
[image: Cover: Transcendent: A Memoir, by Laverne Cox.]




Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.






[image: Transcendent: A Memoir, by Laverne Cox. Gallery Books. New York | Amsterdam/Antwerp | London | Toronto | Sydney/Melbourne | New Delhi.]




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. I did. I had to, to survive.

Inside the school, there were classrooms on either side of the long corridor, lockers farther down the hallway and the cafeteria just beyond. Lamar and I weren’t in the same class, so we had to go our separate ways.

“That sissy, look at that faggot,” I heard again just before I got to the safety of the classroom.

The room thrummed with adolescent chatter and laughter as I slid into my assigned seat toward the back. With a class size around twenty kids, Woodcock was a smaller school than Council, another reason my mother wanted us to go there, so we could get more attention from the teachers.

Ms. Ridgeway stood at the head of the class, ready to begin the day’s lessons. She was a dark-skinned woman, her hair long, relaxed, and always styled in a low, thick bun, snatched back. She was very proper, wearing only dresses and skirt suits, very professional and pulled together, one of those respectable churchwomen, but she was also a disciplinarian. She once paddled my brother badly, beating him for something another child had blamed him for but he hadn’t done. She had this prim and proper demeanor, but she was also carceral and abusive, too.

I felt myself shrinking as the minutes ticked down, felt my heart pounding. The day was just hours old, and already it had been my mother shouting from the moment I opened my eyes—You can’t do anything right!—and then the kids outside of the school. I’d shrunk so deep inside myself, getting smaller and smaller on the ride to school, and then walking that gauntlet of Faggots. I just needed a moment. I pulled out my paper fan from my book bag. Opened it and started fanning myself. Closed my eyes. Felt that breeze on my face. Felt my long Darcel hair fluttering over my shoulders. Suddenly, I was Scarlett O’Hara.

Tara surrounds me, with its vaulted molded ceilings, hardwood floors, and ornate wallpaper. I’m perched on a chaise, full skirts out around me, and there are little satin pumps on my feet. I look gorgeous. I’m stunning, the picture of glamour, and Ashley Wilkes and Rhett Butler are there before me, admiring me as I fan myself demurely, coyly smiling up at them over the rim of my silk fan. Rhett Butler really wants me. I have my pick of them both, and I could toss them both off if I wanted to. Both these men want me. But one’s bad for me and one’s good for me. I gaze up at them and smile wider. Because I am desired. Sought after. Lusted for. Then there’s a skirmish. One man has slapped the other and a duel has begun; they’re fighting over me. I fan myself harder, mouth open, feigning surprise and modest horror behind my fan. But really, I am electrified, exhilarated, tossing my hair back to watch the show. In this Tara, I am everything. I’m the shit. There is no Scarlett O’Hara. There is only me. Leverne. Men are fighting over me, and my slaves are waiting on me. But these slaves are all white.

Then Ms. Ridgeway yelled, “You!” and I started crashing back to reality even as my mind fought it. Don’t leave. You’re safe here. You’re you here.

I did not see the other children in the classroom around me. I did not see Ms. Ridgeway. I couldn’t let myself be there in that classroom. I needed to go someplace else. I gotta get out. I went into my happy place. Scarlett was powerful. She was a ferocious survivor, but she was also demure and feminine and desired. She was the kind of woman I imagined myself to be.

“You,” Ms. Ridgeway shrieked again, “come here! And bring that thing with you.”

I jerked to, startled. I stopped fanning myself. Ms. Ridgeway’s energy screamed, You’ve done something wrong, but I had just been sitting there in my own world. I was confused by the hostility in her voice. It felt so similar to the way my mother would yell at me.

Without saying a word I grabbed my fan and went to the front of the class. The other kids did not exist to me. I don’t even know if they noticed me or said anything or called me any names, as I floated in and out of my reverie—because I was Scarlett and I was in Tara. I was gone.

But before I knew it, Ms. Ridgeway was marching me down the now-empty hall. I gripped my fan, folded in my hands. We stopped at Ms. Belson’s class. She was a fourth-grade teacher with this bad, curly wig and bad skin, a lighter-skinned butch Black woman with a deep voice. Ms. Ridgeway waved into the classroom to catch her attention. I stood off to the side of the doorway, and when Ms. Belson stepped into the hallway with an expectant look on her face, curious what this was about, Ms. Ridgeway turned to me. “Show her what you were doing with that thing.”

And I did—happily. I opened my fan and commenced to return to my happy place, fanning away at myself, eyes closed. Rhett, don’t hit Ashley like that!

“Okay, now stop.” I opened my eyes. Tara was gone. Ms. Belson headed back into her classroom with a shake of her head, and Ms. Ridgeway gestured to me to follow her again. Fan folded once more and tucked safely between my hands, I trailed after her.

She marched me down to Ms. Fontaine’s class, another Black woman who was a fifth-grade teacher, where she pulled her out of class, too. “Show her what you was doing with that thing.”

And, again, I did. I stepped back into being Scarlett. Gorgeous. Desired. Demure.

Then it was over. Ms. Ridgeway took me back to class. The rest of the day carried on in the typical blur of shyness, friendlessness, and I thought nothing of the hallway show I’d been asked to give.



My mother must have had someone pick us up that day because my brother and I ended up at home by ourselves after school. We were latchkey kids, left at home for long stretches of time while my mother was working, so after we fulfilled our Cinderella duties, my brother went outside to play, and I was alone in the apartment.

I opened my backpack and pulled out my homework, sitting at the little kitchen island. That’s where I was when my mother pounded through the front door. I could hear by her footsteps that she was in a mood, maybe from the stress of the day. But suddenly, the sound veered from what I was expecting—not to her bedroom as usual, but down the hallway to the kitchen. To me.

“Ms. Ridgeway called me!” she shrieked, screamed really. “She said you were fanning yourself in class, and that you’re going to end up in New Orleans wearing a dress if I don’t get you into therapy right away!”

Ms. Ridgeway… What…? I blinked, struggling to adjust to this sudden intrusion. My mother’s eyes were wider than I’d ever seen them, nearly pulsing out of her head, her mouth twisted with a wild rage like she was on the verge of attacking me. I tensed, anticipating a beating like the time I had stolen change from other kids, and she’d beat the living daylights out of me so that I never stole again.

“Do you hear me, Leverne?” she raged. “I’m doing all this to raise y’all, working hard all day every day, and I get this call?”

My heart was beating so fast. I wanted to slip away, anywhere other than here, but her rage was erupting too close to my face, the violence of her words too loud in my ears, to be able to be anywhere other than in that moment. It was the angriest I’d ever seen her.

“She said her son acted like you, and he’s in New Orleans wearing a dress right now—on the streets. Do you hear me? She said he’s on the streets wearing a dress! Is that what you want? Do you want to wear a dress?”

New Orleans.

In a dress.

On the streets.

An image flashed into my mind, with the soundtrack of my mother’s fury playing along with it. I saw myself as an older, bigger person, my full lips smeared in filth, my body covered in dirt and stinking of degeneracy. Taking men into my tent for trysts like I’d seen on TV, money exchanged. Then, in another flash, I was holding a tin cup on the corner of a busy pedestrian intersection, shaking it with a tinny clang at strangers who staggered away, disgusted, as my tattered dress hung off of me. I saw myself counting my coins at the end of the night, covered in Mardi Gras beads, slipping torn dollars down my collar. I saw myself as the dregs of society, on the streets, in a dress, tragic and thrown away. Forgotten. Unloved. Unwanted. These images hit me like a freight train. Bowled me over. Took my breath away. Shocked me cold, as my mother screamed, “Is that what you want?” in my face. “You want to end up wearing a dress? I mean, therapy? How am I going to afford therapy?”

The question slapped me like a hand to my face. Repeatedly. Whiplashed me over and over so that the only two words in my mind were Oh God.

My body was numb, shut down. I couldn’t even cry. The idea didn’t even occur to me, because I knew she would just yell harder, louder, meaner. I left my body, sitting there in silence, praying it would all be over soon.

“Is that what you want, Leverne?” This time, she paused for breath—and my answer.

But I was locked in terror, unable to form words to answer this impossible question. My only response was “I don’t know,” as quietly as I could.

“You want to be in a dress on the streets in New Orleans?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know.”

The screams carried on for so long, until, just like Charlie Brown, all I could hear was Wah wah wah wah. I heard her—her rage, her disappointment, her deep-seated embarrassment that I was her child, that my teacher had witnessed this and felt so urgently compelled to call about it—yet I was protected, albeit weakly, by this Wah wah wah bubble muffling her words. But it could not protect me from these new, terrifying visions of myself on the streets of New Orleans. Now I sensed I was more than the simple inconvenience I’d been made to feel like every day of my life. I was an embarrassment. A horror.

“Ms. Ridgeway said I should take you out of those dance classes,” I heard her say. I immediately jolted out of whatever little bubble I’d been able to create around myself. My dance classes? “Should I take you out of those dance classes? Maybe I should take you out of those dance classes,” she mused furiously.

The bubble shattered completely. No—no. Much like the homeless street beggars still flashing before my eyes, I’d begged, practically on my hands and knees for years, for those dance classes. The threat of being yanked out of them scared me senseless, more than even this vision of me in New Orleans. I was terrified at the thought of losing that world. Down to my bones, I was terrified. I needed the escape of those classes so badly. When she threatened that, something broke inside of me. I would do anything to keep them. It was all that I could think about, this looming threat of losing the one place where I could be free.

My mother dismissed me with a wave of her hand. “Go to your room.”

Relieved, I scampered away from her tirade. Out of the chair, away from her voice, down the hallway to our room. But her words kept following me, sharp and wounding. New Orleans. In a dress. Is that what you want?

She started cooking, making dinner, slamming pots and pans the whole time, still screaming. The most affectionate thing she did was cook. She hadn’t even stopped to ask where my brother was. I was alone in my room. Alone in this nightmare.

My entire childhood, I’d felt like a burden, like I am unlovable, gross, disgusting, and I have to change everything about myself if I’m ever going to be loved, successful, and worthy of being in the world. These new visions she’d implanted in me only verified that. I already sensed that what the adults saw in me was I was smart, and I was well-spoken. I wasn’t a “hoodlum” like so many of the boys in the neighborhood. As a Black kid who was smart and well-behaved, there was this sense of hope in the urgency of this message. I could hear it in their tone. Like, This one has potential, so we can’t let him be a faggot. We got to make sure that he’s on the right track. Throughout my childhood, there had been this simultaneous deriding of the boys who were not well-behaved, but, at the same time, they were trying to make me act more like them. Don’t sit that way. Making comments about my gender, how I was holding myself and how I needed to act to be a real man. It was utterly confusing.

My imagination, my happy place, was my only lifeline because there was nothing else in my life that confirmed or affirmed my identity—or my future. It was where I felt the most unrestrained, the most heard, the most seen for who I was and who I could become. In that world, I was understood, wholly and fully, and loved for who I was unconditionally. It’s just like the kids say about me, I thought to myself, alone in that bedroom. There is something wrong with me.

As she raged and screamed about me one day becoming a degenerate in New Orleans, who was now costing her another expense on top of everything else—“How am I going to afford therapy?!”—I started to think how I would never have a child. Every day I felt like I was ruining her life by existing. In my thoughts, it wasn’t like I would never want to put another child through this, it was putting a parent through this. From that day forward, I knew that I did not want to have any children of my own. I thought, Having children ruins people’s lives. I felt like I’d ruined this woman’s life because I was born.



I was so horrified by this picture my mother had painted of my future, so deeply terrified that there was something truly wrong with me, that I got on board with fixing myself immediately. Okay, so I’ll do the therapy, and I’ll get better. I was determined.

I don’t know how she found a therapist, but very shortly after Ms. Ridgeway’s call I ended up in a room with this skinny white man who seemed gay as fuck, even to me as an eight-year-old. He had longish hair and a high-pitched voice. He wore a shirt and tie, no jacket, and was just femme. It was giving a little Shaun Cassidy. Really, it was giving RuPaul in But I’m a Cheerleader, but like, quite frail. I don’t remember his name, Dr. Whatever.

He creeped me out because I felt like, This is a gay man. I was extremely homophobic, and being in the presence of openly gay men scared me. It felt so inappropriate, like they were not of God—when I thought, Not of God, it was always in this deep, booming, omniscient voice. Part of this was because of how I’d seen my mother talk about her gay friends behind their backs, but also from the dismissal with which my family treated homosexuality and the messages I’d received at church. Those messages told me homosexuality was not godly. It also felt like, They assigned me this feminine man because I’m feminine; it felt like an intentional choice. Yet he was telling me, “You’re a boy” in his high-pitched voice, in this starkly clinical office that tried and failed to inject any semblance of warmth to it. But it was either talk to him or don’t go to therapy at all, and that wasn’t a choice if I wanted to fix myself.

He asked me, “Do you know the difference between a boy and a girl?”

Everybody was telling me I was a boy, but I knew I was a girl. All the kids, and my mom’s boyfriends, and the women at church were also telling me I was a girl—that I looked like a girl and acted like a girl. And I felt like a girl. And so I just reasoned that there wasn’t a difference. That was how my brain made sense of my gender. It wasn’t about body parts. It was about energy. It was about how I saw myself and existed in the world. But I didn’t have any language for that, I just felt it.

So I replied, “There is no difference.”

In my eight-year-old, TV-dependent brain, I felt emboldened to be this honest because of doctor-patient privilege. I thought I could say this to him and my mother wouldn’t find out. But children don’t have doctor-patient privilege. I found that out as soon as the session was over and I’d climbed into the backseat of my mother’s car. With my seat belt halfway strapped in, the tirade started.

“He said you don’t know the difference between a boy and a girl! You know the difference between a boy and a girl, Leverne! I told you. You know a boy has a penis and a girl has a vagina. You know this! You know that, right?” Her voice was piercing and shrill, cracking in the effort of her yelling at me.

I shrunk again. Just wanting the shouting to stop, I said, “Yeah.” I didn’t know how to explain it to her, how I felt. I didn’t have the words.

And she kept on, making me shrink deeper into my skin. “How could you say that? Why would you say that? You’re embarrassing me! You know that! I told you this. Why would you say that? What’s wrong with you?”

It was like I was sick. Diseased. But I didn’t feel like there was anything wrong with me. Even still, I kept responding to her, “Yes, I know that,” whenever she asked me if I knew the anatomy. I just acquiesced and agreed with her to make it stop. I was this whole problem that she just didn’t get. What’s wrong with you? That was always her question to me: “What’s wrong with you?”

“I don’t know,” I said every time.

But I did know what I was feeling.

I just didn’t know how to say, I’m a girl.





CHAPTER 3 [image: ] The Orphanage

I went to two more therapy sessions after that. Both sessions were a blur. I answered Dr. Whatever’s questions cautiously because now I knew that he would tattle on me immediately, and I don’t remember a single question he asked, or a word that was said, from either of those last two sessions. Like when you’re driving on mental autopilot and you pull up in your driveway and don’t remember how you got home. That’s how it was.

Testosterone injections, it turned out, was where my mother would draw the line. After the third session, Dr. Whatever told her that I’d need injections to make me act more masculine. My mother thought this was absolutely crazy, the thought of injecting me with some substance multiple times a month. She never took me back there.

But after the conversion therapy—which was never called that to my face, but I would later learn was what it was—I tried to be more buttoned up, less flamboyant, a word I’d heard adults use about me. I was terrified that she would take me back to that gay therapist, and I was still determined to “fix” myself so she never would.

She let me stay in the dance classes at Culture in Black and White, much to my surprise and delight. We never had a conversation about it; she just kept letting me go. But she would go off on rants about it from time to time like she was still considering it.

“Ms. Ridgeway said I should take you out of those dance classes, that they’re making you gay! And everybody—everybody!—is criticizing me for having you in those ballet classes!”

It wasn’t even ballet that I was taking—she’d specifically not let me take ballet because of the stigma that surrounded it. She refused to let me wear tights, and in ballet the tights were mandatory.

“You’re not normal, Leverne! You’re not like the other kids!” Every Saturday, I’d peek nervously at her as I got ready, wondering if today was the day she’d cut me off for good.

Because we had carpet in our apartment, I’d found a little piece of plywood to practice tap dancing on. I’d pull it out and click and tap-tap away, practicing my steps, until the downstairs neighbor would beat against their ceiling and yell at me to stop. Every time that happened, I’d cast an uneasy glance toward my mother to see if this would be the time she’d finally tell me, “No more dancing.” This back-and-forth uncertainty was frightening, like dangling precariously off the edge of a cliff by one hand.

I could feel this simmering anger beneath all of our interactions. Anger about me dancing and how it made her look, what people were saying. But even in the face of that, she still let me do it and financed it to the best of her ability. I saw her wrestling with herself at every turn—the fact that dance clearly made her child happy, and that she had been denied it in her own youth, but also the fact that others questioned her parenting, that she would “let him be gay in those classes,” as I’d heard other adults chiding her. But those classes, they saved my life. I wondered later if she knew that, though I never told her.

Despite how callous my mother was, she was a supporter of the arts, a college-educated woman who understood more about the world than the small-mindedness of those around her. She’d mustered up the money to buy me the tap shoes for recitals—which was a big deal because there was no money. She even asked a woman from our church to make my costumes when money was tight.

When I started racking up the trophies at dance talent shows, my mother would beam with pride and brag to the women at church. This, apparently, was acceptable to them as long as I was excelling and doing well. Though the churchwomen policed my gender, they were also very supportive of children who weren’t “hoodlums,” those who seemed to have the potential to succeed in life. But at the same time, the digs she took at me increased, like they were a penance for being allowed to remain in dance.

You’re always in this house.

Why don’t you act like the other boys, go outside and play?

You’re not normal.



Not long after, Lamar and I were in the living room watching TV. He had just returned from playing outside, and we were hanging out—me on the couch and Lamar in one of the chairs—when my mother slammed down the landline receiver.

“What were you thinking?” she screamed in our direction.

My body clenched. I had no idea what she was talking about, but already I was on guard. She was now standing in front of us—her eyes wide as angry saucers, piercing directly into… Lamar. For once, it wasn’t me in the hot seat. But I couldn’t relax—not only out of concern for my brother but fear that her anger could easily be shifted onto me.

It had been the apartment manager on the phone. She’d called to tell my mother that Lamar had broken the glass of someone’s patio sliding door, and my mother was now on the hook for paying for the glass. Four hundred dollars.

“She said you confessed?!” This idea seemed to outrage her the most. “You told her you did it? Why the hell would you do that?”

My brother stammered under the harsh glare of her rage-fueled attention. It was the Carraway boys, he stuttered as Mother paced in front of us, getting angrier with every word. “We were just messing with a kid. We chased him home, and he got into his apartment, then he was on the balcony taunting us and… we started throwing rocks at him. One of the rocks hit the glass.”

“So there was a group of kids,” she cut in. “It wasn’t just you, it was a group of you.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he managed to choke out.

“Well, then why the hell would you confess to doing it alone, Lamar?”

My brother stammered again. Just before he’d come home, he had been playing alone on one of the swings, and the president of the apartment complex set eyes on him. She came right up and asked, “Do you know about that broken glass door? Did you do it?”

It just came out. He had been there, so he said yes. It didn’t matter that there’d been other kids involved; his confession was all she needed to put the blame—and the bill—on us.

“That woman has had it out for us,” my mother shrieked, “and now you’ve just given her a reason, Lamar!” She paced around the living room, throwing up her hands, gesturing wildly as we cowered where we sat. “What am I going to do with you! Between Leverne making all that noise tapping, and the neighbors downstairs complaining, and rent…”

I’d had no idea that the noise I made practicing my tap dancing had created lasting repercussions. I shrunk farther into the sofa in embarrassment and fear as she continued seething, “You just gave her a reason to put this on us! And how am I going to afford this? Four hundred dollars?” She stepped up into my brother’s face and shouted, “I cannot afford this shit! I haven’t even been paid from the job I’ve got!” She was completely apoplectic.

The campaign had failed to pay its people. All those hours of work she’d done for them, and now she was assed out with yet another expense and no money in sight. “I was expecting that money!” She sank down to the couch in her work clothes and shook her head in disbelief. “I was expecting that money, and now…”

Her leg shook, bouncing up and down in nervous energy as she ran her hands over her face, elbows to her knees. I sat there silently, eyes wide, staring, unsure of what to do or what to say. Best to say nothing, I decided. She’d already been set off. Best to just ride it out. Everything would be okay if I did that. If I just remained calm. It always did.

But this time was different. The shaking worsened. Then… the cursing stopped. Suddenly, she took a deep breath. Pulled it all the way in, then let it all the way out. Her leg stopped bouncing. She stood and, without looking at us, calmly walked out of the room.

Lamar and I sat staring at each other in the new silence enveloping us. We heard her moving down the hallway into our room, then rummaging around. What was she looking for? My fan. My dance shoes. My costumes. My homemade doll. I wanted to sprint to our room. Was she going to tear them all up in her wrath? Or Lamar’s art? But we didn’t dare move.

I heard a latch snapping open. More rummaging. But it was the silence that really unnerved me. I was used to her shouting and raging. While it was scary to behold, it was familiar. This silence was not. I didn’t know how to react, or if I even should.

Minutes dragged on. I was sure that Lamar could hear my heart beating out of my chest. The sound of it was so loud in my ears, pounding with the wet undertone of blood rushing. What was going on? Something wasn’t right. Why wasn’t she screaming? What—

“Come on,” Mother finally said, emerging from our bedroom with a suitcase and our backpacks. She gestured with a jerk of her head for us to get up and follow her. Follow her where? Lamar and I exchanged a glance. Why did she have bags? Where are we going?

Outside, the late afternoon was melting into evening. I could still hear the shouts of the other kids playing in the distance on the playground, cars humming down the street. She marched us to the car and gestured for us to get in, as she set our bags down after us. And then we were moving, the car hurtling forward, to somewhere—where?—which I watched through the blur of the backseat car window—

—We stood on the stoop of a modest home. Down the way, Black kids were playing in the street, cars cruising slowly down the road on the way home from work. The sound of my mother knocking on the wooden front door jarred me to. Where were we? We’d only been driving for about fifteen minutes; it wasn’t yet dark out, but I’d never been to this neighborhood before, never seen this house before. This wasn’t Madear’s home or Sister’s apartment in the ghetto. I looked at my mother. Why won’t she tell us where we are?

It felt like an eternity before the front door creaked open. On the other side was a fair-skinned woman with freckles dressed for a day at home. Her dark, curly hair was pulled up into a ponytail. She has good hair, I thought. She was not quite fat, but with a body like she’d had kids, on the way to fat but not yet there.

“Sunny,” my mother said, steely. Bunny, I thought as soon as I heard her name. She looks like a bunny.

I couldn’t tell if they’d been priorly acquainted, or if Sunny had no idea who this woman was. She stared at my mother with hard eyes. But my mother had driven there with no hesitation or confusion. I could not remember the car stopping or pausing on the way there. Mother knew where their home was.

She dropped our packed suitcase beside us with a clatter. Sunny sneered, lips morphing into a silent gesture of incredulity. My eyes darted back and forth behind my glasses, watching this exchange between them with growing dread.

“Here, Sunny, you deal with them. Tell WT to do something with his kids for once.”

And then she was gone. Turned on her heel and walked to the car without a single glance back. I opened my mouth to call out to her, to bring her back, but there was nothing in my throat but dry air. What the—

“What the fuck?” Sunny snarled, echoing my very thought. “You better get your ass back here!” But my mother was already flooring it, speeding like she couldn’t get away fast enough—

—We were at a kitchen table. The kitchen smelled like old foods layered over a thick staleness. The house was tiny. I didn’t know how long we’d been sitting in those wooden dining table chairs, waiting in that cramped space with air that felt too suffocating. I realized that I had lost time, moments that I could not remember, like how we’d gotten to this house or how we’d gotten inside to this kitchen table. I had never experienced this before, but really all that was on my mind was Shereallydidit. Shereallyputusout. This realization took up every square inch of processing power I had. I couldn’t believe she did it, what she’d always threatened. I couldn’t believe it. I wasn’t here. I wasn’t anywhere but in our home, our wonderful apartment that smelled of collard greens and her loose powders—

But I was here. Abandoned. A cold gust hit me where my mother’s harsh but warm body had been. It was like she’d dropped us in a frozen tundra with no comfort or safety as far as the eye could see. Shesaidshe’dputusout, andshedid. She’sgone. Isshereallygone?

Two kids sat with us, and both looked around our age, but I couldn’t be sure of anything really. I was coming to the vague realization that I’d been dumped off and that these kids were our… what… siblings? Through hearing the stories surrounding our birth piecemealed over the years, we knew that Mother had left our birth certificates blank where our father’s name should have been. I did not yet realize that my mother—now the president of the usher board at Bethel AME Church, a woman who corrected our grammar and checked the thoroughness of our housework—had at some point been the other woman. Like I’d seen on TV. It was gross, but also abstract in a weird way that I couldn’t yet lay a finger on, but here were these kids who were staring at us like they knew. Did they know? No, they were staring at us like we were aliens. My mind was spinning, turning me this way and that so fast that I couldn’t even finish a complete thought before I leapt to the next one.

This was not family. They were just two more kids who looked at us just like every other kid did—with curiosity followed by revulsion, their eyes crawling over me, raking across my skin. Their silence contrasted with the spectacularly loud racket of Sunny, storming around the small kitchen, slamming pots and banging down pans. “That bitch has some fucking nerve! Dropping off these motherfucking kids on my fucking doorstep!” I flinched. She wasn’t raging about the fact that we existed, only that my mother would drop us off at their house. She knew about us. I wondered if WT did, too.

I sat up straight and tried to gather myself. The prim and proper Leverne took over, clutching at the collar of my shirt, shocked by this woman’s level of outrage, but it wasn’t enough to shield me from her words. They came hammering down, pelting me like hard rainfall during a storm. On and on she went, snarling at us with what I felt was such open contempt that the air in the room changed. It spread like a heavy, dense substance, as if I was buried under wet soil. I could barely breathe—

Then in walked a man, home in time for the food to be served, like he’d had it planned that way. I stared at him in open wonder, my eyes wide behind my glasses. So this is the WT I’ve heard about. An ex-con. A drug addict. He had a tall frame and dark skin, a short Afro and facial hair. He swaggered into the room in casual clothes, carrying himself with a nonchalant aura that vibrated with something menacing just beneath the surface, an I don’t give a fuck kind of energy. This energy scared me, reminiscent of the malicious kids on the playground, the kids at school. It was an energy that ordinarily I would have shrunk away from, but I was absorbed in just staring at him. This is him. He reeked of a pungent, grassy smell that wafted in behind him and stung at my eyes.

He stared at us in unguarded confusion, his movements slow and deliberate, the kind of man who did not rush anywhere. Sunny, clearly relieved that he was home to handle this problem, pulled him to the side and explained the situation in an angry hush. WT stood with an offhanded posture as she ranted. I could hear her, but I couldn’t make out what she was saying, a jumbled mumbling as my mind raced with Where’s Mother? Mother, please. Please don’t leave us here. Please come back…

WT turned back to us and regarded us anew in that same slow, blasé manner. He sauntered over to the table and slid into the wooden chair at its head, never pulling his eyes away from us. The room fell into silence at the command of his body language. No one moved except for him. All eyes on us. I was frozen, stuck in place like a magnet, awaiting his reaction, his approval. He slowly leaned back in his seat, and the rustle of his clothes as he did was the only sound in the room. He brought his hand to his face in a contemplative stance, thumb to his jawline. The seconds dragged on as he considered us like wares at the fair, eyes slightly squinted as they moved over us. Then he scoffed to himself with a little nod, the left corner of his mouth pulling upward with disgust. “Fucking freaks.”

Those words slammed into me with the weight of a freight train. Air punched from my lungs, rendering me speechless. Fucking freaks. These were the first words my father ever said to me. It was like the circus had come to give a live performance in their kitchen, no television necessary. He scoffed again and watched us with the same kind of detached disgust of watching something disturbing on TV but knowing that it has nothing to do with you in real life. “She’s really raising two faggots,” he said as he turned to Sunny in agreement as if she’d said this to him during their quiet discussion.

The way he said that, and right in front of us, it felt like I was some alien from another planet who had been dropped into this alternate earth. That feeling of What’s wrong with you? vibrated throughout the room. I did not breathe. I tried to blink the words away, my body tight and frozen like I’d been doused in Arctic water. He doesn’t like us. I’d heard about him my whole life, You’ll end up like WT in jail, yet childish fantasies had skittered vaguely across my brain—fantasies now dashed in that instant. He did not love us. He did not like us. He thought we were disgusting. Fucking freaks. We did not often hear these slurs from adults, and there was something about that that was shocking, too—as if I was now seeing myself through a different lens. It wasn’t just other kids who hated us and thought we were defective; it was adults, too. And my own father at that.

I tried to remain as quiet as possible, sitting there beside Lamar, who did the same. Sunny and WT continued talking over our heads, as if we were a display at the museum to be considered curiously and then passed by. The contempt rolled off Sunny’s body like waves.

That bitch has some nerve!

It was a feeling of disgust so palpable I could taste it in my mouth like metal. Her words rang so loud in my ears, they drowned out everything else.

I’m never going to see Mother again. The thought settled over me with a choke of strangling emotion. It clutched at me, clawing its way through my body all the way up to my throat until I was numb—

—Sunny handled us like a couple of rancid socks as she showed us to the couch, where we would sleep for the night—at arm’s length and with the air of holding her nose closed whenever she spoke to us. Showed us is actually generous. Suddenly I was on a sofa in a dark room with a scratchy blanket. She’d left before I could even get settled. She tried her best not to touch us at all. We slept there that night in the sparsely furnished living room, the sofa springs digging into my back—

—Absolutely not, Sunny said the next morning. She got us the fuck up out of there. WT was gone. We were taken to the police station and dropped off like two lost dogs with no collars, no home. This is what I’ve been told, and my brother has confirmed it, but I do not remember anything about the police station at all. I do not remember being in Sunny’s car. I do not remember getting out of the car, her driving away, or whether it was sunny or pouring rain right onto my head. I had completely shut down, existing on autopilot, in a deep fugue state. Normally, there was somewhere that I could go. Scarlett’s Tara or the stage of Solid Gold, a fantasy that could take me away from my trauma and land in me in another world far, far away, where I was loved and cared for, celebrated and free. Normally, there was an escape. But I was so traumatized that I could not think. I could not process what was happening to me anymore. To this day, I do not remember if the children at the kitchen table, my apparent half-siblings, were boys or girls.

I never saw my father again after that. Those are the last and only memories I have of him, there at that kitchen table.

A derisive scoff.

Fucking freaks.

That feeling of being utterly discarded and unwanted.

The next thing I remember are the bunk beds.



The orphanage was mostly empty and very clinical. I don’t know how long we were there before I came to and started processing where we were. Its giant room of bunk beds only housed my brother and myself with a few other kids. We were the abandoned, the discarded. The room echoed with the hollow sounds of children waiting to be picked up and loved.

Just outside of the orphanage was a little playground with swings I don’t remember playing on. The sights, the sounds—all of them were a blur, a may-or-may-not-have-been. But what was certain, what was real was the deep feeling of dread that filled me every day. She left us. Will she come back? My only thoughts were of my mother and if I’d ever see her again. Accompanying them was confusion. How had we ended up here? In this place? I knew my brother had messed up, but I did not blame him. To blame him for this never crossed my mind, even when he called me years later, decades into adulthood, to tearfully apologize for what he’d done and how it had affected us. It was my mother who was to blame for these biting feelings of shame and this palpable, crippling sense of abandonment, for the scathing verbal abuse we’d endured from Sunny and WT. It was Mother who’d made good on her threats and put us on the streets. But she was still my mother, the only parental figure I’d ever known. I loved her and desperately hoped she would return for us.

It was the not knowing if I’d ever see her again that tore at me every day, the uncertainty of not knowing what my life would be like a day, a week, a month, even a year from now. It haunted me. The shame of being discarded by my mother, who was supposed to love me and take care of me, absolutely crushed me. I moved around the orphanage like a haint, slowly piling into the van every weekday morning to be taken to Woodcock Elementary, barely seeing the world around me. My brother and I were often the last to get off the van. Orphanage, school, orphanage, school. That was my life for days on end, and the kids at school didn’t know. There was no way to know if the teachers did. I had no friends to talk to or to vent to and share what was happening to me, and the bullying only continued.

I took little comfort in the fact that my brother was there with me. His presence only solidified our reality, but offered little connection. I had him and he had me, but our disconnect was too large, growing too fast, and I couldn’t understand why. We barely spoke, hardly looked at one another, even on the van rides to school—

—We had been at the orphanage for about a week when my mother came to visit. I don’t remember them announcing her. Someone just came and got us from whatever we were doing, and then she was there. I was numb at the sight of her. I felt no elation. She was in tears. Lamar and I walked and talked with her outside, around the playground and up and down the sidewalk. Really, she talked, I just walked, silent. Even though she was crying, it did not seem to be for us. She told us how there was no money and everything was so hard. She still had to pay for the window that had been broken. Everything she said had the undertone of making herself the victim, a vague undercurrent of This is your fault. All I heard was the confirmation that I was unlovable and unwanted. Her showing up there did not make me feel any more wanted or worthy and deserving of love. I had been born into a situation where I was told I was a mistake, an accident. And her words now did nothing to negate these feelings in me. By the time she showed up that day, I was already broken, and her words now did nothing to mend me back together.

There was talk of some assessment she had to complete. I never knew the logistics of how we ended up at the orphanage—if the police had called her and she’d refused to come get us after we’d been dropped off at the station, or if the orphanage was just where they automatically sent kids who’d been abandoned. Ultimately, there were steps she had to fulfill before they would let us leave with her. She was still in tears when she took us back inside the orphanage and walked away, the doors swinging closed behind her with a clang.



The days crept by. Day after day, no sight of Mother. With each day that slipped by, I felt even more abandoned, discarded. The next time I saw her was when she came to pick us up. I had not heard from her in three weeks. It had been more than enough time for so much creeping doubt to sneak in and make a home inside of me.

I’d never felt so helpless before. Never been so traumatized. More than the sexual abuse, more than the bullying, more than being beaten up and living in terror and the necessity of fantasy, this experience shook me to my core. The abandonment. The horrible Will I won’t I sensation of whether I’d ever see the only parent I’d ever known again. The shame left me feeling like nothing, the shame of being discarded by my mother, who was supposed to love me and take care of me. And then this man who had never claimed me—a man I’d never seen up to that point—he didn’t want me, either. He had known about me, and he had never wanted me. It didn’t matter that I didn’t want anything to do with him. The shame of never being wanted by him cut deeper every day I wasted away waiting.

After my mother returned for us, I was still numb. She acted as if nothing had happened, and life went on as usual. She never once said, I’m sorry I left you. I should not have abandoned you. On occasion, she would still threaten, “If you don’t act right, I’m going to put you out on the street!” And I believed her now, my body thrumming with terror. It was horrifying, and continues to be horrifying, how deeply I knew that Miss Thing was not playing.

I was glad that we were no longer at the orphanage, but I could not rejoice in being back in my own bed surrounded by my own things because I now lived in this new dimension of fear. That experience had rooted in me a deep and smoldering terror of being homeless, which is still one of my greatest fears. Flashes of myself on the streets constantly plagued me. I envisioned my eight-year-old self being on my own and not able to survive. Already I was trying to figure out the next steps I needed to take to secure my own safety. Okay, how am I going to do this? Will I need to get a job to take care of myself? Will I end up back at that orphanage? Am I going to end up with some weird family who abuses me? To trust her became unthinkable. To trust anyone became unimaginable. My own parents had abandoned me. I had no reason to think that there was anyone worthy of trust, anyone worthy of opening up to.

Lamar had a different reaction; he was immersed in an anger toward our mother that I could feel with every cut of his eyes. He was often withdrawn. But I was afraid for my life. I was racked with uncertainty and living in a fear of her that was also so deeply intertwined with love. She was my mother, and I wanted—needed—her approval in order to feel good about myself, in order to feel safe. But I could never feel safe.

When my brother would withdraw, she’d come and ask me, “Leverne, do you know what’s going on with Lamar?” She had done this throughout our childhood, but after the orphanage, I squinted at her, blinking in disbelief and confusion at this question. She had noticed how he would glower and disengage, and I could hear the genuine concern in her voice. It was a foreign tone that I’d never heard directed at or about me. What was that tenderness in her voice? And why had she never had it for me?

We were in the orphanage for a month, but my mother kept insisting that it was only a week. I knew she was wrong. Not only did my brother confirm it, but I had counted every single day, agonized every hour. I had gone to school and walked the gauntlet of Faggots, knowing that I would have to get back in that van and go back to that orphanage, for far more than five school days. Every day I’d looked out the window and expected her to show up, she did not, and every one of those days chipped away at me. Blocking out the truth of reality was how we got by in life. She couldn’t face what she had done, the reality of it. I did not correct her when she insisted that it was only a week, but I knew. And I would not forget.





CHAPTER 4 [image: ] Madear

When I was eleven years old, Madear passed away. My brother and I were at her home at least once a week, and my mother put us on the phone with her every day growing up. Her home was a place where I would roller-skate around in my short shorts, then hang out on her porch. She’d been free of JP for over a decade by the time of her death, and I have clear memories of passing by her bedroom and glimpsing her laid out across the bed, napping peacefully. She was diabetic and kept ice milk in the refrigerator, the Frigidaire she called it. To me, it was just as good as ice cream. The house was always pristine, impeccable, and everything in it carried a smell I wanted to inhale.

One of the lasting memories I have of her was how gorgeously feminine she smelled. I remember sitting at her vanity, an old-school wooden one, like a desk. It had a giant rounded mirror and little drawers on each side. It was a beautiful piece of furniture covered in perfumes and containers of loose powder. My mother had a similar one at home in her bedroom, and I loved to watch her apply her makeup. I slowly lowered myself down to Madear’s vanity seat and stared at myself in her mirror. The room smelled like a melodious combination of all the perfumes she’d ever sprayed, and I wanted to smell like her. I reached for one of the containers. There was something so glamorous about a woman sitting at her vanity daintily applying her powders. Here was a moment where I could be beautiful like her. I slowly twisted the lid open and an aromatic haze of setting powder clouded right before my eyes, then faded. I inhaled the scent. I let myself get lost in it.

Even at the end of her life, in her late sixties, Madear remained a beautiful and pulled-together woman. She’d put on a little makeup and don a little turban. There was an elegance and a refinement to her, despite the fact that she could not read or write. She was of that generation of Black people who understood, coming out of slavery and Jim Crow, that there was dignity in being well-dressed and carrying oneself well, despite the fact that their oppressors would never see this dignity in them. They embraced respectability and being adorned, an idea of being able to create myself in this oppressive environment and be seen as human. There was such a sense of pride there that I loved.

I’ll never forget my mother’s absolute reverence for Madear. She worshipped the ground her mother walked on. I could see it in the way she touched Madear’s face, the tenderness that glistened in her eyes for her. I couldn’t disaggregate my grandmother from my mother’s utter and complete devotion, reverence, and love for her. Mother loved Madear in a way her siblings never did. Geraldine and some of the others had taken JP’s side when Madear finally left him, and my mother always felt, Do they not remember what he did to her? In the end, it was complications from the diabetes that took Madear from us. She passed away at the hospital with my mother at her side long into the late hours of the night.



After my grandmother passed, I could feel my body changing every night. A physical nightmare, it was morphing right before my eyes. It was the summer before sixth grade, and I knew that puberty was quickly approaching. Really, it was upon me, breathing its hot fire down my neck. It filled me with dread. In school, the textbooks and lessons meant to guide us into this new phase in life offered photos that terrified me. I could not identify with the image labeled Man on the pages of those books. My mother enrolled us in some youth program that summer, and my most vivid memory from it is when I was in a locker room and there was an adult man changing. I saw him naked, and it was absolutely repulsive to me. He was covered in hair, sprouting from his arms and legs, chest and genitals. Revulsion crawled underneath my skin. Heat flared behind my eyes, and I looked away, horror gripping me at the knowledge that I’d turn into that. I didn’t want to turn into that. Yet, as other kids were coming into themselves, their bodies filling out, experimenting with flirting and their budding sense of sexuality—Who do I like? Oh, they’re so cute!—I felt stunted, too unsure of who I was to even engage with that aspect of tweenhood.

Every night I’d lay in the dark, with Lamar asleep above me, and pray, God, please don’t turn me into a man. My body was doing something that I did not want it to do, and there was nothing that I could do to change it. At the same time, I knew that I needed to press down my femme. After the conversion therapy, gone was the careless freedom I’d had before—I’m a girl, whatever. I don’t know what’s going on with you all out there, but I’m a girl. Instead, I wrapped myself in denial, a feeling of shame that followed me everywhere. I can’t be. I can’t be. I can’t be constantly ran through my mind anytime I caught myself wanting to open my fan or sit with a feminine posture.

At my grandmother’s funeral, we’d sat near Uncle Charles and Trudel, a woman assigned male at birth who wore flamboyant makeup. That ole Trudel came to Madear’s funeral dressed in drag! my mother had seethed. I said nothing, listening to her rant, but her feelings about Trudel always stayed with me, reminding me to press my femme down and never let it show for fear of the same ridicule.

With puberty, I’d started finding myself attracted to boys. In the past, I hadn’t really thought about that, but now with puberty at my doorstep, it was something that I was becoming aware of. I’d been called a sissy and a faggot my whole life, but it had never actually connected in my mind. Now, with puberty, my emotional awareness began to sharpen, and I thought, Oh, I really do like boys. It was so sinful. I was full of sin. The Bible, which I’d been reading—really reading!—suddenly felt like the weight of a burning world every time I opened it. Thoughts of abomination swirled through my head with frightening frequency.

I was desperate. I longed for something, anything, in my life to confirm or validate what I felt—what I knew in my spirit that contradicted everything I knew from those books, from what was preached at me from the Bible. But there was no internet. There was no one I could tell, no one I could explain it to. My mother would yell at best, throw me onto the streets at worst. There was no space for a sensitive touch or approach in our home. There was no space for me to explore that part of myself. There was nowhere for me to make sense of what the world was saying—Don’t sit like that. You’re a boy. Why do you talk that way? You’re not a girl—and what I knew the truth was. Nowhere. No one. I was alone.

Puberty was too much. The change of my voice and the growth of hair. It was a truly horrifying metamorphosis, like I was living Thriller in real life, which was all over TV. Every day that I fell deeper into the process of puberty, I became more and more sickened by the sight of myself, until it felt like I didn’t have a body. I was in denial about my body and had to live outside myself. It was there, but I tried not to look at it, and certainly not without some critical distance. I could step outside of my body and watch myself from afar, from above, from an angle off to the side. I could walk around and inspect myself. But I could not be inside of myself. So as I was looking for some kind of balance in these tween years, succumbing to the horrors of puberty, I was very disconnected from my body. I needed to be. I needed to divorce myself from it.

One night after the funeral, I lay in bed in the middle of the night, and thoughts about boys were swirling through my mind. A boy I liked at school smiling at me. Me smiling back. My heart rate picking up when he came close… No, stop!

My body clenched and tightened. It was sinful to think of these things. Then, with a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach, I had the sudden realization that I was going to hell. Don’t think that way! Madear’s up in heaven. She can hear you! The thought of her knowing what I was thinking—that I liked boys—made my breath shudder in the dark. Fear gripped me by the chest. She can hear me. She knows. I could feel her disappointment, a palpable sensation so solid I could have grabbed it out of the air. An embarrassment. You can’t do anything right. What’s wrong with you? She can hear you.

Eternal damnation was an abstract thought I’d heard time and again in church, and it now struck fear in my heart. Eternal fire and pain. And disappointing Madear, who I loved so much, felt equally horrifying. The thought of her hearing my sin wrapped itself around me, squeezing me as moonlight streaked across my face and my brother made gentle sleeping noises above me. The Bible. Going to hell. Eternal damnation. Madear in heaven. SHE CAN HEAR YOUR SINFUL THOUGHTS!

