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Praise for Beyond the XY

 


“I [read] the book with great delight and gain[ed]
insight and knowledge…[it is an] excellent personal reading and a
major contribution to academic literature. I would be honored to
recommend it to any friend and to my fellow faculty.”

—Dr. Wilhelmina Perry, Co-Founder of LGBT Faith
Leaders of African Descent

 


“The depth of writing, the honesty of story—the whole
collection really gets your heart and mind considering what
masculinity looks like and feels like inside of all of us. Outside
the XY is a courageous collection, full of all the stuff of
life.”

—Frenchie George, Blogger and Director of Queer Media
at GMS

 


“bklyn boihood is a collective whose work has always
brought people together. This anthology is another example of their
ability to do what is so desperately needed in these spaces—to make
room. We are grateful and excited this collection exists. They are
building an archive.”

—Sar Malany, LGBTQ Youth Organizer

 



 


 


Table of Contents




I. Editor’s Note (Morgan Mann Willis)

 


II.
Introduction (Toshi Reagon)

 


III. Memory

A. The Unseen Boys, S. Kamran

B. “Dear Ryann...Dear Ashley,” Ashley Harper and Ryann
Holmes

C. Chicanada, Layel Camargo

D. Days of Awe, Jamie McGhee

E. Victoria Carmen White, Parker T
Hurley

F. Untitled, Kay Thompson

G. Dear Tito, E. Armea

H. Untitled, Lance Hicks

I. island boi, Jamie McGhee

J. Sacred Heart, Liz Gauthier

K. It Happened in a Doorway, S.
Kamran

L. Gender and the in Between: A
GenderQueer’s Journey, Jaz Joyner

M. I Remember You, Mekhi Baldwin

N. Tobacco, D’Lo

 


IV. Mirrors/\srorriM

A. Outside the XY, Why Not, Chino Moon
Hardin

B. A Whisper, Robin Cloud

C. Body: Heart + Mind, Renee
Vallejo

D. For All of Us, Melvin Whitehead

E. To the College Bois, Dr. Van
Bailey

F.
B.O.I, Evolve Benton

G. Masculine of Centre, Seeks Her Refined
Femme, B. Cole

H. Homebois Don’t Write Enough, Kay
Ulanday Barrett

I. Women Who Dare to Be Themselves: The
Creation of the Jerry Palmer Group of Detroit, Dr. Kofi
Adoma

J. The Beginnings of bklyn boihood, Morgan
Mann Willis

K. Untitled, Mi Register

L. Reflections of Race, Kinship and Passing,
L.G. Parker

M. Beautiful, Beautiful Scars, Marcus
Bethel

 


V.
Sex

A. On Longing the Fantastical, Kay
Ulanday Barrett

B. Stud Slayer, Kai Brown

C. A Body Worthy of Desire, Sean Saifa
Wall

D. Losing My Father, Ola Osaze

E. Dying to be Me, Royce Hall

F. Untitled, Noel Will

G. Ruminate, David von Horn

H.
Powa, Thokozane Minah

I. Traitor/Happy Ending, M.
Willis

 


VI. Movement

A. Questions and Answers, Abena
Opam

B. The House I Live In, Resi
Polixa

C. Masculinity as Phantasmagoria, T.
Johnson

D. Low Visibility, Bani Amor

E. The History Channel, Mitch
Kellaway

 


VII. Mother/\Earth

A. A Conversation Overheard. Between
Grandparents., S. Kamran

B. Sounding it Out, Eddie Maisonet

C. Raising Another Man’s Baby, J.
Handy

D. Two Spirit and Gender Spirituality, Fabian
Romero

E. “Blue Boy,” Nappy Nina

F. Her Ex-boifriend, Lex Kennedy

G. My Name is Dirt, Richael Faithful

 


VIII. Healing

A. To My Little Golden Boi. Baby Zahyr,
Zahyr Lauren

B. Bandages, Jamie McGhee

C. I Learned it From Watching You:
Healing Legacies of Trauma and Abuse in Queer Communities, Lynnée
Denise

D. Dear Baby Jasmine, Jazz Jordan

E. Mismanaged Masculinity or, “Why I
Stayed,” Holiday Simmons

F. Black Bois Queering, Eledeah
Clack

G. Brotherboy, Kai Clancy

H. My Back is Strong: Healing through Black
Masculinity/Femininity, Che Justus

I. Navigating Masculinity as a Black
Transman: “I will never straighten out my wrist,” Dr. Kai
Green

J. Search for Home, Akila Stewart

K. Secrets of a Brown Boi, Cassandra
Mendez

L. An Open Letter to my Public Restroom
Gawkers, Dani Bundy

 


IX. Acknowledgements

 


X. About the Authors

 



 


 


Editor’s Note




This anthology is an offering. In it we share
ourselves as humans, as queer bois, studs, butch babies, transmen,
aggressives, tombois, the intersexed, stealth, gay, non-cisgendered
men, brotherboys, women, machas, butches, lesbian, femmebois,
unlabeled, ungendered and unboxed. We are a collection of people
whose voices and reflections are stories that commemorate the human
experience through the delicate lens of self-affirmation and honest
reflection. Outside the XY is a quilt.

