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In loving memory of the original Queen Diva, Vera Louise Mason Ross-Johnson, otherwise known as my momma
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Na, na, na, diva is a female version of a hustler.

—Beyoncé

I think most artists create out of despair. The very nature of creation is not a performing glory on the outside, it’s a painful, difficult search within.

—Louise Berliawsky Nevelson

[image: Images]



CHAPTER 1


THE GOSPEL
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I FOUND CHURCH WHEN I was ten years old. It was the music that got ahold of me. At the time, 1988, my friends were checkin’ for Michael Jackson, Atlantic Starr, and Bobby Brown. It was cool, but my momma was all about the gospel. “It’s the Lord’s music,” she’d say. Momma never had to force church on me. Unlike so many kids in my neighborhood, I loved the sound of the choir, the drama of the sermons, the Sunday attire—all the fanfare that came with church. Mostly I loved the chance to be with my momma, Vera—and away from my stepdad, Donald.

My first time at Pressing Onward was right before Thanksgiving. Donald was getting on my last nerve. He got on my case for the smallest infractions—I drank too much milk, I didn’t take out the garbage, I left the lights on. He’d badger my mom about how much she spoiled me. “Mind your own kids, Donald,” she’d reply. But he persisted. Truth is, she never really told him off like I know my momma could.

One day Momma, Donald, and I were in the living room while I was grumbling about a homework assignment in which we had to write down all we were grateful for. I had managed a couple of things, but needed a few more and wondered aloud about it. Lawd, Donald jumped off the couch, looking like he wanted to deck me. “How you comin’ in here and not know what to be grateful for?” he asked, his voice an octave too high for my liking.

“I didn’t ask you,” I responded, staring off at the blue-and-white plates hanging on the wall in the dining room.

He took a step toward me. “Who you talking back to?” Louder now; spit was flying.

I looked at Ms. V, but she said nothing.

I was tired of Donald picking on me, and of all the kids at school calling me a fat sissy. I decided it was time to run away. “I hate it here!” I shouted and slammed the door so hard a plate fell off the wall and shattered. I really had to run now. Those were Momma’s favorite.

I believe God puts people in your life for a reason. I was fuming on the front steps, planning my getaway, when Denise Fountain walked by. Red and pink barrettes lined each side of her braided hair. “What are you doing, Freddie?” she asked as she approached me.

“Nothin’,” I said.

“Why don’t you come to church with me? Sunday is the Lord’s day.” Her voice was always a little squeaky.

I thought about it for a minute. “Which church?”

“Pressing Onward,” she said. “It’s fun.”

“Sure,” I said, standing up and skipping two steps to land on the sidewalk.

At church, I followed Denise down the long burgundy carpet of the center aisle until we got to the front pew. Denise pointed to a bald, heavyset man. “That’s Pastor Squalls,” she said. Then to a stylish woman with chocolate skin and a short, curly hairstyle. “And that’s the choir director, Georgia.”

The choir comprised eight women and an organist, or rather, a fabulous queen. His hairstyle was off the chain: he sported an immaculate fingerwave. I knew then that I wanted my hair that way one day. As they clapped and swayed in unison to songs like “Amazing Grace” and “True Praise,” I felt my chest relax and all the chaos from the day start to dissipate. They absolutely hypnotized me with their timing, harmony, and—let’s face it—their style.

What I didn’t realize was how much I could actually love church—until I discovered Pressing Onward Baptist Church. It was right down the street from our house in Uptown New Orleans (in the Third Ward, not to be confused with the posh uptown) on Josephine Street. As a small child, I had passed it nearly every day, but the plain little brick building topped with a small wooden cross had never made much of an impression.

I decided I was going to sing in that choir. I eyed the lady with the roller set again and I decided that I would make myself useful enough to her that she’d have to let me sing. Before we left the church that day, I made a point to introduce myself to Georgia. “Hello, Freddie,” Georgia said. “I’m so glad you came to church today!” I liked her instantly. “And I sure hope you will come back next week.”

“I will, Ms. Georgia,” I said. And I meant it.

Denise walked me home that afternoon. When I walked through the front door, my momma was on the phone. The second she saw me she said, “Here he is, I’ll call you back.” She put the phone down and glared at me. “Come here, child,” she said. I had to tiptoe over shards of blue-and-white porcelain to get to her. She grabbed my face in her hands. I thought she was going to smack me. “Boy, I’m so mad at you, I could whup your ass! I’ve been calling everyone looking for you.” She pulled me in close and hugged me hard.

