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 Introduction

Kate Bornstein and S. Bear Bergman

 

 

AIM IM 3/9/10 11:01 AM

 

 

S. Bear Bergman: Good morning, cutepants.

Kate Bornstein: What a perfectly delightful way to open a conversation.

SBB: It’s easy to be delightful when one is delighted, in my experience.

KB: Now see, this is like the old days.

SBB: ::laughing:: It is, in fact. I went digging through old files in preparation for this chat, and we evidently used to have a lot of spare time to spend flirting.

KB: Next generation, huh? I have a serious typing thing that I do: when I try to type generation, it ALWAYS comes out genderation. I did it just now.

SBB: You’re not alone in that, it seems. After I started forwarding the call for submissions for GO:TNG, a lot of the replies with submissions attached came to Gender Outlaws: The Next Genderation.

KB: Really? It just wants to come out my fingers like that.

SBB: Muscle memory?

KB: More like inner vaudevillian.

SBB: ::laughing:: I’ve never really thought of your vaudevillian as “inner,” exactly, but okay.

SBB: If I’d been a different sort of a being, I might have taken up burlesque.

KB: As would I, my darling. And we’d do a double act and wow the crowds.

SBB: Yes, indeed.

KB: So what year did you and I meet?

SBB: I think 1993.

KB: Holy poop, 1993?

SBB: The oldest files of email I have are from 1994, and they seem clear that we’d already met in person. And they’re from spring. So I think we met in person sometime in 1993. 17 years, give or take.

KB: ::shaking my head::

SBB: If our friendship were a person, it would be a college freshman by now.

KB: And you were how old? I shudder to re-ask.

SBB: In 1993? I would have been 18 or 19. But I was precocious.

KB: You were more than precocious.

SBB: I was looking for a kinder word than “insufferable know-it-all.”

KB: That too, but you made it charming.

SBB: ::laughing:: Well, thank g-d for that.

SBB: I think we got to be friends just as the original Gender Outlaw was kind of hitting its stride, though. I remember you were suddenly touring more, and that to some degree we bonded over being pervs and Macintosh enthusiasts.

KB: Days of Gwen Smith’s Gazebo, and my twice-weekly Star Trek text-based games in AOL chatrooms.

KB: That’s right, ’cuz I was carrying my Mac Classic around with me on my back in the special convenient backpack Apple made for it.

SBB: Yep, and you logged on from everywhere—the first person I knew who did. But it really is, actually . . . wait, how long is a generation, technically?

KB: Length of time between end of the original series and beginning of the next gen series. Hang on, I’ll check.

SBB: ::laughing::

KB: TNG premiered 21 years after TOS.

KB: 1987, my first year of womanhood. A lot more happens to a generation of queers in much shorter time. The cultural version of epigenetics, where evolution of a species is proved to have noticeably jumped in just one generation.

SBB: I feel like, by the time I knew you, you were already saying a lot about how gender wasn’t what most of us thought.

SBB: ::quietly googles “epigenetics”::

SBB: How do you feel about where this “genderation” is starting, as opposed to where you started?

KB: In a word, thrilled. In more than a word, awed by the heights from which this gen of gender outlaws has leapt off into their unexplored spaces. People today are STARTING from further than I got to when I’d finished writing Gender Outlaw. That’s EXACTLY what I hoped to live to see.

SBB: And I think part of why is because you did write Gender Outlaw. I see a direct link. I feel like I can easily trace a line through from the people I know who are roughly your age, or roughly your age-queer, through my cohort, and to the place where people who are just moving into the fullness of themselves are now.

KB: A lot was going on when Gender Outlaw came out. GO was the piece that went furthest into the academy. But the politics of transfolk were jumping by leaps and bounds.

SBB: There was a . . . kickstart? I am not sure I was as aware of it at the time. But I definitely saw trans-identified people for the first time, starting then.

KB: And it was mostly trans women who were leading the cultural charge. Today, the sitch is reversed: the cultural icon for transgender is young FTM, evolved from middle-aged MTF. That bit of evolution in just one genderation.

SBB: I always wonder why that is.

KB: Kickstart was Stone Butch Blues.

SBB: Published in 1993.

KB: All the queens died in the ’80s, and Kings took up their tiaras. Lou Sullivan wrote his words in the late ’80s. When was Gender Outlaw first published?

SBB: I would have said the same year, but Wikipedia tells me a year later:  Stone Butch Blues in spring of 1993, and then Gender Outlaw in spring of 1994.

SBB: Stone Butch Blues hit me like a truck. I probably read the entire book four times in a row before I could even consider picking up another book.

KB: I read it twice through on the first go, several times shortly afterwards. I know how deeply it spoke to FTMs and butches, but it spoke as deeply to femmes. At least it did to me. Stone Butch Blues taught me there would be butch women who would like freaky girly me. I’d met some butch women before that, and yeah they were gallant and breath-taking. But until Stone Butch Blues, I thought they were the exceptions.

SBB: Sometimes I have this odd, split-brain thing about the impact of the AIDS pandemic. My visceral memory is of the second wave of deaths, the early ’90s, when I was chaining myself to things with ACT UP and dying-in with Queer Nation. But then I don’t think about or talk about it in relation to trans politics. I think there’s some sort of sanitized corner of my brain that is afraid if I talk about it, people will carry on thinking all transpeople are MTF street-involved sex workers with AIDS.

KB: For a long time, when I was coming out, the MTFs were in fact street-involved sex workers with AIDS. Two of my dear friends died the year I stepped through the looking-glass.

KB: The butch-femme dance then was gallant and gracious. That’s the part of you that I responded to most quickly and deeply: the gallantry of you, the gentleman-ness.

SBB: The reverse thing was also happening for me. It was the perfect time to come out as a young butch. There were all these fantastic, hot, brilliant femmes who were so keen to help me refine and magnify my butch gallantry.

KB: Now see, I didn’t meet femmes until later when I moved to Seattle. SF in those days was still Birkenstocks and plaid shirted lesbians who wanted nothing to do with men in dresses.

SBB: I learned how to do it, largely, by folding myself around the desires of the femmes I knew, like you, who loved the performativity of femme and taught me through it.

KB: You were SO attentive. Yes. Still are.

SBB: I felt seen for the first time. I felt . . . real, for the first time.

SBB: As though there was, fucking finally, a good reason I was like I was. It was the parable of the ugly ducking all over again. Though I wouldn’t really compare myself to a swan, except for how noisy they are.

KB: and all that poop? ::ducking::

SBB: ::grin:: That too.

SBB: And you were, always have been, still are, one of my favorite flirt-partners, because you’re also performative, and shape-shifting, and so . . . whimsical. So playful.

KB: Did you first feel that real-ness online or in-person?

SBB: Online.

SBB: Absolutely.

SBB: I translated it into my in-person life. Not without some hiccups, mind you. But eventually.

KB: Re: flirting, performance, and shape-shifting—sweetest of gentle creatures that you are—you KNOW it takes one to know one. We were teaching each other, and yeah that’s how I learned to put that flirt energy into my offline life.