These stitched together pieces span the range of time
and space; contributors to this collection are black and brown. We
hail from several continents—Africa, South America, Europe, North
America, and Australia. We range in age, academic background,
ability and identity. Some of us write, others are just beginning
our journey with words. We are poets, academics, retail workers,
hustlers, organizers, students, professionals, entrepreneurs and
hybrids. We are immigrants, dual citizens, outsiders, roamers and
in exile. We are disabled, cyborgs, able-bodied, chronically ill
and healers. Some of us have never read an anthology. Some of us
have never told our stories. Everyone in this collection is brave
and has been generous with the fabric of their hearts.

Masculinity is not the thread that connects our work.
We are joined in our journey of re-learning that masculinity is not
defined by men, or by patriarchy, or television, or its apparent
need to consume and produce violence. Masculinity is an umbrella in
the sky of identity. Some of us live underneath its vastness
centrally. Others of us have found pieces of who were are there,
key pieces that help us see and know ourselves more clearly. Our
relationship with and in masculinity is not rooted in any singular
desire—aesthetic or sexual. We know that who we are simply
is and requires no explanation. If you are looking for
answers you may or may not find any here—this collection is sewn
together by the struggle and progress of simply being alive.

bklyn boihood is so honored to work with Don Weise,
our editor, and Magnus Books, the LGBTQ imprint of our publisher,
Riverdale Avenue Books, and to have been given the space to curate
this anthology in a way that felt inclusive and accessible to our
community. We light candles on the regular for it to go far and
wide.

As the Lead Editor, I’d like to thank my collective,
my family, my brothers, my team, for allowing me the opportunity to
recruit, review, gather, select, edit and compile this book. As a
writer and community organizer, this feels like some of the most
important work I will ever do. I am a Black, gay, woman, boi and
gender non-conformist. My pronouns are she/they. I come from a
long, long line of people who have determined masculinity for
themselves. May this collection make them proud. Asé.

 


Morgan Mann Willis

Lead Editor


Introduction

 (by Toshi Reagon)

 


I woke up this morning and I could see and I could
breathe.

Are there any rights I’m entitled to?

—Bernice Johnson Reagon

 


Seems like since the day I was born I’ve known my
name. The day I woke up seeing and breathing, I knew who I was and
my declaration hit the air and rebounded across playgrounds, in
classrooms, in vehicles, at multiple gatherings with family,
friends, and strangers. Sometimes questioned but eventually
affirmed because I would have it no other way. The only label I
ever truly claimed was/is my name. My name is what comes
with this body as she works the world. I sometimes blend into
categories of my experience—Singer, Composer, Mom, Cultural
Instigator, Producer, Curator, Freedom Fighter, Uncle, Pops, Papa,
Husband, Boyfriend, Daddy, Friend but all of these names sit
inside my given/chosen name.

It is a great gift to know who you are and why, even
if that knowing is constantly evolving. Maybe that is why we live
in a world so thirsty to disintegrate that great knowledge,
so fast to devalue and so quick to try to unsteady that which
cannot and won’t be denied. Here in these pages is testimony to the
truth of the matter that many folk knowing who they are and
standing in that knowing and broadcasting from that knowing brings
a strength and celebration to all who walk the world. This knowing
broadens our possibilities and leans us in forward motion as it
unsticks us from the mud of oppression.

I was three when I told my mom I did not like to wear
dresses. She stopped putting them on me. I was so lucky that
my mother was/is a civil rights activist and had some experience
with folks stepping outside the lines that were created for them.
When my mom joined the movement, she stopped straightening
her hair. She started wearing buba’s (African blouses). She
scared her own mama. When I started playing football with
neighborhood boys at eight, I started my lifelong love affair with
my favorite uniform—T-shirt, jeans, boots or hi-tops. My mom
worried and questioned this. My Aunt Mae Frances told my mother I
was no different from her. My mother not only let me be but
participated in my path by helping to expand my way.

My mom and I are both musicians. I grew up on the
songs my mother taught me and on the musical soundtrack of my life
growing up in Atlanta, Georgia and Washington DC. I learned about
“I” songs. The text and poetry of “I” songs became additions to the
line on which I write my name.

