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Dedicated to the village, that sacred phenomenon
of black life in America that nurtured me,
sustained me, and continues to inform my heart.

And to the Creator, thank you for placing me in this body,
this skin, this orientation, this life that you have guided
every step of the way.





PROLOGUE

I begin in the streets of my childhood in Baltimore. I remember the joy and love. We were all related by blood, common experience, or mutual care. I was a little feminine creature, a soft boy with a big heart and an even bigger need to love and be loved. The village gave me that love. It was filled with characters—cardplayers and garbagemen, hairdressers and seamstresses, car mechanics and factory workers, domestics, teachers, and preachers, people from the South who came to Baltimore and did their best to adjust to the brick-hard reality of urban life.

My neighbor Mrs. Jordan, sensing I wanted to help, showed me how to scrub her stoop. While we scrubbed, she talked about Lionel Hampton and the man called Charlie “Yardbird” Parker. Other neighbors, like Mr. and Mrs. Wise, had Duke Ellington records on 78 vinyl discs that they played for me. I loved going over to Aunt Nellie’s. She wasn’t a blood relative but treated me like one. At her house, I learned to read music, read magazines like National Geographic, and cut fried chicken to the bone. Aunt Nellie was an elementary school teacher who later became a principal. She and her husband, Uncle Andrew, had no children. An oil painting of their dog Chubby hung over their fireplace. There was Ms. Florence, whose skin was whitening and turning her into an albino and who always had time for me. Mr. Johnson, with his secret stack of nude-ladies playing cards; the drum majors in their fabulous costumes; Jewish merchants like Morris Ginsberg, whose wife taught me words in a strange language called Yiddish.

And there I was—singing doo-wop with the boys, jumping double Dutch with the girls, shooting marbles, moving from house to house where I was always welcomed, wanted, and appreciated. They saw my girlish ways and never once chided me. I never felt the need to hide in a closet. I thrived among my people. They gave me the emotional stamina to be me—the authentic me.

Looking back, I see that the village was founded on the love of God.

God was there before I knew what to call that spirit.

God was there to convey the unspoken words that I heard not in my ears but in my heart: It’s all right. You’re all right. Yes, Carl, you’re safe.

Among the poorest of the poor, among the frightened and the lonely, among the scorned and rejected, among families that were broken and on the brink of destruction, God was there.

God was there in my eyes as I looked at the world around me.

Baltimore, Maryland, 1947, a city of row houses. A city marked by strict racial and social divisions. And a city within a city where a people, cut off from all wealth and privilege, struggled to survive.

The creator was there as I, a chubby child, sat on those worn marble steps and felt sounds coming across my vocal cords. God was there in my voice as I started to sing the first few notes.

I hadn’t been to church all that often, but often enough to fall in love with God’s music. As I stood up and started marching, singing all the way, I pretended to be a member of the choir walking down the main aisle while women in wide-brimmed hats waved handkerchiefs and cried out, “Sing, boy! Go on and sing!” In reality I was walking down the alley between the two houses that would define my childhood.

Once in that same alley I found an old beat-up umbrella. I tore the black nylon material from its frame and threw it over my shoulders. This was my robe. I was singing God’s praises before I knew what those words meant.

God was in my mouth, in my song, in my make-believe.

I can’t tell you why I felt this connection to God.

I can’t tell you why I picked up that tiny ant crawling on the pavement and placed it in the palm of my hand. Why in that creature did I feel a connection to all things? Why did that connection give me a joy that had no name—a joy that kept me calm when I had every reason to be crazy?

Why did I see God in the ant?

Why did I see God in the little green buds on the branches of a scraggly old tree?

Why did I see God in the puffy gray clouds racing across the sky?

Why did I feel God in the first drops of gentle rain falling on my face?

God was with my family when we assembled in the living room to watch the gathering storm.

He was there when the lightning cracked and the thunder rolled.

The elders turned off the radio—even to interrupt their favorite program—and said, “God is speaking through the storm.” The elders believed that God was alive in the power of the storm. The elders prayed silently while we children sat in reverence until the storm passed.





