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Acclaim for Chris Bohjalian’s

trans-sister radio





“[A] sexy, exquisitely sympathetic novel … a fascinating read about transsexuals and small-town life.”

—Mademoiselle




“Bohjalian doesn’t write novels so much as he weaves them, one thread into the next. The result is a fine tapestry, delicately and perfectly constructed…. There’s nothing tawdry or sensational here, unless you believe … that an enjoyable literary work in an age of Harry Potters dominating the best-seller list is a sensation.”

—The Milwaukee Journal-Sentinel




“A thought-provoking story, on all kinds of levels…. [A] fun read, and it raises some very good questions.”

—The Oregonian




“Relentlessly pull[s] the reader into the story…. [An] addictive read.”

—The Denver Post




“Transsexuality goes mainstream in this Scarlet Letter for a softer, gentler but more complicated age…. Bohjalian humanizes the transsexual community and explains the complexities of sex and gender in an accessible, evenhanded fashion, making a valuable contribution to a dialogue of social and political import.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)




“Bohjalian’s stock in trade is tapping into the ethical dilemmas of modern day life in a way that shows their human dimensions, the price we pay for being who we are…. [Trans-Sister Radio] challenges easy assumptions about love and gender in a way that will keep people talking.”

—The Times-Picayune




“[Bohjalian] writes well, and constructs his story seamlessly.”

—The Washington Post




“Eminently readable…. [If] you love a speedy read, a look at how the other half lives and lots of provocative questions and moral mind-benders, then Trans-Sister Radio will come in loud and clear.”

—The Miami Herald




“Bohjalian is a social scientist accustomed to exposing the stories of people caught in marginal situations they can’t ignore and against which they will be forever measured. In Trans-Sister Radio, he has taken an Erlenmeyer flask, filled it with The People Next Door, added a dash of Transsexual, and stirred…. [A] page-turner that sheds a mainstream light on a well-hidden part of America.”

—Lambda Book Report




“Love stories are common. Original love stories are rare. Creative and well-told love stories are a treasure. Chris Bohjalian’s new book … fits the latter description…. [A] beautifully told story.”

—Fort Worth Morning Star-Telegram




“[Bohjalian] uses his extraordinary gifts for storytelling and character development to delve into further controversial areas—the acceptance (or not) of transsexuals in today’s society and the endless complexities that gender adds to our lives…. Bohjalian is a master at exposing the emotions of a highly charged situation and carefully dissecting controversy.”

—Library Journal




“In Trans-Sister Radio Bohjalian makes us confront significant matters and consider how they shape our lives.”

—The Burlington Free Press




“Plausible and entertaining … sincere.”

—People




“Bohjalian is especially good at domestic scenes and dialogues. As in his earlier stories, he has each major character give expression to his/her individual version of and reaction to what is happening, drawing the reader into their lives and emotional states. It is something like a well-composed opera: First one character sings what is going on, then another has a solo, while a third does a reprise of the plot in a different key.”

—Vermont Sunday Magazine




“[Bohjalian] dazzles readers with a compelling story, distinctive characters and yet another highly charged subject…. Trans-Sister Radio is a serious novel in its focus on a social issue that most people haven’t confronted, but Bohjalian manages to imbue it with suspense and depth, making it an arresting read.”

—Chattanooga Times and Free Press




“Bohjalian explores a charged subject … by creating honest characters who compel us to care about them. He expertly spins a tale that is both entertaining and thought-provoking.”

—Vermont Life




“Each character’s voice is distinct and authentic…. Bohjalian manages to get at the heart of the story behind the raw material of news headlines—desire and the human longing for a soul mate.”

—St. Louis Post-Dispatch




“Provocative and insightful, this gender-bending novel will make readers question what it means to be a man or a woman, and how strongly these identities are influenced by biological and cultural pressures.”

—Booklist




“A solid, intelligent, and extremely entertaining fictional achievement.”

—William H. Pritchard




“Informative, well-researched and respectful…. [A] satisfying romance.”

—The Barre Times Argus




“One of the most thought-provoking, emotionally charged novels addressing the complications and the triumphs of transsexualism.”

—The Windy City Times




“A fascinating and challenging view of relationships and gender.”

—Audio File
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Chris Bohjalian
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Chris Bohjalian is the author of seven novels, including Midwives (a Publishers Weekly Best Book and a New England Booksellers Association Discovery title), The Law of Similars, and Water Witches. He lives in Vermont with his wife and daughter.
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“If the body and soul are comely, who am I to quarrel about the color of wings or the speed of flight?”

THOMAS BURNETT SWANN
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“Should one deal with our sister as with a harlot?”

GENESIS 34:31
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NATIONAL PUBLIC RADIO TRANSCRIPT:

All Things Considered
Monday, September 24

LINDA WERTHEIMER: Periodically this year we have explored what we’ve called the Nature of Love: those strange and wondrous ways we find our soul sparked by somebody else. This afternoon we continue that series with the first in a five-part story that begins with gender dysphoria—the clinical term for individuals who believe their sex at birth is in error—and ends with—

NOAH ADAMS: Well, we won’t tell you that, at least not today. You’ll have to wait until Friday.

LINDA WERTHEIMER: Carly Banks is nineteen, three weeks now into her sophomore year at Bennington College in Vermont. Her father, we will tell you, is the manager of one of our affiliate public radio stations.

NOAH ADAMS: But this is her mother’s story as well as her father’s—though her mother and father have been divorced for eleven years now. This week you will meet Will and Allison Banks, Carly’s parents, as well as the fellow Allison met who she was sure, at first, would be the man of her dreams.

LINDA WERTHEIMER: This part of the series was written by Carly—with the guidance of NPR’s own Nicole Wells—while Carly was with us this summer in Washington. The engineer was Sam Coleman, and the producer was Kirsten Seidler.
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I WAS EIGHT WHEN MY PARENTS SEPARATED, AND nine when they actually divorced. That means that for a little more than a decade, I’ve watched my mom get ready for dates. Sometimes, until I started ninth grade, I’d even keep her company on Saturday afternoons, while she’d take these long, luxurious bubble baths. I’d put the lid down on the toilet and sit there, and we’d talk about school or boys or the guy she was dating.

