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She was a freshman, allergic to sulfa drugs and codeine. She didn’t wear corrective lenses and she didn’t smoke. She wasn’t taking any medication. She’d checked “yes” for vitamin supplements and “no” for birth control. At the bottom of the form on the line that read “Other,” she’d printed “OTHER” in big block letters.


Malcolm slid the new patient information into his notebook and looked over at the lanky girl anchored at the far end of the couch, her head bowed. “Leah’s a beautiful name.” He considered sharing that he had a daughter named Leah, who was fond of reminding him that he got paid as much for what he didn’t say as what he did, maybe more.


The girl abruptly shoved her hands into the pockets of her down vest and leaned her head over her flip-flops. He hoped she wasn’t going to throw up. It had been a particularly viral winter, and just last week one of his younger patients in the private practice he shared with his partner Gordon had nailed a brand-new set of Legos.


“You okay?”


“I don’t know.” Her voice traveled toward him from somewhere near her flannel-covered shins.


He walked to the cabinets beneath the bookshelves and pulled out a bottle of water for each of them. He crossed the room and placed one of the bottles at the girl’s exposed feet.


“Thank you.”


He slumped back into his chair and waited. “You on anything?”


The girl jerked up her head, and a flush broke out unevenly on either side of her fine thin nose. She had steep, sharp cheekbones and marine blue eyes just visible beneath lashes heavy with black mascara. Malcolm found her almost alarmingly beautiful and had to fight the urge to stare. “Occupational hazard,” he would say to his daughters, who occasionally snapped their fingers inches from his face, irritated by what they called his “slack-jawed stupefaction with random people.” At stoplights and checkout counters, and, of course, in his office, he tended to look too long and too hard.


“Have you taken anything today?”


“I don’t do drugs.” She sipped from the water and then rested it on her bony knee. “I’m just . . . nervous.”


He nodded and waited. “Nervous about what?”


“This, I guess.”


Malcolm ran his thumb up and down the slight hollow above his lips. It always made him a little sad when patients said that, as if psychotherapy were like dentistry—drilling into the heart, scraping at the edges of the soul. “What about being here is making you nervous?”


She shrugged, and the ends of her straight blond hair swept noisily across the shoulders of her down vest.


Last September, Mental Health Services had been renamed the Center for Behavioral Health, and the college had simultaneously reduced the fifty-minute hour to thirty-five minutes, so as to better meet the growing demand for counseling at the school. Twenty-plus years in private practice had taught Malcolm that silence was an essential part of the process, and with so little time in these new sessions, it was tough to wait for the two or three or five minutes of mutual silence to mass and rout the next well-hidden truth.


“What were you hoping to talk about when you made the appointment?” he asked.


The girl slid back on the sofa cushion and crossed one leg over the other, pale bare ankle to knobby knee. “It’s not the usual shit you’re used to hearing in here,” she said.


Kids always assumed their kinks were kinkier, their sadness more intractable, their loneliness unique in its stultifying isolation, and all of it the result of an outrageous error, an egregious reneging on the promise of happiness. It’s why Malcolm loved treating adolescents. At nineteen, your pain individuated you. By fifty-three, loss and failure, the inevitable accumulation of lead in the belly, was so ubiquitous as to render you indistinct.


“I’m interested in knowing what’s troubling you,” he said.


“There’s like a lot of very . . . regular kids at this school,” she said.


“There’s probably a lot more sadness on this campus than you think.”


“Hey, I’m not saying rich kids don’t have their problems.” She looked out the window. Behavioral Health was in the only high-rise on the Baxter campus. From this office, you could see clear across the quad to the center of Smithport and all the way out to Casco Bay. On a map of Maine, Smithport resembled nothing so much as a poorly inflated balloon animal, its four uneven peninsulas dangling limply into the bay.


Leah shook her closed water bottle from side to side as if it were a rhythm instrument. “Where’s your real office?”


“My private practice? In town, in the Watson’s Mill building.”


“The old fire hose factory.”


“Did you grow up in town?”


She gestured toward his notebook with her jaw, and he glanced down at the intake form. She’d listed her home address as Freeman Street. A townie. When she first walked in, he’d had the gauzy sense of having met her before. Most likely he’d crossed paths with her dozens of times, at the bank, the supermarket, the rec center. “You live on campus, though,” he said, reading off the form.


