
[image: image]


[image: image]

Table of Contents
Title Page
Dedication
INTRODUCTION
1. - THE CYCLE
2. - THE REAL ISSUE   IS INFIDELITY
3. - THERE ARE NO SIGNS
4. - CHANGE IS POSSIBLE
5. - MOVING PAST THE  DOWN LOW
6. - WOMEN SPEAK OUT
7. - MEN SPEAK OUT
8. - TO THINE OWN SELF  BE TRUE
Acknowledgments
About the Author
ALSO BY J. L. KING
Copyright Page

I dedicate this book to the memory of my departed mother,  Mrs. Lillie Mae King. You were the woman in my life  who understood me before I understood myself, and you  still loved me.
This book is also dedicated to the many men and  women who are seeking relationships based on honesty. I  pray that this book is used as a guide to getting past issues  that cause people to not be who they are, and allow them  to step out of the fog of denial into the light of acceptance.

INTRODUCTION
Hello, from Mr. Down Low. That’s who I’ve  become over the last year, for better or worse,  since the publication of my first book, On the  Down Low: A Journey into the Lives of Straight Black Men Who  Sleep with Men. People yell it out to me in the streets and in  airports and in packed elevators, sometimes with affection,  sometimes with scorn, sometimes with playful curiosity, and  sometimes almost as a threat—“Hey, Mr. Down Low!”
On the Down Low was a blessing and a curse: It brought  unprecedented exposure to a topic I consider to be of urgent  importance to our community—the hidden lives of black  men who sleep with other men while in every other way  leading a “straight” life. And it reached a much wider audience than anyone—well, almost anyone—expected. It was a  national bestseller that spent more than twenty-six weeks on  the New York Times bestseller list and became the fuel for a   raging debate that went from beauty parlors and barber-shops to the pages of People magazine and the soundstage of  The Oprah Winfrey Show.
And like most raging fires, that debate has grown completely out of control. The interest I hoped to provoke with  that first book has turned into a frenzy of speculation, paranoia, and witch-hunting. And while I’ve been living in the  swirl of that frenzy, I’ve also been deeply affected by it. After  all, I primarily used the example of my own life—my own  secrets, lies, and eventual transformation—to throw light on  the subject, so it was hard to separate the book from my own  identity. So I became  Mr. Down Low.
In the midst of all the excitement and controversy,  something else happened. I started to go through some dramatic changes of my own. The experiences of the past year  since that first book came out have led me to a new understanding of the down-low phenomenon, and a new understanding of my own life and sexual identity.
I’m a bisexual man. Making this statement is about as  hard a thing as I’ve ever done. Recognizing and accepting  this fact about my own identity has been one of the most  profound new insights that this year has brought for me. In  my first book, I described myself as a straight man who  could find sexual gratification with both men and women,  but I also claimed that in my heart I could only find true  love with a woman. At this point in my journey, it’s become  clear that it’s not that simple for me—or for the many men   who are emerging from down-low lives and trying to embrace  honesty. I realize now that the same shame and self-deception  that sustained my down-low life for so many years was also  behind my refusal to entertain the possibility of true intimacy with a man. But now that I’ve opened myself up to a  more complete and honest understanding of myself—helped  by listening to the hundreds of men and women I’ve met  over the last few years who are struggling with these same  issues themselves—I’ve come to this liberating truth: I’m not  a straight man who has sex with men; I’m a bisexual man.  But none of these labels—gay, straight, bisexual—tells my  whole story.
That’s the most dramatic and personal revelation of the  past year or so for me; but I’ve learned so much more about  this phenomenon, its sources, and its consequences. Finally  cracking open the down-low phenomenon and letting light  flood in has not just driven me to dive deeper into myself,  but has created a forum for the thousands and thousands of  other people. These are the men and women—straight, gay,  and bi—who’ve been struggling with untold drama in their  own lives, but in secret, too ashamed to break their tormented silence. Now these voices have emerged—confused,  angry, paranoid, hurt, vengeful, or forgiving, and all too  painfully human. We’ve gone on this journey to deeper  understanding together—and not without some bumps in  the road.
