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			Advance praise for 

			Making Room

			 

			“Making Room is a must-read for anyone who cares about our LGBTQ homeless youth. In the spirit of a true saint, Carl Siciliano has spent a lifetime giving shelter, dignity, and hope to young people off the streets. The story is riveting, emotional, powerful, and an important part of our history. Siciliano has lived a life of service, spirituality, and love.”

			—David Mixner, activist, performer, and author of Stranger Among Friends

			“Carl Siciliano’s Making Room guides us from the cold, pitiless streets faced by homeless youth to a warmer place, from heartbreak to a place of hope. His deeply personal, spiritual telling intertwines his life with that of Ali Forney—his fierce and fabulous muse—in a way that reminds us that the fate of our queer kids is intertwined with us all.”

			—Christian Cooper, New York Times bestselling author of Better Living Through Birding

			“It is tragic that so many LGBTQ youths are forced into homelessness, all too often due to their parents’ religious beliefs. In his essential new book, Making Room, Carl Siciliano tells stories of young people struggling to overcome crushing circumstances. Some are inspiring, others are heartbreaking, but all are told with tenderness, affection, and respect. As they welcome thousands who’ve been abandoned, with compassionate and nonjudgmental love, Siciliano and his co-workers at the Ali Forney Center are living out Jesus’s parable of the Good Samaritan in our time. I hope that this compelling book will be read by many in the church as well as many who wish that churches treat LGBTQ youth not like lepers but as who they are: beloved children of God.”

			—James Martin, SJ, New York Times bestselling author of Building a Bridge

			“Within the pages of this endearing journal lies a poignant testament to resilience, compassion, and unwavering commitment. Through the looking glass of the struggle to house and protect homeless trans/nonbinary individuals, the author offers a nostalgic reflection on their own journey, navigating a world often indifferent to their needs. This heartfelt narrative serves as both a reminder of the challenges faced by marginalized communities and a testament to the transformative power of service and love…. A must-read for anyone seeking to understand, empathize, and advocate for the most marginalized among us.”

			—Kristen Lovell, director of HBO’s The Stroll

			“The key to Carl Siciliano’s candid, artful, soul-altering book, I think, is that it makes room for the reader. We are right there with him as he faces challenges such as few of us will have to face. We see what he sees, feel what he feels, believe what he believes—and are changed by the experience. I know I was.”

			—Paul Elie, author of The Life You Save May Be Your Own

			“A gut-wrenchingly poignant real-life saga of how one gay man’s radical commitment to the teachings of Christ sparked a sea change in how abandoned LGBTQ youth, most of them poor and of color, are treated and supported in New York City and beyond, Making Room is almost novel-like in its rich swirl of events and vibrant cast of characters who appear, disappear, and often, triumphantly, reemerge. Carl Siciliano has written an unputdownable account of what it looks like when compassion is harnessed to funding and policy.”

			—Tim Murphy, author of Christodora and Speech Team

			“Making Room demonstrates what it looks like to follow your vocation. Carl Siciliano recognized that LGBTQ youth were disproportionately homeless yet had fewer resources to assist them. Drawing on his calling to serve the ‘least of these,’ Siciliano found a way to provide housing, stability, and dignity for LGBTQ youth. May this book inspire others to recognize the unmet needs around them and find ways to creatively solve the problems that plague this world.”

			—Ross Murray, vice president of the GLAAD Media Institute

			“From the trials of seeking safe shelter and the struggle for identity acceptance to the small victories in forming makeshift families and finding moments of joy, Making Room offers a raw, unfiltered look into the resilience and solidarity of queer youth against the backdrop of their greatest challenges. Siciliano explores the complexities of homelessness, the quest for love and understanding, and the undying hope for a brighter future through his personal accounts. Making Room is a call to action—a reminder that in the fight for inclusivity and equality, no one should be left behind.”

			—Emanuel Xavier, former homeless teen, author, and activist

			“Homelessness is cruel and vile, and I am haunted by the fact that LGBTQ youth are still being displaced. When I read Carl Siciliano’s extraordinary memoir, Making Room, I was reminded how one random act of kindness can change the life of someone who’s been abandoned, discarded, beaten, dehumanized, and flung into poverty. I am honored to know that the Ali Forney Center is now in Harlem, and across NYC, showing compassion and empathy to many…. A must-read for all of us who survived homelessness and its atrocities!”

