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The Beach House

The palm trees were a good indication my journey to the Texas Gulf Coast was coming to an end. I had, maybe, fifteen more minutes left to travel to the beach house. Ten if I pushed it, but I didn’t want to chance getting pulled over out in the middle of nowhere. It would be a whole thing. It always is. Being a transwoman. Having a loaded .357 Magnum in the bag sitting right next to me. Obviously, I have a permit. I’m not a fucking idiot. And, yes, I know how to use it. I’m from Texas. And because of my dad. He not only tried to beat the queer out of me, but he also forced me to do manly bullshit things like guns. 

Oddly enough, though, it has come in handy since transitioning. I’ve only ever had to pull it out three times when people got too nasty. People might not understand the whole “trans thing”, but they understand a big fucking gun pointed in their face when I feel my safety is in danger. Cammy never had to experience that. Nothing ever happened when I was with her or in a group. Just when I’m alone. And you can forget about people standing up for you. Helping you. They just watch or record for content.

I wonder what Cammy would have done if someone was rude to me in her presence. She didn’t take any shit from people. Cammy could stand up for herself and her friends. I just curl inwards, hiding from the meanness, the anger. Flight. Always, flight. I wish I was like Cammy. She didn’t need a gun. Guns are just weapons for weak people.

Cammy said she still loved me when I came out. It was something I discovered about myself after we were married. She stood by me when I told my family. She was there when I had my first doctors visit to discuss HRT (hormone replacement therapy) and when I went to the courthouse to stand in front of a bigoted Texas judge to change my name. 

He kept going on and on about how he didn’t understand why people did this and how I was dishonoring my mother and father. A great sin, I suppose. He did, eventually and so graciously, find it in his oversized heart to grant me a name change from Jerry to Jerri. Not very inspired, I know, but we all compromise a little.

It was Cammy’s idea to keep my name phonetically the same. Then, it became insisted, no matter how many other names I was considering. She said it would just be easier on everyone and I obeyed. I felt like I owed it to her. This little piece.  

It can’t be easy to have your husband of three years come out as transgender. To feel like you got the rug pulled out from under you. She’s thinking about having kids and I can’t stand the sight of myself in a mirror. That body. That frame. That silhouette. It was all wrong. We were in therapy, both couples and singles, before I came out. Me for a drunk abusive father and her for an eating disorder. 

Couples therapy helped us communicate and things were okay for a while. Things were okay as I found who I was through wardrobe and preferred names. Through skin care and hairstyles. We sometimes shared clothes. Cammy even helped me pick out my first padded bra. She said she loved me for me. She said it...but as time went on, I stopped believing her. After the estrogen shriveled my dick to unuse, what good was I to her? She found her boundary. It was too late by that point, anyway. Once I realized who I really was, there was no going back. I would have killed myself. She knew it, too. That’s why she tried to accept what was happening. What was happening to me. What was happening to our relationship. 

‘I thought I could do this. I really wanted to, but I can’t. I’m so sorry.’ 

I couldn’t blame her. She did try. She helped me along as far as she could, and I know that I wouldn’t have been able to crawl out of my void of sorrow and hopelessness long enough to figure my shit out. I would have just killed myself and not even known why. It’s weird to think about that now. Killing myself. Wanting to die. That seems like a million years ago, now.

It’s not all blue skies and diamond eyes, though. It takes a lot of work. A lot of fucking therapy. I’m very fortunate to have the best therapist in Texas. She gets all the good shit. Dad stuff. Addiction stuff. Now, divorce stuff. It’s been a big pile of shit if I’m gonna be honest. I really need this fucking vacation. 

I pull into the driveway of the very secluded beach house that’s supposed to be the retreat from my crumbling life. The rubble follows me everywhere, even to this solitude. This loneliness out in the sand and waves is what I thought I needed. Truth is, I have no fucking clue what I need. I put the car in park as I get it under the carport.

