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News

NC county elections hoards shift from
Democratic to GOP control

GOP gerrymandering continues to impact the state

by Lynn Bonner | NC Newsline

orth Carolina's elections shakeup
N extended to all 100 counties

Tuesday as local boards flipped
from Democratic to GOP control and State
Auditor Dave Boliek appointed Republican
chairs to lead them.

The changes expand GOP control of
elections to the local level.

Last month, Boliek appointed a
Republican majority state elections board un-
der a new law that took appointment power
away from Democratic Gov. Josh Stein.

Stein has sued over the law, but state
appellate courts have allowed it to go
into effect. Historically, the governor’s
party has held majorities on the state and
county boards.

Reporter Bryan Anderson was first to
identify the partisan switch.

Local boards of election are the on-the-
ground decision makers that pick polling
locations, set early voting schedules and
hours, and decide whether provisional bal-
lots should be accepted.

Local board majorities appoint county
elections directors with approval from the

state Board of Elections executive director.

The new Republican state Board of
Elections made quick use of its power to
replace the state elections director with
Republican Sam Hayes last month at its
first meeting.

“I hope we'll continue to have an elec-
tion board that is focused on upholding
the laws of the state of North Carolina
and not involved in the partisan politics,”
Sen. Ralph Hise (R-Mitchell), one of the
Senate Elections Committee chairmen, said
Tuesday afternoon.

Greg Flynn was a Democratic member
of the Wake County board who was not
reappointed Tuesday. Flynn said in his years
on the Wake board, most of its votes were
unanimous and members “worked together
pretty well.”

The change “I think will have a big effect
on early voting site decisions,” he said.

In 2018, when local boards were split 2-2,
Wake Republicans voted against opening
an early voting site at NC State University,
Raleigh's News & Observer reported. In
2014, a dispute over a proposed early vot-
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ing site at Appalachian
State University in
Boone reached the state
Supreme Court,

WRAL reported.

The state Board of
Elections met Tuesday to
approve a plan to collect
missing identification
numbers from voters
who don't have them
attached to their names
in the state’s electronic
voter database.

About 98,000 of these
voters, those who regis-
tered after 2004, won't be
able to have their ballots
automatically counted
until they provide a partial
Social Security number or
driver’s license number.
The Board is going to
send information to these
voters asking for the infor-
mation next month.

Mail will go out later
this summer to about

96,000 voters who don't have that informa-
tion attached to their files, but who showed ID
when voting. They will vote on regular ballots.
A third mailing will go out to voters who
haven't responded to previous notices.
The mailings will include pre-addressed,

postage-paid envelopes.

Additionally, county elections officials
will review the electronic files for data that is
missing even though the voters supplied it.

The Trump Justice Department sued the
Board of Elections last month claiming that
the missing government numbers violate

federal law.

Hayes told the Board the Justice
Department has tentatively signed off on
the plan and it could result in an agreement

to resolve the lawsuit.

The DOJ lawsuit echoed claims that
GOP Appeals Court Judge Jefferson Griffin,
the failed candidate for a state Supreme

¥
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NC State Board of Elections chair Francis DeLuca
consults with board member Bob Rucho.
CREDIT: Lynn Bonner / NC Newsline

Court seat, made as he tried to overturn his
Democratic opponent's November victory.

The Republican National Committee
and the state Republican party made
the same claim when it sought to purge
225,000 voters from the rolls.

As part of Griffin's suit, the state Court
of Appeals ordered the Board to gather the
missing voter information.

The goal of the data collection is to
comply with the Court of Appeals order and
resolve the lawsuits, Hayes said.

“lintend to follow the law, both the letter
and spirit,” Hayes said. “I believe that this will
instill confidence in our elections, and | have
said election security and voter access are
just two sides of the same coin.” ::

This article appears courtesy of our me-
dia partner NC Newsline through Creative
Commons License CC BY-NC-ND 4.0.
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NEews

Anti-LGBTQ+ Policy revisions could take

protections ou

of Johnston County schools

The revisions come out of a majority right-leaning school board representing the system

by Jonathan Golian
Qnotes Staff Writer

North Carolina towns like Smithfield,

Clayton and
Benson, among
others - may soon
see a crackdown
on LGBTQ+ protec-
tions through a
few revisions set to
go up for vote this
summer. The same
set of policy changes
could also eliminate
Pride flags from all
school buildings.

The Johnston
County School Board
is considering a set
of agenda items
that come from
prior LGBTQ+ related
complaints made by
parents and students
in the school system
and by a few of the
board members themselves, as reported on
by Raleigh News and Observer.

In one of the changes, the board is
considering revising the policy on the distri-
bution and display of non-school material,
in addition to seeking the removal of the
Pride flag from all school buildings, inside
and out.

The revised policy says “principals and
teachers will limit displays such as signs
and flags in schools and classrooms there
to only display materials that represent the
United States, the state of North Carolina,
Johnston County, the school name, mas-
cot, post-secondary institutions, school
sponsored events, sponsorships, military
flags, family photos, student art and or the
approved curriculum.”

Citing complaints about some teachers
having Pride flags in their classrooms by

S chools in Johnston County - home to

parents, Board member and chair of the
Policy Committee Kevin Donovan said he
was told Pride flags are becoming a distrac-
tion in the classroom. He also stated that
some students have raised similar issues.
“We are supposed to be student centered,
all students. So take it all out and just focus
on the curriculum, that's it,” Donovan said.

Johnston County, N.C. wants to remove all references to
LGBTQ+ culture from all of their schools.

“Students are a captive audience
within a classroom.” said Board Chair Lynn
Andrews. “They don't have a choice, and
we're just trying to make sure that our focus
is the main thing.”

A few members on the board were
more outspoken in their comments. Board
member Michelle Antoine, referencing a
bill that passed the NC House that bans all
but official government flags from flying on
government property, including schools,
said that the wording was added to the
district policy because of the “objectionable
things that some teachers display in their
classroom to promote personal agendas.

Board member April Lee questioned
Antoine’s comment concerning agendas,
who confirmed it was the display of Pride
flags, that they were not curriculum related,
and could lead to values in students that

"

Connie J. Vetter, Esq.

parents could have a problem with.

Lee pushed back on Antoine’s round of
comments, arguing that the display of the
Pride flag is a way for teachers to let LGBTQ
students know that they'll be respected for
who they are in that classroom.

“We have teachers who have different
views about that, and if they choose not
to have it up, that's fine,” Lee said, “but
nobody's actively trying to teach a kid how
to be gay by putting up a Pride flag.”

In addition to the removal of Pride flags,
the board is also considering removing
sexual orientation and gender identity from
its policies on cyber bullying, discrimination
and employee hiring. The original proposal
on the term removals came last March,
around the time that DEI purges were hap-
pening in the federal government by orders
from the Trump administration. A vote on
the issue had been tabled since then, only
to come back in a new, yet more sanitized
version of the previous version.

The updated policies no longer lists any
specific group as being protected against
discrimination, including race, color, religion
and ancestry. In their place, the policies
would include a hyperlink to a state statute
on school bullying. The state statute does

mention specific groups, including sexual
orientation and gender identity.

“What is a gender identity?” Antoine said
at the meeting, “l don't know. | have no idea
what a gender identity is. | know there are
two genders. | mean, you just want to get
down to brass tacks.”

Antoine added that the change is
needed due to the Trump administration’s
threat to cut federal funding from schools
that promote diversity, equity and inclusion.
“We are trying to comply with the federal
mandate from the executive order and not
lose federal funding and also comply with
the state mandate of the statute.” Antoine
said this policy does both things.

The board's non-Republican members
have urged their colleagues to hold off on
the policy changes. “My concern is we are
setting ourselves up,” said Carroll. “We're
digging ourselves in a hole for a whole lot
of issues, accusing teachers of pushing
personal agendas.

