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For Michaela 
A Note Before You Begin
You want to understand someone.

Maybe it's your child, who came home using words you'd never heard and a name you didn't give them. Maybe it's a friend who finally told you something true about themselves, and you nodded as if you understood—but you didn't, not really. Maybe it's a student, a patient, a colleague, and you want to support them but don't know what questions to ask or which assumptions to abandon.

Maybe it's yourself. Something has never quite fit, and you're looking for language to describe what you've always felt but couldn't name.

This book is for all of you.

The characters you're about to meet are fictional. Their experiences are real—drawn from countless conversations with people who trusted me with their stories of discovery, confusion, joy, and belonging. A student finds the word nonbinary after a lifetime of feeling unseen. Elena realizing at fifty-two why her marriage never felt right. Phoenix navigating spaces that claim welcome but stumble over pronouns. Casey, Alex, and Sage building a love that doesn't follow the old scripts.

Read this as a novel. Fall into the stories. Let yourself care about these people.

The vocabulary will come. The appendices at the back provide support, and the companion volume Identity and Intimacy goes deeper still. But understanding doesn't start with definitions—it starts with recognition. With seeing someone's experience and thinking: Oh. That's what it feels like.

By the time you finish, you'll have words for conversations you didn't know how to start. You'll understand people you couldn't understand before.

That's why I wrote this.

Whatever brought you here: welcome. There's a seat at this table for you.
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The Power of Finding Your Words 

Imagine spending your entire life trying to describe a color that only you can see. You point at it, you try comparing it to other colors, but nothing quite captures it. Then one day, someone says a word—a single, simple word—and suddenly, what you've been experiencing has a name. You're not the only one who sees this color. There's a whole community of people who've been seeing it too, searching for the same word you've been missing.

This is what finding the right pronoun, the right identity label, can feel like.

The Myth of Normal 

We're taught from an early age that there's a “normal" way to be. Boy or girl. He or she. Attracted to the “opposite" gender. These boxes are presented as if they're the only options, as if everyone naturally fits into one or the other. But here's a secret that's not really a secret: almost no one fits perfectly into these boxes.

Even those who seem to fit—who use the pronouns assigned at birth, who identify with traditional gender roles—often have moments of not quite fitting. The woman who was called “tomboy" as a child. The man told he was “too sensitive." The countless people who've heard “that's not very ladylike" or “man up" and felt something inside them resist.

The truth is, “normal" is a myth we've all agreed to pretend is real. And for those of us who can't even pretend to fit—whose very existence challenges these narrow definitions—the weight of being “not normal" can be crushing.

The Questions We're Never Taught to Ask 

In school, we learn to ask, “What do you want to be when you grow up?" but never “Who are you, really?" We're taught the mechanics of reproduction in health class, but not how to understand the complex landscape of attraction, romance, and identity. We memorize historical dates but never learn to examine our own history of self-understanding. Many of us sensed all along that something was missing from what we were taught—an inkling, a quiet hesitation, a feeling that the words on offer didn't fit the lives we were actually living. We didn't have language for the gap. We just felt it.

No one teaches us to ask: What does gender feel like to me, inside?

Is who I'm attracted to the same as who I want to build a life with?

Do the words people use for me match how I see myself?

What happens when the answer to any of these questions is “I don't know" or “something different"?

These aren't questions with right or wrong answers. They're invitations to self-knowledge, to a deeper understanding of the rich complexity that makes you who you are.

Walking in Someone Else's Pronouns 

Here's an exercise: Tomorrow, imagine everyone you meet calls you by the wrong name. Not as a joke, not to be cruel, but because they genuinely believe that's your name. They use it in emails, in introductions, in casual conversation. “That's not my name," you might say, but they respond, “Well, it's what we've always called you. It's too hard to remember a different name.”

How long before it starts to wear on you? How long before you feel unseen, unrecognized, fundamentally misunderstood?

Now imagine it's not your name but something even more fundamental—the pronouns that locate you in every sentence, the words that signal to the world who you are. “She went to the store," when everything in you knows it should be “he." “He's such a good student," when “they" is the only pronoun that doesn't feel like sandpaper against your soul. Or perhaps something else entirely—xe, ze, fae—pronouns that capture something essential about your experience that he, she, and they simply cannot reach.

This is daily reality for many people. Every wrong name, every wrong word, is a small erasure, a tiny moment of being unseen. But every right word? That's recognition. That's being known. That's coming home.

The Gift of Being Seen 

When someone tells you their pronouns—especially pronouns you might not have heard before—they're giving you something precious. They're trusting you with knowledge about who they really are, often knowledge that's been hard-won through years of questioning, exploring, and sometimes suffering.

When you use someone's correct pronouns, you're not just being polite. You're saying: “I see you. I recognize you. You exist, and you matter, exactly as you are.”

Finding Community in Language 

The first time someone discovers a word that describes their experience—whether it’s “transgender,” “nonbinary,” “asexual,” “pansexual,” “polyamorous,” or something beautifully specific like “demiromantic,” “lithromantic,” or “genderflux”—it's often accompanied by a powerful realization: I'm not alone. If any of these words are new, you don't need to know them yet. The chapters that follow, and the companion guide, will introduce them in context. For now, just notice which ones make you stop.

Each of these words represents not just an identity but a community. People who've walked similar paths, asked similar questions, felt similar joys and struggles. In a world that often tells us we’re “too different,” “too complicated," or “too much," finding your people—finding your words—can be lifesaving.

How This Book Works as Your Guide 

The stories in this book aren't just entertainment—they're windows into different ways of being human. Each character you'll meet represents real experiences, real identities, real people who exist in the world. As you read their stories, you might find: 

Mirrors: Characters who reflect your own experience back to you, helping you understand yourself better. 

Windows: Characters who show you experiences different from your own, building empathy and understanding. 

Doors: Characters who open possibilities you hadn't considered, expanding your sense of what's possible. 

The appendices at the back of this book and in the companion Guide, are your toolkit. They're not just definitions but explorations—ways to understand not just what these identities are, but how they feel from the inside. The flowcharts in the Guide can help you explore your own identity or better understand others'. The glossaries give you language to describe experiences that might have felt nameless.

An Invitation to Wonder 

This book is an invitation to approach identity—your own and others'—with curiosity rather than judgment, wonder rather than fear. It's an invitation to ask questions you've never been encouraged to ask, to sit with uncertainty when the answers aren't clear, and to celebrate discovery when they are.

Whether you're someone who's always fit comfortably in the categories you were given at birth or someone who's spent years searching for words that fit, this book is for you. Whether you're exploring your own identity or seeking to understand and support someone you love, these stories and resources are here to guide you.

Because in the end, we all deserve to be seen, known, and addressed as who we really are. We all deserve to find our words, our people, our own unique place in the beautiful, complex spectrum of human experience.

Welcome to the journey of understanding—both yourself and others. Welcome to a world where everyone's pronouns are respected, where every identity is valid, and where the answer to “Who are you?" can be as simple or as beautifully complex as you need it to be.

