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Queer and Trans Existence in the 19th century was very different from what it is today. Vocabulary that describe experiences as “queer” are modern, but people have always existed outside of western gender and heteronormative expectations. Identities were understood differently at the time, but many people we would understand as queer today lived the same dual realities queer people recognize in the modern world.

Queer people have always been here, occupying spaces as morally complex as the times they occupy.

Aspects of this novella are inspired by the biographies of known historical individuals who were likely queer or trans and served in the war, such as Albert D.J. Cashier (a known trans Union soldier) and others whose personal correspondences and later documentation hint at non-normative trans identities and/or same-sex relationships, and hopes to pay respect to their inclusion in historical context and the ways we find community and live our private lives.
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“How can you live in a hole like this, don’t you have any self-respect?” Brock crossed his arms, leaned casually against the kitchen counter, and looked around at the low peeling ceiling and bloated plaster walls. The windows were slick with grime, so the sunlight, even with the sharp angle of mid-morning, filtered in, dim and dirty.

“It’s not that bad. The rent is low.”

“This is Savannah, Sam, not New York. You could do a lot better.”

“Whatever man, I have room for all my stuff.”

“All your Elvis stuff?” Brock asked.

“Look, could you take this tape off now?”

There was an Elvis calendar, a few months behind, by the door, an Elvis postcard on the fridge surrounded by a halo of Elvis magnets. Brock walked over to the album covers hanging over the breakfast nook; one looked like it was signed many times. “I had a girlfriend once that framed her albums. She liked a wider variety of music.”

“Yeah. I like Elvis.”

“Yeah.” Brock turned from the albums and looked at Sam for a long, tense moment, his face expressionless, and Sam’s attempt at a smile faltered.

“Brock, come on. This is totally unnecessary. We know each other, man, this isn’t how you do business.”

“You know exactly why I am here, Sam,” Brock said. “So drop the righteous indignation.”

“Righteous what?”

“You only have to tell me one thing.”

“I told you: it wasn’t me.”

Brock knelt in front of Sam’s chair. He pulled a clear plastic drawstring bag out of his back pocket and tugged the bag down over Sam’s head, tugging the string tight around his throat with a cruel motion. Brock smoothed the plastic around Sam’s face so they could look each other in the eye. The kid was taking big, fearful breaths, so the bag started fogging almost immediately. Brock checked the time on his phone and stood.

“Breathe slower, Sam, and listen. Rockwell is being very kind. He just wants his property returned, no damages, nothing.” Brock waited as Sam gulped more air. “You have a buyer, I assume? Someone you are fearful of disappointing?”

Sam nodded frantically, twisting his hands against the tape and chair arms, skin pressing pale under squeaking pressure around his wrists, purple around the cord at his throat. The bag rustled against his mouth as he gasped.

“If your buyer doesn’t kill you, you should consider sticking to lower profile work. Because a criminal mastermind you are not. Can we agree on that?” Brock kept his eye on the time, listening to Sam’s breathing get shallow, his chest heaving. Brock waited.

“Elvis.” A harsh whisper.

Brock stepped forward and pulled the bag off Sam’s head. Sam’s face was damp and flushed, his eyes bloodshot. The drawstring left deep impressions around his throat. His dirty brown hair stuck to his forehead, sweat and tears and snot gleamed on his skin, dripped off his nose as he sucked in deep, greedy breaths.

“Elvis.” Sam nodded his head back, indicating into the small living room. “They are in Elvis.”

On a table against the wall was a grubby aquarium with a small koi swimming around inside it; something inside Brock twisted with despair.

“You fed them to your fish?”

“What?” Sam snapped his head up, horrified. Hands clenching and unclenching. “Jesus, Brock, what the fuck. No. They are in the Elvis head. On the bookshelf.”

Book was the wrong word. The shelf held a handful of ripped hard drives, a bong, a few stacks of loose paper, envelopes and spiral notebooks, empty cans of energy drinks, a full ashtray. On the top shelf was a poorly painted Elvis bust.

“Hey, Sam?” Brock asked, walking over and lifting the bust off the shelf. “That album in your kitchen, on the wall. That’s signed right?”

Brock picked up the bust and weighed the heavy, awkwardly balanced object in his hands; there was a small hole in the bottom. He raised the bust over his head and threw it to the floor.

Sam winced as the heavy ceramic made impact with the parquet with a massive hollow popping sound. It burst into several large pieces, smaller ones skipping and skittering as far as the kitchen, stopping at Sam’s feet.

“Dude! You could have just pulled them out.”

“Do you feel somehow in a position to be questioning my methods?”

Sam shook his head quickly, pressing himself against the chair, tape creaking. Sweat dripped off his nose.

“Answer my question. Did Elvis sign that album?”

