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sloved as Madea and respected as a writer, director and
nogul, TYLER PERRY is now moving into uncharted territory
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Perry wears

his own Lanvin
turtieneck, Tom
Ford pants and
Cartier watch,

For Tom Ford
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conversation with Houston the night Michael Jackson died in
2009, Concerned that she could one day suffer the same tragic
fate, he phoned her. For 20 minutes Perry begged her to let him
comeovertocomforther, Houston finally put anend to hisentreat-
ieswith these words, “lamamother, I haveadaughterand [ want
tobe clear:Ain"tno man comingover in the middle of the night.*
Perrylaughs at the memoryofthedivaputting himin his place. That
was one of the last times they spoke. Although he wasn't able to
helphisfriend, Perryisdetermined to remain close to her daugh-
ter, Bobbi Kristina. He cast her in For Better or Worse, and be
praisesthe 19-year-old asa*brilliant, smartand gifted” actress

Payingit forward, Perry says, is his way of honoring the Black
women who have supported him, Soon after his mother's funeral
in December 2009, Steve Harvey's wife, Marjorie, sent him an
amaryllis Bower. Its fuchsia hue reminded him that color woukd
one day return to his world. Ten months later his revelation of
chikdhood sexual abuse by nonfamily members in a now famous
Oprah Winfreyinterview brought him “overwhelmingsupport...
for thelitthe boyinside of me” from Black female fans. *When Black
womenaredown with youand inyour corner, you have an ally that
will move heaven and earth,” says Perry. “When they love you,
theywill forgive you. I think about my mother; she loved from the
purest place inherheart. The strength and powerof s Blackwoman
Is empowering to me.” Perry praises his coterie of close female
friends, including Winfrey, Gayle King, Bernice Davis and Cassi
Davis (who are not related), for their constancy and brutal hon-
esty. Perry says he can always count on them to “pray for me and
cussmeout at the same time " “InJesus name,” Cassi adds playfully
over the phone. She's especially thankful for Perry, who she says
changed her life after he saw her perform for only ten minutes.
Shesnowaregularon hissitcom Howseof Payne. “He meansa ot
toregular peopleand I'm one of those people,” she says.

Cassi is just one example of Perry’s spontancous acts of gen-
erosity. Hebought a home for agrand motherof seven whose house
had burned down, and helped buy one for an arganization that
provides artificial limbs to child victims of war to use as s haven
for the kids. “This is why I can't watch television, ‘cause I would
giveaway every dime Thave,” he admits only half jokingly

Last March he extended his philanthropy to politics, staging
an Obama fund-raiser at hisstudio. That day hisinstinet to locate
the facility in an economically challenged area of Atlanta was
validated when he sawall the people liningup to get a glimpse of
the President.*Isawthe little Blackchild ren with their fags wait-
ing for the President of the United States to come through their
'hood,” he says. “That made me almost weep, because 1 know in
10,15 years one of those children could walkup to meand say, 'I'm
in Congress because [ saw the President on my street that day'”

After the fund-raiser, Perryrode in the official motorcade back
1o his home, amansion once owned by an arch segregationist, and
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he recalls, “That's when it hit me. I thought, You have been in all
ofthis sadness and all of thisgrief, but your life is still going, You are
Just where God wants you to be. Live, son, live,” That day he was
reminded of a calling cven higher than fulfilling his mother's
dream ofabetter life: leading through hopeful example. *1 want
peopletolookat me and say, ‘I can dothat,’and thendot in their
own way,” he says. It's why, despite his success, Perry refusesto
cloister himself from his community. He says his connection to
people is what continues to guide his creative output. He reads
his own message boards and never ccases to be moved by those
who tell him his work helped them leave an abusive situation or
forgive someone who hurt them.

Over the years Perry’s melodramas have attracted a fairbitof
criticism, but he’sclearthat his mission is to tell simple, uplifting
stories. “Iknowmyaudience is2yearsoldto80," he says. T know
that they cross all classes and races.” He chuckles when asked
about the outery over his casting of Kim Kardashian in his next
film, The Marriage Counselor. in theaters next March. “My hand
to God, I didn't know who she was,” he insists, explaining that
one of his producers recommended her because of her huge fol-
lowing. Perry says Kardashian dida good job, adding that he takes
a philosophical approach Lo his detractors, He's learned to tell
thedifference between criticismand vitriol, and has adopted the
mantra, “Life is not gettingany easier, I'm just getting better”

Perryknows his turn as James Patterson’s begendarycriminal
psychologist, father and husband, Alex Cross, could catapult him
to a new position, opening the as-vet-untapped international
market for his own films. He also relished the challenge as an
actor, "Anything that intimidates me, 1 go, You need fo ook info
this.”" he says. “What intimidated me most was Morgan Freeman
had done the role, and that's Morgan frickin’ Freeman.” Still he
foundit liberatingtostep out of the Madea costume to playoppo-
site Cicely Tyson, his mother in the film. “He's going to surprise
people.” says Tyson of Perry’s portrayal of Cross. *This wasn't
Madea; this was the man himself, in a role no one could have
anticipated.” Director Coben had Perry dive into the film's high-
octanesequences.“Lhad himjumponto the police car, evenif the
stunt guy could doit,” savs Coben. “1 wanted him to have the full
action-film experience.”

Perry'sonlycomplaint while ilming was the endless hours of
waitingonset Asistobeexpected of anunrepentant overachiever,
he used those moments to write a script and contemplate his
future dreams, includingcreating his own network, visiting the
well-digging projects he’s funding in Africa and Cambodin, and
fatherhood, even though he admits he's hesitant to take on “the
obligation of marriage.” Having written about it so cloquently in
his films, he'skeenly aware ofits pitfalls, Fornow he Jooks forward
to mastering his flying technique until he can pilot his Cirrus
alone, “This ks agreat metaphorforlife,” be says, *If you're flying
ubongand it'sreally rough,
you change the altitude;
you Just go higher. The
higher yougo, thesmoother
theairgets.” )

Susan Fales-HIll ( 1 susan
falasrill) is the author of
Imperfect Biss (Atria)
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