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Prologue

 


Closing his little notebook, the haggard
Marine platoon leader tucked it into a pocket of his body armor
before looking about the ramshackle Iraqi hut at his squad leaders.
“Any questions?”

After nine months in country, Lieutenant
Roscelli’s operations orders for mission, such as the one they were
about to execute, had become pretty standard. The only thing that
changed from one to another was which squad took point, where they
were going, and what time they would be moving out. As one, the
squad leaders, all veterans of multiple tours of duty in Iraq,
shook their heads. Only as they were filing out of the room did
Roscelli remember something, causing him to shout out to one of his
NCOs who was already halfway out the door. “Kozman, stand
fast.”

Stepping aside, Staff Sergeant Gene Kozman
waited until the other NCOs had left. “What’d I do now?”

Roscelli stared at Kozman for a moment as if
he was trying to make up his mind about something. Finally, he
heaved a sigh.

“Listen, I know you’re
already short a couple of men, but I’m afraid I’ve no choice in the
matter.”

Concerned, Kozman steeled himself for the
bad news he expected was about to come his way.

“Exactly what is it you
don’t have a choice in?”

“The skipper thinks that
wild man of yours is becoming a danger. He’s to report back to the
first sergeant ASAP to be reassigned.”

Stunned to have this sprung on him just as
they were about to go back into a town they’d been trying to
wrestle from the insurgents for the better part of a week, Kozman
blinked. “Now?”

In no mood to argue, Roscelli fixed his NCO
in a steady, unflinching gaze. “Now.”

“You can’t be serious, sir.
He’s the best damned Marine in this platoon. You know that. The
Skipper knows that too. So, how does that make him dangerous,
unless the Old Man has suddenly decided to cut the Hajis some
slack?”

“Give me a break. You know
damned well what I’m talking about. He’s become a danger to
himself, which in turn endangers every man in your
squad.”

Squaring off before his platoon leader,
Kozman stared into Roscelli’s eyes.

“Sure, he takes more
chances than I care for. Sure, he gets out of hand every now and
then when the shit hits the fan. If he didn’t, you and half my
people wouldn’t be here, sir.”

Kozman’s not-so-subtle reminder of the
firefight that had almost cost him his life gave the young Marine
officer pause. His squad leader was right, of course. But he had
his orders, an order he happened to agree with. Shaking his head,
Roscelli did his best to make it clear that the subject was closed.
“You have your orders, Sergeant. Now move out.”

Making no effort to hide his disgust, Kozman
gave his platoon leader a crisp salute and an indignant, “Yes
sir, loo-tenant, sir,” before storming out of the
room.

~

 


By the time he’d reached his rifle squad,
Kozman’s anger had been replaced by other, more pressing thoughts.
Chief among them was concern, concern for the exhausted,
gaunt-faced men he would be leading back into harm’s way within the
half hour. At the moment, they were resting in the lee of a wall
that offered protection from the sun as well as enemy fire. Some
were fidgeting with their weapons, while others picked
absent-mindedly at a pouch of food. A few were chatting in hushed
voices. All stopped what they were doing the moment they saw Kozman
approaching. Even before he uttered a single word, every man in the
squad began to brace himself for what they knew was coming. All,
that is, but one.

Slowly making his way along the wall, Kozman
stopped when he reached the man he had nicknamed “Mad Max” shortly
after his squad had entered combat during its current tour in Iraq.
Despite a steady bombardment being laid down by a mortar platoon a
hundred meters away, the young Marine was stretched out on his
back, legs crossed at the ankles, with his hands clasped and
resting on his stomach. His helmet, butted against the wall, was
tilted forward till it rested on the bridge of his nose, covering
his eyes.

Kozman paused as he looked down at the
sleeping five foot eight figure. He wasn’t much to look at, Kozman
thought. Even with the bulky body armor, ammo pouches and gear
strapped to his painfully thin body, he looked out of place. The
expression on his face, or what Kozman could see of it didn’t help.
There was the hint of a smile upon his lips, lips set in a smooth
jaw incapable of sprouting anything more substantial than peach
fuzz. As much as the veteran NCO hated to lose this man, he knew
deep down inside that his platoon leader and their skipper were
right. It would be tantamount to murder to let him go into combat
again. Maybe it wouldn’t happen today, but eventually, the man’s
blatant disregard for his own safety would catch up with him.

With a sigh, Kozman kicked the sole of the
sleeping Marine’s boot. “Lance Corporal Newly. On your feet.”

Since no one in the squad addressed anyone
using their rank, the smile on Andrew Newly’s face disappeared as
he peeked out from under the brim of his helmet and gave his squad
leader a long, hard stare. “Now what’d I do?”

“Gather up your gear and
report back to the first sergeant.”

“Now?”

“Now.”

Stunned, Andy scrambled to his feet.
“Why?”

“They’re pulling you off
the line.”

Andy couldn’t believe what he was hearing.
“What?”

Before responding, Kozman did his best to
muster up his best drill instructor glare. “You heard me. Now, get
your ass in gear and get moving. I’ve got an order to issue, and I
don’t have time to screw around.”

“Did the first sergeant or
the old man give you a reason why they’re jerking me off the
line?”

“Maybe the Old Man figured
a Purple Heart, a Bronze Star, and a Silver Star are enough for one
tour of duty. Maybe he thinks you’ve earned the right to sit this
one out.”

“Well, he’s wrong,” Newly
snapped defiantly. “I’m not going.”

Taking a step forward, Kozman shoved his
face into Andy’s. “You’ve got a choice, Marine. Either you go back
under your own steam or on a stretcher. What’s it gonna be?”

By now, the rest of the squad had ceased
what they’d been doing and were intently watching the
confrontation. Realizing Kozman wasn’t about to back down and not
wanting to do anything that would jeopardize his fellow Marines,
Andy stepped back. Without another word, he reached down to gather
up his weapon and equipment.

Satisfied that Newly wasn’t going to give
him any more trouble, Kozman shouted to the others to get ready to
move out.

No one paid much attention to Andy when he
reached the company command post. They were far too busy. With
nothing to do, he settled down in a corner of the room. From there,
he listened to the radio reports from the platoons advancing toward
the town center, doing his best to contain the anger he felt
welling up within him over having been pulled off the line. He
wanted to be out there with Kozman and the others. That’s where he
belonged. As he watched his captain from afar, Andy found himself
wondering what gave his commanding officer the right to deny him an
opportunity to be with his squad at a time like this. He had
something he needed to do, something his captain, his squad leader,
not even God Himself, was going to keep him from.

The young Marine was still seething when an
excited voice blared over of the company’s command net. “Alpha Six,
Alpha Six. This is Alpha Two Six. We’re taking heavy fire from
small arms and machineguns.”

Immediately, the company commander grabbed
the radio hand mike and asked Andy’s platoon leader to give him his
platoon’s location and the enemy’s strength. When Lieutenant
Roscelli didn’t respond, the company commander repeated his
request. A different voice answered this second call, one that made
no effort to mask the fear that gripped him.

“We’re in deep shit! The
bastards are all over the place. We need tanks.”

While the company commander struggled to
calm the Marine on the radio in an effort to get him to render an
accurate sitrep, Andy stood up, unzipped his body armor, and
dropped it on the floor behind him. After stuffing his pockets with
full magazines, he checked the function of his weapon. Then,
without a word, he walked out of the company command post
unnoticed, toward the sound of the guns.

~

 


By the time Kozman had made his way over to
where his platoon leader was, Roscelli had managed to crawl over to
where he was sheltered from the incoming fire. Kozman ducked behind
the same wall next to him. Pausing only long enough to make sure
that his lieutenant’s shattered leg wasn’t hemorrhaging, Kozman
reported the situation as he knew it.

“We’re taking fire from all
directions. I’ve pulled my squad back to where they can take care
of anyone coming at us from the north. Third Squad is doing its
best to lay down suppressive fire on the east and west side
streets, but they’re not having much luck. Sergeant Allen and his
squad are covering the rear. I think he’s trying to see if we can
get out of here by going the same way we came in.”

Ignoring the pain emanating from his wound,
Roscelli took this all in before asking about his platoon
sergeant.

“Gunny’s down,” Kozman
snapped, betraying no sign of the loss he felt over the death of a
close friend. “He took one in the face in the first
volley.”

The realization that a man who had done so
much to guide him through his early days as a platoon commander was
now dead was even more distressing to Roscelli than his own wound.
But like his wound, he had no time to dwell on it. The other men in
his charge were in grave danger. He needed to come up with
something in double quick time or there would be more marines
joining their platoon sergeant.

“I’m stuck here with this
leg,” he shouted, slapping the side of his bleeding limb. “I need
you to go back there and see what you can do to help Allen get us
the hell out of this.”

Kozman was about to comply with his platoon
leader’s orders when a marine nearby shouted out at the top of his
lungs.

“Jesus H Christ!
What in the hell does he think he’s doing?”

Looking about, both Roscelli and Kozman
caught sight of a lone marine, walking up the center of the street
as if he were taking a casual stroll through a quiet city park.
Every now and then, the figure would stop, raise his weapon up to
his shoulder and fire a quick three round burst into a window from
which an Iraqi insurgent had been firing. When he was satisfied
that he had hit what he’d been aiming at, the lone marine continued
on, scanning the buildings around him for new targets.

“I don’t believe it,”
Roscelli whispered. “The man is insane.”

Ignoring the danger, Kozman lurched forward.
“Newly! Get the hell out of the street.”

Roscelli took up the call. “Get your ass
under cover, marine. That’s an order!”

Andy heard them. He even turned their way
and grinned before continuing his leisurely stroll down the center
of the street, ignoring the hail of bullets as they whizzed past
him like so many angry bees.

Sensing Newly wasn’t going to comply with
his order and seeing an opportunity to get his platoon back out of
the trap they were in, Roscelli grabbed Kozman by the collar.

“Start getting everyone
back while the bastards are focused on Newly. Pull your squad back
through Allen’s. When they’re clear have the Third follow. Allen
and his people will bring up the rear.”

