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	I became a drag queen 13 years ago after a friend dared me to hop on stage and put on a show. I’m not one to back down from a challenge and so here we are. In a world where the 2SLGBTQIA+ Community is often overlooked, marginalized, and demonized, it is refreshing to find people like us included, in a loving way, within these pages. The love that I feel reverberating throughout this read is inclusive of many backgrounds and lifestyles. This memoir contains a lot of thrilling content, and I feel like it was fast paced as I read through so many intense experiences. I sincerely hope the truth contained within this memoir is shared across the world and reaches the most unreachable of us.

	 

	-Amanda Rose Andrews, Miss Apollo 2015
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	My memoir is dedicated to God first and then to the three women who raised me and carried me throughout my life.

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	To my Mother. I am sorry I put you through so much. I cannot begin to comprehend what it is like for a mother to watch her youngest child flail and stumble in the terrible way that I did. It is a miracle you did not have to attend my funeral after all the foolish mistakes I made, but to God be the glory for his mighty hand and his outstretched arm. My enemies were not able to prevail over me and the Lord delivered me safely into your hands. Thank you for your sacrifices over the years and for always being in my corner no matter how wrong I was. I have never met a woman who took to motherhood quite as well as you. It seems like a kind of gift you have. Our bond is as though the umbilical was cut at my birth, but our connection was never severed. Thank you for reading all my teachers for filth who put their hands on me when I was in elementary school. Thank you for staying up late to finish my projects for me in high school even though you had to go to work the next morning. Thank you for doing the best you could with the hand that life dealt you. I am thankful for and look forward to the time we have left together in this life.

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	Evangelist Nelson, there is no one nor will there ever be anyone who is like you in all the Earth. You are literally impossible to replace, duplicate, mimic, or even come close to. Thank you so much for your tutelage, wisdom, and instruction throughout my life. I appreciate your patience with me as I was making countless bad decisions while being on and off drugs and in and out of jail. Your prayers and divine intervention saved my life. This second chance will not be wasted. It was my privilege to serve as your assistant and altar boy when I was a teenager. It was an absolute honor to be at your side at your death, even though I never thought that day would ever come. I wish you were still here.

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	Grandmother, I wish you were still here too, but I understand the need to rest after this life. I will never forget the summer we spent together just the two of us. I miss watching All My Children and The Young & The Restless with you.  Thank you for teaching me about God, how to cook, how to read my Bible, and all about how to pray. Thank you for not judging me for my sexuality and for being open-minded. When I was 4 years old, I would put on my Mother’s heels and run around the little shack we called a home, and it was you who would be my lookout in case my parents returned. I miss your blue eyes and gray hair, but I know you will be there when I cross over.

	 

	A Special Thanks

	 

	Thank you, Theresa Hissong! It was at a gay bar in Memphis, Tennessee that you were first called “Mother Theresa” by some fabulous queens we had met, and the name could not be more fitting. Thank you for being my literary mother and friend by laying out the steps to make my memoir a reality. Thank you for sticking by my side and encouraging me throughout this whole process even though you were going through so much at the same time. Thank you for coaching me and cheering me on for the past few years until the deed was done and even unto this day. As I join the author ranks, I feel like it was you who birthed me into this moment, and I cannot wait to take some shots of tequila with you again in New Orleans!

	 


For confidentiality, safety, and security, the names of most characters have been changed. Some events and locations have also been modified.
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	May 2012 - Houston, TX

	 

	M


	y white Mustang purred calmly under my seat as I stared across the street at Fancy's Bar in Montrose. 

	It was the first time in two weeks since I’d left my apartment in the Galleria Area. I could hear the music inside, and the urge to dance pushed its way to the forefront of my mind. I imagined skipping the line and walking in like I had so many times before, and the DJ throwing on my favorite song. Except when I heard Kylie Minogue’s voice echo “get outta my way” in my head, the meaning sounded different. It was no longer my Bitch, Move anthem, but my medieval cry of “Unclean! Unclean!” 

	I felt disgusting; diseased. Fucking HIV!  

	I turned my gaze away from Fancy's, shifted my Mustang out of park, and drove.

	Montrose at night was still as beautiful as I remembered it. The lights danced across my windshield. Fuck, I wanted to dance. But I couldn’t think of anywhere to go. Every gay bar in Houston would know my face, and I couldn’t be seen… not with the city’s entire criminal underworld thinking I was a snitch.

	I felt stuck. I needed to get high again. But I didn’t want to go back to my apartment. Not yet. Who can I trust? I wondered. Spaz? No. Suggs? No. Baker? Hell no. Thiago? Martino? Yes, but they’d be working right now. Ridley?

	Of course I could trust Ridley, my right hand man. I did a quick scan for any patrol cars as I waited under the glowing red of a stoplight before pulling out my phone and dialing.

	“Token? Holy shit! What the fuck is up, man? Where the fuck have you been?”

	“Oh, you know. Just sitting at home and getting fucked up.”

	“It’s not like you to fall off the radar though.”

	“Oh, come on. It’s not like you’ve been doing shit.” I tried to shift the conversation. I didn’t want to have to reveal my diagnosis.

	“I’m always doing shit! You know me! Where are you now? What’s going on?”

	“I’m just driving around. Listen, I’m down to my last teener of Tina. You wanna split it before I stock up again?

	“Sure as shit, Token! You know where to find me.”

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	I didn’t recognize the two other tweakers in Ridley’s apartment. Their eyes were glued to a porno on the TV, so I figured they weren’t undercover cops, but I still wasn’t sure if I could trust them. What if they’re snitches! I trusted Ridley, but even he could be fooled. No, I told myself, Ridley’s one of the most careful guys I know. He wouldn’t get caught out by two streetwalkers like these idiots. Still, I uncomfortably avoided eye contact with them as I passed Ridley my pipe.

	I struggled with the thought of telling Ridley about my HIV, but not with these strangers around. It had been almost five months since I found out I was infected but it still felt like only yesterday. Thankfully, Ridley didn’t ask too many questions as he was also drawn to the porno. One meaty guy with an anchor tattoo on his neck thrusted furiously on top of a skinny guy’s ass in the bed of a red pickup truck.  

	I tore my gaze away. I wanted to watch and enjoy the last of my meth, but the scene just reminded me of my disease. My contamination. I wanted to puke.

	“Hey, Ridley, let’s go back to my place.”

	“That’s cool. Is it okay if Timmy and Z come with?”

