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			Chapter 1

			I’m already in. All in.

			~~~September 2010~~~

			“Ugh, I forgot how much I hate driving in heels,” she said. “You’re driving back.”

			“And why would I do that when I have a Suga Mama to be my chauffeur today?” I teased. She scowled at me, then back at the road.

			Afia and I woke up early on September 1st to drive to Vermont and watch our friend Jack marry Ethan, the love of his life. Gay marriages were still new and kinda taboo, but everyone who knew Jack and Ethan loved them and was excited for this day. They had been together two years, only a year longer than myself and Jamel, but it seemed like they had been together forever. Ethan and Jack had been through a lot, with Jack’s disappearance last year. But when Jack came back, they went right back to being joined at the hip, and Ethan’s son, EJ, was right there with them. A ready-made family. 

			Afia was stunning as always, in a hip-hugging lilac dress with a matching pashmina shawl and high heels that made her closer to my height. Her hair was curly, and Winter had put light brown highlights in it. I always admired Afia’s beauty. I wore a dark blue Armani suit, a crisp white shirt, and a dark blue, dark purple, light purple, and white Aztec-colored tie to match Afia’s dress. I matched my look with Gio cologne. Together, we were a striking pair. The couple everyone thought we were for the last three years.

			Tyrell, Afia’s boyfriend and my boyfriend’s brother, had a surprise for Afia for their one year anniversary that was coming up in a few weeks. My chatty best friend couldn’t stop speculating what destination he had in mind for them. Jamel told me that Tyrell was taking Afia to Miami and would see Xio and Corry, Jamel and Tyrell’s cousins, while there. But I didn’t tell her. I just liked hearing her talk. 

			She asked, “What about you and Mel? Are y’all planning something for your one year? Because it’s just a month behind us, right?”

			“I don’t know. I haven’t really thought of it. I don’t even know what day we consider our anniversary to be.” She had me thinking, Was it the day we had our first date? The day we took the trip to Middletown? The day we boned for the first time?

			She rolled her eyes. “I’ll ask Mel. See what he’s planning.”

			I wanted to tell her that he was probably planning on leaving me, but I didn’t say it just yet. Jamel and I got into a fight before I left. I’ve realized that when we have these disagreements where Mel stays ridiculously calm and talks quietly at me, we’re actually having a really bad fight. And we had one of those that morning.

			He came to my place last night. In the morning, we snuggled in bed as he told me that he would get licensed in Massachusetts to expand his territory and take on more housing clients. I encouraged him and told him I was happy and proud of him. The conversation somehow shifted to the inner workings of my current apartment. My apartment, which I love. Sure it’s a small one-bedroom with crappy windows that let in a draft and electric base heat that doesn’t really heat up anything. And I kinda have an ant problem which is weird because I’m on the third floor. But it’s mine! 

			We talked about the electric base heat, and he said, “Honestly, you should have just moved in with me. You should just leave here now and move in.”

			And I said what I had said the previous two times he brought it up. “We’re not ready for that.”

			And usually, he would just hmph at me, but this time he said to me all quietly, “Stop speaking for me, Connor. It’s you who isn’t ready for the commitment.”

			So I sorta snapped at him. “What are you talking about? This isn’t about commitment.”

			“Then what is it about?”

			I started stuttering because I was trying to figure out the words so that he didn’t get upset, but it came out like, “I... I just... It’s not... the right… place... right time… for either of us….” 

			Jamel shook his head and shifted his body to be on his side. He was looking at me rather than holding me, but he was still touching my thigh, tapping it as he spoke.

			“Connor, we spend all of our free moments together anyway, but you have a hesitancy to actually come together. How different do you think it would be if we lived in the same space? We would see each other when we’re not working, and we would still be sleeping in the same bed like we’ve been doing. So help me understand what would be different if we lived together?”

			For fuck’s sake. I asked, “Why are you putting all this pressure on me to live together?”

			He closed his eyes, sighed, then opened them and said calmly, “I’m asking questions about your level of commitment to me, and you see that as pressuring you?”