KB: Many hiccups.

SBB: Yes, many hiccups.

KB: The ouch is always gonna be there for outlaws.

SBB: Also, it turns out that when you learn some of your flirting skills from bathhouse fags, a certain . . . muting is required before trying them on college girls. Jes’ sayin.

KB: hahahahahahahaha!

SBB: ::rueful smile::

KB: Even this new generation. They’re starting with more, so the ouches are bigger. Higher stakes.

SBB: Because we don’t get to practice our identities in junior high, when  everyone else is also a fumbling idiot. We’re busy trying to survive the bully culture, as you term it.

KB: It’s not a simple case of “Gee, we have it so much better off than the old days of trans-dom.”

SBB: No. And sometimes the ouches come from older transfolk who don’t like seeing the binary they invested in get dumped out and turned into a hat by nineteen-year-olds.

KB: That’s ’cuz yes, there’s a new genderation, but it’s not like EVERYONE is part of it. There’s always gonna be transfolk entering the spectrum at the point I entered it back in the ’80s. And 20 years from now, those folks are gonna be landing in the territory today’s new generation has staked out. Can’t fucking WAIT to see our grandkids, your son Stanley’s gen.

SBB: That cartoon in the book, by Roe-Anne Alexander, where the last panel shows a kilted, lipsticked, bi-hawked young person saying “In twenty years all your kids will look like me”? I love that idea.

SBB: (Though please remind me of that the first time Stanley comes home with a surprise piercing, will you?)

KB: It’s not gonna be a piercing that Stanley surprises you with, that’s for sure.

SBB: Do you also spend a lot of time wondering how or why some people bust out into the new genderation, and some don’t? I really think about that a lot—and how race affects it, and class.

SBB: And especially, what it means to look like a freak. And does that create freedom, or require it, or both?

KB: And citizenship and religion and all the other cultural forces and vectors of oppression that forge gender and sexuality.

KB: More please on your last question.

SBB: Okay. So I know some people who have so many skills, or so much money, or so much talent that they can almost be as freaky-looking or as gender-adjacent or whatever as they want, and they will still be fine—still able to eat and support themselves, still able to move in the world, still able to attract company and friends and lovers.

SBB: They have so much freedom because of some other place of privilege that they get extra slack.

SBB: But I also know people whose innate, insistent need to be exactly as they are has trumped even their need to preserve a survival strategy in terms of employment. They have ended up kind of busting up through the sidewalk, regardless.

SBB: And I don’t mean to set those up as a binary, either. I am mostly just noodling around a lot, recently, in the questions of from which directions the pressure is generated and how it affects the results.

KB: Yes, and on the other side of the binary you don’t mean to set up (but you don’t have to set up ’cuz it really is there), there will always be more  people who, given the same privilege, are gonna use it to wall themselves off and/or blend themselves into the culture that would otherwise call them freaks. There’s a heart factor, a spirit factor that allows for the privilege to be used as a diving board into the depths of a culture.

SBB: I love that image.

KB: At its best, it’s the concept of Bodhisattva: the conscious decision to re-incarnate as a lower and lower life-form lifetime after lifetime so that when you finally do attain enlightenment, the radiance will reach all sentient beings everywhere. Apply that to one lifetime, and that’s what we do. At our noblest.

SBB: Whoa.

KB: Yeah. Who knew, right?

SBB: And when we say lower, we mean less powerful, less privileged?

KB: Give the gentleman a kewpie doll.

KB: It’s the only way I can justify using what privilege I’ve got.

SBB: ::nod:: I hear that. For sure. And I’m glad we have some conversation about privilege in the book.

SBB: Though there was a lot more conversation about it outside the book. I don’t know if we want to go there, but there was that entire argument that didn’t make it into the book. Nobody wrote about it. . . .

KB: . . . do go on, please

SBB: Well, we used the word tranny in the call for submissions. And some people got very angry about that, and equated it with words of racist hate speech, and demanded that we remove it because it’s a word that has been used to denigrate transpeople, especially transfeminine-spectrum people.

SBB: It felt really a lot like the arguments about Queer Nation, twenty years ago.

KB: Nice analogy

SBB: It did feel just exactly like when I was sixteen and being all Queer National and I would get screamed at—by gays!—for wearing a t-shirt identifying myself as queer, and being overtly sexual. In both cases I was told I had set “the movement” back twenty years.

SBB: Hey—twenty years. A whole generation. ::lightbulb goes on::

KB: Go for it

SBB: I’m going to get in trouble again.

KB: Mama lion is here to watch out for you, cub.

SBB: But many of the people, in both cases, who were so angry with me seemed to be people one generation older than I was. And maybe their fear of those words was too visceral to move past, you know? But it’s as though all of those folks, having finally attained for themselves a little scrap of privilege, were just determined to protect it—even against me. Maybe especially against me. There was a real little surge of people just so excited to mention everything I have ever done wrong in my entire life which—as you know—is plenty of things.

KB: Yes, yes, yes. What I was saying about co-existing generations. The people angry with you are the same people who threw me out of a transsexual support group I co-founded in Philly in the mid-80s. They said I wasn’t a real transsexual ’cuz I was a lesbian. All of us have held on to some precarious ledge of social decency. Some of us let go and fall into outlaw territory, others drag themselves up to cultural approbation.

KB: Queer was a homophobic slur before queers took it on as a badge of honor, but tranny was the other way round. I was using the word tranny way before it made it into the culture as a racist slur. So were you. It was a fun word we used for ourselves. Dominant culture always manages to steal and pervert those words, i.e. “It’s so gay.”

KB: Tranny was a word the US imported from the most fab drag culture in the world: Sydney Australia. The queens and the transsexuals (all MTF) hung out with each other. They both looked down on each other to be sure, but they knew they were family so they co-owned the word tranny. Originally, the word was used in the spirit of family. That’s how I use it now. Fuck anyone who uses it as a slur.

SBB: Which, by the way, I do not see gays gathering together and trying to outlaw.

KB: Some gay folks are trying to outlaw “it’s so gay.” It’s keeping them back from social acceptability.

SBB: I can see the argument for outlawing “it’s so gay” better. They’re trying to outlaw bullying, but “don’t be mean” isn’t—evidently—an enforceable school rule, so they list particular meannesses the young people are not permitted to engage in.

KB: But look at what happened a generation after people were damning the word queer. Now, it’s something you can major in, in college.

SBB: Do you ever fantasize about how things would be if you were Queen of the World, and who you would put in charge of things. If I were King, I would love to put you in charge of shoes, gadgets, and junior high schools.

KB: ::nodding:: I’d take that from ya, yer kingship. Someone came up with a great identity on Twitter a couple of weeks ago: Warrior jester. That’s what I wanna be. That and diesel femme.

KB: We need LOOKS studies, for sure. That’s what it’s gonna grow into.

SBB: Probably. Do you think we’ll get Women’s, Gender, and Tranny Studies?

KB: No, but we might somewhere get Queer and Tranny Studies.

