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Praise for the Second Edition of Love Cake (2026)

"If you come for fluffy, closed-door sweetness, put this down. If you come ready to be challenged, moved, and given a front-row seat to a love that has to fight the whole world just to exist? Pull up a chair. This book earned it.  Recommended for: Readers of social justice fiction · LGBTQ+ romance with literary ambitions · Anyone who wants to understand what it actually looks like to love someone in a world that keeps telling you not to · Fans of Giovanni's Room, Detransition Baby, and The Other Black Girl." – The Bourbon-Sipping. 

Raw, Unflinching Portrait of Love, Allyship, and Redemption

"Bell doesn't give us a fairytale romance; he gives us something better: reality. Set against the backdrop of the pandemic, political unrest, and the struggles of small business ownership, this story explores the complexities of a relationship between Bryan, a cisgender Black man, and Nadia, a transgender woman. If you are looking for a romance that challenges you, educates you, and ultimately upliHs you with a hard-won Eappily ’ver AHer, pick this up. ItCs a powerful reminder that love isn't just a feeling; it's an action." –  Grace Ann Hansen

Praise for the First Edition of Love Cake (2024)

"The book shows its scaffolding in terms of plot and intention, but the author's portrayal of trans-cis and interracial relationships, plus the dynamics of 1ovid-9M and !AGA politics, give this novel a topical urgency. An earnest LGBTQ+ love story set against the turmoil of the pandemic." - Kirkus Reviews

"I really enjoyed this book. I was especially intrigued by seeing the different struggles that Bryan and Nadia experience that are different from the other. It was very thought provoking to see that Nadia and Bryan didn't always experi-ence the same struggles as each other. It was really helpful to see that Bryan was on a continuous journey of learning how to navigate the LGBTQ community, while still being an ally and a protector of the community. It was nice that he wasn't always correct or sure of how to proceed in certain situations. It was a great way of showing that it's the willingness to learn that is the biggest effort a person can make towards true acceptance." - Beta Reader

"I loved Nadia's character/ I appreciated her strength and how sure of herself she seems. She knows how to stand up for beliefs and defend herself." - Beta Reader

"Love 1ake is wonderful/ I couldn't put it down/ It's fascinating to see the characters go through struggles that are familiar to everyone, as well as having to fight the daily prejudices they face. It's the story of two strong characters that together make an unbeatable couple/" - Beta Reader

"Intersectionality is woven throughout this complex novel. Layered on top of transgender issues are racial issues, class issues, malezfemale issues, sexuality issues, and even more." Amazon Reviewer

"The book may open your eyes to an unfamiliar world of unorthodox sexual practices and sexualities, but Douglas Bell underscores the need for accep-tance of unconventional lovemaking as a valid path to vulnerability, trust, and love in committed couples." – Amazon Reviewer

"1ompassion and patience are the takeaway lessons from the marginali ed lives so vividly portrayed in this complicated book." – Amazon Reviewer
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Dedication

 

For those whose love is different—may the world adjust, not you.




Author's Note

 

Thank you for reading Love Cake.

I chose to rewrite this second edition because I wanted to be more aspira-tional—more intentional—in how I imagine our relationships being honored in this world. In particular, I wanted to deepen the way cis–trans relationships are valued, not as exceptions or curiosities, but as expressions of authentic love that deserve recognition, respect, and celebration.

In this revision, I also doubled down on the role of meditation, because stillness has shown me what truly matters. When we listen closely—when we allow the universe to whisper back—we begin to see the courage we already carry. It is that courage that allows us to meet life’s challenges with honesty, with compassion, and with love.

I changed the ending of Love Cake to be more aspirational. Because while the world has sometimes shown me its dark side, I believe my role as a writer is not simply to mirror that reality, but to offer a vision of what could be. To imagine what love, community, and truth might look like when all is said and done.

With gratitude,

Douglas Bell

www.douglasbellbooks.com

FB / IG / YouTube: @douglasbellauthor

Twitter: @douglasbellblog
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Pierre Bourdieu, in his Outline of a Theory of Practice (1972), uses the term doxa to denote a society’s taken-for-granted, unquestioned truths. Bourdieu believes that a doxa derives from socialization; as we grow up, we tend to believe that what society tells us is correct.
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T hursday, August 20, 2020

Under his feet, the floors were still soggy from all the water. The kitchen sink hung from the wall like a crooked painting, and debris of all sorts populated the corners of the room. Bryan, a cisgender Black man, sat up straight as he could and yawned so wide his eyes closed. It was a relief not to have his sight assaulted by the mess, but unfortunately his other senses gave him no such refuge. A stink of dampness mixed with garbage, a metronomic plink of water falling from somewhere. He blinked his red, burning eyes open. He needed to finish cleaning up a;er last night. He saw his name tag, Bryan Hicks, in a drawerz he did not recogniOe himself or his full name anymore. -n the laptop in front of him he opened the credit union account to check the balances.

