







I Love You and I’m Leaving You Anyway
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For my dad, who never let me go. And my fourth husband—

wherever you are.







Everything works out in the end. If it hasn’t worked out yet, then it’s not the end.

—UNKNOWN







Contents


Epigraph



Acknowledgments



Introduction



One If You Love Me, Please Press “5”



Two I Love You, This Is Just How I Am



Three I Love You, but I’m Stuck in Here



Four I Love You, and I Can’t Live Without You



Five I Love You, Now Meet Your New Mom



Six I Love You, but I’ve Got Work to Do



Seven I Love You, but I’m Sick of Coming Here



Eight I Love You, Even If You Already Have a Girlfriend



Nine I Love You, but I Think I Can Do Better



Ten I Love You, and I’m Leaving You Anyway



Eleven I Love You, Even Though I Just Told You to Go




Twelve I Love You, Which Is Why I’m Lying to You



Thirteen I Love You, but I’m Ready to Start Dating



Fourteen I Love You, So Obviously You Must Have Serious Problems



Fifteen I Love You, but I Love Myself More



Sixteen I Love You, So I Forgive You



Seventeen I Love You, Totally and Completely





About the Author



Credits




Copyright



About the Publisher







Acknowledgments



First and foremost, I thank my dad, who has fearlessly supported me in the writing of this book. I love you.

This book would not exist without Andy Mcnicol, Alan Rautbort, Nancy Miller, and Hope Innelli—each of whom has gifted me with their encouragement, professionalism, guidance, and expertise. Special thanks to Jill Soloway, who blessed me with the best three words of advice a writer could ever hear (“be more you”) and has mentored me in the funniest and most generous way. Thanks also to Kevin Falls, Diablo Cody, Josh Appelbaum, Andre Nemec, Scott Rosenberg, Nancy Josephson, Tom Wellington, Margaret Mendelson, Jennifer Grisanti, Ava Greenfield, Jaclyn Lafer, Dana Calvo, Amy Turner, Mishna Wolff, and the writing staffs of Journeyman, Life on Mars, and The United States of Tara, for proving that Hollywood is filled with good people.

Deep gratitude goes to the friends and loved ones who have given my life shape and meaning: my foster family for teaching me love and trust; my great friends Katie, Mary, David, Tracy Renee, Jane R., JoAnna, Karin, Joe, Stacey, Bevin, Chala, and Susie; all the beautiful souls at Saturday Night Atwater for their unfailing love and support; my son’s stepmother for her cooperation and caring; and most especially my son’s dad and grandparents, who truly have been family to me.

To Jon, Anil, Carla, Wynne, and Norma at the Casbah for the coffee and camaraderie, not to mention the necessary distractions. You guys are truly in this book.

And most of all, to my son, whom I love beyond words just for being himself.








Introduction



I LIKE TO THINK I’M NORMAL. I’m from the Midwest, I’m a mom, and I drive a Toyota.

But I’m not. Aside from my big hair and my ADD, there are two major facts that separate me from the average chick. 1) My dad was a pimp and a drug dealer and is doing twenty-three years in a federal prison as we speak. And, 2) I’ve been married three times.

This book is about the connection between those events.

If it were a math equation, it might look like this:




Pimp ≤ Womanizer + [Sex3] + Incarceration

x

Daughter ÷ Daddy – Security + Foster Homes12

=

MAN ISSUES




So how, more precisely, does one define Man Issues? Well, the story of my three marriages is a pretty compelling place to start. In my defense, it’s not quite as bad as it sounds. There were thirteen years between my first marriage and my second one. And five years between my second marriage and my third. Sometimes I think I married the boyfriends whom other, better-parented girls would have had the good sense just to cohabit with.

In any case, it’s obvious I didn’t learn everything I needed to know in kindergarten. I think I must have been absent the day they covered “Topics in Serial Monogamy: From Mayhem to Matrimony,” because my man-ventory also includes:


	[image: image] Four live-in lovers

	[image: image] Five guys I was “in love with” but who wouldn’t have sex with me

	[image: image] More depressives than you can hook up with at a poets’ convention

	[image: image] 1.5 agoraphobics (one of whom was considered half-functional because he at least had a job)

	[image: image] A host of other assorted addicts, whose dependencies included but were not limited to work, food, sex, heroin, and, um, motorcycles



Then, of course, there were those long stretches with no man at all, though not in a good way.

But the thing that truly convinces me that I have Man Issues and not just man problems (a difference similar to that between weather and climate—one is a cold spell, the other is Greenland) is this little paradox: at heart I’m totally conservative!

I know what you’re thinking right now. How can she possibly think she’s conservative when she’s a three-time divorcée? It’s a question I’ve had to ask myself. And here is the answer: because at my core, all I’ve ever wanted is to be in a committed relationship with one man. Who else do you know, without a burka, who has “settled down” at age seventeen? While my peers were out sowing their wild oats, racking up conquests, and sampling one, two, even three flavors of man each month, I was packing lunch for my husband. And loving it!

