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|| Art


Because I’m not ready to go home. Home to Lukas. Because lately I get more pleasure from spreading open the covers of a book than my own legs. Because the pungent smell of ink and the soft touch of paper. I linger here—in the book conservation lab, after hours, after everyone has gone off to rejoin loved ones, even our boss, who usually stays because she has a project on the side.


Pausing, I inhale the quiet. Soon my hand is on the heavy wheel of the press, loosening and turning, the iron cool against my fingers. Soon I’ll know if this book can be one that’s finally worthy of exhibiting. Or even one that has anything to say.


Carefully I free the protective sheet of newsprint and then the pages, which I printed at the Center for Book Arts earlier this week and folded and gathered yesterday and stacked in the press today during lunch when no one was here to see. I take a moment to enjoy the uncomplicated thrill of a newly pressed book block. Perfectly flat, perfectly compact, a first hint of the separate coming together into one whole.


If only it were that easy.


I carry it to my workbench, where I’ve set out thread, dyed tan to match the paper, and black leather sewing tapes, lined with Japanese tissue. I promised myself I wouldn’t look at the content before sewing the folios together. I don’t want to talk myself out of finishing. But I peek at the first page, the letter-pressed words smooth and black against thick, nubby paper. It’s pretty.


Pretty isn’t art.


For a long time, art had been my savior. Lately it’s my spectacular failure. I’m supposed to be showing my work by now, like my former classmates, only there is no work. I’ve been vacant—of ideas, of images and words. So lately I’ve taken to spying, sitting in coffee shops and bars to eavesdrop on conversations. It’s amazing what you overhear people talking about in New York City—an old window washer who’s also an evangelist trying to convert a teenage girl; a mortified cop who had to spend his first few hours on duty investigating dolls that had been left in weird places, creating a fire hazard.


Turning the pages, I scan my drawings. The window washer proselytizes from his platform high above the street, squeegee in hand, dripping water onto his adoring masses. A pretty teen angel responds to his question: Yeah, I’m a good girl. Such sadness on her face. The police officer rounds up porcelain dolls from the street. Exquisitely dressed toy girls blocking sewers, mailboxes, and fire hydrants, donning signs with feminist slogans. Behind the officer, more cops attempt to go about their business with arms full of dolls announcing: My body, my choice; The future is female; Resist.


Somehow it’s not working. The renderings are competent and the scenarios interesting, but none of it has anything to do with me. I’ve been trying to find out what can happen, what I can make, if I forget everything the world wants to see when it looks at me. But under these bright fluorescent lights, my images only remind me once again that I’ve become more invested in hiding who I am than expressing it. Heart sunk, I brush my bangs across my forehead, the way the woman who cuts my hair instructed. “More feminine,” she’d said.


Good girl.


Am I though? I wonder to the empty room. Good? A girl?


As if to save me from my own thoughts, my phone buzzes and it’s Jae. Crappy day at work. Don’t let me smoke alone?


I laugh. At least I still have my sense of humor. Nice try, I write, and flip my phone closed. Jae knows I hate being high. His obsession with weed almost killed any possibility of us even becoming friends when we met a couple of years ago. I turn back to my book and rack my brain for a way to save it.


My phone buzzes again. How about we dress in drag and go dancing at Pyramid? Lukas and I wear makeup, you smoke. Deal? I shake my head and start to type, You’re joking, right? But looking down at my book, I pause. Jae knows I’ve been thinking about this for a while.


I type, Lukas would never, hit send, and close my phone.


A few minutes later: Fine. You and me then.


Ignoring him, I continue to scan my book. More drawings. More people in the city who appear to be living double lives. A businessman holding his dry cleaning high over his shoulder on a crowded sidewalk like Jesus carrying the cross. A homeless woman selling amateur magic tricks who, finally, disappears behind a cloud of smoke. Who are these people? What do they want? More important, what do I want from them?


What do I want?


I turn the page and my angel stares up at me, as if waiting for an answer. “Sorry to disappoint,” I say. “I don’t know how to save you.”


Though I hate to admit it, maybe Jae’s invitation has come now for a reason. Maybe the way to fix this, to make art again, is to face what I’ve been avoiding. Eyeing the book, I flip my phone back open. Before I change my mind, I type, Fine, you’re on.


My heart speeds up.


Leaving the Metropolitan Museum of Art, I submit to the crowd on the sidewalk, keeping its erratic pace as I take a left onto Fifth Avenue and walk four blocks to catch the 5 train downtown toward Brooklyn. When the doors of the train slide closed, I catch sight of my reflection in the window. I let my hair fall over my left eye and observe how the bulk of my coat erases my curvy hips and D-cup breasts. With my new Prohibition haircut, in my jeans and engineer boots, I can almost believe I’ve taken on the male form.


It’s still a bit jarring. For the last few years, I’ve been erring on the side of female. On the train, however, somewhere on the border of real life, where everyone’s a stranger and I can hide inside my coat, it’s easier to let myself slip. At the next stop, a seat opens. I sit, leaning back, widening my legs like men do. A woman across the way looks at me and, feeling emboldened, I wink. When she smiles, I look away, horrified by my transgression, my hands already on my bangs, sweeping them to the side.