Of those on the school board, a major-
ity of members identify as Republicans, and
there’s a bill in the legislature to make the
elections partisan, to try to increase GOP
control. Johnston is North Carolina’s seventh
largest school district, with 37,000 students. ::
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News

Trump admin to cut LGBTQ+ suicide
prevention hotline in july

As of July 17, the National Suicide
Prevention Hotline will no longer offer spe-
cialized support to LGBTQ callers, by order
of the Trump administration.

The Trevor Project, the nonprofit that
had provided the specialized lines for
callers identifying themselves as part of
the LGBTQ+ community, had received a
stop-work order for the extra service on
Wednesday. The Substance Abuse and
Mental Health Services Administration
(SAMHSA), the agency within the
Department of Health and Human Services
(DHHS) overseeing the hotline, confirmed
the decision.

The potential cutting of the LGBTQ+ 988
Suicide and Crisis Lifeline had been leaked
in a 2026 budget draft last month. In reac-
tion to the news at that time, more than
100 House members had signed a letter
urging the health department to preserve
the LGBTQ+ option, with seven senators
writing and signing their own response to

the lifeline cuts.

In a statement that referred to “L.G.B.+
youth services,” noticeably omitting the “T"
for transgender, SAMHSA said that the de-
cision was based on a desire to “no longer
silo” those services and to “focus on serving
all help seekers.” A spokesman for the
White House responded to an inquiry by
referring to that statement, while a spokes-
woman for H.H.S. said that the LGBTQ+
section had “run out of congressionally di-
rected funding” and that continuing to fund
it would jeopardize the entire hotline.

For clarity, the hotline will still maintain
the same overall funding of $520 mil-
lion. By cutting the specialized lines to the
LGBTQ+ section, only $33 million will be
saved by the effort.

The White House Office of Management
and Budget previously had an entirely dif-
ferent reason for getting rid of the hotline
section, stating that the line was a place
“where children are encouraged to em-

brace radical gender ideology by ‘counsel-
ors’ without consent or knowledge of their
parents.”

In a response to the cuts, The Trevor
Project issued a statement, saying it would
continue to provide crisis services through
its own hotline.

“I want every LGBTQ+ young person to
know that you are worthy, you are loved
and you belong, despite this heartbreaking
news,” said Jaymes Black, the organization’s
chief executive. “The Trevor Project’s crisis
counselors are here for you 24/7, just as we
always have been.”

While the Trevor Project has made
clear their intention to provide counseling
services for LGBTQ+ youth, no word has
been forthcoming about any such services
available for senior or middle age members
of our community in need.

The government's decision to end the
specific LGBTQ+ aspect of the 988 service
could drastically impact the number of
people the Trevor Project serves. In 2024,
counselors there helped about 500,000
people, of which 231,000 came through the
988 line, said Zach Eisenstein, a spokesman
for the organization. ::

— Jonathan Golian

Supreme Court rules in favor of
anti-LGBTQ+ parents

A day after the tenth anniversary of
the landmark case decision that legalized
same-sex marriage, Obergefell vs. Hodges,
the Supreme Court has ruled in favor of
parents seeking to opt their kids out of
reading LGBTQ literature.

In a 6-3 vote, with the conservative
members making up the majority vote, the
court backed the opinion of parents who
want to pull their elementary school-aged
children from lessons involving queer-
themed books, if they have religious objec-
tions to the material.

The case had been brought to the high
court by Maryland parents who had ob-
jected to the Montgomery County Board of
Education’s decision not to allow an opt-out

books with LGBTQ+ elements in an effort
to better reflect some of the families whose
children attended their schools. Among

the approved books were “Uncle Bobby's
Wedding,” which features a gay character
who is getting married, and “Born Ready,”
about a transgender child who wants to
identify as a boy.

Challenging the move, religious mem-
bers of the community, as well as a parent
group called Kids First sued the school sys-
tem. The groups stated that they had a right
to protect their children from being taught
content that conflicts with their religious
beliefs by expressing support for same-sex
relationships and transgender rights. A
federal judge, along with a Richmond, Va.-

its decision to withhold
opt-outs, places an
unconstitutional burden
on the parents' rights

to the free exercise of
their religion.”

In a rare move and
signal of her profound
disappointment in the
ruling, Justice Sonia
Sotomayor announced
her dissent from the
bench. Joined by Justices
Elena Kagan and
Ketanji Brown Jackson,
Sotomayor wrote that
public schools “offer to
children of all faiths and
backgrounds an educa-
tion and an opportunity
to practice living in our
multicultural society.”

“That experience,” she continued, “is

CREDIT: Facebook

The Trevor Project will continue to offer
emergency support for LGBTQ+ youth.

The Supreme Court has backed previous religious rights cases,
most recently in 2023.

“This decision succeeds in opening a

Pandora’s box in countless classrooms
located in our nation’s public schools,”
he said. “It unwisely grants parents and
students the authority to, in effect, veto
individual school lessons and assignments,
thereby wreaking educational havoc.” ::

— Jonathan Golian

possibility for their children, claiming that
their First Amendment rights to religious
expression had been violated.

In 2022, the school board of
Montgomery, which sits just outside of
Washington, revised its English language
arts curriculum to include more story

based Fourth U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals,
ruled in favor of the school board, forcing
the issue upward to the Supreme Court.
Writing the opinion for the majority in
this case, Justice Samuel Alito wrote the
following: “The board’s introduction of the
‘LGBTQ+ inclusive’ storybooks, along with

critical to our nation'’s civic vitality. Yet it
will become a mere memory if children
must be insulated from exposure to ideas
and concepts that may conflict with their
parents’ religious beliefs.”

Justin Driver, a law professor at Yale,
said the decision was deeply problematic.

"

Jim Yarbrough
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News

‘No Kings' protest brings out thou-
sands in CLT and surrounding regions

In opposition to the Trump administra-
tion for the increasingly hostile immigration
operations ICE has employed throughout
the country, the “No Kings” march and rally
was held in Uptown Charlotte June 14. The
multitude of events also acted in direct
response to the military parade Donald
Trump ordered to honor Flag Day, the 250th
anniversary of the Army’s establishment,
and Trump's birthday.

The main event kicked off around 11
a.m., with Charlotte-Mecklenburg police of-
ficers estimating around 6,000 people com-
ing out to demonstrate in First Ward Park,
several carrying signs with slogans protest-
ing the harm caused to fellow citizens.

“As the daughter of an immigrant, it
is so disheartening to see so many of our
neighbors, our community members, our
people just being forcibly taken from their
home,” one person told WBTV as they at-
tended the rally.

From 11 a.m. to 2 p.m., Charlotte
Mecklenburg Police Department (CMPD)

noted they were aware protests were taking
place in advance and planned on maintain-
ing the safety of individuals coming to dem-
onstrate peacefully, as is their right under
the First Amendment.

“The safety of Charlotte residents and
visitors is our top priority,” a spokesperson
for the local agency wrote. “We're commit-
ted to protecting everyone's right to peace-
fully gather and encourage everyone com-
ing to Uptown to enjoy the city responsibly.”

Charlotte was not alone among
the cities where demonstrations took
place. Nearby towns such as Albemarle,
Waxhaw, Concord, Monroe, Davidson
and Mooresville are just a few among an
estimated sixty protests that took place in
the state.

Monroe police made a similar state-
ment, echoing those from the leadership
of CMPD, saying they “respect and support
everyone's right to peacefully assemble and
express their views.”

“Our duty is to protect the entire com-

munity - residents,
businesses, visitors
and demonstrators
alike,” Monroe police
said. “We are coordi-
nating with our law
enforcement partners
and are prepared to
respond and maintain
the safety of the pub-
lic and the integrity

of a lawful protest.
Anyone who breaks
the law or disrupts
public order will be
held accountable.”

