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“I am a human being, and thus nothing human is alien to me.”


—TERENCE
















Introduction 
Take what you need. Take what’s useful. Leave the rest.


I was sitting in front of my computer thinking about how I wanted to start this book. How I wanted to introduce myself to you. What I wanted you to learn about me and feel about me in the first few moments of reading. But, as usual, I got distracted by a notification on social media, which led to me mindlessly scrolling past different memes, reels, and photos of friends and celebrities. After a few minutes (or maybe hours—who knows!), I came across a post that stopped me in my tracks. It was Oprah (Winfrey, obvi, who else?) in a colorful sweater, sitting at the bottom of a white staircase, looking into a camera, and saying, “Give up hope that the past could have been any different.”


Oowee! That’s so nice, I’ma type it twice.


“Give up hope that the past could have been any different.”


As I love me some Oprah, this seemed like a good writing omen, considering this book is an exploration of my past and how we all must reckon with our complicated, often painful experiences to find our most authentic selves. But before we get into that, let’s talk about Mother O.


Growing up in the ’90s, kids of a certain age generally came home after school to watch shows like Power Rangers or My Little Pony, but for me, The Oprah Winfrey Show was my obsession. I would sit in the living room with my Trinidadian grandmother every weekday at four p.m., and we would laugh, cry, scream, and revel in the glory of Harpo Studios all from the comfort of our little house in Queens.


Oprah’s show was a free master class. Unlike my private school in the bougie Queens neighborhood of Jamaica Estates, Oprah educated me on the real shit. The life shit. She encouraged her viewers to believe in themselves. Showed us how to heal relationships. Taught us about persevering through tragedy. Not to mention she would fangirl over celebs as though she wasn’t the biggest celebrity herself. Baby, before Beyoncé, before Brandy, I worshipped at the altar of O.


On several occasions, Oprah has told the story about an early episode of her show where her guests were members of the Ku Klux Klan. She’d hoped that with a conversation on air she could reform their white supremacist beliefs toward Black folx, but it turned out they were using her platform to recruit. After another episode later that week that left a bad taste in her mouth, Oprah called a meeting with her producers declaring that she would no longer be part of “sensationalized television” and required that every episode moving forward have an intention.


I love the idea of intention. To me, intention is more than just a plan—it’s defining what you’re pursuing, why you’re pursuing it, and the desired outcome or goal of that pursuit. I think Oprah’s directive resonated with me because as a Black Queer person, I’ve been called every name in the book.


Faggot.


Sissy.


Punk bitch.


Darky.


Nigger.


Nigger faggot.


I’ve been made to feel less than. I’ve been criticized, ostracized, and marginalized, oftentimes by people I know and love. What was their intention? To “toughen” me up? Make me more masculine? Guilt me into heterosexuality? Prepare me for the world’s anti-Blackness? I still couldn’t tell you, but after so many years of being bullied and chastised, I decided I never wanted to make anyone feel as worthless. As disposable. So I hold a personal and artistic mandate for intention in everything I do. It has been a foolproof way to honor my humanity and the humanity of others in both my life and my work.


This book is about my life, but it’s also my work, so you better believe that like my live shows, my social media, or the projects I sign on to—be it writing or voicing a character on Big Mouth, a TV show about puberty; playing a gender-bending best friend in a family film like Feel the Beat; being an advocate of sexual health and wellness through my Messy Mondays Instagram series; or hosting podcasts about antiracism, mental health, and the Black experience—I know my intention. And I’ll definitely share it with you, but this is a book, honey, so let’s start with a story first, shall we?


I think I was thirteen when I was coming home from school and a group of six older kids were sitting on their stoop. They were labeled the “troublemakers” of our block because they were affiliated with some of the neighborhood’s gang activity, and I would have to walk by their stoop in order to get to my house, which I was scared to do. I could have walked down another block or through the alleyway, but those paths also felt unsafe. So to pass the time I busied myself by browsing through familiar shops like the nearby Dunkin’ Donuts or a local grocery store called Trade Fair. I hoped eventually the kids would go inside and I’d be able to walk home.


