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			for those who identify with the epigraphs

		

	
		
			
				“Talk into my bullet hole. Tell me I’m fine.”

				—Denis Johnson, Jesus’ Son

				“We were perhaps not so unlovable as we had come to believe.”

				—George Saunders, Lincoln in the Bardo

			

		

	
		
			Smear the Queer

			
			It was yet another Monday morning, and we were arguing over the schedule for the next week like we always did. Rasheed thought since he was taking Monday, Wednesday, and Friday this week that he should get off easy with Tuesday and Thursday next week, but the problem was that Mateo was off for about a month with a broken collarbone, the smearing having gone too far last Friday, so we needed to pick up the slack.

			Our boss, Lynx, had breached protocol and allowed some tipsy men into the park since it meant more cash in her pocket. At least that’s what I assumed, though she denied it to the ends of the earth. Mateo and I could smell their grainy sour breath when they tackled us, pinned our arms behind our backs, bent our legs this way and that, and reached the point where we were convinced we’d never breathe properly again. That was when I’d heard the snap of Mateo’s clavicle under the weight of a big burly woodsman, the founder of some camping app or what have you.

			While we sat around the break room, sipping our coffees, reading the client briefs for the day, and rubbing ourselves with numbing lotion, I couldn’t stop thinking about the sound a bone made when it broke. I could almost taste its brokenness on my tongue, the baby birdness of it. Bile filled my throat and sinuses. Lynx was nowhere to be found, probably locked in her office schmoozing our big-time clients, the regulars who flew in on private jets and paid in wads of cash. We were a pretty secret operation. Only the richest could afford us, and we were located in the middle of nowhere in a part of the country where they left well and good alone as long as you could pay off anyone who came snooping around, which Lynx could.

			“It’s fine, I’ll pick up some of their shifts if someone else can take the rest,” I said. I nodded at my work bestie. “Max?”

			Max looked up from their wrist tape job and surveyed the lot of us. Rasheed, me, Elliot, Mario, and Heath. The fall/winter crew. If we could make it just another month, until mid-March, we’d have six months off to tend to our bodies (and maybe even vacation in Palm Springs or Vegas!) while the spring/summer queers took over. I know it sounds like a shitty gig, but I would be able to pay off my student loans in just a couple of years. And as a former rugby player, I thought, what’s a few more years of getting tackled? Turns out, it’s a bit different when the person wants you dead. Anyway, most everyone was in it to pay off some kind of debt, at least that’s what we told each other, but Max, I knew, was in it for the pain itself, the self-hatred brought to life. There’s always one, though I suspect we all have our own private, fucked-up reasons for doing what we do.

			“You all are a bunch of fucking ball sacks,” said Max. “Except for them,” they said, tilting their head in my direction.

			“I’ll give you my bonus,” said Heath, unaware that Max can’t be bought.

			Heath had taken on a custom request a few weeks ago, an older woman from Montana who wanted to shoot a rifle at Heath and Heath only. We theorized that Heath, a blond beanstalk of a person, resembled this woman’s genderqueer kid, or maybe an ex-lover who threw her world off its delicate little axis. The woman wasn’t allowed to actually shoot Heath, and her shooting test beforehand had been spot on—twenty bullseyes in a row—but once they were out in the field, one bullet nipped Heath’s side before lodging in a tree. Heath hadn’t seemed to mind too much at the time, bragging how they were finally able to get their mom that fake hip she’d been bitching and whining about for years, but I could tell the whole thing had rattled them. I heard they told Lynx they were no longer open for custom experiences, but that’s not how it works around here: She decides if and when you are open, and if you work here, well, you are never closed.

			Max waved Heath off. “I don’t want your money.”

			“But I do,” I said.

			Heath grinned. “Too late, you already volunteered.”

			“That’s what I get for being such a selfless leader,” I said.

			Max turned to me. “You ready?”

			I nodded, examining their body, which was taped up like a mummy. When I’d asked about the tape job, they said they liked pain, not injury. Injury kept them from experiencing more pain.

			“Nothing special today, right?” I asked. I’d been too distracted to read over the client brief.

			“Yeah, just the usual,” said Max. They seemed bored.

