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Born In the Wrong Body
Out shopping one day, shortly after I turned sixteen, I walked down a well-lit hallway that led to the public restrooms. Rounding a turn in the hall, the two doors came into view on opposite walls. Before turning away from the women’s room, as I stared at the door, quick flashes of a more Utopian life passed through my mind. A middle-age woman glanced my way before disappearing inside. It would have felt natural to follow her in, though that would have made her gasp in horror.
That’s because I still looked like a man, barely a year out of a late puberty. Not a masculine man, a wimpy one. Still, during puberty, my body had changed in a way that broke my heart. When the other girls at school were looking at their new breasts in the mirror, I was looking at a penis that had gotten larger.
Call it a temporary lapse, me wanting to forget my body’s configured differently than the other women that use that room. Given certain circumstances, I would have these fleeting fantasies of feeling normal; usually followed by memories of the day my mother, after catching me looking at myself in the mirror in a pair of nylon panties, went through every drawer in my room and threw out all the female intimates I had hidden; or those days in junior high PE class, changing into those awful gym shorts in that fowl-smelling locker room, invariably humiliated when Johnny Perkins taunted me, mocking my slender hairless body, my girlie white skin, my small boyish penis.
It was my sense of self, my feminine sensibilities that urged me to use the restroom I felt most comfortable in, instead of facing the lifelong dread of making myself go in and pee with the men. It didn’t matter the rest of my world saw me as a man, for me it was impossible to accept. It didn’t matter my shoulders were small and my protruding nipples sometimes felt swollen and sensitive, as if they were about to blossom into full blown breasts (but never did); I was stuck with the basic shape of a male. It didn’t matter if I secretly shaved my underarms and legs; I still looked like a man. But I’m not. Not then, that day at Macy’s; not now. I’m a woman. Born a woman and destined to stay a woman for the rest of my life.
I had been looking at the swimsuits in Macy’s, wondering what I would look like in a stringy two piece, never mind being almost decade away from all the necessary treatments and operations. I would do things like that to escape the tormenting world I lived in, always checking to make sure no one who knew me was in the store before holding something up in front of the mirror to see how it would look on me.
So how do I describe the conflicts that haunted me every time my parents looked at me with unspoken questions and doubt; every time the boys mocked me and called me a sissy while the girls looked on with detached pity; every time I saw a dress in a store window I’d love to try on, but to do so meant I must be a pervert; every time my eyes fell on a boy’s lips I would love to kiss, only to realize kissing me was the last thing he would want to do? How do I tell you how wretched I felt every miserable time I considered patronizing a gay bar to find out what it would be like to sleep with a man, only to walk away in shame and self-loathing before entering the door?
That day at Macy’s I was still a college degree and a few years into my career away from my first hormone injections, a physical and emotional transition that’s enormously expensive. It had been one more of one day at a time. When I finally finished my last two years of high school, I still faced three years of loneliness without ever having a date. I couldn’t bring myself to ask a girl out. What was the point? I was attracted to men; not gay men, but men who were attracted to women, perhaps the most confounding aspect of this unwanted torment. My misguided genes had reduced my options for romance to zero. But by then I had a plan.
In college I learned it’s called gender angst: an overwhelming feeling of being a woman born with a male form, a dread of passing in front of a mirror, a love/hate relationship with one’s body, especially one’s genitals. You long for a man’s breath whispering in your ear, only to realize you’re the one expected to be the whisperer, and it’s suppose to be in some other lovely young temptress’s ear. You want to feel smooth and soft and feel a light airy dress caressing the curves of your body; instead, you find yourself standing before a steam-filmed mirror, shaving off the hair that threatens to hide your jaw, something no woman can imagine herself doing.
Growing up, I never felt a sense of controversy about who I am. Only despair. Through puberty and my teenage years, and on into adulthood, I never felt an urge to act or look like a man. I did, however, struggle to be accepted, failing no matter how hard I tried to fit in. I identified with the girls, but didn’t look like them; I looked like the boys, but couldn’t understand why they liked to play baseball, or hit each other on the arm, or yell catcalls at the girls. Eventually, I quit trying. Except for Christie. I’m not sure I could have survived my adolescence had it not been for her, the girl down the street, my best friend. Somehow she understood I was different and accepted me for who I am. I’ll never forget the hours we spent together, confiding in each other, giggling about incidents that had happened at school, gossiping about classmates. It didn’t bother her if I behaved like a girl. One day in her room, when her parents were away on vacation, she applied makeup to my face. I still remember how it felt to sit staring at my reflection, watching the metamorphosis. “You’re beautiful,” she said, admiring her handiwork. “Too bad you’re not a girl.”
In college, I approached my psychology professor one day after class. He sat behind his desk quietly listening to my story. Then his eyes lifted and he studied me. “So this is why I have an IT major in my psychology class,” he said as a sympathetic smile formed on his face. We met later in a coffee shop where he began an impromptu psychological analysis; which, for the first time in my tormented life, happened to be the first time I was able to talk to someone about who I am, the first time I had felt a sense of relief. Eventually, after several more discussions over coffee, he concurred with my plan—I was a natural candidate for sexual reassignment.
After college, one year into my new job in the information technology industry, I finally started the hormone injections, planning to eventually have breast implants; but decided against that when my own reached size C on their own. By the time I had worked two years, I had just about saved enough money for the final operation, the procedure that would remove my testicles and transform my much-ignored penis into a vital effervescent vagina. It had become a matter of being prepared emotionally for the last step; a step that, as it turns out, also involved a certain man I had fallen in love with; a man that, much to my surprise, had become indecisive. Today, if you saw me in a swimsuit or wearing nothing more than a pair of panties, and my genitals are pulled back and securely taped into place between my legs, you’d think you were looking a very attractive young woman, if I do say so myself.
Since I wore loose-fitting business clothes to work, no one noticed my body’s subtle changes. My hips had become fuller, providing me with more of an hour glass shape. My ass had rounded and taken on the more pronounced curves of a woman. My legs looked less muscular and more feminine, even longer, though I felt certain that was an illusion. Much of my body hair had thinned and or disappeared. The more stubborn hairs were dealt with by way of laser hair removal, including my face. I had quit having to shave. My arms had grown slender and felt weaker. My entire body mass was softer. Many of my male coworkers wore long hair, so no one paid heed to mine as it grew longer. In the privacy of my apartment, wearing full makeup, I finally looked like I wanted to, everywhere except between my legs. It was time for the next phase.
When I approached my supervisor with a request for some of his time, he invited into his office. I sat across the desk from him not sure where to begin. “I’d like to transfer to the San Diego office,” was the strategy I decided on, and he looked at me somewhat surprised.
“Is it the weather here in Chicago?” he asked humorously.
I knew he would be reluctant to go along with the transfer, so I decided to risk leveling with him. “It’s a personal matter. I’ll also need a little time off before I start the new position.” That said, as briefly as I could, I continued with my story, watching his face freeze in an expression of disbelieve. When I told him the hormone injections had given me female breasts, his eyes dropped to my chest. Seeing the doubt within them, I unbuttoned my shirt and held it open. His eyes widened on the wrapping that flattened my breasts.
“You wear that everyday?” he asked.
“I have to.”
Fully informed, he sat staring at me, as if his sensibilities were catching up with the unexpected words that had entered his ears. Then: “I see. I uh, well … guess I never suspected that about you.”
“Then you understand?” I pleaded. “You understand how difficult it would be to stay here, leave one day as Michael, show up the next day as Michelle? I’m not sure I could endure that.”
“Yes, I can see that.” He picked up the phone, called the San Diego office and asked to speak with someone in human resources, then smiled at me when he hung up the phone after a five minute conversation. “They would be glad to have you transfer there.”
Relieved, I lowered my head and rubbed my brow with my fingertips. It took less than a week to arrange the transfer. After my last day in the Chicago office, to celebrate, I donated my men’s wardrobe to the Salvation Army and went out and bought a new dress, a pair of new pumps, a new hand bag, new bra and panties, along with matching accessories. I would never look like a man again. I would never again bind my breasts to flatten them. I was unpacking my belongings in my San Diego apartment three weeks later, with a one month vacation in the interim, which I would use to psychologically adjust to being the woman I had always been.
More shopping, getting acquainted with San Diego’s boutiques and department stores: dresses, skirts, belts and high heels, women’s business suits and underclothes. I took long walks on the beach in my new swimsuit, looking great with my danglings taped securely in place. I freed the feminine nuances I had always suppressed: the lithe movements of the wrist, the walk, tossing the hair, the coy glance, crossing the legs, arching the back, thrusting out the chest. I got used to people dealing with me as a woman: the like-minded wink of a department store sales girl, men holding the door for me, glancing at my chest, feeling their appraising eyes, not to mention the glaring eyes of envious women.
I met Brad in the corporate cafeteria on my third day at work in the San Diego office. He placed a salad and a glass of water on the opposite side of the table and sat down, glancing at me.
“You’re new here,” he said, reaching for the pepper shaker.
“Third day. I transferred from Chicago.”
“Ah. Beautiful city. Too cold for my blood.”
“Good thing you live here, then.”
‘Yeah. I like it here. Been here three years. Moved from Miami after my divorce.” Evidently he noticed me looking at his salad. “I’m trying to lose fifteen pounds,” he explained.
I smiled. I had noticed a hint of a belly before he sat down.
“Well, how do you like it so far?”
“San Diego or the job?” I asked.
“Either one.”
“I love San Diego. Gotta get used to how casual things are around the office.”
“Casual but productive. That’s the way things are in California. People like to enjoy life, even at work.”
“I like that.”
He looked at me as he chewed a bite of the salad. “I could show you some of the city; that is if you’re not already spoken for.”
My stomach fluttered. My first date. Twenty-six years old and facing the first time a man asks me out. I had debated this moment for years. That it was happening now, before the final phase of my transition, I felt an onslaught of mixed emotions. My instincts were telling me to wait, warning me of probable disaster; on the other hand, my soul wanted to reach out for a friend. It had been so long since I shared a conversation with someone, I was starving, not to mention how attractive he was, even with the fifteen extra pounds.
“I’d enjoy that,” I said. My desire to have a man interact with me as a woman had defeated caution.
He smiled. “By the way,” he said, extending his hand across the table, “I’m Brad. Brad Smith.”
He took my hand gingerly, just my fingers, the way some men take a lady’s hand. My hand felt small in his, delicate, my forearm raced with tingles. “Michelle Johnson.”
“I’m delighted to meet you, Michelle. Are you free Saturday?”
“Yes. Not much on my social calendar yet.”
“How about we start with breakfast, then decide where to go from there. Say about nine o’clock Saturday morning?”
“Okay. Sounds like fun.”
We talked a while longer. He was in sales and service, two floors up from my department, computer network engineering. I gave him my address and we exchanged phone numbers. I felt his eyes on me as I walked out of the cafeteria, glad I had perfected my feminine stride.
The afternoon passed like a ride on an emotional roller coaster, giddy one minute, queasy the next, my head full of what ifs. My argument: We can be friends, nothing more than that. I could tell him I’m not looking for a romantic involvement; even though that was exactly what I craved more than anything else. Or I could risk more heartache by leveling with him, simply tell him the truth, then find out if he has the substance to be a true friend; find out first hand if an average man has a problem associating with a transgendered female.
Friday, for the first time since my career began, I found it difficult to focus on my job. Maybe all of this would be easier if I hadn’t found Brad so attractive, with that handsome jaw and those gorgeous brown eyes and that short disheveled hair. I tried not to think about how my hand felt in his; masculine hands I may very well have to be wary of, hands that under certain circumstances and left to their own devices, would almost certainly discover my secret.
Saturday morning he arrived ten minutes early. I had spent nearly two hours trying to decide what to wear, and nearly an hour before that on my hair and makeup. Ending up in a pair of fairly conservative shorts that reached mid-thigh, a rather unrevealing blouse and a pair of sandals complimented with painted toenails, I answered the door in a nearly breathless fit of nervousness. His disarming smile pretty much remedied that. Yes, this was a man I could be friends with.