 


I’ll Overcome

I’m Gonna Stay on the Battlefield

This Little Light of Mine (I’m Gonna Let it
Shine)

I’m Gon’ Stand ( We will not bow down to Racism,
Injustice, Exploitation)

Say it loud- I’m Black and I’m Proud

I Was Born This Way

 


I become the first step to the possibility of a we,
of a collective, of a movement, of a people. These pages are
additional verses to these I songs. They join the long line of
Black and Brown people declaring their names in a world sometimes
not willing to hear the call. It makes no difference if the world
is ready to hear or not. You still got a right to be and to
declare your journey and your place in this world.

 


Toshi Reagon


 


 


Memory





 


 


The Unseen Boys




We’ve been gestating in this place for months. Slowly
gaining our mannish figures. Leaning out, toughening up, filling
in. Seeking pillar-like strength, maintaining cat-like abilities.
We, the unseen boys that roam slowly into friendships and in with
lovers, moving away silently, stealthily. We were never there to
begin with, so why say goodbye.

These silent, thoughtful boys. Forced to
introspection by loneliness.

You can’t help but fall in with these boys, fall into
their smiles. Love cemented by impatient eyes and forever gentle
hands.

Let me tell you about these unseen boys.

They are held together by paste and tape, bound and
stitched and waiting. Waiting without patience but with knowledge
that nothing is coming, neither slowly nor quickly.

In this house we have each other. This is our
Neverland, we are the lost boys. All brought by different
pipers.

I met Ollie a few years before. They were so young,
we were both so young. We lived in house on campus. I don’t
remember meeting them. I remember the time before I knew them and
the time after.

It was like a friendship I had returned to but not
from this life.

They were sitting on the porch when I got home, their
head resting between their legs. Sorrow needed no explanation in
this place we shared, but still, I was never good in moments like
these.

I walked up to them and sat. The bench wasn’t very
long and our legs squished together a bit, the curls of hair
linking at the tips.

I placed my palm on their back and felt warm sweat
through their cotton shirt.

What do friends do for friends? How do they make the
world easier?

I tip my shoulder toward them, a gentle nudge. They
look at me. A slight shine in their resigned eyes. They kick my
foot. We begin to walk. And slowly, following the path I run down
every night. We begin to run straight, and when we can’t breathe
anymore, a park appears.

It belongs to the Korean church. Small and dimly
lit.

I climb over the short green fence and they follow. I
sit on the swing and they sit.

We kick off. The chain creaks loudly, normally with
headphones on, I don’t hear the park at night, I just sense the
silence. But now I hear myself, and them. The sound of our legs
pumping the air, the sound of the chains whipping back and forth as
we climb higher and higher.

I work my legs harder, the swing bending tighter into
me and pushing me away as I reach the peak.

With a slight sway our chairs collide and we become
aware of each other in our reverie.

And here we lose control of ourselves, give in
completely to the magic of this object surrounding us.

With a leap I come off the swing, and just as
quickly, they are behind me, and we are running. Up the ramps and
round the bars. Swinging and climbing, sometimes groping and
grabbing at each other as we compete for access.

But in all its intensity it is gentle, laughs and
grunts are the only communication. I roll awkwardly down the slide
and they come tumbling down behind me. We collide on the turf, our
heads whack together painfully. But we laugh. We laugh and smack
each other a few more times before taking off. I feel the pull of
Velcro under my shirt come undone, but it doesn’t matter, I keep
running, chasing after them. I climb up the rope and they are
standing in front of the ship’s wheel at the top of the tower.

The game is clear.

I begin to secure a sail and we start calling
commands to each other. It is seamless, every movement in
character. They call to me to ready the cannons, we must prepare
for pirate ships in sight.

I watch them gracefully slide down the fireman’s pole
and onto the lower deck. I begin to descend.

I am still that child of eight. Or am I that child
again?

A second time.

A second birth, a second growth.

We are boys.

Together. In our private silent moments, in our
whispers about lovers.

We made each other boys, soothing stillborn
childhoods. We flexed muscles, slouched and watched our bodies
compressed into forms we openly desired but secretly
questioned.

In our moments together we let ourselves regress to a
place we had never been.

We admitted to lifting weights topless in binders, to
shortened breaths and bruised ribs. We recognized it was worth it
all. We wore sheepish smiles around pretty girls and watched
suspiciously at men who flirted with them.

We were boys not Men.

We skinned our knees and waited for puberty.