			“Yes!” I yelled at him. “My level of commitment is evident; I’m right fucking here! I’ve been right here with you for almost a year, so what the fuck do you want from me?”

			“I want you to say that you don’t feel ready for it, and I’ll accept it,” he said like we were discussing what we were having for dinner. “Just be honest with me. Be honest with yourself and then me. I can handle honesty, but I’m struggling with ambivalence.”

			Aaaaand now I’m frustrated with this conversation. 

			“And I want you to drop this whole fucking topic because I won’t see you all day today. And right now, all I want to do is fuck, then get ready for this gay wedding and reception.”

			“The gay wedding that you didn’t invite me to?” he asked quietly.

			Holy shit, he’s going there now. I tried to stay calm as I said, “I don’t know who all is going to be at the wedding because it’s invite-only and hours away. But half my town is going to be at the reception, so no, I didn’t invite you. We already talked about this, and I thought you were cool with it.”

			He sighed. “I am. I know you aren’t ready for your people to know about you being with me—”

			I cut him off. “Right, and how the fuck would that work if we lived together? We’re what, roommates? Two grown-ass men don’t live together as roommates, Jamel.”

			“Actually, they do all the time. Four or five grown-ass men share a house for going to school or work purposes.” 

			“So you’re okay with living that lie?”

			Then he hits me with it: “Aren’t we already living a lie?”

			Holy. Shit.

			“Holy shit!” I yelled and sat up. “Okay, you’re right. I’m living a lie, and I’m dragging you into my hidden world of lies. You want out?”

			His eyes bugged out of his head, and he was pissed that I said that to him. He rolled to his back and took deep breaths while looking at the ceiling. I knew he was trying to stop himself from snapping at me and figuring out what to say. Suddenly, he jumped out of bed and looked down at me. He spoke so softly that if it wasn’t so early in the morning and all was quiet I would have had to strain to hear him. 

			“I don’t want out, Connor. I’m already in. All in. I just wanted to know how all in you are with me. Me wanting to be with you more and telling you how I feel shouldn’t end in you asking me if I want out. The fact that you just did shows me you still don’t get how I feel about you.”

			He started to put on his clothes silently. It was only 8 am, and Afia wasn’t getting me until 10 am. He was leaving before our time together was to end, so I asked, “Why are you leaving now? I thought we were spending more time together. I thought you wanted to spend this time with me.”

			“I did. And now I just need to go home and think.”

			That made me fearful, but I didn’t say it. Instead, I asked, “Will I see you tonight?”

			“That’s up to you, Connor,” he said in a low voice.

			I sighed. “Jamel, c’mon, are we really fighting right now?” 

			He didn’t answer me as he got dressed. I sat in the bed and watched him. When he had everything on but his shoes that were by the front door, he leaned over me and gave me a loving kiss, gently touched my face, then left without saying goodbye. 

			In the middle of her rambling, Afia noticed I was reliving my earlier conversation and asked me to spill. So I did. 

			Then she asked, “So what’s the real reason you don’t want to move in together? Because Ty and I have been talking about it too. But he wants to have some money saved so he can take care of both of us. And I’m not sure my parents are going to be happy about it, but alas, I’m a grown-ass woman, and I do what I want. So what’s your deal? You don’t even want to have the conversation?”

			I told her the truth. “Lovie, I just want to be in my own space. I’ve never had my own space before, and I finally have it. It’s a shit hole, but it’s my shit hole where nobody tells me what to do. What is so wrong about wanting that?”

			“Nothing. But do you see the way you said it to me plainly? Have you said it to him just as plainly?”

			“No, because he’s just going to turn it around into an I’m-not-committed bullshit thing.”

			“Oooorrr, he’ll understand. You went from your parent’s house to the base and back to your parent’s house. You’ve never actually had your own space before. I think he’ll understand that you just want to have a home of your own for a while before you share it with another person. Jamel is hella understanding. More than Ty, but that is probably because he’s older and more mature. Give him a chance to understand.”

