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A recent Salon.com article alleges that “in a world where more and more new books get less and less attention, authors will do anything to promote their work” (Dreher). In a field of exhibitionists, J. T. LeRoy—who became a literary phenomenon at age twenty when he published a first novel, Sarah, and a collection of short stories, The Heart is Deceitful above All Things--would seem to be the exception: a painfully shy scribe who will go to any lengths to avoid the spotlight. “The reason I don‘t like meeting journalists, fans, editors, or whoever [sic], is that I don‘t like to be touched,” he says. “I don‘t look people in the eye either. And everyone wants to hug me” (LeRoy, “J. T. the lost boy”). Rarely photographed, and then usually from the neck down or in drag, LeRoy conducts interviews only on the telephone and refuses to read his own work in public. Few people can claim to know for certain what he looks like. I do not claim to be among the privileged few. Yet I do know J. T. LeRoy, sort of, assuming that he does exist after all, and the point of this exercise is to share what little I know about him.







My acquaintance with J. T. began last summer, when, after reading a half-dozen or more favorable reviews of The Heart is Deceitful above All Things, I ordered the book through Amazon.com and added it to the pile of (mostly) novels that I expected to read in the Fall semester. These included the usual collection of contemporary British tomes by favorites such as Pat Barker and Nick Hornby, and the odd nonfiction work--in this case Edmunds and Eidenow’s study of the encounter, in post-World War II England, of Austrian philosophen Ludwig Wittgenstein and Karl Popper. The book by LeRoy was by far the most accessible. It was short, a scant 250 pages, printed in a highly readable Perpetua font, and divided into ten stories, the longest being 43 pages. The volume even sported a red ribbon for keeping track of my place, and this proved to be a valuable feature, as I was to receive my introduction to LeRoy onboard a 747 en route to Germany and my new job. 

The expectations I had for my job, at the University of Maryland University College in Schwäbisch Gmümd, may have been misplaced, but my allegiance to LeRoy was cemented by the time the jet’s wheels touched down on the tarmac in Stuttgart. In fact, I was convinced he was a genius-in-the-making. My review for Amazon.com, while not wholly uncritical (I gave it four out of five stars), reads: “This is a heartbreaking, brutally honest portrait of childhood that may be the most gut-wrenching of its type since Jean Genet first took up his pen or Arthur Rimbaud spent his season in hell.” My major complaint was that the author makes his point early in the book and that the two chapters leading up to the chilling climax in “Natoma Street” are overkill. Truth be known, as taken as I was with LeRoy’s writing and the saga of his childhood, I was not a little embarrassed by its honesty, which includes, in the concluding story, a visit to an S & M master in San Francisco (“’I have to punish you, don’t I?’”) for the abuse he so craves after separating from his mom. For I was convinced from what I read that the Jeremiah of the stories was J. T. himself. 

To backtrack a moment, let me add, from what I have been able to uncover, the writer’s nom de plume is both truth and invention. The “J” may indeed stand for Jeremiah, the name of LeRoy’s alter ego in Heart, who, as the grandson of a hellfire-and-brimstone breathing radio evangelist in West Virginia, has the word of God beaten into him whenever Sarah, his mother, also Biblically named, hooks up with a boyfriend and dumps the boy off at her father’s. The book takes its title from Jeremiah 17:9, which reads: “The heart is deceitful above all things: who can know it?” This also serves as the title of the second story in LeRoy’s collection, in which he is savagely violated at an indeterminate young age by one of his mother’s “tricks.” His description of the event reads like a page out of Revelation: “I wake up screaming; the crows’ wings flash over my eyes as he pulls my legs apart, his hot breath against my neck, claws push my face down into the pillow. And for the first time they peck at me, and it’s worse than I ever imagined. It’s a drill blade twisting and hollowing me out between my legs” (47). LeRoy has been compared to Flannery O’Connor, but he comes to her by way of Jerzy Kosinski.




There are scant clues to LeRoy’s background. A note on Heart’s dust jacket reads: “J. T. LeRoy lives in California. He writes for NY Press, Shout Magazine, and The Face. He is the author of the novel Sarah [. . .]. He still enjoys playing whiffle ball.” A bit of a put-on, perhaps, that last. Whereas reviewers tend to emphasize LeRoy’s youth and lack of formal schooling, this blurb makes it sound as though he were a seasoned writer with a comfortable middle-class background (far removed from the rancid Appalachian truck stops and Norman Bates-like motels of the stories) and an eccentric love of whiffle ball. But the note also includes the following bonus: his homepage and email addresses. I turned to the web for further instruction. 

