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			For the girls struggling, striving, and slaying in the shadows. With such little light, you sparkle. I am in awe of your brilliance.

		

	
		
			And the speaking will get easier and easier. And you will find you have fallen in love with your own vision, which you may never have realized you had. And you will lose some friends and lovers, and realize you don’t miss them. And new ones will find you and cherish you. And you will still flirt and paint your nails, dress up and party. . . . And at last you’ll know with surpassing certainty that only one thing is more frightening than speaking your truth. And that is not speaking.

			—AUDRE LORDE

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			MY BACK WAS EXPOSED IN A SLINKY HALTER as I made my way through Hot Tropics nightclub, my go-to spot on Thursdays in Waikiki. It was a bit past one A.M., and the gyrating bodies on the dance floor obscured my view of someone I once knew. I recognized her face at once: wide, open, and flat, like she was pressed against a window peering in. I used to see that same face in high school, across the cafeteria. We never had a chance to say hello but we were once part of each other’s every day. Oahu was small, linking locals socially by just a few steps. It was suffocating.

			When our eyes met, I felt the shudder of her knowing glare. She was unmoving. I rushed for a seat in a red leather booth nearby to evade her. This also offered me reprieve from a roster of underwhelming dance partners. My bare thighs slid together as I slinked onto the seat in strappy high-heeled sandals that helped me achieve my ideal video vixen aesthetic.

			Clubs are companions for those alone and awake. They fulfilled my desire to be desired and satiated my itch for a man’s body against mine—close, strong, and steady. I resigned myself to the possibility of spending the night alone, because my girlfriend Cassie, with whom I had arrived, could not peel herself away from a Brazilian guy with ravenous hands. Their bodies had settled into a cozy choreography, her lean thigh lifted to his hip, his hand supporting her as she curved her back in ecstasy. Their appetite for each other seemed to mean there would be no room for me in Cassie’s Lexus that night. Good for her, I thought, as I watched the guy pet her jet-black mane.

			The drunk and jubilant revelers camouflaged me as I tried my best to recall the name of the woman from school. She was alone, tall, olive-skinned, and dark-eyed, leaning against the bar with crossed arms. She seemed unsatisfied by her own lack of prospects, which made me feel less alone. In a feminist utopia, we’d dance together, make a gleeful exit, and seek satisfaction with stacks of Denny’s buttermilk pancakes. Instead, she seemed to stand in judgment.

			I had long grown familiar with this particular look—knowing, intense, and direct. She knows me, I warned myself. In my nineteen years, I hadn’t yet gotten used to the fact that nearly everywhere I went—from this club on Kuhio Avenue to the Ward Center cinemas and the pebbled walkways of my campus—someone knew me or had at least heard about me. Privacy wasn’t often granted to a girl like me who had spent years standing out by merely being. It was the price I paid for living my truth. She knew I knew that all it’d take to shatter my fragile normality as another pretty girl in a club was a whisper. The last thing I wanted that night was for her to speak. I didn’t want to be clocked, to be discovered, and excluded. Too many nights had ended with me upset by harsh truths that stripped me of my right to disclose and self-define on my own terms. The truth is a whip when wielded by a malicious mouth, lashing you into obedience and confinement, a stinging reminder that despite your best efforts, you are still captive to others.

			I was so preoccupied by her menacing focus on me that I didn’t notice the towering man with onyx skin approaching me. His full plum lips curved into a smile and made his black eyes even more narrow, like marbles in the clasped hands of a child. He looked like a model on a Sean John runway, with carved cheekbones, a square jaw, and feline eyes. His head was bald and glistening under the club’s neon lights. He wore his handsomeness confidently but not cockily, commanding me to focus on him as he stretched his hand out to me.

			“Can I have this dance?” he asked.

			His presence left me with no other option but to peel myself from my seat. He led me to the crowded dance floor, where he spun me around and away, only to pull me back in. His hands caressed my waist, then slid to the small of my bare back. He made me feel ­chosen—the reason I had traded the comfort of my couch for the club. Sure, I wanted to be social, but ultimately, I wanted someone to say, Yes, you. I want you. 

			During a break between songs, I excused myself to go to the restroom.

			“Can I get you a drink?” he asked.

			“Ginger ale, please,” I said, as I turned away with a smile.

			My reflection betrayed me as I took myself in at the crowded restroom mirror. My edges were sweated out. My skin had surpassed dewy and become drenched. At least my body was snatched, I thought, despite an unceasing terror that I was just a burger away from chubbiness. I was young, and my body was resilient enough not to succumb to my late-night diet (Taco Bell Mexican pizzas, Jack in the Box egg rolls, and Zippy’s chili and chicken mixed plates). I patted my face with a toilet seat liner, powdered my forehead, and reapplied a coat of MAC’s Prrr lipglass before returning to the dance floor. He was standing with our drinks right where I had left him.