“Rutledge, the new dorm.” She shifted her long narrow body on the couch cushion and sighed, exhaling through her nose with enough force to disturb her veil of hair. “You live in Smithport?”


“Are you worried something you tell me will get out in town?”


She pushed the tight sleeve of her thermal underwear up past her elbow and then immediately tugged it down, stretching it beyond the tips of her fingers. “You’re not from here, like, originally, are you?”


Malcolm had helped more than a few students sort through their simultaneous pride and loathing at being locals. In the four years that his older daughter, Susannah, had attended Baxter, she’d never worn a single item of clothing from the college store, claiming it was “completely weird” to see a silhouette of her childhood landscape on the back of a million T-shirts.


Malcolm leaned forward in the peeling leatherette chair. “What you tell me is confidential.”


She snorted.


It was ludicrous to think that trust could be earned in thirty-five minutes. These shortened sessions weren’t therapy, but triage. He’d already seen five kids this morning. There were days when he felt as if he were manning an in-person Samaritans’ hotline.


The girl turned her left palm up in her lap and checked the watch face on the inside of her wrist.


“We’re okay on time,” Malcolm said.


Leah pushed her lips into a soft round pout, and Malcolm was reminded of those pitiful little girls in beauty contests. What you saw and what you felt about what you saw, impossible to reconcile.


“Is that clock right?” she asked.


He looked up at the old Westclox on the bookshelf and nodded.


Leah cradled her face in her palms.


“What’re you thinking?” Malcolm asked.


“That I shouldn’t have come. I’m, like, wasting your time.”


“Maybe you can talk about what happened the last time you trusted someone with this secret.” It was a risk, but if they didn’t get to it soon, he doubted she would return. He could feel her moving toward the door, out the window. Some old panic within him fluttered, the unsecured line that could come loose and then whip.


“It was another . . . counselor or whatever. It didn’t go well.” Leah trailed her index finger along the raised edge of the khaki sofa cushion. “They were kind of freaked by me.”


“Well, then, I give you credit for trying one of us again.”


“Maybe it’s just stupid. Isn’t the definition of insanity doing the same thing over again and expecting different results?”


Malcolm laughed. “I haven’t seen that in the diagnostic manual; not yet, anyway.” He saw Leah looking back at the clock. “Let’s not worry about that right now, okay?”


“Do you have another patient?”


“Do you have a class?”


“No.”


“How long ago did you see this other therapist?”


“Back in high school. Not Smithport High. I had a scholarship to Casco Collegiate.”


“Was it a guidance counselor you talked with back then?”


“I disgusted her.”


“Disgust’s a pretty strong word.”


“It’s a useful word.” Leah stood and walked to the bookcase against the wall. One of the other therapists who used this office collected Kachina dolls. Leah picked one out and sat down with it, turning it over, trying to move its limbs, inspecting under its ceremonial fringed skirt. She looked up at him.


“Not mine,” Malcolm said. “The Etch A Sketch and the Rubik’s Cube are my contribution to the décor in here. And these.” He turned to the wall behind him and pointed at the large Hopper print and the framed Roz Chast cartoon, “The Party, After You Left.”


She nodded without looking up at them.


“My daughters still have most of their dolls—well, one of them, my older daughter. And she’s twenty-three.”


“I don’t have any dolls,” she said flatly.


“Did you, when you were growing up?”


“Did you?” she snapped.


Malcolm loved the dogleg. The surprise in the process was the high that kept him addicted to the job. “Yes, I did, as a matter of fact.”


“They must have belonged to a sister or something.”


The Raggedy Andy had belonged to his father. Malcolm’s grandmother would tuck the pitiful old doll beside him as she put him to bed. Who was he not to love what his father had loved? He doubted anyone under fifty knew who Raggedy Andy was anymore.


“Do you have brothers or sisters?”


She shook her head.


“When you’re not here at school, you live with . . . ?”


“My mother.”


“And your father?”


Leah wedged the doll into the gap between the cushions, forcing it to stand erect. “He died when I was two and a half.”


“I’m sorry.”


