

			
    
            Chapter One





			Renny

			“What do you mean they’re not buying my next novel?”

			I was sitting inside my ten-year-old Cadillac Escalade in the parking structure at the university campus near downtown Detroit. It was raining, a spontaneous Michigan June summer storm out of nowhere. Because I’d been delaying getting my windshield wipers replaced, I needed to sit out the rain before trying to get on the Lodge Freeway to drive home or elsewhere. That’s when Rashid, my literary agent, called.

			This was certainly not the day I wanted or expected.

			An hour earlier, I’d been given notice by Human Resources that come fall semester, I’d no longer be teaching composition or creative writing classes in the English department. At the end of the month and end of the fiscal year, I’d be “non-retained” by the university, a fancy word for getting laid off. Something about a decline in enrollment, budget cuts, and the need to scale back to reflect the current and projected size of the campus population. I understood this was the reality for any instructor who wasn’t represented by a labor union or on the tenure track to permanent university employment. Still, silly me, I’d thought English was part of the graduation plan for most, if not all, undergraduates, and that my employment on campus would always be a sure thing. Until I realized after a couple years into this gig adjuncts were lower on the ladder of academia, though adjuncts were in the classroom and with students more than tenure-track colleagues.

			Like most authors who hadn’t been discovered by Oprah, Reese, RuPaul, or Jenna, I needed the day job at the university to take care of my monthly bills and to fund my writer’s life and expenses. Though people believed author advances were extravagant, many didn’t realize the hidden costs of author life—the costs of ordering books from the publisher for events, sending out books and swag, updating websites and hiring social media assistants, setting aside enough taxes from advances and royalties, and traveling across the country to book conferences to keep our names in front of readers and influencers, which kept my credit cards near their limits. Even with twelve books under my belt.

			Rashid’s call, on the same day as my layoff, I was not expecting.

			“Something about you’re not selling as you once did, Renny.” Rashid’s voice boomed out of the car speaker. “What’s the phrase they used? ‘Underwhelming sales and an uninspiring market for your kind of novels.’ ”

			“Well, shit,” I said while multitasking and reading the notification letter from the university. “They don’t mince words.”

			“We can exercise the contract’s clause and shop it around to other houses now,” Rashid said. “I’m sure a smaller house may want you. Or we can brainstorm a career shift. Maybe consider something different from your backlist.”

			“I write romance, Rashid. That’s all I know,” I said with a hint of sarcasm in my voice. “Romance is what keeps the lights on in publishing. Everyone knows that.”

			“You write about Black and gay men.”

			“And?”

			“I mean, ever since E. Lynn Harris passed, and you kinda tried to fill the void, there’s a lot of newer and younger authors out there.”

			“I’m forty-three. Not dead.”

			“But you are what we call midlist now. Does anyone even TikTok or Bookstagram you?”

			“Okay. I’m not at the top of the lists like I used to be. I still write smart, fun, and funny novels. At least, I think.”

			“Well, the whole own voice thing,” Rashid said, pausing a beat. As a New Yorker, he usually wasn’t one to deliberate on what or how he said things. “In this current climate, people are tired of hearing the own voice thing when it comes to M/M and romance in general. They just don’t want all the smarts and politics.”

			“Who is ‘they’? And who is tired of own voices? I’m not. My readers are not. Scholars are not. Minoritized people who get researched and written about are not.”

			Rashid laughed. Sarcasm?

			“You and that mouth are gonna keep getting you in trouble, Renny,” Rashid said. “You know what I’m talking about. You’re writing romance novels, not academic treatises. I mean, you went viral, but it didn’t help book sales, after those comments you made on that queer book con panel this spring. The BookTok community took offense when you said who should and should not be writing Black characters or queer characters or M/M romance.”

			“Rashid, we’re both Black. You can tell me which BookTok folks took offense. I can tell you it wasn’t the Black ones,” I said.

			“No doubt. But your publisher noticed. And that’s why we’re in this situation now where I can’t sell your latest novel. Plus, the way you read avid M/M romance readers for not supporting the women writing sapphic romance. Readers don’t want to think about possibly being sexist or racist, even if they are.”

