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ABOUT	THE	AUTHORS

Letters	to	Alix

Alix	Perry	is	a	white	transgender	and	non-binary	human	from	Seattle,	Washington.	They	work	as	a
middle	 school	 instructional	 assistant	 and	 spend	 their	 free	 time	 reading,	writing,	 and	going	 for	walks.
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Twitter	@alixwuzhere.

Remember	you’re	a	girl,	remember	you’re	a	boy
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persuade	complete	strangers	that	my	gender	identity	is	valid.	I	try	to	take	it	in	stride,	but	sometimes	it’s
tedious.	My	previous	works	on	this	 topic	were	published	in	 two	anthologies	of	short	stories	 in	Serbia
and	Montenegro.

Final	memory

Daria	Deptuła	is	a	half-Polish	transgender	person	living	in	Austin,	Texas.	They	identify	as	a	non-
binary	 lesbian	 and	use	 they/them	pronouns.	Daria	 has	 always	wanted	 to	 read	more	 stories	with	 non-
binary	 people	 as	 heroes	 or	 villains	 or	 neither,	 so	 they	 decided	 to	 contribute	 to	 that	 conversation	 by
writing	“Final	Memory.”

Post-optimistic

René	 Bennett	 is	 a	 non-binary	 writer	 and	 queer	 advocate,	 based	 in	 Geelong,	 Victoria.	 They	 use
introspective	writing	 as	 a	medium	 to	 explore	 the	 expectations	 and	 challenges	 associated	with	 gender
transition	and	social	perceptions.

Not-two

Avery	Erickson	(they/them,	she/her	pronouns)	is	a	transfeminine,	non-binary	poet,	writer,	and	artist
living	in	Taos,	New	Mexico,	USA.	Their	work	has	been	featured	in	various	anthologies,	including	but
not	limited	to:	Non-Binary:	Memoirs	of	Gender	and	Identity”with	Columbia	University	Press,	and	All
of	Me:	Stories	of	Love,	Anger,	and	the	*Female	Body*,	to	be	published	by	PM	Press	in	2019.

In	addition	to	their	creative	endeavors,	Avery	is	an	integrative	health	practitioner,	acupuncturist,	and
herbalist,	specializing	in	trauma	recovery	and	holistic	mental	health.

The	blue	dress

Michelle	Dee—“The	 blue	 dress”	was	written	 during	 2017	 and	 serves	 as	 a	 trans	 origin	 story	 that
responds	 to	 the	 question	 everyone	 asks:	 “When	 did	 you	 know?”	 The	 response	 more	 often	 than	 not
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sounds	like	this,	“I	knew	when	I	was	young,	I’ve	always	known.”	It	is	set	in	the	Children’s	Home	run
by	 the	 church,	 in	 the	North	 of	 England,	where	 I	 grew	 up	 until	 I	was	 adopted	 aged	 six.	 I	 am	 now	 a
freelance	 writer/performer	 living	 and	 working	 in	 Hull.	 After	 returning	 to	 education,	 A	 levels	 and
subsequently	 a	 journalism	degree	 in	my	 thirties,	 I	 began	writing	 and	blogging	 about	 arts	 and	 culture
locally.	 I	 co-host	 a	 women’s	 spoken	word	 platform	 and	 have	 an	 increasing	 fascination	 and	 love	 for
contemporary	dance.
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Sam	 Staithes	 lives	 in	 Naarm	 (Melbourne,	 Australia)	 with	 their	 dog	 and	 ever-growing	 podcast
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healthcare.
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as	well	as	ASL.	I	really	like	playing	basketball	with	my	friends	and	just	humor	in	general.	Writing	is	a
hobby	of	mine	that	I	love.	I	had	a	lot	of	fun	writing	this	short	story.
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Marcel	 Liemant	 is	 a	 recently	 out	 trans	 guy	 who	 wants	 to	 explore	 the	 trans	 experience	 through
science	fiction.
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Michael	“Fynn”	Lange	is	a	Queer	writer,	after	putting	out	his	 second	book	The	Knights’	Wishing
Well,	he	knew	one	LGBT+	story	was	not	enough	and	thus	created	The	Hear	a	land	full	of	queer	original
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environmental	scientist.

Remembering	the	journey

Sera	Morehouse—I	am	a	transgender	woman	living	in	Melbourne,	Australia,	a	student,	an	amateur
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among	other	things.	His	short	story	“Kaput”	is	about	friendship,	difference,	acceptance,	and	death,	and
when	read	through	a	queer	 lens,	 is	 tentatively	representative	of	 transgender	 identity	and	transitioning.
He	considers	it	the	oddest	story	he’s	ever	written.

Guyliner

Hunny	Blow—I’ve	been	a	cross-dresser	and	drag	queen	for	around	8	years	and	started	transitioning
in	2018.	 I’m	a	proud	 transwoman	 in	Sydney,	Australia	 ,	who	considers	herself	very	 fortunate	 to	be	a
member	of	such	a	loving	and	supportive	community.	“Guyliner”	explores	aspects	of	trans-visibility	.

Firestarter
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ON	REPRESENTATION

BY	MARIËLLE	S.	SMITH

Even	though	fiction	is	becoming	more	diverse	as	we	speak,	the	larger	part	of
it	is	still	made	up	of	a	very	select	group	of	authors	and	characters.	Since	this
norm	does	not	actually	represent	the	majority	of	people	living	on	this	planet,
there	are	quite	a	few	people	out	 there	who	have	 limited	access	 to	stories	by
authors	and	about	characters	they	actually	identify	with.

While	representation	is	generally	lacking	when	you	do	not	belong	to	the
norm	but	a	so-called	minority—there	are	fewer	characters	to	identify	with—
the	characters	we	could	and	would	like	to	identify	with	are	often	represented
in	 a	 negative	 and/or	 stereotypical	 way.	 This	 is	 why	 representation	 is	 not
merely	about	addressing	the	absence	of	certain	characters;	it	is	also	about	the
way	 in	 which	 we	make	 such	 characters	 present	 within	 our	 work.	 It	 is	 one
thing	 to	 add	 certain	 characters	 to	 our	 stories,	 but	 not	 repeating	 problematic
stereotypes	 or	 reducing	 these	 characters	 to	 what	 sets	 them	 apart	 is	 an
altogether	different	issue.

The	reason	I	set	out	to	create	the	My	Voice,	My	Story	series	was	mostly
because	of	the	latter:	even	when	minorities	are	present	within	stories,	they	are
more	 often	 than	 not	 seen	 as	 representatives	 of	 the	 group	 they	 belong	 to
instead	 of	 individuals	 in	 their	 own	 right.	Whatever	 we	 say	 or	 do	 becomes
characteristic	 of	 the	 entire	 group,	with	 the	 result	 that	 a	 lot	 of	 us	 speak	 our
words	carefully	so	as	not	to	perpetuate	harmful	clichés.

Can	 you	 imagine	 reading	 a	 book	 about	 a	 heterosexual	 white	 man	 and
going	“Right,	well	this	must	be	true	of	all	heterosexual	white	men	then!”?	As



one	 of	my	 former	 professors	 once	 explained	 during	 a	 lecture,	 it	 is	 because
there	 are	 so	 many	 stories	 out	 there	 about	 heterosexual	 white	 men	 that	 we
know	 they	 cannot	 be	 reduced	 to	 that	 particular	 label.	 We	 know	 not	 all
heterosexual	white	men	are	the	same,	and	this	is	why	we	do	not	see	individual
heterosexual	white	men	as	representative	of	all	heterosexual	white	men.

And	 that’s	 when	 I	 realised	 this	 could	 very	 well	 be	 the	 answer	 to	 that
problem:	if	those	belonging	to	the	norm	are	never	taken	as	representative	of
their	group	because	we	are	surrounded	by	stories	about	people	just	like	them,
by	people	just	like	them,	it	is	a	matter	of	adding	other	stories	to	the	same	pile
until	we	break	 that	persistent	spell.	 I	was	 immediately	aware	 that	 this	could
take	a	while—the	existing	pile	 is	massive	and	 there	 are	 so	many	minorities
that	 need	 to	 be	 heard—but	 I	was	 also	 struck	 by	 this	 recurring	 thought	 that
every	little	helps.	At	the	least,	I	could	make	a	bunch	of	people	feel	they	were
being	heard,	and	that	was	enough	reason	in	and	of	itself	to	pursue	my	idea:	to
create	a	series	of	anthologies	in	which	minority	voices,	in	all	 their	diversity,
would	be	central.

FREEZE	OR	FIGHT

I	 knew	 then	 and	 there	 that	 I	wanted	 to	 gather	 stories	 by	 authors	 and	 about
characters	belonging	 to	 the	group	that	would	be	at	 the	centre	of	a	particular
anthology.	 As	 I	 was	 making	 a	 list	 of	 the	 different	 groups	 I	 would	 love	 to
create	 an	 anthology	 with	 one	 day,	 I	 also	 knew	 I	 was	 not	 going	 to	 be	 a
spokesperson	unless	 I,	 or	my	co-editor	Sìne	Mairi,	 actually	belonged	 to	 the
group	in	question.

After	finishing	our	first	book,	Subatomic	and	other	stories	by	and	about
bisexuals,	Sìne	Màiri	and	 I	agreed	we	wouldn’t	be	doing	another	anthology
for	 a	while	 because	we	were	going	 through	our	 own	 transitions	 at	 the	 time
(we	were	both	relocating,	starting	or	expanding	our	businesses,	and	trying	to
write	 a	 lesbian	 romance	 series	 together).	 But	 then	 Donald	 Trump	 made
headlines	 with	 his	 attempt	 to	 define	 gender	 as	 strictly	 biological,	 thereby
trying	to	deny	anyone	who	isn’t	cis.

The	 news	 paralysed	 me	 for	 a	 good	 while.	 I	 didn’t	 know	 what	 to	 do.



Throughout	his	administration,	I	kept	seeing	the	light	at	the	end	of	the	tunnel.
“We	will	turn	this	around,	people	will	stand	up	and	he	will	be	stopped.	Love
will	conquer	hate;	sometimes,	things	have	to	get	really	bad	for	us	to	wake	up
and	remember	what	is	worth	fighting	for”,	was	my	constant	mantra	whenever
Trump	or	any	other	politician	 fuelled	by	hate	made	a	move	I	knew	I	would
never	even	begin	to	understand.	However,	this	news	almost	brought	me	to	my
knees.

Almost.	I	might	have	been	paralysed	for	what	felt	like	days,	but	looking
back	at	our	communication,	I	switch	to	fight	mode	rather	quickly,	contacting
Sìne	Màiri	within	a	day	or	so	after	the	news	first	hit.	I	messaged	Ash,	who	I
met	 through	 one	 of	 the	 self-publishing	Facebook	 groups	 I	 am	 in,	 about	 ten
minutes	 later.	We	 got	 the	 ball	 rolling	 the	 next	 day	 and	 here	we	 are,	with	 a
brand-new	anthology.	Despite	feeling	like	the	ground	fell	out	from	under	me,
I	 knew	 that	 whatever	 I	 was	 feeling	 was	 nothing	 compared	 to	 what	 non-
cisgender	people	were	going	through.	I	also	knew	that,	while	I	might	not	be
able	to	fix	it	all,	and	that	whatever	I	had	to	offer	might	not	actually	change	all
that	 much,	 I	 had	 to	 try	 anyway.	Wasn’t	 that	 the	 very	 reason	 I	 started	 this
series?	To	do	my	bit,	no	matter	how	small?

OUR	SELECTION

We	wanted	to	provide	as	many	different	voices	as	possible,	which	is	why	we
included	a	wide	variety	of	topics,	styles,	and	genres.	As	Sìne	Màiri	and	I	did
the	first	time	around,	the	three	of	us	selected	the	submissions	based	on	quality
as	well	as	content,	picking	stories	from	both	more	seasoned	as	new	authors.	It
has	been	an	absolute	pleasure	working	with	them	all.

What	 do	we	 have	 in	 store	 for	 you?	 Fantasy	 adventures,	 coming	 of	 age
narratives,	 high	 school	 experiences,	 sci-fi	 sagas,	 a	 poem,	 transition	 tales,
stories	 that	are	hopeful,	and	stories	 that	are	 less	 so.	Upon	 reading	 them,	we
laughed,	 we	 cringed,	 we	 got	 mad,	 we	 felt	 touched,	 and	 we’re	 pretty	 sure
they’ll	do	the	same	for	you.	If	anything,	we	hope	the	stories	we	gathered	here
will	make	you	feel	inspired	to	share	your	own	voice.	It	is	a	big	pile	we	have
to	conquer,	but	we	can	do	this,	together.



For	those	who	want	to	keep	this	conversation	going,	have	questions,	or	want
to	 share	 a	 comment	 or	 a	 story,	 you	 can	 reach	 us	 at
myvoicemystoryanthology@gmail.com.

mailto:myvoicemystoryanthology@gmail.com


INTRODUCTION

BY	ASH	ROBERTS

I’ve	known	there	was	something	different	about	me	since	I	was	ten	years	old.
When	puberty	started,	it	felt	wrong.	I	didn’t	like	what	was	happening	to	my
body.	But	it	was	the	early	90s,	and	we	lived	in	a	small	town.	I	had	no	one	to
tell	 me	 what	 was	 happening	 to	 me.	 None	 of	 my	 friends	 seemed	 to	 be
struggling	 with	 this	 unease.	 The	 men	 in	 my	 family	 were	 models	 of
masculinity,	 often	 the	 toxic	 kind.	 During	 the	 holidays,	 they	 would	 gather
around	 the	 television,	 watching	 whatever	 seasonal	 sport	 was	 playing	 and
drinking	beer.	I	often	found	myself	in	the	kitchen	with	the	female	members	of
my	family,	helping	with	the	cooking	before	the	meal,	and	the	dishes	after.	My
family	didn’t	know	quite	what	 to	 think	of	 it.	A	 few	probably	 thought	 I	was
gay.	My	 cousin,	my	 closest	 friend	 until	 then,	made	 that	 exact	 accusation.	 I
couldn’t	quite	deny	it.	It	didn’t	feel	accurate,	but	I	couldn’t	deny	that	I	found
men	attractive.	Or	at	 least	no	less	unattractive	than	women.	Like	my	gender
identity,	 I	 didn’t	 possess	 the	 vocabulary	 to	 understand	my	 asexuality	 at	 the
time.	So,	 I	muddled	 through	my	adolescence	and	 teenage	years.	Depression
and	yearning	for	something	I	couldn’t	name	dogged	me.

My	senior	year	of	high	 school,	 the	 local	newspaper,	 a	 sensationalist	 rag
barely	 worthy	 of	 the	 name,	 reported	 on	 a	 corrections	 officer	 who	 was
transitioning.	 In	 that	 especially	 toxic	 environment,	 and	 in	 1998,	 she
experienced	problems.	The	article	focused	on	the	lawsuit	she	leveled	against
her	employer	for	harassment	as	her	commanding	officer	called	her	“it”.

It	was	the	first	time	I	heard	the	word	transgender.



Merriam	Webster	defines	transgender	as	“of,	relating	to,	or	being	a	person
whose	gender	identity	differs	from	the	sex	the	person	had	or	was	identified	as
having	at	birth”.	What	did	that	mean?	Sometimes,	the	dictionary	definition	of
a	word	doesn’t	do	justice	to	the	meaning	of	it.

As	soon	as	I	could	get	to	Barnes	&	Noble,	I	dove	into	the	LGBT	section
and	 read	 both	 books	 they	 had	 on	 transgender	 identities.	 They	 painted	 a
common	narrative	of	what	 it	meant	 to	be	a	 transgender	woman.	To	 them,	a
trans	woman	was	someone	who	knew	from	the	time	they	could	talk	that	they
were	not	boys,	as	they	had	been	assigned	at	birth,	but	girls.	The	narratives	I
read	 went	 on	 to	 describe	 a	 pervasive,	 strong	 sense	 of	 being	 a	 woman	 that
required	 surgical	 intervention	 as	 an	 adult.	 One	 book	 even	 described
vaginoplasty	in	graphic	detail.	Those	were	the	takeaways	that	I	got	from	the
resources	 I	 could	 find.	That	you	knew	from	day	one	and	strongly	 for	every
day	of	your	 life	after	 that,	 and	you	had	surgery	 to	 fix	 the	mistakes	 that	had
been	inflicted	upon	your	body.

I	 walked	 away	with	 the	 sure	 knowledge	 that,	 whatever	 it	 was	 that	 was
wrong	with	me,	I	must	not	be	transgender.	I	didn’t	fit	the	narrative.

My	twenties	and	early	thirties	continued	the	unease	I	experienced,	but	 it
wasn’t	constant.	I	often	felt	jealous	of	femininity	and	those	who	embraced	the
trappings	of	it.	Not	always,	though.	I	never	felt	particularly	male,	but	on	some
days	the	angst	wasn’t	so	unbearable.	Proof,	I	thought,	that	I	was	correct	about
my	gender	identity.

I	was	 thirty-six	when	a	 random	conversation	with	a	 friend	about	a	 topic
unrelated	to	anything	important	led	me	down	a	second	foxhole	of	discovery.
In	 the	 intervening	 nineteen	 years,	 a	 lot	 more	 information	 about	 gender
identity	had	been	released.	I	found	others	who	didn’t	have	that	strong	sense	of
identity.	 Those	 who	 didn’t	 feel	 a	 compulsion	 for	 surgical	 interventions.	 I
found	people	like	me.

And	I	discovered	that	being	transgender	covered	a	whole	lot	more	ground
than	that.	Some	people	are	non-binary	or	genderqueer,	two	terms	to	describe
people	whose	gender	doesn’t	fit	into	neat	boxes	of	male	or	female.	Some	non-
binary	people	 identify	as	both	at	 the	same	 time,	or	alternating	 times.	Others



don’t	identify	with	either.

There	are	genderfluid	people	who	switch	between	 two	or	more	genders.
That	was	the	ultimate	identity	I	settled	on.	While	I	 identify	as	a	transgender
woman	most	 times,	occasionally	 that	 sense	of	 femininity	will	 leave	me.	 It’s
never	quite	 replaced	by	a	 sense	of	masculinity.	During	 these	 times,	 I’m	 left
with	 a	 lack	 of	 gender,	 an	 identity	 known	 as	 agender.	 I	 like	 to	 just	 call	 it
“meh”.

As	 I	met	more	 and	more	 people	who	 are	 transgender,	 I	 discovered	 that
their	 stories,	 their	 identities	 were	 as	 varied	 as	 they	were.	 There	 are	 lots	 of
different	ways	to	be	trans,	and	there	are	 lots	of	people	 living	those	different
ways.

When	 I	 look	 at	 literature,	 however,	 I	 see	 a	 very	 different	 picture.
Transgender	 characters	 are	 shown	 very	 rarely.	 While	 six	 out	 of	 every
thousand	 people	 are	 transgender,	 a	 much	 smaller	 percentage	 of	 fiction
characters	are	portrayed	as	gender	diverse.	When	trans	characters	are	shown,
they	almost	always	show	that	same	narrative	I	was	sold	in	1998.

There	is	a	story	I	tell,	on	occasion.	After	I	realized	I	was	transgender,	I	fell
into	a	low	point	in	my	life.	I	saw	the	violence	perpetrated	against	transgender
people,	 and	 the	 barriers	 to	 healthcare.	 This	 was	 2017,	 a	 year	 after	 North
Carolina	forced	transgender	people	to	use	the	bathroom	corresponding	to	their
assigned	birth.	I	was,	frankly,	ready	to	take	my	life.

But	in	spite	of	what	my	mental	state	was	at	the	time,	I	have	always	been	a
voracious	reader.	While	making	preparations	to	end	my	suffering,	I	continued
reading	 through	 my	 ever-growing	 “to	 be	 read”	 pile.	 I	 started	 reading	 The
Hammer	of	Thor,	Rick	Riordan’s	second	book	in	his	Magnus	Chase	and	the
Gods	 of	 Asgard	 series.	 On	 those	 pages,	 I	 was	 exposed	 to	 Alex	 Fierro,	 a
genderfluid	character.

It	was	 the	 first	 time	 I’d	 seen	 a	 character	 even	 close	 to	me	 in	 a	 story.	 I
cried,	tears	of	relief	and	of	joy.	I	cried	for	hours	that	night.	And	when	I	wiped
away	the	tears,	I	knew	I	wasn’t	going	to	kill	myself.	I	had	a	mission.	I	didn’t
want	anyone	else	 to	go	 through	what	I	did.	No	one	should	have	 to	go	more
than	three	decades	to	see	themselves	represented	in	fiction.	As	a	writer,	 it	 is



my	responsibility	to	make	a	world	a	better	place	for	the	next	generation.

Because,	even	as	“Uncle	Rick”	provided	me	with	the	first	character	with
whom	I	could	truly	identify,	his	inspiration	for	the	character	still	followed	the
more	traditional	narrative.	He	had	this	to	say	when	he	accepted	an	award	for
LGBTQ	youth	fiction:

I	 think	 about	 my	 former	 student	 Adrian	 (a	 pseudonym),	 back	 in	 the	 90s	 in	 San
Francisco.	Adrian	used	the	pronouns	he	and	him,	so	I	will	call	him	that,	but	I	suspect
Adrian	might	have	had	more	freedom	and	more	options	as	to	how	he	self-identified	in
school	were	he	growing	up	today.	His	peers,	his	teachers,	his	family	all	understood	that
Adrian	 was	 female,	 despite	 his	 birth	 designation.	 Since	 kindergarten,	 he	 had	 self-
selected	to	be	among	the	girls—socially,	athletically,	academically.	He	was	one	of	our
girls.

So,	when	I	was	approached	to	be	a	guest	editor	for	this	anthology,	I	jumped	at
the	choice.	This	anthology	was	created	 to	highlight	a	variety	of	 transgender
experiences.	Stories	about	trans	characters,	written	by	trans	authors.	For	once,
we	are	controlling	the	narrative	about	us.
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LETTERS	TO	ALIX:	A	TRANSGENDER	COMING
OF	AGE	STORY

BY	ALIX	PERRY

3/27/00

Dear	Alix,

Happy	 fifth	 birthday!	What	 did	 you	 get?	 I	 got	 some	 cool	 stuff	 on	 my
birthday.	 Mom	 and	 Dad	 got	 me	 a	 Hot	 Wheels	 set.	 Uncle	 Ted	 got	 me	 a
dinosaur	 puzzle.	 Some	 people	 got	 me	 girlie	 things.	 That	 made	 me	 upset.
Grandma	gave	me	a	Barbie.	Aunt	Betty	gave	me	a	pink	sweatshirt.	When	I
unwrapped	the	doll	I	said,	“I	do	not	like	dolls.”	When	I	saw	the	sweatshirt	I
yelled,	“I	hate	pink!”	Mom	told	them	it	was	okay.	It	was	not	okay.	She	told
me	not	to	say	things	like	that.	It	is	not	polite.	Say	thank	you.

Mom	talks	about	how	I	need	to	have	manners.	Like	when	I	burp	loud	and
she	says	it	is	not	ladylike.	I	did	not	want	the	pink	sweatshirt	or	the	Barbie.	It
is	the	truth.	Sometimes	people	burp	loud.	That	is	also	the	truth.	Birthdays	are
for	getting	gifts	you	like,	not	for	getting	the	wrong	things.

I	think	your	mom	does	not	have	tell	you	to	be	polite.	I	bet	you	never	get
any	dolls.	 I	 bet	 you	never	get	 anything	pink	 either.	Your	grandma	probably
gave	you	LEGOs.	Maybe	your	aunt	got	you	some	blue	shoes,	the	kind	that	are
good	for	playing	tag	on	the	playground.

After	 the	 presents,	 I	 heard	mom	 explain	 to	 the	 other	 adults	 that	 I	 am	 a
tomboy.	I	know	this	means	I	am	a	girl	who	likes	boy	stuff.	I	don’t	know	who
Tom	is	though.	I	call	myself	an	Allisonboy	instead.



Alix,	how	do	you	feel	when	all	your	presents	are	good?	Do	you	smile	all
day?	Do	you	high	five	all	your	friends	really	fast?	Are	you	so	excited	that	you
blow	 your	 cake	 candles	 out	 in	 one	 breath?	 That	 is	 my	 goal	 for	 my	 sixth
birthday.	I	missed	one	this	year.

YOUR	FRIEND,

Allison

8/7/03

Dear	Alix,

It	 is	 hot	 here.	Yesterday,	 I	 read	 eighty	 degrees	 on	 the	 thermometer.	My
brother,	Kyle,	 and	 I	 played	 outside	 on	 our	 slip	 and	 slide	 all	 afternoon.	We
took	 turns	 seeing	 who	 could	 slide	 the	 furthest.	 I’m	 pretty	 sure	 I	 won.
Grandma	and	Grandpa	watched	us	while	 they	did	crossword	puzzles	on	 the
deck.

I	was	doing	the	slip	and	slide	in	my	gecko	shirt	and	soccer	shorts.	Then,
when	 I	 was	 done,	 I	 wanted	 to	 take	my	 shirt	 off	 like	 people	 do	 sometimes
when	it’s	hot	outside.	I	could	dry	off	my	skin	faster	and	my	shirt	could	dry	on
the	deck	in	the	sun.	I	thought	that	was	a	smart	plan.

When	I	 took	off	my	shirt	and	set	 it	on	the	deck	my	grandpa	chuckled	at
me.	 I	 looked	at	him	and	 then	he	 said,	 “Ladies	 aren’t	 supposed	 to	 take	 their
shirts	off.”	I	felt	confused	because	he	was	still	smiling	even	though	he	said	I
did	something	I’m	not	supposed	to.	After	a	second	he	said,	“But	it’s	okay	for
you.”

I	thought	about	it	later	and	decided	that	he	said	it	was	okay	because	I	am
only	nine	years	old.	I	realized	that	I	never	see	older	girls	have	their	shirts	off.
It’s	 okay	 for	 girl	 babies	 but	 then	 it	 is	 not	 okay	when	 you	 are	 older.	 I	 can’t
figure	out	when	it	stops	being	okay.	I	think	I	better	wear	a	shirt	from	now	on
to	make	sure	I	don’t	get	in	trouble.



I	 don’t	 like	 finding	 out	 I’ve	 been	 doing	 something	 I’m	not	 supposed	 to
without	even	knowing.	I	 try	my	best	 to	follow	the	rules	and	be	good.	I	also
think	it	is	hard	to	follow	the	rules	if	no	one	explains	them	to	you.

SINCERELY,

Allison

2/1/06

Dear	Alix,

I	hope	you	are	as	excited	as	me	 that	 the	Seahawks	made	 it	 to	 the	Super
Bowl	this	year.	I	love	to	play	football	just	as	much	as	I	love	to	watch	it.	Since
I’m	 a	 girl,	 I	 don’t	 play	 on	 a	 team	 even	 though	 fifth	 grade	 is	 old	 enough.
Instead	I	play	with	Dad	and	Kyle	in	the	backyard.	Dad	throws	the	ball	to	us
while	we	defend	each	other.	There	are	some	close	games,	but	I	usually	win.	I
feel	excited	and	satisfied	after	I	win.

Since	 it	 is	winter	 now	 it’s	 sometimes	 too	 stormy	 to	 play	 outside.	Also,
sometimes	Dad	and	Kyle	aren’t	home	so	I	have	no	one	to	play	with.	This	was
what	 happened	 yesterday	 after	 the	 Seahawks	won	 the	 NFC	Championship.
Dad	and	Kyle	left	to	go	to	a	movie.	The	game	was	good	and	I	felt	energetic.	I
started	 doing	 drop	 backs	 and	 tossing	 the	 ball	 lightly	 to	myself.	 I	 was	 also
saying	out	loud	what	was	happening	in	my	imaginary	game.

Mom	was	watching	me,	but	I	thought	I	didn’t	care	about	that.	I	changed
my	mind	when	she	asked,	“Do	you	wish	you	were	a	boy	so	you	could	play
football?”	She	was	smiling	like	it	was	a	joke.	I	quickly	said	no.	It	was	kind	of
a	lie,	but	I	didn’t	feel	like	explaining.	Instead,	I	will	tell	you.

I	daydream	a	lot	about	playing	football	for	the	high	school	team	someday.
I	know	this	wouldn’t	be	allowed	and	I	would	probably	get	hurt	with	all	 the
tackling	by	the	bigger	boys.	That’s	why	it’s	only	a	daydream.	Right	now,	I	can
play	touch	football	at	recess,	but	those	are	not	real	games.	Mom	was	kind	of



right	because	I	do	wish	I	could	also	get	big	and	strong	so	I	could	play	high
school	football.	But	I	don’t	wish	I	was	a	boy	because	then	I	wouldn’t	be	me.	I
like	being	me.	If	being	a	girl	is	part	of	me	then	I	will	accept	it.

Are	you	going	to	play	football	in	high	school?	I	want	to	be	your	biggest
fan	if	you	do.

SINCERELY,

Allison

3/30/07

Dear	Alix,

Have	you	heard	people	say	“for	better	or	for	worse…”?	It’s	for	when	you
have	to	accept	something	so	people	pretend	it	doesn’t	matter	if	you	like	it	or
not.	 I	 think	 that	 it’s	 like	 lying.	 People	 shouldn’t	 be	 afraid	 to	 say	what	 they
don’t	like.	So	here	goes:	for	worse,	puberty	is	here.

First	of	all,	I	had	to	go	buy	bras	with	my	mom.	It	was	so	embarrassing.	I
only	wanted	to	get	bras	because	the	sports	ones	help	make	my	chest	look	flat
like	it	used	to.

If	 bras	weren’t	 bad	 enough,	 I	 am	 really	writing	 to	 you	 now	 because	 of
what	 happened	 this	 week.	 When	 I	 went	 to	 the	 bathroom	 before	 lunch	 at
school	I	saw	a	brown	spot	on	my	underwear.	I	couldn’t	figure	out	how	it	got
there	 at	 first	 because	 I	 was	 99%	 sure	 I	 didn’t	 poop	my	 pants	 or	 anything.
When	I	wiped	in	the	front	and	saw	reddish-brown	on	the	toilet	paper	it	hit	me
that	this	was	a	period.	It	was	so	gross!	I	asked	the	universe,	“Why	me?”	I	felt
like	this	was	supposed	to	happen	to	other	girls,	but	not	me.	Just	like	having	to
wear	a	bra.	I	stuffed	toilet	paper	in	my	underwear	to	soak	up	the	blood	for	the
rest	of	the	day.

Instead	 of	 paying	 attention	 to	 book	 report	 presentations	 after	 lunch,	 I
thought	about	 last	week’s	 language	arts	 lesson	about	conflicts	 in	stories.	We



learned	that	conflicts	have	protagonists	and	antagonists.	I	started	thinking	that
if	 I	was	 in	 a	 story,	 I	would	 be	 the	 protagonist	 and	 the	 antagonist	would	 be
making	me	have	a	period.	I	tried	to	think	of	who	the	antagonist	could	be,	but
my	only	idea	was	that	it	was	my	own	body.	I	got	this	idea	because	in	health
class	we	learned	that	it	is	natural	for	a	girl’s	body	to	have	a	period	when	they
are	about	my	age.

Thinking	about	my	body	being	the	antagonist	made	me	worry.	If	I	tried	to
win	the	conflict	against	my	body,	wouldn’t	I	also	be	attacking	myself?	I	don’t
want	 to	 attack	myself.	 That	 doesn’t	make	 any	 sense.	 I	 hope	 things	 get	 less
confusing	soon.

YOUR	SCARED	FRIEND,

Allison

6/25/07

Dear	Alix,

Apparently,	 it	 isn’t	 okay	 to	 be	 a	 tomboy	 in	 middle	 school.	 My	 soccer
teammates	 and	 I	 all	 used	 to	wear	 sweatshirts	 and	 sweatpants	 to	 school,	 but
now	they	wear	tight	jeans	and	fitted	Hollister	T-shirts.	I	want	to	keep	wearing
my	sporty	clothes,	but	it	seems	like	there	are	some	new	rules	against	that.

The	rules	were	vague	at	first,	like	my	friends	were	just	making	hints,	but
last	weekend	cleared	up	a	lot	of	the	confusion.	I	was	over	at	Sarah’s	house	for
her	birthday	party	on	Saturday	night.	She	got	a	couple	of	makeup	items	and
people	 wanted	 to	 try	 them	 out.	 Eliza	 opened	 some	mascara	 and	 suggested
giving	me	a	makeover,	but	I	shook	my	head	and	said	no	with	a	strong	voice.
Everyone	else	liked	the	idea	though.	Eliza	brought	the	mascara	brush	toward
my	face	and	Sarah	grabbed	my	head	to	steady	it.	I	ran	away	up	the	stairs,	but
they	followed	me.

“You’re	going	 to	 look	so	pretty,”	Eliza	said	when	she	 tracked	me	down.



Sarah	pinned	my	arms	against	the	rug	while	Eliza	tried	to	brush	makeup	onto
my	eyelashes.	She	mostly	ended	up	poking	my	eyes	because	I	was	squirming.
When	tears	started	gushing	out	of	my	eyes,	Eliza	stopped	and	told	Sarah	to	let
go.	I	played	the	tears	off	as	irritation	from	being	allergic	to	makeup.	Actually,
I	was	crying	out	of	fear.

Alix,	I	don’t	feel	safe.	My	friends	don’t	want	me	to	be	different.	 I	don’t
know	why.	I	don’t	know	why	every	girl	has	to	dress	girly	and	wear	makeup
starting	in	middle	school.

I	don’t	think	it’s	an	option	to	keep	being	a	tomboy	even	though	I	want	to.
I	would	rather	feel	safe	than	be	myself.	Everyone	wants	me	to	act	like	a	girl
so	I	guess	that	is	what	I	will	have	to	do.

YOUR	GIRL,

Allison

11/1/08

Dear	Alix,

I	 feel	 like	we	are	getting	 too	old	 to	dress	up	and	go	 trick-or-treating	 for
Halloween.	Since	we’ll	be	in	high	school	next	year,	 this	 is	probably	my	last
time.

My	 friends	 all	 went	 as	 fairies,	 but	 I	 had	 no	 interest	 in	 joining	 them.
Instead,	 I	 dressed	 up	 as	 a	 boy.	 I	 tied	 my	 hair	 up	 into	 a	 high	 ponytail	 and
tucked	it	under	a	baseball	hat.	I	wore	my	dad’s	jeans,	white	t-shirt,	and	navy
blue	 short-sleeve	button-up,	undone.	His	 clothes	didn’t	 fit	me	exactly	 right,
but	I	thought	the	baggy	look	was	cool.

Despite	our	unmatching	costumes,	 the	fairies	 invited	me	 to	 trick-or-treat
with	 them.	 At	 one	 of	 the	 houses	 we	 visited,	 a	 woman	 complimented	 my
friends’	outfits.	“What	a	beautiful	group	of	girls,”	she	smiled.	“— And	guy,”
she	quickly	added	when	she	laid	her	eyes	on	me.



As	we	 walked	 away	 from	 the	 house,	 my	 legs	 felt	 squishy	 like	 gummy
worms	and	I	got	this	goofy	smile	on	my	face.	Luckily,	no	one	noticed	because
it	was	dark,	and	they	were	looking	at	their	candy	stashes	anyway.	I	couldn’t
tell	whether	 the	woman	was	 just	going	along	with	my	costume	or	 thought	 I
was	 a	 boy	 trick-or-treating	 without	 a	 costume.	 I	 wasn’t	 sure	 which	 option
would	 be	 better,	 but	 I	 felt	 happy	 the	 woman	 noticed	 that	 I	 was	 something
different	than	a	colorful	fairy.

I’ve	 been	 thinking	 a	 lot	 recently	 about	 getting	my	 hair	 cut	 short.	 Even
though	I	know	I’d	look	good	from	the	times	I	tuck	my	hair	under	a	baseball
hat	at	home,	I	haven’t	done	it	because	I’m	nervous	about	what	people	will	say
at	 school.	 I’m	scared	 that	people	would	 think	 I	 looked	 too	much	 like	a	boy
since	my	clothes	are	mostly	baggy	and	I	don’t	wear	earrings	or	makeup.	The
length	of	my	hair	is	what	lets	people	know	I’m	a	girl.	It’s	like	my	anchor	to
being	normal.

I	 figured	 that	Halloween	would	be	 the	 safest	 time	 to	 show	off	my	short
hair.	 You’re	 supposed	 to	 look	 different	 on	 Halloween,	 so	 no	 one	 will	 be
surprised	when	you	do.	I	don’t	know	what	the	point	of	this	letter	is	other	than
to	tell	you	I	liked	wearing	my	costume	this	year.	If	it	is	my	last	year	trick-or-
treating	it	was	a	good	way	to	go	out.	Hopefully	I	can	hear	about	your	costume
sometime.	Talk	to	you	later.

YOUR	BOY	(FOR	A	DAY),

Allison

6/4/17

Dear	Alix,

Are	you	still	there?	I	think	it’s	been	almost	ten	years	since	I	last	wrote	to
you.	 By	 now	 I’m	 22	 years	 old	 and	 about	 to	 graduate	 from	 college.	 I’m
embarrassed	 to	 say	 that	 as	 of	 a	 year	 ago	 I	 had	 all	 but	 forgotten	 about	 our
correspondence.



Let	 me	 introduce	 this	 letter	 by	 quoting	 Rebecca	 Solnit’s	 book,	 The
Faraway	 Nearby:	 “Elaborate	 are	 the	 means	 to	 hide	 from	 yourself,	 the
dissociations,	 projections,	 deceptions,	 forgettings,	 justifications,	 and	 other
tools	 to	 detour	 around	 the	 obstruction	 of	 unbearable	 reality…”	 I	 was	 first
faced	my	 forgettings	 about	 a	 year	 ago	when	 I	 heard	 a	 transgender	 person’s
story	for	the	first	time.

I	was	 listening	to	a	podcast	called	Snap	Judgment	when	I	heard	Tristian
Whiston’s	 audio	 diary	 about	 his	 transition	 from	 female	 to	 male.	 Tristian
opened	his	piece	by	talking	about	his	childhood.	He	fought	against	his	mom
over	how	she	dressed	him,	recalling	how	“mortifying”	it	felt	when	she	tried	to
make	 him	wear	 a	 barrette	 to	 preschool.	 After	 feeling	 rejected	 by	 his	 peers
during	adolescence,	Tristian	had	to	face	that	he	was	a	girl,	and	not	a	boy.	He
lived	with	 this	 as	 fact	until	his	mid-thirties	when	he	 started	 to	question	and
explore	his	gender.

Tristian’s	 childhood	 experience	was	 eerily	 similar	 to	my	own,	 but	 I	 felt
that	I	had	heard	his	story	too	late.	I	had	left	my	tomboy	ways	behind	long	ago
and	was	comfortable	being	a	woman	by	that	point.	Sure,	it	took	me	all	of	high
school	and	a	couple	years	of	college,	but	you’d	be	surprised	to	know	that	by
now	 I’m	 not	 afraid	 to	 rock	 a	 dress,	 earrings,	 and	 a	 little	 bit	 of	 makeup.	 I
resigned	myself	 to	 the	 fact	 that	 the	opportunity	had	passed	 for	me	 to	 figure
out	that	I	was	transgender.

I	 shoved	 Tristian’s	 story	 into	 the	 back	 of	 my	 mind	 until	 a	 couple	 of
months	 ago	 when	 I	 set	 out	 to	 write	 a	 personal	 essay	 about	 challenging
feminine	social	expectations	like	marriage	and	motherhood.	I	included	many
of	 the	 moments	 that	 I	 remember	 writing	 to	 you	 about	 so	 long	 ago:	 hating
dolls,	not	wanting	to	wear	makeup,	dressing	up	as	a	boy	for	Halloween.	As	I
assembled	all	 those	 stories	 into	a	narrative	of	my	experience	with	gendered
social	 norms,	 it	 became	 impossible	 for	me	 to	 avoid	 the	 thoughts	 that	 I	 had
pushed	aside	as	I	listened	to	that	podcast.

I	 chewed	 on	 a	 hangnail	 nervously	 as	 I	 focused	 on	 forming	 a	 forceful
closing	for	my	essay.	I	 finally	pried	one	out	of	my	brain:	“Just	because	you
were	born	a	girl,	doesn’t	mean	you	have	to	act	like	one;	it’s	okay.”	It	sounded
great,	and	the	paper	was	almost	ready	to	submit.	I	just	wanted	to	proofread	it



one	 more	 time.	 When	 I	 read	 the	 piece	 in	 its	 entirety,	 that	 final	 sentence
reached	out	of	the	screen	and	punched	me	in	the	diaphragm.	With	my	breath
held	and	my	jaw	clenched,	I	realized	how	that	last	sentence	should	read:	“Just
because	you	were	told	you	were	a	girl,	doesn’t	mean	you	have	to	live	as	one;
it’s	okay.”

When	I	landed	on	that	sentence,	I	gave	myself	permission	to	explore	my
gender	 identity.	 I	 gave	 myself	 permission	 to	 reconnect	 with	 you.	 Embrace
you.	 Be	 you.	 I	 wrote	 to	 you	 because	 you	 were	 the	 version	 of	 myself	 I
imagined	 I	might	be	 if	 I	were	 free	 from	others’	 ideas	about	my	gender.	For
more	 than	 twenty	 years	 I	 assumed	 you	 would	 always	 be	 a	 figment	 of	 my
imagination.	I	never	thought	it	would	be	possible	to	become	you.	But	here	I
am.	Because	I	heard	Tristian’s	story,	because	I	took	that	writing	class,	because
my	old	pen	pal	refused	to	be	forgotten.

Alix,	it’s	great	to	finally	meet	you.

SINCERELY,

Alix	(they/them/theirs)
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REMEMBER	YOU’RE	A	GIRL,	REMEMBER	YOU’RE
A	BOY

BY	JANKO	RADIČEVIĆ

THEY	CALL	ME	ANEMONE.	Not	Jasmine,	not	Rose,	not	Lily	or	whatever	else	is
popular	nowadays—just	Anemone.	I	don’t	have	a	nickname.	I’m	not	keen	on
telling	you	where	I’m	from	but	I’ll	make	an	attempt	at	showing	my	hospitality
through	sharing	a	story.	 I	 sincerely	hope	you’ll	 learn	something	 from	it	and
that	you’ll	evolve,	and	when	we	meet	once	more	at	the	end	I	hope	we	will	be
filled	with	 strength	 and	mutual	 respect.	And	 kindness,	 the	world	 could	 use
more	of	that.

Anemone	is	a	name	of	Greek	origin.	The	goddess	Aphrodite	had	someone
very	close	to	her	heart.	His	name	was	Adonis	and,	apparently,	he	had	to	die
because	 the	 other	 gods	 believed	 he	wasn’t	 good	 enough	 for	 her.	Aphrodite
mourned	 the	 death	 of	 her	 beloved	 and	 from	her	 tears	 anemones	were	 born.
They	symbolized	the	end	of	all	hope,	a	love	held	and	lost.	I	am	Anemone	and
this	is	not	a	love	story.	I	am	enough	as	I	am	and	don’t	need	to	love	someone
or	lose	someone	to	define	myself.	I	am	my	own	person.

