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Praise for the Second Edition of Cake Walk (2026) 

This book is a must read not only for its relevancy but also from the unique perspective from which it is written. A true and realistic voice of an ally for the trans community. This book takes you on a rollercoaster ride that I would sign up for again and again! – Quote from Fresh New Voice





Praise for the First Edition of Cake Walk (2022)

Our company book club read this in honor of Pride Month and I am so glad that chose this book! The story is wonderful, touching and eye-opening. There are so many interesting nuances in this book and the author does an excellent job of drawing you in right from the start. I quickly became invested in the characters and really loved how things came together in the end. And while the book shines a light on a lot of important and current challenges/issues people deal with from racism to spirituality, it is also simply a wonderful story about a man who is on a journey to find happiness and his authentic self. – Amazon Reviewer



Cakewalk is a riveting read that explores the nuances of the human experience and the many ways we all possess blindspots to the trauma we inflict on each other. I can't sing the praises of this book enough. – Amazon Reviewer



This book gave me a whole new perspective on the struggles that both black people and LGBTQ+ people face on the daily; to see it laid out so bare is heart wrenching to read. It takes both of those hardships and meshes them nigh perfectly into the main character, turning it into a compelling and at some points tense narrative. I also like the end notes with how the book got its name, to the authors Buddhist perspective about putting aside any prejudice, labels or beliefs and accepting yourself just as you are. 10/10, would recommend to others. – Amazon Reviewer



Bell describes a very nuanced struggle that as a cis man don't understand. The growth of a queer relationship, between two people and also their friends and family. Bell shows empathy in both the highs and lows as Bryan and Nadia navigate life together. I could tell that Bell did his research in the community and I learned helpful things that also make me more aware and can be a better ally in the community. – Goodreads Reviewer



I loved Nadia for her "I don't take crap" mindset and for sticking up for herself. I endeavour to be as strong and brave within my life journey.
A great story about choices, and the harsh reality of hiding who you are, and the repercussions of these choices. I thoroughly enjoyed this. – Goodreads Reviewer



I am grateful to BookSirens and Bumbershoot Press for giving me an advanced reader’s copy of the new fiction book, Cakewalk. I also want to thank its author Douglas Bell for writing this book about these difficult subjects in society today: racism, sexism, homophobia, and LGBTQIA+ issues. – Goodreads Reviewer
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Dedicated to 


the men who love trans women and wonder if the world will still love them back—
 it will.
 But only when you stop hiding.
 This is your invitation to let go of shame,
 to honor her with your truth,
 and to trust that becoming fully yourself
 is the most radical act of love there is. 










  
  
Author's Notes




Thank you for reading Cake Walk.

To my knowledge, Cake Walk remains the only novel on the market told from the perspective of a trans-amorous man. That matters. Because men like Bryan often live in silence—carrying love in one hand and fear in the other, without community or language to hold their truth. That invisibility becomes a quiet kind of harm.

And I understand that harm. I know what it’s like to feel unseen. If that’s you too—I see you. Because I am you.

The original version of Cake Walk was published in 2022. At the time, I set out to tell Nadia’s story through Bryan’s eyes—to be a good ally to the trans community, especially to trans women, because of an emotional connection I carry to someone like Nadia. But the deeper truth is this: Bryan’s story is my story. 

I want to sincerely apologize for missing the mark in that original version. I made Bryan cold, defensive—even mean. I thought that stark contrast would emphasize his transformation. But in hindsight, I realize that made it hard for readers to connect with him—let alone root for him. That was my mistake, and I own it.

This revised edition gave me the opportunity to make it right. I worked hard to bring more empathy and emotional truth to Bryan. In this version, his love for his son Lance is undeniable. He prioritizes honesty with the people in his life. And perhaps most importantly, he begins to show himself the same patience he’s learning to offer others. I believe this makes him more relatable—and more deserving of the reader’s hope—on his journey to developing self-acceptance.

Through deep reflection and years of spiritual practice—including meditation—I’ve come to understand how shame distorts us, how silence isolates us, and how growth begins in the stillness when we finally allow ourselves to feel. In rewriting Cake Walk, I didn’t aim to perfect Bryan—I wanted to humanize him. I wanted his evolution to feel real, flawed, and ultimately, aspirational.

One of the most important realizations I’ve had is this: trans-amorous men like Bryan must be embraced within the LGBTQIA+ community—not simply tolerated as “allies,” but welcomed as part of the community itself. That’s why a particular plot point in this novel had to happen. It was necessary to push Bryan off the sidelines and into the fight—for himself, for love, and for all those whose identities are misunderstood, erased, or feared. That moment had to happen. Because silence is no longer an option.

If this is your first time reading my work, I invite you to continue with Love Cake—a novel about community, chosen family, and the radical power of living in truth. And if you're looking for a story that inspires personal transformation, stay tuned for Threads of Purpose, my upcoming novel about creativity, courage, and healing.

Thank you for giving this book a chance—and for giving all the Bryans in the world the space to be seen, understood, and loved.

With gratitude,
 Douglas Bell
 www.douglasbellbooks.com
 FB / IG / YouTube: @douglasbellauthor
 Twitter: @douglasbellblog
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September 18, 2015 



Bryan arrived well before his mother. He opened the door of the sun-splashed restaurant and dipped his head beneath a fern that was growing over the doorway. Once inside, he passed a hand over his hair and straightened the already-perfect knot of his peacock-blue tie, his elbow grazing his mama’s gift, which was hidden in his sports jacket outer pocket. He slipped his phone from a trouser pocket, turning it off without even glancing at his messages. No distractions, no incriminating texts. He simply wanted to be his mama’s golden boy for a few hours—although he was in the latter half of his forties and Black. Perhaps topaz or brass? These days, fool’s gold seemed more apt.

For years, he had taken his mama out every two weeks for lunch, but it had been many months since they had gone on a special date, just the two of them. He'd told his mama that he had too many spinning plates to keep aloft with finishing a project at work and spending time with his kids, but the truth was, his new lover, Nadia, was keeping him occupied. Before his absence registered as too suspicious, he sent his mama flowers with the invitation for today. Normally, he would love to gush to his mother about a new girlfriend, but Nadia was too new, and too different from the few girls he’d introduced his mama to. For a moment, Bryan tried to imagine what it would be like to invite Nadia to lunch with his mama. Would she pass as a woman? And if she did, would his mama still have a problem with her being white? 

A dish clattered, startling Bryan and reminding him why he was there. Bryan glanced around the empty hostess booth, his eyes taking in the scene. He had picked this restaurant based on newspaper reviews gushing over the food and decor. His mama would be delighted by the greenhouse windows and copious plants dangling from reclaimed box beams and erupting from exposed brick walls, its whimsy cut with velvet couches in vibrant hues and faux-animal-skin rugs. The menu was French-Tex barbeque with cumin potatoes au gratin; collards drizzled with genuine olive oil and brie queso. He hoped it would all be enough to make up for his absence. The last thing he needed was a guilt trip with his collard greens.