What’s more, I have never ever had any interest in casual sex. (Not even in France! Or on ecstasy!) It’s not a moral thing—on the contrary, more than once over the years I have wished I had the capacity for no-strings, uncommitted fun. Then I could have explored the whole subset of super-hot guys who’ve never met a string without a “G” attached to it. Alas. It’s just not my temperament. Maybe it’s nature—I’m one of those people who go to the same restaurant twice a week and order the exact same thing every time. Or maybe it’s nurture, and I’m just an emotional wreck from too much childhood. Either way, I’m in total agreement with my gay friend Mark-David, who says, “No ring, no ding, honey.”

It’s all about the relationship for me.

Which is why I’ve spent months, nay, years on the phone with cauliflower-eared girlfriends—fleshing out scenarios, detailing facial expressions, recounting exact bits of dialogue—trying to figure out if he likes me, what he’s thinking, when he’s going to call, or if not, why not. And that’s before the relationship starts. Once it’s going, it’s all about getting him to 1) stop doing what he’s doing, and 2) start doing what I want him to do, or if that’s not an issue, wondering 3) if he’s going to leave or 4) whether I should stay.

And my dad Freddie’s in all of it. Way up in it.

Not like that’s a new thought. Any chick old enough to have acquired a Diet Coke habit has heard that your relationships with men will be based—one way or another—on the one you had with your father. But I arrogantly dismissed this as the kind of folk “wisdom” you get at the nail salon between the polish and the top coat. So trite, so clichéd, so lowest-common-denominator. Helloooo, what about free will? Women have choices. We’re not just programmed to seek out Daddy 2.0. At least that’s what I thought. But three wedding dresses later (a tea-length, a two-piece, and a big traditional white, in that order), I’m here to say that I’m not that special. It did, indeed, all come down to Daddy.


So this is my story. It’s about how a girl from Minneapolis whose dad was obsessed with women became a woman obsessed with men. How having a pimp for a dad taught me to love men, leave them, fear them, fuck them, and yes, marry them. Over and over. Until I met “the one.” The one who went wrong in exactly the right way, making it possible for me to finally see who I had been emotionally wrangling with all along: my dad. It’s a story about a father and a daughter who managed to love each other despite one of them spending thirty years behind bars. And about how raising a son taught me everything I really needed to know about loving men.

Maybe you’ll relate.










One

If You Love Me, Please Press “5”



MY THIRD EX-HUSBAND CALLED me today.

He wants to see me. “Why?” I say, genuinely curious. It’s been just over two years since I last had sex with saw Paul. That’s when we gamely tried to paste our marriage back together in time to celebrate our one-year wedding anniversary. In bed.

We failed at the reconciliation. The bed part, as always, worked out great.

Since then, we’ve spoken on the phone from time to time, and lately he’s been calling more often. But he’s never asked to see me. Until right this second.

“I’ve been thinking…” He pauses, unsure if he’s really going to say what he’s about to say. “I was wondering—” He stops short. “It would be kind of like a before-and-after thing. You could see me before. And after. For comparison purposes.”

I should mention that Paul’s getting electroconvulsive therapy next week.

“If it works”—he means the electroconvulsive therapy—“would you maybe…” He stops once more. There’s something really vulnerable in his voice. Something I haven’t heard in a long time. Like, since we were married and manic depression took over his life, driving him all kinds of lying, cheating crazy.

“I was wondering if maybe you would…like me again?” He says “like” in the fifth-grader sense of the word, as in boy-girl like. “I know I blew it.”

It’s not as though I’ve been waiting to hear a mea culpa all this time, but this, I must admit, feels like a very nice start to one. Still, this man—this adorable, brilliant, sexy man—has got mental problems. Don’t, as they say, get it twisted.

“Oh, Paul,” I sigh doubtfully. “I don’t know.”

“Please, I really want to see you.” He’s almost begging, and what woman doesn’t find that kind of irresistible?

I take a long, deep breath. What do you say when your ex-husband asks you on a date to coffee?

 

SOMETHING’S DEFINITELY GOING ON. Because that’s the second plot-twisting phone call I’ve gotten recently from a key man in my life. The first was a week ago.

I am walking out the door to work, when the phone starts to ring. I know better than to answer it (when I get distracted leaving the house I usually end up forgetting something important, like my kid), but I pick it up anyway, because for me a ringing phone has always had a Wonka-bar quality to it, like, You never know, it might be something really, really cool, like a great job offer or a new man or a million dollars or…So I press the “on” button.

“Hello?”

Pause. Beat. Beat. Institutional recorded voice: “This call is from a federal prison.”

Oh, shit. It’s not a million dollars.

It’s my dad, who’s serving twenty-three years for conspiracy to distribute cocaine. He calls me every two weeks, like clockwork, and we talk mostly about what I’m doing in my life. We already know what he’s doing in his. Sitting there.

“This call is from—”

“FREDDIE.” He says his name so perfectly, like he’s just arrived at, say, Hyde or Villa or Beatrice Inn (or whichever “It” club you prefer) with two totally hot chicks and he knows he’s on the list.

