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REFUSE

ELLIOTT DeLINE

 


“God, how Sex implores
you

To let yourself lose
yourself.”

 


–Morrissey

 


The Smiths, ‘Stretch Out and
Wait.

 


 



PART ONE

 


Growing up, I had a speech
impediment. I wish I could tell you that’s why I became a writer.
I’d admit (after taking a sip of coffee and checking my reflection
in the window) I still get tongue-tied in situations like this;
it’s astonishing I’m even finishing my sentences. You’d confess
you’re the same way: either excessively chatty or struck mute, with
no middle ground. You’d say something else- something calculated,
no doubt intelligent, and perhaps even pretty- but I’d be
speechless. I ejaculated my words prematurely and can no longer
perform. You’d abandon me, disgusted and laughing. You always
do.

Adults always told me to
read as much as possible. I imagine this was because they never
did. When you’re addicted to bookish perfection, you forsake
face-to-face conversations, and devalue that which doesn’t follow a
plot structure. In other words, you hate life. That’s the true
reason I write. I fancy myself something of a tragic hero. By the
end, I hope to beat out Hamlet, Heathcliff, and Holden Caulfield
for that special place in your heart.

I was always embarrassed to
talk at school. The other kids didn’t need more ammunition. I
already stood out, due to my crazy curls and oversized glasses. But
I endured in silence, knowing my dad would read to me in bed. His
deep voice brought the words to life, and those words protected me
from harm. With eyes closed, the little brat in footsie pajamas no
longer existed. I became the story.

I had two usual requests.
The tale I loved was Peter
Pan; the tale I loved to hate was
The Three Little Pigs and the Big Bad
Wolf. My father thought it very clever to
mock me. He would read, “Then I’ll huff and
puff and blow your house down! said the
Big Bad Wup.” I’d always fall into the same trap and reply “Not,
Wup, Wup!” I was
unable to maneuver my three year old tongue to form the “f” sound
but still knew it was wrong. My father would laugh, but to me it
was no joke. I imagined huffing, puffing and blowing our own
three-bedroom colonial to smithereens. But it was pleasurable
humiliation; the habit-forming kind. I reenacted the scene every
night, dooming myself to the sticky role of the masochistic
toddler.

And so today, if someone
should ask why I am what I am, I will point my finger at
well-meaning elementary school teachers and the authors of 1980’s
parenting books. “READ TO YOUR CHILDREN. IF YOU DON’T THEY WILL BE
NOBODIES.” Oh, what dark times these suburbs have known… Books
would only fuel my piousness and gross over-identification with
fictional characters. When most kids were settling into their
gender roles, I was too consumed in my fairytale crusade. I
eventually outlawed that wretched tale of anthropomorphized swine,
not because of my inability to pronounce l’s or f’s, but due to the
final page. It described, in a reversal of nature, the pigs cooking
the wolf alive, complete with an illustration of a barbeque. I
questioned whether this supposedly big and bad wolf ever meant any
harm. Maybe he only wanted to meet his neighbors. And were you not
supposed to love your neighbors, unconditionally? I was something
of a young animal buff, and I knew healthy wolves never harmed
people without provocation (they did harm pigs, but I overlooked
this). Canis Lupus was a shy species: gentle outcasts, defamed in
children’s literature. It was human beings who hunted them to
extinction in my home of New York State. Wolves were the real
victim, and for this reason I brought the book to my mother,
ordering she put an end to the injustice by stapling the last pages
together. I then scampered off to draw pictures of wolves and pigs
holding hands under rainbows.

As an only child, I grew up
a prince, convinced make-believe was a serious business and my
desires trumped reality. But no matter how many rainbows I drew or
how often I praised God’s misunderstood creatures, Nature had it in
for me. The first harbinger of this reoccurring theme: my original
name consisted of an l and two r’s- two consonants I always
slaughtered. And so, when my father took me to his office cubicle
and his co-workers towered over me, asking, “Hi sweetheart, what’s
your name?” I always replied, in a shy, barely audible squeak,
“Yahweh.”

A decade and a half later, I
would take a college course on the Bible and realize the blasphemy
in this utterance. Not only had I broken taboo and spoken God’s
name aloud, I had unintentionally ordained myself the Messiah.
Though maybe I was on to something. In Hebrew, Yahweh translates as
“He is.” The un-predicated god. Really, even the pronoun is
superfluous (aren’t they always?). Perhaps my mispronunciation was
prophetic. I wasn’t “Laura”, after all; I wasn’t the child they
were seeing- not if I didn’t want to be. I was Peter Pan, the Big
Bad Wolf, even a talking sea lion on occasion- but I was certainly
not a little girl. I wasn’t anything yet, or maybe I was everything
I would ever be.

I am now twenty-two, and I
haven’t changed much. I do not work and I no longer attend college.
On my most productive days, I lounge around the same suburban
house, striking bored, artistic poses. But more importantly, what
am I? I’ve been called tomboy, lesbian, bisexual, asexual, it,
androgyne, transsexual, transgender, gender-queer, plain-old queer,
and the dreaded tranny-fag. None of these tags ever
sat well with me. You’d assume this heap of titles would indicate
many transformations over the course of my life, but you’d be
wrong. Yahweh always was and unfortunately always will be. I have
given up on any revelation or eschatological
coming-out-of-the-closet. Unlike my kindred memoirists, there’s
nothing I will beg you to believe. You see, I know I’m not a real
man. I inject their hormones into my body, I assume their secondary
sex characteristics, I play dress up, prowl about and live in their
world, but I am not one of them. Nor am I otherwise.

But there is a problem in
this dodgy existence, and nowhere more obvious than in the Old
Testament. Yahweh provides the Hebrews with a double bind: make no
false figures of me, and yet talk about me all the time. How the
hell do you talk about something without assuming you understand
it? How can you form sentences without predicates? This is the same
problem I have encountered deciphering my own meaning, in a world
where people force identities down your throat. Appropriately, I
stick out my tongue and drop my trousers to the queers and
straights alike. “I’m rubber and you’re glue,” little Lord Yahweh
cries, thumbing his nose. “Sticks and stones, stick and stones! I
know you are, but what am I?”

Being so disagreeable on top
of being a transsexual, how have I possibly functioned in our
society? Easy: I haven’t. What kind of anti-hero is ever
well-adjusted? As I’ve already hinted, I do nothing but write
incessantly, in hopes of easing my anxieties. And I’m willing to
bet that’s all your fancy prophets and saints were doing as
well.

Like I said, gross
over-identification. And this is just the beginning,
sister.

*

In case you haven’t noticed,
I suffer from an inflated sense of self-importance (yes, suffer).
However, I would not say this is the case of all transsexuals. Just
most.

I’ll be the first to admit I
am vain. Why do you think I have this ridiculous hairstyle?
(Pretend you are lucky enough to view me.) Let me tell you, a great
deal of research went into this devil-may-care image of mine. I’ll
cite one source: James Byron Dean.

The 1950’s… maybe not the
birth of gender stereotypes, but definitely the golden years. At
least here in America. And yet Dean spent his numbered days pouting
his lips like a pin-up girl. Let it be said: his genius was his
ability to be photogenic. Why else would anyone smoke cigarettes?
Of course all those famous photos of him are staged. He pretended
to play bongos for pigs, to sulk in bars, to have a destination as
he walked down the Manhattan streets in the rain. You know he’d
been imagining it all along, planning the outfits and the angles,
waiting for a photographer to take up his cause, waiting for boys
and girls alike to devour him. Even his movies seem like vain,
moving photographs; mirrors in which to view himself, not express a
director’s vision. Luckily this was the pre-Facebook era, otherwise
he might have stayed in Hicksville Indiana, the eternal emo kid,
overjoyed to discover the timer on his parents’ digital camera.
“Love me!” all his status-updates would seem to cry. And you’d just
have to love him, wouldn’t you?

“Alright, alright,” my
snottier readers are no doubt thinking, “we get it. Your most
traumatic childhood memories center on your lisp. You took some
classes at a State school and now consider yourself an expert on
metaphysics. You have a fetish for James Dean and perhaps a creepy,
repressed one for wolves. You are alluding to myriad mood disorders
and gender identity issues. Fascinating. Is there a plot in this
story or are you just going to keep talking in circles about
yourself?” I already explained this, but I maybe if I quote
Dostoevsky you’ll be impressed:

“I am convinced that
fellows like me must be kept under restraint. They may be able to
live for forty years and never open their mouths, but the moment
they break out they may talk and talk and talk…”

So there you have it,
gentlemen. This isn’t any old trashy transgender autobiography: I’m
an existentialist!

*

It is hard to say whether
I’ve had two homes or none.

I was raised in the vast
suburb of North Syracuse- what I always knew as Central New York,
but having spent my college years in or around New York City, I
have come to know as Upstate. Upstate, I learned, connotes a great
deal: provincial, repressed, isolated, behind the times, famously
boring, gloomy, and prone to precipitation. These adjectives could
also be used to describe my demeanor in comparison to my worldly
Downstate contemporaries. But I’m being self-deprecating, or
perhaps passive aggressive; it gets hard for me to tell the
difference. I will say, Syracuse is forever entwined with the
memories of my once female body. They are both, if you will,
uncomfortable places of origin.

Upstate, Downstate, and back
again. That was my early twenties for you. The details of my life
tend to split off neatly in twos. Only appropriate that Colin Mahr
should crop up when he did. Only typical that he’d get under my
skin, functioning as both doppelganger and foil. Notice I present
you with literary terms by which to understand my scatterbrained
tale. I imagine for this reason, among many others, this text won’t
make it into classroom settings. By the end I will have picked over
this story to death. There will be nothing left for you hungry
vultures to say in your Contemporary Queer Literature Seminars that
I haven’t made plain in English. Close-read all you want, you
philistines. Do a close-reading of this sentence. How did that go?
I hate you.

But back to Colin. (Yes yes,
always back to Colin!) He attended the music conservatory at our
college, studying how to prostitute his art. It made him miserable,
but would prove necessary. He worked hard and achieved success
doing what he loves. It is admirable, downright American even- I’d
be a predictable bore to suggest otherwise. Ever heard of the
Brooklyn-based-indie-rock-quintet Owl Eyes? Of course you have; I’d
expect only the hippest of readership. Well Colin is none other
than their handsome lead guitarist. “That’s where I’d heard the
name Mahr!” you exclaim. Perhaps. Or, my clever one, perhaps you
were thinking of another great guitarist. I know I was the second I
heard Colin’s surname. But I’ve been rambling for a while now and
I’m unready to cite that particular source (then you’d know
everything!). I won’t confess the extent of my juvenile projection.
Not just yet. Instead I will torture myself with the same old
bedtime story. Instead I will step back and play God.

*

One morning in early
January, Colin Mahr awoke, as he often did, to the sound of his
cell phone vibrating beneath his pillow. He was dreaming again of a
shipwreck; of drowning in a riptide. The images of the dark sea,
the imagined taste of salt water and his feelings of panic
disintegrated as he groped for the source of the buzz. Once he
located the device, he squinted his eyes to read the name on the
glowing screen. It was Maggie, his girlfriend. It would be the
first time they’d spoken in a few days.

“Hello?” he croaked. He ran
his tongue over his achy gums, tasting blood. He had a habit of
grinding his teeth in his sleep.

“Hey, did I wake you?”
Maggie asked.

“No,” Colin lied. He sat up
and took a sip of the water on his bed stand. “What’s
up?”

“I just got out of my class.
I thought you’d want to know who’s in it. It might interest
you.”

“Who?” he yawned, still too
tired to care what she was saying.

“His name is Dean. He’s a
transfer, and I’m pretty sure,” she paused here for dramatic
effect, “he’s transgender.”

Now Colin was interested.
“Really?” He pouted his lower lip and released a jet of air upward,
blowing his hair out of his eyes. “How do you know?”

“Well,” Maggie paused,
choosing her words carefully. “I didn’t actually talk to him or
anything, but I’m almost positive, just from how he looks. He’s
kind of androgynous and slight, with small hands and feet. I don’t
think other people picked up on it, but I’ve developed a sixth
sense for this stuff.”

“Interesting!” Colin said.
“He must have transferred here. Do you think he’s on hormones
yet?”

“I’m pretty sure, yes. He
has sideburns. He passes and all. Like I said, I don’t think other
people would have suspected.”

“Interesting,” Colin said
again. “Well, I’m sure we’ll meet eventually. Maybe we can
introduce ourselves sometime.”

“Definitely,” Maggie said.
“Anyway, sorry to wake you. Should we get lunch or something?” Her
voice was meek, hopeful.

Colin hesitated. “Sure,” he
said, “I’ll meet you at the dining hall in like twenty minutes.
I’ve got to shower.” He ended the call and decided to lie back
down.

His bed was on the left side
of the large room, covered in a blue comforter, in the corner of
two hospital-white walls. Behind the wall at his feet was the
bathroom, and the adjacent was decorated, unenthusiastically, with
two small adornments. One was a crinkled show flyer for his band,
Owl Eyes. Beneath the headline, there was a drawing of an owl with
many eyes, clearly sketched by the hand of someone who possessed a
crude, child-like style as well as a Bachelor’s degree in Fine
Arts. Tacked beside the flyer was a Polaroid photograph of a
freckly brunette in a simple white dress. She was holding a bouquet
of sunflowers and sitting barefoot on the edge of a dock,
indicating the photographer must have been standing in a lake. The
young lady had a strikingly genuine smile, and an earthy beauty
suggestive of an earlier, more idealistic era. Beneath the photo,
Colin had scrawled “Maggie” in Sharpie marker.