			“Well, they should. Reading is political. And I stand on own voices. I said the same thing on panels at the Black-focused romance and bookfests, and no one made a deal out of it there. Only at the queer romance conferences that I attended. Now, you tell me what that says about the state of queer romance.”

			“It says we’re in a time and climate where you might want to consider your words a little more carefully. Maybe cut the women and femmes writing M/M romance a little slack. Maybe write a Black character falling in love with someone who’s not Black. Maybe tone down the Black a little bit.”

			“Like they made changing my name from Larenz to Renny a condition of my first book contract?”

			“Don’t be so sensitive. It’s just business.”

			“Are you deliberately trying to hurt my little author feelings, Rashid? The Black guys I write about are the prize. They’re not looking for a prize or for validation from a partner from another community.”

			“Understood.”

			“Good.”

			I knew the delicate dance of the author and agent business relationship. Though Rashid technically worked for me, I knew I was at the mercy of the amount of work he did on my behalf with my publisher or other publishers. I thought we’d put our contentious moments behind us, when he started up again.

			“And now there’s all the indie authors competing with trad authors like you, the people writing male-male with the straight woman’s gaze at the forefront, and the folks writing four or five or more books a year,” Rashid said. “This might be a time to change it up a little. Twelve novels in fifteen years is a lot to be proud of, and we’ve made some good money together over the years, but maybe you’re aging out of the marketplace now.”

			A little heated, I was not going to let Rashid get the last word. “Sorry if I don’t use AI to write my novels or to do my book covers. And I keep a day job. I can’t churn out books like authors who use online assistance or don’t have a nine-to-five. Well, maybe now I can. I just got let go from the university right before you called.”

			“Oh, shit, sorry to rain on your parade like that, Renny,” Rashid said. I’m sure he had no idea I was staring out into a rainstorm, him being in NYC and me being near downtown Detroit. “Look, you got decent royalties coming in from your backlist, so I’m not dropping you like some other literary agents would. Let’s set up a call in a few weeks to discuss next steps. We’ll figure out how to get Renny Ross back on top…or at least back to the middle.”

			“Okay, just let me know when.”

			And then I heard silence on the other end. I knew Rashid had more lucrative and maybe younger clients who were the darlings of book influencers and readers, so I didn’t take it personally.

			An hour later, after the rain subsided, I parked my SUV in one of the guest parking spots in the rear part of my subdivision. I didn’t want Antoine to know I was home. I was planning to avoid him for a few hours by catching a rideshare to one of the gay bars in Ferndale. Just wanted a couple glasses of Sauvignon Blanc, alone, but with people around me and a few familiar happy hour faces who were not Antoine. And I didn’t want to risk getting a speeding ticket or more from the radar happy police officers in Oak Park while driving on Nine Mile from Southfield to Ferndale and back.

			I was getting too old for this.

			Another dead-end relationship—this time with Antoine, but fill in the blank with any of the others—that went from instant attraction, then to like, then to love, then to thinking I was in love, then to being annoyed, then to resentment, then to dislike, then to disgust, then to feeling numb and wanting out in the span of a few months or less than a year.

			I was getting too old for this.

			Heading to a bar after work to meet up and drink with bar acquaintances just to avoid going home. Seeking validation from strangers on apps or in bars for being a throat goat.

			I was getting too old for this.

			Avoiding my condo, the cute recently constructed tri-level in Southfield, because Antoine would be there when I got home from teaching on campus or writing in some coffeehouse space. There, on the living room sofa playing video games or watching some reality television show. There, with the day’s recycling or trash overflowing in the kitchen, but jumping up and saying, “Oh, I was about to take it out,” when I started to do it myself. There, with baskets of laundry that could have gotten done during a day of nothing to do and all day to do it. There, giving me excuse after excuse as to why every opportunity I got for him through acquaintances and others didn’t work out yet again.

			Just. There.

			I was too old for this.

			Another failed romantic relationship, a secret I kept from the public, my family, and my readers.

