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Thinking Again

!’ I "hree years ago, a close friend of one of us wrote in a letter:

AIDS [work] is a door slamming. Sometimes I can't tell whether
people are dim-witted or under-skilled. They lack ambition, imagi-
nation and ethics. I admit I found solace in the field and I believed
in what I was doing and I was part of a movement of gay men of
color who fought for liberation. The current cats don’t even come
close. I am realizing that I can no longer play semantic games with
this narrow vocabulary; like SCRABBLE with only half the alphabet
and no nouns or verbs. It’s a crazy land, one I have less and less
investment in.

The overwhelming impact of HIV on black men who practice
same-sex desire — and on the youngest men among us — has finally
moved into public awareness, and edged towards mainstream health poli-
cy. Interestingly, and perhaps not so coincidentally, at the very same
moment the AIDS industry seems creatively bankrupt. Surviving progres-
sive activists and public intellectuals are abandoning the industry, leaving
it to paid HIV professionals, who in turn have either become overly
reliant on essentializing ideas about blackness and “gayness” or have
become engaged in an Adantis-like search for the one-size-fits-all,
out-of-a-box, scientifically-proven behavioral intervention that will fix us
all. And in some places, HIV prevention has become reduced to a
routine of HIV case finding and condom distribution. We have failed to
build a community discourse and vision about sex, race, HIV risk and
prevention that we can claim as our own. Instead, our narratives are
being written by the media’s stir with “YMS” (the Young Men’s Study
which suggests one in seven of us will become infected each year, three in
ten of us already have HIV, and virtually none of us know) and the “DL”
(men “on the down low,” whom everyone is out trying to find).
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HIV prevention has lost meaning.

In this climate, the New York State Black Gay Network and AIDS
Project Los Angeles are proud to publish Think Again. Think Again is a
collection of critical works, daring visions, and ideas not typically reflect-
ed in mainstream public health-influenced approaches to HIV/AIDS pre-
vention. Think Again aims to incite fresh thinking and interest about
black men who practice same-sex desire in relationship to HIV/AIDS.
We want to restore autonomy, creativity and innovation into our collec-
tive response to HIV/AIDS. We want to ask black men who practice
same-sex desire to “think again” fearlessly and unapologetically and
fiercely about our strategies, our sero-status, our sex, our gender, our
families, our brothers, our lovers, ourselves. We want HIV prevention to
once again engage critical thinking.

Think Again will represent in some people’s eyes an unlikely coming
together of two very different organizations. But the collaboration mod-
eled here is born from a shared and profound concern for black men who
practice same-sex desire and a commitment to taking risks and to shar-
ing resources in a way that can end the havoc wreaked on us for too
long by the HIV/AIDS epidemic. As institutions we are putting aside
convention by thinking again and differently and irreverently about
what is permissible.

We want to imagine alternative possibilities. HIV prevention should
be rigorous but it also needs to be variable and open, honoring black
men’s sexuality and capacity/right to decide what’s best for us. That is
why you will not find an even tone or single viewpoint represented in the
collection of works contained here. We have included perspectives and
opinions that NYSBGN and APLA do not necessarily endorse, but feel
are important in our effort to shake up discourse and the industry.

We hope you are moved by and to Think Again.

Colin Robinson & George Ayala
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Loving on 4
Minefield

When it came to me it was not unlike my own personal litany — do
not fear the touch of your brotha; it will be his touch that saves you.

It came to me while I was drowning.

I was attending an HIV workshop. It was not labeled as such.
Supposedly it was a workshop for black gay men on relationships, identi-
ty, community, and some other catchy topics, but it was basically an HIV
workshop.

I am not sure why I attended in the first place. I felt somewhat hypo-
critical, since a very close friend and I decided to never again attend any
HIV workshops. He did not like them because he felt, and I agreed, that
people who were HIV-positive were scapegoats in the conversations.
“Those bad people who are HIV-positive are running around trying to
infect people, so you better be careful. And if you are negative,” they
would hint, “you better assume that everyone you fuck is positive. But
you positive people, you better make sure you tell those innocent nega-
tives that you are positive.” It was a sort of double talk that was normally
left unresolved, danced around but not addressed.

I mostly did not like HIV workshops because, more often than not, I
left not wanting to fuck anymore. It was the fear that got to me. The
expectation that I would consider everyone I fuck a predator, a walking
disease. Those bad positive people were out to get me, make me sick, and
kill me. Education does not inspire fear; propaganda does. Sometimes I
wonder which side what is considered HIV education is really on.

But I went to this particular workshop. Maybe I was lonely, maybe I
was bored, maybe I just wanted to be in the company of other black gay
men. But I went. Perhaps I also went because I needed to know why I



always left these workshops, even the ones not labeled HIV workshops,
fearing sex.

It was not until the final leg of the workshop that things started to
get clear for me. [ finally found a shield. That is when I began to chant
to myself my litany — do not fear the touch. ..

The facilitator, a seemingly well-meaning man with conservative sex-
ual tastes but judgmental tendencies, pointed out something I had heard
but not really listened to before: “Always assume the person you are
sleeping with is positive. Protect yourself.” This was very similar to other
messages | had heard. “Protect yourself,” the ad in the gay magazine says.
“Be safe,” the condom commercial reminds me. Not to forget older slo-
gans like: “When you sleep with someone, you sleep with everyone else
they ever slept with.” These messages have deeply influenced my under-
standing of my own body, desires, and the black men I have engaged and
continue to engage with sexually. No matter how much I love him, he is
out to infect me, so be careful. From listservs to discussion groups, from
workshops to panel discussions, these are the messages I have heard con-
stantly, and internalized. Use a condom each and every time, practice safe
sex — and if you don’t, something is wrong with you. If you don’, you are
bad. If you don’t, you deserve what you get.

The first informal conversation I remember having about these mes-
sages was while I was out to dinner with a group of associates. I am not
certain what prompted me to ask, perhaps a mixture of curiosity and a
slight desire to be provocative, but I asked, “Have any of you ever not
used a condom before?”

There were probably five or six of us at the table. Out of the group,
everyone who had been sexually active had engaged in condomless sex
before. One particular member of our group had done it multiple times.
Bug, like the perpetual sinner who finds redemption, he had decided to
never do it again. He had seen the error of his ways, and had been
“lucky,” as he put it. Most interestingly though, he stated that he had
probably done it because he was intoxicated. I wondered if his intoxica-
tion influenced him to do something he did not want to do, or motivat-
ed him to do something he wanted to do all along.

I have also had conversations with other gay men of color who
believe in using a condom each and every time, no matter what. One
particular friend said that under no circumstances would he ever not use
a condom for anyone, no matter how long they were together. He is the
same man who is known for thinking that men cannot be trusted, and
he kind of falls into that “black men ain’t shit” camp.

The question that has consumed me, and left me with few satisfacto-
ry answers, is simply this: how can you possibly trust someone, anyone,
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and use a condom each and every time? What happens when you are
with someone for an extended period of time, say x number of years, do
you still use them? And what number should x be, should it be six
months or six years?

And if you were heterosexual, would the number be the same? I dont
think so. When I see pregnant women, I think about this. Not in every
situation, of course. There are race and class implications, but are preg-
nant women demonized for “unsafe sex” the same way gay men are? It’s
acceptable to do HIV outreach in gay clubs, but not in maternity wards.

I have had very few anal sex experiences, on either side, and I can still
count them on one hand. I have not typically enjoyed anal sex, but could
eventually see trying to get more into it. But I still feel very affected by
the fear-based messages in HIV education. Perhaps this has impacted my
choices around anal sex. I would not want to risk, as Essex Hemphill put
it, “a pin-sized hole in the condom. A lethal leak.” The fear is what led
me to my epiphany — do not fear the touch of your brotha; it might be his
touch that saves you. But it is sometimes difficult to remember that when
everything around you tells you that you can’t trust him, you can't trust
yourself — ever.

As a black gay man, my sexuality has been defined by risk and safety.
Pleasure is never thrown into the equation. I have had to learn about my
sexuality in my community in militaristic metaphors. Hell, one would
think we were at war with each other. But then again they have always
been more comfortable with us being at war with each other than with
them. The war on AIDS is fought on my body.

To think about sex, and only think about it in terms of danger and
safety, is to be psychically wounded. How can we as black gay men begin
to love and trust each other if we expect that every one of our brothas is
out to get us? That is not to deny that there are HIV-positive men who
bareback, or that there are positive men who knowingly infect negative
men. It is also not to deny that there are negative men who don’t just
trust, but assume, their partners are negative, and seroconvert.

But could each of these actions be a product of the way we are all
forced to negotiate desire between risk and safety? If there are only two
types of sex, risky and safe, then we are handed only two options. You
can either practice safe sex or unsafe sex. It does not give us much space
or ability to negotiate our desire. We are simply being told what we
should and should not do. Never mind what we think or feel, or what
works for us in our own realities and lives. HIV education in mainstream
discourse has suffered from its inability to embrace complexity, and the
paternalistic tone that shapes gay men’s knowledge around health issues.

I have never known the privilege of being able to sexually experience
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my brotha’s body without fear lurking underneath our bed, like a thief in
the night seeking to still our pleasure. The thought, goddamn it, is
always there. And I can hear Hemphill’s voice in the background:

“Now we think as we fuck this nut might kill us.”

As I suck the dick of my lover, I try to remember HIV infection sta-
tistics for oral sex. I wonder if the pre-cum seeping out of his hole, leak-
ing into my mouth, is enough, enough to give it to me. I wonder if he is
honest with me when he says he is negative.

I think of my last HIV test where, after being frightened to death by
his deliberate hesitation and reluctance, the post-test counsellor finally
told me the test was negative. “And by the way, under no circumstances
are you to ever 7ot use a condom, not even for oral sex.” I wanted to ask
if he ever sucked a dick with a condom on it.

Not fearing AIDS does not mean barebacking. And it does not mean
using a condom each time and every time. It’s not allowing AIDS-based
fear to define your desire. It’s not making choices out of fear, but in rev-
erence for self, your brotha, and sex.We are all, in varying ways, forced to
negotiate the fear imposed on us. But I want to cast away the old para-
digms and develop new ones that speak to choices based, not in fear, but
in love.

The road paved with fear is built over a minefield waiting to blow up
any second. I dont know what is at the end of the road paved with love,
but certainly it won't lead to our destruction. My brotha is not my
enemy. That is what shields me from the fear.

Charles Stephens
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Use a Condom
and Live

Being black, male, and homo, I have always been suspicious about
who might actually love and care about me. These feelings are the
result of a steady diet of racism and homophobia, emotional and physical
violence for the last — well, fuck it, all of my conscious life — in the
streets where I, black boy and sissy, roamed; in the schools where I, black
boy and punk, learned; in the church where I, black boy and pansy
prayed; and in the home where I, black boy and faggot, lived. I have
been given no reason to believe that anyone gives a good goddamn if I
live or die. From early on, the media, my schooling, and far too often the
men, women and children in my neighborhood, have taught me that I
am expendable.

So how am I living?

HIV prevention has always been problematic for me because the ges-
ture itself seems disingenuous. Forgive me if it is hard to believe, not to
mention take seriously, the notion that someone wants to save my life.
What would be the point? Wouldn't all those self-righteous bastards who
think I shouldn’t exist in the first place just breathe a sigh of relief? I feel
like the world watches me fuck, and then bets on how soon I will die.

Since the late 80s, I have been both ambushed and abused by HIV
prevention advertisements — in magazines, on billboards, at bus stops, on
flyers plastered on walls and stapled to telephone posts. Ambushed
because I always felt I was caught. The message I got was that
gay = AIDS, which I thought would eventually = me. Riddled with inse-
curity and anxiety, I stopped looking at them. Abused because the ads
only succeeded in making me scared; scared to be, scared to love, scared
to let myself be vulnerable to other men.

I have never believed anybody’s HIV prevention advertisements.
These pitiful ads featured folk who look healthier than me telling you to
keep your drawers on and don’t do it, don’t do it, don't do it. And live. To
do what? Be careful, be warned, or be sorry, the posters screamed. The
ads were filled with white men, even while people of color were becom-
ing infected at a rate double that for whites. But once the market-minded
took to crayoning melanin into the picture, I'll admit they caught my
attention. The men of color featured were some sexy motherfuckers.
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Other than that, I was, like, whatever. HIV by far ain’t the worst thing
that could happen to me; being black and homo was rough enough.

Buct I decided to live regardless. Live and do what?

Live and watch things die. | came of age when black same-sex-loving
men didn’t know sex without a condom, despite the fact that we also had
media of all sorts exploding with sexual images that practically begged
everyone to drop their drawers and do it, do it, do it dll youre raw. We
came of age in a time when love was a dangerous thing. Our desires were
teased by a sexual revolution that passed us by a decade, and that would
never come back. We were witness to a generation of beautiful black men
of all shapes, sizes and girths, many of them lovers, men who were sup-
posed to reflect and guide us, gatekeepers of information who, without
the protection of information, grew sicker and sicker and eventually
expired. We watched as some of these men slipped quietly back into the
closet. We watched our own young lives become criminalized as likely
carriers of a virus. We watched and, thanks to racism and homophobia,
not too many of us disagreed.

