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That’s when something barrels into me
from behind. I go down hard on my face.
There’s something on top of me. Something
heavy. As I start to lift my face up,
it growls. A low, wet hum.
Then it clamps down on my leg.
I scream.
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This book is for you.
I wish I’d been a better friend. I wish you had been, too.




A NOTE FROM LOGAN-ASHLEY

In 2024, over 660 anti-trans bills were put forward across state and federal legislatures in the United States. When I write this, halfway through 2025, the new number has already climbed to 940. The overwhelming majority of those bills target trans children’s access to medical and social transition. And in the United Kingdom, similar rulings and bans continue that same pattern of rabid cruelty.

For an untold number of youths across the world, the horror of forced detransition is very real. Beyond this page, please be aware that you will be reading about transphobia, sexual harassment and assault, body horror, and the death of several animals, both on- and off-page. For more detailed information on the contents of this particular story, you can go to loganashleykisner.com.

To those who read on – to the trans kids in particular – I want to say that these real-world horrors are not new. That does not make them any less terrifying to face. You have every reason to be angry, upset, or afraid.

To steal a quote from Larry Mitchell: there are two important things to remember about the coming revolutions. The first is that we will get our asses kicked. The second is that we will win.

I hope this story gives you courage. I’m here to tell you it’s going to be okay. It’s not going to be quick, and it’s not going to be easy, but it’s going to be okay.

[image: Logan-Ashley Kisner’s signature.]
Logan-Ashley Kisner, June 2025
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A couple weeks before my top surgery, I curled up with Michael Dillon’s memoir in the corner of the school library. He was the first transgender man to undergo top surgery, all the way back in 1942, but he wrote very little about the procedure and what to expect of it. What he did write was this: the anaesthesia made him vomit for nearly a full day afterward, and he was so happy to finally be “rid of what I hated most”.

I don’t know all the ways that top surgery has progressed since 1942, although I have to think that the anaesthesia has gotten better.

For me, the worst part has been the drains. Drains are these round, softball-sized bulbs hung by pins from the compression binder and connected to these tubes that disappear into my chest beneath the incision marks on my pecs. They have to be emptied twice a day. I’ve been doing it myself for the last two and a half weeks, measuring as the blood has gone from a vibrant, syrupy red to a thick, sluggish black. It’s done a lot to solidify my belief that the human body is truly disgusting. Today, at last, I’m getting them taken out.

“Now, this will feel weird, but it shouldn’t hurt.” The nurse – whose name I’ve already forgotten – pulls a glove over each hand. “Are you ready, Hunter?”

I come back to the moment and nod. This doctor’s office is like every other, small and sparse and blindingly white. I sit at the edge of the exam table, bare-chested and avoiding eye contact with my dad, who’s sitting a few feet away in a plastic chair.

Being shirtless in front of him is strange because my chest doesn’t look male. Not when you compare it to, like, a cis guy’s chest. The nipple grafts are scabbed over and most of the skin is still numb to the touch. It looks weird and feels even weirder.

The nurse puts one hand on the side of my chest while the other wraps around the first tube. I wince at the strange sensation and watch as she slowly pulls it out. She’s right; it doesn’t hurt but it feels weird. Like a magician yanking scarves out of his sleeve.

Except I don’t think scarves are supposed to squeal. I can tell the nurse hears it too, because she makes a face as she finishes pulling it out: woOP! Like a slide whistle.

Fresh blood dribbles from the new, dime-sized opening in my chest. The nurse calmly tapes a cotton ball down on it. Then she drags her finger along my ribcage, and I realize there’s something else there.

“That’s coagulated blood,” she explains, holding her gloved finger up into the air. “Totally normal, looks like you just had some left in the tube.”

My blood fits perfectly on the pad of her finger. A small black worm. Even my dad’s nose wrinkles when the nurse holds it up in his direction.

After the second drain is removed, silently, the nurse explains a few things that I already know: don’t pick at the scabs, don’t lift my arms above my head for a while, and any questions should be phoned to the office, not typed into Google. I almost roll my eyes, but I notice Dad nodding along, so I let the nurse prattle on.

On paper, my dad and I look something alike: blue-grey eyes, reddish-brown hair, and a slightly upturned nose. But my dad seems like he should be military: buzz cut, flat mouth. I’m still waiting to outgrow the puffy face I got from starting testosterone.

Traffic isn’t bad for a Friday afternoon in Chicago, and it gets better as Dad drives us away from the surgeon’s office and towards Naperville. He’s a first officer for Southwest airlines, and travels in total silence. It’s just us and the Duran Duran song playing on the radio, which all feels very normal considering we watched two tubes be pulled out of my body a few minutes ago.

Eventually, though, Dad clears his throat and turns the volume down a few clicks. “You’re back to school on Monday, right?”

“Yep.”

“You feel…all right?”

That’s as close as he’s gotten to asking about my chest since the surgery. “I’m fine.”

He nods curtly. “Good. Well, sorry I won’t be here to see you off.”

