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PART I










CHAPTER 1




The black cordless phone slammed against the right side of my face with such force that it sent my entire body reeling over the white sofa. I rolled over it and onto the coffee table, shattering the glass top. Instantly, my face went numb. I lay on the floor in a daze, trying to ascertain the extent of the damage: the pain was intense. I rubbed my face with my hands while I tried to ignore the warm feel of blood as it oozed out of my back and soaked my shirt. When I found the strength, I looked above me and saw him looming like a volcano suddenly compelled to erupt. His savagely contorted face burned with the fire of his words and the anger that dripped from his thick breath. When I attempted to sit up, I felt his shoe in my chest, kicking me back to the carpet. His words failed to convey any meaning through the depth of my pain, but the anger on his face spoke volumes. I closed my eyes, praying this nightmare would end; instead of ending, his body suddenly pressed down on my chest, and unrelenting fists pounded my face. I tried to shield my face from his blows with my arms, even while his frame weighed heavily upon me.

By this time, my lungs were on the verge of collapse and I gasped desperately for air. I was far too weak to force him off me, and when I struck him in the eye with my fist, it only made him pound harder. Through his anger, and between the unbroken chains of profanity, he yelled something about blood on the carpet, as if it was my fault, and then pulled me up from where I lay like a rag doll. He stood me up so I could look directly in his brown eyes, and then he slapped me so hard across the face that I crashed into the wall, narrowly escaping the flames of the fireplace. Just as he raced toward me, I stood up, and with all the force I could muster, I slammed my fist into his face. He stumbled. I threw my body into him with the force of a linebacker. He tried to withstand the force, but he lost his balance, and we both tumbled onto the floor. His head hit the side of the entertainment center, and blood began to run down his face from the open wound. I pounded his face with my fist, and then slammed his head onto the floor repeatedly like a man possessed. He looked worn out. It was over.

I rolled off him and onto my back, taking a moment to breathe as I looked up at the ceiling. Slowly, I moved away from him. That’s when I felt his fist connect with the back of my head. He plowed into me like a truck from behind, and I flew into the fifty-gallon aquarium, shattering the glass and sending the helpless fish to the floor. They flipped and flopped, gasping for air; within moments they’d be dead. He grabbed my left leg and pulled me with ease across the carpet, unmoved by my struggle for freedom. My attempt at liberation from his massive hands proved futile, and he continued dragging me across the white carpet, leaving behind a trail the color red.

When we reached the staircase, he gave my body a tremendous yank to assert his control. With sudden prowess, he moved behind me, pushed my body down, and forced my stomach into the stairs. I could feel his gigantic hands on the back of my neck as he pressed my face into the carpet. I was pinned down, unable to move. He ripped off my bloodstained shirt and tossed it aside. As he whispered something in my ear, his hands grabbed my ass. The heat of his breath scalding my neck was far worse than the words he spoke. He grabbed me by the waist and raised my body up just enough for him to undo my belt. As he pulled down my pants and underwear in one swift motion, I braced myself. His accelerated breathing became louder and louder in anticipation. I tried to prepare myself for the violation. I knew that he would do everything in his power to make it hurt—to make me scream for mercy. He had a special affinity for delivering pain. This time I would deny him the perverse pleasure of hearing me scream.

Behind me, I heard him unzip his pants; that was the catalyst that brought tears to my eyes. I would not let them fall. My tears would only add to his callous joy, so I withheld them. My legs were then forced apart, and I knew there was no turning back. With his arm still pressed against the back of my neck, and my face forcibly held against the floor, I felt his thick flesh force its way into me, connecting in a vile union. The pain of that first thrust when it broke through my barrier almost caused me to let out a loud scream, but I held it in. His bursts rocked my body, and the pain increased the longer he stayed in me. I reached my hands behind my back and tried to push him off me, but my effort proved pointless. He pushed harder and harder, while his inhuman grunts filled the room, like the howl of a wolf in the darkness of night. The force of his thrusts rolled my body back and forth, back and forth, back and forth, for what seemed like an endless moment in time. My face dug deeper into the stair, and the burn from the carpet on my face was becoming painful. His panting was vicious, much like an animal that suddenly realized the extent of its power and its victory. All the while, his voice shouted despicable words, and with each debilitating push from his body into mine, his voice became louder. This had to end. All of the hurt my body suffered now went to my head, and I could feel myself losing consciousness. He turned my head toward him, forcing me to look into his hollow eyes. Blood stained his face. His muscles inside of me began to contract, and I knew it would be over soon. He pushed harder, faster, harder, and still faster, until I felt the release of his hot fluids. He pulled out of my body while still enjoying his eruption. His juices spilled on my back, and then rolled down my side. It was over. From behind, he wrapped his hands around my waist and pulled me into his powerful chest. He held me there for a few seconds, gently kissed the back of my neck, and released me. “Clean up this mess,” he said as he motioned toward the war-torn room. He climbed over me, and made his way up the staircase. When I looked up, I saw the back of his naked body reach the top of the stairs and disappear into darkness.

