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			Introduction

			That Could Be Me

			“I never saw Black queer people as objects of desire,” Aimee tells me. “I never thought that someone would want to love me or someone who looked like me. I thought for a very long time that my only hope in finding companionship was to convince a white person to love me.” She sits before me, her dark skin glowing in a band of sunlight. She wipes away a few tears, as her wife, Denecia, offers a comforting hand. I resist the urge to take a photo.

			I traveled tens of thousands of miles across the world to meet queer couples and families of color for this project. Their stories range widely, but one thing kept coming up: the feeling that, on some level, finding love felt impossible. Many people felt invisible, and versions of Aimee’s story were repeated to me, over and over, the wounds seeming just as raw, years later.

			“I just felt like I didn’t even exist sometimes,” says Thomas, a young man describing his childhood in Detroit. “I didn’t have anything to look up to, to aspire to, to even see. Even today, there’s so few gay Black couples that I can look up to. I think it would’ve been important for me, as a child, to see things that told me: You exist in this world. You don’t have to hide yourself. You can be authentically, 100 percent yourself and aspire to do what you want and find love and live your life unapologetically and unashamed.”
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				Nancy and Myrna, Orlando, Florida.

			

			

			When the world values being white and straight above all else, how do you learn to love yourself when you are neither?

			With a superficial look at statistics, an outsider may assume that the core experience of being a person who is both queer and of color revolves around struggle. In America, people of color, for example, are less likely to receive mental health care for their traumas than their white counterparts, hold less power across the political spectrum and, with the exception of Asian-Americans, earn less money over the course of their lifetimes. Globally, studies consistently find that members of the LGBTQ community suffer from higher rates of substance abuse and mental health issues like depression and anxiety than their straight counterparts. Gay, lesbian, and bisexual youth are three times as likely to contemplate suicide. That figure jumps to eightfold for trans youth.

			It’s clear that we’re hurting.

			But the cumulative mental health effects of race, ethnicity, gender, and sexual orientation are much too complicated to simply reduce to experiences of pain. The field of research specifically related to LGBTQ people of color is still in its infancy, but sociologists and mental health experts have made tremendous strides in developing a more intersectional understanding of the queer community. In her work, Dr. Kali Cyrus M.D., Professor of Psychiatry at Johns Hopkins Medical School (as of this writing), challenges researchers to examine another trait unique to queer people of color: Resilience. She notes that queer people of color do not experience higher levels of mental disorders than their white LGBTQ peers. In fact, the research she highlights suggests that queer people of color use their identity as a “source of strength” in ways that cisgender-heterosexual minorities or white LGBTQ people don’t.

			In stories about queer people of color, particularly trans people of color, subjects are often presented as victims. But beneath the surface of those stories are surely further tales of resistance, rebellion, and healing. I started this project with a question: What does feeling invisible do to a person? A community? When I began my interviews, I expected to hear stories of people overcoming their pain and trauma, of the time people spent learning that they are worthy of love. But first, I needed to know: What kinds of traumas do we, as queer people of color specifically, consistently experience?
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				Tumelo and Rutendo, Cape Town, South Africa.

			

			It is clear that negative impacts start early. I spoke with Dr. Ilan Meyer, a scholar at the Williams Institute for Sexual Orientation Law and Public Policy at the University of California, Los Angeles, and one of the witnesses in the landmark 2013 California federal district court case Perry v. Schwarzenegger, a challenge to the state’s Proposition 8 law, banning same-sex marriage. He told me that research has shown that “young LGBTQ people have a hard time projecting themselves” as queer people into old age. Whereas most children who identify as straight have ample cultural references to help them form a conception of their romantic futures from a very early age (most assuming that they will grow up to become a married grandmother or grandfather), where are young queer people, particularly children of color, to look for a preview of what adulthood has in store for them?

			Younger queer people of color report feeling particularly isolated from their communities. For those of age who are beginning to explore the world on their own, safe physical spaces for queer people, particularly those that cater to communities of color, are rapidly closing, giving way to digital spaces. And for queer people of color searching for love, friends, or community, this presents its own set of issues. These online spaces, despite their benefits, often make people feel lonelier and less connected, and for a community that disproportionately turns to the internet to find love, those spaces can reinforce the negative messaging that queer people of color experience in the physical world.

			Almost 30 percent of LGBTQ couples report meeting their current partner via dating apps. However, as microcosms of society at large, these apps can reiterate a perception that queer people of color have faced, both implicitly and explicitly, for their entire lives: You have less value. I spoke with Dr. Ryan Wade, a professor of social work at the University of Illinois, about his research into what he has termed “sexual racism.” In his surveys and focus groups of queer men, he finds that people of color consistently report feelings of rejection and objectification—a consistently “dehumanizing” experience, as he describes it—when navigating queer spaces online. But his research reveals so many more questions: What are the long-term effects of being exposed to that kind of messaging? How does it affect psychological measures like self-worth and depression? How does it affect the way that people develop their self-concept? Their identity? The way they navigate the world?

			It will be years before researchers are able to form evidence-based answers to those questions. In the meantime, this book is an attempt to answer one of my own: How do you learn to love yourself and other people like you when every cue in the world tells you it’s impossible?
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				Enchantra and Antwanette, Mobile, Alabama.

			

			

			I have always envied straight people for their total dominion over happy love stories.

			Imagine a gregarious, imaginative kid, a Black five-year-old with large, wired bifocals and a huge head, in Mobile, Alabama, spending days staring out of windows, trying to place some version of himself in the fanciful worlds he discovered in Disney movies or in his well-worn collection of storybooks.

			Soon those Disney movies become sitcoms, teen TV shows, network prime-time dramas. He doesn’t see two men kiss on TV until he is a teenager. They’re white men, people who don’t look like him, who live in a place he may never see. So, he keeps searching. Starts writing. Picks up photography. Grows up. Continues to search. Sees gay marriage become legalized, something he assumed would just never happen, and thinks that it would really change something inside of him. He doesn’t know what needs to change, but he knows that the change doesn’t happen. He lets boy after boy break his heart. He continues to search. He gets his dream job. And now, here he is. Still searching.

			A few months into my job at the New York Times, I published an article called “Queer Love in Color” for a special section dedicated to Pride. In the print edition, there were stories about an LGBTQ senior center, a list of LGBTQ+ vocabulary, and right in the center, my very first story for the paper, broadcasting my deepest angst to all of our Sunday readers. The summary read:

			Why do no gay people look like me? Jamal Jordan, a Black digital editor at The Times, lamented growing up. So, as an adult, he decided to give a gift to his younger self: the imagery of queer love.

			That was all true, but in reality, I had the idea while stuck in my house during a snowstorm, waiting to hear back from a young man with whom I was smitten. (Spoiler alert: he never texted me.) I was sad, but sadder than usual, and even the tried-and-true pep talk from friends about how this young man ultimately wouldn’t matter (which was true) didn’t make me feel better. So, camera in tow, I spent a few weekends traveling around New York City, meeting Black gay, lesbian, and trans couples. I wanted to see that finding and sustaining love was possible for the people in my community. Collecting stories has always been my best coping mechanism.

			In the months that followed the story’s publication, I started to meet all kinds of queer couples and families—people eager to tell their own stories, to bond over the shared experiences of feeling invisible, of fighting to love themselves. One person, who recognized me from my Twitter profile photo, introduced me to his boyfriend, as I stood in line for pizza at 4:45 a.m. after a disappointing night of dancing at a forgettable club in Bushwick, Brooklyn. “I just wanted you to know our love exists,” he told me.

			I’ve been thinking a lot about being a teenager, and about what seeing something like this book would’ve done for me then. I’ve been wondering if I’ll be dealing with those insecurities forever, if my curse for being born on this Earth is to spend my entire life unlearning all the negative things Black gay people are taught about themselves. In recent years, I’ve learned how widespread this feeling is for queer people of color across the world, and I’ve wondered what I could do to change that.

			But most of all, I wonder what would happen if every little queer child, no matter their race, could look up to someone in love, fictional or real, and say, “That could be me.”
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				Kyle and Lanceiel, Miami, Florida.
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				Tiffany and Julia, with Layonie and King, Orlando, Florida.
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				Shundretta and Latonya, Mobile, Alabama.
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				Jeannina and Angie, Palm Beach, Florida.
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				Antoine and Octavio, New Orleans, Louisiana.
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				Myrna and Edwina, Cape Town, South Africa.

			

		

	
		
			Mike and Phil

			Detroit, Michigan

			Together since 1967

			Mike and Phil, both in their seventies, met in Detroit, at church, on Easter Sunday 1967. “I wore my hot red pants,” Mike says, laughing mischievously. “Yes, he did,” Phil confirmed. “The Lord knew he needed help. I was sent as his guardian angel. He was being too wild, but I’m glad I was there to calm him down.”

			It was, for both of them, the first day with a new congregation. Mike had recently moved to the city and was looking for community. Phil had lived in Detroit all his life and was going to church because, well, he loved it and always had. Their lives before that day, however, could not have been any more different.

			“First of all, I’ve been out my whole life,” says Phil, when asked to recount his upbringing. He had a gay uncle that his entire family “held up on a pedestal,” so he knew from a young age that being gay was accepted in his family. “The few times anyone ever made fun of me, it rarely impacted me, because being gay was affirmed by the people in my life who meant the most to me.” In high school, his best friend was a football player and drag queen. “He could run through you like nothing,” Phil recounts. So he didn’t encounter too much trouble in his teenage years. “People gave me shit, but people will always give you shit. What I learned, from a very early age, is that you have to be strong in who you are, what you are, and what you think you want to be.”

			Mike let out a sigh, and for the first time since I’d shown up, he wasn’t smiling. He doesn’t want to spend too much time on his backstory and offers me only the following: “I grew up in Flint, a homophobic city, was repressed; then I moved to Detroit in ’66, and I was in heaven. I was the fresh meat in town, and I loved it.” On that Easter morning in 1967, Mike was twenty-one and living in his grandmother’s house, while Phil was twenty-five and in the last days of a ten-year relationship. (Phil was not clear about why this relationship ended, but Mike took this as an opportunity to note that “the red pants? They worked.”)

			Soon after meeting, they moved in together—Mike was especially happy to live somewhere that wasn’t his grandmother’s spare room. The next decade was a whirlwind. They both quit their jobs: Mike had worked odd gigs for money, and Phil had had a cushy—especially for a Black man in the ’60s—job with the Chrysler Foundation. “We both got on unemployment, and then we got in the car and ended up in Belleville [about 15 miles outside of Detroit] and found a room with a guy,” Mike recalls. “We stayed there for about three months. Then we found a farmhouse. Eighty-five acres of land. Ninety dollars a month. And we stayed there for ten years.”

			I asked the gentlemen about the best times of their lives, and, without pausing, Mike exclaims: “We used to own a business!” In the ’70s and ’80s, Mike and Phil had owned a restaurant—and for a while, an adjacent antique shop—on Detroit’s East Side. “We were a bougie restaurant in the middle of the hood,” Phil recalls with a knee-slapping laugh. “But we lasted for ten years.” With Phil as the chef and Mike as the host/waiter/people person, they did their best to make their restaurant feel like a neighborhood hub. “The whole community supported us. We were blessed,” Phil continued. “But we didn’t make any money.”

			After a couple of years in business, they moved into an apartment over the restaurant to (successfully) guard against break-ins and robberies. The space soon became a popular spot for church-raised musicians, who wanted to perform in a space that was neither a church nor a bar. “They were all gay,” Mike noted. “And lots of lesbians. Tough girls. And they’d bring their girls.”

			“It is still the best thing I’ve ever done in my life,” Phil says, emphatically. “I wanted to be of service to my community. To be there and to show the Black gay men that they can do whatever they put their minds to and that they should look at the world and know they can have anything they want.”

			“But eventually, we went broke, got this house—the worst house on the block, when we bought it—and we’ve been working on it for thirty years,” Mike added. Their home, a three-story bungalow, painted a cheery shade of blue, sits right on the corner of a rapidly gentrifying neighborhood in Detroit. Their favorite spot, when it’s not cold, is a comfortable third-floor deck, where we’re sitting and chatting, as their pet birds, Ike and Tina, chirp in the background. Time seemed to slow down a bit while I was there. They didn’t care that I was late. They walked and talked slowly, with purpose. They had no reason to rush their answers. This is the calm, I imagined, that comes from a life lived fully.

			Given Mike’s anecdote about his red pants, I figured that he may have some sage advice to share about dating and love. Phil answered instead.

			“So, how do you meet new people?” Phil asked.

			I began to list off dating apps: Grindr, Jack’d, Scruff, Hinge…

			“See, that’s dehumanizing,” he said, learning forward in his chair. “There’s nothing in the world that can take the place of my eyes looking into your eyes and forming a connection from there. Nothing in the world they’ll ever come up with will take that magic away.”

			“You guys,” Mike says, referring to me and my generation, “have too much of an emphasis on being single. In our time, everyone had an emphasis on being in a couple. Now you all want to be single. The issue is, you get to be our age, and you’re still single. And then you’re too grumpy to get along with someone new.”

			As I posed them for a photo, I asked if there was any detail about their story I should be sure to include. Phil said, simply, “Remember to mention that we’ve spent every night together for over forty years.”

			
				“People gave me shit, but people will always give you shit. What I learned, from a very early age, is that you have to be strong in who you are, what you are, and what you think you want to be.”

				—Phil
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				Mike (in hot red shorts) and Phil in their sitting room, which is their favorite place at home.
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				Mike and Phil outside of their home in Detroit.

			

		

	
		
			Dani and Katie

			Cape Town, South Africa

			Together since 2016

			I arrived at Café Manhattan, a chic bar where Katie worked as a manager, at the height of happy hour. She was busy when she spotted me, but she sent a drink—vodka and soda—to me, as I played with my camera and waited for her to find a chance to take a break.

			A little while later, Dani, giggling, appeared behind me, engulfing me in a hug before I could confirm who she was. Moments later, we were bounding up a flight of stairs to a private dining room, with pink walls studded with tiny cacti in small planters, where we would wait for Katie to join us. By the time we sat down, Dani had, breathlessly, already begun to tell me the origins of her relationship with Katie, who soon appeared, making Dani light up even more. They first encountered each other as competing high school track stars and had crossed paths for years, but they had never even said as much as hello.

			“No way did I have confidence to actually go up and talk to this chick,” Katie says, grabbing Dani for emphasis. “It took me about six tries before I actually went up to her to say hi!” Dani remembered that first interaction. They had seen each other, a few months after they’d both graduated from high school, at a bar whose name neither of them remembers. “She said hi to me, and before I could say, ‘Hi, how are you?’ back, she was gone,” Dani recalls.

			They became friends on Facebook and loosely monitored each other’s pages. When Katie began posting in 2015 about having her tonsils removed and the subsequent recovery process, Dani immediately noticed and, despite never having had a significant interaction with her, decided to check on Katie via Facebook Messenger.

			“I was like, I need to take a stand here!” Dani said, stabbing her finger in the air for emphasis. The mock seriousness of her voice was betrayed by the widening smile on her face. “I said, ‘I’ve been trying to get a hold of you. I’ve wanted to speak to you for a year,’ and Katie says to me, ‘I know.’ ” They spoke for hours after that. Five weeks and a few dates later, they were in a relationship. Before even hitting their first anniversary, they began discussing wedding plans. At least Katie had. Every time the topic came up, Dani would brush it off. “We’ll see next year” became the go-to deflection.

			At their first anniversary party, Dani surprised Katie with a proposal. “I used dental floss while she was sleeping to get the ring size,” Dani recounts, proudly. They originally planned to get married sometime in 2020 to give themselves time to save money. But at the beginning of 2019, after two years of dating, they decided they couldn’t wait any longer. They planned a ceremony for that August, on South Africa’s National Women’s Day.

			Before the wedding, they spent three months making dozens of small paper birds that they used to decorate the venue. They didn’t have much money, but were determined to make the best with what they had. When asked to recount their favorite detail of the day, the first thing they recalled was the birds.

			
				“It took me about six tries before I actually went up to her to say hi!”

				—katie
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				Dani and Katie in Cape Town’s De Waterkant neighborhood.
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				Dani and Katie in a private room at Café Manhattan, where Katie works.

			

		

	
		
			Qiddist and Olivia

			Chicago, Illinois

			Together since 2017

			I met Qiddist and Olivia a few days after their one-year wedding anniversary.

			“How did you celebrate?” I asked.

			Olivia could barely contain her giggles: “We celebrate every second of every day.”

			Recounting their journey to marriage, Qiddist and Olivia detail both their excitement and apprehensions leading up to it. “For me, the institution of marriage is not really important,” Qiddist says. “There are certain elements of it that feel more oppressive. But what was appealing was having a ceremony around it, and having our community be invited to be part of our journey and hold us accountable.”

			The ceremony took place in the backyard of Qiddist’s childhood home in Portland, Oregon. “It was very DIY,” she explains, proudly. “The yard hadn’t been touched in years.” Despite the yard work, the wedding felt like a chance to define their relationship on their own unique terms. Since there’s no blueprint for what a queer wedding does or doesn’t have to be, they approached every detail with the utmost intention. “It’s an opportunity to turn things that either feel routine, obligatory, or even oppressive into things that we need for healing and liberation,” Qiddist said.

			To that end, they had friends read poetry instead of traditional hymns or Bible verses, featured a Soul Train Line instead of a processional, and centered the ceremony around the offering of libations—a practice that is prominently grounded in tradition by Black women across the African diaspora. For their ceremony, guests offered water—the libation—to a plant, cultivating success for its future life. As the plant was being watered, guests chanted the names of dead elders as a way to bring ancestors into the space. “It was really important for us to feel like we’re being held by our ancestors and to feel like others could bring the power of their ancestors into that space to hold our love,” Olivia says.

			They decided to change their last names to Ashé, a word with Nigerian roots that is often translated into English as “amen.” “We wanted our names to be Ashé, or ‘let it be so; let it manifest,” Olivia explains. For us that means, ‘Let it be so, queer Black love.’ ”

			
				“We celebrate every second of every day.”

				—olivia
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				Qiddist and Olivia at Lake Shore Park, Chicago.