“—an inmate at a federal prison. To decline this call, hang up. To block all future calls from this inmate, press ‘7.’ To accept this call, press—”

Don’t think I haven’t got a recurring morbid fantasy about accidentally pressing “7” and never again getting another phone call from my dad. But that would leave letter writing as the only available means of communication, and if that happened, he might as well be doing time on the International Space Station. Because I am the worst letter writer in the history of jailed fathers. In the fourteen years my dad has been incarcerated this time around I have managed to send exactly three letters. (In my defense, each contained a picture of my son.) And I call myself a writer! I am somehow sure Nelson Mandela’s kids coughed up more than three letters in fourteen years. Of course, their dad was a hero. Mine was a pimp.

I press FIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIVE. Good and long to make sure Automated Prison Recording Barbie hears me. Then I wait. There’s always a weird moment where I’m not sure which of us—Freddie or me—is going to speak first, which leads to some awkward “you-go-no-you-go” overlap. I’ve learned to just be silent and let him speak first.

“Hey, baby!”

Freddie always says hello like this. With a certain forced brightness that makes me feel obligated to sound happy in return. Sometimes I don’t feel like sounding happy. And I don’t bother to try to hide it. This is a relatively new development. For years I urged myself to sound cheerful. Then one day I overheard a friend on the phone with her mother and realized that normal adult children are annoyed when their parents call. And all I really, really want to be is normal.

But nothing about this is normal. Our phone calls are timed, fifteen minutes apiece, to the second. I think the inmates buy some kind of phone card, but exactly how it works is one of those federal-prison mysteries you just don’t bother to inquire about when you only have a quarter of an hour two times a month in which to conduct an entire father-daughter relationship. There’s a necessity to get straight to whatever talking points you’re in the mood to get to.

“I watched the show again last night,” Freddie offers.

This makes me feel all warm toward my dad. I was a journalist for a long time, but now I’m a television writer and he has been faithfully watching the show I write for, every week. I recognize this as a dad-in-prison act of love. There is a separate scale for what constitutes an act of love for a dad in prison, because dads in prison can’t do normal things like carve the Thanksgiving turkey or fix your leaky faucet or give you money for a down payment on a house. In this case, simply watching my show qualifies, because I know he must have had to pull some serious strings to commandeer one of the communal televisions every Monday night, especially since the show does not fall into a felon-friendly genre. I imagine he had to give away a lot of cigarettes. And he doesn’t even smoke.

“Well, what did you think?” I’m only asking for the sake of conversation.

But Freddie breaks it down, and he doesn’t spare my feelings. “The ending was good, but you lost half of us before you got there.”

Ouch. Really? I’m visualizing the inmates getting up in droves, preferring to go back to their cells (!) rather than find out what happens to Dan and Katie at the end of the episode. Obviously, this is not a good sign. Genre notwithstanding, you want them to be loving your shit at the federal penitentiary. Because if the captive audience isn’t interested, how are you going to hang on to the regular Americans? The ones with the Internet and Halo 3?

“This call is from a federal prison.”


There’s Barbie with the two-minute warning. Already?! This always happens. Just as I get over my mild dad-in-prison petulance and am really starting to enjoy his company, the call is almost over. “Now listen,” he says, “we’re running out of time. I got something to talk to you about. Guess what today is?”

My mind goes blank. What day could today possibly be? A holiday? No. His birthday? No. Our birthdays are exactly two weeks apart, and they had just passed. (We are Virgos together, which must explain something.) No one has died, that I know of, and besides, he would have led with that.

“I give up. What is today?”

“October twentieth,” he says.

I plug October 20 into my mental search engine, but even after .091 seconds, nothing comes up. “I give. Tell me.”

“It’s my release date!” Freddie’s excited, exultant even. He slaps his hands together and chortles—a big, giant, James Brown–like shout of HAH! “I’m coming home, baby! October twentieth, 2012. Five years from today!”

Mind you, my dad has been “getting out” since he got in, back when I was three. Usually any minute now. I have learned over the years to just say “Yeah, yeah” and go on with my life. But this time is different, I can tell. For starters, he gave me a date. A specific one.

This has a surprising effect on me. Kind of like the time I got my nose pierced. My mind thought, Okay, cool, that was easy, but the moment I tried to stand up my body was like JEEBUS PRICE, SOMEONE JUST PUNCHED A HOLE IN ME WITH A NEEDLE THE SIZE OF THE ONES IN A SEWING MACHINE! My insides are spinning and racing and rolling in all kinds of directions like a bucket full of marbles thrown on a cement floor. It’s one thing to have your dad in federal prison. It sucks, yes, but at least you know where he is, and you know he can only drive you crazy long-distance, and if you really really must, you know you can always press “7” to refuse all future calls.

But he just said that in five years—no, in four years, 364 days, 23 hours, and 59 minutes (and counting)—prison officials will give him a set of clothes, and $200, and a box packed with those three measly pictures I managed to send him, and they will lead him down a hall, and usher him through some doors, and then, finally, they will open the last door and he will walk through it. He will have served eighteen years. He will be seventy-six years old. And he will be a free man.