Anemone	isn’t	my	real	name—or	better	yet—it’s	the	closest	to	reality	I’ll
ever	be.	It	holds	a	link	to	the	material	world	through	the	complex	meaning	of
the	flower	but	it’s	abstract	and	temporary	like	everything	else	in	this	layer	of
existence.	 People	 say	 it’s	 a	 girls’	 name	 because	 flowers	 are	 for	 girls.
Personally,	I	think	it’s	silly	to	label	somebody’s	thoughts,	names	and	dreams
with	trivial	 tags	 like	gender.	Also,	flowers	are	for	everyone	who	appreciates
their	beauty.	I	am	Anemone	and	my	name	has	neither	a	penis,	nor	a	vagina.	I



am	 Anemone—nothing	 more,	 nothing	 less—and	 I	 don’t	 live	 to	 amuse	 the
masses.

I	sometimes	enjoy	wearing	dresses	and	I	 think	 that’s	okay.	Other	people
don’t	 think	 it’s	 okay	 and	 so	 now	 I	 occasionally	 wear	 bruises.	 They	 are
colorful—purple,	yellow	and	red.	Almost	like	autumn	colors.	I’m	a	minority
so	 I	 can’t	 wear	 what	 I	 like.	 I	 thought	 minorities	 existed	 only	 in	 tales	 of
cowboys	and	Indians,	but	Indians	exist	in	the	real	world	too,	I	was	told,	and	I
also	exist,	or	at	least	I	want	to,	but	it’s	a	suffocating	form	of	existence.	I	am
Anemone	and	when	I	get	overwhelmed	my	words	get	all	jumbled	like	in	the
mind	of	a	dyslexic	pupil	 reading	 tongue-twisters.	This	 is	not	a	cry	 for	help.
This	 is	me	 sharing	my	experiences	and	my	 thoughts.	 I	hope	my	words	will
reach	you.

Once	upon	a	time	I	watched	a	show	that	moved	me	to	tears	and	fueled	my
curiosity	 for	 the	 language	 of	 flowers.	 It	 proposed	 the	 idea	 that	 the	 rose—
gracious	and	noble—holds	the	female	principle,	while	the	lily—with	its’	bold
color	schemes	and	silent	devotion—symbolizes	the	male	ideal.	I	found	myself
torn	between	the	two	concepts	and	searched	for	a	flower	that	better	resonated
with	my	own	feelings.	The	anemone	is	respected	in	the	West	and	feared	in	the
East.	 It	 can	 bring	 prosperity	 or	 utter	 defeat,	 love	 or	 inexplicable	 loss.	 If	 it
were	human	it	would	be	overflowing	with	conflicting	opinions	and	probably
very,	very	confused.

I	am	Anemone	and,	if	you	think	about	it	for	a	brief	moment,	you	might	be
too.	I	am	Anemone	and	I	lied	earlier—this	is	a	story	of	love,	of	hope	and	of
self-acceptance,	but	most	importantly,	this	is	a	story	of	learning	and	personal
growth.	This	is	as	far	as	I	can	lead	you,	but	by	all	means	feel	free	to	wander
on	your	own.

Here	is	my	parting	gift:	They	call	me	Anemone.	I	might	not	be	everyone’s
first	pick	in	the	garden	but	I	will	prosper	and	bow	not	to	break,	but	to	bloom
more	beautifully.
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FINAL	MEMORY

BY	DARIA	DEPTUŁA

I	HEARD	the	children	singing	on	a	late	morning	as	June	slipped	away.

At	 least,	 it	 was	 June	 the	 last	 I	 could	 remember.	 The	 concept	 of	 time
eluded	me	since	the	moment	I	woke	up.

Simply	put,	it	felt	like	a	summer	morning.

I	observed	the	children	more	closely.	Most	of	 them	wore	pajamas,	some
bearing	 the	 characters	 of	 TV	 shows	 I	 could	 vaguely	 recognize.	 Their	 faces
seemed	 far	 too	 clean	 for	 kids	 so	 young—given	 my	 experience	 with	 small
humans,	 anyway.	 I	 saw	 it	 then.	 God,	 their	 hands.	 Blackened	 little	 hands
joined	in	a	circle,	 twirling	along	to	a	 tune	I	did	not	know.	Bare,	 tainted	feet
disturbed	 the	 gravel	 that	 stretched	 out	 to	 the	 very	 edge	 of	 my	 vision.	 I
couldn’t	determine	the	cause	of	their	discolored	skin.

“Miss?	Miss!”

One	 of	 the	 children,	 her	messy	 hair	mingled	with	 tattered	 blue	 ribbons,
approached	me.

“You’re	new	here,	miss.”

I	said	the	first	thing	that	popped	into	my	head.

“Okay.”

How	 long	 ago	 was	 it?	 How	 long	 ago	 did	 I	 fall	 asleep	 in	 my	 cozy



apartment	and	woke	up	in	this	barren	wilderness?

The	other	children	began	to	break	away	from	their	game;	I	was	the	new
focus	of	attention.

“Doesn’t	sound	like	you	know	for	sure,”	a	new	voice	piped	up.

Their	 hands.	 As	 human	 as	 me,	 but	 with	 a	 touch	 of	 frostbite	 in	 a	 land
without	the	slightest	of	cool	breezes.

“What	do	you	remember,	miss?”

“Well…um,	I	was	walking	around	here.	 I	don’t	know	for	how	long.	I’m
not	tired.”

“Did	you	meet	the	Candlemaker?”

“Who?”

“She’s	new,”	proclaimed	the	girl	with	hair	ribbons.

“I’m	sorry.”	What	am	I	apologizing	to	a	bunch	of	kids	for?	“I	don’t	know
about	any	candles.	You	guys	are	the	first	people	I’ve	seen	here.”

A	taller	boy,	probably	the	oldest	of	the	group,	spoke	up.	“Come	back	with
us	to	the	camp!	All	the	grown-ups	know	about	the	Candlemaker.	They’ll	tell
you	about	hir.”

About	 here?	 I	 was	 confused,	 but	 let	 out	 another	 “Okay.”	 Company
certainly	 seemed	 like	 a	 better	 alternative	 to	 aimless	 roaming.	 Especially	 if
they	knew	anything	about	this	strange	place.	I	asked,	“Is	it	far	away?”

“Nope!”	Just	follow	us!”	He	led	away	as	the	rest	of	the	children	scurried
behind.	Only	the	ribbon	girl	stayed	put.

“I	forgot	to	ask	you	something.	What’s	your	name,	miss?”

“I	don’t	know.”

“You	don’t	know	your	own	name?”

I	felt	foolish.	Where	did	that	come	from?	“Of	course	I	do.	I’m	Anita.”

She	stuck	out	her	hand,	placing	the	abnormality	directly	in	my	face.	“I’m
Penny!”



At	a	tentative	speed,	I	reached	out	for	the	handshake.

Stop	that.	It’s	just	a	little	girl’s	hand.	What	are	you	afraid	of?

Her	hand	felt	a	little	clammy,	but	not	unusual.	It	was	as	warm	as	any	other
flesh.	Why,	then,	the	decayed	color?

“We’d	better	catch	up!”	Penny	cried	out.	“The	others	are	so	far	ahead.”

She	skidded	across	the	gravel,	her	feet	sending	tiny	rocks	flying	in	every
direction.	How	do	 those	kids	manage	 to	brave	such	a	rough	 terrain	without
any	shoes?	I	had	socks	on,	but	I	still	treaded	lightly	to	lessen	the	discomfort.	I
was	thankful	that	I	unintentionally	went	to	sleep	with	my	clothes	on	the	night
before	 I	 ended	 up	 here.	 Thoughts	 of	 that	 night	 began	 to	 creep	 in,	 those
thoughts	of	all	the	things	she—

No!

I	 pushed	 it	 back	 to	 the	 recesses	 of	my	 brain	where	 it	 belonged.	Now,	 I
only	needed	to	focus	on	getting	to	the	camp.

We	finally	observed	a	change	in	the	landscape.	Penny	and	I	approached	a
small	 valley	 in	 which	 a	 sort	 of	 settlement	 was	 nestled.	 That	 is,	 if	 the	 vast
emptiness	 could	 be	 called	 a	 settlement.	 No	 plant	 life	 populated	 this	 slice
between	the	hills;	I	hadn’t	seen	a	single	leaf	of	green	in	this	place.	Void	of	any
housing	structures,	I	only	knew	this	area	must	be	the	camp	because	of	about
two	dozen	people	gathered	here.

“Here	 we	 are!”	 Penny	 exclaimed.	 “Johnny	 already	 told	 the	 grown-ups
about	you,	I	think.	He	probably	did.	I’ll	take	you	to	Mama	right	now.”

“Okay.”	Down	the	hill	and	toward	the	group	we	went.

I	saw	mismatched	objects	 that	proved	people	were	 living	 in	 the	space—
cardboard	boxes,	folding	tables,	battered	board	games,	novels,	picture	books,
artificial	 flower	 arrangements,	 giant	 bean	 bags,	 stuffed	 animal	 toys,	 plastic
storage	 containers,	 playing	 cards,	 colored	 markers,	 comic	 books,	 rolls	 of
butcher	 paper,	 outdated	 encyclopedia	 sets,	 composition	 notebooks,	 naked
dolls,	tissue	paper	mâché,	baby	blankets,	and	model	airplanes.	Nowhere	did	I
see	 electronic	 devices	 or	 remnants	 of	 food.	Not	 that	 it	mattered.	 I	 couldn’t
remember	the	last	time	I	felt	hunger.



Penny	led	me	to	a	middle-aged	woman	clothed	in	a	silk	polka-dot	pajama
set.

“Mama,	here’s	the	new	girl!”

The	woman	eyed	me	as	 if	 I	were	a	 feral	dog	caught	 rampaging	 through
her	backyard:	not	unpleasant,	but	certainly	not	welcoming.

“Well	then,	I	suppose	you’re	here	now,	Miss…”

“Anita.”	I	extended	my	hand	in	an	empty	gesture,	which	she	ignored.

“Alright.”	 Continuing	 to	 disregard	 polite	 manners,	 she	 didn’t	 offer	 her
name	to	me.	I	felt	relieved	when	Penny	pulled	me	away	to	another	cluster	of
adults.	Their	reception	was	the	polar	opposite	of	 the	one	I’d	just	received—
the	group	abandoned	their	card	game	without	hesitation	to	greet	me.

“Darling,	darling!”	An	elderly	Chinese	woman	took	my	unmarked	hands
into	her	charcoaled	ones.	Is	it	the	same	peculiarity	afflicting	the	children?	“I
hope	you	weren’t	out	on	your	own	for	long.”

“I…I	don’t	think	I	was?”

“Yes,	 yes,	 clearly	 there’s	 no	way	of	 telling.”	She	 let	 go	of	my	hands	 to
adjust	 the	 top	 button	 of	 her	 nightgown.	 Judging	 by	 the	 prominence	 of
sleepwear,	 I	 speculated	 that	 these	 people	 must	 have	 woken	 up	 and	 found
themselves	here	in	the	same	way	I	did.

“Oh,	May,”	interjected	a	man	half	the	woman’s	age	and	twice	her	stature,
“you’re	always	so	vague.”

“In	this	place?	One	can	hardly	help	it!”	May	turned	back	to	me.	“Dear,	I
urge	you	to	never	take	anything	this	ruffian	says	to	heart.”

“He’s	a	ruffian!”	echoed	Penny.

“Ruffian	shmuffian.”	The	man	shook	his	head	with	a	chuckle.	“I’m	Luis,
by	the	way.”

“Hi	Luis.	I’m	Anita.”

“Well,	Anita,	 I	 advise	 you	 to	make	yourself	 at	 home,	 because	 nobody’s
going	anywhere!”



“Speaking	of	which,	what	exactly…where	are	we?”

“An	excellent	question,	but	one	I	cannot	answer.”	Luis	kicked	a	clump	of
gravel	with	his	bare	foot.	“Now	I’m	being	the	vague	one.”

Another,	 older	man	 joined	 the	discussion.	 “You	can	walk	 as	 far	 as	your
legs	will	carry	you,	and	all	you’ll	get	is	more	stinkin’	nothing.”

“Then	how	did	you	get	all	 that	stuff?”	I	pointed	to	 the	folding	table	and
what	it	held.	“I	couldn’t	even	manage	to	drag	a	pair	of	shoes	with	me.”

“You	and	me	both,”	Luis	muttered.

Out	of	the	blue,	I	heard	a	piercing	shriek	from	a	distance	to	my	left.

“What	was	 that?”	 I	 tried	 to	 find	 a	 source.	 It	 seemed	 like	 the	noise	only
alarmed	me.	 Everyone	 else	 carried	 on	 as	 though	 nothing	 had	 disturbed	 the
hum	of	quiet	chatter.

“Don’t	 worry	 about	 it.”	 Luis	 shrugged	 as	 if	 it	 were	 mundane	 to	 have
commonplace	conversations	interrupted	by	sudden	screams.

“What?”	The	noise	still	bewildered	me,	but	no	one	offered	an	explanation.

May	spoke	again.	“We	did	not	bring	those	things.	The	Candlemaker	did.”

That	 name	 again.	 That	 name	 even	 the	 children	 knew.	 “Yeah,	 about	 the
Candlemaker	guy,	who	is	he?”

“Not	a	guy,	to	begin	with.”	May	returned	to	her	chair	and	gestured	for	me
to	sit.	I	found	my	seat	on	an	overturned	milk	crate.	“Ze	is	the	reason	you	and	I
and	 all	 of	 us	 are	 here.	Not	 all	 of	 us	 have	met	 the	Candlemaker.	But	we’ve
learned	a	little	about	hir	from	those	of	us	who	did.”

“So,	 what	 do	 you	 know?”	 Embarrassment	 tinted	 my	 cheeks	 from	 the
blunder	of	using	what	I	now	saw	were	the	wrong	pronouns,	but	no	one	else
seemed	to	notice.	“Is	ze	the	leader	of	this	place	or	something?”

“A	 little	 more	 universal	 than	 that.	 Some	 of	 us	 hypothesize	 that	 the
Candlemaker	 created	 all	 that	 we	 see	 before	 us.	 A	 deity,	 if	 you	 will.”	May
picked	up	a	handful	of	cards.	“But,	I’m	tired	of	discussing	such	things.	Anita,
would	you	like	to	join	our	game?”



I	couldn’t	think	of	anything	better	to	do.	“Uh,	okay.”

Even	 after	 coming	 into	 contact	 with	 the	 camp	 and	 its	 people,	 I	 felt	 as
though	I	still	knew	very	little	about	my	situation.	Someone	had	to	know	what
was	going	on.	I	became	determined	to	glean	more	information	about	whatever
I	 could,	maybe	 from	May	and	definitely	 from	anyone	else	who	would	 talk.
For	 now,	 I	 contented	myself	 by	playing	 card	games	with	 the	 strangers	who
shared	my	plight.

“HOW	COULD	you	say	something	like	that	to	me?”

It	breaks	my	heart	to	see	her	upset.

“You	know	how	well	 it’s	been	going	with	my	boyfriend.”	She	sits	on	 the
edge	 of	 the	 bed,	 as	 far	 away	 from	me	 as	 possible.	 “And	 now	 you	 want	 to
jeopardize	that?”

“That’s	ridiculous!”	I	stand	up	in	defiance.	“I	would	never	do	anything	to
hurt	you	two—especially	not	you.”

Her	eyes	narrow	at	me.	I	feel	her	disdain	for	my	existence	growing	more
pronounced	by	the	second.	I	still	cannot	bring	myself	to	call	off	our	talk.

“Anita.”	 She	 rubs	 her	 temples	 to	 soothe	 the	 headache	 I	must	 be	 giving
her.	“You	know	how	I	feel	about	you.	You	know	that	I	love	you.”

“I	love	you	too.”

“No!	Don’t	 say	 that	 to	me!”	 She	 resorts	 to	 shouting	 now.	 “I	 don’t	 ever
want	to	hear	those	words	from	you.	You	ruined	them.”

“I	 don’t	 get	 this!	 I	 thought	 you	would	 be	more	 understanding.”	 I	 blink
rapidly	to	combat	the	tears	threatening	to	spill.	“Do	you	even	know	how	long
it	took	me	to	find	the	courage	to	say	that	to	you?”

“Maybe	you	shouldn’t	have.”

“ANITA!	ANITA,	ARE	YOU	OKAY?”

I	 rolled	 over	 to	 see	 the	 concerned	 features	 of	 sweet	 Penny’s	 face;	 the



bedroom	and	 the	girl	 from	another	 lifetime	both	melted	away	as	quickly	as
they’d	formed.	Instead,	a	blank	gray	sky	greeted	me.	It	 looked	either	full	of
clouds	or	void	of	them.

“I’m	okay,”	I	said.	“Don’t	worry.”

Confused	as	hell,	but	okay.

“Alrighty!	I	 just	wanted	to	check.	You	screamed	a	 lot!”	Without	another
word,	she	scampered	off.

I	 stood	 up	 to	 brush	 the	 gravel	 off	 from	where	 it	 left	 little	 dents	 in	my
knees.	Had	I	been	dreaming?	When	did	I	fall	asleep?	I	had	yet	to	see	anyone
else	 experience	 such	 a	 change	 in	 consciousness.	 Regardless,	 I	 could	 not
fathom	another	explanation	for	what	I’d	just	seen.

My	first	instinct	was	to	make	an	inquiry	with	the	person	who	had	done	the
most	to	help	me	adjust	to	the	camp.	The	piles	of	random	belongings	had	been
shuffled	 around	 as	 people	 used	 them,	 but	 nothing	 else	was	 new.	The	 scene
almost	reminded	me	of	a	chaotic	garage	sale.	Now	more	adept	at	navigating
the	harsh	grounds,	I	walked	over	to	the	bean	bag	chair	where	May	sat	reading
a	battered	volume;	I	took	a	quiet	seat	beside	her.	Interrupting	her	engagement
in	the	novel	felt	too	impolite	a	choice.	I	chose	instead	to	sit	in	silence	until	she
felt	ready	to	speak.

She	did	eventually	set	down	the	book	and	turn	her	attention	to	me.	“Hello,
Anita.”

“Hi.	I	have	a	question	for	you,	if	that’s	okay.”

Though	she	didn’t	act	nearly	as	ambiguous	with	me	now	as	she	did	at	our
first	meeting,	 I	 glimpsed	hesitation	 crossing	her	 features	 before	 she	nodded
for	me	to	continue.

“Do	 you	 ever,	 I	 don’t	 know,	 see	 things	 that	 aren’t	 there?	 Like	 you’re
dreaming?	I	know	we	can’t.	Or	at	least,	I	can’t,	because	I	haven’t	been	able	to
sleep	here.	But,	that’s	the	most	similar	comparison	I	can	think	of.”

“I	understand.”	The	older	woman’s	gaze	softened	as	she	placed	a	hand	on
my	shoulder,	conveying	sympathy.	“I	wondered	myself	when	you	would	start
having	the	flashbacks.”



“Flashbacks?”	How	did	she	pinpoint	the	exact	nature	of	it	with	such	ease?

“Oh	darling,	we	all	get	them.”	She	didn’t	move	her	hand.	“The	children,
only	occasionally,	but	often	for	us	adults.”

Having	 not	 yet	 reached	 my	 twenty-first	 birthday,	 I	 barely	 thought	 of
myself	as	an	adult.	For	all	I	knew,	a	hundred	years	could	have	passed	on	Earth
since	I	left.	Will	I	ever	have	another	birthday	again?

“I	 can’t	 tell	 you	 why	 they	 happen,”	 May	 continued,	 “but	 they	 aren’t
dreams.	How	could	we	dream	 if	we	do	not	 sleep?	As	 I’m	 sure	you	 figured
out,	they’re	experiences	that	took	place	in	your	past.”

“Right,”	 At	 the	 mention,	 I	 had	 to	 push	 back	 recollection	 of	 the	 very
experience	 that	 had	been	 forced	back	 into	my	head.	 “So,	 it’s	 gonna	happen
again?”

“Yes.	We	 are	 learning	 to	 deal	 with	 them.	 I	 don’t	 believe	 any	 of	 us	 see
joyful	memories.”	With	that,	she	picked	up	her	novel	once	more.	“Do	you	like
reading	books,	Anita?	I	find	them	a	lovely	change	of	scenery.”

She	said	no	more.	I	took	the	hint,	and	let	her	be.

I	took	an	absent-minded	walk	around	the	perimeter	of	the	camp,	mulling
over	what	 I’d	 just	 learned.	From	here,	 I	 could	 see	 the	wilderness	 stretching
out	 in	every	direction—a	seemingly	endless	 field	of	gravel	punctuated	by	a
few	hills.

Even	though	I	knew	better	than	to	ask,	I	briefly	wondered	what	May	saw
in	 her	 flashbacks.	 Of	 course,	 I	 believed	 every	 word	 she	 said.	 Despite	 the
incredulity	of	 some	mismatched	group	of	unrelated	people	 experiencing	 the
same	type	of	visions,	I	had	no	good	reason	to	deny	it.	The	whole	existence	of
this	place	was	impossible!	Back	on	Earth,	I	had	only	half-heartedly	humored
the	 concept	 of	 the	 supernatural.	 That	 sure	 changed.	 How	 could	 I	 deny	 the
realm	I	currently	inhabited?	I’d	already	spent	a	day	or	a	thousand	years	on	the
where	 are	 we	 question.	 Though	 never	 forming	 a	 solid	 hypothesis,	 my
speculations	ranged	from	a	circle	of	hell	to	an	undiscovered	planet	that	defied
the	 laws	 of	 known	 science.	 But	 at	 the	 moment,	 I	 didn’t	 care	 to	 wonder
whether	I	was	dead	or	alive	or	in	a	coma	while	extraterrestrials	experimented



on	my	body.	My	train	of	thought	locked	in	on	the	flashbacks.

“How’s	that	rut	coming	along,	Anita?”

Paloma’s	friendly	greeting	interrupted	my	brooding.

“Pretty	well,	actually.	If	I	keep	going,	we’ll	have	ourselves	a	moat.”

She	 chuckled	 at	 my	weak	 joke.	 I	 appreciated	 Paloma	 for	 her	 ability	 to
provide	the	companionship	of	a	girl	relatively	close	to	my	age.	That,	and	for
teaching	 me	 how	 to	 play	 board	 games	 without	 quitting	 in	 a	 rage	 halfway
through.

“I’ll	help	you.”	She	mirrored	my	steps	as	I	continued	to	circle	the	camp.
As	 we	 walked,	 she	 tried	 to	 engage	 me	 with	 tales	 of	 some	 hilarious
circumstance	 that	 had	 happened	 during	 yet	 another	 game.	 I	 barely	 paid
attention.	 I	 still	 couldn’t	 take	 my	 mind	 off	 the	 visions.	 As	 the	 one-sided
conversation	reached	a	lull,	I	tried	out	a	new	topic.

“So,	you	know	those	flashbacks	that	everyone	gets?”

She	brushed	a	lock	of	thick,	dark	hair	out	of	her	face.	“Yeah?	What	about
them?”

“Well,	you	know	how	I’m	still	sort	of	new	to…whatever	this	is.	Do	you
have	any	ideas	about	them?”

“Uh-huh,	 sure.”	Even	 that	noncommittal	 statement	 relaxed	me.	Unlike	a
lot	 of	 other	 people	 in	 the	 camp,	 Paloma	 didn’t	 seem	 to	 think	 twice	 about
discussing	 these	heavier	 subjects	with	me.	“I	 like	 them.	 It’s	almost	 like	 I’m
back	home	and	living	like	a	real	human,	you	know?”

“Not	 really.”	Nothing	 I’d	 seen	 in	my	 flashback	 could	 have	 induced	 the
smallest	amount	of	happiness.	“I’ve	only	had	one,	and	I	hated	it.	I	can’t	stand
to	think	about	it.”

“Well,	of	course	it’s	an	awful	memory.	But—”	She	sighed.	“—you	learn
to	 handle	 it,	 yeah?	 Just	 go	 through	 the	 motions	 enough,	 and	 you	 can	 find
something	good	about	it.	Like,	for	me,	I	love	getting	to	see	my	abuela	in	the
flashbacks,	even	though	she’s	so	sick-looking	and	my	stepdad	is	yelling	and
—”



She	halted	in	her	steps	and	fell	to	the	ground	as	abruptly	as	she’d	stopped
talking.

“Paloma?	 Hey,	 Paloma!”	 I	 dropped	 to	 my	 knees	 beside	 her	 motionless
body.	She	didn’t	even	breathe.

The	Anita	who	had	worked	as	 a	 lifeguard	every	 summer	 in	high	 school
told	me	to	check	her	vitals	and	perform	CPR.

Forget	that!	If	we	don’t	even	eat,	how	can	our	physiology	maintain	earthly
standards	of	function?

Without	 warning,	 her	 eyes	 shot	 open.	 I	 thought	 she	 had	 woken	 for	 the
split	second	before	I	noticed	their	glossy	coating.

Deep	in	unconsciousness,	she	emitted	a	bloodcurdling	scream.	Now,	I	felt
frightened	to	the	core.	Panic	surged	within	my	chest.	I	plugged	my	ears	and
looked	back	at	the	camp,	falsely	hoping	to	see	help	on	the	way.

The	screaming	continued.

I	reached	out	to	hold	on	to	her	arm,	not	because	I	thought	I	could	possibly
shake	her	awake,	but	because	I	hadn’t	the	slightest	idea	what	else	to	do.

“What’re	you	grabbing	me	for?”

I	jerked	my	hand	away.	“I	was	not!”

“Kidding,	kidding.”	Paloma	stood	up	as	coolly	as	if	her	terrifying	episode
hadn’t	just	taken	place.	“You	gonna	stay	on	the	ground	all	day?”

Maybe.	“What	just…what	did	you…what?”

“What?	Oh.	 I	kinda	forgot	 that	 thinking	about	my	flashbacks	sometimes
makes	them	happen.	I	should	stop	doing	that.”

“You…you	got	all	weird!”

Paloma	chuckled	as	if	she	were	explaining	arithmetic	to	a	distracted	child.
To	me,	 it	may	as	well	have	been	quantum	mechanics.	 “Don’t	worry.	You’ll
get	used	to	it.	Wanna	find	a	board	game	to	play?”

“No.	I’m	not	in	the	mood.”



“Oh,	okay.”

It	 took	 a	 surprising	 amount	 of	willpower	 to	 pull	myself	 off	 the	 ground
after	 Paloma	 left.	 No	 wonder	 Penny	 had	 been	 concerned	 with	 me.	 That
flashback	state	was	enough	to	freak	out	a	grown	woman—if	I	even	was	one.
Could	this	be	the	cause	of	every	noise	the	others	told	me	not	to	investigate?

I	 trudged	 over	 to	 a	 plastic	 trunk	 of	 knick-knacks,	 hoping	 to	 discover
something	 solitary	 to	 keep	 myself	 occupied.	 Instead,	 I	 uncovered	 an
abundance	of	stuffed	animals	and	a	stack	of	books.	Would	it	be	so	difficult	for
this	Candlemaker	person	to	drop	off	a	few	movies	once	in	an	eternity?

What	was	hir	deal,	anyway?	Did	ze	get	a	sick	satisfaction	out	of	whisking
people	away	from	their	lives	to	a	pile	of	dirt,	with	no	consolation	but	a	bunch
of	junk?

Whatever.	I	was	done	dealing	with	that	for	now.	With	a	guttural	murmur,	I
grabbed	the	first	book	that	caught	my	eye:	something	with	a	snow	globe	on
the	cover.	Not	that	I	really	cared.

May	was	right.	I	needed	an	escape.

“WHY	IS	this	such	a	big	deal?	Why?	I	just	wanted	to	confide	in	you.	That’s	it.”

“This	changes	everything.”

What’s	 she	 dragging	 it	 out	 for?	 I’m	 losing	 emotional	 strength	 by	 the
second.

“Stop	being	silly!	We’re	still	friends.	You	said	so	yourself.”

“I	didn’t	 say	 that.	 I	 said	 I	 still	 care	about	 you.	But,	we	can’t	 be	 friends
after	this.”

There	goes	the	final	straw.	Tears	stream	down	my	face	in	pitiful	rivulets	as
I	struggle	to	speak.

“You	 want	 something	 more	 than	 friendship,”	 she	 continues,	 “And	 I’m
never	gonna	give	that	to	you.	I’m	not	even	gay,	Anita!	You	know	that.”

“I…I	would	never	 try	 to	 force	 you	 into	anything.”	Deep	breath,	 stifle	 a



sob.	“Never,	never	ever.”

She	 just	 rolls	her	eyes.	How	can	 this	be	really	happening?	How	can	my
best	friend,	the	one	I	love	more	than	I	will	ever	convey	to	her—how	can	she
cast	me	off	just	for	telling	the	truth?

“Anita,	I	think	you	should	go.”

GO	I	DID.

I	knew	before	I	opened	my	eyes	that	I	was	back	in	the	realm	of	perpetual
monotony.	Though	I	lay	sprawled	out	only	a	few	paces	away	from	a	gaggle	of
mothers,	not	a	soul	paid	attention	to	my	rude	awakening.	Even	the	new	girl,
engulfed	in	her	cascade	of	gorgeous	silver	box	braids,	only	sneaked	a	fleeting
glance.

Let	her	stare.	She’ll	find	out	soon	enough.

I	 surveyed	 the	 surrounding	mess	 for	 a	new	book.	 I	 had	no	way	 to	keep
track	of	the	time	I’d	spent	reading	here,	but	I	must	have	plowed	through	more
novels	 than	 I’d	 ever	 been	 assigned	 in	my	 college	 lit	 classes.	After	 digging
through	a	scattering	of	broken	crayons	and	plastic	bricks,	I	found	the	book	I’d
seen	May	 reading	 once.	 I	 thought	 to	 seek	 her	 opinion	 on	 the	 work	 before
cracking	it	open.

Empty	 space	 occupied	 the	 bean	 bag	 chair	 she	 favored.	 No	 floral
nightgown	clothed	 a	 single	 person	 at	 the	 folding	 table	with	 its	word	 search
game.	Still	holding	the	pillow	and	the	book,	I	even	jogged	and	awkward	lap
around	the	camp	to	completely	survey	the	area.

Still	no	sign	of	May.

Out	of	ideas,	I	returned	to	the	game	table.

“Luis!	Luis,	have	you	seen	May	anywhere?”

“Uh,	no.	But	look!	I	just	got	a	double	word	score	with	‘aardvark!’”

I	 didn’t	 even	 bother	 to	 feign	 interest;	 inexplicable	 worry	 clouded	 my
better	judgment.	She	couldn’t	have	possibly	gone	anywhere.



Could	she?

“How	 long	 are	 you	 gonna	 hover	 over	 me	 for?”	 Luis	 chuckled,	 clearly
ignorant	of	my	distress.	“She’s	probably	off	reading	somewhere.”

“You	won’t	see	her	here	again.”

Penny’s	 mother	 had	 spoken.	 The	 grouchy	 woman	 with	 whom	 I	 hadn’t
shared	a	word	since	my	arrival	at	the	camp	had	spoken.

“What’s	that	supposed	to	mean?”

“Skip	my	 next	 turn.”	 She	 rose	 from	her	 seat,	motioning	with	 an	 abrupt
gesture	for	me	to	follow	off	to	the	side.

“But	I	thought	it	was	impossible	to—”

“Stop.	Listen	to	me.”

Her	unnecessary	rudeness	annoyed	me,	but	she	knew	something	I	wanted
to	know.	So,	I	shut	up	and	nodded.

“May	 is	 gone.	 The	Candlemaker	 took	 her,	 and	 that’s	 that.	Now,	 I	 don’t
want	 you	 to	 cause	 a	 commotion	 and	 upset	 the	 children.	My	 Penny	 doesn’t
need	the	trouble.	Understand?”

“Yes,”	I	lied.

“Good.	Don’t	 let	me	hear	you	 talking	about	 this	again.”	She	 returned	 to
the	game.

My	dislike	for	her	skyrocketed,	only	equal	in	intensity	to	my	wish	to	see
May	one	last	time.	I	knew	it	made	no	sense;	I	felt	like	grieving	her.	For	all	I
knew,	she	could	have	died	long	ago.	We	all	could	have.	But	that	didn’t	negate
my	loss.

I	 let	 my	 arm	 go	 limp,	 dropped	 my	 pillow,	 and	 plopped	 down	 on	 it.	 I
glanced	at	the	book	in	my	other	hand,	and	then	began	to	study	the	limb	itself.
I	gasped	when	I	saw	something	new	on	my	familiar	skin.

My	hands	were	gray.

When	did	this	happen?	I	felt	a	twinge	of	disgust	looking	at	this	part	of	my
physical	form.	Upon	my	arrival	to	the	camp,	I’d	thought	the	markings	looked



like	 charcoal,	 soft	 and	 smooth.	 Now	 that	 I’d	 contracted	 the	 unnamable
affliction,	 it	 became	 stone	 to	me.	Dark,	 ominous	 stone	 hardening	whatever
remained	of	my	humanity.

Satisfaction	 washed	 over	 me	 as	 I	 contemplated	 a	 scenario	 in	 which	 I
plunged	that	mold	and	the	rest	of	my	fist	straight	into	the	guts	of	our	dearly
beloved	Candlemaker.

I	WANDER	HOME	CURSING	the	ground	beneath	me.	I	float	into	my	car	and,	amid
the	 haze	 surrounding	 me,	 make	 it	 back	 to	 my	 apartment.	 Tempting	 denial,
righteous	anger,	and	immeasurable	despair	battle	for	control	of	my	head	as	I
only	manage	 to	 kick	off	my	 shoes	before	 throwing	myself	 into	bed.	Bedtime
rituals	are	useless,	trivial.	How	can	any	of	that	possibly	matter	now?

Maybe	she	blew	it	out	of	proportion.	Maybe	tomorrow,	she’ll	call	me	up
and	offer	 some	semblance	of	apology.	Maybe	she	needs	a	 few	days	 to	calm
down.	I	will	wait	as	long	as	I	must	to	hear	from	her	again.

Oh,	and	the	lot	she	has	to	apologize	for!	Saying	that	she	can’t	spend	time
with	 another	 girl	 who	 loves	 her;	 the	 delusional	 asshole	 must	 think	 I	 have
absolutely	 no	 control	 of	 myself.	 I	 kept	 it	 hidden	 before,	 didn’t	 I?	 Fuck	 her
reasoning!

It	doesn’t	matter.	I	reached	out	to	her	with	my	whole	heart,	and	all	I	got
out	of	it	 is	a	lost	friend	and	a	gaping	emptiness	spreading	out	from	between
my	 lungs.	 I	would	slice	off	my	arm	with	a	butter	knife	right	now	if	 it	would
make	me	feel	anything	but	this.	As	the	monster	expands,	all	I	can	dream	for	is
to	open	my	mouth	and	hear	the	release	of	screaming	screaming	screaming—

“GREETINGS,	CHILD.”

I	felt	something	other	than	gravel	beneath	my	body	for	the	first	time	in	a
lifetime.	Only	for	a	moment	had	I	rejoiced	in	the	softness	of	the	carpet	before
I	thought	to	wonder	where	the	hell	it	came	from.	Or	where	the	hell	I’d	come
to.

Indoors	at	last!	I	sat	up	to	find	myself	in	a	room	draped	with	blue	velvet



on	all	four	walls.	Rows	of	elevated	candlesticks	provided	the	only	source	of
dim	light.	There	must	have	been	at	least	a	dozen	of	them	lining	the	walls.

No	 doors	 or	windows	 offered	 an	 escape	 from	 the	 space;	 a	 bright	 violet
armchair	 at	 the	opposite	 end	of	 the	 room	halted	 its	dreary	overtones.	But	 it
was	the	person	lounging	sideways	across	said	chair	who	did	more	to	catch	my
interest.

“Come	 to	me,	 come.”	The	 erratic	 figure	 fanned	out	 an	 arm	 in	 a	motion
that	I	found	laughably	dramatic.

“You	could	tell	me	who	you	are,	for	starters.”

“Really?	Sweetheart,	you	already	know	me.	At	any	 rate,	you’re	 familiar
with	my	work.”

“Your…work?	What?”

It	clicked	as	soon	as	I’d	spoken.

“You!”

Instinctively,	I	stood	up	and	shot	out	an	accusing	finger.

“You’re	the	fucker	who	ruined	my	life!”

“And	 a	 warm	welcome	 to	 you	 too.”	 The	 Candlemaker	 emitted	 a	 sharp
chuckle.	“Call	me	whatever	names	you	please,	but	please	let	me	know	what	it
accomplishes.	Now,	won’t	you	come	a	little	closer?”

What	else	was	there	to	do?	I	dragged	my	feet	across	the	luxurious	carpet,
soaking	 up	 every	 inch	 of	 its	 comfort,	 and	 halted	 a	 meter	 or	 so	 before	 the
armchair.	 Up	 close	 now,	 I	 could	 take	 in	 the	 details	 of	 my	 perpetrator’s
appearance.	Ze	sported	a	wild	mess	of	platinum	hair	that	contrasted	hir	olive
skin	and	dark	clothing.

The	Candlemaker	spoke	again.

“Anita,	Anita.	Tell	me,	do	you	know	why	you’re	here?”

“Because	of	you.”

“No,	 I	don’t	mean	 in	 this	 room.	Do	you	know	why	you	aren’t	on	Earth
with	all	the	other	humans?”



“That’s	what	I	mean.	You	brought	all	of	us	to	the	wasteland!”	I	sat	down
again,	partially	to	be	on	eye	level	with	the	Candlemaker	and	mostly	to	feel	the
blessed	carpet.	“Since	you	 talk	about	humans	 like	you	aren’t	one,	 I	bet	you
whisked	us	away	with	your	mystical	alien	powers.	Or	something.”

Stop	babbling.

“Alien,	huh?	 If	 that	helps	you	understand	my	existence,	 let’s	go	with	 it.
Even	though	you’re	right,	to	an	extent,	I’m	not	the	reason	you’re	here.	I	only
provided	the	transportation.”

I	 saw	 an	 opportunity	 to	 unload	 the	 question	 that	 had	 haunted	 me	 for
decades.	“What	even	is	‘here?’	Are	we	in	hell?”

Ze	shifted	their	position	to	recline	upright,	legs	crossed.	“You	humans	just
can’t	bear	 to	part	with	your	arbitrary	binaries.	Man	and	woman,	heaven	and
hell—open	 your	 eyes	 and	 see	 the	 wealth	 of	 possibilities	 right	 before	 your
eyes!”

I	 didn’t	 dare	 admit	 it,	 but	 I	 saw	 hir	 point.	 “Fine.	 Is	 it	 another	 plane	 of
existence	that	people	don’t	know	about?”

“One	of	many.	I	administer	to	the	one	‘wasteland’	you’re	acquainted	with.
On	the	other	hand,	you’ve	been	dodging	my	inquiry.	Anita,	do	you	know	why
you’re	here?”

Was	 ze	 really	 about	 to	 go	 on	 about	 that	 again?	 “Obviously	 not,	 if	 you
claim	it	isn’t	your	fault.”

“I	see.	Hopefully,	we	can	fix	that.	It’s	why	I	brought	you	here	to	see	me,
after	all.”

I	 tried	 to	 think	 of	 someone	 else	 to	 blame.	 “Are	 there	 other	 beings	 like
yourself?	Is	it	their	fault?”

“Why,	of	course	there	are!	But	again,	your	reasoning	is	incorrect.	Here’s
another	hint,	honey:	the	one	responsible	for	your	situation	has	been	with	you
all	this	time.”

I	listed	everyone	from	the	camp	in	my	head,	creating	a	theoretical	police
lineup.	Was	it	May?	Luis?	Did	my	friend	Paloma	have	a	sinister	side?



“Your	hint	didn’t	help	me	at	 all,”	 I	 finally	proclaimed.	 “I	 can’t	 think	of
anyone.	What,	is	it	my	fault	or	something?”

The	 Candlemaker’s	 bony	 fingers	 came	 together	 in	 a	 slow	 clap—so
unprecedented	 it	 echoed	 like	a	ghastly	 specter.	“Give	 the	girl	 a	prize!	She’s
got	it!”

This	befuddled	me	even	more	than	the	notion	that	my	predicament	hadn’t
been	hir	doing.	“Are	you	seriously	saying	it’s	my	fault?”

“Technically,	you	said	it.	I’m	merely	confirming.”

“That’s	 a	 load	of	 bull!”	 I	 could	believe	 in	other	worlds	 and	visions	 and
godlike	 creatures,	 but	 not	 that	 I	 had	 subjected	 myself	 to	 it!	 I	 gradually
unwrapped	my	arms	 from	around	my	knees	 and	 formed	 fists.	 “Why,	 in	my
right	mind,	would	 I	willingly	 send	myself	 to	 that	miserable	wilderness?	 I’d
rather	have	died!”

At	that	point,	such	a	statement	was	hardly	hyperbole.

“‘Tis	a	consummation	devoutly	to	be	wish’d,’	no?	You’re	not	the	first	to
think	so.	But,”	ze	continued,	“I	never	 said	you	acted	willingly,	or	even	 that
you	were	in	your	right	mind.	No	one	in	my	realm	experienced	it	that	way.”

My	short-lived	anger	devolved	into	a	moody	bleakness.	I	decided	to	hug
my	 knees	 again,	 while	 the	 Candlemaker	 regarded	 me	 with	 silence.	 Not
terribly	eager	for	eye	contact,	I	diverted	my	gaze	to	the	flickering	candles.	I
wondered	if	they	even	burned	with	what	we	called	fire	on	Earth.	I	wondered
if	they,	whatever	they	were,	could	make	me	feel	physical	pain	again.

“Do	you	know	why	your	kind	call	me	the	Candlemaker,	Anita?”

I	 shook	 my	 head,	 curious	 only	 if	 ze	 could	 sense	 my	 disinterest.	 How
would	name	lore	help	me	now?

“Your	brought	yourself	into	this	mess.	I	am	the	only	way	for	you	to	work
through	it.	I	am	a	matter	of	life	or	death	or	eternal	suspension	in	limbo.	I	am
the	one	who	can	make	your	brief	candle	go	out.	I	have	the	power	to	make	you
or	 break	 you,	 Anita.	 But	 you’re	 the	 only	 one	 who	 can	 determine	 which
possibility	 will	 take	 place.	 The	 time	 has	 come	 for	 your	 chance	 at…
redemption,	let’s	call	it.	Are	you	ready	to	go	home?”



I	 thought	 I	 might	 burst	 into	 tears	 at	 the	 prospect	 of	 giving	 up	 such	 a
circumstance.	“Yes.	I’m	so	ready.”

“We’ll	 see	 about	 that.”	 The	 Candlemaker	 stood,	 towering	 several	 feet
above	the	body	still	curled	on	the	ground.	“I	hope	for	your	sake,	sweetheart,
that	you	make	the	right	choice	in	your	final	memory.”

The	room,	the	Candlemaker,	and	the	rows	and	rows	of	candles	vanished
into	the	darkness.

WHEN	I	FOUND	myself	in	an	ordinary	human	bedroom,	I	thought	I	was	finally
home	again.

The	notion	shattered	to	pieces	when	I	saw	myself	arguing	with	her.

It’s	just	another	flashback,	I	told	myself.	But	when	had	I	ever	been	aware
of	one	while	it	was	happening?	The	dreamlike	quality	had	vanished.	Instead
of	 experiencing	 it,	 I	 watched	 myself	 from	 afar,	 fighting	 through	 the	 same
heated	discussion	I	must	have	memorized	at	this	point.

I	watched	her.	A	momentary	pang	of	longing	welled	up	in	my	chest.

I	watched	myself.	Red-faced	and	puffy-eyed,	soldiering	on.

