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			DEDICATION

			To Eric T., for always believing in my talent. Connor is alive because of you. 

			And to all the CJ’s out there. Everyone needs a CJ in their life, if only for a moment.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			“What do you want to know?”

			If someone would have told me three years ago that I would be sitting in a jail cell waiting to be arraigned for attempted murder, I would have laughed. I do crazy shit, but not that crazy. However, if they would have told me who in fact I attempted to murder… I might have believed it. I mean, really, isn’t that why I went into the Marine Corps in the first place, to learn how to kill the abusive fuck that just happened to be my father? 

			~~~July 2012 ~~~

			The sun hadn’t even risen when the cops banged on our door. Jamel and I both woke with a start, sitting up and staring into the darkness. I reached out for him, and he must have known because he instantly caught my waving hand. We squeezed hands tightly, but he let me go first and started putting on clothes. 

			I told him, “It’s gonna be fine because I’m going with you.”

			Jamel shook his head as he threw his t-shirt on. “Just call my dad. He has a friend who’s a criminal lawyer in Providence. He’ll know what to do. Meet me there later.”

			We went downstairs and I watched him put on his sneakers. The police continued to bang on the door. I called out, “Hold on a fucking minute!” 

			I probably sounded angrier than I should have, but I was scared. I was scared that they were going to put Jamel, my black partner, in jail for what I did. With his gun. 

			He’s fucked, and it’s all my fault.

			Jamel kissed me passionately, holding me by the back of my neck and pulling my thin bottom lip between his two bigger ones. He rubbed my nose with his, then rested his cheek on mine. “It will be fine, Connor. We’re going to cooperate,” he said in my ear. 

			I couldn’t speak, a lump forming in my throat. All I could think about was how unfair it was that another person I loved was going to be forced to leave me. My heart was shattering moment by moment.

			He abruptly let me go and went to answer the door while I stayed near the stairs. He opened it and a man dressed in a long, brown trench coat paused mid-knock. He was straight out of a TV cop show with his white pinstriped shirt, tan pants, scuffed shoes, and clashing blue tie. He looked startled to see Jamel: a dark brown skinned, 6’2 solid body mass of a man with gray eyes. He almost took a step back; the guy had to be half Jamel’s size. But then I guess he remembered that he was the one with the badge and a gun.

			Jamel was ready to step out of the doorway when the man asked, “Is Corporal Connor McIntyre on the premises?”

			Jamel looked down at him, his brow furrowed. Curiosity got the better of me as well, so I walked over and stood behind him. “I’m Connor,” I said hesitantly.

			The man nodded. “We have a warrant for your arrest.” He motioned for the officers behind him to grab me.

			I instinctively took a step back as the two men came toward me, but then stood my ground. Jamel’s mouth opened slightly, at a loss for words. In shock, I allowed them to put my arms behind my back and put the handcuffs on me. I only had on a tank top, sweatshorts, and socks. 

			Jamel, mouth still opened, stepped to the side and allowed them to read me my rights and take me through the threshold of the door. But then he asked, “What’s the charge?”

			The man in the trench coat turned back. “Attempted murder.”

			Jamel’s mouth opened wider and so did mine. We had this all wrong. 

			We thought that my racist, homophobic father would use their fight as an opportunity to get Jamel arrested on some bullshit assault charge. We took pictures of his face the night before: the black eye, his busted lip, and the scratches on his neck from when my father tried to choke him. We were ready to face whatever charges he was going to throw at us. But attempted murder? Unless he was a mind reader, that was a reach. 

			But I guess not because I’m the one being dragged out of the house toward the police vehicle at 3am, I thought.

			Jamel, who rarely raises his voice, spoke loudly and angrily, “Attempted murder? Are you fucking serious!? If Connor wanted to kill him, he would have! It was self-defense.” 

			His voice carried over to the street, and I wondered how many of our neighbors were looking out their windows at the three squad cars, their blue and red flashing lights lighting up our quiet one-way street. We’re already an interracial, gay couple, so we were careful to avoid any unwanted attention in the last year we’d lived here. So much for being inconspicuous. That shit went right out of the window today. 

			I looked back as the officer had stepped into the house, gesturing at something inside. I knew exactly what he was pointing at: the huge blood stain left on my pewter blue loveseat near the door. The one Owen fell against when I shot him. 

			“Step aside, sir,” I heard Trench Coat instruct Jamel, and four other officers walked into the home, probably to comb for more evidence.