			I was too old and too smart for this.

			If my mom or any of her sisters had been alive to see the state of my current life, they’d have cussed me out for it.

			The writer in me could hear them in my head as I relived listening to their sista speak and Black mama wisdom from the top of the stairs or through the cracked-open door of my bedroom while they drank jug wine, listened to Denise LaSalle or Johnnie Taylor records, and smoked menthol cigarettes at the dining room table of our home in the University of Detroit district. The kind of conversations that made me want to advance from a boy to a man quickly and be able to talk like grown folks did. All the phrases I remembered hearing as a youngster flooded into my head, and I wished I’d taken them to heart.

			“Don’t ever take care of no grown-ass man. Every able-bodied adult in a household needs to work. Period.” Mom. A high school principal married to my steel factory dad.

			“Don’t have no wet ass and a dry purse.” Aunt Jackie. A teacher, never married, but always with a new man friend.

			“Make sure the penis you go after can also be a provider.” Aunt Rose. A homemaker married to the steel factory foreman my dad reported to.

			“Be a good ho. Don’t never be a broke ho.” Aunt Loretta, who lived comfortably off the pensions of her three dead husbands.

			“If he can’t show you some kinda money, you need to put his ass out on the street where he belongs.” Mom, again. And she’d had a beautiful marriage with my dad before he passed my senior year of high school.

			I’d been good at crafting fictional gay love stories. Not so much in my own life.

			Antoine was yet another lesson learned. No more dating or sleeping with people in bookish life, no more hiring readers as assistants without vetting them outside of the bedroom, no more moving said reader/employee into my home, and definitely no more flings with service workers masking as readers or bookish people in book convention spaces. Lessons learned.

			I sighed as I thought about Antoine and our situation, while staring at the greenery of the trees and lush lawns whizzing by. Southeast Michigan gave true summertime beauty realness.

			There was no indication it had stormed earlier as the rideshare pulled over in front of Soho in Ferndale. At just before seven, the sun was now out in full force. I was grateful for these Michigan summer evenings, and I looked forward to having a couple glasses of wine alone on the outside patio of the bar. Just as I tapped to pay the driver, my phone chimed. A text from Antoine. I sighed as I opened it to see what he wanted.

			Yo, I just signed off on two envelopes for you. Certified. Want me to open them?

			I sighed again. Who asks to open someone else’s mail? No. Leave them outside my bedroom door. Thanks.

			Bet.

			The Pride flags outside and inside the bar cheered me up a bit and distracted me from thinking about Antoine. I ordered a glass of wine. The bartender gave me a wooden chip, which during happy hour meant I’d get another drink for free if I wanted it before the bar transitioned into a nightclub at nine. I sat down at a dry and empty seat at a high table outside.

			There, I opened Blowers, Grindr, and Sniffies on my phone to see if anyone was in the vicinity and hosting. Frustrated by Antoine, losing my job, and being dropped by my publisher, I felt like seeking validation by giving a benevolent blow job to an anonymous guy. Didn’t like having strangers in my place, both for safety and in case they recognized me for my author life. Books with my name on them and storyboards on walls tended to give that part of my identity away. And though Antoine and I were no longer together romantically or sexually, I didn’t want to disrespect him with a merry-go-round of men in and out of my place.

			As I scrolled and tapped on anonymous torsos and dick pics, I noticed Antoine was online, too, so I quickly logged off. Didn’t want him seeing me shopping for dick or knowing I was nearby. A stranger in the bar would have to do. The Tina Turner song “Private Dancer” ran through my head as I perused the happy hour crowd and assessed who might be the recipient of my skills and services.

			I was too old for this.

			I needed to figure out a way to get my career back and have my place alone just for myself.

			On the surface, everyone thought I had it all. A university teaching job. A side hustle writing gay romance novels. A little bit of notoriety in academia and romancelandia. People knew me on the outside. But they did not know anything else beyond what I performed or gave to them in the classroom, meetings, book events, podcast interviews, or happy hours.

			My phone buzzed.

