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There are a million annoying things about starting university when you’re seventeen. That’s the plight of the student born in December: you’re always just that little bit younger than most of your friends. I guess it isn’t a huge deal when you’re eight and your friends are nine, but when they’re eighteen and the law sees them as adults but you’re still seventeen and the law sees you as a child, sometimes you just want to scream.

I still need my mom for the simplest things, like opening new bank account. Hello! I’m a university student going through to be a computer programmer.  I think I can choose a freakin bank account on my own!

And changing my name.  You’d think if I’m old enough to live independently—well, independently in a dorm room—I’m old enough to choose what name I want to be called. But no.  I need parental permission for that too.

Or I could just wait until my birthday.  It’s not that far off.

Because, see, the thing is... when I tell my parents I want to change my name they’re going to wonder why.  They’ll probably think I’m trans.  They know about all that stuff.  They’re not as clueless as some people’s parents.  Like when I started dating a girl in high school, they were fine with that.  They didn’t sit me down and have a talk with me.  They just included Ashley in our family the same way they’d later include my sister’s boyfriend.

Ashley was the first person who ever asked me if I might be trans, like a trans guy or something.  She didn’t say it mean or judgemental.  We were just together one time, holding each other, and she whispered it: “Did you ever wonder if maybe you’re trans?”

It ruined the mood, but that was my fault.  I got so angry I even kind of pushed her. I didn’t mean to hurt her or anything, but my body’s bigger than hers.  I’m bigger and she fell and... that was it, I guess.  

Ashley left in tears.  She avoided me at school.  Neither of us said the words “We’re breaking up,” but after a few weeks had gone by it was pretty clear.

I feel so bad about it now, obviously.  I think a part of me felt bad about it even while it was happening, but a bigger part of me was just... I don’t know.  So angry.  

As it turned out, she was really on to something.  Maybe that’s what got me worked up: the fact that she was seeing something I didn’t want anyone to see.  Maybe everyone already could.  Maybe everyone already can.  

Maybe I don’t have to be so nervous about coming out to my parents.  Maybe they already know.

A lot of times, people think I’m a guy.  It’s because of how I dress: baggy jeans, crusty hoodie, short hair.  I’ve got this paperboy hat like something you’d see on an Oliver extra, but it was my grandfather’s and I modelled myself on him for a long time.  When I first started thinking about names, it was his that came to mind.  He was called Charles.  That’s not a bad name.  It even kind of suits me.  But Charles is clearly a man’s name.  

I’m not a man.  I don’t want to be a man.

Living away from home since the end of August has really freed up my mind.  Meeting new people has helped, too.  I went to a Queer Alliance meeting where they welcomed in first years like me, and there were people there who didn’t identify as male or female.  I met this couple and, to look at them, you’d think they were lesbians I guess.  Or, I mean, that’s what I thought.  

Jack dressed all dapper and Min wore a skirt, but they’re both non-binary.  Jack identifies as androgynous and Min as agender.  That kind of opened my mind, because I’d heard of non-binary and andro and agender, but I pictured it one way.  Meeting them sort of solidified in my mind that you don’t have to present yourself in one specific way in order to reject the gender binary.  

Min was like: “People think I’m femme, and sometimes I am. And sometimes I’m not.  I wear what I feel like wearing.  Screw other people.  Screw what they think.  My gender identity’s not about them.”

Words to live by, right?

Anyway, all this talk has been the long way of telling you I’m sitting on the train right now—got a window seat and everything—heading home to spend Thanksgiving with my family.  And I love them and I’ve missed them so much, but every time I think about having this talk with them I want to puke my guts out all over this business lady who’s sitting across from me.  And I don’t think she’d appreciate it.  I don’t know much about shoes, but hers look expensive.  Not the sort of thing you want to get puked on.

That’s another thing I can’t apply for: my own credit card.  I’ve got one on my parents’ account, which is how I bought my ticket home, but then all my charges go on their bill.  I don’t want them asking, “Hey Lill, what’d you spend 150 bucks on at a place called supersecretstuff.com?”

I mean, I don’t want them calling me Lill at all, which is what’ll make this a way harder conversation than before.  For me, coming out queer, or coming out as a lesbian I guess, that involved another person.  Like, all I had to say was “This is my girlfriend Ashley” and they could fill in the blanks.