She shrugged. “He was sixty when I was born. He was a drummer, one of my mother’s music professors. We have a lot of records and some eight-tracks of him playing. He was kind of a big jazz guy, I guess.”


“Do you remember him?”


“I don’t know.”


Malcolm’s daughters had been six and nine when their mother died. His younger daughter—his Leah—had recently confessed that the only certain memory she had of Laura was of disappointing her.


“How’re you feeling right now?”


“Embarrassed.”


“Why?” he asked, softly.


“This position, are you like considered a faculty member?”


“I’m an employee of the college.”


“Do you know people on the faculty here? I mean, is that who you hang out with?”


“Are you concerned that I might know some of your professors?”


She shrugged.


“It’s likely that I know several of your professors, but they’ll never know that I know you. If we run into each other on campus or in town, and you’re with friends or your mother, I won’t acknowledge you unless you greet me first. You’re free to ignore me or introduce me however you like.”


“You mean, I could lie?” She brightened.


“I mean, if this relationship is a private one for you, say what you need to say to maintain that privacy.”


She pulled the doll from between the cushions and walked her across the tops of her legs. “Do you think there’s a difference between a lie and a secret?”


“Do you think there’s a difference between a lie and a secret?”


“Well . . . lies have a more negative thing about them than secrets. A secret’s like . . . just . . . there. But a lie . . . you have to go out of your way to tell a lie.”


“Secrets seem more passive, not quite so bad?” Malcolm felt his pulse shift gears, as if he were suddenly ascending a hill.


“Some secrets are necessary, right?”


“Are you asking me?”


“There’s military secrets,” she said.


He nodded and noted the alteration in her engagement, as if she’d latched on to something.


“Those are like secrets that actually protect people,” she said.


Malcolm clasped his hands together and leaned toward her. “Who are you protecting by keeping your secret a secret?”


Leah shrugged, encircled the Kachina doll with her thumb and forefinger, and walked across the room toward the bookcase. She eased the doll back onto the shelf with a gentleness usually reserved for living things. Then, as she turned to go back to her seat, she stopped in front of the small ceramic mirror by the door. She was fascinated by something. Malcolm waited, watched as she turned one long leg inward, twisting her torso for a slightly different view of her cheekbone. She was close enough to the glass to be fogging it, engaged in a quasi-medical scan of her face. Malcolm pivoted his whole body in order to watch her watching herself, and he wondered if she’d consciously engineered this voyeuristic moment. He cleared his throat. She turned, made a move to place her hands in pants pockets that weren’t there, walked back across the room, and sat down on the sofa.


“Can you tell me who you’re protecting?”


“There are people I care about who could get hurt, you know?”


He leveled his gaze now at the girl. “Have you thought that maybe you’re right, then, to keep this secret to yourself?”


Leah shook her head, and with her fists clenched she uncrossed her legs and shifted her body on the couch. Malcolm was reminded of a morphing action figure he used in play therapy. If you pulled on the limbs and rotated the torso, a completely different being emerged. He stared at Leah now, half-expecting this palpable anger to transform her.


“You make it sound like keeping this . . . to myself would make me feel the same as if I told it.”


Her fury passed quickly, and the additional musculature she’d exhibited only moments before vanished. Despair was limp. “Do you know what you’re sad about?” he asked.


“This.” She tugged at her clothes and slapped her thighs, the sound of her long thin hands oddly dull against the flannel.


Malcolm set down his notebook and watched as she kicked off her sandals, then pounded barefoot across the room toward the mirror. She stood there and cupped her fingers at the edge of her forehead and tugged.


Leah’s blond hair was gone, a wig tossed onto an empty chair.


Malcolm stood, instinctively, as if under threat—what kind he wasn’t sure. As he moved in the direction of the mirror, Leah shook off the down vest, gripped the hem of her thermal shirt, and began to pull it over her head and her real, chin-length, black hair. Malcolm watched as Leah hid inside the folds of the shirt, face obscured, but chest revealed. A male chest. And then the shirt was on the carpet, and Malcolm was facing a half-naked boy, a freshman he’d seen for a few sessions back in the fall. Noah, Malcolm remembered after a moment, the kid’s name riding in on a wave of regret.


Malcolm moved one step closer toward the boy, with the impulse to hug him. Instead, he stopped and said softly, “I didn’t know.”