The pancake house was his favorite Saturday morning eatery. He sat on the opposite side of the booth watching me browse the menu. He already knew what he wanted; I ordered an omelet.
“I thought about you yesterday,” he said when the waitress walked away. “I’m glad they transferred you.”
“It was my choice,” I mistakenly replied; it roused his curiosity as to why I wanted to come to San Diego, an area I didn’t want to venture into.
“Oh? Why?”
“Uh, guess I needed a change.”
“Boyfriend troubles?”
My face flushed.
“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked that. It’s none of my business.”
“No. Please, I want you to feel comfortable asking me things you’re curious about.” I noticed I was fidgeting with my napkin. I moved it down to my lap. “It’s just that I haven’t dated in a long time. I feel a little ...”
“I haven’t dated since my divorce,” he said abruptly, as if to change the subject and neutralize my obvious nervousness. “It was a pretty emotional experience, even though I initiated it. Seven years. She never learned how to be happy. Something always not right, so she seemed to think. Anyway, I guess we’re both a little nervous.”
It was like he knew exactly what to say to make me feel calmer. “You haven’t dated anyone in three years?” I asked.
“No. Haven’t felt like it.” He reached up and scratched the top of his head, creating another cowlick. “I spent the first year trying to figure out what I did wrong, you know, what made her so unhappy. After I finally unloaded the guilt, I realized how good the solitude felt. I found out I could do things alone, go to the beach, see a movie, eat out. Then here recently, I realized how lonely I am. Most of the women at the firm are married. Those who aren’t, well, let me just say they’re single for obvious reasons.” He paused with a smile. “Then I saw you in the cafeteria, sitting alone, looking a little lost.”
I loved listening to him talk. I wanted to know everything about him.
“So you’ve never been married?” he asked.
My eyes lifted from the cup of coffee. “No.”
“Not interested in that?”
I was being drawn into a topic I wasn’t prepared to talk about. Play it by ear, Michelle, carefully. “It’s not that. Guess I’ve had an independent streak. I don’t know … maybe I wanted to prove something. Got totally involved in college, then my career. Maybe I wanted to be me before I offered myself to someone else.”
“My ex-wife should have done that.”
“So it seems.”
“Are you saying you’ve been you long enough?”
How do I answer him, such a buoyant, sincere question? “Maybe I have. Maybe I’m here, in San Diego, with you, to find out.”
“Then we’re on a quest, you and me. We’re both trying to figure out if we’re ready.”
Every word out his mouth was perfect. It was like a bittersweet challenge had begun. Now I knew what it felt like to be a woman swept off her feet. The challenge would be to keep just enough distance between us until the right moment; until I knew enough about him to feel confident enough to confide in him. I wanted to know, with reasonable certainty, that he would understand and accept me for who I am.
“Could we start by just being friends?” I asked.
“Why not? You could be my best friend; my only friend for that matter.”
Our breakfast arrived. Having the food in front of us gave me a moment to ponder what had been said so far. I was feeling far more relaxed. He seemed temporarily distracted by his breakfast, a burrito smothered in ranchero sauce, plate of hash browns on the side. It struck me as humorous; not just his enthusiasm for such a hardy breakfast, but also the contrast between the burrito and the salad I watched him eat on Thursday.
“Decide calorie counting isn’t for you?” I teased.
He looked up and his face morphed with embarrassment. “I sacrifice lunch and usually dinner; don’t you think I can indulge a little for breakfast now and then?” He glanced at the toast and small plate of fruit in front of me, then looked back up. “Okay, I’ll just eat half of it then.” He pushed the hash browns to the edge of the table. “We can eliminate those completely.”
I took a bite of melon, thinking fate had shined on me last Thursday. This was certain to be a fun day.
“Have you decided where we’re going after breakfast?”
“I thought you might like to see Old Town, San Diego’s historical district. It gives you an idea of what the early settlement looked like shortly after it was founded.”
“Sounds perfect.”
I wondered if other women take all of this for granted: having a man notice you, have him approach you and find himself smitten, changing his routines so he can spend time with you, holding the door for you, treating you like someone special, focusing on you as if, for this moment anyway, nothing else could be more important. I had often tried to imagine what it would feel like to sit in a man’s gaze, to have his undivided attention, to be able to read some of his thoughts when he glanced at my body. No fantasy or dream ever equaled actually experiencing it. It’s like he had taken me up in his arms and danced me away into our own little world, a world to be tailored by and for just the two of us.
So I’m a romantic. So I get ahead of myself on the path I happen to be on. So what? An occasion like this has been a long time coming.
Brad took the Taylor Street exit off southbound Interstate 8, then found a place to park next to the old San Diego Trolley Station. On the freeway, from the corner of my eye, I noticed him staring at my legs. When he opened the car door on the passenger side, he took my hand as I stepped out of the car and held onto it as we started toward the park. It seemed every tiny incident caused my heart to flutter: the feel of my hand in his, his quick glances my way, the tiniest hint of a smile at the corners of his narrow, velvety lips. Nothing to date, no new dress, no scant remnant of lingerie, no sultry shade of lipstick, made me feel more like a desirable woman. I nearly melted when I felt his hand move to the small of my back as we climbed a brief set of stairs.
Everything about Old Town enchanted me: the palm trees swaying on a Pacific breeze, the warm dry air, the ancient buildings lining the avenues that crossed the park, even the distant sound of traffic on the freeway. I loved walking beside him, the top of my head just level with his ear. I loved listening to him explain what he knew of the city’s history. I loved the way he tilted his head and looked up into the trees, as if he could see something no one else could. I loved carrying my handbag and no one staring at me, thinking I looked strange. I loved feeling like, and looking like, and being treated like a woman. I nearly panicked when he started for the men’s room and I caught myself before following him in. In the lady’s room, where I belonged, my heart resettled after a few moments of staring into the mirror.
We browsed through the gift shops, and thoughtfully ventured through the historic buildings and museums, always close to each other, often meeting each other’s eyes with a smile. I liked the way he used his hands, holding mine as we walked from building to building, placing one on the small of my back as we passed through a door. Once he brushed a strand of hair off my forehead, another moment of enchantment. Standing in front of a rendition of the original village square, both of us looking at it with interest, him just behind me, I felt his breath on my hair. I couldn’t avoid thinking about how wonderful it would feel to be locked in his arms.
“Amazing, isn’t it?” he said. “This whole area was arid then, a desert. An aqueduct off the Colorado River changed all of that. From desert to tropical paradise.”
Transition; that was something I understood.
We had tacos for lunch at the Old Town Mexican Café on San Diego Avenue. After that, we strolled over to the Bazaar Del Mundo, a Mexican square lined with lively specialty shops. At a stall attended by a weathered old woman, Brad bought me a frilly Mexican garter and I immediately wished I had worn a summer dress. I slipped off a sandal, lifted my foot onto a short brick ledge and handed him the garter. As he slipped it up over my leg, taking his time, filling his eyes, the affect sent gooseflesh racing across my forearms. He folded back the seam of my shorts, positioned the garter there, then unfolded the seam over it. A pensive silence took hold of us when he lifted his head and our eyes met. The camaraderie around us seemed to fall away. I had not realized how expressive a man’s eyes could be. It made me wish this day had happened after my operation.
I felt a horrible sinking sensation. I was looking at him as a desirable man, he was looking at me as a desirable woman, but only one of us knew what kind of sex it would have to be. Guilt devoured me. Why didn’t I have the procedure done before I started at the San Diego office? I wanted to take his hand, lead him to a secluded place in the park, tell him everything about me, then hear him say: That’s okay, darling. We can be together just as you are. Then I can be there for you when you go through the final phase.
I drew a breath and produced a weak smile. “We haven’t been in that gallery behind you yet.”
He blinked his thoughts away, looked over his shoulder, took my hand and led me into the gallery. We spent the next hour poking around in the curio shops before he suggested we take a drive over to the beach. It was late afternoon by the time we got there. The sun had softened in the western sky. We walked hand-in-hand near the edge of the water, stepping around distracted children and their parents sitting on towels, holding our sandals with our free hands, letting the more energetic waves wash over our feet. My thoughts vacillated between how wonderful it was to be with him and telling him.
But how? When? He thinks I’m the women I appear to be. Will he be shocked, put-off, revolted? Will he recoil and not want to touch me, or even look at me again? If I wait, will he be angry I didn’t tell him right away? Again that sinking feeling. I didn’t want this to end. Wait for the right time, I told myself. Get to know him better. Let him get to know you.
We sat next to each other in the sand and gazed out over the Pacific, Brad’s knees up, his forearms folded around his shins, my legs stretched out, one resting over the other.
“I haven’t mentioned it yet, but I’m impressed by all your accomplishments,” he said. “I wasn’t smart enough to get into the more technical end of it.”
“You were smart enough to get into the higher paying end of it, though.”
“I suppose. A lot of it’s just good dumb luck. Being in the right place at the right time, when some autocratic executive finally decides to make a decision.”
I looked at him. “There’s a lot of IT companies going after those five million dollar contracts. It takes talent to convince them to choose us.”
He shrugged. I watched his eyes land on my feet and then drift up my legs before they met mine. “I can’t tell you how much I’ve enjoyed spending the day with you. I don’t want to take you home.”
My gaze shifted to the final remnant of a wave retreating back toward the sea.
“The beaches are different here from those in Florida,” he said. “I was surprised by how cold the water is here. The coastline is a lot more rugged here, too.”
“I think California beaches are beautiful,” I said. “I’d like to see more of them.”
“Maybe we could do that together,” he suggested. “Spend a day driving up the coast.”
“I’d like that.”
“Ever hear of Black’s Beach,” he asked. “Just north of here.”
I shook my head.
“It’s the only nude beach in this area.”
A wave of horror swept over me. Did he notice my body stiffen?
“I’ve gone there a couple of times, you know, just to see what it’s like. You’re nervous at first, but after a while it feels natural. Gives you a refreshing sense of freedom.” His head turned toward me. “Think you could do something like that?”
I maintained my composure as best I could, wishing I could say: Yes Brad, I would love to do that with you, but after the operation. “You forget I’m from the Midwest,” I said instead.
He laughed. “Then we’ll have to stick to the more modest beaches.”
Actually, as I thought about it, I realized I was glad he had mentioned the nude beach. The fact that he had gone there implied he has an open mind. Still, I feared the moment I faced learning just how open his mind could be.
After a short silence, I heard his voice again. “I’ve never had a day like this in my life. You’ve made me realize how lonely I am.”
I looked at him. His head leaned closer. I had no will-power to resist. Our lips met. His hand came up and rested on the side of my face. The kiss, delicate, tentative, lingered. His smooth lips touched my chin, my nose, my upper lip. I felt his hand drop to my shoulder, then to my thigh. Nothing in me wanted him to stop. It seemed the fate of the evening rested on his sense of decorum.
His head pulled back slightly. “I like being with you.” He sat up and leaned back, his arms braced behind him. “My ex-wife and I were too young to realize we had nothing in common. We didn’t know how to enjoy things like this. Never tried. Now that that’s behind me, it’s like the world has opened up, showing everything it has to offer. I’ve had a lot of time to think about these things, to grow personally, to understand what’s important in life. I just haven’t had anyone to share it with.” A smile lit his eyes. “Then I saw you sitting alone in the cafeteria. You reminded me of me. Something clicked in my head. I wanted to say hi, get to know you. It felt strange, almost like I was compelled to sit close to you.”
“Brad ...” My voice felt weak. I was on the verge of telling him, of letting everything spill out, including the fact I felt the same way. Our lives were alike in so many ways, for an instant it seemed he would surely accept me for who I am. But as I looked at him, I saw more than a man with a wonderful heart. I also saw a man who would have a man’s expectations of what he would find between a woman’s legs. I needed time to think, time to plan how I would say it. I needed time to know him better.
