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Praise for The Illusionist


“Dinitia Smith has taken this ‘true’ story and given its characters introspection and sad dignity.”


—CAROLYN SEE, The Washington Post


“[Smith] nails the fading ambience of a town that has lost its reason for being. And she shows poignantly why . . . women will seek and sustain the illusion of love.”


—CAROLE GOLDBERG, The Hartford Courant


“[A] quicksilver novel in which nothing, not even sexual identity, is unwavering . . . Smith has stripped away an even greater illusion: that human sexuality is straightforward and fathomable, normative and neat.”


—MAUREEN CORRIGAN, NPR Fresh Air


“The Illusionist is a terrifying story of the ways good people can follow their most generous instincts straight into tragedy. Dinitia Smith’s novel makes the bizarre plausible while it heightens the ordinary. I was caught in its web, beguiled from first page to last.”


—ROSELLEN BROWN


“A haunting, heartbreaking, utterly unforgettable novel. What an overwhelming accomplishment of the imagination!”


—LARRY KRAMER


“Impossible to put down, Dinitia Smith’s new novel shatters silences as it delves brilliantly into the lives of America’s cast-off white youth. White trash, transgender, single mothers, addicts, and petty criminals come alive and step out of stereotypes that have rendered them invisible and live on the pages of this courageous and fiercely erotic novel.”


—SAPPHIRE


“Dinitia Smith is the true illusionist. This remarkable novel challenges all of our notions about gender and love.”


—HILMA WOLITZER


“The Illusionist is an engrossing story about people’s seeing without seeing what’s in front of their eyes, loving without understanding the object of their affections and, finally, being destroyed by a force that only seems to be beside the point.”


—JUDITH ROSSNER
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For David, always.




Olivia: Are you a comedian?


Viola: No, my profound heart; And yet (by the very fangs of malice I swear) I am not that I play.


—Twelfth Night
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PART I


THE MAGICIAN






CHAPTER 1


CHRISSIE


I first saw him one wild October night at the Wooden Nickel bar high up on the headland overlooking the river on Old Route 27. In Sparta in late October the wind sweeps in off the river, it can make your eyes tear, it can make you weep. Across the river, the sky over the palisades was dense with cumulus clouds, thick and silvery and shot through with light, and the leaves in the trees sang and rustled and shook in the wind. Down below, the great river glided by, like a sheet of gleaming metal two miles wide.


When I walked out of the cold into the Wooden Nickel that night, I spotted a young man I’d never seen before, sitting at a table in the big room adjoining the bar. A cone of golden light shone down on him from the ceiling, tiny specks of dust whirling about in it. He was surrounded by a small crowd and he was doing magic tricks—pulling quarters from behind people’s ears, making his playing cards seem to leap from deck to deck and then magically rearrange themselves into groups of blacks and reds and aces and hearts. And as he worked, his hands moved as quick as water.


There was something about him that just struck you right away, that made your eyes rest upon him and made you puzzle. I know now that I wondered what he was, the question passed through my mind without being formed into words. I guess you always remember your first sight of someone who will become important in your life, even though you can’t know it at the time. It stays a picture in your mind forever.


He was small and thin. He wore a black cowboy hat perched on the back of his head, and an old deerskin jacket with a fringe on it, even though it was hot inside and the wood stove was going full blast. Yes, he was beautiful. He had high cheekbones, reddened with wind, big green eyes, slightly prominent, shining like globes in his head, as if he had just been running. His mouth was full, with well-shaped lips drawing to two points under his nose. He had a little bit of an overbite, and long white healthy teeth.


His brown hair was short, but shaggy. And I noticed that he was wearing two flannel shirts, one on top of the other.


Brian Perez was his victim. Brian was sitting opposite him, watching him intently through his long, curly, light blond hair the color of burnt ashes that hung over his face, his mouth set in a thin smirk.


The atmosphere in the bar was thick with smoke, and you could smell the salty smell of wood burned over the generations, embedded in the walls of the place. Behind the dark wood-paneled bar, a mottled deer head hung, strands of tinsel dangling from its nose. Carl, the owner, liked to decorate. He made the place a home for us, and for himself. The old paneled walls of the bar were covered with calendars and clocks and neon signs for Genny and Michelob and give-aways from liquor companies, calendars with their pages stuck at 1954, and 1976, and black-and-white photographs of bowling teams, brittle and cracked and curled with age.


