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For my aunt DeLisa Dean-Betts

and

To all the gay, lesbian, and transgender people

who live out loud, boldly, daringly, and without fear






If it weren’t for blacks, Jews, and gays, there would be no Oscars.

—Ellen DeGeneres,

Host of the 2007 Oscar’s, opening monologue




It is better to live your own destiny imperfectly than to live an imitation of somebody else’s life with perfection.

—Bhagavad Gita







DISC ONE








1. WELCOME TO HOLLYWOOD



ONE OF THE MOST invigorating things to do at least once in your life is to drive across the country and take in the wonderful views of the great ole U.S.A. I fell in love with life all over again after witnessing some of the most beautiful skylines spread throughout Oklahoma, New Mexico, and Arizona.

It took us two days to drive to Los Angeles from Nashville, Tennessee. I was so excited that the long drive didn’t bother me. It was me and my boy, Jacob, from North Carolina.

I was thrilled to be out in the world, seeing the green and brown land, and looking at the blue sky. I was twenty-eight and just released from a correctional facility in Nashville. I spent eight months in prison for stealing a car and was released early on parole for good behavior.

I stole the car years earlier while I was in college in Nashville, and the judge put me on probation. I wasn’t supposed to leave the state without permission, but as soon as I graduated from college I hightailed it out of Nashville, and became a fugitive on the run for several years.

The first place I went to was Washington, D.C., where I started working in television production, and then later I went to Wilmington, North Carolina, where I met my boy, Jacob. It was in Wilmington where I was caught and extradited back to Nashville to serve my prison time.

But when I first arrived in D.C., after college, I was broke and sleeping on the living room floor of a friend. I was desperate to make my communications degree work for me. I was fortunate to land an internship with CNN, which I liked. I found what I was meant to be doing. I discovered something that brought me joy, and it was working in television. What so many search their entire life for, I found early.

When I went to work each day at CNN, it was magical. I spent four years in college trying to figure out what I wanted to do, so I felt like the luckiest person in the world to have discovered my passion, something that gave me a purpose. After being there a few weeks, I decided that I wanted to become a producer. They were in control and handled business. People respected them, and I liked the title because it seemed to have prestige attached to it.

I couldn’t have asked to get better training for it, either. I was working with the most prestigious news network in the world. I was going places. I became a sponge and soaked up every piece of knowledge about television that I could. I asked questions, I volunteered to do things, and I stood out. I was on a mission to make it in the entertainment world.

After my release from prison I was a free man, but I had a record. I was tarnished. My squeaky-clean record now had a felony conviction on it. In the real world my chances of finding a decent job and making decent money would be even more difficult. With a felony, I knew I couldn’t work for a bank or any financial institution. Not even most corporate companies would hire me. I couldn’t become a teacher or work for any government agency. My list of options was very short.

But I discovered that in the entertainment industry many people had felony convictions. Many people were criminals. The very thing I loved the most was a saving grace for my life.

In the world of Hip Hop, the more adversity in one’s life, the more street credibility earned. And with street cred comes your playing card: dropping out of school to make money (gold card), selling drugs (platinum card), jail term (titanium card), getting shot (the almighty, invite-only black card). I’d been to prison so surely I would be accepted, no questions. Hip Hop artists usually fall into one or even several of these categories.

Now that I was working in the entertainment industry, I didn’t worry about my livelihood. I could make money doing something I loved to do. Besides, I didn’t have to explain or tell anyone about my criminal past. No one asked. There were no applications to fill out and no human resources department to do criminal background checks. So there was no need to be fingerprinted or provide my social security number.

Being in the clear and not feeling limited, I worked on movie production sets, learning everything I could. I was moving quickly up the ranks from production intern to production assistant to production coordinator. I was on my way toward my goal of becoming a film producer. My name was spreading among production crews because I had a great work ethic. I didn’t mind the long hours and going above and beyond my job duties. I wanted this. I needed it. And the hard work paid off with a plethora of job offers.

Jacob and I kept in touch while I was locked up, so I called him as soon as I got out. I had to find out what was going on in the industry and if anyone was talking about me. I had developed a name for myself and I didn’t want my arrest to prevent me from moving up in my career. I was determined to make it in entertainment. This was the only thing I knew and I didn’t want to lose it.

Jacob was a real cool brother who didn’t pass judgment on anybody so I knew I could trust him. He was a down low brother, like myself. Although we had girlfriends and slept with women, we also liked sleeping with men. The women were unaware of our lifestyle.

Jacob let me stay at his condo with him in North Carolina. The place was right off the beach, and it was laid out beautifully. Jacob had very nice taste, and his condo was a reflection of it—big-screen televisions, plush leather furniture, and queen-size beds in each of the three bedrooms. He was making some serious money as a soundman in North Carolina.

He was also one of those brothers who everybody loved, with the nicest disposition and kindest heart. Whatever you asked of him, he would go to great lengths to help you. When I got locked up, he just packed up all my things and put them in his basement. I was very grateful for his kindness and willingness to stick by me.

“Jacob, what’s going on? What are people saying about me?” I asked nervously when I called. I had been gone for nearly a year.

One thing about the industry is that any bad news, gossip, or rumor will spread faster than wildfire. But as quickly as they spread, they are forgotten. If you’re away from the industry for too long, you, too, can be forgotten. It’s true what they say: In this business you are only as hot as your next project.

“Nobody’s talking about it any longer,” he replied. “It’s old news. Besides, this is Wilmington, this ain’t Los Angeles or New York where the big boys are.”

I was relieved. That meant I could get back in the game and start fresh.

I just needed a place to go. Nashville is cool but, let’s be real, it’s not a television or film city. I needed to be in a place where I could make things happen.