As reported by
the National Public
Radio service, The No
Kings demonstrations
were put together by
a coalition of more
than 200 organiza-
tions, including MoveOn, the American
Civil Liberties Union, American Federation
of Teachers and the Communications
Workers of America.

Protests were not planned in
Washington, D.C., where the military parade
was held, in order to draw “a clear contrast

CREDIT: Facebook

b
AN

Over 6,000 locals came together in First Ward in Uptown on June 14th,
lending their faces and voices to protest ICE immigration raids that have
taken place since Trump returned to the White House.

between our people-powered movement
and the costly, wasteful, and un-American
birthday parade in Washington.”

As of this writing, no widespread
follow-up protests have been planned or

announced. ::

— Jonathan Golian

CLT Roller Derby brings out a double
t

header ‘Rainbow Rio

The Queen City’s Charlotte Roller Derby
(CRD) team came in hot for Pride Month
2025, bringing the “Rainbow Riot,” a double-
header set of matches to the Grady Cole
Center onJune 21.

The team opened up the doors for fans
at 3 p.m. Around 4:15 p.m., the starting
match commenced as CRD split up for an
exhibition session, with members of the
team split into the Chromatic Crushers and
the Neon Knockouts. After the winners
were decided between the two sides for
the day’s first game, Charlotte’s team took
on the visiting team, Kansas City’s Roller
Warriors (KCRW) around 6:25pm.

The KCRW comes from a similar
background as CRD, starting off from a

for Pride 2025

collection of underground games in 2004
and growing into a distinct sport league
that has captured the hearts of fans in
their home turf of Kansas City. The Roller
Warriors organization is also one of the
founding members of the Women's Flat
Track Derby Association, playing an active
role in growing the sport and its appeal
worldwide, along with CRD.

During the proceedings of the day,
Charlotte’s own Drag Queens and Kings
took center stage, bringing additional style,
flair and fun to the CRD track. The featured
cast included Lolita Chanel, Liam Laughin,
Dahlia DialUp and Will Charmer.

A day with the CRD team would not be
complete without the fans’ inclusion into

the halftime sec-
tions. In between
the day’s first
match, the track
was dedicated to
letting kids and be-
ginner skaters in on
a few fun matches.
During the second
halftime break, ev-
eryone was invited
to take partin the
team-centric may-
hem that was Adult
Hungry Hippos
and Chuck-A-Duck.
There was also a
raffle, with tickets
going toward win-
ning VIP seating for
the next home game, as well as CRD swag
and a photo with the team.

After the game, the team invited all that

CREDIT: Lee Flythe

The Charlotte Roller Derby team’s LGBTQ+ members regularly stun fans with
their athletic bravado at the Grady Cole Center.

attended to come out for an after party at
East Charlotte’s Tommy's Pub. ::
— Jonathan Golian

Connie Vetter receives Charlotte Black
Pride’s Inaugural Achievement Award

On June 14, Charlotte Black Pride
held the “Black & Bold” Gala, celebrating
20 years that the LGBTQ+ organization
has been at the forefront in helping and
advocating for Charlotte’s black queer com-
munity. At the event, longtime supporter
Connie Vetter was awarded the Inaugural
Achievement Award for her contributions
to the city and CBP.

The Inaugural Achievement Award is
given to recipients by CBP in recognition of
early efforts dating back to the organiza-
tion's inception and the lasting impact by
those recognized.

Vetter traces her efforts in the
Charlotte LGBTQ+ community back to
the early ‘90s when she served as an
activist for marginalized communities. In
1994 she opened her first law office in
Charlotte. She continues to practice law

focusing on the needs of the LGBTQ+
community today.

“Absolutely,” said Vetter. “That's part
of why | went to law school, was to marry
my activism and be able to use what | was
learning as an attorney,” Vetter told Qnotes.

In the many years that CBP has been
active, Vetter has been a dedicated asset in
one form or another. Whether dedicating
her time when able, or providing for other
needs of the organization, Vetter has been a
constant supporter.

When asked about how she felt about
Charlotte Black Pride’s efforts and their
many years of activity, Vetter gave a glow-
ing endorsement. “I love their work, and
from where they've started to what all
they're doing is phenomenal and much
needed, especially in this time. And you
know, they've got a number of events going

on. They do things throughout the year,
and | just couldn't believe in them more,”
Vetter said.

Jesse Roberts, a member of Charlotte’s
LGBTQ community as well as a friend
of Vetter's, had this to say in reflection
of the award on June 14, as written in a
Facebook post.

“To say that | am proud of this incred-
ible human would be a gross understate-
ment.. [She] received the Inaugural Impact
Award for her contributions to Charlotte
Black Pride over the past two decades,”
Roberts wrote. “The action she puts
behind her passion for diversity, equity
and the inclusion of all people is inspiring,
to say the very least. She is more than an
incredible attorney - she is an advocate.
Her friendship continues to challenge
me to be a better version of myself on so
many levels.”

Other winners of the 2025 Inaugural
Achievement Award include Earl D. Fowlkes
Jr., Pastor Roger Hayes, David & Tracy Taylor
and Dianna Ward. ::

— Jonathan Golian

Connie Vetter poses next to fellow community
member Jermaine Lee with her award at

Charlotte Black Pride’s
*20 Years: Black & Bold” Gala.
CREDIT: Facebook
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News

NC Senate votes to approve bhill targeting
trans people and public schools

he North Carolina Senate voted
TTuesday to approve a controversial
bill that defines
biological sex and rec-
ognizes only male and
female genders, mir-
roring one of President
Donald Trump's earliest
executive orders.

“We cannot ignore
the biological realities,”
Sen. Buck Newton told
the Senate chamberin a
recent floor debate.

House Bill 805 start- g3y
ed as a noncontroversial 4
measure to prevent the
sexual exploitation of
both adults and minors.
It passed the House in
May 113-0. In recent
weeks, however, Senate -
Republicans trans- DED
formed it into a catchall
for a collection of con-
servative social agenda priorities, including
provisions that target transgender individu-

"We cannot ignore the biological realities.” — Sen. Buck Newton

by Clayton Henkel | NC Newsline

als and provide parents with expanded
rights to challenge school library books.

The vote on the
bill, which was 27-4,
precipitated a lengthy
and intense debate
about Senate rules and
an additional series of
procedural votes. Most
Democratic senators
said that they chose to
vote “present” on the
matter because of their
objection to the way
a consensus bill was
amended with items
they argue were not
germane to the original
subject and therefore in

violation of Senate rules.

As the Senate voting
machines do not include
an option for members
to vote “present” like
many other legisla-

tive bodies, however, Senate Republicans
responded by moving to treat the “present”
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voters as if they were excused from voting —
a status they argued would bar those mem-
bers from taking any further votes on the bill
if it were to come again before the Senate.

At one point, citing an 18th Century
law that purported to impose a fine of $10
on lawmakers who fail to carry out their
duties, Senate Democratic leader Sydney
Batch of Wake County offered to make a
payment of cash for each of her members
who voted “present.”

In the end, Senate Rules Chair Bill
Rabon (R-Brunswick, Columbus and New
Hanover) used a procedural move to
advance the bill to its third reading where
it was approved on a voice vote — thus dif-
fusing the controversy.

'.,_} |\ﬁ
|

Senate Democratic leader Sydney Batch of
Wake County.
Credit: Facebook

During the debate on the original vote,
Senator Batch said the bill that was written
to protect children was “hijacked, gutted”
and loaded up with culture war amend-
ments. After the session, Batch blasted the
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amended bill, saying, “They're [Republicans]
playing politics. They don't actually care.
They're doing it for a show. They're doing it
to go ahead and get us to be silent.”

