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In “On Truth and Lies in an Extra-Moral Sense,” Nietzsche defines truth as “a sum of human relations which have been poetically and rhetorically intensified, transferred, and embellished.” Accordingly readers should not expect any act of writing to depict the nonfictional world with anything like unmediated accuracy, and certainly not one authored by someone pretentious enough to remind them of the fact on the copyright page. What I mean is: certain names and identifying details have been changed.
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The rankness of bad faith supposes the availability of more direct, honest ways to express need, whereas everyone knows that the only socially credible subject is the stoic who, whatever his gender, obeys the gag rule incumbent on being a man.


—D. A. Miller, Place for Us


I have a vacant stare cuz I’m a robot,


I’ve got hollow lungs [I bet your toes are strong!]


With soft-skin engineered to feel girl-like,


I’ll stay forever young, yeah.


—Vanessa Hudgens, “Don’t Stare into the Sun,” from High School Musical: A Bad Lip Reading















CHAPTER ONE



JUGGALO CHICKEN DRINK


My friends, I have solved my penis problem!


Or rather, my friend D solved it for me. We were walking together around the marina next to my apartment in Berkeley, and we were talking about our genitals. Most of the time, my penis does very little but flop around enthusiastically, like a miniature windsock man at a showroom for toy cars. Once in a while, it takes a stab at stiffening, gets halfway through, and then gives up. On such occasions it feels like a coil of fetal spine. There is something disgraceful about the experience, not merely because that very image—as though I were laying my own miscarried fetus across my hand—is utterly obscene. But more, because this atrophied and broken fragment still contains something that I want, something that I want more of.


“A desire (e.g., for a dick) drowned in a bigger desire for its absence?” I asked.


“Yes, I suppose,” D responded.


We tumbled into a parking lot, near to an abandoned Japanese steakhouse. D has no dick;—or rather, they have an array of them, various sizes and shapes. A wind blows across the parking lot. It is difficult to historicize. Perhaps this Japanese restaurant opened in the early 2000s, when West Berkeley was being redeveloped, and perhaps they imagined they could tempt the gentrifiers half a mile further outland for teppanyaki and a view of Sausalito? And perhaps people did not want to make the journey, but rather wanted to stay on Fourth Street, which was pretty in an entirely Northern Californian way—a few trees, and a lot of very expensive-looking boutiques selling artisanal wool products, travel books, and insipid-tasting tamales.


Or perhaps they were chased out by these turkeys. A squad of turkeys, in a tree in the parking lot. Four girl turkeys clustered around one entirely malevolent boy turkey, a pantomime turkey version of Gary Oldman’s Dracula. A turkey resplendent in black plumage, fringed in electric blue.


As D and I passed the turkeys, I was describing my guilt at another one of these baby-spine hard-ons that had occurred that morning when, after having woken up early, I was entertaining myself by reading Riverdale recaps on my phone. One of the recaps recorded that Mädchen Amick’s character had said something sarcastic like “shove it up your ass,” or “my ass,” or something with “ass” in it, and all of a sudden I’m shuffling into the bathroom, holding the unchristian waste of my masculinity in my hand. It’s all very dramatic.


But where did the guilt come from? My shriveled little fellow looked, from one angle, like a phallus, or at least an instance of phallic sexual desire, which a lot of us girls (assuredly including me) are keen to do away with for any number of reasons. If it was accompanied by pleasure, as it was for me, it might then also intensify the fear that, after all, what they say about us is true, that we are self-deluded boys attempting to get close to women for nefarious sexual purposes. It is difficult for trans women who love women to treat our own phallic sexuality as anything other than a disgraceful giveaway.


I’m saying something obvious, I’m embarrassing myself. Let me tell you about D. They are very short and very hot. Like a short, hot dyke. Got it? They look implausibly like Selena Gomez. They have Crohn’s. Like me, D is an alcoholic and drug addict, and we both like the same kinds of drugs: the ones that make one feel very aware one is having an intense experience. Neither of us has used drugs or alcohol in a few years, and we have different strategies for handling the fact. Mine have included prayer, and a high daily dose of synthetic estradiol; theirs have included bass fishing, and submerging every morsel of food in front of them in a lagoon of English mustard.


They have queries about their dicks, too. D likes to fuck—indeed, D has developed a sort of theology of fucking, a sense that fucking will either save the world or, at least, create a new world so beautiful that we won’t mind letting the old one die. They can be both selective and cruel: they reserve lifeboats for those they happen to find hot, and screw the rest. I suppose one redeeming feature is that they find many people hot, and that there’s plenty of overlap with some of my own types—yoga bitches, closeted milfs, masc bottoms.


D’s pattern of speech is quick, remorseless, absolute. We met at a “community event” a few years ago, and I went up to them afterwards and made a joke about my sex change, which they (kindly) understood as deliberately gauche. Another, more visibly cheerful lesbian joined me and made a couple of more tentative jokes in D’s direction, but D was focused on me—very early transition, short spiky hair, messed-up lipgloss, and a slutty denim skirt. I may as well have been wearing a button that said, “you don’t have to be crazy to work here, but it helps!”


“I feel guilty because the moment of losing my dick—and I realize chemical castration is a process with more gradations than we usually allow—but anyway there was a moment, a cusp—that cusp moment was important.”


“Spiritual?”


“Yes, and it confirmed something about my sex change. Subtly, through internal means. Like, a surgeon could only be shaping the outside.”


The fundamental problem with the whole notion of using surgical means to effect a sex change is this: the grass is always greener. The desire to turn into a woman proves that you aren’t one; desire and identity are antithetical principles. This, bluntly, is Hannibal Lecter logic. But it’s also kind of true.


D, a non-binary woman, has installed the desire for a dick within their pussy hole. It is a remarkable solution to the problem. They explain:


“I love my dicks. I love to look down and know that it is my dick, and that it is fucking you, and that nobody ever had a bigger one or fucked you better with it.”


I nod.


“But recently I have been using my strapless dick more. It starts inside me, at the root chakra, and pulls itself out of my cunt, out into the world. I feel it pushing inside me and growing out of me. When I fuck you”—and here I should add, D has never fucked me, alas—“you are inside me and outside.”


My eyes dilated. Were the turkeys following me? D continued:


“The dick is mine, and it is in me. I enjoy the sense that the dick is nestled, in the pussy.”


My mind flashes to Adorno, who writes about nestling.1 He doesn’t use the word “dick.” It is the first time something clicks with me; the melancholic attachment to the dick that flares up in the form of guilt, moves through the phantom pussy, and nestles within.


This was the third of three big conversations about my penis problem, and the most recent. From my current perspective, I suppose my penis is hardly a problem for me at all. Years later, I have found myself able to call my penis a “clit,” like we are supposed to, and it doesn’t always feel embarrassing to do so. I’ll probably get bottom surgery one day, years later, but it’s not urgent—I already have an interiority, and I know where it is and what to do with it.


On the way home from the marina, I stop into Hole Foods to pick up a Juggalo Chicken Drink. The year was 2017, and meat-based Juggalo beverages—the beverage wing of the Insane Clown Posse—were everywhere. I’m afraid I got snagged on the marketing jingle that was ubiquitous that year, delivered in that rugged ICP style:


I do the Juggalo chicken juice rap all day, SON


Grab a cup of chicken and I’m on my way, MOM


Juice a tasty chicken I call that “fowl play,” YO


Bottle up the chicken like a poultry FAYGO.


I didn’t even know what “faygo” meant, but it sounded effeminate—in any case, I don’t know much about Juggalo culture. I think I watched Juggalo porn once, but now I recall it, it seems so unlikely: a tiny woman spinning around on her head in front of a very fat man. Not improbable to contemplate in itself, and it feels quite hot, the sense of similarity and difference, like watching Kristin Chenoweth standing next to Allison Janney.


I like soup, in general, and I’m not above a soup-based beverage of almost any kind—I’ve certainly pounded the odd gazpacho like I was beating down a whiskey sour. “Juggalo” was such a good word, like “jugged hare,” a hare braised in its own blood. And then there was the suggestive triptych: chicken, bone, broth.


Chicken.


Bone.


Broth.


Chicken: chick, hen, egg, hatch, girl, not a rooster, not a cock.


Bone: fuck, dick, fuck, dick.


Broth: brother, juice, medium, liquor, substrate, reagent.


A bone in a liquor; an egg fuck in a medium, a chick’s dick bone reagent, not-cock-dick-substrate. I don’t even know whether they still sell the Juggalo chicken drinks or not, or whether they ever did outside of California. I’ve moved across the country, and my tastes have changed. But then I’m old-school.
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A truly insane clown posse wouldn’t advertise the fact.
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I got back to my apartment and kissed Danny, the famous writer who was my boyfriend at the time, and who is now my husband.