The beach house sat on wooden stilts in front of a sand dune, separating it from the beach. A wooden path led from the top floor down past the dune, depositing you on the soft yellow sand. The white siding is trimmed with pale blue window shutters. Wooden stairs lead up from the driveway to the compact one bedroom one bath I was renting for a slim $250.00 for the weekend. Something like this would have gone for over a thousand up north in Galveston. Same with Rockport or Corpus Christi. Way too expensive for a divorcee with a shit office job. Glad to have insurance, though. Estrogen pills ain’t cheap and neither are vacation beach houses. 

I pop the door open and grab my messenger bag. I swing my leg out and feel the grit of sand between my sandals and concrete. The grating sound is a nice hello as I walk from the car to the stairs. I can smell the beach, hear the waves crash and gull’s caw. My pace quickens as I ascend the stairs, wanting to see the beach. When I reach the top, I can finally see the ever-expanding ocean. The blue water and sky meet on the horizon with the heat of the setting sun on my back. 

I walk to the wooden rail overlooking the beach and lean against it, gazing out over the natural beauty. The sun reflects off the cresting waves, and it reminds me of my mom. We scattered her ashes on a beach in Corpus Christi where she grew up. Mom never understood me either but at least she didn’t beat the shit out of me for it. She was like me. Afraid. Too afraid to do anything. I don’t blame her for not protecting me. How could she? She was just a small bird. A bird who loved the beach. I guess that’s why I chose to run here. It brings some comfort but not enough to ease the pain. 

The spiral jetty, set off to the left from the house, seems like a rocky tail curled counterclockwise in the ocean. The website I booked the reservation had a few pictures but didn’t say much other that an artist ‘had constructed it in the early 1920’s, using large black granite from Scandinavia. It took over ten years to complete but it has withstood the waves and hurricanes since. The bench at its center, carved from the same stone, waits for an occupant to take in the view.’

To my left and right is nothing but open beach. I’m alone in this large expanse of shore and waves. I’m unsettled by it. I didn’t realize I would be so affected by the solitude. I can feel the anxiety in my chest start to rise. It causes a headache, so I practice my box breathing. Inhale for four seconds. Hold for four seconds. Exhale for four seconds. Hold for four seconds. I start to feel better, praising my therapist for teaching it to me. My pulse is slowing, the headache subsiding. 

“Hi, there,” a voice says behind me. I turn and see a middle-aged man at the top of the stairs with a checkered button up shirt and khaki pants, his brown hair parted to the right and a wide grin on his face. My hand goes to my messenger bag still slung over my shoulder. I never buckle it, even though it has one. It’s easier for me to slip my hand inside and grab my .357 Magnum.  He eyes me with a stupid sense of glee and then looks through the windows into the beach house. He cranes his neck around and then asks, “Is Jerry here?”

I lower my hand from the flap of the messenger bag. “I’m Jerri,” I answer. I see confusion flash over his face. He takes a quick glance down at my chest in the spaghetti strap top and then back to my face, squinting a bit. 

“Oh,” he says, the smile never leaving his face, “I’m Willy, the owner. Just popping up to make sure everything’s okie dokie. Were you able to get in, yet?”

“No.” I half turn and gesture to the beach. “I was too busy gazing into the abyss.”

Willy chuckles and says, “Well, let’s go ahead and try the door. I put new locks on ‘er last week. I checked ‘em but I worry about everythin’,” he says with a laugh. The set of house keys is in the lockbox wrapped around the doorknob like a necktie. “The code’s 0138.” Trusting fellow. I could be anyone. Some rando that wandered up to the house. I enter the digits into the keypad and the lockbox opens. I grab the set of keys inside and unlock the door. I turn the knob and swing it open to Willy’s relief. “Oh, good,” he says. “Worried for nothing.” I walk in and Willy follows, saying, “I hope you like it. My family’s owned this property for about hundred years. When everyone else was buildin’ suburbs on the beach we kept it secluded. Only house for miles. We figure that’s the way people want it.”

“Why so cheap? You could easily get three or four times the amount per night.”