The boy let out a guttural sound from somewhere at the back of his throat and lurched into Malcolm, his hands awkwardly at his sides, as if he were in restraints. Malcolm encircled him, his palms on Noah’s cool bare back. Noah’s heart was pounding so that Malcolm could feel it in his own chest. They stood like that while doors in the outer offices opened and closed, bells rang in the clock tower to mark the hour, someone whistled through his teeth in the quad below. Malcolm used the time and the boy in his arms to steady himself. He was not used to missing the mark in his work. He’d always been able to divine other people’s pain. He was in the pain business, and he was good at it.


As Noah began to cry—a choking, strangling cry—Malcolm pinched his own wrist hair. He waited, the two of them superimposed on the ghostly third, until the crying moved into a more regular rhythm. He pulled one hand from Noah’s back and reached into the pocket of his corduroy trousers for his handkerchief. He pressed it into Noah’s right hand, which was still hanging limply at his side, as if he were a stroke victim or a crude hand puppet—all head and no limbs.


Malcolm guided the boy over to the couch. “You must be cold,” he said, and before Noah could respond, Malcolm walked back to the abandoned costume, hesitated for a moment, then picked up the baby blue thermal shirt. He turned it so that it was no longer inside out and handed it to Noah. Reversing the shirt struck Malcolm as strangely intimate, the quotidian action of a parent. He turned from Noah while he dressed, a ludicrous attempt at privacy given the circumstances.


“That was very brave, what you did. Very courageous,” Malcolm said, sitting down next to Noah on the couch.


Noah blew his nose and then placed his face in his hands. He ran his thumbs along the inside corners of both eyes and wiped his blackened fingers on the handkerchief.


“How’re you feeling now?” Malcolm struggled to keep his gaze off his own feet.


“Numb.”


Malcolm nodded.


“I told you . . .”


Malcolm turned on the couch so that he could look at Noah’s face, at least at half of it. “What? What did you tell me?”


“I warned you . . . that you’d be disgusted.”


“What makes you think I’m disgusted?” Sitting beside Noah, Malcolm felt large and graceless. Each time he moved, even slightly, the boy was jostled.


“How could you not be?”


“I’m going to tell you how I feel, even though it’s your feelings we’re focused on here. But since you’ve taken the risk of being so honest with me . . . I feel badly that I didn’t know this was something you wanted to tell me. That must have been very difficult. I think maybe you’re confused—”


“I’m not confused—”


Malcolm placed his large hand on top of Noah’s pale slender one. The reddish hair on his thick knuckles glinted beneath the track lights. “Let me finish. What I was going to say was that I think you’re confusing your own disgust with mine.”


Noah slid his hand out from under Malcolm’s and moved so that his back was resting against one arm of the sofa. Then he pulled up his bare feet to sit cross-legged and dropped the sodden handkerchief on top of his backpack.


From what Malcolm could remember, Noah had come in that first time chiefly complaining of loneliness. In the subsequent session, they’d focused, for the most part, on practical matters—things he might do to more fully engage in the communal life of the school. Malcolm had been struck by the boy’s looks. He recalled thinking that Noah was beautiful, not necessarily effeminate, just perfected, like an artist’s creation—fair skin, thick, wavy black hair, and deep blue eyes. At the end of that initial session, Malcolm remembered jotting in the margins of his notes, “Get him to realize his own beauty.”


Noah lifted his eyes, the long black lashes still curled stiffly upward. He scanned the room, looking for a place to rest his gaze. When he settled on the shelf filled with Kachina dolls, he said, “Just don’t lie to me. I mean, don’t. . . . The thing about disgust is—it can’t be like co-opted by PC bullshit, you know?”


“No. Not really.”


Noah ran his hands through his hair, pulling it into a momentary ponytail. “Disgust is honest. I don’t want you telling me what you think I want to hear. I want an honest reaction.”


“I’m pretty much in the truth business, Noah.”


Malcolm caught the beginning of a smile, or maybe just a twitch. He leaned into his corner of the couch and touched the tips of his fingers to the whorl at the back of his head. “How are you different when you’re Leah?”


“It’s how I think of myself to myself.”


Malcolm nodded. He looked over at the clock and then at Noah.