“Danny, I have solved my penis problem! Or, rather, my friend D solved it for me,” except I said D’s real name. Reader, you might have thought that my calling my Crohn’s-afflicted mega-top friend “D” was a reference to dick, which would have been very knowing, but the letter really is the initial of their last name. (D, incidentally, believes that they are instantly recognizable from the description contained herein—I suppose there aren’t too many hot, cokehead, Crohn’s-afflicted, mega-top pop-leprechauns in the East Bay. Though if you imagine “Crohn’s” could just refer to any autoimmune condition, I can think of twenty off the top of my head.)


“Oh, darling, I’m so glad,” he responded, boyfriendly. “How so?”


“Well,” I began. “I have been worried that the capacity for these little mini-erections I get every now and then are an existential threat to my transition. I’ve been worried about this because I can’t deny that I enjoy them, and nor can I deny that I enjoy them in a way that feels like an echo of the way I used to enjoy having a functioning dick. So, my dick doesn’t work at present but there is a fragment of trapped, uh, libido, that is stuck inside there and needs some kind of emancipation.”


“I don’t understand,” said simple Danny. God, he was blessed.


“Well, I want to deny or repress the pleasure because I don’t want to seem like a bad or fake transsexual. Nothing would be worse! Remember The Silence of the Lambs?”


That, he did.


“So, I don’t want to be like that. But I can’t deny that I do experience pleasure in my dick, and the way in which I experience that pleasure is both psychically and anatomically distinct! Do you see my problem?”


That, too, he did.


“I don’t think it’s a good idea for me to pretend not to feel pleasure? But it can be difficult to avow the kinds of pleasure that one does feel. When one is a ‘transsexual’—,” I added, making clear from my tone that “transsexual” was a word I placed in scare quotes.


At this point, I realized that my friend Sarah was also in the room, standing behind me, and she responded to my anxiety in this way:


“Grace, I’m so glad that you’re already able to acknowledge this. Some trans women, it takes years. It can be so difficult. You’re killing it, baby. I love you.”


“I love you too, Sarah,” I replied. It was true.


“Okay, you two, I’ve got to head out,” said Sarah, and just walked out of the apartment, having delivered what I had to admit was a sprezzatura cameo.


I continued:


“So, anyway, I was speaking with D about this and of course as you know they have a complex relation to genitals in general, and they talked about the particular paradigm of wearing a strapless dildo, rooted inside them, and then using that as a phallus. Like, it is not exactly the ‘lesbian phallus’ in the Judith Butler sense (which is already a term placed under a certain kind of erasure) because it is a phallus whose location is important.2 The phallus is already inside something.”


“Like a yolk,” Danny said, looking at the half-finished Juggalo Chicken Drink I had just placed on the counter, which had a big picture of an egg on the packaging.


“Exactly! Now you’re really getting it!”


Danny paused. Then:


“I like the idea of a dick in a medium. I’m not sure there’s too much more to this idea than that?”


“I think it’s an incredibly rich and suggestive image! A yolk in a drink of chicken: binding the child in its own amniotic medium. A synthetic object that accomplishes the phallic task that a mere penis is bound to fail to perform, but one that is rooted inside the body, in a manner that privileges the pussy as an active force in fucking!”


“Are you sure it’s active? It sounds a little like it’s just a slightly different way of thinking about vaginal passivity.”


“Ugh, why do you get to be Socrates, asshole?” I huffed, impatiently.


But that was hot, so I brushed up towards him and pushed my soft bosom into his face. I ran my hand through his hair and tousled it.


“Danny, Danny, Danny, always so cynical,” I mused.


I pulled him up by the hair and led him into the bedroom. I pushed him onto the bed and tore off his pastel purple t-shirt with my hands, exposing his large surgical scars. I allowed myself to look at them, to drink in the elegance of this new chest. “Plucky” is one word that I have for it.


Danny was a little annoyed at how roughly he had been handled, or was at least pretending to be annoyed. I love it when I can’t tell. I let my fingers move along the ridge of his scars, across his body. He scrunched up his lips into a little moue, and I smiled back at him.


There are two ways to get Danny to open his mouth when he doesn’t want to. The first is to put my fingers over his nostrils so that he has to open his mouth to breathe. The other is to ask him a direct question that he won’t be able to resist answering. These tricks are useful because Danny sometimes likes to tighten up his mouth in a sexy little sulk, as though the game were to stuff one’s whole fist into his oral cavity without applying any pressure.


This time I went for the nose technique. When he gasped for air, I slipped the index and middle fingers of my right hand between his lips, and onto his tongue. He smiled, defeated. I curled up my ring and pinky fingers outside of his mouth, and then tucked them in too. Finally I placed my thumb in the middle of my hand, and placed my whole fist inside his mouth. My fist was now a knot that connected us through his face, radiating up through my arm and down through his neck as though parts of the same unbroken cable. Danny’s back began to arch—it is somehow a nautical maneuver, the kind that sailors might have deployed, and it began to feel as though we were on a boat.


I straddled him, smiling. His mouth gaped open on all sides, and the corners began to bend into a smile. “I love you,” I said, and he burbled comically from under my fist: mmmmmmuffmmmmoooo. I stroked his beautiful cheek with my left hand, delighting in the burrs of his beard, a few days out from the last shave.


Eventually I pulled my hand out of his face, and moved it down his body towards his genitals, which were profoundly aroused. I fucked him with my hand until he came; I didn’t break eye contact the entire time; it was very satisfying.


As I held him in my arms afterwards, we cooed and brr-ed, until he said:


“Baby I think my real concern here isn’t the point about vaginal passivity. Like, that’s not a problem you’re going to solve at this stage anyway, and I can already see how D’s version of this is more complicated than the usual ways in which I tend to think about things. I guess my bigger worry is just that you’re once again turning to memoir to try to access the truth of trans life.”


“As opposed to?”


“Like, as opposed to history, or anthropology, or I don’t know, what about lyric poetry, or maybe some kind of historical fiction? And people love sci-fi.”


“Well, first, I guess I do think there’s some anthropological dimension to memoir that I’ve been thinking about recently, and that lyric isn’t a fundamentally distinct class of enunciation. And then also I just like—I mean, I’m like a George Eliot person, or whatever, the most difficult thing is just to say what something feels like; like I guess that’s phenomenology—”


I had made my case less persuasively than anticipated. Danny was kind in his response:


“I just mean, expositions of trans life as it is lived is sort of the only genre that trans people have historically been allowed to work in.”


“Well, I’ve not been allowed to work in it.”


(That was a better argument, I thought.)


“But if you insist,” I continued, “what about this: somewhere in the middle of space is the planet Gronglattflaps, and on the planet of Grongrattflaps everyone has a dick in the middle of their pussy, and that’s what genitals are.”


“Yes,” Danny replied, sarcastically, “because that’s exactly what science fiction sounds like.”


“My point is that it’s just an idea delivery system, I’m not really interested in genre. Except porn, I guess that’s the other genre I’m interested in.”


“The other genre trans people have been allowed to work in.”


“There’s a Sybil Lamb line about that, actually,” I said, “but we don’t need to go into that right now.”


We lay in bed together, avoiding our agents, worrying that we had nothing left to say to each other or anyone else.


“I guess the problem is that nothing really interests me except my own thoughts,” one of us said, eventually.
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The following day was Monday, and I received an anonymous note in the mail. It was postmarked New York, NY, and the handwritten address read:


Prof. Grace Lavery


The “New Professor”


English Department


UC Berkeley


California, United States of America


On the back of the envelope was a doodle, the kind of doodle one leaves on the back of an envelope that happens to be in front of one when one is caught on the phone with a distressed relative. Poking out above the fold was a crude rendition of a sinister clown, black eyed and gothy—dankly reminiscent of something one might find on the packet of a poultry potation.


This wasn’t the first time I’d received an odd letter at work. My first year on the faculty I had received an enveloped postmarked San Diego which contained (a) a very short essay offering a history of the Japanese navy’s conduct during the First World War, (b) glossy, magazine-style photographs of American military personnel stationed in Southeast Asia, with my faculty profile picture cut out and stuck onto the background, and (c) the typescript of what seemed to have been an old racist ballad about Japan.


I had taken it to the campus cops—I wouldn’t do that now—and they said, “Professor Lavery, I have some good news and some bad news. The good news is that everyone gets one of these. The bad news is that this jabroni does seem to have a few less spices than the average cut of salami—the cut-out photographs are a new development.”


So anyway, I opened the envelope and inside was a note written in Courier, unmarked and unsigned, that read as follows:


So, I don’t want to sound like a nutball here, but it’s time for a real true confession: I’m frightened of a clown. I’m wary of his eccentric manner and his unusual appearance. His choices make me feel ill at ease, and the language he uses—well, I find it unnerving. No, this is not satire, friend—I really am just plain bloody chilled by a clown, and if it’s all the same to you, I’d rather not see him when he comes to my town, or invite him to my house for any purpose.


