she told me 
that someone named Beth would be coming to see me soon, and she hoped I had a good day.  

 Okay, cool. So this was happening. I’d just wanted some stronger meds to kill of this 
cough, but apparently the apocalypse had other plans.  

 I fidgeted on the hard patient bed for about twenty more minutes, catching snatches of 
conversation from the K-Stat employees outside. “His cough…sounds tight.” “Have you seen 
the new show Tiger King?” I knew you were supposed to be able to breathe comfortably through 
hospital masks, but shit. I felt like I was suffocating.  

 A new doctor greeted me soon—except instead of being Beth, she was an X-ray 
technician. Apparently Beth wanted to get a look at my lungs before moving forward. Ah—sure. 
I haven’t had an X-ray in forever, so why not? The X-ray tech (usually I was really great with 
names, but today I totally blanked on most) handed me some Latex gloves and once I had them 
on, squirted a generous amount of Purell on both hands. She led me from the “special room” to 
the X-ray lab down the hall. I’d been to this K-Stat at least a dozen times, and had no idea they 
did X-rays until today. I did some awkward back and profile poses for the X-ray machine—I was 
not prepared to take a shirtless photo shoot, after all—and in ten minutes’ time I was back in my 
“special room.” Alone.  

 Should I text my mom? No, I still had the gloves on. But what if this would be my last 
opportunity? What if, despite everything I’ve heard about how hard it is to get a test and how 
long it takes for the results to come back, Beth walked in and immediately knew I was a COVID-
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19 carrier? Then I’d be quarantined in a hospital room and wouldn’t see anyone for weeks. If I 
made it out.  

 Oh God. Stop. God, it was hard to breathe under that damn mask.  

 Beth arrived soon after. Beth, or Dr. Tolentino, was an older woman, adorned in the same 
head-to-toe protective gear as the previous two women I’d met. Only Dr. Tolentino also had a 
hairnet made out of cloth brandished with dozens of playful kittens. So she’d been the voice I’d 
heard outside minutes ago, talking about how her niece had made her a hair net to wear during 
her shift. Nice to put a face with the voice.  

 I talked with Dr. Tolentino about my symptoms (I was getting good at this), and she 
arrived at her conclusion: my symptoms were not severe, so I would not be tested. My lungs 
looked “reassuring,” and she said she had a “low suspicion” that I had COVID-19. She passed 
down the diagnosis of viral bronchitis, and would prescribe me some new cough medication that 
I could pick up at my pharmacy of choice. She also advised that I isolate at least until April 1st, 
which would be the two-week mark of the possible onset of my symptoms. I paid the co-pay for 
my visit and went on my way—unescorted this time.  

 So, that’s where I’m at. I definitely didn’t expect to go through all those different hoops 
when deciding to return to urgent care, but I have to commend K-Stat for having a system in 
place. Part of me kind of wishes I’d been given the test, just so I could know for sure that wasn’t 
an option, but for now, I’ll have to trust Dr. Tolentino’s judgement. If these meds work and my 
cough finally disappears, I’ll have no complaints.  

 

March 30th, 2020 

 The new medicine is working! I’m so relieved. As much as I didn’t believe I actually had 
COVID-19, a small part of me definitely thought I might. I dreaded waking up on Saturday and 
still having the cough hanging out in my chest, but even on Saturday morning I could feel it 
dwindling. Now it’s Monday and I’m truly starting to feel like my normal self. To celebrate, I 
think I’m gonna work out tomorrow.  

 I re-watched Get Out this evening for our class on Thursday. This had to be my sixth or 
seventh time watching it, and it truly is one of those films where I notice something new every 
time. Like, okay, I had already made connections between the deer Rose hits at the beginning of 
the film and how Chris’s mom died of a hit and run when he was younger. During my second or 
third viewing, I’d made the connection that deer = Chris’s mom. Viewing the film tonight, that 
connection deepened. When Chris approaches the deer in the forest, it’s still alive; later, during 
the hypnosis scene, Chris admits that he learned his mom initially been alive at the scene of her 
accident. I hadn’t caught that parallel before!  
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 I’m really looking forward to talking all things Get Out (and Dread Nation!) during 
Thursday’s class.  

 

March 31st, 2020 

 I’m kind of in this weird place when it comes to our current situation of social 
distancing/quarantine/whatever you want to call it. It feels weird to say “acceptance,” but in an 
odd way, I feel like I’m starting to get used to the idea that this is how things are going to be for 
a while.  

 I mean, I read the news every day. Even though I wish I didn’t have to, I have to keep 
myself as informed as possible on what’s going on with COVID-19. How many cases have been 
reported, how many deaths have occurred, etc. And I hate that part of this new reality, but three 
weeks into “the Great Disruption” (coined by Dr. Elizabeth Dodd), it’s become embedded into 
my routine. I get up, scroll through Twitter for news, read, work on homework, and watch some 
TV. Something else that’s been embedded into my psyche? That this routine will likely be one I 
will have to follow until July. Probably August, too.  