“It’s just coming back from winter break.”

“Your last winter break,” he corrects me. “High school only happens once.”

Thank God, I think.

He continues, “Anyway, my schedule is going to be rough for a while. Trying to make up for being grounded the last two weeks.”

He leaves because you had to go and get an expensive fucking surgery unsaid, but I can still hear it hanging in the air between us. Irritation prickles across my skin.

I came out as trans when I was thirteen. Testosterone wasn’t an option at that point, but there were puberty blockers. Mom was willing to sign off on it. Dad had “safety concerns”. So our relationship really sucked for the three years that my body bled and my breasts grew, and sometimes one of us will go back to scratch at that scab.

I could do that now, but I’m not in the mood to spend the rest of the drive home rehashing this. The prickle fades into a buzz. I sigh and stare out the window.

There’s nothing like Chicago in the thick of winter. The dead trees look like scratch marks at the bottom of the cloudless, blindingly blue sky. I love this time of year, although a large reason for that is the excuse it provides me to layer up and hide my body. We’re all androgynous blobs when it drops below freezing. It dawns on me suddenly that since I have the chest of a man, I might not hate summer any more.

It’s a strange thought. I can’t visualize myself in a tank top.

“Oh, make sure you keep an eye on Norman.” Dad’s voice drowns out the radio again. “Annie’s been talking my ear off about predator…migration. Something.”

“You’re listening to Annie, now?” I joke, pulling out my phone.

Most of my messages are from last month, people wishing me a speedy recovery right before I went into the hospital. My mom and younger stepsister, Maddy, are among them. Nobody’s really checked in since then, which is fine. It’s not like I want to tell Maddy all about my scabbing nipples. I just text Gabe, my best friend and one of only two people I’ve kept in the loop for every horrible step of this.
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“He’s your dog,” Dad answers.

“Yeah, I know.”

“Hunter.” I look up and he’s staring at me. “Seriously, I know we joke, but she’s not crazy.”

Yeah she is, I think, that’s why she’s Animal Annie.

Annie Searchwell lives in the house opposite ours. Every time our local news station, Channel 17, needs someone to talk about local wildlife or adoption drives or whatever else, they call Animal Annie. I’d be surprised if they didn’t send her an honorary pay cheque every now and again.

“We’re not in the inner city,” he continues. “That preserve is right there and—”

“It’s the Evil Dead forest, I know.” I relent. “Yeah, I’ll keep an eye on him. I always do.”

My dad nods. “Thank you.”

My phone buzzes in my hands. It’s Gabe.

LET’S GO! [image: Party popper emoji.]


Animated confetti explodes across the screen. I stifle a laugh.

Marcy Calico is sitting on the hood of her maroon Sonata when my dad finally pulls onto our street. She’s impossible to miss.

Mars is the name she actually goes by, which I think prepares you for the rest of her. She’s a half-Filipino girl who’s six months older than me. Her arms are covered in tiny stick-and-poke tattoos and her hair is turquoise from a failed attempt to dye it Christmas green. My dad parks in the driveway, and as I step out, Mars clambers down from her car and runs towards me, boots crunching on the snow slush.

I brace myself for impact. Instead, Mars stops a few inches in front of me, arms held threateningly open. “Hi. Hug?”

I consider her for a second. “Gentle, please.”

She doesn’t give me the usual bear hug, but she still comes pretty close to crushing me. I deal with it. It’s been two weeks since I last saw her, and hearing her giggle in my ear breathes a whole new life into me.

“Hiya, Frank.” She lifts one hand and waves at my dad. “Mind if I steal him?”

I can’t tell if my dad likes Mars or not. I think he’s mostly thankful that she gets me out of the house sometimes. “All yours.” He nods. “Just bring the dog with you. He needs a walk.”

Norman hates walks and only willingly goes outside to pee. I still nod and let my dad open the door. My fat nine-year-old Chihuahua runs out and does one circle around my legs before he tries running for the house again.

Mars scoops him up before he can. “Thanks, Frank!”

We walk down to her car, where I slide into the passenger seat and Mars puts Norman in the back to sleep for as long as we’re out.

When Mars gets behind the wheel, there’s suddenly a Tupperware container in her hands. She grins and holds it out to me. “Congrats.”

I try to give her a disapproving look, even though I’m smiling as I take the tub. “You didn’t need to get me anything.”

“Uh, yeah, I did.” Mars makes a face. “Your hang-ups about gifts are not shared. I missed you. You get a gift. Suck it up.”

Then she sits there, expectantly, so I pop the lid off. Two cupcakes stare back at me. The frosting is a strange shade of yellowish brown. A single raspberry sits atop each one.

It takes a second to process the joke: they’re boobs.

“You like ’em? Figured you should get a last bit of enjoyment out of, y’know, having tits.” Mars giggles as she grabs one and takes a giant bite out of the frosting. “The raspberry is the nipple!”

I laugh, though it’s more out of shock than anything else. I take a small bite for myself. The frosting is some kind of maple.

