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1
            0

            REBIRTH0

         

         Hey, Talia barges into my psyche uninvited. Again.

         I confess. I tried killing her off, but what was I thinking? I wouldn’t be me, Avi – a gay man, psychology professor and immigrant to the United States of America – if it weren’t for Talia’s survival instincts.

         “Go away; you’re interrupting my writing flow,” I bark when what I could really use is a heart-to-heart with my pre-gender-transition female past.

         What are you writing about? She steps closer, brushing her long, multi-coloured hair away from her face.

         For a so-called heterosexual woman, Talia’s outfit gives drag queens a run for their money – a rockabilly cherries-and-skulls dress that shows off her perky breasts, skinned poodle of a faux-fur jacket, fishnet stockings, leopard-print platform shoes and a bracelet with doll eyes that open and close as she flicks her wrist.

         If you saw our photos side by side, you’d say, No way, this rugged man was once a hyperfeminine woman? And yes, Talia and I look nothing alike. I’m bald and bearded. My chest is 2built. But if you’d look closely, you’d see that our eyes have an identical shape and colour: our grandfather’s Jewish green with brown-and-golden specks.

         You’re telling our story, right? Talia cocks her head to one side, refusing to be dismissed.

         “I was going to leave you out and focus on my life as Avi,” I say out loud; to whom exactly? My empty San Francisco loft? “But I’ve been rethinking it lately. I can’t become who I am without you – the good, bad and ugly.”

         Ah, Talia mutters, looking young and lost. Be kind, okay? Then, poof, she disappears, and I miss her already, and I hate her too, or maybe I hate how hard I’ve been on her, blaming her for everything bad that’s ever happened to us.

         
            *

         

         Talia kept clicking on Ozzie’s tribe.net profile. In 2003, this social platform was all the rage in the San Francisco Bay Area. A kind of Facebook before Facebook existed, but edgier.

         This fascination with Ozzie was unlike her, or at least that’s what Talia told herself. Her usual type was angsty and tattooed, not smiley and buttoned-up. Still, despite Ozzie’s suburban, Middle-American clothing, his pics made Talia swoon. His bearishness – beard, broad shoulders and thick belly – was what the feminist scholar Camille Paglia described as more manly than the smooth, hard-bodied gay male ideal, but more Mother Earth than militaristic.

         After two days of self-torment, Talia direct-messaged her new crush. Hey, I like your profile’s vibe. What say you to having coffee sometime?

         The worst that could have happened would have been what – Ozzie wouldn’t have been interested? Or if he had been, he’d have turned out to be a projection? Either way, not the end of the world, right?

         3He replied right away. I’d love to, but my profile is somewhat misleading. My location says San Francisco, but I live in Massachusetts.

         Really? Over 3,000 miles away? Talia was annoyed with Ozzie’s deception, but then, he surprised her. I’ve never been to San Francisco, but I’ve been itching to visit, maybe even move there. There was something she should know if they were to meet up, though, Ozzie cautioned.

         Tell me.

         Filling the computer screen were the infamous repeating three dots. Finally, there it was. I’m a trans guy.

         Talia didn’t know what that meant. To be fair, at the start of the millennium, even in the progressive Bay Area, trans people, especially trans men, were an unknown.

         Trans guy? Sorry, I don’t understand.

         Okay, then sit down for this. When I was born, the doctor yelled, “Congrats, it’s a girl!” But I’ve always known they were wrong. Long story short, in my twenties, I transitioned into the man you see today.

         Oh, Talia messaged, the rest of her words getting garbled and stuck before reaching the keyboard.

         She sank into the egg-shaped armchair, chewing on her fist. How did Ozzie know that becoming a man was even possible? And if it were … Wait, was it? And wouldn’t that have meant that …? Never mind, it was too much to absorb at once.

         Deal-breaker? Ozzie typed.

         No, not at all, Talia replied, heat spreading across her neck and face.

         
             

         

         Ozzie’s flight wasn’t due to arrive at the San Francisco Airport until at least another hour, but there Talia was, pacing about in Arrivals, wearing one of her favourite outfits – a silver-sequin 4jumpsuit from the Piedmont Boutique in Haight-Ashbury. Would her appearance be too wild for his taste? Or maybe he should be the one concerned about looking so strait-laced? Why care? It was an adventure, right?

         Talia hadn’t always dressed like a hyperfeminine extravaganza. As a kid, she looked more like a savage pretty boy. She gave buzzcuts to our Barbie dolls and cut her own hair with Mom’s rusty kitchen scissors. She was constantly climbing on things, jumping off things, holding her tight fists in front of her unruly, growing chest like a feisty terrier.

         People in Talia’s small Israeli town taunted her. “What are you, a boy or a girl?”

         “I’m a boy,” she’d growl. How could they not have seen that?

         At first, our parents thought Talia’s so-called bravado cute. Their sentiments changed after being summoned by Mrs Hamorah, Talia’s elementary school teacher, for an urgent talk. “Your daughter is sitting with her legs too wide apart for a girl,” Mrs Hamorah said. She listed other issues – like how Talia had a nasty habit of asking too many questions, and her voice, oye, and vey, was not at all suited for the school’s choir (or any choir for that matter). In the end, our parents agreed that Talia’s gendered transgressions needed fixing, and fast.

         If the grownups insisted she wear skirts and dresses and talk in female conjugations (fuck Hebrew with its gendered everything), she’d become the femmiest of femmes, queeniest of queens. You’d spot her from miles away, a walking art installation, wearing heels so high they might as well be stilts, her broad shoulders accentuated by a Pepto-Bismol-pink feather boa. Happy now, Mrs Hamorah?