Before I knew it, my bare feet were on the floor and I was hurrying down the hallway with silent but urgent footsteps. Lamar and my mother remained asleep. The apartment was dark. I closed the bathroom door and turned on the light. My hands fumbled with the medicine cabinet, yanking it open and feeling the cool touch of it on my palms. I grabbed any and every bottle and pill box that I could find, trying not to make any noise as I opened caps, popped pills out of foil packs, and gathered the contents into my hands. Little round, brown pills and oblong, white pills filled my hands, empty bottles and packaging strewn across the counter. I stared at them as one thought burned in my mind.

Please, God, just take me.

I felt so guilt-ridden about even being born. I was such an inconvenience to my mother, a terrible, good-for-nothing mistake that she never let me forget. It would be so much easier for her if I was just gone. And now the puberty—soon I would be covered in hair just like that man in the locker room. I was flooded with sinful thoughts—about boys at that—and now I was an abomination, too. Everywhere I turned, I was doing something wrong that only made me feel more and more unlovable and burdensome, and I just wanted to be gone.

If I could just die, then I wouldn’t have to deal with this. I could just take the pills, crawl back into my bed, go to sleep, and that would be it. There would be no more pain. Only peace. Maybe if I ended it now, I’d still get into heaven. I took one last look at the pills and then, without a second thought, lifted my hands and shoved them roughly down my throat.



I woke up maybe a few hours later to a violent nausea. It was morning now, and the sun was already shining its rays into our bedroom. My stomach felt like it was trying to rip itself from my body. Bile catapulted up my throat as I sprang out of bed and sprinted down the hall. I closed the door quickly and, lurching forward with a spasm, threw up in the toilet. I kneeled at the commode trying to catch my breath, ragged with the effort of vomiting, trying to get my bearings. I woke up. I was in shock. I’m still here. I felt so numb. I felt no relief to still be living. The pain of being alive in my body and circumstances had not abated.

Outside came the beginnings of another regular day, our mother rushing around, getting ready for work. She hadn’t noticed me vomiting. I staggered back to our bedroom and said nothing to either of them. I acted as if nothing had happened. I tried to process the grief that I was still alive. Soon, she would start yelling, just like every other morning. Disappointment crashed over me like a wave. A sob choked my throat.

I really had wanted to die. I really had wanted it to be over. I still did. Was there no way for me to get out? Leaving my body in fantasy and fugue states was no longer enough. I needed to get out. I needed to be free of this.

I felt rage take over. I was in so much pain, and I had no idea what to do with any of it. All I could do was try to shove the feelings back down. Why hadn’t it worked? I’d seen it done on TV so many times. I’d felt sure that a handful of pills would do the trick. That I’d be out like a light and my mother would simply find me dead in bed that morning, the pill bottles empty, but placed neatly back in the medicine cabinet. Nothing would seem amiss. I would simply not exist anymore. But I didn’t know what kind of pills I’d swallowed. That never seemed to matter on TV. But this time it had. None of the pills my mother kept stashed in the bathroom were strong enough to take my life.

So as she started screaming for us to wake up—Leverne, Lamar, get. Up!—I reached for my clothes and slogged on to start another day.





CHAPTER 5 [image: ] Armor

After my failed suicide attempt, I wanted to reinvent myself. I still fantasized about getting to New York and making it big there, finding myself onstage in front of adoring fans. And I was still trying to press my femme down, down, down, because to allow it up to the surface, to live as my true self, would mean that something might be wrong with me, that I might have to go back to conversion therapy. This fear gnawed at me daily, a constant humming in the back of my mind.

I could not live inside of my body because of the trauma of puberty. Anytime I tried to be inside of my body—like when I’d close my eyes and take a deep breath and remind myself that this is who I was, this is the body I’d been given—it felt like I was filled with dozens of screeching demons all fighting to get out at once. I could not stand the whirling dervish of emotions and pain and hormones. I could not make sense of who I was underneath all that. But I could watch myself talking to my mother, interacting with other kids at school. I could see it all, react to it all from where I stood outside of myself, from afar.

The dark depressing world of Mobile, Alabama, and the horrors of puberty attacking my body without my consent plunged me further into the worlds I saw on my TV screen. I disconnected from my body and my surroundings as much as possible. I was Lydia Grant reminding myself that fame costs and that the price of fame was sweat. I was Alexis Carrington Colby, impeccably dressed, delivering biting one-liners and hostile corporate takeovers. I was Dominique Deveraux, Irene Cara, Boy George, Annie Lennox. I was in New York City and London. The British new wave captivated my imagination. This is where I belonged, not banal, backward Mobile, Alabama.

My reinvention began with a move: a new school, then a new home. I was now entering middle school, and we would be attending Palmer Pillans Middle School, which was in our school district—no more lying about our address. Unlike all our elementary schools, Palmer Pillans was a mixed school rather than predominantly Black, roughly half Black, half white. A new crowd of kids, a fresh start.

Not long after we started at Palmer Pillans, my mother moved us from Washington Plaza and into a house not far from there, where she still lives. My mother had always wanted to live in a house, as part of her bourgeoisie ideals, and now she’d saved up enough for us to do so—renting, at least. Still “Down the Bay,” the house was at the end of a cul-de-sac, complete with a pecan tree in the backyard and a blackberry bush in the front yard.

It was the first house we’d ever lived in. This meant that not only were my brother and I responsible for the indoor housework but we were also now responsible for mowing the lawn and raking the leaves, outside work that always felt so demeaning and beneath me. I did not want to toil under the hot sun. Dominique Deveraux didn’t mow the lawn. My mother clearly had no idea who I was. I felt like a princess in captivity sweating profusely pushing a lawn mower under the sweltering sun. It was so humiliating. And invariably something was always not mowed quite right or the garbage bags of leaves not sealed properly. And she would scream and yell at us, demean and degrade us. “You can’t do anything right! I work so hard, to come home to this! Why are you here if you’re this useless?”

The house was old and had clearly had additions built on over time. We’d walk in the front door and there was a small, narrow parlor, as my mother called it. It looked like it had once been a front porch that had been screened in. The home had hardwood floors and hideous wood paneling on the walls, a spacious living room, and a small dining room. There was a door that led from the dining room to my bedroom. It was the first time I’d ever had my own room, so I was glad about that, and to be away from the playground bullying at Washington Plaza, but I never felt like I had privacy there, in part because of that door. One could walk through the dining room and kitchen to get to the den in the back of the house, but the den could also be accessed through my room. More often than not my room was the route my mother and brother chose. But at least now, because of age and our rooms’ proximity to others in the house, we could finally close our doors. Our mother’s bedroom was in that cluster of rooms near ours. Next to that was the only bathroom in the house. My brother made sure no one could go through his room to get to the den, though he seemed unbothered by the irony in constantly going through mine to get there. It was what it was. I had a little closet. It was small, but it was mine.

Our new home wasn’t far from Washington Plaza, so the church was still within walking distance—but now so was the Salvation Army and Goodwill, right next to each other on Broad Street, a ten-minute walk from my house. I’d walk by and wander in, losing myself in the racks upon racks of clothes. Racks upon racks of new people I could become. My mother had dressed us throughout elementary school, but now, with a little more independence, I could become the architect of my look. I could finally explore my gender expression. With the little pocket money she gave me, maybe ten or twenty bucks for the month, I could become almost anyone I wanted to. I could become a whole new me for ninety-nine cents. With $5, I could walk out with a big bag of reinvention and fantasy. It was the start of my obsession with fashion. “Salvation Armani,” I called it.

At Salvation Armani, I didn’t need to be rich to be myself. It started with dress shirts from the seventies and the years of the early eighties past, ties in all colors I could buy for a quarter, and pairs of slacks. I’d wear those in the halls of Palmer Pillans Middle School almost every day. It was a safe way to express myself without drawing too much attention—and more importantly, a way for me to press my femme down, down, down. But over the months my style evolved. Instead of ties, I’d wear long zippers hanging down my neck like ties, a style I’d completely made up. I liked playing with the idea of deconstruction. And there was something respectable about wearing a tie that the teachers seemed to appreciate. Then the zippers became ribbons and bows I’d wear around my neck. Salvation Armani was about giving myself a choice. Maybe I could toe the line, finding a happy middle ground between who the world wanted me to be and who I felt I really was. But the kids hated it. Again, I was weird, too femme, a faggot, a freak.

I was surprised when my mother said nothing about the clothes, even as they became more and more feminized with ribbons. In no shape or form did I look like the other kids at school. My mother saw it all, and she let it go, she ignored it, she was in denial of the gender expression and nonconformity that I was coming into. But also, because she was working so hard and we were latchkey kids, there was a bit of a hands-offness from her that I benefited from.

After the orphanage, I’d become distrustful of others, keeping everyone at an arm’s-length distance, not too close. But now, in middle school, I also became arrogant and dismissive in the face of the continued bullying, filled with a rebellious Fuck you to the other kids. I’d entered my Armor Era. I’M an artist. I’M going to be rich and famous. You’re going to be a nobody! Nothing! I needed armor to protect myself, and arrogance offered me another shield from my reality, from the whispers and the bullying, but it did not make me many friends.

It was 1984. New wave music was in the air, and it spoke to me, deeply, urgently. At home, my mother played a lot of Aretha Franklin and O’Jays, but there was freedom in new wave that I saw on Solid Gold and American Bandstand. In January of that year, when Madonna declared on American Bandstand that she wanted to rule the world, something lit up inside of me. Madonna felt like the underdog who’d fought her way to the top. She had this fire, this raw determination that I deeply identified with. I started walking like Madonna. I knew all the choreography to the “Lucky Star” video. When Madonna’s second album, Like a Virgin, came out later that year, the album track “Over and Over” became a quiet theme song for me. So I went into middle school ready to rule the world.

Culture Club and Boy George became my guiding light, giving me permission to lean into my androgyny through my Salvation Armani. One day I saw a lab coat at the thrift store, just like Boy George had worn in one of his music videos. I snatched it up and wore it to school constantly. That lab coat helped me feel my Boy George fantasy. It was also a subtle way for me to transcend gender, at least in my mind, which was becoming increasingly important to me. To see these people on the television screen gave me a vague sense of hope that there were others out there like me, those who could understand me. This music brought me closer to a world where I could be accepted for myself.

Whenever I could, I would get on the bus and go to the mall, to the record store. I loved the mall. It wasn’t too far from our house, yet it felt like it wasn’t Mobile, Alabama. The mall was where youth culture happened in the 1980s, with artists doing mall tours to promote their music. I would go to Hot Topic and buy buttons with superstar names and sultry faces staring back at you from their shiny roundness. Cyndi Lauper buttons, Culture Club buttons, and Madonna, obsessing over “Borderline,” “Lucky Star,” and “He’s So Unusual.” I’d attach the buttons to the ribbons around my neck, pinning them to my collar on the days I wore ties.

I’d go home and turn on the television and there would be Debbie Allen in the TV show Fame. I was transfixed. Fame helped me understand that I was a New Yorker currently trapped in Alabama. I had to get to New York as soon as possible. The show also reinforced how hard I would have to work if I wanted my dreams to come true. I was still studying dance at Culture in Black and White, choreographing dance routines for myself and snatching trophies at local talent shows. I was so focused on achievement that it felt like any pain, shame, insecurity, or gender dysphoria would have to wait. Success was calling and I was ready to answer.

Suddenly, my fantasies about Gone with the Wind and Solid Gold morphed into me dancing on the roof of a taxicab in the middle of New York City traffic, or dancing on the tabletops of the school cafeteria, re-creations of what I’d seen on that show.

My reinvention was about being able to express myself more openly, but it was also about re-creating myself into how I felt a smart person would carry themselves. My mother had always instilled in us that you have to work twice as hard to get half as far as white people. At the same time, all of my idols—Leontyne Price, Katherine Dunham, and Arthur Mitchell, the founder of Dance Theatre of Harlem—were telling me that accomplishment and excellence were the keys to being the very best, the key to becoming a success. Success, I decided, would become my shield from all of the awfulness life had thrown at me. It would also be a way to make Madear proud, to make my mother proud. Focusing on being smart, on being the best, felt like a safe place to reconnect with my sense of self, since I could not be in my body. It gave me an internal identity to strive toward and identify with. I was disembodied and determined at the same time. Academic excellence was attainable, while feeling one with my body was not. So I set my sights on achievement.

I hadn’t made all As in grade school, but I was hell-bent on doing so now that I had this new sense of self to strive toward. Carrying myself like I felt a smart, successful person would gave me an inner reassurance that I could really become that person one day. I spent every spare second at the local public library down the road, checking out books and perusing the shelves. “Excellence overcomes everything,” Leontyne Price had said. I reminded myself of this every day.

No one had ever put value on me by saying, Leverne’s so kind, and sweet, and empathetic. I quickly realized that I was only ever lauded—both at home and at school—when I achieved. When my mother bragged to her friends about my grades and dance trophies, I understood that that’s what she valued. That’s what the world valued. Achievement could mitigate anything shameful—it could even temper her outbursts. I was a mistake, but if I had to be here, I would be a successful mistake.



I’d hoped that Palmer Pillans would be different, but I was just as hated there as I was at Woodcock Elementary. Lamar, however, was excelling at school and in the arts. The art teacher, Ms. O’Connor, had taken him under her wing. He was entering art competitions and winning them left and right. His art covered the walls in our home, taped up on display by our mother. I felt Lamar presented more masculinely than I did and still made friends easier than me. Drawing and art was a quieter, more acceptable form of creativity than dance for a young Black person assigned male at birth in the South. He fit in more easily than I did. It still felt like he was trying to separate himself from me, like my reputation as being flamboyant, femme, too much, and bullied had cast a long shadow he was constantly trying to outrun. We were not people who were raised to examine or talk about our feelings. We never had a conversation about anything that we felt emotionally growing up, it just was what it was. I took how he acted at face value and never asked him, Why are you distancing yourself from me? Why have you always distanced yourself from me? Instead, I focused on achievement, on being the best.

I had now become even more arrogant and dismissive of others. It was on full display every time I said, I know the answers. I’m smarter than you. I’m talented. I’m gonna be rich and famous. In elementary school, I’d thought to myself, I’m better than this and better than you. In middle school I said it to their faces. Their physical and verbal abuse meant nothing because one day I was going to be rich and famous. So they were nothing. I’d wrapped myself tightly in this armor. It was my first taste of queening out. (In gay male parlance, being a queen is to assume the space of royalty to be above the homophobic society that would degrade him. While I wasn’t snapping, as queens are often stereotyped as doing, my being above it was me making myself a little royal so that I could rise above.) Success, success, success played like a record on repeat in my head, hitting all the high notes and becoming my driving force. It was all that I could hear. To hear anything else above the din of this mantra would be to acknowledge and give life to the whispers and the bullying.

That year, I was inducted into the National Junior Honor Society. The school posted its members’ GPAs at the end of the first semester. Leverne Cox: 4.0. There were two Black girls ahead of me: 4.2. They’d done some kind of extra credit to get a higher GPA, and I was beyond bothered by it. I was working so hard to be the best and there were still two people better than me. And that made me feel like a failure. It felt so unacceptable for there to be anyone better than me. But it made me so determined. It made me work harder.

I decided to set my sights on student council vice president. I had been inducted into the National Junior Honor Society, was maintaining a 4.0 GPA, so why not run for student council, too? But I knew that this would be a treacherous uphill climb because the kids at Palmer Pillans Middle School could not stand me—and it was their votes I needed to achieve this success.

Palmer Pillans knew how to put on an election season. They knew how to make it official, like we were really on the campaign trail. We campaigning kids were told to create signs, flyers, and slogans. They didn’t have to tell me twice. I proudly taped my Vote for Leverne! flyers in the halls and passed them out during lunch, ignoring the snickers and rolled eyes.

The school held an assembly in the grand auditorium, where all of the candidates made their election speeches. The assembly hall had downward-sloping seating and a grand stage on a platform at the foot. All of the kids and teachers gathered there to hear our final speeches before they would vote right after the assembly was over. I’d dressed up for the occasion, as many of the candidates had, but I had a special flair in my Salvation Armani dress shirt and slacks, my hair shaved low and a ribbon around my neck. Culture Club and Madonna and Cyndi Lauper buttons were pinned to my collar. As the seats filled, an energized buzz grew in the air, which grew into a roar just before the speeches started. Kids stomped their feet, creating an energized rumble of excitement that the teachers encouraged.

One by one, my fellow candidates walked up to the podium to deliver their final address. We were all seated on the stage, waiting for our turn. Every Sunday since I was seven years old, I’d gotten up and spoken in front of the church, summarizing the Sunday school lesson. Now I was well prepared, focused, and determined. After each address, I’d snicker inside, Is that all you got? Pathetic. After each candidate finished, I heard either a smattering of applause or raucous cheering from the audience, depending less on how well the candidate had done and more on how popular and well-liked they were.

When it was my turn to take center stage, a collective Ugh rippled throughout the room from under the kids’ breaths. I could hear them rustling around in their seats now, agitated at the sight of me. But I was unbothered. I held my back straight and head up. I stared out through my glasses at a room full of annoying preteens who’d bullied me and hated me. I opened my mouth and boldly declared, “Quality is my principle, and qualified is my attitude!”

I don’t remember what I said after that, but it didn’t matter. Eyes widened and there was an immediate collective murmur of shocked approval. I felt the energy in the room turn. I had them. They were holding on to my every word. My intelligence and ambition were undeniable, and even these tweens who’d bullied me couldn’t deny the talent they were witnessing. I had it now, that reverential gaping from the audience that I craved. I’d turned their sneers into cheers of approval.

The kids gagged. I slayed that speech. They saw me. I turned it out.

And they voted for me.

I knew they still hated me, but that day, on that stage, my speech had undeniably been the best. I became vice president of the student council, and one of the extra-credit Black girls was voted student council president. In middle school, the girls were just smarter than the boys—they just were—and I identified with this, too. The girls slayed the boys.

And I was the best of them.



One day at the end of seventh grade, I sat at the front of the school bus, as I did every day. I kept my eyes ahead, readying myself to run for my life. Even with my status as student council vice president, I was still ripe for bullying, constant terrorizing, led by none other than the Carraway boys. Now that I was back in my school district, I had been thrown into the mix with them again. Even though we no longer lived in Washington Plaza, our new home was not far from there, and we all filtered into the same middle school. But the driver didn’t let them attack me on the bus. This day, I was dressed in my lab coat, my black ribbon tied around my neck, Culture Club and Madonna buttons pinned to it. The bus was loud, as it always was, conversations blending and overlapping, boys pushing each other and teasing the girls to the sounds of giggles, their clumsy attempts at childhood flirting. I sat in silence, swaying to the rhythms of the bus, feeling my stomach climbing up my throat as the bus turned—its final turn before my stop.

“I’m gonna kick your ass,” the Carraway boys and their friends sang like clockwork—all eight or nine boys, all of them now band kids, of all things. These boys stood swaying over me, behind me, ready to chase their prey. Clarinet and saxophone cases swung at their sides. A few of them carried drumsticks.

I leaned forward, staring ahead as if I couldn’t see them. But I could hear them. I could feel their vitriol, their disgust with every cutting remark as the bus lumbered down the road.

“I’m gonna kick your fucking ass, you fucking faggot.”

“Who do you think you are?”

The bus stopped and the doors opened with a soft hiss. Now!

I burst out of the seat and scurried down the steps of the bus. I was old hat at this by now, and I was fast. My feet hit the sidewalk, and I was off to the races, running to save my life. Every day, I sprinted through the same field, backdropped by a string of houses. I hurtled onward, lungs screaming with the effort. My backpack slapped violently against my back, but I didn’t slow down. I couldn’t. The hyenas pursued me, chasing me through the field, cackling and screaming with glee.

“Fucking sissy!” they howled, their voices loud but staccato as they ran, their instruments and drumsticks clanging. But it wasn’t just You sissy, you faggot, now it was You wanna suck my dick, don’t you! Their language had graduated in offensiveness as their bodies filled with testosterone. “You wanna suck my dick, don’t you! You wanna take it up the ass!”

The sound was cacophonous in a way that was almost melodic. It turned to music in my ears, and I was no longer running for my life through the field of my neighborhood; I was Debbie Allen in Fame, doing high kicks and pirouettes, doing chaîné turns with ferocity, like I could spin my way out of the situation. The weight of my backpack melted away. The white of my lab coat swished around my legs like a gown, sequined and sparkling. I was gliding, not running, performing hitch kicks, not leaping over holes that would twist my ankle. All the while, an audience of silent fans gaped at me in venerating wonder—

They never could catch me all the other dozens of times this had happened—but today was different. I was halfway across the field when I felt their hands clutch at me, their fingernails scratching the back of my neck with a bright flash of pain. The glare of stage lights fell away. I felt myself falling, tumbling forward. The boys dragged me down from behind like lions attacking a galloping deer. The curtain fell and the performance was over, replaced by glaring sunlight in my eyes as they rolled me onto my back and pounced.

Then came the punches and the kicks, stabbing pain to my face and chest. I could feel the tread of their sneakers against my ribs, the tear of my skin on theirs as their knuckles connected. I was turning this way and that to fend them off as I was held down and beaten with drumsticks. Kicked. Slapped. Punched. It was worse than it had ever been in elementary school. With age and puberty, the kids were stronger now, more brutal and relentless. I left my body to escape. I faded in and out of being Madonna in the “Lucky Star” music video. Starlight, star bright, first star I see tonight. Her lyrics took over my thoughts. Then I was Darcel Wynne gyrating furiously on the dim stage of Solid Gold. These images of myself flashed through my mind, and I was somewhere else, away from the screams of “Faggot!” and kicks to my ribs.

There was also now a sexual element to the abuse, which had not been the case with bullying and beatings prepuberty, a cruel need to sexualize me to degrade me. One or two of them landed on top of me, their private parts brushing against mine through their jeans, dry humping me. I could not tell which boys they were. I tried to shove them off, kicking and flailing my limbs, but they were too heavy. Too strong. I left my body again and imagined myself as Darcel as they humped my leg and beat my face with their drumsticks. They’d already learned to use sex to degrade others, to feminize me in their minds, a dynamic I’d seen on TV and now understood. I squirmed and thrashed, digging my heels into the ground to gain traction as I tried to push myself from underneath them. But they were attached to me like dogs on my leg. There was a boy’s erection against my thigh. And I became Jennifer Beals in Flashdance. Pictures come alive. You can dance right through your life. I really grew to hate children during moments like this in middle school, a feeling that would never go away.

Eventually, I got away, in a blur of limbs and labored grunts, and burst into an empty home. I straightened my clothes and acted as if nothing at all had happened. I pressed play on a cassette tape and let the music carry me away, just dancing.

Of course, I didn’t tell my mother about it. Why would I? To tell her would make it real. Meanwhile, I blamed myself for the abuse I was experiencing. I was programmed to blame myself; it was always my fault. When I got sick, my mother would say, “You didn’t wear a scarf. You didn’t bundle up.” It was my fault I got sick. Being beaten up was no different. Well, what did you do to set them off? The smoke was always for us, never for anyone else. But a parent had seen the incident from the window of one of those houses along the field and called the school. Then the school called my mother. To my dismay, when I got home the very next day, she came in screaming, “Why didn’t you tell me? Why am I having to find out like this!”

I was completely numb, shut down, as her voice rose higher and higher. And the questions kept coming. “Why are these kids doing this to you, huh?” As if we were the problem. “And why the hell didn’t you fight back?! I’ve told you if you fight them back then they’ll leave you alone! You’re embarrassing me! Do you know how this makes me look, what people are going to be saying about me? People saw this!”

On and on she went, working herself into a frenzy. When she finally moved into the kitchen to start cooking dinner, I took this as my chance to escape the terrorism of her wrath. I hurried into my bedroom, but even after quietly closing my door, I could still hear her raging throughout the house. Her stamina for degrading, demeaning, and diminishing her children was staggering. This went on for hours as she moved from room to room, ranting, then back to the kitchen to cook. The house was filled with her yelling and terrorizing.

But I knew I wasn’t the problem. I wasn’t the one starting fights; I was the one getting beat up. I was the one running for my life! At a certain point, it dawned on me that the parents who saw this attack had reported it that way: They’d said, “This child was jumped by a group of children.” They’d reported me as the victim, but my mother was not treating me like the victim. She was treating me like I was the criminal. Those other parents had called the school outraged, like This innocent kid was harmed! What are you gonna do about it, school? But somehow with my mother, the question was Why didn’t you fight back! What are people going to say about me!

But as a child, there was nothing in me that could be disrespectful to my mother. I could not fix my mouth to respond to her. Instead of being angry, I was numb. And in my mind, I could not even scream. All I could think was I’ve got to get out.





CHAPTER 6 [image: ] A Hustle for Worthiness

My first sexual encounter happened at church with two boys who had been bullying me. I was in eighth grade and thirteen years old. They were seventeen, Wilson and his friend Derek.

One day, after Sunday school, I was headed to the bathroom. Wilson and Derek were both in there. They snickered as I came in, laughing to each other. I didn’t think much of it; it was the same old everyday experience for me. But when I came out of the stall, they both exposed themselves to me, taunting me, “You want this, don’t you, faggot?” My eyes widened and my body stiffened. I ran out of the bathroom and never spoke about it to anyone.

Then it happened again the next week. I encountered them in that same bathroom, and they exposed themselves to me for a second time. It was all so demeaning and degrading. But I looked. I was simultaneously disgusted and curious. The hormones that invaded my body with puberty were racing. Wilson was actually attractive. Derek was totally gross; the sight of him repulsed me. I would never admit it to myself or anyone else at the time, but I was lonely and starved for attention—apparently, any kind of attention.

By this age, I knew deep down that I was exclusively attracted to boys. I could not, however, reconcile this with the Christianity I deeply believed in at the time. I read the Bible, could quote it. I took those teachings very seriously. The behavior of Wilson and Derek in these bathroom encounters was the devil personified. These were the kinds of boys I had trained myself to avoid at all costs, older versions of the Carraway boys.

On another day not long after, I left the sanctuary during church service to go to the bathroom. That was my excuse anyway. I found myself wandering upstairs to one of the small Sunday school rooms. I could hear the boom of the pastor’s voice and the sounds of the choir fading as I moved farther and farther from the sanctuary. Maybe I’d seen them go in there before, or knew they’d skip out on the sermon, but a part of me knew that they would be in there.

It felt so dirty when they had exposed themselves to me, like God had put Satan himself in that bathroom to tempt me. Derek was hardly a temptation, a troll with a repulsive small uncircumcised penis. But Wilson—he was not a troll, quite the opposite. And where Derek came up short, Wilson was more than abundant.

I was so afraid as I crept through the Sunday school area, the words of the hymn Yield not to temptation for yielding is sin repeated in my head. But I felt powerless, as if some other being was guiding my feet. This was the moment I had feared for so long. Satan himself had taken me, rendered me powerless to resist, and wouldn’t let go, condemning me to eternal damnation.

When I passed the room, Wilson and Derek were both in there, both in their church suits, as was I. Wilson looked up and smiled at me. “Come in,” he said, invitingly. I froze, my hand on the doorknob. But my fingers released it, and the door closed behind me.

They forced me down to my knees. I felt my soul leave my body, again like in those movies. Someone dies, but their soul hasn’t moved on yet. So it just hovers over the scene watching, confused. My body was empty, numb, emotionless. They took turns and gave instructions, forcing themselves into my mouth.

I was attracted to boys, but whenever those thoughts would come up I would push them away. The furthest I would get in my mind is I would say to myself about a boy I saw in real life or an actor on TV, Wow, he’s so cute. What if he smiled at me? What if he liked me? Then I would push that thought away as quickly as I had had it. I didn’t even masturbate. But I was performing sexual acts on boys I didn’t really know, who I didn’t like, and they definitely didn’t like me.

When it was over, they zipped up their pants and left. I didn’t know what else to do, so I got up from my knees and left the room, too, and walked back down to the sanctuary. On the car ride home with my mother and brother, I was quiet, just numb, feeling the shame wash over me with such force it might drown me. In my room, I took off my suit jacket and saw the white stain. One of them had ejaculated on the collar. They’d left evidence of the sinful act. I stood there holding the jacket in both hands, staring at the stain that I hadn’t noticed until that very moment. Oh my God, I had been walking around church with this stain in full view.

Everyone who’d still been there in that church saw it. Saw what I’d done. They knew. They had to—even if they didn’t say anything, even if they just politely smiled at me and shook my hand—they knew. And they didn’t say a word. But they saw it, the sinner, Satan. The faggot. Sissy, punk. Well, now it was true. I threw the jacket in the back of my closet. My hands shook with the weight of this shame. But I didn’t cry. By now I had learned not to cry, to hold everything in. I was going to hell. I knew it. My fate was sealed. I felt like nothing. Disgusted and disgusting.

The next day I was even more numb, shut down, and I stayed that way the rest of the week.

The following Sunday at church, it happened again. And it kept happening. Somehow we’d find each other. A look would be exchanged, or I would have a feeling of where they were and go there. I realized how starved for attention and affection I was. We weren’t a household that even hugged each other or said, “I love you.” I had no friends. I was so lonely, and these encounters made me feel even more alone, filled with shame and utterly disgusted with myself. But it was attention.

So now, instead of running away from my bullies, I was sleepwalking toward them. I didn’t enjoy these encounters. I didn’t want them. I felt horrible afterward, like I wanted to die. I never had an orgasm. I was completely sexually repressed, yet I kept going back for more.

I didn’t want it, but, yet, I kept going back for more. Now, that doesn’t make any sense. These are the thoughts that come up for me trying to make sense of this period in my life. And I have to repeat to myself, Maybe because you were a child, unable to provide informed consent. I was a vulnerable, lonely, isolated child. I have to repeat that to myself over and over again, because even now I want to beat myself up over it. Why did you keep going back? You were a vulnerable, lonely, isolated child.

Unfortunately, this wouldn’t be the last time I would find myself in situations with men that I didn’t enjoy, I didn’t want, that didn’t feel good—before, during, or after—but I kept going back for more. But at thirteen years old I was a vulnerable, lonely, isolated child who didn’t have the capacity to provide informed consent.



My eighth-grade year, my armor hardened every day that I came into school with the title of vice president. My back was straighter, my chin higher, my walk more confident, because I really was above my peers. I really would be somebody. I felt the stares, heard the whispers, but nothing could touch me within the school walls. This was my domain, and despite the continued name-calling, I started to feel celebrated with that new title.

The principal, Dr. Annette Sanders, a blond, white woman, loved me. She encouraged me to write creatively and to enter speaking and writing competitions, which I often won. Then she’d praise me for winning, too.

“Oh, Leverne, you’re so smart! You did so good! I’m so proud of you!”

I’d never received this sort of praise from my mother, even though I was a library kid who always had a book in hand. My mother never noticed, never told me she loved me for being smart or actively trying to educate myself on my own. My mother was very much like, This is what you’re supposed to do. Straight As, yes. Reading books, yes. Getting praise for something you’re supposed to do was silly in her mind. But when there was an anti-littering campaign in the schools of Mobile, Principal Sanders asked me to dress up one Friday as the Litter Bug and represent Palmer Pillans on a citywide tour. Me. That day, I spoke at the school board and several different schools about our anti-litter campaign. And I didn’t even mind wearing the costume, a giant green-and-brown bug whose head I took on and off. I could barely see through its mesh face, but all the kids at my school knew it was me just by the sound of my voice as I walked through the halls wearing it that day.

All of this positive attention from Principal Sanders gave me an unfamiliar buzz of pleasure to be acknowledged for something good, to be seen as a positive, worthwhile, and worthy presence in the school in her eyes. I felt valuable, and it was based on how well I spoke, how smart I was, my talent. It was worth, something I did not have as an inherent birthright. I felt I had to earn it. Without being a straight-A student, who was I? Without that, I did not exist. I was not worthy.

I’d long since began to feel that my brother was the favorite child. His art had covered the walls of every place we’d lived since he’d started churning it out in kindergarten. “My Genius Child,” my mother always called him, even to my face. But I did not resent my brother. I did not feel in competition with him. I felt deeply proud of him. His talent was so obvious and something to be celebrated. I was hustling for our mother’s love, internalizing the fact that I knew I was not as loved as he was, but this did not create ill feelings toward my brother. At home, our bond was less about conversation and more about sharing: Sharing art. Sharing music. Sharing dance. We lived for Tina Turner and “Private Dancer” and would perform it together at home. My mother would always say to us and to her friends, “I don’t have a favorite.” I did not believe her, but I needed to believe her. So I took it at face value that that’s what it was and kept my thoughts to myself.

One day, I told Principal Sanders how obsessed I’d become with Fame, and she smiled. “Well, did you know that there’s a school just like Fame right here in Alabama?”

My jaw and stomach hit the floor. What? Where!

“The Alabama School of Fine Arts,” she said, “in Birmingham. It’s a boarding school for high schoolers.”

This knowledge shook my world. To think, I had been living so close—only a three-and-a-half-hour drive away—and I’d never even heard of it until now. I had to get in, to get away. I told Lamar as soon as we got home, and his eyes lit up. Escape. Since our abandonment and month at the orphanage, finding a way out of our mother’s home was all we wanted. Even though we never said it out loud to each other, we both frantically wanted to be out from under her thumb. That afternoon, I pulled out the enormous book of Yellow Pages in the living room and found the number to the school, called, and asked them to mail us a brochure and the application.

At first, my mother was concerned about the dorm fees. Even though ASFA was a state-funded public school, one still had to pay to live in the dorms. How are we going to pay for this? But when the materials came and she looked through them, she saw that ASFA was a prep school. We’d be taking all AP classes. It was mandatory that all students maintain a 3.5 GPA or they would be kicked out. Many of the alumni had gone on to matriculate at the top schools: Harvard, Princeton, Sarah Lawrence. At this, I could see a flicker of appreciation in her eyes. This she could get on board with. She gave us the green light, and Lamar and I sunk deeper into the application process, with the help of Principal Sanders and Ms. O’Connor.

ASFA. It was my new portal to Mecca, my one-way ticket out of Mobile and one day to New York City. ASFA consumed me, ate up every second of spare time I had. Every day I raced home to read my application again and again, tweaking this line of my entry essay here and rewriting this line there. Success, success, success became ASFA, ASFA, make it to Mecca.

When I found out that there was a dance program at ASFA, I just knew that all of my experience with Culture in Black and White and winning talent shows around the city would pay off. But the dance program at ASFA was only ballet, and I had not studied ballet. Just like Leroy on Fame, who didn’t want to wear tights, my mom hadn’t wanted me wearing tights, either. It put me at a disadvantage not only to getting in, but to getting a much-needed scholarship. There was no money; a scholarship was the only way. But I had been living with beatings and rejection, ridicule and scorn for my whole life—I was not afraid at the thought that getting into this school would be difficult. The impossibility of this task was nothing to fear. I already knew fear, lived in it. My dreams were bigger than fear. To lose this opportunity would be to see my whole life slipping through my fingers, and I could not let that happen. So I submitted myself as a creative writing major rather than a dance major. I’d been writing those short stories and poems with Principal Sanders’s encouragement—and winning competitions—so my chances were good. My plan was to get in, start taking ballet classes, and then switch my major. I just needed to get out of Mobile, out of my mother’s house, away from those terrible kids, and finally take a step toward the future I knew was mine.

I labored tirelessly on the application every evening alongside Lamar, who was applying for the visual arts program. And in the morning, at school, all these kids, all these bullies—they had to listen to me. Literally. With the vice president title came the privilege of leading the school in the Pledge of Allegiance every day. Principal Sanders picked me to do it instead of the student council president because of how well I spoke. It gave me such satisfaction to know that I, this kid that everybody hated, made my voice heard proudly across the school every morning. I’m going to the Fame school and getting away from ALL of you! I’d think with pride before I’d even sent in the application. The very thought of it sustained me, that I might be accepted and whisked away from all of them.

Every day, I’d get on the intercom in the teachers’ lounge, where other students could not go, and Principal Sanders would make the announcement: “And leading the school in the Pledge of Allegiance is Leverne Cox.”

It felt like such sweet revenge. I’d start: I pledge allegiance to the flag. And every time I did, every single day of school, it felt like I was saying to the whole school, to everyone, Fuck you!

“I pledge allegiance to the flag”—fuck all you motherfuckers!—“and to the Republic for which it stands”—one day I’m gonna be rich and famous and say look at me now, bitches!—“one nation under God, indivisible, with liberty and justice for all.”





CHAPTER 7 [image: ] Mecca

We had made it. To Mecca. To the Alabama School of Fine Arts—the Fame school, as I thought of it. When I got my acceptance letter in the mail, inside I was ecstatic, but I did not outwardly celebrate. I had trained myself not to get too excited about good things too quickly, and I knew that I still had a whole other mountain to climb. Now that I’d gotten in—and Lamar, too—how were we going to pay for the dorms? Our acceptance letters told us that ASFA had given us both a partial scholarship for the fees, but that only took off half the pressure. Where would the other half of the money come from? My mother kicked into high gear and lobbied the local church to sponsor us both. These kids have so much potential! They’ve already been awarded a partial scholarship to this amazing school. Would you help them go the rest of the way? The church agreed to pay the other half of the fees.

When my mother first dropped us off at the boys’ dorms at the start of ninth grade, she broke down crying. Tears streamed down her face as her body was racked with little sobs, and I—fully taken aback—found myself thinking dispassionately, You don’t even like us. You’ve abandoned us before. Why are you crying? Her tears didn’t feel real to me; they felt performative. You don’t love me. You don’t care about me. You never give me any affection. I didn’t outwardly react, but I realized something else, staring stone-faced at her: She was going to be lonely. She had used us for labor and company, speaking to us as adults rather than children. That part of her was going to miss having us around. We were her children. But, at the same time, living under her thumb had taught me that there were strings attached to someone financially taking care of you. When I was dependent on her for financial support, she could dictate the rhythm of my life. With money exchanging hands, there were expectations, and I never wanted to be beholden to someone because they were financing my life, certainly not to her.

So I turned away. I left her tears behind and turned my attention toward the future. Toward ASFA.

Lamar and I roomed together. As we moved into our dorm on the second floor of the building, the halls filled with the cacophony of jubilant kids about to be turned loose from their parents to study the thing they loved most: the arts. As I looked around me, I noticed that the vast majority of the kids in our dorm were white, aside from a few Hawaiians down the hall. And I could tell from their expensive luggage and designer clothes that these kids came from money. They were not dependent on a scholarship, as we were. They were from affluent backgrounds, could quote The Catcher in the Rye in their sleep.

Going to boarding school—and to study art, at that—was considered so fancy where we came from. So nose-in-the-air uppity, it almost gave us swagger. But at the same time, it invited scorn from people like Aunt Geraldine. She lived right there in Birmingham and would say things like “those freaks at that school.” These rumblings fought in constant contention within me, murmurs of these freaky, weird, artsy kids, but also, from our teachers and principal and some women at church, these kids are smart. But when I saw my peers, I felt myself shrinking just by looking at them. Success, success, success, whispered in my ear. I had to catch up. I had to do better. I was already miles behind.

It wasn’t just the other students that invited feelings of unworthiness, it was the campus itself—even in the process of converting their old buildings to new ones, ASFA retained a dignified, imposing presence. The boys’ dorms were on one side of the campus and the girls’ dorms were on the other. There were bars on the dorm room windows. Each dorm had resident advisors behind a glass wall, the adult overseers who’d break up kerfuffles and make sure that we checked in by curfew. In our boys’ dorm, beyond the RAs was the great room, which had a piano. Pianists or cellists would hold recitals there; other times, it hosted poetry and creative writing readings just downstairs from our room. Across the courtyard was a building that held classrooms for academic studies. The theater and dance departments were held in their own separate buildings, that’s how expansive the programs were. It was a school where you could immerse yourself in the art of your craft, surrounded by all the artistic disciplines, a place where you would walk down the halls and hear a student practicing Mozart’s “Queen of the Night” opera in one room and the sound of feet dancing against the gleaming floors in the next. It was a place buzzing with pure artistry, with constant creative energy pouring down like waterfalls, soaking us up in the sounds and colors of inspiration and freedom. Just walking down a single hallway could bring me so much joy.

At the same time, ASFA was a place where nearly every student except us had been classically training for years. A constant aura of snootiness and judgment surrounded me, intimidated me. The kids had money, so it seemed to me drug overdoses happened often, including to a boy I had a crush on and later had sex with. There was a bold willingness to correct each other I’ll never forget. A kid next to you might correct your pronunciation without you asking their opinion, simply because they’d taken voice and speech classes their entire lives. “The word is access, not to be pronounced like excess,” I once heard someone say in a casual setting. Everybody was arrogant and full of themselves and highly judgmental. I did not yet have the self-awareness to realize that I’d been the exact same way in middle school, that maybe some of them were just as insecure as I was.

During my freshman year, a girl from the dance department was hospitalized for anorexia. An environment was created, consciously or unconsciously, where particularly the girls were self-conscious about their weight. I witnessed on more than one occasion our ballet teachers implying that certain girls were fat and needed to lose weight. To me they always chided, Pull up, straighten your knee, get your knees together. Though I had my moments and days that were good, I was never enough.

Classical ballet is brutal. I didn’t have the body type for it. I’d started late, so the flexibility and turnout—all the physical attributes one needs to have—I didn’t have. But I can get it. I thought I could change my body. I was bowlegged, so I worked on stretching the muscles inside my legs to achieve the turnout. I was flat-footed, so I put my feet under pianos and other heavy objects to stretch the ligaments. I would go to ballet class an hour early and put weights on my ankles, put my legs against the wall. I was determined to work hard, the hardest, and I didn’t even care when the freedom and joy I’d once felt began to fade.

Ballet became all about technique. What had once been my escape from the world became a straitjacket, one I willingly trapped myself in every day. It wasn’t fun anymore. It became perfectionistic. It became about my deep insecurity around needing to be the best. Ballet became a daily ritual of me standing in the mirror and picking myself apart, reaffirming with every look how I wasn’t enough, how flawed I was, what a mistake I was. But I was committed. I really believed that I could change my body. But I wasn’t the best in that class, nowhere near it, and that catapulted me into bouts of shame, because how was I going to survive, there and in life, if I wasn’t the best? Not being the best was not an option.

Academically, I was on a mission. There were so many books I hadn’t read that all the other kids had read. I was learning that there was a world out there where the privilege was so immense that even though I had been a straight-A student at Palmer Pillans Middle School, in the National Junior Honor Society and the student class vice president, it was not nearly enough. I read Crime and Punishment early in my time at ASFA, though it wasn’t on my reading list. I went to the Birmingham Museum of Art after my AP art history class. When I got out of my last class of the day, creative writing, at 4:30, I went to the cafeteria, surrounded myself with textbooks, and studied in an almost militaristic fashion until curfew at 10 p.m. Dinner would happen, people would flood in and trickle out, and there I’d sit, studying, nibbling at my tray of food while learning to write in iambic pentameter. Learning discipline, what it took to be really good at something. I fell in love with visual arts and a good museum moment, classical music and Shakespeare. Molière. Barbra Streisand. Theater.

Make it, make it, be somebody was all I could hear in my head.

I was a Goody Two-shoes with my head in the books. I was shut down emotionally. All I saw was accomplishment. To see a B on my report card, usually in math or science, was devastating, sending me spiraling. But there was too much to do at ASFA, too much dangling just ahead of me waiting to be achieved, to think of suicide again. With my focus now on achievement, those thoughts from just a few years before had quieted into oblivion. I focused on being the best, but there, I simply was not.

