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November 15, 2019 

Bryan closed up early today. It was costing them more to be open than to be closed. Tonight was the drag competition that Lance had been training for all year.
“Are you ready, son?” Bryan said, opening Lance’s door. Bryan looked at his watch; they needed to go. Bryan grabbed the red wings and harness; they were heavy. Lance fluttered around the room looking for one of his red boots. He was so nervous, unusually nervous, talking to himself.
“I thought the wings were supposed to be white,” Bryan said, trying to lift the wings properly.
“I changed the theme. I’m the Angel of Death now. It was Avery’s idea to switch from an angel,” Lance said, visibly shaking. “I can’t think right now. Where’s my boot?”
“Relax son. We have to go,” Bryan demanded. What is going on with this boy?
“Avery agreed to ride with us. We need to wait,” Lance said, throwing makeup brushes and product into his red makeup box. Oh, now I see. It’s Avery, Bryan thought to himself. Nadia entered and started helping Lance pack his makeup.
“Put the wings in the back of the car. Be careful,” Nadia said sternly to Bryan as she pushed him out the door. “We’ll see you in the car.”
Bryan got the message.
A few minutes later, he started the car as Lance and Nadia walked out the front door. Lance looked like he had been crying.
Nadia closed her door. “We’re ready, Sugar Bear.”
Bryan looked in the rearview mirror. Lance stared out the passenger window. Bryan began to say something to Lance when Nadia touched Bryan’s hand. Not now, she mouthed.
They arrived at the Landmark Three Oaks theater only fifteen minutes late. Miss Fortune was waiting with a scowl on her face. Bryan started to feel sorry for Lance because Miss Fortune started fussing and never stopped. It was better coming from her than him. The back of the theater was bustling with young queens getting dressed. A man dressed in a black outfit that was half tuxedo pants and jacket, and half over-the-shoulder sequined ball gown told the parents it was time.
Bryan hugged Lance. “You got this.” Bryan smiled at Lance’s makeup; it was flawless.
“Is Avery here? Do you know if Mama is coming?” Lance fired off questions.
Nadia slightly adjusted the red feather cap atop Lance’s head.
“Son, I’m sure they both will be here. You don’t need to focus on that right now. Focus on winning. Me and Nadia are right here,” Bryan said, hoping his words helped. Bryan and Nadia took their seats.
“Look at how many people are here,” Bryan said. “Is Lance going to be okay?”
“Yes, he’ll be fine. This is going to be a great show tonight. Did you see the queen dressed as Madonna?” Nadia responded.
“I texted Lawanda about the show tonight. I kind of hope she doesn’t show,” Bryan said, realizing how selfish this sounded. “But I do want her to show up for Lance.”
“Yes. He needs his mama. I hope the witch shows up, too,” Nadia said, laughing.
“You know you’re wrong for saying that,” Bryan said with a grin.
Miss Fortune sat down with Bryan and Nadia.
“You two are going to have to do better,” she said. She crossed her legs and fluffed one side of her hair. “This whole family is going to make me an old queen. I’m too young for this. This is why I can’t find a man.”
Nadia held Bryan’s hand as they quietly giggled together. “We’re sorry,” Nadia said. The competition raced through twelve queens. Lance was up last; Bryan had taught him that judges always remember the last performer. The crowd was revved up from the last two performers, who had been the best so far. Bryan took a deep breath.
“Everybody, you might see this queen on RuPaul’s Drag Race one day. Put your hands together for Lady Degas as the ‘Angel of Death,’” the emcee announced.
The song “BO$$” by Fifth Harmony started, and Lady Degas strutted out, snapping her fingers to music. She was dressed in red, knee-high platform boots, a red bikini, and a red corset. The red wings on Lady Degas’ back were folded, barely visible. She put her right foot out and ground her hips. Lady Degas’s tempo picked up with the music, throwing her hands up and then back while shaking her bottom. The crowd got up on their feet to sing the chorus with Lady Degas. Lady Degas shouted “BOSS” as the crowd sang the chorus. Lady Degas shook and gyrated, showing off that she knew how to work her body.
“Work it! Work it!” Bryan yelled out.
The music ended, and Lady Degas stood in a superwoman pose like a confident queen. She flexed her biceps as she let her wings spread out from behind. The crowd lost it, yelling and jumping up and down. The wings aesthetically extended four feet on each side of her, and Lady Degas held her pose to let the audience see the details, the layering of deep red feathers. Lady Degas opened her mouth with a devilish look, then stuck her tongue out. The wings made her look majestic and dangerous at the same time as a shadow cast across her face. Then the wings enfolded her within as she lowered herself into a kneeling pose, completely hidden behind the wings. She stood there momentarily, standing tall again, smiling, and waving to the crowd. She exited the stage—a total performer.