He was also looking forward to this meal as a pre-celebration of sorts. Before he'd logged off his work computer for the day, he saw the job posting for the Vice President of Polymers and Specialty Chemicals go live. He had been waiting for the position to open up for months, since his co-worker Jerry alluded to the fact that the current VP would be stepping down soon. Getting this promotion would mean finally being recognized for his hard work. It would also mean a significant pay increase. The smell of garlic and cheese wafting through the air combined with the image of a fat paycheck was making Bryan begin to salivate. While he did well for himself in his current position, the added financial security of this promotion would allow him to comfortably send his two kids to college and handle any unexpected setbacks. He also knew it would make his mother proud. She was always so worried about Bryan and his sister fitting in. If he got this job, he'd be the highest paid Black person in his industry.

Until it was decided, he needed to keep his head down. Several people had hinted that he was being considered as a strong diversity candidate, which meant being watched extra carefully. No mistakes of any kind. His unmarried state already put him at a disadvantage. He didn’t want to imagine what would happen if any of the senior executives found out about Nadia. Being single is probably a better look than dating a white transwoman, he thought.

Before he could let his thoughts about Nadia spiral out of control, his mama bustled through the doorway in the chic St. John separates that Bryan had bought her the previous Christmas, her dark, straightened hair twisted into its usual neat chignon. Her attention riveted on Bryan as soon as she spotted him; she didn’t duck, and the fern grazed her head. “Oh!” she said, momentarily goosed before retaining her composure. She pulled the offending leaf through her loose fist. “Ah, Asplenium nidus.” She glanced at Bryan, both officious and warm. “Bird’s-nest fern. And next to it is a slightly shriveled Asplenium scolopendrium. Hart’s tongue, my favorite.”

Bryan grinned and enfolded his mama in a hug. She was bright as ever, though she felt noticeably frailer in his arms today. “Smarty-pants.”

“I can’t help knowing what I know,” she shot back, visibly pleased by his compliment. “But this jungle is reminding me how hungry I am.” She craned her head towards the empty hostess stand. “Where is—”

Just then, a person wearing a slim-cut blazer and cigarette pants swooped into the entryway. “Hicks, party of two?” breathily emerged from subtly glossed lips. The rest of the face was made up so that not a hint of stubble was visible, the chestnut-brown bob lacquered to a high shine.

Bryan's heart jumped into his throat, and he cast a glance at his mama's raised eyebrows. Oh boy , he thought, Mama, don't say anything rude . He wanted to both swear and hit his head against the wall. Is this how she'd look at Nadia, he wondered. Why hadn’t he checked out the place first before bringing his mama here? He knew how badly she reacted to anyone she perceived as being what she called “homosexual.” He wasn’t entirely sure why she was homophobic, but he was pretty sure it had something to do with her believing that everyone needed to conform to certain societal expectations. He didn’t have the heart to tell his mother that the “proper society” she was raised in during the 1940s was not considered “proper” anymore.

Mama took a faltering step back just as Bryan took one forward. “Yes, that’s us.”

The young person looked Bryan up and down before addressing mama. “Aren’t you a lucky duck, having lunch with this handsome man,” the host drawled, sliding two menus off the stack before turning on black patent platform heels and swishing into the main room.

Mama gripped Bryan’s arm. “Is that a man wearing lip gloss or something else entirely?” she hissed. Bryan felt his heartbeat still in his throat and tried to swallow. All Bryan did was raise his brows as if he were shocked in an attempt to mask his panic. Following behind the host, Bryan couldn’t help but notice that the blazer emphasized the nicely tailored trousers, showcasing her slim, boyish figure. Yes, focus on fashion, Bryan thought. You just need to get through this meal. 

Bryan raised his gaze, looking straight ahead. Unless his mama could literally see through him, she didn’t have a clue where he was looking, but her sixth sense was keen. She had always warned him that mothers always know the inner workings of their children.

They arrived at a table perfectly situated to appreciate the sunshine without being blinded or overheated by it. The host pulled out a chair for his mama, batting his mascaraed eyelashes at Bryan. “Your extremely fortunate server, Elana, will be with you in a moment.” Mama gave Bryan a withering stare. She brushed the man’s manicured hands off her chair as if they were flies. Frowning, she jerked her chair closer to the table herself. Out of the corner of his eye, Bryan saw the host’s chest slump before saying in a voice bright with propriety, “Enjoy your meal. Remember to leave room for our famous Black Forest!”

Mama opened her napkin with a flick of her wrist and spread it over her lap disgruntledly, but that action seemed to help her to shuck off her sourness. Just enjoy lunch, he thought, knowing he did not have the spine to call her out on her rudeness. “Tell me about the children,” she said, perusing the menu with interest.

Bryan was about to launch into the most flattering anecdotes about his two kids, but before he spoke a word his mother fixed him with a gimlet-eyed stare. “Speaking of children. You know, being a parent takes a lot of courage.”

“That’s true, Mama,” Bryan said, happy to be agreeable.

“For instance,” Mama said, still fiddling with her napkin. “Did I tell you about the Hancocks next door? It turns out their son, who always seemed so nice, but quiet—you know, for a teenager. Polite.” Her gaze had been flitting around the room, but now landed softly on him. “Well, now, he told his parents he’s—” she lowered her voice conspiratorially— “homosexual.”

“And?” Bryan tried not to sound terse. His heart rate beat faster. His jaw tightened; he hated when she used that word. 

“Oh, his parents kicked him out.” Mama’s eyes once again roved over the restaurant. “I’m sure they’ll invite him back once he realizes the error of his ways.” Her brow furrowed. “Parents must sometimes draw lines—hard lines, you know. And . . . let the chips fall where they may. I don’t blame them one bit. Their son doing those things puts a target on their backs too.”  

Bryan couldn’t help shuddering. He felt sweat beginning to collect on his palms and wiped it on his pants. “Mama, that is terrible,” he said, unable to talk about the kids. Bryan’s mind began racing. Between the comments about the hosts and the comment about the Hancock’s son, his mama seemed awfully focused on the gayness today. Had she seen him and Nadia somewhere? He had been so careful to only see Nadia at her apartment, but had they slipped up and run an errand together? Bryan tried to subtly focus on his breathing to calm himself down. She was too busy looking at the menu to realize that Bryan was doing breathing exercises at the table. He began to feel his heart rate slow down a bit and reminded himself that Mama’s snobbery was rooted in her desperation to keep her Black son safe, and the more Bryan was “like everyone else, but better,” the less afraid she had to be. Any time he had wanted to pierce his ear or temporarily color his hair, say, bright blue for a Halloween costume, she repeated the same phrase: “Only white people can do those things without any consequences.” He’d heard his mama say this so often it was tangled in his DNA.

A Latina in a neat navy dress appeared and introduced herself as Elana. Bryan almost breathed an audible sigh of relief that she was what his mother needed to feel comfortable. Bryan hated that she had so little room for different people. He ordered for himself and his mama, more food than they’d be able to eat in one sitting but wanting to spoil his mama with choices. Mama excused herself to use the restroom, and Bryan slid the box from his overcoat pocket and placed it on the table in front of mama’s place setting.

Missing Nadia, he turned his phone back on and checked it to see if she’d texted. Even a heart emoji would ease the soreness in his own heart after hearing mama’s harsh words about her neighbors.

As the phone’s glowing screen flashed on, his mama reappeared and sat down. Bryan quickly typed his passcode and dropped the phone in his lap face-up.

“Oh!” Mama exclaimed with genuine pleasure, plucking the rectangular box with her perfectly manicured fingers. “Is this package for little ol’ me?”