I realized she had been crying, and I felt terrible for making my momma worry like that.

“Sorry about the plate,” I said, grabbing a broom from the closet and sweeping up the remains.

“Baby, don’t ever leave this house without telling me where you are.”

I wanted to tell her to tell her husband to get off my back, but I just said, “Yes, Momma.”

“Where were you, anyway?”

“Church, Momma. Pressing Onward,” I said. “I want to join the choir.”

“Really? You never wanted to join the choir at my church.”

“I know. There is something about this one,” I said, hoping she wouldn’t be offended.

“As long as you’re going to church, baby, don’t matter which one,” she said.

Over the next six months, I attended the little brick church every Sunday. I discovered that there were lots of projects I could start, besides joining the choir. The first: helping to feed the neighborhood kids. There were so many skinny-ass kids with raggedy clothes walking around the uptown, I told Georgia, “We’re a church. Let’s feed the hungry. It’ll get them to come to church too!”

Her eyes widened in surprise and she took a step back. “Fantastic, Freddie,” she said.

I decided we’d host a “Feed the Kids” day every Saturday. It took a month to plan, but I loved keeping everyone on task. I drew up some flyers and plastered them all over the neighborhood. “Feed the Kids” fed these hungry children the stuff they craved—fried chicken, red beans, salad, and a slice of cake.

Next? I decided to raise money for a new stove. The one the church had was so old, it looked like it was from the thirties, and had only one working burner. I told Georgia I’d put on a Valentine’s Fashion Show for the kids. “The boys and girls can model, and we will sell tickets for five dollars a pop.”

“Freddie, no one has money to buy new clothes for a fashion show,” she said.

“They don’t have to buy anything new; they can wear what they have!” I answered, undeterred.

“I don’t know, Freddie.”

“Trust me, Georgia!” And she did. She let me plan a Valentine’s Fashion Show fund-raiser that no one on Josephine Street will ever forget. Kids from the church wore their own clothes. Every last one of them was so excited to strut down the makeshift runway I had created by unrolling a giant roll of white paper in the backyard of the church. Proud parents beamed as I introduced each model. We raised around four hundred dollars from that show. Not only did we buy a new stove, but we had enough left over to paint the kitchen, too.

After the fashion show, Georgia kept me close, and I grew to love her like a mom. “You’re special, Freddie,” she would say, and my whole body would flutter with excitement. That support I was getting from the church gave my self-confidence a much-needed boost. I wasn’t conscious of it at that age, but the unconditional welcome I was getting at Pressing Onward was something I wasn’t getting anywhere else—not at home, not at school.

But my secret wish was that Georgia would hear my lovely voice and insist I join the choir. Finally, two months later, she brought up singing, but did so while throwing me a major-league curveball. “Freddie, we need some men in the choir for the tenor part. You wanna give it a try?”

“I’d love to,” I said, tingling with excitement.

“But we’ll need to do something about the fact that you’re tone-deaf.”

Huh? I thought. I felt like I had been karate chopped. “Tone-deaf?” I repeated, just making sure I’d heard her right. Maybe I wasn’t Mariah Carey, but I did think I could hit a note.

“Yes, but it’s not a big deal,” she said. “That’s a problem we can fix. We’ll start you in the choir now, and we’ll work together on your pitch after church.”

The following Sunday, Georgia handed me one of those blue robes. I held it up to my nose, taking in the fresh detergent smell. I slipped it over my head and walked out behind the pulpit for the first time, alongside the other members. That new vantage point, looking out at the faces of the congregation, was positively electrifying. I knew most of the songs, so I was just concerned about my voice.

As we sang “Never Alone!” and “Oh How I Love Jesus,” I forgot about Donald and those mean kids who hounded me about being an overweight sissy.

It wasn’t just the lyrics; it was the way they were sung. I hope kids today understand the power of gospel music.

In time, Georgia became my godmom. We are close to this day. I spent so many weekends with her singing and cooking. She was gentle and kind.