It took hours, but finally, after the sun had set, the older kids were nowhere in sight. I quickly made my way down the block and into my house, where I was met by my worried mother and grandmother. My mother, a petite, dark-skinned actress whose presence is far larger than her frame, yelled out in shock, “Jesus, boy, where have you been?!” My grandmother chimed in with her Trinidadian accent, “My God, child, what happened?!” This was before I got my first cell phone, so they were truly unable to locate me for hours. They examined me for any signs of distress, anything that would explain why I’d gotten home so late. But there were none. Just me. Afraid.


Their worry quickly turned to anger.


When I expressed that I was scared to walk by the house with “the troublemakers,” my mother declared she was putting me in karate classes. I’d already taken judo, another martial arts practice, years prior, and hated it. To my mother, putting me back in a martial arts class was a solution, but for me it felt like a threat, partly because martial arts felt like a very masculine space, with lots of boys at school interested in the practice. Even though I couldn’t have articulated it at the time, I was Queer, and hypermasculine heteronormative settings were never welcoming for a kid like me.


I think that’s why I also knew I couldn’t walk down the block past those older kids. I knew that I was a target to them, based on the intonation of my voice, the limpness of my wrist, and the way my hips sauntered when I walked. In my neighborhood, being a Black gay kid was seen as a weakness, and I always feared that if I stood up for myself, I’d be in a bloody situation, which is the very reason my mother wanted to put me in karate class.


Growing up, I lived in fear a lot. I knew that people around my way called me a “fag,” and eventually, when I went away to boarding high school in Georgia, a “nigger.” But I didn’t know how to change that. I didn’t know how to not be those things. A nigger faggot. By the time I reached adulthood, I’d become intimately familiar with rejection, perfectionism, depression, and conditional love, all as a result of grappling with the labels that had been placed upon me when I was a child.


There aren’t many things that I hate. My grandmother would always remind me that “hate” was a strong word and to be careful how I use it. But I can safely say that I hate the ways in which people and society get to tell us who we are before we get to know ourselves. Most of us are working off blueprints of our lives that have been provided for us—well, really, forced on us—instead of drafting our own. What’s said and what’s not said, what we see and don’t see… these things govern us, reinforced through the media, our communities, and our loved ones. As a result, many of us shapeshift so that we can achieve the ultimate trophies, the ABVs: Acceptance. Belonging. Validation. And in the name of the ABVs, I’ve often denied the most beautiful parts of myself that I’m now on a hunt to find.


I named this book You Gotta Be You based on the mid-’90s song “You Gotta Be” by Des’ree, which my mother used to play on repeat for me. As much as I loved that song (and still do), looking at it now, I realize it was filled with so many commands about what and who you’re supposed to be. Though the sentiment (and intention) was inspirational, the number of directives is overwhelming. “You gotta be bad, you gotta be bold, you gotta be wiser.” It continues with you gotta be hard, tough, stronger, cool, calm, AND you gotta stay together. I mean, bless the person who can be all these things, but I’m stressed just reading it. Not to mention the phrase “you gotta be” took on a different meaning as I began to reflect on my life and upbringing. I was constantly being told what I gotta be, and when I began the journey of learning how to love myself in a world that doesn’t love Blackness, Queerness, or Black Queerness, it meant unlearning all those things. It meant putting the directives aside and daring to get curious by asking a very big question:




Who would I be if society never got its hands on me?





Who would I be if there wasn’t a blueprint forced on me, if there wasn’t a never-ending list of all the things “you gotta be”? I don’t have the answer, but I feel like I’ve gotten closer to finding out. Closer to who I was before I was told who I gotta be.


When you’re part of any marginalized group, resilience is how you survive. Or at least that’s what’s taught—sometimes purposefully, and sometimes it’s learned by what we see. I think resilience can actually be like a knight’s armor, and armor is heavy. Weighted. It impacts how you hold yourself and how you move. It also helps you survive some traumatic blows, in this case, by protecting you from feeling the depths of your pain so that you can move forward with your life. But I also think that protection, though oftentimes necessary, is what creates a barrier to knowing who you really are. I define this as the gray space, a place where multiple truths get to coexist, like how resilience can be a necessary protection while also keeping you from knowing yourself.


So, in the quest to get closer to who I was before society, community, and family got their hands on me, I’ll need to lay the resilience down, reexamine hard moments of the past with my present-day eyes, and reckon with all the feelings that were never processed. I hope that in continuously doing all of that work, I’ll be able to find healing. And I hope the same for you. It’s in healing that you can actually discover your most authentic self—the only thing you gotta be.


