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Chapter 1

 


The wood was always cool, no matter how long I lay
there. I could feel the difference in texture between the rough
sections, where the floor had been scratched, and the smooth
hardness of the portions that were still covered in varnish. Over
the years the smell of the closet had changed. When I was really
young the stagnant air was saturated with the odor of mud and
grass. After puberty my dirty clothes pile retained a more private
scent. Curled in the fetal position under it, I could smell the
musk of hormones and sweat. The part of my body that was smothered
in a thick layer of clothing was always too hot. Pressed against
the wood, my other side was perpetually cold. The temperatures bled
inward so that somewhere in the center of my body there was a place
where I was comfortable. I spent year after year trying to fit my
whole self into that space.

I’d first sought solace under my dirty laundry on a
night in fourth grade. That day I had asked my teacher for a hall
pass to go to the bathroom. Whenever I could find an opportunity to
be in the bathroom by myself, I seized it. The jeering that I
normally endured, the yelling and accusations and pounding on my
stall door, made me so afraid that I could barely loosen my bladder
enough to pee.

I walked quietly down the hall, listening for any
indication that someone was already using the girl’s bathroom.
There were no whispers of fabric shifting, metal locks engaging, or
toilet paper being unrolled and torn. I held my breath and
hesitated a moment longer, straining to detect even the subtlest
hint that someone was there.

Silence beckoned me inside. I quickly slipped into a
stall and closed it. A large gap between the door and frame meant
that the arm of the lock barely reached the groove where it was
supposed to rest. If someone even so much as bumped it, the door
would fly open.

I sat on the toilet and fought my tensing muscles for
control of my bladder. Even though no one was around, my heart was
racing. I tried to talk myself down from a panic attack, pointing
out that I was alone, that there were no packs of kids that would
gather outside the stall, waiting to jump me.

The sound of hurried adult footsteps in the hall
weren’t comforting. I took a deep breath and told myself to ignore
everything except the task at hand. If I could just pee then I
would be able to leave and be okay for another few hours.

The footsteps got louder. I sat frozen on the toilet,
knowing somehow that they were coming for me. The dull clack of
high heels against linoleum got louder as the principal entered the
tiled bathroom. She called out sternly, “I know that you’re in
here, young man. You come out this instant.”

My pants had slipped down and were bunched at my
ankles. When I was naked it was clear that I had a vagina. With
clothes on no one believed that I was a girl. I had broad shoulders
and bigger muscles than most kids. I had short hair and insisted on
shopping for clothes in the boys’ section.

Despite my masculine appearance, I had been taught
that I was female and that this was the bathroom I was supposed to
use. I didn’t know how to respond to the principal’s accusation. I
stared nervously at the gap in the door and pushed hard against my
bladder.

“You have until the count of three to come out of
that stall, young man,” the principal threatened. Through the gap I
watched her advancing towards me.

“I’m a girl,” I called out desperately.

The principal sighed. “Don’t play games with me. I
saw you sneak in here. Come out immediately.”

Before I had time to react she grabbed the stall door
and yanked it open. Her righteous expression turned to surprise as
her eyes made their way down my body and landed on my exposed
genitals. “Oh,” she said. She looked up at my face and down at my
vagina again. Then she hurried out of the bathroom, leaving my
stall door swinging.

That evening I lingered at the table after dinner was
over. My father was busy washing the dishes. He could be the
sweetest parent in the world. When I was younger he spent hours
making up stories for me and recording them on a little Fischer
Price audio player. He’d taught me how to throw a baseball and
football and just that summer he’d built a tree fort in the
backyard for me and my little sister.

Despite these episodes of tenderness, living with my
father was scary. He would fly into uncontrolled rages at the
smallest provocation. Once I accidentally put a fork in the spoon
holder of the utensil tray as I emptied the dishwasher. When he
discovered the mistake, he started screaming at me; telling me that
I was a lazy slob and clearly I had no God damn respect for him or
the house and did I know how fucking much it cost to raise a child
and the last thing he needed when he was having to work so hard on
my spoiled behalf was to be undermined by this kind of shit.