And all I can think is this: I wonder where he’s going to live?

 

SO THAT’S WHAT I’M THINKING about while I’m sitting in this café, waiting for Paul to arrive. How I’m not ready for my dad to get out. How even though Paul is from an affluent family, is white, and went to Harvard, he’s a lot like my dad. Too much like my dad. Exactly like my dad? Yes, exactly like my dad. They both loved me and left me anyway. Then, once they were gone, they refused to let me go.

The two of them are the continuum of men in my life: from the very beginning until the very end, until…

Now.

As the minutes tick by, I consider that I don’t exactly know what I’m doing here waiting for Paul. On one level it’s simple: He asked to see me. I said yes. On another, more mysterious plane, there’s something bigger going on. It’s an intuitive flash—like when you’ve lost something, and you suddenly realize where you might have left it, even if it makes no sense to look there. It’s the precise opposite of what I usually do when I lose something, which is to look over and over in the same place, the place I think it has to be, even though I already know it’s not there, because I’ve searched that spot seven times already. When it comes to men, that describes me perfectly. Someone looking over and over in the same place for something that isn’t there. But, sitting in this coffee place, waiting for my third ex-husband to arrive, thinking about my dad coming home, it hits me all at once—

I think I know where to look now.








Two

I Love You, This Is Just How I Am



BY PRETTY MUCH ANY CONVENTIONAL standard, my dad was bad. (And badass.) Terrible even.

For starters, he was a pimp.

A fur-coat-wearing, El Dorado–driving, sharkskin-suit-clad, pinky-ring-sporting, mustache-smoothing P.I.M.P., straight out of a blaxploitation picture. Eventually, he promoted himself to drug dealer, and there he also fit the stereotype, becoming a large-scale, conspiracy-heading, recidivist heroin and coke dealer just like on Starsky and Hutch, or maybe cooler, like in Goodfellas, if they were black. It sounds awful, right? Deplorable. Appalling. Immoral.

You dislike him already. I understand.

But here’s the thing about my dad. If you didn’t know anything about him, and I brought him over to your house for dinner, you would like him. You just would! First of all, he would be exceedingly polite. “Pleasure to make your acquaintance,” he would say upon meeting you. And he would say it in this mellifluous, almost singsong voice that would strike you as remarkably kindhearted and agreeable. That would cause you to take a closer look at his face, and you would notice the pleasing symmetry of his features, the sparkle in his eyes, and his overall warmth. He would offer to help you in the kitchen, and you would accept. You’d discover that he’s a great cook, and so easy to talk to! You would feel that he liked you, and you would be correct. You’d feel like this was a particularly good hair day.

After dinner, he’d help clear the table and just start doing the dishes. Without even being asked! The two of you would tootle around the kitchen, cleaning up, and he’d ask you about the man in your life. If there wasn’t one, he’d say something about how “a beautiful and charming young lady such as yourself” won’t be single for long, and you’d believe him. Mostly because it’s true! You are beautiful and charming. We all are. Freddie knows that.

At the end of the evening, as we were walking out the door, he’d say, “Thank you,” with genuine gratitude, and off he would go, leaving you to think to yourself, What a nice man…You’d be so dazzled, you’d call me the next day to tell me how much you liked him. Just like I knew you would.

This is the fascinating dichotomy of my dad. It is what made him such a great dad. And, of course, what made him such a great pimp.

 

I NEVER WANTED GUYS WITH “GAME”—the kind of smooth talkers who obviously know their way around a woman, or five. Quite the contrary. I spent the vast majority of my life with men at the other end of the continuum. Dating nice guys. Really nice guys.

Ultra Nice Guys.

Until age twenty-five, I was like someone who grew up with two fat parents and knows she will likely spend the rest of her life on a diet. Deep down, I knew that if I took even the first bite of Bad Boy, I would never want vegan pizza again. So I didn’t.

I just said no.

This wasn’t as difficult as it might sound, because I had two things working in my favor: I was afraid of sex (and of men in general); I was also extremely insecure. Which was kind of perfect really, since super-sexy guys naturally want sex (a frightening fact if you’re scared of sex), and they almost always want it now (an even scarier reality if you’re insecure). What’s more, sexy guys don’t make any commitments (a truly intolerable condition if you’re still dealing with a lot of posttraumatic stress surrounding your years in foster care). The combination made them totally repulsive to me.

So, I dated Ultra Nice Guys instead. UNGs are a whole tribe of men who are generally just as they seem: they’re polite, they open your car door, and they don’t pressure you for sex. They commit after a certain period of dating (usually thirty or sixty days, about as long as one is allowed to let an invoice languish before it is considered past due), they take you home to meet their (totally nice) families, they have steady jobs and good credit. They like their mother but they don’t feel responsible for her and (probably as a result) they don’t use women as a drug, because they’re not out there trying to reclaim the power over women they didn’t have as a boy.

They drive defensively.