“Yes.” Bryan beamed his sweetest smile at his mother. “I’m sorry for having been a bit MIA lately. I’ve missed you, Mama, and I love you.”

“This is so sweet.” Mama’s face looked like a lighted Christmas tree. “Oh, my handsome son.” She went to work on the satin ribbon and slid a pearly fingernail under the tape so as not to rip the exquisitely flowered wrapping paper.

Bryan glanced down at the phone in his lap. There was a long text from Nadia: I found the gift. You’re so sweet. I added a little something to it that we can play with later. I wrapped it back perfectly so I can act surprised. She ended the text with a deep red heart and smiling devil emojis.

Bryan blinked, not comprehending. The sun reached higher in the sky, bleaching the opposite wall of clear glass panels milky white, as if light had been tossed from a bucket and stuck to the wall.

Mama opened the lid of the box. Inside was the expensive scarf. Bryan gasped, and quickly drank water to prevent himself from saying anything incriminating. To Bryan’s horror, instead of lying flat in a neat rectangle, the patterned silk was looped in a faux-gold ring with textured notches around the inner rim. A cock ring.

Bryan lost his breath, his mind scrambling. In his mind’s eye, a battering ram blasted through the soldered glass panels, now blanched and opaque, shattering them. Everything he knew was ruined. He would be thrown through the spiky hole in the wall, glittering splinters under his skin, his bloody hands emoji-heart red.

Mama turned the ring over, inspecting it. “I have heard of these . . . holders,” she said, slightly more faintly than normal. “But they’re for those who don’t know how to tie a scarf like a Frenchwoman.” She unknotted the scarf and tugged it out of the ring, which thankfully hadn’t come with a tag or any marking to indicate its intended purpose, and Bryan was grateful for this small favor from the universe. He couldn’t believe that Nadia had thought that was for her and added the cock ring to the box. He would have to tell her later how she had unintentionally gifted his mother a cock ring. She would probably joke, “This is why you need to let me take her out to dinner first.” He wasn’t sure when, if ever, Nadia and his mama would be in the same room long enough to share a meal.

Mama wound the silky fabric around her neck and knotted it expertly. “See, perfect.” She gingerly picked up the ring and placed it back in the box as if it were dried excrement. “Thank you, son.”

Bryan gathered his breath and forced a placid smile on his face. “You’re welcome, Mama. It’s beautiful on you. Wear it in good health.”

“I plan to, thank you,” she said. The host sashayed by, seating another group of diners. Mama’s eyes narrowed. “I must say,” she said in a tone that was only categorized as merry-go-round cheerful. “The food promises to be delicious, and the ambiance is certainly wonderful. However, I am never setting foot in this restaurant again. And I’ll tell my friends not to patronize this place either.” Before Bryan could intercede and gently dampen her dramatics, his mama waved her hands to indicate their lush surroundings. “Imagine, taking all this care with the decor and then hiring . . . that.” Her eye contact was severe and unwavering. “I’d toss Miss Such and Such out of my house faster than he-she could fasten those ridiculous shoes.” She dabbed her lips with her napkin and fixed Bryan with a radiant smile. “Now, tell me everything about you.”
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They had met at an upscale adult bookstore. After his divorce was finalized in 1992, Bryan found himself completely lost. He had done everything his Mama had told him to do: get married, have kids, work at a good job that allowed for prestige and a good salary. He still had the job, but with the word divorce on his record and only having partial custody of his kids, a black void began to envelop him. Unsure of what he even wanted out of love, he found himself perusing magazines and watching videos in adult bookstores to assuage his baser needs. Initially, he began with watching men have sex with women. 

One day, when he was in the store, he saw a video cover featuring an attractive, tall, thin white woman. He browsed until his eyes met the sign at the center of the shelf that said, “Gay”. He sulked into the back of the store, his eyes scanning for who could be watching him. She was a cross-dresser. I’m not gay, Bryan had thought, what am I doing here? He left the store empty handed that day and took a shower upon getting home.

As the internet’s expanse of porn began to grow in the mid-1990s, he found himself exploring realms, privately, he had never considered before. He was suddenly clicking on crossdressing porn and found himself more sexually satisfied than he had been in his marriage. Eventually, he got tired of watching the same internet videos over and over again. His boredom eventually outweighed his curiosity, and he went to a different bookstore that was an hour away from where he lived and worked so as not to risk anyone recognizing him.

This time, he told himself, It’s only gay if I’m acting on it. He sidled in, eyes down, to the alternative section hidden behind a red curtain that reminded him of his unstable days as a magician. That store quickly became his go-to place. He felt safe there.

By the time the mid-2000s rolled around, he was beginning to find more variety in the tapes he rented. With the new millennium approaching, Bryan’s desires for watching cross-dressing porn had transformed into a new interest: transwomen. His attraction to transwomen felt much deeper than a fetish; he saw something different in them, but he did not know how to express what he did not understand.  

One evening in April of 2015, he walked in, and there was a new woman at the till. She was white, with long hair, the color of honey. He stared at her. “Let me know if you need help finding anything,” she said. Bryan flipped through the videos and snuck glances at her. Her face was beautiful. It wasn’t until she stood to reach a harness on a high shelf that she revealed her willowy height — six-foot-four to his six-two—that he knew the answer to his unspoken curiosity. He felt she might be trans. Why do I want to talk to her so badly? Bryan contemplated asking for help just so he could talk to her more, but decided against it. I can talk to her at the register, he thought.

Nervously, he chose a video featuring a tall blond trans woman pictured from behind, wearing lace panties and a bra, and shyly brought it up to the front. What the hell am I doing? Why am I feeling butterflies for someone I’ve never met? Bryan handed off the tape, wiping off some moisture on the edge closest to him with his sleeve. Bryan discreetly wiped his hands on his pants, hoping the woman didn’t notice any lingering moisture on the tape. The woman at the till looked for several seconds at the video box cover before deliberately meeting Bryan’s eyes. Bryan’s stomach was still fluttering as he met her intoxicating light green eyes that seemed both sly and sweet. “That’s a good one. You’ll enjoy it,” she said, putting out her hand. It was slender and very soft-looking, graceful in its movement. “I’m Nadia,” she said and handed him her card. He memorized her number, fantasized about her that night, but didn’t dare call. He went back the next night, and they flirted more openly. On his third visit, he pretended to be unable to find the sequel to a tape he had at home. They spent 10-15 minutes talking about the franchise, and contemplating how on earth they made it look like they were actually a plane in the films. On his fourth visit, Bryan took a risk; he brought Nadia a bouquet of long-stemmed red roses. Nadia gushed as she smelled the roses.

“I need to tell you that I’m trans,” Nadia said confidently.

“Oh, okay…Thanks for telling me,” Bryan responded happily. Thank you, he thought. A tension had been released, giving them the freedom to talk about their interests, favorite movies, and TV shows that had nothing to do with porn. He drove home, smiling from ear to ear, knowing he had a friendship with a real transwoman.

It wasn’t until his fifth visit that Nadia took the bull by the horns. “My shift is over in ten minutes,” she said, fluttering her lashes. “Why don’t you take me out for something to eat?” Grateful for her forwardness, he did. He knew it probably would have taken him another five flirty conversations to get up the courage to do anything about his attraction to her.

