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Erin and Max are two trans kids, just trying to get to California. Max is desperate to finally be able to transition, and Erin is longing to understand why she’s on this trip to begin with, after Max suddenly broke up with her two years earlier.

But when they find themselves stranded – and eventually separated – in the creepy woods of rural middle-America, they suddenly have much bigger problems.

First, there’s the creature that, according to legend, feeds on girls, hunting them through the shadows. And then there are the locals, who are searching for a female sacrifice. If either of them hope to survive to see the sunrise, Erin and Max will have to come together and stop running: from their attackers, from each other, and, ultimately, from themselves.
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Old Wounds does not solely exist for the sake of “representation”. This is not a book where trans identity is mentioned, pushed aside and forgotten about before the end of the first page. Old Wounds is intentionally about gender and trans identity, and the ways in which the horror genre has historically forgotten about us.

On that note, please be aware that this story contains many depictions of transphobia, references to suicidal thoughts and actions, and language that some readers may find upsetting. There are also several references to real murders and/or suicides of trans individuals. I do not invoke these names lightly. You are, of course, not required to finish this book, though I hope that you will see Max and Erin through to the end of their story. No matter how long the darkness seems to stretch for, know that the sun will come up again.

For more information on the content of this book, please visit loganashleykisner.com. Links to advice and support can also be found at the back of the book.
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Erin is running away tonight. She’s been soaking in the cold, soapy water of her tub for what feels like hours. Her chin rests atop her knees, arms hugging her legs. The tiles on the wall are a shade of blue so deep that it seems almost purple. It creates an effect that makes the room feel impossibly large and yet deeply constrictive. But maybe she’s just looking for excuses as to why she feels so nauseated. The weird paint job seems as likely to be the offender as anything else.

Erin finally pulls the drain and grabs her towel, resting her face in it for two long, deep breaths. She wonders if anybody’s ever died from anxiety before, or will she be the first?

The mirror is partially fogged up, but Erin can still catch her reflection when she approaches. Her hair is plastered to the sides of her face. Ordinarily, it hangs just above her shoulders, a near-white level of blond. Bluish-green eyes. Her mouth curves downwards naturally, which makes it look like she’s always fighting a pout. She definitely is now. A fraught expression keeps forming despite her best attempts to look normal.

The family photos that hang in the hall paint a strange portrait. Erin takes note of them as she treads past. There used to be more, before Erin complicated the adolescent boyhood depicted and her mother packed almost everything into storage boxes. What remains of Erin is a mix of genderless baby pictures and glossy senior pictures. It’s rather funny. As if she were born at eighteen, fully conceived.

She knocks gently on her sister’s half-open door before she steps inside. Hayley, already covered in summer freckles, lights up at the sight of her. She casts her book to the floor and pulls her covers up to her chin with a toothy, eager grin. Erin smiles and sits at her feet. Despite the decade between them, they get along just as well as if they were twins.

“Did you already brush your teeth?” Erin looks her sister up and down, reaching over and tucking a few wild strands of hair behind her ear.

“Uh-huh.”

“Uh-huh. Let’s see ’em.”

They bare their teeth at each other. Hayley’s teeth are tiny and perfect.

“Okay. You’re good.” Erin sighs and looks around the room. “I don’t know, are you enjoying summer break?”

Hayley nods. “Are you?”

That depends entirely on how this next week will play out. Erin still pretends to think about it. “Well, it’s not summer break for me any more, it’s just summer. Adults have to work.”

“You’re not gonna be—”

Erin shushes her. Downstairs, she can hear the sound of the front door closing: Mom is home. Hayley’s blue eyes get big, and she nods knowingly.

“You remember what we talked about?” Erin whispers, as quiet as she can get. “You’re gonna have to be the woman of the house. Can you handle that?”

Hayley nods with deadly seriousness. “Swear to God.”

“Do you know what the woman of the house has to look out for?”

Hayley shakes her head.

Erin puts her feet on the ground and leans in. “Ghouls. Ghosts. And tickle monsters.”

Hayley’s eyes go wide again, but she’s not fast enough to stop Erin’s hands from rushing to her sides. She shrieks, and Erin takes a wild kick to the ribs, but they’re both laughing so hard that they’re out of breath within seconds. Tickle monsters don’t often manage lasting attacks around this house.