In my lowest moments, I looked for my brother, but rarely found him. Lamar was often nowhere to be seen, even though we slept in the same room. The moment we arrived on campus, I’d felt the distinct sense of deuces, peace out as he went on about his own way. Away from our mother’s judgmental gaze, he was blossoming. He was dating boys and fully immersing himself in his art—though I did not find out the specifics of his blossoming love life until years later. At the time, all I saw was that he was constantly gone, his side of the room empty. We did not talk about our sexuality with each other, it simply was what it was. We still were not the kind of kids who gabbed with each other about what we were up to, even though we lived in the same room. Our sense of closeness was not that type of closeness. It was more of a mutual understanding of what we’d both been through.

As twins, people often liked to think of us as one person, but we were distinctly different people at ASFA—really, we always had been. I came with a lot of baggage because of the bullying and being so conspicuously femme, and Lamar was more palatable to the other kids. I felt that he was eager to carve his own path and find his own way in the world separate from me. I felt the separation between us widening. It left me feeling utterly abandoned, adrift in this already strange and vaguely hostile new environment, surrounded by kids I knew would grow to be somebody.

The list of prestigious colleges they’d go on to attend was endless, limitless. Tom Bagwell graduated early and went on to accompany Marilyn Horne on the piano and has been a guest conductor at the Metropolitan Opera. Tessa Chandler, my ballet idol at the school who was a year ahead of me, also graduated early and went to the Royal Danish Ballet. Years later, I randomly saw an old ASFA friend of mine dance the Toy Soldier in The Nutcracker with the New York City Ballet. That friendship, one of the few I had early in high school, ended at the end of freshman year when he, a California white boy, called me a monkey and jumped around making ape sounds in front of a gaggle of girls who were laughing at me. I stood there paralyzed. I had been made fun of my whole life and was used to it, but this was the first time it was racial, from someone I thought was my friend. I was so destroyed by this that the first time I even told anyone it happened was in 2024 on the Call Her Daddy podcast. I could barely even say it then. I was fifty-two years old. It still brings me to tears to think of it.

Though I’d been bullied viciously in elementary and middle school, I’d never been called a racial slur, and I’d never been one of the few Black people anywhere. Everyone around me had been on roughly the same financial level we were. It was easy to feel I was better than them—better read, immersed in learning the arts, and would be somebody when they likely would not. But here, I felt like an outsider. Here, everybody had the education and training, discipline, and now connections to become someone, to reach fame. I did not have an advantage anymore; in fact, I was now at a distinct disadvantage. One so steep I sometimes felt I would never overcome it.

I’d thought the Alabama School of Fine Arts would be Mecca. In some ways it was, but in more ways it wasn’t.



Even as I struggled to achieve and compete at the highest level academically at ASFA, I found my footing with my androgynous sense of style. Today, we would call it gender nonconforming, but I did not have that language then. I was just me. I didn’t label myself. I wasn’t even out as “gay” yet, let alone trans. I didn’t dare think I could be trans. In the eighties, the language of transness—transsexuality or transvestites at the time—was wrapped in an image of degeneracy that I could not relate to, that I was terrified of being linked to. I’d watch the talk show stories where the vibe was always These people aren’t normal. They live on the outskirts of society in some subcultural outlaw existence. Trans people were othered and never conveyed as living successful lives. I would watch, intrigued, while thinking, These people are freaks. That’s not me. These people are not intelligent. They’re not articulate. So I could not identify with being trans. It did not even cross my mind that I was. I didn’t yet understand how dehumanizing and exploitative those television depictions were. I had not yet encountered a humanizing depiction of a trans person at all.

I was Christian. I was going to be a successful artist in New York City, attracting crowds of adoring fans. I was nothing like those people I saw on TV. So just as I’d suppressed my girlhood in middle school, I continued to do so those first years at ASFA, but I started allowing myself to compromise a bit more with my Salvation Armani. Now I was free of my mother’s control. I could be who I wanted to be, go where I wanted to go! I had a realization that there was a bigger world out there, that if I’m at ASFA, why not go and explore this world? There was no reason I shouldn’t have the same access to my creativity that the other students had. And I was still filled with my defiant Fuck you. I don’t think you can be gender nonconforming and not have some kind of defiant Fuck you attitude. I needed that to survive, too, this oppositional worldview. I wanted to be successful, but I also wanted to be myself.

Gone were the shirts and ties. Now I’d buy up all the culottes I could find, which had the flow of being a skirt, but were pants. Velvet culottes and skin-tight polyester leopard-print bell-bottoms from the seventies. Tunics and kaftans and other tops that weren’t technically dresses. Pillbox hats and berets. I had a leopard robe that I got as a gift from the boy who’d overdosed in the dorms. His stepmother photographed me, and she had a leopard-print robe and gave it to me. I also started wearing contacts.

I was learning to express my femmeness without embracing my girl-ness, my womanhood. It had been bursting at the seams for so many years, pushing against my insides to get out, to be released, but I had pressed this urgent need to be myself down, down, down. The judgmental gaze of the ASFA kids also felt like a deterrent; it felt like the same policing I’d felt my entire life. But I was having fun exploring, toeing closer to the line of who I actually was more than I ever had been able to before. That’s really what the beginning of high school was for my sexuality and gender expression: It was my compromise of I have to express this part of myself, but I’ll do it this way. I still could not remain inside of my body for too long, but I could adorn myself to feel closer to who I really was. In the midst of constantly feeling like a less-than-worthy failure at school, I embraced this urgent need to express myself, to get closer to being myself.

These clothes caused such a ruckus in homeroom. A What the fuck are you wearing? Even at an art school, their gazes said, You freak. ASFA had Nerd Day, where everyone would playfully dress up in geeky clothes. One year, two students dressed like me, not in a way that was supposed to be fun ribbing, but clearly a mockery of me, parodying my distinctive sense of style. That hurt so much, cutting me deeply. I walked the halls that day in quiet devastation, but tried not to let it show. That willingness to correct, that supercritical sense of judgment, ran rampant. It was not a free space to express yourself if you were gender nonconforming.

One day freshman or sophomore year, Lamar came into our shared dorm room with makeup on. He’d started leaning into the goth look, black lipstick and foundation. I loved it. I was like, Work! I asked about it, curious if it could cover up my acne. Coupled with puberty, acne had made my face a disaster. So he said, “Let’s go,” and he took me to the mall with him, right up to the Prescriptives Foundation counter. What a turn of events! I had not expected to end up at the makeup counter that day, but it was his idea, and I excitedly went along with it. Prescriptives made a foundation that matched your skin tone. He stood beside me as I got my first foundation. I also grabbed a mascara, Maybelline Dial-a-Lash. You could “dial” your lashes from 1 to 10, and 10 was like vavavavoom. I always went for 10.

From then on, I taught myself how to apply it, and I started wearing foundation and mascara, though not every day. That’s when she felt it, girl, she was wearing makeup! I felt glamorous, like when I’d sat at Madear’s vanity, like when I’d watched my mother applying her makeup throughout my childhood. It spoke to me because the makeup and Salvation Armani felt like an artistic expression. I was an artist, I was expressing myself, but I was also allowing myself to edge closer to my girlhood.

My clothes were considered scandalous, and now I was wearing face. I felt nervous to be seen this way, but I also felt like I needed to do it. I needed to be free. The people at ASFA were outraged. Walking down the street, being visibly read as male in women’s clothes, was brutal. Being goth was one thing; that read as legible to them, a style they could put their finger on, but this—this was too much. The audacity of it, especially as a lowerclassman! I did not fit into a box or stereotype that was aligned with what they knew or understood, so they reacted in a familiar way—That’s a fucking man! Die, you freak! Brutal heckling and catcalling on the streets of Birmingham, death threats and the threat of physical assault doused me in daily waves of shame.

Even as I played around with my expression of femininity, I never wore dresses or skirts because: I didn’t want to end up in New Orleans wearing a dress. I’d internalized so much transphobia and fear from the conversion therapy, from my mother, from everyone in Mobile, from what I saw on TV. Ending up in New Orleans wearing a dress meant homelessness, it meant not being successful. I was determined to be successful. I was determined to achieve at all costs. But at the same time, I embroiled myself in the world that had captivated me since childhood—the world that the models of Boy George and other androgynous people lived in, the world that let me know there’s a lane for that. There was a lane for me.



Lamar and I went home for all the breaks. The nearly four-hour drive back and forth was a strain for my mother, as she worked her jobs and was now preparing to go to grad school to get her master’s degree in education. With us out of the house, she had time to go back to school. Lamar and I didn’t drive or have a car, so we’d catch a ride with Frazier, a boy from our department who was also from Mobile.

One evening around Christmas of sophomore year, my mother took my brother and me out to the movies. By then, I was well into feeling myself with the upped ante of Salvation Armani. I’d go to class and out about town in culottes and a beret. Maybe I’d even throw on a little face. I was just obsessed with these velvet culottes. They were probably fifty cents, and now they were my life.

At home, especially at church with our mother (where I only saw Wilson once or twice and never had another tryst), we’d shed our more artistic clothing for the conservative church suits she expected of us, but for a casual movie outing, my artistry was on full display. She had not yet said anything about us wearing makeup. Maybe she figured it was some fad we’d picked up at school that the kooky art kids were into, or maybe she hadn’t really noticed, since she was often in and out of the house at work—I don’t know, and I was not going to question it. I stepped out of my room in my favorite culottes and a little beret set on top of my head, tipped gently to the side. Mother didn’t say anything as we emerged ready to go out.

I don’t remember what movie we went to go see, but I’ll always remember leaving that mall movie theater. You know, on Saturday night, the kids hang at the mall, and that night was no different. The high schoolers hung out around the external theater entrance, mostly Black kids, but some white ones, too, smoking cigarettes and shooting the shit with their friends. As we headed outside toward our car in the parking lot, my mother walking slightly ahead of us, it was suddenly like walking the gauntlet again. We’d only gone a few steps when I heard the first “Faggot!” hurled our way. There were so many kids out that it felt like we were walking the Soul Train line. But instead of us dancing and people cheering us on, it was “Faggot!”

“Sissy!”

“Freak.”

“What the fuck is that?”

The anger in their voices, that we had the audacity to look that way and be in public. The vitriol that trembled in their words was like my brother and I had done something to them personally. Like we were just terrible, awful, horrible people because we were dressed that way. It was like that movie Jawbreaker, when she’s prom queen and she walks and people are throwing stuff at her. “I killed the teen dream!” That’s what it felt like, that slow motion of people throwing stuff at her, like, You are the worst of the worst. It was like because we were dressed the way we were dressed, we had killed the teen dream.

But instead of tomatoes, they threw insults that slammed into me and covered me in a sticky humiliation. We were being stoned by the townsfolk’s rain of insults. Everything around me slowed down and magnified. I could see every one of their snarling faces. I could see the spittle flying from their mouths, the warped distortion of their lips. Every step I took felt like fifty—because this time my mother was there to witness it. She had never been there to witness our humiliation before.

“You fucking queers!”

“You should fucking die!”

Now, for me, this was like a Tuesday. This was my life daily, particularly since I’d starting dressing with more femininity. It’s a weird thing to get used to, but I was used to this. If my mother had not been there, I would have just walked quickly and gotten out of there, but because she was there, it felt like that Jawbreaker moment.

So we got in the car.

Silence on the way home.

The tension thickened inside that car and you could have cut it with a knife. Not a word was said. She did not react to the scene we’d just endured.

She kept driving, her eyes trained on the road. Her hands at ten and two.

In the backseat, my heart was leaping up to my throat. Oh, this is going to be a big one, I thought. When she finally explodes, it’s going to be huge.

When we got home, there were dirty dishes in the sink. My mother went straight to them and started washing, washing, washing. My brother and I hurried to our rooms. You could just hear the quiet sound of our doors closing. It was like we were getting ready for a Cat 5 hurricane, barricading ourselves in for the storm to come.

And then it came.

“I’m. Raising. Two. Faggots!” She started screaming, shaking the house.

I shuddered. Here we go.

“I need to take you out of that school!” she thundered. “How am I raising two faggots? If these kids are saying all of these things about you, then it must be true! And if these kids are saying it, then what is everybody else saying? What are they saying about me! What do you have these people saying about me! What are you fucking doing at that school! I’m raising—”

It was like watching a bomb go off frame by frame. Pans banging and her shrieking. Time warped and slowed down again. I could hear my heart in my ears. The explosion shook the house.

The way her voice carried without her losing it. I mean, she really went into her resonators. She was a soprano. And this went on for hours.

The entire time, I sat in my room gripping a book in two hands. Looking down at it, but not seeing it, and certainly not reading it. I was feeling small. Small, small, small. Just teeny-tiny. I squeezed my eyes shut and tried to breathe. Tried to think. A few more days and I get to go back to school. I repeated it over and over, trying to block the words flooding the house, flooding me.

“Are you faggots?” she screamed. “Are you sissies?” But we knew better than to answer her. “How am I allowing this? What am I doing!”

Not once did she say to us, Babies, does that happen to you all the time? How does that make you feel? I am so sorry you have to deal with that. You know I love you anyway, that you’re beautiful. You’re talented, you’re smart, you’re worthy, no matter what they say. These were the words I longed to hear. Somewhere deep inside of me ached to hear her say this, but she never did. Instead, it was What’s wrong with you? And what’s wrong with me for allowing this?

I tried to block it out, to let her words fade away into the background, but they pierced through over and over again.

At some point, she finally wore herself out. There was a pin drop of silence until she pushed into my room, holding the knob. “Where is Lamar?”

“Huh?” I had to process this shift in gears, that she was now in my room, standing right in front of me, fury burning in her eyes.

“Where is Lamar! He’s not in his room. I know you know where he is!”

“I don’t know—”

“You know where he is! Where is he?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know.”

“You know where he is! He’s gone! He’s gone!” Her frantic rage had turned into frantic panic. He’s gone! The house was only so big, there were only so many places that he could be in it. She searched again and then jumped in the car to try to find him. I stayed home. I was so shaken up, so beaten down by weathering the storm, that I could not begin to think where he might be.

She came home a while later, after having driven around the neighborhood looking for him everywhere she could think of. He was nowhere to be found. Night had fallen, and still he did not come home. He did not even call.

The next morning, he still was not home, and she confronted me in my room again. “You know where he is!” Like it was my fault. Everything was my fault.

“I actually don’t know where he is,” I told her truthfully. “But I’ll go out and see if I can find him.” Anything to keep her calm. And I was worried about him.

I went searching downtown. I knew where we liked to go, and that’s where I found him, sitting on a bench in Bienville Square. The square was an antebellum-looking hub in downtown Mobile, where the Mardi Gras parades would happen, a fifteen-minute walk from our house.

I walked over and sat down next to him, flooded with relief and worry. “Where did you sleep last night?” He didn’t have a cent to his name. He told me he’d snuck into a hotel bathroom and slept there.

“I’m not going back, I’m not going back,” he kept saying over and over again, like a mantra he held close. “I’m just gonna hang out until I can get a ride back to ASFA with Frazier. I’m not going back. I hate her,” he said. “I hate her.”

I hung my head, nodding. “Okay,” was all I could muster. “Okay.”

He was so upset, and he made no attempt to hide it. He was exhausted, and he openly wept, tears streaming down his face. And I shut down again. It was all so much. The rejection from our own mother. Her horror and disgust at us. Her blaming us, embarrassed of us. After the barrage of hate from the kids at the mall, she had offered us no comfort or love when we needed it most.

I left him there on the bench. There was nothing else that I could do. He resolutely refused to come back with me. Lamar had boyfriends at school and was social around campus. Because he had been celebrated as an artist in a different way than I had been—affirmed for his art rather than taunted for it, his drawings hung on display throughout our home—I always wondered if he felt like he deserved more, like he was worthy of more than I felt I was. He knew where to draw his boundaries, and this was a firm one.

At home, my mother stood expectantly when I came into the den. “I found him,” I said before she could yell. “But he said he isn’t coming back.”

Now her face morphed into surprised anger. She couldn’t even sit for a moment in the relief of knowing that he was all right. “I knew you knew where he was! Where is he now?”

“I’m not sure. He was in Bienville Square,” I replied softly, so as not to set her off again. “He says he’s not coming back. He’s going to get a ride back to ASFA.”

No sooner had I said the words, she stormed out to find him. Somehow she convinced him to come back. An hour or so later, in they both walked. He went straight to his room. She went to hers. I didn’t even see his face. How had she gotten him to come back?

I never knew what conversation they’d had, but I knew that Lamar’s running away, as short-lived as it was, had changed something for us, altering the dynamic in our home. He had stood up to her. Through his actions, he had told her, You are wrong, about the way she treated us. He had unknowingly created a pivotal moment in our lives and in our relationship with our mother that would be felt between us for decades. He had laid down the groundwork for us to finally tell her, No.






PART TWO [image: ] WHAT’S HAPPENED TO ME?






CHAPTER 8 [image: ] Indiana

I went back to ASFA my junior year without my brother. It felt surprisingly freeing to not be thought of as a twin but just as me. Back in Mobile, at a local high school, his art continued to blossom, even if he hated every minute of being back in our mother’s house. He’d been one of the best in his visual arts major at ASFA, an experience so different than mine. I was never good enough—not the best dancer, not the best writer, not the most social. I was second-tier, always less than. But the exposure he’d received there, surrounded by privileged kids jetting off to summer programs in Paris and applying to Yale and Harvard, made him realize that he could do it, too. He won competition after competition against ASFA kids that year and then went to a summer program at the Chicago Art Institute.

With him out of my dorm room and off campus, I blossomed in a new way too. With Lamar gone, so was my feeling of abandonment. Less emotionally encumbered, I turned my sights to building my own social circle and navigating my own path forward. I was still guarded, never letting anyone in too close for fear of being judged or hurt, but for the first time in my life I started making friends I could hang out with. Katie was an opera singer and Deborah was in the ballet department with me. Both of them were a year behind me, but they became my best friends junior and senior year. I ended up getting Mark’s old room—the boy whose stepmother had photographed me and given me the leopard robe—when he OD’d and had to leave school. It was a single-bed room, and I quickly discovered that he’d sawed off one of the bars on his window so he could sneak out after curfew. Now I could, too, shimmying down the outside of the building, putting one foot on the first-floor bars to hop down to the ground or scale back up to my second-floor room. Honey, I was Spider-Man, out until all hours, ready for a good time.

One night, I was out at a park near campus before curfew and met Frank. In retrospect, maybe it was a park that gay and closeted men were cruising, I don’t know. But he was fine, a Black, dark-skinned baseball coach with regal cheekbones, waves in his hair that told me he slept in a do-rag, and a high, tight ass from playing sports. He was a little over six feet tall and ten years my senior, at twenty-seven years old. But, in Alabama, I was the age of consent. I gave him my number, the number to the pay phone at the end of the hall on my dorm floor, which would ring all day with kids’ parents and siblings, friends, and romantic interests. It was 1989, and we didn’t have phones in our rooms. Frank had a cute little sports car and would come pick me up at the dorms.

He didn’t openly identify as gay, but said he liked me. He took me out on my first real date to a restaurant near a lighthouse. He was my first sexual encounter beyond oral. We did not use a condom. I could feel the power differential between us, with him so much older than me, so I did not insist. Later, I’d look back on this and understand how dangerous it was. It was the height of the HIV/AIDS epidemic and there was nothing more unsafe than not using protection. And, back in those days, you had to wait three or four anxiety-filled weeks for the test results to come back and tell you your fate. I was relieved when my test results came back negative. I recommitted to safer sex and always used condoms for intercourse going forward. But I felt such shame for allowing condomless sex to happen my first time and continued to feel shame after sex, living in fear even when condoms were used that it was only a matter of time before I contracted something.

I came out as “gay” junior year of high school. And, really, I didn’t come out so much as I started mentioning to friends when I had a crush on someone, always a boy. Lamar already knew, though we’d never really talked about it, and I had no intention of telling our mother while I was still in any way under her care. But it was clear that everybody at school already knew I liked boys, even if I’d never said it out loud. Rather than shock, the energy was Oh, you’re finally admitting it. Good for you! I’d now make up outrageous stories about sexual encounters I’d never had, making adolescent jokes, a new personality I was developing. I had come into myself enough to let go of that homophobic part of me that had internalized fears about being sent to conversion therapy again and words like abomination from the church, but it still had not crossed my mind that I could be trans. Coming out as gay felt like the only option.

When I graduated high school, I accepted a scholarship to Indiana University to major in dance, and it was a truly wonderful couple of years, I have to say. I’d only applied to two universities—the University of Alabama at Birmingham and IU. Both had prominent dance programs and both offered me scholarships, but IU had one of the only ballet-only programs in the country, and my ASFA ballet teachers suggested I go there. IU was a very conservative football school, a place where one day I walked down the street and someone screamed, “Nigger!” at me from their car. I’d grown up in the Deep South and never experienced this, but I did there in Bloomington. Soon after, I learned that Indiana housed the headquarters of the KKK.

Though I was there on academic and dance scholarships, they didn’t cover everything, so I still had to take out student loans. I ended up getting assigned to a dorm called Briscoe because it was the cheapest one available. Briscoe was fratty and bro-y. It was dangerous enough to be Black walking down the streets, but being femme put an even bigger target on my back at Briscoe. The place was fraught with an energy that felt undeniably menacing to me, who was very much in my gender-nonconforming bag. I wore my lashes and makeup with my shaved head, dodging waves of verbal abuse, death threats, and harassment when I left the dorm for class. I thought to myself, Am I going to get killed here? A guy named Rob had been assaulted on campus at a different dorm for being gay, and the buzz from this was still rippling through IU. I knew that the threat was real.

I was the kind of person who would go to the RA and complain about how I was being harassed and how it wasn’t right. The RA gave me the once-over and then gently said, “Um, for you, I don’t think this is the best fit. There’s another dorm called Collins Living-Learning Center that has more people like you there. I think that’ll be better for you.” I didn’t hesitate. I went through the proper channels and a week later landed at Collins—and that changed everything.

At Collins, a whole new world opened up for me. It was a coed dorm filled with queer and queer-friendly folks, artists and musicians, a dorm for the freaks. Hidden in the middle of this conservative football school was this haven, with theater and voice majors practicing in the halls. Everybody was chill and embraced any look that was different, saw it as cool. I’d gone from fearing for my life to being celebrated, all on the same campus. I knew that if I went into the wrong area of campus, where the bros hung out, it would be bad—but at Collins and in the dance department, I was home. This was where I belonged.

I developed fast friends who sang with me at karaoke bars, falling in with a group of girls. I’d laugh with them about how I was a really fast runner. “I used to get chased home from school every day, I can run my ass off!” I’d joke, burying the hurt that still stung. I got involved in the LGBT group on campus and protested the hate crime on Rob, becoming a bit of an activist. There was something emboldening about now having other queer people around me, allowing me to let go of some of the shame I’d been carrying and finally have a community. I met Frank, who lived on my floor and later became the cofounder of the Trans Law Center. I did a fashion show for talent night that was made up of all assigned-male-at-birth people. I dressed them up androgynously and did their makeup to Madonna’s “Vogue” and Right Said Fred’s “I’m Too Sexy.” I had the classic fake-ID nights out and hit up the thrift stores of Bloomington, where I’d walk out with bags full of gorgeous silks and leopard prints, more pillbox hats and kaftans—and I still loved a good fan.

But Collins was also a dorm where there was a lot of undercover shit going on, a place where a guy would say he was straight, but one of my gay friends would whisper to me, Girl, we’re fucking. We were all artists exploring who we were, and there was a lot of straight-passing going on. This white guy on my floor named Mike and I would work together in the study hall, and I’d get weird signals from him. Lingering eye contact, a sly smile. So I’d flirt with him, and, though he wouldn’t flirt back, the signals he was giving were definitely that he was into me. We fell into a routine of playing around with each other—oral sex and touching—but never going all the way. Then, after that happened a few times, he told me, “No one can ever find out about this.” The seriousness in his voice chilled me. He pulled out a razor and put it to his wrist, staring me straight in the eyes as I sat on his bed. I was too stunned to even say anything. Mike said, “If anyone ever found out about this,” then pressed down on the razor just enough to draw blood in an implicit warning. He would kill himself over people knowing about us? All I could do was nod. I did not want to stop messing around with him, but inside, it tore me up that being with me would give him such an extreme reaction. Was something wrong with me? That question that had haunted me throughout my childhood rang loudly in my ears again. This was the first time in my life that after having sex with a man he felt tremendous shame and threatened to kill himself—but it would not be the last.

That first year at IU, my brother told me about bell hooks. He’d recently discovered her and told me I should read her work. She was a woman who had lowercased her chosen name to shift the focus from her individual identity to the substance of her ideas. She was egoless and wanted her readers to engage with her writing and theories rather than with her author persona. She wasn’t in my curriculum, but I read Black Looks, and her words exploded my world. It is a book that I still refer to and that has deeply informed my life. From the opening pages, I started identifying as a feminist. I’d lay on my bed reading with my mouth agape, wholly immersed, unable to put the book down. I felt the visceral feeling of a light being turned on inside of me, like something was clicking into place. I started being able to put words to the oppositional gaze I’d been experiencing my entire life. What did it mean to decenter the patriarchal white supremacist gaze? Her words taught me how to interrogate this.

As I dug deeper and deeper into feminist theory, what struck me was how much I’d internalized racism and sexism, homophobia and transphobia—how much I’d internalized the mentality of imperialist, white supremacist, capitalist patriarchy, and how much self-hatred I had because of that. My recurring question of What’s wrong with me? was entrenched in that, in many ways because of that. Oh, this is what’s been happening my whole life. I’ve internalized racism. I’ve internalized patriarchy. I’ve internalized classism. I need to decolonize my mind. I now had a new lens through which to start examining what had happened to me to make me feel this way, and it was an Oh my God moment of realization for me. It felt like therapy, an unlearning. Intellectually, this was a profoundly important moment for me. It underscored why a liberal arts education was so vital—it invited me to critically think about the world around me. Almost every paper I wrote in college after that was written through a gendered or racial lens.

It was bell hooks who started me on my path to Baudrillard and Debord, Foucault and Derrida, French sociologists, philosophers, and postmodernists I’d discuss with my brother. Lamar was now living in San Francisco studying post-structuralist theory in the context of talking about spectacle and art, and now I was critiquing patriarchy left and right, becoming interested in queer theory. There was an intellectual exchange from San Francisco to Bloomington, as I was discovering myself, falling deeply into feminist theory. I became interested in thinking about my life in a whole new way.

At the same time, my college course load called for mostly dance classes, but no matter how hard I worked I still was not getting cast in university productions. I lived in frustration, a lingering feeling of less than, but didn’t feel entitled enough to stand up for myself, to ask why I wasn’t being cast. I mentioned it from time to time to my brother or mother when we’d talk on the phone, venting. For Christmas of my freshman year, they both flew in to see me perform in The Nutcracker, Lamar from San Francisco and my mother from Mobile. Nearly everyone in the dance department had been cast because it was a big production and they needed people, but I never got cast in the other productions put on that year like Carmina Burana. That night, I performed the Russian part, one of the big numbers with huge jumps and split leaps. On that visit, my mother approached the head of the dance department, Jean-Pierre Bonnefoux, and demanded, “Why aren’t you casting my child for parts?” I don’t know what he said to her, but when she told me she’d done this, I was absolutely mortified.

Later, Jean-Pierre approached me and said, “Your mother came up to me. Do you have an inferiority complex?” He said it so matter-of-factly, and, really, I did. Maybe he could sense that I did not feel good enough to ask for better roles. But I knew that I needed to be free, liberated from the chains of armor I’d wrapped myself in, but ballet, though I loved it, was so regimented. It had become a way for me to self-flagellate. I felt I needed to. I’d internalized all of the voices of my bullies, the negative voice of my mother, the one-time suffocating disgust from my father. All the ways that I had been shamed, I started shaming myself—and ballet was a place where I was perpetually never good enough. It was the embodiment of all those negative voices. I had chosen that over and over again instead of a discipline where I could find the liberation I was seeking.

Classical ballet had beat me down. I needed a new outlet to express myself.

I had dabbled in musical theater since high school, but always in musicals or as a dancer in a core or ensemble. I’d done a musical review called The Gershwins between my sophomore and junior year at ASFA, where I didn’t act, but I danced and sang in the chorus. I’d never tried out for roles with lines to be delivered, but this overlap between dance and theater felt like a bridge worth crossing to explore what was on the other side. Now, at IU, I took my first voice lessons, singing in the baritone range, and auditioned for musicals on campus. I was cast in Pippin as a player, then in Hair as Hud. Hud had a lot more singing than dialogue, including a song that was super subversive, making fun of Black masculinity stereotypes, but this gave me my first foray into acting. I got such great feedback from the other students on those productions, giving me a feeling of validation I rarely felt with dance. It was the first taste of the freedom I’d so desperately been seeking.



I met Brian at Bullwinkle’s, a gay bar off campus. It was toward the end of my freshman year at IU, and I’d recently gotten my hands on that fake ID. So there I was in this twenty-one-and-up bar with some friends, dancing, done up in a fully beat face and some leopard print. It was 1992. Brian was a graduate student in the School of Music, a short, bisexual Polish guy who, ironically, had dated a Black girl before me named Laverne.

The night we met, he gazed at me from across the floor as I was dancing. I was fierce. He bought me a drink, and soon after, we were making out and dancing together, inseparable. I took him back to my dorm, and we made love all night with Jessye Norman’s “Four Last Songs” playing in the background. Brian knew this music just like I did. We took breaks, pulling our sweaty bodies apart to just listen to the third recording, “Beim Schlafengehen,” a gut-wrenching song about death. But that night, in his arms, it felt like the opposite of that. It felt like life. Like romance. It was a sensation I’d never quite felt before. I felt seen. I was so starved for that kind of attention and affection.

Unlike my covert relationship with Mike, people knew when Brian and I started dating. He met my friends and I met his, a first for me. The only other experience I’d had that came close to openly dating was Frank, who didn’t openly identify as gay. By the time I met Brian, I’d had more experience with secret relationships than with openly dating.

One night, Brian took me out to see Carmen put on by the School of Music. I was done that evening, in long earrings and my shaved head and a full beat, because we were going to the opera. At IU, they were doing the operas in English, and their translation was so terrible that we laughed about it during the first act of the show, the lights down to darkness around us. But when the lights came on for intermission, Brian disappeared. One minute he was beside me and the next he wasn’t. I looked around, turning my head this way and that. Where’s Brian?

I didn’t want to overreact, so I floated around the room and talked with people I knew from campus, until suddenly, just as the intermission ended, Brian appeared at my side again. He had waited until right as the curtain was going up and the lights were dimming to reclaim his seat. I eyed him now through the dimness, seeing him anew. I realized that he did not want to be seen with me. He was embarrassed by me. I was still a freak, and he couldn’t stand ten toes down with that. He’d always told me that he loved when I was dressed and had makeup on, but it now seemed clear that there were degrees of acceptability to it with him, and how I’d done myself up for the opera had crossed some line for him.

I was hurt by how he’d reacted to me, though I couldn’t prove he’d vanished to not be seen with me. Maybe it was nothing at all. Maybe I was overreacting. I could not be sure, but what I did know was that I didn’t have any language to say to him, What the fuck. I did not know how to talk about my feelings, how to ask these questions of a relationship.

So I pulled away; I put the armor back on and I drifted out of his life. I randomly saw him once the following school year on the main strip walking his dog. I was hanging out with a friend in skin-tight Hue bell-bottoms giving body. We talked and it was awkward. He clearly missed me, and maybe I felt something for him, too, but I had no skills to communicate what I felt or what I wanted. I was an immature person whose first thought about the encounter was I’m glad I looked good.

Intellectually, though, after that night at Carmen, I started to see a pattern in my romantic relationships: Only a certain kind of man would or could fully see me. I’d been dating my bullies for years, people who mirrored the same treatment I’d gotten from my mother, from my playground tormentors. Wilson, who would only use me for clandestine trysts; Frank, who was so much older than me that it created a lopsided power dynamic; Mike, who’d threatened to kill himself if anyone ever found out we’d been together; Brian, who was bisexual, but whose affection had proved conditional. None of them identified as gay, and they all showed me through their actions I was never quite enough, maybe even repulsive. I’d learned, as I spent time surrounded by my queer community, that gay boys did not see it for me, gay men were not my audience, even though they were part of the community that had welcomed me with open arms. There was this culture of “no fats, no femmes” in gay culture that still persists today. I wasn’t fat, but I was femme as fuck and Black. I was not what they were looking for. So I had a community that I could come out into, but as a Black, femme-presenting person, there was no romance in that community for me. I had to find it elsewhere, but I didn’t know where that might be.

Bullwinkle’s had drag nights twice a week. There was a local drag queen there who I found out my second year thought I was mentally ill because I wore makeup and clothes I bought from the women’s section of the thrift store almost every day. There were some drag queens who felt like, You’re a boy during the day and then you do drag at night, but if you mixed it like I did—if you were dressed in the daytime or wearing makeup—this was seen as strange. I was just running around being myself, but there were all these parameters around me, even in the gay community. You’re not supposed to do this. Why is he wearing makeup during the day? Is he deranged? Is he crazy?

Nobody ever mentioned the word trans.



My second year at Indiana University, I moved into off-campus housing with a roommate named Sabrina. She was a sweet Indian girl with long, gorgeous hair. We weren’t friends, just roommates. The house was small and nondescript: two bedrooms, a shared bathroom, a classically simple living situation for two young adults. I was a broke college student living off student loans with no financial literacy whatsoever. These were skills I’d never learned or seen clearly modeled growing up in poverty, and I was late on the rent more than once, which I always felt so bad about. Because of my days being beholden to my mother for financial support, I hated to ever owe anyone a single dime. To do so made me cringe painfully in my skin.

One night, I came in from an LGBT pride event, and Sabrina told me that I’d missed my mother’s call. The next morning, I called Mother back. I was happy to be out of her house, but she was still my mother and we kept in touch. She had finished grad school and was teaching adult basic education. Soon, she would start teaching at Bishop State, her alma mater.

We exchanged brief hellos before she asked, “Where were you last night? I called you.”

I tried to think of an excuse. My mind whipped through all the plausible and acceptable things I could tell her to explain my absence. I could tell her I was at rehearsal. I could tell her I was studying. But then I realized how hypocritical I was being. I just came from this meeting about being PROUD and I’m about to lie to my mother about where I was?

So I just blurted it out: “I was at this group. I was at this gay group, LGBT. We were talking about pride and, yeah, I’m gay.”

There was a moment of silence at the other end of the line. I waited in that quick void with a hitch in my throat, waiting for her response. Her inevitable screams.

“Okaaay,” she responded slowly. I waited to see if she would say anything else. If she would yell. If she would tell me how worthless or disgusting I was. But then she asked me, “Are you being safe?”

This reaction of calm and care from her surprised me. “Absolutely,” I responded.

She was so calm as we ended our discussion that I was shocked. I didn’t know what to think. Wow, that went really well. I could feel my heart rate slowing, feel the relief flooding through me. She’s okay with it. She’s okay with ME. I sat in the moment of release. It felt unrecognizable, a sensation of acceptance I’d rarely felt from her.

A week later, she called me again. The second I picked up she started screaming incoherently. Through her shouting, I discerned that she had been in the room with a man she was seeing when I’d called her back the week before, so she hadn’t been able to properly react to me coming out as gay.

Now she shouted, “You know this is not of God! You’re going to get AIDS and die!” There were even shouts about the devil.

Her friends Eric and Claude had died of AIDS, so I could understand that concern, but jumping to AIDS the moment I said I was gay was blatant ignorance. She only affiliated the disease with gay people, always had. But what really blew me away was how genuinely surprised she was, as if I’d dropped some bomb on her. She was acting like this had come out of nowhere.

Girl, I screamed in my head, incredulous as she ranted, why are you acting like this? You were there! But it’s the lies we tell ourselves. I had been bullied my entire childhood for being femme, called a sissy and a faggot, beaten up, and even verbally assaulted in front of her at the movie theater. My whole life I had been called gay before I even knew that I liked boys—including by those who’d criticized her for putting me in dance classes, my own aunt Geraldine included. I’d gone to conversion therapy in third grade because I was going to “end up in New Orleans wearing a dress,” and now she was shocked that I was coming out as gay? It really blew my mind, the deep denial she existed in.

Then she asked me, “Is your brother gay, too?”

That was his business to tell and disclose, not mine. “I can’t speak for my brother,” I told her.

As the conversation continued, what I realized was that I no longer gave a fuck. I adopted an attitude of Whatever toward her reaction. Now I was an adult, out in the world on my own. She wasn’t paying for me. She couldn’t kick me out; I was already out. I felt a sense of defiance thrumming through my veins like, What can you say now? Like Lamar when he’d ran away back in high school, I now realized I didn’t have to kowtow to her feelings and reactions about me anymore. Even though I was out as “gay” my junior and senior year at ASFA, I’d always known that I couldn’t come out to my mother then because I still needed a place to stay in the summertime and on breaks. I knew I needed to be out of her house for good before I could tell her. And now that I’d told her, she had nothing left to hold over my head. She had no way of stopping me. And I had no reason to stop being me. I was finally living my life, and I felt that familiar childhood feeling of Fuck you.





CHAPTER 9 [image: ] Finally, New York

When I finally found myself living in New York City, after nearly two decades of dreaming about it, I immediately felt a fervent sense of urgency. It just had to happen, stardom, success. I was twenty-one years old and hungry for the fame I’d fantasized about my whole life. I knew that I would do anything, anything, to achieve it.

It was 1993, and I’d clawed my way to the streets of NYC by way of transfer to Marymount Manhattan College to finish my degree in dance. Indiana was not the place for me if I wanted to be a star, I’d always known that. I’d just needed to get to New York with as many credits as I could, and Marymount had transferred the most credits and cost the least amount of money over NYU and Juilliard, both of which had also been on my radar. But now nothing was on my mind except seeing my name in the bright lights.

I’d never learned to drive (and still have not to this day), so I spent a lot of time on the subway going from audition to audition. In between classes and briefly working at DialAmerica as a telemarketer in Flushing, I performed in a cabaret show. I did performance art open mic every Monday at Surf Reality, a sixty-five-seat performance venue on the Lower East Side, and went to dance auditions, too—mostly chorus calls and open calls like the Radio City Christmas Spectacular, which I often didn’t book. I didn’t have an agent at the time. I went to any open-call auditions for Broadway I could find, mostly theater. Within two or three years, I’d reach stardom if I kept at it, I just knew it. I was doing everything I could to get attention.

My first semester in NYC I moved into the Upper East Side YMCA. Then into an apartment with a girl who was dating a Black guy who all but moved in. He was so homophobic that it felt dangerous for me to live there. Every time I’d get ready to go out, he’d be hovering near me menacingly, reading me and making me feel like, What the fuck. I felt like he wanted me to say something to him so that he could hit me. I never said anything to her about it, but moved out as soon as possible into student housing on Broadway and 78th. Much of it was shared with AMDA, the kids from the American Musical and Dramatic Academy, which was right across the street. I stayed there for a year and then moved to a brownstone on 75th Street, where I lived in a big closet turned into an apartment. The room was only the length of two of me, and only wide enough that I could touch the walls on either side. There was a bathroom and shower in the hall and I was paying $110 a week, living poor while still living in good neighborhoods, so I didn’t have to fight my way through the hood for being gender nonconforming.

I was an East Village girl who was avant-garde—and being that kind of artsy and weird, that scene was mostly white. I’d go to East Village drag shows, which were more like performance art, more experimental than the mainstream. There was a cornucopia of things to explore in New York, a wealth of culture all around me, and I couldn’t wait to soak it all in. I spent every night and day out: theater performances, and performance art, noise shows and rock shows. I’d go to Blacklips Performance Cult, which happened at the Pyramid, incorporating wild plays with bizarre singing, dancing, and parody. This avant-garde work intrigued me. I was way more interested in that than I was in traditional dance and traditional… anything. I was obsessed with going to MoMA. My friend Sean, who was a NYU grad student in the film department, and I would perform modern dance routines in front of the paintings there, even though people would openly stare at us.

The Library for the Performing Arts was a second home for me. I could go there to see videos that weren’t commercially available. I’d watch opera videos for hours. There was no YouTube or streaming then, so you’d have to watch them at the library. I’d check out sheet music and plays. I’d go to see the opera and ballet. The student discounts helped. I went to my first Wigstock drag festival in Tompkins Square Park just days after arriving in New York, my first Labor Day there. Wigstock was a play on Woodstock, started by Lady Bunny. Varla Jean Merman, RuPaul, and Lypsinka were all there—iconic New York drag queens. Leigh Bowery, a legendary performance artist and designer, gave birth onstage. It felt like, Welcome to New York!

It was also the heyday of the Club Kids, and I naturally fell in with them because of my avant-garde Salvation Armani style and androgyny that matched their weird. They were a legendary group of queer partygoers with an ostentatious sense of style and personality who were all the rage in the early nineties. They ran the club scene. But they were more than just partiers—they influenced the cultural jargon, inspiring fashion designers, art, and music. They were art. Fashion designers and graphic designers and painters. They did performance art with their bodies; they were hairstylists and makeup artists—and they had the social power to bankrupt whole clubs when they stopped supporting them and moved on to the next. Drag queens. Trans people. Androgynous folks in outrageous outfits. You might be dancing with a six-foot-tall man in a full-body chicken costume as pink and blue strobe lights streaked across your face. This is where we were celebrated. Where we were desired. We held the power. When we were called freaks in this environment, it wasn’t a bad thing. We would mix and mingle—the straight boys from Long Island and Staten Island and the trans girls and drag queens would end up in the bathroom together doing drugs. We’d walk up to Kenny Kenny, a legendary doorperson, at the ropes at Limelight or Sound Factory, and get drink tickets passed out to us, stepping right past bridge-and-tunnel crowds who wouldn’t get in at all. I would go out to Limelight and dance all fucking night.

Limelight had once been a cathedral-style church, but was now a multilevel party room with lines wrapped around the corner, mostly tristate normies and straight people who wanted to do ecstasy and dance to music throbbing one hundred beats per second with glow sticks in hand. Then there was the Kenny Scharf Lava Lounge, a psychedelic space made to feel like you were partying in a huge lava lamp, with couches shaped like red mushrooms with white spots—that’s where the Club Kids hung out. But then you’d leave the Kenny Scharf room to go to the bathroom and see a cute boy and he’d see you and things would happen in a bathroom stall. It was a glorious time. Limelight was a club so legendary that they’ve made documentaries about it, and I was there. I lived it.

Every night, I fell madly, deeply in love with all its sparkle and dazzle. On the dance floor under the club lights, I disappeared into improvisational dialogue with the techno and house music beats. Ballet and Martha Graham technique combined with robotic staccato movements inspired by the music. Splits and floor work often incorporating some element of my wardrobe into the dance would lead to dramatic, character runway. I was artsy and weird and when I danced the children lived and when I learned to incorporate a little cuntiness into my dancing they lived more.

I was deeply entrenched and wholly obsessed, able to let go and be me. But I was also still a Goody Two-shoes. I did not do drugs or drink like the other Kids, who were often high on ecstasy or heroin as they danced beside me. I’d party drinking cranberry juice, orange juice, or water. I never even smoked weed because I believed, from the days of my mother shrieking, You’re gonna end up in jail like WT! that if I wanted to be successful from a working-class background, I could not do drugs. But people doing drugs did not trust those who weren’t, so I never landed in the center of the Club Kids circle—I was always on the periphery of it, a person who never officially met the Club Kid leader, Michael Alig, but was often in the room with him.

Back on campus, I took a queer theory performance class and loved it. I really wanted to sing and do theater. Charles Strouse, who’d composed the music for Annie and Bye Bye Birdie, was doing a workshop in the theater department, a musical review called Can’t Stop Dancing. He’d changed the lyrics to popular songs of the moment to fit the review, and I auditioned for it because I wanted to sing more, still singing in baritone. I got into the show, but Charles really wanted me to sing in a more stripped-back fashion. My personality was so big and all over the place, but he wanted to just feel me. I was a performer, but I didn’t know how to be intimate yet. I didn’t know how to tell a story and tap into my authenticity. My survival strategy was to be extra and big and cover myself with armor, and he was trying to get to the real me. He saw my talent, but he was trying to break through to get to the truth. I still did not know what my truth was, so I faked my way through my solos the best I could.

