










PRAISE FOR RODNEY LOFTON’S No More Tomorrows:


“What does one get with No More Tomorrows? Your Life. This is a must-read for today’s black gay man who is committed to living life self-aware and finding true love; yet secretly wonders what if I didn’t allow shame, social stigma, or abject fear of HIV to stop me.”


—SHELDON I. DESOUZA, vice-chairman,
The Black Gay Men’s Network


“No More Tomorrows not only illustrates that there are two sides to every story, but it also highlights the complicated truth that often exists in between. Rodney shows us once again that living and loving should always be treated as interchangeable terms.”


—LAMAR ARIEL, author of Ready to Male: A Collection of Letters
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“A gritty look at what it’s like to be young, black, gay, alienated, and diseased. Fiercely compelling, dark, and difficult—but life is sometimes like that, and sometimes we need to be reminded.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“An emotional, heart-tugging work that will require many readers to look and question their own biases.”


—MARSHA D. JENKINS-SANDERS, author of The Other Side of Through and Jealousy: A Strange Company Keeper
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Dear Reader:


 


No More Tomorrows is hands-down, one of the most touching novels that I have ever read. Then again, that should not come as a surprise, in that Rodney Lofton’s memoir, The Day I Stopped Being Pretty, also struck a major chord with my emotions. Rodney’s ability to flesh out the characters in No More Tomorrows comes naturally. Unlike those of us who can speculate about what it might feel like to be HIV-positive, and those of us who cannot begin to imagine dealing with the effects of the disease for decades, Rodney has done just that. Thus, in creating a love story between Mark and Kevin, Rodney has written one of the most beautiful romances; he has shown what unconditional love truly means and it resonates throughout the pages.


There were many points throughout this novel that I found myself crying. At other points, I found myself blushing; I felt like I was being given an intimate peek into someone else’s flourishing relationship. There were even times that I was envious. Even though this book is about a homosexual couple, as a heterosexual female, I crave the same type of love that the main characters share. If only more people could embrace each other’s differences, work through relationship issues, remain faithful, and take commitment as seriously as Mark and Kevin, the world would be a much better place.


I am very proud to present No More Tomorrows, a book that will serve to remind all of us that every day is truly a gift that must never be taken for granted. Some people believe that money and material things are the true measure of a man’s life. The true measure of a man is his character, who he was loved by, who was loved by him, and the mark he leaves on the world. The true measure of a man’s character is not what others see him do, but what he does and how he lives his life when no one is watching.


Please let me know your thoughts on this book. You can reach me on Planetzane.net, or email me on Eroticanoir.com


 


Blessings,
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TO “IAN”
Thank you for closing the doors to my fears
and opening my eyes to life.
I am no longer afraid.














“Through all of my life
Summer, Winter, Spring, and Fall of my life
All I ever will recall of my life
Is all of my life with you.”


—ALAN BERGMAN AND MARILYN BERGMAN
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ACKNOWLEDGMENTS






The great Stevie Wonder once said,


 


“Much has been written about
 The world and all its kind of loves
 But the sweetest of them all
 You seldom will find stories of”


 


As a black man, many great stories have been written about the love he feels and shares for his woman, the one that sets his soul on fire. Songs have even been created to symbolize his passion for her.


As a gay man, many books and films have covered the genre to show the “taboo” love, hidden in the darkest of nights, behind back doors and unspoken for fear of being cast aside or ostracized.


As an HIV-positive man, rarely do you read stories of loving in the face of adversity. The trials and struggles of those living with a disease that cuts short one’s life.


Here I attempted to incorporate for this often forgotten community, of which I am a part of, to show we live and we love.


Believe me, it was certainly no easy task. After my debut offering, The Day I Stopped Being Pretty: A Memoir, I found it very difficult to share with you, the reader, a story, which is both foreign and elusive to me, a story of love. I found myself frightened by the prospects of letting you down and not meeting or exceeding your expectations with my follow-up. Many wanted to read a “what happened to…” continuation to The Day I Stopped Being Pretty, but in time, that will come. I wanted to stretch myself and delve into something that I only dreamed of in my life, a loving relationship.


