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LGBTQ+-inclusive content  for
kids, Encluding ptrﬂ)rmances, books,
curricula, and more, has come under
cver—incmasing attack, bolstered in
recent months by the federal govern-
ment—but people are speaking our
and ﬁghting back.

After President Trump fired the
board of the Kennedy Center and
named himself chair of its board, the
organization cancelled a scheduled
performance of the Gay Men’s Cho-
rus of Washington, D.C. and the
National Symphony Orchestra. The
show had been ser to include John
Bucchino'’s work “A Peacock Among
Pig:ons,” a musical version of the
2015 picture book by Tyler Curry
about a bird embracing his individu-
ality and difference.

The Kennedy Center also can-

celled a tour of the children’s musical
“Finn,” about a young shark simi-
la:ly wanttng to "spa.rklc and shine,
unlike the gray sharks around him.
The show was created by Chris Nee,
Michael Kooman, and Christopher
Dimond, who also worked together
on the LGBTQ+-inclusive Netflix
kids’ show “Ridley Jones.” The trio
explained on social media that “Finn”
had been commissioned by the Ken-
nedy Center, and after early success,
was chosen to be its next touring
show. “At its heart it has a universal
message of love and acceprance. The
fact thar thar extends to sparkly boys
seems to be controversial;’ they said.
They asserted, thnugh, “We will

not abandon the kids we wrote this

sec MOMBIAN, page 2

Frederick Douglas is dead. In 2017,
President Donald J. Trump didn'tappear
to know this fact However, in 2025, he
may still not know.

In kicking off Black History Month
in 2017, Trump hosted a “listening
session” at the White House, lsaving
atiendants scratching their heads won-
dering if he knew Douglass—a self-
liberated former enslaved male turned
abolitionist—died in 1895. Expecting
then-White House press secretary Sean
Spicer to clarify whar Trump meant
regarding his comment on Douglass,
Spictr, however, made it clear he, too,
didn't quite know if Douglass was dead.

“I think he [Trump] wants to high-

We don’t need Trump’s

permission to celebrate us

by Rev. Irene Monroe
contributing writer

Jight the contributions he has made.
AndI think through alot of the actions
and statements he's going © make, 1
think that the contributions of Fred-
erick Dnuglass will become more and
more.”

The remarks from both Trump and
Spicer could have been an episode of
“Drunk History, a TV comedy series
where an inebriated narrator fumbles
to recount historical events, which il-
lustrates why we need Black History
Month and an intensive tutorial for
Trump and his administration then
and now.

see MONROE, page 7

Transgender women near Rome pray
for Pope Francis, celebrate his outreach

By Giovanna Dell’Orto
Associated Press

TORVAIANICA, Iraly (AP) —
Moira Camila Garnica and a group
of fellow migrant transgender wom-
en have been gathering at their par-
ish church to pray for Pope Francis
as he continues to battle pneumonia
in a Rome hospital, about an hour
away from this modest seaside town.

Many grew up Catholic in Argen-
tina like Francis, and their prayers
encompass gratitude for his outreach
~ several met him in person - as well
as hope that the door he opened to-
ward a doubly marginalized commu-

see POPE, page 5

Moira Camila Garnica poses for a portrait outside the Beata Vergine
Immacolata parish church in Torvaianica, Italy. (AP Photo by Bernat
Armangue.

Federal appeals court upholds school
policy protecting LGBTQ+ student privacy

By Lisa Keen
Keen News Service

A federal appeals court has ruled
that a public school does not violate
parents’ rights when school officials
do not inform them that their child
is grappling with the possibility or
reality of being LGBTQ+.

The challenged school policy, in

Ludlow, Massachusetts, direcred

teachers and staff not to inform
parents of a student’s usc of a differ-
ent I,‘ln]m)un ar\d name UI\]ESS t}'\ﬂ
Studﬂnt ﬂskﬂd fDI’ StBE)S hﬂlp in apv
pmaching their parents about the
issue.

A Massachusetts couple argued
that, by not infm’ming them of the
student’s idcnti(y at school, the
school was interfering with their fun-
damental right to parent their child.

A three-judge panel of the First
Circuit US. Court of Appeals in
Boston ruled that the policy did not
deprive parents of their rfght to raise
their child based on their values.

“Outside school, parents can ob-
tain information about their chil-
dren’s relationship to gcnderin many

Ways, ir\cluding communi cating with

see STUDENT PRIVACY, page 4

Supreme Court: Poised to ease burden
on straights, scrutinize books in school

By Lisa Keen

Keen News Sevvice

Long-time observers of the US.
Supreme Court might have been
wondering last Wednesday why the

court would have spent its scarce

oral argument time on an issue on
which all sides already agree.

The case was Ames v. Ohio, in
which a long-time female employee
of Ohio’s Deparrment of Youth Ser-
vices said she was denied a promo-

tion and then demoted because she

is straight. Her evidence was the
fact that gay people got both of the
jobs she wanted.