Kozman hesitated a moment, looking out into
the street at Andy, then back at Roscelli. “What should I do about
him?”

Roscelli pulled Kozman closer to him. “He’s
a walking dead man. Now, get everyone else out of here while we
can.”

When Andy’s squad leader took off to relay
his orders, Roscelli repositioned himself to where he could watch
Andy and provide him with covering fire. And while he did manage to
help some by picking off a pair of insurgents who had crept up
behind Andy, there was nothing the young marine officer could do to
mitigate the hail of bullets raining down on the mad man who was in
the process of saving his platoon.

The Iraqi insurgents firing on Andy were
just as astonished by the antics of the lone American lunatic in
the street as was his platoon leader, for their return fire became
panicked and wild.

That does not mean it was ineffective. The
first round to hit Andy grazed his left arm, barely causing him to
flinch as he turned to track the man who had fired it, shooting him
dead without giving the matter a second thought. The next wound was
more telling. It pierced Andy’s right thigh, dropping him to his
knees. Still, he managed to locate his assailant and dispatch him
with the same calm, cool detachment he’d used to martyr the
others.

While Andy continued to exchange fire with
the insurgents, his fellow marines scurried back toward safety. As
they hustled by, hugging the sides of the buildings, to a man, they
slowed to watch Andy in utter amazement. A few wanted to hang back
and help him. Kozman, however, would not allow this. He understood
what was going on. He knew Andy was buying them time by keeping the
insurgents occupied. Like his platoon leader, he had no intention
of losing another man to help someone who was hell-bent on dying.
Above the gunfire, he kept yelling and shoving the others along,
pausing every so often when he had the chance to see if Andy was
still alive. Only when he saw the platoon’s radioman, cradling
Roscelli under his arm, come flying around the corner and head
toward safety did Kozman feel as if he was free to turn his full
attention toward Andy.

“Newly! Everyone’s
gone. Get out of there.”

Even had he wanted to, Andy couldn’t. He’d
taken two more hits, including one to his upper chest, right where
the ballistic armor he had left back at the company CP would have
been. Yet despite his wounds, he still managed to keep up a lively
and telling fire. Unwilling to leave him behind, Kozman, took a
deep breath and muttered aloud to himself.

“You’re out of your
frickin’ mind, Kozman.”

Then, he dashed out into the middle of the
street. Grabbing Andy’s collar on the fly, Kozman didn’t break
stride as he reversed course, dragging Andy behind him as he
went.

Too wounded to resist, Andy simply went
limp. He could see the tops of the building as they flew by. He
felt the rough ground clawing at his back as he was dragged along.
He heard the orders Kozman barked as he caught up to the rest of
the platoon and watched dispassionately as a corpsman knelt down
beside him and began to tear away his bloody uniform in an effort
to apply compression bandages to his wounds. He sensed more then
saw the other members of the platoon as they gathered around him,
staring down at him with gaping mouths and puzzled looks.

They don’t understand, a voice
whispered from deep inside Andy’s subconscious. They don’t know.
They never will.

Closing his eyes, he shut out the horrors of
the world around him as he let his mind drift away to another time
and place, a happier time when he had been free to be the person he
had always wanted to be. The disjointed memories of that time
brought a smile to his face as he slipped ever so gently to
sleep.

The corpsman hovering over him became
agitated.

“Oh shit! I’m losing him.
I’m losing him.”

Cupping his hands over Andy’s chest he began
applying pressure, counting to five before scrambling around to
apply mouth to mouth. Off to one side Kozman yelled at Andy as if
he could still hear him above the beating blades of an incoming med
evac helicopter. “Don’t you die on me, marine. Don’t you dare
die.”

From his stretcher, Lieutenant Roscelli
watched with detached interest as a pair of corpsmen worked
frantically to save the life of a man who had no desire to keep it.
He knew what Andy had done, though he had no earthly idea what kind
of demons had driven him to do so. He’d heard about men like that
before, men who sought an honorable death in an effort to escape
something that was, in their minds, even more terrible.

Understanding why Newly had done what he had
done didn’t matter, Roscelli finally concluded. The only thing he
needed to concern himself with as he watched the sad chapter of a
man’s life come to an end was how he would be able to make that
story sound like a Homeric epic.

~

 


Returning to Madison, Wisconsin from summer
break early, Sarah Rendell went about the task of settling in for
another year of college by picking up where she had left off at the
end of the spring term. This included going back to her part-time
job as a waitress at O’Shanahan’s, an upscale Irish pub and
restaurant that catered to the professional types who populate the
state’s capital and its courts.

Sarah had tried working at another place
during her sophomore year but found that the tips she made in a
week there didn’t compare to what she could earn in a single night
at O’Shanahan’s. Nor was the management at the other place as
understanding and sympathetic to the needs of college students as
was Henry Weir, the manager of O’Shanahan’s. Through experience,
Sarah had come to appreciate Henry was a rarity when it came to
bosses. Firm but fair, he was a man who rewarded hard work and
loyalty. And despite the gruff demeanor he took great pains to
cultivate, he had something of a soft spot for students struggling
to get ahead. Sarah knew that as long as she admitted it had been
an error to leave O’Shanahan’s for another job, Henry would re-hire
her, no questions asked.

Her first Friday night back at O’Shanahan’s
wasn’t very busy. The new semester wouldn’t start for another week,
the state legislature was out of session, and every lawyer and
judge who could swing it were enjoying the last weeks of summer
vacation with their families. As the sparse crowd began to thin out
even more than an hour before closing, Sarah thought about asking
Henry if she could close her section and leave early as she stood
at the bar waiting for refills on drinks. Her plans were dashed,
however, when she saw the hostess escort a new customer to one of
her tables. Disappointed, Sarah let out a loud sigh.

From behind the bar, Oscar Plumber, a member
of the Madison PD who tended bar part-time chuckled. “Looks like
you’re not going to be able to slip out under the wire early.”

“Well,” Sarah replied with
a thin smile. “I did take the King’s shilling, didn’t
I?”

“That’s the spirit. And if
not for King and Country, do it for the tips,” Oscar
replied.

Sarah took a moment to consider the lone
figure sporting a military haircut. For no reason other than the
fact that he was disrupting her plans, she took an instant dislike
to him, an attitude she would have to keep to herself lest she
cheat herself out of a tip.

After serving the drinks to her other
customers, Sarah made her way to the newcomer, approaching him from
behind. In an effort to hide her disappointment, when she reached
the booth, she didn’t bother looking up at the young man seated
there. Instead, she stared down at the blank check in her hand as
she held her pen at the ready.

“Can I take your drink
order, sir?”

“Hello, Sarah.”

The familiar voice stunned her. Looking up,
her eyes flew open as she recognized the gaunt figure before
her.

“Oh, my God!
Andy!”

“I’m glad to see some of
the old crew is still around.”

Unable to resist the temptation, Sarah took
a seat across from Andy Newly, staring at him wide-eyed as if he
were a ghost.

“You’re back! Where have
you been? I mean, you left at the end of freshman year and then
nothing. Not a word, not a call. Nothing. Even your parents
wouldn’t return my calls when you didn’t show up for the fall
term.”

Andy looked down at the table as he slowly
ran his hand back and forth along its smooth, cool edge. “Mom and
Dad were rather peeved with me when I informed them that I wasn’t
going to return that fall.”

For the first time, Sarah noticed Andy’s
subdued, almost sad tone as he spoke. “What happened?”

His hand stopped sliding along the edge of
the table as he looked up into her eyes. “I’ve been away,” he
stated softly.

His expression and the long, haunting
silence that followed told her something had happened, something he
didn’t care to share with her. She wondered if his absence, his
problems with his parents, and his morose mood were due to his
issues concerning his gender, ones she had played a key role in
awakening. Probably so, she thought but decided this was
neither the time nor place to go there. Quickly changing subjects,
she asked if he was thinking about returning to college.

“It just so happens, that’s
why I’m here in town,” he replied in a more upbeat tone. “I want to
see if I can pick up some of the pieces and finish something for
once.”

Again, Sarah ignored the manner in which he
framed his response. “That’s great. Have you got a place yet? Or
are you planning on moving back into the dorms?”

“No dorms,” he replied
sharply. “I’ve had my fill of barracks life.”

Whether he had meant to or not, Andy had
answered many of Sarah’s questions with a single word. As she sat
back and took a closer look at him, everything fell into place.
That explained the short hair, not to mention the rift with his
parents, people like her own parents who looked down on anyone who
didn’t have at least a master’s degree and a job with a six-figure
salary.

From over the high-backed bench seat, Sarah
heard a voice call out.

“Miss, could we have our
check?”

Though she didn’t want to, Sarah had no
choice but to excuse herself. “I’ve got to go.”

Making a show of looking at his watch, Andy
grunted. “I need to be running myself. I just dropped by to see the
old place.”

Not wanting to leave things like this, Sarah
reached out and grabbed Andy’s arm as he was standing. “Come by the
apartment tomorrow. We’ll have breakfast.”

For a moment, Andy just stared at Sarah as
if debating whether or not to accept her invitation. Then, with a
sad, haunting smile he nodded. “Sure, why not.”

With that, Andy bade Sarah a good evening,
turned, and walked out. As she watched him go, she could not help
but notice he was favoring his right leg, limping as he went.



Chapter One

 


Lieutenant Arnold Roscelli, my platoon
commander in Iraq liked to think of himself as something of a
philosopher. He enjoyed sharing his views on life with us whenever
the opportunity presented itself. More often than not, we tolerated
him since he was a good officer and a sound tactician. There was
one occasion, however, when something he said struck a chord with
me. It concerned dreams and ambitions. According to him, dreams
were the fuel that powered success and achievement.

“A man without dreams is
like a piece of driftwood, condemned to be carried away willy-nilly
by the tides,” he declared with great confidence. “Dreams become
aspirations. Aspirations become ambition and, in turn, ambition
turns into a motivating force. But first comes the
dream.”