The stories that follow will show you how.
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The Infinite Spectrum 

We often use a “rainbow” flag to represent LGBTQ+ pride—six or seven beautiful, distinct stripes stretching across fabric in the wind. But rainbows contain a vast spectrum of colors. That spectrum represents the infinite diversity of human love, identity, and community.

Think about a color wheel for a moment. Between red and blue lie countless gradations—burgundy, crimson, violet, indigo, navy. Some colors sit next to each other, barely distinguishable except to the trained eye or a spectrophotometer. Others stand in stark, distinct contrast. But whether neighboring or distant, whether subtle or bold, each shade is separate, real, and necessary to complete the full spectrum.

Human beings are like that color wheel. We exist along countless spectra—not just the seven stripes of our flag, but infinite gradations of gender, sexuality, romance, and love.

Consider how language works. In English, we have one word: “rain." But communities that live with frequent precipitation develop dozens of terms. The Scottish distinguish between gentle smirr and heavier downpours. Meteorologists classify drizzle by droplet size and intensity. Each term exists because the distinction matters—because people who encounter that variety daily need precise words for their lived experience. (Appendix A.1.) The same pattern appears everywhere humans meet diversity. Snow enthusiasts distinguish between powder, crud, and champagne snow (Appendix A.2). Agricultural communities have developed twelve major soil classifications—sandy loam, clay loam, silty clay—because farmers need to know exactly what they're working with (Appendix A.5). Desert cultures classify sand by grain size, origin, and composition because these differences matter for construction, navigation, and survival (Appendix A.4).

Even our everyday vocabulary reveals this principle. We don't just say someone is "beautiful" or "smart"—we reach for gorgeous, radiant, and alluring on one hand, clever, astute, and ingenious on the other, each word marking a distinction the basic term flattens. We don't just say someone is "happy"—we distinguish between content, joyful, elated, blissful, cheerful, ecstatic, and dozens of other emotional states, each capturing a slightly different experience. We don't simply call someone "brave"—we recognize courage, fearlessness, valor, audacity, and intrepid spirit as distinct qualities, each with its own context and meaning (Appendices A.3, A.6, A.7, A.8).

When communities encounter variety, language grows to meet that variety. Precision develops from necessity, from respect, from love.

But here's something else about natural phenomena: they change over time. Rain becomes mist as conditions shift. Coarse sand becomes fine through weathering and transport. Loamy soil can transform into clay through different pressures and moisture. These changes aren't failures or corrections—they're natural evolutions responding to new environments and circumstances.

And so, it is with human identity.

Just as a meteorologist needs to distinguish between mist and drizzle, we need language for the full spectrum of gender expression. Just as a farmer must differentiate between loam and clay, we need words that honor the vast landscape of sexual and romantic attraction. Just as a geologist can identify dozens of sand types, we can recognize and celebrate the countless ways people love, connect, and build connections. And just as an artist works with hundreds of distinct colors that the casual eye lumps into a few—crimson and vermilion and oxblood all flattened to “red”—we need vocabulary fine enough to honor the shades of identity that simpler language erases.

The people you'll meet in these pages exist across that full spectrum. Some claim identities that are well-established, others explore language that's still emerging. Some navigate multiple intersecting identities; others have found clarity in specific terms. And some will discover that their understanding of themselves shifts over time—not because they were wrong before, but because humans, like natural phenomena, can change as they encounter new environments, relationships, and life experiences.

Identity isn't a fixed point on a map; it's more like weather patterns that can shift with new conditions. A person might begin college thinking they understand their place on the spectrum, only to discover through relationships, community, or simply lived experience that they exist somewhere entirely different—or that they move fluidly between multiple positions. Just as meteorologists track weather systems as they develop and change, people track their own understanding of identity as it deepens and evolves.

Sometimes these shifts happen gradually, like sand slowly being shaped by wind. Sometimes they arrive suddenly, like a weather front bringing unexpected precipitation. Often, individuals can't recognize these changes in themselves—there's no radar for personal identity—until they meet others who reflect new possibilities, or until circumstances create space for aspects of themselves, they hadn't previously explored.

All of them are real. All of them matter. All of them deserve the precision of language that honors their place on the infinite color wheel of human experience—whether that place remains constant or changes with the seasons of their lives.

You'll encounter terminology throughout these stories that might be new to you—just as rain names from Scotland or soil classifications from agriculture might be unfamiliar. Some characters use terms that are cultural, others prefer clinical language, still others create their own words entirely. This isn't academic jargon; it's the living vocabulary of communities who need precise language for their daily reality.  Think of this collection as an invitation—not just to romance, though there's plenty of that—but to a university campus where difference is celebrated, where community is intentionally built, and where love takes as many forms as there are people to experience it. Here, students and faculty create chosen families, build support networks, and learn that there are as many ways to love as there are colors in the spectrum.

These aren't stories about struggle and tragedy, though real challenges exist. These are stories about joy, discovery, community, and the simple, radical act of people living openly while building loving relationships. These are stories about what becomes possible when difference is met with curiosity rather than fear, when community is built with intention, and when love is allowed to take whatever form it naturally assumes.

The rainbow represents infinite possibility.  So do these stories.

So do you.

For character reference and detailed identity explanations, see Appendix B and The Complete Identity and Intimacy Guide.

For those interested in determining their own gender, sexuality or romantic identity useful flow charts are provided in the companion Guidebook. While these provide tools for use, please note that language is not precise. Use it as invitations to see if those descriptors fit your true self.

Welcome to a campus where every shade of the human spectrum is recognized, celebrated, and loved.

​
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Campus Move-in Day 

The rainbow flag hanging in the LGBTQ+ Resource Center window caught the morning light. Rain adjusted the “Ask Me About Pronouns" button on their volunteer t-shirt.

"You ready for this?" asked the center's graduate assistant coordinator, as he unlocked the building's front doors.

"You know, I love this part of the year. All these students getting their first taste of what's possible when you have community.”

"Spoken like a true literature major. Everything's a metaphor with you.”

"Everything is a metaphor. But some metaphors are just more honest than others. Like this whole orientation process—it's really about helping people find the language for who they already are.”

The first wave of students and parents began filtering across the quad.

A father approached the table, his child trailing behind, arms crossed.

"My kid wanted to stop here," The father said, not looking at the rainbow flag. “Avery, ask your questions so we can go.”

"Welcome," Rain said, looking past the father to Avery. “I'm Rain, they/them pronouns. What would you like to know?”

"Do you have a support group," Avery said quietly. “For students exploring gender identity. I saw it online.”

"We do. Thursdays at seven." Avery’s father checked his watch. “Gender identity. Right. Look, I don't have time for this. Avery, you're starting grad school—you can figure out your... whatever this is... on your own time. I need to get back on the road.”

Avery's face went blank. “Fine. Go.”

"Don't be dramatic. I said I'd help you move in, and I did." He turned and walked away without another word.

Rain waited until he was out of earshot. “You, okay?”

"Yeah. He's been like that since I tried to explain intergender to him. Acts like if he ignores it long enough, it'll go away." Avery uncrossed their arms. “So. Thursdays at seven?”

"Thursdays at seven. I'll be there." Rain handed them a flyer. “And here's my email if you need anything before then.”