As I traveled around the country talking about my   book, I was met with more confusion and shock than I  would have previously imagined. The most common reactions  I found were genuine anxiety and persistent denial that what  I was saying was true. Even women who have witnessed  down-low behavior first-hand often seemed to be in denial  about it—a denial rooted in the pain and betrayal they felt.  How can my husband of twelve years and the father of my two children be gay? . . . My boyfriend is not feminine and always satisfies  me in bed, but I think he’s sleeping with other men, what’s wrong  with me? Don’t I turn him on? . . . I have never had a problem  turning my husband on and he’s definitely manly—so even if he has  slept with a man, I know that he won’t do it again and we can just  pray and get through it together.
I also found unease, to say the least, among women  who suddenly started asking uncomfortable questions about  the men in their lives. In these women I sometimes saw a  fear that bordered on panic and paranoia—these were  women who were afraid that the men they loved were harboring secret sexual lives, a fear that in many cases wasn’t  backed by any actual evidence.
But the saddest responses I ran across came from  women, primarily black women, who were still out there  looking for the black man of their dreams. The women still  searching for The One, the responsible, honest, faithful man  who would love and honor them the way they knew they  deserved to be loved and honored. These women greeted  news about the down low with something like true despair.   Ladies, I hear you. I hear all of you when you express your  feelings on the topic. I hear that you are confused, uninformed, and most of all scared about what you’re hearing.  You are scared for your future and the future of the people  you care for.
I clearly remember one woman I met at one of my  events. At the end of my presentation, she stood in line with  all the others who wanted to get their books signed, but she  had another reason for wanting to meet me: She wanted to  vent. “I am mad as hell at black men!” is what this beautiful  sister said to me. She told me she was giving up on finding a  black man who was not gay, not DL, not on drugs, had no  criminal record, had a job, and no baby mama drama. This  sister told me that she owned her home, had good credit, no  children, two degrees, a luxury car, attended church, gave  back to her community, was a Big Sister to two inner-city  girls, and had not been on a date in over a year.
“Why are brothers doing this to us?” she asked. “Why  are black men taking us through this? Why is it that on top  of every other problem we have with our men, sisters now  have to deal with this down-low  bs?” She was angry, scared,  and confused. As she continued to let loose on me, tears  started to well up in her eyes and fall, slowly at first, but  soon she was sobbing hard. At this point, I stopped being an  author and activist and became a father. She wanted and  needed me to tell her everything was going to be okay. As I  pulled her to me, to give her a hug and a shoulder to cry on,   I thought about my own daughter who could just as easily  be asking me these same questions with the same urgent  need for reassurance. This was a sister who did all the right  things to be a queen  for her king but still couldn’t find a  suitable match. As we stood in the middle of the room and I  hugged her tightly, I felt myself getting angry at DL men,  but not just them. No, my rage started burning at all men  who were lying to their women, men who would not commit to relationships, black men who were only dating white  women and looking past beautiful sisters. Black men who  were locked up, who were strung out on drugs, who were not  taking care of their children, who were killing each other in  the streets, or who were simply not showing up. And the  black man that I was most mad at was me. I hated myself for  all the drama that I had given to all the women who had  been in my life. I hated myself for deceiving women who  had given me their love, their commitment, their bodies,  and most important their trust. I hated myself for all the sisters I took advantage of because of my own selfish needs,  who I lured into my web of lies and denial.
I also hated myself when I thought about the sexual  relationships that I had with men while in committed relationships with women who believed me when I told them  that I loved them and wanted to spend the rest of my life  with them. I thought of all the fine sisters who were proud  to call me their man, and bragged to their girlfriends and  family members that God had sent them the man of their   dreams, while all the while I’m living on the DL, lying,  sneaking, living undercover, covering up my “other life.” I  hated what I used to be.