The reason this particular impromptu lecture
resonated with me was because, at the time, I had an entirely
different view of dreams. To me, my dreams were a lifeline, a
tenuous link connecting me to the world I had once known, a time
and a place when I had been within a hair’s breadth of correcting
one of life’s cruel jokes. That I turned my back on following
through and took up a different path instead, one that led me to a
shithole known as Iraq was a mistake that almost cost me my life.
You see a dream can only go so far. At some point, you have to face
reality and accept the grim truth. When I finally reached that
point, I let go of the lifeline that had kept me tethered to the
world I had walked away from and gave up all hope. My survival was
due only to the skills and efforts of a pair of navy corpsmen who
weren’t as ready to give up my life as I was and a team of surgeons
who managed to save me from myself.

Still, even the most skilled physician
cannot heal a troubled soul. How does one go about picking up the
pieces of a life they have willfully shattered? Is it possible to
return to a place and time and start over? Or does the baggage a
person accumulates along the way keep them from slipping back into
a role that had once seemed so comfortable, so perfect? As I
embarked on my second go at college, I, for one, did not know the
answer to those questions. Nor, I suspected, did anyone else. I
hoped that I would find some of the people who had been my friends,
that perhaps they would forgive me for the way I had turned my back
on them without so much as a goodbye and help me find a way
forward.

This was why I sought out Sarah. Of all the
people I had known during my freshmen year at college, she was the
one person who had always been there for me, ready to provide a
sympathetic ear or a helping hand when I needed one. While I wasn’t
quite sure what I wanted or expected from her, deep down inside I
knew I would not be able to go it alone as I slipped the moorings
that were holding me back and ventured forth once more into
uncharted waters.

~

 


As welcome as Sarah’s invitation to join her
for breakfast was, I could not help but feel a twinge of
trepidation upon returning to the building where the two of us had
shared an apartment for a semester. It had been a tumultuous time
for me, a time during which my well-ordered life had been turned
inside out. It was also a time to which I wished I could go back.
That, of course, was impossible. The innocence of those days had
been washed away by the intervention of time and events. The best I
found myself hoping for as I made my way to Sarah’s was a
sympathetic smile and perhaps a helping hand as I went about
gathering up the frayed strands of my life.

For her part, Sarah threw herself into that
effort. She greeted me at the door with a fierce hug that told me
without saying a word all was forgiven. A quick glance told me
little had changed since I had last been there. The sofa Sarah had
bought at a yard sale and the two overstuffed chairs, neither of
which matched, still sat in the middle of the room neatly arranged
about an old coffee table Sarah’s mother had given her. Off to one
side, a television and DVD player sat perched on a small stand, all
of which was new. When I had lived here, during the spring term of
my freshman year, the best we could manage for the TV had been a
precarious perch of plastic milk crates stood on end and topped by
an unfinished pine board. Anxious to break the awkward silence we
had fallen into, I made a show of wandering about the room, asking
Sarah what had become of the old milk crates and other items she’d
replaced.

“I sold the crates last
year to a freshman who was madly dashing around, looking for things
to fill her own place. You know how that is.”

I chuckled, remembering how things had been
when I had fled the dorms and moved into my own small, sparsely
furnished room in the same building.

“Gosh, the super even
painted the place,” I marveled as I continued to look
about.

Sarah let out a mirthless chuckle. “I
painted it last year. I was getting sick of the wretched baby-shit
green that cheap bastard used.”

Glancing at her over my shoulder, I grinned.
“I sort of liked that color.”

Sarah made a face. “Your taste was always
confined to your mouth.”

“Oh, I don’t know. Tina
thought I had a fair eye when it came to fashion.”

I had not meant my comment to be a segue
into a discussion of my gender issues. Caught off guard and unsure
of what to say, Sarah stared at me, waiting for me to continue.
When she realized that I wasn’t going to oblige her, she nervously
flapped her arms against her sides.

By way of response, I gave her a wary smile.
“What do you say I spare you the effort of making breakfast here
and instead head out to the diner. My treat.”


 


Anxious to get past this awkward moment,
Sarah readily agreed.

~

 


In the beginning, we both spent a fair
amount of time chatting about this and that, most of it
inconsequential. For her part, Sarah brought me up to speed on the
other girls who had been in the small circle of friends I
remembered from my freshmen year. Kathy Shaw was now a graduate
student, working her way toward a master’s in psychology. Tina
would be finishing up her pre-med courses this year and was, as
Sarah quipped, as dedicated as ever when it came to maintaining a
wardrobe to die for. Kay Moore had graduated with honors before
heading straight for New York City in search of a job in the
theater.

“She keeps in touch,” Sarah
explained. “She says that she’s doing well but you know Kay. She
was always a good actress.”

I chuckled. “Tell me something I don’t
know.”

I guess, up until that point, I hadn’t been
very open or communicative either with my responses or expressions,
for my laughter seemed to relax Sarah. In truth, I needed to loosen
up as well. Doing so was not as easy as it used to be. It had been
a long time since I had felt comfortable letting my guard down,
being at ease expressing my feelings or thoughts to another. This
was especially true when it came to my thoughts. Like my most
cherished dreams, I had found it best to keep those in check lest a
slip of the tongue betray me. Allowing them free rein once more,
even with someone like Sarah, was proving to be far more difficult
than I had imagined.

A voice cut through my mental haze, calling
my name as if from a great distance. Realizing I’d slipped away to
Never-Neverland, I blinked as I forced myself to focus on Sarah
sitting across from me.

“Andy? Would you like more
coffee?”

Above me, the waitress stood hovering like a
vulture, holding a coffee pot in one hand as she patiently waited
for my answer.

“Yeah, sure,” I managed to
mumble after realizing I had drifted away.

When the waitress was gone, I gazed down at
my coffee cup, wondering how best to broach the subject that had
driven me to seek Sarah out.

Sensing I was holding something back from
her, Sarah took the initiative. As was her habit, she reached out
to me, physically as well as emotionally. Placing her hand on my
forearm, she lowered her head in an effort to look up into my
downcast eyes.

“Andy, talk to me.
Please.”

Without taking my eyes off my cup, I eased
back in my seat, mustering up the necessary courage before
launching into the painful chore of unburdening myself with the one
person I knew I could trust, a person who would accept me no matter
what.

“Have you ever been on a
mountain top totally removed from the reality of the world below? I
have. You feel the urge to do like that actor did in the movie,
throwing your arms out to embrace your fate and shouting, ‘I’m the
king of the world,’ or in my case the queen.”

We both chuckled halfheartedly over my
pathetic stab at humor before I pressed on, speaking in a low,
almost mournful tone.

“That’s how I felt two
years ago, back when I came to terms with the fact that Amanda
wasn’t an illusion, a mythical creature created by a gang of crazy
college students determined to satisfy a silly bet. She was a
living, breathing, feeling human being. She was me. I was
her.”

Sarah nodded. “I know.”

I took a moment to peek up at her as she
waited attentively for me to continue.

“Unfortunately, you can’t
live on a mountain top. Eventually, you have to come down. The
problem is there’s no easy way to do so. Most people take their
time as they make their way back to the real world below, carefully
picking their way along the long and treacherous trail, becoming
acclimated to their surroundings as they do so. But not me! Noooo.
Not me. I threw myself off.”

For several seconds, we both remained
silent.

With a hint of trepidation in her voice,
Sarah encouraged me to continue. “What happened?”

“I was flying high when I
went home that summer, the summer after our freshman year. I
thought I had a pretty good handle on things, a clear idea of how I
was going to deal with my gender issues. That illusion lasted about
ten nanoseconds. My dad, the great bastion of free thought and
liberalism struck first. He took one look at my long hair and
grunted. I tried to laugh it off as nothing more than a passing
fad, but neither he nor my mother believed me. The moment she saw
my well-defined eyebrows and the way my hair was styled, she
suspected that I was going gay on them.”

Pausing again, I looked over at Sarah. “I
suppose you could say she was right, given how I had carried on
with Gabe.”

I could tell Sarah wanted to say something,
something that would justify the relationship that had sprung up
between myself and another student during my last semester at the
university, but she couldn’t find the right words. Instead, I
flashed her a halfhearted smile as if to tell her it was okay.

“Well, things deteriorated
rather quickly from there. While my father hassled me about my
hair, the way I was dressing, and the need for me to get a summer
job that took advantage of my education, my mom took the indirect
approach, rummaging through my things every chance she got and
asking me all sorts of probing questions that would have made a CIA
interrogator proud. That went on for two weeks, with each day
somehow worse than the one before.”

Sitting up, I took a sip of coffee. As I did
so, I peeked over the lip of the cup in order to study Sarah’s
expression. After setting the cup down, I leaned over the table
toward her. Sensing I was about to tell her something in
confidence, she did likewise until our heads were but inches
apart.

“Then, one day, I had an
epiphany,” I whispered. “My parents are hypocrites, a pair of
dyed-in-the-wool hypocrites. All their talk about freedom of
expression, standing up for the civil rights of this or that group
was nothing more than BS. They were liberals without convictions,
people who were willing to fight for every half-ass cause du
jour, who didn’t have it in them to deal with a child of their
own who strayed outside the neat, well-defined lines that
imprisoned them.”

“Did you talk to them about
Amanda, about how you felt, and what you were going through?” Sarah
asked quietly. “Maybe they would have understood if you had
explained things to them.”

Pulling back, I slouched in the booth,
looking down at my half empty cup. “I didn’t need to. I knew they
would never be able to accept Amanda. I knew if I continued down
that road, I would be cast out on my own, excommunicated from the
nice comfortable and orderly little world they had taken such care
to build for themselves.”

Reaching across the table, Sarah once more
placed her hand upon my forearm. “We were here for you, Andy. You
could have come to us, any of us.”

I smirked. “College isn’t the real world,
Sarah. Most of the things we do here would never pass muster out
there where people like my mother and father set the standards and
enforce the rules. Sure, I could have managed to make it through
the summer, somehow, and return to where I would be free once more
to live my life as I saw fit. But….”

Easing back, Sarah let go of my arm as she
waited for me to continue. When it became clear to her that I
wasn’t going to, she prompted me. “But?”