			It was my friend Dustin McMillan, one of my buddies whose dick I used to suck from time to time during my short stint living in Chicago a few years ago, before he and I transitioned from instant attraction, to friends with benefits, to friends without the benefits. He’d left Chicago for the San Francisco Bay Area, his hometown, right after our mothers died around the same time. He’d lucked out with a real-life workplace romance with a university president named Taylor James while on a consulting assignment for Taylor’s campus. Every now and then, being members of the same sad club—grown men who’d lost their moms recently—we’d text or call each other to check in and see how we were doing. The dick sucking thing, we kept silent and in the past.

			I scooted my seat around to get the benefits of golden-hour illumination for the video call.

			“What up doe?” I said.

			“Hey, ho. What’s good with you?”

			“Surviving and trying to get to thriving.”

			“Well, you’re looking good and chocolatey and glowing in that sunshine out there, Renny,” Dustin said. “Love them asymmetrical twists and slutty little glasses. The new look works for you.”

			“Thanks,” I said, smiling. “You still looking good yourself. If you wasn’t in a committed, I might shoot my shot again.”

			“I’m flattered and grateful for your friendship.” He blushed and flashed his mega-white smile, something I always admired. It’s what initially drew me to him at one of those Saturday afternoon day-drinking events in Chicago for gay men over thirty-five. “I miss summers in the Midwest. That lighting agrees with you.”

			“Don’t let the golden-hour lighting fool you, Dustin. I’m a mess. A hot mess.”

			“You are far from a mess, Renny. At least you ain’t walking around in fog and fifty-five degree weather, like I am here in San Francisco. Talk about June gloom. Where you at, by the way?”

			“Outside a bar having a glass of wine after work.”

			“Man, I’m sorry to interrupt friend time.”

			“You see any friends here?” I rotated the phone around my table and seating area and back to my face. “Anyway, I got let go from the university today. Budget cuts.”

			“Sorry to hear. Taylor’s dealing with the same thing at his campuses—budget cuts. Anyway, you shouldn’t be alone.”

			“Don’t wanna go home. Better to be alone with familiar strangers. And a drink.”

			“Avoiding Antoine? I thought that shituationship ended. You sure are a sucker for a man with a big dick. No pun intended.”

			“It’s complicated,” I said, sipping. “We ended the romance part almost a year ago. Fired him from being my book assistant at that time, too. But I can’t throw a YN out on the street in this economy. Times are hard. I’m an author. He knows too much about me. The optics and publicity would hurt, especially if he said anything about me on social media, you know?”

			“You ain’t have to take him from Chicago back to Detroit with you, either,” Dustin said. “But that’s another story.”

			“Oh, like that YN Silas who was crashing in your place in San Francisco. I remember that pandemic relationship rent drama you told me about.”

			“You on one today, Renny,” Dustin said, laughing. “Touché.”

			“Anyway. Subject change. What’s up? What’s the call about?”

			“Man, I just called to check in on you. Mother’s Day is too hard to do a check-in, though it makes the most sense given our situations. So just before Father’s Day, I thought, is the next best thing.”

			“I appreciate that,” I said. I felt myself making a strong attempt to hold back a tear. The emotions of losing her still welled up at the most random times, even after forty. Effing grief. I swallowed the remaining wine and signaled my chip and empty glass to a barback walking nearby. “I’m taking it day by day, like most of us. I love having the condo she bought just before…Anyway, can’t believe it’s been two years. For both of us.”

			“I got a good support system out here. Taylor is my rock…love that man,” Dustin said, smiling.

			“A living romance novel,” I said. I truly was happy he’d found love in his forties, something I didn’t really think was in the cards for me. “Can’t wait to meet him IRL, not just in the background of our chats.”

			“Please come visit,” Dustin said. “We got a nice little crew of Black gays out here in San Francisco and Oakland, believe it or not. Maybe we’ll find one who’s a better fit for you than that YN chilling at your place. What about you? Any friends or prospects?”

			“Like I said, I haven’t made a lot of new friends since moving back to Detroit. The high school and college friends I grew up with here are all over the country now. Damn Renaissance Phoenix overachievers.”