The credit union website cycled several times through photos of smiling, successfulSlooking people of color. ’urprisingly, seeing their images was not very inspiring, because none of these Black people looked like anybody he knew. His right index finger lay heavily atop the computer mouse, his conS cerns unapparent in his click as he opened the summary of the business cash accounts. Bryan sighed heavilyz aware ’ophiaCs :upcakes had not made a sale since last Thursdayj

[image: ]

 

A negative checking balance was Nust one more frustration. To the le; of the laptop sat a photo of ffadia, his steady trans girlfriend and business partner of four years. Her smile in the photo was eqervescent and youthful, and her
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charismatic eyes gleamed brightly against her porcelainScolored skin. Bryan could even hear her laughter in the nightCs Vuietness. He missed watching her cra; the sweet confections that had garnered her local success as a pastry chef. Her ultimate dream had been to own her own bakery.  BryanCs mind replayed all the mistakes he had made as guilt consumed him like a 'enus flytrap.  He could not tell her the bakery was failing and that it was his fault. It would mean he had failed her because he could no longer provide for her. He had seen his mother lose respect for his father whenever he made a poor financial decision, whether it was buying something she deemed unnecessary or taking out a loan. If he had learned anything from his parents( marriage )and subseVuent divorceffi, it was that disappointing oneCs partner meant that they would ultimately leave. He didn(t want to become an emotionally broken man like his father. Instead, he wanted to be the best man he could be for ffadia. He Nust wasnCt sure how to get them out of the hole they were in.

Bryan let out a loud yawn and closed the credit union web page. He hated looking at social media and review sites, too. The bakery had recently started getting bad reviews. As he slid his oDce chair away from his desk, his foot bumped into a brown duqel bag that lay at his feet. He bent down and pulled the duqel bag toward himz it had grown much heavier than when all this first started nearly a month ago. He slowly unOipped the bag. He felt adventurous, like he was opening a booby trap, or like he was doing something not Vuite criminal but surely not innocent. ’tore employees were clueless about his a;erShours shenanigans. He bent down, reached into the bag, and moved aside a few gym clothes, an old copy of Rake and GQ magaOine, and a small dopp kit to reveal a pile of musty cash and a piece of torn parchment paper, the same kind ffadia used to make Numbo brownie cookies. He picked up the parchment paper, realiOing he still needed to count last nightCs earnings.

He counted the cash remorsefullyj mostly ones, a lot of twenties, and an occasional hundred. Bryan felt exposed, having all this money not in a bankz it was a much diqerent experience than receiving automatically deposited checks for his salary as a senior vice president. He had abandoned the seS curity of corporate life, where he had signed documents with his ’T Jupont goldScolored 0ames Bond 776 fountain pen. ffow, he clicked a cheap black gel pen. He pressed slowly as he made the curves of the 8 and the L to write $56,835. 8/20/2020. He started thinking he had enough to pay ’pider Rady back and still have something le; over. He closed the bag and pushed it back under the desk with his foot. He knew putting this money in the bank would create more problemsj evidence of a crime at a minimum, maybe tax evasion U                               -‐ODILCT 3ELL

or money laundering at worst. The clock read a little a;er eight in the evening. He sighed deeply, knowing he was putting the bakeryCs future in harmCs way again. He only had fi;een minutes to get set up. He le; the oDcez aware it was not a matter of if but when he would get caught. But he needed this money for Rindsey, his twentySyearSold daughter.

-ut in the bakeryCs seating area, Bryan was scared to look in the direction of the fractured glass countertop.  He straightened the signj Trans Fights are Human Fights.  He wanted to believe that if he didnCt look, then maybe it wasnCt broken, and maybe there also was no graDti on the walls, no knife gouges in the sheetrock, and no cracks in the sink. He pushed a hanging lamp deeper into the trash in front of the small closet.

He reluctantly opened the door of a small storage closet and removed two identical large black bags that he lugged out to the front of the bakery, closing his eyes as he passed the two glass counters. Grom the first black bag he pulled a lightweight but very sturdy piece of black plastic, about five feet in diameter and with a hole in the center, out of which Nutted steel bars like the spokes of a bicycle wheel. The steel bars, six in total, had suction cups designed specifically for stone or wood flooring. He screwed together two fiveSfootSlong steel bars, no thicker than the exposed pipe heCd seen in episodes of This Old House on HPT'. The bars were cold and hardz prison bars must feel similar, he thought. He pushed the combined tenSfoot bar through the hole in the circular plastic sheet, screwing the bar into the hidden steel frame beneath. Bryan pulled the pole back and forth to ensure it was sturdyz he did not want anyone to get hurt. The whole operation took five minutes. ThatCs a stripper pole, he thought. He put the other two stripper platforms together. He looked around, realiOing he had forgotten to cover the windows with the precut sheets of thick brown paper. The streets were Vuiet as a result of the pandemic. He looked across the street, seeing those stupid protest signs. He attached tape to the precut sheets and started covering the windows. The paper sheets hid his lies, but mostly, they blocked out the negativity and the reality that they were not wanted there.

Bryan finished papering over the windows. He wanted to cryz ffadia would never forgive him for this. He looked at his watch. Give minutes to spare. He heated up a Hot —ocketYhe had been eating terribly since ffadia had le; for ffew Mork ten days ago.

There was a hard knock at the bakeryCs back doorj BA!“ BA!. BA!“ (pause) BA!“ Bryan hated the way these new trans girls knockedj rough, aggressive, lowbrow. The first set of trans female performers that ’pider lady sent were perfect. His stomach lurched as he approached the doorz behind it he could
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hear the crowd of rowdy strippers, bouncers, and hostesses rambling about in the alley. He asked for the password.