It was at this photograph
Colin stared, frowning, as he tried to will himself out of bed. He
was enjoying his solitude, having just returned from winter break,
which hardly constituted a vacation. Christmas at the Mahr house
was a whirlwind of wealthy uncles pestering about graduate school
and aging aunts who never knew when to leave. Colin kept a busy
schedule at school, and knew he would have would little time for
introspection, even at night. Soon Maggie would sleep over
regularly, as she had every previous semester. Colin was previously
the only transgender man on campus, and to avoid legal problems,
the college provided a private dormitory and bathroom. Both suited
Colin when he was enjoying sex with Maggie, but after the events of
the break and the disaster on New Year’s eve, he half-wished he had
the excuse of a roommate.

But the more time Colin
spent alone, the more he began thinking, and the more he thought,
the more he wanted a distraction. So he gave in, got up, and headed
to the bathroom. He pulled off his boxer shorts and stepped into
shower, turning the nozzle full blast. He allowed the hot water to
flow from his crown down over his face, not using shampoo. He
rubbed soap over his boney body, lingering for a moment on the
raised surgical scars on his hairless chest. After about five
minutes, he stepped out and dried himself, ruffling his dark, still
dingy hair with a baby blue towel that he then wrapped around his
hips. He wiped the steam off the mirror and stood only a moment,
stroking his stubble. He knew he looked like a man now, and nothing
else in his reflection had ever preoccupied him.

He popped in his contact
lenses and headed out of the steam to his dresser. He picked out
clean boxers, jeans, a white tee-shirt and a navy hooded
sweatshirt. He dressed himself and then turned on his laptop,
waiting for the screen to load while he tied his boots. When the
desktop appeared, he clicked open his email account, typing his
password with one hand. He had received a single message over
night. He read:

Hey Colin,

There is a new transfer
student, a junior named Dean . He is an FTM transgender but since
he was listed as female in the system, he was automatically placed
to room with a young woman. She has expressed discomfort with this
arrangement and wants Dean to move out. But this causes a dilemma.
We have no more single rooms available this semester, and due to
state policy we cannot place him to live with a male. Would you be
interested in allowing him to move in with you? Let me
know.

Thanks!

Kathy Brownstein, Campus
Housing

 


The timing was eerie. Colin
opened another tab to look for Dean on Facebook. After several
failed searches, he got up and pulled on his winter jacket,
stuffing his wallet in his pocket. As he left his room and locked
the door, he decided he would stop by the Housing office after
breakfast and talk to Kathy in person. He was anxious to hear more
about Dean.

*

Outside, the air was frigid.
Colin wished he wore the scarf Maggie knitted for his birthday,
even if it made him feel foolish. He walked across the quad to the
dining hall, bowing his head against the winds. He stepped inside
the heated building, made warmer by the yellow painted walls and
smell of coffee. It was around 11:00 and not too crowded. He
glanced around, looking for Maggie. He saw her at a window booth,
waved, and proceeded to fill his tray with food.

Five minutes later he sat
down at the booth with a cardboard textured bagel, orange juice and
some questionably fresh fruit. Maggie was dressed in a white wool
cardigan with a matching, knitted beret. Her hair was tied back,
and her face looked alert and rosy, suggesting she had been awake
and productive for hours. She leaned in and gave Colin a dry kiss
across the table.

“Good morning,” Colin said
as she pulled away.

“Good morning baby,” she
said. “How did you sleep?”

“Alright,” he said. “How was
your first literature class?”

“It was really good! We’re
reading Despair. I
forget, have you read anything by Nabokov?” She emphasized the second
syllable, looking pleased with herself.

“No,” Colin said, not sure
who that was. Maggie always made him wish he were more well-read.
It was something he was insecure about, especially around her
friends. He wished she wouldn’t talk about books and poetry so
often. It made him feel stupid. “So I got an email about that kid
Dean you mentioned on the phone,” he said. “They want him to move
in with me.”

“Huh!” said Maggie. “Quelle
coincidence! That should be interesting. Well, sort of unfortunate.
We won’t have as much time to be alone together.”

“Yeah, that’s true,” said
Colin.

“But I think it’s really
great,” Maggie said. “I think it will be so good for you to spend
time with another trans guy. I hope you two end up getting
along.”

Colin imagined they would.
He tended to get along with most everyone, and he felt a bond
between two transgender men could be especially strong. They could
share coming-out stories, complain about discrimination, support
each other through the hard times, compare their surgical scars…
They would be like brothers. Or better yet, war buddies. “What did
he seem like?” he asked, trying not to appear overly eager. “Was he
cool?”

Maggie bit her lip,
considering. “Yeah. He’s cool, but he’s a little awkward. He kept
playing with his hair and squirming in his seat. He’s got such a
pretty face though. He’s almost…delicate, in a way.” She had a
strange, dreamy look that Colin didn’t trust. He personally hated
the use of feminine words to describe his appearance, and was
offended for Dean’s sake.

Still staring off, Maggie
didn’t notice Colin’s expression. “He dresses more like a professor
than a student, to be honest,” she said. “The kind of guy who
always wears sweaters, you can tell. Probably takes himself very
seriously, reads a lot, you know the type. And he’s a twig. About
your size, but a few inches taller.”

Colin frowned again. His
height was another source of insecurity. “I was thinking I would
stop by Resident Life after we ate, and just talk to the lady in
person,” he said. “Let her know that I want to room with
him.”

“Yeah, that’s a good idea,”
said Maggie. “You should.”

They sat for a while, not
speaking. They ate their food and then sipped coffee, both avoiding
the topic of winter break. In those moments of silence, they
reached an agreement. Now back at school, they would pretend
nothing happened.

Maggie finally spoke. “Well,
I’m going to go back to my apartment momentarily. I’ve got another
class in a half hour. What are your plans for the day? I don’t
remember what your schedule’s like this semester.”

“I’ve got a composition
class from four to six,” Colin said, “and that’s it for Fridays.
Want me to stop by after that?”

“Of course!” she said. “I’m
going to the store with Jess, but should be back by six. Do you
want me to pick you up anything? Wine?”

“Yeah, I’ll split whatever
wine with you,” Colin said, picking up his plastic tray and pushing
in his chair. They walked, again in silence, past the lunchtime
crowd of students and up the stairs to the main level.

“Well, I’m going to head
back home then,” Maggie said. “Have a good day, baby.”

“You too,” said Colin,
hating pet names, but he squeezed her hand and gave her another
kiss. “I’ll see you tonight.”

They went their separate
ways, Colin with his back to the wind and Maggie bearing its snowy
force. 

*

Elise Pace had been
waiting to use the mirror for nearly forty-five minutes. She needed
to fix her make-up for a typical Friday night, drinking and
partying in the campus apartments. Once again, her bizarre roommate
had locked himself in the bathroom. She tried knocking, but Dean’s
only response was a gruff, “Yeah, one minute.” The
audacity, she thought.
This was truly the last straw. Lord knows he couldn’t be taking a
forty-five minute shit, and he didn’t have to worry about his
appearance, seeing as he never went out. So what on earth was he
doing? An unpleasant thought occurred to her and she shook her
head, banishing it.

“Dean, I’m serious, I need
to get in there,” she said. “I have to meet my boyfriend at six.”
No response. She bit her lip. Shouldn’t there be a school policy
for kids like him? It was awkward enough living with a transsexual,
and Dean’s behavior made it ten times worse.

He was always around, never
giving her time to herself, disappearing only for classes or when
she had friends over. He’d scowl as he made a hasty, wordless exit,
sighing and letting the door slam, as if he felt himself to be the
victim of some great injustice. And he was always listening to that
same music; that terrible moaning man over ancient 80’s guitar
riffs. She could hear it playing from the hall whenever she’d come
up the stairs to their floor. He always scampered to turn it off
when she entered the room, bothering her all the more. He had a
secretive and creepy way about him, and she often found it hard to
sleep with him awake across the room, reading by flashlight into
the early hours of the morning.

She couldn’t take much more.
She was about to pound again with her firsts when there was a knock
at the dormitory door. “Who is it?” she asked in a singsong
voice.

There was a pause. “Uh, my
name is Colin Mahr. I’m here to see Dean?”

The door to the bathroom
flung open and Dean dashed to the entrance way, nearly knocking
into Elise. “Jesus, relax,” she muttered.

Dean ignored her. “What did
you say your name was?” he asked in a mumbled baritone, his lips
nearly touching the heavy wood door. He kept one hand on the knob
and the other with his fingers crossed at his side.

Elise found this all
unnecessary. “He said his name was Colin, now just let him
in.”

Dean didn’t make any
indication that he heard her. He opened the door a crack and peered
out into the corridor. Colin stood rubbing his arm, melting
snowflakes clinging to the dark swoop of his hair. “Hey” he said,
frowning slightly, unsure why his entrance was being barred. His
eyes were large and brown, wide and deep set with long, thick
lashes. Most of his features (chin, lips, eyebrows) could be
described as thin and angular. His nose was especially prominent,
though not bulbous. It gave him a majestic, bald eagle-like
quality.

Dean’s eye peered through
the crack for several more seconds, judging the specimen. “Hey,” he
said, finally opening the door. “Come in.”

“Hey,” Colin said again.
“Like I said, I’m Colin Mahr. I’m a junior Music Composition
major.” He held out his hand. Dean grasped it cautiously, as if
such formalities were foreign to him. Colin couldn’t help but
notice he had a feeble grip and avoided eye contact. Admittedly,
Maggie was right; Dean was a somewhat delicate. His face was pale,
with rosy cheeks and thin, red lips. His light eyes were obscured
by dated, horn-rim glasses, and his black hair was styled
meticulously in a pompadour of sorts, shaved close on the sides. He
was wearing a black tee with faded blue jeans, seemingly ready to
slip off his hips at any second. His arms were crossed and his
shoulders rounded as he stared resolutely at a hole in his sock.
Colin waited for him to introduce himself, but it never
happened.

“Hey Colin,” Elise said,
breaking the silence. “You were in my Women’s Studies class last
semester.”

“Hey there Elise” Colin said
with a little wave. “Yeah, I remember. How did you like that
class?”

“It was okay,” she said. “A
lot of it’s over my head. I don’t get the whole waves thing. Was the teacher saying
there is a fourth-wave of feminism or no waves at all?”

Colin laughed. “No
idea.”

“Regardless, we’re all
drowning,” Dean mumbled.

Colin looked to Elise, as if
for explanation. She rolled her eyes and shrugged.

“So you’re Dean right?”
Colin said.

Dean nodded, still staring
at his toes.

“Well hi Dean,” Colin said.
“It’s nice to finally meet you.” Dean nodded again, the corner of
his mouth twitching upward in a would-be smile. No one could see
it.

“So,” Colin said. “I was
wondering if you’d want to go for a walk. There are some things I
was to ask you.”

“Really?” Dean’s head shot
up with excitement. “I mean, sure, yes, I’d like that.” His cheeks
flushed as he brushed past Colin and once again gripped the handle
of the door. His hand was trembling.

“Uh, you’ll want a jacket,”
Colin said. “It’s snowing out.”

“Oh, right,” Dean said,
blushing again and looking at his feet. “Stupid, sorry.” He went to
his closet and pulled on an oversized black cardigan and a matching
black pea coat. He also removed his glasses, placing them carefully
in a case on his bed stand, next to what looked suspiciously like a
Bible.

“I mean, you’re welcome to
talk here,” Elise said, curious. Colin was the only other
transgender person she knew besides Dean and their interactions
interested her, from a sociological standpoint. Maybe Colin could
teach Dean some manners, she thought. He at least never made her
uneasy. Her friends agreed, Colin Mahr seemed really normal despite
his disorder.

“No,” Dean said,
one-handedly struggling with his Burberry scarf as he opened the
door. “Let’s go.”

*

The sun had set and it was
still snowing as they walked down the path away from the dorm
buildings. The street lamps glowed yellow, illuminating swirling
flakes in the air. The brick academic buildings loomed in the
distance, looking castle-like when set against the navy sky. Both
boys had their hands balled up into fists inside the sleeves of
their jackets as the walked down the snowy path. When they
approached the fork between the apartments and the library, Colin
turned to Dean. “Where to?”

Dean shrugged. Colin
shrugged as well.

“Well, I was going to meet
my girlfriend at her apartment, over in Baker,” Colin said. “You’re
welcome to join me if you’d like. That’s sort of a hike, you know?
She’s in one of your literature classes actually. Her name’s
Maggie. I know she’d love to meet you.”

“Okay,” Dean said, his face
still flushed, not sure what Baker was. He followed Colin’s lead,
taking the path on their right into a grove of pine trees. The
lamps were gone, but they could still see one another’s faces. The
snowfall made everything seem unnaturally quiet. No one else was
around.

“So there’s no way of
addressing this without sounding awkward,” Colin said after a
moment, “so I’ll just say it. We’re both trans men.”

“Oh!” said Dean. “I uh…well
hm. I hadn’t realized you were.”

“Oh, cool, thanks!” said
Colin, smiling.

“Thanks?” Dean asked,
scratching the back of his hair.

“Yeah, I don’t know. I’m
glad I look like a regular guy.”

“Huh,” Dean said. “Yes.
That is the idea, I suppose. Fair enough.” He let out a
nervous ha! his
breath visible in the air.

“So anyway,” Colin said,
“the administration asked me if I’d want to room with you, since
you transferred. I’ve got a double to myself, complete with a
shower. I think it’d be pretty sweet if you moved in, since we are
the only trans men on campus and all.”

“Are we?” Dean said, still
messing with his hair. “Well then, yes. Of course. I really don’t
fit well with uh, uh…”

“Elise?” Colin
offered.

“Yes. Her. So okay, we’ll be
roommates. And that’s why we’re walking, then? Ah, of course. Got
it. Roommates. Transgender. Right.” Dean looked
disappointed.

Colin wondered if he’d been
expecting something else, though he couldn’t imagine what. “So you
go by Dean,” he said. “Are you a James Dean fan?”

“Why?” Dean asked. He
narrowed his eyes.

“Uh, I don’t know,” Colin
said. “I mean, you’ve sort of got his hair style.”