When I don’t say anything, Mars’s eyebrows knit together. “Are they good? Or do I need to kick my own ass?”

I smile. “No, they’re good. Really good, actually.”

As quickly as it went, her grin returns. “Awesome. Hazel helped me make ’em. The maple was her idea.”

Hazel and Mars have been…well, dating isn’t the right word for it. Seeing each other? Screwing around? I don’t know. Hazel is two years older than us and works at this flower shop two blocks down from the movie theatre where Mars and I work. Mars owns one of their shirts, a cartoon Venus flytrap with “Grounded Gardening” in big bold letters across the chest. A part of me wants to shrivel up and die thinking about her and about my chest, but I take another bite of cupcake and swallow the thought.

Before we peel out of the neighbourhood, Mars connects her phone to the radio and grins at me. A second later, “deathwish” kicks in.

If the cupcake surprise had me tense, then “deathwish” puts me back at ease. It came out around the same time that Mars and I met, and it’s become the first song we listen to when we go anywhere together. It’s the most serious religious rite I’ve ever been a part of.

We don’t have to go far. You could stand on my porch and spit and hit the Springbrook Prairie Forest Preserve. Mars drives long enough for “deathwish” to finish before she finds one of the alcoves they keep clear for tourists. We park, keep the car running for Norman’s sake, and then we climb onto the roof and lie there, side by side, like frozen sardines.

Mars balances the rest of her cupcake on her chest before taking her vape out and offering it to me. She’s got a Dunkaccino sticker on it that’s faded into nearly nothing.

“Can’t,” I tell her. “Smoking’s bad for the healing process.”

Mars looks aghast. “Lame.”

“Well, I don’t want to lose a nipple.”

“Well, I thought we had an agreement about dying in an iron lung together.”

“Oh, that’s still on,” I promise.

She grins at me, takes a puff, and exhales. Then she scoots a little closer. There are two jackets between us, but I swear I can feel the heat from her arm where it’s pressed against mine.

I used to have the worst crush on her when we met. Hard not to, I think. Mars is the kind of person everybody has a crush on at some point in their life. She’s pretty, funny and effortlessly cool in a way that nobody ever is.

“So, Flat Stanley, drains are out,” Mars says. “How do you feel?”

I shrug. “Good. I think. I don’t know. There’s a lot.”

Mars looks at me. “Anything you wanna talk about?”

I shake my head. “I wouldn’t even know how to describe it.”

Or, rather, I don’t know how to describe it to her. Mars is great, but she’s not trans. Even though she nods along, I’m not sure she understands how deep dysphoria cuts.

It’s like finding out that for your whole life, you’ve been driving with flat tyres. You just assumed life was supposed to be like that, but then, one day, you drive a car with inflated tyres, and it’s like – holy shit. Or it’s like knowing that you’re driving on flat tyres, knowing that you’re gonna drive into a pole and kill yourself if you don’t get them fixed, but you have to fight the mechanic to even look at your car. And while you’re doing that, random people will try and convince you that driving on flat tyres is, like, part of being a woman or something.

“It’s weird,” I finally say. “I mean, trans guys really only get two major surgeries, and now I’m done with one.”

“Anticlimactic?”

I look down at myself. It’s hard to notice a difference while I’m wearing a jacket, but I take a deep breath and I can feel it. “Just weird, I think.”

“Why weird?”

I almost start laughing. “Because like, what if something tears, or a nipple falls off, or—”

Mars’s shoulders drop. “Dude. Come on, be happy for yourself for five minutes.”

“I don’t want to end up looking wrong. I’ve only got one chest.”

“So? If you need to borrow a nipple, I can spare mine.” I glare at Mars for this, but she doesn’t start giggling. “I am telling you, as a rational third party, that you are gonna be fine.”

She’s not a rational third party. What she means is that she hasn’t spent two weeks totally paranoid that she was going to stretch and rip her chest apart, and this is a valued perspective.

I sigh. “Thanks, Mars.”

She smiles and nods and continues picking apart her cupcake.

“So, uh, how’s work been?” I ask, drumming my fingers against the roof. Trying to get the conversation off of me.

Mars laughs. “Oh, sweet Jesus. Still bleeding holiday hires. Three different kids threw up on my shift last weekend. A coyote ate Tammy’s dog.”

I stare at her. “A what?”

“Well, that’s what she says, anyway. There wasn’t actually a body, so I don’t know how she knows that. It could’ve been a wolf or a bigger dog.”

“That’s horrible.”

Mars opens her mouth to say something, but before she can, a coyote howls in the distance. There’re plenty of those out on the preserve. The sound still stops us both for a moment.

Then Mars starts laughing. “Oh my God, that’s some sick cosmic timing.” She turns her face to the sky. “Give Tammy back her corgi, you mangy fuckin’ mutt!”

I elbow and shush her, like the coyote is gonna hear her and come over to tell us off. We’re both giggling, and I can smell her breath. Raspberry and maple-scented.

