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To my mother, Gloria

To my brother, Lamar

To my COTS

To all my teachers

To trans and nonbinary people everywhere, you are anointed

And to dreamers everywhere, who long for the transcendence already inside of you, ready to be claimed





When we deny the story, it defines us. When we own the story, we can write a brave new ending.

—Brené Brown










AUTHOR’S NOTE

Tell me something you don’t want us to know.

Brad Calcaterra, an actor and acting coach I met in 2010, would often give us this prompt in his Act Out class, and it’s a thought that comes to mind now. This class was so healing and transformative for me, sharpening my performance instrument, and that exercise was a way for actors to drop into intimacy but also to process our shame, our secrets. Tell me something you don’t want us to know.

The first time I had the idea to write a book, right after Orange Is the New Black first aired, I was still living a lie. Of course, I didn’t think of it that way. I never even thought of it as lying, not really. I had been taught, both consciously and unconsciously by my mother, that there are just some things—many things—that one simply doesn’t talk about. It’s not a lie if you believe it. I’d unconsciously embraced this as a way of life. And, oh, I did believe it—I had to. The whole truth of my story rendered me unfit for polite society, for all my hopes and dreams, for true connection, for love. I created a persona of who I thought I was supposed to be, so that no one around me knew who I really was. By the time I saw my face on magazine covers, I had been skirting the edges of the truth for decades—even lying about my age, refusing to tell reporters who asked and having close friends who didn’t know if I was thirty or forty. I had been lying to myself most of all.

What I’ve written here even many of my closest friends don’t know. I had been living my life since childhood wrapped up and weighed down by layers of armor so heavy and thick that it was unimaginable to ever fully let anyone into those hidden parts of me. The armor was so dense and impenetrable that I did not know who was underneath it.

This book is about finally chiseling away that armor to reveal the person underneath. It’s only by shining light in the darkest corners that I might ever say I am truly healing. The process of writing this was an excavation, an exorcism. In writing this book, I’ve grappled with trying to be as honest and accurate as possible about what really happened to me. When there were moments of uncertainty, I reached out to others who were there for clarity. Some names have been changed to protect people I’ve encountered in my life. Rather than using my old name, I have chosen to go by my given middle name on my birth certificate, Leverne, throughout the pre-transition scenes. I use feminine pronouns to refer to myself both pre-transition and post-transition, because that is how I’ve always seen myself and who I’ve always been.

Bring it on. Let’s give it raw. Human stories are flawed and messy, and so is mine. I feel like I’ve tried to be so careful throughout my career, always trying to say the right thing, to not be a detriment to the various communities I represent. But now I’m letting that all fall away. Now I say, Let the truth in.







PART ONE [image: ] WHAT’S WRONG WITH ME?






CHAPTER 1 [image: ] Fight Them Back and They’ll Be Done

When I was eight years old, I got my life at the playground of our apartment complex in Mobile, Alabama. The Washington Plaza playscape wasn’t much to look at—a slide and a couple of swings—but it was where all the socializing happened for us apartment kids. In the summers and after school, you could hear kids happily shrieking, chasing each other around, catching each other and screaming, You’re it! It was a place where childish first kisses were shyly planted on cheeks, a place where the bigger, stronger kids could show off by swinging as high as they could on the swings and then leaping off, like Superman, and landing on their feet to the impressed murmurs of others. It was also the kingdom and domain of the Carraway boys.

Jay and Ronald Carraway started out as friends to my brother, Lamar, and me when we moved into the complex a year or so before. When we ran outside to play, they were two of the first kids we met on the playground. Jay was slightly older than us and Ronald was about our age, standing a little shorter than his older brother. They were rowdy and liked to roughhouse, giving each other noogies and using their swagger to command respect, boys who might talk back to an adult and dare you to challenge them. They were the kind of boys I’d heard my mother say would end up “dead or in jail” one day.

“Hey, I’m Lamar,” my twin brother had introduced us. “This is Leverne.”

Jay and Ronald considered us. We must’ve looked okay because they tossed us a nod and their own introductions. Then, “Tag, you’re it!” They shoved us so roughly that we staggered on our feet. Aggression was the language they spoke, something I’d noticed with other boys. Boyhood masculinity is something that has to be proved. Even in play, part of the work of boyhood is proving your undeniable masculinity. They always had an insult ready to hurl—a culture of communication laced in violence that I’d never understood. It felt abusive, not like play. But I’d also learned to play along, to assimilate. Lamar and I looked at each other and grinned. Took off running after them.

But that was in the beginning. After a few times playing together, I could see them squinting at me, trying to figure me out. Why you talk like that? Jay would snort. All proper. Or one time, playing on the swings, You’re like a girl. Why you actin’ like a girl? I shrugged and tried to play it off, but I did not know how to act more masculine. The blustering gestures and horseplay felt foreign to me, ill-fitted to my body and temperament. While my brother also had some feminine mannerisms that were easily noticeable to the eye and ear, he could change his swagger to match the setting better than I could. I couldn’t help the lilt of my voice, hide the natural fluidity of my wrists, the balletic expressiveness of my hands as I talked. And I didn’t want to hide. I stood with my back straight, unlike the other kids’ slouching posture. Already, at eight years old, I was a prim and proper lady.

