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1

CALL ME

I picked up the receiver before the phone could ring once …

“Hi, Pooquie.”

“Hay, Baby. How you know it was me?”

“Who ­else would be calling me at this hour? Besides, I could tell it was you by your ring.”

“My ring?”

“Yes. The phone rings in a special way when you call me. It sounds like you when I’m bangin’ that booty.”

He giggled. “You cray-zee, Little Bit.”

“About you? Most definitely.”

“I ain’t wake you up, did I?”

“No. I’ve just been laying ­here, waiting for your call. So, I see you got ­there okay.”

“Yeah.”

“And how was your first flight?”

“It was da bomb!”

“Oh really?”

“Yeah.”

“You didn’t pass out?”

“Nah.”

“You didn’t throw up?”

“Nah.”

“No? ­There wasn’t any turbulence?”

“Nah, Baby. It was a smooth flight.”

“You didn’t even get queasy sitting by the window?”

“Nah. Shit, that was one of tha best parts.”

“Okay. What ­were some of the other highlights of the trip?”

“Yo, ­they know how ta treat cha in first class. I had a brotha servin’ me.”

“Mmm. I bet he was all too happy to see you.”

“He sho’ ’nuff was: we was tha only Black folks up in that section.”

“Doesn’t surprise me …”

“And he made sure I had as many blankets and pillows as I wanted, that my glass was never half-full, and I always had some eats on my table. Ha, if I had asked him, he prob’ly woulda served his ass on a plate. He was all in it.”

“Hmm, I can’t blame him.”

“He wanted ta give me his digits. Told me if I wanted a tour guide ta give him a call. But I told him my Baby wouldn’t like me acceptin’ a stranger’s phone number up in tha air.”

“And what did he say?”

“‘What if I give it to you when we land?’”

We laughed.

“Then he asked if you was my Baby.”

“He did?”

“Yeah. He said he saw us checkin’ in.”

“And what did you tell him?”

“I told him yeah.”

I beamed. “Did you sleep on the plane?”

“How could I wit’ him checkin’ up on me ev’ry five minutes? And tha brotha can talk. By tha end of tha flight, I had him and that other flight attendant in first class sayin’ jood.”

“Ha, you’re gonna have the whole world sayin’ that word soon.”

“Yeah. After tha movie went off, he came ta collect my headphones, saw tha look on my face, and said: ‘I take it the movie wasn’t jood, huh?’”

I giggled. “What movie was it?”

“Forrest Gump.They shoulda called it Forrest Junk. Only white folks would go fuh some American-pie bullshit like that. And tha movie is too damn long!”

“Well, the movie aside, it was an all-around jood experience, huh?”

“Yeah. It was real excitin’ and a lota fun. Tha only minus was my ears poppin’ when we took off. Couldn’t hear a thang fuh like a minute. That Big Red was no match fuh it.”

“I’m glad your first flight was such a success. I just wish I could’ve taken it with you.”

“Me, too, Baby. Me, too.”

We sighed together.

“Did they have a car waiting for you?”

“Yeah, a black stretch limo, Baby. And a sista was drivin!”

“Really?”

“Yeah. And she was su’prised I was a brotha. Said she always be gettin’ them stodgy, white studio VPs. She was able ta finally turn on some hip-hop and turn up that volume. We had madd fun just cuttin’ up. She from Boogie Down.”

“You should request to have her take you back when you leave.”

“I will.”

“Was someone from the studio at the hotel when you arrived?”

“Yeah. This white girl named Clemmy.”

“Clemmy?”

“Her name is Clementine. She say ev’rybody calls her Clemmy.”

“Clementine? As in ‘Oh, my darling’?”

“Yup.”

“Ha. I bet she is whiter than white bread, too.”

“You know it, Baby. And she got this orange hair.”

“Orange?”

“You heard. It matched that hoochie halter she was wearin’. Her hair is really spiky but short. And speakin’ of short—she like a Munchkin and shit. And she was wearin’ these seven-inch black platforms.”

“Mmm … I bet you two were a sight to see at that front desk. What does she do on the project?”

“She a producer’s assistant.”

“Uh-huh. A gofer.”

“Ya know it.”

“And since she was wearing, as you put it, a hoochie halter, I take it the temp is high …?”

“Yeah. It’s like seventy-five.”

“Nice. It’s in the teens here.”

“What? Yo, I’m glad I’m outa that deep freeze. As soon as they said we was about ta land, I took that sweater and them slacks off.”

“Hmmph, no wonder you had folks trying to give you their digits up in the air. But don’t get too used to that summer weather. Remember that you’ll be coming back to this deep freeze in a couple of weeks.”

“Ha, don’t remind me.”

“Oh? So you’ve been there all of a few hours and want me to send you the rest of your things?”

“Nah, Baby. This just tha first time in my life I ever been able ta wear shorts in February.”

“Mmm-hmm. How is the hotel?”

“It’s like Trump Tower and shit. Chandeliers, crystal, and stainless-steel glass ev’rywhere. And tha elevators are outside.”

“They’re outside?”

“Yeah, you know, you get a view of tha whole hotel as it goes up.”

“Oh. That must be nice.”