THE TWO HOUSES



I was born in Baltimore, Maryland, on May 26, 1944.

Mom was fifteen, Dad was sixteen, and they never married.

Twenty-nine years earlier, Billie Holiday was born in the same neighborhood of the same city and raised by a single mother. She began her autobiography by saying, “Mom and Dad were just a couple of kids when they got married. He was eighteen, she was sixteen, and I was three.” I have always loved the immortal jazz singer as someone who came from these same streets, my precious soul sister, a wounded healer who could turn pain into beauty and, in doing so, inspire us to do the same.

I was raised by many mothers who took me in and loved me completely. These warm and wonderful women made me strong.

My upbringing was not conventional, but it was typical of how black families, who moved up to great urban centers from the rural South, coped with domestic circumstances. The responsibility of caring for children was often shared among family and nonfamily members alike.

My biological father, Calvin, was not ready for fatherhood. He had little or no interest in raising a kid.

My biological mother, Arlene, did her best. She and her mom, her two sisters, and three brothers all lived in a small row house on Dallas Street in East Baltimore. Mom’s dad had separated from the family and lived a few blocks away on Fayette Street. Dallas Street was the first house I lived in.

The kids in our neighborhood flowed from house to house and were watched over by virtually everyone. My teenage mother was loving, but she had a full-time job and a circle of young friends. Her sisters, brothers, and mother, though, were always looking after me. We were also protected and even disciplined by people who acted—out of love and concern—on behalf of our blood relatives.

Just as the row houses were all connected, so were our families. I loved the connections. This is how we survived.

More than any institution, the church ensured our survival. As we came up from slavery and went through Reconstruction, we suffered the indignities and larcenies of sharecropping. Moving into the big cities, we had nowhere to look for a sense of self-worth, and the church, for all its shortcomings and hypocrisies, instilled within us a sense of pride. In God’s eyes, we were as important and loved as everyone else. We were taught in Matthew 25:45 that “Whatever you did not do for the least of these, you did not do for me.”

My church experience began when, at age three, I attended United Baptist with my mom and our neighbor Miss Nazarene. Mom would wear a chignon woven into her hair. One time, as the music started pumping and the reverend started preaching, Mom got so happy and jumped so high that the chignon came loose and started rolling down the center aisle. I chased after it, running as fast as I could while everyone shouted and laughed.

Miss Nazarene sang with the choir. I could see her up in the choir loft, could identify her big beautiful alto, and was able to sing along in tune. Someone heard me, told the lady choir director, and suddenly I was rehearsing with the junior choir. When the choir director said, “Little Carl is going to sing for us,” I was too bashful to utter a sound. She asked the entire choir to go outside. Imagine—she took such an interest in me that she disrupted her rehearsal.

“Just sing, honey,” she said. “Sing for me.”

I sang my heart out, but when the other kids came back, my shyness returned. I stayed silent. Eventually, though, the director’s gentle encouragement gave me the courage to sing with the choir. And once I started, I never stopped.

Back home, I sang those church songs as I watched the ladies on our block scrub the old marble steps in front of every row house. There was tremendous pride in our neighborhood, even a summertime competition among streets called Clean Blocks. Whose street could be cleaner and prettier? If we found discarded tires, we’d place them at the edge of the curb and plant flower seeds in them. Every morning I’d run down and water the soil, waiting and watching for any sign of growth. The first little bloom was cause for celebration.

Meanwhile, I spent time in two main places, my birth mother’s house and the home of Harry and Jeter Smith next door. The Smiths didn’t have children together. I considered them my godparents and called them Uncle Harry and Aunt Dee. Harry had a daughter named Martha, who was three years older than me and lived across the street with her mama, Aunt Edie. Martha and I were—and still are—as close as any sister and brother could possibly be. Aunt Dee’s mama also took to me. Her name was Stagey Gaines, but I called her Nana.

Nana was the one who looked after me during the day and rocked me to sleep at night. Nana made me feel safe. She had come up from Virginia and was solid as the earth and bright as the sky. Nana was a proud southern lady who went to church every Sunday at Israel Baptist on Orleans Street wearing her pink and black suit and pink-feathered hat.