SBB: I would like that.

KB: Me too. Someone who’s reading this book is gonna make that happen.

SBB: The think I just thought is: people are who are super-protective to police the word tranny have no real confidence in the cultural power of transpeople. They police it because they fear that if not-trans-identified people get hold of it, their power will make it always and forever a bad  word. And I, we, feel fine about it because we have a lot of faith in the cultural power of transfolks—of trannies—to make and be change.

KB: Smart you thinking the thought you just thought.

SBB: That feels like the crux of it to me, finally. Not even about their own privilege so much as fear.

KB: And the cool thing is that this book is full of people who disagree on a lot of theory but they all have faith in the cultural power of trannies to make and be change.

SBB: Yes. In fact, we may well have selected along that theme without even being able to articulate that yet.

SBB: But we definitely chose work from people who were looking forward, with their tools in their hands.

KB: Yeah. For a while, I thought the criteria was “hopeful for the future,” but that’s not the case in every piece in this book. Many entries in here are bleak and scary. But every single one of ’em keeps moving forward with their lives. Every single one of ’em, I admire for that.

SBB: And they also show us some portion of what it takes to do that. What they draw on for strength or inspiration, or how they imagine themselves into a really uncertain future.

KB: (I am partial to the sexy make-you-laugh-gasp-cry pieces though)

SBB: There are certainly some of those—even one with pictures.

KB: And that’s a HUGE stride forward in this next generation. Why, in my day. . . .

KB: ::stroking long, white beard::

SBB: ::pulls up a stool next to your armchair::

SBB: ::leans my head toward you, face shining::

KB: In my day, we weren’t allowed to associate sexy with trans because in the eyes of the dominant culture, sexy diminished the value, import, and significance of the trans experience.

KB: ::patting your sweet upturned cheek::

SBB: I think people are still being punished for being trans and sexy, for wanting to be desirable. For having the temerity not to just be quietly grateful for anyone’s sexual attentions, but to insist that people learn about our bodies, learn how to touch us and talk about us. Which is why I’m so glad to have gotten the hott submissions we did, and were able to publish.

KB: Sexy is one step below tranny, something that respectable transfolk can look down on. So the fact that this next gen of gender outlaws has leapt merrily into sexy is that Boddhisatva version of lower, meaning less powerful, less privileged . . . more radiant.

KB: We have an excellent hott quotient in this book, yes. Would have been dreadful without that.

SBB: And a fairly satisfying amount of crankiness.

KB: Queer theory only works side by side with queer practice, otherwise queer theory is straight.

KB: Cranky. Ah yes, at my age I walk the fine line between crone and curmudgeon.

KB: CUTE crone.

KB: CUTE curmudgeon.

SBB: I love that transpeople are now at a place, culturally, where we’re not just quietly grateful for being allowed to live. Some of the essays in this book reflect people’s righteously cranky reflections on gender politics. That feels new, and totally important.

KB: That IS new, IS totally important.

SBB: You know I have always had a curmudgeon fetish.

KB: ::making a note::

KB: Ogod, I just had this picture of you and Andy Rooney. Noooooooooooo ooooooooooooooooooooo!

SBB: I think because I see my own curmudgeonliness in the not-so-distant future.

SBB: Oh, dear.

SBB: How about me and Clint Eastwood?

SBB: Wait—is he a Republican?

KB: Nooooooooooooooooooooooooo!

SBB: You wouldn’t watch me fuck Clint Eastwood?

KB: Ok, I’d watch that.

SBB: ::grin:: Phew.

KB: But I don’t like his politix.

SBB: Maybe I can introduce him to a new spirit of openness.

KB: Is this where I ask you if you’d watch me fuck Sarah Palin?

SBB: One of my lovers has the idea that all world leaders should be fucked up the ass on a regular schedule, to promote flexibility and compassion.

SBB: Oh, honey. Sarah Palin? She does not deserve that.

KB: “One of your lovers.” You say it so casually. Poly is a HUGE leap forward for this next gen of outlaws.

KB: She not only deserves it, she’ll get it any time she asks for it.

KB: I bet Sarah Palin tastes good. All that moose for dinner.

SBB: Well, I think because there’s a previous generation of gender outlaws whose refrain—from the doctors of the university system—was “keep quiet, or no one will ever want you, and maybe not even if you do.” But then we had this—

SBB: oh, you’re killing me with this.

SBB: ::squick::

KB: purrrrrrrrrrrrrrr

SBB: Ahem.

KB: I NEVER envisioned schools actually teaching Gender Outlaw. I wrote it for people who wanted to study it from a different point of view, but never thought it would catch on like it has. Eerie. David Harrison predicted it’d take off the way it did.

SBB: As I was saying. There are certain bad grrl smartypants tranny sexpot authors who really went about seeding the idea that it was okay to be sexy, and I think transfolk started to embrace a more . . . abundant idea about what relationships could look like. From there, poly was a short step.

SBB: Your books are taught in hundreds of universities. You pack rooms when you lecture about gender, and what it’s not and never has been. That’s always been my experience, or one of my experiences, of transgender.

KB: ::reaching down, lifting your chin up to bring your eyes to mine:: You are a very good bad boy.

SBB: ::grinning right up into your eyes:: Why thank you, ma’am. I do try.

KB: I know re: yours and others’ experience of your generation. And that’s WEIRD!

KB: All I wanted to do was be pretty.

KB: Really.

KB: Honest.

SBB: I know. But you know how that authenticity thing works. It draws people like nothing else in the world. It certainly drew me.

KB: Oh, so you’re not bad . . . you’re just drawn that way? ::ducking::

SBB: ::nods solemnly::

KB: I want you to know I’m being very good in not writing down all the thoughts I’m still having about me and Sarah Palin out on some Pacific Northwest island. Ogodogodogod.

SBB: But seriously—my early experiences of trans-anything were you, or Les Feinberg, both wicked smart and nine kinds of hot, standing at the front of the room, respectfully introduced by a university professor to waves of applause. It gave me, and people my age-queer, a kind of freedom that was unprecedented.

SBB: I never felt like being trans was The End Of The World.

KB: Agreed.

SBB: And there are a lot more people who agree with us than there used to be. Look:
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 Do I look like an outlaw to you?





 We’re All Someone’s Freak

Gwendolyn Ann Smith

 

 

 

Being transgender guarantees you will upset someone. People get upset with transgender people who choose to inhabit a third gender space rather than “pick a side.” Some get upset at transgender people who do not eschew their birth histories. Others get up in arms with those who opted out of surgical options, instead living with their original equipment. Ire is raised at those who transition, then transition again when they decide that their initial change was not the right answer for them. Heck, some get their dander up simply because this or that transgender person simply is not “trying hard enough” to be a particular gender, whatever that means. Some are irked that the Logo program RuPaul’s Drag Race shows a version of transgender life different from their own. Meanwhile, all around are those who have decided they aren’t comfortable with the lot of us, because we dared to change from one gender expression or identity to some other.

To hell with that.