Apologizing never helped. Once he got angry, he would
rip into anyone or anything in his path. He’d yell and curse, slam
doors, and kick walls. My mom could usually manage to lure him into
their bedroom so she could shut the door, but his fury would rock
the whole house anyway. He’d pound the walls and furniture, causing
lamps and books to fall, and scream a litany of complaints at her;
about how we were the most ungrateful children in the whole fucking
world and he was tired of having to deal with all our fucking
messes and listen to our fucking whining and she fucking let us get
away with fucking bloody murder and the whole family shit-show was
fucking up his fucking life and all he wanted was some fucking
peace and quiet every once in a fucking while. My mom would cry and
beg him to stop, or at least to lower his voice, but his rage had a
breakneck speed. Once he ran out of complaints about us, he’d start
in on how his clients at work were fucking up his life and how his
colleagues were fucking up his life and how his boss was fucking up
his life. Inevitably he’d get around to telling my mom about
everything she was doing wrong, too. When he’d gone hoarse from
screaming, he’d storm out of the room, stomp through the house, get
his keys and jacket, slam the back door and drive away. He’d be
gone for the rest of the day and late into the night.

If he’d always been that emotionally violent I
probably would have developed a coping strategy and figured out how
to make it until I was eighteen and could leave home. It was the
rapid cycling between the tenderness and rage that scared me. My
father didn’t drink or use drugs, so there was no outward warning
sign when he was about to fly into a fury. He’d be in the middle of
reading me a bedtime story when he’d realize that he’d forgotten to
do something at the office and would become enraged. The next thing
I’d know he’d be screaming about how awful all of us were and then
stormed out of the house, leaving me in stunned silence on the
couch in my footie pajamas.

Even though I longed to spend time with him, playing
games and telling stories, I’d learned that it was safest to stay
out of his way whenever possible. But I hung around the kitchen
while he was washing dishes on the day that the principal burst
into my bathroom stall, because I needed the answer to a question
that I couldn’t ask my mother. She had told me that no one should
look at my private parts. I was afraid that I would get in trouble
if she found out that I had let the principal see me naked.

I wanted to ask my father about the last thing the
principal had said, the “Oh” right before she left. Oh. The
acknowledgement of a mistake. Was it hers or mine? I’d never made a
conscious decision to dress like a boy. For as long as I could
remember, that’s what had made sense. For just as long, people had
been yelling and lecturing and using physical violence against me
because my appearance didn’t fit the way they thought a girl should
be.

I’d been called a freak on many occasions. Until that
day in the bathroom with the principal, I’d never believed that I
was. Freaks were people who were perverted. They did nasty things
in gross places. Like getting naked in public bathrooms and letting
people look at them. My mom had said that strangers didn’t have a
right to see my private parts, but my principal seemed to think
that she did. She hadn’t looked away; she had just stared at my
vagina and said, “Oh.”

I wanted to know whether my father thought that what
she had done was wrong. Rules that applied to other kids didn’t
protect me. It seemed like most adults believed that little kids
should be treated kindly. If they made mistakes, like accidentally
going in the wrong place, the adults would gently help them find
the right line or room or spot to be in. With me, adults always
seemed angry, were always threatening me and making demands and
yanking on my arm.

I watched enviously as other kids moved through the
world with ease. They didn’t seem to be perplexed or challenged by
the things I struggled with. They knew which bathroom was theirs.
They had stable pronouns, not the topsy turvy he-she-he
merry-go-round I was always on. Most importantly, they had friends
who shared their interests and experiences.

I wished with all my heart that I had someone to
share inside jokes with, someone who would invite me over on the
weekends so I didn’t have to stay at my house. It wasn’t as if I
was unlikeable. Once they got over my appearance, most of my
classmates enjoyed me. I was athletic and got top grades, so I was
a good teammate and group project member. But I didn’t have anyone
to share confidences with, to commiserate with about how terrifying
it was to go pee and how violently angry adults could get when I
was just standing quietly and politely, minding my own business.
Between my dad constantly screaming about how much I was ruining
his life and people in public obsessively pointing out that
wherever I was I didn’t belong, I was profoundly lonely and
estranged from the world by the time I reached fourth grade.

My father finished washing the dishes. He turned
irritably towards me and asked, “What do you want?”

His expression reminded me of the principal
self-righteously storming away. I thought about how I had pulled my
shirt as low as it would go with one hand while I’d tried to
wriggle my pants up with the other. My butt had been exposed as I’d
leaned over, a perfect target for humiliation if anyone had walked
in. At the time I had been able to hold back the tears. Sitting in
the kitchen, reliving the shameful episode as my father glared at
me, I started to cry.

