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		IT IS NOW customary for literary memoirs to begin with a little note in which the author analyzes the egregiousness of her various fabrications. While I hope my sins are venial, a full disclaimer for this book, along with a realm of other entertaining material, may be found at www.jenniferboylan.net. There’s a contact tab there as well, for readers who want to write.

		In my earlier nonfiction I have used pseudonyms for everyone I know, with the exception of public figures. As I set about writing this book, I asked my boys how they would feel about my telling the story of our family. My son Zach turned to me and said, “Look, that’s fine. But this time, can you make me one promise? Use our real names for a change.”

		This wish, among so many others, has been granted.

		—JFB
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			ALL WOMEN BECOME LIKE THEIR MOTHERS.

			THAT IS THEIR TRAGEDY.

			NO MAN DOES. THAT’S HIS.

			—OSCAR WILDE
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		“I DON’T THINK SO,” SAID MY FATHER.

		“HE’S NOT MUCH.”
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		James and Deirdre Boylan, with newborn Zach. February 11, 1994.

		Courtesy of the author
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		She sat alone in the stands as the duel unfolded. Like me, she had no visible husband. I had a lump in my breast. She seemed sad. Our sons had swords.

		I slid next to her on the bleacher, put my purse on the floor. Then a group of dads two rows ahead of us leapt to their feet, yelling. A boy was on the ground. His adversary stood above him, foil extended.

		“Red card!” shouted one of the dads. “Red-card him, ref!”

		The trainer from my sons’ school, Kents Hill, stepped toward the ring to protest. But a penalty was not called.

		“Are you blind, ref?” shouted one of the dads. He was really upset. I’d never seen a dad all red in the face at a fencing match before.

		“They don’t understand,” said the woman to my right. She was a tiny thing, like a budgie. In her hands she held a copy of Cooking Light magazine. “He was flèching him.”

		“Fleshing?” I said. A lot of the minutiae of fencing was beyond me. Offhand this sounded like the word you’d use if you accidentally encouraged someone to wind up naked.

		“Flèche,” she said. “That’s Ethan’s secret weapon.”

		The dads in front of us were still hollering and booing. The boy who’d been upended was back on his feet, and now I recognized him. This was a young man we’ll call Chandler, the smallest boy on the Kents Hill team.

		His adversary did a merciless ninth-grade equivalent of Muhammad Ali’s victory dance. I am the greatest. His facial expression wasn’t visible, what with the mask, but it wasn’t hard to imagine.

		“That’s your son?”

		She nodded.

		“I’m Jenny Boylan?” I said.

		“Grenadine Phelps?”* she said. It would have been nice to be able to say that this was the first time I’d met a woman named after a liquor, but in Maine, there’s a long-standing tradition of naming people after bottles of alcohol. I’d known a Brandy, a Bacardi, and a couple of Sherrys. Brandy had once cornered me in the ladies’ room at a blues bar where my band was playing and tried to get me to make out with her. Things like that happened to me more than you’d expect, which at first I’d thought was just my own rotten luck but which lately I’d begun to worry was my fault. On another occasion, for example, I’d accidentally wound up at a convention of ventriloquists, in Kentucky. There’d been this whole scene with this one guy who kept coming on to me using his “muffle voice.”

		The boys began to fence again, the gigantic Ethan and the tiny, terrified Chandler. Once again, Ethan charged at him, yelling as he advanced like one of the riders of Rohan: “Deaath!” He whacked Chandler’s sword and it flew out of the boy’s hand and skittered away on the gym floor.

		“Flèched him again,” said Grenadine wearily, as if irritated that Chandler had not learned that her son only had one trick, and that this was it.

		“I’m sorry, what’s flèching? You mean that charging thing?”

		“Yeah,” said Grenadine. “You extend the arm and pounce. Ethan’s known for his flèche.”

		Yeah, well, I thought, Chandler’s known for going to the bathroom in his actual pants.

		The coach was now out talking to Chandler, who had his mask off. He was sniffing back the tears.

		Another boy, an elegant and graceful young thing, picked up the fallen sword and returned it to Chandler with a small bow. He had hair halfway down his back, a huge cascade of blond curls tied in a braid. He patted Chandler on the shoulder, whispered something encouraging to him. Buck up.

		“Jeez, look at the hair on that kid,” said Grenadine.

		“He’s got hair all right,” I said. My son Zach was admired for his hair in the same way her son Ethan was known for stabbing people.

