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    For every woman who carried a name the world forgot.

      

    

"I am not cynical. I am accurate."

— Mona

"The dead don't need monuments. They need someone who remembers their name."

— Mona
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PART ONE: THE NAMES
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THE BASEMENT
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The church has two faces. The one that looks at Pulaski Road is stone and stained glass, a hundred and twelve years old, the kind of building that makes white people who drive through here slow down and say, well, that's beautiful, I didn't expect that. The other face — the one you find when you walk around the side, past the dumpster and the rusted bicycle nobody's claimed in three years, down the concrete steps with the railing that wiggles if you grab it too hard — is a basement door painted the color of dried blood, with a lock that sticks when it's cold.

I have a key.

Pastor Davis gave it to me fourteen months ago. He didn't ask what the group was for. I told him anyway, because I believe in naming things accurately, and because a man who gives you a key to his church basement deserves to know what you're going to do with it. I said, "I want to run a support group for trans women. Sex workers. Current and former. Some of them are going to talk about things that would make your congregation walk out." He said, "My congregation walks out every time I preach past forty-five minutes, Mona. The bar for shock is lower than you think."

He laughed. I didn't. That wasn't a joke — that was a test, and he passed it.

Thursday evening. Six forty-five. I'm fifteen minutes early because I'm always fifteen minutes early. This is not a personality trait. This is what twenty-five years of the life teaches you about controlled environments: you arrive before everyone else so you can read the room when it's empty. Know the exits. Check the windows. Test the lock. Feel the temperature. Decide if the space is safe before you fill it with people who need it to be safe.

The basement of Greater Mount Calvary Baptist Church is twenty-eight feet by forty feet. I know because I measured it. I measure things. Mercedes counts money, Destiny counts hours, Koko counts laughs, Valentina counts prayers — I count spaces. The dimensions of the rooms I've been in for twenty-five years. Hotel rooms: twelve by fourteen, usually. County holding: eight by ten. The residential hotel on the West Side where Diamond and I shared a room in 2000: eleven by thirteen, and the bathroom was down the hall.

This basement: twenty-eight by forty. Linoleum floor, cream-colored, scuffed to gray in the traffic patterns between the door and the folding tables. Drop ceiling with fluorescent panels, three of which work consistently and one that flickers in a rhythm I've learned to ignore. A utility sink in the corner. A folding table against the back wall where I put the coffee maker Tiffany bought at a Goodwill last month. Eight folding chairs in a circle, because circles have no head and no foot, no authority and no audience. Everyone faces everyone. That's the point.

I set up the chairs. I make the coffee, even though Tiffany will complain that I didn't wait for her. The coffee is Folgers, because the budget for this group is zero and Folgers is what's in the cabinet from Sunday school. I set out the cups — Styrofoam, also from Sunday school. I set out the sugar, the powdered creamer, the napkins. These are small acts. They matter. Preparation is a form of care that requires no vulnerability. You can love people through logistics. Mercedes taught me that, though she'd never describe it that way.

Six fifty-eight. Tiffany arrives first, because Tiffany always arrives first after me. She's thirty-eight, has been in the life for twelve years, and she brings the coffee even though I already made it. She brings the good coffee — a bag of Dark Magic from the Jewel-Osco on Cermak, which she buys every other week and writes off as a business expense, a joke that only she and I understand. She sees my Folgers and sighs.

"Mona."

"Tiffany."

"I told you to wait."

"And yet."

She makes a second pot with her coffee. We now have enough coffee for sixteen people, and tonight there will be eight of us. But overflow is a form of optimism, and I don't discourage optimism in this room.

Raven comes at seven-oh-two. She always walks in like she's being followed, even when she isn't. Shoulders up, eyes quick, scanning the room the same way I do except she's not scanning for safety — she's scanning for threat. There's a difference. I scan to confirm that the room is safe. Raven scans to find the danger before it finds her. She's thirty-one and has been in the life for ten years and she's angry in the way that people are angry when they know the anger is keeping them alive and they're not sure what they'd feel without it.

"Mona." She nods. Sits. Takes coffee. Doesn't add sugar because sugar is, in Raven's words, "a lie that makes everything taste like it's okay when it's not." I've been running this group long enough to know that most things people say about coffee are not about coffee.