Jacob let me know he was moving to Los Angeles to continue his career as a soundman for films. I was looking for a new start in life and to begin my career as a film producer. He was driving cross-country and planned to pass through Tennessee. He asked if I wanted to go along with him out to Los Angeles. That was music to my ears.

Before I spoke with Jacob, I had narrowed down my choices to either going back to New York or trying out Los Angeles. I chose Los Angeles. I could hide in a big city. In Hollywood it’s all about illusions. I could be anyone I wanted to. I had already lived in New York for a couple of years, and besides, the farther I was away from my family in Detroit, the better. I didn’t have a good relationship with them and hadn’t seen them in a couple of years.

While I was holed up in Nashville, I was staying at a motel off Trinity Lane. It was one of about six sleazy motel spots for truckers, druggies, and prostitutes, but I had my freedom and I knew it was temporary.

Being locked up makes you appreciate the small, simple things in life. Once I knew Los Angeles was my way out, I knew it was a sign from God. I just knew it. I could feel this was my chance to start over.

The motel was twenty dollars a night. My cousin Cynthia wired me some money that I had stashed at her home in Detroit. Damn, that six hundred dollars was right on time. It wasn’t a lot in a city like Los Angeles, but I’d lived off less than that before.

When I lived in D.C., I barely had money because the internship with CNN did not pay. I had to live off money I made from a part-time telemarketing job. The only thing I could afford to eat were Snickers bars and potato chips. That was my meal every day for lunch. For dinner, it was whatever pieces of chicken and pasta I could find for less than five dollars.

I was excited that I had some money to help me move to Los Angeles—I was desperate to go.

One thing I needed to take care of before leaving Nashville, however, was getting my parole transferred to Los Angeles. I was going to be on paper for two years and I definitely didn’t want to be in Nashville all that time. I wanted to get as far away from Tennessee as possible. Being a black man with a felony in the South and trying to get a job was like going to an all-white college and trying to convince them you did not get in because of affirmative action. It ain’t going to happen.

In order for my parole to be transferred to Los Angeles, I had to prove I had a place to live and a job.

A good friend of mine, Sandy, had recently moved to Los Angeles to pursue her career as a producer as well. She knew about my sexuality—she was one of the few people with whom I shared my deep, dark secret. I actually had no choice but to tell her.

Sandy is very attractive and has humongous breasts and they are very hard to miss. When we met I fought hard not to stare at them as they spilled out of her top. After a few months, she came to me and said, “You’re gay aren’t you?” I looked at her, perplexed. I had never before been approached so forthrightly by anyone asking me about my sexuality.

“Naw, why you say that?” I asked.

“Well, most men can’t keep their eyes off my breasts when they speak to me. But you never stare at them while you’re speaking to me.”

Although she was right, I was simply trying to be a gentleman and not make it obvious. We joked about her breasts, and I confessed to her that I was bisexual. I told her that I was still attracted to women, but I liked sleeping with men. After that, she would grab my hand and put it on her breasts, or she would grab my head and push it inside her cleavage. “I’m going to turn you straight,” she would joke with me.

I called Sandy and asked if I could stay with her. I let her know that if I had a place to live in Los Angeles there was a strong possibility I could get my parole transferred. “Boy, you better bring your black ass out here.” She laughed. “You know you always have a place wherever I am.”

I met Sandy while I was in D.C. working on a Warner Bros. film called Shadow Conspiracy. It was directed by George Cosmatos and starred Charlie Sheen, Donald Sutherland, and Linda Hamilton. I would often run into Charlie Sheen and Donald Sutherland at the production office. They were extremely friendly.

Mr. Sutherland was a tall man who towered over most of the other actors. In Hollywood most male actors are very short. He had a commanding presence with his white hair and piercing eyes. He was very sophisticated and refined. Even with his leisure attire he wore a blazer.

A real gentleman, Mr. Sutherland once asked me to get flowers for all the women in the production office. He wanted to let them know how much he appreciated all their hard work.

Charlie Sheen was a handsome man, but was short and small in stature. When I visited the film set, I would often see Charlie joking around with the crew. But later in the evening, I would see him in the hotel lobby surrounded by beautiful women who looked like models. Charlie was definitely a player. The smile on his face was a dead giveaway.

Working on the film also garnered me some attention from the hotel staff. The film’s production office was located in the Wyndham Hotel. A few of the male front desk employees would flirt endlessly with me. Ironically, all the men were black, and there were no women at the front desk of the hotel, or maybe I just didn’t notice. I think it was the latter because I found the men to be very attractive, but I was careful not to let on I was paying them any attention. I didn’t want to blow the cover on my sexuality. The less anyone knew about me the better.

Every day when I ran in and out of the hotel to do errands, the men would try to make conversation. I was always cordial and exchanged pleasantries with them, but I wasn’t going to let on that I was interested in any way. Even so, one brother did catch my eye. He was definitely an attractive man—tall, with a caramel complexion, beautiful lips, and an athletic body. When I first saw “Calvin” I assumed he was very straight. Nothing in what he said or did gave me any indication he was a down low brother.

Calvin was pursuing a career in acting. He was a model and had done a few commercials in the D.C. area. He really wanted to break into acting. On the few occasions when I had time to talk, he and I would discuss my goal of becoming a film producer and his desires to become an actor. I must admit that I was smitten by him. He had an engaging personality and an inviting smile. Whenever I came through the hotel’s lobby, I would see his handsome face and broad smile from behind the counter. He’d nod toward me and I would nod back smiling.

I became aware of Calvin’s motives. He wanted my help getting a part in the film. I liked him and didn’t want to be shallow, so I bought Calvin a book, The Artist's Way, that many actors swore by as they pursued their careers. I figured if Calvin read it he would become motivated and make moves for himself. Sure enough, he loved the gift, but the message was perceived in the wrong manner, and Calvin eventually asked me out. He wanted to hang out and show me around the city. I accepted. But Calvin had an ulterior motive. From his advances, I knew he was willing to do whatever it took to get what he wanted. Well, if he was willing to play the game, so was I.

