
[image: Cover Page of My Fairy Godmother is a Drag Queen]


[image: Half Title of My Fairy Godmother is a Drag Queen]


[image: Title Page of My Fairy Godmother is a Drag Queen]


Copyright © 2017 by David Clawson

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Sky Pony Press, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

First Edition

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are from the author’s imagination, and used fictitiously.

Sky Pony Press books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Sky Pony Press, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.

Sky Pony® is a registered trademark of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation. Books, authors, and more at skyponypressblog.com

Visit our website at www.skyponypress.com.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.

Cover design by Sammy Yuen

Print ISBN: 978-1-5107-1411-3

Ebook ISBN: 978-1-5107-1412-0

Printed in the United States of America

Interior design by Joshua L. Barnaby


To Wendy West -

because once upon a time

she was my fairy godmother

when I really needed one


HELLO

It’s really weird to see yourself on the cover of a tabloid. I mean, you go into the convenience store at the corner to get an energy drink because you need something to help you stay awake so that you can study for your Calculus exam the next day, and there’s your entire family on the cover:

* Your stepmom trying to look like she’s had to deal with the paparazzi every day of her life since she was born, not just for, like, a few weeks.

* Your stepbrother, who you’d think was really hot if you didn’t know what an idiot he was.

* Your stepsister, who thinks she’s living the American blonde version of Kate Middleton’s life.

* Her boyfriend, with whom you’re in love—more on that later—and …

* YOU, half-hidden in shadow because you were trying your best to get out of the shot, but when all of those guys with cameras were coming from so many directions … well, you know that’s you. Plus, you realize how badly you really need a new winter coat. The one in the picture just doesn’t flatter you the way it did when you got it, when you were thirteen, eight inches shorter, and fifty pounds skinnier.

Is it weird that I keep referring to myself as “you”? Because all of this really happened to me. Me. I still can’t believe it.

I suppose it would be logical to think you wouldn’t have picked up my story if you didn’t already know who I was, but just in case, I’m Christopher Bellows. Although, for all of my seventeen years up until then, everyone just called me Chris. I’m not really sure why the press always identified me as Christopher. Yes, it’s the name on my birth certificate, but if they’d ever just asked that question, I would have told them. But they were interested only in other details—not that they got those right—and never really interested about me. I admit, I bear my share of the responsibility for their getting it all wrong, so I guess I’m just going to tell this story as if you knew nothing, because, in reality, even if you read every single article published up to the moment of the big announcement, about the truth you do know nothing.

So, yeah, the first thing I’d like to make clear is that I was never their maid, their captive, or their slave. (I’m rolling my eyes here, just like you probably would if you ever read or heard that about yourself. And this time I really mean you, not me.) I’m not saying I can’t see how someone could interpret our lives that way if they wanted to, especially since I think it might have been Coco who got that whole rumor started, but since being a drama queen often goes hand-in-hand with being a drag queen, consider the source. Actually, the night I met Coco was the same night we all met J.J. So it’s basically the night that separates the before from the after in this story. I should probably start there. Even if you have read all of those inaccurate news accounts that began the next morning, these were the last few hours of relative calm before the proverbial storm.


CHAPTER 1

A VISION APPEARED

“Chris! I need you!” came loudly from three different rooms—my stepmother, Iris, from her bedroom suite; Kimberly, my stepsister, from her bathroom; and my stepbrother, Buck, no doubt from his usual place sprawled on the couch in front of the TV. Since he was downstairs, and the rest of us were upstairs—I’m speculating—I called down to him that he would have to wait. He growled loudly in response.

My hands were already filled with a curling iron (which was what Kimberly was most likely calling for), the steamer I’d forgotten to put down after using it to remove wrinkles from her new Vera Wang dress that had arrived minutes before, and a bottle of white wine plus a corkscrew (which was almost certainly what my stepmother was yelling about).

“Chris!” Kimberly bellowed again, just as I rounded the corner into her bathroom, and jerked my shoulder to draw her attention to the arm which was precariously clutching her curling iron to my side. She took it resentfully as she said, “You’d better not have been using this as a dildo.”

“You’re disgusting,” I responded with a wince.