Back at my apartment, as I zip Jae into my dress, I’m impressed by how easily he wears it, how much he never seems to care what people think. He primps in front of the mirror while Lukas looks on, amused—or perhaps interested—and I rummage through Lukas’s half of the closet, looking for something that will work for me. Trying on the second of his two button-up shirts, I study myself in the mirror and don’t know what’s worse: that I feel like a weird, misshapen man or a woman playing dress-up. Meanwhile, Lukas is helping Jae pick out makeup colors. Even though Lukas won’t go out dressed like a woman, he’s always eager for an excuse to get into makeup at home, as long as it’s around people he trusts. He looks happy helping Jae. And I should be glad to see them having fun, but my heart feels suddenly heavy. I’ve been avoiding Lukas all day, worried he’ll notice me brooding about yet another thing I can’t shake off. Earlier this week I tagged along to a party he was working at the Manhattan New Music Project, a reception for a local musician who’d won some indie award. While Lukas and I have become too practiced in our impression of a heterosexual couple—there I was in my black dress with the white collar and high-heeled Mary Janes, he in his button-up and tie—the musician still sashayed flamboyantly straight to Lukas. For most of the night, his hand was living it up on Lukas’s shoulder, and me, I may as well have not been there. Lately I’ve been missing when our love was easy. When the only way his touch felt was right.


“This isn’t working,” I say.


Lukas turns to me. “What do you mean? You look . . . nice.” He hesitates over the last word. I know how hard it is for him to give such a direct compliment, especially in front of someone else, and I soften a little.


Turning back to the mirror, however, I wish I could see what he sees. Sometimes it gets lost. Fed up with myself, I walk over to Jae and pull some lipstick and eyeliner from the makeup bag.


“What do you think you’re doing?” he says.


“The plan was for you to wear makeup. We never said I couldn’t.”


He looks from me to Lukas. “Seriously? The straight dude is the only one willing to go out in drag?”


Lukas laughs. “I have band practice.”


“Right, convenient,” I say. I lean toward the mirror and start to line my eyes. They both watch as if they’re going to stop me, but then return their attention to Jae’s face. When my own is complete, I reexamine myself and decide the shirt isn’t actually too bad, though it needs a tie. I throw one on, but instead of pants, I grab a pencil skirt from the closet and head to the bathroom. When I reemerge, Jae shakes his head. “What?” I say. “I’m in drag. I’m a man in a skirt and makeup.”


But I actually don’t hate what I see in the mirror. I pull my bangs back with a barrette. Maybe it’s not a cop-out after all but something closer to who I am. At least today. Lukas and Jae still look disappointed. I try to brush it off as nothing more than my imagination and hold my arm out for Jae, whose transformation is now complete. Before he comes to me, he turns to Lukas to say goodbye, batting his fake eyelashes and putting his hand out for a kiss.


Lukas takes it with a bow.


“Oh my god, stop being so cute and let’s go,” I say.


Finally, a couple of hours later, Jae and I are here, packed tight on the dance floor, me remembering why I hate being high and Jae looking ridiculously pretty in dark eyeliner, sparkly shadow, and cherry-red lipstick. His drag may be a bit rough, but he’s beautiful on the dance floor, in the colored smoky light, his body mingling with strangers, contorting to “Crazy in Love.” As I sweat in Lukas’s button-up, I envy how ordinary Jae looked on the subway ride here, as if this is a regular way for him to be out in the world. But of course for him it’s only drag, a costume. Meanwhile, I keep regretting my skirt, more concerned that people will see what I’m not than what I am.


After a few songs, Jae’s winded and we go to the bar for a second drink. His eyeliner is already running, and one of his fake lashes has come loose. I peel them both off, one at a time, as he shouts over the music about his crappy day at work, his coworker who insists on backseat-driving all his copyediting. I yell back at him to try to let it go for the night, enjoy the music, when some half-dressed dude reaches over us to signal the bartender. As he excuses himself, he laughs—at us—and says, “Fun outfits.” Then, to me, “You know, the city’s full of straight bars. It’s too bad you’ve wandered into the wrong place.”


Jae ignores him and tries to lead me back to the dance floor, but I pull away, my mood fallen like a brick. “Nah, let’s go,” I say, loud enough for the guy to hear. “I’m done with goddamn queers.”


“Whoa, take it easy,” says Jae. “I’m pretty sure he was kidding.”


“Fuck that. I’ll accept them when they accept me.”


Jae looks apologetically at me, and then at the guy, who’s not even paying attention anymore.


Outside, I feel pot-sick, out of control of myself in a way that makes breathing impossible. Suddenly I need out of my skin, out of Lukas’s shirt that’s straining to contain my body. This is exactly why I stopped hanging out with queers when I moved in with Lukas, why it was so comfortable to slip back into the closet. Trying to break myself to fit in, even among the marginalized, was exhausting. Now I can’t stop thinking about the dude at the bar, his self-important, patronizing face. Stupidly, I start to cry.


“Hey,” says Jae. “Hey, Dawn, it’s all right.”


