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Introduction

 We have
always been storytellers. For millennia, humans have created
records of events to mark our passage as individuals and peoples.
We tell stories to define our society, describe our cultures,
document our religions, celebrate our accomplishments, share our
hopes and dreams, seek accountability for our failures, demand
justice and basic human rights for our people, and sometimes just
to say “we were here.” Before there were written histories, humans
made pictures. Cave art in the Chauvet Cave in Southern France
dates to 30,000 BP (before present) and depicts primarily animal
life at the time (the Horse Panel and Panel of Lions and
Rhinoceroses) as well as partial handprints.1 Although
the exact dates of the paintings are disputed, there is general
agreement that these represent some of the oldest cave paintings
and are significant in that some drawings depict “scenes” rather
than just individual elements: ie pictorial stories. Documentary
films and photographic essays might be considered the modern
equivalent of these prehistoric drawings, as they all share the
visual element of capturing and re-telling events. The oral
tradition of storytelling is well-known and widely believed to have
existed for as long as language. Scientifically, some of the oldest
reported “preserved” stories have survived intact for thousands of
years. Linguists and geographers have dated more than a dozen
Aboriginal tales of the pre-ice age that have endured within tribes
as oral histories for 10,000 years.2 Similarly, Native
American oral histories date back 7000 to 8000 years. Troubadours,
bards, and musicians—the forerunners of our modern playwrights,
songwriters, vloggers, and filmmakers—traveled from place to place
or held esteemed positions at “court,” reporting events through
song, poetry, and even dance.

The first preserved written story is believed to be
the Epic of Gilgamesh (7th Century bc), a series of epic poems from
Mesopotamia inscribed on clay tablets recounting among other
exploits Gilgamesh’s trials and challenges while searching for the
secret to eternal life.3 The hero’s journey as described
in Campbell’s The Hero with a Thousand Faces, remains one of
the fundamental underlying structures for modern storytelling,
including the novel, to have grown out of the ancient history of
myth.4 The written word remains one of humankind’s most
powerful tools to inform, inspire, and validate our communities and
our lives.

I am often asked “Do we still need queer publishers?”
and by extension, “Do we still need queer fiction that is about
being queer? Can’t we just write queer characters within the
greater realm of literature? Why have a label LGBTQ literature at
all?” I think the answer is evident in the headlines, tweets,
sermons, and casual conversations we hear every day. For oppressed
cultures and people, storytelling is a critical vehicle for
claiming and proclaiming our presence within society, for exploring
and defining our sexual and gender identity, for validating our
experiences, for celebrating our relationships, for exposing
social, political, and legal injustices, and for demanding
equality.

Our queer storytellers have been providing lifelines
to our community for centuries. Gregory Woods wrote in an article
“Top 10 landmarks in gay and lesbian literature”5 “a gay
text is one that is amenable to a gay reading. …These categories
exist not for their own sake, or for critics’, but in the service
of the reader—the gay or lesbian reader first of all, but others
too.” Many of Woods’s top ten are works by familiar names:
Radclyffe-Hall, Colette, Baldwin, Whitman, while others are less
so: the diaries of Anne Lister (1791–1841), an “out” British
lesbian who fought for women’s sexual and political freedom, that
were “discovered” after 150 years in 1988 and published as “I Know
My Own Heart” (ed. Helena Whitbread), or simply absent for lack of
space: Sappho, Forster, Genet, and many others.

What is clear is that our stories have given voice to
the millions of queers who have remained invisible to society and
ignored by governments, religious and educational institutions,
and, sadly, families for centuries. To this day despite all the
“progress” we have made, our stories are the only source of
strength and hope for countless numbers in our community who are
isolated by circumstance or age or fear of reprisal. The stories in
this anthology continue the critical work of speaking to and for
our queer community—chronicling the bittersweet joy of claiming our
identity and coming out, as in “Sand Angels” and “Stockyards
Harlot,” recognizing the depth of our commitment to lovers and
friends and the sorrow of loss in “The Widower” and “Aloha Ollie
Bell,” and acknowledging our struggles to be visible in our
families of birth without sacrificing our sense of self, as in
“Collecting the Brass.” These are the stories of our lives, adding
to the queer voices of our times and to the heritage of our queer
community. May these and all our stories continue to be heard.

 


—Radclyffe, 2018
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Stockyards Harlot

W.L. Hodge

Otilia approved.

“Don’t get the wrong idea, Asa,” she said, “but you
look so totally fuckable in that outfit.”