Live and be weary. Most of my adult homo life I have fought HIV —
or rather fought catching it — and I am tired. Tired of thinking that every
sexual act I engage in puts me at risk. Tired of lying when I meet a man
to whom I am attracted and, upon finding out he is HIV-positive, find-
ing a way to gently destroy our budding attachment. Tired of feeling
alone and scared, and as if this is my lot to contend with for the rest of
my life. Tired of fucking a man and itching with the resulting shame,
shame, shame.

This is what I am living with. This is how I live.

Despite repeated bouts of self-imposed celibacy, designed not just to
keep me safe but to punish me for having desires for men, my dick could
usually stand only a few weeks’ beating before I again sought sexual grati-
fication with another brother. Someone who would open his mouth and
ass and receive all of my frustration. And each and every time I fucked, I
was doubly ashamed. Ashamed that whatever was out there would get me
because I fucked men. That HIV would swoop down on me and end it
all, slowly, painfully, mercilessly. Yet, for nearly twenty years I have
remained out of its clutches. I practice safer sex now. [ use a condom, and
1 live.

I know (and love) a brother who manages a support program for
same-sex-loving black men, who gather once, sometimes twice, a week to
share our experiences around being black and gay. I've attended a few of
these meetings. HIV is always an issue. Somebody either has it or they
are terrified that they will get it. I am one of the terrified ones. The
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majority of the time I sit quietly, my hands prayered between my closed
legs, thinking about the intriguing things being said in that small room.
Typical comments include: “I don't trust black men.” “It’s hard to be
with brothers because they have so many problems.” “Black men need to

(f2ll in the blank].” 1 look at the brown faces of the young and not
so young, the broken down and the arrogantly simple. All are frustrated.
Most are like me — reserved. One night, an HIV-positive brother disclos-
es his status to the group, and talks about how hurt he is that his father
hates him because he is gay and HIV-positive. It is often the pain of
being outcast — not love — that binds us together in this room. This pain
colors our outlook on the world and each other.

The facilitator, no different from anyone else in the room, is also
walking wounded, weighed down with his own problems, a man discon-
nected from his kin as well. Outside the group, he has intimated feelings
of disdain toward gay black men to me. His attitude is not unlike most
HIV prevention advocates I know personally: Use a condom and live,
dumbass.

Live and do what? Wear a condom? Which will help me...? Live? And do
what?

I have often thought about how it must feel for this facilitator to be
alienated from his family, and I wonder how he /ives, set adrift from
those who were supposed to love him. I wonder how often he uses a con-
dom.

I watch this brother closely, and I watch him watch us, the brothers
who come to these meetings. This is how he lives, disseminating infor-
mation to black men about safer sex practices and how to avoid contract-
ing HIV. He wants to know why some of us still engage in risky sex. His
sad eyes search mine for answers, but what do I know? I try to under-
stand his frustrations, but I don’t. What I do know is that his life, like
mine, is often minimized, that he swallows the same racism and homo-
phobia cocktail I choke down daily. He appeals to his superiors for finan-
cial support to provide additional services for his clients but is routinely
told that there is no money. He has shared with me that he once tried to
develop the program to not just be a group, but to address more of our
complexity as black men, but gave up, discouraged by a lack of support
from both the agency he works for and the black men he serves. This
man, broken and beaten, like so many of us, runs a program where black
men seek his advice, his advocacy, his affirmation. He is in charge of a
safe space where be doesn’t feel safe. Already dying slowly, he is running
this program to save his life. My life.

1o do what?

Use a Condom and Live
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John

As usual, the room was dim and I had refused to lie down. I didnt
want to pretend to be comfortable. I preferred the feel of carpeted
floor against my socked feet to the softness of my therapist’s couch.
Especially when leather sofas reminded me so much of my mother’s soft-
ness when I was young. The way she would hold me against her in her
bed just moments after she'd beaten me. I could feel the spongy give of
her breasts and arms as I listened to her voice, as if she were softly
singing a lullaby, asking me why I was crying, even as welts rose stinging
on my arms and back.

“...and the mirror cracked!” I yelled.

“But so what? Break through it,” my therapist urged.

“My mother would never let me hold a knife in my hand. I lived in a
world of spoons. Don’t you see?”

“No. I don’t,” he said, probing.

“She cut up everything that wasn't soup,” I cried. “Everything! Then
she would just sit there and watch me.”

“Why? Why do you think she did that, John?”

“Because she thought that little boys like me couldn’t be trusted not
to hurt other people along with themselves,” I whispered. “She knew I
didn’t like myself and thought that I hated her. But I couldn’t. Even now
I can’t.”

After a brief silence, my therapist turned on the lights and allowed
me a moment to stand where I was, two steps from the wall — facing it.
“Do you really listen to me when I rattle on like that?” I asked. My
breath, rebounding off the wall, smelled putrid and sad, like gas rising
from rotting fruit.

“Of course I do.”
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“Then why do you let me come back,” I asked as I turned around to
face him, “when we never accomplish anything?”

“You know that’s not true, John. Youre definitely not at the same
place you were six months ago.” He thought for a moment. “I listen to
you because I think I can help you even more than I already have. Than
you already have. Help you to break through this wall and get at what’s
really keeping you so alone. And so depressed.” He touched my shoulder.
“There’s something here, John. It’s deep, but we can get to it. I know we
can. You deserve a life partner as much as anyone else.”

“Maybe,” I stuttered, “but... Well, I don’t know if I can pay you
much longer. 'm getting a little broke off of all this ‘help.”

I could see the look of disbelief in his eyes. “It’s important that we see
each other regularly, John,” he said gravely. “If youre thinking of not
coming back, give it some real thought as to why. What your real moti-
vations are. If you can’t find the money, I'll understand, but will you
understand — fully — how things may change if you stop doing the work?
You didn’t just come here on a whim. Did you?”

I couldn’t think of any way to reply, so I laughed. Outwardly. Then I
slowly put on my black leather coat and left, reminding myself that I had
a friend’s piano recital to attend. The way I was feeling, though, I knew I
would have to stop somewhere else before I could possibly sit and listen
to Bryan render the many moods of Liszt’s Transcendental Etudes. 1 was
restless and more than a little depressed. I told myself that I needed to
unwind. To loosen up a bit before I could regain some focus.

I walked out of the therapist’s office and back toward the shadowy
places of my life. To places where, when I was being rational, I knew that
there was no relaxation to be found. I headed directly to where the
patient in me knew I should not go.

I walked with very deliberate steps; a tall, slender, black man with a
straight back, regal neck and warrior’s gait. I exuded so much self-confi-
dence, I think, that I had none left inside to help me fight my internal
demons. That’s the way it always was with me. My outward display of
aplomb while in public seemed so very important. At least that way I
could convince others that I wasn’t ashamed of the person I've always
been. That I wasn’t terrified of the things that I did so often without real-
ly thinking. Unfortunately, though, I had a great deal of trouble actually
deceiving myself. After therapy, it was always terribly difficult to keep my
worst and most insidious memories at bay.

“Clean under there! All around that!” my mother used to scream. ‘7
not touching it.”

“It’s foreskin, Mummy,” I answered the memory of her in my mind
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as I walked. I could name it now, but I didnt know the word for it then.

“You think Janie and the other kids are gonna play with you with that
nasty thing?”

“It’s a penis, Mummy. My penis.” But it may have been dirty. It just
may have.

“Damned disgusting! Just like your father. He should have let me have
the doctors cut that skin off of you. Neither one of you kept your promise to
the Lord. God forgive the day I let him lay me down. All that talk about
natural.”

“Don’t worry, Mama,” 1 told her back then. T won't show it to any-
body. I'll hide it. I aint gonna embarrass you.”

Sidestepping people. That’s what I ended up doing as I walked. If
there was someone directly ahead of me, I moved. Someone too close to
my shoulder, I swiveled. I didn’t want to be touched by anyone. But I did
look into all of their eyes as they approached me. I took pleasure in being
able to intimidate people simply by being a black man — dark, strong,
angry, genetically nefarious — who was willing to stare into them, unper-
turbed. I practiced reading their minds — perceiving their desires to
speak, run, shoot or fuck — even as they shied away.

Where I was headed you were supposed to look into people’s eyes,
but only deep enough to discern which perversion had brought them
there. It was important to be able to distinguish the size-queen from the
sadist, the pederast from the simply lonely man. Everything else in those
eyes, in that place, I ignored, especially the unmistakable looks of guilt.
Guilt at the fact that so many of them were there at the expense of
spending quality time with others — their wives, boyfriends, children.
Loved ones who waited like my boyfriend used to, as the hours passed
and the bed grew cold beside him, where I should have been instead of
dropping quarters into an abyss.

For those other men and me, the peep shows were a temptation we
could seldom resist. In various ways, we led ourselves to believe that it
was only in such places that we could be true to ourselves — to our basic
sexual natures. There we could avoid everyday questions of protocol and
morality. We were free to explore one another’s maleness. Indulge that
bond that was both our curiosity and our lust.

“Where in the hell are you coming from? When did you sneak outta
here?”

“Nowhere, Mummy. I was just playing around with Bryan.”

At 11 o'clock at night? Boy, there aint that much playing in the world,
especially if you gonna get your damned knees that dirty. What was you
doing, John?”

John
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“We was just—"

“Gimme them keys, boy, and shut your mouth!”

I arrived at the Show Palace in a short few minutes. Sometimes three
or more times a week I made similar trips — from home, during my
lunch hour, after work, before a date, there was no time that I deemed
absolutely sacred. Some trips were longer, some shorter, depending on
where I'd left from. The destination, however, was always the same.
There. Drawn by the apparently simple compulsion to see other men’s
dicks and to see just how far I would go with them.

Walking through the Palace door felt the same every time: there was
that rush of expectation. The hope that maybe I'd see a big dick soon, so
I wouldn’t have to waste too much time or too many quarters. But it
wasn't often that I left in under an hour.

The ground floor was all straight porn. Racks and racks of magazines
and videotapes with bulging breasts and blondes’ darting tongues plaster-
ing their covers. I could almost hear the actresses’ exaggerated moans,
groans and chokings. See the saliva dripping from their pumping knuck-
les. Witness the not quite flowering of their not quite floral vaginas. The
fingernails. The high heels. I shivered every time. I passed them quickly
as I headed purposefully towards the stairs.

The stairwell was dim, with little mirrored tiles forming squares on
the walls. Posters of naked men were hung above, below and between the
reflective tiles. There were so many images and reflections of sex and me
that by the time I reached the bottom of that single flight I was always
absolutely resolute in my pursuit of smut. Walking through the lower
door and into the men’s shop, I put aside any lofty thoughts that might
have lingered, and became someone simply base.

“Get the hell into your room if you gonna cry! Nobody don’t wanna look
at you!”

“Whyd you hit me then, if you aint expect me to cry?”

“Shut yo ass, boy, before I take off them clothes and really beat the devil
outta you! I don’t wanna hear about your feelings.”

“But...”

The shop was almost empty except for the attendants who sold quar-
ters and supposedly enforced the store rules against loitering and public
sex. Worse still, there was no one attractive there who was free. Of
charge, that is. Most of the six or seven patrons were hustlers — homeboy
rentals dressed in the roughness they knew would sell, to someone, even
if sex-appeal failed them.

Every so often, as I walked by, one of them would duck into a booth
and take out his dick for me to see. I would look up into the Hispanic or
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black face, down to his trade, then I'd smile and just walk on. The fact is,
I'm reluctant to pay for sex. There’s something about payment, I think,
that reminds me of a contract — of a responsibility that I'd owe to some-
one in return for their service to me. I find the idea distasteful.

So, for the most part, I avoided them for what felt like an hour. I
stepped into booths next to the occasional black man or Hispanic or
white, pressed the Up button and waited for the other person to accept,
and for the buddy shade between our booths to rise. It was another
dreadful waiting and hoping game. I wanted to look full on at a neighbor
as | masturbated. I was hoping to see that humongous, dream dick that
would make me grab mine harder and jerk it and pull it faster, until I
came, eyes closed and lips apart.

It didn’t happen, though. The pieces I saw were mediocre at best. At
one point, five of us were looking at one another as the men in each of
the row’s booths had raised their shades. We looked back and forth across
the panes as we yanked on our dicks to get them hard, but there were no
sculpted monoliths in the lot, not even a muscled body or handsome
face. So after half a minute, I pressed the Down buttons on each side of
my booth and stepped out, directly into trouble.

“Whas up?” asked a muscular black teenager standing directly outside
my booth. He was wearing baggy black denims and a tight-fitting shirt
under his open coat that read BOY across the chest. The B and the Y
emphasized his nipples as he stroked his stomach with the hand that was
not on his crotch.