As this sister cried on my shoulder, I wanted to cry  with her and for her. I wanted her to let me cry on her shoulder and tell her how sorry I was for the way so many of us  had been treating sisters. Then I wanted to cry for all the sisters who were in still in relationships with men on the DL  without even knowing it. I was feeling the weight of this  sister’s pain.
There’s enough pain in this to go around. Today with  so much attention being put on the DL, many sisters are  running for cover. Many are questioning every man in their  lives about his sexual history, desires, behaviors, and needs,  trying to unearth a secret life. Some are skipping the detective work and just out and out confronting their men with  the direct question: “Are you gay?” Brothers from all over  the country have asked me to remind sisters that not all  black men are on the DL. Many have complained that sisters read my book as the gospel truth about every black man,  and now these men are being unjustly accused of being on  the DL. They’re being accused if they hang out too long  with their male friends, if they get a manicure, if they don’t  answer ringing cell phones. One brother was so pissed off at  me for writing my book that he accused me of setting relationships between black men and women back millions of  years and told me that because of me, women would probably   never trust black men again. One man even threatened me  physically at a book fair because he thought my book had  caused his girl to turn on him.
The fact is that I am a black man. But the other truth is  that I do not speak for or represent all black men. When I  first spoke openly about my DL lifestyle I was initially  speaking to my black community—I felt like I was telling  home truths to people who would accept what I had to say  because they’d see that I was speaking from the inside, out  of knowledge and affection. I was talking about a distinct  subculture of black men, not trying to profile all brothers as  potentially being on the down low. And I wasn’t trying to  capitalize on fear or whip up anxiety—I was trying to provide information that would help people make choices  based on real information, choices that would help them  avoid the heartache and pain I see in my travels all around  the country.
To be honest, I’m stunned when critics try to act as if  I’ve made this whole phenomenon up out of my own vivid  imagination. I only wish that was the case. But the plain and  obvious—if painful—truth is this: The down-low phenomenon is real. It’s affecting our friends, families, coworkers, fraternity brothers and sorority sisters, and maybe you, the  reader, at this very moment. It’s breaking hearts, dividing  families, and destroying lives. The more information we  have, the better we’re able to address the problem.
I also thought my message would ring true because I am  myself no longer living my life on the down low. Instead of   being the problem, I felt that I was truly trying to become  part of the solution. I found the strength through prayer to  come forward and expose this phenomenon, even if it meant  exposing my own dirty laundry in the process. I thought all  of this would make my good intentions clear. And despite all  of the controversy and distress, the fact is, if I had to do it all  over again, I would. Even with the backlash that’s come my  way because of telling my story, I know that by stepping out I  have saved lives. Whenever I read an e-mail from a sister or  brother telling me her or his story of emerging from a  destructive life of lies, I know that I did the right thing.
But to all the non-DL brothers who feel unfairly  accused by the women in their lives, my message to you is  this: You need to understand the fear and just deal with it. If  you are not guilty and have nothing to hide, then simply  step up and tell your woman what she needs to hear. Reassure her that she has nothing to worry about. I know it’s  not easy to have your sexuality challenged by your woman,  but if reassuring her is the price you have to pay to make her  feel safe and secure, then I’m sure you’d agree it’s worth it.
We are living in a time where it has been documented  by the Centers for Disease Control (CDC) that 72 percent  of all new HIV infections are happening to black women.  That alarming number is evidence that there are some problems in our community when it comes to sex and honesty.  Many of these women lived with HIV for months or even  longer without even knowing it until they visited a doctor  for a routine checkup or because they were pregnant. Many   are sisters who were having sex only with their husbands or  boyfriends and assumed that their men were having sex only  with them. These are women who would never have imagined that their men were having sex outside of their relationships—with women or men.
I hope one day there will be a cure for AIDS. I pray one  day that DL men will come up from the down low and be  honest and open about their sexual desires and give women  a choice to decide their own destiny. But until that day  comes, we all have to become more aggressively responsible  about our sexual choices to ensure that we live healthy, long  lives. If that means some feelings have to get hurt along the  way, I’m afraid that’s the way it has to be.