I stopped joining her in the bathroom in ninth grade for a lot of reasons, but mostly because it had started to seem a little weird to me to be hanging out with her when I was fourteen and she was naked.

But she has always been pretty cool about bodies and sex, and for all I know, she wouldn’t mind my joining her in the bathroom even now when I’m home from college. For better or worse—and usually for better—my mom has always been very comfortable with subjects that give most parents the shivers. A couple of days before my fifteenth birthday, she took me to the gynecologist to get me fitted for a diaphragm, and told me where in her bedroom she kept the spermicidally lubricated condoms. (Of course, I already knew: God, by then I even knew where she’d hidden a vibrator.)

I hadn’t had sex yet, and my mom made it clear that she didn’t want me to in the foreseeable future. But she had a pretty good memory of the hormonal chaos that hits a person in high school, and she wanted to do all that she could for my sake to ensure that she wouldn’t become a grandmother any sooner than necessary.

When I think back on it, my parents’ divorce was very civilized. At least it has always seemed that way to me, though it’s clear there are things I don’t know.

The way my mom tells it, I was in second or third grade when they realized they just didn’t love each other anymore the way they had when they were first married. They’d worked together at the radio station then, and they’d shared everything. My mom insists they both came to the realization at about the same time that they should separate: My mom was thirty-two and my dad was thirty-three, and they figured they were still young enough to hook up with someone who, in the long years ahead, could keep their motors humming the way they were meant to.

Sometimes my dad hints that it wasn’t quite so mutual. Most of the time he toes their party line, but every so often I’ll get the impression that when he moved out, he was figuring they’d both change their minds and reconcile in a couple of weeks. I think he might have thought he was just being cool.

Once when he was visiting my mom, I overheard him telling her that he knew her heart had never been into the counseling they went through when I was eight.

Still, he was the one who got remarried.

Sometimes, when I was little, I’d help my mom pick out her jewelry or clothing for a date.

“Wear the pearls,” I might suggest.

“It’s a clambake,” she’d remind me.

“Too formal?”

“And they might scare the oysters.”

One time she especially indulged me. I was eleven years old and convinced there was no fashion statement more powerful than a kilt. And so she wore a red-and-green Christmas kilt to a backyard cook-out, even though it was the middle of August and the air was just plain sticky. That night my baby-sitter spent most of the time standing in front of a fan, with her T-shirt rolled up like a halter.

If I were to count, I’d guess my mom probably had five serious boyfriends in the decade between my parents’ divorce and the day she met Dana. Dana had been in pre-surgical therapy for two years by then and had probably endured close to fifty hours of electrolysis. He’d been on hormone therapy for a good four or five months.

Unlike a lot of pre-op M2Fs, he wasn’t trying to pass as a woman yet, he hadn’t begun his transition.

Of course, he didn’t tell my mom any of this—not that he should have. When they met, he was simply the professor for a film course at the university that she was taking that summer as a lark, and she was one of his students.

What was he supposed to do, say to the class, “Hi, I’m Dana, and I’ve spent a good part of the last year with my upper lip deadened by Novacaine”?

Or, “Good evening, I’m your professor. I’m about to start developing breasts!”

Or, if he wanted, for some reason, to be completely candid, “You folks ever met a lesbian with a penis? Have now!”

He had no idea he was going to fall in love with my mom, even when they started to date, and she had no idea she was going to fall in love with him. It just happened.

My mom’s a sixth-grade teacher at the elementary school two and a half blocks from our home. When she went back to work after I was born, she decided she didn’t want to be in broadcast anymore, and she sure as heck didn’t want to be commuting thirty miles—one way—to Colchester or Burlington every day. And so she decided to see if she was meant to teach, and clearly she was.

She’s excellent, truly gifted in front of a blackboard, and her kids always adore her. There are some parents who think she’s too lenient, and every year there will be one or two who will complain about something in the class play she organizes each spring: The girls’ costumes are too revealing. The boys’ dancing is too provocative. The subject matter in one of the skits is inappropriate.

Ironically, the one show that really sent the school board over the edge didn’t bother the more conservative parents in town. It was actually a group of very liberal parents—the sort who usually stood by her—who complained. My mom had been taking African dancing one night a week in Middlebury for a couple of months and decided to incorporate some of what she had learned into her end-of-the-year show. The kids loved the dancing as much as she did and really got into it. And so in the finale she had all the boys drumming and all the girls dancing, and some of the more progressive parents in town thought she was encouraging some kind of reactionary and unfashionable sex-role stereotyping. Although the boys had no shirts on and the girls were wearing two-piece bathing suits and grass skirts they’d made from the tall reeds that grow out by the watershed, all anyone was concerned about that year was the notion that the girls weren’t drumming and the boys weren’t dancing.

Nevertheless, despite my mom’s popularity with her students and her reputation as a teacher, before I turned eleven I was still scared to death that I’d wind up in her class. Bartlett’s a pretty small town, and each grade in the elementary school has only two classes, so I figured there was a one-in-two chance that I would have my mom as my teacher.

I didn’t understand then that there was no way the school would allow that to happen. I didn’t realize they even thought about such things.

Sometimes I considered telling my mom that I didn’t want to be in her class, and trying to explain to her why. But at nine and ten I didn’t fully understand words like favoritism or preferential treatment, and I’d probably never even heard the term paranoia. Moreover, my mom and dad hadn’t been divorced all that long, and I was afraid that voicing my desire to be in Mrs. Chapel’s class instead of hers would feel to my mom like rejection. Desertion. Even though my parents still seemed to be friends, I didn’t want her to get the idea that her daughter was taking sides, since that wasn’t the case at all.