The first time they had sex was surprisingly natural and utterly astounding — both of these feelings worried him deep inside. By sleeping with her, he unknowingly inserted himself into the LGBTQIA alphabet. What letter was he? He didn’t see himself anywhere in that lexicon. What he hadn’t counted on was that after sex with Nadia, he’d dropped himself forever after into a void between two worlds, the known and her. He had played this in his mind so he wouldn’t be scared if the opportunity to date a transwoman presented itself.
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A few days later, Bryan was anxiously tapping his steering wheel, scanning the crowded parking lot like a sentinel. As usual, his ex-wife was late. Bryan had been living west of downtown since their divorce ten years ago. Still, Lawanda insisted on this particular gas station, a truck stop all the way on the east side, as the pick-up/drop-off location for their children. Armies of eighteen-wheelers screeched and roared. This was Texas, a driving state. Cars pulled in and discharged all kinds of people stretching after many hours behind the wheel, their dogs bounding toward the skinny strip of grass. 

Pungent wafts of diesel seeped through the vents, which was blasting air conditioning. The ugly castles of oil refineries and chemical plants pumped clouds of muck into the sky. This reality was partly his fault, Bryan knew. As an engineer for Big Oil, his work revolved around clean numbers and graphs, but he was part of the machine that made those pestilential clouds.

His children were both quiet. Lance, a ninth grader and a carbon copy of his mother, was sitting in the backseat engrossed in The Great Gatsby, his backpack clamped under his arm. In the passenger seat, Lindsey peered at her phone. Already seventeen, she had been born with Bryan’s smile, though lately, that expression was a rare sighting. In a black ball cap labeled Beacon Security, an older white man paced back and forth along a curb, one hand resting on his holstered gun. He stared at Bryan, slowly switching a toothpick from one side of his mouth to the other. Sitting in an unmoving car while Black was considered loitering. Bryan drove a recent model Jaguar. This car made him simultaneously safer, insulated by status, and more vulnerable, since white people were often suspicious of seeing a Black man behind the wheel of a luxury car.

Bryan suppressed a yawn. The vacation-like stress of constant togetherness, the pressure to do as much as possible together, meant he was often exhausted after the weekends with his children. Normal visitation weekends were filled with some homework mixed with having fun with activities that both Lindsey and Lance might enjoy. Occasionally he would sleight of hand magic tricks to entertain them; there was a time he had tried to make it as a magician for a couple of years during college.

Bryan’s phone dinged. Lance craned forward, wrapping his arm around his father’s neck from the backseat. “Is that Mama?”

Bryan glanced at the screen. 

Nadia had texted. Hi sexy.

“Someone from work,” Bryan said, dropping the phone face down in his lap, making sure Lance did not see the name. He believed his kids should not be aware of intimate partners until the relationship was serious. He patted Lance’s arm hanging around his neck. Lance’s hugs were always welcomed.

“Oh,” his son said.

Lance released the hug, and Bryan’s mind traveled back to Nadia as they waited. He’d forgiven her for what she’d done with the scarf he’d bought for his mama. After all, he purchased presents like that for Nadia to be creative and spontaneous. He had hidden the box clumsily, right in his jacket pocket around their five-month anniversary. In fact, he bought another similar scarf, added the notched ring, wrapped the box, and presented it to Nadia. If she had noticed it was a slightly different pattern, she hadn’t said anything.

He couldn’t believe they’d been dating long enough to regularly exchange gifts. He thought back to the first time they met and suddenly felt warm from shame mixed with arousal. He cautiously picked up his phone and tapped out: I wish I was with you already. He sent it and erased the entire chain, as he did after every five or so of his and Nadia’s texts.

“You said you’re texting someone from work?” his daughter asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Ooh, is it Uncle Jerry?” Lance asked eagerly.

“We haven’t seen him in a while,” Lindsey commented.

Before Bryan could respond, a call from his mama interrupted them. He hit Accept. “Hello, my handsome son,” she trilled.

Bryan died inside a little bit every time he thought of what his mama’s reaction would be if she knew of his proclivities. His mama was convinced—and told him often, to the point of irritation—there are only so many seats at the table of your life and if someone who is not good for you is sitting there then you keep yourself from meeting the right person. In his mother’s eyes, Lawanda left because the universe was making room for a better partner. The partner who would make Bryan a better version of himself. That was how his mama soothed his pain after the divorce. If Nadia was sent to fill the empty seat at the table, then his mama was going to have to make extra space at the table for her. Bryan always colored inside the lines and never deviated from what people expected from him. After their lunch the week before, he was even more nervous about her ever finding out about Nadia. He forced a smile into his voice. “Hey, Mama.”

“Are you and the children coming over this evening?”

“Next week. I’m waiting on Lawanda right now.”

“Hmph,” she replied.

He could imagine his mama rolling her eyes. There was no love lost between the two women, which was a moot point these days, but it had been a big issue throughout the short marriage. “Hug Lance and Lindsey for me. I love them so much. I want more grand-babies, but that requires you finding—”

“I will,” Bryan answered dutifully. He knew his mama wanted him to find a wife because she needed to show the world she was a good mother. She hadn’t thought Lawanda was good enough for him, though at least she was Black. His mama hung by his side when Lawanda was caught cheating, so he could at least give her credit for that.

A black Chevy Impala with dark-tinted windows, low-profile tires, and expensive rims stopped a few feet away, perpendicular to Bryan’s car, blocking his exit if he needed one. Out popped Lawanda from the passenger side in distressed jeans and knee-high boots. The driver’s-side window lowered. The face was unfamiliar, and the man’s threatening scowl, heavily tattooed shoulder, and a cigarette dangling from his lips told a story much different than Bryan’s. He felt an odd combination of pride, foolishness, and guilt sitting in his newish Jag.

Bryan got out of his car and carefully crossed his elbows on the dark blue top of the Jag. He tried to keep his tone light and conciliatory. “Hi, Lawanda. Who’s your new friend? The kids haven’t met him and—”

He was expecting his ex-wife to scowl, but when she turned her face to him, it sparkled. It was a false shine, as if a pail of glitter had been poured over her head. “How do you know he’s new? Just because he’s young and fresh . . . unlike your tired old ass?”

Bryan almost gulped. He was incredibly vain about his backside.

“Mama, can we go get my hair done?” Lindsey asked, wrapping her earbuds around her phone and stepping out of the Jag.

Lawanda jerked the back door of the black car open. “No.”

“Why not? I need to get my braids redone.”

“Your father had an entire weekend, plenty of time to take you.” She stretched her lips into an aspartame smile and directed it toward Bryan. “But he was busy doing whatever he does with y’all before he brings you back to me, nappy and half-starved.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me!” Bryan sputtered.

Lindsey sucked in her cheeks, and he regretted not keeping his mouth shut. “Lindsey, I love you,” he said.

Lindsey hugged Bryan loosely, while Lance held him tightly. “I will call you later in the week,” Bryan said.

“Promise,” Lance replied

“You know it,” Bryan said. As Lance exited the car, Bryan noticed something rectangular and colorful sticking out of a partially zipped pocket of his backpack. Is that a make up palette? he questioned. Maybe he grabbed Lindsey's bag by accident?

As Lindsey ducked into Lawanda’s back seat, Lawanda patted the top of her daughter’s head. “Mama will get your braids redone later this week.”