“Wow, I hadn’t noticed.”
Dean meant to be self-deprecating, but realized he sounded rude. “I
mean, yes I am. A uh, fan. Which I guess stands for fanatic, right?
The word actually comes from…well, hm. Frightening. Okay, shut up
Dean.” His voice trailed off into an indecipherable mumble as he
unconsciously sped up his walking pace.

Colin felt like Dean was
angry with him about something, though the idea was absurd; after
all, they had been talking less than ten minutes. As they neared
the steps down to the apartments, he kept sneaking glances at
Dean’s miserable profile. He wanted to take in every detail of his
appearance, mark every masculine and feminine trait and compare it
to his own. He absorbed Dean’s faint five o’clock shadow, his
Adam’s apple, his pale, darting eyes. He wasn’t sure if he felt
competitive or what. It was all very strange. “So where did you
come from?” he said. He felt like he was talking over his own
thoughts.

“Originally?” Dean said,
blinking snowflakes off his eyelashes. “North Syracuse.”

“Ah, Upstate. So you’re used
to the snow.”

Dean said
nothing.

“Heard they’ve got a good
basketball team,” Colin added, reaching. “Syracuse University,
right? The Orangemen? Football team’s pretty popular
too.”

“Unfortunately,” Dean
muttered.

Colin laughed. “Yeah, I’m
not a sports fan.”

Dean smiled. He liked when
people thought he was funny, despite himself. Unfortunately was also one of his
favorite words to say. “What do you like then?” he asked, looking
up.

“Well,” Colin said, “this
sounds cliché, but my real passion is music.”

“Mine too!” said Dean. He
looked excited but it disappeared in a flash. “Well, I don’t play
any instruments. And I’m not a great singer. But yeah…music.” He
silently chastised himself for sounding so dumb.

“Yeah?” said Colin. “What’s
your favorite band?”

Dean blushed. “Oh…I dunno.”
He did know. “What’s yours?”

“Answering a question with
a question, eh?” Colin said, smiling. “Well, I’d have to say
my band is my favorite,
actually. We’re called Owl Eyes, and I’ll risk sounding like an
asshole, but I really believe in what we’re doing.”

Dean shook his head. “No, I
admire your honesty” he said. “You should think you’re the best,
otherwise why bother?”

“Well, I don’t know if I
agree with that” Colin said. “I mean, I’d be nowhere without my
influences.”

“Influences?” Dean
said.

“Yeah, you know, like,
musicians who inspire me.”

Dean was silent.

“Hasn’t an artist ever
inspired you?” Colin asked. Now he was the one blushing.

Dean bit his lip. “Who
inspires you?” he asked.

The truth was, Colin loved
all kinds of music. But when this question was posed, he tried to
read his crowd and cite something impressive. “I’ve been really
into The Smiths lately,” he said, eyeing Dean’s hair.

Dean blushed, his tongue
poking out as he gave Colin a sideways glance. His eyes seemed
disbelieving, but hopeful; almost pleading. Colin turned away.
Something about Dean was too familiar. It scared him a
little.

Colin lit a cigarette. Dean
kept his fingers crossed in his pocket. They didn’t talk again
until they reached the apartment.

*

Maggie’s roommate was gone
for the weekend, so Colin slept in her bed that night. By eleven
they had finished a double bottle of merlot, and were watching
television in their underwear, feeling warm and woozy under the
pink down comforter. Unlike her boyfriend, Maggie had taken great
care decorating her walls. Every inch was covered in paintings,
photographs or posters. They seemed to serve as templates for
self-expression. Most of the photographs featured Colin, and two
posters were of Owl Eyes.

“I really liked Dean,”
Maggie said, stretching her thin arms. “I’m glad you brought him
over. I want to be his friend.”

“He’s interesting,” Colin
said. He stared at the wall, distracted. There was a photograph of
him at age eighteen, before he started hormone therapy. He wished
Maggie would throw it out.

“He seems shy,” Maggie
continued, “but it’s endearing. He’s definitely a
cutie.”

“Yeah,” Colin said. He
wished Maggie wouldn’t use words like cutie.

“I’m not attracted to him,
Colin, don’t get the wrong idea. I just mean he’s
sweet.”

“I know.”

There was
silence.

“He reminds me of
Morrissey,” Maggie said. “Especially with his hair.”

“Yeah, he likes The Smiths,”
Colin said, eyes now on the television. “I’m sure he’s going for
that.”

“Do you think he’s gay?”
Maggie said.

Colin frowned. “I like The
Smiths and I’m not gay.”

Maggie blushed. “I wasn’t
saying there’s a correlation. He just seemed sort of gay, didn’t
he? Is that wrong to say?”

“What? How the hell should I
know?”

“I don’t know,” Maggie said.
She hesitated. “Colin, you seem upset. Should we talk about-” “No,”
Colin said. “Not tonight.”

They both knew this meant
never.

“I’m sure he’ll say
eventually if he is,” Maggie said after a moment, nodding to
herself.

“What? Who?”

“Dean.”

“You’re still on that? Who
cares?”

Maggie sighed. “I don’t
know. It’s just interesting, that’s all. I’ve never met a gay trans
man.

Colin didn’t respond. Maggie
kissed him on the shoulder and then leaned her head against his
bare chest. “I love you,” she said.

“I love you too, but I’ve
got a headache,” Colin said, turning on his side.

“Oh no, I was just…never
mind.” Maggie said, edging away. She stared at the back of his
head, embarrassed. Her throat hurt.

She went back to watching
television until she fell asleep.

*

Oh boy, maybe I’m expecting
too much of you, reader. Not everyone had the benefit of going to a
chic college like me. I’ll give some definitions that may be
helpful:

1. Transgender- people who
feel the gender they were born into is Restrictive and does not
Define them. For the most part this term is used to describe people
who feel they are the opposite gender inside. But also this
includes people who don’t feel like anything, or feel like
everything, or are just overwhelmed with feelings and genders
completely. Anytime someone calls this an umbrella term I get an
urge to take an umbrella and stab them.

2. Transsexual- these are
people who have SEX CHANGES(!!!) or take hormones to alter their
body or something. The term is outdated and offensive, and
therefore appeals to me. This includes MTF (male to female), and
FTM (female to male), but never F2M. That’s vulgar, stop it. We are
not a 90’s boy band, regardless of what tacky drag king performers
persuade you to believe. No numbers, no exceptions.

3. Transvestite- Eh, you
know. No one cares about them anymore.

(Fun fact for Catholics:
Similar to the term “God” in the Holy Trinity, “Transgender”
encompasses all three categories as well. Nifty, eh?)

Transgender individuals
(trans for short!) like to be called by the Pronouns that go with
what they feel on the inside (wherever that is located). So if a
person was born a female but grows up to feel like a man, you
should probably call him by male Pronouns, regardless of how you
feel in your insides about the matter (or how much evidence you
have to the contrary). But no one can make you. It’s a free
country.

Note: It’s alright to admit
transgender people are unattractive. Not because they have
supposedly deviant bodies, but because they won’t shut up about
them. You will find yourself wondering, “Does this person ever stop
talking about their feelings and their insides? Why does it even
matter?” It shouldn’t and doesn’t. In fact, thinking about any of
this stuff is bad for you. I’m bored of definitions though, so if
you’re still baffled, maybe you should go read some books on
Theories. But I’m warning you, you may break out in a rash. Maybe
turn on the television. Perhaps Oprah is doing a
special.

But back to my initial
point. You might be a little confused seeing as Maggie just said
something about gay trans men.
“Okay,” you say, with boundless generosity, “so I
accept that females can be men and males can be women. But wait. A
female who is a man who is a gay man? I don’t mean to offend you,
but that’s sort of absurd.”

You’re telling
me.

And for the record, I am
offended by your question. To be transgender is to be perpetually
offended.  But now, since as the narrator I am God, and God
works in mysterious ways, let us jump back in time about five
years. After all, it isn’t proper if I don’t include some whining
about my teen years. On your journey towards understanding, you may
allow your tears to drop freely upon the pages. As your diversity
tour guide, I assure you: it will only enhance the sanctity of this
text. 

*


               
Dean sat in the Tim Horton’s across from the high
school, drinking black coffee and looking out on the parking lot.
Across from him sat Vivian Angeli. She was the head of their class,
president of the literary society, and Dean’s only friend. They
went to this restaurant almost every afternoon, though they
despised the place. They longed for a locally owned café, where
they would meet artistic teenage comrades and maybe see some
intelligent live performances. Alas, that was the stuff of books
and indie flicks; this was the realm of Walmarts and hardcore
bands.

To avoid going home after
school, they’d walk across to a plaza that housed the dreaded
restaurant, right next to a tanning salon (discounts for Class of
07 Seniors!) and an Evangelist youth center. There were exactly
eighteen American flags leading up the path; they counted. Once
inside, Vivian would order them both drinks, since Dean never had
any money and her dad was always giving it away. Then they would
sit in the darkest corner they could find and do what they did
best: complain.

“Michael got the stupidest
tattoo.” Vivian said. “It’s the friggin’ Olympic rings.”

Dean looked away from the
window, scowling. “Are you kidding me? Why would anyone ever, ever
do that?”

Vivian shrugged. “He’s
orange too, have you seen? Been tanning, no doubt.”

“Oh Lord.” Dean took a
snotty sip of his coffee. Neither he nor Vivian approved of her
other friends.

“Did you do the English
homework?” Vivian said. “You have no excuse to fail this semester.
Though admittedly, Mrs. Moriarty can’t teach. I swear she gets her
notes off the internet.”

“She’s dreadful,” Dean said,
tracing the water ring on the table with his finger. “The books
have been enjoyable at least. Did I tell you my theory about--
well, later.” He glared as two boys in lacrosse uniforms walked in
the door. “I can’t focus, this place is too ugly. Why are we here
again? Want to walk to the cemetery?”

“Later, maybe,” Vivian said.
“Must we go in the sun?”

They took some time to catch
their breaths before Dean cautiously continued.  “I skipped
gym again.”

Vivian groaned. “Dean!
You’re going to fail.” She was preoccupied with grades and
following rules. It is hard to say why she was so fond of Dean, as
he was oblivious to both these things.

“Well, what am I supposed to
do?” he said. “I can’t change with the girls. Everyone acts like
I’m staring at them. It’s so homophobic. Plus I don’t take my
clothes off in front of people, ever. It goes against my code.” He
smirked into his coffee cup.

“Maybe you should get a
letter from your mom, saying that you’re transgender,” Vivian
said.

Dean frantically signaled
for her to lower her voice. Vivian was the only person, outside of
his family, who knew his secret identity. Or at least that’s what
he thought; there were rumors, given his somewhat masculine
clothing and hairstyle. Though some assumed he was a lesbian, there
was a peculiar air to his timid androgyny most people noticed. It
hinted at something far more sinister.

“Yeah right, some good
that’d do.” Dean muttered, referring to the suggestion of a letter.
“My mom would burst into tears if I so much as mentioned it. And do
you really think the idiots who teach Phys. Ed. will respect my
wishes? Besides, what am I supposed to do, change with the guys?
I’m sure that’d go great.”

Vivian sighed. “Well, you
can’t keep skipping.”

“Well, technically I
can.”

“No, you can’t.” Her dark
eyebrows angled with fury as she glared over the rim of her
glasses. It was her signature, librarian expression that Dean would
one day adopt.

Dean muttered something
inaudible. His voice was naturally high pitched; he was seventeen
and not yet injecting one milliliter of testosterone biweekly into
his body, as was the custom for boys like him. He compensated by
speaking in a grumble that was almost impossible to
hear.

Glancing out the window over
Dean’s shoulder, Vivian suddenly looked alarmed. “Wait a minute, is
that my mom’s car?”

“What?”

“Yeah, it totally is. She’s
coming inside.”

She was. The middle-aged,
squat Italian women looked frazzled as she burst through the door
and sped-walked to their booth. Her dark complexion, angular
eyebrows and reading glasses made her look like Vivian’s funhouse
mirror reflection. She had a romance novel under her
arm.

“Hey mom, what’s up?” Vivian
asked. Dean waved shyly, but she ignored him.

“We need to go,” her mom
said, her eyes darting around the restaurant.

“What? Why?” Vivian
said.

“We’ll discuss it in the
car.” She looked slightly deranged, staring off over their heads,
as if checking for spies.

“Is everything okay? Is it
Dad, or Adrienne?” Adrienne was Vivian’s quiet, often overlooked
little sister.

“We’ll discuss it in the
car,” her mom repeated. “Hurry.”

Vivian looked like she might
cry. “Bye darling,” she said to Dean as she grabbed her purse and
stood up. “I’m sorry about this.”

“No, no, don’t be. I just
hope everything is okay,” Dean said. “Phone me later!” he called as
she made her way to the exit. Her mom shot him a dirty look, and
put her arm around her daughter as she pushed through the
door.

*

Dear Dean,

I’m crying as I’m typing
this, so excuse me if my writing is not exactly coherent. I don’t
know how long I have, because my parents come in to check on me
periodically. I may have to send this suddenly without finishing.
But I’m rambling, let me get to the point.

When Mom and I got to the
car, she filled me in on what was going on. Thankfully no one in my
family is hurt (though maybe now I wish they were. No, that’s awful
to say, I’m sorry). But she told me that I’m not allowed to hang
out with you anymore.  I kept asking why, but she said we’d
talk about it when Dad got home. So I sat in my room fuming and
waiting until five o’clock, when we all sat down to
talk.

Recently one of Mom’s
friends found out her daughter was a lesbian and was warning Mom of
the tell-tale signs. Apparently my new liberal attitudes, lack of
interest in boys, and friendship with someone who looks like you
are all common “symptoms.” Mom’s friend’s daughter had a masculine
female friend who ended up being her “butch lover.” At this I burst
out in bitter laughter. The idea of anyone calling you butch is
absurd (no offense dear) and we’re both a pair of asexual amoebas,
give or take a few occasions. So I tried to explain that we are
just friends, and that you are transgender, not a lesbian, while
simultaneously attempting to assert that if we WERE girlfriends,
they’d have no reason to be angry. It proved disastrous.