“Nothing much,” I responded.

“You wanna watch a movie?”

I ignored him, and looked around conspicuously as if to remind him
that this was not a Loews theater, and that even if it were, someone like
him could never invite someone like me on a date so easily. I was hoping
that he would read my silence as rudeness and a lack of interest and that
he would leave me alone, but unfortunately he managed to catch my
eyes. He stood there looking more deeply into me than I should have
allowed him. I wanted to walk away as I had with the others, but his
undeniable sexiness and the wet brown of his eyes held me.

“You got any quarters?” he asked.

He was persistent. In spite of myself, I moved the quarters I had
between my fingers. I counted, wondering if something might possess me
to spend more than those twelve or so quarters on this young man.

I happened to glance at my watch just before looking back at him,
and realized with undisguised shock that what had felt like an hour of
cruising the shop had actually been two, and that I had likely missed the
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first half, if not all, of Bryan’s recital. Panicked, I moved to leave, but
then my young friend reached for his crotch. I watched as his hands
pressed into the oversized denim and then gathered up the material
around his trade. He squeezed it gently. It felt as if he were touching me.
His erection seemed to stretch beyond the edge of his right thigh. I
wasn't amazed necessarily, but I was impressed. I looked up and allowed
him to peer again into my eyes. He tilted his head slightly to the side.
His lips were as wet as his smile. It was only then that I fully allowed
myself to take in his face, starting with the fleshy shapeliness of his lips.
They protruded in a perpetual, large pout of visible softness. He was not
pretty, though. Nothing was trimmed or made to appear “just so.” His
goatee grew in no particular shape. Sparse hairs curled on his cheeks. He
was what my father might have called “natural.”

“So you wanna watch a movie?” he asked again, pulling me out of
my reverie. “You obviously late already...for whatevah.”

His logic seemed perfect at that moment, and even though I knew
beyond a reasonable doubt what he was doing, I still had to ask him,
“Are you hustling?”

“Nah, man,” he said, with his hands moving in the air almost as if he
was conducting an orchestra. “I'm just tryin to get some money. So I can
get somethin to eat and, you know...for the bus back to Jersey. Can you
help me out?” His hands landed again on his crotch.

“How much is this help gonna run me?” I asked, and thought
strangely of my therapist. A doubly familiar sour feeling began rising in
my stomach.

“Les go watch a movie, man. I'll show you what I got and you can
tell me how much you willin to pay. Don't worry, it won't be much for
all you gonna get.”

He stepped into the nearest booth and stood against the far wall.
With one hand he rubbed his swollen crotch and with the other he beck-
oned me to come in. Smiling.

“What you and Bryan doin in that room with that lock on?”

“Nothin, Mummy.”

“Get the hell out! I don’t know what youd wanna be locked up in some
room with some little boy on a hot day in the summer for anyway. Get out!”

All right, Mama. We'll go to the park.”

I closed and latched the door behind me. I took a moment to let the
peculiar intimacy of being with a stranger in a roughly 3 x 3 x 7 booth
settle into my quivering bones. It was like being jammed into a crowded
subway car with someone’s hand caught unavoidably on your crotch. All
the more uncomfortable if that hand happened to belong to a man as
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attractive as this one. You wanted to say excuse me, but you could see
that there was nowhere for either of you to move until the next stop.

I reached over his right shoulder and dropped the first quarter of our
interlude. The overhead light went out as the movie came on. Men
humping, sweating and gyrating appeared on the screen. It was almost
sexy. But mostly violent.

“So how big is that thing?” I asked.

“Ten inches. And fat,” he said. Then he almost whispered, “Come
here.” He took my hand, proud that he could both brag and be truthful.
“You like that shit, right?” It was clearly a rhetorical question.

I was rubbing his dick through his jeans, and moving closer to him
every second. The top of my forehead eventually touched the bridge of
his nose. Suddenly I wondered why I'd ever thought of him as a boy
when there seemed to be nothing about him any longer that spoke of
youth, inexperience or innocence. Then I looked down and read his shirt
again.

“Das it. Yeah,” he breathed. “Take it out. You gonna see.”

After pulling his undershirt fully from his pants, I unzipped his zip-
per, and searched for the opening of his boxers. I was fumbling, though,
so he undid his belt and pants himself and lowered them over his but-
tocks. His penis pulsed toward me in his underpants, the head already
fully exposed at the bottom of his boxer shorts. I watched as he slid them
down, and as it rose. I reached for him as if following some overpowering
hypnotic suggestion. Everything but his penis seemed to disappear.

“Yeah! Pull on it, Little John. Like that. Mmbmm.”

“How come?”

“Cause thats what I want you to do. That’s what you want to do too. It
okay. I love you. You know that.”

“But what if Auntie comes back, Uncle Jeff?”

“Little John, she won’t. Not if you pull on it and put it in your mouth
real quick and be quier.”

“Bur—"

“John, you told me you wanted to see it. So just close your eyes and look.

“How much do you want?” I asked him.

“Just $10. That aint much, righe?”

“All right.” T was starting to really want it. Not him, but it. I hesitat-
ed only slightly as I imagined Bryan looking up from the piano to search
the audience for me. The guilt was building, but I was used to feeling
guilty. I knew that at its height the guilt would die, to be resurrected
only much later, when it would no longer matter.

“Whas your name, man?” he asked. As if he wanted to know. He
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spread his legs and moved his feet farther forward.

“I don’t want to talk,” I replied.

“Ahight. Then maybe you wanna suck my dick, right?”

“Mm.”

I lowered myself to my knees, holding onto his thighs for support. I
felt the short curly hairs there and was surprised, since for some reason
I'd imagined, perhaps because he was so dark, that his body would have
been totally smooth. I realized, though, that I may have just been think-
ing of myself. I thought, not for the first time, that I could easily have
been a hustler myself if my fantasy and my experiences had only been
different. I would probably still have ended up here. I would be the man
standing.

I went down on him and forgot he was a hustler, maybe because he
hadn’t lied: he was at least ten inches. I rationalized that each one of
them was probably worth more than a dollar, so he was just about giving
it away, after all.

His hands were on my head now. He rocked his hips back and forth.
He began to sweat. I smelled it. Strong. I wanted to devour him. His
maleness. His energy. I wanted to capture and keep his dick like a trophy
in my throat. I wanted men to be able to see him there when I spoke. I
wanted to feel accomplished.

“John, we hardly ever make love anymore.”

“Sure we do.”

“What do you mean, John? We're down to like three times a month. You
don’t even come to bed at the same time as I do anymore.”

“Gene, it5 like a year and two months! Its not like we're just falling in
love.”

From the sound of his moans, I thought he would cum. I didn’t want
him to ejaculate in my mouth, though, or at least not yet. I raised my
head and asked him to “Wait a minute,” while I searched my coat for
one of those GMHC packets of condoms and lubricant that I always
seemed to be carrying. “I want you to fuck me.”

He flashed that grin again as he said, “Jus turn around.”

I quickly obliged, pushing my behind at him as he applied the lubri-
cant with two of his fingers. He shoved them into my ass and held them
there. Wiggling them.

“Ima fuck you lovely. Ahight?”

He plunged into me immediately. It was all I could do to remain
quiet in the tiny booth. It felt like the first time, at 14, when I met a 20-
year-old man who said he wanted to firck me, but I somehow heard the
word Jove. I gave in. It hurt.
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“[ thought you said last week that I had to let you do it? Or else you'd
leave me for somebody else?”

“Thats right.”

“Then who is he, Carlos? Why is he in your car? I thought we were
boyfriends.”

“We are. Kind of. But virgin ass aint all it5 cracked up to be, boy. And 1
can fuck anybody I want. Including you.”

“[ thought I was yours.”

“Shit, John, we both know you still are. That ass is always gonna be
mine. Right?”

I lost count of the strokes he leveled into me. It was damn sweet. He
seemed to be able to hold out forever. But maybe that was because we
had to stop every so often to drop another quarter.

“Fuck me, you no-named motherfucker,” I thought. “You've got a
dick like God!”

“Ah yeah! I'm gonna cum. I'm gonna cum, son.”

I wanted him to do it inside. Not to pull out. I wanted to feel his
body convulse against mine so that I could own him in those seconds in
which control would almost certainly abandon him to my ass. “Do it,”
panted. “Is the condom all right?”

“It ought to be ahight,” he said. “I aint wearing that shit!” He
laughed as he stroked.

“Oh no,” I muttered. I could hardly get it above a whisper for a sec-
ond. I struggled to turn around, but his hands were stronger than I'd
thought. He held my hips as he buffeted my ass. He stroked, arching his
body to send his dick into me like a spike. The new position sent his
trade into a part of me that, before then, I didn’t know existed. The noise
his dick made sliding into place sounded like Success! As if I'd suddenly
won the lottery or earned an additional degree. I shuddered despite
myself and felt frightfully grateful.

“Oh shit!” he said. He could probably feel his victory in the weaken-
ing of my knees.

“Stop! Take it out.” I was whispering what should have been
screamed. I couldnt raise my voice, though, because it was against the
rules and probably the law to have more than one person in a booth.
Fucking. I wanted it to stop right then, yet inside it felt so good. My ass
felt new. I was caught. I may as well have been bound and gagged be-
cause it was useless to struggle against something, relish it and try to be
quiet all at once.

“Who are these guys, Carlos?”

“Just some friends of mine. We just been getting high, baby. Come in.
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Close the door. Next week is your birthday, right? Take a toke.”

“Okay.”

“Don’t I make you feel like a man, John?”

I am a man.”

“[ know. You gonna be 16. I know. Take another toke, big man. We got
some rum and shit too. Today you gonna get drunk off your ass. Ahight?”

“Okay.”

“You know what a train is, John?”

He pulled my torso closer to him, put one arm around my neck and
covered my mouth with his other hand as he stroked. He whispered into
my ear like a lover. His tongue caressed my earlobe as he breathed. “It
don’t matter now, anyway, guy.” He fucked. “This gonna cost you more,
by the way. Acting like you aint know I aint put that shit on.”

I pushed him back against the far wall, wondering if I had indeed
known after all. His head struck the screen with a thud. Still he held on,
not even missing a stroke. He choked me. “You like it like that, right?
That rough shic?”

It did feel damn good, I had to admit. But then I knew this fight
wasn't about the feeling — it was about the fuck. He forced me forward
again into a corner of the booth so that my left eye looked out through
the gap between the door and its frame. I could see people gathering in
response to our tussling. He kicked my feet outward. I could hardly
breathe. I tried to push his hips away, but found my hands sliding along
the sweat on his skin. He squared his feet and pressed my pelvis against
the door. He held himself there inside me. Draining himself with a shud-
der and a sigh.

“You gonna pay me my money, man,” he said. Calm and composed,
as he finally loosened his grip and slipped from inside me. Then he inter-
rupted himself to say, “Look at this! I should make you lick this shit off
my dick.” He looked from his soiled piece to me, then withdrew a wad
of napkins from his pocket and wiped himself before fixing his clothes.

“You gonna pay a lot more for giving me this shitty deal,” he said. “A
whole lot,” he added threateningly.

I watched terrified as he dropped the soiled napkins and reached into
his inside coat pocket with one swift motion. Cum was dripping from
my penis onto the pants at my ankles while he moved. I was still so excit-
ed and for so many conflicting reasons. My heart raced with orgasm and
fear. I thought I saw violence in his eyes. As he withdrew his hand, I
heard the click-click of a utility knife.

“Now motherfucker, you—"

Just then the attendant yanked the door of the booth open. He had
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unlocked it from the outside somehow. Light poured in. My hustler
friend was already fully dressed, but there I was with cum-stained pants
bunched at my ankles for all to see. I couldn’t imagine a worse night-
mare, until my trick pushed me forward as I bent to pull up my jeans
and I sprawled face down on the floor in the aisle. I looked up and saw
all of those faces. Men whod gathered around because of the commotion
they'd been hearing inside the booth. There were a lot more of them than
when I'd gone in. And now there were some real beauties.

Above the clamoring I heard, “Ima fuck you up. You gotta come out
sometime, right?”

“Caught in the parking lot at the supermarket where I shop with some
man! Who the hell is he, John?”

“I don'’t know.”

“You don’t know? Do you know I just had to pay my hard-earned money
to get you out of jail? Do you know that?”

“Yes.”

“Get the hell out my house. Pack your things. Get out, you faggot! You
don’t belong around decent people.”

“Where am I gonna go, Mummy?”

“Straight to hell for all I could care now! You aint no more son of mine.”

I tried to pick myself up gracefully. The older men had managed to
contain their laughter. The younger guys, however, were holding nothing
back.

“Get out!” the fat shop attendant began yelling. His hair was jerry-
curled and turning orange at the edges. “There’s only one person per
booth. Take yo stupid ass on outta here!”

“Can I fix my clothes first?”