The light above them turns off, then on again. Erin and Hayley look up to find their mother watching them. She’s still in her scrubs, and most of her hair is poking out of its bun.

“Get some sleep, you two.” She takes her hand off the switch.

“Goodnight, Mom!” Hayley grins, flopping back against her pillow, audibly out of breath.

Their mom lingers. Her eyes shift to Erin.

Erin smiles bashfully. “You might’ve just missed a tickle monster breach,” she admits.

As quickly as it comes, her concern melts away. “I thought we agreed, no more tickle monsters at bedtime.”

“That’s why I said breach.”

“Uh-huh. Hayley, if you can’t sleep, I want you to bug your sister, not me. Got it?”

Hayley shoots her a thumbs up.

Both girls listen as the footsteps grow softer and softer, until they’re no longer able to be heard at all. Erin realizes that might’ve been the last thing she’ll say to her mother for the foreseeable future. Her stomach rolls with too many emotions to neatly sort out.

“Are you ready?” Hayley’s hands are cupped around her mouth.

Erin returns to the present moment and nods.

“Promise you’ll be safe?” Hayley asks.

“Yeah. I’ll send you guys a postcard.”

“Promise?”

Erin sighs and puts her hand out, pinkie up. Hayley does the same and intertwines their fingers. She gives Erin a good, firm shake with her whole arm.

Then Hayley pulls herself out from under the covers and wraps her arms around Erin’s neck. Erin’s face twists up as she hugs her back, holding Hayley’s tiny body against her own.

“I’m gonna miss you,” Erin breathes.

“I’ll have an extra good summer, just for you,” Hayley whispers, “so when you come home, I can tell you and Max all about it.”

Guilt knots up in Erin’s throat. She forces a laugh.

Yes, Erin told Hayley that she’s leaving. Hayley is good at keeping secrets. Even still, Erin omitted a few crucial details. Like where she’s headed, and the fact that she’s not coming back.

Erin hates the way lying weighs on her shoulders, pressing down on her until it feels like she can’t breathe. She carefully takes Hayley’s arms from around her neck and lays her back down. She tucks the covers snugly underneath her chin.

Eventually. Erin will tell her everything eventually. Now is just too fragile of a moment. Too many things could still go wrong. Erin only hopes that, unlike their father, she’ll get the chance to explain herself to Hayley one day.

“Tell Max I said hi?” Hayley smiles with all of her teeth.

Erin tries to smile back, but it doesn’t quite reach her eyes.

Downstairs is so quiet that it makes the whole house feel brittle. Erin tiptoes across the hardwood, as if the slightest noise will bring it all crashing down on top of her. This is a familiar routine. Like she does every night, she checks that the back door and all the windows are locked. The fire alarms are set. It’s a nice neighbourhood, and they’re a careful family, and neither fact is related to why she does this. It’s about feeling the control that comes with her fingers sliding against the deadbolt. The knowledge that she is responsible for this house. She needs that feeling of control on a normal day. It is especially vital tonight.

The front door comes last. On the wall beside the door are two things: a mounted rack, which holds a variety of lanyards, coats and bags. And then there’s the family photo.

Erin’s always thought it was strange. Her parents divorced when she was twelve. The family that greets her at the door hasn’t existed in six years. And yet it hangs there anyway, at her mother’s insistence. It’s supposed to be a reminder of what they’ve come from. Erin struggles to see it as anything more than a marker of what they’ve lost.

In the photo, Hayley is two, nothing but a head full of blond hair and their dad’s smile crowded onto the left side of her face. Erin is twelve, wearing this horrible plaid shirt that makes it even worse that this is the only non-girl photo still hanging in the house. Mom is holding Hayley on her lap; Dad has his arm around Erin’s shoulder. He looks like Franco Nero, face dominated by a thick moustache and a laid-back swagger that hangs in the air even now.

Her parents divorced only a few months after the photo was taken. Last fall, her dad died.

Erin stares at the photo for a long time before she jiggles the doorknob and turns away.

It’s a contradictory thought, but as she looks, she can find all the spots where life was once lived so much. The corner of the couch where her dad used to fall asleep on Saturday afternoons, halfway through one of his Westerns. The patch of carpet that’s still indented from Hayley’s baby stroller. The half window in the front door; Erin can remember the sight of Max’s hair through it, his eyes peering inside before his thumb jammed against the doorbell.