On this particular day, my brother was not with me. During one of these teasing sessions—Why you talk like that?—one of the Carraway boys shoved me. I don’t even remember which one. They were interchangeably menacing figures. This time, I couldn’t keep my balance and found myself falling, hitting the gravel of the playground. I scowled, annoyed at first, but then, looking up at them, I saw the switch flip in their eyes. I saw that flicker of threat, the way their stances shifted into those of aggression that made the hairs on my arms stand on end. They were disgusted by me. I was no longer a friend, a peer, someone to play with. I was an easy target. I was prey.

Their fists landed in unison on my face, my chest.

“You see this faggot? Look at this sissy! Like a girl!” one of them sneered, half laughing in glee as they pummeled me. Their voices blended into one as they pelted me, hurling every name they could think of, and my instinct—from as far back as the days of day care bullying—took over, rolling me onto my side and into a ball. Faggot. Sissy. The words rang in my ears, those from the past intermingling with those of the Carraway boys. I’d heard these words before. At first, I had not known what they meant, but now, after years of it, I recognized them—words that meant I was different from the other kids. A girl when I should have acted like a boy.

“Get up and fight back, you sissy!” they screamed. “You a punk!”

I could hear the crunch of the gravel as their feet alternated to kick me. Could feel the cold dig of the pebbles into my skin when they stomped me.

I curled tighter. Just wait it out. They’ll get tired. They’ll get bored. But they didn’t. They were energized, ready for round after round. Every hit landed on top of where another had been, mounting the sting and agony until my body screamed. I tensed in anticipation of each blow, afraid of the pain I knew would follow. There was no end in sight. Somehow, I got to my feet and furiously ran as fast as I could, only looking back a few times. I had gotten away from them. Soon I was sprinting up the single flight of stairs to our second-floor apartment.

I burst through the front door, shaking with adrenaline and fear, my knees weak from the beating and the running. My skin stung where they’d hit me. Kicked me. Their words rang in my ears.

I moved down the hall toward my bedroom, toward safety. It was a modestly furnished apartment in a part of downtown Mobile referred to as “Down the Bay,” a mostly Black neighborhood south of Government Street. My stressed-out single mom, Gloria Jean Cox, was holding down four jobs to pay for that apartment. And right across the street was Bethel AME Church. Weekly attendance was mandatory. My brother and I had been baptized at Bethel a year before. There was a sofa and a couple chairs in the living room that went with the seventies-style giant box of a television set on the floor with its glass screen. There was a little bar in the corner where we’d sometimes do our homework. White plastic blinds on the windows and vacuum track marks perpetually in the carpet. Bunk beds in our room, which was the first room on the left, and our mother’s room was in the back of the apartment with a hallway connecting it all. The kitchen was to the left of the living room with a small island and a sliding door to the balcony. It was through that balcony door that you could see the apartment leasing office and, just beyond that, the playground I’d just run from.

“Leverne!” I heard my mother call me from the kitchen. “Come here, what’s wrong?” She must’ve heard me rush in and slam the door behind me.

There was nothing I wanted less than to go to her in my disheveled state. But not coming when I was called was not an option. I loved my mother with all my heart, but I was also very afraid of her. She would scream and yell at us with such anger and rage, always at maximum volume. She berated us as if she were seeking revenge against us for the happy life we’d robbed her of because we were born. We were reminded daily what a burden we were, that she was doing this all alone, that our good-for-nothing daddy, WT, had never even offered to help. She always seemed to punctuate her disciplinary monologues with “If you don’t act right I’ll put you out!”

And when we had really messed up, out came the belt. Bend over, pants down. Take your punishment.

I lived in fear of the belt—or worse. When she really wanted to teach us a lesson she’d say, “Go get a switch off that tree,” a form of corporal punishment. The slow walk of shame to the tree. Do I pick this one… or this one? I’d made the mistake once before, choosing the thinnest twig I could find to bring back, thinking I wouldn’t feel a thing with that little twig. But I quickly learned, over and over again, that those little ones hurt worse than the thicker sticks, like being whipped with a thin wire, razor-sharp, over and over again. I shrieked and cried the entire time, and it left behind raised, bleeding welts that screamed on my skin for days. And the sound—you could hear the wwhhhh, wwhhhh of the twig slicing through the air every time she reared her hand back and brought it down to whip me. It was an impossible sound to forget.

So I reluctantly went to her. She was in the kitchen cleaning the collard greens in the sink for dinner. You know they’re clean when they’re squeaky, when they squeak, she’d once taught us, her rule for all things cleaning-related. She cooked down-home meals of red snapper, and she could put her foot in some gumbo. Savory shrimp and grits and delicious okra. She made neck bones, but she was anti-chitlins—she didn’t like that they were the intestines of the animal. Chicken, she tried not to fry too often, so she would boil it if she was trying to be healthy and less “ghetto.”