But my gender identity isn’t about other people.  It’s just about me.  It’s internal.  There’s no way to tell them without telling them.  Even dressing butch isn’t really a clue, because think about what Min said: you can dress any way you like, that doesn’t make you femme or butch or gay or straight or male or female.  Only you can choose how you identify.

I think I’m making this business lady nervous because she keeps peeking out from behind her paper.  Could be because I’m leaning forward.  Time to sit back, pop my headphones in my ears and listen to music.  It’s too bad I can’t study on the train.  I’ve got a ton of reading to do over the holiday weekend, but I get motion sickness if I read in a moving vehicle.  This lady’s shoes really don’t want me to take that chance.

Anyway, staring out the window and listening to The Sheepdogs ain’t so bad.  The thing I like about the train is that it takes you where it’s taking you, and you get there when you get there.  You can’t exert any control over it.  Screaming “move faster!” (or “move slower!”) at the top of your lungs isn’t going to work, so you might as well relax and accept it.

When we’re two stations away from my stop, I start writing a text to tell my mom I’m getting close.  Then I change my mind.  She’s probably busy shopping for tomorrow’s big dinner, and my dad can’t drive because of his detached retina.  Wouldn’t it be a surprise if I just showed up like, “Hey family! I’m home! Happy to see me?”

Yeah, that’s what I’ll do.  There are always taxis waiting outside the station. I’ll just grab one of those.

The business lady stands up two seconds before I do, and now she obviously thinks I’m following her even though it’s just a coincidence we’re getting off at the same stop.  I didn’t pack much, just some books and a snack I didn’t eat.  No sense bringing a change of clothes when so much of my wardrobe is still at my parents’ house.  Same with my toothbrush and all that.  My dad kept teasing me that he was going to change my room into a dance studio so he could fulfil his lifelong dream of teaching ballroom dad-dancing at night and dad-ercizing during the day, but my mom promised they wouldn’t touch a thing.

Just like I thought, there are a bunch of cabs waiting outside the train station.  I hook my duffle bag over my shoulder and mosey on up to one.  The driver’s inside reading a Korean newspaper and listening to some kind of upbeat classical music.  I open the back door and ask, “Can you take me to 187 Valerian Way?”

“Sure,” he says, folding up his paper.  “What’s the intersection?”

I tell him roughly where my house is and he says he knows the area.  I’ll guide him along the way. 

When we’re close I tell him to slow down, turn here, go straight... almost there.

“One-eight-seven?” he reconfirms when we’re at 179... 181...

“Yup,” I tell him.  “One eighty-seven.  Lived there all my life.”

183... 185... 189... 191...

“I missed it?” the guy asks me, but I’m too bewildered to answer.

Are we on the wrong street?  “Valerian Way,” I say, more to myself than to him.  “This is Valerian Way?”

How could it not be?  That’s my neighbour’s house.  That’s my other neighbour’s house.  The people on the right only moved in four or five years ago, but Mr. Alexii at 185 has lived next door since the beginning of time.

And now, in between these two houses, there’s just... nothing.  No house.  It’s not like my family home burned to the ground since the last time I talked to my mom.  Anyway, I’m sure she would have told me. But that couldn’t be the case anyway, because look at the space between 185 and 189: it’s an extended sideyard full of established trees—trees that must have been on that spot for thirty years at least.  You couldn’t fake a tree.

What is this, some sort of parallel universe where my family’s house doesn’t exist?  Have I entered the freakin Twilight Zone?

“What do you want me to do?” the driver asks.

I glance at the meter.  Sheesh, it’s getting up there.  Good thing I’ve got that credit card in my wallet.  I’ll have to pull it out to cover the fare.

“Can we drive down the next street?” I ask, on the off-chance street names have changed sometime since late August. 

The taxi driver takes me down the road that runs parallel with mine.  I’m vaguely familiar with it.  Never really had much reason to walk down it, but I recognize the houses.

We go along the next street.  I know this one because I had a friend who lived here when I was younger.  The street after that I know too, because I had to walk up here to wait for the school bus.  And the street after that is a main artery.  Then we’re out of this little pocket of neighbourhood that I know so well.

The driver puts his hand on the back of the passenger seat the way people do when they’re backing up.  He turns around to look at me.  “What you want to do?”

The meter makes my decision for me.  “I’ll just get out here.”

“We didn’t find your house,” he says.

“I know.”

Kind of snapped at him there, but he
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