“Where are we going, Mama?” Lance asked shakily as he, too, lowered himself into the back seat.

“I’m dropping you off at Big Momma’s,” Lawanda said to Bryan’s immense relief. If his ex-mother-in-law was in charge, Bryan felt better about letting his children go.

With one hand on the front passenger door, Lawanda pivoted to face Bryan. “You really should find a girlfriend. Everybody else has moved on,” she said. With that, she popped back in the car and slammed the door.

Whatever, Bryan thought. You’ve got a new man every month, he wanted to respond.

The car screeched out of the parking lot. Bryan’s phone dinged—a text from Nadia: Have you left yet? Bryan collapsed in the driver’s seat. He texted back: On my way. Can’t wait.


      ***Two hours later than planned, Bryan turned onto the street that led to Nadia’s neighborhood. As his Jag glided up the road, the lingua franca changed from English with some Spanish to primarily Spanish. Her apartment complex was technically gated, but the gate was always broken. An exact description of their city, he thought, cruising through the entrance, the corrugated metal falling off its hinge and gaping wide enough for anything smaller than an eighteen-wheeler to maneuver through. Luckily, it was safe. The first time he had come over, Nadia had told him how lucky she felt living where she did. “My neighbors’ hearts are as unlatched as the gate,” she had said earnestly, which had charmed him.

Every time Bryan turned onto Nadia’s street, he tried to imagine how his mother would respond if she ever found out. He could practically see her face contort in disgust, her upper lip furling the way it did whenever the words, “I’m not angry, just disappointed,” used to come out of her mouth when he was a child. He shook his head as if he could shake out the image. Being her son has to count for something, doesn’t it? Bryan thought

As much as he wanted his mother to approve of both Nadia and his life in general, Bryan wasn’t ready to tell anyone in his life about Nadia yet. He carefully avoided the possibility of anyone he knew noticing them by only spending time at Nadia’s house. Even if he attempted to discreetly bring her to his place, he was put off by the constant presence of a doorman, not to mention twenty-five floors of nosy neighbors. For a blissful few months, she abided by his silently telegraphed preference. Lately, however, she had expressed displeasure about their dates being limited to sitting at her home, her tone at first halting, progressing to wistful, and lately edged with the beginnings of impatience. His chest tighten thinking about her displeasure.

After counting the hours until he could see her, Bryan finally arrived at Nadia’s landing, where a calico kitten rubbed against his leg. Nadia opened her door and reached around him to scoop up the cat. Cuddling him to her chest, she crooned, “Oh, hello, Brad Kitt, I’ve missed you.”

Bryan turned his lips up. “Brad Kitt? Seriously?”

“Look how handsome he is. And he’s not late, like some other male mammals I know.”

He enjoyed the way she ribbed him. After being married to someone who had started out witty but soon defaulted to passive aggression, or just plain aggression, Bryan was relieved to be with a woman who expressed her displeasure but didn’t blame him for things that weren’t his fault.

The cat jumped down, and Nadia waved to someone in the building next door. “¡Hola! ¿Cómo está usted?” Bryan followed her gaze to an older woman in a red dress who called out cheerily. “Estoy muy bien.”

Nadia’s apartment was clean but not tidy. Unpaired shoes littered the yellow carpet and worn clothes had been flung over the couch. Bryan understood that after a long workday, she wanted to get comfortable as quickly as possible. Her apartment was small; the kitchen and living area were basically one room. If it was even a little messy, it resembled the carnage of a Category 5 hurricane.

He’d once complained, mildly, about the state of her living space, and she’d put a finger to his lips. “Didn’t you read Harry Potter? Don’t say evil things aloud,” and he’d been so delighted by the reference he didn’t ask if she meant “hurricane” or “messy apartment.”

He went in for a kiss, but after a quick peck, she wriggled out of his arms and poured him a glass of water. “Your ex-wife strikes again.”

Bryan downed the cool liquid in one gulp. It did little to douse the taste of exhaustion in the back of his throat. “What do you want me to do? Just leave the kids at the gas station?” Nadia flinched, and Bryan softened his tone. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to snap at you like that. I hate that you were waiting on me,” he said.

“I’m not mad at you. And, no, I don’t want you to leave your children at a gas station.” Nadia kissed him more deeply this time. “Come sit down. I cooked. It got cold, so I zapped it.”

Nadia had set up a card table in the corner of the small kitchen with four non-matching chairs. Bryan sat down in the least creaky one. “Thank you. Is this meat loaf?” He smiled, grateful that she always took the time to make him a nice meal.

“Yes, meat loaf with a bourbon glaze. I adapted my mama’s recipe using the bourbon that was left from when the girls came over.” She giggled.

“Mmm, comfort food.”

“Yeah. I’m thirty, and I feel like I’m twelve again whenever I cook like my mother. We bonded big-time over our love of mixing and stirring.” She snapped a photo with her phone and a second. “One for Insta, one for Mama.”

There were a few minutes of silence between them as he dug into the meal, and she washed some dishes. The meat loaf tasted more special than he’d assumed.

Nadia walked toward the living area, flicking on more lights, illuminating the layer of cooking magazines littering the living room table. The autumn days were darkening earlier.

Nadia pummeled a couch cushion to plump it. “What was she like when you met? I’ve never asked before.”

“Who? Lawanda?”

“You have another ex-wife?” She yanked the chain of a side-table lamp. Besides two narrow windows covered with translucent fabric, flanking the front door, the square window in the kitchen provided the only natural light. As much as Bryan liked being here, there were times when he longed for his expansive high-rise with floor-to-ceiling windows and skylights, his full bookshelves, copiously indexed by subject.

She sat down next to him. “You’ve never really talked about what drew you to her.”

Bryan swallowed and patted his mouth with a napkin. “She was fun. Funny, too. I had a new job, a new car. More money than any of my friends from my neighborhood. But I was still a skinny, awkward kid who didn’t know how to talk to girls.”

Nadia squeezed his bicep. “You’re not skinny anymore.”

“Lawanda was the first girl to want me in a long time. You have to realize that I did not have a girlfriend during the last four years of college. I just rushed in, you know, with the obvious results.” Bryan almost expressed how relieved he was that Nadia could never get pregnant, but he didn’t want Nadia to think that was the basis of his attraction to her. It was a big part of it for sure. Now that he was in his forties, if he had more kids and a relationship ended, then he would be paying child support into his late sixties. “Marriage seemed the right thing to do. It all happened so fast. I mean, we met pretty soon after I got my engineering degree. I partied a little bit after graduation. I was in my mid-twenties, but green as grass.”

“Huh,” Nadia said, stroking his arm. “I like you better the color of dark chocolate.” She kissed him, but before their kiss unfolded, she jumped up. “Speaking of, close your eyes.”

Bryan heard her take something out of the fridge. He opened his eyes and beheld a round chocolate cake, the frosting so shiny he could see his reflection. “Oh, baby, that looks incredible.”

Nadia focused her phone above the plate. “Okay, sit back. Place your fork behind the dessert, yes . . . better, now move your hand out of the way.”

Finally, he was allowed to take a bite. “Mmm. Perfectly balanced between sweet and bitter. So smooth.” He scooped up another forkful. “Is there cognac in this? Are you trying to get me drunk so you can have your way with me?”