You see, I have learned not only that I have to do what I have to do to  be happy regardless of the struggles I may face, but also that I am the only person responsible for my own comfort or discomfort about my gender. I may wrinkle my nose about what someone else might do, but ultimately what others do cannot change who I am.

I had an unusual request from a friend of mine some time back: I was asked not to mention that I was a friend of hers. You see, I’m transgender. More than this, It’s hardly a secret that I’m transgender—I am professionally transgender, as well as the founder of Trans Day of Remembrance. Her fear was that if someone knew that I knew her, then it would automatically be assumed that she was transgender, too.

It was a difficult thing to hear that my very existence was perceived as being enough to harm a person I called a friend. I try to harm no one in my daily affairs—yet here I was, being told that all I need to do to cause someone difficulty is to call them a friend.

I asked many of my friends who are transgender, in the wake of this incident, if they too would be uncomfortable being identified publicly as friends of mine. I consider these people close friends, I said, and still if this inadvertent outing would cause them trouble, I promised I would disclaim them immediately. Oddly, no one else seemed all that perturbed. I did not address this with my non-transgender friends, but maybe I should; presumably it will be a great shock to discover that merely being acquainted with me has the potential to cast doubt on their birth gender.

One of the first lessons I was taught at some of my earliest transgender support group meetings (more years ago than I usually would wish to admit) was that being in a group of transgender people exponentially raises the risk of being read as transgender. If you want to remain hidden, I was told, avoid others like you. Large group events would always require remote locations where we could all be hidden away; the concept of meeting with  your transgender siblings just anywhere was taboo. This was a world just a step away from secret handshakes and coded catch-phrases.

Much later, I learned that this divide-and-conquer strategy had been common in the older, university-based transsexuality programs of the 1970s. Associating with other transgender people could get you drummed out of the program. After all, you were supposed to be associating with those in your preferred gender, making strides down the road to Normal, not hanging about with others trying to take paths similar to yours.

While those gatekeeping systems are long gone, their survivors live on. Worse, these individuals, themselves transsexual, perpetuate the enforcement of the system they were required to navigate. If you don’t fit the gender-norming rules they were expected to observe, you are a subject of derision, worthy of little more than the ridicule of your would-be peers. They have learned to construct a hierarchical order of who is acceptable and who is not.

Let me break it down this way: some lesbians and gays feel that their issues are more important than transgender issues, because transgender people are freaks. Some transgender people—often, but not only, transsexuals—view transsexual issues as more important than the issues of, say, cross-dressers. Some among the more genderqueer portions of our community look down upon those who opt to live in a more “normatively gendered” space. There are even groups that cross-dressers feel superior to: sissies, drag kings and queens, “little girls,” and so on. Yes, I’m sure that we could follow even each of these groups and find that, eventually, everyone has someone they view as a freak.

This is a human phenomenon, and one which occurs especially, it seems, among marginalized groups. Trekkers versus trekkies versus people in Klingon costumes, or furries versus fursuiters versus, oh, plushies. I’m sure if I looked at model railroaders, I’d probably find that HO gauge fans  look down at N scale, or something like that. The taxonomies are endless, often circular, and are usually graded to a fineness that would be invisible to any outsider. We just want to identify the “real” freaks, so we can feel closer to normal. In reality, not a single one of us is so magically normative as to claim the right to separate out the freaks from everyone else. We are all freaks to someone. Maybe even—if we’re honest—to ourselves.

In the end, we find ourselves with one of two choices: do we push others like us away, to best fit in? Or do we seek out our kin, for comfort and company? For that matter, if we are all someone’s “freak”, does this mean we are all each other’s “normal” too—and worthy of embrace?

These are questions I have asked myself, time and time again. I confess to having a phase during which I did not associate with other transgender people, for fear I would be guilty by association, or even get “tranny cooties.” Maybe I was afraid I would see things in my own being I was not ready to face, or was afraid of challenging my own assumptions. I found it to be a very limiting way to live, and have chosen to embrace those I might see as my siblings.

Yes, even those who might be having a hard time embracing me.

This isn’t to say that there’s no such thing as defamation, or that everything is acceptable. Far from it. There is always a need to watch for attacks on us as a whole. We can’t ignore right-wing demagogues who insist that the word of the doctor who proclaims a child’s sex at birth somehow holds more sway over the reality of the body than the word of the person who inhabits it. Yet just as anyone can call me whatever they want, it is up to me to decide whether I care to answer. More than this, it should be irrelevant to me what any other transgender person opts to do. Their action does not somehow change who I am. It cannot.

I know what I am. I know that I’ve chosen to identify as a transgender woman, and that I am—by and large—happy with where I am in this  world. I’m far from perfect, and I could give you a list as long as my arms of the things I’d love to change. Nevertheless, I am still here, and I am still me, and no one can change that without my permission.

At the same time, even though I am happy to identify as a transgender woman, I also applaud those who are seeking to redefine the notions of gender and are carving out spaces of their own. My own comfort is such that I’m glad to see other people out there challenging the assumptions and to know that their challenges do not necessarily pose a threat to my beliefs. Who knows—maybe my beliefs could stand a good challenge once in a while, and they might end up broader than they were before.

We live in a world of incredible variations, where there are some 200,000 species of moths and butterflies to be found in this planet, where one can find snowy ice caps and boiling cauldrons of lava, and where biodiversity is the very thing that keeps the whole complex system in tune. The notion of classifying things and then claiming that only this or that is a proper version of some being is a distinctly human construct, full of arrogance and hubris. When those of us who are gender outlaws of any stripe seek to set definitions on our realness, to determine who is somehow “normal” amongst us, it seems all the more crazy.

I assume it is some sort of human failing that makes us always need to shun someone who we perceive as “more different than thou.” Some simply need to feel better about themselves by despising someone further down the chain from them. Nevertheless, this does not seem to help move us further along in the world at large.

We can worry about who is this and who is that, we can argue about who does or doesn’t belong. We can talk about how much more legitimate one or another of us is. In the end, we are all somebody’s freak—and basic human dignity is not a privilege of the lucky superior few, but a right of all or none.






 Trans-Corporation: A benefit analysis of a transgender man in a corporate setting

CT Whitley

 

 

 

I’m hunkering down. My bunker is a tan particleboard desk enclosed by five-foot grey fabric partitions. I’ve become a corporate cadaver, entombed in my three-walled office illuminated in a fluorescent hue. A harsh voice bellows from the conference room. “You motherfuckers! You need to pull your heads out of your asses!” I take a deep breath. I’ve had my first lesson in high profile corporate interactions: learn to communicate so it isn’t your ass getting chewed on the other side of that door.

This is not the touchy-feely environment I’d grown accustomed to during my liberal arts education in Sociology and Ethnic Studies. It’s not an environment where I can capitalize on my queer theory and gender research by challenging the perception of gender norms in the work place. It’s not a non-profit that holds diversity trainings or recognizes and values an array of differences. This is a company that records racial categories only to boost its EEO chart ratings, reducing the names on the chart to square boxes of Black, White, Asian, and Hispanic. Privilege is the sweat from management’s pores, bonuses are the incentive, performance is everything, and cash reigns king.