“Whatever, fuck that guy. Come on, let’s walk.” I put two cigarettes in my mouth, light them, and offer him one.


“Where are we going?”


“Nowhere. I just need to keep moving.”


Jae is unfazed by my anxiety. He’s quiet and calm as ever, and as I walk next to him, my body grows solid again.


After several minutes we’re walking past Marble Cemetery, and even though I haven’t planned any of this, I stop and say, “Here we are.”


I peek through the bars of the gate, but I can’t see much in the dark. Jae joins me.


After a moment, he pulls his head back and blows out smoke. “That was fun. What next?”


“I barely saw anything,” I say.


“What do you want to do? Break in?”


I laugh like of course not, but the night has me feeling adventurous. I actually wouldn’t mind breaking a few rules. Quickly, I scan the street to see if anyone’s paying attention to us. There are hardly any people out at this hour. “Yeah, why not.”


“Very funny.” He grinds his cigarette butt into the sidewalk.


“I’m not joking.”


He shakes his head, but as he looks back at me, a hint of a smile animates his face. “In our dresses?” he says.


“Technically mine’s a skirt.” Before I lose my nerve, I hike it up to the tops of my legs and start climbing the gate.


“Holy shit,” says Jae. But soon he’s following.


Jae is content to poke around the graves with me. We wander, reading tombstones until they all sound the same. Then we come to one with a fist carved into it, reaching straight up.


“What does that mean?” I say.


“Not sure,” says Jae. “Hands mean different things depending on which way they’re pointing. But I don’t know about a fist.”


“It looks like someone’s trying to get out.”


“Smart corpse.” Jae starts walking again. “Speaking of getting out,” he says as I fall into step with him, “there’s another protest coming up. Some friends and I are making signs this weekend. You should come.”


I consider it for a moment. I’ve been feeling like I should do something tangible to protest what’s happening in Iraq instead of wasting my time trying to find a voice through art. But it’s the first time in a while I’ve dared to make anything at all.


“Maybe,” I say. “I’ve finally been playing around with some ideas for a new piece, and . . .” I’m afraid if I tell him about my recent failed attempt, it’ll sound so dumb, I’ll give up entirely. “Anyway, so far it’s been a mess, but I’m hoping to take time over the weekend to try to save it.”


He puts his arm around my shoulder. “No problem, bro. We make our own statements.”


We walk quietly with our arms around each other, and I want to capture the extra love and gratitude I feel for him tonight, so I pull out my camera and take a picture of us.


When we look at it, something about Jae’s glittery eyeshadow sparkling among so much cold, dead marble strikes us both as funny. Also, the way he’s standing, with no regard for the fact that he’s in a dress, makes me laugh out loud. “Oh my god, how can you look like such a dude in that outfit?”


“I don’t know what that means,” he says, pulling a cigarette from his boot. “Should I be offended?” He lights it and lets it hang from his mouth like a hard-boiled detective.


Laughing harder, I snap a picture. Then I take his cigarette so he can take one of me. It’s late, but we’re both energized, so we hop back over the gate and head to Tompkins Square Park, to a playground, to some old church, everywhere we go taking pictures of ourselves and each other, pretending to be tourists. We’re having so much fun we’ve forgotten about dancing. And Jae says now I have blackmail photos of him, so he has no choice but to trust me forever.


We ride back to Brooklyn on the subway and he walks me home. And then outside the door of my apartment building, I freeze up, wondering if Lukas might be awake. My mood still too fragile to be alone with him.


“Come on,” I say. “It’s too early to turn in. Let’s go get a drink.”


“Dawn, it’s way past midnight,” he says.


“So? When has that stopped you before?”


He shakes his head. “Okay, let’s have it. Did something happen with Lukas?”


I look away. “Nah, everything’s fine.”


Jae waits for me to say more.


“It’s nothing. Really. Just a crappy day. Just another crappy artist’s book.”


His face softens. He kisses me on the cheek. “I get it,” he says. “But for now, you should go drink some water. And tell Lukas I say good night.”










|| Book


In the morning I watch Lukas from bed with half-open eyes. For once he’s woken before me, and it looks like he made breakfast. He’s standing at the stove, dishing something into a bowl. It smells fruity.


Carrying it over, he says, “Good morning. Did you have fun with Jae?”


I sit up against the wall and take the bowl, moving over to make room for him. My bag is next to me on the floor. I pull out my camera, toss it onto his lap, and take a spoonful of hot oatmeal. “Oh wow, is this mango?”


Lukas scrunches his face. “It’s weird, I know. I threw in a pinch of cinnamon, but I’m not sure if it’s good.” He sets the camera down. “Anyway, before I look at these, I wanted to give you something.” He reaches under his pillow and pulls something out.


“What is it?” I say.


“Just a mixed CD. I made it for you. Last night.” He gives it to me and looks away. It has a handmade cover, and on the front he’s written For Dawn. You’re the bee’s knees. Below, he’s drawn a beautiful burgundy bumblebee that looks like a woodcut print.


My face flushes. Even though it’s kind of goofy, he rarely says anything so clearly. I guess he knows I’ve needed to hear it.


I kiss him.