It was Otilia’s turn to drive us to school. She had
shifted her father’s old New Yorker into drive instead of reverse
and missed her garage by an eighth of an inch. “You got me all
confused,” she said afterwards.

“If you weren’t my best friend—I would be on
you right now.”

“I worry Carrie Anne will go off on me,” I said. “I
had not quite run my look by her just yet.”

Otilia ran a four-way stop. “Don’t worry about what
your stupid girlfriend thinks,” she said. “I think you look hot.
Smoking hot. Too bad you got a dick.”

“It is a bit creepy, hearing this from my second
cousin,” I said, “but I shall take this as a compliment.”

Otilia maneuvered into the student parking lot and
wiped the sweat off her forehead. “That’s not one of my skirts, is
it?” she asked.

“You do not own skirts,” I said. “I am the one who
owns skirts.”

My art teacher Miss Farrell doubled as my homeroom
teacher, tripled as the cheerleading coach, and quadrupled as the
sole decision-maker regarding the themes of Caledonia High School’s
Rebel Pride Thursdays. Most of the themes were lame. But when Miss
Farrell had announced that the last Thursday of October 1994 would
henceforth be known as Switch Day—let us just say I became much
enthused. I would finally get to wear myself to school.

“Don’t get too excited today,” Otilia said as we
waited at the crosswalk in front of the high school. “That skirt
doesn’t leave much to the imagination.”

I was well-tucked, thank you.

Otilia held open the door of the Arts Wing. “You’re
gonna win the Rebel Pride Award this week for sure.” Miss Farrell
also served as the judge, jury, and executioner of the Rebel Pride
Awards.

“God, I hope not,” I said. The winner of the Rebel
Pride Award would receive a big heaping helping of humiliation at
the afternoon pep rally. “Carrie Anne would go off on me for
sure.”

“Again, don’t worry about what your stupid girlfriend
thinks,” Otilia said. “Don’t go changing to try and please
her.”

But I had already set a precedent for changing.
Carrie Anne would inspect my outfit with a gimlet eye each morning
before First Band. Thanks to her I no longer wore vertical stripes
which she had informed me made me look even skinnier. I now only
unbuttoned the top button of my Oxford shirts since unbuttoning the
second button, Carrie Anne felt gives people the wrong idea. I no
longer owned a pair of white Converse as white sneakers show dirt.
I suspected she would have much to say regarding my outfit.

“I have nothing to say,” Carrie Anne said as I took
my seat in the oboe section. She shifted her music stand as far
from mine as humanly possible.

“Did I not put enough effort into my look?” I asked.
Carrie Anne always said that you should look like you put some
effort into it.

“Oh, you put some effort into it, Asa,” she said.
“You put a lot of effort into it.”

Carrie Anne was correct. Switch Day would be my
entrance into society and nothing short of perfection would do. I
had spent the previous two weeks agonizing over this outfit.

One part of me said, go glamorous. Otilia’s
silver-sequined quinceañera dress still fit me. But I would have
needed to wear high heels with that dress and I could not risk
twisting my ankle on the high-school stairs as I was the kicker on
the football team and the offense had pretty much started to
revolve around me.

Another part of me said, be demure. Before
Carrie Anne entered my life, I had a five-year crush on Emily
Choate, my fifth-grade teacher, and I had just the perfect twinset
to pull off her look. But Otilia knew of my secret longings and I
feared she would out me. I knew it was pathetic to lust after an
elementary-school teacher in pantyhose and socks and
Keds, but Miss Choate was so endearingly nerdy and she wore
glasses. I was a sucker for a woman in glasses. Carrie Anne wore
glasses.

My look did not coalesce until two nights before
Switch Day. My grandmother Carmen once managed a nightclub in the
Fort Worth Stockyards called Waltz Across Texas and she had a look
that could kill. But the DEA shut down the club after finding
bricks of cocaine in her bosses’ office and Carmen now managed a
Winn-Dixie in Watauga. She no longer needed the tight leather
miniskirt and fishnet stockings that she had asked me to take to
Goodwill.

I never made it to Goodwill.

I could barely fill an A-cup but Carmen showed me how
to make breast forms out of old pantyhose and Play-Doh. When I
tugged Carmen’s snug black bodysuit down over my Play-Doh cleavage
and pulled her fishnets up my newly shaven legs on Thursday
morning—I, too, had a look that could kill. As did my girlfriend at
this very moment as we sat in First Band.

“Wherefore the evil eye, Carrie Anne?” I asked. “It
is all in the name of school spirit.”