On numerous occasions, I found myself starting and stopping because I didn’t know where to begin. Fear consumed me as I thought of you and not wanting to let you down. But I lost sight of why I wanted to write; I wanted to write for me. And that’s what I did.


I found two people who came into my life and allowed me to share with you their story. But before I get to them, I need to thank others.


God, I can’t believe You have brought me so far in such a short time. You know my heart for I was made in Your creation. You smile with me; You cry with me. You have shown me love beyond compare. You guide me and You forgive me and because of that, I am much wiser and stronger. Thank You.


To my mother. You are truly the wind beneath my wings. You offer love when it is so needed and you offer guidance when I lose my way. I couldn’t have selected a better mother/friend if I had chosen you myself. Thank you for choosing me.


To my family. Thank you so much for your continued love and support. I know at times it is difficult to love me as I am, but through it all, you are always there.


To Zane and Charmaine Parker. I cannot begin to thank you both for this wonderful second opportunity. The road was rough after the release of “Pretty” but the two of you stuck by me and weathered the storms. The two of you offered me more than a publishing deal, you extended love and friendship. I will be forever grateful.




To my Strebor Family (both past and present): Tina Brooks McKinney. What can I say to you that I haven’t said to you over and over again? I love you! You have laughed with me, cried with me and even cut-up with me. You never sugar-coated anything for me and I so appreciate you for that. Like Helen Baylor, I had a praying grandmother and she sent me an angel on earth in the form of Marsha Jenkins-Sanders. I always felt the hand of your spirit guiding me over the last two years, spreading the word of God. You will always hold a special place in my heart and you will always know why. Lee Hayes. My brotha by my otha motha, Jackie Washington. Man, I am so proud to call you my friend. I have enjoyed laughing with you and trading barbs. Don’t forget our special day—Jackie Washington Day. Allison Hobbs. I have three words to describe you: FAB BOO LUST! You welcomed me into the family with open arms and showed me how to hustle. Thank you. Laurinda Brown. From the first conversation to our very last, you always inspire me. You have shared your wisdom with me, and I truly appreciate it.


Lissa Woodson. You and I will share a moment unlike any others I have shared. I will never forget you taking hold of my hand and allowing me to let go. I thank you so much for that. Shelley Halima. You are one bad sistah!!! I aspire to be half the writer you are. Always remember, I’ve got your back! To David Rivera and Che Parker: Thank you for embracing Rodney the man. I have learned from both of you and I take those lessons with me wherever I go. To the rest of the Strebor Family, thank you so much for your continued love and support.


My friendships are what keep me grounded. When my head becomes too big for the world, M’Bwende Anderson, Shaun Ferrell, Ronald Drake, Kevin Pollard, Tony Kemp and the crew at Barcode remind me where home is. Thank you. Each of you has touched my life and my heart in a special way you will never know. I love you all.


To the wonderful people I have met along the way over the last two years. Terri Williams, Ella Curry, The Sweet Soul Sistahs Book Club (especially you, Royce, and Jacki), my girl Tina in Atlanta, Ms. Anne from Norfolk, VA, RAW4ALL, Tee C. Royal, Tokes Osubu and the staff of Gay Men of African Descent and everyone who stopped by and offered a smile, a hug, a kind word; thank you.


To the brothers and sisters living with HIV/AIDS. Please know the struggle is not yours alone. My thoughts, prayers and love are with you. Remember to live life to the fullest. Love like it is going out of style. Live like it is your last day on earth and celebrate the joy of simply being.


Lastly, I need to thank two people who have come into my life. I don’t think I know of other writers who have thanked characters from their writings, but I need to thank the two main characters of No More Tomorrows.


To Mark, thank you for allowing me the pleasure of writing and developing a character living with HIV with dignity. You provided a voice in this pandemic that speaks volumes of courage and conviction. Through it all, you lived in the moment, never once giving in or giving up. I now live to love like you, with passion and determination.


To Kevin. Thank you for being the man I have dreamed of the last fifteen years. You are one who embodies understanding and compassion. I hope readers will see you as I do; a man determined to love because of and not despite of.