There is only one problem with these men: they are boring. Scratch that. It’s not that they are boring, it’s just that they aren’t exciting. I used to think that if excitement was a coin, the flip side would be boredom. Now, almost thirty years of dating later, I’ve decided the flip side of excitement is intimacy. Without all those “exciting” ups and downs, two people can actually build a stable relationship and eventually experience closeness. Something my subconscious was determined never to let happen to me.

There is this Jungian thing I learned, where if you look at a woman’s choice of mate (or even date) you will see the male version of herself. And if you look at a man’s partner, you will see his inner female.

Take a quick look around—it’s a pretty G-D interesting theory, right?

I have two Inner Males—the pastor and the pimp. And for a long time, it was confusing as hell, dawg. Seventy-five percent of me is an upper-middle-class white boy—a commitment-oriented intellectual who got an IRA with his first job and thinks strip clubs are lame and slutty girls are just that: slutty.

The other 25 percent of me is really, really horny.

My UNG side would put together a relationship, a home, and a future. Then my inner pimp would trade it all away for one night in Bangkok. Or even Portland, Oregon.

Which explains how Paul, bless his heart, was my perfect match. We each had a side of ourselves that wanted desperately to make a home. And we each had a side that would not, or could not, allow that to happen. But more on that in a moment.

 

I NEVER REALLY KNEW MY DAD until I visited the place where he was born—a no-stoplight town in rural Alabama called Midway, two highways from anywhere, with maybe a few hundred people, almost all of them black.

I had always imagined the Deep South as this perspiring, mythic place of plantations, Spanish moss, and houses up on cinder blocks. A place where two slices of white bread are always served with dinner. Not long before my fortieth birthday, while on a solo visit to Atlanta, I decided to find out for myself.

I hop in a rental car and make the two-hour drive.

I find the town without too much trouble. I take the left turn off the county road and then, typical of me, suddenly realize I had absolutely no plan for Finding My People.

Up ahead there are four guys sitting on lawn chairs, stuff spread out on the ground for a yard sale. A fine place to start, I figure. I come to a stop right in front of the driveway and get out of my car. The four men, who I now see are drinking Budweisers, are wearing expressions like something out of the movie Close Encounters of the Third Kind. They’re Richard Dreyfuss. I’m the alien.

Not quite sure what to say, I just launch into my introduction.

“Hi, my name is Tracy McMillan, and my dad is from this town originally, and I was over visiting in Atlanta and I just decided to just drive down here and check it out.” I take a breath, aware that I am probably coming off like a sorority girl, and a white one at that.

One of the men, in his late forties maybe, looks at me a long spell. Then he turns to the guy next to him and they exchange a glance that says something like Are you seeing what I’m seeing? They are still thinking about how to respond when a large eighties Oldsmobile four-door sedan—the kind of thing a Los Angeles hipster would drool over—pulls up. Two more guys, waistlines courtesy of too many trans fats and not enough leafy greens, get out. “We saw her,” the Oldsmobile driver drawls, gesturing toward me, “and decided to stop.” Apparently, it doesn’t take much to be newsworthy in Midway. Big hair, skinny arms, and premium denim will do it.

I turn to the two new guys and repeat my pitch. “Hi, my name is Tracy McMillan and I’m visiting from Los Angeles, and my dad is from this town. I wanted to come and check it out.” They, too, look at each other. Then they look at the other four guys. I see that the main older dude has changed his expression slightly, to something like Amusing, isn’t she?

“What did you say your name was?” Oldsmobile queries. Slowly.

“Tracy McMillan.” At this point, I can tell these guys think I am just about the funniest thing that’s happened all year. I start to play along. Big smile. Tilted head. Exaggerated arm gestures. I can get a pretty good airhead thing going on when I want to.

The lawn chair guy points at Oldsmobile guy. “He’s a Mack-Millan.” I love how he says “Mc” like it has an “a” in it.

“I sure am,” says Oldsmobile. “Who’d you say your daddy was?”

“Freddie McMillan. I think he left here when he was about eight and moved to Birmingham. His mother was named Thelma?”

“Is he white or black?” asks one of the until-now-silent lawn chair brothers.

This question surprises me. I have light skin and features some have sworn were Greek (or whatever) but my hair is pure Soul Sister. “Black!” I answer indignantly. I can only guess that at this moment my German farmer side is shining pretty bright.

Oldsmobile sizes me up. “I’ll take you to meet my mama.”

One would think I would be circumspect about following a man I have known less than ninety seconds to some unknown location, but—unless I am intensely sexually attracted to a guy—my People Assessment System (standard equipment for every foster child) is absolutely foolproof. (Actually, it’s foolproof all the time. If I am intensely sexually attracted to a guy, I can be 100 percent certain having sex with him would be a bad idea.) Since I am not at all sexually attracted to Oldsmobile, I have no hesitation about following him to meet his mother. I get in my car and trail him a mile down the road.

Oldsmobile’s mom turns out to have a vague recollection of my grandmother. “But you should really talk to my sister,” she advises me. “She know ever’body around here.”

I’m totally interested in talking to anyone who knows everybody, so I get back in my car and caravan to the next house. I’m amazed that Oldsmobile has so much patience for this, but then again, I am pretty much the gossip of the day.