”Gool, open the door,W someone replied loudly. ”Ret us in.W

He flipped on ”’hake ?hat Mour !ama Pave Ma,W and it blared from the bakery speakers. He popped another antacid, unlocked the deadbolt, and took a deep breath as he opened the door. Blindman, ’pider ladyCs bouncer, entered with last nightCs dancers in tow.

”?hatCs up, little brother4W Blindman said.

”Hey man, what happened last night4W Bryan said sternly to Blindman, grabS bing him by the arm.

Blindman flexed his bicep and Bryan let go.

”It got craOy in here. Mou gotta let people blow oq a little steam sometimes,W Blindman said, walking into the bakery. He whistled. ”—lace looks like shit.W

”This is bullshit. Rook at what all of yCall have done to my bakery,W Bryan said. He tried to sound forceful, but it came out as a lamentful whine.

”Hey man, you think I care about your shit. I told you to put the videos on, mutha fucker.W

Bryan started the explicit movies on the televisions. He prayed no one walking by on the street could hear the orgasmic moans.

’omeone banged on the back door even louder this time. BA!“ BA!“ BA!“ (pause) BA!“

Blindman stepped to the door. ”?hatCs the mutha fuckinC code4W He opened the door a;er hearing the codeword, Tinkerbelle.

Bryan turned up the music, dimmed the lights, and started several strobe lights. -utside, the patrons lined up, their faces obscured by the shadows. They had been told to arrive no earlier than eight oCclock at night. -ne by one they showed their membership cards to Blindman and handed him two hundred dollars. ffo one followed the :-'IJ masking rules. BlindmanCs slight head nod was permission to enter a;er he patted everyone down from head to toe.

The transSamorous customers seemed to relax once they got inside, and an unexpected swagger appeared, as if they knew their veil of secrecy was protected by Blindman. They passed the bakery counters, where a cadre of trans entertainers awaited their attention and their money. An entire room of trans women, Bryan thought, how lucky could these guys be4

Bryan put his hand over his mouth when he saw a customer who resembled his old transphobic boss, !ike. ’tudying the man closer, he saw it was someone else, and he regained his composure. He peeked around the corner to look at S                               -‐ODILCT 3ELL

the front of the bakery. A Black dancer made eye contact with him. He smiled and she approached him.

”?hat are you doing hiding back there4W she said.

?as it that obvious he was hiding, he thought.

”0ust watching.W

”MouCre the owner, right4W ’he stepped closer to Bryan. ”I saw you last night.W ’he flashed a charming smile.

”Mes.W ffow that she was close, he could see she was in her early twenties. ?anting to make conversation, he asked, ”Jo you enNoy dancing4W

”ItCs a Nob. It beats flipping hamburgers for eight dollars an hour,W she shouted over the music.

”’o, whatCs your plan4W Bryan asked.

”—lan4W

”—lan. Mou know, go to school, start a business . . .W Bryan said. He was thinking of ffadia, who always had a plan.

”Fight now, the only thing thatCs important is not being homeless,W she said.

Bryan chided himself. ffot every trans girl was as lucky as ffadia. ”-h . . . I understand.W

”?hat else can a girl like me do4 The minute an employer learns ICm trans, they no longer consider me a real candidate,W she said, opening her purse and removing a lip gloss to apply. ’he touched BryanCs arm. ”I gotta go make some money,W she added, a banal expression on her face. ”Unless you want a dance.W

”ffo. But good luck.W Bryan watched her blend into a sea of gyrating bodies.

The bakery was filled with nearly two hundred people, breaking the fire code. The white guy wearing the red mask was back. Rast night, he said he knew ’tacey. Bryan wanted him gone. The air was humid, thick with sweat and body odor mixed with a whiq of desperation on the back end. Bryan checked the thermostatj it hummed at 8ã degrees.

In the darkness, only silhouettes could be discerned. The VuickSmoving strobe light made faces recogniOable only momentarily. -ne Black girl moved suggestively on the stripper pole, surrounded by greedy, hollering admirers who threw money at her feet and stuqed dollar bills in her bikini bottoms. -n the second stripper pole, a man buried his face in the smooth crotch of a slender white dancer whose feathered, platinum blond hair hung to the middle of her back. The strobe light cut through the blackness, exposing an area near the covered windows where a shirtless gentleman crouched on all fours in nothing but his boxers as three girls sipped wine coolers and rested their feet
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on his back. A dancer with a thin blond streak in her hair held a chain linked to a collar around the crouching manCs neck.

Bryan eyed two attractive dancersYthe same height as himYtalking to each other. He assumed they were plotting which guys they wanted to entertain next. He approached, not wanting to be nosy or intrusive, and stood next to the pair.

”Hi ladies, do you mind not leaning against the glass4W he said, smiling and following his words with a wink.

”-h, ICm sorry,W the dancer closest to Bryan said in what sounded like a heavy ’panish accent. ’he fixed her gold bikini top.

”Thanks, no problem,W Bryan said, looking at the sweat imprint of her butt cheeks against the cracked glass display.

”Pirl, you messinC up the glass display,W the other girl said in the same accent. They started laughing, clearly at him.