I don’t know what happens now. I don’t know where the road of life will lead me. All I can say is how truly thankful I am for the journey. I am excited to see what is ahead on the road, around the bend and over the hill. I am open to the great possibilities of this world, because I am no longer afraid, to live, to love and to celebrate. I hope my writing has in some small way, shown you what it is to grow as a black man, love as a gay man and live as an HIV-positive man. As I said, I don’t know where I am headed, but I thank you for keeping me company along the travel. It is my hope that we can continue to learn and grow from the trials and tribulations of our past. I have come to the realization that it is time to let go and let love. Thank you once again for your continued support and opening your heart and soul to reading about one of the sweetest love stories never told.


 


With love and appreciation,


 


Rodney Lofton

















MARK







I awoke from the same bad dream that had haunted me for the last few weeks. The T-shirt stuck to my body from the drenching sweat during the tossing and turning in this horrible nightmare. I lay for a moment so not to disturb him. He slept peacefully as I fought the demons in the dream. I opened my eyes and replayed the scene as I stared at the ceiling.


It started out simple. I saw the image of me as a little boy, playing jump rope. The game of choice, “A Little Higher,” allowed me to tell my little girlfriends to raise the height of the rope to showcase my ability to leap higher than the others playing the game. I laughed as I made my way to the front of the line. It was my turn to increase my chances of winning the game. Then I heard it: “You ain’t nothing but a sissy.”


Fast forward to high school. After fighting with my father numerous times for the designer jeans my fellow classmates adorned, I was relegated to the neatly pressed dress slacks and oxford shirts he selected for me. His son would follow in his footsteps of best dressed. My feet longed for the days of the past summer vacation, where I had walked the streets barefoot. But now I was confined by argyle socks and dock siders. I maneuvered my way through the halls, greeting classmates and teachers. My smile had gained me recognition among my peers. Between classes, I stopped at my assigned locker to retrieve my books for the next set of classes. My hand missed the slamming of the door from the jocks as they parted the hallways with their broad shoulders and letterman jackets, leaving behind their stinging phrase: “Punk.”


The next stop on this lurid journey, I saw myself exiting the Red Line’s 1 train in New York’s the Village. History had shown me this was the one place where I could be myself without judgment and fear. I ascended the stairs, searching the faces of beautiful men passing me. I smiled, acknowledging the looks I received, hoping in return that the Southern charm I was accustomed to would be returned. I only received, “You fucking faggot.” Each time, like clockwork, I would awake at the same step, facing the same menacing look that shattered the disturbing night of attempted slumber.


I had to change my T-shirt since there was a chill in the air. I managed to pull myself up and swing my legs to the side of the bed. As my hands rested and I braced myself to stand up, I felt the dampness of the sheets from my side of the bed. Damn, not again. I didn’t want to wake him yet again to change the sheets. This time I would allow him to sleep. I found my footing from the aching neuropathy, reaching for the cane that had become my constant companion as of late. It felt like I was walking on a bed of nails as I hobbled to the bathroom closet. I needed to retrieve an extra sheet to cover the damp spot where I would return shortly. I made my way into the bathroom, searching for the light switch with my available hand. As the fluorescent light brightened the small cramped bathroom, I caught a glimpse of me. I stared at the man in front of me. I didn’t recognize him. I had known him all of my life and now he was a complete stranger. His face was gaunt and pale. His cheeks were sunken, never providing any indication of the roundness they once possessed. The sparkle in his eyes was now replaced with deep, dark circles. The smile that captured the hearts of many now reflected the parched, dry, cracked lips, which ached with the simplest touch. Who was he? I searched his face, searching for the answers. I realized, much like the dream, that man was me.


I couldn’t cry anymore about my circumstances; they were what they were. I looked deeper into the vacant eyes staring back at me, searching for a brief glimpse of the man once called “pretty.” The man who had charmed those with his well-disguised insecurities. I searched the lines that ran the length of his face, as each one told a story of love found and lost. Along those lines, were moments of laughter, moments of tears. Those were the days.


I decided to ditch the idea of a new T-shirt and removed the terrycloth robe hanging on the back of the door. If I continued down this horrible memory lane, I would find somewhere a reserve pool of tears, but I didn’t want to tap into them. I ran the tap long enough to cup a handful of warmth to bring to my face. Ahh, it felt good. I patted my face dry and made my way back to our room.