“It’s not a big deal,” he says.


“You know it is. And I love it. Also, I thought you had practice with Pete last night.”


“I did, but it only went for an hour, and you were out late.” He kisses me back. Then picks up the camera and scrolls through the pictures Jae and I took, shaking his head and smiling.


“Aha,” I say, poking his side. “Seems fun, right?” It’s become a little game, me trying to prove that Lukas is enjoying something anyone else also enjoys.


“Whatever, looks like you two had a good time. You gonna post it on Friendster?” He’s teasing, but his tone is still warm.


“Make fun all you want, but I got you.” I take the camera from him and pull him close, moving the bowl and CD out of the way, and bury my face in his long dark hair, resting my cheek against his neck. The smell of sleep is strong between us. Sleep and nicotine and sweet, old T-shirt. As I breathe him in, all the doubt from yesterday is already melting away.


He kisses me and then frees his arms and heads to the bathroom. I shovel the rest of the oatmeal into my mouth and leave the bowl in the sink as I make for the shower.


At work it’s right to business. There’s been a small accident in the stacks, a tiny leak in the ceiling that’s left at least one book water damaged. It’s an important one, Katherine said, so she wants me and my careful hands right there with some tools for quick repair and a cart to work on, in case I detect any more books that need a hand. I was more than happy to comply, to get away from her meddling stare, her complaints that I look too boyish today.


“What does that mean?” I’d asked.


“Depressed,” she’d said.


Bending over the cart and the book, I draw in stale, regulated air, run my fingers over the intricate design on the cover—a work of art in itself—and the indent made by each gold-stamped line. It’s an illustrated survey of art deco and art nouveau architecture, Building Beauty, bound in the early 1950s.


I ease open the cover to reveal water-stained endpapers splitting and yellowing along the gutter. Gently turning each page, I arrive at a photograph of Gaudí’s Casa Batlló—the hollow eye cavities of his skull balconies staring up at me from beneath a wavy roof that shines iridescent in the light captured by the photographer. Below the skulls, the building is a body, both shapely and skeletal, open through the middle to reveal the life inside. Pillars carved into bones frame windows rounded into organic shapes, colorful organs of stained glass. Everywhere my gaze falls, new details emerge. When finally I lift my eyes, I feel as if I’ve been transported back to the library stacks from somewhere far away. It takes me a few moments to return to myself.


With my hand still holding the lifting knife, I brush my bangs across my forehead.


More feminine.


Less depressed.


Then, placing my tool between my teeth, I continue my inspection of the book. The water damage appears to be limited to the outer spine. The text block is intact aside from one loose signature. A new lining on the spine will be enough to hold it in place.


I open my strop and draw my lifting knife across it in figure eights as Katherine has taught me, until the round tip of the blade tapers into near invisibility. Then I open the back cover of the book and make a light incision with my scalpel along the inner edge of the board. The cover separates cleanly. In order to reattach it later, I’ll need to create a new hinge and slide it underneath the original endpaper. Slowly, I pass my lifting knife under the freshly cut edge to ease it away from the board as I hold the cover steady.


That’s when I notice a discrepancy in the feel of the board. Almost half of the endpaper has already come unglued, and looking closely, I detect a faint rectangular outline just inside the loose area.


With a sudden eagerness I crouch and bring my eyes down level with the book. Attempting to keep my lifting knife steady, I run it back and forth under the paper until I catch a glimpse of something underneath. I hold my breath. A few more strokes of the knife and I’m able to jiggle it free, leaving only one tiny tear behind.


What I finally hold in my hand confuses me. It’s a severed paperback cover for a book called Turn Her About, with a campy illustration of a woman looking into a handheld mirror and seeing a man’s face. The tagline reads “What was her dark secret? A powerful novel about a tragic love.” What is this doing here? I laugh. But then a trickle of fear descends as I remember my night out with Jae. What if someone from work saw us and is pranking me? I walk to both ends of the aisle, scanning the stacks, but there are no signs of life. The only sound aside from my footsteps is the hum of the HVAC system.


Back at the cart I examine the book cover again and flip it over. Handwritten on the back in tight script with light blue ink is a letter, written in German. Aside from a bit of glue in one corner where it had attached to the endpaper and some mild discoloration, the whole thing is undamaged. Putting the lifting knife back between my teeth, I turn the cover over in my hands several more times. Assuming it’s not a cruel joke, what are the chances that this particular image would have been hidden in a book that Katherine assigned to me?


The letter is addressed Liebe Marta, and signed Ich liebe Dich, Gertrude. I wish I could read it, but I don’t speak German. These opening and closing words are the only ones I recognize.


With the feeling I’m holding a ghost in my hands, I bring it up to my face and inhale the sickly sweet odor of animal glue. Despite the absurdity of the illustration and how I found it, for a brief moment I think I’m going to cry.


I know I should bring it straight to the lab, show it to Katherine and encase it in Mylar, but, as if it’s a rare treasure like I used to find in the woods as a kid—a four-leaf clover or the feather of a blue jay—I don’t want to let it go. Carefully, I sandwich it between two pieces of scrap paper and slip it inside my notebook.