And she was right about the practicing. Within a few months, my ear was near pitch-perfect. Also, I started to expand my range, learning to manipulate my vocal cords in ways I never knew possible, even from high falsetto to a low, booming bass. I started prancing around the house, singing loudly. It drove Donald nuts.

My momma noticed too. “Baby, you have a beautiful voice,” she’d say. “Let’s get you lessons.”

“Yes, Momma, I’d love it.” She found voice classes for me, and I started going once a week.

I started walking around Josephine Street belting out loud tenor sounds that would reverberate through the whole neighborhood. That’s how I got to be known as the fat kid from Josephine with the funny operatic voice.



CHAPTER 2


POOPIE
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MY MOMMA USED to joke that I came out of the womb “lookin’ like a monkey.”

I was born January 28, 1978, at Charity Hospital in New Orleans. I’m told I was covered with hair and had breasts when I arrived. Everyone laughed when my mom would tell (and retell) that story at family gatherings. But I always knew she loved me, and I absolutely adored her since my very first memory.

She was a thing of beauty, with a round face and naturally curved eyebrows framing her striking brown eyes. Her dresses hugged her long, lean physique like they were custom-made. As a very young boy, I’d watch her swirl rouge onto the apples of her cheekbones. If she caught me gawking, she’d dab the brush on my nose. “This is girl stuff, baby,” she’d say. “Not for you!” But even then, it looked like an awful lot of fun.

Anyone who knows anything about me knows my momma was my heart. I don’t know if it was because I was gay, so she took extra care with me, but we were tight from the get-go. My best friend, the transgendered Bounce artist Katey Red, once said I was like a baby kangaroo who never left her mom’s pouch. Momma was the original Queen Diva.

Momma styled hair at Candy’s Beauty & Barber Salon on Broad Street. She could handle old-school styles, weaves, updos, and fingerwaves, but nobody this side of the Mississippi did wraps and Jheri curls like my momma.

From nine in the morning to seven at night, she was at her station. She tried to instill beliefs in me: education, hard work, and never, ever letting people tell you who you are. Little did she know that later, when I became a teenager, that ethic would be put to the test.

Although she didn’t share too much about her childhood, I know she was a force to be reckoned with. Born to Clarence Mason Sr. and Hazel Mason in 1960, she was one of six kids in Kenner, Louisiana, a suburb of New Orleans. Maybe when you have five brothers and sisters, you have to be loud or you won’t be heard. My mom’s brother, Uncle Clarence, who we call “Piece of Meat” (as a kid, he was always scrounging for scraps of meat), said that from the start she was the fiercest of them all. “Vera would say what’s on her mind, whether you want to hear or not.”

He said she got that fire from her mother, Hazel. One night, she stole her parents’ car to go party in town. When she got home, Grandma Hazel was waiting for her with a switch.

Didn’t stop my mom. She swiped that car the very next weekend, and after that, every chance she got. That also didn’t stop Grandma Hazel from whuppin’ her ass.

My momma was the center of our family. She was always doing everyone’s hair and hosting throwdowns and cookouts. When it comes to delicious food in New Orleans, we don’t mess around. Couldn’t nobody touch her way with seasoning—crawfish, fried chicken, gumbo, étouffée. I lived for our family gatherings. “Go to your rooms,” Momma would say to me and my sister and brother, and we’d obey. I’d hear howling laughter all night long coming from the kitchen. I’d find out later that she was getting high on herb with my aunts and uncles. That’s how I grew up, surrounded by church, family, music, and food. And violence.

So many close friends and loved ones were murdered by gunfire. Like so many poor people in New Orleans, we struggled and fought on a daily basis and my family was no exception. Even though there was always a lot of love, sometimes Ms. V’s love could be brutal. Her Southern Baptist beliefs did not include a tolerance for homosexuality. When those lips would purse, what came out of her mouth could be cruel, ya heard me? I’ll just leave it at that.

I remember my childhood fondly, though. My father, Freddie Ross Sr., drove the most magnificent bobtail delivery truck for the grocery company Goodman & Beer. Between his and my mom’s income, we did better than most around us. Most of my friends grew up in the projects, but Ms. V wouldn’t settle for that.

Sometimes Daddy would let me sit in the driver’s seat, even though the steering wheel was wider than my arms. When we’d roll down the street, I’d pull on the horn and the kids on the street would wave at us and just scream. I was the envy of every boy on the block.