			

			
				[image: ]
				Their devotion to each other was immediately evident.
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				After telling me about their recent wedding anniversary, the pair could barely contain their laughter (or PDA).
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			BEV and PAT

			San Francisco, California

			Together since 1989

			Pat and Bev have had multiple marriages. To each other.

			After dating for six—“No,” Bev interjects, “eight!”—months, Bev sold her condo and moved in with Pat. They knew, early on, that they would have a long future together. But they never imagined that marriage would be a part of it.

			“I am really anti-marriage in the sense that I’m a lesbian, and I’m not really into the heterosexual model of relationships,” Bev explains. “It doesn’t appeal to me.” The decision to get married, however, was about more than their individual desires. Pat turns to me, straightening her spine to make a point. “I always said to Bev—and it comes from my political activism—that when we’re given a right, we have to take it, and we have to be models for everybody else to do the same.” Grabbing Bev’s hand, she continues, “We can’t get our rights as a group, unless everybody seizes the opportunity.”

			In 1990 (after attempts in 1982 and 1989), San Francisco became the third city in America to pass an ordinance allowing same-gender couples the right to register as domestic partners with the city. This was Pat and Bev’s opportunity, and they decided to seize it. So, in 1994, they married for the first time, officializing their domestic partnership in the eyes of San Francisco’s government.

			In 1996, then–San Francisco mayor Willie Brown invited 175 of the couples who, over the preceding five years, had taken advantage of the new domestic partner law, to participate in a symbolic mass wedding ceremony. In his address to the newly wedded couples, Brown said: “By virtue of your participating in this ceremony, you are part of history.” News reports from the day point out the “weepy” and “joyous” nature of the event. The New York Times reported that San Francisco’s Herbst Theatre, where the ceremony took place, was at capacity, erupting into applause for every single couple. But for Pat and Bev, the event felt far from celebratory. They describe the day in terms of fear and isolation: “There weren’t a lot of other people of color,” Bev recalls. “And I was afraid of the career consequences of being out so publicly.”

			After the ceremony, Pat and Bev received a “beautiful” framed certificate and were shocked by the amount of press the event received around the country and the world. The next day, Bev, a psychologist, was preparing to lead a group therapy session, when she was stopped by a colleague: “There’s something you need to know,” they told her. “Your patients saw you on TV. They know.” And for a moment, Bev was gripped with fear. But when she walked in to meet her group, they greeted her with a round of applause. To this day, she recalls a young straight white woman who said to her, “When I saw you, I could not be prouder, not only because you’ve helped me, but because of the courage that you had to do that.”

			Over the next decade, Pat, a staunch believer in the power of local government, worked her way from a role as assistant city manager of Daly City, California, to a position as manager for San Francisco’s Public Utilities Commission. Bev made inroads with her work in psychotherapy, expanding into private practice.

			The decade also proved to be one of the most rapid periods of progress in American history for LGBTQ people. In 2004, after more than ten years of legal battles that touched every level of California’s government, San Francisco’s then-mayor Gavin Newsom defied state law and began issuing marriage licenses to same-gender couples. Finally, Pat and Bev had the opportunity to say, with the force of law, that they were married. “We’ve got to do it,” Pat recalled saying. “We’ve done all these other things. We’ve got to do this. It’s a legal right that we have. We’d better seize that legal right and be a part of it.”

			It was Valentine’s Day, 2004, when they made their way to city hall. They were joined by Pat’s sister and a close friend of Bev’s. The comptroller of San Francisco, a friend of the couple, performed the ceremony.

			They become silent with the memory.

			“How was it?” I ask, leaning in.

			No one spoke for a moment, until Pat managed to. “It was emotional,” she said. “Pretty emotional.”

			Less than four weeks later, on March 11, 2004, after about four thousand marriage licenses had been issued in San Francisco, the Supreme Court of California ordered an end to the practice. A few months after that, on August 12, 2004, the state’s Supreme Court went even further and voided the licenses that had been issued, including Pat and Bev’s.

			They still struggle to describe the pain they felt. “It made us very angry,” Pat said. “It made us very angry that our rights were pulled out from under us. It just made me feel like it was even more important to be visible, and to fight for our rights, and to do everything that we could.”

			“It also made us more determined,” Bev added.

			The legal battles continued. A 2008 California Supreme Court case, In re Marriage Cases, ruled that the ban was a violation of the state’s constitution. On June 16, 2008, the state began issuing marriage licenses to same-gender couples again and later that year, on September 12, 2008, Pat and Bev married for the fourth and final time. Gavin Newsom, then–lieutenant governor of California, performed the ceremony.

			Two months later, voters in California ratified Proposition 8, a highly controversial ballot proposal that changed the legal definition of marriage in the state to be “a union between one man and one woman.” Suddenly, Pat and Bev’s marriage was in limbo again. But as the fight reached a fever pitch, their relationship only grew stronger. The legal challenges began almost immediately, and one case, Hollingsworth v. Perry, made its way to the U.S. Supreme Court.

			On June 26, 2013, the Supreme Court legalized same-gender marriage across the United States. But for Pat and Bev—and surely for many of the couples involved—love had never been defined by legal status.

			
				“When we’re given a right, we have to  take it.”

				—Pat
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				Bev and Pat on Mason Street in San Francisco.

			

		

	
		
			THEBE and SYDNEY

			Cape Town, South Africa

			Together since 2016

			In January of 2016, Sydney was en route to Cape Town, returning to college after spending time at home for the holidays. He had a stopover in Johannesburg and decided to make a weekend trip out of it. One day, he found himself in a parking-lot-turned-open-air market, and as he sat alone in the crowded eating area to have a snack, a stranger, Thebe, asked if he could take the empty seat at his table, directly across from him.

			Sydney begrudgingly made small talk, but when he revealed his ultimate destination, Cape Town—Thebe’s hometown—that sparked a real conversation. They exchanged numbers, and Thebe offered to show Sydney around Cape Town the next time they were there at the same time. Sydney was unmoved.

			“The plan was just to ignore him,” he says. However, once he’d returned to campus in Cape Town, he texted Thebe just to tell him that he’d made it safely. What he thought would be a very brief exchange became an hours-long conversation. Thebe recalls that they stayed up texting each other until 1:30 a.m., and that he got only three hours of sleep before going to work the next day.

			“We’ve been talking every day since,” Sydney says.

			After three weeks of text (and, eventually, phone) conversations, Thebe made a confession: He’d recently ended a relationship and wasn’t “looking for anything.” “I know we have a spark,” Thebe told him, “but I want you to know that I’m also talking to other people.” His plan was to continue casually chatting for a few months, at which point he would consider the possibility of taking things further.

			Personally, I was aghast at the statement, but when I turned to Sydney to ask about his reaction, he responded: “I swear to you, when he said this, I hadn’t even thought of him as being gay.” In his mind, Thebe was just a person with whom he had (begrudgingly) forged a friendship. “I’ve never had that thing inside of me that helps you tell when someone is gay,” he explained. But now that the possibility of a deeper connection presented itself, he decided to make it work. “I thought it was an arrogant statement at the time,” Sydney said, “but I also decided that I was going to show him that all these other guys won’t matter.” He smiles, before adding: “And I did.” As for Thebe’s self-imposed two-month moratorium on dating? “I barely made it half that long. After three weeks, I was sprung.”

			They eventually settled into a long-distance relationship. That April, they decided to spend two weeks together in Johannesburg, their first chance to be together, in person, after meeting for the first time four months prior. “I almost freaked out,” Sydney recalls. “But our time together? It was magical.”

			When the trip was over and they had to once again go their separate ways, they struggled to imagine their lives without each other. “Our first Skype call after we returned home, we just broke down,” Sydney says. “We cried like babies.”

			The depth of pain they felt when they separated, Thebe tells me, was how they knew their feelings were real. They made plans to see each other regularly: first during holidays, then monthly—until they were flying to see each other every other weekend. “It was a difficult—and expensive—phase of our relationship,” Sydney recalls. But now, living together in Cape Town, they couldn’t imagine any other outcome.

			
				“The plan was just to ignore him.”

				—Sydney
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				Thebe and Sydney embrace near their apartment in suburban Cape Town.

			

			
				[image: ]
				After half an hour, the couple finally decided to smile for me.

			

		

	
		
			Aimee and Denecia

			Atlanta, Georgia

			Together since 2013

			Denecia and Aimee married in 2014 in Seattle, where they had moved from Atlanta to escape their respective families’ homophobia. “We just went to the courthouse and made it happen,” Denecia told me, defiantly. After the ceremony, they had lunch at an Ethiopian restaurant and spent the rest of the afternoon doing karaoke. At some point in the day, they posted photos from their courthouse wedding to social media and just waited for their families’ reactions. “I’m sure they imagined something different for their daughters,” Denecia said. “But now they had to understand: This is what it is, and if you don’t like it, we’re not going to be a part of your lives.”

			Two years earlier, shortly after moving to the Atlanta suburbs at twenty-four, Denecia posted on social media about her job search. A friend connected her to Aimee, who tried to help her get a job at the doggie day care where she worked. Despite being the owner of seven dogs, Denecia wasn’t interested. “But I suggested hanging out anyway,” she says. New to the Atlanta area, she was eager to make friends with whom she could “do hoodrat shit.”

			They immediately clicked and quickly started to spend almost all of their time together. Denecia became a regular overnight guest on Aimee’s futon. After three months of hanging out as friends, they went to an Iggy Azalea concert (“back when she was still kind of cool,” Denecia insists) and she finally worked up the courage to kiss Aimee. A few days later, Denecia and her mother, who were both living in Denecia’s sister’s Atlanta home, were kicked out, forcing them to quickly relocate to New York to stay with other family members. But Denecia and Aimee talked on the phone for hours every day, and less than two weeks after she left Atlanta, Denecia, surprising herself, told Aimee that she loved her.

			After a month of plotting a return to the South—and Aimee—Denecia was offered a “decent enough” job, accepted a chance to live in Aimee’s co-op, and eventually found herself on a day-long journey, via Greyhound bus, from New York City back to Atlanta. For months, they shared a room in Aimee’s co-op and, shortly after Denecia’s twenty-fifth birthday, found a place of their own.

			They finally had everything that many couples dream of: a strong love bond, a place to live, a shared bank account. This pressure to juggle it all, however, drove them both into depression. Their commitment unearthed many past traumas, which with therapy and stronger communication, they began to work through together. Further straining their union, Aimee and Denecia’s families made a point of sharing their negative thoughts about the relationship. “My mother gave me shit about it,” Denecia said. “She said things that made it sound like she was a failure because I had ‘turned out’ queer.”

			Growing up in Kenya with Ugandan parents, Aimee was surrounded by messages of “Africans can’t be gay” and “We don’t have gay people in Africa.” So, when she moved in with Denecia, her parents had a near meltdown. Aimee and Denecia set boundaries with their families, which helped, but the stakes and accompanying anxieties were high. “There was a really big fear that if this didn’t work out, then all of this would’ve been for nothing,” she says.

			Eventually they fell into a strong rhythm with each other. They got some distance from family members. Later that year, they relocated to Seattle, and shortly after moving, they got married. It was their natural progression, because “we essentially thought of ourselves as married from the beginning,” according to Aimee.

			Today, lured back to Atlanta by friends and job prospects, they share a beautiful home. Their families, Denecia says, “are cool now.” As we ended our interview, they told me that even though they’re married, they still struggle to find examples of other queer couples of color in either media or their social circles. “We have to remember that we’re out here,” Denecia tells me. “Because sometimes it feels like we’re not.”

			
				[image: ]
				Aimee and Denecia providing pops of color on their back deck.
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				After years of tenuous living situations, the couple is happy to have a space of their own.
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			Curtis and Willie

			Detroit, Michigan

			Together since 1998

			Just south of Detroit’s 8 Mile Road, between a small shopping center and a row of small red-brick homes, sits a pair of squat nondescript buildings. This is the headquarters of LGBT Detroit, which, according to Curtis Lipscomb, the executive director, is the largest Black LGBT organization in the country. Their services range from HIV/AIDS testing to mentorship to organizing massive community events. On my second visit in as many days, I’m immediately consumed by the energy of the space. There’s an organizing meeting for Hotter Than July, Detroit’s Black Pride celebration, and, in a nearby conference room, a cacophony of loud voices clash over the clacking of plastic wine cups hitting a conference table.

			Curtis summoned his husband, Willie, a public school administrator and, it seems, honorary LGBT Detroit organizer, to the office to meet me. I watched for a moment as they sat calmly near the front entrance, saying many versions of hello and answering questions about the logistics for an event or initiative, as people passed them by. To escape the chaos, Curtis and Willie gave me a tour of the adjacent building, which was being converted into a space for public events and counseling services. During the tour, Willie, unprompted, says in his slow, professorial tone: “He’s not just my partner, Jamal. He’s my best friend.” They smile at each other and we continue the tour.

			They were introduced by a mutual friend at a music festival on Detroit’s West Side in 1998. After the festival, Curtis asked their mutual friend for Willie’s number, and they made—again, through their friend—an appointment to talk. “He said he would call me at 7,” Willie begins, “and 7 on the dot, there he is,” he says, his belly laugh filling the room. Curtis blushes a little. “And it’s been on since then.” Willie smiles. “Twenty-two years, man.”

			Willie was born in Belzoni, Mississippi, a town of approximately four thousand people, 70 miles away from Jackson. “We couldn’t be who we wanted to be living in Mississippi,” he recalls. “My parents were afraid that if I came out the way I wanted to…things would happen.” Willie crosses his arms and after a moment, adds, “It’s a racist state.” He doesn’t want to talk about Mississippi, but he does add, “I think it’s changed a bit. Not a lot. Just a bit.”

			I tell them how I always imagined that being a queer man of color in America before the internet must have been torturous. “You’re wrong,” Curtis tells me. He grew up in Detroit and speaks of coming of age in a city that fully embraced him as a gay Black man. “I lived in a Black town with other Black kids in a Black high school, and I was well loved,” he says. Curtis came out in 1980 and was immediately embraced by his family and peers. Being gay wasn’t particularly remarkable in his community: “There were a lot of gay Black people around then, period,” he says. “I experienced a multitude of gay Black culture from an early age,” he gushes. “Church. Private parties. Public events. Everywhere. Even my first boss in high school was an out gay man.”

			As he leads the charge to expand the scope of LGBT Detroit’s work, Curtis hopes to give Detroit’s Black gay and trans community the same privilege he had as a young person—physical space, where they can feel a sense of safety and ownership. Because of the abundance of Black- and queer-centered spaces in the 1980s and ’90s, it was harder to feel “so alone and isolated,” Curtis tells me. “You were really connecting with other human beings in real life. Maybe you were struggling to process who you were, but you weren’t doing it alone.”

			
				“I lived in a Black town with other Black kids in a Black high school, and I was well loved.”

				—Curtis
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				Curtis and Willie at LGBT Detroit’s future space for meetings, counseling services, and events.

			

		

	
		
			Jenika and Gunjan

			Toronto, Canada

			Together since 2018

			Gunjan and Jenika got matching tattoos three months into their relationship.

			The tattoo represents the intersection of two parallel lines. In math, parallel lines don’t generally intersect, unless you consider a concept from the study of projective geometry called the Point at Infinity. If you imagine looking at two parallel lines from above, they will never intersect, but if you picture the two lines moving at the same time, toward the same horizon, they will eventually end up together.

			“Very early on in our relationship, we realized that we had an almost telepathic connection,” Gunjan says, beaming. “We often know what the other person is thinking.”

			She pauses for a moment and confirms that I don’t think she’s crazy. (I don’t.)

			“Anyway, she’s a huge math nerd,” Gunjan continues. “And so am I.”

			
				“We often know what the other person is thinking.”

				—GUNJAN
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				Jenika and Gunjan in Christie Pits Park, a popular hangout for young QTPOC (an acronym for Queer and Trans People of Color) in Toronto.
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			DIEGO and MIGUEL

			Orlando, Florida

			Together since 2016

			On June 12, 2016, Miguel woke up to news of a tragedy—a mass shooting—at Pulse nightclub. “I just started texting people I hadn’t spoken to in years,” he said, thinking back to his time in college, when he had spent “at least two nights a week there.” He knew very few details, except that something bad had happened, and many people, maybe some that he knew, were dead. “I just wanted to make sure everyone was okay.”

			One of the people he texted was Diego. They’d met two years prior, shortly after Diego, who had grown up in a favela outside of Rio de Janeiro, visited Orlando for the first time. He fell in love with the city and returned on a student visa. He met Miguel, and they began dating. They had undeniable chemistry, but there were larger issues at play: “I didn’t know if I wanted to go back to Brazil,” Diego recounts, “or if I wanted to stay.”

			Miguel was cautious from the very first date. A first-generation Mexican American, he grew up watching the pressures that navigating immigration can place on a relationship. Falling in love with someone whose status isn’t permanent carries the risk of having the relationship broken up at any moment…unless you get married. But this was a lot to consider for a first date and Miguel, who describes himself as “prone to overthink things,” decided that his date with Diego probably shouldn’t stress him out. “I remember meeting and, right off the bat, getting the impression that he didn’t know what he wanted to do,” Miguel says, shooting a sly look to Diego.

			One thing, however, was clear: They were very into each other. As they got to know each other, their relationship evolved into what Diego referred to as a “month-to-month lease” situation. But the pressure eventually became too much.

			“I had seen my family members struggle so much with dating,” Miguel said. He recounted stories of cousins, aunts, uncles, his own mother. “She immigrated here…struggled to become documented and then help my dad get documented.” He pauses for a moment, before adding, “I just knew the struggle was real.” Miguel wasn’t sure that was a life he wanted. When he was younger, he had been extremely critical of his family members who dated undocumented people—he just couldn’t understand why they would voluntarily introduce that set of issues into their lives.

			Diego mostly quiet up to this point, perked up to suggest an answer to his question, barely containing his giggles: “We have the spices!”

			Spices or not, their “month-to-month lease” situation eventually fizzled. They simply weren’t the right match for the right moment. “I said that ‘If I do this, I really have to do it,’ ” Miguel recalls. “I really have to know that this is going to be right for long term because his status here wasn’t permanent. It wasn’t guaranteed. It was temporary. It would have to be something that I could see lasting for at least…” He stops himself. “I don’t want to say a lifetime…but ideally forever.”