		But before I could explain this, Grenadine said, “My husband would never allow Ethan to have hair like that. He’d send him to military school first.”

		I shrugged. I didn’t feel like defending Zach to a stranger. Was that really what I was here for, a conversation about hair?

		Chandler had his mask on again and was back in the ring—more properly known as the piste, or strip. Zach stood to one side, watching the boy. He was the team co-captain.

		“Kid looks like a girl,” said Grenadine. The way she said it, it didn’t sound like a compliment.

		Zach looked like a lot of things, but a girl was not one of them, unless you were the kind of person who believed long hair woman, short hair man. He was tall and broad shouldered, my boy. The hair had made Zach very popular. There were a number of girls—some of them on the fencing team, in fact—who liked to do the braid. It was fairly obvious how much they all adored Zach. It wasn’t obvious to him though.

		Below us, Ethan extended his arm and went charging down upon little Chandler again. But this time, Chandler parried and then seized right-of-way. He came forward with the riposte and scored a hit off Ethan.

		The dads below me shouted their approval. “Atta boy, Chandler!” they yelled. “Push back on him! Slay him!”

		“Oh, honestly,” said Grenadine.

		The boys were now eyeing each other warily. They moved first one way, then the other, looking for an opening. You could feel the tension between them, Ethan looking for another chance to use his trick, Chandler emboldened by the hit he’d scored. There wasn’t much chance that Chandler was going to win this match, but you had to give him credit for staying in the game. Very quietly, I began to hope some not-particularly-terrible thing might happen to Ethan, like the roof collapsing, or the boy’s having a tiny nonlethal coronary.

		At the edge of the strip, my son Zach stood there watching his teammate’s progress. The men below me shouted again.

		“It’s a good thing my husband’s not here,” she said, listening to the hecklers.

		“How come?” I asked.

		She sighed. “There’d be trouble.”

		“Does he come to a lot of the matches? Your husband?”

		“Oh, no.” There was a slight pause. Then she said, “He’s in Iraq.”

		Ethan got another touch on Chandler, and the dads below me moaned. One of them—was it Chandler’s father?—held his head in his hands, as if he’d been called upon to witness his own son’s execution for crimes against the state.

		“That must be hard,” I said.

		She pulled into herself and did not respond. For a second it seemed almost as if the stranger were trying to hold back tears.

		“It’s better with him gone,” she said, in a voice that was almost a whisper.

		“Seriously?”

		She nodded, and a tear brimmed over one of her lashes.

		“Sometimes I hope he never comes back,” she said. “Sometimes I wish he’d get—”

		Gazing upon the gigantic, merciless Ethan below me, I wondered if I could begin to imagine Grenadine’s married life. I pictured a menacing Ethan Senior bearing down upon the tiny, birdlike Grenadine Phelps, and winced. Junior had learned that pouncing trick from somewhere, and it wasn’t his mom.

		She eyed the wedding ring on my finger. “What about you? Where’s yours?”

		And just like that, I found myself in one of those situations where neither telling the truth nor coming up with a great big lie was going to accomplish anything. What could I say to her? Well, actually, I’m transgender. I used to be a man, but I’ve been a woman for ten years now. I’m still married to the woman I married twenty-five years ago, back when I was a man. Crazy vorld, huh? Ha! Ha! Ha!

		Wow, she’d reply. Isn’t your marriage really screwed up then?

		I thought about Grenadine’s marriage and my own. People looking at my wife, Deedie, and me—two women, not lesbians, legally married to each other—would say we were insane, way out of the mainstream, a threat to traditional American values. And all that. Whereas Grenadine and Ethan Senior were a paragon of all we revere: a heterosexual married couple, a dad serving his country in the war overseas. By almost anyone’s measure, Deedie and I are the dangerous outliers, and Grenadine and her husband Mr. and Mrs. Normal. Even though Deedie and I love each other beyond all understanding, and Grenadine’s fondest hope was that her husband would be murdered by insurgents.

		Sometimes I don’t understand the world at all, is my conclusion.

		“I don’t have a husband right now,” I said to Grenadine. I was satisfied by the ambiguity of this, although it had to be admitted that this too was kind of a lie—since it implied that I’d once had one, or that a day would come when I might.

