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Dear Reader:


A few years ago, I received the first chapter of a self-published book in my email. It was an excerpt from Passion Marks by Lee Hayes. I was so anxious to read the rest of the book that I emailed the author immediately. He sent me a copy and the rest of the novel did not disappoint. In fact, it was one of the most character-driven novels I had ever had the pleasure of reading. I was so drawn into the characters and storyline that I found myself doing something I had not done in a long time: burning the midnight oil to complete the book.


I ended up republishing Passion Marks under my publishing house, Strebor Books International. It went on to become a National Bestseller. When Lee decided to do a sequel, I was equally as excited as I had been with the first novel. In fact, when he turned it in to the Publishing Director at Strebor, I decided to do the first edit of the book; even though editing is no longer one of my functions at the company. Lee really outdid himself with A Deeper Blue: Passion Marks II.


I am delighted to present Lee Hayes as one of the dozens of outstanding authors I have acquired under the Strebor Books International imprint of ATRIA/Simon and Schuster. He is an author who will be around for a long time and he has already gained thousands of lifelong readers who will support his every effort. Lee has a way of captivating readers with his unique style of writing. The characters seemingly jump off the pages and come to life. That is the mark of a truly great writer.


The majority of us—at some point in our lives—make mistakes in relationships. Loving and being loved can be a difficult thing but it can also be rewarding if both parties are committed to making it happen. A Deeper Blue shows what can happen when we set out to deceive and play upon the emotions of others. Even if we eventually move on and find our true love, karma dictates that our past will catch up to us when we least expect it. I am convinced that anyone who gives this book an opportunity will be able to appreciate his natural writing talent.


I hope that you will also support the other authors of Strebor Books International. If you are interested in being an independent sales rep for Strebor and earning an extra income, please send your name and address to info@streborbooks.com.


Peace and Blessings,
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Publisher


Strebor Books International


www.streborbooks.com
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“Love is just a misunderstanding between two fools.”


—TIMOTHY LEE




Dedicated to Adrian


Thank you for being my bridge over troubled waters.
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CHAPTER 1


Pussy don’t fail me now, Cerina Ford thought as she watched Temple’s naked body glide with ease across the bedroom. The cool confidence of his steps and his raw sex appeal drew him into her so much that she was barely able to contain herself. Nervousness grew inside her, along with unchecked desire, making for an explosive combination. She feared her unbridled passion and lust would shoot forth like a geyser and lay her low.


Temple had just gotten out of the shower and his still damp body glistened with moisture. The lazy illumination from the candlelight provided precisely the right amount of radiance. From a distance, with his body half-covered in shadows, he looked like Adonis—faultless in every physical sense. His honey-colored skin, cherry-red lips, bald head, and perfect abs drove her wild. As she took a deep breath, she tried to inhale him from across the room so that he could be a part of her forever. She could feel herself getting hotter, and if she didn’t get him to quench this fire below soon, she’d soon overheat.


With desperate anticipation, she watched him. She felt like a drug fiend waiting for the next hit to bring marvelous satisfaction. It wasn’t drugs that she desired but, nevertheless, her addiction was authentic. In her wildest fantasies, she could not imagine a more perfect or beautiful man. The thought of this unique specimen rocking her with his powerful body was more than she could handle. Sexually, she was past overdrive. It had been a few days since she last felt her man inside her, and tonight she would do whatever was required to satisfy her aching desire.


She continued watching as Temple went about the simple business of drying himself off. Occasionally, when the weight of her stare bore through him, he would shoot her a quick look as if to say hello, and she’d lick her lips in enticement.


All of her thoughts at this moment were of him and sex. She thought about how her entire body came to life each time he pushed his thick flesh into her willing spot—it was an unmistakable feeling of intense joy that set her soul on fire. She was lost in lust and didn’t want to be found. She needed his heat—now. She wanted all of him—every inch of him—and she wanted every inch of him inside her. She wondered how much longer would she have to wait. She didn’t know how much longer she could be teased by his nakedness. She wanted that dick. She longed to wrap her lower lips around it so that he could feel her desire and the inferno that awaited him.


She knew he was playing with her now. He knew she was watching and longing for him, and yet he kept walking back and forth in front of her as if he were oblivious to her heavy desire that hung in the air like a thick bar-room smoke. She wanted to be ravaged, rocked, pounded, banged; she wanted to sweat, moan, scream, scratch and shriek insatiably and uncontrollably. She wanted to see his face contort while he pounded her because then she knew her power. When he was inside her, she knew that he was inside joy—a joy she thought only she could provide.


She continued lusting.


She continued waiting.


Temple smiled with artificial interest.


She knew that he was tired after a hard workout at the gym but, still, she needed to be satisfied.


He now stood in the middle of the room with the towel moving slowly from his neck and then to his chest before moving down to the lower part of his anatomy. He was teasing her. She smiled. To tease her, he made his dick wave; he knew she was in heat. She motioned for him to come closer. The candlelight danced a slow jig and outlined his six-foot frame as he took a few steps closer to her, his dick leading the way.


She kneeled on the bed awaiting his imminent approach. Her breathing accelerated. She slowly lowered one strap of the silk nightgown that covered her body. She looked seductively into his eyes to let him know that she meant business. She licked the tip of her right middle finger and used it to gently caress her left nipple, which was erect. She never broke eye contact—not once. She moaned a deep moan and rolled her head back as the electric waves moved throughout her body.