	I bit my lip, wishing he had not asked. I wanted to trust these guys, but I didn’t trust them. I couldn’t trust anyone I didn’t know until this shit with the cops blew over. Still, I answered, “Sure. Why not.” I loved enabling people to have a good time, and even though I hadn’t seen anyone in a while, I had to uphold my reputation.

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	We drove temptingly past Fancy's Bar on the way back to my apartment. I gazed longingly at the lights through a crystal meth fog, my body craving the orgasm of the dance floor. I saw Ridley’s sight was also fixed on the bar. I reminisced about a time when I wouldn’t have hesitated to detour into the parking lot, skip the line with Ridley and our friends, and party the night away. My stomach tied up into a knot from the shame of driving away from Fancy's without even entertaining the thought with Ridley.

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	The man at the main entrance to my apartment complex didn’t turn around when I pulled into the parking lot. His bald scalp glowed, even in the night, and he was dressed as if he was going to church. That was, except for the two black leather gloves on his hands which were working aggressively at the lock on the door. It was Little D.

	I revved my Mustang’s engine, and Little D turned. His two beady eyes burned with murderous intent at me through my windshield. I did not flinch. I knew he had come to kill me, but I didn’t care. I was not afraid of my Tony Montana moment. But as I stared down the hitman, waiting for him to pull out a gun and shoot, his expression changed.

	Little D’s eyes widened in shock. The fear he so desired to instill in me before he took my life was absent, and that scared the hell out of him. Little D stepped away from the door to my apartment complex like a spider caught out when the lights switch on, suddenly eager to retreat to his carefully hidden web. 

	He could not scare me, and therefore he could not kill me. And so, he ran.

	“Who the fuck was that?” Ridley asked when Little D was out of sight. 

	“Just an old, jealous church friend,” I said.

	“Oh. Are we going in?”

	I still had the engine running. What if Little D comes back? He could just be going to get backup. Just moments ago I had been ready to die, but now that I had escaped I suddenly didn’t want to die just yet. 

	“Yo, Token. Are we going in? What’s up?”

	“I’m horny as fuck, yo!” one of the tweakers in the back complained. 

	“Why don’t I drop you guys off at Fancy's?” I offered. It was an excuse to get away from my apartment. I shifted into reverse and backed out of the parking spot.

	“What do you mean, ‘drop us off’?” Ridley butted in. “I thought we were hanging?”

	“Nah,” I said as casually as I could. “I’ll drop you guys off. Then I’m gonna go cruising.”

	Ridley eased back into his seat. “Dirty motherfucker,” he muttered whimsically. “A’ight. Works for me.”

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	I loved cruising Montrose at night. My trans girls were all glammed up and the hottest trade boys in Houston were always out to play. But tonight my ass was not available. Fucking HIV!

	I tried to just drive and not think about my infection. In a few hours, Martino will get off work, and then I can crash the night at his place, I figured. There was no way in hell I was going back to my apartment.

	The buzz of my cell phone stole me mercifully from my thoughts. 

	“Do you know how many calls I’ve gotten in the past fifteen fucking minutes telling me your white fucking Mustang is cruising around all of fucking Montrose? What the fuck did I say about laying low?” Casey’s domineering tone crackled violently through my phone.

	“I don’t give a fuck’!” I screamed back. “Also, I’m running dry. Can I come by for a pickup?”

	“No! Listen, Token. I don’t care if you’ve given up on life. Really, I don’t. But I do care if one of my main business partners gets shot up in the middle of Houston! I’m having a hard enough time as it is keeping people on my books after your last run-in with the cops. So, do me a favor, will you? Lay fucking low! I’ll arrange for a drop-off at your place tomorrow. Transfer payment in advance.”

	The connection dropped as Casey hung up. If his phone was on a wire, I’m sure he would’ve slammed it. I sent the last of my money to Casey immediately, but he underestimated my apathy. If Casey wanted me to lay low, he could fucking put me down himself.

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	I intercepted Martino when he walked out of the back of F Bar, and he graciously let me crash at his place. I was his dealer, and he would do anything for a discount on my meth. But his curtains were shit, and as soon as the May sun was up, I was hissing like a cat. 

	“I’m sorry man,” I told him, “but if you’re not gonna get better blackout shades, then we gotta go back to my place. We are not spending the day in the fucking sun!”

	“What do you mean we? If you don’t wanna stay, then you can go.”

	“Fuck no, man! What if there’s a hitman waiting back at my apartment?”

	“Then I don’t wanna fucking be there when he jumps you!”

	“No, you’re not thinking this through,” I argued. “If there’s two of us, he’s more likely to think twice and bail.”

	“Token!” Martino complained. He didn’t like disappointing me. 

	“Come on. Just walk in the door with me, and then when everything checks out you can leave. I’ll even give you some free T for the road.”

	“Fuuuuck. Fine!”

	I drove as fast as I could back to my apartment, eager to escape to the darkness of my blacked-out abode. But when we got back to my place, my front door wouldn’t open. 

	“What the fuck?”

	“What?” Martino asked.

	“It’s like it’s been fucking deadbolted from the inside,” I said. My key turned the latch, but the door wouldn’t budge. 

	Martino whimpered. “This doesn’t feel right. Token, I think we should go.”

	“Hell no. Don’t worry, no one’s gonna pull any stupid shit in the middle of the day.”

	“I feel like something bad is going to happen here.”

	“The worst thing that is going to happen,” I explained, “is that you are going to have to go around back and climb into my apartment through the trash hatch.”

	“What the fuck?”

	“It’ll be fine!”

	“Hell no!”

	“I promise I will give you free T! Just do this for me!”

	Martino fidgeted. He really didn’t want to disappoint me, and he really wanted the drugs. “You better make this worth it,” he said.

	“I promise.”

	Around the backside of the apartment complex, I located my trash hatch and gave Martino a boost to get in. “It smells like shit!” he complained.

	“Of course it smells like shit! It’s fucking trash!”

	“Fuck!”

	With a loud CLUNK, Martino succeeded in getting in through the trash hatch. I hurried back around to the front door where Martino was waiting, scowling in the open doorway.

	“Now was that so bad?”

	“Give me my fucking dope so I can leave.”

	“Is the apartment clear?” I asked.

	“How the fuck should I know?”

	“Come on,” I said and shoved Martino back into my apartment as I entered. He whimpered again as I checked the rooms and the corners. It took twenty seconds. I hadn’t furnished the place beyond the absolute basics, and there was nowhere anyone could have realistically been hiding.

	“Can I have my meth now, please?” Martino begged.

	“Okay,” I relented. “I suppose you’ve been a good friend. Thank you.”