		Down on the floor below us, Ethan hollered as he charged toward Chandler for the match point. The enormous creature bearing down upon the tiny, frightened boy was terrible to behold. Chandler dropped his sword again and raised his hands toward his mask. Ethan wonked him on the chest, and the electronic touch detector—which was automatically scoring the event—registered the hit. Ethan had vanquished Chandler. They took off their masks and shook hands.

		“Atta boy, Chandler,” shouted his dad. “Way to show character!”

		Grenadine rolled her eyes. “Character,” she muttered sadly, as if this were something she had heard about once.

		Ethan searched the stands and saw his mother there, and then he nodded at her. He had a crew cut and an ingrown smirk.

		My own son patted Chandler on the back. Looking down at my boy, I had a strange, nostalgic feeling—wishing that, when I’d been a guy, I’d had half the character now exhibited by my own near-grown son. It’s common enough, I guess, a thought such as this, demented though it may be. We look to our children as a kind of cosmic mulligan, our own best hope for a second chance. There were plenty of times I had looked at my son Zach as a better version of me, man-wise. He had the same goofy sense of humor, the same habit of wearing his heart right out there on his sleeve where anyone could crush it, the same buoyant hope that somehow love would prevail over all.

		If I had failed as a man—and even those people who loved me most would have to admit this, what with the vagina and everything—then maybe Zach was a last chance to get it right. The man that I had once been clearly lived in him, although this time around we seemed to have been spared the melancholic lunacy.

		On the other hand, I knew full well that thinking in this way was a surefire path to frustration. Children are here to live their own lives, not ours, and any parent who looks to her son to right the wrongs of her own past probably ought to get out of the parenting business entirely.

		“I’m sorry I said that,” said the tiny Grenadine. “About my husband. You must think I’m a basket case.”

		“Of course not,” I said. “I knew you didn’t mean it.”

		“But I did mean it,” she said, after a pause.

		“Seriously?”

		“He’s just not a nice guy,” she said. “The army changed him.”

		I shrugged. “People change,” I said. Coming from me, this was an understatement.

		Something throbbed in my left breast. It wasn’t sentiment. An odd, pulsing pain had been lurking in me for a month or two. I’d been doing a self-exam in a shower in a hotel in New York back in December when I’d first found the lump. Incredibly, I’d tried to pretend it wasn’t there for the first month or so. But every time I felt for it to see if it was still there, I found it, larger. A mammogram was scheduled for the next day, the morning after the fencing tournament.

		I’d begun to do some of the math in my head. Having seen my own father, and then my sister-in-law, slain by cancer, suffering through the chemo and the radiation, and the surgery, only to die agonizing deaths, I’d already decided, if it was cancer I wasn’t doing any of that. I’d just go to the zoo and jump into the lions’ cage instead.

		It wasn’t that I didn’t love my life—the opposite, in fact. As someone who’d lived a full life as a man, then survived the perilous transition and then lived another ten euphoric years as a woman, I had plenty of things to be grateful for. Quite frankly, I couldn’t imagine anyone’s having had such a lucky life as my own, in spite of all the tears my condition—and the effects that it had had on others—had engendered. I’d been married for almost twenty-five years to a woman I adored, and who still adored me. I’d had what felt—at times—like the best job in the world, teaching English at Colby. I’d written a bestselling book, been a guest of Oprah Winfrey, even been imitated on Saturday Night Live by Will Forte, who, according to some people, did a better impression of me than I did.

		I had two brilliant and resilient sons, each of them with amazing and fabulous hair.

		Quite frankly, there wasn’t a whole lot left on my to-do list. Other than sit back in wonder and see what happens next.

		“I hate that,” said Grenadine softly. “I hate it, that people change.”

		I WAS A FATHER for six years, a mother for ten, and for a time in between I was both, or neither, like some parental version of the schnoodle, or the cockapoo. Of course, as parents go, I was a rather feminine father; for that matter I suppose I’m a masculine mother. When I was their father I showed my boys how to make a good tomato sauce, how to fold a napkin, how to iron a dress shirt; as their mother I’ve shown them how to split wood with a maul. Whether this means I’ve had one parenting style or two, I am not entirely certain. I can assure you I am not a perfect parent and will be glad to review the long list of my mistakes. But in dealing with a parent who subverts a lot of expectations about gender, I hope my sons have learned to be more flexible and openhearted than many of their peers with traditionally gendered parents.

		I would like to think that this has been a gift to them and not a curse. It is my hope that having a father who became a woman has made my two remarkable boys, in turn, into better men.