The emcee came out as all the drag queens stood together waiting to hear who won first place. Lady Degas fidgeted, shifting her weight from side to side. She held hands with Daye Light, the only queen remaining.
The emcee announced the decision: “Our new 2019 champion and headed to the regional teen drag competition from Houston, Texas, is our very own Lady Degas!”
Lady Degas hugged Daye Light and accepted her crown and a twenty-five-hundred-dollar check. On the drive home, Bryan could not stop talking. Lance was quiet.
“What’s wrong?” Bryan asked him. Nadia turned around, looking over the front passenger seat.
“I’m glad you and Miss Nadia were here. I’m glad I won. But Avery and my mama didn’t come,” Lance said, sniffling.
Bryan pulled over into a parking lot, parked the car, and turned to face Lance. “Your mother needs more time. She loves you. She doesn’t know how to show that she doesn’t understand. I promise she will come around.”
Nadia jumped into the back, next to Lance. “Don’t worry about Avery. You keep doing what you know and love. Regardless of anyone, you still have to take care of yourself. Don’t let these people take your joy away.”
They drove home.
“I hate this. I want to call Avery and Lawanda and give them hell. But that’s not going to solve anything,” Bryan said.
“I’m going to go check on him,” Nadia said.
“Thank you for being here,” Bryan said. “I don’t know how I would do this without you.”
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December 12, 2019 

Cold Houston weather: the high was in the mid-fifties, which was coat-wearing weather for native Houstonians like Bryan, but shorts-wearing weather for everybody else. He had received another late notice for Lindsey’s fall bursar bill. She still had not called Bryan to say when she was coming home. The holidays were here, and Bryan decided not to worry about Lindsey. He rushed inside the bakery excited about the surprise for tonight's cis-trans couples holiday program tonight. Bryan had planned an unforgettable night. Everybody came out. The bakery was decorated with handmade ornaments and holiday music played as everybody enjoyed fruit punch flavored with sprite. Bryan watched Stacey secretly pouring vodka into her punch. He approached her and Posh. Posh pulled Bryan to the side. Bryan just knew he was in trouble.
“Hey, you know. You’re okay in my book,” Posh said.
Bryan smiled. “Thank you.” Bryan put his open arms out looking for a hug. He hugged Posh, looking over her shoulder at Stacey. Stacey gave a wink and smiled back.
Cody arrived optimistic and at peace. She had finally updated all her vital records—driver’s license, birth certificate, passport, and bank accounts—with not just her name but also her gender. Fortunately, she had found a lawyer willing to do pro bono work to help her navigate this unfair system. She held up her new library card as if it were a trophy inscribed with her full name: Cody Russell. 
Bryan started arranging the chairs so that there was a middle aisle, and he moved the tables to the storage area. He erected a portable black velvet curtain from his magic show. He asked everybody to sit and darted away to change into his costume. Hiding behind the curtain he started the music: the Soul Train theme song. 
Bryan stepped out wearing a 1970s vintage baby blue tuxedo, a ruffled tuxedo shirt, and a giant afro wig; he looked like Don Cornelius from Soul Train. The group burst into a loud roar upon seeing him. He lowered the music. 
He brought a thin fake microphone close to his mouth, lowering his voice to let his natural Black swagger take them back in time. “Welcome to the Soul Train. This is the hippest trip in Houston running across the tracks of your mind. I’m your host, Don Cornelius.” Bryan gave a quick little shimmy with his hips to get the crowd excited. “The excitement begins with the coolest queen you’ve ever seen. Put your hands together for Lady Degas,” Bryan said, projecting every bit of Don Cornelius coolness. 
He stepped to the side as the next track started, and Lance, in drag as Lady Degas, stepped out wearing a red satin gown, a feathered red robe, and six-inch platform pumps. As he lip-synced in a sultry voice to “Ain’t No Mountain High Enough,” the audience swayed from side to side, clapping in rhythm. Lauren stood up to sing the final chorus with Lady Degas. The song ended and Lady Degas took her bow. Lady Degas strutted behind the velvet curtain.
“I needed that,” Lauren said, sitting back down. “That felt good.” 
Bryan again stepped forward, smiling at Jerry. Bryan continued his impersonation, entertaining the small audience with a bit of comedy while the queens prepared near the bathrooms. When he got the cue from Lance, Bryan said, “We ain’t done yet. Let the groove hit you in the ass and funk split you from the rooter to the tooter. Put your hands together for Lady Degas and the Rhythm Nation!”
Five queens marched out dressed alike in all-black body suits, black ball caps, black combat boots, and long ponytails. The music started. Bryan was impressed at how the queens had learned the entire Janet Jackson “Rhythm Nation” routine in only a few days. Each queen did a solo routine with Lady Degas, voguing ballroom style and finishing with an earth-shattering death drop. The audience rose to their feet, and the queens took their bow. 