At the store, I would beg him to take me in with him for a Drumstick ice cream cone with almonds. My dad teased me, because even then I would chat up all the giggling girls behind the counter. “You sure can talk for a four-year-old,” he’d say.

I remember my dad as a soft-spoken, gentle man. He called me Poopie. It was just a nickname that stuck. People always said we looked a lot alike, but I can only see that when he smiles. We have the same mouth. He and Mom met through his sister in late 1975 and it was love at first sight. My momma was only fifteen at the time, but that didn’t stop either of them. They married in 1976, then I came along two years later.

My parents separated when I was still too young to know why, but now I can see my momma was way too young to be married. She was still just a kid who wanted to go out on the weekends, and my dad wanted a wife at home. Even though I would have understood the word divorce at age four, I wouldn’t have been able to accept it. At some point my dad just wasn’t living with us anymore.

He’d still come by the house for me on weekends, though. Momma knew I missed him. “Your daddy’s comin’ for you,” she’d say.

“Is it Friday yet?” I’d ask her every single day.

“No, baby, not yet,” she’d reply.

Then he’d finally arrive at the door, “You ready, Poopie?” he’d ask, and I’d hop into his black 1969 Oldsmobile and we’d cruise together to my grandparents’ house, Earth, Wind & Fire blasting from the car speakers. My paternal grandparents, Ruth and Frank Ross, lived in St. Rose, Louisiana, on the East Bank of the Mississippi River about thirty minutes west of New Orleans. Sometimes I would be totally deflated when he’d leave me there for the weekend. I never knew where he went or what he did, but the message was loud and clear: do not ask. That rejection still stings, to this day.

Not that I didn’t love my grandparents, especially my grandmother, Granny Ruth. She would cook the most savory mustard greens and corn bread and we’d eat it the old-fashioned way, with our hands. At night before I went to bed, she’d tuck me in, bringing me some milk and homemade sugar cookies. I thought I had died and gone to heaven.

I knew I was gay pretty much right from the start. I couldn’t explain why, but I just felt different. If my fascination with singing, baby dolls, and my momma’s hair care products weren’t a dead giveaway, then the little flutter that surged through me when I saw cute boys—and not girls—was.

And from early on, I knew there was something very wrong with it. In my neighborhood, the message was loud and clear—faggots need not apply. The kids I knew who came out to their parents got kicked the hell out of their houses.

There were whispers about homosexuals around the projects, like Sissy Gina, Sissy Shannon, Ronnie, Too Sweet, Mark Tavia (who became my gay mom when I was a teenager), and Sissy LeRoy. We all knew and called them sissies amongst other gays and they were very respected in the neighborhood. But you couldn’t walk around like today, talking smack about the guys who you want to suck off. Back then you’d be killed. I remember hearing people sneer about sissies and feeling that hole in my stomach because I knew that was me.

My brother Adam was born in 1982 to Adam Herman, a man my mother dated briefly. She was excited about it when she found out she was having another baby. And so was I. I couldn’t wait to have a baby brother. I remember when she brought Adam home, I would stand over the crib all night trying to get a good look. The next year, my sister, Crystal, was born, by the same man.

One day, when I was five years old, I came home from school and my mom was folding laundry.

“Is Dad coming this weekend for me?” I asked.

“No, baby, he’s not,” she said, her head down. I couldn’t tell what it was, but something was different.

“When is he coming?” I asked.

She dropped the shirt she had been folding and turned to me, her voice trembling. “Freddie, he’s not. Your dad is gone, baby,” she said. I felt it like a punch in my gut.

“Where did he go?”

“He got put away,” she said.

“Where did he get put away?” I asked. I couldn’t understand it. Like putting away clean clothes?

She got down on her knees and held my shoulders. “He got in trouble, sweetheart, and is going away for a while. Now, that’s all you need to know.” And when Momma spoke in that final way, I knew better than to beg her to tell me anything more.

But that didn’t stop me from missing my dad every single day and looking for his truck to come rumbling down the street once more. I had no idea that I wouldn’t see or speak to my father again until I was eighteen years old.



CHAPTER 3


DONALD DUCK

[image: Images]

IN 1985, MY MOMMA met Donald Johnson. He was a stocky man with a peppered beard and mustache. Maybe Momma had a thing for truck drivers, because he was one too, for Coca-Cola. He was crazy about her. Right after getting together with Ms. V, Donald moved into our house. His two kids, Lil’ Donald and Bianca, would come stay with us every summer.