Seven-oh-five. Precious comes in with the specific hesitation of a person who is not yet sure this room is hers. She's twenty-six, has been on hormones for five months — street hormones, Premarin she buys from a woman on the West Side, no prescription, no monitoring, no bloodwork. I know this because I did the same thing in 1999 and I recognize the skin changes, the tender chest, the particular way the body reorganizes itself when the chemistry is right but the dosage is guesswork. Precious sits in the same chair every week — the one closest to the door. I don't comment on this. The chair closest to the door is the chair that says I might leave. That's fine. She's here. That's enough.

Seven-oh-nine. The door opens and Koko comes in the way Koko enters every room: like the room was boring before she arrived and now it won't be.

"LADIES. And I use that term SPECIFICALLY and with INTENTION."

She's carrying a bag of Flamin' Hot Cheetos and a two-liter of grape Fanta, which she places on the table next to the coffee like she's setting up a continental breakfast at the Ritz. She's twenty-eight now, three years sober, performing regularly — she had a feature set at a club on the North Side last month, her name on the actual marquee — and her energy has shifted from frantic to focused. She's still loud. She'll always be loud. But the loudness used to be armor and now it's architecture. She builds rooms with her voice.

"Mona, you made the Folgers again."

"Tiffany brought the good stuff."

"Thank GOD. Tiffany, I love you. I'm serious. I love you in a non-romantic, coffee-based, fully platonic way."

Tiffany doesn't smile, but her shoulders drop half an inch, which is Tiffany's version of a smile.

Seven-twelve. Valentina comes in and crosses herself as she steps through the doorframe. She does this every time. Not performatively, not for anyone's benefit — it's reflexive, the way some people knock on wood or touch their chest when an ambulance passes. She's twenty-seven, back from Texas, wearing a cream-colored blouse that probably costs more than everything else in this room combined. David drops her off but doesn't come in. He waves from the car. He always waves. Valentina once told me that David's wave is the thing she loves most about him — not the wave itself but what it means: I'm here, I'll wait, this space is yours.

"Hola, mija," she says to me, and kisses my cheek. She smells like vanilla and something churchy, like incense or oil. She sits and immediately begins arranging things around her — her purse, her phone face-down on the chair beside her, her jacket folded just so. Valentina creates environments. Even in a church basement on folding chairs, she produces a space that looks intentional.

Seven-fifteen. Destiny comes in, and she is not alone.

She's carrying Khalil on her hip. He's four, getting heavy, and his legs dangle past her waist. He's got a coloring book and a box of crayons, which Destiny deposits on the floor in the corner with the efficiency of a woman who has done this calculation many times: the child needs to be here because childcare costs money, the child needs to be occupied, the coloring book buys forty-five minutes if the crayons have a sharpener.

"Aisha's working late," Destiny says. "Sorry."

"Don't apologize for bringing life into the room," I say.

Khalil looks up at me. He's met me four times. He says, "Hi, Miss Mona," and then goes to his corner with his crayons. He is the most well-behaved child I have ever seen, and this makes me sad in a way I can't fully explain. Well-behaved children have usually learned that behavior from necessity.

Seven-eighteen. We're waiting for Mercedes.

We always wait for Mercedes, not because she's late — Mercedes is never late to anything — but because Mercedes's arrival is the thing that makes the room complete. She is the gravitational center of this community. She has been since before I started this group, since before I articulated what this group was trying to be. Mercedes's apartment on Pulaski is the original circle — the place where these women gather, where food appears, where the phone rings and someone answers. This group is a formalization of what Mercedes has been doing informally for eighteen years.

Mercedes does not see it that way. Mercedes sees this group as mine. She comes reluctantly. She participates minimally. She treats the circle of folding chairs with the same suspicious respect she treats any institution that asks her to be vulnerable: she shows up, she sits, she listens, and she gives away as little as possible.

I hear the Honda before I see her. The engine has a particular knock that I've been hearing for as long as Mercedes has had that car. The door opens. Mercedes walks in. She's wearing a black hoodie and jeans, her hair pulled back, no makeup, which means she came from the apartment and didn't stop anywhere first, which means she almost didn't come.

"Mercedes."

"Mona."

She sits. She doesn't take coffee. She crosses her arms. She looks at the circle like she's auditing it.