My part wasn’t difficult. I had friends in the casting department and all I had to do was give them his photo and résumé.

I eventually helped Calvin get into the film as an extra, and each time we slept together, he made sure that he put his all into it, as if his career depended on it.

After I called Sandy, I informed my parole officer that I had a place to live.

While waiting to get permission from my parole officer to move to Los Angeles, I came across an opportunity to work as an assistant to one of the executives, “Orlando,” for the Stellar Gospel Music Awards.

Orlando was an attractive, older man. Well, he wasn’t that old; he was in his forties. He looked like the type of man who was settled down with a family in the suburbs, and he had no idea I had just gotten out of prison. He was impressed with my qualifications and the jobs I had held.

As we prepped for the show, Orlando invited me to dinner. I was game. I had not eaten a good meal since my release. During dinner I would catch him gazing at me. I felt uncomfortable because I knew that look. It was a look I had seen in the eyes of many men when I was out with them. It was passionate. It was lust.

I focused on my food. I refused to let my eyes meet his. I knew if I looked into his soft eyes I would respond. But I also considered how much older he was. Even though he was a good-looking man with a nice build, I just couldn’t imagine myself in bed with an older man.

But Orlando continued to flirt with me. He made numerous requests for dinners and invitations to his home, and I would always make up some reason why I couldn’t join him.

I was happy when we got closer to the show date because I knew he would be too busy to focus on me.

Working the show, I had the opportunity to meet some of the top gospel artists whose music I sang as a child in church, artists such as Shirley Caesar, BeBe and CeCe Winans, and John P. Kee.

I also got the chance to see how big the gospel industry truly was. People from all over came into town for this event. There were choirs from North Carolina, South Carolina, Alabama, Georgia, Mississippi, and Chicago. Backstage was like a huge family reunion. Everyone was greeting and hugging one another like they were distant cousins who had not seen one another in years.

As I ran around for Orlando, I noticed another scene happening backstage. Men screaming excitedly, embracing one another, and giving air kisses. They twirled around in their choir robes. Some sashayed flamboyantly, waving their hands in the air. I knew those types of men. They were the brothers we whispered about in church. They were the men the ministers preached their antigay sermons toward.

Seeing these men, I was glad to be an outsider. Men like these are called “church queens.” They are well known in the church community and travel from one church event to the next. I kept my sexuality a deep secret, like most down low men, and I was not a part of this church circuit. Even though they appeared as if they were not bothered by what people thought of them and they hadn’t a care in the world, I hated that they were so flamboyant and was glad I had not become that effeminate. I didn’t want anyone singling me out and making fun of me.

After the first day of rehearsals and meeting most of the staff, I finally met “Clifford,” one of the producers. He was an impeccably dressed man. When Clifford walked in you would have thought the president of the United States had entered the building. Everyone surrounded him, shaking his hand and hugging him. He was well respected and well known.

I was impressed that Clifford knew many people by their names. He asked about them and their families, and the way he touched them and put his hand on their shoulders, sometimes hugging them, made him appear fatherly. He was compassionate. He cared.

Yet, it was Clifford’s interaction with the flamboyant men that made me notice how friendly he was with them. He knew them, personally. They laughed and kee-keed like old friends. He was comfortable with them. There was a familiarity.

Clifford approached me with his broad, dazzling smile. “Who are you, young man?” he asked. His voice was deep and sounded like he was singing when he spoke.

“My name is Terrance.”

“Hello, Terrance. What are you doing here on the show?”

“I’m the assistant to Orlando.”

Clifford looked at me, puzzled.

“The assistant to my Orlando?” he said as he placed his manicured hand delicately on his chest. His wrist and fingers were dripping with diamonds.

I looked at him, confused.

“Yes, I’m Orlando’s assistant.”

“My Orlando?” Clifford asked again. His hand tapped his chest.

“Yes, Orlando.” I was not sure what he meant.

He smiled and walked quickly toward the production office.

As the days went by, I noticed a change in Orlando. He no longer pursued me or gazed at me. He was short with me and spent a lot of time with Clifford. As a matter of fact, they were stuck together like glue. I never saw one without the other.

I asked Orlando if everything was all right. I missed the attention. He assured me everything was fine, but it was pretty obvious what had happened.



I was ecstatic when I got the phone call from my parole officer that the transfer had been granted. I was ready to get out of Nashville. Now all I needed was a job when I got to Los Angeles. My parole officer granted the transfer on the condition that I get a job in thirty days. I knew that wouldn’t be a problem. I was going to the entertainment capital. I was going to be in a place where there was an ample amount of production jobs.

While I waited for Jacob to come get me, I killed a lot of the time sitting in the motel room watching television. I didn’t want to venture out and get caught up in anything. I only left the room to get food. Shit, I didn’t need anything else, and it gave me the opportunity to reflect on my life. This was a new turn of events for me. I no longer had to constantly look over my shoulder wondering when I was going to be arrested. That chapter was over. It was time for a fresh start, a new page in the book. I was going to be on a new path. Maybe moving to Los Angeles would be good for me. It would be a welcome relief from all the drama I’d experienced in my life.

And my, oh my, what a life.







2. WHAT WOULD YOU DO?



THE COLD STEEL was pressed against my temple. I tried not to cry, but the man with the mask on his face kept yelling at my grandmother. “I’ll kill his little ass,” he screamed as she lay tied up on the bed next to me. The gunman gagged her mouth with my mother’s stockings that were hanging on the door.