 So instead of thinking into the future, as I tend to do, I’ve chosen to stay firmly in the 
present. If I stay in the present, everything about social distancing seems manageable. If I think 
too far ahead—to the end of May, for example, when I’ll officially stop getting paid by the 
school and will no longer have a steady source of income, unless I find a new job by then, which 
seems not impossibly but incredibly unlikely—I’ll lose it. That’s what I did the first few weeks 
of this new reality, and on top of feeling sick for most of that period, my mental health was also 
shit. If this is how things are going to be until July or August, I can’t spend every day worrying 
about all the bad things that could happen in that time, because unlike before, I have no way to 
physically escape.  

 Instead, I’m choosing to remain in the present. The future can wait.  

P.S. I worked out today for the first time in weeks! It wasn’t for long (about twenty minutes), but 
it felt great to feel myself moving again. And Dua Lipa’s new album, Future Nostalgia, is the 
PERFECT soundtrack for a workout.  

 

April 2nd, 2020 

 I’m going to write about blood today. 

 I know—it’s not my favorite topic of discussion, either. But today, while doing my usual 
incessant scroll through Twitter, I came across an article by James West, a young queer man who 
recently recovered from COVID-19. Upon hearing about treatment trials that use plasma from 

https://www.motherjones.com/politics/2020/04/covid-19-recovery-plasma-coroavirus-gay-blood-donation/
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recovered COVID-19 patients, West was anxious to “enlist,” as he puts it, and help potentially 
save lives…but since West is a man who has had sex with another man in the last year, his hopes 
were dashed.  

 This article was published yesterday (April 1st), and apparently I missed the justified 
outrage West’s story caused, because today I saw several articles which published an 
announcement from the FDA that they were “relaxing [their] recommended deferral policies for 
gay and bisexual men” wishing to donating blood and plasma (Plautz). Now, instead of having to 
wait a year after their last sexual encounter with another man, gay and bisexual men now only 
have to wait three months.  

 Yay?  

 As a bisexual man, I’ve long been aware of the dated blood/plasma donation policies in 
America and abroad; hell, I knew about them before I was even out (thanks, Degrassi: The Next 
Generation!). The FDA’s announcement of these relaxed rules shows that people with the power 
to change policies rooted in prejudice are listening, but is this enough? Queer men like West—or 
myself, even—who want to do more than stay at home, who might want to take a more active 
role in helping with the fight against COVID-19, continue to be rendered powerless. Who knows 
where we’ll be in this pandemic even a week from now? Why should people like West be 
stopped from doing their part when it matters the most?  

 This pandemic has revealed much about how our society functions, and just how many of 
the systems in place are myths. Turns out, the federal government does have enough money to 
give every American a stimulus check (I’m still holding my breath on this one, if I’m being 
honest. My good-ole’ millenial cynicism refuses to believe it until I see it.) Apparently, student 
loan payments can be postponed indefinitely. Who would’ve thought?  

 And what does this particular issue—the discriminatory rules surrounding sexually active 
queer men donating blood/plasma, and the subsequent “relaxing” of these rules—reveal about 
our society? It tells us that clearly, the world still isn’t ready for queer superheroes.  

 

Plautz, Jason. “FDA Relaxes Blood Donation Restrictions On Gay and Bisexual Men During 
Shortage.” Huffington Post, 1 April 2020, https://huffpost.com/us/entry/blood-donations-
covid-19-gay-men_n_5e85250dc5b6927805071adb. Accessed 2 April 2020.  

West, James. “I Recovered From COVID-19. But I Can’t Donate My Plasma Because I’m Gay.” 
Mother Jones, 1 April 2020, https://www.motherjones.com/politics/2020/04/covid-19-
recovery-plasma-coroavirus-gay-blood-donation/. Accessed 2 April 2020.   

 

https://huffpost.com/us/entry/blood-donations-covid-19-gay-men_n_5e85250dc5b6927805071adb
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April 5th, 2020 

 I’m a sucker for a good short story, and after reading Rebecca Roanhorse’s impressive 
essay, “Postcards from the Apocalypse,” I knew I had to take the opportunity to read her award-
winning short story, “Welcome to Your Authentic Indian Experience.” And let me just say, I 
wasn’t disappointed.  

 First off: The Black Mirror/Twilight Zone of it all! Seriously, Jordan Peele needs to hire 
Roanhorse to adapt her story as a teleplay for the rebooted TZ. It’s perfect for the format: it’s 
plot-driven, cinematic in its description, and the characters come to life through Roanhorse’s 
spectacular voice.  

 I had to go back and reread the ending scene multiple times—both because it was so 
good, but also so trippy. Was it Jesse having the Authentic Indian Experience this whole time, or 
was it White Wolf? Is it that the white man (in this case, White Wolf) can claim Native 
American ancestry and somehow be more Indian than actual Natives like Jesse?  