A few minutes later I’m standing in the kitchen of the sister, who apparently functions as a sort of town memory bank. She knows a bunch of my relatives, people whom I’ve never met but have heard of. Then she shows me a picture of her dad, a McMillan, who has sloping shoulders identical to my dad’s, and I have them, too. Who needs a DNA swab? Sometimes things are just obvious.

I spend an hour with this woman and her son, Oldsmobile (I don’t remember his name, or hers). She serves me a warm-ish Coke, and I sit in her dim but orderly living room and look at her family pictures. It is a strange and lovely afternoon. After a while, I leave, feeling a little bit guilty that I am going back to the Big City, leaving them (decades) behind.

Not until I am almost halfway back to Atlanta, after eating ribs off a plastic plate with slices of white bread at a roadside barbecue joint and blasting soul oldies on the radio, soaking in the “realness” of the true South, did I have a deeper revelation.

My dad was born in that place.

How he somehow had a child—me—who, in only one generation, found her way into the world of journalism, film, television, private schools, and pool houses was a testament to something essential about my dad.

And that something about him is something about me, too.

 

FREDDIE WAS BORN IN 1935, the sixth or seventh of nine children. His dad was a traveling preacher named Booker who went around to neighboring towns and counties, spreading the word of God. I suspect, too, that, being a McMillan, he had a little extra something special for the lady believers.

At some point Booker abandoned the family. Details are sketchy, but I think that’s when my dad moved away. The other story goes that my grandmother Thelma was accused of stealing jewelry from a white lady she washed clothes for, got raped and/or beaten in retaliation, and that’s when they left. However it happened, Thelma and the kids lived in Birmingham until the early 1950s, when one by one, they all migrated north to the tough industrial town of Gary, Indiana, outside of Chicago. Aside from steel mills and high crime, Gary became famous as the hometown of the Jackson 5. Then, as now, Gary was a black city.

Sometime in the 1950s, my grandmother’s sister, Aunt (pronounced “Ain’t”) Sallie, moved with her husband to Minneapolis, for a job in a flour mill or something like that. Aunt Sallie soon reported back to all the Indiana family members how fantastic Minnesota was. Sure, it was cold, but it wasn’t that much worse than Chicago, and the quality of life and relative lack of racism made it a whole lot better. She urged the family, one and all, to relocate to the Upper Midwest.


My dad and his posse came first.

There were four of them, still calling each other by their childhood nicknames: Cadillac, Big Dog, Shugger, and Far-Out Freddie. They’d been friends since they were kids shooting marbles and dice back in Birmingham. In those days, the Upper Midwest was to a hustler what China is to Philip Morris: one ginormous untapped market, just waiting to be exploited properly. They all worked loosely together, running cons, kiting checks, and dealing small-time marijuana.

And pimping.

Because there was one thing above all else that made Minneapolis unlike any other city in America for a black man in the mid-1950s: white women.

Not just any old white women. These were white women from Scandinavian and northern European backgrounds, relatively liberal and open-minded—for Americans, that is—and raised in a culture where “Socialist” is just another word for a first-generation Swede. A culture where people don’t really give a great big hoot what you do, since you’re inside a good five months of the year anyway.

For a guy who spent the first twenty-odd years of his life drinking from separate water fountains than the white folks, moving to Minnesota must have been the sexual equivalent of the riots you always see in developing nations right after they overthrow the despotic leader. Par-tay!

Freddie once told me a story that illustrated the enormity of the cultural jolt. Not long after he arrived, he was riding a city bus, sitting in a window seat, near the back. The bus, already almost full, stopped to pick up more passengers. Last to board the bus was a white woman, attractive, probably in her late twenties. She took the seat right next to Freddie. Just sat down right next to him, like it was a completely normal thing to do.

It was the closest physical proximity he’d ever had to a white woman. Ever! And he was going on thirty. He burst into a cold sweat, his heart racing, his hands shaking, with an overwhelming urge to get up and run. That’s how deep the taboo went against even sitting next to a white woman, and how well he had internalized it. After all, where he grew up, his life had depended on it. You could get lynched for way less—like just looking at a white woman.

To think that, shortly after that incident, my dad had not only met a young white woman and introduced her to prostitution but impregnated her too is to realize how deeply transgressive an act my conception was. My dad was doing something he could have died for just a few hundred miles to the south.

It tells me just how ballsy Freddie and Linda really were. How nonconformist. How rebellious. How totally punk rock. A black man getting with a white woman in 1964 was better than having a Mohawk in 1978 or a pantyless crotch in 2007. It was a way to say, Your rules don’t apply to me, and by the way—fuck you.

What a way to start a life.

 

I’M AMAZED I NEVER TURNED A TRICK. I never even stripped! Not that I would blame me if I had. Many, if not most, girls of my provenance find themselves trading sex somewhere along the way for cold hard cash (as opposed to engaging in the less overt quid pro quo of a serious relationship with a man of some—or any—means). And to be honest, I always secretly thought I would, too.