He liked to watch.


She licked her lips and beckoned him with her tongue. He remained still, watching her—watching her perform for him.


Before completely removing her gown, she reached over onto the nightstand and brought a glass of wine to her full lips. She traced the edge of the glass with her tongue before taking a drink. She let the wine spill and run down her chin, between her full breasts before making a trail leading to Pandora’s Box—that’s what he named her pussy. Her fingers followed the trail made by the wine and were soon lost inside her joy box. Eye contact was broken, for a moment, as she affirmed the joy of self-pleasure. She inhaled deeply, tilted her head backward, and Temple watched her eyes roll to the back of her head. Her breathing was heavy with a moaning that originated from a place deep within desire.


Temple, standing with an impressive erection, stroked himself as he watched her perform. She knew that he enjoyed watching the freak in her and they had a stack of videotapes of their sexual escapades to prove it. She removed her fingers and inserted them into her mouth, enjoying the flavor of her sugar. She licked her fingers with a ravenous delight and called him over to her, yet he did not move. She knew he wanted to keep watching the show and listening to the sounds of masturbation.


After a few moments, she removed herself from the bed and seductively walked over to him. She went over to claim her prize. She rolled her tongue around her lips and gazed into his eyes. She stood before him momentarily, while fingering herself and enjoying the moment of pleasure. Then, she stuck her fingers into his mouth to share her brown sugar, and he eagerly sucked her fingers and tasted her.


She kneeled before her Temple and was ready to worship at his altar.


She took him fully and hungrily into her mouth and aggressively pleasured him. She loved the way he tasted and she knew that he loved the way she worked him. His deep moaning testified to the skills she possessed. Without restraint or hesitation, she pleasured him with her entire mouth. She sucked, blew, nibbled, licked and tasted all of his manhood. She rubbed her nipples as she looked up into his brown eyes. He watched her devour him.


She lowered herself onto her back and pulled him down on top of her. She pushed his head between her legs and gasped when she felt his tongue connect with her spot. He ate her as if it was his last meal. Eagerly he devoured her, and her moans caused the walls of their apartment to vibrate. She couldn’t control the spasms she felt, and she simply could no longer endure this intense oral presentation. She pulled his face into hers and wildly kissed him. This was not the extent of what she was looking for. She wanted his thrusts. She wanted him inside her before she overheated and melted, leaving behind a puddle of lust and steam.


When she felt him enter her, she wanted to weep—the unadulterated pleasure of penetration touched her soul and made her want to shout with a holy joy. Temple was her saint and her savior, and she willingly gave her lust to him as an offering. She wrapped her legs around his waist and pushed himself into her with a force that she felt in the small of her back. This heat, this passion, this power, this love was hers to own and she would never let it go.


He kissed her deeply. His tongue assertively worked her mouth—she wanted to let out a scream of pleasure, but his tongue did not relent. He pounded her hard and she dug her nails into his back, marking her territory. He grabbed her hands and held them against the floor and continued plowing into her box. The sound of flesh slapping against sweaty flesh filled the room with rhythmic palpitations. His body rolled like a snake, hitting all the right spots with the perfect amount of thrust. The more he pounded the more she felt as if she was about to explode. The intensity increased with each push, and she knew she would come very soon. She didn’t know how much more she could endure. Time and space lost all meaning as she neared her peak. The vibrations of his body told her that he was near his moment, too. She wanted to feel his release. She knew it would be hot and powerful. Their vibrations deepened, and they moaned louder. She screamed, and her body shook violently. She announced her climax with a banshee-like yell that echoed throughout the apartment. The sounds of her pleasure escaped the confines of the room, rolled down the stairs in a dense fog and filled every conceivable crook and crevice.


Now, she wanted him to come. She wanted it all—every last drop—and he gave it to her. His release inside her was forceful as his body shook violently. Moments later, as he lay on top of her, his body still experienced residual waves of pleasure.


After her lust was consummated, they lay there, incapable of speech, basking in the afterglow of their release. She knew this was love. Never before had she known such pleasure or desire for a man. Until she met Temple a year ago, she could never have imagined loving someone so completely and unselfishly. She turned her head to look at Temple, who stared blankly at the ceiling while trying to recover. She watched his chest rise and fall as air entered his body vacated his body. Simply watching him breathe was an event for her.


“Baby,” she said in an almost whisper as she tried to recover the gift of speech. “I love you so much. You know that, right? What we have is special, and I would do anything for you.”


“Well, you keep doing what you just did, and we’ll be fine,” he said with a coy laugh.


“I’m serious. I love you. I want you to know that. I want you to always know that.”


Temple heard her words but, as usual, did not reciprocate affection to her satisfaction. He cared for her, as he had cared for many others, but love was not something to which he’d ever surrender. As usual, she was left emotionally empty by his casual words.


“You are my baby.” He leaned over and kissed her forehead. “Not that I’m complaining by any means, but what got into you tonight? You were so hot—you were like a wild woman.”


She smiled.


“Watching you after your shower did it. You know how your body turns me on.”


“Oh, so it was all me?”


“It’s always you.”


Temple leaned over again, kissed her lips and stood up. He grabbed her by the hand and helped her off the floor before leading her to the bed. She could not have been any happier or any more satisfied. She climbed into the bed and tried to pull him in with her, but he resisted.