Not long after the divorce was final, when it was clear they weren’t going to get back together and he was never going to move back in, my dad bought a house on the other side of the village. Why not? His friends still lived in the town, and so did I. His place was about a ten-minute walk from Mom’s.

The custody arrangement was pretty loose. I was supposed to spend weeknights with Mom and weekends with Dad, but it never really worked out that way. I was as likely to be with Mom on a weekend as I was with Dad on a Tuesday or Wednesday night. On some level, I think, I was trying to rebel against the unnatural formalism that marks any custody agreement, and pretend, in some way, that we were still one happy family. But on another level, my reason for being one place or the other was mere pragmatism. My mom’s house wasn’t buffered by the cliffs to the north, and so she had much better TV reception: That meant I really wanted to be there on Saturday and Sunday nights, when I could pretty much watch all the TV I wanted.

Occasionally, I’d spend a night at Dad’s simply because I could tell that Mom wanted to bring her current squeeze home for the night. No one ever moved in with us until Dana, but she certainly got serious often enough that some men would sleep over.

Likewise, until Dad married Patricia, there were those Saturdays when I figured he needed a quiet evening with a prospective girlfriend more than he did one with his daughter, and so I’d hang with Mom.

But the fact is, my main home base has always been my mom’s house.

For virtually my entire life, my dad worked for Vermont Public Radio. Most of the time he was the president and general manager, which must be among the most thankless jobs in the world: It seems like you spend your life raising money, and trying to explain to a lot of elderly blue-hairs why VPR has so much news and commentary, and then to a lot of political junkies why the station has so much classical music.

And then there are the fund-drives three times a year. Those weeks, you just don’t sleep.

Sometimes, if the light is right, my dad looks a little bit like Dana did two years ago. Same straw-colored hair. Same grayish-blue eyes. Same build.

Of course, they look nothing alike now. After all, you can still see my dad’s Adam’s apple.

I probably know as well as anyone what it’s like to have a crush on a professor.

Unlike my mom, of course, I’ve never acted on one, I’ve never actually slept with a teacher. But I know what it’s like to sit in a classroom and forget about the material or the text, and just sort of gaze at the guy at the front of the room.

And Dana was a very handsome man. I wouldn’t be surprised if my mom saw in him some of the same things that first attracted her to my dad. But Dana was more delicate looking, and smaller boned. The first time I met him, when he came to a party my mom gave at our house, I wouldn’t have described him as effeminate, but I might have said he had fine—perhaps even beautiful—features. And when a guy has no hair or stubble on his face, you’re bound to notice a pair of really nice cheekbones, or a chin that’s shaped a bit like the smaller half of a pear—and just as smooth.

I’m sure some people picked up on the fact that he had begun judiciously plucking his eyebrows, but I didn’t. I just thought they were shaped like the most remarkable sickle moons.

He wore his hair back in a ponytail then, held together with the sort of thin rubber band a supermarket is likely to wrap around scallions. And he was dressed pretty much like generic professor: jeans, a summer-weight navy blazer, and a work shirt made of softened blue denim. Loafers.

He was tall and thin like my dad, and still drinking his beer from a bottle—again, just like Dad.

The party was the third week in July, and my mom had been in his class for three or four weeks. I was working at the garden nursery that summer, hoisting juniper trees in buckets, and helping people choose between Saint Cloud and Jersey blueberry bushes. It was a great summer job for a kid, especially for a kid who has finished high school and is about to start college, because it meant I had my evenings completely free.

There were probably a dozen of my mom’s friends at the house that Friday night. It wasn’t exactly a sit-down dinner party, but there were massive amounts of food—salads and cheeses and bread—and plenty of beer and wine. There were a few folks hovering behind the screen door in the kitchen, pouring themselves glasses of wine or bringing out food from the refrigerator, but the majority were on the stone terrace in the backyard.

Most of the people there had known my mom for years, and a few had been her friends back in college. My mom was part of a whole crowd of people who went to Middlebury College together in the 1970s and ended up staying in the area.

Dana was, essentially, the odd man out at the party—which, in all fairness, was probably a role he was used to. I thought I’d scoop up a plate of the strawberry pasta before heading out for the evening, and he was beside the two long picnic tables with the food. He was sipping a beer, and near enough to Jody and Graham that from a distance it might have looked like he was part of their conversation, but when you got close, it was pretty clear that he wasn’t.

I wasn’t sure then where he fit into my mom’s life, and I thought it was possible he was merely a friend of a friend, perhaps a person who had been dragged to the party because he was a houseguest of someone who had been invited. My mother often had strays like that at her parties. And so I said hello.

“I’m Carly,” I said. “Allison’s daughter.”

“I’m Dana,” he said. “Your mother’s teacher.”

“Film?”

He nodded and smiled. “I guess she fears I don’t get out enough. So she invited me here tonight.”

I knew my mom got a charge out of the course, but I’d had no idea she liked the teacher enough to invite him to our home. When I’d asked her Wednesday night who was coming, she hadn’t mentioned her professor.

“She enjoys your course,” I said, unsure what else I should say. Here I’d been viewing Dana as merely some stranger in our house in need of company, when actually he was my mom’s latest candidate for a new boyfriend.

“Oh, she is just a delight. But I’m sure you know that.”

The class was exactly the sort of interdisciplinary shambles I’ve come to love now that I’m in college. Basically, my mom was reading a couple of nineteenth-century New England novels and then watching the twentieth-century movies that were based upon them. It was supposed to offer a really cagey window onto how Puritan New England affects our culture, but it was clear the class spent most of the time dissecting the fact that Louisa May Alcott had written a novel about a boy named Laurie and a girl named Jo, or making fun of Demi Moore’s Hester Prynne.

“Well, I know she’s really good about her homework,” I said. “She likes the reading.”

He ran two fingers abstractedly along the rim at the top of the bottle. I’d never noticed an adult man’s fingers before, unless he was a logger and was missing a few, but I certainly noticed Dana’s. They were long and slender, and the short, square nails seemed to gleam.