There’s so much that isn’t here any more. Within a matter of hours, Erin won’t be, either.

Back in her room, Erin gets dressed for real: a pair of jeans, a hoodie that goes over her tank top, and her most comfortable sneakers. Two half-packed suitcases take up her bed. Once she’s sure that the rest of the house is asleep, she goes about filling the bags with whatever fits.

Inevitably, Erin finds herself at her desk. She put it together with her mom, one of those early efforts at bonding as mother and daughter. It’s white and bubblegum pink, with a vanity mirror as its centrepiece, where several photos are taped around its rim. Her and Miranda, the day after graduation. Hayley’s kindergarten portrait. In the corner, there’s a photo of Max.

His face is obscured by wind-blown bangs, and he’s not smiling so much as baring his teeth to the camera. It’s been years since Erin has seen him look this happy.

Erin checks her phone. Max lives ten minutes away, and the on my way text illuminating her screen is already seven minutes old. So she tops off her suitcase with her bottle of Estradiol, her Monday-through-Sunday pre-made pill case, and a disposable camera she bought for the hell of it, then zips both suitcases up and drags them across the room.

She opens the window and sticks her head out. There’s a stretch of flat roof underneath, which is directly above the front porch. The perfect launching pad. Erin takes a deep breath before she ducks back inside and pushes her bags through the window.

It occurs to her, briefly, that this might be the most dangerous thing she’s ever done, though the night is still young. On her hands and knees, she crawls to the edge of the roof and looks out.

Her vision warbles with vertigo for a few scary seconds, and Erin shuts her eyes until the spinning feeling stops. When she can breathe again, she looks out, not down. The house across from hers is another two-storey, with bushes along its porch. It’s dark in the windows except for the upstairs bedroom, where, judging from the time, Martha and Jakob are ready to settle in for the night. Erin remembers going through the neighbourhood with her dad to clear out driveways in the winter, how Martha would always reward her with five dollars and a candy cane. That all stopped once her dad left, but the couple was still very nice. Very Polish. They never fussed about Erin’s whole thing.

Erin carefully drops each suitcase over the edge. They fall with firm, muted thuds. She turns and grips the edge of the roof and lowers herself as much as she can, until her fingers ache, but there’s still a good five or six feet between her shoes and the ground.

She means to do a countdown, from three to zero to letting go, but her grip fails at two. Which means she falls silently and lands on her back. It knocks the wind out of her, but it also probably spares her one or two broken ankles.

Still. Erin lies there for a minute. Her breath comes back to her in gasps, each one less shallow than the last. Somehow this is all still easier than sneaking through the inside of the house. Her mom wakes if a pin falls on the carpet. The stairs creak and the front door squeals. Nobody, in all her years of being alive, has been able to sneak out like a normal human being. Nobody’s really tried before, either, but that’s beside the point.

She sits up. Her back hurts, but nothing seems broken. For a moment, while she’s still getting her breath back, she looks around. It’s eerily silent. So much so that her own breathing seems heavy and awkward to her ears. She seems so loud. She almost expects people to start poking their heads out from behind their curtains: just look at that girl disturbing the peace of their neighbourhood. Again.

Tyres crunch on street gravel. She can hear it before she finally looks over her shoulder. At some point, the Impala may have been white. But now, in its age, its colour has faded into a horrible-looking rust-tinted cream.

She takes a deep breath and, with a bag in each hand, pushes herself to her feet and walks up to the car. The passenger window is already down. Erin bends forwards and looks inside.

Despite the fact that it’s June, he’s dressed in layers; a shirt over a shirt under a jacket. But Max might be the happiest he’s ever been. His hair, dark brown, has been freshly cut, uneven ends hanging just past his jawline. His face is marked by acne and lingering baby fat. If they didn’t know him, people might assume he was a tween boy. In reality, he turned eighteen last week. It’s hardly passing, but Erin knows it’s better than not passing at all.

Max beams up at her. “Hi! Are you ready?”

After a moment, Erin nods. “Uh-huh.”

One lone suitcase sits in the back. Erin stares at it for a moment, the knot in her stomach twisting again, before she hoists her own bags inside.