The legal issue February 26 was
not whether someone at the De-

see SCOTUS, page 3

“Iam thrilled to accept the Razzie award in so many important categories for @megalopolisfilm, and for
the distinctive honor of being nominated as the worst director, worst screenplay, and worst picture ata
time when so few have the courage to go against the prevailing trends of contemporary moviemaking!”

- Francis Ford Coppola begins his Razzie acceptance speech via Instagram. Of course, one can rebound from a Razzie. Pamela Anderson was
named Razzie Redeemer for “The Last Showgirl”. In 1996, she was named Worst New Star for the eminently more entertaining “Barb Wire".

Public domain photo, via Wkimedia Commons.

more in Billy Masters on page 6!
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show for. They are already under attack from
every side. We didn't ask for this joy bomb of a
show to be a part of the resistance, but here we
are.” The trio have now pairtd with pmductrs
and husbands Seth Rudetsky and James Wesley
Jackson to bring the show to The Town Hall per-
formance space in New York City next month
for a one-night, live-streamed performance with
members of the original Kennedy Center cast
and a number of Broadway stars. The Gay Men's
Chorus of Washingtnn D.C. will also perform,
joined by members of the New York City Gay
Men’s Chorus. To top things off, the show will
benefic The Trevor Project, which serves LG-
BTQ+ youth.

In Towa, however, a Republican-led subcom-
mittee is trying to stop queer performers by
advancing a bill that would make it a felony
for parents to bring minors to drag shows or
for business owners to allow minors at such
shows—where “drag show” is defined as any
show where a performer “exhibits a gender
identity thac is different than the performer’s
gendﬂr assigned at birth” That would ban any
trans person from p:rforming as their authentic
gender in any type of show, drag or otherwise,
and make it difficult for families to attend Pride
parades (not to mention making it impossible
to stage several Shakespeare plays).

One Iowa Action, an LGBTQ+—rights
group, is encouraging Towa residents to contact
the Iowa House Education Committee in oppo-
sition to the bill. Groupsincluding the National
Association of Social Workers, Des Moines
Perfnrming Arts, the American Civil Liberties
Union of lowa, and the Interfaith Alliance of
Iowa Action Fund have also expressed their op-
position, reported lowa newspaper the Decorah
Leader.

In the educational realm, local and state bans
on LGBTQ+-inclusive and other diverse books
continuc to propagate, with the recent executive
orders against “gender ideology or discrimina-
tory equity fd:ology” adding fuel to the fire.
Department of Defense-run schools for chil-
dren of servicemembers, for example, have been
told to remove classroom and library materials
related to those topics, and to stop all cultural
observances, activities, and clubs.

Military families at European Command

headquarters in Germany, however, booed De-
fense Secretary Pete Hegseth during his visit
in mid-February, and chanted “DEL" reported
NBC News, which noted, “Protests by military
families against a defense secretary are extreme-
ly rare.” Additionally, 55 middle school students
at the on-base Patch Middle School staged a
walkour, rtpur[ed Stars & Stripes. Subsequtnt—
ly, about 150 students walked out in protest
at Nile C. Kinnick High School on Yokosuka
Naval Base, as did 60 students at Kadena High
School on Kadena Air Base in Okinawa.

PBS, which gets appmximattly 15% of its
funding from the federal government, also re-
cently removed a serics of videos and associated
teaching guides about LGBTQ+ identities and
history from its PBS LearningMedia websire,
which is intended for educarors. It confirmed to
local news outlet Hell Gate that this was done
in response to recent executive orders. These
“Hidden Voices” videos were part of a part-
nership among PBS affiliate WNET, the New
York City Council, and the New York City
Department of Education. The latter has now
stepped up to host the videos on a deparrment
website and make them available as a YouTube
playlist.

It's not just LGBTQ+ identities that are
b:ing targetzd, cither. The “President’s Own”
United States Marine Band recently cancelled
a collaboration with the Equity Arc Wind
Symphony, a group of 30 hfgh school perform—
ers chosen thmugh audition by the Chicago—
based nonprofit Equity Arc, which mentors
young musicians of color. Equity Arc said on
its Facebook page that the program was halted
in response to the recent executive orders,

It added, however, that while the cancel-
lation was out of its control, “what remains
unchanged is our unwavering commitment to
creating opportunities for musicians of color”
stattng, “We will continue to ﬁght for spaces
where your artistry is valued.”

We must all likewise keep fighting for LG-
BTQ+ youth, youth of color, children of LG-
BTQ+ parents, and all young people who
deserve to see themselves and their world au-
thenticaﬂy reflected in their schools, media, and
enterrainment,

Dana Rudolph is the founder and publisher of
Mombian (mombian.com), a two-time GLAAD
Media Award-winning blog for LGBTQ+ par-
ents plus a searchable database Df 1,700+ LG-
BTQ+ family books.
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partment discriminated against 60-year-old
Marlean Ames because she was straight. And
the issue was not whether laws prohibiting
sexual orientation discrimination prohibit dis-
crimination against heterosexuals. They do.