	I opened my kitchen drawer where I kept my drugs to find that I only had half a gram of meth left, and that was it. That was the last of my drugs. Fuck! I didn’t know when Casey’s drop-off would arrive, and the thought of slowly sobering through the wait sounded like purgatory. Still, Martino had done everything I’d asked of him.

	Accepting my momentary loss, I grabbed the small baggie and passed it to Martino. “Here, that’s the last of everything I have.” Martino looked disappointedly down at the bag, clearly expecting more, but he kept silent. “I’ll get you another teener when I have more,” I offered. Martino nodded.

	“Okay, man,” he said. “Thanks. Good luck not getting killed.”

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	It was night again, and the drone of a distant helicopter seemed to make the time pass more slowly. Casey’s drop-off was taking forever. With my nervous energy, I cleaned my bongs and pipes, and when they were all sparkling clean on my kitchen table the boredom made me want to scream. I need a fucking Sprite. 

	I started getting dressed. I was wearing just my underwear, and I’d managed to get on my jeans when there was finally a knock on my door. When I opened the door, Ridley walked in.

	“Ridley?”

	“Hey, Token! What’s up? Cool if I hang for a bit?” Ridley threw his backpack on my couch and then instantly crashed next to it.

	“Sure,” I said. I had no objection to Ridley hanging out. I was just disappointed my meth hadn’t arrived yet.

	Ridley pulled a nine inch tall orange prescription bottle out of his backpack and put it on the table.

	“What’s that?” I asked. It was full of pills.

	“Adderall,” Ridley said. “It’s like meth, but–”

	“I know what fucking Adderall is.”

	“Right. Cool. Of course. Well, help yourself if you want. I’m gonna go grab some shit from Walmart. Want me to grab you anything?”

	I want my fucking meth to arrive!  “No, I’m good, Ridley. Thank you, though.” I didn’t feel like asking him for my Sprite.

	“Okay.” Suddenly, Ridley was up and back out the door. The sound of the helicopter droned loudly as the door swung open and then shut, leaving me alone again with an extra backpack and a bottle of Adderall. 

	That’s weird. Ridley never goes anywhere without his shit… nobody ever goes fucking anywhere without their shit.

	I tried to ignore the abnormality and go back to getting dressed, throwing on the nearest T-shirt I could find. I pulled one sock on and stopped. I heard the pitter patter of feet outside my door, like a family of mice running for cover. I walked to the door and looked through the peephole. What I saw made my heart jump.

	A dozen men in black masks and bulletproof vests had lined up on either side of my door. Over their masks were face shields, and they all carried semi-automatic rifles. The one at the front suddenly raised his hands and gave the “1-2-3” signal.

	I turned to run away from the door as fast as I could. I made it as far as my kitchen when I slipped on my one sock and face planted underneath the table.

	BOOM!!!

	My front door burst into the apartment, flying across my foyer. A shit ton of men swarmed in.

	“Show yourself you dirty motherfucker!”

	I curled up in a ball underneath my kitchen table, convinced that this would be my Tony Montana moment. Any moment now… they’re gonna start shooting any moment now.

	The lead man had his gun trained on me, and two others were coming alongside him and doing the same. But then he put a fist in the air, and the guns lowered. Behind the face shield, I could see his glaring eyes pinch in confusion, and then soften to pity. I was apparently not the ruthless, cutthroat drug dealer he seemed to be expecting. Instead, I was no more than a scared child in a near fetal position, missing a sock.

	Another loud BANG reverberated from the back of my living room. Another dozen men swarmed into my apartment. By now I could read the “S.W.A.T.” signage on the backs of these men’s uniforms. The lead cop removed his face shield and mask to get a better look at me. “Fucking fairies. Get him on a fucking chair.”

	The other officers picked me up and sat me down forcibly on one of my kitchen chairs. Then they twisted my arms behind my back. I felt cold handcuffs clasp my wrists together. The lead cop took another chair and set it in front of me before straddling it and looking directly into my eyes, inches from my face.

	“Now, listen to me, you scumfuck faggot,” he said, baring his teeth as he spoke. His breath smelled like peppermint. “Where is the fucking dope?”

	I stuttered and said nothing. For once, all the dope was gone. The cops would find nothing. And I didn’t know what to tell them.

	“WHERE ARE THE FUCKING DRUGS? ANSWER ME YOU ROTTEN FUCK!” 

	His hand flashed across my face. SLAP!  The sting burned, but the handcuffs kept my hands from clasping my face. The cop grabbed my shoulder and pulled me upright again. He stared into my eyes.

	“Where’s he looking?” one of the other cops asked from another room. The cop in front of me didn’t answer, but kept his gaze fixed on my eyes, watching closely. He’s trying to see if I look to where the drugs are! I thought about the kitchen drawer right behind me that would normally be stashed with a glorious array of narcotics, but thanks to Martino that was now empty.

	Finally, the lead cop got out of my face. “Bring in the other perp!”

	I watched as two more cops dragged in Ridley and pushed him down on his knees. His hands were also handcuffed behind his back. He looked at me fearfully. He's a snitch, I suddenly realized.

	Then the lead cop hoisted up his rifle and pointed it at Ridley’s temple.

	“Talk, faggot! Where is the fucking dope! Talk! Or I’ll fuck your head up worse than your asshole’s worse nightmare!”

	I didn’t buy the scene. What the fuck kind of charade is this bullshit?

	Ridley stayed silent. He knew where I kept my drugs, but I could sense he had already told the cops where to look before he ever showed up. This was all a show to make him look like he wasn’t an informant.

	I looked to where his bottle of Adderall had been left on the kitchen table. It was gone. Likely picked up by one of the cops to be used as evidence against me later.

	After a minute of cussing out Ridley, the lead cop lowered his weapon and told the others to take Ridley away. “Alright, tear this place apart! Find those fucking drugs!”

	Cops started ripping up my couch and my mattress. Then I heard barking as two K-9 dogs were brought in on leashes. One immediately pounced on my pile of pipes and bongs, knocking one over and shattering it on the floor.

	“See, that’s what happens when you don’t control your animal!” the lead cop said angrily. “Don’t fuck up any more evidence!”

	Then I heard another CRASH! I turned to see that a cop had smashed my mirror plaque that I’d received for being a Distinguished Graduate in the Air Force. “Hey!” I yelled.

	“Shut the fuck up, bitch!” the cop snapped back. “Don’t they teach you fags manners in Montrose?”

	“Fuck you!”

	“Don’t worry, you’ll have plenty of fuck-daddies in prison, bitch!”