“I’m back next week,” I promise, bumping my shoulder against hers. “Tuesday.”

“Mm-hm. Are you planning on any more cool body mods?”

“Only if you’re paying for ’em.”

“Baby, I’m gonna have you looking like transgender RoboCop by next year, you wait.”
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Mars and I met about two years ago. We’re pretty close, as far as work friendships go, but we go to different schools so our time together is limited. She’s a senior at Bolingbrook, while I go to Asena High School with Gabe, my best friend since we were twelve years old.

“How long until you can actually, like, do stuff again?” Gabe asks as we walk into the locker room on Monday.

“A couple months,” I answer on the conservative side.

He makes a face. “Jeez. I’d be bored out of my skull.”

“Yeah, well, I’m either bored, or I split open and bleed out. Hard to choose.”

Gabe grins. He’s a tall, athletic Korean dude, whose hair has grown long since I last saw him. It hangs along the curve of his jaw, uneven and messy but decidedly a good look for him. He turned eighteen last week and is wearing the Chicago Blackhawks hoodie I had shipped to his house (one of the few designs without that stupid, racist mascot on it).

We met on a seventh-grade field trip to a skating park: I tried to join his game, he told me that “girls can’t play hockey”, and I picked up a stick and chased him around the rink until our instructor noticed and benched us together until it was time to go home. We’ve been best friends ever since. Guys are weird like that.

Gabe also was the first boy I ever truly had a crush on. I didn’t just want to be him, I liked him, though the crush has mostly fossilized into an embarrassing artefact of being twelve and ridiculously closeted.

The letter I handed in to the nurse’s office today excuses me from “intensive physical activity” for the next eight weeks. I’ve only followed Gabe into the locker room to put my bag away. The room is filled with chatter as everybody catches up with their friends. I set my backpack on the bench and take my lock in hand – 15-45-30.

Gabe opens his locker beside me and changes quickly into the standard grey athletic shirt. Down at the far end of the room, a group breaks out into laughter. Just as quickly (and loudly) they shush each other, which is what makes me glance in their direction. I don’t immediately recognize anybody in the sea of faces.

Then I pull open my locker and something goes POP!

I scream. Even Gabe jumps. An uneasy hush dampens the room as the sound echoes against the tile.

Confetti comes raining down on my head a second later. My heart is beating so hard that my chest feels hollow, even as the surprise curdles into anger. Some kids around us start giggling, but most remain silent as they try to figure out what’s happening. My head spins straight for the end of the lockers, and the same cluster of guys, now watching me, burst into laughter and run for the exit doors.

The first face I recognize is Damien Hulme. He’s small and loud and his freckled nostrils flare when he laughs. It’s the second face I recognize that makes my stomach twist. Brown eyes that are a little too small for his head, a grin that snakes up to his ears.

Ethan Adams. Riley’s boyfriend.

I turn back to my locker. Before I register the images on the poster, I read the text:

WELCOME BACK, FRANKENTITS

God only knows whose boobs they put on this poster. I’m also not sure what they used for fake blood. Jam? Either way, it’s red and thick, fresh enough that it’s dripping onto the floor. They’ve even replaced the nipples with little Frankenstein’s-monster heads.

Gabe slams his locker shut. “Wait here.”

He takes two steps before I grab him by the sleeve. “Don’t. Just – grab me a trash can.”

“Are you serious?”

Near the front of the locker room, Nick Riedling, the assistant teacher whose entire job is watching the locker room, chirps his whistle. Two-minute warning. Most of the boys hurry outside. Those who remain are staring at us, or poorly pretending not to.

“Just help me get rid of it,” I mutter.

After a beat, Gabe walks off. I rip the poster down and crush it in my hands. The jam smells like raspberry. Then I hear something being dragged across the tiles, and a few guys hurry to get out of Gabe’s way.

He puts the bin down between us and I throw the wad of paper into it before hoisting my bag into my locker and slamming it shut. There are bits of confetti still stuck in the door.

The nice thing about Asena is that it’s a big school. The main building itself is divided up into five wings, neatly alphabetized A–E. It’s the kind of big where you have to really, really try to stand out. Most people barely know that I exist, let alone care that I’m trans.

Key word: most.

The anger has already decayed into a faint sense of nausea at the back of my throat. Gabe drags the trash can back, and I silently trail behind him, pressing my knuckles into the underside of my jaw. The pressure calms me in some deep, primal way I don’t fully understand.

“Seriously,” Gabe says, letting the trash can go. “You say the word and I’ll lay him out.”

I shake my head. “Don’t be stupid.”

“What?”

“What?” I echo him. “You get into another fight, and the first thing they’ll do is expel you. That’s your whole life out the window.”

Gabe has the audacity to shrug.

“And all it would do is make me look like a pussy,” I add.

He stares at me. “How would me punching him in the face make you look like a pussy?”

“Because everybody would know that you were doing it for me.”