         
             

         

         Ozzie strode into Arrivals, looking younger and thicker than his photos. He handed Talia an expensive-looking bouquet. 5“What beautiful flowers,” she said, but after one sniff, her eyes watered and she dropped them on a nearby bench. “I’m so sorry, I think I’m allergic to the lilies.” Ozzie didn’t seem to mind, especially when she leaned in to kiss him. It was a classic rom-com moment – awkward, wacky, the-hell-with-it-all-we’re-doing-this smooch.

         On their way to the parking lot, Talia felt giddy. Everything looked sharper, more in focus somehow. Greys were greyer and reds were redder. It was all going remarkably well, but wait, the Mazda Miata with its tiny seats! How thoughtless not to have borrowed a friend’s car.

         Too late. Ozzie groaned as he squeezed into the snug convertible, beads of sweat forming on his brow.

         Talia put the top down to buy extra room. “It’s more fun that way,” she said, wishing that the crisp summer air was a tad warmer for an open air drive. Mark Twain was rumoured to have said, “The coldest winter I ever spent was a summer in San Francisco.” Source credibility notwithstanding, that description was spot on.

         “What were you like as a kid?” Talia asked, shifting into fifth gear on Highway 101, heading north.

         “Everyone called me a tomboy.” Ozzie’s deep voice reverberated in her belly and chest.

         She couldn’t imagine him as a girl, much less a woman. And his smell – musky, woodsy – was intoxicating. She steadied her hands on the wheel. “I know what that’s like; I was called a tomboy too, and there’s no equivalent word in Hebrew, so imagine adding a heavy Israeli accent and raising the corner of your lip in disgust.”

         “You? No way!” Ozzie gasped. “You’re—”

         “Feminine and straight?” Talia finished his sentence.

         The turn in the road revealed a large stretch of the San Francisco Bay. It wasn’t the best view, but the sunny 6late-afternoon skies added sparkle to the estuary’s blue-green waters.

         “Wow.” Ozzie gulped. “I’ve been wanting to come here for such a long time.”

         On a whim, Talia took a detour to the top of Twin Peaks. If Ozzie was losing his San Francisco virginity, it had to be done right.

         As luck would have it, the evening was clear, with no infamous fog in sight. Holding hands, they stood on the precipice, overlooking a breathtaking vista – a 360-degree panoramic view of the city, bay and the Pacific Ocean, basked in a red-pink-and-golden sunset. Riding the waves of Ozzie’s breath, it was as if it were Talia’s first time seeing the rust-coloured Golden Gate Bridge stretching itself over emerald-green waters. Ozzie’s heartbeats were hers, and hers were someone else’s, the man she’d been waiting to meet her whole life.

         
             

         

         “Damn,” Ozzie said as they entered Talia’s flat.

         “Too much colour?” she asked. The tall living room walls were painted clementine orange, tomato red and eggplant purple.

         “No, it’s perfect, like you.” Ozzie’s compliment would have normally struck Talia as smarmy, but his tone felt sincere.

         “The bedroom’s in the mezzanine. Let me show you.” Her voice betrayed fear. What if she didn’t know how to please him? Ended up offending him?

         Determined to keep going no matter what, Talia beelined to the bed. Sitting on its edge, she took a deep breath and tapped on the mattress. “Come here, handsome.”

         
             

         

         Making out was a sweaty affair. Ozzie asked for towel after towel as though Talia’s breezy loft had turned into a Turkish bath.

         7“I’m sorry,” he said, catching his breath. “I bet you didn’t sign on for having sex with a wet pig.”

         Ozzie’s schoolboy smile turned Talia on, but out of her depth, she reverted to her professor voice. “Lie on your back and spread your legs for me.”

         “Yes, Ma’am.”

         “You’re my shiny, new boy toy.” Heart whooshing in her ears, Talia kneeled by the bed and rested her face between Ozzie’s legs, inhaling his testosterone-enhanced aroma. Boldened by his moans, she rubbed her nose, cheeks and mouth against the cotton of his underwear, his wetness spreading against her face.

         What had felt like a small, rubbery lump was growing into a firm bulge. Talia sucked on it through the cloth, her down there getting hard and wet. Now or never. She yanked Ozzie’s trunks to one side. His protrusion sprang out, engorged.

         Most people would have mistaken Ozzie’s penis for an enormous clitoris, but to Talia, it was a gorgeous, throbbing cock – an award-worthy specimen. She worshiped it until he came in her mouth, screaming.

         “Do you want to come?” Ozzie managed to utter.

         Talia shook her head no. She ached to say something, but the right words failed to manifest. Ozzie’s body was a message that didn’t yet make sense.

         She rested her buzzing head on his torso. “I love your scars,” she whispered, running her fingers on the pinkish-white trails under his pecs.

         “Mementos from a different life,” Ozzie said.

         “Do you still feel connected to that life?”

         He gazed at the ceiling. “It’s hard to say. I was a butch dyke before I transitioned and part of a close-knit community of butch-femme couples.”

         8“And now?”

         “We still hang out, but it’s not the same. I’ve become an outsider, a passing straight dude.”

         “Must be tough to have to choose between being yourself and people you love.” Talia rubbed her belly to soothe whatever was rumbling inside. “Or is the word choice even relevant?”

         Ozzie beamed and pulled Talia closer. “We’ve only known each other for such a short time, so I shouldn’t say this, but—”

         “Then, don’t.” She softened her voice. “Feelings can be in-the-moment real but not actually true, right?”

         “Can’t they be both?” Ozzie sounded disappointed.

         “Hold me,” she whispered, fed up with words.

         
             

         

         In moments and a lifetime, Ozzie’s arms disentangled from Talia’s body and he started snoring. The noise wasn’t harmonious exactly, but it was more like a meditation bell’s wakeup call than a chainsaw.