			My best friend, my beard, my Lovie, always the voice of reason. 

			“Okay, I’ll send him a text—”

			“No, dumb ass,” she interjected. “Go to him. After the wedding. And bring him back with you if you can. Nobody will know y’all are together. To be honest, the only reason I’m not bringing Ty is because I know you need me today.”

			I heard what she didn’t say. “So you’d rather be here with Ty?”

			She was quiet for the moment. “For the wedding, no. Jack needs us both there. But I was thinking of asking him to come to the reception. I just want to be near him.” She glanced at me, then at the road again. “It’s not me putting one of you before the other one. It’s me putting myself first and giving what I can to you without neglecting him. It’s what you do when you love someone. And I know you know what that’s like now.”

			I smiled and ignored her attempt to get me to admit that I loved Jamel. She’d been fishing for months. “You’re so much better at this than I am.”

			“Well, I’ve had more practice than you with relationships. But you’re doing great, Connor. Just communicate better.” 

			I didn’t say anything more except, “I’ll drive back.” Afia nodded.
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			Jack and Ethan exchanged their vows in a small county courthouse in Halifax, Vermont, with about twenty of their closest family and friends present. I was lucky to count myself among them. Jack and Ethan had only invited a few to witness the wedding, but they had invited close to 100 people to the reception at an art gallery in Providence later that evening.

			I shared the bench with Afia, our friend Sam and his brother BJ, and we waited. I had no idea what to expect; I had been to weddings before but mostly Catholic ones and certainly never a gay wedding. But leave it to Jack and Ethan to have had the most unique and hilarious wedding ever. They certainly looked the part: Jack wore a three-piece cobalt blue suit with a green, silver, and blue tie, while Ethan wore a light gray three-piece suit with the same tie as Jack. With no music playing, Jack and Ethan, one behind the other, walked arm in arm with their mothers. Then, the couple stood side by side to hold hands. 

			The judge, who reminded us all of Judge Judy, was an older woman who was all business. She began talking about marriage rights and responsibilities and that the union afforded Jack and Ethan the benefits of a Christian marriage in the eyes of the court. She said some other things, but nobody was paying attention to her because everyone started noticing that Jack was laughing.

			He started out snickering. Then it became this giggling outburst every few moments with a “Sorry, sorry” mumble. Then he would get quiet and start all over again. 

			“Am I saying something funny, young man?” the judge asked him sternly.

			“Not at all Judge Robinson. You are saying all the right things,” he said with a straight face before laughing again. 

			Ethan whispered, “What the fuck?” which only made Jack laugh harder. Jack threw his hands up in surrender, then made a few other hand motions as if to say, What are we doing here? Then Ethan started laughing with him, and they hugged. 

			“Okay, Jackie Bear, get it together,” we heard Ethan say. 

			Jackie Bear? I snorted at his pet name, and Afia punched my thigh. 

			They resumed their positions standing side by side, holding hands, and waited for the judge to continue. When she got to the vows and Jack repeated the “for better or worse, richer or poorer, till death do us part” part, Ethan busted out laughing. Jack looked over at him with wide eyes and started laughing again. Then they were both laughing, holding onto each other with tears coming out of their eyes. We were all so confused but started laughing too because it was the funniest sight in the world. 

			Then Jack said, “Okay, okay, c’mon, we have to do this.” 

			And Ethan said, “Really, Jack? Do we really have to do this?” 

			Then they looked at each other and laughed uncontrollably all over again. The whole audience was laughing, clapping, and cheering for them. I found out months later that they secretly got married the night before in a church that was willing to marry them, so this wedding was a formality for them. 

			Judge Robinson was not amused. She said, “What is this? Is this a joke to you? I will cancel this whole thing right now!”