"Okay," she says. "I'm here."

"You are," I say.

* * *
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Seven-twenty. I stand. I don't need to stand — we're in a circle, everyone can see me fine — but standing is how I learned to begin things. When you've spoken at eleven vigils, you learn that standing is the first word of a speech. The body says I have something to say before the mouth does.

"We start the way we always start," I say. "We say our names. Then we say who we carry."

This is the ritual. It did not come from a therapist's workbook or a facilitator's guide. It came from the vigils. Every vigil I've ever attended starts the same way — you name yourself, then you name your dead. The living and the dead, stated together, so that both are present in the room. I brought this ritual indoors, from the sidewalk to the basement, from the vigil to the circle. It is the same act in a different room.

Tiffany goes first. She always goes first because she's the most reliable person I've ever met, and reliability is a form of courage that doesn't get enough credit.

"I'm Tiffany. I carry my sister, Danielle."

Danielle was Tiffany's biological sister, also trans, who died of an overdose in 2018. Tiffany does not elaborate. She never does. The name is enough.

Raven: "I'm Raven. I carry my girl Sasha." Sasha was murdered in 2020, on the South Side, by a man she was dating. No arrest.

Precious: "I'm Precious." She pauses. She's still new to this. "I don't — I haven't lost anyone yet." She says yet, and the room hears it, and nobody corrects the word or reassures her. Yet is accurate. In this community, yet is not pessimism. It's arithmetic.

Koko: "I'm Koko. I carry Keisha. I carry Jade's time — she's out now, but I carry the time." Jade got released from County last month. Koko picked her up. She carries the incarceration even after the person is free, because the time was real and someone should hold it.

Valentina: "I'm Valentina. I carry Carmen." Carmen is alive — she's in Houston, she's fine — but Valentina carries her in the sense of carrying someone's influence, someone's shape inside you. Valentina has redefined carrying to include gratitude, not just grief. I love this about her.

Destiny: "I'm Destiny. I carry..." She looks at Khalil in his corner. He's drawing a purple house. "I carry everyone in this room. If that counts."

"It counts," I say.

Mercedes: "Mercedes. I carry who I carry." She doesn't name them. She never does. I know the names she holds — I know them because I was there for most of them, because our histories overlap by decades — but Mercedes keeps her dead private. Her grief is not for the circle. It's for the Honda, for the dark, for the three a.m. drives she takes when she can't sleep. I don't push.

"I'm Mona," I say. "I carry Frankie. Diamond. La La. Coco. Tamara. Keisha."

Six names. Six women I loved. Six women who are dead or disappeared, which in this life amounts to the same silence.

I say their names every Thursday at seven-twenty, and I will say them every Thursday until I can't anymore, because someone has to, and I was there, and the thing about being there is that it makes you responsible for the record. Nobody elected me. Nobody appointed me. I appointed myself, the way I've done everything in this life — by showing up first and staying longest and doing the work that nobody else wants to do because it hurts too much.

Carrying names hurts. I want that understood. It's not a metaphor, not a poetic gesture. Carrying the dead is physical. I feel them in my body. Frankie is in my chest — that tight compression when I laugh too hard, because Frankie's laugh was enormous and mine stopped being enormous the day hers stopped. Diamond is in my hands — I still reach for a notebook sometimes, the way she taught me. La La is in my throat, in the voice I use when I call someone I love. Coco is in my stomach, in the nausea I feel when I smell something chemical, something that shouldn't be in a body. Tamara is in my spine — the straightness, the vigilance, the never-quite-relaxing. Keisha is in my eyes. She's the most recent, and the most recent one always takes the eyes first. I see her face in other faces. I see her age in younger women. I see her absence in every room she should be in.

Six names. Twenty-five years. Eleven vigils. And a church basement with fluorescent lights and Folgers coffee and eight women in a circle who are here, tonight, in spite of everything, because someone has to be, and we are the someone.

* * *
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"Tonight," I say, "I want to talk about what we carry and how we carry it. Not just the names. The weight. What it does to the body. What it does to the mind. How you hold something for twenty years and it changes the shape of your hands."

The room is quiet. Koko does not fill the silence, which means she knows this is not a silence that needs filling. Koko's growth in three years of sobriety is visible in her silences as much as her speech. She used to fill every gap. Now she lets some of them breathe.