After surveying the surrounding books and determining that none of them need repair, I take the cart and Building Beauty back to the basement, to the conservation lab, where everyone is working quietly. I slip in and go straight to my workbench, trying not to attract attention as I move the book cover from my notebook into the back pocket of my messenger bag.


As soon as I begin to work, Katherine walks in. I don’t see her right away, but I know by the change in the room’s energy—everyone suddenly more alert. Instinctively I take my lifting knife from between my teeth because she hates it when I hold my tools in my mouth.


“Dawn,” she says in her unmistakably posh British accent, coming over to see my progress. “How’d it go?”


I touch the pocket of my bag, eye the knife resting on my bench next to the book. The handle shiny with my saliva. “Fine,” I say. “Just one to repair. An end-cap. I can reback it this week.”


Katherine beams. “You look better. Being with the books did you good—you got some nice pink in your cheeks.”


Out of the corner of my eye, I see my colleague Amina across the room shooting me a knowing look. Katherine has no filters. Although we usually commiserate later, we forgive her most things because she treats us well, having the museum pay for us to take special workshops, encouraging us to use the lab equipment to make our own books in our downtime, and going fiercely to bat for us if anyone at the museum threatens any of our daily comforts—like the time she fought against the school tours they wanted to bring through so students could watch us working. “We’re a room full of women,” she’d said. “What if we need to fix our bras? It’s not a peep show.”


So we’re used to laughing away Katherine’s insensitivity. But this afternoon I’m not getting the joke. The book cover I’ve found is working hard on my imagination, mutating back and forth from a romantic gesture to a practical joke to the last remnant of someone’s deep internal conflict, their desire to both reveal themself and hide at the same time.


As I stand there saying nothing under Katherine’s gaze, before her model-perfect frame and the shiny red braid hanging over her shoulder, I grow awkward and messy and hold my arms tight to my sides in order to avoid unleashing a wave of body odor.


Setting the book on my workbench, I return the cart to its corner of the room and keep to myself for the next hour until it’s time to go home. I leave with the cover of Turn Her About still in my bag.










|| Body


More than an hour has passed by the time I reach Park Slope and navigate the two and a half long blocks to my apartment. Dragging my feet up all four flights of stairs, I smell myself with every step.


I walk in the front door to find Lukas cooking dinner in the pink blouse my mother gave me when I left for college, the one with the ruffles at the ends of the sleeves. He has it tied at the waist like I’ve shown him.


The smell of curry fills the kitchen.


“Mmmm,” I say.


Lukas has made up his eyes with teal eyeliner and dark pink shadow, and he’s looking at me with a coy, uncertain smile. He’s never sure whether he wants me to find him this way, and it excites me all the more to see him so vulnerable, waiting for my approval. Also, finally, it means I can give in to the boy inside—the one both Katherine and I have been trying to discourage out of me all day.


“Chana masala,” says Lukas.


Dropping my bags to the kitchen floor then pulling off my coat, I step behind him and put my hands on his hips, press my mouth against his shoulder blade, enjoy the slight roughness of the polyester blouse against my lips. He stops stirring the food and leans against me, making me wish, as usual, that I were half a foot taller so I could take his full weight. I stand as tall as I can, holding him from behind, breathing him in, until I can’t wait anymore, and turn him toward me. I unbutton his blouse, run my hands through his long hair, over his smooth face and his jaw. I look into his deep brown eyes dressed in their bright colors, take the spoon from his hand, and pull him away from the stove. I’ve never enjoyed the taste of anyone so much. Within minutes I have him undressed and he’s on his knees fumbling with my belt.


With our clothes out of the way, I take his hand and lead him to the futon, feeling his eyes on my broad shoulders, the nape of my neck where my hair is cut close—his favorite view. Yet even as he kisses his way down my body, I’m aware of his disappointment over my full breasts, my bald upper lip, which I refuse to stop tweezing. I push against the thoughts and lie back, giving in to the pressure of his head on my inner thigh, and dream ashamedly of having his whole body between my legs, imagining him inside me as we tangle ourselves into impossible shapes.


Afterward, lying next to each other, bodies raw and mouths sour, Lukas puts his head on my shoulder and holds my hand.


It makes me think again about the book cover I found—about secrets and longing—and it spurs me to ask the question I’ve been too afraid to voice for some time. I unwind my hand from his and run one finger down his nose, letting it rest at the tip.


I close my eyes. I say, “I want to have sex with you. Intercourse.”


Lukas is quiet.


“Intercourse?” he says. “Why now?” Though he doesn’t seem put off by the question.


I picture Lukas and the musician at the party last week, picture the careful, intricate handwriting on the back of the book cover. I haven’t been able to stop thinking about what secrets it holds, ones the author may never have gotten the chance to reveal. “I don’t know,” I say. “Forget it.”


“Why didn’t you say anything?” He takes my hand again.


“I was afraid you’d think I’m a pig.”


“You are a pig,” he says. “Dawn, the pig. That’s what I like about you.” He kisses my chin.


I put my head against his. “Oink.”


He closes his eyes.


I wait. Play with my bangs. Pretend his answer isn’t that important, even though my insides are chewing themselves up.