			“Well, you have a lot to be proud of, Renny,” he said. “And stop calling yourself a mess. You are not a mess.”

			“If you knew me back in college,” I said, singing the chorus of Mary J. Blige’s “My Life.” “But that was twenty years and just as many boyfriends ago. Ha.”

			“I ain’t trying to go back to the quote unquote glory days of my twenties,” Dustin said. “Forties are where it’s at…to me, anyway.”

			“You’re not a quote unquote public figure either, where age matters to publishers, readers, and fans,” I said, raising an eyebrow. I could see Dustin getting into what looked like a rideshare, but he was in the front passenger seat and there was no driver. “What is that you’re in? Who’s driving?’

			“They got these robot cars out there in Detroit yet? It’s called a Waymo.”

			“If we do, I haven’t seen one. Looks interesting, though.”

			“Taylor and I will have you—without Antoine—out here real soon, and we can ride in one,” Dustin said. “We got a place in Oakland and a place in San Francisco, so you can pick your flavor when you get here.”

			“Okay, perks of being the first gent of the university. Lucky you, marrying up after our little entanglement.”

			“You funny, Renny, and we don’t have to bring up the past. Anyway, maybe Taylor and I can have our book club do one of your books. We got almost thirty members in our group—all queer or figuring it out, mostly Black and other POCs. Can you believe it?”

			“Tell that to my publisher,” I said as a bar server brought my second and final glass of wine to the patio along with a small dish of potato chips. “I also got dropped by them today.”

			“Fuck, man. I’m really sorry. My timing is not the best.”

			“You had no idea. I’ll figure it out.”

			“Well, between Taylor and me, we can float you if you need,” Dustin said. “And we’ll take care of getting you out here if you need a little getaway.”

			“Appreciate that,” I said, downing the second glass of wine quickly. I needed to order food and get to my condo, anticipating Antoine had not cooked anything. “Maybe a break or change of location is what I need.”

			“Maybe you do. Let’s talk about it later.”

			“Later.”

			Twenty minutes later, food ordered, my rideshare dropped me off where I’d left my Escalade in the subdivision’s guest parking spots. Slowly and carefully, because of the wine I’d had earlier, I drove the short distance along the winding lane to my driveway, parked, and did what my parents would do when I was a kid but didn’t quite understand why. I sat in the parked car for a bit to stall before going inside.

			I was too old to be avoiding going into my home—the home I inherited from my mom.

			I remembered the certified mail Antoine told me about and decided to enter quietly through the front door rather than signal I was home by raising the garage door. A pair of orange Crocs sitting at the foot of the stairs and a gray zip-up hoodie and a Detroit Tigers cap on the banister indicated Antoine had company. I sighed and rolled my eyes, and as I got to my bedroom door upstairs, I heard the headboard banging in Antoine’s room, which was across the hallway from mine.

			No more fucking housemates for me, even if it was a favor for an ex-partner and employee. I was too old for this.

			Once inside my room, I opened the first piece of certified mail. A bill from the Internal Revenue Service for almost thirty thousand dollars, apparently unreported income from premature withdrawal from my retirement account to keep me afloat during a few recent book releases and book tours my publisher didn’t pay for. I also had another bill from the IRS for another thirty thousand dollars related to my late mom’s condo, something about back taxes and capital gains on inherited property. I didn’t understand either one. Words and concepts above my pay grade and interest. Fuck, I thought, where the hell was I going to get that kind of money? I’d figure it out later. I rolled my eyes at the tax bills and stuck them in the top drawer of my nightstand, where other pieces of urgent mail I didn’t want to deal with sat.

			I was getting too old for living a financially precarious life because of choices I made for concert tickets, weekend trips, shopping sprees, and dinners and drinks out, all for people not in my life currently, plus my monthly bills and author life expenses. My family would have chastised me for squandering the scaffolding and insurance money my parents left me. I was getting too old to keep hiding my relationship and financial struggles.