			I quickly rubbed some more numbing cream on my knees, which felt twenty years older than me. They were bone on bone in there, nothing left to cushion my every step, my every faceplant. Besides the knees, I had a bum ankle, an arthritic wrist, a tilted pelvis, a herniated disc, and a shoulder that was constantly slipping out of place. It’s amazing what you can grow used to.

			I followed Max out the door and onto the field. It was still early, the sun sitting low in the sky. We started tossing a football back and forth, another resting at my feet. That was our cue that we were ready, that Lynx, watching us on camera from the comfort of her office, could set the homophobes loose into the park, which was filled with obstacles like water pits and rope ladders and scalable walls. There were wooden structures Lynx had acquired from old playgrounds, big ships, and trains, ideal for a day of imagination and adventure.

			The homophobes liked a bit of a chase, to hunt for their queers. And for the right price, we would let them. We would take on all their rage and aggression, give them somewhere to channel it so they wouldn’t take it out on some unsuspecting kid on the street or queers dancing at the nightclub who were hoping to get lucky in the bathroom or an alley, so their hatred could be contained, controlled even. We would do that for our fellow queers. We would sacrifice our bodies and our sanity. Though there was no proof our efforts were successful, we still fancied ourselves a ragtag group of martyrs. And we would never tell a soul, partially because of the NDAs we’d signed and partially because of our shame at believing we alone could change the world, that we and our little bullied days could make a difference, relieve the world of pain, if only by concentrating it.

			River, my girlfriend, believed me when I told her all my bruises and scrapes were from jumping in to scrimmage with the rugby team I helped coach after school, after I was done being a gym teacher. It was easier that way. I didn’t want her worrying about me. As a nurse in the ER, she already had plenty of people to worry about.

			Max and I each cradled a football in our arms, ready for Smear the Queer, the game of our childhoods. The door at the entrance slowly rose like an automatic garage door. We saw the homophobes’ feet first: New Balance dad shoes and black Crocs. Then their legs, both men in straight-leg jeans held up by a belt, one black, one brown. One wore a Harvard T-shirt tucked into his jeans while the one in Crocs wore a turquoise polo. As always, they wore ski masks so we couldn’t make out their faces, but their hands were pale, somewhat wrinkled, perhaps liver-spotted. The anonymity was part of it—they wanted to hate us in peace. Hiding behind a computer screen wasn’t enough for some; they needed the real thing, flesh on flesh, a chemical reaction. And they weren’t always older men. Sometimes they were young tech bros. You could tell because of their $1,000 ripped T-shirts and pants designed to make them look poor.

			It was always interesting to watch the homophobes choose their target. Sometimes, like needy dogs up for adoption, I think we queers chose them. I don’t know what made me do it, but today I yelled out, “Hey, big Harvard man, come and get me!” It wasn’t my best line, but I hadn’t been hired for my creativity, now, had I?

			My taunting did the trick, and soon the guy was on my tail. I showed off my rugby skills and speed, juking him left and right, using structures as defenders.

			“**** *** *********!” he yelled, panting behind me. He probably hadn’t expected this much exercise, but I wasn’t going to just give him my body, my blood.

			“That hurts my feelings,” I called over my shoulder.

			“**** (pant) *** (pant) **** (pant) **,” he said.

			It went that way for a while, me shimmying and shaking, sometimes catching Max’s eye or even high-fiving as we sprinted past each other, having a bit of fun with it. Well, as much fun as you can have without thinking too hard about why you’re there in the first place. For a moment, we could have been two kids playing football out in the street, ignoring our moms who called to us through cupped hands; we ran and ran, even when our legs screamed out to us to stop.

			The man stopped running and rested his hands on his knees, his body bent in two. “******* *** **** *******,” he said.

			Eventually, once he got going again, I let this lump of a man catch me, and just like with rugby, I fell to the ground, accepting and controlling the tackle while allowing him to think the damage was all him. This was the best-case scenario: to be in control of and lean into the falling.

			He wasn’t so bad, this man. He only kicked me in the ribs twice. While he did, I fantasized about all the queers walking freely down the street because of me, because of us. They looked so delicious in their harnesses, with their shaved hair and their combat boots, their smiles and open-mouthed laughter, their canines pointed to the sky.
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			“Don’t you think it’s about time you hung up your cleats?” River asked. “You know, let the kids do the dirty work?”