The fact that his fingers were largely without hair didn’t register with me then.

“She tells me you start college in five or six weeks. Congratulations.”

“Thanks.”

“Scared?”

I paused. Most of the time that summer, adults merely babbled to me about how much fun I would have, or how smart I must be. No one had ever touched on the fact that I might be scared to death—which, of course, I was.

“A little.”

“I was, too. I was a basket case just about this time, oh, seventeen years ago now.”

I did the math instantly in my head, but figured I’d confirm his age just in case. Maybe, I hoped, he’d bummed around Europe for a couple of years before starting college.

“How old are you?”

“Thirty-five.”

As far as I knew, Mom had never been involved with a younger man. Once, she’d been pretty serious about an older man. When I was in eighth grade, she saw a guy named Foster, who was in his mid-fifties, which at the time had made him seem downright primeval.

“I’m not that much younger than your mom,” he said, grinning, as if he’d sensed what I was thinking.

“No, not at all,” I said. Mom had just turned forty-two.

He reached for a cocktail napkin from the table beside him and surprised me by dabbing it against the edge of my lips. “You had a little drop of strawberry there,” he murmured. “Can’t have that, now. Do you have a date tonight?”

“Nope. I mean, I am going out. But it’s just with a group of friends I hang out with.”

“Boyfriend?”

“Not since May.”

He took a sip from the bottle in his hand, and for a moment I thought I’d seen him extend his pinkie as if he were holding a cup of tea.

“You know,” he said, “most kids your age who are about to start college are scared right now, too.”

“I guess.”

“Except for the drama jocks. Nothing scares a drama jock.”

“I don’t act.”

“And there will be a lot of drama jocks at Bennington, won’t there?”

“Mom told you where I’m going?”

“It did come up. What are you scared of, may I ask? Is it making friends or doing the work? Or is it, I don’t know, just being away from home?”

I thought for a moment. “I’m not sure.”

“I can tell by the way you just introduced yourself to me that you’re a real shrinking violet,” he said, rolling his eyes. “Clearly you’ll never meet anybody.”

“Kids are different.”

“Yeah, they’re younger. And here’s the big secret about colleges: They only try and accept people who can do the work—especially a place like Bennington. Those incredible dullards in admissions? Well, one of the few things they’re actually very good at is figuring out who’s going to make it and who isn’t. The last thing they want is for someone to fail. Besides,” he went on, “I can’t imagine you have any problems in the classroom.”

“My mom’s biased.”

“Your mom and I have never talked about your academic strengths or weaknesses. I just have a good feeling about you,” he said, and then he did something that in hindsight seems pretty minor, but at the time was one of the more astonishing things an adult male had ever done to me. He touched my hair.

“You wear your hair a bit like your mother, don’t you?” he murmured, and with the fingers of only one hand he fixed the barrette, which had fallen askew. “So many young girls insist on a Barbie do. But short hair becomes you. You have such a lovely face—just like your mother.”

Had any man in the world other than Dana touched me that way, I would have felt it was a come-on. I would have felt threatened. And given the fact that this man was my mom’s friend—perhaps even a man she was interested in—it’s likely I would have been pissed.

But none of those thoughts passed through my mind at that moment. I was simply flattered that this attractive older man thought my face was lovely. And I was glad that a person who apparently thought about hair felt I’d made a good decision with mine.

It was, in some way, as if one of my mother’s close female friends—one of the women she’d known since Middlebury, and whom I’d known my whole life—had complimented me. The small remark was meaningful. Powerful. Reassuring.

“Thank you,” I said.

He shrugged. “No problem. Girl can’t have a barrette with a mind of its own.”

I was home that night in time to help my mom load the dishwasher.

“You didn’t mention you were inviting your teacher,” I said as I emptied wineglasses into the sink. I tried to sound casual.

“I didn’t know I was until yesterday. It was very spontaneous.”

“Did you invite anyone else from the class?”

“Most of the other students are nineteen and twenty. They’re closer to your age than mine.”

“Not that doctor you told me about. Not the woman who works for the phone company.”

She placed a sheet of Saran Wrap over a glass bowl filled with couscous. “I guess I could have invited them. But I didn’t.”

“You like him?”

“Who?”

“Dana!”

“Sure, I like him just fine. That’s probably why I invited him.”

“Do you like him as a friend? Or as something more?”

She placed the couscous in the refrigerator and closed the door with her hip. “Too early to tell.”

“I like him.”

“I’ll sleep easier.”

“He likes you.”

If I’d said something like that to a girl my age, she would have been unable to resist asking me how I knew such a thing. But my mom had a generation on me, and merely nodded unconcernedly as she reached over my shoulders for the sponge at the edge of the sink.

“He grew up in Miami. Did you know that?” I asked.

“I think I did.”

“He went to school in Massachusetts—Hampshire College, he said—because he wanted to be as far away from home as possible.”

She wiped the crumbs off the counter she’d cleared, and turned to me. I was pleased that I’d finally said something that had gotten her attention. “How in the world did that come up? How long were you two chatting?”

“Not too long. But we talked about college.”

“Personally, I’ve never been wild about Florida. I can’t blame him for going to school in New England.”

“I think it was more about his parents. He didn’t say anything about Miami one way or the other.”

“Your father once had a job offer from a station in Gainesville. I guess you were five or six,” my mom said, clearly hoping to steer the conversation away from Dana. She never liked talking about the men in her life until she’d made a decision about them one way or the other.

I considered letting her off the hook, but it was a Friday night—almost Saturday morning—and I was having fun watching her sweat. And so I plowed ahead.

“Want to know why he picked a place in the Berkshires?”

She rinsed the sponge. “Sure. Tell me.”

“Because his nearest relatives would be a thousand miles away in Atlanta, and his mom and dad would have to change planes at least once if they ever wanted to visit. Getting there would be a major ordeal.”