I know this sounds crackers. “What, a little insane clown man, America’s sweetheart?” you’re probably saying. And it’s true. Suddenly it seems like the clowns are everywhere, doesn’t it? Like the sakura blooms at festival. Like tarragon in my Uncle Buster’s imaginative twist on the mint julep. Flowers swell fat with clowns and out they burst, young and masculine and juicy. One runs a digit over the pod and inside it, and finds the merry shards that provide so many American children with genteel delight.


Yet I am afeared of his taste in music, which I find perverse; and perhaps I find it worse yet than that. I demur from his sexual habits, which he insists on broadcasting. I find his prose style off-putting, and though I am not among those who will hold him solely responsible on that point, nor will I submit myself to further questioning on the matter. I will confess that the little clown fellow of whom I speak I find to be quite thoroughly overrated on that front and many more besides. I wonder at the judgment of those who have supported his career so far. To me, it is as though he has some kind of malevolent hold over his benefactors—though of course I don’t wish my own distaste to slip into outlandish and paranoid stereotype. This particular clown just isn’t for me, that’s all.


I see his face before me as I write, and to be perfectly candid, I find it quite unpleasant to contemplate. I understand that others may find his red nose to indicate merriment, but to me it seems crass. Many would find this clown’s smile, which stretches warmly between his ears, to be welcoming and playful, but frankly, I think it verges on the sinister. His playful tufts of hair, which sprout at irregular intervals across his face and neck? Not to my taste at all, I’m afraid.


For example: does he commit crimes, this clown man? Personally, I wouldn’t aver it—although, now I ponder the matter more carefully, I wonder whether perhaps he shoplifts from time to time, or texts while he’s driving. In most people I would consider these small infractions to be charming, evidence of an appealing rebellious streak. But in the little clown man, I find them pettifogging and dishonest. Why should he flout rules that the rest of us are obliged to follow, which we mostly do, to the best of our ability? I wonder, even, whether it isn’t further evidence of that willful cast of mind that underlies many of the qualities I find least tolerable in him—his insistent being, his presence, his refusal to disappear or die off, as I would that he would.


It has taken me a while to realize that I’m not made angry by him, as I initially thought. I believed that I wished to exterminate him by my own hand, to show him what it feels like, and to say, “ha, now YOU know what it feels like,” so that he would know what it feels like when someone says that to you. Not nice, in short! But no, it’s not anger, not at root. At its base, I am afraid of what makes a little clown man tick, of his quiddity, his characteristic essence. I shudder when I contemplate his innards. I worry, frankly, that he may have guts much like mine—indistinguishable from mine, even, perhaps, under that lovely round belly of his. What if his guts are identical to mine? The thought quite unravels me—I find myself disappearing into an echo, a hollow whisper in my own cheeks.


I am chary of a little clown man. Should I see him, I will surely repeat several merciless social maneuvers. First, in all likelihood, I shall receive him coolly in the presence of others. Others will be left in no doubt concerning the nature of our relationship. Second, I shall make dismissive eyes upon him, and tilt my hips just so, to ensure that he knows that, to my mind, he doesn’t belong here. Third, I shall talk dismissively of his field of expertise without acknowledging that such is it. Fourth, when I leave his company, I shall conspicuously neglect to wish him farewell, but simply wander off carelessly, tossing my head perhaps as if to say, “look at me, I have just thwarted a clown.”


Look at me, America, for I have just thwarted a clown. All shall know it. The clown was a cipher. The clown never hurt anyone. I knew what I was doing and I did it anyway. The clown was a patsy. The clown was a metaphor for the setting aside of childish things. The clown was a metaphor for sexual matters. The clown was a figure for literality. The clown was me all along. The clown was unrepresentable joy. The clown was fellowship and youth. The clown was sawdust and sweat and smiles. The clown was liquidity and paint. I loved the clown. I covet the clown. Please, clown, come back and learn how to love me; teach me how to love myself; remind me of that which I have forgotten; come back, clown, we are ready for you. I love you, and always did.


It’s difficult, obviously, when one finds that one’s antagonists are clearly suffering with some quite devastating mental disability. Of course, part of me wanted to mock the author of this letter—to parade it round the department, flashing it to colleagues as proof of both the kind of pressure I’m under, as a public figure, and also of the sheer lunacy of the anti-trans bigots who pester me. (“Clown,” for whatever reason, is a common term of abuse among them.) But of course, I couldn’t be sure that, having done so, my colleagues might not think either that I was inappropriately mocking someone afflicted, apparently, with a delusional psychosis, or, which was worse, that the scrambled prose of my correspondent might, in some way, reflect badly on me—as though it was my responsibility, which I sometimes fear that it is, to obtain for myself a high class of hater.


So I kept it to myself, spending the rest of the day wondering about clowns—the clowns I have known and loved—for, strangely, I have known and loved many—and those clowns whom I have ever disliked, fewer in number but more vividly kept in mind, if anything. Why, Americans, why do you think that there is something transgressive about finding clowns frightening in the first place? You’re supposed to find them frightening—you’re Americans. Finding clowns creepy is as intrinsic to Americanness as is finding Kermit the Frog charming, and genuflecting before your suburban Svengali, Mister Rogers. It’s because you all hate pleasure and are uncomfortable with ambiguity. You think clowns don’t know what you think about them? That’s why they’re laughing—they get it and you don’t.


When I got home I thought I would torment Danny with some questions about scary clowns. Danny doesn’t really think in these terms—which, I realize, are just straight-up Batman terms. “In every couple, there’s a Star Wars one and a Batman one,” as the saying goes, and our division is as classical as one might expect. You can’t really get me too riled up about whether the Jedis are a kind of aristocracy, and you can’t do anything to Danny with Batman except irritate him with the kind of casuistical nonsense that the Nolan movies especially have been incapable of avoiding.


“If you got a call from the Joker on your Batphone, and the Joker said he had put explosives on two boats, one of which was full of crimes and the other was full of normies, and you had to decide which one to blow up or else he would detonate both the boats (toute les deux bateaux), how would you go about choosing, for is there not more rejoicing in the kingdom of heaven for the sinner who repenteth?”


“Grace, darling, I actually just don’t care, and you know that, and I don’t know why we’re doing this again?”


“Okay, but aren’t the Joker and Batman really two sides of the same coin, when you think about it? And talking of coins, isn’t Two-Face the same coin as the Joker/Batman but seen in a mirror, such that one might think one were seeing four coin sides and yet from another perspective one is seeing only one? For did Dante Gabriel Rossetti not write in his famous ‘Sonnet on the Sonnet’ with which he opens the House of Life sequence, in the octet, ‘a sonnet is a moment’s monument,’ and then in the same sonnet’s sestet claim ‘a sonnet is a coin, its face reveals / the Soul, the converse, to what Power ’tis due’?3 Like, for Rossetti, the sonnet is the conjoining of two bifurcated things, and none of them allow one to see any of the others without violating the metaphor. So, like, you can’t see the sonnet’s soul and the soul’s allegiance at the same time? Is that why Joker/Two-Face crossovers are rare and weak, because they are two sides of different coins?”


“Yes, but I, like, literally don’t care.”


“Okay, but what is it with falling into vats of things? Obelix, too—different franchise tho. But like, the Joker, Clayface… I am thirty-four years old and I have never fallen into a vat of anything. I’ve never even seen a vat big enough for a person to fall into, I don’t think? I don’t know how many vats I’ve seen total. Maybe they had more vats in the old days, or the vats were bigger, like how we used to have bigger computers and shit. What’s the biggest vat you’ve ever seen?”


“Are you fucking practicing your tight five on me? I mean this might work at the Comedy Store, but we can’t all be Louis C.K., can we?”


Which shut me up.
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A penis is not a dick; a penis is definitively not a dick. A dick is the thing that a penis is not; insofar as a given object is (a) a penis, it is thereto also (b) not a dick.


The day I came out at work, I spent some time trying to work out whether the “characteristic part of a barrow-pig” that hits the title character in the face in an early chapter of Jude the Obscure was a penis or a dick.


In his deep concentration on these transactions of the future Jude’s walk had slackened, and he was now standing quite still, looking at the ground as though the future were thrown thereon by a magic lantern. On a sudden something smacked him sharply in the ear, and he became aware that a soft cold substance had been flung at him, and had fallen at his feet.


A glance told him what it was—a piece of flesh, the characteristic part of a barrow-pig, which the countrymen used for greasing their boots, as it was useless for any other purpose. Pigs were rather plentiful hereabout, being bred and fattened in large numbers in certain parts of North Wessex.4


“Characteristic part” is an odd phrase, since it implies a part that is more than a part, that is either indistinguishable from other parts (and therefore not exactly a part at all) or whose particular qualities determine the identity of the whole under some taxonomic scheme—and I suppose we are meant to think of the latter, that the “characteristic part of a barrow pig” is that part which qualifies the organism in question as a barrow pig, rather than anything else. And under the taxonomic scheme in question—agricultural argot—a “barrow pig,” as distinct from a “gilt pig” (but also from a “stud”), is a male pig that has been castrated. So this particular “characteristic part” is especially strange, since it is only characteristic of a barrow-pig once it is no longer part of the barrow pig at all—once it has been removed.