“I’ll be right back,” he said.


“Where are you going?” she asked even though she knew the answer. Each time they made love or had sex, he’d quickly race into the shower as if he needed the cleansing properties of soap and water to erase the memory of his transgression with her.


“I’m going to take a quick shower. It’ll only take a minute.”


She wanted to pressure him into staying with her a few more minutes, but she didn’t. She didn’t want to shatter her bliss with an argument. After all, she had become accustomed to his style and knew that he’d go to the shower after they finished. She had tried to adjust to his habit but, still, it was difficult for her not to be offended. Just once, she’d like for him to lie on her or near her for longer than a minute after they had spilled love’s juices.


Cerina allowed a menagerie of blissful thoughts to drift in and out of her head. She sat back in the comfort of her own bed and thought about all the other men, the tragedies and the disappointments of her life. She pondered the failed loves and the heartaches and the lies and the deceit from others who claimed to love her, but none of those men were real. This moment with Temple made all that seem so insignificant—this moment was real.


Cerina knew that Temple, like most men, had his faults. He was surely not as affectionate as she’d like, and his employment history was patchy, at best. He sometimes worked as a personal trainer when he felt like it, but his gigs never seemed to last very long. He wasn’t working right now, but as long as he was looking for a job, Cerina was satisfied. She had resolved herself to being the breadwinner for now, but she told herself that would change as soon as he found the right opportunity.


Women were also drawn to him like ants to a picnic, but that wasn’t his fault. He exuded masculinity and sexuality through no additional effort of his own. His magnificent and cocky gait turned heads as he stalked the city streets and when he stretched out his powerful arms, it called out to all those in need of shelter from the storm. Temple was the kind of man who left women and men equally weak-kneed, teary-eyed, and breathless. When he stormed into their lives in a magnificent flare of passion and hope, he bedazzled them with glorious splendor that burned hot, but lasting only long enough to empty their wallets. When he left them, they were dazed, dizzied, bewildered, scattered and sometimes ashamed that they had been caught up in his rapture.


Women were overt in their flirtations with him in the presence of Cerina—men were a bit slicker—but Cerina always knew when someone was checking him out. The joy that he took from the attention used to get under her skin. But, she understood now that the attention he received made him feel special, and he needed that. As long as he was coming home to her, she had no complaints. Men will be men, and being in a relationship doesn’t mean they are ever going to stop looking at other women. She could accept that because she wasn’t immune to recognizing a fine man when she saw one but, at the end of the day, she took pride in the fact that he was hers and hers alone. All those other bitches who smiled wildly in his face couldn’t compete with what she offered him. They could kiss her ass because if they got within sniffing distance of him and made the wrong move, they’d have to answer to her. She was not opposed to fighting to protect her man.


She tried to not think about all those times in the past in which infidelity marched directly into their lives, took an offensive stand, and threatened to destroy all that she had built with Temple. They had some rocky times in the beginning. On more than one occasion, she was ready to throw in the towel and give up on him and love altogether. Love had never been her best friend, and her faith in it had waned. All those sappy love songs about roses and sunshine and the fairytales had no meaning for her. But something about Temple would not let her let him go. So she stayed. At first, she stayed out of loneliness. Then, she listened to her heart and remained in the struggle to make him hers.


As she lay in the bed, she thought about how far they had come and all that they had dealt with in order to build a lasting and meaningful relationship. In the beginning, she recalled several nights of him coming home late smelling like some other woman’s pussy. It didn’t matter whether or not he showered before returning home because she could always tell. She had smelled enough pussy while working as an exotic dancer—a stripper—at the 202 Club, one of D.C.’s most popular gentlemen’s clubs, to be able to smell it despite his attempts to cover it up. And she hated him for it. She hated him for making her feel like less than a woman. She hated him for going out for the loving that he could easily get at home. She knew how to put it down on him and could not understand why he would choose to go to some other woman.


On those nights when he would surreptitiously enter the house, hoping to avoid her gaze and her rage, she knew he had been with some other woman. Then, curse words flew like daggers, furniture was overturned, and tears of anger were shed. On those nights, neighbors who had been snatched from their sleep by the melee next door, often called the police to bring an end to the commotion. And, on occasion, one of them or both of them went to jail. The last time it was Temple, who in the heat of the moment had slapped her across the head so hard that she lost hearing in her right ear for almost a day. For that offense, he was jailed and placed on probation for two years, and he was still paying the fees—or at least Cerina was paying the fees for him.


That fight started when he left her at the club after her long shift. She was scheduled to get off work at one a.m. because she had worked almost twelve hours that day to earn enough money to pay rent and to help Temple with his child support—he had two children, a boy and a girl—by two different women, but he hadn’t seen either of them in years. She was dog-tired and her feet were aching from the stilettos that she had worn while doing her onstage gyrations. Temple, who kept her car while she was at work, was to have picked her up from her late-night shift. When she walked outside the club into the frigid winter night, chills raced up her spine from the cruel and wintry breezes. The 202 was located on the edge of town in an industrial and rundown part of Southwest Washington. It was an area where no one would dare venture more than two blocks from the club out of fear for their lives and personal property.