”MouCre okay,W Bryan said, trying not to stare at their exposed bodies. ”?here are you girls from4W

”’Eo —aulo,W one said in her heavy accent. ’he turned and faced him sVuareS ly. ”I love straight men,W she said, slowly licking her top lip. ”Mou got a girlfriend or a wife4W

Bryan, mesmeriOed by her height, paused. ”Uh, yes, I do.W

”?hich one4W she Vuipped. Then she added, laughing, ”It doesnCt matter.W

Bryan smiled. The dancer grabbed his belt roughly, pulling him closer. He could smell the bitterness of beer on her lips.

’he pressed forward and traced his mouth with the tip of her wet tongue.

”I can make you feel good,W she whispered, unblinking.

Bryan backed away, unsure of how sheCd gotten so close so Vuickly. By the far wall, he saw another dancer pacing angrily back and forth in front of the bathroom area, yelling something he couldnCt discern.

” xcuse me,W Bryan said to the dancers from ’Eo —aulo. He pushed through the sweaty crowd and finally reached the angry dancer. ”Is something wrong4W

”I need to use the restroom, and these hoes are in there tying it up.W

”?hat4W Bryan was confused.

”Mou bitches come out of there“W ’he swung her purse at the door. ”Jamn. MCall been in there all night. How long does it take to get your dick sucked4W

”-kay, okay,W Bryan said. ”:alm down.W Bryan held her back. He put his ear to the door and heard the faint sound of sexual moans. He fumbled with his keys like the character Bookman from the Good Times television show. He was 4                               -‐ODILCT 3ELL

so nervous about what was happening in the restroom that his hand shook too much to get the key into the keyhole.

”Jo I need to put some hair around that hole4W the dancer said, frustrated with Bryan.

He finally got the key in and reluctantly opened the door. A smallSbreasted white trans girl with cropped blond hair was tucking herself back into her bikini bottoms. ’he handed a young white cisgenderSlooking guy a disposable wipe but made no eqort to help him oq his knees.

”:lean yourself up, baby,W the white girl said, making no eqort to help the man up oq his knees. ’he walked past Bryan, ignoring him, and stopped in front of the angry dancer.

”This is oq the books, bitch,W the white girl said, handing her a twentySdollar bill.

Bryan stepped back. He moved to the other bathroom door and bent down to look through the gloryhole. The door opened. A white dancer Vuickly trotted out. He looked in the bathroom, where he saw an older, cisgenderSlooking white man tucking his shirt inside his pants. The man lobbed a defensive sneer at Bryan.

”:Cmon, man,W Bryan said, showing the man the way out of the bathroom. He looked familiar, but Bryan decided not to ask.

”Rook, man. I donCt want any trouble,W the man said. ”ICm leaving.W He tossed a small container of lube into the trash and put a ball cap on his head.

Bryan understood the society doxa reVuired people to stay in the closetz his own Nourney with ffadia had started like that.

Bryan bent closer to look at a white substance on the counter in the bathS room and pushed it into the basin. He turned on the water and rinsed his hands. He closed the bathroom doors, too scared to go near the edge of the drama. -n hearing a glass break, Bryan Numped, startled. He looked at his watchz it was barely midnight. Blindman rushed toward the sound. Two girls held up a third girl to keep her from knocking over anything else.

”Is she okay4W Bryan asked.

”’heCs okay,W an olderSlooking dancer said. ”:an you get us some coqee4W

”’ure,W Bryan said. ?hat in the hell was going on tonight4 I donCt know if I can handle one more thing, he thought. The coqee brewing felt like it took a lifetime as the hollering and yelling became louder.  verything felt wrong tonight, Nust like last night.

He ran to Blindman. ”Mou guys are tearing my place up,W he said. It came out as a wail, rather than with the anger he wanted to convey.
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Blindman, who was cisgender and had thirty pounds on Bryan, ignored him.

Bryan brought the drunk girl some black coqee. ?ere they sure she was Nust drunk4 The music, the dancers, and the customers blared louder. Bryan retreated, moving back into the shadows of the bakery. Holding his head in both hands, he watched the uncontrolled mess unfold. Two narcotiOed girls climbed up the stripper pole, which wobbled from side to side. The unruly crowd encouraged the girls, who were unaware they were pushing the stripper pole beyond its design limits. —oised at the top of the stripper pole, the two girls kissed. Then the biggest girl kicked out her right leg, throwing them completely oq balance. The fragile, wobbling structure tipped over onto a table full of people and drinks. The loud crash was followed by moans of pain. Bodies lay on the wet floor amid more broken glass, several pulledSdown pendant lights, and broken ceiling tiles.

Bryan stared at the scene in dismay. —ressure boiled up inside him. He ran to the oDce to shut oq the music and, without thinking, pulled the pistol from the desk drawer. He ran back out to the front.

Bryan yelled, ” verybody get out“W ffo one even glanced in his direction. ”Pet the fuck out“W

A performer let out a loud sexual moan as she sVueeOed a customerCs head between her thighs.

As if in a dream, Bryan reached into his front pocket and felt the gun handle, his fingers cradling its heaviness. He raised the gun in the air.

”I said get the fuck out!W He closed his eyes and pulled the trigger. B-?“ B-?“

He opened his eyes again. Blindman dove for cover while ceiling tiles fell to the floor.  veryone but Bryan screamed, and, naked or not, ran for the back door. Jancers dropped their drinks and grabbed their bikini tops.