 


-S Kamran


 


 


“Dear Ryann... Dear Ashley”




Dear Ryann,

 


Do you know how utterly amazing I think, no wait, I
know, you are? Did you even know

you are my hero, a constant source of inspiration and
motivation? Do you know how the thought of you makes me giggle and
the sight of you leaves me breathless? Do you know how addictive
your presence is? Don’t laugh… or worse, don’t be offended but I
wish at least one of my kids is queer. If it means that
someone will feel about them the way I do you and they have half
the strength and character you do, then a thousand times yes, I
want them to the queerest things ever to walk the Earth.

It takes an extraordinarily gifted soul to graciously
rise above the dogma of what we are “supposed” to be; to take the
garbage the world throws and create beauty. Do you know how
wonderfully envious I am that the Universe chose you to bestow that
gift upon? Think about that for a moment. How awesome must the
Creator have known you would be? How bright the light emanating
from your being must be if you were chosen before you were even
created. Your queerness (that doesn’t seem like a word) is a gift,
almost like a badge of worth. Not many of us are equipped or worthy
to handle the manifestations of such an endowment. Wow… I love you
even more now.

It’s easier for me to see and appreciate now that I
am older. When we were younger, I didn’t know enough about myself
to appreciate you. I didn’t know that your light doesn’t dim mine;
its reflection actually helps my light shine brighter. The
negativity and disdain you come across is people not knowing how to
brighten their shine using yours.

I am pretty sure you already know all of this stuff
about yourself. I just wanted you to know that I know… sorry it
took me so long.

 


With all the love in my heart,

 


Your Sister, and Coincidentally Your Biggest Fan

 


--

 


Dear Ashley,

 


I remember our childhood and think about how confused
I was most of the time. It’s still hard for me to believe that that
part of our lives is over. There was never a dull moment with the
five of us in that house, and you always stood out to me as the
leader. Not the oldest, but clearly a matriarch in training. I
watched you go through so much of the shit that it takes for
character to be born. You stood up for yourself and what you
believed in no matter what. You were my loner/stoner sister, with
great style and the coolest shit to say all the time. Only a few
close friends, but you all clearly stood apart from the rest. I
took my share of ass whippings from you too, but you would fuck
anybody up or messing with me. Totally fair.

I can’t believe you’re a mother of three little
queens now. You are doing such a wonderful job raising them. Your
strength and love for your kids is beautiful. Not only are they
lucky enough to have the coolest mom on the planet, they get to
have a best friend, that they can trust with their fears, hopes,
and dreams. They’re amazing children, and I can’t wait to see what
the do with the world we leave them.

I feel so thankful to have you in my life.

I promise you, I wouldn’t be who I am today, if it
wasn’t for your affirmation, and unconditional love. You’ve always
seen me, and made me feel like I could be my whole self with no
shame. That’s big for a kid who used to "pray the gay away" every
morning when I woke up for years. I wake up these days with my
heart full.

 


I love you dearly,

 


Makenzi


 


 


Chicanada




Being hood means being chicano. I come from weekend
barbecues of lowriders, guns, pachucos and cholos. The pachucos,
their hands in their pockets, right and left kicks pointing outward
and loose fitted pants-waist up is my culture. Masculinity isn’t
only the pachucos it’s the hynas, las hermanas, the primas with the
thick eyeliner. The tatted lipliner, eyebrows and Marilyn Monroe
mole tats. Mi cultura is masculinity. Our persistent attitude
masked by toughness is layers of years, 500 to be exact, of racism
and colonial oppression. We masculinized who we are to preserve our
calaberas, our tongue and our historia. Sixteen year-old Layel was
asked to perform power and 26 year-old Layel was trying to perform
authenticity. Mi poder es mi
masculinidad. Es como se cuida la cultura. I am not trans-masculine. I am Muxe—our indigenous
third gender that has opened many opportunities for all gender
non-conforming Mexicans.

 


-Layel Camargo


 


 


Days of Awe




Temple Solel

Predominantly Black Jewish Congregation

Augusta, Georgia

 


I bound my chest on the holiest day of the year. It
was Yom Kippur, the final day of Rosh Hashanah.

On Erev Yom Kippur the morning prior, I walked to
Temple Solel to cleanse my sins. In the courtyard, surrounded by
screaming families and muttering rabbis, I performed the holy
ritual of Kapparot, rolling five-dollar bills into a handkerchief
and then swinging it over my head. I chanted, “This is my exchange,
this is my substitute, this is my expiation” and stuffed the bills
into the communal charity box.

Afterward, I sat on the stairs outside the synagogue
and cried.

Someone wrapped her arms around me. “Hey, why are you
upset? What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.”

“Are you lying to me on Yom Kippur? God might strike
you for that.”