Bryan asked everyone to move their chairs to the wall. He changed the music to Sister Sledge’s “We Are Family.” Everyone formed a soul train line. Bryan grabbed Jerry by the hand, pulling him to the front of the curtain. 
“This is Soul Train," he belted out extending the "o" and the "a", he continued, "And we always end the night with the soul train line,” Bryan belted out. Bryan stepped forward first, dropping to the floor and popping back up, and then he did the Rerun dance. He looked back at Nadia and winked, giving her a come join me look. 
Nadia looked lost but she quickly gathered her bearings, put on her sunglasses, strutted out with a serious look, and started waving her arms widely in front of her body. Then she flung her long right leg out, rotated her shoulders, and put the tip of her index finger first on her tongue and then on the side of her butt. She and Bryan finished the line together. 
Jerry pulled the brim down on his large yellow hat, hiding his face, and he took that cue to start vogueing: duck walking, dipping, cat walking, spinning, and executing his own slower, mature death drop. Then he popped back up like a young man. 
In five-inch high heels, Cody did a cartwheel at Jerry’s side. Through some mental telepathy, Jerry and Cody started dancing as if their moves were choreographed. Two lines naturally formed, giving the next dancers their chance to go.
Stacey and Posh started with a true retro disco ’70s vibe, really throwing their bodies around. They both hopped two hops forward at the same time; they moved to the right and then the left. Stacey spun around several times as Posh shimmied forward on her left leg while holding up her right leg parallel to the floor with her right hand. As they threw their bodies down the soul train line, Stacey jumped into Posh’s arms, and they exited with Posh carrying Stacey away. 
Mark started doing the robot, and Amber started twerking. Lauren started spinning, doing the sprinkler dance, while her wife, Violet, tried to do a split. They had to help Violet’s old self get up. The queens flowed down the soul train line one by one. Bryan and Nadia swayed back and forth together, clapping and smiling. Love was abundant. There was a loud noise, a crashing sound like glass breaking. Everybody stopped, and Bryan cut the music immediately. By the window, he saw a brick lying on the sidewalk. A second brick hit the glass, and Bryan jumped in front of Nadia. 
“I’m scared,” Nadia said in a high-pitched voice. 
Bryan ran outside, where he saw a familiar face. Trevor, the manager who had quit earlier, was running away. He picked up the brick; he read a transphobic slur written on it. He looked at the cracked window and he picked up the second brick: another slur. He walked back inside, locked the door, and pulled off his afro wig. Everybody was shaken. Bryan held Nadia as she laid her head on his shoulder and cried. 
“It’s not supposed to be like this,” Nadia agonized. 
Bryan pulled back and looked into her eyes. “I’ll protect you, I promise,” he said. He grabbed Lance and huddled his family together. Then he made sure everyone got to their cars safely. He turned on the alarm after the others went home. 
Bryan sighed deeply at the amount of hate required to throw such a heavy brick. He put the bricks into the trunk of his car. He questioned his decision to not install security cameras covering the front. He decided against calling the police because when the state got involved, minority communities always somehow ended up on the losing end. 
At home, Nadia stayed revved up all night. She couldn't sleep. Bryan stayed awake, too, looking out his bedroom window for this lone wolf to show up at their home. Tonight's attack validated Bryan's feelings that the broader society would not care because white male society always condemned this behavior as individualistic, not a unified threat. He was starting to care less about society's doxa that Black and Brown men's natural tendencies for villainous things—rob, threaten, and destroy property—and more about protecting his family from the patriots who strayed called lone wolves.
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The next morning, they arrived at the bakery with the uneasiness of someone walking on thin ice. Nadia touched the crack in the window, which meandered between the words Sophia’s and Cupcakes. Bryan saw the fear in her eyes. The crack, thick and deep, represented the fracture between the privileged and the marginalized in society, as well as all the external obstacles keeping Nadia from achieving her full potential by those who felt threatened by her audacity.
Bryan and Nadia mended the crack with duct tape from inside the bakery as the mid-morning sun illuminated the chaos swirling inside their souls. Nadia sat motionless, lost in thought; she had become paralyzed by her story of their future. Bryan looked beyond the crack to see chaos building across the street. He rubbed his hands, his breathing became labored at what was unfolding across the street.
Everyone inside the bakery crowded behind Bryan, gasping as car after car entered the parking lot across the street. Several white males gathered carrying homemade picket signs: Transgenderism Is A Disorder, There Are Only Two Genders, Trust The Science, Trannies Go Home. Soon, a large crowd stood shoulder to shoulder facing the bakery, chanting with loud voices: “Trannies go home!” A television camera crew started setting up. A large white F350 dually truck backed into a parking space. An older cisgender white man in a plaid shirt with rolled-up sleeves, a large cowboy hat, and cowboy boots climbed onto the truck’s bed. The glimmer of silver truck nuts flashed beneath the truck bed as the metal balls jiggled. The cowboy hat wearing man held up a microphone. He addressed everyone, looking to his left and right.
