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But without faith it is impossible to please Him: for he that cometh to God must believe that He is, and that He is a rewarder of them that diligently seek Him.


—HEBREWS 11:6
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Brenda Stone Browder
Author, On the Up and Up: A Survival Guide for Women Living with Men on the Down Low








God has given me the opportunity to reach scores of women, connecting with their spirits to bring understanding to the “down low” phenomenon. I am amazed at the number of women who have found themselves in the same types of relationships that I had. For years, I truly felt as if this was only my plight, as if I was the only one whose husband cheated with men. This journey has enlightened me. This journey has broadened the scope of my vision of this unbelievable reality.


On the Up and Up has actually enhanced my life. A friend told me to get ready for the second half of my life to be totally different from the first. I am fifty years old, and given that people do live to be a hundred, I am starting the second half of my life right now. From the beginning of my fiftieth year, things have not been the same. My relationship with Christ has deepened. I attribute this to my deliverance from all that was suffocating my growth. All of that hurt, pain, and guilt from my past has been erased.


LaJoyce, like me and the growing numbers of women who refuse to stand by silently allowing the stigmas and dangers of HIV/AIDS to continue, is sharing her story to take back the control and take back the power that HIV/ AIDS has stolen from lives, relationships, and families.


Like Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego, she stood firm in her faith and came out of the fire victorious.


When LaJoyce discovered she had been lied to, selfishly, and that her life had been purposely placed in jeopardy, she was ready to put one hand on her hip and the other on the door handle to throw the relationship out with the trash. But instead, she remembered her faith and chose not to take on the persona of a mad black woman. LaJoyce chose to take the higher ground and stand firm in her faith. She stood by her husband until God called him home. LaJoyce stayed the course and ran the race and is now able to soar like an eagle, overcoming the tests of being in an uneven relationship. She understands that it is not about her, but about others who lack the deep roots of her faith.


God places people together on purpose for a purpose, and it is no different with LaJoyce and I. The message remains on my voice mail today from her “play-brother” Walter Briggs. It was in 2003, and he was trying to make arrangements for us to get together. He and I met coincidentally at a local festival in Ohio because he didn’t want to wait in a long line to buy a pie. As I passed him my writer’s card, he told me I should speak with his sister, LaJoyce, who novelized Soul Food.


Initially, LaJoyce and I were to speak just as writer to writer, but when I saw her on my ex-husband J. L. King’s video No More Secrets, No More Lies, discussing her deceased husband, I knew we had to get together. Finally, it was Karen Hunter who put us together and sealed our relationship, and now we continue this work of sharing our truths in the vineyard.


For LaJoyce to expose her life with a man who tried until his dying day to keep his fight against AIDS a secret (as so many sadly do) because of the stigma that is attached to the disease is an act of heroism. She is willing to stand out before all—bearing her life, accepting both kudos and criticisms—and continue with divine guidance to slay the stigmas.


This great literary work, Faith Under Fire: Betrayed by a Thing Called Love, will serve those who have the privilege of reading it. Those who have had similar experiences will find solace in knowing that they are not alone. Those who have not will gain valuable information for self-empowerment. And those who are apathetic will gain understanding that turning their backs will not immunize them from HIV/AIDS touching their lives.


If not for the grace of God, there go I….
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Debra Fraser-Howze
President/CEO, National Black Leadership Commission on AIDS








This book is the story of one African-American woman, but it is really the story or potential story of us all. One in every fifty African-American men and one in every hundred and sixty African-American women is estimated to be infected with HIV, the virus that causes AIDS, in America, according to the U.S. Centers for Disease Control (2006). We are a community in the midst of a public health emergency, and like the victims of Katrina, we are out there all on our own.


There are some things in the history of black people that we should never allow to be repeated—the obvious one is slavery, and another is HIV/AIDS. But there are many, many more.