Blindman stared at Bryan. ”!an, you craOy.W

”I know.W

verybody had gone. Bryan locked the back door and turned around. The

bakery was littered with empty bottles, dirty glasses, beer cans, and a dancerCs blue PSstring. Back in the oDce, he rested the gun on the desk and sat down. To his le;, ffadiaCs bakerCs uniform faced him like a guardian. BryanCs guilt was embodied in her uniform, giving it life, and it castigated him, reminding him of better days. He slumped into the chair and scoured his mind for answers.  He was so tired that his mind had become a mist of thoughts. He had never felt so trapped between what he knew he had to do for himself and what ffadia would think of his actions. It was as if he was drowning. He wanted to reach out his 67                            -‐ODILCT 3ELL

hand and have her pull him back up to the surface, but he wasnCt sure if sheCd be willing to save him anymore. ?hat if she pulled away once she realiOed what he had done4 ?hat if he had ruined not only the business, but also the best relationship he had ever had4
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T heir bakery, Sophia’s Cupcakes, was three years and a few months old now, and named aBer her best friend Sophia, a .lack trans womanN The seed money came from .ryan, gadia’s parents, and crowdfundinv venerated nearly a hundred thousand dollarsN Sophia’s Cupcakes started with a saflinvs account qush with cash eflen aBer city permits, exuipment, desivn and build eHpenses, uniforms, and suppliesN

-ouston, the most diflerse city in the nation, hummed alonv like a reliable, sturdy old envine as one of the few places in the South where such an estabj lishment could eHist GoyfullyN The fourth larvest city operated like a seesaw with veneral ciflility at the fulcrum of xuiet, conserflatifle perceptions balanced avainst a revular provressifle drumbeatN Sophia’s Cupcakes was located in the vlitterinv fialleria, which contrasted starkly with the reMneries alonv the portN The twojthousandjsxuarejfoot bakery sat between the stationary store, with a AIfiI sivn proudly displayed in the front window, and a women’s clothinv storeN Icross the street, a larve parkinv lot serflinv a Starbucks, an ;talian bistro, and sefleral clothinv stores teemed with carsN Sadly, an adGacent flacant lot that had once held sefleral vay nivhtclubs was beinv readied for the construction of luHury apartmentsN The Sophia’s Cupcakes buildinv was owned by a transphobic landlord who initially denied gadia a leaseN -e said that it was because of her credit, but .ryan and gadia knew the real reason as he had clocked her as transN .ut .ryan and gadia were MvhtersR they enlisted .ryan’s old friend ffevvie to Mle a lawsuit on their behalf avainst the landlord and vet them an interfliew on the local newsN The teleflised interfliew stirred the community to protest the landlord’s discriminatory practices and spurred the crowdfundinv eUortN

Sophia’s Cupcakes opened on the anniflersary of Sophia’s murder which was the Aonday aBer -eather’s -eyer’s murder at the Vnite the ffivht march in Lirvinia and soon became one of only a few respites for the younv Qfi.T: community in -ouston, a revular meetjup spot for cisjtrans couples, and a safe E1                            DOUGLAS   BLL

bathroom for the trans communityN .ryan appreciated the usual customersz revulars on their way to work, the steady qow of those lookinv to retreat, a few homeless youths, and those who simply wanted to say helloN -e enGoyed beinv perceifled as the afluncular ear to the patroni—inv trans youth eflen helpinv sefleral students with their math homeworkN Sefleral times he vafle helpful adflice to a few trans women wantinv to know if they should break oU an intimate relationshipN The onejoU flisitor, like the photoGournalist traflelinv the country capturinv the facets of the trans community, rounded out the entire bakery ownership eHperience as a GoyN Then oflernivht, eflerythinv chanvedR the bakery protest and the pandemic, had dwindled the steady qow of the usual and the uneHpected into a trickle, alonv with their cash balanceN gow, Sophia’s Cupcakes was only doinv online and takejout ordersN The beauty of the known and unknown had transformed into a vrotesxue form of its orivinal selfN

Sefleral boothjstyled tables were perched in front of two larve windowsN The two larve windows acted like a barrier for those within, proflidinv safety and access to the hustle and bustle of the neivhborhoodN The bakery’s focal point was a portrait bust of SophiaN The cool quorescent livhtinv made Sophia’s portrait smile pop with lifeN -er makeup was qawlessR her eyes, those pools of .lack lofle that efleryone had wanted to bathe in whenefler she looked at themN

gadia faflored order ofler anythinv else inside the bakeryN I larve white and royal blue menu hunv abofle a vlass display case which brivhtly illumij nated the confections insideN gadia cleaned that vlass at least twice a dayN She demanded that the staU wear their dark blue uniforms at all times in the store, alonv with the custom white aprons made with Sophia’s Cupcakes spelled out in cursifle letterinvN Two countersWone for orders and one for pickupsWseparated the seatinv area from the kitchen while complimentinv a series of contemporaryjlookinv brivht royal blue tables and hivh barjstyled tables that seated four people eachN Ohite ceilinv livhts hunv ofler each table as if they were qoodlivhts for those wantinv to be in a transjfocused spaceN