J. T.’s own comments, in an interview on his homepage, at www.jtleroy.com, offer one explanation for the “T” in his name. It stands for Terminator, a pseudonym that he first adopted when beginning to write for magazines and that survives as his nom de web. The nickname was originally “a goof” on the writer: “Some guy wanted a date and he asked guys I was hanging out with what my name was and they said Terminator. They thought it was really funny because I was just so completely the opposite” (LeRoy, “Q & A”)--the opposite of Arnold Schwarzenegger, presumably. I linked to the Terminator’s homepage and discovered a raft of tributes to other writers, including Sharon Olds, the San Francisco-born poet; Dennis Cooper, the cult novelist and poet who is often alleged to be the Francis Bacon behind J. T.’s Shakespeare; Dorothy Allison, author of Bastard out of Carolina and a kindred spirit if ever there was one; and Mary Gaitskill, whose story of an S & M relationship inspired the recent movie Secretary and whose artistic talents, in the form of a whimsical sketch of J. T., are on display among the “Cool Stuff” on the Terminator’s homepage. I read with interest his telephone interview with John Waters, the cult director of Pink Flamingos and Hairspray, for Filmmaker Magazine. The interview includes, in addition to Waters’ theory on the Robin Hood Hills murders, an exchange with LeRoy on the subject of self-mutilation, in which J. T. admits to cutting and burning himself--“on my stomach, anywhere that’s not visible in long pants.” Cutting is a behavior commonly associated, like anorexia and bulimia, with the insecurities of young womanhood.  In “Natoma Street” pain is seen as the natural by-product of childhood:

I remember when I saw Peter Pan when I was little. After all the other

kids wanted to reenact the battles of the lost boys, pirates, and 

Indians, all I could think about was the part where Peter Pan sits still 
while Wendy takes a sharp needle and, with concern and maybe love, 
sews his shadow onto his feet.  I wonder if the pain excited him as 
much as it excited me to watch. (Heart, 247) 

The tragedy of September 11 still fresh on my mind, perhaps I thought, from a distance of six thousand miles, I could somehow comfort this boy who had known such suffering in his brief life. The truth is I don’t know what I was thinking when I decided to email the Terminator to tell him how much I had enjoyed his book and to ask how much of it was autobiographical. Imagine my delight, then, when he replied with the following:

Dear Alan, I am afraid that I am not JT LeRoy. I don’t exist. I am truly 

a computer generated program that was abused with [sic] by my 

programmer. But please keep this to yerself. If he finds out I have 

become self aware, he may pull the plug [computerized Happy face]. 

No, really, thank you for reading my book and for taking the time to 

write and all. Your letter was lovely. I guess I agree with my publisher 

that my stories are autobiographical fiction. Sarah is considered fiction 
but it tells everything there is to know about me really so the labels 

are confusing to me mostly…sigh. John Waters is amazing and has 

been incredibly supportive to me. Thank you for reading The Heart is 

Deceitful and if ye get a chance to I’d love to know what you think of 

Sarah. Take care. Sincerely, JT. 




    

Not only a reply, but an invitation to continue the correspondence. I couldn’t have been more pleased.  









It was at this point I made good my promise to read J. T.’s first novel, Sarah, named for his mother but more accurately about Leroy’s own alter ego in the truck stop “lot lizard” trade: twelve-year-old Cherry Vanilla. The story of a boy-prostitute in competition with his own mother for the title of “patron saint of truckers” breaks what is surely new fictional turf: 

We’d lie on our backs side by side on some motel bed, with our heads hanging, tilted back over the edge of the bed, till our mouths, esophagus, and throats would all line up. Then we’d put in a carrot as deep as we could without choking. We’d mark the carrot with our top teeth and after we’d see who was the better head giver. Sarah always won. (15)

Again, I wrote a hastily-considered review for Amazon.com, calling the novel “part Hugh Selby, part Huckleberry Finn, and part Priscilla, Queen of the Desert”; I offered the following analysis:



There is an almost Tom Sawyer [. . .]-like quality to Cherry Vanilla’s


compulsion to dress up in his mother’s leather skirts and lipstick and


to best her at her own game: prostitution. As a truck parking-lot


lizard, Cherry leaves the maternal arms of one pimp to become the


saint of another, who is deceived as to C. V.’s gender and who ends up


exhibiting him as the reincarnation of Abraham’s wife, Sarah, at a


truckstop sideshow reminiscent of something out of Flannery O’Connor


or, perhaps more appropriately, Charles Portis--Sarah, of course,


being the narrator’s mother’s real name.