			So sometime on June 12th, 2016, as Orlando began the long journey toward making sense of the massacre at Pulse, Miguel was surprised to hear back from Diego. And he was glad to know that he was okay. They continued to talk, catch up, and grieve together.

			“It brought us back together to work on figuring out how we can create a better Orlando post–Pulse,” Miguel explained. “An Orlando where maybe the club isn’t the only place that we have as a space to connect, where maybe we can create other spaces outside of the club, where we can connect and then maybe go to the club afterwards. Maybe.”

			And, slowly but surely, they rekindled their friendship, then became closer friends, then started dating again. Two weeks before I met them, they got married. Now they’re looking forward to settling Diego’s naturalization process, so that he can be free to leave the country again. Miguel is most excited for the chance to take a trip, together, to Brazil.

			
				“It brought us back together to work on figuring out how we can create a better Orlando post–Pulse.”

				—Miguel
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				Diego and Miguel embrace at their home in Orlando.

			

		

	
		
			Ivory and Courtney

			Jackson, Mississippi

			Together since 2015

			Ivory and Courtney were expecting “friction” when they arrived at the Hattiesburg, Mississippi, city hall to apply for a marriage license. But the clerk was, surprisingly, very nice. Courtney wanted a simple courthouse wedding, but when she called to announce this plan to her mother, the ceremony quickly became a larger production—the huge celebration that Courtney’s family had always dreamed of for her.

			Ivory’s family, on the other hand, reacted much less enthusiastically. Her mother informed her that she would not be attending the wedding. “I couldn’t understand,” Ivory said. “She taught me the definition of ‘unconditional love,’ but she couldn’t even show it to me.”

			In the week leading up to the wedding, Ivory and her mother had a series of long talks, unearthing traumas that had gone unaddressed for most of their lives. They made a deliberate effort to understand each other and clear the air between them, and on the day of the ceremony, Ivory’s mother did decide to attend.

			While Ivory’s sister had long been excited about the ceremony, her brother never showed up. “We had a really bad argument,” Ivory says, going quiet for a moment. Resigned, she adds: “I guess we just see things differently.” Her mother, however, has really come around. “Now she says she loves Courtney like her own daughter,” Ivory tells me.
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				Ivory and Courtney’s best attempt at a “serious” photo, in the garden of the Art Center of Mississippi.

			

		

	
		
			Derald and Lorenzo

			Fort Lauderdale, Florida

			Together since 2014

			Derald has been out since he was fourteen. Assuming his family wouldn’t be supportive, he cut off ties with many relatives outside of his immediate household, only speaking to them when he absolutely had to. “They were from the South,” he says, explaining the choice. “They were older. Methodists. It was my great aunts and uncles, and I just didn’t think they’d be okay with it.”

			It wasn’t until he and Lorenzo were married in 2016 that he realized how supportive his family would be. “When we were preparing for our wedding, I was talking to an aunt about who I should and shouldn’t invite, and I realized that a lot of my family, people that I’d closed myself off to years ago, were offended that I didn’t want to include them.”

			The wedding was a “turning point,” Derald says. “I realized how much my family talks about me—about us—with love.”
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				Derald and Lorenzo at home with their dog, Ladybug, in Fort Lauderdale.

			

		

	
		
			lisa and miche

			Cape Town, South Africa

			Together Since 2017

			Miche’s parents met and fell in love during the apartheid era in South Africa. Her mother was a Christian, her father a Muslim and, as an interfaith couple, their union was illegal. They married anyway, and their marriage has long outlived the restrictions of the era.

			When Miche came out to her parents at age nineteen (via text message, because, after two hours of false starts, she was afraid that she’d never be able to work up the courage to say it in person), her parents, with whom she lived, were devastated. She couldn’t help but question the hypocrisy. “Society said that you couldn’t be together,” she remembers telling them. Both the law and their families considered their love wrong, simply because they were different religions—faiths that they were born into. She asked them, “How is my love any different than yours?”

			Despite living under the same roof, Miche and her father didn’t speak for a full year. “It was the most difficult year of my life,” Miche begins, defiant. “But I had to let him know that I wasn’t going to backpedal on accepting myself because he didn’t understand.”

			Thirteen years later, she wouldn’t quite categorize his feelings as “accepting,” but “he is still on his way to understanding,” she says. A couple of months before we spoke, on Father’s Day, he met Lisa for the first time. “For his Father’s Day present, I told him that he’s the only man in my life, and I like it that way.”

			Lisa, for her part, has had a similar struggle with her mother, with whom she’s lived, off and on, for thirteen years. For the first year of their relationship, Miche wasn’t even allowed into Lisa’s home when she visited. Lisa speaks of her mother in terms that quickly bounce from frustration to warmth. Miche, mentioning how much she loves Lisa’s mom, takes the moment to remind her of how much both their parents have grown.

			“After all this time, my mom has had no choice [but] to get over it,” Lisa concedes. “She used to have this dirty porno image of what it meant to be a lesbian. Now that she’s starting to see us as actual people, things aren’t as bad.”
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				Lisa and Miche at Llandudno Beach, outside of Cape Town.
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				Feats of strength on Llandudno Beach.

			

		

	
		
			Mashaun and Elvis

			Atlanta, Georgia

			Together since 2014

			On September 24, 2012, Mashaun, then in his last year studying theology in seminary, decided to cut off his dreadlocks. “It was just time,” he says. “But you won’t see any pictures of them around the house,” he continues. And then he points to Elvis. “He hated them.”

			At the time, both men were active in Atlanta’s nightlife scene, which was a vital affirmative space for their self-esteem and mental health. “Atlanta is a hub for big boy acceptance,” Mashaun explains. They had first seen each other the year before, when Mashaun still had hair, at a party called Big Dogs. But it wasn’t until Mashaun cut his hair that their conversations seemed to go anywhere.

			In 2013, they crossed paths at another party. “He noticed me and said, ‘Wait a minute, didn’t you used to have locs?’ And I responded, ‘I cut those a year ago,’ and turned around and walked away,” Mashaun says. Recalling the detail, he shoots Elvis a sharp glare. Elvis, in turn, flashes his best set of puppy dog eyes, and Mashaun, in turn, softens as he finishes the story. A few days later, Elvis, via Facebook, reached out to Mashaun to talk more about their interaction at the party. He, specifically, wanted to clarify that he hadn’t been trying to flirt that night.

			“I was pretty sure he was flirting with me, though,” Mashaun says. “Because those messages ended up with me at his house, giving him a back and foot massage.” He grins, satisfied.

			They spent the rest of 2013 casually “talking.” But both of them, scarred by previous relationships, let their apprehensions get the best of them, and eventually their communication fell off.

			“There were conversations and moments where I kept finding myself saying, ‘It’s clear that you’ve got some kind of baggage,’ ” Mashaun says, recalling the decision to take a break from pursuing Elvis at the time. “I’m also clear about how I feel about you. But I am not going to sit around and continue to be impacted by this baggage.”

			The next year, in early 2014, they saw each other in passing at a birthday party, and their feelings came flooding back. After their chance reunion, Mashaun, returning to Facebook, sent Elvis a short message: “You know, I still think you’re cute.”

			“I was thinking the same thing,” Elvis responded.

			They decided that the best path forward was, simply, to be radically honest with each other. Elvis, really speaking for the first time in our interview, recalls their reunion: “I had an ex that wasn’t so faithful.” He’s shy, and his voice is quiet, as he clasps his hands together. “I wasn’t sure if I could trust anybody else.”

			Mashaun, touting the benefits of therapy, brought up his own history of toxic relationships. He describes his previous four-year relationship as “abusive across the board,” but he thought he had no choice but to bear them. “I grew up in a household where my parents’ relationship wasn’t healthy,” he continues, cautiously, “But they’re still together to this day. I thought that was just what you did.” The relationship left him struggling with trust issues and insecurities about his self-worth and body image.

			Before his reunion with Elvis, Mashaun was close to giving up on romantic love. “I decided to stop trying,” he says. “And if I was still single at thirty-five, I was going to adopt a baby, get my PhD, and live my life. I was just going to make everything about my relationship with God,” he says.

			Shortly after Mashaun’s thirty-fourth birthday, he and Elvis went to lunch. It was their first real “date.” A few weeks later, they decided to go on a second one. This time, they went bowling. At some point in the evening, “I reached for his hand,” Mashaun says. He’s beaming. “I was affectionate in public. That was something different for him. He told me that was the moment that he started to take us seriously, and that’s when we realized that we were ready to date each other.”

			
				[image: ]
				Mashaun and Elvis outside their former condo.
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				Since this photo was taken, the pair has moved into a new (and larger) home they purchased.

			

		

	
		
			Carter and Risse

			Atlanta, Georgia

			Together since 2017

			When I met Carter and Risse, they’d recently gotten engaged onstage at a Lizzo concert. As a birthday present, Risse surprised Carter with a VIP ticket that included a meet and greet with Lizzo and a preshow backstage pass. Unfortunately, Risse, who was planning to propose that evening, could afford only one VIP ticket. After Carter made her way backstage, Risse, in a move of uncharacteristic boldness, pushed past security and asked Lizzo’s handlers if they could propose on stage that evening.

			To Risse’s surprise, the handlers said yes. “I barely remember anything, except for how happy I was,” they recall.

			(After our interview, I searched YouTube for video evidence. In shaky vertical video, Lizzo looks on, as Risse, barely audible over the cheering crowd, calls Carter onto the stage. A stagehand offers Risse the mic, and, hands trembling, they begin. “Two months ago, I checked Co-Star,” Risse says, referencing the popular astrology app, their voice shaking, “and it told me to write a love letter on brick and throw it through a window.” The crowd laughs, and Risse, gaining confidence, turns to them, saying, “You guys are my window.” Everyone goes wild. Risse reaches into their pocket, pulls out a ring, and before they can get on their knees, Carter pulls them into an embrace. Lizzo touches her heart. The crowd devolves into a mess of applause, screams, waving arms, and cell phones, open to their video apps. Through all of this, Risse, back on their knee, holds up the ring again, and, after relocating the microphone, says, “So, yes?”)

			When I visited the couple at home, Lizzo’s song “Boys” was playing from a tiny Bluetooth speaker. They’re still brimming with excitement from that evening. As I sat on the sectional sofa, their three pets, Jordan, the dog, and Kitty and Stokely, the cats, took up residence in my lap as Carter enthusiastically rattled off details about the life they’re building together: The plan to make a down payment on the home they currently rent. Their love for their dog and cats. Their plans to travel the world and Carter’s goal of taming her fear of flying.

			“I’ve never felt this free in a romantic relationship,” Carter continues. She’s beautiful, literally glowing in sunlight, beaming as she grabs Risse’s knee. The mood quickly shifts, however, as we begin to discuss their history of dysfunctional relationships. “There was always this feeling of belonging to someone and performing a role and all these other arbitrary rules that are assigned to people based on gender or social status,” Risse began. “Neither of us had seen a successful marriage, let alone a successful queer Black marriage,” they continued. This proved difficult for the couple at first; it seemed as if they had no one but each other to teach them how to love.

			Luckily, they have found models of love and support in Atlanta’s strong queer community and their close-knit friend circle. This has been paramount to the strength and growth of their relationship. As two people who are very public about their relationship, they’ve become the de facto “elders” of their peer group, despite being only a few years older than most of them. They hope to set an example for healthy love between two Black queer people that others in their community can look up to. I ask if this puts a lot of pressure on their relationship but, ultimately, they stress that they take their lives together one day at a time.

			“I don’t know anything. I’m a millennial. I’m still figuring this shit out, too,” Carter says with a laugh that quickly fades into a more serious tone. “I had to learn to lean into the things that feel good. And to, very early on, learn how to articulate boundaries, understand what those look like for you, and make sure you don’t compromise them.”

			
				“I had to learn to lean into the things that  feel good. And to, very early on, learn how to articulate boundaries, understand what those look like for you, and make sure you don’t compromise them.”

				—CARTER
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				Carter and Risse in the backyard of their home in Atlanta.

			

		

	
		
			ALEX and ROBERTO

			Orlando, Florida

			Together since 2015

			“I’ve never seen love in my family,” Roberto says in a voice so deep that it reverberates in my spine. It was hard to look into his eyes and be unmoved. “It’s been hard for me to show love to another person, because I never saw that at home,” he continued. “I’m still learning how to show love to other people.”

			He came out to his mother at eighteen, while living in Puerto Rico, where he grew up. Her reaction teetered between disappointment and anger, but, eventually, she came around. Discussing his coming-out story with her more recently, she revealed that she had always had her suspicions. “That’s why I sent you to the Boy Scouts!” she told him.

			Roberto moved to Orlando in 2007 for “job stability and a better quality of life,” but for the first couple of years, “I was pretty much crying every week,” he says, discussing his longing for home. When asked how he likes it now, he replies with a passive, “I don’t love it”; then, with a glance toward Alex, he continues, “but it’s working out for me.”

			Alex was also born in Puerto Rico but relocated, with his family, to Ohio as a nine-year-old. He came to Orlando as an adult to work on a master’s degree. Shortly after moving to Orlando, Alex was invited to a birthday party with ten strangers, where he found himself sitting at the end of a long table next to Roberto. “I guess he had no option but to talk to me,” Roberto says.

			That evening, they became Facebook friends. (Alex recalls, with horror, how he “Facebook called” Roberto by mistake.) Soon they were texting, quickly moving from jokes to actually getting to know each other. One day a few weeks later, when Alex was sick, Roberto showed up, unprompted, at his house with medicine and food. Roberto, Alex quickly realized, had the potential to be much more than a friend.

			For the past two years, they’ve lived in the home they own together, outside of Orlando. Their views on marriage, however, are still a work in progress. Roberto’s view continues to evolve as he gets older: “I used to think, Why do I need to sign a sheet of paper to have someone tell us we can be together?” he says. “But now I want to do it because it’s my right, and we fought for it.” But they don’t seem to be in a rush. “If it happens, it happens,” Alex adds. “We bought a house together; I don’t know what else y’all want.”

			
				“I used to think, ‘Why do I need to sign a sheet of paper to have someone tell us we can be together?’ But now I want to do it because it’s my right, and we fought for it.”

				—Roberto

			

			
				[image: ]
				Alex and Roberto on a cozy Sunday morning at home.

			

		

	
		
			Naomi and Shelley

			Boynton Beach, Florida

			Together since 2018

			Naomi and Shelley are sitting about 6 feet away from each other in their cozy living room. Shortly before I arrived, Naomi, I’m told, expressed doubts about whether she and Shelley should participate in the interview.

			“We’re just getting out of a little argument, or whatever it is,” Shelley explained. “And I said, he wants to meet a couple, not a perfect couple.”

			I nodded toward Naomi, as if to say, Yes, she’s right!

			“We’re still us,” she continued. “You ain’t going nowhere. I ain’t going nowhere.”

			Their disagreements, when they happen, seem to follow the same pattern. “They’re safe disagreements,” Shelley says. “I’m never going to do anything to hurt her. We’ll just end up not talking for a little while, and then I’ll send her text messages. She’ll respond. Then we’re done not talking to each other.”

			We didn’t linger on the details of their argument for long. In two weeks they’d be flying to Las Vegas to get married, in the company of a few close family and friends. Naomi’s mood quickly shifts, as she begins to tell me about the three people in her life that she considers daughters—one by birth, one by adoption, and one who came into her life through a previous relationship before she came out. Those children now have children of their own who call her grandma. “It’s weird,” she says. “It’s exciting, too.” She tells me about the process of sharing her family story with Shelley, particularly the fact that she was old enough to have grandkids. “One day, I asked her: Do you know how old I am?”

			Shelley pipes up immediately: “I didn’t know. I didn’t care. I told her it ain’t gonna change anything.”

			They eventually worked out the age difference—twenty-eight years. And it hasn’t been without its challenges. There are, for starters, generational differences in styles of communication and decision making.

			“Most of the time, I barely even notice it,” Shelley continues, charmingly earnest, “I just think boomers are the coolest.”

			“Sometimes I look at her life through my lens, having lived sixty-five-and-a-half years, and I’m still learning to understand that a lot of the roads I’ve traveled, she has not yet,” Naomi says. “And I see things happening, and I want to protect her from those experiences, but that isn’t my place.”

			They move closer together as Naomi speaks, her powerful voice softening, but only a little: “I just don’t want you to go through a hard time,” she says.

			“I know,” Shelley responds. “I’m just stubborn.”

			Turning back to me, Naomi explains: “The places I’ve been, she’s still got to go through. And I’ve had to realize that I don’t always need to try to protect her from things. That’s just going to have to be her journey.”

			
				“I’ve had to realize that I don’t always need to try to protect her from things. That’s just going to have to be her journey.”

				—Naomi
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				Naomi and Shelley on the patio of their apartment.

			

		

	
		
			Nadine and SZE, 
with Sonja and Niko

			Pomona, California

			Together since 2003

			Very early in our conversation, Nadine and Sze tell me that they both have “immigrant stories.”

			Sze first came to the States from Melaka, Malaysia, for college in 1995. She was twenty and determined to build a new life for herself: “I knew I was gay, but I just didn’t have words to describe how—or what—I was feeling. So, the first instinct I had was to just try to get away. To go as far as possible from home and the people I knew because I just wanted to kind of find myself somewhere else.”

			She went to Ohio State University and, despite being around other LGBTQ people for the first time in her life, soon realized that she wasn’t happy there. Seeing American racism up close for the first time was “a rude awakening for her.” After her first year in Ohio, she dropped out of school and moved to Natchitoches, Louisiana, to live with a woman she met over the internet. After two years, she ended that relationship, moved to San Diego, and completed a degree in computer science. It was a chaotic time but an experience that she chalks up to “taking time to find myself.”

			Nadine was born in Sweden to a Japanese-American mother. After her parents divorced, she moved with her mother to Los Angeles, where her family had lived for generations. She was seven at the time and suddenly tasked with learning how to be an American girl. “I think that really had a big impact on me figuring out my sexual orientation,” Nadine explains. “Because I didn’t realize that as I was trying to imitate all the other kids to be like them, that it included like, not just what TV shows were popular with kids and what toys were cool to play with, but it was like, Who’s the cute boy? And so, I wonder if I had stayed in Sweden and I wasn’t trying to do all of that if I would’ve become aware of my sexual orientation earlier. Because it wasn’t until I was an adult, when I realized this is actually something that I get to figure out for myself.”