“Fix yo damn clothes at home,” he said loudly, as he adjusted the
waist of his dingy sweatpants and pulled his T-shirt down to cover his
protruding stomach. “Yo dick drippin. You got shit on yo pants. You
tryna fix yo clothes? This aint no boutique. Now let’s go.”

“Shut the fuck up!” I yelled at him, trembling.

“What? Boy, Ima call the police. We'll see how—"

“Go ahead. Call. Just leave me alone.” The way I was feeling, I just
wanted to squeeze my butt cheeks together and pray. No one wanted me
to leave more than I did. All T needed was a moment to pull myself
together, to reapply my veneer of pride if T could.

“Get out before I put you out!” The attendant rushed closer. “You
oughta go douche if you know what’s good for you, cuz I sure as hell
don’t see no condom.”

“Get into that closet! Tryin to kill yourself again in my house?”
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“No, Mama!” I screamed, wishing she hadn’t grabbed the knife from me.
Wishing shed known all of the things that had happened to me even before
I'd turned 16.

“This aint your life to take, boy.”

“Then you take it, Mama. I don’t want it.”

“I love you, but you wrong. And always been wrong. You aint gonna die
no time soon, you damned sissy. God'll keep you alive. 1o punish you.” As she
slammed the closet shut, I heard the mirror hanging on the outside of the
door crack.

“Don’t leave me in here!”

“And yall,” the attendant turned to the other men standing around
watching, “if you aint spending no quarters, take a hike too. Pt. Author-
ity is across the damned street. Don’t no buses come here. This stupid
bitch is just leaving!”

I picked my cum-stained coat up from the floor of the booth and
left, looking at my reflection in the mirrors on the walls of the stairwell
as I climbed. I'd forgotten totally about Bryan by then. I urgently wanted
to get home, yet still I walked slowly. I knew my young stud would be
waiting outside. I thought about him and the incident more deeply with
every labored step I took. I even thought I heard my therapist’s voice ask-
ing me, “How do you feel now, John? Really.” I wanted to know the
answer to that myself.

“Where’s my money, man?” the hustler asked, menacing, as soon as
I'd stepped outside.

“Don’t worry, man. I'm gonna pay you. Calm down, son.”

I looked from his hands to his face — took all of him in. Then I sud-
denly knew the answer to the question of how I felt. I hadn’t realized it
downstairs, but now, outside, I somehow recognized the feeling as a mix-
ture of satisfaction and relief. So much so that I couldn’t help but smile
broadly at my harasser.

“Here,” I said, as I gave him $50. Then, after considering a second, I
scrounged in my wallet and handed him one of my beat-up personal
cards.

“Yeaah,” he crooned as his act changed in an instant. “You musta
really liked the jimmy, huh?” He covered his mouth with one hand and
cupped his crotch with the other as he laughed. “Yeah, buddy.” He came
closer and put his arm over my shoulders, and his forehead to mine. “So
you want some more of this big, young, black dick?” He looked around
at passersby as he spoke each adjective. “I could even plunge your shit for
free one day,” he whispered. “Maybe. You know, for dinner or some-
thing. That black ass is nice. And so is this green. You might have to take
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one of them enemies, or douches, or whatever yall call them shits,
though.” He grimaced, then grinned, and for an instant looked genuinely
boyish. “So when should I call you?”

“Whenever you want,” I said, looking him directly in the eyes. Our
lips a breath apart. I noticed then that he was truly handsome, and that
his small eyes held none of the guilt that was so common in the place
wed just left. No shame even at the cum and God knows what else he'd
left in my ass. The way hed made my underpants slippery in my crack
and caused me to be so cautious about laughter. His eyes said that HIV
and nothing mattered more than the now. Perhaps, I wondered, hustlers
are just without conscience, or maybe my boy was immune to everything
but business and pleasure.

I hardly wanted to admit it to myself, but my eyes couldn’t have been
holding much guilt at that moment either. Bryan had become an even
more distant thought as I came face to face with my life’s basic truth
again, and recognized it finally. Recognized him. This BOY. Somehow
this young man had known exactly what I'd wanted. He'd read me and
known that I didn’t much want to live, and preferred to act oblivious to
my own attempts at dying. He knew that I wanted his dick just as much
as whatever else he might be carrying. That I didn’t want to ask about the
rest and didn’t want to know, any more than he could have brought him-
self to tell me. This way I could claim tomorrow that I didnt know, or
that it felt so right, or that he was just too strong. This prostitute was
perfectly able to love and hurt me the way I did myself. He was an
incredible find. All the more so because he cost less than my therapist
and would probably have more of an effect over time.

I desired him and hated him, but pleaded with him to call me any-
way. I stood and watched him stride away, excited about what he might
do with that dick, those hands, and even his concealed box-cutter, in my
house.

Thinking about my therapist again, I wondered what a “life partner”
would be for a man like me. A gun or a knife, maybe, though perhaps
either would be too quickly fatal and might not teach any real lessons in
the end. Not dole out enough suffering over time. I thought that perhaps
my mother had been right about why God kept some of us alive. As my
young hustler disappeared into the crowds, I realized that a man might
just do as my partner. But only one who was more extreme, courageous
and honest than myself. Not someone to care about me, as I'd always
thought I needed, but a man who truly understood, defiled and harmed
me. That was a different story and something that might just be easier to
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find. I was glad that my mother wasn’t around any longer, though I real-
ized then that sheld taught me more than I knew.

As I walked along 42nd Street, past the porno theatres, I remembered
slowly emerging from her closet the night she'd shut me inside. I wasn’t
even 17 yet and I had been arrested, raped, spat on and fucked by lots of
men, even her brothers. Men seemed to think that I was pretty when I
was young. They knew somehow that I would always keep quiet. And I
have. I had every intention of running away that night. But as I closed
the closet, my own reflection in the shattered mirror on the door fright-
ened me. I stood before myself broken, segmented and afraid. Knowing
even then that reflections and photos never lied, I went back inside. I
remember that on that night I slept and woke repeatedly and each time
masturbated into a different pair of her shoes.
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Still Not Convinced

Ms. Johnson-Rodriguez tries to persuade me that I'm on the right
path. To her, and any other person sitting behind a similar desk,
maybe I am. Yes, I am knowledgeable about HIV risks: “unprotected anal
and oral sex, sharing needles, and exchanging certain bodily fluids,” I say,
pretending to ponder over her question as if I really had to think about
the answers. I have had years of practice in deceiving others, and especial- 34
ly myself, I think. During our initial encounter and in the seven days
before I find out my status, Ms. Johnson-Rodriguez will learn that I am
even more complex than the virus we spend so much time trying to
fight, research and understand.

During my first visit, she tries to comprehend why I have chosen a
facility nearly twenty-five miles from where I live and work to have an
HIV test. I explain: each day, in some capacity or another, I sit where she
sits. I ask the questions she asks. In those ways, I am very similar to her.
The past year of my life has been dedicated to engaging gay and lesbian
youth of color in critical conversations about race and sexual orientation,
and sexual, drug, and alcohol risks. These youth, others in the communi-
ty, my co-workers — I would have them all confused if they knew.

Who exactly is this man who seems to have it all together, but still
engages in risky behaviors? This is what I read from the facial expression
of Ms. Johnson-Rodriguez. I share: somewhere down the line, I have
learned to control my identity. As a black boy, I was not valued like other
boys. I was a failure because I had to repeat kindergarten. They said I had
no social skills; I say it was because the other kids refused to play with
me. Miss Richards told me, in front of my father, that a “spade will be a
spade” and, no matter what, I probably would never learn to read the
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word parenthesis. School kids, and even my siblings, taunted me for being
tall, skinny and black. When Mother left my father, she said it was not
my fault, but I thought it was. On Sunday mornings, when all I ever
wanted to do was to go to church, I would learn that God’s gift to “the
gay” is AIDS. And then we lost my favorite cousin to “cancer,” as we
were taught to talk about “it” in the hush-hush of back room conversa-
tions and on-the-phone gossip. Sooner than later, I was convinced, 1
would be next.

I continue: in college, everyone knew that I was pro-black — I was an
Africanist, belonged to a predominantly black fraternity, and identified as
Same-Gender-Loving rejecting “gay” as an identity. In my work, I made
it a point to identify the racism in gay communities. For example, why
did most HIV advertisements in “gay” magazines contain images of black
and Latino men? The exception was the one black woman, and we
should all assume her DL man infected her. And why were positive
images of black gays and lesbians removed from our history as black peo-
ple, even from “gay” television shows? Did anyone realize that this lack
of representation was confusing to black boys trying to understand their
homosexual attractions? Maybe they — history, the television shows, the
select few who had the ability to realize — had never been there.

And then in 2001 the Centers for Disease Control & Prevention
released the results of the “Young Men’s Study,” which suggest that one
in three of my peers is HIV-positive. This means that out of the three
brothers waiting to go into the club, one of us is infected with Hell’s IV.
And of the three of us sitting on the bus back to Detroit from Chicago’s
Black Gay Pride, one of our immune systems will be weakened to the
point of developing the Devil’s AIDS. And I knew it had to be me.
Maybe it was then that I decided having multiple sexual partners would
not leave me worse off than I already was. Maybe I wanted this life to
end a little faster by turning tricks for food and money. Maybe it was the
totality of my experiences that made me decide to have sex with white
men, who I felt were privileged and therefore would put me at less risk.

Enter Zach, a white teacher from Kansas City. I met him during a
college internship. I was lonely and I knew no one. We had dinner and
went to a movie. That same night we went home and had sex. We used
condoms. But as our sexual escapades continued, he said he would rather
have sex without them. I complied. He said he loved me. Two months
later, after my internship ended, he wrote me a letter: “Kevin, I know
you're going to hate me...” Knowing where this was headed — as it had
been foretold in pulpits nearly twenty years earlier — I skimmed the letter

looking for the words HIV or AIDS. I found HIV. Within less than two
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months of trying to deal with this news, I received a second letter. Zach
told me, in the same fashion, “Kevin, I know you're going to hate me,
but when we were having sex, I actually had full blown AIDS.”

Two and a half years later, I am still having sex and I still test nega-
tive. And yet, I am still not convinced.

Ms. Johnson-Rodriguez wants to know how I felt when I received
this news. I have always known that I was more concerned for Zach than
I was for myself. This is how it has always been. I have always been more
concerned with the feelings of others than my own. I explain to Ms.
Johnson-Rodriguez that this is part of the reason I am here today. I need
to be tested. I want to learn how to take care of myself. Whether she
knows it or not, she is going to be my support group, my therapist, my
friend, my mother, someone to affirm me in my attempts to affirm
myself. I want to tell my story to someone willing to listen.

Odur visit continues and our conversation progresses. I am tested.

Ms. Johnson-Rodriguez asks more questions. I invite her to Reciprocity,
VooDoo Lounge. I have been invited to read my poetry there in two
days. Lately, this has been the only way that I have been able to express
myself about “it,” the “cancer.”

My reading:

Poem 1: ...So I must have received God’s gift, the man with the infallible
plan, a man whose hand must have touched mine. And somewhere
on the border of contradictory tales of gifts of eternal life and promises
of HIV, I bought the message. And I wrapped up the message. And
each message was like my only gift on Christmas day. And now I have
a stomachache and it must be HIV. And I have a scar on my hand
and it must be HIV. I have a cold and it must be HIV. And my throat
hurts and it must be, it must have been, even if I wasn’t having sex
with men. And God’s plan was almighty. And his gifts were always
on time. And now I hate myself and I can't stand myself because it
must be HIV...

Poem 2: ...Ever meet a man running from himself, better look out he might
run into you...Take my advice, you never want to meet a man
running from himself...because when he gets tired of running he
will have to confront someone and that person will un-doubt-ably
be you...

Poem 3: ...And where were you at 3:33am, when white love was my drug, and
I was addicted to a dick that was not mine and it was not yours...
and where were you at 3:33am when I made my decision to find
validation through self-hatred yet for moments of pleasure and

extreme joy...

Still Not Convinced
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I need to figure out if I can go through this journey alone. Ms.
Johnson-Rodriguez has taken an interest in me. She cares about my well
being and whether I stay healthy. She has come to my reading, and even
shared her experience of it. But where will she be after I get my results?
Can three encounters with her change twenty-six years of waste? I medi-
tate on this as I attempt to muster enough strength to go to sleep.

I have always known that I wanted to love myself. Yet, I never felt as
though I had a reason to make that commitment. But in order to do so,
I need to rethink my outlook on self. Despite all that I read in maga-
zines. Despite all that the preacher told me. Despite being tall, skinny
and black. None of these “truths” meant that I was already infected with,
or would become infected by, HIV.

I also need to rethink how I view, and how we all use, statistics.
Although it’s said that one in three black gay men is HIV-positive, this
also means that two of the three of us are noz. I want to know their sto-
ries. I want to know their skills. I want to know how they are able to
stay negative. By rethinking statistics in this way, it is possible for me to
be in that number. No one has ever given me that possibility before.
Not even me.