Woof! There’s so much for us to get into and that I want to share—which for me is both exciting and scary. Gray. But for now, I want to share that I hope you get the journal style of this book and feel free to embrace it and all of its lessons as your own. I’ve been writing in journals since the third grade, so I’m kind of an expert at it. My journaling started with poems. Oh, how I loved to pen poetry. Can you picture my skinny eight-year-old self, crouched at the bottom of the steps, scribbling away in my black-and-white notebook, musing about my deep love for the playground? Precious.


As I got older, I began writing brief musings about random topics and thoughts, be it about a particular person or about a concept. A quote from Toni Morrison reads: “Writing is really a way of thinking—not just feeling but thinking about things that are disparate, unresolved, mysterious, problematic, or just sweet.” I love that, because writing has always been my way of processing the enormity of life.


As with any journal, I will share a few of my most personal stories. I hope that you’ll hold them as gently as I’m trying to. In my stories, some people might seem like “villains,” but as my mother used to say, “Everybody is doing the best they can with what they know and have.” I do believe that everyone I talk about did the best they could, myself included. Sometimes their best held me up, and sometimes their best left a scar. This book isn’t about dragging anyone through the mud or even holding anyone accountable. It’s about what those encounters taught me and what I want you to learn with me. It’s about how I’m using each piece—good, bad, and gray—to build the life I dreamed for myself when I was a kid. In many ways, this book is also for my younger self, presenting all the things I wish I had known or that someone would have told me.


This book will not be neat and linear, but I’ll take care of you. Expect to be guided through a mix of interconnected essays, musings, quotes, and affirmations that I hope will satiate whatever curiosity you might have about my journey to “just being” while also whetting your appetite for your own exploration.


Speaking of experiences, I’ve already made a brief reference to my “Blackness,” “Queerness,” and “Black Queerness,” so before we get too far, let me quickly talk about the intersections of my identity. But I don’t think we can talk about “intersections” without first defining intersectionality. The word was coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw to highlight the ways in which Black and brown women experience a combination of racism and sexism that functions differently from racism alone or sexism alone. Over the years, the definition has been expanded to include other marginalized folx. In a 2017 interview with Columbia Law School, Crenshaw described intersectionality as “a lens through which you can see where power comes and collides, where it interlocks and intersects. It’s not simply that there’s a race problem here, a gender problem here, and a class or LGBTQ problem there. Many times that framework erases what happens to people who are subject to all of these things.”


For the purposes of this book, I’m using the concept of intersectionality to examine the events of my personal life. Essentially, I’m not just Black, I’m gay. I’m not just gay, I’m nonbinary. I’m not just nonbinary, I’m Black (and so on, and so forth). As actress, host, and social media icon Ts Madison said during an interview on the popular radio show The Breakfast Club, “We’re not Black, then Queer. We’re Black and Queer at the exact same time.”


That means when you’re Black, sometimes your Queer sexuality prevents you from being accepted by other Black folx, as demonstrated with the “troublemakers” on my block. When you’re gay, sometimes your Blackness alienates you from being welcomed by other gay folx. When you’re nonbinary, sometimes your gender identity and how you express it keeps you from being acknowledged by Black folx and gay folx. So running questions arise: Where are you accepted? Where do you belong? Where is your existence validated? I feel the answer should be by me, but I can admit that hasn’t often been the case.


The last thing I’ll say before I share my intention is that in my twenties, I had a mentor, Ellen Barber. She’s an older Jewish woman with dark hair and bright eyes magnified by her clear-framed glasses. Her spirit is sweet, warm, and fierce. The definition of a mama bear. Whenever offering nuggets of wisdom, she would say, “Take what you need. Take what’s useful. Leave the rest.” As I share with you these different parts of myself, I say the same thing to you: Take what you need. Take what’s useful. Leave the rest.


Okay, now the moment you’ve been waiting for…




My intention is to get free. My intention is to liberate myself from the expectations, standards, and shackles of a society steeped in white supremacy, misogyny, homophobia, classism, and every other -phobia and -ism that barricades me from my authentic self and my most authentic existence. My intention is to revisit the experiences that have brought me to this present moment with as little judgment as possible, but with as much curiosity as I can muster. My intention is to share myself with you in hopes that if you’re dancing with the pain of being rejected—or worse, you’ve rejected yourself—maybe my stories might be a glimmer of hope. Maybe by showing you my deepest scars, you might feel less alone in yours, and one day you, too, will use the wisdom of your experiences to make someone else feel less alone.