My first week at Marymount there was a guest teacher named Daniel Banks, who saw me in the hall and thought I’d be great for a play called Andorra by Max Frisch. The character had no lines and was the village idiot. My only directive was grin and nod. I auditioned for that and got the part. Daniel introduced me to the concept of being neutral, stripping everything away to the point of being a blank slate. When I discovered this, it was a wonderful revelation for me as an artist. Though I was not ready to bare my soul onstage, I could remove myself from the big personality that was my safety zone and be blank, but with presence. Though I had no lines, I stole the show. All eyes were drawn to me as I grinned and nodded with a new way of tapping into myself as an actor and creating more presence onstage through my body movements.

Felix Solis, who would later go on to act in Ozark, was a senior at Marymount, and I was cast in his theatrical production, based on a Shakespeare poem, as part of his final credits as a theater major. There, I grew again, this time playing Queenie, a queer, femme character in prison. Felix directed me, and he was brilliant. Years later, I saw him at the premiere of the Ozark finale, and we talked for the first time in decades.

It took me three years to graduate from Marymount because I was also working and having a good time. My brother had graduated undergrad a year before me and started Yale for grad school. He’d started undergrad as a painter, then moved on to sculpture and installation. At Yale, he continued studying sculpture and installation, integrating performance into his art. There was a part of me that felt jealous that he was at Yale. It definitely made me feel less than, but, of course, I never said this to him. A part of me had always felt that he was the more naturally talented of the two of us, that he didn’t have to work as hard to achieve his art as I did.

He would come into the city from time to time and catch one of my performances. I did a student production where I performed a dance routine to “Sinner, Don’t Let This Harvest Pass” sung by Jessye Norman, whom I was obsessed with now, and then I performed a poem. After that performance, my brother came up to me and said so emphatically, “Oh my God, Leverne, you’re an actor. That’s what you should be focused on.”

“Really, you think so?” I stopped to consider this.

I loved acting, but I was still trying to figure out what my life was doing, what direction I could take it to find fame. I’d even started doing Mona Foot’s Star Search, a weekly drag competition held at the New York gay bar Barracuda, which I did multiple times. I wasn’t really a drag queen, but it was easy to evolve into more femme drag because it was the nineties, the age of the Club Kid post-RuPaul. But so far, none of it had catapulted me to stardom. I was still unknown.

“Yeah,” he insisted. “The dancing, yeah,” he said with a shrug, “the singing, hmm”—he made a face—“but the acting, that’s your calling. You should be focusing on acting.”

It was all the push of validation I needed. I wanted to act because it felt more empowering than the confines of ballet ever had. I was getting better feedback and reception from my theater work. That bug was calling me.



I started working at The Coffee Shop my first summer in New York. We always dropped the the and called it Coffee Shop. It was in Union Square on West 16th Street, and I was hired for the late-night shift. The club scene was huge and there were a lot of Club Kids who would come in, and the management wanted them to feel comfortable. I picked up a few dinner shifts once for extra money and learned that the owners didn’t want me working during the day because I was “the late-night person,” the freak, the weirdo. That was the vibe. But I wasn’t being hired elsewhere because of my look, despite how much I applied around, so I stayed and didn’t leave for a decade. The place was open twenty-three hours a day, closed for just an hour to clean. I could work 11:30 p.m. to 5:30 a.m., get done by 6 or 6:30 a.m., sleep a few hours, and then go to auditions and rehearsals when I was doing a play. It was a schedule that worked well.

Coffee Shop was American food with a Brazilian twist, American-Brazilian fusion. The three owners were former models who’d gotten together to open a restaurant. For a while, it was thought of as a “model” restaurant, where fledgling and up-and-coming models would hang out. Shemar Moore worked there before me, AOC worked there at one point. When I worked there, Grace Jones would often come in, and Leonardo DiCaprio came in during his Pussy Posse heyday. David Blaine and Q-Tip were regulars. Tyrese, Christina Aguilera, Wanda Sykes. Queen Latifah would come in just to get to-go orders with her posse of butch women, and she was really sweet. The stories I could tell. Working the graveyard shift, people often came in either drunk or high. You’d see the very best and the very worst of people in those late-night hours. Coffee Shop is now a Chase bank, which is so sad.

One early morning, I left work around six o’clock in a colorfully loud, polyester, off-the-shoulder catsuit I’d gotten from the thrift store. My head was shaved and I wore dangly earrings. I had been hosting that night rather than serving, so I could step out with a bit more flair than our typical uniforms. But after a full day of classes and then an even fuller night of hosting, I was exhausted to the bone. I barely managed to tell the taxi driver my address, student housing at 78th and Broadway, before I slipped into sleep, too tired to even put on my seat belt.

I woke up covered in blood and utterly disoriented. My face was in so much pain it hummed with numbness. I instinctively touched my tongue to my front teeth and felt that they were no longer there. One of my front teeth had been pushed all the way back up into the gum and the other one was chipped. My nose was broken. A car had hit the taxi with shocking force, hurtling me, face-first and asleep, into the divider between the backseat and front seat.

As I tried to get my bearings, I realized that the taxi driver was still in the driver’s seat. “Can-can you help me?” I called through the divider, tasting blood in my mouth. The taxi driver took one look at me over his shoulder and his eyes widened big as saucers, his body jolting with a start. He reached for the driver’s-side door handle, pushed it open, and ran out into the morning. I must’ve looked like a zombie from a horror movie.

I stumbled out of the cab, blood gushing from my mouth down my chest. “Can somebody help me?” I kept saying over and over again. I couldn’t tell if I was whispering or shouting. I was in complete shock, disoriented. A Black man saw me and hurried over. He pulled off his jacket and put it down on the ground so that I could lie down. I saw more people. More voices shouting. Somehow, 911 was called. This was before cell phones, so someone must have ran to call.

The ambulance came. “Harlem Hospital or Lenox Hill?” the paramedics asked as they loaded me onto a stretcher.

Even through my disorientation I remembered that Lenox Hill was on the Upper East Side. My brother had once told me, “If you ever need to go to the emergency room, go to the rich-people neighborhood. There’s no wait when you go where the rich people are.” And he was so right.

I was released from Lenox Hill the next day, but had to go to NYU dental school to get the dental work done to bring one of my front teeth back down out of the gums. I didn’t have any health insurance, so I paid out of pocket what I could to get the most serious work done, but most of that bill went to collections. I had a chipped front tooth for years, which I hated. On top of that, I missed a lot of the start of the semester, completely dazed and out of it from the car accident and the whirlwind of medical and dental visits that followed. I was playing catch-up for months. Somewhere in that haze, I called one of those lawyers that advertised on TV to sue for damages.

After the accident, I started growing my hair out and was now wearing microbraids down my back. I was the kind of person you’d see around the neighborhood and remember—I was one of those neighborhood staples who was giving what I was giving, and always noticed and recognized wherever I lived. I was fully entrenched in the NYC nightlife scene, emboldened by the culture around me, my experiences with the fabulously androgynous Club Kids who reminded me to boldly be myself, and I was getting even more in touch with the woman I was on the inside. I wore makeup and women’s clothing every day—dresses and skirts now. In drag 24/7 is the way the girls would say it, but I didn’t consider myself a drag queen; I was just being myself. And life was hell on the streets of New York.

Street harassment in NYC is pervasive, a well-oiled machine that has existed since the city’s birth. Femininity comes under a brutal microscope on its streets, and I was an anomaly that drew eyes from every direction. When I walked into a deli, people would burst into laughter at the sight of me. When I walked onto a subway car, everyone would snicker at my clothes, the way I carried myself, pointing and jeering, “That’s a man!” Because of this, every day before I left the house, I would brace myself, acutely aware that I might not make it back alive, or that I might come home beaten and bruised. It just was a lot. It was all too much.

On 28th Street, I would shop at the wholesale stores on Broadway for cute lingerie, leggings, and perfumes for cheap, but groups of rough-looking Black and Latino men hung out outside of the stores shooting dice, talking shit, and catcalling any woman who would walk by. I tried to avoid it, but I loved the shopping there, and so did my wallet. One day as I exited the wholesale shops, head down and feet moving quickly, I heard them. They spotted me right away and the hooting and hollering started right on cue.

“What the fuck?”

“That’s a fucking man!”

“Get the fuck outta here!” I was already walking down the street away from them, but they continued to scream, shooing me away with disgust. “Get the fuck outta here!”

I went on about my way.

The next day, I saw one of the men on the street away from his homeboys. He sidled up to me as I walked by, falling into step beside me as I’d seen them do with so many women. “Hey, you lookin’ good,” he said. “You lookin’ sexy. Can I holla atchu real quick?”

I jolted in utter surprise, and spat back, “I remember you! You were one of the men yelling at me just yesterday!”

“Can I holla atchu, can I holla atchu?” he kept insisting, keeping in step alongside me. I kept walking, and then he offered, his voice a little lower, “I’ll suck your dick.”

I giggled to myself and kept walking.

The street harassment was both ridiculous and terrifying. Generally in New York, I was constantly ready to flee, constantly looking around me, always on guard. I’d had countless encounters where I could tell that I was about to be cornered or mugged or beaten up. I once emerged from the subway and saw two guys clock me and split up, going in separate directions that I knew, from my familiarity with those streets, would leave me cornered. I could not tell if they were trying to mug me or beat me, but I took off running. I wouldn’t even take the chance. If something felt weird, I’d just start running. I didn’t need to find out what was up. I knew that my life was in danger.

One day, as I emerged from the 72nd Street subway on my way home, I passed two Black guys hanging outside the station. “Well, would you look at this shit?” one of them laughed, jeering as I walked by. “Ole RuPaul-looking motherfucker. Faggot-ass motherfucker.”

And I just lost it. I started screaming at them. Can’t I just walk down the street and be left alone? This was something that most people did not have to deal with, a thing so simple that most would take it for granted, but I had to be constantly vigilant about my safety—ready for any insult or assault—and I was exhausted by it. Day in and day out, I was denied this apparent privilege because of who I was and how I dressed. The burden of years of this was now weighing heavy upon me. I turned on my heel and charged at them, my hands waving this way and that in wild gestures. “What the fuck are you harassing me for, motherfuckers!” I shouted. “Why are you fucking harassing me? What have I fucking done to you?”

Words hurled from my mouth with angry desperation. I was so out-of-my-mind incensed. I don’t even remember all that I said, just that feeling of being utterly spent, completely exhausted and fed up.

The men jumped back, shocked at my outbursts, their hands raised in front of their chests in mock surrender. But I just kept on, advancing toward them, gesturing wildly, yelling at the top of my lungs. They started backing away nervously. They probably thought I was crazy, one of the mentally ill people on the streets of New York, and, in that moment, I was. I was just so tired of being harassed every day, of feeling unsafe. I had been bottling up these emotions for so many years, not responding for fear of being harmed. I knew that I could not respond to their heckling, that’s exactly what they wanted. It would give them a reason to beat me up, to kill me. But those years of keeping it all inside were now exploding out of me.

I used to jokingly say, Every now and then I fall apart, from Bonnie Tyler’s “Total Eclipse of the Heart,” and it stemmed from moments like these when I could not bear it anymore. I would think to myself, I’m strong, I’m strong! Everything’s okay. And then it would all catch up with me and I would just melt down because I wasn’t dealing with any of it. This was my life for years—pushing it down, down, down, and then it would all boil over and erupt. It didn’t matter where I was—at home, on the street, at work—I would come completely undone.

Another time I was buying water at the corner deli on 75th Street and the heckling got to me. I lost it and threw the gallon of water on the ground and it burst in the street. I broke down crying right there on the sidewalk as people walked past me, staring but never breaking their New York stride. I had a full-on childish tantrum in the middle of the street. This was not the last time that this would happen.

I never felt safe. Even when I was at home, when I felt the safest, I didn’t know how to settle my nervous system enough to feel fully secure. I would crash into feelings of despair when I was alone. I was constantly in survival mode, from the moment I left the house, going to Coffee Shop, going to auditions, even going to the club. Dancing was my only reprieve. I would lose myself completely in the music, close my eyes and float away song after song with other bodies pulsing around me. I lived for those moments of release. But then I would leave the club and would no longer be safe. At any moment, someone could try to kill me because of who I was.

Years later, the director Lee Daniels told me, “I used to see you walking, strutting down Seventy-Fifth Street. Strutting all over the Upper West Side. Like you didn’t have a care in the world. And you didn’t give a fuck what anyone thought.”

I actually did give a fuck, but I was armored up.

There was a trans woman in the neighborhood who called herself a transvestite and was a sex worker. Every night, she was dressed, but I encountered her once during the day out of drag. “Oh, everybody knows you’re a girl,” she said to me with a playful laugh. In New York was the first time that people started openly using the word trans and suggesting that I wasn’t a freak—as I was in Alabama and Indiana—but a woman. I simply wasn’t ready to hear it yet.

“Okay,” I responded to her with a shrug and didn’t think much of it. She was sweet, but I could not relate to her, just like I could not relate to the less-than-cultured representations of trans people I’d seen on TV. I remember feeling that I was more liberated than she was: I was dressed during the day, fully myself, whereas she was not. She was not fully in her power like I was, so her comment didn’t hold much weight with me at the time.

I finally graduated from Marymount with my dance degree in 1996, and in September 1997, I received a little settlement from that car accident I’d been in three years before, about $7,000. It was then I decided I needed a break. I was emotionally spent from years of street harassment and hustling from job to job, audition to audition. I called my brother, who had now dropped out of Yale and moved back to San Francisco, and I asked if I could come visit him for a few weeks. Lamar had been dating a guy who’d recently had a spiritual awakening, and he encouraged me to come out to San Francisco and stay with him for a month. “Come and do your thing,” was his response. “Have your spiritual awakening and do whatever you need to do.”

I took off from Coffee Shop and flew to San Francisco. My hair was in honey-blond microbraids inspired by Beyoncé in her Destiny’s Child era, but shaved in the back. I’d recently gone blond, and it was a revelation. The world shifted when I went blond. The attention that I got as a blonde was insane—double takes and Girl, work! and men hitting on me—and I was attention-starved. I became a different person, my behavior got bolder. The hair took on its own life. There was a power in blond hair that I wasn’t expecting. I’d resisted going blond because I’d been reading my bell hooks, and I saw blond hair through a critical lens of trying to be Eurocentric, but Black women wore it differently. The hair textures were different, the styles Black women wore were diverse and endless. I had never once seen a Black woman with blond hair from behind and mistaken her for anything but Black. I gave it a try.

Lamar was staying in a studio so tiny that the bathroom was communal and in the hallway. We both slept on his mattress on the floor. He was doing his thing, dating and going out and working on his art. There was a South of Market gay club not far from him, Trannyshack. The gay culture in the air was thick and vibrant, in your face in a way that felt different from NYC. In the nineties, San Francisco felt really, really gay, S&M on the streets and kink stores on almost every corner. White men in leather ass chaps walking their dogs. I met a guy at Trannyshack my first night in the city who loved my blond hair and the dress I wore, but I left and went home without him.

My third night in town, I came home from Trannyshack and could not sleep. It was the middle of the night, but my mind was racing. Now that I’d had time to slow down from my usual grind, everything was catching up with me. The way I lived my life at the time was that I did not deal with any feelings. I kept everything bottled up. I was armored up. I was a human doing, not a human being. I didn’t know how to deal with feelings, had never learned those skills. But now these feelings were hurling one after another, pummeling me with nonstop force, and I had no armor left. I had nothing left but to break down.

I was so exhausted, tired of being a freak and an outcast, made fun of on the streets of New York. I was so tired of being a target. I was deeply traumatized, but not yet in touch with that word, so I didn’t have the language to express to myself what I was feeling. I’m fine, I’m fine had always been my mantra, and I clung to it even though I could no longer believe it. This doesn’t get to me. They’re not going to get to me. They’re not going to break me. But they had. I had broken against my will. I’m never going to let you think that you’ve upset me or made me sad. I’m gonna push forward. I’m gonna be famous! I’m gonna do it! But I hadn’t—not yet, and it had all gotten to me. So much of my trauma was about gender and the violence of the world around me. I was walking around made up of trauma and denial. Utterly and completely traumatized. Utterly and completely living in shame.

I stepped into Lamar’s tiny communal bathroom and stared at myself in the mirror. What are you doing? You’re a boy! I’m a boy! I screamed at myself. I was a freak. I did not know who I was. I did not know who was looking back at me. I broke down crying, tears wetting my face. I picked up clippers in my shaky hand and shaved my head completely bald as I cried. The braids fell away from me, tumbling down my shoulders and into a heap on the linoleum.

The next day I went out and bought boy clothes. Skin-tight shirts and jeans. You’re a boy! I reminded myself. Just be a boy, and everything will be easier. When Lamar came in and saw me, he jolted, startled. But he didn’t say anything. He kept that Okay, do your thing vibe that did not ask any questions but quietly supported me in whatever I wanted to do. Years later, he would say that it was clear to him at the time that I’d had a breakdown, but when it happened he did not say anything to me about it. He gave me my space to navigate it for myself, as we had always done since childhood. It never occurred to me to ask him for help or to seek comfort from him, and it probably didn’t occur to him to offer it. We simply had not been raised to deal with feelings in that way. That was not something that we knew how to do.

That night, I went back to Trannyshack in my new clothes and freshly shaved head and saw the same guy I’d met my first night there. I sidled up to him flirtatiously, but he was so not interested in me in my boy drag. The conversation was stilted and awkward. He had nothing to say to me other than “When you’re dressed like a girl, it’s better.”

A few days later I regretted shaving my head. I regretted changing the version of myself that I felt was me. WHAT have I DONE? I went out and bought an auburn wig with bangs and tried to do the boy thing during the day and a girl thing at night. This continued for the rest of the month I was in San Francisco into when I got back to New York. Again, I was trying to balance the warring sides of myself: my need to feel safe with my need to express myself and be who I truly was. But wearing boy clothes during the day with a shaved head and wigs at night was so distressing to me, sending me spiraling into puddles of tears and making me utterly confused about what I was even doing in life. The lines in my boy/girl style started to blur almost immediately. I was happier when I was a girl at night, but it wasn’t enough. The boy look made me feel like, Ugh. I was disgusted by it.

It was not me.

It was a lie.





CHAPTER 10 [image: ] Transitions

Almost exactly a year after my breakdown in San Francisco, I was sitting in Dr. Rish’s waiting room on the Upper West Side of Manhattan. I was there for my first estrogen shot and the beginning of my medical gender transition. It felt like I had been fighting a war with myself my entire life. Finally, finding my way to that doctor’s office one Wednesday in September 1998, I was laying down my weapons, waving the white flag, surrendering to the part of myself who wanted to live.

What got me to the place where I was finally able to step through the doors of that doctor’s office was a combination of so many things. The internalized transphobia from dehumanizing media representations had run so deep and thick. To get to a place where I could accept myself and actually transition, I had to confront and unlearn all the negative programming.

Unbeknownst to me, that unlearning—that reeducation—would start one Friday night at a nightclub called Webster Hall on East 11th Street. The party was called “Makeup Room” and took place every Friday in the balcony of the club, designated for the queer glitterati, the nightlife celebutantes of the day. Webster Hall boasted five distinct rooms with five different DJs spinning diverse musical genres, spread over four different floors. Gender was bent, fluid, mutable, eradicated. The fashions were innovative, outrageous, and highly cultivated. The kids were serving looks on looks. This is where culture was happening.

On this particular night I was in an area of the balcony well-lit enough for a girl to touch up her makeup. As my oversized powder puff made contact with the loose powder I never left home without, a mellifluous voice behind me inquired over the music, “Girl, may I borrow some of your powder? I forgot mine tonight.”

“But of course,” I replied. I surrendered the mattifying tools over to her.

“Thanks, girl. My name is Ginger, Ginger T.”

She was soft-spoken with a hint of an accent I couldn’t quite place. Her demeanor was almost demure, but her drag was bold, demanding that one take notice. She was a brown-skin queen with a distinctive natural widow’s peak. She used her own hairline, which she blended seamlessly into a beautiful textured wig evoking Diana Ross’s glamorous hair, but bigger. She was clad in a sequined gown, and she evoked an almost old-school pageant drag that stood out in the sea of avant-garde looks most of the children were rocking.

I was in my shaved head, shaved eyebrows era, using liquid eyeliner to draw on my brows. For me, it was always black lipstick, fluffy lashes, and a winged liner. No contour, no blush. Full-coverage foundation and caked-on Ben Nye loose powder, and wearing a thrift store something or other I’d deconstructed.

Ginger was over six feet with heels. She was striking, but not quite pretty per se. Even through her layers of makeup, the bad skin on her face was difficult to ignore, as was her chipped tooth. But the energy Ginger emanated from within made her beautiful and, unlike many of the nightclub royalty, she was genuinely kind.

The next day I went to Abracadabra, a costume store that had become an institution in the drag and dance communities, to replenish my supply of Ben Nye stage makeup. I was pleasantly surprised to discover Ginger T working there out of drag. She was just as kind and welcoming as she had been the night before. “Oh my God, I saw you last night at the club!” we exclaimed.

We kept in touch as she started moning, and I got to see up close the magical powers of estrogen. Ginger’s skin softened. Pockmarks were replaced by flawlessly smooth, blemish-free skin with and without makeup. Catch that! Her bosoms blossomed, her hips expanded. Over the course of less than a handful of years, Ginger became an undeniably beautiful, truly stunning woman. With the hormones, she was sickening, cunt.

I’d never felt beautiful growing up. I longed to be beautiful. Occasionally, with the right makeup, and in the right lighting, I felt beautiful—but Ginger’s transition gave me a sense of what was possible. I couldn’t help but wonder what the mones might do for me.

I started going to these Tranny Chaser parties started by Gloria Hole, who got married and started calling herself Gloria Wholesome. Back then, tranny was not a derogatory term. Trans women called themselves that.

In my experience, any party that catered to trans women and their admirers—no matter what intentions it started with—ended up being a party where sex work happened or was assumed to be happening, as the women would pick up guys for extra money. I once went home with a guy from a Tranny Chaser party, and after our session he gave me a twenty. I was so outraged and insulted. “First of all, why do you think I’m a sex worker?” I wanted to know. “We didn’t have that conversation! And secondly, how dare you, twenty dollars?! Not only do you think I’m a ho, you think I’m a twenty-dollar ho?”

I’d perform at these parties, singing opera, and trans women would just be hanging out to the sounds of my singing. The most impactful part of my reeducation about transness was getting to know Ginger and other trans women. These women were nothing like the representations of trans people I had seen in the media, nothing like the fear of God put into me by Ms. Ridgeway, my mother, and conversion therapy. In them, I saw intelligent, resourceful, determined, focused, courageous, brave, resilient, and ambitious women. The transphobia I had so deeply internalized was being challenged just by witnessing their lived experiences. I realized how much the media had gotten wrong, how misguided and wrong I had been in the self-hatred of the parts of myself I was now seeing in them.

There was a girl who went to the Tranny Chaser parties who told me about Dr. Rish. He was a plastic surgeon on the Upper West Side. Wednesday was the day designated for the dolls, the one day out of the week when he saw his trans patients. Everybody knew about Dr. Rish, and I would hear the girls, the elders who’d transitioned before me, talk about him. He was the doctor you wanted to go to.

But even with beautiful examples of trans women all around me, a fear I couldn’t name kept me from admitting my truth to myself and taking the steps to fully live that truth every day. Throughout my childhood, I’d learned over and over again that the truth would not set me free, that the truth only served to create problems for me because the truth would create problems for my mother. If anyone asks, tell them your father died before you were born and you never knew him. That was one of the first lies that had made toxic shame a way of life for me, a lie designed to protect my mother’s reputation. Then the truth of me being bullied at school had led her to blame me for how cruel the other children were being to me. Well, what did you do to set them off? Well, if they’re saying this about you, then it must be true! And when I’d told the conversion therapist that the truth was I thought there was no difference between a boy and a girl, it had led to a full-blown family crisis, a state of emergency, the ultimate disappointment to my mother and all that she was sacrificing for me.

In the deepest core of my being I’d developed the unconscious belief system that the truth meant punishment and was a betrayal of my mother, that the truth would lead to dire consequences. This was so hardwired into my nervous system, that only a full system reboot would save me. When I finally made it to Dr. Rish’s office, that system reboot had not yet happened. My operating system had crashed so many times. I arrived there that day desperate, unhappy, unable to keep living life the way I was. I felt dead inside, and thoughts were emerging more and more frequently that the only solution was to make myself dead on the outside as well. I had no idea how to ask for help. But finally making it there that first day I was conceding, unconsciously and at the end of my emotional rope, that I couldn’t do it alone.

That day was the beginning of my system reboot. It was the beginning of a long, long process of reprogramming, unlearning, and self-acceptance. Finally accepting the truth that I had been running from didn’t make life easier, but it was the beginning of me thinking there might be something worth living for.



I was twenty-six when I had my first doctor’s appointment with Dr. Rish in 1998, and I was terrified.

What I did know for sure was that the way gender was constructed in society, I needed to express my gender in the most feminine way I could to exist in this world. I had not yet embraced the term trans to describe myself. I still did not have the language of nonbinary or gender nonconforming. The term androgyny didn’t feel accurate. When I’d moved to New York City, I was in a Fuck gender headspace, but that was no longer working for me. It felt reactionary and rhetorically confrontational. By 1998, I just wanted to live my life, be myself, and feel safe navigating the world as myself.

I longed for transcendence. I had read Thoreau’s Walden as a freshman in high school and became obsessed with the idea of transcendentalism. Really, I had always been obsessed with this idea, even before I had a name for it. I wanted to transcend the life I’d been born into with fantasy. Transcend my body through dance, trying to force it to be what it did not want to become. Even through taking voice lessons I’d wanted to transcend my strange bass/baritone vocal range into a soprano. I needed to escape. Going to Dr. Rish’s office was about me living in the world with more congruency. I couldn’t go on living without it anymore.

The waiting room was filled with trans women. Those Wednesdays at Dr. Rish’s office were iconic, full of personalities and grandstanding, grandeur and beauty. The girls would come in, and the kekes, the beauty in the room, was epic.

The girls would tell stories about their surgeries, baring the most intimate details to each other there in that waiting room. Dr. Rish didn’t require blood work or therapy before starting your transition. I went in for a consult, and the very same day he gave me my first hormone shot. Somehow, I thought the world would crumble when I got that first hormone shot, that something horrible would happen. Instead, I left wondering, What were you SO afraid of?

During that first six months on HRT (hormone replacement therapy), one of the first changes I noticed was that the estrogen had made me considerably less anxious—not anxiety-free, but calmer. I started living in my body again for the first time since puberty. I’d gotten through most of my childhood by disassociating; when things got difficult or traumatizing, I would leave my body, a spirit floating above it, so that no matter what violence was inflicted on my body, what cruel and abusive things were said, I wasn’t there. But now I could be inside of myself again.

I didn’t realize until I started HRT that since puberty I’d been doing everything I could to exist as that transcendental being floating above my body. Puberty was the violence I needed to escape from. When my suicide attempt was unsuccessful at eleven years old, I tried to metaphorically kill off those parts of myself that I found unacceptable. This, of course, became unsustainable, operating system going offline, system overload, crashing. Every now and then I fell apart.

Trans medicine and gender-affirming care gave me a reason not to want to die. Disassociating was an adaptive survival strategy for me as a child, but became maladaptive as an adult. Gender-affirming care would become one of many tools I’d seek out, adapt, practice so that I could live a healthier life, the life my higher power intended. But I had a long way to go.

Sometime during that first year of HRT, I started using the term transsexual (a mostly antiquated term now, but this was 1998). I realized once again how empowering it was to have language to make sense of my experience. Finally, I had language to describe what had been going on with me my entire life. It was like I’d been in a dark room trying to navigate my whole life. HRT and the word transsexual was the light being switched on.

I called my brother soon after my first few excursions to Dr. Rish’s office. “I’m starting hormones,” I revealed.

“Oh, you’re doing the hormonal thing. Okay.” I could hear the shrug in his voice like it was just another Tuesday. He was still living in San Francisco and running in goth, punk, and metal subcultures. So, of course, he knew many trans people. He had witnessed friends transition. He had dated and hooked up with trans folk, so this was truly not a big deal to him.

I started telling people to call me Laverne. “Call me Laverne now,” I said simply. Though my middle name was spelled Leverne, I changed it to the more common Laverne. No one was doing L-E. I immediately changed my name at work, and when I did, it was a big deal because they had to update my name in the system so that it would print out on all my checks. I didn’t change it legally until a couple years later, in 2000, but just changing it at work and in terms of how people referred to me felt like such a weight lifted, another layer of armor peeled away. Like I was dropping the old me, who had held me back from this. I was finally accepting my womanhood and no longer in denial about it.

Transitioning felt like the beginning of me getting somewhat real with myself. Not fully real with myself yet, but it felt like some level of truth that I had not been in before. It felt like I was starting my life, no longer compromising with my gender nonconformity, negotiating with my own internalized transphobia. It’s crazy how those early childhood messages stick with you. They’d covered me in shame and fear. And I had not had any models of trans womanhood that felt like something I could hold on to, that felt like me. But now this was the beginning of the truth. Now I thought, Let the truth in.





CHAPTER 11 [image: ] The Rope’s End

Eight months after my first shot, I finally told my mother that I was transitioning. It started with a phone call, as so many of our revelatory conversations did those days. I had not planned to tell her that day, never really thought out how I would, but she caught me at the right time and it just spilled out.

I’d been having mood swings from the hormones and her maternal instincts picked up that something was amiss. She told me she’d had a premonition that something was wrong; she’d sensed it and called me. “I have a feeling you aren’t okay. Is something going on?” she asked.

And so I just came out and told her, “I’ve started hormone replacement therapy. I’m a woman. I’m transitioning. That’s what’s been going on with me my whole life. That’s what it is. I’m a woman and I’m transitioning.” Maybe it was the mood swing that had loosened my lips, or maybe it was just another lie that I was tired of living in, but I said it all.

There was a pause on the other end of the line, and then the first thing my mother said was “But you have such big hands and feet.”

Bless her heart, that Gloria Jean Cox is a piece of work.

But I didn’t see the humor in it at the time, and she wasn’t saying it in playful jest. I sighed. “It’s not about that.”

She was skeptical that I could ever not be read as visibly trans, questioning everything about the process, but I noticed that her reaction was softer than what I’d expected. “How are you going to do that? And what are these hormones you’re putting in your body? Is that safe? What are you doing to yourself?”

I told her how much research I’d done. I’d researched incision sites, infections, and capsular contracture, blood clots, and high prolactin levels, but she just kept asking, “But is it safe?”

She had always been skeptical of hormone injections, the very reason she’d pulled me out of conversion therapy, and that fear was still there in her voice. I was so annoyed; I kept repeating to her how much research I’d done, how sure I was and how much I needed to do this, but still she was skeptical. My mother didn’t know who I was and couldn’t see me. She didn’t have the capacity to see me. I didn’t fit into her bourgeoisie fantasy of who we were as her children, who we would become. But I’d learned not to put much stock into her reactions. I could not hinge my sense of self-worth on what she might say. This is what it is, I thought. She is who she is. When it came to her opinions, I still did not give a fuck.



Close your eyes. Go to a time when you felt deeply hurt.

In the early 2000s, I found Susan Batson’s acting class. She became my acting mentor and coach, and that’s when I really committed to the craft of acting, not just the pursuit of becoming famous. Before, becoming an actor had been a goal that I was actively working toward, but I still had not gotten to the truth of myself that Charles Strouse had been trying to pull out of me all those years before. Now I was in class multiple times a week digging deep into my soul to pull out what I needed to be a great actor, after having only booked roles in small plays and indie films.

My unprocessed trauma was so repressed that I’d find it coming up out of me at the least expected times. I’d be in Susan’s acting class surrounded by other students, doing a sense memory exercise when the trauma-induced bile would rise in my throat. Susan would take us through an exercise I’d assume would be specifically about craft, only for her to ask questions of us that would touch the deepest triggers of my trauma: Close your eyes. Go to a time when you felt deeply hurt. What were you wearing? Where were you? What did that place look like? What did it smell like? We’d remember the specificity of the time and place we were in to re-create the memory right down to our senses. The idea is that as you get specific in that memory, you use that sensation in the scene or the acting work, but I was not prepared for the reactions it would cause. Was there a significant person in this place? If there was, what did they look like? What did they smell like? The pressing urge for specifics trapped me. I’d be taken back to the taste in my mouth, the scent in the air, leaving tears streaming down my face. These were tears I’d never allowed myself as a child. Sexual abuse and surviving inside of fantasy. Bullying. My mother screaming in my face. Well, ARE you a faggot? I’m raising two faggots. Being beaten with drumsticks. Dry humped. Kicked. Never good enough. Unlovable. Unwanted.

I’d hurtle to the big trash can Susan kept in the corner for this very purpose and vomit it all up, all that trauma begging to get out. Sometimes other students would be vomiting with me, a chorus of heaving around the garbage bin. But there was so much of it. So much trauma. So much repression. Every class I’d be soaked in a flood of snot and tears. Choking and unable to breathe as the trauma vomited out of me, this weird exorcism that I did not want, but knew I needed. This happened in her class at least half a dozen times. It was awful, horrible, yet also freeing. I was addressing what had happened to me by simply remembering it and putting a name to it. In letting all that pain wash over me, I realized how angry I was at my mother, but also how I was in so much shame. The question of What’s wrong with me? vibrated in my mind over and over again, but Susan’s questions prompted me to start asking myself for the first time, What happened to me?

I could not even start the work of healing myself emotionally until I could be in my body, because trauma lives in the body whether we know it or not, whether or not we have processed it. I had to be in my body in order to heal, and I couldn’t be until I transitioned and became more embodied. But the physical transformation was only part of it. There were emotional scars that I had to remember, too, and it would have taken much longer had I not found Susan Batson’s class.

I’d known for years now that gender dysphoria had kept me outside of my body. Being there was painful, contested, chaotic, and incongruent, a contrast to my outward demeanor of Oh, I love myself! Oh, I’m fabulous! During these classes I realized how much I had underplayed the emotional trauma I had sustained.

When Dr. Rish retired a year after I started my transition, I found Carman Community Health Centre, which required therapy for me to continue my transition. I didn’t think I needed therapy. It felt like such a taboo thing. But thank God they required it, because I was so deeply in need. It was through that therapy that I realized I had been puking in Susan’s class because of my past traumas, and there was no way that I would be able to continue my dream of becoming an actress unless I dealt with that head-on. There was no way that I would be able to heal unless I stopped running from it. If I really wanted to take acting seriously, to take my life seriously, then I needed to take therapy seriously as well.

Years later, Susan wrote a book about acting called Truth, and in it she describes how as human beings we develop an unfulfilled need by the age of five years old. She says famously that her need was for a mother, and that we often act in opposition to what we need in real life. She never had a mother, but she found herself mothering everybody else. That became her tragic flaw. She was always mothering other people, so she was never able to receive the mothering that she longed for herself. Her actions acted in opposition to what she needed. She described how, in acting, that tension between the unfulfilled need and the public persona is that character’s tragic flaw.

I started to realize that my unfulfilled need was to be wanted, to be enough, to be worthy and loved. My tragic flaw was that I, instead, pushed people away and engaged in relationships that mirrored the relationships I’d had with my bullies. To let someone get too close to me meant that I would inevitably be betrayed. My own mother had betrayed me, abandoning me to my father and Sunny. My brother had wanted to distance himself from me. Friends had turned on me; those I’d cared for and lusted after had used and abused me. I, too, was living with a tragic flaw.



There had been so many men in my life, but few of them stoked my tragic flaw as destructively as Nate did. I met Nate at the Spa nightclub in 2001, a few months after 9/11. The nightclub was walking distance from my work, and after a long Thursday at Coffee Shop, I needed the break. It didn’t take long for him to come over on the dance floor, didn’t take long for me to notice his friend. Taller and more clean-cut, he was more conventionally handsome and more my type. The three of us left the club together. Nate was a white dude from Minnesota. At five foot nine, he was shorter than me, a skinny guy who had big gauges in his ears and wore his brown hair longish. I’d always gone for more of an all-American type of guy, and he definitely was not that.

But when his friend passed out on the couch, Nate and I made out briefly—and though there was no immediate sexual chemistry for me, something about us clicked. We made plans to hang out the next day at a restaurant. He was two hours late. By the time he arrived, I’d already left, but then he called me to come back. I did, and it was off to the mess.

Nate was an alcoholic who lived in a cluttered loft in Bushwick. He had two cats, then gave one away. You could barely see the kitchen counter for all the everyday-life debris that covered it. His small apartment was littered with random electronics. But he was the first actual boyfriend I’d ever had, the first guy who’d wanted to truly be with me and not just casually date me or use me for closeted trysts. He was everything that I did and did not need, the kind of guy that chaos followed everywhere.

I once woke up in his apartment, and there was a knife to his throat. I had worked the graveyard shift at Coffee House as usual, then gone to his Bushwick apartment instead of going home, which was closer, in Manhattan. I passed out in his bed and woke up around 8 a.m. to Nate screaming, “Fuck you, fuck you!” There was a tall Black man standing behind him with a knife to his throat, trying to get him to pack up the computers and camera equipment he had lying around. The guy was trying to rob the place. But Nate wasn’t going down without a fight. He was still screaming, “Fuck you. Fuck you. You’re drunk.”

I was terrified. Is my boyfriend going to die? Am I going to die?! I leapt out of bed and started shoving equipment in bags, whatever I could find I packed up, as Nate screamed, “Don’t do that, Laverne!” with the knife still to his throat. He tried to fight the guy, but he was drunk off his ass, his perpetual state of being. This was before Bushwick was gentrified, and I realized, Okay, this white dude in Bushwick just wandered out into the hood. And this guy sees him and decides, “I’m gonna rob this motherfucker,” and followed him. Or maybe Nate had invited him in his drunk state. That was the thing about Nate. He was unpredictable. Anything could happen at any time.

When I’d packed bags of electronics full, the guy released Nate and ran out, lugging it all with him. Nate ran after him. Didn’t even look at me. I called the police.

After the police left, I was incensed, enraged that my life was put in danger. This is insane, I thought. I can’t keep doing this. There had been so many crazy instances like this—me taking him to sit in the fourth row at a voice and piano recital at Alice Tully Hall and him answering his phone in the middle of the performance, drunk, to have a full-blown conversation, then walking out of the hall, embarrassing me; him passed-out drunk in the middle of the day; getting banned from restaurants, including Coffee Shop, for starting fights. This would happen again, I was sure of it. I had been dead to the world and woken up to a horror show. What if the next time I never woke up?

When Nate returned, still drunk, I got up to confront him. But then we ended up having sex.

“You need to stay with me,” he said, and I did. I don’t know why. I just felt like I had to. He was strangely manipulative, but I couldn’t see that yet.

Another time we went to see The Matrix Reloaded when it first came out, and he was blackout drunk by the time we got there. We ended up in a huge argument as we stood in a line wrapped around the corner for tickets in front of the hundreds of people also waiting to see the movie. I stormed off and ended up at work for the graveyard shift. At 5:15 in the morning, fifteen minutes before the restaurant closed, he stood outside with sunglasses on, his arms folded like he was pissed at me. He said, “I blacked out and I came to and you weren’t there for me.” Those were the first words he said to me, and those words weakened me. You weren’t there for me. “You always said you’d be there for me.”

He was a master at guilt-tripping me, not that I recognized it then. Every time I was ready to be done with him, I’d inevitably get roped back in. How could you leave me? You said you’d be there for me. I hated hearing it, but to be needed also soothed some broken part of me.

As the first serious relationship I’d ever had, I tried so hard to make it work. I have never had any desire to get married—marriage has always felt to me like an antiquated, patriarchal institution that was not necessary for my life. But I did want love. That Nate wasn’t ashamed of me, that he didn’t mind being seen with me, made me validate the toxicity of us. It was a relationship of me always trying and failing to be good enough, of constantly hearing that I wasn’t. I was still in the early stages of therapy, and there was still so much that I had not yet explored about myself, so much of me that remained vulnerable to my boyfriend’s manipulations. Nate told me on more than one occasion that I would never be anything without him. That no one would ever love me like he did because I was trans. And for four long years, despite my battle to find myself, I believed him.

I was several years into my transition, and every single day when I walked out of my 28th Street apartment, I was still being harassed on the streets of New York. My whole life, no matter where I’d lived, I’d been harassed. It had become so mind-numbingly exhausting. And I was so tired. And my transition became yet another way for me to beat myself up and pick myself apart. I wasn’t feminine enough. The transition wasn’t happening fast enough. The same vicious voices and self-critiques I’d heard in my head while dancing now hounded me about my appearance. The calmness I’d once felt now turned into anxiety. I was a person who could take any minor flaw and turn it into self-flagellation, never, ever good enough. It was a bumpy road from gender euphoria to This isn’t happening fast enough, I’m not there yet. I’ll never get there. Then back again. I’m gorgeous. Back and forth in my head for years. I’d often feel euphoric again the more attention I got from men. Anytime your self-worth is determined by something outside yourself, you’re in trouble. And I was in trouble a lot around that time.

I’d thought that walking down the street, going to the subway, going to the bodega or the deli on the corner—day-to-day life—would become easier after I transitioned. I’d thought that with the softening of my body, the difficulties of life would ease. In some ways it had, but not nearly to the extent I’d imagined, and the drain of having to mentally hold on to my armor every day had worn me thin. I was beat down. I felt like a failure, like I would never be accepted by the world as a woman. And my career still had not taken off despite doing everything I could think of—going to every audition I could find—to get noticed. I was broke and depressed, exhausted and desperate for a way out. I felt lifeless. Every day I woke up and thought, What am I doing? Why am I even doing this? Flashes of my eleven-year-old self in the Washington Plaza bathroom with a fistful of pills returned to me. How was it that now, more than twenty years later and closer to my real self than I’d ever been, I found myself again in the same emotional place? I had not had any suicidal ideations from middle school until New York, but life in New York had brought them all back to the surface more than once. Only, this time I had a new fear: I was deeply aware of how often trans people were deadnamed and disrespected by their families when they were found dead or murdered. This thought was so disturbing to me.

My mother had recently visited and we’d gone to the Empire State Building, waiting four hours to get in. When we did, we got up to the one-hundred-and-second-floor observatory, where large floor-to-ceiling windows offered breathtaking panoramic views of New York City. One of the windows was open. There were no bars on it. This is before they renovated the place and updated the windows years later. My mother thought nothing of the window, didn’t even glance at it. Tourists walked right by it without noticing it, but I did. “Anybody could just jump out of that window,” I said out loud before I even realized I had.

My mother turned and followed my gaze. When her eyes landed on that large open window, she snapped, startled, “Why would you say that? Why would you say anybody could just jump out…?”

I let it go. But privately I thought, Oh, that’s what I could do.

I left the Empire State Building with a plan. Later, I went to Kinko’s and typed up one line: In my death, I should be referred to as Laverne Cox, and as she. No other name should be mentioned. I’m a woman. I copied and pasted that line over and over again on that single page then cut out each one, the paper still warm in my hands from the photocopier. Each note I folded carefully and placed on a different part of my body. In each of my pockets. My purse. My bra. There would be no mistaking it when I was found. I wouldn’t be misgendered, and I wouldn’t be disrespected in death as I had every day in life.

Then I retraced my steps. That’s where I’ll do it. I’ll jump out of that window at the Empire State Building. It would be so poetic, flying to my death in the land I’d always dreamed of living in, always dreamed of conquering and being adored in. Oh my God, this could be it. This thought flooded my mind. I imagined diving out that window, weightless in the air. Vwoooom, the air would breeze past me. And then it would all be over.