“Even that would have been
a half life. Regardless of which role I had assumed, I would have
been living a lie. Andy was a nothing, a geek without a life, who
spent his days waiting for his chance to stuff his miserable
existence away in the closet and let Amanda out. But Amanda wasn’t
real either. She was, or I should say, I was living proof that
beauty is only skin deep. I wasn’t free to do the things I wanted
to do, things I longed to do. Amanda was a fantasy, one that could
not survive on her own.”

“Amanda was no fantasy,
Andy. I know that and you know that. We would have done everything
within our power to help you make a go of it.”

I nodded as I struggled to hold back the
tears welling up in my eyes. “But I wasn’t. You see, I didn’t have
the courage to see things clearly back then,” I admitted ruefully.
“It was just too much for me to deal with. That summer, I managed
to convince myself there was no good way out of the terrible
conundrum that I found myself in. I couldn’t stay where I was and
saw little point in going back to where I had been.”

“So, you joined the Army,”
Sarah stated crisply.

Once more, I laughed, but this time it
didn’t betray a hint of humor. “The Army? Noooo,” I sneered. “You
know me better than that. Me take a half measure?”

“Tell me what
happened.”

I hesitated. She really didn’t need to know
any of the gory details. Nor was I prepared to share them with her
or anyone else for that matter. “Let’s just say I didn’t find what
I was looking for.”

“And what was
that?”

The return of the waitress, with her
ever-ready pot of coffee and an expression that told us we’d
overstayed our welcome, provided a convenient way of getting out of
the corner Sarah had backed me into.

“Sarah, do you want
anything else?”

Realizing I wasn’t about to answer her
question, she shook her head.

“No, I’m fine. Let’s say we
head over to the campus and walk around. I could use some
exercise.”

~

 


We drove from the diner in silence, parking
in the visitor’s lot since I had yet to register with the college.
The stroll about campus turned out to be a marvelous idea. As we
made our way along the broad sidewalks, flanked by manicured lawns,
where students finishing up their summer term tarried and played, I
was almost able to forget what had happened between the last time I
had been there and the present. Almost, but not quite, for every so
often, a twinge in my right leg sent a spasm of pain up my spine.
And though I tried to hide my discomfort, I failed miserably. Sarah
asked once if I was okay, if I wanted to stop and rest. Still very
much caught up in my ‘I’m tough, I can take it’ mentality, I
dismissed her concern with little more than a shrug.

“It’s nothing,” I muttered
and gamely pressed on.

During our wanderings, our conversations
once more turned to the people I had known as a freshman. For the
most part, we spoke about everyone save one, a person who had
become a major part of Amanda’s short but tumultuous existence.
Eventually, however, the topic of Gabriel Branson, a boy I had
dated as Amanda, did come to the fore when I asked Sarah if she was
still seeing Fred Tyler. The mention of his name caused her to make
a face as she waved her hand about as if swatting aside an annoying
fly. “Oh please. You can’t be serious. Fred, the Slouch?”

“I thought you two were
really into each other.”

“The only thing Fred was
ever into was free sex and someone dumb enough to do his laundry
every now and then,” Sarah snorted.

Having spent my first semester rooming with
him, I had to laugh at this. The fact was that it was due to Fred’s
abysmal slovenliness that I had moved out of the dorms, setting in
motion a chain of events that led to the awakening of my gender
issues and, eventually, to meeting Gabriel, a pre-law student who
knew Fred. It was a connection of which Sarah was well aware. Being
no fool, she immediately suspected my interest in her relationship
with Fred was my way of working around to finding out about Gabriel
without making it too obvious.

“Like the rest of us,
Gabriel never understood why you didn’t return in the fall,” she
blurted without any further prompting. “We all thought things were
going well, that you’d sorted everything out, and were well on your
way to finishing what you had started.”

“Like I said, so did I,
until I got home.”

Not knowing how best to proceed, neither of
us uttered a word for several minutes. Eventually though, I found
myself unable to keep from asking the question that the mention of
Gabriel’s name had brought to the fore. “Did he ever find out about
…?”

“About whom Amanda really
was? No. He did try to find out what happened to you. He called me
several times, thinking I was holding something back.”

“Well, you were, weren’t
you?” I replied reflexively. “Weren’t we all?”


Whether she meant her remark to be as
cutting as it was didn’t matter. She was right. Of all the people
I’d let down, of all the people I’d regretted leaving behind that
summer without so much as a fare-thee-well, Gabriel was number
one.

Seeing no need to answer her question, we
once more lapsed into silence. Only when she felt enough time had
passed for me to absorb her verbal body blow did she attempt to
restart the conversation by asking if I intended to stay in the
same major that I had been in when I left. Glad to be offered an
opportunity to change subjects, I went over my plans for the
upcoming semester. After listening for a while, she asked if I
needed to find a job. Up to that point, I hadn’t really given the
idea of working part-time serious consideration.

“I suppose I could always
use extra money. After all, I’ll be a college student
again.”

“Well, I’m sure you
remember Oscar Plumber, the cop who tended bar part time at
O’Shanahan’s.”

The memory of a near run-in at the end of my
second semester when he caught me dressed as Amanda during a
traffic stop caused me to grunt. “How could I forget him?”

“He’s been promoted to
sergeant on the police force.”

My eyes narrowed as I regarded Sarah out of
the corner of my eye. “And how exactly is that supposed to cheer me
up?”

“Well, the student who was
helping him tend bar on weekends last semester graduated,” she
hastened to explain while ignoring my cynical tone. “That leaves an
opening for a bartender, provided you’re over 21 and can manage to
work with him.”

Since Henry Weir preferred to have a male
working the bar, I wasn’t sure if Sarah was connecting all the
dots. I looked at her for a second as I considered just how much I
wanted to tell her about all of my plans and intentions. As I was
pondering this question, I absent-mindedly scratched the side of my
head. The feeling of my close-cropped haircut reminded me that it
would be some time before my hair grew out long enough for me to
begin the long-delayed journey I needed to make.

“You know, that might not
be a bad idea,” I finally admitted. “So long as the tips are good,
I’m game.”





Chapter Two

 


The next few days were taken up
reestablishing myself at the college and registering for the fall
term. While I was doing so, and until I was able to find a place of
my own, Sarah was kind enough to let me camp out on her sofa.
Though I attempted to demur, feigning I didn’t want to
inconvenience her in any way, she would not hear of it.

“Don’t be silly. The girl
who is subletting the room that used to be yours isn’t due in till
the weekend. It would be silly of you to stay in a nice, clean
hotel room with a big comfortable bed while there is a musty old
sofa with lots of lumps going unused.”

After advising her not to even think about
becoming a real estate agent if that was the best sales pitch she
could come up with, I accepted her offer. Besides, I concluded, it
just might be beneficial to spend some time in the company of a
female friend like Sarah after having lived for so long in the
rigid, hyper-macho world I had just left.

After taking three days to fill out reams of
paperwork that would have made a Marine admin clerk green with
envy, I finally managed to find the time to wander down to
O’Shanahan’s and apply for the job Sarah had mentioned. At first,
Henry Weir was reluctant to even consider me for the position.
Besides the fact I was still a young kid in his eyes, he remembered
the flap I had created during my freshman year when I had switched
from working for him as a male waiter to doing so as a female in
order to win a bet.

“I let you slide on that
one,” he explained trying to be hardnosed about the whole thing.
“I’m as tolerant as the next guy but when it comes to this
business, I can’t afford to fool around.”

I suppose his tough guy act still worked on
fresh-faced college students in desperate need of a job. It’s
effect on me, however, was quite the opposite considering I had
just finished spending two years dealing with Marine sergeants who
could peel the paint off a wall with a single glance. When he was
finished, I calmly explained to him that he had every right to be
leery after what I had done the last time that I had worked for him
as well as how unfair it had been for us to take advantage of his
good nature and understanding.

Unprepared for this sort of response, Henry
paused as he scrambled to find another reason for denying me the
job. Since I suspected he was about to fall back on either ‘you’re
too young’ or ‘you’re not the sort of guy who could handle being a
bartender,’ excuse, I pulled my driver’s license and my VA medical
card out of my wallet and laid them on his desk.

“I realize I’d have a lot
to learn, but I dare say I am more than capable of handling the
responsibility,” I added as he gazed at the two cards before
him.

Outmaneuvered, Henry went straight to the
one argument that I had no pat answer for.

“Are you willing to promise
that you won’t pull another stunt on me like you did last
time?”

Unable to lie about that subject, I looked
Henry in the eye.

“I cannot. You see, what
you call a stunt may have started as one, but it turned out to be a
very real issue with me, one that is still not resolved. The only
thing I can promise you is that if things begin to look like I do
need to make a change, you’ll be the first to know.”

I’m not sure if it was the sincerity of my
words or his inability to come up with a good retort that finally
caused Henry to cave.

“You don’t really deserve
it,” he stated flatly before leaning back in his seat and lacing
his fingers over his pot belly. “But being the sweet loveable soul
that I am, I’m going to give you a break, seeing as how you’re a
vet and all. But cross me one time, just once, and you’re outta
here. No ifs, ands, or buts. Understood?”

“Loud and
clear.”

“Be here Thursday night
ready to start learning.”

~

 


It came as no great surprise that I was
successful on the academic front as well. Since my grades had all
been well above average when I had left at the end of my freshman
year, I was allowed to pick up where I had left off, though I
greeted this news with a bit of trepidation. Not only did I have to
play catch-up in class, the transition from the all too real world
I had just left back into an academic-oriented life would be
difficult. Of these two challenges, I wasn’t sure which would be
the most daunting. Regardless, I was confident that I was more than
capable of dealing with both.

I could not say the same when it came to the
other question that I needed to address. Now that I was back where
it had all begun, where I was free to find out once and for all
where, exactly, I fit in gender-wise, I found myself wavering.
Instead of tackling the issue head on with the sort of élan
I was applying to my other pursuits, I began to manufacture all
sorts of excuses and reasons for keeping Amanda stuffed away in the
dark recesses of my mind.