“Well, then,” she said, “I guess I should be flattered that you’re only going to be two or three hours away.”

“Want to know something else about him?”

“You’re dying to tell me, aren’t you?”

“He thinks you’re pretty. And he likes your hair.”

She smiled and gave me a small hug. “I’m happy you like him,” she said, her voice serenely maternal. “Really, I am. But right now we’re just friends. That’s all. If it ever becomes anything more, you’ll be the first to know. Okay?”

Her hands were wet from the sponge, and the back of my shirt grew damp.

“Okay,” I said.

As we pulled apart, I found myself looking carefully at her mouth, and I wondered if I’d ever be brazen enough to dab someone else’s lips with a napkin.




NATIONAL PUBLIC RADIO TRANSCRIPT

All Things Considered
Monday, September 24

BACKGROUND AUDIO: The sound of teacups on china saucers, the clinking of spoons. Small murmurs of conversation.

CARLY BANKS: Montreal’s majestic Hotel Pierre sits across from an entrance to Mount Royal, the elegant park designed by Frederick Law Olmstead in the midst of Quebec’s largest city. Here the International Association for Gender Diversity is holding its annual conference, this year themed “Trans-Am: In Praise of Gender Expression Across the Americas.”

Raymond and Vanessa Packard are two of the nearly eleven hundred conference attendees who have arrived in Montreal. They’ve been married for five years—a demographic detail of little distinctiveness.

What makes their marriage unusual, however, and what has drawn them to Montreal is the fact that until six years ago, Vanessa was a man.

RAYMOND: Oh, I knew she wasn’t a “genetic” female the night we met. But she’d been on hormones awhile, and it was about as close to love at first sight as I believe you really get in this world.

BANKS: Raymond, forty-one, owns an automobile dealership in Oak Brook, Illinois. Vanessa, thirty, is an accountant just outside of Chicago. You would never guess today that this slim young woman in a blue blazer and a beige business skirt was genetically male at birth, and had lived the first two decades of her life as a boy and a young man.

VANESSA: We met at a bar, just about seven years ago now. Ray was taking two salespeople out for a drink after work, and I was there with a friend. You know, unwinding.

BANKS: Raymond says that despite his immediate attraction to Vanessa, the notion never crossed his mind that he might be gay.

RAYMOND: I never, ever viewed Vanessa as male. Not for a second. Don’t get the wrong idea, I’m not an idiot: I understood the plumbing, I realized she had a penis. But I could also see there was a beautiful woman inside there, and she was working her way to the surface.

VANESSA: The night we met, I was wearing a black stretch velvet dress that fell to my ankles. It had long sleeves and a princess seam—a little formal for that particular bar, as I recall, but when you’re trying to pass, you don’t want to cut any corners.

RAYMOND (laughing): See what I mean? Even then, she was ALL woman!
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HOW DO YOU SPEAK LIKE A WOMAN?

I’ve read all the books and I don’t know how many articles. A lot. I’ve read all about adverbs and qualifiers (women, supposedly, use lots more of both than men) and how females are more likely than males to phrase a statement in the form of a question:

“Shall we go to dinner?”

“Aren’t those shoes lovely?”

“Have you ever seen such a gorgeous day?”

And while I’ve made small changes here and there, I don’t believe I’ve really done anything especially significant. I speak the way I always have.

And I don’t believe I speak like a transvestite or a transsexual struggling to pass. I don’t think anyone ever left one of my lectures on Flaubert or George Sand and murmured, “That professor sure talks like a fruit.”

Or, these days, “That professor is so butch.”

The fact is, I’ve always been female and so I’ve always had a natural inclination to speak a bit like a woman—but not, I believe, like a caricature of a woman.

It’s just that simple.

I’ve never liked caricatures of women. I’ve never, to be honest, liked the way a transvestite looks—which is probably among the main reasons why I chose to go through such a precariously short period of pre-operative transition. The medical standards of care for transsexuals suggest that a patient spend a year living as the opposite gender before undergoing the final surgery, but I limited myself to barely three months.

That was it: twelve weeks. The last thing I wanted was to be perceived as a guy in a dress. And while my therapist wasn’t pleased with the length of my transition, not for one single moment did she doubt either of our diagnoses, and she wrote all of the necessary referrals and recommendations. She’d known me for years, and there wasn’t a question in her mind that I was indeed (and I’ve always loved the phonetics of this expression) gender dysphoric. Same with my surgeon. He knew what I was the moment we met, and I am quite sure he assumed I had spent more than a season—though a season is still, of course, sufficient time for whole ecosystems to transform themselves completely—in transition.

I think the fact that I was never a public cross-dresser was a big reason why my family was always able to convince themselves that my gender dysphoria was some kind of phase. Maybe a brain fog that would eventually lift. Go away. Disappear.

After all, as a teenager I was never caught in one of my sister’s miniskirts or a blouse, and I wasn’t hiding waist slimmers or lace brassieres in my closet. It’s not as if I was concealing breast forms in my bureau. The five or six times I tried dressing up, I was so incredibly disappointed by the results that I’d wound up even more depressed than I’d been before I had crawled inside a pair of panty hose and a dress.

And I wasn’t brazen enough to try shaving my legs until college.

Moreover, I always had girlfriends. In Florida. In Massachusetts. In Vermont.

Before I went through with the surgery, a gay friend of mine in the Sociology Department who knew my sexual history would shake her head and sigh. “Oh, good, Dana,” she’d say. “Just what the world needs: another lesbian in a man’s body.”

In my late twenties, I had a therapist who was always trying to convince me that my interest in women was a sign that I shouldn’t be considering surgery. But whenever I fell in love, it just reinforced in my mind how much I was missing, and I would fall into a funk as deep as the moat that had surrounded my adolescence.

Ah, but then I started on hormones, and it was amazing. The glimmer of heaven, the Northern Lights. Three months on estrogen and progesterone and a testosterone blocker, and I had flushed my antidepressants down the toilet. I was happier than I’d ever been in my life.