The question was a narrow but important
one: Could the court require that an employee
who was a member of a majority group —in
this case, s[raigh{ peoplt— o jump [hrough
an extra hoop when pressing a claim of dis-
crimination that typically affects minorities.
Some federal appeals circuits have said yes,
some have said no.

The Sixth Circuit US. Court of Appeal
said yes, members of a majority group must
meet an additional burden: “backgmund cir-
cumstances.” It based its conclusion on ear-
lier precedents in the Sixth Circuit, noting
that “background circumstances” are evidence
“to support the suspicion that the defendant
is that unusual employer who discriminates
against the majority.”

Ames, a long-time employee for the Ohio
facility for young people convicted of felons,
lost a promotion to one gay person, then had
her old job given to another gay person. The
supervisors who made those decisions were
both straight.

The Sixth Circuit, ruling against Ames, said
she failed to show any background circum-
stances or pattern of discrimination.

“Plaintiffs typically make that showing with
evidence that a member of the relevant minor-
ity group (here, gay people) made the employ-
ment decision at issue, or with statistical evi-
dence showing a pattern of discrimination by
the employer against members of the majoricy
group.”

Title VIT of the federal Civil Rights Act
prohibits employment discrimination based
on sex, and the Supreme Court, in Bostock v.
Clayton, held that “sex” includes sexual orien-
tation.

During arguments before the Supreme
Court, Ames’ attorney, Xiao Wang, and the
US. Solicitor General’s office, represented
by Ashlty Robertson, argued that Ticle VII
appli:s Equally to all plaintfffs, rcgard].ess of
whether they are in the majority or a minority.

“The court of appeals applied a different
and more difficult standard to

[Ames] because it considered her a member
of the majority,” said Robertson. “But Title VII
draws no distinctions between plaintiffs based
on their race, religion, sex, or other protected
characteristic. That alone is reason to vacate
the decision below....”

Ohio Solicitor General Elliot Gaiser said,
“Ohio agrees it is wrong to hold some litigants
to a higher standard because of cheir protected
characteristics.

The rare agreement of both sides on such a
crucial point prompted Justice Brett Kavana-
ugh to say, “So, all you want for this case isa re-
ally short opinion that says discrimination on
the basis of sexual orientation —whether it’s
because you're gay or because you're straight—
is prohibi(ed, and the rules are the same which-
ever way that goes?”

“That’s right,” said Wang.

Most ltgal observers writing about the oral

argument expressed confidence that the Su-
preme Court would rule for majority plaintiffs,
like Ames, on this narrow question. But some
said a ruling for Ames —and against requiring
majority plaintiffs to satisfy an extra burden
of proof— could lead to many more lawsuits
claiming reverse discrimination.

In ocher Supreme Court news:

Books in the classroom: The high court
has agreed to hear another LGBTQ+#-related
case this session: Mahmoud v. Taylor, about
public schools requiring educational materials
that acknowledge the existence of LGBTQ+
people. The case comes from Maryland and
the Fourth Circuit US. Court of Appeals. The
parents of three students filed a lawsuir against
the Montgomery County Board of Education’s
policy of including LGBTQ+ storybooks for
elementary school children. The Board policy
does not allow parents to opt-out their chil-
dren from reading the materials and does not
agree to alert parents when such books are be-
ing read. The parent plaintiffs said the policy
violates their First Amendment rights to free
exercise of religion, free speech, and due pro-
cess. A three-judge panel of the Fourth Circuic
voted 2 to 1 against the parents to deny the
parents” request for a preliminary injunction
to stop use of the books. The pancl majority
said the parents failed to submit any evidence
of how “simply hearing about other views...
[can] necessarily exert pressure to believe or
act differently than one’s relfgious faith re-
quires.” The panel majority acknnwledgcd that
the parents might eventually be able to provide
“sutficient evidence that an elementary-age
child’s exposure to the Storybooks and related
conversations amounts to coercion.” But at this
preliminary stage, the Fourth Circuit, denied
their request. In agreeing to hear the parents’
appeal, the Supreme Court says it will deter-
mine whether “public schools burden parents’
rcliginus exercise when they compel elementa-
ry school children to participate in instruction
on gender and sexuality against their parents’
religious convictions and without notice or op-
portunity to opt out?” Oral argument is set for
April 22,

Fight over AIDS grants: Chief Justice John
Roberts on February 26 granted a request from
the US. State Department to stay a districc
court order that required the Trump adminis-
tration pay out grants awarded to 10 groups,
including AIDS organizations, through the
US. Agency ftor International Development
(USAID). The Trump administration had
ignm’ed the lower court rulfngs to distribute
the funding, as approved by Cnngress. The Su-
preme Court has not yet weighed in on wheth-
er to hear the Trump administration’s appeal
concerning the fundfng.