“What do you want?” he repeated, a dangerous anger
creeping into his voice.

“Friends,” I wailed. “I’m so lonely. I don’t have
anything in common with anybody.”

My father methodically wiped his hands on a
dishtowel. He folded it in half and hung it over the sink. When he
was done he looked at me. I tried to inhale my sobs, to hold them
back before they escaped and made me weak in his eyes. Snot and
tears were running down my face.

“Did you ever think that the reason you don’t have
any friends might be because there’s something wrong with you?” he
asked. Shame pulsed through my body. He had answered my
question.

“Oh,” I whispered. My mistake. My fault the principal
had been forced to confront me while I was naked. I ran for my
room. I was desperate to hide myself, to protect my body from
everyone who thought my existence was wrong and freakish. I
burrowed under the dirty clothes and curled tightly into a ball,
making sure that none of me was exposed.

Hours later, after my tears had dried into a sticky
patch of salt on the wooden floor, I crawled out of the closet. The
house was dark except for a line of light under the bathroom door.
I thought that someone must have forgotten to turn it off and
started to push it open.

My father was standing in front of the sink. He was
too distracted to notice that the door had opened a few inches. I
quietly watched him through the crack. He was looking at himself in
the mirror, his face twisted with the same disgust he’d expressed
for me. I shivered with fear. Something was wrong with both of us
and deep down he knew it.

I’d heard hushed stories about how my grandfather had
chronically cycled in and out of an asylum. No one had ever managed
to find a diagnosis, but my parents thought that he might have had
schizophrenia. My father had always refused to acknowledge that
some sort of mental illness could have been passed on to him; he
had no interest in being branded crazy. Instead he insisted that he
was normal and created villains out of everyone else.

As my sister and I grew, my father’s fury
intensified. Once we were no longer cute little babies, nothing
about us was too precious for him to attack. As his anger engulfed
him, the tender moments we’d shared became non-existent. We were
such noisy-lazy-slob-money-suckers that he didn’t have any desire
to spend time with us.

I started begging my mom to leave him, to take us
away from this scary house where nothing we did was ever okay. She
knew something was wrong with my father. He was this out of control
even when they were dating in college, but she believed that if we
just tried hard enough, we could figure out how to keep him from
getting angry. She longed to find the magic formula that would keep
him acting like the sweet, funny, supportive partner who would
appear sometimes. The one who took us to baseball games and the
movies, and had loving conversations with her about work and the
news after the kids had gone to bed.

In an effort to keep my father calm, she developed
the habit of constantly admonishing me and my sister,
choreographing our daily existence into a performance in which we
were not allowed to be kids. Don’t run, don’t talk, don’t laugh,
don’t fight, don’t whine, don’t chew, don’t sneeze, don’t skip,
don’t sing, don’t splash, don’t forget, don’t ask, don’t tell,
because you’ll make your dad mad. That was the number one rule in
the house: don’t make your dad mad, but it was impossible to
accomplish.

I understood why she was relentless in controlling
our movements. When my father’s rage exploded, it was my mom who
bore the brunt of his wrath. Even hiding under my dirty laundry, I
couldn’t escape his seismic fury. The whole house would literally
shake as he slammed around and screamed at my mom about how we were
ruining his life.

I was terrified during these episodes that my father
would kill my mom. I didn’t think he’d do it on purpose, but I was
afraid that he’d send a lamp flying and it would hit her in the
head, or that he’d grab her around the neck, trying to make a
point, and suffocate her to death. I wanted to rescue her whenever
they ended up fighting in their room, but my whole body would start
shaking and I couldn’t convince myself to leave the safety of my
hiding spot. The guilt of not protecting her made me ashamed.

I thought often about the moment I had witnessed in
front of the mirror, about this horrible secret that my father and
I shared. Something was wrong with us, though neither of us had any
words to explain why we were so at odds with the rest of the world.
Instead of rendering us partners, our strangeness had made me his
adversary.

As I entered puberty I seemed to have become
everyone’s enemy. On multiple occasions women in public bathrooms
stormed out as I entered, only to return with security guards in
tow. One guard had wrestled me to the ground and tried to handcuff
me for being in the wrong bathroom. Outside a convenience store a
group of young boys surrounded me, brandishing a switch blade, and
demanded to know “what the fuck” I was.