“Since when have you ever had school spirit? It’s
like I don’t even know you.”

I had named my look: Stockyards Harlot. It had taken
me 20 minutes to stuff my calves into Carmen’s $1000 black Lucchese
python boots.

“Nice boots, Asa,” said the girl to my right, a
flutist named Nancy Gonzales. “You look hot today.”

“Perhaps you could relate this to Carrie Anne?” I
asked. Nancy was a senior. Her opinion carried weight.

“Or, Nancy, you could tell Asa that he looks like a
whore,” Carrie Anne said.

“Whores don’t wear glasses,” Nancy said.

I usually wore contact lenses while playing football
and doing makeup. But on Switch Day I felt my horn-rimmed glasses
lent me a certain air of bookish fuckability.

“He did a great job with his makeup, Carrie Anne,”
Nancy said. “Very subtle.” I awoke at four that morning to properly
contour myself.

“And nice hair, Asa,” Nancy added. My blonde hair was
my only purchase—I spent two weeks’ worth of waiting-tables money
at a wig salon in Fort Worth specializing in cancer patients. The
proprietor was less than enthused. But she took my money. I paid in
cash.

Carrie Anne hung her head. “It’s like I don’t even
know you,” she said.

The bell rang and Mr. McConnell rapped his baton on
the podium. “Today I announce chair rankings,” he said. “It is time
to separate the men from the boys.” He swept a glance across the
band hall. “But this will be quite difficult as it appears you are
all girls today.”

Caledonia, Texas was settled by dour Scottish
Presbyterians who were later joined by dour Southern Baptists. I
had assumed that only a handful of my fellow biological males would
take up Miss Farrell’s charge and flaunt their feminine sides. I
assumed wrong. Practically every person with a penis at Caledonia
High School had raided his mother’s closet and crawled into the
frumpiest Benny-Hill-in-drag floral housedress he could find. Legs
were hairy, socks were tube, and the boot of choice was the good
old Justin roper from Boot Town. Not mine: Carmen’s boots cost more
than my oboe.

Mr. McConnell lived next door to me. “Asa, the next
time you wear your grandmother’s old work uniform to class, perhaps
avoid the lipstick. Reeds and lipstick do not play well together.”
He rapped the podium for emphasis. “Correction: reeds with lipstick
do not play at all.” Carrie Anne and I occasionally shared oboe
reeds. Switch Day was not one of those occasions.

“Can we talk now, Carrie Anne?” I asked after
band.

“Not now,” she said as she swatted my hand away.

“Can we talk later?” I asked.

She leered at me. “We may talk later,” she
said. She knew this sentence would scramble my brain for hours.
Carrie Anne used grammar as a weapon of psychological warfare.

“Your stupid girlfriend clearly has no fashion
sense,” Otilia said when I joined her in second-period English
class and reported on Carrie Anne’s disapproval. “She’d be a lot
hotter in a skirt.” I had asked Carrie Anne to maybe consider
wearing a skirt to school every now and then. I received an
emphatic no. Boys and Otilia looked up skirts on the stairs, she
had said. Carrie Anne could have solved this problem, in my
opinion, with a pair of opaque tan pantyhose. I had several pairs I
could lend her—we were about the same size. But I kept my opinion
to myself. I was not ready to fly my true colors yet.

I accidentally dropped my pencil and bent down into
the aisle to retrieve it. I saw something life had never prepared
me for. Something I could not process. Something I had to inform
Otilia about immediately. Something I dared not say aloud.
Circumstances warranted a note.

I wrote: Otilia, drop your pencil.

I slipped the note to her. She scribbled something
and slipped it back.

Y?

I sent back my response.

Trust me—drop your pencil and look in Trace McCord’s
lap.

Otilia furrowed her brow quizzically, but dropped her
pencil. She banged her head on the bottom of her desk coming back
up and furiously scratched two questions.

Is that a pencil in his mom’s church dress? Or is he
just happy to see you?

I answered her questions. He is just happy to see
me. I bet the Reverend is real happy about Switch Day.

The Reverend in question was Trace’s father Rev. Trey
McCord, the pastor at the First Baptist Church of Caledonia. Trey
was famous in Caledonia for his crusades. His crusades usually got
someone fired. The most recent victim of a Trey McCord Crusade had
been Linda Grossman, a history teacher at Caledonia Middle School
with the temerity to suggest that “Civil War” might be a better way
to put things than the “War of Northern Aggression.”