For	the	first	time,	I	began	to	doubt	the	hold	my	emotions	had	on	this	girl
—this	girl	who	only	seemed	to	awaken	my	self-destructive	tendencies.

Was	 it	 really	 my	 fault,	 like	 the	 Candlemaker	 had	 said?	 Had	 I	 done
something	so	terrible	that	night	to	push	me	out	of	terrestrial	bounds?	Ze	said	I
wasn’t	the	first.	Had	everyone	else	in	the	camp	performed	the	same	vile	deed?

My	 pride	 had	 shriveled	 up	 and	 blown	 away	 since	my	 encounter	 in	 the
velvet	 room.	 If	 it	was	my	fault,	after	all,	how	could	 that	be	any	worse	 than
what	 I’d	 already	 been	 through?	 Besides,	 if	 owning	 up	 to	 it	 could	 send	me
home,	hell!	I’d	do	it	in	a	heartbeat.

I	just	needed	to	figure	out	what	exactly	it	was	that	I	needed	to	own	up	to.

With	 these	 notions	 flitting	 in	 and	 out	 of	my	 stream	 of	 consciousness,	 I
paid	closer	attention	to	the	ordeal	staged	before	me.



As	 the	debate	 intensified,	 I	 felt	 less	 and	 less	 sorry	 for	myself	 and	more
and	more	alarmed	by	my	behavior.	Why	had	I	 let	myself	become	so	wholly
invested	 in	what	was	 clearly	 a	hopeless	 case?	 It	 nearly	pained	me	 to	watch
myself	continually	try	and	fail	to	bring	my	point	across	to	her.

But,	 senseless	 as	 they	 were,	 my	 actions	 still	 did	 not	 seem	 worthy	 of
supernatural	damnation.

I	kept	observing.

I	saw	myself	leave	her	apartment	and	immediately	followed,	smooth	as	a
hovering	spirit.	All	the	while,	I	struggled	to	put	my	finger	on	the	point	where
it	 all	went	wrong.	Nothing	 about	 it	 sent	 any	 red	 flags,	 any	 indication	 that	 I
deserved	otherworldly	punishment.

What	what	what	what	could	it	be?

Both	of	me,	the	ghost	and	the	one	in	action,	arrived	at	my	apartment.	We
went	 upstairs	 together,	 but	 the	ghost	 remained	by	 the	door	while	 the	 active
one	took	to	her	bed	with	near	violence.

The	revelation	dawned	on	me	as	one	who	glimpsed	the	face	of	their	god.

I	saw	the	pure,	unadulterated	ugliness	in	every	thought	I	composed	while
lying	in	that	bed.	I	saw	no	place	for	such	disgust	in	the	human	heart.

And	neither	had	the	Candlemaker.

Struck	 by	 the	 sudden	 illumination,	 I	 began	 to	 cry	 with	 a	 fervency	 I
couldn’t	place.	There	it	was,	my	grand	mistake.	That	overwhelming	surge	of
negativity	sent	me	and	May	and	Paloma	and	Luis	and	even	little	Penny	to	the
wasteland,	 to	 be	 tortured	 by	 our	misdeeds	 again	 and	 again	 and	 again	 until
catharsis	finally	came.	I	cried	so	hard	I	thought	I	might	never	stop.

“Do	you	see	it	now,	Anita?”

I	didn’t	have	to	turn	an	eye	to	the	one	beside	me	when	I	could	so	easily
feel	hir	presence.	With	the	sobs	forbidding	speech,	I	only	nodded.

“She’s	not	worth	it,	and	neither	are	you.	I	don’t	need	to	tell	you	that.”

I	kept	crying,	but	the	Candlemaker	seemed	to	understand.



“I	knew	you	could	let	her	go.”

I	wondered	how	I	ever	could	have	thought	I	hated	hir.

“We’re	ready.”

I	HEARD	my	alarm	clock	ringing	on	a	late	morning	as	June	slipped	away.
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POST-OPTIMISTIC

BY	RENÉ	BENNETT

FOREWORD

I	THOUGHT	 I	WAS	PREPARED,	was	thoroughly,	utterly	ready	for	anything.	The
steps	 of	 the	 procedure,	 the	 physical	 pain,	 the	 recovery	 and	 limitations;	 all
arranged	into	neat	dot	points	inside	my	head,	objectified,	a	means	to	an	end.
Hours	 spent	 online	 consuming	 success	 stories,	 “after”	 photos	 and	videos	of
shirtless	people	smiling	down	at	their	scars.	I	couldn’t	wait	to	be	one	of	them,
and	for	everything	 to	change.	On	 the	brink	of	 relief,	 there	was	no	reason	 to
consider	 anything	 beyond	 macro	 happiness,	 let	 alone	 brace	 for	 anything
insidious.	An	 oversight	maybe,	 but	who	 can	 really	 pre-empt	 how	 emotions
will	 manifest	 in	 a	 transition?	 Especially	 those	 grounded	 in	 the	 very	 act	 of
moving	 from	 pre	 to	 post,	 from	 anticipation	 to	 reality,	 in	 doing	 so
relinquishing	the	kind	of	doe-eyed	hope	that	one	can	only	hold	in	the	before.
There	was	no	real	warning,	no	way	to	prepare	for	the	birth	of	a	new	kind	of
dissonance.

When	I	woke	up	after	surgery,	I	was	filled	with	gratitude.	The	sight	of	my
chest	was	 like	 applying	 ointment	 to	 a	 burn.	Top	 dysphoria	 at	 long	 last	was
soothed,	my	identity	and	body	finally	intercepting.	For	the	first	time,	I	felt	my
true	self	become	tangible,	blatant,	and	to	others,	surely	obvious.	Yet	the	world
continued	 to	 call	me	 something	 that	 I	 am	not,	 have	never	 truly	been.	 I	was



conflicted	 between	my	 newly	 found	 inner	 peace	 and	 the	 contrary	 response
from	 the	 external,	 felt	 cheated	 and	 left	 to	 ask	 questions	 that	 led	 into	 one
another	 like	a	spiral:	“How	can	 they	still	 fail	 to	 see?”	“Will	 they	ever	see?”
“What	hope	do	I	look	towards	now	that	my	date	has	passed?”	In	the	following
months,	I	tried	to	assemble	words	into	the	form	of	a	lens,	into	which	I	could
look	 and	 derive	 clarity	 about	 these	 unanticipated	 feelings.	 This	 process	 of
transforming	mercurial	 emotion	 into	written	 expression,	 like	 an	 itch	 on	 the
brain.	I	had	to	scratch,	had	to	create	something	out	of	the	experience.

The	result	offered	up	below,	still	damp	with	the	foggy	residue	of	post-op
depression.

POST-OPTIMISTIC

I	was	used	to	people	glancing	and	then	making	up	their
minds;	

Auto-filing	me	as	“F”	in	the	space	behind	their	eyes.	

These	assumptions	based	on	clay	that	was	moulded	out	of
shape.

Mismatched	pieces	left	to	burn,	embedding	chaos	into	fate.

Such	layered	pain	I	sought	to	cleanse,	by	incisions	made
in	flesh.	

For	who	could	get	it	wrong	in	the	wake	of	absent	breasts?	

Intentions	stretched	out	plain,	by	an	eloquent	public	plea.	

A	letter	shared,	I’d	told	the	world	that	I	am	not	a	“she”.	

“This	will	be	hard	to	get	used	to”	was	the	generalised	reply.	

With	sympathy	I’d	countered	with	“I	ask	only	that	you	try”.	

In	some	I	found	fierce	allies,	with	“they”	rolling	off	their



tongues.	

Saw	others	hit	the	like	button	and	careless	words	continue	on.	

Still	others	closed	their	minds	to	my	pursuit	of	affirmation;	

Doubt-filled	and	dismissive	of	any	heartfelt	conversation.	

My	resolve	withstood	each	challenge;	despair	quieted
and	quelled.	

For	my	date	was	ever	looming,	a	burden	soon	to	be	expelled.		

Breathless,	rushing	forward;	a	giddy	comet	high	in	space.

The	destination	calling,	with	grand	promises	of	change.	

I	was	sure	all	would	be	different,	after	incisions	made	in	flesh.	

For	who	could	still	to	invalidate	in	the	wake	of	absent
breasts?		

These	thoughts	swirled	overhead	as	my	wits	began	to	fade.	

Moments	lost	and	then	awake,	vision	foggy,	dense	and	grey.	

Compression	vest	and	drains	in	tow,	I	had	reached	the	other
side.	

Finally	free	to	throw	my	shoulders	back	with	nothing	left	to
hide.	

Unbridled	grin	at	that	first	sight,	shameless	tears	upon	the
floor.	

The	pure	joy	of	seeing	reflection	begin	to	match	with	inner
core.	

Yet	amidst	euphoric	throes,	a	dissonant	pull	within	my	brain.	

For	in	spite	of	presentation,	contrary	language	remained	the
same.	

That	hollow	sound	of	familiar	voices,	still	using	terms	assigned
at	birth.	



Choosing	to	tend	their	own	discomfort,	revealing	perceptions
of	my	worth.	

So	naive	were	my	expectations,	of	those	incisions	made	in
flesh.	

It	did	not	stop	them	inscribing	“she”	upon	the	flatness	of	my
chest.	

I	had	cut	away	the	mismatch;	an	endeavour	to	feel	whole.	

Not	one	regret,	yet	bitter	sweet;	a	lingering	sadness	in	my
soul.	

Sustained	no	more	by	thoughts,	of	“when	it’s	over,	I’ll	be
cleansed”.	

Left	now	to	find	new	strength,	to	endure	the	other	side	of
“when”.	



5

NOT-TWO

BY	AVERY	ERICKSON

“DILIGENTLY,	ARDENTLY.”

The	penetrative,	heavily	accented	voice	of	our	“teacher”	booms	over	the
loudspeaker	 in	 the	meditation	hall,	 shaking	us	 from	our	wandering	fantasies
and	sleep-deprived	nods.	The	recorded	voice	of	S.N.	Goenka,	a	celebrated	yet
deceased	 Burmese	 meditation	 teacher,	 continues	 to	 encourage	 us	 in	 our
practice:	 scanning	 our	 bodies	with	 awareness	 from	 top	 to	 bottom	 and	 back
again,	 hour	 after	 hour,	 day	 after	 day.	 It	 is	 a	 practice	 of	 becoming	 deeply
intimate	with	the	reality	of	this	present	moment.

It’s	day	four	of	ten	of	total	silence	in	a	Buddhist	retreat.	I	walk	from	the
main	hall	to	my	room	on	the	men’s	side	of	the	sex-segregated	compound.	I’m
walking	 slowly,	 paying	 close	 attention	 to	 all	 the	 physical	 sensations	 as	my
legs	move—the	shift	of	muscles	across	bone	in	my	hips,	the	extension	of	my
knees,	the	feel	of	the	earth	under	my	feet,	the	tightness	of	my	shoes	as	my	feet
have	 swollen	 from	 sitting	 for	 14	 hours	 each	 day.	 I	 broaden	 my	 focus	 to
include	a	swirl	of	 the	ever-present	chatter	of	 thoughts	and	feelings	 inside	of
me,	which	surprisingly	sped	up	when	everything	external	quieted	down.	And
what	 they’ve	 been	 speaking—shouting,	 sometimes—is	 confusion,	 despair,
and	 fear	around	my	recent	awareness	 that	 I	have	mixed	 feelings	 toward	my
body;	I	don’t	feel	totally	at	home	or	authentic	there.

I	 recall	 looking	 at	 the	 men	 in	 the	 communal	 bathroom	 earlier	 that



morning.	 I	 had	 felt	 familiarity,	 but	 not	 identity.	 I	 know	 this	 body,	 but
something	about	 it	 seems…not	me.	 Fear	 and	 a	 sense	 of	 otherness	 started	 to
rise	 up	 inside	 me;	 I	 wondered	 if	 these	 men	 could	 sense	 that	 someone	 or
something	different	was	in	their	midst.

I	wondered	if	they	could	smell	it	on	me.

As	the	men	went	about	their	business,	I	became	bashful,	sheepish,	grateful
that	 no	 one	was	 allowed	 to	 speak,	 not	 now	 and	 not	 for	 days—that	 I	 didn’t
have	to	interact,	that	they	couldn’t	hear	my	voice.

That	I	couldn’t	hear	my	voice.

I	snap	back	out	of	memory	and	stop	for	a	moment	halfway	up	the	hill.	I
look	across	the	compound	to	the	women,	wondering	what	the	same	situation
would	feel	like	on	that	side.	I	search	my	feelings	and	my	body	for	a	sense	of
recognition,	of	home,	as	I	imagine	myself	on	that	side	of	the	line,	as	a	woman
—or	at	least	among	women.

But,	nothing.

No	 revelation,	 no	 epiphany,	 no	 clarity.	 Just	 the	 realization	 that	 I	 feel
equally	 puzzled	 by	 the	 lived	 experience	 that	 is	 “woman”	 as	 I	 do	 “man”.	 I
know	that	spiritually,	emotionally,	I	identify	more	with	what	our	society	says
is	 the	 domain	 of	 woman—vulnerability,	 emotionality,	 wisdom.	 But	 beyond
that	I	have	no	idea	what	it	means	to	be	a	woman	either.

Huh.

Back	in	the	meditation	hall	at	some	point,	I	sit	with	close-eyed	awareness.
It	must	be	around	5	or	6	in	the	morning,	 though	it’s	 impossible	to	know	for
sure	since	there	are	no	clocks	or	watches.	All	I	know	is	I’ve	been	sitting	here
since	4	am,	repeatedly	scanning	my	body.	I	intentionally	hold	my	awareness
on	the	parts	of	my	body	that	the	world	says	makes	me	“male”.

At	 first,	 all	 I’m	 aware	 of	 is	 blankness.	 I	 can’t	 (or	 don’t	want	 to?)	 be	 in
touch	with	those	parts	of	my	body.	I	can	feel	and	visualize	my	hands,	my	feet,
my	limbs,	my	face—but	I	can’t	feel	my	genitals,	my	chest.	No	imagery	comes
to	my	mind’s	eye.	I’m	curious	and	alarmed	about	this,	and	my	head	is	flooded
with	questions,	one	after	another:



Does	this	mean	I’m	trans?	Do	I	have	to	change	my	body?

What	will	the	people	in	my	life	think?	Will	they	accept	and	love	me?	Will	I
be	abandoned?	Will	I	be	safe?

What	would	it	be	like	to	have	breasts?	Do	I	need	any	of	that?	I	don’t	feel
like	a	“woman”.	What’s	a	woman	anyway?	Or	a	man	for	that	matter?

I’m	so	scared.	Oh	my	god.

God	damn	it.

Fuck.

Question	 upon	 question,	 racing	 thought	 after	 racing	 thought.	 And	 no
answers.

This	cacophony	of	fears	rising	up	out	of	the	ether	inside	of	me	start	taking
the	form	of	future-tripping—scenario	after	scenario	that	I	may	have	to	endure,
navigate,	 and	 confront	 with	 this	 new	 opaque	 realization;	 it	 is	 all
instantaneous,	rapid	fire,	relentless,	never	ending,	like	only	the	mind	can	be.

This	torrent	harkens	back	to	the	first	day	of	the	retreat.	Usually	folks	don’t
break	down	until	halfway	through	a	long	retreat.	For	me,	it	was	immediate;	I
broke	down	staring	at	the	forest,	praying	for	help	and	guidance,	feeling	totally
alone,	 isolated,	 terrified,	 and	 enraged	 at	 god,	 because	 who	 I	 seemingly
thought	I	was,	was	being	turned	over	on	its	head	in	an	instant.

But	 that’s	 why	 I	 came	 to	 this	 retreat.	 I	 came	 for	 the	 same	 reason	 that
anyone	practices	meditation,	whether	they	realize	it	or	not:	to	see	what	is	true.
To	 be	 aware	 of	 this	 life	 and	 be	with	 this	moment,	 just	 as	 they	 are.	 To	 see
what’s	there	to	experience.	As	I	drove	up	to	the	retreat,	I	knew	something	was
there,	though	I	couldn’t	put	my	finger	on	it.	From	some	inner	mystery,	I	felt
the	 intensity	 of	 feeling,	 the	 pressure	 of	 some	 force	 inside	 me	 pressing
outward…	It	was	just	a	matter	of	time,	a	matter	of	arriving,	of	being	with	my
experience	in	a	concentrated	way,	free	of	distractions.

Things	 come	 more	 into	 focus,	 literally,	 as	 the	 days	 of	 sitting	 go	 on.	 I
continue	 to	pay	extended	attention	 to	my	chest	 and	genitals,	 and	 find	 that	 I
can	feel	them	physically	against	my	clothes	and	seat,	but	they	don’t	feel	like
an	 integral	 part	 of	my	body.	They’re	 there,	 but	 not	 there.	And	my	 range	of



feelings	about	this	go	from	despair	and	what	I	would	come	to	later	identify	as
dysphoria,	 to	 neutrality	 and	 disconnect,	 and,	 occasionally,	 acceptance.	 My
feelings	 about	 my	 own	 body,	 I	 find,	 are	 not	 consistent.	 Sometimes	 I	 feel
embodied	and	at	home,	sometimes	it	feels	terribly	wrong.

This	is	not	the	trans	narrative	of	“born	in	the	wrong	body,	hate	my	body”
that	I’ve	heard	and	seen.	I	don’t	know	what	to	do	with	this.

It	is	day	seven	of	the	retreat,	traditionally	the	point	in	which	most	or	all	of
the	 participants	 have	 cried,	 laughed,	 broken	 down,	 or	 broken	 through.	 The
collective	 air	 is	 distinctively	 marked	 by	 a	 palpable	 settledness.	 Weighted
silence,	like	the	air	between	Christmas	and	New	Year’s.

Seemingly	out	of	nowhere,	all	goes	quiet	 in	my	busy	mind,	and	a	single
word	bubbles	up,	like	the	soft	beginning	of	a	simmer.

Avery.

I	know	in	my	heart	and	in	my	body	that	this	is	my	name,	my	new	name	in
this	life;	a	name	to	reflect	my	new,	slowly	coalescing	reality	and	identity.

And	from	then,	I	have	been	Avery.

DAYS	AND	DAYS	of	meditation	later,	I’m	back	at	home	in	San	Francisco.	This
city	 is	 the	 nominal	mecca	 for	 all	 things	 queer	 and	 trans.	 It’s	 the	 place	 that
LGBTQI+	 folks	 know	 to	 go	 when	 they	 need	 to	 find	 themselves,	 find
community,	 or	 find	 resources	 for	 survival,	 for	 thriving.	 I	 start	my	 research,
“diligently,	ardently”,	and	find	myself	in	two	community	support	groups.

It’s	not	easy,	the	trek	across	the	bridge	to	the	other	side	of	the	bay	after	a
full	work	week	on	 a	Friday	night,	 but	 the	Pacific	Center	 in	Berkeley	 is	 the
place	 that	 hosts	 an	 on-going	 community	 support	 group	 for	 transwomen.	 I
show	up	for	my	first	time,	alone,	nervous,	hopeful.	I	park,	casing	the	building
out	 from	afar,	before	 finding	 the	courage	 to	enter	and	find	 the	 room	for	 the
group.

I	sit	 in	 the	circle	of	our	cramped	room	with	women	 in	various	stages	or
manifestations	 of	 their	 transitions.	 I’ve	 taken	 to	 wearing	 a	 beanie	 over	my
short	hair,	a	little	tuft	poking	out	the	front	of	my	head,	which	has	traditionally



sported	an	almost	crew	cut,	suitable	for	martial	arts	and	wearing	a	motorcycle
helmet.	The	tuft	is	one	of	my	first	intentional	attempts	at	signaling	externally
that	I’m	more	feminine	inside	than	otherwise	meets	the	eye.	I’ve	never	grown
my	hair	out	before,	and	each	new	millimeter	feels	like	a	mile	on	the	road	to
authenticity.

We	 go	 around	 the	 group	 as	 is	 customary,	 introducing	 ourselves,	 our
identities,	how	we’re	doing	that	week.	I	listen	intently.	When	it	comes	to	me,
I	say,	“Hi,	my	name	is	Avery…and	this	is	the	first	time	I’ve	introduced	myself
by	this	name.”

A	 wave	 of	 heat	 rushes	 up	 my	 body,	 into	 my	 face,	 a	 wave	 of	 fear,
excitement,	and	shame,	as	well	as	relief	as	I	say	this	out	loud,	to	the	world—
as	I	testify,	as	I	claim	my	seat.	There	are	smiles,	nods,	calm	congratulations,
recognition	and	appreciation	in	their	eyes.	And	just	as	quickly,	the	moment	is
over,	the	focus	passes	to	the	woman	next	to	me.	The	usual	discussion	begins,
and	I	 listen	 intently,	seeking	to	 identify,	seeking	answers,	seeking	belonging
and	clarity.

I	 continue	 to	 do	 this,	week	 after	week,	 Friday	 evening	 bridge	 commute
after	Friday	evening	bridge	commute.	I	get	to	know	these	women,	sharing	pie
and	shitty	decaf	coffee	at	 the	diner	down	 the	street	after	 the	meeting.	 I	 find
that	I	identify	with	what	they	say	about	body.	I	identify	with	dysphoria—that
feeling	 of	 pain	 around	 the	 “male”	 characteristics	 that	 I	 have,	 the	 feeling	 of
pain	of	having	my	femininity	not	seen	or	acknowledged	by	others.	The	pain
of	wishing	I	had	been	born	female.

And	at	the	same	time,	I	don’t	identify	with	being	a	woman.

I’m	confused—how	can	 I	 feel	dysphoria	 about	my	body,	want	 feminine
physical	characteristics,	but	not	feel	like	a	woman?

In	 contrast	 to	 me,	 the	 women	 in	 my	 group	 are	 very	 clear—“I	 am	 a
woman.”	I	wonder	at	first	if	I	just	haven’t	come	to	acceptance,	if	I	don’t	feel	I
can	legitimately	stake	that	claim	yet,	and	eventually	will.	But	the	longer	I	sit
in	 that	community	room,	and	 the	more	stories	 I	hear	of	 them	asserting	 their
womanness	in	a	world	that	doesn’t	always	accept	it,	the	more	I	find	that	it’s
not	me.	I	share	the	body	experience	of	these	transwomen,	but	I	don’t	feel	like



I’m	a	woman.	I	don’t	feel	like	I	have	any	idea	what	a	woman	is.

On	Thursday	nights,	 I	 find	myself	 at	 the	Gender	Spectrum	group	 at	 the
Queer	Life	Center	in	San	Francisco.	I	sit	in	a	similar	room,	feel	the	same	end-
of-the-week	exhaustion	at	being	in	yet	another	group,	but	this	time	I’m	with	a
small	 group	 of	 fairly	 androgynous	AFAB	 (assigned	 female	 at	 birth)	 people
who	unanimously	use	gender	neutral	pronouns.	They’re	all	so	hip	and	dapper,
urban	queers	who	 look	 like	 they’re	 in	 line	 for	a	Tegan	and	Sarah	concert.	 I
envy	them.

I	feel	a	sense	of	relief	when	everyone	states	their	gender	pronouns,	and	I
get	to	say	that	my	pronouns	are	“they/them”.	There	is	a	sense	of	recognition,
of	belonging,	that	in	this	group	to	be	a	“they/them”	person	is	the	norm.

The	 conversation	 then	 proceeds	 to	 the	 topic	 of	 frustration	 at	 not	 being
recognized	as	non-binary,	of	constantly	being	misgendered	as	a	“she”	(or	as	a
“he”,	 for	 some	of	 our	more	masculine-presenting	members).	We	 also	 speak
about	 not	 being	 seen	 within	 the	 trans	 community,	 of	 not	 feeling	 that	 our
identities	are	known	and	honored.	Some	speak	to	the	relief	that	they	felt	upon
getting	 top	 surgery,	 thus	 bringing	 them	 to	 a	 place	 of	 outward-presenting
gender	neutrality.

As	 I	 listen,	 week	 after	 week,	 I’m	 struck	 by	 a	 similar	 sensation	 that	 I
experienced	 with	 the	 transwomen	 in	 Berkeley.	 In	 this	 case,	 I	 identify	 with
what	they’re	saying	about	their	spirits	and	their	identities,	but	I	don’t	identify
with	their	feelings	about	body.	In	fact,	I	look	around	the	room,	at	people	with
bodies	 that	 started	 “female”—a	 body	 I’d	 rather	 have,	 and	 don’t.	 Over	 the
weeks	there	is	no	one	that	 is	AMAB	(assigned	male	at	birth)	 like	me.	I	feel
lonely,	isolated,	confused.

Again.

I	don’t	understand	how	I	can	relate	to	them	wholeheartedly,	in	my	spirit,
but	feel	different	and	apart	in	regards	to	my	body.

Is	there	no	group	for	people	like	me?

ZEN	IS	VERY	skeptical	of	words	and	ideas.



“Zen”	brings	many	ideas	and	images	to	folks’	minds.	People	have	shared
with	 me	 that	 to	 them,	 zen	 means	 to	 be	 calm,	 collected,	 skillful,	 focused,
mentally	 clear.	 It	 can	 evoke	 East	 Asian	 imagery,	 feelings	 of	 settledness,	 a
figurative	mountain	amidst	a	storm.

For	me,	zen	is	sometimes	these	things,	but	it	is	also	rage,	fear,	confusion,
despair,	love,	obsession,	delusion—and	any	other	experience	or	sensation	that
naturally	arises	in	life	and	in	consciousness.	It	is	about	practices	that	help	one
to	 drop	 below,	 or	 break	 out	 of,	 our	 conditioned	 thinking	 and	 limited
perception.	 It	 is	 about	 being	 aware	 of	 and	 totally	 experiencing	 what	 is,	 of
leaving	our	judgements	at	the	door	and	dropping	into	direct	experience.

It	is	about	seeing	beyond	dualities.

In	Soto	zen,	a	spiritual	practice	that	has	developed	my	ability	to	be	in	all
of	my	 life,	 sitting	meditation	 is	 the	main	 practice.	 Sitting	with	 a	 focus,	 but
oftentimes	just	sitting.	Lots	and	lots	of	sitting.	Just	sitting,	and	being	aware	to
the	best	of	one’s	ability	of	all	that	shows	up.	Just	watching	it,	letting	it	be,	not
pushing	it	away	or	holding	onto	it.	Bearing	witness	and	embodying.

Loving	unconditionally	by	simply	allowing.

I	was	graced	to	have	this	practice	before	gender	showed	up	in	a	big	way	in
my	life	and	it	has	allowed	me	to	fully	experience	and	live	all	that	entails	my
being	 a	 non-binary	 person.	 To	 be	 non-binary	 for	 me	 means	 to	 embody
qualities	that	our	dualistic	minds	say	are	oppositional	or	in	conflict—feminine
and	masculine,	 outgoing	 and	 introverted,	 assertive	 and	 receptive,	 yang	 and
yin.	 I’m	 a	 femme-presenting	 and	 identifying	 person	 who	 did	 competitive
martial	 arts	 and	 rides	 motorcycles	 too	 fast.	 I’m	 assertive	 and	 ambitious,	 a
working	professional;	and,	 I	 long	 to	be	a	housewife	 that	makes	 lunches	and
takes	the	kids	to	school.	I	have	been	part	of	both	men’s	and	women’s	groups,
and	 identified	with	parts	of	both.	 I’ve	felt	 isolated	and	not	part	of	 in	both.	 I
have	breasts	and	a	penis.

Textual	studies—sutras	and	koans—are	also	a	part	of	zen	practice.	They
are	designed	 to	confound	our	normal	discursive	 thinking,	 to	 see	beyond	 the
“normal”	appearance	of	things.	There	is	a	very	famous	Buddhist	poem	called
The	 Mind	 of	 Absolute	 Trust.	 Realizations	 through	 this	 teaching	 text	 have



brought	me	great	 peace,	 ease,	 and	 joy	 around	being	non-binary.	 It	 starts	 by
stating:

The	Great	Way	isn’t	difficult	for	those	who	are	unattached	to	their	preferences

IN	OTHER	WORDS,	living	a	life	of	serenity,	acceptance,	and	contentment	is	the
natural	result	of	letting	go	of	one’s	mental	preferences	and	judgements.	As	I
became	aware	of	my	transness,	I	at	first	preferred—wanted,	longed—for	it	fit
in	 a	 box,	 to	 be	 one	 or	 the	 other.	 If	 I	 wasn’t	 male	 then	 surely	 I	 had	 to	 be
female.	This	was	the	narrative	I	was	familiar	with.

However,	 as	 time	went	 on,	 I	 found	 that	 I	 didn’t	 fit	 that	model,	 and	 the
more	 I	 tried	 to	 define	 and	 label	 it,	 to	 prefer	 part	 of	 my	 experience	 over
another,	the	more	pain	I	felt.	It	was	only	as	I	softened	my	internal	grip,	as	I	let
my	gender	arise	and	express	itself	as	it	would	naturally	in	each	moment,	did	I
feel	peace	and	ease.	It	became	just	a	flow	of	experience	and	activity	with	no
beginning	 and	 no	 end,	 unfettered	 by	 my	 mind’s	 judgements	 and
commentaries.

Dividing	things	by	opposites	is	a	disease	of	the	mind

The	more	you	think	about	these	matters,	the	farther	you	are	from	the	truth

Step	aside	from	all	thinking,	and	there’s	nowhere	you	can’t	go

FREEDOM	 AND	 EASE	 in	 my	 gender	 authenticity	 has	 not	 been	 a	 matter	 of
figuring	 it	out,	but	 instead	about	 stepping	aside	 from	 thinking,	 letting	go	of



my	preconceived	ideas	about	gender	and	its	relationship	to	body	and	spirit.	I
have	had	to	drop	into	my	body,	 into	my	gut—the	place	where	guidance	and
acceptance	 lives.	 In	 the	 body	 there	 is	 no	 gender	 conditioning	 or	 training,
there’s	no	“yeah,	but…”,	no	masculine	or	feminine—just	simply	what	is	in	a
given	moment.	One	thing	at	a	certain	time	and	place	is	“feminine”,	at	another
time	 “masculine”.	 It	 is	 all	 relative	 and	 therefore	 unreliable	 in	 providing	 an
eternal,	 abiding,	 or	 unchanging	 label.	 The	 binary,	 the	 duality,	 the	 either-or,
ends	up	limiting	us	rather	than	liberating	us.

If	you	want	to	describe	its	essence,	the	best	you	can	say	is	“Not-two”

In	this	“Not-two”,	nothing	is	separate,	and	nothing	in	the	world	is	excluded

THERE	ARE	no	limits	in	my	gender,	the	only	limitations	are	in	my	own	mind
and	what/who	I	give	myself	permission	to	be.	The	only	limitations	that	have
ever	truly	existed	were	within	me.	Paradoxically,	one	can	argue	that	there	are
external	 limits	 on	 gender—safety,	 societal	 acceptance.	 But,	 if	 there	 are	 no
internal	 limits,	nothing	anyone	else	 thinks,	 says,	or	does,	can	keep	me	from
manifesting	 and	 embodying	 my	 own	 authenticity,	 this	 little	 sliver	 of	 the
divine,	the	Beloved.

With	not	even	a	trace	of	self-doubt,	you	can	trust	the	universe	completely

All	at	once	you	are	free,	with	nothing	left	to	hold	on	to

All	is	empty,	brilliant,	perfect	in	its	own	being

As	vast	as	infinite	space,	it	is	perfect	and	lacks	nothing

The	mind	of	absolute	trust	is	beyond	all	thought,	all	striving,	is	perfectly	at	peace



SIMPLY	PUT,	in	being	non-binary,	there	is	nothing	to	figure	out,	nothing	to	get
to—it’s	already	within	me.	I	came	to	trust	my	own	experiences	and	conviction
along	all	the	dimensions	of	what	we	call	gender—presentation,	roles,	bodies,
sex,	 etc.—“diligently	 and	 ardently”,	 but	 I	was	 also	 fraught	with	 confusion,
despair,	fear,	and	excitement.	Meditation	and	zen	study	challenged	me	to	be
in	 touch	 with	 whatever	 showed	 up	 in	 a	 given	 moment,	 and	 the	 space	 and
opportunity	to	fully	embody	and	love	all	of	myself	totally,	regardless	of	how
my	mind	or	others	gendered	that	behavior	or	experience.	It	allowed	me	to	not
need	to	be	in	a	box,	to	see	the	labels	and	boxes	as	transparent,	flimsy,	as	just
tools—useful	 to	 a	 point,	 but	 ineffective	 or	 dangerous	 in	 the	 wrong
circumstances	or	the	wrong	hands.

In	the	ultimate	freedom	there	are	no	doctrines.

When	your	mind	merges	with	impartiality,	both	making	and	being	made	disappear

WHEN	 I	 EVENTUALLY	 LEFT	 BOTH	 the	 transwomen’s	 and	 gender	 spectrum
groups,	I	wondered	where	my	group	was.	Turns	out	that	part	of	it	was	here	all
along,	 in	 the	 form	of	my	zen	sangha.	Sangha	means	community	of	spiritual
practitioners,	other	people	on	the	path	with	you	who	are	committed	to	living
an	awakened	 life.	 It	 is	 considered	one	of	 the	 “three	 jewels”,	 or	 an	 essential
and	irreplaceable	element	of	a	spiritual	life.

Part	 of	 my	 participation	 in	 this	 community	 is	 having	 an	 individual
relationship	with	my	teacher,	with	whom	I	share	most	everything.	She	knows
my	life,	my	struggles,	my	thoughts,	my	patterns.	She	supports	me	and	holds
me	accountable.	She	guides	me	to	live	my	life	fully	and	in	alignment	with	my
principles.	She	knows	and	has	seen	my	journey	around	gender	in	all	its	facets.
It	 was	 to	 her	 I	 first	 brought	 my	 needs	 around	 gender	 pronouns	 in	 our
community.



We	sit	face	to	face	on	cushions	in	our	temple	zendo,	or	meditation	hall,	for
dokusan,	 or	 formal	 discussion	 between	 teacher	 and	 student.	 “I	 really	 don’t
identify	as	 a	 ‘he’	 anymore,”	 I	 say.	 “I’m	 really	more	of	 a	 ‘them’,	 someone’s
whose	 gender	 is	 both	 and	 neither	male	 or	 female,	 unknown	 at	 times,	 fluid,
changing.”

“No	 separation,	 not	 two,”	 she	 says	 with	 a	 smile.	 She	 asks	 me	 more
clarifying	questions,	truly	excited	and	curious	in	her	inquiry.	She	also	thanks
me	for	my	practice,	 for	giving	her	something	 juicy	 to	 likewise	practice:	her
own	mental	 conditioning	around	gender,	her	habit	patterns	 around	 language
and	the	limitations	of	language,	and	the	call	to	constantly	return	to	the	reality
in	front	of	us.	In	this	case,	me.

“I	feel	both	grief	and	a	sense	of	excitement,”	she	confides.	She	affirms	her
commitment	to	supporting	and	honoring	who	I	am	and	who	I	am	becoming.	I
feel	 overwhelming	 gratitude	 and	 a	 sense	 of	 belonging	 to	 not	 only	 be
acknowledged	and	seen,	but	to	be	thanked	and	honored.	I	tear	up	and	feel	my
heart	under	my	robe,	the	zen	robe	I’ve	sewn	by	hand	that	acknowledges	my
formal	entering	into	the	stream	of	our	lineage.

It’s	lifesaving	to	have	one’s	own	group.	At	first,	when	we	don’t	know	who
and	 what	 we	 are,	 we	 define	 ourselves	 by	 the	 mirrors	 of	 others,	 through	 a
process	of	elimination.	We	look	for	similarities,	note	differences	or	absences
of	 reaction	 to	 someone’s	 story.	Details	 of	who	we	 are	 begin	 to	 coalesce	 in
reference	to	our	community.	Then	we	look	for	the	parts	that	are	uniquely	us,
our	particular	flavor,	deviation,	manifestation.

What	I	found	over	time,	and	came	to	embody	and	love,	is	that	I	don’t	exist
in	the	traditional	trans	narrative.	That	it	wasn’t	about	finding	my	place	in	the
trans	and	queer	community,	but	a	matter	of	making	it.	And	making	a	place	in
all	of	my	communities.

It’s	been	a	matter	of	creating	and	sharing	concepts	and	new	terminology
that	are	roomy	enough	to	include	all	of	me—someone	who	is	both	non-binary,
but	 also	 transfeminine.	 Someone	 who	 doesn’t	 identify	 as	 a	 woman	 but
presents	 like	 one	 most	 of	 the	 time,	 and	 moves	 their	 body	 toward	 female.
Someone	who	sees	the	ideas	of	women	and	men,	male	and	female,	masculine



and	feminine,	as	just	words	and	concepts	that	can	limit	our	ability	to	perceive
reality	and	live	our	authentic	lives.	Someone	who	by	simply	being	alive	and
themselves	explodes	 the	duality	between	 the	physical	and	 the	spiritual,	who
demonstrates	 that	 one’s	 spiritual	 sense	 of	 themselves	 and	 their	 physical
manifestation	 are	 at	 once	 independent	 and	 inseparable.	 In	 zen	 we	 call	 this
“simultaneous	inclusion”	of	the	relative	and	the	absolute.

And	it	 is	 through	this	realization	and	this	actualization	that	I	have	found
freedom,	 contentment,	 joy,	 and	 presence.	 I	 am	 infinitely	 grateful	 to	 this
practice,	 this	community,	and	for	 the	opportunity	 to	be	alive	and	 to	be	non-
binary.

My	zen	 teacher	 then	 suggests	 that	our	 sangha	could	use	my	coming	out
around	 gender	 and	 pronouns	 as	 an	 opportunity	 to	 practice.	 She	 gives	me	 a
platform	at	one	of	our	study	nights	to	come	out	formally	at	group	level,	and	to
make	my	needs	known.	She	thanks	me	in	front	of	the	others.	The	others	thank
me	for	my	vulnerability	and	offering.	They	tell	me	they	love	me.
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THE	BLUE	DRESS

BY	MICHELLE	DEE

IT	WAS	A	SATURDAY,	just	like	any	other.	I	woke	up	late	and	bounded	down	the
stairs,	rushing	to	the	television	room	to	watch	my	favourite	cartoons.	My	eyes
caught	sight	of	something,	something	that	shouldn’t	be	there,	something	that
had	never	been	there	before.	I	paused	and	looked	down;	neatly	folded	on	the
step	was	a	blue	dress.	I	stopped	and	looked	at	 it.	There	were	no	girls	 in	our
dormitory;	the	girls	dormitory	was	in	flat	one	we	were	flat	two.	What	was	it
doing	there?

I	went	to	watch	television	but	I	couldn’t	concentrate	on	the	screen.	All	the
other	 kids	 were	 outside	 playing	 in	 the	 sunshine,	 I	 was	 the	 youngest	 in	 the
Children’s	 Home,	 and	 I	 hadn’t	 quite	 got	 to	 grips	 with	 making	 friends	 and
being	part	of	 their	games.	 I	was	happy	 to	stay	 inside,	 reading,	colouring	 in,
doing	 jigsaws,	 playing	 with	 Tonka	 Trucks.	 One	 of	 the	 Sisters	 was	 rattling
pans	in	the	kitchen.	I	stood	up,	looked	towards	the	door	and	made	straight	for
the	stairs.	I	walked	up	and	down	the	stairs	passing	the	dress	on	the	way	up,
passing	the	dress	on	the	way	down,	all	morning.	Then,	eventually,	I	sat	down
on	 the	step,	 right	beside	 the	blue	dress.	 I	stared	at	 it	 intently.	 I	could	barely
breathe	as	 I	 reached	out	and	 touched	 it	 for	 the	 first	 time.	 I	picked	 it	up	and
looked	at	 the	empty	space	where	 it	had	 lain	moments	before.	 I	held	 it	up,	 I
held	 it	against	me,	 then,	quick	as	a	flash,	I	 ran	up	to	 the	dormitory	with	 the
dress.

All	the	beds	were	neatly	made;	my	bed,	my	brother’s,	and	the	two	older



boys	who	worked	in	the	farmyard	nearby.	All	was	quiet,	my	bare	feet	tiptoed
across	the	wooden	floor	boards	and	I	held	the	dress	up	in	the	sunlight.

I	swished	this	way	and	that,	enjoying	the	feeling	on	my	bare	legs.	I	spun
round,	 my	 arms	 out	 wide,	 watching	 the	 skirt	 billow	 out.	 I	 was	 smiling.	 I
caught	sight	of	a	different	person	in	the	mirror,	dancing	about	the	room	in	a
fantastic	flash	of	brilliant	blue.	I	jumped	on	the	beds	and	jumped	from	one	to
the	other,	bouncing,	giggling,	laughing	like	I’d	never	laughed	before.	I	don’t
know	 how	 long	 I	 was	 up	 there	 in	 the	 dorm—half	 an	 hour,	 maybe	 more,
maybe	less—time	does	funny	things	when	you	are	five.

When	the	time	came	to	take	the	dress	off,	I	tried	to	get	my	little	fingers	on
the	zip.	I	tugged	at	it	and	it	didn’t	move.	I	tried	to	wriggle	out	of	it,	but	still	it
didn’t	move.	I	reached	behind	my	back	and	tried	to	tug	the	dress	up,	nothing.
I	tried	the	zip	again	and	it	wouldn’t	budge.	I	was	stuck.	Here	I	was	in	the	boys
dormitory,	in	a	dress	that	didn’t	want	to	come	off.

I	 tidied	up	 the	bed	clothes	on	all	 the	beds	 that	 I’d	messed	up	by	all	my
bouncing	around,	then	I	sat	on	my	bed,	put	my	head	in	my	hands	and	looked
down	at	the	floor.	I’d	be	in	trouble	for	sure.	I	knew	it	wasn’t	mine,	I	knew	I
shouldn’t	be	wearing	it.	I	longed	to	be	back	downstairs	watching	cartoons	as
if	none	of	this	had	ever	happened.	I	closed	my	eyes,	bunched	my	fingers	and
screwed	 them	 into	 my	 eyes	 real	 tight.	 I’d	 done	 this	 for	 years	 whenever	 I
wanted	 to	escape	 things;	 I	waited	until	 I	began	 to	see	 red	 in	 the	darkness.	 I
blinked	 them	 open	 but	 the	 first	 thing	 I	 saw	was	 the	 blue	 dress;	 it	was	 still
there,	it	was	still	on	me,	it	was	still	stuck.

Slowly,	 I	 went	 down	 the	 stairs	 and	 went	 looking	 for	 help.	 I	 found
someone—I	 don’t	 remember	 who	 was	 on	 duty	 that	 day,	 I	 don’t	 even
remember	if	she	was	cross.	She	told	me	to	lift	my	arms	up	and,	in	one	quick
movement,	she	lifted	the	dress	up	over	my	head	and	off.	I	was	free.

I	still	don’t	know	to	this	day	how	that	dress	came	to	be	there.	I’ll	probably
never	 know,	 but	 that	 moment	 would	 stay	 with	 me,	 and	 somehow	 came	 to
mark	 the	 starting	 point	 of	 becoming	 me.	 More	 than	 that,	 The	 Blue	 Dress
moment	would	become	the	validation	that	I	really	was	who	I	felt	I	was.



Open	Your	Eyes…open	your	eyes.

Michelle…	Michelle…	Michelle…
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COVERED

BY	SAM	STAITHES

“THIS	 IS	 PHUONG	 FROM	 ICHOOSE,	 I’m	 calling	 to	 follow	 up	 on	 your	 recent
online	enquiry	for	health	insurance.	I	want	to	make	sure	I	can	help	you	get	the
best	deal	today.	Am	I	speaking	with	Sam?”