“And I got a phat room. It’s got two double beds, queen size, plus a separate livin’-room area wit’ a kitchenette. I’m gonna be nukin’ that chicken you cooked fuh me in a minute.”

“Well, they just givin’ you the Tom Cruise treatment, ain’t they?”

“Baby, if I was gettin’ that kinda treatment, I’d be stayin’ in the Presidential Palace not the Governor’s Suite.”

“Ha, indeed. But it sounds like you on your way there.”

“I guess.”

“It’s almost ten o’clock out there. You’ve got a big day ahead of you. If you’re not too tired, you can call me back after you eat and get settled.”

“You gonna be up?”

“Mmm-hmm. Waiting for your call.”

I could feel that smile. “A’ight. I love you, Little Bit.”

“I love you, too, Pooquie.”
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LOVE THE ONE YOU’RE WITH

“Well, well, well … if it ain’t Miss Jean Brodie!”

­There was Gene, right where he said he’d be: sitting at the bar in Pizzeria Uno, a rather trendy restaurant just blocks from Christopher Street in the West Village (aka Homo Ville). Besides dishing up some very jood pizza, it’s also one of the prime locales in the city where the homiesexuals go to meet one of the Children. While their unsuspecting girl­friends or wives wait for them to take a leak, ­they’re usually exchanging digits with one of us in the bathroom or by the bar. Gene loves to have a ringside seat for the festivities. He’s been coming every­ Friday night for the past three years (given how much green he spends in the place, he should own some stock in the company). On a slow night, he sees a ­half-dozen love connections—and he’s usually making at least one of them himself (although in his case it would be lust).

We hadn’t seen each other in over two months—mainly because I stopped speaking to him. We had a major blowup just after Thanksgiving. Gene and I had never really had a fight before; we argued, even had a couple of shouting matches (in each case over the two things folks should never discuss—re­li­gion and politics), but our dis­agree­ments didn’t end up with one of us so angry at the other that we decided to cut off all ties. But that almost happened this time. And it was Gene’s “big-azz ­mutha-fuckin’ mouth” (as Pooquie calls it) that started it.

The incident that almost broke up our friendship happened at my place. We—meaning Pooquie, Gene, B.D., Babyface, and I—had all settled into the living room after a very jood Sunday dinner. I made the turkey and dressing; B.D., the ham; Babyface, the peas and rice; Gene, the string beans and potato salad; Pooquie, the biscuits, with my help (he can’t cook … not in the kitchen, anyway); and the cheesecake was courtesy of Junior’s. Pooquie and B.D. were anxious to trounce Babyface and me in Jeopardy! for the fourth straight time. One would think Babyface, a Manhattan district attorney, and I, the award-winning journalist-turned junior-high-school writing teacher, would be the doubles tournament champs: Pooquie is a high-school dropout, while B.D.—a dancer with his own company, Nia—is a little ditzy (his initials stand for Barry Daniels—or Brain Dense, depending on who you talk to). But since Gene was with us this eve, we decided to play Truth or Shade. Instead of the verbal challenges players face in Truth or Dare, each person writes down a question or two on slips of paper and they are put into a bowl. If anyone believes that the person hasn’t answered the question they’ve chosen truthfully, they will be thrown shade and the group will vote on whether to believe the challenged or the challenger.

To my surprise, Pooquie not only wanted to play but, after everyone wrote down their questions, volunteered to go first. But after reading over his question silently, it looked as if he wished he hadn’t.

“What do you like better: fuckin’ someone or bein’ fucked?”

No doubt Gene came up with that one and the person he wanted to pick it did. He had inquired about our sexual proclivities on more than one occasion and I would’ve shared them but knew that he was the last person Pooquie would appreciate knowing.

“Uh … I don’t think I could choose one over tha other.” Pooquie looked at me. “Variety is definitely tha spice of life wit’ my Baby.”

I think Gene was thrown by his response; he assumed that Pooquie got done (“The B in B-boy really stands for booty, and that’s something those boyz know how to give up”) but probably didn’t expect him to admit it. And the goofy grins on both of our faces were all the proof everyone needed to know he was telling the truth.

B.D. was next. “Have you ever slept with a woman before? If so, when and why did you do it? If not, why not?”

I knew who contributed that question—Pooquie. And I’m pretty sure he wanted me to pick it. He had asked me in the past if I had and I don’t think he believed me when I told him no (he thinks that every man—gay or not—has or at least thought about doing it). He probably figured that presenting it in this forum would force me to disclose that I had in fact done it, especially if I admitted it to any of the others.

But B.D. got the query, and since everyone assumed he would answer no and respond to the Why not? with a Why would I?, we were all ready to move on. In fact, Babyface (yeah, he’s got the cutest little …) had already shifted on the sofa where he and B.D. were entangled (legs and arms looped) so that he could draw his question next, when B.D. matter-of-factly declared …

“Yes.”

As I’ve often heard Gene say during shocking moments like that one: It was so quiet you could hear a rat piss on cotton.

Pooquie ended the silence. “You been wit’ a female?” Even though Pooquie didn’t know B.D. that well, what little he did know (B.D. is the epitome of a muscle queen) made this revelation unbelievable even to him.