During my two-year tenure as a financial officer in New York City, I grew increasingly aware of the gendered nuances of professional interactions in corporate culture, which reinforce binary systems, hamper communication between men and women, and frequently limit women’s advancement. With this awareness, I moved at the periphery of categorized gender, shifting and shuffling through the expected communication patterns of my past and present genders. As a gender outlaw long accustomed to carving my own path, I learned to communicate in ways that were unavailable and unidentifiable to my non-transgender male and female coworkers, catapulting my own transgender status from corporate cost to corporate benefit. My female past and male present provided valuable reference points for negotiating interactions with both men and women. These days I rarely notice when I switch communication styles, sometimes even among different participants within a single conversation.

Just a few nights ago my partner asked, laughing, “You were talking to a man on the phone, weren’t you?” I nodded, puzzled.

“How did you know?”

“When you talk to women, your voice is higher, you use more intonation, and you’re more emotive,” she said, “It’s not that you become a woman, but you take on the communication style of one.” She’s right. In my journey, I have learned to call up elements of my past female life into my current male one when that style will strengthen my position. My masculine and feminine vocabularies meld to create negotiation platforms where I can understand and be understood without gendered limitations, expressing myself freely and clearly across sexes and genders.

While I understand sex and gender as socially constructed labels, I also understand that those labels are made real by their enforcement in dominant culture. Gendered behavior patterns were the key to at least  half of miscommunication in my office. Therefore, this is not a deconstructive analysis, but rather a discussion of the realities of the gendered professional world. That world is built on the dominant culture’s definitions of male, female, masculinity, femininity, and gay and straight, complete with the misogynist assumptions and biases the dominant culture bequeaths. While I neither believe in nor fit into these binary identity platforms, they nonetheless frame the corporate world. As a transgender man who has used my female past and male present to navigate an unknown world, I used my multi-gendered experience to challenge and manipulate the paradigm rather than to reinforce it; I was able to improve my office environment as well as to propel my career.

Thanks to my time in the queer spaces and liberal enclaves I’ve been a part of, I was able to view with fresh eyes the heteronormative world I worked in and its heavily gendered corporate interactions. In a corporate world where the infinite possibilities of sex, gender and sexuality went unnamed and unnoticed, gendered stereotypes about communication quickly proved useful. To be heard by men, brevity was key and intonation was a frivolous indulgence I could not afford, but cultivating the all-important air of dominance was well worth my while.

Part of my job was contract management; I would call directors and inform them of their ending contracts. When calling a man, I would say a quick hello and get to the point. “ We have twenty-seven clients who need new contracts. I will bump up the value of the contracts, assuming you are okay with that? ” They would answer a quick yes or no and I would return the phone to the receiver. By contrast, my female coworker would start with a friendly greeting, then scold him for not answering her emails or calling her back more quickly. After eight or nine minutes she would hang up the phone, excitedly reporting, “They said yes, yes, yes to everything I asked!” only to be livid later when nothing actually materialized.  Her conversation partner had stopped listening after the first “so how are the kids?” and hadn’t heard any part of her real request. Lost in the material element of the call, the male colleague had missed the human element in the conversation, the point of real connection where community is developed. In this instance and others, my understanding of female and male communication styles allowed me to avoid the pitfalls of my more seasoned coworker, and my conscious study, awareness, and embodiment of male interactions facilitated my success with upper management.

In another instance, my department was tasked with a project that would have made Einstein sweat. In response to the stress, the non-transgender men hunkered down, stopped returning phone calls and focused solely on the task at hand, as though they were each an army of one. The women searched for reassurance from others, found community with other women by discussing their frustrations, made plans to go out at the end of the week, and leaned on social networks. These disparate responses, while effective for the individuals, created huge problems for the whole as neither side understood the other’s stress-management techniques. I found that I could play the middleman, deftly switching roles so that in the presence of men I was isolated and hardworking and in the presence of women I was cooperative and sympathetic. The men stormed into my office grumbling, “She can’t get anything done because she has to take time to talk to everyone. We have deadlines, can’t she see that?”

Similarly, the women rushed in complaining, “He’s so irritating, I try to talk to him to take the edge off and he shuts me down. He’s so uncooperative!”

I listened sympathetically to each side’s complaints, and then I worked my communication magic. With each side seeing me as an insider, I could venture a guess about what was going on across the gender divide,  smoothing the tumultuous, gendered waters that threatened to flood the office with rage and dysfunction.

Interestingly, I was the first person in my position to receive high marks from both male and female coworkers. When I talked to male supervisors about past female employees in my position, they would say things like, “The men didn’t find her to be effective. She made too many phone calls bothering directors about little stuff. The women liked her style, but I guess it’s just because women tend to get along.” When I asked about past male employees in my position, the same dynamic presented itself. Men found the male employee to be “more effective,” but women found him to be “less connected.” Both communication styles had something important to offer. Most importantly, because of the heteronormative patriarchy reinforced in those office spaces, it was often the communication styles of my female colleagues that were deemed frivolous, when in fact, their sense of community and collaboration reinforced cohesion, a sense of belonging, and unity among staff. Ironically, despite my openness about my transgender status, management didn’t notice the bridge I was building over the gender divide. Nonetheless, I was getting promoted, even if my boss couldn’t see that my success had one foot carefully balanced in the male world and the other in the female realm.

Despite the professional advancements women have made and continue to make since the 1960s, I think it is safe to say that many still hit a glass ceiling. My office was no exception. It is widely understood that “male” and “female” are constructed well before birth, which means that by the time a person enters the workforce he or she has had twenty to thirty years of standard gender construction and reinforcement woven into every fiber of the individual’s life. This becomes a huge disadvantage for women. Women who are strong, determined, and free-willed are labeled ‘lesbians’ or ‘bitches,’ rejected for promotion because their deviation  from socially accepted gender norms makes others uncomfortable. Women who present as feminine and communicate in a typically feminine manner see no upward mobility, regardless of their inputs into projects and discussions. Of course, outliers exist: women who can alter their performance of masculinity and femininity to interact with key people so that their outward performance is feminine, but their communication employs carefully selected “masculine” traits, like brevity and curtness. In my male-managed company, these women excelled.

Understanding socialized gender differences in communication is not merely about men expecting women to interact on their terms. It requires an ongoing discussion and assessment of office culture, politics, and engagement. It’s not a one-day training on diversity, but a continual process of resocializing the self to use and understand various communication styles within and outside of a gendered context. Through this experience, I learned to value my journey as a transgender man by strategically utilizing my past and present to affect change and promote personal gain.

