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On
  Christmas Day 1993, a twenty-one-year-old man walked into a
  sheriff's
  office in Falls City, Nebraska, and reported that he had been
  raped.




  
He
  gave the names of the two men who did it. He had physical
  evidence.
  He had witnesses. He did everything right - but the sheriff
  didn't
  arrest the suspects.




  
Six
  days later, those two men tracked the victim down and killed him.
  Not
  only had they violated him in unimaginable ways just days prior,
  but
  they wanted to finish the job as cruelly as they had begun it.
  They
  also killed two other people who happened to be in the same house
  for
  no other reason than they wanted to. The cold-blooded killers
  left a
  baby crying alone in its crib before fleeing the scene.




  
The
  victim’s name was Brandon Teena. He had been born a girl and had
  lived as a man for several years, in a time and a place that had
  no
  understanding of who he was and no interest in developing one.
  That
  one detail became the thing everyone focused on. Not the rape.
  Not
  the sheriff who looked at a victim and decided he didn't qualify
  for
  protection. Not the six days Brandon spent believing he was safe
  because he had done the right thing. Just the fact that he had
  been
  born a girl.




  
The
  rest, it seemed, didn’t matter. The most disgusting and shocking
  thing, apparently, was that Brandon Teena had been born
  female.




  
The
  sheriff later explained why he hadn't arrested the men. "What
  kind of a person was she?" he said. "The first few times we
  arrested her, she was puttin’ herself off as a guy."




  

    
That
  


  

  was his reason for not doing his job properly.




  
Brandon's
  story eventually became a film called Boys Don't Cry. Hilary
  Swank
  won an Oscar for her performance, which was widely regarded as
  powerful and convincing. The film introduced Brandon to a global
  audience, though it left out major parts of the story. It erased
  one
  of the three murder victims entirely - Phillip DeVine, a man who
  was
  in the house that night and was shot dead alongside Brandon and
  Lisa
  Lambert. The director said she cut him because there were too
  many
  characters.




  
The
  article that inspired the film was later described by its own
  author
  as "the most insensitive and inaccurate piece of journalism I
  have ever written."




  
So
  the version of this story that most people carry was built on
  reporting its own writer disowns, and it erased a murder victim
  on
  the way to winning an Academy Award. I'm not here to trash the
  film,
  at all - I actually think it’s an important watch, and implore
  you
  to watch it if you haven’t already. I believe it did something
  important in highlighting this story. But the true tale is harder
  and
  deserves to be told in full truth.




  
Brandon
  wasn’t the “perfect victim”, which is why I believe he wasn’t
  given the help and support he needed when he went to the police
  about
  the violent rape he endured: He was a young man with a
  complicated
  history, a criminal record, a gift for charming people, and a
  desperate need to live as himself in a world that punished him
  for
  it. He made choices that put him in a dangerous place. He also
  reported a violent crime to the authorities and was prejudiced
  against so completely that it cost him his life.




  
It’s
  hard for many people to see that victims aren’t always perfect -
  in
  fact, they very rarely are. We are all human after all. But
  Brandon
  suffered injustice after injustice in life, and tragically, in
  death,
  too.




  
This
  book is about what actually happened. In a small conservative
  Nebraska town in 1993, a man told the truth about what had been
  done
  to him. The person - the sheriff -  who was supposed to protect
  him
  chose not to. And six days later, Brandon Teena was dead.




  
Let
  start me at the beginning.
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Brandon
  Teena was born in Lincoln, Nebraska, on December 12, 1972. His
  father
  had died in a car accident eight months before he arrived. His
  mother, JoAnn, was a teenager raising two children alone on
  disability payments and whatever a retail job could provide. They
  lived in the Pine Acre Mobile Home Park in northeast
  Lincoln.




  
That's
  where he started his life. Not much to work with, even before
  anything went wrong.




  
He
  and his older sister, Tammy, were sexually abused by an uncle
  throughout their childhood. Court documents confirm it began when
  Brandon was around six or seven and continued until he was
  fourteen.
  Neither of them said anything for years. By the time Brandon
  sought
  counseling for it in 1991, he was nineteen years old and had been
  carrying that heavy weight for over a decade.




  
The
  rest of this story is about a young man let down repeatedly by
  institutions and individuals who were supposed to protect him.
  But
  the first failure happened inside his own home, at the hands of a
  family member, when he was a small child.




  
Brandon
  was described by his family as a tomboy from the beginning. Short
  hair, boys' clothes, gravitating toward the things the world
  assigned
  to boys without any conflict about it - that was just who he was.
  As
  adolescence came, he began identifying clearly as male. He
  started
  going by Brandon, not Teena - he simply reversed his name to
  match
  his identity. He bound his chest to conceal the anatomy he did
  not
  associate with. He dated girls.




  
But
  his mother couldn't accept it. JoAnn continued to refer to
  Brandon as
  her daughter throughout his life, even after everything. She
  loved
  him; that much is clear. But she just couldn't see him for who he
  was
  or wrap her head around why he wasn’t her little girl. Brandon
  kept
  calling her, kept showing up, and left roses at her door. He
  wanted
  her to know he was there even when she couldn't fully acknowledge
  who
  he was. The pain of loving someone who can't see you for you is
  one
  Brandon carried his whole life.




  
At
  eighteen, he tried to enlist in the US Army. This was 1990,
  Operation
  Desert Shield. A recruiter came to his high school, and Brandon
  signed up. He failed the written entrance exam. Not because he
  wasn't
  capable, but because he listed his sex as male. He knew who he
  was
  clearly enough to put it on a form - a real brave act in 1990s
  Nebraska. The world just didn't have a box for it yet.