My test results are ready. Again, I test negative.

Still not convinced.

Kevin TrimellJones
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To Inhabit My

Desires:
Finding Meaning in the Face
of HIV Education

Iam a member of the first generation to receive significant HIV/AIDS
education in school — I'm 31. In my teens and into my twenties, I was
terrified of AIDS. I didn’t know anyone who “had” it and I knew I didn’t
want it. At the age of 15, the fact that my 17-year-old boyfriend and I
were having condomless sex — him fucking me and cumming inside of
me — didn’t in any way conflict, in my mind, with my fear of AIDS. I
told myself that, given his age and what I knew of his sexual history,
there was little chance he had been exposed, and therefore little chance of
him exposing me. We fucked and fucked and fucked and never transmit-
ted anything to each other — except for some internalized homophobia I
contracted. I allowed that virus to spread into our relationship, and ulti-
mately cause its death. No condom could have prevented that.

During Washington DC’s Black Pride of 2002, I met and fell in love
with a black man who had been diagnosed as positive for HIV some
years before. Our love affair was very brief. Prior to him, I had never had
sex or the opportunity to form a lover relationship with someone I knew
had been diagnosed HIV+. When he and I had anal sex — me fucking
him — we used condoms consistently. The one time he sucked my dick,
we didn’t. We learned to navigate our sexual desires, physical needs and
health in honest, sometimes painful, but always compassionate ways.

For example, I hate sucking dick with a condom, but my gums bleed
very easily. So sucking him became problematic. Having that conversa-
tion was difficult because it meant being honest about shit that made me
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uncomfortable too — like the fact that my gums bleed. I couldn’ hold
this perfect health position just because I wasn't HIV+. I had shit going
on with my body as well. In order to deal with the realities of our sexual
lives, I had to be the flawed individual that I was in reality in the rela-
tionship with him. At the same time, he couldn’t just be the wounded
victim because of his HIV status.

My love for him not only challenged me to think about how to be
sexual and develop a relationship with a man diagnosed HIV+. It also
challenged my female partner and me to confront the confluence of our
sexual and emotional needs, our needs for each other and for others, and
how to each protect ourselves from HIV.

Around the same time, there was all this talk about DL men, who
were de facto gateways for HIV transmission from the same-sex-fucking
black community to women in the str8 black community. There was no
place in this DL men/HIV conversation for the reality of my lived expe-
rience. | was a man in a long-term relationship with a woman. I had sex
with men. I was knowingly having sex with a man diagnosed HIV+. The
woman I was in a relationship with knew of my same-sex desire. She
knew of my relationship with the brotha. And she knew of the brotha’s
HIV status. No one in the conversations that got played on the TV or in
print was telling 7y story. I was angered by the simplistic scapegoating of
members of our community and the mutual finger pointing, which
obscured our view of the underlying problem, alienated us from each
other, and shut us off from the resources within our community needed
to solve the problem. Where were the people like me whose stories chal-
lenged the assumptions that were being made in this debate?

Some folks know me from my work as the founder of Black Funk, a
sexual cultural center for people of color with various desires, tastes, ori-
entations and interests. Black Funk hosts a variety of parties and events
that are sexual in nature. I met this fly ass brotha at one of our events.
He pushed a lot of my sexual buttons — he was young, early, early 20s,
had light skin, a thin body, a 6-pack, and a dick at least 9 inches long
and thick like a fucking anaconda. To my surprise, he found me attrac-
tive too.

Each time we would fuck, he would end up asking me to fuck him
without a condom. For him, the experience of getting fucked without a
condom created a level of intimacy and pleasure that he craved when
having sex with men he was really digging (as opposed to just “getting a
nut”). I told him that I had never been tested for HIV, but felt I hadn’t
ever contracted the virus. He said he was “negative.”

His request always made me uncomfortable. Even though I had fre-
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quently had condomless sex with women, my HIV/AIDS indoctrination
had taught me that with men such sex was a no-no. It had struck such
fear in my heart that I had had condomless sex with only one other male,
my high school boyfriend, and had never even considered the thought
once I became an adult. I couldn’t remember what condomless sex with a
man felt like — either being penetrated or penetrating him — and felt no
desire for it, only apprehension.

I had known male friends whod had sex without condoms, and
although outwardly I acted rather matter-of-factly with them, inside I
held a certain amount of contempt toward their sexual decision-making.
How could they put themselves in that kind of situation, given all that
we knew about HIV transmission?

I had to understand why this brotha would risk contracting HIV. The
shit tripped me out. My teenage HIV/AIDS socialization didn’t provide
room for this reality. And I don’t believe that much about how AIDS
education is done has changed over the years. Authentic HIV/AIDS pre-
vention requires courageous and principled support for people in their
attempts to maintain a balance between creating and enjoying the most
satisfying and fulfilling sexual lives they are capable of, and creating and
enjoying optimal, holistic health. If men and women can find fucking
without a condom infinitely more pleasurable and satisfying than fucking
with a condom, HIV prevention practitioners who, like me, are in the
business of sex, must have not just an acknowledgment, but an apprecia-
tion of the role of sexual pleasure.

Sex can be a sacred, deeply intimate process of wholly connecting
with another human being, another aspect of the Divine, in such a way
as to re-create mutual divinity, to manifest God in the midst of physical
reality. When I ask myself is it understandable that some brothas would
be willing to risk prolonged sickness, degenerative dis-ease and potential
death to achieve that manifestation of God on earth, I have to accept
how very human that is. Despite my personal anxieties about this, given
my HIV/AIDS indoctrination, the question helps me create a different
way of being sexual in the world than I was taught — to inhabit my desire
in a way in which not only do I survive, but so do the joy and fulfillment
in my relationships.

To [nhabit My Desires
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Love and
asketball-

Closing the Generation Gap in
AIDS Outreach

have a confession to make: I don't like house music. Such a statement

is akin to blasphemy in our black gay world. But before a thousand 43
church queens read me for the filth of my impudence, allow me to clari-
fy. I don’t hate house music; as a matter of fact, I deeply revere it. The
historical and cultural significance of house music in the lives of black
gay folks cannot be denied. And I've been blessed to have the most
learned of friends — from dance historians to DJs — school me on the
musical beauty of the genre. But try as I migh, I just can’t dance to it.
This comes from a guy who's been dancing all his life, in clubs and on
the stage, in groups or all by my lonesome. (I fervently believe that when
you dance alone, focusing on the wonder of the thing we call music, God
smiles.) However, when it comes to “getting down,” my ass is genuinely
disinterested in moving to most house beats. As the DJ slides into her
house set, my mind begins to wander, my legs grow languid, my groove
goes away. Walking off the dance floor I think to myself, “Maybe next
time I'll feel it, maybe next time I'll remember the rhythm.”

For me, liking a kind of music is as much about familiarity as it is
about social importance. Remembering rhythms from childhood,
delighting in a shared recollection of music, movement and culture is
what dancing means for me. Yet, growing up overseas in a military fami-
ly, I had no recurrent exposure to house music as a child. And I would
not learn of its direct relationship to a vibrant gay black culture until the
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late 1990s. During one of my first gay clubbing experiences in 1998, I
remember listening quizzically to this music that I had never heard
before. It was familiar, yes, but distinctly different. To this day I recall the
advice one of my friends gave me as we stood along the wall of the South
Carolina disco: “Don't stop going to straight clubs.”

For it was in those straight clubs and, by extension, in that “straight”
culture that I first got my groove on — at preteen dances held in the
American Youth Center in England, dancing to Bobby Brown, Salt 'n
Pepa, and Bell Biv DeVoe, learning that when you really broke it down,
you also broke a sweat. Later, as a teenager in Japan, my sexual awaken-
ing and new understandings of manhood were guided by the athletic
prowess of Michael Jordan, Charles Barkley, and Kevin Johnson, and the
lyricism of NaS, Common (Sense), and Notorious B.I.G. These were the
black men who helped me articulate my sense of self: who I was, and
who I might become. I read The Source religiously, and wanted nothing
so much in my life as to become a hip-hop journalist like dream hamp-
ton. I also played video games, and when Common boasted, “In the
best of/three out of five/whip anybody’s ass at NBA Live,” I imagined
Rasheed and me cross-legged on my living room rug, controllers in
hand, duking it out in a hard-fought series of digitized basketball.

Although I spent twelve years of my childhood living overseas, the
sights and sounds of black men making music and playing sports pro-
foundly influenced my understanding of black masculinity. In this
respect, I would say that my life was no different than most American
kids — gay or straight — growing up in US environments over the past
twenty years. Being a 25-year-old gay black guy who likes video games,
basketball, Biggie Smalls, James Baldwin, Six Feet Under, and drag shows
shouldn’t strike anyone as such a surprising mix of interests in one body.
But the American media seems continually shocked about “homothugs”
blowing up someone’s spot or whatnot, those subversive and sensational
black men in hoodies and Timberlands who would dare to make bleary
the loosely patrolled border of heterosexuality that quarantines gay cul-
ture from the rest of the world.

I am not denying that significant differences exist between black
“gay” and black “straight” people, because we know better. However,
these differences do not erase our commonalities, and several examples
from the field of performance make us look more alike than ever. The
on-court hubris that some say defines Kobe Bryant’s basketball persona
finds an odd and wonderful equivalent in the cunzy arrogance that black
gay recording artist Kevin Aviance brings to the stage when he asks his
audience, How Do I Look? Similatly, the brilliantly innovative, Harlem
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Globetrotter-revisited style of highlight-reel basketball showcased on the
And 1 video “mixtapes,” where black boys-to-men perform inspired play-
ground sleights-of-hand at outdoor courts across America, must share the
arena — indeed, the very ground — with the voguing black and Latino
bodies of the ballroom scene, whose competitive movements challenge
nearly every dominant idea in the history of American dance, even while
white residents of Manhattan’s West Village (with the help of the NYPD)
work to RID* the area of the very persons who, by way of urban sorcery,
turned Christopher Street into a catwalk, and thus into the fashionably
hip neighborhood it is today.

I bring voguing and basketball into conversation, not as some fusion
chef of cultural studies peddling my recipes, but to point out something
so simple as to go unnoticed: the West 4th Street basketball courts are
less than five minutes from Christopher Street, and fifteen minutes from
the Piers. To think that the same black men who play ball in the Cage
don’t also interact with those doing old-way dips on the street goes
against, well, humanity — specifically, everything we know about the cir-
culation of people and ideas. But, beyond that, what we must realize
immediately is that the same bodies playing basketball are the same bod-
ies in the ballroom scene. This is more than a chance instance of cultural
overlapping. This is the actual intersection of racial, sexual, social, and
economic identities that characterize black masculinity and black men in
our contemporary moment.

Envisioning new ways to battle an AIDS epidemic that dispropor-
tionately affects people who look, think, act, hurt, and love like me rests
on our ability to take this reality seriously. It might mean we need to
examine the role of the American media in molding black manhood, par-
ticularly the ways it can affect our sense of self, sexuality, and eroticism.
It might make us re-evaluate the effectiveness of public service announce-
ments that use fear and paranoia — the “shock and awe” of AIDS - to
make black people use condoms or get tested. We might also have to
check our impulses to read and write sensational tell-all exposés such as
“I am the down low brother, and T'll be fucking your husband tonight,”
because the collateral damage they wreak can be disastrous. Finally, in the
work that we do and the love that we share, we must make sure our iden-
tities as gay black people are never defined solely in relationship to
HIV/AIDS. We cannot internalize the racist and homophobic assump-

* RID is the acronym for the community action group Residents in Distress, a group of Village residents
committed to ridding the area of the black and Latino kids who hang there. Perceptive members of the
ballroom scene have noted that RID is also the name of a lice remover.

Love and Basketball
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tions that we are living synonyms for contagion, disease, and death; to do
so will make our chances of making it through this epidemic especially
grim.

The successful evolution of HIV interventions must contend with
our changing notions of manhood and masculinity. Because of that, I
would argue we must broaden our view beyond the politically defined
borders of heterosexuality and homosexuality. As an outreach worker for
a gay health organization, I am always shocked at how much more sexu-
ally aware queer kids of color are than their straight peers. Gay teens are
inundated with condoms, lube, and dental dams, while their straight
brothers and sisters are having more sex, with less protection. In the
recent BYOC (Bring Your Own Condom) public health campaign
launched in New York City, I have been shocked at the way responsibili-
ty for condom use is placed squarely at the feet of gay men, and women
— somehow forgetting that straight men have penises, too. This should
alarm us, particularly when we remember that our gay black men come
directly from that “straight” male population. If we cant get straight men
to use condoms, how do we expect gay men to use them, either?

What would happen if, instead of advertising Nike, the West 4th bas-
ketball courts sought sponsorship from Trojan or Lifestyle condoms?

What if HIV/AIDS organizations did as much outreach at straight
clubs as they do at gay clubs?