The argument ends there because Gabe knows I’m right, even if he won’t admit it. Gabe knows I’m right because he has punched Ethan. It was years ago, and he still claims it was an ordinary ice hockey fight that got out of hand, but the only thing it earned Gabe was a two-game suspension and a threat that the school would be involved if anything like it ever happened again.

We’re among the last to shuffle outside, where the teacher in charge – Ms Bailey, a short, stout Black woman – tells me to walk laps around the length of the track field. I peel away from the group, keep my head down, and walk.

As the second lap bleeds into the third, I start to calm down.

Everything considered, I’m lucky. Sure, I might not have ever needed top surgery if my dad had let me go on puberty blockers, but I am still lucky. I’ve been on hormones for almost two years now and I’ve had top surgery. With the right amount of skill and luck, I might not even look trans in a year or two.

On lap four, I pull out my phone and scroll through Twitter (or whatever they’re calling it now) and get a glimpse of my alternate realities. Horrible ones. Some friends are tweeting about a Florida lawsuit related to transition care, except there have been so many that I’m not sure which one they’re talking about. One girl I follow is raising money for facial feminization surgery in the UK. I open the link, donate twenty dollars, and retweet.

One article making the rounds is about the bleak reality of being trans in Texas. I’ve read it already. Mom sent it to me earlier this morning. She’s lived in Fort Worth ever since the divorce, with her no-longer-new husband, Gary, and Maddy, and I think she’s still holding out hope that I’ll someday join her. Her Facebook page is full of local news stories about Texas-brand transphobia and rallying cries to speak at city hall every time someone tries to introduce a ban. She’s…really into it.

The thing is, though, while my mom is very vocally proud of her trans son (a descriptor that makes my skin crawl), Illinois isn’t trying to forcibly detransition me. The thought of my yearly summer visit to Texas has started to give me more anxiety than I can stomach. I haven’t even posted anything about my top surgery online. Things seem too bleak for me to want to celebrate. Like, in the heat of all these terrible bans, at least I got my surgery.

My heart flutters with something like guilt and…not regret, exactly, but the fear of it.

What I told Mars is the truth: I’m scared of ruining my new chest. But I think I’m more scared of looking trans for the rest of my life. Always looking wrong. Feminine. Disfigured. Mutilated.

I shake my head and, briefly, manage to dispel the swarming barrage of words and associated images. I won’t look trans for ever. I won’t look mutilated or feminine, because my chest is going to heal and it’s going to heal right.

At lunch, Gabe and I sit with some of the guys in the school’s ice hockey club: Tanner, Eugene, Josh and Taylor. They talk exclusively about hockey, or things very closely related. I listen to most of it, although I never join in. After everything that happened in gym, I’m good to let Gabe do the talking for both of us.

We sit near the cafeteria’s floor-to-ceiling windows, which provide an unobstructed view of the school’s front lawn. The district spent a whole bunch of money last summer ripping out the old sidewalks and planting new trees, so now there’s only this giant concrete circle in between the front doors and the bus drop-off spot. It all looks the same under the snow, though: flat and white and depressing in a way that only high school can be.

Eventually, I’m able to spot Ethan walking down the paved path towards the student parking lot. There’s a girl walking next to him. My hand instinctively goes to my breastbone, where my fingers find the silver chain around my neck. I follow it down to its end, where a wire wrap holds a misshapen chunk of grey-and-white howlite stone.

Riley and I used to be friends. We aren’t any more. That’s the shortest and simplest explanation of why catching a glimpse of her makes me clench my jaw until my teeth ache.

I suppose that’s another thing about Asena: it’s big enough that, most days, I never have to see her and remember the friendship that my transness did completely ruin.

After school, the sight of an empty driveway is something of a relief. My dad is usually gone for five or six days at a time, and the two weeks he just spent with me is maybe the longest he’s been home for in years. I’m looking forward to having reign of the house with Gabe again.

Gabe obviously doesn’t live with us, but ever since we started high school he spends just as much time at my house as he does at his own. It’s a rhythm that feels as normal as breathing. We settle back into it as if we haven’t had three weeks apart. We spend maybe an hour on homework, then call it a night and order pizza.

While we wait, Gabe helps me do my t-shot.

When I turn eighteen in April, I’ll have been doing these shots for two years. It’s hard to believe; I still look nothing like other trans guys I see online. The ones who have thick, even amounts of facial hair and hard jawlines. The ones who get periareolar and have these perfect scarless chests. It makes me want to draw the whole vial up and jam the syringe into my forehead.

“Stop tensing,” Gabe mutters, taking the safety cap off with his teeth.

I shut my eyes. Ethan’s stupid poster continues to float around inside my head anyway, Boris Karloff’s face haunting me like the world’s lamest ghost. Ethan’s grin growing out of my pectoral scars. Then comes pressure as Gabe pushes the needle into my arm, and Ethan and Karloff are both washed away with a flood of testosterone cypionate.

“Thanks,” I breathe.