They went from calling you
too butch and masculine to suddenly insisting how feminine you are.
“Transgender?” Dad said. “What is this crap? That didn’t even exist
a few years ago. If a girl wants to be a boy and dresses like a
boy, she is a lesbian. Tons of lesbians are that way. I‘d even
venture to say most.”

“If she were a boy,” Mom
said, “she’d be out playing football or working on cars. Instead
she sits around drinking tea and gossiping with you. If she grew
out her hair and wore some makeup she’d be a very typical
girl.”

“You had me read her
writing once,” Dad felt the need to add. “It’s not linear like a
male writer. It’s circular and disorganized…overly emotional, like
a female writer.” Guess he loves MY writing.

“I don’t get the point,”
Dad said. “She’ll never be a REAL boy, so what is the goal?” I then
told them about transitioning and your plans for after
graduation.

“That’s disgusting,” Mom
said. “She’ll never pass for a man; her features are extremely soft
and feminine. She’s downright dainty!”

Dad said, “I don’t care how
many steroids she puts in her body. Even if she had a full- faced
beard and washboard abs she’d still be the gayest man I’d ever
seen. I’ve seen transsexuals on TV. You can always tell. Society
will never accept her.”

“That’s not true,” I said.
“And besides, Dean doesn’t care what other people think. He’s just
trying to be himself.”

“No she’s not, she’s trying
to trick people!” Mom said. “She’s trying to trick good girls like
you into sleeping with her.”

“I’m not involved with him
like that! We’re just friends,” I said.

“Nonsense, I know how guys
are. They only want one thing,” Dad said. I pointed out he just
admitted you were a guy and contradicted his whole point. He said,
“You think you’re so smart Vivian but you don’t know anything about
the world. People like that are bad news. They are bad for society
and they are bad for you. You don’t hang out with any of your
normal friends anymore, and with a transgender around you will
never find a boyfriend.”

So I said,
“Maybe I don’t want a boyfriend!”

And mom said,
“So you are a lesbian!” There was no winning the
argument.

And that’s when they
planted the news on me. They are forcing me to go to Bishop Grimes.
Catholic school, Dean. I can’t stop crying. I can’t stand the power
they have over me just because I am sixteen. I never used to feel
this way. I knew my parents were politically conservative but I
thought they had my best interests in mind. For the first time I
want to do something crazy, like run away from home or get a
tattoo; anything to defy them.

I’m so angry I could
scream. I just want to see you. This is the worst. How will we ever
hang out without going behind their backs? But I promise I won’t
stop being there for you. You have my word. 

I feel awful because I know
you’re already lonely and depressed. You are going through so much
and need a friend now more than ever. I don’t want to abandon you
but I feel I have no other choice. We will find a way to see one
another eventually, I promise. They can’t monitor my phone and
computer usage forever, and I will make sure to be in touch. But
for the time being, I guess this is goodbye. I’m so sorry
Dean.

Love always,

- Viv

*

Dean made a routine of
riding city buses. He would ride aimlessly for hours to avoid going
home, staring out the window, listening to music and pining for
Vivian. Sometimes he’d stop in the used record store and look at
albums he couldn’t afford. One particular day in autumn, he was
doing just that, when he was struck by a feeling of déjà vu. He
stared down at the cover of the CD in his hand, straining his mind;
where had he seen this graphic before? The person was lying down,
eyes glazed over under heavy brows, hands raised slightly. Their
gender was indeterminable. Something about the figure was
corpselike, though not repugnant; perhaps it was the frill on the
sleeve of the shirt. Though the image seemed to suggest death,
there was something unmistakably lively about it. The background
was a moldy greenish gray. It stirred something deep in Dean’s
psyche, like a memory from a past life. It was strikingly similar
to the color of his eyes. In pinkish serif text above the figure,
it said:

THE SMITHS

The Queen is
Dead.

There was simple beauty in
both the cadence and appearance of these words. Far away, a child’s
voice seemed to cry, “Now!” So Dean did something he had never done
before. He glanced around before shoving the CD in his messenger
bag. He made a hasty exit, the doorbells clanging behind him, and
ran to the bus stop.

Outside, it was a warm and
hazy afternoon. Red leaves and cigarette buts littered the sidewalk
by the bus stop. There were only a few days left of summer before
Dean would return to the high school, without Vivian, for the first
time. He bit his cheek as he waited under an awning for the bus.
His eyes darted around the busy street, and his heart throbbed
painfully at the sound of a siren in the distance.

The bus ride home, he was
still full of adrenaline. The trees looked greener, the sky looked
bluer and even the grays of the abandoned factory buildings
appealed to him. He took out the CD and carefully placed it in his
walkman, donning his goofy oversized headphones. Putting his bag on
the adjacent seat to discourage company, he checked the name of the
first song. Ah, the title track. He also caught sight that the
album was from 1986 and Manchester, England. This pleased him. He
preferred the archaic.

The album started with the
faint singing of a crowd, bringing to mind an Irish pub. It sounded
like mostly women. They sang this:

“Take me back to Dear Old
Blighty

Put me on a train to London
town

Take me anywhere

Drop me anywhere

Live or leave
Suburbia*

But I don’t
care.”

There was a drum roll. The
guitar came in, ringing and wavering at first, but then the beat
changed and the instruments came together. It had that
recorded-in-a-tin-can, distant, 80’s timbre, but it only added to
the allure. Dean could feel the music in his bones, but at the same
time, he had left his body behind. He was on a misty moor, under an
iron bridge, behind a disused railway line. How strange, how
strange…The ensemble was soon accompanied by ghostly echoing moans
and then, above the sound, like nothing he ever heard before and
yet horrifically familiar, more so than his very mirror reflection,
a voice began to sing.

*

I may have gotten a little
carried away there.

There is no use trying to
further describe this in my mediocre prose. I still prefer singing
over writing. For the lonely, there is something magical about a
voice in your ears, not just your head. And to sing along! Melodic
vibrations, from larynx to ear drum to another larynx. Poetic
union, celestial alignment, daemonization, mutual damnation. URGECY
URGENCY URGENCY! These little black symbols just can’t
compare.

I succumbed to bizarre
hero worship many times in my youth, but this was different.
Nothing affected me like The Smiths. This man was singing. Not like
a Broadway star or an American Idol, not like the 
Chemical-Panic-at-the-Fall-Out-Charlotte-Days that plagued the
airwaves, not like the emerging plethora of indie DIY jerks who
never took a step back and realized they had nothing to say. This
was media, the music industry; this came from the
80s. And yet this man was
singing his life, singing poetry. But not the postmodern nonsense
or boring European floridity I would later study. It was not poetry
because some scholar deemed it so. It was poetry because it came
from the heart.

I was in love. I don’t say
this lightly. 

In the Smithology, sulky
youth were inherently superior. Abstinence, of all varieties, was
noble. The band’s reputation and imageless image were almost as
consuming as the records themselves. The legend is as follows:
Steven Patrick Morrissey, the near suicidal, somewhat sexless poet,
is unearthed in 1982 by Johnny Marr, the energetic, guitar-playing
wonder boy. Together they take on the hum-drum, antagonistic world,
assaulting it with a series of catchy pop songs that sprung forth
from their entwined souls.

I get the feeling this tale
was embellished, but I wouldn’t be a modern writer if I didn’t
throw in a spicy little, THAT DOESN’T MAKE IT ANY LESS TRUE moment.
I believe that Morrissey believed in it. I believe The Smiths were
something real, for him, so it’s real, for me.

I suppose Morrissey, like
most my teenage interests, was just another impediment to my
recovery and maturity- oh, but what handsome impediment! The fusion
of music and poetry was far more interesting a drug than Prozac,
leaving me (yes yes) emotionally invested in my own despair. Don’t
think I don’t see you there, adult intruder, looming over my
beloved reader’s shoulder, shaking your shaggy, educated head.
Kindly go fuck yourself and leave us kids alone. Morrissey made me
feel beautiful. Morrissey made me laugh again. My dogma kept me
living, much like my Catholic ancestors, in a state of compulsive
guilt and confession. But none the less, it kept me
living.

Dancing alone in my bedroom,
I believed it was only a matter of time before my own Johnny Marr
showed up at the door.

*

It took under an hour for
Dean to lug his few belongings from his old dorm to the left side
of Colin’s room. Colin sat on his own bed, absent-mindedly playing
his unplugged black Les Paul, watching him unpack. He paused for a
moment, deciding to attempt conversation. “So when did you go on
hormones?” he asked.

Dean kept folding shirts.
“It’s complicated.” He looked up and realized Colin was waiting for
him to continue. He sighed. “A few years ago I suppose.”

“That’s awesome,” Colin
said. “I’ve been on them since freshmen year. Do you go to Callen
Lorde?”

“Yes.”

“Nice. Me too.”

Dean forced a
smile.

Getting Dean to open up was
an increasingly difficult task, especially when it came to
transgender topics. Colin never had a close friend who was going
through the same difficulties, and he wanted to discuss all kinds
of things. At what age did Dean discover what he was? How did his
parents react when he came out? Did he have any surgeries yet? Did
he intend to? When? But Colin sensed, without asking, that Dean
didn’t want to discuss any of it. He just wondered why. He wasn’t
sure why he did this, but he started playing the riff to “This
Charming Man” by The Smiths on his guitar.

Dean didn’t say anything at
first. “That’s very good,” he said finally, still staring at his
shirts and blushing.

“Thanks man,” Colin said,
setting his guitar on the bed. “I thought you’d like it. Hey, would
you maybe want to come to one of my shows in the city?  It’s
two weeks from now, on a Friday night.”

“Let me check my calendar,”
Dean said, rolling his eyes. “No, I’m just kidding,” he added
quickly. “I’d love that. Is Maggie going as well?”

“Probably,” Colin said.
“It’d be really cool. I’d like you to meet my friends.”

“Really?” The word slipped
out before Dean could stop himself. He blushed yet
again.

“Yeah, of course!” Colin
said. “I think they’ll love you, especially the guys in the band.
And we can hang out and get some drinks at the bar
afterwards.”

Dean nodded. “I’ve never
hung out with friends in the city.” This was an understatement.
Dean hadn’t hung out with friends anywhere in years.

“Don’t worry about it, I’m
driving in,” Colin said, thinking Dean was anxious about getting
lost. “Wait, really? Didn’t you say you went to that art school for
a year?”

“I didn’t get out much,”
Dean said.

Colin laughed. “Well, that’s
all going to change. I’m making you go out with me.”

Dean moved on to folding his
pants, smiling slightly. 

*

Dean had never gone out
drinking on a Friday night. Due to nerves, he kept taking glasses
of beer every time Maggie offered to refill the pitcher. He lost
count around his fourth. He tried to distract himself from
agonizing over the calories by looking around the bar.
  They were sitting in a small back room with circular
tables and booths in front of a stage. The lighting was dim and
there were white Christmas lights strung along the wood-paneled
walls. On the stage, a wispy blond girl was playing the piano and
singing in a pleasant but unremarkable voice. Dean felt happy as
the chemicals seeped in.

“How nice,” he said to
Maggie.

Maggie smiled, tucking her
hair behind her ear and revealing a dangling peacock-feather
earring. Dean noticed it matched her dark green sweater, which
matched her eyes, which also matched his eyes. He smiled again as
she took a sip of beer. Maggie was pretty, and he was growing fond
of her.

“I want to go out for a
cigarette,” she said. “I guess I’ll just wait. They should be going
on soon.”

Sure enough, the piano girl
announced her last song. Colin came into the room, carrying his
guitar case. He was wearing an aviator jacket and tight black jeans
tucked into his boots. He sat down on the arm of Maggie’s chair,
snuggling close.  “Decent crowd,” he said, looking around,
pursing his lips and nodding.

“Are you nervous?” Dean
asked, leaning in and nearly knocking over the candle
centerpiece.

Colin shrugged his
shoulders. “Not really.”

“I’d be terrified,” Dean
said. “I’d be shakin’ in my boots.”  He pointed at Colin’s
pointed leather shoes and giggled.

“Are you drunk?” Colin
asked, raising one of his eyebrows.

“I like how you did that,”
Dean said, pointing his finger dangerously close to Colin’s eye,
“with your eyebrow. I liked it. Well done.” He giggled
again.

“Oh my,” Maggie said
softly.

The girl on stage stopped
playing and people applauded. “Oh shit, gotta run,” Colin said. He
kissed Maggie on the cheek and took off towards the stage, giving
Dean a wink.

“This will be just
marvelous,” Dean said, folding his hands on the
table. 

Maggie laughed. “How would
you know? You’ve never heard Owl Eyes.”

Dean put a finger to his
lips. “Hush. Don’t speak. We’re in the presence of
genius.”

A boy came rushing into the
room, brushing Dean’s back as he passed. He mounted the stage with
a single bound, and got to work adjusting the height of the
microphone stand. He was tall and lean, dressed in tight black
clothing. His hair was short and blonde, and he wore large,
circular wire-framed glasses. You could call him a hipster with
confidence.

“Good evening, we are Owl
Eyes,” he said finally, looking around and sounding bored. “This is
a song of our latest album. It’s for sale right over there.” He
pointed off stage with his large, skeletal hand.

“One two three,” said the
muscular drummer, clicking his sticks.

The band started out with a
fast paced song. People tapped their feet. Dean wasn’t that into
it, but he wasn’t opposed either. He was a little too drunk to be
objective.

“The singer is dull,” he
said loudly in Maggie’s ear. “You can’t even understand him and he
doesn’t move about. Bor-ring.”