			For Nadine, who holds a PhD in clinical psychology, reading and research have always been important elements of self-discovery. Learning about her Japanese heritage in undergrad and about the experiences of LGBTQ people as she began her PhD research made her feel less alone and more empowered to define her identity, independent of other people.

			In the early aughts, Sze ran an Ani DiFranco fansite on LiveJournal, the now essentially defunct blogging platform. In 2003, Nadine discovered her site, and they immediately became cyberfriends. They first bonded over a quote by author and activist bell hooks that Nadine left as a comment on one of Sze’s posts.

			Sze decided to send Nadine a mix CD. “It was all the rage then,” she assures me. Nadine, confirming, says she was “immediately wooed.” They vowed to meet in person at the next available opportunity. At this point, Sze was living in San Diego and working as a software developer. Nadine was halfway through her PhD program, across the country in Washington, D.C. A few weeks after sending the CD, during Nadine’s spring break, Sze flew to D.C. for what they describe as a “seven-day date.”

			The two immediately began to imagine a life together.

			They planned a drive first to visit Penn State, then to Philadelphia, and finally to New York City. “I was fantasizing that she’d go to Penn State to finish up her computer science degree and that’d be a way for us to see each other,” Nadine said.

			The trip was perfect. Five months later, Nadine decided to move to San Diego so she could live with Sze (the Penn State plan hadn’t worked out), splitting the next four years between the two coasts, as she finished her PhD. “I remember sending twenty boxes to her apartment,” Nadine said. “It was all my stuff.”

			In 2007, just as Nadine finished her studies, the couple moved to British Columbia, Canada, for Sze’s new job. At the time, the debate around the legalization of same-sex marriage in the United States had reached a fever pitch, and the couple threw themselves into the protests. Their first act of resistance, however, was coming out to Nadine’s grandparents. Nadine decided to have her mother tell them and happily recalls their simple response: “That’s okay. We still love her.” So, Nadine began to include them in her emails about marriage equality and made it a point to keep them informed about the progress of the movement. And then, one day, for the first time, Nadine’s grandfather, at the time in his mid-eighties, responded: He and her grandmother prayed every week at church that Nadine and Sze would eventually have full marriage rights.

			In 2008, Nadine and Sze were legally married in Vancouver. Much to their delight, Nadine’s grandparents made the trip from California to attend. Nadine’s grandfather was particularly excited to do a reading at the ceremony. Now, they live in an airy, sun-filled bungalow with their two children, Sonja and Niklas (who goes by Niko). As I was leaving, Niko presented me with a gift: A small handmade card that he’d made while I was speaking with his moms. Between the drawing of smiley faces and tic-tac-toe boards, it read, “Thank you for visiting our home! Come again!”

			
				“I knew I was gay, but I just didn’t have words to describe how—or what—I was feeling.”

				—sze
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				Sonja and Nico, after hours of playing quietly in another room, decided that my one-on-one time with their parents was over.
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				The kids enjoy a very hot Saturday in their backyard.

			

		

	
		
			nicky and edna

			Baton Rouge, Louisiana

			Together since 2013

			After they started dating, Edna moved into an apartment with Nicky but kept the lease on her old place. One day, Edna got sick, and Nicky, who was taking care of her, called Edna’s mother in a moment of panic. At the time, Edna was deeply in the closet when it came to her family. “Nicky was around all the time,” Edna says, “But they thought she was just one of my ‘little friends.’ ” The next morning, Edna received a call from her mother. “What are you doing?” she asked. To which Edna replied, simply, that she was at home, lying on her couch.

			“Well, I’m outside your house knocking on the door and no one is answering,” she responded.

			She still recalls the wave of anxiety that washed over her. She quickly amended the story, informing her mother that she was actually at “Nicky’s house” (their shared apartment), which was located on the same street. So, her mother showed up, uninvited, and began to “snoop around.”

			Edna decided to tell her mother that she had gone to Nicky’s house because the person who lived in her old apartment, her “roommate,” was pregnant, and she didn’t want to risk getting her sick. In the time it took her mother to make her way down the street, Nicky and Edna had tossed blankets and pillows on their sofa to make it look as if Edna had been sleeping there.

			Her mother questioned them like a detective. When she tried to make lunch, Nicky, who is not the cook in the relationship, couldn’t tell her where any of the cooking supplies were in what was supposed to be her own kitchen. Nicky was afraid that she’d blow their cover. If this were Nicky’s house, why didn’t she know where things were when Edna did? Edna’s mother stayed, prying like this, for hours.

			“I needed a drink,” Nicky told me, “and then I started to freak out about that because I know that her mom doesn’t like alcohol. But I had to have some wine.” She decided to sneak a glass of wine into a plastic water bottle, and, now a bit calmer, she called one of Edna’s best friends over for “damage control.”

			The friend, with whom Edna’s mother was very familiar, helped ease their tensions a bit. She distracted everyone by making a pot roast, joining the effort to keep Edna’s mother from entering their bedroom, because there’s no way to hide a bed that two people share.

			“I was just on pins and needles for an entire day. So, when she left…” Nicky began, opening her arms and collapsing dramatically into her chair, “I was like, thank God.”

			For Edna, this was the final straw. “I woke up one day,” she began, “and realized I had to tell my family that I’m a lesbian. I was exhausted. Lying is exhausting.” Nicky urged her to consider the potential consequences of coming out. “But there was nothing to think about,” Edna interjected. Speaking more to Nicky than to me, she continued, “I know I love you. I know you love me. And I was ready to take whatever comes with that.”

			Edna had watched as Nicky came out to her family and was accepted immediately. (Nicky notes that, to this day, her mom calls Edna more than she calls her.) Perhaps, Edna thought, she would have a similar experience. Edna’s mother, however, quickly dashed that dream.

			After Edna came out, her mother arrived, unannounced, at her apartment—the actual one—this time, with holy oil. “I open the door and all I remember was my mom putting something on my head,” Edna recalls. “She wanted to anoint me. She told me I was going through a phase. She couldn’t believe it. She thought she was losing her daughter.” The tension kept up for a long while, through the entire first year of Edna and Nicky’s relationship. Sometimes Edna’s mother would call their phone at 5:00 a.m. with a “prayer line,” a group phone call where her mother and various strangers would attempt to pray her gay away.

			In 2015, when Nicky and Edna married, Edna’s mother didn’t show up. Her father and paternal grandmother, despite their family’s protestations, did. “I dare not let you stand up there by yourself,” Edna recalls her grandmother saying.

			Despite the anxiety and pain leading up to the event, they recounted nothing but positive memories from the wedding. “All this stuff, it made us realize how much we wanted our marriage,” Edna says. “You can want your family to be a part of your life, but the reality is, at the end of the day, it’s just us.”

			
				“All this stuff, it  made us realize how much we wanted our marriage.”

				—edna
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				Nicky and Edna outside of their favorite happy hour spot.

			

		

	
		
			Gary and Kayron

			Chickasaw, Alabama

			Together since 2014

			Gary and Kayron live together in a cozy bungalow on a tree-lined street in Chickasaw, Alabama, just outside of Mobile. Attached to the home is their small church, the Freedom to Worship Sanctuary. This sanctuary is the culmination of their life’s work, they tell me, and a testament to the progress they’ve made both as individuals and as members of the LGBTQ community. They first met almost two decades ago, on the now-defunct dating site BlackGayChat (more commonly referred to as “BGC”), where they chatted for months before finally deciding to meet up.

			“I had never done anything like that in my life, but we went and hung out, and we just sorta clicked,” Gary said. “But at the same time, I wasn’t sure if this was the life I wanted.” Religion played a major role in Gary’s upbringing, and he struggled to explore his sexuality without feeling shame. “So, I broke it off.” He sighed. “We just kind of fell apart from there.”

			“And then he’d start feeling gay again,” Kayron interjected.

			“He had everything I wanted,” Gary says. “I just wasn’t comfortable with myself.”

			This was a familiar story for Kayron, who came out to his family as a teen. His romantic history is littered with men who struggled to live openly. Despite Gary’s struggles, the pair continued to occasionally chat or meet up, and after five years, Kayron began to notice a change. Gary, having made a great effort to reevaluate the role of God and religion in his life, was becoming less afraid of others’ judgments.

			“And then I realized that I could really fall for him,” Kayron recalls. This was their grand reconnection.

			Now, Gary and Kayron are some of the most prominent LGBTQ leaders in Mobile. Through the Freedom to Worship Sanctuary, they hope to build a home base from which they can scale their support of the community. For Gary, the son of a preacher, church has always been a core part of his life. He first got “the call” to preach at age eighteen, after a serious car accident that left him hospitalized for weeks. By the time he recovered, his path had been set. He soon found out he’d be delivering a Sunday sermon despite his young age. “I was kind of pushed out there,” he says.

			After that first sermon, he was hooked. He continued to preach. He led youth ministries and dance teams and thought he’d found his true calling—until he was outed by fellow members of his church community and, as a result, immediately sidelined from his leadership duties. He joined another congregation, again in the closet, but rumors about his sexuality followed him, and he was sidelined there as well. So, he left the church and dove into what he called “the lifestyle”—experimenting with drug use and “living my life any kind of way.”

			He lived this way for years, until he finally reconnected with Kayron. And as his life stabilized, people began to ask when he’d return to the church: “I began to hear the Lord really wanting me to start my own ministry, something inclusive, something for our culture. Some place where everyone can feel welcomed and not judged and not condemned to hell. And so, I said, ‘Yeah, that sounds like a good idea.’ ”

			Kayron was immediately on board. His years of work in Mobile’s LGBTQ community spans nightlife, where he hosts parties and performs in drag at both of Mobile’s major gay bars, to community organizing, where he’s been a major organizing force of Mobile’s Pride celebrations. Like many people, he dreams of seeing a queer community that has places to congregate beyond bars and nightclubs.

			“What’s the biggest thing you’ve learned from your relationship with Kayron?” I ask. Kayron, for his part, turns, resting his chin on his hand, eager to hear what Gary has to say. Gary laughs nervously, before continuing, “A lot of times we’re so focused on the fear portion of coming out, or what another person may think, that we inflict pain on ourselves instead of expressing ourselves.”

			His biggest life lesson was also a simple one: “I just learned to accept who I am.”

			
				“A lot of times we’re so focused on the fear portion of coming out, or what another person may think, that we inflict pain on ourselves instead of expressing ourselves.”

				—Gary
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				Gary and Kayron at The Freedom to Worship Sanctuary, which they run from their home.

			

		

	
		
			Dee and Latitia

			Protea Glen, South Africa

			Together since 2015

			About thirty minutes southeast of Johannesburg, a little past Soweto, rests Protea Glen, a township nestled along a stretch of the N12 freeway that’s lined with baobab trees. To me, it looks beautiful. “That area over there,” begins my Uber driver, pointing to a hive of tin-roofed houses, “I never go to pick up there.” He continues to narrate the drive, speaking of the area’s imminent dangers—carjackings, muggings, sexual violence—and I begin to imagine what kind of story I’m going to write about Dee and Latitia. I steel myself, assuming their story will be a sad one.

			I’m dropped off at a compound with two houses. Dee’s brother, who lives in a neighboring house, waves me over as I look around, hoping I’m in the right place. A couple of chickens run across the red dirt, and I take a deep breath. Latitia pulls me inside and insists that I make myself comfortable. Latitia and Dee’s home is tidy and warm, and they definitely don’t seem like two people who are living in a danger zone.

			Latitia moved to Johannesburg from Cape Town in 2015, seeking a chance to make a better living. She met Dee on her first day at her new job. “I remember looking at this woman and thinking, ‘Oh, she’s going to be trouble for me,’ ” Latitia begins, shooting a glance to Dee, who returned a devilish smile. “I immediately knew it. And the way she was smiling at me…” This, I assumed, was similar to the way Dee was smiling at her now. “I was thinking…” She trailed off. I understood what she was thinking. “But I was playing it cool,” Latitia continues. “I saw interest the first day, though.”

			They have a seven-year age difference that, at first, gave Latitia enough pause to ignore Dee’s advances. “I came here to work,” Latitia says. She leans in, as if preparing to reveal a secret, before continuing: “My intention was to find a rich old man. That is what I wanted to do here in Joburg, because this is where they all are. I wanted my life to be easy. But obviously, that didn’t happen.”

			“It took me three months,” Dee says of their courtship.

			“That’s the longest she’s ever had to work for someone,” Latitia tells me.

			Latitia’s life was a whirlwind when she and Dee began to date. Not only was she new to Johannesburg, but she had also never dated a woman before. She identifies as bisexual, but all of her previous romantic relationships had been with men. But she didn’t try too hard to make sense of what was happening with Dee. She just went one step at a time. “I just had this feeling that came up in me whenever I was with her,” she recalls.

			After three months of “innocent” workplace flirting and rejected dates, Dee finally succeeded in convincing Latitia to go out with her. Latitia insisted, before, that it was not a date, “but she tried to get in my pants the whole night.”

			Latitia made plans to spend the next day with her sister, with whom she shared an apartment. Dee invited herself, as well as a bunch of friends, over to hang out with them. After that, Latitia decided to take Dee seriously as a romantic prospect. After only a few more months of dating, they moved in together.

			I told them about my Uber driver and his assessment of the neighborhood. “You can’t possibly feel safe holding hands together out here,” I say, more of a statement than a question. But Dee corrects me immediately. They always hold hands, no matter where they are. “We’ve never had any issues,” Dee says. “I make a point of showing that I have respect for people. And I think everyone just returns the favor.”

			After we talk, we go outside for photos. We stand in the middle of the street and, as I’m adjusting my camera, they begin to kiss. Passionately. Some of their neighbors notice. A few neighborhood kids run by, playing. Dee stops and waves at them, her free hand still holding Latitia’s.
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				Dee and Latitia in Dee’s family compound.
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				The pair took occasional breaks from kissing to acknowledge me and my camera.
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			Amisha and Neena

			Chicago, Illinois

			Together since 2014

			It started with a voicemail: a voicemail that Amisha left Neena, to which Neena never responded. Or, she responded to it two weeks (or maybe it was months) later, depending upon which person you ask. It was the summer of 2001, and Amisha was planning to move from San Francisco to Chicago. She came to town to visit and was told by multiple people that she must meet Neena.

			Neena had built a reputation as an effective community builder in Chicago, and she seemed like a great person to help Amisha find her way into the city’s organizing and queer communities. This time, both women emphasize, was before the widespread use of cell phones. So Amisha made the call (on a landline), left a voicemail, and never heard back. (Neena, for her part, disputes this detail.)

			It wasn’t until months later, after she’d made her move to Chicago, that Amisha and Neena were able to meet for coffee. “We immediately had a very good energy with one another,” Neena recalls. Despite whatever connection existed between them, however, their energy remained platonic, since Neena was already in a relationship and raising children. That relationship lasted a decade, over which time Neena and Amisha became best friends.

			Shortly after Neena’s relationship ended, Amisha “promptly” began to date someone herself. “I was primarily single my whole life. Nothing was ever serious. And then,” just as Neena was free, “I met this person,” Amisha recalls. So, with their timing off again, they focused their energy on creating an even stronger platonic bond. Amisha helped Neena rebuild her self-confidence and mental health in the wake of her previous failed relationship. She encouraged Neena to play the field and embrace her freedom, now that she was out of her long-term commitment. Amisha even helped Neena perfect her online dating profiles.

			Neena, of course, took this as the ultimate sign of being friendzoned. But then Amisha’s relationship ended. “And I immediately couldn’t sleep,” Amisha recalls. “I realized this was finally our time to be together.” Amisha hatched a plan: She would continue to support Neena as she adjusted to life as a single person, and when she felt the time was right, she would reveal her true feelings. Amisha’s commitment to this plan was short-lived: “I went over this plan with a friend, and he said to me, ‘Well, what if she meets someone else?’ ” This had not occurred to her. “I could not have waited all these twelve years to not act and have our timing be off again,” she continued. “So that sped up my timeline to tell her my feelings.”

			“Meanwhile,” Neena interjects, “I’m still single and in love with her, but I want to be a source of support for Amisha as she goes through this breakup.” And so, there they were, best friends for over a decade, both single and madly in love with each other, and both at a loss about what to do next.

			By the beginning of spring 2014, a year after Neena’s breakup, Amisha “was in a constant panic, afraid that she would meet someone.” After hanging out one April night, Amisha and Neena went their separate ways and a few hours later, at 2:30 a.m., Amisha received a text that read: “I’m always here for you. You can tell me anything.” It was from Neena.

			At this point, Amisha takes a break from her story to tell me about a book, By the River Piedra I Sat Down and Wept by Paulo Coelho. “In this book, he talks about magic moments. Every day you’re presented with a moment that could change your life. And most of the time it just dissipates. We don’t step into the moment. We don’t take the risk. We don’t do the thing. And I’m staring at this message, like, oh my God. This is my moment. What do I do?” So, she called Neena.

			“I didn’t have a plan. I remember thinking, just do it. Just do it.” After a few moments of Amisha struggling to recall the words that came from her mouth, Neena interjects.

			“I remember exactly what she said,” Neena recalls. “She said, ‘I’m debating telling you something.’ ”

			Amisha confirms this detail with a simple, “Yeah.”

			Neena, turning away from me, continues, “And then you said, ‘I have these feelings for you.’ ”

			Neena had written—and rewritten multiple times—a letter that she intended to give to Amisha a few days after this phone call. (“I had a spot on the beach. I had a whole plan,” she says.) But now, here she was, her heart racing, as she spoke to Amisha on the phone at 3:00 a.m.

			They talked for a while, but the last thing Neena recalls saying was, “Can I come over?”

			“I remember seeing her walk up to my landing,” Amisha says, “And her face of…shock. You know, like, ‘This is happening! This is happening!’ ”

			It was now 4:00 a.m., and Neena couldn’t stay long—she’d be seeing her children in the morning and needed to make breakfast. But she stayed for an hour, and they just held each other, until Neena had to pull herself away.

			“And the next day,” Amisha said, “When she called, we talked about the rest of our lives together.”