On Orleans Street she’d point her finger and say, “Now if you go in that direction, Sammy”—Sammy was my nickname—“you’ll find all the homes of those white folk where my daughter cooks and cleans. Go in the other direction and you’ll be downtown in no time.”

Holding my hand, she walked into that church as if she owned it. We always sat on the very first pew. I was convinced that Nana had a direct line to God. She was, after all, a deaconess in his church. She was also a member in good standing of the Order of the Eastern Star. On special occasions, she’d wear her uniform and fez. When the Eastern Star took over church, the entire neighborhood would be abuzz. The pageantry was brilliant.

After church, we went home and Nana cooked up a storm. Then came the weekly chores: on Monday she washed; Tuesday and Wednesday, she would pull out her smoothing iron and press down the clothes. Saturday we cleaned from the attic to the front steps. Then before bedtime she put me in a number ten tub, soaped me up, scrubbed me down, and dried me off. At bedtime, I loved her Bible stories about David and Goliath or Jesus calling the children to his side.

If I got into trouble by playing on the streets too long or falling in the mud and dirtying my shirt, I ran to Nana. Nana felt more like my mama than my mama.

When summer came, Nana canned preserves—peaches, pears, and grape jelly in big Mason jars. I loved to sit by Nana’s side and watch as the iceman arrived carrying a big block of ice. Nana fixed me a cold drink and made me a sandwich. When the sun went down, I sat at the kitchen table and stared at the radio, as if pictures were emerging from that small miraculous box. Stella Dallas, The Fat Man, The Jack Benny Show, and I Remember Mama. Sometimes Nana turned the dial to find the Wings Over Jordan Choir singing the spirituals she loved so much. In the forties, Wings Over Jordan was the most popular church group in black America.

As the sun was setting, Nana pointed out the window to her daughter Aunt Dee, who was walking up the street toward the house, and said, “Look who’s coming, Sammy.”

I ran outside into Aunt Dee’s waiting arms. From the private homes where she worked, Aunt Dee always had a cookie or piece of cake for me. Unlike her mother, though, Aunt Dee said few words. She stuttered severely, and her impediment turned her shy.

In one house or the other, I was a happy child, but it was surely Nana who made me happiest. Her very physical presence—she was a great big strong woman—gave me the feeling of safety. In the color of her skin and the shape of her facial features, you could see the Native American blood that she spoke about. Every August, Nana, Uncle Harry, Aunt Dee, Martha, and I drove down to Virginia for Nana’s Harvest Homecoming Rally, where she was treated like a queen. Many of her relatives had the same Native American/African American characteristics—the thick wavy hair, the rounded nose, the ruby-tinted skin tone. I wasn’t a blood relative, but at those church picnics I was treated like one.

Back in Baltimore, Nana, along with her daughter Jeter, bought me little church suits and dressed me like a little prince. Nana often took me to the funeral parlor where she fixed the hair of ladies who had passed. Mr. Elroy, a gentleman with light skin and wavy hair, owned the establishment. I carefully watched as Nana put wigs on the deceased ladies’ heads or styled their hair with a curling iron. I also attended the funerals themselves, which fascinated me.

The ritual always included the local gospel singer, a lady of strong voice and confident manner. As she sang, Nana hummed along while I, by Nana’s side, joined in. I saw the deep respect given to the grieving family, especially the grieving widow, whose face was covered by a long thick veil. The women dressed in black dresses, black shoes, black hats. The men wore dark suits with black hearts sewn on the sleeves. For the final viewing, Nana and the singer stood on either side of the widow, carefully lifted her veil, and accompanied her to the casket. Meanwhile, the singer shouted out “Oh, When I Come to the End of My Journey,” repeating the lyrics again and again until everyone had a chance to view the body. At that age, I didn’t understand the deep grief, but I felt the beauty of the pageantry. I was moved by Nana’s dignity and strength. Death didn’t frighten her.