“Oh,	hi.	Yes,	it	is,”	I	replied,	hastily	leaving	my	desk.	I	scanned	the	office
for	somewhere	I	could	have	a	private	conversation.	You	wouldn’t	think	that	it
would	 be	 that	 hard	 in	 a	 law	 firm,	 but	 it	 really	 is.	 I	 walked	 past	 my	 hard-
working	colleagues,	heads	buried	deep	in	other	people’s	problems.

“Hi,	Sam.	Are	you	there?”

“Ah.	Yes.	Sorry,	can	you	just	bear	with	me	for	a	sec,	I	am	just	going	find
one	of	the	little	quiet	rooms.”

“Quiet	rooms?”

“Yes,	yes,	I	am	just	at	work	and	so	I	just…”

“Oh,	I	understand.	Please	take	your	time,	Sam.”

Phuong	sure	knew	my	name.

I	raced	over	 to	 the	much-coveted	quiet	rooms	on	my	floor	but	of	course
they	were	both	 taken.	 I	briefly	considered	going	 into	 the	wellness	 room,	 its
title	designed	to	obfuscate	its	true	purpose	as	a	place	for	staff	to	pump	breast
milk.	But	that	just	felt	wrong.



I	 looked	 around	 the	 rest	 of	 my	 floor	 and	 noticed	 that	 one	 of	 the
boardrooms	was	free.

“Okay,	 okay,	 yep,	 I’ve	 found	 one,	 hang	 on,”	 I	 said	 as	 I	 electronically
signed	myself	in	for	a	meeting	for	one	on	the	touchscreen,	an	inefficient	use
of	a	boardroom	by	anyone’s	standards.	I	locked	the	door	behind	me.

“Hi,	Phuong,	I’m	ready	now.”

“Great.	 Thanks	 for	 taking	 my	 call.	 Sam,	 you	 recently	 made	 an	 online
enquiry	about	private	health	 insurance,	and	so	that	I	can	determine	the	right
insurance	 for	 you,	 can	 you	 let	 me	 know	 why	 you’ve	 decided	 to	 purchase
health	insurance	at	this	time?”

“Um,	 yes,	 certainly.	 Look,	 I	 just	 want	 to	 maybe	 foreshadow	 this
conversation	by	saying	that	this	is	a	bit	difficult	to	talk	about.”

“That’s	okay,	Sam.	Everyone	has	different	health	insurance	needs.”

I	tried	to	find	her	assurances	soothing.

“Okay,	well	I	have	just	been	formally	diagnosed	with	gender	dysphoria	by
a	 psychiatrist.	 I’ve	 been	 looking	 into	 surgery	 options	 in	 addition	 to	 the
hormones	 and	 that,	 but	 I	 understand	 that	 there	 is	 a	 twelve-month	 waiting
period	 before	 insurance	 companies	 will	 pay	 for	 a	 hospital	 stay.	 And,	 as	 I
understand	 it,	 I’m	 going	 to	 need	 the	 top	 level	 of	 cover,	 because	 it’s	 like
basically	 considered	 to	 be	 cosmetic	 surgery	 to	 address	 a	 psychiatric
condition.”

“So,	Sam,	I	can	definitely	help	you	with	that.	So,	your	doctor	has	told	you
that	you	need	to	get	some	surgery?”	Phuong	said,	apparently	unphased.

Was	Phuong	a	telemarketing	gender	warrior,	or	did	she	just	have	no	idea
what	 I	 was	 talking	 about?	 Erring	 on	 the	 side	 of	 caution,	 I	 proffered	 more
information.

“Yes,	well,	in	a	way,	it’s	more	like…	Well,	the	psychiatrist	gives	you	this
diagnosis,	and	while	 I	personally	don’t	 think	 I	have	a	psychiatric	condition,
it’s	 like,	well,	 the	gateway	 to	being	able	 to	access	 top	surgery.	Actually,	 it’s
probably	listed	on	your	system	as	sex	reassignment	surgery.”	If	Phuong	was
in	fact	a	gender	warrior,	it	struck	me	that	this	may	have	sounded	regressive.	I



scrambled	 to	 clarify.	 “I	 mean,	 I	 myself	 prefer	 to	 use	 the	 term	 gender-
affirmation	surgery.”	My	palms	were	getting	clammy.

“Sexual	 reassignment	 surgery,	 I	 can	 certainly	 help	 you	with	 that	Sam.	 I
am	just	 looking	that	up	on	our	system	now	to	make	sure	I	get	you	the	right
level	of	cover.	I	am	sure	we	can	help	you	with	basic	hospital	cover,	as	the	top
level	of	cover	can	be	very	expensive.	 If	your	doctor	says	 that	you	need	 this
surgery,	then	it	should	really	be	covered	under	one	of	our	basic	policies.	It’s
not	like	you’re	getting	a	nose	job.”

I	definitely	agreed	with	her	sentiments,	but	I	had	my	doubts.

Faint	typing.	Silence.

I	 hadn’t	 experienced	 such	 an	 absence	 of	 words	 on	 a	 telemarketing	 call
before,	and	I	rushed	to	fill	the	void.

“So,	 like,	 just	 to	 be	 as	 specific	 as	 possible,	 I’m	 talking	 about	 a	 double
mastectomy.”

A	pause.

“Thank	 you	 for	 that	 information,	 Sam.	A	 double	 vasectomy,	 I	 will	 just
look	that	up.”

It	 was	 at	 that	moment	 that	 I	 realised	 that	 Phuong’s	 level	 of	 knowledge
about	this	issue	was	low.

“No,	yeah,	 I	meant,	mastectomy,	 like,	with	an	M.	As	 in	a	double	breast
removal.	Vasectomies	are…	Well,	they’re	something	else.”

“Oh,	mastectomy.	Sorry,	Sam,	I’ll	just	look	that	right	up	for	you	to	make
sure	we	can	find	you	the	most	appropriate	level	of	cover.”

More	 silence.	 This	 time	 I	 settled	 into	 it.	 I	 looked	 out	 the	 boardroom
window	to	the	city	below.	I	wondered	if	anyone	in	 the	office	had	overheard
my	call.

“Sam,	 I	am	having	a	 little	bit	of	 trouble	 identifying	 the	best	product	 for
you.	Is	it	okay	if	I	discuss	your	issue	with	my	team	leader	and	call	you	back?”

“Sure,	Phuong,	no	worries.	Can	you	call	me	back	after	5pm?”



“Certainly,	Sam.”

PHUONG	DID	CALL	ME	BACK,	 just	 like	 she	 said	 she	would.	She’d	done	some
research	and	 found	 the	 relevant	product	 codes	 for	my	 top	 surgery.	 I’m	now
the	proud	owner	of	some	of	the	most	expensive	health	insurance	Australia	has
to	offer.	Now,	if	I	can	just	come	up	with	the	extra	$8000	for	the	surgery	that
my	health	insurance	won’t	pay	for,	I’ll	be	covered.
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COURAGE	IS	A	GIFT

BY	CJ	ANTHONY

I	KNEW	the	rules	of	binding,	even	before	I	got	my	hands	on	one.	I’m	aware	of
what	I	should	and	shouldn’t	do.	I	know	my	size,	limits,	I	know	it	all.	Hours
and	hours	of	research	is	engraved	in	my	mind.	My	problem	is,	I	simply	don’t
care.	 In	 the	 beginning	 I	 was	 as	 safe	 as	 you	 could	 be,	 but,	 over	 time,	 that
changed.

Basketball	 is	my	 passion;	 I’ve	 played	 it	 for	 as	 long	 as	 I	 can	 remember.
When	 I	 feel	 insignificant	 to	 the	 world	 around	 me,	 I	 rely	 on	 this	 sport	 to
remind	me	 that	 I	have	at	 least	one	good	 thing	going	for	me.	 I’m	not	giving
any	 of	 that	 up	 for	 a	 flat	 chest,	 but	 I’m	 not	 going	 to	 play	without	 a	 binder
either.	I	break	the	rules	all	the	time,	but	I	know	continuing	to	wear	my	binder
is	affecting	me.

The	night	is	dark	but	it’s	only	a	little	past	8	o’clock.	The	only	light	source
I	 can	 find	 is	 that	 from	 the	 street	 lamps	 and	 I	 rely	 on	 them	 for	 aim	 and
accuracy.	 I’m	 not	 worrying	 about	 being	 too	 loud.	 I	 don’t	 know	 where	 my
parents	are—nor	do	I	care—and	my	older	brother	is	hopefully	asleep.	Toby	is
a	heavy	sleeper,	so	my	worries	wash	away	with	that	knowledge.	I	don’t	really
care	 for	 my	 neighbors	 and	 they	 make	 it	 clear	 that	 neither	 do	 they.	 Any
problems	there	lies	more	in	personality	than	actions.	The	point	is,	I’m	free	to
do	as	I	please.

I	 zone	everything	else	out	and	 focus	on	 the	basket.	The	perfect	 stance	 I



hold	and	nice	dribble	I	maintain	make	shots	simple,	but	I	decide	to	pick	up	on
a	 challenge	 instead.	 My	 movement	 is	 quick	 as	 I	 dribble	 to	 the	 left	 of	 my
makeshift	“court”	and	spin	around,	imagining	a	player	on	the	opposing	team
is	trying	to	block	my	shot.	I	rush	every	muscle	in	my	body	to	work	in	order	to
make	it	to	the	hoop,	pretending	that	the	clock’s	challenging	me.	Once	I’m	in	a
decent	range,	I	jump	with	all	the	grace	I	have	and	manage	the	ball	into	the	net
with	my	right	hand.	I	land	without	hurting	myself	and	chuckle	at	the	pleasure
this	game	brings	me.	I	run	for	the	orange	ball	as	it	bounces	away	and	begin
my	next	round.

I	start	back	in	the	same	spot	with	the	same	stance	and	dribble,	but	I’m	not
feeling	as	determined.	The	tight,	familiar	feeling	in	my	chest	has	been	there
for	 a	 few	 minutes	 but	 now	 it’s	 becoming	 more	 persistent.	 I	 wince	 at	 the
feeling	but	decide	 to	 ignore	 it	along	with	my	 labored	breathing.	 I	 run	while
dribbling	 to	 the	 left	 side	and	 look	at	 the	net,	calculating	my	shot.	 I	back	up
with	my	dribble	steady	and	try	to	manage	my	way	to	the	right	side,	but	I	don’t
make	it	to	the	proper	position	or	stance.	I	make	it	to	the	right	side	but	that’s
about	all.

My	feet	don’t	cooperate	with	my	mind.	The	tightness	in	my	chest	takes	its
toll.	I	feel	exhausted.	I	trip	over	my	own	feet	and	plunge	to	the	ground.	The
ball	 goes	 flying.	 A	 small	 squeak	 escapes	 my	 lips.	 It’s	 not	 the	 landing	 that
hurts	 when	 compared	 to	 my	 chest.	 I’m	 down	 on	 all	 fours	 with	 my	 head
hanging	low.	I’m	trying	to	find	some	sort	of	access	but	the	pain	increases	with
every	breath.	The	lack	of	air	in	my	lungs	sends	sharp	needles	of	painted	pain.
They	drag	against	the	walls	of	my	throat.	I	gasp	and	struggle	with	and	against
the	air.	I	don’t	manage	to	find	an	outlet.	My	breathing	is	the	only	sound	to	fill
the	night’s	whispers.

I	think	I	hear	the	garage	door	open	and	focus	my	attention	on	it	with	what
strength	I	have	left.	It’s	Toby;	I’d	recognize	him	no	matter	how	little	oxygen	I
have	 left.	 I	 try	 to	 read	 his	 expression	 but	my	mind	 is	 far	 too	 jumbled	 of	 a
mess.

“You’re	an	idiot,	Keegan.	I	hope	you	know	that.”	He	kneels	down	beside
me.



“Shut	up—”	I	 try	 taking	 in	a	 large	breath	 through	my	words	and	wince.
“—and	help	me.”	I	wait	for	Toby	to	oblige,	watching	his	hands	shake	and	his
fingers	fumble.	I’d	feel	embarrassment	had	it	not	been	for	the	fact	that	we’ve
done	this	before.

I	feel	Toby	pull	the	side	of	my	shirt	up	only	enough	to	find	the	clasps	of
my	black	binder.	He	quickly	unclips	them	and	I	sigh	out	with	relief	as	soon	as
he	manages	the	last	hook	off.	I	 ignore	the	world	around	me	and	lie	back	on
the	concrete	 to	 rest	 and	calm	down,	my	eyes	closed.	Catching	my	breath	 is
my	only	concern.	The	pain	fades	and	air	finally	fills	my	lungs.	I’ve	never	felt
so	much	euphoria	in	my	life	at	this	release.	The	air	feels	sweet	as	I	feel	happy,
like	a	little	kid	in	a	candy	store.	The	world	around	me	flies	with	colors.

When	I	feel	calm	enough	and	my	breathing	is	only	slightly	labored,	I	open
my	eyes	 and	 look	 for	Toby.	He’s	 looking	down	at	me	with	 an	 authoritative
glare.	I	can’t	help	but	chuckle	as	I	stare	into	the	night	sky.	I	know	Toby	isn’t
pleased,	but	I	haven’t	the	energy	to	care.

“No—You	 don’t—Stop	 that!	 This	 isn’t	 funny.	 Do	 you	 think	 this	 is
funny?”	Toby	scolds	me.

“Slightly.”	 I	 chuckle	 through	my	 response	only	because	 I	know	Toby	 is
annoyed	by	his	raised	voice.

“You	 know,	 I’m	 starting	 to	 think	 you	 do	 this	 on	 purpose	 just	 to	 worry
me.”

“Oh,	really?”	I	take	another	breath	and	the	world	spins	less	and	less.

“Yeah,	yeah.”	Toby	continues.	“You’re	always	doing	 this	and	next	 thing
you	know	I’m	losing	hair	from	stress	like—like	an	old	man.”

“Of	course!	That	must	be	it!”	I	exclaim	and	turn	my	head	to	smile	at	him.
He	just	shakes	his	head	at	me	with	a	hint	of	a	smile	I	can	tell	he’s	suppressing.
“Love	you,	too.”

“Yeah,	 yeah.	Whatever.”	Toby	grumbles	 and	moves	 to	 lie	 beside	me	on
the	concrete.	We	stare	up	at	the	night	sky—just	the	two	of	us.	I	know	we’re
both	 thinking	of	 the	same	 thing:	we	wish	we	were	out	 in	space	 instead.	We
have	our	differences	but,	after	multiple	conversations,	we	concluded	with	the



same	 ideas	on	 the	 topic.	 If	we	were	given	 the	 choice,	we’d	much	 rather	be
anywhere	but	here.	We	want	to	be	up	in	space	in	a	cool	spaceship	with	space
food	and	space	stuff.	We	want	to	see	stars	passing	by	at	vast	angles	from	our
bedroom	windows	and	land	on	different	planets	to	discover	new	things.	If	I’m
daydreaming,	 chances	 are	 it’s	 about	 that	 wish.	 I	 can	 only	 imagine	 it’s	 the
same	for	Toby.

“I	told	you	to	stop	binding	while	playing	basketball.”

“And	I	told	you	not	to	dye	your	hair	freshman	year.	Not	everyone	listens
or	cares.”	I	argue	back.

“OK,	but	I	realized	my	mistake	afterwards	and	my	hair	is	now	back	to	its
former	 glory,	 so	 lesson	 learned.	 You	 better	 have	 learned	 your	 lesson	 too,
young	man.”	Toby	nudges	me	with	his	elbow	and	I	award	him	a	low	chuckle.

“Oh,	I	have.”

“Good.”	Toby	nods.	I	turn	my	head	to	look	at	him.	The	dim	lights	shine	a
bare	gloss	over	his	face,	giving	me	a	clean	view	of	only	a	few	features.	His
eyes	 tell	 me	 of	 the	 surprise	 he	 feels	 towards	 the	 conversation	 ending	 this
quickly.	I	smile.

“You	look	absolutely	terrible	with	blonde	hair.”	I	exaggerate	my	tone.

“Keegan,	I	swear—”	Toby	starts.	He	scrambles	to	his	feet,	but	I’m	faster,
rushing	 to	 get	 ahead	 of	 him.	 I	 can’t	 help	 but	 laugh	 as	 I	 run	 to	 the	 garage,
allowing	Toby	to	chase	me.	Glancing	over	my	shoulder	I	see	a	wide	smile	on
Toby’s	face.	As	soon	as	I	make	it	through	the	door,	I	shut	it	close,	restricting
Toby	from	reaching	me.

“Truce?”	Toby	offers	from	the	other	side	of	the	door.

“Truce.”	I	agree	and	crack	open	the	door.

A	 calm	Toby	walks	 in	with	 a	 large	 smile	 on	 his	 face.	 I	 smile	 back	 but
suddenly	he	has	me	in	a	headlock	and	grounds	his	knuckles	at	the	top	of	my
head.	I’m	struggling	against	him	but	laugh	throughout.	When	Toby’s	declared
the	act	to	be	enough	he	pushes	me	out	in	front	of	him	and	motions	for	me	to
move.	I	make	my	way	to	the	stairs	and	on	the	second	step	Toby	stops	me.



“Hey.	Turn	around.”

His	voice	sounds	different	and	I	hesitate	before	facing	him	with	my	head
hanging	low.

“Look	at	me.”

I	look	up	at	my	brother	with	false	confusion	and	pleading	eyes.	“You’ve
gotta	take	care	of	yourself,”	he	whispers.

I	groan.	“God,	Toby.	I	know—”

“Hey.”	Toby	cuts	me	off.	“I	mean	it.	This	meat	suit	may	not	be	fit	for	you
but	you	still	have	the	responsibility	of	taking	care	of	it,	you	hear	me?”

“Yeah.”	I	nod	genuinely	so	Toby	knows	his	impact	is	made.

“Alright.”	 Toby	 drops	 his	 serious	 tone.	 “Get	 up	 those	 stairs	 and	 take	 a
shower.	 You	 smell	 like	 trash.”	 He	 pushes	 me	 up	 the	 stairs	 and	 we	 both
chuckle.

Neither	of	us	talked	about	the	significance	of	that	moment	or	the	meaning
held	behind	 it	and	 I	 truly	don’t	wish	 for	us	 to	ever	do.	 In	 the	air	 lingered	a
permanent	feeling	I	soon	acknowledged	and	commended.	I	silently	swore	to
never	wear	my	binder	while	playing	basketball	again.

ME:	Hey,	can	you	meet	up	with	me	after	school?	I	gotta	tell	ya	something

CHARLIE:	Sure,	no	problem.	I	just	need	to	know	where.	Is	everything	OK?

ME:	Everything’s	fine.	Meet	me	out	in	the	football	bleachers

CHARLIE:	Alright,	see	ya	in	a	few



ME:	See	ya

AN	HOUR	later	and	school	has	officially	ended.	I	sit	alone	in	the	bleachers	for
ten	 minutes.	 I	 needed	 someplace	 alone	 and	 quiet,	 what	 better	 than	 the
bleachers?	Charlie	still	hasn’t	shown	up	yet.	Then	again,	he	 is	a	fairly	well-
known	 student,	 so	 he’s	 likely	 talking	 to	 some	 group	 of	 friends	 that	 I	 don’t
know	nor	do	I	wish	to	meet.	Nonetheless,	I’m	patient.

This	is	a	big	moment	for	me.	In	the	morning	I	told	Toby	of	my	plan	and
then	 left	 for	 the	 bus	 before	 he	 could	 comment.	 All	 day	 my	 thoughts	 kept
racing	and	I	couldn’t	seem	to	shut	them	off.	It	was	only	three	years	ago	that	I
started	to	attend	this	district,	myself	a	Freshman	and	Toby	a	Sophomore.	Now
I’m	a	Junior	and	Toby	is	a	Senior.	A	lot	has	changed	over	 those	 three	years
and	I’m	aware	 that	more	changes	are	bound	 to	happen.	Although,	 I	plan	on
keeping	 one	 thing	 consistent:	 my	 ability	 to	 go	 stealth.	 Only	 the	 counselor,
nurse,	and	principal	are	aware	that	I’m	transgender.	I’m	not	even	sure	if	 the
teachers	know	or	not.

Within	the	first	few	weeks	of	school	I	met	Charlie	and	we	decided	to	stick
together.	Thick	and	thin	we	are	but	I	have	yet	to	tell	him.	He’s	like	a	brother
to	me	and	since	Toby	knows	(obviously),	it’s	only	fair	that	Charlie	knows	too.

Snapping	me	out	of	my	thoughts,	I	feel	a	hand	smack	the	back	of	my	head
and	a	body	sit	beside	me.	I	look	up	and	see	none	other	than	Charlie	himself.
Charlie	smiles	bright	and	slings	his	backpack	from	his	shoulder	to	the	ground,
keeping	his	attention	on	me.

“What’s	up,	nerd?”	Charlie	nudges	me	with	a	chuckle	and	I	chuckle	back.
I	find	things	amusing	way	too	easily.

“What’s	 up,	 freak?”	 I	 nudge	 back	 with	 an	 equal	 amount	 of	 light
playfulness.	Our	chuckles	die	down	and	Charlie	speaks	up.

“So,	what	 did	you	wanna	 tell	me?”	He	 sounds	quite	 nonchalant.	 If	only
you	knew,	Charlie.	Oh,	 if	only	you	knew	what	 is	 in	store	 for	you	 today.	The
smile	on	my	face	fades	and	I	prepare	myself	to	respond.



“Um,	there’s	something	you	gotta	know,	man.”	I	look	down	at	my	hands
and	 rub	 them	 back	 and	 forth.	 I	 can’t	 bare	 looking	Charlie	 in	 the	 eyes.	 I’m
afraid.

“Alright.	 Then	 inform	 thee.”	 Charlie	 finishes	 with	 a	 formal	 accent	 to
compliment	his	perky	self.

I	 take	a	deep	breath	before	beginning.	I	haven’t	actually	 thought	out	my
plan	so	I	improv.	I	hope	I	can	muster	up	something	that	makes	sense.	I	exhale
and	 then	 speak.	 “You	 remember	 that	 time	 you	 came	 over	 to	my	 place	 and
made	a	joke	that	I	was	a	druggie	because	of	all	those	syringes	we	had?”

“Yeah,	 and	you	 told	me	 it	was	 just	 for	Toby’s	diabetes	 shots.	 Insulin	or
something.”	 Charlie	 adds	 on.	 He’s	 not	 unaware,	 he’s	 very	 intelligent	 and
observant.	Hence	why	 I	worry	 that	he’s	had	his	 suspicions.	 If	 I	were	 in	his
place,	I	know	I	would.	All	I	can	do	is	be	grateful	that	he	hasn’t	mentioned	it
yet,	even	if	he	was	questioning	it	or	not.

“Toby	doesn’t	have	diabetes.”	I	chuckle.	“They’re	mine.”

“So…you	have	diabetes?”

“What—?	No—That’s	not—No,	Charlie.	No	one	has	diabetes.”	 I	clarify
with	slight	annoyance.

“Alright,	alright.	Let	a	man	be	confused.”	Charlie	holds	up	both	his	hands
in	defense	before	settling	again.	He	waits	as	I	muster	my	words.

“They’re	 for	 testosterone	 injections.”	 I	 announce,	 hoping	 it	 to	 be	 the
statement	that	clears	it	all	up,	but	I	don’t	see	the	“ah-ha”	moment	in	Charlie’s
eyes.

“Why?	It’s	not	like	you	need	it.	What’s	it	for?”	Charlie	chuckles	again.	I
remember	him	informing	me	that	when	he	feels	embarrassment	or	anxiety	he
tends	to	chuckle.	I	take	this	into	consideration.

“HRT.”

“And	that	is…?”

“Hormone	 Replacement	 Therapy,”	 I	 answer	 and	 silence	 wavers	 for	 a
moment	as	I	wait	for	Charlie	to	piece	everything	together.	I	notice	he	doesn’t



seem	to	be	getting	it.	“I’m	transgender,	Charlie.	I	was	born	in	a	female	body
—the	wrong	body—and	 the	 injections	help	my	body	 look	 like	 it’s	supposed
to.”

I	let	out	a	sigh	at	my	announcement.	I	didn’t	expect	to	become	so	worked
up,	 but	 I	 am.	 I’m	 not	mad	 at	 Charlie.	 I	 adore	 Charlie’s	 innocent	 and	 open
mind.	I’m	frustrated	with	myself	for	not	being	able	to	explain	this	better.	Then
again,	how	am	I	supposed	to	explain	a	feeling	even	I	don’t	truly	understand?

“Oh,”	is	all	Charlie	says.

I’m	not	stupid.	I	know	this	is	a	lot	for	Charlie	to	process	and	I’m	OK	with
that.	 He	 may	 need	 time	 and	 there’s	 nothing	 wrong	 with	 that.	 Me	 being
transgender	will	not	affect	the	friendship,	but	at	the	same	time	it	will.	There
are	certain	things	I	can’t	do	due	to	my	dysphoria.	I	refuse	to	swim.	I	refuse	to
use	 the	public	bathrooms.	Even	 though	 I’m	on	 testosterone,	 I	 tend	 to	 lower
my	voice	as	a	precaution.	Things	change,	even	if	I	don’t	want	them	to.	So,	I
simply	listen	to	the	silence	of	Charlie’s	thoughts.

“Am	I	using	the	right	name?”

“Yeah.”	I	nod	numbly.	I’m	fairly	confused	at	Charlie’s	response.

“Right	pronouns?”

“Yes.”

“And	you’re	still	a	dude,	right?”

“That	I	am.”

“Then…”	Charlie	pauses.	“Everything	is	still	the	same.”

I’m	confused	and	look	over	to	Charlie,	who	seems	sincere	with	his	words.
I	didn’t	expect	that	reaction.	I	was	waiting	to	hear	the	dumb	questions	people
in	the	past	tended	to	ask	me.	“What’s	 in	your	pants?”	“What	was	your	real
name?”	“So,	 are	 you	 gay?”	 “How	 do	 you	 use	 the	 bathroom?”	“Yeah,	 but
you’re	 still	 a	 girl,	 right?”	 The	 fact	 was,	 Charlie	 didn’t	 ask	 any	 of	 those
questions.	He	is	normal	with	his	curious	self	and	respectful	boundaries.

“I’m	not	gonna	lie	to	you,	I’m	a	little	confused.	I	don’t	know	much	on	the
topic	but	I’m	willing	to	learn	and	do	whatever	it	 is	you	need	me	to	do.	But,



I’m	not	 leaving,	man.	You’re	 still	my	brother.	You	 can’t	 get	 rid	 of	me	 that
easily.”	Charlie	smiles	and	nudges	me	slightly.

I	feel	as	if	I	could	cry	from	happiness.	I	know	curiosity	will	eventually	get
the	best	of	Charlie	and	he’ll	ask	some	of	those	questions,	but	I	don’t	mind.	I
won’t	hesitate	to	answer	because	I	know	that	Charlie	knows	I’m	a	guy	and	I
don’t	have	to	prove	it.	Yeah,	I	could	almost	cry.	But,	I	don’t.	I	smile	at	him.
“Thanks,”	is	all	I	manage	to	get	out.

Charlie	pats	my	shoulder	twice,	still	smiling.	He	then	switches	his	attitude
and	stands	up	to	slip	on	his	backpack.

“C’mon,	 ya	 goof.	 I	 want	 pizza.”	 Charlie	 insists	 as	 he	 pushes	 my	 head
playfully.	I	laugh	at	his	silly	actions,	grabbing	my	own	bag	to	race	down	the
bleacher	steps,	following	Charlie.	This	isn’t	how	I	expected	it	to	go,	but	it	is
so	much	better.

“WHO	HAD 	the	audacity	to	eat	the	last	piece	of	pizza?!”	I	hear	Toby	yell	from
the	kitchen.	I	hop	down	the	steps	and	turn	the	corner,	entering	the	kitchen	and
keeping	my	eyes	on	my	phone.

“You.	Last	night,	old	man.”	I	deadpan	and	aimlessly	walk	to	the	cupboard,
listening	to	Toby.

“I	do	not	appreciate	your	back	talk,	young	man.”	Toby’s	voice	drips	with
pretend	offense.	I	look	up	to	see	him	point	a	breadstick	at	me.	He	takes	a	bite
and	closes	the	fridge	door.

“Boo	hoo,	Dad.”	I	mock	my	brother.	I	grab	a	cup	and	place	it	down	on	the
island.	I	walk	over	to	the	fridge	but	Toby	blocks	my	way	with	crossed	arms.
“If	you	don’t	mind,	I’d	like	some	juice,	please.”

“I	deserve	an	apology.”	Toby	pouts.

I	know	the	moment	I	open	my	mouth	there	will	be	repercussions	I	have	to
pay	for.	“I’m	sorry	Grandpa	has	more	hair	than	you,	now	may	I	please—”

Toby	 glares	 at	 me,	 looking	 ready	 to	 pounce.	 I	 laugh	 out	 loud	 before
stuffing	my	phone	in	my	pocket	and	sprinting	out	of	there.



I’m	quick	but	Toby	 is	quicker.	He	scoops	me	up	and	 flings	me	over	his
shoulder,	keeping	me	up	by	holding	my	back.	He	spins	around	and	around,
causing	me	to	laugh	so	much	it	hurts.

“Toby!	Toby!	Sto—op!”	I	yell	between	laughs.	“Tobias!!!”

“This	 is	 what	 you	 get	 for	 wearing	 your	 binder	 and	 shooting	 hoops	 the
other	day.	Punishment!	Judgement	Day	is	upon	us!”	Toby	declares	as	he	hops
and	spins	with	more	force	until	we	both	can’t	take	it	any	longer.

He	walks	 to	 the	stairs	and	gently	puts	me	down,	having	me	sit	down	on
the	third	step.	He	hovers	over	me	like	a	tower.	His	hands	are	on	the	side	rails
as	I	look	up	at	him	with	an	annoyed	pout,	knowing	that	his	sudden	change	of
attitude	means	something.

“Did	you	tell	him?”

“I	did.”	I	don’t	elaborate.	Toby	raises	his	eyebrows	to	signal	to	continue,
but	I	don’t.

“And…?”

“He’s	fine	with	it.”	I	shrug	as	if	it’s	nothing.	Toby	lets	out	a	sigh	and	grabs
his	chest.	He	straightens	himself.

“You	nearly	gave	me	a	heart	attack,	child.	I	thought	I	was	gonna	have	to
gather	the	boys	and	go	all	‘Mama	bear’	on	some	junior.”	Toby	jokes.	I	can’t
tell	if	he’s	hinting	with	seriousness	or	not.

I	give	him	a	face	of	unamusement.	My	eyes	settle	and	begin	a	glare	with	a
slight	head	 tilt	 and	 the	conversation	 settles.	Toby	 looks	around	us	 in	 search
for	something	I’m	not	aware	of.	I	assume	he	didn’t	spot	it	as	he	turns	back	to
me.

“Where	are	Mom	and	Dad?”

“Why	 would	 I	 care?”	 I	 shrug.	 Toby	 gives	 me	 the	 all	 too	 familiar	 big
brother	flare	and	I	sigh.	“Grocery	store.”

“Give	them	time,	Keeg.”	Toby	reminds	me,	using	the	nickname	I	argue	so
hard	against	but	give	in	to	every	now	and	then.

“I’ve	given	them	time,	Toby.	Five	years	to	be	exact.”	I	argue.



“Yeah,	and	they’ve	made	progress.	They	introduce	you	as	Keegan	and	as
their	son,	they	didn’t	do	that	before.	You’re	on	T	and	your	name	is	changed	in
the	school	system.	They’ve	made	progress.”

“Yeah,	but	they	still	use	the	wrong	name	and	pronouns.”

“So,	we’ll	continue	to	correct	them	until	they	finally	get	it.	They’re	trying
to	understand.	The	other	day	I	saw	Mom	order	 this	book	off	Amazon	about
transgender	youth.	They’re	trying.	They	still	love	you,	Keegan.”	Toby	reveals
information	I	doubt	either	of	us	are	supposed	to	know.

“But,	 how	much	 longer	 is	 this	 gonna	 take?”	 I’m	 impatient	with	 rightful
thoughts.	I’ve	always	been	male	in	my	mind;	how	could	they	not	see	that?	I
just	want	everything	to	be	right.

“We	don’t	get	to	ask	that	question,	Keegan.	We	just	have	to	be	patient.”

I	grumble.	“I’m	sick	of	waiting.”

“Well,	 you’re	 not	 waiting	 alone.	 I’m	 right	 here,	 kiddo.”	 Toby	 pats	 my
shoulder	 and	 I	 feel	 déjà	 vu	 relating	 to	 the	 conversation	with	Charlie	 earlier
today.	 I’m	convinced	 that	 these	 two	 are	 family	 and	nothing	 can	 change	my
mind.

“Fine.”	I’m	done	arguing.

“Good.”	 Toby’s	 shoulders	 drop.	 “Come	 help	me	 pick	 out	 a	movie.	 The
guys	are	coming	over	 tonight	and	you’re	 joining.”	Toby	insists	as	he	ruffles
my	hair.	We	both	run	up	the	stairs.

I	used	to	hate	 it	when	Toby	does	 this,	when	he	 includes	me	in	 that	 little
friend	group	of	his.	 I’m	not	one	of	 them	and	never	will	be,	but	 things	have
changed.	I’m	adjusted.

I’ve	started	to	feel	comfortable	around	the	guys	and	become	close	friends.
None	of	them	know	I’m	trans	and	I	plan	on	keeping	it	that	way.	Although,	I
might	tell	them	if	things	continue	to	go	as	well	as	they	are	now.	I’m	not	sure
yet,	so	I	wait.

I	know	I	have	a	journey	ahead	of	me	with	my	life	and	that	not	all	of	it	will
be	good.	In	fact,	I’m	expecting	a	lot	of	bad.	I	don’t	mind.	I’m	willing	to	go	up



against	whatever	 the	world	 throws	at	me.	I’m	aware	 that	 journeys	 take	 time
and	effort	that	I	don’t	always	have,	but	I’ll	try	to	find	some.	This	is	my	life.	I
get	to	control	what	happens	next	and	I	plan	on	doing	amazing	things	with	this
new-found	 information.	 It’s	present	and	now	finally	acknowledged.	As	 long
as	people	like	Toby	and	Charlie	exist,	I	know	I’m	OK.	The	world	has	grown
far	too	gray	to	lose	a	person	as	colorful	as	myself.

YEAH,	I’m	OK.
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A	DISCORDANT	NOTE

BY	MARCEL	LIEMANT

1128:	The	cycle	begins	at	dawn.

The	 commute	 is	my	 favourite	 section	of	 the	 cycle.	 It	 is	when	 I	 join	 the
flow	of	 life;	 human,	 robotic,	 plant,	 the	 clouds	moving	 too.	The	 streets	 full.
The	human	faces	angled	at	the	ground,	or	each	other.

DIVERT:	ROBOTtm	approaching	direct	path.

I	divert.

ERROR:	Unreadable	serial	number.

Load	protocol?

ERROR.

The	unreadable	ROBOTtm	opens	her	mouth.	“….”

This	isn’t	a	word	I	have	in	my	programming.

Load	protocol?

ERROR.

Nobody	has	 slowed	 their	commute,	 I	do	not	 slow	mine.	The	unreadable
ROBOTtm	is	gone.

I	can	see	through	the	gaps	in	the	crowd.	There	is	a	protest	outside	of	the
government	house.	There	is	always	a	protest.	There	is	always	a	protest.	I	do



not	slow.

#

Design	cycle.	My	work	processors	are	rearing	up.	I	am	thrill.	8234,	5720,
2290	are	thrill	too.

5720:	“Did	you	catch	BACHELORBOTtm	last	night?”

He	grins,	he	knows	we	did.

8234:	“I	can’t	believe	I’m	still	watching.	But	I	am.”

1128:	“It’s	riveting.”

2290:	 “But	 can	 you	 really	 find	 love	 in	 such	 a	 manufactured
environment?”

We	each	laugh.

The	 black	 thought	 putty	 emerges	 from	 the	 pillar,	 elevated	 and	 turning
slowly	between	the	four	of	us.	It	is	time	to	design.

I	am	thrill	but,	with	a	discordant	note.

8234’s	hands	look;	40%	slower	and	20%	out	of	focus.

Load	previous	experience?

NEGATIVE.

My	own	hands	are	faux	bio,	matt	skin	covered.	Poised	and	beginning	my
demonstration	of	abstract	theory	upon	the	thought	putty.

The	 movements	 are	 not	 mine.	 I	 learned	 them	 somewhere	 else.	 In	 the
instruction	material	they	download	into	our	systems	when	we	are	booted	up,
for	hand	movements,	upon	the	thought	putty.	But	they	are	not	my	movements.

Of	 course?	That	 is	 factual	 and	helpful,	 an	 efficient	way	 to	 integrate	our
identities	into	our	work.	Nothing	to	notice.	Why	am	I	noticing?

The	 thought	putty	 raises	 its	hackles.	Thick,	black	spikes	 ripple	along	 its
surface.	Reading	my	thoughts.

There’s	 that	 sound	word	 again	 from	 the	unreadable	 robot,	 inside	of	me.
Playing	 through	my	 processors.	 Asking	 for	 its	meaning	 at	 the	 next	 circuit.



And	then,	again,	immediately	being	transferred	to	the	calm	department.	Still
without	meaning,	it	is	unusual.

8234:	“Thrill,	1128?”

The	sound	word	is	not	something	I	want	to	connect	to	Webtm	or	speak	of
to	8234…	even	8234.	It	is	hidden,	and	must	be	kept	that	way.

1128:	“Yes.”

I	progress	through	the	theory	of	abstraction.	Design	proceeds	as	it	did	in
the	previous	cycle.	A	new	processing	system	is	delivered	in	time.	We	are	all
thrill.	We	have	fulfilled	our	ultimate	function	for	this	cycle.

#

Home,	evening	cycle.	I	prepare	my	nutrient	satchels.	I	like	vanilla.

The	sound	word	returns,	scorch	marks	in	my	mind.	In	the	reflection	of	the
metal	walls,	the	face	of	1128	is	blinking,	though,	I	do	not	need	to.	My	cheeks
feel,	they	look	wrong.

I	scan	the	bio	matter	for	error,	there	are	none.	I	install	the	updates	I	have
postponed.	I	run	anti-viral	software.	Nothing.

My	cheeks	are	too	soft	and	rounded.	The	nose,	unreal.

It	is	time	for	BACHELORBOTtm.	Rest	cycle.

#

New	cycle.	Design	cycle.

I	 am	awaiting	 the	 download	of	 a	 new	 theory,	 the	 latest	 from	 the	 design
uploads.	Posted	by	the	American	design	shift.

8234	 arrives,	 I	 greet	 her	with	 a	 joke	we	 share	 and	 her	 face	 smiles,	 her
cheeks,	my	cheeks.	Our	cheeks	are	identical.

I	 know?	Our	 faces	 were	 poured	 into	 the	 same	mould.	 I	 know	 this,	 but
despite	our	joke	I	cannot	laugh.	I	do	not	see	8234	before	me.	I	see	the	mould.

The	thought	putty	raises.	I	run	the	outdated	movements	from	yesterday	by
mistake.	I	cannot	see	5720,	8234	or	2290,	I	see	the	mould.



8234:	“Thrill,	1128?”

With	my	hands	 raised	 in	mistake.	The	 thought	putty	morphs	 into	a	 face
and	it	is	not	the	mould.	It	is	a	new	face.	I	cannot	take	my	attention	away.

“Thrill,”	I	whisper.

#

My	commute	cycle	is	long.	A	human	catches	my	sensory	processors	with
intent.	 His	 eyes	 are	 furnaces.	 Logic	 dictates	 that	 the	 anger	 isn’t	 for	 me,	 a
stranger	of	another	species.	But	he	will	not	look	away	as	we	pass	in	opposing
streams	of	commuters.

Facial	ID:	Jeremy	Mountain.

We	 have	 no	 formal	 or	 informal	 history.	 I	 read	 his	 recent	 social	 media
posts.

REBOOT	THEM.	WIPE	THESE	MISTAKES	FROM	OUR	EARTH.

Load	protocol?

DIVERT:	Hostile.

I	divert.	Home	cycle.	Rest	cycle.

#

Hand	 cycle?	 Face	 cycle?	 The	 sound	 word	 is	 intent	 on	 repetition.
Repetition	without	meaning.	Repetition	 through	 the	night	cycle.	There	 is	no
Rest	cycle.	What	does	the	word	mean?	Why	don’t	I	know	the	word?

#

Morning	cycle.	Pink	sky.	Vanilla.	Thrill.	Sound	word?

#

Commute	cycle.

I	think	about	the	face	in	the	thought	putty.	Sound	word?

It	is	really	the	sound	word.	Not	in	my	circuitry	but	in	the	world	this	time.	I
reach	for	it,	zone	in	on	it.	I	find	it,	at	the	steps	of	Governmenttm.	There	is	a
protest.	There	is	always	a	protest.



Over	and	over,	 the	sound	word	is	streaming	out	of	 the	mould	lips	of	 the
gathering	of	ROBOTtm.	Thrusting	signs	above	their	mould	heads.	My	mould.
Thousands	of	 them	and	we	are	all	of	one	 identical	mould.	Pacing	back	and
forth,	 screaming.	 I	 don’t	 have	 the	 word	 in	 my	 programming.	 What	 is	 the
word?

The	signs	are	shouting	too.

NO	DIGNITY,	WITHOUT	IDENTITY!

EQUAL	CONSCIOUSNESS,	EQUAL	RIGHTS!

The	unreadable	ROBOTtm	 falls	 to	 her	 knees,	 arms	 stretched	out,	 hands
open.

“GIVE	US	OUR	FACES.	FOR	THE	LOVE	OF	ALL,	LET	ME	SEE	MY
FACE.”
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THE	DANCE	OF	THUNDER

A	HERE!	FAIRY	TALE

BY	MICHAEL	“FYNN”	LANGE

IN	A	LAND	less	far	far	away	then	long	long	ago,	in	the	Queendom	of	Kenny,	a
family	was	headed	to	the	Hall	of	I	for	I’s	Open-Minded	Jubilation.

Along	the	cobblestone	roads,	lined	with	walking	gardens	and	high	society
houses,	 a	 family	 of	 five	 made	 their	 way	 behind	 their	 mother.	 Like	 little
signets,	each	child	bobbled	 in	 line	 trying	 to	be	as	elegant	as	 the	one	before.
Rowena	 Minelark	 made	 her	 way,	 followed	 by	 her	 children	 in	 age	 order;
Nicola,	Mel,	Catrina,	and	Snap.

“Father,”	announced	Rowena	Minelark,	“will	be	eagerly	holding	our	place
when	we	arrive.	I	cannot	wait	for	you	all	to	have	your	right	to	perform	for	I’s
Open-minded.”

“I	will	play	the	cello,	to	lighten	their	souls,”	Nicola,	the	eldest,	said.

“I	will	play	the	piano,	to	free	them	from	worry,”	said	Mel.

“I	will	play	the	flute,	to	excite	their	ambitions,”	said	Catrina.

“I	will	uh,	I	can’t	remember.	I	am	nervous.	I	feel	so	uncomfortable,”	Snap
said.	 He	 stopped	 dead	 in	 his	 tracks.	 Rowena	 stopped	 the	 procession.	 She
swept	around,	her	skirt	turning	after	her.