After she settles in the passenger seat, Max sits there for a moment. His fingers drum against the wheel. “Sure you didn’t forget anything?”

“Yeah, let’s go,” Erin answers tightly.

Despite the lingering awkward silence, a grin returns to Max’s face before they peel out of the neighbourhood.

Four days, Erin reminds herself. That was the amount of time Max told her it would take to drive from Columbus to Berkeley. Four days with a boy who broke up with her almost two years ago. A boy who hasn’t really spoken to her since. Until now.

Although dread still clings to the back of her throat, Erin can’t deny that it is tinted with some bit of exhilaration.
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Max’s evening began just after midnight, listening to his mom and stepdad move around their bedroom. As soon as the light went out, he started the stopwatch on his phone. Once twenty minutes had gone by without any sign of consciousness, Max got up, tiptoed to the bathroom, and sheared off most of his hair.

This only took a few minutes, first to hack away at the length that had built up over the last few months, then to clean up the edges so it looked a little less crazed. He could still feel some jagged edges at the back of his neck, but it was fine. It didn’t need to look perfect, so long as he stopped looking so much like a girl. Once this was accomplished, it was packing time.

His first binder went missing from his dresser drawer way back when he was fifteen. The second had been openly disposed of in ribbons. And then he lost a whole lot more, shirts and underwear and the ability to get his own hair cut, but it was really the loss of the binder that started the snowball.

Not much had been rebuilt in the last eight months. Altogether, everything he was taking fitted into one suitcase. Max had shelled out for his fourth binder (shipped to and from his friend Alex’s house, an awkward exchange that marked the last time they’d spoken) and he slept with the damned thing shoved down his pants, or tucked into the side of his sports bra. He got good at lying about the things people seemed to want him to lie about.

Although his parents’ room remained dark, Max took care to be especially quiet as he slipped out of his room and crept down the long, dark hallway to the kitchen. He imagined having to explain this, if he were to be caught – dressed in men’s clothes, hair cut, grabbing the sack lunch he’d prepared for himself a few hours earlier under the guise of needing to bring lunch to work the next day.

Halfway back to his room, Max bumped his hip against a side table. The sound was brief, but so sudden that it felt like it should’ve brought the whole house down. Max froze and held his breath. His parents’ room was still.

Max kept one hand on his dinner while he pulled his phone out with the other, revealing a house plant he’d nudged to the very edge of the table, as well as a picture frame that was face up on the carpet. He carefully pushed the plant back into the centre of the table before he looked down at the photo.

It was his graduation portrait. Still glossy and new. It was almost funny how little you could see the make-up, considering how it’d felt like his mother caked him with it. He would’ve put good money on it being bolder. Real overcompensation to make him worthy of his grandparents’ fridge.

But he just looked like a normal girl.

It took a second for Max to realize he was grinding his molars. He reached out with his foot and turned the frame over, until his picture was no longer leering up at him. And then he stared at his parents’ door as he slowly brought his foot down, pressing until the carpet muffled the sound of the glass cracking under his weight.

Harder still. He glared at the door and ground his heel. Something snapped.

Max looked down. The backing board was twisted off, and he could hear the jingle of broken glass as he moved his foot. Maybe now it wouldn’t take so long for his parents to realize he was gone, but Max suddenly cared less. He wanted them to feel his absence. He wanted it to weigh on them. Even if he knew it wouldn’t.

It was almost two in the morning when Max pushed his bag through his window and threw it into his car. He texted Erin – on my way – and then winced at the roar of the engine sputtering to life. But the car rolled down the street without incident, and Max took the long way out of the neighbourhood. He devoured his sandwich before he hit the freeway.

He knew the clock was ticking now. In just a few hours, his parents would be awake, and they would check the apps on their phones to see where Max was. Life360 and OurPact, which were just the ones he knew about, would create a beat-by-beat map to his exact location, so long as his phone was in hand. It was imperative that he throw the trail cold as soon as he could.
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Erin’s eyes linger on the loose cigarettes rolling around in one of the cupholders. The stink of nicotine seems to have been baked into the carpet. A pop-punk cover of Kelly Clarkson’s “Since U Been Gone” is playing on the radio, which is certainly a choice.