	What the fuck is wrong with these cops?

	In the kitchen I heard more cops rummaging through all the drawers. I turned just in time to see a cop throw my military gold coin for Outstanding Volunteer Service into a black bag. “What’s this, your tooth fairy money?” he teased. I opened my mouth to protest again, but one of the cops standing by me slapped me across the face first.

	“Don’t you fucking say another word, you piece of shit! Save that mouth of yours for the big dicks behind bars!” 

	In the kitchen, the cop continued to throw everything he found into the black bag. I watched as checks I hadn’t cashed yet were taken along with my fake IDs. What kind of robbery is this?

	“Look at this!” one cop yelled. “GODZILLAAAA! RAAAA!”

	He stuffed my Godzilla doll into another black bag.

	Finally, my tears emerged. The terror was too much.

	“Aww, the fairy’s sad!” one cop mocked.

	“Awwwww,” more cops jeered.

	My shiny golden trophy for Academic Achievement that I earned in seventh grade was the next artifact to go into the black bag. After that I stopped watching. I stared at my feet and waited for the raid to be over. 

	After what seemed like hours, the lead cop came over to me and said, “Listen close, bitch. I’m gonna read you your fucking rights.” He proceeded to read me my rights, and then motioned for the other cops to take me away.

	“Can I put on another sock and shoes?” I asked.

	“Fuck you!” one cop shouted. “I thought you liked being stripped down! I bet you like being tied up, too!”

	As I was hauled out of my apartment, I saw several nosey-ass neighbors sticking their heads out of their doors, curious what all the commotion was about. When they saw me being arrested, they nodded their heads in agreement, like I was getting what I deserved.

	Several white vans were parked outside. I looked up at the helicopter that had been droning overhead all night and saw that it was in fact a police chopper. Who the fuck do they think I am? I’m not actually Tony fucking Montana. Fuck!

	A hand landed on top of my head and pushed me into the backseat of a cop car. Before the door slammed, the cop who had been escorting me said, “Hey. Your driver, Kenny, is a good man. Don’t go letting your ass bleed all over his seat. You hear me, faggot?”

	When the door clamped shut, the world became suddenly very quiet. The engine ignited to a quiet purr, and I was driven away. After a few minutes, the police officer driving me spoke up.

	“Hey listen,” he said. His voice was gravelly, but soft. “I’ve been on plenty of raids throughout my career, and I gotta say, you don’t seem like the other kinds of drug dealers I’m used to seeing. You seem all right. Sensible. Maybe just caught up with the wrong crowd? I don’t know. But listen, when all of this is over, give yourself a second chance, all right? Get out of this city and start over. Do that and you’ll be alright. Okay?”

	I just nodded along, listening to the gentle hum of the car’s engine taking me away.
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	“T


	ell me about your dreams, child,” said Evangelist Nelson.

	“I dreamed I was with my parents, and we were standing on the top of a super tall, slender mountain in the middle of the ocean,” I said. “I stood in between my parents, and there wasn’t much room to move. There was no way down that I could see. There was no sunshine. It was dark and foggy, like we were in a storm, but I could still see the ocean. The water was black, and the ocean was throwing a fit, but everything in the dream was completely quiet. We looked terrified.”

	Evangelist Nelson nodded. “Then what happened?” she asked.

	I hesitated, but I could see in her eyes a promise to believe me, and so I continued. “A wave of black water, taller than the mountain, is headed for us, and we couldn’t do anything about it. I just remember the look of horror on all our faces as we braced ourselves for it to hit. That’s where the dream ended.”

	Afternoon sunlight blazed in through the open windows of Evangelist Nelson’s kitchen, reflecting off the shiny black and white checkered tiles of the floor. I took a big gulp of her homemade lemonade, chilling in a glass sweating with condensation.

	“You have challenging times ahead of you,” she told me. “God has a calling for your life, and you will need all of your faith to make it through the difficult times ahead.” 

	I nearly dropped the glass of lemonade. The thought terrified me more than the dream. 

	What did God want with me?



	

	[image: Chapter 1: Gemstones]

	1987 - Baton Rouge, LA

	 

	I


	 grew up in a neighborhood in Baton Rouge called Eden Park, and I learned at an early age: little kids don’t play in The Park.

	I was four years old, and my brother was teaching me how to pass a basketball in our front yard when a black car pulled up. I didn’t think much of the polished hood and chrome grill of the vehicle, but even at the age of four I could tell the difference between a rich man’s clothes and a poor man’s clothes. The black boots that swung out of the passenger side door did not look cheap. The man who stood up was freakishly tall, and dressed all in black. I wondered where he got pants, a shirt, and a jacket cut to his gargantuan size. And why does he only dress in black? The only thing that wasn’t black was his water bottle, which he dropped as he exited the vehicle. The bottle clanged to the ground and water gushed out.

	Oh no, his water was spilling! I darted toward the man.

	As I approached the front yard fence, my brother lunged for me. “DE’VANNON, STOP!”

	I ran and skidded to a stop by the puddle of water, then I picked up the water bottle. Victory!

	Before I could look up, the tall man’s shadow moved. A large hand reached down, but not for the water bottle. Gravely fingers grasped beneath the collar of my shirt, and I felt the fabric tighten around my torso.

	My brother screamed.

	Something was very wrong. I panicked. I twisted my body to loosen the man’s grip and flung his water bottle at him. I heard a heart wrenching rip as my shirt tore out of the man’s grasp. I moved my feet to scamper away, but they slipped on the wet pavement. Now both the man and my brother were screaming.

	I felt the man’s gravely fingers start to wrap around my arm, and I swung and clawed at them with my free hand. Now I was screaming.

	“What’s going on out here?” cried the concerned voice of one of our neighbors.

	The man’s grip loosened from my arm, and I fell on my hands and knees. Tears flooded my vision and I curled up into a ball on the concrete. I heard the roar of an engine and the screech of tires burning rubber as the black car sped off down the street.

	The next hand on my back was gentle. It was our neighbor. “Hey, sweetie, come on. Let’s get you inside.”

	My brother and I were escorted back to our front door where my Mother was standing. My shirt was ripped up, and I tried to fix it in a hurry. Mother noticed right away.

	“Some creepy-ass man just tried to nab your child,” the neighbor told my Mother. 

	Dad appeared in the doorway out of nowhere. He scowled down at me and my brother. “Thank you, Jackie. Get inside, kids.” We obeyed.

	As soon as we were in the house the door slammed behind us.

	“WHAT HAPPENED?” dad shouted.