There is simply too much to do at the
moment, I told myself. Between settling in, enrolling for the
fall term, filing for financial assistance under the G.I. bill, and
starting my job at O’Shanahan’s my plate was quite full. That my
reluctance was due to nothing more than a serious case of cold feet
was the one reason I wasn’t able to accept. Instead, I convinced
myself that dabbling in something as serious as changing one’s
gender was something that should not be undertaken lightly or
rushed. Whatever the reason, I convinced myself it would be best if
I exercised both patience and caution when it came to that. When
the time was right, when more immediate concerns had been dealt
with and things had settled down, then I would tackle the Amanda
issue, I told myself. In the meantime, I needed to become
re-acclimated to the ebb and flow of life as a college student, a
line of reasoning that proved once more that denial was not just a
river in Egypt.

My first class in bartending at O’Shanahan’s
began on Thursday evening. In addition to the nervousness starting
a new job engenders, the thought of having to spend long hours with
Oscar Plumber served as something of a damper on my enthusiasm.
Oscar was a man who took great pride in his ability to browbeat
college students into submission with little more than a scowl.

That I still found myself intimidated by him
was a bit strange given what I had gone through. Still, he was like
that mean old uncle everyone seems to have, the one who always
wears a frown and never has a nice thing to say. Just how much of
that was an act only became clear that night when he took me in
hand and began the task of teaching me the fine art of dispensing
adult beverages.

“I’ve been told you’re one
of Uncle Sam’s Misguided Children,” he quipped shortly after I
joined him behind the bar on Thursday.

Oscar’s reference to the Marine Corps
surprised me. Doing my best to keep from smirking, I looked him
square in the eye before responding with a rousing, “Semper
Fi.”

Grinning, he reached into his pocket and
pulled out an oversized coin, which he slapped down on the bar. At
a glance, I knew it was what they call a “challenge coin,” a token
emblazoned with the crest of a unit they’d served in.

“2nd Battalion, 5th
Marines,” Oscar announced with pride.

Prepared for such a moment, I reached into
my pocket, pulled out my challenge coin and plopped it down next to
his. “1st Battalion 5th Marines.”

Without bothering to inspect my coin, Oscar
reached out with his right hand. When I took it, he gave it a firm
shake. “Welcome aboard, Andy.”

“Glad to be aboard,
sir.”

“The name is
Oscar.”

I had been prepared for just about anything
but this. Without exception, Oscar had always insisted all the
college students working at O’Shanahan’s refer to him as “Mr.
Plumber.” To be granted permission to use his first name was
something of a shock, though a welcome one. “Okay, Oscar. So, where
do we begin?”

Raising his arms like a conductor about to
lead an orchestra, he twisted about this way, then that. “We shall
start with an orientation of our area of responsibility, from left
to right, bottom to top, just like reading a map.”

Taking his time, Oscar methodically moved
from one item to the next, opening drawers, pointing out where
things were kept and how things were done. He demonstrated the
technique he used to draw a draft beer quickly so there was a head
on it but not too much of one. When he showed me the listing of
mixed drinks and their ingredients, he kept taped up behind the
bar, I could not help but breathe a sigh of relief.

“Thank God for that. I
thought I was going to have to memorize all those weird
concoctions.”

My statement caused Oscar to roll his eyes.
“Get real. Do you think all the blond ditzes they have working in
other places around town take the time or possess the brain cells
required to memorize this stuff?”

Feeling a bit cocky, I smirked. “Hey, go
easy there. Some of my best friends are blonds.”

When I saw his expression change, I thought
I had overplayed my hand. After taking a second to look down at his
shoes, Oscar leaned against the bar and looked me in the eye. “Can
I ask you a serious question?”

“Sure,
anything.”

“That crossdressing thing
you did when you were here two years ago, was that something
serious or was it just a passing fad.”

There it was. I expected he would ask me
about that at some point. Before answering, I took a moment to
think how best to answer him.

“I wish I could pass it off
as little more than a meaningless lark, but I’m afraid it wasn’t.
Or,” I continued hesitantly as I looked back at him, “should I say
isn’t. Does that make a difference?”

Now, Oscar paused as he considered my
answer. Eventually, with a shake of his head he sighed. “No, not
really. I guess you’ve earned the right to live your life the way
you see fit.”

With my right hand, I slapped my right
thigh. “Yeah, the hard way.

~

 


For the first hour or so, Oscar had me do
little more than watch as he went about filling orders and tending
to the housekeeping chores for which a bartender is responsible. As
the pace began to pick up, he put me to work filling the easier
orders like sodas, draft beers, etc. By the end of the evening, I
was mixing some of the simpler drinks. During the frequent lulls
that occurred on weeknights like this, Oscar and I had ample time
to chat. In addition to providing work related tips, we spent a
fair amount of time comparing notes on the Corps. Neither of us
discussed the more gruesome side of what being a Marine was all
about. It was something most vets did, or, more correctly, didn’t
do. They didn’t need to. And rather than feeling uneasy talking
about my time in the Corps, I found the opportunity to do so with a
fellow jarhead rather cathartic, an opportunity to open up and
share with another human being.

As surprising as this was to me, even more
fascinating was the manner with which the waiters and waitresses
who were also college students treated me. I assumed it was because
they saw me chumming it up with Oscar. Whatever the cause, it felt
strange to have kids who were just as old as I was treat me with
such deference. When I mentioned this to Oscar, he gave me one of
those, ‘You’ve got to be kidding me’ looks.

“They treat you differently
because you are different,” he explained. “And I’m not talking
about that gender thing that’s got you so screwed up. Two years
ago, there wasn’t a lick of difference between them and you. Now,
there’s not a one of them who can hold a candle to you.”

“I don’t consider myself
any better than any of them,” I quickly countered.

Taking me by the shoulder with his right
hand, he stared into my eyes.

“Not better, fool. Just
different. You’ve been out there in the real world. Regardless of
what drove you to do so, and I suspect I know why you did what you
did, you’ve proven you can stand on your own two feet. They
haven’t,” he continued gesturing at a pair of young waiters with
his free hand. “Under all their bluff and bluster, they’re still
scared kids.”

I was in the midst of trying to think of
something to say when a waitress by the name of Breanne came up to
the bar to place an order for drinks. “Excuse me, Mr. Plumber, Mr.
Newly, but could you take care of this?”

Grinning from ear to ear, Oscar gave my
shoulder a friendly nudge. “Why don’t you take care of it for her,
Mr. Newly. I’m going on break.”

Smirking, I gave him a wink and a nod.
“Roger wilco.”

The night ended with a crash course on how
to clean up the bar area and prepare it for the next day. Oscar
took me through inventorying the stock on hand, where the various
items were stored, what the bartender was responsible for cleaning,
and how to close out the register. In the midst of this, I could
not help but watch as one by one the waiters and waitresses made
their way to the bar and climbed up onto a stool. Oscar gave me a
light poke in the side.

“Why don’t you take care of
the poor lads and lasses while I make a quick run to the storeroom
for another case of Killiens. I think you remember the
drill.”

I chuckled. “All too well Oscar. All too
well.”

The act of watching the exhausted waiters
and waitresses sorting out their tips and counting them brought
back memories. I didn’t know any of them for Sarah was the only one
from the old crew who was still at O’Shanahan’s, and she wasn’t
working that night. Still, it wasn’t at all difficult to put myself
in their place, feeling their aching legs and sore feet. This was
especially true of the girls, having literally walked more than a
few miles in their shoes. As I was serving them their drinks, I
listened to their banter, wondering if any of them were making the
same sort of comparisons my friends and I had once made in regard
to the difference between the tips the male waiters received with
those of the females. If they did, I hoped they wouldn’t be foolish
enough to find out if it was true by doing what we had done. Once
was enough.

 




Chapter Three

 


Though the next day was a Friday, neither
Sarah nor I had much of anything we needed to do on campus. We’d
managed to pre-register for all our classes and had taken care of
all the financial aid paperwork, saving us from having to deal with
the mad rush when the bulk of the student body arrived for the fall
term. That blessed event would last all weekend. Both Sarah and I
were anxious to see Kathy Shaw and Tina Anderson again. They were
scheduled to make their appearance sometime Friday afternoon. A
week ago, I would have been apprehensive about renewing my
friendship with them. But thanks to Sarah, most of my concerns had
been put to rest. That did not mean there weren’t a few awkward
moments. An incident that morning was a prime example.

Managing to tumble out of bed before I did,
Sarah crept into the kitchen to fix some coffee. Not realizing she
was up and about and still not fully awake, I sat up and
immediately began to peel off the T-shirt I had been sleeping in
before heading into the bathroom to shower. My back was to her when
I came to my feet, giving her a clear view of some of my scars.

Unable to help herself Sarah gasped. “Oh,
Andy, you poor dear.”

Reflexively, I turned to face her, revealing
others that were even more pronounced. It hurt me to see her pained
expression. Reaching down, I grabbed the sheet off the sofa and
held it up in front of me. “Sarah, I’m so sorry.”

“No, I’m the one who should
apologize. I didn’t realize just how badly you had been…
well…”

Doing my best to make light of my scars, I
forced a smile as I quickly pulled a shirt over my head. “It isn’t
so bad. Those little nicks and dings got me out of the Corps two
years sooner than I was slated.”

Unable to resist the urge to comfort me,
Sarah crossed the room and took me in her arms, easing my head down
onto her shoulder as a mother would do to a hurt child. “You poor,
poor dear.”

Feeling very self-conscious, I pulled away
and held her at arm’s length. “That’s all in the past. I want to
put it behind me. Do you understand?”

Without a word Sarah shook her head, though
I could tell by her expression she really didn’t.

“Please do me a favor,
Sarah, and don’t mention this to the others.”

“I won’t. I
promise.”

In an effort to lighten the mood some, I
squatted down until our eyes were on the same level.

“Sarah,” I said in a
mockingly stern voice. “I know you better than that. You couldn’t
keep a secret from the other girls if your life depended on
it.”

Taking my cue, she freed herself from my
grasp and crossed her arms. “I can too. Just you watch me.”

“Oh, I will, girl. I
will.”

With that out of the way, I showered while
she fixed breakfast. As we were eating, I made mention of the fact
that I still needed to get serious about finding a place to stay.
Perking up, Sarah informed me in a rather nonchalant manner that I
didn’t have to bother.