			River was tending to the cut over my eye, dabbing it with an alcohol-soaked gauze pad. I winced, more for her than for me, so that she could go on believing that I hadn’t grown so tolerant of pain that I was numb. Or maybe not so much numb as I was dully fond of the pain. It’s not that pain set fireworks off in the pleasure centers of my brain or anything. It’s more that the wires in my brain had fused. Before taking this job, pain and pleasure used to be distinctly different things, in direct opposition to each other, but now they were one big tunnel through which all other emotions traveled.

			I didn’t answer, just let her keep on working on me. Maybe it was these after moments that I relished so much, the tenderness that followed pain, even if she didn’t know the source. There was something calming, almost hypnotizing, about having her work on me. The twist of the alcohol bottle cap, the slug of the liquid inside it, the smooth music of her hands. The way she would say, “This is going to sting a little,” before she did anything at all. How I always felt small, like a child sitting on the toilet while she stood at the sink, prepping. Not her child, but maybe a stray she found in her bushes after dark, having forgotten which way was home.

			“This will hold you over until tomorrow, but you’re going to need stitches,” she said.

			“Nah,” I said. “I’ll be all right.”

			“That’s not how bodies work.”

			I tilted my head back and waited for her kiss to swallow me whole. In bed, naked from the waist down, we pretended to be roommates in the hospital, lying side by side in our uncomfortable twin beds.

			“The nurse said we can’t raise our heart rates,” said River.

			“She’s just jealous,” I said.

			Then I lay very still, not moving, not breathing, barely living, and River, breaking character and the role-play we had very carefully orchestrated, shook me violently.

			“Stop it,” she said. “You’re too good at dying.”

			“I’m sorry,” I said. I kissed her and tried to suck the fear out of her, but it was no use. It would always be there.

			On our backs, heads turned toward each other, our tongues slithering in and out of each other’s mouths, we masturbated, whispering, “Not yet, not yet,” and “Don’t you dare.” The clit-sucking vibrator taunted me, pushing me to a place where I had no wires, neither pleasure nor pain, just sweet delicious nothingness where nothing and no one could take me down, whether I wanted them to or not.

			After, I sucked River’s fingers clean. She tasted like salt and toffee. I wanted more of her, but on my way down there, she grabbed my face and pulled it back up. She had a stupid grin on her face.

			“My parents are coming to town.” She said it with the same amount of excitement she would’ve had if Gillian Anderson had invited herself over. “My dad’s got business here, I guess.”

			“Wait,” I said. “Does that mean I get to meet them?”

			“Yeah, I mean, I was hoping you’d want to?”

			I kissed her face all over, little pecks like an excitable chicken. I’d been dying to meet her parents ever since we got together two years ago. They sounded like the type of parents you might invent for a kids’ book in which everyone’s farting rainbows. Members of PFLAG, Pride marches as a kid, donating to the Trevor Project, using correct pronouns—I mean, who the fuck were these people? They’d even fostered queer and trans teens while River was a kid, drawing them bubble baths when they had a long day.

			My parents, on the other hand, weren’t in the picture. I’d been fine without them. But did I like the idea of a new set of parents? Ones who could make up for all the parenting I never got? Yeah, of course. I wanted to ask them all my big questions, all my life things, like how do you put up drywall, and why would anyone have an open-casket funeral? I wanted them to invite me onto their laps. I wanted to nuzzle my face in their necks and inhale twenty-six years’ worth of answers.
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			The next morning, before work, we made a list of everything I needed to grab at the store for that night. We were going to do it up real big, throw a dinner party like in the movies. Meat and cheese boards, a fuck ton of dips, wine flowing, a salad that would look fresh from the garden, an entrée I’d yet to determine but knew would be beautiful. We kissed goodbye and I climbed into my car and drove to work, humming to myself like some kind of lunatic.

			I was the first one there for once. I poured myself some coffee and sat down at the table, scrolling on my phone. I checked myself out in the selfie camera to make sure my bun was properly slicked back. Our guests liked that sort of thing. They didn’t find any joy in smearing feminine “women” or masculine men. They wanted us dykes, us faggots, us trans dyke faggots who don’t pass, the type of people they’d just as soon harass on the street.

			Rasheed slinked in looking all sad and shit, barely mumbling a “hey” to me before collapsing into a chair.