There were no words with enough power to capture the way I felt. I remained laying face down in the carpet, naked except for one sock dangling off my foot, unwilling—perhaps unable—to move. I felt stinging sensations pulsating on my back from the glass still buried beneath my skin. I tried to check my back to see if it had stopped bleeding, but I really wasn’t concerned about those cuts; my attention was singularly focused on bigger issues. My entire body, wrapped in a throbbing blanket of pain, felt limp. After a few deep breaths, I managed to regain some control of my tattered frame, and forced myself to slide slowly to the bottom of the staircase, where I pulled my knees into my chest, and rested in the corner like a small child hiding from monsters under the bed. The sweet smell of jasmine still clung in the air, much like a damp mist over a lake in the early morning. With my right hand, I caressed my face—the swelling had already begun. I needed to crawl into the kitchen to get some ice, but that distance seemed unconquerable. The dimly lit house, once full of noise, now sat quiet as if the weakened sky had nothing left to give after its storm. The only audible sounds came from the rain lightly pounding against the windows, and the murmur of the rolling thunder. The lightning flashes offered a brief illumination, but I longed for the darkness to bury my shame.

The entire evening replayed in my head like a big-screen horror movie. I paid close attention to the details to see if I could figure out where it went wrong. Alluring candles, sweet incense, and a basket full of fabulous seafood in front of the fireplace. Sexy love ballads from the stereo, expensive wine, and vases full of freshly cut colorful roses all over the house. It all seemed so perfect. James and I had held each other closely while staring seductively in each other’s eyes; this was the man that I adored. The evening conversation had been full of love and comforting smiles. His soothing caresses brought me to the ultimate state of relaxation. I thought the dark days were long behind us, forever sealed by the hands of time. For the first time in months, it seemed that we could be the happy couple I envisioned.

This wasn’t the first time I had felt his fists and been burned by his quick temper. Throughout the course of our relationship, violence was not uncommon, especially during his times of stress related to his firm, Lancaster Computer Systems. A year ago LCS made an acquisition of a smaller computer firm in Austin; this transaction brought out the worst in James. Some nights when he came home, I feared for my safety, and at times, for my life, not knowing what to expect when he walked through the door. It was like rolling the dice.

Partly, it was my fault. I knew this. Sometimes, maybe out of boredom, I would intentionally antagonize him just to get a reaction. I wanted to see how far I could push him. I wanted to know whether or not I had the power to make him lose control. During stressful times, instead of being supportive and appreciative, I managed to say or do the wrong thing. But this attack was by far one of the most vicious outbursts I’d suffered at his hands.

Over and over again, I replayed the evening. The phone rang and he picked up. While he was on the phone, I decided to go into the kitchen for more wine, and when I returned something in him had changed. He seemed irritable and ended the phone call by slamming the phone on its base. As I approached him, the phone rang again. I answered it without thinking. By the time I heard his commands to let it ring, it was too late. I should have noticed the look on his face. I should have heard his words. I should not have let anything interrupt the mood. He stood up and held his hand out for the phone, and I innocently gave it to him. That’s when everything changed. It was my fault. If only I hadn’t answered that call. If only I had listened to him. I would have to start paying more attention to his needs. The phone call could have waited.

As I dragged myself up from the corner with considerable effort, I wondered how many men and women were in situations similar to mine. The lyrics to that old song “How Could You Hurt the One You Love?” came to mind. I managed to limp slowly to the restroom without losing my balance. I held a firm grip on the black sink for support, and when I flipped the light switch on, I let out a shriek as I looked at the broken and tattered image that stood before me in the mirror. Surely, this wasn’t me. The mirror played a cruel joke. My eyes were beginning to close from the swelling, and bloodstains covered my face. My swollen lips pulsated with a heavy pain. Numerous purple and black bruises covered my chest, and the gentlest touch of my passion marks caused a horrible sensation. Still holding onto the sink, I turned to examine my back in the mirror, but when I turned, a sudden explosion of pain enveloped my body. The room started to spin, and before I even realized what was happening, I collapsed to the floor in a fit of pain. The plush mauve rug did little to break my fall. I heard the sound and felt the thump as my head hit the porcelain tub, and everything went black.



“Sometimes, Kevin, you reap what you sow.” I was startled by the familiar voice and when I opened my eyes the apparition stood before me, part flesh and part fantasy, and then vanished into the darkness.

“Keevan? Where are you?” I asked in fright. My heart palpitated with the rapid speed of hummingbird wings, and it felt as if it would beat through my chest.

“I came back.” I followed the voice into the den. Keevan stood there, dressed in the same clothing he wore when I found him dead. I walked slowly toward him, with carefully chosen steps. “I’m your brother. I came back.” His words haunted me and his expressions taunted me while his eyes mocked, offering no absolution. He vanished in the same mystery that allowed him to come forth.