When she saw me, her whole face shifted. She stopped what she was doing, dried her hands on a dish towel, then placed one hand on her hip.

“What happened to you?”

I tried to slow my breathing. Maybe I could make it seem not as bad as it was. “Those boys outside. The Carraway boys, they—”

“You let them beat you up like this?” Her voice curved upward in alarm. “What did you do to set them off?”

“Nothing,” I whimpered.

“You must’ve done something.”

I thought to myself, Well, according to the Carraway boys, being a sissy, punk, faggot, girl was the “something” I did. But I couldn’t say that to her. In my silence, my mother’s voice rang with a familiar tirade. “Leverne, I’ve told you, if you fight them back, then they’ll be done. I told you how I had to beat that girl’s ass back when I was a kid, right? That girl used to mess with me every single day, and one day instead of just running away, I turned around and beat. Her. Ass. And I bet you she never came back to mess with me again. That’s all you’ve got to do, Leverne, is beat their ass one good time, and they’ll leave you alone. You hear me? Stop all that running and beat. Their. Ass.”

I didn’t want to say I was afraid to fight, but I was. I just wasn’t a fighter. To me, fighting was as bad as smoking. The very idea disgusted me. I was better than being mired in the petty, mundane horrors of Mobile, Alabama. There was also something so demeaning about fighting on a playground with people who were not even worthy of my time. People who might one day “end up dead or in jail.”

“Don’t come back here letting those boys beat you up, Leverne,” she warned. I could hear the seriousness in her tone. “You do it again, and I’ll beat your ass.” I could feel her urgency, her need, in the gravity of her tone—for me to be able to stand up for myself, even if she had to threaten me into doing it—but I legit, in every fiber of my being, felt like, They’re nobody, and I will not lower myself to being like them.

I told myself that from then on I would rise above it. Rise above them, the kids who beat and teased me. I would not be like them. Because I was better than them. I was going to be somebody, even if they would not, and I would not let them bring me down into the mud and dirt with them. The only thing left, then, was to figure out how I would survive them.



My mother was, and still is, our family historian. She is obsessed with collecting and sharing family lore. It brought her a tickle of delight, a sense of satisfaction, a touch of nostalgia. But I never had any interest in our family lore, murmured over a game of cards as my mother gossiped with her friends in the living room. Relatives named June Bug and Aunt (pronounced Ain’t) Panky. Uncle Jake in a wheelchair with one leg amputated from diabetes, living in a poor country shack. I never felt attached to our family stories. They felt backwater and just not me. I was already looking to a future where I could get away. Still, these bits of lore, these pieces of who our family was and how we came to be, would not go away so easily.

My family is from Mobile, a port city on Alabama’s Gulf Coast. We are right in the path of hurricane season every year. Summers were so hot and humid a bare foot on concrete felt like a first-degree burn. This is where my mother was born to JP and Emma Snow Cox in 1950.

My mother and her siblings called my grandmother Madear, a Southern term of endearment deriving from mother dear. My grandfather, JP, was raised on a cotton plantation near Selma. The white plantation owners brutally beat the convict laborers and their children to make them work. My great-grandfather Manuel Cox had gone to prison on a trumped-up charge in the early 1900s. He was sold out of prison into indentured servitude, known then as convict leasing. It was one of several forms of post-emancipation slavery that still existed in America at the time. Think Sophia from The Color Purple.

One of my mother’s perpetual habits was quoting what she regarded as the most sacred of wisdom from my grandmother: Always have your own and Always pay your rent first, because if the lights are out nobody has to know. No one would know if you were in the dark behind closed doors, but everyone would know if all your belongings were out on the lawn because of eviction. I gleaned, from my mother’s stories of how my grandmother moved through the world, that she was concerned about appearances. Though my grandmother couldn’t read or write, she always carried herself with dignity and grace. She believed in keeping a pristine home and tasked her ten children with keeping that house spick-and-span. When she wasn’t pregnant, she worked as a domestic worker in the homes of white people. Those white employers didn’t want her working for them when she was visibly pregnant. Madear was just as meticulous with her appearance. She was a naturally beautiful woman whose hair was always coiffed, face powdered, cheeks rouged, lips pigmented. Dressed simply but elegantly. And she always smelled like the perfume section of an old-school department store, in the best way.

But she was married to a horrible son of a bitch in JP Cox. JP was my grandmother’s second husband. She’d met him one day in the 1940s when she was at work. She was a single mother. She had a job and was struggling, but she had her own apartment and was managing when she met him. She wasn’t interested, but he pursued her relentlessly. Eventually they were married.

My grandfather cheated on her, beat her viciously, raped her, and took all the money to his mistresses. She’d gotten married to her first husband at the age of twelve to escape the sexual abuse of her father. Her first husband was significantly older and also abusive. After two children, she escaped that marriage, only to turn around and be abused again by her second husband. To leave one’s husband, no matter how abusive, was damn near unheard of at this time in the South, but after having the courage to do it once, she was trapped in that cycle again.