			Second piece of certified mail. My undergraduate alma mater in Missouri. Apparently, I’d been shortlisted to receive a Black Alumni award, and due to the unexpected passing of another recipient who was to have received an award, the Black Alumni Association wanted to know if I would accept being honored at the event in a couple weeks. All expenses paid. Plus a small cash gift to be donated to the community organization of my choice.

			Why the hell not?

			I scanned the QR code at the bottom of the letter, entered my information for airfare, campus hotel, and the correct name spelling for the award. After reviewing and editing the biography they wrote for the program and confirming my attendance, I lay diagonally across my bed and stared at the ceiling. I smiled, thinking about the Black Alumni award. Finally, after the day I’d had, some good news.

			A Ring alert notification indicated something equally satisfying. My food delivery had arrived. I’d eat, sleep soon, and then figure out the mess of my life in the morning.

			





			
    
            Chapter Ten





			Larenz

			For three weeks during winter intersession, B.D. and I spent time daily in my room reading and discussing E. Lynn Harris’s novels and themes. Some days, I’d use some of the money Macy paid me to tutor B.D. and splurge on pizza or Chinese food delivery for us. Others, we’d get to-go boxes from the cafeteria and eat and talk in my room before getting to B.D.’s assignments.

			Surprisingly, he had done most of the classwork enthusiastically, leaving me to serve more as a guide to draw out his thoughts rather than doing most of the work that Macy had asked me to do. No guilt, I needed the money. I was impressed by how deeply B.D. connected with the characters of Raymond, Sela, Kelvin, Nicole, and of course, Basil Henderson, the closeted professional football player. He was far from being dumb, as Macy had alluded to.

			On his last day of the intersession class, and after basketball practice, B.D. walked to my residence hall through what was beginning to look like a hefty Midwest snowfall on the way.

			“I like me some Basil,” B.D. said, laughing in the elevator on the way up to my floor, punctuated by a playful tap on my arm. He’d gotten used to checking in at the front desk, where I met him daily, as the nosy front desk attendant stared and signed him in. “That is one cold playa.”

			“I’m glad he resonates with you. I think I’m more of a Raymond enthusiast myself.”

			“Of course you would like Raymond, Larenz.”

			“Of course you would like Basil,” I said as we entered the elevator. As we listened to the six beeps before exiting on my floor, I asked, “What is it about Basil?”

			“There was just something mysterious and charming about him. He even got straight-laced Raymond to fall for him. I never thought about opposites attracting in real life. Until now.”

			After another playful tap on my arm, B.D. continued about the character Basil as we walked to my room from the elevator. There, he stomped the remnants of the snow and ice caked in the soles of his size thirteens on the carpet outside my room. He ducked as he entered and kicked off his boots in my hallway entrance before making himself comfortable at my desk. After twisting the blinds shut to the windows overlooking the quad, he pulled the laptop he rented from the library out of his book bag and beckoned me over.

			“This is my final paper I turned in today for Dr. Darder’s class,” he said as he opened his computer. “You can skip to the personal issue section and then the conclusion if you want.”

			I slid a chair next to him to read his screen. I’d seen most of his progress during his rough drafts. The conclusion, however, was new and a part of the paper he didn’t want me to help him with.

			He scrolled to where he wanted me to begin reading.

			Discovering and reading E. Lynn Harris’s novels was important to me for three reasons. One, to see Black and gay men in books made me feel validated as a person who’s been thinking lately about who I am and how I identify. Two, to see an openly Black and gay man writing novels about Black gay characters, especially the closeted athlete Basil Henderson, empowered me to feel that being a Black gay athlete was possible. Three, to see a Black gay man writing novels about his own lived experiences and observations lets me know that it’s important to find one’s voice.

			I am grateful to Dr. Darder for having E. Lynn Harris’s novels as a choice to read in this class. I can’t wait to read more in his collection. I am also grateful to my summer orientation leader and now friend, Larenz Ross, as someone who lives his truth and motivates others to be their best. Larenz has become someone I have grown to trust and love as I navigate my life as a Black student athlete thinking about his own labels and identities when it comes to race, class, gender, sexual orientation, and more.