I never ended up doing it, but I don’t remember why. Maybe something better or hopeful happened to pull me back from the end of my rope. Maybe I saw some light at the end of the tunnel that would lead me out of the darkness.

But pulling back from that darkest moment forced me to confront what I had been denying for too long. By the time our relationship ended in 2005, I was in so much pain, and I had no idea what to do with it. I was so fucked up. It had been a struggle just to get away from him. Nate had slowly moved in with me and wouldn’t let me go. I started sleeping around with other guys, being wholly disrespectful and flaunting it in his face, just to be rid of him. I had to make him emotionally divest with the disrespect because he would not let me go otherwise. The four-year relationship ended in a really ugly way. And while I was working on codependency in therapy, really trying to unpack it, to get an understanding of his narcissism, control, gaslighting, and manipulation that had whittled away at my self-esteem, I felt stuck. With the pain of that relationship, on top of all of the trauma that already existed within me and was occurring outside of me, the only thing I could think to do was to shut down. To not be in my body.

I was thirty-three years old and mortified that I had not yet made it big. When I was home, I watched and rewatched Jodie Foster and Halle Berry in their films, pausing scenes, rewinding and rewatching them. I wanted to study women who’d won Oscars and the skill it had taken to reach that level of achievement. I wanted to study what had made their work Oscar-worthy. I loved the way these women moved in front of the camera, how their emotion was contained and then let out, how they would arc things. I would take the memories of their scenes to class and work on sharpening my own instrument with the craft I learned from them. The Accused. Monster’s Ball. The Silence of the Lambs. Introducing Dorothy Dandridge. All the while, I was trying to get to the bottom of who I was, of what had happened to me, and the scars it had left on my soul.





CHAPTER 12 [image: ] Rifts

In 2005, a lot shifted for me. By now, I’d left Coffee Shop and started working at Lucky Cheng’s Drag Queen Show Place, a Chinese-run drag queen restaurant where I would work for nine years. I’d left Coffee Shop in a storm of emotions, after being repeatedly denied the best night-shift section as a server despite the fact that I’d worked there for a decade and had far more seniority than every other server there. I still was not allowed to work day shifts. The weekend that I left and never returned, I’d worked four night shifts that week and still hadn’t made rent, only to be thrown in the worst section on the busiest night of the week. I was done being passed over and overlooked.

Lucky Cheng’s was a place built on raunchy fun. The bachelorettes and birthday girlies would come in with their friends, sipping drinks out of penis straws and screaming, “Get a lap dance from a drag queen, girl!” You’d spank the drag queen and she’d bounce up and down on you. It was supposed to be funny, but to me, it felt so degrading. I was mortified at the idea of doing a lap dance in front of so many people, so I opted to be a waitress instead—until I learned that the “drag box dancers” made way more money. The restaurant did not pay the drag box dancers, and all of the money they took home came from the customers, but drag box dancing was where it was at because the dances added up so fast. I quickly learned the tricks of the trade—like “the Flip,” a move where you’d flip upside down into the customer’s lap—and started bouncing on soon-to-be brides for $25 per dance plus tips. There were only two dancers per shift. It was a place where one of the cooks was rumored to sell drugs out of the back and the other drag box dancer, a Japanese trans girl named Mayuko, aka “the Japanese Fucking Bitch,” held the corner market on all the drag boxes because she’d wielded her influence over the hostess and waitresses.

But my time at Lucky Cheng’s had more of an upside than just the money: I ended up using some of the dance techniques I’d honed over the years to turn my bit into a whole performance, which was far more than the other drag box dancers did, to make the most money I could. In that setting, being so salacious and silly and campy, I shed so many of my inhibitions as an actor and I found a sense of freedom in those moments of drag boxing. As an actor, I needed to be down for anything, and this experience pushed me into those deep waters I’d previously been hesitant to wade into. I started getting requests from customers for dances, which Mayuko could do nothing about. Now I was making money hand over fist, several hundred dollars per shift, over a thousand on my best nights.

Most of the Lucky Cheng girls would get off at midnight, and then karaoke would start. The girls would get drunk, and the “chasers”—guys who’d fetishistically pursue trans women—would come in to flirt with them.

The vibe was a constant dysfunctional party, a place where people like nightlife legend Princess Diandra would hold court at the bar sipping her “totly” (Diandra had a lingo all her own), availing us of stories of her international drag exploits. Her stories of living in Israel for two years are iconic. She has an encyclopedic, detailed knowledge of all things divas from stage, screen, and song. Her obsession with Diana Ross and the stories of her encounters with the Boss are truly epic!

Other legends like Cody “Ravioli” Leone; Sweetie; Lauren, aka Ruby, aka Baby Ru, I had the honor and pleasure of working with at Cheng’s. May they all rest in power.

So many queens—Tobell, Brie, Tora, Gretchen, Paulina, Miss Understood, Trixie. Later I would work with future RuPaul’s Drag Race alums Thorgy Thor and Bob the Drag Queen. Lailah Lancing, bartender, singer, my sister. Her pinup-girl-tattoo look inspired the look for my character in the movie Grandma. Mayuko was everything. She would demurely come in for her shift declaring, “I win ten thousand dollar today…” She loved playing golf and apparently was good at it. When not at Cheng’s, she would be at the country club playing golf with other enthusiasts. It seems they bet on the games. Then there was the owner, who it was rumored was a cokehead with stage IV cancer. This was my world for nine years.

In acting class and in the small films I booked, I was a heady performer who had not yet learned how to be sassy. After I transitioned and was auditioning and really taking acting seriously, I kept getting notes to be sassier. Sassier, what the fuck? It was about performing a certain type of Blackness because when casting directors saw a Black (trans) woman, they saw us as a type. Even when I was in the club scene and people saw that I was Black, I became a “type” before I could be seen as an individual. I had not yet learned how to “act Black.” There’s no one way to be Black or to act Black. Asking me to be “sassier” was asking me to act as a stereotype of Blackness, to be Black in a way that would evoke “ghettoness” or “loud.” Because I’d been classically trained, my performance style, and the way I carried myself in general, was very prim and proper and pulled up—until I started working at Lucky Cheng’s. In being surrounded by the drag community there, I started to pick up more of this. Then I started consciously leaning into my own “sassiness” and studying people on TV, thinking, Okay, I need to give more of THIS. I realized that this was what they meant by sass in my auditions, and when I started giving it, that’s when I started booking more plays and films.

I still have such deep love for all the queens I worked with at Lucky Cheng’s, an NYC nightlife/drag institution, and too many stories, which could be its own book. Lucky Cheng’s is where some of the drag queens are also trans women, but all the drag queens were not trans. But we were all sisters—sometimes dysfunctional, shady, bitchy sisters. But that’s what made it so much fun. I made a ton of friends at Lucky Cheng’s who are still in my life today, and there was so much love and support in my trans women community, like the women I’d encountered in Dr. Rish’s office.

But I also encountered trans women who were mean to me in ways also commonly seen in the trans community. It was not unusual for them to critique, to give suggestions, solicited or unsolicited. And for me, they were often unsolicited. Trans women who were further in their transition would tell me how spookable I was, that I was a brick (meaning hard-looking), even deep into my transition. At one point, I took my Beyoncé-inspired braids out and was wearing a wig. I was at the wig store and ran into a trans girl I knew from the club, who told me, “Oh, you were more fish with the braids.”

Other trans women would say to me, Girl, you need to get your titties. Girl, you need to get your face done. Girl, you need to get some sil (silicon). I vowed to myself that I would never do that to another trans woman, I would never demean her or tell her what she needed to do to be herself. And I haven’t.

Every comment those mean girls made cut me further. They dragged me down, as did days on end of juggling auditions and film work with my shifts at Lucky Cheng’s. Nothing was panning out, and I was growing desperate. I had been in NYC for over ten years. That fame and stardom I’d just known was around the corner in those first days at Marymount had yet to pan out. Again, I was a failure. I had not found the success I’d been so desperately chasing.



That year, my mother came to New York to visit me and flew Lamar in to visit, too. She’d done the same in 1999, a trip that had ended badly—for Mother and Lamar especially—but had also confirmed the niggling feeling in my gut since childhood that he was her favorite.

On that trip, Mother was being mean and disrespectful to me, as she often was, though I no longer really noticed. It had become so normalized for me that I’d come to expect it, but Lamar was fed up with it. He was angrier at her for how she had treated me throughout our lives than for how she had treated him, but he never knew just how in denial I was about this. I had always wanted to believe that she didn’t have favorites. I took her at face value when she said she didn’t.

But on that trip in 1999, he told me, “You give her too much grace. Remember that time when I was depressed or whatever? Well, she told me then that I was her favorite.”

I could tell that he was trying to be kind. He could tell that I was trying to make her love me, and he wanted me to know She doesn’t deserve it. He wanted me to unburden myself of the need to tend and befriend our mother, a term I’d learned in therapy that perfectly described the dynamic I’d had with her my entire life: a survival mechanism similar to fight, flight, or freeze, my tendency to “tend and befriend” meant that I always tried to diffuse my abuser, speaking calmly to the bear so that they wouldn’t harm me. When I learned that phrase, I knew instantly that I had done this with my mother since I could remember.

But now the truth was out. At Lamar’s words, I’d collapsed into tears, screaming childishly, “I knew it! I knew it!” I sounded like I was eight years old again. “I knew it!” I completely lost it, crying so hard because I had been trying my whole life to make her love me and see me, and this just confirmed that she didn’t and wouldn’t. Never had. I was devastated.

The proof Lamar gave me ripped my guts out. All of the good-girl shit I’d been doing, getting all As and thinking, I want to make her proud—that had been so much of the motivation for my external actions in life, all of my reaching for success. Subconsciously, I had been doing it so that I could feel worthy in her eyes. After that trip, Lamar was so upset by her treatment of me that he cut her off, rarely if ever speaking to her.

Until now. Now all three of us were back in New York six years later, seven years into my transition. Mother had paid to fly Lamar out, despite him not speaking to her for years, and we were trying to mend the family dynamic. Or maybe I was trying to mend the family dynamic. I wanted reconciliation between the two people who’d known me the longest, the only blood family I really had. And she wanted her children in her life.

So many years into my transition, I was still having to occasionally correct her on my pronouns and remind her to not call me by my old name, but it seemed like she was trying. My mother was not a person I saw every day, so I tried to just let it go. I had friends who respected me, friends who’d witnessed me transition, and they had no problem. I had a community of support that did not have to include her.

I took her to L’Express, just her and I, a French restaurant on Park Avenue that I frequented often. We were seated at our table, and the waitress left to give us a moment to peruse the menu. We were discussing menu options when the waitress came back. “He would like a moment to decide what he wants,” my mother told her, pointing at me.

The waitress was startled. He? She did not see a he sitting at the table. She did not spook that I was trans, and her confusion was clear. “I’m sorry, um, what?” she stammered.

I was beyond mortified—I was furious. This far into my transition, my mother still refused to see me. She was embarrassing me, using my old name and misgendering me in front of this waitress at a restaurant I frequented. I had given her so much grace, seven years of grace. I would gently correct her when she used the wrong pronouns. “Mother, it’s she.” I had been delicate about it for years. I wasn’t militant with her about it. But all that grace had not changed her. She was spooking my tea, and I was fed up.

I asked the waitress to give us a minute. She turned and walked away, still confused. As soon as she left, I exploded. I distinctly remember raising my voice. “Okay, you gotta get it together! It’s time! It’s she, and it’s Laverne! If you can’t get it together, then you can’t be in my life! This is just not acceptable!”

I had had it. It was the frustration of You don’t see me! You never have! I was done trying to be gentle with her. I don’t know if I was still hoping that she would see me, or that she would develop the capacity to see me right there, but I thought, Even if you can’t see me, bitch, it’s Laverne, and it’s she! I got up and stormed out of the restaurant.

Later, we reconvened at my 28th Street apartment, not far from where I liked to shop at the wholesale stores. Mother was flipping through my photo album. A couple years before, I had done Extreme Makeover, a show where people would go on for plastic surgery makeovers. It had even landed me on The View. Part of me wanted to be on the show to get the free surgery, but the other part of me was trying to use this as an opportunity, still trying to make it big. After that, there was a photo of me in a January 2003 publication of the New York Post with the headline “Make Me a Woman.” I hated that photo; they’d asked me to take off my makeup so that they could take the before-and-after pictures, and one of my hands was in the shot, as I’d been talking mid-gesture when the photo was taken. It was my first time interacting with a mainstream-media publication and the deep exploitation of it all—again, the same exploitation that had made me not identify with being trans in my childhood.

Now Mother was looking at the article, which I’d saved and put in my photo album. Despite how abysmal it was (the caption under my photo read, Transgender man, Laverne Cox, now that’s extreme), it was still press, and I wanted to keep it.

“You look so terrible,” Mother said, frowning down at it. “You look like a man in a blond wig with big hands.”

I was prepared to respond with exasperation, but Lamar was immediately incensed on my behalf. “That’s so cruel!” he seethed.

Mother looked up from the article, surprised. I immediately felt the tension sparking. Lamar was her favorite child. We both knew it. And that only magnified the cruelty she showed me. I knew that she had been cruel to me because I was so femme, but it was just what it was. I was so used to the treatment that I hardly even noticed it anymore. I had always gotten the worst of her, and that had always angered Lamar. He saw the difference between how she could be with him, when it was just the two of them. But because I never saw that side of her, I wasn’t aware that she could be any other way.

Later that evening, Mother wanted to take a picture of Lamar and me together. He tried to cover his face in the photo, still upset with her, and this started a back-and-forth argument between them that escalated quickly. Lamar was upset on my behalf at how our mother was treating me. He was disgusted by it, fed up with it. The feeling to his words was I want to be out of this dynamic. I don’t want to have anything to do with this thing that’s happening between the three of us. He wanted to remove himself from this deep toxicity between us, which had only deepened from our childhood, and it came out like an explosion, shaking my walls with screams and tears. His anguish boiled over with a heat and speed that I had not been expecting. The emotions shot out of him, pent up for so long and barreling out so fast neither of us could get a word in edgewise. Then he was gone, running out the door in an angry flurry.

After the trip, my mother sent me a key chain that said The #1 Daughter and a plate that said My First Daughter. The gesture was sweet; she was trying. I cried in appreciation. But it was not enough for Lamar. To this day, he has never spoken to her again.





CHAPTER 13 [image: ] Boy, Boy, Boys

If I were any character from Sex and the City in my twenties and thirties, I was definitely Samantha—the Black, trans, working-class-yet-incredibly-fabulous-on-a-budget Samantha. I was actually working at Coffee Shop on Union Square when several scenes were shot there. Throughout the 1990s and 2000s I was that single girl about town, not looking for love but for adventures—usually involving men.

Men always flirted with me when I was waitressing, but around 2000 there was a shift. After just two years on HRT, the flirtations came with much more follow-through. I realized I’d reached a new phase of transition. Up until then I met men everywhere—on the street, in bars, nightclubs, cafés, and Barnes & Noble (the old Lincoln Center location was particularly happening). I even met a guy at the laundromat on 72nd once; he sparked a conversation over the zebra-print robe I was folding, and we got to know each other better a few days later at my place. The experience was underwhelming. So many were. But a few years later he started popping up on some of my favorite TV shows. He was a much better actor than lover.

Then there was Mr. Dotcom Bubble. Up until my experience with him, disclosing I was trans wasn’t an issue. I was clearly gender nonconforming, assigned male at birth, and the many men who approached me knew this and loved it. Dotcom had become one of my regulars. For more than three months he came in requesting my section, usually with three or four colleagues. He was about six foot one, slim, clean-cut all-American with a hint of nerd. We always flirted, but I never took it seriously.

But this was a big night for him. He came in with about six friends, announcing he’d just sold his internet startup for millions. Several bottles of champagne later, they were still celebrating as Coffee Shop was closing. He offered to wait for me to cash out and share a taxi.

We were making out the moment we got into the cab. We ended up at his place—he’d just moved to Midtown East, and boxes were everywhere in his very spacious one-bedroom. He offered me a drink, but before he could uncork the bottle, we were completely naked in his kitchen. He lived in Midtown, but we took turns going downtown. We made our way to his bedroom, with its plush yet masculine duvet, multiple pillows, high-thread-count sheets, and, most importantly, condoms in the nightstand.

But just as I was relaxing into this new journey, he said, “I’m sorry, I need to stop.”

“It’s cool, are you okay?” I asked him.

“I didn’t know ’til we were in the kitchen.”

I immediately felt uncomfortable, pulling the sheets over my naked body. This had never happened to me before. “I’m so sorry, I thought you knew.”

He’d been coming to the restaurant for months. I certainly wasn’t trying to hide that I was trans—I thought everyone knew. But this experience with him made me realize I needed to start disclosing. Mr. Dotcom Bubble was mostly confused, and a bit freaked out, but was very sweet about it. But this could have gone very differently. I excused myself to the kitchen, got dressed, and went home.

He came back to Coffee Shop once after that, and not for a meal. He said he was passing by and thought he’d say hi. It felt like he wanted to look at me again, to see if he still found me attractive. His last words to me were “You really are beautiful,” a moment I would never forget.

Then there was Noah from Ireland. He was rather short, but so beautiful. He had curly naturally platinum-blond hair and these big, pouty full lips so pink they were almost red. He was just passing by Coffee Shop, saw me waitressing in the café, and came in just to get my number. I made sure he knew the tea. He took me to Merchants on the Upper West Side about ten blocks from my apartment. We had appetizers and I drank a cosmopolitan. Just a few sips and I was tipsy. I still have a low tolerance for alcohol. Later, back at my place, he started crying after I went down on him. He feared his dead grandfather was looking down on him disappointed in what he had just done. I comforted him. I didn’t let his shame and self-loathing rub off on me, though. I never saw him again.

Then there was the African dude who lived on my block on West 75th Street. We had been hanging out on and off for about a year or so in the late nineties. One day I was walking home and passed the Beacon Theatre. He was standing outside. Turns out, he was a janitor there. The moment he saw me, he coaxed me inside. In the balcony of the empty theater, I marveled at the beautiful mix of Renaissance, Greek Revival, and rococo designs adorning the walls and ceiling as he marveled at the flexibility I had retained from my years of ballet training.

2006 was a particularly adventurous year. I was finally free of Nate, and my first top surgery, in 2005, made me fall in love with my body in a way I didn’t even expect. I was able to pay for it because my employers at Coffee Shop took a bit of our weekly earnings and invested them into stock in the company. After ten years of working there, I got a little over $10,000.

After that surgery, I went wild. For the next few years everything I wore was cut down to my navel. There were wild nights at Rated X, the Panty Party—rock and roll, and a mixed crowd. But more importantly the boys were hot, and they thought I was hot—and we were hot and naked together.

Around this time, I met Mike, a white guy with brown hair who was shorter than me. We dated for six months until he told me I was too old and not passable enough. I was about seven years older than him, and this news was devastating. After that, I started lying about my age, which I would go on to do even after my face was on magazine covers. I would not even talk about my age in therapy. His words stoked the internalized ageism in me, that same voice that said I was a complete and utter failure because I was over thirty and had not made it big yet. Time was ticking, I was getting older, and his brusque words only reminded me of that. From that moment on, I did not even tell my close friends how old I was, even if they asked.

And then there was Clark Kent. I called him that because he came over with his glasses on in a suit after work. But once those glasses came off—and everything else—he was Superman. He was so fine I was telling the girls about him. They asked for a photo, and Mila Jam, whom I’d met in 2005, told me she knew him. Of all my girlfriends, Mila and I have had the most overlap. But it had been just a one-time thing with him and Mila, a year and a half prior, so I continued to see him.

We were hot and heavy for about nine months. Then another one of my friends saw his picture and also said, “I know this guy.” She knew a girl who’d hooked up with both him and his brother, but not at the same time. This girl, hoping to broker a three-way with the hot siblings, told the brothers she had slept with them both. The three-way never happened. And to this day, Clark Kent and his brother have never spoken of their shared interests in trans women. Years later, I ran into him during the pandemic on my way from the pharmacy in Los Angeles. He had relocated there and was married with two kids. I got the sense that his wife wasn’t trans.

Then there was Big A, who I met in an AOL chat room in 2006. We were on-again, off-again until around 2015, the kind of man I knew was bad for me but couldn’t quit. The sex was so intoxicating. It was the kind of sex that makes you feel like you’re in love. But it wasn’t love. It was a twisted, unhealthy obsession.

Around 2009, Big A and the revolving door of unavailable men was taking a toll on my psyche. By this time Big A had moved to Los Angeles for work, but he was back in NYC at least twice a month. I was always his first stop on the way from the airport. One time he told me he was in town for his brother’s twenty-first birthday. A few weeks later I found out via Facebook that he was actually in town for his girlfriend’s birthday. They eventually got engaged, but never married.

I cut off contact with him for three years, but then one day I received an email. I hadn’t checked his social media in years. But after that email I went to his Facebook page. The very day he emailed me he had updated his profile photo and relationship status. He was now in a relationship with the woman pictured in his profile. I didn’t reply—until March of 2013, five months later. But I was lying to myself thinking I was fully over him and could communicate with healthy detachment. Then, in January 2014, he emailed me that he was leaving New York again, this time for a job in San Francisco. Even though we hadn’t seen each other since December 2010, I felt sad thinking of him not in NYC anymore and invited him over.

We sat and talked for a few hours. He apologized for how he’d treated me. I never thought I’d hear that from him. Now we had said what needed to be said, and he told me he should get going. I hugged him goodbye, honestly thinking that it was for the last time. But then we started kissing, ripping each other’s clothes off. The sex was still good.

Finally, in February of 2015, we were emailing back and forth as I was on a plane. I finally wrote: I have been really emotional about us today because I saw your wedding registry online. I told him it was wild to think of him married, down on one knee popping the question. You must really be in love. She must be amazing.

He wrote back: Well, you ruined me being able to tell you that news… though not sure when I was planning on telling you about that. He told me that he did get down on one knee and that it was a surreal experience for him. I am very much in love—and ecstatically happy.

As I read through the entire email, which went into more detail about their lives together, I felt myself slowly coming apart, weeping and shaking. I couldn’t control it. It got so bad that the flight attendant asked if I was okay. I was not.

I got off the plane despondent, still weeping and shaking. I didn’t reach out to any girlfriends for support, as I normally would have, because I was leaving again the next day. I headed over to a karaoke bar. I rented a room by myself, numb from all the crying. As I was searching for my first song I heard a familiar voice singing next door. It can’t be. I went over and through the glass I saw them: my friends Mila Jam and Trace Lysette. I opened the door and started weeping all over again, just managing to get out what had happened. They comforted me like I needed, and then we sang.

And then there was Walt, who taught me one of the greatest lessons of all. I met Walt at Duane Reade in 2009. We decided to meet up again an hour later at Churchill’s on the corner of Broadway and 49th Street to get to know one another. By this time, I’d already been on TV and was googleable, so I figured he knew I was transgender, but I went ahead and casually mentioned it anyway. “Oh, well, you know I’m transgender and…”

He looked shocked.

“Wait, you knew, right?” I asked him.

“Oh, yeah. I did. But none of the women I’ve ever met are so open about it,” he replied. It was an old-school mentality to not disclose right away for fear of the admiration-turned-harassment I’d experienced so many times.

“Oh, so you’ve dated transgender women before?”

“Many times,” he assured me, and that was that. We made plans to meet up again, and I didn’t try to hide my excitement. Our chemistry was great, and in my current dating approach of Can I learn something from him? I certainly could from Walt. I was in my feminist bag, having casual conversations about anything artsy or theory-related, happy when things led to sex, but fine if it didn’t as long as I learned something from the guy. And I was learning a ton from Walt, absorbed in our deep conversations about music and the arts.

Another date or two later, we’d had drinks and gone out for sushi, and I knew we were close to his place, so I told him, “I’m having a great time. I’d love to continue the conversation.” We made out in front of his apartment, and when he turned to show me inside, I was very explicit in saying, “The conversation’s great, but I don’t wanna have sex tonight.” I was so clear. “I don’t wanna have sex. Is that cool?”

“Absolutely,” he agreed.

As soon as we got into his apartment we were making out again. But then, all of a sudden, my dress was up over my head and he was going down south. It had happened so quickly that I was utterly disoriented, like he was the Flash from the movies, leaving a breeze of wind behind him as he zoomed from appropriate to inappropriate in a blink of an eye. What is happening? I was in shock at the speed with which things had changed. Suddenly, the captivating conversation and pleasant kissing was gone and I was feeling icky. Unsafe. Violated.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa!” I stopped him, but he’d already started with oral sex. I lurched away, trying to close my legs, unable to recognize him as the man I’d had dinner with less than an hour ago. “Stop!”

When he looked up at me his eyes were so intense, like he’d just been overtaken with obsessive, fetishistic chaser vibes. I’d seen tranny chasers look practically demon-possessed, morphing into completely different people in front of the trans women they’d fetishize. Their minds would go completely somewhere else, gripped in utter-fixated obsessiveness, an awful feeling that’s full of hunger for a trans woman in a way that’s not about the woman but about his fetish. That’s what I saw in Walt’s eyes.

“I told you I didn’t want to do this!”

“Um, um, okaaay,” he stammered, that dark light now fading from his eyes like some cartoon character who was suddenly remembering where he was after a deep daydream. He sat up, still between my legs, completely confused at my reaction.

I pushed him away and said, “I think I need to go.” Outside, I hailed a taxi, then cried in the backseat all the way home. What I’d learned in that moment is that a woman should never be alone with a man unless she wants to have sex. This was an impactful lesson for me, who had thought that saying no would be enough. But now I saw that even if I said no, the man would still think he had a chance. He would still try. The only way to stop it was to leave, to not be alone with him at all.

But then we stayed in touch. We never went on another date, but he would occasionally text me random stuff, like clips of the music he was doing, for years. And I’d respond. I’d seen so many accounts of women who’ve been assaulted but then stayed in touch with the man afterward. Then the predator would say, “Well, if I assaulted you, why did you stay in touch?” I learned now how complicated this dynamic could be. I still did not know why I kept in touch with him all those years despite knowing that he’d assaulted me.

Over a decade later, during the pandemic, I ran into him at Soho House in LA. He was now in his late fifties, living in that area and dabbling in politics. He still gave off that good-guy kind of vibe, congenial and nonthreatening, someone you’d want to sit down and chat with. We decided to meet up after. As we chatted, he told me that he was still doing music. He started telling me stories about a young girl who was around twenty-one years old. He’d been producing her music and described how he’d misread her signals and made a move on her. She freaked out, screaming, “I can’t believe you’re like all the other ones!”

Wow, I thought, this sounds so familiar. I told him, “I just have to tell you, that night with you changed me, that third date we had. I’ve thought a lot about it.”

He surprised me by responding, “I’ve thought a lot about it, too.”

Intrigued, I asked, “Well, why?”

“Because that’s never happened to me before.”

I leaned in, eyes narrowed. “What specifically has never happened to you before?”

“Rejection,” he replied. “Rejection from a woman.” He told me that no woman, non-trans or trans, had ever rejected him before. He described how his interactions with trans women had always been that they were sexually voracious with him, taking the reins and ready to go, like sex goddesses who were there to seduce him and fulfill his fantasies. And I was the first one who said no.

Hearing this from him compelled me to tell him the truth: “That night made me realize that if I’m alone with a man, I should be prepared to have sex, and it makes me really sad.”

He asked, “Do you feel I assaulted you?”

“Yes.”

Walt sat there in stunned silence. When he finally found his voice he said, “I’m so sorry. Wow, I’m so sorry.”

We said our goodbyes shortly after. I couldn’t stop thinking about what he’d told me. Here was a man who seemed like such a good guy, but what was arresting to me was the story about yet another woman he’d assaulted, violated, betrayed, and traumatized—he was still doing the same thing over ten years later, and it had never occurred to him that he was doing that. Talk about a full-circle moment—for him and me. I needed that more than I knew because it was only after we spoke that I realized why I had continued to stay in touch with him for so long.

Over the years, I’d met so many unavailable men, so many men who couldn’t or wouldn’t step up. I was choosing emotionally unavailable men because I was emotionally unavailable. I would eventually learn in therapy that because of early childhood trauma, my nervous system was in a constant mode of fight, flight, or fawn, and never fully left that heightened state. We are all biologically hardwired to release adrenaline and cortisol to fight or flee the proverbial bear in the woods. If a healthy, available man presented himself, my nervous system was physically unable to recognize him, let alone leave survival mode long enough to be able to actually receive what he had to offer. With the help of an amazing therapist I’m learning slowly how to better self-regulate, how not to subconsciously see everyone and everything as a threat to my survival, but it’s hard and takes time. My therapist tells me my picker is getting better, that I’m making progress. But before I could do any of the work I’m doing with her now, I needed to be able to truly face what had happened to me.





CHAPTER 14 [image: ] The Work

It would have been easy for me to believe that my dream of being famous was impossible, that it just wasn’t going to happen for a Black trans woman—that the world wasn’t ready for us yet. When I was auditioning for casting directors and producers, someone would inevitably offhandedly mention, “Oh, you should move to LA. New York may not be right for you,” and I knew they were thinking my big hope was to get to play a sex worker on Law & Order and get murdered. Those were still some of the only roles that existed for a trans actress, but I was hell-bent on making it big. Then, in 2007, New York City was abuzz that Candis Cayne was going to be a recurring actor on Dirty Sexy Money, a prime-time drama television series on ABC. She was the first openly trans person to have a recurring role on a prime-time TV show, and I immediately thought, This is my moment. To see another trans woman get her shine in the spotlight was pivotal for me because I stopped looking at my transness as something that held me back. Instead, it was something that made me special, unique. If she could do it, then I could, too.

Post–Candis Cayne, I was in Say yes to anything mode. I was on Backstage, a site commonly used by actors, looking for casting calls and auditions. I was on Actors Access updating my professional profile and headshots. Even Craigslist had audition listings. I’d met an actor back when I was on the set of a small film I’d done who’d told me, “Every six months I send out my card to casting directors and agents to remind them I’m still here.” I decided to do the same.

Working with Susan Batson, where Dakota Fanning would casually walk in at nine or ten years old, I’d started learning the ins and outs of the business side of acting as well as the craft by taking up an internship with her in addition to my training. During my internship, I learned about the Ross Reports, a list of all the agents and casting directors in LA and New York. The Ross Reports came with stickers of their contact information so that you could do a mailing. I made a card with two photos of me on the front: a glamour shot of me in a sequin dress with a sweetheart neckline and my hair in big loose curls down to my breasts, and a more casual photo of me in jeans posed sitting school-day-picture style against a white background. Along with my MySpace and email address, my card read:


The Tranny Next Door

Laverne Cox

The Answer to All Your Transgender Acting Needs



I sent out five hundred cards and ended up with four meetings. I signed with UGLY Models Agency—an agency that chose its name to challenge conventional beauty standards, built on showcasing unique and “characterful” looks. They got me a Swedish commercial, but then put me in a photo shoot that felt like exploitative minstrelsy, so I turned my sights elsewhere. One of my meetings was with Paul Hilepo in November 2007. He later told me that when we first met, he had so many erroneous preconceived notions about who I was, that in his ignorance he was expecting me to not be as professional as I was. As a Black trans woman, these were preconceived notions I was constantly up against. Our meeting was the day after Halloween, and I’d had my hair done à la Josephine Baker to go with my costume. It was still in that short, finger wave–like style when I walked into his office.

“Play around with your hair and make it look more like your headshots,” he requested. “And prepare a couple monologues for when you come in with a different look.”

I did exactly as he asked. When I came back in, I was so nervous. I was so close to finally getting an agent. This is my shot. Paul was blown away by how professional and prepared I was, how dead serious I was about my craft and my determination to make it. He felt I had the “it” factor and was ready to sign me. He was aware of the Candis Cayne moment, and he could envision the career I was trying to attain. With my look and the moment that Candis had started, he thought we could get there. He became my agent/manager and has been ever since. More than that, he’s become a friend.

In early 2008, he sent me out to a Law & Order: SVU audition, a role playing the manager of a gay gym called Bulges. He later told me that he’d told the SVU casting director everything that he’d experienced with me when we first met. “She’s such a pro, a tried-and-true actress, but she may be a little nervous, so please don’t hold that against her.”

When Paul got the callback for me, where the casting team has narrowed down the potential cast of actors and wants to see you audition again to make their final decision, the casting director told him, “Everything you said was true. Please tell her not to be nervous. She can really get this role.” When Paul told me this, I resolved to squash those fears and go into the next audition at least showing confidence. It worked, and I got the role. I was excited at the opportunity to shoot on such a celebrated network show, but also in go mode, Success, success, success still the mantra in my head pushing me forward. We shot on Good Friday at a rate of $1,000 a day, but because it was a holiday we got paid double. Then every time the episode re-aired in prime time, the actors would get the full amount of residuals. It re-aired in prime time five times, so I made about $12,000 from that one day of shooting.

Around the same time, I started getting close with Mila Jam. A fellow singer, dancer, actress, and budding LGBTQ+ activist, she was doing YouTube video remakes of Lil Mama’s “Lip Gloss” and the Pussycat Dolls’ songs, and she asked me to do one with her. So I joined her, Sahara Davenport—who later went on to compete on RuPaul’s Drag Race, may she rest in peace—and our friend Dwayne, whose drag name was Milan. We pulled in Deja Smith, who is now my longtime makeup artist, but whom I met for the first time when we shot this video in the Meatpacking District. And then we all started hanging out. It started with us going to Pinkberry frozen yogurt shops every week, and we committed to weekly meetups and supporting each other. A lot of the trans girls on the scene weren’t always the nicest, and many of them were doing survival sex work, which we respected but were not engaged in, so this group of friends became a supportive sisterhood for us all. Not only did many of us have performance backgrounds but also none of us did drugs, and we committed to each other to not compete over guys.

What had started with me and Mila grew and grew, with other girls coming in and out, until a group solidified with myself, Mila, Peppermint, Joslyn DeFreece, Trace Lysette, Michaela Jaé Rodriguez, Mother M, Princess Jay Knowles, and Deja Smith. We all had performance backgrounds in common. Mila and Peppermint had gone to AMDA, the American Musical and Dramatic Academy. Joslyn and Trace had wanted to take dance classes in their childhoods, just like I had, but had not been allowed to—though Trace had been allowed to do cheerleading. Michaela had also grown up performing, and M had been a Boy Bar beauty back in the eighties and nineties, but had gone to the Joffrey Ballet School and then became a hairstylist to names like Bette Midler, Chaka Khan, and Prince. I watched and supported as Mila, Princess, and Michaela transitioned. We’re there for each other, support each other—sisters before misters always. At some point, I don’t remember when, Princess named us the COTS (Council of the Trans Sisters), and that’s what we’ve been ever since.

With an ever-deepening connection of trans women around me, I supported them and cheered them on as they continued their own climbs to success on- and off-screen—and they did the same for me. I sent my résumé in for Big Brother auditions, though I wasn’t interested in doing reality shows. I wanted to say yes to any and everything. I ended up not being able to make it in for the auditions, but one of the casting directors there loved my card and kept me on file. I learned then that even in reality TV, getting booked was all about establishing and building relationships with casting directors, because if the casting director likes you they’ll bring you in for more work. That’s how I got called for I Want to Work for Diddy, Sean “Diddy” Combs’s reality competition show on VH1. It was a show that aired for two seasons, where contestants would compete in various challenges in the hopes of proving worthy of becoming Diddy’s personal assistant. That same casting director reached out to me, and I went in for the first interview. Then a second and a third. They really liked me and called me in for a fourth and final interview.

The day before my final interview for I Want to Work for Diddy, I had a blazer for the interview, but I wanted to find and buy a scarf to pair with it. I was on Broadway between 28th and 29th, a few blocks from where I lived. I had my headphones in, strutting down the block to Beyoncé’s “Upgrade U,” when I noticed that I was approaching a group of six or seven young Black men. By now I’d learned to turn my music down any time I approached a group of men just to be more alert. As I did, I heard the familiar chorus of “Faggot” and “That’s a man.” And one Caribbean guy jeered, “Batty boy!”

I kept walking.

Then one of them kicked me. I stumbled back, shocked. I looked at him, and for a moment we both stared at each other. My body tensed, as did his, as we stood locking eyes. I then hurried past them and into the store they were standing in front of to call the police. By the time the police came, they’d scattered and left, but that moment shifted something for me. This assault was the moment when my acting work became about being of service to my LGBTQ+ community.

What I’d noticed was that so much of the harassment I’d experienced throughout my life was from other Black people—not because Black people were more homophobic or transphobic than everybody else, but because within marginalized communities, we police each other. Black people police Black people. Women police women. I’d experienced LGBTQ+ people policing me, too. We are all entrenched in a cisnormative, heteronormative, patriarchal, and white supremacist gaze that means we do not understand—and even hate—anything that doesn’t fit into that mold, even if that mold does not serve who we are as individuals. That’s what those boys had been doing.

But I was done with that and had been for a long time. At this time, almost everything on TV about trans people was exploitative. Even I had fallen victim to this with the makeover show. But I wanted to be a positive trans representation. I wanted to show people who we really are, bucking all those preconceived notions I’d been up against my whole life.

The next day, when I went in for my final Diddy interview, this moment with the young boys was still on my mind, and I was very clear: “I’m doing this to change hearts and minds,” I told Sean Rankine, one of the executive producers. “I think it’s really important to have trans people in people’s living rooms on TV and to have authentic representation for us. I think this could be really important for my community and I don’t want to be a spectacle. I don’t want to be exploited. I think this could be a powerful moment, but I don’t want to be disrespected.”

Sean responded, “On my word as a Black man, we don’t want to do that. We don’t want to make that kind of show.”

The contract was insane, hundreds of pages long, and the talent had no control over their edit or how they would be portrayed. You’d have to sign away all of your rights to any form of control. Even Paul said, “I’ve never seen a contract like this.” Against everyone’s advice, I took the risk because I knew that we needed more positive examples of trans people on TV and I was determined to be that. Sean had given his word that they were not looking to exploit or humiliate me, but even beyond that I resolved to carry myself with the utmost care on the show, to give a relatable and positive example for viewers like those boys I’d encountered to see. There was a Canadian actress at Susan Batson’s studio who’d done Big Brother Canada. She had come back and talked to us about doing a reality show as a “private moment” like we trained in acting class. That was something I took with me—in addition to having watched reality shows and realized that you could get more camera time if you did a lot of confessionals and were funny. I went in with a plan for how to conduct myself to get the most out of the experience. After that assault, it became clear to me that this could be a moment that was bigger than me. It could be a moment where Black people specifically could have a positive experience with a trans person.

During filming, I knew that Diddy was notorious for waking up his contestants in the middle of the night to do challenges, as he’d done on Making the Band, and I was wary of being seen on camera with no makeup. I didn’t feel that comfortable with myself and my skin at the time, but I couldn’t skip a challenge. I couldn’t let down my community and give people a reason to jeer at the trans contestant. So before bed I’d wash my face and apply fresh makeup, then sleep pretty just in case. That paid off. For episode two, he woke us up in the middle of the night, around 3 a.m., and I was looking beat and ready to go. But my skin was a disaster after the show. It took a minute to recover from sleeping in my makeup for weeks.

When the producers tried to pit me against “Poprah,” the only other Black woman on the show, who fancied herself a combination of Oprah and P. Diddy, I didn’t engage. I remember doing a confessional and saying, “Yeah, I’m not interested in fighting with another Black woman on TV.” I wasn’t there to perpetuate stereotypes for public consumption. I was there for a bigger mission.

When the show aired, I saw that I’d gotten a really good edit, and the fans loved me, despite some negative press. “Diddy’s Tranny Wannabe Assistant Heats Up Show” read one New York Post headline, a really exploitative angle despite the good edit I’d gotten. That’s how the media knew how to interact with trans people. But so many trans women reached out to me on MySpace to say, “Thank you for that. I’ve never seen a trans woman portrayed so professionally on TV before.” I’d made sure to wear suits and blazers, to conduct myself in a positive light, because I wanted my work to be about service to the Black and LGBTQ+ communities. We’d seen enough of ourselves exploited. It was no longer solely about my ego. It was about my community and the platform I was trying to reach. This moment changed the trajectory of my life and my career.

I was now known in Black communities, where the show was huge, a top five show in Black households every time it was on. I was Black famous, but not yet white famous—and it was white people who were usually giving out the jobs. After I was eliminated from the show, VH1 came to me saying, “The audience loved you. We’d love to do a show with you. Do you have any ideas?”

I had tons of ideas. With my friends Eric and Robert and a few others, I’d been thinking of show ideas to pitch for two years, through the production company we’d formed called Complete World Domination. When I wasn’t at Lucky Cheng’s or my auditions and small plays, we’d create sizzle reels to pitch and had started working with Michael Hirschorn at Ish Entertainment, the creator of Flavor of Love.

Eric was a guy who openly dated trans women, so we were interested in telling that story through the lens of couples. We pitched VH1 a trans Queer Eye concept, and they loved it, but this ended up morphing into TRANSform Me, where we would travel the country giving women makeovers. The end result was a show that aimed to help women gain confidence and find their personal style through a combination of fashion, beauty, and self-discovery. (Tranny 911 was a name at one point, a riff off of Nanny 911, but it was agreed that too many people might take offense to that title.)

But then I got a call from VH1 before the deal was done saying, “We love you, Laverne, but we really don’t want all of these other people.” They were trying to cut my partners out of the deal. I refused. I hadn’t come up with this idea or this pitch on my own, and I wasn’t going to turn my back on my friends. Everybody on my team ended up getting their credit and a little money. It wasn’t a ton because we had to split it six or seven ways between us as producers, but I got my talent fee and a producer fee, which was really low compared to other reality TV people’s. I also booked another episode of Law & Order—this time on the original show, and I did end up playing a sex worker, a truck stop hooker, just like casting producers had often hinted when I was starting out. But 2008 was a big year for me, a turning point in my career. I finally had momentum.

After the Diddy moment, I did as much press as I could, hustling even after the TRANSform Me offer came. A year after, we were in production, and I went to the GLAAD Media Awards in San Francisco, where I Want to Work for Diddy tied with Calpernia Addams’s reality dating show, Transamerican Love Story, for the win in the Outstanding Reality Program category. I accepted the award on behalf of the show. This started my relationship with GLAAD, whose events I’d often attend and whose panels I would occasionally sit on. Then I booked my first HBO pilot, Bored to Death, where I played yet another trans sex worker in the “Stockholm Syndrome” episode. At the same time, I’d been able to use my exposure from I Want to Work for Diddy to become a vocal advocate for trans issues. I wrote articles for The Huffington Post and found myself being invited on CNN, MSNBC, and HLN to talk about trans issues as I became involved in activism in the LGBTQ+ community.

After a successful pitch of a documentary series at HBO about trans women and their straight male partners, my fellow producers and I got a meeting with the then president of HBO’s documentary division, industry legend Sheila Nevins. She was a fabulously eccentric woman who wanted to do a breakfast meeting with us at a Five Guys on the Upper East Side because it was around the corner from her therapist, whom she had an appointment with right after. We sat down at the table with her and she asked briskly, “Okay, so who’s a man, who’s a woman?”

“I’m Laverne. I’m trans,” I told her. I was the only trans woman at the table.

She looked dead at me. “Do you have a penis or a vagina?”

I replied demurely yet flippantly, “Why do you wanna know?” I batted my lashes at her playfully. “You wanna date me?” I continued more seriously and said, “How could that information possibly be relevant to this meeting?”

She looked at me matter-of-factly and said, “I’ve done a ton of these documentaries with transsexuals,” with a dismissive wave of her hand. “When they’ve had the surgery, they tell you.”