The sun peeked through the shades, interrupting any thoughts of returning to bed. I eased my way into the recliner he had placed next to the window for moments like this. There were times I found it difficult to sit for long periods in the living room and make the walk down the long corridor to our bedroom. He wanted me to be comfortable. I rested my head on the back of the recliner and watched him.


His back was toward me. The sunlight showcased his beautiful brown skin. The outline of his back stood out prominently. My eyes traced the nape of his neck, down to the top of his boxer briefs, accenting the curves of his ass. I was lucky to have found him. He was clueless of my absence as he continued to sleep. I simply watched him; taking in every mark of his body, the few strands of hair on his back, the neatly shaved bald head. This was my mental photograph to treasure, for I realized it would be one of the last images I would have of him.















KEVIN






I lay there quietly. I heard him stirring about as he attempted to silence his movements, being careful not to disturb me. As much as I wanted to reach out to him, he hated that. He was fiercely independent and although he knew I did not mind, I didn’t want to take away this last bit of independence from him. I knew what happened when I felt the moisture from his side of the bed. It was that damn dream. I wished I could have taken it away from him, like so many other things I wanted to protect him from, but I couldn’t. I could only allow him to be. I fought with myself to get up when he did; I felt a void when he wasn’t beside me. I followed him as he walked into the bathroom, knowing all along this was something I could have taken care of. I wanted him to rest, but he wouldn’t have it. When I saw the lights go dark in the bathroom, I closed my eyes, continuing to play the role of Sleeping Beauty, oblivious to his movement. But what I didn’t see, I felt with each step—each painful step he made to that old recliner he had grown to love. It was the only gift that I could give him to make this easy.


My throat tightened, wanting to say something, but honoring his pride prevented me. I felt his eyes embrace me and I returned the embrace with my thoughts. We had talked about this moment so many times. What would we do? What would we say? I could hear him call out to me in his heart as I reached for him with mine. The time had come for us to say good-bye.

















MY SIDE: MARK






It was hard to believe that twenty years had passed since I entered the doors of the old building. I stood there watching others enter and exit as I did twenty years ago today. It was as if time had stood still. The building had not changed, maybe a power wash or two to clean it up, but nothing else. The grounds of the property remained the same, littered with the debris of street trash from the gusting wind, settling to find a home from the savage cold. I watched the faces of the men and women as they came out of the big doors, searching for clues to see if their smiles, or their tears, would reveal their futures. Like poker players, they carefully kept their cards and their answers to themselves. I watched as they wrapped scarves around their faces—not to protect them from the cold, but to hide the unfortunate information they had received. Part of me wanted to offer a kind word of support, a hand to hold, but I remembered the day for me as if was yesterday and the empty feeling I felt when I received the news.


My eyes began to water as I thought back to that day, the one that changed my life. Hearing the phrase: “You have tested HIV antibody positive.” I shuddered as the thoughts ran through my head again. Back then, there weren’t a lot of advances in medicine or treatment for persons living with HIV. I was told by so many that I would die and I believed it. I spent the greater part of the last twenty years preparing to die, only to awake one morning and realize it was a diagnosis, something that I would have to contend with for the remainder of my days.


The flashbacks of my life played out in mere moments, but the thoughts were so vivid and detailed; I relived them in my dreams. I made a promise to myself back then if I made it to twenty years of living with HIV, I would return to the place where life changed for me and prove that HIV was not a death sentence. As I stood there braving myself to enter this place, I was saddened by what I saw.


I pushed the heavy doors, making my way into the building. I relaxed my jacket a bit as I looked around. The faces that adorned the posters had changed from the days when I had first visited. No longer hanging on posters were photos of emaciated white gay men. No, the faces had changed to showcase beautiful brown-skinned women, holding delicately the lives of their children in their arms. The young faces of the Chelsea crowd of New York were now replaced by butter pecan-flavored Latinos from Washington Heights. The faces and ages had changed, but the outcome was still the same—HIV POSITIVE. I noticed the brochures. They were now multilingual to address communities that had not seen the devastation I had lived with—losing friends and lovers alike to this horrible disease. At any given moment, I could take off my coat and replace the black and brown faces on the posters. The white face that greeted me with kindness years ago was substituted with a sister girl and her neatly cornrowed braids, adorning her head majestically. Her smile offered warmth to those seeking the answers to why they came here. She politely nodded in my direction, acknowledging my presence. Rather than tell her I had journeyed here on some sick anniversary, I picked through the bowl of condoms placed on her desk and returned the smile. I needed to get out of this place. I began to suffocate from the history I had created here and needed to make a quick exit. As I headed toward the door, the hallway seemed to elongate, making my exit longer and never-ending.