My interactions at school weren’t any better. The
other kids were no longer impressed by good grades or athleticism.
Fashion and pop culture were far more important. I stuck out like a
sore thumb, which made me a target.

In seventh grade a group of my classmates came up
with a plan to corner and beat me. I learned about it thanks to a
girl in my English class. On the way out to the buses after school
one day, she tapped me hurriedly on the shoulder and told me about
the plan. “They’re going to corner you in the bathroom so you have
nowhere to run, and then they’re going to beat you until you pass
out. They said they want to lock you in a locker and see how long
it takes someone to notice.”

After her warning I started moving through the school
warily. At lunch I’d sit close to the woman in charge of monitoring
the cafeteria. During passing time I’d insinuate myself into large
groups of people, floating along with as much anonymity as
possible. Other kids were busy learning Geometry and English. I was
studying the art of hiding in plain sight, dragging my metaphorical
closet with me wherever I had to go.

When no one had attacked me after two months, I
started to let down my guard. I didn’t even get that suspicious
when I walked into Social Studies one day and found two of the
would-be assailants hanging out by my desk. They smiled at me and
kept chatting. I set my textbook on my desk and went to get my
project binder out of the cupboard in the back of the room.

Ten minutes into class, the teacher asked us to open
our textbooks. I reached out to pull mine closer, but it didn’t
move. Disoriented by its immobility, I yanked harder. Kids started
to giggle. I looked closer at the desk and realized that super-glue
had been smeared all over the surface. Pretending not to notice, I
nonchalantly grabbed the front cover and tried to open the book,
but it wouldn’t budge. It had been glued shut.

I tried to lean over casually to grab a notebook out
of my backpack, so I could take notes, but discovered I couldn’t
move. My shirt and pants were stuck to my seat. I’d been
super-glued to my chair.

Laughter erupted. I was mortified. Who actually gets
glued to their seat? That kind of thing is only supposed to happen
on TV. I flung my torso forward, using all of my weight to rip the
fabric away from the chair. Once my back was free I twisted left
and right to break the bond between my jeans and the seat. The
teacher sat at his desk in the front, watching me with an amused
expression on his face. Like I deserved this.

Some of my classmates were laughing openly at this
point. A few averted their eyes and grimaced with empathy. After a
couple more twists I finally broke loose. With all pretense of
composure gone, I wrestled the textbook free from the desk. The
back cover tore off. As I grabbed my backpack and ran for the door,
kids started whooping and clapping.

That day I took a long walk after school. I didn’t
understand what force in me was so powerful that it filled people
with hatred. How could the fact of my existence be disturbing
enough that people demanded to know whether I was a boy or girl at
knife point? Why did women summon security guards to drag me out of
the bathroom, adopting pious expressions as they watched my arms
being pinned behind my back? Was all this angst really just a
result of my masculine clothes and haircut?

I tried my hardest to follow all the rules and treat
people with respect. I turned my homework in on time, I held doors
open for people, I said please and thank you, I
shared resources with others, I helped kids at school when they
were confused over assignments, I complimented people. Despite
this, people seemed to see me as some sort of dangerous criminal. I
didn’t understand why.

Whatever the root of everyone’s contempt, my father
agreed with them. By the time I was in junior high school he had
progressed from constantly telling me that I was fucking up his
life to yelling about how I was ruining the whole family. Any time
I made him mad he would scream this accusation at me, driving the
words into the walls until the room was saturated in his loathing.
I couldn’t go anywhere in the house without feeling his indictment
crushing me. It haunted my every waking moment, because it was
clear that I was somehow tearing the four of us apart. We rarely
spent time together anymore, and when we did we mostly snapped at
each other.

My sister and I had taken to wrestling in the living
room after dinner every night. But we weren’t playing around. I was
much bigger than she, and it felt good to be able to pin her down.
I didn’t ever fantasize about hurting her, but it felt good to have
control for once, for someone else to be vulnerable. Often the
wrestling would go too far, and she’d end up crying out in pain.
I’d always stop, ashamed of myself for the power I was exerting,
but the next night I’d want to experience that sense of control
again.

All the turmoil in my life was scary. My father
claimed the source was me. I don’t know if he ever blamed my sister
or mom, but when he said it to me it was hard to refute; I seemed
to destroy everything. I was grief stricken and desperate. I didn’t
want to ruin our family.