The first time we fooled around, we didn’t even make it to my bed. Tangled in the pile of clothes we’d wrestled out of on the floor, there was no letting go, no coming up for air until we’d kissed every inch of each other. Then as soon as everything went still and the only thing I could hear was our breathing, I realized he was crying. My desire quickly turned into shame. I was afraid I’d hurt him or done something wrong. But he covered his eyes with his hand and explained that intercourse felt too much like a violation, so he couldn’t do it and he hoped I would be okay with that.


It had been music to my ears—Lukas offering me something I’d never believed anyone else would want, a way to be close without worrying about who should play what role or what our bodies could or couldn’t do. No boy, no girl. I was so relieved that I cried too, and we fell asleep next to the bed, holding each other. I didn’t stop to wonder if there was something more behind his hesitation.


Now, waiting for his answer, my body has grown to ten times its size. Enormous and smothering. It was a stupid thing to ask for. I don’t know how to be a woman any more than I know how to be a man.


And of course there’s Lukas’s familiar silence. The one that speaks volumes. That draws out, long and painful, while I wait for him to say something he can’t. Which is usually whatever he knows I want to hear. As far as he’s concerned, if people say what’s expected of them, the words lose their meaning. But often he can’t find words of his own, so instead he says nothing.


Faced with that silence, I do what I always do. End it before he has to open his mouth. “Ich liebe Dich,” I say.


“What?” says Lukas.


“Ich liebe Dich. That means ‘I love you’ in German, right?”


“I think so. Why?”


“I found something today.” I untangle myself from him and slide out of bed. I want to be far away from him. “In a book I was fixing. I think it’s a love letter.”


The chana masala is puffing and splattering tiny red dots all over the stove. I grab the wooden spoon and stir, let the steam warm my face. Then I turn the heat off. I’m ravenous, but I can’t wait anymore to show him what I’ve found. Pulling my T-shirt and jeans back on, I find my bag on the floor and dig through it. Lukas is still naked, but he’s covered himself with the sheet. We’re moving on.


“Look at this,” I say. “Be careful.” I place the book cover on the futon between us.


He laughs. “Wow.”


“I know, right? I love how cheesy it is.”


He picks it up. Turning it over, he finds the letter and scans it in silence.


I watch him. “Don’t you think it’s a wild mystery?”


He shrugs, sets it back down on the futon. “Sure.”


I pick it up. “Really? That’s it? You’re not even impressed by the coincidence? The fact that this particular book cover was bound into the one book Katherine asked me to fix?”


“Of course I am,” he says, leaning back against the wall. “But life is full of coincidences. The ones we notice are just the ones we pay attention to—because we happen to find meaning in them.”


“Okay, Mr. Roboto,” I tease. But irritation has pushed its way into my voice. I scoot to the edge of the futon and stand.


“Come on,” he says, pulling me back down by the hand. “The handwriting is nice.” He puts his head against my shoulder.


“Nice try,” I say. But his attempt to mollify has worked. I lean close to him, the letter in front of us.


“What’s it say, anyway?”


“I don’t know. Just these few words. Of course liebe is ‘love.’ And if it’s the same as Yiddish, I think Bild is ‘picture,’ and Vater sounds like ‘father.’ I was hoping you might be able to recognize some of the others.”


Lukas laughs again. “I don’t speak German.”


“Your father never taught you any?”


“No. He teaches Spanish and French.”


I know he isn’t laughing at me, but I’m still feeling ashamed from before, over wanting what I’m not supposed to want. Technically, Lukas and I don’t even have a word for our relationship. We’re only monogamous because neither of us has met anyone we’re more attracted to. At least that’s what Lukas says. For a while he had me convinced that monogamy only means something when it isn’t enforced, but as the years have gone on and it’s become increasingly hard for him to say the word love, I’ve begun to fear he’s just afraid of committing.


Also, his casual remark about his father is a reminder that after the two years we’ve been together, I still don’t know anything about his parents aside from the fact that his dad teaches some foreign languages and that neither of them has much tolerance for anyone who isn’t white and Catholic. Even though I’m not religious, I’m still too Jewish for them.


“Anyway, no problem,” I say, the harshness returning to my voice. “I’ll ask Jae.”


Lukas sits up. “Don’t be mad,” he says. “I agree it’s cool, all right?”


I pick it up and run my hand over the first line of writing. Liebe Marta.


“It’s more than that,” I say. “It’s probably a love letter. Based on when the book was bound, it must have been written in the 1950s, so can you imagine what kind of courage it had to take for a woman to write a love letter to another woman—especially on the back of an illustration like this—even if she hid it?”


“I don’t know. Didn’t people use flowery language in letters to their friends all the time? Besides, if you want to know what it says, just try Babel Fish.”


“Why would someone go through the trouble of hiding a letter to a friend?”


“Maybe it was the friend who hid it. Also, you just said so yourself. The illustration.”


“Fine. But either way, you have to admit there’s something about it. I mean, yeah, it’s campy, but it’s also kind of beautiful. Like, it feels too . . . special or something to have a computer translate.”