			—Junior LaBeija, trailblazing, pioneering icon of the ballroom community and star of Paris Is Burning

			“An absolutely beautiful and breathtaking book destined to be a classic…Before Siciliano founded the Ali Forney Center, New York City was a city of danger, violence, and despair for homeless LGBTQ youth—a place where killings and abuse were tragically common, and even supposed ‘safe havens’ were tainted by homophobia. This changed significantly with Siciliano’s tireless efforts and advocacy: He didn’t just provide shelter; he crafted sanctuaries where love and care were personalized. He didn’t just provide direct services but also challenged the existing political structures by bringing the needs of those on the outside into the halls of decision-makers, demanding that they pay attention!”

			—Fr. Adam Bucko, author of Let Your Heartbreak Be Your Guide
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			For Patricia Siciliano, 

			who gave me life,

			and Evelyn Avoglia, 

			who first encouraged my service to homeless persons

		

	
		
			
				 You weren’t born to be forsaken

				You were born to be loved.

				—Lucinda Williams, “Born to Be Loved”

			

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			 

			Ali Forney was a pioneer in the struggle to break free from rigid, societally imposed gender roles. Their presentation veered fluidly between male and female, between Ali and his alter ego, “Luscious.” Today I suppose Ali might have identified as nonbinary, but that term wasn’t widely used at the time. Ali alternated between female and male pronouns to self-describe, often from one moment to the next, and I have done the same here out of respect. When quoting others discussing Ali, I have not changed the pronouns they used, which varied between “he,” “she,” and “they.”

			Throughout this book, I tell stories involving other young people I’ve worked with over the years. I have retained the names of those who authorized their stories to be shared, along with the names of those who have died. In all other cases, I have changed names and identifying information out of respect for their privacy.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Fathers and Mothers

			 

			
				Can a mother forget the baby at her breast?

				Can she fail to love the child of her womb?

				Even these may forget, but I will not forget you.

				—The Book of Isaiah

			

			December 1997

			I did not know if Ali’s memorial service was about to descend into chaos, but as I stood at the doorway to Saint Mary the Virgin Church, it seemed entirely likely.

			A biting wind swept through West Forty-sixth Street on that overcast December afternoon. I had planned most of the service’s details with the rector, but I hadn’t considered who would welcome the hundred or so mourners as they arrived. Inkera and I scrambled into place, two pillars standing at the threshold of the grand Gothic church.

			It made sense for the two of us to welcome mourners to Ali’s funeral. While it might have been more traditional for birth parents to take on such a task, Ali’s mother and father had not been a part of his life for years. Inkera and Ali were the closest of friends; Ali had confided to me that he considered her—a fellow client at SafeSpace, our drop-in center for homeless youth—his “House Mother.” And it was Inkera who designated me the “father” of the drop-in center. (Though the limits of such a description must be acknowledged, for what sort of father goes home to a warm bed each night while his children sleep in the street?) I’m sure the two of us bookending the doorway seemed like an odd pairing—Inkera a young, tall, statuesque Black transgender woman, and myself a muscular, goateed, Italian gay man. But in our world of rejected youths, family was wherever you found it.

			As the mourners arrived, Inkera and I greeted them with handshakes and hugs. However, when Ali’s birth mother and younger sister ascended the stairway and I introduced them, Inkera reared back against the wooden door, eyes afire. This woman had wounded her dear friend. Badly.

			“How dare you show up here? You don’t belong here!” Inkera spat.

			Ali’s death two weeks earlier had devastated us at SafeSpace. His closest friends, like Inkera and Angie, were beside themselves with grief. Co-workers had been breaking down in tears or looking shell-shocked as they went about their tasks. And how did I feel? Well, I felt assaulted whenever the sun shone. How dare the world look bright when our hearts were buried in darkness?

			I was desperate to avoid a repeat of the hostilities that had overtaken Kiki’s funeral eight months before. At a service planned by her birth mother, our street family had been horrified to discover Kiki in an open casket, dressed as a man. Knowing all too well the sufferings Kiki had endured to honor her inner truth, I found it grotesque to see her identity erased in death. One of Kiki’s social workers calmly asked why a man’s suit had been placed upon the body of the fiercely proud young transgender woman. Kiki’s mother erupted in rage, shouting that Satan had made her “son” believe she was a woman.