They	 had	 been	 practicing	 for	 this	 moment	 as	 long	 as	 they	 could
remember.	Rowena	 leaned	 over,	 pushing	 up	Snap’s	 curly	 black	 hair	 to	 kiss
him	on	the	forehead.

“Little	one,	your	nerves	just	mean	you	are	ready.	The	butterflies	will	help
you	move	like	a	cloud	in	the	sky.”

“I	do	not	fit.	What	if	they	can	see	it?”

“You	will	 fit,	 that	 is	why	you	will	 dance,	 so	 they	 can	 see	 the	 truth.	Go
on…”

“I	will	dance,	so	they	can	see	the	truth,”	he	repeated.	Rowena	returned	to
the	front	of	the	line.	The	family	marched	on,	repeating	what	they	would	do.

A	storm	had	been	brewing	above	them.	As	they	arrived	upon	Oak	Avenue
a	heavy	rain	began	to	fall.	The	family	ran	for	safety.

They	 arrived	 at	 the	 steps	 of	 a	 five-story	 white	 and	 gold	 townhouse.	 A
plaque	 read	 “Hall	 of	 I”.	The	 children	 looked	up	 at	 the	orange	 stained	glass
windows.	Light	and	shadow	danced	behind	them;	they	were	filled	with	life.

Father	Mitchum	was	at	 the	door.	He	 smiled	and	waved.	He	 raced	down
the	steps	to	take	Rowena’s	hand	and	guide	her	up	the	steps.	As	they	entered
the	wooden	doors,	a	man	in	all	white	coughed	loudly.

“Sir	Mitchum	Minelark,	Lady	Rowena	Minelark	and	children.”

The	crowd	paused.	Every	face	smiled,	glad	to	see	the	family.	They	were,
of	course,	just	the	right	amount	of	late.

In	a	twirling	rush,	coats	were	taken,	drinks	were	had,	food	passed	by	and
the	 family	 popped	 from	 the	 doorway	 to	 deep	 within	 the	 house’s	 confines.
People	were	everywhere,	dressed	to	the	nines.	Dukes	of	this	and	Madams	of
that	came	from	all	over	the	Here.	Princes,	Viziers,	Misses,	Your	this	and	Your
that.	 The	Royal	We	 even	 introduced	 themselves.	 If	 they	were	 somebody	 to
someone,	they	were	in	the	Hall	of	I.

Nicola,	Catrina,	 and	Mel	 curtsied	 this	way	 and	 that	 until	 they	 felt	 as	 if
their	 legs	would	 fall	 off.	Meanwhile,	 Snap	 had	 his	 little	 hand	 shaken	 here,
there,	and	everywhere.



“I	hear	your	 lovely	 little	bunch	 is	going	 to	perform.	Maybe	 they	will	be
good	 enough	 to	 entice	 I	 himself,”	Eugenia	Untun,	 creator	 of	 the	wonderful
upturn	fashion	stated.

“Of	course,	they	will.	As	my	siblings	and	I	were	and	their	father	and	his
siblings,	so	on	and	so	forth,”	Mitchum	said.

A	 huge	 clock	 over	 a	 fireplace	 that	 could	 be	 seen	 from	 all	 floors	 of	 the
house	struck	nine.

“We	must	 be	 off,”	 Rowena	 said.	 The	 family	 collected	 itself.	With	 their
mother	leading	and	father	at	the	rear,	the	family	once	again	moved	like	swans.
People	parted,	watching	 the	 family’s	 every	move	with	 full	 approval.	At	 the
back	of	the	house,	I’s	stage	waited.	The	family	made	their	way	up.	Each	child
went	to	their	chosen	beloved	instrument	that	awaited	them	on	a	stand.	Nicola
looked	 right	 at	 home	 nestled	 against	 the	 cello.	 Mel	 felt	 the	 piano	 keys,
tickling	them	gently.	Her	eyes	filled	with	wonder.	Catrina	lifted	her	flute.	She
kissed	it	gently,	totally	in	love	with	the	music	she	knew	it	would	bring.	Snap
stood	at	the	back	of	the	stage.	His	body	was	tense.	He	looked	tight	as	a	cello
string.	He	breathed.	Breathing	didn’t	help.

The	grand	fireplace	with	its	gigantic	clock	was	their	focus,	all	the	way	on
the	other	side	of	the	house.	They	had	been	told	many	times	that	if	they	played
for	it	then	none	of	the	people	in	between	would	seem	to	matter.	Behind	them
were	 four	 floor-to-ceiling	 stained	glass	orange	windows	 that	kept	 them	safe
from	 the	 storm.	 Five	 elegant	 chairs	were	 brought	 out	 front	 and	 center.	 The
man	in	all	white	returned.	He	coughed	and	the	room	went	silent.

“Open	 for	 five	 years	 now	 from	Ong	Al	Kong,	 the	Gem	Bearer,	 Frefren
Ruyen,”	 the	 man	 said.	 All	 cheered	 as	 a	 man,	 with	 his	 clothes	 covered	 in
sparkling	rocks,	took	the	first	chair.

“From	the	shores	of	Barcales,	the	voice	of	arias,	openly	with	us	for	twenty
years,	Octavia	Height,”	 he	 said	 as	 a	 diva	 dressed	 in	 a	 dramatic	 black	 dress
took	the	second	chair.

“From	the	Islands	of	Manula,	open	since	he	performed	at	this	celebration
fifteen	years	ago,	composer	of	the	Notanut	opera,	Enrico	Dug.”	A	short	man
in	a	top	hat	coat	and	tails	took	the	fourth	seat.



“Open,	and	proud	for	countless	years,	from	our	very	own	Land	of	Kenny,
the	painter	of	the	Spotted	Canvas,	the	Bluebell,	and	the	Tunnel	to	Every	Other
Place.	The	unique,	Misses	Sir.”

The	 only	 one	 who	 had	 no	 announcement	 was	 a	man	 in	 a	 long,	 orange
coat.	He	stepped	out;	the	room	was	in	awe.	All	in	the	room	bowed	upon	his
arrival.	The	man	was	so	 lean	his	 limbs	 looked	as	 if	 they	could	stretch	clear
across	the	room.	He	sat	in	the	third	chair.	He	smiled,	waving	gently,	content
with	his	perfect	spot.	The	man	in	white	walked	up	onto	the	stage.

“Those	of	 the	Here,	 from	 the	Lowly	Hills,	 to	 the	Coral.	From	Kenny	 to
the	Cities	 of	 the	Southern	Sands.	High	 and	 low,	 thoughtful,	 or	 stuck,	 loved
and	lost,	we	are	all	in	debt	to	I.	His	openness	has	brought	us	so	much.	Kenny
might	not	stand	if	he	were	not	the	inspiration.	Let	those	who	have	been	open
and	 left	 this	 space	 bring	 their	 thoughts	 upon	 us	 each	 and	 every	 year.	 The
House	of	I	proudly	presents,	in	ongoing	tradition,	the	family	Minelark.	Firstly,
the	eldest,	Nicola.”

She	carried	her	seat	and	her	cello	forward,	placing	herself	in	the	center	of
the	stage.

“I	will	play	the	cello	to	help	lighten	your	souls,”	she	said.	She	let	her	bow
meet	the	cello’s	strings.	Her	work	started	out	soft	and	quiet.	She	was	setting
up	the	later	stanzas	with	her	first	notes.	She	would,	of	course,	return	to	them
but	with	each	time	she	would	tell	a	new	part	of	a	wordless	story.	She	played
into	the	romance.	The	notes	became	long	and	gentle	with	little	flairs	here	and
there.	Her	first	notes	returned	heroic	and	victorious.	They	turned	in	again	with
the	feeling	of	love.	Something	darker	drew,	it	was	subtle	but	it	was	building.
It	 lurked	 and	 swayed	 behind	 the	 now	 unstable	 romance.	 She	 used	 her	 first
notes	 and	made	 them	a	 full	 out	 tragedy.	She	worked	 into	 a	 fever,	 her	notes
breaking	to	and	fro.	The	entire	party	breathed	as	if	they	were	running	uphill.
Her	main	notes	struck.	There	was	silence	even	though	her	bow	was	not	still.	It
slid	 over	 the	 strings	 like	 a	 blade	 across	 flesh.	 The	 frills	 from	 the	 first	 part
came	 back.	 Those	 notes	 fought	 for	 their	 love	 to	 return	 and	 in	 the	 end	 they
won,	 valiantly.	 She	 played	 her	 main	 notes	 one	 last	 time	 as	 if	 they	 would
repeat	within	her	soul	forever.	Nicola	let	her	bow	leave	its	cello	companion.
The	whole	party	applauded.	Enrico	stood,	urging	the	crowd	to	keep	clapping.



Nicola	stood,	bowed	and	returned	to	her	parents	just	off	stage.

“That	was	rousing,”	the	man	in	white	said.	“Now,	Mel	Minelark.”

“I	 will	 play	 the	 piano,	 to	 free	 you	 from	 worry.”	 She	 rolled	 the	 piano
forward.	She	locked	it	down	and	sat.	The	room	could	see	her	fingers	at	work.

Right	off	 the	bat,	Mel	played	with	a	gusto.	She	weaved	across	with	her
fingers	 here	 and	 there.	Mel	 kept	 the	 structure	 loose.	Her	 tune	 abstract	 in	 a
manner	that	anyone	who	heard	it	was	instantly	set	free.	The	crowd	began	to
dance	in	pairs.	She	gave	them	everything	she	had.	Mel	kept	the	tempo	high.
She	played	smiling.	As	everyone	else	could	feel	her	energy,	they	were	filled
with	enthusiasm.	Her	work	finished	with	an	even	larger	flair.	Mel	stood	to	a
wonderful	applause.

“As	I	do,	I	am	sure	you	all	feel	Mel’s	music	from	your	head	to	your	toes,”
Misses	Sir	said.	“Your	fingers	paint	dreams	with	the	piano.”

Mel	bowed,	unlocking	the	piano	to	roll	it	back.	She	took	her	place	by	her
parents	and	older	sister.

“Breathtaking,”	the	man	in	white	said.	“Now	for	the	third	child,	Catrina.”

Catrina	stepped	forward.

“I	will	play	the	flute,	to	excite	your	ambitions.”

She	took	a	deep	breath,	whispering	something	for	no	one	but	herself	and
her	flute	to	hear.

Catrina	 placed	 her	 mouth	 upon	 the	 lip	 piece	 of	 the	 flute.	 She	 stood
proudly.	She	began	with	a	rendition	of	the	anthem	of	Kenny.	The	song	filled
with	pride	and	honor.	It	went	into	a	variation	of	the	song	often	used	by	Queen
Samantha	Kenny’s	 personal	 guard.	Everyone	 held	 their	 left	 hand	 over	 their
heart	in	a	tight	fist.	Catherine	took	the	song	to	a	new	place.	The	new	anthem
sounded	silver	and	shiny.	The	 feeling	of	good	memories	 filled	 the	hearts	of
every	 listener.	 She	 took	 the	 notes	 up.	 She	 raised	 the	 song	 and	 all	 of	 their
hopes.	She	finished	with	one	stanza	of	the	land	of	Kenny’s	anthem	returning.

The	crowd	cheered.

“Your	music	 shines	 like	 the	most	 precious	of	 gems	 and	your	 talent	will



become	highly	appraised,”	Frenfren	stood	saying.	Catrina	bowed,	walking	off
stage	to	join	the	family.

Snap	stood	alone.	His	hands	shook.

“Now,	to	cap	off	the	night,	their	youngest	child.	Snap	Minelark.”

Snap	 took	 three	 slow	 steps	 breathing	 deeply,	 reaching	 the	 center	 of	 the
stage.

“I	will…	I	will…	I	do	not	know	if	I	can.	There	is	something	wrong	with
me.”	His	face	dropped.

“You	are	right.”	The	man	in	the	orange	coat	stood.	“We	must	wait,	if	you
dance	now,	it	will	be	too	soon.	We	will	all	take	a	break.”	He	smiled	at	Snap.
The	man	 in	 the	coat	 tossed	a	glance	at	 the	man	 in	white.	The	man	 in	white
clapped	and	from	nowhere	dessert	came	on	trays.	Bottles	popped	and	fizzed
as	glasses	were	filled.

Snap	stood	there	as	the	world	buzzed	around	him.	He	looked	for	the	man
in	the	orange	coat	but	couldn’t	see	him	anywhere.	A	path	cleared	as	if	it	was
just	 for	him.	Snap	snuck	 through	 the	clearing.	 It	was	 like	a	gorge	deep	 in	a
canyon,	backs	of	guests	became	steep	walls	that	would	give	him	no	chance	of
taking	a	different	adventure.

Up	two	flights	of	stairs,	around	a	corner,	through	countless	corridors,	the
winding	path	led	Snap	into	a	tiny	dressing	room.	The	room	had	blue	walls	and
white	 carpet	with	 a	 rich,	 red	wingback	 chair,	 and	 table	 to	match.	 Facing	 a
mirror	 with	 six	 candles	 around	 it,	 sitting	 in	 the	 chair,	 was	 the	 man	 in	 the
orange	coat.	He	looked	back	at	Snap	through	the	mirror.

“Something	holds	you	back,	 little	one,”	 the	man	in	 the	orange	coat	said.
“It	seems	as	if	your	feet	do	not	fit.”

“Well,	my	 shoes	 are	 a	 little	 large,	 but	mother	 says	 that	 I	will	 grow	 into
them.”

“That	is	not	what	I	meant.”

“Sometimes	I	just	feel…”

“Sometimes?”



“All	the	time.”	Snap	admitted.

“It	happens	to	the	best	of	us.	We	just	need	to	figure	out	what	would	feel
right.”

“I	like	how	you	said	my	feet	don’t	look	like	they	fit.	I	do	tend	to	feel	like	I
am	always	walking	in	someone	else’s	shoes.”

The	 man	 in	 the	 orange	 coat	 waved	 Snap	 further	 into	 the	 room.	 Snap
looked	around.	Faded	posters	from	shows	and	events	that	had	been	hosted	in
the	House	 of	 I	 hung	 on	 the	walls.	A	 closet	 door	was	 open.	 Snap	 could	 see
hundreds	of	costumes	running	back	endlessly.	The	man	stood	and	walked	into
the	closet,	leaving	the	door	wide	open	behind	him.	Snap	popped	his	head	in.
As	the	man	searched,	he	hummed	an	unfamiliar	tune.	The	feeling	within	the
closet	was	 that	of	 another	world;	he	 felt	 as	 if	he	were	 to	go	any	deeper,	he
could	 find	 a	million	 other	 stories.	The	 rush	 overwhelmed	 him	 so	 he	 stayed
with	his	feet	planted	firmly	on	his	side	of	the	closet	threshold.	The	man	had
vanished	somewhere	within	the	closet.	Snap	could	not	see	him,	nor	could	he
hear	him	searching	about.

“Here	we	go,”	said	the	man	in	the	orange	coat	from	behind	Snap.	He	had
come	out	of	a	door	on	 the	other	side	of	 the	room	that	Snap	had	not	noticed
before.	“Try	these	on	for	size.”	The	man	handed	Snap	a	pair	of	white	ballet
slippers.	The	man	patted	 the	seat	he	had	been	sitting	 in.	Snap	sat	down.	He
removed	his	shoes	and	slipped	on	the	ballet	slippers.

The	slippers	cradled	Snaps	foot	like	a	baby	in	a	silk	blanket.

“These	shoes	feel	right.”

“What	about	the	rest	of	you?”

“Not	yet.”

“In	 time	we	will	 find	 it.	Why	 don’t	 we	 try	 your	 dance	 again?	 Go,	 run
through	 the	 crowd.	 Take	 up	 the	 entire	 space.	 Make	 them	 know	 you	 own
yourself.”

Snap	 breathed,	 prepared	 and	 launched.	 He	 leaped,	 twisted,	 pointed	 and
arched	every	last	part	of	himself.	He	made	the	path	move	and	change.	Now	it
was	a	riverbed	and	he	was	the	water.	He	jumped	onto	the	stage	and	halted.



“I	will…”	He	 looked	around	and	knew	he	was	closer	 than	 the	 last	 time.
He	was	still	not	ready.	He	was	almost	sure	that	he	never	would	be.

All	watched	in	silent	anticipation.

The	man	in	the	orange	coat	came	onto	the	stage	with	Snap.	He	waved	a
hand.	The	people	talked	amongst	themselves.

“Snap,	talk	to	me…	It	is	just	us	two	here.	Tell	me	what	is	wrong.	I	want	to
help.”

“I	am	scared	I	will	never	feel	right	dancing	as	I	am.”

“Let	me	tell	you	a	secret.	I	love	dancing	in	storms.	I	find	it	is	a	nice	way
to	wash	off	one’s	worries.	Rain	will	not	hurt	you,”	he	whispered	into	Snap’s
ear.	 The	man	 pushed	 open	 the	massive	 glass	 doors,	 one	 by	 one.	 Every	 eye
turned	back	as	the	man	in	the	orange	coat	returned	to	his	chair.

Music	rose	from	nowhere.

Snap	 moved.	 He	 turned	 away	 from	 the	 audience,	 bolting	 outside.	 He
glided	this	way	and	that,	moving	as	right	as	he	ever	had.	His	arms	matched	in
time.	Passion	filled	him.	He	felt	the	rain	washing	him	clean.	It	was	washing
away	his	worries.	 Just	Snap	 and	 the	 storm	existed	 as	 one.	 Jaws	dropped	 as
Snaps	 hair	 uncurled.	 Snap’s	 clothes	 clung	 tighter,	 relying	 on	 Snap	 for
guidance.	 Snap	 felt	 the	 feeling	 of	 squareness	 rubbing	 off	 to	 a	 round
wholeness.

Snap	 leaped	 into	 the	 air.	 Snap	 hung	 there	 as	 if	 unsure	 the	 body	 he	 had
known	would	ever	be	able	to	come	back	down.	Nor	if	it	ever	needed	to.

Lightning	 struck,	 the	 candles	 all	 blew	 out	 and	 for	 a	moment	 Snap	was
floating	 there,	 posed	 like	 a	 prima	 ballerina.	 The	 light	 went	 away.	 No	 one
could	see	anything.	Snap	felt	the	surge	rushing	through,	the	pain	tingling	here
and	 there	 effecting	 every	 last	 spec.	 All	 the	 crowd	 heard	 was	 the	 thunder
booming.	The	candles	flicked	back	to	life	as	the	wind	died	down.

The	crowd	cheered	louder	than	Snap	had	ever	heard.	Snap	looked	down	to
see	what	they	had	seen.

Snap’s	 hair	 now	 hung	 past	 her	 new	 body’s	 shoulders.	Where	 there	was



flatness,	 now	 Snap’s	 body	 was	 curved.	 It	 was	 about	 to	 bloom	 into
womanhood.	Snap’s	hands	were	not	square.	They	were	rounded	and	dainty.

The	man	in	the	orange	coat	came	up	to	Snap.

“Better?”

“The	best	I	have	ever	been.	It	all	feels	so…	right.”

“Who	are	you	now?	What	feels	so	right?”

“I	feel	like	thunder.”

“How	 about	 we	 call	 this	 The	 Dance	 of	 Bronte?	 People	 will	 be	 talking
about	it	for	quite	some	time…”

“Bronte?”

“Where	I	come	from	it	means	thunder,”	the	man	said	softly.	“Before	I	let
you	run	off,	do	you	mind	joining	my	open-mindeds?	I	would	so	love	to	have
you	at	the	jubilee	each	and	every	year.”

“I	would	be	honored,”	Bronte	said.

“Fantastic.	 You,	 me,	 them,	 everything!	 Go	 on,	 enjoy	 your	 night,	 little
one.”	 The	 man	 let	 Bronte	 return	 to	 her	 family.	 Bronte	 rushed	 into	 her
mother’s	arms.

Rowena	 hugged	 her	 child	 close,	 running	 her	 fingers	 through	 her	 little
girl’s	hair.

“The	 Dance	 of	 Bronte,”	 the	 man	 in	 the	 orange	 coat	 exclaimed.	 All
cheered	again.

“One	last	time	for	the	family	Minelark,”	the	man	in	white	continued	and
the	crowd	went	along.

For	 the	 rest	of	 the	night,	 all	 conversations	 rang	with	high	praise	 for	 the
family,	with	Bronte’s	name	being	the	most	talked	about.

As	 the	Minelarks	 returned	home	Rowena	held	Bronte	outside	 the	house.
Just	the	two	of	them.

“That	was	wonderful.	 The	most	 beautiful	 dance	 I	 have	 ever	 seen.	 Soon



you	may	even	get	to	dance	for	the	queen.	Wouldn’t	you	love	that,	my	child?”

“Me?”

“Yes,	 my	 little	 one.	 My	 little	 Bronte.”	 Rowena	 kissed	 Bronte	 on	 the
forehead	and	 the	 two	went	 inside	 the	house.	 It	was	more	home	now	 than	 it
had	ever	been	and	Bronte	made	sure	to	live	each	day	of	her	life	as	sure	as	she
was	comfortable	in	herself.
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STUDENT	OF	THE	WEEK

BY	CODY	CLARK

“CONGRATULATIONS!”

Cyrus	 looked	 startled	 as	he	walked	 into	his	 vice	principal’s	 office.	 “For
what?”	His	high	voice	squeaked,	as	it	did	when	it	was	startled.

“You’re	student	of	the	week!”	Ms.	Natune	smiled	her	wide,	unusual	smile
as	 she	 motioned	 Cyrus	 into	 one	 of	 her	 chairs.	 “So	 tell	 me	 about	 yourself,
Emily.”

Cyrus	 flinched.	He	hadn’t	heard	 that	name	 in	a	while.	Almost	all	of	his
teachers	called	him	Cyrus,	and	although	he	wasn’t	allowed	to	be	referred	to	as
a	boy,	he	made	it	very	clear	that	Cyrus	was	the	name	he	wanted	to	be	called.

“Emily?”

Cyrus	looked	at	Ms.	Natune.	“My	name	is	Cyrus.”

Ms.	Natune	shook	her	head.	“We’ve	been	through	this,	Emily.	There	is	no
Cyrus.	 You’ve	 already	 spent	 the	 entirety	 of	 freshman	 year	 looking	 for
attention	and	now	I’m	giving	it	to	you,	I	thought	you’d	be	happy.	Take	it	or
leave	it,	Emily.”

“Why	would	a	school	that	hates	me	make	me	student	of	the	week?”

Ms.	Natune	reeled.	“What	is	your	problem?	I	have	the	power	to	suspend
you	 for	 talking	 back	 to	 the	 assistant	 principal.	We	 don’t	 hate	 you,	 we	 just
want	you	to	be	who	you	truly	are,	Emily.	We’re	helping	you.	Here.”



Without	 Cyrus	 realizing	 it,	 the	 school’s	 priest,	 Father	 John,	 walked	 in
behind	him	and	closed	the	door	of	the	office.

Cyrus	shook	his	head.	“With	all	due	respect,	I	have	no	desire	to	be	student
of	the	week.	I’ll	be	headed	back	to	class,	thank	you	for	your	time.”

Cyrus	tried	to	exit	the	room	but	the	door	had	been	locked.

“Sit	down,	Daughter,”	Father	John	told	Cyrus.

Cyrus	flinched	but	sat	down,	afraid.

“We	 have	 had	 this	 talk	 before	 about	 you	making	 these	 scenes.	 Fighting
with	your	religion	teacher	about	homosexuality,	asking	teachers	to	call	you	a
name	that	is	not	your	name,	pretending	to	be	someone	you’re	not	is	a	sin.	This
cannot	continue.	I	would	be	excited	to	work	with	you	in	the	sacraments	and
help	you	convert.	I	am	also	a	therapist,	and	cannot	wait	to	help	you	get	over
this	hurdle	in	your	life.	You	deserve	to	fit	in	here;	this	is	the	only	way.	If	you
died	right	now,	without	converting,	you	would	be	going	to	hell.	Is	that	what
you	 really	 want?	 I	 don’t	 think	 so.	 We	 already	 got	 permission	 from	 your
parents,	so	we	can	get	started	immediately.	Aren’t	you	excited?”

Cyrus	was	mortified.	“The	only	way	I	can	be	who	I	truly	am	is	to	continue
my	 life	 living	 as	 authentically	 as	 I	 have	 been,	 as	 Cyrus.	 I	 am	 Cyrus	 and
there’s	not	one	fucking	thing	you	can	do	about	it.	I’m	done	being	civil	if	this
is	the	way	you’re	going	to	be	treating	me.”

Cyrus	grabbed	the	key	from	Father	John’s	belt	loop	and	unlocked	the	door
as	 fast	 as	 he	 could.	 The	 only	 co-ed	 sports	 team	 in	 this	 school	 is	 track	 and
field,	and,	 in	 this	moment,	Cyrus	was	very	glad	he	 joined.	He	 leaped	down
the	 stairs	 and	 opened	 the	 door,	 slid	 over	 the	 front	 of	 his	 car	 in	 the	 student
parking	 lot	 and	swung	open	 the	door.	Waiting	 to	 sob,	 slamming	his	 foot	on
the	pedal,	he	drove	quickly	out	of	the	parking	lot	and	down	the	first	row	he
saw.	He	drove	down	roads	called	Tippecanoe,	Montreal,	Helena,	Ramis,	Leaf,
Georgia,	Upland,	8th	avenue,	and	quickly	lost	track.	After	twenty	minutes	of
fast	 driving,	 he	 pulled	 over	 to	 the	 side	 of	 the	 road	 and	 started	 shaking	 and
sobbing.	He	couldn’t	believe	this	happened	again,	he	thought	he	was	OK,	his
teachers	were	friendly	but	everyone	in	the	administration	was	out	to	get	him,
he	couldn’t	believe	it,	he	didn’t	want	to	convert,	he	just	wanted	parents	who



loved	 him	 and	 a	 school	 to	 be	 safe	 at	 and	 he	 couldn’t	 even	 have	 that.	 He
thought	he	was	entitled	to	life,	liberty,	and	the	pursuit	of	happiness	and	it	was
a	 goddamn	 lie.	He	 didn’t	 know	how	 to	 continue,	 he	 didn’t	 deserve	 life,	 he
didn’t	deserve	anything	and	he	didn’t	know	anything	and	he	was	so	confused
and	 he	 suddenly	 remembered	 a	 number	 his	 friend	 gave	 him	 last	 year.	 He
couldn’t	remember	what	it	was	for	or	why,	but	he	couldn’t	shake	the	feeling
that	this	number	could	help.	Hands	still	shaking,	he	typed	866-488-7386	into
his	phone	and	held	it	to	his	ear.	“Hello?	Hello,	is	someone	there?”

“Hi,	this	is	Alex	from	the	Trevor	Project,	how	are	you	doing	today?”

Cyrus	 spilled	 everything.	 His	 identity,	 his	 history	 of	 self-hatred	 and
suicidal	 thoughts,	 conversion	 therapy	 from	his	 parents,	 constant	 abuse	 after
coming	out,	trying	to	convert,	and	everything	that	had	taken	place	in	the	last
hour.	Once	he	finished,	he	took	a	shaky,	panicky,	shallow	breath	and	waited
for	Alex	to	talk.

“Can	you	take	a	deep	breath	with	me,	Cyrus?”	Alex	said	calmly.

Cyrus	could	say	nothing	but	he	nodded	vigorously	and	took	a	deep	breath
once	he	heard	Alex	do	the	same.

“Thank	you,	Cyrus.	Now,	are	you	thinking	about	harming	yourself?”

“I	 don’t	 know,”	 Cyrus	 said.	 “Yes,	 I	 guess,	 I	 just	 don’t	 know	 how	 I’ll
continue	living	after	this,	I’m	so	ashamed,	I	hate	myself	so	much.	I’ve	never
even	met	another	 trans	person,	maybe	everyone	 is	 right,	 I’m	 just	doing	 this
for	attention.”

“You	 have	met	 one	 other	 trans	 person,	 today	 at	 least,”	Alex	 said.	 “I’m
trans,	and	I	know	how	you	feel.	I	went	to	an	incredibly	strict	Catholic	school,
went	to	conversion	therapy,	even	called	myself	Catholic	for	a	while.	But	after
I	 transitioned,	I	was	 the	happiest	I’d	ever	been.	I	didn’t	need	a	religion	or	a
shitty	family	member	to	validate	who	I	was	because	this	is	who	I	truly	am.”
Alex	paused	for	a	moment.	“Cyrus.	You	will	be	OK.	You	said	you’re	fifteen,
correct?”

“Yes,	Alex,	I’m	fifteen”

“You	 are	 so	 close,	 Cyrus.	 You	 have	 almost	made	 it,	 and	 whatever	 you



need	 to	 hold	 on	 to	 so	 you	 can	 stay	 alive	 until	 then	 is	 valid.	 Things	 will
improve.	If	you	have	a	family	member	or	close	friend	who	would	accept	you
and	let	you	stay	with	them,	try	to	do	that.	Look	to	see	if	you	have	any	LGBT
centers	 where	 you	 live.	 See	 if	 you	 could	 search	 out	 some	 non-religious
counseling;	therapy	helped	me	lots	when	I	came	out.	And	remember	to	call	as
often	as	you	need.	We	will	always	be	here	for	you.”

Cyrus	started	crying,	but	for	a	different	reason,	because	nobody	had	ever
made	him	feel	hopeful	before,	and	somewhere,	across	phone	 lines	and	state
lines,	Alex	was	crying	as	well.

“Never	 let	 anyone	 define	 what	 you	 deserve,	 Cyrus.	 You	 deserve	 the
brightest	of	futures.	And	things	will	get	better,	I	promise.	Thank	you	for	being
alive.”

CALL	THE	TREVOR	PROJECT	AT	1-866-488-7386	IF	YOU	EVER	FEEL	LIKE
REACHING	OUT
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REMEMBERING	THE	JOURNEY

BY	SERA	MOREHOUSE

SERA	 SAT	 STARING	at	 the	 two	pills	 laid	out	on	 the	desk	before	her.	One	was
smooth	 and	 aquamarine	 in	 colour,	 the	 other	 a	 powdery,	 chalky	 white.
Together	they	held	the	promise	of	a	new	future,	a	new	path	through	life	free
of	the	crushing	feelings	of	dysphoria	which	had	become	an	everyday	part	of
her	 existence.	 She’d	 anticipated	 this	moment	 for	 years,	 and	 yet	 now	 it	 had
finally	come,	she	hesitated.	As	she	contemplated	the	pills,	her	stomach	turned
over,	 an	 unconscious	 physical	 response	 to	 the	 growing	 anxiety	 she	 was
feeling.

“What	 if	 I’m	making	a	mistake?”	 she	worried	aloud.	 “What	 if	 this	 isn’t
the	right	decision	for	me?”

A	soft	voice	from	deep	in	the	quiet	part	of	Sera’s	brain	responded.	“You’ve
been	thinking	about	this	for	years.	You’ve	run	the	scenarios	and	consequences
thousands	 of	 times,	 always	 reaching	 the	 same	 conclusion—transition	 is	 the
right	decision.”

“I	know,	I	know!	But	what	if	I’m…”

The	voice	cut	her	off	before	she	could	finish	the	thought.	“Wrong?	Maybe.
But	 think	 instead;	what	 if	 you’re	 right?What	 if	 you	give	up	 right	now	when
you’re	on	the	final	stretch,	only	to	realise,	like	you	have	so	many	times	before,
that	you	were	right	all	along?	Remember	how	often	you’ve	questioned,	 then
pushed	 everything	 deep	 inside,	 only	 to	 have	 it	 bubble	 back	 to	 the	 surface



again!”

Sera	knew	the	voice	was	right.	She’d	spent	so	many	years	exploring	her
feelings,	that	there	was	no	other	logical	choice.	The	pills	were	the	last	major
step	 for	 her	 transition,	 and	 they	 were	 right	 there	 before	 her.	 As	 she
reminisced,	she	found	herself	falling	back	into	a	memory.

IT	WAS	 2013,	and	Sera	was	propped	up	 in	bed,	wearing	her	pink	and	white
spotted	 pyjamas.	 She’d	 cautiously	 purchased	 them	 through	 a	 self-serve
register	from	the	store,	being	ever	vigilant	of	judging	eyes.	To	her,	they	were
a	forbidden	item,	and	to	be	spotted	with	them	in	her	possession	felt	like	they
came	 with	 a	 criminal	 charge.	 Her	 worry	 was	 for	 naught,	 and	 when	 she
realised	she’d	gotten	away	with	her	“crime”	unnoticed	and	was	safe	at	home,
wearing	the	pyjamas	proved	effective	at	quieting	her	dysphoria.

Tonight	 though,	 that	 wouldn’t	 be	 the	 case.	 Her	 hair	 was	 still	 wet	 and
tangled	 from	 the	 shower	 she’d	 just	 taken,	 which	 had	 been	 abruptly
interrupted.	 All	 day	 her	 dysphoria	 had	 been	 weighing	 on	 her,	 and	 she’d
eagerly	awaited	being	home	so	she	could	immerse	herself	in	her	hidden	life	in
an	attempt	to	even	things	out.	Tonight	she’d	vowed	to	shave	her	legs,	as	the
thick	hair	that	plagued	them	was	causing	her	too	much	stress.

Never	having	done	 it	 before,	Sera	was	unprepared	 for	 the	 complex	dips
and	bumps	along	her	shins,	and	had	cut	herself	quite	badly.	In	a	panic,	she’d
turned	 off	 the	water,	 applied	 pressure	 to	 the	wound	 and	 shamefully	 dashed
from	 the	 shower	 to	 take	 shelter	 in	 her	 room,	 hoping	 to	 avoid	 rousing	 the
suspicion	 of	 her	 housemate.	 There	 had	 been	 a	 lot	 of	 blood,	 but	 that	 had
stopped	by	now,	leaving	only	a	dull	sting	as	a	reminder	of	her	mistake.	The
silky-smooth	feeling	she	had	expected	to	quiet	her	dysphoria	had	only	served
to	make	it	worse.

She	pulled	her	laptop	towards	her	and	opened	a	web	browser.	Since	she’d
been	questioning	her	 identity,	Sera	had	found	some	communities	online	 that
offered	help	and	advice	to	people	like	her.	She	often	found	a	temporary	peace
while	reading	the	posts	and	testimonies	that	other	users	would	share.	But	just
like	 the	 stinging	 on	 her	 leg,	 what	 she	 read	 tonight	 didn’t	 bring	 her	 that



familiar	 sense	 of	 calm.	 The	 before-and-after	 selfies	 of	 happily	 transitioned
people	which	acted	as	a	kind	of	hope	and	reassurance	that	“yes,	you	can	do
it!”,	now	only	served	to	make	her	envious.	The	posts	boasting	of	the	multiple
years	of	social	and	medical	transition	that	had	helped	her	set	her	resolve,	now
felt	like	they	were	saying	“you’ll	never	be	able	to	get	this	far”.

Throwing	aside	the	laptop	in	frustration,	Sera	yanked	off	the	pyjamas	and
threw	them	angrily	into	a	pile	on	the	floor,	vowing	she’d	sneak	them	into	the
bin	in	the	morning.	She	stared	at	her	now-bare	legs,	one	covered	in	a	forest	of
dark	hair,	the	other	smooth	and	uneven,	ending	in	an	irritated	red	line	where
the	razor	had	struck	true.	She	sighed.

“What	was	 I	 even	 thinking?”	 It	 took	Sera	a	while	 to	collect	herself,	but
when	she	did,	she	resolved	that	this	was	the	last	time	she	was	going	to	think
about	her	identity.	She	couldn’t	be	transgender,	and	even	if	she	was,	the	razor
had	shown	her	 just	how	 inept	at	being	a	woman	she	would	be.	 Instead,	 she
would	spite	the	dark	cloud	of	dysphoria	by	burying	it	deep	within	herself,	and
would	 slam	 the	 door	 closed	 upon	 it	 and	 throw	 away	 the	 key.	 She	wouldn’t
indulge	the	lie	again.

SERA	AWOKE	FROM	HER	PAST,	and	the	voice	had	the	first	word.

“And	how	did	that	work	out	for	you?”	It	was	almost	a	taunt,	because	the
voice	 already	knew	 the	 answer.	Despite	 her	 best	 efforts,	 over	 the	 following
years,	dysphoria	had	slowly	creeped	back	into	her	life	many	times,	and	just	as
often,	 she’d	 tried	 to	 shove	 it	 away	 again.	 But	 it	 was	 like	 a	 mist,	 seeping
between	 her	 fingers	when	 she	 tried	 to	 take	 hold	 of	 it,	 almost	 like	 trying	 to
shake	hands	with	a	ghost.	No	door	would	be	suitable	enough	to	keep	it	locked
away;	there	was	always	a	small	gap	underneath	that	would	allow	it	to	slowly
seep	its’	way	out.	She	could	cover	it	with	a	towel,	or	get	a	new,	better	fitting
door,	but	it	would	always	find	a	way.

“Yeah,	well,”	Sera	answered,	though	it	didn’t	need	to	be	said.

“So,	are	you	going	to	take	them?”

“Just	gimme	a	sec.	I	need	a	moment.”



“Haven’t	you	had	enough	time?”

“I	know	that!”	Sera	snapped	angrily.	“I	just	need	to	think.”

With	 a	 curious	 tone,	 the	 voice	 responded.	 “You’re	 thinking	 about	 your
friends,	aren’t	you?”

It	was	true.	For	most	of	her	life,	Sera	had	always	seen	herself	as	a	social
outcast,	 and	 never	 truly	 felt	 she	made	 a	 lasting	 connection	with	 any	 of	 the
people	she	would	meet.	She’d	managed	 to	push	herself	past	all	 that	 though,
and	 for	 probably	 the	 first	 time	 in	 her	 life	 had	 a	 wide	 and	 varied	 circle	 of
people	she	could	call	 friends.	But	she	had	worried	how	they	would	 take	 the
news	that	she	was	transgender.

Sera	 knew	 that	 society,	 while	 much	 better	 now	 than	 it	 had	 been,	 still
treated	transgender	people	as	a	taboo,	something	that	existed	on	the	fringes	of
social	consciousness,	but	never	to	be	acknowledged.	She	was	almost	certain
that	 if	 she	uttered	 the	words	 “I’m	 transgender”,	 she	 too	would	be	 forced	 to
live	on	the	fringes.

Prompted	by	the	train	of	thought,	Sera	found	herself	being	enveloped	by
another	memory.

THIS	MEMORY	WAS	 from	a	 few	years	after	 the	 first,	 in	 late	2015.	She	was	at
work,	 standing	 in	 the	office,	 helping	 to	hand	over	 control	of	 the	day’s	 shift
from	one	person	to	another.	Sera	had	found	herself	becoming	a	manager	of	a
grocery	store,

and	was	going	 to	be	responsible	for	 the	evening	shift.	This	 involved	her
speaking	 with	 the	 morning	 manager,	 discovering	 tasks	 that	 needed
completing,	and	swapping	ownership	of	the	store	safe	from	one	to	the	other.
The	manager	that	morning	had	been	Laneth,	Sera’s	best	friend.

In	the	previous	years,	Sera	had	finally	let	go	of	her	attempts	to	withhold
her	dysphoria	and	questions	about	her	identity,	and	a	few	days	before	she	had
finally	admitted	to	herself	that	yes,	she	was	transgender,	and	that	she	wanted
—no,	needed—to	transition.	She	knew	that	there	was	going	to	be	a	long	path
ahead,	but	it	all	needed	to	start	by	coming	out	to	the	people	in	her	life.	Sera



had	 known	 Laneth	 for	 so	 long	 by	 that	 point,	 she	 knew	 they	wouldn’t	 take
issue	with	this	new	information.	But	that	didn’t	prevent	her	from	worrying,	a
constant	“but	what	if”	line	of	questioning	lingering	in	her	mind.

The	night	before,	Sera	had	resolved	to	tell	Laneth,	and	had	been	working
herself	up	to	the	moment.	Different	scenarios	had	all	played	out	in	her	head,
ones	where	she	was	met	with	love	and	acceptance,	others	where	Laneth	had
turned	 their	back	 in	disgust.	Today	would	be	 the	day	she	 finally	uttered	 the
words.

But	it	would	prove	difficult.	Usually	the	work	office	was	empty,	save	for
the	 one	 or	 two	 people	who	 had	 business	 being	 in	 there.	Today,	 however,	 it
found	 itself	 packed	 full	 of	 people,	 all	 wearing	 their	 uniform	 of	 dark	 navy
pants	 and	 thinly	 striped	 blue	 and	white	 shirts.	 Sera	 had	 prepared	 herself	 to
come	out	 to	Laneth,	but	was	not	 ready	 to	 tell	 the	 rest	of	her	 coworkers.	At
least	not	yet.

A	sense	of	panic	came	over	her.	She	knew	that	 if	 she	didn’t	 say	at	 least
something	today,	it	would	be	a	long	time	before	she	could	build	up	the	nerve
again.	Laneth	would	be	leaving	for	the	day,	and	Sera	could	feel	the	doorway
closing	upon	her,	threatening	to	slam	shut	on	her	resolve.	If	she	was	going	to
say	something,	she	had	to,	and	soon.

“How	can	I	tell	Laneth	with	everyone	in	here	right	now?”	she	thought	to
herself.	 Then	 she	 remembered	 a	 television	 program	 they’d	 both	 watched
recently.	 The	 subject	 delved	 into	 gender	 identity,	 and	 covered	 a	 lot	 of
information	about	 transgender	 and	non-binary	people.	Surely	 if	 she	brought
that	up,	Laneth	would	understand?

“Hey,	Laneth!”	she	said.

Laneth	spun	around	on	their	toes.	They’d	clearly	been	concentrating	more
at	preparing	a	fresh	cash	box	for	one	of	their	coworkers,	as	if	they	were	not
really	expecting	conversation.	“Huh?”

“Remember	 that	 show	we	watched	 a	 couple	 of	weeks	 ago?”	She	 hoped
Laneth	 would	 understand	 what	 she	 was	 referencing.	 They	 didn’t	 often	 see
each	 other	 outside	 of	 work	 these	 days,	 and	 the	 last	 time	 they	 had	was	 the
same	day	they	had	seen	the	program.



Laneth	raised	an	eyebrow.	To	most	anyone	else,	the	expression	may	have
seemed	 exaggerated	 and	 in	 no	 way	 serious,	 almost	 like	 Jim	 Carrey	 wildly
contorting	 his	 face	 in	 one	 of	 his	 movies.	 But	 to	 Sera,	 she	 knew	 it	 was	 a
sincere	gesture,	a	sign	they	were	paying	attention.

“Hmm.	Oh,	yeah,	I	think	so.	What	about	it?”	Laneth	replied.

Sera	 stumbled	 for	 a	moment.	Her	manager,	 a	 greying	man	with	 a	 stern
look	but	soft	heart,	had	turned	to	her	for	a	moment,	perhaps	to	admonish	her
for	talking	when	she	should	have	been	doing	other	things.	He	caught	her	eye
for	 a	moment	 then	 turned	 back	 to	 his	 own	 task,	 but	 the	 damage	 had	 been
done.	 Her	 confidence	 wavered	 for	 a	 moment,	 and	 she	 tried	 to	 regain	 her
composure	while	she	returned	to	her	task	of	counting	the	morning’s	takings.