CHAPTER 2



After what seemed like only moments, I opened my eyes. I looked around and realized that I was upstairs in our bedroom. The green silk sheets were damp and sticky from my sweat. Slowly, I sat up in the bed and wiped some of the moisture from my forehead. James stood in front of the mirror, adding a few last-minute touches to his appearance. His blue Armani suit fit his frame perfectly, and the shiny, metallic silver tie provided the perfect contrast with the dark background. He wore success casually like a pair of expensive shoes with a polished shine. His persona projected an image of confidence and coolness, but that was a mask he wore for others. Only I knew the real James, full of paranoia, pain, suspicion, rage, love, hate, mystery, magic, confusion, all deeply rooted in an overwhelming fear of failure; that’s why he pushed himself so hard. He needed to prove that he could successfully overcome his humble beginnings from the projects of the 5th Ward of Houston, and the dire predictions of those who doomed him to fail.

As soon as he realized that I was awake he rushed over to the bed, and my body contracted as I braced for sudden impact. He took a seat on the bed next to me, his brown eyes filled with sorrow, and stroked my forehead lovingly and with compassion.

“Baby, lie back down and put this on your face. It’ll keep the swelling down.” He placed an ice pack on my forehead. “I found you last night on the bathroom floor downstairs, so I cleaned you up and put you to bed. What were you dreaming about? You kept mumbling something about Keevan. I haven’t seen you sweat this much in awhile.” I watched his lips move with quiet grace. I loved him, loathed him, hurt for him, cried for him, despised him, wanted to kill him, wanted to hold him, wanted to be held by him, wanted to see him succeed, longed for his failure, but ultimately, I needed him. I needed his attention. I needed his love. I needed his support. He was the only consistent thing in my life since my brother died. He grabbed my hand and held it as he spoke. “I’m sorry. I know that doesn’t make up for what happened. I don’t know what to say. Maybe it was the wine that made me snap. I promise you this will never happen again, and I’ll never drink again. I never want to hurt you again. You are my world. I will never raise my hand to hit you. I’ll make it up to you,” he said as tears replaced the usual sparkle in his eyes, and then a small stream of tears ran down his face. I released his grip, and tried to wipe the tears from his face.

“You’ve made that promise before, but it keeps happening,” I said in a low, almost inaudible childlike voice.

“I know I have, but this time I promise it’s different,” he said with the sincerest expression on his face. Through his eyes, I searched his soul for honesty and sorrow. I knew he wanted to do right, to be better, but I wasn’t sure he was capable of such remarkable change.

“I’m sorry I made you act like that,” I muttered, trying to find the strength to force a small smile, and trying to find words to absolve his guilt.

“Baby, it’s not your fault. Don’t apologize for me.” He wiped the moisture from his face with his left hand, and caressed my arm with the right. “I have to go to work now. I wish I could stay and take care of you, but I have a meeting that can’t be missed. If you need anything, just call me and leave a message with Deborah, okay?” I smiled as best as I could as he walked out of the room. I heard his heavy footsteps bounce down the stairs in their usual rhythmic pattern. Part of me was glad to see him go, but the other part longed for the gentleness of the man who just left the room. Sometimes, I felt there were no limits to what I would do for his love; in spite of his obvious faults, he loved me, and that’s what I needed.



I lay back in the bed, lost in space and time, hearing chaotic voices crying out from the dark corners in my mind. I heard my brother’s voice. I needed to find relief from his razor-like words. No one could haunt me like that. Even James’ blows failed to hurt as much as my brother’s words. The images of him I often saw were more than mere dreams, more concrete than fantasies. He started appearing to me right after his death. Initially, his words served to comfort me and urge me to continue living, even without him. More recently, his words took a sinister twist and became more and more accusatory. I used to want to go to sleep so that I could be reunited with my other half, but the last few weeks' sleep became more and more disturbing. Born eight minutes and fourteen seconds before me, Keevan was technically the oldest twin, and felt a need to protect me. But I let him down when he needed me the most. For that, I would never forgive myself.

I turned my head to the right, and on top of the marble fireplace, in a neat silver frame, was a picture that I would treasure always. A picture of Keevan and me, dressed in white T-shirts and blue jeans, flashing our fraternity hand sign. I thought about the four weeks, four days, eight hours, and nineteen minutes we spent pledging with our other line brothers. I didn’t think anything could be much worse than pledging, but his strength carried me through. He picked me up when I fell and when I couldn’t stand, he stood for us both. There were times when he weathered my storms without hesitation. He was there for me when I needed him; he was my strength and my rock. I could not have done it without him, but when he needed to be carried, I was nowhere to be seen.

The day we found him he was supposed to pick Tony and me up from the airport in Houston after spending New Year’s 2000 in D.C. When our flight landed, Tony and I waited at the gate for him, but Keevan was not there. He was fanatical in his promptness, so when he didn’t show up within the first few minutes, I began to worry; I knew something out of the ordinary had happened. After an hour of waiting and calling the apartment, I knew something was wrong. We took a cab from the airport to his apartment, and his car was parked on the back row. We raced frantically to his apartment and I tried to use my spare key to enter, but the keyless deadbolt was locked from the inside. Tony and I banged on the door, but still no movement from the inside could be detected. No television, no radio, no sound emanated from the interior of the apartment at all. We rushed to the other side of the apartment and Tony kicked in the window, slowly removing the jagged glass so that he could enter without harming himself. I watched him bend over and step inside the apartment through the window. He told me to go to the front door and as soon as he got inside, he’d let me in.