Aerosmith was playing on the jukebox. The Bills and the Giants were on the TV above the bar, but for a few minutes at least, no one was watching it. Even Carl had come out from behind the bar to watch the magician. Carl, white-haired, bright blue eyes, old boxer’s body, stood holding his towel, and slowly wiping a glass. “Hey Chrissie,” Carl said when he saw me. And then his eyes went back to the new person.


“Who’s that?” I asked Carl.


“Dunno. Never seen him before. He just came here tonight for the first time.”


Now the young man slapped his cards into three piles on the table. “Okay, pick a card from the top,” he told Brian. “Look at it, but don’t show it to me.”


Brian took a card, glanced at it, said nothing. Then put it back facedown on one of the piles, keeping his eyes steady on him. Brian had hair like an angel, and pale blue, slanty eyes, Chinesey eyes. Brian would’ve been handsome if he weren’t so empty, so dangerous and unpredictable. He was on parole, had just served three months in Sparta Correctional for arson. There was some kind of dispute with his landlord on Washington Street—he shared an apartment there with Jimmy Vladeck. One night Brian got drunk and just trashed the place and then he set fire to it. I saw it, the flames shooting up in the sky in the night, the families out on the street, the volunteer firemen and the fire trucks converging on the place, it was a spectacle.


Behind Brian stood his sidekick, Jimmy, big, pot-bellied, stupid, long brown stringy hair tied back in a ponytail, the odor of mildew somehow always around him. I’d known both of them all my life. I’d gone to grade school, then high school, with them, though both of them had ended up in Special Ed and neither one of them had made it to graduation. Brian’s family was trouble, his mother’s boyfriend beat him as a kid. Jimmy’s dad was a deputy sheriff, but I think Jimmy was slow or something. I suppose Brian and Jimmy were a part of me in some way, like the air you breathe; the way anyone is whom you’ve known all your life.


Jimmy had a charge on him too. For car theft or something. There were always charges floating around Brian and Jimmy, all the time.


The new young man took a sip from the can of Mountain Dew next to him, and fluttered his long, thin fingers across the three piles of cards on the table. “Okay,” he said to Brian. “You could’ve taken the card from here”—he touched one of his piles—“and put it here.” He touched the other with his fingertips. “But instead, you put the card here. Now, cut the cards as many times as you want.”


Brian cut the cards, all the time examining him, with his thin smile, his skinny leg jiggling restlessly beneath the table.


“So, what’s your name?” Brian asked.


“Dean,” he said, not looking up.


“I will now cause your unknown card to rise to the top of the deck.” He spoke into his chest, his voice was vaguely hoarse.


Now, Dean closed his eyes, and passed his hand over the deck. “Okay, which card did you choose?” he asked Brian.


“Four of spades,” Brian said. Every word from Brian was reluctant.


Dean nodded at the deck. “Okay. Take it.”


Brian turned the top card. I peered over Brian’s shoulder at it. Four of spades. On the top!


“Hold it up,” I said to Brian. “So they can see.” I was already taking Dean’s side, though I hadn’t even spoken a word to him yet. Dean had that effect on you, on women especially, drew you in, made you want to protect him.


Brian held the card up, reluctantly, so that people could see.


Dean raised his eyes to the crowd and smiled, a mischievous smile. I saw Brian’s eyes flash in his anger. Then his face seemed to flatten out, became expressionless, as if he were trying to hide his humiliation. There was a ripple of applause.


I’d never seen anything like this in the Wooden Nickel, someone doing magic tricks. There was something old-fashioned about magic tricks. In fact, nobody did much with their hands in our town any more. They mostly just hung out, drank beer, played Nintendo, watched TV. For someone to do something creative—artistic—like magic was unusual, weird. But it wasn’t unusual enough to hold people for long.


Soon the crowd grew restless, drawn back, as if they couldn’t help themselves, to the football game above the bar, to the familiar things that had a greater hold on them.


He did a few more tricks. He made a rubber band jump magically from one of his fingers to another. He asked Brian for a quarter—he seemed to focus on Brian, as if early on, even then, he was drawn to trouble—and then made the quarter disappear and reappear.