She walked outside several times only to be greeted by the steely grip of winter’s unforgiving grasp. The wind blew her hair and made her long for warmer days. She walked up the sidewalk to the end of the street and looked around to the corner to see if he had parked the car and come inside looking for her. She thought maybe she had overlooked him in the crowded club. When she asked the security guards had they seen him, they replied no. After many calls to the apartment and to his cell phone—all which went unanswered—she gave up. Exasperated, she waited for her girlfriend Nicole to finish her shift for a ride home. That was two hours later.


As soon as she walked into their apartment, she smelled it. Pussy. And it wasn’t hers. She found Temple in the bed sound asleep. She screamed for him to wake up, but he simply waved her away and rolled over, oblivious to her anger. She immediately dropped her bag and went into the kitchen and grabbed a glass of water. She poured the glass of cold water all over him and the bed and he jumped up like a thief in the night.


“What the fuck is your problem?” he screamed.


“My problem is you! How the fuck you gonna leave me at the club! I got off two fuckin’ hours ago!”


He looked at the clock, feeling cold, wet and confused.


“Damn, baby. I’m sorry. I set the alarm, but I guess it didn’t go off.”


“You had some ho in here, didn’t you? I know you did because I can smell her!”


“What the fuck you talking about? Calm down.”


“You left me standing outside the club in the cold while you were fucking some bitch in the house where I pay rent, and you expect me to calm down? You must be out of your fuckin’ mind!”


“Cerina, stop trippin’. I fell asleep. That’s it, okay?” Temple removed his shirt and moved in the direction of the bathroom to get a towel to dry himself off, but Cerina did not budge out of his way.


“I’m out there shaking my ass so that we can have a place to live and to help you pay your fucking child support, and you treat me like shit. You can’t even pick me up in my own car. You are a sorry mothafucka! I’m so sick of this shit!”


“I’m sick of you always accusing me of fucking somebody! If I was gonna fuck somebody, you’d know! I told yo ass I was sleeping.”


“Temple, you so full of shit! Stop lying. It’s all over your face, and you can’t even look me in the eye.”


“I ain’t been fucking nobody!” he yelled.


“I’m trippin’? Why it smell like straight pussy up in here? I ain’t been here in ten hours, so I know it ain’t mine!”


“Stop acting all paranoid.” Temple walked around her and into the bathroom and grabbed a towel. Cerina ran behind him and snatched the towel out of his hand before he could use it.


“Bitch, you better stop trippin’.” Temple’s anger began to rise and he pointed his finger in her face to let her know that he meant business.


“Oh, so, now I’m a bitch?” She was trying to push his buttons.


“You trying to start some shit, and I don’t feel like fucking with you tonight. I’m sorry I forgot to pick you up, but you’re home now. Get the fuck over it.”


She reached out and slapped him hard across his face. By reflex, he returned the slap and knocked her into the bathroom door. He stepped over her and tried to move to the living room, but the battle had only begun. She jumped up like a wild woman and threw herself into him. He tried to restrain her, but her limbs were out of control. She was kicking, screaming, punching and scratching at him, occasionally landing a serious blow. Temple pushed her onto the couch, and she rolled over it and fell onto the floor behind it. Before she was able to pull herself up, Temple picked up and put on a pair of sweat pants that he had left on the floor.


“I don’t have time for this shit. I’m outta here. I’ll be back tomorrow to get my shit, you crazy bitch.”


“You ain’t gonna leave me. I’ll kill you first!”


As he reached for his shoes and the keys to the car, she picked up a ceramic kitten from the coffee table and threw it with considerable force into the back of his head. He stumbled, feeling the blood running down the back of his neck. He turned to face her, not completely understanding what had just happened. She ran toward him and tried to jump on him. He snatched her out of the air by the neck and shoved her into the wall so hard the paintings rattled.


“You need to quit before someone really gets hurt up in here!” She felt his fingers applying more pressure to her neck and knew that she was gasping for air. For a quick second, everything went black for Cerina as she struggled to free herself. He released her, and she slid down the wall, gasping for air. Moments later, the cops arrived, and Temple was arrested.


He never admitted to cheating that night, but they both knew. And, as far as she knew, that was the last time.
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When he got out of the shower, he kissed her on the forehead and said, “I’m gonna get something to drink. You want anything while I’m down there?”


“No, but hurry back. I miss you already.” He offered a half-smile and turned to leave. “Temple,” she said as he turned to her, “don’t ever leave me.”


“I’m not going anywhere, baby.”


Temple didn’t bother to put on a robe. He allowed his nakedness to fill Cerina’s eyes. He knew she loved watching him from behind, so he took his time walking toward the door. His plump ass reminded her of a couple of well-developed cantaloupes, and his sculpted back offered the right amount of definition. On his right shoulder the tattoo of a black scorpion—indicative of his Zodiac sign—stood out on his caramel skin.


Temple walked into the kitchen and turned to face the stairs, listening for any sounds emanating from her room. He heard Cerina rustling around, but did not worry. He grabbed the black cordless phone off the wall and began to dial. He listened impatiently as the phone rang several times before there was an answer.


“Why aren’t you over here?” the voice on the phone chimed in before he could gather his thoughts.


“I thought I was gonna be able to get away, but I can’t. I think I’m stuck for the night,” Temple said in a whisper.


“Stuck? This is the second time this week you’ve been stuck. What the fuck am I supposed to do? I’m getting really sick of this shit.”