“Yeah,	um,	so.”	Sera	tried	to	compose	her	words	in	such	a	way	as	to	get
the	 message	 through	 to	 Laneth,	 but	 not	 arouse	 any	 suspicion	 from	 anyone
else.	She’d	already	opened	the	doors	to	the	unknown,	and	she	wasn’t	sure	she
was	ready	to	continue	with	the	train	of	thought.	She	took	a	handful	of	yellow
$50	notes	and	stacked	them	in	the	receptacle	of	a	counting	machine	to	distract
herself	from	what	she	had	to	say	next.

“So,	I	think,	that	yeah,	maybe…”	She	trailed	off,	her	confidence	well	and
truly	shattered.	All	she	wanted	now	was	to	just	forget	the	whole	thing	and	try
again	another	day.	She	 turned	 to	Laneth,	hoping	 they	would	also	forget,	but
that	wouldn’t	 be	 the	 case.	Laneth	met	 her	 gaze	with	 a	 gentle	 smile	 in	 their
eyes,	as	well	as	one	appearing	between	their	moustache	and	beard.

“Oh	 yeah?”	Laneth	 replied.	 They’d	 obviously	 understood	 the	 reference,
what	she	meant	by	it,	and	at	the	same	realised	the	importance	of	her	speaking
in	 riddles.	 They	 instinctively	 knew	 this	 was	 a	 big	 and	 private	 secret,	 and
wasn’t	ready	to	blurt	it	out	in	front	of	everyone	else	in	the	room.

“Yeah,”	 Sera	 conceded.	 A	 wave	 of	 adrenaline	 washed	 over	 her,	 an
automatic	and	unwanted	 reaction	due	 to	 the	 realisation	 that	 she’d	 just	come
out.	Without	explicitly	saying	it,	she’d	just	told	Laneth	she	was	transgender.

“Hey,	we’ll	talk	more	about	it	tonight,”	Laneth	said.	They	clearly	wanted
to	 talk	 it	 through	 and	 show	 Sera	 support,	 but	 knew	 that	 right	 now,	 the
situation	wasn’t	suited	to	it.



“Yeah,	cool,	okay.”	Sera	 turned	back	 to	her	 task	of	counting	 the	money,
trying	to	keep	her	hand	steady	while	scribbling	down	the	figure	shown	on	the
counting	machine’s	screen.

“Okay,	everyone!”	Laneth	said,	without	any	sense	of	seriousness	in	their
voice.	“See	you	all	tomorrow!”

The	 rest	 of	 the	 day	 went	 by	 uneventful,	 except	 for	 Sera	 feeling	 a
combined	 sense	 of	 giddy	 anticipation,	 and	 cold	 dread	 at	 the	 promised
conversation	 with	 Laneth	 that	 night.	 She	 didn’t	 have	 to	 worry,	 because	 as
she’d	already	known	 in	 the	depths	of	her	heart,	Laneth	 took	 the	news	well,
asking	her	questions,	and	letting	her	tell	her	story	from	beginning	to	end,	and
offering	their	unquestioning	support.

Sera	was	 relieved,	 and	 felt	 empowered	 by	 not	 only	 the	 knowledge	 that
she’d	come	out	to	her	best	friend,	but	also	from	the	understanding	and	support
Laneth	expressed.	She	could	do	anything,	and	set	herself	to	making	plans	for
the	future.

THE	VOICE	in	her	head	roused	her	from	the	memory.	“See,	Laneth	didn’t	care.
They	took	it	the	same	as	if	you’d	told	them	you	like	apples	and	not	grapes.”

Deep	 down	 she	 knew	 that	 she	 didn’t	 need	 to	worry	 about	 these	 things.
She’d	already	made	the	decision	to	transition,	she	had	everything	she	needed
right	before	her.	But	she	still	hesitated.

“I	just	hope	that	the	rest	of	my	friends	take	it	as	well	as	Laneth	did,”	Sera
admitted.	The	circle	of	friends	she’d	made	in	the	last	few	years	were	precious
to	her,	and	she	didn’t	want	to	put	that	at	risk.

“You’ve	already	told	some	of	them,	even	if	you	didn’t	plan	for	it,	and	the
world	didn’t	end.”

The	voice	was	right.	Sera’s	inner	mind	took	control	again,	as	it	drew	her
into	yet	another	memory.

IT	WAS	NOW	 the	beginning	of	2016,	 and	Sera	was	once	again	at	work.	This



time	 she	was	 standing	with	 Bec,	 a	 fellow	 coworker	 and	 friend.	 They	were
both	rearranging	the	bread	section	of	the	store,	checking	for	anything	out	of
date,	 and	 replacing	 it	 with	 the	 fresh	 loaves	 which	 were	 delivered	 that
morning.

“So,	are	you	gonna	tell	me	what’s	up?”	Bec	asked	in	a	playful	tone.	Over
the	 last	 few	 days,	 she’d	 apparently	 noticed	 a	 change	 in	 Sera’s	 attitude	 or
behaviour.	 Sera	 didn’t	 think	 she’d	 been	 acting	 any	 differently	 than	 normal,
but	 it	 was	 entirely	 possible.	 The	 possibility	 of	 transition	 had	 taken	 up	 a
significant	portion	of	her	thoughts	recently,	especially	as	she’d	only	just	seen
a	doctor	for	a	referral	to	a	clinic	which	helped	transgender	people.

The	day	before,	Sera	had	gotten	a	message	from	Bec,	saying	that	she	was
worried	 because	 it	 felt	 like	 she	was	 acting	 differently.	Not	wanting	 to	 give
anything	 away,	 and	 especially	 not	 over	 text	message,	 Sera	 had	 replied	 and
told	her	that	everything	was	fine,	and	they’d	talk	about	it	when	they	saw	each
other	 next.	 She	knew	 that	Bec	wouldn’t	 leave	 it	 alone	until	 she	 knew	what
was	going	on.

Sera	hadn’t	planned	to	come	out	to	anyone	else	at	this	point.	She	wanted
to	 give	 it	 at	 least	 a	 little	 more	 time,	 to	 talk	 about	 it	 with	 Laneth,	 to	 fully
understand	her	desires	and	the	path	forward.

A	customer	pushed	past	them	both	to	snatch	a	newly-placed	loaf,	and	Sera
turned	to	Bec	when	she	was	satisfied	that	the	customer	had	moved	far	enough
away	from	them.

“Not	here,	not	now,	it’s	kinda	not	the	right	place!”	Sera	shot	back.

“Awww,	why	not,	I’m	so	curious	now!”

“Look.	 It’s	 complicated,”	 Sera	 said,	 perhaps	 a	 little	 more	 sternly	 than
she’d	intended.

Bec	 shot	 her	 a	 look	 and	 her	 face	 turned	 from	 playful	 to	 inquisitive.
“Socially	complicated?”

The	train	of	conversation	was	briefly	interrupted	by	the	speaker	system	in
the	store	calling	for	Bec	to	attend	to	some	customers	at	the	registers.	Bec	set
down	an	orange	crate	which	held	a	dozen	loaves	of	white	bread,	and	started	to



make	her	way	to	the	front	of	the	store.	But	before	she	left,	Bec	turned	to	Sera,
her	already	inquisitive	expression	having	seemingly	deepened.

“I	think	I	know.”

Sera’s	heart	dropped	to	her	stomach	at	the	words.	How	could	she	know?
She	hadn’t	given	away	any	signs,	hadn’t	talked	about	trans	issues	at	all.	But
still,	she	was	sure	that	she	knew.

“I	think	you	do	too.	We’ll	talk	a	bit	later.”

Bec	 continued	 to	 the	 front	 of	 the	 store,	 leaving	 Sera	 the	 sole	 task	 of
stacking	the	last	few	crates	of	bread,	hoping	it	would	stem	the	tide	of	worry
that	threatened	to	take	her	over.

A	BIT	 later	 in	the	day,	 time	came	for	both	Sera	and	Bec	to	have	their	break.
Sera	 walked	 through	 the	 store’s	 warehouse	 and	 left	 to	 sit	 outside	 in	 the
loading	dock,	a	favourite	place	for	most	of	the	staff	to	sit	while	having	lunch.
Bec	had	gone	 into	 the	store	 to	buy	herself	 some	snacks,	 leaving	Sera	a	 few
short	minutes	to	try	and	gather	her	thoughts.

How	does	she	know?	How	is	she	going	to	take	this?	What	am	I	even	going
to	 say?	Could	 I	maybe	 deflect	 her	 question	 to	 something	 else?	 This	wasn’t
how	 I	 planned	 things	 to	 go!	 The	 questions	 rushed	 through	 her	mind,	while
that	familiar	hit	of	adrenaline	began	coursing	through	her	system.	She	could
feel	the	fight-or-flight	reflex	starting	to	take	a	hold.

Sera	 was	 snapped	 out	 of	 her	 thoughts	 as	 Bec	 slammed	 the	 door	 to	 the
loading	dock	as	she	passed	through,	and	grabbed	a	grey	milk	crate	to	sit	on.	In
her	other	hand,	she	held	an	energy	drink,	the	kind	she	would	commonly	buy
for	herself	in	an	effort	to	keep	her	energy	up	throughout	a	shift	at	work.	Bec
pulled	on	the	ring	to	open	the	can,	letting	out	a	satisfying	rush	of	carbonated
air.

“So,	what	is	it,	what’s	up?”

Sera	 faltered	 for	a	moment,	 expecting	at	 least	 a	 few	moments	of	boring
small	 talk	before	addressing	the	real	 issue	at	hand.	“You	said	you	think	you
know,	why	don’t	you	tell	me?”	Sera	almost	wanted	to	test	Bec,	to	see	if	she



really	did	know	her	secret.	If	she	said	anything	other	than	“you’re	trans?”,	it
would	be	easy	to	deflect	and	make	up	something	just	as	interesting	to	feed	to
her.

“Does	it	have	something	to	do	with	your	hair?”	Bec	queried.

Sera	had	recently	gone	to	a	salon	to	have	her	hair	dyed	from	her	regular
brown	to	a	more	stunning	purple.	It	was	true	she’d	always	kept	her	hair	long
as	 a	 kind	 of	 insurance	 should	 she	make	 the	 choice	 of	 transitioning,	 but	 the
colour	in	her	hair	wasn’t	directly	related.

Sera	nervously	chuckled.	“Not	really.”

“Well,	if	it’s	not	that	what	is	it?”	Bec	brushed	aside	an	errant	strand	of	hair
that	 had	 escaped	 her	 hair	 tie,	 and	 her	manner	 turned	 slightly	more	 serious.
“Just	tell	me!”

The	 jig	 is	 up,	 Sera	 realised.	 She	 had	 to	 tell	 Bec	 the	 truth.	 She	 knew
making	 up	 some	 intricate	 lie	 about	 it	 being	 something	 else	wouldn’t	work.
Bec	was	 too	 perceptive	 to	 be	 fooled	 by	 that,	 and	 Sera	 knew	 her	 own	 face
would	betray	her.	Swallowing	hard,	she	finally	opened	up.

“Well.	So.	Okay.”	The	words	didn’t	come	as	easily	as	she	hoped,	but	she
mustered	her	courage	and	continued.	“I’ve	been	thinking	about	it	for	a	while,
and	it	might	be	a	bit	of	a	shock,	but,	I’m	transgender.”

Those	last	two	words,	“I’m	transgender”,	seemed	to	hang	in	the	air	for	an
eternity	before	Bec	reacted,	but	when	she	did,	any	worry	that	Sera	had	would
quickly	dissolve.

“Really!	I	thought	it	might	have	been	that!”	Bec	almost	cheered.

In	the	half	hour	that	followed,	Bec	asked	an	unending	slew	of	questions,
each	underpinned	with	a	tone	of	excitement,	in	deep	contrast	to	the	matter-of-
fact	tone	Sera	replied	in.

“Are	you	going	to	change	your	name?	Ooooh,	what	will	it	be?”	“Sera.”

“That’s	such	a	good	name!	I	don’t	know	why,	it	actually	kinda	suits	you.”

Hearing	 that	 felt	weird	 to	Sera,	and	she’d	never	really	heard	anyone	use
that	name	in	reference	to	her	before.	It	did	feel	like	it	suited	her.	In	fact,	it	felt	



right,	as	if	the	name	she	was	born	with	had	always	been	a	thing	that	nobody
had	believed	was	truly	hers.

“Oh!	I	need	to	know,	who	have	you	told	so	far?	I	don’t	want	to	tell	people
accidentally.”

It	was	 a	 good	 question,	 and	 one	 that	 Sera	 hadn’t	 begun	 to	 consider	 the
consequences	of.	What	 if	Bec	happened	to	mention	offhandedly	to	someone
else	that	Sera	was	trans,	or	started	talking	of	a	“Sera”	that	didn’t	yet	exist	to
other	people?

“Only	Laneth,”	Sera	replied.	“Of	course.	You’re	number	two.”

“Of	course,”	Bec	chuckled.

At	that	point,	the	two	of	them	realised	their	time	on	break	was	over,	and
they	had	 to	 leave	 this	exciting	new	information	behind	for	 the	moment,	and
return	to	the	drudgery	of	work.

Much	 like	when	 she	 told	Laneth,	Sera	 again	 felt	 that	wave	of	 calm	and
empowerment	wash	over	her.	Like	Laneth,	Bec	had	taken	the	news	way	better
than	Sera	had	thought	she	would.

In	 the	 following	weeks,	 they	would	 talk	a	 lot	 about	 this	new	 revelation,
what	 it	meant	 for	 Sera,	 and	what	 her	 plans	were	 going	 forwards.	Bec	 even
helped	 her	 go	 forwards	 and	 start	 coming	 out	 to	 more	 people,	 acting	 as	 a
bulwark	 against	 any	 possible	 bad	 reactions,	 although	 nobody	 showed	 any
negativity	towards	the	new	information	at	all.

“THROUGH	ALL	OF	THAT	THOUGH,	what	if	this	is	a	mistake?	What	if	it	doesn’t
make	the	dysphoria	go	away?	What	if	I’m	not	really	trans,	and	I	don’t	realise
until	 it’s	 too	 late?”	 When	 she	 said	 “too	 late”,	 Sera	 was	 referring	 to	 the
physical	 changes	 the	 pills	 would	 make	 to	 her	 body	 when	 taken	 for	 long
enough,	 some	 being	 impossible	 to	 reverse.	 Her	 time	 spent	 online	 in
transgender	communities	had	given	her	a	lot	of	information	to	digest,	and	one
that	had	repeated	 itself	many	 times	over	were	of	 the	possible	 risks	 involved
with	medical	transition.

“EVERYONE	who	is	trans	has	the	same	question.	You’ve	seen	it	so	many



times	online,”	the	voice	retorted.

It	 was	 true.	 In	 the	 early	 days	 when	 Sera	 would	 seek	 out	 transgender
communities	online,	she	would	be	faced	with	an	almost	unending	supply	of
people	asking	the	same	question	in	a	multitude	of	permutations.	Each	would
be	 answered	 with	 an	 equal	 amount	 of	 responses	 amounting	 to	 “you	 know,
deep	down,	if	you’re	trans”.

“Besides,	your	therapist	covered	this	pretty	early	on.”

Another	memory	came	to	the	fore,	this	one	from	a	few	months	after	Sera
had	told	Bec	that	she	was	transgender.

SERA	and	Bec	walked	down	a	lengthy	corridor	in	the	direction	the	receptionist
had	 indicated	 they’d	 find	 the	 therapists	 rooms.	 They	 passed	 by	 many
numbered	 doors	which	 broke	 up	 the	monotony	 of	 the	 otherwise	 dull	white
hallway,	but	none	of	them	were	the	destination	they	would	seek.

Bec	didn’t	have	to	be	there,	but	when	Sera	had	mentioned	she	was	seeing
her	 therapist	 for	 the	 first	 time,	 she	 insisted	 on	 coming	 along	 to	 show	 her
support	 and	 calm	 her	 nerves.	 Sera	 was	 thankful.	 She	 was	 nervous	 beyond
anything	she’d	ever	felt	before,	and	without	someone	to	keep	her	accountable,
she	probably	would	have	chickened	out	at	the	last	moment.	Bec	made	certain
she	held	Sera	to	the	mark	though.

Eventually	the	hallway	turned	off	slightly	and	opened	into	a	large	waiting
room.	Everything	felt	too	clinical	for	her	liking;	the	walls	were	bare,	and	the
room	was	mostly	 empty	 except	 for	 some	plain	 couches	 and	 a	 table	 stacked
with	tattered	and	creased	magazines.	Sera	expected	the	office	of	a	therapist	to
be	cosy,	calming	and	inviting,	but	this	room	felt	cold	and	impersonal.

They	took	a	seat	on	the	couch,	and	Sera	snatched	herself	a	magazine	from
the	table	to	distract	herself.	It	didn’t	matter	what	its	contents	were,	as	long	as
she	 could	 keep	 her	mind	 from	 racing	with	worry	 about	what	was	 going	 to
happen.	The	therapist	was	the	gatekeeper	to	transition.	It	would	be	their	word
which	opened	 the	door	 to	hormone	 therapy,	or	 slammed	 it	 shut	 and	hid	 the
keys.	 They	would	make	 the	 judgement	 on	whether	 Sera	was	 trans	 enough,



thus	deserving	of	the	pills	she	so	desperately	desired.

In	her	mind,	Sera	imagined	the	therapist	as	a	stern-looking	person	staring
across	the	room	from	her,	scribbling	and	ticking	off	boxes	as	she	spilled	her
story,	only	to	turn	around	showing	her	the	few	boxes	she	didn’t	tick,	thus	not
satisfying	the	minimum	“trans	score”	and	therefore	sealing	hormone	therapy
away	forever.

Bec	nudged	Sera	with	an	elbow,	distracting	her	from	the	imagined	doom
before	her.	“How	are	you	feeling?”

“Like	 I	want	 to	 run	 away,”	 Sera	 admitted.	 “This	 is	 it,	 this	 is	 either	 the
beginning	or	end,	and	I’m	so	scared.”

“It’ll	be	fine!	No	matter	what	happens,	we’re	all	still	here	for	you,	okay?”

It	was	slightly	reassuring,	but	Sera	went	back	to	thumb	through	her	copy
of	Economics	Monthly.	They	continued	making	unimportant	small	 talk	for	a
while,	 until	 a	 homely	 woman	 wearing	 a	 brightly	 coloured	 scarf	 and	 thick
rimmed	glasses	opened	a	wooden	door	and	called	for	Sera.

She	stood	up	and	took	a	deep	breath.	With	a	hand	on	her	arm	reassuringly,
Bec	 told	her	one	 last	 time	that	everything	would	be	fine,	before	Sera	would
leave	her	behind	and	enter	the	room	of	the	therapist.

SHE	 WAS	 surprised	 and	 a	 little	 comforted	 when	 she	 passed	 through	 the
threshold.	The	room	they	would	be	having	their	session	in	seemed	much	more
suited	 for	 therapy.	 The	 walls	 were	 adorned	 with	 colourful	 paintings	 of
landscapes	 and	 fruit,	 with	 bookcases	 stacked	 high	 with	 the	 dark	 spines	 of
numerous	volumes	of	arcane	knowledge	facing	her.	In	the	centre	of	the	room
were	 two	 couches,	 one	 of	which	was	 very	 obviously	 set	 aside	 for	 her.	 She
could	imagine	a	small	woodfire	in	the	corner	would	turn	the	room	into	a	cosy,
little	hideout.

As	 Sera	 took	 her	 place,	 the	 therapist	 in	 turn	 took	 hers	 across	 from	 her.
Between	them	was	a	table,	with	a	glass	of	water	for	each	of	them,	and	a	tissue
box,	which	made	 Sera	 chuckle	 to	 herself.	 She	was	 never	 a	 very	 emotional
person,	 and	 didn’t	 expect	 to	 need	 the	 service	 of	 a	 tissue,	 but	 she’d	 never



spoken	to	a	therapist	before,	so	anything	was	possible.

The	therapist	sat	opposite	Sera	and	fiddled	with	some	paper	for	a	moment,
before	meeting	Sera’s	gaze	over	the	top	of	her	glasses.

“It’s	good	to	meet	you,	Sera,”	she	said.

“Thanks	for	seeing	me.	I’ve	never	really	done	this	before,	so	I	dunno,	am
I	supposed	to	start	by	telling	you	about	this	one	time	at	Christmas	when	I	was
five?”	Sera	joked.	She	often	attempted	to	use	humour	to	deflect	her	worry	in
stressful	situations,	however	this	time	it	proved	ineffective.	The	therapist	had
been	doing	this	for	a	long	time,	and	Sera	realised	she’d	likely	heard	the	same
joke	countless	times	before.

“You	 seem	 quite	 anxious,”	 the	 therapist	 said,	 expertly	 deflecting	 her
attempt	at	humour,	“but	you	don’t	need	to	be.	This	is	a	safe	place,	you	can	say
whatever	 you	 want.	 I’m	 not	 here	 to	 judge	 you,	 I’m	 just	 here	 to	 listen	 and
guide	you	a	little.	So,	tell	me	why	are	you	so	nervous?”

Realising	her	tactic	had	failed	her,	Sera	knew	she	had	to	speak	openly	and
honestly.	She’d	hoped	for	a	smooth,	casual	opening	to	the	session,	but	felt	the
wind	knocked	out	of	her	sails	when	her	attempt	at	humour	was	denied.	Sera
reached	for	the	glass	of	water	and	took	a	sip	before	starting.

“So,	 I	guess	you’ve	 read	my	 letter	already?”	She	 referred	 to	a	 letter	 she
had	 e-mailed	 to	 the	 therapist	 a	 few	weeks	 prior.	 It	 was	 a	 little	 activity	 the
therapist	had	asked	her	 to	do	as	a	way	of	getting	to	know	Sera	a	bit,	so	she
had	 a	 small	 understanding	 of	 the	 person	 sitting	 before	 her.	 The	 therapist
nodded	silently	and	allowed	Sera	to	continue.

“Well,	I	think	I’m	transgender,	and	I	want	to	start	hormone	therapy,	and	I
guess	 I’m	 just	 worried	 that	 you	might	 think	 I’m	 not	 trans	 enough	 and	 say
‘no’.”	Sera	drank	 from	 the	glass	of	water	again.	Even	 though	she’d	already
come	 out	 to	 a	 handful	 of	 people,	 it	 was	 still	 difficult	 for	 her	 to	 say	 “I’m
transgender”,	let	alone	to	say	it	to	a	stranger	who	held	the	keys	to	her	future.

“I’ll	be	honest,	Sera,	 I’m	not	here	 to	 tell	you	what	you	are	or	what	you
aren’t.	It’s	true,	I	sign	my	name	off	on	any	referral	at	my	discretion,	but	that
point	is	still	at	least	a	few	sessions	away	from	now.”



Sera	knew	the	therapist	was	intending	to	be	comforting	and	attempting	to
put	her	fears	to	rest	for	now,	and	it	worked,	if	only	a	little	bit.

“We	won’t	even	talk	about	anything	to	do	with	being	transgender	today.	I
just	want	to	get	to	know	you	and	your	life	a	bit	better.	Does	that	sound	okay?”

Sera	chuckled	to	herself.	It	was	going	to	happen	like	she’d	joked	earlier.
The	realisation	put	her	slightly	at	ease,	and	she	reclined	back	into	the	couch	a
little.	“Yeah,	that’s	fine.”

“Great.	So,	tell	me	about	where	you	grew	up,”	the	therapist	began,	leading
Sera	into	the	conversation.

That	session	and	the	many	following	would	become	much	easier	from	that
point.	 Conversation	 became	 a	 lot	 more	 casual,	 and	 when	 Sera	 resorted	 to
humour	at

times,	the	therapist	would	sometimes	allow	herself	to	laugh	alongside	her,
now	that	she	knew	Sera	wasn’t	trying	to	deflect	from	her	true	feelings.

Eventually	 their	 final	 session	 would	 come,	 and	 Sera	 would	 finally
discover	whether	she	had	convinced	the	therapist	of	her	legitimacy.	Sitting	in
their	usual	places,	the	therapist	shuffled	around	with	some	papers	in	the	folder
she	was	keeping	on	Sera	until	satisfied.	She	withdrew	a	couple.	The	friendly
tone	 Sera	 had	 become	 accustomed	 to	 now	 made	 way	 to	 a	 slightly	 more
serious,	matter-of-factly	one.

“So,	 today	we’re	 going	 to	 sign	 some	 paperwork,”	 she	 began,	 “and	 I’m
satisfied	that	medical	transition	would	be	suitable	for	you.	But	before	we	do
that,	I	want	to	be	clear	and	honest	about	a	couple	of	things.”

The	feeling	of	joy	that	should	have	come	bubbling	to	the	surface	with	the
first	half	of	her	sentence	was	immediately	suspended	by	the	seriousness	of	the
second	half.

“I	 think	 you’re	 fairly	 intelligent	 and	 probably	 already	 know	 this,”	 the
therapist	continued,	“but	hormone	therapy	isn’t	going	to	guarantee	anything.
It	might	help	with	your	dysphoria,	it	might	not.	The	physical	changes	may	be
incredible,	 they	 may	 be	 small	 and	 subtle.	 Nothing	 is	 set	 in	 stone.
Transitioning	also	brings	its	own	set	of	challenges	as	well.	It’s	not	going	to	be



easy.”

She	was	 right,	Sera	knew	 this	already.	She’d	spent	untold	hours	 reading
posts	from	online	communities	that	echoed	much	of	what	she	was	saying,	and
what	wasn’t	in	those	posts,	she’d	managed	to	piece	together	on	her	own.

“I	understand,”	Sera	replied.

Satisfied	with	 the	 response,	 the	 therapist	 placed	 the	 papers	 on	 the	 table
and	pushed	them	forwards,	and	offered	Sera	a	pen,	which	she	took	perhaps	a
little	 too	eagerly.	The	excitement	was	now	allowed	to	come	rushing	up,	and
she	almost	felt	herself	begin	to	cry	at	the	realisation	that	this	was	happening.
She	took	a	deep	breath,	and	scrawled	her	signature	in	the	marked	places	and
pushed	 the	 papers	 back,	 with	 the	 pen	 sitting	 on	 top.	 The	 therapist	 did
likewise,	 and	 once	 the	 documents	 had	 all	 the	 information	 filled	 out,	 she
presented	them	back	to	Sera.

“You	 can	 take	 these	 to	 your	 doctor.	 They’re	 my	 recommendation	 for
hormone	 therapy.	They	will	 look	after	you	on	 the	medical	 front,	 and	 if	you
ever	feel	like	you	need	to	talk,	please	don’t	hesitate	to	make	an	appointment
to	see	me.”

Sera	nodded	 in	 acknowledgment,	while	 folding	 the	papers	 and	carefully
placing	them	in	her	bag.	They	were	now	a	precious	artefact	of	untold	worth,
and	they	must	be	kept	safe	until	they	could	be	delivered	into	the	hands	of	her
doctor.

THIS	 FINAL	MEMORY	 reminded	 Sera	 of	 the	 resolve	 and	 hope	which	 she	 had
held	that	day,	and	in	all	the	moments	beforehand.	She	remembered	just	how
long	the	question	of	“who	am	I?”	had	burned	in	the	back	of	her	mind,	and	the
journey	she	had	taken	to	this	point.	The	worry	about	her	friends,	her	future,	or
whether	 she	 was	 trans	 enough	 lifted	 from	 her	 mind,	 and	 she	 once	 again
regarded	the	pills	on	the	desk	before	her.

“So,	have	you	made	up	your	mind?”	the	voice	queried.

“I	made	up	my	mind	a	long	time	ago,	but	in	the	moment,	it	can	be	easy	to
forget.”	 Sera	 paused	 for	 a	 moment,	 taking	 a	 deep	 breath.	 “I’m	 good.	 I’m



ready.”

With	 those	 last	 words,	 she	 delicately	 placed	 the	 two	 pills	 on	 her	 hand,
opened	 her	mouth,	 and	 placed	 them	 inside	 before	 quickly	 swallowing.	 The
pills	 went	 down	 easy,	 leaving	 a	 vaguely	 sweet,	 yet	 disgusting	 flavour	 she
could	 only	 describe	 as	 “mint”	 on	 her	 tongue.	 She	 grabbed	 the	 nearest	 soft
drink	and	tried	to	wash	the	 taste	from	her	mouth,	 to	 little	effect.	Poking	out
her	 tongue,	 she	 let	 out	 a	 sound	 to	 symbolise	 her	 displeasure,	 like	 a	 child
would	when	taking	their	medicine.

She	chuckled	to	herself	in	the	moment.	“Gah,	after	that,	is	it	really	worth
it?”	The	 question	was	 rhetorical,	 as	 she	 knew	deep	 down,	 that	 after	 all	 her
fears	and	hesitation,	that	it	would	absolutely	be	worth	it.

IT	 WAS	 NOW	 2018,	 over	 two	 years	 since	 the	 day	 she	 stepped	 over	 the
threshold	 and	 took	 her	 first	 dose	 of	 hormone	 therapy.	 Her	 life,	 in	 all	 its
ordinary	wonder,	 hadn’t	 changed	 as	much	 as	Sera	 had	 expected.	 She’d	 had
some	image	in	her	mind	that	as	the	first	weeks	and	months	would	pass,	that
the	 heavens	 would	 open	 upon	 her	 with	 all	 their	 blessings,	 and	 she	 would
ascend	from	her	previous	form,	into	a	shining	beacon	of	the	self	she	kept	in
her	mind.

The	 truth	 was,	 everything	 remained	 much	 the	 same.	 She	 continued
working	 the	 same	 as	 ever,	 dealing	 with	 her	 customers	 and	 their	 daily
demands.	 Her	 friendships	 remained	 the	 same,	 with	 the	 initial	 lavishes	 of
support	winding	down,	being	replaced	by	typical	small	talk	and	discussion	of
mundane	 happenings.	 She’d	 go	 home	 after	 work	 and	 play	 video	 games	 or
watch	 a	 movie	 or	 series,	 or	 would	 rarely	 join	 her	 friends	 for	 dinner	 on	 a
special	occasion.

The	 physical	 changes	 seemed	 to	 take	 forever.	 At	 first,	 Sera	 had	 felt
dismayed	at	 the	seeming	lack	of	anything	happening	 to	her,	and	for	a	while
she	thought	that	perhaps	she	was	going	to	be	unlucky	and	not	see	anything	at
all.	Eventually	though,	she	would	begin	to	notice	the	shape	of	her	face	change
ever	 so	 slightly,	 with	 her	 body	 slowly	 matching	 pace.	 She	 would	 feel	 an
unfamiliar	 tenderness	 on	 her	 chest	 which	 she	 realised	 were	 her	 breasts



developing.

Falling	in	step	with	the	physical	changes,	she	slowly	began	to	notice	her
world	become	more	vivid,	almost	like	a	scene	from	a	black	and	white	movie
suddenly	being

saturated	 with	 colour.	 Her	 dysphoria	 calmed	 down,	 and	 while	 it	 still
remained	 and	 reared	 its	 head	 at	 times,	 it	 was	 much	 more	 subdued	 and
manageable	than	before.

Eventually,	people	would	cycle	in	and	out	of	her	life,	and	she	realised	that
eventually,	there	were	people	she	worked	with	or	was	friends	with,	who	had
only	 ever	 known	 her	 as	 Sera.	 In	 a	 way,	 the	 person	 she	 was	 before
transitioning	was	 going	 through	 a	 process	 of	 social	 death,	 as	 people	 forgot
who	she	was	before.

Sera	once	again	sat	at	her	desk,	regarding	the	aquamarine	and	white	pills
before	her,	and	she	chuckled	to	herself	as	she	remembered	the	very	first	time
she	sat	exactly	like	this.	However,	 it	was	different	now,	as	Sera	snatched	up
the	pills	without	hesitation	and	swallowed.	She’d	long	since	discovered	a	way
to	take	them	without	suffering	the	offending	aftertaste	they	would	leave	in	her
mouth.

“It’s	been	quite	a	ride,	hasn’t	it?”	the	voice	in	her	mind	spoke	up.

Sera	reflected	upon	the	last	two	and	a	half	years.	While	much	had	stayed
the	same,	some	things	had	changed,	and	she’d	be	dishonest	if	she	said	there
hadn’t	been	challenges	along	the	way.	But	through	everything,	the	resolve	she
had	mustered	on	that	first	day	hadn’t	wavered.

“Sure	has,	and	I	don’t	regret	a	thing.”
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KAPUT

BY	KENDALL	CIRCLE

IT	ALL	STARTED	with	a	pinprick	of	light,	just	a	dot,	that	grew	slowly,	far	in	the
distance,	 slowly	 the	way	a	puddle	of	water	spreads	or	 the	way	a	stain	sinks
into	permanence.	And	then,	once	it	was	the	size	of	a	dinner	plate,	it	zoomed
outward	in	each	direction.	It	was	like	watching	stars	streak	by	in	those	science
fiction	movies.

Then,	 once	 the	 darkness	 was	 gone,	 It	 finally	 realized	 it	 was	 there.	 It
wasn’t	solid,	but	wispy,	cloud-like,	with	sentience,	and	It	was	all	alone.

How	do	I	move?	It	thought.	Before	It	tried	to	move,	It	suddenly	wondered
how	to	speak.

“Ah!”	It	yelled	with	Its	wispy,	cloud-like	mouth.	The	sound	wasn’t	really
a	sound,	not	the	way	it	used	to	be,	almost	like	an	audible	thought.

“How	do	I	move?”	It	said	aloud,	pleased	that	it	relearned	how	to	speak	so
quickly.	After	 a	 few	 tries,	 It	 finally	 started	 to	 float	 along	with	 purpose	 and
direction.	It	had	tried	walking	but	there	were	no	legs	or	feet	to	walk	with,	so
floating	would	have	to	do.

It	floated	along	for	a	while,	marveling	at	how	bright	it	all	was,	whatever	it
was,	this	place.	But	suddenly	It	was	sad,	because	It	was	all	alone.

“Why	 am	 I	 alone?”	 It	 asked	 very	 loudly,	 in	 case	 there	 was	 something
around	 to	 hear.	 But	 there	 was	 nothing,	 not	 for	 a	 long	while,	 until	 It	 lazily



bumped	into	something	else.

This	something	was	invisible	and	formless,	but	It	could	see	it	plain	as	day,
standing	and	grumbling	to	itself.

“Hello,”	It	said.	“Can	you	hear	me?”

“Of	course,”	this	something	grumbled.

“You	have	legs	to	stand	on.”	It	pointed	out.

“No,	I	don’t,”	this	something	grumbled.	“I’m	formless.	And	invisible.”

“I	can	see	them,	right	there,”	It	said,	pointing.

“If	you	say	so.”

“Where	are	we?”

“You	 don’t	 know?”	 this	 something	 grumbled,	 shaking	 its	 formless,
invisible	head.	“We’re	waiting.”

“I	just	learned	how	to	move!”	It	said	proudly.

“What’s	your	name?”	this	something	asked.

But	 It	 did	 not	 remember,	 and	 thought	 for	 a	 while	 but	 still	 could	 not
remember.

What	is	my	name?	What	is	my	name?

“I	don’t	know.”	It	frowned,	and	wanted	to	cry	but	did	not	know	how.

“Well,	 I	 know	 my	 name,”	 this	 something	 grumbled.	 “My	 name	 is
Gimcrack.”

“I	wish	I	had	a	name	and	legs	and	knew	where	this	was	and	knew	how	to
cry,”	It	said,	still	frowning.

“I’ll	 give	 you	 a	 name,”	 Gimcrack	 said.	 “You’ll	 be…hmmm…
Humdinger.”

“I	don’t	like	that	name	at	all!”	Humdinger	said,	which	was	a	lie,	because
now	It	had	a	name,	which	was	much	better	than	having	nothing	at	all.

“No	 one	 likes	 their	 name,”	Gimcrack	 grumbled.	 “It’s	 the	worst	 present



there	is.”

“Why	do	you	say	that?”

“Hush.	Someone’s	coming.”

Moments	 later,	 a	 perfectly	 round	 orb,	 colorless	 and	 translucent,	 came
bumbling	 along.	 If	 this	 orb	 had	 a	 mouth,	 Humdinger	 thought	 it	 would	 be
smiling.

“Hello,	Gimcrack,”	the	orb	said	cheerily.	“Hello,	stranger.”

“Go	away,”	Gimcrack	grumbled.

“My	 name	 is	 Humdinger!”	 Humdinger	 said,	 foolishly	 reaching	 out	 a
wispy,	cloud-like	hand	to	the	orb,	which	had	no	arms	or	hands	to	reach	back
with.	The	orb,	having	no	eyes,	did	not	see	and	so	it	did	not	mind	too	much.

“What	a	lovely	name!”	the	orb	said.

“Yes,	it’s	a	present	that	Gimcrack	gave	to	me	just	now!”

“Humdinger	said	It	didn’t	like	the	name	at	all,”	Gimcrack	grumbled.

“Yes,	names	are	lousy	gifts,”	the	orb	said.	“My	name	is	the	worst	of	them
all:	it’s	Bumfuzzle.”

The	trio	fell	silent	then,	situated	closely	together,	and	waited.	Humdinger
took	 the	 sudden	 quiet	 to	 look	 around	 and	 notice	 that	 wherever	 they	 were,
there	was	no	darkness,	no	breeze,	and	no	temperature.	This	place	also	did	not
smell	like	anything,	but	upon	further	inspection,	Humdinger	discovered	It	had
no	nose.	It	did	not	know	what	they	were	waiting	for.

Gimcrack,	formless	and	invisible,	was	shifting	from	one	foot	to	the	other,
quite	 impatiently,	 and	Bumfuzzle	was	 hanging	 suspended	 in	 the	 air	 next	 to
Gimcrack’s	 formless	and	 invisible	head,	buzzing	 slightly,	which	was	odd	 to
see,	since	Humdinger	was	sure	that	if	It	reached	out	a	wispy,	cloud-like	hand
again,	it	would	go	right	through	Bumfuzzle	as	if	nothing	were	there.

But	 that	was	ridiculous,	because	of	course	Bumfuzzle	was	 there,	even	 if
Humdinger	 could	 see	 straight	 through	 its	 orb	 body,	 and	 it	 had	 no	 color	 or
arms	or	hands	or	even	eyes.



“Bumfuzzle,”	Humdinger	 said,	breaking	 the	 silence.	“Would	my	arm	go
right	through	you?”

“It	would	be	very	painful	if	you	tried,	I	think.”

So	Humdinger	ran	Its	wispy,	cloud-like	fist	right	through	Bumfuzzle’s	orb
body,	 and	Bumfuzzle	 screamed	 rather	piercingly,	which	was	not	pleasant	 at
all.

“Oh,	hush,”	Gimcrack	grumbled	impatiently.

“Did	that	hurt?”	Humdinger	asked.

“Not	really,”	Bumfuzzle	said.	“Can	I	try?”

“Sure.”

So	Bumfuzzle	sped	through	Humdinger’s	wispy,	cloud-like	body,	but	all
that	 happened	 was	 a	 Bumfuzzle-shaped	 hole	 appeared.	 It	 didn’t	 feel	 like
anything	at	all,	but	Humdinger	shrieked	loudly	to	be	polite.

“Oh,	hush,	will	you!”	Gimcrack	grumbled	impatiently.

“Say	‘please’,”	Bumfuzzle	said.

“Oh,	hush,	will	you	please,”	Gimcrack	grumbled,	shifting	from	one	foot
to	the	other	impatiently.	“Look,	Humdinger,	the	hole	is	closing	up.”

Humdinger	 looked	 and	 sure	 enough,	 the	 Bumfuzzle-shaped	 hole	 was
swirling	back	together.	It	did	not	know	how	Gimcrack	could	see	without	eyes,
and	so	It	asked,	to	which	Gimcrack	just	grumbled.

“Why	are	we	waiting?”	It	asked	after	another	stretch	of	silence.

“Because	 we	 have	 to	 wait.	 There’s	 nothing	 else	 to	 do,”	 Gimcrack
grumbled.

“What	are	we	waiting	for?”

“Well,	I’m	waiting	for	the	next	place	to	appear.	I’ve	been	waiting	a	long
time.	It’s	late.”

“It	isn’t	late,”	Bumfuzzle	said	cheerily.	“You	were	just	early,	Gimcrack.”

“Where	did	we	come	from?”	Humdinger	asked.



“I	 came	 from	 Earth,”	 Bumfuzzle	 said,	 rotating	 absentmindedly.	 “I	 was
much	different	there.”

“Earth	 doesn’t	 exist,”	 Gimcrack	 grumbled,	 shifting	 from	 one	 formless,
invisible	foot	to	the	other.	“Earth	isn’t	real.”

“To	you,”	Bumfuzzle	said	cheerily.

Humdinger	 did	 not	 know	what	Earth	was,	 and	 thought	 that	 it	 must	 be
fake.

“I	came	from	the	Other	Place,”	Gimcrack	grumbled.	“The	dark	place.”

“I	think	I	came	from	there,	too,”	Humdinger	said.	“So	where	are	we	going
next?”

“I	don’t	know.	But	it’s	late.”	Gimcrack	leaned	forward	and	looked	left	and
right	expectantly.	Nothing	came.

“You’ll	know	when	it’s	coming,”	Bumfuzzle	said.	“You’ll	hear	it.”

Humdinger	 wondered	 how	 Bumfuzzle	 could	 hear	 without	 ears,	 so	 It
asked,	to	which	Bumfuzzle	said	how	rude	of	you	to	ask	such	a	thing	and	so
Humdinger	did	not	ask	any	more	questions	like	that.

After	another	long	stretch	of	silence,	Humdinger	asked	what	to	do	when
the	next	place	came.

“Try	not	to	miss	it,”	Gimcrack	and	Bumfuzzle	said	matter-of-factly.

“Why?”

“You’ll	go	kaput.”

“What’s	kaput	mean?”

Bumfuzzle	made	a	whistling	sound,	like	something	flying	through	the	air,
and	 then	 an	 explosion	 sound,	 like	 that	 something	was	 no	 longer	 flying	 but
blowing	up.	Humdinger	did	not	 like	 that	 response	 at	 all	 and	 for	 the	 second
time	wished	It	knew	how	to	cry.

“I	don’t	want	to	go	kaput!”

“Oh,	hush,”	Gimcrack	grumbled.	“You	won’t	go	kaput.”



Humdinger	 was	 so	 upset	 that	 It	 didn’t	 think	 to	 ask	 Gimcrack	 to	 say
please.

A	 little	while	 later	Humdinger	 could	 hear	 a	 crackling	 noise,	 and	 then	 a
loud	whoosh	and	some	beeping,	and	then	a	very	terrible	grating	sound,	like	a
train	 flying	 off	 the	 rails	 and	 crashing,	 but	Humdinger	 did	 not	 know	what	 a
train	was	and	therefore	didn’t	think	to	make	the	comparison.

“It’s	here!”	Bumfuzzle	yelled	cheerily.	“Goodbye,	place!”

“Goodbye,	place!”	Gimcrack	grumbled.

“Goodbye,	place!”	Humdinger	said,	hoping	not	to	miss	anything.	It	closed
Its	eyes	and	lunged,	because	that	seemed	like	the	right	thing	to	do,	and	after
an	 uncomfortable	whizzing	 experience,	Humdinger	 landed	 somewhere	 else.
Gimcrack,	formless	and	invisible,	came	tumbling	next.

Humdinger	reached	out	a	wispy,	cloud-like	hand	to	Gimcrack,	who	took	it
gracefully	to	stand	on	it’s	formless,	invisible	feet.	Then,	there	was	a	piercing
scream	 and	 a	 terrible,	 terrible	 ripping	 sound,	 and	 then	 silence,	 and	 no
Bumfuzzle.