The smell. A suffocating odor escaped from the apartment in a nauseating whirlwind. Within seconds, the thick vapors permeated every inch of our clothing with an incomprehensible stench. When I inhaled, the indigestible stench took a defensive position in my throat, making it difficult to breathe, and forcing me to cough. I ran to the back of the apartment toward the bedroom. My heart pounded. Sweat dripped from the palms of my hands in foreboding. Without hesitation, I threw open the door. There he lay, on his stomach, in the middle of his bedroom floor, a few inches from the phone. With outstretched hands, it appeared he was reaching for help. His body, already decomposing, was hardly recognizable. Around his mouth, a thick white foamy matter had begun to grow. A deep rumbling grew in my stomach, and my legs suddenly weakened. I tried to steady myself to exit the room, but I stumbled into the wall. Finally, I managed a small measure of control and made my way out of the crypt.

Once outside the apartment, a stream of tears flowed from my eyes, almost blinding me to the crowd now gathered outside. Tony tried to comfort me, but his words provided no consolation. While I was off partying in D.C., my brother lay dying—alone. How could I have been so careless as to let him die alone? I should have been there to protect him, to help him, but I wasn’t. The whole right half of my body went limp, like a physical part of me died. A vast emptiness swallowed my soul and my descent into darkness began.







CHAPTER 3



I tried to push those images of the past out of my head, but they often overwhelmed me. I thought about how loving and caring James was during this time. I met him four days after Keevan died, and moved in with him within a month. He became my rock and my support, showering me with love and attention, not allowing me to sink into depression. He insisted that I move in with him because he couldn’t stand the thought of me living alone in my apartment. He was wonderful at making the decisions for me that I was unable to consider. He moved me into his house, paid off the rest of my lease from my apartment, and made arrangements for me to take a semester off from school. At night, he comforted me when the bad dreams came. Even though I only had six semester hours left before I would receive my master's in business administration, I knew I would not be able to handle school. Keevan and I were both to attain our degrees in the spring of 2000. Shortly after Keevan’s death—I think it must have been March—the fights began. When it started, it only added to the stress that I felt from learning to live without my brother. On some unconscious level, I felt I deserved the beatings as punishment. Soon enough, the abuse was something I expected, and something that somehow comforted me, as strange as that may seem.

If what Keevan said about reaping what you sow is true, I guess I’m paying the price for my sins now. Even though we were identical twins, the similarities were only skin deep at times. Keevan was more responsible. I lived life in a flash of color, bedazzled by adventure. He was quiet; I was outspoken. He took time to consider the feelings of others, and tried not to hurt anyone. Me? I just wanted to have my fun. Even as children, our differences were apparent.

When we were five years old, we lived in an old, wooden house with paint chipping on almost every board. When it rained, we’d sometimes have to take some pots from the kitchen and put them in the middle of the floor to catch the water as it fell from the roof. Behind the house was an empty field full of weeds and dry grass with an occasional burst of yellow or blue from a blooming flower. Anytime I wanted to get away from my family I’d sneak to the back and crawl through the old rusty metal fence. I’d pretend I was a construction worker, like my dad, and that I had to rebuild the house. There was a hole I discovered I could fit through, and when my mother saw me sneaking back there once, she forbade me from doing it again because it was dangerous. Of course, that only made me more determined. One day, I was playing with some matches and I heard her calling my name. I got scared and dropped the matches on the ground and hid down low in the weeds so she couldn’t see me. As soon as she left, I ran out and raced around to the other side of the house, climbed in the kitchen window and made it to my room. I pretended I was asleep when she had called me.

In the middle of dinner—meatloaf, mashed potatoes, corn, and some peach cobbler for dessert—there was a banging and a scream at the door. Who could be interrupting this meal? Our neighbor, Mrs. Giles, burst into the house even before Mamma made it to the door. Mrs. Giles was the nosiest woman in the world, forever peeping out her window at all hours of the day or night, just so that she would be the first to find out the latest gossip, which she would then spread through the proverbial grapevine. She came into the room screaming something about a fire in the field, and we needed to get out of the house. I overheard her telling Mamma that the twin in the purple T-shirt was in the back right before the fire started. She never could tell us apart. Keevan looked at his orange shirt, then looked at my purple shirt, and shook his head. Mamma ran to the back of the house, looked out the kitchen window and saw the fire just a few feet from the window. In a panic, she rushed us all out of the house. The strong March winds blew the fire closer. The smoke had already set in over the neighborhood, and people exited their homes just to see what was going on. When no one was looking, Keevan took off his shirt and gave it to me. He told me to hurry up and take off my shirt, which I did. Luckily, the fire department was able to put out the flames before any real damage was done. Then, I remember Keevan getting the beating of a lifetime, a beating that I was supposed to receive. I guess Mamma didn’t take the time out to really examine us before she started swinging. The beating must have lasted for hours, and I went to my room, closed the door, and pretended not to hear his cries. My brother had taken the punishment for me because he loved me.