“Baby, I know. I’m sorry, but Cerina—”


“I don’t want to hear about her. This is about you and me. Fuck Cerina.” Temple felt the venom in the voice. More than anything he wanted to go, but he knew after their lovemaking session he’d have to move heaven and earth to get her to understand that there was some other place he needed to be. Quite frankly, he wasn’t up for the fight. He learned a long time ago that life is all about balance. If you are able to keep the scales balanced, then you are able to get away with a lot. It is only when the scale tips to one side that suspicion is born. Leaving now would create a world of suspicion and contempt.


“I have everything set up over here—candles, wine, strawberries and whipped cream. You know you want me to put cream all over your body and lick it off—starting with your nipples. You know how you like that.” The voice changed from anger to seduction, and Temple felt himself getting aroused at the thought.


“Damn, baby. Don’t do that to me. I’m getting hard by merely thinking about you!”


“You still saying no?”


“There’s no way I can. Let’s do it tomorrow. She’s gonna be at the club until really late. I promise tomorrow everything will be alright.”


“Guess I’ll have to find someone else to play with then.”


Click.


The sudden sound of the dial tone rang in his ear. As he turned to hang up the phone, there was Cerina.


“Who was that?” she asked.


“Oh, uh, that was Darren. I forgot that I was supposed to take him over to his sister’s house in Fairfax tonight. I told him I could do it tomorrow, but he was still pissed.” She stood there and looked at him for a second. He leaned in and gave her a kiss. He inserted his tongue into her mouth, and she pulled him closer.


“Baby, you want something to drink?” he asked. Temple went around her and opened the refrigerator door looking for something cool. He took a glass from the cabinet and poured some orange juice. Cerina glanced curiously at the phone and then at Temple as she took him by the hand.


“Come on. Let’s go back to bed.”





CHAPTER 2


“Danea, I have no idea how we got here,” Kevin Davis said as he sipped on a cup of green tea. He had started drinking tea a few months ago because he’d heard of its medicinal value and these days he needed something soothing to calm his often inflated nerves. With all that had been going on in his life, peace of mind was invaluable. “Daryl and I are having serious problems. Something is going on with him and I don’t know what to do. We have been through so much together that it’s hard for me to understand why he won’t talk to me now. This shit is pissing me off. I try to talk to him, but he shuts down every single time. He seems content to live like this, but I don’t know how much more of this I can take. We’re supposed to be happy, damnit! Instead, I feel like a part of me is dying.”


“How long has this been going on?” she inquired out of deep concern. Her heavy tone reflected her desire to get to the bottom of their problems. Danea always felt that she could solve the problems of the world if given the opportunity, and Kevin had relied heavily on her friendship and counsel over the past few years. Kevin wished that she could utter some incantation or wiggle her nose and make all of his problems with Daryl disappear in a puff of smoke. Even though her words of advice had proven themselves priceless over the years, he wasn’t convinced that today she could offer the kind of abiding hope that he needed to weather this storm. In his soul, he felt that the dark days had already lasted too long. At this point, all that he was sure of was that he was tired of being confined by feelings of helplessness. He knew that he couldn’t fix their problems by himself, and if Daryl had resolved himself to misery, then their demise was imminent.


“On and off for the last couple of months. Things had gotten better so I figured it was a momentary thing. Now, whatever it is won’t go away. He is distant, inattentive and truth be told, we haven’t had sex in a couple weeks and that’s unusual for us—even our kisses are passionless.” Kevin’s speech slowed as if his next words required time and deliberate effort to escape from his mouth. “It feels like sometimes he doesn’t even want me to touch him. When we’re in bed and I reach out to him, he freezes up, as if my touch is unwanted or unfamiliar. I don’t know if you know what that feels like, but there are only so many times I can be rejected before I start to take things personally.” He watched the steam rise from his cup of tea, swirl around in the empty space, and then dissipate into nothingness. If he and Daryl didn’t do something quickly, the same thing would become of their relationship and the life that they’d built together.


“We all have moments where we need to sort things out on our own. I’m sure he is not intentionally shutting you out or rejecting you. Is there anything going on with him at work?” Danea felt there was a lot that Kevin wasn’t sharing with her, but she didn’t want to press the issue. She knew there were always three sides to their story: Kevin’s side, Daryl’s side, and the truth.


“See, that’s the thing. I have no idea. He hasn’t said anything about anything. He comes home and it seems like all of the conversations we have are forced, or we end up arguing about something stupid. I can tell that he’s not really interested in having a conversation with me. If I’ve done something—or didn’t do something—I wish he’d tell me so I can make it better. All of this not knowing and wondering is tearing us apart. I can actually see the distance between us. I can see us growing apart, as if our emotional distance was something I can reach out and touch. Can you imagine what that feels like?” Kevin breathed a forceful sigh as a way of expunging his pent-up emotions. The negative energy that had taken refuge in his soul felt like poison pulsing and racing through his spirit. “It could be work, it could be me or it could be that he’s having an affair—”


“Kevin, don’t even think that,” Danea chimed in with flared passion. “You know Daryl would never do anything like that to you. He loves you more than you could imagine. Why would you say something like that?”