My mother witnessed these atrocities throughout her childhood, stories of deep abuse handed down to me in bits and pieces over the years. When she was thirteen, she witnessed her father rape her mother. In another incident, Madear and JP were arguing over the same constant fight—You always say you out there working, but where’s the money? How am I supposed to pay these bills? He was a man who wanted to keep his woman pregnant so that she could not work and he could control her, but then he’d go out on the town with the hos and spend all his coins on them. Meanwhile, his wife and children literally had the lights, water, and gas cut off right where they slept. That time, my mother saw them screaming face-to-face when he picked up a coffeepot and hit Madear over the head with it near her hairline. A trail of blood trickled down her forehead. An ambulance was called for her, and the police came with it—but Madear would not file charges.

“You need to get outta here. He’s gonna kill you, if you don’t,” the police urged her. But she did not leave.

Later, when my mother was around fourteen, she finally did. Madear gathered the children left in the house—my mother Gloria, Patricia, Harold, Charles—and said, “I’ve got to leave JP. Do you want to come with me?” He had ruined her life, a predator who saw she had her shit together and beat her down.

Madear’s two kids from her first marriage were Sister and Joseph. I never knew Sister’s real name because that’s what my mother always called her, the eldest of the daughters. My mother and Joseph were close growing up. He would take her around the neighborhood bragging, “Look at how pretty my little sister is.” My mother looked the most like Madear and was also Madear’s favorite. “Look at how pretty my Gloria is,” my grandmother would say.

After Sister and Joseph came Geraldine, the first child Madear had with JP. When Madear was pregnant with Geraldine, JP would beat her, telling her, “I don’t want any dark babies.” When Geraldine came out, she had very fair skin and freckles. She was not a pretty girl, but she was very fair-skinned, and this was enough for JP. He doted on her, as much as a man with little interest in his kids could. Because of this, Geraldine loved her father, as horrible as he was to her mother. But Madear hated JP, resented him for his abuse of her and her first two children, and this created a distance between Madear and Geraldine that would never quite go away.

After Geraldine came Annice and Janice, the twins. Then my mother, Gloria. Then Patricia, Charles, and Harold—all of whom fell prey to JP’s tyrannical abuse in the house. Growing up, my mother would do errands for Madear. She had learned to read and write at school, so, before my mother was even ten years old, she would go down to the payment office, pay their bills, and bring home the right change. Geraldine would spend it on candy. Neither she nor any of the older children were trusted, so my mother was the reliable child whose shoulders this responsibility fell on. She got so good at doing this that other families in the neighborhood would hire her to do the same, the beginnings of what would become her hustle mentality.

Because Geraldine was never considered a beautiful child, she was always jealous of her little sister Gloria’s beauty and how Madear and Joseph would dote on her. No one ever took Geraldine around the neighborhood proclaiming how beautiful she was. So as the eldest daughter once Sister moved out, Geraldine took the chance to exact her revenge on Gloria in small, petty ways. She would hot-comb my mother’s hair and burn her on purpose. She would say to her, “You’re gonna end up dead in a ditch one day, Gloria. You ain’t gonna amount to nothing.” She was mean as a snake to my mother.

Geraldine would later marry a gay choir director and move to Birmingham. She didn’t know he was gay at the time she married him, but later—after she’d had my cousins, their two daughters—she found out that her husband was using her douche to prepare to get fucked by other men. While my mother was shocked and outraged on Geraldine’s behalf, there was also a kind of smug satisfaction, a That serves her right feeling of vindication. They later got divorced and no one ever spoke of her gay ex-husband again.

Simultaneously, there was my uncle Charles. His long-term partner was named Trudel and was assigned male at birth. The whole family whispered about how Charles is dating that ole drag queen. Uncle Charles and Trudel dated for years, and everyone knew, and it was what it was. I don’t know what ever happened to Trudel, but this culture of men quietly being with others assigned male at birth—there was just so much of that in the South. It felt like something to be swept under the rug, never mentioned too loudly. A whisper of acknowledgment that stunk of plausible deniability.



With all those children in the house, Madear repeatedly told the girls, “If you get pregnant, you can’t stay here.”

So when Geraldine got pregnant during college, she had to get out. And when Annice and Janice got pregnant, they had to get out. My mother was the first in the family to finish college, but getting through school was a battle all its own—one that would end with my birth.

She started at Bishop State Community College in Mobile, when she was eighteen years old, but there was no familial support, no money to help her along her way. She worked an assortment of jobs to pay for school, including being an elevator operator, ferrying passengers up and down the lift. When she finished her associate’s degree at Bishop State, she was accepted to Alabama State University in Montgomery, which, as a larger and farther school two hours away, brought another wave of financial desperation.

She asked her father, “Daddy, I’m going back to school for my business administration degree. Can you help me with some money?”

JP looked at her with a sneer and replied, “How’d you get there before?” Basically, Fuck you. He’d never financially supported any of her dreams—not the dance classes she’d yearned for growing up and not her college aspirations as a young adult. She was hurt by this, his clear refusal to help her even if he could, but what could she do but push forward. What could she do but continue to survive.