What if Magic Johnson did ads for AIDS prevention, instead of
AIDS medication? (And how much money is he making off that gig?)

What if Jay-Z came out with his own condom, and I could pick up a
three-pack of Jiggaz at any bodega in the city? Would they sell? Would
only white kids buy them?

By hook or by crook, we've got to democratize the act of condom use
in our communities. Doing so will help remove some of the punitive
stigma condoms receive through their association with HIV/AIDS.

Khary Polk
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Everyday Sex

e are in my apartment one afternoon, having a conversation, when
my ex-boyfriend says this most profound thing: It is really hard,
when you think about it, to get HIV.

He is the love of my life, this man who has been HIV-positive for
four years now. And what strikes me about his comment is not that it
trivializes the seriousness of being HIV-positive, or the complicated ways
that cultural and economic politics impact what it means to live with
HIV. Not the way ads in many gay publications for AIDS cocktails and
health interventions often do, showing smiling, muscled, usually tanned
men who seem impervious and without vulnerability, reflecting the fan-
tastical quality of much of popular social culture, where everyone is capa-
ble and funny and superficial. No, what is at the heart of his comment is
his sense that the way HIV and AIDS are talked about do not speak to
how he makes sense of his sexual identity, his HIV status, or how he
became positive. I don't want to talk through my ex or, even worse, to
talk for him, but as was so much the case in our relationship, his com-
ment is my partner in thinking about my own sexual identity.

His commeng, I think, puts sex back in its complicated and rightful
place in the web of human behavior. It opens the door for me to more
thoughtful, more thorough conversations about HIV and gay sex, con-
versations that are appreciative of the realities of desire and love, and of
the fact that the subjects of those conversations are human beings, with
complex human desires and behaviors. Throughout my adult life as a gay
black man (I am 32), such conversations have been like suitcases full of
negativity, that gay men were supposed to carry.

But what I like best about my ex’s idea that it is hard to become
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HIV-positive is that it highlights agency — that, with few exceptions, one
has to do certain things (as opposed to certain other things) to be at risk
of infection. It is not so much that HIV is hard to get as much as it is
that any number of behaviors have to come into play for one to become
HIV-positive.

I don’t know, but there is something that is inspiring and meaningful
for me, as someone who is HIV-negative and has had active sexual rela-
tionships with men who are both negative and positive, to think that the
pathway to HIV is not inevitable, but potentially long and complicated.
If for nothing else, it encourages me to think of my sexual practice as
more than simply sexual — that my sexual desires and needs are connect-
ed to other kinds of emotional and spiritual components. And as such,
each decision is interconnected: the choice to engage in oral sex without
use of a condom is about more than a sexual experience or a sexual
desire, and is, after all, a choice, informed by ideology, history, experi-
ence, and so on.

That is it: what was so profound for me in my ex’s statement was
how clearly it revealed to me that every sexual decision is a decision.
Even heat-of-the moment decisions are informed by a set of choices I
have made prior to the moment’s arrival. And so the more time I can
spend thinking about my life in a reflective manner — the more time I
can spend being thoughtful about living the life that I do, or thinking,
even briefly, about what brings me joy — the more likely I am to implicit-
ly, and then explicitly, understand what is going on in my world sexually.
And I mean “understand” in the sense of what is under, what supports
and informs, the place where I stand.

Which brings me to another fantasy world, although one that is not
about superficiality: the cable television series Sex and the City. What 1
appreciate about that show is how successfully the characters’ interactions
(and metaphorically, those four women are gay men, albeit middle class
and white gay men) reveal the broad range of decisions that are connect-
ed to this one thing: sex. Too often in our social culture, sex is either not
articulated, relegated to that which must be hushed, kept as only private,
as the body’s most profound but also most intimate act, or, when sex is
public, it is simplified, rendered as the erotic body out of control and
singularly motivated. By those measures, sex has no legitimate public face
and is not in any way a sophisticated location of self.

Of course, none of this is true, as Sex and the City shows us. The
pathway to sexual desire is in fact complicated and convoluted, and each
kiss — each lick, each suck, each penetrative gesture — is infused with a
politic of experiences, fears, commitments, ethics, and so on. Not per-
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fectly, as if there is total harmony between what one does sexually and
what one thinks one might want to do sexually; this correlation is neither
clear nor clean. Instead, the relationship between what one does sexually
and the rest of one’s life is similar to looking at a capital city on a map:
the various highways and roadways all lead to and from this center point,
sex, which serves as a compass and repository for the pathways of the self,
and vice versa.

What I like about Sex and the City is that those women talk about sex
in a range of ways, even when they are not talking about sex. Sex is the
center of everything. Every conversation is, for each character, another
part of understanding herself as a sexual being, and every conversation
informs the next (sexual) experience she will have.

As those women know, sex is and is not everything. Even when sex
steps off center stage and lets other dramas happen, it is never quite off-
stage because it is infused by and informing everything else. And in this
way, the journey through and to sex is complicated. Sex is an agency that
is (operating) in every other aspect of one’s self.

That is how I hear the comment that it is really hard to become
HIV-positive — not only as a statement about the literal movement of the
virus from one fluid to another, but more about the way that the sexual
subject is after all a complicated subject, and that each sexual act is a
thoughtful and complicated act. Thinking of sex this way liberates the
self from an obsessive consideration of prevention that has become the
mode of how we think about HIV, and that ultimately serves to mini-
mize the range of thoughtfulness about sex in our lives.

This is what I need: our lives to be more like those women (gay men)
of Sex and the City, with their difficult and wide-ranging and funny con-
versations which are, always and forever, their figuring out sex. They
understand that sex is uneven, that it hardly ever happens as easily or as
flawlessly, or the moment of penetration nearly as seamlessly, as it appears
in much visual culture, and that in fact conversations over coffee have as
much to do with sex as anything else. (And that having such conversa-
tions — all the time — is healthy, rather than a sign of a disorder.)

So, in true Carrie Bradshaw fashion (and if I were on the show, I
would want to be Carrie — with a good dose of Samantha), a question:
What does it mean when sex becomes, in a thoughtful way, the every-
thing of one’s life?

Everyday Sex
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Sissies
at the Picnic

y most prized possession during first grade was a shiny red patent

book bag. I selected it over the black one because red would have
been the color that Wonder Woman would have picked. During that
time, she was my favorite superhero. I sat enrapt during every episode,
wondering what her history on Paradise Island must have been. What
motivated her mother to found the island of the amazons? How did they
go from being ordinary human beings to immortal superwomen? By
what genius did they realize that the feminum on Paradise Island could be
used to make their magic bracelets from which bullets bounced?

The images that Wonder Woman supplied to me about female
agency coincided with what I already believed about the black women
around me. In those days, Mama was a seamstress for International
Playtex. These were the days before daycare was routine. Confronted
with the difficulty of working a nine-to-five job at the plant, Mama
organized other black working mothers and together they started the
Manchester Day Care Center. My brother and I were among the first
graduates, and years later I would watch my nieces and nephews graduate
from that same daycare started by black women who simply needed some
place they could leave their babies.

My memories of childhood are filled with images of Mama’s mother,
Grandmama Willie Mae. Grandmama had a talent at laughter; she could
squeeze humor into the most mundane and taken-for-granted things.
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Grandmama was also a religious woman, but Christianity took on
unfamiliar hues in Grandma’s hands. On Friday nights, she would meet
with other black women and a sprinkling of black men and gather in the
room that adjoined Evangelist Walker’s beauty parlor. When Mama took
me and my brother to those Friday night services, it felt like we had
retreated to some secret society of women to which only a few in
Manchester were privy. How many, after all, knew that in the nighttime
there were women who prayed and preached without restriction, older
and younger sisters who spent their days at a sewing machine, behind a
vacuum, in a kitchen, or over a blow-dryer? Next to these women, the
heterosexual men that I knew seemed ordinary and uninteresting. I
understood power in terms of womanhood.

One day I got one of Daddy’s red T-shirts, one big enough that it
stopped just above my knees. I tied one of his big leather belts around
my waist, jumped into the front yard and imagined I was Wonder
Woman. I whirled around the way that Wonder Woman did whenever
she transformed from Yeoman Diana Prince into her superself; and
stopped in mid-turn. The contempt in Daddy’s eyes had locked me into
place.

It was Wonder Woman that made me want to be a reader. I was
determined to discover the history of the amazons. So I had Mama take
me to the regional library and together we got a library card. Soon there-
after, I would walk to the library and check out this large hard cover
book about Greek mythology. There I learned of the Amazon queen
Hippolyta and her tragic love for the demigod Heracles. I didn’t rest until
I had consumed the whole book, learning of ancient mysteries and god-
like failures. It was my fascination with books and the things they held
inside that marked me as different from the other boys. Pretty soon my
brothers and the other boys in my neighborhood noticed that I was
spending more time reading indoors than playing baseball and football
outside. As I developed skills as a reader, my abilities to catch an oncom-
ing ball plummeted miserably. My reputation as a sissy became a knot
that could not be untied, and I was banished from the world of boys.

The idea that white people can be queer is sometimes an adjustment
for me. My first memories of queerness are not of the Castro or the
Village, but the black sissies that peopled my world as a child. They were
the men with permed hair who pressed their love into piano keys come
Sunday morning. They were the erudite teachers with accents acquired
somewhere between the departure from home and the return to old land-
marks, guides who made Shakespeare and Beowulf seem as familiar as the
hymns of slaves. I was a little sissy among older — more seasoned — ones,
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in a world that now seems like a curious mix of past and present.

This was rural Georgia during the 1970s. The small town called
Manchester was full of fixtures and languages that the rest of the world
had consigned to the archives of history. I remember once I asked my
paternal Grandaddy Willie Marvin about the history of our church,
Concord Baptist, and its relationship to the Ferguson family. Grand-
daddy, who in my mind stood like a tree, leaned toward me and told me
the story of the bush arbor and how we “came ’cross from slavery.”
Granddaddy said that the slaves, who had no formal church to claim,
would go out and find a clearing in the woods and build a screen made
of twigs and leaves. This screen they called the bush arbor and used it to
shield their backs from an unsparing sun. There they would have their
meetings, out of the reach of master and lash.

The intimacy with which Granddaddy spoke about slavery convinced
me of its recency. It was not until college that I learned to think of segre-
gation and slavery as periods that did not border upon the 1970s. It was
also in my awakening adulthood that I discovered that the story of the
bush arbor was not my family’s personal history but a subject to which
historians of slavery had devoted considerable interest.

As slavery seemed proximate, it looked to me like segregation ran on
the heels of the late 1970s as well. Years after the Civil Rights Movement, 55
public facilities in Manchester adhered to the racial boundaries that char-
acterized the “earlier” era. The medical office that Dr. Smith and Dr.
Collins ran jointly had one side for white folks and the other for blacks,
and it remained that way at least until I had gone to college. The local
YMCA had an unspoken rule of “no blacks allowed” until the school sys-
tem bought the building when I was in high school.

Further complicating the presumably neat divisions between then and
now was my first grade teacher, Mrs. Rosa Little. Mrs. Little was my
older brother’s teacher at Meriwether Country Training School, the
school for black children before the questionable dawn of integration.
This was my mother’s a/ma mater as well, as it served generations of
black people before the courts mandated the end of legalized segregation
due to the pressures brought upon them by the Civil Rights Movement.
In my eyes, Mrs. Little bridged the gap between segregation and integra-
tion, carrying with her the feverish zeal of teachers from a bygone era, a
zeal justified in the name of the race and expressed oftentimes in violent
devotion. Mrs. Little would call us to her desk and paddle the palms of
our hands with a wooden ruler. It was not lost to us, black kids, that we
were beaten in the name of progress.

Then there was Edward LaRue. Edward was the one that our mamas
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sent us to as Easter approached. Every day after school, the kids from
around the neighborhood were to convene at the Sanctified Church
across the street from my house and practice for the Easter Sunday serv-
ice. There we would receive the poems that we were to recite come Easter
Sunday morning. There we practiced the song that so many black kids
during that era knew by heart: “He arose. Yes he rose. He arose. Yes he
rose. He arose from the dead. And the Lord shall bear my spirit on...”
There we sa, fifty or so loud and snotty-nosed children, finally out of
the jurisdiction of cries like “Chile, if you don’t get over here, you bet-
ter...” or the more ominous “Don’t let me tell you another time.” Away
from our mamas and daddies, we had no intention of minding.

And then in walked Edward. He was what mama and other black
women referred to as a “pretty man.” He strode down the aisle limp-
wristed, with designer sunglasses, fur coat, and two-toned wing tip shoes.
All of us knew he was “funny”; we had heard our parents say it, but that
didn’t seem to matter much. They had entrusted him to teach us to talk
proper and sing on key. Even as “sissy” was a stigma akin to the mark of
Cain, the men who folks referred to as such had qualities that everybody
deemed attractive. Back then, they seemed to understand that, funny or
not, Edward and men like him were part of us — little pieces in the mosa-
ic that made up the neighborhood.

