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	To my brother, who will never know how sorry I am.

	 


i.

	The summer sun is what wakes Anwei up, the day’s early breeze making his blackout curtains rustle just enough to send scattering beams of morning light across his face.

	He rolls over, a belaboured old man grunt leaving him as he seriously considers going back to sleep, but the comfortable cloud of unconsciousness is already lifting, and with a sigh, he opens his eyes, patting blindly at his bedside table for his phone.

	7:57 a.m.

	His morning alarm is set to go off in three minutes anyway. His body feels heavy and sluggish as he sits upright, idly scratching the hairy expanse of his round belly, made only hairier and rounder by regular HRT.

	At 45, Anwei had already been starting to feel the beginnings of an early menopause, but going through puberty for a second time at his age has been very strange. He can’t remember if he was this hungry and horny the first time around, but he’s been eating basically twice as much as he used to, and some days he still feels like he’s starving.

	He’s short, only 5’4”, with tan skin untouched by whitening products despite his mother’s best efforts. He keeps his black hair short, sideswept with an undercut to help with how naturally thick it is. His eyes are a dark brown, heavily lidded and always hidden behind the rim of his glasses.

	He’s always had thick, dark body hair, but it’s only gotten thicker and darker, sprouting in all kinds of new places, including, finally, his face. Before he came out, he would meticulously wax what little facial hair he grew, as if maybe if he just waxed it the right way, he might finally feel at home in his body. No such thing happened, and then, after he started for T, he had waited impatiently for that little bit of facial hair to spread.

	A couple of months ago, it finally started. Anwei knows that he’s lucky, and compared to a lot of people he knows on T, he’s actually gotten his facial hair super early, especially given his genetics, but being a bare-faced 45-year-old guy had sucked pretty hard. Anwei could remember, faintly, how as a child, growing up among hard-working farmers with little time or patience for tending to their appearance, almost every man he knew had a mustache, and many of them had also had beards.

	When his family came to Canada, he’d been astonished by the variation of facial hair, admiring the brown and white men with full, bushy beards, the carefully grown and waxed mustaches, goatees, sideburns, and more.

	Anwei’s beard is nowhere near as full or beautiful as those men, not yet, but it’s growing in fast and is thick enough now that he has to trim it every couple of days. He also shaves the hair that grows patchily on his neck and under his jaw every day before work.

	Anwei rolls out of bed now, padding his way into the bathroom to piss and turn on the shower. He doesn’t really like morning showers, but he doesn’t really like mornings period, and especially with how the T’s been making him as tired as a surly 17-year-old, he pretty much uses the shock of the water on his skin to wake himself up in the mornings.

	He can already feel how muggy the day is going to be as he tends to his beard, waiting for the water to get lukewarm before forcing himself under the spray. He jumps, skin prickling all over as he shoves his head under the pounding water, spluttering as it runs through the full, thick hair on top of his head. It’s thinned out, hairline receding further back than it used to be, but he still has so much hair that he doubts anyone other than him has even noticed.

	He mixes his shampoo and conditioner in the palm of his hand before smearing it over his fingers and pushing it through the thick layers, frantically scrubbing to try and get through the it all before spending what feels like forever just rinsing it all back out.

	Once he’s washed his hair, he scrubs his face with an exfoliant, then uses body wash and a brush on the rest of his body, being extra sure to scrub between his hairy ass cheeks before stepping out, drying off as much he can and walking naked back to his bedroom to let the cool air of his apartment do the rest as he picks out some clothes.

	It’s June 1st, which means it’s Pride, and Anwei’s been telling himself for two years now that once he grows a beard, he’s going to put himself out there. Well, he’s got a beard, but he also still has a day job, which is a great excuse to continue procrastinating dating.

	Anwei picks out a simple, silky black t-shirt. It’s made of thin, breathable bamboo fabric, cut to give anyone who looks at him an idea of the shape of his pecs and round gut. He also grabs a pair of drawstring pants, patterned to look as if they’re black jeans without any of the discomfort or pooling sweat that would come with the thick, stiff material.

	After that, he puts on comfortable black slip-ons and grabs his backpack where he keeps his wallet and face mask. He stuffs the lunch he packed the night before into the main pouch, slips his insulated water bottle into the side pouch, and heads out the door.

	He lives in a basement suite, and between that and the blackout curtains he keeps on all the windows, he manages to keep his place reasonably cool during the summer, but the second he steps outside, the humid heat soaks its way into his skin. He makes a beeline for the sparse shadows cover offered by the city-planted trees, pulling his headphones over his ears as he heads down the street to the nearby train station.

	If he wanted to, he could get there about 10 minutes faster by stuffing himself onto a crowded morning bus, but the brisk morning walk is some of the only regular exercise he has time to fit into his schedule, and there’s few things worse in Vancouver than a crowded bus full of people who think it’s their legal right to shove each other.

	He puts his music app on shuffle as he starts down the street, not even bothering to check the departure time of the next train. Worst comes to worst, he’ll be a couple of minutes late for work, but he doubts they’ll even need him first thing in the morning.

	Anwei studied psychology in university with the intention of becoming a medical doctor, which was what his parents had wanted, of course. The psychology courses were initially intended to be electives, but it was during university that he’d made a new best friend, Sasha, who had invited him to come to the school’s monthly Gay-Straight Alliance meetings with her. 

	Gay marriage wasn’t even legalized until after Anwei had graduated university, but that was one of the many things that the university’s Gay-Straight Alliance was fighting for, and amongst talks of queer liberation, had been talks of acceptance and the rampant depression and suicide among the LGBT population. Before Sasha introduced Anwei to her Gay-Straight Alliance friends, Anwei hadn’t even known that you could be queer.

	Once he could conceive of the idea, it had been easy enough to look at himself and figure out that he was more than just a really passionate ally, but it was one thing to know something and something else entirely to act on that feeling.

	Still, he had to channel it into something, and eventually psychology had become the focus of his masters, and then his doctorate. After he had finished school, he’d done a year of an internship at a local hospital before dropping out of the program.
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