I loved the idea of a big family, but from the start Donald favored Adam and Crystal and his own kids—and he didn’t exactly like me. Of course, I eventually figured out that it was because I wasn’t “boy enough,” but at eight years old, I just wondered what I had done wrong. I was already dealing with the fact that I felt different, and having Donald on my case was a real annoyance.

One day Donald gave Crystal a brand-new Peaches ’n Cream Barbie doll. She came with a wonderful peach-colored sash and a fabulous matching bow in her hair. I was so green-eyed I could hardly breathe. Before Crystal even touched it, I had the doll out of its packaging. That night, we marveled at her shimmering peach gown.

When Donald peeked into the bedroom to tell us that dinner was ready, he spied me combing Peaches’s long, blond hair. His eyes widened and his mouth set itself in an evil, straight line. “Freddie, why don’t you go play ball outside with the rest of the boys?”

“I want to play with my sister,” I replied, praying he’d leave me alone.

“Real boys don’t play with dolls!” he bellowed, slamming the door hard.

Crystal looked shook. “Don’t listen to him, Freddie,” she said, carefully packing up the Barbie.

“Donald Duck,” I muttered without even thinking. We both dissolved into a giggling fit so bad, I got a stitch in my side. From then on, that’s what we called him behind his back.

“Donald Duck!” she said.

School was okay for me. I was naturally animated and talkative, so teachers liked me. Ms. McCoy at Mahalia Jackson Elementary School called on me to read the Pledge of Allegiance during an assembly. At five, I hadn’t memorized the whole thing, but somehow I managed to get through it all by making up words and smiling. Everyone laughed, and I still remember the gratification that came with commanding an audience like that.

But that didn’t mean kids didn’t clown me. In first grade, these two boys, Willard and Tony, started in. “Freddie the fag!” Tony sneered, and then Willard knocked over my fruit punch. They kept up with that on the regular, and then other boys started to chime in with more of the same.

Thankfully, in second grade Momma moved me to Fisk-Howard Elementary, where within a week I had made myself indispensable to my teacher, Ms. Valmer. Cheerfully, I became her designated helper, organizing her worksheets, writing the day and date on the chalkboard, and passing out the morning snacks. At a parent-teacher conference, Ms. Valmer told my momma, “Freddie is going to do big things.”

It almost balanced out being hazed for being feminine and fat.

One day my momma and Donald were sitting at the dining room table. I told them what Tony had said.

Momma shook her head. “You already know they just mean kids and not to pay them no mind.”

But Donald had to chime in. “I told you, Freddie, what kind of boys walk around singing like a girl?”

“Mind your own kids,” Momma snapped.

I was overweight my whole childhood too. I’m not sure exactly when I gained the weight, but I think all those ice creams with my dad didn’t help. My momma was also a spectacular cook. Her Cajun gumbo and ghetto lasagna (all the ingredients of lasagna thrown together instead of layered) were delicious, but also comforting. I know I used to fix myself a few extra servings I didn’t need. I can see now I was stuffing myself—and my feelings—but back then I figured it was baby weight.

As I approached my teens, I got fatter and the teasing intensified. Two things saved me: church and my uncle Percy. Percy Williams and my momma met through my uncle Ernest when I was ten. Blood is important, but where I come from, family are the people you ride or die for, ya heard me? A soft-spoken man with round-rimmed glasses, Percy was a gentle male figure in my life. And a consistent one.

I’m pretty sure Percy was born with flair. As a boy, he mastered a sewing machine and can stitch together anything, from gowns to drapes. He was a costume designer in the seventies for several New Orleans drag queens and is the go-to guy for customized Mardi Gras wreaths, coconuts, and parasols. I have a dressing room bursting with bedazzled jackets, airbrushed coats, and rhinestone-studded pants—all courtesy of my uncle. I know I inherited my fashion sense from my mom, but it was Uncle Percy who showed me how it’s done.

We didn’t talk about being gay until I got much older. Uncle Percy was from the generation where it was still very taboo. But I knew it like a baby animal knowing its own; it sure was comforting to have him around. I think that’s part of why, unconsciously, I felt okay with my flamboyance from a young age.