Otilia forwarded me her final thoughts on the matter.
I just hope they don’t fire Miss Farrell because of Switch Day.
She is so fuc cute.

Otilia need not have worried. The very first pep
rally I ever attended as a Caledonia Rebel had featured a
rollicking tumbling routine set to the tune of “Baby Got Back.”
Miss Farrell did not get fired. She hired a model to pose in
nothing but a bikini bottom and pasties for a live-drawing
exercise. Otilia and I signed up for a second year of Miss
Farrell’s art class. And at the start of my junior year, Miss
Farrell shortened the cheerleaders’ skirts by one eighth of an
inch. She lived to see Switch Day. Miss Farrell was inexplicably
untouchable.

“Cute boots, Asa!” said Miss Farrell as I took my
seat in art class. It was not that high a compliment—Miss Farrell
thought everything was cute. “You really outdid yourself this Rebel
Pride Thursday, now, didn’t you?”

I had nothing to outdo. I had politely declined to
dress as a pirate for Pirate Day. I had indignantly refused to wear
anything bearing the school flag for Stars and Bars Day. And since
I lived behind a chicken plant; there was no way in hell I was
going to do myself up as a chicken for Chicken Day.

“I’m surprised more girls didn’t make the switch,”
Miss Farrell said. “Actually, I don’t think any girls did.”

“Every day is Switch Day for me, Miss Farrell,”
Otilia said.

Miss Farrell leaned forward on her stool and
conspiratorially crooked her brow. “I have already made up my mind,
Asa,” she said as her eyes flashed. “You just won this week’s Rebel
Pride Award.”

God, I hoped not.

“Maybe Coach Marshall could let you stay dolled up
for the pep rally,” Otilia said as she elbowed me. We on the
football team would don our jerseys, take to the gymnasium floor,
and sit through 40 minutes of Miss Farrell’s attempts to legitimize
cheerleading as a sport. The shortest players sat up front. I was
the shortest person on the team. I sat front and center.

“I have people,” Miss Farrell said. “I could make
this happen.” For a 27-year-old art teacher/cheerleading coach, she
had a disproportionate amount of pull at Caledonia High School. Mr.
McConnell, on the other hand, could barely get enough funding for a
new conductor’s baton. He was an angry man. He broke a lot of
batons.

“I so envy you,” Otilia said as we set our lunch
trays down in the cafeteria after fourth-period chemistry class.
“You get the best view up the pyramid.” Otilia played soccer, a
sport with even less status at Caledonia High School than
cheerleading, and she was forced to sit in the bleachers with the
rest of the hoi polloi.

“Might not be so positive today. This skirt leaves
very little to the imagination,” I said. “I do not want to pull a
Trace McCord.”

I had almost finished my mystery-meat cutlet when I
felt the familiar clamp of an arm around my neck. “Oye,
mariposa,” grunted my other second cousin, Eloy Lopez, as he
put me in a headlock. “Díme quien es lo más chingón.”

“Not today, Eloy,” I said. “You will mess up my
hair.”

Eloy slammed his tray on the table next to me and
hacked at his mystery meat with his spoon. “You look hot,
chica,” he said to me. “I want you to have my baby.”

“Nothing says lovin’ like inseminating your cousin,
Eloy.”

“Too bad you gotta take it all off for the pep
rally,” he said. Eloy played running back. He was six-foot-three.
He sat in the back.

“Maybe not, Eloy. Miss Farrell’s going to pull some
strings,” Otilia said. “Asa already won the Rebel Pride Award.”

“You better hope not, Asa,” Eloy said. “You know what
we do to award winners in the locker room. You saw what happened to
Jason McDonald when he wore his chicken suit.” Jason McDonald
worked at Chester’s Fried Chicken on East Broadway. All he had to
do to earn the Rebel Pride Award was wear his uniform to school.
“We plucked him up good,” Eloy said.

“Nary a feather remained, Otilia,” I explained. “He
had to purchase a new uniform.”

Eloy shoved the second half of his cutlet into his
mouth and stood up. “I better split, maricones,” he said
while still chewing his cutlet.

I choked down my powdered mashed potatoes after Eloy
graced us with his absence. “Miss Farrell will make me stand up in
front of the entire school at the pep rally. Either the rest of the
team will kill me…or Carrie Anne will,” I told Otilia. “I have
somehow got to stop this.”

“Can’t stop a moving train,” Otilia said. “Miss
Farrell already decided. Besides. If your stupid girlfriend can’t
take a little trans-curiosity? I say: fuck her.”