			I had only just met Ali’s mother. She and her daughter had arrived half an hour before the service, and I invited them to wait in my office next door. The woman standing before me seemed smaller and less formidable than I’d expected after hearing grueling stories of how she abused Ali as a child.

			Peering into her eyes as we sat together quietly, I could not perceive villainy—only hurt, regret, shame. She seemed nervous, tentative. She clearly felt out of place in this gay white man’s office, at this strange organization where the child she had abandoned had been fed and cared for and loved. She must have noticed the photo I’d hung over my desk—an impromptu, grief-stricken shrine—of Ali in an ill-fitting wig, a playful, knowing look in her eyes, tongue curling suggestively out of the side of her mouth. Ali’s mother did not recoil from the evidence that the part of her child she didn’t understand was so openly celebrated here. Seeing her willingness to be with us despite her pain and discomfort, I reluctantly admired her courage.

			Still, her very existence had been a revelation to us. For years, Ali had told us that both his parents were dead. Two weeks earlier, when my co-workers Kristin and Yola had gone to Harlem Hospital to identify Ali’s body, they were prepared to see Ali’s corpse laid under a sheet on a gurney. They were shocked to walk into the room and find his mother standing next to it—alive.

			It was the only lie I ever knew Ali to tell. Many of the young people at SafeSpace tried to conceal their sex work and drug use, among other things, ashamed of the tools they needed to survive life on the streets. But not Ali. Ali was remarkably free of shame. The only secret he was too ashamed to confess was having a parent who left her child to suffer alone in the streets.

			

			—

			This book is about homeless queer youths. It’s about the terrible harm done to them when our eyes, and policies, are blinded to their human value. It’s about the love and protection that should be every child’s birthright.

			There are hundreds of thousands of unhoused LGBTQ teenagers in this country, making up about forty percent of all homeless young people. This crisis is a national and global epidemic. It transcends boundaries of country, race, and class, and I have come to see it as one of the most pervasive expressions of homophobia and transphobia in our lifetime.

			Overwhelmingly, parental rejection is why an LGBTQ kid is far more likely to experience homelessness than a straight one. It is a brutal thing for a teen to be deprived of the love and support of their parents. Not only does it jeopardize their access to food, housing, education, and medical care, it undermines a child’s ability to believe themselves worthy of love. Our need for family is not easily extinguished. Yet, too often, the kids in our care have been met with eyes and hearts shut tight. Religious leaders frequently condemn LGBTQ people. Politicians often scapegoat us as embodiments of societal evil. Both messages foster environments where parents are more likely to view their queer children as shameful, and end up rejecting them.

			One might hope that the LGBTQ-rights movement would have a long history of responding to the crisis. Sadly, this has not always been true. For decades after the Stonewall uprising, the plight of homeless queer youths went unseen by the organizations fighting for our community’s rights. When Ali’s death moved me to create an organization to house and protect young people like her, removing those collective blinders was among the most challenging tasks I faced.

			I have dedicated my career to fighting for the protection of these kids. When I started this journey at age twenty-nine, I never imagined I’d end up founding a housing program that has served tens of thousands of homeless queer youths. It hasn’t been easy, nor have all my decisions been perfect. But along the way, I grew close to many people—with one of my most transformative relationships being that with Ali Forney. Throughout her life and after her death, Ali became a kind of spiritual compass for me. In a world determined to shut her out, Ali lived with her heart wide open. As I sought to protect these youths and wrestled with my own fears and inadequacies, Ali’s spirit was an incredible inspiration to press on. To honor Ali and our friendship, I named the organization in her honor: The Ali Forney Center.

			This is by no means an all-encompassing narrative of Ali’s life. Her story is hers and hers alone. But in these pages, I have shared the parts I was privileged to witness firsthand, or to hear from loved ones who knew Ali best. It is my hope that readers might come to understand something of the strength, beauty, and transformative power I saw in Ali.

			Ali lived within the maelstrom of forces that made the lives of young queer people so treacherous. She contended with homophobic violence at home, in her neighborhood, and in the foster care and shelter systems. She lived through the AIDS pandemic and the wave of crack addiction that washed over New York City in the 1980s. She faced a storm of gentrification, hyper-policing, and mass incarceration in the 1990s, a time when America’s Jim Crow policies morphed into pernicious new forms.