			
				“I didn’t have a plan. I remember thinking, just do it. Just do it.”

				—Amisha

			

			
				[image: ]
				Amisha and Neena, smiling as we hid from a torrential downpour in downtown Chicago.

			

		

	
		
			Chris p. and Chris N.

			Oakland, California

			Together since 2019

			It is the first evening of the new year and Chris N. and Chris P. are hungover. Taking in the first sunset of 2020, they hold hands, quietly, happy to see it, together. We’re in Oakland, about a mile away from where they had spent the night before, drunkenly dancing in the New Year. Their energy, they tell me apologetically, is a little low today. But they still giggle, lost in each other, as I take their photos.

			Chris N. is one semester into his first year of grad school in Los Angeles, 375 miles away from Chris P. They’ve managed to see each other twice a month, but this visit, winter vacation, is the longest they’ve been together in months. “We have to make a lot of meaning out of the visits,” Chris P. says. “You miss out on some of the more mundane couple experiences, where you get to just sit and watch TV, but this makes our time more exciting.”

			They met six months prior, in June 2019, via Scruff, a dating app. “We fell madly in love almost instantly,” Chris N. says. So when Chris N. set off to grad school two months later, there was no question as to whether they would continue dating. “And in order to make our long-distance thing work,” Chris N. continues, “we both had to trust ourselves and our feelings a lot more than either of us have before.”
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				The Chrises enjoy the first sunset of 2020.
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				The Chrises are proud to have reached a point where they feel comfortable enough to experiment with their expressions of gender. Here, at Oakland’s Lake Merritt, Chris P. shows off a new nail color for the New Year.

			

		

	
		
			Matthew and shevrin

			Miami, Florida

			Together since 2018

			Shevrin and Matthew met at a book-signing event that neither of them really wanted to attend.

			When they crossed paths, Shevrin, a member of Florida’s House of Representatives, recalls feeling instantly attracted. And nervous. He was, at the time, deeply in the closet. “Undercover” as he describes it. Without thinking, he introduced himself with a strong handshake and declaration of his full title: “I’m Representative Shevrin Jones.”

			As Shevrin recounts this detail, Matthew proudly notes that when Shevrin came out of the closet in 2018, he became Florida’s first openly gay Black legislator. Shevrin doesn’t want to dwell on that, though. He dwells, instead, on his love for Matthew: “I knew I’d found my best friend,” Shevrin says. “So, I didn’t care about anything else. We connected on so many levels. And I just didn’t want to hide that anymore.”

			Both Shevrin and Matthew had felt that as gay men, they would have a hard time finding partners with whom they could live their dreams. “I wasn’t sure that I could raise a family, be true to who I was, and still be with a man,” Matthew says. “There was my own reconciliation that needed to happen. When I met Shevrin, I realized that I can have everything that I want and build a life with someone who shares my values, my work ethic, and my commitment to serving as leaders in the community, and that people would embrace us for who we are.”
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				Matthew and Shevrin outside of All Day, a trendy tea shop in Miami.

			

		

	
		
			Thami and Smagele

			Johannesburg, South Africa

			Together since 2012

			Thami and Smagele don’t get to see each other very often. Smagele spends her weekdays as a live-in house attendant for a family in suburban Johannesburg. Thami, a DJ, generally works nights and spends most weekends producing parties and events. Spending so much time apart is hard, they tell me. “But somehow,” Thami laments, “we manage.”

			Thami and I share an Uber from Johannesburg to the city’s southern suburbs and wait in a park for Smagele to emerge from her employer’s home. She begins to tell me about her parties, how she uses them as a platform to debut new DJs—sometimes as many as eight in one night. But then she stops. Her eyes light up. She stands. And before I notice who’s there, Smagele is engulfed in an embrace, and they spend a moment, quiet, enjoying each other.

			For a while, it seems as if they’ve forgotten that I’m there.

			They’re excited, Thami tells me, because they rarely get to see each other during the day. After spending so much of their week yearning for each other, they are content to sit in a park, chatting with me for an hour, if it means they get to spend time together. It would be days before they had a chance to see each other again.
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				Thami and Smagele at a park just outside of Johannesburg.
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				The couple rarely gets to spend time together during the workweek.

			

		

	
		
			Amar and Thomas

			Detroit, Michigan

			Together since 2014

			Amar was going through a ritual familiar to many gay men in the twenty-first century—preparing to delete the dating app Grindr for the who-knows-how-manyth time—when he received a message from Thomas. After chatting briefly, they exchanged numbers and began to text. (The progression of Grindr message to text message is a large milestone for some members of the community.) For better or worse, Grindr was Thomas’s only option for dating. He’s narcoleptic and can’t drive; this makes navigating Detroit—and having a social life—nearly impossible.

			After a few years of trial and error, it wasn’t working out for him. At his wit’s end, he decided to consult his “spiritual guides.” I laugh at this, but he quickly lets me know he isn’t joking: “I really said, ‘You know what? I’m just gonna give this dating thing over to a higher power, and I’m going to work on me to make sure I’m ready for this amazing person that’s going to show up in my life,’ and sure enough, he did.” He gestured toward Thomas, with a satisfied smile, as if to emphasize how well his spiritual guides had worked.

			Thomas, for his part, found Amar to be a ray of light in his otherwise gloomy love life. “I’d gotten to a place where I told myself I would be okay without love. I was putting myself out there, I was dating people. I fell for people, but I never knew what it was like to have those feelings reciprocated. But with Amar, they were,” Thomas says. “It was fast. It was like…falling off a mountain.”

			Their digital courtship progressed from Grindr to text messages to phone calls to FaceTime video chats. They would often end their conversations with a question: “What’s this thing we’re feeling?” After a few weeks of chatting, they were eager to meet in person; this presented the next hurdle. They lived about 65 miles apart: Thomas in Detroit’s suburbs and Amar in Flint, Michigan.

			“When I told him I have narcolepsy and can’t drive,” Thomas began, “he said it was—”

			“No sweat,” Amar finished. “What was an hour of driving versus what I would lose not being with him?” Amar eventually moved closer to Detroit for work, and their relationship has settled into something that feels like “normal.”

			The pair spent a lot of time reflecting on their younger selves and contextualizing their relationship in terms of personal growth. As a child, Thomas had struggled to conceptualize whether love would even be a possibility for him: “I just didn’t have anything to look up to, to aspire to, to even see,” he says. “Even today, there are so few gay Black couples that I can look up to. I think it would’ve been important for me, as a child, to see things that told me: You exist in this world. You don’t have to hide yourself. You can be authentically 100 percent yourself and aspire to do what you want and find love and live your life unapologetically and unashamed.”
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				Amar and Thomas on Detroit’s West Side.
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				This photo shoot involved unexpected jumping, playing around, and lots of laughter.

			

		

	
		
			Asia and Erefaka

			New Orleans, Louisiana

			Together since 2015

			Asia found herself fascinated by Erefaka months before they’d even met.

			At some point during her freshman year at Loyola University in New Orleans, Asia first heard Erefaka’s name. She couldn’t recall exactly when this person entered her orbit (though she assumes they first interacted on Instagram), but one day, during a conversation with friends about interesting names, Erefaka Derefaka came up. By the end of her freshman year (and, again, before meeting her in person), Asia had developed a habit of saying Erefaka’s name, whenever she needed to smile or cheer herself up. “It wasn’t weird at all,” she assures me. “I mean, how can you not say her name and smile?”

			The next year, as sophomores, they realized that they were a part of the same extended queer community. Every year, Louisiana State University (LSU), which Erefaka attended, hosts the Louisiana Queer Conference for college students across the state. They had apparently both attended the conference the previous year (without interacting), but, after months of randomly uttering Erefaka’s name, Asia went to that year’s conference with a mission: “I was going to make her my wife,” she said. “It was definitely a conquest.”

			Much to her delight, after making the forty-five-minute drive from New Orleans to Baton Rouge, where LSU is located, and arriving over an hour after the conference began, Asia spotted Erefaka “within three minutes” of arriving. “I thought to myself, When I meet her, she better give me a hug and pick me up,” Asia recalled. And much to her delight, Erefaka did. “How could I not?” Erefaka asks, her voice strong but quiet. “You were just so adorable. I had to.” They ditched the conference and spent the rest of the day together.

			The relationship grew quickly from there. Asia, the only one with a car, would, in her words, “avoid all my responsibilities to visit her in Baton Rouge every weekend.” However, while it was easy for them to fall into the patterns of dating, the actual work of being in a relationship challenged them to confront some of their deepest traumas and insecurities, so they could share the full extent of their love with each other.

			Erefaka, a first-generation Nigerian American, grew up in New Orleans East, a traditionally Nigerian neighborhood. She recalls feeling like an outsider in every way: Because her family was not from one of Nigeria’s three major ethnic groups, she had a hard time finding friends in her community. She was a self-described “tomboy” with dreams of playing in the Women’s National Basketball Association (WNBA), but her masculine style of dress was a constant source of derision from her parents. She describes the discovery of her attraction to women as “the moment I realized something was wrong with me.” Watching music videos (particularly Ciara’s “If I Were a Boy”) and falling “head over heels” for the women who starred in them made her feel even more isolated. She grew up with so many different voices telling her that homosexuality was a bad thing, so she started to believe something was wrong with her.

			As soon as she got to college, living away from her parents’ judgmental gaze for the first time, she began to experiment with her gender expression and became deeply involved with her campus’s LGBTQ community. “It was a typical story,” she says, “but I really felt free for the first time, and I ran with it.” Describing her style—peroxide-bleached hair, beanies, T-shirts, and vests—she admits, “I was a mess, but that’s part of the process.”

			“It was bad,” Asia confirms, “but I saw a diamond in the rough.”

			They both agree that Asia was “further along” in her journey, when they finally met at that conference. “I grew up my whole life knowing I was gay. Like, right out of utero, it was obvious,” she said. “I remember being a small child and praying to God to make me a lesbian.” While she, luckily, felt that coming into her sexuality wasn’t much of a struggle personally, growing up in a predominantly white neighborhood and going to a predominantly white school made it hard for her to see the value of other queer Black girls like herself: “I realized that I was predominantly attracted to white women. I really started to critique who I was attracted to, and I had to come to terms with the politics of desire, how society and culture influence what you value, who you find attractive,” she says, reflecting on her coming-of-age. “It was a real process to go deep into myself and say, If I know that I, as a Black woman, am beautiful, am worthy of love, why would I not see that in another Black woman?”

			They talk about their lives as “phases in a journey.” When I met them, it had been five years since they had first spoken at the conference, and they were happily living together in New Orleans. “I feel like we’re here to stay,” Asia says. But she is quick to recall the work it took for them to get here. “When we got together,” Asia began, turning to speak directly to Erefaka, “I really had to prioritize and do the work of seeing the beauty in you. And I think I really learned to love myself through loving you. And it’s crazy because we would’ve missed each other if we both hadn’t been doing that work, y’know?”

			
				“It was definitely a conquest.”

				—Asia
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				Asia and Erefaka, barely able to contain their laughter, outside of their home in New Orleans.

			

		

	
		
			Sinoxolo and Tee

			Khayelitsha, South Africa

			Together since 2018

			At eighteen, Tee was homeless. He grew up in Umlazi, a township outside of Durban, along South Africa’s eastern coast. When asked about his most vivid memory from childhood, Tee, without a pause, recalls: “Hectic oppression.” He first realized he was trans—and that there was a term for what he was feeling—while watching an episode of The Oprah Winfrey Show as a child. As Oprah unpacked what it meant to be transgender for her viewers, Tee, for once, felt seen. “It was the first time I got to see that I wasn’t crazy and I’m not the only person who feels like this.” But the realization was terrifying.

			“From an early age, I knew I couldn’t just walk up to my family and tell them I’m gay, or that I’m trans,” he says. So, he hid it. He internalized it. And it ate away at him every day. “By the time I got older,” he continues, “I couldn’t take it anymore.”

			During his senior year of high school, shortly after his eighteenth birthday, he came out to his mother and was kicked out of his house. “She thought she was doing what was right, as a Christian,” Tee reasons. At home with his girlfriend years later, he still struggles to make sense of what happened.

			He was able to find a bit of support from his family while finishing high school—or matric, as South Africans call it—but he’s been on his own since then. At twenty-three, Tee connected with South Africa’s only publicly funded gender-affirming clinic. For people who are dependent on government health care—which is the vast majority of the population—this clinic is the only option for receiving hormones or gender-affirming surgery. Tee, luckily, lived just an hour away.

			During his intake appointment, Tee’s doctor recognized his passion for organizing and activism and connected him with Gender Dynamix, a political organization that advocates for trans rights and visibility. Through Gender Dynamix, Tee participated in an LGBTQ political leadership academy that took him across the country to Cape Town three times a year to attend workshops designed to hone his social and political organizing acumen. This is where Tee and Sinoxolo first met, although they barely spoke during Tee’s first two trips to Cape Town.

			“I never thought a person like her, so beautiful and so intelligent, could ever look my way,” Tee said, grabbing Sinoxolo’s hand with a slight swagger. Sinoxolo rolled her eyes and laughed. A few weeks after they met, Tee worked up the courage to say hello. “I looked at him,” Sinoxolo began, “and felt like we should’ve done this a long time ago.” They moved in together a month later.

			They live together in a cozy compound in Khayelitsha, a township outside of Cape Town. “Gay people get killed here,” Sinoxolo says, clenching her fists for emphasis. “But we feel safe when we’re together.”
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				Sinoxolo and Tee near their home in Khayelitsha, a township outside of Cape Town.
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				The farther we strayed from their home, the closer the couple held each other.

			

		

	
		
			El-Farouk and Troy, with Tajalli

			Toronto, Canada

			Together since 2006

			When I arrive at their brownstone, El-Farouk and Troy are tending to their son, Tajalli. He’s sick and they offer a warning that he might be cranky. As I kneel to say hello, the three-year-old shies away from me, taking refuge behind El-Farouk’s leg. “He doesn’t really warm up to men he doesn’t know too quickly,” El-Farouk explains, smiling.

			They take turns comforting him, offering milk, then applesauce, watching cartoons for a bit. They all decide to change into coordinating dashikis for the shoot, and less than ten minutes after everyone is dressed, Troy discovers a large wet spot on the back of El-Farouk’s outfit. At some point, the applesauce spilled and, it seems, he had sat in it.

			I decide to let Tajalli play with my camera (a dependable trick for priming children for photos), and a few minutes later, things calmed down enough for Troy and El-Farouk to tell me their story.

			They first met through a mutual friend, while both on vacation in Vancouver in the early 1990s. It wasn’t until fourteen years later, however, that they had their first date. In 2006, after Troy moved to Toronto, something unlikely happened. “One day I saw a peace rally with a bunch of brown people,” Troy began, “and I was like, What’s going on here?”

			“He saw a bunch of hot brown guys!” El-Farouk corrected.

			Troy walked into the crowd and immediately saw a familiar face. He and El-Farouk made small talk, reminisced about their former mutual friend, and exchanged email addresses, with promises to “see each other soon.”

			“I emailed him,” Troy recalls, “and he never emailed me back.”

			Later that year, Troy, who was a performer at the time, sent a mass email, advertising one of his shows. (Troy is mum on the exact details of the performance, but I managed to gather that there was singing and a band involved.) El-Farouk was included in the email list, and he decided to go. The concert took place on the first snowy night of the year, and only twelve people showed up. Troy recounts this detail with a shoulder shrug. There is one important detail, however: “He asked me out afterwards,” Troy recalled. “He said, ‘You know this is a date, right?’ ”

			They moved in together a little over a year later.

			El-Farouk and Troy have a grounded energy that immediately makes you feel at ease. After an hour in their company, I found myself mining them for advice on life, dating, self-discovery. But they go further, and soon, I feel challenged to interrogate the ways that I could become a better person. “We have to be personally transformed in order to transform the world,” El-Farouk mused. “If we are only responding to the world out of anger and fear, then we cannot truly change the world around us.” He spoke of embracing the fullness of his intersections, from his spiritual activism, his work with refugees, to his own experiences of seeking refuge.

			When he was seven years old, El-Farouk’s family escaped political prosecution in Tanzania, resettling in Vancouver. He now works as a lawyer and advocate for newly displaced people, often being the first voice of affirmation for many LGBTQ refugees. He and Troy, after hearing “countless” stories of queer Muslims who felt pushed out of the faith, began the El-Tawhid Jima Circle, a gender and queer-affirming space for Friday prayers, an Islamic religious tradition. Together, it seems, they’re working to create the safe space that they’ve needed for most of their lives.

			“Raising a brown tri-racial kid,” Troy adds, “I do feel more of an impetus to push through and change things, so he doesn’t have to deal with this BS when he grows up. At least, not as much as I did.”

			“A lot of the work we do is living our truth,” El-Farouk continues. “Being productive in the work that we do and, most importantly, being the best parents we can for this little kid and building a world he can grow up in.”

			
				“We have to be personally transformed in order to transform the world. If we are only responding to the world out of anger and fear, then we cannot truly change the world around us.”

				—El-Farouk
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				El-Farouk and Troy tend to Tajalli, sick with a cold, after changing into their coordinated dashikis.

			

		

	
		
			Stephanie and cory

			Chicago, Illinois

			Together since 2016

			Stephanie was two hours late for their first date. It was St. Patrick’s Day 2017, in Boston (a detail she recounts with a shudder), and after two months of texting after meeting on the (now defunct) dating app HER, Stephanie and Cory were finally set to see each other in person. Maybe.

			“I was waiting, talking to a friend on the phone, talking all this shit about her. Like, ‘I’m so hungry. She’s wasting my time. She’s so rude,’ ” Cory said. “And then I hear someone behind me, and I turned around. And…honestly, she was so beautiful. I hung up the phone and just said, Hello.” (Stephanie politely offers a point of clarification: “The trains suck in Boston. But I texted her the whole time.”)

			Despite the delay, they immediately clicked, and although neither of them was looking for a relationship, they sort of just fell into one, though they were both at big turning points in each of their lives. Cory was a few months into her transition to civilian life after serving in the military. She was finishing her college degree and trying to figure out what impact she wanted to have on the world. Three months after their first date, Stephanie, then a senior in college, would graduate and spend the following months moving between New Jersey, Chicago, and Boston for various internships and jobs.