The tension reached a sort of breaking point one
evening shortly after the day I’d been super-glued to my chair. I
returned from a walk to discover that yet again I had undermined my
father. He had called before I’d left and asked me to leave a key
under the doormat. I’d meant to do it, but had forgotten. When he’d
gotten home he’d had to go to the neighbor’s house to borrow their
copy of our key.

I tried to apologize when he outlined my failures as
a daughter, but he stalked away. At dinner when I requested the
milk, he grabbed the carton and put it back in the fridge. For the
first time that I could remember, I felt a twinge of anger towards
him. Why couldn’t he see me as a person? One with feelings? As soon
as my mom asked how my day had been, my dad jumped up and started
washing the dishes, banging the pots into one another to drown out
my voice.

I fled for the comfort of my closet. As I lay under a
thick layer of clothes, I started humming, trying to drown out the
words that were looping endlessly in my head. I fought to keep
myself calm, but my voice started to waver, balancing on the
precipice of tears. I could hear the taunting words through the
cracks in the melody. Are you a boy or a girl? Hey, It. Hey,
Freak. There’s something wrong with you. You’re ruining the
family.

My parents started arguing in the kitchen directly
below. As their voices escalated I could hear that they were
fighting about me. My father pounded a chair against the ground
repeatedly and then knocked it over completely, from the sound of
it. I could imagine my mother sitting in the corner, the meal she’d
worked so hard to cook only half eaten on her plate, shrinking back
from my father’s fury.

The anger I’d felt at the dinner table started to
grow. Maybe I was a horrible freak, but my dad wasn’t the greatest
person either. He was scary and violent and self absorbed. How dare
he treat my mom like that when she spent all her time trying to
make life good for him? Especially when it was me he hated, not
her. In that moment I decided that I was done hiding under my dirty
clothes. I wasn’t going to let my mom take his wrath anymore.

Intent on confronting my father, I stormed out of my
room and leaped down the stairs two at a time. He looked up when I
entered the kitchen, pointed at me, and screamed, “I’m not a part
of her life, and I don’t want her to be a part of mine!” He turned
again to my mom and yelled, “Do you understand me? I don’t want her
to be a part of mine!”

The walls seemed to shrink back, creating a vacuum.
Breathing felt impossible. I was actually relieved when he started
moving towards me. He’d never hit me before, but for the first time
I wanted him to smash his fist into my face. All these years he’d
beaten me by proxy, letting strangers violate my body and
essentially condoning their actions by telling me that I
experienced this violence because there was something wrong with
me. He’d battered me psychologically, invisibly, so no one could
see what was going on. Standing there, watching him advance, I
could hear my mind begging for him to enact the same kind of
violence on my flesh. Give me bruises and cuts and broken bones
so someone can see the price I’m paying. So someone will notice I’m
human.

I closed my eyes in anticipation, hoping that maybe
this once, after he had taken everything else from me, he could
give me the visual proof of how hellish life had become. His
breathing was jagged and shallow as he approached. I inhaled and
waited for the impact, the seconds passing like minutes, but it
never came. Instead he pushed past me and slammed the front door. I
could hear his shoes slapping the pavement on the way to his
car.

Inside the house everything was silent. I stared at
the smoldering remains of our family. My sister had sought refuge
in my mom’s arms. She was rocking her and crying. The half-eaten
dinner was congealing on our plates. The kitchen chair was lying on
its side. Everything I touched ended up charred.

 



Chapter 2

 


By high school I had started having death fantasies.
Whenever my parents left the house, I would imagine that they’d be
involved in a fatal car crash. I would sit on their bed, watching
the swaying shadows of leaves under orange streetlights, and pray
that a truck would plow into them. The car would slam into a
concrete lane divider and burst into flames.

Hours later, after the emergency officials had
compared dental records to determine the victims’ identities, a
police officer would show up at our door. She would take off her
hat and look at the ground as she delivered the horrible news. I
would remain outwardly stoic, the pillar of strength that my little
sister needed, but inside I would be laughing with relief. With my
parents out of the way, my sister and I could start over.

I was so desperate for this chain of events to occur
that I couldn’t focus on anything else while they were gone. I
would hold my breath every time a car approached the house. A
little rush of relief would buzz through me as it drove past. When
I finally heard the unwelcome sound of my parents’ car pulling into
the driveway, my throat would constrict. I would retreat to my room
and crawl into the closet. Muffled by sweatshirts and jeans, I
would cry in disappointment that they were still alive, which would
make me cry even harder with disgust.