He walked down the aisle, reached the altar, whirled around and
clapped his hands so that they struck like lightning. The sharp-tongued
and the unruly came to attention. “It’s time to start,” he said.

Other sissy men had a similar function, distributing their services and
talents throughout black working-class neighborhoods. The sissies that I
knew expressed a range of identities and styles. These were men who ran
the gamut of gender presentations; some like Edward were limp-wristed
and sashayed as they walked; others like my English instructor were
strait-laced and masculine; still others like the pianists and choir directors
had a fondness for perms and relaxers.

Easter practice around 1981 signaled a change that was an omen for
things to come. The week before Easter Sunday, all of us kids gathered at
the Sanctified Church, just like we did the year before. Many of us had
presented our Easter speeches the previous year and had come to consid-
er ourselves veterans. We had the same old butterflies about getting up in
front of a church full of folk in our Easter Sunday suits and dresses, but
we took comfort in the fact that we had gone this round before.

I remember looking for Edward to make his entrance, but no one
came through the front doors of the church. And then Evangelist
Walker’s daughter Jack appeared and took charge of the practice.

Roderick A. Ferguson



Bewildered, I looked around, expecting to see Edward at any moment.
And then I noticed some strange figure sitting in the front pew, some
unshaven man whose hair was hardly combed and who wore a dingy
black cardigan with holes in it. It was not only Edward’s physical appear-
ance that was different, but something deep inside had flown away from
him. And the usual gaiety of the Easter practice slid into melancholy
with the fall of this mighty sissy. And soon thereafter Edward passed.

In my mind, Edward’s death marked a crucial juncture in Manchester
and the way we regarded sissies in black communities. With the advent
of AIDS and white evangelical movements popping up all over Georgia,
sissies ceased to be peculiar men whose services we relied on, and became
pariahs who had to be identified and excluded. The same men whom our
parents had lauded for being great teachers of music, literature and orato-
ry had become these fiends that they had to protect us against. The loss
of sissies like Edward and the knowledges they held seemed like the pro-
gressive triumph of integration and right-wing Christianity and the
advent of a new kind of time, a time in which we could tell ourselves
that there were no such things as sissies who made little black kids
believe that one day we could come into wisdom.

In my adulthood, I have come to realize that mainstream homosexu-
ality is deeply invested in this new time as well. Ours is a moment in
which dominant queer culture sets its watch according to the standard of
progress. In the name of “coming out,” it has learned to malign queers
who do not conform to this edict, dividing the world between the mod-
ern and civilized people who are “out,” and the primitive and savage folk
who aren’t. This notion of “progress” demands uniformity and homo-
geneity, and in contemporary queer male cultures, uniformity and homo-
geneity go by the respectable name of masculinity. This insistence upon
masculinity as the proper gender style for queer men has pressed sissies,
queens and faggots to the point that they cannot stand, erasing the ways
in which they have shaped our histories. The limp-wristed have been
pushed aside by the straight-laced. This is a moment that endangers peo-
ple with extinction, a juncture in which profundities are jeopardized. Its
devastations are severest for communities of color, as these are the ones
that were sustained by the commitment and imagination of sissies like
Edward LaRue.

It’s interesting that so many sissies — oftentimes banished from the
world of sports or chosen last in PE. class — gravitate toward narration
for alternatives and possibilities. For us, history and culture are terrains of
the imagination, terrains that offer what official narratives of govern-
ment, media, and education often leave out. In my relationship with
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Grandaddy, I am the sissy who bears witness to the fact that what we call
“now” is a patchwork of other times — times gone past but never gone,
and times yet to be but always here.

I have told this tale as a way to illuminate the diverse makeup of the
black communities that I knew in West Central Georgia, a configuration
that confused the precincts of past and present, man and woman, hetero-
sexual and queer. Images like these live in the recesses of vernacular but
are threatened by modern ways of living and speaking homosexuality.
Odurs is a narrative eclipsed by the familiar symbols of queer culture —
white bodies, urban centers, and vanilla gender styles and practices.
Indeed, as mainstream homosexuality idealizes cosmopolitanism, white-
ness, and gender conformity, that version of queerness can only approach
a discrepant history like mine by suppressing it.

Aunt Mattie, Grandmama Willie Mae’s sister, referred to someone
once by saying, “That chile was as happy as a sissy at a picnic.” In my
mind’s eye, I had imagined a great gathering full of colored folk with
gingham tablecloths spread all around, and a sissy with shirt tied just
above the navel, a member who disseminated wit and wisdom, beloved in
complicated ways.

Roderick A. Ferguson
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 Peep Game

when a nigga across from me at a desk
shed a tear before he gave test

results

i gulped but did not cry

hadn’t cried much since i was five
adolescence kissed goodbye.

negative news about being positive
wasn't such positive news
so it intensified my blues

But Peep Game

the beginning of this shit

was the word faggot

was trying to be me

without permission to be free.

i played the games

sweaty b-boy bumps

cipher refrains

fake girlfriends

sexuality maimed

from the basketball courts
to the front porch

i wore a mask

concealing my authenticity
in cities that showed no pity.

Peep Game

pushed down desire
with each fist pound
with every ay-yo

with every rebuke of self
my health faded

crept into my psychology
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cosmology would deem me
a falling star

and no apologies

for living a fraud

just a reminder

every time

i breathe heavy and pause
to redirect my cause.

Peep Game

i took responsibility

for seeking acceptance
between some nigga’s arms
and his sweat

and the threats of rejection
by family

by homies

a calamity

so life became lonely

didn’t no niggas know me
they knew how i showed me
but when i said she i meant he
and i stupidly

thought that nigga

was my one and only.

Peep Game

my disease became known

so i could decide to kick its ass
or lay down and die hella fast
ironically i finally had

impetus to try

try living life honestly

try being who i was born to be
try being me

the man you see

wanting all y’all to

Peep Game
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192 ts and 33,000 viral load
runny stool and bloody commodes
month long colds

swollen lymph nodes

all hidden by baggy clothes

at the hip hop shows

i had to come “out” and then “out”
out squared

out square

the ones that called me queer

cuz they didn’t care

out rage-us

fist pounds ain’t contagious

the ones i use to give dap

now stand back

and give flack

and say that i ain’t a real black.

seems kinda heinous
since they complain about racists.

Peep Game

7’1l confess

i digest unpronounceable
and toxic lifesavers

like now or laters

twice daily

feeling crazy "bout

meds that hurt vital organs
to save my life

but it’s all love like the dove
negatives spit negative

but i stay positive

ignoring all the haters
might make my life safer
but it’s drainin’ as fuck

to always be like: nigga wha?
and a neg-a-ro gone go
where the love show.

Peep Game
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Peep Game

i overstand crixivan plans

on empty stomachs

and nightsweats

threats from hets

who try to stress

i get perplexed by hiv activists
tellin’ homeless kids

to use condoms

when they ain’t got 5 cents

i got beef with agencies
ignoring what’s plain to see
and hiv casualties

that take children’s families
and handing them a rubber
when theyd rather have their mother
back

and not be black and blue

from abuse and un-truths.
Peep Game

i be trippin’ offa sistas

who wanna call niggas faggots
and expect they nigga to tell the truth
if they have it

a word about your reprimand
yo' man ain’t so straight

if sexuality’s not up for debate
seeing no contradiction

of wanting honesty, integrity
when lips sealed

around the m.i.c. and d.i.c.

But Peep Game

m not here to make yall
paranoid

just to call some shit out
people try to avoid
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make noise

and represent

for niggas livin’ with this shit

so i got one more beef

and that’s it

y'all don’t give a fuck about niggas
and yet wanna dictate a nigga dick
that’s sick

y'all need to quit.

education programs that vex

cuz they str8 het

teaching only abstinence

this dis/ease is not happenstance

it's a planned redemption

for a life of rebuke

it’s seeking shelter inside of somebody
it’s getting a disease

some say you deserve

because you dare to find love you deserve
in a swerve.

god bless the stalkers of the night

the men seeking alternatives

to secret lives

god bless the wives

married to these men

god bless the lil’ boys

who think their loving is sin

god bless the poems

that fall on deaf ears

ghetto guerilla survival

eazy e tears

here’s to those who scared to find out
here’s to those who ain’t heard what it’s about
here’s to those who with each breath
remember the names.

here’s to survival

Peep Game

Peep Game
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A Soul Retrieval

powerful tradition of witnessing exists within black traditional reli-

gious practices dating back to slavery. In the context of slavery, the
Civil War, Reconstruction and the Civil Rights era, witnessing was the
way that black people affirmed the enspirited, boundless humanity that
gave them the courage and power to overcome. Somebody stood up, in a
church, in a field, down by a riverside, and told a story, their story, or
perhaps a story that had been passed on to them, and the onlookers sat
there, stood there, taking it, making it more real, through the act of wit-
nessing. Too often, black gay lives exist between the chasm of wanting to
be witnessed for and a silence that chokes down the voice. I know this
silence is real. I battle it, hunt after it every day. I search for names for
this silence so that I can call it out, march it to the stand, turn to the
jury and make them acknowledge that too many black gays die from
longing, invisibility, slow calculated suicides, addiction and numerous
other forms of soul murder.

The power and legacy of the witnessing tradition demands, though,
that we look through and beyond these deaths to the glory and the les-
sons they have left, like a pyre of ceremonial ashes painting our naked
bodies in circles and blood.

If I reach inside my stomach and pull out a story to tell you, it would
be the springtime, dragonfly tears, a ripening of pines, oak trees and lost
souls wanting to return, wanting to be witnessed. My uncle, healer man/
woman inside. Old cinnamon colored gal. My uncle had a woman spirit
inside. Tight pants all the way up in his sweet crack, niggah come, nig-
gah break your seed on my thigh—

He/She knew that she was beautiful. Coffee bean on the lips, auburn
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wig, and too much sadness for the skin tight, wire thin dress. Walking
the streets, selling pussy, laughing loud down somebody’s back alley door.

It was springtime, standing in the wet air. I was standing in the wet
air, rehearsing for some play. Taking a break outside amid the dragonflies
river long-wind. Something hit me in my stomach, bit me, tore some
teeth through. Something knocked me against the concrete building.
Catching a breath my body didnt want to rise to take. Something passed
over. I had to get back inside. I stood there trembling. My ice-wrapped
legs, wanted a mother kicked in her womb to holler.

Where does the spirit journey when it lifts from a body ridden down
by AIDS? Black soldiers lie in their coffins ate up from the inside out. It
was his spirit, his soul that shuddered through me, it was the lift and the
burden of having to rise, the mighty hands on the otherside, the mighty
wind of him turning back to the whole entire planet and tapping me,
almost knocking my ass out cold.

The soul is large and humble. My uncle was so humble you could
rest butterflies on his lashes. He loved children. Any child, brown, black,
white, yellow. He had gone to school for special education, and at one
point in his life worked solely with severely mentally and physically chal-
lenged children. Through his love, some of these children learned to
walk, talk, feed themselves and even read, when before they could not
pronounce a word. He was a healer, touching minds and hearts and
sometimes laying a hand on a knee, a back, a shoulder and taking out the
pain, walking it away. His healing power came from my great great-
grandmother, Mandy Ned. Midwife, shotgun carrying, Cherokee woman
in the back pine woods of east Texas. He was really good with menstrual
cramps and complicated blood flow. He could make blood flow.

I believe that his powers came from the female spirit that resided
within. Years before he died he went to a two-headed (conjuring) man in
the back woods of Texas and had this spirit bound. His closest friend
told me one night, “She got stronger and stronger, and before he decided
to have her bound, she would come at 11:00 every night and dress him
and go out and curse and drink and pick up strange men. He would
wake up with dark circles under his eyes and wouldn’t remember where
he had been and how he had gotten home.” One time his friend said, she
walked up on the spirit woman in a bar and the spirit cursed her and
pulled a knife and called her all kinda bitches.

My uncle’s friend said the spirit was evil, was a demon of possession.
But knowing what I knew of my uncles history, I could not help but
wonder to what extent the female spirit in him was embattled, abused,
taken from, ignored and generally beat down. Anything beautiful and
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shining will turn vicious and thorny after so much abuse. My grandfather
apologized on his death bed for calling my uncle nasty and slutty. Aunt
Noody, my grandmother’s sister, never apologized. For spreading rumors
about my uncle coming to New York, not washing, going out and pick-
ing up trashy people and wearing pants too tight to breathe in. All of his
brothers and sisters, including my mother, whispered behind his back
about how dirty and filthy he was and encouraged us children not to eat
after him, or to eat at his home.

Why is it that black gay bodies are so often chatteled down with dirt?
Even when we are “accepted,” it is despite the filth of our sexual prac-
tices, the forbidden lingering tastes on our tongues. In private, we “moan
and tremble and cuss as the Holy Ghost fucks” us.* And so what if the
bitch possessed him and dressed herself and darkened her lips and fucked
until the sun shone a new color? The problem was not the spirit, but the
context and complex political/religious forces that impinged upon my
uncle’s body and soul.