So, Kimberly. The stepsister: nineteen, blonde, perfect body, hours away from entering the bubble of fantasy that leads to being named one of PEOPLE Magazine’s “Most Beautiful People,” and someone with whom I have always had, and perhaps always will have, a complicated relationship. More on that later, too.

After quickly plugging the curling iron in and turning it too high, she put her free hand on her flowered-silk-robe-covered hip, and looked at me accusingly. “I’m serious. When and why did you remove one of my possessions from this verboten territory? You know you’re not allowed in here without my permission.”

“Do you really want to interrogate me while Iris waits for this?” I asked, holding up the bottle of wine to avoid explaining I’d been using Kimberly’s iron to curl construction paper for a diorama of the French Revolution for AP History.

Kimberly blanched, saying, “Dear God, run,” but then, stopping me with a hand on my upper arm, whispered, “Get her to drink as much of that as you can before we leave. I don’t know how I’ll make it through this night if she’s not good and mellowed by her ‘medicine.’” The look of miserable anxiety that came over her face was almost enough to make me feel sorry for her. But, seeing as how I was the only member of the family not going to the night’s big event, I was still sulking in my quiet little way and chose to ignore any feelings of sympathy for the spoiled little bitch. So there. I left the room without comment and headed toward Iris’s rooms.
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Now if you’re flipping back to what I wrote before about not being a maid, captive, or slave, I can understand your confusion. Maybe I can explain. First, remember that for most of the time before my dad married Iris—the first ten years of my life, really—he and I had been dirt poor. Since my mom had died of pneumonia when I was still an infant, I learned to take care of myself at a very young age. Although my dad tried his very best to do as much for me as he could, probably by the age of five I was doing more to take care of him than he was doing for himself. But the American Dream being what it is, my dad worked as hard as was humanly possible. With a healthy dose of good timing and even better luck, when I was eleven he hit it big. Suddenly we were rich. Like, stinking rich. At least on paper.

We didn’t really change the way we lived right away, though. I was just glad that I got to spend more time with my dad, and that finally being able to work only one job (managing his new assets) gave my father time to sleep enough to get rid of the dark, under-eye circles that I had always thought were just the way he looked. It turned out I didn’t have to worry about inheriting the genetics of a raccoon after all.

But eventually Dad met Iris Fontaine, of the Upper East Side Fontaines, at some business-slash-charity event, and suddenly our grungy little apartment in Queens didn’t really make sense for a guy now worth over fifty million dollars (on paper, at least). And within a year, we’d moved twice. First to our own large apartment in the upper 80s, and then later into the historic and storied Fontaine brownstone in which Iris’s family had lived for over a hundred years.

In just a few short years, I went from collecting plastic bottles off the street to help add to the household budget to living in a house where Rockefellers and Vanderbilts had once dined. Plus, I had a new stepsister and stepbrother and another new school. It was all too much and too fast, but when I saw the way that my father looked at Iris, I couldn’t resent him for it. Somehow I knew that the love in his eyes was what he’d also felt for my mother, and although he’d never, ever made me feel like he needed anyone other than me, I finally understood how lonely he’d been.

But, oddly, after our family had grown by three, I felt alone in a way I never had before. Plus, we had maids and drivers and assistants and a cook—people to do things that had been my responsibility. (Not to mention the decorators and architects and construction men who flooded into the house. While the place still looked terribly fancy compared to our small apartment in Queens, I was told that the house was a shadow of its former glory, and now that was all going to change.) While I know a kid is supposed to jump for joy when all of his chores and responsibilities are suddenly lifted off of his shoulders, I felt useless instead. I never complained, and I tried to always be pleasant to everyone, but I spent a lot of time alone in my room reading. A lot. Which I guess is pretty much what I’d always done when it was just Dad and me, but back then it had never felt like I was hiding out or missing anything. It was just the way it was. But now it definitely made me feel removed from all that was going on around me, and other than meals and “required” family events, I guess avoided dealing with my new reality by ignoring it as much as possible.