			I looked at B.D. He looked at me and tapped his leg against mine.

			“Is this for real? What you wrote in the paper?”

			“Nah, man, all lies,” he said, tapping his leg against mine again.

			“Do you mind if I ask how you identify?”

			“Would you mind if I didn’t answer? It’s bad enough what I wrote in the paper.”

			“There’s nothing wrong if you’re—”

			B.D. put a finger over my mouth and shushed me. “The less I say…”

			“I’m just saying,” I said. “Well, as someone who’s out and proud on campus…”

			“No shit, Sherlock,” B.D. said. “The little rainbow flag next to your door. I clocked you from day one at summer orientation, ‘Love Is a Contact Sport.’ ”

			He mocked the hand and arm movements I often did with the dance routine.

			“You’ll never let me live it down, huh?”

			“Never.” He tapped me on the shoulder again in that way little siblings try to tease older siblings. “You want to hear something else?”

			“Sure.”

			“That’s also why I ignored you all my first semester. Seeing you was like seeing me, if that makes sense. Like seeing something I knew was in me but didn’t want to see. I really admired how you were just like ‘whatever’ with how you are. Avoiding you was a way to not think about it.”

			“Serious?”

			“As a heart attack.” He tapped his leg against mine again, this time adding another playful punch against my shoulder. “Enough deep talk now. Do you have more E. Lynn Harris books here? Beyond the first two I had to read for Dr. Darder’s class?”

			“Yeah, I do,” I said, going over to my wall of milk crates. “I keep them in order here somewhere.”

			As I browsed the shelf, B.D. approached me from behind.

			“I think I’ll help you look,” he whispered in my ear as he gently rested his arms on my shoulders, stretching his hands out to touch the milk crates.

			“B.D.,” I said, confused. His breath was warm and too close for comfort near my ear. “What are you doing?”

			He lowered his arms to my waist, folded them around me, and held me.

			“I do like women. Always will, I think.”

			My heart raced, with B.D. embracing me from behind.

			“I see.”

			We stood in silence for what seemed like minutes.

			“But I think I’m open to guys. Maybe one guy. I don’t know. I got a lot going on in my head.”

			“Do you?”

			He leaned down to plant a kiss on the side of my neck, first a dry peck, then with a little more lip, wetness, and tongue.

			“Is this okay?”

			“I guess.”

			“Just wanted consent.”

			Then he continued with more tiny kisses along my neck, then my ear.

			“What are you doing? What’s this all about?” I froze. Couldn’t move. I was dumbfounded and confused, yet enjoying the initial tender kisses from B.D. B.D. King, from the freaking basketball team. Kissing on me. In my dorm room.

			“What do you think this is about? I like you, Larenz.”

			I paused as B.D. nervously, hesitantly, planted more tiny kisses on the back and side of my neck.

			“You can’t like me.”

			“You can’t tell me how to feel.”

			“You have a girl.”

			“We’re on a break.”

			“You can’t like me, B.D.”

			“I can. And I do.”

			Ignoring the books and his comment about being on a relationship break, I closed my eyes as B.D. pulled me back and pressed into me from behind. He moved his hands under my sweatshirt and tank top, touching my chest.

			“Fuck,” I panted while B.D. flicked one nipple then the other with his fingers, all the while gently kissing my neck.

			“Your body is nice, Larenz.”

			“I’m no athlete.”

			“I don’t care.”

			“Have you done this before? Anything with guys?”

			“I’ve wanted to,” he said. “Haven’t had the courage to try. Until you.”

			“Not even a crush on a guy?”

			“There’s my teammate Jalon, but I don’t want to talk about that now. He’d never and I’d never.”

			“Okay.”

			“You’ve been with guys, Larenz?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Is this all right? Is this how it’s supposed to feel?”

			“This feels good.” I closed my eyes, indulging in the feeling of being in B.D.’s arms, his biceps gently squeezing my shoulders. He felt down my stomach to my waist again and pulled me tighter into him. I could feel his dick growing firm as he pressed against my lower back. “Feel good for you?”

			“Yeah. I’m down to do more. If and when you’re ready.”