This book is my love letter to Black Queer folx and anyone fighting to love themselves unconditionally despite not knowing what that looks or feels like or if you’re worthy of it. (Spoiler alert: You are beyond worthy. You are enough as you are. If this is the last thing you read in this book, know that YOU are enough.)




You always have to have a relationship with hope. In the midst of despair, you have to find the light.


—VANESSA, MY THERAPIST







STILL LEARNING


I find myself still navigating my relationship to and with this Black Queer body.


Often viewed as a threat. Always expected to stay in line. To know its place. To exude masculinity. To entertain. To accept the leftovers. To perform according to (white) societal standards and expectations. I reject the limitations put on me, but I have to learn how to not put them on myself.


Still learning not to let others define what my identity means or what it should look like. Still learning to be comfortable with who I am even if who I am makes others uncomfortable. Still learning to quiet the voices of doubt, shame, and fear. Still learning to shake off the expectations of others. Still learning to ignore and dismantle constructs of oppression. Still learning to allow this life to be a journey, a process, an experience that’s allowed to evolve, shift, and transform. Still learning about who I would be if society never got its hands on me. Still learning how to step into that. Still learning how to just exist. To just be.


Me.


















1. Being Messy Is Not Just for Mondays



So, I just told you that this book won’t be written in a linear way, which then raises the questions: Where do we start? How do we commence this journey together? I think we should begin with my favorite topic… sex. Oop! Somebody’s bootyhole just tensed up. Breathe, baby. Ain’t nobody gotta know that we’re gonna chat about s-e-x. Furthermore, I’m just gonna talk about my experiences, though by the end, I may have you pondering your own sex life and relationship to it. But that’s okay. Curiosity is fabulous.


Before we dive in, let me give you a little context. It’s going to get somber for a second, so bear with me. In the summer of 2020, after watching the brutal murder of George Floyd, I made a video on Instagram called “To My White Friends.” For almost ten minutes, I sat at my desk talking into a camera, telling my white friends what I needed them to know about how George’s death and all the murders of unarmed Black people weigh on me and my community. At this time, my social media following on Instagram was at around 3,000 followers. I went to bed that night and woke up to almost 30,000 followers, with my video quickly climbing to a million views.


Coincidentally, I was about to begin promoting a family film on Netflix called Feel the Beat, starring my friend Sofia Carson. In it, I played her best friend, a flamboyant costume designer named Deco. I was to begin doing press for the movie, highlighting the importance of a Black Queer character in a film made for kids, but due to that first video going viral (and a few subsequent videos along with it), the virtual press “tour” quickly pivoted from being about the movie to being about my thoughts on racial justice. I was doing interviews and panels, making more videos, participating in Instagram live feeds, writing op-eds, and helping the Biden campaign, not to mention hosting two podcasts and getting a deal to write this book. All of this was going down while I was still writing and providing voice-overs for the Netflix adult animated series Big Mouth and its spin-off, Human Resources.


When winter finally arrived, I was beyond exhausted. Yes, physically, but more so emotionally. I had spent nearly seven months unpacking my Black Queer pain while also managing the sudden visibility and platforms where people could access me in a way I’d never experienced.


I felt trapped, like suddenly I had to be this serious person who only spoke about injustice and pain. But the reality is I love a good dick joke. I love to laugh. Correction: I love to cackle. I love delicious food, great friends, and Real Housewives. I wanted that to be okay, too. I wanted to be able to be a full person in my public life, and I came to realize that joy is part of my activism. It has to be. It’s the only way that fighting for my life and the lives of my communities is sustainable.


So, on the Monday before Christmas 2020, I hopped on my Instagram stories and asked my followers to “tell me something good or messy.” Answers began to flood in, some of them so inspiring and heartwarming, and some of them raunchy as hell. All of them joyful! I began sharing responses and recording my reactions, most of which were just me laughing. That laughter resonated with people, so I did it again the following Monday. And again, the following Monday. And the Monday after that. And thus “Messy Mondays” was born. As time went on, it morphed into a safe and inclusive space to talk about sex, relationships, kink, and even mental health. From douching to pegging to kissing to sexting, nothing is off the table. Oh, honey, we be talking about it all!