Sometimes, late at night, I would sneak into the kitchen and cook something, just so I could feel useful. But then I was so afraid of getting in trouble with the cook or making her feel bad because she might think I didn’t like her cooking, I would slip out of the house and leave whatever I’d made at a little park where I’d once seen a homeless person sleeping. The next day on the way to school, I’d check to see if the food was still there, and it was always gone. For all I know some city maintenance worker might have tossed it, but it at least made me feel like maybe I was doing something good for someone who needed help.

I guess I would have adjusted to this new lifestyle eventually—maybe—but I never really had the chance. Because when the stock market crashed in 2008, I learned that the danger of being rich on paper is that paper tears very easily. At least the kind of paper of which my dad’s wealth had been made. Since we’ve just met, I’ll save the grim details for later, but suffice it to say that I was technically an orphan, and it left me shell-shocked and overwhelmed.

All I do know is that although I was pretty new to her family, Iris didn’t throw me out. As flawed as they may be, they’re all I have. So, if I have done more for them than some people think is right, well, those people weren’t in our house and don’t really know what they’re talking about. I’m always amazed by how readily people judge the right and wrong of things they know only from the outside. Honestly, it kind of pisses me off.
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“Chris!” Iris called again, in more of a desperate whine than a yell.

“I’m coming!” I said, trying to uncork the bottle as I ran along the hall that separated Kimberly’s end of the house from Iris’s. As I passed Buck’s open door I noticed that his tuxedo had slipped off his bed and onto the floor. I stopped short, bent down to leave the clothes steamer I was also carrying just inside the door, and muttered to myself not to forget where I’d put it, while adding “de-wrinkle suit” to the mental To-Do list running through my head. Which reminded me of all the homework I had due on Monday.

Now that my hands were freer, the cork came out of the bottle easily just as I entered Iris’s dressing room. She heard the pop! and practically melted onto her faded, chintz chaise lounge.

“Thank God you’re finally here,” she said, extending a limp arm in the direction of the wine glass I was filling with a modestly priced Chardonnay. Although she was only in her early 40s, and had been considered the great beauty of her debutante year, Iris Fontaine-Bellows had a haggard puffiness that belied her best attempts to make the world believe that everything in her life was just as perfect as she had always been brought up to believe it would be.

“Are your nails dry?” I asked, holding the glass just out of reach. Partially I was toying with her, I’ll admit, but also I was the one who’d spent much of the last hour giving her a mani-pedi—high on my list of NOT My Favorite Things—so there was some self-preservation involved.

“My nails are drier than Prohibition. Give me the glass!” She even went so far as to partially sit up, and I couldn’t help thinking of the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel as her fingers reached out for her own spark of creation. The possibility of getting that into my AP Art History paper flew through my mind before I handed her the glass, which she half-emptied with her first “sip.”

I waved the bottle in the air as I asked, “Shall I leave this?”

She answered with only a dark look, then pointed at the TV. “Turn up the volume.”

“The remote is right beside you,” I said, gesturing with my chin to where it lay on the side table.

She squinted her eyes as the corners of her mouth hinted at the pleasure she took from using my words back on me. “But my nails. You wouldn’t want me to chip them, now, would you?”

Momentarily bested, I reached over for the remote and turned up the volume. Since I’d gotten home from a Calculus study group a little after lunch, every TV in the house had been turned to NY1 for any and all updates on the night’s big social event at The Plaza, The Autumnal Ball. This was both the reason the house was filled with so much anxious activity as well as the reason I was sulking. Obviously, I could understand that thousand-dollar-apiece tickets were prohibitively expensive, but if the money could be found for everyone else to go, then why not me, too? I sighed.

“Would you stop that!” Iris said. “Do you think I like that we can’t afford for all of us to go? Do you think I like having to live this way?” Entirely free of irony, she gestured around her large dressing room. To be fair, it was faded, threadbare, and out of style, but in a weird way it was comments like this that reminded me more than anything how different I was from my stepfamily. While it was always frustrating, it also made me forgive them a little. To put it simply, they just didn’t know any better. They had always lived a certain way and had never learned to adapt. It all sounded so Henry James or Edith Wharton, and yet a hundred or so years later, for some people, very little had changed.

As the news anchor on the TV announced that they would be going live to the remote reporter at The Plaza, Buck called for me from downstairs. “Chris!”