			The officers that held me were nice enough. They were both young-looking, older than 20 but not quite 30. They opened the car door and gently guided me inside by the back of my head. The door closed, and I looked out the window to see police swarming into my house. A light had been turned on. 

			Jamel ran out of the house with my Nike slippers in his hand. When he got close, one of the officers tried to stop him, but he yelled, “I just wanna—” I watched him take a step back, close his eyes, take a deep breath, and open them. He said very calmly, “I just want to talk to him. That’s all. Just let me talk to him, please.”

			One of the officers gently touched his partner’s arm and nodded, letting him know it was okay to step out of his way. “Five minutes,” he said. He took the shoes from Jamel first.

			Jamel knelt down so he could peer into the window. “Connor.” The glass muffled his voice. “Connor, baby, you’re gonna be okay. Okay?”

			I love when he calls me baby. I used to laugh at couples that had pet names like “baby,” “sweetie,” and “love” for their significant others. It just sounded so corny. Even couples that said I love you every day seemed corny to me. But when Jamel called me baby, it made my heart go all mushy. And I was feeling corny. 

			“I love you,” I murmured as I looked at him. My was heart full, despite the circumstances. 

			“I love you too,” he said quickly, then continued reassuring me. “I’m going to call my dad right now. The plan is still the same. You won’t stay in there. We’re going to get you out and bring you home. Okay, baby?”

			I gave him a small smile. “I love you,” I said again. 

			His tough exterior cracked, and I caught the worry on his face. He placed his palm on the glass, and I shifted so I could put my forehead against it. 

			“That’s enough,” the officer who didn’t want to allow this in the first place barked. He grabbed Jamel’s arm.

			Jamel wrenched his arm away and rose to his feet. “Get the fuck off me!” he snarled at the cop and got in his face.

			The second cop, who had momentarily been kind, remembered that he was indeed a police officer and pulled his gun out, aiming it at my partner. “Back up, now! Or you’ll be arrested too.”

			I had never seen Jamel get aggressive like that with anyone, let alone someone of authority. I knew that being gunned down by the police was his greatest fear, but the fear of losing me must have been greater. I had to make him stop. Because the last thing we needed was for both of us to end up in matching cells. 

			“Jamel! Jamel, fuck!” I yelled. “Calm the fuck down! Get back! Now! That’s a fucking order, Sergeant! Get back now!” 

			He heard me. He raised his hands high in the air and took a large step back. He kept walking backwards, keeping his eyes on the officers. When his heel hit the bottom of our concrete step, he made the “I” in sign language, brought it to the center of his chest and rubbed it in a circular motion a couple of times before lifting his hand again. The officers probably thought it was weird, but I knew what it meant. Jamel has a tattoo of my initials on the inside of his right wrist; when he put it to his heart, it was his way of telling me that he loved me, no matter who was around or where we were. 

			I yelled from inside the vehicle, “I love you too, Mel!” 

			I’m sure he didn’t hear me, but he saw my mouth move. My eyes watered and I couldn’t help the tears from streaming down my face. Jamel kept his hands up but turned around to go back into the house. Because I was handcuffed, I couldn’t wipe away my tears. I brushed my damp cheek against my shoulder, then I turned away and faced forward. I didn’t look at the house again, and he didn’t come out either. 
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			After about 20 minutes, the two officers got in the car and took me not to the local police station in West Warwick, the township that we live in, but all the way to downtown Providence. They brought me into a room, and I sat there for another 30 minutes, handcuffed to a desk. At least they were nice enough to put my slippers on. 

			Trench Coat finally came in. “Corporal Connor McIntyre? I’m Detective Robert Gram. Sorry I didn’t introduce myself earlier.” 

			I kept my face stoic and didn’t respond. He sat down at the table across from me and folded his hands. “So, it sounds like there was an altercation at your house earlier this evening. Do you want to tell me about it?”

			I eyed him in silence. 

			He continued to speak in a soothing voice, like he was a fucking therapist and not the cop that just arrested me. “Your father was pretty banged up when he came into the hospital today. He’s going to need surgery for that arm. He’s making some pretty wild accusations about you. Can you tell me what happened?” 

			I blinked. 

			He sighed deeply. “Listen, son—”

			“Don’t call me son,” I said abruptly. 

			He nodded. “I apologize, Corporal, I meant no disrespect. And thank you for your service, by the way. It must not have been easy over there, but I’m glad you found your way home. Many people don’t. And if they do, they suffer from PTSD. Anger issues. Impulsivity. Explosive behaviors. Do you know what I mean, Corporal?”