It’s an oddly intimate process. Gabe holds my arm to keep it steady, and his hand is practically the size of my entire bicep. If I was still a twelve-year-old girl with a crush, I would be losing my mind. But I’m incredibly normal about Gabe now, so I wait to feel his finger smooth out the Band-Aid on my arm before I open my eyes.

Then the doorbell rings, and Norman starts yapping with excitement.

An hour later, the smell of pizza grease continues to cling to us. I missed this, too: being crammed onto the couch with Gabe, screaming at each other over the same Cuphead level we’ve been stuck on since November while Norman loses his mind and runs circles around us.

I think it’s only after our fifth unceremonious death that Norman finally shuts up. I look at him, now sitting in front of the TV, staring back at me with his big, dopey eyes.

I sigh. “Want something?”

Norman barks.

That’s what I thought. I drop out as Gabe restarts the level. Maybe Norman would stop being so lazy if he ever had to walk anywhere on his own. I football-carry him to the mudroom anyway and let him outside.

The mudroom is minuscule, barely able to fit a bench and an umbrella stand. I linger in the house, where it’s warm, and stare out at the yard. It’s a single white oak tree and a bunch of grass currently buried under the snow, all surrounded by a chain-link fence that my dad put up when he bought the house. A cheap wooden hockey stick is mixed among the umbrellas in the stand. It (and the fence) is Dad’s idea of animal control.

Norman’s paws have barely hit the snow when I hear Gabe call me: “Bambi, phone!”

I roll my eyes. Bambi is an especially stupid nickname that should’ve been a one-week joke. But you suck at skating in front of a bunch of hockey players one time and you’ve got a nickname four years running. I find one of my snow boots to prop the screen door open before hurrying back. My phone is buzzing in circles on the end table.

In her contact photo, Mars’s hair is dark red, and she’s standing in front of a poster for Titane with her hand covering it, so it looks like it says Tit. Her mouth is open in fake outrage.

“What’s up?” I answer, right as Gabe falls off a ledge and shouts, “Shit!”

“Uh, hi?” Mars half asks. “Seth put his shift up for next Wednesday. You still looking to grab some extra closes?”

“Oh, thanks.” I put her on speaker as I open our scheduling app. “From five to close?”

“Yep, that one.” Mars sighs. Then I hear her gurgle and spit.

I frown. “Are you brushing your teeth?”

“Yeah. Why?”

“Rinse your mouth away from the phone, that’s why.”

Norman starts barking, and I glance in the direction of the mudroom. Then Gabe smacks my arm. He’s at the final boss again. I put my phone back against my ear and focus on the TV.

“Ha. Did you beat the dragon yet?” Mars asks.

“Nope. Gabe’s going at it right now.”

“What phase is he in?”

“At the end of the first.”

“Which would be easier if I had my player two,” Gabe chimes in.

“I think I hear your friend telling you that he sucks.” Mars sounds like she’s smiling.

Mars and Gabe are aware of each other, in that friend-of-a-friend-that-you-follow-on-Instagram way, but they’ve never properly met. No reason why not, really. School is one corner of my life and work is another. Though I also think that Mars and Gabe in particular would kill each other within an hour.

Outside, Norman finally goes quiet.

I grin. “I still think you cheated to beat this.”

Mars sighs. “Skill issue, Hunter. Skill issue.”

One of the little fire orbs jumps into Gabe’s sprite. He sucks his lip between his teeth.

Then my brain taps me on the shoulder. Norman’s gone quiet.

My stomach pitches. The kind of anxiety that hits when you’ve gotten all the way to school and realize you left your final essay on the kitchen counter. That feeling of too late. I think Mars says something, but I don’t hear a word of it.

I run to the mudroom. My boot is still holding the screen door open. I step into the doorway and look out into the yard. I can’t see Norman.

“Hey, thanks, Mars,” I say. My voice is warped with panic. “I gotta go.”

I hang up, grab Dad’s coat from the rack, and slip into my tennis shoes.

“Gabe?” I call out.

He doesn’t answer and I’m not waiting. My toes already feel frozen by the time I hit the snow. The porch light is humming above me, but I turn on my phone flashlight anyway.

The chain-link fence has been peeled back the way I imagine you’d skin a giant orange. Like someone walked up to it and tore it open. My face tingles. I realize it’s begun to snow.

“Norman?” I call out into the dark.

I carefully step through the hole. The snow is disturbed, like something’s been through it, but there aren’t any distinct footprints. No paw prints. Not even any blood. The fact that I’m already looking for blood makes something in my mouth taste rotten.

Please, God, I think, I know this dog is hopeless, but please don’t let him be dead.

A long field stretches out between my backyard and the neighbourhood behind us, overgrown with tall grass and weeds. We’re a corner house, and our only next-door neighbour is out of town for a month-long Mediterranean cruise. The house on the other side of the no man’s land has been empty for the last three months. There’s nothing but darkness and silence out here.

I wrap my dad’s coat tighter around my body and push forward. If that dog isn’t already dead, he’ll freeze if I don’t find him. “Norman!”