		Zach learned to shave when he was two years old, by watching me. He says that this is one of his primary memories of me as a man—the morning ritual of the razor and the hot steam from the basin. Zach stood upon a stool so that he could see his face in the bathroom mirror. I used to coat his young, pink cheeks with Gillette Foamy, and then give him a razor with the protective shield still on the blade. As I shaved my face, Zach would shave his. He’d mimic the contortions I’d make with my face in order to keep my skin taut. And he’d shave his own face in the same order I shaved mine—cheeks first, then the neck, then the chin, mustache last.

		We stood there before the mirror, the two of us. I wiped the steam away from the top half of the mirror so I could see myself; Zach wiped a smaller hole away for himself at the bottom. Our expressions were so serious as we shaved, as men’s faces always are as they undertake this business, as if we are not shaving, but staring out across the bridge of our intergalactic star destroyers.

		Afterward, we’d towel down our faces, removing the residual froth and smacking our smooth cheeks lightly with an air of manly satisfaction. “There,” he’d say. “I’m clean as a whistle!”

		Where he got that phrase I can’t tell you. He didn’t get it from me.

		That Christmas, Deedie bought Zach his own pretend shaving kit, complete with a plastic razor. When he opened this gift, though, he immediately burst into tears. “What?” said Deedie, discouraged that what had seemed like the perfect gift had gone so wrong.

		“I don’t want a baby razor,” Zach wept, looking at me for backup. “I want a real one!”

		Twelve years later, when Zach began to shave for real, he did it with an electric razor, one of those contraptions with the “floating heads.” I didn’t show him how to do it, although I tried. But he stopped me as he headed into the bathroom, and said, “Maddy. I got it from here.” A moment later, the door closed, and I sat down in the kitchen and listened to the faint buzzing sound coming through the wall.

		I didn’t learn how to shave from my father either. Which turns out, I think, not to be so strange. One of the things about manhood I learned from my father is that it’s a solitary experience, a land of silences and understatements, a place where a lot of important things have to be learned alone. Whereas womanhood, a lot of the time, is a thing you get to share.

		I remember going for a bra fitting once and the saleswoman just waltzing right into my changing room in the midst of things to “check the fit.” When she entered the room I was flabbergasted. I wasn’t prepared for anyone to barge in while—what’s the phrase?—my cups runneth over. But in seeing my astonishment, the saleswoman just laughed. Oh, honey, please, she said. We’re all women here.

		“How was it?” I asked Zach when he emerged from the bathroom, stroking his face. I was all set to have a big conversation about the experience. Shaving for the first time! A huge rite of passage! Do you remember, my sweet boy, when you were two, and we used to stand before the mirror together, staring through the clouds of steam? I imagined the two of us sitting down for a moment, in order to take the measure of our rapidly passing lives.

		“It was fine,” said Zach, with a hint of annoyance in his voice. I recognized that tone. It said, it was what it was and it wasn’t all that interesting, and do we have to talk about it as if it was? Not everything in the world, my son was trying to tell me, is worthy of analysis and sentimentality.

		“Okay,” I said, trying not to be hurt. Zach shook his head and bent down next to me.

		“Really,” he said. “It was fine.” He gave me a hug, to make up for his silence, and I hugged him back, and my cheek brushed against his.

		Smooth.

		“I DON’T KNOW,” Grenadine was saying as we waited for the next round of competition to start. “I don’t think everybody has to stay the same forever. I just don’t see why I have to stay stuck, when he’s not who I married.”

		This was, of course, the question that obsessed me. The previous week, Deedie and I had sat in the audience at Kents Hill’s theater and watched as our younger son Sean stepped into a spotlight and recited sonnet 116.

		
			Let me not to the marriage of true minds

			Admit impediments. Love is not love

			Which alters when it alteration finds,

			Or bends with the remover to remove:

			O no! it is an ever-fixed mark,

			That looks on tempests and is never shaken;

			It is the star to every wandering bark,

			Whose worth’s unknown, although his height be taken.

		

		Sitting there in the audience, I admit that tears had rolled down my cheeks. For one thing, surely no other family had found alteration as had ours, nor any wife been so ever-fixed in her adoration for the one she loved as Deedie had been for me. For another, Sean looked so grown-up on the stage, his wild hair lit by stage lights.

		Deedie saw me wipe away the tears. “Dear God,” she muttered. “Here we go again.”