At school I had stopped trying to make friends. It
was more peaceful to be by myself than to worry about being
attacked.

When I was assigned a new lab partner in biology, I
didn’t pay her any attention. Our teacher was giving a lecture, and
I was diligently taking notes. I loved science and always
understood the point that the teacher was getting at long before
she arrived with the rest of the class in tow. In the margins of my
lab book I scribbled notes about potential inventions. I was
working on an idea for a virus that would target cancer cells.

My new lab partner leaned in close to me and
whispered, “It looks like you’re into this stuff.” My muscles
tensed. The only time other students initiated contact with me was
when they wanted to hurt me in some way. I locked my eyes on the
teacher and pretended not to have heard her. She waited another
moment for a response, then slid back to her side of the table.

Halfway through the period, the teacher went next
door to get a model of a mitochondrion. While she was gone my lab
mate leaned towards me again. “Can I ask you a question?” she said.
“I don’t understand what these are for.” Reluctantly I glanced in
her direction. She was pointing at the Golgi in the diagram of an
animal cell that we’d been copying from the board.

“What’s with the whole avoiding eye contact game?”
she asked.

I forced myself to look at her. She was studying me
with gentle bemusement. I quickly looked away. I wasn’t sure what
to make of her. She was wearing steel-toed boots, a leather jacket,
and chains. She looked tough, like she could beat me up with one
arm tied behind her back. And yet the reason she appeared so
intimidating was because she was wearing masculine clothing. Like
me. This was the first time I’d seen another butch female in her
teens. My heart started to beat fast with excitement and fear. I
wasn’t sure if I wanted her to leave me alone or keep talking. I
was relieved when the teacher came back and gave me a valid excuse
to resume my chalkboard tunnel vision.

During lab time I had more difficultly figuring out
how to ignore her. Our first set of experiments involved growing
yeast colonies. She poked at the frothy mixture as they expanded. I
cringed. Our assignment did not call for prodding the colonies with
a pencil.

“We should name them,” she declared. “Emperors don’t
go around referring to their colonies by boring names like Petri
Dish One.”

I smiled hesitantly, worried that she was setting me
up to be the butt of a joke.

“What do you think, should we go regal or
descriptive?” she asked.

I shrugged, unwilling to participate in this line of
questioning.

“How about Sunny Hollow and Moonshire?” she
suggested.

I nodded tentatively.

“Okay, good. That’s settled.” In a show of
exaggeration, she used the tip of her pencil to try to fish out a
single creature. “Now, should we name each yeastie?” she asked.

I shook my head.

“Why not?”

Finally convinced that she didn’t have an ulterior
motive for the conversation, I said, “Because there are too many of
them.”

“So humans shouldn’t bother with names either,
because there are billions of us crawling all over the planet?”

I smiled. “No, we’re different.”

“Really? You think we’re different? You think that
you deserve a name because you’re special?” She was joking, but her
challenge hurt. I was special. I was the kind of person who
could single handedly ruin a family. For the remainder of the
period I kept my eyes down, diligently working on the actual steps
for the experiment.

Right before the bell rang my partner ripped a piece
of paper from her lab book. She folded it four times and handed it
to me on her way out of the room. I carried it around for the rest
of the day, afraid to look at what she’d written. I worried that I
had made her mad and that her note would be a declaration of her
intention to find a new lab partner.

After school I nervously unfurled the paper,
hesitating between each fold. She’d written, “I like when you
smile. You don’t do it enough. We’ll have to work on that.”

A thrilling mixture of apprehension and anticipation
shot through me the next day as I entered the biology classroom. I
took the long way to my seat so I could walk past my lab partner’s
side of the table. I dropped a note on her textbook. The ink had
already started to bleed from being clutched in my sweaty hand.

I looked away as she read it. I had only written one
word. “Okay.” My first admission that I wanted a friend.
Okay. The luxury of complicity with another human being.

My lab mate kicked my chair to get my attention. The
teacher had started lecturing, and she didn’t want to get in
trouble for talking. I turned to look at her, fighting with all my
might to keep my eyes from dropping to the floor. I felt
vulnerable. What if she’d decided since yesterday that she didn’t
want to have anything to do with me? What if she could tell just
from looking at me that I’d barely been able to sleep all night
from the excitement of being wanted? What if that made me way too
pathetic to befriend?