“You’d better go check on him,” Iris said. “And tell him that if he’s not showered, shaved, and perfect by seven-thirty, I will kill him and his Xbox.”

“You want Buck to be ‘perfect’ by seven-thirty?” I asked.

“You know what I mean,” she said, wrenching out of my hand the wine bottle. “And check on Kimberly. How’s her dress? Did you steam it? She has to look perfect. She has to be perfect. We all have to. God, this is all too stressful. I think I’m going to vomit.” And then she filled her glass to just below the rim and downed it like a shot. “I’ll need you back in here soon to help me get dressed. Well, what are you waiting for? Go!”
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As I walked down the stairs to the ground floor, I could hear the news reporter from the living room TV. “… But what really has tongues wagging about tonight’s Autumnal Ball is the expected attendance of the man being called “The Most Eligible Bachelor in America,” none other than J.J. Kennerly.”

I entered the living room to see video footage from some other red carpet event of the ridiculously handsome, brown-haired, brown-eyed, square-jawed, cleft-chinned J.J. Kennerly, the only child of the closest thing America has to royalty.

“I don’t really get why everyone thinks he’s all that,” my stepbrother Buck said from the couch. He was stretched out over the length of it in sweat pants and a t-shirt that barely contained his pecs and biceps. The tennis shoes he’d kicked off lay sloppily on the floor. “I mean, seriously, would you want him humping your buns?”

“You’re not funny, Buck.” Over the last few months, he and Kimberly had both taken to making rude comments like this to me incessantly.

He acted as if he were thinking about what I said, then responded, “Yeah, I am.”

I sighed deeply. “What did you need me for?”

“Do we have any Fritos?”

“I don’t know. Did you get off your lazy ass and go look?”

Buck sat up, leaving his legs outstretched. “First off, I don’t want you thinking about my ass. That’s disgusting. We’re semi-related. And B, you’re the one who is anal-retentive about the kitchen—among other things—so I didn’t want to disrespect your purview.” He lay back, proudly crossing his arms over this chest, as if he’d just won the Academic Decathlon.

Here’s the thing about Buck. He’s annoying, obnoxious, a total jock, Xbox-worshipping meathead, but then he’ll throw in an SAT word like “purview.” And even use it correctly. I have a theory that he’s not actually as stupid as he likes to act, because often he’ll play the stupidity card in a really smart way. He’s especially good at using it to give Iris and Kimberly shit, but getting away with it by acting like he has no idea what they’re talking about when they get upset with him for whatever he just said. It’s either really good luck or a little bit of genius. I can never quite decide.

“Do you need anything other than Fritos?” I asked. “Because I’m not making two trips. I have too much to do getting them ready for this thing tonight, and Iris said if you aren’t ready by seven-thirty, she’s taking away your Xbox. And, by the way, you didn’t hang up your tux like I told you to, and it fell on the floor, so now it’s wrinkled. I left the steamer in your room, because I don’t have time to do that along with everything else.” I hadn’t planned on asking him to steam the wrinkles out, but I figured it was worth a try.

His brow momentarily darkened. “Why can’t I just put the tux in the bathroom while I’m showering and let it get steam that way?”

See what I mean? Lazy … or stupid-smart? Very dangerous.

“That’s worth a try,” I said as I started out of the room. “Decided on if you want a soda or not?”

“Nah, too many empty calories.” As if the Fritos wouldn’t be.

Soon after my father’s death and the reality of our financial situation became clear, not only did the restoration and redecorating of the house stop, but all of the help was quickly let go. Since I was the only one of us with much experience taking care of a house or cooking, it fell onto my fourteen-year-old shoulders to take the lead. It gave me a purpose, and a way to avoid sitting in my room all day thinking about my dad, so I was more than willing to assume the responsibility. It never occurred to me that the role might be forever, but even that probably wouldn’t have stopped me, because at that time I was mostly just terrified of being sent to an orphanage or somewhere equally Dickensian. Iris still got some money from a trust fund at the beginning of each financial quarter, and I quickly learned to get money for groceries and household incidentals the first day the check arrived. She had never learned to adjust the spending habits she’d developed in her youth, and the money was always gone long before the next disbursement. So, typical Buck, he used my stewardship of domestic affairs to get himself some corn chips without ever having to get up from the couch.