		“How did your husband change?” I asked Grenadine, and thought, I should be charging for this.

		“He’s so angry all the time. He comes home all wound up from the war. Then he won’t talk about it. He broods and broods. Then he signs up again. While Ethan and I keep on getting older without him.”

		“I’m sorry,” I said.

		“How am I supposed to show Ethan how to be a man?” she asked. “How am I supposed to teach him that?”

		“You can teach him right from wrong,” I said. “You can teach him how to be kind.”

		Grenadine looked at me as if I were from another planet, as if learning how to be kind wasn’t the thing she was worrying about.

		“I’m just afraid that Ethan is going to wind up like his father,” said Grenadine.

		“Like him how?”

		“Like, he’s going to leave me. And I’ll never see him again.” She laughed bitterly. “The less his father is around,” she said, “the more Ethan winds up like him.”

		“There are all kinds of men in the world,” I said to Grenadine. “You can teach Ethan to be different.”

		The referee was talking to Zach on the mat below us. Zach had put down The Lord of the Rings and was now twisting his long hair behind him and lowering his helmet over his head.

		Grenadine turned to me as if I were her last friend on earth. “How?” she said.

		Below us, Ethan stepped onto the piste. Of course it was Ethan Zach would be facing next. In one corner, a goofy young hippie with his heart on his sleeve; in the other, the young marine, with his deadly flèche and heartrending scream.

		Grenadine said it again, more urgently this time: “How?”

		It was a good question.

		Our sons faced each other and bowed. “En garde,” said the ref, and then the young men drew their swords.

		
			* This name, along with some other identifying information, has been changed.
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		On a Cold February night in 1994, Deedie and I were watching Brideshead Revisited on the television in our little house in Maine. She was absolutely pregnant, her hands at rest on the vast Matterhorn of her belly. Snow was coming down outside, and our dinner dishes—now mostly empty—were sitting on the coffee table before us. I was a man then. I had made leg of lamb with garlic and rosemary. On the side there had been new potatoes tossed with olive oil and kosher salt and fresh mint.

		It is fair to say we had no idea what the world before us might contain. We had seen plenty of our friends transform into parents by this time, and to be honest we hadn’t been thrilled by most of the metamorphoses. Not only was it clear that our former companions were a lot more interested in their squirming offspring than they were in Deedie and me—their friends of many years—but they seemed like they’d transformed into people less interesting than the ones we’d first befriended. Our friends—radicals and satirists, the kind of people you could have over for a martini and a model rocket launch—now seemed bland, exhausted, and unforgivably self-involved.

		As we lost one set of lifelong friends after another to the state of parenthood, we joked that they were like the townspeople we frequently saw in science fiction movies, the ones whose minds are taken over by the aliens, who counsel their dwindling still-human friends by saying, Don’t fight it. They’re smarter than we are. It’s good.

		Deedie and I were determined that we would be different kinds of parents. I think we imagined that having children would be a little bit like having Labrador retrievers. Sure, we’d train them, teach them to read and drive a car and fetch, but we’d still be unmistakably ourselves—artists, Democrats, rocketeers. After all, we hadn’t embarked upon this adventure in order to become strangers. We had embarked upon it as an act of love.

		As the snow drifted down outside that night, we were watching the scene in Brideshead in which young Charles Ryder first goes over to the rooms of the eccentric Sebastian Flyte. Middle-class Charles has never seen anything in his life like Sebastian or his friends. But I was in search of love in those days, Charles says, and I went full of curiosity and the faint unrecognized apprehension that here at last, I should find that low door in the wall, which others, I knew, had found before me, which opened on an enclosed and enchanted garden, which was somewhere, not overlooked by any window, in the heart of that great city.

		“Uh-oh,” said Deedie.

		On the screen before us, Charles looked at a large bowl of plover’s eggs gathered in a bowl at the center of an ornate table.

		“What’s ‘uh-oh’?” I said. I picked up the remote and hit the pause button.

		“I think,” said Deedie, “my water just broke.”

		I still remember the silence in the house that followed these words. Our dog Lucy, half golden retriever, half beagle, raised her head bitterly and gave us a hard look. Outside, the snow was still drifting down quietly.

		What possible response can any man give to the woman he loves in the wake of such a phrase?

		“Okay,” I said. “I guess we should go to the hospital then.”