Maya. I knew her voice, I knew her touch, I knew the
strawberry lotion softness of her hands as she rubbed my back. All
around us, people were walking around the courtyard spinning money
and calling, “This is my exchange,” and, “He will bring them out of
darkness and the shadow of death.” I closed my eyes to pretend they
weren’t there.

Maya looped her pinky around mine. “Do you want to
tell me something?”

“Something like what? Of course not. What would make
you think that?”

“You? Kapparot? Last year, you didn’t even come to
temple on Yom Kippur.”

“I was probably sick.”

“You stayed home playing Call of Duty.”

I averted my eyes. “I’m definitely coming this year,”
I said. “I’m coming to temple. I have to.”

Maya raised her eyebrows. “Have to?”

“Should.”

She gazed at me for a moment longer and then looked
away, which I appreciated, because she always knew when to leave me
to my thoughts. She stretched out her legs, and her round thighs
shone in the sunshine. I wanted to squeeze them. I also wanted to
pull her into my lap and massage her shoulders; I could run a hand
up her shorts, maybe even kiss the sweat from her—

“Elah?” she said.

“Huh—what? Yes?”

Maya picked at the loose threads along her waistband.
“Are you still worried about what you told me last week?”

“Probably. What did I tell you last week?”

“That you feel like God hates you?”

“Oh. No, I’m not.”

She frowned.

“I’m not worried. I’ve got it all worked out,” I
said, and cleared my throat. “Do you want to come over for dinner
tonight? My sister is making challah.”

“I don’t know,” she said, “I feel like I should spend
tonight with my own family.”

Holidays at Maya’s house were always difficult,
because her father was an Ethiopian Jew and her mother was a
Southern Baptist, splitting the house over holidays like Rosh
Hashanah, Yom Kippur and Sukkot. I was trying to be nice by
inviting her to my house, where at least everyone was culturally
Jewish, even if we didn’t always believe what we prayed. Okay, I
was being more than just nice; the thought of watching hot challah
dissolve on her tongue made me tingle.

I forced a smile. “Let me know if you change your
mind.”

“I will,” she said, and squeezed my hand.

 


* * *

 


Yom Kippur was the Shabbat of Shabbats, a complete
day of rest—and trying to rest was always hard work. When it came
to Jewish law, I usually preferred to uphold the spirit instead of
the letter. This time, however, I had to be strict to ensure that
God forgave all of my sins; given the enormity of the transgression
I was about to commit, I wanted to do it with a clean slate. I’d
already lost points because my family decided to eat a second
dinner instead of attend the evening service, but God would
understand, hopefully.

Yom Kippur officially started at sundown, so as soon
as I glimpsed the palest pink of sunset, I leaped up from the
table.

My mother clinked down her fork. “Sit down,
young lady, until everyone finishes eating.”

“I need to go to Maya’s house.”

“Bring her some challah!” said my sister. “I only
burnt half of it.”

“She won’t have time to eat it before tosefet.”

“Give it to her mom.”

I rolled my eyes, but my mother said, “Actually,
that’s a lovely idea,” so I wrapped the leftover bread in foil and
toted it beneath one arm to Maya’s house. She lived several blocks
away. I would have driven, but it’s forbidden to drive on Shabbat
and I didn’t want to leave my car in her driveway overnight.

When I rang the doorbell, Mrs. Fradkin opened the
door and blinked down at me, rubbing at the bags beneath her eyes.
Her hair was braided, but she had Maya’s sharp jawline, Maya’s full
lips.

“Oh. Hi, Ellen,” she said, using my American
name.

“G’mar hatimah tovah,” I said.

“I’ll get Maya.”

I rested the bread on the table while Mrs. Fradkin
disappeared up the stairs. Maya came down a moment later, dressed
in white, her curly brown hair tucked into a bun. She smoothed out
the wrinkles in her dress and asked, “Did you want to go for a walk
or something? Watch the sunset?”

Did I want to? Of course, especially since her hair
still smelled like strawberry conditioner and I wanted to bury my
face in it. But I had to say no. “I can’t stay long. I just wanted
to stop by and wish you well during Yom Kippur.”

“Tzom kal to you too. Are you sure everything is
okay?”

I nodded—but that was a lie, so I corrected myself.
“Well, I will be. I will be okay.”

“Do you want to talk?”

“I just need to say some extra prayers tonight. I
need to do a lot of thinking.”

She frowned. “That’s what the Day of Atonement is
for, I suppose.”

“Pray for me.”

“Of course. For what?”

