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my mind I would one day like to see realized—I always imagine it as a 

screenplay—a contemporary story of a young Black girl who is abused. 

She disappears into her room and reads Runaway Slave. Through a time 

capsule in her closet she is transported to the time of Harriet Tubman. 

She gets to witness the famous conductor on her journeys to free slaves. 

She is educated on slavery. She witnesses Harriet’s story and heroism.

 

In Sherman Alexie’s The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian, 

the main character Junior is sort of a bullied teen. Near the end, in a 

moment of success, he is playing basketball and makes the basket. The 

narrator says (I’m paraphrasing): “If you believe, at that moment, I was 

lifted on my ancestors’ shoulders.” So I guess, too, if you believe, in all 

of my moments of success it’s Harriet herself who lifts me and whose 

shoulders I stand on.

Shortly before I was sent to the guidance counselor for fighting, I wrote 

my first story at age nine. It was about a gypsy. I was an only child, 

an avid reader, loved sci-fi and had a vivid imagination, which is how 

I survived. I brought it to school and showed my teachers and they 

said it was impossible for me to have written it. Implied was that it 

was far beyond my years in scope and also, that I was a little Black 

girl for whom, I assume, expectations were low. I was pulled out into 

the hallway by two teachers to discuss it. “Did someone help you?” they 

asked. “No, I wrote it myself,” I said. They exchanged looks of disbelief. 

“Someone must have helped you write it, who was it?” And our exchange 

went on for a while until they gave up, refusing to believe me. I attribute 

writing the story to when I was eight and heard an infomercial on TV 
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for Maya Angelou’s audiocassette. If I recall it, she was reciting a few 

lines of “And Still I Rise.” I was riveted. Hearing just the few lines of a 

poem blew open the windows and doors to my consciousness. Her poetry 

and voice planted a seed. People today in poetry circles talk about how 

good or bad a poet Maya Angelou was, but if she were alive today like 

my guidance counselor Mrs. Carrington, I would go to them both and 

say thank you. Thank you for saving me, for saving this Black girl’s life.

Recently, I was in a conference with a university student who said she’d 

never written poetry before. We spoke over the phone. Her work was 

very beautiful and I said in an impromptu moment, “Read it to me.” I 

wanted her to hear herself and how beautiful it was. She started to cry.

When I was 18 or 19 years old at Northeastern, I took an acting class 

with a very liberal/hippie-ish type White woman. I was asked to present 

a final scene. I found a Black playwright and the scene involved a White 

boy, so I enlisted a classmate. I directed the scene. At the end of it, my 

character asks, “Does anyone know what time it is?” When I finished 

the Professor asked, “Who helped you?” I said, “No one.” She said, “It is 

impossible; you could never have directed that scene.” She and I did bond. 

We actually became friends, but she never believed me. I was talking to 

her over the phone and she said, “I’m going to help you. I’m going to 

make sure you get into an acting conservatory.” She forgot her promise 

and I don’t think I ever followed up. I do think that conservatory might 

have changed my life’s path, made it easier. In that same conversation, I 

confided in her and told her I was smoking a lot of pot. She said, “If you 

want to be an actress you can’t smoke pot. You’ll have no memory.” From 

that day on, I stopped smoking pot. I did other things, but never pot.
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From the story that I’d written when I was nine, and from these teachers 

and their responses, I learned I was gifted, almost supernaturally. 

Looking back, it was this knowledge that was the balloon carrying me 

through most of my life.

As an aside, I sometimes envy actress Lupita Nyong’o, the dark Black 

girl with closely cropped hair who was the breakout star of the film 

12 Years a Slave. I think what about all the Lupitas, me and all the 

beautiful dark Black girls when the world wasn’t ready for people like 

us. If maybe I’d gone to a conservatory for acting, I might have been a 

breakthrough Lupita, only it would have been in the ’80s. I said this to 

a friend while we were driving. I also sighed in the same breath as if 

answering my own question. “Well then, I guess I wouldn’t have become 

a freedom fighter and that’s really my life’s path.”

So I have had an early sense of my identity, and I’m not sure where and 

how it fits in, but as an adult I began to reject myself, reject my person, 

my goodness, my worth.

My most formative experience as a child was when my father first married 

my stepmother. I was six years old, and I describe that experience 

comedically in a poem as her figure appearing like a monstrous shadow 

on a white wall, and right as the victim/me is devoured, I turn to face 

the camera, frozen in death. There is also something in this poem about 

Carrie, the girl from a horror film who is supernaturally gifted and 

begins, after much degradation and abuse, to use her power. From the 

beginning my stepmother made it clear she didn’t want me and that I was 

something that came, regrettably, with the package called my father. She 
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also passed for White, along with most of her 12 brothers and sisters. As 

a young Black girl, I represented some of my stepmother’s deepest issues. 