Newton responded by offering yet
another amendment that would prohibit
public school students from sharing sleep-
ing quarters with a member of the other
biological sex during field trips or school
sponsored events. The amendment was
approved on a partisan vote.

Democratic amendments that would
have raised the age to marry to 18, ap-
propriated more funds for the state victims’
compensation fund, and required the
surrender of a firearm upon the issuance
of a domestic violence protective order
were rejected by the Republican majority.
Republicans also defeated a motion by
Sen. Kandie Smith (D-Edgecombe, Pitt) that
would have divided the bill into two differ-
ent sections so that she and her colleagues
would have been enabled to vote in favor of
the bill's noncontroversial provisions.

The Senate’s version of HB 805 would
also ban the use of state funds for trans-
gender surgeries for any prisoner incarcer-
ated in the state correction system.

The statute of limitations on medical
malpractice lawsuits brought by people
who have undergone a gender transition
procedure would be extended from three
years to ten. The legislation would also
require that the original birth certificate be
preserved at the state and county whenever
a transgender person seeks to have their
gender changed on that legal document.

The original portion of the bill, which won
unanimous support in the House, enacts
guardrails for online pornography. It creates
age verification and consent requirements
for individuals appearing in pornographic im-
ages, provides for the removal of those im-
ages, and creates enforcement mechanisms.
The Attorney General would be empowered
to impose a fine of up to $10,000 a day for
each day a pornographic image remains
online when non-consensual content is not
removed after 72-hours of being notified.

HB 805 was further amended last week
to excuse students from specific classroom
discussions, activities or assigned read-
ings that the student, parent or guardian
believes would impose a substantial burden
on the student’s religious beliefs. Parents
would also have access to a searchable list
of school library books, with the power to
mandate which library books may not be
borrowed by the student.

The North Carolina Values Coalition said
the bill attempts to solve “the obscenity
problem in our schools” related to curricu-
lum and library books. The ACLU of North
Carolina said the legislation amounts to
harmful attacks on transgender people, and
a desire to push them out of public life. ::

Rob Schofield contributed to this report.
This story appears courtesy of our media part-
ner NC Newsline through Creative Commons
License CC BY-NC-ND 4.0.



feature

The future of Charlotte’s
lays with LGBTQ+ leaders

aming scene

Will Jeffcoat-McLeod and Noel Mills continue the work laid out by previous local organizations?

by Jonathan Golian
Qnotes Staff Writer

Mechanical and Abari made their
debuts in Charlotte, our city had a
rich history of players coming together to

embrace gaming with the larger com-
munity. In the 2010s, organizations like
Koyobi, Set Play, Potions & Pixels and PVP
Hub operated & collaborated, bringing

a variety of fighting game tournaments
along with exhibitions of newer titles for
those who couldn't afford the $60 and up
pricing on day one.

To this day, P&P and PVP Hub are
still set up at venues in the city, bringing
Charlotte's community together to experi-
ence titles past and present, including
independent games made by local teams
and solo developers. Their work contin-
ues to extend the legacies of those who
came from a golden area of gatherings,
stretching from Concord to Belmont,
UNCC to Central Piedmont Community
College, and sets the stage for newer
organizations to thrive, bringing about a
similar energy.

Curiously, two of the newest organiza-
tions staking their own claims come di-
rectly from the LGBTQ+ community. While
Charlotte Gaymers Network has been
around since late 2020, the organization
itself is still relatively new in terms of years
in operation. The newest of all, Gaming
Lounge CLT, comes from the mind of Noel
Mills, both a casual gamer and collector
that looks to bring group experiences to
the Queen City's general public.

As of mid-2025, CGN took flight under
new management, as Will Jeffcoat-McLeod
took the helm as executive director earlier in
June, giving CGN a new vision for its future.

McLeod has less than two years of
being a part of CGN. His initial inspiration
for joining the organization comes from a
sunny day during Charlotte Pride in 2023.

“I saw the Charlotte Gaymers Network
float during the Pride parade and thought
right then, “Oh, that's kind of a cool thing,”
McLeod recounted to Qnotes. “A friend of a
mutual friend of mine and my husband in-
vited me to their Discord, and that's where
| got familiar with everyone.”

“Within three weeks, | had signed up
for the Patreon and started going to the
Insider Bash house parties. By December,
| had signed up to become a Discord mod-
erator, because something that | wanted to
do was to give back to the community.”

McLeod also mentioned that at the time
he and his husband hadn't heard of any
gaming organizations over the border in
their hometown of Columbia, S.C., so com-
ing up to volunteer with the organization
occasionally became a special event. From
volunteer to online moderator, and then on
to assistant director of operations, as posi-
tions opened and time was poured into the
organization, McLeod redoubled his time

E ven before retro arcades like Pins

Despite any challenges faced in recent years, Charlotte’s LGBTQ+ gaming community

continues to boom.
CREDIT: Robbie Bussard / Noel Mills

in different roles. And now, as we see in
the present, McLeod has taken on the lead
position in the non-profit.

With the turning of leadership,
McLeod is also attempting to focus on a
bit of clean-up left to him by the last di-
rector. During the five years that CGN has
been around, Jonny Saldana made many
connections near the beginning, allow-
ing the organization to lift off at a quick
pace, but in the process, there were also
many relationships that were damaged,
particularly in the long-held gaming scene
of the city.

Inside and out, McLeod is looking for
a way to change the script and be open to
the issues that exist. “I'm here to listen,”
he says.

“l want to see what our community as

a whole needs, and not just the LGBTQ
one, but also the gaming community,”
McLeod explained. “l want us to be inclu-
sive to everyone, because our motto is
‘Welcome Home.”

“I've had a few people tell me that they
don't feel welcome, not because of Jonny,
but just in general. And that is something
that I strive to [do] - make our people feel
they are welcome at our events, at any of
our events.”

While the new director did hint he had
productions in the works, McLeod said
that his main focus for the moment was to
stabilize the organization and get used to
the role. McLeod has also told Qnotes that
all who have something to share should
contact him at CGN's future events or on
the organization’s Discord.

Will Jeffcoat-McLeod, reportedly the next executive director of Charlotte Gaymers Network (left), and
Noel Mills, creator of the non-profit Gaming Lounge CLT (right).
CREDIT: Robbie Bussard / Noel Mills

Like many of those who came before
him, Noel Mills was a regular at arcade
venues in Charlotte, as well as some
of the gaming events that occasionally
popped up. However, it was his visits to
South Charlotte’s Sidelines and conver-
sations with owner Kevin Cooper that
brought the idea of his own traveling
game setups to life.

“One of our conversations eventually
led into him wanting to start a gaming bar,
which | offered to help him kick that off
by just bringing my games every Thursday
since | was already there,” Mills recounted.
“And when he would eventually start this
bar, [| reasoned that] its name would
already be associated with games, and it's
already been inside a bar.”

After some time solely at Sidelines,
Mills had already seen its potential to bring
people out with the prototype Gaming
Lounge outgrowing its previous home.
From Super Abari to Chasers, Divine Barrel
to 7th Street Market, the project became a
weekly practice for Mills, bringing out the
games to public spaces around Charlotte.
“...at that point, | decided to make it an
organization,” Mills said.

The Gaming Lounge, depending on
the night and place, adds up to a curated
selection of titles and systems, all varying
on console generations and what Mills
thinks the crowd will enjoy most on a night.
The secret to his success? Listening to the
people already enjoying what he is doing.