Maggie frowned. “You think
so? Aw, I love Craig though. He’s one of Colin’s best friends from
high school. He lives in Brooklyn.”

“Of course he does,” Dean
said darkly. He suddenly had to use the bathroom. “B.R.B.” he said,
tripping over a chair but regaining balance.

He descended a flight of
stairs and found the restrooms in a dark corner. He pushed the
grimy door open with his elbow. He felt uncomfortable in the men’s
room, as always, even though he was drunk. He waited for the stall,
clutching his hair and looking away from a man washing his
hands.

“Owl Eyes is good,” the guy
said to his friend in the stall. This struck Dean as odd; he never
heard men talk in the bathroom the way women often did.

“Yeah, they’re decent,” the
other guy said, and there was the sound of the toilet flushing. He
came out and Dean rushed into the stall. The two men continued to
talk as they washed their hands.

“The guitarist is talented,”
one of them said. “Colin Mahr. My girlfriend said he was in a
magazine recently. He’s really young, but he’s been asked to play
with all these crazy guitarists and shit. He’s like a… what’s the
word? It’s a German word.”

Dean smiled. “Wunderkind,”
he mouthed silently. He stood by the toilet waiting for the men to
leave, studying crude drawings on the walls. The beer left a gross
aftertaste and he felt like he was spinning.

“You know what I heard
though?” the other guy said. “He’s really a chick.”

The sound of the water
stopped. Now there was the hand dryer.

“What the fuck? No
way.”

“Yeah, like, a transgender
or whatever.”

“That sounds like shit
someone would make up. He seems chill, I don’t believe it for a
second.”

“No, seriously, it’s true.
If you look close you can totally tell.”

“So wait wait wait. You’re
saying he got a sex change to be a girl?”

“No, he got a sex change to
be a guy. Or she did, I should say.”

“So does he-slash-she have a
vagina then?”

“I have no idea. I think so.
I don’t think that…you know. I don’t think like, you can make a
dick. It’s not physically possible. You can dig a hole but you
can’t grow a pole.” He chucked, and his friend swore under his
breath.

“Dude, that’s
sick.”

There was the sound of
footsteps and then the door swung shut behind them. The bathroom
was silent.

Without warning, Dean
puked.

“I’m sorry,” Dean said for
fifth time on the car ride home.

“Relax, it’s really okay,”
Colin said. “I don’t mind missing the other bands. You can’t help
that you got sick.

“I know, I’m sorry,” Dean
said, looking out the window, miserable. Also drunk, Maggie had
fallen asleep in the passenger seat.  

“Did you like our set at
least?” Colin asked.

“Oh, yeah,” Dean said,
listless. “You were great.”

Colin frowned. “You can tell
me the truth you know.”

“Well, to be honest I wasn’t
a fan of the singer.”

Colin sighed. “Yeah. That’s
what a lot of people say. I can’t say I entirely disagree with you.
I feel bad, sometimes I think we’d be better off if we replaced
Craig. But we started the band together, you know?”

Dean nodded, and then
realized Colin couldn’t see him. “Yeah,” he said, “I mean, the
music itself is great. I just think you need a front man with more
charisma.”

“By the way, this doesn’t
leave this car,” Colin said.

Dean smirked. “Who am I
gonna tell?”

“Craig’s a good guy though,”
Colin said. “A little rough around the edges, but I think you’d
like him. He comes to campus often- you’ll get to meet
him.”

“Lovely,” Dean said,
indifferent.

“I thought the show went
well though,” Colin said. “The only thing was these two guys kept
staring at me. It was creeping me out. Did you see them? They were
in the corner. They were like crust-punk kids.”

“Yeah, I saw them,” Dean
said, feeling depressed again.

Dean hesitated. “Actually, I
didn’t know whether I should tell you this, but I overheard them
talking about you. In the bathroom.”

“Really?” Colin said, “What
were they saying?”

“Well, first they were
saying you were a great guitarist, which was nice. But then the one
guy said you were transgender and they were, um…  rude about
it.”

“Oh,” Colin said. Dean had
never heard him sound so sad.

“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have
said anything. I’m still a little drunk. God damn it, I’m
sorry.”

“No, I’m glad you did,”
Colin said, “I mean, what did they say?”

“Oh, I don’t
know…”

“Tell me,” he said, starting
to sound angry. “What, you don’t think I can handle it? You don’t
think I’ve heard worse?”

Dean cringed. “Alright, I’m
sorry…they said you were… female. And they speculated the nature of
your, um… genitalia.”

“They speculated the nature
of my genitalia? God Dean, just say it. They wondered whether I
have a dick.”

“Maybe,” Dean said
quietly.

“Great. I mean, maybe that’s
why I even get booked at places. Maybe it’s all just a circus act
for people.”

“I think you might be
overreacting,” Dean said.

“No Dean, I’m not. I fucking
hate being a musician half the time. I hate being in the spotlight.
I should just quit.  If I’m out as transgender, then that’s
all I’m known for. I’m always the trans-guitarist, always booked
for queer events. And to the straight audience, I’m always seen as
a sideshow freak, no matter how open minded they pretend to be.
Trust me, I used to be very vocal about being queer. It’s such a
fucking boys’ club. Anyone who isn’t a dude gets treated like shit
in this business. I want to just forget about it, move beyond it,
be known for my talent and not some stupid identity I never even
wanted in the first place. So I don’t mention it. And then what?
People find out anyway. Queers call me a coward, and straight dudes
comes to my show and laugh at me, thinking I hide it because I’m
ashamed. It’s fucking bullshit.”

“It is unfair,” Dean said
softly, “I’m sorry I said you were overreacting. I only wanted to
calm you down.”

Colin sighed. “I probably
should be open about it. I just don’t want people knowing, is that
so wrong? I don’t want people thinking about my body. I guess I am
ashamed. That’s so politically incorrect to say. I guess I want to
be stealth half the time. Other trans people would call me a
coward.”

“It’s okay,” Dean said, “I’m
ashamed too. We’ve got every right to be. Who cares what people
say?”

Colin laughed. “Is that
supposed to be comforting?”

“I don’t know, I’m awful at
this,” Dean mumbled.

Colin reached behind the
seat and messed up Dean’s hair. Dean felt as if his entire body was
blushing this time.

“You’re right,” Colin said,
laughing. “We’re entitled to our self-loathing. Who are they to
take that from us?”

“Without my guilt and my
hair I’m nothing,” Dean said, rearranging the latter in the
reflection of the dark window. 

*

“That’s because you have
INTERNALIZED YOUR OPPRESSION,” says an imaginary activist. I stab
hir with a trans umbrella.

I’ve had some awful days
lately, but today was one of the worst. I didn’t leave my room all
day; instead I lay in bed and stared at the ceiling, thinking. I
really have no excuse for this behavior anymore. I am twenty-two
years old, still waiting for a miracle to snap me out of this
stupor. It never comes. Forcing myself to relive all these memories
certainly isn’t helping.

It’s a wonder my parents
don’t kick me out. My father thinks I haven’t heard him suggest it.
I don’t think my mother would really have the heart, but they might
get stern. They might say I have to go out and start trying. I
don’t even know where to begin.
     

“Everyone hates working,
Dean.”

Yeah, yeah… so why do they
do it? And yet I know this is nonsense on my part and I want to
puke with self-hatred. Why can’t I bring myself to do what other
people do?  That is growing up, they say. Learning to do
things you hate. Well, I just can’t.

“You could.”

No, I’d rather just lie
here. When I think of taxes and rent and resumes and cars and tool
sheds and retirement funds, I lose my will to live. You can’t catch
me and make me a man.

“But isn’t that all you ever
wanted?”

No. I wanted to be a
boy.

And in today’s world, what
I’m saying is linked to latent pedophilia, but I’ve already
admitted I’m a transsexual so what’s a little more? What I wouldn’t
give to be Peter Pan!



The cockiness, the
detachment, the surplus of energy, the appetite for adventure.
Peter Pan is a myth; actual males his age never behave as
beautifully. Peter Pan is so pleasing because he is truly, one
hundred percent sexless. His interest in Wendy is purely
make-believe. Peter Pan cannot love. And because of this, he is
wild.

Nowadays, I believe sex only
tames us. It is just another activity where we lose ourselves;
where we surrender our individuality for approval. We grow insecure
and needy. We compare ourselves to what we are told is sexy; we
begin to believe our various body parts are too big or too small
and we beat ourselves up over it. We seek in our reflections that
which will please others, not what pleases us. We begin to do
everything in order to attract a mate. Graduate school, business
classes, indie rock bands, writing novels: all done for love- for
sex. Marriage is a supposed assurance of it. The very nature of
copulation ensures we act out our petty roles, whether hetero or
homo. As far as I’m concerned, there is no such thing as harmony
between two human beings- especially not physically. Sex is a means
to possess one another, like objects, and my interest in being
owned is about as strong as my desire to own someone else. Far too
much concentration involved. Far too much
responsibility.

And so I’m a heartless,
impotent jerk. Fine. But know I am my own worst critic. Yes I stand
in front of my mirror, disgustingly self-aware, for I have chosen
to know myself inside-out over getting to know someone else. That
is my choice. But don’t think I am recommending this to others.
Quite the contrary. Have your sex, make your love; if it makes you
happy, good for you. I realize there is something terribly wrong
with me. And there are times when I want to scream at
myself,

“Just who do you think you
are? You have invested so much time and energy into your body, and
for what? For who? You say you have no interest in sex, but you’re
a dirty liar. Your whole self-worth comes from trying to look
desirable when your clothes are on and your depression comes from
feeling repulsive when they are not. Do you have the audacity to
believe you are the only human who struggles with these feelings?
You are sick, and the fact that you even call yourself sick is
self-absorbed and sick. You are everything that is wrong with
youth, everything that is wrong with our culture. You are the very
spirit of Twitter, of Facebook, of this disillusioned sickening
future where every isolated egotist in front of a computer screen
thinks they deserve to be a celebrity; you are the reason that
every new product must be prefaced with i ! Stop pretending to be a snobbish
author and audition for a reality TV show already. You think
testosterone injections will save you? You think surgery will save
you? You think there is anything you can do to your body that will
save you? You think any outside appearance will make you more you?
There is no you. You are not unique, you are not beautiful:
everything you are is plagiarism. What don’t you understand about
this? You are living a borrowed life on borrowed time. Your
physicality means nothing.  Your gender means nothing. You
mean nothing; you might as well have never even existed. Your body,
your very self will decompose. You will age and become ugly and
eventually you will die, just like everyone else, and no one will
miss you.”

But that is quite the
mouthful, so I usually settle with knocking my head against my wall
and repeatedly muttering “Idiot, idiot, idiot…”

*

One spring afternoon, Dean
was sitting in the campus café with Maggie and her literature
friends. His eyebrows were so furrowed they appeared to touch his
eyes. He glared at one particularly loud boy who was dominating the
conversation, insisting Kierkegaard had saved his life. After about
five minutes, Dean stood up and left, abandoning his salad. He
stood outside and lit a cigarette, rudely visible to the others
through the glass. 

Maggie came out to meet him.
“I didn’t know you smoked,” she said.

Dean shrugged. “Neither did
I.”

“You don’t really like them,
do you?” she asked, nodding towards her friends inside.

“I’m sorry.”

“No, it’s okay,” Maggie
said. “I mean, they are a little much. I just think it’s good to
build relationships with people in your major, you know? Networking
is so important for people our age. I thought it might be good for
you.”

Dean scowled, toying with
the button on his jean jacket.

“I’m sorry, does that offend
you?” Maggie asked.

Dean took an awkward drag of
his cigarette, his shoulders hunching. “No,” he said after a
moment, sounding slightly defeated, “it’s just… I feel like you and
Colin have got it in your heads that I need help making friends.
I’m perfectly capable of it on my own, you know. I just choose not
to.”

“I’m sorry,” Maggie said.
“Wow, I feel like a jerk. I really was just trying to be helpful.
You’re new at the school, and I thought you’d want to be introduced
to people.”

Dean shook his
head.

“Oh, okay.” Maggie picked
fuzz balls off her yellow cardigan, feeling very awkward. “Well, I
don’t really need to hang out with them today. I just thought since
Colin wasn’t around…well, never mind. Do you want to go for a walk
instead?”

Dean couldn’t help but
wonder why Maggie and Colin bent over backward to please him. But
he agreed to a stroll around campus. The air was cool and windy,
pleasurable on his skin. The trees were beginning to bud, and if he
got nervous, he could always watch the sparrows dart along the
brick walk. He lit another cigarette.

“I sort of thought you would
like to talk about literature,” Maggie said as they passed the
library, getting out her pack as well and popping a cigarette
between her lips. With uncharacteristic suavity, Dean flicked open
his silver lighter. Maggie leaned in towards the flame,
blushing. 

“Eh. I do like talking,
sometimes,” Dean said, pocketing the lighter and blushing as well.
“But not when it feels disingenuous…no, that’s not the word I want.
I don’t know. It felt competitive.” He kicked at a stone. It
soared, almost striking a girl reading in the grass. He didn’t
notice.

“So you don’t like
competition?” Maggie asked. “You don’t think it’s important to
debate?”

“No, that’s not it exactly.
I’m not some sort of hippie.” He said the last word loudly, making
a passing boy with bongo drums scowl. “I don’t know. There’s just
something about most academic discussions that nauseate me. Or most
discussions, for that matter. Especially with men.”

“Hm,” Maggie said, “perhaps
you feel threatened?”

“Yeah, I’d say that’s
accurate. I’m easily threatened.”

“Well, I admire your
honesty.”

“Thanks.” Dean snorted. “I
figure it has something to do with my astrological
sign.”

“Really?”

“No, I don’t believe in
that. I tend to be skeptical of mysticism. It’s a Leo
thing.” 