Brian stood up. When Dean saw that he was leaving, he hurriedly started another trick, as if to hold Brian’s interest. But Brian was deliberately walking away, Jimmy following him.


I sat down at the table, watching Dean. He took a shot glass from the inside pocket of his leather jacket and splashed some water in it. “I’m Chrissie,” I said.


“Dean,” he said, eyes on the glass, slowing the movement of his hands down, as if he were practicing the trick now. “Dean Lily,” he said, not looking at me.


“Where you from?” I asked.


“St. Pierre.”


“Where’s that?”


“Up near the border.”


He balanced the shot glass filled with water on the palm of his left hand. He had thin wrists, I noticed, bowed like bird’s wings. Then he sealed both hands tightly over the shot glass, opened them. And the shot glass was gone.


“How’d you do that?” I asked.


“I’ll never tell!” He smiled.


I looked up. Brian had drifted back, followed by big, lumbering Jimmy, drawn back again to Dean in spite of himself. Dean spotted Brian, smiled. It was almost like he was flirting with Brian or something.


“Wanna go outside?” Dean said, and swept me and Jimmy with his eyes to include us too.


Brian stood squarely above him.


“I got something good,” said Dean.


“Yeah,” Brian said. “What?”


“Come with me. You’ll find out.”


“I don’t go anywhere unless I know where,” Brian said.


Dean leaned back in his chair, hands on the table in front of him, looked meaningfully around the room. Then, “I got the best Humboldt you ever had. None of that Jersey swamp weed. Beautiful, big bud. Nice purple hairs on it. Guaranteed best you ever had.”


“Better be,” Brian said. I saw him hesitate, look at Jimmy, who never said anything. Jimmy nodded.


“Not here,” Dean said.


“Down by the river?” I suggested.


“You coming?” he said to Brian. Brian nodded.


So we left, the three of us, me and Brian and Jimmy, following Dean.





CHAPTER 2


CHRISSIE


Outside in the parking lot, the wind swirled around us, sweeping the dead leaves across the asphalt. A big wooden sign stood at the edge of the road, lit by a spotlight, with a picture of an Indian in a headdress painted on it, one of the Taponacs who used to live here hundreds of years go.


There was the sound of cars pulling in and out of the lot, doors slamming, and of voices among the pine and spruce trees. The sounds still had the flighty, echoey lilt of summer.


“Let’s take my truck,” Dean said. “You can guide me, Chrissie.”


Brian said, “We’ll follow.” He was challenging Dean to offer something good. He climbed into his blue Camaro with Jimmy.


Dean had an old red customized Dodge Ram with a cap on the back. There were white swirly decals running along the rusting sides, and a bumper sticker on the rear fender: In Order to Get to Hell You Have to Step Over Jesus.


Inside, the truck was filled with garbage, empty cans of Mountain Dew and Skittles bags. An old rug remnant was laid out in the back, with a sleeping bag on it, as if he slept there.


“Which way?” Dean asked.


“Make a left.” We pulled out of the lot, onto Old 27, then made a left down the river road, Brian and Jimmy following behind us in the blue Camaro.


The river road was narrow, and led down through a steep ravine. On either side of us were tall pines, hanging over the road, pines left over from when the settlers grew them for their whaling ships.


Through the dark trees as you drove, you could glimpse, now and then, an old mansion, where the lords of the manor who owned Palatine County and the land around it had once lived. The big houses belonged mostly to weekenders now.


As we rode, there was a tension in the air between us, like a charge, an unasked question hanging there. “So, where’re you living?” I asked Dean.


He shot a grin at me, then nodded over his shoulder. “In back of the truck. . . . You from around here?”


“Yeah. All my life. You working?” I asked Dean.


“At the Laundercenter. Making change and selling soap,” he said.


“I’m an aide up at the Nightingale Home.”


We had come to the end of the road, and we were at the river. We stopped the cars. There was an inlet, with a little gray-shingled hut covered in scraggly vines, the roof caving in. It was an old ice house, it belonged to one of the estates hidden up in the trees.


Beyond the inlet, a steep embankment rose, and then sloped down again to the railroad tracks, which ran along the edge of the river. On the heights on the other side of the river, you could make out the winking lights of Manorville.