         Bolting out of bed, Talia saw herself picking Ozzie’s clothes off the floor – white button-down shirt, yellow-and-blue striped tie, khaki pants – and putting them on. The clothes were hanging on her. How could they not have? She was 5’ 7” to Ozzie’s 5’ 11” and weighed about a hundred pounds less.

         Fingers trembling, she tucked her hair into Ozzie’s tweed newsboy cap, peeked into the full-length mirror and gasped at her reflection. Her curves had all but disappeared, and what emerged was a wide-eyed boy, familiar but nameless, with a square-ish jaw and flat chest.

         Do you see me? The boy whispered, locking hazel eyes with hazel eyes.

         “I do,” Talia mouthed.

         9What took you so long? he cried, hot tears streaming down his face and neck, staining Ozzie’s shirt.

         Talia wiped our newborn face with an oversized sleeve. Quivering, we curled into a ball and held our re-birthed self like a father would, rocking back and forth.

         “I’m coming home,” I heard myself whisper.

         “You okay?” Ozzie sounded groggy; then his eyes popped. “Why are you wearing my clothes?”

         Teeth knocking against each other, I nestled my body into his Buddha temple, undulating to its soothing waves.

         Ozzie wrapped his arms around me. “Wanna talk?”

         “Thanks for offering.” My voice cracked. “But I’m not sure I’ll make much sense.”

         “Try me.”

         “Making love to you, I felt like a—”

         “Please don’t say dyke or lesbian. I won’t bear it.”

         “No, not at all.” I swallowed hard. “More, like … a man, a gay man.”

         
            *

         

         Good ol’ sweaty, lustful, romantic Ozzie – I owe him a debt of gratitude for catapulting Talia into the mirror. Life couldn’t have been easy for him, exactly, but he liked women, and in this way, he was “normal”. At 38 years old, I was rebirthed still attracted to men, a strange creature – a gay trans man in a dick-centric universe of men who love men.

         Could I dare dream of finding a gay male lover who’d see me as a real man? Would I lose family, friends and the respect of my colleagues?

         One thing I knew for sure – I couldn’t unsee the truth. There was only one path forward: to come home to myself, whatever that would end up meaning.10
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            Antithesis

            Transition: The First Five Years 

            (San Francisco, California, 2004–2009) 12
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            1

            WILD SIDE¾

         

         Nine months into transition and my dick has been growing in powers of ten, throbbing from testosterone. Is that what teenage boys experience in puberty? Hard-ons to anyone and anything that moves, a gentle breeze? Must be hell. I’ve heard rumours that a famous marine mammal park masturbates its captive dolphins to keep them calm. Poor dolphins! My heart goes out to them, but at least they get some release.

         In the middle of meetings, grading, writing, driving, eating, breathing – sexual fantasies invade my brain. Bearded, hairy men with thick bellies, large pecs and broad shoulders kneel at my feet, begging to please. I jack off in bathroom stalls to relieve the pressure. It’s annoying, inconvenient, not to mention pathetic. My quest for authenticity has led to this – becoming a horndog caricature.

         
             

         

         A shrink might be useful in the early transition process, my GP advised, so I’ve taken the plunge. I like Jon and even though we’re new to each other, I already trust our compatibility as 14therapist and client. And yes, I have a silly crush on the man. How frickin’ predictable. The fact that he’s devilishly handsome and wears a motorcycle jacket doesn’t help.

         “So, what’s your main fear around having your first sexual encounter with a non-trans gay man?” Jon asks from his perch on the black-leather armchair.

         “A Crying Game moment.”

         “I don’t follow.”

         Right. Jon’s not trans, so why should he be familiar with this reference? “It’s a movie. A man falls madly in love with a gorgeous trans woman. When she takes her clothes off, he runs to the bathroom and pukes his guts out.”

         Jon strokes his beard. “I see, so, you’re not going on dates because you’re worried a gay man will throw up at the sight of your va—”

         “Front hole.”

         “Noted.” Jon gives the thumbs up. “But, Avi, do you really think that your fear applies to every gay man in all of the San Francisco Bay Area? The world?”

         “Well, maybe not every single guy,” I concede. What game is he playing? “Some might be able to suppress their disgust.”

         “Let me get this straight. All gay men would be revolted by your body?”

         “Yes.” I can hear how ludicrous I sound.

         “Did Ozzie’s body disgust you?”

         “Not at all. I was very attracted to him.”

         “And you desire men?”

         “Yes, but—”

         “No buts for now.” Jon smiles. “Is there any evidence non-trans gay men find trans guys attractive?”

         “Well, there’s Buck Angel.”

         “Buck, who?” Jon looks puzzled again. He’s queer, but 15I should stop making assumptions about what he knows or doesn’t know.

         “Buck Angel is this cigar smoking, super muscular trans man porn star who calls himself a man with a pussy.” For me, the p-word is anathema. I like using neutral or male terms to describe my plumbing, but I admire Buck’s in-your-face chutzpah.

         “And he’s successful?”

         “Yes, very. He just signed a contract with Titan Media.”

         “Ah. So, tell me more about this Buck character.”

         “He blogs about porn as activism – proof, he says, that gay male sexuality doesn’t always revolve around large non-trans dicks.” They came, Your Honour, I imagine Buck saying in a fictitious court as evidence that non-trans gay men remain gay after orgasming to his bonus hole. I rest my case.

         “So, how about we put our faith in Buck’s wisdom and enough with the catastrophising?”

         I laugh. “Sounds good on paper.”

         “Let’s take this a step further.” Jon’s gaze is intense for a West Coast therapist. “Even if a man gets disgusted by your body, then what? Will you die?”