I’ve done some pretty bad things to people in my lifetime. So has everyone. People say that what you put out there comes back to you times three. It’s called Karma. I never believed in that old law, so I didn’t pay it any attention. But I’ve learned to respect its universal truth. Never did I expect the harshness of the reality I now live. Life without Keevan is sometimes unbearable. Those childhood sins didn’t compare to the biggest mistake I’d ever made in my life. I had lived life with a philosophy of no regrets. Now, I had regrets.

Over a year later, I remained with James, deeply entrenched in this lifestyle, still dealing with death and violence, with my spirit suffering. Mamma used to say when you lose your spirit, you’ve lost life. I felt like I was sleepwalking. When he returned home this evening, I knew what to expect—some marvelously expensive gift to make up for what he did. This predictable cycle began a long time ago. After the first beating, he bought me an expensive Gucci watch that was fit for a king. He bought rings, and nice trips around the world, all to say he was sorry. I had so many rings that they overflowed in the jewelry box he bought. I never wore any of them.

The Mercedes I drove was a gift after he broke my left arm by repeatedly kicking it as I lay on the concrete near the pool. None of the material things he provided meant anything to me. I didn’t stay with him because I loved the house or the car. I stayed with him because I couldn’t take care of myself, and after what happened to Keevan, I refused to live alone. Many times I know I should have left, but who would've taken care of me? I had no money, no job, and no place to live. James didn’t allow me to work. He denied me a lot of the things that were important to any man. People often choose the path of least resistance simply because of the familiarity of the known. Leaving terrified me. So I stayed, out of fear of being alone. I stayed out of shame and guilt. The world is full of contradictions.







CHAPTER 4



A few Friday evenings later, time’s remarkable ability to heal all wounds repaired my body, but my spirit was another story. The weeks after that last episode of violence passed without significance, or further explanations. The mind’s power to forget astounded even myself. The sun had begun its slow descent in the sky, leaving behind a fantastic medley of bright oranges and shimmering purples. I stood on the balcony of our bedroom and looked at the colors as they reflected off the rippling water of the pool. In one hand, I held a tall, half-empty glass of 151 and Coke, and a burning cigarette dangled between the fingers of my other one. I didn’t smoke often, but something about having a drink and a cigarette on a night like this felt right. My mind danced over a spectrum of complicated issues. I thought about Keevan. I missed him. I thought about James. He’d been out of town since Tuesday trying to wrap up a deal on an emerging firm in Austin. He had been working on this for a long time, but the deal had yet to be finalized.

The phone had rung twice during the course of the evening, and I was relieved that neither call was from James. The first was the caterers from the Cajun Kitchen confirming our order for the party Saturday night. We were having a circuit party and I still had not finished my to-do list. A group of down-low professional gay black men in Houston had formed an organization called “The Circuit,” which was essentially a way for them to get together without having to risk exposure at a gay club. It was our turn to host the event, which rotated every month.

The second call was from Danea, who would be pulling into my driveway at any minute. We had plans to head to the Galleria to do some shopping, but still I had not moved, much less gotten dressed. Instead, I stared blankly into the evening sky, sipping rum and Coke, and allowing a dark cloud of memories to hover over me and drench my spirits. If Keevan were here, I knew I would not be in this situation. None of this would be real.

Just as I took the last sip of my drink, the doorbell rang. It could only be Danea. It rang again. And again. Finally, I made a move toward the stairs. When I reached the middle of the staircase, I heard familiar voices. Danea. And Tony. And Daryl. Shit. I looked a mess. Just as I turned to head back up the stairs I heard Danea call out to me. Her voice carried a bit of worry, like an overprotective mother. That was just her nature.

“Kevin,” she called out as she walked to the stereo and hit the power button, bringing an abrupt end to the harmony of Patti LaBelle, singing “Don’t Block Your Blessings.” “The door was unlocked, so we came in, and why aren’t you ready? It’s already late.” They looked at me as if my next words would somehow justify my lateness. Instead, I stared at them without saying a word. I can only imagine the way I must have looked to them. “Did you hear me? Put some clothes on so we can get to this mall.” I turned back and moved down the stairs right past the three of them. I heard Danea sigh in her ain’t-this-some-shit voice. I moved over to the bar where I proceeded to pour myself another drink. Something told me I needed it.

“What are you drinking?” Daryl asked as he headed in my direction.

“Rum and Coke. Would you like one?”

“No, he wouldn’t,” Danea interjected in her mothering tone. “And you shouldn’t be drinking either. We should be leaving.”

“Just calm down a bit, Danea. It’s Friday. Have a drink,” I said with a full smile.

“All you do lately is drink,” she snapped.

“There’s nothing like a stiff cocktail on a Friday evening,” I said with a little edge when I looked at Daryl. “I just felt like having a drink, is that all right?"

“No, it’s not all right. Every time I see you, there’s a drink in your hand. That’s not like you. And something tells me this is not your first drink tonight.” Her thinly braided hair dangled just above her shoulders as she spoke.

“No, it’s not, if you must know,” I said with an impish grin. “I’m going upstairs to put on some clothes so we can go. Give me fifteen minutes.” Danea continued to talk, but it was going in one ear and out the other.