			In writing this book, I am not attempting some clinical, dispassionate case study. This is not a scholarly examination of “sociological issues,” but a personal account drawn from years of working alongside Ali and thousands of kids who endured similar circumstances. The story is not always linear. Instead, I have explored memories and lessons learned from four decades of working among homeless people, in the hope of unearthing deeper truths.

			Ali and I came from different worlds. Yet despite the vast gulfs of our differing races, gender identities, and economic backgrounds, both of us experienced displacement and loss. Both of us were rejected by our parents. And we struggled to uphold deep spiritual values at a time when our religious traditions were hostile toward queer people. These losses and aspirations became a gravitational force that fused our two lives together.

			Much of the hatred and opposition marshaled against queer people in our time stems from religious intolerance. Yet Ali and I each found strength in our faith. We believed that living an authentic spiritual life obligated us to defy the religious devaluation of queer people. Neither of us was inclined to impose our faith on others, and the Ali Forney Center is certainly not a religious organization. Nonetheless, we each discovered a proximity to the Divine precisely by asserting the precious, fundamental worth of our queer community and our queer selves.

			In the end, this book is a love story. About the love Ali held for his friends in the streets. About the love Ali and I held for each other. And finally, about the radical change unleashed when a community challenges itself to embrace its most marginalized members.

			The great author, educator, and social activist bell hooks wrote, “The light of love is always in us, no matter how cold the flame. It is always present, waiting for the spark to ignite, waiting for the heart to awaken.” This book will show how, amid a vortex of abuse and brutality, Ali Forney bore witness to that essential truth.

		

	
		
			Part 
One

			
				 

				Love and hope and sex and dreams

				Are still surviving on the street.

				—The Rolling Stones, “Shattered”

				 

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Lives of the Saints

			 

			I met Ali three years before he died, on November 30 of 1994. It was my first day as program director at SafeSpace, a recently opened daytime drop-in center for homeless teens that provided food, medical care, support groups, and a range of other essential services.

			In the very early hours of that morning, Tupac Shakur had been shot five times in the lobby of a Times Square recording studio, only two and a half blocks from SafeSpace. Some of our clients who spent their nights out in the streets had witnessed the artist being carted into a wailing ambulance. During lunch, anxiety buzzed among the dozen dining room tables. Would Tupac survive? Was Sean “Puffy” Combs behind the attack? Could it have been Biggie Smalls?

			I had determined to spend my first few days immersing myself in the program’s activities and meeting the young people in its care. After lunch, I went downstairs to the large community room, where eight long tables were joined together in the shape of a Greek cross. I took my seat there, surrounded by a dozen kids ranging in age from their teens to early twenties, most of them Black and Latino, many decked out in bulky winter coats. I introduced myself and asked if they would speak to me about their experiences at SafeSpace. What did they like? What could we improve?

			One young woman wasted no time in taking up my invitation. “This place sucks!” she said, her voice shrill and electric with anger. “The staff don’t care. None of you care about us! You’re all just here for a paycheck. You talk down to us, you won’t lift a finger to help us. And the food is shit. You don’t care! None of you care!”

			I looked around the room and saw some of the young people squirming in discomfort. Not wanting to respond defensively, I forced myself to remain calm and asked the young woman her name.

			“Tangie,” she said.

			“Tangie, I’m so sorry to hear you’ve had such negative experiences at SafeSpace,” I said softly. “I’ll see what I can do to make it better. But I’m curious, how long have you been coming here?”

			“Since eleven-thirty.”

			“Eleven-thirty today?” I asked.

			“Yeah, I came in for my intake just before lunch.”

			It was a few minutes past one o’clock. I didn’t know what Tangie had experienced in the ninety minutes she’d been with us, but it was hardly enough time to make an accurate assessment of SafeSpace and the dedication of its staff. More likely, I was listening to the agony born of a lifetime of trauma.

			By then, I’d spent twelve years serving homeless people in soup kitchens, shelters, and residential facilities. I had come to understand that entering their lives meant opening yourself to heartbreak, to people battered by poverty, abuse, mental illness, oppression, and the inevitable rage born of it all. It also meant looking past the surface and seeking to understand more of who they were. When I listened to Tangie without rebutting, it seemed to defuse her anger. She sat attentively as other youths talked about SafeSpace’s medical care, food, showers, and laundry facilities. None were especially effusive, but they made it plain that we met some of their most urgent needs.