He was looking at me, waiting for whatever I had to say. “This is all happening so fast. We don’t even know each other that well yet.”
“We will, though. That is if you want to.”
I sighed. “You have no idea how much I want to.”
“That’s all I need to hear.” He smiled with understanding. “Are you hungry?”
We ate at a seafood eatery not far from where we were, drank wine, talked, continued to get to know each other better, feeling more comfortable with each other. When he drove me home, we kissed just outside my front door, an ‘I like you very much’ kind of a kiss.
Then he reared back his head and said: “Should I leave?”
My heart skipped a beat. With him on the other side of the door, I would be vulnerable by way of my own desire. It was a war between my brain and my heart; but to watch him walk away would end a perfect day too quickly. My heart won the argument. “I have a bottle of wine and a movie inside.”
“If that’s an invitation, I accept.”
He sat down on the sofa. I poured the wine, excused myself and went to the back bathroom. Feeling uncomfortable down there, I dropped my shorts, slid the panties down my legs and pulled off the tape. My belly slackened with relief. My genitals had never been bound all day before. I rubbed them and then stood looking at them in the mirror, reddened and hanging guiltlessly between my legs, standing between me and the man in the front room. I hated them. Then I felt guilty for hating them. My penis and I had been strange bedfellows my entire life, not to mention a source of relief when my body ached with desire. Yes, as a woman I longed to feel a man inside me; but I could experience that now, as I am, couldn’t I. Back there is where I felt the ache. That’s where I felt sexually feminine.
After carefully taping everything back up, I adjusted the garter just below the seam of my shorts. Fresh lipstick, a few brushstrokes through the hair, then back to the living room. Brad looked comfortable, glass of wine in hand, feet up, back slumped against the sofa, fresh smile hinting delight at my return. In front of the wall opposite the sofa, I leaned forward and rummaged through the DVDs in the bottom drawer.
“Have you seen To Kill a Mockingbird?” I asked.
“You’re gorgeous, you know.”
My face flushed. It would take a while to get used to being looked at this way; I would never tire of it.
“I could sit here and look at you all night,” he added.
I turned and looked at him. He looked equally delicious, though it wasn’t in me to say so just yet. I held up the DVD.
“One of my favorites,” he said. “Sure, I’m game.”
I started the movie, fetched my glass and took a seat beside him. His arm came up and wrapped around my shoulder, our legs touching. The masculine smell of a man that had been in the sun all day competed with the wine’s bouquet. I had dreamed of spending an evening this way; and now, now that it was happening, I set about savoring every minute of it. Funny how the mind wanders under these circumstances, allowing you envision more evenings like this, even spending the night together, holding each other all night long, sharing breakfast the next morning. I let my hand rest on his leg; it felt firm and muscular. I wondered how hairy his legs were under the jeans.
At ten o’clock, I woke him up. He had fallen asleep twenty minutes before the movie ended, his head resting on my shoulder. He looked around, a little groggy, before looking at me and sitting up a little embarrassed. “Sorry about that,” he said. “I’ve had a few ten and twelve hour days lately.”
“I bet we walked ten miles today on top of it.”
“Yeah. I’ll be ready for the next ten, soon. Can I see you tomorrow night? Maybe for dinner?”
“How about we have dinner here? I have a wonderful spaghetti recipe.”
He beamed.
“Six o’clock?” I asked.
“I’ll be here.”
At the door he took me into an embrace. A kiss, slightly more intense this time. His hand dropped to the middle of my back, heavenly. I tasted his tongue just as his hand slid further down; he was drawing me closer by pressing his hand on my ass. When I tensed, the embrace dissolved.
“Tomorrow night, then,” he smiled.
I touched his lips with my fingertips and watched him turn and leave.
My heart was racing. I knew now he would be patient with me, that he would spend time with me without expectations, which gave me a sense of relief. I would have time to plan my approach. But why was I so worried? We’re two human beings who enjoy being together. We find each other attractive. What we could have seems so natural to me. Is it really that big a deal? These were among the arguments thrashing around inside my head, spinning around that phantom that kept saying: Are you kidding me? You know exactly what his reaction will be.
But why does that have to be a foregone conclusion? Aren’t there exceptional men in the world, men who are open to different paths, different adventures? Why not Brad—he certainly seems exceptional to me? Wouldn’t he recognize the possibilities? Wouldn’t he appreciate how warm and soft I feel in his arms? Wouldn’t he learn I feel as intimate inside as any other women? Haven’t I read a number of times how many men enjoy, perhaps even prefer anal sex with their women? Again the phantom: Are you kidding me?
I went to bed, fraught, indecisive, full of self-doubt; all of that mixed with joy and desire, a witches’ brew of emotion boiling in one pot, my belly. It felt good to remove the tape, to be free of it for a while. My genitals felt malleable and dewy. Sensations gathered there as I lay in bed, manipulating them, getting the blood circulating again, thinking about Brad’s lips and the way his jeans fit. I wondered if the sensation of an erection was the same sensation other women felt when desire made them wet. It was the one connection with total femininity I haven’t experienced, the one factor that remained vague to me. During my conferences with the doctors, I had been told that, after the operation, I would feel the same sensation as I do getting an erection; that in fact I would be getting one, the difference being it would be much shorter and hidden inside. From the outside I would look like any other woman. I would have a five or six inch vaginal canal. The glans on the end of my penis would be used for the clitoris. The doctors assured me that, during intercourse, I would experience the same sensations all women do, including the climax.
These facts intrigued, thrilled and frightened me. Everything so far about the transition had been easy; emotionally easy that is to say, easy to decide upon and follow through. The hormone injections simply supplied those human chemicals that matched my brain. The welcome changes in my body seemed natural, just late in coming. I had not had to cut anything off yet, or to have it reshaped into something else. So the battle continued to rage: Take that trip into the unknown and emerge as a physically complete women; or stay the woman you are now, the woman who happens to have a penis. But somewhere in my mind I already knew the answer, an answer that resolved issues on a number of levels: the day would come I’d be looking into those low bright lights and breathing that gas, surrounded by people wearing caps and surgical gowns, falling asleep for the last time with a pair of testicles attached to my body.
Three weeks later I had regained the ability to focus at work. Brad and I had been seeing each other several times each week. Many of those mysteries so common in a brand new relationship had been resolved; that is, of course, except for the one he still knew nothing about. We were easily best friends. We were beginning to envision a future together. There had been a few occasions our passion threatened to carry us away, but for my last second ability to stop his hand before it dropped too low.
During those moments of foiled passion, his frustration was beginning to show. I was fast approaching the eleventh hour. Our kisses had become intense and passionate. He knew the feel of my breasts and my ass but only through my clothes. He knew I had been getting as turned-on as he was, and his disappointment in my reluctance was written on his face. Yet he remained patient, leaving room for our relationship to grow in other ways. He seemed to believe the right moment would come, that he wanted me to be comfortable in taking that step.
That moment, by Brad’s estimation, judging by the want in his eyes and the determined hands that seemed to have a mind of their own, was upon us a few minutes after he entered my apartment come Thursday night. Earlier in the day we had planned to go out for dinner. He stood near the door and watched me search the front room for my purse. When I found it on a dining room chair, I turned and found him standing right behind me. He lifted the purse out of my hands and placed it on the table. He looked at my hair and reached up to stroke it with both hands. His hands came down the side of my face, my shoulders and arms, the look in his eye adoring. He had reached for the buttons on my blouse before I realized what was happening, lost as I was on the feel of his hands. When my blouse lay open, he lifted it off my shoulders and let it drop to the floor. My heartbeat quickened. I felt my penis trying to resist the tape. He reached behind my back, unhooked the bra and it joined the blouse moments later.
I couldn’t believe the sensations flooding my body. I felt his reverent eyes on my breast, the nipples crinkling into swollen peaks, my heart pounding. Then his hands found my breasts, cupping them, his thumbs stroking the nipples. He leaned his head and began kissing them, sucking gently on each nipple, turning my legs into noodles. As I swayed on his passion, his hands moved to the button that fastened the waistband in back.
If only I didn’t have to stop him, a vague thought in my mind; but when the button snapped apart, it jolted me back to reality. I had to stop him! I couldn’t let him learn my secret this way, not with his hands—that would be unforgivable. I felt his hands slide into my panties, down over the two mounds of my ass. I felt a squeeze, and then panicked. I grabbed his shoulders and held him back, nearly in tears, feeling the same need I could see in his eyes.
Hearing the familiar sigh of frustration, I looked up. “Brad, I’m so sorry.”
“Baby, what is it? You give me the impression we’re at the same place, then you stop me.”
I lowered my head. The fingertips of both my hands landed just above my brow, the fear and doubt overwhelming.
“What is it, Michelle? Something’s happened to you, hasn’t it? Something you haven’t told me about. Something that keeps you from being intimate with me.”
I looked at him pitifully. “What hasn’t happened to me is the problem,” I said, nearly sobbing.
“I don’t understand. You can talk to me. Please.” He guided me to the sofa and we sat down, him silently waiting.
“There is something you should know. I’ve been afraid to tell you. I haven’t figured out how to tell you.”
“Just say it. That’s all. Say it and I’ll listen.”
I looked up, lower lip between my teeth, eyes scanning the room, searching, searching for the right words to get me through this. “Are you by any chance bisexual?” I asked, my one hope that would change the face of this dilemma.
He looked at me quizzically. “No. Why would you ask that?”
“It would make this easier if you were.”
“You’re bisexual?”
“Brad, it’s not that simple, but no, I’m not bisexual. I was born physically different than I am now. I was born with a male body.”
Silence. A stunned look of disbelief.
“You’re a man?” his eyes dropped to my naked chest.
“No, I’m a woman. I have always been a female … a woman trapped in a man’s body.”
“Those aren’t real?” He sounded dumbstruck, like his questions were falling from space.
“Yes, they’re real. They came when I began receiving the hormones I should’ve been born with. All I have left is the final operation. I’m completely female except for that.”
His eyes lifted. He stared at me a long time. The adoration I had seen within them had evolved into anger and mistrust. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
“I ...”
A cold moment passed, a moment that, like a bellows stoking the coals of anger, gave him time to realize what he had gotten into. “You should’ve told me,” he declared hatefully. “We’ve talked about our future. You never said anything.”
“Brad ...”
He was already on his feet. “I better go.”
“Brad ...” I called out as he moved toward the door with stunned determination. “I love you ...” I whispered miserably when the door closed behind him, sinking helplessly to the floor.
I guess I sat in that spot two or three hours, staring at the door, seeing nothing. All my life I knew the pain of loneliness; the pain of heartbreak was so much worse. An ache. A physical ache. Invisible hands that tear at you inside your chest. It didn’t matter that I had not had the operation. I would’ve had to tell him anyway, then watch him walk out the door. A man wants to share his genes with the woman he loves, have children, see himself in those children and dote on them. I couldn’t give him that. I couldn’t give any man the one vital thing he wants with his gut instinct, let alone get past their typical, maddening, misguided egos.
Around midnight, I drug myself into the bedroom, stepped out of my dress and panties and tore off the tape. Did I feel hatred for my penis tonight? I couldn’t say. I wasn’t sure what I was feeling. Only that my dreams rested on the outcome of a certain operation, dreams that now seemed futile. What’s the use? Pain on top of the risks and three months of recovery. It seemed so pointless to go through all of that.
I lay awake all night, staring at the ceiling, feeling a kind of self-pity I had never known. The optimism for my future I had clung to for so many years had evaporated. I called in the next morning; there was no way I could work, no way I could risk ending up on an elevator with Brad. I stayed in bed, no will to get up, no strength in my arms or legs. It didn’t occur to me to eat. Only my bladder forced me to lift my weight off the mattress, brief trips to the toilet that dissolved from my consciousness as soon as I got back under the sheet.