No sooner had I placed the snack into Buck’s hands than another cry of, “Chris!” came from upstairs. Kimberly again. Buck looked at me with something close to sympathy, although I wasn’t sure if it was for me or for her once he said, “Mom has her totally freaked out.”

“Well, we can’t afford for our wine bill to double, so I guess I’d better get up there and see if I can calm her down.” As I walked up the stairs, my cell phone buzzed, but it was only a text from Vibol, one of the study group kids, with a question. It’s not like anything in my history would warrant my expecting an invitation from a schoolmate to go out and be social on a Saturday night, but the human heart has a bad habit of being hopeful.

The next two hours flew by in a frenzy of silk organza, hair products, and for Iris, another bottle of Chardonnay. But by seven-thirty, all three members of my stepfamily were standing by the fireplace in the formal sitting room, having their picture of perfection taken by me with Iris’s iPhone. As she checked to see if the photo met with her approval, Iris asked, “Do you think it would seem desperate to email this to all of the society section editors?”

“Yes!” Kimberly, Buck, and I all said in unison.

She looked up at us like she wanted to say something, but a hiccup distracted her. “Maybe I should have one last drink before we go. But first, I need to use the powder room.”

Once she’d walked out of the room with impressive grace, save for a little stumble going from the well-trod antique Oriental rug to the chipped marble of the entry hall, Kimberly looked at Buck and me with disarming fear and vulnerability. “Do I really look okay?”

“I’d do ya,” Buck said in his version of high praise. “I mean, if you weren’t my sister and all.”

Kimberly smiled at him appreciatively. “Thanks, Buck.” Then concern returned to her face as she looked directly at me. “Well?” she asked.

Remember how I mentioned that Kimberly and I always had a complicated relationship? Well, this was one of those times where I definitely had the upper hand and a golden opportunity to really screw with her psyche. It was just too tempting!

But if there’s one thing that I’ve simply never been good at—and trust me there are thousands—at the top of the list is lying. So I told her the truth. “You look like a princess in a fairy tale.”

Kimberly blushed, softly whispering, “Thank you.”

“She should, as much as that dress cost,” Buck said. I suppose he was making an attempt to lighten the moment.

“Shut up, Buck!” Kimberly said, swinging her dainty arm with impressive force at his shoulder.

“Ow!” Buck rubbed where the blow had landed.

Iris stomped back into the sitting room, still lifting the billowing skirt of her gown as she readjusted her undergarments. “Would you two stop it! Damn it, now I’m not going to be able to relax over a last drink. Chris, go get us a cab. Please.”

I slipped out of the room as she began to lecture them on what an important night this was for the family’s future. I couldn’t help but think how fitting that I was missing a speech that started that way, and for maybe the, oh, ten thousandth time I felt that pang of loneliness orphans must feel anytime they see a family doing the sorts of things that families do together—weddings, funerals, Autumnal Balls at The Plaza—and I couldn’t stop myself from thinking for the ten millionth time about my father, and what this night might have been like if he were still alive.

I was kept from losing too much time down that rabbit hole by the convenient appearance of a cab in the distance. I dashed down the stairs, waving an arm, and within a couple minutes, it drove off with Iris still lecturing Buck and Kimberly. I might have heard something about a scheme to make it look like they were getting out of somebody else’s limousine, but I couldn’t swear to that, because, honestly, the cab hadn’t been as big of a distraction as I’d hoped. Its taillights hadn’t even faded out of view before I was sitting on the front stairs with my head in my hands, indulging in one of my I-don’t-think-unreasonable funks. Homework could wait a little while longer; I had self-pity to bathe in first.

I’m not sure how long I was lost in those unhappy thoughts before a voice said, “Child, if that frown gets any lower, you’re gonna trip someone.”

And then I looked up to see standing before me … Diana Ross?