“| try to bring games that people
played when they were growing up, or
games that the parents have played.
Particularly when I'm at places like [Super]
Abari, | get a lot of parents playing games
they played when they were kids [and]
with their kids, showing them some of the
little secrets. Or if I'm at Sidelines, I'll get
a lot of the older crowd hovering around
the NES or Super Nintendo games that
they grew up with,” Mills explained to
Qnotes. “The whole goal is to let people
relive their childhood.”

When asked where he finds everything
that plays a part in his setups, Mills said that
everything comes from local retro shops
in the region. Whether hitting the Grid on
Wilkinson Blvd., or heading out to Gamer's
Alley in Gastonia, whatever funds Mills has
goes right back into the ecosystem that
makes his team's efforts possible.

In a post-COVID world, where the
pandemic disrupted much of the previous
ideas of coming out into group settings,
people like McLeod and Mills, among oth-
ers in the city, face an uphill battle in their
pursuits to continue where other organi-
zations left off. There is also the current
and next generation of gamers that never
got the chance to enjoy third spaces like
arcades or a world where an internet con-
nection doesn't make gathering in front of
a television necessary.

By bringing the close social ties back to
video games, while the process will likely
be long, both organizations endeavor in a
worthwhile effort of connecting people to
one another. ::
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Charlotte Black Pride celebrates 20 years

Annual festivities honor the culture of Charlotte’s Black LGBTQ+ community

by L'Monique King
QNotes Staff Writer

harlotte Black Pride is celebrating a
Cmilestone: their 20th anniversary. In

an effort to capture the spirit, origin
and hopes for the future, we've come at the
story from multiple angles and talked with
original founders, current organizers and
attendees for the event. Here's our look at
what Charlotte Black Pride has meant to so
many, beginning with the recollections of
Roxanne Stanard.

what you wanted to do, what
event, what venue. Everyone
was given name tags with their
names and pictures on them.
Somehow, our photos and
names were reversed. My pic-
ture had my partner's name and
hers had mine <joyous laugh-
ter>. We had a great time and
kept those name tags forever.”

It's clear Stanard misses the
partner she shared a life and
love with for nearly 23 years,
and numerous CBP events.
When asked about her thoughts
of the eventin recent years,
she beamed. “Today it's more
structured - with more people,
more events and the expo is
bigger. | like that it has evolved
and grown. It's something | look
forward to every year.”

But why did Charlotte need
a Black Pride? What's the big
deal you might ask, especially
considering the city had a gen-
eral pride celebration (complete
with a parade) that predated
CBP with a history dating back to
the late 20th century. Says CBP
Co-Founder, Jermaine Nakia Lee:
“For 20 years, Charlotte Black

Charlot’re Black Prm

Presenting,

\
promoting and celebrating Black LEBTRIA -

culture in the Charlotte NC area since 2005

EE5E
ﬁ%&

CONNECT WITH US

Charlotte Black Pride in 2024.

Pride has hosted a cultural cel-
CREDIT: Facebook

ebration that amplifies African-
American LGBTQ+ identity,
history and vitality. Every year,
I meet individuals, couples and families
attending their first Pride celebration. The
sense of joy, belonging and affirmation they
express overwhelms my heart and makes
me incredibly proud.”

As for the celebration’s sustain-
ability, he's pleased but not surprised.
“Interestingly enough, my co-founders
and | (Damon Blackmon, Lynkoya “Korey”
Handy and Monica Simpson) were very
sure that the Charlotte community was
suited to sustain a Black pride Celebration.
That confidence might have been coupled

and reproductive rights work. She recalled
her time on the CBP board, and is proud
she helped create affirming and celebratory
spaces for the Black LGBTQ community.

“I wanted to see us reflected in the larger
LGBTQ community and see our culture be-
ing centered,” she offered.

As for what has since been built from
the groundwork she helped lay, Simpson
said, “I'm very proud to see the legacy is
continuing. It's also powerful to witness
how new leadership is taking on organiz-

ing. This is a time, a critical time, where we
[must] be on the front lines of the work for
LGBTQ liberation.”

Today CBP's board has grown to include
11 board members. Shann Fulton, Chair;
Miles Perry Co-Chair (youngest board mem-
ber); Markis Williams, Director of Operation;
Gelisa Stitt, Treasurer; Cany Neverson,
Secretary; Rell Lowery, Trans Liaison;
Clarence Williams, Youth Liaison; Quandrico
Rutledge-Wade, Director of Entertainment
and Pageantry; Lorenzo Tucker, Volunteer

f Roxanne Stanard

Four years had passed since Stanard
had last visited Charlotte from Newark, New
Jersey when she returned to the Queen City
and also attended the first Charlotte Black
Pride (CBP) celebration.

Her move to the area was a reluctant
labor of love. She didn't want to leave
her partner Chris Roseberry (1948-2013),
who was soon to be a grandmother and
wouldn't be able to join Stanard permanent-
ly until a year later. However, she wanted
and needed to be near her mother - who
was experiencing some health issues.

Despite those challenges, the couple
longed to establish connections in
Charlotte’s Black LGBTQ community and
hoped Roseberry would find a connection
with a masculine colony of women. Their
hopes and needs led them to Charlotte’s
first Black Pride celebration, and a series
of events held at different venues all over
the city. It was a welcome relief for the two
northern transplants, who found what they
were looking for, and more.

“It was good,” Stanard recalls. “It was
slightly disorganized, but in a good way
<chuckling> and you got to pick and choose

10 Qnotes July4-17,2025

with a pinch of ego and naivete, but it all
worked out.

Monica Simpson, the only woman of
the original founding members, has since
relocated to Atlanta where she continues to
be engaged in pride initiatives, social justice

Monica Simpson

Charlotte Black Pride:

July 12

Event: Charlotte Black Pride Black & Bold
Kiki Ball

Location: XLNC Dance Studio, 3716 W.
W.T. Harris Blvd.

Time: 3-8 p.m.

Link: https://charlotteblackpride.org/

July 13

Event: Charlotte Black Pride 2025
Pageant

Location: Club Cabaret, 101 N. Center
St., Hickory.

Time: 6 p.m. until ?

Ticket price: $10

Link: https://charlotteblackpride.org/

July 17

Event: What's the LGBT? Charlotte Black
Pride Townhall

Location: Wonderworld West End, 1545

For more information, visit https://charlotteblackpride.org/

Black & Bold Events

W. Trade St.
Time: 6:30 - 9:45 p.m.
Link: https://charlotteblackpride.org/

July 18

Event: The Kick Back CBP Meet & Greet
Location: The Starlight on 22nd, 422 East
22nd St.

Link: https://charlotteblackpride.org/

July 19

Event: Charlotte Black Pride Festival
Location: West End Complex, 1600
W. Trade St.

Description: Annual free event also
includes the opportunity to take part
in the VIQ (Very Important Queer)
Experience (ticket price $75) and
includes a party on the roof with bar,
swag, performers and more.

Time: 12 - 6 p.m.
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Coordinator; Rayvon Moore, Chaplain,
Sherman Jones, Member at Large (new-
est board member) and Kelsey Jones,
Marketing and Communications Director.

Jones, who joined the board last year,
happened upon CBP without too much
of an idea of just what the organization
offered outside of the social scene. “So |
joined the board and learned that it was
more. It was education, awareness and
real community.”

Kelsey Jones

As for the organization's future goals,
Jones said: “We want to reach the people
and let them know we are here, queer and
Black and brown! Personally, | am excited
(about this year's events), the power in
bringing community together and the
legacy of CBP. Others may have started it,
but the fact that it's still happening means
there’s a commitment to resilience, to Black
excellence, to Black Queerness.”

As Pride Season continues, CBP is
gearing up for another memorable week
of celebrations and events. "We have five
amazing events July 12 -19,” Jones offered
enthusiastically. “This year will be the first
year of rebranding the Expo - Charlotte
Black Pride Fest, which will feature hotter
talent, bigger and better corporation part-
nerships and more information centered

N =

on health awareness. It's not something
you want to miss.”