			And that straightened them right up. Jack and Ethan listened with wide grins on their faces as the judge scolded them on the importance of marriage, especially same-sex marriages, and how none of us should take this right for granted. She talked about how people have fought and died for LGBTQ equal rights and protections under the law. And that marriage is a sacred act, whether in a courtroom, church, temple, or mosque. She explained that it is our - not just the couple but everyone there - responsibility to respect and uphold their marital union, which would be tested over time. Then she made Jack and Ethan redo their vows. 

			This time they faced each other and repeated their vows, giggling a bit but not outright laughing. They exchanged Irish wedding rings and shared a simple peck kiss. Then Jack grabbed the back of Ethan’s neck and pulled him in for a more passionate kiss and Ethan happily gave him one, dipping him down as Jack lifted up a leg. Everyone cheered. 

			Seeing two men kiss like that in the open for the world to see made me happy, jealous, and shameful. Happy for them and for the possibility of being there one day with Jamel. Jealous because other than that one time in Middletown, I had never really kissed a man in broad daylight before, and I longed to be that open all the time. And ashamed of myself for not being strong enough, courageous enough to step out of the closet and be who I am. 

			Everyone was standing, hooting, and clapping, and I stood up mindlessly clapping along. Afia was clapping, then looked over at me. “Connor? Connor, what’s wrong?”

			“Huh?” I asked her as she pulled me from my thoughts.

			She whispered, “Connor, you’re crying.” 

			I reached up and touched the tears running down my face. I looked at Afia and tried to convey all I was feeling. She took my hand and kissed it, then kissed me on the lips, something she hadn’t done in a long time. She held me and let me weep a little on her shoulder while everyone else cheered and clapped around us. 

			We decided to grab brunch at the diner across the street from the courthouse before everyone started their two-hour drive back home. Me, Afia, Mina, Sam, BJ, Henrietta, Mina’s older sister, and her husband Brayden, Ethan’s friends, Rasheed and Sonia, who were married, and Monique, a biracial girl who BJ had his eye on from the moment he saw her. Somehow we ended up as five couples and talked about love, relationships, commitment, and marriage. 

			I spoke in low tones to Afia and said to her, “I need to… to come out.” 

			She looked at me wide-eyed. “You’re ready for that? And what that means?”

			“It means I lose my family. But I can’t keep living like this. I do want to live with… Mel… one day, and maybe commit to marriage. No kids, though, but a couple of dogs is fine. But I want to show him that I’m all in too.” I sighed. “I’m not saying today. But soon. I’m going to come out to our friends first. Then my family.”

			She took my hand and said, “Whenever you are ready, I’ll be right there. You won’t do this without me.” I kissed her hand. 

			I wanted her to be there; I couldn’t do it without her. But I needed someone else, someone who knew what it felt like to come out and not know how people would react or where it all would land. Those were the moments when having Jack in my life counted the most. My tribe was wonderful and supportive, but they weren’t gay men. They weren’t even lesbians, although I suspected Mina and Winter dabble a bit if they were drunk enough. But I knew I was going to need Jack, and probably Ethan too. 

			“Aww, you two are so cute together,” Sonia said, motioning toward us. “How long have you been together?” 

			Afia smiled and looked at me when she said, “All our lives.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			I know this fact like the sun will rise tomorrow

			I saw Jack hanging around the front entrance of the art gallery talking with Mina, who invited a date, a really handsome dark-haired guy named Alex, to the reception. I planned to ask her about it later, but I wanted to talk to Jack first. He and I hadn’t had a chance to catch up in the last year because he had been so focused on solidifying his family, and I had been hiding Mel from everyone. 

			I tapped his shoulder. “Hey, Jack.”

			He smiled widely and pulled me into a big hug. “I’m so glad you’re here, Connor,” he said sincerely.

			Fuck, this guy is still as gorgeous as he was in high school, with those green eyes, dimples, and jet black hair. It still makes my heart skip a beat. I briefly wondered what my life would have been like if I had been as brave as he was at 16 and came out then. But it all worked out the way it was supposed to. He was so happy with Ethan and EJ, and I couldn’t imagine my life without Jamel. Afia didn’t mention it to Jamel when we all talked, but Jack is the only other person I let hug me without pulling away. 