			“As long as you’re really on a break from Macy.”

			“I am.”

			“Then I’m down,” I said, reaching behind me to feel for B.D.’s dick through his sweats. “Tonight, if you are.”

			“You sure?”

			I took my hands out of his sweats and turned to face him. I looked up at him and ran my hands up the front of his sweatshirt, feeling his leanness and muscles, until my wrists rested on his shoulders. I couldn’t believe what we were about to do. The basketball star and the college poster boy.

			“I wouldn’t say it if I didn’t want it. But we can chill until we’re really sure. Until you’re really sure.”

			





			
    
            Chapter Eleven





			Renny

			“Fool me twice, shame on me and my dumb ass,” I said.

			Rightfully, I was skeptical about Brent and his so-called breaks from Macy.

			“You and that mouth, Renny,” Brent said. “I never lied to you about the breaks Macy and I took, including that first time you and I…”

			“If you say so.”

			“This time, I know it’s for real,” Brent said, squeezing my hand. “Macy and me. We’re done.”

			In my mind, I thought, this was the melodrama that made for a romance novel plot. I’d need to jot down this bar booth scene after this meeting was over.

			“I’m glad your journey is where you want it to be,” I said. “I don’t know what it’s like to come out in your forties, seeing that I’ve been out since college, but I can imagine it’s a lot to process. I’m happy for you.”

			“I could use some friends. Like some gay friends,” Brent said. “And definitely someone like you, Renny, who knew me when. You’ll always be special to me. You were my guy.”

			My phone buzzed. I let go of his hand to see who was texting me. Ugh. Antoine. The sight of Antoine’s name popping up on my phone screen was enough to buzzkill my reunion with Brent.

			“Fuck,” I said out loud, with the intention of only thinking it. “I didn’t mean that.”

			“All good,” he said with a shrug. “I mean, unless you are with someone. I wouldn’t want to complicate your life.”

			“No, I don’t have anyone at the moment,” I said. “Give me a sec.”

			Hey. How are you?

			Usually an indication he wanted something—a favor, money, a dinner request.

			Good. The award ceremony was impressive. Glad I accepted the invitation.

			No acknowledgment.

			In a couple days. I’m going to do some book events in Kansas City and Oklahoma City while I’m out this way for Pride month.

			No acknowledgment, again, from Antoine. Do you mind if my friend comes over while you’re gone?

			Ugh. My yes or no answers never stopped Antoine from keeping company in my condo before, why would he ask now? I knew I needed to get the situation resolved and get Antoine out of my place.

			Fine. I let out an audible sigh.

			Thanks. I know you’ll be glad when this Renny Ross shit is over and you can get back to Detroit. I miss your cooking. Lol.

			Truth is, I liked my so-called Renny Ross shit. Being Renny Ross was the best part of my life. I felt happiest doing book signings and events, meeting readers and author colleagues, and most of all, writing my books. Even happier than with my university teaching life. Antoine had had no clue how many book fests, trips, television appearances, and other opportunities I’d turned down during our so-called relationship just so he wouldn’t feel like my life overshadowed his. Lesson learned.

			No more falling for charming convention center service workers masquerading as readers. I deserved someone who would love me for all I did and would be unconditionally supportive. Someone who would encourage my work. Someone who didn’t harbor jealousy or resentment because of my success.

			My mood turned. Quickly. I wanted and needed validation. Not just from an unknown and undetermined partner. I wanted it then and there. From Brent. Who knew me before I was Renny Ross.

			“You okay, Renny?” Brent said, snapping me out of my train of thought. “I just told you you were my guy, and now you look upset. Sorry if I did that.”

			I looked across the table at Brent.

			“I’m just thinking, Brent,” I said. “I have a question for you. Would you like to sit in the chair? For old times’ sake?”

			A grin formed on Brent’s face. “I was kinda hoping you would ask. But I wasn’t going to press the issue if it didn’t come up.”

			I knew I’d probably hate myself the next morning, but after a more than twenty-year hiatus, I was going to get validated by Brent that night.
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