The two restrooms brouvht Sophia’s Cupcakes its hivhest accoladesN They were both uniseHN “ne bathroom was painted burvundy, complete with beive ceramic tile and three spacious stalls whose walls ran from qoor to ceilinv to ensure priflacyN The second restroom which shared a common wall with the Mrst bathroom, which was painted in the trans community colorsz pink, blue, and whiteN The sonv KCupcakE”  by the Crayons and other popular drav sonvs played whenefler anyone enteredN .oth restrooms included no open urinals, only qoorjtojceilinv enclosed stallsR a drawer of necessary accessories 
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like traflel toothpaste, toothbrushes, Mrst aid kit, body powder, adhesifle tape, menstrual productsR and disposable wipesN

Saturday, August 22, 2020

Bryan returned to the bakery two days later. He had driven home to the Heights in a state of panic, gun in the glovebox, and had only slept for a few hours before he forced himself to face the damage done to his true love’s dream: Sophia’s Cupcakes.

The place was still dark from the brown paper coverings that were shielding the place from judgment. A knock on the door startled him. Delivery day. Yet another thing he had forgotten.

Bryan picked his way through the debris covering the once-pristine, mopped- three-times-a-day floor. Unlocking the periwinkle blue door, the bell jingled merrily, and bright sun hit his eyes. Before him stood a husky cis Black man wearing the delivery company uniform.

“Good morning, Mr. Hicks. I didn’t realize it before, but it says here that I can’t make the delivery until your account is made current.”

Bryan’s stomach fell. “How much do I owe?”

“I don’t know,” the man said. “You've got to call and work it out with them first so I can leave your stuff. I can wait. If you have the money, it’ll get cleared up in a minute.”

Head throbbing, Bryan stepped back into the darkness, revealing more of the trashed room.

The delivery man gawked at the mess: chairs overturned, food exposed, ceiling tiles on the floor, a red bra, several torn condom packets, empty cups everywhere—it was all a betrayal of Nadia’s expectations for the bakery’s cleanliness, appearance, and image.

What if word of this got back to his mama, he thought, would she even care?

“Man, what happened in here?” The delivery man gawked, and then he tugged at his nose. “Damn! Smells like ass and feet in here.”

“I know,” Bryan said. “I fucked up big time.”

“Yes, you did, Lord said.”

“Lord, yes.”

The delivery man chuckled. “You have no idea how oEen I say and hear my own name throughout a day.”

Bryan rubbed his forehead, still shocked that his parents named him Lord?”

The delivery man nodded. “Look, man, you got the money, or not?”
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Bryan shiEed his weight from foot to foot. Neither seemed strong enough to hold him up, but he had also lost the ability to balance.

Lord looked closer at the bakery. “I have to be honest, this is really disap-pointing to see your place like this. You guys turned this place into a liberal oasis for a lot of people,” Lord said.

“I really need to talk to somebody. I need to tell my girlfriend how I messed up, but . . .”

“Your girlfriend is the real tall chick?” Lord raised his hand well above his own head.

Bryan nodded.

Lord shook his cuff to reveal a watch. “I got time before my next delivery and none of your stuff is gonna spoil. I’m listening.”

q ual amounts of relief and defeat surged through Bryan. If he said it out loud it would be real.

“Where do I start?” His voice was almost a whisper. “How about the begin-ning, brother,” Lord said.
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S eptember 30, 2017

Nadia wasn’t keen on living together before marriage, but Bryan convinced her they needed to consolidate their resources. He was keenly aware of Na-dia’s desire for marriage. Bryan gave up his Galleria luxury high-rise to move into Nadia’s small one-bedroom. The city was in the throes of recovery from Hurricane Harvey the month before. Everyone was taking stock, licking their wounds, trying to both get back to normal and fortify themselves for the next unexpected disaster.

At the end of her lease, they had moved from Nadia’s small one-bedroom apartment in the Gulfgate area on the south side of Houston. The Gulfgate area was primarily Latin, and Bryan missed the personality of that part of the city and the smells of fresh cooking that floated out of the open windows. Nadia was the first woman Bryan had seriously dated since his divorce twelve years earlier and the first trans woman Bryan had ever openly dated. It had been a hard row to hoe, but Bryan rarely thought of her gender identity anymore. Without discussing it prior, they had each referred to each other officially as “partner” on the rental application. In the doxa of the heteronormative world, writing the word partner attracted funny looks. When they were approved and each given a set of shiny keys, Bryan kissed Nadia’s cheek, full of optimism for their new home and new lives together.

They chose a place in the Heights, a gentrified neighborhood inside the inner loop full of 2BD, 1BA bungalows with small yards, busy squirrels, and tree-lined streets covering mostly young white hipsters jogging in the morning before work.

Their new place on Gardendale Street was an old house built in the 1950s, complete with peeling exterior paint and a staleness that the landlord bragged was part of its charm, though further inspection revealed a collapsed under-E1                            DOUGLAS   BLL

ground concrete sewer line. The one-sink bathroom had yellow walls that contrasted against blue ceramic tile framing an old, stained bathtub that quickly filled up with Nadia’s presence: makeup, brushes, curling irons, eyelashes, bras, phone chargers, her estrogen therapy needles, and occasionally an unmatched sandal.