So she did. But it wasn’t without what she called “a wild period”—an interlude of release from all the stress of having to grow up young and figure out her life by herself. It was around this time that she met Walter T. McKinley. She called him WT.

He was a tall, lanky, dark-skinned drug dealer who had money to blow and who liked to flash it around. It was him who gave my mother money for school—at a cost. More than once she had to beat a girl up. As his girlfriend, she was tussling to fight off other bitches who wanted to fuck for drugs or take her place as his woman. She was still committed to her education, but she was hanging out with WT’s shady crowd—drugs sold with a slick handshake to exchange money for goods.

WT had a main woman at home, Sunny, but when he and Gloria struck it up, my brother and I happened. My mother never gave us any specifics about WT—not how their relationship ended or even if he knew we existed—only ever spitting his name out like poison during an angry rant. Before the age of eight, all I could tell you was that he was a drug dealer who’d sired us somewhere in Alabama. She did not even want us to tell people we had a father. “Tell them he died, if they ask you.” And so we did.

Even though Madear had told all of the other sisters, “If you get pregnant, you can’t stay here,” when my mother got pregnant during her last year at Alabama State, as Madear’s favorite and the only one finishing college, she let her stay. She knew my mother wouldn’t stay indefinitely, wouldn’t wear out her welcome. Even if she hadn’t let her stay, my mother would have found a way. She wouldn’t let a pregnancy stop her.

We were born on May 29, 1972, me seven minutes before Lamar, just a couple weeks after she graduated college.



If it doesn’t make money, then it doesn’t make sense was my mother’s mentality as we grew up. She was a single mother with no hope of familial support, beyond the less than a year she’d lived at home to get used to the rhythms of motherhood before moving out on her own with two infants.

As I was growing up, my mother had boyfriends off and on. They’d make attempts to engage with Lamar and me as some kind of father figure, but our interactions were always rooted in stereotypical ideals of masculinity. We didn’t play or watch sports and weren’t interested in flashy cars, so the conversations were often short and awkward. I was completely uninterested in any of the men she dated. I didn’t want to talk with them, engage with them, have any kind of relationship with them. Neither did Lamar. Instinctively, I knew that as much as my mother and the churchwomen and the kids around me tried to make me act more “like a boy,” if I allowed some man into my space, he would really try to make me act more masculine.

They would take her out so that she could get dressed up and have some fun on the town. But most important, they would give her money—that, in her eyes, was how a man treated her right. A man who understood that she was a single mother and that she had no time for games. Gloria Jean Cox had rent, lights, water, gas—and two children. The money these men gave her always went to us without fail and without a second thought for herself. It went to our needs and wants. To supporting and feeding and clothing my brother and me. Tap shoes and dance costumes for me. Canvases and paint and sketchbooks for my brother. That shit’s expensive and it adds up, but she was able to provide these things for us in part because of these two men. She worked four jobs, and she simply didn’t have time for men who weren’t contributing. Money was at the core of her values, an old-school mindset of Is it making money? She was the kind of woman who wanted one of us to become a doctor and the other to become a lawyer.

When her boyfriends weren’t at our place, it would be my mother’s best acquaintances, including Andrea, Eric, and Claude. Both of the men were gay, and she’d constantly talk shit about them behind their backs because of it, like she accepted them as her friends but not quite. Both Eric and Claude sadly ended up dying from AIDS. Every time she was with them, as soon as they were out of earshot, she’d snicker, Faggots. Sissies. Getting fucked in the ass.

Claude was an erudite professor who had a PhD. Andrea was an educator who would later go on to become a university administrator. She would come over to our apartment with her son all the time. KayKay, they called him. He had a particular smell about him that always turned my nose. He was much older than us, fourteen or fifteen when my brother and I were two-year-old toddlers. He came over to babysit us while my mother was at work two or three times, and my earliest memories in life are of him on top of me, sexually abusing me. Touching parts of me that should not have been touched. His breath on my skin, his weight pinning me down. His hands prying open my buttons and zippers. It was the first time I had to go someplace else in my head to escape the suffering I was living in. Each of these encounters left me with an underlying feeling of being damaged, monstrous, defective, and dirty, shame percolating beneath my skin like I’d done something to make this happen. Well, what did you do to set him off? I could just hear my mother saying to me, though I never told her about it until adulthood.

(When I did finally tell her, she did not say this. She was angry and hurt by what he’d done. She wanted to do violence to him, even as she was sad and devastated. She had recently seen him because he’d moved back from New York into his mother’s house after Andrea passed away. “Why didn’t you tell me?” she wailed. And I told her the truth, “I didn’t feel safe telling you. You always blamed me.”)

This was my mother’s friend group, the people who made up her social fabric. They’d sit around and smoke weed and gossip and keke. Andrea had lymphoma and was sick for many years. My mother, at one point, speculated that Andrea also had HIV and that she’d slept with one of the gay men. These are the kinds of things she would say, the way she would gossip. Hearing these homophobic things from her made me acutely aware that it wouldn’t be safe for me to be attracted to men, particularly not while living in her home, even before I knew that I was attracted to men. These words left a lasting imprint on me.