Followers dubbed me the Curator of Mess, as though we were in some kind of messy art gallery. I call them Messy Patrons. (If you’re a Messy Patron reading this, hi, boo!) As time went on, Patrons began calling me Messy Mom, and honestly, teaching Patrons motherly things like how to better suck a big dick or dodge a fuckboy is the highest honor.


But moms can learn too. Creating this safe space to honor people’s questions and promote pleasure and exploration inherently opened up a new level of exploration for myself and inspired introspection on my own relationship to sex.


I’m sure because of how open I am online, most people would think I have the healthiest relationship to sex, but it’s quite the opposite. I think Messy Mondays unintentionally became a way for me to heal my own sexual pain, shame, and trauma, which is tied up in my sexuality, my body, my gender identity, and my race.


I don’t think I’ve ever admitted this, but I’ve never had penetrative sex with a woman. In middle school, high school, and freshman year of college, there were girls I dated, made out with, and had oral sex with, but my dick was never in a vagina. I didn’t admit my love of dick and men until I was twenty-one, and even after coming out, there was still a stack of shame that I had no idea how to identify, let alone pull apart. I hadn’t taken time to understand how growing up in a religious household with heterosexual Caribbean-born women who deemed homosexuality a sin contributed to my understanding of sex. I hadn’t considered that I grew up in a country where representations of gay men were few and far between, where we were usually caricatures, the butt of jokes, or dying of AIDS. In what world would there not be shame and fear deeply laced in my sexual experiences?


I also think about how many Queer folx don’t explore their sexuality with one another in high school and college like our straight counterparts do, because we’re closeted. By the time we do—many of us being in our twenties, some even in our thirties or later—our romantic and sexual experiences are laced with an “immaturity” that doesn’t match our age.


I’m going to break that sentence down a little more, because it’s a big generalization with triggering words. Usually there’s a negative connotation associated with “immature,” especially with men. Like your underwear clearly has skid marks and you think everything’s a joke. That’s not what I mean when I say “immature” in this instance. I truly just mean this piece of our existence often isn’t allowed to be explored, and by the time we begin exploring, that part of us isn’t as developed in comparison to some of our straight friends.


I’ll give you two examples. The first time I had sex with a guy, I was eighteen and a freshman at NYU. The guy was a musical theater major and I was just a regular theater major. We lived in the same dorm, and because of what we were studying, we ran in similar circles. At the time, I wasn’t out of the closet, but he very much was. I have to admit his unapologetic gayness was so sexy to me. One Friday night, I ended up having drinks with him and a few others, not too far from our dorm. We went to a place called Asian Pub, which wasn’t run by anyone Asian but also didn’t card. You could eat as much edamame as you wanted while sipping Big Gulp–size mojitos and margaritas.


Culturally, the establishment was confused, but I always left extremely drunk. The night with the musical theater major was no exception. We both stumbled back to the dorm, and he asked if I wanted to come up to his room.


“Yes!” I blurted out.


We made our way to his room, and on his wall was a poster for the musical Anything Goes. Turns out we both played the male lead character, Billy, in our respective high school productions. There was something hot about two Billys—a straight character, by the way—tussling in this twin dorm bed together.


Finally, he asked me, “Are you a top or bottom?” I had never heard the terms and began racking my brain, trying to remember the porn I’d watched to see if the answer was buried somewhere in my subconscious. I came up short, so it was time to pivot to my “critical thinking” skills. I determined he was probably asking if I wanted to lay on my back while he was on top of me, presumably riding my dick. So, I said “bottom”! Satisfied with my answer, he pulled out a condom, and then, to my surprise, started putting it on his dick. Me (and my bootyhole) quickly learned that we did not know what “top” or “bottom” meant. But looking back, I also don’t know how I would have. I was in the closet and barely knew anything about sex, let alone Queer sex.


(By the way, if you don’t know, being a top or bottom has nothing to do with a position you’re in, like “missionary” or “cowgirl,” but rather the position you will “play” during intercourse. “Top” refers to the person who’ll penetrate. “Bottom” refers to the person who’ll be penetrated. Cue that big NBC shooting star that blazes across your TV screen with the words “The More You Know” underneath.)