I gasped for air as the bitter cold slapped me back to reality. The doors closed quickly behind me, stifling the voices and the tears that I imagined would pour from the walls and the small offices. Each person would sigh of relief of dodging a bullet or hear those words that would do for them what they did for me—change the course of their life. I headed for the rental car and cried. I turned the music up so no one passing by could hear my sobs, not for me, but for many whose lives would change. Twenty years had passed and folks were still testing positive. I managed to pull myself together as I made my way to the tunnel to the Jersey Turnpike, heading back to my reality. I was alive. I had made good on the promise to live with this disease and to return to where it had started. The second part of the promise awaited me as I found my way back home to Washington, D.C. to celebrate this anniversary of living.


My friends thought it was twisted of me to celebrate twenty years of living with HIV. It was like a second birthday celebration. I had friends who actually turned back the clocks and shed years off of their actual lives, to remain young forever, even if the indication of their age showed by way of frown lines, age spots and the like. But not me; I was happy to see another year. I gladly wore my HIV status as a way of saying, “I’m still here.” After I accepted that I was going to live, each year I treated myself to a cake with the correct number of candles to indicate the number of years I was living with HIV. It was wonderful to see a new candle burning brightly each year on the sheet cake that read, “Happy Living.” This year was no different. I went about planning the same as I did every year.


Three weeks before the celebration of life, I finalized the details of my “Happy Living” party. The invitations were already in the mail and the RSVP’s were coming in via voicemails and e-mail invites. Before I had headed to New York, I had solicited the help of friends to decorate the small, quaint house I was paying way too much for on D.C.’s Capitol Hill. I would have very little time decorating after returning from New York and wanted that out of the way.


 


The bar was stocked; the drinks would be flowing, along with the forced laughter for such an occasion. The German chocolate cake from Ben’s Chili Bowl was placed as the centerpiece of the table, with the candles waiting to be lit. I counted them off as I placed each one around the celebratory phrase, “one, two, three,” continuing until I hit the big 2-0. My friends were making a fuss in the kitchen, as I made my way into the shower to prepare for the party.


The hot shower felt good as it washed away the pain and tears from the quick visit to New York. I ran my hands across my body, caressing it, embracing myself. I held myself tight, hugging me as only I could. I was happy to be alive and knowing that I was alive made me cry. My tears of joy were lost within the water trickling from the showerhead. Hey, what can I say, I am a punk. I cry a lot. I stepped out the shower and took a moment to admire my body as I dried off. There was a little more of me to love, but it was distributed in all the right places. As I turned around to take in all of me, I carefully searched to make sure there were no visible signs of disease. Although it was a celebration of life, I still had the fear of finding something that wasn’t there before I got in the shower. This would indicate to me that I was dying. I couldn’t see it, but it was there. I quickly dismissed the thought as I continued to prep for the evening. I could hear the partiers from downstairs as I got dressed, checking myself in the mirror. Like Bette Davis in All About Eve, I wanted to make a grand entrance, but in a very butch way. Well, thinking about it, Bette was kind of butch in that movie. I smiled at the thought and descended the stairs. One of my friends was able to secure a couple of Cedric’s mixed CD’s for the party. I made sure to invite my neighbors to the celebration, to disarm them from calling the cops. Everybody likes free food and booze, even if they have to be subjected to throngs of men embracing, holding hands, sometimes kissing. Booze will make you look the other way—maybe encourage one or two of the closeted neighbors to take a walk on the wild side.