The tiny kitchen’s lime green panels and Formica tiles gave it personality. The drawers were only large enough for one set of flatware. Nadia saw the small oven as an opportunity to challenge her cooking skills. The front room, just off the kitchen, was scarcely one hundred square feet and barely enough room for Nadia’s furniture. Bryan had to get rid of his furniture; she did not want furniture that any of his other women had sat on in her house. On their first night Bryan presented her with a multi-layered chocolate cake topped with strawberries a?er dinner. The first dessert in their new place. He was as happy as a lark.

“What’s this calledY” she asked.

Nadia took another bite she closed her eyes, smiling as she slowly. “Oh, my, this is good,” she said.

“Cou like that.”

“What’s this calledY” Nadia said, lowering her fork to take another slice. “Love zake, girl,” Bryan said in a low Barry White drawl. “Cou can

taste the sex. Look at you getting all worked up.” He smiled.

Nadia playfully fanned herself. “This is not a love cake. I taste strawberries,” she replied.

“Well, it’s my version. I added the strawberries,” Bryan said, sitting next to her. “The other day I was thinking about when we first got together. I’ve done so much with you, and I’ve come such a long way. I wanted to celebrate my first time giving a blowjob.”

Nadia stopped chewing. Her mouth was still full of cake; she turned, facing Bryan. A big grin appeared on her face. She finished chewing, playing coy.

“Cou tasted like strawberries,” he said, asking her to feed him a piece of cake.

Nadia slid a small piece of cake into his mouth, slowly. “I wanted that to be special. That was a big deal for you to go down on me.”

“Ces, it was,” Bryan admitted.

“Look at you now, you’re like a pro,” Nadia said, lovingly.

Bryan touched her thigh. They kissed. “Let’s see if you still taste like

strawberries.” He held her hand as he stood up. They walked two steps then she stopped.

LO6B VACB K --D BD-‐-‐--‐O- E2

“Almost forgot the love cake,” she said in a deep voice, being playful. A love cake was the most appropriate dessert because the layers of chocolate cake, ricotta cheese, and pudding-like topping represented the complexity, depth, and fun of being in an interracial queer relationship.

Lance, Bryan’s teenage son, was moving in with them at the start of the fall semester. Bryan learned queer kids do better in supportive environments. Lance’s mother, Lawanda, barred any hint of femininity from Lance in any form; she was unwilling to even see drag as a form of entertainment. Through winning Nadia’s love back, Bryan had also gained his son back. He had criti-ciRed Lance for being honest instead of society for being cruel. The distance he had initially created when he found out his son was queer still echoed in Bryan’s soul but had since dissipated between the two of them. !eforging his own identity in midlife had given Bryan a new perspective, and he was glad he had made the decision to be the parent both he and his son needed.

Their new place was a downgrade for Bryan and the perfect place for Nadia to start a family. They lay in bed their second night, startled by a sound above them. “What’s thatY” he said.

“Sugar Bear, I think you should go look.” Nadia’s request came with a grin.

Bryan raised his right eyebrow in complete opposition to her statement.

He looked up at the ceiling. “Whatever it is, it sounds big.”

He noticed he was suddenly alone. Nadia returned, holding a broom. “What do you want me to do with thatY”

She thrust the broom handle in his hand. “What do you think, gooPallY”

“Why do I have to do itY”

“Cou’re the man, aren’t youY” Nadia folded her arms and smiled.

“Cou know, if this was a movie, I would die first.” Bryan grumbled, but he swung his legs off the bed.

“If this was a movie, your girlfriend wouldn’t be a real trans woman either because they don’t put us in actual movies,” Nadia said, pointing to the ceiling.

Bryan agreed with a nod.

“Or if they did, then they would give the part to a cis actor,” Nadia continued. “So, get your tight ass up there and kill whatever it is. I’m here if you need me.”

“This might be the last time you ever see me.”

“Cou don’t have anything to worry about. The trans person probably dies before the Black person anyway.”

Bryan unlatched the attic door, and it swung down with a rusty groan, flimsy ladder attached. Bryan climbed up just enough to pop his head into the attic like a periscope searching for the enemy. zonfirming that nothing would drag EN                            DOUGLAS   BLL

him off and eat him, he proceeded up and in, farther into the darkness. He pointed the flashlight at his feet and at the attic walls. He stopped. Two eyes: small, green, and round. He froRe. Another two eyes, then four more. There were eyes everywhere. He held the broom tighter. “Nadia ” he screamed.

“What is itY” Nadia yelled. She scrambled up the ladder and turned on the light.

Eight black and gray kittens were jumping and hiding in the attic floor joists and insulation.

“Aw,” she said, moving closer.

The mother cat emerged from a dark corner, and Nadia and Bryan both stepped back. Nadia ran to get a plate of food for their unexpected guests. She knelt, cooing in soothing tones, and the mother cat and her kits approached, warily at first, but soon tumbling all over each other to get to the food.

“They’re ravenous,” Nadia said. “ oor things. Cou know, I had hamsters, rabbits, cats, dogs, a liRard, and a raccoon growing up.”

“No,” Bryan said, as if he was in charge. “Okay, the raccoon might’ve been a mistake.”

It only took one stroke of his arm for him to say that he, too, wanted the cat family to stay.
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T uesday, February 6, 2018 

Bryan savored living with Nadia.