Gene was floored. “I cannot believe you’ve actually used what’s between your legs for something other than relieving yourself—and sometimes I can’t believe you do that.”

“Surprise, surprise. Contrary to unpopular belief, it hasn’t just been hanging there all my life like mistletoe.”

“You never told me about that, Baby,” piped in Babyface, who knows better than anyone that B.D. has “decorative dick”—meaning he never touches it during sex. (But at least he will let Babyface touch it; Gene and I have swapped stories about boyz who became completely undone when we attempted to blow, crank or, God forbid, ride their stick—and in every case, we’re talking about a stick, dick down to the knee. Yeah, a waste.) “When did this happen?”

“When I was seventeen. I’ve blocked it out of mind.”

“Uh-huh. The kind of thing you try to forget, right?” Gene smirked.

“Well, not really. I mean, it wasn’t a bad experience.”

“So, you enjoyed it?” Pooquie asked.

“Mmm … not exactly. I don’t regret doing it. The girl … her name was Autumn.”

“Don’t tell me she has a sister named Summer!” Gene chuckled.

“No. But she does have a brother named August.”

“August? What were their parents named: Mother Nature and Father Time?” joked Gene.

“August was the one I was after. He was my age; Autumn was a year younger than us. She had a big crush on me; she would’ve done anything I wanted.”

“Apparently,” I interjected.

He shook his head. “Nope. Doing it was her idea.”

“Really?” groaned Gene. “Ain’t that somethin’: Autumn wanted to take a Fall!” Even Pooquie giggled at that one.

“I felt it was important that I finally come clean with her.”

“You mean, you told her you were after her brother?” I asked.

“Yes. I had to. She had followed me around like a lost puppy for three years, wishin’, hopin’, prayin’ that I’d ask her to marry me. But I wanted to marry her brother!”

“So, what she say when you told her?” Pooquie queried.

“First she thought I was joking. Then she thought I was just being mean, that I was using that as an excuse not to admit I wasn’t interested.”

Gene frowned. “You kept the girl at bay for three years—that should’ve been her hint that you weren’t interested.”

B.D. nodded. “Then she realized I was telling the truth but came up with a solution: ‘You just think you’re gay. Sleep with me and you’ll see you’re not.’”

Gene, Babyface, and I nodded at B.D. and each other. We had all been there before: Every gay man has (or will have) at least one hetero woman say to him that all it will take is one night (or, in some cases, one hour) with her and he’ll see and feel the light. How ironic that Babyface, the “masculine” one in their relationship, has never slept with a woman, but B.D., the “feminine” one, has.

B.D. continued. “She got it hard. She put the condom on. She guided it in. And she did the bumpin’ and humpin.’”

“Why am I not surprised she did all the work,” Gene giggled.

Pooquie’s eyes narrowed. “You enjoy it?”

“I enjoyed the way she would slap my ass as she bumped and humped. All I could picture was her brother doing that to me. And it didn’t help that she looked just like her brother, so when I looked in her eyes …”

“So you didn’t cum?” asked Pooquie.

“Yes, I did. But not because of how being inside her made me feel.”

I could tell by the look on Pooquie’s face that he didn’t buy that. He’s from the school where, if you can get it up and off with a woman, that means you can’t be gay. But a man can get hard if the wind blows the right way against his dick—and it doesn’t matter what way he swings. And, given all the gay men who function as straight and their wives or girlfriends don’t know it—and, when they do find out, can’t believe it, since he performed in a way that never gave them cause to pause—such a masquerade isn’t hard to pull off.

“Did she think her experiment was successful?” Gene questioned, even though he already knew the answer.

“She did. But she also saw her spell didn’t last long. She came home a week later and found her brother and me fuckin.’”

“No!” I squealed. “How did that happen?”

“Well, she made the mistake of telling her brother about us. And he confronted me about it.”

I was on the edge of my seat for this one. “And what did he say?”

B.D. smiled. “‘If you wanted it, all you had to do was ask!’”

We all cracked up.

“Now, that must have truly been traumatic for her,” I managed to get out between chuckles.

B.D. shrugged. “I guess seeing it with her own eyes was. But in the end, she accepted her brother being gay and us being a couple. The way she saw it, it was better she lose a man to her brother than another woman!”

“Ah. The dick that got away couldn’t be hers to begin with,” I added.

“You go it,” B.D. agreed.

“My, my, my: The power of the pussy fails again!” announced Gene.

As we cackled and Pooquie groaned “Uh-huh,” Babyface correctly surmised it was time to move on. He stuck his hand in Pooquie’s X cap, and chose: “Have you ever dreamed about having sex with someone in this room other than your significant other?”

We would later find out that B.D. jotted this one down—and that Babyface was his intended target.

“Well …” Babyface began, looking at the floor, “I’ve had this dream … a few times …”

Given that we had gotten busy on the very couch he was lounging across, I knew he was going to say me (as part of their “one more fling before we exchange rings” deal, B.D. and Babyface each slept with someone else—and I was Babyface’s pick). But when he looked up, his eyes trailed past me …

… and fell on Pooquie, who was just as surprised as Gene and I. “Man, you fuh real?”

“Yup.”