In my years of service to my community and country, I have been a presidential appointee to both the Clinton and George W. Bush administrations, developed my own agency to help black leaders respond to HIV/AIDS, raised millions in new funding for prevention, conducted research, developed legislation, and fought for education and prevention programs at all levels and in all communities of color. Our organization was the first to involve the black church and leadership in a formal action plan in response to this epidemic, and we have conducted public policy and communality development since 1987. We have a very long way to go, and HIV/AIDS is not the last fatal disease with no cure that our community will face in the next few years.


And we are far from prepared.


But as the history of this disease is written, let it not discount the black people who unknowingly faced imminent danger because they loved another, or those who lived in perpetual fear of this disease, or those who took the responsibility to get tested and know their status and protected themselves from a preventable infection to save both themselves, their lovers, and the loved ones around them from the devastation that this disease causes.


A friend of mine repeated a saying that has stuck with me for my entire life. She said that one day we will all get to Heaven, and before we meet our maker, we as black people will first meet our ancestors and be made to respond to one question: “What did you do with your freedom?”


Based on your answer it will be determined if you used your freedom to advance the cause of your people and lived your life in a way that helped others. It is a profound commentary and a question we should all live our lives preparing to answer. We all have free will. It takes a great deal of personal responsibility to live a life that answers this question well and betters your family, your community, your people, and yourself.


It is believed in some circles that we all come here knowing how we are going to leave and that we make this decision before we are sent. In this book, several people made decisions, all of which they will be required to answer for. Make your decision the right one.


LaJoyce, a beautiful, talented woman, made a decision to honor her marriage vows and care for a dying husband. Throughout this journey, information about the way he acquired his HIV infection and how long he knew about it would have reshaped the thinking of any normal human being. But LaJoyce was not just any woman; she was a woman of great faith. Through this one journey in her life, which God allowed me to be a part of from its beginning, I learned much about the power of love and the unimaginable power of faith. Faith in things unseen and unknown will pull you through in times when you are most in need.


What the African-American community must grapple with as we read LaJoyce’s story is how we got here in the first place. While conspiracy theories abound in our community—from the evil white scientist, to the government, to man-made agents that all went awry and purposely caused the untimely death of millions of African descendants, leaving behind forty million orphans—these theories are just one part of the possible story.


When the history of HIV/AIDS in communities of African descent is written, it will be full of stories like the one LaJoyce is telling, including our collective responsibility to halt a preventable disease that kills and for which there is still no cure.


What have you done with your freedom?


If your answer is that you did not take precautions to save your own life as a woman of African descent, or if it’s that you were a black man on the “down low” or having unprotected sex and you knew there was a big disease with a little name that was sexually transmitted and took no precautions to protect your mate, then your answer to the question is catastrophic.


The answer to how and why we got here in this thing called AIDS lies at the feet of many. The black community are a people who have thrown caution to the wind, in a society that is so racially divided that it would cut off from black people resources that flowed in the first wave of a supposedly white epidemic when they thought they had found progress for their own; we are an advocacy community that held each other close when it was convenient and all but abandoned each other when it was not; we have a government so crippled with disdain for some of its citizens that it was easily blinded into abandoning them and leaving them to deal with a life-threatening situation—and never really told us in the beginning that we were already infected and that this would be our destruction; we are a people who went along with laws that were not in the best interest of our communities’ health; we are black men and women who do not think themselves worthy to stay alive; and, as this book points out, we have a group of brothers, not all but some, who are simply doing the wrong thing and putting sisters at great risk.


We can fix this! Black women can fix anything!


We can get the individual information we need by getting tested and protect all those that we love. We can stop second-guessing our questions about some men and deal with their real sexual issues. We can do a little more due diligence before we choose a lifelong mate who will help us bear our children. We can say “You have to use a condom,” no matter what our age or the environment we come from, and change our attitude about ourselves so we know we are worth protecting.


And if all else fails, we can do what we do with our children and simply take a “time out” until we get all the information that will keep us safe. We are not a bankrupt community and we deserve to be safe; if he says no to a condom, we are worthy enough to say good-bye.


Sistahs, you are descendants of kings and queens. Do not let our present condition confuse you out of your royal position. Love black men like there are no other men on the face of the earth, but never allow any one of them to remove the blessing from the bosom of our people.