			“I just heard the craziest thing.” He chuckled. “You won’t even believe it.”

			“Try me.” I smiled, wrapping my hand around the cool, wet glass of soda.

			“So this woman at the bar taps me on the shoulder, and I’m thinking maybe I know her,” he said. “But I don’t recognize her, and I just say, ‘What’s up?’ And she’s, like, ‘I wasn’t going to say anything, but I think it’s fair that you know.’ And I just nod, you know?”

			I furrowed my brow in response and ripped the maraschino cherry from its stem, crunching its sweetness between my teeth. I knew where this was going. I had feared this the moment I saw her.

			“And she goes, ‘That girl you’re dancing with isn’t what she seems.’ And I just look at her, because I don’t know what she’s talking about. So she tells me that she went to school with you and you were a dude or some shit,” he said, chuckling again. “And she smiles this creepy smile, waiting for my reaction, and that’s when I knew she was on some other shit. Can you believe that?”

			It felt like a lash across my back, a strip of fire, stinging and burning. I didn’t flinch, though. Hesitation would have served as confirmation. Instead, I cackled, doubling over as if I had just heard the most ridiculous thing ever. He joined me in laughter. His disbelief served as salve. He was assured that she was just a jealous girl—a hater—who wanted to push the pretty girl he was smitten with off her pedestal.

			“My grandma always said that envy seeks to destroy,” he said in a melodic Southern drawl that I hadn’t recognized earlier. “OK, so tell me the truth,” he continued. “I know you’re not supposed to ask a woman this, but how old are you?”

			He looked about twenty-six, so I told him I was twenty-one, lying because I was not of legal age to drink or to be in the club. I didn’t care for alcohol then anyway. It made me feel out of control, uneven, slow-witted. I also didn’t want to betray the trust of the doormen who let me in despite the ID I wielded. It was real, it just wasn’t of me. I had bought it for sixty dollars from a friend’s older cousin, a Samoan girl who was similarly hued and could pass for me with a quick scan.

			“I’m Branden, by the way,” he said.

			“Nice to meet you. I’m Janet.”

			We locked eyes as if we were seeing each other for the first time, and he held my attention for a few long seconds before a familiar voice cut us off.

			“Girl! Let’s go to Waikiki Beach!”

			It was my friend Cassie.

			“Oh, sorry.” She laughed in a sorry-not-sorry way. “I didn’t know you were having a moment!”

			I had met Cassie, a hapa beauty from Kaneohe with a taste for luxury, a few years earlier through mutual girlfriends. Initially, I hadn’t cared for her, but her unabashed appetite for the pleasures of life was infectious. She quickly became my partner in prowling, the girl I blew off steam with when I wasn’t busy trying to get through my freshman year at the University of Hawaii.

			“I don’t know if I want to get all sandy,” I protested.

			“Come onnnnnn,” she pleaded.

			I looked at Branden to see how he felt about this.

			“You wanna go, right?” Cassie asked him.

			He nodded.

			“I knew I liked you. I’m Cassie, by the way,” she said, flipping her hair and placing her hand behind her to signal her guy. “And this is Luiz.”

			Everyone made pleasantries as we walked out of Hot Tropics and into the fluorescent-lit parking lot—where the woman who had spoken to Branden stood at the driver’s side of a white Camry. My body tensed at the sight of her. I suddenly felt wobbly in my stilettos. A slick layer of sweat above my lip betrayed the cool, confident front I needed for safe passage. Branden grabbed my hand as we passed her and I shifted my focus to him and smiled. I heard her car door shut and her engine start, and wondered what motivated her to speak to Branden. Was it a commitment to uncovering the truth? Did she believe that he deserved to know? Did she think about how he would react? And how was she certain that he did not himself know, or that I did not tell him? I still do not have answers.

			I rode with Branden to the beach, where I walked with my heels in my hands, crushing sand under my bare feet. Cassie and Luiz ran ahead, tipsily touching, leaving a trail of clothes for us to follow. They splashed into the water without care. The Pacific Ocean wasn’t vast enough to cover their lust. I liked skinny-dipping because it was a group activity that alleviated the pressure to hook up. I found comfort in the black of night. I pushed my skirt down to my ankles and pulled my top over my head. I stood still in the raw, cool wind and my black lace thong. I had something to prove, so I slipped out of my underwear and waded into the water. I was nude but not naked, wrapped in an enigma that Branden would never figure out.