“We have to stop?”


“For today.” Malcolm made no move to get up.


“I, like, already have another appointment scheduled. . . . Which is a bonus of having a split personality.” Noah laughed a careful half laugh.


“You don’t really believe—”


“No. I mean. . . . No. It’s just. . . .”


“I certainly don’t want you leaving here concerned about a multiple-personality disorder, because that’s—”


“No. It’s not that. I’m not worried about that.”


“What are you worried about?” Malcolm might have asked the question of himself. His pulse was idling on high. He pressed the heel of his hands into the wide wale of the fabric on the thigh of his pants.


“Well, you said a lot of stuff, but you never told me what you thought, you know?”


Malcolm was confused. He leaned in on his elbows, as if to literally bridge the communication gap.


“I mean, what did you think, you know, of Leah?” Noah blushed deeply, then parted his lips to speak again. “Do you think she’s beautiful?”
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Once inside the handicapped bathroom, Noah locked the door. He pulled the dark blond wig from his backpack and balled his fist into a little skull for the hair. Jiggling his wrist, he attempted to shake out the tangles. The wig was the first thing he’d ever charged on a credit card. So far he’d only paid $65 of the $540 it cost. He didn’t want to put it away uncombed.


He flattened the brushed wig as best he could and slid it into a two-gallon-size plastic bag. Hair behind plastic was always creepy. His mother kept a lock of his baby hair tucked in an album of pictures from when he was first born. The Ziploc bag with the wig looked like something the father character on an episode of CSI would get handed when he showed up at the morgue.


Noah placed the bag in his backpack and pulled on a pair of socks. He traded his sandals for running shoes and took out the eye-makeup remover he carried in an unmarked squeeze bottle. He grabbed a wad of toilet paper and leaned into the mirror above the large, low handicap sink. It had taken him over thirty minutes to get Leah ready in here earlier this morning. He’d been applying his foundation when someone had knocked on the door. He’d lied, saying he’d be just a minute. The whole time he was doing his eyes, he’d worried that some guy was pissing his wheelchair. He’d wondered if he should exit the bathroom limping or drooling, one arm hanging twisted like it had been put on wrong at the factory. What was an added tic here or there when you were crossing over the double yellow to begin with?


How long had he sat on that couch with mascara streaking his face like this? Was Dowd blind, or just polite? Noah ripped the sodden toilet paper in half and swept each piece under his eyes from the inside corners to the outer, the way he’d seen the saleswomen do at the Macy’s makeup counter. Dowd hadn’t mentioned Leah’s appearance. Noah wanted Leah to look on the outside the way he felt on the inside—winsome. He’d first read the word in seventh grade, in one of his mother’s ancient novels. He wanted Dr. Dowd to find Leah winsome. He wanted to impress Dowd, to reveal not just something secret about himself, but something extraordinary.


His initial take back in October was that Dowd with his button-down shirt, wire-rim glasses, and oxblood loafers was going to prove nothing more than a cultural and societal enforcement officer. Even his graying blond hair was ramrod-straight. It refused a part and hung directly down the fall line of his forehead, making him look like a middle-aged Cub Scout. Noah had spent much of that first session stacking up reasons never to return. But then in the middle of their blah, blah, blahing, Dowd leaned forward, and it was like he was pressing the ZOOM button on top of the camera, allowing Noah to fill the whole frame. “What’s it like for you, right now, talking to me about all this?” Dowd had asked. And everything in the room quieted. The fog of continuous existence lifted. And Noah thought for a second that maybe Dowd knew, that anyone so attentive might also have emotional x-ray vision, and that even if he didn’t know, he’d be genuinely interested in finding out.


Exiting the Behavioral Health Building, Noah added to the mess of sneaker treads on the snow-dusted walkway. It was lunchtime, but he couldn’t see going to the dining hall. Waiting in line at the grill there made him feel like an unwitting participant in a social experiment gone horribly wrong. He stopped at the kiosk in front of the chapel and slid his backpack from his shoulders. He slipped his partly numb right hand down beyond the plastic bag with the wig, the sandals, the Ziplocs filled with makeup, and felt around for his gloves. He unzipped the side pockets of his down vest and searched himself. There were a couple of snow-dampened flyers for spring-break trips to Cozumel and Belize. He’d be spending break at the too-blue, two-bedroom bungalow his mother had bought when she’d gotten the job teaching music at Baxter fifteen years ago. For every flyer about a philosophy lecture or an amazing way for college students to earn money NOW, there were three bright orange notices announcing meetings of the Genderqueer Club. Noah zipped up his backpack and slung it over one shoulder. Who was the fiend with the staple gun who papered over opportunities to get smart or get rich with invitations to a club that had no committed members?