“Kevin…Kevin, did you hear me? Are you listening? See, this is what I’m talking about. Something with you is not right. Are you on drugs?” she inserted quickly.

“Danea…” Daryl said.

“No, Daryl, we need to talk about this. It’s not like we haven’t all discussed it before.” Danea stood before me and assumed control of the room. Her presence was formidable, the confidence gained from years of courtroom experience as an attorney. In spite of her passion and her concern, I remained unfettered by her words. “Look at you, you look awful.”

“Well, thank you. I do try.” My words dripped with a heavy dose of sarcasm as I brought the glass closer to my lips and took a long sip.

“I’m serious. Your eyes are bloodshot almost every time I see you—which hasn’t been often lately. You’re off in a world of your own, not letting anyone near you.” Danea approached me at the bar and placed her well-manicured hand on the countertop. “And what’s the deal with this house?” she asked, looking around curiously. “Every time I come over here you have new furniture. Y’all buy new furniture more than I buy shoes.” I didn’t bother to respond. What could I say? We buy new shit to hide all the bloodstains?

“Kevin,” she began again, “the only reason I’m saying this is cause I—we—love you, and as friends we have a responsibility to each other. If you’re in trouble, we are here to help, but you’ve got to let us. We don’t know what’s wrong unless you tell us.” I looked into her eyes and saw genuine concern coming from the woman who I have called a best friend for years. Her hand rubbed mine gently while I looked at the same expressions of concern on Tony's and Daryl’s faces. They were reaching out to me, but I was on my own little island. The words I needed to share with them were on the way out, but got caught in my throat. I wanted to shout out and break down, but my life is my business. I had gotten myself in this situation, and I’d have to get myself out. I couldn’t bear the thought of having them take care of me. Depending on James was bad enough in and of itself. I didn’t want to be seen as a victim, or as if I couldn’t control my own life. The thought of being seen as weak, even if I was, bothered me tremendously. My manhood would be questioned. I couldn’t have that. In spite of the circumstances and how I lived now, I am a man; I will always be a man.

“Danea, listen, everything is fine. I am not on drugs. I ain’t no crackhead. I’m just chillin’, you know what I mean? Really. Trust me, if there was anything wrong, you’d be the first to know. You’re my best friends.” I forced a smile and tried to sound reassuring, but this was not an Academy Award-winning performance. “Now, are we going to the mall or not? I just have to run upstairs and get ready. I’ll be right back.” Before any more objections could be noted I was gone. By the time I navigated my way out of the den and up the staircase, I was slightly out of breath. I walked into the bedroom-sized closet searching for something simple to put on. I grabbed a pair of black Kenneth Cole slacks and a red form-fitting sweater. After I found my shoes, I grabbed the gold card from the table, and went downstairs. I intentionally took the back staircase so they wouldn’t hear me approach. As I neared the den, I could hear Danea’s voice, so I slowed down my pace just enough to catch wind of their conversation, which I knew was about me.

“I’m worried about him. Something is seriously wrong.”

“I don’t think there’s anything wrong with him,” Daryl said casually.

“Of course you don’t, you can’t see past his smile,” she said with a sharp tone.

“What does that mean?”

“Daryl, puh-leeze. Don’t play crazy with me. You know what I’m talking about.”

“Whatever Danea, Kevin and I are just friends. Good friends. Don’t you think you’re being too hard on him? He has been through a lot over the last year.”

“That’s exactly what I’m talking about. He has been through a lot, but how many times has he called any of us for support? How many conversations have any of us had with him about Keevan? I think he’s holding it all in, and if he doesn’t release his feelings, they’ll kill him.”

“You’re being way too dramatic,” Tony interrupted as if he could no longer remain silent. Besides, he’s got James. I’m sure he talks to him.”

“Well, that does little to ease my mind. There’s something about James I just don’t like. You two can keep lying to yourselves and acting as if everything with him is okay, but if you’re really his friends you’ll help me find out what’s wrong. I don’t think I can do it on my own. Have either of you noticed anything strange?”

After a few seconds of quiet contemplation Tony responded, “He has been distant lately, but that’s only to be expected.”

“I just think he needs time to find himself again. Losing your brother—your identical twin brother at that—would take a lot of getting used to for anyone. It changes everything.” I liked the way Daryl came to my defense, and he was right; I just needed some time and space.

“I know, but his changes aren’t healthy.”

Their conversation had already gone too far, and I wanted to break it up before it went any further. I let them know that I was approaching by intentionally dropping my wallet on the wooden floor, and shuffling my feet. Instantly, the voices ceased.

“Okay, are we ready?” I emerged triumphantly into the room. They looked at me like I’d been resurrected. I grabbed my keys from the table and headed toward the door. “Are you all coming or not?” I said while holding the door wide open. I was feeling a little intoxicated, but I don’t think any of them noticed. The four of us climbed into Danea’s BMW and headed away from the house. The eyes of the two lion statues guarding the gates to the manor followed us. Out of the mirror, the huge red brick structure loomed behind us. My penitentiary. That house was the source of so much shame and misery. From the outside, it looked like the perfect world: exclusive Houston neighborhood, fancy cars, and wealth. If only they knew.