			Forced disclosure always shook me, leaving me in a frightening space where my body served as proof of my realness. The need to prove myself valid was never-ending in its plea to affirm, connect, deny, and erase. I aspired daily to be like Toni Morrison’s Sula, a woman who shuns the demands placed on her by her watchful community, a woman who lacks ego, a woman OK in her otherness. She feels no pressure to verify herself. Her only aim is to be consistent, not with the world or those around her, but with herself. On that beach, I was far from that place.

			“You coming?” I teased, as I pulled my tiny brown braids into a knot at the top of my head.

			Branden hurried out of his clothes and swam after me. When he caught up to me, I yielded, letting him touch my lips with his. Our bodies met under the warm, slow waves, and we stayed that way until daybreak, when I felt assured that I was leaving him without a doubt. I once met a girl so fine women made up crazy-ass stories about her, I imagined him saying to friends over drinks.

			I don’t know what happened to Branden. I never answered when he called. I didn’t return his voice mails. It wasn’t that I didn’t like him. I just knew I shouldn’t push my luck. But this was never about Branden, just one of many men who kept me company when I was young and seeking, who never went past the meet-cute or a few dates and nights in bed. I dangled myself like a charm, luring people close enough to push them away when things got deep. I vacillated between revealing and concealing myself. I preferred to be seen and admired yet unknown. Keeping just enough distance was the sweet spot, an intimacy disorder that allowed me to be present but far away. I let them in, my flesh being the means of exchange, but I never let them stay.

			I trusted no one. I disappeared into myself. This left me alone with untruths that kept me company: It’s too dangerous for them to see you. Keep it close. Seal it tight. No one would want you if they truly knew you. 

			GENERATIONS OF GIRLS HAVE been told that the only way they can survive is to remain silent, go unnoticed and blend in. If a girl was able to fit the narrow, nearly unattainable confines of what society demands women look like, it was expected that she keep quiet about her past and just pass. It is never far from my mind that some, not as fortunate as I, are often ridiculed, shamed, hurt, or attacked when they fail arbitrary tests that I seem to pass.

			I’ve always taken issue with the term passing. It promotes a false impression that trans women are engaging in a process through which we are passing ourselves off as cisgender women—which we are not. We are not passing as women. We are not trying or pretending to be women. We are women, and cis people are not more valid, legitimate, or real than trans people.

			Besides, to pass always felt like an insult when I was striving to excel.

			Still, I benefit daily from the privilege of blending in and not being seen as trans. My womanhood is unchecked and unchallenged in most spaces that I enter—from the grocery store to the subway to the locker room. Because of my appearance, I am granted the choice of discretion, of actually choosing how open I am about my experiences, and that is a privilege many are not granted. They are faced daily with the burden of other people’s ignorance and intolerance. We don’t have to search for too long to watch footage of a girl being attacked on public transit or in the restroom, or read a story about the killing of yet another black or Latina woman. There are only so many vigils, so many murals, so many pleas for justice before we must succumb to the fact that our culture is intent on us not existing.

			Yet so many still choose to survive, and that looks different for each of us.

			I chose to wear the cloak of normality as part of my own survival. I wanted to be accepted as I saw myself, without rebuttals, without denial, without exile. I followed a prescription handed down to me from women I knew who had also benefitted from blending and passing. I took notes as a teenager watching these women slowly separate from their family and friends, leave their places of becoming, and start somewhere no one knew their name. They believed—no, they knew—the only way out was silence.

			As these women fled, they took with them experiences and stories and knowledge that would not be passed on, wisdom that other girls would never bear witness to or benefit from. They went out and got theirs, because that’s what they were taught was the only way to make a way. For years, I got mine by remaining silent and blending in. Now I’ve finally reached a place where silence is no longer an option for me. My survival depends on my ability to speak truth to power, not just for myself, but for us. I’m committed to getting ours. It requires me to relay how I struggled with living, dreaming, loving, fucking, being seen, and simply being in my body, in this world. This is a universal experience.

			Since the release of my first book, Redefining Realness, many have written to me to express their amazement that I shed my anonymity and chose to be open. A common phrase I’ve read is You didn’t have to. But long before I opened up publicly, I was just a girl making her way, searching for her voice, her purpose, and her place. Part of my process of self-discovery as a young woman depended on selective openness, which gave me the power to choose with whom I shared myself. This offered me space and time to figure out who I was without a facet of my identity leading the way for me. It delayed the process of having to navigate the limitations of others.

			I have gotten the chance to choose to whom I tell my story, which has been a privilege that not many have been given. But our stories are ours. They belong to us, and we should be able to tell them—not at the convenience of others but when we are ready. Holding tightly to mine all those years complicated some friendships, romances, and relationships with classmates, coworkers, and roommates. My selective openness led to the end of some and the deepening of others.