			Afterward, reflecting on Tangie’s eruption, I thought about how the hagiographies that led me to this work had not prepared me for its reality. As a teenager and a Catholic convert, I had immersed myself in the lives of the saints. Inspiration poured through me when I read of Saint Martin of Tours cutting off half his cloak to give to a naked beggar, or Saint Francis of Assisi physically embracing a rotting-fleshed leper. In both legends, after the saint gave aid, the person in need subsequently vanished, and the saint realized that they had actually been God. In real life, however, I quickly learned that people in distress rarely disappear for any good reason, and their needs are far too vast to be resolved with half a cloak or a hug.

			Over the next month, Tangie returned to SafeSpace sporadically, until one day she vanished. She had gotten herself a boyfriend, though the word around the center was that she’d just been hooking up with him for a place to stay out of the cold. A couple days later, we heard from her friends that Tangie and her boyfriend had gotten into a huge argument. Tangie was dead. The boyfriend had killed her.

			I learned little of her story in the month I knew her, but if Tangie’s experiences were similar to those of other displaced youths, there’s a good chance she would have been abused by parents struggling with poverty, addiction, mental illness, or all three. She might have been sexually assaulted while living in foster care. She could have been forced to do sex work to survive in a city that terrorized its homeless youth with its police force, whose primary offering of shelter was incarceration. In the end, her being killed was something else she shared with far too many of our clients. Tangie’s death appalled me. How could someone sizzling with so much life force be extinguished so easily? But as I look back, I realize that Tangie was one of three young people I met that day who would go on to be murdered.

			

			—

			After my meeting in the community room, I went downstairs to sit in on the transgender support group. As I crossed the crowded lobby, Inkera, whom I hadn’t yet met, loudly remarked that the new program director was “the sexiest white man alive, except for Jean-Claude Van Damme.” My face grew hot. I continued on to the basement, wondering what I was getting myself into.

			The group got off to a colorful start. Six transgender youths lined up along the opposite wall, and each took turns sashaying across the room like they were strutting down a runway. Whenever one of them reached me, they would strike an elegant pose and announce their chosen name—“Inkera,” “Regine,” “Kiki,” “Coco”—before plopping themselves down in a metal folding chair.

			The last young person was different. She wore masculine clothes and no makeup, though her head was crowned by a wig. As she walked the imaginary runway, her wrists and elbows bounced about, at once gangly and elegant, and her head swayed slowly back and forth. Pausing in front of me at the end of her walk, she fixed her gaze on me with a conspiratorial smile, like we were in on some cosmic joke. Then she introduced herself in a deep, melodious voice: “My name is Ali Forney.”

			When the flamboyant introductions were done, I asked the kids for their impressions of SafeSpace. “This is just about the only program in the city where we are treated with respect,” said Coco. A few years older than the others, she seemed to have appointed herself the spokeswoman. The other young people nodded in agreement, and I was relieved to hear of their approval. “But the food sucks,” Regine added. (She was correct about that. Later that week, our clearly inexperienced chef served up plates of undercooked, bloody chicken, and I realized he needed to be replaced.)

			I’d come out of the closet eight years earlier and moved fluidly through many spaces of New York City’s gay world, but had only met transgender people in passing. That this was my first deep encounter speaks to the segregation the LGB community imposed upon its “T” members, how back then they were still held at arm’s length, like unwanted stepchildren. As I got to know our young transgender women, I also began to recognize how gay organizations back then often refused to include them in their advocacy.

			There were persons in that room who would come to shatter my heart’s constraints. They would greatly expand my understanding of what it means to be queer and of how to be an authentic human being. At that point, I had no idea how these kids would change my life.

			

			—

			One afternoon during my first weeks at SafeSpace, I was summoned to the case management office. Tyrone, a thin young man, was shaking uncontrollably and unable to respond to his case manager’s questions. Afraid he might be having a seizure, we called for an ambulance. When the paramedics arrived, they recognized Tyrone was hyperventilating from a panic attack, gave him a paper bag, and instructed him to breathe into it slowly. Once he stopped shaking, he explained his situation.

			Tyrone had been couch-surfing for six weeks at various friends’ places, a common practice of teens when they first become homeless. Now he’d come to the dreaded day when no more couches would welcome him, and he was panicked at facing the night with nowhere to go. As Tyrone described his predicament, I was struck by the difference between his clothing and his demeanor. He was dressed in a baggy black sweatshirt and a tilted black baseball cap, projecting toughness like a member of the Wu-Tang Clan—yet he wore unmaskable terror on his face. As hard as he needed to appear to the outside world, his clothes couldn’t disguise his painful vulnerability.