“That is precisely the point, Otilia,” I said. “I
shall never get to…um, do what you said…if I win that award. Carrie
Anne will dump me in a heartbeat.” I finished my fruit punch. “She
has Laotians from Saginaw just lining up to…uh, do what you
said.”

“She’s not going to dump you, Asa,” Otilia said.
“Unfortunately.”

I devised a plan on my way to fifth-period
pre-calculus. There was a fire-alarm pull box across from Coach
Marshall’s office deep in the bowels of the Athletics Wing. I would
nonchalantly pull the alarm as the team filed into the gym. The pep
rally would be history and Miss Farrell could maybe just humiliate
me the next day in the friendlier confines of art class. I would be
wearing a shirt and tie. The football team wore shirts and ties on
game days.

I was 30 seconds from pre-cal when I felt a tap on
the shoulder. “Miss,” said the voice of Mr. Baker, the
vice-principal assigned to patrol the second floor. “I’m going to
ask you to put your books on the floor, turn around, and stand up
straight, please.”

Another Trey McCord Crusade had resulted in a
high-school dress code the thickness of the phone book. Only three
sentences pertained to boys’ clothing. Article 327 of the Caledonia
High School Dress Code stipulated that the hem of a girl’s skirt
must be no greater than three inches above the knee. Mr. Baker
would prowl the second floor with a wooden ruler he had fashioned
himself and he was known to send girls to the principal’s office
for a mere eighth of an inch. It was rumored that his inches had
only seven eighths.

“Just going to do a little measurement here,” he said
as he pressed his ruler into me. To ensure maximum accuracy he
gripped my inner thigh just below the hem of my skirt and squeezed
it tight. I looked down and noticed that he was measuring from the
bottom of my kneecap. I also saw that the rumors were true. “Just
as I suspected,” he said. “Miss, you need to go downstairs and have
a little chat with Dr. Boyd.” Mr. Baker held his grip in place a
full fifteen seconds longer than necessary. “Name, miss?” he
asked.

“Asa Cranford.”

Mr. Baker furiously wiped his hand on his slacks.
“Doesn’t matter,” he said as he filled out a disciplinary referral
slip. “The rules are the rules.”

I revised my plan. I would convince Dr. Boyd to
suspend me for the rest of the day. I would thus avoid football
practice and therefore the locker room. Nobody would miss me—all I
did in football practice was kick. By 1994 I needed no practice. I
was five field goals from setting a state record.

“Jesus Christ. Baker and his seven-eighths inches
again,” said Dr. Boyd as I took the seat in front of her desk.
“Thank God I only have ten more years till retirement.” She clasped
her hands on the desk and squinted. “Have I seen you in my office
before?”

I had chatted with Dr. Boyd exactly once in my
life—after my freshman English teacher sent me to the office for
allegedly making up the story of my birth in an essay.

“Asa Cranford, ma’am,” I said to re-introduce
myself.

“No way,” she said.

“Yes, ma’am,” I confirmed.

“Wow,” she said. “You really know your way around
makeup for a place-kicker.”

“I have a request, Dr. Boyd.”

Dr. Boyd shook her head. “Don’t even bother. I might
be the principal. But my hands are tied. I let you off easy? Next
thing I know, I got Trey McCord in my office. Again.” She rolled
her eyes. “I couldn’t give a rat’s ass about the rules. But the
rules are the rules.”

“I know the rules are the rules, Dr. Boyd,” I said.
“I am asking you to enforce them. Furthermore: I want you to throw
the book at me.” I crossed my legs and leaned forward. “I want you
to suspend me for the day.”

“What for?” she asked.

“So I do not win the Rebel Pride Award at the pep
rally.”

Dr. Boyd leaned back in her executive chair.
“Suspensions go on your record, Cranford,” she said. “I am sure you
care about this.”

As a matter of fact, I did.

“On second thought…you know, Dr. Boyd…”

I was interrupted by the ringing of her desk phone.
Dr. Boyd held a finger up. “Hold that thought,” she said. She asked
the receptionist, “tell him to give me a moment, will you?” and
rose from her chair in a huff.

“So, about that suspension?” I asked.

“I got bigger problems right now,” she said as she
motioned for me to leave. “Go in peace to love and serve the
Lord.”

“I am not suspended?” I asked.

Dr. Boyd motioned harder. “Pull your skirt down a
little,” she said. “And stay off the second floor.”

“But my pre-cal class is on the second floor.”