         “On the inside,” I say. What kind of therapy is this? We’re in a basement office, so at least the setting’s right for psychological torture.

         “A guy’s reaction to your body has very little to do with how desirable you are or what being a man means. So, sure, it’ll be unpleasant if he shows signs of repulsion, but I have faith in your resilience.”

         “I hear you, and I’m terrified.”

         “From decades of experience, what people dread rarely happens. Fantasy is made of amazing or horrible, but reality has middling shades of grey.”

         
            *

         

         16Jon’s right. It’s time I wrote a Craigslist Men for Men ad and click that publish button.

         Good ol’ Craigslist. It’s an online platform that makes this city so preciously weird – a forum for ask, and you shall find. Job? Apartment? Sell some junk? Buy other junk to replace said junk? Cuddle? Fuck? Just describe what you want in as specific details as possible and there’s bound to be at least one person who’d see your post and go, yeah, that’s exactly what I’m after.

         And no, I don’t feel ready, but I didn’t pursue this path to become chicken shit about life, and the worst thing that could happen is in my head.

         Or is it?

         
            FTM Top in Search of a Sexually

Submissive Bear with a Big … Heart

            Hi gents! I’m a gay man who is also a trans guy (FTM), late 30s, 5’7”, slight foreign accent, muscular bearish build and testosterone-enhanced plumbing.

            I’m looking for erotic adventures with men who thrive on connected sex and play. Open to vanilla if the chemistry is strong, but my biggest turn-on comes from playing with a man who wants to please me. A hairy beast with a strong personality who craves exploring his submissive desires.

            I welcome “emotional baggage” as long as you’re introspective and are amused by and curious about your neuroses. I’m Jewish – so I understand.

            Outside the bedroom, I’m a nice guy – a social scientist with an artist’s soul. I prefer to get to know someone and develop a hot play dynamic over time, but one-offs are great, too, if we hit it off over coffee/tea/a drink.17

            No previous experience with trans men needed, but let me know what attracts you to write.

            Your pic gets mine.

         

         Within half an hour, my ad gets flagged and removed. A large enough number of Craigslist users have agreed that I have violated the terms of use for the Men for Men section. It can’t be the X-rated content – my language is tame compared to the other solicitations on this platform. So, ouch.

         I sift through the thirty or so responses that have made it through, safe from social policing. Most consist of a single word or phrase, like “Hi,” “Hot,” and “Still looking?” dick pics attached. The rest are either finger-wagging, “This is a section for men only,” fetishistic, “I love eating pussy,” or random, “Milk my big, hairy balls, Sir.”

         As luck would have it, a handful stand out. These men addressed what I wrote, expressed what prompted them to respond and attached face pics along with those of their anatomy.

         In the end, it boils down to two candidates, Sammy and Song. Neither are bears, but both are intriguing and handsome. Sammy’s kinkier. He’s partnered in an open relationship and looking for a connected one-off. Song is more vanilla, but he’s a professor writing a book about gender, sexuality and violence. An ally? Someone familiar with trans panic who gets that trans men are … men? Sold!

         
             

         

         Roast ducks are hanging in the window and the menu is in Mandarin. “How adventurous are you?” Song asks. He’s the one who suggested meeting up at this family-run restaurant in Chinatown, and except for me, everyone seems East Asian.

         18“I’ll try anything once,” I say, hoping I sound more charming than sleazy.

         “Really?” Song looks sceptical, but he doesn’t realise that as a Middle Easterner, I didn’t grow up on bland Jewish-American food.

         My dish arrives first – chicken feet with skin and claws. Song gives me an I-dare-you look. Child’s play! I nibble on the minuscule bones and suck the sweet-spicy gelatinous layer under the hardened skin.

         “So, how did you become interested in studying race and gender?” I ask. Talking shop might ruin any romantic vibe, but I’m curious about Song’s research.

         “Do you want the academic or personal answer?”

         “I’ll take personal in a heartbeat.”

         “But it’s easier to hide behind jargon, dammit.” There’s swelling under his eyes. Too much work and not enough sleep? “Growing up in a predominately white, conservative town, I wasn’t just a garden variety gay boy. I was an Asian sissy, a double femininity whammy.” Song slurps Jasmine tea with a loud gurgle. “I found refuge in being cerebral, in books and articles about how cultural notions of race and gender enable bullying. Knowledge is power for people like us who are deemed ‘other’, don’t you think?”

         “Agreed, but knowledge isn’t enough.”

         “What else, then?”

         “Blame my Jewbu-ness, reading too much Pema Chödrön and immersing in Bay Area woo woo speak, but there’s also power in compassion.”

         “You mean having empathy for our abusers? Hell no.” Song scowls. “But wait, what’s a Jewbu?”

         “Jewish Buddhist, but don’t worry, I’m not flying on enlightened wings just yet.” How do I express edge, nuance and not just the standard spiritual CliffsNotes? “What I 19meant by compassion is learning how to be kind to ourselves, especially when we become aware of the shit we’ve internalised. Analysis only goes so far.”

         Song nods, so I continue, “I hear you that it’s hard to have empathy for people who stereotype us. But what happens when things flip and we’re the ones who stereotype? I mean, granted, some people experience way more injustices than others, but aren’t we all capable of being prejudiced and cruel sometimes?” I’ve probably said enough, but I can’t help adding, “Pema Chödrön makes a compelling point – if we can’t find a way to acknowledge shared darkness, how can anything change?”

         “I’ll give you this; gay men can be prejudiced pricks despite knowing first-hand how toxic discrimination is.” Song sips soup from a dumpling and dips its skin into soy sauce. “You know, ‘no fats, femmes or Asians’.”