Over the past two years, I have challenged myself to articulate the communication differences in my office. I have experimented with changing my posture, tone, and style to address the men in management. I notice that in meetings where I was once invisible I am now addressed by management over my supervisor, a woman who has held her position for twenty-five years. It’s a bittersweet moment, one where I realize I have mastered a new language. I am a bi-gender communicator. This is a point of joy in my life as a transgender male. I have crossed over to be heard as male by other men. However, power has infused me with a sense of responsibility as I have not always been in this position and can easily recognize the shift in power. In this recognition it is my responsibility to speak up when others are being silenced, to challenge the corporate communication style nested in a masculine paradigm. Knowing how to utilize and  maximize communication styles between men and women helps me to be a better advocate, to assert my voice when others are being silenced.

In my years of transitioning, I often underestimated the complexity of my journey. I never imagined that I would be uniquely positioned to rise up the corporate ladder through my manipulation of gender. For those of us who have second-guessed ourselves, questioned our value, or been confronted with harassment and violence, I offer up this unlikely refuge: we can learn powerful life skills from our negotiation of gender divisions. Our differences are a powerful resource to reshape the social systems we are forced to engage in, even if we remain undercover.

Unfortunately, my corporate management not only perpetuated serious gender issues, but also fell victim to a severe lack of self-reflection, ultimately missing the invaluable perspectives of its employees. If they had recognized the bridge I represented between gendered communication styles, asked for advice, or simply acknowledged that my gender differences created a unique opportunity for them to learn, I could have been not just a behind-the-scenes asset, not just a self-promoter, but a visible, tangible proponent of the company’s growth. My life’s calling has since led me out of the corporate environment and into academia, but it is my hope that other gender outlaws working in corporations throughout the country will rise up out of their dimly lit cubicles to hold strategic conversations that directly challenge the cultural and political structures of their workplaces. Our voices, speaking from our breadth of experience, can transform dysfunctional companies into pinnacles of gendered bliss. Recognizing the heteronormative communication systems in the corporate world, we can challenge these dynamics from the inside. Becoming the medium of translation between the dual gendered system, we can begin to create spaces where those who have become silenced can speak.






 A Slacker and Delinquent in Basketball Shoes

Raquel (Lucas) Platero Méndez
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My decision to go  packing tonight lends me a mix of optimism and poise that impels me to emphasize my masculinity, and with it, the prosthetic penis under my pants. I groom myself in front of the mirror. I make sure I have tamed my prebuilt curves. My hair looks carefully messed up and my new black shirt fits me surprisingly well. I think of how I look and I am unable to suppress a smile. I haven’t made any plans, nor am I getting ready for a sexual encounter with someone I know. This is more a present to myself which makes me feel good every time I move; a small package that nonetheless changes my center of gravity.

I wonder, María Helena, if you would go packing tonight, if we would have a drink in some bar while we look at all the interesting girls, naughty half-smiles on our faces. All I know about you, María Helena N. G., is what a  1968 Francoist police record says. We don’t know if you still live in Spain, if you still cross-dress to go out, or even if you are still alive, but your story affirms my reality across the decades that separate us.

A researcher, Victor Bedoya, found you in a bunch of yellowed papers discovered among a pile of records. You have a file number, a name, and all the venom of the oppressors who invoked article six of the 1954 Ley de Vagos y Maleantes upon you. This Law for Slackers and Delinquents is applied to homosexuals, pimps, and scoundrels; to professional beggars and to those who live from the mendicancy of others; and to those who exploit minors, the mentally disabled, or the handicapped, so that they undergo the following measures: a) They may be put in a work camp or farming colony. Homosexuals who are subjected to this security measure must be put in special institutions and must be, in all cases, completely separated from the rest of the criminals. b) They are not allowed to live in certain places or territories, and they have an obligation to register their address. c) They will be monitored by selected delegates.

The judge and the Civil Guard called you María Helena; they wanted to emphasize that you were a woman in their eyes. I will call you M. H.; it sounds more androgynous and up-to-date. M. H., if you could go out tonight with my buddies, still twenty-one years old the way you were that night in March of 1968, you might be the center of attention—though you would have to compete with other dudes such as my buddy Clark or myself. According to your arrest record, it pleased you to wear basketball sneakers and men’s socks instead of the high-heeled shoes and pantyhose that were compulsory for women in those days. I believe you were ahead of your time. Your basketball sneakers are just like Clark’s. You would probably have some other things in common with him beyond your shared hometown, Hospitalet, in Catalonia. Clark, or according to his I.D., Miriam, is going through bold and adventurous times. He is becoming aware of his  desire to mold his body, to make it strong and muscular, adjusting it to the image he has of himself. What would you think of that, M. H.? Did you consider molding your body the way you liked it? Would you go to the gym with Clark? Would we talk about where to find men’s clothes our size? We are trannies, you, Clark, and myself, and we would have a blast tonight, sharing a drink in our chosen space, mutual identities acknowledged.

Your appearance is meticulously described in your police record, as if they cared about nothing but what you were or weren’t wearing. Forty years later, we don’t usually identify socks and pants as transvestism, but clothes still mark gender norms. There are still social and psychiatric punishments when our masculinity exceeds acceptable limits, though we are not imprisoned for it in Spain. Even today, some men feel threatened by our “counterfeit” masculinity, and if someone is discovered “pretending” to be a man, the imposter is punished. In many ways, the world has changed, but not as much as we might like to think.

In your day, you went to La Gran Cava, a bar in Hospitalet, for a glass of wine. Tonight, Clark and I are going to do the same thing in Madrid. I can see you with your elbow on the bar, chatting noisily with the local cismen, and I try to imagine how the people from your hometown saw you. When Clark and I go out, they don’t know if we are a couple of gay boys, two very masculine women, or just two freaks. When you didn’t pass the guy test, M.H., the Civil Guard arrested you, taking you to the Atarazanas station on March 26th, 1968 to await trial before the Slackers and Delinquents judge.

In the eyes of the judge and the State, you, María Helena N. G., were a  woman cross-dressed as a man, a socially dangerous person, engaged in the suspicious act of going out for a drink. Your mission was “to mislead women.” It was unthinkable that women could freely want to be with you unless you lied to them.

In your time, women in Catalonia didn’t go out to bars alone, nor did they enter spaces reserved for men. Being unaware of such social rules was not allowed. If you broke the norms it was presumed you had deliberately wanted to violate them. Therefore, you deserved not only social punishment from the State, but violence as well.

In your time, women existed only to perpetuate the social machinery of a weak fascist State: Forced to abandon the public sphere to which they had access during the Second Republic, they kept the family unit together as submissive mothers and wives (Pineda, 2008). The only alternatives to compulsory heterosexuality and motherhood were the convent, the lunatic asylum, or life as a selfless spinster. Anything else made you a socially dangerous person, a whore, a criminal. The psychiatry of the time regarded women as infantile, immature, and pathological, needing to be restrained by the civilizing influences of the National Catholicism Society, men, and the State (Vallejo and Martínez, 1939, pages 398-399 cfr. In Bandres and Llavona, 1996:8).