 The more I think about it, the more I think that all those questions can be answered with 
“Yes,” depending on the reading one gets out of the story. The fact that the story ends with Jesse 
hopelessly muttering “This is my house,” even as his “thoughts blur to histories” and his “words 
become nothing more than forgotten facts and half-truths,” is so chilling (Roanhorse). Through 
this final scene, Roanhorse shows us through Jesse’s journey the real lack of control that Native 
folks have on their own personal and cultural narratives. And then there’s the white man—
personified in this story by White Wolf—who almost always gets to have the final say in 
constructing a story about a culture and people he knows nothing about.  

 It’s stories like this that emphasize the importance of expanding the ways in which we 
think about sci-fi as a genre: whose stories get told, and the people getting the opportunity to tell 
those stories. Of course it’s the right thing to do, but also? They’ve got some damn good stories 
to tell.  

Roanhorse, Rebecca. “Welcome to Your Authentic Indian Experience.” Apex Magazine, 8 
August 2017, https://www.apex-magazine.com/welcome-to-your-authentic-indian-
experience/. Accessed 10 May 2020.  

 

 

April 6th, 2020 

 I braved the grocery store today.  

https://uncannymagazine.com/article/postcards-from-the-apocalypse/
https://www.apex-magazine.com/welcome-to-your-authentic-indian-experience/


Vann 7 
 

 Originally, I planned to visit my grocery store of choice, Dillion’s West. It’s right across 
the street from my apartment complex, and I can get some nice deals with my Dillion’s card. 
Plus, their K-Cups are the cheapest I can find on this side of town.  

 Then, last night, my mom tagged me in a Facebook post from the Riley County Health 
Department, announcing that COVID-19 was now at “community spread” status in the county. 
The latest positive patient had visited Walmart and—you guessed it—Dillion’s West within the 
past few days. So, now Dillion’s was out of the question for the time being (though a small part 
of me thought, well, if it’s officially a community spread, I could get it literally anywhere at this 
point).  

 Since I didn’t want to travel to the other side of town, I settled for the next best option of 
Target. Their deals weren’t that great; however, their milk was the cheapest I could find in town, 
and for a calcium lover like me, that sealed the deal for me. I woke up early and made a list of 
what I needed:  

 -Peanut butter 
 -Milk 
 -Eggs 
 -Jambalaya mix 
 -Bread 
 -Chicken (bag) 
 -Chips 
 -K-Cups 
 -Creamer 
 -Pork chops 
 -Spinach 
 -Side items 
 -Ramen 
 -Potatoes 
 -Lunch meat 
 -Rice (white) 
 -Mayo 
 

 Folding the list in my pocket, I grabbed my reusable grocery bags and my mask, and 
headed out the door.  

 I’m not gonna lie: the thought of wearing a mask while I grocery shopped felt silly. Even 
though I knew it was the right thing, and I certainly wasn’t the only person wearing one, I felt 
slightly embarrassed as I cautiously made my way through the aisles of Target’s grocery section. 
My breathing was back to normal, but I still felt suffocated by the mask. Just as I had during my 
visit to urgent care last week.  
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 I shrugged away my feelings of discomfort and embarrassment. Stick to the list, I 
thought, staring down at the unfolded paper clutched in my slightly trembling hand. The sooner 
you get everything you need, the sooner you can get out of here. The sooner you can take this 
mask off.  

 Target didn’t have everything I needed, which I anticipated. Among the items I couldn’t 
find were ramen noodles and jambalaya mix (I’m especially bummed about the jambalaya mix). 
They did have their $1.98 milk, though. And I still got my K-Cups, albeit at a higher price than I 
would’ve paid at Dillion’s.  

 My wait at the register wasn’t long; red circles placed exactly six feet apart on the 
polished floor advised me to keep my distance as I waited. I couldn’t help but be slightly amused 
every time I could move on to a new circle that brought me closer to the register. I felt like I was 
a piece in a game of chess, moved along by a higher hand I couldn’t identify but somehow 
trusted to keep me safe.  

 The cashier, Crystal, was pleasant. She rang my groceries up slowly, methodically. I 
noticed the small tube of Germ-X attached to her hip, bobbing along with her movements. At one 
point, she gave a small cough, and I couldn’t help it—I tensed. She’d coughed into her elbow 
and I knew that was the right thing to do because that’s what I did whenever I coughed, but still. 
My body acted of its own accord, and once it relaxed, I could feel the dreadful sink of my heart.  

 Crystal handed off my reusable bags, packed with what I could find during today’s trip. 
Our hands danced around one another’s, each of us consciously doing our best not to touch the 
same spot on the bags. I paid using a card, silently cursing myself for not bringing my hand 
sanitizer in. Had the woman who’d paid before me used a card to pay?  

 “Have a great day,” Crystal said.  

 “Thanks, I appreciate it,” I said. Though the sentiment was sincere, I barely glanced at 
her as I pushed my cart away.  