			He can’t be serious right now. I’m over this “talk.”

			He tried again to ask, “Corporal, I’m just trying to understand what hap—”

			“Has my lawyer arrived?” I asked curtly. 

			He looked surprised. “Are you requesting a lawyer?”

			“I don’t need to request a lawyer from you. Mine is already on his way. Unless he’s already here. Is he here?”

			“No, but—”

			“Then we can talk when my lawyer gets here. Thanks.” I glared at him. 

			He glared back at me, his understanding eyes not so understanding anymore. Then he looked at the two-way glass and nodded. An officer came in, the same one that let Jamel come close to the car. “Drop him in the tank,” Trench Coat said coldly. 

			The officer raised both eyebrows, but he unlocked me from the desk and lifted me up by my arm. He led me downstairs to a large cell that had at least 15 other men in it. All of the benches were full. The gate closed behind me, and I put my hands through the slot so that the cuffs could come off. I surveyed the room first, getting a couple of hard looks from a few guys. I kept my face unreadable and found a wall to stand on. I slid down to sit on the floor with my knees up. The room was cold and the floor was colder, but I’d trained under worse circumstances with more dangerous men. I waited.
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			Almost two hours later, the same officer called my name. “McIntyre!” 

			I stood up, my legs achy from being in the same position for so long, and walked over to the gate. “Hold out your wrists,” the young man demanded. I did as he asked, and he put cuffs on me, then opened the bars to let me out. 

			“You must be a bad motherfucker,” the guy closest to the bars said to me amusingly. I turned around and winked at him.

			I was led back to that same interrogation room, but this time, there were two black men inside. I was relieved to see Major Wendel Jones, Jamel’s father. He gently touched my face. “You okay, son?”

			I nodded, a small lump forming in my throat from the Major calling me “son.” At least I belonged to someone. He turned back to the table. “Jamel brought you clothes. He’s waiting out front.”

			“Hey! Get these cuffs off him, now,” the other man barked at the officer, who loitered in the doorway.

			The cop hesitated. “I’m sorry, I can’t do that. Detective’s orders—”

			“Has he shown any violent behaviors since the moment you read him his rights? Any resistance? Anything at all to indicate that he is a danger to anyone in this entire building?” The man scoffed. “No? Then get these cuffs off my client, or so help me God I will rain fire down on this rinky-dink operation you have going on here!” 

			Ah. This must be my lawyer. 

			The young officer hesitated again, but then he came over to me. I held out my wrists, and he unlocked the cuffs. “Thank you,” I said quietly. 

			He nodded and looked into my eyes a little longer than he should have. I let the corners of my mouth turn up into a smile, letting him know I knew his secret. He practically ran out the room with fear in his eyes. I couldn’t help but chuckle. Before Jamel, I would have had a pretty young thing like him face down in my bed before the night was over. But Jamel changed me for the better. Now, there was only one man I wanted in my bed.

			My lawyer stepped out, and I heard the blinds rustle from the other side of the two-way mirror. “Privacy should be a thing around here,” he said in a commanding voice. Then he came back into the room and closed the door. 

			“Thank you,” I said.

			“No problem.” He held out his hand and I shook it. “I’m Lirion Kelly, defense attorney and retired Army Specialist. Get dressed, Corporal. It’s going to be a long day.” 

			I put on the jeans and long-sleeved t-shirt that Jamel sent over, then sat to tie my sneakers. Kelly took off his suit jacket and sat down, pulling out a notebook. The Major sat on the other side of me. After about ten minutes of watching him read, I got the feeling we were stalling out the detective. 

			Every once in a while, Kelly would look up and ask me a question that would start off with, “Just to confirm…” It sounded like Jamel told him about the history between my father and me, even the stuff that nobody else knew. 

			We were there for close to an hour before he finally turned to me. “Okay Connor, just tell them what happened, facts only. Not what you thought or were thinking. More like, what you were feeling. Facts or feelings only. If I tell you, ‘Don’t answer that,’ you don’t answer it. Got it?”

			I nodded. “Yes, sir.”

			“You’re ready?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Good. Let’s begin.” 

			As Kelly walked over to the door to let the cops in the interrogation room, I had to stop myself from tapping my foot in nervousness. When we devised the game plan, Jamel said his father had connections with a law firm and that made me confident at the time. But now that I was the one on this side of the table, I didn’t feel so confident. I looked over at the Major. He caught my eye and gave me one nod. I nodded back. His face was calm and that reassured me a little.

			“Detective? We’re ready,” Kelly called out.