Being the not-so-modest person he is, Pooquie naturally wanted to know … “What you dream about?”

Babyface wore a slight grin. “Well … we’re going over your contract, and after we’re done, you say: ‘Well, it’s time for me to pay up.’ Then you stand up, rip off your shirt, unzip and drop your pants, knock the contract on the floor, climb atop the table on all fours, and say: ‘A’ight, Counselor: It’s time to chow down and throw down!’”

Everyone fell out, except Gene. “Well, it’s clear how you wish to be paid for your legal services.” He rose and went into the kitchen.

B.D. waved at me. “Can ya believe it? Our husbands having an affair!”

I pointed to Pooquie and Babyface. “I think we may have to keep an eye on you two.” They blushed.

Hmm … knowing firsthand how well Babyface works that tongue and dick, I glanced in the kitchen and could clearly see Pooquie planted on the countertop with his chocolate pound cakes spread and Babyface chowing down before throwing down. It didn’t rub me the wrong way, it rubbed me the right way—my dick got hard.

I was next.

“Tell someone something about them that bothers you the most.”

That was easy. I turned to Pooquie. “I wish you were at a place where you could tell your family about yourself—and us.” He and I had talked about this a lot. The nod he gave me affirmed he’s slowly starting to realize that, after integrating me into his life the way he has, there’s no way that his mother or his son’s mother doesn’t suspect we could be more than just friends.

I handed the hat to Gene, who had just returned with a cup of coffee—but he wouldn’t take it. He was throwing me shade.

And, yes, I was gagging. “What?”

“Now, you know that ain’t what you told me a few weeks ago.”

I wasn’t looking in his direction, but I could feel Pooquie tense up.

“Uh-oh, a challenge!” exclaimed B.D.

“What are you talking about?” I asked.

“You told me that the thing that bothers you the most about Pooquie is his being a drama queen.”

I could see Pooquie out of the corner of my right eye freeze: he clutched the armrests of the easy chair and his head was titled down on a ninety-degree angle, avoiding everyone’s gaze.

“I didn’t say that,” I laughed, trying to inject some humor into the haze of doubt filling the room.

Gene sucked his teeth. “Oh, no? Then what did you say?”

I struggled. “Well … if I remember correctly, I said that … that Pooquie sometimes has the bad habit of … of being a little too dramatic about some things, that he sometimes acts like a drama queen.”

“That’s not what I remember,” declared Gene, crossing his arms and his legs. “Now, you did say that he has the bad habit of being a little too dramatic, that he sometimes overreacts to things—throwing a tantrum, storming off, running away. But you also said it bothers you a lot, and the last words out of your mouth were: ‘I wish he wasn’t such a drama queen.’”

I was playing it over in my mind and, yes, that was what I said. But I certainly didn’t want to own up to it now. “Gene, you misunderstood me.”

“I didn’t misunderstand a thang. I know what I heard.”

“Well, even if I did say that—”

“Which you did,” he insisted.

“—I certainly didn’t mean that he is a drama queen, as you originally stated.”

“Ah, a stickler for details. The journalist in you is coming out. How convenient.”

I was more than testy now. “Well, if you’re going to quote me, quote me verbatim. As we see, one or two words can make the difference.”

He huffed. “He is a drama queen, he acts like a drama queen … a distinction without a difference if you ask me. No matter how you try to break it down or rework it, it basically means the same thing.”

Pooquie agreed. He, along with Gene, voted that I wasn’t telling the truth. (B.D. sided with Babyface, who believed that the context was important, and since it was unclear based on our different accounts, they couldn’t vote either way.) Pooquie simmered, but he did a jood job of keeping his top. But after they left (which wasn’t long after the argument; it threw a wrench into and ended the game, and put a damper on the rest of the day), he blew up. He was more hurt and embarrassed than angry, and I could understand why: I would’ve felt the same way if I discovered in front of others (even if they were extended family like B.D., Babyface, and Gene) that my mate viewed me in such a way. But, in classic Pooquie fashion, he carried on about it (yeah, like a drama queen), accusing me of “insulting” his manhood and wondering out loud how he could fall in love with someone who thought of him that way. And, as is often the case when he is put out or off by me, he chose to sleep on the couch for the next six days (absolutely the longest he can go without being touched by or lying next to me).

The day after all of this drama unfolded (a Monday), Gene called and left a message on my answering machine at home. I didn’t return it. He did the same thing Tuesday; again, I didn’t respond. Wednesday night he called me at home; I wouldn’t pick up. When those three days turned into a week, B.D. and Babyface stepped in to reunite us, but nothing they said or tried worked. Gene showed up at my job just before Christmas and followed me home (I live just three blocks away from the junior high school I teach at); as he pleaded with me to talk to him, I wouldn’t even acknowledge him, closing my front door in his face. And I brought in the New Year for the first time in six years without him (he called five seconds after 1995 began, wishing me the best).