			Today I no longer deny or hide. I own my story. I enter spaces without leaving parts of myself behind. As much as I own that history, I also own the fact that for many years, I evaded and avoided my truth. Though I am aware that many might make better choices than I did and may now have access to better choices than I had, this book, Surpassing Certainty, describes the path I took as I figured out who I was and processed who I didn’t yet know I’d become: the woman who thrives as a storyteller, an advocate, and a wife. This is my attempt to show up for that girl who is yearning to be let in, to be accepted, who believes that obscuring herself is her only possible gateway.

		

	
		
			PART

			ONE

		

	
		
			ONE

			I HAD PASSED CLUB NU routinely back when I was in high school. The bus that I would board after school to take me to my retail job at Pearlridge Mall used to drop me across the street from the strip club’s door. It was an unremarkable sight, a dull blue shack with white bulbs that spelled its name on the facade. Located on the mauka side of Kamehameha Highway, an artery uniting Aiea to Pearl City and Waipahu all the way to the North Shore, Club Nu was a place most people overlooked on their way to the mall, Aloha Stadium, or Pearl Harbor naval base.

			The shabby exterior was a front, masking the accessible glamour of its interior. Club Nu was a cozy haven for blue-collar guys. Within its plush-covered walls, paint-splashed construction workers, oil-­spotted mechanics, and sea-salted sailors stationed a few miles away were treated as nothing less than kings. Regulars entered knowing how the booze and the generous, soft thighs of the club’s harem of dancers would wash away their worries until last call. Or at least that was what the owner, a Korean woman the dancers affectionately and respectfully called Mama, wanted them to think.

			Mama designed her establishment to be the laid-back alternative to the larger, wilder tourist traps in Waikiki, places where men would go primarily to show off their virility to one another, not simply to enjoy the attention of attractive women. There they paid girls to sit on their laps, then flung their bills onto bare asses to reinforce the cracks in their fragile masculinity. It was the kind of performance Mama believed most men didn’t want, especially if what they really wanted was to unwind. Club Nu’s clientele sought simplicity and intimacy, and Mama prided herself on her ability to deliver. Each customer had the opportunity to lure one woman from a curated assortment, who would look him in the eye, nod prettily, and giggle softly at his jokes throughout the evening. Mama’s girls were encouraged to say yes, unless the customer couldn’t control his liquor or his tab closed.

			The sun hung low on the horizon when I first approached the front door of Club Nu in May 2002. A bald, bulky bouncer, adorned with a Maori panel tattoo that ran from his temple, over his right eye, ending at his jaw, greeted me from the stool on which he sat. He seemed intimidating, the way big local boys tended to do until their sweet high-pitched pidgin revealed their gentle-giant dispositions. His unblinking glance told me he had seen dozens of other girls just like me, in my cropped top and low-rise jeans, ready to be inspected by Mama. He didn’t check the fake ID I held between my long acrylic tips, painted nude and embellished with small crystals as if I had dipped my fingers in cane sugar. He smiled, stood from his stool, and opened the door.

			Club Nu’s walls were draped in rich burgundy fabric that looked like sliced red velvet cake. Plush black booths lined the walls, and a stage beckoned from the front of the club. Each booth had a reflective metal table wedged between two leather love seats. This offered patrons both privacy and a view of the stage that on a busy night could entertain fifty people—ten at the bar, forty in the booths. The bar was perpendicular to the stage and the adjacent dressing room.

			Onstage, a fortysomething Filipina swayed her body to the Eagles’ “Hotel California”—the finale of her four-song set—as a dozen men enjoying happy hour looked on. She was the color of a butterscotch lollipop, with round breasts that could break a man’s sweet tooth. Her long dark brown hair framed her slender silhouette, lit by neon—pink, green, blue, and yellow. She mouthed every lyric along with Don Henley, Some dance to remember, some dance to forget. Anyone half paying attention could tell that this song meant something, maybe everything, to her. I imagined her younger, long before her stage was set for dancing in the darkness, when she first heard this song.

			Then, looking over at the bar, I locked eyes with Mama, the only person allowed to smoke in the club.

			A slim cigarette rested between her red lips as her narrow eyes devoured me whole. Her unmoving straight hair was cut into a severe black bob and highlighted with red streaks, like embers refusing to let the foreboding darkness win. Her fair skin, taut over a moon-shaped face, was a beacon in the shadowy bar that shielded her fifty-plus years. Her eyes seemed to take in the parts of me that most reflected her younger self: a tight bare belly, lustful lips, and high-perched cheekbones, framed by thin, beyond-arched brows that displayed my ferocity and steeliness. Mama put out her cigarette in a glass ashtray and summoned me to the bar with a nod. As I got closer, I could see from her smirk that I was in.