Take care of yourselves. LaJoyce did with body and soul. And she continues to bless us with all that she is and all the potential she has realized. Walk good and walk safe, and remember: You are all potential queens of the dynasty that is still to come in black America.









CHAPTER ONE

The Meeting


But seek ye first the kingdom of God, and his righteousness; and all these things shall be added unto you.

—MATTHEW 6:33






It happened quite suddenly, my falling in love. You know the kind I’m talking about—that bam, love-at-first-sight kind of love.

It was January 30, 1990. I was a part-time speech teacher at the Queens Broadcasting Center, in the Jamaica section of Queens, New York. My full-time job was as writer/producer of entertainment and information programming at the Sheridan Broadcasting Network at One Times Square Plaza in New York City.

The day before, I had decided to take a “sick” day. I cleaned off my desk, returned all phone calls, and handed in the weekly scripts a day early—much to the delight of my executive producer.

On my “sick” day, I took a lengthy bubble bath, washed my hair, and lazed around until it was time to get to class. For some reason, I dressed carefully, in a red silk blouse, leather pants, and high-heeled pumps. It was quite snazzy attire for a teacher who was about to spend the next four hours correcting speech patterns for on-air hopefuls.

About an hour into my class, I excused myself to make copies of handouts. On my way to the copy machine, I glanced into the recording studio and saw the tallest, finest honey-dipped colored man I had ever laid eyes on in my life. I ran to the office of the director, longtime on-air personality Johnny Allen, of New York City’s KISS-FM, to inquire about the eye candy I had just glimpsed.

Johnny replied, “Oh, that’s Steven. He’s a really nice guy.”

“Hmm, Steven,” I said. “I have a brother named Stephen; what a coincidence.”

While at the copier, I took another long look at the honey-dip, giving him points on his name alone, before returning to my class.

When we were saying good-byes for the evening, Johnny introduced me to Steven and I turned as red as my blouse, overwhelmed by his charming demeanor. Johnny announced that he had arranged for Steven to take me home.

“Take me home? All the way to Brooklyn?” I asked.

We were in Queens—a forty-five-minute train ride and easily an hour-plus drive away.

“I’ll take you all the way to Pennsylvania, if that’s where you live,” Steven said.

I raised an “is this guy for real” eyebrow at Johnny, and he winked a sign of approval.

“Let’s roll,” I said, gathering my things.

On the ride home, Steven and I exchanged regular pleasantries, asked typical questions, and laughed a lot. He kept thanking God. I liked that part. Since I come from a Baptist-born-and-bred background, God is indeed at the top of my list.

“Why do you keep saying ‘Thank you, God’?” I asked.

“I wasn’t even supposed to be at the school tonight,” he said. “I missed my final because I was in the hospital and I had to complete it tonight. So I’m saying ‘Thank you, God’ because I wouldn’t have met you if I hadn’t been in the hospital.”

The reporter in me was piqued. “Why were you in the hospital?”

“Bleeding ulcers.”

“Bleeding ulcers!?” I asked in disbelief, contorting my face. “How old are you?”

“Thirty-one,” he answered. “I’ve just had a lot of problems—a bad marriage and lots of stress in my job. But now that I’ve met you, all of that is about to change.”

We continued with pleasant conversation and before we knew it we looked up and had no idea where we were. We were lost somewhere between Queens and Brooklyn. The only way he knew how to get us out of the circle we seemed to be driving in was to go all the way to Manhattan and then to Brooklyn. Our one-hour ride turned into three hours.

We finally arrived at my front door, where we exchanged numbers. He waited at his car to see that I had made it safely into my apartment. I looked out of the window to wave and he was still there, leaning against his car, looking up at my window. He acknowledged my wave with a beep of his car horn. As much as I hated to admit it, I was soaring from my evening with Steven.

The next day at work in the studio, we had WBLS-FM on in the background while making preparations for our weekly syndicated production. All of a sudden, we heard deejay Bugsy announce, “Here is ‘Ready or Not’ by After 7 for LaJoyce Hunter from Steven. He wants her to know that he’s coming for her—ready or not!”