"Thanks." Avery pocketed the flyer. “It's weird—I spent all summer dreading this moment, and he was actually less awful than usual.”

"Low bar.”

"The lowest." Avery almost smiled. “But this helps. Knowing there's somewhere to go.”

After Avery left to find their apartment, Rain watched them go. The coordinator raised an eyebrow.

"You, okay?”

"Yeah. I just—some days I wish I could just exist without being a teaching moment, you know? But then I remember what it was like not having anyone to ask.”

A tall girl with dark hair caught Rain's attention as she paused in front of the building, reading the sign.

"First time seeing the center?" Rain called out.

"No. I visited during my campus tour last spring. I'm starting graduate school in archaeology." She approached the table.

"I'm Lora. She/her pronouns.”

"Rain, they/them. Welcome! Archaeology—that's so cool. Elena in that department is supposed to be amazing.”

"She is," Lora said, and something in her voice suggested a deeper familiarity. “I mean, from what I've heard. Her work on Mesoamerican civilizations is groundbreaking.”

"Well, if you want to get involved with any of our programming this year, we've got everything from support groups to advocacy work to social events. No pressure, but the group here is pretty special.”

"I'd like that. It's nice to see visible support right in the center of campus.”

"That's the idea. Sometimes visibility is half the battle." Rain handed her a flyer. “Our welcome mixer is tonight if you're interested.”

"I'll try to make it.”

Lora Her phone lit up with a text from her parents: “Hope you're settling in well, mija. We're so proud of you. Love, Mamá y Papá.”

Lora smiled and typed back: “Settling in great! The campus is beautiful and everyone's been welcoming. Love you both.”

A knock on her apartment door interrupted her unpacking. When she opened it, she found a woman about her own age with short blonde hair.

"Hi, I'm Alex. I think I'm lost—I'm looking for the art building?”

"Oh, you're pretty far off," Lora said, stepping into the hallway and pointing. “You want to head back toward the main quad, then east. It's the building with all the interesting sculptures outside.”

"Thanks," Alex said, then paused. “I love your earrings, by the way.

Are those Aztec-inspired?”

"Good eye. They're reproductions of jewelry found at Teotihuacan. I made them myself.”

"That's amazing! I'm an art major, so I'm always noticing jewelry and accessories.”

"Thanks. I'm Lora, by the way. She/her.”

"Alex, and I use she/they pronouns depending on how I'm feeling.

Today's definitely a she day.”

"It's nice to meet you, Alex. Are you a first-year?”

"Second-year, but I'm still getting lost constantly. You?”

"Graduate student, first year. Archaeology.”

"Oh cool! Like Indiana Jones but with better research methods?”

Lora laughed. “Exactly like that, but with more paperwork and fewer explosions.”

Her phone rang. Professor Martinez's name appeared on the screen.

"Hello, Professor.”

"Lora, please, call me Elena. I wanted to check that you'd arrived safely and see how you're settling in.”

"Just fine, thank you. I'm unpacking now, and orientation activities start tomorrow.”

"Excellent. If you need anything at all—academic support, recommendations for services on campus, or just someone to talk through the adjustment—please don't hesitate to reach out.”

"I appreciate that, Elena. I'm looking forward to getting started on research.”

"As am I. Your writing sample was exceptional, Lora. I am looking forward to finally meeting you, and I think you're going to do remarkable work here.”

"Alex! You made it back!" She turned to see Casey approaching from across the quad.

"Casey! God, it's good to see you. How was your summer?”

"Good—I did an internship with a nonprofit working on relationship education. Learned a ton about healthy communication and conflict resolution."  “You look amazing. Very much in your feminine energy today.”

"Thanks, I feel it. I missed having people around who just get it.”

A voice interrupted them. “Hey, can I ask you something?" A guy Alex vaguely recognized from last year's orientation was standing nearby.

"You're genderfluid, right? I've been trying to understand what that means.”

Alex glanced at Casey, who gave a small nod.

"Yeah, I am. What do you want to know?”

"Okay, so... do you like, wake up and choose what gender to be? Like picking an outfit?”

"It's not a choice exactly. More like... you know how some days you wake up energized and some days you wake up tired? You don't choose that. My gender works similarly. I wake up and I feel a certain way, and I express that.”

"But how do you know? Like, I'm a guy, and I just... am. I don't think about it.”

"That's the point," Casey jumped in. “You don't think about it because your internal sense matches what everyone expects. For Alex, there's more variation. The internal sense shifts.”

"Huh." He seemed to be processing. “So, when you're feeling masculine, are you like... a guy? Or still a girl who feels masculine?”

"Neither, really. When I'm in a more masculine phase, I'm not 'a guy' in the way you are. I'm Alex, expressing more masculine energy. The underlying person is still me.”

"That's confusing.”

"It can be. You don't have to fully understand it to respect it.  Use whatever pronouns I tell you I'm using that day, and you're good.”

"Okay. Thanks for explaining. Sorry if I asked anything weird.”

"You asked in good faith. That's what matters.”

After he walked away, Casey grinned. “Patient Teacher Alex strikes again.”

"I think he was trying to flirt actually! I wasn't always that patient. I used to get so frustrated when people didn't immediately understand. But most people genuinely don't know, and yelling at them doesn't help anyone learn.”

"I know that feeling. My family's great about my being poly now, but they still sometimes act like I'm going through a phase." Casey rolled their eyes. “How was your summer? Still working on the gender expression series?”

"I've got enough pieces for a small exhibition now. Paintings that shift depending on the lighting, sculptures that look different from various angles. I'm trying to capture the experience of identity fluidity visually.”

"That sounds incredible. I'd love to see them sometime.”

"Would you want to get coffee this week? I could show you the portfolio.”

"I'd like that. I've been thinking a lot about relationships and communication this summer. I might bend your ear about some new ideas.”

"Relationship ideas?”

"Yeah, around ethical non-monogamy. Nothing heavy, just stuff I've been learning about healthy relationship structures.”

"That sounds interesting. I've always wondered about alternative relationship structures.”

"How about Wednesday? That coffee place on Oak Street.”

The Evening Mixer The LGBTQ+ Resource Center had been transformed for the welcome mixer. Rainbow streamers hung from the ceiling; tables of snacks arranged around the room.

"Lora!" Rain appeared at her elbow. “I'm so glad you came. Let me introduce you to some people.”

Lora met Star, a confident first-year with purple hair who used Star/stars identity. She talked with Blain, a third-year engineering student who mentioned being asexual with the same casual confidence that someone else might mention their major.

"It's refreshing," Lora told Rain during a quiet moment, “being around people who understand that identity is just a normal part of introducing yourself.”

"That's the goal. Though it took time to build this culture. When I was a first-year, there were maybe five of us at these mixers.”

"Rain, there you are." Casey approached them. “I wanted you to introduce me to your friend.”

"Lora, this is Casey. Casey, Lora. Casey's a sociology major and basically runs half the social justice programming on campus.”

"Hardly," Casey laughed. “Nice to meet you. Rain mentioned you're starting graduate school in archaeology?”

"That's right. And what is your focus?”

"Relationship structures and family systems. I'm particularly interested in alternative relationship models and how they challenge traditional assumptions about love and commitment.”