         “Yeah, that’s fucked up.” I’ve seen this disclaimer on too many gay men’s hookup and dating profiles. “There’s also an unwritten ‘no trans guys’, except we’re not visible enough to be rejected explicitly.”

         “That’s what drew me to include trans populations in my research.” Song’s getting more attractive by the minute. “But enough about me. What’s your research about?”

         “I study a phenomenon called ‘stereotype threat’. Are you familiar with it?”

         “No, tell me.”

         “It’s a fear of confirming negative group stereotypes in high-stakes situations.” I pause, trying to become more exacting without launching into a TED talk. “It usually happens when folks pursue careers in which people ‘like them’,” I gesture the double quotes,” are underrepresented or not expected to succeed.”

         “You mean, like an Asian actor playing a leading male 20role in a Hollywood rom-com, instead of the usual genius or villain?”

         “This study needs to be done, but I’d imagine that an Asian actor playing Prince Charming might worry that if he doesn’t rise to the challenge, it would quote-unquote ‘prove’ to everyone else that Asian men don’t belong in these roles. White male actors feel the pressure to do well, but they don’t have to deal with this extra burden.”

         “Interesting.” Song wipes his face with a napkin. “And does your work target specific populations?”

         “I’ve been focusing on the experience of people like me – folks who’ve been told since childhood that we don’t belong in intellectual spaces but pursue them anyway.”

         “People like you – you mean transgender?”

         “No, I was referring to those of us who come from lower social-class backgrounds or anyone who belongs to a group or groups with stigma about their intelligence.”

         I get why Song immediately thought of my trans identity. Most people guess that gender transition is the most radical change I’ve gone through. Meanwhile, it was escaping my choiceless working-class existence – transitioning from failing arithmetic in the third grade to becoming an academic. But why should he know that?

         “You don’t look like a professor,” Song says.

         “Oh yeah, what do I look like?”

         “A hot trucker dude.” He winks.

         
             

         

         “Thanks for the lift home,” I say as Song glides his Volkswagen Beetle into a rarely available parking spot in front of the Clocktower Building. It’s my first time inside one of these cars. It has a bud vase with a white daisy – like a toy or a Disney ride.

         “Wow, rockstar parking,” I add, hoping he’d take the 21hint. I’d love for Song to come up for a nightcap and let whatever happens, happen, but he keeps the engine running.

         “I had a great time,” he says. But if that’s true, why is he grimacing? And how come he’s grasping the gearshift so tightly his hand is white knuckled?

         “You okay?” I ask. It’s alarming how Song’s demeanour has changed from engaged and playful to this, whatever this is.

         “I find you very attractive, but I haven’t dated in such a long time. Sure, I’ve been having sex; that’s easy, but intimacy, scary, right?” His smile doesn’t reach his eyes.

         “I hear you. Going slow would be good for me too.”

         “Sorry, Avi, I can’t do this. It’s not you. You’re handsome and a great conversationalist. It’s me.” He puts the car in neutral, then reaches for something in his bag. “Is it hot in here, or what?” he asks, fishing a handkerchief and wiping the sweat off his brow. “I’ve had HIV for decades, but I’m experiencing unexpected health complications. It’s too scary to get close to someone right now.”

         “If it helps, I’m okay dating men with HIV.”

         “Stop,” Song barks, baring his teeth. “I’m a gay man, okay? I like dicks.”

         
             

         

         “What hurts, exactly?” Jon asks. It was kind of him to squeeze me in.

         “Song was supposed to be an ally. I feel betrayed.” The leather couch was comfortable enough last time, but today my lower back screams at its sagging seat.

         “Betrayed how exactly?” Jon asks. I don’t care how gorgeous he is. This fiasco with Song is all his fault. He shouldn’t have encouraged me to jump into the non-trans dating pool before I was ready.

         22“Song said he couldn’t date me because he’s a gay man. That he likes dicks,” I over-explain.

         “And?”

         “He doesn’t see my trans dick as a dick. Ergo, he doesn’t see me as a real man.” Why do I have to spell out something so obvious when it’s this painful?

         “Are you a real man?”

         “Jon—”

         “Yes or no.”

         “Yes.”

         “So why are you so upset?”

         “What if I’ll never find a guy who sees me the way I see myself?”

         “Now we’re getting somewhere. You’re afraid you might be unlovable. Is that right?”

         I nod my head yes.

         “Guess what? Being unlovable is what most people who see me are worried about. It’s a basic, universal human fear.”

         “Right,” I grunt. So, now I’m a cliché.

         “Sammy is next, correct?”

         “I guess so, but—”

         “No buts. You can do this, brave dating warrior.”

         “I hate you sometimes.”

         “That’s a sign therapy is working its wonders.”

         
             

         

         It’s 6 p.m. and The Pilsner Inn is just waking up. Two jocks are seated at the bar counter, wearing bright-orange Giants T-shirts and caps. Straight out-of-towners who didn’t realise they had stepped into a gay bar?

         Early for my date with Sammy – even by my neurotic standards, according to which being on time is late – I order a local bitter brew and listen to Lou Reed crooning on the 23jukebox. Does walking on the wild side always have to end in tragedy?

         Someone here has a penguin fetish. They’re everywhere – a penguin mural, penguin cookie jars, penguin figurines and I could go on. Wait, does this have something to do with that gay male penguin couple, Roy and something? Roy and … Silo?

         It’s all coming back now. Circa the late ’90s, after courting each other for a while, one of them tried hatching a rock. The zookeepers at Central Park found it so endearing they swapped the rock with a real egg, and the male-on-male penguin couple ended up raising a baby together. Little Tango.