“Because it may be true. I can’t think of another reason why he’s acting so strangely. I can’t believe I’m in a position to think that he’s cheating, but things aren’t adding up. We aren’t having sex, we don’t talk, he comes home late sometimes talkin’ about he was working late or had a late night at the gym. Danea, do you that know he’s started taking his calls in the other room, as if I wouldn’t notice? I haven’t said anything to him about it, but I’m sure he knows I’ve noticed this big change. I remember the days when we’d be cuddled up on the couch and his cell phone or mine would ring and whoever could reach it would pick it up and answer it. It was no big deal. Now, when we’re in the room together and the phone rings, he checks the caller ID and either leaves the room to answer it or he turns off his phone. What kind of bullshit is that?”


“Well, that may not mean anything.”


“And, he has this strange fixation with the Internet. There were a couple of times when I got up in the middle of the night to get some water or go to the bathroom and he wasn’t in bed. Last week I walked downstairs and found him asleep at the computer in his office and when I walked in, he woke up and hurriedly closed the screen he was on. Another time, I could have sworn I heard moans coming from his office—sexual moans. I think he was jacking off, probably to porn on the net. If he’s jackin’ off to porn on some sex site, should I be concerned? Is that cheating?”


“That’s not cheating, but it’s definitely a sign that something ain’t right in your relationship. If he’s using porn as a substitute to having sex with you, then that’s a deep problem.”


“I agree. If we were having normal relations, then I wouldn’t be as concerned. I know men are visual creatures and we like porn, and masturbation is a part of our lives and I’m cool with that. I enjoy a video from time to time and I like touching myself as well, but I don’t use that as a substitute for having sex with him.”


“Men are some strange creatures,” she said with a laugh.


“Tell me about it. All of these changes within him are scaring me. He never used to do any of those things. Now, I find myself watching his every move to see if he’s gonna slip up and say or do something I can call him out on. This ain’t healthy, and it’s really frustrating. I try so hard to trust him, but I can’t get rid of this feeling that there’s a reason why he’s pulling away from me. I really think he’s cheating. And, I think I know who it is.”


Danea paused; not sure whether or not she wanted to inquire. “Who is it?”


“I think something is going on with his teaching assistant, Amir. I’ve only met him once; when I went up to the school. I was planning on surprising Daryl on his lunch break. I rented this hotel room at the Wyndham not far from the school, and I thought we’d get a little freaky on his lunch break. I wanted to send him back to work with a big smile, and plus I wanted to do something special to try to bring us back together. When I walked into his office unannounced, the surprise was on me. I walked in and Amir was there. I felt like I was interrupting something—something more than English papers and grades. It wasn’t anything that was said, but it was the feeling in the air. You should have seen the looks on their faces. It was like getting caught with your hand in the cookie jar. And, when I explained to Daryl that I was stopping by for lunch, he wasn’t exactly bursting with excitement. The strangest part was when Amir excused himself. It really felt like Daryl wanted him to stay and wanted me to leave. I mean, I didn’t expect him to do a cartwheel, but he could have at least feigned some interest—fake a smile or something. I mean, I was there to show him love. I ended up feeling like I had done something wrong. Needless to say, the romantic afternoon I had planned never happened. Even after I explained to him what I had in mind, he brushed it off as if it wasn’t important.”


“Damn,” she said out loud before she realized it. “Did you see or hear anything else?” She hoped the overwhelming feeling Kevin described was misplaced but, as a woman, she knew how powerful intuition could be.


“Nah, that was it. I don’t think I could have handled anything else. I wanted to get out of there as soon as I could. And I did.”


“Well, that’s not enough to conclude he’s having an affair,” she said, trying to sound reassuring, “but it is enough to be concerned about.”


“I don’t know what I’m supposed to think. All I know is something isn’t right and I have this really sick feeling in the pit of my stomach. I love Daryl with all my heart, but I will not sit around and be played like some violin. I’ve been through enough relationship drama to last me a lifetime. At least when I was with James, I knew what to expect. This shit Daryl is pulling now is driving me crazy. I know I won’t deal with infidelity.”


“Have you asked him about Amir?”


“Danea, of course I have. Don’t you think I’m smart enough to do that?” he said with corporeal irritability.


“Don’t bite my head off. I was simply asking.”


“I’m sorry. I’m frustrated. I don’t mean to take it out on you. I don’t know what to do.” He moved over to the bay window in the den and looked blankly out at the snow falling gently to the earth. Each wondrous flake floated through the air before adding its own individuality to the winter blanket now covering the Washington, D.C. streets. It was barely December, but the fierceness of winter had already taken its toll on the region. As far as Kevin was concerned, the bitterness of his failing relationship stung far worse than the cold winds outside. If they didn’t work hard, and soon, to fix whatever the problem was, then they would go down in the annals of history as another failed love affair—that was not a distinction Kevin desired. After surviving the horrors of his last relationship with James Lancaster, the lover who viciously tormented and physically abused Kevin a few years back, Daryl was like a breath of fresh air for him after a year of barely breathing while he lived with the maniac. Only after James perished in a church fire did Kevin finally feel free, but the scars on his body would always be a reminder of his personal hell.


“Daryl is the man who I have always loved and always dreamed about. I have built my life around him, and I thought we’d be together forever. Now, I’m not so sure. Why is it so hard for people who fall in love to stay in love?” His question was rhetorical in nature. “I don’t understand what happens. What is it that suddenly appears and destroys everything? Danea, I love that man. I’d give my life for him, but I don’t know what’s going on. We can’t make it if we continue down this path. Something has got to change.” There was a noticeable pause on the phone, and he imagined the wheels in her mind spinning rapidly in search of a solution.