Drag company appeal rejected: The Su-
preme Court declined February 21 to hear an
appeal from a drag theatrical group in Mempbhis.
The group filed a lawsuit, Friends of George’s v.
Shelby County, to chaﬂcng: the constitutional-
ity of a Tennessee law banningdmg shows per-
formed where anyone under 18 might see them.
The Sixth Circuit ruled only that the plaintiffs
lacked standing to bring the legal challenge, said
Abby Rubenfeld, a lnng—tim: LGBTQ+ lcgal
activist in Nashville. The Supreme Court de-
nied the Friends appeal on February 24.

© 2025 Keen News Service. All rights re-
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GUEST OPINION

NH Bill Would Strip Parents’ Freedom to Make
Healthcare Decisions for Their Transgender Child

Submitted by GLAD Law

Statement from GLBTQ Legal Advocares &
Defenders (GLAD Law) on HB 377

Today New Hampshire's House Health, Hu-
man Scrvices & Elderly Affairs Committee
heard testimony on HB 377, a bill to pmhibi{
medical care for transgender adolescents.

GLAD Law Senior Staff Attorney Chris Er-
chull testified before the commitree and issued
this statement after the hearing:

“The bill thar was heard by the Health, Hu-
man Services & Elderly Affairs Committee to-
day is a clear example of extreme government
overreach into the private lives of New Hamp-
shire families. Parents and families, not the gov-
ernment, know what's best for their children.
‘The committee heard from parents today about
how their transgender children have flourished
with the proper care. They also heard from
transgender youth and adults about the benefics
to their own lives that have come from receiving

appropriate and necessary care. All New Hampv

shire families should retain the ability to make
healthcare decisions for themselves without gov-
ermnment interference. HB 377 takes that right
away from parents who want nothing more
than to care for their child.

HB 377 is the latest in a years-long campaign
by extremist legtclatnrs to roll back righ[s and
protections for transgender Granite Staters,
especially transgender youth, and to insert gov-
ernment between them and their families. This
coordinated cffort is bascless and cruel and
contradicts New Hampshire's bedrock values
of freedom and fairness.

The best way to protect the health and
well-being of transgender young people is
to ensure that they can continue to access cs-
sential, age—appropriate medical care from li-
censed clinicians practicing according to the
well-established standards of care. Banning
necessary medical care puts young people at
increased risk of serious harms, including de-
pression, self-harm, and suicidal :houghts or

behavior. When transg:nder yDu.[h, lile all

youth, receive the medical care they need,
they are able to thrive and have healthy, happy
childhoods that set them up for success in life.
It can be hard to understand what it’s like to
have a transgender child. The parents of trans-
gendzr adolescents need information and ad-
vice from pro&ssinnals thsy trust, but chis bill
would cut off access to that guidance, leaving
tamilies without hope for supporting their
children as thty suffer. The committee must
vote inexpedient to lzgislate to protect all New
Hampshire families’ ability to seck and obtain
health care in consultarion with their trusted
providers.”

GLAD Law (GLBTQ Legal Advocates &
Defenders) has been a leading force in LG-
BTQ+ rights for nearly 50 years. With decp
roots in New England and impact nationwide,
we use strategic litigation, legislation, and pub-
lic education to ﬁght discrimination based on
gendzr Edentity, sexual orientation, and HIV
status. GLAD Law’s bold strategy and prece-
dent-setting vicrories have reshaped the legal
landscape, advancing equality for all people
f:ming discrimination and social barriers. www.

g]. ad. org

Student Privacy
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their children and making meaningful obser-
vations of the universe of circumstances that
influence their children’s preferences, such as
in clothing, extracurricular activities, movies,
television, music, internet activity, and more
said the panel.

The decision comes in Foote v. Ludlow, one
of several cases involving LGBTQ+ youth
that have been percolating through the federal
courts in the past year. The lawsuits, supported
by the Alliance Defending Freedom and other
rigl'\t—wing groups, seck to curtail efforts by
schools to respect the needs for safety, privacy,
and resources of students who feel they may be
LGBTQ+.

The opinion in the latest decision, issued
February 18, goes out of its way to cite US. Su-
preme Courr precedent supporting the protec-
tion of LGBTQ+ youth. The three-judge panel
which delivered the First Circuit opinion was
comprised of three female Democratic appoin-
tees: Lara Montecalvo, Julie Rikelman, and
O’'Rogerie Thompson.

The legal conflict originated with parents of
an ll—year—nld sixch gradtr in Ludlow, a small
suburb nfSpringﬁeld, Massachusetts. (The stu-
dent andasibling at the same middle school are
identified only as B.F.and G.F.in court papers.)

The student B.E, who was identified as fe-
male on their birth certificate, began question-
ingthcir sexual orientation and gender identity
in middle school. The student confided to a
teacher that they were struggling with depres-
sion and other issues, incuding that they
“might be” attracted to girls. The student ap-
proached the teacher for guidancz in asking
their parents for help. The teacher ralked to the
student’s mother and shared the student’s con-

cerns. The parents wrote to the reacher and said

they would seek help for their child and asked
that the teacher not have any further talks with
the student.