			It was a no-brainer that they would continue to date despite their distance—a decision that they made work by committing to meet in person at least once a month and to spend the time in between with frequent video chats. This lasted for a year, until Stephanie finally managed to eke out some stability: She was offered a full-time job in Chicago and could finally begin planting roots in a new city. Cory, still living in Boston at the time, decided to go with her. In flux herself, Cory was eager to jump-start her post–military life.

			When I asked about her military service, Cory told me that she assumed she wouldn’t make friends and that she would need to stay closeted while she served. “But then I got there and met a bunch of women who blew my mind,” she says. After a few weeks of warming up to them, she made the decision to come out. “They supported me, saying, ‘We love you for who you are; you don’t have to worry about it. We love you for you.’ ” She holds that support close to her heart. After a moment, Cory added: “Besides, you kind of blend in. All the women have short hair.”

			Now, back to her life as a civilian, Cory is excited to build a future with Stephanie: “I moved because if I wanted this relationship to work, I had to stick with it.” Turning from me to Stephanie, Cory says, “Remember all those FaceTimes, Skype dates, movies over the phone? They all led up to this moment, and now we get to spend every day with each other.”
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				Stephanie and Cory in downtown Chicago, stealing an intimate moment during their lunch breaks.
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				Every time Cory’s lips touched Stephanie’s cheek, Stephanie’s entire face lit up.

			

		

	
		
			Esperanza and Gwenn

			San Francisco, California

			Together since 2002

			It was the first day of the New Year, and I met Esperanza and Gwenn in a diner near the Embarcadero in San Francisco. The diner, a few steps off the busy pedestrian way but out of clear view, was quiet—not in a way that suggested unpopularity but in a way that suggested that the space was sacred to its patrons. Talking to Esperanza and Gwenn, it became clear that after decades in San Francisco—and more than seventeen years as a couple—they seemed to know about every nook and cranny of the city. As our drinks arrived, I was eager to dig into their histories with San Francisco’s organizing communities—I’d been told that they had “extensive histories of activism,” but I had no clue what that actually meant.

			Gwenn moved to San Francisco in 1976. She was twenty-four, fresh out of college, excited to “escape” Atlanta, and newly single after ending a long-term relationship with a man (with whom she had a daughter). San Francisco was where she had her “sexual awakening.” Her parents, still in Atlanta, adopted her daughter, so that she would have the freedom to fully explore what adulthood had in store for her. She lived in the Castro, which had become the center of the city’s LGBTQ community.

			As Gwenn was settling into her newfound freedom in California, across the country, in Dade County, Florida, a celebrity singer named Anita Bryant was launching the Save our Children campaign, a concerted effort to repeal a groundbreaking piece of local legislation that banned housing and employment discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation. The issue galvanized queer activists across the country. Gwenn met local activists who were organizing around the growing tide of anti-LGBTQ legislation that was being introduced in cities across the nation, and she began to feel connected, for the first time, to the larger LGBTQ community.

			The following year, in 1977, she worked with Harvey Milk, the first openly gay elected official in California’s history, and his organizing apparatus to help defeat a bill known as the Briggs Initiative (or Proposition 6), which would have banned LGBTQ teachers from public schools. Gwenn felt that her life was changing, the world was changing, and she was in the right place to watch it all happen.

			The feeling was short-lived.

			The next year, Harvey Milk was assassinated. “All of a sudden,” Gwenn recalled, “the air was gone.” And then her friends started getting sick. At first, it was just a few people, and then more, until the illness had a name—AIDS—and was ravaging her community. By the early 1980s, much of the energy that she had put into political organizing would be spent organizing funerals.

			Esperanza grew up across the San Francisco Bay in Oakland. She was drawn into activism at an early age and cut her “activism teeth” as a teenage organizer with the United Farm Workers in the early-to-mid-1960s. “I was lucky to have something that grounded my identity as a Chicana from an early age,” she tells me proudly. Her greatest achievement, she recalls, came in the mid-’80s, during the height of the AIDS crisis, when she helped establish hospice housing for AIDS patients. In 1998, as advances in treatment meant AIDS was no longer a death sentence, there was less need for hospice care, so the space was rebranded as Openhouse, the city’s first LGBTQ-centered senior housing center. It’s still in operation.

			The AIDS crisis, they tell me, instilled a strength not only in them but also in the LGBTQ community at large that persists to this day. “We realized that if we just lie down, the community will never survive,” Esperanza said. “We could only take so much suffering before we had no choice but to fight against it. The AIDS crisis unified the community because it had to.”

			Their organizing brought them together as well. In 2001, while working on a redistricting task force created by the city of San Francisco to dull some of the projected impacts of the looming gentrification boom, they met for the first time. A year later, they were living together.

			“We’re older, and we knew what we wanted. We’d already sown our wild oats,” Gwenn said, flashing a smile with which I quickly became familiar. It was infectious. “Our courtship wasn’t any less romantic. I was head over heels, but fast.”

			At the respective ages of sixty-eight and sixty-one, Gwenn and Esperanza have just begun to wind down their activism and settle into the calmer rhythms of life.

			I was struck by one detail, however: They never decided to get married. When I brought it up, they were dismissive. They both grew up with assumptions that they wouldn’t live to see the legalization of gay marriage. Esperanza, specifically, spoke of seeing marriage as a civil right: a matter-of-fact, contractual, governmental agreement. As a civil right that had to be fought for, though, it didn’t seem particularly romantic.

			Gwenn was a bit more indignant. “When did the gay community become all about marriage and going to the military?” She adjusted her posture, coming closer to me. “You can still be fired for being gay in many parts of the country!” I can tell she wants to go on, but she stops herself.

			“I’m sorry. I can get an attitude,” she says with a laugh. “It just seems so…heterosexual.”

			
				“We’re older, and we knew what we wanted. We’d already sown our wild oats.”

				—Esperanza
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				Esperanza and Gwenn, as our server arrived with a second round of drinks. (Gwenn decided to have coffee.)

			

		

	
		
			Liora, Thunder, and Azalea

			Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

			Together since 2018

			When asked to choose a word that best describes their three-person relationship, Azalea, Thunder, and Liora introduced me to the term polycule. “We use that term to describe all the interconnected relationships between us,” Thunder explains. “It’s our romantic relationship but also the romantic relationships that our partners may have.”

			“Having a word for it just made it easier for us to understand and navigate. It feels more grounded,” Liora added. “Because there isn’t a road map, and we’re all very new at this.” One of the first things they learned—and each of them was quick to reiterate this—was that their romantic arrangement would involve a lot of group chats.

			For Azalea, Thunder, and Liora, being poly extends beyond romantic or sexual relationships to the larger idea of, as Thunder says, “holding space for the amount of love that people may be giving you.”

			Azalea expanded on this idea by using their pet cat as an example: “I love her, and our relationship exists. And I invest in that relationship. I also know that she loves to be petted and doesn’t care who it is. If you have the capacity to pet her, and you’re not petting her, she’ll look at you like, Why are you not petting me? And I respect that. She just wants to be petted by whoever she trusts. And my ability to pet her isn’t in competition or conflict with her desire to be petted 24/7. I can’t pet her in my sleep. So, I don’t mind if she gets that from other people.”
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				Liora, Thunder, and Azalea at Gallery Space in Philadelphia.

			

		

	
		
			Kay and Blaine

			Oakland, California

			Together since 2018

			In 2016, Kay was physically attacked while in New York City for a job interview. “A gender-based violence situation,” as they described it. “My eye was pretty busted open.” After a trip to the ER, they were released with stitches and a new outlook on the world. “I moved through the world, never thinking that I would be someone who would be harmed,” Kay tells me. “Like, yeah, you read the statistics. You hear This is the most violent year for transgender people in recorded history. You know that, statistically speaking. But then it’s you. I never thought I would be physically beat the fuck up in public in New York. You think these things happen in some back alley, in some small town. But no, it happens everywhere, all the time.” They took to social media to spread awareness about the attack. Soon, most of Kay’s friends in New York City began to check up on them. Alone in their hotel room, however, the only visitor they accepted was Blaine.

			Kay and Blaine had met a few months earlier at a party in Philadelphia, where Kay was the director of an LGBTQ Health Center. The pair had an instant connection, and despite being in relationships at the time, they decided to stay in touch. But three months after meeting, they were both single and preparing to leave Philadelphia: Blaine moved to New York City and Kay to Boston. They stayed in touch and quickly built a strong long-distance friendship.

			About five months had passed between the party and Kay’s interview in New York. When asked why Blaine was the only person they had wanted to see, Kay responded with a look that seemed to say: Why wouldn’t she be? “I always felt super comfortable around her. And in that moment, I realized that Blaine was the only person I’d be able to feel okay with.”

			After the ordeal, one thing became clear: Their feelings for each other were much stronger than the distance between them. Kay didn’t get the job but would visit Blaine in New York every chance they could. “And then it just became more than friendship after a while,” Blaine says. Their long-distance relationship spanned the 220 miles between Boston and New York City. However, when Blaine was offered a new job in Oakland, California, they reached a turning point.

			If the relationship was going to work, “I realized that I have to get serious and commit,” Kay says. “We have worked through a lot of trauma, a lot of things that we’ve experienced individually, but we’ve built our relationship through that, supporting each other and growing through the most difficult times of our lives.” Kay decided to move to the West Coast with Blaine.

			The day after our interview, I ran into Kay and Blaine at a New Year’s Eve party in downtown Oakland. I watched from afar as they shared their first kiss of 2020. They danced as if there were no one else in the room.

			
				“We have worked through a lot of trauma, a lot of things that we’ve experienced individually, but we’ve built our relationship through that, supporting each other and growing through the most difficult times of our lives.”

				—kay
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				Kay and Blaine at Oakland’s Lake Merritt.
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				I was deeply touched by Kay’s story of being attacked and wanted to convey the couple’s strength in their photo, asking them to “show me what ‘overcoming’ looks like.”
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			April and Michelle

			Detroit, Michigan

			Together since 2013

			I met April and Michelle at their bakery, Good Cakes and Bakes, where they served me red velvet cake and tart lemonade, as we talked about the unique challenges of owning a business as Black, gay owners. When they put up a rainbow flag in celebration of Pride, for example, their sales declined for a week. They kept it up anyway.

			The business, Michelle tells me, is an expression of their love. “I think there’s a superpower of Black women. We have to be superheroes. There’s so much resilience, and I’m always in awe of the way that Black women love folks. We still have time to love. Even with all that we’ve been through.

			She turns her attention to April and speaks alternatively to me, then her: “Oh, April, with this hard, hard exterior,” she professes. “She’s so easy to love. She’s so sweet. So, so kind. She’s so generous.” April, at this point, is blushing. Michelle presses on. “Even how we hire the folks we hire, a lot of it is April giving people chances, making sure we’re looking at folks who were incarcerated and not looking at them as second-class citizens.”

			We’re silent for a moment. April doesn’t know what to say. She’d been working since sunrise that day. Her shirt is dusted with flour—the evidence of her work is all over her clothing.

			“You put so much time into people,” Michelle says. “I feel like that’s love. And I’m so lucky you put so much of your time into me.”
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				The couple at their bakeshop, Good Cakes and Bakes, in Detroit.

			

		

	
		
			Janine and Kelly

			Cape Town, South Africa

			Together since 2009

			Sixteen years ago, Kelly was at a South African Pride march with her then-partner, when she saw a group of lesbians dressed as sailors. She was fascinated by the group, but one person, in particular, caught her eye. The next day, Kelly saw a photograph of that same group of sailors in a newspaper and immediately began to survey her friends, asking whether any of them recognized the one with whom she had locked eyes the day before: Janine. Through the magic of Cape Town’s lesbian network, she quickly tracked down Janine’s number and sent a vague message: “Hey Casanova.”

			For the next five years, Janine and Kelly were a consistent—though not constant—presence in each other’s lives. And minds. Since Kelly had a girlfriend when she reached out, she and Janine formed a platonic, though flirty, friendship. And then Kelly caught the travel bug and decided to spend the next few years of her life teaching English abroad, first in Taiwan and then in Vietnam. But all the while, they kept in touch. “It was just a door that wouldn’t shut,” Janine says. She returned to South Africa two years later, to find that Janine had a girlfriend. (That relationship—fortunately?—didn’t last long.) Their next two years were spent in flux, navigating professional and personal traumas and triumphs. But even as Kelly continued to travel, she and Janine always found time to see each other, even if only briefly, even if only for a hookup. In Janine’s telling, “This continued for two more years and one thousand breakups.”

			After five years of brief encounters, hookups, bad timing, and maintaining an occasionally long-distance “situationship,” they finally decided to be together. Recalling what inspired her to make the leap, Kelly recounts her experiences with different lesbian communities during her travels. “I saw so many out lesbian couples in Vietnam,” she says. “When I came back to Cape Town, I told myself, ‘I want this life.’ ” Given her upbringing, being raised by “alternative vegan hippie” parents, and never being “aesthetically queer,” it was not until college that she began to deeply question her sexuality. After college, she moved back to Cape Town with her then-girlfriend. “That was my coming out to my family,” she says. Though she never really “lived in the closet,” it wasn’t until she began to explore the world outside of her home that she became “brave” in her sexuality.

			Janine’s experience was the opposite. “Because of how I looked, I never got to live in the closet,” she said. “I grew up being identified as lesbian, sticking out.” Her youth was marked by disparaging comments from family, and, as she got older, from random people she’d pass in public—events she was forced to deal with before she could even make sense of her sexual orientation for herself. Growing older, it only got worse. “It was hectic in terms of violence,” she says. “And being the subject of violence.” Recalling her story of sexual assault, she highlights that her rapists “highlighted my queerness,” a disturbingly common practice in South Africa known as corrective rape, where men sexually assault lesbian-identified people with the intention of “turning” them straight. I don’t press for details, and she’s quick to move on to a more important part of her life’s story: the growth. “I spent a lot of my twenties confused,” she says. “A lot of my thirties, too. Now, in my forties, I’m doing the bulk of my healing.”

			Janine and Kelly now live together in Cape Town, and the thing that gets them most excited is discussing their creative and community building projects. In both of their lives, there was a constant struggle to find space to be seen and welcomed not only as queer people but also as people of color. “Most of the clubs, bars, and events here are for white gay men,” Janine explains. “And we just wanted to make spaces that we actually want to go to.” To that end, Janine started a very popular monthly party for Cape Town’s community of queer people of color, the Unofficial Pink Party, one of the few spaces in the city that explicitly welcomes nonwhite queer people. Kelly began Cape Town’s chapter of Naked Girls Reading, a quarterly event where femme-identified people share personal stories while fully naked. (From their promotional materials: “There’s something beautiful, something altogether more intimate, about a woman reading in the nude. It’s just that simple.”) These pursuits were not only important for their potential impact on their community but also for the health of their union: “Our relationship was swallowing both of us up, and we weren’t being our individual selves,” Kelly explained. “Now we get to support each other’s individual pursuits and make that space for self in our relationship.”

			“As soon as we created these spaces, it was like breathing new energy into our relationship,” Janine added. Ultimately, she says, their goal is simple: to help create a “community of consciousness, care, and love.”

			As we end our conversation, I ask for the most important thing I should know about their relationship. “If you can only say one thing,” Janine says, “you can say we grew up together. We did a lot of our growing up together.”

			
				“We did a lot of our growing up together.”

				—janine
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				Janine and Kelly at home in Cape Town, in the shadow of Table Mountain.

			

		

	
		
			Jason and Anthony, 
with Marcelino

			Atlanta, Georgia

			Together since 2006

			When I asked how Jason and Anthony met, they both laughed. Jason, burying his face in his hands for a moment, says, “Oh God, I hate this story.” Fourteen years before I met them, Jason had been an usher at his church in Philadelphia, where they both lived. One day—while ushering for a funeral—he noticed Anthony in the congregation. “I was like, damn, who’s that?” Jason recalls. “I was being fast in church, like always.”

			The next day, he called into the PartyLine, a phone-based “dating” service, where users were matched by recording (usually provocative) messages that others can listen to and, if interested, respond to arrange a meetup. Jason matched with a guy who seemed interesting, and the two exchanged messages. After two weeks of voice messages, Jason invited the man to his house. The man, to his surprise, turned out to be Anthony. “We [did it] like yard rabbits,” Anthony says, pointedly, using a more vulgar verb. Shouting over Jason’s protests (and laughter), he continues, “I want you to make a note that you can have sex on the first date and still find the love of your life.”

			At the time, Jason was still trying to make sense of his relationship with religion. He grew up going to church multiple times a week: His father was a pastor, and his mother was active in church leadership. His parents were emphatically unsupportive when he came out of the closet, resulting in a years-long quest to “rid” himself of “demons.” In his early twenties, he married a woman because he thought he was doing “the right thing.” Needless to say, it didn’t work out.

			Anthony, who quickly became a core part of Jason’s life, pushed him to embrace both his full self and his Christianity. “He taught me that I have to build my own relationship with God.” After a few months of dating, Anthony, a costume designer, and Jason, who seems to collect master’s degrees, settled into a life together. Feeling disconnected because Anthony was often jetting between Philadelphia and Los Angeles for work, the pair made a seemingly spur-of-the-moment decision to move to California together in 2010. “The way we live our life,” Jason explained, “if we want to do it, we just do it.”

			While living in L.A., Jason spent a year in culinary school in an attempt to find new direction in his life, but very soon after graduation, he couldn’t fight it anymore: He felt lost. “So I did the most L.A. thing ever,” he says. He went to a tarot card reader. She predicted two things for his future: He would have a new job within two months and, very soon, he would have a child.

			“I always wanted kids,” Jason says, as Anthony offers an affirmative mmhmm. “I always knew I was going to have children. I didn’t know how. I just knew. So when she said that, I just…” he pauses and takes a deep breath before continuing, “said, ‘Okay.’ ”

			Two weeks later, he started a new job at the Los Angeles LGBT Center. The path to fatherhood unfurled quickly after. “Our adoption was so easy,” Anthony began, “that our agency doesn’t like for us to tell our story and give people false hope.” Adoption, they explain, is a process. First, there are classes: Los Angeles County mandates that any prospective adoptive parents complete a twenty-four hour course (three, eight-hour classes) about the basics of parenting and adoption.