			“Hey, can we talk for a bit? I just wanted to tell you some things,” I said.

			“Um, yeah, sure. You okay?” Jack whispered. 

			“Yeah, just want to talk in private. Is that okay?”

			“Of course.” He smiled again with his sexy half-smile, making me smile back. He grabbed a drink, and we made our way to the second-story balcony of the art gallery and stepped out into the night.

			“What’s up?” he asked. 

			“So I’m seeing someone,” I tell him. 

			“And when you say seeing someone…” Jack said knowingly.

			I smiled. “It’s a man. Actually we’ve been seeing each other for almost a year now. Someone Afia introduced me to...” I wanted to tell him all about Mel, so I jumped right into it. “He asked me to move in with him.”

			Jack’s eyes went wide. “Connor. That’s huge. What are you going to do?” 

			“At first, I told him no. It wasn’t the right time. But fuck it, Jack. You and Ethan made me realize that I can’t live my life in the closet anymore. Being here today witnessing your marriage, I want that. All of that. And I can’t do that while hiding who I am from everyone. I need to come out. Fuck my prejudiced family. They will just have to deal with it.” 

			Jack leaned onto my shoulder. “It’s not going to be easy. But you know you always have me in your corner.” 

			“I know. That’s what I wanted to ask. Will you go with me? When I’m ready?” I loved Afia and I wanted her there, but Jack, being a gay man, knew exactly what I would be going through, and I knew I need him there for me too. 

			“Of course,” Jack said. “Tell me when and where, and I will be there.” 

			“Thanks. Truly.”

			We stood side by side in silence for a moment, staring out into Providence. Jack said, “Your family is going to freak the fuck out. But it will be okay. Because you are an adult, and it’s your life.” 

			“It doesn’t matter if they do. I just want to be me. I’m 26-years-old, and my family has no idea who I am.” I struggled to hold back tears. 

			He looped his arm with mine and said, “Tell me about him.” 

			“His name is Jamel.” And I smiled, knowing we didn’t know any white guys named Jamel. 

			Jack’s eyes went wide again, and he got it. He turned to smile at me. “Ja...mel?”

			I laughed. “Yeah, he’s black. Like Morris Chestnut black. And built like Morris Chestnut too.” 

			“Wow, your family is really going to freak the fuck out now,” he said, and we both laughed. 

			“They already think I’m fucking Afia like everyone else does, so they got used to the idea of me in an interracial relationship. Well, they at least learned to keep their racist ass comments to themselves when she’s there.” 

			Jack’s green eyes were sparkling with amusement. “Okay, tell me about this sexy motherfucker named Jamel.” 

			I grinned widely. “He’s 29-years-old, a contractor, a certified electrician, and works with his father in Providence in their family-owned contracting business. He also served in Afghanistan, so we have that in common. He’s sweet, smart, and beautiful inside and out. I love him. And he loves me.” 

			Jamel and I still hadn’t said the words, but it didn’t matter. I know this fact like the sun will rise tomorrow.

			“You should have brought him tonight,” Jack said.

			“I considered it, him being one of the many faces in the crowd. But I wouldn’t have been able to keep my hands off him. I know it.” 

			And that was the real reason I didn’t ask him to come. It would have been too obvious as soon as we were close. It was hard for me to hide how I felt about him whenever we were around each other. 

			Jack smiled. “I’m so happy for you, Connor. You deserve to live your truth and be happy.” 

			Live my truth. That’s what Jamel said when we first met. Maybe we should do something for our anniversary…whenever that is. If he doesn’t leave me first. 

			I said to Jack, “Thank you for always being there for me.” 

			“And I always will be,” Jack responded like I knew he would. 

			He had pulled me into a hug again when a gorgeous Hispanic man came up the stairs. Where the fuck are all these beautiful men coming from? There is way too much eye candy around. I regret not bringing mine just to keep my dick from tenting everywhere. 