  
He
  was expelled from school in June 1991, three days before
  graduation.
  That same year, he attempted suicide by taking a bottle of
  antibiotics. He was taken to the Lancaster County Crisis Center
  and
  held for three days on suicide watch, then attended two weeks of
  therapy sessions, sometimes with his mother or sister present. He
  was
  reluctant to talk about himself. Eventually, he disclosed that he
  had
  been raped by a classmate at school, but the sessions ended after
  two
  weeks, and he was on his own again.




  
Two
  weeks. That was what the system offered a nineteen-year-old who
  had
  been sexually abused throughout his childhood, had just attempted
  suicide, and had disclosed a rape. Just two weeks.




  
In
  January 1992, he underwent a formal psychiatric evaluation. The
  conclusion was that he was suffering from a severe "sexual
  identity crisis." That was the language of 1992 - clinical,
  pathologizing, treating who he was as a disorder to be managed
  rather
  than an identity to be supported. It told him nothing he didn't
  already know and offered him nothing he actually needed.




  
By
  this point Brandon had also started getting into trouble with the
  law. Check fraud, forgery, stolen ATM cards. The kind of petty
  crime
  that accumulates when you have no safety net, no legitimate path,
  and
  you're trying to survive and also buy your girlfriend expensive
  presents because that's the only way you know how to show people
  you
  love them. He racked up roughly eighteen charges over a few
  years.
  Convictions. Probation. Violations. More warrants.




  
This
  was part of who Brandon was - the part that made his life
  complicated, that gave people reasons to distrust him, that would
  later be used to explain away what was done to him. But the
  context
  is important, I feel. This was a young man with no support, no
  stable
  home, no framework from the world around him for who he was,
  carrying
  years of abuse and a failed suicide attempt and a mother who
  loved
  him but couldn't see him. He was doing what he could with what he
  had.




  
By
  1993 the warrants in Lincoln were piling up. There was also a
  girlfriend situation that had ended badly - Brandon's mother had
  sent
  his sister to spy on him, the relationship collapsed, he had
  attempted suicide again. He needed somewhere new. Somewhere,
  nobody
  knew him. Somewhere, he could just be Brandon, without the
  history,
  without the complications, without the version of himself that
  kept
  getting in the way of the person he actually wanted to be.




  
He
  headed to Falls City, Nebraska.




  
He
  was twenty years old. He had been through more than most people
  twice
  or thrice his age. And he was about to walk into a sinister
  situation
  that the world would spend years failing to understand. For years
  afters afterward, people debated whether or not he deserved what
  happened next.




  
To
  be clear: He didn't.
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By
  the time Brandon left Lincoln in 1993 he had a criminal record
  that
  told one version of his story. This included check fraud,
  forgery,
  stolen ATM cards and a conviction for second-degree forgery in
  1992
  that had resulted in probation he subsequently violated. The
  record
  kept growing.




  
That's
  the version Sheriff Laux would later use to explain why he didn't
  take Brandon seriously when he would seek help after being
  sexually
  assaulted. Imagine this: the worst violation of your body gets
  dismissed because you’re not the “perfect victim.”




  
When
  the media needed a reason for Brandon’s murder, they pointed to
  his
  gender. “Death of a Deceiver”, one headline called him. “Deadly
  Deception: Teena Brandon's Double Life May Have Led to a Triple
  Murder”, said another. The crimes and the identity collapsed
  together in the coverage until it was hard to tell where one
  ended
  and the other began.




  
I
  want to pull those things apart.




  
The
  forgery and the check fraud were real. Brandon wrote bad checks.
  He
  stole ATM cards. He used false identities to obtain money,
  repeatedly, over several years. He also used the money to buy
  gifts
  for the girls he was dating. Expensive presents, things he
  couldn't
  afford any other way. People who knew him described a young man
  who
  desperately wanted to be a good boyfriend, to be generous, to
  give
  people things. He had grown up with very little. He understood
  love
  as something you demonstrated materially because that was the
  only
  model available to him. That doesn't excuse the fraud, of course,
  but
  it perhaps explains much of it. This wasn't someone running an
  elaborate financial scheme. It was someone trying to hold onto
  people
  using the only tools he had.




  
The
  other thing Brandon was doing was trying to live as himself.
  Every
  time he moved somewhere new, presented as male, built a life with
  people who knew him as Brandon, he was doing something that took
  real
  courage in rural Nebraska in the early 1990s. There was no
  language
  for it yet. No cultural visibility. No support structure. The
  word
  transgender existed but barely, and in the communities Brandon
  moved
  through it was either unknown or treated as something
  pathological.




  
He
  had tried enlisting in the army - rejected for listing his
  correct
  gender. He had tried therapy - it lasted two weeks. He had tried
  being honest with his mother - she kept calling him her daughter.
  Every official channel he approached either couldn't accommodate
  who
  he was or actively pushed back against it.




  
So
  he built his own life on his own terms. He bound his chest. He
  told
  people he was intersex, or that he was planning surgery, when
  questions got too close. He moved when the warrants caught up
  with
  him. He started again somewhere new.




  
This
  is the part of Brandon's story that some people find difficult to
  hold sympathetically: The deception. The girlfriends who didn't
  know.
  The friends who felt tricked when the truth






                    
                    
                

                
            

            
        

    