Death frightened me. A year later, an ambulance took Nana to nearby Johns Hopkins Hospital. When Uncle Harry and Aunt Dee brought me to visit her, the big marble statue of Jesus in the lobby nearly scared me to death. Nana looked awful, groaning every time she moved. I knew something was terribly wrong, but no one would say what. When they brought Nana home, her chest was covered with bandages. As they carried her inside, she reached out to me. “Sammy,” she said. I took her hand, but then they carried her into the room and the door closed. I banged, but they wouldn’t let me in. When I heard Nana crying, I started crying as well.

“It’s all right, baby,” I heard her say through the door.

For days, I’d sit in front of the closed door, listening to her moans. When Aunt Dee or a neighbor walked out of the room, I tried to run in, but they stopped me.

“She needs quiet,” they said. “She needs peace.”

And then one day, after weeks of being separated from Nana, I watched them carry her out of her room. This time there was a white sheet covering her entire body. I couldn’t see her face.

“Where are you taking her?” I asked Uncle Harry.

“To Mr. Elroy’s,” he said.

I was confused and afraid.

What did this mean?

Everyone in both houses—my mother’s and Uncle Harry’s—went to the funeral parlor. They surrounded me as we walked into the room with the coffin, where Nana lay in one of her favorite church dresses, a smile on her face.

“They laid her out beautifully,” I heard someone say.

She did look beautiful, but she wasn’t moving, and at that moment, I understood that she would never move again.

“Breast cancer,” I overheard one of Nana’s relatives say. “Breast cancer took her.”

The next day, I was in the back of Uncle Harry’s black Buick as we drove down to Richmond County, Virginia, for the funeral held at Mulberry Baptist Church. After the service, I went to the church graveyard and watched them lay Nana to rest.

On the ride home, I cried my little eyes out. I was inconsolable. I couldn’t deal with the idea that I’d never see Nana again—never be in the kitchen with her while she lovingly prepared our evening meal; never hear her tell me Bible stories at night.

Sensing my deep grief, Aunt Dee whispered in my ear, “You’re with us now, Sammy.”

“We’re getting a new house,” Uncle Harry added.

“We have a bedroom just for you,” said Aunt Dee. “We’re going to take care of you, Sammy. We’re always going to take care of you.”

I was having a second and very different emotional experience at the time of Nana’s death. I had my first crush. I wasn’t even five when I fell in love with a boy with soft waves in his hair, eyes like brown embers, coal black skin, and a smile that warmed my heart. He lived nearby, and his name was also Karl[1]. He fascinated me. I loved looking at him from across the street. I loved being with him. I was fixated on his laugh and the way he spoke my name. “Sammy,” he’d say, “let’s play.” That’s all I needed to hear. My relatives couldn’t help but see my fondness for Karl, but they never criticized me. Maybe they thought I’d grow out of it. Instead, I grew even more infatuated.

Increasingly, the adults most responsible for me were Uncle Harry and Aunt Dee. When they moved into their new row house on Jefferson Street, they took me with them. It was there that I had a bedroom of my own. There wasn’t any farewell scene with Arlene, my natural mother. She must have seen that I’d have a better life with Uncle Harry and Aunt Dee. To allow them to raise her son was an act of generosity and love. It all happened naturally.

A few weeks after moving in, I was playing outside with some friends when Uncle Harry came to the front door and shouted my name.

“Your dad’s calling you,” said one of my little buddies.

That’s when Uncle Harry became Dad and Aunt Dee became Mom. Mom was unable to have kids of her own. She adored children and, along with her mother, Nana, had been drawn to me since the day I was born. She was also related to my natural dad’s family: Calvin’s mother was married to Aunt Dee’s brother. So my paternal grandmother and newly adopted mom were sisters-in-law and as close as blood sisters. In fact, it was my grandmother who had helped care for Nana.

Although Baltimore was—and remains—a city with a large impoverished black community, by virtue of this adoption I was blessed to have a magnificent provider. In many ways, Harry Smith was a wonderful dad.