My four-year-old body shook violently. I had never seen a gun before. The man had already taken my mother hostage in another part of the apartment.

My grandmother was pleading with him with her eyes. She couldn’t do anything drastic for fear he’d pull the trigger. He was erratic. He was jumpy and kept pacing back and forth. Every word he spoke he screamed. I flinched each time he moved closer to me and my grandmother. I wasn’t sure if he was going to hit me with his fist or shoot Grandma Pearl. Every time he moved I watched him for fear he would raise his gun and just end our lives.

Every weekend, Grandma Pearl came to pick me up from my mother’s apartment.

It was a Friday afternoon, 1972, when my grandma knocked on the door. It startled the man who was in the bedroom raping my mother. I could hear my mother crying and pleading from my room. I was crying, hoping it would come to an end.

When I heard the knock I knew it was Grandma Pearl. I cried louder hoping this would scare the man and show my grandma something was wrong. The man opened the door and grabbed her. He pushed Grandma Pearl into the room with me and tied her up and put the gun to my head.

Once he had us under control, he went back into the room with my mother for what seemed like a lifetime. A few hours later the man was gone. I untied my grandmother, she grabbed me and held me close, and we ran out of the apartment together. I didn’t see my mother for a long time after that, and we never talked about it ever again.

I had to live with Grandma Pearl. My mother was out of control. Her life was a mess. She was a heroin addict and prostitute. She couldn’t care for any of her children. She tried but she was not emotionally or mentally ready to raise any of us.

My mother, Blanche Gerald, had five children—four boys and one girl. Anthony, George, Jevonte, Sheritta, and me. None of us had the same father, and I never knew mine. I am the oldest, and at the time of the rape, I was the only child. My mother had me when she was sixteen.

Grandma Pearl became my first superhero. She swooped in and saved me. She was invincible. I thought nothing or no one could stop her.

We lived on the northwest side of Detroit, in a relatively average family community.

Our house was a huge tri-level. Compared to my mother’s small, one-bedroom apartment, this was a castle. I loved that I had so much space to run around.

It was only Grandma Pearl; her husband, Mr. Charlie McGhee, and me.

In 1967, Mr. McGhee took Grandma Pearl and her seven children into his home. She never married either of her children’s two fathers but raised them alone until she met Mr. McGhee. Some would have seen that as the most amazing thing for a man to do. When I came to live with them, all of Grandma Pearl’s children, including my mom, had moved away. I soon discovered why.

Mr. McGhee was the meanest, angriest, most hateful man I had ever laid eyes on. He was a pint-sized, scrawny, bowlegged man. His left hand was permanently closed from arthritis. He had a short temper and a sailor’s mouth. He didn’t tolerate anything. Mr. McGhee cursed at everyone and everything. If you walked into his house and didn’t speak he would say, “What the hell, you can’t speak, motherfucker? Get the fuck out of my house!” No matter who you were, you had to speak to him when you walked in the house.

And if you didn’t move quickly enough when he said to leave, Mr. McGhee went into the bedroom and got his shotgun. “I bet your ass will get out now.” Folks would haul ass getting out the door.

On the rare occasions when my friends came over, I had to prep them so they wouldn’t get the curse-you-out treatment. To alleviate the drama, I rarely invited any friends over. Everyone in the neighborhood hated Mr. McGhee.

In the kitchen pantry, Grandma Pearl and I had shelves for our food. Mr. McGhee bought his own and kept it separate from ours. I wasn’t allowed to touch it without asking.

You couldn’t walk on, touch, or damn near look at the lawn. Even though the house was surrounded by a chain-link fence, nobody was allowed anywhere in the proximity of the grass. That was his pride and joy. Mr. McGhee loved his manicured lawn. No one, and I mean no one, not even me, could cut or mow the lawn. He was the only person allowed to touch it.

Mr. McGhee was a bitter old man. He didn’t see anything good in anybody. According to him, everyone was evil and up to no good. Mr. McGhee would often tell me not to let the left foot know what the right foot was doing, and not to trust anybody.

When people tried to reason with Mr. McGhee or if he felt threatened in any way, he would yell, “Hold on, motherfucker, just hold on.” He would run into the house and grab his shotgun and stand on the porch like the character in the movie Walking Tall. “Come on now, motherfucker. What you got to say now?”

When he and Grandma Pearl argued, Mr. McGhee called her everything from a low-down, dirty dog to a trifling, no-good, shiftless son-of-a-bitch. I couldn’t bear listening to him yell at her. I hated him. He spoke to her like she was nothing. I never understood why she didn’t go toe-to-toe with him and fight back.

Grandma Pearl would just stand in front of him with her petite cocoa brown frame while he ranted and raved.

She always kept calm. She never raised her voice. She would often say, “You can’t argue with fools. Kill them with kindness.”

I wanted to grab Mr. McGhee’s shotgun and show him what it felt like to bully people.

Mr. McGhee never cursed, yelled, or screamed at me. I never understood why. Mr. McGhee always put me on a pedestal. He and Grandma Pearl would brag and boast about me. They encouraged and pushed me. They made me feel special.

I was a quiet child. There were no other kids around at the time, and I didn’t have my brothers and sisters. When I went to school, Grandma Pearl and Mr. McGhee were both at work. He worked for the Ford Motor Company until he retired a few years later. Grandma Pearl held a job as a pharmacist’s assistant at the local drug store. After school I would go to her job, get the key, and go home alone. I had to grow up fast.

Grandma Pearl and Mr. McGhee were both alcoholics. They would drink heavily, and I mean put it down—E&J, Crown Royal, and Hennessy. After binging on the alcohol, Mr. McGhee would start an argument.