Raven speaks first. "I carry it in my shoulders. Literally. My shoulders are up here" — she raises them to her ears — "all the time. Even when I'm sleeping. My girl said I tense up in my sleep. I didn't even know I was doing it."

"Protective posture," I say. "The body remembers every time it had to brace."

"My hands," Tiffany says. Quiet. "My hands shake sometimes. When it's cold. Danielle's hands did the same thing."

Precious is watching all of us with enormous eyes. She's learning what this room is — not a therapy group, not a support group in the clinical sense, but a room where women tell the truth about what the life does to the body and someone listens without trying to fix it.

Valentina says, "I carry it in my prayers. I know that sounds different. But when I pray, the weight goes somewhere. Not away — just somewhere. Into God's hands, or La Virgen's hands, or whoever's hands are open. I don't know if that's theology or coping. I don't think it matters."

"It doesn't," I say.

Koko: "I carry it on stage. That's the truth. Every set I do, I'm carrying. The room doesn't know it. They think I'm telling jokes. I'm telling the truth in a way that makes them laugh so they'll actually hear it. That's the trick — you can't give people the weight straight or they'll set it down. You give it to them funny and they hold it without realizing."

Destiny doesn't speak. She's looking at Khalil. He's drawn a picture — stick figures in a row, labeled in his handwriting that hasn't learned consistency yet. He holds it up. "That's all of you," he says.

I look at the drawing. Eight figures. Various heights. Various colors. One of them, in the corner, is taller than the others, with a brown circle for a face and what appears to be a blanket — a triangle of blue crayon draped over the figure's shoulders.

"That one's Miss Mona," Khalil says. "She always has a blanket."

The room is quiet. Koko's eyes are wet but she's grinning. Valentina has her hand over her mouth. Mercedes looks at the drawing and then looks at me and for a half-second, just a fraction of a moment, her expression is completely unguarded — not Mercedes-the-anchor, not Mercedes-the-authority, just a woman seeing something beautiful and letting it land.

"You draw good, little man," Mercedes says.

"Thank you," Khalil says, with the seriousness of an artist receiving professional feedback. He goes back to his crayons.

I look at the drawing. Eight figures. The living. And somewhere behind them, in the white space of the paper, the ones who should be there and aren't. Frankie would be the biggest figure — she was tall, five-eleven in flats. Diamond would be next to me. La La would be off to the side, slightly apart, the way she always stood. Coco would be in the middle of everything.

But Khalil didn't draw them. He drew what he could see. That's all any of us can do.

* * *
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The meeting ends at eight-thirty. We don't have a formal closing — I tried that once, Raven called it corny, and she was right. We just stop. The conversation finds its natural end the way water finds its level, and when the room gets quiet in a comfortable way rather than an expectant way, I say, "Same time next week." That's it. No prayer, no affirmation, no homework. Just: same time next week. A promise that the room will exist again. Sometimes that's all people need — the assurance that the space will be there when they come back.

Koko leaves first, carrying the Cheetos and the remaining Fanta. "These are LEFTOVERS," she announces. "I am taking the LEFTOVERS home." Nobody argues because Koko earned them.

Valentina kisses my cheek again. "Gracias, Mona. Te quiero." I love you. She says it easily, the way bilingual people drop between languages when the first language has the more precise word for the feeling. Te quiero is not the same as I love you. It's smaller, warmer, more casual. It means I want you, I care for you, you are mine and I am yours in the way that family is, without the heaviness of love as declaration.

Destiny gathers Khalil, who has fallen asleep on the floor with a crayon still in his fist. She hoists him onto her hip with the practiced motion of a woman who has been carrying this child through transitions and disclosures and Popeyes shifts and GED exams and a life that was never supposed to work but does, somehow, because she insists on it. "Night, Mona."

"Night, baby."

Precious lingers. She always lingers. She's working up to something — a question, a disclosure, a need she hasn't named yet. Tonight she says, "Mona, can I ask you something?"

"Always."

"How long have you been doing this? Not the group. The life."

"Twenty-five years."

She's quiet. She's doing math — my age minus twenty-five, arriving at eighteen, arriving at a girl on Cicero Avenue who was younger than Precious is now. "That's a long time."

"It is."