Willy laughs and nods his head. “You’re not the first person to say so. I don’t know. I figure me and the wife have been lucky so why not pass it on.” Willy gestures towards the windows overlooking the ocean. “Go check out the jetty. It’s safe to walk down. Just make sure you wear good shoes. The stone can get slick. The view from the bench is nice. You picked the perfect weekend to rent with Deimos’ comet and the meteor shower.”

I turn from the window overlooking the shoreline toward Willy. “I didn’t know there was a meteor shower tonight.”

“Yeah, not just tonight, either. Tomorrow night, too. Then in another couple of weeks for another couple of nights. Happens every four years, like clockwork.”

“That’s a hell of a comet. Did your family know the artist that built the jetty?”

“Yeah. That was grandpa. The two of ‘em had been friends at school and stayed friendly as the years went on. Leon, that was the artist, he stayed with grandpa and grandma as he was building the thing. That house got swept out in a hurricane in 1942. Dad replaced it with a beach house. Been taking care of it since he passed in ’91. Still got his tackle box in the closet there if you want to use it.” I would pass on the fishing, having done plenty of that in my youth, but I did plan on walking the beach. It’s not every day you rent a beach house with its own personal spiral jetty. 

The sky that night was cloudless, and I witnessed the most spectacular meteor shower I had ever seen. I lost count after the first twenty-five shooting stars or so. They came streaking the sky with bright flashes, five or six at a time, then they were gone only to be replaced with more falling stars. I got high and listened to the Alice in Chains album Jar of Flies on the beanbag lounger. I took a drag from my joint and let myself sink in, hearing Layne sing, ‘And yet, I find/ Yet, I find repeating in my head/ If I can’t be my own/ I’d feel better dead/’ 
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The Silver

I slept until almost 10 the next morning. I got up and grabbed a pre-rolled joint and lighter from my bag before stepping out onto the back deck. I grasp the joint between my lips before bringing the lighter up to spark it. Before I can, I notice the bench at the center of the spiral jetty. I’m reminded of the saying that stoners always know a good spot to get high. I go inside and get my bag, throwing in some chips and a water bottle. 

The Texas sun, even in November, burns. I spray on sunscreen, trying to get as much on my shoulders, chest, and legs as possible. I head down to the beach via the rickety wooden ramp. The white paint had long since cracked, peeled, and flown away. The wood was sun scorched after decades of the sun’s bombardment. Even now, it seemed to radiate the heat of a thousand days of summer.  

The sand is soft as I take my first few steps on the beach, and it seeps through the openings in my sandals. The sun had been blazing long before I got up and the sand is stinging hot. I try to kick it out, but it’s replaced immediately by more stinging specks of microscopic dickheads. I high step it to the more compact sand near the water’s edge. I kick off my sandals and walk through the shallow water, digging my toes into the sand, letting the grit tickle the sole of my foot as the tide pulls it back out. 

It’s low tide and the ocean has pulled itself away from most of the spiral. I stand at the jetty’s mouth, the stone path before me like I’m Dorothy and this is my yellow brick road. Instead of yellow, it’s black. The large stone blocks skirt the path, seemingly placed at random, rising from the sea floor like a scattered pyramid. I’m reminded of the lyric, ‘There ain’t much of a difference between a bridge and a wall.’

I light my joint and walk down the path, the sun starting to rev up its engine. I can feel the heat radiate from the granite. I look through the cracks and see water foam on the block’s underneath. The smell of rotting fish and seaweed leaves a bitter taste in the back of my throat, and I drink from my water bottle. I continue around three times, counterclockwise, before I reach the center. The air is dense and salty. I inhale deeply before being choked by the staunch swirl of sea water and air around me. I take another drink of water and sit on the black stone bench facing towards the cloudless eastern horizon. I take in the beauty, the blue sky and clear water, but I have this feeling of sinking into the sand.