Dr. Boyd repeated her motion. “You don’t need to go
to pre-calculus today,” she said. “You don’t need pre-calculus in
real life.”

I noted the presence of a certain Baptist minister in
the reception area. He undressed me with his eyes as I passed. I
spent the remainder of fifth period in the girls’ bathroom and it
was heaven. The girls’ room was so much cleaner and there were free
maxipads. I wished to be a girl forever. I merged back with Otilia
in sixth-period history class.

“You dodged a bullet, Asa,” she said as I took my
seat.

“I know,” I said. “I could have been suspended.”

Otilia cast me a confused look.

“Mr. Baker sent me to the office for too short a
skirt,” I explained as I opened my binder. “I sure did dodge a
bullet. Suspensions go on your record.”

“You dodged two bullets, then,” Otilia said.

“Not certain what you mean.”

“Guess you didn’t hear the announcement just now,”
she said.

“I was in the bathroom.” There was no loudspeaker in
the bathroom.

“Pep rally was cancelled,” she said. “I’m kind of
bummed out, actually,” Otilia said as the bell rang. “Miss Farrell
shortened the cheerleaders’ skirts. I was hoping for a glimpse of
some panties.”

Football coach Tito Marshall, on the other hand, had
no interest in a glimpse of panties.

“Get in here, Cranford,” he said as I passed his
office at the start of seventh period. “You can’t go in the locker
room dressed like that. You saw what they did to McDonald.”

“Then maybe I should rest my kicking leg today,” I
said. “Big game tomorrow.”

“Not a chance,” Coach Marshall said. He pointed to a
middle-school-sized pair of shoulder pads. “I got your crap out of
your locker for you.” He rose and closed the blinds. “I’m gonna
step out for a moment and give you some privacy while you suit
up.”

Carrie Anne was a tidy girl. Wearing dirty clothes
after a shower is disgusting, she once said. Thus, I always kept a
spare outfit in my football locker. Carrie Anne’s advice was always
sound but never sounder than on Switch Day and I hoped I would get
the chance to thank her on the ride home after football practice.
Carrie Anne was my ride home on Tuesdays and Thursdays. She would
wait at the door of the Athletics Wing after she finished marching
practice and we would hold hands on the way to her car. There would
often be some kissing.

She was waiting. But there was no hand-holding. And
absolutely no kissing.

“You changed clothes, Carrie Anne,” I said as she
unlocked her Honda.

“I took a shower.” She smelled of Pantene. I
approved.

“Where?” I asked. “The Arts Wing has no shower.”

“I drove home and back.”

“You are wearing a dress. I like it.” Her dress was
pink. “Correction: I love it.”

She said nothing and whipped into her driver’s
seat.

“Can we talk now?” I asked as we left the parking
lot.

“Let’s have some quiet time, shall we?” she said.
Carrie Anne’s ambition was to become an elementary-school teacher.
She already had the teacher’s voice.

I fixated on her knees as she drove towards my house.
Somehow, she knew about my thing for pantyhose. I so badly wanted
to touch those knees but I held myself back.

“Well,” I said as we pulled in front of my house, “I
guess we’ll talk later.”

“Oh, we’re going to talk right now,” she said
as she yanked up her parking brake.

“Let us talk, then.”

“No,” she said. “We are going inside.”

Carrie Anne’s father had told me in no uncertain
terms: his daughter was not allowed in my house. “Are we certain
this is a good idea?” I asked, making my way in front of her. “Your
dad said you might catch a disease in my house.” He had
specifically referred to venereal disease.

“Let me in, Asa.”

I had never been more self-conscious of my rotting,
sinking, stinking semi-Colonial ranch house than I was on Switch
Day afternoon. The soles of Carrie Anne’s black Converse stuck to
the floor as she walked. She broke character for a moment when she
walked in my bedroom. “It’s a lot tidier than I imagined,” she
said. She then snapped back. “Close the blinds,” she said. I did as
she said. Carrie Anne set her purse on my bed. “Now,” she said, “we
can talk.”

“Okay,” I said, standing by my closet door. “So,
Carrie Anne…”

“Shut up,” she said, “and close your eyes.”

Carrie Anne required that I close my eyes when we
kissed. I closed my eyes. I expected a kiss. I received no kiss. I
then expected a slap. But I received no slap. I did, however,
receive the distinct sensation of my zipper being lowered, my jeans
being yanked down, and my boxer shorts being pulled down.

“I must admit,” I said, “I cannot wait to open my
eyes.”