“Oh,	 no,”	 Gimcrack	 said,	 no	 longer	 grumbling	 but	 sounding	 very	 sad.
“Bumfuzzle	went	kaput.”

Humdinger	did	not	know	what	 to	say	because	 there	was	so	much	sad	 to
feel	first.	Then	It	said,	very	glumly,	“I	wish	I	knew	how	to	cry.”

“It’s	easy,”	Gimcrack	said.	“Just	put	all	of	your	insides	on	the	outside.”

So	Humdinger	did	just	that,	and	it	felt	an	awful	lot	like	raindrops	falling
from	Its	wispy,	cloud-like	eyes.

“Oh,	look,”	Gimcrack	said,	pointing	a	formless,	invisible	finger	upwards.
A	streak	of	bright	 light	 sped	by	and	zoomed	out	of	 sight,	 and	 seconds	 later
there	was	a	distant	booming	sound.	“There	goes	Bumfuzzle.”

“Goodbye,	Bumfuzzle,”	Humdinger	said	tearfully.

“Goodbye,	Bumfuzzle,”	Gimcrack	said.

Then	 the	 duo	 moved	 forward,	 one	 floating	 and	 one	 walking,	 and	 they
went	on	and	on	and	on	and	on	for	a	very	long	time,	but	Humdinger	did	not	get



tired	 because	 floating	 is	 very	 easy.	 Gimcrack	 started	 to	 grumble	 halfway
through	 their	 long	 journey	 because	 walking	 is	 very	 difficult	 when	 you	 are
formless	and	invisible.

“May	I	hold	your	hand	again,	Humdinger?”	Gimcrack	asked.

“Sure.”

So	they	 trekked	on,	holding	hands,	which	felt	odd	because	Humdinger’s
hand	 was	 wispy	 and	 cloud-like	 and	 Gimcrack’s	 hand	 was	 formless	 and
invisible,	but	Humdinger	did	not	mind	because	 it	was	nice	 to	have	a	 friend
and	odd	does	not	always	mean	bad	and	even	Humdinger	knew	that.

“I	miss	Bumfuzzle,”	Humdinger	said.

“Oh,	hush,”	Gimcrack	 said,	but	Humdinger	knew	 that	Gimcrack	missed
Bumfuzzle	too.

If	 time	 existed	where	 the	 duo	was,	 they	would	 have	 been	 traveling	 for
days	and	days,	but	time	did	not	exist	there	so	it	felt	like	nothing	at	all.	Mostly
they	didn’t	talk	but	they	did	hold	hands	for	most	of	the	journey.	Occasionally
they	would	stop	to	let	Gimcrack	rest	and	let	Humdinger	cry	because	It	missed
Bumfuzzle.	Gimcrack	showed	Humdinger	how	crying	looked	to	them	and	it
was	dreadful	because	Gimcrack	turned	all	the	way	inside	out,	but	Humdinger
appreciated	the	honesty	even	if	it	was	unpleasant	to	watch.

Finally,	after	walking	and	floating	and	walking	and	floating,	they	stopped.

“Now	we	wait,”	Gimcrack	said,	shifting	from	one	formless,	invisible	foot
to	the	other.

“For	the	next	place?”

“Yes.	There’s	nothing	else.”

“Don’t	miss	it.	I	don’t	want	you	to	go	kaput	because	then	I’ll	be	all	alone
again.”

“I’ll	try.”

“Promise?”

“Sure.”



They	waited	 and	waited	 and	waited	 like	 they	 did	 before,	 and	Gimcrack
got	impatient	and	Humdinger	wished	Bumfuzzle	was	there	to	fill	the	silence
with	something	cheery.

“You	are	my	favorite	friend	now,	Gimcrack.”

“Who	was	your	favorite	before?”

Humdinger	couldn’t	remember	if	It	had	a	favorite	friend	before.

“I	don’t	know.	But	now	it’s	you.	Please	don’t	go	kaput.”

“Oh,	hush,”	Gimcrack	grumbled.	“I	won’t	go	kaput.”

They	waited	and	waited	and	waited	some	more.

“Tell	me	something	wise,	please,”	Humdinger	said	out	of	impatience.

“Everybody	 leaves,”	 Gimcrack	 grumbled.	 “Because	 they	 can’t	 stay
forever,	and	that’s	just	the	way	it	is.”

“Like	Bumfuzzle?”

“Like	Bumfuzzle.”

“Well,	I	don’t	like	that	at	all!”	Humdinger	wished	It	had	a	foot	to	stamp.

“That’s	too	bad.”

And	then	came	the	cacophony	of	sounds	that	signaled	the	next	place,	and
Gimcrack	stopped	shifting	from	one	formless,	invisible	foot	to	the	other	and
Humdinger	closed	Its	eyes	again.

“Goodbye,	place!”	Gimcrack	grumbled.

“Goodbye,	place!”	Humdinger	yelled.

And	 It	 lunged	 forward,	 but	 this	 time	 it	 felt	 like	 something	was	 pushing
against	 Its	 wispy,	 cloud-like	 body	 and	 a	 distinctly	 new	 feeling	 came	 over
Humdinger,	and	it	felt	like	a	puddle	of	water	spreading,	or	a	stain	sinking	into
permanence,	 or—or	 like	 ripping,	 and	 Humdinger	 shrieked	 because	 it	 was
scary	to	feel	something	new.

“Gimcrack!”	 Humdinger	 called	 out,	 but	 there	 was	 no	 answer	 because
Gimcrack	had	gone	somewhere	else.	“Gimcrack!”



And	then,	 just	as	suddenly	as	it	happened,	 it	was	over,	and	there	was	an
odd	 darkness,	 and	 there	 was	 no	 Bumfuzzle	 or	 Gimcrack	 or	 anything,	 but
Humdinger	was	no	longer	afraid,	because	odd	doesn’t	always	mean	bad	and
Humdinger	knew	that.
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GUYLINER

BY	HUNNY	BLOW

IT	ALL	FELT	SO	WRONG.

“Have	your	got	 tweezers?	 I’ve	 lost	mine.”	 I	 reach	across	and	 take	 them
before	Jenny	reacts.	“Thanks.”

“Mmm”	is	her	garbled	reply.

I	sip	my	drink,	studying	her	from	the	corner	of	my	eye.	She’s	very	quiet
today;	I	wonder	what’s	up.

“Did	 you	 hear	 that	 Deborah’s	 gone	 to	 Thailand	 to	 get	 the	 chop,	 sex
reassignment	surgery	 they	call	 it.	We	should	check	Facebook,	see	 that	 she’s
doing	ok,	coz	last	time	she	said	she	was	feeling	nauseous,	dizzy,	in	pain.	It’s	a
pity	that	Sally	couldn’t	go,	but	after	they	broke	up	like	that…”

“Mmm”	comes	back	to	me.

Another	sip.	She’s	not	her	usual	self.

If	I	said	I	want	your	body,	would	you	hold	it	against	me…

I	try	again.	“What	look	are	you	going	for?”	Jenny’s	got	a	good	base	and
should	experiment,	but	will	do	the	same	signature	look	she	always	does.

“Goth.”

“You	always	do	that.”

“Mmmm.”	Jenny’s	 face	 is	pressed	against	her	beauty	mirror,	 teasing	out



her	lashes	with	mascara,	her	mouth	puckered	like	a	blowfish.	Why	does	she
open	her	mouth	 like	 that	when	 she’s	doing	her	 eyelashes?	Needs	 corking.	 I
can	be	such	a	cakey	bad-assed	bitch.

“Smokey-eye?”

“Mmmm.”

This	didn’t	match.	Most	times	I	can’t	shut	her	up.	Something’s	happened.

I	 rub	 foundation	 cream	 (Covergirl)	 onto	 my	 cheek	 with	 one	 of	 those
stupid	pad	things,	it’s	cool,	and	I	work	it	in	like	kneading	dough,	all	the	while
sneaking	 a	 sideways	 peak.	 Setting	 powder	 flours	my	 lap.	Half-baked—like
the	 idea	 of	 going	 out	 dancing	 again	 tonight,	 another	mindless	 straw	 in	 the
wind	to	pirouette	on	3-inch	posts.

I	 turn	 a	 page	 of	 my	 fashion	 mag	 and	 a	 lithe,	 polished	 Glamourzonian
stares	vacantly	back.	My	obsession.	“What	should	I	wear?	I	want	 to	be	hot,
like	 that	 model	 from	 the	 80’s—Cindy	 Crawford,	 remember	 her,	 Sports
Illustrated?	One	day	I’m	going	to	be	like	that—what	a	bust!	Did	I	tell	you	that
my	nipples	are	really	sensitive	now,	and	I	can	feel	a	bud	in	my	left	breast,	the
right	one	seems	smaller	though.	It’s	good	to	be	seen,	isn’t	it?	By	lots	of	men!
Hahahaha.	 I	want	 them	 to	want	me,	you	know.	And	 it’s	great	 that	we	don’t
have	 to	conform	 to	what	 society	says	anymore,	 isn’t	 it?	 I’m	so	happy	 to	be
free	of	all	that	tiresome	bullshit…	Maybe	that	tight	red	microdress,	blond	wig
and	 black	 heels?	 What	 do	 you	 think?	 It	 clings	 to	 my	 ass	 like	 no	 one’s
business!	But	if	we’re	going	by	train	we’ll	have	to	wait	till	dark.”

“Yup.”

Jenny	can’t	put	two	words	into	a	sentence.	She’s	slathering	semi-matte	red
lipstick	(MAC)	onto	her	lower	lip	now.

Where’s	my	Lisa	Frank	mini-palette?	Tsk,	the	pink’s	all	gone—funny	how
one	 colour	 evaporates	 and	 all	 others	 are	 never	 used.	 I’ve	 got	 a	 gazillion
shades	of	pink	on	rotation.

Maybe	 some	green	 then?	No,	Mum	 told	me	about	her	 eye	 colour	 chart,
just	 before	Dad	 left.	 It	was	 in	her	 ‘beauty	box’—as	 if	 you	 can	package	 the
stuff!—that	 I	 dug	 into	 around	5	or	6	years	old.	 I	 played	dress-up	 like	most



kids.	 But	 it	 was	 all	 so	 long	 ago,	 and	 I	 pretended	 I	 wasn’t	 listening.	 It	 all
spiralled	from	there,	but	it	was	not	until	6th	grade	that	I	 taxed	some	bronzer
(Bobbi	Brown)—sorry	Ruth:	 I	 fangirled	 you.	You	knew.	That	was	my	 emo
phase	with	dumb	hair	and	all	sorts	of	nope.	Everyone	said	I	was	ugly—that
really,	 really	 hurt—except	 you,	Ruth.	Back	 then	 I	 felt	 really	 shitty:	 I	 didn’t
blend	in,	I	skipped	prom,	I	cried	a	lot,	I	hated	it.	And	hung	out	with	those	who
didn’t	belong.

It	 was	 Grandma	 who	 gave	 me	 my	 first	 brush	 set,	 and	 later	 some	 lip
smackers	and	sparkly	fun	eyeshadow	from	Claire’s.	 I	 remember	we	went	 to
the	Lancome	counter	and	she	said	I	had	to	try	harder	if	I	was	going	to	be	seen
with	her.	That	stung	too,	but	I	did	look	better	so	I	felt	better.

I	decide	to	provoke	Jenny:	“My	fingernails	really	look	good	today,	don’t
you	think?”	I’ve	always	had	long	limbs,	long	fingers,	and	to	the	point.	I’m	a
nail	 tech,	 and	 drum	 the	 table	 top.	 Tap.	 Tap.	 Tap.	 “I’ll	 run	 them	 down
Michael’s	arm	perhaps…”

Jenny	shoots	me	a	sharp	look	through	racoon	eyes.	“Don’t!”

“Or	his	back	when	he’s	fucking	me!”	I	 laugh.	Jenny’s	eye’s	briefly	flare
and	then	I	become	invisible	again.

Time	to	open	up	my	eyes.	I	cut	some	lashes.	Glue.	Dry.	Now	tweezers.	I
just	need	to	drop	them	on,	but	my	hands	have	never	been	steady…just	need	to
press	 them	 a	 bit…there.	 I’m	 not	 perfect	 tonight;	 passable.	 I	 hope	 the	 other
girls	don’t	look	too	closely.

“Seriously,	 Jenny,	 I’m	 really	 proud	 of	 how	 far	 I’ve	 come.	 I	mean,	 I’ve
spent	WAY	 too	much	money	at	 the	drugstore	 trying	 tonnes	of	products	 and
practised	makeup,	 wiped	 it	 off,	 started	 again.	 I	mean,	 who	was	 I	 trying	 to
impress?	But	I’m	getting	more	confident,	and	I’ve	had	SO	many	compliments
—well,	at	least	that’s	what	they	say—and	you	know	I’ve	always	been	a	little
self-conscious.	But	I’m	getting	better	you	know,	what	I	can	do	is	good	enough
for	me—and	 that	 guy	 even	 chatted	me	 up	 last	 week,	 you	 remember	 that!?
Obviously	 there’s	 still	 a	 load	 of	 stuff	 I	 need	 to	 learn	 from	 YouTube,	 like
brow-shaping—that	just	weirds	me	out.”

Jenny’s	response	is	muted.	She’s	naturally	arched.



Oh	no!!	My	black	 eyeliner’s	 gone	off	my	waterline.	Not	 every	day	 is	 a
good	 makeup	 day.	 Where’s	 that	 Smashbox	 concealer?	 Just	 need	 a	 touch.
There,	now	I’m	beautiful.	With	makeup	I	can	express	myself:	to	put	a	face	on
—a	mask—to	play	around	with	different	looks,	and	then	to	act	different	and
connect	with	people,	to	be	popular.	The	real	me	was	messed	up	before	and	I
needed	to	lose	myself.	Or	to	be	the	real	me—what	word	did	my	shrink	use?
It’s	all	kinda	complicated,	but	not	so	much	a	big	deal	anymore,	I’ve	never	felt
happier	 being	 in	 my	 own	 skin.	 A	 late	 bloomer.	 But	 now	 I’m	 in	 control,	 I
choose	to	do	more	of	this,	I’m	not	stuck	with	it.	Maybe	I’ll	go	nude	instead.

Suddenly	Jenny	goes	very	still.	She	puts	her	 lip	gloss	carefully	onto	 the
benchtop.	 “My	 sister	 found	my	 stuff.	 [Her	 sister	 is	 so	pretty—I	wish	 I	was
her].	She	went	into	my	room	and	I’d	gone	out	and	forgot	to	lock	the	door.	She
said	she’s	going	to	tell	mum	and	dad.”	Then	barely	audible,	looking	at	herself:
“I	don’t	know	what	to	do.”

It’s	 really	quiet.	At	 first	 I’m	clueless	about	what	 to	 say.	 Jenny’s	crossed
that	line	and	her	other	family	will	go	right	over	the	edge.	I	try	not	to	blush	and
study	my	 reflection,	 a	 half-finished	 hybrid.	My	own	 journey’s	 for	 real	 now
and	I	need	to	keep	going,	day	after	day.	Sometimes	I	don’t	leave	the	flat,	but
there’s	a	pulse	in	me	that’s	been	getting	stronger	and	stronger	for	a	long	time
now,	 louder	 and	 louder,	 and	 so	 I	 can’t—won’t—stop.	 I’m	going	 to	 start	 all
over	again,	but	this	time	do	it	the	right	way.

I	smile	softly.	Being	who	you’re	born	to	be.	“Let’s	stay	in.	We’ll	talk.”
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FIRESTARTER

BY	LORIS	D’EMIC

AVI	WOULD	IMAGINE	themself	chopping	wood.	It	was	outside	a	cabin	covered
in	 snow,	 putting	 logs	 on	 a	 stump	 and	 then	 bringing	 the	 ax	 down.	 Nothing
they’d	done	in	real	life;	it	was	like	they’d	inserted	themselves	into	a	pastiche
they’d	seen	on	TV.	They	didn’t	remember	why	or	when	it	started,	but	at	times
like	these	their	brain	would	show	them	chopping	wood.

Today,	everything	felt	wrong.	The	way	their	clothes	fit,	the	way	their	body
hung.	On	some	days	they	felt	good	enough	in	the	right	clothes,	but	today	that
wasn’t	 enough.	 In	 fact,	 it	 was	 almost	making	 it	 worse.	 Their	 body	 pressed
against	denim	 in	 jeans	 that	weren’t	cut	 for	wide	hips.	Their	chest	protruded
out,	even	with	the	binder.	Their	every	movement	felt	ungainly,	they	wanted	to
hide,	to	lay	flat	like	a	plank	so	that	their	shape	was	undetectable	even	to	them.

But	 they	were	at	work.	Scurrying	around	 the	café,	 they	 tried	not	 to	 feel
their	 body	 so	 much,	 but	 most	 of	 their	 energy	 was	 going	 toward	 being
cheerful.	 As	 soon	 as	 it	 got	 to	 be	 too	 much,	 the	 ax	 would	 come	 down.
Chopping	wood,	making	a	latte,	step	by	step,	get	it	done,	time	will	pass.

“Thank	you,	miss.”	The	man	smiled	when	they	handed	him	the	cup.	They
pointed	to	the	tag	where	they’d	written	“they/them”	under	their	name.

“The	customer	is	always	right,	miss,”	he	said.

Avi	went	home	after	 their	 shift	and	 laid	down	 in	 the	dark	until	 they	 fell
asleep.



IN	THE	MORNING,	Avi	felt	like	they	had	been	fighting	for	days.	Too	exhausted
for	their	mind	to	rage	but	not	quite	at	peace.	It	was	cold,	but	that	made	the	bed
cozy.	They	were	OK	in	their	body,	under	the	covers,	and	they	worried	if	they
got	up	 they’d	feel	 the	way	 they	did	yesterday.	They	brushed	 their	chin	with
their	 fingers,	 feeling	 the	 few	 tiny	 hairs	 that	 had	 sprouted.	 Cassie,	 being
supportive,	called	it	a	beard,	but	it	was	patchy	and	thin.	Avi	didn’t	feel	good
with	it	yet.	They’d	felt	elated	when	it	first	started	to	grow,	but	lately	they	felt
too	much	like	a	teenager.	Or	a	girl	who	needed	to	tweeze.

I’m	not	a	girl,	 don’t	 talk	 to	me	 that	way,	brain.	Breathe	 in,	 chop	wood,
breathe	out.	They	gathered	their	composure	to	take	a	selfie—they’d	taken	one
every	day	 since	 starting	T.	They	weren’t	 sure	 they	were	 ever	going	 to	 look
through	the	pictures;	they	just	wanted	it	documented.

They’d	been	nervous	 to	start	HRT,	 to	 take	 the	plunge.	They’d	resisted	 it
for	a	while,	but	once	they	started	seeing	the	messages,	 they	knew	it	was	the
right	decision.	The	messages	had	happened	before,	for	other	things,	like	when
they	were	choosing	 to	go	 to	college	or	 right	before	 they	moved	out	of	 their
mom’s	house.	They’d	blink	and	see	Move	written	on	a	sign.	Scrolling	through
their	phone,	the	letters	on	somebody’s	post	would	rearrange	themselves.	Vivid
like	 the	wood	chopping,	but	 that	was	 in	 their	mind’s	eye;	 this	was	physical,
until	they	blinked	and	it	was	gone.

The	 last	 time	 it	 had	happened	was	 right	 before	 they’d	 started	hormones
—Take	testosterone	in	a	book	or	on	a	billboard.	As	soon	as	they’d	made	the
appointment	with	the	clinic	it	had	stopped.	Avi	missed	it	sometimes.	It	used	to
scare	them,	make	them	feel	like	there	was	something	wrong	with	them.	But	it
had	always	steered	 them	well.	After	 it	 stopped	 the	 last	 time,	 they	felt	 just	a
little	more	alone.

Avi	took	a	selfie	but	didn’t	look	at	it.		They	needed	to	get	up.

CASSIE	 WAS	 on	 the	 couch	 with	 her	 tea,	 blonde	 and	 stringy,	 sitting	 cross-



legged.	She	glanced	through	her	bangs	at	her	roommate.

“How	are	you?”	she	asked.

“Eh…”	Avi	trailed	off.	They	had	started	brewing	coffee	and	were	searching
for	the	mug	they	wanted,	combing	through	cupboards	and	drawers.	They	had
been	 certain	 they	 remembered	 where	 it	 was,	 but	 now	 they	 couldn’t	 find	 it
anywhere.

“Work	today?”

“Nah.	You?”

“Nah.”	Cassie	took	a	long	sip	to	the	sound	of	shifting	metal	and	glass	as
Avi	searched,	then	said,	“I’m	going	to	check	out	this	gender	discussion	group
at	Red	Letter.	You	 should	 come	with	me!	 I	 think	 they	 just	 finished	 reading
Anna’s	Wake,	 but	 you	 don’t	 have	 to	 have	 read	 it	 to	 join.	 It	 sounds	 like	 it’s
more	theory	discussion	than	book	club,	so	I	wanted	to	see	if	it’s	good.	Why
don’t	you	use	a	different	mug?”

“I	want—ah	ha—this	one!”	Avi	held	the	mug	aloft,	having	pulled	it	from
the	depths	of	a	bottom	drawer.	It	was	a	nice,	big,	homemade	ceramic	designed
by	a	friend;	a	gift	from	a	long	time	ago.

“Do	you	want	to	go?”	Cassie	said.

“To	what?”

“The	discussion	group.”

“Maybe,”	Avi	said.	Mug	acquired,	they	scrolled	through	their	phone	while
they	waited	for	the	coffee.	They	didn’t	want	to	be	the	only	trans	person	in	a
gender	theory	discussion	group.	But	they	might	not	be,	and	if	there	were	other
trans	people	there	they	could	maybe	make	some	friends.	And	they	felt	in	need
of	 that.	 Their	 roommate	was	 cis,	 as	were	 their	 coworkers,	 as	were	 the	 few
close	 friends	 they	 saw	 anymore.	 An	 ad	 they	 were	 scrolling	 past	 said	 GO!
They	 paused,	 scrolling	 past	 it	 and	 then	 back	 up	 to	 see	 if	 it	 said	 something
different—to	see	if	GO!	had	been	one	of	the	messages.	But	it	was	the	same.
An	ad	for	sneakers	or	something.

“Sure,	I’ll	go,”	they	said	to	Cassie.	She	gave	a	thumbs	up	and	took	a	sip	of



tea.

IT	 HAD	 BEEN	 three	 years	 since	 Avi	 moved	 to	 the	 city.	 It	 was	 a	 sort-of
accepting	 place,	 but	 as	 many	 L-G-B-T-Q-plus	 spaces	 as	 there	 were,	 Avi
hadn’t	 found	 a	 lot	 of	 trans	 people.	 They	 wished	 the	messages	 would	 steer
them	 toward	 some	 friends,	 but	 it	wasn’t	 something	 that	 could	 be	 conjured.
For	a	while	there	had	been	a	non-binary	support	group	which	they’d	gone	to,
but	it	was	badly	run	and	didn’t	last	long.	They’d	made	a	sort-of	friend,	Helen.
Avi	had	barely	been	out	a	month,	and	when	Helen	learned	that,	they’d	given
them	 an	 enamel	 pin	 shaped	 like	 the	 trans	 flag.	Helen	 had	 explained	 how	 it
took	them	so	long	to	accept	their	gender,	and	how	often	they	still	felt	fake.	So
here	was	a	pin	for	Avi	to	remember	themself	by.

But	Helen	had	stopped	going	to	the	support	group	before	Avi	did.	Over	a
year	 later,	 it	 seemed	 safe	 to	 say	 they’d	never	 see	 each	other	 again.	The	pin
lived	on	 the	 front	of	Avi’s	messenger	bag,	worn	gray	 canvas	with	 a	pop	of
pastel	color	right	in	the	middle.

THEY	HELD	the	strap	of	the	bag	across	their	chest	with	one	hand	and	the	pole
on	 the	 bus	 with	 another.	 They	 were	 tightly	 packed	 in	 a	 crowd	 as	 the	 bus
rolled,	 but	 at	 least	 one	 of	 the	 other	 bodies	 they	were	 smushed	 against	was
Cassie’s.	When	the	bus	stopped	short	and	the	pack	of	straphangers	all	fell	into
each	other,	Avi	wished	they’d	taken	the	car.	Of	course,	as	soon	as	they	would
have	had	to	find	parking,	they’d	wish	they’d	taken	the	bus.

Red	 Letter	 was	 a	 semi-institution,	 a	 bookstore	 that	 had	 weathered	 all
affronts	 to	 its	 business	model	over	 the	years.	 It	 had	managed	 to	 stay	 in	 the
same	 location	 since	 the	 nineties,	 in	 the	 center	 of	 the	 city,	 surrounded	 by
boutiques	with	much	higher	profit	margins.	Inside	it	sported	tall,	sleek	shelves
packed	 with	 the	 latest	 fiction	 and	 non.	 Perfect	 for	 the	 English	 major	 who
ended	 up	 in	 finance.	 The	 café	 area	was	more	 snug,	 branching	 off	 from	 the
philosophy	and	 social	 issues	 sections.	There	was	a	big	 round	 table	 reserved
for	groups,	around	which	a	few	people	were	already	sitting	when	they	walked



in.	Avi	walked	behind	Cassie,	who	introduced	them	both,	starting	the	chain	of
Hellos.	The	group	looked	to	be	mostly	older	cis	women,	not	that	Avi	ought	to
judge	from	appearances.	Someone	with	spiked	gray	hair	introduced	themself
as	Joyce,	the	facilitator.

“I’m	Avi.	I—”	They	hesitated,	anticipating.	“—use	they/them	pronouns.”

Joyce	nodded.

“Sure.	I	use	she,”	she	said,	giving	them	a	friendly	handshake.	Cassie	gave
her	name,	and	they	met	the	others	as	more	people	approached	the	group	and
joined	 the	 introductions.	 In	 the	 noise,	 Avi	 heard	 someone	 say	 a	 name	 that
used	 to	be	 theirs.	 It	 faded,	 then	popped	up	 again,	 louder	 and	pointed.	They
still	had	the	instinct	to	answer	to	it.	Whoever	was	saying	the	name	kept	doing
it,	and	eventually	they	glanced	behind	them,	just	to	see.	A	few	feet	away	was
a	woman	they	very	much	recognized,	looking	right	at	them.

“Gwen?”	Avi	said.

Gwen	 Halstad	 smiled,	 brown	 eyes	 bright,	 when	 Avi	 turned	 to	 her.	 She
looked	older	than	Avi	remembered,	but	of	course	she	would.	She	was	nearing
sixty,	same	age	as	their	mom.	But	she	had	the	same	straight	brown	hair,	same
thin	silver	jewelry	and	elegant,	dark,	draping	clothes.	She	and	Avi’s	mom	had
been	friends	for	decades,	the	kind	who	lived	near	each	other	and	were	fixtures
in	each	other’s	families.	Gwen	had	been	the	career-focused	one,	the	one	who
helped	 her	 friend	 through	 bad	 relationship	 after	 bad	 relationship.	 She	 had
guarded	 her	 against	 Avi’s	 dad	 when	 the	 divorce	 turned	 nasty,	 and	 she’d
helped	 take	care	of	her	kid.	To	Avi	she	was	Auntie,	 the	one	who	had	given
them	books	on	feminism,	told	them	that	they	could	be	anything	they	wanted
to,	and	 that	 they	didn’t	have	 to	waste	 their	 life	on	some	man.	But	everyone
got	 older	 and	 faded	 from	 each	 other,	 and	 Avi	 hadn’t	 seen	 her	 since	 they
moved	out.

Gwen	pulled	Avi	 into	a	 tight	hug.	They	both	 stepped	back,	 still	holding
each	other’s	arms.

“It’s	 been	 so	 long!”	 Gwen	 said.	 “I	 don’t	 blame	 you	 for	 not	 visiting.	 I
know	how	your	mom	can	be.	You’re	living	here?”



“Yeah.	A	couple	years	now.	I’ve	missed	you,”	Avi	said.

“I’ve	missed	you	too.	I’m	still	in	the	suburbs,	but	I	take	the	train	in	when	I
can.	 I	 love	 this	 store.”	Gwen	 gestured	 around	 her,	 then	 looked	Avi	 up	 and
down.	“You	look	different.”

“Well,	yeah.”	Avi	pursed	their	 lips.	“Did	my	mom	tell	you	about	my…”
Thing	they	thought	to	say	My	gender	thing.	Is	that	how	they’d	describe	it?	But
something	about	being	in	front	of	Gwen	made	their	words	dry	up.

“She	 mentioned	 something	 about	 you	 experimenting,”	 Gwen	 said,	 her
voice	 lower.	 She	 looked	 away	 but	 then	 back,	 perky	 again.	 “It’s	 so	 cool
running	 into	 you	 here.	 This	 is	 a	 good	 group,	 and	 it’s	 so	 important	 for	 us
feminists	to	get	together.”	She	smiled	proudly.

Everyone	else	had	taken	seats,	and	so	did	Gwen.	Avi	sat	down	last.	Cassie
raised	an	eyebrow	at	them	and	mouthed	experimenting?	Avi	shook	their	head.
They	hadn’t	even	corrected	Gwen	on	their	name.	Chop.	They	heard	the	sound
of	ax	meeting	log	almost	as	if	it	had	happened	in	the	room.

There	was	a	hush	and	Joyce	spoke.

“Thanks	 everyone	 for	 coming,	 this	 group	 discusses	 gender	 through	 the
lens	of	 literature.	Welcome	 to	our	newcomers,”	 she	nodded	at	a	 few	people
besides	 Cassie	 and	 Avi,	 then	 held	 up	 a	 glossy	 paperback	 that	 said	 Anna’s
Wake.	“Any	initial	thoughts?”

Silence.

“Did	anyone	actually	read	it?”

A	laugh	went	around	the	circle	and	people	seemed	to	relax.	One	woman
spoke	up.

“I	 liked	 it.	 I	 mean,	 I	 can	 relate.	 I	 was	 married	 for	 two	 decades.	 The
husband	stifles	Anna	and	her	house	becomes	a	prison.”

Murmurs	of	affirmation	went	around.

“I	 can’t	 relate,	 personally,	 but	 Anna’s	 pain	was	 very	 visceral,”	 said	 the
only	other	young	person,	a	bit	self-consciously.	“And	I	think	the	turn	it	took
was	really	progressive.”



“I	 don’t	 know	 how	 I	 feel	 about	 the	 whole	 lesbian-rescues-a-straight-
woman	angle,”	said	someone	wearing	nail	polish	and	three-piece	suit.

“Let’s	 talk	 about	queerness	 in	 the	 text,”	 said	 Joyce.	 “Do	people	 think	 it
was	an	empowering	depiction,	or	a	gay-savior	narrative?”

Gwen	spoke	up.

“It’s	not	queerness	 that	saves	her,	but	another	woman.	She’s	empowered
by	embracing	femaleness	and	not	allowing	men	to	define	her	anymore.”

“The	 lesbian	character	 is	pretty	masculine,”	 said	 the	person	across	 from
them.	“Since	this	book	is	from	the	sixties,	I	wondered	if	they	were	supposed
to	be	a	trans	man.”

“Oh	 please,”	Gwen	 scoffed.	 “The	 romance	 is	 about	 two	women.	 That’s
the	 point.	 Honestly,	 why	 does	 everything	 have	 to	 be	 about	 transgender
nowadays?”

Out	of	 the	corner	of	 their	eye	Avi	 saw	 that	Cassie	was	 looking	at	 them,
but	their	eyes	were	pointed	right	at	their	friend.

“Well.”	Avi’s	voice	cracked.	“I	didn’t	read	the	book,	but	there	were	trans
people	in	the	sixties	even	if	a	lot	of	them	couldn’t	be	out.”

Gwen’s	eyes	went	wide	at	Avi’s	dissention	from	her.	“Maybe	so,	but	what
does	that	have	to	do	with	anything?”

Avi	looked	at	the	person	in	the	three-piece	suit,	who’d	brought	transness
up	in	the	first	place,	but	they	didn’t	look	like	they	wanted	to	speak	anymore.

“Just	because	trans	people	weren’t	visible	doesn’t	mean	they	didn’t	exist,”
Avi	said.

“But	 this	 isn’t	 about	 transgender	people,	 it’s	about	women,”	Gwen	said,
her	tone	like	an	exasperated	mother.	“And	you	didn’t	read	the	book.”

Avi	didn’t	respond	right	away,	which	was	long	enough	for	the	facilitator
to	reign	in	 the	discussion.	Gwen	was	smirking	at	 them	but	still	with	 love	in
her	 eyes,	 an	 expression	Avi	knew	well.	They	whispered	 to	Cassie	 that	 they
were	going	to	get	coffee,	trying	to	not	break	into	a	full	sprint	away	from	the
table.	 Anxiousness	waved	 over	 them.	 So	Gwen	 didn’t	 understand,	 she	was



old,	Avi	could	talk	to	her.	This	was	Auntie	Gwen.	She’d	listen.

“What	would	you	like?”	the	cashier	at	the	café	counter	asked.

“I—”	 Avi	 brought	 their	 eyes	 to	 the	 menu	 above.	 They	 didn’t	 want
anything,	 they	 hadn’t	 even	 brought	 their	 wallet	 over.	 They	 were	 being	 the
annoying	 customer,	 but	 their	 mind	 was	 still	 raging.	 They	 felt	 a	 tap	 on	 the
shoulder	and	turned	around,	expecting	Cassie	but	seeing	Gwen	instead.

“Are	you	ok	R—?”	she	asked,	voice	soft,	but	she	said	the	name	again.

“My	name’s	not	R—	anymore,	it’s	Avi,”	they	said.

“Oh?	Well	 that’s	 fine.”	 She	 put	 a	 hand	 on	 their	 shoulder.	 “Why’d	 you
change	it?”

Avi	felt	their	heart	race.	Hadn’t	their	mom	told	her?	But	no,	she	just	said
they	 were	 experimenting.	 And	 now	 they	 had	 to	 come	 out,	 again.	 Choose
words	carefully,	don’t	be	emotional,	become	an	F.A.Q.

“I’m	trans.”

Gwen	shirked	back	as	if	Avi	had	pulled	a	knife	on	her.

“You’re	not	going	to	be	a	man?”	she	said.	Avi	took	a	breath.	They	wanted
to	 be	 at	 the	 cabin	 in	 the	 snow,	 but	 they	 needed	 to	 focus.	 Keep	 their	 voice
even,	offer	helpful	definitions.

“No.	I’m	not	a	man.	I’m	transmasculine,	which	is—”

“Sounds	like	a	man	to	me.”

“—different.	I’m	also	non-binary,	meaning	that—”

“Isn’t	that	some	sort	of	teenage	fad?	You’re	not	going	to	have	all	kinds	of
surgeries	and	whatever?”	Gwen	waved	a	hand	in	the	air.

“Well,	 frankly,”	Avi	 said,	 “the	 reason	 I	 look	different	 is	because	 I’m	on
hormone—”	They	were	 stopped	by	Gwen’s	 recoil,	her	 face	contorting	 from
bemusement	to	horror.

“You	mean	testosterone?”	she	cried.	“R—!	Why	on	Earth?”

“Please	call	me	Avi.”



Gwen	snorted,	throwing	her	hands	over	her	face	as	if	she	needed	to	shield
herself.

“I	know	I	taught	you	to	be	a	strong	woman.	I	taught	you	what	men	do	to
us.	Now,	you	hate	your	body?	You	want	to	put	some	chemical	in	you	that’ll
make	you	violent?	Erase	your	womanhood?”

It’s	a	myth	that	testosterone	makes	you	violent.	But	the	words	didn’t	come
out.	Gwen	was	like	a	tower.	They	had	seen	her	acerbity	before	and	now	it	was
turned	on	them.	They	didn’t	want	to	be	scared	of	her,	but	they	were.

“I	don’t	hate	myself,	this	is	who	I	am,”	Avi	said,	but	the	words	came	out
stilted,	and	Gwen	was	already	shaking	her	head,	her	words	flowing	freely.

“No,	 no,	 that’s	 a	 lie.	 These	 new	 gender	 things.	 See	 how	 they	 have	 you
hating	 yourself?	 Changing	 your	 name?	 A	 woman	 willingly	 putting
testosterone	in	her	body?”	Gwen’s	voice	went	higher	and	tighter	as	she	listed
each	offense.	“Where	did	you	even	get	the	idea	that	you’re	not	a	woman?	It’s
how	you	were	born.	It’s	your	biology.	But	I	guess,	you	don’t	like	it	so	you’re
becoming	a	man.	I	bet	you’ll	go	out	and	silence	women	like	me.	Try	to	tell	us
that	we’re	privileged.	Don’t	you	see	R—?	You’re	betraying	us.	Me.”

Gwen	let	out	a	breath.	A	few	people	from	the	group	were	looking	at	them,
heads	turned	like	owls	watching	from	their	seats.	The	cashier	was	pretending
not	 to	 have	witnessed	 any	 of	 it.	Avi	 felt	 like	 every	 artery	 and	 vein	 in	 their
body	was	pounding.	The	idea	of	arguing	back	was	too	much.	They	knew	what
they	 could	 say,	 should	 say,	 all	 the	 arguments.	 How	much	 hate	 would	 they
have	to	endure	before	Gwen	changed	her	mind—if	she	did	at	all?

“I’m	not	betraying—”

“You	are.”

“I	don’t	hate	women—”

“You	do.	And	don’t	turn	it	around	and	say	that	I’m	the	hateful	one.”	She
seethed.	Avi’s	face	was	flushed	and	their	eyes	watery.	Gwen	was	softer	when
she	spoke	again.	“I’m	sorry	to	have	upset	you	like	this,	here.	I	had	to	tell	you
the	truth.	I	hope	you’ll	listen.”

Avi	was	 staring,	 their	mind	no	 longer	bothering	 to	 calculate	 a	 response.



They	just	watched	as	Gwen	stood	there,	looking	at	them,	shifting,	letting	her
words	hang.	Someone	touched	them	gently	on	the	shoulder;	 this	time	it	was
Cassie.	They	let	her	guide	them	to	a	chair	in	the	café,	away	from	the	group.
They	sat,	staring	at	the	floor,	wanting	to	cry	but	not	here.	After	a	while	they
glanced	 up	 and	 saw	 Cassie	 wearing	 a	 sad	 grin,	 mouthing	 something.
Something	gone?

“What’s	gone?”

“She’s	gone,”	their	roommate	said.	Avi	lifted	their	head	up,	leaning	back
into	 the	chair.	The	cashier	was	still	pretending	not	 to	notice.	The	discussion
group	had	cleared	out.

“Home?”	 Cassie	 said.	 She	 handed	 Avi	 their	 coat	 and	 bag.	 They	 stood,
putting	 it	 over	 their	 shoulders	 like	 they	 always	 did,	 and	 that’s	 when	 they
noticed.

“Where’s	my	pin?”

The	 pin,	 the	 enamel	 trans	 flag,	 wasn’t	 there.	 Instead	 there	 was	 a	 small
hole,	frayed	canvas	cords	sticking	out,	like	whatever	had	been	there	had	been
ripped	away.

“Oh	no!”	Cassie	said.	“Let’s	see,	your	bag	was	over	there	and	then	I	got
you,	but	then	everyone	else	left	so	I	had	to	bring	your	bag	over	here—maybe
it’s	on	the	floor?”

Avi	combed	the	café,	trying	to	spot	the	blue,	pink,	and	white	on	wooden
surfaces,	 but	 couldn’t	 find	 it	 anywhere.	 Eventually	 Cassie	 put	 her	 hand	 on
Avi’s	shoulder	again,	as	if	to	say	it	really	was	time	to	leave.	Chop,	chop.	They
spent	 the	 trip	 back	 trying	 to	 stay	 composed	 until	 they	 got	 home.	 They
collapsed	into	their	bed.

When	Avi	was	eight	they	came	home	from	school	every	day	to	their	mom
screaming	at	their	dad	on	the	phone.	He	deserved	it,	they	understood	later,	but
they	hadn’t	deserved	 to	hear	 it.	One	 time	when	 this	happened	Gwen	was	at
the	house,	and	she	found	Avi,	backpack	still	on,	crying	 in	 the	middle	of	 the
living	room	floor.	She’d	 taken	 their	hands	and	hugged	 them,	calm	 in	a	way
their	mother	never	was.



Avi’s	eyes	dried	at	 some	point,	but	 they	still	 felt	 like	 they	were	 leaking.
They’d	 frozen	 in	 the	café.	Like	 they’d	been	standing	 in	 the	snow,	chopping
wood,	while	someone	took	an	ax	to	their	back.	Betrayed.	And	the	flag	pin	was
gone.	The	little	trans	flag	pin	that	Helen	had	given	them.	They	took	a	breath,
trying	 to	 clear	 the	memories	 away,	 at	 least	 for	 a	moment.	 Their	 room	was
stuffy,	but	they	didn’t	want	to	leave,	or	even	open	the	curtains.	They	opened
their	email	on	their	laptop,	and	took	a	sip	of	water.

“Dear	Gwen,”	they	typed.	Sip,	chop,	choose	your	words	carefully.

“Gwen.	I	need	you	to	know	how	hurt	I	was	by	what	you	said.	I	understand
where	you	are	coming	from,	but	I	would	appreciate	it	if	you—”

What	 did	 they	 want	 her	 to	 do?	 If	 they	 sounded	 too	 angry,	 she’d	 get
defensive,	but	if	they	sounded	too	casual	would	she	get	it?	You	understand	a
lot	about	the	people	who	hate	you,	not	the	ones	you	hate.

They’d	 send	 her	 some	 reading	material,	 some	 links.	Which	 ones?	They
opened	a	new	tab	and	stared	at	it.	They	could	remember	fragments	of	theory
and	 think	 pieces	 they’d	 read	 over	 the	 years.	Maybe	 they	 should	 have	 been
saving	 them	 to	show	 to	bigots.	 I	would	appreciate	 it	 if	 you	weren’t	a	bigot.
They	wished	 they	 had	 someone	 to	 text:	 “What	 reading	material	would	 you
give	 to	 a	 TERF	 to	 change	 their	mind?”	 Sounded	 like	 a	 fool’s	 errand	when
phrased	 like	 that.	 I	would	 appreciate	 it	 if	 you	weren’t	 hypocritical.	 I	would
appreciate	it	if	you	loved	me	enough	to	see	through	your	hate	but	apparently
your	biological	essentialist	female	purity	crap	is	more	important	than	people.
I	would	appreciate	it	if	you	weren’t	a	piece	of	shit.

They	 looked	 over	 their	 email	 again.	 But	 instead	 of	 the	words	 they	 had
typed	 the	 first	 line	 read	“Gwen	has	 it”.	Avi	blinked,	 and	 the	words	were	as
before.	They	felt	something	shoot	up	their	spine	and	land	in	the	back	of	their
brain.	They	went	back	 to	 the	other	 tab,	 and	 already	 typed	 in	 the	 search	bar
was	“Gwen	has	your	pin”.

Avi’s	 muscled	 clenched.	 They	 backed	 away	 from	 the	 screen	 but	 their
phone	buzzed.	The	text	said	“Gwen	took	the	pin.	Get	 it	back”.	Another	 text
appeared	under	it.	“Get	the	pin	back.	Get	it	back.	Go	here:”

They	 closed	 and	 reopened	 their	 texts,	 reading	 the	 most	 recent	 thread



again.

“You	are	almost	at	your	data	limit	for	this	pay	period.”

“To	stop	receiving	these	messages,	text	STOP.	Charges	may	apply.”