"Alternative how?”

"Like ethical non-monogamy—polyamory, relationship anarchy, solo poly. The idea that love doesn't have to be scarce or exclusive to be real and meaningful.”

"Huh. I've never really considered that.”

"Most people haven't, which is why education and visibility matter so much. Traditional relationship models work great for some people, but they're not the only option.”

Alex arrived, having changed since earlier—more androgynous now, with a button-down shirt and jeans instead of the flowing skirt from that afternoon.

"Alex!" Casey's face lit up. “Perfect timing. I was just talking about relationship diversity.”

"Oh, are you already corrupting new students with your poly propaganda?" Alex teased.

"Education, not corruption. Though I suppose the distinction depends on your perspective.”

"So many new concepts to learn," Lora said. “I keep waiting for the catch. Places like this don't usually exist.”

"Where did you do undergrad?" Rain asked.

"A small liberal arts college in the Midwest. Very academically rigorous, very socially conservative. I was the only openly trans student in my department." Lora shook her head. “Four years of fielding ignorant questions. Being the unofficial educator for classmates who meant well but knew nothing.”

"That sounds exhausting," Alex said, not sugarcoating it.

"It was. My parents were amazing, though—my dad once got into it with a pharmacy clerk who was rude about my prescription. But at school, I was on my own." Lora gestured around the room. “This is different. All these different ways of being human, and everyone just accepting it as normal.”

"It should be normal everywhere," Casey said. “But until it is, we create the communities we need.”

More students joined their conversation. Star appeared again, sporting constellation earrings that caught the light.

"I'm still figuring out if I'm actually asexual or just haven't met the right person yet," Blain said during a discussion about identity certainty. “Does that make sense?”

"Completely," said Zoe, a psychology graduate student. “I'm demisexual. Took me three dates with my last girlfriend before I felt anything beyond friendship—she thought I wasn’t interested. Turns out I just needed time to develop the emotional connection first." She smiled ruefully. "It took me years to understand that my attraction patterns were valid, not just me being 'slow' or 'picky.'"

“I think there’s no finish line for this. The questioning is part of the identity, not a detour around it," Rain said. “Identity exploration takes time for everyone.”

Avery, another graduate student, joined them. “Sorry—I couldn't help overhearing. The questioning part really resonates. I identify as intergender—my gender exists somewhere between and among masculine and feminine. It took me a long time to find that word.”

"I've never heard that term," Lora said.

"Most people haven't. That's part of why spaces like this matter—you hear language that finally fits.”

Tyler, a graduate student in African American Studies, nodded.

"Exactly. I use 'same gender loving' instead of 'gay' because it honors Black cultural traditions around relationships and sexuality. The words we choose matter.”

"Huh," Alex said. “I never thought about how cultural background might influence identity language.”

"Everything's interconnected," Tyler said. “Race, sexuality, gender, class—we can't understand identity in isolation from cultural context.”

Li appeared at the edge of their conversation circle. Rain moved to include her.

"Professor Li! I'm glad you came. Everyone, this is Professor Li from the literature department.”

"Please, just Li," she said. “I hope it's appropriate for faculty to attend student events?”

“Of course,” Casey said. “The more perspectives in the room, the better the conversations. That’s my whole thesis—literally, it’s my thesis.”

"You know," Li said, “I've been learning a lot from student conversations about identity and language. It's... it's complicated, trying to be supportive while also recognizing I have my own learning to do.”

“Good,” Rain said. “Nobody here has it figured out. That’s sort of the point.”

As the evening wound down, Lora found herself exchanging contact information with several people and making plans to attend the Thursday support group. Avery caught her eye across the room and raised their cup in acknowledgment—a long way from that morning's tense goodbye.

At her old school, being trans had felt like being the only one of her kind—constantly explaining herself, constantly educating others, constantly aware of her difference. Here, her trans identity was just one note in a symphony of diverse experiences. Important, certainly, but not isolating.
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Chapter 2: FIRST IMPRESSIONS 
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Elena 

The seminar room was Elena's favorite teaching space—large windows letting in natural light, display cases along the walls showcasing artifacts from various Mesoamerican cultures. She'd arrived early to set up her presentation materials and arrange handouts about the summer dig opportunity.

The classroom filled gradually. Graduate students mostly, with a few ambitious undergraduates.

"Good morning, everyone," Elena began, clicking to her first slide—a sunrise photograph she'd taken over the Pyramid of the Sun at Teotihuacan. “Welcome to Advanced Mesoamerican Archaeology. I'm Elena, and for the next sixteen weeks, we're going to explore one of the most sophisticated and misunderstood civilizations in human history.”

She paused, making eye contact with each student. “I'd like you all to introduce yourselves. Name and how you'd like to be addressed, and tell me one thing about  indigenous civilizations that fascinates you." She smiled at the young woman in the front row. “Let's start with you.”

"I'm Lora Chen-Martinez, she/her pronouns. I'm a first-year graduate student. What fascinates me most is how Mesoamerican astronomers developed mathematical concepts that European scholars wouldn't discover for centuries. The precision of their calendar systems suggests a sophisticated understanding of time that went far beyond practical agriculture.”

"Excellent observation, Lora and so nice to finally meet you in person. The concept of cyclical time versus linear time is something we'll explore this semester. Can you tell the class about your background in archaeology?”

"Undergraduate work focused on material culture analysis, with a thesis on ceramic traditions in the Olmec period. I'm particularly interested in how artistic motifs can reveal trade relationships and cultural exchange patterns that written records don't capture.”

"And what drew you to Mesoamerican archaeology specifically?”

"My mother's family is from Michoacán," Lora said. “Growing up, I heard stories about our ancestors and our culture, but I also saw how our histories had been erased or distorted by colonization. Archaeology felt like a way to reclaim some of that knowledge while contributing to more accurate historical understanding.”

"That's powerful motivation. And important perspective for the field. We need more archaeologists who understand cultural continuity rather than just studying 'lost civilizations.'" “Yes," Lora said. “These cultures weren't lost—they were systematically suppressed. There's a difference.”

As other students introduced themselves, Lora took notes on everyone's responses. When a student mentioned his trade route research, Lora asked a follow-up question about ceramic distribution patterns.

"Now," Elena said once introductions were complete, “let me tell you about an opportunity some of you might be interested in." She clicked to her next slide—an aerial photograph of  ruins overgrown by the tropical rainforest. “This summer, pending grant approval, I'll be leading an excavation at a newly discovered site near Tulum. It's a significant time commitment—six weeks in Mexico, rudimentary living conditions, and academic work that will push you to your limits.”

Several students sat up straighter.

"The site appears to be a previously unknown trading center, possibly connected to the maritime trade networks that linked the coast with inland centers. We'll be working in partnership with local Indigenous communities, using their traditional knowledge alongside scientific methods.”

Elena clicked to the next slide, showing preliminary survey data. “I'll be looking for four graduate students to join the team. The application process will be rigorous, and I'll expect exceptional work in this class before making selections. If you're interested, please see me during office hours.”

When class ended, several students approached with questions. Lora hung back, organizing her materials. When the others had left, she approached Elena's desk.