			Trench Coat came into the room, but he was not alone. Another man followed him. He looked like an older version of me: blond hair, light blue eyes, but with the rugged physique of a model. I’m cute, but not cute enough to walk a runway. That guy could walk a runway. He was impeccably dressed like he was going on a dinner date, wearing a full suit, complete with vest and tie. 

			They sat down across from us. I felt Kelly tense next to me; he was clearly not happy about the second man’s presence at all. Gram introduced him. “Corporal, this is ADA Alexander Merchant. He’s here to evaluate whether or not this ends here or goes to trial.”

			“Trial?” Kelly boomed. “Aren’t you getting ahead of yourself, Alex?”

			“Not if he intended to kill his father,” Merchant said factually. He turned to me. “Did you intend to kill your father, Connor?”

			“Don’t answer that!” Kelly said loudly. I wasn’t going to anyway. 

			Merchant ignored him, keeping his eyes on me. “Connor,” he said, “we’re all just trying to figure out what happened tonight. You’re facing some very serious charges. I’m not going to sugarcoat that for you. Now that your lawyer is here, let’s lay everything out on the table. As long as you’re honest, I can do what I can to help you here. But I need you to be honest.”

			I nodded. “What do you want to know?”

			“Start from the beginning,” Gram urged. 

			I gave Barney Fife a look. “The beginning of my life or the beginning of the night?”

			He didn’t like my snark, but Merchant seemed fine with it. “Tonight,” he replied smoothly. “Well, last night actually.” He looked at his watch. It was an expensive watch. “It’s after 6 a.m. now. What happened last night?”

			I looked at Kelly and he nodded. “Jamel and I were sitting down for dinner, and someone banged on the door. I was closest, so I opened it. My father, Owen, was there. He reeked of alcohol. He grabbed me by my shirt collar, cutting off my air, and told me to stop this gay shit and get in the car. He said that he was taking me home.”

			Merchant cut me off. “What did he mean by ‘stop this gay shit’”?

			“Don’t answer that,” Kelly said to me. He asked Merchant, “How would Connor know what his father meant?”

			I could tell that the ADA was losing patience with my attorney. He rephrased the question. “Did he not know you were gay?”

			I looked at my lawyer who nodded slightly. “No, he just found out last month. I told my parents and two of my three siblings six weeks ago.”

			Merchant nodded. “Okay, then what happened?” 

			I hesitated but decided to be honest. “Jamel came over, grabbed his arm, and gave him one warning: if he did not let me go, he was going to break his arm.”

			Merchant’s eyes went wide. “So, Jamel was being aggressive.”

			“I didn’t say tha—”

			“No,” Kelly cut in. “Jamel was being protective of his partner. No jury would see that as aggression, not when Owen struck first. Try again, Alex.”

			Merchant hardly glanced at him. “What happened next, Connor?”

			“Owen let me go and pushed me, then he pushed Jamel. He called me a worthless piece of shit and started yelling that I was trying to take his girls away from him, my mom and my sisters. He was going to take me home and give me what I’m good for. Said some other nasty things I don’t remember. Jamel stood between us and told him that I wasn’t going anywhere, that if I wanted to be with him in his home, I would be. That it’s my choice to be with him.”

			“And is it?” Merchant asked gently. “You don’t feel coerced or manipulated into this relationship with Jamel Jones?”

			“Oh, come on!” Kelly yelled at the same time the Major spoke for the first time, saying, “Is that a joke?”

			Merchant leaned back in his chair. “I’m asking a legitimate question. Because the other side to this is that you, Connor, are being manipulated into an abusive, controlling, same-sex relationship that you don’t necessarily want. That your father was just trying to help you get out of it, and you turned on him.”

			“That reeks of bullshit and you know it, Alex,” Kelly scoffed.

			“I’m just doing my job, Lirion. Asking the hard questions.” He rested his elbows on the table and used his gentle voice again. “You’re in a safe space. You can tell us the truth here.”

			Actually, no. If I was in an abusive relationship with Jamel, I couldn’t say so because his father was sitting right next to me. So already the cops were doing a shit job at protecting me. But luckily, my situation was the complete opposite of the tale told by my father. 

			“The only abusive relationship I was in was one with my father, Staff Sergeant Owen McIntyre.” I spoke clearly because I knew this was being recorded somewhere. “My father has physically, mentally, verbally, and emotionally abused me, my mother, and my siblings our entire lives. I went into the Marine Corps at 18 to escape his abuse. I came back four and half years later and the abuse continued. So, I moved out, distanced myself from him, and never looked back.” I let my words hang in the air before I continued.