I was kind of living for her response, to be honest. I was laughing to myself the entire meeting. As completely inappropriate as I felt her line of inquiry was, she meant no harm. Our entire society had been programmed through the media that when you hear someone is trans, you ask about their genitals. I was used to this question, but whenever possible I wanted to invite the questioner to ask themselves why they wanted to know, or—more accurately—why they felt entitled to this information. When you’re trans or gender nonconforming, people assume all kinds of things about what’s under your clothes. There’s a discomfort in not knowing. People want to reduce gender to that, and by not disclosing, it challenges people to rethink this in a way that makes them deeply uncomfortable.

Despite the meeting’s… unusual start, Sheila ended up saying yes to our pitch. But we wanted to do a series and HBO was only doing documentaries, so it fell out of development. They gave us a little bit of money and that was that.

TRANSform Me came out and flopped. Doing reality TV showed me how people don’t take you seriously when you’re in the reality TV context. So, in 2010, after TRANSform Me, I wanted to just get back to focusing on being an actor. I met Brad Calcaterra, an actor and acting coach, who was starting a class for LGBTQ+ actors called Act Out. This class was so therapeutic and transformative for me, adding to what I’d learned with Susan Batson. It was the perfect thing at the perfect time for me.

GLAAD asked me to go to Sundance to do a panel about trans representation. Then I auditioned and booked the movie Musical Chairs about wheelchair ballroom dancing, where I met Morgan Spector; then a movie called Carla, where I played a sex worker; and then another film that never came out. All of a sudden, I was booking all these movies back-to-back. The next year, I did five features and one short, including The Exhibitionists and a horror movie by the same people who’d done Musical Chairs.

All the while, I was still working at Lucky Cheng’s doing the drag box performances and flipping upside down on excitedly screeching bachelorettes and writing for The Huffington Post. Brad encouraged us to wake up and write down what we were grateful for and what we were manifesting. At the end of 2011, I wrote down, I want to have a recurring role on a TV show as my goal.

Some of the movies I’d done had supplemented my income from Lucky Cheng’s pretty well, but by 2012 business at the restaurant had slowed down and the acting parts had dried up. Paul was no longer sending me out for anything because, for whatever reason, there was nothing to audition for. After doing seven films back-to-back, I’d felt like I was on a roll, but by February I didn’t have rent and was faced with an eviction notice, my second in two years. I now found myself in housing court, again.

The first time I’d gone to housing court with an eviction notice, I stood in line, trembling, crying, faced with my greatest fear: homelessness. Is that what you want, to be homeless in a dress?! I was terrified then, and now here I was again only three months before my fortieth birthday, in line waiting to talk to the woman at the window about not losing my apartment and being out on the street, just in tears. Self-esteem is hard when you’re struggling to pay bills. It’s hard to feel good about yourself when the first of the month is approaching and you might not have rent. There’s something so demoralizing about that, and it was something I’d faced so many times. It’s psychologically and emotionally destabilizing, the psychological and emotional effects of poverty. It was so humiliating. How did I get here? I thought.

As my fortieth birthday approached, no one really knew how old I was, but I did. Even my closest friends still did not know my age. They’d guess playfully, trying to get me to tell them, and I’d teasingly bat my lashes and let them think what they wanted to, always younger than my actual age. I had friends who thought I was early thirties as I was only weeks away from forty. A decade before, when I’d turned thirty, Nate had gotten us tickets to see P!nk in concert, and I was a mess on my birthday. We were out to dinner and I finally told him the truth because he didn’t understand why I was such a wreck. He was really upset that I’d lied to him. “If you’re lying about this, what else are you gonna lie about?”

Now I felt depressed and defeated, that I had wasted all this time trying to be an actor, and the ageism just made it worse. Was I delusional? Was I crazy for thinking that it could happen?

When my fortieth birthday came around in May, I sank into a deep depression. I hadn’t achieved any of the things I thought I would achieve by forty. I was still working at Lucky Cheng’s after eight years. I was exhausted with the grind of trying to make it big and ready to give up. I was ready to throw in the damn towel. Fuck this. I’m not doing this anymore. I felt like a failure. I was in student loan debt, credit card debt, and rent arrears for my low-income housing. Acting was my passion. I had always believed I was meant to be a star. But no one like me had ever had the kind of career I dreamed of. I needed to do something else, I decided. It was time. This dream you have is not going to work out. No one has ever done this. Not as a Black trans woman. And now you’re forty.

So I planned to go back to graduate school and had started studying for the GRE. A friend of mine from group therapy had just got into Columbia Grad School and sold me his GRE materials at a discount. My mother had recently retired from her teaching job at Bishop State that year and used part of her lump-sum retirement money to take her and me to Hawaii to celebrate. Lamar still was not speaking to her, seven years after the big fight in my old 28th Street apartment—and he still has not to this day. By then, he’d moved from San Francisco back to New York, started a rock band, then went solo, taught himself piano, and was doing solo projects in the underground performance art cabaret scene—doing sculptural and installation work at galleries that included aspects of performance stuff. There I was on the beach in Hawaii studying with the GRE materials while my mother sat beside me, her feet playing in the sand.

A few months later, in August, I was at a GLAAD event with my agent, Paul. We were huddled in a corner of the room, keeping to ourselves while everyone else was mingling. I was over it. “Oh, I’m going to get you an audition, something I saw that’s coming up,” he remarked casually. “For some prison thing. A web series for Netflix. It’s called Orange Is the New Black.”

A web series? For Netflix, a streamer? That service that sends DVDs in the mail?

“Oh, okay.” I nodded noncommittally.

I was already one foot out the door and Paul knew it—acting, auditions, the whole lot. I almost said no. But I’d only need to prep two scenes for the audition, and I had made myself a goal for that year. This wasn’t a recurring role on a TV show, but maybe it could lead to that. The overachiever in me kicked into gear. I could still try to reach that goal and prep for grad school until I got in somewhere.

When Paul gave me the pilot a couple days later, I was just blown away by it. The world created by Jenji Kohan, the show’s creator and showrunner, was so vibrant. You just felt it on the page. It leapt out at me, one of the most exciting scripts I’d ever seen. I sat up straighter in my seat reading it. Oh, I thought, flipping the pages with growing excitement. Maybe this could be something. I’d never seen anything like it.

I prepped the two scenes for my audition by myself: the cafeteria scene in the pilot and the scene with the duct-tape flip-flops in episode three. In both scenes, the character I was auditioning for, Sophia Burset, would be interacting with Piper Chapman, the show’s main character, who was just getting acclimated to going from a privileged existence to the early days of prison life. They’d only given me that one scene from episode three, not the entire script.

All I knew about Sophia was that she was the hairstylist in the women’s prison. I didn’t know why she was in jail, so I made it up. I wanted to give her a little bit of an edge. I prepped to give her some emotional life with specific speech patterns that were different from mine, speech patterns that reminded me of my mother—of those Black women who didn’t take any shit. Those women who, even when they don’t have an attitude, it feels like they have an attitude. That defensiveness that’s born of people always coming for you. As a trans Black woman, I knew that feeling very well, always ready for somebody to try you. I felt like that was Sophia.

The casting director was Jen Euston. I’d auditioned for her a couple times before for other projects and she seemed to really like me—but I’d never booked from her. I walked into the audition feeling loose because I had nothing to lose. It was only a few lines. I knew them cold. I could give them any kind of way they wanted me to, so I didn’t feel any stress with the scene. When I walked in, I was thinking about Sophia Burset’s personality and the backstory I’d given her. I wore jeans and a spaghetti-strap top with a short, red pixie-cut wig I’d tied a bandana over. I’d kept my makeup simple with just a little powder to keep the shine off. I smiled at the people in the room, including Jen Euston and Jenji Kohan, and said my lines from the pilot’s cafeteria scene. Such pretty hair! When those roots start to show be sure to come and see me, okay? I’ll take good care of you. But even if you don’t come to me, don’t go to Danita. She’ll burn the shit out of your scalp. Go. Line’s moving. I pretended to play in the character Piper Chapman’s hair, just like I would in the scene.

Jen Euston gave me an adjustment: “Let me see you really connect with Piper. She’s just come to prison, so let’s see you do the scene showing her a little more empathy.”

And I did. I really felt it when I delivered those lines for the second time. The casting directors did, too. I was her. She was me.

A few weeks after the audition, I was walking down the streets of New York when Paul called to tell me I’d gotten the role without a callback. “This is what we’ve been waiting for!” he exclaimed.

In that moment, I felt a flood of emotions rush through me, like a deluge of cool water in my veins. Before I knew it, I was screaming on the sidewalk, not caring who stared as they passed by. I felt weightless, suspended by a giddiness too strong to bring me back down. I was elated, happy to be working, but also overjoyed to have gotten a role that I felt so connected to. This could really be something. I felt I’d manifested this. I’d stated my goal and written it into existence, and now it was coming to fruition. It had happened. I had made it happen. I had put in so much work on my craft and on myself to get ready for this moment, and now it was finally here. My overjoyed shrieks rang through the air of New York City.

Years later, I saw a Leslie Jones interview in promotion of her movie Ghostbusters that I always think back on in connection with this moment in my life. Leslie talked about how she was already in her forties by the time Ghostbusters happened, by the time she did Saturday Night Live. In the interview she said she had known Chris Rock for years during her days trying to make it. “I used to stalk Chris Rock at comedy clubs. I was like, ‘The only way I’m gonna make it is if you put me on.’ And Chris would be like, ‘You’re not ready. You’re not ready.’ ” For over ten years he continued to tell her, “You’re not ready.” Leslie never expounded on that in interviews, not until years later when I would do my own show, If We’re Being Honest, where I’d do in-depth celebrity interviews and I asked her about it. “What did he mean you weren’t ready?”

She responded, “I told Katt Williams that Chris Rock kept telling me I wasn’t ready. And Katt told me, ‘You’re making decisions out of desperation, not your talent. When you start making decisions from your talent, that’s when you’re gonna make it.’ ”

“Well, yeah, I’m desperate, I’m broke!”

But Katt responded, “You’re not broke, because you’re talented. You just don’t have any money.” To him, as long as you had talent, you could always find a way to support yourself. Not having dollars in your pocket did not mean that you were down and out.

A while passed and Leslie reached the same conclusion as me: She was over it. She was ready to quit trying to make it big. She was well into her forties, her brother had died, her father had died, and she was grieving. She had a comedy show booked at Laugh Factory, but she didn’t even feel like doing her hair. It was the beginning of the carefree hairstyle she would become known for. Fuck it, she thought, I don’t care. But she still went because “I knew I was funny, but I didn’t care. And I didn’t know if I’d be on this earth much longer.” She had lost everything and had given up hope that it would ever happen for her. But that night Chris Rock was in the audience. After her show, he went backstage and told her, “You’re ready.”

That night, out of all nights, she was ready. All those nights she’d spent rehearsing and auditioning and trying to force her way in, nothing. But when she was down, at her rope’s end—when she was out of desperation and had nothing to lean on but the knowledge that she was talented—that was when her light was able to shine through. That’s exactly how I felt when I got that call. If I had booked Orange Is the New Black before I’d done so many years of work on myself—in therapy, in Susan Batson’s and Brad Calcaterra’s acting classes, in group sessions, finding my voice to speak up to power, and releasing my inhibitions at Lucky Cheng’s—I never would have been ready to receive the gift that was waiting for me. I was prepared from years of spiritual and foundational work that I needed so that I could get out of my own way. If this had happened in my twenties, I would’ve self-sabotaged because I wouldn’t have felt worthy. I was so traumatized. I was too traumatized to actually be famous and maybe have a little money, with the rigors that come with that.

But now, though I didn’t know it yet, my moment had arrived. And I was ready.





PART THREE [image: ] WHAT’S RIGHT WITH ME?






CHAPTER 15 [image: ] The Big Break

My first day on the set of Orange Is the New Black, I jumped on the subway in a hoodie and some sweats to arrive at the pickup spot for the extras and guest actors. When I emerged from the subway around 102nd Street, there was an early-morning chill in the air, typical of September in New York. I stuffed my hands in the pockets of my hoodie and stood around until a van pulled up in front of me. I would later learn that Orange would pick up the series regulars right at their residences, sending a car for each of them, but as a guest actor I would find myself in with the extras a lot.

I climbed up into the extras’ van and maybe nodded a brief and polite hello to everyone, but that was it. The conversations in the van hardly faltered as I found a seat, and that suited me just fine. Everyone was animatedly talking, chatting, getting to know one another. Big hand gestures and laughter. Touching each other’s arms or shoulders in commiseration and anticipation. The van buzzed with this eager energy.

I don’t like to talk when I’m very focused, and I was for this role, even though I only had a few lines that episode. That’s just how I conduct myself, laser-focused. Not to mention, extras and background actors talk a lot. They talk about what they’ve been on and who they’ve acted with. “Oh, I did a movie…” I heard over and over again on that ride to the set of Orange—from behind me, to the side of me, in front of me. One of the background actors said they had “done a movie with Tom Cruise.” Read: They’d been a background actor in a scene with Tom Cruise, but had no lines. Internally, I rolled my eyes, even though I totally understood where they were coming from. But I had passed that point of eagerness in my career so many years before.

I was now forty years old and had been acting seriously for well over a decade. So I just laughed, “Okay, yeah,” with a shrug when one of them would turn to me and tell me what they’d been in. I’d heard it all before, lived it all before. With background actors, there’s often delusions of grandeur. I’d lived my entire life in such delusions, so I was able to immediately recognize it. I put my earbuds in and turned my music on to quiet the noise.

Despite my focused demeanor, I was thrumming with an excited energy. The day had finally come for me to step into my manifestation. The van pulled up at the storied Kaufman Astoria Studio in Queens where iconic shows like Sesame Street and The Cosby Show were filmed. In the front foyer I was surrounded by larger-than-life photos of Bill Cosby and Big Bird. I felt the gravitas of history strumming through the walls. Every actor in town knew about the Kaufman Astoria. It was a dream to walk through those doors, to be acting within its walls.

Upon arrival, a PA greeted me and took me to my dressing room. Every step I took hummed with the thought I’m here, I’m really here! I put my stuff down in the small room and was told I had only a few minutes before I was due in hair and makeup. I’d gone into the audition in a short pixie wig, but they wanted the long hair I typically wore, which they’d seen in my headshots. My character, Sophia Burset, was the prison hairdresser, and she needed to be fabulous. “Okay, she gets a bit more makeup,” the makeup artists were told. “The prisoners would have paid her in commissary trading, and her character would definitely trade for makeup, so she can be a little more glamourous than the others.” So I spent more time in makeup than the other actors.

Afterward, the PA took me down to craft services. I was standing there checking out the food when I heard “Hi, my name is Jodie, and I’ll be directing episode three,” from just behind and to the side of me. I froze, shocked.

Wait, I recognize that voice.

I turned to find Jodie Foster standing right behind me. She had her glasses on, and her hair was straight like she’d showered and just come out. She was really beautiful, and I could hear that twang she’s known for in her voice. Jodie Foster! That laser-focused demeanor from earlier immediately peeled away. What the fuck is going on! Why is Jodie Foster here? I screamed in my head. I could feel my eyes getting wide, and I tried to compose myself, to act natural. But really I was thinking, And why is she talking to ME of all people?

I wasn’t prepared to meet one of my acting idols that morning. This was the woman I’d obsessively paused and rewound, watching all of her films, studying her performances to learn from her—and now she was standing right in front of me, a girl who was just happy to be working.

In the whirl of my thoughts, I realized she was still saying words to me. “Oh, it’s your first day, right? Let me give you a tour.”

With my eyes still wide in utter confusion—Me?—I turned from the food and followed her. We walked past the cafeteria set, where my only scene of the episode would be shot. It would take eight to ten days to shoot all of episode one, but I was only on set for that day of shooting my one scene. The cafeteria was set up with the rows of fold-down tables that would become an iconic setting of the show. We stepped over the cordage from the cameras and turned corners and walked halls. The whole time, Jodie Foster continued talking to me.

“Do you want to hear what’s going on on set right now?” She handed me her headphones so I could hear what was happening in a scene that was actively being shot.

“Where are you from?” she wanted to know.

“I’m from Alabama, but I’ve been in New York for a while.”

I don’t remember her reply because all I could think was Why does she care about my life? This isn’t real. It was like somebody was playing some weird joke on me to fuck with me. My heart was off to the track meet, my thoughts scattered to the winds. I was trying to stay calm, but completely and utterly freaking out inside. To this day, I still get emotionally worked up when I think about that moment.

Jodie walked me through the set of the prison cells, showing me the rooms and the bunk beds that would become such a recognizable setting of Orange Is the New Black. I looked at those bunk beds and felt a shudder down my spine.

“Oh, this kind of reminds me of something. This is very familiar. I can work with this,” I told her. I didn’t tell her what it reminded me of, but inwardly I knew.

That iconic set reminded me of my childhood. Of the abuse, of the abandonment, of the awful bunk beds in the orphanage when I was eight years old. I shuddered again. I would be spending every day on a set that reminded me of the past I was still trying to heal from. It felt like a sick cosmic joke. I was nearly bursting out of my body on the inside, but all I did was nod and smile at Jodie as we walked away, pretending I wasn’t under siege. I would have to use this rush of emotions in my acting. I would have to dig deep like I’d learned with Susan Batson, with Brad Calcaterra, and use the trauma that had been fighting to get out of me to do the best acting work I could do. This was my shot. My dream. I couldn’t let the past come back and snatch it from me now.



The second I returned to my dressing room, I broke down. I had met Jodie Foster. I would have a chance to learn from her in the flesh. I should have been ecstatic. But instead, I had a full-on panic attack. Meeting her had sent me into a tailspin, a weird panic of How am I supposed to ACT in front of HER? and now that I had a moment alone, it all came crashing down, my performance of normality at an end.

I fumbled in my bag for my phone and called Lamar. By the time he answered, a few rings in, I was fully in tears, melting down. I sobbed, “I just met Jodie Foster, and I don’t think I can act! I’m freaking out.”

“Wait, what?”

I didn’t slow down. The words tumbled out faster than I could speak. “She gave me a tour of the set. It was Jodie Foster. I’m not ready for this, I’m not ready! I can’t, I can’t!” With every word, the panic attack was getting worse. I was shaking and could barely catch my breath. How can I act now? The shock had gripped me like a vise, and my nervous system was going haywire.

“Calm down, calm down,” Lamar said through the phone. “It’s okay, just breathe.” I could hear him taking deep breaths on the other end of the line, coaching me to do the same. I listened to the sound of his breaths and tried to mimic them, tears still streaming down my face. I closed my eyes and tried to drop into each breath. In. Out. We breathed in sync on the phone, getting slower and slower. “Focus,” I heard him say.

It took several minutes for me to calm down. I concentrated on the Meisner technique of focusing all of my emotions into my character, taking all of that energy and anxiety and putting it into the work of acting. How could I channel this feeling to make the acting better? I had to remind myself, This is your shot. And if it was going to be with Jodie Foster, my longtime acting idol, then I needed to perform my ass off. I was not going to fuck this up.



When Jodie Foster had said, “… and I’ll be directing episode three,” I had no idea it would be an episode that would be the start of my launch to true fame. Episode three of Orange Is the New Black featured the backstory of Sophia Burset’s character, which the show did with many of its characters throughout its run. Sian Heder, who would later go on to direct and win an Oscar for CODA, had written the backstory of this episode.

In preparation, Sian had interviewed a white trans woman who was a firefighter married to a woman pre-transition and decided to run with that premise as Sophia’s backstory. I recognized this as a commonly touted story angle often featured on talk shows: late-transitioning white trans woman who was straight-male identified before her transition. Little did Sian know that this was a narrative I knew well, one that I’d come across in my research while writing articles and doing activist work. It was a narrative that went all the way back to Christine Jorgensen in 1952, when the headline that ran about her was “Ex-GI Becomes Blonde Beauty.” The narrative was a very masculine person transitioning to very femme, a sensationalist angle to attract readers. That became a mainstream narrative that would be pushed and sensationalized for decades.

The reason this story had been told over and over again was because, in the public imagination, people wanted to think of masculinity as a static thing—a man is a man, masculine, manly—so transitions like Christine Jorgensen’s were seen as remarkable, awe-inspiring, story-worthy. The public did not like to think of a very femme trans person pre-transition, which was the case for a lot of us, myself included. That story would not play in Middle America as well. My storyline on Orange Is the New Black reenforced this cliché narrative, but I was also aware that these trans women Sian had conveyed on the page did exist in real life, so I wanted to honor that story.

In episode two, I had a scene in the prison salon with Danielle Brooks and Taylor Schilling. They were such amazing actors, and I lit up playing off of them. I remember playing with Dani’s beautifully textured hair before the director called for action. I told her I’d be careful with it, though I was supposed to be roughly brushing it during the scene. Dani had such amazing energy and talent and was so sweet.

As we were shooting that episode, my manager, Paul, called me and said, “I saw the script for the full episode three. The third episode is going to be your backstory, and they wanna show you pre-transition. They’re going to bring in actors to play you.”

“Well, you know I have a twin brother,” I told him. “Maybe he could do it. I mean, we are twins, so he looks like me pre-transition.”

I don’t remember if Paul even responded to this comment. Maybe he didn’t hear me, but my next day on set no one brought up my brother at all. Instead, they brought in these very butch Black men actors, men built like they could play a firefighter. They’d stand them right beside me to compare and take photos. Does he look like her? Could this fly? I just went with it. Maybe they thought my brother wasn’t a good idea because he wasn’t an actor. I didn’t mention Lamar again during these sessions, but they were paying these men to come in and do this, so I suggested, “Why don’t you just have an audition, then you don’t have to pay people?”

Eureka, that’s what they did then.

But none of those actors felt right to me. So I decided that I wanted to play myself pre-transition. We did a hair-and-makeup test to show Sophia throughout her transition. We started the day with a very butch Sophia in a do-rag and fake facial hair. I sat in the makeup chair looking at myself in the mirror and thought it looked pretty good, better than those male actors they’d brought in, and I was excited at the thought of being able to play Sophia from start to finish—but I still needed to get the sign-off from Jodie. I went to see her to show her the makeup, trying to butch it up in my stance and voice so that she would let me play Sophia pre-transition. When I caught her after her meeting, Jodie gave me a once-over, her five foot three standing next to my five foot eleven. She looked me up and down and said, “We have to hire somebody.” She didn’t think I looked butch enough, even in the facial hair.

Again, I told Paul that I had a twin brother and suggested that they use him. This time, he told Jen Euston when she called him to get my height and weight to audition the actors. “But I think she’s already told the director about her twin brother, and Jodie isn’t interested.” We’d had a communication glitch where Paul assumed that I would tell Jodie, and when he didn’t hear back, he didn’t want to press the Jodie Foster about it if she didn’t want it.

But Jen was unconcerned with what anyone else in casting felt. She was adamant at the news: “Get him in tomorrow, we’d love to see him!”

I called Lamar and asked him, “Would you want to do this?”

“Not really. How much does it pay?”

The pay was good enough, so he went in and auditioned and got the job. It is Lamar who played me pre-transition in episode three, “Lesbian Request Denied,” and in the later episodes that would expand on Sophia’s backstory pre-transition. For months, there had been a running joke in the writers’ room about Sophia: Ideally they’d wanted to find a trans woman to play her, so they needed to find a trans woman who could act who also had an identical twin brother. But this was a crazy long shot! Who happens to be a trans actress and has a butch twin brother who’d be willing to act? They’d cast me without knowing I had a twin, and the running joke was that they’d manifested exactly what they were looking for!

Before we started shooting episode three, Jodie Foster told me she’d like for us to meet and discuss the scenes. We ended up meeting three times in her office before we started shooting, which is unusual for TV, but it was her first time directing for TV, so she felt it was important to meet with the actors. I appreciated that. That first meeting, Jodie and I were discussing a scene where I would dress like a woman for the first time for my wife, Crystal, played by Tanya Wright. Crystal had known Sophia only as the father of her child and a masculine firefighter before this moment, and I thought, This is what I’ve been waiting for my whole career, a full human story, brilliantly written. I had felt very connected to that scene from the moment I read it. It was so rich and nuanced, an opportunity to show my range and what I really had.

Knowing that one of my icons would be directing me, I’d prepped that scene vigorously. I was already off book. I remembered my call with Lamar after I’d first met Jodie and told myself to take deep breaths before I stepped into her office. I did not go in until my breath was slow and steady.

Jodie seemed not to notice my nervousness at all. She was focused and enthusiastic, ready to get in there with us actors and roll up her sleeves right along with us. “Well, let’s try it,” she suggested, standing with the script in hand. Tanya was not yet on set, so Jodie stood opposite me and played the part of Crystal.

I’d really thought about those scenes, what they meant for the character Sophia Burset and what they would look like, what they would feel like, from the inside out. The way that I’d trained was about having a lot of different options so that a director could give me adjustments without me getting stuck in one way of doing the scene. I loved doing multiple takes because it made me less precious about the performance, allowing me to let go of an idea of one way a scene should go. Then the director or editor could pick whichever take they wanted to tell the story they were trying to convey.

As we moved through that scene Jodie asked me, “Can I touch you?” as she adjusted me how she’d want me on my mark. She was so dropped in, focused on conveying the humanity of the moment. She had been an actor her whole life, and was an icon, but she was so insanely normal and grounded, calm and centered. Her aura was unlike anything I would have expected from someone of such importance, and it calmed me down from the frenzied nervousness I’d felt before. That was the turning point for me. In those intimate moments with Jodie, just the two of us, I stopped being freaked out by “Jodie Foster the legend” and started seeing her as a colleague. She’s just a human being. She’s an artist. She’s an actor. I took a deep breath and truly relaxed into myself and into the role. And once I let go of being starstruck by her, I was immediately at ease with her. I was now an actor doing a scene with another actor.

As we acted out these scenes, I was doing Sophia’s accent, which I’d made up for her undirected based on my mother and other Southern women I knew. Jodie mentioned how she thought Sophia was really smart, and I agreed. “Well, the way you speak is different from the way you’re doing Sophia,” she commented, then told me she always made her characters a little dumber than she was. I told her that was a choice I’d also made for Sophia.

Sophia was grittier than me, unconcerned about elocution. She did not read Foucault, and she was not as pulled up as I had been my whole life. She found joy in duct-tape flip-flops, putting on makeup, and feminizing. She would have been earlier in her transition than I was—I was already fourteen years in and had had no trace of testosterone in my body since 2011—so she would still be feeling that early transition gender euphoria. I wanted to tap into that for her. Sophia’s backstory, I now knew, was that she’d gone to prison for using stolen credit cards to finance her transition. I found this problematic about the script, an unfortunate trope about trans people, but if this was her story, then I wanted to give it humanity.

I thought of Sophia as a woman who was living her life. It was her dream to be able to transition, and she’d done that, living her life on her own terms. In prison, she found moments of being unencumbered by the expectations of her wife and family, even though she missed them and was internally seeped in tons of guilt and shame about how she had abandoned them. That was another thing I could deeply relate to. It was complicated and painful, but I had to allow myself to lean deeply into my own shame of disappointing my mother, just as Sophia had disappointed her wife and son. In playing Sophia, I had to close your eyes. Go to a time when you felt deeply hurt. I had to use what I’d lived through in order to do her justice.

Early on in shooting, the cast of Orange went to a women’s prison event with Piper Kerman, the author of the book the show was based on. There, I met a woman who was formerly incarcerated, and she was talking about the women who ran prison salons. She told me that it was a very coveted position, one for which you’d usually have to suck dick of prison staff to be awarded. I took this understanding into my role playing Sophia. She knew that she was important, that she was in a coveted role, and she acted like it with the other characters. She had joy in that power, and I used that to construct her character.

When we started shooting my backstory episode, I was prepared, excited, enthusiastic, and dropped in, not in a method way, but very tuned in to the subtext of the story. Jodie was thoughtful and would give us notes about hitting our mark and being aware of the camera, adjusting us to turn this way or that. So much of my acting work had been about trying to convey a feeling, but Jodie told me, “We want to feel you, but we also want to know what you’re thinking. So what is your character thinking here in this silent moment?” She wanted that conveyed in our gestures, laid bare on camera, which I loved and dug deep into. An actor can say so much with silence. A slight turn of the head, a downward flick of the eyes. This showed me how to convey an even deeper meaning into every word I delivered in every scene I did. Shooting with Jodie Foster is one of my top three favorite moments of my acting career; the other two would come later. Working with her was such a wonderful, incredible, beautiful experience.

It was on a Friday night that we finally shot the scene where Sophia dresses as a woman for the first time for her wife, a pivotal scene in episode three that came at the end of an already long day. We were on hour seventeen, and I was barely hanging in there, trying not to acknowledge that I was tired. But then Jodie popped out from behind the camera, energized. “Okay, listen!” she chimed, her hands up, gesturing enthusiastically, as she launched into our directives. At hour seventeen, she was percolating, invigorated, and excited. I sat up straighter with a laugh. Okay, if she’s still energized, I’ve gotta be excited, too! It was such a wonderful lesson in professionalism, enthusiasm on set, and love for what you do. She was so smart and exacting, but also curious, exploratory, and wanted a lot of takes, wanted to see scenes a lot of different ways. Her energy was infectious.

For this pivotal scene, Jodie shot it in an innovative, 360-degree format of coverage, which was not commonly done. There was camera coverage in the mirror and behind it, shooting around the mirrors. It was so much coverage that I didn’t know how it would look, but I just focused on pulling out the emotion of my character. The complexity, the guilt, the pride, the shame. Because in that scene, there’s a moment where Sophia is standing in the mirror staring at herself, and Crystal, her wife, is standing right behind her, staring into the mirror at her. Sophia looks into Crystal’s eyes through the mirror as she is seeing Sophia for the first time as a woman. Crystal has only ever known Sophia as her husband, as a man, a firefighter, a provider—and now Sophia’s standing in one of Crystal’s dresses. It was a moment so tender, so full of love and devastation at the same time. That moment was so real for me, a suspension in time where we were connected in a way that one could not prepare for as an actor. It was a moment that an actor fantasizes about in acting class where you’re in the moment and something happens that you didn’t expect. And then the story changes, deepening beyond what’s written on the pages of the script. And your idea of the story changes, how far you can take it and where it might go. It was a moment that was so pure, beautiful, unexpected, real, complicated, and nuanced.

It was the stuff of dreams for an actor, a magical combination of the mirrors and reflections, Jodie’s direction, the script, that look we exchanged. We had started rehearsing this same scene in the third and final meeting with Jodie before we shot it, and Tanya and I had had such a connection that Jodie stopped us short during the rehearsal: “Okay, no, no, no. We need to keep it fresh,” she told us. Our chemistry was just there, and she wanted us to “save it for in front of the camera.” And that’s the magic we created when the moment came.

That first season shooting Orange Is the New Black, I still had in my mind that I was just doing a web series for the service that sent out DVDs, even though we had Jodie Foster directing an episode and the creator and showrunner of the Showtime comedy-drama series Weeds as our creator and showrunner. So I relaxed into the acting of that role more and more each episode we shot, so excited to watch the talent around me. I would say to the girls on the cast, “We have to make as much money as possible right now. We have to hustle. We don’t know how long this is going to last.” I had a Let’s go attitude, working from a feeling of scarcity and survival mode. I wasn’t thinking of a higher purpose. I was thinking, How do I build a brand that is bigger than this show so that I can make a living and be relevant? From there, I knew that I could build a platform that would serve the higher purpose of my community.

Shooting the whole first season was glorious. After that backstory episode directed by Jodie, I was able to pay my rent arrears and get up-to-date on it by November 2012. Not long after, I paid my rent—$765 a month in government-subsidized housing—six months in advance. I would not be homeless. The first season of Orange, I was on a guest actor day rate, $900 to $1,110 per day depending on how many lines I had. Jodie had done so many takes that I got a lot of overtime. I got paid over $10,000 for episode three before taxes, which was a lot of money for me—a person in rent arrears with student loan and credit card debt.

One of the great things about Orange Is the New Black was that, because the characters were in prison, I felt I didn’t have to care as much about how I looked, though Sophia’s character was allowed more makeup than the others. I was more comfortable in my skin than I had been before, and the freedom of the prison costumes allowed me to be more raw. Many of the scenes were shot in an old children’s mental asylum in upstate New York, and that setting stripped away the glamour of Kaufman Astoria and put me in a grittier mindset. Now it was just about the characters, the story, and the interesting world that was being created in this women’s prison.

The cafeteria scenes took forever to shoot because there would be different conversations happening at different tables shot to look like they were all happening nearly simultaneously. Because of this you might have to be in the cafeteria for hours on end just to deliver a couple of lines, because you also had to be present as background for the other characters’ scenes for continuity, not doing much until they got to your coverage.

For this reason, I generally hated the cafeteria scenes, but during the shooting of episode six, “WAC Pack,” there was a scene in the cafeteria where Danielle Brooks and Samira Wiley were imitating white people. I sat next to them as Dani and Samira improvised their asses off, riffing off each other back and forth. There should be outtakes of that scene, it was so brilliant to watch them filming it! They had such amazing chemistry, had known each other before we started filming because they’d both graduated from Juilliard a year apart. As I was watching them go back and forth I thought, They are just SO brilliant.

I looked around and saw that there were about a hundred women in that cafeteria. Black women and Latina women. Asian women and another trans woman in the background. Women in their sixties and seventies standing next to women in their twenties. Fat women and skinny women. It was so beautiful. I have never seen anything in my entire life like this on TV, I thought to myself. I don’t think anybody’s gonna go for this!

We were all so beautiful, but also regular looking. This was not a show about women portrayed in gorgeous makeup and designer wardrobes. This was a show about women down on their luck, no makeup, living the hard life of being in prison. I didn’t have any expectations, hadn’t even given up my job at Lucky Cheng’s, and I really didn’t think anybody would go for it. It was too different. My hope was that casting directors would see the show and book me in other roles. Then my career would truly launch.

But I was so wrong that nobody would go for it. Boy, was I wrong.





CHAPTER 16 [image: ] Speaking Up Through the Darkness of Fame

We finished shooting season one of Orange Is the New Black in January 2013 and wrapped with a roller-skating party. We still did not have a premiere date set, but we knew that it would be sometime in the summer—and I knew that I needed to capitalize on this moment if I wanted to launch a full career. I needed to secure interviews to get my name out there. I wondered if I could get a book deal. This moment was the opportunity of a lifetime.

After years of acting and being interviewed for my reality TV and small roles, I had contacts, a phone full of email addresses and people’s numbers I’d kept over the years. I’d been interviewed by Erik Piepenburg at The New York Times for Brad Calcaterra’s Act Out class and then again for Musical Chairs. I reached out to Erik and everyone else I could think of to get a buzz around my name. I was interviewed for Gawker and appeared on W. Kamau Bell’s late-night show Totally Biased. During the interview, I quoted LeBron James: “I’m not supposed to be here.” Those words had resonated so deeply with me. I’m not supposed to be here. I’m not supposed to be guest-starring on a TV show, sitting on this late-night show as an actress, living my dream. I’m not supposed to be because this has never happened before for a Black trans woman actress in the US.

My breakout role premiered on Netflix twenty years, almost to the date, after I’d moved to New York City. It had taken me two decades to find myself on a hit show, but now everybody was watching it. And the show was critically acclaimed. It was all happening so fast, and I was in hustle mode, promoting the show with the rest of the cast that summer. Pride. BET Awards. I was going, on the move, trying to establish and make a name for myself and make money. We got twelve Emmy nominations that first year—but I was working so hard that I could not process any of it. 2014 was such an earth-tilting year for me. I had finally arrived exactly where I’d always wanted to be—but this thought never once crossed my mind. I was too busy fangirling to ever settle into a feeling of arrival. I was giddy and drunk off the rare air up there, shocked that people like Kerry Washington and Sarah Rafferty knew who I was when I saw them on red carpets. At this actor and that who passed by me I thought, Oh my GOD! And there I was, in the same rooms as them, being interviewed by the same journalists and written about in the same magazines. We were that new show that everyone was talking about. I remember arriving in LA for awards shows and feeling like the toast of the town. But I was so busy that I was living in a whirlwind of Next, next, get there, and I never took the time to think, Oh my God, this is a HUGE show! I did not even stop to read any reviews.

Shortly after the show premiered, I signed with Keppler Speakers and did my first speaking engagement at Vanderbilt University. Colleges were interested in guest lecturers and commencement speakers who could speak on intersectionality, a perfect fit for me and the extensive reading and research I’d done. At Vanderbilt, I gave a talk called “Ain’t I a Woman: My Journey into Womanhood” where I spoke about how issues of race, class, and gender had affected how I had been able to navigate the world. bell hooks–ian theory remained a driving force of inspiration in my life, and I named the talk after her first full-length book, which had been titled after Sojourner Truth’s “Ain’t I a Woman?” speech. With the timely message of my journey and all that history packed into one talk, “Ain’t I a Woman” became a sought-after national college speaking tour that I would give for years.

After Vanderbilt, it was off to the races, and I started doing three to four speaking engagements per week at colleges and universities across the country. My speaking fee was low to start out because I was new to the collegiate circuit, between $5,000 and $10,000 per engagement, but that quickly added up to better money than I was making at Orange. I’d finished season one still on a day rate of $900 to $1,100 plus overtime, and it was actually the speaking engagements I booked because of the Orange Is the New Black platform that brought in the money for me, not the show itself.

When the show launched onto the scene, I found myself with arguably more press than most of the cast. My transness had catapulted me into a moment in our cultural zeitgeist. The show premiered at a time when the public was ready for someone like me—and my fame exploded overnight. But fame involved even more work than I had imagined. I had to work on giving good interviews, honing the art of being both memorable and funny while giving an interview with entertaining stories.

The wonderful thing about the post-Diddy moment was that I’d done so much press, being invited onto MSNBC and CNN to talk about trans issues. I’d said yes to any and every opportunity I could find, and now that practice was coming in handy. I’d experienced being made a spectacle of in the New York Post. Years earlier, I’d done Joy Behar: Say Anything! and had come away from it frustrated that I could not steer the conversation about trans people away from Have you had surgery or not? What was the surgery? Are you on hormones? Can you have an orgasm? All the stupid shit that trans people get asked that she insisted on bringing up.

I’d never had any media training, but I continued to build on what I’d learned from past interviews I’d given, even practicing in the mirror at home. I had to work on giving good photo shoots, learning my angles. There were a lot of skill sets that I needed to be a star, not just the acting itself, but I loved it and I told myself, I want to build a brand for myself that’s bigger than this show so that I can work even after it’s over. Now I had my next goal, and I was just as focused and hell-bent on it as I had been with getting famous in the first place.



At the end of 2013, I received an email inviting me onto Katie Couric’s talk show, Katie. She would also be interviewing Carmen Carrera, a former contestant of RuPaul’s Drag Race, for the same episode. I had now garnered enough press to go from emailing everyone I could think of to receiving invitations to nationally syndicated talk shows. In the preinterview, I learned that Sophia Burset was Katie’s favorite character on the show and that Katie had requested me on when she’d interviewed the Orange cast earlier that year, but Netflix had told her that I was unavailable. I’d never even been told that she’d requested me, which I could only read as them trying to cut me out of being part of promoting Orange. It felt like I’d been intentionally overlooked or pushed aside, and I was furious.

I flew in for the show, squeezed in just before a college speaking engagement I was due to give in St. Louis. I was backstage when Carmen went on for her interview. It started well, but the moment Carmen mentioned her nose and breast surgeries, Katie focused in on that, asking, “Well, your private parts are different now, aren’t they?” My ears zeroed in on those words in horror. What did she just say? The door had been opened, sure, but still: You don’t just ask about that!

Carmen declined to answer, saying, “I don’t wanna talk about it because it’s really personal. I’d rather talk about my modeling stuff and showing people that after the transition there’s still life to live.”

I was glad that Carmen had pushed back and refused to answer the question, but now I stood up straighter backstage. I’d come on the show to talk about my work on Orange Is the New Black and to discuss whether I thought that transgender people were being more accepted in society, but now I felt I had to ready myself for a different set of questions. Since Carmen had declined to answer, Katie would surely ask me. I took a deep breath to fortify myself.

When I’d done Joy Behar’s show, I had not yet started lecturing at colleges, but by now I had started teaching a presentation highlighting sixty years of trans people being interviewed on television and I had those stats memorized, starting with Christine Jorgensen in the 1950s. There was a long history of talk show hosts asking trans people about the details of their surgery, their genitalia, what’s in their pants. I had learned that in this heteronormative, cisnormative environment, even if you were a journalist who could do a deep-dive, emotional, humanizing interview, the takeaway for the public would always be Did you hear what they do in that surgery? And that one girl said she can have an orgasm! To humanize the conversation around trans people, I knew that we should not be talking about genitalia and surgeries outside of our community, so that our identities would not be weaponized against us in the mainstream media—because that weaponization had led to so many of us losing our lives.

So when Katie pushed the question that Carmen had deflected to me, I was ready. I responded, “I do feel there is a preoccupation with that. The preoccupation with transition and surgery objectifies trans people. And then we don’t get to really deal with the real lived experiences. The reality of trans people’s lives is that so often we are targets of violence. We experience discrimination disproportionately to the rest of the community. Our unemployment rate is twice the national average; if you are a trans person of color, that rate is four times the national average. The homicide rate is highest among trans women. If we focus on transition, we don’t actually get to talk about those things.” Then I redirected the conversation to the then-recent murder of Islan Nettles, a twenty-one-year-old trans woman. There was a staggering rate of violence against trans people in the United States that we should have been focusing on—not surgeries. I told Katie, “By focusing on bodies we don’t focus on the lived realities of that oppression and that discrimination.” It is a moment that changed my career.

When that episode dropped on the first Monday in 2014, trans Twitter exploded. It was the first time I had ever seen two trans women—two trans women of color, no less—push back against a transition-in-surgery narrative on television. Typically, we would just go with it. But this time, we had not. This moment had given trans people a voice in a way that we had not had before.

Now my name was everywhere. The headline at Slate was: “Katie Couric Offers a ‘Possibility Model’ for How to Conduct a Really Offensive Transgender Interview.” Salon proclaimed: “Laverne Cox flawlessly shuts down Katie Couric’s invasive questions about transgender people.” The community needed it, wanted it, and was abuzz commentating on it—but then the internet did what it does: They attacked Katie and made her out to be the devil, which had never been my intention. It was brutal. The trans community did not give her a lot of grace.

I later ran into her at a Time 100 event, and Katie was distressed, grappling with that interview and her intent versus the impact. I admired this about her because so many people don’t stop to wrestle with their choices and the impact they’ve had on others. Katie’s producers had asked her if she wanted to take that question out of the aired program, and she’d told them no. She told me, “I said no because I think I’m a fairly well-educated, well-read person, and I’ve interviewed trans people before. If I’m asking this, and if I’m making this mistake, then other people probably will, too, so it will be a teachable moment.” So she’d left that moment in, to her credit.

“But you’ve been so gracious,” Katie said, and thanked me.

I responded, “Because I understand. No one really knows this.” It was a teachable moment at a time when people were finally more willing to be educated. It was a moment that I hoped would open hearts and minds.



That same year something amazing happened. I was still doing my “Ain’t I a Woman” national college speaking tour across the country. As my favorite writer, bell hooks was still having a profound impact on me and my healing journey through her words on the page. Discussing these themes in conversation with intellectuals helped me to not only teach others but to continue learning and getting deeper into healing my own trauma. bell was doing her “Conversations at the New School,” a series of public dialogues and workshops through her residency at Eugene Lang College of Liberal Arts, and since I had been quite literally quoting her on college campuses all over the country, bell heard through the grapevine that “Laverne Cox loves her some bell hooks.”

The New School at Eugene Lang College of Liberal Arts reached out to me and said, “bell would love to have a conversation with you as part of her ‘Conversations at The New School’ lecture series.” This was a series of public dialogues and workshops she was doing through her residency at the school. Needless to say this is a date I would move heaven and earth to make happen. And we did.