It was completely deserted here. There was the sound of the river lapping at the shore, and out on the water, the waves were shivery and silvery, tipped with moonlight. From somewhere came a faint wind, rustling through the dry leaves.


You couldn’t swim in the river here because the bed was all mud, and as soon as you stepped into the water, you sank right down. Anyway, the river was poisoned, full of PCB’s.


Out in the middle was what appeared to be a small island covered in scrub. In summer, there were water lilies there, but if you rowed over in a boat, you discovered the island was not solid ground at all, just mud and marsh, and there was nowhere really to land.


We got out of our cars, and Brian led the way through the long, dry grass to the ice house.


Inside, there were gaps in the floor slats, the black river water moving beneath, and a big round hole where they must have cut the ice in winter.


The floor of the hut was littered with beer cans, and tiny, brightly colored crack vials. An empty Dewar’s bottle lay on the ground and an old hairbrush, and a sweatshirt sodden with mud. The ice house was where we always came when we were doing anything other than drinking.


Dean reached into the inside pocket of his deerskin jacket, and took out a little tin and a little wooden pipe, coffin-shaped, with a hinged lid.


“Humboldt,” he said.


They didn’t say anything, but kept their eyes on it. He opened up his little tin. Inside lay a roundish bud. He picked it up, held it out for them to see. “Beautiful,” he said.


He broke off a piece and packed it into the pipe.


Brian watched carefully, missing nothing. That little smile, that fake calm. And suddenly, I pictured Brian dancing fiendishly in the flames of his apartment, laughing and screaming. Brian was like a deer tick, I thought, the only way you could kill him was to burn him.


Dean handed the unlit pipe to Brian together with his Bic. “You first,” he said, focusing all the attention on Brian.


Brian fired it up, drew a long breath on it. Then he passed the pipe on to me.


I drew in on the pipe, and it was a taste like none I’d ever experienced, deep and rich, like burning leaves, damp and thick in the autumn, and a faint sweetness in it, as if the leaves had sugar in them.


I’d heard of Humboldt, but if truth be told, I’d never had any. And neither, probably, had Brian. Cost way too much. Out of our reach.


We passed the pipe around, and soon the little hut was filled with the smell. I felt the dope spread through my body like a kind of liquid solvent, melting away all the soreness and tension.


“Okay,” Brian said. He had to give Dean that.


Jimmy took some and I could tell even lumbering Jimmy appreciated it. Here in the hut, close to Jimmy, I could smell the mildew on his big body. He had opaque, greenish eyes, and thick, porous skin. He hadn’t spoken a word since we’d gotten out of the cars.


“Huh, Brian? Good?” I prompted, wanting Brian, for no reason I understood, to like what Dean had given him, to like Dean.


Brian closed his eyes a moment, savoring, then nodded.


“You don’t need to roll this shit, too expensive,” Dean said. Talking like an expert, like he knew the streets. But we were the streets in Sparta.


Brian looked at Dean and his eyes narrowed. “So what are you anyway?” Brian asked Dean, his voice suddenly thick.


“Whaddya mean?” Dean said.


“I mean—what are you? Queer or something?” The dope had loosened Brian’s tongue.


Brian had asked the question I wanted to ask, but was afraid to. Dean was like this blurred image, an image I had pondered, but hadn’t let come into focus yet. I saw Dean’s high, red cheeks, his liquid green eyes, the full beautiful lips. The cowboy hat was parked rakishly on the back of his head. He wore loose jeans over his small frame.


“What’re you talking about?” Dean asked Brian.


“I’m talking about what you are,” Brian answered, not taking his eyes off Dean.


Outside the hut, the wind breathed; dry leaves scuttled across the grass, and underneath our feet, we could hear the sound of the river water lapping at the pilings of the ice house.


Brian watched Dean. “You look like a girl,” Brian said.


“I’m a guy,” Dean said, relaxed, as if he wasn’t bothered by the question. “Of course.”


Most guys would get excited now, puff up their chests, and raise their fists. But Dean’s eyes were on his pipe as he took a deep breath in.


Yet I thought I could feel, in the air of the ice house, Dean’s fear.


“Yep,” Brian said. He cocked his head back in a gesture of fake disbelief, a goofy look, ridden with the dope. “Could’ve fooled me. Don’t you think so?” Brian said to Jimmy. “Don’t you think it’s a fag?”