I got used to it. After all my prayers that he would die and go to the devil went unanswered, I came to learn that evil needed kindness in order to live. The darkness couldn’t survive without the light. Mr. McGhee relied heavily on Grandma Pearl for everything. She dealt with everything related to the house. She paid the bills. When he needed someone to take him shopping, to the barbershop, or on hospital visits, she did it all. People only wanted to deal with her. She was the mediator. Mr. McGhee needed her.

They didn’t hit or mistreat me. They made sure I was clothed, fed, and went to school each day. They just weren’t ready to be caring for a young boy in their old age. They wanted to live out the rest of their days partying and enjoying life. Unfortunately, I wouldn’t be the last child to land on the doorstep at Grandma Pearl and Mr. McGhee’s house. My brother George and a host of young cousins would come to live with us.

Grandma Pearl was a stickler for education, and it pleased her that my teachers liked me. They bragged about me to Grandma Pearl. They were impressed with my reading and writing skills. She would always tell me, “Don’t let anyone tell you what you can’t do.”

I loved Grandma Pearl and everything I did was to make her happy. My mission in life was to make her proud of me. I performed well in school and she would compliment me. “You are special. You have a purpose.”

Grandma Pearl made me feel like I could accomplish anything. She encouraged me to go out and see the world. Whenever the school or church had trips out of the city, Grandma Pearl made sure I went. She wanted me to see life outside Detroit.

She also made sure I did my homework and read books. We had a small library in our house that included a complete encyclopedia set and a book on etiquette by Amy Vanderbilt. I remember that book well because her name sounded rich and cultured. There was also a host of black authors like James Baldwin, Ralph Ellison, Iceberg Slim, and Langston Hughes in our collection.

In school I was far more advanced than the other kids, and it brought me a lot of attention I didn’t like. I hated when teachers singled me out in front of my classmates. I didn’t think I was any different from any other kid. I liked going outside for recess, laughing and joking around, playing sports. But the attention from teachers brought on the attention from the girls. I knew girls liked me, but when I started receiving preferential treatment, the girls became my new interest and friends. I wasn’t sure how to handle it. My aunts and uncles always joked with me about girls and who I liked, and if I had a girlfriend. I hated being put on the spot with their inquisitions. Being an only child for a while, I was used to being alone and no one invading my privacy.

In the fifth grade, I was sent to do an errand with a female classmate, Renee. I was always chosen by teachers to leave the classroom and do things around the school for them because they trusted me.

While we were walking in the hall, Renee smiled. “Can I go with you?”

I looked at her like she was crazy. “You are going with me.”

“No, I mean can I go with you?”

“You are going with me. What are you talking about?”

“I mean, can I be your girlfriend and you be my boyfriend?”

I looked at her and she was serious. I knew girls liked me, but she was bold.

“Naw, I don’t want to go with you.” She wasn’t pretty enough. I had my eyes on another girl in my class.

I played a lot of sports with the local boys in my neighborhood. There were mainly five of us—Bruce, Royce, Drew, his brother Earl and me. Whatever the sports season was, we were outside playing it—football, baseball, and basketball. We were all around the same age, but I was the tallest. I sprouted up. I drew more attention because I was tall, slim, and cute. Our crew did typical boy stuff. We would often venture through the neighborhood looking for things to do.

Most times, though, I was alone. I loved being by myself—reading, writing, listening to the radio, watching television without any interruptions. I liked to live in the fantasy world I created where my mom was a doctor and my dad was a banker and we lived in a huge house in the suburbs. That is what I fantasized about.

However, in reality, my mother came to visit me at Grandma Pearl’s after being dropped off by strange men. She was dressed like a prostitute, which was little of nothing. I hated when my mother came to Grandma Pearl’s house looking the way she did. Everyone—our neighbors and my friends—would notice her. You couldn’t miss her. I hated and loved her at the same time.

My mother was absolutely beautiful, stunning. She was statuesque, standing at about five eleven, with caramel-colored skin, almond eyes, and a shape that had men tripping over themselves. She knew men fawned over her. She knew how to trap them with her words, a seductive glare, and her amazing body parts.

I loved when she and I were alone. When she dressed like a normal mom, with jeans and a blouse that covered her breasts. She’d take me to the store or the park and we would laugh, talk, and just hang out. But then the men would stop her on the streets. It irritated me how the men stared, gawked, or tried to touch her. I would pull her hand and tug at her so they wouldn’t have time to talk to her.

My mother reminded me of this biblical story I’d heard as a child about how there were these beautiful Amazonian women bathing and lounging on earth in a garden of paradise. When the angels from heaven saw them, they were taken aback by their beauty and came down from heaven, took them, and had their way with them. God was so furious that he cast the angels out of heaven and gave them over to the devil.

Whenever I saw my mother, I always thought that one of the angels in heaven had seen my mother and came down and did the same to her.

Other times when my mother came to Grandma Pearl’s, she would casually sashay into the house as if she had just been there the day before, when in actuality it had been weeks, sometimes months. She would go into the kitchen and grab what was cooking, go downstairs in the basement, and after a few hours, emerge and go into the bathroom, locking herself in for another few hours.

I hated going in the bathroom when she finished. It reeked of acidic, burning flesh. The smell of heroin stung my nostrils. They would flare from the pungent odor and I would hold my breath as I quickly relieved myself.

My mother would then sit in the living room and mumble through her drug-induced stupor. She would promise me she was going to buy me something new like clothes or toys. She would ask me about school and what I had been doing. I would ramble on about how great my teachers were, how much I really liked school, and how my homework wasn’t really that hard. I would always look into her eyes for a glimmer or some sign that she cared. I wanted for her to say something like, “That’s good, son. I am so proud of you. I love you.” But I got nothing.

All I got were the many promises that she never kept. As much as I always wanted to believe her, I knew she wouldn’t keep her word.