And it seemed as if my body hair was just melting away. Even though I was on a pretty low dosage of everything, I spent less and less time plucking, and the electrolysis grew considerably less painful. I took this as further proof that I was making the right decision: My body knew well what it wanted.

Still, sometimes Allison would ask me if I hated my body—meaning, specifically, my genitals. We talked about that often in the months before we flew to Colorado for the operation. One autumn night when we were at her house in Bartlett, maybe a month and a half after Carly had left for college, we were lying in bed after making love, and she wrapped her fingers around my limp penis. “Do you really hate it that much?” she asked.

We had had an exquisite Indian summer that year: Even though it was October, it was so warm at night that we were actually sleeping with the windows open a crack, and I could feel the moist, evening air on the small, wondrous hillocks that were just starting to rise from my chest.

“I don’t think hate is the right word,” I said.

“Because I have to tell you, it works really well,” she said, a tiny quiver in her voice. Allison had only known my plans for a couple of weeks then, and she was still a little wobbly.

“Thank you.”

“I mean, I’ve been with a lot of men. Maybe not a lot. But easily seven or eight. And trust me: You use yours very well.”

“You can’t count the college boys.”

“Have you ever …”

“Yes?”

“Have you ever had trouble getting an erection?”

“Around women? God, no.”

“Never?”

I squeezed her. “Well, the female hormones have begun to make them a little less common. We’ve both noticed. But before I began hormone therapy? No, never. I’ve always been a bit of a rarity in that regard: a relentlessly horny trannie.”

She cupped my bottom with her free hand and pressed her long fingers between my cheeks. “You’re getting hard now,” she said.

“Tell me about it.”

“If you don’t hate it … then why do this?”

Why? It has been the question of my adult life, hasn’t it? I’ve answered it for my parents and my sister, I’ve answered it for doctors and counselors and friends. I’ve explained it to therapists. To cousins. To acquaintances who are particularly bold.

Interestingly, I was never asked why by a college administrator. Perhaps they feared their questions might trigger the sort of grotesquely unpleasant sexual harassment suit that generates all manner of bad press. Or maybe they simply thought they were supposed to be open-minded.

Personally, I think I just gave them the creeps: Dana Stevens, the tenured transsexual.

“Why?” Allison asked me again.

“Because,” I told her, “I’m a woman. And a woman isn’t supposed to have a penis. I’ll be much happier when it’s gone.”

She stopped fondling me and kicked off the lone sheet that was resting upon us. For a moment I feared we were going to have a fight, or a scene like the one we’d had when I first broke the news to her. But then I understood she was simply going to show me, once more, that she loved my penis enough for the both of us, and was about to give me the blow job of the millennium.
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MY MOM’S FILM COURSE MET ON TUESDAYS AND Thursdays. Dana asked her out for the first time right after the class that followed my mother’s party.

“Are you the matchmaker who encouraged him?” my mom asked me at breakfast the next day, a Wednesday, as she painted her toe-nails red.

“Nope.”

“Well, I hope you’re pleased. We’re going out to dinner Friday night.”

Breakfasts were strange that summer, because I had a job to get to and my mom didn’t. As a schoolteacher she had the summers off, and so we had grown accustomed to strolling through our summer mornings together in slow motion.

But that summer my mom was always up and dressed with me, as if she felt a motherly responsibility to see me off to my high-powered job watering baby lilac trees. Of course, dressed for her at six forty-five in the morning usually meant shorts and a bulky T-shirt: Although I had to be at the nursery by seven-thirty, Mom didn’t have to be anywhere ever seven days a week.

Still, my mom can make ugly shorts look good. She has long slender legs that a lot of girls my age would kill for. I have them, too, but between field hockey and lacrosse, throughout high school they were usually swollen somewhere or bruised.

And while my mom seemed to begin the day that summer in shorts, at some point she would slip into a sundress, because she had invariably changed her clothes by the time I would come home from work.

“In Burlington?” I asked.

“Yup.”

“Can I have some friends over, then?”

“Sure. Just the usual rules.”

The usual rules meant no drinking, no drugs, and no identifiable proof that anyone had had anything that even resembled sex. And no more than a half dozen kids.

“What time do you think you’ll be back?”

“It won’t be late. We’re meeting at seven o’clock. So I’m sure I’ll be home by ten-thirty or eleven.”

“There might still be a few kids here then.”

“That’s okay.” She dipped the brush back into the bottle for the last time and screwed on the top. “Are you coming home tonight after dinner with Dad and Patricia?” she asked.

“I doubt it. But I’ll call if I change my mind.”

She nodded. “Will Michael be here Friday?” She tried to sound casual, but Michael had become a pretty loaded word in our house. My mom thought I’d made a tremendous mistake when I broke up with him back in May. She certainly agreed we should separate before college, or at least come to what she called an accommodation, but she also feared I had dumped him for no other reason than a desire to get the inevitable over with early on.

Not true. I had broken up with Michael because I didn’t want to spend my last summer before college like I was married. I didn’t want to feel a moral obligation to spend every minute with the boy when I wasn’t wheeling shrubs in and out of the sun.

Besides, it’s not as if there was this incredible spark. Michael was just a nice guy who was always willing to use a condom. Sometimes, I think, my mom liked him more than I did.

“Probably not.”

“Miss him?”

“Nope.”

“Well. Good for you.”

I swallowed the last of my juice and gave my mother a quick kiss on her forehead. And then I left for the fast-track world of philodendron.

My mom lives in a tri-gable ell that was built in 1885. It has three stories, a Queen Anne porch with fish-scale trim on the clapboards, and a set of bay windows on both the first and second floors. It’s been white for at least as long as I’ve been alive, and the shutters on the windows are green.

My dad’s house is a two-story Greek Revival cottage that dates all the way back to 1851. It has its original slate roof, gingerbread trim, and stained-glass windows around the front door. These were added toward the end of the nineteenth century. The house is a very light yellow.