I hesitated. On one hand, I wanted to
melodramatically collapse to my knees, grab her hands and confess
everything. Confess that some days, she meant more to me than God
ever would. Confess that an overwhelming wrongness lived
inside of me and made me sick of my own body. Confess that I was
born false and needed her support to correct it.

Maya leaned toward me. “Hey, still there?”

“Just pray, okay?” I squeezed her hand.

Then I sprinted home, already violating the
no-physical-exertion rule of Yom Kippur. I stopped on my front
porch, collected myself enough to walk inside, and trooped straight
to my room. Trying not to cry. Trying not to cry. I crawled into
bed. I stuffed the corner of my blanket into my mouth and bit down
and told myself to pull it together. Don’t scream. I screamed
anyway, and bit down harder. Was I really going to go through with
it? You can do this. I took a cap of Nyquil and tried to fall
asleep.

That night, I went to bed a woman, and I woke up a
man.

 


* * *

 


Okay, that’s not exactly how it happened. In fact, it
was completely backwards: As usual, I went to bed feeling like a
man and woke up in the body of a woman, as I had for seventeen
years. Some people would call me transgender, while others would
claim I was a man trapped in a woman’s body, but the truth was much
more complicated. Was I really born with the brain of a man? Maybe,
or maybe not. Until second grade, my favorite game was
princesses.

But at age thirteen, when I watched all of my male
friends become men at their bar mitzvahs, a shadow started to
swallow me. For several days after each bar mitzvah I couldn’t
sleep and sometimes I wanted to throw up. All I could think was,
That should be me. That should be my ceremony. It took me
four years to figure out that I didn’t just want the bar mitzvah, I
wanted the manhood.

Now I was going to get it. It would be an arduous,
hellish process, but the first step was binding my chest. I could
do that. Simple. Right? Heart pounding from a strange cocktail of
terror and excitement, I knelt to pull a box from beneath my
bed.

I unwrapped the tissue paper and removed the black
chest and torso binder, which looked like a toddler-sized tank top.
I tried to stretch out the material, but it had no give, and I
remembered the warnings: Binding your chest will crush your
ribcage. It will suffocate you.

I stood, inhaled deeply and then squeezed my upper
body into the constrictor, which was ten times tighter than a
sports bra and plastered down everything from my breasts to my
stomach. I coughed—gasped for breath—felt suddenly lightheaded—but
it had to be tight, or else it wouldn’t flatten my chest.

I turned to the side in the mirror: The binder didn’t
flatten me completely, but the difference made me smile. Too bad
the binder was black and not white, for Yom Kippur. I laughed out
loud: You know you’re Jewish when God disapproves more of the color
of your clothing more than whether you want to change your sex.

Over the binder, I buttoned up a white shirt and
matching slacks. Instead of letting my hair curl into a girlish
afro, I dipped a comb in water and parted it to the side, then
scrutinized myself in the mirror. “Not bad,” I whispered, not
because I believed it but because I wanted to convince myself. If
anything, with my wide black eyes and monkey’s ears, I looked like
a thirteen-year-old boy.

I knelt again beside my bed to pray. What could I
say? Asking God to bless me in the face of sin would be a disgrace,
so I simply mumbled, “Dear God, do not strike me down today. I’m
only trying to become the man that I was born to be.”

And then: “Have mercy on me.”

 


- Jamie McGhee

 



 


 


Victoria Carmen White




Several events converged throughout my life that have
connected me to the lightness and darkness of humanity and continue
to transform me as well as my identity as a queer, mixed-race,
black, non-binary transman. However, few of the moments that are
guided by nationally felt devastation incited by violence or
natural disasters, have been as powerful in my development than the
incremental ways that I have been told that I am not enough and
conversely how intrinsically worthy I truly am. My
lived-experiences has undeniably been shaped by the
micro-aggressions against me tended by my conscious and unconscious
mind, as well as a collective awareness that as queer, black, brown
trans bodies we are considered superfluous, criminal, pathological
and disposable.

As someone who has made gender a constant study, who
moves through and combines masculinity and femininity between
inhales and exhales; it is no accident that I chose to be a social
justice educator and to live as an activist. I engage in this work
as a necessity for my own survival. From as early as I can
remember, I have been painstakingly aware of the disparities that
exist in our society. Raised in New Jersey by a single white mother
ill-equipped to raise twin brown babies, I once believed that being
the product of an interracial union and their incongruent love,
somehow typified what it meant to be "different." However, it was
not until I came out as a dyke at the age of 16, and then again, as
transgender at 24, that I truly began to learn the extent to which
society has the capacity to divide people into the categories of
"normal" and "other," and the material consequences of living and
identifying outside of a dominant culture. I have come to think of
my experiences as a mixed-race person, of learning how to navigate
a country obsessed with boundaries and binaries, as my prerequisite
for learning how to be transgender in a cis-sexist world. As a
mixed-race young person, I instinctively knew that somewhere over
the proverbial rainbow a life existed outside of black/white,
man/woman, masculine/feminine, straight/ gay binaries. From the
first time I was forced to check a box on a standardized test at
school signifying whether I was black or white (multi-racial was
not a category in the 80’s), I knew that there would never be a box
that would fully encapsulate who I am.