Though poor, she grew up in very middle class suburbs and would say, 

“Black girls didn’t like me as a child, they were jealous of mine and my 

sisters’ long hair.” Early in her marriage to my father, some of her family 

members came to visit. They had school age children and we all went out 

to play. We stayed out past sunset. When we returned, my stepmother 

was furious and assumed I had led them into being late to return. It 

wasn’t actually my choice, but I’d been singled out. That’s the first day 

I remember negativity being attached to me that wasn’t mine. Later 

there were other moments. The seams of a mattress that I slept on were 

fraying. When I came home, my stepmother accused, “You’ve destroyed 

that mattress,” although I hadn’t touched it. It was an excuse to grab my 

father’s long black belt and administer severe lashes. Again, something 

was attached to me that I didn’t do. This was a pattern established in 

my life early on. One of my first jobs at a Queer youth agency treated me 

terribly after a while. I remember telling someone about it. “You were 

a scapegoat,” she said. Because this was such a pattern, and there was 

rarely anyone to counteract this information about me, I myself believed 

it was true. In my adult life, in relationships, time after time I was 

blamed. There was a story attached to me that I could not escape. In the 

film Bowfinger, Eddie Murphy plays an actor where people place him 

in their movie, project and weave a story around him and he’s not even 

there, has never agreed to it. He’s not at all aware that every action he 

makes is being filmed. In one scenario, someone once asked me, “Why 

didn’t you stand up for yourself? Why didn’t you say something?” and I 

replied because no matter what I said or did I knew the person couldn’t 

see me. What lingers for me are the scars—knowledge that if I were a 
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White woman or man, or fair-skinned, straight or rich, none of these 

things would be attached to me.

As an adult, my rejection manifested in overworking, hiding, and 

tremendous fear, fear of being seen. For years, I trembled uncontrollably 

at the slightest provocation. I’m thinking about Audre Lorde here, the 

paradox expressed at each of us as human beings so desperately wants 

to be seen also, that visibility is often the source of our greatest fear. 

Oh fear. Oh fear. I could write volumes about fear, about the time I was 

working on a play and the director said, as if cutting to the chase and all 

the monologues and rehearsals couldn’t solve it, “Your greatest obstacle 

is fear.” I think for some reason about the AIDS crisis in the late ’80s and 

early ’90s, watching friends die and there it was in their eyes, FEAR, 

the most horrible and barbaric fear. It had talons and wings and bore 

its fangs into each of us. It bled out veins. It lurked in corners, in broad 

daylight. It was grey with barbed wire fences. It was parasitic... I’ve been 

thinking recently about a performance I did, how I feel an incredible 

power where once there was only fear. I haven’t mentioned all the work 

it took to get here, all the therapy, writing, teaching, performances, and 

the tremendous failures. It’s like a prisoner who chisels through a wall 

for years with only a small tool or icepick, like a slave who makes years 

and years of attempts to run away and finally, if their spirit or body 

hasn’t completely broken, succeeds.

I’m a great believer in therapy, have done it for years, and that’s had its 

ups and downs, like the one time I needed a therapist and I met a woman 

who took my insurance through the Screen Actors Guild, and she asked 

at first meeting, “How long have you been a man?” I said, “I’m not a 
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man.” She asked me another time, “When do you want to talk about 

your transition?” Sadly, I really needed to talk with her because I was 

being harassed in an MFA program I attended. I stayed for a while, even 

though sometimes when I was talking she fell asleep, or when I got long-

winded she’d say, “Hurry up.” Another time in therapy, I started seeing 

a White man who kept asking me about coming out as a Lesbian when it 

wasn’t what I had gone to talk about. He then asked me about my sexual 

practices, “Any Bondage? Sadomasochism?” I was aghast. I had a Black 

woman therapist for ten years and had never talked about intimate 

sexual practices. After all the many therapists, I’ve finally met Natasha, 

a White Jewish woman who is the mother I never had, who believes in 

me, listens, encourages me, and when sometimes I’m desperate to know 

the outcome, she offers the one thing I’ve always longed for but never 

received from a lover or friend: “We’re in this together.” It’s as if after 

having suffered something like a stroke or paralysis she stays with me 

on the long road to recovery, applauds each step, helps me walk. In 1992, 

when I last saw Audre Lorde alive at the “I Am Your Sister” Conference 

in Boston, she walked out onto the stage, spread wings of her dashiki to 

embrace and engulf us all, we seekers of knowledge and justice. Of her 

battle with cancer she declared, “I began on this journey as a coward.” 

I see the transformation of my own cowardice into strength. I know 

when you conquer fear, it’s like being on a mountaintop. You can see 

everything. It’s like Leonardo DiCaprio’s character in the film Blood 

Diamond. Blood Diamond is about the corrupt diamond trade in Sierra 

Leone during the 1990s civil war. Leonardo DiCaprio plays a white 

mercenary and Dimon Hounsou plays a Black fisherman. Both men’s 

lives are transformed when Hounsou finds a rare diamond. DiCaprio, a 