“As per our understanding of Supreme Court
precedent,” wrote the appeals court in the un-
sign:d opinion, “our pluralistic society assigns
those curricular and administrative decisions
to the expertise of school officials, charged with
the responsibility of educating children. And
the [policy] of nondisclosure as to a student’s
at-school gender expression without the stu-
dent’s consent does not restrict parental rights
in a way courts have recognized as a violation
of the guarantees of substantive due process.”

After talking to their teacher, B.F. sent an
email to all their teachers, school counselor,
and superintendent, identifying as “gender-
queer” The email indicated the student had
decided to use both male and female pronouns
and would —in school— go by a different
name. The school counselor then sent an email
to staff, directing them to refer to the student
by their preferred name and pronouns at school
buc to use their given name and female pro-
nouns when communicating with the student’s
parents. A teacher informed the parents that
the student was continuing to use the different
name and gender identity at school and that
teachers were respecting the student’s choice.

The policy adopted by the Ludlow School
Committee is like those in most schools con-
cerning a student being pregnant. It also re-
flects a Massachusetts state policy implement-
ed in 2012 that advised school staff to accept
a student’s asserted gender. The state policy
also noted that “[s]Jome transgender and gen-
der nonconforming students are not openly so
at home for reasons such as safety concerns or
lack of acceptance.” The policy advised school
staff to obtain permission from a student be-
fore discussing gender identity issues with the
student’s parents.

B.F's parents considered the teachers’ com-

pliance with the policy as a form of “treat-
ment” for gender dysphoria. Their lawsuit said
the schools actions had deprived them of their
rights to family privacy under the Constitution
and their righ[ to determine their child’s edu-
cation and medical treatment. A district court
ruled for the school, and the parents appealed
to the First Circuit U.S. Court of Appeals.

The First Circuit upheld the district court
ruling, sayir\g the schools actions did not
constitute medical treatment. It said that,
while parents have a right to educate their
children, parents do not have a right to direct
how schools will teach their children. And the
circuit panel said the school's conduct is “ra-
tionally related to a legttimate state interest”
—rthat s, "cultivatinga safe, inclusive, and edu-
cationally conducive environment for students,
which allows students to thrive and thus learn.”

“State actors have ‘a cDmp:llfng interest
in protecting the physical and psychnlogical
well-being of minors)” wrote the panel deci-
sion, quoting a 1989 Supreme Court decision
regarding youth access to dial-a-porn. (Sable
Communications of California v. FCC held ef-
forts to protect youth from indecent messages
cannot infringe on the right of adults to access
such messages.)

“That interest [tnprotec[ingmtnnrs] isacits
apex,” wrote the panel, “when a school board
secks to protect children who are particularly
vulnerable, such as transgender minors.”

“The [Ludlow school policy] plausibly cre-
ates a space for students to express their identi-
ty without worrying about parental backlash,”
stared the First Circuit panel. “By cultivating
an environment where students may feel safe
in expressing their gender identity, the [policy]
endeavors to remove psychological barriers for
transgender students and equalizes educational
opportunities.”

© 2025 Keen News Service. All rights re-
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Pope
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nity will not be shut in the future.

“The biggest fear is that you never know how
things will be in the future, should he no lon-
ger lead the church, thar it migh[ g0 backwards”
said Garnica, 47. “We Impe that the church will
continue with thisempalhy, continue to be open
to everyone, continue to help, because some-
times one person can take a big step forward and
then others take three steps back.”

Garnica and several other Latin American
women, most sex workers who have been in It-
aly for a couple of decades, gathered for evening
Mass in late February at the Blessed Immaculate
Virgin Church. It was here they found food,
medicine and basic financial assistance when It-
aly’s strict COVID-19 lockdown rendered them
unable to work, isolated and destiture.

The parish priest, the Rev. Andrea Conoc-
chia, invited them to write letters to Francis
outlining their needs. The Vatican’s almoner of-
fice not only provided money but broughr a few
dozen of them to the Vatican for vaccines. Years
later, some were invited to a lunch for the poor
with the pope.

“In this Covid period, it was important that
Pope Francis got inside the mind of transgender
women, in the mind of the human beings that
we are, and started to treat us like human beings,

and that [ think is the moment when faith or
Christianity could embrace us,” said Carla Sego-
via.

The 48—}'Ear—old woman, Df[ndigenous Boliv-
ian descent, left her native Argentina asa coll:gc
student during its financial crisis more than 20
years ago. She has been working as a prostitute
since she started to pay for her gender surgeries
asa y{)uth, and calls the violence and discrimina-
tion she has faced a tough test of “your potential
to survive.”

Now that Francis is ill, she said she wants to
“transmit to him our stmngth, the same thing
that he bmught to us in the difficult time of the
pandemic. We want to inoculate him with this
strength that is so crucial — the fact that you
need to fight for your life”

Gender transition is a controversial issue in
many countries ir\clud.ing the United States,
where Catholic bishops reject it, and immigm—
tion is also roiling politics on both sides of the
Atlantic. But Francis has made inclusion a hall-
mark of his Ppapacy; speciﬁcally, the Vatican has
stated it’s pcrmisstble, under certain circum-
stances, for trans people tobe baptized as Catho-
lics and serve as godparents.