			“What you like drink?” Mama asked, as she poured a glass of soju.

			“Oh, I don’t drink,” I said.

			“Ah, because you’re nineteen,” Mama said, shaking her head, while taking back the glass she had slid toward me. “No good.”

			“No, I’m twenty-one,” I said, sliding the ID I had bought across the bar.

			She flicked her wrists in the air without glancing at my card.

			“I give you two of my birthdays,” she said, pulling out another shot glass. She filled it to the brim with the contents of the Korean-­labeled bottle. “Happy, happy twenty-one, pretty girl.”

			Our glasses met and rang in celebration of my hiring. It seemed like the world’s shortest interview. Upon reflection, I guess there wasn’t much a dancer and a strip club owner really needed to ­discuss.

			“You girls get everything, even if it break the law and give me gray hair,” she said, winking. She lit another thin cigarette, matching the elegance of her lingering fingers. “Smooth brown skin, white teeth, long legs—what else could you ask for?”

			Her question wasn’t meant for me. She was having a conversation with herself. I gritted my teeth in pain as I sipped the stinging drink.

			“No need,” she shooed. “I know you don’t like it. This is a woman’s drink. You have to live to enjoy.”

			Mama took my glass, poured its contents into hers, and shot it.

			“You start tomorrow.”

			I nodded, and she pinched my bicep before clacking away in Chanel kitten heels. The double-C logos sparkled under the bar’s twinkling lights.

			The dancer scooped up her bikini from the stage floor, and my girlfriend Cassie strutted out of the dressing room. She wore a tube top and a thong, both the color of sin, her jet-black hair collected in a high ponytail that snatched her eyes into tight slits. She focused them on me and grinned, giddy that I had gotten the job. She had persuaded Mama to interview me by telling her that I was a “good college girl” who’d show up on time, keep my mouth shut, and get the fake ID required to prove my age in case the liquor commission dropped in.

			“Mama told me she could tell you’d be no trouble,” Cassie said, placing a furry, scallop-edged rug on the stool nearest to me before sitting down.

			“Thank you for making this happen,” I said.

			“Please! I’m just happy another girl will be here.” She smiled. “So you start tomorrow, yeah?”

			I nodded.

			“Before you come back, get a rug like mine,” she said, leaning over and giving me a better look at the three-foot-long and two-foot-wide piece of sheepskin that she lugged around like a prized feline. “Don’t lie around this place bare. Always put something between you and the stage floor, the seats, and the booths. You never know what skank has been there before you.”

			I nodded as Cassie outlined the lay of the land. I would start on the slower early shift, six P.M. to midnight, until Mama said otherwise. The prime-time shift, nine P.M. to closing at two A.M., was reserved for dancers who’d earned her trust. The pay was twenty dollars an hour. We kept all our stage tips, which we used to tip the bartender, waitresses, and bouncer. Every dancer made fifty-percent commission on all drinks bought for her at the bar. A cocktail consumed by a client cost ten dollars (though the men generally drank pitchers of beer), but that same drink if bought for a dancer cost twenty dollars. Patrons were accustomed to paying this premium for a working woman’s company. It was a system seen throughout Asia, known as kyabakura in Japan or simply hostess bars elsewhere, in which women offered their time, attractiveness, and conversation to men who compensated them by buying expensive drinks.

			The brief silence between songs helped me calculate that even on the slowest nights, with zero tips and zero drinks sold, I could earn at minimum $120.

			“Cassie!” Mama called, clacking her Chanels toward the bar. “Your turn.”

			Cassie rolled her eyes back to me as she teetered to the jukebox with the trusty rug in hand. I watched her as she inserted a five-­dollar bill, which bought her four songs. She began her set with Sisqó’s “Thong Song,” her slim-hipped body stiff to the beat. She was a hapa doll, unclothed and unmoved, her high cheekbones like summits no man could ever climb. She looked no one in the eyes. The customers indulged in the parts of her body she wanted them to look at and open their wallets for. Two men, seated at opposite ends of the stage, held out fans of bills, hoping to entice her. She would not be beckoned. They would wait.

			After my interview, I returned home to the two-bedroom apartment on Richard Lane that I shared with my mother and two younger brothers, Chad and Jeffrey. Jeffrey, who had just completed seventh grade, could most often be found on the couch playing his PlayStation or watching the Disney Channel (Even Stevens or Lizzie McGuire). Chad, on the other hand, was rarely home that summer, choosing to spend his final weeks in Hawaii with friends. He had accepted a football scholarship at Avila College in Missouri, becoming the second person (after me) in our family to attend college. He would leave home in July to begin summer practices.