For the first few minutes, we rode in virtual silence. The low murmur of the voice on the radio provided the only conversation. Danea seemed singularly focused on the road ahead, and Tony and Daryl were as quiet as church mice in the back. I felt as if the car was closing in on me and all eyes were focused in my direction. What were they thinking? Did they know more than they let on? Were they planning on doing further investigations? How soon would they find out the truth? Part of me wanted them to find out, but I didn’t know how to prepare myself for their reactions.

I could visualize the looks of shock and disgust on their faces if the truth was ever discovered. I had been through hell with James, and the list of shameless acts could fill a book. My friends couldn’t handle the truth, or at least I couldn’t handle them knowing it; there were definitely things I never would reveal to them, things I never wanted to relive that went far beyond the immense physical abuse.

We pulled into the parking lot of the mall and drove around to Saks Fifth Avenue. The valet parking attendant rushed to the car, and Danea politely handed him the keys as we exited the vehicle. She was a remarkable woman—a diva. Professionally, I knew of no sharper attorney. She had graduated from Howard Law at the top of her class and passed the Texas bar exam her first time. The sheer strength of her presence usually elicited the truth in the courtroom, yet I managed to keep my little, dark secrets neatly packed away from her scope.

When we entered Saks, I was on a mission to find something new and exciting. I didn’t know what I was looking for, but I’d know it when I saw it. Since I was here, I felt obligated to buy James something, even though he didn’t deserve it. I guess I hoped that it would somehow pacify him when he got home. We stopped at a rack and I picked up a thin, gray sweater.

“Have you looked at the price of that?” Tony said in a half-whisper.

“It’s cool, it ain’t my money,” I said jokingly. I picked up the sweater and casually glanced at it.

“See, I need a man like James so I can shop my ass off all day. Where can I pick one up?” Tony said with a smile. “Hook a brotha up!”

“Money ain’t everything, Tony. Don’t believe the hype,” I said flatly.

“I learned a long time ago that bad financin’ fucks up the romancin’,” he shot back at me.

“I have to agree with him on that one,” Danea chimed in. “I can’t stand a broke man.”

“If I meet any of his friends that are your type, I’ll let you know.” I lied. The last thing Tony needed was to meet some of James’ friends. He’d be eaten alive.

“Keep in mind that rich is my type.”

We continued our stroll through the store looking at everything from shoes to suits, but still I didn’t see what I was looking for. On the way to the register, I stopped at a display to look at the dress shirt the mannequin was wearing. As we stood there, my attention was drawn to an attractive woman standing to my left, looking casually at ties. I tried to appear as if I was unaware of her alluring smile, but I caught myself smiling back. Then she made a move in my direction.

“Excuse me,” she said, “but I know you. Kevin, right? You went to college in Austin?” It was hard not to notice her full lips, colored a light red, as they moved smoothly over her pearly white teeth. She was very beautiful, standing about five feet eight inches, with a perfect hourglass figure. The pink silk blouse she wore blended well with her mahogany skin, and the tight black Guess jeans she wore didn’t leave much room for guessing.

“As a matter of fact I did. I did my undergraduate work there. I hated it,” I added in jest. My mind raced through all of the faces that I remembered from the University of Texas at Austin. She looked vaguely familiar.

“I know what you mean. When I graduated, I practically ran across the stage trying to hurry up and get out of that city.” She let out a cool laugh as she grabbed my arm. “I’m RaChelle Roland. It’s nice to see you,” she said as she extended her hand. “You look even better now than you did at UT.” I smiled and put out my hand to shake hers, and felt her index finger scrape the palm of my hand as I pulled away. I’m sure it wasn’t deliberate.

“That’s a great shirt. It would look good on you,” she pointed out with a wink of the eye. “So, how long you been in Houston?”

“About two years. I just finished my MBA this past December.”

“Congratulations. I just moved here from Dallas. I only know a few people here, though. It’s hard meeting people. Especially with work.”

“What do you do?”

“I’m vice president of human resources for Inertia Mutual Funds.”

“Sounds like a great job.”

“It is. It can be a headache at times, but I can handle myself,” she said slyly. “Listen, I’m gonna give you my business card because I have to get going. Give me a call sometime and maybe we can do lunch…or something.”

“Okay, RaChelle. It was nice seeing you. I will definitely give you a call.”

RaChelle strutted away like a true ebony queen. When she walked, her hips confidently shifted from side to side. Some women work overtime trying to be attractive, but her beauty was natural. The only thing she gave a lot of was glamour.

“Okay, what was that all about?” Daryl asked.

“That was nothing. She and I used to go to school together in Austin. I really don’t remember her, though. She gave me her business card.”

“That’s not all she wanted to give you,” Danea said with a smile.

“What are you talking about now?”

“Kevin, don’t act like you didn’t see the way she was all over you. She looked like she was ready to sop you up with a biscuit,” Daryl said.

“Really? I didn’t notice.” I lied again.

“You should tell that girl that you are strictly dickly,” Tony added with his special blend of colorful humor. “You are the man. Still plucking fish out of the sea with your bare hands,” he said with laughter. I smirked, turned on my heels, and headed to the register.