Jimmy gaped at Dean. “Looks that way to me,” he said finally in his deep, phlegmy voice.


“That’s your problem,” Dean said, still avoiding looking at them.


“Yeah?” said Brian.


I interrupted. “I’m cold. Let’s go.”


But Brian wouldn’t be stopped. “You’re like a—pervert?” Brian asked Dean, his eyes wide with fake innocence.


“Shut up,” said Dean. He emptied the ashes from the pipe. I could see Dean’s lips trembling as he poked at it. Then he tucked the pipe in his jacket.


“Let’s get out of here,” I said.


Next to me, Brian giggled. A stupid dope kind of giggle, loose and freaky, something that could easily go out of control. I shivered.


“Fag is what I think,” said Brian, with a little giggle. “What about you, Jimmy?”


“I think fag too,” Jimmy said.


I grabbed Dean’s sleeve, pulled him away through the long grass. “He’s an asshole,” I said.


We moved off, and I looked back and Brian and Jimmy were following us and in the darkness I could hear Brian’s laughter, silly and pointless, with no real object, it seemed, anymore.


We hurried back through the long grass, and got in our cars. And Dean and I drove back to Wooden Nickel in his truck. As we drove, I watched him out of the corner of my eye, his large eyes shining, thin fingers on the steering wheel. I was too shy to ask him again what they had asked him. Because if I pressed him, he might run. And I knew I wanted him to stay.


As we pulled into the parking lot of the Wooden Nickel again, he said, without looking at me, “Getting cold out. You know someplace I could crash? Just for the night?”


“You can stay at my place, I guess, for the night,” I answered. I knew he wasn’t asking for sex or anything, really did need a place to go in the cold. I sensed I would be safe, even though he was the stranger. It was he who needed protecting. “Don’t mind Brian,” I said. “He’s just an asshole.”





CHAPTER 3


CHRISSIE


So he came back with me that night to Washington Street. He slept in his sleeping bag on the futon in the living room, while I slept in the bed in the bedroom.


I had lived in this apartment a year, after I’d had to move out of my mom’s house because I couldn’t take it with Mason, my stepfather, anymore. Mason was acting like he was my real father, and even after I got the job at the Nightingale Home, he wanted to know where I was all the time, when I was coming home at night, everything about me. I hated Mason’s thin, beige-gray face, his blunt beige hair, the way his clothes smelled of cigarette smoke even after they were laundered. Mason was a manager at City Shop. And my mom just went along with whatever Mason did, she let him scream at me because Mason was younger than she was, and she was so afraid he’d leave her. And she couldn’t bear Mason to leave her like my dad did for Liz.


My dad and Liz didn’t have room for me because Liz had her own two boys, the brats Fletcher and Timmy. Liz and Dad never told me I couldn’t live with them, but it was obvious, when I looked around, there was no room for me in Liz’s house.


This realization, that I had nowhere that was my real home, gave me an inner sadness. Because, though I was grown up now, maybe I was still a kid and I wanted to know there was a place I could still call home if I really needed it, if I lost my job or something.


During the day I worked at the Home, and at night I took courses at Sparta Community toward my associate’s degree. Most evenings after class, or after work, I drove to the Wooden Nickel, which was about five miles out of town. The Wooden Nickel was where we had all hung out ever since high school. I would sit at the end of the bar, reading my book, doing my homework. Carl left me alone. He didn’t care. Carl was like a father to us. He didn’t card kids too closely. He knew all the troopers and the sheriff. But if a kid was drunk, Carl would find someone to drive him home. He watched over us. Carl wasn’t married, had no kids of his own. We were his family, except we had to pay for drinks.


*  *  *


Washington Street, where my apartment was, was the main street in Sparta. It was paved in cobblestone, lined with false-fronted buildings of red brick and frame. Like everything else in Sparta, the street sloped steeply down to the river. Indeed, sometimes it seemed as if the whole place was slowly sliding down into the river, and that one day the entire town would just disappear into the water.