"Are you... are you okay?"

The question is so simple that it's almost impossible to answer honestly. I look at this girl — twenty-six, five months of hormones, renting a room from a man, new to the life, new to the group, new to everything — and I think about what okay means when you've been doing this for a quarter of a century. Okay is a room you've lived in so long you can't remember what the hallway looks like. Okay is a word that covers everything from content to surviving to numb to choosing not to examine the question too closely.

"I'm here," I say. "That's a version of okay."

She nods. She seems to understand that this is the most honest answer I have. She leaves.

Raven is already gone. She doesn't say goodbye — she exits. I've learned not to take it personally. Raven's departures are not rude. They're efficient. She has somewhere to be that she doesn't want to talk about, and I know what that somewhere is, and I'm not ready to have that conversation yet. But soon.

Tiffany stacks the chairs. She always stacks the chairs. I tell her she doesn't have to and she says, "Mona, let me do one thing," and the way she says it makes me understand that stacking chairs is Tiffany's version of control in a life where control is scarce.

Mercedes is in the Honda. She's been in the Honda since eight-thirty-one — walked straight from the basement to the car, didn't linger, didn't chat. The engine is running. The windows are up. She's sitting in the driver's seat, not going anywhere.

I knock on the window.

She rolls it down. "I'm fine, Mona."

"I didn't ask."

"You were going to."

"I was going to say good night."

She looks at me. Mercedes's eyes carry an entire infrastructure of assessment — she's reading my face, my posture, my energy, deciding how much truth I can hold tonight and how much she wants to give. She decides: not tonight.

"Good night, Mona."

"Good night, baby."

She drives away. The Honda turns left on Pulaski and disappears. The taillights are the last thing I see, and I think about all the women I've watched drive away, and all the ones who didn't drive but walked, and all the ones who got into someone else's car, and all the ones who didn't come back.

I lock the basement door. I check it twice. I walk up the concrete steps, past the dumpster, past the rusted bicycle.

I get in my car — not a Honda, a Camry, twelve years old, the kind of car that doesn't announce itself — and I sit for a moment.

Thursday night. The group is over. The chairs are stacked. The coffee is poured out. The Styrofoam cups are in the trash. Khalil's drawing is in my purse, because Destiny said I could keep it, because the drawing is of us, because someone should hold it.

I have been doing this — some version of this — since before some of these women were born.

I am forty-three years old. I have been in the life since I was eighteen. I have outlived more women than I can count, though I do count — I count every one of them. I have spoken at eleven vigils. I have carried six names for years, decades, lifetimes. I have sat in rooms like this basement and rooms nothing like it — hotel rooms, holding cells, emergency rooms, courtrooms, living rooms, bedrooms that were also workplaces, workplaces that were also bedrooms. I have survived twenty-five years of a life that was never designed for survival.

And tonight, driving home on the West Side, the streets dark and the streetlights doing their half-assed best, I am thinking about something I've never let myself think about before:

What if I stopped?

Not died. Not disappeared. Not got arrested or got sick or got tired enough to just give up.

Stopped. Chose to stop. Put the phone in a drawer and the ads in the trash and the body — this body, this archive, this record of twenty-five years — to rest. Not permanent rest. Living rest. The kind of rest that involves waking up in the morning without calculating how much money you need to make before nightfall.

What would that look like?

I don't know. I've never seen it. In twenty-five years, I've seen women die, disappear, get arrested, get deported, get saved by Jesus, get saved by a man, get saved by nothing. But I have never — not once — seen a woman like me simply decide that she was done and then build a life on the other side of done.

Maybe it doesn't exist. Maybe the life doesn't have an other side. Maybe you're in it until it's done with you, like I said in that interview Mercedes still quotes back at me.

Or maybe — and this is the thought I'm having for the first time, on Pulaski Road, in a twelve-year-old Camry with 187,000 miles on it, on a Thursday night in October, with Khalil's drawing in my purse and six names in my chest — maybe the reason I've never seen it is because nobody's done it yet.

And maybe the reason nobody's done it yet is because nobody wanted to go first.

I turn left on Jackson. I park in front of my building — a three-flat, the top floor, $650 a month, which is a number I've been paying for nine years. I walk up two flights. I unlock my door. I enter my apartment, which is small and mine and has a blanket on the chair and a coffee maker on the counter and nothing on the walls except a photograph of Frankie that I took in 1999 with a disposable camera.