She smiled as she met his eyes, which made his stomach flip over, full as it was. “Oh, yes.”

Rinsing the dessert dishes, Bryan gazed mindlessly out her kitchen window, overlooking a dumpster overflowing with trash. Nothing like the view of the city skyline from his high-rise, he thought.

“Hey, I forgot to tell you,” Bryan said over his shoulder. “I’m meeting my old college friend, Reggie, for a drink tomorrow night.” Bryan had dodged meeting up with his old friend since he’d started dating Nadia. By now, he was out of excuses. Plus, he missed Reggie.

Nadia was covering the cake with foil. “I’d like to meet Reggie,” she said, placing the cake in the fridge. “Oh, and I really want us to go to this fun place, Club High Five, with my friends too.”

Bryan wiped his wet hands on a dish towel. “When the time is right, I promise I will introduce you to my kids, my friends, and my Mama,” he said, sidestepping her bid about the dance club. In a perfect world, Bryan preferred their relationship to evolve more publicly, but he couldn’t imagine when that would feel safe or natural. For now, he craned his neck, and Nadia bent her head down. Meeting halfway, they kissed. When he pulled away, Nadia’s face was contorted with agony.

“Honey! What’s wrong?”

She steadied herself on the table. “Ouch.”

Tripping over a shoe, Bryan steered Nadia toward the living area, where she had hung an old flat-screen TV and abstract reprints from Walmart. “Come sit down. I’ll rub your tummy. Gentle circles, right?” Her stomach was frequently queasy from estrogen injections.

Nadia stretched out on the lumpy couch. “The headache is even worse. Start there, please.” Bryan cradled her head in his lap and stroked her temples.

Nadia tucked her legs into her chest and massaged her own calves, hurting, he knew, from long hours on her feet at the bookstore. “One day, when I’m rich, I’m going to buy myself a new couch.” She sighed. “Sometimes, I really wish I’d gone to college. Maybe I wouldn’t be in this dead-end job, living month to month and dealing with creeps asking me to”—she air-quoted— “demo the new dildos.”

Bryan kissed her forehead. Early on, he had learned not to ask Nadia about her workday, since it was far from an innocuous question. Besides the normal drudgery and boredom of retail, her days were filled with monitoring the behavior of unsavory types. These customers regularly swiped handfuls of lacy thongs and disappeared to the far corners with magazines they hadn’t bought or propositioned her from every approach possible, from the absurd to the menacing.

Nadia tilted up her chin. “My grades were decent, and, of course, my parents wanted me to go to college. But I wanted to become more of myself, and so I bought these instead and all my other surgeries,” she said, pointing to her augmented chest. She had admitted that she had always felt like a girl and was lucky that her parents supported her transition early on. They had allowed her to use her college fund to pay for her surgeries.

Nadia’s eyes grazed his. "Are you happy with me? Like, happy being with me?”

Bryan felt his heart jump into his throat and his pulse quicken. He tried his best to relax his muscles, as she was always very attuned to changes in the emotional climate of the room. If we could stay in our own little bubble, I’d be the happiest man on earth, he thought. She had never asked this question before, but he knew there was only one right answer. He tried to take a deep breath without drawing attention to it, hoping his struggles with how he would be perceived by his family and friends were not apparent. Instead, he dipped his head to nuzzle her, gathering her lips into his own in a fervent kiss. He whispered what he hoped would suffice: “Mmm, baby, of course, I am.”

“Well, then, I want to start going out on real dates. Let’s have a picnic at Discovery Green. I want to walk and hold hands under the moonlight. I want a real relationship with you.”

“I hear you,” Bryan replied.
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Bryan felt buoyant, especially considering it was a Monday and he was driving home from Nadia’s at five thirty in the morning, which gave him space to think. He enjoyed being in her presence more every time they interacted. Her soft skin and gentle touch made leaving her bed especially hard. Images of her face slightly creased from the pillow overnight floated into his mind. This morning, he had made a point of kissing her eyelids before he left, and she had responded with a sleepy yet angelic smile. He hadn’t felt this same level of intimacy and longing with Lawanda, or anyone else for that matter. The quality of his other dates with other romantic interests was the opposite: those had all followed the law of diminishing returns. This was different. Nadia was different. 

The streets were dark, though not ominous, due to birdsong breaking through the quiet. Bryan drove slowly, savoring the city’s calm before frenetic noise and raucous morning traffic.

Nadia’s apartment wasn’t far from his luxury high-rise next to The Galleria, but in some ways, it was a galaxy away. He eased into his building entrance, surprised by the number of people jogging and walking their dogs. He chose never to be out this early in the morning in any neighborhood without a car.

While he felt relatively comfortable in this zip code, he still stood out in a community mostly populated by white men and women who subsisted on their daily Starbucks and wore Lululemon. On the day he had moved in, a middle-aged white woman in his complex had called the police. She didn’t know Bryan, but he guessed she knew enough to fear him because of what he might be—a criminal, a thug. She might be even more fearful of what he was—someone who belonged there. Bryan had been lucky the cops were more impressed—or cowed—by the resplendence of his hi-rise than by the color of his skin.

He greeted the doorman with a hearty good morning, intentionally making eye contact as always so his face remained familiar. Middle-aged well-to-do whites and perhaps a dozen people of color, mostly Asians, owned hi-rise condominiums here. Bryan had rarely seen another Black person in the building who wasn’t cleaning some part of it.

Once he entered his tenth-floor high-rise, the smell of eucalyptus from the diffuser tickled his nose. Before checking his mail or making coffee, he walked straight to his closet to hang his clothes. Bryan extracted his favorite designer suit to wear to work that day. Nadia liked to poke fun at the fact that even his casual clothes were expensive and beautifully maintained. She didn’t even know about his secret closet where he housed suits purchased directly from the runway. He valued these clothes as if they were great works of art by Van Gogh, Monet, or Degas. Before he started dating Nadia and when he did not have the kids, he had spent most Sundays ironing these admired pieces.

His dad, a blue-collar man, never attended social functions without newly shined shoes topped with a suit or, at least, a jacket. His father had taught him the power of dressing well, an attempt to favorably alter how others, especially whites, perceived him before he spoke. Bryan remembered the iron grip on his skinny eight-year-old shoulders. “Remember, son, the world might not give you a chance to be heard.”

Bryan’s parents had divorced after two decades of marriage. Never a saint, his father had become increasingly difficult to live with. The divorce increased his father’s drinking and hastened his decline. He died of cancer a handful of years ago with all of his rigid ideas intact. There was no way Bryan would have dared to consider dating a transgender woman if his father were still alive. He didn’t want to think about his mother, but he hoped she wouldn’t disown him.

Bryan arranged the cushions ergonomically in the corner of his living room dedicated to his meditation practice. “It’s like a suit for your mind, Daddy,” he said aloud to his dead father, who certainly thought Buddhism was both foolish and for white folks.

Bryan lit a candle and set the timer for thirty minutes. He had found meditation only a few months before meeting Nadia. Much like meeting Nadia, he came across meditation through happenstance. He had read about the power of meditation to calm your anxieties, and the Houston Zen Center was having beginner classes. He meditated when he thought about it, but it never turned into a daily ritual.