"Elena? I wanted to ask about the summer excavation. I know you said to come to office hours, but I'm wondering about the timeline.”

"Applications are due in mid-October. But the selection process is highly competitive. We typically have twenty to twenty-five applicants for four spots.”

"I understand. I'm very interested." Lora paused. “I should probably mention—Chen-Martinez isn't a married name. My father is Chinese American; my mother is Mexican American. I chose to hyphenate because both cultures influenced my interest in archaeology, and I wanted to honor that complexity in my professional identity.”

"Having multiple cultural perspectives can really enrich archaeological interpretation. And your family's connection to Michoacán—that's actually relevant to some of the trade network research we'll be doing.”

"My grandmother used to tell stories about ancient traders who brought obsidian and jade from distant places. I never knew how literally true those stories might be until I started studying Mayan exchange systems." Lora's enthusiasm was evident. “And your work on gender roles in Maya society is part of what brought me to this program. Your paper on female merchants in Teotihuacan challenged a lot of assumptions.”

"You've read my work on trade networks?”

"I've read most of your publications. Your approach to material culture analysis is just what I want to learn.”

"That’s the kind of preparation I like to see. Tell me, what did you think of my conclusions about ceramic distribution patterns in the Tlatilco complex?”

What followed was a twenty-minute discussion that evolved from professional assessment into intellectual exchange. Lora had clearly thought critically about Elena's research, offering thoughtful questions and alternative interpretations.

"I should let you get to your next class," Elena finally said, glancing at her watch.

"Actually, this was my only class today. I blocked out Tuesdays and Thursdays for research." Lora hesitated. “If you ever need help with grant applications or research assistance, I'd be very interested. Even filing or data entry. I learn better when I'm actively engaged.”

"Actually, that might work out well. Are you free Friday afternoon? I could use help reviewing recent publications for a grant proposal.”

"I'll be there.”

"My office is in the archaeology building, third floor. Come by around one o'clock.”

Li 

The Poetry and Creative Writing Workshop met on Wednesday afternoons. Li arranged copies of poems on the central table: Adrienne Rich's “Diving into the Wreck," Ocean Vuong’s “Someday I'll Love Ocean Vuong," Andrea Gibson's “Andrew," and several pieces by local poets. The selection represented different approaches to writing about identity—some direct, others metaphorical, all honest about the complexity of understanding oneself through language.

"Good afternoon, everyone," Li began as students settled into their seats.  “Today we're exploring identity poetry—work that examines who we are, who we're becoming, and how language shapes our understanding of ourselves.”

Rain sat near the window, notebook already open.

"Before we dive into the readings, I want to talk about the relationship between poetry and self-discovery," Li continued.  “Sometimes we write to express what we already know about ourselves. Other times, we write to figure out what we think or feel. Poetry can be both a mirror and an exploration tool.”

A student raised her hand. “Do you think poets have a responsibility to be authentic when writing about identity? Like, if you're writing about being queer or being a person of color, does that automatically make it political?”

"Oh—that’s the question, isn’t it?" Li leaned forward. “I’m curious what the rest of you think, because I’m not sure I have an answer myself.”

Another student spoke up. “I think existing as yourself is already political if your identity challenges what society considers normal. Like, Rain using they/them pronouns isn't making a political statement—it's just being themselves. But society makes it political.”

Rain considered this. “That connects to something I've been thinking about in my own writing. When I write about being non-binary, am I writing identity poetry or am I just writing poetry that happens to be by someone who's non-binary?”

A student in the back spoke up with an edge of frustration. “I'm curious something that might sound insensitive?”

"This is a space for honest questions," Li said.

"All these new pronouns and identity terms... I support people being who they are, but sometimes it feels like we're making things more complicated than they need to be. Like, my grandmother doesn't understand what non-binary means. Does that make her a bigot? Or does it mean we've created language that excludes ordinary people?”

The room tensed. Rain's expression was carefully neutral.

"That's a real concern," Li said, tilting their head. “Language accessibility matters. But let me ask you this—when medical terminology seems complicated to laypeople, do we say doctors are being exclusionary? Or do we accept that precise language serves a purpose?”

"That's different. Medical terms describe real things you can test for.”

"Can't identity be tested by the person experiencing it?" Rain asked, their voice measured but firm.

"But how do I know which pronouns to use for someone I just met? I don't want to offend anyone, but I also can't memorize fifty different options.”

"You ask," Rain said simply. “The same way you'd ask how to pronounce someone's name. It takes thirty seconds.”

"But some of these neopronouns—xe, ze, whatever—they don't even sound like English. Am I supposed to restructure how I think about grammar for every new identity someone invents?”

Li felt the conversation heading toward confrontation. “I think there's a tension here worth exploring. You're raising concerns about accessibility and communication. Rain, you're speaking to the importance of recognition and accuracy. Both are valid considerations.”

"Are they though?" Another student jumped in. “I mean, if someone's identity is real, isn't asking them to simplify it for others' comfort kind of oppressive?”

"And if the language barrier prevents allies from engaging," the first student countered, “aren't we limiting our own movement?”

Li let the debate continue for another minute, then gently steered back.  “This is the kind of complexity identity poetry addresses. How do we find language that's both precise enough to capture our experience and accessible enough to communicate it? That's the challenge every poet faces. Rain, you mentioned writing about being non-binary. Can you elaborate?”

"Well," Rain said, “sometimes I write poems explicitly about gender identity. But other times I write about, say, the way light moves through trees, and my perspective as a non-binary person might influence how I see that light, but the poem isn't about being non-binary.”

"So, you're asking whether identity influences all of our work, even when it's not the explicit subject?”

"Right. Like, does my experience of existing between traditional gender categories affect how I understand other kinds of in-between spaces? The way dawn isn't quite day and isn't quite night.”

Another student leaned forward. “That's really smart. Like how my experience as a first-generation college student affects how I write about class dynamics, even in poems that aren't specifically about education.”

"Let's look at one of today's poems through that lens," Li suggested, distributing copies of Andrea Gibson’s “Andrew." “This is explicitly about gender identity and transition but notice how Gibson uses metaphor and imagery to explore internal experience rather than just describing external changes.”

The class spent twenty-five minutes analyzing the poem's language, discussing how Gibson used concrete images to convey abstract feelings about gender and honesty.

"Rain," Li said during a pause, “you mentioned writing about gender identity in your own work. Would you be comfortable sharing a piece with the class?”

"I brought something I wrote last week—it's still rough.”

"Rough drafts are just what a workshop is for.”

Rain pulled out their notebook: 

“Self-Portrait in Pronouns" 

They is not the absence of gender 

but the presence of something 

your language hasn't learned to hold.

I am not the space between he and she 

I am the bridge 

that proves the distance was never empty.

When you stumble over they, 

Remember your tongue is learning to speak  

a more honest world 

one syllable at a time.

I exist in the pause 

before you choose which restroom, 

in the moment you realize 

there are more ways to be human  

than your terms allow.

Call me they like you mean it 

not as compromise 

but as recognition 

that some of us were always 

plural in our singularity.

The room fell silent after Rain finished.

"I’m glad you read that," Li said quietly. Then, to the class: “What landed for you? What did you hear in Rain’s poem?”