			My brother and I graduated from Farrington High a class apart—nearly three decades after my mother walked in her white cap and gown with my eldest sister, Cori-Ann, just an infant, in her arms. My mother, who is Native Hawaiian and Portuguese, grew up the eldest of six in public housing in Kalihi, a struggling neighborhood often dismissed as the “ghetto.” I spent most of my childhood and adolescence in Kalihi, except for the handful of years when my parents were happy together in Long Beach, California. Those years were followed by their postdivorce period, when Chad and I lived with my father for most of my elementary school days in Oakland, California, and my father’s native Dallas, Texas, where he still resides. In Hawaii, there was no surer way of letting locals know your socioeconomic status than by sharing your alma mater. Farrington, which was just a few blocks from our apartment, rivaled Waianae High as the toughest on Oahu. I was assured of my street cred.

			I don’t recall having a conversation with my mother about my new job, but she was never a helicopter parent, having raised us mostly on her own as latchkey kids whose comings and goings she rarely tracked. She took a laissez-faire approach to parenting that enabled me to do whatever I wanted throughout my youth—from wearing makeup and dresses as a tween without the raising of a brow, to ingesting hormones as a teen with limited discussion, to slyly engaging in the sex trade as a high school student, which provided me with the funds I needed to obtain medically necessary yet cost-prohibitive healthcare procedures, such as sex-reassignment surgery.

			My mother, who worked as a contracts administrator downtown, rarely went out in the evenings. Chad didn’t have a driver’s license, so my mother’s white Mazda was often available for me to use at night, as long as I filled the gas tank. I used it the day after my first visit to Club Nu to drive to a high-end auto-parts store near Restaurant Row. When I entered the store, I walked to a display of car mats and picked out a cream-colored rug that cost about one hundred dollars. The dealer, who usually sold these rugs in pairs to owners of SUVs, knew immediately that I was a dancer upon checkout.

			It was a worthy investment in my new gig that I knew would fit neatly into my course schedule. I was about to enter my sophomore year. I hadn’t yet declared a major but was intent on studying law because of my pedantic nature and my obsession with Ally McBeal. The quick money was also enticing. Though my college tuition and books were covered through scholarships, that wasn’t the case for my mother’s utilities, Jeffrey’s PlayStation games, my weaves, my wardrobe, and my nights out. My earnings at Club Nu would help me pay for those necessities and have some spending money to spare.

			I walked into the club at five thirty P.M., with my furry rug and a black tote packed with a collection of bikinis, some perfume, and baby wipes. The bar was empty, except for Mama holding court in a booth with three of her friends. A tall, thin white man with downcast eyes and an unconvincing side-comb stood near Mama. He held a broom in one hand and a dustpan in the other. I took him for the busboy or janitor, but I would learn that he was Mama’s husband, though he was never introduced to me. The women all seemed to buy their thong sandals from the same bedazzled-­obsessed designer as Mama; there was a Swarovski ­deficit somewhere.

			“Meet my new girl,” Mama said, placing her hand on my denim-­clad hip. “Her name . . .”

			“Skye.” I jumped in, realizing that Mama was giving me an opportunity to share whatever name I wanted. I chose the one I had used on the streets.

			“Your skin so soft,” one woman said, touching my arm.

			I smiled.

			“You so pretty,” another chimed in.

			“That all your hair?” one asked.

			I shook my head no, as my wavy auburn and blond hair brushed across my shoulders and back in generous, long layers. I loved nothing more than a fresh, just-pressed weave.

			“Don’t matter. You be pretty bald, too,” she said, as the other women nodded in agreement.

			“You get boyfriend?”

			“No, she get boyfriends!”

			This vocal gawking went on for what felt like fifteen minutes. Mama didn’t say anything. She just drank her soju and smoked her thin cigarette. This, again, wasn’t a conversation. Like all the young women who worked at Nu, I was their vision board of youth ­remembered. I stood and smiled. That’s what I was paid to do.

			Mama looked at me as I shifted my weight from one leg to the other. “Go ahead,” she said, pointing her cigarette toward the dressing room.

			Cassie was the only dancer in the dressing room, seated on a bench in front of a well-lit vanity. She was in the middle of putting on a false lash strip. I was surprised to see her, because she was a prime-time Nu girl.

			“Hey, girl,” she said in a low tone, keeping her one open, already-lashed eye on her other in the mirror.

			“Hey!” I smiled, excited to see her. I settled in next to her at the mirror as her lashes dried.