I shut my eyes tight, figuring the weed is hitting hard. The light of the sun dims slightly, as if behind a cloud or shadow looming behind me. I pop my eyes open and waves of nausea rush over me. It feels as if the sea floor had dipped and then heaved itself back up. I look up to the sky. Not one fucking cloud. I take another hit off the joint and stand. I feel the tightness in my chest scream panic attack. I do my box breathing, slowing my pulse.

‘I thought I could do this. I really wanted to, but I can’t. I’m sorry.’ Those stinging words come back. Cammy. Clear and sad. ‘I really wanted to, but I can’t.’ 

Then like a battering ram strapped to the front of a tank, my dad, ‘I hate queers.’ And we hate you, too, dad. My feet move fast over the black granite path around the spiral. The entire time my dad screaming his bullshit in my ear. ‘If I ever find out you’re a fucking queer, I’ll kill you.’

I slip on a piece of wet granite but am able to regain my balance without falling. The stumble chattered my teeth a bit, though. The teeth on my right side catching a piece of my silver tongue stud. After I get to the sand I swipe my tongue over my teeth, making sure I didn’t crack a tooth. My stud, too, I check. Making sure the ball didn’t come unscrewed slightly. I’ve had it for so long I can take out and put it in without using my hands. It was my first act of rebellion. My friends wanted me to just get an earring, but I wanted to pierce my tongue. It felt so much more of a ‘fuck you’ at the time. Would have been, too, if my tongue didn’t swell up from a sensitivity to nickel. Since then, only silver. 

When I got my ears pierced? Silver.

When I got my eyebrow pierced? Silver.

Lip? Silver.

Nipples? Silver.

Out of all of them, though, the only one I wear constantly is the tongue. My first act of rebellion.
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The Two Dollar Marg’s

I didn’t need to get high. I needed to get fucking drunk. I can hear my therapist now. ‘Alcohol doesn’t numb the pain. It puts it in the driver’s seat and gives it control.’ Then take the wheel asshole. Maybe you can do a better job than I can. The nearest bar, according to google maps, was fifteen minutes away down the road I came in on. I remember seeing the run-down building flanked with near deceased potted palms with a few shit trucks in the battered parking lot as I drove past. It’s always a risk going out. I’m more feminine looking now than I was a year ago, but you never know. Not out here. Not in the backwoods of mosquito swamp, where some toothless inbred thinks you’re the abomination.

Out of the fifteen or so pruned out patrons of this humid saloon, I swear the wood paneling is sweating, a solid one hundred percent held their gaze for more than just a passing glance. My face still held a slight masculine edge that, in the right light, could be more prominent. Even after years of laser hair removal, I still had a rogue patch here or there. Another thing to worry about. I walk to the bar a little more swiftly than if I was in Austin so I can become just another patron. Just another gal ordering a drink. I glanced at faces through my sunglasses on my way to the bar and they all seem light and friendly. All with that same happy dumb look Willy had. Every customer had a margarita in front of them. Some frozen. Some on the rocks. Some dressed. Some naked. All in those festive glasses with the large cup and thin stem that fanned out at the bottom. I smile and nod before I set myself up at the bar.

The bartender leans against the bar on the far side, puffing on her cig. She snuffs it out and limps over. She’s a heavyset woman, with a stained white drag race shirt covering her heavy figure. The saggy blue jean pants are equally stained, and I’m reminded of the bars my dad would take me to. All the old hags that slung drinks with skin that looked like it was melting off their bones as they laughed toothlessly at some racist or homophobic joke. The one we frequented the most was once a mechanics garage. It had four bay doors that opened to a deep-set room. The bar was a horseshow in the middle of the garage and on one side were the pool tables. On the other a smattering of tables and chairs. The jukebox was on the wall by the pool tables, and I got in trouble for playing “March of the Pigs” by Nine Inch Nails. My dad called it ‘queer shit’ and tried to pick a fight with me after his sixth Lone Star tall boy. I was seventeen and had grown tired of his shit by then. I knew he might not be able to feel it if I punched him, but his poor balance was easy to exploit. 
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