Friday passed, then Saturday. Maybe I had eaten a few crackers, a sip of water or two. There were fewer trips to the toilet. Just silence. That was my new world, silence, and an apartment that had yet to feel like home, a city I was not yet familiar with, a job that seemed like the worst place in the world to suffer this emptiness, this aching heart. My future loomed like a dark lonely void. Why me? But then, why anyone? Why are some of us born with Downs Syndrome? Why do some of us die of cancer before we see thirty?
By Sunday morning I felt better. Well, at least I wasn’t disappointed when I woke up and was still breathing. I even felt hungry. I looked at the phone on the nightstand and nearly laughed. No, he’ll never call me. In the kitchen, I splashed my face and chest with cold water. The droplets ran down over my breasts and dripped to the floor. I looked down for the first time in three days, recognizing what, just then, seemed like an old friend. I almost laughed again. My eyes shifted to the pantry. Cereal and toast might sit still on an empty stomach, maybe a few sips of coffee. I had to figure out how I was going to deal with the rest of my life. I had to quit letting the little things get to me, like feeling envious every time I see a couple walking hand-in-hand on the street. I had to quit tormenting myself with the same old questions: Were the desires of my body to remain unfulfilled? Will I live my entire life in loneliness?
The cereal sat well in my belly. The coffee tasted good. I put on a robe and went out to sit on the balcony. Four floors up, I could see rooftops and the crowns of trees and the tropical flora that greened the neighborhood. I could hear the traffic on the freeway from nearly a mile away. I could smell the ocean and feel its breeze caress my face. By noon I had lost myself in a novel. There were ways to be happy. Ways to enjoy the small things in life that can be so important, even for me. There had to be ways to defeat loneliness and I would find them. I had already ruled out moving back to Chicago; there was nothing for me there anyway. I had taken on this challenge and I would see it through.
A week passed. I had reestablished a productive routine in the office, met a few new people, even turned down a date. Had I been anywhere close to being in the mood for a date, I still would’ve turned him down; the guy came on like a jerk. Anyway, whatever my personal destiny, I had just about accepted the fact there would be no traditional relationship for me. But there were other bright spots in my life taking form. I got along with my new boss, which started off well because he had reviewed my file and admired my accomplishments in Chicago. So at least there were a few things in my mind that had cleared up; those that hadn’t, I was in no mood to worry about.
I saw Brad the following Monday, some few yards down the hall as I was making copies of a morning report. He was waiting for the elevator, staring at me, making me feel utterly self-conscious. It almost seemed like a trance; he missed a chance to disappear when the elevator doors opened and then closed. I drew a breath and finished the copies as quickly as I could, glanced at him once more, then turned and hurried back to my office. It had drained me, seeing him, feeling those crippling emotions. Was he that disgusted by me, that he would stand there and stare as if he were looking at war criminal? Was that the look on his face? Too far away; I couldn’t quite make out what his expression reflected. I could only assume the worse.
I got the call Friday night. His voice shocked me, the last voice I expected to hear coming out of my cell phone. Almost two weeks had passed. I was far from over it, but at least the pain in my chest wasn’t so relentless.
“Why didn’t you tell me?” he wanted to know.
“I should have. I should’ve told you I’d like to be friends, but that’s all we could be.”
“Can we talk?”
Dumbstruck, I wondered why. “I guess.”
“Do you mind if I come over.”
I looked down at what I was wearing. Did it matter? “Uh, no, I don’t mind.”
“I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”
I held the phone to my ear for some undetermined time after I heard it go dead. Would he want to come over to berate me, to let me know what a dirty deal I dealt him? Couldn’t he have accomplished that on the phone? I drifted over to the mirror. No makeup. I had already washed it off. My hair had been combed out. Nothing on but an oversized T-shirt and a pair of panties. Okay ... so this time he sees the real me. Why get dressed to be cussed out?
When the doorbell rang, I opened the door wide so he could walk in. We sat at the dining room table. He rubbed his left temple as if there were a pain in his head. He looked confused, ruffled, like he had missed a lot of sleep. For the first few moments, he had trouble making eye contact. As for me, well, what can I say—I had fallen in love with him.
“I regret walking out the way I did.”
Knock me over with a feather.
“Will you accept my apology?”
Hardly believing my ears, I had to gather my wits before telling him: “Of course I will.”
“I really do regret that.”
I waited.
“I felt guilty because I care for you. I like being with you.” His eyes raked over me. He didn’t seem put-off by my appearance. He glanced at my breasts as if they were curiosities to him, which I was able to understand. I had told him I had been born in a man’s body. It must have seemed odd that my chest in no way resembled a man’s. “I miss you,” he added.
His sincerity was in his voice and in his eyes. It was like he had things he wanted to say, but had trouble getting the words out. “We can be friends,” I told him. “You did nothing wrong. I felt guilty for not telling you and I still do. It wasn’t fair to either one of us. I was afraid of losing what we had.”
“That’s what I can’t figure out. What did we have?”
This question got to me. I wasn’t sure how to answer, but stupid enough to stumble in. “What we had was what it seemed, just different for each of us. To me our relationship was normal, two human beings who enjoy being together, perhaps falling in love. It couldn’t be like that for you; you just didn’t know it. You were expecting me to be like any other woman.”
“That’s just it; you’re not like any other woman. That’s why I like you so much, you’re different.” His voice sounded pleading.
“Just more different than you expected.”
“Yeah, I guess so. You were born a man.”
“No. I was born a woman, in a man’s body. The only way to deal with that is through medicine; let doctors fix nature’s mistake. And that’s what I’ve done. Except the final operation. That’s why I couldn’t let you put your hand between my legs.”
“Because you have a penis.”
“Yes.”
“So how could you think we could have a normal relationship?”
“Normal to me. I know now it couldn’t be normal for you. I was being selfish and didn’t realize it. No, I did realize it, I tried to pretend otherwise.”
“Oh God!” he moaned, rubbing his temple again. I was astonished he had been affected this way. Actually I was touched by it. He looked at me. “This operation, they cut everything off?”
“Not exactly. It’s complicated. Let’s just say things are restructured. My testicles will be removed. If things go as they should, you wouldn’t know the difference between me and any other woman, unless I told you.”
“But why would you want to go through that?”
“Do you know many women who want a penis?”
He stared, still confused, seemingly about matters beyond the technicalities of sex change. I sensed the angst on his face covered a lot of territory.
“I can’t see you as a man.”
“That because I’m not. Didn’t look much like one before the hormone treatments, not a masculine man anyway. The hormones gave me the body I should’ve had all along. Naked, I look like a woman with a penis.” I was surprising myself by how easily I spoke of these things.
“So when you have this operation, you’ll be just like a woman? Everything works normally?”
“I’ll be a woman with a vagina instead of a penis. I’ve seen pictures. They’re amazing. You can’t tell the difference. It works and feels like a vagina. I’ll have climaxes like a woman. Pee like a woman. Just can’t get pregnant.” I wanted to make sure he understood that, just in case he was having second thoughts, which it looked like he was. I can’t tell you how fast my heart was beating.
“You don’t know how much I missed you these last two weeks.”
“I don’t mind hearing that.”
“I haven’t been able to think about anything else. It’s like what difference does it make? Does it matter if you’re not like other women? Does it matter if you were born a man? I keep asking myself those questions.”
“Born a woman, in a man’s body,” I reminded him.
“That’s what I mean.” I had a feeling he wanted to take me by the shoulders to express his sincerity. “I enjoy being with you. I enjoy kissing you, being close to you, holding you. You’re beautiful, witty, interesting, successful. What else matters? I’m just not sure how the intimate part would work, that is if you wanted to be with me in bed.”
If he only knew how much. “Brad, did you ever have anal sex with your ex-wife?”
“She wouldn’t go for that.”
“Did you ask her?”
“I didn’t bother.”
“Would you have wanted to?”
His eyes shifted, then returned. “Maybe.”
“Have you ever thought about it?”
“With a woman? Sure. Don’t all men?”
“Most of them, probably.”
He drifted off in thought. I watched his expression change when he realized the gist of my questions. Our eyes connected. “So that’s how you…”
I smiled and nodded.
He rubbed his upper lip with a fingertip. “Michelle, you said you forgive me. Are you willing to see me again?”
“I’m worried you won’t be able to think of me as a woman.”
He nodded as if he understood. “I know you can’t have children. I know you’re different in a significant way. But to me, you’re most exquisite, intriguing woman I’ve ever known.” His eyes were pleading, touching my soul, closing the curtain on my long dismal past. “Can we pretend these last two weeks never happened? I want to go back to where we were.”
“There’s nothing I’d like more.”
He swallowed. Getting all of that out must have been exhausting. “Tomorrow’s Saturday. Wanna spend the day on the beach?”
“Yes.” A good feeling swept over me. In a way it felt like he and I had already shared the ultimate form of intimacy together.
We were spreading our beach towels in a fairly secluded spot by ten o’clock the next morning. I was wearing a two piece swimsuit, Brad in dark trunks. Distracted by the coarse dark hair that shadowed his chest, his forearms and legs, I glanced away when he noticed me staring. He was thorough and attentive putting sunscreen on me; then I reciprocated. When we went out to play in the waves, the cold water wasn’t so bad once we got used to it. We frolicked and splashed like teenagers. Several times during the day I noticed him staring at my body, especially the pubic area. I think he was trying to see if there were visual signs. Once, lifting me out of the water, his hand inadvertently came up between my legs and grabbed my crotch. He let go and his face reddened as soon as he became aware of where his hand had landed. I was falling in love with him all over again. It felt deeper this time, carried more meaning, now that he really knew me and was trying to accept it.
Back on the towels, I noticed him staring between my legs. When I spread them wider, his eyes shifted to mine. “See any difference?” I asked.
He seemed somewhat shocked. “Uh, not really. How do you do that?”
“I have it taped back. Get things placed just right and it looks natural. Just plumper than most women.”
“Must be uncomfortable.”
“Sometimes it is.”
His eyes dropped. The shaft, pulled back toward my anus between my testicles, was securely taped. In the swimsuit, divided by the shaft, my testicles looked like plump labia. If I were on my knees, they would look even more pronounced. Brad seemed fascinated. I gazed out over the ocean and let him look, it didn’t bother me. In fact, I wanted him to feel comfortable looking at me. From the corner of my eye, I saw him adjust himself.
“Sorry about grabbing you down there earlier,” he said.
Placing my hand aside his face, I smiled. “I know you didn’t mean to.”
“You know, it’s like I identify with you in a special way. It’s hard to explain.”
I ran my thumb over his lips. “Most women don’t know what it’s like to have a penis. That’s the upside of this. I do.”
“Yeah. It’s kinda weird. I didn’t realize thinking about things like that could turn me on.”
This time I glanced between his legs.
“Can you tell?” he asked.
“Probably could if you were wearing a Speedo.”
He laughed and looked out over the ocean.
“Brad, do you have reservations about touching me?”
He thought for a moment, then said: “Right after you told me, I thought I would. I don’t know, I kept thinking about it, touching you down there. Maybe I was concerned about what people would think.” He looked at me solemnly. “But that doesn’t matter, does it.”
“No one would know.”
“Still, it doesn’t matter. I don’t care what people would think.” His gaze shifted to his knees as he continued. “After a while, I started wondering what it would be like. I realized it didn’t bother me. The thoughts passing through my mind turned me on. And I thought about how much I like being with you, how soft your skin feels, how beautiful you are, your body, everything about you. I love the shape of your hips, your breasts. I love how you look in that swimsuit. You’ve probably noticed I can’t take my eyes off you. I started to feel like a fool. I realized I was losing something important.”
“I think we feel the same way.”
He looked at me for a moment. “What would you think about going back to your apartment?”
I started gathering our things. I carried the lotion and towels, Brad carried the small ice chest. I spotted an outdoor shower as we made our way across the sand. “Why don’t we rinse off the sand and sunscreen before we get in the car,” I suggested.