Flakes cling to my eyelashes. The snow is up to my ankles out here. I look back at my house. The porch light hangs in the dark like a ghostly lantern. Like an idiot, I left the back door open. My fingers are numb. Why the hell didn’t I grab gloves?

Then, suddenly, I remember my chest. I’m out here in sweatpants, a T-shirt and my dad’s coat. In a word, severely underdressed. Could I freeze a nipple off? I grind my teeth, trying to keep from screaming. “You stupid goddamn dog.”

Something to my left snaps and I swivel towards the sound.

My phone’s flashlight is garbage. The most I can make out are some bushes and a towering pine tree. I want it to be Norman so badly. I want Norman to come out, frozen solid and mad as hell, and I want to haul him back inside and lock him in my bedroom.

Another twig cracks. I glance in the direction of my porch light again, glistening like a faraway star. I wonder, if my life depended on it, how fast I could get back to it.

Then I see something running towards me.
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In theory, I know how to handle a wild animal. You make as much noise as possible, try to appear tall and imposing, and, if all else fails, that’s why you keep a hockey stick near the door. But when the coyote comes charging out of the darkness, I just scream and fall backwards.

The coyote stops and stares at me, like I surprised it. I stay on the ground, unable to do anything but stare back. It’s a tiny little thing, but before I can get a better look, it takes off again, running right past me and deeper into the no man’s land.

I stay motionless until I can’t hear its paws hitting the snow any more. It’s only then that I realize I should’ve checked its mouth for blood. Shit.

All I know for sure is that there was a coyote. Still no Norman, and now I’m wet. I sigh, pick up my phone, and brush the snow off it before I roll onto my knees.

That’s when something barrels into me from behind.

I go down hard on my face. It’s mostly ice underneath me, and my cheeks burn from the sudden cold. There’s something on top of me. Something heavy. As I start to lift my face up, it growls. A low, wet hum.

Then it clamps down on my leg.

I scream. It’s more out of panic than pain, because although I can feel the heat of a mouth locked around my calf, my brain blocks out the hurt. Adrenaline hits a moment later, and I start kicking. Survive, my brain spits, get up. I try to claw my way forward even though my fingers are too frozen to grip anything. I can only slap uselessly at the snow.

Then I’m suddenly twisted onto my back. Snow clings to my eyelashes, but it’d be impossible to miss the teeth coming straight at me. I instinctively throw my arms over my face. Those canines clamp down around my arm. I hear them puncture my skin with a wet crunch.

I scream again. “Get off!”

The animal shakes its head back and forth like it’s telling me no, I won’t.

In flashes, I catch glimpses of what it looks like: white and brown tufts of fur. Round, bulbous amber eyes. A bloody snout with massive, jagged canines that are tearing into my forearm. It seems way too big to be somebody’s dog, but I’m going to die if I stop to try and classify exactly what’s ripping me apart.

I try to punch it with my free hand. Its jaws lock tighter around my arm, tongue whipping against my wrist like wet fire. It feels like it takes for ever before I finally jab my thumb into its eye. The animal lets go of me with a yelp.

Survive. Get up.

All I have to do is make it forty, maybe fifty yards. My eyes lock on the porch light and the door under it. All I have to do is make it back to the house.

I barely manage two steps before my leg buckles and I fall into the snow. The animal’s teeth clamp down on my leg again. As it drags me back, I watch the snow around me darken. When it drops me, I cover the back of my neck with my hands and curl into myself. Slobber – or maybe blood – leaks through my fingers and down the sides of my face as it starts sniffing around. My entire body is shaking, and I’ve got no idea if it’s shock, cold or blood loss.

All I can think is: I’m gonna die.

Then the animal suddenly yelps into my ear and jumps off. Like an idiot, I drop my hands and spin around to see what happened.

Gabe doesn’t even have a jacket on. He advances on the animal, the wooden hockey stick raised to strike. “Get—the—fuck—off!”

Each word punctuates another swing, and on the final word, I hear the stick break with a heavy crack against the animal’s skull. It yelps.

Then, it growls.

Gabe grabs me by the collar and drags me to my feet. “Go!”

He keeps ahold of me, which is probably the only reason I don’t immediately fall. My leg still buckles on every step, and I’m slowing us down, and I can hear that animal behind us snap its jaws before I hear it pushing through the snow after us. I’m gonna get us both killed. The field stretches in front of me like a nightmare.

It’s only because of the porch light that I know we’re not running in place. The light hurts as it gets brighter and brighter, until it’s suddenly right over my head. Gabe flings the screen door open and pushes me in ahead of him. I collapse on the floor and take a gasping breath before I think to drag myself forward. Just a couple of feet, but enough.

My left hand is wet with blood, my body throbbing as it tries to adjust to the change in temperature. Gabe drops the splintered stick and throws the door shut behind him. Half a second later, the animal slams into the door and the whole wall shudders. Then, it goes quiet.