“When you two argue, what are you arguing about? Maybe that’s a place for you to start. It may not be what he’s saying, but what he’s not saying during those conversations.”


“Danea, I’m not Ms. Cleo. I shouldn’t have to figure out his feelings. We have known each other for years—he was one of my best friends before we became lovers—and he knows me as well as I know him. This shit we’re going through is crazy. I don’t want to get into the business of looking into a crystal ball to try to figure out what my man is going through. He’s a grown-ass man and he needs to be honest with me. I can’t fix the problem if I don’t know what it is.”


“I’m glad you’re not Ms. Cleo, ’cause if you were, you’d be unemployed or working as a greeter at Wal-Mart, I’m sure.”


“See, you wrong for that,” he said as they both laughed. “But seriously, our arguments have been largely inconsequential. He makes little snide comments about living in D.C. I don’t think he was completely sold on the idea, but after all that happened in Houston with James, I had to get out of that city, and he knew that. When we talked about moving together, he agreed. I don’t think he’s adjusted well, but hell, we’ve been here two years—you’d think he would have settled in by now.”


“What about his job? Does he like it?”


He thought for a few seconds. “As far as I know, he likes it. He complains about it like everyone does about their job, but I honestly don’t think that’s it.” Before they relocated, Daryl had been teaching English Literature at a college in Houston while taking classes to receive his doctorate in Educational Administration. After he graduated, they relocated to Washington, and Daryl applied for a job at the University of the District of Columbia. He had been hired as a Professor of English Literature and a year later he found himself chair of the department. “Maybe he’s tired of me. I know I haven’t given him as much attention as I would have liked to, but running the restaurant and trying to open this center in Keevan’s name takes a lot of time. I’ve tried to make the best of the time we have together, but he ain’t willing.”


“Maybe he’s only lonely. You should do something special for him.”


“Well, the last time I tried to do something special, I felt like a fool. I don’t know if I can go through that again.”


“Put that incident out of your mind. I think you should do something sweet for him tonight like run a nice bath with candles and wine—something simple, to let him know you’re thinking about his needs.”


“I don’t know, Danea.” Kevin continued gazing out of the window, feeling as if the ground was shifting underneath his feet.


“Look, Kevin, you have nothing to lose and everything to gain by doing this.”


“Why do I always have to be the one to make the first move?”


“You can’t be responsible for his actions. All you can do is your part and hope he responds in kind. Take this chance, step out a little bit and I bet you’ll be surprised by what happens.”


“Yeah, I guess you’re right. With this snow coming down, I suspect he’s on his way home now. The entire city is shutting down.” Kevin tried to convince himself to swallow his pride and take another step at fixing their broken relationship. In his heart, he truly felt that after the fiasco with trying to surprise Daryl with lunch it should be Daryl who made the next move. “I’m so tired of feeling like this. What if he’s really cheating on me? What will I do?”


“Stop talking like that. He isn’t cheating on you. You guys have got to start talking and work this thing out because I’m not letting you break up. I’m not having that shit.” He forced a small, dejected laugh and tried to let the force of her words provide some comfort. If only she did have the power to keep them together he would have elicited her services months ago. He moved over to the mantelpiece and looked at the picture of him and Daryl that was taken last year in Rehoboth Beach, Delaware, a popular gay vacation destination spot. In the picture, they were all smiles—those were happy days. Daryl stood behind Kevin with his arms clasped around his chest as if he was protecting him from the world. Back then, joy radiated from them. Funny how things change.


“That’s enough about me,” he said, as he abruptly changed the subject. “I saw your new video yesterday on BET, and let me tell you, it was hot! I don’t know who found all those sexy-ass men, but I know you were in heaven when they all started grinding on you. I think I got jealous,” he said jokingly.


Danea’s interest in singing had budded into a full-fledged career. She was discovered while singing a karaoke-style song in a New Orleans bar a few years back when they all went to the Crescent City for a weekend trip. Since then, she had had two number one singles, and her CD, simply titled Victory after her first single, had achieved platinum status. She hadn’t missed being an attorney at all.


“Let me tell you, it felt so good that I was about to pay all of them to keep grinding! If I wasn’t engaged, it would have been on and poppin’,” she said in her susta-girl voice. Her boisterous laugh was like music to his ears. It was nice to hear laughter and to know someone else was happy. “By the way, how is the fund-raiser coming along for your New Year’s Masquerade Ball extraordinaire?”


“This has been more work than I imagined. Last week I took out ads in a couple of local papers announcing that you’d be performing at the party and ticket sales spiked. I mean, at one hundred dollars a pop, I wasn’t sure how the D.C. community would respond, but so far so good. Apparently, you have diva appeal, and I’m going to use it.”


“Me a diva? Never that,” she said playfully. “But for real, I’m excited about the benefit. I know you’ve put a lot of work into organizing this to raise money for Keevan’s Room. I’m thrilled to be a part of it.”


Kevin was working to create a non-profit organization in the name of his deceased brother, Keevan Davis. The organization was called Keevan’s Room after Keevan’s favorite novel, Giovanni’s Room, written by James Baldwin so many years ago. Keevan’s Room would serve as a shelter and counseling center for victims of same-sex domestic violence. In most cities, there were many places women could go to seek shelter from an abusive partner, but the options for males were far less comprehensive. Kevin, being a survivor of abuse, wanted to help others so they would never have to go through anything similar to what he had experienced. Kevin was trying to raise an additional one hundred fifty-thousand dollars for the organization and, through various fund-raisers, he was close.