			Shortly after finishing the course, Anthony hurt his leg and had to spend an evening at the hospital. The next day, at work, shortly after leaving Anthony at the hospital, Jason received a text from their adoption agency about “an emergency situation” regarding a child in immediate need of fostering. The three-year-old, they were told, was ready for adoption, and the agency was prepared to set the couple up for visits. Jason asked for a photo and rushed back to Anthony’s hospital room to figure out a plan of action. Anthony, bedridden and unable to walk, said to Jason: “That’s my son. Go get him.”

			The process, they quickly learned, would not be quite as simple. The pair had their first home visit—their introduction to a potential foster child and the child’s introduction to his potential parents—monitored by a therapist who was there to explain everything to the child. The therapist communicated using play therapy and represented Jason and Anthony with Batman and Robin dolls. When they arrived for the first visit, Marcelino, laying eyes on Jason and Anthony for the first time, said, “I’ve been waiting for you.” Jason and Anthony had to make these visits two or three times per week, driving up to six hours (with traffic) round trip from Los Angeles to Corona, where Marcelino was living in foster care.

			Finally came the home stay, where the adoptive child has a chance to spend time with the parents in what could become their future home. When Marcelino arrived at Jason and Anthony’s apartment, he went directly to the space that had been prepared for him and said, “This must be my room,” in his adorable three-year-old’s voice. “It was like he’d already been there,” Jason said.

			After the second home visit, they were informed that Marcelino would be allowed to stay with them, as a foster child, for six months. Although it was a trial period, Jason immediately took time off from work to ensure that Marcelino would have anything he could possibly need and a spot in the best preschool they could find. Marcelino has always read above his grade level (and still does), a fact that Jason and Anthony are extremely proud to share.

			At the end of their foster care period, they were approved for adoption. They spent the next four months dealing with their adoption agency, social workers, lawyers, and mountains of paperwork, from a Social Security number change to a new birth certificate. Now settled in the suburbs of Atlanta, Anthony and Jason hope to adopt more children and look forward to experiencing versions of this process again and again.

			
				“The way we live our life, if we want to do it, we just do it.”

				—jason
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				Anthony, a wardrobe stylist, made a point of coordinating everyone’s attire for the photo.

			

			
				[image: ]
				Jason and Anthony take every possible opportunity to remind Marcelino that he is loved.

			

		

	
		
			Cynthia and Tracie

			Detroit, Michigan

			Together since 2010

			I stumbled upon a small church in Detroit with a gay pastor and a congregation whose members fell across the spectrum of sexual orientations. The sermon that day was about judgment—the futility of shaping one’s life around judgment from people on Earth, when God’s ideal of unconditional love is the only thing that matters.

			After the service, I met Cynthia. Her face seemed fixed in a permanent, genuine smile, and I immediately gravitated to her. The next day, I was in her front yard, asking Cynthia and her wife, Tracie, about what it’s like to be Black lesbian women in Detroit. “I feel like we’re living right now in a good place, where we can be open on every level,” Cynthia tells me. “But we’re still getting attacked. Legally. Physically.”

			They celebrated their union three times. First, in May of 2012, in a commitment ceremony—in a church, Cynthia emphasizes—before all of their family and friends. A few days later, they had a civil union, while on their honeymoon in Chicago. On July 26, 2015, when same-gender marriage was legalized by the U.S. Supreme Court, they made their union official for the final time.

			“I love to tell our story,” Cynthia says. “Because you need to see you can be Black, you can be gay, you can be Christian, you can be married, and you can be happy. God is love, and love is for everyone, and I refuse to let anybody beat me over the head and tell me what God’s love is.”
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				Cynthia and Tracie outside of their home.

			

		

	
		
			ore and elias

			Soweto, South Africa

			Together since 2018

			Over the course of four years, Elias had reached out to Ore via Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Tinder, and Snapchat. Each time they would strike up small conversations that ultimately went nowhere. It wasn’t until 2018, when they chatted via Grindr, that they decided to go on a date.

			They both expressed apprehension about meeting. Elias, nervous—despite years of reaching out—said, “I didn’t want to go!”

			“Grindr!” Ore laments, sucking his teeth. “I just hate it so much.”

			But they went out, and after breaking the ice, their apprehension gave way to enjoyment. Elias begrudgingly admits that he actually had a good time. Looking back, they’re both clear about the root of the tension: Turning to Elias, Ore yells, with a smile, “He was scared!” In Elias’s telling, he was still learning to be more open and forward about his desires, and it was a process. Especially after years’ worth of false starts, a first date comes with a lot of pressure.

			But it apparently went so well that Elias began the second date with a weighty question: “What are you looking for?”

			Seven months later, they moved in together.

			

			Ore, who, when I met him, was still debating whether he felt comfortable being out, is mum about the details of his upbringing. He does, however, share one detail: He makes his living as a gospel singer, adding even more weight to the choice of being open about his sexual orientation. “I was even afraid to meet you,” he tells me. “Sometimes, I think being gay will be the thing to crush my career.”

			Elias, having fought his entire life to live truthfully, is much more forthcoming. He was born in 1985 during the height of apartheid in South Africa. He lived in Free State province, a semirural community, with parents who faked their nationality (posing as Tswana people from Botswana), so his family could be free of apartheid-era work restrictions. This enabled them to access better educational and job opportunities than most other Black South Africans at the time.

			His family instilled in him a fighting spirit, and his mother, especially, taught him the importance of living in a way that feels true to himself. But Elias lost a lot of family throughout his life. His mother died in 2000, when he was fifteen. “I received Jesus when my mom passed away,” Elias said. “So, I think that gave me a lot of courage to face life and to face some of the challenges that I experienced thereafter.”

			His sister died in 2006, followed by his father in 2008, during his first year of university in Johannesburg. Grief stricken, he focused on his studies and immersed himself in campus life, eager to explore, for the first time, what it was like to live openly as a gay man. “It’s a taboo in the community, and you can’t, especially in the African rural communities, explore who you are. And I had to swallow that and keep it within me, until I got to university,” Elias says. “It was either you don’t speak about it, or you do and they kill you.”

			With no ties to family left, after he finished university, he decided to stay in Johannesburg.

			“I had to reflect on my own sexuality, what it looks like. I had to do what I want for myself and figure out, how do I become happy? How does it affect my spiritualism? And my Africanism as well? On this continent, it’s not so easy,” Elias says with a sigh. “It’s not so easy to be yourself.”

			After Elias shares his story, Ore briefly reflects on being in the closet and the possibility of getting engaged in the future. I wonder what he’ll tell his family should he and Elias decide to get married.

			“When I get married, I’m not gonna tell my mom who I am getting married to,” he says, in a tone that vacillates between humor and complete seriousness. “When she gets to the wedding and she finds that I’m marrying a man, I’m sure she’ll say, ‘I always knew it!’ ” He pauses for a moment. “Or maybe she’ll fight and then: Security, escort this woman!” The laughter subsides. He continues, “I just…I really don’t believe that I could go to anybody, sober minded, and literally say to them, ‘I’m gay.’ Not right now.”

			I remind him that he’s just said those words to me, a stranger.

			“Well, yeah,” he says. “I guess I did.”

			
				“On this continent, it’s not so easy to be yourself.”

				—Elias
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				The couple outside of their home. Ore, concerned about the professional repercussions of coming out, chose not to show his face.

			

		

	
		
			Carlos and Jared

			Orlando, Florida

			Together since 2017

			On September 20, 2017, Maria, a deadly Category 5 hurricane, made landfall on Puerto Rico. A thousand miles away, Carlos and Jared, both Puerto Rican, were on their first date in Orlando, Florida. Jared’s family was still on the island. Hurricanes are common in that part of the world at that time of the year, but this storm was different. It was expected to cause record-breaking damage, but no one knew just how much.

			“How was the date?” I asked. Carlos and Jared, both lively and gregarious, became calmer, more tender. “Maria and his family were obviously on his mind,” Carlos tells me. Other than that, the date was amazing.

			After the storm, Jared didn’t hear from his family for two weeks. The storm had been even more destructive than expected, and cell phone reception for many people on the island was down for almost a month. Jared eased his mind by volunteering with many of the relief efforts that had sprung up across Orlando. He and Carlos soon met again, at a charity event called Orlando United for Puerto Rico, a food and supply drive that Carlos—at the time, a community organizer and political candidate—had arranged, as the full scope of the storm’s damage, and the long path to recovery, became apparent to people on the mainland.

			“I saw him, and I thought, ‘Oh my God, he’s here, he’s here!’ ” Carlos recounts excitedly, doing “jazz hands.” So, while neither of them had planned it, the surprise chance to volunteer together for hours on a humid Saturday became their second “date.” They continued dating—and falling deeper in love with each other—even as Carlos was consumed by his re-election campaign for a seat in the Florida House of Representatives. For Jared, a former congressional intern and White House communications aide for Nancy Pelosi, a life in politics felt “like home.”

			Orlando has long had an active, vibrant community of queer people of color, but the Pulse nightclub shooting in 2016, in which forty-nine people were murdered by a gunman, bonded the community even tighter. Memories of the tragedy, which predates their relationship, continue to inspire their work as community leaders. Carlos and Jared frequently spoke of their “responsibility” to help queer people in Orlando feel that they could live openly, without fear. Together, they’re able to able to spread even more hope.

			“I’ve spoken to so many parents with young gay kids, who tell us that we give them hope that their kids are going to be okay,” Carlos says. “If you’re an LGBTQ person, particularly of color, in central Florida, living here after Pulse, you may be scared. Are you going to be able to go to a nightclub safely without being a target of hate? Are you going to be rejected by your family? It was such a traumatic time in our history. No one can forget, especially young LGBTQ people of color. So, living our lives out loud, particularly not only as an LGBTQ couple but as two Hispanic males in a public, same-sex relationship, that’s celebrated, I hope—I know—that had an impact on young people.”

			In fall of 2016, Carlos was elected to the Florida House of Representatives, the first openly gay Latino person to serve in the state’s history. Shortly before my visit in Summer 2019 they celebrated the first of two weddings. The first ceremony was held for their friends in Orlando, and they look forward to having a second, larger, ceremony with their families in Puerto Rico.

			
				“I’ve spoken to so many parents with young gay kids, who tell us that we give them hope that their kids are going to be okay.”

				—carlos
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				Carlos and Jared at their cozy home in Orlando.

			

		

	
		
			GAIL and LUCY

			Palm Springs, California

			Together since 1982

			Gail is recounting her coming of age in Los Angeles during the 1960s and makes sure to point out that the first thing she learned about gay bars, when she was no older than sixteen, was that you could spot any gay-friendly establishment by its prominent “No Military Personnel Allowed” signage.

			We order drinks—a bottle of Prosecco to start, followed by margaritas—and I settle in for what I assume is going to be a sad story. “What was it like,” I asked, “being Black and lesbian in the ’60s and ’70s?” I prepare to take notes about their trauma. “Absolutely wonderful.” Gail laughs. “At least for me.” She then looks to Lucy, who shares a similar sentiment: “Once I escaped Birmingham, I made a point to explore my sexuality freely.”

			Two unlikely paths led them together. Lucy “escaped” Birmingham, Alabama, for college and began to explore her attraction to women. Gail spent her youth in Los Angeles, checking out gay bars, going to the beach, and getting into trouble. She tells me about frequently being picked up by police for minor, arbitrary offenses and held overnight in a pen with other drunk people. The cops, she said, separated men and women but kept the butch lesbians—with whom she was grouped—from the femme lesbians. Their cell, she said, was called the Daddy Tank.

			In her early twenties, Gail grew tired of getting into trouble, realizing that “enough of this shit is enough.” She joined the military, which she calls, emphatically, “the worst, biggest, dumbest” mistake. There was, however, one bright side: She learned how to play golf, a game she still enjoys. (Military installations, she notes, tend to have great golf courses.) After leaving the military, she found work in TV news and moved to Washington, D.C., in the 1970s to work as a news director for WPFW, a Black radio station.

			Lucy’s young life was less chaotic: After finishing college, she began a career as an accountant. After working for a few major firms, she also moved to Washington, D.C., in the late 1970s, seeking a change of scenery. She and Gail lived “less than three blocks” from each other, but it was years before they realized it.

			By chance, Gail and Lucy both joined the board of Roadwork, an organization that supports national tours of art shows and performances by women of color, where they worked as booking agents for Sweet Honey in the Rock. (“Have you heard of them?” Lucy asks, before proceeding to explain who they are anyway: an a cappella ensemble of six to eight Black women, who perform via song, dance, and sign language.)

			One day, Gail decided to teach the board members how to play golf. “It just seemed like something the people on the board should know how to do,” she said with a shrug. And while most of the board members struggled on the driving range, Lucy was the only person to grasp the game and graduate to the golf course. So, Gail and Lucy became golf buddies. This lasted for three years. Gail tells me that after their first game together, she immediately “had to figure out how to get her to dump her girlfriend.”

			“She would come pick me up at 6:00 a.m. for morning golf games,” Lucy explains. “So, I had to leave my girlfriend in bed.”

			“She had her chance!” Gail interjects. “If someone was going out to play golf with my girlfriend every week, I’d learn how to play golf, too.”

			By 1983, they were in love, living together and dreaming of moving to California. The dream took more than a decade to come true, but in 1996, Lucy’s work for Sweet Honey in the Rock took her to Los Angeles. Lucy described living on the beach as “heavenly.” Gail was just happy to be back home.

			In the early 2000s, they decided to slow down the pace of their lives and move to Palm Springs, California, a laid-back, and very gay retirement town with a low-key party scene. Now they plan community events that, they hope, make Black people—particularly older Black people—feel welcome in the Palm Springs community. A few weeks before I met them, they’d won a Harvey Milk Award for their work.

			“We’re always doing something,” Lucy tells me. “Gail’s at the computer at 6:30 every morning, doing her thing.”

			“I can just sit around, smoke a joint, and let all sorts of things come to mind,” Gail says.

			Lucy quickly points out that she doesn’t partake in the morning joint ritual before turning the conversation to me. Am I dating anyone?

			“Not really,” I say, which they take as a chance to offer advice.

			“Don’t fall in love with anybody that’s not smart and doesn’t have any money,” Gail says, emphatically. “Don’t love them. That’s all I can say.”

			
				“We’re always doing something.”

				—Lucy
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				Gail and Lucy (begrudgingly) braved the desert heat of Palm Springs long enough to be photographed.

			

		

	
		
			Kadeem and Tenniel

			Toronto, Canada

			Together since 2008

			Kadeem and Tenniel met in 2007 at a long-running lesbian-centered party in Toronto called Cherry Bomb. There were only a few other Black people in attendance, and they noticed each other immediately. “When women wanted to flirt with me,” Kadeem began, “they would usually just make looks, until I walked over. Or start dancing up on my leg. Or punch my arm.”

			Not Tenniel. She approached Kadeem with a confidence he’d rarely seen from suitors. A Sean Paul song played. After one dance, Tenniel was smitten. “I gave him my personal cell phone, my work cell phone, my home email, and my work email,” she says. But Kadeem never called. All of Tenniel’s numbers had been written on a Post-it note, and, at some point, he’d lost it.

			Tenniel was fresh out of the closet and still settling into what it meant, for her, to be a lesbian, and a core part of that was searching for a gender presentation that felt genuine. She assumed that she needed to present as “butch.” She recalled, still surprised, that she had worn baggy jeans and Converse to Cherry Bomb in a misguided attempt to be accepted by other queer women.

			“You have to be yourself. And yourself is gay,” Tenniel recalled a friend telling her. She realized that she didn’t have to wear a costume to be queer. So, she dug deep into herself, searching for forms of expression that actually made her feel comfortable. After months of personal development and extensive style and wardrobe improvements, Tenniel encountered Kadeem again at a “Black and Gold” themed gala. This time, Tenniel wore a dress. She felt, for one of the first times, truly comfortable with herself in an LGBTQ–centered space.

			Kadeem, seeing Tenniel’s genuine side for the first time, was immediately enamored. “We made eye contact,” Tenniel recalls, “and we just knew.” That evening, they shared their first kiss at the intersection of Church and Wellesley streets in the middle of Toronto’s “gayborhood.” During Pride 2019, over a decade after their first dance, they were married in a ceremony sponsored by Skittles, the candy company, two blocks from where they had shared that first kiss.

			As Kadeem and Tenniel settled into their relationship, they cut off communication with most of their relatives, assuming that their families wouldn’t be supportive. “It’s unfortunately a common experience for people in our community,” Tenniel says, speaking to both the experiences of people in the LGBTQ community at large and also to Kadeem’s specific experience as a trans man with familial roots in Jamaica, an island known for its harsh expressions of homophobia and transphobia. But after more than a decade of dating Tenniel, settling into his post–transition life, and getting married, Kadeem decided that it was time to bring his relatives back into his life.

			Nervous, and with Tenniel in tow, he made the journey back to Jamaica and was both surprised and delighted to discover that his family was the “most gay-positive, trans-positive family you’ve ever met.” When Kadeem reintroduced himself, his grandmother, the family’s matriarch, immediately embraced his name and honest pronouns, gladly replacing her old photos of Kadeem with new ones. She insisted that Kadeem meet with the rest of their family, and soon he was reuniting with his cousins on the island.

			And that song that Tenniel and Kadeem had danced to when they first met? It turned out that one of Kadeem’s cousins, a popular producer in Jamaica, had written it.

			
				“We made eye contact. And we just knew.”

				—Tenniel
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				I looked up from adjusting my camera and found Kadeem and Tenniel in a world of their own.
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			Tzu-Yung and Briyana

			Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

			Together since 2013

			Briyana and Tzu-Yung met in 2013 at Princeton University, when Tzu-Yung was overseeing a bus trip for a group of queer students of color called the QPosse. Tzu-Yung was in charge of making sure that everyone made it back to Princeton safely, and, as such, they began each leg of the trip with a roll call. When Tzu-Yung called Briyana’s name, Briyana looked up to see “one of the cutest humans” they’d ever seen before. It was the final semester of Briyana’s senior year and after a few months of crossing paths with Tzu-Yung, a sophomore, the two decided to go on a date.