 As I made my way back to my car, my heart sank once more. Hell—maybe it’d never 
come back up from the first time. I didn’t want to believe it, but I knew this trip had provided me 
with a glimpse of how real-life social interactions will be like for the foreseeable future: 
awkward and rife with hesitation. Unnatural.  

 But the real reason for my metaphorical sunken heart? I knew that the foreseeable future 
would likely stretch beyond this period of social distancing. And if we stretched too far for too 
long, would we truly be able to snap easily back in place?  
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April 8th, 2020 

 So, I mentioned in an earlier entry that I started watching the show Six Feet Under. I just 
started the fourth season (out of five seasons total, if that tells you anything about my viewing 
habits of the past few weeks), and while I feel like the series discusses issues that are still 
relevant today, I couldn’t help but make a chilling connection between the episode I watched 
earlier this evening and a piece of local news I came across today.  

 Every episode of Six Feet Under opens with the death of a stranger that the Fishers will 
then spend the remainder of the episode prepping a funeral for. The episode in question, “In Case 
of Rapture,” opens with two young men who work at what I assume is a sex toy shop. They’re 
blowing up dozens of blowup dolls that they then pile into an empty truck bed, cover with a net 
so the dolls don’t float away, and drive to an unspecified location. A traffic mishap along the 
way jostles the net, and the nude dolls start floating upward. Then the camera cuts to a middle-
aged woman backing out of a parking lot. We get a close up shot of a bumper sticker, which 
reads I AM READY FOR THE RAPTURE; inside the car, the woman listens intently to 
religious radio station. As she prepares to drive out into the busy street, she sees from a distance 
the dozens of sex dolls dancing in midair. Their blown-up arms are literally reaching up towards 
the heavens. The woman seems overjoyed at this image; in her ecstasy, she jumps out of her car 
and runs out into the road. Her arms outstretched to the sky, she lets out a few excited gasps of 
“Oh, Jesus” before the inevitable occurs. We hear the screeching of car tires, and the screen 
fades to white as the unmistakable sound of a body slammed and crushed by a car tell us what 
we don’t need to see. A name appears on the white screen, as a veteran viewer of the show 
comes to expect: Dorothy Sheedy, 1954-2003.  

 The remainder of the episode dabbles in some existential questions surrounding 
religion—Is there a God? What really happens when we die?—but I found myself more 
interested in how the episode opened than in unpacking these questions. My mind circled back to 
Dorothy’s blind faith that the Rapture was indeed happening, and her gleeful desperation to be 
one of the chosen ones that God saved—only to die for no reason. I thought about religion and 
how many people are willing to put their lives on the line for their faith. And sure, some of these 
instances might be justifiable. At the moment, though, I can’t help connecting my thoughts on 
Dorothy’s death-by-blind-faith to Kansas Republican’s decision to overturn Governor Laura 
Kelly’s order to “limit religious gatherings to 10 people” in order to stop the further spread of 
COVID-19 (Shorman et al.). I’m still trying to wrap my mind around this, given that “church 
gatherings have produced three case clusters across the state,” and that Kansas is not an outlier 
when it comes to this particular issue (Shorman et al.). Large public gatherings are dangerous 
right now. Right now, going to church could get you sick. You could get other people sick by 
going to church. People who could then die. Why would anyone take this risk when the facts are 
so irrefutable?  

https://kansas.com/news/politics-government/article2418611.html
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 Then I think of Dorothy. At the first sight of those sex dolls rising toward the cloudless 
sky, she didn’t hesitate. She took this as her sign—the Rapture is finally here—and followed that 
sign without a second thought. She died, likely thinking that she died as one of “the chosen.”  

 I wonder how many Dorothys will expose themselves come Easter Sunday. I wonder if 
churches will do the right thing and keep their doors closed. All I know for sure is that Kansas 
was once home to a very famous (if fictional) Dorothy, and she followed one mantra faithfully: 
There’s no place like home.  

 

Shorman, Jonathan, Amy Renee Leiker and Michael Stavola. “War over Easter: Kansas 
lawmakers revoke Gov. Kelly’s order limiting church gatherings.” The Wichita Eagle, 8 
April 2020, https://kansas.com/news/politics-government/article2418611.html. Accessed 
8 April 2020.  

 

April 10th, 2020 

 In a previous entry, I reflected on the FDA “relaxing” their blood donation restrictions on 
queer men, and how honestly half-assed this response was. Since the pandemic became, well, a 
pandemic in mid-March, I’ve seen several articles paralleling the government’s response to 
COVID-19 to that of the AIDS epidemic in 1980s and 1990s. I’ve read several of them, but I 
thought for today that I’d focus on a piece related to this topic that appeared in The New Yorker, 
because I appreciated how 1) it was written by a queer individual, Masha Gessen, who lived 
through the AIDS epidemic and 2) it comprehensively ties together the main debates surrounding 
people’s comparisons of the COVID-19 response to the AIDS response.  