         It was our ex-husband, Henry, who broke this story to Talia. He was only twenty-three years old but craved becoming a papa. Poor guy! Talia didn’t have the desire to hatch anything, not even a rock.

         
             

         

         The orange men turn their heads as Sammy enters the bar. Perhaps I was wrong about their proclivities. My date looks older than his photos, but he’s jacked – muscles rippling from a tight-fitting tank top and slim-tapered jeans. He blends in with the Castro neighbourhood’s muscle queen scene, but with a notable exception: he’s a Black man in an otherwise mostly white crowd. That’s San Francisco for you – progressive but with a way to go.

         If Sammy’s pics are truth in advertisement, hidden in his pants is the longest, thickest penis I’ll likely ever see. It’s a bit of a stereotype, Sammy joked over email. For the record – I didn’t ask for his, or anyone else’s, dick pics – and I’m not a size queen, but I’m, let’s say, intrigued.

         We hug, then take a good, long look at each other. “You’re even hotter than your pics,” Sammy says.

         24“Aw, you’re a charmer.”

         “Not really. Truth be told, I’m nervous.”

         “About what?”

         “That you’d find me dull. You teach at university, and I didn’t even go to college.”

         “I grew up working class, so for me, it’s all about who the person is. I couldn’t give a shit about their title.”

         Sammy’s face lights up. “Agreed,” he says and hails the waiter. “A cosmo, please, and another round of whatever he’s drinking.”

         “So, do you have any sexual experiences with trans guys?” My question is abrupt, I know, but after what happened with Song, I want to know how Sammy feels about me being trans, and the sooner the better.

         “Just this one. You might know him – Buck Angel,” Sammy says.

         “Whoa, Buck Angel, the porn star?”

         “Yes him. We cruised each other at a gym in LA. I had no idea he was trans, until he dropped his towel in the steam room, and let me tell you, I loved making him come.”

         Hold on. If Buck’s the only trans man experience Sammy’s ever had, should I even bother taking my clothes off? It’s not my trans dick or front hole I’m worried about anymore. All this therapy for dealing with a cisgender guy’s trans panic when, ha, what I’m scared shitless about is every gay man’s fear: is my body hard enough?

         “If you’re looking to re-enact the Buck Angel scene, I’ll either blindfold you, or we’ll have to do it in the dark,” I say.

         Sammy tilts his head, but then seems to catch on. “I’m not looking for a six-pack. And, yes, I won’t lie. I’d love another experience with a trans man. But there’s something else that made me answer your ad.”

         25“What’s that?”

         Sammy takes a big gulp of pink cocktail. “I want to please you.”

         “Say that again, but add Sir.”

         “I’m begging to please you, Sir.”

         “Head over to my place?” If we don’t do this now, I’ll lose my nerve.

         Waiting for our taxi, I shove Sammy against the building. A primal force takes over my body as I grind against him, his dick swelling and hardening against my groin.

         “Get a room,” a group of tipsy pretty boys yells at us.

         “We’re about to,” I shout back.

         
             

         

         It’s happening, a scene I had never thought possible – a gorgeous man who desires men is naked, kneeling on the cowhide rug, waiting for me to direct whatever happens next.

         “Tell me what you want,” I say.

         “To be yours to do with whatever you please.”

         “Good answer.” I unzip my pants and rub my testosterone-enhanced dick against his lips.

         Sammy gasps.

         “Blow my cock,” I command, and the feel of his mouth and tongue, his ecstatic moans, transport me into wordlessness. I linger there for as long as I can – surrendering to a homing instinct only the body knows. Teetering on the edge of orgasm, I don’t want to come, not yet. “Time for your reward.” I incline my head in the direction of the bedroom. “Take the stairs to the mezzanine and stand with your back to the bed.”

         It’s organic and easy, throwing this beefy man off balance. One moment Sammy is still; the next, I shove him and he topples into the mattress. “Don’t move,” I say and 26strap on a silicone dildo – eight inches with ridges that press against a man’s prostate just right. Talia used it on lovers before, so it shouldn’t be that different with Sammy.

         But against all odds, it is. It so is.

         Fucking Sammy, missionary style – his muscular legs in the air, face contorted in pleasure – I’m in my body, no longer an erotic spectator but an actor in the here and now. Energy, dirty and divine, flows from his body to mine, mine to his, until we combust, screaming, then laughing.

         
             

         

         Sammy touches the dildo strapped to my pelvis, our overheated bodies entangled on the sweat- and come-soaked sheets. “It felt like your cock was inside me,” he says.

         “It was,” I say, still flying high. “I felt everything. The base of the dildo rubbed against my dick. I was hard the whole time.”

         “Fuck, that’s hot,” he says.

         “You’re my first.”

         “Ever?”

         “As Avi.”

         “I’m honoured.” Sammy strokes my cheek. “I’m dying to see you again, but—”

         “You’re partnered, I know, and we agreed to a one-off.”

         “I wish my boyfriend and I were poly. He’s okay with me having sex with other guys, but I need to back off if there’s a romantic spark.”

         “A spark?”

         “Didn’t you feel it?”

         “I did, and I wouldn’t change a thing.” I’m trying to suppress the wetness in my eyes, but a renegade drop rolls down my cheek.

         Sammy smiles. “Hey, Avi’le, I think I know what you looked like as a kid.”

         27“Really?” I’m not sure I want to hear what comes next.

         “I sometimes watch Mormon boy choir videos, and there’s a tyke that looks like a mini-Avi.” He reaches for his BlackBerry and scrolls. “See, doesn’t he look like an eight-year-old you?” Sammy’s face is glowing, or maybe it’s mine reflected in his eyes.