I remember once, Eric made some gumbo and brought it over just for us. My mother greeted him at the front door and wrapped him in a big hug. “How are you!” They laughed about some inside joke as he came into the kitchen, where I was seated at the island, carrying the large pot. By then, he was visibly sick, but had been feeling better for a stint. Gumbo is a dish that takes hours to make—nursing the roux to its rich, brown color and adding in the stock and vegetables, meats, and seafood one at a time to carefully layer in the flavors. It’s a dish of labor and love.

But the moment Eric left and the front door closed behind him, the convivial laughter fell away from my mother’s lips. “Ugh,” she grumbled in clear revulsion as she lifted the pot and held it away from her like it was diseased, before tipping all of the homemade gumbo into the trash.

When she was done, she grunted it again, with a dramatic shiver. Ugh. I’ll never forget the sound of disgust in it.





CHAPTER 2 [image: ] New Orleans in a Dress

Smoke fills the stage as Donna Summer’s “Bad Girls” plays. I lead a trio of dancers on the black onyx stage of Solid Gold, our skintight matching black catsuits, paired with gold gloves, the perfect provocation as our hips gyrate in unison. The song transitions into Donna Summer’s “Hot Stuff,” and our black catsuits are now flesh colored with diamond crystals strategically shimmering to show just enough.

I can see the audience out there in the dark distance, a sea of admirers who’ve come to watch me captivate the stage. I want to give them more of me, and we dance even more furiously. My long hair flips, flings, and whips as if on its own as the other dancers transition off the stage, leaving me there in the spotlight dancing alone onstage.

Just as Earth, Wind & Fire’s “After the Love Has Gone” begins, someone in the audience calls my name. Leverne…! I can just hear it over the crooning of the music as I slink and slither in my high heels. As the music fades, the applause swells. The audience is screaming for me. Brava!

Leverne…! The audience is on their feet, cheering. But the music. I let it take me, my hair rippling around my legs with each turn.

Leverne! Get. Up!

I blink and the set of Solid Gold recedes abruptly, shattering the blissful mirage. I reach to grab it back, to stay in the place where the audience yearns for me, loves me, calls my name.

“Leverne! Lamar! Get ready, I said!”

The music faded away, replaced by the room I shared with my twin brother. The grating sound of my mother’s voice jolted me, disoriented me. My heart rate hitched and skipped a beat, then charged forward, racing.

“And don’t be late!” she hollered before hurrying back down the hall. “I have all this damn work to do, and y’all are still in there asleep. Get up!”

I was on the bottom bunk at Washington Plaza, staring up at the slats of the bed above me. I blinked at the sun streaming in through the blinds, hitting my face. In bed next to me was the Black history book my mother had given us when we were six years old. Inside its pages were pictures of Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X, yes, but also Marian Anderson, Leontyne Price, Katherine Dunham, and W. E. B. Du Bois, famous Black people who had changed the world. I focused on the artists. I touched the glossy photo of Leontyne Price, with her turban and those cheekbones and those big, juicy, beautiful lips. She was so regal. I felt she looked a little bit like me—I wanted to believe that. I think I was born with my lips the same size as they are today, but the rest of the face hadn’t caught up. I’d gone to bed the night before like I did most nights, with that book in my arms, Leontyne’s face the last thing I saw before I closed my eyes.

Solid Gold was my life, at eight years old. On any given evening after school, you could find me in the living room watching it on TV, swaying my hips to learn the choreography. Like American Bandstand and Soul Train, Solid Gold was a show that was all about the popular music of that week, with dancers energizing the screen, transcending the TV to reach me, grab me, pull me in to join them. You couldn’t have told me I wasn’t Darcel Wynne, that I wouldn’t grow up to be her. To have that freedom through dance.

I started to roll out of bed, my heart leaping in my chest as my mother shouted again, “Get ready! I’m going to be late!”

I inhaled deeply, but the fragrance of Shalimar was gone, replaced by the enduring, light scent of my mother’s own powders and perfumes, an undertone to the lingering aroma of collard greens and cornbread from dinner the night before. On the floor just under my bed was a homemade doll I’d constructed out of disparate parts of other toys and household items. Ball and jacks for the body, drinking straws for the arms and legs, and loose fabric for the dress and cape. I’d learned to get inventive and resourceful because we weren’t allowed to have or play with dolls. It was best to keep it out of sight because those, my mother insisted, her voice crackling on the edge of a vicious tirade, were for girls. And I was a boy.

Before finally allowing me to take dance classes, my mother put me in karate. I had hated it with a deep passion, not that it mattered. She would have kept me in it forever had she not seen her friends’ kids being suspended from school and failing out of it, going to juvenile detention and ending up in jail. She understood that if she supported our gravitation toward the arts, it would probably keep us out of trouble, and I had been begging for dance classes for three years. So she had recently relented and signed us up in an arts program for low-income kids called Culture in Black and White. The classes were free, once a week on Saturdays, and it was the first time I really got to study the kind of dance I idolized on television—tap and jazz. My brother was studying visual arts. And even though I was the only assigned-male-at-birth person in that dance class, I didn’t care a lick. It was a place where I could practice chassés across the floor, arms in port de bras and head thrown back in ecstasy. It was the only time I could be me.