			“Don’t worry, man, I’ll pick your shift up again,” I said.

			He perked up a bit then narrowed his eyes. “Why?”

			“River’s parents are coming over tonight for dinner. I want to buy some nice-ass wine, like, the type you’d never dream of even holding in the store just in case you drop it.”

			“Oh, that nice, huh? Don’t tell me you’re getting down on one knee.”

			“Shit, I don’t know,” I said. “Who knows what’ll happen.”

			“You ever think about how once we get out of here, like when we apply for jobs, they’ll be like, ‘Can you explain this gap in your résumé?’ And we’ll have to tell them we were in a coma or something?”

			“Every day,” I said, thinking of how all the lies I’d told River had, over time, become a part of me, a part of us, and how, if I didn’t do something about it soon, the whole damn thing would fall apart. I needed to quit my job, but it wasn’t as easy as simply giving my notice and turning my back on the whole operation—I needed the punishment just as badly as the homophobes needed to kick the shit out of me.

			“Mmmm,” said Rasheed.

			Slowly, everyone came rolling in. Max, then Mario and Heath, and finally Elliot, all hot and disheveled like usual. Elliot came up behind me and kissed me on the top of my head. I dapped up Mario, complimenting his haircut, which suited his face and made him look like Oscar Isaac.

			“Another day in the mines,” said Max, a purple half-moon under each eye and a cut on their cheek.

			These people—my family—I loved them, the whole lot of them. I would have taken all their shifts forever if it meant I could sop up their pain like a big mangy mop. I wanted them to be happy again. I wanted them to move back to the city and sweat all over one another at the club. I wanted the next time someone touched them to be soft and giving, humane. Some might call it a savior complex, but I think a more accurate word might be guilt.

			When I walked out of the club six years ago, I’d been drunk, sure, thanks to the bartender’s three-finger pour and a pretty girl’s insistence that I take shots with her. But I wasn’t too drunk to kick or punch or shout for help. I wasn’t too drunk to drag the bouncer over to the alley where it was happening. I wasn’t too drunk to make the blood stop spilling, to use my years of rugby training to tackle the guy, eyes up, back set, shoulder first, and drive, drive hard and low like a bull.

			But I hadn’t done anything, not a damn thing. Terrified, my heart doing its loud selfish heart things, I turned and ran in the other direction. I never told anybody about it, but I dreamed about it most nights, and I knew River could sense my guilt. I knew she wanted to dab it, whatever it was, with alcohol. Make it clean, make it sting so sweet.

			Everyone gathered around while I called up Mateo on speakerphone. He answered after a few rings. He sounded a bit loopy from the pain pills. He said he was tending to his sunflowers, though we were all confident Mateo didn’t have any sunflowers. All at once, we started shouting into the phone:

			“We miss you, boy!”

			“Who’s taking care of you?”

			“Oh, Mark stepped up to the plate, did he?”

			“You been jerking off with the stranger hand?”

			“We’ll have a big party when you get back, buddy.”

			“Don’t worry, we won’t let anything happen to you like that again.”

			“Lynx better be giving you worker’s comp.”

			“Let’s do happy hour soon.”

			“You missed it—yesterday one of the guests had on the same clogs as you.”

			“Oh, you got rid of them? Okay, okay, Mr. Style.”

			It went like that for a while, all of us yearning for our missing piece. Finally, Lynx came barging in, this lithe five-foot-nothing woman, so I slammed on the red button since Lynx didn’t really love us making personal calls at work. But he was one of our own! Who’d gotten hurt on the job! When she’d sworn to protect us!

			“Everyone better be on their A-game today,” she said, puffing on her vape. Fruit punch–scented clouds floated above her head. “We’ve got a packed schedule.”

			“Yeah, yeah, we got you,” said Rasheed. Max pointed to their full-body tape job as if to demonstrate just how ready they were.

			“We also have a custom request,” she said, looking right at me. “Arrow, I think you better take this one. It suits your particular, um, skill set.”

			She handed me a folder, blowing clouds in my face. She would have been frowning at me if her face weren’t botoxed to high hell.

			“You’re going to need stitches for that,” said Lynx, nodding at my eye. “That spot is like the goddamn Niagara. I should know.” She pointed to her own scar in the exact same place.