			“They sent me an email that was like, ‘Hey, let’s hang out before I graduate,’ ” Tzu-Yung explained. So, they hung out in Briyana’s room and watched three hours of RuPaul’s Drag Race.

			“And then, it was like, boom! U-Haul!” Briyana adds, clapping for emphasis.

			“I just felt like this person got me,” Tzu-Yung explained. It was a feeling they’d never experienced before. “Briyana understood my feelings about expression, and gender, and not only accepted them but embraced them.”

			On their second date, Tzu-Yung, feeling totally comfortable with another queer person—or, really, anyone—for the first time, was moved to tears. They cried for an hour. “Briyana made me feel totally comfortable and vulnerable. For the first time, I wasn’t worried about what gender I was presenting or how I was coming off.” With the walls broken down between them, they were able to share parts of their personalities with each other that had rarely surfaced for others. “I started to allow myself to be silly and fun and airy like I am now,” Tzu-Yung said.

			Briyana, who identifies as queer and nonbinary, had long struggled to find comfort in the labels gay or straight or even understand what romance was “supposed to be.” Getting to know Tzu-Yung and connecting with someone who was also interested in dismantling the norms of gender and sexual orientation helped Briyana realize how a relationship was supposed to feel: freeing.

			They were both on a journey, Tzu-Yung tells me. “And our journeys would not have been the same if we weren’t there for each other. My journey would not have been what it was without Briyana there.” This journey, the search for reflections of themselves in the world, has spanned their entire lives. “I never had something to look up to and say, ‘This could be me,’ ” Briyana says.

			Tzu-Yung, who lived in Taiwan until moving to Cleveland, Ohio, at age thirteen, recalls the dearth of queer representation—or even acknowledgment—that defined their childhood. “I feel like as long as I’ve had a sense of self awareness, I’ve felt that I was different from the people around me.” Growing up, Tzu-Yung felt an immense pressure to build their identity—beyond their sexual orientation and gender expression but also their hopes, dreams, and aspirations—around what other people expected of them. “When I was younger, I had this misguided aspiration to be whatever would make my family and peers happy,” Tzu-Yung says. “Now I’m learning to let go of that and giving myself permission to stop worrying about whether I’m being judged.”

			
				“I never had something to look up to and say, ‘This could be me.’”

				—Briyana
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				Tzu-Yung and Briyana, seeking refuge from the sun at Bartram’s Garden in Philadelphia.

			

		

	
		
			Danielle and Patricia

			Detroit, Michigan

			Together since 2004

			When I first met Patricia, she was quiet, and I wondered how I could make her feel less shy. She and Danielle sit up straight and smile as we start to chat, and when I ask them to describe how they met, Danielle does most of the talking.

			They worked together at the Detroit Police Department, and Danielle, with an immediately charming dramatic flourish, recalls the moment she first encountered Patricia at work fifteen years earlier. “I saw this curvaceous little tenderoni at her desk, and I just knew…”

			Danielle is clearly excited to talk about their relationship. Stories pour out of her, and she often places her hands over her heart for emphasis. Patricia offers few words but signals her agreement with smiles, affirmative touch, or the occasional nod. When I ask Danielle to tell me about their first date, she sits up and spreads her arms wide. Patricia leans back, seemingly excited to let her speak.

			“So, she took me on this journey,” she began. That journey ended in an unexpected place: “A friend’s mom’s bar,” as she described it. They played table games and talked for hours. The date, they agreed, was perfect.

			Patricia, sixteen years Danielle’s senior, had been single and celibate—and “on a spiritual journey”—for eight years, when they had their first date. She doesn’t offer many details, except to tell me that she needed the time to “heal and really feel comfortable letting someone close to me again.”

			They casually dated for the next six months. “We’d do things like go to the Detroit RiverWalk and talk and talk and talk,” Danielle recalls, waving a hand with each talk. And “after all this talking, one day, I leaned over and said, ‘What if I kiss you right now? Because I’m waiting on you to kiss me.’ ”

			Patricia had, during their courtship, gotten braces and was afraid to kiss Danielle but at that moment, she decided to get over it. “She blew my mind with that one kiss,” Danielle says.

			Danielle and Patricia forged a bond over their similar upbringings. Danielle was the child of functioning addicts and had seldom seen healthy expressions of love. She had had a series of relationships—“all abusive,” she says, with men and women growing up.

			After finishing high school, she went to college and then to the police academy. Shortly after starting at the academy, she began dating a man—someone whom, after two years, she came very close to marrying. “He would just wear me down, to the point where I had lost myself,” she says of her emotionally abusive partner. “And then one day, I woke up and said it: ‘I am not happy in this heterosexual relationship.’ ” After her breakup, she says, “I felt free.” She has been on a journey to rediscover and fall in love with herself ever since.

			I ask how this journey has impacted her relationship with Patricia, and Danielle becomes still for the first time since I met her—she and Patricia share a moment, just brief eye contact, and Danielle turns to me again.

			“I’ve had some very dark moments, and the fact that she loved me through those, encouraged me, and prayed for me really helped me learn to love myself again,” she says. “I came with a lot of insecurities and a lot of baggage.”

			We’re all quiet for a moment. “You have to make the choice to trust the person you’re with,” Danielle says, breaking the silence. “I just had to look within myself and decide to let go and let this person love me.”

			“You saying that really woke something up in me,” Patricia interjected, speaking at length for the first time. She seems, if only for a moment, to have warmed up to me. “I had my own struggles with religion,” she began, forcefully. “I spent so much time believing that homosexuality is a sin. I didn’t know anything about being ‘gay.’ I was just being myself.” Patricia is quiet, but it’s clear that her spiritual growth has helped them both build a solid foundation for their relationship. She’s very proud that they now, as an openly lesbian couple, go to church and pray together.

			
				“You have to make the choice to trust the person you’re with. I just had to look within myself and decide to let go and let this person love me.”

				—Danielle
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				The couple shortly after Danielle’s patrol shift.

			

		

	
		
			micah and kellI

			Atlanta, Georgia

			Together since 2018

			“I would see her around and try to talk to her, but she never remembered me,” Micah says of their time in college, where they first met Kelli. For her part, Kelli doesn’t recall this happening. She calls this detail of Micah’s story “cute.” After graduating, Kelli published an article that Micah read and loved. They slid into her DMs to congratulate her (and remind her that they’d been classmates). Eventually, they asked her on a classic date: dinner and a movie. “And the rest is, like, y’know, history,” Micah says, earnestly.

			“Being a Black trans woman and dating cis Black men, I’ve had a lot of problems. I was just ready to give up. I’ve had problems trusting men and letting men in, but I’ve had to work through that,” Kelli says. She struggled to define her identity as a queer trans woman through her teen years but made a personal commitment to “finding herself” in college. So, one day, after a lifetime of working up the courage, she decided to erase all evidence of her cisgender persona from the internet and reemerge as the first version of her true self. “I never really had a coming out. I didn’t think anybody deserved that. I gave this to myself,” she says. Kelli has been misgendered her whole life—people often confused her for a masculine-presenting lesbian as a kid. “A lot of people saw me before I saw myself. I kept trying to fight it and go against it but fast forward to college and…” she shrugs, as if to say, Now look at me.

			Discovering the voices of other Black trans women was crucial in helping Kelli make sense of her own transition. Reading Janet Mock’s Redefining Realness helped her make sense of what it meant to be trans. She also credits Kat Blaque, a “fat, Black YouTuber” for making her feel less alone. For Kelli, finding someone whose life experience so closely reflected her own made her feel “a whole lot safer” in the world.

			Micah sat quietly, admiring Kelli, for most of the interview. They’re still working through their beliefs on masculinity, gender expression, and romance. When asked about their journey into queerness, Micah tells me, “I didn’t start seeing more than [cis] women attractive until college.”

			“What was that like?”

			“Weird.”

			“Why?”

			“Because it was hard to accept,” Micah said, smiling—a mix of nervousness and relief. “But over time, I came to accept it.”

			“See?” Kelli exclaimed. “They’re cute.”

			
				[image: ]
				Micah and Kelli at Phoenix II Park in Atlanta.
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				Kelli is a natural model. “Just look at her!” Micah said to me (more than once).

			

		

	
		
			Miguel and Alex

			San Francisco, California

			Together since 2005

			It was raining when I arrived at Miguel and Alex’s house. “That’s a shame,” Alex says. “We could’ve taken a photo outside. It would’ve been great. The two of us, set outside, against the neighborhood.” They live together in Miguel’s childhood home in San Francisco’s Mission District on a street of row houses and low-slung power lines. It’s obvious that the city is close to their hearts. They both grew up there.

			Miguel, unprompted, narrates the history of San Francisco, from the story of the Ohlone tribe, the native occupants of the land, to the establishment of Mission Dolores by the Spanish, to the current gentrification of the neighborhood. “I love this house. I love this community. It was my first family,” Miguel says. “Although we were mainly an immigrant community, low—very, very low—income, we had each other’s backs and built this community with so much…” He grasps at the air, searching for the right word. He finally lands on: “Color. And life.” He recounts the social movements that were born out of the neighborhood: labor organizing, the Central America Solidarity Movement. Growing up in The Mission lit a fire in him that never went away. “And that’s why I love this place so much,” he says.

			Miguel and Alex first met while they were students at an all-boys Catholic school in “probably 1988 but maybe 1987” during Spanish class. “Miguel likes to tell this story that I cheated,” Alex says, “but that’s fabricated.” Neither Miguel nor Alex was out in high school, so their friendship remained just that: a friendship. This is, unfortunately, not a story about high school sweethearts. After their graduations (Alex in 1988, Miguel in 1989), they went their separate ways. Alex, however, is quick to add one detail: “I always knew, in some way, that I’d end up with Miguel.” He doesn’t explain further.

			Four years later, Miguel was fresh out of college and back in San Francisco, a proud openly gay man. He’d soon be moving to Washington, D.C., and was out to celebrate one night. En route to The Stud, a legendary gay bar in San Francisco’s South of Market neighborhood, he spotted Alex waiting in line to get in. “I knew he was a queen,” Miguel says. He sounds as triumphant now as he felt then. “I knew it!”

			Miguel was ecstatic to meet someone from his past, especially while trying to understand his place in the world, post-college. “It made me feel somewhat okay,” he said. “Like, I’m on solid ground now. I’m not alone.” The reunion was brief. Soon after, they went their separate ways again: Miguel to Washington, D.C., and Alex to Las Vegas.

			Fourteen years passed. They kept in touch.

			“You know,” Miguel notes. “There were no cell phones back then.” He turns to Alex. “Were there?”

			Alex, looking at me, answers emphatically, “No, there weren’t!”

			Eventually, life brought them both back to San Francisco, and in 2004, Miguel decided to run for city council. There was a strong wave of anti-immigrant sentiment brewing in the city at the time, and Miguel recalls facing a lot of discrimination from other people in the gay community: “I remember going to the Castro, and these white gay guys told me to go back where I came from. Now, I was like, I’m from 24th and Harrison. You’re probably from Iowa. So, don’t tell me I’m going anywhere. This is my city.”

			“But anyway,” he continues, “I lost the election.”

			By 2005, Miguel and Alex were both in San Francisco, not quite lost, but still trying to determine what steps they would take next in life. They had another reconnection, this time at a friend’s party. A couple of weeks later, they went to see Luis Miguel in concert together. They started dating in September of that year and by November, Alex “laid down the law and made it official.” A few months later, they moved in together.

			
				“I remember going to the Castro, and these white gay guys told me to go back where I came from. Now, I was like, I’m from 24th and Harrison. You’re probably from Iowa. So, don’t tell me I’m going anywhere. This is my city.”

				—Miguel
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				Miguel and Alexander in their living room; they live in Miguel’s childhood home.

			

		

	
		
			emmy and bernice

			Cape Town, South Africa

			Together since 2014

			A few months after marrying Emmy, Bernice left her job. She had worked at a combination wine shop/restaurant, and it was a perfect fit, given Bernice’s passion for food and hospitality. But the owner, to use Bernice’s polite language, came from a “different background,” and began to treat her poorly now that she had a wife.

			She had no alternative gig and no back-up plan, and soon after walking out of her job for the last time, a Friday, she struggled to believe what she had done. By Monday, she’d heard about a restaurant space that was for sale. Owning their own restaurant and community space had always been Bernice and Emmy’s dream. They weren’t exactly ready to realize that dream, but sometimes, they figured, you have to go with the flow.

			Soon after, Emmy also left her job to focus on building the dream full-time. They made a bid on the space, and after setting aside a down payment and months of planning, the deal fell through. This, they thought, surely must be a sign. Discouraged and pressed for income, they spent the next few months trying to craft a plan for their lives, which had, in a few months’ time, fallen to shambles. Bernice did odd jobs as a home chef, while Emmy taught group fitness classes to make ends meet. They considered giving up and starting anew somewhere else: They could move to Dubai, where Emmy would teach yoga. They could become certified as English instructors and teach students in a far-flung place like Malta.

			But then, a lifeline: Another restaurant space appeared on the market in their price range. Within two months, they had moved into what would become The Two Eves, their restaurant. “Everything was hectic, and then in the blink of an eye, we were here,” Emmy says, walking among the empty tables, as they prepared for that evening’s dinner service. When I visited, it had been only six weeks since they first opened for business, and the space was already beginning to feel like “home” for them. They’re most proud of the collection of art they keep on the walls, all pieces from young, queer artists in Cape Town.

			“We don’t call ourselves a gay restaurant or a lesbian restaurant or anything,” Bernice says. “But there aren’t many places in Cape Town that are truly ours, and whenever I see a gay couple come in, I love to make that connection with them.”

			
				“We don’t call ourselves a gay restaurant or a lesbian restaurant or anything. But there aren’t many places in Cape Town that are truly ours, and whenever I see a gay couple come in, I love to make that connection with them.”

				—Bernice
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				Emmy and Bernice in their restaurant, The Two Eves, a few hours before the start of dinner service.

			

		

	
		
			Conclusion

			The work begins

			Halfway through the process of making this book, I met El-Farouk and Troy (read about them on this page). The purpose of the project, I kept reminding myself, was to show the world (and me) that love between queer people of color is real, that we’re part of a global community, that there’s nothing wrong with me or any of us, that we just have some undefined form of “healing” to do. But, at that point, this project was doing none of that. Not yet.

			I had the privilege of announcing my book deal in the New York Times, in an article with the headline, “I Wanted to Change the World for Gay Black People. Starting with Myself.” It was true. If nothing else, at this point, you should know that I believe in the power of storytelling to change people’s lives. But what, exactly, did I want to change? And how was I supposed to do it?

			When I interview a couple, I generally like to stay in control of the conversation. There’s a lot of information to gather: relevant names, years, who asked whom out, and so on. By the time I’d arrived at El-Farouk and Troy’s front door, I didn’t feel in control anymore. I’d spent the night before I met them wondering why I was even doing this project. In my phone’s Notes app, I wrote: I’m taking a lot of photos, and I’m hearing a lot of stories, but what, exactly, am I searching for? So, I decided to just show up and talk. During our conversation, I found myself thinking about some of the lowest points in my life, the brief moments when I would consider all of the pain in the world, then look toward the future and ask, What’s the point?

			“Uh, one thing, I guess, that I’ve been thinking about recently,” I began, my voice trembling, “just for my own personal development over the past decade or two, is that I’ve been on this constant process of unlearning a lot of the negative stuff I’ve been taught,” I said. “How do you unlearn the negative things the world has taught you about being queer? You have to totally relearn to love yourself, and…how do you do that?” If I’m being honest, I sounded desperate.

			El-Farouk, recalling his history of activism and spirituality, responded: “I think that the reason a lot of movements, political or social, are not successful, is that they aren’t tied to a spiritual shift in the individual.” After pausing for a few seconds to find the right words, he continues, “We have to be personally transformed in order to change the world. Because if we’re only responding out of anger or fear, then there can be no true transformation of ourselves or the world around us. Right?” As their son, Tajalli, started to get a bit restless, he added one more thought. “If you want to change the world, it has to be lodged in something positive. It has to be lodged in love. And your vision of the future has to be based on hope.”

			I made new notes that evening: Radical self-love changes everything. You have to move beyond everything that told you that you were unworthy, and then work from that place, wherever it is.

			Going forward, I made a point of asking people about their “unlearning process,” and, slowly, I started to unearth the thing I’d been searching for. This was my connection to everyone else in this project, to the global community of queer people of color. We all seemed to be on the same journey, of unlearning the ways we had been conditioned to devalue ourselves. And most people seemed to be somewhere along the painful process of rebuilding their senses of self from scratch. I thought that seeing so many queer people of color in love would be the end of this journey for me. But now that I’m “done,” I know that it’s just the beginning.

			A few months later, I was in New Orleans, photographing Asia and Erefaka (see this page). I told them about my conversation with El-Farouk and Troy, and soon enough, we were discussing our own journeys, throwing around the phrase “radical self-love” over and over again. Asia and Erefaka seemed, for a moment, to forget I was there, as they started to discuss the ways that societal and cultural structures influenced who they, at younger ages, thought was worthy of love. Speaking directly to Erefaka, Asia said, “If I know that I, as a Black woman, am beautiful, am worthy of love, why would I not see that in another Black woman?” As Erefaka wrapped her in a full embrace, she continued, “I think I really learned to love myself through loving you.”

			At the beginning of this book, I mentioned a younger version of myself and made a point of saying that I made this project for him. I imagined the impact that seeing these images and hearing these love stories would have had on my development. That could be me, I imagined him thinking. But perhaps that isn’t the entire lesson. Perhaps the most transformative thing we can do is take the love that we have for others and turn it inward, toward ourselves. Perhaps that’s where the work begins.

			
				[image: ]
				Neo and Maneo, Cape Town, South Africa.
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				Keisha and Sandra, Detroit, Michigan.
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				Jeannina and Angie, Palm Beach, Florida.
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				Nicole and Jaclyn, with Shane and Wyatt, Cape Town, South Africa.
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				Conilyn and Loretta, Toronto, Canada.
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				Bianca and Charlene, with Zana, Johannesburg, South Africa.
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				The author in his home office in Brooklyn. This was the corner where he’d sit and cry and wonder if this book would ever be finished. 
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