“Good morning! It’s a great morning,” he said, speaking directly into the microphone. He smiled widely. “I’m Archie Baxter, and I am running for state senator.”
The crowd yelled back at his announcement.
“This is Texas,” said Baxter. “We will not allow this transgender agenda to turn Texas into California. Join me to fight against allowing these people from taking over our neighborhoods, our schools, and businesses.”
The crowd had doubled in size. Archie Baxter continued spewing hate-filled rhetoric for another thirty minutes, widening his hatred to include gay marriage, women’s reproductive rights, and Black Lives Matter.
Bryan locked the bakery door. His stomach felt queasy; he recognized he had never deeply considered the unspoken costs of running their bakery. He stopped being naive but unsure what to expect anymore; he let a few customers in through the back door, but unknown faces had to stay outside.
Joah’s face was pale. Words could not explain his expression. He took a few steps away from the window.
“Joah, you’re okay,” Bryan said. “They can’t hurt us when we stay together.”
“I have to go, Mr. Hicks,” Joah said. His voice shivered. “I’m sorry.” He raced out the back door.
Bryan called after Joah, but he was gone, and there was too much confusion at the bakery for Bryan to chase after him. Susan pulled out her phone and searched for Archie Baxter. She showed the results to Bryan: Archie Baxter was an ultra-conservative Republican from West Texas, a Trump supporter, and a trial lawyer.
Nadia disappeared suddenly, and then she reappeared with one of the bricks.
“Honey, no. We can’t do that,” Bryan said as he held her back from going outside.
A small group of supporters, some of them regulars and others Bryan had never seen before, gathered in front of the bakery.
“Let me go, Bryan,” Nadia said agitatedly.
Bryan and Nadia stood outside, trying to understand the ramifications for their business and lives. The gay pride and trans flags flapped furiously in the breeze. Mr. Davis was standing in a very aggressive position at the stationary store next door. Bryan had stopped trying to speak to him after several unsuccessful attempts to be friendly. Mr. Davis was a cisgender man in his sixties, his round belly covered by a plaid shirt that fit like a sack.
Mr. Davis would not look at Bryan. The bags under his eyes maintained a constant whiteness regardless of how much sun hit his face; the receding hairline probably indicated how much he wore his MAGA hat. Mr. Davis’s angry look was strengthened by the shadows created by the neon blue sign. “I’ve been here for twenty years, and I always got along with the homosexuals, but you people are making waves for everybody.” He pointed at Stacey and Nadia. The protesters had brought Mr. Davis out of his shell.
You people. I hate that, Bryan thought, realizing “you people” applied to more than only Black people. He called my friends homosexuals. This is some bullshit on every front, he thought.
“Is he talking about me?” Stacey said, throwing up her hands. “I’m so tired of this. Say it one more time. I swear I will come over there and kick your ass.”
“Stacey,” Bryan said, his voice strong and centered. He broadened his shoulders and turned to Mr. Davis, separating his feet to stand stronger. Bryan was not going to back down. His belly boiled with anger from hearing some white man’s propensity to feel victimized by anyone who was only exercising their rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.
“We have a First Amendment right to express ourselves and our gender or say out loud that we are queer, trans, or whatever,” Bryan said, raising his voice. “Just like you do.”
“This will not stand,” Mr. Davis said, locking the door to his business. “All this diversity is killing America. Trump is the only one to save America from itself.” Mr. Davis walked away, bringing his phone to his ear.
Nadia stepped in Mr. Davis’s direction. Bryan held her back.
“Mr. Davis,” Nadia called out, “Take your old ass back inside. If you call us homosexuals again, I’m going to kick your ass myself.”
Bryan pulled her back inside the bakery to protect her from the unruly crowd. Things were becoming dangerous. He and Nadia paced back and forth, watching everything unfold outside. Susan and Barry pulled Bryan to the side and asked him to sit down. Susan stroked his hand.
Barry looked Bryan in the eye and said, “You’re going to have to get tough. I remember when Susan and I marched for women’s reproductive rights and gay marriage. The opposition was there the entire time. I’m not part of either of those communities. It was important that whatever we did was helpful and not a distraction.”
“I totally understand that, but I never figured all of this into the equation,” Bryan stammered.
Why did life have to be so difficult? Bryan thought, looking at the crowd chanting across the street. He finally understood that allyship was a verb; allyship had to be active to combat this hate. “You’re right. It is important that I’m not silent but learn how to stand beside Nadia,” Bryan replied to Barry.
“I promise you. She’ll do the same for you,” Susan said. His phone started ringing from friends.
A few hours later, the protesters dispersed, leaving their signs behind. Bryan wrung his hands, thinking about how to get a concealed carry license.
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