One student spoke first. “The line about 'your language hasn't learned to hold'—that's powerful. It makes me think about how language evolution reflects social understanding.”

"I love the bridge metaphor," another added. “It reframes non-binary identity as connection rather than absence.”

"The ending—'plural in our singularity'—that's such a beautiful paradox. It captures something I've never heard expressed before.”

Li offered analysis. “Rain, this poem does something sophisticated with voice and audience. You're addressing someone who uses they/them pronouns uncertainly, but you're doing it with patience rather than frustration. That creates space for education without being didactic.”

"Thank you," Rain said. “I've been thinking about how to write about identity in ways that invite people in rather than pushing them away.”

After class, as students packed up, Rain approached Li's desk.

"Li, could I ask you something about craft? Maybe this isn't appropriate for office hours. It's kind of personal.”

"Office hours are precisely for questions that connect personal experience to academic work. What's on your mind?”

Rain glanced around to make sure other students had left. “I've been thinking about what you said—about poetry helping us explore who we're becoming, not just who we've been. Do you ever write about identity uncertainty? Like, when you're not sure who you are yet?”

"That's actually something I've been thinking about in my own writing lately. Poetry can be a space for exploring questions we don't have answers to yet.”

"Really?”

"Really. Sometimes poetry is how we give language to experiences we don't fully understand yet. What feels true today might need different words tomorrow.”

Rain took this in. “I've been wondering about that. I'm pretty clear about being non-binary, but there are other aspects of identity that feel less settled.”

"Such as?”

"Attraction, I guess. How I relate to other people romantically. I know I'm pansexual in theory—attracted to people regardless of gender—but I'm still figuring out what that means in practice.”

"Pansexual meaning attraction to all genders?”

"Yeah, as opposed to bisexual, which some people define as attraction to two or more genders but with awareness of gender differences. For me, pansexual feels more accurate because gender really doesn't factor into my attraction at all. I'm drawn to people for their minds, their creativity, their emotional depth—gender is just irrelevant.”

"Do you mind me asking," Rain continued, “how you knew you wanted to focus on identity themes in your own poetry?”

Li was quiet for a moment. “I think I was trying to understand myself through writing before I consciously realized that's what I was doing. Looking back at poems I wrote five years ago, I can see questions I was exploring that I didn't have language for at the time.”

"Questions about what?”

"Questions about gender expression, mostly. About whether the person I was presenting to the world matched who I felt myself to be internally.”

Rain's expression changed. “And did writing help you figure that out?”

"It helped me ask better questions. And it helped me realize that uncertainty isn't something to solve immediately—sometimes it's something to sit with and explore.”

They talked for another fifteen minutes about the relationship between writing and self-discovery.

"Thank you," Rain said as they prepared to leave. “For the feedback on the poem, and for the rest of the conversation.”

"Thank you for sharing your work. And Rain? If you're interested in reading more contemporary poets who write about attraction and relationships in complex ways, I could recommend some collections. Also..." Li paused. “You mentioned finding support for identity exploration. Are there campus resources you'd recommend for someone who might be questioning certain aspects of their identity?”

Rain's expression brightened. “Yes. The LGBTQ+ Resource Center has good programming. Luna runs support groups that are super welcoming to people at any stage of exploration. They meet Thursday evenings.”

"That's helpful information. Can faculty join?”

"Of course," Rain said with a gentle smile. “Luna's good at creating safe spaces for questioning. No pressure to have everything figured out.”

"Stop by office hours Thursday and I'll have that poetry reading list ready.”

"I'll be there.”

After Rain left, Li pulled out her notebook and began writing: 

Questions without answers become poems asking 

what if I am not who I thought I was?

What if the person in faculty photos 

is a draft of someone still being written?

Student voices teach me courage to explore 

the pronouns I practice in private.

Her phone lit up with a text from her husband: “How was class today?”

“Good. Students are doing thoughtful work on identity poetry. How was your day?”

“Busy but productive. See you at home.”

Maybe Thursday evening's support group at the Resource Center would provide some of the group Rain had described.

Lora

Friday afternoon found Lora walking toward the archaeology building. She'd spent the morning in the library, pulling together recent publications on Mesoamerican trade networks for Elena's grant proposal.

She knocked on the partially open door. “Elena? It's Lora.”

"Come in!" The office was just what Lora had imagined—artifacts carefully displayed, field photographs covering one wall, stacks of journals. Elena gestured to the small table by the window.

"Thank you for coming. I've got coffee if you want some—but, it's strong enough to wake the dead.”

Lora accepted the mug that Elena offered , noting the faded logo from a university in Mexico. “Is this from field work?”

"Excavation in Chiapas, about ten years ago. One of my favorite projects—we were working with local Indigenous communities to understand how contemporary cultural practices connected to ancient traditions." Elena's expression grew thoughtful. “It was the first time I really understood how archaeology isn't just about the past. It's about how the past lives in the present.”

"That's something I've been thinking about a lot," Lora said. “How do we study ancient cultures without erasing the people who maintain those traditions today? It's one of the reasons I was drawn to your work.”

"That's the right question. And one of the reasons I'm excited about this Mexico project. We're partnering with local communities from the planning stages through publication. It's collaboration, not extraction.”

They spent forty-five minutes reviewing research papers, with Elena explaining where each source would be relevant.

"This paper on ceramic analysis," Elena said, “is the kind of methodological approach we'll be using at the Tulum site. Have you had experience with ceramic dating techniques?”

"Some. My undergraduate thesis involved analyzing pottery sherds from Olmec sites. Basic typological classification and temper analysis, though I'd love to learn more advanced techniques.”

"Excellent foundation. We'll be using portable X-ray fluorescence—XRF analysis that can give us compositional data in the field, which helps identify trade origins in real time. It's revolutionizing how we understand ancient exchange networks.”

Their conversation naturally expanded beyond the grant proposal. Elena shared stories from various excavations—the thrill of uncovering a perfectly preserved vessel, the frustration of losing funding, the satisfaction of mentoring students who went on to make discoveries.

" “What got you into archaeology? I'm curious about the personal motivation.”

Elena was quiet for a moment. “I think I was looking for something that would help me understand honesty. How people in the past lived true to themselves despite social pressures." She paused. “That probably sounds overly philosophical.”

"Not at all. I think about being real a lot too," Lora said. “Being trans teaches you pretty quickly that living openly sometimes requires courage. Studying people who found ways to be themselves in challenging circumstances feels relevant.”

Elena looked up. “That makes perfect sense. And thank you for sharing that perspective.”

"Actually," Elena continued, “that connects to something I've been thinking about for the summer excavation. I want the team to include people who bring different perspectives. Academic diversity matters, but so does experiential diversity.”

"That sounds like the kind of project I'd love to be part of," Lora said. “The collaborative approach with Indigenous communities, the focus on cultural continuity—it aligns with everything I hope to accomplish.”

"Good. Because based on today, I think you'd be an excellent addition to the team. The formal application process still matters, but I wanted you to know I'm impressed.”