“You think you makin’ him suffer when you makin’ yo’self suffer,” Pooquie argued—and he was right. (That was advice he himself had to take to heart: He tried to punish me by holding back on the lovin,’ but that “I ain’t givin’ you none” eventually turned into “Yeah, mutha-fucka, bone it like you own it!”) Pooquie saw how the separation from Gene was affecting me, and while a part of him may have been pleased that Gene was out of the picture (they’ve always butted heads because they have the same domineering personality and believe they should be number one in my life), he knew that I—and he—would continue to be miserable so long as Gene and I weren’t speaking. So he “tricked” me into talking to him again: he called up Gene, placed him on speakerphone, and after Pooquie got me to admit how much I missed him, Gene entered the discussion with: “I miss you, too.” Gene and I made up that night. I was still a little angry at him, but the bottom line was that I blamed Gene when I was really angry with myself for not thinking such a thing could come back to haunt me (not to mention coming up with that question in the first place; I didn’t want any particular person to choose it, but I certainly didn’t expect to have to answer it myself). Yes, Gene can be a wise-ass, but I hadn’t told him this in confidence; I didn’t swear him to secrecy. So it was fair game in the game we played. And it wasn’t worth losing my best friend, the big brother I never had who served as my mentor “in the life” (i.e., the Black gay world), over.

Although Gene and I patched things up a few weeks ago (placing Truth or Shade on that list of things we will never partake of again), our schedules didn’t allow us to hook up. But I planned to spend the entire weekend (which included the observance of Dead White Male Presidents’ Day) with him—shopping, clubbing, and doing a whole lot of catching up and kee-keeing.

It was jood to see him again and he obviously felt the same way: He stood as I approached him and didn’t give me the chance to put my bag down, almost snatching me up in his arms. I had to admit, the bear hug felt very jood; I hadn’t realized just how much I missed him until then. How ironic that Phyllis Hyman’s “Old Friend” happened to be playing at that moment.

He finally released me. “So … now that the dog’s away, the pussy can come out and play, huh?”

I frowned. “Not funny.”

“Believe me, that wasn’t a joke.”

“So, where’s B.D.?” I asked, peeling off my leather jacket and placing it around the back of the stool.

“In the ladies’ room.” He sat back down.

I joined him. “To do more than just wash his hands before dinner, I’m sure.”

“Indeed.”

“Oh, how fagulous!” B.D. cried as he sashayed toward us. “It’s so wonderful to have our three-for-T circle together again.” He hugged us both by the neck.

Gene pushed him off. “Yeah, yeah, save it for Sally Messy Raphael, okay? I need another drink.” He signaled for the bartender. “You want something, Mitch?”

“No. I’ll wait till we eat. I’m starving.”

Just then, a brother who was the embodiment of “tall, dark, and handsome”—probably six-six and three-hundred-plus pumped-up pounds, sporting a diamond stud in his right ear and a black fedora on his bald head, and wearing a bloodred turtleneck and scandalously tight black leather pants—scooted by us, winking at B.D.

B.D. licked his lips. “So am I.”

I, too, was drooling. “Is he who you were busy with in the bathroom?”

“Uh-huh.” He sighed.

About to sip his gin and tonic, Gene stopped. “And just how busy were y’all?”

“Ha, not that busy. But we were very busy years ago.” He had a flashback. His whole body trembled. “Lawdamercy. If I weren’t a married woman …” He turned to me. “And speaking of being a married woman: What kind of mischief do you plan on getting into now that the hubby will be out of town for a spell?”

“I’m not getting into any mischief.”

“You’re not?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Why would I?”

“Why wouldn’t you? I mean, a little bit of flirtin’ and flashin’ never hurt anybody.”

Gene lifted his glass in a toast. “I’ll drink to that!”

“But why would I do that? Pooquie and I, we’re committed to each other.”

“No, you two should be committed,” Gene corrected.

“I’m committed to Babyface but, as you see, haven’t retired from enjoying and engaging in the sights,” testified B.D.

“Well, that might work for you, even Babyface. But that’s not how it is for Pooquie and me.”

B.D. folded his arms against his chest. “Oh? How do you know?”

“Because I know him. And he knows me. And we have that understanding.”

B.D. gave me a quizzical look. “Uh, is this something you two have discussed?”

“Uh … well … no.”

They grinned at each other. “Uh-huh.”

I went on the defensive. “But it doesn’t have to be discussed. It just is.”

B.D. balked. “You are assuming that he feels the same way and wouldn’t participate in any extracurricular activities, is that it?”

I was at a loss. “Well … well …”

“Chile, you can’t assume, you gotta know.” B.D. leaned on the bar. “You don’t think Pooquie might, uh, stray while he is away?”

“No, I don’t.”

He looked at Gene. “And I thought I was the dense one in this family.” He turned back to me. “Mitch, hon, you know I like Pooquie very much. But we’re talking about a man who is three thousand miles away making his first film in a town where almost every person he meets or sees will be just as P-H-Y-N-E as him. You don’t think he might be just a little bit tempted to taste a little bit of someone else?”

“No, ’cause this Little Bit gives him every little bit of what he needs,” I confidently stated.

“I’m sure you do, dahling. But there’s just one problem: You are here and he is there. And you know what they say: ‘If you can’t be with the one you love … ’”

Gene, the reigning president of the “Love Don’t Live Here Anymore” Club, spit out his drink. B.D. giggled.

“What we have is strong enough to keep us for two weeks,” I argued.