As I continued downstairs, I was a vision in black. The black Johnny Cash came to mind as I maneuvered the spiral staircase. The partygoers were given a revised version of “Happy Birthday” to sing, incorporating the phrase “Happy Living.” My friends and family who came out to share this event with me were aware of it, but dates, new boyfriends of some, were unaware, but they went along with it.


I smiled as I saw my mom’s face. She had weathered this storm with me. It was her hug and her love had gotten me through the most difficult parts of the last twenty years. Her arms were the first I reached for as I made my way off the final step.


I whispered in her ear, “You were right; we got through this.”


I could feel the trembling in her voice as she responded, “I love you.”




I didn’t want to break down as I had done in the past. I allowed the embrace to linger for a moment and as we parted, I saw the happiness in my mom’s round face. I listened as the words of the revamped song raised the roof of the house.


I made my way through the crowd gathered to celebrate with exchanging hugs and polite conversation. My friends had really outdone themselves on the budget that I had provided them for this occasion. Cedric’s voice drifted from the speakers, inviting everyone to dance. Of course, there were those who stood around with their disapproving stares and thoughts, but fuck them. This was my party. I stopped at the makeshift bar and asked my buddy Sam for a shot of tequila and a Corona. The Cuervo burned a bit, but I was used to it; no training wheels here. I took a quick swig of the beer, soothing the burn, and made my way to the dance floor to shake what little ass I had.


I drifted in and out; eyes closed reliving the last twenty years. The days of hitting Tracks and the Bachelor’s Mill came into play. I found myself on their dance floor with beautiful bodies surrounding me, sweat dripping off the finely chiseled and worked-out torsos that brothers had worked all winter to achieve. As I lost myself in these memories, I could see the faces of so many disappear from that dance floor. Those I had admired for their swagger, and had envied because of their six-packs, had vanished before my eyes in my dreams. Some I had the pleasure of entertaining on a more intimate and personal level faded away with each year I recounted. The crowded dance floor became empty as I searched for familiar faces and eyes to respond to, only to see empty spaces where they once occupied. This is what HIV did to our community—my community. I was left standing alone on the dance floor. The friends—gone. The lovers—gone. I stood there in my dreams, in my solitude, aching for someone to reach out to me, to see them once again, but it didn’t happen. The music blared as I found myself spinning around, hoping to have others replace them, but no one showed. I wanted out of this trip down memory lane. I opened my eyes quickly to see the light. It was not time yet. It was not my time to head toward the light. The lights that searched for me were the burning candles of the cake.


My thoughts were interrupted as my hand was grabbed and guided toward the food table. There before my eyes were the candles reminding me of life. Unbeknownst to my well-wishers, was the heaviness my hard carried at this moment. The dream of the last dance with friends and lovers struck a chord with me. I longed for those days of carefree living and loving, but my reality was now constant doctor visits and a strict drug treatment. I managed a smile to disguise the sick I felt in my stomach. Each candle represented a year of life for me, but added more to the list of those who died. I heard the chorus refrain in my ears as I was encouraged to blow out the candles and make a wish. Blowing out the candles meant erasing their memories. I couldn’t do that. My hesitation allowed the candle wax to drip onto the coconut. With the refrain, I heard the voices of those who went before me, celebrating this moment with me as well. They reminded me that I was still here and to take advantage of living. I would not be snuffing out their lives, but honoring them by living mine. I took a deep breath, inhaling the various scents, and held that breath. The chants of “make a wish” forced me to close my eyes and silently whisper my wish to myself. I was a selfish bitch; I wanted more than one wish, but I wasn’t going to be greedy. I settled for two; the first wish was another year to live, to celebrate life. The other wish was always out of reach after being diagnosed: I wished for someone to love and for someone to love me. I blew out the candles, making sure to get each one with this one breath. As I opened my eyes, his eyes met mine.


 


Love is a motherfucker. Like Stephanie Mills, I needed and sought the comfort of a man, but only found little boys pretending to be men. With a big smile, a trick hip became game and dishonesty. Many assumed I was desperate because I was living with a chronic disease. They figured my life expectancy was short, and I would put up with anything in order to have someone in my bed, or arms, for that matter. Initially, I found myself seeking out the love and attention of others. I needed to feel like the man I once was before being diagnosed with HIV. I wanted to feel desirable, so I found myself accepting anything and everything offered to me. There were the brothers who promised to be there through thick and thin, to wipe tears and offer comfort. But after they got their nut, they left. Then, there were the white boys, who became motherly and smothering. They were well-informed about HIV disease and the effects it had on the body and the psyche. But their concern for my welfare far out-shadowed any possibilities of simple love, patience and understanding.