My office mates and I screamed. And my phone started ringing off the hook. Everyone wanted to know who this Steven was. My reply was the same: “Some dude I met yesterday!”

Being in the radio and record business had some advantages, and one of them was access to the hotline number for the deejay booth at WBLS. The other was knowing Bugsy personally. After fielding phone calls from friends, I called Bugsy myself to inquire about how in the world this Steven managed to get him to make such a declaration before and after “Ready or Not” played.

“I know Steven, too,” Bugsy told me. “He is a part-time producer with Vaughn Harper’s Quiet Storm syndicated radio program for Japan.”

Vaughn Harper was the premier nighttime voice in New York and was like a father to me in the business. Bugsy and I had always been really friendly with one another and he was like a big brother.

He issued his stamp of approval: “Now Steven is someone I’d really like to see you with. I can vouch for him all the way.”

“Really?” I said, knowing that Bugsy had shared his disdain for the last guy from the station I had dated.

“Yep. Really,” he said, mindful of that previous situation.

“Thanks, Bugs,” I said. “I’ll keep you posted.”

Later that afternoon, a deliveryman brought two dozen red, long-stemmed American Beauties from Steven. This guy was really pouring it on and I loved it!

I phoned to thank him for the roses and the dedication, and he invited me to dinner the following evening. We went to a very pricey restaurant on the East River and we both had lobster and champagne. He had another dozen roses at the restaurant for me.

“These are for you to keep at home,” he said, as the others were for me to keep at my office.

At least twice a week from then on, Steven romanced me with dinners at expensive restaurants. And between the dinners, we were always going to some event. As a producer of entertainment programming, I always had tickets to concerts, plays, or new movies in town. My responsibilities kept me out at least three nights a week. We always got two complimentary tickets to an event, so Steven became my new “hot date.”

The dinners became his way of controlling some of our outings since it was a given that we would attend a promotional event. We ended up going out five nights a week!

For the first three months of our dating, Steven had roses delivered to my job every week until I told him to stop. It was established early on that we were both definitely in love. Like I said, it was love at first sight.

It was signed, sealed, and delivered by the time we had sex, intensifying the blush of our new love.

Steven further locked in the relationship by introducing me to his mother and two sisters. They all lived in the family home in Lakeview, New York, a predominantly black middle-class Long Island town. We all got along extremely well, and his older sister and I could pass for sisters. We both have that café con leche (with lots of leche) skin, light-brown-eyes-and-sandy-hair thing going on. When we went out together people always asked us if we were sisters, and we’d just laugh and say, “Yes!”

We did a lot of flaunting one another in front of our friends. It was mutual that there was nothing but love between us all. Steven’s best friend, Stacey, and his wife, Claudette, were the best of our buddies. They were one crazy pair. We’d go to midnight bowling almost every weekend and win all of the trivia games, like guessing musical artists. Yeah, right! I’d only eaten and slept music for the last I-don’t-know-how-many years. I was a shoo-in.

We discussed many times if it was even fair for me to play because I was in the entertainment business, but we’d just shrug and collect our prizes. The real superstar of that game was Claudette. We dubbed that girl “the foremost knowledgeable person about information that don’t mean s-h-i-t.” She needs to be a contestant on pop culture trivia shows; I guarantee you, she would win. To this day, Claudette and Stacey are permanent fixtures in my life.

Steven and I were spending so much time together every night that he had a hard time getting himself to his job at Bayside BMW, where he was the assistant parts manager. He had practically moved into my Brooklyn apartment, too. But I refused to say that he “lived” there. That was against my religion. I wasn’t playing house with anyone. Plus, my mother would have killed me!

It was easier for him to bring a bag with his stuff in it every week for whatever we would be attending and leave for work from there. He definitely tried to move in on me, though, putting stuff in my closet. But I would take his clothes out of the closet that he’d leave hanging there and pack them for him every day, and I refused to give him space in my drawer.

Call me old fashioned, but it was bad enough that I was sleeping with this dude and he wasn’t my husband. I knew better.