A year after sleeping with the musical theater major, I was now a sophomore and still in the closet. After a night of lots of drinks, I found myself alone in a dorm room with a friend of mine. He made the first move, and I couldn’t have been happier, because I was so attracted to him. This time I knew the difference between being a top and being a bottom, but still, with both of us not being out, we probably hadn’t considered that we might be having gay sex that evening, and we were still inexperienced. He attempted to enter me, but it wasn’t working. We determined we needed lube—obviously!—but we had none. He then had a bright idea. He went to the bathroom and filled his hand with… liquid soap from the dispenser. Not just any soap—that bubblegum-pink soap that can only be found in dormitories and airport bathrooms. The medical-grade soap that is not meant to do anything but burn that bacteria off your hands. I didn’t even think to object. (Honestly, I was eager.) I thought it was brilliant, and I was excited to get fucked. The soap worked. It got him inside me—and then I immediately pushed him out because my hole was… ON… FIRE.


How do two nineteen-year-olds not know that SOAP IS NOT LUBE?!?! Sexual immaturity.


I wish I could say sex got better after those experiences, but sex didn’t really become electric until my thirties. In fact, in my mid-thirties, I’ve had extraordinary, mind-blowing, otherworldly, ugly-cum-face, can’t-walk-straight, left-with-a-smile type sex. Don’t get me wrong. In the before times, I had good sex. Great sex, even. And of course, there’s something to be said about age and experience, but that doesn’t account for the residual guck I always had. The shame.


My Pink Soap friend and I actually ended up having a ton of sex (with actual lube), but because we were closeted, it was rarely in a romantic setting. Our encounters usually took place in a bathroom late at night where we knew no one would check, or in an empty school office after hours, or in one of our dorm rooms if our roommates were away. Shame. Shame. Shame.


Now add issues around race to that Queer shame. I recognize that my sexual trauma was also rooted in being raised in a society that values a certain definition of “attractiveness,” which for a man was white, lean or muscular, straight, and masculine—none of which I fit into growing up. And if the definition of attractiveness did happen to expand and include Blackness, it was Denzel Washington, who I did not look, sound, or act like. Even before I came out of the closet, going to boarding high school in the South, it was very clear that if a white girl was dating me, it was looked down upon. Dangerous, even. And I was the danger. When I finally came out my junior year of college, NYU was diverse but still a PWI (Predominantly White Institution). Most of the gay spaces I had access to were white, because most of my classmates who were out were white. In those gay white spaces, guys reinforced the idea that to be with a Black person was a fetish. One evening, a white gay friend I was hanging out with at a bar told me that while I was in the bathroom, a drunk white guy approached him and said my friend had “jungle fever.”


Now to that Queer shame and race shame, add body shame. I had gynecomastia growing up. It’s a medical term for “man boobs,” which are caused when the body produces too much estrogen, usually forming in puberty. When I was in eighth grade, we would have swim class on Monday afternoons. One day, after changing into my swim trunks and walking out to the pool, one of my male classmates looked at me with disgust, pointed to my chest, and exclaimed, “Ew! What are those?!” It was the last time I got into a pool until my thirtieth birthday.


I never verbalized that this encounter from when I was a preteen deeply impacted my adulthood. Shopping for clothes was a nightmare, because I wanted to prevent anyone from seeing my “man boobs,” which I’d learned, very publicly, were a great offense. I was deeply self-conscious in clothes, and it only got worse when I was naked. In every sexual interaction, I feared that the guy would point at my chest and yell out, “Ew! What are those?!” When I was in my mid-twenties, I had gynecomastia surgery to have the breast tissue removed, but I still didn’t feel comfortable shirtless until I turned thirty-two and had a transformative shift of feeling beautiful, which I’ll discuss a little later. Still, I had an inner voice nagging me, saying I was too skinny, that I didn’t have the perfect “man” body I was told to have by the media, my professional industry, my gay community, and others.


The final element we’ll throw into the pot of shame is gender identity. Though I wasn’t able to articulate that I’m nonbinary until after turning thirty-four, it was clearly present my whole life and something I wrestled with, especially being effeminate. Before being rejected for my race and sexuality, I was rejected for my femininity and not “acting like a boy.” Everyone had a problem with it. People I knew and people I didn’t know all took note of how fem I was and weren’t afraid to tell me how wrong it was.