Nobody ever talked about this spirit. It is spirit that makes newborn
children shine. It is spirit that gives young children their boundless ener-
gy and curious power. When he was a child, an older adult friend of the
family would take my uncle out fishing every weekend. My grandmother,
doing domestic work during the week, hosting parties, cooking, taking in 5o
extra wash on the weekends, was only glad to have somebody take one of
the children off her hands. This man would take my uncle’s little boy
body out into a boat and rape him every weekend. Even after my grand-
mother found out, this man would still come around, he was a friend of
the family, it was a small black community, the post-Depression era, and
everybody needed each other.

What about me? I need. My uncle needed a whole beloved commu-
nity around him. His body needed a whole community that could honor
and anoint and bless that female spirit that resided within. But in the
absence of such community, how are we to respond to ourselves? All the
healing energy, all the service that we extend out, like an open mouth, a
hungry open mouth. If he could have touched himself, if he could have
made his own bloods flow. Oh, how glorious..!

HIV, AIDS, immunodeficiency, meds, cocktails. None of these
describe the labor and suffering of the soul. None of these describe the
healing power and medicine of our black gay souls. A doctor who did
not know him, a handful of pills he did not confide in and the added

degradation and stigma of his “disease” comforted my uncle during a

* Essex Hemphill, Ceremonies. (San Francisco: Cleis Press, 2000), p.78.
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time when he needed most to know that there was something so strong
inside. Before and after any medical, pharmaceutically sanctioned diag-
nosis, we have to begin to ask ourselves who and how we are inside?

Lay down

lay me down

lay my burden down

can I rest here?

I need to rest here

I want to know that it is safe

when you get there to the resting place

I'm tired

I'm so, so tired. Tell me that he did not already want to die and I will
strike you down. Tell me that my uncle was not tired, that we who are
burdened with the gift of giving do not grow tired witnessing how diffi-
cult it can be to give. The wars, the stalemates and broken treaties with-
in. In his land there was a river and male/female women. In his land
there were different flowers, different names for the sky and the accelera-
tion of flight. In his land, he was right and perfect and sane.

In the eyes of so many of my beloved who have died from AIDS, I
have often seen a fatigue beyond the physical. In their eyes I recognize
soul fatigue. Who can write long and fast enough to count those among
us who are tired? Coming into the world shackled down with difference
and memory. We who remember how to give, we who must acknowledge
ourselves as holy, who must go home and prepare a place to lay down in
this life, to receive our lullabies in this life?

Even in death my uncle could not rest. My grandmother’s sister, a
woman who had lived for over fifty years on the many acres first owned
by my great great-grandmother, stole my uncle’s ashes. Some said she
wanted to take them to the hoodoo man that worked for her in
Shreveport. Others said she herself knew incantations to capture and
bind the soul. One day, after too many visitations and sleepless nights, I
and my uncle’s closest friend got into my car, drove almost a thousand
miles to my great aunt’s home, waited until she left, and stole my uncle’s
ashes out of the hat box in the back end of the house, where she hid
them. My uncle wanted his ashes scattered on the red earth ancestral
land. He wanted to rest permanently among the memories that had sus-
tained our tribe.

It is the morning after we have taken back his ashes. We stand in the
sunlight in clean clothes. With chalk and ground pine leaves I trace a cir-
cle in the red earth. Call down from the six directions, begin scattering
from the inside out...

Vincent Woodard



May you walk into the arms of the old ones

May they receive you and embrace you for a long, long time

May you sing and give them good news...

It is incumbent upon us to reimagine this tragedy, the holocaust that
has culminated around HIV and AIDS. The culprits are too numerous to
name, so rather than blame I believe it is more useful to spend our time
uncovering sources of healing and power. We can begin by asking our-
selves: what is disease and where does it originate from? In a microscope,
in a lab culture? What does it mean to heal, from betrayal by those who
have often stood closest to us, to heal from the burdens of the past, to
heal our insulted humanity, to heal from the belief that we are not holy
and imbued with sacred function? And at what cost do we ignore our
fatigue, deeply repressed angers, the bleeding absence of love, our
silenced stories? We can and should talk and share and support one
another, but the first order of business is relearning how to love and care
for our individual selves/our souls. This is our primary sacred task and, as
well, our road to liberation.
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Moving On

have a friend who loves to reminisce about house music in its 1980s

heyday in New York City clubs like the Paradise Garage and the Shel-
ter. He says that the music that we are dancing to — and even why we
dance — today is a far cry from, a distant cousin to where, why and how
he danced “back in the day.” He misses the old days. He is very clear: he
believes those days are never coming back. He dances the mourning
dance. It is depressing at times — I wasn’t even there, yet I miss whatever
it was that made him happy. I want to know that feeling that he remem-
bers. I can't.

There are many things I miss at 36 — no, 37 — years old. I miss the
feeling of being in a room of what seemed like a hundred black gay men
at a Gay Men of African Descent meeting in New York when Assotto
Saint asked for submissions for a poetry anthology that he was working
on. He said he needed one hundred poets, and we responded. I remem-
ber feeling called.

I remember how in that room full of men my fears and self-hate
about being the ugliest in a room were cancelled. I remember discovering
that my body was actually a type, not an anomaly, that the ability to
“push it through” was just as important as classic good looks. I remember
when I fit in.

I remember, more recently, performing with the Pomo Afro Homos
to black gay audiences across the country, and brothers coming up to us
post-performance telling us, That could have been my story. And I remem-
ber going out and partying after performing in Houston, and seeing
them doing the same dances that we did in Oakland. I remember feeling
connected.
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It ain’t coming back for me either. The confluence of forces that sig-
naled the 1980s and "90s — economics, migration, a burgeoning black
gay culture, pride, the shedding of sexual repression (like the top two lay-
ers of clothing above our “real” outfit) — was unique. They are gone. I'm
all right with that.

What concerns me is the sense that it cant come back. It concerns me
that the words revival and renaissance aren’t in our vocabulary. That we
expect very little. There is a feeling of retreat in the air, like we have been
beaten back or chopped back like weeds. There seems to be a hopeless-
ness attached to being black and gay. Being gay is a sentence that is put
on our black lives, and we live it out like we have been convicted of some
crime.

Recently I conducted a focus group for the San Francisco Depart-
ment of Public Health to gauge the gay community’s ideas on why, after
years of prevention campaigns and declining death rates, the numbers of
new HIV infections were on the rise again, and what we could do to turn
back the tide. The answers were both expected and unexpected. The
most unexpected was from a black man who said that it was too late for
him, being 40 years old and HIV-positive. He said that we should just
try to protect and educate the youth. Let me be clear: I am not youth-
identified. While I see the HIV numbers escalating in this population,
and share the alarm, I also see an already invisible group of men, black
gay men aged roughly 30 and up, disappearing from the fight. And it
feels like no one is championing the cause of our lives.

I took a job as the African American Program Coordinator for the
STOP AIDS Project in San Francisco to do just this work. When my
basement desk and office started to look like a desk at an office in abase-
ment, I left. I was never a number cruncher. I wasn't a public health head
or a researcher. What I can do is pull a crowd. I am an artist. I am inter-
ested in getting black gay men to know that their stories deserve, no,
demand to be told. I knew when I took the position that the organiza-
tion really had no clue how to get to us.

Where are the black men? they asked.

Do you mean the ones who don’t date other black men but have
black friends, or the ones who don’t date other black men and don’t have
black friends, or the ones who only date other black men, or the ones
who are never seen out in gay scenes but circle the blocks in their cars
enough times that you can call out their license plate numbers by heart,
or the ones who only do the parks and bushes, or the ones who aged out
of an ever younger gay scene, or the ones who started going to church
and would rather hide behind God than stand in front of a rainbow flag,
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or the ones that are on the DL (you know, the ones who are having sex
with other men then having sex with women who don’t know — not DL
in the way it used to mean how you did something, not who you are), or
the day care kids 17 and under who think that there is something inside
of Cabel’s Reef worth dressing in full drag and riding the number 40 bus
from east Oakland to downtown? Who exactly are you looking for?

I am looking for you, and I know where we are. I have invested
myself in varied black gay communities. On the boy hoe stroll at
Telegraph and Grand Avenues: You mean the one who keeps circling in the
green minivan? Inside of Cabel’s Reef (think the Mill...Lorettas.. . Kellers
... The Study): Yeah, I know him. Or: Ob hur! (depending on who you
ask). Among the bourgeoisie (those who claim to know the difference
between sevruga and beluga but cant afford either), grins and gins at the
cockrail parties they fought to keep secret: That flighty artist. How did he
get in? Or ask the artsy fartsy set: my legend is as the fourth Pomo Afro
Homo, or they know me from the runaway success (my own quote) of
my first collection of poetry, Last Rights, or the readings I have done as a
poet. Name a venue and I have read there. Cabel’s? Yup. Barnes and
Noble? Yup. Pride celebrations, LGBT centers, queer arts festivals, living
room salons, gay weddings, gay Kwanzaa celebrations, Black History
Month, National Poetry Month? Yes, yes, and yes. Although the game
would be different in each, you could probably play “Six Degrees of
Marvin” in quite a few places. Overheard: I didn’t know he was such a
woman.

This is not a resume, but a history. It is the history that I carry when
I think about creating space for us as black gay men to hear, see and talk
to one another. I know we did not all get here the same way. I have
learned to embrace people’s journeys and celebrate them for making it.
This far: this poetry reading, this discussion about being black and DL,
this club, this Pride celebration, this beach party, this publication.

It is my job to go into these spaces. Ignore the voices: Damn, hes
always out. Record. Write. Believe our stories are inexhaustible and trans-
mit this idea to other black gay men. Reunite tribe.

I have seen public health organizations ask black gay men, Why do
you keep having sex without condoms? If folks had answers, then maybe ris-
ing HIV infections wouldn’t be an issue. But I know what the answers
sound like in our heads: Sex without a condom feels good but sex with men
is wrong so its not supposed to feel good because its a sin and it must be an
extra sin because I'm doing it with another black man and we know black
women need all the black men and I'm going to hell anyway and if not hell I
know AIDS is waiting to call my number or it might be jail or getting shot

Mo ving On

75



76

hey I'm black and damn fucking without a condom feels good right about
now and besides I'm bored I need to feel like someone wants me sex and dan-
ger is the same somewhere [ started believing that some woman's man is bet-
ter than some faggot if my heart ain’t in it then its not love it’s just sex he
looks safe he looks like he might kill me if only he could love me but I'm okay
with this right now because this is the last time.

Turning down an “uncondommed” dick is not that hard to do.
Turning down love and its possibility is.

It is so important to have a space where we can consistently find each
other. I show up at the club dancing, not feeling like I am relegated to
this space, but that I choose to bring my love into it. I also take it upon
myself to create space for us: poetry readings, discussion, creative writing
workshops, retreats. I put the word out. I am hoping that someone will
feel what I felt when I heard Assotto Saint — called. I make sure every
brother who comes through the door at an event knows that 7 have been
waiting for you. I create art possibilities that give voice to a myriad of
black gay experiences, so that whoever is listening might feel connected,
either by rhythm or by content, in the story being told. Most of all, we
are living, dynamic entities, always changing, so I must not just remem-
ber the past but deal with who we are today, by creating timely events.
It’s really on you, I tell brothers, that we have to learn how to tell our
stories, truthfully and honestly, tell them like our lives depend on it, tell
it to the future. Otherwise, history may not remember you fondly, might
actually get you wrong, diminish you, exclude you altogether. Under-
stand that you are beautiful, born with beauty and will die with it.
Beauty is not measured by complexion of skin or design of clothing — it’s
about how you connect to people.

In this space I also want brothers to have the opportunity to give
back, or at least ask the question, How do black gay men give back? What
“community mapping” have we done, formally or informally? Who are
the bakers, poets, lawyers, psychiatrists, bartenders, bus drivers, drag
queens, retail sisters, etc? What specific messages can we create for broth-
ers to give back from what they have? Has anyone asked the boy who
does hair to bring his flat irons to this AIDS benefit...memorial...discus-
sion...thing that we're doing? What have you, black gay man, gone out
and gathered? Let each one give of the thing he loves.

Give a black gay man a condom, and he is safe for one night; teach him
how to love himself and you keep him safe for life. No, wait, that’s not
where I was going. But I do want to make sure that my brothers expect
to find love. I want us to expect to hear a calling on our lives. I want us
to know that we fit in. I want us to feel connected to one another and
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protective of one another. I want us to feel like brothers are expecting us
and expecting excellence of us. I want us to feel welcome in the spaces
where we have gathered. We felt this once. It’s true those times are gone.
And P'm all right with that. But I am listening out for the music in the
words and movements of black gay men today that speaks to us about
our future. And I am looking for you.
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