			Tyrone’s case manager made some calls and was able to locate a grandmother in Washington, D.C., who offered to take the young man in. I agreed to foot the bus fare, and one crisis that day was resolved.

			But the vicious reality was that New York City failed to provide anywhere near enough shelter beds for its thousands of outcast youths. Many had grown up in foster care, but once they turned sixteen, the foster system didn’t want them unless they were already grandfathered in. Young people over eighteen were permitted to sleep in the adult shelter system, but almost all our youths were fearful of the violence and abuse in those titanic warehouses. Most spent their nights trying to sleep on stiff park benches, at the bus terminal, or while riding the subway. At the end of each day, I would watch them leave SafeSpace to spend the night outside, unsheltered.

			I learned quickly that the deprivations went even further. Our drop-in center was open Monday through Friday, from 11:00 a.m. through 7:00 p.m. On Mondays, we cooked a huge amount of food for lunch because many of the youths would return for three or four extra servings. In all of New York City, none of the drop-in programs for homeless kids stayed open past Friday. Our clients went hungry all weekend while SafeSpace was closed.

			Family holidays were particularly depressing. A few weeks before Christmas, I discovered that we were the city’s only drop-in program for teenagers that remained open for the 25th. Unable to bear the idea of our youths being left alone in the cold on these days of love and togetherness, my colleagues and I chose to keep the drop-in center open for half the day.

			On Christmas morning, we rolled out all the festivities. We decorated the dining room with wreaths and garlands, colored lights and flowers, and two dozen volunteers came to help from the church next door. These keen, strange new faces lined up behind steaming pots and platters, serving up a feast of foods and cakes and pies, and freeing up the staff to sit and eat with the young people.

			But the young people were uncharacteristically subdued, made shy by the many guests in the room. Most days, meals were boisterous affairs, with clients calling out across the tables, provoking endless bursts of laughter and verbal taunts. But now even Ali spoke in quieter tones, without much of her usual bawdiness or shade-throwing. Having witnessed this phenomenon at many holiday meals since, I’ve realized that their shyness is a function of adolescence. Teenagers place huge stock on how they are evaluated by others, and generally feel terribly self-conscious about being pitied. Homeless teens are no different. Being observed by a large crowd of unfamiliar faces made our young people acutely aware of their destitution. Whether welcoming volunteers into youth shelters is always a good idea remains an open question. Nonetheless, on my first Christmas at SafeSpace, I was glad the kids were indoors for a few more hours, eating their fill.

			But it was awful when three o’clock arrived and we had to close the center. I marshaled everyone down to the lobby and watched Ali, Kiki, and all of the others make their way out of our warm building and into the snowy streets. Later, after I’d locked the doors, set the alarm, and walked to my mother’s apartment on East Twenty-fourth Street, I couldn’t shake the kids from my mind. We’d given them backpacks and gloves and hats and scarves as Christmas presents, and they stood there in the lobby, wrapping their necks and covering their heads and fingers. Then they made their way into the street, most with nowhere good to go, little tufts of their hot breath forming icy clouds as they shuffled outside into the frigid air.

			

			—

			We were caring for the violated children of Ronald Reagan’s America. Our clients had grown up in the 1980s, when tax cuts yielded extravagant lifestyles for the rich and gutted the lifelines of the poor. Blue-collar jobs became harder and harder to find, but drugs were readily available. Meanwhile, gentrifiers descended upon once affordable urban neighborhoods, displacing poor families from their homes and pushing them into shelters. All their young lives, the teens in our care had been subject to avarice, governmental dysfunction, racism, violence, and chaos.

			In those days, there was only one overnight facility for people under twenty-one in New York City: the notorious Covenant House. An enormous building that had been intended to house a New York State prison, it could be harrowing for anyone, and especially for queer youths, who made up a third of the young people in our care. Almost all of them were afraid to seek refuge at Covenant House. Others had braved it and returned with horror stories of being harassed and beaten for being “faggots.”