Schooling remains one of the mainstays of
socialization and often maintains the values and practices of
dominant culture. Through a critical lens, education is not just a
microcosm of the larger racist, classist, sexist, xenophobic,
heteronormative culture, reflecting disdain for the other but it is
performative and regulatory in nature. It was at a predominately
student of color elementary school that I have some of my earliest
memories growing up identifying as “mulatto” to describe my
mixed-race heritage (a word offered to me by my teachers and
hungrily received by my then eight, nine, and ten year-old self,
never knowing what it really meant). The identity followed me even
to a more racially and economically diverse middle and high
school.

The story of my formal education as a mixed race
student included lessons around “code-switching,” how to complete
the “family tree” project without my entire history relayed to me,
and navigating the social obstacle course that was the
self-segregated cafeteria. School is where I first learned that I
wasn’t black enough or white enough. School is also where I learned
that I wasn’t girl enough. School is where I learned to pass.
School is also where I learned about power. School is where I
became politicized.

School is also where I met Victoria Carmen White. She
spoke about her struggle coming of age as a teenage girl including
menstruation cramps, fashion, and boy troubles in addition to the
milieu of high school classes, tests, rehearsing for the school
play. Unlike many high school girls and like me, Victoria was
transgender. Unlike me, Victoria shared her struggle with her
gender openly. Her openness was too perilous for most people to
acknowledge, even myself as a now out and proud queer, transman of
color. I wanted her to go away, to not flaunt herself; I wanted her
to keep her silent so that I could be comfortable. At the time, I
didn’t want anyone to think that I was like Victoria Carmen
White.

Although neither of us left high school unscathed,
our transgressive gender expressions incited hostility from
teachers and administrators alike, our stories quickly diverged. As
trans masculine person, I worked to connect with the burgeoning
queer that I was to build a support system of teammates, counselors
and a select group of teachers, the school administrators forbade
me to take any of the only out butch dyke teacher’s classes, in
fear of his influence over me. Like many masculine of center
students of color, especially those of us who were queer, my
guidance counselor told me to forgo any aspiration towards college
and to “settle” on a trade and subsequently refused to work with
me.

These tensions and the stress of being visibly queer,
combined with a home life saturated with emotional and physical
abuse erupted on my transcript. Although at the end of my senior
year I was named a High-School All-American lacrosse player, I only
graduated with a 1.7 GPA. However, Victoria, like many trans women
of color, didn’t have another trans woman for a teacher and never
graduated from my high school, but rather was ushered by the school
administrators to an “alternative” school and I never heard of her
again until the news of her murder almost a decade later. On
September 12, 2010, her killer ended her life by shooting her to
death in a neighboring town in New Jersey, when she was only 28
years old.

Unlike Victoria, I survived; that same butch teacher
became a parent to me, he is where my Irish last name comes from,
and he presently remains the only out butch dyke teacher at my high
school, despite the influx of queer youth. He works relentlessly
every day for all of his students to express themselves and creates
spaces that are affirming and conducive to learning. He and the
rest of my chosen family are the reasons why I was propelled to
search for my own histories, flag, and communities that reflected
more of who I was in the world. I was fortunate enough to have
counselors, friends and teachers to support me in these endeavors.
And at the end I found that as a queer, trans person of color, I
come from a long ancestry of warriors who worked in resistance to
the status quo (hetero or homo normative). And it is in our
collective struggle that I continue in my journey as a doctoral
student, community organizer and social justice educator.

To learn the stories of my ancestors and to write and
share my own is as daunting as it is liberating. Moreover, to
engage in social justice education and any kind of liberation work
is to entertain the paradoxical nature of having to relate first to
the injustices and oppressions that we are working to eradicate.
Collectively and individually we are called upon to “grapple with”
the magnitude of centuries of interwoven histories and events that
have resulted in the social, political and economic stratification
of humanity; more than often equating to life for some and death
for others. It is not a coincidence that most poor people in this
country who receive public assistance are white; still the image of
the black, single-mother welfare queen still persists in our minds,
policy and practices. Similarly, it is not a coincidence that the
prisons are filled with men of color, that most students tracked in
lower level classes are youth of color, or that although “the LGBTQ
community” is often depicted as one homogenous people and that it
is queer and trans people (trans women of color in particular) who
are sick, imprisoned, detained, deported, unemployed and
murdered.