       There is indeed an archetypal, Wild West quality to Sarah that places it outside the boundaries of space and time and perhaps helps account for the omission of such contemporary accessories of pimps and whores as cell phones and beepers. Yet their absence is curious, even in the backwaters of Appalachia in the 1990s.  Readers unfamiliar with LeRoy’s biography might be excused for assuming him to be an older hand, drawing on his memories of an earlier decade. However, there is, ultimately, no reason not to buy into the theory that Sarah is autobiographical. After all, I have J. T.’s word for that. Then there is the novel itself, which, while comic in part, offers moments of profound insight, even beauty, into the life of a cross-dressing boy-prostitute. Consider the following passage, in which Cherry explains “her” attraction to prostitution: “I hold these moments--the tobacco and grease-stained hand lovingly caressing my throat, the lips parted in silent ecstasy, kissing the forehead like a parent placing a good-night kiss--I replay them in slow motion as if they took place with the prolonged consumed movements of someone running under water” (137). Its exquisite prose is but one reason to admire this surprising first novel.

Naturally, I emailed copies of both my Amazon.com reviews to J. T., along with news of my health, which had been keeping me from the Internet for several weeks. His words of commiseration were gratifying, and perhaps he was only being polite when he deemed the review of Sarah to be “lovely.” He also mentioned, rather pitifully I thought, that he would like to read the authors I had mentioned but that “I don’t have the money to buy those books, but hopefully one day.” As a pedant of the first order, I couldn’t pass up an opportunity like this; I promptly ordered the following titles from Amazon and sent them to J. T., whom I was already beginning to think of as a kind of stepchild, for Christmas: Denis Johnson’s Jesus’ Son, which features a short story-cum-novel structure similar to that of The Heart is Deceitful; Patrick McCabe’s Breakfast on Pluto, which tells the story of Pussy, an Irish teenager growing up in the ’70s who sets out to reinvent himself as his mother and comes up with an amalgam of Dusty Springfield’s bee-hived stage persona and Scott Walker’s “Big Louise”; and Charles Portis’ Norwood, for all the obvious reasons, but also because I find LeRoy’s fledgling stabs at humor--most perfectly realized in Sarah, which was actually written after the more obviously autobiographical Heart—so reminiscent of the master’s: “[J]ust ‘cause a bug squashed on a windshield looks like the Virgin Mary don’t mean it’s gonna be turnin’ no bitters into brandy” (32). 


In the meantime, I was tracking J. T.’s professional development both on his homepage and in the press. There was the telephone interview with Terry Gross on “Fresh Air” that revealed him to have a voice as soft and musical as that of Truman Capote, and a razor-sharp wit to match. There were the sensationalized magazine articles written in anticipation of his summer 2002 European book tour, featuring photos of the author got up--rather uncomfortably to my mind--in drag, in which he managed to look both boyishly slim and mortally bored. J. T. arranged to have his German publisher (Reclam Leipzig) send me copies of his German press releases, a typical headline reading, “Mit elf auf dem Strich, mit 14 auf Drogen, mit 21 auf den Bestsellerlisten: die abenteuerliche Karriere des J. T. LeRoy.” Roughly translated, it says, “A whore at 11, on drugs at 14, and on the best seller lists at 21: the fantastic career of J. T. LeRoy.” This particular article features, not only pictures of a truck stop and a Nabokovian “Rotlicht-Motel” in America, but yet another snapshot of the author in drag, this time eating a banana from behind a domino mask. 



The only photograph I know that purports to be of the “real” J. T. LeRoy is on the back of my edition of Sarah. Printed in England by Bloomsbury, the book’s cover is of a miniskirted Barbie-doll figure, back turned to the camera, looking down at the cab of a toy semi. The back-cover photograph is not credited, but it portrays a sweet-faced young man with mousy brown or blonde hair, hands clasped behind his back, in a pullover and jeans. One is reminded of the Levi’s back-pocket motif that wraps around the dust cover (itself a send-up of the denim Bible so beloved of Jesus Freaks in the 1970s) of Bloomsbury’s American edition of Heart--the author’s name and title etched in red and yellow thread across the seat of a boy’s pants. The photo, however, is not new; it first appeared on the cover of Dennis Cooper’s Period, the last title in that author’s “quintet” of novels (the others being Closer, Frisk, Try, and Guide) focusing on sexually ambivalent teenaged boys and violence. The book features a character with a thick Southern accent said to have been modeled on J. T. himself, although that character, Nate, who keeps a journal similar to the one that became J. T.’s Heart, dies tragically, and senselessly, in the first chapter of the book. Cooper, a San Francisco-based novelist who is sometimes alleged by non-believers to be the actual author of J. T.’s books, has been writing about “love, sex, murder, Satanism, robberies” (Period 15) for two decades; however, none of his books has found the kind of favor that Sarah has with the reading public at large. Cooper appears to have met J. T. in a professional capacity when he first drifted to San Francisco at the age of twelve; in any event, he encouraged the boy’s writing after the latter, having become separated from his mother (for the last time, as it turned out--Sarah died mysteriously during this period) came west.