He was an outgoing guy with a gift for making the ladies laugh. A handsome man with dark skin, a pointed nose, and smiling eyes, Dad was often described as a black Clark Gable. He had a way with people. On Saturday afternoons, men from the neighborhood congregated in our little house on the East Side as he handed out money while making notations on a writing pad. Only later did I realize that Harry was a loan shark who, early in life, had learned how to make a quarter on a dollar. In a business culture where blacks couldn’t borrow money from legitimate institutions, impromptu methods—like Dad’s—became commonplace in the community. My natural dad’s mother could also wheel and deal. She ran a big numbers business, which was actually an illegal lottery. Grandma had money.

Grandma was also generous. Every couple of months she invited me over to her East Side house to spend the weekend. She took me shopping on Gay Street, where the Bel Air market sold everything imaginable. I loved the excitement of commerce and the strong trust between the Jewish merchants and black customers. Grandma always knew that the butcher gave her his best meat and the green grocer his freshest produce. She’d pick out a chicken and we’d watch as the poultry man wrung the animal’s neck. After food shopping, we’d go clothes shopping for me. I was given sweaters, pants, and shoes—as well as advice.

“Don’t forget,” said Grandma, “that Harry and Jeter have taken you in out of the goodness of their hearts. No one forced them to do it, child. They did it out of love. So you be sure and do everything that’s asked of you. You mind them. I’d take care of you myself, but I got Carol May to look after.”

Grandma made it plain. Calvin, her son and my blood dad, was a loose cannon. In addition to me, he had fathered Carol May with another woman. Raising the two of us would have been too much for Grandma, whose message to me was Consider yourself lucky. If you do anything to upset Harry or Jeter, you could be out on the street. That message sank in and stayed with me for as long as I lived in Baltimore.

Dad made money on his loans, but our financial security came from his salaried job. The city of Baltimore afforded black men few opportunities, but he was able to get full-time work in the sanitation department. Garbagemen had good benefits and decent retirement pay. Dad worked in Jewish neighborhoods where the people often gave him stylish clothing, good appliances, and bottles of the best wine and liquor.

Harry Smith was a loving dad. He wouldn’t hesitate to hug me, kiss me, and make it safe for me to tell him whatever little problems were on my mind. Later I realized that his affection was born of his own deprivation. He had never known a caring father. Not once did Dad ever mention his father. I never saw the man myself or heard anyone speak of him. Harry was determined to be the father he never had, and I was the beneficiary of his determination.

I spent a great deal of time with Martha and her mom, Edie, whose sister, the woman I called Aunt Dorothy, was one of the most exciting people I’d ever met. In her silk dress and feather hat, her bouffant hairdo and high heels, she looked like Lena Horne in Stormy Weather. She was pure Hollywood. We loved to listen to her stories about her days in New York and her nights in Atlantic City. Then one day she stopped coming around. The reason shocked us: in a fit of jealous rage, her husband had strangled her to death. The mourning went on for months. I remember Edie and Dorothy’s mom, Grandma Sarah, wearing a black veil that covered her face. I remember the silence that fell over our neighborhood. I remember being told that if we played at Grandma Sarah’s house, we must do so quietly, out of respect for the tragic loss of her beautiful daughter Dorothy.

Jeter, formerly Aunt Dee and now simply Mom, kept me close to her during times of tragedy. She would assure me that while bad people exist, they were far outnumbered by good people. I believed her. She had a bond to the God of love that was powerful and permanent. She was the spiritual rock of our household, a woman who had survived the Great Depression with her soul, optimism, and gratitude intact. At the same time, I detected resentment from Mom that she had felt obliged to care for me. From time to time, she didn’t let me forget that I was not a blood relative. The message I got from her was double-edged: The first was We love you and you’re welcome; the second, You’re here but you’re not a full-fledged family member.

During the day, Mom turned the radio dial to gospel music—Sister Rosetta Tharpe, Willie Mae Ford Smith, Mahalia Jackson, and the CBS Trumpeteers, a Baltimore-based quartet that sang about the “Milky White Way.” These were the sounds of a determined people singing messages to excite the spirit and strengthen the heart.