I slowly prop myself up against the bench. The throbbing starts to feel like burning. Each breath comes out as a wheeze.

Gabe slowly back-pedals away from the door. “What the hell was that?”

The only thing I can come up with is: “I think it killed Norman.”

Gabe turns to me, and he must finally see the whole extent of whatever I look like. I don’t know how else to describe the expression of horror that takes over his face. “Dude—”

The animal slams into the house again. A giant split cracks down the middle of the door and plaster dust flies into the air. We both jump and stare in shock. Gabe starts to pick up the broken stick, before he suddenly stops, turns and runs. I watch him disappear down the hall.

It slams into the door again and the split worsens. A dirty brown paw presses against the wood. A large, bloody maw is not far behind.

As quickly as he left, Gabe runs back into the room. He flings the door open, and I hear the animal shriek. I see the whites of its eyes before Gabe presses forward. Spraying something, I realize. Gabe keeps going until he’s outside, and that horrible noise goes shrill.

Then, quiet again. Gabe lingers in the doorway for what feels like hours before he finally steps back inside and shuts the door. A few more chips of wood clatter to the floor. He lets a small can of pepper spray fall from his hand.

I look down at myself. Both of my shoes are missing. There’s an actual pool of blood forming underneath me, and unless my eyes are playing tricks, there’s either a chunk of snow clinging to my leg or that’s bone.

“Is it gone?” I ask.

Gabe kneels in front of me. “I think so.”

I want to tell him: go make sure. But a childlike panic is wrapped around my throat. Gabe can’t die. He could’ve died just now. For me.

“Okay.” Gabe starts nodding. “Bathroom. Let’s go to the bathroom, okay?”

As soon as Gabe places his hand on my biceps, a horrible pain shoots up my arm. I reflexively punch him with my good hand. “Don’t, that—”

“I’m sorry!”

A whining noise pushes up against the back of my throat. I realize a moment later that I’ve started to cry. Despite everything that’s just happened, that somehow manages to feel like the worst part of this whole night.

I track bloody footprints from the mudroom to the bathroom. While the tub fills with water, Gabe helps me undress. It’s like peeling the wrapper off a chocolate bar that was left in a hot car; going slow hurts but going fast is worse. By the time I’m down to my briefs and get into the tub, I don’t have the strength to wash the blood off. I just sit there.

Beyond the initial sting of sinking beneath the water, I’m in less pain than I expected to be. That freaks me out more than anything else. What does shock feel like?

I carefully lift my leg out of the water, which has already gone a strange, salmon shade of pink. The mark on my leg doesn’t look much like a bite. There is the smallest, slightest sliver of bone visible. A stupid voice in my head tells me I should touch it. I quickly put it beneath the water again.

“Which is the closest hospital from here?” Gabe asks. He’s sitting on the floor beside the tub, gripping the broken stick like he’s expecting that animal to come through the tile.

I think there’s an ER on the other side of the preserve. I’m not sure; the last hospital I was in was all the way in downtown Chicago. My arm has stopped bleeding, and the skin looks like it’s already starting to bruise. I flex and it doesn’t hurt. Not severely, anyway.

The voice in my head tells me again: touch it. I don’t know why I listen to it this time, but I lift my finger and prod gently at a bit of loose skin. The feeling is weird. I flinch. But I realize that it doesn’t hurt. I frown and run my thumb along what I think is a sliver of muscle. It tickles.

Gabe finally notices what I’m doing and grabs my good arm by the wrist.

“No, hey—” I put both of my hands up. “It doesn’t hurt.”

Gabe’s frown only deepens. He lets me go and stands. “Okay, that’s shock.”

“No, it doesn’t hurt,” I insist. “Look.”

I take my leg out of the water again and focus on the visible bit of bone. Before Gabe can stop me and before I can think twice, I slam my hand down onto the wound. I want it to hurt.

It doesn’t. I mean, it hurts like it would if I’d smacked my leg on any other day. Not like I touched my exposed bone. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I realize I’m not bleeding from here, either. I’m not bleeding anywhere any more.

I look at Gabe, who’s staring at me like I’ve grown a second head before suddenly averting his eyes. The Cuphead theme is playing in the living room on a mind-numbing loop. “I think I’m okay,” I whisper, like the universe might hear and realize its mistake. I shouldn’t be okay.

Gabe shakes his head. “This isn’t right. You need to go to a hospital.”

“I was just at the hospital.” There’s an edge to my voice. “It doesn’t hurt and I’m not bleeding any more, so what’s the point?”

“What’s the point, Hunter?” He finally turns and jabs his finger at my leg.

I drop it into the water. Gabe looks away, and nobody says anything for a minute.

In the silence, my eyes fall to my chest. There’s not even a scratch. Just the healing scars that had already been there, and a thin cluster of hair on my sternum. I close my fingers around the howlite stone around my neck and take a shaking breath.

“I think Dad is supposed to get back on Wednesday,” I finally say. “I mean, if I start foaming
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