 The general gist of the many articles written on this topic discuss that while the AIDS 
epidemic primarily impacted the LGBTQ+ community during its peak (and is without a doubt 
the sole reason the government ignored it for so long), COVID-19 has had a larger community 
impact—and yet, it was dismissed for longer than it should have. I think a certain asshole 
referred to it as a “hoax” at one point? Hmmm. How times have changed.  

 Anyway, one idea that Gessen writes about in his piece is the power of community during 
times of strife: “One lesson from AIDS was about the power of communities coming together to 
take care of each other, to touch one another, to act, using bodies…to fight” (Gessen). He goes 
on to discuss how the physical act of touching is nearly unthinkable in our current fight (a 
realization I’m still trying to grapple with), but one thing he does with this thought that stood out 
to me was his comparison of our current stigma against physical together to how this stigma 
affected those with AIDS during the epidemic:  

https://www.newyorker.com/news/our-columnists/what-lessons-does-the-aids-crisis-offer-for-the-coronavirus-pandemic/amp
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“There may be another reason why it would be very hard to carry the memory of the AIDS era wholly 
intact. Meeting a medical professional of a certain age, one would have to wonder, Were you one of those 
people who refused to enter the room of a person with AIDS? Meeting some nice lady who long ago lost 
a son to AIDS, one would have to wonder, Were you one of those mothers who refused to let her child 

come home?” (Gessen).  

 I was not alive for most of the AIDS epidemic, and even when I made my worldwide 
debut in 1993, I would be too young to remember what things were really like. How President 
Reagan, and then President George H.W. Bush would shrug off how horrific the death rates 
were. I would only see those memorial quilts through archived pictures or stock footage. I won’t 
know what it’s to be dying of what people called “gay cancer,” to have people—including those 
I love the most—not want to touch me. Or be near me as I take my final breaths.  

 What I will remember, though, is those that are dying now. How some of their final 
goodbyes have been over phone or FaceTime. How touch has become stigmatized in our current 
moment and how, at least for me, physical touch will likely always look different moving 
forward.  

 Will others remember that, though, amongst everything else? Gessen concludes his piece 
with a sobering statement that provides the final connecting piece between our response to the 
AIDS epidemic and a projected response to COVID-19: “Before it’s over, the pandemic will get 
much worse, and so will we. Then it will end. And, unless we start the work of noticing and 
remembering now, we will forget how low we went” (Gessen). In our rush for regained 
normalcy, for things like anxiety-less grocery trips and yes, physical touch, what will we choose 
to remember from this time?  

 And what will we inevitably forget?  

Gessen, Masha. “What Lessons Does the AIDS Crisis Offer for the Coronavirus Pandemic?” The 
New Yorker, 8 April 2020, https://www.newyorker.com/news/our-columnists/what-
lessons-does-the-aids-crisis-offer-for-the-coronavirus-pandemic/amp. Accessed 10 April 
2020.  

 

April 14th, 2020 

 What a week it’s turning out to be—and it’s only Tuesday.  

 There have been times in the past week or so where I’ve felt like I’m at the acceptance 
stage of the quarantine grieving process. I’ve accepted that this is likely how things are going to 
be, on and off, for at least the next year. I’ve accepted that there won’t be a graduation, and that I 
won’t get to spend face-to-face time with my friends and celebrate finishing our last weeks of 
graduate school. I’ve even started to accept that there likely won’t be a “Summer 2020” in the 
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traditional sense of vacationing and beach-going, or that concerts and movie theaters probably 
won’t be a thing for the foreseeable future.  

 I feel like I reach that point, where I’ve given in to the fact that we’re stuck in what feels 
like an eternal limbo—and then something happens that knocks me back down to earth, forcing 
me to accept another hard fact: that life, even in quarantine, continues on.  

 Take yesterday, for example. I checked my inbox late in the afternoon, and saw that I 
received an email from Dr. Longmuir sharing with me that I had received a Pass with Distinction 
on my master’s project. I was surprised and elated. I vaguely remembered a Pass with 
Distinction being mentioned before in informational meetings about the master’s projects, but I 
didn’t put much thought into it. I knew I would work hard to create the best possible project I 
could, and for me that would be enough. A distinction would be awesome, if that came to be. 
And while I already felt pretty validated from passing my defense in the first place, I guess I 
didn’t realize how much I need this extra nod. Perhaps if we weren’t in our current situation, I 
might feel differently. Needless to say, it was a great way to begin the week.  

 Until approximately five minutes later, when I received another, not-so-great email. I 
don’t want to go in too much detail about it here, but this particular email was a blow to any sort 
of confidence I felt minutes before. How could I go from such an extraordinary high, to crying in 
disappointment on my couch minutes apart?  

 That’s life, though, right? You’re going to go through ups and downs; sometimes, those 
ups and down will happen almost synchronously. I guess I had forgotten what that feeling was 
like, in my own rush to force myself into a cocoon of acceptance about the state of the world 
these last few weeks. But the world really does continue turning. We’ll still have arguments with 
loved ones. We’ll get rejected by someone, a group of people, a job; we’ll get accepted by 
others. This gives me hope, in a weird way. If these things can still occur, perhaps we’re not in 
the world-ending apocalypse we thought we were a month ago.  