	Tears streamed down my face. Through shaky breaths I tried to explain as fast as I could. I tried to tell him that it wasn’t my fault, because I knew what would happen if dad thought it was my fault.

	“The man… dropped his water bottle… and… it was spilling out… all over his shoes… so I–”

	“So you what?”

	“Dad, I–”

	My voice was cut off by the cold sound of leather flapping through belt loops.

	I raised my hands just in time to stop the first blow from coming down on my face. My arm was still sore from where the man had grabbed me, and the sting of the belt whipping against bruised flesh erupted a new layer of pain. I screamed and cried but my dad didn’t stop. Blows came down on my arms until I couldn’t hold them up any longer. I curled into a ball on the floor and tried to protect my face with my knees.

	Dad was panting. “Don’t you ever play near the front yard fence again!”

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	“I had a strange dream, grandma,” I said.

	I loved spending time with grandma. Grandma was safe. She lived in the duplex adjacent to ours, and when my older siblings were in school I got to spend the days with her. Sometimes I even got to cuddle up next to her in bed while she read her Bible. 

	“What kind of a dream?” she asked. She stopped reading her Bible to look at me.

	I looked into her eyes and could see there wasn’t a hint of malice there. I felt safe. We were sitting in the living room, and autumn sunlight filtered through the heavy lace curtains, throwing diamond-shaped shadows across my grandmother’s weathered face. She had the last visible traits of my family’s Native American heritage. I hoped to learn more about our heritage from her one day. All I knew was that the Indigenous side of our family was on the receiving end of some unfair treatment but no details. Her most prominent traits were in her high cheekbones and dark blue eyes. I was captivated by her eyes. They weren’t bright electric blue. They were deep blue, the color of the ocean at midnight under a full moon. I loved looking into those eyes. 

	“There’s a cross,” I told her, something I’d never told another human. “It’s solid gold and speckled with jewels of all colors.” 

	My grandmother nodded, urging me to continue.

	“What else?” she asked. “Does anything else happen in the dream?”

	“The cross was floating in the air vertically and spinning in circles,” I said, “and it spun toward me until it was standing up right in front of me. I felt like it was pleading with me.”

	We sat in silence for a moment and then she explained the dream might be the voice of God speaking to me and it was my job to listen. I was blown away. 

	What did God want with me?

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	Any time spent with my dad was tense. One night dad decided to do a last minute run to the grocery story just before closing time. We were the last ones in the store which felt awkward in a sense. As we walked through the grocery store aisles I scanned the breakfast cereal shelves while he picked out the usual items: milk, coffee, cigarettes… I spotted the Fruity Pebbles, but my dad was moving on with the cart. I checked my pocket to see if I had enough allowance money to buy the Fruity Pebbles, but I only had a single dollar bill.  

	If I were with my Mother, I would have asked for the Fruity Pebbles and she would have gotten them for me. I always loved Fruity Pebbles. I was afraid to ask my dad, though, so I bit my tongue and hurried after him.

	We remained silent all the way through the store, through checkout, and to the car. I waited patiently as dad loaded the groceries into the back of the truck. We got into the truck, closed the doors, and rolled the windows down for a breezy ride home. Before either of us knew anything there was a skinny white man who appeared to be homeless standing at my dad’s window. His long, stringy hair was dirty and matted and so were his clothes. But his eyes shone a bright, electric blue that reminded me of lightning flashing in the middle of a thunderstorm. The color was both intense and intimidating. “You got a dollar?” he asked me. He spoke to me directly as though my dad wasn’t even sitting there and as though he already knew exactly how much money I had. 

	I looked over at my little Velcro camouflage wallet sitting on the dashboard which had exactly one dollar in it. Everything in me wanted to be generous to this stranger but I was worried that dad wouldn’t approve of me giving my dollar away. I didn’t want a beating. I looked at dad as fear and apprehension got the best of me but when I looked up the man with electric blue eyes was gone. I jerked my head around in all directions trying to see where he could’ve gone. The parking lot was empty except for us and there was no obvious place where the man could have walked off to so quickly.

	“Dad, where’d the man go?”

	“What the hell?” he muttered. We drove the length of the parking lot trying to find out where the man had disappeared to, but the more we searched the more it seemed like the man had simply vanished.

	That night as I lay atop my bunk bed in my parents’ tiny bedroom I was lost in thought.

	Did I meet an Angel?

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	I loved eccentric clothing, even as a child. When I’d go shopping with my parents I always seemed to prefer the most extravagant, and therefore most expensive, items. I wanted the most colorful fabrics with the softest touch and elaborate stitching. Plain shorts and T-shirts couldn’t satisfy me, but I learned not to press the issue with my parents.

	My parents couldn’t afford much clothing. My brother and I each had five shirts and five pairs of pants. There’s only so many ways you can mix and match five sets of clothing throughout the school year. When I finally did get a new shirt, other kids at school would come up to me and say something like, “Well it’s about damn time!” 

	The first time I ever saw Sidewinder jeans I knew I had to have a pair. My Mother and I were walking by Gadzooks—a store in competition with Hot Topic—and the mannequin in the window caught my eye. My jaw hung open and I stopped in my tracks as I admired the diamond patterned stitching on the jeans, and the way they opened up at the bottom to nearly cover the shoes. I had never wanted anything in my life so badly.

	Mother was in a hurry but I begged her to take me to find those jeans. She relented, and a few moments later we were being whisked down the aisles of the store by a chatty salesperson who’s tattoos and piercings dazzled me as she walked. Suddenly, there they were. An entire display in the back of the store was devoted to the jeans. There was a sign announcing that the Sidewinders cost $60. I knew that was more than my parents would be willing to be spend on a single item of clothing. 

	“Come on,” Mother grabbed my hand, “let’s go.” I nodded and followed her out of the store, but I vowed to return one day to purchase those jeans.

	The next day I stopped eating lunch. Mother gave me a dollar and a quarter every day for lunch money but I wanted those jeans more than I wanted to eat, so I skipped lunch and saved the money. I calculated that it would take just under three months to save up enough money to buy a pair of Sidewinders. In the meantime, I started eating a huge breakfast every morning and a hefty snack as soon as I got home from school. If Mother wondered why I was so hungry all of a sudden she never let on.

	A couple months later, I approached Mother while dad wasn't home and presented her with a Ziploc bag full of dollars and quarters. I had exactly $60 saved up. After starving myself every day and saving my lunch money I finally had enough to buy my coveted Sidewinder jeans.