			Of all of them, the young transgender women faced the most difficulty in the city’s shelters, though “difficulty” seems far too gentle a word. We saw numerous blackened eyes and busted lips, heard too many accounts of rapes. Even tasks as basic as applying for welfare, food stamps, and identification cards could be a nightmare for these women. Our case managers would accompany them to social services offices and report back that the city workers rarely restrained their hostility, insisting on addressing the transgender youths with male pronouns and refusing to use their female names. Often, kids would end up running from those offices humiliated and in tears, denied even the pittance offered to destitute people to stay alive.

			And, dear God, the police. Once, when a fight broke out in our library and we couldn’t subdue it, we had to call 911. A large white cop responded to the situation by snarling at one of the teens—a young Latina transgender woman—that she was a man, and threatening to throw her out the window by her “fucking ponytail” if she didn’t shut up. When I filed a report with the Civilian Complaint Review Board, it was deemed “unfounded.” What does it say when those who are supposed to “protect and serve” can threaten to murder you with impunity?

			The threat of violence was ever-present. In the week before I arrived at SafeSpace, two transgender women, both clients of ours, were found drowned in the Hudson River near the Christopher Street piers. Tragically, this was not uncommon. During the prior three years, several transgender women had been found dead in the river nearby—among them Marsha P. Johnson, a heroine of the Stonewall riots. The police seemed to have little interest in investigating their murders. No one was ever held accountable for any of those women’s deaths.

			Given all these perils, many homeless transgender women had taken survival into their own hands: They constructed a shantytown from scraps of wood and plastic and cardboard boxes on an abandoned pier reaching out into the Hudson River, just below the salt storage mounds on Thirteenth Street. George and Tisha, our outreach workers, went on foot to the shantytown each weeknight, bringing condoms, food, and clothing. I joined them one December night, a few weeks after my arrival, and was aghast to see people living in such desperate conditions, out in the cold, sandwiched between the roaring West Side Highway and the windswept Hudson.

			Inkera was with us that night, helping with the outreach. I remember her laughing nervously after we left the pier. “I’m never going to let myself end up there,” she insisted. But the reality was that many of our transgender clients deteriorated when they hit their mid to late twenties. After aging out of the youth programs, they found little available in the way of material support. Even their sex work became less lucrative as time and the hardships of homelessness took their toll.

			Often, they weren’t even given the relative dignity of being ignored. Instead, they were treated as freakish objects of fascination and disgust. A 1995 New York Times article titled “The Shantytown of the He-Shes” focused completely on their sex work, addiction, and squalid living conditions. The reporter ridiculed their clothes and makeup while failing to mention the bigotry and hatred they faced daily, or their lack of equal access to services.

			Before joining SafeSpace, I had thought of myself as an engaged, aware, progressive person. I’d been working with homeless adults in New York City for almost a decade, yet I’d been clueless to the vicious treatment the queer youths were dealt. It was distressing to realize how blind I’d been.

			

			—

			SafeSpace was located half a block east of Times Square, in a three-story mission house owned by the adjacent Saint Mary the Virgin Episcopal church. Affectionately known as “Smoky Mary’s” because of its extravagant use of incense during the high services, the church had many gay men in its congregation, drawn by the campiness of the lush liturgical worship. Often, as we cared for our youths, the aroma of incense and sounds of the organ would wash over our walls.

			Not that you needed an organ or incense to feel the presence of God at SafeSpace. You could sense it everywhere.

			I perceived an aura of divinity among all our clients, but especially the young transgender women. I was in awe of their courage; of the price they were willing to pay to be faithful to the depths of their selves. Or, as I saw it, the depths of their souls. They were not exempt from the character flaws common to our humanity, but they seemed afire with a holy authenticity. In my readings of the lives of the saints, I’d been struck by the radical measures many had undertaken to honor the truths of their faith, renouncing family, money, social standing. The young women I found myself with were no less devoted to their inner truth; they likewise had given up everything. It was a privilege to be among them.

			If there was anyone who most embodied for me the raw spirituality of SafeSpace, it was Ali Forney.

			The first thing that struck me about Ali was how his relationship to gender diverged from that of other transgender youths at SafeSpace. His presentation veered fluidly between masculine and feminine, between Ali and his alter ego, “Luscious.” Compared to her transgender friends, many of whom took hormones, presented consistently as female, and adhered to their identities as a matter of life and death, Ali’s way of inhabiting gender seemed mischievous—like she delighted in transgressing expected roles, as though gender was some kaleidoscopic, ever-shifting venue for self-revelation.