Long ago, Sparta was a thriving place, a whaling port, one of the most prosperous cities in the state, they said. The square riggers would sail upriver from New Amsterdam, their decks loaded with barrels of whale oil and bone. And when the ships reached the docks of Sparta, all the inhabitants of the town would gather to greet them, and the air would be filled with the boom of cannon fire. My dad said that the Pecks were an old Sparta family. There was even a Peck Street in town, named after us, he said, though it was only a little side street. But long ago, he said, we were probably rich people, though my dad worked at Sparta Utility now.


Then, suddenly, all the whaling ceased, and Sparta went into a decline. And then, after the Civil War, the city came to life again for a generation or so, with manufacturing. But slowly, that industry died down too, until there were only the husks of old factory buildings down by the river, covered in ivy and bindweed.


Over the years, the town fathers had tried periodically to revive the fortunes of the city. These days, Washington Street was mostly antique stores, run by gay people who’d moved up from New York City. The city government had gotten federal loans, put up fake gas lamps to attract tourists, but it seemed that every day another store closed. A group of weekenders, including the famous poet who lived on Courthouse Square, were trying to raise funds to restore the old Sparta Opera House, with its gargoyles representing comedy and tragedy above the entrance, which had been boarded up for years now, and turn it into a cultural center.


But today as you walked through the streets of Sparta, you saw mostly the outline of the beautiful old buildings within the abandoned structures that stood there now, buildings with elaborate moldings and pilasters, and stained glass windows and fine, thick front doors.


These days, the thing that kept Sparta going was that it was the county seat. The main businesses were law offices, lawyers representing the indigent, the prison, doctors getting paid by Medicaid, title search firms, the unemployment office, and the Early Childhood Intervention Center, to keep the unemployed from beating up on their kids.


And drugs. It was as if drugs had replaced whaling and manufacturing in Sparta’s economy. On Washington Street, there was a store called New York, New York, which was nothing but a front for drugs, just a few Knicks caps in the windows, a nod to making it look like a real store. Geography was destiny. It was somehow no accident that Dean turned up with his Humboldt. Sparta was a natural destination point for drugs. Because of its location, on the railroad line, and just off the Parkway, it was a convenient drop-off point. The drugs came up from the big city by train to the station down on Front Street, and the dealers met the carriers there, or the couriers brought up the drugs by car on the Parkway. But these days they said the train was better for bringing drugs up from the city, because the state troopers staked out the Parkway on the lookout for rental car plates—the dealers usually drove rentals.


My apartment was in a worn red brick building at the corner of Washington and Third. Third Street was kind of a dividing line in Sparta. Above Third, mainly white people lived. Below Third were black people, the descendants of freed slaves who had come after the Civil War to work in the manufacturing plants by the river. Around the boundary of Third Street, people’s skins were more varied, mulatto, as if the races had met and mingled here.


I imagined that once, long ago, some nice little family had lived in my apartment. I imagined maybe the father was a foreman in the thread factory on Third Street, the mother dutifully taking care of the little children who went off to school each morning carrying their lunch pails. The apartment was still in good condition, smooth wainscoting on the walls, brass sconces. When I rented it, it was empty and clean, as if it were not really meant ever to be a permanent home but only a temporary shelter.


All I had was my mattress on the bare wooden floor of the bedroom, and in the main room, a futon and the Formica table and the vinyl-covered chairs my mom had given me. I’d taped up a big poster of Mariah Carey on the wall. Mariah Carey was my ideal then, tiny and delicate, little-boned with long hair and big eyes. I am big, with broad shoulders. I wore my hair short in those days, and I always felt clumsy. It wasn’t even a question then that Dean might come onto me. Guys just never did. So I was one step ahead of them, made them my friends right away, and that way I could never get hurt.


*  *  *


In the morning, I woke up to the pearly light, the sound of voices outside on Washington muffled by the wavy glass in the windows. I went into the living room and I saw Dean there, curled up on his side in the sleeping bag, his head resting on his elbow, his mouth open, his long thin teeth gleaming on his lip, the lashes curling on his red cheeks. I saw that Dean was still wearing his two shirts, one on top of the other.


He was like a child, I thought. The object of your love, but completely unaware of how much you adored him. Innocent, I thought. For the moment.


And I wanted to lean down and touch his hair, all soft and shaggy and brown, put my lips to his cheek, inhale his skin. But I didn’t dare. Dean wasn’t the kind of person you touched without permission, I knew that instinctively, without his having told me.