Lukas peels back the sheets and retrieves his underwear and pants from the corner of the kitchen. While I look around for a safe place to store my artifact, he’s on to the chana masala.










|| Liebe


I met Lukas at the end of my final year at SUNY Purchase, at the overcrowded senior art exhibition. He was the pretty dark-eyed boy who kept returning to my painting in the corner, a nude self-portrait, mostly of my back, with my face partially turned toward the viewer. Excited by my discovery of Hannah Gluckstein, the early-twentieth-century Jewish artist who donned men’s clothing and signed her paintings as Gluck (“no prefixes, suffixes, or quotes allowed”), I’d exaggerated the broadness of my shoulders and definition of my muscles while rendering my face as classically feminine—pink cheeks and red lips. But I lost my nerve to show it. Just before I had to hand it in for a final grade, I painted clown makeup over the face.


A friend brought me over to the painting to introduce me to Lukas, and when Lukas learned I was the artist, he blushed. I knew right away I wanted to bring him home. By morning, I’d learned only a handful of things about him—he lived in Brooklyn and worked at a music nonprofit, he was vegan, and he had a very old cat named Angela Davis. It was all I needed to know.


When I graduated, I didn’t move in with Lukas so much as I went to visit him in Brooklyn and never left. It was winter, only a few months after 9/11, and I returned to a city I barely recognized. A New York haunted by debris, every breeze still carrying the smell of burnt metal and tar. The city’s many moods were nowhere more evident than in its graffiti, which I relied on to guide me through this new reality—the Twin Towers resurrected everywhere, memorialized with candles and flowers. American flags looming larger than life. Firefighters in heroes’ capes. George W. Bush a terrorist and a wanted man. It had become a city obsessed with remembering, even as the line between memory and belief was being erased. The streets vibrated with equal parts love and fear, demanding both 9/11TRUTH and MUSLIMS GO HOME.


It was strange to feel so free coming back here during that time. Lukas seemed like a rare bird that had found its way to me, if only for a moment. It wasn’t long after our first night together that I started to trust him with everything. I told him things I never thought I’d say out loud, like, “Isn’t it funny that we met at my final art show, because the last time I saw my parents was at last year’s juniors’ show?”


“How is that funny?” he’d said.


“Because my ex-girlfriend stopped by to give me flowers, and my dad walked out. Then my mom, who hadn’t chosen a side for years, finally chose. She said, ‘I’m sorry, but what do you want, Dawn? Do you want me to be alone for the rest of my life? Is that what you want?’ And I said, ‘Of course not,’ and she walked out after him. Ha ha.”


Lukas said that wasn’t funny at all, that was fucked up.


I explained how I was an only child of parents who wanted a big family until God or science interfered with their plans, and how they liked to tell me that they never adopted because I was enough for them. When I was a kid, we’d host big dinner parties, during which I got to stay up late enjoying the attention of grown-ups. My mother was a school nurse, and sometimes she invited the art teacher, Mrs. Bainbridge, and those were always my favorite nights because we’d pull out my sketchbooks, and Mrs. Bainbridge would go through every page, asking me questions and offering tips for improvement. “She has a real talent,” she would say, and my parents would beam.


It wasn’t until I signed up for a half-day high school program at the School of Visual Arts in Manhattan that my parents started to worry. It wasn’t the art itself. They’d always believed I would marry a Jewish doctor or lawyer and wouldn’t need to make a stable salary of my own. It was the influence that studying art seemed to have on me, because as far as they could see, that was when I changed, when I gave up pink and boys. That was when they started sending me to therapists. For a while they called it depression because they didn’t want to call it what it was, and they pretended like they just wanted to find out what could be done to restore me to my true self, to a time when I was happy. “But I am happy,” I’d say as Dad downed his second Scotch of the evening and Mom retreated to a room in the basement that she had turned into her “office,” where she could “go over paperwork” in silence.


“What’s funny,” I’d told Lukas, “is how happy they would be if they knew I was still here with you, even though you’re not Jewish, or a doctor. What’s funny is how much they say they want me back in their life even though my father hates what I am and my mother resents me for putting her in the middle.”


I asked him if he knew what it felt like to have parents that wanted to do the right thing, that wanted to love and accept you for who you are, but just couldn’t.


Lukas didn’t. His parents had shut him out with far more conviction, kicking him out of the house when he was in high school for nothing but cutting class a few times to smoke. They didn’t even need to know that sometimes he wanted to wear makeup and women’s clothes, or that he liked to look at men. Eventually their fear of who he might become without their intervention overrode their anger and they asked him to come back, but he refused. Now they barely talk.


Nothing about Lukas is straightforward. Lukas, who believes fiercely in people’s right to arm themselves but captures our roaches with leftover take-out containers and walks them seven blocks to the park to set them free. Lukas, who will never promise anything but is always there when it counts. Who always tries to live the way he wishes the rest of the world would, which inevitably leaves him disappointed.


Lukas is impossible not to love. He challenges my ideas of what it means to be a good person and makes me believe that all of my sadness and anger are justified.