I met her for the first time at a bar in Greenwich Village before our scheduled conversation. The bar was walking distance from the New School. When I arrived, bell was surrounded by people of all ages and races, young people she had mentored and people whose lives had been changed by her work. One of those people was Darnell Moore, who I would later have on my bell hooks–focused episode of The Laverne Cox Show through Shondaland Audio. It was beautiful to experience all the admiration bell was getting there. She had once taught at CUNY, so she had a history in New York City.

At that first meeting, I quickly realized that there was no way to be a part of her inner circle if you had not fully engaged with her work. She’d created an entire framework of thought, a whole discipline of intersectional feminist theory and scholarship, and you had to understand that work to hang with her. Otherwise, you wouldn’t know what the fuck was going on in any given conversation. She was on some other shit, some revolutionary, anti-colonial, decolonized, anti-patriarchal shit. She was in some spiritual shit, talking about ancestors as a source of strength, wisdom, and resilience in the face of systemic oppression. She was in some healing-from-trauma shit. She was in some Foucault and “oppositional gaze” and “daring to look back” shit. Deep shit that you had to know to be able to hang.

She was a woman whose work I often brought up in my therapy sessions, whose work I was intimately familiar with. In All About Love, she makes a distinction between care and love. She says she came to realize that her parents cared for her, but did not love her. This idea exploded my world when I first read it. It felt like she was speaking directly to me. I had been chasing my mother’s love all my life, but in reading that I understood that though my mother had cared for me—feeding me, clothing me, and checking my homework—she had perhaps never loved me. Love isn’t supposed to hurt, love isn’t abusive. In reading bell hooks’s work, I got the sense of this child who was curious, questioning everything, just like me. A girl who’s an artist and who wants to write and to have an understanding of the world that’s bigger than the segregated South she was born in, in Kentucky, like I had been in post-desegregation Alabama. Like me, her family didn’t get it. My mother had cared for me the best she could, but she was too traumatized and too in survival mode to see me. She did not have the capacity to see me, understand me, and therefore love me.

For our conversation, bell and I walked out on a dimly lit stage to the raucous applause of hundreds of students and followers of her work. The auditorium was jam-packed. Our conversation focused on race, gender, and colonialism, digging deeply into the intersection of cisgender and transgender feminisms. She had seen Orange Is the New Black and was not a fan of the show because she felt that so many of the characters were stereotypes, just as I’d felt about Sophia herself. I agreed with her on this point.

Then she talked about how a lot of feminists are critical of trans women and our embrace of hyperfemininity, which many feminists were trying to get away from. I told her I was aware of that criticism and asked, “Do you think my aesthetic choices feed into the patriarchal gaze?”

“Yes!” she immediately responded. One thing I always loved about bell was how easily she could slide that shade in.

I had not been prepared for this turn in the conversation, but I told her, “I’ve made a lot of choices that are not divorced from imperialist, white supremacist, capitalist patriarchy. But a lot of my aesthetic choices have been about survival. A certain kind of femininity and being able to not read as visibly trans is a survival thing. If you’re read as trans on the street, you could lose your life. So embracing a certain kind of femme aesthetic has been about survival. I also enjoy it. I’ve never been interested in being invisible or being erased.”

After the talk, I admitted, “I don’t feel like I did that great.”

“You held your own,” she responded wryly.

bell and I exchanged phone numbers. We would talk on the phone, and I became part of the community of people that orbited tightly around her. When the bell hooks institute opened at Berea College in 2015, she invited me to the opening. She offered to fly me out, but I refused to allow her to pay for the flight. I did not want to take any money from her; I just wanted to be in her presence, to continue learning from her and being in conversation with her. She insisted on paying for the hotel, though, and I knew better than to continue arguing.

The institute was a place dedicated to preserving and promoting her work. Inside, it felt like an intimate old-school church, a place where chairs were set up all facing the front of the room where she gave talks, a magical gathering place for talks and readings that filled its walls with the warmth of erudition. It was a place perpetually filled with people who loved her and had been changed by her work. Even the mayor of the city was there. He told me, “We love bell hooks, she buys a lot of real estate.” She owned a handful of homes in Berea, a house in Sarasota, a place in the West Village in Manhattan, and a home in Martha’s Vineyard. She had a very Get your money right kind of attitude that I recognized from my mother and other Southern Black women.

She was also a playful woman. At the opening she asked me, “Do a lot of guys hit on you ’cause you’re cute?”

“Mmmhmmm,” I responded with a knowing smile and a giggle.

bell asked some of us to read our favorite passages of her work. I read from Yearning, which I can still recite from memory today. Language is also a place of struggle. I was just a young girl coming into my womanhood…

I felt the power of those words vibrating inside of me, wrapping myself and the audience in poignant silence. Reading that passage in front of bell hooks herself was a moment I’ll never forget. She was becoming a fixture in my life—not just her words on the page, but her as a person. She was a woman I could go to with questions about myself and the world and she would listen to me with a gentle tenderness, responding with spirited banter. Between us was developing a deep bond of mutual respect and care I’d never experienced from a parental figure. Reading that passage of her deep and impactful work to her felt like honoring her.

After I read it, she smiled and said, “That bell hooks can write,” and the room filled with a moment of warm laughter.

Later, as we engaged in dialogue, bell mentioned my dress and heels again with that loving shade that felt oh so Southern, perhaps buoyed by our Berea, Kentucky, environment. I laughed, saying, “I’ve been thinking a lot about our last public conversation and this idea of trans women molding our aesthetic choices through the patriarchal gaze. Then I was reminded of the additional section Eve Ensler added to The Vagina Monologues after interviewing a number of trans women about their experiences with violence, ‘They Beat the Girl Out of My Boy… or So They Tried.’ ”

This additional monologue offered a trans-femme perspective to expand the Monologues beyond their cis-centered roots. This turned into a “Laverne’s Femme as Survival Monologue” as I spoke with urgency to bell and the audience. Again, I spoke to the point about trying to survive in a world that wants you dead, wants you erased. Being as femme as possible as a trans woman is, for many of us, part of that survival.

What was so powerful about Ensler’s discovery from those interviews is suggested in the title of this new addition. In a patriarchal society where violence against women is ever pervasive, trans women even pre-transition weren’t exempted from that violence. I emphasized that embracing the kind of femme aesthetic that might allow a trans person to get from point A to point B without being read as trans could seriously mitigate one risk factor that could make her a target of violence. But what Ensler’s empirical data reveals is that if you’re read as femme regardless of your gender expression, identity, or sex assigned at birth, the feminine is far too often a target of various types of violence in a patriarchal context. bell seemed to appreciate this answer.

As the years went on, our bond and relationship only deepened. The truth of the matter is I would not be who I am without bell hooks. As I got to know her and became friends with her, I told her this all the time. Her intersectional approach to understanding my life and the world was mental health for me. I cannot understand my life through just a lens of gender. I can’t understand my life through just a lens of race. I can’t understand it through just a lens of being trans—because all these things are working simultaneously at the same time in my life. They all equally affect how I see the world, how the world sees me, how the world impacts me. And she understood this. She nurtured this growing understanding in me.





CHAPTER 17 [image: ] Abundance

The day before my forty-second birthday, I was nominated for a Critics Choice Award for Best Supporting Actress in a Comedy Series, and the next day I was revealed on the cover of Time magazine. Two years before, I’d been in a dark depression on my birthday, barely able to pull myself out of bed, but now I was being honored on the cover of one of the nation’s most esteemed magazines with the headline: “The Transgender Tipping Point: America’s Next Civil Rights Frontier.” I had centered my career on the work of advocating for my LGBTQ+ community and now found myself at the forefront of the movement for transgender rights. I threw a combined birthday and Time magazine party in a W Hotel suite, surrounded by my girlfriends and Orange castmates like Matt McGorry, Samira Wiley, and Jackie Cruz. I’m not typically a person to throw myself a party, but it’s not every day that you’re on the cover of Time.

After my Time cover came out, Katie Couric had me back on her show. It was the beginning of what would become a beautiful and unexpected relationship with her. She seemed to understand that she’d gotten it wrong with how she’d handled the transgender community, and she seemed to truly want to get it right. In that second interview on Katie, we discussed the backlash she had received and spoke candidly about how and why the conversation around trans people needed to change. It was a turning point. Since then, for the most part, trans people are not asked surgery-related questions in interviews, a media landmark I will forever be proud of.

The Critics Choice Awards was the first big awards show I ever attended, and I brought my mother to LA to go with me. For someone who’d been seeking her mother’s approval her entire life, the red carpet was the ultimate Look at me now. My mother now spent her days bragging about me to her friends and living vicariously through my life, but something about this made me sad. I knew that she still could not see me, but the glimmer and shine of fame was enough for her. I had finally painted a successful picture of who I was for her, an image she could boast about and present to the world. I’d found a way to fit into the bourgeoisie story she’d made up about who her children could be, the story I’d started running toward with all A’s, vice president of the student council. It was all about external validation of accomplishments and achievements, not about the kindness of my spirit or the work I’d done on behalf of my community. Yet, based on her values, she and I were now both successful—and there she was trying to sneak pictures of Cicely Tyson on her phone.

Weeks later, I was nominated for my first Emmy Award for Outstanding Guest Actress in a Comedy Series. I was the first openly transgender person to be nominated for a Primetime Emmy in an acting category. I was so grateful to be nominated, and now I was learning even more about the business that I could not have known before. To be in awards consideration there had to be a certain quality of the show, but there also had to be a financial push behind it from the network, and Netflix had done that for us, for me. These awards campaigns cost millions of dollars; Netflix was new on the scene and wanted to make an impact. They’d put a lot of money into making sure we got nominated for awards. This was my first time experiencing this, so I didn’t know what to expect, whether this was the norm on other shows or not. I would find myself being surprised, and all the more grateful for this experience, when later shows I did didn’t have this same push. I’d hit it big with the first show I’d been cast in and didn’t even realize it yet.

Now I told myself to stop and feel this whole experience. This may never happen again, I reminded myself. Just be present and have fun. And I did. I leaned in with the cast, grinned joyously on the red carpets, and laughed onstage with Uzo Aduba and Taylor Schilling as we introduced Usher at the MTV Video Music Awards the day before the Emmys. It was the only time I’ve ever been to the VMAs, and I now allowed myself to be swept up in the whirlwind of couture gowns that was a far cry from the Salvation Armani I’d donned for decades.

For that first Emmy nomination, I was invited to the Primetime show and wore a white, custom Marc Bouwer floor-length gown. I had developed an encyclopedic knowledge of couture fashion over the years, but now here I was wearing it. The dazzle of fame and the fashion that came with it was more than I could have ever dreamed up in my childhood.

I did not win that Emmy; I lost that one to the amazing Uzo Aduba, who’d also been nominated for her work in Orange Is the New Black, and I was both thrilled for her and relieved that I would not have to give a speech. I simply was not yet mentally or emotionally prepared for the weight of that kind of moment, and even through my hopes that I would win, I knew it even then. I would be nominated two more times throughout the Orange Is the New Black run in the category of Outstanding Guest Actress in a Drama Series once the show moved into that category.

Jenji Kohan had once publicly said, “Our bench is deep,” because there were so many accomplished, brilliant actors on Orange Is the New Black, but Uzo Aduba and I were the only actors on the show nominated for multiple Emmys. I knew that it had to be hard watching other people get more shine when we were all so good. I had captured a moment in our culture that society finally seemed ready for, but I grappled with an unexpected mix of feeling lucky to have captured this moment that had catapulted me to fame so quickly while also feeling guilty that other talented actors on our cast had not gotten nearly as much recognition as me. Has the cultural moment of my transness stolen shine from others who deserve it? I wondered, even though everyone on the cast was so supportive. But then I’d remind myself how hard I’d worked, not only on my craft but on all of the other skills I needed to become a star. Back and forth, I wrestled with these emotions for a long time.



As I geared up to go back on set at Orange Is the New Black, I had started the work of executive producing Laverne Cox Presents: The T Word. It was an hour-long documentary following the lives of seven transgender youths from across the country as they faced difficulties coming out and navigated bullying and violence, as well as the familial and social support they’d received, while examining how race impacted their situation. It was a project that I was so passionate about, shining a light on the experiences I’d gone through myself, but knew that others were suffering with as well. We’d already shot season two of Orange in the midst of the season one buzz, which had come out in June, and now I started negotiating my rate for season three.

The Orange Is the New Black cast still wasn’t getting residuals in our contract negotiations because of some bullshit clause for streaming that stipulated you had to get a certain astronomical number of views within a certain amount of time to be eligible, so for me these negotiations were about being paid fairly upfront. For season two, I’d settled on a seven-episode guarantee at $5,500 an episode. This was the “top of show guest star rate” and a leg up from where I’d started on a day rate with no guarantee. Now my manager asked for $10,000 an episode. Orange countered with $7,500 per episode as their best and final. If she doesn’t want to take it, then we won’t use her for this season.

We took it, but it felt so demoralizing. Even after all my press and accolades, they would not make me a series regular or accept my rate. At $7,500 per episode, with a seven-episode guarantee, I would make $52,000 before taxes and agency fees. My take-home would be about half of that—while living in the ever-pricey New York City. I was still living in the 28th Street apartment I was in when I first booked Orange. I knew that I should have been making more money.

I had been nominated for multiple awards, was on the cover of Time magazine, and had been revealed as one of ten Glamour Women of the Year at the end of 2014. Jodie Foster herself introduced me at the award ceremony as the first trans woman to receive this honor. (We hadn’t kept in touch, but she readily agreed when my team asked her.) Still, they did not deem me worthy of the rate I’d asked for, when I knew that some season regulars were making upward of $50,000 per episode. And I had never earned the honor of being picked up at home and taken to set; that treatment was still reserved for the series regulars and I was not one. It felt like I wasn’t valued, wasn’t a priority. But after the first season of buzz, Netflix had done a great Emmy campaign for me for awards season, which had culminated in my nomination. They paid for hair and makeup. This, too, was important, I reminded myself. But it remained a bitter pill to swallow.

My first day back after the salary negotiation, I arrived in Orangeburg, New York, where we were shooting at the old children’s mental asylum. This is where the hair salon and many of the other major sets were built outside of the Kaufman Astoria. When I got to set, a PA took me to my trailer, a tiny honey wagon where I could touch either wall on both sides and there was no bathroom. This meant that I would have to go to the bathroom with the crew and background actors just like I had on my very first day. I’d been in small trailers before, but now I had an Emmy nomination, a Time magazine cover, and the sour taste in my mouth of not being paid my worth. I was very upset. It was the first time I ever called my manager and complained, “Paul, I’m in a trailer where I don’t even have a bathroom! This is ridiculous. What the fuck!” Again, I felt humiliated and demoralized. What they were saying to me was that I could make history on the cover of Time. I could make history at the Emmys and still have to fight tooth and nail to be paid, and then be handed a trailer like this.

Paul asked me, “Would you like for me to call them and say something?”

But I took a deep breath. “No. No, I’m not gonna complain. I’m just gonna suck it up.”

The reasons behind all of this could have been any number of things that had nothing to do with me, but it felt personal, like Don’t get too big for your britches. It felt like I was being put in my place and told “just be grateful,” but I was ultimately still glad that I did not complain. Our reputations as actors are so important in this industry. When you get a bad reputation for being difficult to work with, it’s hard to overcome. So many times I’d been in hair and makeup and heard the tea about other actors on different sets from the stylists, keke’d nonchalantly. I knew that between gossip and blacklisting, I could ruin my career in an instant by complaining to the wrong person or ruffling the wrong feathers, and I reminded myself that I’d made a promise to myself that my career would be about the work, not my ego.

But I soon learned that there was a blessing in not being a series regular. When you’re a series regular, the show owns your schedule. There is no situation where the show says, “We have a table read today,” and you can reply, “I’m not available.” They’re paying you to be available. But as a guest actor, I was not bound under lock and key. I could still hustle in other ways, continuing my speaking engagements and auditioning for other shows. Some actors on Orange would become series regulars but not get written for, which would leave them stuck, unable to go out and find other acting jobs until their contracts were up. But not being a series regular on Orange Is the New Black allowed me to book Doubt, a CBS legal drama about a boutique law firm with the belief that everyone deserves a vigorous defense. I was set to play Cameron Wirth, a fearless and stalwart transgender lawyer at the firm, as we were wrapping up season three of Orange.

I had to sign the contract for Doubt’s series-regular role before I could even screen test for the show. A screen test is a filmed audition that tests for chemistry, allowing casting directors to see how you look, act, and interact with the camera and other actors before making you a formal offer. Networks don’t want to hire you and you not be available, so they lock you down early. Before signing the contract for the screen test, Paul went to the producers of Orange Is the New Black and said, “Laverne has been offered a screen test for a series-regular role on CBS. Would you like to make an offer to make Laverne a series regular on Orange?”

They said no, a decision that would have come from Jenji Kohan. That hurt, but their decision allowed me to screen test for Doubt. I got the gig to play Cameron Wirth, a witty, transgender, Ivy League–educated attorney, at a salary much higher than I was making on Orange.

Doubt began with a rocky start as I was shooting seasons four and five of Orange Is the New Black. The pilot was not immediately picked up, and we had to recast the two leads because the original actors did not test well with audiences. Then Katherine Heigl was cast and we did reshoots in September of 2015. Even with more episodes to shoot for Orange, I made the decision to move to Los Angeles. I was now a series regular on a show that filmed in LA, so it made sense to finally make the move to Hollywood, where I could continue to expand my career. I bought a place there, and now had a condo in New York and one in LA. I decided I’d fly back and forth to New York to shoot the remaining season of Orange for which I was still obligated to complete, but now that I was contracted with Doubt I couldn’t do the six-episode arc planned for Sophia Burset in season five. They give you three episodes in your contract if you have an existing contract to close out your storyline. But Jenji did it in one episode.

For my last day of shooting that season, I was on set standing beside her. “Oh, you know, I’m so sorry I wasn’t able to do the storyline,” I told her.

“We had to scrap it,” Jenji responded, short with me.

I shrugged it off and moved to Los Angeles the next day, though I would return to Orange to continue guest-starring until the show ended after season seven. I didn’t even wrestle with the decision of leaving Sophia’s deepening storyline behind; I was on to the next thing. The fact was, at Doubt I was getting paid more than six times what Orange Is the New Black was willing to pay me. I felt more valued at CBS. I had to do what was best for me and not be concerned about whether Orange Is the New Black now felt ruffled when they hadn’t wanted to commit to me in the first place.

In LA, I knew that I had to continue my inner work and therapy. I was still reading my bell hooks as part of my inner growth and healing, and I started working with Jennifer Burton Flier and her trauma resiliency work in somatic therapy. With Jennifer as my therapist, I continued digging deeper and deeper into the question of What happened to me?

As we were doing the reshoots in September, I won my Daytime Emmy Award in Outstanding Special Class Special as executive producer for Laverne Cox Presents: The T Word. I was the first openly transgender woman to win the award. It was my second nomination to date, after losing the Emmy for Outstanding Guest Actress in a Comedy Series. When I learned that I’d won the Emmy, I was stunned. I had achieved a longtime dream in winning that prestigious award, one I could have only dreamed of in my youth as I was fantasizing about making it big. And I won for work I’d done for the love and service of my LGBTQ+ community. I had been able to help others examine the same traumas I’d gone through in my own childhood, shining a bright light on the realities of growing up trans. To win my Emmy for that—well, I could not have written a better story, I could not have dreamt it any better than that.

But I didn’t go to the awards ceremony. I hadn’t thought we were going to win that year because Joan Rivers had just died, and she was nominated in the same category. I’d also been invited to the White House Correspondents’ Dinner, and it was being held across the country in Washington, DC, the same weekend. Do I really wanna sit through a five-hour ceremony and lose, again, when I could dine with the Obamas? I decided to go to the dinner instead. By the time I learned that I’d won, right before the ceremony, I’d already made the decision to go to the Correspondents’ Dinner and RSVP’d there—and I was not going to stand up the Obamas. The Emmy was unceremoniously mailed to me a few months later.

Earlier that year, I had stripped down to pasties, a corset, and heels to do a sexy number for the twenty-fifth annual Broadway Bares fundraiser in support of Broadway Cares/Equity Fights AIDS, and the legendary Kenny Ortega had seen the performance. Kenny had directed all of the High School Musicals and had worked with Michael Jackson for more than two decades directing all his concerts. He’d also worked with Diana Ross, Bette Midler, and Barbra Streisand. He was thinking of doing a reboot of The Rocky Horror Picture Show, a musical-comedy-horror film, originally starring Tim Curry in 1975, and was thinking of who would play the iconic role of Frank-N-Furter. When he saw my Broadway Bares performance, he thought, Hmmm.

I had discovered Rocky Horror at Indiana University. The kids at Collins Living-Learning Center were obsessed with the movie, and we’d watched it several times in the dorm, yelling back at the screen and throwing popcorn during all the big scenes. “Damnit, Janet!” We would have gotten an A for audience participation and for some of my friends’ shadow performances. I had fallen in love with Rocky Horror—the music, the whole vibe and culture around it—so when they asked me to do a screen test, I leapt at it.

I already knew the music from the original film. Lou Adler, who’d produced the original, still owned the rights to the movie, and his son Cisco Adler was producing the album for the remake. They had the original track in Tim Curry’s keys, but I asked them to be lowered a half or whole step to make new tracks for the screen test. We laid down those tracks over a day or two, including recording “Sweet Transvestite.” A few weeks later, I got an offer to be Frank-N-Furter. Kenny told me I was the raison d’être for the remake. I would be number one on a call sheet for the very first time in my career, a distinction that means you’re the star of the show, the number one consideration. Tim Curry would be number two, playing the criminologist and narrator, a different but still significant role from his original part as Dr. Frank-N-Furter. I was thrilled at this offer, but I had a conflict. I was still under contract with CBS—and The Rocky Horror Picture Show was being done on Fox. CBS didn’t want me on a competing network.

With Doubt still searching for a home, the cast was put on a talent hold with pay, and even though I wasn’t shooting I still had exclusivity with CBS. After a monthlong email exchange between my team and the network, and a phone call with the network’s president, CBS finally relented, and I was allowed to do both. Fox even said it was the best audition they’d ever seen, which was a huge stroke to my ego.

Now my ego was probably at the biggest it had ever been because I got to do upfronts for the first time in my career. Upfronts are when the networks present their TV lineup to advertisers to get their interest going to get them to commit to advertising. This told me that CBS felt I was important enough to tempt ad execs into spending dollars. To me this said, Your presence matters and makes a difference to this network, which I had not felt at Orange. So now I was feeling myself. It felt like I was proving something with this show of how I important I was to the network—my value, that I was enough. I felt real cute having projects on two different networks, and I was definitely in an ego space, though CBS did not allow me to do upfronts for Fox as well.

But this business comes with so many extraordinary highs and devastating lows. The first time I ever uninstalled all of my social media apps was when it was announced that I would play Dr. Frank-N-Furter in The Rocky Horror Picture Show remake. The backlash was immense. Hardcore Rocky fans were pissed. The name “Frank-N-Furter” itself was a play on a person having a penis. For them, the idea of a woman playing the role was weird, let alone a Black (trans) woman. They didn’t care that Kenny Ortega was trying to reimagine and give a fresh look to the role, and they made their anger known. Can she even sing? one critic had asked, outraged. But I pushed forward.

Kenny treated me like he treated all his divas. He insisted, “Laverne should not be carrying her own bags.” When I was the very first person on set on the first day of shooting—a habit I’d developed because I felt guilty keeping anyone waiting—Kenny called the entire casting crew together onstage after I’d wrapped for the day and said, “Laverne Cox was here waiting. I never want Laverne waiting again. I want everybody to be here and ready to go so when Laverne arrives, she’s not waiting.” I was stunned and honored when I found this out much later. He even granted me the use of my own makeup artist, Deja, though she was not a member of the union. Kenny had a mentality like, This is my diva, and she needs to be taken care of. I had never experienced such care on set, a Whatever she wants, she gets kind of vibe. I don’t know if this was because I was number one on the call sheet or because this was just Kenny’s process, but I’ll never forget that treatment. I knew not to get used to it, but damn if it didn’t feel good while I had it.

Kenny directed with diva references, just as Brad Calcaterra had done in the Act Out classes. Brad might say, “Now give me a little bit of Freud,” or “Show me some Judy Garland.” Einstein. Whitney. He would throw out names and say, “Now give me seventy percent Whitney with thirty percent Freud.” Kenny used the same language. Grace Jones. Tina Turner. A little bit of Judy Garland or Beyoncé. “Laverne, give me seventy percent Grace Jones, twenty-five percent Tina Turner, five percent Beyoncé!” I loved that he directed that way.

The first day I showed up for recording in LA, Tim Curry was there. They asked me to sing all the songs that he’d made famous right in front of him. It was so intimidating because, as a performer, I am the least confident in my singing. But I also felt a weird energy from Tim, like he didn’t approve of me in the role, either. He never said anything to this effect, but I felt like he didn’t think I was worthy. And I don’t think he’s wrong. What Tim Curry did was iconic, and no one could do it better.

The four weeks we spent in Toronto for rehearsals were everything. Away from home, the cast congealed into a family with days spent rehearsing and nights laughing our asses off in each other’s company. I’m still friends with Ryan McCartan, who played Brad Majors in the film. For a while after filming, Victoria Justice, who played Janet Weiss, and I would hang out. The bonds I formed with the cast were so unforgettable.

But then the movie came out. The reviews were mixed, the ratings weren’t great, and it was not a big success. I wasn’t happy with my singing. The trans community was pissed that the iconic song “Sweet Transvestite” had not been changed to “Sweet Transsexual.” I knew that the phrase transvestite was problematic, but it was true to the terminology of the seventies, when the original film had come out, so we’d wanted to maintain that. On the press tour, I had to constantly contextualize the term transvestite back to the 1970s, but even with the historical context, people remained offended and disgruntled. Every time I opened my apps, I was flooded with disapproval. I was constantly tagged in comments with hate. It was devastating. I deleted Instagram, Facebook, and Twitter. I didn’t want to let the negative in. Even when I finally came back to social media, I turned my comments off for over a month.



Just before screen testing for The Rocky Horror Picture Show, my wax figure was unveiled at Madame Tussauds. That same month, I was on the cover of Entertainment Weekly. I had to choose between them and Rolling Stone, who also wanted me on their cover, because the issues were going to come out the same week, so they told me I couldn’t do both. The fact that there was a point in my career where Rolling Stone and Entertainment Weekly both wanted to do cover stories of me put me back on an ego high. I had reached a new level of my career. I decided to go with Entertainment Weekly’s iconic cover of me as the Statue of Liberty.

Then I was awarded the Maybelline New York’s “Make It Happen” Award at the Fashion Media Awards for my impact in the fashion industry. I was to be introduced by none other than Katie Couric, which was such a beautiful moment. Since my appearances on her show, Katie had turned things around and started doing a documentary called Gender Revolution to shine light on the real lived experiences of trans people. She really is one of the best examples of what allyship can look like and what it means to transform. I was honored to have her introduce me for this award. I stepped up to receive it in a sparkling, body-hugging Marc Bouwer gown.

Doubt finally got picked up in 2016. Judith Light had been cast to play Carolyn, the incarcerated mother of Katherine Hiegl’s character, Sadie. In the show, Sadie had been representing her mother, but it became clear that my character, Cameron, would be better representation for her, creating several scenes between Judith and me. Judith was doing an Off-Broadway one-woman show titled All the Ways to Say I Love You as we were shooting. She was doing eight shows a week and could only fly in for one day of filming, so we shot her scenes all in one day, the day after the 2016 Emmys.

At those Emmys, I had the wonderful honor of presenting at the Primetime Emmy Awards for the very first time. I wore a gold Naeem Khan dress as I stood onstage to present the award for Outstanding Directing for a Variety Special. Beyoncé was nominated in that category for Lemonade, and I was freaking out at the possibility of being able to present her the award. But she did not attend the awards ceremony and Grease Live! won instead. Earlier that same evening, Jeffrey Tambor had won for Outstanding Lead Actor in a Comedy Series for Transparent and said in his acceptance speech, “Give transgender talent a chance.” When I came out to present, I ad-libbed an echo to Jeffrey’s sentiments, going off script to emphasize the message: “Give trans talent a shot. I would not be here today if somebody didn’t give me a chance. Thank you so much, Jenji Kohan.”

Jenji reached out to me after. “I saw the Emmys. That was very classy, thank you.” Despite how Orange had turned out behind the scenes, I still had immense gratitude toward her for the opportunity she’d given me. Years later, I ran into a guy at the after-party for my show The Drowsy Chaperone, a one-night-only benefit concert at Carnegie Hall. He was good friends with Jenji, planning to have breakfast with her the day after. He gushed about how highly Jenji had always spoken of me. Laverne was so professional, always prepared. Every take she gave us different options. She would give us a different version of the scene, and sometimes we’d change the storyline based on something she did in one of those takes. It was clear the second I saw her audition that she was Sophia. I was stunned by this, couldn’t believe that Jenji had said this about me. I’d never felt this warmth from her, which was fine, but now I saw her in a whole new light. To have a boss going around telling people how hard I worked, how easy I was to work with—that’s the kind of reputation I wanted to have.

After the awards the attendees would take photos on the red carpet. I’ve always loved a good red-carpet moment, but I was in a rush to get home and prepare for working with Judith. I had a 5:30 a.m. pickup to shoot with her the next day, so I left the ceremony early. I’d never left a ceremony early, so I didn’t realize that the cars we arrive in are moved to a different spot until the awards show is over. I frantically called my driver, who told me they wouldn’t let him back into the pickup area yet. Fuck! I sprinted to the Ritz-Carlton right next door and hurried through its lobby in a full evening gown, stressed the fuck out. It was the height of Orange Is the New Black attention, and every few feet I would get stopped to take photos with fans. Now, instead of being harassed and assaulted, which I did not experience anymore, I was adored and venerated on the streets of New York, like my status as a celebrity now trumped being trans. I wanted to give each fan my time, but my only thought was Where is the car! Where is it? I just wanted to be heading home to prep myself for acting opposite the famously talented Judith Light. I could not stand the idea of being off my game with her. Every second that car didn’t pull up stretched my nerves taut, as ever more and more fans crowded around me. I couldn’t take it anymore. My anxiety exploded. The dam broke, and on came the floods.

“I’m having an anxiety attack, please, I need a minute!” I heard myself exclaim to the eager fans. They died down and moved away disappointedly. My heart sank even as I was relieved. A moment later, my car pulled up. As I slipped inside, closing my eyes and trying to slow my breathing, I hoped that letting them know I was in a full-blown panic attack hadn’t left them with the sour taste of She’s a bitch.

I pored over the script that night and woke up around 3 a.m. for the 5:30 pickup. I arrived on set for a blocking rehearsal with Judith and the director, where we would mark the scene, just the three of us. After that, we would invite the crew in to see it, then shoot. Depending on the actor you’re working with, they may want to run the lines during a blocking rehearsal, but acting out a full performance is rare. For film and TV, it’s all about saving the best acting for when you’re shooting. The moment I saw Judith, I went directly to her to wrap her in a hug, but could tell that she was already in character, focused in. I moved away from her quickly so as not to disturb her. I could already feel the intensity coming from her, and I knew she was a legend, an extraordinary actor, yet I was still unprepared for what would come next.

Judith’s character, Carolyn, a radical activist, had gone to jail after accidentally killing a police officer. She’d then fought to have a library created in the prison so that when her young daughter, Sadie, came to visit her, she could have books to read to her. We started with a blocking scene in that library. When we started blocking the scene, I could see that everything in Judith’s space had been endowed. In acting, everything needs to be personal. Endowing an object or a space means assigning it with specific qualities, emotions, or meanings to make it more real and significant within the context of the performance. Judith lived in the space. She touched the books with tenderness and had already made specific speech patterns for the character, changed the way she held her body to become Carolyn. She even delivered full tears. I stood stunned after the scene was over. I’d prepared to just mark the scenes, but Judith had given a full master class–worthy performance. I was in awe of her emotional control and delivery. She was brilliant.

Judith and I were in every scene together that day. From blocking to shooting, she was fully focused and able to find something new with each take. She was constantly discovering. I had never witnessed—and still have not to this day—that level of commitment to the craft up close. She brought all the elements that actors talk about to the scene every single time. A character’s unfulfilled need. Behavior. A want. A super-objective. Texture. Making it new every time, even when she was off camera. I could tell she was used to theater, where you have to bring this level of craft every time you perform, but tears? I was used to the Save it for the close-up mentality of film and TV—save it for the close-up because you may run out. Judith never ran out of tears. She stayed in these emotions all day long. Her performance was so human and so real. She was the embodiment of the reason why we act: to reveal and tell some truth about the human experience. At sixty-seven years old, she was a legend without ego, still committed and with so much energy, not phoning anything in. She was more than “a generous actor,” a term actors often use. I could see that she needed this art form, that it was a part of her. It was the most pure and beautiful surrender, commitment, and discipline I’d ever seen. Being directed by Jodie Foster had changed my life and my craft, but that day with Judith Light was the single best day of shooting I’ve ever had.

I found out that Doubt had been canceled while I was in Vegas with my girlfriends seeing JLo. We had shot thirteen episodes, but it was canceled after two. I got the call before the show started. I cried and then we danced the night away. It was the end of pilot season, but I went in for some auditions and meetings. (Pilot season used to be January to late March, when actors would audition for pilots being shot in March and April, but now pilots happen all the time because streaming shows come out all the time.) I had a meeting with Elizabeth Banks, who was doing a pilot called The Trustee. They were looking for a Leslie Jones type, but Leslie wasn’t available. They wanted an actor who could be both comedic and dramatic, and everyone who had read for them could only do one or the other. Meaghan Rath, who was set to star in the series, had done chemistry reads with over a dozen different actresses, and they still couldn’t find the right energy. After my meeting with Liz, I screen-tested with Meaghan and they loved me. A week after Doubt was canceled, I was on a plane to Vancouver to shoot the pilot for The Trustee. It didn’t get picked up, but Warner Bros. loved me so much that they gave me a talent-hold deal for a year with the idea to develop a project. We got a pilot deal from ABC, but it didn’t get picked up because they brought American Idol back. The ups and downs of show business. Moments of my ego constantly being checked. I was getting a little full of myself, and these cancellations and lack of pickups helped me get my ego together. It has to be about the WORK, I reminded myself. It has to be about something bigger than me.

It was now 2019, and my British Vogue cover came out. I was the first trans person to ever appear on its cover. I now owned a condo in LA and one in New York, and had paid off my mother’s house in Mobile in 2018. We’d started out renting it, but now she owned it outright. She’d told me how grateful she was that I’d done that for her. My mother and brother never had any expectations of me once I started doing better financially, so she was in shock, surprised by the gesture—and I appreciated that because I knew so many people whose family members would have had expectations and tried to take advantage of their newfound financial successes.

Then Shonda Rhimes’s people approached me about the role of Kacy Duke, in Netflix’s Inventing Anna. They sent me the New York magazine article about Anna Delvey—a Russian-born con artist who’d pretended to be a wealthy heiress to access upper-class New York social scenes from 2013 to 2017—I read it and thought, Holy shit. I looked up Kacy and was fascinated by her. She was a New York native who had traveled the world and worn many hats, including being celebrity fitness instructor to the stars. She’d trained everyone from Denzel to Julianne Moore and Lenny Kravitz—and Anna Delvey had hired her as her personal trainer.

I had a meeting with Shonda in her office at Shondaland. She is an amazing woman. She’s a powerhouse, a showrunner, but you can tell that she is a writer at her core. She has a quiet reservedness, a quiet power, and she treats everyone so well. Shonda wanted to make sure that all of her actors were well taken care of and felt appreciated, such a refreshing environment to work in.

There was some controversy about me playing a non-trans woman when the cast was announced. The nerve of her! People were so offended by that! But I couldn’t listen to that noise. I felt more pressure around playing a real-life person, someone I’d gotten to know and gabbed with on the phone. Kacy Duke had no problem with me portraying her. They’d already run it by her before offering me the role. She and I would sit and talk for hours as I learned more about her, ready to dive into playing her.

Shonda knew what she wanted and she knew how to get it from her actors. Her scripts had to be delivered word for word, no ad-libbing, which is generally common while shooting. The script supervisors, often known as scriptys in the industry, were on hand to ensure that we delivered every line word for word. It had to be exact, which added another level of a fun challenge for me as an actor. The perfectionist Laverne came out and had a place to shine.

Julia Garner was hilarious on set. I’d worked with her in Grandma in 2015, a movie where she played a pregnant young woman whose grandmother, played by Lily Tomlin, was a radical feminist trying to raise money to get her an abortion. I played a tattoo artist who couldn’t offer them any money, but could offer her a tattoo. Now, in my scenes with Julia, as soon as she’d put on that nasally Anna Delvey accent, I’d think, Okay, now we’re cooking! This girl is here to play! Katie Lowes and I became close on set. She portrayed Rachel DeLoache Williams and had an effervescent, bubbly personality. We had so many organic moments in between takes, talking about her time on Scandal and her theater group. She has an infectious energy I was immediately pulled in by, always talking, and I simply could not imagine anyone not liking Katie. Because of the pandemic, shooting Inventing Anna was scattered over three years. I did one scene in the fall of 2020, then not again until 2021.

At the same time, I got word that bell’s health had taken a turn for the worst. We in her inner circle knew she had been sick. A lot of her friends, family, and admirers traveled to Kentucky to spend time with her. I was busy traveling around for work and shooting Inventing Anna, but still communicating with Darnell and others to keep abreast on her health. Darnell told me that “bell would love to speak with you. She knows she doesn’t have much time.”

On December 14, 2021, the day before she passed, I got on the phone with her. She did not sound well, but she was surrounded by people and love. So many had come to care for her. It was such a beautiful thing to think about how this unmarried icon with no children had found so many children of her work to create a family around her. I, too, had become her child.

As we talked, I held back my tears as she told me she loved me, and I felt it. I felt her genuine love. I told her how much I loved her and how much her work had changed my life, how much it had helped me to see myself and gain clarity about the world. In so many ways, she was the mother I’d never had. The mother who saw me, who, through her work, raised me. A mother who loved me. Some people say never meet your idols, but meeting her had truly brought me to a full-circle moment of self-discovery and self-love. I needed to meet her to become who I am today.





CHAPTER 18 [image: ] Giuseppe

In the fall of 2019, I was shooting Inventing Anna in New York and living in LA. In both cities, I’d been swiping dating sites. Dating as a Black trans woman was already challenging—but dating as a public figure who’s also a Black trans woman makes it a different kind of adventure. I’m a proud openly transgender woman. I have high hopes and low expectations was written on my dating profiles at the time. Both my Tinder and Hinge profiles would constantly get flagged as fake. Someone is using Laverne Cox’s photos on their profile! I had to meet with Tinder to verify my identity and get them to reinstate my profile. And Raya—a dating app geared toward people in entertainment requiring two referrals—was a total bust for me.

At the time I wasn’t looking for a relationship. I was hoping to find a consistent friend-with-benefits situation. Consistent being the operative word. Because work was my priority and often intense and serious, finding a man who was fun and easy was what I was in the mood for. Swiping for me was sort of like scrolling Instagram. I wasn’t deeply invested. I would match with several guys and in conversation via DMs certain guys would distinguish themselves. Giuseppe became one of those guys.

I had recently opened up the age range of the men I was searching for. Twenty-eight was previously the youngest guy I would consider dating. I think because I wasn’t looking for a relationship, I lowered the age to twenty-five. Giuseppe was twenty-six when we matched, but he read older in his photos. That fall we made a plan to meet up for a drink, but because of busy schedules and travel a date never happened until we were deeply immersed in the pandemic in the summer of 2020. Then, he didn’t just reach out; he consistently reached out. He would send a Good morning text, or a sexy Snapchat video of himself.

By the end of June, I was finally closing escrow on a New York City apartment, which I’d started closing on before the pandemic hit. I flew in, got the keys, then met with the architect to discuss renovations, while making plans to finally meet up with Giuseppe. Until renovations were done I’d stay at a hotel near my new apartment. Finally, on July 1, Giuseppe and I met in person.

I have a policy of always meeting guys from apps in public, but literally everything was closed, so we met in the lobby of my hotel—and only after we both tested negative for Covid.

Before meeting up, he’d asked me, “Can I bring you anything?”

Hmm, nice start, I thought. I had a Smirnoff campaign at the time, so the first thing I thought to say was, “Oh, can you bring me some Smirnoff, the Red, White & Berry?”

So in he walked through the revolving door of the hotel with a six-pack of Smirnoff spiked seltzer in hand. Giuseppe looked good in his photos, obviously. That’s why I’d swiped right. But in person: Wow! He looked delicious. There was a boyish charm in person that didn’t read in his photos. His blond hair, blue eyes, chiseled jawline, and toned body cultivated from a six-day-a-week gym routine were beautifully complemented by the humorous disarming story he told about his Uber ride to get to me. He was born and raised in Queens, and that Queens New York accent was strong with him.

When we sat down together, the conversation just flowed. He told me he was in commercial real estate. “I’m so sorry,” I said, “that has to be a disaster right now with Covid.”

We sat and talked in the lobby for about forty-five minutes. He seemed fun and easygoing. He didn’t take himself too seriously. The world was so heavy—everything around me was so heavy—and he was just light and easy. He made me feel safe enough to continue the conversation upstairs.

Once we got upstairs, sparks flew, fireworks, explosions, passion, tenderness, attentiveness. There was a moment where he started at my ankles, then slowly kissed me all the way up my body. Took his time. It felt like a tender form of reverence and care. Let me take care of every part of you and not miss a spot. I was the first trans woman he’d ever been with, but I couldn’t tell from the way he handled me with such care. At forty-eight, I thought my nights of three-plus rounds in an evening were behind me. But Giuseppe inspired a new vim and vigor within me. Sparks continued to fly until the sun came up.

That morning as we said our goodbyes I thanked him for a lovely evening and told him what a pleasant surprise he was. I was floating for the rest of the day. But I still had no expectations. I didn’t even live in New York. But maybe we could meet up again on my next visit?

I flew back to LA the next day. And we talked via text almost every day throughout the day. I certainly didn’t expect that, but it felt so easy I just went with it.

The next several months I was in New York often to meet with my architect, approve floor plans and materials for my renovation. Giuseppe wasn’t a bad reason to visit, either. It was kind of like a cheesy rom-com. We were having so much fun and he was making me feel like no man had ever made me feel before. We’d wake up in the morning and, with sleep in his eyes, he’d immediately look for me and pull me into his strong arms. We’d find our little nook, my head resting securely on his chest. That spot very quickly began to feel like home. He looked at me like I was the most beautiful woman in the world, the woman he had been waiting for, the woman of his dreams. I had been many men’s fantasy, but never the dream girl, not for a guy I liked and was actually interested in.

The hotel where I was staying had a little kitchen. Giuseppe loved making me breakfast. An egg-white omelet with whole wheat toast and his bacon. The best bacon I’ve ever had. He would make me this mouthwatering bacon in the mornings. But the best part was sitting on a barstool watching him shirtless and sexy as fuck mixing, stirring, seasoning, making me laugh and just feeling so effortlessly connected to another human being. I often thought, If bitches could see this, they’d be so jealous. I was getting my motherfucking entire life.

In October, Giuseppe and I had our first conversation that could potentially be difficult and contentious. We’d been talking for a year, but had only really been in each other’s lives, after that first meeting at the hotel, for three months. We were in the throes of a once-in-a-lifetime global pandemic, surrounded daily by the largest marches against racial injustice that the United States had ever seen—and I was genuinely surprised that finally in my lifetime there were national conversations happening about systemic racism. The world was on fire. One night in bed, rehydrating in between sessions, he offhandedly asked me, “Systemic racism, do you think that’s really a thing?”

Inside, I was thinking, Oh, boy! This is supposed to be light and fun.

I looked at him and said, “Do you really want to have this conversation… now?”

He said nonchalantly, “Why not?”

