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Praise for JT LeRoy and The Heart Is Deceitful Above All Things

“I can’t think of any other presence in lit like JT LeRoy, one who upon mere appearance completely redrew the lines between author and art, persona and myth. Even better is rediscovering years later how boldly and bewitchingly these words trace out their somehow ghostly landscapes of desire and debris, and therein, in their essential beauty, how alive the mystery actually still is.”

—Blake Butler, author of There Is No Year

“One of the unfortunate casualties of the JT LeRoy saga was the career of Laura Albert, a tremendously gifted and empathetic writer who found herself overshadowed by her own creation. But long after the media frenzy died down, the stories endure—harrowing, haunting and heartfelt tales that speak with the sort of raw, devastating honesty that can seem almost impossible to muster without a pseudonym. It’s thrilling to finally have Laura’s stories liberated from JT’s story, and to have Laura and her words back together again.”

—Adam Langer, author of Crossing California

“An eyewitness’s imagination burns in his language, which is not lyrical but as vivid as a match held close to the face.”

—New York Times

“LeRoy manages to write simply about the most tangled of emotions—and to describe, without hatred or self-pity, the most monstrous of deeds.”

—Newsweek

“[LeRoy is] a hungry writer with the instincts of a person who fishes to eat. Once he hooks the reader he doesn’t let go.”

—Bookforum
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The things I’ve written about are happening to people all the time.

And when they happen to you,
you believe nobody knows and nobody cares.

But I know and I care, and I’ve written this book for you.
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Foreword

In May of 2010, it had been almost five years since the New York Times revealed that cause célèbre international best-selling West Virginian, former heroin-addicted, cross-dressing, truck-stop-prostitute, and transgressive gay-lit “It Boy,” author Jeremiah “Terminator” LeRoy, was in fact Laura Albert, a middle-aged former punk rocker and mother from Brooklyn. The radioactive fallout from this discovery was swift and savage. The media labeled her a pariah. She was condemned and excommunicated by the literary community and found guilty of fraud in New York Supreme Court for signing the name “JT LeRoy”—a fictitious person—on the contract for a movie option of her novel Sarah.

When a journalist buddy of mine brought this story of what was being called “The Greatest Literary Hoax Of All Time” to my attention, I was only familiar with the name JT LeRoy as a byline on entertaining, over-the-top celebrity pieces in The New York Press, an alternative weekly that had its heyday in late ’90’s New York City. But my interest was piqued, and I quickly devoured the onslaught of JT-centric articles in Vanity Fair, New York Magazine, Rolling Stone, Salon, and beyond.

After ruminating on these well-researched accounts, I had a gut feeling that there was way more to the story than we were being told. One voice was glaringly missing, that of Laura Albert—the person who befriended numerous literati, music, fashion, art world and film celebs over a decade of lengthy intimate, often salacious phone calls in the voice of JT LeRoy. Laura appeared in public as Speedie, the raven-haired, pushy British-voiced handler of JT LeRoy, who himself was played flawlessly, in wig and sunglasses, by her androgynous lesbian sister in law, Savannah Knoop. Most importantly, it was Laura who put pen to paper and actually wrote the glowingly-reviewed books: the novel Sarah and the collection of short stories The Heart Is Deceitful Above All Things. “This,” I said to myself, “is the voice I want to hear.”

So I reached out to Laura Albert via email. After a few unsuccessful attempts, due to dead JT LeRoy email addresses—a metaphor for the author’s current status—we connected, and I expressed my interest in having her tell her story of the JT LeRoy saga to me in a New Journalism–inspired feature length nonfiction film.



From: Laura Albert [image: image]

Date: February 3, 2011 11:17:51 AM PST

To: Jeff Feuerzeig [image: image]

Subject: Re: JT Leroy—Feature Documentary

I’ve had so many frogs to kiss—folks coming around—to make a film or whatever … and I am like the street kid suspect of any one coming around that seems too perfect. You check out with folks I know for what it’s worth. :) In a way I feel angry—How dare you offer me hope? I’ve felt the right person to work with would appear—when we were both made ready.

It can be painful to have hope. I have to do the next indicated thing every moment. And often that is just finding a reason to stay alive. It sounds so dramatic and I can exist in both—the commentary and the powerlessness of my crazy thoughts. I do believe I have the capacity to be honest and G-d made me ready. Not the devil. I’m a Jew. Satan is what happens when there is no more dark chocolate in the house. I do love SARAH. And I will tell you something spooky. Everything that happens in that book has come true. You’ll see. Well, with my help. LOL!

Take care,

LA

PS if we do decide to do this—you have funding? I mean—you can move on this?





I then sent her The Devil and Daniel Johnston, my Sundance award-winning documentary from 2005 chronicling the inconceivable life of the bipolar singer-songwriter/outsider artist—with its themes of madness and creativity vividly explored, without judgment, front and center.