For all the planning this morning had necessitated, Noah had not planned on crying. Walking through the waiting room and into Dowd’s office, he’d experienced a rush of adrenaline that almost made him sick. He’d rehearsed the big reveal, the how and when of it, but he hadn’t thought beyond that show-stopping number. He had not imagined that half-dressed and completely exposed, the nesting dolls in full view, he’d be embraced by Dowd without hesitation. Nothing like it had ever happened to him before. His head had landed in the center of Dowd’s chest, as if all along that’s where he’d belonged.


Noah jumped when the chapel bell rang twelve-thirty, and two girls laughed as they passed by.


“Fuck you,” he said, audibly, stunned that he’d said anything, much less out loud, possibly as loud as the chapel bells. The blood rushed to his face, where he doubted it could all be contained.


“Exxxcuuuuse me.” Tory Liggett, who was in the ensemble of Les Mis with him, stopped and faced him. She was bosomy and blond. Her friend, equally bosomy but blonder, continued to walk for a few paces.


A tall, well-fed guy trailing a few feet behind the girls looked up from his phone and over at Noah. He pushed back the hood of his forest green Baxter College Sailing Team sweatshirt. “Really? What’d you just say to them?”


Noah recognized the kid from having waited on him at Homefires, where he worked all summer and on and off during the school year. Skipper, here, was one of the guys Noah had ratted out to the owner for boosting an entire flat of boutique-size Heinz ketchup bottles.


“Did you just curse at my friends?” The guy began to move in Noah’s direction, leading with his cleft chin.


Noah looked from the approaching boy to the stationary girls, his mind flooding so quickly with all that might go wrong that some part of it simply floated free and he found himself studying them—the MAC lipstick (Crème de la Femme?), the straight-ironed hair, the diamond studs, their purses (those soft bags with the paisley designs).


“I know you,” the boy said, as if this were the primary reason they were all gathered together as the snow turned to sleet.


Noah inhaled, searching his own formless, quilted being for something solid. It was hard to stand up for yourself when you didn’t know who your self was.


“He’s a fucking freshman.” Tory slid two manicured fingers along the shaft of her streaked blond hair.


“He’s in Les Mis.” The friend was congratulating herself on having made the connection. “He’s a—”


“Tranny.” The guy was working his thumb and forefingers like pincers aimed in the direction of Noah’s chest. “Come on.” He mimed a nipple tweak. “Before it asks to borrow a dress for Saturday night.”


Noah told himself to turn and walk. It was as if he had been waiting for them to dismiss him. Jesus, why had he even stopped to begin with? What the fuck was wrong with him? As he headed away from the chapel, he heard their laughter mixed with the freezing rain pinging against his down vest, a riotous orchestra of stinging bites.


He had twenty minutes until Sociology, enough time to get a sandwich or a protein bar, but now he couldn’t eat. This happened a lot. Everything happened a lot, everything except for feeling normal, calm, some sort of okay. If Dowd couldn’t help him . . . expecting that anyone might help him was probably delusional. That’s what Paul said. He’d been friends with Paul all through elementary and high school. Paul was gay, in-your-face gay, as if his whole personality could be summed up by saying “I’m gay.” And all the time Paul was after him to come out, the whole business like some varsity team on which Noah was being offered a place.


Noah pulled open the double doors to the student center and moved with the mass of wet wool and sodden down, toward the post office. He dialed the combination to open his mail box and pulled out a yellow slip. Maybe the best thing about college was being able to send away for things and receive them in the privacy of your own post office box. As he waited at the service window, he stared at the open metal shelves stacked with padded envelopes and cartons from Apple and Verizon, L.L. Bean, Nordstrom.


“Hey!” He heard the voice at the same time he felt long thin fingers drape over his shoulders and tap his collarbone.