I prepared myself for this to maybe be our last night together, because this is about to get really real. I began talking for the next twenty minutes using the history of discriminatory housing policies in America to prove that systemic racism is, in fact, very much a thing here. I cited racial covenants in leases, specific federal home-loan policies that excluded Black folks, the VA loans post–World War II that did the same, and, of course, redlining. After, I looked at him as if to inquire, What are your thoughts on what I just said? He just grabbed me and started making out with me. He’s turned on by this little history lesson. He’s a keeper. Sparks once again flew.

With each passing day, our connection deepened. I looked forward to his texts in the morning and before I went to bed. Before I knew it, I found myself thinking about him more than I wanted to. He’d told me, “In the first ten minutes of meeting you, I knew this was going to be a problem,” saying he was already catching feelings. And now I knew I was developing feelings for him, too.

In November, I’d just flown back to LA after an amazing time with him in New York, when he sent me a Snapchat saying, I’ve been honest with you about everything I’ve told you, except for what I do for a living. I’m a cop, and I didn’t tell you because I don’t feel safe telling people that. I stared at his message for a while.

The cop part stunned me, but what he said about not feeling safe is what hit me in my gut. He went on to say that when I’d said on our first meeting back in July that “we need to defund the police,” he’d decided he was definitely never going to tell me he was a cop. But he couldn’t lie to me anymore. I read on as he told me a man he’d once arrested had found him on Facebook and threatened both him and his family. He said that because of this, he never told people what his job was until he’d gotten to know and trust them. He had lied to me, but, with the world culturally and politically ablaze as it was, I understood why he had and wasn’t angry with him.

But the next time I saw him, he seemed to feel compelled to tell me more about being a cop—how working that job day in and day out left him in constant survival mode, in fight, flight, or freeze all the time. “When a cop gets a call,” he told me, “it’s because something bad has happened. So that’s how I see things.” This was the lens through which he viewed the world.

“People spit on me and call me a racist.”

It soon became clear to me that he was also a Republican and had voted for Donald Trump. I took a deep breath and listened as he told me his vote for Trump was mainly because Trump supported cops in a way that he felt Democrats did not. I brought up the Republican Party’s efforts to dismantle unions as not police-friendly. But I was mostly trying to just listen. I had gotten to know this man who, in many ways, had treated me better than any man I had ever been with. I was trying to reconcile that man with his job and his politics.

Back in LA, I sent him a text saying, I’ve been thinking if anything ever happened to you on the job, I wouldn’t even know. No one in your life knows about me.

I was back in NYC that next month, in early December. After round one, he told me he had been thinking about what I’d texted. He then retrieved a box from his jacket. He opened it, revealing a pendant necklace. “This is St. Michael, the patron saint of police,” he said. “This was given to me as a gift when I graduated from the academy. I want you to have it so you don’t have to worry. I’m always safe, babe.”

I sat there, tears just pouring from my eyes. He opened the pendant and placed it around my neck. I was a puddle. He grabbed his phone, and Elton John’s “Your Song” began to play. He extended his hand. We stood. He spun me around and we started slow dancing. I hadn’t stopped crying. This is when I knew I was in love with him. He started singing along, out of tune, dipped me, and I started laughing and crying at the same time. We swayed to the music:


I hope you don’t mind, that I put down in words

How wonderful life is, while you’re in the world.





The next few years with Giuseppe were pretty magical. He came to visit me in LA a few times, once for my forty-ninth birthday. He met a few of my friends. As the world began to open up again, we started going on more proper dinner dates, the movies. I introduced him to the ballet. He absolutely hated it. We also went to his first opera together. He didn’t hate it. We had amazing vacations in Turks and Caicos and Anguilla and romantic weekend getaways to the Hamptons. But the best thing about us is that we could just stay home and watch Netflix or a movie or just talk and it was always fun, easy.

The first three years with Giuseppe I truly felt a nervous-system shift. I think it’s the first time I felt secure attachment in a romantic relationship. It felt like we were absolutely on the same page. We were both all in and talked about growing old together.

Early on in our relationship, he’d told me, “I’m not sure if I’m cool with everybody knowing about us. I’m not sure how comfortable I am with that, and like, you know, you don’t deserve that.”

But when we started hanging out I wasn’t looking for a boyfriend, and I certainly wasn’t interested in meeting his family. Parents always love me. Then I’m getting invited to every family or holiday thing that I’m ambivalent about at best. So I told him, “I don’t need to meet your friends and family right now. I’m cool with that. But when and if it becomes a problem, I’ll let you know.”

Then in July 2023, Giuseppe was on an adrenaline high after he killed it in his softball game. He was like, “Babe, you should come watch me play sometime. I’m really good!”

I said that I would love to come support him, to cheer him on. “Just let me know when and where, if I’m available, I’m there.”

About a month later, we were hanging out one Sunday night. Giuseppe mentioned that he had softball the next day.

“Oh my God, I’m free tomorrow!” I told him excitedly. “I can come. Just tell me where!”

But he hesitated. “Oh, but my dad’s gonna be there.”

“And?”

“Well, he doesn’t know about you. I think it could be awkward, it could be weird.”

“This is actually a great way to meet your dad,” I explained. “We’ll both be cheering you on; we’ll both be supporting you. It’ll be perfect.”

But he responded flatly, “I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

I said, “Remember a few years ago when I told you I’d let you know if and when not meeting your friends and family becomes a problem? I’m letting you know. It’s a problem.”

I’m generally not a girl to give ultimatums, but I did now. He had six to eight weeks to introduce me to a friend or family member, or we would need to reevaluate our relationship.

But that deadline came and went. In October, he came to hang out at my apartment before meeting up with his work buddies for Oktoberfest. I hadn’t mentioned the deadline to him again, wanting to see if he would do it on his own, but now I did, facetiously mentioning, “Oh, you can invite me and I can finally meet your work buddies.”

There was a prolonged moment of awkward silence. “I was just kidding,” I told him. “I need to finish editing this video anyway. It’s fine. Go, do your thing, and then we can watch a movie when you get back.”

When he returned, clearly intoxicated, I was still editing my music video “Gretchen” on my phone to get to my editor that night. There was a boudoir theme in the video, and in it I was giving a man a lap dance. Giuseppe said, “Oh, I’d love to see it when you’re done,” and I reminded him that he’d told me he didn’t want to see it because of the lap dance.

His eyes widened. “A lap dance, what the fuck?”

“Remember, we talked about this. I told you before I shot the video that there would be a scene where I’d be giving a guy a lap dance. You said you wouldn’t be watching this one. Remember?”

“We did not fucking talk about that! I think I’d remember if you told me you were fucking giving a dude a lap dance in a fucking music video! What the fuck!” He was sitting next to me on the sofa with a beer in his hand, screaming, “What the fuck!” over and over again. Then he stopped and turned to me. “Yeah, that’d be a great way for you to meet my friends. I could show them a video of you bouncing on another dude’s dick!”

I paused, my back straightening. I got up, calm on the outside and fuming on the inside, went into the bedroom, and closed the door. He’d never spoken to me that way before. And not only was he talking to me crazy, but he was also disparaging my work.

Fifteen minutes later, he walked in looking remorseful. “Let’s squash this.”

But I screamed at him, “No! No! You do not speak to me that way! That is unacceptable—and especially about my work. That shit is sacred. You do not talk to me like that!”

He looked stunned by my reaction. He walked out, and I continued editing the video, outwardly calm, my rage growing inside. I knew what I had to do. As I finished, I thought about how I had to love myself more than I loved him. I thought about boundaries and how some things are just not okay, like the way he had spoken to me. And that I was in a situation I swore I’d never be in again, being kept a secret by a man I was dating. And his drinking was becoming progressively worse.

I walked back into the living room and told him, “I think we need to break up.”

His head jerked in surprise. “Wait, are you serious?”

“Yes, I’m serious.”

“What, we can’t work this out? People fight. They work it out.” He’d grown up seeing his parents fight all the time. “You would just throw this away?” He was now yelling.

“Yes, I will not be spoken to that way. And I gave you a deadline and I still haven’t met a friend or family member. I can’t do this. It’s unacceptable.”

“If I walk out of that door, we’re never going to talk to each other again!” he threatened.

“That’s your choice.”

He was incensed. He ripped off the watch I’d gifted him, took the keys to the apartment off his ring, and stormed out. I couldn’t move. I just sat there, almost in shock. Tears rained from my eyes. My heart was breaking.

Suddenly, he stormed back in, pleading, “I’ll do anything. What do you want—you wanna meet my parents? Come on, let’s go do it right now.”

It was after eleven o’clock at night, and I told him he was being crazy. Now he was crying, too. There was something so devastating about seeing him in tears. I felt the urge to soothe him, make him feel better, but there was this simmering rage underneath his tears. The thought of me breaking up with him elicited an energy I had never seen in him before. And for the first time, I felt afraid of him.

“Come on, come take a ride with me,” he said.

I hesitated, but then reluctantly agreed. Now after midnight, we drove in silence, other than the country music he played in the background. He drove me by his parents’ house, where the windows were dark as they slept. Then he drove me past his elementary school and high school, telling me more about his life growing up. It was oddly sweet, but it was also felt a little deranged. And this fucking country music, like a cliché out of a bad movie. But he was attempting to let me into his life more, in the best way he could.



Between that day in October and March of the following year, the energy between us had shifted. The three amazing years we’d shared were hard to let go of. I was convinced he wouldn’t have spoken to me that way if he hadn’t been drinking. He turned thirty in February. I missed his birthday because I was on the red carpet working. So we went to Miami the last week of March as sort of a belated birthday celebration for him. It was the vacation that ended it all.

The day after we arrived was beautiful. We went down to the beach. We reveled in the cool breeze and the sound of the waves crashing onto the shore. Reclined on our lounge chairs, me under a huge umbrella, Giuseppe bathing in the sun. Disappointed in my subpar virgin strawberry piña colada, I had just offered to reapply sunscreen to Giuseppe’s beautiful back when he got a text message.

“Oh my God! A cop I know was just shot,” he said as he sat up. “His wife’s a nurse. They have a one-year-old.”

A chill went down my spine.

His name was Officer Jonathan Diller. Officer Diller had been performing a routine traffic stop. As he was approaching the car, the passengers of the car shot at him through the door, according to Giuseppe. He said they had open warrants and did not want to go back to jail. Now Officer Diller was in the hospital fighting for his life.

We went back to the hotel room, Giuseppe pacing and drinking, waiting for more news of the fallen police officer. He was both enraged and sad. Though he did not know Officer Diller well, it felt like an attack on one was an attack on all. And four hours later, the news came in via text. Officer Diller had succumbed to his wounds and died.

Giuseppe went out onto the hotel room balcony. I stayed inside to give him space. When he came back in, he looked so angry and sad at the same time. He crawled into bed with me and bawled in my arms. He cried himself to sleep. But I couldn’t sleep. I’d always pushed it to the back of my head, how dangerous his job was. I’d remember the St. Michael pendant Guiseppe had placed around my neck. And pushing all thoughts of danger away. But as I lay there that night holding him, all I could think was how easily that could have been him.

The next day, it didn’t feel like a vacation anymore. Giuseppe was drinking. Really drinking. Halfway through the day he got a text from one of his cop buddies saying that Donald Trump wanted to attend the officer’s wake, but the NYPD refused to stand with him.

I asked Giuseppe, “If you were there, would you stand with him?”

And he said, “Absolutely. He’s for me, I’m for him.”

I hadn’t slept much, and we were both grieving, but his response enraged me. “You know he doesn’t give a fuck about the police, right?” I said as calmly as I could. “Hmm, January 6…”

Giuseppe scoffed in disgust. “January 6, those aren’t even real cops! They fucking guard statues.”

And then the floodgates opened. He compared January 6 to the 2020 protests. He said George Floyd died in a fentanyl overdose. Called him a criminal, a drug addict who got three funerals and three gold caskets, while Giuseppe could never hope for the same. In the heat of it, I yelled, “Look, I want to support you, but I can’t support that! I cannot support that, I can’t! You being a cop is one thing. You told me you became a cop because you wanted to help people. Okay. I’ve been trying to work with that and have empathy for it, but I—absolutely not! I cannot support you standing with him. You know how he feels about the LGBTQ+ community, about trans rights! They want to ‘eradicate trans people from public life’! That’s me!”

And then he said, “You’re losing it over a hypothetical when you have seven million Instagram followers to whom you promote some Democratic things that hurt me!”

It all came out like he’d been holding in all this rancor for years. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. I could barely summon words. “That man’s knee was on George Floyd’s neck for over eight minutes and he could not breathe. It was on camera.”

“Oh, that’s just police work,” he dismissed. “Just standard police work. If I put my knee on your neck, you’d be fine. I could show you right now.”

I think part of me always suspected that this side of Giuseppe might exist. I just didn’t want to believe that the man who had made me feel so safe, seen, and deeply loved could also be the man who had said and believed what he did. I had, however, given him the benefit of the doubt. What was most heartbreaking was watching him demonstrate that he didn’t have the capacity to see George Floyd as an actual human being. That level of dehumanization was incompatible with my core values.

After a prolonged silence, I stammered, “I—I’m gonna go take a walk.”

I left the room and went to the beach to call Lamar. I paced the Miami sands recounting what had just happened—confused, frustrated, disgusted, heartbroken.

We had two more days of vacation left, but the bubble had finally burst. I knew I had to break up with him, but doing it while we still had to share a room and then fly back together would have elicited even more fighting; I was done fighting. I supposed I could have changed my flight and flown back early. But I didn’t.

We flew back to New York on Friday. I had to fly to Los Angeles the following Monday to shoot a movie, so I told him I’d be busy preparing over the weekend. Once in Los Angeles, in my very first session with my acting coach that Monday, I couldn’t focus. I had to end it, and immediately, if I was going to be able to focus on developing my character for this film. Ideally, after a three-and-a-half-year relationship, I would have preferred to break up with someone in person to honor and respect the connection we’d shared. But I couldn’t wait until I was back in New York City, so I paused my coaching session, went into the bedroom, and messaged him on Snapchat. Can we talk? I video-called him on Snapchat and broke up with him.

I had learned so many years before that I can’t fix a man, but I wanted to believe that people could be redeemable. I wanted to believe that people were doing the best they could until they showed me otherwise—and now he had.

Standard police work. Put my knee on your neck… I could show you right now…

One of my first big aha moments post break-up came from Brené Brown’s acronym, BIG. What boundaries need to be in place in order for me to maintain my integrity while making the most generous assumption about you? While trying to make the most generous assumptions about him, I’d allowed the most sacred boundaries to be crossed and, ultimately, my integrity and values had been compromised. Staying in that dynamic, I knew, would be betraying myself.

I am now able to look back at that relationship and understand that if I had experienced love, belonging, and connection earlier in my life like I had with Giuseppe, I probably would have been able to let him go earlier. But I had never experienced that form of love and feeling truly seen, known, and accepted for exactly who I am before, and so I’d held on to him, to us, until I realized holding on would have squeezed me out completely. And I’ve worked too hard to find myself to allow that to happen again.

I had to be done chasing the fantasy of who we once were together. That was now gone, replaced with the reality of circumstances that were simply unacceptable. Unacceptable if I were to stay committed to my personal values of loving myself more than him, loving my inner child so much that I will no longer place her in situations that re-traumatize her, that repeat old, unhealthy patterns that require her to shrink herself. Situations that claim to be love but require her/me to shut down parts of myself. Every capitulation dimming my light so that, over time, it’s so dark I can’t see my way out. But even when that light is but a faint flicker, adult Laverne can take the hand of little Leverne, reminding her that she is made of love and light—reminding her of all the layers of armor she has shed to reveal the parity and anointed strength of that light.

The language of letting go and the practice of releasing the people, places, and things that no longer serve my spiritual growth and optimal well-being protects this little light of mine, the little girl inside me who needs my protection. The road—particularly with romance for me—has been bumpy, messy, with fucked-up detours. But I know now that I am not powerless. A day at a time, I can choose to take just the next right action. Then the next one after that. Because I knew that I had to be done choosing him. Now I needed to choose me instead.





CHAPTER 19 [image: ] Clean Slate

Clean Slate hit the air in 2025, but it was seven years in the making. Like so many shows I’d worked on, this one started out with a kernel of an idea, but, unlike most, this one left a mark on me when it was over. Unlike the others, this one was the realization of a dream over twenty years in the making.

Around 2017, longtime improv performer and LA-based producer Dan Ewen reached out to Paul, my manager, about a show idea. We met up at Soho House in LA for an hour-long meeting, and he told us that he’d been writing jokes and cowrote a book with the illustrious comedian and actor George Wallace. He had been working with him for over a decade. George’s first paid job in LA was as a writer for Redd Foxx, crafting his jokes, and now he wanted to do a reboot of Sanford and Son. He’d met with Norman Lear, the legendary creator and developer of that iconic show and so many others, including The Jeffersons, Good Times, The Facts of Life, and One Day at a Time. Norman had said no to a Sanford and Son reboot, “but come to me with something else.”

“Well, how about a Sanford and Daughter idea? What would that look like?” George had proposed.

Dan immediately thought of me for the daughter. He wanted to do a show that would speak to the experiences of so many parents he knew in Los Angeles, and people he didn’t know across the country, who have kids who have come out to them as trans. A planned forty-five-minute meeting turned into four hours. It was immediate artistic chemistry as we pitched storylines and shared anecdotes from our lives growing up in the South. Dan is from Georgia. After our meeting, Dan was so inspired that four days later he’d written a rough draft of what would become the pilot episode of Clean Slate.

We eventually got a meeting with Norman Lear himself. Yes, the Norman Lear, pioneer, paradigm-shifting TV legend, icon, and entertainment royalty—that Norman Lear. Dan, Paul, and I arrived all in awe that we were getting to meet the man who’d created the shows that raised us. Famous Norman Lear TV theme songs replayed in my head as we arrived to his offices.

It takes a lot to get ’em right when you’re learning the facts of life.

Well, we’re movin’ on up…

I felt I should refer to him as Mr. Lear, but he insisted that we call him Norman. Norman was ninety-six years old at the time. He had read the pilot, but he wanted to know more about me and my story, since the show would draw much from my lived experiences. So I shared. He mostly listened with an occasional, very insightful follow-up question. I was struck by how mentally sharp and quick he still was at that age. I remember sharing some harrowing stories about the daily street harassment that I and so many trans people experience. Then I made a joke to kind of lighten the mood. He remarked, “You can find a way to laugh about that? Have you always done that?”

“Whenever I can,” I replied.

I saw his wheels turning. After over an hour of chatting he said, “I’ve learned more about life that I should have known, that I didn’t know, in the past hour than I have in all my years of life, and I’d be honored to work on this show with you.”

We left the meeting still in awe. With all of his experience and accolades, Norman was incredibly humble. He remained deeply curious, a perpetual student of life. The show centered on a woman, Desiree, who was reuniting with her father, Harry, whom she hadn’t seen in twenty-three years, before her gender transition. It follows their relationship as Harry comes to terms with the fact that his son is now his daughter, set in my hometown and loosely based on my own life. We pitched the show to several networks in LA with Norman in the room for added gravitas. During our first pitch meeting, he introduced the show idea with a flair, his decades of experience on full display. “We have this great talent here,” he announced with a sweeping gesture toward George and me. “Why don’t you guys improvise a scene?”

My eyes widened. Improvise a scene? He hadn’t told us we’d be doing that, but up we went. Norman proclaimed, “Desiree arrives at Harry’s door after twenty-three years, now a beautiful woman. Action!”

I immediately dropped in and committed to the truth of the scene, showing Desiree’s humanity through her unfulfilled need for her father. George was hilarious, while grounded, solidly in the circumstances of the scene.

Between meetings, we went to the cafeteria on the Sony lot and Norman turned to me. “Regarding the improv, that was good,” he said in a way that made me feel it was the opposite of good. “But next time, can you do that, but funny?”

“Absolutely,” I replied enthusiastically. Inside I felt myself shrinking to the size of a miniature Barbie doll. OMG, Norman Lear just said I’m not funny. He thinks I suck. He’s regretting getting into this deal with us. This is a disaster. Those thoughts downloaded in about three seconds. But I fought those thoughts with An adjustment is not a judgment. An adjustment is not a judgment. I’ll show Norman Lear funny.

Since neurotic, crazy, insecure actor Laverne had been activated, I did what I’ve been trained to do. I used it in the scene. I ended up having a lot more fun with the improv in the next two meetings. I actually got laughs in the room from both the executives and Norman Lear himself. I should have felt redeemed, but Norman Lear thinks I suck remained on a loop in my head.

We pitched to all the major streamers and got noes everywhere. After a year or two, we got a developmental deal at Peacock, but they were just starting out as a streamer and hadn’t yet fully formed their brand identity. We were in development with them for a year before they dropped us. By this time, it was 2021. I was dating Giuseppe and flying back and forth between New York and LA, in and out of shooting other projects, including my show on E!, If We’re Being Honest, where I would interview fellow artists and uncover their powerful stories of adversity. I was done with the idea of Clean Slate. But then, miracle of miracles, through the power of Norman Lear, who was now one hundred years old, and the tenacity of his partner, Brent Miller, Freevee, an imprint of Amazon, green-lit us for the series. Clean Slate had found its home on Prime Video.

By far, the most exciting part of making Clean Slate was our writers’ room. Dan Ewen was set to be one of our showrunners. To tell this story most authentically, Dan, Paul Hilepo, and I were committed to staffing a writers’ room that reflected the lived experiences we were depicting in the show. We were blessed to find a wonderful group of writers who were queer, trans, Black, from the South, and had experience in the Southern Black church, all crucial elements to the storytelling. The energy in that room was beautiful. It reminded me of when I’d interviewed Robin Thede about A Black Lady Sketch Show for my show on E!. When she’d assembled her writers’ room and they were pitching ideas to her about microaggressions and other social situations Black women go through, Robin realized that everyone there was used to being the only Black writer in the room. They were used to pitching to mostly white people, who they had to explain the joke to, and it showed in the way their jokes came across. Robin told them, “No, we’re not doing any of that. This is for us. This is for Black women first, and then anybody else who wants to watch can watch.” That shifted the energy, creativity, and consciousness in the room. That’s what our writers’ room felt like, a place where pure creativity was allowed to flow freely without constraints, where the writers could just be themselves.

We’d presented the show to the network in the moody humor and tone of Insecure meets Atlanta, but when we arrived in Savannah, Georgia, to begin filming in 2023, the network said, “We want a tone more like Abbott Elementary.” They were looking for more broadly accessible humor than our show had been written toward. That’s show business, baby.

I’d arrived on a Sunday to begin shooting Thursday or Friday, but because of the last-minute change, we were rewriting scripts instead. It took five rounds of edits—and the network bringing in an additional comedy TV writer to “punch up the jokes” because they wanted joke jokes—before we finally got approval to start filming. These edits went on for two weeks—writing drafts and then having reads with the network executives for approvals, not getting approval but getting more notes for changes. It was a very challenging two weeks both as a co-creator of the show and as an actress. It felt like there was a chance the show wouldn’t get made. Not taking it personally was nearly impossible because this show was quite literally based on my life. But this was the work. This would prove to be one of the most challenging projects of my career. But being challenged is how we grow.

One of the biggest blessings of this show is that I was able to work with my acting coach, Kymberly Harris, every day of the production. For the first several weeks we worked in person, then for the remainder of the production via Zoom. I always prepare with her ahead of any acting job I do. I know of actors who always have their coaches on set. I usually had 5 a.m. pickups while we were shooting, so I’d wake up around 2 a.m. every day. Kymberly and I would work for an hour or so starting at 3:30 a.m. Get into the car by 5 a.m. Then we would shoot often until 10 or 11 p.m. and do it all over again the next day. It was grueling. But that check-in with Kymberly every day regrounded me in the integrity of my acting process in a way I hadn’t felt in years.

I needed that support in part because the work was even more personal than usual. For example, episode four came out of a real-life experience I’d had with my mother. Back in the 2000s, she’d had knee surgery. I returned to Alabama to help with her post-op recovery. Her then pastor came to the hospital to pray with her, and I met him. When he left, my mother said to me with a smug little smirk, “He shook your hand.” I thought nothing of it. Yes, so? “The women in the congregation, he hugs them,” she explained. “He shakes the men’s hands.”

Then it hit me. I thought it was hilarious. I filed it away in my memory bank. And Handshake Gate became the basis of an entire episode.

One of the biggest challenges for the character of Desiree is that thing that happens to many of us as adults when we’re in the presence of one of our parents: Our parent might say or do something and, all of a sudden, we’re eleven years old again, reacting from our child self, not our adult self. That regression to her childhood self was critical to telling Desiree’s story. The heart of the story of Clean Slate is Desiree healing that inner child through finally getting that love, care, and protection from a father and community where she once felt that love and belonging was impossible. So it required me as the actor to live and experience through the lens of the child still alive inside of me who was traumatized, emotionally abandoned, and filled with shame.

The nervous system doesn’t know if the trauma it’s experiencing happened yesterday or twenty years ago. Once triggered, the nervous system experiences the trauma as if it’s happening right now. Great for acting. Very tricky in life. In my life off-screen, when I am in distress my therapist, Jennifer, will often ask, “How old is the you in distress right now?”

Invariably, I say, “She’s eleven years old. Eight years old. Two years old.” After Clean Slate wrapped, my eleven-year-old self was running the show. Eleven-year-old Laverne can be fun and whimsical, but she also isolates, is filled with shame, and emotionally acts out. She’s a danger mostly to herself.

When I found out Clean Slate wasn’t renewed for a second season, I was inconsolable. How old was that part of me? I was probably around nine years old. At that age I couldn’t do anything right. I believed at my core that I was so bad, so unacceptable, that my mother had to be called to shame me more. At that age, I’d felt so defective, a therapist who specialized in conversions needed to be brought in. Now I sank into a depression.

This cancellation happened in early 2025 when the federal government was doing everything it could to “eradicate transgenderism from public life.” Over nine hundred executive orders, pieces of legislation, and policies were introduced specifically targeting trans people. Many politicians who were once allies found it politically expedient to abandon trans people. Corporations who once touted rainbow flags and promoted the benefits of diverse workplaces including trans folks divested from trans communities and trans people. I was looking around constantly seeing trans people being scapegoated as the cause of everything wrong in the world. Talk about feeling like a failure. The mainstream visibility of trans people I had been a large part of ushering in—that visibility, it seemed, had become our undoing; at least that’s the story I was telling myself. What I was classifying in my mind as the failure of Clean Slate added to a perfect storm for old trauma and shame pathways to light up and hijack my nervous system. I fluctuated between high and low zones—high zones being that survival mode, that constant fight, flight, or freeze that has been my lifetime default setting, so much so that my adrenal glands are perpetually depleted. Low zone is that shut-down version of myself, who doesn’t want to get out of bed, who just wants to numb all the feelings, because it’s all too much.

But what kept coming up for me is what Brené Brown says about stepping into the arena. She says the only guarantee is that you’re going to get your ass kicked. This immediately makes me laugh. That laughter is a pause on that old shame tape; it creates a new sensation in my nervous system. It reminds me that acceptance is the answer to all my problems today, a quote that comes from the Big Book of Alcoholics Anonymous. I’m not an alcoholic, but one must go far and wide for that wisdom that might get us back on track.

At fifty-four years old, I’m still struggling. I still don’t have it all figured out. But that part of me that’s always been there, who wants to get up on a stage and perform, who wants to create, entertain, share a human experience through my work, she’s still alive and well. I started this journey as an artist because I loved it. That love gave me a reason to live. That hasn’t changed.

Despite the cancellation, the show made several 2025 “best of TV” lists, and post–Clean Slate I returned to the stage after many, many years for a one-night-only performance in The Pansy Craze at Audible’s Minetta Lane Theatre in New York City. I played queer blues legend Gladys Bentley. I staged a solo show at City Winery in NYC called Gurrl How Did I Get Here? I sang and danced and told stories from my life. I also made my Carnegie Hall debut October 20, 2025, in a concert version of The Drowsy Chaperone with an all-trans and nonbinary cast. I played the title character.

Being onstage again reminded me that, before I was famous, all I wanted to do was make a living doing what I love—being in process as an actor, rehearsing, playing, crafting, and uncovering that character, being on set, in the process of discovery. These are the things I live for. And Oprah says there’s no such thing as failure. It’s just the universe telling you to go in a different direction. But when my nervous system is hijacked by past traumas, when I’m in a shame spiral, I can’t access the wisdom and resources I’ve learned and cultivated over the years. So a day at a time, a moment at a time, I try to connect with that love. I do it imperfectly. Sometimes I can’t connect. Often, it’s messy, but that seems to just be a part of it for me.
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Toddler, no tiara. COURTESY OF THE AUTHOR
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My mom in the late eighties. COURTESY OF THE AUTHOR
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Mobile City Federation of Youth Club after winning a National Award for talent, 1983. COURTESY OF THE AUTHOR


[image: Six young adults pose indoors, including Laverne Cox, five standing and one in the front center, smiling, with bulletin boards and posters behind.]
Freshman year, Indiana University, Collins Living-Learning Center. COURTESY OF THE AUTHOR


[image: Six individuals, including Laverne Cox, stand on a stage in outfits, with trophies on shelves behind and a small box on the floor in front.]
Freshman year at IU. A fashion show I put together at Collins Living-Learning Center. I did everyone’s makeup and dressed them. COURTESY OF THE AUTHOR


[image: A busy city street with Laverne Cox in the foreground smiling, people walking, taxis passing, and tall buildings covered with illuminated signs and billboards.]
In Times Square in the early 2000s, in a photo taken by my mom. COURTESY OF THE AUTHOR


[image: Laverne Cox sits in a chair, smiling, wearing black clothes, a bookshelf, a stereo system, and a wooden partition in the background.]
In 1999, no makeup… my mom was visiting my New York apartment. The same trip as when my brother revealed that my mother told him he was always her favorite. COURTESY OF THE AUTHOR


[image: Laverne Cox stands in a narrow hallway wearing a one shoulder dress with textured pattern, posing with one hand on her hip and looking forward.]
Backstage at the Roxy in NYC, 1999. COURTESY OF THE AUTHOR


[image: A portrait of Laverne Cox with braided hair, facing forward with a neutral expression, head and shoulders visible against a textured grid-like background.]
At the Limelight sometime in the nineties. PHOTOGRAPH BOBBY MILLER © 2025


[image: Laverne Cox and Shequida pose at a party, one in a white dress and gloves, the other in a red top, standing close together under paper lanterns.]
Susanne Bartsch’s legendary Halloween bash with Shequida, 1999. COURTESY OF THE AUTHOR


[image: Laverne Cox stands in a room wearing a patterned jacket and bright pants, with a clothing rack, a mirror, and a small table with materials beside her.]


[image: Laverne Cox stands in a studio wearing a long pink coat over a patterned dress, with a clothing rack, a mirror, and a table with materials around her.]
Polaroids from a vintage fashion show I did in the early 2000s. COURTESY OF THE AUTHOR


[image: Laverne Cox stands in a full length portrait wearing a long dress with a sheer draped garment, arms crossed, against a plain wall and wooden floor.]
Set photo from the short film Betty Anderson, 2000. COURTESY OF THE AUTHOR


[image: Two identical passport style photos of Laverne Cox appear vertically, the top clear with braided bun and earrings, the bottom faded with horizontal lines obscuring details.]
First passport photo after my name change in 2000. COURTESY OF THE AUTHOR


[image: Laverne Cox, Peppermint, and Milan stand on a stage with a balloon column and banner behind, wearing varied outfits and posing during a performance.]
LGBT Pride expo at the Jacob Javits Center with Peppermint and Milan (Dwayne Cooper), early 2000s. COURTESY OF THE AUTHOR


[image: Laverne Cox and Milan embrace, smiling and looking forward, wearing dark tops and jeans, with a chandelier and paneled wall in the background.]
Before a performance with Milan (Dwayne Cooper), early 2000s. COURTESY OF THE AUTHOR


[image: Laverne Cox stands outdoors with her hands on her hips, wearing a cropped top, flared jeans, and tinted glasses, in front of a building with a gate and doorway.]
Y2K Laverne, rocking the low-cut jeans of the time… She’s come a long way, baby. COURTESY OF THE AUTHOR


[image: Laverne Cox stands beside a decorated Christmas tree, wearing a red top and skirt, with a curtain backdrop, garland above, and ornaments and lights on the tree.]
Visiting Alabama at Christmas, 2002. This was my first time visiting since high school. COURTESY OF THE AUTHOR


[image: Laverne Cox stands in a room wearing a gold top, beaded waist chain, headpiece, and patterned skirt, smiling with a brick wall and items behind.]
Wardrobe fitting for the independent film Daughter of Arabia. COURTESY OF THE AUTHOR


[image: Laverne Cox stands in a performance outfit with a bow tie top, shorts, and stockings, smiling in a dim indoor setting with structural elements behind.]
New Year’s Eve gogo, dancing at a party called Motherfucker, circa 2005. COURTESY OF THE AUTHOR


[image: Laverne Cox and Mario Van Peebles pose indoors, smiling, with her in a red outfit and necklace, and him in a dark jacket, with equipment behind.]
Behind the scenes of Law & Order with my director, Mario Van Peebles, 2008. COURTESY OF THE AUTHOR


[image: Laverne Cox stands indoors, smiling, wearing a black top and layered necklace, with shelves of products visible in the background.]
On the road shooting TRANSform Me, 2009. COURTESY OF THE AUTHOR


[image: Laverne Cox stands facing forward in a sleeveless top, with a collage of exhibits, graphics, and visible text on the wall behind her.]
First Orange Is the New Black wrap party, 2013. COURTESY OF THE AUTHOR


[image: Laverne Cox and Jenji Kohan stand smiling, wearing a sequined dress and a patterned shirt, with a NETFLIX logo and people visible in the background.]
With Jenji Kohan for the Orange Is the New Black season one premiere. I bought the dress in the Garment District and did my own hair and makeup. COURTESY OF PAUL HILEPO


[image: Laverne Cox and Julia Louis-Dreyfus pose smiling, Laverne holding an Emmy award while the other points to it, standing together in an indoor setting.]
Holding Julia Louis-Dreyfus’s Emmy, 2014. COURTESY OF THE AUTHOR


[image: Laverne Cox sits on Joan Rivers’ lap on a talk show set, both smiling, with city view, tables with flowers, and studio lights in the background.]
A forever icon—miss you so much, Joan Rivers. Fashion Police, 2014. COURTESY OF THE AUTHOR


[image: Laverne Cox and a group pose, holding copies of TIME magazine, arranged together and smiling in an indoor setting.]
Time magazine cover party with the dolls, 2014. COURTESY OF THE AUTHOR


[image: Laverne Cox and Ari Gold pose smiling with a cake showing a TIME magazine cover, sitting together indoors.]
With my dear friend the late Ari Gold. For over twenty-five years we kept evolving closer to each other. I still miss you so much, Ari. COURTESY OF THE AUTHOR


[image: Laverne Cox stands smiling in a patterned dress, hand on a marble table with flowers, in an ornate room with wallpaper, painting, and people in background.]
My first time at the White House, for their annual pride event in 2014. COURTESY OF PAUL HILEPO


[image: Laverne Cox, Lily Tomlin, and Julia Garner stand smiling together, wearing casual outfits, posing indoors with a dark wall, framed pictures, and a bookshelf behind.]
On the set of Grandma with Lily Tomlin and Julia Garner, 2015. COURTESY OF THE AUTHOR


[image: Laverne Cox stands on a staircase in a magenta dress with a chest cut out, holding a clutch, with illuminated steps and a metal railing beside her.]
In Tokyo for the launch of Netflix in Japan, with Orange Is the New Black, 2015. COURTESY OF THE AUTHOR


[image: Laverne Cox stands with Jane Fonda at the Sundance Film Festival. They stand and pose with smiles in front of a banner.]
With the iconic Jane Fonda at the Sundance Film Festival premiere of Grandma in 2015. COURTESY OF PAUL HILEPO


[image: The cast and crew of the series “Orange is the New Black” stand as a group on stage with a screen in the background that reads, “Ensemble Comedy Series for Television.“]
SAG win for best ensemble with my incredible Orange Is the New Black castmates. COURTESY OF PAUL HILEPO


[image: Gloria, Laverne Cox’s mother, photographs her daughter’s wax figure at Madame Tussauds in San Francisco.]
My mother, Gloria, at the reveal of my wax figure at Madame Tussauds in San Francisco, 2015. The Marriage Equality Act had just passed the day before. COURTESY OF PAUL HILEPO. WAX FIGURE COURTESY OF MADAME TUSSAUDS MUSEUM.


[image: Laverne Cox, in a red sequined outfit and dramatic makeup, poses during a photoshoot as three crew members adjust her costume and check equipment nearby.]
Touch-ups between takes playing Dr. Frank-N-Furter on the set of The Rocky Horror Picture Show. COURTESY OF PAUL HILEPO


[image: Laverne Cox stands with four others in theatrical makeup and costumes at night; one wears a TALENT badge, another in a top hat.]
With some Rocky Horror fans in West Hollywood during Halloween. COURTESY OF PAUL HILEPO


[image: Laverne Cox sits in a purple chair wearing a HARVARD hoodie, a skirt, fishnets, signing paper with a pen; plain wall and a bag behind.]
Backstage at Harvard University signing posters after giving a talk to students and faculty. COURTESY OF PAUL HILEPO


[image: Laverne Cox holds a proclamation on stage in a white dress as speakers stand beside her; the audience films the moment on their phones.]
Mayor Bill de Blasio declared June 22, 2017, as Laverne Cox Day in New York City. COURTESY OF MORGAN CASTILLA


[image: Laverne Cox laughs in a blue slip dress and sneakers as the stylist adjusts her hair on a studio set with a beige backdrop and lighting stand.]
Behind the scenes of my first Vogue magazine cover shoot, shot by the brilliant Peter Lindbergh. COURTESY OF PAUL HILEPO


[image: Laverne Cox stands with her mother, on the red carpet, both in black gowns, posing before the Television Academy and Creative Arts Emmys backdrop.]
Taking my mom as my date to the Emmy Awards in 2017, for my second Primetime nomination. COURTESY OF PAUL HILEPO


[image: Laverne Cox stands with Boy George in patterned outfits and hats against dark indoor wall with Fire Lane sign visible.]
Drop the Mic! Backstage with one of my childhood idols, Boy George, before our battle. This was my very first time meeting him. FYI—I won! COURTESY OF PAUL HILEPO


[image: Laverne Cox sits on a tufted bench with blue hair and dramatic makeup as two stylists adjust her outfit and hair; the camera setup films indoors.]
Getting ready for my very first Met Gala in 2019. It truly was a dream come true. The theme was inspired by Susan Sontag’s “Notes on ‘Camp.’ ” I’m wearing custom Christian Siriano. COURTESY OF PAUL HILEPO


[image: Laverne Cox interviews Halle Berry on the People’s Choice Awards carpet, holding a mic as Halle faces her in a purple dress.]
Interviewing Halle Berry for E! at the People’s Choice Awards, 2021. COURTESY OF THE AUTHOR


[image: Laverne Cox poses with four others on a purple carpet at the People’s Choice Awards, with NBC logos behind, all wearing outfits and event badges.]
With my team after hosting E!’s red carpet coverage of the People’s Choice Awards, 2022. COURTESY OF PAUL HILEPO


[image: Laverne Cox sits in the foreground while two crew members stand behind wearing masks and badges, in an indoor setting with shelves and a counter.]
In the makeup trailer for Inventing Anna, 2022. COURTESY OF THE AUTHOR


[image: Laverne Cox interviews Jodie Foster at the Emmys, holding a microphone, before a camera.]
Interviewing Jodie Foster at the Emmys. Every time I’m in her presence, I feel the power of her radiant light, brilliance, and indomitable spirit. COURTESY OF PAUL HILEPO


[image: Laverne Cox sits on a chair wearing a button up shirt and pants, with glasses and hair in buns, with an additional prosthetic hand on her thigh.]
Behind the scenes of The Blacklist as Dr. Laken Perillos, 2023. COURTESY OF THE AUTHOR


[image: Laverne Cox stands beside a trailer in a black outfit with gold trim, while Paul Hilepo steps out, with a church and trees visible in the background.]
Outside my trailer while hosting the E! red carpet for the 2024 SAG Awards, with my manager Paul Hilepo not far behind. COURTESY OF NOELLE LEM


[image: Laverne Cox and her mother embrace beside a Barbie themed cake, with a Barbie logo and “#Trans Is Beautiful” text on a pink backdrop behind them.]
Celebrating turning fifty with my mom, in the most Barbie way. COURTESY OF PAUL HILEPO


[image: Laverne Cox stands with castmates, smiling in a group portrait with a brick wall, black screen, and chairs visible in the setting.]
With my castmates on Clean Slate on our final shoot day. COURTESY OF PAUL HILEPO


[image: Laverne Cox stands with Paul Hilepo and Brent Miller, smiling outdoors, wearing a gold top and patterned jacket under a canopy with background elements.]
In the video village tent on the set of Clean Slate with Paul Hilepo and Brent Miller. COURTESY OF THE AUTHOR


[image: Laverne Cox poses with the Council of Trans Sisters, eight people smiling together, one kneeling in front and others standing behind in varied outfits.]
With the COTS (Council of Trans Sisters) after my one-woman show Gurrl How Did I Get Here? at City Winery in New York City in 2025. COURTESY OF THE AUTHOR






AFTERWORD

In 2014, I was several months into a yearslong nationwide college speaking tour. I stepped onto the stage at Tulane University in New Orleans to thunderous applause and a standing ovation. I had never been to New Orleans before. I was giving my “Ain’t I a Woman” talk. My mother was in the audience, New Orleans just a two-hour drive from Mobile.

“I stand before you this evening a proud African American transgender woman…” I started. The auditorium shook with supportive whoops and whistles and applause. I continued, “… from a working-class background, raised by a single mother. I stand before you an artist and an actress, a sister and a daughter—and I believe it’s important to name the various intersecting components of my multiple identities because I’m not just one thing, and neither are you. It is my belief that one of the biggest obstacles facing our community is points of view that disavow our identities—points of view that suggest no matter what we do we are always and only the gender we were assigned at birth. Points of view that suggest no matter what I do, I’ll never be a woman. Yet, ain’t I”—I paused to nonchalantly flip my hair over my shoulder—“a woman?”

Applause and cheers erupted, shaking the room.

I was finally in New Orleans wearing a dress just as Ms. Ridgeway had predicted. But it was the opposite of what I’d imagined it would be as a third grader. The auditorium was filled to capacity, and there was even an overflow room, where the audience could watch my remarks via live stream. I wore a green knee-length bodycon dress I’d purchased from Amazon for $50 max.

The unbelievably ambitious twelve-year-old me would be very pleased with that triumphant moment at Tulane University. She’d be so proud of so many groundbreaking, history-making moments of my career. But she’s also really hard on me—for her, there’s no room for mistakes, no room for anything less than perfection. The competition is too stiff. The forces are stacked against you.

When I realized there’s a difference between perfectionism and healthy striving, it became clear to me that my desire for perfection was crippling me, taking the joy out of my work and life. But that perfection from childhood was compounded by you’re the first trans person to do this or that, which often seemed to accompany my name. If you mess up, you could ruin it for everyone coming after you. I certainly believed that was the truth.

But it was also way too much pressure. I started saying a prayer to myself before I went onstage or had a TV appearance, anytime I worked. The prayer is “God give me permission to do this imperfectly and allow me to be of service.” Internalizing that prayer right now is so very difficult as I come to the end of this book. I want to rewrite entire sections. I’m freaked out about stories I’ve told here that I’ve never even told my therapist. I want to take them out. I want to finesse certain language and flesh out certain stories. I’ve done this as cautiously and as carefully as possible, with the utmost regard for the truth as I understand it, this book thing. But I pray it may be of service to you in your life.
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