As for what the future holds, original
co-founding member Jermaine Nakia
Lee left us with thoughts on what mes-
sage he might give to CBP leadership
making things happen 10 years from now

Jermaine Nakia Lee

in 2035. “Prayerfully, conditions for queer
folk in America have advanced, not fur-
ther eroded. So, | offer this, ‘Never forget
why we began. We started Charlotte Black
Pride to create space where Black LGBTQ+
people could be fully seen, celebrated and
empowered - because those spaces didn't
exist for us in Charlotte two decades

ago. Hold tight to that spirit of visibility,
resilience and radical joy [and] stay rooted
in community. Pride isn't just a weekend
of parties and performances - it's pro-
test, healing, remembrance and cultural
preservation. Listen deeply to your elders
and uplift our youth. Continue to make
room for the most marginalized among
us - especially our Black trans siblings,
our artists, our advocates and those who
feel unseen.

“And finally, protect the legacy. Charlotte
Black Pride must remain Black governed
and managed. Document the journey,
honor those who paved the way and lead
with vision — not ego.” ::

Jermaine Nakia Lee, Damon Blackmon, Ontario St. James and Essence Iman (first Mr. and Mrs. Charlotte
Black Pride), Monica Simpson, Lynkoya “Korey” Handy at the first ever Charlotte Black Gay Pride.

CREDIT: Jim Yarbrough

Know Your
LGBTQ+ History

Part 1 of 2 Q&A examines local, regional and national
aspects of Queer and Pride culture

by Jonathan Golian, Wendy Lyons, David Aaron Moore | Qnotes

Looking back at events in our history and taking note of happenings in the here and now
can sometimes provide us with insight about how we should proceed in the future. Here's
our first installation in a series of two that looks at key aspects of LGBTQ+ culture and re-
lated events in Charlotte and the United States at large. Take a look at our questions here,
then visit the next page to find the answers and test your own level of knowledge.

How can we know where we’re going, if we don’t know where we came from?

1. What date did the series of events
known as the Stonewall Uprising occur,
marking a pivotal moment in LGBTQ+
history?

2. What event for the LGBTQ+ com-
munity did the Stonewall Uprising
directly inspire?

3. Which two cities in the United
States had the most attendees for their
Pride Parades in 2024?

4. The National MX Pageant is a drag
competition that welcomes contes-
tants who identify as male, female,
non-binary, trans or any other gender
identity. Who was the winner of the
2024 contest?

5. What is the name of a prominent
figure in the LGBTQ+ community (now
deceased), who is often recognized for
their contributions to civil rights and
has connections to North Carolina?

6. What is the significance of the
rainbow flag in LGBTQ+ Culture?

7. Who was North Carolina’s first
openly gay mayor?

8. What was the first year Charlotte
hosted a large-scale Pride parade?

9. What Charlotte-based organiza-
tion supports LGBTQ+ youth?

10. What year was the first Charlotte
Pride festival, as it is known today, held?

11. What is the name of the LGBTQ+
library at UNCC?

12. Who was the first LGBTQ + person
to run for city Council in Charlotte?

13. What popular drag bar in
Charlotte in the 1980s is now a Dunkin
Donuts?

14. Who is the most well-known
LGBTQ+ city council person in
Charlotte?

15. Who was the most widely
known LGBTQ+ activist in Charlotte
during the 1970s?
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Know Your LGBTQ+ History

Answers to the trivia questions on page 11

by Jonathan Golian, Wendy Lyons, David Aaron Moore | Qnotes Staff

Here you'll find the answers to our collection
of questions examining multiple aspects
of LGBTQ+ Pride, Queer culture and other
significant related events.

Know your history, know your self.

1. The Stonewall Uprising took place
beginning on June 28, 1969. The six days
that make up the protests over LGBTQ+
rights are most often now referred to as a
rebellion, or uprising, especially by veterans
of those events. The change of language
from “riots,” which the period in time is
sometimes referred to, is rooted in how po-
lice spoke of the landmark events, justifying
their use of force.

2. The Stonewall Uprising directly
inspired the creation of Pride Month. On an
unknown specific date in 1977, students at
UNCC celebrated with a campus Pride event.
The year 1981 would see the first North
Carolina Pride held in Durham and would
mark the first Charlotte event, created by a lo-
cal group called the Queen City Quordinators.

4. Charlotte’s Nova
Stella (shown right), who
also captured the titles of MX
Charlotte Pride in 2022 and
Miss East Tennessee 2020.

5. Bayard Rustin
(shown), a human rights
activist known for his
work with the Civil Rights
Movement. Rustin served
as a key organizer of the
1963 March on Washington,
working with Martin Luther
King Jr. as an advisor. The
openly gay man and Queer
Black icon’s connections to
North Carolina began when
he tested the first of the
Freedom Rides through the
state, at that time called “The
Journey of Reconciliation,” a
non-violent protest against
segregated interstate bus
travel. He and other activists
were arrested for violating
the state’s segregation laws
after refusing to move to the
back of the bus. Rustin and
others arrested were forced

to serve twenty-two days on a chain gang.

6. The Rainbow flag directly symbol-
izes LGBTQ+ pride and the multiple aspects

of the social movement. The
colors reflect the diversity
of the LGBTQ+ community
and the spectrum of human
sexuality & gender. Created
by artist and activist Gilbert
Baker (shown below), it

was first displayed in San
Francisco on June 25, 1978.

the state’s biggest Pride
Parades, winning the bid
for the state’s's traveling NC
Pride parade in 1993. The
Pride Parade that year hap-
pened on the second day
of Pride-centric events over
the weekend.

9. Since April 8, 1991,
Time Out Youth has served
tens of thousands of LGBTQ+
youths in their journeys of
self-discovery. The idea for
the organization originally
came from Tonda Taylor

(shown with other Time Out
Youth staff and volunteers),
a Charlotte resident who was
attempting to help a friend
find support for a teenager
coming to terms with their
own identity. Taylor discov-
ered no programs existed

in the city at the time and
brought together a small
group of human services
professionals, educators,
physicians and clergy who
agreed with the need. In that
first gathering, four LGBTQ+ youth attended

and the organization’s programs have con-
tinued to grow.

10. The first modern
Charlotte Pride Festival
took place in 2001 at
the city's Marshall Park in
uptown. The event location
would remain the same
through 2005, when it
moved to Gateway Village,
and later to the main streets

12. Robert Sheets, a president of the
early Charlotte LGBTQ+ organization
known as Queen City Quordinators, ran
against five other Democrats in a pri-
mary for
Charlotte
City
Council
at-large
on Sept.
22,1987.
While
ultimately
unsuccess-
ful, Sheets
is the
first-ever
openly gay
man to run
on a ballot
for city office in Charlotte.

13. The Charlotte gay bar Oleen’s
opened in 1968. It came to be known as
“The Show Bar of the South” and hosted fre-
quent drag shows, before it closed in 1997.

The building still stands today and serves as
a Dunkin Donuts.

14. LaWana Mayfield (Democratic
Party), who was first elected to the
Charlotte City Council as a representa-
tive for

7. Mike Nelson (shown of uptown Charlotte. District 3 in
3. The two cities with the largest- right) served as Mayor of 11. The King-Henry- 2011 and
attended Pride parades in the United Carrboro, North Carolina Brockington LGBTQ+ remained in
States for 2024 were New York City and San from 1995 to 2005. He was Archive. Named in honor of office until
Francisco. The NYC Pride March and Parade also County Commissioner activist and Qnotes’ first edi- December
brought out an estimated 2.5 million, while for Orange County from tor Don King (seen below), 2,2019. She
San Francisco's series of events brought 2006 to 2009 and a co- Trans activist Sue Henry returned
over a million. founder of Equality North Carolina. Nelson and Blake Brockington, a 2014 graduate of to the
remains the longest serving Mayor of East Mecklenburg High School who was an Charlotte
Carrboro and currently lists his place of advocate for trans rights and was named City Council
residence as Sofia, Bulgaria. homecoming king at his high school as an as an
8. The year 1994 would be the first openly transgender student. at-large
time that Charlotte would hold one of member on
September
6, 2022 and

continues to serve.