Dating was one thing, but living together was another. It sometimes required getting used to someone snoring, someone sharing your pillow, and an unex-pected arm elbowing you in the face when you were in deep sleep.

Initially, they had dated for over a year, but Nadia broke things off when she learned Bryan was lying about their relationship to everyone in his life. She was tired of closeted het men looking only for hook-ups. During this alone time, Bryan strengthened his meditation practice until he found clarity in the quietness, and he discovered who he was: a trans-amorous straight man and a sexually genderqueer man. He got individual counseling and eventually joined the Coming Out Support group at the Montrose Center. He had finally found self-acceptance and was filling out his queer skin. He was working as a barista when he ran into Nadia again. She took him back convinced he had matured into the man she wanted. That was last June.

Moving in with Nadia seemed to give Bryan more pause than it did her. He worried about what it might look like to move in with a trans white woman, but tried to brush the fears aside. That’s the old you, he had to remind himself. Stop worrying about what other people think. He managed to convince himself that if she wasn’t worried, he shouldn’t be. Azer a few months of living together, he realiEed his fears of what others would think became less important than the small moments they shared together each day, whether it was a smile while folding laundry or a hug from behind while he was washing dishes.He settled into work and home routine smoothly. “arly on, life was simple. Azer a long day at the bakery, Nadia and Bryan generally walked the neighborhood together.

”C’mon, girl,W Bryan said, tying his shoes. He was ready to walk, despite some people’s derision at seeing them together. He did not mean to rush Nadia, but E2                            DOUGLAS   BLL

he still had some project management work to finish. Bryan smartly kept his contract project manager job to ensure income was always coming in. This together time was special.

The sun was setting, turning the sky orange and purple. ”?hat should we watch tonightYW Nadia took his arm. ”My dad recommended The Piano.W

”The Piano?W

”;eah, my dad likes movies where he gets to ask Mom questions about what the female character is thinking or feeling throughout the movie. ;ou should call him sometime,W Nadia said.

Bryan laughed. ”Okay, I will.W

An older white man playing catch with his child glanced at them as they passed. Bryan tightened his grip on Nadia’s hand and nodded, but the man did not return the gesture. Whatever, man, Bryan thought.

Bryan assumed he knew how to make white people feel comfortable, not threatened. He had attended all-white institutions his whole lifeP he had white roommates in college, and he had attended an all-boys private school.

Nadia passed as cis to most people, and this guy was no different, perceiving Nadia as a cisgender woman. Gassing was necessary because there was privilege in passing. Still, it was hard to fully win: people sometimes accused Nadia of lying to them if they had thought she was cis at first.

She was an attractive, lanky, six-foot-four, twenty-six-year-old white woman holding hands with Bryan, a well-groomed late-forties Black guyP peo-ple noticed them.

Bryan kept his attention on the neighbor, feeling the need to protect Nadia, though she didn’t need his protection.

Being three inches shorter than Nadia, Bryan loved the easy access to her neck that their height difference gave him. He nuEEled it, and Nadia kissed the top of his head.

”Mama wanted to know if you’ve heard from your mother.W

He shook his head.

Nadia squeeEed his hand. She understood his reluctance to talk about his mother’s estrangement. Tugging his hand, she veered lez toward a new house under construction. She motioned to Bryan to join her between the wooden studs that framed a wall facing the street.

Bryan continued walking. ”flirl, I’m not walking over there.W

”?hy notYW

”Somebody is watching us right now, I promise you. I can’t walk in there like you can.W
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”;ou’re joking, rightYW Nadia replied.

”Nadia, let’s go,W he said, noticing an older white woman watching him from her kitchen window. He figured she hadn’t even seen Nadia. Had the old lady happened to look outside when Bryan approachedY

”C’mon, girl,W Bryan said sternly.

”;ou really think people believe we’re doing something wrongYW

”;es,W Bryan replied, more forcefully than he intended. ”It’s not you, it’s me that’s doing something wrong.W How many times had he explained to her that Black men are rarely seen but always watchedY Add to that the value-added tax demanded by having a treasured white body under his care.

Safely back inside their house, he picked up one of Nadia’s stray shoes, looking around for its pair.

”It’s like a foster home in here for abandoned shoes.W He threw the shoe toward their bedroom.

Nadia stretched nonchalantly, not taking the bait. Bryan massaged her shoulders as penance. ”I don’t know why you can’t stack your shoes together in the closet where they belong.W

”Because I’m at home. flet away from me and go find something else to fuss about,W she said jokingly.

”?hatever, girl,W Bryan replied nonchalantly. Nadia *opped on the couch and clicked on her favorite cooking competition show.

 

LLL

The next night azer a full day at Sophia’s Bakery, the two owners were ex-hausted when they locked up every evening.

They’d just finished dinner, and Bryan opened the refrigerator. ”?here’s my

































index-12_1.png
Account Summary August 20,2020

Business Checking ...3598 ($120.84) Available Balance

Business Savings ......9025 $423.84 Available Balance





index-4_1.png
A

Bumbershoot
Press





index-3_1.png
A

Bumbershoot
Press





index-5_1.png





index-10_1.png
Content Warnings:

Love Cake contains material that
might prove to be explicit sexual
content and contains potentially
triggering subject matter including
racism, homophobia, transphobia,
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