"This site we're proposing to excavate," Elena said, showing Lora satellite imagery of the overgrown ruins, “appears to have been abandoned suddenly sometime in the late Classic period. But there's evidence that local communities continued to use it for ceremonial purposes well into the colonial period.”

"That's fascinating," Lora said. “Do we know anything about what caused the abandonment?”

"That could have been a combination of factors. Climate data suggests there might have been a severe drought, but there's also evidence of political upheaval in the region. Like multiple archaeological layers that tell different parts of the same complex story.”

They spent another thirty minutes discussing the site's potential significance.

"I should probably let you get back to your weekend," Lora said eventually, noting it was past five o'clock.

"Actually, I was wondering if you'd be interested in continuing our discussion over dinner," Elena said. “To discuss the research project further. There's a good Mexican restaurant downtown.”

"I'd like that very much.”

Walking across campus together, Elena said, “I should probably mention—I just went through a divorce—my ex-husband and I separated about six months ago. I'm still figuring out some aspects of my personal life.”

"I'm sorry if that's been difficult.”

"It was actually liberating, in some ways. Ending a relationship that wasn't working gave me space to think about what I want from life." Elena glanced at Lora. “Sometimes major changes create opportunities for self-discovery.”

"I understand that" Lora said. “Transitioning taught me a lot about the courage required for honest living. Sometimes the scariest changes turn out to be the most necessary.”

Elena nodded. “Though I'm still in the figuring-out phase.”

El Corazón turned out to be warmly lit with traditional Mexican décor. Over dinner—Elena recommended the mole poblano—their conversation ranged from archaeological theory to family background to academic life.

Lora shared more about her experience as a trans student in conservative environments, while Elena talked about struggles balancing career with family responsibilities.

"I spent twenty years trying to be the person I thought I should be," Elena said over dessert. “Good wife, dedicated mother, successful academic—but always feeling like something was missing. Like I was performing a role rather than living openly.”

"And now?" Lora asked.

"Now I'm trying to figure out who I am when I'm not performing for other people." Elena met Lora's eyes. “It's terrifying and exciting at the same time.”

"That's how I felt when I first started living as myself. Like I was finally becoming real after years of being a character in someone else's story.”

"That's a beautiful way to put it," Elena said.

"Thank you for tonight," Lora said as they reached campus. “The research discussion was helpful, and I enjoyed the personal conversation too.”

"Thank you for being such excellent company. I haven't had a conversation like that in a long time.”

"I'll see you in class next week," Lora said.

"Yes. And Lora? I hope you'll seriously consider applying for the summer excavation. I think you'd bring something special to the team.”
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​CHAPTER 3: COMMUNITY 
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Rain 

The LGBTQ+ Resource Center felt different on Thursday evenings. During the day, it buzzed with casual foot traffic. But Thursday evenings belonged to the support groups, and the atmosphere shifted to something more intimate.

Rain arrived early to help Luna set up the main meeting room, arranging chairs in a circle and setting out tissues and snacks.

"You ready for this?" Luna asked, carrying in a box of herbal teas.

"Excited. There's something about September that feels full of possibility.”

"I saw we have some interesting newcomers on the sign-up sheet," Luna said. “A first-year who's been asking about neopronouns, a second-year engineering student with questions about asexuality, and a transfer student from Vermont who mentioned needing community.”

Students began filtering in around six-thirty. Casey arrived with their usual confident energy, settling into a chair and immediately making welcoming conversation with a shy-looking first-year. Tyler came in with Mark, their ongoing conversation about intersectionality continuing as they found seats. Blain entered last, choosing the chair near the door.

"Good evening, everyone," Luna began once the circle was complete.

"Welcome to our Identity Exploration support group. For newcomers, this is a space where we can discuss questions about gender identity, sexual orientation, relationship structures, and any other aspects of LGBTQ+ experience in a supportive, confidential environment.”

She gestured to Rain. “I'm Luna, and I'm the center's counselor. This is Rain, and they're our student co-facilitator. We'll start with introductions—share your name, how you'd like to be addressed if you're comfortable, and one thing you're hoping to explore this semester.”

"I'll start," said a confident first-year with bright purple hair and constellation earrings. “I'm Star, and I use Star/stars. I'm hoping to find other people who understand that gender can be bigger than what most people expect.”

"Thank you, Star," Luna said. “Who'd like to go next?”

Blain shifted in his seat. “I'm Blain, Second-year in engineering." He paused. “I think I might be asexual, but I'm not sure what that means or how to figure it out. Does that make sense?”

"That’s worth sitting with," Rain said.

"There's no pressure to have everything figured out—questioning is completely valid.”

The introductions continued. Casey shared their interest in discussing polyamory misconceptions. Tyler mentioned wanting to explore same gender loving terminology within Black cultural contexts.

“I'm Mark,” the student next to Tyler said. “He/him. I'm questioning a lot about my sexuality right now. Tyler invited me. I'm here mostly to listen, but as a black man I've been thinking about same gender loving as a framework that might fit me better than the language I grew up around.”

Zoe introduced herself as someone researching human sexuality while navigating her own demisexual identity. “I'm studying these concepts academically," she said, “but I'm realizing that personal experience and theoretical knowledge don't always align neatly.”

A transfer student shared their background as a transfer student seeking community. “I'm interested in how poetry can be a tool for exploring identity questions that don't have easy answers yet.”

"This is perfect timing," Luna said once introductions were complete.

"We have several people interested in understanding the asexual spectrum, and that's a topic where support can be really valuable.”

She turned to a whiteboard and began sketching a diagram. “Asexuality exists on a spectrum. At its core, it's about experiencing little to no sexual attraction. But there are many ways people experience asexuality.”

Blain leaned forward. “So, it's not just ... not wanting sex? Does that make sense as a distinction?”

"Yes," Zoe said. “I'm demisexual—I'm on the asexual spectrum.”

"And there's graysexual," added Casey, “which is experiencing sexual attraction rarely or only under specific circumstances. The asexual or ace spectrum includes a lot of different experiences.”

Luna added to her diagram, showing how sexual attraction, romantic attraction, and sexual behavior could all vary independently. “Some people experience romantic attraction but not sexual attraction. Some experience sexual attraction but not romantic attraction. Some experience both, neither, or something in between.”

Blain's expression shifted from confusion to recognition. “So, there are other people who need emotional connection first? That's a thing?”

"Lots of us," Zoe said.

Mark raised his hand. “I'd like to learn about cultural aspects. Are there different ways that different communities understand sexuality?”

“That's why I use 'same gender loving' instead of 'gay.' It's terminology that honors Black cultural traditions around sexuality and relationships.”

"Can you explain more?" a transfer student asked.

"Same gender loving, or SGL, was developed by Black activists in the 1990s," Tyler said. “It acknowledges that sexuality and identity can't be separated from cultural context. For many Black people, 'gay' feels like a white, middle-class term that doesn't capture our experiences or honor our cultural traditions.”

Mark took this in. “That's helpful. I've been struggling with how to understand my attraction to men within my family and social context.”

"Speaking of diverse," Star interjected, “can we talk about pronouns? I use Star/stars pronouns, and I get lots of questions about what that means.”

"Star, would you like to explain neopronouns?" Luna asked.