         Lingering by the doorway, we hug, then snap back into goodbyes.

         “Take care of your precious self,” Sammy says, and just like that, he’s gone and memory takes over.

         Stretching out on the black leather sofa, I listen to Louis Armstrong’s “What a Wonderful World”. Growing up, Dad used to play this song again and again, singing along to the refrain”. “Satchmo! The man was a genius,” he’d say.

         How did Israel, my father, grow up to be optimistic and kind despite poverty and an abusive father? That vile man, Grandpa Gershon, who tickled Talia’s down there, asking, “Does it feel good?”

         She didn’t have good male role models, my Talia. Even gentlemanly Dad ended up betraying our trust. If maleness spells aggression and cheating, do I even want it? But gender is not a choice, though; it’s not a choice.

         
             

         

         It’s been a month since I lost my gay male virginity to Sammy and no, I haven’t been on another date yet, but I’m calmer and more optimistic about whatever sex or love adventures lie ahead.

         Anyway, right now, I need to focus on work. It’s hard when the sun is shining, the skies are blue and Fort Funston is only a short drive away from the office. A walk on sandy bluffs with a spectacular view of the Pacific Ocean? Yes, please. But that’d mean cancelling my 28three-hour cognitive psychology class, and as tempting as that sounds, I can’t.

         Sighing, I head out of the Ethnic Studies and Psychology building towards the student centre for a quick coffee and bite to eat when my phone rings. Whoa, just as I never thought I’d hear from Sammy again, his name flashes across the screen.

         “Are you somewhere you can talk in private?” Sammy’s voice is tense.

         “I’m in a busy quad, but you’re scaring me. What’s up?” The campus is flooded by hundreds of students marching to and from classes, so it’s not exactly conducive to privacy, but I’m anxious to hear what he has to say.

         “Well, at least find a place to sit down.”

         “Okay, I’ll call you back in a few.” It’s only a short walk to the empty football field. Sitting on the bleachers, I dial Sammy’s number. “So, tell me.”

         “I did an HIV test, and,” Sammy falls silent for a moment, then continues, “I’ve seroconverted.”

         “You’ve tested positive for HIV?” Duh, he just told me that.

         “I did. A few weeks before we had sex, I went to a play party and barebacked to three different guys in one night.”

         “Wait, does that mean—”

         “Yeah, I’m pretty sure I was in the acute phase when we hooked up.”

         I’ve read about it. Three to four weeks after contracting HIV, a guy has a tremendously high viral load in his semen, something like a million copies, and is the most effective at spreading it.

         “So, to be clear. You’re saying that when you and I had the safer sex talk, you knew there was a high probability you had HIV and that your viral load was through the roof, but you chose to conceal it?”

         29“Yes, but what I did at that party was so out of character, I wanted to forget it ever happened.”

         “Listen, I’m sorry you seroconverted, but right now, I feel,” I swallow a lump of saliva, “shocked. Angry.”

         “I get that. Believe me, Avi’le, I’m terribly disappointed in myself. I’ll die if you test positive.”

         “I need to end this conversation.”

         “I’m so, so sorry.”

         “Goodbye, Sammy.”

         “Goodbye, Avi; I’ll keep you in my prayers.”

         Somehow, I manage to teach my longer-than-long lecture and the drive home is a blur. I want to cry, but I can’t. I want to scream, but I can’t. I should have insisted on using condoms, but I topped Sammy with a dildo; surely, that wasn’t very risky.

         Finally, home, I take a hot shower, make a cup of boiling tea and when my head hits the pillow, I’m more than ready to fall asleep – but no such luck; I’m stuck in consciousness limbo, half awake.

         
             

         

         Hi, an apparition whispers, looking dapper and gaunt.

         “Lou Sullivan, is that you?” Not every day is one visited by a trans ancestor’s ghost.

         It’s me, brother.

         “Getting an HIV diagnosis in 1986 must have been terrifying.”

         It was, but I found cold comfort in telling the gender clinics that even though they believed that a man like me couldn’t exist—

         “You’d soon die as the man you truly were – a gay man,” I finish his thought.

         We’re lucky to be us, you know?

         “Lucky?” I parrot.

         We get to come home to our true selves.

         
            *

         

         30Jon picks up on the first ring.

         “Sorry to call this early,” I say and tell him everything that happened.

         “Get an HIV test at Magnet. Talk afterwards, okay?”

         Magnet is designated as a Men who have Sex with Men (MSM) sexual health clinic in the Castro and is run by the San Francisco AIDS Foundation. It’s fairly new, having opened in 2003, but it’s already earned a good reputation – getting an HIV test there would be anonymous and quicker than at the GP’s.

         I’m scared, terrified even, to be honest, but I want to know what my HIV status is, and the sooner, the better.

         
             

         

         The building is old, but the clinic’s walls smell like fresh paint, and the receptionists look like hip bartenders – a twenty-something twink wearing a T-shirt with an ABBA print and a muscular Daddy type with old-school tattoo sleeves.

         “How may I help?” ABBA Shirt asks.

         “I’m here for an HIV test.”

         “Follow me.” He leads me into an examination room smelling of ammonia. Gesturing to a chair, he asks, “Is this routine or—?”

         “I just found out that a guy I hooked up with seroconverted a few weeks before we had sex.” My voice is shrill. “I’m stressed out.”

         “Did you use protection?”

         “No, and I feel stupid about that.”

         “We’ve all been there. The important thing is you’re here,” ABBA Shirt says in a calm voice. “Given the circumstances, we should do an RNA test. It’s more definitive because it can uncover the presence of the HIV virus itself.” He explains some more about the test, but I find it hard to 31focus, and my throat is dry. “Fill out these forms.” He hands me a stack of papers. “I’ll be back.”