15. Don King (1942-2014) was a
significant figure in the history of the
LGBTQ+ rights movement in Charlotte. He
was a Charlotte Observer employee who
identified as a gay rights activist, at a time
when such a thing was barely spoken of
and a former editor for Qnotes. He played
a pivotal role in promoting equality and
visibility for the community. during the ‘70s
and ‘80s. ::

!

12 Qnotes July4-17,2025



ake

‘Lavender Men’ seeks to take love
out of the closet, past and present

The world is all a stage in Roger Q. Mason’s film about Abraham Lincoln

by Jonathan Golian
Qnotes Staff Writer

hat keeps us from being us? When
Wit looks as though the world out-

side and all the people who live on
this rock find something about you to be
vulgar, even if you were living in a way that's
true to you, does it make things safer to
keep those qualities hidden?

“Lavender Men" takes a stab at that
question, as well as a few related ones,
from the confines of a small theater.
Following an evening of work on a play
about Abraham Lincoln, the stage manager,
after a short but quick series of shocking
incidents, takes to fantasy as they seem
to summon the ghosts of Lincoln himself
and a possible love interest of the former
president, Elmer.

From the point the world inside the film
seems to transform at most of the whims of
Taffeta (Roger Q. Mason), it becomes a con-
stant challenge to comprehend the actual
reality occurring within the film. Mason, also
the writer of the original stage play as well
as a co-writer beside Director Lovell Holder,
is masterful in how they use a thespian’s
imagination to such great extent.

As the hidden story of Abe (Pete Ploszek)
and Elmer (Alex Esola) is told through a
series of chapters, Taffeta is there through
each happening, not only shifting the set-
ting's looks when need be, but also playing
any additional parts as a way to keep eyes
on the two spirits as well as move their
story along.

Each of the men correspond with
Taffeta, whether pleading, attempting to

-mmunity
connections

understand their own situation, or
the occasional humorous quip to
their established world-maker.

While the imaginative circum-
stances play out, the audience
comes to know in spurts what
Taffeta’s interest is, showing painful
moments alone along with harsh
exchanges that continue to haunt
the stage manager's mind. As Abe
and Elmer contend with their feel-
ings about themselves and each
other, so too is Taffeta about their
feelings dealing with their body
image, former loves and men who
only seem to use them for a cheap
thrill via dating apps. The stage play
coming to life within the theater
is no mistake, as each player's cir-
cumstances mirror the other in one
form or another.

Mason'’s portrayal of Taffeta is
deeply sympathetic, as they depict
the loneliness, longing and heart-
break of the stage manager with
such deep emotion. The writer,
acting in their own story, makes
everything feel lived and hurtfully
relatable, speaking beyond queerness to
the daily trial of just trying to love yourself,
even when it seems like society always has
something to pick at.

Ploszek and Esola’s portrayals of the
two friends turned eventual hidden lovers,
whether true to history or just a possibility
of the world Mason has created, give an
amazing stage-to-screen performance. The
budding love between the two is played
up in such an unhurried manner that it
is completely convincing by the time the
“good stuff” happens, as Abe tells Taffeta
during a teasing exchange. Even as each

Jim Yarbrough
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party involved knows the eventual end of
the story, the two men draw the audience
into their struggle to break fate.

The story does not have a simple way
of asking “what if,” and there is a beauty
in that, whether glowing or sorrowful. The
use of Abe and Elmer’s past narratives and
experiences serves only a slight purpose
for Taffeta's internal struggles, as a friend
and a crush are used to house the Civil War
spirits throughout the film. While a happier
message does come at the end, there is
still a mess left behind that Mason hands
over to the audience in such a raw manner,
one cannot just leave things be even as the

Roger Q. Mason as Taffeta (left) gives a visual to Abe’s past as both a narrator and active player through dramatic
and occasionally humorous degrees.
CREDIT: Cordelia Sklansky

credits roll, and we are better for it.

“Lavender Men" is sure to live in the
consciousness of the viewer and their video
playlist for a good while. We all have to find
ways to face who we are in the light of day,
and the experience can often be chaotic.
However, it is incredible productions like
Mason and Lovell's that bring very relatable
reminders to their viewers that they are not
alone in their struggles, past or present, big
or small, something we all need at one mo-
ment or another. ::

“Lavender Men" is now available for viewing
on most streaming services.
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‘What Is Queer Food? How We Served a Revolution’ and
‘Dining Out: First Dates, Defiant Nights, and Last Call

Disco Fries at America’s Gay Restaurants’
Qut in Print

by Terri Schlichenmeyer
Contributing Writer

“What is Queer Food? How We Served a
Revolution” by John Birdsall

©2025, W.W. Norton

$29.99

304 pages

“Dining Out: First Dates, Defiant Nights,
and Last Call Disco Fries at America’s Gay
Restaurants” by Erik Piepenburg

©2025, Grand Central

$30.00

352 pages

ou thought a long time about who
sits where.

Compeatibility is key for a good din-
ner party, so place cards were the first consid-
eration; you have at least one left-hander on
your guest list, and you figured his comfort
into your seating chart. You want the con-

What Is
Queer Food?

HOW WE SERVED A REVOLUTION

John Birdsall

author of The Man Who Ate Too Much

\iult Boutigue & A
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versation to flow, which is music to your
ears. And you did a good job, but, as you'll
see with these two great books on dining
LGBTQIA-style, it's sometimes not who sits
where, but whose recipes were used...

When you first pick up “What Is
Queer Food?” by John Birdsall, you
might miss the subtitle: “How We Served
a Revolution.” It's that second part that is
what's important.

Starting with a basic gay and lesbian
history of America, Birdsall shows how
influential and (in)famous twentieth-cen-
tury queer folk set aside the cruelty and
discrimination they received, in order
to live their lives. They couldn't speak
about those things, he says, but they
“sat down together” and they ate.

That suggested “a queer common
purpose,” says Birdsall. “This is who we are,
dahling, This is how we feed our own. This is
how we stay alive.”

Readers who love to cook, bake or
entertain, collect cookbooks or use a fork
will want this book. Its stories are nicely
served, they're addicting, and they may
send you in search of cookbooks you
didn't know existed.

Sometimes, though, you don't want to
be stuck in the kitchen, you want some-
one else to bring the grub. “Dining Out” by
Erik Piepenburg is an often-nostalgic, lively
look at LGBTQIA-friendly places to grab a
meal - both now and in the past.

In his introduction, Piepenburg admits
that he's a journalist, “not a historian or
an academic,” which colors this book, but
not negatively. Indeed, his journeys to “gay
restaurants” - even his generous and wide-
ranging definitions of the term - happily
influence how he presents his narrative
about eateries and other establishments
that have fed protesters, nourished budding
romances, and offered audacious inclusion.

Here, there are modern tales of drag
lunches and lesbian-friendly automats
that offered “cheap food” nearly a century
ago. You'll visit night clubs, hamburger
joints and a bath house that feeds cus-
tomers on holidays. Stepping back, you'll
read about AIDS activism at gay-friendly

We buy interesting & worthwhile
used books & Compact Discs.