		My eyes fell to the screen, and to our paused movie, where Charles Ryder’s hand was frozen, inches from the bowl of plover’s eggs.

		Deedie took my hand. “Is it really happening?” she said. “Is this how it begins?”

		I put my arms around her and kissed my love upon on the cheek. Sure, I wanted to say. It begins like this.

		But this was not the truth. Whatever was happening to us, whatever journey we were on, had begun a long time ago.
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		I FIRST LAID eyes on Deedie back in college. She was onstage in a production of David Mamet’s Sexual Perversity in Chicago. In the play she was dating this other guy who I knew named Boomer Dorsey. Boomer was one of the college’s hot young actors. I’d seen him as Gloucester in Richard III a few weeks earlier, in a production marred only by the fact that the actor playing Richmond had the unfortunate combination of a speech impediment and an accent from deepest Brooklyn, which transformed the word lords into something that sounded like “wawds,” thus:

		
			    RICHMOND: Cwy mercy wawds and watchful gentlemen,
That you have tane a tawdy swuggard here!

			    LORDS: How have you slept, my lord?

			    RICHMOND: Swept? The sweetest sweep, an faiwest boding dweams!
That evah entered in a dwowsy head,
Have I since yaw departchaw had, my wawds!

		

		The Mamet was a lot better. Boomer—who years later opened up his own pretty damned great Irish bar on the Upper West Side—was playing the part of a blowhard named Danny. But I wasn’t paying any attention to Boomer Dorsey. My eyes were fixed upon this woman playing the part of Deborah. I could see her green eyes sparkle from the third row. Checked the program. Deirdre Finney, she was called. Named for Derdriu, the Irish Queen of Sorrows.

		Would you believe in a love at first sight? Yes, I’m certain that it happens all the time.

		Actually, I know that the line between love at first sight and creepy stalker is probably finer than anyone would like to admit. But I can honestly say that from the moment I first saw Deirdre, when I was twenty years old, I felt as if something had changed, as if I’d been living all my life in a dark room and someone had suddenly turned on all the lights.

		Late in the play, Boomer and Deirdre—I later learned her nickname was Deedie—were lying in bed together naked. A single sheet covered their bodies.

		
			    DEBORAH: What does it feel like to have a penis?

			    DANNY: Strange. Very strange and wonderful.

			    DEBORAH: Do you miss having tits?

			    DANNY: To be completely frank with you, that is the stupidest question I ever heard. What man in his right mind would want tits?

			    DEBORAH: You’re right, of course.

		

		Sitting there in the dark theater, I had to agree. I didn’t want tits, not at that moment anyhow. What I wanted at that moment, more than anything else, was to be Deedie’s boyfriend.

		I GOT MY WISH of course, but it would be nine years before I got it. In the meantime, I had to date—and then run away from—Rose, and Dora, and Felicity, and a host of others. I’d go out with these girls for a while, even live with them in some cases, but at all times the ghost of my female self shadowed me, as it had since childhood, asking me how much longer I intended to deny the truth about the nature of my character.

		And at the moment this question arose, as it always did, sooner or later, there was nothing to do but break up. With one girlfriend, Allison, I went home one day and just erased myself. It was the kind thing to do, I thought. I’d been living with her in New York for three years, but we’d been losing steam. Quite frankly, I’d gone off to grad school in Baltimore partly so I could get away from her without having to have some whole big fight about it. The relationship had become like one of those balloons in the Macy’s Thanksgiving parade that starts leaking helium and the next thing you know Superman’s collapsed on top of the guys holding the strings.

		I did love her, though, for a little while anyhow. That was the thing: I still believed, on some fundamental level, that love would cure me. That if only I were loved deeply enough by someone else, I would be content to stay a man. It wouldn’t be my authentic life, but it would be all right. It was better, in any case, than coming out as transsexual, taking hormones, and having some gruesome operation and walking around like Herman Munster. An authentic life wasn’t very appealing. And so I allowed myself to be lifted off the ground by the levitating properties of romantic love. It was a nice effect.

		Of course, nobody really gets cured by love, but transsexuals are hardly the only people who believe romance will lead them outside of themselves. You can’t fault a person for hoping that love will make her into someone else, someone better. The world is full of false hopes, most of them dumber than the hope of being transformed by love.