CHAPTER 2

SAYING IT IS DIFFERENT

Okay, it couldn’t actually be Diana Ross. I knew that because she’s like a grandmother or something now, and this was a very young Diana Ross, wearing a shiny, long, tight, flapper-fringed gold gown like something out of The Supremes’ high-glamour period. If you don’t know who I’m talking about, think Rihanna without the piercings and tattoos. Or Beyonce in Dreamgirls, because I’m pretty sure she was really supposed to be playing Diana Ross, but for legal reasons they called her Deena Jones. Even Buck figured that one out. Lawyers.

“Um, so you’re supposed to be Diana Ross, right?” I said with a lack of certainty.

“Well, darlin’, who the hell else ever looked this fabulous?” she said, waving one glove-covered arm over herself like she was a part of a “Showcase Showdown” on The Price Is Right.

Now that I was paying more attention, I realized that “she” had a rather deep voice. But I didn’t want to jump to any conclusions and say something wrong, because some women just have deep voices, just like some men have high ones, and both sets must get really tired of the wrong, “Yes, ma’am,” or “No, sir,” from telemarketers and the like. And she was really, really beautiful, with smooth brown skin dusted over with some sort of shimmering makeup.

After a longer pause than was natural, I finally blurted out a confused, “Where did you come from?”

“You mean like Harlem, or what the hell am I doing on your street?”

“Um, the second one, I guess? But without the ‘hell.’ You’re perfectly welcome on any street, including this one. I’ve just never seen you before. Or anyone like you.”

“Mm, ain’t you a flatterer.” She held out a gloved hand for me to shake, which I did. “Please allow me to introduce myself. I am Ms. Coco Chanel Jones. And don’t you forget it.”

“I don’t think forgetting is an option.”

“More flattery. I like that. Anywhoo, you asked how I came to be here. Well, it’s a sad tale, but you look like you’re trafficking in sad these days, so let’s just say that cab driver did not take kindly when I realized I left my purse at home. So he dumped this fine piece of African goddess down the street there, and then carted off your fancy-dressed friends. You don’t happen to have a spare Metrocard, do you?”

“Oh!” I said, feeling badly that I’d flagged down the cab that had just dumped her. (Him? Her? I still wasn’t sure.) Then, wanting to make her (him?) feel better, I said, “They’re not my friends. They’re my … family.”

“MM-hm, I heard that,” Coco said, pursing her lips. “Let me guess. You’re all sad because they’re going somewhere that you want to go. Am I right?”

I nodded reluctantly.

“Where?”

“It’s stupid,” I said.

“Don’t try Coco,” Coco said, wagging a gloved finger with a huge sparkling costume diamond ring on it at me. “You’re cute, but I get bored easily.”

It’s always a nice surprise being described as cute, but since I still couldn’t figure out which sex was calling me this, I shifted uncomfortably on the cement step. “Really, don’t worry yourself. It sounds like you have enough troubles on your plate.” But before she’d even had chance to say anything else, I found myself continuing with more than I’d meant to say. “It’d just be nice to feel included for once.”

Coco tapped the toe of one of her gold five-inch stilettos on the sidewalk a few times before crossing her arms over her chest, saying, “Don’t make me get blood on my new shoes kicking in your head because you won’t just say where it is you want to go. Do I really look like someone who has a tolerance for the repressed and soft-spoken?”

The look of good-humored intolerance somehow got me to actually blurt out to this complete stranger what it was I wanted. “The Autumnal Ball! Okay? There, are you happy? They went to the Autumnal Ball at The Plaza, and I wanted to go, too.”

And then Coco let out the most unexpectedly cruel cackle I’d ever heard, and I immediately regretted sharing such a personal pain.

But it turned out her laugh had not been cruel. That was just the way I heard it at first, because she followed the laugh with a huge smile, saying, “Child, fortune just gave you a big, wet, tongue kiss!”

“Huh?” I said. For many reasons.

She began to struggle up the steps in her tight dress and five-inch heels, putting a hand on one of my shoulders for balance. “Baby, we’ve got to get you cleaned up and pretty. I’m going to be your fairy godmother, ya hear?” she practically shouted in my face. “And when Coco says fairy, honey, she means fairy! Hey, now!”

I struggled to stand while trying not to make her lose her balance, all while attempting to figure out what the heck was going on.

“I’m confused,” I said.