“The girl who was going to
sublet your old room called me last night while you were at work
and informed me that she’s made other arrangements.”

Putting down my fork, I took to staring at
her.

“Sarah, are you being
straight with me?”

“Whatever do you mean,
Andy?”

“Who called
who?”

“Andrew Newly! How dare you
accuse me of being manipulative and underhanded. The girl really
did call me. She apologized all over the place, telling me how
sorry she was about backing out of our deal. It seems she decided
at the last minute to throw in with some other girls she had gone
to high school with, who were thinking about finding a house they
could all share.”

“Did you inform this poor
creature that finding a place in town this close to the beginning
of term was just about nil?”

Sarah raised a hand. “All I am saying is
that it was her idea. Who am I to interfere with the girl’s
Constitutional right to pursue happiness?”

Ignoring her efforts to make light of this
new development, I took a moment to consider her suggestion.

“As much as I’d love to
take you up on your offer, I don’t think it would be a good idea
for me to…”

“You stop right there,
mister. We’re friends. We shared more than an apartment that
semester. I watched you as you struggled through one crisis after
another, overcoming your fears and apprehensions one by one. I
suspect this upcoming semester isn’t going to be any easier for
you. In many ways, I dare say it will be harder. So, don’t go
putting on your macho act by telling me you can do what you need to
do on your own. I know better.”

She was right, of course. The problems I
would find myself having to deal with in the near future would make
raising the Titanic seem like child’s play. Deep down inside, I
knew I would be needing a sympathetic ear and a helping hand if I
was to succeed this time around. Seeing little point in arguing,
and having no real desire to do so, I capitulated with nothing more
than a shrug. “You win, as always.”

Leaping up from her seat, Sarah ran about
the table and gave me a big hug. “We are going to have so much
fun.”

Unsure of what other schemes she had in the
works, I merely shrugged. “Gee, I can’t wait.”

~

 


The balance of the day was spent helping
Kathy, Tina, and a few other girls who were returning, to move
their stuff into their apartments or dorms. Each of them would call
Sarah on her cell phone to inform her when they were almost there
so that we could meet them at their place. Both Kathy and Tina, who
had known me as both Andy and Amanda, were glad to see me. Neither
acted surprised when they saw my disgustingly short hair and how
skinny I was, leading me to believe Sarah had warned them what to
expect. Kathy did her best to keep her budding professionalism in
check for the moment, choosing instead to play on my current
state.

“Well,” she announced as
she opened the trunk of her car. “Since you insist on assuming the
role of a macho he-man, I’m putting you in charge of hauling all
the heavy boxes.”

I was more than happy to play along. Every
time I returned to the car for another load, I would flash Kathy a
broad smile and sing out loudly.

“Yes, missy. I’m lifting
those boxes just likes you said, missy.”

The first couple of times were amusing to
her. Eventually, she became quite annoyed, so much so that she
finally told me to put a sock in it.

The greeting I got from Tina was pure Tina.
Never one to hide her feelings, she ran to me with her arms wide
open. “Oh, my God! It’s true,” she squealed as we embraced. “Sarah
told me you were back, but I simply couldn’t believe it until I saw
you with my own eyes.”

Eventually, when she took a step back, she
gave me the once over. “Dear God, what have they done to my dear,
sweet Amanda?” she announced in front of everyone as she placed her
hand upon my cheek.

Kathy, who had joined our roving band gave
Tina a quick jab in the ribs. Shocked, Tina looked at Kathy, then
over to Sarah, before realizing she had stepped out of whatever
boundaries Sarah had established regarding taboo subjects. Turning
back toward me, Tina apologized. “I’m sorry, Andy.”

Two of the girls who I had just met and had
joined us, apparently, hadn’t been let in on the story behind
Amanda. Neither knew quite what to make of Tina’s greeting. While
they exchanged glances, I blushed. Anxious to get past this awkward
moment, I forced a smile and pointed at the car and trailer Tina
had driven up in. “I see you were able to limit yourself to
bringing only one floor of Nordstroms with you.”

Relieved I wasn’t upset and excited over
being back among old friends, Tina all but jumped up and down,
shaking me as she did so. “Wait till you see what I brought this
year. You’ll absolutely die.”

Looking at her over-packed car with a
trailer hitched to it, I rolled my eyes. “Was there anything you
didn’t bring back with you?”

With a shake of her head and a smirk on her
lips, Sarah sighed. “That’s our Tina.”

~

 


Since both Sarah and I had to work that
night, once everyone was moved in, we all piled into two cars, and
headed over to Sarah’s apartment. The conversation started out on a
light note, the typical banter between friends who hadn’t seen each
other in a while, frantically doing their best to catch up on
things. Mercifully, I was left out of this for the most part, free
to wander back and forth between the kitchen, where I was preparing
a quick meal of pasta and salad, and the living room, eavesdropping
on their conversations as I did so. It wasn’t until that moment
that I realized just how much I missed being with girls, how much I
wanted to rejoin this tight little circle of companions not as an
outsider, as I was at the moment, but as part of it.

The most interesting bit of information I
managed to latch onto was Tina’s announcement that she almost
didn’t make it back this term. “It seems Daddy has been receiving
threats on and off since the beginning of the year. He didn’t tell
me about them until I got home after the spring term.”

No one needed to ask why someone would
threaten her father. Theodore Anderson was the Donald Trump of
Minnesota, a businessman who had his fingers in a lot of corporate
pies.

“Not being the sort of man
who believes in taking unnecessary chances, a grim Ukrainian named
Gregory Ulyanov, who happens to be the head of security for
Anderson, Inc., all but moved in with us over the summer along with
his family,” Tina went on to explain.

“Don’t you think that was a
good idea?” Sarah asked.

Tina sighed. “I suppose. And I wouldn’t have
had any problems with it if he had left well enough alone.”

“Such as?” Kathy
inquired.

“Quite naturally, he tried
to dictate what I could and couldn’t do.”

“That seems like a wise
move to me,” Sarah stated. “I mean, you do recall what happened to
Patty Hearst.”

“Oh, please,” Tina
objected. “You sound like Gregory. Anyway, I made it clear to Daddy
that I wasn’t about to give up three years of school here, not to
mention all my friends, just because of some crackpot.”

Realizing they weren’t going to get anywhere
with her, both Sarah and Kathy dropped the subject and moved onto
other things. In the process, I was also able to find out more
about the new members of our little covey without having to
pry.

The two new girls were friends of Sarah and
Kathy respectively. Beth Holloran was majoring in business, which
is how she met Sarah. Cynthia Booth was a Psychology major who
shared many of the same interests Kathy did. Both seemed pleasant
enough and intelligent. Of the two, Beth struck me as being a real
go getter, someone who was anxious to put college behind her and
take on the world. Cynthia, on the other hand, was more difficult
to gauge. She spent most of the meal doing the same thing I was
doing, hanging back from the conversation, listening to what was
being said as if she were studying the group dynamic. Every now and
then, I caught her watching me. The expression on her face and the
way she responded when I caught her staring at me told me she was
dying to find out what I was doing in this small circle of females
but didn’t quite know how to broach the subject without disrupting
the amiable chatter everyone was enjoying.

Kathy Shaw was far less subtle. Being more
observant than the average person and having kept an eye on me
during the meal, she leaned over to Sarah, who was seated next to
her, and whispered something into her ear. After nodding, Sarah sat
up and addressed the group. “Well gang, this has been fun, but I’ve
got to work tonight and need to be going. So, if you don’t mind,
I’ll take Beth and Cynthia back with me if the rest of you don’t
mind catching a lift with Andy.”

Sensing an opportunity to spend some time on
their own with me, Kathy and Tina readily agree. In truth, I was
just as anxious as they were to talk freely. When Sarah and the two
new girls were gone, Kathy wasted no time in opening up the
discussion. Scrunching closer and putting our heads together in a
very conspiratorial manner, she went right to the heart of the
matter. “Sarah told us what happened two years ago after the spring
term ended.”

Tina placed her hand on my forearm. “Poor
dear. I feel so bad for you.”

After giving her an annoyed glance, Kathy
continued. “From what Sarah told me, you’re still struggling with
your gender issues.”

Leaning back into my seat, I lowered my chin
as I gazed vacantly down at the floor. “I’d love to say my days of
struggling with that are over, that I’ve sorted things out. But I
can’t, not yet. There are a lot of questions I have to deal with,
not the least of which is how exactly I go about achieving some
kind of resolution, one way or the other.”

Being a bit slower on the uptake than usual,
Tina cocked her head. “Just what sort of solution do you have in
mind?”

With things far from being clear in my own
mind, I found it rather difficult to articulate my goals and
desires. I guess one reason was that I was still having trouble
applying the word “transsexual” and all it implied to the dilemma I
was dealing with. It was the kind of word that carried a stigma
with it, one that was not at all positive. Still, there was no
denying any longer that I was a transsexual.

Sensing that I was mired in something of an
internal struggle and realizing there was no real need to have me
spell things out for her, Kathy changed tack. “Have you given any
serious thought to how you’re going to move forward?”

Shrugging, I attempted to explain that I
really didn’t have a plan per se. “I’m fairly confident that
I know where I want to go, at least I think I do. It’s the
mechanics of getting from here to there that I need to work
out.”

“We’re here to help you in
any way we can,” Tina volunteered without hesitation.

I patted her hand, which was still on my
forearm. “I know. And I was sort of counting on it,” I added with a
chuckle in an effort to lighten the mood a bit. “After all, how
could I possibly see this through without my trusted fashion
adviser at my side?”

This delighted Tina who took over the
conversation, filling me in on the details of the wardrobe she’d
brought back. For her part, Kathy was content to settle back in her
chair as she listened to Tina go on and on, though she let me know
by her expression that she was just as excited and ready to help me
with my journey as Tina was. Of all the things I had managed to
accomplish in my first week back at college, the renewing of my
friendship with Sarah, Kathy, and Tina were, for me, the most
important, for I now knew that whatever obstacles I would have to
overcome in the near future, I would not need to face them
alone.