It was my interest in HIV education that drove me to write  my first book, but in the time I’ve spent talking about these  issues with people all over the country, I’ve discovered that  health issues are just one avenue for confusion and misinformation in our communities. There is also a deep confusion in the culture about sexuality, sexual identity, and the  labels we use to identify ourselves.
I found out that many people still don’t understand—  or don’t accept—that people are born with innate sexual  preferences. Even in the 2004 presidential debates, the moderator asked the two presidential candidates if they felt  homosexuality was a learned behavior or an inherited one.  So this question is on the minds of everyone, and, of course,  no one really  has the answer.
But lots of folks still insist that homosexuality is a  learned behavior or habit that can be stopped at will—a  choice. Whenever I hear this, I have to laugh. Why, I think  to myself, would anyone choose this? Over the course of my  life, I’ve done everything I could to try to make feelings of  same-sex attraction go way so that I could just lead the same  kind of “straight” life as everyone else, the kind of life that  would make it easy for me to fit in with my community and  family and just live at peace. But I never could. My sexual  desires didn’t come from a choice I was making. It was simply who I was.
But still people are confused about how much a person  can “control” their sexuality, which has led many men—  backed up by the women who love them—to insist that they  can become heterosexual through strength of will, even as  their bodies and minds rebel against it. I’ve been in small-town churches where pastors are running programs to “convert” men of questionable sexuality back to the literal  straight and narrow and then marry them off—as if laying  hands and praying will make a man who has sex with men  (MSM) into a heterosexual! This is crazy and just asking for  trouble down the road. A person can call himself whatever  he wants, but nature is going to find its way, and when it  does, all hell will break loose. You can lead a horse to water,  as the saying goes. . . .
But all of this just underscores the need for a clearer  understanding about sexual behavior and orientation. When  I listen to people’s questions at my speaking engagements,   it’s become pretty clear that there is specifically a need for  understanding the differences between sexual orientation,  identity, and behavior. The fact is that while sexual orientation is something that we’re all likely born with, our sexual  behavior—including the dangerous, dysfunctional ways we  sometimes succumb to our desires, such as when men go on  the DL—is something that we can, and must, control.
There is a healing that now has to take place. There is an  absolute need for more specific information about the DL  lifestyle that will help end this epidemic and change the way  people live and love. This book intends to shed some of that  light. I wrote On the Down Low because it was necessary.  Necessary, first of all, to create a platform for discussion.  Without open communication and the ability to recognize  our choices we are all at risk. And I wrote this new book  because people still want to know more. They want to know  why this is happening, where this is happening, and  how the  healing can begin. I also wrote this book to show that I have  changed and no longer live my life on the DL and that other  men are capable of change as well.
People always ask me: what makes me an authority on  all of this? Am I a physician or a mental health professional?  Am I an expert on sex and relationships? Well, the truth is  that I’m none of those things. But I’ve done a lot of research,  starting with the most expensive kind of research there is:  personal experience. But I knew my personal experience   wasn’t enough. I wanted to get other DL men’s opinions on  how they felt about living undercover. I wanted to ask them  if they felt the same way I did, and how they dealt with the  guilt from their double lives (or if they even felt guilty at all).  I wanted to know that I was not alone. I had many friends  who were on the DL and they knew still more men on the  DL, which provided me with my first pool of anecdotal  research. We would get together and tell stories about ourselves and the men we had been with sexually. We would  share “war stories” about the brother who was married, or  the one who was a pastor, or the deep undercover brother  who no one would ever suspect of messing around with  other men. This was fascinating—and enlightening—but now  I wanted to know even more. So I started reaching out to  brothers all over the country. I placed ads on popular sex  websites. I met brothers at various churches I’d visit and  tapped into my network of friends in all the major cities  around the country who would each hook me up with a DL  bro to talk to. I also would go to popular cruising sites and  pick up brothers with the intent to discover their stories.  And because I worked in the state of Ohio prison system  with thousands of men, I contacted brothers who were  locked up and living DL lives.