This pattern with my mother taught me never to trust anyone. Never to trust people, because even though they will make you promises, they will not follow through. To this day I have a problem with people who make a promise to me. Maybe Mr. McGhee was right when he told me, “Don’t trust anybody.”







3. MORE THAN I CAN BEAR



WHEN I WAS THIRTEEN, Grandma Pearl felt I needed to be around my family more, especially the boys. She wanted to make sure that I learned something from the men and boys in my family. But it wasn’t only her idea, it was my aunts’, too. Because I liked reading, writing, and doing creative things, they felt I should be around boys doing boy things. Even though I hung out with the guys in my neighborhood and was actively involved in sports, they still thought it wasn’t normal that I sat in my room reading and fantasizing. So, on the weekends I would go to an aunt or uncle’s house to be around other boys.

I had two aunts, Lisa and Priscilla, and two uncles, Johnny and Andrew. My grandmother’s other two children had already died.

Aunt Lisa moved a few houses down from Grandma Pearl. She had two daughters, and I would often go there to visit. She was hip and fun.

Aunt Lisa also had a colorful host of friends—gay men, drag queens, and transvestites. Whenever she brought them over to Grandma Pearl’s house I would get nervous. I had never seen men in dresses. They were dramatic and over-the-top. Their hair and makeup was impeccable, but their huge muscular bodies stuffed into their dresses and large feet crammed into high heels made me uncomfortable.

I wondered what possessed them to dress like that. But they were jovial, loud, and happy, and always seemed to be having a good time. They’d say to my aunt, “He is trade, honey. That little boy is trade.” However, I misconstrued the word trade for tray. For the next couple of weeks, I hoped they would come back again and explain what tray was, because whatever it was I didn’t want to be it. I later learned that trade was a term gay men used to describe thuggish, masculine men who were not necessarily gay. They were generally the thug boys who hung out on the street corners, or guys who were very masculine and romanticized by gay men.

My saved and sanctified aunt Priscilla made sure I got right with God. I went to her house every weekend. She and her husband, Eddie, had seven children and they were all members of the Pentecostal Church of God.

Pentecostals believe in living at the church. We were there beginning at eight in the morning for Sunday school, followed by the ten o’clock morning worship, which lasted until three in the afternoon. Then we came home, ate dinner, and went back for the seven o’clock evening service. I would be pooped out by Monday.

I liked going to her house, and this is where my routine for church began. Since they had so many kids, we had to wake up by five in the morning to start getting ready. That was way too early.

I was actively involved in church. I was in the youth choir and youth ministry, and was an usher. I was taught that we were servants of God and we were to let ourselves be used by him for his glory.

But being in the Pentecostal church wasn’t just coming and hearing the word of God, it was a praise service all day long. People would speak in tongues, get the Holy Ghost, and fall out of the pews and into the aisles. The Spirit would move through the building, and everyone would be yelling and screaming. This was all I knew church to be.

The minister was this huge man in the pulpit, shouting at the top of his lungs about the glory of God and all his righteousness. Everyone was in awe of him. He would tell us each Sunday how God spoke to him and gave him the word. God spoke to him and told him he was to be a preacher. He told us how he followed God’s direction and that we all were sheep in the pasture and he was our shepherd.

I believed every word he said and sat in astonishment listening to him. Whatever he said had to be true because he said God told him. But I wondered why God spoke to him and no one else. I wondered how God’s voice sounded. Was it loud and booming or soft and melodic? I would silently pray for God to speak to me. I asked him to tell me why I had the mother I did. Why was I born into this family? But I mainly wanted to hear his voice. I would hide under my covers and peek over the blanket, looking around the room, waiting to hear something. Nothing. I heard absolutely nothing, but it didn’t stop me from praying and asking to hear it.

On other occasional weekends, I went to my uncle Andrew’s house. I enjoyed going there because he and his wife partied the entire weekend, and Grandma Pearl partied right along with them. Just as she did with Mr. McGhee, Grandma Pearl indulged in her drinking with Uncle Andrew and brought her fifth of liquor to his home. When they depleted the bottles they headed right over to the liquor store and got more.

Uncle Andrew had four boys and one girl. His boys were more like my friends I hung out with in my neighborhood. They were rough and liked to play hard and they lived a hard life.

Their house was a small outhouse. Man, it was tiny. It had two small bedrooms, a living room with a huge boiler in the middle of it, a bathroom you could barely turn around in, and a kitchen barely big enough to accommodate the stove and refrigerator. All six of them were crammed into that little, bitty house. But they loved one another.

Uncle Andrew’s house was always loud with the radio and television blasting and the adults all talking over one another. But it was there I learned to love soul music. The radio blared music by The Four Tops, The Temptations, The O’Jays, Teddy Pendergrass, Lionel Richie, and Marvin Gaye. Hearing those songs today always makes me think of when I was a child.

My grandmother didn’t listen to the radio a lot, but if she did, it was news programs. My aunt Priscilla didn’t play any secular music in her house. That was the devil’s music. It was gospel music or some preacher’s sermon coming from the speakers all day. However, Aunt Lisa’s home is where the seed of Hip Hop was planted in my brain.

It was in her living room I discovered her album “Rapper’s Delight” by The Sugarhill Gang. When I heard that song it was like a light had gone off inside me. The words and lyrics dripped over me like I was being baptized by holy water and filled with the Holy Ghost.

From that moment on I fell in love with Hip Hop. I yearned for the music by artists like Father MC, Big Daddy Kane, Afrikka Bambatta, Roxanne Shante, and Run-DMC.