 




Chapter Four

 


The trauma of plunging headlong back into
the academic life turned out to be far greater than I had
anticipated. Intellectually, I knew what to expect. The classrooms
hadn’t changed nor had most of the professors. The academics
themselves proved to be little more than a continuation of what I
had studied two years prior. The engineering and math courses were
a bit of a challenge but, blessed with an above average memory and
some serious hard work on my part, I managed to master them. It was
the psychological impact of reintegrating into the social fabric of
college life that really threw me, gender issues aside. I guess I
should have seen that coming given where I had been and what I had
done. But that’s how life is. It blindsides you, constantly serving
up new and unexpected challenges that you weren’t expecting but
must deal with, nonetheless.

The first time around, college life had been
an easy fit. Having just left high school, I was well-versed in the
rhythms of an academically oriented life. Up in the morning,
shower, breakfast, some last-minute cramming for a class I wasn’t
quite ready for, and then, out the door and into the classroom. In
the afternoon and early evening, I always made sure that I took
some time to socialize with friends. After wolfing down dinner, the
evening was spent in some serious studying, an effort punctuated
only by an occasional break to mess with a computer game or chat
with a buddy via email. I’m not saying there weren’t some striking
differences between high school and college. It’s just that the
routine is pretty much hardwired in kids who go straight from one
to the other.

For me, this wasn’t the case. While college
life had not changed a whit and the students who sat to my left and
right in class were no different than those that I had known two
years prior, I wasn’t. The most pronounced difference was the clash
of cultures, which I quickly became aware of, and the manner in
which I dealt with things. Concerns and issues some of my fellow
classmates panicked over didn’t even register on what we used to
call our “give-a-shit meter” in the Corps. If something needed to
be done, I did it instead of anguishing over it for hours on end or
discussing it with other students. While such things may sound
trivial, the difference in attitudes was proving to be quite
disorienting. I found myself having to bite my tongue, struggling
to keep from turning around in class and telling the person behind
me to get a grip and quit whining. To have done so would have been
futile. After all, as Oscar had pointed out to me, they were, in so
many ways, still children.

Another aspect of college life that I found
myself having to come to terms with was the isolation I felt. In my
freshman year, it had been easy to find likeminded people who
shared my values, views, and interests, people with whom I could
band together as we navigated our way through the strange new
environment in which we found ourselves. Even when I finally came
to appreciate that I had issues with my gender, it had been easy to
relate to the girls who rallied to my aid. And while Sarah, Kathy,
and Tina were still there and just as anxious to do whatever they
could to assist me in every way possible, none of them could help
me deal with the difficulties I was experiencing as I made the
transition from being a Marine rifleman, trained to do what Marines
do best, back to being an average, run-of-the-mill, college
student.

If there was one bright spot to this
otherwise unexpected speed bump on the road to academic
enlightenment, it was that the people who populated the Department
of Engineering were, for the most part, technically oriented and
non-political. That’s not to say the people I found myself in class
with didn’t have strong opinions about the war in Iraq or those who
waged it. Little things that would never have bothered me in the
past, like a statement splattered across a T-shirt or a snide
remark overheard in passing, were more than enough to pique my
anger. My only saving grace was the self-discipline the Corps had
instilled in me. Without having to be told, I knew it would be
pointless to make a fuss over some of the stupidity and ignorance I
encountered on a daily basis. To do so would achieve nothing more
than marking me as a troublemaker. For here, I was the oddity, an
outcast many of my fellow students considered to be little better
than a spawn of Cain. With more important things to worry about and
far bigger issues to deal with, I knew any effort on my part to
educate the ignorant about the reality of the world beyond the
campus would be a waste of time. So, I pretty much kept to myself,
a choice born out of necessity. I didn’t like it, but, like life in
general, you’ve got to take the good with the not so good.

~

 


After the initial rush to get things sorted
out and make sense out of the chaos that dominates the first week
of an academic term, I did manage to settle into something of a
routine. I would like to think I was focusing on what was critical,
which, I told myself, were my academics. That, of course, would
have been a lie. The truth of the matter was that I began to use my
academics as an excuse to avoid dealing with anything relating to
my gender issues.

Though my intentions upon being discharged
from the Corps had been to go back to where it had all begun and
pick up where I had left off, it was a resolve that I found to be
far too easy to shelve. I guess the magnitude of that task and what
it would involve suddenly became all too real for me. In my heart,
I knew I would need to come to some sort of resolution sooner
rather than later. Yet, with each passing day, my determination to
do so slowly faded. I wasn’t quite as ready to venture forth into
those uncharted waters as I had once thought I was, to go where my
heart told me I needed to go. Just as I had after my freshman year,
I found it easier to evade the subject rather than deal with it.
Instead, I withdrew further and further into a shell made of books,
isolating myself from the social activities that make college life
bearable. In the process, I was also pulling away from my small
circle of friends, the very people I was depending on to help
me.

In the beginning, this proved to be easy for
the girls were just as determined to start the new academic year
off on the right foot as I was. They were also eager to renew old
friendships with other students whom I did not know. Tina’s efforts
this year would determine what medical school she would get into.
Kathy was anxious to become involved in some of the special studies
opened to seniors in her major. That and a particularly close
relationship she had developed with Beth Halloran during my
two-year hiatus kept her more than occupied. Sarah was the only one
I saw on a regular basis and that was only because we were sharing
an apartment and worked at O’Shanahan’s. Other than a few moments
snatched out of our busy schedules and studies spent vegging out in
front of the TV, we really didn’t see much of each other. With
their attention diverted by so many competing demands, no one took
note of the psychological barriers I was busily throwing up.

It wasn’t until September gave way to
October and the initial frenzy of the new term morphed into a
grinding routine that Sarah started in on me. She began casually by
throwing out seemingly innocent inquiries dressed up as humor.

“Hey, when are we going to
get a chance to see Amanda again?” she’d ask wistfully.

My response to these innocuous entreaties
were more often than not met with little more than a vague shrug.
When her subtle inquiries failed to open up a discussion, Sarah
became more direct. Every now and then, when we were together in
the kitchen foraging for supper or sitting before the TV, she’d ask
if I had given any thought to how I was going to go about resolving
my questions concerning gender. A crisp “No” from me usually
sufficed to dissuade her from prying any further.

If there was one thing Sarah’s persistent
nudging did accomplish, it was to remind me of the conundrum I
faced. Rather than a steady progression with one phase of my life
leading to the next, my life up to that point had been little more
than a jumble of fits and starts, disjointed episodes leading to
nowhere. When I started college, I had done so as Andy, an average
sort of guy who seemed doomed to eternal geekdom. From that humble
framework arose Amanda, a person who was everything Andy was not,
the sort of person Andy would have loved to be with, were I not
her. During my freshman year with the help of Sarah, Tina, Kathy,
and others, I managed to keep Andy and Amanda sorted and on an even
keel, more or less.

It was when I left the hothouse environment
of college and returned to the cold reality of the real world that
I realized I didn’t fit in anywhere. Andy had a partial education
but no marketable skills and nothing resembling a social life.
Amanda was the belle of the ball but could not stand on her own
24/7. To say that I was a bit confused and lost would have been
putting it mildly. That is how my third and most strident persona
came to be.

There were many reasons leading to my
decision to join the Corps after my freshman year, none of which
were particularly noble or had anything to do with God and country.
Sometimes, I found myself justifying it by telling myself that I
was taking a break from college in order to discover just who I
was. That, of course, was a great lie because I already suspected I
knew the answer to that question. This formed the basis of another
popular excuse I often used as my default position to explain away
my actions. I reasoned, If anyone could beat Andy into something
resembling a man and purge me of the silly notion that I was meant
to be female, it was the Marines. Not surprisingly, this effort
failed. Within days of reporting to the Marine Recruit Depot at
Paris Island, I came to realize that the experience one endures
there does nothing to change the core of a person, that one’s heart
and soul are unaffected even in the face of unbearable misery.
Instead, the more I tried to expunge Amanda from my consciousness,
the more I found her there within me, struggling to find a place in
my life.

Eventually, I abandoned my futile efforts to
divest myself of my most cherished dream. Rather than being a
burden, I came to rely on the memories of the time I had spent as
Amanda as a means of coping with the man-made hell on earth in
which I was living. In those first weeks, on Paris Island, when I
found myself on the verge of buckling under the psychological
strain that is the hallmark of Marine boot camp, all I needed to do
in order to make it through another day was to conjure up a memory
of happier times, a time when I was free to live my life as I felt
I had been meant to live it.

As effective as this method of escape was,
it did have its downside, for there is nothing more annoying to a
Marine drill instructor then to see a recruit in his charge
drifting away into a dreamy state of bliss when he is doing his
utmost to turn that poor sod into a lean, mean, killing machine.
Thus, I found myself caught in something akin to what aviators call
a death spiral. The more I sought to escape the psychological
horrors that I was being subjected to, by mentally divorcing myself
from what was going on around me, the more unwanted attention I
drew. To break this cycle and survive this ordeal, I created what
amounted to a third persona. That is how Lance Corporal Newly came
to be.

I didn’t begin as a lance corporal. That
came later in Iraq. But the attitudes and habits that were the
hallmark of Lance Corporal Newly sprang up fully formed there on
Paris Island. If the Marines wanted something akin to a mix of John
Wayne and Clint Eastwood’s Dirty Harry, then, by God, I was
determined to give it to them, in spades. Almost overnight, I
became something of a legend within my platoon by not only giving
every task I was handed my all but throwing myself into it with
such utter abandonment that, at times, the drill instructors found
they needed to restrain me. There was, of course, a price to pay
for this. I had to go against my nature, to become everything that
Amanda was not. Needless to say, the incongruity of these two
competing personas proved to be difficult to deal with. The war
waged in the streets of Iraq was nothing compared to the one I
struggled with day after day in my own mind.