“Hey.” He turned to face his mother, then looked back quickly to see if the postal clerk behind the counter had found his package.


“I was hoping I might run into you. I got this visiting mandolin player. It’s my turn. I went all last semester without babysitting a musician. So anyway, he’s coming to the house for dinner tonight, and then we’re going to Monroe’s.”


Noah turned slightly from his mother and very insignificantly shook his head at the clerk, who was walking toward the beaten-up little mail window with a shrunken, coffin-shaped box.


“I’m making a chicken tagine and maybe—”


“This thing’s been giving us the creeps for two days.” The clerk thrust the box through the window. Noah nodded, turned his attention to his mother, and then reached his arm behind him, feeling for the window and the little pine box he knew contained a pair of Dead to Rights black mules, size eleven. He flexed his fingers, searching for a corner of the box while never breaking eye contact with his mother. “Are you . . . going to make . . . ”—Noah grappled with the package behind him—“chocolate mousse for this guy too?”


“What is that? It looks expensive—the packaging.” His mother tucked her wavy black hair behind her ears and elongated her already swan-like neck. A friend of his mother’s had once drawn a caricature of her, riffing on the body of a guitar. It was mostly neck. For a while, it had hung in the bathroom.


“No, no, it’s just like a marketing thing. It’s a . . . a water bottle. I needed a new Nalgene.”


She nodded. “Where’re you headed now?”


“Kirby.”


She nodded again and reached into the pocket of her long, faded down coat. “Want some gum?”


“No, thanks.” Back when Noah was little and that coat was bright red and too big for him, he liked to wear it to take out the trash, or to measure the snow, or to look at the stars.


“I’ll walk that way,” she said, as if he’d asked her.


He pivoted on one foot and scooped the sarcophagus shoebox up under one arm. “I should probably go to my room first and drop this off.” He moved away from the mail window and started toward the door to the outside.


His mother followed, tucking her hair into her Gorbachev hat and retying her scarf. “Stick it in my office, if you want, so you don’t have to go all the way across campus. I promise I won’t use it. Is there really only a water bottle in there? What a waste of . . . everything—though it is kind of cool.” She tilted her head to get a better look at the box welded to his side.


He could feel sweat begin to permeate at least one of the two genders’ worth of underwear he had on. The thing was, he knew she wouldn’t look in the box if he left it with her.


“You could bring a friend if you want. Uncle Billy’s coming.”


“There’s an incentive.”


“The first set at Monroe’s is at nine, okay? So, we’re going to eat like at six.”


Noah hated Monroe’s. No, that wasn’t really true. He hated the fact that his mother was so uncharacteristically embracing of the place. No, that really wasn’t it either. It was just the hold the place had on her and she on it. Everyone there thought Carmen Shipley was a goddess. He really didn’t like watching her perform. Paul said it was because he was jealous. Not only was she talented, but she could get up in front of people and actually wear a dress. And even if Noah had the balls to do that, Paul said he’d never look as good as Carmen. But the truth was, he looked damn good in some of her clothes. And he wasn’t jealous of her playing. He had no interest in classical guitar. It was just that after watching her perform, people always thought they knew something about her, something private and true, when really it was all a trick. And Noah thought the trick especially mean.


“I know you don’t love Monroe’s,” she said, fishing in her pocket for the empty gum wrapper.


He smiled. She often guessed what he was thinking—well, some of it, anyway. He waited until she’d carefully folded the silver wrapper around the chewed gum, and he leaned in and kissed her a bit wetly, like an unthinking kid, on her cool cheek.


“Love you,” she whispered. “See you tonight,” she said, more loudly.


As they separated, a guy—maybe a professor, maybe someone from administration or the state mental hospital—came out of nowhere and slapped her on the back. “Cara!” he yelled. “How’s it going?” She laughed and tugged on the scarf she’d knotted at the front of her throat, and then she was too far away for Noah to hear what she said, but he watched them walk, moving away from him, shoulders bumping.