In your time, men were heads of their families, workers, and faithful patriots. Society exalted young and muscular bodies in fascist uniforms within the context of military comradeship (Pérez Sánchez, 2007). Yet the same men were feminized by their submissive position within the repressive system. Required to show virile attitudes, men had to perform masculinity in a precise and narrow way—segregated, almost to the point of homoeroticism—and were kept tightly under State, Church and Psychiatric control. Francoist eugenics aimed to foster a natalist heterosexuality while it reacted against moral degeneration brought by tourists and urbanism (Montferrer Tomas, 2003: 182).

You couldn’t be a woman, because women didn’t go out to have a glass of wine in a bar, nor did they relate to men as equals. You didn’t have a family, a job, or a husband. Your boyfriend, himself a faggot,  provided you an alibi, but that wouldn’t help you tonight. The guards had you pegged for a transvestite.

Despite your “irresistible attraction toward women” and your “masculine tendency,” you couldn’t be a man. At the same time, these traits barred you from womanhood. You had exposed one of the main pillars of Francoism: the rigid order of gender and sexuality. You were born into a binary world full of good people and bad, saints and sinners, nationals and reds, men and women, heterosexuals and homosexuals. Heads of families and mothers were society’s bulwarks against delinquents, socially dangerous people, and whores.

After the Civil War, the state, occupied with overcoming postwar miseries, delegated control of immoral behavior to the Catholic Church (Bastida Freijedo, 1986: 185). During the 1950s, moral and sexual panic spread and prompted the control of homosexuality. Primo de Rivera (1928) worked on a Napoleonic-style Penal Code that made homosexuality a “crime against honesty” and a public disgrace. Even though this Code was reformed during the Second Republic and the law against homosexuality was removed, the Law for Slackers and Delinquents was approved in 1933. Homosexuality was added to the list of dangers to society in 1954, during Francoism, which made being homosexual punishable with the full force of the law. The state was in charge of the imprisonment and control of “dangerous” individuals—homosexuals, pimps and scoundrels.

In 1970, the Ley de Peligrosidad y Rehabilitación Social (Law of Dangerousness and Social Rehabilitation, or LPRS) would add to this oppression by designing further measures of surveillance and control for “those people who carry out homosexual acts” (Pérez Canovas, 1996:20; Aliaga y Cortés, 1997: 29).

M. H., you lived during a regime that was especially concerned with transgressions that defied rules of morality and propriety. The judge  who sentenced you, Antonio Sabater Tomás, genuinely worried about the dangers of such deviance, wrote extensively about the infectiousness of homosexualism. The authorities regarded you as a masculine woman and transvestite: an ugly woman and a defective man. They considered you a problematic heavy drinker who needed State intervention to control your instincts. It didn’t help that you were a beaner, an ugly term for a Latin American immigrant. How telling that we use racist statements—gypsy, Moor, beaner—to speak of social, moral, and sexual degenerates (e.g. Sommerville, 2000:16 38).

M. H., if you, Clark, and I were to go out in Madrid today, our masculinity would be seen through social filters like class, race, ethnicity, and other lenses which normalize our appearance (Halberstam, 2007:198). Clark and I are white, middle-class, able-bodied urban professionals. All these factors influence how our masculinity—laden with the fissures of biologically female bodies—is read by every person we encounter. Despite our privilege, Clark and I often find our professional competence called into question because we do not look or act heteronormatively, because our gender and sexuality can be read ambiguously, and because we look working class and boyish.

M. H., even today you would still be a beaner tranny, unless you could adopt the right accent, skin color, and poise. Without a penny to your name, your masculinity would still be easily identified as working class. Visibly queer, you would still be grouped among the socially dangerous—sex workers, undocumented immigrants, HIV-positive people, scoundrels, and delinquents—potential allies forgotten by too many of today’s sexual minorities.

These differences cut across the boundaries of time and space. The three of us are maladjusted figures, gender impostors who embody different versions of masculinity. We live in the space of non-definition; within binary parameters, we are not men but we aren’t women either.  We mess up gender, sexuality, age, social class, race, social and professional competence, beauty, and mental sanity.

M. H., after your arrest they undressed you to examine your body and expose your curves (“the size of the clitoris is normal”), trying to determine what physiological traits and external influences might cause this kind of behavior in a biowoman. I shudder to imagine you naked before the eyes of Francoist oppressors. I think of all of us who have “deviant sexualities” and how we feel every time we go to the doctor; when we go through clinical protocols, legal procedures, or social practices which entail getting undressed or wearing rigidly-gendered clothes; when we have to develop a constructed male or female behavior, show the scars of our own choices and expose ourselves to other people’s looks. I think about the different punishments we are exposed to; the way we are treated by our families, our bosses, and our co-workers; and the people we encounter socially. It makes me so angry that even today, some transgender people in Spain have had to strip naked and expose their bodies for permission to legally change their names.

M. H., I wonder if your parents supported you back then. Did they endorse the prevailing norms and reject your personal choices, or did they offer you support? Through the Hospitalet Civil Guard we know that your parents declared that they hadn’t heard from you since you left their house on December 30, 1967. You made it only three months before you were arrested.

If you were a child of my time, would your parents have offered you more support in light of all the social changes that have taken place since? Did you need to leave in order to find your identity, to live outside the limits of your body and your biography? Our bodies betray us, allow others to judge us. Did they ask you, as many ask me: Why do you cut your hair like that? Why do you choose those kind of outfits when you could choose  something nicer or more flattering?—always meaning something more feminine. How did you earn a living? Where did you live?

Maria Helena, for your crimes you were sentenced to a year and 127 days of internment; you were banned from Barcelona for two years and placed under surveillance for two additional years, as stipulated by the Law for Slackers and Delinquents. You were released on June 20, 1969, only two days after you were granted protective custody and transferred to the Alcázar de San Juan prison, when Judge Membrillera from the Barcelona Slackers and Delinquents court decreed “the dismissal of the revision of the measures imposed to the dangerous individual”.

This story was recreated from a yellowed file in a forgotten box. Unfortunately, this police record is the only thing we know about you. María Helena N. G., you may still be alive, you may still have your pickups, still wear basketball shoes. I wish we could have met under those circumstances instead. Yet your story allows me to reveal the cost of making one’s masculinity visible and to begin to understand the existence of visibly masculine women, transvestites, trans, you name it! In your day, I would have suffered a similar punishment. Getting to know you has made me feel accompanied, acknowledged, and, ironically, safe. Your past is a part of my past as well.

You made society acknowledge you, no matter the price. You stood as a transgressor who made the authorities feel questioned, so much so they had to punish you. Far from the current argument of invisibility when interpreting sexuality during Franco’s dictatorship, your story shows that female bodies combined masculinity with an attraction towards women, and that both were read as a necessary threat that must be punished (Halberstam, 1998).

Your story invites us to ponder just how much the acceptance of gender ambiguity, masculine women, and trans people has changed in today’s  society. We still punish gender and sexuality transgressions; we still like to label people by sexual orientation, gender and sex. Many of us still have to wait until we are eighteen to have the right to our identities, many of us still have to prove that we don’t suffer from a pathology, and many of us who profess non-dominant forms of masculinity and femininity still have to find spaces where we can belong. We are still socially controlled by our bodies and sexualities, and we still have to work extra hard to prove that we are as competent, beautiful, and healthy as everyone else.