She gestured to the open note and nodded
enthusiastically. The foreign feeling lit me up inside. I couldn’t
stop smiling.

My friend decided that our first project would be
cool lessons. She had tried to ask me questions about myself, but I
was too guarded to entrust even her with any information that made
me vulnerable. When she demanded to know why, I explained that I
was tired of getting beaten up and harassed.

“We need to change your image,” she said. “When I was
little and people picked on me for looking like a boy, I punched
them. That got me in a lot of trouble, but kids stopped messing
with me. You look scared all the time. That’s an invitation to get
fucked up.”

Step number one was learning how to walk. My friend
did an imitation of my gait, while I sorted corn kernels for an
experiment. She shuffled across the back of the classroom with her
head hung. “That’s you right now,” she explained. “This is you when
we’re finished.” She swaggered toward the windows, head high,
shoulders rotating slightly, her whole body following the dominant
strut of her hips.

“Now you try,” she demanded.

I got up and looked around, worried that people would
be watching. The teacher had been looking at us, but she glanced
away quickly, a small smile still on her lips. Everyone else was
engrossed in the assignment and their own conversations. Even if
they had been looking, I realized that I didn’t care that much. If
my friend liked me, it didn’t really matter what everyone else
thought.

“Just let your hips lead,” my friend coached.

I took a few steps, attempting to gyrate my pelvis as
I’d seen her do. The movement was awkward and uncomfortable. “I
feel like a drunken duck waddling through mud,” I commented.

“That’s how you look, too,” my friend said. We both
burst out laughing.

The biology teacher gave us a warning look, but she
was still smiling. I’d had her my previous semester and she knew
that I always got As on my tests and lab reports. She’d probably
noticed that I never talked to anyone. She looked happy and
relieved that I’d found a friend.

The fifty minutes that I got to spend with this new
friend each day was the highlight of my life. The situation at home
was rapidly deteriorating. For a year I had been conjuring the car
accident that still hadn’t materialized. In desperation, my
fantasies had expanded to include fire and tornado scenarios, but
despite my internal pleading, my parents remained alive.

Over the past month I had started to lose track of
time. I would zone out for long stretches and not remember
afterward what I’d been doing. Often I would return to the present
to find myself wandering the house with knives in my pockets. It
seemed that if the universe wouldn’t take care of my parents, this
new zombie self was going to try. The loss of control terrified me.
I tried to fight against this compulsion to inflict pain. I’d bury
myself under my dirty clothes, hoping to keep this urge to hurt my
family at bay.

Unfortunately I could only control my actions if I
was conscious of what I was doing. Whole hours started slipping
away. I would think that I knew where I was and what was happening,
until I snapped out of my daydream and felt the ominous metal
pressing through the thin cotton pockets of my jeans. In those
moments I was as afraid of myself as the rest of the world always
was.

During a late night phone call with my friend, I
finally confided that planning my parents’ death was consuming my
life.

“I keep waking up from these day dreams or these,
these blackouts and I have knives in my pockets. I know why they’re
there. I want my parents to die,” I explained.

My admission was met with total silence. In that
moment I realized how far my sense of reality had strayed. Although
I’d suspected that most kids didn’t want to kill their parents, I
had figured that it was normal to be afraid to go home. I often
overheard classmates complaining about how much they hated their
parents. I knew that the death fantasies were bad, but I had
thought that they made sense given that everyone wanted to get rid
of their parents.

My friend still hadn’t spoken. I wanted to scream at
her for her disorienting silence. Friends were supposed be
supportive, not make each other feel like grotesque monsters.

More than anything I wanted to rescind my confession.
I wanted to go back to the time when my friend thought that I was a
good person. I had no concept of loyalty, or that someone might
want to help. I ruined things and couldn’t fix them, couldn’t
protect anything that I loved. Not my body. Not this friendship.
Not the family I’d tried so hard not to destroy. I stared numbly at
my bedroom wall and wanted to smash my head against it.

I heard her flicking a lighter. The high-pitched
squeak of reluctant wood against metal told me that she had opened
the window in her room. For a few minutes I listened to the rhythm
of her slow inhalation, three counts of silence, then the noisy
exhale. The window rumbled back into place. I bit my lip and
waited.

“Know what I think?” she said quietly. “That you
should come home with me after school tomorrow. Okay?”