Segovia and other women in their commu-
nity were involved in the church as children but
later fele their identity and work pushed them
away — until they came to the Torvaianica par-
ish’s food distribution site, during the pandemic
lockdown.

RICHARD SILVERMAN, M.D.
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“We Latin Americans are very Catholic, but
being trans, many doors close, and people walk
away from us, and we walk away too” Gamica
said. “The word-of-mouth was that this church
welcomed you, helped you, and I came to ask for
help because I felt so alone.”

So did Minerva, a Peruvian 54-year-old who
asked only her professional name be used, her
voice shaking with emotion as she recounted
how the experience changed her life in town.

“We had no work, we had no money to buy
tood. A friend through word of mouth told me,
go to the parish and knock, ask for Father An-
drea. I came, [ knocked, and like never before he
npencd his arms, he pmvfded a support so big
that still today he’s helping us,” Minerva said.

“He opened for us so many doors. At the be-
ginning even here ptoplt didn’t pay actention to
us. Now, when they sce us, they greet us.”

For the Rev. Conocchia, hslpi.ng this group
of women is perfectly in line with the model
of an open church reaching out to the margins
that Francis has promoted, as well as the pope’s
famous “ who am I to judge” approach to LG-
BTQ+ issues.

“We put the poor back at the center, we put
people back at the center, and thar’s the Gospel,”
Conocchia said. “What matters to me is a per-
son, a person’s life and their story ... a person is
never what they do.”

He said the Vatican’s more open attitude, as
well as its conerete welcome for this group of
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women, can hslp abolish prejudices that reli-
gious people hold — since it’s possible the wom-
en’s clients might include people who artend
Mass, he Wryly noted.

For the women, who often are rejected by
their own families, it’s a moment of grace that
went straight to the hearr.

“A trans girl would have never imagined in
her life that she could see the pope receive her,
welcome her, and help her” Garnica said. "Al-
ready here people mistreat you for being Latin
American, imagine Latin America and trans. ...
Bur thanks to Facher Andrea, ptoplt understood
that we also have a heart, we also can contribute,
we need the church, too.”

Minerva was a First Communion catechist in
her parish in Peru, until she said she was kicked
out for her id:ntity. In the Torvaianica sacristy,
under a picture of Francis, she pra:ticed si.nging
a Spanish-language version of *Amazing Grace”
in hopes of joining the local choir. One verse,
that she likes to sing to Mary, is abour coming
out of the shadows and into the light.

“I am church - not part of the church, I am
church because each one of us is church,” she
said.

Associated Press religion coverage receives sup-
port through the AP’ collaboration with The
Conversation US, with ﬁtnding ﬁ‘am Lilly En-
dowment Inc. The AP is solely responsible for this
content.
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hilly masters

The big story of last week was the death of Gene Hackman
and his wife Betsy Arakawa...and theirdog. Everybody seems to
forget about the dog, as if it died in any less curious a way. Gene
and his wife lived in a gated communicy in Santa Fe. What we
know as of this writing is thar maintenance workers called 911
qaying that while gardening, thcy looked in the window and
could see two unconscious people who appeared to be “decom-
posing” (thar’s one helluva vantage point). Police ler themselves
in through an unsecured front door. Fun fact—the Santa Fe Sher-
iff s office also i.rwe;tigamd the set of “Rust”, and we know what
a crackerjack job they did on that! Police found Hackman in the
“mud room” (note to readers not familiar with this term—typi-
cally a room between the back door and the kitchen where one
would remove muddy footwear and clothing ). They tound Betsy
on the floor of the bathroom surrounded by pills, with a (]iving)
dog 1ying by her side. Another dog was found dead in a crate in-
side the bathroom closet. And a third dng was running around
outside. And the police didn't find anything suspicious?

Then Gene’s daughter Leslie chimed in. “Despite his age, he
was in very gnod physical condition. He liked to do Pilates and
yoga, and he was chtinu.ing to do that several dmes a week. So
he was in good health.” She later added that his death was “not
terribly shocking because he was 95.” OK, Leslie, bur at the same
time as his wife? And the dog? Turns out, Leslic hadn't talked
to Dad for “several months”. Good kid. Police say there’s no sign
of carbon monoxide poisoning. When they ran a test on Hack-
man’s pacemaker, they discovered the last activity was on Febru-
ary 17th. So that’s a couple weeks earlier. Both husband and wife’s
bodies have been downgmdtd from “signs of decomposition” to
“mummification”—like they were found in Luxor near King Tut!
And the most pressing question of all—would the Academy re-
edit the “In Memoriam” package to include Hackman?