But I didn’t, and I’m not sure why.

Fear of sex was definitely a part of it. But there was another intangible thing, a force almost, that prevented me from being able to tap into my sexuality in order to make money or further my career. I was not terribly happy about this thing, either. Mostly because it meant Prince would not be building his next girl group around me. (A pause here for all of those who care to mourn the loss of Tracy Renee 6, the great girl group that would have come after Vanity 6 but before Apollonia 6…)

I remember the exact moment I discovered this predicament. It was seventh grade, the year of my sexual awakening. I was spending a lot of time alone, and, probably because that year we were living in one of those neighborhoods with the poor-people zoning laws, where XXX theaters are right at the end of the block and the corner store carries as much T&A as PB&J, I’d come across sexually explicit materials on two different occasions. First, I found a book of hard-core pornography on the bus, wedged between the seats. I took it home and, with remarkable speed, managed to think up uses for it.

A short time later, as I walked to school on a snowy day, I happened upon a stack of girlie magazines dropped off outside the aforementioned corner store. Titles like Cheri, Oui, and Hustler. I stole a couple and stashed them under the bed, where they, too, became interesting reading material when I was bored.

As I said, I had a lot of free time that year.

The thing about it was, there was something very familiar about pornography. Not necessarily the pictures—some were highly explicit and shocked me at first—but the energy in the pictures; it was familiar, almost normal. I should say I’d been sexually, er, awake ever since I could remember. Without going into crazy details, let’s just say even at age four, when given a “time out” I knew how to make the minutes pass quickly in ways that were probably not what my foster parents were thinking when they named the time-out spot “the naughty chair.”

Back to my moment of choice, though. I was in the basement with my friend Jody and this kid named Keith, who was somebody’s cousin or nephew and who just happened to be visiting. As happens with seventh graders, the discussion turned to sex, and a dare was put forth: I should French-kiss Keith. In theory, I really liked the idea. I was going to get to kiss this boy (and he was cute) without having to risk “liking” him, with its attendant possibility of rejection. Furthermore, since he was visiting, I would never have to see him again.

Well, my mind may have been in agreement, but my body most definitely was not. As soon as the kiss became imminent, my heart began to pound and an unbelievable fear took hold. I couldn’t move.

“Go!” Jody urges me. “Kiss him!”

I’m looking at Keith, and he’s just standing there. Waiting. Ready.

“Kiss him!”

And…I…just…couldn’t…do…it…

I couldn’t do it.

I couldn’t even force myself to do it.

Jody, ever the bolder of the two of us, muttered something about my being a loser and stepped right in front of me with a confident, “Okay, then, I’ll do it.” She put her arms around Keith’s neck, and he put his arms around her waist, and right in front of me, they started going at it.

A tsunami of shame washed over me. What is wrong with me? Why couldn’t I just kiss the guy? He was standing right there. He wanted me to. It would have been so easy.

But something really deep inside had just frozen me to the spot—like a wet tongue on metal when it’s ten below outside—unable to carry out the command that Jody Jeffs, and my mind, had just given.

Even though I wanted to do it!

It would take me, oh, a couple of decades to figure it out exactly, but eventually I would come to realize that I had two separate but interrelated sexualities: one with myself, and one with men. Two different selves I would spend the next twenty years synthesizing: the one who knew too much too soon and was hypersexual and kind of perverse, and the other, more powerful one that would keep me in check, up to and including trading sex for money.

 

MY DAD SWEARS THEY VOLUNTEERED. Every last one of them.

“Not once did I ever walk up to a woman and say, ‘I’m a this and I want you to be a that.’ That’s not how it happened.”

He swears it. And I guess I believe him.


Here’s his side of the story:

One night in 1956 he was sitting at a bar, and a woman came up to him. “Can you come upstairs with me?” she asked. “I have a piece of furniture I need help moving.”

My dad, ever the gentleman, was eager to be of service. “I was twenty years old,” he remembers. “A square. Just off the bus. I honestly thought I was going up there to help the girl out.”

So upstairs he goes, to a small room in a building over the bar. Once inside the room, he says, she broke it down for him.

“I want you to be my man,” she told him, point-blank.

“What do you mean?” Freddie asks. Recounting the story, he articulates every word, like “What. Do. You. Mean.” He really sounds like he had no idea what she was talking about.

“I’m a working girl,” she explained. “I make money, and I’ll give it to you, if you’ll be my man.”

Freddie gives a big throaty laugh at the memory. “Man, I didn’t know a hooker from a loaf of bread,” he says, clapping. “I’d heard about them, but I’d never actually seen one. But this girl, she just…” He stops. Then he finishes: “I said, ‘Sounds good to me.’ And boom! I was in bidness.

“We went around to all the clubs in Minneapolis, the Key Club and Moby Dick’s. And she made money and she gave it to me. And she fucked me silly.”

Freddie goes on to tell some version of this story—She came up to me and said she had decided to become a hooker, but she needed a man, and would I do it?—for every woman he ever “worked” with. The way he tells it lends credence to the adage “There are no victims, only volunteers.” But even though these women were in agreement with trading sex for money, it doesn’t change my mind about the real costs to them of doing so.