This perhaps all sounds pedantic, but this is after all the territory one gets into once one starts euphemizing—as Hardy well knows. The language of meat is full of these kinds of subtleties, which flash between mere flesh and matter full of meaning—one wants to say “pregnant with meaning,” which gives one a sense of the difficulty.


A dick is not a penis, but also a pig is not a hog; flesh is not meat. A “soft cold substance” could be a penis, but could hardly be a dick—dicks are paradigmatically hard and hot. Hardness is not the difference between a penis and a dick, or at least not in a binary way: penises can be hard, but not hard in the way a dick should be hard. Nobody else’s penis is as hard as the dick of my dreams, and my penis was never as hard as I’d hoped. Nor is a dick, exactly, “substance,” although it is substantial (in the somewhat paradoxical sense that a phantom is substantial). The signs initially point to this pig piece as a penis.


But I eventually plumped for the other option: hog cock. This flesh piece has two features in common with a dick that it does not share with a penis: it is porcine, and it is a piggy projectile. A dick is always piglike. The French word for snout (the most piglike bit of a pig) is le groin, as I learned to my disappointment in a French bistro when, having ordered a dish of pig offal entitled La tentation de Saint-Antoine, it transpired that Saint Anthony had apparently not been tempted by a swine’s bellend, but rather by the cartilaginous slab with which he grubs for truffles. The pig grubs in the dirt, he roots in the filth with his groin. A dream that the softcold substances with which we are all too familiar (Hardy doesn’t use a comma, so thus is the single adjective describing all that is disappointing) can hardly hope to match.


And nothing that hits one on the side of one’s face was ever a penis; I throw my dick at you; he throws his dick at me; they throw their dicks at each other. The gif of all those frankfurters cascading into that woman’s face: dicks, not penises. Porky, and thrown.


I wasn’t sure that the students were especially interested in this distinction, but the difference between a material body and the body as it is fantasized into existence, formalized, and mythologized was all that was on my mind. If my claims above about the incompatibility of penis and dick are true, I think it follows (though it is verifiable on other grounds too) that the disappointingness of the penis is itself the definitive hinge at which the body’s inability to represent itself becomes visible.


When Butler describes the foreclosure of the penis as an operative condition of the Lacanian phallus, they mean that the very negation of the penis in the name of the phallus positions the penis (material, disappointing) as the key to the disenchantment of the body. Not only is the penis not like a dick, but that not-likeness types a myriad of other ways in which the body is not like our psychic representation of it. One could think of other candidates—brain and heart, for example—but it’s true that the metaphoricity of “dick”/“phallus” incorporates, as those metaphors do not, the supplementary metaphor of materiality.


Sex is the figure for literality, Joan Copjec says, relatedly. Though literality and materiality all too rarely coincide.


There is another possibility: the bosom. Is “the bosom” a part of the body (like a penis), or a representation of a part of the body (like a dick)? A person’s response to this question correlates, I have found, with their feelings about the word “lap”: some think a lap is the part of the body between the groin and the lower thighs, perhaps including the space between the legs. Others think it is a function of sitting. Likewise, some think “the bosom” is the breasts, and perhaps cleavage (space between). Others think it a function of squeezing.


Jude the Obscure wonders about this, too: at one point, Jude’s first love interest (Arabella, who lobbed the hog schlong) places a cochin egg in her bosom, which she calls “an old custom,” adding, “I suppose it is natural for a woman to want to bring live things into the world.”5 It’s an odd moment, that neither Jude nor this reader can fully decipher. Clearly, the egg inside the breast imitates an egg in a womb. But is this a fertility ritual, designed to provoke conception by mimicking it? To that extent, and beyond, it is surely also a travesty of fertility, in which human conception is likened to the unmysterious act of implanting an egg into folds of flesh. Conception without interiority.


A bosom, a cleft: representations, folds, pleats.
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Danny’s seemingly willful reductiveness around the question of D’s dick had annoyed me. As had his skepticism about memoir. I was drawn to memoir because I thought nobody would be able to correct me—but on this point I was exactly wrong. The first time I showed any of the autobiographical writing I’ve published to my mother, she just went through it all saying, “nope… nope… didn’t happen… you’re making it up… nope… where does this even come from…” etc., etc. “Dispiriting” isn’t the word. “We fondly hope,” as the titular character’s mother puts it in Christie Malry’s Own Double-Entry, “that there is going to be a reckoning,” ideally of the kind where some common authority, agreed upon by all sides, will let us know who was right and who was wrong.6 But that kind of eschatology seems probably a little outside the scope of a transition memoir, even a transition memoir that, like all the rest, is different from all the rest. But a reckoning where the facts could be agreed upon—most specifically, a reckoning whereby my mother could be compelled, by the courts if necessary, to agree to the facts of my youth: this did not seem outrageous, when I started. And yet now the idea is entirely laughable.


It is a little like this: I am eleven or so years old and I am concerned about my mother’s smoking. It triggers a fear of abandonment. I whine at her to quit smoking, and, after several weeks of pestering, she agrees. One night, I wake up a couple of hours after I fell asleep—bolt upright, terrified. I come downstairs to find my mother in the living room, on her own, with a lit cigarette in an ashtray balanced on her knee. When she sees me in the doorway, she places the ashtray and the lit cigarette underneath the coffee table, out of sight.


I say, “Mum, you’re smoking.”


She says, “no, I’m not.”


I say, “I saw the cigarette in the ashtray that you just put under the table.”


She says, “no, that was the television remote.”


I say, “why did you put it out of sight then?”


She says, “I didn’t need it any more. Because you were coming into the room, and I love you.”


It didn’t matter, of course—the room was full of smoke. There was no denying it as a fact, and yet in the domain of language the idea had been routed. I did not believe her, and of course she knew that, but she also knew that she’d blocked all the exits. Blocked them off with love.


Did this really happen? If you asked my mother, she would probably say no, of course not, that I am making it up, perhaps adding that I am a liar, that I am just trying to hurt her because in order to stay in this world that I have built, I have to repeatedly repudiate her, and the environment I came from. Most days she would say that, but on some days she might say, “what does it matter anyway? It was a joke, it was funny.” And the thing is that she isn’t really a monster—the story is monstrous, but it’s one of very few I have about her which are—she’s just someone with whom it is impossible to agree upon the facts. It is easy enough to agree upon the values. Her values are quite admirable, as it goes.


This all makes narrating a prehistory of something like a sex change especially difficult, because of a felt injunction that tells me I must find Grace in my past, that if I don’t then I am living deceptively or pathologically. I am supposed to say, “I always knew,” when the truth is that I didn’t always know. I sometimes suspected; occasionally, I wished. I played intermittently, and sometimes I did know—sometimes I knew nothing else. But “I always knew” is an especially unreasonable standard by which to rank the legitimacy of various transitions, because it implies two things—(1) that it was always true; (2) that we have consistent access to truths about ourselves. Even if (1) is true—and I have my doubts, both in my own case and as a matter of political strategy—(2) is obviously nonsense. Even the knowledge of one’s own desires—let’s say, of one’s sexual object choices—is subject to refinement, even if the rough contours remain consistent. I always knew I liked girls, for example, but what did that knowledge actually consist of until I had met some actual girls, and learned in real detail, by trial and error, exactly what it was that I liked?


My feelings about boys, while no less erotically charged, were more selectively distributed, and more nuanced. I liked them when they were posh and gay and clever, and had more complex, more vigorous, feelings about them when, as was more usually the case even at my posh boys’ school, they were crude and beefy. I didn’t grow up with a dad and was always profoundly grateful for the fact; still, I cannot unironically appreciate a dad. Some of that changed when I started dating—which I did chaotically and omnivorously from the get-go—my tastes shifted from elegant scarves to oaky legs and leonine manes, but it was still a minority of my interest. My first kiss with a boy, aged fifteen or so, was mesmerizing partly because of the meatiness of the boy in question. Somehow, a kid my age had more stubble than I ever reached with twenty years of testosterone “post-puberty,” and I remember his bristles scraping my face, his teeth biting into me. It was passionate and messy and hot, and I wanted more than he was willing to give me, but even so I knew that the hardness I wanted from boys was less important than the softness I wanted from girls.