At the time, I had a male roommate named Derrick. Now, his girlfriend Tina did live with us. They met at Columbia University. Derrick was an awesome budding attorney at one of the top law firms in midtown Manhattan, and Tina was an accountant. We needed to share the apartment because neither of us could afford the rent alone for the magnificent two-bedroom, two-bathroom apartment in Brooklyn’s Clinton Hill section. Our rent was twelve hundred dollars a month in 1989! Steven offered to help pay my portion of the rent, but I flatly refused.

By December 1, 1990—just eleven months after our first meeting—we were married. The ride to the altar was rocky, as was all that followed the wedding. Here is my real-life tale—the tale of a woman betrayed by a thing called love, a tale of putting my faith under fire.

Read on and learn….









CHAPTER TWO

The Wedding


He who findeth a wife findeth a good thing…

—PROVERBS 18:22






One Sunday evening in June 1990, at Steven’s home, we were having champagne in his sister’s room, watching movies. When I got to the bottom of my glass, I almost swallowed a diamond ring! The whole family knew about his plan and when I screamed, everyone came into the room to offer congratulations.

We got out the calendar and immediately began looking for the best dates to get married. At his mother’s insistence, we chose December 1. It was less than six months away! We had work to do—a lot of work. My hometown is Chicago and a girl just has to get married in her hometown—at least that’s what Emily Post says.

In my opinion, the first thing we needed to do was to get ourselves a budget and stick to it. When we started analyzing our finances, I discovered that Steven was $30,000 in debt!

“Steven, you’ve got to stop using your credit cards now, or we’ll never get married,” I told him. “How did you get this much in debt?”

“Well, I put new windows on the house for my mother,” he said. “You know I like to wear nice clothes. Our dinners, the roses…”

My head was spinning. All of those dinners and roses and nice clothes contributed to this mass of debt? Yes, he did love to dress well and he shopped in places like Saks Fifth Avenue, Macy’s, Nordstrom, and small boutiques. He had recently bought a line of new outfits so that he could hang out with me, he said. I saw that one price tag was $550 for a matching sweater, turtleneck, and pants outfit.

“You’re done,” I told him. “No more roses, no more dinners, no more five-hundred-dollar outfits. You’re done! From this day forward, you’re on a budget. I don’t want to get married and be under all of this debt. Maybe we should wait to get married until you can clear up most of it.”

His mother heard me say this to him and interjected that she would help him pay down his debt.

“It’s hard to find true love,” she said. “Don’t let money stop you from getting married. Most people would never get married if they waited until they had the money. I’ll help him. Will your parents help you with your debt?”

“My debt?” I asked, as I showed her the worksheet I’d created. “I only have six hundred and fifty dollars’ worth of rent and utilities. My Grannie taught me to use cash. And while I like to shop, I have never spent five hundred and fifty dollars on any one outfit and I doubt if I ever will.”

When I met Steven, I was planning to leave New York by year’s end. I believed the cliché “If you make it in New York, you can make it anywhere.” My goal was to work for six years in New York City, save my money, go back to Chicago, buy a four-to-six-family rental unit, move back into my room at Mommie’s house, and become a real estate mogul in addition to writing entertainment shows.

The differences in our financial views on the day of our engagement were very clear. Instead of us celebrating, we spent the rest of the evening writing budgets with his mother until it was time for her to get to her nursing job at Mercy Hospital.

She left us that evening with one thought I’ll never forget: “There’s nothing wrong with buying nice clothes and having nice things, LaJoyce. Steven is accustomed to really nice things.”

I thought out loud, “Yeah, but at whose expense? Now that Steven is going to get married, his spending habits need to change.”

The South Side of Chicago versus the Long Island upbringing conflicts were in full swing!

Steven’s mother insisted that I call her Mom. Her name was Mozelle, so I dubbed her Mama Mo. My mother’s name is Joana and many of her friends call her Jo, and my stepfather’s name is Bo. So we had Mo, Jo, and Bo.

•   •   •

I gave Steven a card one evening to express what I was feeling at the time:


You’ve found the key to my happiness without my having to tell you. You’ve found the key to my laughter without my having to tell you. You’ve found the key to my love without my having to tell you. The key that I do want to give to you is the one to my house.