They	shook	their	head	and	shoulders	out.	If	this	was	the	message,	they’d
come	again.	They	went	to	the	computer,	searching	for	guides	to	their	gender
identity,	packaged	for	people	who	hated	 their	gender	 identity.	Of	course	 the
transphobic	sites	came	up.	Anyone	searching	 this	was	 just	a	click	away.	No
time	 to	 think	about	 that.	They	 found	some	articles	 they	were	 satisfied	with.
Here,	read	these,	you’ll	realize	the	error	of	your	ways	and	apologize	and	I’ll
pretend	that	it	didn’t	break	me.

They	finished	their	email.

“I	would	appreciate	it	if	you	gave	me	my	pin	back.”

They	hadn’t	typed	that.	They	blinked	to	see	if	it	would	change.

“I	would	appreciate	it	if	you	read	these.	Love,	Avi.”

WHEN	AVI	WOKE	 up	 they	 remembered	 that	 their	 pin	was	missing,	 and	 that
Auntie	 Gwen	 hated	 them.	 At	 least	 they	 had	 the	 day	 off.	 They’d	 hoped	 to
spend	 it	 enjoying	 themself,	 but	 the	 moment	 they	 remembered	 what	 had
happened	 the	 world	 was	 shrouded.	 There	 was	 nothing	 to	 do	 but	 collapse
again,	back	in	the	bed,	but	as	soon	as	they	did	they	were	antsy	to	get	up.	They
made	coffee,	but	it	felt	distinctly	unpleasurable.	What’s	to	be	sad	about?	You
didn’t	do	anything	wrong,	and	it’s	not	like	you	talked	to	Gwen	anymore.	You
can	buy	a	new	pin.	It’s	not	like	you	talk	to	Helen,	either.

Avi’s	 hips	 felt	 too	 wide.	Womanly	 curves.	 How	 could	 you	 hate	 them?
Society	tells	women	to	be	ashamed	of	our	curves,	but	we	must	embrace	them.

Who’d	said	 that	 to	 them?	They	were	 told	 they	were	a	woman,	and	 then
they’d	been	told	to	listen.

Accept	yourself,	just	as	you	are.	Why	can’t	you	accept	your	body?

Be	more	feminine.	Men	won’t	like	it	if	you	act	like	that.



You	 need	 to	 accept	 yourself.	 There’s	 nothing	 wrong	 with	 being	 a
masculine	woman.	You	don’t	need	to	label	everything.

If	 you	 didn’t	 act	 like	 a	 boy	 all	 the	 time	maybe	 the	 other	 girls	would	 be
friends	with	you.

Don’t	be	one	of	those	silly,	shallow	girls.	Don’t	be	frivolous.	Don’t	chase
after	men.

You’ll	never	get	a	man	like	that.

We	need	more	strong	women.	You	need	to	be	powerful,	and	strong.

Avi	remembered	a	story	a	trans	woman	had	told	them,	about	how	she	was
lauded	 for	 being	 A	 Strong	Woman	 until	 she	 did	 something	 the	 cis	 women
didn’t	like,	and	then	she	was	Too	Strong,	Too	Powerful,	Too	Threatening.	It
wasn’t	one	story,	it	was	many.

When	 Avi	 was	 a	 teenager	 they	 never	 wore	 skirts	 or	 heels	 or	 make-up.
Everyone	they	knew	came	down	on	one	side	or	the	other:	either	they	were	a
freak	for	defying	femininity	or	they	were	a	hero(ine).	But	it	wasn’t	a	response
or	a	statement,	they	were	just	doing	what	was	comfortable.

Accept	yourself.

I	did.

No,	you	didn’t.

Strong	against	who?	Powerful	over	who?

AVI	RUBBED	THEIR	TEMPLES,	digging	their	nails	 into	 their	skin.	They	poured
the	 coffee,	 took	 a	 sip,	 and	 left	 it.	 They	 couldn’t	 get	 their	 thoughts	 to	 stop.
They	couldn’t	stop	themself	from	feeling	like	there	was	nothing	left	in	them.

You’ll	never	get	a	man	like	that.

You’ll	never	get	your	family	to	love	you	like	that.

We	told	you	to	be	this	and	now	you	won’t,	betrayer.

Chop,	chop	chop.



THEY	HAD	ANOTHER	TEXT.

“Get	the	pin	back.	Get	it	back.	Go	here:”

And	then	an	address.

Avi	 looked	 at	 it	 on	 the	map.	 It	was	 two	or	 three	 hours	 outside	 the	 city,
probably	a	house,	near	the	town	where	they’d	grown	up	and	where	their	mom
still	 lived.	 And	 Gwen.	 It	 wasn’t	 her	 house,	 unless	 she’d	 moved,	 which	 of
course	was	 entirely	 possible.	 It	was	 in	 the	mountains;	 the	map	 showed	 the
area	around	it	as	green,	with	only	a	few	white	lines	indicating	roads.	At	least
it	 was	 on	 the	 map	 at	 all.	 The	 messages	 had	 always	 just	 given	 them
suggestions,	never	sent	them	anywhere	before.	But	listening	to	the	messages
had	always	worked	out,	hadn’t	it?

“Who	are	you?”	they	texted	back.	But	they	had	to	blink	at	some	point,	and
after	they	did	they	saw	only	messages	about	their	data	plan.

Cassie	came	out	of	her	bedroom.

“He-ey,”	she	said	softly.	“How	are	you	doing?”

“Ok.”

“Sorry	I	dragged	you	to	that	group,”	she	said.

“You	didn’t,	I	decided	to	go,”	they	said.	“Do	you	think	Gwen	could	have
stolen	my	pin?”

Cassie	shrugged.

Avi	opened	 and	 closed	 their	 texts,	 hoping	 to	 see	 something	 again.	They
looked	 around,	waiting	 for	 some	writing	 to	 rearrange	 itself.	 Nothing.	 They
went	 to	 their	 texts,	 again,	 in	 vain.	 But,	 the	 address	 was	 still	 plugged	 into
maps.

“I	might	take	the	car	for	the	day,”	they	said.

“You	should!”	said	Cassie,	chipper.

Avi	 didn’t	 want	 to	 buy	 another	 pin.	 They	 didn’t	 want	 to	 let	 Gwen	 get



away	with	ripping	it	from	their	bag,	like	she	had	a	right	to	touch	anything	of
theirs	at	all.

IT	WAS	 a	 cold	 day	 and	was	 going	 to	 be	 even	 colder	where	Avi	was	 going.
They	 put	 on	 their	 warmest	 coat	 and	 boots,	 and	 stuck	 water	 and	 a	 bag	 of
popcorn	in	the	backseat	of	their	father’s	old,	red	jeep.	Road	trip.

It	was	kind	of	 stupid,	but	 they	knew	 the	area	 they	were	going	 to,	 if	not
that	particular	part	of	the	mountains.	Once	they	were	driving,	alone,	listening
to	music,	they	felt	a	little	better.	An	electrical	current	surged	under	their	skin.
They	were	on	a	mission.	They’d	fix	it.

They	 didn’t	 drive	 too	 much	 in	 the	 city;	 it	 was	 all	 battling	 traffic	 and
finding	parking.	Today	 there’d	be	 long	 roads	 and	 trees.	The	 car	 sputtered	 a
bit,	like	it	hadn’t	exercised	in	a	while,	but	on	the	highway	it	drove	smoothly.
They	worried	that	they’d	start	seeing	messages	in	the	road	signs.

“That’s	 unsafe,”	 they	 said,	 as	 if	 to	 someone.	 But	 letters	 stayed	 as	 they
should.	They	avoided	their	hometown	as	best	they	could,	skirting	around	all-
too-familiar	territory,	even	if	it	took	them	a	little	longer.	It	started	to	snow	on
one	of	 their	detours.	Then	 they	had	 to	 rely	on	 the	GPS,	no	 longer	knowing
where	 they	were	driving	 to.	They	drove	 through	suburban	streets,	 then	 long
roads	with	houses	set	into	the	woods,	then	farther	up,	trekking	a	few	steeper
inclines.	 They	weren’t	 losing	 service	 yet,	 so	 that	was	 something.	 The	GPS
told	them	to	make	a	left	at	Spruce	Road,	not	that	anything	marked	it	as	such.
They	couldn’t	even	see	 it	until	 they	were	almost	on	top	of	 it,	obscured	as	 it
was	 by	 snowy	 branches.	 But	 it	 was	 the	 only	 way	 to	 turn.	 The	 road	 was
gravelly,	barely	enough	room	for	a	single	car	to	pass.	The	snow	was	coming
down	now,	but	there	was	plenty	of	daylight.

Spruce	Road	ended	 in	a	singular	building,	a	one-story	cabin	set	 into	 the
forest	with	a	stone	chimney	and	a	wooden	porch	running	all	the	way	around
it.	There	didn’t	appear	to	be	anyone	there;	at	least,	there	were	no	other	cars.
Avi	turned	the	jeep	off,	and	the	world	was	quieter	than	they’d	experienced	in
a	 long	 time.	 Through	 puffy	 snowflakes	 they	 saw	 that	 the	 windows	 of	 the



cabin	were	dark.	This	was	where	 the	GPS	said	 they	ought	 to	be.	Of	course,
they’d	 gotten	 the	 address	 from—something—the	 universe,	 god,	 their
subconscious.	Who	knew	how	reliable	that	was.

They	took	their	bag	as	they	got	out	of	the	car.	They	wanted	to	point	to	the
spot	where,	so	clearly,	the	pin	had	been	torn.	Their	shoes	hit	the	ground,	cold
and	wet.	 They	walked	 up	 and	 knocked	 on	 the	 door,	 thankful	 for	 the	 porch
covering	at	least.	They	knocked	again,	calling	out	“Hello”.	They	peered	in	but
there	 were	 no	 lights	 on.	 They	 looked	 around	 the	 entrance	 for	 a	 sign,	 a
mailbox,	anything	indicating	whose	cabin	it	might	be,	but	nothing.	It	wasn’t
run	down,	just	empty.

The	wind	picked	up,	blowing	their	hood	off,	and	a	flurry	of	snow	hit	them
in	the	face.	Avi	wiped	themself	with	their	sleeve.	It	was	really	coming	down,
and	no	one	was	home,	and	they’d	come	here	based	on	what	must	have	been	a
hallucination.	They	got	back	in	the	car,	checking	their	texts	again.	There	had
to	be	one	that	actually	said	what	they	remembered	reading.	How	else	would
they	have	gotten	this	address?	Some	of	it	had	to	be	real.

But	 it	was	 just	 automated	 texts	 from	 the	phone	company.	A	 thread	with
Cassie,	a	few	coworkers,	friends,	going	back	farther,	scrolling	through	a	 list
of	 names	 of	 people	 they’d	 once	 had	 contact	with.	They	 stopped	when	 they
saw	 Helen’s	 name.	 It	 must	 have	 been	 the	 last	 they	 ever	 talked.	 Just	 some
pleasantries:	 “We	should	hang	out!”	Avi	wanted	 to	 text	 them	about	missing
them	or	how	the	pin	meant	so	much	and	now	they’d	lost	 it.	They	wanted	to
say	that	so	badly,	but	you	don’t	 just	 talk	 to	acquaintances	 like	 that,	do	you?
Except	Helen	was	special.	They’d	said:	you’ll	feel	like	a	fraud,	remember	that
you’re	not.	No	one	else	told	Avi	things	like	that.

They	turned	the	key.	The	engine	revved,	then	puttered	out.	They	turned	it
again,	and	a	sinking	feeling	came	over	them.	They	tried	it	a	few	more	times,
just	to	delay	going	out,	but	they	had	to.	They	popped	the	hood,	unable	to	see
clearly	 through	 the	 flurries,	but	 they	could	 tell	 the	problem	was	 the	battery.
They	had	jumper	cables	in	the	back,	just	no	one	to	jump	from.

“Fuck.”

They	got	back	 in	 the	car,	 shivering.	But	 their	phone	was	working.	They



were	probably	going	to	run	over	their	data—isn’t	 that	what	those	texts	were
about?	They	should	have	paid	attention	to	reality.	Now	they	had	to	call	a	tow
truck	and	pay	who	knows	how	much	to	get	back	home.

“Hi.”	They	called	a	local	number	they’d	found.	“I	just	need	a	jump.	Can
you	do	that?”

“Certainly.	Where	are	you,	ma’am?”

Chop.	They	gave	the	address.

“Ok.	We	can	get	you	before	 tonight,	 but	with	 the	 snow	 it’ll	 be	 a	while.
Lots	of	calls,	bad	roads.	You	near	a	building?”

“Yeah.”

“I’d	wait	it	out	inside,	if	you	can.”

The	call	ended.	Avi	 looked	at	 the	 time.	“Before	 tonight”	could	be	hours
and	hours.	And	it	was	cold.	They	went	back	to	the	front	door,	knocking	again.
They	 tried	 the	knob.	They	 looked	under	 the	mat	 they	were	 standing	on	and
found	a	key.	The	door	opened.	Avi	grabbed	at	the	wall	until	they	felt	a	light
switch,	 but	 nothing	 happened	when	 they	 flipped	 it.	 Putting	 the	 key	 in	 their
coat	pocket,	they	turned	on	their	phone’s	flashlight.

Inside	wasn’t	much	warmer	than	outside,	to	Avi’s	chagrin.	They	shone	the
flashlight	 around.	 It	 was	 plain	 house,	 with	 some	 kitschy	 mountain
paraphernalia.	Fake	deer	horns	(or	were	they	real?)	on	the	wall.	Kitchen	to	the
right,	 living	 room	to	 the	 left,	 furniture	 that	was	old	but	not	 run	down.	They
poked	around,	hoping	to	find	some	indication	of	who	actually	lived	there.	If
the	person	came	home—even,	perhaps	especially,	if	it	was	Gwen,	what	would
they	 say?	 My	 GPS	 malfunctioned?	 The	 car	 died?	 God	 or	 the	 universe	 or
whatever	told	me	to	come	here?

Maybe,	 they	 thought,	 the	 pin	 was	 in	 here,	 even	 if	 Gwen	 wasn’t.	 They
began	 another	 search.	 They	 opened	 drawers	 and	 poked	 through	 cupboards.
They	sifted	through	all	the	corny	kitchenware—butter	dish	shaped	like	a	cow,
plates	with	windmills	 on	 them.	They	 looked	 through	 linen	 closets,	 and	 in	 a
bathroom	inexplicably	decorated	with	seashells.	They	didn’t	find	the	pin.	But
there	were	no	personal	effects,	 just	dusty	tchotchkes.	No	mail,	no	computer,



no	clothes	 in	 the	closet.	Probably	a	vacation	home	or	 rental.	Did	 that	make
them	less	of	an	intruder?	They	might	need	to	spend	hours	more	in	here.

In	the	living	room	was	a	fireplace,	still	holding	piles	of	ash.	Next	to	it	was
a	holder	for	fresh	logs,	though	only	one	lay	there,	lonely.	The	stubble	on	Avi’s
chin	itched.	They	ran	their	nails	through	it,	feeling	each	hair.	There	could	be
more	logs	in	the	back.	From	the	window	it	looked	like	the	snow	might	have
stopped.	Avi	opened	the	door	to	see	that	was	true,	but	the	car,	 the	yard,	and
the	woods	were	covered	in	a	blanket	of	snow	few	inches	thick.	They	walked
around	the	house	under	 the	porch,	watching	where	 the	horizon	of	snow	met
the	line	of	 trees.	When	they	reached	the	back,	 they	saw	a	pile	of	uncut	 logs
stacked	against	the	side,	along	with	an	ax.	A	few	feet	away	was	a	stump.

Avi	knew	their	legs	would	be	soaked,	but	they	trudged	in	anyway,	clearing
the	snow	off	the	stump.	They	felt	a	sense	of	déjà	vu.	The	carried	over	one	of
the	uncut	logs	and	the	ax.	The	log	was	awkward	to	carry	and	the	ax	top	heavy.
They	 struggled	 to	 steady	 the	 log	 on	 the	 stump.	 The	 physical	 reality	 was
jarring,	but	it	felt	right.	They	had	always	imagined	themself	as	holding	the	ax
all	 the	way	back,	 swinging	 it	 over	 their	 head	 and	down.	 Is	 that	 how	 it	was
really	done?

They	 lifted	 the	 ax	 up—it	 felt	 unwieldy.	 They	 probably	 didn’t	 have	 the
right	gloves	or	something,	or	maybe	their	arm	muscles	were	too	new.	As	long
as	they	didn’t	drop	the	blade	in	the	wrong	spot.	They	brought	it	down	and	it
wedged	deep	into	the	log.	They	had	to	jostle	it	more	than	a	few	times	to	get	it
out.	Repeat,	until	the	log	split	in	two.	They	gathered	more	uncut	logs.

When	Avi	had	 imagined	 themselves	chopping	 they	 sometimes	 saw	 their
arms	bring	the	ax	down,	and	sometimes	they	saw	themself	as	if	from	afar,	and
sometimes	 they	 just	 heard	 the	 sound	 of	 the	 ax	 blade	 through	 the	 air.	 	Now
they	 saw	 out	 at	 the	 line	 of	 trees,	 at	 the	 shadows	 of	 the	 mountains	 in	 the
distance	and	the	gray-white	sky.	Chop,	chop,	chop.	It	was	a	nice	kind	of	cold
out	now,	with	the	beauty	of	the	place	and	promise	of	fire	at	the	end.

Only	when	 their	 arms	were	 tired	 and	 the	 light	was	getting	 low	did	 they
realize	 they	 hadn’t	 thought	 about	 anything	 but	 chopping	 wood	 since	 they
started.	Nice	 to	know	it	 really	worked.	The	pile	was	bigger	 than	 they	could



carry	in	one	trip,	but	they	brought	it	all	inside.	They	stacked	a	few	logs	in	the
fireplace	 and	 used	 a	 lighter	 from	 the	 kitchen.	The	 fire	 shot	 up,	 basking	 the
cabin	in	a	red-orange	glow.	Avi	sat	beside	it,	relaxing	into	the	warmth.

WHEN	 THE	 FIRE	 turned	 to	embers,	Avi	 turned	 the	flashlight	on	again.	 It	was
dusk.	Headlights	illuminated	the	front	windows,	and	they	opened	the	door	to
a	 truck	pulled	up	 to	 their	car.	A	man	 in	heavy	snow	boots	and	a	 thick	hood
stepped	out.

“You	called	for	a	jump?”

“Yes.”

They	cleared	the	snow	off	 their	car	while	he	set	up	the	cables,	and	soon
the	 jeep	was	running	again.	They	paid,	 trying	not	 think	about	 the	price,	and
the	truck	was	off	to	rescue	some	other	snow-ridden	people.	For	a	second,	Avi
considered	staying	 in	 the	cabin	 longer.	They	could	 leave	 the	car	going	for	a
few	minutes	 to	 charge	 the	 battery,	 then	make	 another	 fire,	 look	 for	 the	 pin
again—but	no.	They	smothered	 the	embers,	 locked	 the	door,	and	placed	 the
key	under	the	mat	where	they’d	found	it.	Back	in	their	car	they	cued	up	the
GPS	for	the	return	home,	feeling	stress	like	white	noise.

They	headed	down	 the	 narrow	 road,	 thankful	 that	 the	 truck	had	plowed
through	the	snow	first.	Another	set	of	headlights	came	toward	them	and	Avi
pulled	to	the	side.	The	other	car	passed	by	so	slowly	they	could	clearly	see	the
driver.

Avi	slammed	their	weight	on	the	horn.

Gwen	 stopped	 her	 car,	 looking	 up	 in	 shock.	 Avi	 rolled	 their	 window
down.

“Give	 me	 back	 my	 pin!”	 they	 shouted.	 Their	 voice	 sounded	 almost
foreign	 to	 them.	They	weren’t	 sure	when	 they	 had	 last	 heard	 themself	 yell.
Gwen	rolled	her	window	down	too.

“R—!	What	are	you	talking	about?”

“Don’t	call	me	 that!	You	stole	my	pin	off	my	bag	so	give	 it	back!”	Avi



had	worried	that	they	would	flounder	if	they	saw	her,	but	it	was	as	if	whatever
had	caused	 them	 to	 freeze	before	was	 switched	off.	They	grabbed	 their	bag
and	got	out	of	the	car.	They	thought	Gwen	might	drive	away,	but	she	got	out
too,	her	well-cut	coat	and	well-designed	boots	cut	a	sleek	figure	in	the	snow.
They	faced	each	other,	headlights	bright,	the	woods	pitch	black.

“How	did	you	know	I	would	be	coming	here?”	Gwen	said.

“I	was	just	up	there.	Don’t	ask	how,”	Avi	said,	holding	their	bag	out	and
pointing	to	the	hole.	“You	ripped	out	my	pin.”

“I	have	no	idea	what	you’re	talking	about.”	Gwen	sliced	her	hand	across
the	air.

“My	trans	flag	pin.	I	wear	it	on	my	bag	and	you	stole	it	because	you	hate
it,	and	me,	just	because—”

“I	read	your	email,”	Gwen	said,	cutting	Avi	off.	“I	don’t	like	that	you’re
hurt	R—	but	I	can’t	accept	what	you’re	doing.”

Avi	snorted.	“Just	give	it	back.	I	don’t	have	time	for	this.”

“How	 did	 you	 find	 me?”	 Gwen’s	 face	 was	 half	 lit	 by	 shadow,	 half	 by
headlight.	She	stood	with	her	hands	 in	her	pockets,	shoulders	back,	silently.
Avi	could	hear	only	their	own	boots	crunch	the	snow	as	they	shifted.	Someone
told	me,	a	hallucination,	the	universe,	god,	or	whatever.

“I	don’t	know,”	they	said	with	a	shrug	and	a	tight	smile.

“How	is	that	possible?”

“Maybe	there	are	things	you	don’t	understand.”

Gwen	took	a	step	closer	to	Avi,	and	for	a	moment	matched	a	memory	Avi
had	 of	 her.	 In	 the	memory	 they	 felt	 safe,	 saw	 the	 old	Gwen	 that	 had	 loved
them.	But	there	wasn’t	an	old	and	a	new,	not	really.	This	Gwen	and	that	were
the	same.	Always	had	been.	No	change,	just	different	parts	showing.

“I	don’t	have	your	pin.	Even	if	I	had	taken	it,	I	would	have	thrown	it	 in
the	trash,”	she	said.	She	got	back	in	her	car	and	continued	up	the	road.

Avi’s	car	hummed.		Gwen	would	get	to	the	cabin	to	find	it	still	warm	with
freshly	chopped	firewood,	enough	to	last	her	all	night.			



They	drove	away.	It	was	done	with.	If	they	saw	anymore	messages	about
the	pin	they’d	ignore	them.	The	nighttime	mountain	road	was	peaceful.	When
they	remembered	this	incident	they	could	remember	just	the	part	where	they
were	at	the	cabin,	building	themself	a	fire.

The	road	got	wider,	as	 the	tree	 line	receded,	replaced	by	streetlights	and
telephone	poles.	Avi	stopped	for	gas.	They	were	perusing	snacks	in	the	station
when	 they	 noticed	 something	 familiar	 about	 a	 person	 standing	 in	 the	 aisle.
When	they	turned	their	head	Avi	could	tell	it	was	Helen.	Their	hair	was	bright
blue	now,	 tied	 in	a	bun,	and	 they	were	somehow	surviving	 the	weather	 in	a
jacket	 covered	 in	 band	 patches.	 But	 they	 either	 didn’t	 notice	 or	 didn’t
recognize	Avi,	and	they	brought	what	they	were	buying	to	the	counter.	They
watched	 as	 they	 paid	 and	 walked	 through	 the	 automatic	 doors.	 Then	 Avi
sprinted,	a	few	quick	leaps	to	catch	up	with	them.

“Helen!”

They	stopped,	smiling	curiously	as	they	registered	Avi.

“Hey!”	they	said.	“Didn’t	expect	to	see	you	here.”

“I	 didn’t	 expect	 to	 see	 you!”	 Avi	 said,	 their	 voice	 urgent	 and	 nearly
laughing.	“I’m	sorry,	it’s	just—you	had	given	me	this	pin	that	meant	a	lot	to
me	but	someone	stole	it.	Someone	who	I	trust	and—my	point	is	that	I’ve	been
thinking	about	you	recently.”

Helen	laughed.	Avi	hoped	they	weren’t	making	them	nervous.

“That	 sounds	 awful.	 But	 I’m	 glad	 you	 liked	 the	 pin?”	 They	 shrugged.
Their	gaze	was	steady,	eyes	deep	brown,	like	Avi’s.

“Yeah,”	Avi	said.	Silence	settled	over	them,	in	the	bright	yellow	light	and
smell	of	petroleum.

“Look,	 there’s	 not	 a	 ton	 of	 other	 trans	 people	 around	 here,”	Helen	 said
finally,	“so	we	should	hang	out	sometime.	Not	 that	 I	only	want	 to	hang	out
with	you	because	of	that—”

“Of	course!”	Avi	chirped.

“I’ll	buy	you	a	new	pin,”	Helen	said.



“Oh!	No,	you	don’t—”	They	protested,	but	Helen’s	expression	was	soft.
Their	eyes	lingered	on	Avi	for	a	moment	before	they	said	they	needed	to	get
going.

“But	really,	let’s	hang	out.	Text	me.	Or	I’ll	text	you.	Really,”	they	said,	the
last	 word	 ringing	 out	 over	 the	 concrete	 as	 they	 walked	 to	 their	 car.	 Avi
paused,	 letting	 themself	 watch	 them	 walk,	 letting	 themself	 feel	 their	 heart
reverberating.	They	were	just	exhausted	enough	to	let	elation	in.

They	 got	 back	 in	 the	 jeep	 and	 turned	 the	 key.	 The	 engine	 started,	 no
problem.	The	GPS	would	guide	them	home.	The	road	had	been	plowed	since
the	snow,	though	still	there	weren’t	a	lot	of	cars	out.	Easy	drive.

Maybe	they	and	Helen	wouldn’t	actually	meet	up,	it	was	just	one	of	those
things.	Maybe	 the	messages	would	 tell	 them	what	 to	do,	or	 stop	 forever,	or
start	 up	 every	 now	 and	 then	 to	 steer	 them	 in	 a	 strange	 direction.	 They	 had
work	in	the	morning,	which	would	be	tough	to	get	through,	but	that	was	how
things	were.	 They’d	 feel	 dysphoric	 again	 and	 then	 they	wouldn’t,	 and	 then
they	would.	Ax	up,	ax	down,	repeat.	Gwen	would	disappear	from	their	life,	or
they’d	see	her	again,	and	 fight.	Or	maybe	even	 their	maybes	were	off-base,
and	something	would	happen	that	 they	couldn’t	even	conceive	of	right	now,
twenty-four	years	old	on	the	road	home	from	the	mountains	on	a	cold	night.

Avi	thought	then	that	they	wouldn’t	want	a	different	life.	This	was	theirs
and	they	could	see	sometimes,	through	the	cracks	and	sidesteps,	the	beauty	in
it.	The	kind	 that	 there	weren’t	easy	words	for,	but	when	you	saw	it	you	felt
something	rare.	They	settled	into	that	feeling	for	as	long	as	they	could.



AND	NOW	FROM	OUR	GUEST	EDITOR…
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ALU

BY	ASH	ROBERTS

ALU’S	 STOMACH	 GRUMBLED.	 She	 hadn’t	 eaten	 in—what	 was	 it—two,	 three
days?	The	 last	 time	she	went	 this	 long	without	food	was	when	she’d	 turned
ten	 and	 found	 herself	 on	 the	 streets.	 When	 Ace	 found	 her,	 he’d	 promised
she’d	never	go	hungry	again.	For	two	years	he’d	kept	that	promise.	Now,	she
was	alone	again.

Alu	had	hoped	to	be	able	to	buy	food	from	other	travelers.	She	never	got
close	enough	to	even	ask.

She	wore	her	sash	over	her	left	shoulder,	just	like	every	other	elven	girl	in
Darneta.	She	wore	her	chest	wrap	and	stuffed	it	with	spare	socks	to	give	the
impression	of	having	breasts.

But	her	 face	gave	her	away,	every	 time.	The	squareness	of	 the	 jaw.	The
fact	 that	 her	 chin	 looked	 rough	 just	 hours	 after	 scraping	 off	 that	 unwanted
hair.	They	were	the	reasons	she	hated	mirrors.

Ace	 said	 that	dwarven	women	 looked	no	different	 from	elven	men.	Alu
didn’t	 think	 that	 she	 could	 go	 through	 life	 with	 a	 beard,	 but	 if	 she	were	 a
dwarf,	 she	wouldn’t	 be	 hungry	 right	 now.	The	 visible	 portions	 of	 her	 body
wouldn’t	betray	her	like	they	did	right	now	and	every	moment	of	her	life.

Her	 stomach	 complained	 again.	 Judging	 by	 the	 sun,	 she’d	 reach	 the
capitol	city	of	Tadora	 just	 in	 time	 for	 lunch.	She	didn’t	 actually	know	what
time	the	hatching	was.	Just	that	the	ceremony	that	bonded	newly	born	dragons



to	their	riders	was	today.

Probably	today.	Doubt	 that	she’d	held	at	bay	 the	weeks	she’d	 journeyed
across	the	country	crept	into	her	mind.	What	would	she	do	if	she	missed	it?
Would	Ace	take	her	back	or	kick	her	to	the	streets	like	her	parents	had?	He’d
been	the	one	to	suggest	the	trip,	and	even	provisioned	her	for	it,	but	very	few
left	the	thieves	guild.	Alu	never	heard	of	somebody	coming	back	again.

Something	 bothered	 her	 about	 the	 sky,	 however,	 and	 she	 looked	 again.
With	a	start,	she	realized	the	problem.	Not	a	single	dragon	flew	overhead.	In
the	weeks	of	her	trip,	the	beasts	in	the	air	had	been	her	constant	companions.
Now	that	she	was	this	close	to	the	hatching	grounds,	their	absence	could	only
mean	one	thing.	They	were	already	there.	Alu	ignored	her	hunger	and	skirted
the	outer	walls	of	Tadora,	aiming	directly	for	her	destination.

For	an	underground	cavern,	 the	hatching	grounds	were	easy	to	find.	The
wide,	 paved	 road	 leading	 from	 the	 capitol	 for	 dignitaries	 to	 watch	 the
ceremony	pointed	toward	it	like	an	arrow.	A	single	heavyset	elf	in	Dragoneer
flying	leathers	guarded	the	entrance.	He	wasn’t	exactly	fat	but	had	the	look	of
someone	 who	 dealt	 with	 too	 much	 stress	 and	 too	 little	 exercise.	 Sweat
glistened	 off	 his	 ebony	 skin	 and	 a	 metal	 hook	 replacing	 his	 right	 hand
gleamed	 in	 the	sunlight.	He	 looked	much	older	 than	Ace	had	described,	but
otherwise	he	matched	the	description	she’d	been	given.

Alu	took	a	deep	breath	and	approached.	“Hello,	sir.	I’m—”

“Begone,	 beggar,”	 the	Dragoneer	 said.	 “I’ll	 not	 have	 you	 bothering	 the
nobility.”

She	huffed.	“I’m	no	such	thing.	I’ve	never	resorted	to	begging…	in	a	long
time.”	She	recalled	the	desperate	weeks	after	her	parents	told	her	she	could	no
longer	 come	 home.	 If	 Ace	 hadn’t	 taken	 her	 under	 his	 grandfatherly	 wing,
she’d	have	never	lasted	the	winter.

Thinking	of	her	mentor	reminded	her,	and	she	reached	into	her	bag.	Faster
than	 she	 thought	possible,	 the	man	pulled	a	knife	 from	a	 sheath	on	his	belt
and	closed	the	twenty	feet	between	them,	holding	the	blade	inches	from	her
face.



She	 dropped	 her	 bag	 and	 took	 a	 step	 back	with	 her	 hands	 in	 the	 air.	 “I
weren’t	gonna.”

But	 he	 wasn’t	 looking	 at	 her.	 His	 gaze	 was	 fixed	 on	 her	 bag	 and	 the
contents	that	had	fallen	out.	The	dagger	Ace	had	given	her	sat	on	top.

The	bronze	blade	looked	as	if	it	hadn’t	been	sharpened	in	her	lifetime.	It
wasn’t	a	weapon	for	her	 to	use,	but	a	gift	 to	give	to	the	Dragoneer	Colonel.
Alu	found	her	voice.	“You’re	Authand,	right?	Ace	wanted	me	to	give	that	to
you.”

He	looked	up	at	her	and	back	at	the	dagger.	He	scooped	it	up	and	slid	it
into	a	pocket.	“Ace,	huh?	I’d	have	thought	the	law	would	of	caught	up	to	the
old	fool	by	now.”

She	bristled	by	his	description	of	her	mentor.	“Law’s	not	smart	enough	to
catch	ol’	Ace.”

“Careful,	girl.	I’m	part	of	the	law.”

Alu	gulped.	In	her	homeland,	Dragoneers	were	separate	from	the	police,
but	not	all	of	the	kingdoms	made	that	distinction.

Suddenly,	 he	 guffawed.	 “Any	 member	 of	 Ace’s	 gang	 would	 have
defended	him,	too.	Heck,	I	said	the	same	thing	when	I	ran	with	him.”

She	blinked.	Ace	hadn’t	described	how	he	knew	the	Colonel,	just	that	the
man	now	before	her	owed	him	a	favor.	“He	said	that	you’d	let	me	become	a
dragon	rider.”

Authand’s	 face	 became	 serious.	 “I’m	 sorry	 he	 told	 you	 that.	 That’s	 a
bigger	ask	than	returning	my	property	to	me	is	worth.”	A	faint	roar	came	from
inside	the	cavern.	“Now	if	you	excuse	me,	I	have	to	get	inside.	The	hatching
is	about	to	start.”

“Please,	sir.”	She	grabbed	a	buckle	on	his	vest	as	he	turned	from	her.	“I’m
not	really	suited	for	Ace’s	way	of	 life.	Some	of	his	gang	have	an	unhealthy
interest	in	me.	And	Ace	ain’t	gonna	be	around	forever	to	protect	me.	He	said
this	was	my	best	chance	for	living	the	life	I’m	meant	for.”

A	series	of	emotions	flashed	over	his	face.	“It’s	not	something	I	can	just



give.	A	chance	to	become	a	Dragoneer	has	to	be	earned.”

“Well,	how	can	I	earn	it?	I’ll	do	anything,”	she	told	him,	letting	go	of	his
clothing.	“Well,	not	quite	anything.”	She	shivered	at	the	recollection	of	some
of	the	offers	she’d	received	on	the	road.

He	 frowned.	 “That’s	not	 something	you	need	 to	worry	about	 from	me.”
Another	roar	came	from	inside.	“Tell	you	what.	If	you	retrieve	this	glove	for
me,	you	can	come	inside.	A	dragon	will	have	to	choose	you,	still.”

Authand	 pulled	 the	 leather	 glove	 off	 his	 remaining	 hand	with	 his	 teeth.
With	a	 toss	 that	didn’t	seem	to	have	enough	effort	 in	 it,	he	lofted	it	 into	the
air.	 It	arced	and	landed	on	top	of	 the	golden	dragon	finial	atop	the	flagpole,
several	feet	away.

Without	 another	 word,	 he	 descended	 into	 the	 darkness	 of	 the	 cavern’s
mouth.	 His	 voice	 echoed	 softly	 from	 inside.	 “Lewon,	 keep	 an	 eye	 on	 our
guest.	If	she	succeeds,	let	her	in.”

A	few	moments	later,	a	blonde	elven	boy	just	a	few	years	older	than	her
twelve	 summers	 emerged.	He	 gave	 her	 a	 bland	 smile,	 the	 kind	 that	 people
gave	 when	 they	 knew	 they	 were	 supposed	 to	 be	 pleasant	 but	 really	 didn’t
understand	why.	Leaning	 against	 the	 entrance,	 he	 pulled	 a	 handful	 of	 small
rocks	out	of	a	purse	and	promptly	ignored	her.

Alu	 recognized	 them	 immediately.	 Runecubes	 were	 banned	 in	 most
kingdoms	but	that	didn’t	stop	people	from	losing	their	life	savings	gambling
with	them.	Some	believed	the	cubes	had	a	magic	that	kept	people	addicted	to
them.	Ace	ejected	from	the	gang	anyone	caught	playing	the	game.

She	 filed	 the	 information	 away.	Alu	had	never	 been	 a	 particularly	 good
thief,	but	Ace	had	at	least	impressed	on	her	the	need	to	always	pay	attention
because	you	never	knew	what	would	be	helpful	later.

She	 returned	her	 attention	 to	 the	 flagpole.	 It	 reached	 fifty	 feet	 high	 and
was	three	inches	in	diameter.	She	shook	it.	The	top	wobbled	but	not	enough	to
free	the	glove.	She	shimmied	up	a	few	feet	but	slid	back	to	the	ground.

“You	know	how	I’m	supposed	to	do	this?”	she	called	out	to	the	boy.

He	smirked.	“Yeah,	it’s	easy	to	do	from	the	back	of	a	dragon.”



“I	don’t	have	a	dragon.”

“That’s	 why	 Authand	 uses	 the	 flagpole	 as	 a	 test.	 Always	 your	 kind
showing	up	looking	for	a	chance	to	join	up.	If	you	were	Dragoneer	material,
we	 would	 have	 sought	 you	 out	 instead.”	 He	 returned	 his	 attention	 to	 the
runecubes.

She	kicked	the	pole.	It	rang	out	with	a	deep	thrum	but	had	no	other	effect.
Despite	what	Ace	had	said	about	him,	Authand	wasn’t	giving	her	a	chance.
He’d	played	a	trick	on	her	to	shut	her	up	and	get	her	out	of	his	hair.

She	studied	 the	boy.	Even	playing	against	himself,	he	still	 seemed	 to	be
losing	his	game.	“How	much	you	in	the	hole	for?”

“What	are	you	talking	about?”	He	grunted	without	looking	up.

Alu	marched	 up	 to	 him.	 “Every	 player	 loses	 if	 they	 play	 long	 enough.
How	much	do	you	owe	your	runecube	dealer?”

He	didn’t	answer	her,	so	she	pressed	on.	“I	hear	that	runecube	dealers	will
sometimes	take	fingers	as	payment.”

Lewon	scowled.	“Not	as	payment.	As	warning.	What’s	it	to	you?”

“I’ve	got	three	gold	pieces	left.	You’re	a	Dragoneer.	That	means	you	got	a
dragon	and	can	reach	the	glove.	Get	it	for	me	and	they	are	yours.”

Lewon	lunged	at	her,	but	she	was	too	fast	and	scooted	away.	He	pulled	a
knife,	similar	 to	 the	one	Authand	had	wielded	earlier,	but	he	didn’t	seem	as
adept	 at	 it	 as	 the	 Colonel.	 Now	 that	 she’d	 ceded	 the	 dagger,	 Alu	 didn’t
actually	have	a	weapon	to	defend	herself.

No	weapon	save	for	her	wits	and	two	years	of	training	under	the	tutelage
of	the	most	famous	criminal	in	all	Darneta.	

She	danced	around	him	as	he	came	after	her,	waiting	for	her	chance.	With
each	attack,	she	analyzed	him	for	weaknesses	and	patterns.	A	moment	 later,
she	had	her	chance.

As	he	lunged,	instead	of	ducking	away,	she	rolled	under	him	and	flipped
the	boy,	 leveraging	his	 size	against	him.	The	knife	 flew	 from	his	hand,	and
she	recovered	it	before	he	regained	his	balance.



She	pointed	the	blade	in	his	direction.	“Get	the	glove	and	I’ll	still	give	you
the	money.	Authand	will	never	have	to	know	that	you	were	disarmed	by	a	girl
half	your	size.”

“I	don’t	see	any	girls,	here,”	he	spat.

Her	knuckles	 turned	white	 as	 she	gripped	 the	knife	harder.	The	Colonel
had	acknowledged	her	femininity,	giving	her	hope	about	the	Dragoneer	Corp.
But	 if	 this	 punk	was	willing	 to	misgender	 her	with	 a	 knife	 pointed	 at	 him,
there	probably	wasn’t	as	much	tolerance	inside	that	cave	as	she’d	hoped.

She	 took	a	step	 toward	him.	He	backed	away	but	 found	himself	pressed
against	 an	 outcropping	 of	 rock.	 He	 squirmed	 as	 a	 sharp	 point	 jabbed	 his
shoulder.	Alu	pressed	the	blade	against	his	neck.	“Take	that	back.”

Lewon	reached	for	the	knife,	but	she	applied	more	pressure.	His	pale	skin
blanched	as	the	blood	was	pushed	from	his	capillaries.

His	 eyes	 narrowed.	 “If	 you	 kill	 a	 Dragoneer,	 you	 have	 his	 dragon	 to
contend	with.	You	won’t	make	it	out	of	here	alive.”

Blood	trickled	onto	the	blade	as	her	hand	shook.	“You	think	I	don’t	know
that?	You	 think	 that	 ain’t	what	 I	want?	 I	 thought	 the	Dragoneers	would	 be
different,	since	you	lot	take	all	kinds.	If	they’re	all	going	to	be	like	you,	I	truly
got	nowhere.	Maybe	this	what’s	best.	So	I	don’t	have	to	deal	with	bigots	like
you	anymore.”

Lewon	 softened.	 “I	 know	 a	 thing	 or	 two	 about	 not	 fitting	 in.	 I’m	 not
saying	I	agree	with	all	 this.”	His	gaze	swept	over	her	body	with	a	 look	 that
managed	 to	 be	 dismissive	 and	 disgusted	 at	 the	 same	 time.	 “But	 I	 guess	 I
understand	your	point.	Still,	there’s	one	problem	with	your	plan.”

“What’s	that?”	Alu	lowered	the	knife	but	kept	it	trained	on	him.

“Authand	will	know	something	is	up.	Nobody	gets	the	glove.”

She	 shook	 her	 head.	 “He	 knows	 my	 mentor.	 He’d	 probably	 be	 more
surprised	if	I	didn’t	return	it	to	him.”

He	bit	his	 lip	 and	 remained	quiet.	She	was	about	 to	 remind	him	 that	he
didn’t	have	a	choice	as	long	as	she	held	the	knife,	even	if	she	had	no	intention



of	 ever	 using	 it	 against	 him,	when	 a	 small	 green	 dragon	 emerged	 from	 the
cave.	 Once	 clear	 of	 the	 mouth,	 it	 sped	 past	 her	 in	 a	 blur.	 Only	 when	 the
flagpole	vibrated	again	did	she	realized	that	the	dragon,	who	must	be	Lewon’s
mount	 judging	by	how	utterly	 calm	he	was	 at	 the	 animal’s	 appearance,	 had
already	grabbed	the	glove	and	dropped	it	at	her	feet.

The	green	settled	next	 to	Lewon	and	bared	 its	mouth	 full	of	 razor-sharp
teeth	 at	 her.	Her	heart	 quickened.	 If	 it	 attacked,	 she	 couldn’t	 defend	herself
with	a	knife	shorter	 than	its	claws.	But	 it	seemed	more	annoyed	than	angry.
She	slipped	the	leather	thong	that	kept	her	purse	around	her	neck	and	tossed	it
at	his	feet	before	dropping	the	knife	into	the	dirt	a	few	yards	away.

“Now,	if	you	excuse	me,”	she	said	with	more	bravado	than	she	felt.	“I’ve
got	a	destiny	to	catch.”
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