Somewhat to my surprise, and everyone else’s disdain. It was wrong for someone so conspicuously feminine to also want to date girls. One day, I came back from the bathroom to find that some waggish schoolboy rogue had written, “I act gay to get chicks” on my pencil case. It was a fair cop, to be honest, which is one reason I’m a little wary of that criticism when it is made of others. Everyone knew—my mother, everyone at school, everyone—that I should have been dating boys. There was a soft, condescending attitude towards gay men that underpinned that expectation—gay men are sweet and flowery, and Jos is sweet and flowery—that felt like the exact opposite of the kind of relation I wanted with boys, and also (I was ashamed to admit) just not really my deal. So although I can’t say, “I always knew x,” I can say, “I never knew not-x,” and perhaps even, “I always knew not-y.”


—have you ever had the experience of realizing, mid-anecdote, that you are telling a story wrong, that you are overstating or misrepresenting something, or that there is an important detail that you are choosing to overlook? Here is the story I told people throughout my twenties: “oh yes, I had a very genderqueer youth, I wore dresses through college, and it was all very playful and experimental. I’m happy I had those experiences, but eventually I got my first job after college and the real world intervened. Then it was back to reality!” For many years, I often used to say, “oh I would probably be trans if I were younger but we didn’t really have that in Birmingham in the 90s, or Oxford (!) or Brighton (!!!) in the 00s, or Philadelphia during the Obama presidency…” On the one hand, it was a feeling that actually transitioning was impossible—the best one could do was approximate with some kind of pastiche or subversion, and that didn’t interest me, or struck me as conservative or something. Instead I got very into being professionally subversive, and outflanking anyone I could with ever-more edgy and oblique self-descriptions, all of which were hokey and easily seen through.


One day, a couple of weeks after I took my last drink, I was telling this story (you can guess to whom) and I realized I had left out a crucial detail: what was the first job? I left college in 2004, and there was only one job I wanted—I wanted to work in a pub, which had felt like the best part of my third year at Oxford, working as a barman at the King’s Arms, and spending my wages each evening on the beer I would carry home afterwards. Other than that, I was sick of Oxford, its pretensions and its filigree, and I wanted to return to what I could postulate were my roots (they weren’t) by taking low-paying shift work and committing to it with a zeal that I had previously given to perhaps Byron and perhaps Joyce, but that mostly I had withheld from my studies on the basis of a spurious class resentment. Not that such resentment is in general spurious, but mine was—I arrived at Oxford with a posh accent, having come from a posh school. True, I had been one of the most conspicuously oikish kids there, but I’d been there since I was eleven, and as much as I hated the poshness with which it had marked me, I also knew on some level that it had sunk to the core; had eaten and digested whatever version of me pre-existed King Edward’s.


So, a sort of bogus prolishness propelled me away from London, and pubs sounded ideal to a young alcohol enthusiast, because one has an almost unfettered access to alcohol and, if one works carefully, can be drunk throughout the day. After heading to Brighton, I showed up for my first shift at the William the Fourth pub in a tidy brown dress, perhaps with some cute little hair thing in. My mother, knowing something was up with all these dresses, but having no idea how to ask me about them, said of this one, “I like you in dresses; they really accentuate the masculinity of your frame.” It really was sweet, though the opposite of what I wanted to hear on both counts. The bar manager, meanwhile, an unpleasant older heterosexual, was apoplectic: “what the FUCK do you think you are wearing; get the FUCK out of here and don’t come back until you are dressed like a normal person.” So: I left, I put on a t-shirt and jeans, I came back, and that was that. The “real world.”


When I got sober, I lost the certainty that the real world—the world of jobs, of bad men with money, the serious world—had stopped me from doing what I wanted to do. I realized that I had chosen not to continue to dress that way, or to try to work out why I wanted to dress that way. For one thing, my employment prospects had been pretty good, and if I had been at a job that had felt continuous with my college years, rather than discontinuous, I would probably have dressed continuously too. Even at the William the Fourth, I could probably have stood my ground and gotten away with it, but doing so would have entailed acknowledging that presenting in a feminine way was actually important to me, and what was very clear was that getting fucked up was just more important, infinitely more important. And so I left that awkward teen behind and turned her into a quirky backstory, until such a time as I could think to do differently.
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	Séafra Goldblum (alarmist):


	I am a girl that dreamed I was a boy. But that dream is over.
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Do I have a problem with this fucking Insane Clown Posse nonsense? It couldn’t be less my thing—couldn’t be further away from me, to be perfectly honest—yet I’m drinking a couple of these things a day. And worse, I’ve allowed myself to become suckered into various loyalty schemes—a “match three” iPhone game (chicken/bone/broth); stamp cards; Insta hashtagging. The latter was an accident—I just happened to have one of these drinks in my hand in one of Danny’s Insta pics, and one of my students saw it, and told me that she also loved the Juggalo Chicken Drink, and that if you took pictures of yourself drinking it on Insta and hash tagged #JuggaloChick4Lyfe, they enter you in a draw to win a big stash of drink. She and her girlfriend had entered themselves a few times and ended up winning tickets to the Gathering of the Juggalos. Just a joke, obviously, haha—these tony NorCal lesbian youngsters were just in it for the lulz—but still, a holiday is a holiday and some of the shit that went down, my word.


It sounds dumb, but in late 2017 the online Juggalo Chicken Drink community got extremely excited about the idea of rebooting classic movie franchises with Juggalo themes. It’s obviously not the sort of thing I’d go in for—again, to be clear, I’m not a Juggalo—but it was a fun conversation, and there were all kinds of cool ideas—a Juggalo James Bond (“the name’s Bond… Juggalomes Bond”), a Juggalo remake of Toys in honor of the late, great Robin Williams. I guess the ICP Beverage Franchise got wind of it and decided to make it an official thing: people were supposed to send in pitches, and then the best one would win a certain quantity of JuggaloBuxx, a cryptocurrency which you can spend at the Gathering of the Juggalos, as well as a couple of other Juggalo stores they’re opening.


Worth a punt, I thought. It’s strange but, as I was going up for tenure (with a high degree of confidence in my chances), I couldn’t stop thinking, what happened to my creative work? I used to be so mm… poetic, and it’s all just gotten sucked up. Sure, a Juggalo movie is a long way from the goals I had in my teenage years, but maybe it’s a starting point, maybe it could go somewhere interesting, start a few conversations.


So I settled on what felt to me the most intuitively Juggalo-friendly franchise, Ghostbusters, and more specifically on the most emphatically Juggalo character within that franchise, that was both capaciously jolly and primally menacing: the Stay Puft Marshmallow Man. I realized that if I wanted to get taken seriously, I would actually have to minimize the quantity of direct Juggalo references to as close to zero as could reasonably be established, so my goal was to import a kind of basic Juggalo vibe without actually mentioning Juggalos.


I realize that within the Busterverse, Puft is a logo, rather than a person—but what my movie presupposes is: what if he weren’t? What leads a man to conduct a rampage through New York City? One quick answer, of course, is that he was a manifestation of Gozer the Destructor, given sweet candy flesh from the mind of Raymond “Rat” Stantz. But that’s too simple. Why this corporate logo? Why now, Ray? What made the Marshmallow Man come into your head at just that moment? What’s he thinking, what does he want, this “marshmallow” man?


Okay: the year is 1961, and the place is Elk Grove Village, Illinois, a new town planned and built a decade previous by the Centex Corporation, to house its workers. Everything is perfect in this small town—perhaps a little too perfect, if you know what I mean. A shot lingers on a picket fence, which suddenly doesn’t look like a nice fence but actually looks like a scary fence, like a bad fence. There arrives into this town a successful, middle-aged businessman named Alex Doumakes, who in 1954 had patented a method for producing marshmallow confectionary, and was moving out to Illinois to develop his business. Did he have a secret? You bet your ass he had a secret. He kept it in a letter, in a woman’s handwriting, on the shelf. But it’s candy time and the swinging candy pops are here!! Lalala, goes the bubblegum soundtrack playing all the hits of the period that you can remember. “My Baby’s Got a Marshmallow Heart,” by Frenchie and the Benches; “Daddy Sweeten My Tooth,” by Ellie Bowdler; and “Keep Those Marshmallow Pies Away from My Man’s Cheatin’ Eyes” by Belle Frond and Her Generous Orchestra.


Soon we are introduced to S. Taylor Puffterberg, a recently jilted loser and passionate early-career 1950s Juggalo who takes a job at the Doumakes plant. Puffterberg’s a real hard ball of cheese, just can’t crack a break for nobody. He lives with his mother, played by some old bitch you recognize, and they spend their evenings playing canasta while she tells him stories of other men she fucked while his father was away at the war. They have a great vibe, you don’t even find it creepy at first. Then you do. Oh my, then you do. Taylor, as he is known, has a sweetheart, played by Rachel McAdams, the waitress at the local diner—where she serves mostly banoffee pie, tiramisu, and other anachronistic confectionaries. Your teeth hurt when you look at her, in a cute little powder-blue apron. One time you see her sniffing glue with her boyfriend, a mean, recently graduated former high school jock named Ray Stantz, and you hate him. He’s mean to her, too—Taylor sees him knocking her about in the parking lot behind the diner one night—how can men be so brutal? Yet still she keeps coming back for it. How can women be so sweet, and so stupid?