Brock knelt and shook a turquoise velvet bag out of the shards, drew it open and looked at the shimmering diamonds inside, gleaming with a crisp no-color shine, humming with a value that escaped him. He tucked the bag in the breast pocket of his blazer.

“Yeah. Yeah,” Sam said. “It’s the real deal. Signed by Elvis. His band. The Producers. It’s one of a kind.”

Brock walked back into the kitchen, ignoring Sam twisting on the chair, and looked over the album for a long time. Nodding once as though he’d memorized it, he turned and began opening kitchen drawers.

“My mother had this antique table. The ugliest damn thing you ever saw. All these carvings on it, little animals and flowers. I hated it; the cherubs used to scare me as a kid. The flowers and the fruit in that dark wood, the whole thing is, I don’t know, sinister somehow. So, when my mother died, I went to sell it.” On his fourth try, Brock found the cutlery drawer and pulled out a large carving knife.

“Your kitchen organization makes no sense. Anyway, I load the thing in a friend’s truck and take it to this antique place off the Island Expressway. The guy there almost falls over himself when he sees it. Gets all excited, tells me it’s this custom-made Edwardian something, he shows me sketches of it in books. It’s worth a small fortune. The missing piece to some set on display in a museum of art and design in London. I have no idea how my mother ended up with it, but I kept it. I keep it clean, in good condition. Orange oils and all that. You know, like an emergency fund.”

“What?”

“You should keep that album safe, is what I’m saying.” He walked over to Sam and bent down next to his chair.

“Fuck the album. Seriously. He’s gonna’ kill me.”

“Your buyer?”

“He’s not fucking around, Brock. He’s going to come to get the take and he is going to kill me when he finds out I don’t have it.”

“Well, Sam,” Brock cut the tape off Sam’s wrists with a sure, clean gesture. “That’s not really my problem.” Brock cut the tape holding Sam’s ankles to the chair legs.

“Look. I cooperated. You got what you came for. Maybe, maybe if you just rough me up a bit. You know, I can tell them someone must have rolled on them, came looking for the stuff. I got robbed. You just gotta help me out a bit.”

“I don’t see how that scenario is that different from what actually happened?” Brock put the knife back in the drawer.

“It’s worth a shot man, please? They’ll kill me if I don’t give them something. Come on. Please.”

Brock hesitated; he looked around the dim apartment again, then back at Sam, pale-faced, dripping sweat and pleading. After a moment, Brock took off his blazer and folded it neatly on his duffel by the kitchen door. Then, picking up a mug from the overcrowded drying rack by the sink, he turned back to face Sam, who looked wary as he weighed his request against Brock’s build, his height, his broad shoulders. Brock held the mug up, black leather glove giving up a soft groan as he flexed his hand around it. A smile spread slowly across his face, a soft breath of laughter escaped him. On the mug were two black and white photos of Elvis wearing oversized dark sunglasses and a shirt with a tall white collar under what looked like a black tuxedo jacket.

“An Elvis mug, with his mug shot on it. That’s great, Sam. Really. I like this.”

He tossed the mug in his hand once, caught it, and swung it across his body, bringing it down on the side of Sam’s head. Sam’s head snapped to the side as ceramic shards shattered and skipped all around the room. The floor splattered with a firework of blood.

One minute and forty-six seconds later, Brock ran a paper towel under a fall of water from the kitchen sink and used it to wipe the blood off his gloved knuckles. Behind him, the small apartment was a tableau of a sudden burst of violence. It would look a lot worse than it was. Brock was careful not to damage the fish tank, but almost everything else was broken or bloodied in a way that he hoped would be convincing, dramatic enough to evoke a little pity, assuming Sam’s buyer was a man who had any. Brock thought it best to know as little as possible.

Sam lay on the floor in the entryway to the kitchen. Brock slipped on his jacket, making sure the diamonds were still in the breast pocket, and slung the bag across his chest, over his shoulder. As he opened the back door to the apartment and straightened his collar, he could hear Sam groan from the floor. He lifted his head, grinning at Brock as blood poured down his face from a cut just above his swelling left eye. Blood on the linoleum. Head wounds always bled a lot, and Brock was pretty sure everything looked worse than it was.

“Thanks, man,” Sam said, his voice bubbly swelling from a split lip

Outside, the early morning sun was bright, the day already collecting heat. The air was soft and smelled like the river.
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Back in his office, Brock wrapped an ice pack around the knuckles on his left hand and sat deep in an ancient office chair, put his feet up on the desk, and checked the time to see if it was a reasonable hour to expect his business partner. His office, above an abandoned hardware store, was small and dark. One large window facing the street was covered in half-closed blinds he let gather dust. They cast the otherwise immaculate room in heavy bands of light and shadow, creating a feeling of perpetual evening, even in the early afternoon. His desk was empty except for an old rotary phone and a slate grey laptop as thin as a slice of paper. Along the office’s far wall was a bookshelf overflowing with books, mostly fiction, paperbacks with curling pages.