Mom worked as a cook and housekeeper for Jewish families in the more affluent white neighborhoods of East Baltimore. She invariably came home with good reports about her employers. But work, church, and shopping were the only times Mom left the house. Her stutter was so extreme that words locked inside her mouth. At work, she got by because her employers understood and made few verbal demands. If someone rang our bell at home, though, I was the one to open the door. I also always answered the phone. In the presence of Dad and me, Mom was more fluent, but in addressing the outside world, she had a terrible problem making herself understood. As time passed, she became more and more a prisoner of both her stammer and her shame over it.

Shame also shadows same-sex attraction, and yet my first realizations of that phenomenon were free of negative feelings. I thought, for example, that Billy, an overtly feminine man in his early twenties who came through our neighborhood, was a wonder. I related to him completely. He was sharp and quick and clean as a whistle. He wore his hair in the latest process; his outfits were selected with care and flair. His chocolate brown alligators matched his chocolate brown silk shirt. He was graceful as a dancer and smiled like a movie star. When Billy walked down the street, everyone clustered around him. I studied his walk and thought to myself, That’s who I want to be like; that’s the way to dress, speak, and move through these streets.

The other stars were the drum majors who marched in front of the Elks Lodge band. When they showed up, normal life stopped. We ran out of our houses to catch a glimpse. I related to these boys; I knew that they were like me. I loved the flamboyance, the fantastic uniforms, the fur hats, the white boots, the gold batons that they twirled with such theatricality. One time an especially daring drum major threw his baton so high in the air that it stuck in the branches of a tree. Everyone gasped. But just then the wind blew up. It dislodged the baton from the branch and—unbelievably!—it tumbled down into the waiting hand of the drum major, who began twirling it again without missing a beat. The crowd exploded with cheers, as if someone had dropped money out of a plane. That’s when I knew that someday I had to be a drum major.

Meanwhile, I fell deeper in love with Karl, who had a decidedly heterosexual demeanor. That wasn’t true of Babychild*, another little soft boy like me. He lived at the end of the block. His mom and Arlene were close. I think both mothers sensed that he and I were alike. He had a girlish way about him. Our rapport was magical. We would sit on the stoop next to one another and just watch the people pass by. We didn’t have to say a word. Even then, we both knew.

At least on the surface, it seemed that being attracted to other little boys—even to the point of having crushes—was natural. I didn’t get any flack—no dirty looks, no reproaches from anyone in my large extended family. I was a romantic child and saw love everywhere I looked. Like most children, I was innocent. That innocence, though, was short-lived. Its violation came early, and the result was unspeakably confusing.

I was no older than three or four. We were still living on the East Side in that connected community of row houses and alleyways where no one owned a car and kids could run around as they liked. If you acted up, a neighbor was just as likely to give you a whipping as your own mama. It was a community that took care of its own.

But no community, no matter how protective of its own, is free from the age-old manipulation and misuse of children. Like untold millions, I was such a child—carefree and happy to be living in this village where a sense of protection was so evident, yet, at the same time, forced into acts that could never be revealed.

It started on a day when I had to go to the store for Mom. On the way back, Dad’s brother called me into the house he shared with his mother. I can still remember the smells of that house, the darkness, my feelings of fear. My uncle was a quiet man who had lost a leg in the war. When I walked inside, my uncle was seated alone in the living room. The shades were drawn, and he motioned me to stand in front of him. He exposed his erect penis and told me to touch it. I didn’t want to. I wanted to run. But he held me tight and forced his penis into my throat. He held my head so I couldn’t move. I couldn’t breathe. With everything in me, I struggled for air. Tears streamed from my eyes. I was powerless and horrified. I didn’t understand anything. I had never known violence before. When he ejaculated down my throat, I gagged even more. My panic deepened; I was still fighting for air. When he finally released me, he put his finger over his mouth as if to say, Don’t tell anyone. I was a three-year-old trained to obey adults. Adults protected me, fed me, put me to bed. The concept of going against an adult was forbidden. Yet this adult had just raped me.