			“Also, for the record, I’m in love with Sergeant Jamel Jones. I’m not being coerced or forced into loving him. I just do. And I plan to spend the rest of my life with him. That’s why we bought a house together, to share our lives together. He has never put his hands on me or even said a negative word to or about me. He has never even raised his voice. And if you knew Jamel’s personality, you would know that he doesn’t raise his voice at anyone. He’s the gentlest man I’ve ever met. He’s loving, caring, and yes, protective over me, just like I am to him. We’ve been in love for almost three years, but my father just found out that we were more than friends a few weeks ago. That’s what made him angry.”

			“That was beautiful, thank you.” I could hear the sarcasm in the ADA’s voice. I glared at him. “Other than the initial grab on your shirt, did your father actually strike you at any point?”

			“No, Jamel wouldn’t let that happen.”

			“Jamel got between the two of you?”

			“Yes.”

			“And then what happened?”

			“They started arguing about who was going to keep me—”

			He cut me off. “What do you mean by, ‘keep you’?”

			“Sorry, that was the wrong choice of words. I mean, my father was saying stuff like, ‘I’ll kill you dead before I let a nigger like you have my son.’ And Jamel was saying that I was already taken by him—”

			“So, he was possessive over you?” Gram asked. 

			“No, no, that’s not what I meant.” I was getting flustered, so Kelly stepped in.

			“Don’t try to twist his words around,” he snapped. “Obviously, Owen came there to essentially kidnap his own son and try to force him back home. Jamel was not going to allow that to happen, is that right?”

			I was grateful for him. “Yes, that’s right. Owen made it clear that he was there to make me go back home. And Jamel told him I already was home. So the arguing was around that.”

			“What happened next?” Merchant prompted. 

			“Owen got in Jamel’s face. He tried to go around Jamel to get to me and Jamel pushed him back.”

			“So again, Jamel was the aggressor?” the ADA asked.

			“I didn’t say that.” I’m getting annoyed with this guy.

			“Again,” Kelly reiterated, “it sounds like Jamel was protecting his partner from his abusive father. You call that aggression; I call that defense of his home and his family.”

			Merchant gave him a look of annoyance, then turned back to me. “Who struck first?”

			“Owen,” I said automatically. “Owen definitely swung first and hit Jamel in the face. Jamel swung back and they started fighting.”

			“Wait, what were you doing while all of this was happening?” Gram asked.

			I froze for a moment. “I… I just stood there.”

			“You just stood there and let your boyfriend and your father square up and pummel each other?” Gram sounded unconvinced. 

			“I....” I didn’t know what to say. Do I tell them I had a flashback in the middle of all this?

			I glanced at Kelly and he must have seen it in my eyes. “Tell them how you were feeling,” he murmured. 

			“I...” I turned back to Gram and Merchant. “I was scared. I was … kinda stuck.”

			“C’mon,” Gram said. “You can’t expect us to believe that you, a Marine, were afraid of your father.”

			“Have you ever been in an abusive relationship, Gram?” Kelly asked him. “Or at the very least, talked to anyone that has been? Or taken part in a domestic violence investigation?”

			Gram shrugged dismissively. “I leave that to Special Victims. And those are mostly women.”

			“So, boys are never physically abused by their fathers? Grown men are never afraid of other grown men? Is that your professional assessment, detective?” Kelly asked nastily.

			“I’m just saying,” Gram said, getting louder. “He’s not a boy; he’s a man. He’s a Marine, and he’s trying to tell us he was afraid? What does he have to be afraid of?”

			I blurted out, “I was afraid he was going to take me back to the basement.”

			“The basement?” Merchant looked confused.

			“That’s where the real beat downs happen. If he took you to the basement, you were going to end up in the hospital. For sure.” I started trembling a bit. It was the first time I’d said it out loud in my 28 years on this Earth. 

			Merchant and Gram looked at each other and then at me. I tried to hold their gaze, but I averted my eyes out of shame and embarrassment. I felt the Major put his hand on my shoulder and squeeze. 

			It was deadly quiet until Kelly softly spoke. “Tell them the rest, Connor.” I nodded, then turned my attention back to the cop and the ADA. 