B.D. pointed to Gene. “Well, I hate to sound like the jaded queen that we all know and sometimes love who is seated at this very bar—”

“Shut up, bitch,” snarled Gene, who was wiping his mouth with a tissue.

“—but, when you can lust the one you’re with, what’s L got to do with it?”

I accepted the challenge. “Well, I hate to sound like the helpless romantic that we all know and love who is seated at this very bar—”

Gene nudged B.D. “Hmmph, more like a hopeless romantic!”

“—but L’s got everything to do with it!”

B.D. shrugged. “Maybe so. But temptation knows everybody’s name, hon. You don’t stop being human ’cause you in love.” He giggled as Gene visibly cringed. “Besides, you two are due.”

“We’re due?”

“Yes. There comes a time in every relationship where you get that … itch.”

“You mean …” Marilyn Monroe came to mind …

… and being sort of a dumb blonde himself, he must’ve sensed it. “Yup, the seven year itch. But, in fag years, it’s seventeen months.”

“Seventeen months?” I repeated.

“Yes. If a couple makes it there, they are what you could call serious candidates. The not-so-serious last no more than seventeen weeks.” He looked at Gene. “And the unserious?”

Gene gladly took that one. “Seventeen days.”

B.D. nodded. “See. Too many of us fall in the latter category, so you know it’s a surprise when ya reach the second plateau.”

“Ha, and a miracle when you reach the third,” Gene snickered.

“After all, how many gay couples do you know who have been together seventeen months or longer?” B.D. asked.

Hmm … I could only think of one.

B.D. grinned. He cut his eyes at Gene. “And some said we wouldn’t last seventeen hours.”

“Ha, it ain’t over till the fat-ass lady sings,” shot back Gene.

B.D. drew his claws. “But it is over for some of us, isn’t it?”

I couldn’t believe he went there. Gene broke up with Carl, the guy he had been seeing for over a year, last October. Gene still won’t tell us why; B.D. and I figure Gene said or did something to fuck it up. But whatever happened, it wrecked Gene, even though he tried hard not to show it.

Gene glared at B.D. “Anyway …”

“Uh-huh. An-ty-way … if my calculations are correct, you two have officially been together as a couple for seventeen months. And while y’all have been through a hell of a lot together, the real test—infidelity—hasn’t reared its head”—he suspiciously eyed me—“as far as we know. So, if neither one of you has creeped yet, it could happen very soon.”

“I don’t think so,” I said in a very dismissive tone.

B.D. grasped and shook my arm. “Chile, you better snap out of that dreamworld, thinking it can’t happen to you. Every man is capable of it.”

“Every man?”

“Yes, every man.”

“Even Babyface?”

“Well, he’s a man. And, as quiet as it’s kept, I happen to be one, too.” Gene was about to jump in when B.D. cut him off: “Don’t even go there.”

“Uh … you’ve cheated on Babyface?” I asked.

“No, I haven’t. But that doesn’t mean I haven’t thought about it, haven’t been tempted—or haven’t come close to it.”

Gene and I moved in closer to him. “Really?” we both sang in unison.

“Yes, really.”

“With who?” we echoed.

“If you two must know, Gerrold Garrett.”

Gene wasn’t impressed. “You mean the one with no neck?”

“Yes. And what he does not have between his head and shoulders he more than makes up for in other areas.”

I grinned, picturing “Jiggly Gerrold” (as he’s been affectionately dubbed), a member of Gene’s dance troupe, in nothing but his tights and a thong. “Ha, he sho’ nuff do!”

“I don’t know if Babyface has,” B.D. confessed, “but I’d be more than naive to think he hasn’t thought about it, hasn’t been tempted, or hasn’t come close to it, also. Hell, he’s dreamed of doing it with another man, as I am sure you’re aware.”

I nodded.

“And, if he did do it—and chances are that he has—I wouldn’t want to know about it.”

“You wouldn’t?”

“No, I wouldn’t.”

“Why not?”

“So long as he is treating me right, treating us right, why should it matter if he was, is, or will be with some­one ­else? What we have isn’t a moment in time, but what he would have with them would be.

“And, besides,” he began, glancing at Gene, who declared right along with him, “He’s a man.”

“Just like Pooquie,” enunciated Gene.

“Uh-huh. Just like you,” added B.D.

YEAH … JUST LIKE ME.

We all like to think that what we have with our significant other has never existed before, that it’s special, different—and I would have to say that my relationship with Pooquie is all of those things. It’s not conventional. It’s not typical. It’s not average. It’s not ordinary. Some (like Gene) would say that it’s a miracle; after all, we’re diametrically opposed opposites—he, the homie from Harlem; me, the buppie from Brooklyn. Yet that may be why we’re so jood together: despite (or in spite of) the differences, we’ve grown to appreciate the other for who he is and not what we wish he would be (as the card he sent that I found in my mailbox just before I went to meet Gene and B.D. sang: “I Love You Just the Way You Are”).