Laura Albert [image: image] wrote:

Jeff, watched movie. Finished it this morning. It’s very very beautifully made. I have a complex reaction—which has little to do with the filmmaking and more to do with the subject. Which speaks to the organic seamlessness of your creation. That the viewer can just float within the dreamscape. I cried after—it is painful. Too painful to put down why.

So even if it does not work out—with us, I am glad I saw the film. It’s as if you painted it with a feather. I always thought I would see the film but was scared to. Just knew it would stir it up within me. He’s a bloodline relation in the non-reality living artist kin. We’re different species, but we got the same makeup. I feel envious of how clear-cut his jazz is. It’s always easier when it is clear. B&W. Crazy? Yes or No. “Do I contradict myself? Very well, I contradict myself, I am large I contain multitudes.” That does not go down very well for women in our culture.

Anywayz, I try to keep my craziness compartmentalized. When it comes out full force it is frightening to everyone around me and myself. I think my whole life has been about trying to find ways to function with the impediment of distortion of reality and normalize it, for everyone else. The problem was I lived in both lands. Unlike Daniel—I knew, but could not stop it. Knowing—OK this is not normal, and the same time being absolutely powerless to change it. The only option was to have the world see what I saw & felt. In a form that I could tolerate. Ahh, it’s very complex. You really are lovely at getting out of the way—being Casper. Are you in SARAH? There’s another good story you might read—it’s in THE BEST AMERICAN NONREQUIRED READING 2003 By Dave Eggers, Zadie Smith—JT’s story is called STUFF. You can probably find it used.

Take care,

LA





And now it was my turn. If I was going to spend the years it would take to unravel this massively complex, Byzantine narrative and try to understand why this unique case of fiction took place so far off the page—I would have to love the writing.

So, with great trepidation I cracked open Sarah. Immediately, I was in. The critics’ hosannas for “Alice In Wonderland on acid” were not overstated. This often hilarious, surreal world of truck stop “lot lizards,” a Christ-like libido-enhancing empowered Jackalope, the oddly poignant competitive yearnings of this young boy-girl to win the love and attention of his drug-addled hooker mom, revolving around a gay West Virginia diner serving out-of-place James Beard award-winning foodie-cuisine, culminating in a nail-biting 18-wheeler truck chase that easily rivals Smokey and the Bandit was, simply, a joy to read.

In college I went through a period where I became a big fan of Southern Gothic literature, particularly Flannery O’Connor, Harry Crews and Tennessee Williams. The writing of JT LeRoy, to me, fell neatly into that darkly comic, world-weary and wild-ass tradition.

And then I read The Heart Is Deceitful Above All Things. It chronicled this fictional character’s much darker sexual and physical abuse-laden coming-of-age. I was equally impressed. The striking, poetic metaphors, the unflinching portrayal of psycho-sexual relationships, and the surprising empathy for the abusers of this young boy-girl, born without choice into this sad and hidden underworld, were evidence that I was in the presence of a truly great and original writer. And I decided to move forward.

In making AUTHOR: The JT LeRoy Story I felt it was important for the audience to feel the power of this writing. Needless to say, in the medium of film it is simply not possible to read the audience an entire short story, let alone a full-length novel. So I came up with an idea: edit a few of my favorite JT LeRoy passages into short sound-bites, to be read in a voice-over by Jeremiah “Terminator” LeRoy himself, little animations of Laura Albert’s own hand-written words and primitive blue-ink-doodles-come-to-life, a parade of fantasy boy-girls found in the margins of her aging coffee-stained lined notebooks.

The first voice-over we recorded together was Balloons, the first of the new short stories in this expanded edition of The Heart Is Deceitful Above All Things. This is fitting as this was the first piece that Terminator faxed to Dr. Terrence Owens. It was Owens who suggested that Terminator write down his thoughts, as a form of therapy, after three long years of daily one-hour suicide help-line conversations. With its theme of nihilistic, heroin-addicted punk rock-style redemption, Balloons unintentionally launched the soaring writing career that JT LeRoy rode into the sun, before that same sun burned him.

Laura Albert nervously entered the recording booth and approached the large microphone and music stand holding her script. Before her spread the words she had written almost two decades ago. Around her neck she wore a silver raccoon penis bone and a tiny typewriter pendant with a legend that read “Write Hard, Die Free.” After a bite of the Green & Black’s dark 85% cocoa chocolate bar she requested, Laura indicated that she was ready. We dimmed the lights. She took a breath, cleared her throat and, from deep within, came this boyish Southern drawl, “It was something I always knew. Heroin, coming in balloons, was a special message to me …” And suddenly, for the first time since I’d met her, Laura Albert was free. She was relaxed. She was who she was, once again conjuring the voice of JT LeRoy, inhabiting the fictional character who inhabited her as she wrote the stories in this collection.



Jeff Feuerzeig

Director/Writer/Producer

Author: The JT LeRoy Story
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‘JT’s stories are like stitches, like exit
wounds, dispatches, depositions . . . the
brilliant, gifted, and profound fly on the wall’
Tom Waits