I sit in my chair. The blanket is there. The coffee maker is there. Frankie is on the wall.

Thursday night. The group is over. The names have been said. The living are home.

I am home.

I am here.

And I'm thinking about going first.
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FRANKIE


[image: ]


I came to Chicago from Gary, Indiana, in March of 1999, on a Greyhound bus that cost thirty-seven dollars and took two hours and fourteen minutes, and when I stepped off at the station on Harrison Street I was eighteen years old, five-foot-nine, one hundred and forty-two pounds, and in possession of the following: a duffel bag from the Army-Navy store on Broadway, three changes of clothes, a toothbrush, sixty-one dollars in cash, and a complete, total, absolute certainty that I was going to die young.

That last item was not pessimism. It was observation. I had been watching trans women die in Gary since I was fourteen, since I figured out what I was and started paying attention to the women who were what I was and tracking what happened to them. What happened to them was: they died. Not all of them. Not immediately. But enough of them, and soon enough, that the math was legible to anyone willing to do it. I was willing. I was always willing to do the math, even when the math was unkind.

So I came to Chicago to die, or to live, or to find out which one was going to happen first, and the first person I met who mattered was Francesca Williams, who went by Frankie, who was twenty-five years old, who had a laugh that could rearrange the furniture in a room, and who taught me everything I needed to know about survival in the eight hundred and forty-seven days between the day I met her and the day she was killed.

I keep that number the way other people keep anniversaries. Eight hundred and forty-seven days. Two years, three months, and twenty-two days. I've calculated it from both directions — forward from the meeting, backward from the death — and the number is the same both ways, which is obvious mathematically but feels important emotionally. We had eight hundred and forty-seven days. It was not enough. It was more than some people get. Both of those things are true and I hold them both without choosing.

* * *
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Cicero Avenue in 1999 was a different world than anything that exists now. The girls today — Mercedes, Valentina, all of them — they post ads on the internet. They screen clients from their phones. They work from hotel rooms they've booked in advance. They have a system that is digital, portable, and invisible. You could walk past a woman who's doing this work and never know it, because the work has moved indoors, onto screens, into the infrastructure of the internet.

In 1999, the work was on the street.

Cicero Avenue runs north-south through the West Side — six lanes, bus stops, motels, liquor stores, auto body shops, the particular architecture of a corridor that serves multiple economies simultaneously. The legitimate economy operated during the day: the tire shops, the currency exchanges, the Walgreens on the corner. The underground economy operated at night: the girls on the track, the cars that slowed down, the motels that rented by the hour and didn't ask for ID.

The track was three blocks long. Everyone knew which three blocks. The police knew. The business owners knew. The men who drove there after work knew, their wives didn't know but suspected, and the girls who worked it knew it better than anyone because the track was the office, the marketplace, the arena, and the risk, all compressed into a stretch of sidewalk that I could walk in four minutes.

I walked it for the first time on a Tuesday night in April, three weeks after I arrived in Chicago. I was staying in a room at the YMCA on Wabash — $28 a night, which was burning through my money at a rate that made the math very simple: I could afford eleven more nights, and then I would be on the street in a different way. A woman at a shelter on the West Side had told me about Cicero. She said, "You look like you. The girls on Cicero look like you. Go talk to them."

So I went. Nine p.m. on a Tuesday. April in Chicago, which means forty-two degrees and a wind that makes forty-two feel like twenty-eight. I was wearing jeans, a hoodie, gym shoes, and a face full of makeup I'd applied in the YMCA bathroom using a compact mirror and products I'd stolen from a Walgreens because I couldn't afford them and I was too proud to ask anyone for help. The makeup was bad. I know this now. I did not know it then.

I walked south on Cicero, past the auto body shops that were closed, past the currency exchange that was closed, past the liquor store that was open because liquor stores are always open. I saw the girls before they saw me. Three of them, on the corner of Cicero and Congress, standing in the particular way that working women stand — not still, not moving, but present. Available. Visible. Their bodies were advertisements, and they knew how to position them. Shoulders back. One hip dropped. Face toward the traffic.