But, as the discussion with B.D. (and the ad-libs from Gene) illustrated, what we have is, like any relationship, vulnerable. And the truth is that I have always recognized this—it’s just something I haven’t had to focus on. After all, the world we’ve created together is so … cozy. It’s far from perfect and we each have our own baggage to carry (and sort through), but we’ve found a groove that gives us the room to be ourselves, and with the addition of Junior, Pooquie’s six-year-old son, it’s made us a family. After roughly a year and a half, we’ve settled down. And it just doesn’t feel jood to be with him; it feels … safe.

But given Pooquie’s new public profile, that safety is slowly being … I guess the word is threatened. He doesn’t “belong” to me anymore; his world has gotten and continues to get much bigger with every new modeling and acting job he gets. With that new world calling on him more and more, I’m seeing less and less of him—and others are trying to step in. He’s gotten “love letters” from fans, not to mention a few pro-sports figures and hip-hop artists. While he has shared all of this with me (not to mention the edible underwear one rapper sent him) and finds it comical, I am fully aware that the more he is drawn into the spotlight, the more attractive this world may become—and the more likely it is that someone he meets in this new world could sweep him off his feet.

Funny thing, though, is that I never seriously considered that someone could sweep me off my feet. I’ve never met anyone like Pooquie, never loved anyone like him; no one has ever made me feel the way he makes me feel, and in the time we’ve been a couple, I’ve never considered being with someone else, never considered that there could be someone else. But that was all about to change. As B.D. warned, “Temptation knows everybody’s name”—and I was about to find that out in a very big way …
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THAT’S WHAT (GIRL) FRIENDS ARE FOR

Gene lives many, many, many miles from the Bronx Zoo, but his apartment could still be its souvenir shop.

The sign pasted below the bell on his door announces: IT’S MY HOUSE … AND I LIVE HERE. But the moment you step inside, there is evidence everywhere that he doesn’t occupy the three-bedroom co-op alone. A bearskin rug welcomes you. Walk a few feet up the hallway and there’s a shark fin dangling from the ceiling. Venture a few more feet, and at the end of the hall, you’ll be greeted by Eloise, his wild boar head that is mounted on a closet door. Turn left, walk two yards, make a sharp right, go down three steps and you’ll be in the sunken living room, where a panther lies in the center of the floor, its mouth wide open. Dancer and Prancer are on opposite walls, facing each other. Over the fireplace are four peacock tails encased in a gold frame, and four elephant tusks have been grafted onto the red brick, forming a horseshoe. On the coffee table is a six-foot-long coiled cobra and on either side of that lie two turtle shells that can be used as ashtrays. And, in his bedroom, directly over his king-size bed, is a lion’s head, which is flanked by baboon masks.

The only things missing? Bugs, Daffy, Porky, Sylvester, and Tweety.

“Are you gonna be okay out here?” he asked.

“What do you mean?”

“What I just said … it’s been some time since you’ve seen the children. You might wake up in the middle of the night and think you’re having a nightmare.”

“No, I’ll be fine.”

“Okay. Chile, I am going to bed. I am exhausted. I’ll see ya in the mornin.’”

“Okay. Jood night.”

“Jood night?” He shook his head. “Lawd.” He disappeared into his bedroom.

There were two pillows and a blanket on the mahogany leather sofa. I pulled off my boots, socks, jeans, and sweater, then headed to the bathroom to splash my face with some water before crashing.

I opened the pantry to get a washcloth, forgetting this would be the last place I’d find one. Like Imelda, Gene loves shoes—really loves them. His pantry doesn’t have a single hand or bath towel in it, just eight rows of every designer name you can think of. There’s over a hundred pairs in every color of the rainbow except orange, yellow, and pink (“The entire world can tell by looking at me I’m a fag; I don’t need to broadcast it on my feet”). Sometimes, when searching for a particular pair, he discovers he has two of the same. He may not have worn them in a while and, seeing them again in a store, forgets he already has them. I’ve been shopping on three occasions with him when this has happened.

I closed up his shoe factory and found a washcloth where I should’ve looked: on the top shelf in one of his hall closets. I quickly scrubbed up.

Tossing and turning for an hour, I couldn’t sleep. So I crept to the kitchen and dialed up Pooquie. I’d memorized the hotel’s toll-free number.

“Good evening, the Beverly Hilton, how may I help you?”

“Yes, Room 1215, please.”

“Hold on, please.”

She connected me. Pooquie picked up on the first ring.

“Hello?”

“Hi, Pooquie.”

“Hay, Baby. I’m so glad it’s you. You musta known I wanted ta hear yo’ voice.”

“Oh? Then why didn’t you call?”

“ ’Cuz, I wasn’t gonna have Gene cussin’ me out, callin’ his spot at three A.M.”

I chuckled. “He wouldn’t mind. After all, you’re the reason why Gene and I are speaking again.”

“Yeah well …”

“You sound exhausted. You had a long day?”

“A long, hard day, Baby. I just got back in like fifteen minutes ago.”

“Wow. They’re not kidding when they say eighteen-hour days, huh?”

“Nope. And we didn’t even shoot today. At least I didn’t. They just went over my lines wit’ me, and had me practice some of my moves on tha court.”

“Like you need practice when it comes to that?”

“I know, right? But, as that director said: ‘We know you got the right moves; we just want to make sure the moves you got are right for us.’”

“And were they?”