TAYLOR: you wearin’ a new shiner there, Jenny?


JENNY: just leave it Taylor. [She turns her head away from him, towards the camera.] I’m okay.


“Lollipop, lollipop, oh lolly-lollipop, lollipop!” And then an old-timey commercial that says very rapidly, “Doumakes makes the best marshmallows, marshmallows for you, marshmallows for ya gal! Make ya marshmallow a Doumakes marshmallow, and make hers one too! Make mine Doumakes!” The poignancy is so draining you could just die.


You know the rest:




	Taylor becomes the confidante of Doumakes, who involves him in a serious of increasingly nefarious schemes, culminating in his being forced at gunpoint to push someone into a vat of boiling liquid marshmallow at the plant;


	Taylor also becomes the face of Doumakes marshmallows, where he is given the demeaning nickname “Stay Puft”;


	Taylor’s mom turns mean and calls him a “freak” one night—if we shoot it right we can get Patricia Clarkson a nom for best supporting;


	
Taylor seeks revenge on Ray for attacking Jenny, so he gives him some poisoned marshmallows—which Ray then gives to Jenny!;


	Wracked with guilt for having killed her, Taylor confronts Doumakes for having goaded him into a life of crime—or was it capitalism itself that did it??—but Doumakes just taunts him—“come on, Taylor, grow a pair! This is what you always wanted, my little sweet-toothed fairy boy!”;


	His guilt turned to rage, Taylor murders Doumakes, and jumps into the vat of liquid marshmallow himself to become…





THE STAY PUFT MARSHMALLOW MAN. The movie ends with him looking in the mirror, a creature of pure wobbly whiteness, holding the old-timey razor with which he just killed his mom in his right hand, and saying in a creepy, clicky voice: “Well, Stay Puft. What are you gonna do now?” as we FADE TO BLACK. Sophisticated credits—a serif font and a slow old song as we reflect on how far we have all come over the last three and a half hours, each of us a marshmallow man in our own way.


[image: image] Did you know? Alex Doumakes was a real person, he invented the marshmallow.7
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Sometimes, trans women take Viagra, or equivalent. I only discovered this perfectly intuitive datum since moving to New York, although perhaps my sisters in California are all hopping on the ’agra, too. It is a perfectly intuitive use of a medicine: it allows one’s penis to become erect, but does not require any kind of hormonal intervention—so one can have erections (“achieve erections,” and bravo on your achievement, sir) without hormonal intervention, i.e., without re-introducing testosterone into one’s endocrine system. Some people I’ve spoken to enjoy the delights a hard dick can supply when deployed by someone with an estrogenated endocrine system; others have used Viagra for work, and have more ambivalent feelings about it. I recently decided I wanted to try it, though I’m not entirely sure of my motivations. I used to enjoy the ways I had sex, and wondered whether it might be possible to put on the knowledge with the power, to use a slightly inapposite Yeats metaphor. (Yeats never wrote the perfect line for a woman deciding to resurrect her penis, sadly; “Leda and the Swan” is the closest thing we have.)


Some of the more difficult to talk about aspects of my transition have been those elements that concern my masculinity. What even is masculinity, in a trans woman? Clearly it is possible to have swagger, passion, directness, and for these elements to be deeply feminine (as I think they tend to be in me). Then there is clockiness, the behavioral, auditory, and visual cues that lead people to call me “sir,” like my slightly heavy gait and my deep voice—but these aren’t “masculine,” exactly, at least not in the way (say) Chris Pratt is masculine. I have among my friends a handful of trans women who have achieved a chill equanimity about certain putatively masculine forms of social participation (broeyness, say); these have always been women who are years and years past their transition, and are rarely clocked. I love it in them, but I can’t see it happening to me any time soon: I spent my life pre-estrogen trying to get away from men, I doubt I’ll miss them at any point. Never say never, I guess. Anyway I don’t think these are the only ways of thinking about masculinity in trans women; in me, at least, there is a seam of experience that feels masculine, or co-extensive with something that I used to understand as masculinity: the hosting instinct, especially the form of hosting proper to sex. Welcoming people to one’s life, one’s room, one’s body. Not that anyone necessarily adopts a masculine position when they perform hostliness in this sense—I’m realizing it sounds like receptivity, with its complex relation to femininity, from which I think it is quite distinct in fact—but for me, hosting feels masculine in some way. I thought it would be fun to endow that side of myself with a dick.


The company that prescribes and sells generic Viagra sends you chic little packets, like silky little condom packets, dusty with lube. You tear the thing open, pop three at a time, and wait. It takes an hour, according to the instructions/directions (Viagra is both a gadget and a medication). I had been told, by various parties, to stay hydrated. You are also told to use them for the first time without any expectation of having sex, just to feel out the effect that they will have on your body—which made sense to me, so I tucked myself into Danny’s body, cosy and intimate but not sexy.


I wonder whether the obvious blurriness of that distinction was, cognitively speaking, part of the reason why my experience with Viagra was so utterly, utterly terrifying? Having never taken dick pills before, I did not know whether they would produce or merely respond to a feeling of sexual arousal. That is, whether the medicine itself would construe my cosiness as a kind of sexual come-on, against the evidence of my own sensorium. I wanted to be cosy, not aroused, and I have a sharp sense of the distinction—but what if the drugs erode that sense, and push me into a sexual intimacy against my own interest? At which point I realized the horrifying truth: I had slipped myself a roofie, and for an hour I would just have to wait for the feeling to overwhelm me. I have had few more distressing hours in the course of my transition than that one. I immediately sensed that I had betrayed myself, that I had given up the thing that I cherished (my womanhood) in the pursuit of something paradigmatically abundant and low value. I felt guilty, because of my inability to share this potentially rather fun experience with other trans women, and perhaps because of the strange genital-centrism I was experiencing, and refusing (or at least failing) to push through. I had hoped for feelings of warmth, growth, and power, and instead I spent the first hour of this trip crying uncontrollably, my mind (uncharacteristically) obsessing over bottom dysphoria. I felt frightened that if I got hard, I would run into the kitchen and grab the sharpest knife from the drawer. I felt—and this can only be a disgracefully lurid image, but it is true, in the way feelings are true—as though my body was violating itself.


After the first hour, the panic began to ebb—still, I didn’t get hard, and I didn’t really stop sobbing. My partner was, of course, beautiful and elegant and glorious, and held me kindly and warmly. I felt guilty because I knew the idea of me sprouting a cock was kind of appealing to him—as how could it not be?—and I think he felt a little afraid that he had pressured me (which he hadn’t). We lay in bed and watched the final episodes of Bojack Horseman, talking occasionally about addiction narratives, justice, and healing. The previous evening, he had grasped my head and told me that he had always been moved by my capacity for healing. “What choice do we have?” I had responded, in an effortlessly cool, Rebel Without a Cause kind of way. I am not healed, as my experience with the Viagra shows; so much seems to outlast the capacity of any mental or spiritual procedure to produce healing—the universe of suffering we move through together. It’s funny in that sense that Bojack ends with prison, in the ruins of the show’s narratives of recovery, therapy, healing, and growth. The only thing that “works,” at least narratively, is metaphorical incarceration, the utter deprivation of freedom. Difficult to know, then, how to continue to relate stories, to and about ourselves, in which we have been hurt and have hurt others, since the only possible end of the stories would be something like “… and that’s why I detransitioned; that’s how I came to abandon my own principles; that’s how I proved myself wrong about everything; that’s how I became utterly faithless; that’s how I relapsed; that’s how I was taken down a peg or two; that’s how I sowed the seeds of my own destruction; that’s how I turned into my mother after all; that’s how I became unlovable; that’s how I disappeared from the scene of my own being.”


For me, I suppose, the dick is a mark of trauma. This, also, is no surprise, though; if I take the metaphor of “trauma” literally, it will change the way I think about bottom surgery. No longer a transformation, but the healing of a scar. It will take a while, I’m not ready yet. But I know things now, many valuable things. I am always disappointed by the simplicity of my transition, especially when it is placed next to other women’s, which always seem more glamorous and subtle to me. “I want to be a woman, of course I don’t want a hard dick, for fuck’s sake!” turns out to have been the message, and if that seems like genital essentialism or a cumbersome investment in “the binary,” I will just have to own that. (I am always confused, by the way, at the ease with which people can assume that any trans person will object to “the binary,” as though it were a real thing.) I can absolutely affirm, celebrate, and delight in my sisters who have been able to develop more subtle relationships with their dick than I apparently can at this point. And I leave open the possibility of going back for more, I have a whole drawer full of dick pills and I’ll try anything twice.