Maggie smirked. “Ah, so
you’re a Leo man. That explains why you were uncomfortable. You
need to be the constant center of attention.”

“Maybe. I mean, we have been
talking about me for this entire walk.”

“Alright, so let’s talk
about something else,” Maggie said. “Aren’t you going to ask me
what my sign is?”

“Well, no, I wasn’t, but
tell me if you must.”

“I’m a Virgo,” she said,
with feigned, feminine annoyance.

Dean nodded. “That means
absolutely nothing to me.”

“It means I am practical and
pure.”

“Well, that’s nice for you.
Like I said, I don’t believe in that stuff. It just gives people
the false sense that they know things about one
another.”

Maggie rolled her eyes.
“Yes, I suppose. I just find it fun. Have you heard of fun, Dean?
It’s a crazy concept.”

“I think I read about it
once.”

“Maybe you just didn’t like
what astrology had to say about you,” she said, eyeing him
slyly.

“Maybe. I find I have a
tendency to rebel against anything predetermined.”

“How profound!” Maggie
exclaimed. “An idea no one has thought of!”

Dean felt embarrassed and
began to pout. Maggie had beaten him at his own game.

“Dean, I’m just teasing
you,” Maggie said, elbowing his gently in the ribs. “You’re totally
rebellious. You’re the epitome of punk rock. You’re
terrifying.”

Dean rolled his eyes. He
wanted to go home.

“Ack, you’re bothered,”
Maggie said, shaking his shoulder. “I’m sorry. I think you’re
awesome, really. I’m sorry.” She hugged him from the side. He
winced, his skin prickling.

“No, it’s fine. I’m just a
brat,” he said, edging away. He hated how sensitive he was. He felt
tears. What was going on?

“You are not. You’re just
too serious.” Maggie offered him one of her cigarettes.  Dean
shook his head. Who was he trying to fool?

“I don’t know why we have to
be this way with one another,” Maggie said. “It’s like we’re
constantly trying to be sharp. We’re friends, aren’t we? Maybe we
could try to have a real conversation, without sarcasm.”

“Maybe,” Dean
said.

“It’s a Saturday evening.
Let’s have some drinks.”

“Alright.”

It was starting to rain, so
they headed towards her apartment. By the time they got there, it
was coming down in sheets. Dean was stressed about his
hair.

*

Several drinks later, the
conversation had turned back to literature. Maggie was sitting
cross-legged on the dingy sofa, leaning in and gesticulating as she
spoke. Dean was leaning away, hiding behind his mug, in shadow.
Maggie had been talking for a half hour about her passion for
Flannery O’Connor and planning her thesis. Dean half listened as he
sipped his vodka, watching the storm outside. The room was dimly
lit by a buzzing, yellow lamp. He wondered how many calories there
were in vodka.

“So who is your favorite
author?” Maggie asked. “No, no, wait, I bet I can
guess.”

Dean groaned. “I bet you can
too. Must we talk about this?”

“Yes we must, lighten up.
Heaven forbid I try to get you know you.”  She took a gulp of
her mug, her cheeks flushing. “Hm, let’s see. Definitely someone
European. Someone classic. I feel like you like
Dostoevsky.”

Dean laughed. “Am I really
that dreadful?”

“No? Maybe J.D. Salinger
then?”

“You think I’m a
joke.”

“Stop it, no I don’t!” She
hit him on the arm.

“It’s okay, I am a joke.” He
was ashamed to love both those authors as much as he
did.

Maggie sighed playfully.
“Come on, tell me! Who is the dearest to your heart?”

“The dearest to my heart?”
Dean laid his hand on his chest. “Bah. Well, give you a hint: his
gravestone gets a lot more action than I ever will.”

“Oscar Wilde!” Maggie
exclaimed a little too quickly. Oh, of course. Of course Oscar
Wilde.”

Dean blushed. “Well just
what is that supposed to mean?” he said with a hand on his
hip.

Maggie didn’t answer and
instead went to the refrigerator to get a beer. When she returned,
she had removed her sweater. Her shirt was a sheer pink, low cut,
revealing her color bones. Dean, though normally oblivious to such
things, could not ignore her partially exposed bosom. He bit his
lip, eyes cast down at the dingy gray carpet.

“Dean, can I just ask you
something?” Maggie sat back beside him, tying back her hair as she
spoke. “I wouldn’t normally ask, but I’m a little drunk and we’re
friends, right?”

“Yes.” A loaded question, he
noted with unease.

Maggie put her hand on his
knee. “It’s just I’ve known you for few months now. And you haven’t
made any indication as to whether you’re attracted to men or women
or …what.” She tried to stare into his eyes, but Dean wasn’t having
it. He edged away, blushing.

“Well, no,” he said, “I
mean, yes. I was afraid this might come up. I guess the easiest
answer is I don’t know.”

“You don’t know?”

“No. And I don’t really
care to. I don’t honestly think there is anyway for me
to know.”

“I don’t follow.”

“Well, maybe it’d be easier
if I just told you a story,” he said. “I’ve wanted to tell it to
someone for awhile. Mind if I have another shot first?”
          

Maggie nodded and handed him
her bottle.

“Ah, more vodka,” he said
in a poor Russian accent. “Perfect. Funny you should mention
Dostoevky, because I came up with this story of mine after
reading The Brother’s Karamazov
last summer. It’s obnoxious, but I guess I
fancied myself something like Ivan.”

Maggie rolled her eyes. “Of
course you did. So I take it this isn’t going to be about actual
sexual experiences but rather some sort of depressing metaphysical
allegory?”

“That’s what she said,” Dean
said. He threw back his head and downed a big swig of
liquor.

*

“I’ll start by mentioning
that I intended this as something of a Biblical story. I see no
reason why those shouldn’t still be written, except for the fact
that the stories of the canon were already chosen. So maybe it’s
more like Biblical fan fiction, ha ha ha. I must sound crazy to you
right now. For the sake of this story, God is real, and so is
Jesus, and so is Zeus and werewolves and fairies and the fountain
of youth, for all practical purposes. I guess I might as well add
that this could be considered an alteration of a Greek myth as
well. So enough disclaimers, I will begin.

Once there was a beautiful
boy named Narcissus. Simply put, he was perfect in every way. He
had many talents but his favorite past time was admiring himself.
He’d stare into the pool of water all day, in love with his
reflection and wanting for nothing and no one.

“Have you seen my creation
Narcissus?” Yahweh bragged to the angels in heaven. “Why he is the
most beautiful human yet! I’ve really outdone myself.”  He
heard someone laughing. It was the Satan.

“Where have you been?”
Yahweh asked.

“Prowling about on earth,”
the Satan said. “Roaming around there.” He always said
that.

“Did you notice Narcissus?”
Yahweh asked, “Isn’t he just lovely?”

“Yes,” the Satan said. “He
is quite lovely. But have you noticed he has never once thanked you
for making him so? Never once has he admired your power. Why, it’s
as if he believes himself to be his own creation!”

“I never thought of that,”
Yahweh said darkly. “You are right, and I cannot stand for it! I
shall take away his beauty and make him ugly.”

“If I may be so bold,” the
Satan said, “he will grow ugly in time, as all people do. That is
what it is to age. I have a more interesting experiment in
mind.”

“Go on,” said
Yahweh.

“Excuse my vulgarity,” the
Satan said, “but I couldn’t help but notice while observing the
boy, there is a certain body part he admires more than the others;
more than even his own face. I suggest we leave his youth intact,
but take away the particular extremity he holds most dear; the very
attribute of his masculine self-love.”

“Are you suggesting we make
him a eunuch?” Yahweh asked.

“What’s more,” Satan said,
“I’m suggesting we make him female.”

*

When Narcissus awoke the
next morning on the bank of the pool to discover the changes, he
cried out in panic. “I must still be asleep!”

“No, you are awake,” said a
voice from the bushes. Out stepped the Satan.

“The Satan!” Narcissus
cried. “Why, it is your doing then! I will pray to God to be
restored.”

“God won’t hear you,” the
Satan said. “Your only choice is to cut a bargain with
me.”

Narcissus didn’t hesitate.
“Deal. Anything to get back what I’ve lost.”

“Anything?”

“Anything,” Narcissus
repeated.

“Could you not learn to love
yourself this way, as women do?”

“I am not a woman!”
Narcissus shouted.

“Is it such a bad thing to
be a woman?” The Satan asked, “I, who am not human, do not
understand such trifles.”

“It is not a bad thing for a
woman to be a woman, but I am not a woman!” Narcissus shouted,
tears forming in his eyes.

“Very well, very well,” the
Satan said, disgusted by the boy’s obvious prejudice, “My, you
humans are strange creatures. But we shall strike a deal. You must
tear yourself away from this pool and go out into the world. You
must try with all your might to find a lover who will love you the
way you are and see you as you wish to be seen. If you cannot find
someone by your eighteenth birthday, than I shall restore your
manhood, and you may return to gazing in the pool. But if you do
find someone who accepts your body and wishes to love you, you will
stay this way forever.”

“Deal,” Narcissus said, for
he was youthfully impulsive and hadn’t entirely been listening. He
had been distracted by his face reflected in the Satan’s dark
eyes.

“And either way, your soul
now belongs to me,” the Satan added.

Narcissus shrugged.
“Whatever.”

*

And so Narcissus began his
search for love and acceptance. He started with the bathhouses in
town; there he knew he could find men who welcomed boys his age as
lovers.

As he entered, he felt the
eyes of several bathing men upon him. He suddenly felt shy.
“Remember,” the Satan said in his head, “you must try with all your
might.”

So Narcissus approached one
man who was tall and muscular with a well trimmed gray beard who
was lounging out in the water.

“Would you take me as your
lover?” he asked.

The man burst into laughter.
“You are blunt, my boy! But yes…I would. First, join us in the
bath.”

Narcissus hesitated, and
then began to undress. When he had removed every garment, he turned
around to face the man.

“Why, you are no boy!
Everyone, this is a young girl!”

“No, no, I am not!”
Narcissus said, “I am a boy, I swear it.”

All the men began to laugh.
“What would we want with a skinny little girl who looks like a
boy?” they said.

Narcissus blushed crimson.
He hastily collected his clothing as the men continued to laugh and
throw food at him. “Get out of here, girly!” they shouted. “No
women allowed in the bathhouses! Freak!”

Narcissus snapped. He pulled
his dagger from his pocket and charged at the man with the grey
beard. He plunged the blade straight into his heart, blood spurting
everywhere. He continued to stab him, again and again, all over his
muscled torso, creating gaping wounds. The man screamed in agony
and then fell backwards into the water, twitching. Another man came
forward and Narcissus stabbed him in the face, gouging out both his
eyes. He too screamed, writhing all over the place. Narcissus held
him under the water until he drowned. The other naked men ran away,
terrified.

Narcissus calmly walked
away, leaving the blood red bath water behind him.

*

This continued for several
fortnights. Men would take Narcissus back to their chambers only to
insist he was an ugly woman after he removed his clothes. Narcissus
in turn would stab them to death. It was becoming addictive. He
collected their body parts and burned them at the village altar as
sacrifices to Yahweh. He particularly liked burning foreskins, as
there was something charmingly Hebraic about it. Sometimes he would
attempt this while his victims were still alive. Because the Satan
was on his side, he was never caught.

He even tried women, young
and old, all to a similar effect. However, unless they were
particularly cruel he tended to spare their lives, making them
promise at knife-point never to speak of him to anyone. He was
something of a gentleman.

Finally the day of his
eighteenth birthday drew near. Narcissus was exhausted and cold
inside from slaughtering and wanted nothing more than to return to
his former self. What did he care if he could not find a lover? He
never wanted one in the first place. Then one evening, only hours
before midnight, he saw a beautiful boy. He was walking down a path
in the forest by the pool where Narcissus once dwelt. He was tall
and lean with beautiful black curls and smooth olive skin.
Narcissus sighed. He did promise he would try with all his
might.

“Hello,” he said, catching
the boy’s attention, “I am Narcissus. What is your name?” He felt
the weight of the dagger in his pocket and it reassured
him.

“I am David,” the boy said,
“It is a pleasure to meet you, Narcissus. Would you care to walk
with me?”

They walked among the trees
until it grew dark, talking about trivial topics such as birds and
the seasons and great works of art.

“You know,” said David, “I
feel as if I know you so well, although it has only been a few
hours. You are so handsome and clever. May I kiss you?”

Narcissus hesitated, and
then nodded. Both boys leaned in and their lips touched. The kiss
was true. Narcissus felt something stir inside of him. He didn’t
trust it.

“I must tell you,” he said,
“I am not the man you think I am.”

“What do you mean?” David
asked, stroking his cheek.

“I will show you,” Narcissus
said, and he promptly removed his garments. He held the dagger at
the ready behind his back and stood naked before him. David didn’t
say anything.

“Well?” said Narcissus,
“Aren’t you shocked? Aren’t you repulsed?”

David looked him in the eye.
“Why should I be repulsed? You are the most beautiful boy I have
ever seen. I love you.”

Suddenly the bushes beside
them burst into flames. David let out a yell. Narcissus bowed his
head.

The Satan stepped out. “So
it has happened,” he said, smiling wickedly. “You have found
someone who loves and accepts you for what you are. And therefore,
forever in this form you shall remain.” And with a wink, he
vanished.

Narcissus collapsed to the
ground weeping. David attempted to comfort him.

“No, do not touch me! Just
go away! Leave me!” Narcissus shouted, shoving the boy off of him,
“It cannot be me you see! It cannot be me you love! I wish I’d
never met you! Now it just hurts all the more!” 

David was so confused that
he began to weep as well. Eventually he retreated and disappeared
on the path, never to see his beloved again.

Narcissus wept on the forest
floor for several days, and finally, with nothing better to do,
resumed his place on the bank of the pool. He would continue to
stare for the rest of his life, obsessed with the hope of glimpsing
the beauty he once saw in himself. He never would see
it.”