After only a month together in Brooklyn, he asked me to travel to Europe with him. His job gave him two weeks of vacation, and he said he wanted me to see the works of art I’d studied, to get up close to them and breathe in their history. It would help with the creative block I’d been struggling with since finishing my program, he said. And it wouldn’t cost us much because ticket prices were still down after 9/11 and we could stay in hostels.


It wasn’t until we were at the airport that I realized how scared I’d become to fly. I was convinced the plane would go down and I’d die in the middle of nowhere, alone. Of course Lukas would be there, but still. My parents had no idea where I even was. And how many friends had I stayed in touch with since arriving in the city? We could be halfway across the Atlantic and go down in the middle of the ocean, and no one would know or care. It was that idea, the image of crashing to my lonely death, that I couldn’t handle. As I arrived at the gate with a bite of cheese Danish in my mouth, suddenly everything went dry. I couldn’t chew for lack of saliva. It hurt to blink.


“I can’t do it,” I said. I was sure my body had ceased to function, had no way to get me on the plane.


“What are you talking about?” Lukas said.


“I can’t. I can’t do it.”


He took my bags and told me to sit. “What’s going on?”


I started to shake. The tears came in a rush. “I want to, I really do,” I said. “But I can’t.”


“Can’t what?”


“I can’t get on the plane. I can’t.”


He was unperturbed. He looked out the big window at the plane that was pulling up to the ramp. He looked back at me. “Yes, you can.”


“I can’t.” I was sobbing now, everyone staring.


Lukas was silent. He didn’t try to quiet me. And even though he didn’t try to comfort me either, strangely I felt taken care of, being with someone who seemed so at ease with my public breakdown. After a few minutes he put his face close to mine and said gently but firmly, “I’m getting on the plane. I want you to come with me. So if you don’t, I’m going to knock you out and drag you.”


It stunned me out of my panic. I laughed, almost choking on a sob. “Fuck you,” I said.


“I’ll do it.” He was holding his forehead against mine.


In that moment, I understood something about Lukas. Although he would probably never be there for me in ways anyone else could recognize, he would be there in his own ways, ways that perhaps meant something more. He made me feel safe enough to get on the plane, safe enough to cry my way to Paris, and safe enough to trust that the adventure ahead was worth it.


We spent those two weeks hopping from city to city and museum to museum, checking in and out of hostels, eating the best food our limited budget would allow. When we’d had enough of one place, we left for another, each day inventing and reinventing ourselves together. We were strangers everywhere, free to be who we wanted, without anyone’s expectations based on who we’d been the day before.


We carried that sense of freedom back home with us, and at the time I believed we could sustain it.


Lukas was right about another thing too. The trip got my art unstuck, at least in theory. In college, I’d studied oil painting, hoping that if I examined the nude figure, I could understand it, even find ways to subvert it, making everyone else see what I saw. I wanted to depict the strange suppleness of flesh, bodies that were infinitely malleable and hard to pin down. But I couldn’t do it. My art became reduced to a technical exercise in rendering what our teachers called the “ideal human form.” Another way to fix bodies into categories.


Lukas had majored in music and gender studies, and he was always talking about the likes of Anaïs Nin, Kathy Acker, and Judith Butler. I hadn’t been a big reader as a kid, or even in college. But I was desperate for a world filled with shades of gray, and on his bookshelves I found it.


At first, it didn’t occur to me that I could make my own books, so instead I made paintings of them, books stacked one on top of another, spread open on a table, left behind on a chair, pages dog-eared. But it was never right. I couldn’t get at the thing about them that I was trying to capture. And I was too embarrassed to show Lukas.


Then one night when I thought I had it figured out, I painted a portrait of him holding a book, a biography of Assata Shakur, but no matter what I did, I couldn’t make it work. I got so frustrated that an actual scream escaped from my mouth and I stabbed the canvas with an X-ACTO knife.


Lukas laughed. “What the hell are you doing?”


I was breathing heavily. The knife still in my hand, I plunged it into the easel and, in a great show of futility, it fell to the floor. “It’s not funny.”


Lukas put the book down and reached for his tobacco and rolling papers. “Yeah, it is.” He was naked and unashamed as he sat there rolling his cigarette, snapping the rubber band back around the pouch of tobacco. He put one foot up on the chair he was sitting in, leaning onto his raised knee, his long, muscular limbs arranging themselves into an odd K.


I looked at the canvas, at the slice I’d made through his hand, the book. I looked at him sitting there naked and smoking, and even though I wanted to yell at him, I couldn’t. “It was a dumb fucking painting,” I said.


Lukas reached for me and pulled me onto his lap, burying his face in my neck. He rubbed my head and explored his way down my back.


I looked again at the torn canvas. His hand—the one holding the book—had curled under, deforming the lower part of his arm.


I touched his real arm, felt it solid around me.


He said, “Don’t be an idiot like me and try to get everything perfect. You’ll never finish anything.”


“Okay,” I said. “I won’t be an idiot like you.”


“Promise me,” he said.


By then I understood that words only meant something to him if they were unexpected, and I’d learned to translate. He was saying he believed in me, that I shouldn’t give up. Thank you, I wanted to say. I believe in you too.


“I promise,” I said.
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