There was a time, around second grade and up until fifth or sixth, when he’d hoped for a new father. He didn’t know anyone then who had only one parent, and he thought his mother should fix that, get them regular and normal, like everyone else. She had never dated when he was younger, not that he was aware of, anyway. She went out at night plenty, but always to a gig, and sometimes she traveled for a few days to perform or to attend a conference. Once, when he was in middle school and his Uncle Billy was supposedly taking care of him, Billy had asked Noah if he thought his mother ever got any. That was Billy, completely tactless, but, according to his mother, with a heart of gold.


Noah pushed the tight cuff of his long underwear up over his watch and considered his options. It was as if the contents of the box under his arm were alive. He could hear the shoes rubbing against each other. He was desperate to have a look at them, to run his fingers along their slender heels, and of course to see how his foot, his gait, his carriage, his whole self might be altered by them. But he didn’t want to miss Sociology. “Oh, so you’re a rule-keeper,” Dr. Dowd had said to him when he mentioned back in the fall that he’d never cut a class. He could run into the men’s room in Kirby and hunker down in one of the stalls for a minute and open the package. But then he’d have to carry the box into class in the lecture hall, an amphitheater that never failed to trigger images of lions chowing on Christians. There was no way to fit the box into his backpack. So he’d have to clutch it, with all the packing tape stripped, completely capable of spilling its contents, likely to spill its contents.


Okay, chill, just chill, he told himself.


Noah stopped at the soda machine in the lobby of Kirby and fed it some coins and a sweaty single. Did anyone’s double identity ever kill them? Directly, not through drugs or choking on your own vomit or all the dark stuff most people thought of when they thought of drag queens, like stained sheets and needles and. . . . He tried to iron the dollar on the thigh of his flannel pants. Everyone knew that secrets caused anxiety and anxiety caused heart attacks. What if some day, soon even, someone would have to call his mother to tell her he’d been found dead—not ill or dying, just dead. His mother wanted him to meditate. She told him it was like having a home base to which you could always return. Soul work, she called it, and she did it every day, putting a sign on her bedroom door, at least when he was around. The Snapple came banging down the machine and Noah placed the shoebox on the floor between his feet and reached in for the cold bottle. Fuck, this sucked.


“Oh my god, Dead to Rights. You ordered Dead to Rights shoes. I hate you.” Amanda, he didn’t know her last name but she was in his Victorian Lit class, had dropped her backpack and was unzipping her coat, as if the interaction with these shoes was about to get intimate.


“God, I’m going to be late for Soc.”


“No, you’re not. Let me see. I didn’t even know they made guys’ shoes.” She pulled off her gloves with her teeth and bent down toward the box.


“Yeah,” he said. “They’re not. They don’t. I don’t think so. I don’t know. These are for my mother. For some reason, I don’t know, they got sent to my box—some mix-up.”


“Your mother’s really going to wear them?” Amanda didn’t bother to look up at him, for which he was thankful. Instead, she slipped into a crouch beside the box, as if it were a puppy.


Noah shrugged and smiled.


“Your mother’s cool, isn’t she? I’ve heard that.” Amanda finished removing her coat and tossed it on the floor. “Christ, it’s hot in here.”


The lobby of Kirby was suddenly thick with students shaking off melted snow. Now he really was going to be late. No way would he be able to have a look inside the box before class. “See you later,” he said abruptly even as he was turning away from the girl. Jesus, he so sucked.


Noah slipped into the only available seat, which was in a row uncomfortably close to the front of the room. He pulled out his notebook and began to write automatically, transcribing what the professor was saying without really hearing him. The reading assignment had been from Uniforms: Why We Are What We Wear, and Noah had read the excerpt somewhat frantically, hoping to find something of himself, his behavior mentioned in its pages. He’d gotten to the end of the two chapters with a perfect view of what hadn’t been included and only a vague sense as to what had. He’d promised himself he would stop doing that, tearing through books looking for some kind of psychological DNA match. He’d spent the summer between tenth and eleventh grade borrowing books through inter-library loan, none of which he could enter on his summer reading list. He was like a chop shop mechanic, stripping perfectly coherent books for the one or two bits that fit with his own missing parts. Reading that way was unfair to the books. And besides, there was always the internet—blogs, chat rooms, bulletin boards in which he merely bore witness, remaining mute, reading through other people’s stories, the enumeration of their obsessions, their passions, their interminable, misunderstood pain. It was like scanning a Red Cross list after a disaster in search of your own name.
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