Now standing one step below me, but with those five-inch heels, Coco was pretty much eye-to-eye with me. She put her hands on my shoulders, looked deep into my eyes, and said the most unbelievable words that I never thought I’d hear. “Child, I am taking you to The Autumnal Ball.”

“The … but … but … I don’t have a ticket.”

“Don’t worry about it.”

“But how—”

“Don’t worry about it.”

“But I don’t have a thousand dollars for—”

“I said, don’t worry about it.”

“But how can I not worry about it? Worrying is what I do! About everything!”

With an unexpectedly calm smile, Coco put I finger to my lips. “And that’s why you need a fairy godmother. For the rest of the night you’re not allowed to worry about anything. You have one, and only one, responsibility. To have a dream come true and have the sweetass time of your sweetass life. Do you understand me?”

I didn’t really feel like I had much of a choice other than to nod in agreement. Besides, homework could always wait until tomorrow.
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Coco ooh’d and ah’d as we walked up to the third floor where my room was. I’d started out apologizing for the deteriorated state of the house, just like I always heard Iris doing on the rare occasion she had to let someone inside. But after Coco interrupted me to say that she lived with her single mother and four siblings in a two-bedroom walkup in Harlem, I decided to keep my mouth shut.

That didn’t mean she was very impressed with my bedroom. It was admittedly minimalist, but that was at least partially my fault. When my dad and I had first moved in, I’d asked to be put on the floor above the others, because I didn’t want to displace anyone, or give them any extra reasons to resent my entering their lives. It also gave me the chance to remove myself a bit from a situation I wasn’t entirely ready to embrace. And since the third floor had been where servants were housed back in the day, the decor was definitely utilitarian. But I had a bed (old, but surprisingly firm), a chipped antique dresser that must have been a piece of pride in its heyday, and a simple desk and chair. Luckily the desk was pretty large, because I generally had lots of books stacked on it, and the chair was comfortable, which was all I really needed to focus on my schoolwork.

The best part of the room was that I had my own little balcony. Since it was at the back of the house, it looked out onto the small garden alcove of one of our neighbors, the NYC version of a backyard. When the weather was nice, I often spent many hours there reading, enjoying the fresh air and the slightly muffled sounds of the city. Kimberly’s much larger room was beneath mine, and her much longer balcony stretched out below me. There had once been a time when I’d first moved in that I thought she and I might somehow bond over this shared experience, her escaping to read on her balcony, me escaping to read on mine, and our eyes would meet and we’d realize that we weren’t so alone after all. But that never happened. Kimberly wasn’t much of a reader.

To be fair, since it had just been my dad and me up until then, I’m not sure I really knew how to be part of another type of family. I’d never had a mother I knew, and I’d never had siblings, so my expectations were based on what I’d seen in movies and on TV. Iris and her children were definitely not like that.

“You’re kidding me, right?” Coco said as she looked through the clothes hanging in my closet. “That little cuntella was wearing this year’s Vera Wang, and their cheap asses can’t even buy you a suit?”

“How do you know what designer she was wearing?” I asked.

Coco raised a worldly eyebrow at me. “I’m your first drag queen, ain’t I?”

“Oh. So you are a he.”

Coco’s other eyebrow raised to meet its partner. “We prefer ‘she’ when we have put this much time and money into our appearance, thank you very much.”

“I can do that,” I said.

I guess I looked a little spooked, because she shook her head with a soft chuckle and said, “Shit, next you’re going to tell me you don’t even know you’re gay.”

And then I guess I looked more than a little spooked, because for the first time I saw a glimpse of whomever Coco was when she wasn’t in drag. Everything about her went sort of soft and quiet. “Oh, precious, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to say that. You don’t have to be anything you don’t want to be until you’re ready. When am I ever going to learn to keep my big mouth shut?” She looked down at the floor, biting her lower lip.

So here it was, the moment I’d been dreading. And hoping for. When someone would say those words, “you’re gay,” and I wouldn’t feel the knee-jerk need to deny it.