There was so much work that still needed to be done. At some point in the process of trying to figure out how to create this organization from scratch, Kevin decided it would be more advantageous to partner with an existing city organization. In particular, he sought out an organization that provided gay social service programs and already had a base of clients, name recognition, and possibly office space. Kevin had already invested one hundred-thousand dollars of his own money in the program for its start-up and had organized a couple of fund-raisers, including the upcoming masquerade ball on New Year’s Eve. It wasn’t going to simply be another New Year’s Eve party. It was going to be the New Year’s Eve party.


Over the past several months, Kevin finally was able to make a solid connection with Crown Services, a local clinic that provided HIV/AIDS and counseling services to the Washington, D.C. area. Now, they were in the final stages of the contract, and Kevin could sense the end of the line.


“I have no doubt you will deliver a wonderful performance. I saw you on Good Morning America performing in their concert series a couple of weeks back and I was quite impressed. But, you know I know you can sang. Make sure you don’t let your newfound celebrity status go to your head.”


“You don’t have to worry about that. Curtis keeps me humble.”


“And speaking of Curtis, how are things? Are you still givin’ him something he can feel?”


“You so nasty,” she replied, “but I’ll tell you this, I know my man is satisfied.”


“So, everything is still cool with having your fiancé as your manager?”


Danea knew Kevin had concerns about the arrangement when she first signed her record deal and announced Curtis as her manager. Kevin told her never to mix business with pleasure because of the countless stories of love going bad and spoiling a business relationship. He didn’t want to see Danea go down that path, but she was a smart woman and had been a great attorney before her career change. Kevin knew she would never let herself be played by a man—again.


“It’s great. It means I don’t ever have to look too far for what I need.” They both laughed. “Listen, I’ve got to run, but we’ll talk soon, okay?”


“I hope you know how proud of you and happy I am for you.”


“You know I love you. Give my love to Daryl. And, y’all better work it out,” she said as she hung up the phone.


He sat down by the window and looked up at the muted gray sky for answers to one of life’s biggest mysteries: how do you make the love last? He remembered what it felt like to be happy, but those days were laid out behind him like yesterday’s news. Now, here they were, in the trenches of heartache and neither he nor Daryl knew exactly how they had arrived in this valley.


He walked over to the stereo, found one of his favorite soundtracks, put it in the CD player and turned up the volume. He moved slowly back over to the window to watch the falling snow and listened as Aretha’s voice evoked a flood of emotion within his soul. When she sang, her voice echoed with a sadly hypnotic flare as the cheerless words of the song filled his ears. Unfortunately, Kevin could relate firsthand to what she sang. He sat back and continued to stare into the sky, waiting for his answers, yet no answers came.


He believed he should be living his dreams. Here he was, in Washington, D.C., living in a wonderful home with Daryl, and yet he felt a thousand miles from happiness. A bluesy, melancholy midnight melody echoed in his head and drove him to madness. He thought about how far he had come over the years and all he had been through. He had survived the death of his identical twin brother and because of the pain and guilt he felt, he ended up in the clutches of an abusive egomaniac—James Lancaster—who abused him physically, mentally, and sexually. James had become his lover at a time when Kevin was too weak to fight back and too guilty to care. But, he survived. He survived losing jobs because of James’s antics, and when Kevin finally did leave him, he survived James’s crazed stalking, the death of his unborn child at James’s insane hands, and the shooting of some of his friends during Tony and LaMont’s commitment ceremony. James had tried to kill them all. Yet, they survived. And here he was, alive to tell the tale.


After all of that, he swore he’d find true happiness. And he did in Daryl. When they finally got together three years ago everything fell into place. The happiness and joy that had eluded them both for years was finally realized. The empty spaces were filled, the loneliness vanished, and they enjoyed the most amazing love affair with life and each other. They blended together, almost in perfect harmony.


But now, everything had changed. The love that used to provide comfort was slipping away without explanation; the feeling of elation they used to experience in each other’s presence was fading. With the music still blaring, he walked over to the mirror on the opposite wall. He wished he could will away all of the bad times, but sorrow, like joy, becomes a part of who you are and no power on this earth could erase its effects.


As he stared into the mirror, he looked at his face and tried to determine if he was the same man who fell in love with Daryl or whether everything they had been through had somehow altered his very nature. Externally, he still looked the same, with a low-faded haircut and smooth brown skin. He was an avid runner and even ran track when he was in college. Even though he was separated from college by several years, he still maintained his runner’s build: powerful thighs with a sculpted upper body. His face had changed only slightly, with the addition of a few permanent passion marks left by his former lover. He examined the scar above his left eye. It was a painful reminder of his journey and lessons in life. He took his right middle finger and traced the mark—he could almost feel James slamming the black cordless phone into his face. As happy as Daryl had made him feel in the past, he still would never forget James. Never. He would always have memories of abuse and violence. He would always remember living in fear. A part of him would always cringe at the simple utterance of the name James. The specter of James would always be reflected back at him each time he looked in the mirror—they were inextricably bound, in life and in death.
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