Brock was deep in Pride and Prejudice when Alice knocked and walked in. She closed the door behind her and sat in the metal folding chair on the other side of the desk.

“Now,” Alice said, crossing a leg over one knee. She was always impeccably dressed. Today it was a wide-leg black suit and neon yellow platform sneakers that Brock associated with a queer youth lexicon he didn’t quite understand. Alice lit a cigarette as Brock closed his book and set it aside. “The Tiger is a fast and powerful animal. It has everything it needs to be a ruthless and efficient hunter.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Just follow me for a second. I want your opinion.”

“All right.” Brock took a clean ashtray from his desk drawer and pushed it toward Alice’s side of the desk.

“The tiger is a ruthless killer, right? But the polar bear is as well. Now, here is my question: Who would win in a fight, a tiger or a polar bear?”

Brock settled deeper into his chair and slowly smiled at Alice. “Where are they fighting?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, whose territory are they on?”

“It doesn’t matter, they are fighting anywhere, or nowhere…it’s who would beat who that I am interested in. Natural selection, who would win?” Alice tucked the black shine of her blunt cut bob behind her ear.

“That’s not what natural selection means.”

“Whatever.”

“You can’t have them fighting in a vacuum, and you can’t put them on a neutral site because they lose their advantages and the fight won’t be a test of their abilities. This is too hypothetical, it’s ridiculous.”

Alice sat for a second in silence. “Look, if you’re just going to question the entire philosophy of the thing—”

“Is this why you came up here?” Brock opened his bottom desk drawer and took out a bottle of Bourbon and one cut crystal glass. He poured Alice two generous fingers and set it next to the ashtray.

“No.” She reached forward and lifted the glass, leaving a cigarette balanced on the edge of the ashtray. “I’m here about a job.”

Brock shook his head. “I just got back from closing the Rockwell case. Everyone is happy,” Brock said, holding up his ice pack-wrapped fist. “I thought I would take a few weeks off.”

“What are you going to do with time off?” Alice asked, lifting her glass and taking a first swallow with a smile.

Brock lit a cigarette, enjoying the snapping hiss of the lighter. The first hint of a burning smell, bonfires, autumn. Brock seldom drank; he smoked a cigarette once a day with Alice. “Contemplate whether I am too sane to be a great poet. Drive across America and discover the beauty inside myself, that kind of thing.”

“This might be something you want to get in on,” Alice said. “I thought it would have your attention anyway. It sounds interesting.”

“Interesting.” Leaning back in his chair, Brock watched the smoke swirling off the end of his cigarette.

This is how it was between them. She was his connection to the world, to people he mostly didn’t understand. She often said she was his conversation, his small talk, like this was a role someone could play in someone else’s life. He kept her scotch; she kept his cigarettes, and they did business. It was this small ritual he loved the most. Brock firmly believed small things held the world together.

“What do you know about Resolved White?” Alice’s voice had a mischievous gleam that got Brock to pay attention despite himself.

“Very intentionally nothing.”

“Well, he called me yesterday. Turns out he’s a collector of fine art.”

“Maybe, with my time off, I will make a black and white film about my life,” Brock said with a smile. “Stop finding me local work, Alice.”

“What is wrong with local work?”

“This place is too fucking small.”

“No, really, listen.” Leaning forward, Alice placed her glass on the desk, and a bright smile smudged across her mouth. “Brock, the man collects pornography.” She could hardly suppress her glee. The smile spread wide, and she only half succeeded in holding back a laugh.

“Seriously,” Brock said. “How old are you?”

“This is the real deal. And, this is the sweet part, he seems pretty convinced there is something worth having right here in Savannah. But the poor bastard lost the thread.”

“And that’s where you came in?”

Alice shrugged. “Where we come in.”

“What did you promise?”

“I arranged a little meeting, that’s all. He is coming to see you this evening.”

“Why in God’s name would the Governor even know your phone number?”

Alice’s smile was sly as she raised an eyebrow, leaning back in a mirror of Brock’s long, cat-like lounge. “You have your secrets —” Alice picked up her drink again.

“I am not an art dealer,” Brock said.

“Well, he doesn’t need an art dealer. He needs the guy who finds lost things.”

“I am not St. Anthony either.”

“Brock, if you’re anything, it’s St. Anthony.” Alice lifted her glass in a small salute and drained it one long swallow before she stood to leave. “Just, take the fucking meeting.”
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Governor Resolved White walked into Brock’s office fifteen minutes late, his arms wide as though welcoming a long-absent friend. He was dressed in a pale seersucker suit, the Governor’s pocket square was the same silvery-white as his hair.

“Mr. Charleston.” He spoke with a thick southern accent in a carefully cultivated, gravel baritone, an unexpected contrast against his lean frame. Small, dark eyes shimmered in the dim light of his office.