Books
1809 W Markham Avenue ® 286-1076
(Between Oih & Broad) Durham

establishments, and mostly-gay neighbor-
hood watering holes. Go underground at

a basement bar; keep tripping and meet
proprietors, managers, customers and per-
formers. Then take a peek into the future,
as Piepenburg sees it.

The locales profiled in “Dining Out” may
surprise you because of where they can be
found; some of the hot-spots practically beg
for a road trip.

After reading this book, you'll feel wel-
come at any of them.

If these books don't shed enough light
on queer food, then head to your favorite
bookstore or library and ask for help find-
ing more. The booksellers and librarians
there will put cookbooks and history books
directly in your hands, and they'll help you
find more on the history and culture of the
food you eat. Grab them and you'll agree,

they're pretty tasty reads. ::
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Taking his Chance: An interview with

gay actor Doug Spearman

Actor reprises role in Logo series ‘Noah's Arc" in Paramount+ film

by Gregg Shapiro
Contributing Writer

lan Polk’s series “Noah’s Arc” pre-

miered on Logo 20 years ago, it was
a groundbreaking creation. The storyline
focused on a group of Black gay men and
their wonderful friendship.

The titular arc was that of the main
character, Noah (Darryl Stephens), and
his close-knit circle of friends, includ-
ing Chance, played by gay actor Doug
Spearman. This compelling and loving
fraternity may, in fact, be what brought
viewers back repeatedly, including a
2008 movie, “Noah’s Arc: Jumping the
Broom,” as well as the 2020 “Noah's Arc”
short, and now, a new full-length feature
“Noah’s Arc: The Movie,” which debuted on
Paramount+/Showtime on June 20.

In the movie, filled with equal measures
of laughs and tears, Chance, who has faced
a devastating loss, finds his dependable
friends there, ready to support and com-
fort him at a moment’s notice. We had the
pleasure of speaking with Spearman on
the morning of the streaming premiere of
“Noah’s Arc: The Movie.”

Gregg Shapiro: Doug, since the early
2000s, when the “Noah'’s Arc” series
premiered on Logo, you have been play-
ing the character of Chance, including in
the latest installment, “Noah’s Arc: The
Movie.” What was it about Chance that
appealed to you as an actor?

Doug Spearman: When Patrik (-lan
Polk) called me to ask me to play him
(Chance), I was at JFK airport in the bag-
gage claim, waiting for a suitcase. He ex-
plained what the part was. The thing that
stuck out to me was the fact that Chance
was in a long-term relationship with
another Black man. And, they had a child;
they had a four-year-old daughter
named Kenya. | had never seen
two Black gay men raise a child
on TV before. | thought it was the
most revolutionary thing I'd ever
seen. | immediately thought I've
got to do this because that was
something nobody had seen. |
thought it was incredibly impor-
tant to take the part.

GS: “Noah’s Arc: The Movie”
was, once again, written and
directed by Patrik-lan Polk,
who you just mentioned, is the
creator of the entire franchise.
What's the secret to your long-
standing working relationship?

DS: [Laughs] the whole team,
all of us, are like a band of broth-
ers. We fight like brothers, we
come together like brothers, we
hash things out, we talk, because
we're all very different from our
characters. | think the challenge
of playing these guys and then
uplifting these men, playing a

There’s no question that when Patrik-

part, especially something written by
Patrik, is like solving a math equation.
There's always a challenge that's enjoy-
able for me as an actor: to try to find
out what it is that Patrik wants, and then
how do | do it.

GS: In the years between
“Jumping the Broom” and the new
full-length movie, many changes
have occurred, and the story ad-
dresses some of them, including gay
widowhood, which is something that
the aging community is now con-
fronting, as well as mental health
issues. Please say a few words about
how you approached those subjects
in the new movie.

DS: | had a lot of loss in my life,
right before we started shooting. Two
months before we started shooting the
first series, my mother died. | was going
through the grief process through that
whole first season. Since then, I've lost
a lot of people in my life. In fact, when
we started shooting the second season,
the second week we were shooting, my
ex died of a heart attack. | was having
to fold that into what | was doing with
my life on the set and off the set. You've
got to show up and you've got to do your
work. The first two seasons of “Noah'’s
Arc” are always tinged with the memory of
grief. So, when | had to deal with the death
that Chance faces (in the new movie),
which is a significant death in his life, it
wasn't that hard to reach back, especially
the scene in the graveyard. It was some-
thing that | unfortunately could pull from
personal experience.

GS: Shifting gears, the movie fea-
tures delightful cast surprises, including
Jasmine Guy and TS Madison. Did you
have a chance to interact with either or
both when they were on set?

DS: No, | didn't have any scenes with
Jasmine, and | missed her. | wish | had
gotten to see her because | actually got

The Groundbreaking Franchise is Expecting
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Openly gay actor Doug Spearman says he's up for a

sequel to the latest version of ‘Noah’s Arc.’
CREDIT: Facebook

to direct Jasmine for a CBS promo shoot
for “Queen,” back in the early ‘90s. | had
a huge crush on her when she was on “A
Different World.” So, | really would have
liked to reconnect. But TS and | got to see
each other every day because | was in all
her scenes. It was extraordinary being
around somebody like that. That is one
outspoken woman!

GS: Even though Beyoncé never
makes an appearance in the movie,
there’s a lot of talk about her. Would
you say you are a Beyoncé fan?

DS: Yes! I'm breathing! Yes, 'm a
Beyoncé fan. | actually got the chance to
meet her. | knew her mom. Her mom was
extraordinary to me. She is in the second
movie | directed. She also gave us a wed-
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They're Back for Their Biggest Chapter Yet

ding gown to use in the very first scene
of the movie. That family is extraordinari-
ly important to me. Not only just to be a
fan, but to be somebody who's gotten to
know them and work with them and see
how hard they work. | don't think any-
body works as hard as Tina or Beyoncé.

GS: There was a recent news
item about gay actor Benito
Skinner of the Amazon Prime series
“Overcompensating” being told not
to bother auditioning for straight
roles. As an out actor yourself, how
important do you think it is for queer
characters to be portrayed by queer
actors, and vice versa?

DS: Being queer is a multifaceted
identity. There's no one kind of queer
person. | think finding the best actor
that's your first circle of casting. | think
one of the joys about being an actor
is that you get to play different parts. |
play straight guys all the time. Dads and
husbands and things like that. | think a
lot of people are told not to do it. In fact,
I wouldn't be Chance if the actor who
was originally cast as Chance hadn't
been pulled out of the series by his
agents because they didn't want him to
play a gay character.

GS: That's amazing! Thank you for
sharing that. Without giving away too
much, the ending of the movie is a little
ambiguous, even ending with a ques-
tion mark. If there was a “Noah’s Arc:
The Movie"” sequel, would you come
back for that?

DS: Yeah! A lot of it would depend on
what Chance's journey is going to be like.
Patrik and | have conversations like that all
the time. He's very interested and support-
ive of input. | hope | would be, as we all
would be, part of the creative growth with
these characters. They live in Patrik's head,
and he writes them, but we're the ones
who have to flesh them out. It's a conver-
sation, it's always a conversation.

GS: You are currently
performing in Moliere's “The
Imaginary Invalid” as part of
the New Orleans Shakespeare
Festival at Tulane. What has this
experience been like for you?

DS: It's extraordinary! | started
on stage when | was seven.
There's nothing like working with
a live audience and having that
immediacy. I'm working with an
extraordinarily talented castin a
really great play, and | have some
of the best scene partners | could
ever want.

GS: Are there any upcoming
film or TV projects you'd like to
mention?

DS: I'm still a writer, and I'm
still a director, and I've still got
scripts that | would like to make.
| have a little something that's
a cross between “Treme” and
“Bridgerton” that | want to do. I'm
always trying to figure out what
the next thing is. ::
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