Jocelyn Banks was my dance teacher at Culture in Black and White. She was a regal Black woman whose first words to my mother when she signed us up were “Well, do your sons have talent?” in her majestic voice with the hauteur of Eartha Kitt, her posture on point, back straight and chin up. She was very hoity-toity, and I loved that. I yearned to be in her presence. When I danced, Jocelyn would exclaim, Yeeees! in that throaty lilt of hers, affirming my exuberance, rewarding it. Every week I longed to return, yearning for the weekend to mercifully arrive. Until then, I let my mind wander back to that stage where I was glamorous and adored and talented and—

Lamar finally scurried down the bunk ladder, the rungs creaking beneath him, as our mother’s continued screams resonated through the apartment. We shared a quick, knowing glance and pulled on the plain button-down collared shirts and pants she’d laid out for us, a far cry from my dreamed-up red jumpsuit. We never wore anything fancy—couldn’t afford it—but our mother wanted us to look like two neat young boys. She’d dress us in nondescript clothes from JCPenney and Sears. It wasn’t giving anything. It felt like slipping into a costume every day—the Sunday suits and neat boys’ slacks for school. They were never me, but I knew that I had no choice, no say, and absolutely no negotiating power. My mother’s stance on everything was This is it, do not talk back. To do so would get me whooped or smacked across the face so fast it’d give me whiplash. The very idea of saying, I don’t like this to her was unthinkable. Actually laughable. The soundtrack of her anger already followed me everywhere, always in my head. So I did what I always did—I disconnected.

I got to the kitchen first, Lamar still getting ready for school, and Mother was wiping down the already-clean counters, fully dressed for work at one of her four jobs. She had an early-morning paper route and was a secretary, as well as a campaign worker for a Democratic Alabama senator’s bid for reelection. Her other job was delivering pizzas. Sometimes, we would collect aluminum cans for recycling for extra money. Today, she was dressed for her day job as a secretary, in a neat, professional outfit.

“You didn’t clean up after yourselves last night!” she shrieked as soon as she laid eyes on me, her voice piercing and shrill. “You left this mess! And now I’ve got to take you to school. I don’t have time for this.”

I felt it then—my body’s inevitable cowering. The tidiness of the home was everything to her. She was so meticulous about the cleaning. That, and grammar. She corrected our grammar constantly, so that we knew better than to ever conjugate a verb incorrectly in front of her. I didn’t see anything out of place; the counters looked fine to me. But the trick was to speak softly to her—or to not speak at all.

“Make sure after school you clean up!” she screamed. “And you lift up this sofa to vacuum, and go in between the blinds and dust there. Don’t half-ass shit! You aren’t good for anything!”

“Yes, ma’am,” I mumbled softly.

“You can’t do anything right! And I’m working so hard and doing all this by myself!” She shook her head and stepped past me. Her voice would trail away as she moved into the next room, still complaining, her back always to me. I felt the vivid thrum of craving coursing through me in those moments: my heart racing in anticipation of her eyes on me, my eight-year-old spirit just wanting her to see me, hug me, kiss me. That craving for affection ran deep, I was starved for it. I waited for a hug when I helped her around the apartment; I waited to be cuddled when I pleased her. But she would always brush by me, a scowl on her beautiful face. “Keep on, and I’ll put your little ass out. You’re going to end up in jail like WT!”

I shrunk back, flinching. WT, the mythical father we’d never met, but heard nothing but horrible things about our entire lives. Words always hurled our way in apparent fits of rage, her voice seemingly dripping with disdain as it was now. Nearly every morning started this way—You aren’t good for anything! Can’t do anything right!—and every time I heard it, I could feel those words latching on, making me small. There was a part of me that wanted to prove her wrong, an impossible task I could never seem to achieve.

That morning, the ride to school was filled with silent tension, the air thick around us as neighborhoods and storefronts blurred past my backseat window, my brother and I trying to stay quiet to avoid her rage. We weren’t good for anything, and now she was pressed for time. Lamar said nothing, but I could feel him subtly distancing himself from me, even side by side in the car. It’s hot over there was the vibe I got from him, like I was the one always in trouble and maybe it was best to find his own lane to avoid that heat. I did not understand this. Didn’t Mother treat us equally horribly? If so, then why was there this distance between us?

My body hummed with a familiar feeling of unwantedness. You can’t do anything right, Leverne! But today, I’d brought myself a little bit of comfort, a way to soothe myself: I’d shoved my new paper fan into my backpack.