"Sure." Star settled more comfortably. “Neopronouns go beyond he, she, and they. Some people use xe/xir, ze/zir, or options that connect to their specific identity, like mine. Star/stars/starself works just like she/her/herself—you'd say, 'Star is here, stars backpack is blue, that belongs to Star, Star did it starself.'" “That's cool," a transfer student said. “How did you know which pronouns felt right?”

"I'm what some people call stargender or catgender—my gender identity connects to stars and also to feline qualities. It's a type of xenogender, where gender is understood through non-human concepts.”

Star's explanation was patient. “Traditional options didn't feel right because they're connected to human gender categories that don't describe my experience.”

"Xenogender is something I'd love to learn more about," Rain said. “I'm agender, so I don't experience gender at all, but the idea of gender connecting to non-human concepts is interesting.”

"It's hard to explain to people who think gender only comes in two flavors," Star said. “But once you understand that gender is about internal experience rather than body parts or social roles, it makes sense that some people's gender might relate to colors, weather, or cosmic phenomena.”

Tyler considered this. “That connects to how different cultures have always had more than two gender categories. Maybe xenogender is a contemporary way of accessing that diversity.”

"Yes!" Star's enthusiasm was infectious. “Every culture has people whose gender doesn't fit dominant categories. We're not making things up—we're finding language for experiences that have always existed.”

"Can I push back on something?" An older graduate student spoke up.

"I've been in LGBTQ+ spaces for almost a decade now.”

"Go ahead," Luna said.

"I hear Star's explanation, and I respect it. But I worry sometimes that we're diluting what being LGBTQ+ means. When I came out as a lesbian in 2015, it meant something specific. Now there are a hundred micro-identities, and I'm not sure that helps us fight for rights or build connections.”

The room went quiet.

"Are you saying my identity isn't real?" Star's voice was careful, not accusatory.

"I'm saying I don't understand how 'stargender' relates to the discrimination I face for loving women. I got fired from a job for being a lesbian. I've been harassed on the street. When someone identifies as a cat or a star, it feels like... trivializing what the rest of us go through.”

"Respectfully," Tyler said, “Black people said similar things when white gays wanted to join civil rights coalitions. 'Your discrimination isn't like our discrimination.' But oppression isn't a competition.”

"I'm not saying it's a competition. I'm asking whether every identity needs to be in the same movement. Maybe some identities are about gender and sexuality, and others are about ... something else.”

"Like what?" Star asked.

"I don't know. Personality? Aesthetic preference? Not everything that feels meaningful must be a gender.”

Rain chose their words. “I hear that you've faced real discrimination, and that matters. But Star isn't asking you to validate stars identity—Star is asking for the same space to exist that you wanted when you came out.”

"But I came out as something people could understand. Lesbian has a definition.”

"Does it though?" Zoe asked. “There are lesbians who are attracted to non-binary people. Lesbians who are trans women. The definition has always been evolving.”

The older student sighed. “Maybe you're right. I just... I worked so hard for acceptance, and it feels like we keep adding things that make acceptance harder.”

"Or," Luna said gently, “we're creating space for people who couldn't be themselves under the old definitions either. Including people who were in our group all along but didn't have language."  The tension didn't fully resolve, but it softened. “I'll think about it," she said. “I don't want to be the person gatekeeping who belongs.”

"That’s the work," Rain said. “Keep thinking, keep listening.”

Luna made notes on the whiteboard. “What I'm hearing is that identity—whether it's about attraction, gender, or cultural belonging—is much more diverse than mainstream society often acknowledges. And we don't all have to understand each other perfectly to make space for each other.”

Casey explained ethical non-monogamy when someone asked about polyamory.

"Polyamory is about having multiple romantic relationships with the knowledge and consent of everyone involved. It's not about wanting variety or being unable to commit—it's about believing that love doesn't have to be scarce or exclusive to be real and meaningful.”

"How does that work practically?" asked a graduate student.

"Lots of communication, schedule coordination, and emotional processing," Casey said with a laugh. “I know, I make it sound like project management. But honestly? It’s the first time relationships have made sense to me.”

"One thing I love about this group," Luna said as the formal discussion began winding down, “is how we all learn from each other.

There's no single expert—we all have different pieces of the puzzle.”

"Something I've been wondering," Blain said. “How do you know if what you're feeling is real? Like, how do you know you're not just confused or going through a phase?”

"I think," Zoe said, “the fact that you're asking questions and seeking community suggests you're taking your feelings seriously. That's not confusion—that's self-exploration.”

"And even if something is a phase, that doesn't make it less real," Star added. “We're allowed to understand ourselves differently at different points in our lives.”

Casey nodded. “The whole 'it's just a phase' thing is used to dismiss people's experiences. But phases can be meaningful. Growth is real. Change is real. That doesn't make your current understanding less valid.”

"One thing that helped me," Rain said, “was realizing I didn't need anyone else's permission to understand my own identity. If agender feels right to me, then it is right for me. No one else gets to vote on that.”

"That's beautiful," a transfer student said. “Gender as self-determination rather than external validation.”

As the meeting ended, people clustered into smaller conversations. Star and the transfer student talked about cosmic metaphors in poetry. Blain and Zoe continued discussing asexual spectrum experiences. Casey explained polyamory communication to a curious student, while Tyler and Mark discussed cultural identity.

"Good meeting," Luna said to Rain as they stacked chairs.

"Rain, I wanted to ask if you'd be interested in helping facilitate a new group this semester—something focused on creative expression and identity exploration. Poetry, visual art, music—a space where creativity and identity work can happen together.”

"I love that idea. When would it meet?”

"Probably Sunday afternoons.”

"Absolutely. I think several people from tonight might be interested.”

There was a knock on Star's door. “Come in!" Jamie, Star's neighbor from down the hall, wheeled their chair into the room. “Hey, Star. How was your meeting?”

"Good! Want some tea?”

Jamie nodded, maneuvering to face stars desk. They'd become friends during orientation, bonding over shared experiences of educating people about their identities—Jamie as a wheelchair user and non-binary person, Star with xenogender identity and neopronouns.

"I've been thinking about what you said last week," Jamie said as Star prepared tea. “About how explaining your identity can be both exhausting and empowering.”

"Yeah? What specifically?”

"I realized I've been feeling guilty about setting boundaries around what I'm willing to explain about my disability and gender. I want to educate people, but I also need to protect my energy.”

Star handed Jamie a mug and settled cross-legged on stars bed. “That's exactly it. We can be visible and educational without being available for every single person's curiosity.”

"How do you decide when to engage and when to set boundaries?”

"I think about whether the person seems interested versus just satisfying curiosity. And I consider my energy level—am I in a good headspace to be educational, or do I need to take care of myself?”

"Tonight, at dinner, someone asked about my pronouns and my wheelchair in the same breath, like they were equally mysterious. I started to explain, then realized I was just tired.”

"And that's completely valid," Star said firmly. “Being visible doesn't mean being constantly available. Sometimes the most radical thing we can do is prioritize our wellbeing.”

"You know what I realized?" Jamie said as they prepared to leave.

"Having friends who understand means I can just be myself instead of constantly explaining myself.”

"Exactly. Community is where we get to
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