	I wasn’t sure how my Mother would react when I showed her my secret savings but she actually smiled. She was impressed that I had worked so hard to save the money, not mad that I’d been deceiving her. In fact, she even offered to cover the taxes on the jeans which was something I had not factored in.  

	We hopped in her car and headed to the mall and I was riding high the whole way there. The moment I’d been working toward for months had finally arrived and I was about to get the jeans I so desperately desired. I don’t know what I thought those jeans would do for me. I wasn’t naive enough to think they would suddenly make me cool or attractive. I just wanted to know what it felt like to own them. I thought they would make me feel different about myself.

	At the mall I led the way to Gadzooks, tugging at my Mother’s arm up the escalator and through the aisles to the back table. Except, the Sidewinder exhibit was gone and the table was full of swimsuits.

	“We sold out of those jeans,” said the salesperson, noticing us looking around the table. “Won’t have any in for a few weeks.”

	I was heartbroken. On the car ride home I fought back tears. Mother encouraged me not to cry and said we could try again soon.

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	The pastor’s wife, Evangelist Nelson, was a central figure in the community, and she fascinated me. When she spoke at church, I could sense a powerful love behind each of her words. She wasn’t just speaking words to teach us about God, but she was doing everything she could to show us how the love of God is real and always present in our lives. Most importantly, Evangelist Nelson never judged anyone.

	Grandma spoke with Evangelist Nelson about the dreams I’d been having. One Sunday at church Evangelist Nelson asked me, “How would you like to start coming by my place and telling me about your dreams? I can talk to you about what they mean.” I nodded and smiled. She had the kind of presence I always liked to be around. 

	While I was at Evangelist Nelson’s house one day, she asked me if wanted to be her altar boy. She had never had an altar boy before, so I would be her very first one. I didn’t hesitate to accept her offer. I didn’t know why but it just felt like the right choice to make. 

	Being an altar boy meant sitting next to Evangelist Nelson on the pulpit during each service. I also marched in front of Evangelist Nelson as I Ied her up to the pulpit each Sunday. The congregation would stand as we entered the church from the back and not sit down until Evangelist Nelson had taken her seat. Once the service was over, the congregation would stand again as I led Evangelist Nelson from the pulpit to the back of the church where she would shake hands as the congregants exited the sanctuary. 

	Over the next few months, Evangelist Nelson became more than just an interpreter of my dreams. She started counseling me and helping me deal with hard situations in my life. I learned that I could call on her any time and she would never judge me. If I got in a fight at school, I called her and she prayed for my peace and healing. If I got called nasty names, I called her and she affirmed me with loving words. If I was feeling lonely and needed someone to talk to, I could call Evangelist Nelson and she would be my friend on the other end of the line.

	Evangelist Nelson was a light in my life. When I spoke with her, I knew my physical, emotional, mental, and spiritual needs were all being cared for.

	After the disappointment with the Sidewinders, I visited Evangelist Nelson. I asked her to tell me my future. She seemed so wise and gifted. I knew she would be able to tell me something about what lay in store for me. I wanted to know what I was going to be when I grew up. 

	She nodded thoughtfully from across the wide oak desk in her home office. Behind her, shelves of books covered the walls from floor to ceiling. The study smelled of old paper. I drummed my fingers on the arms of the black leather chair and waited.

	After thirty long seconds of silence, she spoke.

	“You will go into business for yourself one day,” she said. For some reason, I believed her. It felt right. Yes, I thought. I will have a business of my own one day!

	I didn’t tell Evangelist Nelson about my obsession with the Sidewinder jeans. I told her about school, and my family drama but I kept quiet about the Sidewinders. I was embarrassed to mention them to someone as holy and wise as Evangelist Nelson though she probably wouldn’t have minded.

	Three weeks later Mother and I returned to the mall and shuffled through the store to that table in the back. It was filled with Sidewinders. I tried on at least ten sizing options and picked the perfect one. I tried to account for how much I would grow during the coming months. 

	The salesperson offered to wrap them up for us but I shook my head. I wanted to start wearing them immediately.

	Walking out of the store in my new jeans I did feel different, as I’d hoped I would. I felt more confident. I felt better about myself. The jeans changed my self-perception and I loved how much they rocked with my Skechers!

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	The first time I saw gemstones I went into a trance. Everything else in the world ceased to exist except for the precious, shiny stones on the table in the Discovery Channel Store. Before I knew it I was over there at the table examining each rock. Some were tumbled and smooth. Others were rough and natural. 

	“That one is an amethyst,” a man informed me. I nodded. I fell in love with the deep purple stone. I picked up the one next to it, a faded brown stone that sparkled at the right angle. I was stunned by how pretty they looked. “That’s topaz,” the man said. “The stone of love and good fortune.” Then the woman with him began explaining the mystical properties of gemstones, and I was captivated. I couldn’t help but think of the colorful jewels that covered the cross from my dream several years ago.

	The man and woman said I could take a stone for free. I took the amethyst, showed it to Mother and slipped it into my pocket. Then Mother offered to buy one for me. I got the topaz, too. For the rest of the day I carried the stones around, turning them over between my fingers. When we got home I put them in a special hidden place: under my bunk bed. 

	In the weeks after buying me the topaz, I noticed my parents spending more money than usual. When Mother announced she was going to the mall for the second time in one week, I asked if I could tag along and she approved.

	In the Discovery Channel Store there was a speaker system playing a rainforest track. Shelves of stuffed animals, toy dinosaurs, binoculars, globes, and books lined the store, but I quickly navigated to the Geology section. Onyx, opal, garnet, peridot, amber, ruby, sapphire… my eyes were alight with joy. Then I saw it: aquamarine. Blue and white crystallized into an electric blue fog that pulled for my fingers like a magnet. I turned around to show my Mother, and saw that she was holding a Godzilla doll.

	“You still like Godzilla, De’Vannon?” 

	I nodded.

	I returned home with two trophies to add to my collections that day. The aquamarine gemstone went in the secret spot under my bunk bed and the Godzilla doll went in the toy box in the corner of the living room. 

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	I was thirteen years old the first time I saw my dad cry.

	I came home from school and dad was sitting on the front step with his face in his hands. He was just sitting there staring at nothing and letting his tears fall down his face without even trying to catch them. He didn’t look at me as I approached. I was afraid to say anything, so I scurried past him inside. My brother was in the living room.

	“Psst. Don’t go into the bedroom,” he whispered to me.

	“Why not?” I asked. “What’s going on?”

	“Mom found lipstick on dad’s underwear,” my brother said in a hushed voice. I wasn’t sure how this was supposed to make sense, but I pretended to understand. I unloaded my schoolwork onto the couch and buried myself in my studies.