So rather than focus on the love that would nurture me from someone else, I focused that search on myself. On that new journey, I discovered the true essence of me. In a moment of self-reflection, I found the greatest love that I could possibly receive was from me. The numerous faces and body parts that graced my door and bedroom were substitutions for what was truly missing—me. After this epiphany, I got my ass off of the couch and away from the number of sex websites searching for a temporary fix; I decided on some long-term goals.


For starters, I started to seek others who were like me. I found myself attending local support groups in the area, not for dating purposes, but for that uplifting support. I found it therapeutic to meet others like me, some long-term non-progressors, as well as some who were in the final stages of the journey. It was refreshing to share and hear from others what struggles we all shared—love, compassion, being ostracized and being embraced. I would walk away from the meetings at night, reinvigorated, energized and empowered. Sometimes it was difficult to attend a meeting and see an empty seat of someone you had come to love and respect because they were called home. It was moments like this that made living with this disease unbearable. But I would take with me the contribution that man or woman had made to my life. I held onto the thoughts, the words and the love they offered, without asking for anything in return. It continued to nourish during those moments of silent tears in the privacy of my own home to mourn their passing.


The next step was to work on the physical. I had spent the greater part of my life relying on the good looks everyone complimented me on. I was always able to maintain what God granted me, but I never took the time to work it out like talking about. That first day in the gym was intimidating. For a moment, I thought I was at the bar, watching these cock-diesel guys flaunting and strutting about the locker rooms like proud peacocks spreading their feathers. A couple of times, I caught my eyes drifting from head to toe of these men, noticing who was wearing a jock strap, and the one or two who allowed their manhoods to swing freely. I avoided the machines these men used; the last thing I needed was the scent of a smelly-ass crotch tempting me as I worked out. It was trying, to say the least. The taunts and looks of come-hither eyes, bodies I dreamed of, lying next to me. Damn. But I hung in there. I purchased an iPod and let my thoughts drift into the music and relax the burning muscles that ached from years of not working out. After a while, I noticed the difference. My clothes started to sag a little, but the ass I so hoped for was now developing. My gut no longer hung slightly over the belt that held it in place, and the definition of my chest started to show through my shirts. I took pride in discovering what was underneath the layers of life and fat in my new form.


The third step in this new path of life came in the form of career. I had spent my life working jobs, with no clear career path. I would stay long enough in a position until I grew tired of it, or it outgrew me. I was graced with life and a strong support system to help me carry the load of living with HIV. Therefore, I wanted to give back to the brothers and sisters who didn’t have the support from their families and friends.


I found myself an old man among recent high school graduates maneuvering through the classes of Howard University to finish my degree in social work. Eventually, after graduating, I found a position at a national HIV/AIDS advocacy organization focusing on advocacy. I now had a career that allowed me the opportunity to address the concerns of persons living with HIV/AIDS and their allies. I was afforded the opportunity to travel and share the messages of living positive. At times, I found myself burning out from sharing so much of my story, depleting my spirit and soul. But it was so rewarding when someone was able to hear the message and make positive changes within their own life. I gained a little recognition doing the work. I was interviewed by BET and national newspapers for quotes and stats on HIV/AIDS in the African-American community. I almost felt like a celebrity. I would sometimes find myself in an airport making my way home from a conference or event, only to see the eyes of some checking me out. At times, I believed it was because of the new look and fresh outlook that drew these individuals to me. I could see the pensive stares as they attempted to remember where they had seen me. Some would be so bold, especially the brothers who were drawn to the newly formed ass, to approach me with some lame-ass lines, from “you look familiar,” to “I think I have seen you before.” I would acknowledge their statements and remind them of a recent interview I had conducted on HIV. The lust that initially greeted me was replaced with a hesitant, “oh okay,” and a quick retreat. This would be my existence; the fear of being with me because I was positive, but there was a greater cause down the road.