 Or maybe I’ll feel differently tomorrow. Either way, I’ll continue doing my best to accept 
whatever curveballs come my way, even if they’re delivered as a one-two punch.  

 

April 17th, 2020 

 Tonight’s Friday night film probably should’ve been Thor: Ragnarok. Instead, it was 
Sunset Boulevard.  

 I’d seen this classic film before, maybe about two years ago. It recently came back into 
my orbit when a celebrity I follow on Instagram recommended it as one of his top “quarantine 
movies.” This was not the first quarantine-related list of movies, books, music, etc. that I’d come 
across, but seeing this particular film on a list like this piqued my interest. I remembered 
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enjoying Sunset Boulevard—the dry noir-style voiceover; Gloria Swanson’s legendary 
performance as Norma Desmond; William Holden’s handsome smile and adorable butt-chin—
but I couldn’t remember what might specifically categorize it as a “quarantine movie.” I knew I 
had to give it a re-watch.  

 I’ve been a fan of classic Hollywood films for a few years now; not only do I think 
they’re important in the understanding of how our culture’s been shaped for generations, but I 
love finding opportunities to contextualize the content of a decades-old film with a current 
moment. It didn’t take me long to remember how Sunset Boulevard, which celebrates its 70th 
anniversary this year, might be interpreted as a “quarantine movie”: Swanson’s Norma is an aged 
silent movie star who lives in near-seclusion, cut off from the world as her mind deteriorates 
from an unspecified mental illness. The further you get into the film, the more her massive 
mansion feels claustrophobic, a box we want to escape just as badly as Holden’s screenwriting 
protagonist, Joe Gibbs. The few scenes that do take us out of Norma’s mansion feel like a release 
of tension before she—and, through emotional manipulation, Joe—retreat back into her lavish 
prison.  

 A house as a prison. Not a totally unheard-of concept, but one that takes on new meaning 
while living through a pandemic. 

  

 While my re-watch of Sunset Boulevard allowed me to re-envision our present quarantine 
world through the lens of the past, I can’t help but think about how this pandemic will shape our 
future. One of my past entries mentioned that I’d been listening to the newest album by pop artist 
Dua Lipa, titled Future Nostalgia. This weekend, I read a profile The New York Times did on 
Lipa, discussing how her album rollout was disrupted by the outbreak of COVID-19, and her 
decision to move forward with releasing her highly-anticipated work: “Lipa certainly didn’t 
anticipate a pandemic becoming part of the ‘Future Nostalgia’ narrative. But here we are” 
(Ganz). Much like how Sunset Boulevard has been deemed a “quarantine movie” by some, 
people have already deemed Future Nostalgia a “quarantine album.”  

 I have mixed feelings about this categorization. As a fan, I’m glad Dua went ahead with 
the album’s release as planned; it has personally “[brought the] bit of joy at an uncertain time” 
that she hoped it would (Ganz). And as the article points out, some of the album’s lyrics do 
serendipitously fit with the age of quarantine (Dua’s current hit, “Don’t Start Now,” feature these 
lyrics: “Don’t show up / don’t come out,” for example). I do feel like labeling Future Nostalgia 
as simply a “quarantine album” implies a somewhat negative connotation, though. It seems like 
an easy way to dismiss the album, or indicate that its impact will not reach beyond the confines 
of our present confinement.  

 Anyone who actually believes this is, in my opinion, incredibly boring and lacks 
perspective. Future Nostalgia is an album that demands your attention; even if you’re not one to 
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seek out a dance-pop record, the songs Dua has produced can make the most stalwart pop music 
skeptic break out some moves. These are songs you want to shout-sing. Songs that make you 
want to sweat, or dance, or both at once.  

 And guess what? You can still do all those things in the world of social distancing; take it 
from someone who has. Yeah, we can’t dance to these songs in a crowded club or concert venue 
right now, but listening and dancing to this album alone in my apartment gives me the hope and 
assurance that we’ll get to someday—even if that day’s farther away than we’d like.  

 People can label this album however they’d like, but I’m choosing to follow Dua’s lead 
and be optimistic about this situation. Future Nostalgia is my album of the moment, and it’s one 
I’ll be taking with me into the future, whatever form that might take.  

P.S. Favorite tracks on the album: “Physical,” “Levitating,” “Pretty Please”  

P.P.S. Honestly, though? The whole album’s amazing—listen to it all!  

 

Dua Lipa. “Don’t Start Now.” Future Nostalgia, Warner Records, 2020. 

Ganz, Caryn. “Dua Lipa’s Unplanned, Uncertain, Unprecedented Album Launch.” The New York 
Times, 7 April 2020, https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/07/arts/music/dua-lipa-future-
nostalgia-coronavirus.amp.html. Accessed 17 April 2020.   