*

“…And all hope was lost, the
end,” Dean concluded. He had broken out in a sweat and felt
slightly feverish. The room appeared to be spinning. He looked at
Maggie for the first time since he started. Her expression was
difficult to read.

“I’m sorry, you must think
I’m awfully stupid,” Dean muttered after a moment, “and sexist, and
wallowing, and repressed, and frightening, and…”

Maggie took his face in her
hands and kissed him on his lips. Dean cringed and recoiled, as if
burned.

“That’s plagiarism,” he
said, his eyes screwed shut. “Literary theft.”

“I knew you’d say that,”
Maggie whispered, and leaning back against the couch, she passed
out.

*

“What do you see?” The
psychiatrist asked me, holding up a symmetrical inkblot picture. Oh
come on dude, are you for real? 

“I see death,” I said,
yawning. He wrote something down in his notepad. “What about for
this one?”

“More death,” I
said.

He wrote down that down as
well, this time pursing his lips.

I responded to the
subsequent inkblots as “Murder, more murder, Jeffrey Dahmer, a
phallus, another phallus, Jeffrey Dahmer eating a phallus, and
finally, a butterfly.”

“You know miss, if you
aren’t going to answer me seriously there is no point in you being
here,” the doctor said. 

“Then there’s no point in me
being here,” I said, scowling and hiding behind my hair swoop
(remarkably similar to Colin’s). I was fifteen and my parents were
forcing me to go, as to get a second opinion. My regular old head
shrinker said I was failing in school and behaving like a jerk
because I had Attention Deficit Disorder (albeit the more reserved,
feminine version.) This shrink suspected something more sinister.
Like most unruly females, the diagnosis I received was Borderline
Personality Disorder. From what I’ve read, I reckon if I had been a
male it would have been Oppositional Defiance or Antisocial
Personality Disorder.

He told my mom that people
with Borderline have unstable identities, are self-destructive,
prone to moodiness, anxiety and impulsivity, and most importantly,
have reoccurring suicidal thoughts. Another name for this diagnosis
could be American Teenager. Bah hum
bug.

To be fair, if the doctor
knew I was “male inside” (play along) perhaps the diagnosis of
Antisocial would have proved illuminating. Though I’m pretty sure
sociopaths often have histories of torturing animals, not crying in
the deli aisle of the supermarket. And I’m pretty sure they can’t
even feel remorse, let alone become paralyzed with it. But I’ve
always had a morbid fascination with serial killers and cult
leaders. The charm, the detachment, the sadism: it’s strangely
appealing to a bumbling masochist like me, and I find such
criminals almost admirable. That’s not something you’re supposed to
admit, unless you are fourteen and wear Marilyn Manson tee-shirts.
It’s not as cute when you’re unemployed, going on twenty-three and
living in an upstairs bedroom of your parents’ house. Of course,
implying a connection between transgender people and psychopaths is
probably as politically incorrect as saying Boys Don’t Cry was about a dyke who
had it coming (please don’t send me letters). But I’m going there
anyway.

The crying mother of the
serial killer: when on the television, what does she always
say?

“I don’t know what went
wrong. He used to be a sweet boy.”

“Could he have been
molested?” the reporter asks. “Did you coddle him? Did you neglect
him? Could it have been the divorce?”

“I don’t know, I don’t think
so,” the mother says through tears. “We raised him right, took him
to church. There were no signs. Sure he was shy, sure he was sad,
but we never imagined this would happen. Never in our wildest
dreams.”

“And so,” the TV host says
to the camera, “the age old question: what makes a monster? Is it
nature or is it nurture? Is there a genetic code for
evil?”

I munch on kettle corn and
turn up the volume. Lucky murderers. Fame was just handed to them.
We folks with consciences have to do shit. 

What makes a monster a
monster? Everyone is just dying to know. Maybe then they’ll
understand what makes normal men and women so damn normal. But when
I say everyone is dying to know, I really mean everyone. You’re the
crazy one if you think Jeff Dahmer, me, or either of our moms knows
the secret.

Morrissey b-side track,
“Sister I’m A Poet,” 1989 (same year Dahmer hollowed out the skull
of a kid named Anthony he picked up at a gay bar):

“I love the romance of
crime.

And I wonder,

Does anybody feel the same
way I do?

And is evil just something
you are

Or something you
do?

Even the old tranny Ed Gein,
dressed in suits made out of women’s flesh, just shrugs his
shoulders.

*

The clock radio read 8:03
PM. Dean was lying in his bed, staring at the dorm room ceiling. He
was watching a small brown spider, thinking about Maggie, when
there was a knock at the door. He got up, pulled on some jeans, and
crept over in his socks as quietly as possible, buttoning and
zipping his fly. He peered through the peephole and saw it was the
blond, spectacled lead singer of Colin’s band. His name escaped
him. He sighed. He figured as much as he didn’t want to, he had to
let him in.

He opened the door. Craig
stood about three or four inches taller, making him around six
foot. Up close he appeared lanky and worn out, with bags under his
dark eyes. He was dressed all in black again, except his light blue
skinny-jeans.

“Hey,” he said, “I’m Craig,
you must be Dean. Is Colin around? He isn’t picking up his
phone.”

Dean was glad he didn’t try
to shake his hand. “No, he went to get food with Maggie at the
dining hall. He was supposed to be back by now.”

“Oh. Hm, weird. Well, mind
if I come in?”

“Oh, right, sure, make
yourself at home.” Dean stepped out of the way, wondering if he
sounded sarcastic.

“Nice room,” Craig said. He
had a flat, bored tone with everything he said.

“Yeah thanks,” Dean said.
“It’s one of the better ones. Perk of mine and Colin’s conditions.”
He laughed nervously.

Craig dropped his duffel bag
on Colin’s side and sat down on his bed. Dean sat in his desk
chair. Neither one knew what to talk about. Craig eyed the James
Dean and Morrissey posters on Dean’s wall. Dean wished he could
take them down. He felt his armpits sweating and his throat going
dry. He tried to think of a way to distract Craig. “Maybe we should
try to find Colin,” he blurted.

“I’m sure he’ll be back
soon.” Craig said, eyes still on the posters. His gaze lingered
momentarily on Dean’s hair, then back to the wall again. Dean’s
heart was pounding. He wanted to hide under his desk.

There was the sound of the
key turning in the lock and Dean exhaled, relieved. Colin stepped
into the room with a large paper bag in his arms, struggling to
hold the door open. He looked furious.

“Hey buddy, what’s the
matter?” Craig asked.

“It’s Maggie,” Colin said,
setting the bag at the foot of his bed. There was the sound of
glass bottles hitting linoleum. “She just broke up with me, out of
nowhere.”

“Oh no,” Craig said in that
same, unconvincing tone.

Dean scratched his arm,
recalling the prior weekend. “Did she give a reason?”

“No,” Colin said, sitting
down on the bed next to Craig, “I mean, we got in a stupid fight
again, but I wasn’t expecting her to dump me. She said she thinks
its better this way, whatever that means. She was being annoyingly
vague. She said we’d been dating for too long and were holding each
other back.”

“Well, maybe there’s hope
you’ll get back together then,” Craig said. He was clearly
indifferent, but no one could take it personally. Dean coveted his
emotionless mannerisms, like he would a well-tailored
overcoat.

“I don’t even care,” Colin
said hotly. His cell phone vibrated in his pocket. “Fuck, it’s
her.” He looked stressed.

“Go ahead,” Craig said.
“It’s fine, really. I can hang out here. We have the whole weekend
to catch up.”

“Okay,” Colin said, getting
to his feet, “if you’re sure. Dean, you don’t mind?”

“No,” Dean lied. “Not a
problem.”

“Okay, thanks you guys. I’ll
see you later. Help yourselves to some beer.”  He gestured
towards to the paper bag on the floor and then left.

There were a few moments of
silence.

“So,” said Craig.

“Weird they broke up,” Dean
mumbled.

“Yeah,” said Craig, “Colin’s
been dating her since way back. They were high school
sweethearts.”

“Seriously?” The disgust was
apparent in Dean’s voice.

“Yeah, sort of gross, right?
Well, Maggie actually lived in Connecticut, but they met at a Mirah
concert and started dating their senior year, despite the
distance.”

“Huh. So you knew Colin in
high school?”

Craig shrugged. “Yeah. He
was kind of the same. I mean, I knew him before he transitioned,
back when he identified as a lesbian and all. But he was always
kind of the same. You know. Laid back. High energy.”

Dean wasn’t sure if those
two traits were reconcilable but chose not to say anything.
 “I didn’t know he once identified as a lesbian.”

“Yeah, don’t most trans men
at some point? Before they hear about being trans?”

“I’ve never identified with
much of anything,” Dean said.

“That’s interesting,” Craig
said, not actually sounding interested. “I’ve known a lot of
transgender guys and most of them identified as lesbians at some
point or another. Or at least tried to.”

“I’ve never really tried at
anything either.”

Craig blew air through his
nose and smiled slightly.

“So how do you know a lot of
transgender men?” Dean asked. “If you don’t mind me being
nosey.”

“No, why would I mind? Colin
and I used to be really involved in queer activism kinds of stuff.
We played benefit concerts and did marches and rallies and
workshops… crap like that. I made a lot of trans friends that
way.”

Dean nodded. “Ah. So how
long have you guys had the band?” He wondered why he was suddenly
so interested.

“Oh, since we were
teenagers,” Craig said, “but we didn’t really get any attention
until a few years ago, when we both left Long Island and it was
easier to do gigs in New York.”

“Huh.”

“Yeah. After Colin got into
the music conservatory here he had a lot of ideas about changing
the band. We’re a lot less political now, and focus more on decent
songwriting rather than having a message. We added two other guys
as well, and it’s really benefited us. We used to be this like,
horrid queer-folk-punk duo.” He shuddered.  

“So then you write the
lyrics? And sing?”

“Yeah.”

“That’s my dream,” Dean
said, immediately wishing he hadn’t.

“You should do it,” Craig
said.

Dean laughed. “It’s not that
easy.”

“Why not? You can find
people who will start a band with you, especially on a campus like
this. You just have to put yourself out there.”

Dean rolled his
eyes.

“What?” Craig
said.

“Nothing.” He remembered how
he had insulted Craig the night at the bar. He hoped he never found
out. He also recalled Colin calling Craig ‘rough around the edges.’
He wondered why he said that. It seemed inaccurate.

Craig took off his
cardigan and placed it in his bag. Dean noticed his tattoo beneath
the sleeve of his tight v-neck shirt. “The
Great Gatsby,” he said,
pointing.

“Yeah,” Craig said. “I
mean, I regret it. I guess I identified with it when I was younger.
Pretty stupid, huh? It’s not even great literature or anything. At
least it’s not The Catcher in the
Rye.” He laughed.

Dean didn’t respond. He was
thinking about both books and feeling sad. “The green light,” he
murmured, staring off into space and shaking his head.

Craig pretended to need to
clean his glasses, feeling uncomfortable. “Yeah, well,
anyway.”

Dean snapped out of it. He
was suddenly in a good mood. “Well Craig, old boy,” he said, “Let’s
have some beers, shall we?” 

*

Colin came back around
midnight to find his two friends lying on the carpet with the
lights out, listening to Patti Smith. “I knew you two would like
each other,” he said, rolling his eyes. He flicked on a light. Both
the boys on the floor groaned.

“Don’t speak, don’t speak,”
Craig said, “I need to hear this part.” He closed his eyes and
mouthed the words. “Suddenly…Johnny…gets this feeling…he’s being
surrounded by…”

Dean was curled up in a
fetal position.

Colin shook his head. “You
two are wasted.”

“Horses, horses, horses,
horses!” Both the boys spun around and faced each other, lying on
their stomachs, their eyes gleaming, holding still for several
seconds. When the fast-paced music kicked in they leapt to their
feet and began to prance around the room and dance.

“Do the Alligator! Do the
alligator!” Dean began to wave his arms and stumble backwards. He
then stood on one leg, twisting his body back and forth, his hand
balled up by his lips, indicating an invisible
microphone.

“Like your baby sistah!”
Craig did what people call a Russian dance. He squatted down and
kicked out his legs to the music. It was impressive until he fell
on his ass.

Colin paused the ipod. Dean
and Craig groaned again.

“I’m sorry,” Colin said,
“but you guys drank all my beers and are using my ipod dock without
asking. It’s starting to piss me off.”

Both of them looked
ashamed.

“I’m sorry,” Dean
mumbled.

“I’ll give you some money,”
Craig said.

“It’s okay. I’ve just had a
really bad night and I want to relax, alright? No more drunk
dancing.”

Dean smirked despite
himself. He hadn’t been reprimanded for rowdiness since he was
probably twelve.

“Of course,” Craig said,
“let’s watch a movie or something.”

“Yeah, alright,” Colin said.
“First I’m gonna take a shower.” He went over to the hamper and
stripped down to his boxers. Both Dean and Craig watched him
intently as he grabbed his towel. Colin was too stressed to notice
their gazes. He closed the door to the bathroom.

When Craig heard the water
turn on, he turned to Dean. “I really like you,” he said. “I
haven’t had stupid fun like this in years.”

“I really like you too,”
Dean said, “It sounds like I’m just saying this, but I haven’t
either. Seriously, in years.”

Craig groaned. “It’s just
I’m always working! I should just set things right with my parents
but I’m too proud. But now I’m running out of money.”

“Set things
right?”

“Long story, forget it. How
about you? You’re always working too?”

“I’ve never had a job,” Dean
said. “I’ve got plenty of free time, I just don’t have
fun.”

Craig raised his eyebrows.
“Wow. Never had a job.”  His tone was judgmental and he
smirked as he looked over at the bathroom door. “This is a great
night,” he said, turning back smiling again. “I’m so glad Maggie
dumped him.”

It was Dean’s turn to raise
his eyebrows and judge.