			“Hey Jack,” the man said. “I was looking for you. Can we talk?” 

			I started to give them space, saying, “We’ll talk later.” 

			But Jack said, “No, Connor, stay a minute. I want to introduce you to Carlos, Ethan’s best friend. Carlos, this is Connor, one of my best friends.” Carlos and I shook hands. 

			Then Jack said, “I was Connor’s first fuck, and he was my first top as well.” 

			What the fuck!? I told him I wanted to come out like five minutes ago, and here he was telling motherfuckers at a party where 90 percent of the guests know my parents!

			I was horrified and yelled, “Jesus fucking Christ, Jack!” I turned around to face the railing in embarrassment. 

			Jack said in the calm way he does, “Don’t worry, Carlos is gay too. He doesn’t give a shit about your sexuality, Con.” Jack patted me on the back and kept talking. 

			“You see that reaction my best friend just gave? That’s because we have literally never talked about it, not since Connor left for the military at 18, and I was17. And we did a lot of fucking and experimenting in the year and a half we were together, but then we decided to just be friends, and that was that. We’ve never mentioned our previous relationship in almost 10 years. In fact, I’ve never told Ethan, but I guess I should now, now that you know, right?” Jack smiled. 

			He’s right. We don’t talk about it. Because there is nothing to talk about, we’re just friends. 

			Carlos smiled too. He started again, “I just want to apologize again, man to man, for how I acted.” 

			Jack ignored him, turned to me and said, “Carlos was Ethan’s first too. First fuck, first love, first everything. And now like us, they are best friends. But see the difference is, Carlos likes to touch and flirt with Ethan, bring up all the fucking they used to do, and on rare occasions, likes to try to kiss and stick his tongue down Ethan’s throat. You know, to try to break up any relationship he might have outside of him.” He smiled and took a sip of his whiskey.

			Mina did tell us at one of our Wednesday tribe meetings about Ethan’s fucked up best friend and how Jack had to break his nose for him to get the point. And if he was there to start shit or come between my best friend and his new husband, somebody was itching for a second ass whipping. 

			I turned around and looked his bitch ass in the eye. “I think I heard about that, Jack. That’s a real fucked up friend. A selfish prick if you ask me.” I glared at Carlos.

			“Right? I thought so too, but...” Jack took another sip of his whiskey and looked at Carlos. 

			Carlos gave a small smile. “I’m really trying here. Can I talk to you in private, please?” 

			Fuck no. I turned to Jack and said, “No fucking way I’m leaving you alone with him.” 

			“That’s because you are a good best friend,” Jack said, patting me on the back again. “I’ll be fine, don’t worry. You can hang at the other end of the balcony if it would make you feel better. But nothing is going to happen, trust me.” 

			I didn’t like it. I glared at Carlos as I walked past him, went to stand on the other side of the railing, and crossed my arms, watching.

			Jack basically threatened him in that calm way he does, and I was less listening to what they were saying and more watching body language to make sure nothing happened. But I caught the gist of it: Carlos was still in love with Ethan. And if Carlos ever pursued and manipulated Ethan, and they ended up sleeping together, Jack would break his own heart and leave Carlos to pick up the pieces.

			At one point, Jack’s little sister, June, came upstairs and interrupted. “Jack! I’ve been lookin—”

			Jack cut her off abruptly, “June, go back downstairs. I’m talking.” 

			Her eyes narrowed, looking from him to Carlos. “Jack...” she said warningly. 

			Jack snapped at her. “June! I need you to go downstairs. I

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/image/9781644504499_fc.jpg





OEBPS/image/2.jpg
NOT 50
HIDDEN

Eskay KABBA

PN o s
W

4 Horsemen
Publications, Inc.





OEBPS/image/1.jpg
NOT 50
HIDDEEN





OEBPS/image/4HorsemanLogo_BW.png
4 Horsemen
Publications, Ine.





OEBPS/image/3.png
a