I’d sit in my room with my tape recorder next to the radio waiting for hours for the DJ to play one of their songs. Especially Run-DMC’s “It’s Like That,” and Afrikka Bambatta’s “Planet Rock.” I loved those songs. I would record them and sit another couple of hours transcribing the lyrics to paper. Then I would grab the hairbrush and play back the songs, lip-syncing along with the music in front of my imaginary audience as if I were live in concert.

Back then it was important to go to school rhyming the words of the hot new rap song. People ooohed and aahed when I could recite the words by memory. The long hours of rewinding the tape recorder after every other phrase really paid off.

I really enjoyed the weekends at Uncle Andrew’s because it often meant we kids had a lot of freedom. They would leave us alone or have the next door neighbor come and sit with us. Sometimes they didn’t return until the next day, and Ramone, the man who babysat, would stay the night with us.

Ramone was in his twenties and not an attractive man. He was rough looking, as if he had lived a hard life. He had an amazing, muscular body, but his face was not that appealing. He looked like an orangutan. He had a large nose and lips and severe acne on his face.

Every time I spent the weekend at Uncle Andrew’s, the boys were in one room and my little girl cousin, Kristy, was in her parents' room. In the boys' room there were three beds. The two youngest boys, David and Alex, shared a bed. The older boys, Andrew Jr. and Carl, had their own beds. Whenever I spent the night, I would sleep with Carl.

One night while we were sleeping, Ramone came and laid in the bed between Carl and me. I immediately awoke. My heart was beating fast. I didn’t say anything.

Ramone was fondling my cousin Carl. I saw Ramone pull out his own humongous, hard dick and play with it. He then grabbed my hand and put it on his dick. I was freaking out. I didn’t know what to do. I just held Ramone's huge, massive dick in my hands. He then started fondling me. He did this to Carl and me at the same time.

One thing Grandma Pearl taught me was to never, ever let anyone touch me inappropriately. If someone touched me, I was to tell someone. Find an adult and tell them. I didn’t understand it growing up. When people tell you things to watch out for, you never think it’s going to happen to you. I knew this was inappropriate. It was not right.

At first my dick didn’t get hard, but Ramone kept massaging it until I finally got an erection. This went on for a good fifteen minutes. I just held his dick and he fondled Carl and me. He then sucked off Carl and had him do the same to him. He didn’t make me. I was glad; I didn’t want to do that. Besides, I didn’t think it would fit in my mouth.

The next day Ramone was gone. Uncle Andrew and his wife had come home early that morning, and Grandma Pearl drove back home.

I was waiting for Carl to say something, but he didn’t. I was so confused about what happened, and when Carl didn’t say anything, I figured maybe I should just keep quiet. I didn’t want to embarrass him, or me, so I just kept it to myself. It was our secret, but I hoped that an adult would find out because it was killing me to hold on to it.

A few months went by, and my grandmother had the itch to party and also felt it was time for me to visit my cousins and Uncle Andrew. Again, they left the house to pick up some liquor, went to a party, and left us alone with Ramone.

We fell asleep, and Ramone found his way once again back into bed between Carl and me. My heart raced; I knew it was going to happen again. He was going to make me touch him. I blocked it out and thought of something else. But this time he decided to perform orally on me. I hated it. I didn’t like his mouth on me. What he was doing turned me off. He tried jacking me off and sucking at the same time.

I was only thirteen and this was my first sexual experience. I didn’t ejaculate because I was so focused on not liking the experience. All I kept thinking was that I wanted this ugly-ass man and his huge lips off me. I hated hearing his slurping sounds as he sucked my dick. I stared at the ceiling praying that it would be over soon. No matter how hard I prayed, it seemed like it took him forever to stop.

To this day, oral sex has not been something I am fond of. For most men, receiving oral sex turns them on more than intercourse. I have met many men and women who promise they will give me the best oral service, and yet, I haven’t been able to fully enjoy it because I relate it back to my experience with Ramone.

Once Ramone had finished with Carl and me, he went back into the living room. I pulled up my underwear and couldn’t go back to sleep. I wanted to turn and look at my cousin but I was afraid to look in his eyes. I just turned on my side and glared at the wall. This was wrong. I had this gut-wrenching feeling in my stomach. I hated that I couldn’t get up and shower and wash Ramone’s touch off me. I just lay there feeling awful. I couldn’t understand what would make him do this to me. I thought of how and why he did it. I hated him. I asked God why this was happening to me. I thought about Carl, and how Ramone probably had been doing this to him for a long time.

The next day Ramone came over to my uncle’s yard. Smiling at us, he went to talk with Carl. I didn’t know what he was saying, but the sight of him made me angry. He disgusted me, and while my uncle, his wife, and Grandma Pearl were in the house, I pointed at Ramone and yelled, “He touched me, he touched me.”

We were outside in the yard—my cousins, their friends, and me—and I didn’t care who heard me. I knew I had to say something. I had to speak up for Carl and me. I had to stop Ramone before he did it again.

Ramone’s eyes lit up. I ran into the house screaming, “He touched me. Ramone touched me last night.” I told everyone in the house what he had done. My uncle leaped from the couch and ran outside, with his wife and Grandma Pearl sprinting behind him.

I don’t remember what happened afterward, but I do know that I never saw Ramone again and he never babysat for my cousins, either.

No one said anything about the incident. No one came to me and asked me anything. I’d hoped someone would tell me I wasn’t wrong for speaking out. I needed for someone to comfort me because a huge cloud of guilt and disgust filled me. As much as I tried not to believe it wasn’t my fault, my head filled with thoughts of doubt that maybe I had brought this onto myself. Maybe I deserved what had happened. I’d been too friendly with him when he wanted to talk. We’d wrestled and played with him like he was a kid. I should have kept up my guard around him because I didn’t know him.