 

April 24th, 2020 

 I’m back on my bullshit, so to speak, because I’m once again gonna be talking about 
COVID-19 and the AIDS epidemic, specifically how that particular moment in time parallels our 
current struggles with COVID-19. I like to think of this entry as the final installment of a 
trilogy—a trilogy I didn’t set out to write, but one that nonetheless happened. And this feels like 
the most natural place to leave my discussion/reflection of this issue. At least, within the pages of 
this diary.  

 Earlier today, I stumbled upon the podcast Still Processing, hosted by New York Times 
cultural critics Jenna Wortham and Wesley Morris. This particular episode, titled “How to Learn 
From a Plague,” centered on their reflections upon re-watching the 2012 documentary How to 
Survive a Plague, which details activism during the AIDS epidemic, and how some moments in 
that documentary relate to or can become a learning moment for us as we choose to confront 
COVID-19 today. There were many highlights from this episode, which began with Morris 
talking about his beloved Aunt Jeri, who had recently died at age 90 from COVID-19: “The way 
she was forced to die…was shameful,” Wesley says solemnly. “I don’t want to say she died 
stigmatized, but she was.” This moment in particular made me think back to the Masha Gessen 
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piece I read and wrote about a few weeks ago, which also talked about the ways in which this 
current pandemic has created stigmas both familiar and different from the ones faced during the 
AIDS epidemic (i.e. the stigma of touch).  

 Morris and Wortham go on to discuss How to Survive a Plague, which they both call “the 
most instructive movie manual on how to deal with our current moment, more than movies like 
Contagion” (Still Processing). This made me think about how, at the beginning of the COVID-
19 pandemic, many people flocked to films like Contagion or Outbreak for…I don’t even know. 
A reference point? Refuge? It was hard for me to understand why anyone would want to watch 
either of those films, especially in those early days of stay-at-home orders and worldwide 
cancellations of seemingly everything.  

 As Wortham and Morris kept talking, though, I felt like I found my way toward an 
answer. Their discussion of How to Survive a Plague included a scene from the documentary that 
depicts a segment from the CNN show Crossfire, and how one of the show’s hosts, Pat 
Buchanan, debated the issue of testing and safe sex practices within the LGBTQ community with 
Peter Staley, a young man with AIDS and a spokesman for the AIDS coalition, ACT UP: “It’s 
Russian Roulette to not give people this information,” Staley says in response to Buchanan’s 
outrage over providing young gay men with condoms to ensure safe sex practices (Still 
Processing). Morris contextualizes this debate into how we are currently grappling with COVID-
19: “Those guys wanted condoms,” Morris says, “we need tests” (Still Processing). The 
podcasters’ discussion shifts into how reactions to COVID-19 are shifting in similar ways that 
responses to AIDS did; for the most part, we’ve moved from a place of numb fear, to a 
simmering anger at our government’s inability to take the necessary actions to confront COVID-
19 in a manageable way.  

 The more that Morris and Wortham connected How to Survive a Plague to the present, 
the more I understood those Contagion and/or Outbreak watchers. Perhaps, in those early days of 
March, COVID-19 felt like a marginalized issue. Something out of a movie, as opposed to an 
issue that could impact anyone and everyone. Now, over a month since the world shifted 
astronomically, we can’t deny it: COVID-19 is not a marginalized issue. We can’t pause this 
movie or shut it off completely and move on with our lives. But, if we take the time to learn from 
the past, we might be able to rewrite this movie’s ending.  

“How to Learn From a Plague.” Still Processing from The New York Times, 16 April 2020, 
www.nytimes.com/podcasts/still-processing.  
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April 28th, 2020 

 I love reading work that opens your mind up both to the world and the world of a piece of 
pop culture in a way you didn’t expect.  

 That’s exactly how I felt as I read Cutcha Risling Baldy’s article, “Why I Teach ‘The 
Walking Dead’ in My Native Studies Classes.” I stopped watching TWD a long time ago, but 
most of the reference points Baldy made to the show were from when I still watched it. It was so 
fun to revisit the show through Baldy’s eyes, especially given her unique perspective on its 
content and how she connects that back to Native American studies. Plus, it allowed me to revisit 
the show without actually having to spend time watching it. (I’m sorry to any and all TWD stans 
reading this!).  

 Baldy’s voice made this article a delight to read, and the way she grounded a show I 
mostly remember as being pretty white-centric (with the exceptions of Michonne and Sasha’s 
badassery, plus a few others I’m probably forgetting) sold it for me. We’ve discussed the 
different ways in which the “apocalypse” can be interpreted, how many marginalized groups 
have seen varying degrees of apocalypse throughout history, so I shouldn’t have been as 
surprised by the parallels to Native American history that Baldy made. This passage in particular 
stuck out to me:  

“…for a long time in California, if you were an Indian person walking around, something or someone 
might just try to kill you. They were hungry for your scalp and your head. They had no remorse. There 
was no reasoning with them. And there were more of them then there was of you. Zombies. But even 

worse, living, breathing, people Zombies” (Baldy).  