Then I received a contract from the Ohio Department  of Health/HIV office to conduct a survey of DL men in five  Ohio cities. This process allowed me to talk to many more  men who volunteered to share their stories of sex and lies.
I also dug through my past for clues that would help  put together the larger picture of the DL phenomenon. I  thought back to my eight years in the United States Air  Force and the many men I met while stationed at bases and  overseas with whom I had sex. I remembered the time when  I was stationed in San Antonio, where there were lots of  military men stationed, both Army and Air Force. I was still  well connected with them and knew that for certain brothers  in uniform, sexual hookups were the norm. And these were  men who were bound by the rules of the military to live  straight lives.
While I was doing my research on my first book, I  would spend days just responding to personal ads on the top  five DL websites. Sometimes I would be up all night in  online chat rooms with names like “For DL Brothers Only.”  Before I knew it, I was hooked on connecting with men all  over the world through web cameras. It wasn’t just me; my  best friend would sit in front of his PC for hours looking at  other men around the country who would masturbate and  do sexual acts for others to watch . . . the wonderful world of  the net will bring whatever you need to you without ever  leaving the comforts of your home.
Although my first impulse was to do research to get to  the bottom of this phenomenon, the truth is that all this  “research”—visiting men on the DL underground, checking  out the websites, answering personals—only fed my addiction to sex with men. I was definitely learning things about   these men’s lives and was trying to keep it strictly informational, but, next thing you know, I was making quick  hookups to satisfy my own lusts and desires. The conversations would take a sharp turn from interviews to seductions;  the email exchanges got faster and more intensely sexual. I  got caught up and before I knew it, I was deep back into a  sexually risky and dishonest space—even though I kept lying  to myself about the “research.”
Eventually I came to grips with it and realized I needed  to get a handle on this addiction. Once I honestly dealt  with the reality that I was out of control, I was able to break  away and get refocused. But the fact is, even when the research turned into “research,” it gave me valid and intimate  insights into the phenomenon and into my own case in  particular.
All this experience is what I brought to my books and  to my audience in a raw and direct way. This openness is one  reason that for every person who listens intently to my message there’s another person who fears it. For many people, I  am the first black man they’ve encountered who has ever  openly talked about his sexual history with other men.
So when I wrote that first book, I wanted to use my life,  my research, and my opinions to show the dangers of this  behavior and provide answers and information to educate  all parties affected by the DL lifestyle. My goal was not to  place another negative stigma on black men; it was to educate and draw awareness about a behavior that was destructive   to our community. And to be honest with you, I was going  into this blind. I did not foresee that I would be receiving all  this media exposure. I just wanted to tell my story, hoping  it would provide some new information for those who researched the spread of HIV. And in turn I encouraged them  to get this information to those who needed to know it,  including my own daughter.
You see, when I wrote that book, I was also thinking as  a father. I wanted all fathers to walk in my shoes to understand why I did this, why I came out, why I do what I do. All  I had to do was to look at my daughter and other beautiful  women who were being lied to. All I had to do was read an  e-mail, or have a conversation with a woman who has been  infected by her man. All I have to do is talk to a DL friend of  mine who is still living his life as if he is some invincible  superhuman, knowing that he has a wife who doesn’t know  about his bisexuality. I asked the fathers, brothers, uncles,  and male friends who are on the DL to come forward for the  women in their lives. I asked them to understand why I  have. Would you want your daughter, sister, niece, or girlfriend to be involved with a man who is lying to her, especially about his sexual behavior? No man should inflict the  type of pain that comes from this deceptive behavior.
My message was that the man on the DL needs to take  a close look at himself. He needs to ask himself if he has the  right to play God, if he has the right to put the person he is  intimate with in danger of emotional damage and health-related problems. This
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