			Ali described himself as “a man in a dress and a wig.” Typically, he spent the day at SafeSpace dressed as a boy and presenting as Ali. After dinner, though, he would descend to his basement locker and change into feminine clothes, wig, and makeup, like Clark Kent transforming into Superwoman. Then Luscious would come striding up the stairs in all her glory, exuberantly heading out to a night of sex work in the streets.

			During my first week I noticed Ali filling his knapsack with great handfuls of the condoms we kept on hand for clients. I asked a co-worker what Ali could do with so many. “Ali is famous for that,” was the response. “He cares so much about his friends on the stroll that he stuffs hundreds of condoms into that knapsack every day. He wants to protect them from HIV.”

			Around our building, I’d watch Ali chatting up our staff, joking playfully about their clothes and sexual prospects. A radiant smile would be plastered on her face, and she’d lean her head toward them, taking in what they said in a way that exuded joyful companionship. Many of the kids were far more guarded—they’d been hurt and failed so often by adults that it was difficult for them to trust us. Ali had been hurt no less severely, but there was something remarkable about her ability to be so generous with her affection.

			Ali glowed with hints of divine compassion in these personal interactions, but it was at the first SafeSpace talent show that I truly felt like he took us all to church.

			We held the first show in the spring of 1995, in an auditorium two blocks west of SafeSpace. For weeks the young people rehearsed their acts, the usual high-school conglomeration of sung performances, rapping, and spoken word recitations (though with a lot more drag and voguing than ever would have been seen in my suburban Connecticut high school). The evening was fun, exuberant, celebratory, lighthearted. Until Ali took the stage and unexpectedly guided us into more profound territory.

			Ali closed the show with a gospel song, “His Eye Is on the Sparrow.” He sang painfully off-key, but the performance was overwhelmingly heartfelt—his eyes closed, hands gesturing expressively, head turning slowly side to side as he crooned, “I sing because I’m happy, I sing because I’m free.” He seemed to be summoning some deep part of himself.

			Then Ali “caught the Ghost” and segued into a free-form sermon, no doubt inspired by the church services she’d attended as a child. With a miraculous combination of abandon and self-possession, she began preaching in a rhythmic half-chant:

			I believe that one day, the Lord will come back to get me. Hallelujah.

			If I live right, hallelujah, I will go on to that righteous place!

			I believe that one day, hallelujah, all my trials, all my tribulations, they will all be over.

			I won’t have to worry about crying and suffering no more.

			I won’t have to worry about being disappointed, because my God, hallelujah, is coming back for me.

			Ali strode back and forth with jaunty gravitas at the front of the stage, one hand occasionally slapping her leg or resting for a moment on her hip. Each line was punctuated by a bluesy chord on the electric organ. Every so often, Ali stopped walking and leaned toward the audience to emphasize a certain syllable, sometimes drawing it out, more song than speech.

			Whether I’m a man with a dress and a wig,

			My God will love me for who I am!

			I might not walk like I’m supposed to walk. I might not have sex with who I’m supposed to have sex with.

			My God will love me for who I am!

			Then Ali ripped her wig off, exposing short twists of hair.

			So don’t worry about me, worry about yourself.

			Because as long as my God believes in me, I’m not worried about what folks say.

			Hallelujah.

			“My God will love me for who I am…” I had never witnessed such an adamant proclamation of God’s affection for queer people. It hit me like sweet water pouring into a mouth parched with thirst. Watching Ali, I could hardly breathe. I felt awestruck, but also challenged as hell.

			It was a time in my life when my own faith was fading, scarred by the Catholic Church’s rejection of gay people. An insistent question burned inside me: How does one absorb profound rejection and loss without being buried alive under its weight?

			Ali’s eruption at the talent show gave me hope for an answer. Here was a kid who had faced more adversity, abuse, and rejection than I could imagine. Yet she had not been destroyed by it. She refused to be mired in bitterness. She was anchored in a love vast enough to make the hostilities and rejections that uprooted me seem insignificant as specks of dust.

			I realized then that I was in the company of someone utterly remarkable. As Ali closed out her performance, I understood there was something unbreakable in her heart. What I had no clue of then was the power Ali’s heart had to repair so much of what had been broken—in the lives of other exiled queer youths, and the world’s response to them. And the power it had to transform some of what was broken in me.
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