         There are only two options for gender in the demographics section: male or transgender. So, I check the trans box and proceed to the set of questions targeted to guys who fall under that rubric. Do you use your penis for anal intercourse? By penis, do they mean dildo? Or is this a question for trans men who have had bottom surgery? Reading the subsequent questions, my heart drops. Right! How could I not have seen this coming? The transgender box refers to pre-operative or non-operative trans women.

         I scribble over my original choice and tick the male box instead. It’s 2004, and even here, in this progressive mecca, trans women are considered men, and trans men don’t exist. It’s the same old formula. Gender equals (assumed) genitals. Should I say something? No, I don’t have the bandwidth, and besides, I am male.

         When Talia got tested for HIV in 1986 – a year in which the name Human Immunodeficiency Virus had been adopted – waiting two weeks to know her status was a completely different affair. She faced the cold, hard fact that almost everyone who tested positive would soon die a gruesome death. Little did she know that at the same time she was handed a negative HIV result in Milan, Italy, Lou Sullivan, the first openly gay trans man, received a positive diagnosis in San Francisco, California.

         While Lou was dying from what the media had dubbed a gay man’s disease, his identity as a gay man wasn’t recognised – he had, in fact, been denied gender confirmation surgery. The gender clinics at that time believed it necessary for a “real” trans man to be attracted to women. They might as well have stated that heterosexual men are real men and gay men aren’t.

         32ABBA Shirt is back. He takes my stack of papers and nods. “Let’s do the test, and we’ll see you back in two weeks.”

         The moment I step out the clinic, I call Jon. “Good job, and whatever happens, I’m here for you,” my trusted therapist says. I appreciate his support; I do, but two whole weeks? How the hell will I keep myself distracted?

         
             

         

         And just like that it’s verdict day. ABBA Shirt, wearing Cher this time, sits me down. He keeps going on and on about safer sex in excruciating detail before delivering my HIV test results. I’m mad at him for prolonging the suspense but hug him on an impulse.

         First, I call Jon with the news, then Sammy. “The RNA test came back,” I say, hoping Sammy hears me over Castro Street’s noisiness.

         “And?”

         “It was negative.”

         “Thank goodness.” Sammy lets out a big sigh. “Are you still angry with me?”

         “Hold on a sec.” I walk across the street to the recreation centre. It’s a peaceful spot, with a small field and a dog run. “I feel huge relief,” I say, putting the phone to my ear.

         “I should have disclosed I had high-risk sex. It was unfair to play god with your health.”

         “Thanks for saying that.” Sammy’s accountability means a lot, and, of course, I’m culpable too. No matter our safer sex talk, I should have assumed any guy I hooked up with could have been in the acute phase and opted for condoms. I’m a consenting adult, not a victim.

         “My partner’s furious with me. He’s been living with HIV since I met him twenty years ago – you know, back when AIDS used to be a death sentence for most of us – and he’s always insisted we use condoms.”

         33“I wish you both well,” I say, and I mean it. Life must be challenging for Sammy right now, and if he were in front of me, I’d extend my arms for a hug. I’m not at the forgive-and-forget stage yet, but I aspire to get there.

         On the drive home, I pass the Buddhist AIDS hospice. Despite the huge medical and social progress since the ’80s, too many people are still dying from this virus. How can I be of help?

         
             

         

         Back in my loft, at last, I kick my boots off and head to the fridge. A mortality reminder puts things in perspective, and even though I have a shitload of work to do, fuck it; it’s time for ice cream and guilty-pleasure TV.

         There’s someone I need to revisit before devouring a pint of Chubby Hubby and embracing nihilism for the rest of the day, though. Humming a tune about trees of green, I reach for an old and dusty photo album. There she is, little Talia, in a trio of black-and-white photographs – pretending to speak on a toy telephone, holding a doll and sucking on a swirly lolly, a present from Grandpa Gershon.

         She had shorn her hair a few days before the photo shoot and was proud of her buzzcut, but Mom had a nasty trick up her sleeve – she covered Talia’s head with a large pink ribbon. In the photos, the ribbon looks off-white, like dressing on a wound.

         Talia couldn’t have known this as a child, but her cries to be seen as a boy would be answered, crossing oceans and time. Being born isn’t consensual, and life isn’t easy. Still, sometimes its gifts blow the heart wide open.
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            2

            MOTHER SPIDER2

         

         “Shabbat shalom,” my mother answers the phone, over 6,000 miles away.

         “Shabbat shalom, Mom.”

         “Israel,” she yells, “Talia’s on the phone for you.”

         “Mom, wait—”

         “Hi, my darling Avi,” Dad says.

         “Are we still on for meeting in Istanbul?”

         “You bet! We’ve been looking forward to it.”

         “We?”

         “She’ll come around.”

         
             

         

         Imagine entering Israel holding a passport with a photograph of someone who doesn’t look like you, a different gender marker and the wrong name. Even if you don’t know much about this troubled, high-security country, you’d probably guess that you’d land in deep trouble at the border.

         I’ve tried and tried, jumped through bureaucratic hoops, but the Israeli government has rejected my request to 35amend my passport. They didn’t care about the notarised copies of my legal name and gender change, approved and stamped by the Superior Court of the great state of California, USA. They scoffed at the official letter from my highly respected American surgeon, a pioneer in his field, attesting to having performed gender-confirmation surgery. They would only accept a letter from a surgeon in Israel, so goodbye and bon chance, don’t call us and we most definitely won’t call you.




OEBPS/images/logo_online.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781738452828_cover_epub.jpg
= Avi.Ben-Zeev

Calling

Jhe Trans Bear Diaties