The fan had become my new favorite plaything, a gateway into another world. When I wasn’t watching Solid Gold—stealing around the living room, performing their closing number right alongside them whenever the show would end—or trying to learn the choreography from Dance Fever, or pretending to be Sheryl Lee Ralph on Good Times, I was watching Gone with the Wind, which I was obsessed with. It was the South, so it felt like Gone with the Wind was just always on TV, even though we didn’t have cable. It must’ve been on PBS. I’d sit on the sofa, watching as Scarlett O’Hara fanned herself with that air of regalness I loved. She’d sweep through the foyer of Tara on our television screen, lavishly decked out in her antebellum petticoats and gown, fan in hand.

My mother had recently given me a little bit of pocket change to go on a church trip to Six Flags. There, I’d found a cluttered gift shop full of knickknacks. I saw that crinkly paper fan, like the ones I’d seen the women use at church and Scarlett wave at Tara, and went right to it and snatched it up. It couldn’t have cost more than a dollar. I pulled it open as soon as I got home. It was a black, blue, and white fan covered in gorgeous geishas, one of those folding fans you open into a semicircle. And as I imitated Scarlett and the church ladies, I got into it, girl. Shoulders back, body swaying. I threw my head like I was tossing my imaginary Darcel Wynne hair. I lit up, animated, whenever that fan was in my hand.

The last time I’d watched Gone with the Wind, my mother walked into the living room and shook her head at the TV. “Hattie McDaniel won an award for her performance in that movie, you know that, Leverne?” she’d said to me. But then she scowled. “She won an award, but they all made us mammies. She had to be a mammy to win.” I could hear her criticism about the Black portrayal and how fucked up it was. There was often this political piece to the critiques I’d hear from her around the apartment or when she was on the phone, but I didn’t identify with Mammy, a slave with no power over her own destiny. I was Scarlett. The demure, desired, ferociously powerful Scarlett.

At the time, in 1980, Woodcock Elementary was an all-Black school. Not segregated, just in an all-Black neighborhood. There was only one white kid at that school, similar to the last two elementaries I’d attended. Even most of the teachers were Black. We’d moved a few times by then, as my mother tried to establish herself and make a life for us. We had just been pulled out of Council Elementary, which was in our district and close enough to walk to, but, according to our mother, wasn’t a good school. So she lied about our address to get us into Woodcock. Whenever someone asked us where we lived, we had to lie. We could never ride the school bus; my mother had to drop us off, and she often had someone else pick us up if she couldn’t. There were a few times we walked home, too, which was a long way, but we knew better than to complain.

We had been at Council Elementary for first and second grade. I wasn’t doing well academically at Council, so the next school year, my mother went into high gear, checking homework, making sure that we were on point with all of our lessons, and grammar policing, rare tender moments of her sitting with us and speaking softly, being patient and more gentle, moments that I craved.

That day, kids in Afros and bouncy press-outs, Jheri curls, and plaits with multicolored hair barrettes hung out in the sunny early morning, running around before the school bell rang. There was a buzzing energy of childish play from small pockets of kids here and there, the fifth graders already feeling their own bravado on the cusp of middle school. A steady stream of kids was being dropped off, running from their parents’ cars into the building, racing up to their friends. From the drop-off spot, there was a long, paved, and covered walkway, with columns and then grass on either side. It felt like a long walk. It may not have been, but it for sure felt like it to me, every day.

As soon as my mother pulled away from the curb, the kids started their long-standing chorus: “Oh, look at those faggots. Look at those sissies.” I heard them laugh at full volume to ensure we could hear them, pointing at us. I’d started wearing glasses that year, which only made the name-calling worse. Those words cut like a red-hot knife over scars that had already formed. But I was ready for it. It was a morning no different than every other morning at that school, or any other. Council had been just as bad, if not worse—there, the kids would beat the living heck out of me. They didn’t like the sway in my walk, or how I would immediately start posing in front of a camera—eight-year-old Vogue stuff—didn’t like that I preferred hopscotch and jumping rope to throwing or catching a ball. I was just such a queen, and they didn’t like who I was.

So I would just walk, trying to hold my head high. I walked with my back straight like Jocelyn Banks, like Darcel Wynne. One foot then the other.

It was like walking the gauntlet. Every step I put in front of me was met with Sissy.

Faggot.

Walk.

My skin smarted like the kids were physically slicing me with their words, but I held my head up, walking beside Lamar, who did the same. I had such feminine mannerisms; I could tell by the way my mother’s boyfriends would point at me and say, What’s wrong with that one? He talks too much. Or how the women at church would snap at me: Don’t sit like that.

I’m getting out of here as soon as possible, I thought as I got closer and closer to the school’s double doors. I’m gonna be on TV. I’m gonna be a star, and then I’ll be untouchable.

Then, “He think he white,” I heard a kid sneer. This was another refrain I often heard, snickered in class, on the playground, in the neighborhood. “Look at him, he tryin’ to be white. He think he better than us.”

I knew I was Black. I wanted to be Black. But women like Jocelyn, and Leontyne, and Darcel had given me different ways of being Black, and they were so regal and royal and grand. I loved regal, grand Black women, and it was them who gave me something to strive for, someone to become, outside of the circumstances I’d been born into.

I did think I was better than those kids, though.
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