It’s almost funny how little has changed. How familiar all of this feels, even though it really shouldn’t.

There’s no conversation to be had once they’re rattling westbound on the I-70. No “How’s it been?” or “What have you been up to?” Erin wouldn’t even know how to answer those questions if they were asked. So she tries to enjoy the silence and scrolls numbly through Facebook instead. It doesn’t help. She knows she’s just wasting time.

Eventually, she opens up Google Maps and checks the route. The most direct path from Columbus, Ohio, to Berkeley, California, is thirty-seven hours. That’s roughly three full days of driving, which is actually closer to five, when you consider the need for food and sleep and the like. Max assured her they could make it in four.

“You know I know where I’m going, right?” Max suddenly says. “We’re on this highway until, like, Indianapolis.”

Erin doesn’t look up. “I’m sure you do.”

“I do!”

She says nothing. She can tell there’s a but at the end of that sentence.

A stretch of silence goes by. And, sure enough, Max flips on the blinker to move into the right-most lane. “We have to make one stop first. But after that, you can be in charge of the map.”

Erin finally comes up from her phone and gives him a pointed look. When the silence has gone on a little long, Max looks over.

“What?” His voice rises slightly with indignation. “It’ll be quick! Come on, I wouldn’t be doing it if it weren’t really important.”

“It’s gonna be a long enough drive without detours.”

“Which is why we’re only making one!”

Erin shuts her eyes and sighs. “Only one?”

“Only one, I swear. On my life.”

She doesn’t quite believe him, but she closes her phone anyway.

They’re off the main highways within the first hour. As they drive, the buildings stacked on top of buildings erode into empty, abandoned fields. The moon hangs overhead, half-full, in a cloudless summer sky. Erin rolls her window down and lets her arm catch the breeze. Occasionally, she looks up at the moon, but she mostly just lets her eyes close and feels the breeze break over her face. It’s quiet. Not calm, really, but it’s something.

In the silence, Erin stews. This all feels like the set-up to a very stupid joke: two trans kids pile into a car. She doesn’t know the punchline yet.

The fact that he’s asked her to do this means he can’t hate her. That’s not a lot, but it’s also not nothing.

Her eyes snap open when the car suddenly pulls off the road and jostles on the unpaved dirt until they finally stop. The trees around them are tall and tightly condensed, so thick with unkempt foliage that it’s near impossible to see through them. One or two cars zip by behind them, but even that soon fades away into silence.

Erin looks at the clock on the dashboard: 3:30 a.m. blinks back at her in tiny red numbers.

If Max drove her this far out just to kill her, she’s going to be so mad about it.

Max pulls the keys out of the ignition. “All right, c’mon,” he says, and leaves no room for argument as he steps out.

Ask her any time prior to these last few months, and Erin would swear that Max is simply too stubborn to die. Immortal through pure force of will.

But Max is also desperate. When he gets out of the car, Erin is close behind.

As she follows, Erin wonders how Max can walk so confidently, as if he knows the place. She imagines him driving down every back road in Ohio until he finds – whatever this is. They’re on what seems to be a cyclists’ road, uneven but straightforward, until they emerge at a bridge.

Erin hesitates at the edge, but Max marches onto it with that same unwavering confidence, so Erin forces herself forwards. The wooden slats groan with every step. They get all the way out to the middle before Max finally stops.

He looks around and sighs. “Okay. This should work.”

Erin looks for herself. Either side of the bridge is flanked by more thick foliage. Rusted beams tower over their heads, red and brown splotches eating away at the white paint. They hardly seem more stable than the wood. And although the river underneath them doesn’t seem especially deep, it still gives her reason for concern.

There’s also the fact that it’s impossible to see through the trees. They’re all so tightly bunched together that it feels like soon she won’t be able to breathe. Each leaf is a pair of eyes, and there are thousands locked on them. They are alone out here, exposed like nerve endings.

“This is creepy,” Erin finally says.

“Then I’ll be quick!” Max steps up to the rail.

Erin’s hand twitches with an instinctual urge to grab him and pull him back. Which is a stupid thought. Jumping from this height wouldn’t kill him. Bones would certainly splinter and snap apart, but he wouldn’t die. She thinks.