 The zombie metaphor Baldy made here was so powerful, and also made me think of 
Dread Nation and how that book contained similar “living, breathing, people Zombies” (Baldy). 
People like Miss Preston and Miss Anderson, who willingly sold Jane, Katherine, and countless 
more of their students into what’s essentially a new form of slavery. People like Sheriff Snyder 
and the Reverend, who thrive off racism and fear, touting them as religious devotion or divine 
duty. And since I’ve started to read Deathless Divide, the sequel to Dread Nation, I can give 
non-spoilery confirmation that these “people Zombies” didn’t perish with the town of 
Summerland (Baldy).  

 Which brings me back to Baldy. By calling out those real-life zombies—making their 
existence known in the present—we can no longer banish them to the past or to some dystopic 
future. The zombies exist at this very moment, even if we don’t want to admit it.  

Baldy, Cutcha Risling. “Why I Teach The Walking Dead in My Native Studies Classes.” The 
Nerds of Color, 24 April 2014, https://thenerdsofcolor.com/2014/04/24/why-i-teach-the-
walking-dead-in-my-native-studies-classes/. Accessed 28 April 2020.  

 

https://thenerdsofcolor.org/2014/04/24/why-i-teach-the-walking-dead-in-my-native-studies-classes/
https://thenerdsofcolor.org/2014/04/24/why-i-teach-the-walking-dead-in-my-native-studies-classes/
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April 30th, 2020 

 So naturally, I’m behind on my readings for class. There have been some weeks in 
quarantine when I’ve been on top of my game, while others…well, let’s just say this week is 
shaping up to be one in the “other” category. I’ve started to cut myself slack, though. Things 
always get done, even if I have to rush to do them. And that’s okay.  

 One of the assigned readings I’m behind on is The Marrow Thieves, and even though I 
knew I needed to speed-read this afternoon in order to get through the first half of the book for 
class tonight, I had to pause while reading the segment called “Haunted In The Bush.” In it, 
Frenchie is helping out on a hunt for food; hiding himself in a tree, Frenchie allows his brain to 
wander into the following train of thought:  

“From where we were now, running, looking at reality from this one point in time, it seemed as thought 
the world had suddenly gone mad. Poisoning your own drinking water, changing the air so much the earth 

shook and melted and crumbled, harvesting a race for medicine. Why? How could this happen? Were 
they that much different from us? Would we be like them if we’d had a choice? Were they like us enough 

to let us live?” (Dimaline 47-48)  

 Okay, so not everything Frenchie’s reflecting on completely reflects our current reality, 
but damn…it’s pretty close to our present, past and future. Poisoned drinking water sounds 
familiar. So does a constant polluting of air. Not to mention experimenting on people due to their 
race. And thinking about all of this, compounded with the world’s lack of preparedness and 
cooperation in the midst of dealing with a global pandemic…I don’t blame Frenchie for having 
his doubts. Truly, how could this all happen? Why did it have to happen, and will we ever truly 
get past it?  

 The answers to these questions, at least in my own head, shift every day. What doesn’t 
waver, however, is my hope and faith in the general goodness of (most) humanity. It might be 
smaller on some days compared to others, but it’s never faded completely. A perfect illustration 
of this back-and-forth between despair and hope I have with our current real-life situation comes 
later on in this section of The Marrow Thieves, when Frenchie has the perfect shot at a large 
moose, but can’t bring himself to pull the trigger. “I couldn’t do it,” Frenchie thinks. “I couldn’t 
let it come to this, not for him and not for me” (Dimaline 50).  

 It’s true that we’re living in a version of an apocalypse. We’re not quite at the total 
devastation of Frenchie’s situation, nor are we facing down flesh-hungry zombies or moving 
through the world with androids questioning their humanity. But, what we’ve endured and are 
continuing to endure could be considered the closest many of us have gotten to experiencing an 
apocalypse in our lifetime. We’ve had to make tough decisions, and those decisions, whether we 
want to acknowledge it or not, have shown how we would behave in an apocalyptic situation.  
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I like to think that most of us—myself included—make the choice Frenchie makes in this 
scene. That, when faced with situations both trivial and monumental in moments of crisis, we 
don’t take the easy way out. We give the moose a chance to live a long, prosperous life in the 
wilderness. We wear the damn mask when we go out in public.   

Many people might’ve dreaded continuing in a class called “Welcome to the 
Apocalypse” as we lived through one in real life. I wouldn’t blame them. For me, though, it’s 
moments like the one experienced between Frenchie and the moose in the woods, that made this 
class all the more worthwhile for me during this crazy time. To witness the compassion of the 
human spirit through text, and know that compassion is possible to manifest in real life, is what’s 
kept me going the past few months. What’s kept the fire nestled within my own heart, to riff off 
a metaphor from another young boy keeping the faith in an apocalyptic world of his own.  

If they can keep that hope alive, then damn it—so can I.  

 

Dimaline, Cherie. The Marrow Thieves. Cormorant Books, 2017.  

 

  