	About an hour later I was distracted by bright red and white lights flashing through our windows. An ambulance had pulled up in front of our house. Two men wearing paramedic uniforms escorted my dad into the back of the vehicle and drove away.

	The house held an eerie quiet that night and no one told me what was going on.

	The next day Mother took me and my brother to go visit dad. We parked outside a building with a sign: “Baton Rouge General Hospital.” Mother made my brother and I wait in the lobby while she went to talk to dad. When she returned, she was in tears and I saw dad running after her but the medical workers pulled him back inside.

	“Mother what’s going on?” I asked.

	“How could he do this to me?” she sniffled as tears ran down her face, “let’s go. We’re going home.”

	The lack of information was aggravating. When we got home, Mother went straight to the bedroom and slammed the door shut. My face flushed red with anger. I wanted answers, so I turned to my brother.

	“What’s going on!” I screamed. “Why won’t anyone tell me what’s happening?”

	“Dad cheated on Mom,” he said bluntly. I tried to wrap my head around what my brother was saying, but I couldn’t register what he meant. 

	Dad didn’t come home that night either. The house felt like a graveyard, cold and devoid of all life. I couldn’t sleep. I tried to imagine my dad with another woman, but it was impossible. I had only ever seen him with Mother. How could he be with somebody else? When would he have had the time to be with anybody else? It didn’t make sense.

	I went to join my grandma at her side of the duplex the next day, but grandma wasn’t talking about the affair. She let me watch TV and cooked me food, but otherwise avoided the discussion. It was late in the evening when grandma told us dad had returned from the hospital and I had to go home. 

	Back at the house, Mother invited my brother and I into the bedroom. We stood in the doorway and looked at our parents sitting oddly, side-by-side on the edge of the bed.

	“Your dad and I have come to the conclusion that we cannot stay together” my Mother stated. 

	When Mother looked up she asked, “Who do you want to go with?”

	I felt my heart rip in two. Can parents break up? Is that possible? What is happening?

	Tears were in my eyes. My heart had stopped working, and so had my brain. 

	All I could think to do was answer the question. I felt saliva stick to my lips as I said, “Mother,” and I started crying.

	Mother didn’t look at me, but kept her gaze fixed on my brother. Out of the corner of my eye I saw him shake his head. “I’m staying with dad,” he said.

	I jumped back as Mother stood up from the bed and bolted past us out of the room. I heard the front door slam shut. When I turned back, dad was looking at me. My heart sank.

	“Leave,” he said. I obeyed. 

	I sat on the couch, numb. I could tell my dad was talking with my brother, but I couldn’t make out what he was saying. What was I supposed to do?

	Dad didn’t talk to me that night. Dad never talked to me about the affair at all. 

	My parents never did get the divorced they promised. 

	One random ass day soon after all this had happened, Mother and dad gathered my brother and I into the truck and told us we were going for a ride. No explanation. The mood was ominous so I didn’t dare ask. We rode through unfamiliar neighborhoods until we ended up in front of a driveway with a middle-aged woman with black hair and a medium complexion glacially sweeping away. Our truck stopped and my Mother rolled down her window and addressed the lady. “I want you to see the family you almost destroyed!” With not another word from any of us in the vehicle and nothing but a look of guilt from the woman standing in the driveway, we screeched off. The affair was never spoken of nor mentioned again. 

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	“De’Vannon, congratulations. You’re going to be getting a little something at the awards ceremony this year. Be sure to dress up and look nice.”

	“Thank you, Miss Thomas,” I replied cordially. Internally, I was ecstatic. I knew exactly which award I’d be winning: the big, shiny-ass, golden trophy for maintaining a perfect 4.0, perfect attendance, and perfect discipline all throughout the 7th grade. I relished the thought of holding the trophy’s cold, metal handles in my hands.

	I was surprised when Mother picked me up from school instead of grandma. She had been informed of my pending award and was ready to greet me with a big smile on her face.

	“Congratulations, baby!”

	I was embarrassed, but it felt good. “Thanks, Mother.”

	On the car ride home I asked, “Would it be alright if I spent the afternoon at grandma’s?” I still felt uncomfortable around my parents and preferred spending time with my grandma if I could.

	“Sure, baby, but make sure you get all of your schoolwork done. This award is a big deal. Make sure you don’t slack off now.”

	“Yes, Mother.”

	Grandma was delighted to see me. She congratulated me with a big hug and kiss. Her arms were warm, and I was reminded that in her presence I was always safe. I took a deep breath and relaxed. And then I did my homework.

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	It was shiny as fuck!   

	The golden trophy for Academic Achievement stood high above the other awards and certificates behind the podium on the school’s stage. Morning sunlight angled through the gymnasium windows, giving the metallic sheen of my pending honor a special spotlight. Some years, if multiple students achieved 4.0 GPAs, there were multiple trophies for Academic Achievement, but this year there was only one. And it was going to me!

	Grandma was the first one I spotted. She waved with a proud grin on her face from the back of the assembly where the adults sat. My heart fluttered with excitement. She had gifted me a colorful button-down shirt and black dress pants for this occasion, and I was thankful to be wearing something new. I felt fabulous.

	Finally, the principal took to the podium. “Now for our very top award,” he spoke calmly into the microphone. “For maintaining a perfect 4.0 GPA all year long, and for demonstrating outstanding prowess in all areas of academia, this year’s Academic Achievement Award goes to…”

	“De’Vannon Hubert!”

	Applause erupted behind me. I rose to collect my trophy.

	One kid stuck out his foot to try to trip me, but my adrenaline was on high alert. I danced over his foot and made a face at him. Then I jumped up the stairs to the stage and received my award. I was surprised by how lightweight it was. I lifted it up high like a champion boxer holding his belt over his head.

	The principal concluded the ceremony and my family leapt over chairs and bodies to reach me. Mother won the race, and nearly tackled me to the ground with her hug. It was all I could manage to do to hold onto my trophy while I accepted congratulations from the rest of my family.

	Then I noticed there was another man lingering right next to my dad. A white man in a tailored, navy blue suit. He had a burgundy tie and neatly combed brown hair. He held himself proudly and looked admiringly down at me. My dad motioned to introduce the man.

	“De’Vannon, this is Mr. Alden Lee Ponce. He is the vice-principal at a magnet school here in Baton Rouge. He wants you to attend their school next year.”

	“Pleased to meet you, De’Vannon,” Mr. Ponce said and stretched out his hand for a handshake. I cradled my trophy in my left arm so I could accept the gesture. “That’s quite an achievement, there. I know your family’s very proud of you.”