			“So I got Mama to change me to the early shift,” she said. “That way, we can work together. Plus, you’ll get promoted to prime time in no time.”

			I knew this was not entirely true, because no girl would give up the profitable late shift without getting something out of it. I knew that Cassie was tired of being the only one in the space, even if she was the only one who knew it. Cassie was one of those trans women who could access spaces without being read as trans or, as we said colloquially, clocked. But no matter how unclockable a girl was, no matter how well she could blend in, she still carried that seed of fear about being found out. That seed had been planted in us both long ago, and we knew that the longer someone isolated herself, the wider those branches would grow.

			Before Nu, we had been party-girl acquaintances. To be honest, I usually tried the best I could to avoid her. The handful of times we shared space over dinner, dancing, and drinks with mutual girlfriends—all young trans women—I could barely tolerate her. Her mouth was filled with labels. “Look at my new Chanel clutch!” “He bought me this Tiffany pendant!” “I’m dying for an Hermès scarf!” I wrote her off as a vapid label whore, too easily moved by luxury acquired by sugar daddies. We rarely engaged beyond a passing “Hey, girl.” She kept me at bay, because my eye rolls were never subtle. Though I would come to know her as a girl who accessorized with dollar bills, she was quick to announce that her thongs and garters were all “from La Perla, thank you very much!”

			Eventually, though, our similar journeys bonded us. We were both Hawaii girls who had grown up being called mahu, a Native Hawaiian identity that defined people who embodied the diversity of gender beyond the dictates of the Western binary system. Mahu, which loosely translates to “transgender,” was most often used as a playground pejorative when I was a child. But its use in Kanaka Maoli (indigenous Hawaiian) culture gave space and designation to people whose gender did not conform. Mahu were most often spiritual healers, caretakers, and hula dancers and instructors (or Kumus in Hawaiian) and are still visible in contemporary Hawaii, where multiculturalism has been the norm.

			Growing up on Oahu (which translates to “the gathering place”), Cassie and I benefited from Polynesia’s openness to various genders. I didn’t spend my adolescence in isolation as most trans youth did. Instead, I was surrounded by a gaggle of trans girlfriends, including my best friend, Wendi, whom I transitioned alongside in middle and high school before she relocated to Las Vegas to be a makeup artist. Hawaii’s community of trans women was vast, diverse, and deeply resourceful. The girls knew how to navigate ignorance, harassment, poverty, and various systemic hurdles to fulfill their needs. Cassie and I were just two of many on the island who had gone after our girl. I’d had my change in Thailand at age eighteen. Cassie had gotten hers in Montreal more than a year before me, when she was twenty-two. Now we communed at a strip club, sashaying between two poles, flaunting and covering ourselves.

			My presence at the club provided Cassie with safety by proximity. And though it was unsaid, she had only brought me in because I passed the same subjective appearance tests that she had and because I was discreet.

			“What’s your favorite song?” Cassie asked now. “Something not too fast but not too slow.”

			“ ‘Rock the Boat’ by Aaliyah,” I said. It was the song currently on repeat in my Sony Walkman. I was still mourning the singer’s death.

			“I’ll fill the jukebox for us tonight,” she said, lacing her strappy Lucite stilettos. “I’ll take the first set, but after my first song, you go out, walk around, just play hostess. Then we’ll switch on and off until more girls come at eight.”

			I watched Cassie strut out of the room in a blush lace bra and matching thong, her body willowy and straight, save for her full B-cup breasts. She was five-foot-eight and free in her bareness, like most girls I’d meet at Nu. I was still shy with my body then, especially in the company of other women. I felt that I didn’t measure up, and this failure on my part made me feel illegitimate. However, in the company of men, with their coarse hands, broad shoulders, and protective biceps, I was generous in my nakedness.

			I chose a brown Brazilian cut bikini with small turquoise stones dangling from its ties at my neck, back, and hips. Brown was my nude, so it gave off a bare appearance. I hadn’t yet purchased those clear Lucite heels that seemed to complete every dancer’s uniform. They looked tacky, and I couldn’t escape my pop-culture association with them in the film I’m Gonna Git You Sucka, where the pimp, stuck in the heyday of the ’70s, wears an extravagant pair of clear platforms with goldfish swimming in them. Instead, I sheathed my feet in strappy black sandals laced up to my calves.

			I walked around the club to a few smiles and nods, but no one’s gaze lingered. Every seat at the bar was filled, and half the leather booths were occupied with pairs of men, all heavy into happy-hour conversation. Cassie was shaking her uncovered torso with much effort to TLC’s “No Scrubs,” and the men couldn’t care less. This was their end-of-day drinking hole, where the beer was cold and the girls were cute. I would learn that the men who came only for the girls waited until the sun moved off our island. That’s why Cassie kept her thong on; she saved its removal for the tip-friendly customers.