Brad sat on a bench and watched as I stood under the cool pelting water, deep in thought, his eyes scanning over me, his lips drawn taut, his trucks pulled tight between his parted legs, the masculine bulge quite predominate, reflecting his thoughts. I imagined him much larger than me, which seemed, in our case, entirely appropriate. A lightheadedness came over me as I thought about what I was doing, rinsing off in front of a man who knew the truth, a man who wanted to go to my apartment, a man I cared for intensely. So many years. I had come to believe this may never happen, at least not before the operation, yet it was happening now.
Taking his place on the bench when he stepped under the spray, I watched him rinse out his hair, then hold his chest under the water, then bend over and run his hands down his legs, trying to regain control of my gyrating thoughts, the wild gales of my imagination spinning like a storm in my head. The water ran down his shoulders, glistening in the afternoon sun, plastering his hair to his chest and legs, swirling into the drain near his feet. The tape between my legs had become most uncomfortable.
In the car, I felt a sense of urgency emanating from both of us. In a way, it was a little frightening, the adventure lying before us. He drove purposefully without saying a word all the way to my place.
He grabbed me into his arms the moment my apartment door closed. A rush came over me. I felt like I wanted to feel in a man’s arms. The doubts and fear of being found out had vanished, defeated yesterday by the power of his words, by the desperation I heard in his voice. The kiss was wild and passionate, like he wanted to devour me. My breasts were mashed into his chest, his hands grasping both cheeks of my ass. His passion overwhelmed me, excited me, owned me.
“Brad … are you sure you’re ready for this?” I whispered as his kisses made their way down my neck. Ignoring the question, he took my hand and led me into the bedroom.
Near the foot of the bed, another embrace, another kiss, wetter and even more passionate. His head drew back and he gazed into my eyes, then turned me around and unfastened the top part of the swimsuit. It fell to the floor. He turned me back facing him. My breasts heaved and felt full before his eyes. When his thumbs hooked into the elastic waistband of the bottoms, he hesitated, looking into my eyes, which told him to do anything he wanted. He dropped to his knees, held his breath and folded down the back, exposing my ass. A sweet chill passed through me when I felt them sliding down my legs.
Carefully, he pinched the end of the tape between his thumb and finger. “Quickly and it won’t hurt,” I whispered. He ripped it off and cast it aside, then stared as if he had spotted a carnation in a garden of roses, silently, motionless, as if coming to terms with the kind of intimacy he would encounter with me. Before his eyes, my penis withdrew from its confinement and found its normal position. My testicles relaxed and dropped, an intimate preview of what was in store for him, his hands resting in his lap.
“You shave,” he whispered, a thought spoken out loud. “You look smooth and soft.”
“Thought it would look more feminine,” I ventured.
He stared like a young boy getting his first peek at a naked girl. Leaning forward, he sniffed it. One of his hands lifted off his lap and he used two fingers to lift it. Until this moment, my apprehension had inhibited me enough to prevent an erection. Why this inspection was turning me on, I’m not sure, but it was—I could feel it swelling. Wrapping his fingers around it, he slid the skin up and down the shaft, I suppose to see if it worked like his. He used both hand to appraise my balls, taking them in his fingers, gently, as if he held something mysterious and easily damaged. He rolled them between his fingers and thumb, as if to affirm their size and shape, all the while sending me sailing.
The mystery resolved, he stood, lowered his trunks and stepped out of them, his mood intense and urgent. His penis captured my eyes. Veined and red, substantially larger than mine, it stood proudly away from his body, pointing outward. I got on the bed and he got on top of me, my breasts flat against his chest, our lips pressed together, his legs between mine, our organs crushed between us. I felt the heat of his legs against my inner thighs.
He began kissing his way down my neck, my chest, my breasts. Rising on his knees, he grasped them with both hands, pressed them together, my nipples staring back at him in anticipation. I felt his breath on them when he leaned forward, felt his tongue, his teeth, his passion. His hands slid downward over my ribs and he sat back on his calves, his eyes fixed on my swollen genitals. Within them I saw a man on a strange new adventure. I saw intrigue, curiosity, desire, a man about to enter a world he had never imagined.
I drew my feet back, my knees against him near his underarms. He took hold of my cock; it felt small in his hand. His thumb caressed the glans, now glistening and slippery and inflamed. My eyes closed when he began masturbating me, my body floating on unbearable sensations, my legs pressed against his ribs, my balls slapping between my legs. I felt it twitch and release a pearl of fluid.
He was exploring me, and perhaps exploring his own mind, settling into the feel of a penis in his hand, seemingly captivated by the way the skin slid up and down the shaft. He was seeing me naked, coming to know me as well as coming to know himself. Nothing about my body seemed to put him off, when all along my greatest fear had been he would find me revolting. Finally, after so many years, I was sharing my body with someone who adored me as I am, a man I ached to be near, suffering the magic of his passionate hands.
I didn’t want to stop him, I couldn’t, or tell him to slow down, despite the fact I would not last much longer; he seemed enthralled and it felt too good to have him stop now. Then, to my surprise, he lowered his head and his lips parted around the glans. I felt his tongue probing the pee-hole, then a wet engulfing warmth. As his lips slid up and down, I felt the end of my cock pushing at the back of his throat each time his head came down. He sucked with abandon, caressing my testicles with his fingers, sending waves of pleasure through my body. I tensed, gripping his shoulders, felt my cock pulsing. He sucked it with passion, as if he were hungry for what was spurting out the end.
He rose up and looked at me, solemnly, reverently, as he pushed his finger into my crack. When I lifted my legs and rested them on his shoulders, he took hold of my ankles and pushed my knees close to my chest, exposing my anus, that small anomaly that for tonight would serve as my pussy. It must have been his eyes that made it pucker into a small kiss. I locked my arms around the back of my legs and held them in place. His thumbs parted me further. A warm breath, the gentle touch of his nose, then the wet feel of his tongue. Within the privacy of these bedroom walls, the binding intimacy connected us in a way that can’t be described. His tongue made way for his finger, stroking, caressing—it pushed ever so slightly in.
“All I have is Vaseline,” I said nervously, knowing what he wanted to do. “In the side drawer next to the bed.”
His body stretched over me as he reached for the drawer. My heart pounded harder when he applied a daub and his slippery finger pushed in. My testicles drew in tight and my penis shrank further into my body; just the glans, lost in a gathering of wrinkled skin, is all that protruded from my body. Pointing sheepishly downward, it released another drop that trickled down the side of my left breast. Seconds later, I felt the full length of his finger inside me, in and out, exploring me, possessing me, my anus felt sensual and relaxed.
His hands moved to my hips. “Are you ready?” he whispered. My submissive eyes answered.
He positioned me, rose a little higher on his knees and used his right hand to take aim. A deliberate nudge, a pause when I tensed. His glans had pushed through, a sharp searing pain that slowly receded like sound carried on the wind, stretching me, teasing me, setting my rectum alive with desire. Another push, a fleeting pang, a feeling of being filled, a thickness I clamped my teeth and bore; and as the pain subsided, a gratification I had only imagined. He had buried himself inside me. Drawing deep breaths, my body began to relax: my arms, my legs, the tendons in my neck. Forcibly dilated, my anus had surrendered. Wrapping my legs around his waist and lifting my hips, I felt his pubic hair brush against my testicles as he leaned over me. I pictured his ass tightening as he pushed against me. Slowly at first, out and back in. Within moments he turned into a man who hadn’t had sex in three years, fucking me with passion, groaning, propping himself over me with his arms, not at all bothered by the farting sounds of escaping wind.
Jarred on each thrust, I lay there drifting like a fall leaf on a slow moving stream. The world that I thought was made for everyone else had become mine. All those years of loneliness and doubt had shriveled into a memory. What I had felt certain would never happen to me, was happening now, sending waves of pleasure through my body and tingling across my skin. It would have been fine with me if he lasted all night.
Not to be with a man that had denied himself for three years. Suddenly his body tensed. His head fell back and he pressed himself hard against me. A louder groan. His body shuddered. I felt his cock throbbing inside me, pulsing out his masculine fluids. His shoulders went limp and his weight collapsed on top of me. I lowered my legs, wrapped my arms around his shoulders and held him tight, overwhelmed by a sense of gratification. I felt his cock shrink and slip out. My nostrils filled with the distinct smell of our kind of sex. Moments passed before he gathered the wherewithal to roll off of me, and for a while we lay there in silence.
My heart pounded with elation. Brad, lying on his back beside me, his chest rising and falling, his hands clasped behind his head, stared into space. I could see his flaccid penis lying on its side pointing toward me. I could hear him breathing and smell the scent of his damp underarms. I wanted to hear his voice, his thoughts, not sure how to get him to say it.
“When you undressed me, I was anxious.”
His head turned toward me. “Why?”
“I thought you would leave when you saw me naked.”
He looked back at the ceiling, then said: “I kinda knew what to expect.”
“You knew and you still wanted me.”
“Yes.”
“These last two weeks must have been as hard on you as they were on me.”
“I’m sure they were. I missed you from the moment I walked out. My heart ached. You were all I could think about. After a day or two, I began to understand why you didn’t tell me. That’s when I realized how much you mean to me. I thought about what all you must have gone through your entire life, how difficult it must be to feel normal when no one else thinks you are. All of that made me care for you even more. It took almost two weeks to get up the nerve to call you. I thought you would hang up.”
“You must’ve known I wouldn’t.”
“I hoped you wouldn’t,” he said.
“But you didn’t ask to get involved with a girl like me.”
“No. I thought about that, too. A couple of times all night. I thought about flesh and blood. That’s what we are, you and I, and everyone else. Flesh and blood, a heart and a brain. It all comes together in the form of desire to love someone, to be close to someone special.” He turned his head and looked at me. “And that’s what you are to me. I love you for exactly who you are, body and soul.”
I closed my eyes thinking my heart might burst, then realized he had more to say.
“Because you’re different, you thought you wouldn’t turn me on,” he said, as if he could read my mind. “Well, now you know better. You’re wondering if you’re a curiosity to me, a quirky adventure of some kind. I thought about that, too, and I learned something about myself, something I never expected. You’re not a curiosity. You’re much more to me than that. And because of way you are, you turn me on more than I imagined possible. When we were at the beach, I couldn’t wait to get my hands on you, fully aware of what to expect. I wasn’t exactly sure how we’d go about it, but it came naturally, didn’t it. We didn’t need books, or diagrams, or ‘how to’ manuals.” He took my hand and stared at me a moment, then added: “All we have to figure out now is if you’re attracted to me as much as I am you.”
“Oh God,” I sighed. “That must be obvious. I’ll never get enough of you.”
We slept together every night the following week, never bothering to wear clothes when we were at my apartment. He seemed to love sucking me, which he did every time we made love, always bringing me to a climax before lifting my legs. It made him remarkably eager to fuck me. And evidently I had gotten used to his thick diameter. Without having to be so careful, he could push it right in. No pain, just the wonderful sensation of him stretching me and filling my rectum.
I loved feeling his eyes on me; I felt sensuous, beautiful, normal—feelings I thought I may never experience. I didn’t think I could be this comfortable with a man before having the operation; for a woman, it can feel quite awkward walking around with an erection. Brad obviously didn’t mind; in fact his hands had lost all signs of inhibition. One night, when we got in bed, he filmed my cock with Vaseline, then straddled me and lowered his hips, giving me a chance to feel him inside, which we both found extraordinarily agreeable. I kept discovering more reasons why I loved him. But as far as the operation was concerned, not once did he question me or pressure me to get it done. I believe he understood the emotional part of the equation.
Nevertheless, I was ready; ready for the ordeal, ready to look 100% like a woman. Come Saturday morning, when I joined Brad at the breakfast table, I told him I had made the call, concluding with: “They can schedule me for the procedure next month, the twenty-first.”
Brad offered no reaction, nothing but a kind of glazed stare.
“You look a million miles away?”
After a solemn glance my way he looked down at his coffee. “How long does it take to recover from something like that?”
“I’ll arrange for a thirty day medical leave-of-absence at work. Full recovery, three months give or take.”
“You’ll be in the hospital a week?”