Either way, he doesn’t jump, and he doesn’t seem to notice her twitch. He just clutches his phone tightly in his hands as he stares out at the river beneath.

“Do you want to do it together?” Max suddenly asks.

Erin frowns. “What?”

“What?” Max makes a little throwing motion, as if Erin just doesn’t understand what he’s asking. “We’ve both gotta ditch the phones, otherwise what’s the point?”

The wind whips around them. Erin just stares. “My mom wouldn’t try to follow us,” she finally says.

“You don’t know that.”

“She wouldn’t do that to you.”

“But you know my mom.” Max takes a step closer. “You know Brian. And they would do that. They have.”

“Max—”

“The deal was that if we do this, we go all the way with it. We go to California and we do not look back. I love your mom, but you think she wouldn’t sell us out if she thought we were doing something stupid?”

Erin makes the decision to hold her tongue.

“If my parents know where I am,” Max continues, “then they are gonna do everything they can to drag me back there themselves, or make me feel like such shit that I—that can’t happen, okay?”

His face is gaunt. Erin’s eyes drift down to the river, then to the railing. There are a few scattered carvings in the wood, but the one that draws her attention reads OLIVER + LUCY.

“How do we get to California without a map?” she finally asks.

“I’ve got plenty of maps, I know exactly how to get us there.”

Erin gives him a sceptical look.

His shoulders slump. “C’mon, I wouldn’t have asked you to do this if I didn’t already think about all of this. I’m not going all the way across the country just to get dragged back to that shitty, evil town!”

He takes a breath before he quietly begs, “Please? For me?”

And there’s the magic phrase.

Erin knows it’s a mistake, but she takes her phone out anyway. She catches the way that Max’s face brightens, although he says nothing as he readies alongside her. As if saying anything will make Erin reconsider. She’s very close to doing so. This is a terrible idea, and yet her rising adrenaline does not yank her back.

“On three,” Max finally says. “One, two—”

Both of their phones go spiralling into the darkness. Erin doesn’t see where either of them land, although she hears two distant twin plops when they hit the water. For a moment, they both just stand there, listening to the wind push against their backs. Max is almost solemn. Perhaps the seriousness of the situation has finally begun to weigh on him.

But then a smile quickly spreads across his face, and he’s jumping up and down again, straining the boards underneath them with some terrible groans. “Okay! Let’s go!”

He gleefully shakes Erin’s shoulder before he takes off, back towards the car, and leaves her alone with the bridge. And the water.

Dread has taken root in her chest again. The bar is down over her legs, the ride already in motion. Nobody lets you off once it’s going. Not until it’s over.

All around her, the trees rustle. Erin looks down to the far end of the bridge. There’s nobody there; of course there isn’t. Still, Erin swears the shadows encroach upon the beams above her, like gnarled fingers pulling themselves towards her. Pulling something towards her, even if it’s only more shadows.

She realizes that even if she is being watched, as her gut so strongly insists that she is, there’s no way for her to know. Not for certain. The phantom eyes are invisible while she stands as a beacon in the night. Naked, under the stage light of the moon, unable to see whatever is surely watching her every move.

The boards under her feet suddenly moan in the wind and Erin runs for the car, goose bumps up her arms and shadows at her heels.
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Back in March, when Max laid this whole thing out for her – Berkeley and everything – they were standing out back, behind the C-1 convenience store where Max worked. When he finished, Erin had one question: “Why do you want me to come with you?”

Reasonable question, she figured. This was their first face-to-face conversation since they had broken up. It had been almost two years.

Max stared at the ground for a long time. “I figured it wouldn’t hurt to ask,” he finally said. “I’m not gonna be mad if you say no.”

Erin watched him carefully. It was still Max. Although his name tag said otherwise, and long hair curled gently at his shoulders, Max was still shining through the cracks.

He put his cigarette out on the wall, completing a lopsided circle of ash marks. “But why not, y’know? I—Look. Every single day, one of us gets murdered. Not literally. I mean, sometimes.” He took a deep breath. “But every day, somebody decides that we aren’t allowed to transition. That we can’t use the bathroom. That we can’t have our own names. Every day, whether it’s in school or at work, or in some big-ass building full of old, white Republicans, they take away whatever they can until there’s nothing left. If they can’t fix us, then they just try and kill us.”