			After interrupting conversations between men at a few booths and forcing small talk (which I loathed), I was left with a deflated ego and no drink-buying fortune. Then Aaliyah’s hmmms and yeah yeahs saved me from my awkward failings, calling me to the stage like a sultry siren. I stepped onto the neon-lit platform and slithered my way to the shining silver pole, each stiletto pouncing to the beat. My sheepskin rug dangled loosely off one of my nails, sweeping the floor. My free hand clutched the pole, my only dance partner, with the peering eyes of Mama’s gal pals my only attentive audience.

		

	
		
			TWO

			FULLY UNDRESSED, CASSIE WAS SEATED onstage on her rug engaged in floor work. She was opening herself up for Shamari, one of the most bankable babes in the club, and one of Shamari’s many regulars. The man stared at Cassie as if he were in a trance, sipping his beer and pulling a bill from one of the two four-inch-high bundles of cash stacked before him. Shamari, a former Marine from Texas who had been honorably discharged for reasons still unknown because she never spoke to any of us backstage, was the color of molten gold, with dark brown hair. She was about five-foot-five and had the kind of curves that would make Ja Rule name-drop her in his next song—ample derriere, thick thighs, and breasts that sloped to perfection.

			Floor work was arguably the laziest task a dancer had to perform. It basically required you to sit, squat, or get on all fours in clear view of men sitting at the tip rail as if they were about to give a gynecological exam. You spread your legs or bent over to show the details of your lovely lady labia. Club Nu was not your local titty bar where the big reveal was a dancer removing her bikini to unveil her generous and shapely breasts. It was an all-nude, bottoms-off spot, where men lined the edge of the stage to meet a woman’s lips. Floor work was most often the finale of a dancer’s set. You never revealed yourself prematurely; it was about the art of the tease. You summoned customers from their comfortable seats to the tip rail with one article of clothing at a time and the promise that you would be bare soon.

			Shamari and her regular were close enough to smell Cassie when she rose from her behind, turned around, and squatted on all fours. As Shamari sipped her Hennessey from a frosted glass, I could see her eyes, as green as a kitten’s, looking at Cassie with the marked boredom of a woman uninterested in any pussy but her own. She glanced between Cassie’s legs because not to do so would have been rude. Shamari’s client was transfixed as Cassie bent over in performative desire. I hated it when girls, even dancers, sat at the tip rail. It brought out my deepest insecurities that another woman would see me and immediately know something was not quite right, like a Saint Laurent bag from an online dealer in China.

			BEFORE CLUB NU, I had never been to a strip club. The only dancers I knew before Cassie were girls I’d met when I hustled on Merchant Street as a teenager. They worked at big flashy clubs in Waikiki and would come to our stroll on slow nights to earn a few late-night ­dollars. We viewed these women as legends. They were unclockable, blending effortlessly into the narrow confines of externally defined womanhood: they were shorter than five-foot-eight, with average-size feet and hands, slim waists, curvy bottoms, and delicate facial features. No one questioned their womanhood. They went undetected. Because of this rare access, they were nondisclosing in most spaces; they lived, for a lack of a better term, stealth. They kept their origin stories to themselves. They navigated the world with the confidence that no one knew. 

			There are undocumented thousands who have transitioned and lived some form of stealth, some going as far as severing any ties with anyone who may have known them before they transitioned. Stealth requires trans people to blend in at all costs, including breaking away from their places of becoming, leaving behind those who knew them when, isolating themselves, and strategically hiding or recreating their histories. Many hid and continue to hide because they were taught that being openly trans was impossible—even dangerous.

			Cassie and I were stealth at Club Nu. Mama wasn’t running one of those late-night revues that Honolulu used to be known for, which boasted on marquees, “Where Boys Will Be Girls.” No, it was a club that served booze and nude (assumed-to-be cis) women to straight men.

			Dancing in the club gave me greater confidence in my body, particularly enabling me to appreciate the aesthetics of my vagina. I had long feared that mine did not look “normal,” as if there were a standard look for all vaginas, and in my mind, I thought normal equated to the picturesque pink blossoms that were neatly folded and delicately layered. These were the polished pussies of Playboy—smooth, without layers or complication. They looked untouched by life, vaginas birthed from male fantasies. Comparing my trans girl vagina with these airbrushed images only heightened my insecurity. I wasted so much of my youth measuring myself against things outside myself. It was at Club Nu that I was exposed to vaginas from all walks of life. Some were juicy, flappy, slim, fat, thick, slack, compact, and variations in between. No two were identical, yet all belonged to women.
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