Unfortunately, sitting in the lotus position, thoughts of sex the night before kept intruding, both arousing and shaming him. An article he’d once read bubbled to the forefront of his brain. It had listed celebrities and politicians caught in compromising situations with same-sex or transgender partners. Their lives had been ruined. An image of he and Nadia being seen in public by his mother, or worse, his boss, flashed into his mind and he could suddenly see the two of them on the cover of a tabloid. Getting caught was not an option: he needed his job, he had child support to pay, and more importantly, he needed to be seen as straight to achieve his professional goals. He sneaked a look at the timer. Only eight minutes had passed. No voice from the universe today. He stood, deciding to stop meditating. The quiet time was only making space for what he was avoiding: himself. He reached for his suit.


      ***He arrived at his office at seven thirty. While his hours began earlier than a typical nine-to-five job, his company paid him well and his coworkers were overall intelligent and pleasant. The work itself was challenging but not creative enough to be satisfying. His office was small and unimpressive, with two nubby orange guest chairs. Not at all like the corner offices the senior managers occupied. If he had that job it would be both challenging and satisfying, with an executive pay grade of 94. He started his computer to only see a flurry of emails. At least he was blessed with a large window that gave him a view of a meandering path, half-hidden by slender pines.

Bryan heard Jerry talking down the hall. He and Jerry had worked together for nearly twenty years now, as they were both hired right out of college. There were only a handful of Black people working at the company, so the Black folks knew each other. Bryan and Jerry had developed a close relationship because they had worked on several projects together over the years. While they initially bonded over sharing the ridiculously racist things that they had heard throughout their workday, their friendship eventually evolved to trading stories over drinks after work. As Bryan’s kids got older and birthday parties and barbecues began to take up more of his spare time, meeting Jerry for drinks quickly turned into balloon animal competitions between the two of them. Shortly after Jerry became a regular in his kids' lives, Bryan began climbing the corporate ladder, quickly outpacing Jerry in position and pay. They still talked, but Bryan began to focus more on making it big than on maintaining his friendship with Jerry. After Bryan and Lawanda divorced, Jerry saw less of Bryan’s kids and Bryan saw less of Jerry outside of work. Jerry still regularly made a point to stop by Bryan’s office though, keeping their work friendship intact despite the fact that Bryan was several pay grades above him now.

Jerry popped his head in Bryan’s doorway, as he did at least once a day. The first time Bryan had asked him to please knock, Jerry quickly told him, in typically dramatic fashion, that he was allergic to even the idea of that formality.

Bryan released a sigh of resignation. He hated that his driven nature probably made Jerry feel unappreciated because deep down he really liked Jerry- he just liked the idea of being promoted a tad more. As Bryan glanced up at Jerry with a smile, he couldn’t help but remember the eagerness Lance had expressed when he thought Bryan was texting Jerry the other day and felt a twinge of parental guilt. Jerry would often say he saw parts of himself in Lance and Lance seemed to talk more with Jerry than he did with his own father when the three of them were together. 

“What’s up, Jerry?” Bryan said, swiveling around in his chair. Bryan knew he had a lot of work to do and glanced at his watch as Jerry sauntered into his office. Jerry sat down on a short filing cabinet, swinging a leg back and forth. Jerry sat wherever he wanted, and Bryan wondered where he got the confidence to do so. He was sure it rubbed some people the wrong way, but Bryan knew that Jerry didn’t have the same people-pleasing tendencies he did. Bryan would never dream of taking up space like that, and silently admired Jerry’s casual confidence. He grinned, thinking about how Jerry was ridiculed once by a group of steelworkers for crossing a construction site wearing a pink hard hat and silk scarf. Jerry had flippantly readjusted his scarf without saying a word and the titters had ceased.

Of course, Jerry had not presented himself that way at the company from the beginning. He had started out straitlaced and added one small “real” detail at a time. Bryan’s phone dinged. Probably a text from Nadia, he thought. In a flash, Bryan turned his phone over on his desk and rearranged some papers in what he hoped was one fluid, natural, and unsuspicious movement.

Jerry glanced at the overturned phone, and his eyes narrowed. Bryan held his breath. Luckily, Jerry’s expression shifted, and in an affectionately mocking tone, he said, “I declare, you never disappoint.” He looked Bryan up and down. “Your clothing is impeccable.” Jerry’s short and stout frame was enrobed in loose fitting slacks and dress shirt that covered his belly just enough to be tucked into his pants. Bryan smiled, proud of the care he took in his appearance despite knowing his fastidiousness could call his masculinity into question. “It’s all in the ironing and quality fabric.”

“I’m sure Angela appreciates your ironing,” Jerry sniggered. Bryan’s steadfast reluctance to share anything about dating life irked his coworker. Jerry was always searching for ways to pry.

Bryan shrugged. Angela was an attractive Black woman who worked in accounting that he’d had an ongoing flirtation with for the past few months. “She’s nice.” Bryan said, wondering if his flirtation with Angela was discussed by others. He needed to be perceived as an eligible divorcé.

“I came to work to rest,” Jerry said, moving from his perch on the filing cabinet and into one of Bryan’s ridiculous orange chairs. “I think I’ve only slept five hours this whole weekend.” He wagged his brows at Bryan. “Did I tell you I’m seeing somebody new?”

“Really?” Bryan said sarcastically. As much as he liked to rib Jerry for some of his weekend shenanigans, it was enjoyable hearing funny stories about Jerry’s love life, such as the one about when he fell for a guy who bragged that he worked for the CIA as a spy. Bryan knew most women had one close gay friend—he guessed guys could too. After all, having a gay friend didn’t inherently make someone gay.

Bryan hoped his being straight never made Jerry feel uncomfortable. Jerry had asked Bryan several times to go to the PRIDE parade with him and a few of his friends, but Bryan never felt he belonged. He knew he wasn’t homophobic in a mean way, but he was a little afraid of getting hit on by a guy. What if he gave off a gay vibe? He knew he liked Nadia for her feminine features, and aside from seeing her genitalia, he had always been the dominant one. The concept of handling her penis hadn’t come up yet and he was comfortable with their physical relationship staying as it was for the time being. He also had not spent a lot of time around same-sex couples and was scared of saying the wrong thing. He didn’t want to accidentally offend anyone at their celebration of identity.

Jerry slouched further down in the chair. “He’s tall, a little darker than you, and handsome. Yes sir-reeee.” He paused to let Bryan comment, but Bryan had taken up his pen as a cue to hurry the story along. “Anyway,” Jerry continued. “He took me to this new spot, High Five. It used to be the Red Necktie.”

Bryan stiffened when he realized that was the same club Nadia was talking about.

“What, do you know it?” Jerry teased.

“No,” Bryan answered curtly. He felt his face getting hot as he swallowed the white lie.

“That place was teeming with cute guys. I could barely focus on my man.” Jerry started fanning himself.

“I really need to get back to work,” Bryan said.

“You should come with us. I know you straight guys enjoy the attention. They would just love you.”

Bryan shifted his eyes to his computer screen. “Thanks for the invite, but I wouldn’t want people to get the wrong idea.” He paused for a second. “Can straight people even go to gay clubs? Like is that even allowed?”

“It’s okay,” Jerry said, “we wouldn’t want anyone to think you’re straight.” He raised an eyebrow. “You do know the expression ‘the lady doth protest too much,’ right?”