By January 2002, J. T.’s email “diary” had become a prominent feature on his homepage. I had just learned that the school where I was teaching was closing down, permanently, and I was about to lose my new life in Germany. I, naturally, vented to J. T., but the only emails I received from him in the months that followed were announcements of readings and interviews and of an upcoming European book tour. He acknowledged receipt of my books, but I was never to learn what he thought of them. The card he sent me at Christmas included a promotional blurb for Heart and a thank you: “Thank you so much for the books and your love and support. It means so much to me--just knowing you are there. Wishin’ you all the health, joy, and good eattin’ [sic] for the holidays! Lotsa love, J T LeRoy.” The card itself was quite singular. In Sarah, in order to mark his boys off from other lot lizards, the pimp Glad gives them each a raccoon penis bone, the size of which indicates the boy’s physical attributes. Such penis bones are on sale for $13 on J.T.’s homepage, which includes a link to the purveyor. He tends to joke about the bones in interviews; when asked whether he harvests his own or uses a supplier, he replies: 



I do both. Road kill! Hop out the car, pocketknife and a ziplock baggie! 

And there is a family in Utah, it is [their] life calling to collect road kill 


penis bones off coons. You would be surprised how many of them get


killed in a day by cars! I am surprised PETA is not doing awareness 


campaigns. . . I am vegetarian by the way. I only eat veal. Just  


kidding. (Interview with The Versus) 

The cover of my Christmas card features, not an actual raccoon penis bone, but a painting of one, amidst a field of such appendages, ranging in size from a mink’s to a black bear’s. The raccoon bone has a distinctive curvature that makes it the most decorative of the lot; otherwise, it is of a piece with its brothers. The painting, by Sharon Leong, is dated 1999 and entitled simply “Penis Bones.” 


One of the curiosities of the LeRoy phenomenon is the nearly messianic hold he appears to have on practically everyone he meets. In addition to inspiring the tragic character of Nate, in Cooper’s Period, and sitting for his portrait by Mary Gaitskill, J. T. has been the muse behind the Lydia Lunch poem, “Murdered Sons,” which features the lines “Teenage transvestite truckstop prostitute / He/she hooker with the heart of gold,” and an oddly celebratory pop song, “Cherry Lips (Go Baby Go!),” by Garbage, a lyric of which reads: “You’re such a delicate boy / In the hysterical realm / of an emotional landslide [. . .] / Go Baby Go Go / We‘re right behind you.” J. T. admits to having a crush on gamine-like Shirley Manson, lead singer and lyricist for Garbage; she is his first choice for the role of Sarah in the proposed Gus Van Sant film of the novel. The real Sarah was 18 years old when she stole Jeremiah back from his foster parents and thrust him into a life of prostitution, meth-amphetamines, and abuse. J. T. is vague on the subject of her death. When asked what she might have made of his success, he replies, “I think she’d come after me, . . . She’d try to kill me” (Colin).


J. T.’s not much in the headlines these days, although I’ve read that there’s a line of Sarah-inspired Italian clothing in the works; the critics are reading another 18-year-old, Nick McDonnell, a freshman at Harvard whose first novel, Twelve, a bestseller, is soon to become a film (Doty). I don’t think he keeps a homepage. J. T. is alleged to live with a boy friend and their “adopted” son in San Francisco. He contributes regularly to his online diary, sounding off on such subjects as insomnia and writer’s block. He began writing on the advice of his therapist, when he was a street urchin in San Francisco, carrying a fax machine around with him to correspond with his growing list of admirers and well wishers and selling his body for cash. But writing has become something of a burden for him these days, to judge from recent comments in the diary, and he worries that his new novel may disappoint his “fans.” The last time he wrote to me personally was to thank me for some advice I had given him on how to get a decent night’s rest. That was months ago. He gets more than his share of email correspondence now, and I really don’t care to burden him with mine, although I would welcome the opportunity to tell him that I‘ve read several of his favorite authors and that I agree with him about a number of them, including Tom Spanbauer and Lewis Nordan. Spanbauer’s The Man Who Fell in Love with the Moon is a work of unique genius, while his In the City of Shy Hunters is a grand failure. Mississippi-born Nordan’s Boy with Loaded Gun and Music of the Swamp have received a fair share of praise from the critics. J. T.’s at work on a number of projects, including the screenplay for an HBO-produced film and a sequel to Sarah; he still writes magazine articles under the pseudonym Terminator. It’s a wonder he finds time for whiffle ball. He is 21 years old. Anyone who wants to talk to J. T. may do so on his homepage. Anyone who wants to meet Cherry Vanilla can just get in line. 
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