“Keep them closed and keep quiet.”

I trembled with anticipation yet trembled with fear.
For all I knew Carrie Anne was about to chop off my penis with a
cleaver. On the one hand, I never liked my penis all that much and
I would have thanked her. On the other hand, I cannot stand the
sight of blood.

“Can I open my eyes now?”

“You may open them now.”

Carrie Anne stood before me, stripped to her
pantyhose.

“Goodness, Miss Nguyen, you’re beautiful,” I said. I
advanced toward her and this was somewhat difficult as my jeans
were down around my ankles. “You are absolutely stunning.”

“Take your shirt off,” she said. I always did as
Carrie Anne said. “Now,” she said, “close your eyes again.”

She put her arms around my neck, her breasts shaped
themselves around mine, and my erection snuggled into her belly.
Our glasses clicked as we kissed.

“That…was amazing,” I told her when I opened my
eyes.

“You liked it?” she asked.

“I loved it.”

She broke away. “Good,” she said. She snatched her
dress off the bed and pulled it over her head.

“Is that it?” I asked. “Just a kiss?”

“You remember what Father Szczerba told us in
Confirmation class,” she said. “Procreation, not recreation.”

“But I am too aroused to be Catholic right now.”

“I know,” she said as she tied her shoes. “God, this
is such a relief.”

“What is such a relief?”

“That,” she said, pointing to my erection.

“I am certain I am lost.”

“I thought I knew you until this morning. But then I
worried that I didn’t know you at all,” she said. “But now I know I
knew you.”

“I still do not understand.”

Carrie Anne strapped her purse around her shoulder.
“Asa, you put a lot of effort into your appearance today.”

“But, Carrie Anne, you always tell me to look like
you put some effort into it. So I put some effort into it.”

“You put too much effort into it,” she said.
“The point of Switch Day was not to put any effort into it at all.
You should have just thrown on one of your grandmother’s dresses
and worn your cowboy boots like all the other guys at school.”

“But that is exactly what I did,” I said. “Except it
was my grandmother’s skirt and my grandmother’s cowboy
boots. Cowgirl boots, actually.” I bit my lip. “Those were also my
grandmother’s fishnet stockings.”

“Precisely,” she said. “You looked like you were
trying to look good.”

“I was trying to look good,” I said. “Did I
look good?”

“You looked good enough,” she said, “to attract male
attention.”

I certainly did attract male attention. I had the
disciplinary referral slip to prove it.

“I got worried,” she said. “I was scared you might
be…you know.”

I knew.

“If your boyfriend showed up at school looking like
he spent three hours on his makeup…wouldn’t you be just a little
concerned?” she asked.

“Personally, I am not one for boyfriends,” I said as
I pulled up my pants. “But what if I was?” I asked. “You say it
like it is wrong.”

“It’s not…there’s…oh, God, how do I explain this?
It’s not that I think it’s wrong,” she said. “It’s…”

“You were concerned I did not think of you,” I said,
“in a certain way.”

“Precisely.”

“I do, though,” I said. “I think of you in a certain
way, like, a 100 times an hour.”

“I can see that. What a relief.”

I was still quite anatomically enthused.

“Speaking of relief,” I said, “I fear I shall need to
hop down to the bathroom for some relief of my own.”

“You go do that,” she said. “No. Wait.”

“Not certain I can.”

Carrie Anne set her purse back on the bed. “I’m
sorry, Asa. I’ve been a bit unfair, now, haven’t I?”

“You are entitled to your feelings,” I said.

“No,” she said as she came closer. “I got you all
un-Catholic just now and I was about to just leave you
hanging.”

“I am not exactly hanging,” I said.

“Well, let’s make things right,” she said. “Close
your eyes again.”

I expected a kiss. I did not get a kiss. As Father
Szczerba always said: procreation, not recreation. I rummaged
through my theological toolbox and constructed a masterwork of
casuistry. Since the purpose of sex was procreation, it followed
that anything that did not result in a baby was not sex. This,
therefore, was not oral sex. It was just oral.

“Sorry,” Carrie Anne said as she paused to gasp for
breath. “It’s just…it’s a lot bigger than an oboe reed.”

“I shall take this as a compliment.”

Carrie Anne’s lapse in hygiene was astounding. I was
not allowed to kiss her until I had brushed my teeth. I was not
allowed to even touch her without washing my hands. Yet she found
my nether region perfectly suitable for consumption. I forgot to
keep my eyes closed and it dawned on me, the depth of her decline:
she was wearing her shoes inside my house. She never wore her shoes
inside any house. She always said that was gross.