Because the fact is that … well … I am gay. The idea of it had taken a few years to solidify in my mind, and in the last year or so I would even experiment with saying the words out loud—always when I was in the house alone—just to see if anything cataclysmic would happen in the world, mine or at large. “I’m gay. I am gay. I like guys.” Little one syllable words that changed everything. But no lightning, no thunder, no turning into ash and dissolving into the ground. Nothing really, except for the feeling that somehow I’d done something wrong.

I don’t know if you’re gay or straight, or even if you are gay, if you’ve ever felt this way, but for me, I always felt like the words, “I’m gay,” needed to be followed by, “I’m sorry.” Dad, I’m sorry if I’ve disappointed you by being something other than the man you thought you’d been raising all of these years. Straight girl with a crush on me, I’m sorry if you were having visions of a long romance and eventual marriage to the only guy you’ve ever known who would also rather watch episode after episode of Gilmore Girls reruns than football or a Transformers marathon. Straight person, I’m sorry if the differences in our sexual and emotional wiring make you uncomfortable. Because that’s something that seems to get forgotten in all of this talk of sexual “preferences.” Being homosexual isn’t just about sex. It’s about who we have emotional romantic connections with, whose arms we actually feel at peace in, who completes the—dare I say it—fairy tale of what romantic and domestic bliss is for that individual.

And then, after all of that hypothetical apologizing, I’d get kind of annoyed. You know what, yes, I’m sorry I’m gay and if that creates issues for you, but I’m having to deal with it, and so must you. Because it’s not changing, it’s not going away, it’s always been there, whether we’re talking about my history or the history of the world, so we’re all just going to have to deal with it. Case closed.

So many words like that had run through my mind for years, but saying them aloud, to an actual person, was very, very scary.

“No, it’s okay,” I said. “I’m … I am … it’s just that knowing it and saying it are … different. You know?”

When I looked up into Coco’s eyes, I saw them beginning to tear up, and evidently that was not okay with her because she shoved me towards the bed as she reached into one of her arm-length gloves and pulled out a cell phone. “You just sit there while I make a few phone calls. We’ve got to get you a suit jacket, and I ain’t walking through a field of cow shit with someone in Payless shoes. Those cheap motherfuckers. She gets Vera Wang and you’re wearing Payless freaking shoes!”

After I gave up trying to argue that there was nothing wrong with nondesigner shoes and clothes, Coco sent me to go take a shower.

[image: image]

Since Coco didn’t have her purse, I paid for us to take the 6 Train. One of the great things about living in New York City is that you can get on a subway on the relatively conservative Upper East Side with an uber-glamorous drag queen, and other than a few happily scandalized tourists, no one bats an eye. One elderly Russian lady asked how Coco managed to walk in such high heels, but her husband said, “If your legs had ever looked like that, you would have found a way.” For a second I thought she was going to hit him, but then she just blew out her cheeks and said he was probably right.

When a seat opened up, a rather handsome Dominican man motioned to it with a, “Ladies first,” and Coco flirted with him so hard I finally understood what it meant for people to eye-fuck. Luckily he got off at the next stop, or I’m not sure she would have said a word to me.

“Whew,” Coco said, after her eyes had followed him down the platform as far as she could. “I was afraid he was going to give me a hard-on while I’m tucked.”

“What’s tucked?” I asked.

Coco looked at me with slight exasperation before saying, “Child, did they have you locked up in that attic? Because no kid that grows up in New York City is that damn innocent. What do you think tucked means?”

My eyes briefly went to the crotch of her dress.

“That’s right, baby. Men do not appreciate what a beautiful woman goes through.”

I figured this wasn’t the time to ask why, exactly, she felt the need to put in all of that effort to look like the sex other than the one she had been born. Being gay had certainly never made me want to dress or look like a woman. But to each his or her own, right?

Instead, I said, “So you still haven’t told me how we’re supposed to get into this high security event.”

“I told you not to worry about that. What I want to know is why everyone else in your family gets to go, but you don’t.” She bent over to pointedly look down at my inexpensive shoes, as a way of pointing out that she was following my request to drop that topic.

I explained all about Iris being my stepmom, and dad’s death, and so on and so forth, but when I finished, Coco just said, “Okay, so money is tight. I certainly understand that, trust. But why spend the money for them to go? Let alone the money that Vera Wang gown set y’all back. Lordy!”
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