“What?!” Bryan exclaimed, suddenly feeling flustered. He swallowed, feeling a knot forming in his throat. He could feel his armpits beginning to get damp, and he had only put deodorant on a few hours ago. 

“I’m just playing with you.” Jerry looked thoughtful for a few seconds, noting Bryan’s tightened jaw, before craning his neck to peek at Bryan’s monitor. “You heard about the email?”

“What email?” Bryan avoided gossip at work. The barrage of questions and loaded comments from Jerry was stressing Bryan out, and Bryan could feel his pulse quickening with every word out of Jerry’s mouth. He needed to get Jerry out of his office so that he could calm down and collect his thoughts. 

Jerry opened his mouth to start speaking, and Bryan quickly cut him off. “You know some of us have to work around here. For instance, we had forty scaffold builders quit and go to our competitor for a twenty-five-cent-an-hour raise. And ten thousand feet of shop-fabricated pipes were each short by three inches at the Louisiana facility.”

Jerry waved his hand. “Yes, yes, I know all that. But more importantly, Human Resources found some plant operators sharing offensive gay jokes on Facebook. I think it was a night-shift crew.” Jerry bounced out of his seat. “The audacity is what gets me,” he said, standing by the door.

Bryan’s fingers trembled on the keyboard. God, why am I so flustered today? he thought. He tried his best to steady his hands. “That’s terrible,” he eeked out, his voice sounding mouse-like. “I’m sure HR will figure it out like last time,” he said, attempting to lower his voice. He wondered if he was sounding as cartoonish to Jerry as he was to himself.  He glanced at his watch and realized he had a meeting in ten minutes. I can't deal with this right now. I have too much to do to get distracted by Jerry right now, he thought.

In reality, Bryan didn’t have much faith in the human resources department at his company. A few years earlier, he and Jerry had briefly bonded more substantively when a noose was found hanging from a steel girder inside one of the chemical plants. At the time, Jerry’s sexual preferences were his business and Bryan listened to his stories without providing much input. The noose incident had forced them both to face reality- they were both just two Black men trying to survive the games white guys played to make them quit. Surprising to Bryan, it had been a white woman who had put the noose up. She had been summarily fired, though Jerry had wondered aloud to Bryan if one, a white man would have been more readily excused, and two, if the company fired her so quickly out of fear of consequences rather than a genuine desire to protect or respect the Black people in the building. Bryan had dismissed Jerry at the time, calling him paranoid, but he still thought about it.

Jerry stood up, his hands balled into fists. “I don’t get you. You are the highest-ranking Black at this company. Nothing will get better unless somebody like you says something. They listen to you. You’re one of the ‘good’ ones,” Jerry said sarcastically.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Bryan could feel his heart rate continuing to increase. He was ninety percent sure that he was sweating through his shirt.

“You know what I’m talking about. This isn’t the first time jokes like this have surfaced here. We need to file a grievance with the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission.” Jerry shook his head at Bryan, “I don’t know what’s happening to you. We used to keep these guys in check. Since you got this role, you’ve always found a reason to let these guys off the hook. You don’t want to be a troublemaker, right?”

“C’mon, man. You got me all wrong,” Bryan said, standing. “Things are different now, man. I can’t go directly at these guys as if I were still a grade 84 or lower. Trust me. I need to handle these guys with finesse.”

Jerry continued to pace. “That’s a cop out. I need you to get involved. I need you to be an advocate for us, all of us. What are you scared of? Not being accepted? Being Black? You wish you were white?”

Not white, just accepted by whites, Bryan thought. He did everything he could to fit the mold of the successful black man- he was easy to talk to, was frequently referred to as “trustworthy,” and was promoted often. But he was not one of them. “Now you’re going too far,” he said, clenching his teeth. He could feel his anxiety beginning to transform into anger.

“How about I go a little further. You want to be like them so badly you hide your head in the sand. What else are you hiding? We are the way we are in every part of our lives.”

“I’m not like you,” Bryan practically growled.

“Not like me. You mean because you’re not gay? Tell me something I don’t know. You can tell me the T,” he urged. A slight smile broke underneath his words.

In this moment, Bryan wished with all his heart he could tell Jerry everything about Nadia, the girl who had his heart, his mama’s homophobia, and his shame attached to being some letter of the LGBTQ alphabet. He had never tried to put himself in Jerry’s shoes before, and was starting to wonder if maybe they would fit too tightly. He squirmed in his discomfort.

“I know you’re straight because you don’t even know basic gay slang,” Jerry continued. “You know, the T, the truth.”

“I don’t have anything to hide. You’re right. I am straight,” Bryan retorted. If he told Jerry, the dam would be broken, and Bryan was terrified of the destruction in the path of the tumultuous rush. There were moments when Bryan found himself at such a profound loss because he truly had no one to talk to; his situation was different than Jerry’s. He fixed his gaze on the far wall. The whiteboard was covered with black marks depicting the steps to weld pipe. “I pick my battles. You should try it sometimes.” Bryan noticed Jerry was periodically looking out the window. “What are you looking at?

“There’s something in those trees,” he said, pointing outside. “Like a huge nest? Anyway, if you get the VP role—”

Bryan interrupted. “I’ll be surprised if I get an interview. Amy is more qualified than any of us.”

“You know her husband was promoted to CFO of a plastics company,” Jerry said. “They are looking to start a family.”

“So?”

“You know them. They’re going to pass her up just like they would me. Or if they do offer her the job, she’ll pass because she needs to stay home with the kids.” Jerry squinted out the window again. Like every executive in the company, who were currently all white men, Bryan had earned his engineering degree from a large state public institution, whereas Jerry had attended an all-Black college. While the execs never vocalized it in front of Bryan or Jerry’s face, they made it clear that they thought his education was second-rate. Bryan thought their opinions were narrow-minded, and he knew how smart Jerry was, but this was how the world worked. 

“There aren’t enough of you ‘straight’ guys fighting against this type of discrimination.” Jerry continued, shaking his head.

“You're right. I have to run to a meeting, but let's touch base about it later,” Bryan said weakly. Hand on the doorknob, he said, “I’ve got to run to a meeting. I’ll ask around about what they are doing about those messages and as much as Bryan enjoyed his friendship with Jerry, he didn't have the mental bandwidth to figure out how to handle human rights issues in his workplace. 

Bryan was hesitant to ask for any punishment for those workers. It was outside his purview, firmly in HR territory, and they were a territorial bunch. Complaining to the leadership about a hostile environment was only going to jeopardize his chances of getting promoted, hopefully to a grade 94 at some point in his career. The company’s profitability was down and now was not the time to add any external issues to the conversation. Bryan’s direct boss had recently been fired due to not getting all his projects completed. The best bet was to just keep his head down and stay out of trouble. Which meant no gay clubs. He could easily shuck off Jerry. How much longer could he keep denying Nadia what she wanted? Deserved, he thought.







OEBPS/images/a8fbe989-c537-44ea-b345-56ce0c6e7647.png





OEBPS/images/ab6f1657-a232-467a-a730-396f518e4a61.jpeg
DOUGLAS BELL






OEBPS/images/15ae9816-419a-438d-8508-3fb364835b45.png
Content Warnings:

Cake Walk contains material that
might prove to be explicit sexual
content and contains potentially
triggering subject matter including
racism, homophobia, transphobia,
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