Brock half stood and gestured to the chair on the other side of his desk. “Please, call me Brock.”

“I like you,” Resolved said, voice filling the room. “I can tell right away if I like a man. I can see it, right in their face. The way they stand up to greet you from behind a desk. And I like you, Mr. Charleston.”

“What can I do for you, Governor?”

“Charleston,” the Governor said again, slowly stretching Brock’s name out as though tasting it. “Charleston. Any relation to the New Haven Charleston’s? Who was your father?”

Brock could tell right away that he did not like the Governor, dripping charm like grease, runoff from the chemical reaction between dishonesty, entitlement, and a classical education.

“My father was a businessman. He died eleven years ago.”

“Sorry to hear that, Mr. Charleston. How did he die?”

“The same way all businessmen die, Governor. He dropped dead of a heart attack on the living room rug. Now. What can I do for you?” Brock put an end to the line of conversation in his voice, and the Governor seemed to fold in a little on himself.

“Well, Mr. Charleston, I have heard you are a man who finds lost things, things one may not want other people to know they are looking for.”

Brock worked out the sentence carefully in his mind. “I don’t know what you were told, but I am not the kind of man you would want friendly voting people to know you deal with.”

Resolved White laughed out loud, actually slapping his knee. He was having the time of his life, Brock realized. This trip to Brock’s office was like a theme vacation.

“Well, that is exactly why I asked Miss Alice to put me in touch with you. Not you specifically, of course. But someone who could find something outside more—legitimate—channels.”

She sent me a fucking tourist. Brock clenched his jaw. “And what do you need me for, exactly?”

“I need you to find something for me.”

“Something you do not own?” Brock asked.

“Strictly speaking? No.” The Governor’s smile was moist, a thinly veiled attempt at a moral acknowledgement.

“Strictly Speaking?”

“I was in the process of purchasing this item when something unexpected happened.”

Brock could smell blood, so he let silence fall around them. The window was open, and the sighing of cars passing on the road filled the room with the river breeze. The presence of the Governor spread out and filled his office with the smell of his aftershave, which brought to mind doe-eyed girls in black dresses and department store lighting, a thick chemical bouquet. Brock watched the silence slowly build itself around Resolved.

“Now, Mr. Charleston.” The Governor smiled uncomfortably, shifted in his seat, as though trying to take up more space. “This is a delicate situation. A sensitive situation. I am sure your associate told you.” The Governor flushed as he spoke, pink blooming under the pale of his collar. The words came quickly, as though he could hide them by piling them up on top of each other. “I am a collector of a very particular kind of art—”

“Porn. Yes, Alice said something to that effect.”

“Alice possesses the intellectual subtlety of a sledgehammer.” The Governor’s voice cut with an unexpected sharpness, perhaps the first genuine moment Brock witnessed from him. “I collect Erotic Art, Mr. Charleston. Valuable and treasured pieces.”

“I don’t see how the difference matters.” This wasn’t true in the slightest, but that was beside the point. Brock wouldn’t learn anything by expressing his opinion, and the idea that he could have anything in common with a powdered southern politician made him uncomfortable enough to avoid the subject of his definitions.

“You have fallen into a very common misconception.” Resolved sat forward again, his eyes brighter. “Pornography is explicit. It is in every sense unreal. Fake. The motivation is fantasy on the part of the viewer and those who create it. And because of this, its essence, its power comes from debasement. Denial.”

Brock did his best to follow the logic.

“The Erotic, however, is about the reality of sex, it examines the meaning of the sexual experience. It’s about temptation and anticipation. Also, its artistic approach, often religious—”

Brock had heard enough and interjected. “So, you collect Erotic Art…”

“Yes.” The Governor blinked and nodded. He interlaced his fingers and placed his hands across his knee, feeling more at ease. “A few months ago, a contact of mine put me in touch with a young man, right here in our fair city.”

Brock could not suppress the slight rolling of his eyes, but the Governor failed to notice.

“This young man told me he could acquire a rather unusual object. A historical artifact of significant importance. We began negotiations, things moved slowly, I am a busy man and he seemed to be growing more impatient. I was worried he was trying to trigger a bidding war.”

“What is it?”

“An album. Photos of…” Resolved hesitated, chewed his bottom lip, feeling out his words. “Photos of passion in a time of war. A secret buried in history.”

“A war?” Brock furrowed his brow, confused.

The Governor’s voice took on a sly shine. Leaning forward, Resolved rested a pale, manicured hand on the desk, his voice a whisper. “Soldiers, photographed together, during The Civil War.”

“I see.” Brock kept his voice impassive, even though a tiny spark of interest was glowing. He wondered if such a thing even existed.

“I am sure you are the kind of man who can appreciate the pleasure of owning something of value,” the Governor said.
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