Thus began many years of covert encounters. “Mention this to anyone,” said my uncle, “and I’ll call you a filthy little liar. Tell my brother and I’ll come over and slit your throat while you’re sleeping.”

So it continued for eight more years. At times I thought about telling Dad but, as a child, I reasoned that the revelation would make my mother and father hate me. Besides, it would be my word against Dad’s brother’s. Dad probably wouldn’t believe me, or if he did, he’d say it was my fault. I kept hearing my grandmother’s warning: he and Mom, who expressed ambivalence about my living in her house anyway, might even kick me out on the street.

I didn’t know what to do, so I did nothing. I simply couldn’t tell anyone. Decades later, as an adult, I did speak of it in public. I had become a minister and was preaching a sermon to my congregation. I was talking about how you can go to Christ with everything.

“Give God your truth,” I said, “whatever that might be, and let God begin to do a perfect work in you. But don’t give God the easy truth. Give God your deepest truth, your deepest secrets, those that have been festering in your heart for years. Maybe even for your entire life. Go to God with your pain, your suffering, and your shame. Let God take that suffering from you and lift that shame off your shoulders. I’m talking about the shame brought on by that uncle or that aunt, that mother or father or teacher or neighbor, that cousin or that preacher who robbed you of your innocence. That person who touched you and confused you with sexual feelings you were too young to understand. Just go to God with it all! Just give it up!”

For the first time, my church exploded. One woman screamed out at the top of her lungs, “All of them! My brother, my uncle, my neighbor, my cousin! Every last one of them!” Within seconds, she was joined by another worshipper, and then another, until the building was shaking with the shouts of dozens upon dozens of people who had been secretly abused at a time in their lives when they were frightened into submission. The screaming went on for fifteen minutes. Some parishioners, overcome with the memory of the pain, passed out. Others couldn’t stop crying.

The truth can be overwhelming: everyone’s story has a subtext. There are dark secrets, unspeakable events, traumas that cannot be voiced or revealed. Or so the world tells us. Or so we tell ourselves. Even as we are submerged into the baptismal waters, even as we claim new birth in Christ’s eternal energy, there are tales that too often remain untold.

As the spirit moved in waves up and down the pews of my church, one believer after another could not contain the pain. My ushers ran out of smelling salts and tissues. I had touched upon the great secret issue of our society.

Years later my sister Martha told me that Dad’s brother would also have sex with young girls on the kitchen floor in full view of the other little girls playing in the backyard. He made sure to leave the door open so the kids could watch him. The man was clearly sick.

Today we know something about sexual compulsivity. Back then, it was an untreated disease with no name. Everyone suffered, perpetrator and victim alike. Everyone stayed silent and let the cancer that is shame and self-loathing work its way through the soul.

At the time, I simply endured it. It existed alongside the rest of my life. It was a secret experience that was given no explanation; it had no voice; it stayed stuffed inside, silent and afraid. Outside, I was a girly little boy. I liked jacks. I liked jumping rope, double Dutch, hopscotch, and all the rest. I was comfortable sitting on the stoop and talking to the girls.

I’ve been asked whether my uncle’s molestation shaped my sexuality. Its impact was profound in many ways, but my sexual orientation was there from the start. For example, my crush on Karl with the wavy hair happened before the encounter with my uncle. I was born not only to love other men but also with an inherent longing to be female. As early as I can remember, I would look in the mirror and tuck my penis behind my legs to pretend that I had a vagina.

My desire for sexual reinvention, unlike my homosexuality, has been something I have not broadcast. As someone whose passion was for ministering to my people, I knew that revealing it would only impede my goal.

As an adult, I found the revelation of my mission taking a dramatic turn. I had dreams in which my people were suffering from a horrible sickness long before the literal suffering began. I knew that I had to address that suffering. I was called to do so. The fact that the church remained silent about this suffering made my mission all the more imperative. My vocation was about serving others. To reemerge in the world as a woman would have complicated a vocation I felt compelled to keep simple.
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