Take the Queer, race, body, and gender shame, stir it up in a pot, and serve it up on a daily basis, then tell me: In what world did I have a shot at having a healthy relationship to sex? There are countless moments and instances that I never unpacked, never processed. Since I didn’t verbalize it, by default I ended up thinking I was indeed the problem. In fact, once I was out of the closet, if I wasn’t dating someone, I rarely slept with the same person more than once, and 95 percent of the time, sex happened under the influence. I always had to be drunk or stoned. It was the only way to quiet the anxiety, shame, and fear that plagued me so that I could actually enjoy sex. Substances quieted the self-doubt and negative talk.


But wait, there’s more.


In the fall of 2021, while on a Messy Mondays Instagram Live event with my friend comedian Rob Anderson, we were talking about topping and performance anxiety, which opened me up to talk about my own anxiety in my sexual experiences. I then revealed that I always felt like people were doing me a favor by sleeping with me. I had this unformulated, subconscious belief that no one actually wanted to be with me sexually because I wasn’t attractive. I shared how my husband, Matthew, and I had spoken about this a few weeks prior and I’d told him that, subconsciously, I believed he had sex with me because we’re married, not because he desired me.


Baby, when you hear me use the term “mental aerobics” or describe trauma as an “emotional web,” I do not speak lightly. It’s so complicated, the way that what we learn in our youth about our bodies, our skin, our gender expression, and our sexuality governs our adulthood because it’s so deeply ingrained in us.


But I did start to question my assumptions, and I was finally able to articulate how so much of my sex was about… you guessed it… acceptance, belonging, and validation. It was about being picked. Being chosen. Desired. Wanted. If someone slept with me, I felt worthy, even if I thought they were doing me a favor. The goal became just to have sex, chasing the high of worthiness and hustling for my worth. But sex should be about pleasure… connection… fun… joy, filled with communication and a space to safely explore your kinks, desires, wants, and needs without judgment or shame. There ain’t nothing inherently wrong with random hookups, but do that because it turns you on and you treasure the experience, not because you’re running away from your shame or anxiety.


Now that’s all well and good, and as fabulous as my little bedazzled soapbox is, how do you get from shame to pleasure? How do you get from trauma to healing? How do you begin questioning? Not just sex, but everything.


I’ll tell you, but I warn you, it got messy. Did that just make some of y’all tense up? Me too. As someone who still struggles not to be a perfectionist, I hate mess. I can’t function in mess, which is why I am a Marie Kondo stan. (If you don’t know who that is, she’s the queen of organization and you need to Google her immediately.) But in the heart, spirit, and soul, being messy is precisely what’s needed to begin healing our traumas.


When I thought about building Messy Mondays on Instagram, the intention was to create a safe space to talk about the parts of our sex lives and relationships that we might not feel inclined to talk about in polite company. Being messy with one another was fun and funny because of the subject matter we were tackling, but it was also liberating and healing because of the radical honesty that came along with it. Knowing there’s healing on the other side of messy made it less scary for me. Messy no longer made me want to crawl under the covers and hide, hoping that things would magically be in their place when I decided to reemerge.


In fact, because of how much healing Messy Mondays brought me and others, I was inspired to reclaim the word. I want it to be something we own boldly and continue to feel liberated by. I believe so deeply in the transformative power of being messy that I want it to be something we strive for, so I came up with a new definition. Because I’m a dork at heart, it’s an acronym. Bish, I’m about to give you this TED Talk, honey! You ready?!




OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.png
G

C

GRAND CENTRAL
BUBLISHING





OEBPS/images/9780306826221.jpg
" HE)

EEEFR
Gooie
W XA






OEBPS/images/Art_Pxii.jpg
\

/g Ve

p

WOVLD
/- ) n Y\

IBEiF

) @&

S0CiE}
NEVERGOTITS

4 s E ’/
\ (M )






OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
YOU
GOTTA
BE
YOU

How to Embrace This Messy Life
and Step (nfo Who You Really Are

BRANDON KYLE GOODMAN

LEGACY
LIT

B ON NEW YORK