“Carrie Anne,” I said, “I think you may have stepped
in bubble gum.”

She gagged. “Gross,” she said. She turned to look at
her shoes. This is when my relief came.

“Jesus, Asa,” she said afterwards, “I’ve already
washed my hair two times today.”

“I apologize profusely,” I said.

“You could have given me some warning.”

“It gave me no warning,” I said.

“Looks like I’ll need to take another shower.”

I pointed her down the hall to the bathroom.

“That bathroom is disgusting,” she said as she
returned with her body wrapped in one towel and her hair in
another. “How can you stand to live like this?” She undid her
beehive, shook out her hair, and sniffed it. “I think I can still
smell…you,” she said.

“My apologies,” I said. “More relief came while you
were out. Kindly do not touch that T-shirt on the bed.”

“Gross,” she said. “Listen, I know I’ve been breaking
a lot of my own rules…but it’s disgusting to wear dirty clothes
after a shower. You wouldn’t mind if I borrowed something clean to
wear, would you?” She stepped in the direction of my closet.

I panicked. I had intended to reveal my true colors
to her. Eventually. But I was going to plan for it first. I had no
plan yet. Carrie Anne had just overcome her concern about me. I was
not about to concern her again. I wished to be a girl forever.
Someday. In the future. Maybe the distant future. However, right
then—or very soon thereafter—all I wished for was more oral. I
leapt across the room to block her.

“Why don’t you borrow something of Carmen’s?” I
asked. “I believe she is your size.”

“Nah,” she said. “I’ll just borrow something of
yours.”

I swatted her hand from the door. “But everything in
this house smells of smoke,” I said. “You would not want to go home
smelling like smoke, would you?”

Carrie Anne sniffed the air. “It doesn’t smell like
smoke in here,” she said. “Just out there.”

“Look,” I said, my heart pounding. “If you don’t
mind, I would just really rather you not look inside my
closet.”

She pushed me aside. “Move over, Asa,” she said.
“There’s a twinset in there with my name on it.”

“I am sorry?”

“I said,” she said, “move over and let me borrow a
twinset.”

I heaved for air.

“Don’t worry, Asa,” she said. “Your second cousin
told me all about you ages ago.”

“Excuse me?”

Otilia never liked other women in my life. She had
tried to put Carrie Anne off me. Carrie Anne informed me that
Otilia had informed her that: I snored; I smoked; I portrayed
George H. W. Bush in Miss Choate’s mock presidential debate; I
never intended to take those vertical-stripe Oxford shirts to
Goodwill; and, I had a wide selection of twinsets in my bedroom
closet.

“My twinsets do not concern you?” I asked as Carrie
Anne attempted to stuff her arms down the sleeves of what was once
my favorite cardigan.

“They don’t anymore,” she said. “It did take me a
while to process. But I decided—who you are is more important than
what you are. I don’t care if you wear women’s clothes. I just
don’t want you wearing the women’s clothes you wore today.” Those
women’s clothes were still in Coach Marshall’s office—along with
Carmen’s $1000 boots. “You looked like a cowgirl prostitute today,”
she said as she stepped into one of my pencil skirts. “I would have
gone demure if I were you.”

She looked down at the bottom of my closet.

“What is it, Carrie Anne?” I asked.

“Okay, so now I’m pissed,” she said.

My head was reeling. “What did I do now?” I
asked.

“It’s like you don’t even listen to me,” she said.
“What have I always told you?” She lunged for my favorite Keds and
thrust them at me. “White sneakers? Really?”

“As you can see: they are quite clean.”

“Not for long,” she said as she threw them on the
floor. “Repeat after me, Asa Cranford: white sneakers show
dirt.”

I repeated after her.

“Any chance a girl can borrow a pair of pantyhose
from her boyfriend?” I handed her a pair and got enthused again as
she slipped them on.

“Do me a favor?” she asked. “Throw my Converse away.
I can’t wear shoes with gum on them. It’s gross.” She stepped into
my Keds.

“You will return my things…right?”

“Your clothes? Yes. These shoes? No, sir.” She
chuckled. “Or should I say, ma’am.”

“Yes.”

“Okay,” she giggled. “No, ma’am. These are going to
Goodwill. I will drop them off myself.”

“I mean it. I am a ma’am,” I said. “The bits don’t
match the brain, that’s all.”

Carrie Anne looked at me quizzically. “I’m sure I
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