But I know things now. One night recently, before the recent crisis, Danny and I and two of our friends went to see Tituss Burgess sing Sondheim at Carnegie Hall. He didn’t sing “I Know Things Now”—it was mostly deep cuts, to the great satisfaction of the two serious theater gays in the box with us—it was overwhelming. In the show’s closing sequence, Tituss told us a story of growing up in Georgia and discovering Sunday in the Park with George on PBS.8 “I didn’t know what the fuck I was watching,” he said, but then said he understood what was happening as a kind of worship and a kind of certainty. “I have heard God called by many names by now, but the first name I had for him was Stephen.” A bit much I thought, British. He then sang “Sunday,” and I wept again, the third time that day. Like a big girl’s blouse.


[image: image]


After I moved to the US in 2008, my trips back to the UK were less frequent but more spectacular than I anticipated. The first time around, after an eventful year my friends had waved my wife and I a tearful farewell, only to learn that our marriage fell apart shortly after because I had decided I was bisexual, which in this case meant wanting to date a lesbian. The first time someone had told me I was bisexual, it was one of my male college fuck buddies, who was responding to a collapse of confidence after I had failed to suck a guy off efficiently in a bathroom. Anyway, the wife and I, now on course to divorce, still had the exact same friends in London as we’d always had, and we were awkwardly obliged to share meetups with old pals, trying with an obscene pantomimic vigor to appear normal. We sang a duet of “The Winner Takes It All” at a shitty karaoke bar on Mare Street; people watched, aghast, and we sort of hated each other.


The second time, I met some friends in Brighton, headed to the beach, and sploshed around naked on the shingle. I drank beer as the sun set, and then we trekked over to a real ale pub, of the kind that (since the smoking ban) smelt consistently of unconscionable flatulence. The real ale aesthetic always felt antique, and therefore implicitly mature—as cheddar matures, perhaps—an impression cemented by the pubs’ names: The Friendly Gunsmith, The Frenchman’s Merriment. The beers themselves were named so quirkily as to embarrass, rather than induce reverie: an overfondness for badgers, for whatever reason.


There, a few beers in, my friends and I were to rendezvous with the charismatic heterosexual man whose guidance I had allowed myself to desire for years, and who, since the first time he had met me, demanded my approval with a world-ending finality. And then things are blurry, as they get in the haze of a blackout, in and out of vision, choking out words, holding one’s own. A party chunder, and a repeat rinse with the Goblin’s Badger. The next morning I was shown a photograph of myself standing proudly in front of a lake of thick yellow vomit that I had hurled into a backstreet gutter. “Ooh, I look like John Travolta,” I said, rather stretching the point.


In between those two events, however—the vomming and the photograph—I have flashes of stuck visual images, caught in a moment and spread over a surface. I was, in fact, on my knees in front of the heterosexual man, mouth open, throat gagging and catching, tongue switching and swirling around his midriff, where he thrust into my hungry, detachable face—a head of stiff young broccoli, which I gobbled gobbled gobbled. Why broccoli? At whose instigation? Mine, presumably, or whatever I was carrying inside my body to propel me into such a position—where the heterosexual man laughed and placed his hand on my head and fucked me with the broccoli while—and I cannot quite believe this to be true, but I do not need to believe what my body knows—other members of his entourage filmed me on what must have been a very early model, perhaps the very first model, of an iPhone. When the following morning I begged them to delete the video, I was told that they would upload it to YouTube with the caption “broccoli blow-job!!!” which I stopped searching every day only after three or so years had passed and I could convince myself that any students who did see it would no longer believe they were seeing me.


To get sober—and here, one inevitably uses vocabulary that will baffle those not in the know, some of whom (perhaps) will balk—is to use language that one has not used before, if one could put it that way; it is to absorb and internalize a method of language use that is far from intuitive, and whose counterintuitiveness is the whole of the point. One learns that others, that all, have spoken these bizarre and off-putting words and phrases before, and then one begins to hear traces of them everywhere—a line in a Johnny Cash song, or a remark in an interview with David Bowie. One finds oneself in the company of one’s heroes, the very people whom one was chasing from bar to bar, having glimpsed them early on in the evening—here they are, the best and most charming narcissists one has met, wise and knowing, possessed at last of the confident smile of someone whose stash of cocaine has proven, functionally, limitless. A Keith Richards type saying, “you can get even higher without drugs, man!” seems infuriatingly self-righteous, until one realizes he means it entirely literally—he is getting fucked up on the absence of cocaine, sucking oxygen from the air like smoke from a glass pipe. If one can’t get even higher without drugs, after all, one is likely to continue to use drugs, since getting high is fun, and if one could be persuaded to stop doing so by an argument from moral principle, one is unlikely to find oneself with such a problem in the first place.


At some point, one opens The Book, which has been read by each who had trodden this path; The Book, which gives its name to The Program, which in turn gives its name to The Movement. This tricolon is one of the mystical signs embossed onto the structures of sobriety by the old masonic hucksters who wrote this stuff—then promptly died, got into acid, got drunk again, or somehow, miraculously, survived and remained sober, in some cases for many years. One reads the words knowing all this—and knowing much else besides—but knowing too that the claim is simply “it works. It really does.” What is the “it”? The Program. What is “working”? What it does. “It,” one might say, is the Program’s way of saying “id,” the “Es” of psychoanalysis. The thing that is you, that is the truest you that you can never know or see, but which orients and pre-exists your desires, and for which there is no negation, no “no.” By the time you are reading these words (or “I” is), you are no longer in any doubt about Its existence, but you are strongly skeptical that it has any will other than to destroy you and turn you to a charred gash—It, as you’ll recall, is another name for Pennywise the Dancing Clown.


You will read the book (which is not “It,” although it contains It) slowly—ruminating and annotating in highlighter and biro, absorbing the lore, imprinting your own codex with your words, the words of the psychoanalytic “Ich.” The paratexts and prefaces, antique medical discriminations, caveats and codicils—these you will be asked to absorb even before The Book begins in earnest, and it takes weeks, months—in some cases, literally years—before you finally read: “Chapter One: A Wilson’s Tale.” That cackhanded pun sets the tone of clumsy/folksy literacy that governs the whole “tale,” a word that, while obviously taken from Shakespeare in this context, the titular Wilson imbues with a powerful new meaning—a genre of narration, “telling one’s tale” quickly becomes part of the work of recovery, perhaps the most important part. The recovery tale is a tale without a moral, but with a rhythm, and that rhythm is one of the most beautiful narrative forms I have acquired. Since it has never been bettered than in “A Wilson’s Tale,” I shall simply transcribe the text here, with apologies to The Program for taking a liberty with their generous relinquishment of intellectual property rights:


A WILSON’S TALE


My brother, perhaps too much time has passed since the great pole-sitting fad of the mid-1920s? I had better remind you: in the cold Philadelphia January of 1924, a handsome former steeplejack named Alvin “Shipwreck” Kelly, sat on a small chair at the top of a pole for nearly fourteen hours. All of us, the Philadelphia squadron of Young Lads, who saw him, were changed forever by the incident. Soon, we were sitting atop flagpoles of our own, erected in our own backyards. Those in the position of watcher would stand below, admiring the regal elegance of the sitter and awaiting our turn. When it was our turn to sit, we watched benevolently over our audience, drinking in every drop of time. We sat for longer and longer—a whole day, two, a week (our mothers or wives sending up provisions). Of course, sitting was preferable to watching. Soon, we couldn’t bear to spend so much time on the ground—our groups splintered into smaller and smaller units, to maximize our time on the poles. Months would pass, and our circles dwindled until there were just two of us—one watcher and one sitter. My pole partner was named Jiminy Jounce. He died in the Crisis.


It was up a pole that I tasted my first droplet of the good life, aged fourteen—in the form of a thimble of malt liquor, which had been shot up the pole by my mother or wife (I forget which). Here was glory, concentrated and distilled, that sang on the tongue and coated the throat with love. I had left school a year earlier, having determined that it behooved me to acquire a trade, and thereupon to encounter a wealthy gentleman, and to follow him to my fortune. The pole-sitting fad having taken more and more of my time, I found that my plan to shine shoes worked especially well: first, because the hours were relatively flexible, and second, because it could in fact be accomplished while pole sitting, provided that a second pole was constructed nearby, only a couple of feet higher, such that my customer’s shoes were level with my lap, or abdomen. Each customer having been served, I would call upon my wife (or mother) to send up a small bowl of brown mash, and a tuppence of malt. And I would suck them both up and count myself a king.