“If you’re trying to make me feel bad about everything, good job.” Erin nodded along.

“What I’m getting at is that California is guaranteed. It guarantees that I get to transition, and it guarantees that you get to keep transitioning. ’Cause you see what they’re doing. You know that’s the endgame for them, making it impossible. Do you wanna be stuck here when they finally do it? Or do you wanna be in California, where nobody knows you’re trans, let alone knows your deadname?”

Erin did not have an answer. What she said was: “I’ll text you.”

On the drive home, Erin thought about when Max first came out to her, only a couple of days before he broke up with her.

She’d tried, many times before, to find the definitive moment that marked the beginning of the end for them. She couldn’t. At most, over the four years they were together, there was simply a collection of moments where things felt…odd. A hostility that would suddenly simmer in the air between them before it would fade away again. A hostility that Erin had ignored, because she never believed it was that serious, because it always went away on its own.

Then he came out to her, and Erin had even thought: problem solved. But Max still broke up with her before the week was over, barely giving her a reason why beyond some platitudes about how he just needed space and how they could still be friends. Erin believed him. She knew what an emotionally tumultuous thing it was to come out, especially as a teenager. She wanted to believe him.

Not only did Max completely stop talking to her, he stopped talking to their entire shared social circle. There one moment, gone the next, a horrible vacuum of absence where Max was supposed to be. Without explanation, without so much as a goodbye.

It didn’t feel like the same Max who kissed her on their first date. The thirteen-year-old Max who, against the backdrop of the summer sunset, pinks and oranges blotting against the clouds over the state fair, managed to get Erin on the Ferris wheel, despite her horrible fear of heights.

“Just look at me,” he’d said. “I’m not scary.”

Erin was the first openly trans person in their graduating class; Max was the second. Although Erin’s novelty had somewhat worn off by junior year, Max’s coming out reinvigorated the side-eyes. Maybe it was just the strangeness of it, both of them being trans, dating each other and then breaking up. Everybody assumed there was some kind of drama. Even Miranda, who had been Erin’s best friend since elementary school.

Miranda had once begun, “It just seems convenient that he breaks up with you, then he decides—”

“Yeah, that’s not how it works.” Erin didn’t let her finish.

A few people did what Miranda did – tried to stir up drama under the guise of just asking – but Erin never gave them anything. Not because she couldn’t. She knew she could. She could have easily vented her frustrations to them, might have happily ranted about how confused and humiliated and hurt she was that Max had cut her off so suddenly.

Erin remembered reading somewhere that, in 2015, there were at least 941 transgender people living in the whole state of Ohio. Nine hundred and forty-one out of almost twelve million. She and Max were more than just relationship drama; they were anomalies. The girl who used to be a boy and the girl who was now a boy. They didn’t even have each other to lean on any more.

Nearly two years later, that pain was no longer quite so sharp, but it certainly hadn’t gone away. Erin didn’t know what made Max push her away the first time, and she didn’t know what compelled him to ask her to ditch Columbus with him.

Ohio sucked, sure, and it was getting worse all the time. It was also the only home Erin had ever known. Just up and leaving was an entirely unworkable concept until Erin walked back inside her house and was greeted by the photo hanging on the wall. A very blunt reminder that leaving was more than possible.

The central focus of the portrait had always been her dad. His presence was still suffocating all these years later. Erin still wondered if he’d love her now, if he had ever really loved her to begin with, or if the attention he showered on her had just been an easy way to start a competition between a wife he was falling out of love with.

Even as an almost-adult, it was difficult for Erin to reconcile her memory (subjective, tainted, impossible to shake) with the facts of the man, which were: he never held a job for more than a few months, he needed to be the biggest man in the room, and you could almost never count on his word for anything. Erin knew that fact especially well.

For perhaps the first time, Erin’s eyes drifted to her mother. She was smiling, although her mouth was closed and the smile didn’t quite reach her eyes. Erin found herself wondering: what about Mom?

Erin realized she was probably a terrible person for questioning their love, but she questioned it anyway. All of the happy, treasured memories she had of her dad didn’t stop him from completely leaving her behind. He left her with a mother he’d spent Erin’s entire childhood villainizing, minimizing, belittling. Erin grew up thinking of her mother the same way her father did: as nobody much at all. Even with all the time she had with her mother without her father’s shadow looming over them, that knee-jerk desire to treat her as an enemy still lingered.