After moving around to countless homes, in 1991 we finally settled in a green-and-white shotgun house on Josephine Street in Uptown New Orleans. It was the first home we’d stay put in for a good long while. It was modest, but most of my friends grew up in government housing projects. It was down the street from my aunt Debra’s and it was on the nice part of Josephine Street, half a block down from where all the shootings happened.

And that’s how I met Adolph Briggs. He lived in an apartment at the end of Josephine Street, with his mother, stepfather, and brother, in the same building as my aunt Debra. When I was thirteen he would become my best friend, and he is still one of the most important figures in my life.

It was fate one night that spring that brought us together, or maybe just Aunt Debra’s unbelievably delicious stuffed bell peppers. Sometimes I could smell them from down the block, and my mouth would salivate thinking of how she baked them to perfection.

One night my mom was working late at the salon, and when I got home I was famished. I decided to take a stroll down Josephine Street and knock on my auntie’s door. I could smell the beef and onions from the hallway and thought, I’m in luck. She opened the door wearing her apron.

“You got any supper?” I asked.

“I do, Freddie,” she said, ushering me inside. When I got to the kitchen, there was a skinny little boy, maybe eight or nine, with a buzz cut, sitting at the table with a woman.

“I’m Freddie,” I said, sensing I was gonna like this kid.

“Nice to meet you,” said the cutest little queen I’d ever met, who added, “I’m Adolph.” He offered his hand.

“Can I call you Addie?” I asked. Everyone got a nickname in New Orleans.

“Of course,” he said smiling brightly. When his momma shot him a stern look, he looked down and fidgeted with his hands. It got quiet suddenly, until my aunt opened the oven and pulled out the candied yams and peppers. Addie started humming as we gathered around the table. My aunt placed the peppers on a big serving tray and set them on the table.

“Dig in,” she said.

“Do you sing, Addie?” I asked, serving myself some yams.

“Oh no,” he said, bashfully.

“I bet you do,” I said. “You should come to church with me sometime and sing in the choir.”

“Adolph can’t,” Addie’s momma interjected before he could answer.

“Why, Momma?” Addie said.

“Because I say so,” she said, shooting him a stare. Even at that age, I knew she was concerned about my influence on her son. But I didn’t pay her any mind. I liked Addie, and knew us sissies was gonna be friends.

And we were. We had a lot more in common than being gays in the hood. We both had rotten stepdads. When Addie’s father drank, his temper flared. I’d find out much later that Addie’s stepdad and my stepdad, Donald, were friends, and that they purposely tried to keep me and Addie apart, scared that we would queer each other up.

A couple of weeks later, I called Addie’s house. “Meet me around the corner of Danneel and Josephine,” I said. “You’re coming to church with me!”

“Yes, sir!” Addie said. We went to Pressing Onward that day. We sang “Silver and Gold” and “If You Come to Have Church.” Swaying side to side with the choir, I watched Addie follow along from the pews. His eyes sparkled.

“I love your church, Freddie!” Addie said as we walked home that day. I liked that I was spreading the word of the Lord, but more than that, Addie came alive in that church.

“Girl, you can come anytime,” I said.

Addie stopped dead in his tracks and put up his hand. “Freddie, don’t call me girl. Ever,” he said.

“You don’t know you a fag?” I said. Addie stared back at me, mute. “It’s okay,” I added, putting my arm on his shoulder. “I’m one too.” We continued down the sidewalk. Addie stayed silent, his head turned down.

I guess he wasn’t ready to address it just then. “My momma and stepdad don’t really want us playing together, Freddie,” he said.

“Let’s do this,” I said. “When I belt out my deep operatic call, you answer in a high-pitched alto voice. That way, wherever we are—down the street, around the corner—we will know where were are.” We practiced it a few times and that became our way to communicate if we couldn’t get a hold of each other on the phone.

Addie stopped a couple of feet before his house. “Freddie, my stepdad would kill me if he thought I was gay,” he said.

“I understand,” I said, thinking, Thank God for Momma, because I know if it weren’t for her, Donald would probably kill me too.



CHAPTER 4


JOSEPH
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CARTER G. WOODSON MIDDLE SCHOOL. I was eleven years old. You should have seen this red-skinned boy shooting hoops. Those perfectly toned arms. The way those khakis hugged that round booty. Every girl in fifth grade had a crush on him, and so did I.