From time to time, men would come and stand under me, drawn to “the Pole-Sitting Shoe-Leather Lad,” as I was known, or “piascesello” for short (adapted from the initials). My mother (I think) constructed a sign for me, in a mock-Italian hand: “Il Piascesello! Come-a see-a the-a amazing-a pole-sitting-a boy-a!,” with a picture of a traditional Italian plumber, sucking his mustache. And “amazing” did not feel too strong a word. Here I was, living life. And didn’t I have everything I needed? A steady stream of admirers, who would toss their heads in admiration, and a view of my neighbor’s gardens. Sometimes, for my sins, I peeked a look through my neighbors’ windows, and caught a glimpse of a wife’s negligee, or a husband’s hanging dong. When my wife had gone to bed (my mother having already done so) I dreamed of everything I would do to them if I ever came down the pole. As I grew into manhood, I found myself naturally growing competitive, and desirous of the usual appointments of a man’s station. The problem was, having placed myself at the top of my pole one week—and only one week—later than a gentleman in Nebraska named Nobby Malachi, I was unable to descend without losing forever my claim on the national, which was to say world, record. So such a station as was to be appointed to me would need to conform to my pole-sitting lifestyle. For was I not on top of the world? My wife died, and another was supplied to me under the Provisions Act, although since she had no shoes to shine, she remained on the ground while the deed was done, padré on the second pole, Oxfords plum akimbo. While there was mash and malt to winch, what did I care? These were high times indeed.


The 1929 crash, of course, smashed the pole-sitting fad in the nads, and suddenly the crowds stopped assembling, too busy throwing reams of paper out of the window to care about such an esoteric old custom. I dare say it even seemed quaint to some. Still, my wife (or mother—I stopped noticing) would ensure that no formerly august old dosser would pass Lancaster Avenue without be whooshed up the pole and polished by the no-longer-young Piascesello, and then once the codger had been permitted to descend, I was permitted in turn my mash and malt. In truth, by the time I was twenty-five, I lost track of much besides the mash and malt—each morning I would screech for it, and my wife (my mother having died, which made things a little easier to remember) would place the mash and malt on the tray, winch it up, and I would suckle. I had been there—how many years? Ten? My feet would grow grey and bloodless, and my ass, which had begun to incorporate the chair like a splint grafted into a bone, had lost all feeling. The neighbor’s wife’s breasts began to droop, his own dong to withdraw. Yet I dreamed only of outlasting the Malachi.


Which goal I achieved on April 1, 1939—April Fool’s Day—when Malachi breathed his last, and succumbed to a pneumonia he had picked up in a late Nebraska frost. By now the glory days of pole sitting were long gone, but I reflected on the passing of my great rival—whom I had never met, but from whom I had never grown farther in fifteen years—with great poignancy. I decided to place a pall upon my legs, which draped all twenty feet to the ground. The invention of the domestic Shine-O-Matic had rendered my only salable skill quite redundant, and so I simply demanded that my wife (or mistress) engineer a couple of troughs—one each for malt and mash—and send up a couple of straws, so that I could sip at will. The thought occurred to me that surely I had lost my mind—surely, no human being has spent his entire life up a pole? Might I have been the first, truly? So I considered coming down, but then recalled the existence of another gentleman named Pungo McGarritigle in Kansas, who embarked upon his own journey a week after mine. Were I to descend, McGarritigle would win—and wouldn’t his feelings, upon so doing, be as filled with bitter ruefulness as my own had been when I heard of the death of Malachi?


I still had mash and malt by the bucket, and if my wife was broken, I simply promoted the mistress—an advantage of which scheme being that it engendered the pleasant task of procuring a new mistress! Occasionally a neighborhood wag would shit in the mash, or puke in the malt, but the taste bothered me less than expected. One might imagine that a life spent on such a limited diet would induce a great sensitivity to minor changes to the slop’s composition; but indeed it was not so, as the malt had long been leavened with battery acid and other astringents, which sharpened the effect but quite deadened my palate entirely. Days and nights became interchangeable—I would sleep, wake, sup, and sleep, in an untidy jumble of time—at intervals, I would perceive boots in front of me, and shine them, sometimes licking or caressing them. At other times I was quite sure that the boots were delusions caused by my unusual condition. None of my wifes or mistresses was ever able to satisfy me on this point—or, I need hardly say, on the other. I bound my straws into my mouth, one each side, to keep a steady stream and relieve the necessity of turning my head, which had become a terrible burden.


On Christmas Day 1957, when I had been up my pole for twenty three years and six months or so—ironically, perhaps, I had failed to note the exact date of my commencement—news reached me of the tragic and premature death of the only man alive whose name I still retained—Pungo McGarritigle, who had passed from the inhalation of dust. I began to feel my frame collapse inside my skin, my bones liquefy. I pictured McGarritigle as a smart, ambitious child, coming up behind me—and now to picture him dead? And therefore to know not merely that I was the last of my kind left alive, but that if anyone were, at any point in the future, to resurrect the once popular fad of pole sitting, they would have to do so counting from nothing—neither I, nor Malachi, nor McGarritigle would survive to witness them, to provide encouragement or share strategies. Perhaps this was just as well. This life had become a solitary one. Perhaps it was always to be so. Mash and malt.


I had realized, then, both that I no longer had a title to defend—and that nobody, for as long as I could possibly be alive, would ever match my pole-sitting record. I had won! Yet it was a hollow victory—and it was to be my last.


After the passing of an especially recalcitrant wife, sometime in the early sixties, I was visited by a pair of smart, already-polished Oxfords—that I would have recognized anywhere. They were the very padré that had given me in matrimony for the first time, here to share some news that was to change my life.


“Well, Wilson, you’ve got yourself in a pretty pickle here, haven’t you?” said the shoes.


“I can’t deny it, padré,” I replied.


“If you’re willing to hear it, I should like to spend a moment of your time outlining some very basic methods—simple but not, I am afraid to say, easy—by which your present station might be relieved. Will you hear me out?” asked the shoes, tongues flapping.


“What choice have I? Surely the Lord has never seen one so wretched as I,” I replied.


“You may yet be surprised, young man,” said the shoes, knowingly. He then added: “and yet, I am afraid there is one thing I must ask you before I proceed. One thing only, but it is a rule to which you must hew with iron certainty. Will you know what it is?”


“Yes, padré,” I said.


“It is this: you must keep an open mind in matters spiritual. You will not be obliged to believe anything that you have not experienced, and yet you must not deny the spiritual component of such experiences as you do have. Are you willing?”


I said that I was.


They continued, “good. You see, Wilson, I was once like you—except instead of sitting at the top of a pole, I interred myself in the ground for stretches at a time. In my youth, I was quite the self-burialist! My mother—I think it was my mother—would open a hole in the ground, and through it she would pour the mash and malt into my own maw. Sometimes I would hear shoes stomping overhead. Often I would dream—such dreams, such dreams. Every now and then I would pull myself out of the earth, gasp for breath, assure myself that this had been the last time I would ever go into the hole, and sure enough, I would be back in the hole again within a day. I couldn’t understand my own mind.”


I asked the shoes what happened next.


“Next, Wilson?” they replied. “Well, on one of my trips above ground I met a man—a pastor, as it goes, who sat me down and told me his tale, much as I am doing to you now. It turned out he had been, himself, accustomed to spending long periods of time locked inside wardrobes—initially his own wardrobe, but increasingly other people’s wardrobes. Of course he was followed by a mother or wife to supply him with his brown mash and malt, but otherwise he found his sport was the only relief or nourishment his mind would allow.”


What happened to him, I asked the shoes.


“Well, one day, he met a man—but I suspect we must draw a line somewhere, Wilson.”


I told the shoes I was in agreement. “Va bene!” I said, in Italian.


“It was then that this man passed on to my wardrobe-dwelling friend certain mental techniques—tricks, of the mind, if you like—which I now propose to pass on to you. Are you willing to hear them?”


I told the shoes that I was indeed. And then, up my pole, they proceeded to teach me what I have since come to think of as “The Footsteps I Follow,” of such importance are they to the relief of my condition. They shall be detailed at large in the chapters that follow, but suffice it to say that they changed my life beyond recognition, and taught my body and soul relief that I had previously suspected would forever remain beyond my ken. Fear of other people and of economic insecurity has left me; sanity has been restored.


Today, my life is unrecognizable from the mash-and-malt-swilling swine of my youth and middle years. Though I am older now, my body feels spryer than ever—upon occasion, I stand up and wave to passers-by, who may happen to walk down the street. I have, finally, mixed the mash and malt into a single swill, which removes the need for a second straw altogether, and I have passed the straw (now made of the finest malleable plastic available to mankind!) through my nasal cavity and down into my throat, so that even the tasks of mastication and inhalation have been rendered unnecessary. My buttocks have, finally, seized up entirely around the worn lump of metal that used to be a “chair”—no clenching is necessary, and I am fixed in place by a metal rod that passes up through my body and binds me. Quite like my dear Christ am I even! My body wrenched inside out, hosed by a mother-woman in the summer months, and roasted slowly underneath by another woman–wife in the cold Philadelphia winters. On a clear day I can see the bend of the Schuylkill as it winds past Conshohocken. My waste is extruded by the pole itself. I will surely die soon. Others may work for utopia—for me, it is already here.
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“The queer memoir you've been waiting for.”

—CARMEN MARIA MACHAD O, author of /n the Dream House
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