“Maybe not a full week.”
“You’ll suffer a lot of pain?”
“I’m expecting to. It’ll be worth it, don’t you think?”
“What about the risks. You’re talking about major surgery. Things can go wrong.”
“I’ve researched this doctor thoroughly. He’s good. Never had a mishap.”
“There’s always the first time.”
“Brad ... I don’t understand.”
“Are you sure this is what you want?”
“I’ve thought about it for years. You can make love to me like any other woman.”
“And that’s important to you?”
“I thought it was important to you!”
“Me?” He ran his hand anxiously over the back of his head. “Look, my first wife had two pussies, one in front, one in back. You think that’s what’s important? Neither one of them did her any good, or me. Having one in front won’t make you more attractive to me.” He seemed beside himself, suddenly apologetic. “Baby, I’m sorry. I just want you to know, if it’s important to you, then do it, but don’t do it for me.”
My gaze drifted across the room. Is what I’m hearing what it sounds like?
Then he added: “I told you I love you the way you are.” I could still hear the frustration in his voice.
“I remember you saying that, but you knew I planned to have this operation. I thought you were trying to let me know you’ve accepted who I am, to make me feel better about myself. I thought ...”
“What?” he asked.
“I thought we were just making do until I made the change.”
He looked down at the table. Disappointment robbed the color from his face.
“I was wrong, wasn’t I?”
He glanced me, said nothing.
“You don’t want me to go through with it,” I said, somewhat dazed.
He looked at me intently. “Surely you know how much I love your body, everything about it.” He paused, looked away, flustered. “Maybe you aren’t the only one who’s different. If I hadn’t met you, I would’ve never known. I never would’ve realized something that’s part of me. You asked if I was bisexual. Well I don’t know, maybe, maybe not. But I do know I feel like the luckiest man on earth. I feel like I have something other men don’t. You thought I would be put off. I wasn’t. You fascinated me, enchanted me, you turned me on, then and now. With you, I feel like I have the best of two wonderful worlds. And I have no trouble at all admitting that. I give you a climax when I fuck you. I give you a climax when I suck you ... and I love doing both. The operation would take some of that away from us.”
Rendered speechless, I stood and walked to the kitchen sink, feeling Brad’s pained eyes. I ran a glass of water and took a drink, letting his words soak in. I looked down at my small innocent friend and realized he was part of us, part of who we are, apparently an essential part. The old conflicts in my mind seemed to dissolve away, leaving behind a kind of joy more overwhelming than any I had experienced with Brad so far. I turned and saw the desperation in his eyes, the want for my understanding. I saw a man I loved with heart and soul and every fiber of my body, and now, even the part that dangled between my legs.
Back at the table I picked up the cell phone, dialed the number to the clinic and canceled my next appointment with Dr. Woodall; then watched the light return to Brad’s eyes. He had defended me against the vengeful phantoms. He had used his hands to illustrate his love. He had used his eyes to make me feel like a normal human being. Today, he brought me full circle.
We were married six weeks later. We bought a house in the hills using the money I had saved for the down payment. We joined a cycling club and socialized with a group of friends from work. We jog together in the mornings, take long drives on Sunday afternoons, and at Black’s Beach I simply leave on my bikini bottoms, my genitals less severely taped. No one in our lives has a clue about our unconventional sex-life, and I doubt we would be concerned if they did.
A Day on the River
Paul had been living in California, where he had taken a job after getting his degree, working for a large accounting firm, making good money and recently transferred back here to Dallas. After sharing a dorm our senior year, we had parted ways when he went off to graduate school. It’s been nearly twenty years. Pleasantly surprised when he called, we arranged to meet over a couple of beers.
I recognize him when he walks in, wave him over. He had aged well—the first thing I notice as he approaches the booth. It’s like twenty years has vanished in the blink of an eye. Seeing him again brings back all the old memories. I’m secretly relieved his hair has thinned more than mine. We shake hands, then hug, glad to have an opportunity to catch up on each other’s lives.
A dimly lit restaurant and bar, it’s a crowded place: live music, lot of drinking and camaraderie. We move to the quietest booth we can find. Talking and laughing about the old days, a half hour passes by the time we finish the first beer. Then his mood abruptly turns a little more reflective.
“Things don’t turn out exactly the way you thought they would, do they?” he says after the waiter delivers the second round. He shrugs and looks around the dining room. “I don’t know. Can’t say I haven’t been happy. Successful career, terrific wife.” He shrugs again. “You hit forty, then wonder where all the time went, what you’ve done with your life. Sometimes it seems like there should’ve been more, like something’s missing.”
Some of those same thoughts have occurred to me. “I know what you mean,” I say. “You think about all the things you haven’t done, but you have your job, your family to think about.”
“What did you end up getting into?” he wants to know.
“Electrical engineering. We design and oversee the installation of electrical systems in high-rises.”
Now he seems distant, like his mind has wandered to something else. His lips have tightened. I’m not sure he heard what I said. He’s staring at my forearm, which is resting on the table. My hand is wrapped around a nearly full glass of beer. His brown eyes lift and meet mine. “Sounds exciting.”
“What can I say? I don’t have the imagination to write books. Can’t draw or sing or act. Not a strong enough stomach to be a politician. Can’t drive race cars with a family to support. Too uncoordinated to be an athlete. Most of what’s left isn’t very glamorous.”
“Glamorous,” he says. “Damn sure not the word I’d use to describe accounting.”
I shake my head ironically. My eyes drift to the table.
Further into the second beer, he tells me about his wife and daughter, and what it was like living in California. I tell him about my two sons who are enrolled in college back east, about how my wife and I met, and about our trip to Europe last summer. We talk more about old girlfriends and our carefree days in college.
“Remember that night a bunch of guys got together at Tom Neggars apartment? Cindy Mallord was there. What did we call her—Crabs Mallord?”
“Yeah, I remember.”
Paul laughed. “Remember how she waited in the back bedroom, thinking we were all going in?”
“I remember you went first.”
“God, that girl stunk. You didn’t get any of it, did you?”
“No. Didn’t get drunk enough.”
“Wish I hadn’t. She was lying in the middle of the bed in her panties. I pulled ‘um down and when she parted her legs, it was like the whole room filled with a sour fog.”
“Did you fuck her?”
“At that age, you don’t get that far and then change your mind.”
We reminisce through the third beer. Seems he’s enjoying our reunion as much as I am. After a couple hours pass, we arrange to meet again the following week.
Two months later, our old friendship has been renewed. We’ve been getting together a couple of time a week. Come Sunday afternoon, we take our bikes over to White Rock Lake. Half way around the lake, we stop for a break under an ancient live oak tree near the edge of the water. Paul sits down and leans back against the tree.
“You look damn good in those shorts,” he says, watching me lean over the bike to get my water bottle.
Glancing down at the black Lycra shorts that fit like a second skin, I’m thinking they don’t look very flattering. Tight as they are, it almost seems I’m advertising my genitals. I sit down beside him, lean back against the tree and take a long pull from my bottle.
“You stayed in good shape all these years,” he says.
“Good shape?” I reply doubtfully, lifting the seam of the nylon jersey and exposing the extra two inches across my belly. “What about this?”
“That’s nothing.” He lifts the bottom of his shirt. His belly bulges slightly over the top of the waistband. A symphony of hair encircles his navel, makes the short downward run into his shorts. “Thirty-six inches, going on thirty-seven. Up from thirty-two in college.”
“I’ve been thinking about joining a gym,” I tell him.
“You have to go three nights a week to do any good.”
“I figure I can work that in.”
He takes a swig of water and looks back at me. “I’ll join with you.”
“Great. There’s a Twenty-Four Hour center half way between your place and mine. I’ll drop by and check it out.”
Paul looks out over the lake, draws up a knee up and rests his forearm on it. A moment later he sighs. “Might do me good to get out three nights a week.”
My eyes shift to the edge of the lake. Something’s bothering him. It almost sounds like he’s been looking for an excuse to get out of the house. I look at him. “Something going on at home you haven’t told me about?”
“No. Nothing’s going on. Just get antsy sometimes, that’s all.” He loses himself in thought for a moment. “You ever wonder what happened to the spark?”
“The spark?”
“With your wife. Sharon and I haven’t made love in a month.”
“You’ve been married twenty years. What do you expect?”
“It’s not the same as it was. It’s mechanical. I still look at the twenty-year-old girls, but it’s not like I want one. It’s like there’s something missing.”
Wondering if he’s on the verge of the proverbial midlife crisis, I study him a moment. His next statement seems to come out of the blue.
“I remember how you used to sit at the desk and do homework in your underwear. Don’t know why that stayed in my mind all these years.”
Maybe it’s the way he said it so wistfully that made it stick in my mind during the rest of the ride.
Exhausted by the time we finish the second lap, my bike leaning against my hip, I down the last of my water. My damp hair is plastered to my head. My nylon jersey and Lycra shorts are wet with sweat. After we load the bikes on top of his car, Paul pulls off his jersey and blots his face. The hair I had seen on his belly also darkens his chest, leaving nipples the size of quarters exposed. Though slackened by years of inactivity, his chest is broad and beefy; I visualize what it may look like after a few weeks of workouts.
We join the fitness center the next day, then meet there again at seven o’clock, gym bags in hand. In the pristine, well-lit dressing room, we find two empty lockers next to each other. Down to my underwear, I glance at him, naked and standing not three feet away, hanging his jeans in the locker. Caught in a momentary lapse, my eyes drift down his body, a masculine shape contoured by the governing effects of testosterone. Drawn inward and noticeably thicker than mine, his cock protrudes just over two inches under a trimmed swathe of pubic hair. Like his forearms and legs, I would’ve expected his ass to be hairy; instead it’s remarkably hairless, well-muscled and pale white, contrasting with his sun-darkened skin. Any curiosity I may have had about his body has been satisfied.
After an arduous circuit on the weight machines, we end the session with twenty minutes on the treadmill. Panting, I turn off the machine and step off of it. My sleeveless T-shirt and gym shorts are damp. I can smell my underarms. I wouldn’t have lasted another ten minutes.
“Damn!” he says, leaning against the treadmill, breathing hard. “I’m in worst shape than I thought.”
“You and me both.”
“I’m thinking a few minutes in the whirlpool sounds good.”
Following him back into the men’s locker room, my eyes drop to his ass. I can see it flexing under the thin nylon fabric. Despite his paunch, I feel a little envious. Too thin—that’s how I see myself, at least my arms and lower body. He has twenty pounds on me; most of it in his shoulders and arms and legs. I picture the pale, hairless cheeks, the shadowy crease that divides them, envious of how youthful and fit he looks in a pair of blue-jeans. I need this time in the gym more than he does.
We pull off the T-shirts, get out of the shorts and step down into the warm roiling water. Resting my head against the rim, my eyes closed, I can feel the toxins seeping out of my pours. A few minutes pass before I hear his voice.
“Phew! Gets warm in there fast.”
My eyes open. He’s up out of the water, sitting across from me on the concrete edge, legs wide open, wet hair plastered to his chest, his cock dripping, relaxed, hanging handsomely now, perhaps four inches over a pair of smooth, low-hanging balls.
The sound of his voice lifts my eyes. “Have you ever done anything exciting?” Rivulets of water run down through his chest hair. His hands are resting on his thighs. The glint of florescent light reflects from his wet shoulders. “You know, something adventurous?”
“I’m not sure,” I reply, momentarily distracted as my vague thoughts shift to what he’s asking.
“Last summer I took Sharon out to west Texas for a long weekend. Big Bend National Park. Couldn’t believe how beautiful it is out there. Endless miles of mountains and desert. I was thinking about that when we were riding around the lake yesterday. Long deserted two-lane highways, unbelievable scenery, therapeutic solitude. A perfect place for a cross-country bike ride.”
I lift my arms and rest them on the edge of the whirlpool. “No, I’ve never done anything like that.”