			“They were fighting and Owen got the upper hand somehow. He wrapped his arm around Jamel’s neck and started choking him. And I knew, I knew he was not going to let him go. He was going to kill Jamel right in front of me, force me back home, and beat the shit out of me. Or more likely, beat me to death right then and there. Because, in his eyes, gay people deserve to die the Old Testament way, with beatings and stoning. I couldn’t let that happen. So I went for the gun that we keep locked in the safe. I grabbed Jamel’s Sig because his was loaded and mine was not, and I fired once at Owen’s right shoulder, just to make him let go. He fell backward off of Jamel, and I grabbed Jamel to stand closer to me. I said a couple of words about how he’s a bully, a terrible husband and father, and an abusive fuck. I did tell him that he deserved to die for all of it. But I didn’t fire the weapon to kill him. I could have, but I didn’t. I wasn’t trying to kill him. I just wanted him to leave me the fuck alone.”

			It was still quiet, so I continued. “Jamel took the gun from my hand and told Owen that if he ever trespasses in our home again, we will invoke Stand Your Ground and shoot him. Owen left after that, holding onto his bleeding shoulder.”

			Kelly took the opportunity to put his briefcase on the table and open it. He pulled out a clear Ziplock bag with the Sig and the shell casing inside. Hopefully, the bullet was still sitting in Owen’s deltoid where I’d left it. 

			“Here is the weapon in question. I know the officers were looking for it. You could have just asked nicely, and Jamel would have given it to you. It was in the safe in the dining room.” Gram took the gun from him. “So are we done here, gentlemen?” Kelly asked. 

			Merchant stood up and took off his suit jacket. “We’re just getting started.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			He’s A Lucky Man

			They asked me a million questions, starting with the abuse I endured growing up. I told them about every single time I took a trip to the emergency room in the last 28 years and how every single instance was because of Owen. I told them about the time my brother Matthew was almost beaten to death by my father at 16, but lied to everyone about it when BJ brought him to Providence General Hospital. I told them to look up my mother’s hospital records too. I was sure there was a record of her abuse somewhere. 

			They asked me about my previous relationships with men and women. I explained to them that I didn’t suddenly become gay because of Jamel. I was bisexual in high school but dated men exclusively after I retired from the military six years ago. I wouldn’t give them any names, though they already had Afia and Jack’s names. I lied and said that Afia and I never slept together, that we were just friends, and she was my beard, protecting my secret. They didn’t need to know any more than that. They asked about any relationships I had while in the military, and thankfully, Kelly told me not to answer that. It’s none of their fucking business anyway.

			They wanted to know about my relationship with Jamel, from the beginning. I told them all of it: meeting him at the pharmacy, the two dates before I ghosted him, and how later, we rekindled the relationship. We’ve been together since October 17, 2009. I left out the steamier parts of our relationship but did tell them about the first time we were intimate. I admitted that I lied to everyone for years about my relationship with Jamel until I decided to slowly come out of the closet. Last year, I told all of my friends, and this past winter, I told my youngest sister, Angie.

			I told them about how I came out to my parents, drunk and sloppy at Angie’s birthday dinner last month. It was the best decision I had ever made. I told them about the fight between Jack and my brother that same night because of the racist and homophobic epithets he yelled at Jamel and me. I told them of the conversation I had with my mother a week later that solidified my relationship with her, and how, for the first time, she acknowledged my father’s abuse. My mother and sisters did not disown me because of my sexuality but instead embraced me and embraced Jamel as the man in my life. And that was probably what really set Owen off, the fact that I was being accepted as a gay man by my family. 

			Gram and Merchant had me there for hours. Kelly made them take a break to get me something to drink, and I chose water instead of coffee. I wish they would have offered me tequila. We went over what happened at the house again, and I stuck to my story because it was the truth.

			“But why did you go for the gun?” Merchant asked me for the third time. “Why not join the fight, use your fists to fight back? Together, the two of you younger men could have taken the old man. Why did you go for the gun?”

			“I told you: he was going to kill Jamel. He was most likely going to kill me too.”

			“But did he say that? Did he at any point say, ‘I’m going to kill you’ or ‘I’m going to kill your partner’?”

			“He didn’t have to. I know my father. You have no idea how dangerous that man is.”

			“But Owen didn’t come to the house with a weapon, Connor. You said yourself that Owen has a collection of guns, from .38’s to AK-47’s. If he wanted to kill you or Jamel, wouldn’t he have just grabbed one of his guns before he made the trip to your house? Don’t you think that’s what your father would have done?”

			“Don’t answer that,” Kelly said. “It’s not his job to determine why his father did or did not bring a weapon to the home.”

			Merchant breathed out in frustration. “Here’s my problem with all this, Connor. It’s not that I don’t believe you. I believe you. I believe that every single
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