		After my first year at Johns Hopkins, it was clear enough Allison and I weren’t getting back together. I spent a lot of time in grad school sitting in my apartment with the door locked and the shades drawn, wearing a wig that made me look like a run-down Joni Mitchell. Thus arrayed, I sat in my leather chair and read Borges and Poe and worked on a novel entitled The Invisible Woman. Eventually I told Allison I was coming up to New York to get my stuff and she said, fine, whatever. It wasn’t a surprise to her by that time. I drove to Manhattan in my Volkswagen Golf and loaded the last of my things into the hatchback while Allison was at work. There wasn’t much—some posters, a box of books, an autoharp. Then I put her apartment back the way it used to look before I’d moved in, three years before. She’d had a print of the painting Girl with a Pearl Earring by Vermeer over the fireplace, but I’d taken it down. That girl always gave me the creeps.

		After I put Allison’s stereo back where it used to be, after I took my books off the shelves, the last thing I did was to put the Vermeer back above the fireplace. The girl in the painting looked at me with her accusing, liquid eyes, and said, Klootzak! In Dutch this more or less means “asshole.” She said it again as I left the keys on the kitchen table and then closed the door of the apartment for the last time.

		Klootzak!

		[image: ]

		IT WAS TEMPTING, of course, to try to put it all into words. Usually people assume that the reason you wanted to change genders was because deep down you hated yourself, or that you were actually gay and just didn’t know it, or that you couldn’t figure out a way of being feminine in the culture while still being a man. None of that has anything to do with it, though, not that this prevents people who’ve never suffered from this admittedly peculiar condition from writing jargon-filled books about it. Critic Judith Butler describes my heartache this way: If there is a sexual domain that is excluded from the Symbolic and can potentially expose the Symbolic as hegemonic rather than totalizing in its reach, it must be possible to locate this excluded domain either within or outside that economy and to strategize its intervention in terms of the placement!

		Man, that is so true!

		My transgender brethren and sistren are often not much more helpful. Even now, occasionally I meet trans people who say, Oh, I’m a woman too! I love to make cookies and play with dolls! To which I want to wearily respond: Jeez, if you want to play with dolls, play with dolls. You don’t need a vagina for that.

		Most of the time I just have to resign myself to the fact that this whole business is beyond comprehension for most straight people. If you’re not trans, you’re free from thinking about what gender you are in the same way that white people in America are generally free from having to think about what race they are.

		Back when I was a man, though, the gender business was something I fought against. The thought of going through transition and coming out, and launching into some sort of subversive identity—well, let’s just say it didn’t appeal to me. I didn’t want to be a revolutionary. A lot of the time, more than anything, I just wanted to be like everybody else.

		I still want that, sometimes.

		The women I knew in those days liked the fact that I had a feminine streak, that I seemed to be sensitive and caring, that I didn’t know the names of any NFL teams, that I could make a nice risotto. A lot of straight women love a female sensibility in a man, an enthusiasm that goes right up to, but unfortunately does not quite include, his being an actual woman.

		Until I started going out with Deedie in my late twenties, my romances didn’t last. Because, let’s face it: I was keeping the basic fact of my identity camouflaged. How was I supposed to fall in love when I was so frequently lying? How was it possible to be vulnerable with someone from whom I was, at that same moment, in hiding?

		When it came time to give a lover the slip, the best strategy, as it turned out, was no breakup at all. I’d just stop answering the phone, or I wouldn’t hang around my girlfriend’s part of town. By the time we did run into each other, on the street, she’d be in the arms of some other guy, and what could I do? Give her a peck on the cheek, wish her well. Think about her earrings, wonder where I could get some like that.

		Tell her I was happy.

		AND THEN I RAN into Deedie again. The first time was at a funeral. The second, at a wedding. When we fell in love, I felt as if the thing I had always dreamed of had at last come true. Here, after all these years, was the woman who would make me content at last to stay a man. Is it really happening? Is this how it begins?

		A girl with a pearl earring stared at me with her liquid eyes. Klootzak! she said.

		THE FLAKES SWIRLED down from a dark sky as we made our way through the snows of Maine. I helped Deedie into the Jeep and fired up the engine. As I headed down the driveway I looked in the rearview mirror at the house to which we would not return unchanged. The last thing I’d done before closing the door was to pat Lucy on the head. She knew what was up. The dog made her disappointment abundantly clear. You people, she said. You don’t have a clue.