For a long time I didn’t go to Uncle Andrew’s house. Grandma Pearl stopped partying as much with them. Carl and I never got to talk to each other about the experience. It turned into a faded memory. Carl later became a big drug dealer in Southwest Detroit, and was killed. He got into a fight at a bar with someone over drug money, went to his car to get his gun, and when he returned to the bar he was shot.

I continued to go to church with Aunt Priscilla. I prayed and asked God for answers. I hoped the minister would tell me God spoke to him and wanted me to know everything was going to be all right. At night I continued to ask God to speak to me. I begged him. I needed to know what I should do with the guilt and pain I was feeling. I wanted God to call me to the ministry. Maybe that would help me. Maybe then I could hear his voice, be delivered from my pain, and help his people.

I started to think about men more. After the ordeal with Ramone, it was like something crept into my consciousness about sex and I questioned my sexuality. I wondered if I was gay, a sissy, or a punk. People in my family and boys in the neighborhood often used those words. I sometimes used them too.

I wondered if the boys in my neighborhood knew, because when we joked around and called one another fag or gay, I felt as if they really knew what had happened to me. I wondered if I had this big red x marked on my head letting everyone know I had been molested by a man.

Since I didn’t go to Uncle Andrew’s anymore, I found refuge with my own homeboys. I hung out more with them. One of the guys in our crew, Earl, had a well-sculpted, muscular body for a young teenager. His muscles were like those of an adult man. He was very attractive, too, light-brown skin with curly hair and a body that wouldn’t quit. But the elevator didn’t always go to the top, if you know what I mean. He was cool and he lived with both of his parents and, just like us, he was a latchkey kid.

One day the crew was outside in front of his house laughing and joking when I looked at him and noticed how attractive he was. Before the molestation by Ramone, I had never paid him any attention, not sexually.

He was fine. Damn, he was good looking.

All of our parents had a rule. No one came in the house when they were not home. And they meant no one. I dared not bring anyone in Mr. McGhee’s house. I was too afraid of what he would do.

Somehow we ended up in my boy’s house. All of us. The entire crew. But before long, everyone was out of there except Earl and me. We ended up in his bed, under the covers, naked. I remember his muscular body feeling warm. We were both excited. Our breathing was hard and heavy. We were all over each other, kissing, caressing, and grinding our hard dicks together. Then all of a sudden we stopped. We looked at each other and jumped out of bed like we knew it was wrong. But I think we were both more afraid of our boys finding out. After that we pretended like it never happened.







4. THE BEAUTIFUL STRUGGLE



AS A TEENAGER, your body, voice, and world naturally changes. However, when you are in a dysfunctional environment, you feel like you are the only one going through what you are experiencing. As I grew up, men and women noticed my physical changes. I sprouted in height to six feet tall. My body trimmed but I maintained my thick thighs and butt. Girls always wanted to touch my butt. I hated it. I didn’t have pimples like most teenagers, and my face remained smooth and youthful. My voice deepened. I was complimented on my nice smile and pretty eyes. Everything about me changed and people commented on them, out loud. I heard them. They were suggestive and inappropriate remarks for me to hear.

One time I was on my way to school, and it was cold outside. I was bundled up in my parka, hat, and gloves with my backpack slung against my back and waiting at the corner for the light to change. A married man who I had seen in the neighborhood was standing next to me on the corner.

“Hey,” he said, smiling.

“Hey,” I responded.

“On your way to school, huh?”

“Yeah.”

“Cold out, huh?”

“Yeah.”

Come on, light, hurry up and change, I thought.

“Damn, you grew up to be tall and sexy. I’m sure you’re warm, too.”

I ignored him and quickly walked across the street, leaving him standing there. I didn’t know what to say or think. I was already confused and questioning myself after being molested by Ramone.

Another time, I was outside with my crew when June, a girl in our neighborhood, came up to me, grabbed my hand, and led me into her house.

June was a teenager like us but had a body like a grown woman. She was what the women in our neighborhood called fast. She was too grown for her own good. And just like everyone in my crew, she was a latchkey kid. She lived with her mom, who was never home.

June led me to her bedroom, pulled off her clothes and underwear. I immediately got an erection seeing her naked body. She had beautiful big breasts and smooth, brown skin. Her vagina was hairy. I stared at it. June put my hands on her breasts. My dick was so hard it hurt. She pulled me on top of her and guided my dick inside her. After a few humps and pumps, she moaned, and the juices released from my body.

I was scared and nervous. I didn’t know what had just happened, but it felt wonderful. I had never had intercourse before. I was thirteen, and June took my virginity.

I was especially scared because my come was all over her vagina. I was still dripping when I pulled out.

June told me not to worry about it. She got up and cleaned herself. I stood there, dick still hard, trying to make sense of what had just occurred.

When she came back, I wanted to do it again. June’s body looked delicious and she felt warm and juicy. I liked that feeling. We had sex two more times. My dick just wouldn’t go down.

We had sex almost every day after that. June liked that my dick didn’t go soft after our sessions. I could keep an erection and didn’t grow tired. I became June’s personal sex toy. She taught me what she knew about sex. We experimented and tried damn near every position. Some were too painful for her, but we enjoyed every minute of it.

One day my mother had stopped by Grandma Pearl’s after being gone for nearly two months. You never knew when she was coming. She just showed up. Unannounced. This time she didn’t leave as she often did but stayed around for a few days. Now that I was older, my mother and I never really spoke; I didn’t have much to say to her. It’s difficult trying to have a conversation with someone who is high on heroin. The drugs made my mother talk randomly about anything. The subject constantly changed, and she couldn’t focus because she was always nodding off.

I just didn’t understand why she had abandoned me. I couldn’t comprehend how a woman could up and leave her children and act like we were some incidental part of her life she wished she hadn’t experienced. I never understood why she never said she loved me or showed any affection toward my siblings and me. By this time there were four us.
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