Erin wondered how much of their relationship survived not out of love, but out of tolerance.

A little after four that afternoon, Mom came home from shopping with Hayley. Erin watched them come into the house from her spot on the couch, where she’d curled into the armrest to read and to ignore her phone; the text thread with Max still waiting for her to say yes or no. She watched them both for the few seconds where they didn’t see her. Where, in a way, Erin was already not there. They were talking about Hayley’s plans for the weekend: this included the mall and talking her best friend, Emma, into sneaking a net into the aquarium to finally acquire a koi fish.

They seemed happy.

Erin knew she was loved. But for several years, she’d been fighting against a suspicion that she was, perhaps, not necessarily liked. She didn’t blame her mother. She had been a strange and decidedly unlikeable son. It was hard to believe she was a very likeable daughter. She knew that she wasn’t. She was a never-ending argument. An embarrassment. A burden on the two real girls of the house.

It was all too easy to fall into that swamp of self-pity, internalized transmisogyny that Erin kept tucked away for those special moments where she really wanted to twist the knife on herself. A vat filled with every backhanded compliment she’d ever gotten. Every fight, every weird look, every implication that she was too young or too stupid to know what she was doing and who she was.

“Erin.” Her mother poked her head into the living room. “If you’re not doing anything, come and help.”

Erin ripped herself out of her own head and set her book down with a sigh. “Yes, ma’am.”

Mom was already going back to the kitchen when she threw her response over her shoulder: “Hey, you’re enough like your father without taking his attitude, miss.”

Erin’s slight smile slid from her face. Her mother didn’t seem to think twice about such a comment. It was the final nudge, though. The gentlest slip of the blade that nicked the artery.

Her father’s daughter. Erin was going to test exactly how far she could take that. And what did her father do better than leave?





[image: images]

The further away they get from Columbus, the more the tension slowly, finally starts to unwind from around Max’s throat. Even still, as soon as the sun breaks over the horizon and they switch drivers, he falls asleep like somebody hit a switch. He dreams in fragments. Caught in a fight where his blows don’t land and his legs move like they’re caught in molasses. Wearing a dress that sinks into his skin like tar.

When he wakes up, they’re parked at a gas station. In rural Kentucky, according to Erin. “Go Your Own Way” is playing on the radio. It’s an unremarkable little spot, just two pumps and a building with chipped paint and cracks in the window tint. The kind of place that looks like it was built in the 1970s and hasn’t been touched since then. There’s a smattering of half-dead trees off in the distance and a whole bunch of pitted, uneven asphalt.

A bell announces their arrival with a short, crisp ring. The overhead speakers are tuned to the same station as the car, Fleetwood Mac softly echoing across the aisles. It’s humid in here, too. Flytraps hang from the ceiling, each of them full and sagging with the weight of so many small corpses. Max watches Erin wrinkle her nose at the sight of them.

Max looks over at the guy behind the counter. He’s tall and lean, probably in his early twenties. His hair is brown and shaggy, hanging slightly over his eyes as he scrolls through his phone. At the sound of the bell, he looks up, gives them both a once-over, and then goes back to whatever he was doing before.

Some of that tension has returned to Max’s shoulders. He forces himself to try and relax. “Okay, I’m gonna get some directions.”

Erin turns to him with her eyebrows slightly raised. “I thought you knew exactly where you were going?”

“Yeah, I know the highways. I don’t know where in bumfuck Kentucky to get a decent lunch.”

He gently bumps her shoulder before he wanders towards the counter. On his way up, he stalls in front of the shelves of Red Bull and grabs a four-pack of the watermelon ones. He puts them down on the counter before he nods at the wall of cigarettes. “How much for a pack?”

The man behind the counter doesn’t ask which kind. Doesn’t even look up from his phone. “Eight. And I’ve gotta see some ID.”

Max wonders what part of his driver’s licence would surprise this man the most: his legal name, or the giant F stamped right next to his face. “How about ten, and we say I left my ID in the car?”

The man’s eyes finally fix on him. Max can at last read the name tag on his chest: Charlie.

Charlie grins. “Fifteen.”

Max’s expression shifts into something like a
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