I know these details about my parents’ houses because my eighth-grade class did a booklet together on “Historic Bartlett,” and I wrote the chapter on architecture.

It seemed like the radio was always on in my dad’s house when he was home, and it seemed like it was always tuned to Vermont Public Radio. Sometimes it was on just loud enough for a person to tell whether the station was broadcasting music or talk, and sometimes it was like there was this other person in the room with you who was constantly trying to interrupt—and constantly being ignored.

Occasionally, my dad would raise his hand and signal time-out, and Patricia and I would make faces at him while he listened intently for a brief moment.

By the time I got to his house that day, All Things Considered was long over, and even Marketplace was winding down. In my dad’s house, we often told time by the shows on the radio:

“What time is it?”

“Let’s see, Fresh Air is ending. It must be a few minutes before five.”

In reality, my dad isn’t all that psycho about work. He just thinks he should know what’s on the air at any given moment.

He was outside barbecuing when I got there, and so the kitchen window was open with the radio aimed toward him. Patricia was standing up by the dishwasher, thumbing through the mail, and I figured she must have just arrived home herself because she still had on the skirt and blouse she’d worn that day to work. She was a lawyer in Middlebury.

Though Patricia had been married to my dad for five years, we still hadn’t figured out how physical our relationship was supposed to be: I had no idea when I was supposed to hug her or kiss her, and it was so clear that she hadn’t a clue either. We liked each other just fine, but we both understood on some level that my loyalty was always going to be with my mom, and we would never be very close—sort of like college roommates freshman year who understand from day one that they’re never going to be great pals. They might know all sorts of personal details about each other—what that other person sleeps in at night, and the kinds of shampoo she will use in the shower—but they don’t really talk about those things that matter.

“Hi, Patricia,” I said when I walked into the kitchen, beelining straight for the refrigerator so I’d have something to do with my hands and my mouth.

“Evening, Carly.”

“Dad outside?”

“Mr. Barbecue.”

“Dead things?”

“And plenty of vegetables for you,” she said. My dad and Patricia viewed my decision to become a vegetarian largely in terms of the way it seemed to complicate their dinner menus. For the first few months after I gave up meat, they tried to convince themselves that birds weren’t animals and I’d eat chicken if they served it. And when that didn’t work, they tried to persuade me to eat fish. It had only been since Easter—when I’d refused to eat the lamb my dad had spent all of Good Friday trying to butterfly—that they finally realized my resolve was unwavering.

She put down the last of the mail and looked up at me. “You haven’t been wearing sunscreen, have you?” she said, and she compressed her lips together the way she did whenever she was worried about something.

“I did the other day,” I told her, but I knew my answer sounded pretty lame.

“You should wear it every day,” she said. “You don’t know the damage you’re doing.”

I did, of course, and in all honesty it wasn’t vanity that kept me from wearing sunscreen. I really didn’t care that much about having a tan. But my hands were always covered with peat moss or dirt, or I was wearing these big heavy gardening gloves, and I just never seemed to remember sunscreen when it was convenient.

“I’ll try tomorrow,” I told her, and I took my can of diet soda and joined my dad on the patio. His house sat at the very base of North Mountain, which meant that the woods began at the edge of the backyard and then climbed straight up a solid fifteen hundred feet. Even though the front yard got a reasonable amount of sunlight, the backyard was always dark and depressing, in my opinion.

Mom’s house was smack in the middle of the village—only a block from the commons and the gazebo, and right across the street from the library—which meant that while there was considerably less privacy, it was also a lot less gloomy.

“How’s Mom?” he asked after he’d hugged me. He rarely asked about Mom in front of Patricia. Sometimes Patricia would bring her up, but it was always in very general terms. School budgets. Class trips. Single women.

“Fine. She’s thinking about going bicycling for a couple of days in Maine next month.”

He nodded. “With whom?”

“A couple of girlfriends. Maybe Nancy Keenan. Molly Cochran.”

“She like her film course?”

“She does.” I watched him use his index fingers to flip a skewer with red and green peppers. The skewer was hot, and so he touched the metal for just the tiniest second: A quick flick with two fingers, and the peppers were turned.

“She always liked movies,” he said.

“This one’s filled with dogs. But I think that’s the point.”

“A whole course devoted to bad movies?”

“Well, it’s books and movies. The guy who teaches it put it this way: ‘It’s not whether the books or the movies are any good that matters. It’s how the movies were changed from the books.’”

“You’ve met him?”

Instantly I realized my mistake. The only thing I hated more than talking about Patricia with Mom was talking about Mom’s latest boyfriend with Dad. For a person who hadn’t lived with his ex-spouse for over a decade, he still seemed to have an awfully strong interest in her new squeeze.

“Once. It was real informal.”

“Where? Did you join your mom for a class?”

“Not exactly.”

“Not exactly?” I’m sure he thought he sounded unconcerned, but his interest clearly was piqued and his voice had an edge.

“Mom invited him to her party last Friday night.”

“Really?”

“Yup. But I think it was just because she thinks he’s sort of pathetic.”

“Old guy?”

“Oh, you know. Middle-aged. Like you and Mom.”

“In his forties?”

“Sort of,” I lied.

“What’s his name?”

“Dana. I don’t know his last name.”

He flipped the swordfish with a spatula. “Nice guy?”

I wondered if Dana ever barbecued, and decided that he didn’t. It wasn’t that barbecuing was so clearly man’s work in my mind and Dana wasn’t manly. But barbecuing is communal cooking: People who live alone aren’t likely to fire up the hibachi.

“I guess.”

“Well, I hope he is. I only want your mom to be around nice men.”

The coals were spitting from the moisture that was dripping onto them from the fish, and the smoke was starting to make my eyes water. I backed away from the grill, hoping Dad could sense my discomfort with the subject of Mom’s professor. I certainly didn’t plan on mentioning the fact that the pair were going out to dinner in a couple of nights, or that Dana resembled my dad.