“You know it, Baby. He’s havin’ their writers add two scenes so I can show ’em some mo’ of what I got.”

“Ah. Impressin’ him already and he hasn’t even filmed you yet. I’m so proud of you.”

That’s right, Pooquie … blush.

“But does that mean you won’t be home in two weeks and two days?”

“Nah. They said it’ll probably be like a extra minute of screen time, so hopefully it won’t take longer than that ta film.”

“Ah. Jood.”

“So what y’all do tonite?”

“We had dinner with B.D.”

“And how was that?”

“Jood. And we stopped off in Harry’s. Gene met one of his old running buddies there who was in town for the weekend.”

“You … have a jood time?” By the sound of his voice, he was hoping I didn’t.

“Not really. It was just the same old faces wearing the same old drag and standing in their same old places. Even the same music was playing.”

“Not Sylvester!”

“Yes, Sylvester. It was like I was just there last night, not two years ago. Ha, I was in my same old spot.”

“By tha jukebox?”

“Yup.”

“Anybody try ta talk ta you?”

“Mmm-hmm, that same old, tired Thompson Williams.”

“Thom Thom?”

“I guess that’s his nickname. You were chatting with him the night we met.”

He was quiet for a few seconds; I guess he was going back in time. “You remember that?”

“I remember everything about the night we met.”

I could feel that smile.

“I guess that’s why I didn’t enjoy myself. It wasn’t the same without you. But it was nice being there and kind of reliving that first time.”

“What Thom Thom hafta say?”

“The same old tired lines: When are we going to get together, I need to give him a chance, I know I want him—”

“And you gonna say yeah one day and he’ll be waiting when ya do, right?”

We cracked up.

“That mutha-fucka is just so late. He ran that same shit down on me ev’ry time I fell up in there.”

“Just imagine how he would feel if he knew we were together!”

“Yeah.”

Silence.

“Little Bit?”

“Yes?”

“I miss you.”

“I miss you, too, Pooquie. I can’t believe you’re three thousand miles away. You sound so close.”

“I’m always close ta you, Baby. No matter how far I am.”

“I know.”

“Well, it’s goin’ on one here and I gotta be up and out by six.”

“Oh. Then you better get some z’s. Have a jood night.”

“You, too, Baby.”

“Dream about me.”

“You all I dream about.”

“I better be.”

“What you say?”

“You heard.”

“Uh-huh, talk that ying-yang all you wanna now. You ain’t gonna be trippin’ wit’ that lip when I get back.”

“We’ll see.”

“No, you’ll feel, when I spank dat azz.”

“If talkin’ ying-yang will get me a spankin’, you gonna have to keep a scorecard!”

We giggled.

“I love you, Little Bit.”

“I love you, too, Pooquie. Talk with you tomorrow?”

“You know it. Bye.” Smack.

Smack. “Bye.”

My throat was kind of dry, so I went for the handle on the refrigerator, but I knew better than to look inside. I don’t understand why Gene has one—it’s always bare, as are the cupboards. He always eats out or orders up; the tool drawer is filled with menus and flyers from dozens of neighborhood eateries and diners (his cookware consists of a single cast-iron skillet, which he once used as a weapon when a piece got beside himself). And the one food item he always has in stock—whipped cream—isn’t kept in the kitchen. Like Blanche Devereaux, it can be found in his bedroom.

But, to my complete shock, there were liters of Coke and Canada Dry ginger ale, a quart of Tropicana orange juice, two sixteen-ounce bottles of Snapple raspberry iced tea, and a dozen Entenmann’s mixed doughnuts (plain, white powdered, and chocolate) in a cardboard box on the top shelf. Attached to the box was a big red bow and a note:

I knew you’d look in here, so I thought I’d make it worth
your while … for once. Welcome back.

I grinned.

I WAS SHAKEN OUT OF SLEEP BY A FAMILIAR SOUND: Patti Labelle, crowing in a very accusatory tone, “If you want somebody to be your slave …”

Gene starts off every day with his anthem: “Get You Somebody New.” While it’s a killer track (when Patti, Nona, and Sarah screamed “I can’t stand it!” for close to three minutes without so much as a breath between them, you just know that studio’s foundation shook), it is a bit intense for the A.M. hour. But a man with such quirky (some would consider weird) hygiene rituals would have such an off-the-wall morning theme: He opts for baking soda instead of toothpaste (“It don’t matter if it comes flavored or in a gel, the shit is still nasty”); applies Neat to his face instead of shaving cream and a razor (“I don’t plan on having acne under my chin when I’m older”); blow-dries his pubic hair (“I hate being damp in that area”); and uses milk of magnesia as an astringent (“If it’s good enough to clean your insides …”), then waxes and buffs that face as if it were a hardwood floor (he borrowed this regimen from the opening of Mommie Dearest).

By the time he’s done, the song will have played six times—and I, like LaBelle, am ready to shout, “I can’t stand it!”

“Mornin’, mister,” he sang, flouncing out of the bathroom.

“Mornin’. Have we finished beautifying ourselves?”

“Yes. As Kathleen Battle chirped during her concert with La Norman: ‘I Feel Prit-tee!’”

“Well, let’s not deprive the world the pleasure of seeing it for themselves
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