“Can I tell you something?”
Craig said. “I’m drunk and I’ll probably regret this, but oh
well.”

“Go ahead if you want,” Dean
said.

Craig took a dramatic
breath. “I’m in love with Colin.”

Dean felt his face flush.
His mood turned sour.  “Maybe you should tell him?” he said,
not focusing on the conversation anymore.

“Maybe,” said Craig.
“Sometimes I think I will.”

“Huh,” said Dean. “Well I’m
starting to feel a little sick so I think I’ll just lie
down.”

“Okay,” said Craig, “I’ll
set up my sleeping bag if I can manage it. I’ll talk to you
tomorrow Dean.”

“Yeah. Night.” Dean crawled
into bed, but instead of closing his eyes stared at the wall.
 He reminded himself Craig was not a very good vocalist and
even Colin said so.  He felt slightly better and was asleep
before Colin even turned off the shower.

*

Craig woke in his sleeping
bag to the sun shining through the windows. He was still drowsy but
wanted to take a shower. Standing and stretching, he couldn’t help
but notice Dean sleeping. His usually gravity- defying hair lay
flat against his forehead and his face was slack and serene. He
looked younger and more feminine, despite the trail of dark stubble
on his chin. Craig would never say this, but he could tell what he
must have looked like as a young girl. Dean twitched and frowned.
The spell was broken.

He looked around the room
for a clue to Colin’s whereabouts. He found a note on Dean’s
desk.

Going to get bagels
-Colin

Craig noticed more hand
written papers beneath the note. They looked like poems. He heard
Dean snoring softly and his curiosity got the better of him. He
picked up the papers and began to read.

“What are you doing?” Dean
was awake and horrified. He leapt out of bed and snatched the
papers out of Craig’s hands.

“I’m sorry,” Craig said.
“They were lying out. I know I shouldn’t have, it just caught my
eye.”

Dean cursed.

“I’m really sorry,” Craig
said. “I only read the first few.”

Dean didn’t say anything. He
was scanning the papers. “Where did Colin go?” he asked, not
looking up.

“To pick up some bagels,”
Craig said. “Look, can I just say, you don’t need to be
embarrassed.”

Dean ignored him. “I wrote
these awhile ago. When I was less mature,” he said. “It’s not
supposed to be poetry. I’m not stupid. They’re song
ideas.”

“I thought they were
brilliant,” Craig said. “I’d love to hear them.”

“Well, there are no real
songs, just a sort of tunes in my head- wait, you liked
it?”

“Yeah,” said Craig, “It’s
really funny, the way you kid about wanting to be a criminal. I
loved it.”

“Oh, I was serious,” Dean
said, but something about Craig’s face made him add, “No, I’m just
joking. I’m glad you liked it, I was worried it would come off
wrong.” 

“I really did like it. A
lot.” Craig fiddled with his sleeve. “I hope this isn’t weird to
ask, but could you maybe show me how to write like
that?”

Dean stared at him,
confused. “I wouldn’t really know how. I mean, really? It’s just a
stupid song I made up when I was miserable one summer.”

“But it’s very well done. My
lyrics are so stupid. I know everyone thinks so but just doesn’t
want to say it.”

“To be fair, I rhymed breath
with death,” Dean said, pointing to the page. “I am no
poet.”

“Will you help me
anyway?”

Dean shrugged. “I guess I
could try. There’s nothing to really say. If you want to write like
me I guess just…well, gee, I don’t know. Why would you want
to?”

“Could I read some more of
your stuff?”

“You mean lyric ideas I’ve
had?”

“Yeah. Or other
stuff.”

“You must be easily
impressed,” Dean said, shaking his head, “but alright. You can
borrow the rest of the papers on the table if you want. Just don’t
read it in front of me, okay? It’s humiliating.”

“No problem,” said Craig,
taking the papers and putting them in the front pocket of his
messenger bag. “I think this will really help Colin and me with the
band. I appreciate it Dean.”

Dean shrugged, jealous
again. But he hadn’t time to dwell, because Colin was back with
bagels and, surprisingly, Maggie.

*

The four of them took their
breakfast outside to eat, as it was a sunny and the temperature was
perfect for a picnic. Craig and Colin wore matching black retro
sunglasses and Maggie, rose-tinted aviators. Dean was the only one
squinting and scowling at the sunlight as they made their way to
the quad.

Maggie laid out the picnic
blanket under an oak tree and they all sat down. Colin kicked off
his shoes and Maggie laid her head in his lap. Craig and Dean
didn’t dare ask what changed since the previous night. The former
looked a little grumpy as he rummaged through the brown bag for a
cinnamon raisin bagel. Dean leaned back against the tree, relieved
to be in the shade. He munched on his bagel plain, as he was too
impatient to deal with cream cheese.

“Thanks again you two,”
Craig said, slicing his bagel in half. “These look
delicious.”

“No problem,” said Colin. He
seemed in a better mood than the previous evening. “So what did you
guys want to do today?” he asked, “I’ve got the car, we could go
somewhere off campus.”

“Hm,” said Craig, “it’s
really up to everyone else.”

“I’ve got a lot of reading
to do,” Dean said, his mouth full of bagel.

“Do it tomorrow,” Maggie
said. She gave him a deliberate look. “We could go to a museum in
the city or something,” she suggested.

Dean didn’t say anything. He
really couldn’t afford to be going into the city again so soon. The
only money he had was the couple hundred dollars his parents gave
him each semester for supplies and emergencies. He felt
ashamed.

“I just left the city,”
Craig said. “I’d rather not. Oh, I have an idea.”

“Yeah?” said
Colin.

“We could visit my friend
Sheila,” Craig said. “She lives in an apartment not far from here.
The ocean is within walking distance. We could take Dean to see the
pier.”

“I’d do that,” Colin said.
“I’ve always wanted to meet Sheila. She’s the photographer right? I
thought she lived near you.”

“She did. She moved here to
be closer to her girlfriend who goes to school at Saint
Matthew’s.”

“Oh, yeah, that’s
practically right next door,” Maggie said, “I’ve got some
girlfriends there.”

“I’d love to go to the
ocean,” Dean said.

“Perfect then!” Maggie said.
Colin nodded.

“Great,” Craig said, “Let me
just call her up.”

*

They didn’t end up leaving
until around four, but the car ride only took about twenty minutes.
Maggie rode shotgun, knitting a hat, and Craig and Dean sprawled
out in the backseats. The windows were down, blowing wind in
everyone’s faces. Colin blasted his ipod. It sounded like the
Pixies. Craig hummed quietly to himself under his breath. Dean
tried to preserve his hair arrangement and gnawed at his
nails.

“Alright, take a left up
here,” said Craig suddenly, leaning forward and pointing. Colin
obeyed.

They parked on the street
and put coins in a meter. Sheila lived above a pizza shop in an
apartment, so they went around back. They made their way up the
black metal stairs, Craig leading the way. He knocked on the
door.

After about five seconds,
Sheila appeared. She had a thin face and large dark eyes. Her
hairstyle was similar to Colin’s. She wore a blue work shirt, with
the sleeves rolled up, revealing her olive arms. A gold necklace
somewhat feminized her appearance.  Like Craig, she was very
fashionable. She was smoking a long cigarette.

“Hello!” she said. “Welcome
to my humble abode.” She emphasized the last word with a fake
accent. With a grandiose gesture of her hand, she bowed as they
stepped inside. Dean grinned like a skull.

“Wow, nice place Sheil!”
Craig said, looking around at the plush furniture and the framed
photography on the wall. “Are these originals?”

“Some are, some aren’t. But
enough about that, come ’ere you!” She pulled Craig into a hug,
patting him roughly on the back. “How have you been, chum?” she
asked, putting her cigarette butt in an ashtray on the glass coffee
table.

“I’m good,” Craig said, “and
you?”

“Never better. And who are
your friends?”

“This is Maggie and Colin.
I’ve mentioned them before. And this is my new friend, Dean. He’s
Colin’s roommate at college.”

“Well, hello to you all,”
Sheila said, nodding. “Are you hungry? I made pancakes. Also, come
meet Viv, fresh from the shower.”

Another girl had just
entered the kitchen. She had dark, sopping hair and an equally dark
expression. She was wrapped in a bulky men’s bathrobe, but her
curvy figure, much like her thinly-veiled frustration with Sheila,
was still evident.

“You didn’t tell me we were
expecting-” She stopped short. “Jesus! Dean?!”

Dean’s eyes widened.
“Vivian?”

“Oh my god!” She ran forward
and embraced him.

“I can’t believe this! What
a small world!” Vivian cried as she clung to him. She knew better
than to be hurt when he cringed and squirmed
away.   

“Ah, the legendary Dean,”
Sheila said quietly to Craig. “I’ve heard a great deal about this
one.”

“Wait, how?” Dean asked as
Vivian released him. “Huh?”

“You always had such a way
with words!” Vivian exclaimed. “I go to college near by. Saint
Mathew’s.”

“You go there?” Dean said.
“I had no idea, all this time. I go to Rye.”

“Oh wow!” Vivian said.
“Heck, I wasn’t even sure you got into college.”

Dean made a face.

“No offense, I didn’t mean
that.” She ruffled his hair. “Aw, look at you!” she said in a high
register. “You look so manly and grown up! And look at your hair!
It’s all…different!”

“Yes, well spotted,” Dean
said, rearranging it. “You look great as well. Uh, a little…wet.
But great.”

“Thanks!”

“So wait, let me get this
straight,” said Colin, “You two are old friends?”

“Old best friends,” Dean
corrected.

Vivian grinned. “Oh I missed
you!” She grabbed him again and squeezed his abdomen.

“Break my ribs why don’t
you?” Dean said, wriggling free once more. “If you missed me so
much, why didn’t you ever answer my emails or phone
calls?”

Vivian’s face turned red.
“Well, it wasn’t that I didn’t want to…”

“Why don’t we have some
pancakes!” Sheila said a little too loudly, gesturing towards the
table. The five of them sat as she went to get the silverware. Dean
looked miserable.

“Let me go change,” Vivian
said. “Go ahead and start eating without me.”

The other four took their
seats. Sheila finished setting the table as Vivian returned, in
shorts and a blue tee shirt. She took a seat next to
Dean.

“About the emails…” she
said. “As I was saying, it was complicated, Dean. At first I was
afraid my parents would know I was responding somehow. Then after
awhile, I admit, I tried to um…well…forget you.”

Dean smirked. “I
see.”

“I’m really, really sorry,”
she said. “If it’s any consolation, it was difficult! You’re very
memorable.”

Dean rolled his
eyes.

“I’m sorry,” Vivian said. “I
was so young, and I started to feel guilty about my
feelings.”

“You can feel?”

Vivian sighed.

“Seriously,” Dean said,
“what feelings? What are you talking about?”

“I don’t know, I don’t
know.” She blushed. “I felt really bad. You have no idea. I started
to miss you so much I couldn’t stand it. But by then I figured you
were mad at me so I thought it was better to let you be.” She
looked down at her plate, ashamed.

“It’s okay,” Dean said
softly, “It was a long time ago.” He gave her a reassuring smile as
Craig handed him the plate of pancakes.  He took a small one
and began to eat it plain with his hands.

Vivian took a sip of her
water, still feeling guilty.

“So,” Sheila said, sitting
down at last on the other side of Vivian, “I’m dating Viv, who knew
Dean in high school, who is…

“Colin’s roommate,” Maggie
picked up, “who is dating me and is best friends with Craig from
high school, who is friends with you.”  

“Wait. You’re dating her?”
Dean said to Vivian, pointing his fork at Sheila.

“Yes, I am,” Vivian
said.

“Ha!” Dean said.

“Why is that funny?” Sheila
asked, her expression cold.

“Oh, no, I’m sorry,” Dean
mumbled. “I just figured it must make her parents
miserable.”

Vivian shrugged. “What they
don’t know can’t hurt them. Besides, they don’t run my life
anymore.”

“Good,” Dean muttered to his
pancake.

“They’ve got their hands
full with my sister anyway,” Vivian said. “She’s almost as terrible
in school as you were.”

“Gee, thanks. Make me look
impressive in front of my new friends, why don’t you?” Dean
said.

Vivian stuck out her tongue.
Dean gave her a thumbs down. It was like they never
parted.

“These are great,” Maggie
said to Sheila, meaning the pancakes.

“Why thanks. They’re from a
box.”

“After dinner, I was
thinking we could go to the beach,” Craig said.

“Sounds perfect,” said
Sheila, pouring a massive pool of maple syrup. “Let’s do
it.”

*

The six arrived at the ocean
around dusk. They walked past the closed hot dog stand and seafood
restaurant, out onto the pier. A rusty rollercoaster loomed in the
distance. Dean saw a great blue heron fly by. After the walk they
hopped the fence, planning to relax in the sand while the sunset.
The air was cool and breezy, but Colin insisted he was going
swimming.

“Baby, that’s crazy,” Maggie
said, trying to zip up his red track jacket.

Colin pulled way. “Come on
men, who’s with me?” he said, rubbing his hands together.
“Dean?”

“No.” He was on all fours,
stuffing seashells in his pockets.

“Craig?”

“Must I? Alright.” Craig
sounded indifferent as usual, but his smile gave him
away.

Dean scowled as they
stripped down to their boxers and headed towards the water. Craig
stepped in and immediately and stepped back out. Colin ran in,
yelped, but kept going until it was up to his waist. He splashed
Craig on the shore, making him screech and splash him back. Colin
chased him up on the beach and tackled him. They began to roll
around in the sand, trying to pin one another.

“I’ll be right back, I left
something in the car,” Dean muttered, getting to his feet and
brushing the sand off his trousers.

“It’s locked, take the
keys,” Maggie said, tossing them. Dean caught them and then
shuffled towards the parking lot, going out of his way to avoid the
fragile sand dunes.
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