Not that anyone has ever asked, but as the child of a prostitute, I don’t really believe there is such a thing as a happy hooker. Even the ones making thousands a night. Yeah, maybe sex work is cool in the short term, in the same way it’s awesome to smoke cigarettes in your early twenties. It looks cool and feels glamorous. But poll any smoker over the age of forty-five. They all want to quit.

 

TURNS OUT MY MOM WASN’T REBELLIOUS so much as she was crazy. This might have been predicted. My dad once told me that when Linda found out she was pregnant she wanted an abortion, and the only reason she didn’t get one is because he essentially locked her in an apartment and kept her there until I arrived.

I was born in Hennepin County General Hospital on September 12, 1964. In fact, one of the first things I asked my mom when I met her was the time of my birth. I’m one of those chicks who’s into astrology (which is a little like saying “I’m one of those guys who’s into blow jobs”) and I’d been waiting a lifetime to find out the hour and minute of my birth so I could calculate my rising sign, which in astrology is the equivalent of You Are Here on a map.

“It was in the afternoon,” Linda remembers, sounding quite certain.

“Really?” I’m breathless. I’ve been wondering about this since I cracked my first astrology book, in my teens. “You’re sure?”

“Yep. Positive. I remember because your dad was at the hospital and I was nervous that my mom was going to show up any moment because school was out for the day.” Linda’s mom, Helen, was a second-grade schoolteacher. She could print like nobody’s business. “My mom hated your dad, you know. Hated him.”

Of course she did! My dad was black and a pimp. To Helen he must have been a rolling, strolling, overdressed billboard announcing the fact that she was not a typical college-educated elementary schoolteacher, but rather an abandoned wife who raised her only child to be a welfare mom and prostitute. There is, as we say in the news business, a story there. We may never know the details, but figure the story is the approximate size and shape of Linda’s insanity. Or Freddie’s diamond rings.

“Do you know what time? I mean, exactly?” I’ve tried to find out on a number of occasions by obtaining a copy of my birth record, but Hennepin County General Hospital was torn down in the 1970s and all the actual birth certificates were packed away when the data was computerized, so now when you request your records, they just send you a piece of paper that essentially says, Yeah, you were born, on September 12, 1964.

Thanks. I knew that already.

There’s no time of birth on there, or little footprint, or doctor’s signature. Nothing that would say, You’re specific, there’s only one of you, you are special and wanted. This is the kind of indignity you suffer when you’re too poor to be born in a hospital with an actual name. General Hospital. It means no one claims you, not the Seventh-Day Adventists, or the Methodists, or the Catholics. You don’t really have a tribe. Unless indigents and welfare cases are your tribe.

No wonder I’ve always felt like I was hatched, not born.

“Four ten in the afternoon,” Linda says adamantly. “Yep. School was already out.”

Now this is something I can work with. Later, I ask my dad, and he corroborates the Helen part of the story, including the part about seeing her in the waiting room after school. He thinks the time was a little bit earlier, though. Perhaps around three thirty P.M.

I run off to do my birth chart and immediately discover my birth time is right on the cusp between rising signs. If I was born at 4:10 P.M., I’m a Capricorn rising. If I was born at 4:30 P.M., I’m an Aquarius rising.

Great. You’d think that would settle the question, but it doesn’t. A teensy bit more research reveals that my parents are either liars, or dimwits, or both. (Surprise.) And here’s how I know.

Because I was born on a Saturday. There’s no school on Saturday.

 


MY DAD WAS AHEAD OF HIS TIME. Thanks to his, er, nontraditional job and my mother’s complete inability to take care of me due to her bipolar-y/alcoholic problems (think Britney, early 2008), my dad was my primary caretaker.

Freddie played Mr. Mom twenty years before Bob Saget ever met an Olsen twin. He cooked for me, fed me, bathed me, dressed me, and took me everywhere with him. Pictures from that time consistently show me—always with a fierce look on my face, always dressed to work in the RuPaul sense of the word—being toted around in my dad’s arms. Except for when he was dropping me off with a babysitter (“babysitter” being another word for some chick he was fucking), I was his constant companion. His sidekick, talisman, and ultimate accessory. We were inseparable.

Presumably I even attended a drug deal or two.

Later, when I had my own (stroller-hating) son, I started to realize what it might have meant to be carried around by him all the time. When you are a baby being held by someone, you absorb all their energy, you see the world from their viewpoint, you smell their hair. They, in turn, have full access to your face. They can kiss you whenever they want, and you can see all their expressions in extreme close-up, like being in the first row at a movie theater. I don’t know about you, but I get motion sick in the first row.

It’s no wonder, then, that I’ve always felt so connected to my dad. For the first three years of my life I was literally closer to him than I was to anyone else, emotionally, physically, and metaphysically. I’m so close to him, every choice he makes in his life reverberates through mine in a very big way. So when he gets his first major prison sentence, there is only one word for what I am.

Fucked.
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