I stopped half a block away. I was scared. Not of them — of the category they occupied, which was the same category I was about to enter, and entering a category is different from observing it. Observers get to leave. Entrants do not.

One of them saw me.

"HEY."

The voice was enormous. Not loud, though it was also loud — enormous in the way that it took up physical space, filled the gap between the buildings, bounced off the auto body shop's metal door and came back to me doubled.

"HEY. GIRL. You lost or you looking?"

I was not lost. I was looking. I didn't say either thing. I walked closer.

She was five-eleven. Black. Wide shoulders, wide smile, wide everything. She was wearing a denim skirt that was too short for the weather, a crop top under a leather jacket, and heels that added three inches she didn't need. Her wig was long, black, straight, and slightly crooked, which she either didn't know or didn't care about. Her makeup was better than mine but still, by any objective standard, not good. She had gold hoops in her ears and a gold chain with a cross that sat in the hollow of her throat.

Frankie.

"Come here, baby. You're shaking."

"I'm not cold," I said, which was a lie. I was freezing.

"I didn't say cold. I said shaking. There's a difference. Cold shakes start here" — she touched her own arms — "and shaking-shaking starts here." She touched her chest. "You're shaking from the inside."

This is who Frankie was. She diagnosed you in thirty seconds, and the diagnosis was always right, and she delivered it with the casual authority of a doctor who happened to be standing on a corner in a denim skirt at nine o'clock at night. She was the first person in my life who looked at me and saw what was actually happening inside me, not what I was performing on the outside.

"I'm Mona," I said.

"That your name or your working name?"

"Both."

"Good. One name is easier. I'm Frankie. Those two over there are Silk and Pepper. Silk is the one pretending she can't hear us and Pepper is the one who definitely can."

Silk waved without turning around. Pepper laughed.

Frankie looked at me the way a carpenter looks at a house that needs work — not with judgment but with assessment, calculating what needs to be fixed and in what order. "You just get here?"

"Three weeks ago."

"From?"

"Gary."

"Gary, Indiana, Gary, Indiana." She half-sang it, from The Music Man, and I was so surprised that a girl on Cicero Avenue was quoting a musical that I almost smiled. "How old are you?"

"Eighteen."

"For real eighteen or street eighteen?"

"For real."

"Good. I don't work with minors. I don't work with liars. And I don't work with women who won't listen. You going to listen?"

"Yes."

"Then come here. Stand next to me. Watch what I do. Don't talk to any car until I say so. And fix your wig."

I didn't have a wig. I was wearing my own hair, which was pressed and damaged and not doing what I needed it to do.

"Your hair, then. Whatever that is. Fix it."

I pulled it into a ponytail with a scrunchie from my pocket. Frankie looked at me, considered, and then reached into her jacket and pulled out a compact mirror and a tube of lipstick.

"Here. MAC. Spice. Trust me."

I applied it in the mirror. The color changed my face — not dramatically, not magically, but enough. Enough to look like someone who was supposed to be here, rather than someone who had wandered in from the Greyhound station.

"Better," Frankie said. "Not good. Better. We'll work on it."

* * *
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She taught me everything.

Not gradually, not in some structured mentorship that unfolded over months — Frankie taught the way a river moves, all at once, in every direction. She taught me by talking, by doing, by narrating her own process in real time so I could see the machinery of survival while it was operating.

The car slows down. You look at the car. Not the man — the car. Make and model tells you the economic bracket. Condition of the car tells you the self-respect level. How slow they go tells you the experience level. A car that slows to a crawl is a regular — he knows the protocol. A car that stops abruptly is a first-timer or a cop. A car that circles the block twice is making up his mind. All of this before a single word is spoken.

"The car is the first conversation," Frankie said. "Everything after that is the second conversation."

The second conversation was the approach. You walk to the passenger window. You lean down. You smile. You do not get in until you have established three things: what he wants, what it costs, and whether he's police. The third one is the hardest, because cops in 1999 didn't announce themselves the way they do in movies. They didn't flash a badge. They looked like everyone else. They drove the same cars. They asked the same questions. The only difference was in the details — a cop would be too specific about the act, would use clinical language instead of street language, would ask you to name a price first instead of negotiating.

"If he asks you to say a number first, walk away," Frankie said. "That's a setup. The real ones know the price. The real ones have been doing this as long as we have."