Remembering, imagining, and recreating your story, M. H., is an act of resistance. To forget you would be typical of Fascist politics and culture, a colonialist modus operandi that dispossesses us of a possible imagery, of necessary referents that show us that our experience is always unique and unprecedented (Halberstam 2007). As we read your story, M. H., we are taking part in the creation of discontinuous and queer times and spaces which generate a locus of possibility to think about ourselves as livable and desirable bodies (Butler, 2006).

Today is Saturday and I am going to raise my glass of wine in a toast to you, M. H. To you and to all the trannies, faggots, and queers who reinvent ourselves every day.






 The Old Folks at Home

Janet Hardy

 

 

 

Warm afternoon light, a small fireplace, hardwood floors clean in the middle and dusty in the corners. Shelves of books, dog toys scattered everywhere, plants on every surface, wind chimes trilling in the windows. Ikea furniture mixed with thrift-store finds and a couple of family heirlooms. Standard aging-liberal bungalow decor, really.

But: in the basement, several Hefty Bags, each marked with a strip of masking tape that says drag. In the converted garage on the first floor, a steamer trunk, dusty on top, full of S/M gear. On the main floor, my office, where I write the books that earn the money that pays for all this. On the top floor, our bedroom.

There are days when my spouse sits in the bedroom all day, coming down only to pee and eat. On those days, I try to find some work that I can bring upstairs, so I can sit next to him and we can touch occasionally. He watches TV with the captions on so as not to distract me, or plays games on his laptop, or dozes lightly, pain cutting channels from his nose to the corners of his mouth.

Last summer, in the front yard:

“I’d feel a lot better if I weren’t so fat,” I said, slapping my big thighs where they flattened out against the warm concrete step.

His back was to me; he was planting something. “Yeah...maybe if you got more exercise,” he said. “And we should really be eating more fruits and vegetables.” When he turned around to get another bulb out of the bag, I had my head in my hands and the sniffles were audible. “Oh, honey,” he said, and sat down beside me on the step and put his arm around me. “What’s wrong?”

“You weren’t supposed to agree with me.” My voice quivered.

“Ohhhhh...” he said, pondering. We sat together in the sun while I tried to get myself under control. He hugged me. “I’m so sorry, honey,” he said, sincerely. “I keep thinking of you as a big dyke, and to a big dyke that wouldn’t matter. But I forgot: you’re a big fag, and of course it matters.”

How could I not love a man like that?

I can’t call him my “husband.” I had one of those, and I know what the word means. It means someone who sighs and looks away when you overdraw the checking account. The person who made a beautiful garden so that I could enjoy it through my office window, who cooks enormous unclassifiable crock-pot concoctions that we can’t finish in a week, who reminds me to drink enough water and to take my B vitamins so I won’t get too stressed—that’s my wife. When our close friends inquire after his health, they ask how my wife’s been feeling lately. To everyone else, though, he’s my spouse. It’s an odd, stiff, unwieldy word, but it’s the only one I’ve got.

Edward is six feet tall and thin. Enormous blue-gray eyes, long face, soft chin—sometimes he looks like David Bowie and sometimes like Bugs Bunny. His hair is a wavy wheatfield that would be the envy of many men half his age; he gets frustrated with its unruliness and wants to buzz it all  off, and I beg him not to—I love to put my hands in it and feel its moist, coarse curls. Sometimes people tell us that we look alike, and I suppose I can see it—something perhaps in the large, slightly protruding eyes, or the teeth that make our dentist roll his eyes and sigh in distress.

He has perky little breasts. These days I don’t think they look all that unusual; a lot of middle-aged men have breasts. But he tells me that when he was younger they got him glared at in the gay clubs—maybe because Edward likes his breasts, likes to wear tight T-shirts with the sleeves and neck cut away and the fabric worn thin so that his upper body looks like a teenaged girl’s. I like this too; I’ve recently been pondering ways to instantaneously break in some more T-shirts to make them as soft, fine, and translucent as his old ones.

He has a beautiful voice, deep and precise and emotive as an old-time radio announcer; he says his high school drama teacher taught him to talk like that.

Some days he walks upright, at a pace not too much slower than mine. Most days, though, he leans heavily on a stout wooden cane, and I have to look back every few paces and stop while he catches up. Occasionally I’ll see him from a distance—slow-gaited, forward-leaning, thick-spectacled, wearing a cap tipped over his eyes and several layers of sweatshirts and jackets—and mistake him for an old man. And then I go up to him and he grins, or sometimes grimaces, and the illusion is broken and I am relieved: not yet.

What’s wrong with him? Nobody knows. We are now on our third expensive and temperamental neurologist. The injuries to his spine and joints, we know about: those happened twenty-five years ago, when he stepped between a baby stroller and a drunk driver. They account for the arthritis and maybe some of the muscle pain. But they don’t account for the agony that comes on suddenly—every time in a different spot—and  drops him to his knees, or the twinges in his hands and feet that he says feel like electricity shooting off the ends of his fingers and toes, or the poor coordination that means I must fill out the lengthy questionnaires that the neurologists demand and then ignore. Our family doctor, a good friend, says that for now we’ll call it “Edward’s Disease.”

Edward’s Disease means that I get to do most of the breadwinning, which is fine with me. My last partner let me earn all the money, too, and he didn’t have anybody’s disease.

Edward’s Disease also means that we use the bedroom mostly for watching TV and cuddling and sleeping. That’s less fine, but, you know, I’m fifty years old and I’ve had a lot more sex than most people. I go adventuring when I feel the need, and he’s here waiting for me when I get back, and that’s enough.

We got married late last year, at the Alameda County Courthouse. He wore a black suit I’d given him for Christmas. It fit perfectly and made him look sleek and urbane: definitely David Bowie. I saw him in it and immediately realized that what I’d planned to wear was frumpy and absurd. The bride is supposed to be the beautiful one, but I still ran out into the chaos of an after-Christmas sale and bought a new outfit to get married in.

The rings we exchanged are made of titanium, with a hammered finish. Of course, you can’t hammer titanium. Some jeweler painstakingly made a mold with a hammered texture, and poured the molten titanium into it. But they look like hammered titanium rings. I love them: they’re strong, and beautiful, and not exactly what they appear to be.

Most of our neighbors think we’re a nice, ordinary, middle-aged couple. They don’t know, or don’t care, or are too polite to speculate about, what it might mean when a guy wears a tight T-shirt that shows off his breasts, or when a woman cuts her hair short and walks with a heavy-heeled swagger.

A few neighbors—the lesbian and gay man two doors down who got married and had a baby together, the mixed-race pair of aging sixties radicals across the street—know a different truth about us.

I’m not sure which picture is right, or if either one is.

I do know, though, that every night we turn out the lights, and I roll on my side and curl up, and softly, in the dark, the fronts of his long thin thighs press up against the backs of my short wide ones, and I feel my muscles soften and warm, and my eyelids grow heavy, and we are home.
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