“Last night I looked at a map. There’s a loop out of Marathon. Runs down through the park, along the Rio Grande, back up to Alpine and then back to Marathon. About three hundred miles.” He studies me a moment. “You interested?”
“You and me? Three hundred miles on a bicycle?”
“Yeah. I figure it’ll take maybe five days. At night we could get a room in the small towns, or camp out if we’re between towns.”
My gaze shifts to the water churning around his feet. Five days in the wilderness. The challenge of all those miles on a bicycle. Just Paul and me, two guys on the open road. At first it sounds overly ambitious, but the more I think about it, the more intriguing it becomes. I listen with interest.
“I’m almost forty-three. Never done anything exciting or challenging. Out of college, sign on with the firm, got married, had a kid; never anything a guy would do, never took a trip without my wife. It’s time, my friend. I want you to do it with me.”
Behind my gaze are drifting thoughts. He might as well be talking about me, not that I view my life as boring, but in a way it is. I can hardly imagine being out on the open road, in a desert I have never seen before, covering all those miles on a bicycle.
“I watched an interview on TV the other morning,” Paul continues. “A guy who sailed around the world by himself. I felt depressed. What have I done? What’s ever given me a real sense of satisfaction? Nothing. At least nothing like that.”
I look at him. “You’re serious about this.” He finger-combs his damp black hair back over his head. A light sweat films his face and shoulders. His dark legs still lay open. In the crease between his upper chest and arms, a hint of black hair from his underarms.
“Yeah, I’m serious. We’ll take a small light-weight tent, plenty of water, a change of clothes, some dried fruit and a few extra inner tubes. No phones or TVs. No rush hour. No wife reminding you to take out the trash.”
A feeling of exhilaration passes through me. I feel invigorated just thinking about it. Five days on the open road might be just what I need.
“What do you think?” he asks.
“I like it.”
“Are you in?”
“I’m in.”
He gets to his feet. “You ready to shower off this sweat and chorine?”
The two banks of shower stalls facing each other are divided by a tile walkway. He steps into the one across from me. Watching him from the corner of my eye I see him rinse his hair, lather his chest, lift his arms to wash underneath; then he reaches behind and runs the soap through his crack. I find it remarkable how men can be so casually naked together. It seems rather intimate in an undefined sort of way; though that’s not likely something we would talk about. It’s like part of the deal, part of our growing kinship, something we enjoy with an unspoken understanding. It’s not hard to admit I enjoy looking at his body, or should I say I’m fascinated by it, exactly why I’m not certain. And I’m not sure if that bothers me. Curiosity certainly. Maybe because I appreciate beautiful things: a stallion running across a field, a sleek sports car, a Greek statue—why not an attractive man?
Now we have plans to spend five days together on the open road. Between now and then, I wonder if I’ll be able to think about anything else.
That night, by the time I turn off my computer and walk into the bedroom, Lori is already in bed watching an old movie. I come out of the closet a few minutes later in my pajama bottoms and get in beside her. On my back, staring at the ceiling, something I had been thinking about crosses my mind.
“Why do we wear pajamas to bed?” I ask her.
I turn my head. She’s looking at me as if it had registered as a ridiculous question.
“A lot people sleep in the nude,” I add.
“Wouldn’t that be cold?” she says, glancing between me and the TV, evidently more interested in the movie than having this conversation.
“Why would it? The house is heated, and there’s always body heat.”
“I don’t think I could do that. I’ve always worn pajamas.” Her focus has returned to the TV.
I drop it, reach for the novel I’d been reading and open it to the bookmarked page. By the time she falls asleep, some twenty minutes later, I’ve not finished the first paragraph.
Since we left the gym, I haven’t stopped thinking about Paul in the whirlpool, sitting on the edge, his feet in the water, his legs parted. As if a confusion of underlying thoughts is passing through my subconscious mind, I reach for them, knowing but not knowing, fearful of something I might not be able to easily reject, fearful of what I might discover about myself. My eyes had not recoiled from the shadows and flaccid male organs between his legs—is that curiosity or am I abnormal? Are my conventional beliefs not allowing me to openly ponder what it would be like to touch him? Am I actually wondering what it would be like to hold his dick in my hand? Is that what I’m feeling, a desire of some kind, an attraction to the man I’m going to spend five days with.
Two weeks later, on a warm, cloudless early summer morning, we’re loading our gear in Paul’s Explorer. The bicycles are mounted on top. I’m nervous—am I in good enough shape to cover three hundred miles on a bicycle? Do we have enough provisions? Will the bicycles hold up? Nervous, yes, but also exhilarated. Two weeks psyching up and now I’m determined, no matter how challenging this road trip turns out to be. Paul’s wife is standing off to the side, watching us load everything. She steps forward to kiss him goodbye before he gets behind the wheel.
The miles fall behind. An adventure lays ahead, an adventure we quietly contemplate as we drive into and out of the small west Texas towns along highway 67. Our friendship has evolved since our college days, when we were raucous buddies out looking for a good time. We’ve become close, more in sync, mutually sympathetic to our destinies in life, compatible with each other’s personality traits. None of that would have meant as much when we were young. Now that we’re spending time together three or four times a week, my life seems balanced. I look forward to seeing him, telling him about some small event in my life, doing things with him. Even before Paul moved back to Dallas, on some level I had realized I had fallen into a rut. Looking back, I can see the cause of the frustration I felt. Every day seemed to be a carbon copy of the day before, and the day before that. Not that I found my life tiresome, it’s just that having Paul to spend time with adds an important dimension, even if I can’t stop those occasional misguided thoughts.
It takes all day to get to Marathon. We rent a room in the Gage Hotel, a renovated relic built by the local ranchers back in the 1920’s. Sitting in the handmade cowhide chairs in the rustic lobby, Tecate in hand, we unwind after the long drive by talking about the challenges of covering three hundred miles of desert on a bicycle.
“There’re a lot of big hills out here,” he says, slouched against the chair-back, his legs stretched out on the rough-hewn low table between us.
“And it’s already hot. Bet it hit ninety-five today.”
“We’ll go through a lot of water.”
“Let’s not forget to take sunscreen.”
At nine o’clock we climb the stairs, ready to turn in. The wooden floor creaks as we walk into the room. It’s decorated simply with period furnishings from old west Texas: rustic cowhide chairs, two metal-frame beds covered with thread-bare quilts. A faded painting of a cattle drive hangs on the wall. Large open windows let in a dry, fragile breeze. No TV, clocks or telephones. I take off my T-shirt, dig the novel out of my suitcase and stretch out on one of the beds in my cargo shorts. Thirty minutes later, Paul walks out of the tiny bathroom, drying his hair with a towel.
Embarrassed when he notices me staring at him, I glance away when he looks down at himself as if he’s trying to determine what I’m looking at. “That shower felt good,” he says, flinging the towel on the chair across the room before sitting down on the edge of his bed.
Why is his nudity suddenly unsettling? It annoys me I still notice. We’ve been naked together several times in the dressing room at the gym and I’ve been taking it in stride. Why this tension tonight?
It must have something to do with being in a hotel room, five-hundred miles from home. To be honest, I kinda like being naked with him, sitting in the whirlpool or the sauna, walking through the dressing room without my balls cramped up in a pair of jeans, feeling the humid air on my skin. It feels natural and exhilarating. So why does this seem different? Maybe I should ask him if he sees it the same way, if he likes being naked, if it invigorates him the way it does me.
Maybe not. If he knew what’s inside my head, what would he think? What would he think if he knew I’ve noticed how masculine his chest looks with that black hair? What would he think if he knew I like looking at his well-muscled ass; or that I noticed his penis is larger than mine? Thicker that is, not that much longer. What would he think if he knew I’ve noticed he trims his pubic hair, or that he isn’t circumcised, or how the hair is patterned on his arms and legs? Do other men notice such things? There’s something inside me, consuming, something that feels like an ache.
“Tomorrow, my friend,” I hear him say. “The big day. We lock up the car and head out?” I hear his bed springs creaking, turn my head and watch him lay back and drape the sheet over his body.
After turning off the light, I lay there thinking about him, visualizing him drying his hair as he walks out of the bathroom. The image is so vivid I can almost feel the texture of his skin. Just a few feet away, in the secluded privacy of this room, I could’ve reached out and touched him. It almost seems like a lost opportunity. What would I have done if he had sat down on my bed? If he had reached for my belt and unbuckled it? If he had put his hands on my chest and massaged it? What if he knew what I’m thinking?
My thoughts shift as sleep beckons. From an era gone by, situated on a lonely two-lane highway among the sleepy remnants of Marathon, the primitive ambiance of the old hotel and the dry desert air are working their magic on me. Now and then the window sheers gently billow into the room. A train barrels through the night on the tracks across the dark highway. Listening to the clicking wheels, thinking about our open-road adventure, I feel a restful sense of calm. It occurs to me that I’m glad to be a man—wonder why so many years had to pass before a chance came my way to do something like this.
At seven the next morning I step out of the shower, excited, anxious, anticipating our three-hundred-mile challenge. A quick breakfast in the hotel dining-room, nine tables in the small square room, ancient walls banked with high open windows, ranchers trading news and sipping strong coffee, the fresh west Texas air invigorating. Now and then a car passes on the highway. The long day looms ahead.
We’re on the road by seven-thirty. The sun had crested the eastern mountains. The desert stretches for miles in all directions: sparse grass, creosote scrub, and ocotillo plants pointing their long spindly stems toward the soft blue sky, standing motionless in the early-morning air. Endless miles lay ahead of us, dry and desolate and beautiful, a gentle constant rising elevation into Big Bend country. In the miles ahead, the thin strip of asphalt looks like a vague pencil line rising into a distant haze of mountains. No cars for miles, no sound but the hum of spokes and thin rubber tires whirring over the road.
Ten feet behind Paul, I watch his legs rotate the pedals, his ass flexing on each down stroke. I admire his form, fit for forty-two, when so many men our age seemed to be letting themselves go. Another thing we have in common, watching calories, and now pressing weight, perhaps our own way of trying to avoid the mundane. By noon I can feel the stress in my legs, brought on no doubt by the road’s constant incline. Somehow I believe my legs will hold up for the duration, though I can tell these sixty-mile-days under the Texas sun will be exhausting.
I’m fascinated by the endless desert scenery. On a bicycle you really see it, the nuances of the terrain, the lizards scurrying across the road, the hawks sailing across the sky. You feel it, like you’re part of it and it’s part of you. I have never had so much time to simply think, to re-evaluate my life and my priorities, to ponder what life is all about, to contemplate my friendship with Paul and try to resolve these uncomfortable inner conflicts that seem to be feeding on themselves as time passes. Should I simply admit what it feels like? Can I face being attracted to another man? But it can’t be that. Too out of character. Too unorthodox. Too bizarre.
At the end of the day, after a grueling climb up an incredible grade, we take a room at the Chisos Mountain Lodge, a facility located in a basin high in the Chisos Mountains. Too steep to ride, we had to walk our bikes up the steep winding road that leads to the basin, where the air is some twenty degrees cooler and the mountain flora looks more like it belongs in Colorado. After satisfying our voracious appetites in the lodge dining room, we turn in and sleep soundly through the night. The next morning I feel recharged, stronger, my legs are ready for the next sixty miles.
Now heading west, the terrain spills away from the road like God’s finest handiwork: arroyos and rock formations beyond imagination, desert as far as the eye can see and mountains on every horizon, unimaginable varieties of plants and cactus, some of it in bloom, all designed for self-defense and survival in an inhospitable environment. West of the park, no longer a straight infinite stretch of highway, the narrow road twists and turns, and rises and falls like a roller coaster, even more challenging. West of Lajitas, close to day’s end, we leave the road and find a well-hidden spot to camp near the Rio Grande.
After setting up the light-weight two-man tent on the small sandy beach, Paul arches his back and looks around. We’re near a bend in the river, where the river flows in shallow fast moving rapids, roiling around large protruding rocks, making itself known with the banter of fast moving water. Around the bend, the terrain is flatter, the river wide and placid. Brush and river scrub surround us. On the other shore, Mexico. I take out a package of dried apricots and stuff one in my mouth. Paul takes off his jersey, then slides the black spandex shorts down his legs. He kneels at the water’s edge and begins rinsing them out.