On the flip side of trepidation, were those who wanted to take care of me. Some of the guys I found myself involved with went out of their way to protect me from any and everything. A simple cut or bruise became a possible trip to the emergency for them. I got to the point where I didn’t want someone hanging over my shoulder all the time to protect me; hell, I had a mother for that.


So I found myself patrolling the internet, chatting up brothers and white boys alike. At first it was America Online. For a while there, you could chat men up in the neighborhood for friendship or no-strings attached sex. With some, I was honest about my HIV status, especially after seeing the photos they had sent. I was horny, not desperate. After revealing my status, some would respond with the obligatory “I’m sorry to hear that, but I can’t risk it,” or I would be blocked. In some cases, it was a blessing; even on a bad day, I wouldn’t fuck them. Others, who knew about HIV and knew how to protect themselves, would be willing based on the photos I had sent out. Sometimes the photos were not of me. I wouldn’t send a face pic to save my life, but I was able to find a dick pic that resembled mine. That seemed to secure me a date for the evening.


With some, it was the need for company. A nice glass of wine and some good conversation outside of the friends I shared my innermost thoughts with. Although it would end after they left, it was nice to have a “date” for a few hours. It was an end to the means of being horny for simply that moment. They would leave satisfied, and I was content, but there was a certain emptiness that lingered into the late hours of the night.


I became bored of AOL and moved on to bigger and better websites to curb my appetite for comfort and friendship. As always, it played out like the rest of the sites. So, I stopped looking and invested my earnings into good ol’ porn.


Just like the internet, porn satisfied the savage beast. For all too brief a moment, I was able to do what I needed to do, without the thoughts of being misled, rejected or scorned. I was able to release myself in the privacy of my bedroom, grab the towel in the nightstand, wipe off, and turn the lights off.


This newfound “reconnection” with myself was working. I looked good, I felt good, and I was doing well in life. But in the back of my mind, was the lingering thought of love.


Coming out at an early age allowed me the fortune, and sometimes misfortune, of falling in love. With some of my past lovers, I found the connection that you sometimes dream of. With others, it was just to occupy time and space. Nevertheless, I found myself jumping from one relationship to another. I wanted what I saw on television and in motion pictures; the perfect house, two cars, maybe a kid or two, the white picket fence, but I wanted it all with another man. Some promised the possibilities of fulfilling those dreams, while others tainted them. But I always held out for the hopes in the back of my mind that it could possibly happen. I was, after all, a dreamer.


Unfortunately, being dealt the ultimate blow of an HIV diagnosis quickly turned those dreams into unreachable limits. I even stayed in the relationship with the man who infected me, only for fear of being alone. Here I was a relatively young man, in the prime of my life, living out my dreams I dreamt at night, only to have it all taken away with one statement: “You have tested HIV antibody positive.” The relationship I was involved with was shaky. And as soon as it was confirmed for him I was positive, he continued to show his ass and treat me far worse than he ever did. I realized it wasn’t good for me to stay in that relationship; not emotionally or physically. So I took what was left of me from that situation and retreated into myself. Walking away was probably the most difficult thing I could do. At that moment, I presumed that I would never find anyone who could love or would appreciate what I brought to the table. I never wanted anyone to complete me, just complement what I was able to offer. So the depression hit.


After wallowing in my own piss for a period of time, I woke up from the depression and realized HIV was no longer a death sentence. The only thing that was killing me was me. From that moment, I vowed to live, and if love presented itself, so be it.


In twenty years, I became the man that I dreamed of loving. I became the romantic paramour of my own needs. I treated myself, because no one could do it better than me. I loved me the way I wanted to be loved. I pampered me the way I wanted to be pampered. I embraced me on cold nights, the way I wanted to be embraced. For the first time in my life, I found the love I so desired and wanted within myself. Like Iyanla said, “Clean your house and prepare it for yourself before you invite anyone in to share it.” Baby, the house was Spic and Span clean, and I was ready for him. I stopped looking for him because I was looking in all the wrong places. I searched the clubs, the internet, searching for HIM. Little did I know that when I stopped looking for him, he would find me.
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