Even still, it is not a coincidence that we aren’t
taught the names of trans women of color who resisted police
brutality, inciting the Stone Wall Riots, such as Sylvia Rivera,
Marsha P. Johnson and Miss Major who unapologetically fought for
the economic and social justice of queer, trans and gender
non-conforming people; or that these same trans and queer people of
color rarely in leadership positions within LGBTQ non-profit and
advocacy organizations. The insidious nature of system oppression
is made evident by the reality that the histories of oppressed
people have been omitted, truncated and erased; entire knowledges
and epistemologies are continuously being subjugated and
de-legitimized; while white, imperialist, heteronor-mative,
patriarchy is naturalized and reified as the cultural barometer
against which all else is measured. My personal and professional
experiences as a transman of color have urged me to become
intimately invested in the kind of information being disseminated,
who gets taught and how they are taught.

It is also no coincidence then, that as a trans
masculine person who has engaged for over a decade in
liberation/social justice work that I still feel uncomfortable with
calling myself a “leader,” and, more often than not, feel like an
imposter. As a poor person, a first generation college student, a
queer person, as a black person, I rarely see people like me in
leadership positions. Transparently, even in writing this piece, I
have had an increasingly difficult time being self-reflective
because my narrative diverges from the archetypal ones I absorbed
about what it means to be a “well-adjusted” mixed-race person, or
because as a queer, transman I have not always known that I was
trans and have never considered myself “a man trapped in a woman’s
body.” When I thought of my own feelings and narrative, I would
often conjure up thoughts and emotions that are depicted through
mainstream media and promoted through the stories we even tell each
other (i.e. confusion or conviction, self-hate, or complete
self-actualization “post-operatively”), none of which I have felt
extensively. Problematizing and ultimately moving away from
one-size-fits-all identity politics have become a large part of the
work that I do every in the hopes of producing counter-narratives
that tell the stories more fully of how I live, falter and
resist.

To this end, my assemblage of identities as a queer,
mixed-race, black transman places me on an oppressor-oppressed
continuum. I am someone who has historically known (and continues
to know) the fear of walking down a street burdened by the
omnipresent threat of rape and sexual violence and most recently I
have experienced women flinching when I walk too close behind them
on the sidewalk or cross the street as I approach. With the
introduction of a beard and a deeper voice, I am now a reminder of
their trauma, and target for their prejudices which forces me to
reconcile who I have been, who I grow to be, and who it is that
people perceive me to be almost every minute of the day.

There isn’t any classroom, or pre-testosterone
counseling session that prepared me for what it means to become
America’s boogieman; a black man. What I was first acquainted with
as a gender non-conforming dyke and what was further illuminated
after engaging in hormone therapy and beginning to “pass” as a man
of color, is that without organically derived psychological
schemas, black masculinity is suspended in others’ projections,
desires/fantasies, or agendas.

Black masculine /black trans masculine bodies are
positioned within a cycle of dehumanization, regulation,
criminalization and mass execution. Unlike our white
trans-masculine counterparts, we become tropes and are placed
outside of our homes, families, communities, the academic
industrial complex, the non-profit industrial complex and political
life. We are thought of as phantoms, heroes or “let-downs,” if we
are thought of at all. The void caused by a non-essentialist
collective history that prevents black masculine-of-center
individuals from falling neatly into stratifications of criminals,
gangsters, ballers, underdogs and heroes has us all trans and
cisgender black men learning what it means to be men. To be black
men. To be black masculine of center people that invest in a kind
of masculinity that does not innately tethered to
white-supremacist, heteronormative, capitalist, patriarchy.

Still, throughout my life, I often found myself
complicit in the reiteration have this brand of masculinity. Having
once been a dyke, raised in a household of women, and a former
female athlete, I never aspired to be a man and still do not
conceptualize myself in that way. My father’s brief cameos in my
life never provided much insight as to what was required of manhood
and my mother’s masculinity was brutish and emotionally vacant. As
a butch dyke, I found myself regurgitating a brand of masculinity
that was rigid, abusive and intense, while simultaneously
chivalrous, cocky and aloof. I did everything I could to be
perceived to be a threat to other masculine of center people,
especially non-trans men who asserted that my girlfriends were “too
pretty to be gay,” and were threatened by my fade, my swagger and
our hand holding. My masculinity was the alarm signaled to the
world that I was queer and it was the shield I needed because I was
so visibly queer.
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