	“Thank you,” I replied to Mr. Ponce.

	My Mother interjected. “Of course, our son would be honored to attend your school, Mr. Ponce!”

	My dad shot a quick, scolding glance at Mother, but she didn’t notice.

	“The honor is all mine, Mrs. Hubert,” Mr. Ponce said. I noticed he spoke very formally. “De’Vannon, congratulations once again. I look forward to seeing what you can do at our school.” And with that, he walked away.

	As soon as he was out of earshot, my brother jabbed me in the arm. “Good job, bro! Hey, for every A you get at that man’s school, I’ll buy you a brand new CD.”

	More shiny trophies! I thought.

	“Deal!”

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	In traffic, the drive to McKinley Middle Magnet school was ten times longer than the drive to my previous school. I remained quiet the whole ride. I could tell Mother was fatigued by the drive well before we arrived. The parking lot at this school was also ten times larger, and there were some cars parked that I had only seen in movies before. I was beginning to feel inspired.

	“I’ll see you later. Have a good day, baby.” I could hear the nervousness in my Mother’s voice. I jumped out of the car and found signs for the school office, where I got my class schedule and my picture taken for my school ID.

	There was a class on my schedule called “Health & Wellness” which it turned out was just a disguise for the more accurate title: “The Safe Way to Fuck.” It was Sex Ed, and my 8th grade brain was fascinated.

	I had seen warnings of sexually transmitted diseases on TV commercials before, but none of those neared the horrific images we were shown in that class. As soon as we had found our seats the lights switched off and a projector was turned on. A female voice narrated the sequence of swollen dicks, boiled vaginas, and bloody urine. I felt like puking.

	At the end of the video, the narrator explained to us the difference between HIV (human immunodeficiency virus) and AIDS (acquired immunodeficiency syndrome). Next, the deterioration of a man’s health was chronicled after he was diagnosed with HIV. I watched helplessly as this man developed the bruises symptomatic with AIDS, lost weight, and shriveled into the corpse he was apparently destined to be. HIV seemed to be the worst STD of them all, synonymous with a “tortured to death” sentence.

	As we abandoned the classroom a little paler from fright than before, I made my way to the school office again. It was lunch and I needed to pick up my ID card. Suddenly, another boy was at my side.

	“Hey, what do you think of this guy?” he asked, showing me a cutout from a men’s magazine of a ripped man wearing nothing but underwear.

	The spray tan was obvious to me, but I replied, “I prefer him to the HIV guy in that film.”

	“Ha! Right?”

	I looked up at this kid. He was slightly taller than me, and his skin was so golden it was practically yellow. And underneath his dirty blonde hair, he had foggy green eyes.

	“What’s your name?” he asked.

	“De’Vannon,” I replied.

	“Right on, De’Vannon. I’m Dillon. Wanna grab lunch together?”

	He was so kind… and handsome. How could I say no?

	“Yes, I would love to,” I responded with a smile. I just need to stop by the office first to pick up my ID card.

	“Oh yes! I was wondering if you were new here. Mind if I tag along?”

	“Not at all.”

	I loved the feel of the ID’s thick plastic and the glossy sheen over my picture was nice. My smile was unacceptable, though. Dillon begged to see the picture when I walked outside, but I refused to show it to him.

	Dillon led the way to a table in the courtyard where a beautiful, foreign looking girl and a white boy were sitting. I loved the racial diversity at this school! “Guys, this is De’Vannon. He’s new here. De’Vannon, this is my brother, Ben, and our friend, Sasha.” I smiled the smile I wish I’d given before having my picture taken. “Sasha is from Hawaii,” Dillon fake-whispered in my ear.

	Sasha rolled her eyes, apparently tired of a background joke I wasn’t understanding.

	“What music do you listen to?” Dillon asked me.

	I tried to think of the most mainstream artist I could. “I like Prince.”

	“Yo!” Sasha nearly jumped out of her seat. “That Gold Experience album is the fucking shit! That song “Pussy Control” is fucking awesome!” She was snapping on every syllable, and before I knew it we were both singing.

	Ben and Dillon blushed, but we kept going.

	We were instant friends. This school year is gonna be the fucking shit, I thought to myself. When I get my report card, The Gold Experience is gonna be the first CD I get.

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	I don’t know how Dillon knew I was gay, but within a couple of weeks it was our routine to meet in the library before classes and make out. No one ever browsed the Poetry section, so that was where we hooked up, tucked away in a windowless corner, half listening for footsteps drawing near, and half paying attention to our tongues in each other’s mouths.

	When it was time to go to class, Sasha would intercept me outside the library and we would sing “Pussy Control” all the way to Louisiana History.

	In “The Safe Way to Fuck” class, Dillon and I negotiated with some classmates so we could sit next to each other at the back of the room.

	“Alright class, today we’re going to learn how to properly put a condom on.”

	Dillon grabbed my dick. I stomped on his foot. If anyone noticed, they pretended not to.

	As the lights flicked off for the video demonstration, I whispered in Dillon’s ear. “I’m getting picked up late today. Wanna study in the library?”

	“Yes,” he whispered back.

	Our game of fondle-footsie continued into lunch.

	“Would you guys stop, please,” Ben asked.

	“Fuck you,” Dillon said. But we did stop. Our fun would have to wait. We still had pockets full of condoms from class to practice with after all.

	When the final bell rang at the end of the day, I hurried to the library. My blood was pumping, and I was already hard. The library was busier after classes, but the Poetry section was still vacant. I breathed a sigh of relief and waited.

	Minutes felt like hours. My parents didn’t explain why I was being picked up late. All I knew was I had an extra couple of hours. 

	“Hurry up,” I muttered under my breath.

	Minutes later, Dillon stepped around the corner of the aisle and rushed to my side. Before I had a chance to whine about his tardiness, he put a finger to his lips.

	“I think the librarian’s onto us,” he whispered.

	The intensity in his voice was real. “You serious?” I didn’t want to get caught any more than he did, but we were having so much fun. The fun couldn’t stop, especially now that we had the perfect opportunity to experiment a bit.

	Dillon glared at me with his piercing eyes. “She’s practically been stalking me from the moment I walked in,” he hissed. Oh, I was in love.

	“Say that one more time, except this time a little raspier,” I cooed. 

	“I’m serious,” he retorted, but the hint of a smile creased at the edge of his lips. I had cracked him.

	“No, no,” I pressed. “Try it like this, ‘I think the librarian’s onto us.’” It was a poor
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