“Dinner looks just about done,” I babbled, deciding that their fish and my vegetables were close enough to cooked that I had an excuse to cut short our conversation. “I better go inside and wash up.”

Patricia usually went up to bed before Dad—at least when I was there—and so my dad and I watched one of those police dramas on TV. Unlike the rest of Vermont, Dad and Patricia hadn’t broken down yet and bought a satellite dish, which meant they only got two stations and there wasn’t a whole lot of programming choice.

But it really didn’t matter, because the TV show was just an excuse for us to be together and chat. I always felt a certain duty to stay up with Dad when I was at his house, because by my last years in high school I was spending so much less time with him than with Mom.

Most of the evening we talked about my departure for Bennington at the end of the summer, and what sorts of things I planned to bring with me. But we also discussed a public radio conference he’d attended over the weekend, and then—as the program on TV was winding down—we talked some more about Mom. I knew it was coming the moment he took off his eyeglasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose.

“You know I’d never, ever tell your mother how to live her life. But do you think it’s safe for her to go bicycling in Maine?”

I shrugged. “Sure. She’ll have one or two other women with her.”

“Will it be part of a bicycle tour? Will there be guides?”

“No, I think it’s just her and her spandex.”

“How long will she be gone?”

“I don’t even know if she’s decided to go for sure. She may not bother. It’s just an idea she had with Nancy Keenan the other day, because her film course ends next week, and she was trying to figure out what to do with the rest of her summer.”

He shook his head. “You know something? Your mom and I just don’t talk enough anymore.”

“Divorce will do that.”

“We’re still friends, Carly, even if we don’t live together. I mean, I didn’t even know she was interested in this professor character—that fellow she had to her party.”

I almost told him that I wasn’t sure she was interested in Dana, but then I remembered the two of them were going out on an honest-to-God dinner date in a couple of nights. And so I stared at the TV and tried to nod ambiguously.

“Dana, right?” my dad asked.

“Uh-huh.”

He didn’t ask me any more questions; once again he knew exactly how far the interrogation could go. But I didn’t miss the fact that he had brought up my mother a second time that evening, and that he had remembered Dana’s name. I hadn’t sensed any tension between Patricia and him at dinner, but they had both been unusually quiet and the idea crossed my mind that—as the radio shrinks like to put it—the two of them were having some problems and their relationship needed some work.




NATIONAL PUBLIC RADIO TRANSCRIPT

All Things Considered
Monday, September 24

CARLY BANKS: … and so Dr. Meehan has been performing what is now called sexual reassignment surgery since 1981. Last year, his Waterman Gender Clinic in Trinidad, Colorado, helped eighteen women become men, and a hundred and fifty-nine men become women—including Dana Stevens. Meehan estimates that over the last two decades he has performed sexual reassignment surgery close to four thousand times.

DR. THOMAS MEEHAN: Gender dysphoria is as old as time. Let’s face it, Eve was made from Adam. Herodotus was chronicling what he called the Scythian illness—the decision by Venus to change the Scythian men into women—some twenty-five hundred years ago. It may only be the surgery that’s new. And, in some ways, the concept of surgery isn’t even all that modern. It’s only the techniques that are new. But the Greeks, the Romans, and the Phrygians all did their fair share of castration. Philo of Alexandria describes it. Cedrenus cites it. Priests were regularly castrated in worship services for Cybele.

BANKS: The Waterman Gender Clinic is one of a half dozen sites in the United States where the vast majority of sexual reassignment surgery is accomplished, but it is among the oldest, having been founded by Meehan’s predecessor in 1971. And though the number of patients Meehan sees every year has fallen as a result of newer competition in Pennsylvania, California, Oregon, and Wisconsin, he still does about a third of the procedures.

MEEHAN: We all know the “big” names. Tennis pro Renee Richards. Writer Jan Morris. The real pioneer, Christine Jorgensen. But most transgendered people are simply anonymous members of their communities. They’re lawyers and firefighters and bureaucrats. Ever heard the name Leslie Nelson? Lady on death row in New Jersey. She had her sex change in 1992.

BANKS: Dr. Meehan says that perhaps half the transsexuals who come to the Waterman Gender Clinic are involved in a relationship, but adds that a relationship should never be the reason for a reassignment.

MEEHAN: I can only think of one case in which a person underwent the procedure for that reason, and I can assure you he wasn’t a patient of mine. I’d never have done it. He didn’t fit the guidelines for surgery, it was that simple.

BANKS: But Dr. Meehan did meet the candidate when he flew to Colorado for a consultation.

MEEHAN: Male stockbroker, lived somewhere in Boston. Married for three years, when his wife decided she was gay. Well, he loved her very much, and he finally found a surgeon who would do the procedure—which was just ridiculous. Insane, completely insane—on both their parts.

About six months after the surgery, the wife decided she was wrong, she wasn’t a lesbian. And so she walked out. And now there’s this poor guy in Massachusetts who’s trapped for the rest of his life in a woman’s body. Oh, we could re-create for him


OEBPS/images/Bohj_9781400032983_epub_L03_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Bohj_9781400032983_epub_L02_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Bohj_9781400032983_epub_L01_r1.jpg
M






OEBPS/images/Bohj_9781400032983_epub_ap1_r1.jpg








OEBPS/images/Bohj_9781400032983_epub_005_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Bohj_9781400032983_epub_004_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Bohj_9781400032983_epub_003_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Bohj_9781400032983_epub_002_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Bohj_9781400032983_epub_tp_r1.jpg
trans-sister






OEBPS/images/Bohj_9781400032983_epub_001_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Bohj_9781400032983_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
TRANS-SISTER RADIO

A NOVEL

CHRIS BOHJALIAN

A KNOPF () BOOK






OEBPS/next-reads-html/fonts/Shift-BoldItalic.otf


OEBPS/next-reads-html/fonts/Shift-Light.otf


OEBPS/next-reads-html/fonts/Fort-Book.otf