At the counter, I pulled out the Gold MasterCard to pay for the shirt. As the clerk handed me the receipt, my pager went off. It was a “911” call from James. Damn. I knew he’d be pissed off because he got home and I wasn’t there. I had forgotten what time his plane was scheduled to arrive.

“Okay, I really have to get home. Now.” And before either of them could respond I headed quickly toward the exit, leaving them standing there puzzled. I knew they’d be right behind me.

After they dropped me off, I slowly crept into the house, hoping to avoid him. Just as I turned to lock the door I heard the room come alive with movement. My heart skipped a beat. I wasn’t sure how to prepare myself for what might lie ahead. It could be Another Love TKO.

“Hey, baby,” he said as he gave me a kiss on the forehead. “What’s in the bag?”

“Umm, a sweater…for you. I didn’t have time to get it wrapped.” What? No yelling, no anger, no fists? Although I was confused, I thought the moment seemed like a great opportunity to talk with James about something that had been on my mind. I didn’t know how to broach the subject, because we’d talked about it before, and it had turned into a heated debate. James was fiercely opposed to me getting a job, and I hoped that I would be able to eventually wear him down and get him to agree.

“Thanks for the gift,” he said. “I have wonderful news. You know that Austin deal that has kept me so busy lately? Well, it worked out! Everything has been taken care of. The acquisition is complete!” A huge smile adorned his face and he looked like a child who had just scored his first touchdown. He grabbed me tightly by the waist and held me close. He was really excited. I hoped this didn’t mean he’d be around here more often. I had learned to appreciate his business trips and his times away.

“Congratulations!” I said as I feigned excitement. “I knew everything would work out for you.” He pulled me even closer, and gave me a passionate kiss. Before I knew it I blurted out the words, “James, I want to talk to you.” I wasn’t sure if this was the right time to bring it up, but with James, there never was a right time. I didn’t mean to rush into the conversation, but since he was in a good mood I decided to take my best shot. I grabbed his hand and led him to the sofa, hoping that he would be reasonable at least.

“You know it’s been a few months since I’ve graduated. I’m ready to get a job.” Silence. He pushed away from me, and his face showed a mosaic of disapproval.

“What?” he asked.

“I think—I mean—I want a job. I could get a job that doesn’t interfere with our lives,” I explained.

“Why do you do this to me? It never fails. Every time I’m in a good mood you fuck it up. It’s like you intentionally say shit that you know will piss me off.”

He shook his head disapprovingly and walked away. Like I needed his permission. I wasn’t letting this issue go, so I followed him upstairs to continue my pitch in the bedroom. I had to sell my idea to him. I guess those marketing classes will come in use. “We’ve had this conversation before. The answer was no then, and it’s no now. Did you think I’d change my mind?”

“James, come on, be reasonable. I am a young educated professional man who should be embarking upon a career. Instead, what do I do? Nothing. I sit around the house. I need a challenge. I want to use my MBA. You have LCS; you’re living your dream. I want that same opportunity.”

“A degree you got through my good graces, I might add. Don’t press your luck. You don’t think taking care of me and this house and our lives is a challenge?”

“It’s not that," I pleaded, “I just want to earn my own money.” Shit. I didn’t mean to say that.

“Oh, now we get to the heart of the issue. Is there something wrong with my money? You’ve never had a problem spending it. Or driving that fancy Mercedes. Or wearing those expensive clothes.” He went into the closet and started throwing my clothing on the floor to add weight to his point. Armani suits, leather jackets, Gucci shoes all hit the floor. I didn’t budge. I just looked at him. “My money bought all of these things that you’re so fond of!”

“James…”

“Do you really think I’m stupid? What’s wrong with you? The last couple of months you’ve been making a lot of demands. First, you complain about how lonely you are since I hadn’t let you associate with your friends. So what did I do? I gave in to you and let their triflin’ asses come over, and you know how I feel about that bitch, Danea. I give an inch and you take a fuckin’ mile.” He moved closer to me with his lips clenched tightly together. “Listen carefully ’cause I’m saying this just once more. I don’t want to have this discussion again. You will not get a job. This is not up for negotiation. Your full-time job is to take care of us. Make sure we’re happy. There is a lot of shit that needs to be done around this house before this party tomorrow that you could have been doing, but instead you went to the fuckin’ mall. This place is a mess. And look at you. You look like hell, and you’re getting fat. You don’t have time for a job.”

“I run five miles every day. I weigh myself every day. I am the same size I was when I used to run track,” I said in defense of myself. My teeth gritted together in my tightly closed mouth. His well-chosen words felt like daggers stabbing at my heart. I hated him for having that power over me. I hated myself even more for giving him that power.

“Maybe you need to run six miles,” he said in the coldest tone.

“Go to hell,” I mumbled as I turned to leave the room.

“If I did, I’m sure I’d see your dead brother.” I felt as if he had knocked the wind out of my stomach and tears burned the back of my eyes. My pain was exposed. I continued walking toward the door, refusing to let him see the fruits of his hateful labor.
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