As I moved close to where he lay, I could hear the even sound of his breathing. Suddenly, as I stood there, his eyelids fluttered, and he shifted onto his back. His body jerked, as if he were fighting something, as if I had startled him, and I stepped away.


I returned to my room and waited for him to wake up. Eventually, I heard the floorboards creaking in the other room, and then a burst of water from the shower. A few minutes later, Dean emerged from the bathroom, his hair damp, his skin clean, fully dressed, as usual.


*  *  *


He just stayed. He moved his stuff in, his magic books, Modern Magic, and Magic Secrets of the World, a duffel bag with some old clothes, his ditty bag. In the morning, he would go to work, chucking down Skittles for breakfast on his way out.


We lived like two bachelors. The place was a mess, we never cleaned. But then we didn’t really have to clean, because there was almost no furniture.


Those first few days, I rarely saw Dean. At night, sometimes he wouldn’t come home till late, till after I was in bed. Or else he’d sit at the table, practicing magic tricks, one eye on his book and the diagrams on the page, the other on his pile of cards, or his glass and quarter. I never saw Dean any other way but fully clothed, in his jeans and his two shirts, one on top of the other, though I saw his bare feet, the long, soft toes, the high, delicate arch.


After a couple of days, when Dean got paid, he gave me $120 cash for half the rent—he didn’t have a checking account, he said. He was planning to get one, but he’d had some trouble upstate with an ATM and he had to wait.


I didn’t ask more.


What did I know then? Only what I wanted to know. That he was a strange and beautiful creature, living in my house. I didn’t pursue what Brian had said. Yes, he might have been a pervert—some in-between creature. But he was clean and intoxicating, and I was lonely. I was too young, or too stupid, to frame the question. I was only intrigued. And I was afraid that if I asked too many questions, he would flee, and I would be ordinary again, living alone, going at night to the Wooden Nickel, doing my homework at the end of the bar.


*  *  *


A few days after he moved in, I gave him an old denim shirt of mine that had shrunk in the wash. Dean was smaller than me, an inch or two shorter, and maybe ten pounds lighter. He was delicate next to me. “Try it on,” I told him.


He went into the bathroom and shut the door tight. A couple minutes later, he reemerged, holding the shirt in his hand. “Too small,” he said, looking at me, a question of sorts, a little smile on his face. I allowed my eyes to focus on what I didn’t want to see, the two faint mounds on his chest, where his breasts would be.


The imponderability of it all was too weird.


“Dean,” I said, “what’s that?” I pointed to his chest. “Those breasts or something?”


He was suddenly straight-faced. “No. It’s a deformity. I’ve always had them. Don’t worry. I’m all guy.”


“So—how come you got—those?” I asked, nodding at the bumps.


He was serious, his large eyes cool. “I got them on the top. Inside I’m a man.”


I was confused. “So—you’re like a—lesbian?”


“No,” he said, calmly. “I’m not a lesbian.”


“So, what are you then?” I asked.


“I’m not a lesbian. A lesbian is really a woman. I’m not. I’m a man,” he said. “I’m a real man.”





CHAPTER 4


CHRISSIE


I waited. From down on the street below came the sound of Saturday morning business, cars driving by, voices, the clatter of footsteps on the concrete sidewalk. Dean was not smiling now. “It’s like another state of being,” he said. “If they did an operation, they’d see men’s things inside. They’d see I was a man.”


“How do you know?”


“I know, because of the way I feel,” he said.


“What’s your real name then?”


“Dean.”


“I mean your real name?”


“They baptized me Lily. Lily Dean.” He looked up. “When I was born I had these—these little deformities. They were confused. I just changed it around. Cool, huh?” He grinned. “It worked for my ID and everything.”


“What about your parents?”


“You couldn’t tell about it when I was a kid. I just looked like a girl, so they just thought I was. It started happening later. Then the truth came out.”


Dean told me he came from this little hamlet way upstate. His father was a purchasing agent for the county, his mother the town clerk. His father didn’t want to know the truth about it, Dean said. But he thought his mother suspected from the start.