Then I handed him a key to my apartment. He was speechless! He was always there after he had carte blanche to come over. He had practically moved in then, because now he had a key.

My girlfriend from high school, Kaye, who was a flight attendant based out of LaGuardia Airport for six months, used to stay over. But she was forced to sleep in the window seat because Steven was constantly there. I felt guilty, but she insisted she didn’t mind.

The one thing that we had to do immediately was go to Chicago so that he could meet my family and see where and how I was raised. I had already called several hotels and made appointments for us to check out a few venues where the wedding might take place that December.

We drove to Chicago in July, and upon our arrival at four in the morning, Steven wanted to check into a local motel and sleep before going to my house. I flatly refused, because my father knew what time we left and would be worried if we didn’t show up at the appointed hour. The motel he wanted to check into was a flea-bitten one on Stony Island Avenue!

“You don’t roll into Chicago, honey, and check into the wrong motel at four A.M. when a girl’s father is waiting for her to show up,” I told him. “You do New York and your people, let me navigate Chicago.”

“But, I want to snuggle with you tonight,” he cried. “I’m not going to be able to sleep in the same bed with you the whole time we’re here.”

“You got that right!” I said. “But you’ll survive. We’re here for you to meet my parents and my friends, and to find a place for a wedding. You can get your butt rubbed back at home. You will have to wait.”

This conversation spun out of control into our first huge argument. He ranted like a three-year-old who couldn’t get his way.

“But I’m tired,” he whined. “I need a shower. I want to be fresh when I meet your mother. I’m cranky. I’m horny. And I want to sleep until I’m ready to wake up.”

I wasn’t listening to him. I got tired of arguing with him, so I just kept quiet and simply drove up in front of my parents’ house and got out of the car. My father opened the door and said, “Right on time!”

I threw Steven a knowing look that said “See?”

At 9 A.M. my best friend in the whole wide world, Theresa, whom I lovingly call Tyger, bounded into the house full of energy to scoop me up so I could go out with her to talk. But first, she went to the guest room to check out the sleeping fiancé. I thought she was just going to peek at him, but when she flipped on the light to get a good look he woke up. I heard them speaking but I didn’t know what they were discussing.

It wasn’t until years later that Tyger told me he cussed her out. I was floored. She knew better than to tell me that crap then, because he would have been an ex-fiancé before he even got the chance to say good morning to my mama. Knowing me the way a best-friend-in-the-whole-wide-world should know you, she decided not to tell me.

This is also why I brought him home. I needed to know if Steven could play well with others. My “significant others” who preceded him had all had to take this test. If I brought someone home for the “Crest Test” and they passed, we were good to go. But if they failed…Cussing out my best friend is certainly an “F.” If I had only known.

We left him sleeping and I returned two hours later to find him getting dressed to meet the folks. He was laboring over what to wear.

“Put on your sweats,” I said. “It’s my mama, not some industry party.”

“Are you kidding?” he said. “I’m meeting your mother for the first time; I have to come correct.”

“Believe me, she won’t be judging your outfit,” I said. “Hurry up! Breakfast is on the stove.”

When he came down, he was decked out in a three-piece matching outfit with gold jewelry on his neck, wrists, and fingers. At eleven in the morning he looked like he was ready for an evening out. My mama was still in her robe, and as I had speculated, my parents never said a word about what he was wearing. Steven charmed them as only he could, and my parents were hooked.

Due to the less-than-six-months-away wedding date, all of the hotels in town kept referring me to the Guest Quarter Suites Hotel on North Michigan Avenue, which was under construction. Mommie, Steven, and I went downtown for a tour. When the catering director handed us hard hats, we were surprised. Only the first two floors and the top two floors were completed. The ballroom, in which we were to have our wedding, was not completely finished either. The good thing was, since we were standing in an incomplete hotel wearing a hard hat and had no real samples of what the room would look and feel like, not to mention no food to taste, the price of the wedding for two hundred and fifty people was quite reasonable. My mother’s face lit up like a Christmas tree.
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