Providing an entirely different perspective of his body, his back to me, his muscles present themselves with different contours and angles I’ve not yet seen; some taut, some stretched, others more relaxed. Kneeling on his left knee, the bottom of his left foot caked with sand, his back muscles broaden as he reaches into the river. Beneath his hair-darkened crack, his testicles drop between his legs like two vulnerable eggs in a smooth fleshy sac. Absently sitting down on a large rock, I eat more of the dried apricots, only to realize I’m staring when he suddenly turns.
“Toss yours over and I’ll rinse ‘um out. Won’t take long to dry in this warm air.”
I put the bag of apricots aside and pull off my jersey, toss it, then the shorts. A rush passes through me. I feel that giddy, agreeable sensation of exposed skin. Even though our nudity is incidental, it feels sensual to me, something Paul doesn’t have to know. But it does, and perhaps that’s the source of these vague inner reservations. The feelings are there, inside me and on my skin, both the conflicts and the reprieve my body feels without clothes, the sense of freedom from self-imposed reserve. We’re in the middle of nowhere. No need to be concerned about someone walking up and seeing two naked men alone together, and I like how it feels. It’s just one of the many facets of male friendship—two friends who are comfortable naked together are very good friends indeed. And maybe this is how it’s supposed to be, something subtle, something done but not acknowledged or discussed, a subtle episode that broadens the parameters of friendship.
When he finishes rinsing out our shorts, he hangs them on a creosote bush, sits down in the sand and looks at me, a knee up, forearms wrapped around his shin. The moment stretches. Has he noticed my legs have inched together under his gaze? It seems like he’s studying me; the casual ambience of the campsite suddenly feels different. Whatever is going through his mind imposes a number of unidentifiable emotions.
“Feels good to get your balls out of that spandex, doesn’t it?”
I smile and my gaze inadvertently drops down between his legs.
“So what’re you thinking about when you look at me like that?” he asks point blank.
Caught off-guard, I stare at him a moment before my eyes shift nervously out over the river. Disbelief and embarrassment engulfs me. I’m wondering if I heard him right.
“It’s okay,” he adds. “It’s natural. We’re all curious about the human body. Besides, I don’t mind you looking at me.”
I can hardly believe my ears. Are men supposed to say things like that? Are we to talk about it after all? Those strange little misgivings that cluttered my mind just moments before are suddenly very real. For him too, obviously our incidental nudity is more than simply incidental.
“Look, I don’t mean to put you on the spot,” he says, “but that’s why I like spending time with you. We can talk about things men don’t usually talk about. Sometimes that’s kinda nice.” My unwieldy silence seems to concern him. “Maybe I shouldn’t have asked you that. Sorry if I...”
“No,” My eyes shift back to him. “I mean . . . well, don’t worry about it. You can ask me anything.”
“I’m glad.”
He glances over me. I’m not sure how his eyes are affecting my sense of masculinity, though the goose bumps on my skin reveal the engaging aspects of this awkward conversation.
He brushes the sand from his calves, then looks up. “I’ve never had anyone to talk to before, not like we talk. It really is nice.” He hesitates before adding: “I was just curious about what you were thinking.”
“Uh, jeez, guess I’m not real sure about that.”
“I have to admit, I like looking at you, too. You have a nice-looking body.”
Whether he knows it or not, he’s managed to make me feel both extraordinarily nervous and intoxicated at the same time. I realize he’s flattered me, yet I still can’t bring myself to let my legs drift back apart. I’m not alarmed by his admission, but certainly taken aback. Not alarmed, not offended, not uninterested; what then? Surprised? Yes, that’s it. Surprised we’re talking openly about our bodies; but not surprised, despite my recent musings, about the rather staggering affect his flattery is having on me; which is why I’m foundering to catch up with him on this subject. I can’t seem to organize my thoughts, let alone find the right words to reply, though I’m not anxious to change the subject. He has clearly made me nervous, but he’s also captivated me by saying these things, things that have called into play a certain intimacy between us. The sound of his voice recaptures my attention.
“I never told anyone this, but I had a relationship with a guy in college, a physical relationship.”
Another unexpected surprise. “Those things happen,” I reply dumbly.
“It was more than a flight of fancy. We shared an apartment during our last semester in graduate school. We slept in the same bed. He’s the one who introduced me to Sharon. Of course she didn’t know. She thought we were just roommates.”
If I’m looking at him as though I just met him for the first time, he’s not discouraged. He’s prepared to say more.
“It’s like those feelings are part of who you are. You know you’re sleeping with a guy, but you’re straight. You believe it’s a passing phase. You get married, start your career, have kids. You’re busy, but you still think about it from time to time. Now and then you notice a guy who looks good in a pair of jeans. As you get older, you realize something about yourself. I’ve been grappling with it for a long time. It’s been gnawing at me, especially since I haven’t had anyone to talk to about it. Hope you don’t mind.”
“No. I’m glad you feel comfortable talking to me.” I sense he’s inching our friendship to a new level. I’m losing my desire to get dressed. In fact our nudity seems to have a pleasant new perspective.
“Figured you might as well know. Not any man, but certain men; and truthfully, it’s confusing. You can’t fight it. You can’t ignore it. It’s just there. It makes you want to share something special with another guy.”
“You think you’re gay?” I manage to ask.
“No. I love my wife. It’s not as often now, but Sharon and I enjoy our intimacy together. Of course she doesn’t have a clue.” He takes a deep breath and sighs. “Whether you wanted to hear all this or not, it really is nice having someone to talk to. I struggled with it for a month, trying to decide if I should tell you.”
“I’m glad you did.” Being his confidant makes me feel even closer to him. Thinking about it, this seems like a good time to tell him about some of the things that have crossed my mind recently, but I’m not sure how to say it. Somehow I think he knows without me saying anything.
“There’s another reason I brought it up.” Seemingly a little more reluctant to go on, he raises the other knee, wraps his arms around his shins and glances up at the sky before continuing. “I wanted to tell you I’m attracted to you. I think you’re a beautiful man. Not that I’m presuming anything, but if you feel the same way, we could …”
He hesitates again when my gaze shifts back to the river. Maybe this is why I’ve been so preoccupied these last few weeks. Maybe I’ve seen the messages in his eyes and my mind has failed to consciously interpret them. Maybe I knew and wasn’t ready to accept the reason why I’m thinking about him so much.
What about now? Why can’t I tell him outright I’m not interested? And even if I’m not, why are his words falling so disarmingly on my ears? I have to admit I’ve had the fantasies, but facing it for real is entirely different. Fantasies don’t make your heart seem like it’s pounding out of your chest. A misguided opportunity presents itself and my sense of right and wrong, my defenses, even my definition of masculinity gets lost in a swirl of confusing emotions. What is this overwhelming curiosity, this sense of exultation inside me that masquerades as some kind of obscure fear? It’s almost as if something extraordinary has been incubating inside, something I’ve managed to ignore.
All the same, I’m not put off, not even slightly. Maybe because this proposal came from Paul. Maybe because he makes me feel attractive. Maybe it has something to do with the reason I’ve stared at him so often, utterly captivated just a few moments earlier when he was bending over the river.
Apparently my silence has encouraged him. His voice recaptures my attention.
“I don’t even know what we would do. All I know is how much I like you, how much I’d like to hold you. If you feel the same way we could see what happens. It’s been a long time since college, but I remember things coming naturally … I mean when two men are intimate with each other.” He hesitates again, as if he may be saying too much. “I’ve thought about it, about you and me. We’re both married, not promiscuous, it’d be safe. We like spending time together. I thought maybe ...”
My eyes shift again. I can’t imagine actually doing anything sexual with another man, yet something inside is pulling at me. The more I think about it, the more curious I seem to become. I do like looking at him. Would I like touching him as well? Kissing him? Before I have time to organize my thoughts, I suddenly find myself pondering what it would feel like to have his arms around me.
Too much. Too much to process, let alone arrive at a conclusion I might regret. It’s my turn to release a sigh. Though I can’t precisely analyze my feelings, I do know that I don’t want to discourage him from expressing his. Maybe that’s it. Maybe I need to hear more in order to understand where my mind is taking me.
“I thought perhaps a massage,” he says. “You could lay there and relax, just enjoy it, look at it like any ordinary massage.”
The tingles again, this time on my forearms. My legs are gaping slightly, my penis has taken on weight and is beginning to lift. Is my body ahead of my brain? Is it going to provide the answers my mind is grappling for? Surely he sees it. Surely it reflects some of the craziness going on inside my head. A massage. His proposal makes for an entirely innocent scenario. And yes, I’d almost certainly enjoy it, though the thought of his hands on my body elevates my nervousness. But why not? Why not find out what it would be like to feel his hands on me? Who would know, anyway?
“Okay.” One frail utterance. I stand up and feel a pair of eyes that seems to warm me inside.
He gets to his feet, approaches and rests his hand on the back of my head. “Why don’t we rinse the sweat off in the river first?”
I follow him into the water, feel the forceful rapids against my calves. Stepping gingerly across the rocky bottom, we stop when the water reaches mid-thigh. I stand submissively as he splashes cool water on my chest and shoulders. My body tightens, then slowly relaxes. When I turn, he splashes me and then runs his hands down my back, my buttocks, the back of my legs. The feel of his hands stiffens my erection.
The sun warms our skin as it inches lower into the western sky. The river churns around our unstable legs. I reciprocate, experiencing a sensation I have never consciously imagined, the feel of another man’s skin and the contours of his body. My mind floats on a mysterious force of nature, a small secret destiny hidden within the familiar destiny the rest of my world knows and recognizes; a destiny of twists and turns unfolding within these few days on this wonderful, enigmatic road trip.
Suddenly we’re staring at each other. His hand comes up and he places it on my shoulder. Words are no longer needed as his face moves closer to mine. I close my eyes and feel his lips brush the tip of my nose, then my lips ... then he kisses me. Lightheadedness comes first, partly because a man I know so well is doing something like this, partly because I willingly stand there and allow it to happen. An overwhelming desire mutes an onslaught of uncertainty, coupled with an engaging awareness of how pleasant the kiss feels. That tingling warmth spreads through my body, this time more intense, more compelling. My mind reels as our cocks touch. I feel his other hand on the back of my head, and the one on my shoulder slides down to my buttocks. My lips part; I feel his tongue, taste it, tease it and press on it with mine, my heart racing as if I had run five miles. He pulls me into an embrace, our cocks pressed between our bellies. I lose myself in the kiss as it evolves with more passion, wiping away the past and the future, delivering the forbidden ecstasy of the here and now. Our mouths are open, hungry, devouring. I have the taste of another man on my tongue, and I realize how much I like it. It’s like stepping from one world into another, into a world where things are viewed differently, where the body is to be celebrated and not covered in shame, where affection in this form is positive and not immoral. I want more, more of him, more of his touch, more of the feel of his skin, more of the taste of him in my mouth.
He takes my hand and we start back toward the river bank, the rapids swirling around our calves. The droplets of water that cover our skin are drying in the afternoon sun. Ashore, he stops where the sand is covered with grass.
Heart pounding, I lay down on my belly and rest my jaw on folded hands. Paul kneels beside me, places his hands on my shoulders, kneads them, his thumbs pushing into the flesh at the base of my neck. Down my back and back up. Down my ribs, brushing lightly over the skin with his fingertips all the way to my ass. A firm grasp, squeezing, kneading; I feel his thumbs within my crack, a kiss of dry air on my anus. That it’s Paul doing this excites me; that he’s looking at me so intimately, exploring my body, savoring it, excites me even more. It’s just me and him. Only he will know I had hopped on this train willingly, that I had disregarded everything I ever learned about right and wrong, that on this afternoon in the wilderness, I had stepped outside of my marriage.
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