My throat was so swollen from shame and the fear of
losing her that even whispering hurt. “Mmm hmm,” I managed to grunt
in agreement. Then I hung up, afraid that she’d change her mind if
I gave her the chance.

She didn’t mention the previous night’s conversation
as we drove to her neighborhood the next day. Instead she handed me
the case of CDs she kept in her car and asked me to select one.
Music was the next topic in our ongoing cool lessons. I was still
learning to walk with confidence, but she decided I had too much to
learn to wait for mastery of one area before we started another. I
didn’t own any albums and couldn’t name any artists being played on
the radio. She considered this to be a criminal gap in my knowledge
base, one that could only be corrected with total immersion. “By
the time we’re done, you will have listened to all 200 of my CDs,
and you’ll be able to name the lead singer for each one,” she
announced.

We pulled up behind a building that didn’t appear to
be a house. I looked at my friend questioningly. “Welcome to my
after-school home. My parents own this café and I manage it in the
afternoons. Bring the CD you picked out. The customers will like
it,” she said.

We entered the café through the kitchen. I felt
special, welcomed in a space where others weren’t allowed to go. I
stood behind the cash register, surveying the customers. I liked
feeling like I had power over them. Next to me was a glass display
case filled with sandwiches. When someone wanted one they would
have to ask permission. I could say no.

My friend grabbed some pastries and motioned for me
to follow her to a table. She ate hers quickly, but told me to take
my time. Before she assumed her managerial role, she stepped
outside and grabbed a copy of the weekly independent paper. “You
ever read this?” she asked. I shook my head. “Check out the
horoscopes and the sex advice column first,” she suggested.

I munched on my cinnamon roll and followed orders,
scanning the astrology section. All of this was new to me. Hanging
out after school. The indy newspaper. Belonging in a space. My
friend was playing the CD that I’d selected. Even though I was no
longer standing behind the register, the music filled the café with
my right to be there.

I inspected my surroundings, a place that already
felt more like my home than anywhere else I’d ever been. The walls
were exposed brick. The floor was made from darkly stained wooden
planks. Picture windows on the east wall overlooked a garden and
the skyline of downtown.

A tiny bell clanged every time the door opened. Most
of the customers were regulars and knew my friend. Once they had
ordered they’d inquire about her relationships, plans for college,
and the photography projects she was always working on. I watched
these interactions with jealous incredulity. I mentally grafted my
face onto her body and pretended that people treated me the same
way.

I had a job too, as a lifeguard on the weekends at
the school pool. But no one even talked to me unless they needed a
Band-Aid or the toilet was backed up in the locker room. I couldn’t
imagine getting paid to spend time in a place where everyone adored
me.

I started going to the café every day. Usually my
friend’s mom worked for an hour after we got there. Installed at a
table, eating whatever snack my friend had offered, I became a
voyeur on functional parent/child relations. During lulls my
friend’s mom asked how her day had been and didn’t interrupt when
she answered. They worked amicably side-by-side, hands in constant
motion, trading stories.

Sometimes they fought about a recipe, disagreeing
about whether it needed more butter or had enough cinnamon. No
matter how rancorous their arguments got, her mom would always kiss
her on the forehead before she left. She would tell my friend,
“I’ll see you at home,” as though the thought made her happy.

My friend’s mom and I never interacted, but she knew
I was there. Every once in a while she’d glance at me. I wasn’t
sure what her furtive looks meant. Could she tell that I was the
sort of kid who ruined families and didn’t want to have anything to
do with me? Or was she just too busy to strike up a
conversation?

I was allowed into the kitchen once my friend’s mom
was gone. At first I just leaned against a counter and chatted. She
would put the CD player on shuffle, and I’d have to identify which
songs belonged to which artists. The space was tight, and I was
constantly in her way. Soon she gave up on trying to squeeze past
me.

“You’re getting a promotion,” she declared. “You get
to wash your hands and start helping.”

I was standing on the opposite side of the mixing
table she was using. I didn’t move. “What if I don’t want a
promotion?” I asked playfully.

“You don’t have an option, “she said, mirroring my
tone. She took a step closer to the table.

“But I like my current position,” I protested,
leaning forward so that our faces were only six inches apart.

“You don’t have a position, except for being
constantly in the way.” She reached up and smeared my face with
flour. I felt her fingers pause on my lips before she dragged her
hand down my shirt, leaving a huge white streak.
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