		The dog was right of course. We had hoped that she’d come around to the idea of children in time, but she never forgave us. A few years later, after we disassembled Zach’s crib and set up the big-boy bed in his room, Lucy christened the thing by climbing into it and taking a dump. She could have done this anywhere in the house, but she did it in the place where her message would not be misconstrued. You people. You stupid, clueless people. You see this? This is what you get.

		I drove through the storm toward the hospital. We lived then, as now, in the small village of Belgrade Lakes, a small finger of land between Great Pond to the east and Long Pond to the west. There is room on that finger for one small road, old New England houses on either side, and the lakes beyond that. There was a general store, a restaurant, a bar, and a deranged place called Outlaw Pizza that had a half-dozen mannequins in the parking lot. One of the mannequins was named the Woman with Nine Names. If you asked the owner, Dave, what the names were, he’d just shake his head. “I can’t tell you.”

		In the summer we would cruise across Long Pond in a boat, pick up pizzas at Outlaw and a six-pack of Shipyard from the general store, and head back home. Sometimes Deedie would cut the engine halfway back and we’d just float there in the summer sun.

		“Hey, Jim,” she might inquire. “How about we drink these beers?”

		But the lakes were frozen now, covered with ice-fishing shacks and the trails of snowmobiles. We drove past the cemetery with its crumbling brownstone markers crowned with skulls and willows, past the gravel pit, past the fields and farms and the little churches. We didn’t talk much in the car. We knew that something was beginning that was beyond our understanding. I turned on the radio. And there was Stealers Wheel, playing “a medley of their hit.”

		Clowns to the left of me, jokers to the right.

		It was a good song for labor, “Stuck in the Middle with You.” It would have been better, maybe, if I didn’t also associate it with the ear-slicing scene from Reservoir Dogs.

		We arrived at the hospital and I walked my enormous and beautiful wife toward maternity. Nurses lowered her into a wheelchair. For a few steps I followed after, but then one of the nurses gave me a look. It was the same look that I had given Lucy, back when we left the house. You. You’re staying here. The nurse nodded toward the waiting room. There were half a dozen dads-to-be in there even at this hour. They were reading copies of Field & Stream, Men’s Health, People. One man, a big guy in a flannel shirt, looked up at me. Ah, he seemed to say. My brother.

		I turned to Deedie and hugged her. “I’ll be right here,” I said, trying to give her an E.T. voice, reaching forward with my finger.

		At this moment a contraction wracked my bride. “Ughhhhh,” she moaned as I touched her heart.

		“Seriously,” I said. “I’ll be right here.”

		“Ughhhhh.”

		“We should go,” said the nurse.

		I kissed her again, then watched her disappear behind the double doors. Then I walked into the waiting room and joined my newfound brethren.

		In the distance, I heard the voice of Deedie Finney, the girl I had first seen onstage beneath a sheet discussing breasts and penises with Boomer Dorsey. “Ugghhhh,” she said. “Uggghhh.”

		The big guy in the flannel handed me a copy of Sports Illustrated.

		“Magazine?” he said.

		HAD I TOLD Deedie about my history, you ask? Mentioned the whole run-down Joni Mitchell business? I had not.

		At the time I felt that this self had vanished at last, just as I had prayed it would, year after year. I’m cured of that, I thought, if I thought about it at all. The divided, screwed-up person that I used to be doesn’t matter. All that matters is the healed, whole man that I have become with her at last.

		Sometimes I thought about trying to tell her. But then I had never told anyone, outside of a couple of therapists. I hardly had the language to describe the things I had felt, the person I had been.

		And in short, I was afraid.

		If you ask Deedie about all this now, she says, “My marriage with Jenny was the luckiest thing that ever happened to me.” I know what you’re thinking, and please. Sometimes I don’t get it either. But whenever I start up with the I suck business, she heaves a weary sigh and suggests I take up with a different line of thought. And maybe it’s worth noting that after almost twenty-five years, our marriage has lasted longer than that of anyone else we know whose husband didn’t have a sex change. Who knows? Maybe if more husbands became women, the divorce rate might be lower.

		Still, the burden of the secret that I did not disclose remains with me. It’s a hard thing to live with, the weight of having so profoundly hurt the person whom I love.

		I think when I was a man, I felt that I was protecting Deedie with my silence. I think this is something men do; they carry the weight of the world on their back and strive to complain about it as little as possible. There are ways in which I wish I still had that kind of silent courage. It’s about the only thing from my male life I’m nostalgic for—the ability to protect the ones I love simply by keeping my
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