By now, we all know the answer o that—yes. I guess he got
Mirzi Gaynor’s slot. Still, there were moments Dfsuspense. Ka-
mala was coming, she wasn't coming, Then there was the “James
Bond” sequence, a tribute that left the world asking the ques-
tion, “Why?" I know they had Dame Shirley a few years ago.
But don't tell me Adele was busy. Or Gladys. I'd have killed for
a Sheena! I'm no then]ogian, but I'm fairly confident anyone
named Culkin winning an Oscar is one of the signs of an im-
minent apocalypse. Am I the only one who thinks Demi could
have been in “Nosferatu”? The only thing Goldie didn't do was
scream “La La Land!” Lastly, [ think Sean Baker was the best
part of the show.

Moving onto another double death, let’s talk about those
poor, misunderstood Menendez boys. When we last spoke, the
outgoing LA District Atrorney was leaning towards resentenc-
'mg the brothers, or at the very least, giving them a new trial.
The new DA is inclined to let things stand as they are. He'll
make his wishes known at the resentencing hearing scheduled
for March 20-21. Just when things looked bleak...a new twist.
Gov. Gavin Newsom (who cannot run for re-election) has or-
dered a “risk assessment” on the brothers. This is typically done
when a governor is considering clsmmcy. Newsom said, “My
office conducts dozens and dozens of these clemency reviews on
a consistent basis. Buc this process simply provides more trans-
parency, which I think is important in this case, as well as pro-
vides us more due dt]igem:t before [ make any determination for
clemency.” The report is due in 90 days—which means after the
rul'mg from the resentencing, hearing. So it ain't over until New-
som says it’s over.

Remember when [ predicted Betty Gilpins run in “Oh,
Mary!” would be disastrous at the box office? I'm not saying
this is disastrous, but the show you couldn’t geta ticket to is cur-
rently running at abour 86% capacity. Sure, that’s still commend-
able, bur it’s a precipitous drop. With Titus Burgess coming in
for three wecks starting on March 18th, things should pick up a
bit. And then? Cole Escolaand the entire original cast return on
April 8th—which is a perfect time to remind Tony Award voters
why this was such a hit in the first place.

By the by, Cole’s absence wasn't the only one to adversely af-
fect the Broadway box office. Audra McDonald was out for five

performances of “Gypsy” due to a death of husband Will Swen-
son’s father. Predictably, the box office suffered with attendance
dropping from 85% to 58%. Quch! That was a loss of roughly
$600K in revenue. Someone better remember that when ic's time
to renegotiate!

I want to give credit where it’s due. When Audra was out of
“Gypsy", her standby Tryphena Wade went on, and had a great
success of her own. A spy sent us avideo of her “Rose’s Turn”. She
makes it her own—helped, in no small part, by eliminating the
awkward key rransposition put in for Audra. You can check her
out on our website.

The return of the nriginal cast of “Oh, Mary!" will obviously
include Conrad Ricamora, who will once again slip into Abra-
ham Lincoln’s britches (which I suspect theyd both enjoy im-
mer\sely). But before that, Connie and his hubby Pete Wesley
dashed off to Gay Paree—which was gayer than ever, if their In-
stagram photos are to be believed. Snaps from their sojourn by
the Seine can be found on social media...or on BillyMasters.com.

I recently told you about the cancellation of the national tour
of “Finn’, a children’s musical which began at The Kcnnedy Cen-
ter. There will be a special performance of the show on March
17th ar New York’s Town Hall. Obviously original cast members
will be performing alongside numerous luminaries, such as An-
drea Martin, Andrew Rannells, Kelli O’ Hara, Jessie Mueller,
Lea Salunga, and even the New York City Gay Men’s Cho-
rus—a group which was also banished from The Kennedy Cen-
ter. Not surprisingly, this evening has been spearheaded by Seth
Rudetskyand James Wesley Jackson along with “Finn” creators
Chris Nee, Michael Kooman and Christopher Dimond. If
you can’t make it in person, have no fear—the night will also be
livestreamed as part of the fifth anniversary celebration of “Stars
in the House”. Obviously proceeds must be goingtoa good cause,
right? The beneficiary will be The Trevor Project. You can watch
and donate at StarsInThe House.com.

I missed the Ca.megie Hall debut of Jinkx Monsoon, which
took place on Valentine’s Day—a holiday I'm somewhat unfa-
miliar with...perhaps because it happens hot on the heels of my
birthday. Fun fact—I"ve had many, many beaus on my birthdays.
I've also had many, many beaus on Valentine’s Day. Buc I've not
had the same beau on both. While you ponder that, let me tell
you Jinkx at Carnegie Hall wasa triumph. T guess she practiced !

Our "Ask Billy” question is quite fascinating to me. Shawn in
Dallas writes: “Do you know Chad Franke? His mom Ruby was
arrested ﬁrﬂbi[d abuse. But be sure is pretry.”