Outside of class, Joseph hung out mostly with the group of boys who played ball. So it was quite a surprise when we needed partners in science class and he picked me, especially since a lot of those same guys were calling me all kinds of names.

“Wanna come over after school and play Nintendo, Freddie?” Joseph asked one day in class.

“I’ll ask my momma,” I said, excited about the prospect of getting him all to myself for a few hours.

Ms. V agreed, so after school the following day, I went to his crib. It was a long apartment where you could see all the way down the hallway to a dusty piano.

“My mom won’t be home for a while,” he said, offering me a soda. “Let’s go play,” he said.

“Sure,” I said, following him into a bedroom. I spied a small pile of video games on a table by the TV. I picked out Mario Brothers and Duck Hunter. When I looked over at Joseph, he was standing in front of his bed, staring at me. I felt a shiver from my head to my toes. Then he did something bold: he dropped his khakis to the floor. Through his tight-fitting white briefs I could see that his dick was hard. I didn’t know what to do, so I remained perfectly still, clutching the record. It must have been about ten seconds, but it felt like an hour. Then he turned toward the window, pulled up his pants, and buttoned them up.

“My favorite is the Duck Hunters. Have you played it?” Joseph said, grabbing the game from me.

“No,” I said. As the game came up on the screen, we talked about biology.

The next week, we had a project on electromagnetic energy. We were sitting on his bed, looking at the science book, when he rolled on top of me with his pants on. We rollicked around until we both had an orgasm.

His mother never seemed to suspect anything, nor did any of the girls at school who were dating him.

One of the last times I went to his house, we got close to having intercourse. We were in his bedroom, stripped down naked, when he turned me over. He was actually about to penetrate me when we heard the keys in the front door. We both jumped up and put our clothes on and returned to our study of cells.

“Damn it,” he said, holding his crotch as if he were in pain. I strolled out to the living room and greeted his mom. With all my hormones raging and no one to talk to about it, I sprinted home that night as fast as my legs would take me.

“Momma!” I said, running into the kitchen as she was ironing Donald’s shirts.

“Baby, what’s wrong?” she asked, setting down the iron. “Are you okay?”

“I need some rubbers!” I blurted out.

My momma’s lips pursed, and neither of us could believe those words had actually come out of my eleven-year-old mouth.

“What the fuck do you need rubbers for, Freddie?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” I said, looking down. “I just do?” It was too late to go back.

“I don’t know what’s gotten into you, baby,” she said. “But you don’t need no rubbers.” She pressed the iron down so hard, I thought she was going to burn the shirt. “What’s going on over at Joseph’s? Do I need to call his momma?”

“No!” I shouted. “No, Momma, nothing is happening. I just heard if you kissed a girl, she could get pregnant.”

She laughed and I thought, Thank God, she believed me. That Saturday I happened to be taking Momma her lunch at the salon when I spotted some rubbers in a big glass bowl. Just out there for the taking. I scanned the room. It was full of women chatting under the chair dryers and ladies in stylist chairs straightening their tightly coiled Afros. I made sure Momma wasn’t watching and I grabbed a handful and stuffed them into my pocket. But Gloria, the receptionist, she’d had her eye on me from behind the desk. I stopped with my hand in the bowl.

“Take what you need, child,” she said softly, turning to pull down a jar of Dixie Peach pomade for a customer. After that, whenever I’d go to the salon, Gloria would ask me if I needed more. I never actually used them with Joseph because after that night, Ms. V never let me go to his house again.



CHAPTER 5


COMING OUT

[image: Images]

THE LAST SEMESTER of eighth grade, right before my thirteenth birthday my life changed for two reasons. One, the first Bounce song came out. And two? Well, we’ll get to that.




OEBPS/images/f0vii-01.jpg











OEBPS/images/star.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781501101250.jpg
WITH

NICOLE
BALIN






OEBPS/images/heart.jpg







OEBPS/images/title.jpg
BIG FREEDIA

GOD SAVE THE QUEEN DIVA!

BIG FREEDIA

wiTH NICOLE BALIN

G

GALLERY BOOKS
NEW YORK ~ LONDON TORONTO SYDNEY  NEW DELHI