She taught me pricing. In 1999, on the track, the economy was: oral, forty to sixty dollars. Full service, one hundred to one-fifty. Anything beyond that was negotiated, and Frankie said you should negotiate high because the worst that happens is he says no and the best that happens is you eat this week.

She taught me safety. Never go to his place — always a motel, always one you know, always one where the desk clerk recognizes you because recognition is a form of insurance. Tell someone where you're going. In 1999, this meant telling Silk or Pepper or one of the other girls on the track. You said the room number and the time, and if you weren't back in an hour, someone would check. This was the screening system before screening systems. This was the network before the network went digital. It was physical, analog, dependent on the presence of other women who cared whether you came back.

Most people, when they hear about the stroll, they think about the danger. The men. The violence. The police. And yes — all of that was there, every night, in the air like weather. But that's not what I remember most about those first months on Cicero Avenue. What I remember most is Frankie's laugh.

It was the biggest sound I'd ever heard come out of a human body. It started in her chest and came out of her mouth and kept going — past the auto body shops, past the motels, past the liquor store, all the way to the bus stop on the corner where it probably confused whoever was waiting for the number 54. Frankie laughed at everything. She laughed at clients who tried to negotiate. She laughed at cops who circled the block pretending they weren't interested. She laughed at Silk's wig, which was worse than hers. She laughed at Pepper's stories about her ex-boyfriend, who was apparently the dumbest man in Illinois, a title Pepper awarded him weekly with updated evidence.

She laughed at the cold. She laughed at the danger. She laughed at the absurdity of five trans women standing on a corner at midnight in April trying to make enough money to survive, and the laugh was not a defense mechanism — or it was, but it was also more than that. It was a claim. A statement. We are here and we are funny and our funniness is a form of being alive that nobody can take from us, not the clients, not the cops, not the cold, not the men in the slow cars with their need and their money and their shame.

I want you to hear her laugh before I tell you the rest.

I want you to hold the sound of it in your body the way I hold it in mine.

Because what comes after — what always comes after, in this life, in this story, in every story I carry — is the silence where the laugh used to be.

* * *
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Frankie had a boyfriend named Ray. He sold weed — nothing hard, just weed, out of a apartment on Kostner, three blocks from the track. He was twenty-eight, quiet, built like a man who used to play football and didn't anymore, and he loved Frankie in the uncomplicated way that some men love women they don't fully understand. He knew what Frankie did. He didn't love it, but he loved her, and the distinction between those two things was something he navigated with more grace than most.

Ray picked Frankie up at the end of her shift. Every night. Two a.m. or three a.m. or whenever she was done, he pulled up in his Buick — dark blue, tinted windows, always clean — and Frankie got in and they drove away, and the normality of it was the most extraordinary thing I'd ever witnessed. A man who loved a trans woman. A man who showed up. A man who waited.

In 1999, this was not common. I'm not going to say it was rare, because I don't want to erase the men who were there, who did love, who did show up. But it was uncommon enough that the other girls noticed. Silk once said, "Frankie got the only good man in Chicago sitting in a Buick at two a.m. and the rest of us out here with these randoms," and everyone laughed, and the laughter had envy in it, and the envy was honest.

Frankie and Ray had a apartment together by the time I knew them. One bedroom, kitchenette, on the second floor of a building on Pulaski that was held together by prayer and Chicago building code violations. Frankie invited me over on Sundays. She cooked — she was a terrible cook, and she knew it, and she cooked anyway because Sunday dinner was a ritual she'd inherited from her grandmother in Mississippi and she was not going to let her lack of talent interrupt a tradition.

Those Sundays. The three of us in that kitchen. Frankie burning chicken. Ray pretending it was good. Me eating it because I was hungry and because the company was worth the sacrifice. Frankie's laugh. Ray's quiet. The radio on the counter playing V103, the slow jams show, and sometimes Frankie would get up and dance in the kitchen, and Ray would watch her with an expression that I've been trying to describe for twenty-four years and the closest I've come is: he looked at her the way you look at something you know is temporary and you're memorizing it.

Maybe he knew. Maybe something in him understood what I understand now — that in this life, the people you love are on loan. You get them for as long as you get them, and the getting is the thing, not the keeping. Frankie was never going to
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