This is like one of those stories Keith Morrison would have
narrated: “Ruby Franke had it all. Six kids, a husband, and a
parenting podcast on YouTube. Life was good for Ruby—or
was it?” While not germane to the story, Ruby and her famtly
were members of the Mormon church and lived in Utah. All
seemed fine undl an August night in 2023, when her 12-year-
old son Russell escaped through a window in their home and
asked aneighbor to take him to the police. He had open wounds
and duct tape and rope around parts of his body! Police also
found 9-year-old Eva in “a similar physical condition of mal-
nourishment.” And then there’s Chad. He seemed fine— prob-
ably because he’d moved out of the house before these events
transpired. He became a sun-kissed blond lifeguard...nothing
wrong with that. Now he’s 20, working in real estate, and still
posting online...on Snapchat. No indication that he’s gay, but
he doesn't seem averse to showing some skin, as you'll see on
BillyMasters.com.

When Hackman’s dog was in the closet and Chad isn't, it’s
deﬁnitely time to end yet another column. Looktng at phntos
of Chad, I couldn’t help but think he’s exactly the kinda guy
who would have been asked to model for A&F by their former
CEO. Of course, that’s why that CEO might end up in prison...
alongside Chad’s mom! It cerrainly ain'ta crime to check Chad
out on www.BillyMasters.com—the site that’s encourages you
to take a little time to enjoy the view. If you have a question for
me, send it along to Billy@BillyMasters.com and I promise to get
back to you before Demi is cast as Lyle Menendez! Until next
time, remember, one man’s filth is another man’s bible.

, via Wkimedia Commons:
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Continued from page 1
Post-racial myth

With the election of Barack Obama as presid:nt, que-
ries arose concerning the future need for Black History
Month. Some Millennials, in par[icular, whose ballots
helped elect the country’s first African-American presi-
dent, revealed thac celebratmg Black History Month
seemed ourdated. To them, the continuation of Black
History Month was a relic tethered to an old defunct
paradigm of the 1960s Black Civil Rights era and hin-
dered the country’s progress.

So, too, did Republican Senator Mitch McConnell
agreed in 2009. McConnell gave his reasons: the 13th
Amendment abolished slavery, the 1965 Voting Rights
Acrt enfranchised Black Americans, and the election of
Barack Obama as the first Black president.

Obama’s candidacy was thought to have eradicated
Americas Original Sin and marshaled in America’s dream
of a “post-racial” era where race had finally become a
“non-issue.” In trying to prove how “post-racial” Obama
was as apre;idential candidate, Michael meley of “The
New Republic” wrote in his 2008 article “Post-racial”
that it wasn’t only liberals who had no problem with
Obama’s race but conservatives who had no problem
also, even the infamous ex-Klansman David Duke. “Even
white Supremacists don't hate Obama,” Crowley writes
about Duke. “[Duke] seems almost nonchalant about
Obama, don't see much difference in Barack Obama than
Hillar}' Clinton--or, for that matter, John McCain.”

Obama’s election encapsulated for some whites the
physical and symbolic representation of Martin Luther
King's vision uttered in his historic “I Have a Dream” dur-
ing the 1963 March on Washingron. However, from the
March, Black Americans saw the deliberate racist pnliti—
cal misuse of MLKs quote, “I have a dream that my four
little children will one day live in a nation where they will
not be judged by the color of their skin but by the content

of their character. * The quote has been used to discredit
all race-based remedies for historical injustice: Affirmative
Action (In 2003, the SCOTUS allowed the Bakke case
on “reverse discrimination” to stand. In 2023, SCOTUS
ended affirmative action in college admissions in the “Stu-
dents for Fair Admissions v. President and Fellows of Har-
vard College” b reparations, Critical Race Theory, African
American History, and now DEL Trump 2.0 car\celi.ng of
Black History Month comes as no surprise. He canceled
all so-called “identity months.”

For years, the celebration of Black History Month, es-
pecially among white conservatives, has always brought
up their ire around “identity politics” and “special rights.
Republican Senator John McCain argued that “special
rights” were why he didn’t vote for the MLK Holiday or
acknowledge it until, of course, he ran against Obama for
the presidency in 2008.

Iden[i[y pnlitics and "special righ(s,” however, have
always benefitted white Americans and perhaps people
of color in Trump’s camp. In Trump first presidency, he
removed white supremacist groups- Ku Klux Klan, Iden-
ttarians, Identity Christianity, Neo-Nazis, and Neo-
Confederates, to name a few—from the Countering
Violent Extremism program to profile Muslims. In this
presidency, Trump gave all the January 6th insurrection-
ists a get-out-of-jail pardon. Trump's action has embold-
ened his followers more than ever to not only contest the
celebration of Black History Month but to insist on a
white history month. The pushback against Black His-
tory Month is decades old.

Still, we rise

During Black History Month, we gathered to celebrate
us. With 250 years of slavery followed by 90 years of Jim
Crow and then 60 years of “separate but equal” discrimi-
natory practices, we still rise. Qur history is a canon for
survival and an archive for future generations to pass
along because our lived experiences are sacred texts. It's
Trump’s hubris to assume we need his permission to cel-
ebrate.
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