Dean also had a brother, Raymond, two years older, whom he worshiped. Right from the beginning, Dean said, he wanted to do everything Raymond did, to tag along with all his friends. But his brother hated him. Raymond and his friends would tie Dean up and then beat him with sticks, anything to get rid of him. The mother would try to protect Dean. But no matter how much Raymond tormented him, Dean said, all he ever wanted was for Raymond to love him.


And when Dean got hurt, he’d try desperately not to cry, because only girls cry. He would wear only boys’ clothes, refused to play with dolls. If his mother brought him a doll, he’d just leave it in the package to die. One time, when he went to his grandma’s house in Syracuse, he came home and his mother had redecorated his room. She’d painted the walls pink, hung pink curtains, ordered a canopy bed from a catalog, and put down a pink rug—as if to make Dean more a girl. But when Dean saw what his mother had done, he threw a fit and refused to sleep in his room until she’d changed it all back again.


At first Dean didn’t really understand what he was, but he just knew somehow, though he couldn’t give it a name. He was a stranger in his own body. And as he got older, as he reached adolescence, he understood more clearly that he was a boy. His voice grew deeper, he started lifting weights. About that time, he became interested in magic, started ordering stuff from catalogs, magic tricks and books on the subject. Doing magic tricks was a way of getting other kids not to beat up on him, something to make them like him. He was good at the magic tricks, real fast, and soon the other kids began to tolerate him.


He started selling a little dope here and there. He had this connection up near the border. Pretty soon his mom lost all control over him, and he was hitchhiking all over the place anyway. He brought this stuff down and kids loved it. Strangely enough, he really didn’t smoke that much himself. He used it kind of like bait, and to buy affection. And sometimes he used it as an aphrodisiac. The other kids still thought he was a weirdo, but they stopped beating up on him.


“So—I’m fifteen,” he continued, “and this girl calls the house. It’s a wrong number—but she thinks I’m a guy. We start talking, and we make a date to go RollerBlading, and the whole time she thinks I’m a boy.


“I start shaving to make my beard grow in, so it’ll be all bristly, and my mom sees this, but my dad’s pretending nothing’s happening. I tell my parents I want them to call me Dean. But it’s like my dad just doesn’t hear it. My mom starts trying to obey me, but she can’t make herself do it. I can feel my mom watching me now, her eyes all full of sorrow. And meanwhile, my brother Raymond is dropping out of school, and he’s hanging out and getting drunk and doesn’t come home at night.


“One day, I’m in the bathroom shaving myself, and I look at myself in the mirror, and I’m still seeing traces of girl there from the deformity. I see this face, and I’m afraid that nothing can get rid of that girl stuff that doesn’t belong there. Maybe it’ll never go away, and it’ll always be like this, this shadow of a girl there.


“And so I just start crying. And my mom hears me, and knocks on the bathroom door. She sees me standing there with the razor in my hand. ‘Honey, honey,’ she says, and she just—holds me. ‘Oh God,’ she says, ‘It’s so hard.’ And it’s like she knows the truth now, and how I’m suffering, and she starts to cry too.


“She sits down next to me there on the hall floor, and she says, ‘If it’s gonna cause you so much suffering, then maybe you should live as a boy,’ and from then on, she tolerates me, and doesn’t try to change me, and my dad continues to pretend there’s nothing weird going on.”


He started dating a girl. He had had other girlfriends before, he said, but he and this girl were really in love. She was beautiful, he said, his ideal, a cheerleader. She loved him, but they didn’t have sex like other people. One reason the girl loved him, Dean said, was that he didn’t hit on her like every other guy.


But then one day this other girl he’d gone out with—before the cheerleader—she called his present girlfriend, and laid it on her, told her that Dean was really a female. And the cheerleader just went crazy! She turned on Dean, called him a freak. “She said I disgusted her, and she never wanted to lay eyes on me again as long as she lived.”


Dean paused here in his story. I saw his eyes fill with tears. “You don’t have to talk about it,” I said. I couldn’t bear to see him cry, because then all his efforts to be a boy would come to nothing, and he would be naked in front of me.


Dean took a swallow, and continued. “Then I cried,” he said. “Like a fuckin’ girl. I didn’t even want to go on living anymore. Her name was Sharon. Fuckin’ cheerleader—Princess Normal. Now she tells me I’m a sicko, a lesbo, and I tell her I’m not a lesbian!
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