In retrospect, I imagine a psychologist
would have had a field day with all of this. Conditions Kathy was
quite fond of exploring, such as dissociative behavior,
schizophrenia, multiple personalities, and such, are only a few of
the terms I imagined she would have used if she were given a free
hand to rummage about inside my brain. I, of course, didn’t see
anything wrong with what I was doing. I was able to convince myself
that Lance Corporal Newly was a coping mechanism, a creation
conjured up to see me through Paris Island and, again, once I was
in Iraq. In that, it succeeded. Unfortunately, it succeeded all too
well, for I quickly found it was far easier to hide behind the mask
it provided me than to deal with what lay behind it.

It was in Iraq, not long after my unit
arrived in country, when my carefully crafted hardcore Marine
persona cracked. It occurred, as such things often do, on a day
that promised to be totally unspectacular and of little note. I was
part of a detachment manning a checkpoint together with the one
person in my squad who seemed to see through the façade I wore like
a shield, allowing him to relate to me as a friend and confidant.
It was a hot day, the sort of day when the simple act of breathing
demands more effort than you’re willing to give. I was draped over
the pole barrier we were guarding like an unstrung puppet, cradling
my weapon in my arms as my mind drifted from one disjointed thought
to the next.

A car pulled up and stopped short of the
pole barrier as if waiting to be inspected and waved through.
Sergeant Kozman, my squad leader, ordered me to check the driver’s
ID. Rather than snapping to and complying, I reminded him that I
had checked out the last three vehicles, that it was someone else’s
turn. Surprisingly, Kozman, no doubt too hot to argue, sent my
friend, Marine Rifleman Edward J. Wright, or EJ as we called him.
Though he bitched and moaned just as loudly as I had, EJ complied
with Kozman’s order.

I guess the driver of the car panicked when
he saw a Marine approaching, for he didn’t wait for EJ to reach
him. Instead, the driver opted to detonate his bomb prematurely.
The blinding flash and the searing heat washed over me like a wave,
throwing me backward and onto the ground. By the time I managed to
scramble to my feet and run to where the shattered body of EJ lay,
it was too late to do anything for him. All I could do was to lift
his bloody head off the pavement and cradle it in my lap,
alternating between telling him everything would be all right and
pleading with him not to die on me.

He died, of course, right there in my arms.
As the other members of my squad stood about watching, I broke down
and bawled like a child. They all thought I was weeping over the
loss of a friend and a fellow Marine. No one ever suspected that I
was, in fact, mourning my own demise. For me, his death was
symbolic. Like me, EJ had had dreams, dreams that would never be
fulfilled. It took me the better part of a week to recover from
that incident. When I did, I assigned Lance Corporal Newly one last
mission, a task that would bring an end to all my confusion, all my
anguish, all my misery, all my dreams. That he failed to accomplish
this was due solely to the determination of Naval corpsmen who
refused to give up and the skills of surgeons who managed to save
the life of a person who was keen on parting with it.

Denied the opportunity to put something akin
to an honorable end to a miserable and conflicted existence, I
found myself once more thrashing about in search of an answer to
the puzzle that my life had become. It was in the pursuit of a
solution that led me back to the place where I had first come to
realize I had issues that needed to be sorted and resolved, the
place where Amanda had entered my life. And while I had fully
intended to give her free rein as I had once done with Lance
Corporal Newly, I found he stalked my subconscious like a predator
lurking in the shadows, threatening to leap out the moment I let my
guard down.

It was this fear, more than anything else
that kept me from giving myself over to a new and full life, the
one I longed to live. Once more, my inability to cope with the
truth left me psychologically paralyzed, unable to move forward.
Rather than seizing the opportunities to do so, I held myself in
check, hoping against hope that, somehow, I would find the courage
to put my past behind me and once more become the person I knew God
had meant me to be.

~

 


It took until late October for Sarah to
realize I was going out of my way to avoid any discussion
concerning plans to address my very own inconvenient truth.
Determined to put an end to my refusal to give her anything
resembling a straight answer, she made a deliberate effort to rise
before I did one Sunday morning when I had no real excuse to go
dashing out the door to class, the library, or some other place
where I just happened to remember I needed to be.

Having spent the last two years in the
military, my biological clock had been permanently reset to roust
me out of bed at oh dark thirty in the morning whether I needed to
or not. I usually followed the routine the Corps had instilled in
me by heading out for a morning run followed by a quick shower and
a light breakfast. Even while in rehab at Bethesda Naval Hospital
in Maryland, I had stuck to this practice. The sight of Sarah
sitting on the sofa, staring intently at the door of my bedroom put
an end to my plans to slip out quietly this day. The look on her
face told me right off that she wanted to speak to me about
something important. I didn’t need to guess what that was.

Rustling up a smile, I tried to fob her off
with a casual greeting. “Hey there. Up a bit early, aren’t
you?”

Determined not to let me weasel out of the
conversation into which she was hellbent on dragging me, Sarah
wasted no time in getting right to the heart of the matter. “You’ve
been evading me now for over six weeks.”

Standing there in the doorway of my room in
my running shorts and bright red shirt with large yellow USMC
stenciled across it, I shrugged. “Don’t be silly. We see each other
every morning and every evening.”

“Andy, you know what I
mean. You’ve hit me with every excuse imaginable to brush off
discussing Amanda.”

“Well, maybe I’m not
ready.”

She ignored my indignant tone. “When we
spoke of this in August, you had no doubt in your mind it was
something you needed to sort out. It’s something that you said you
wanted to get on with, the sooner the better.”

Before I knew it, I felt the anger begin to
well up in me. Who the hell was she to tell me what I needed to
do? I found myself asking. Still, I managed to hold my tongue
in check. “Listen, I know what I’m doing. When the time is right,
I’ll deal with it.”

Moving toward the front door of the
apartment, I turned my back on Sarah and reached for the doorknob.
As I was about to turn it, Sarah sighed as she threw her hands up
in disgust. “Okay, you win. Go ahead. Run off. Avoid facing
reality. It seems to be the only thing you’ve managed to
master.”

Unable to hold back, I spun about and
pointed my index finger at her. “You have no idea what it’s been
like for me.”

Easing back into the sofa cushions, Sarah
folded her arms across her chest and smirked. “I dare say you’ve
done such a marvelous job of evading the issue that you don’t
either.”

Unable to find an appropriate retort and
having no desire to get into it with Sarah, I flung the door open,
stormed from the room, and headed out for my run.

When you’re in good shape, running becomes a
time when you can let your mind wander about from subject to
subject or lock onto a single topic, examining it in minute detail
from all angles. That was why I preferred a quarter mile track or a
well-paved jogging circuit. You don’t have to worry about dodging
cars when crossing streets or weaving between pedestrians
sauntering along at a leisurely pace. Once your body falls into a
comfortable rhythm, you’re free to lose yourself in your own
thoughts.

That morning, I set out from the apartment
at a dead run in an effort to burn off the anger Sarah had stirred
within me. By the time I reached the track on campus, my lungs and
my legs were demanding that I take up a more conservative pace, one
I could sustain. Once I had caught my breath and slipped into a
steady pace, I played back the confrontation from which I had just
fled.

Right off, I came to the conclusion that I
had handled the situation rather poorly. Sarah had been spot-on. I
was becoming well practiced in the art of running away from things.
During my freshman year, when I had finally managed to admit to
myself that I had a serious problem, I failed to take serious steps
to address it. When I returned home that summer and found myself
unable to deal effectively with my parents, I ran off and enlisted
in the Marine Corps. And when it finally dawned upon me that I
would never be free of my desire to once more be Amanda, I stepped
out into the middle of a firefight, determined to put an end to my
pathetic existence. Now, here I was, back where it had all begun,
surrounded by a small circle of friends who were willing to help me
in whatever way they could, and I was, once more, running away.

What was I afraid of? I found myself
wondering. Death? I’d met him face-to-face and found he was less
frightening than I could have ever imagined. Condemnation and
censure from my parents? Been there, done that, I told
myself. Becoming ostracized by my fellow students? Truth was, save
for the girls I had already taken care of that by withdrawing into
my own little shell.

So, what was the downside? What did I have
to lose? Nothing, I concluded, nothing except my
self-imposed social exile and a destructive streak that would only
serve to make matters worse.

By the time I was beginning my ninth lap, I
found myself having to slow down once more. Not having taken the
time to properly stretch before breaking into a dead run, my right
thigh was beginning to knot up. After settling into a more
leisurely gait, I turned my attention to what would happen if I did
take up where I had left off two years earlier. Would I feel the
same about being out and about as a female? Having teetered on the
edge of a man-made hell, would I be able to enjoy the same thrill I
once reveled in when dressed to the nines?

This last question triggered another, the
one that dominated all the others. In my journey into an area where
few human beings ever venture, I had come to appreciate that sex
and gender weren’t one and the same. Based on the research I had
done on the subject on my own and my discussions with Kathy and Dr.
White during my freshman year, I’d learned sex referred only to the
physical being whereas gender defined a person’s self-image or the
role in which he or she saw themselves.

“Sex,” as Kathy put it
simply and somewhat crudely, “is what is between your legs. Gender
is what is between your ears.”

Having worked out the cramp in my right leg,
I once more picked up my pace. I concluded that Kathy had been
close but not quite right in her assessment regarding gender, or
more correctly the yearning that it manifests. It did not dwell in
my head. Instead, I saw it as a matter of the heart.

~

 


Sarah was in the kitchen futzing about when
I returned. Sheepishly, I made my way over to where she was
standing until she took note of my presence and turned to face
me.

“Sarah, I’m sorry. You’re
right,” I admitted with bowed head. “I have been avoiding the
issue. I have been taking the coward’s way out.”

In a flash, her expression softened as she
wrapped her arms about me and gave me a warm hug.

“Don’t ever say that. I
can’t even begin to imagine how difficult this must be for you or
what you’ve gone through these past two years,” she cooed. “You may
be confused and perhaps a bit frightened. I mean who wouldn’t be?
But a coward? No. This is simply going to take a different kind of
courage, the sort that most people don’t understand.”

It might seem strange for someone who has
never experienced a moment like this to accept my response to her
words or the feeling that overwhelmed me as she sought to comfort
me. Having laid my soul bare, I began to sob as I returned her
hug.
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