			I thanked her and flipped through the brief. A man had put in a kill request. There were things that our guests could and could not do. For one, they could not kill us, but there was nothing against requesting the kill experience. We had to make them believe in our death, that it came at their hands. That said, this was my first, and it made me tremble. Goosebumps lined my arms and thighs. The left half of my face began to tingle, and I started to taste copper mixed with something sour. I cleared my throat, swallowed hard, and nodded like a good little worker, like someone with a duty, a responsibility, to our guests.

			The kill experience wasn’t until the afternoon. The morning went by in a blur. First, six women maybe in their forties chased Max, Elliot, and me down, tying us up like hogs. There were things that we could and could not do. We could not show any signs of liking it, so I closed my eyes and pretended my ex-girlfriend, Rocky, hadn’t tied me up this same way at a play party back when the city felt whole and possible, free of shame and the sneaking suspicion that my personhood was so frail and flimsy that anyone at any point might come along and tip it over.

			At lunch, I put on my headphones, laid my head down on the table, and slept in strange, jumpy fits. Blood on the concrete. Sick scared wails. The angry shatter of a bottle and skull breaking each other. The why-me-ness in a cry at once sharp and fading. I shot awake and rubbed my eyes. Max sat beside me and rubbed my back, my mother and father rolled into one. I thought about dinner that night, and meeting River’s parents, the next step in the rest of our lives. I could get through this; I was almost there.

			When it was time, we headed out into the field and picked up our football, once again tossing it back and forth, lazily at first and then with some conviction, enough to make us shake our hands after every catch. Over the loudspeaker, Lynx said that it was just one man, that only I was needed, and Max could head back to the break room. They scowled then tossed the ball back to me and retreated to the cold stale room where we spent our time waiting for things to happen to us.

			Up went the garage door. First I saw white-and-red Nike Air Max sneakers, then tight-fitting joggers on a lean body, nice ones, the kind you wore to the gym when you wanted everyone to look at you and wonder where you got your workout gear. On top, he wore a Carolina blue Nike Dri-FIT T-shirt. This man was not fucking around. He was here to hunt. If I hadn’t been able to see his pale hands, covered in a layer of gray hair, I would have thought he was much younger than he was.

			At first, he seemed relaxed, as if waiting in line at Target but without anywhere to be, happy to watch the people with their carts full of candles and clothes and electronics. But the second he saw me, something changed. He got down on all fours, knees off the ground, like a hungry, defensive mother bear. Through the holes in his ski mask, I could see the feral heat in his eyes, their bloodthirstiness, or maybe not thirst so much as blood satisfaction, as if he knew already that I was his, that I always would be. For the first time in my four years at this place, I was scared for my life. This man, you could tell, had a hatred he never let out, never let anyone see. For some of the others, I think it was difficult for them to separate their two selves—they likely let the bad seep into the good. But not this guy. He kept it all under lock and key. In his daily life, he was the Good Guy, the Stand-Up Gentleman, the Family Man. The most terrifying man of all.

			I dropped the football and got down on all fours, galloping away from him, my creaky knees yelling no no no. On all fours, I wasn’t fast, and he caught me quickly, with the swiftness and agility of a cheetah taking down an antelope. I didn’t cry out or scream. I tried to act like it was every day someone paid to kill me, but somehow, under him, my limbs got lost and twisted, and in an effort to claim them, I yanked my arm out of his hold, elbowing him straight in the nose.

			I knew that crack. I could taste it once again, the brokenness, and I threw up in my mouth, quickly swallowing it back down. He reared on his hind legs, this pained and furious animal, this apex predator. Then he pounced once more, and I took it the way only the hunted can: with holy surrender, mouth open toward God or someone like them, praying that next time, next incarnation, I would be less prey and more predator, more okay with my vicious needs, with my stupid selfish heart.

			Eventually, I stilled. Eyes closed. No movement, no breath. And I could hear him moving around, perhaps sitting back on his haunches and examining me, eventually standing up and walking away.
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			That evening, River and I cooked and cooked. We sang, drank expensive sacrificial wine, kissed long and hard, and told each other to go brush our teeth.

			“They’re going to love you,” cooed River.

			“I hope so,” I said.

			I felt feverish—my face was flushed, and the back of my neck was slick with sweat. I thought about our someday wedding, and how River might share one of her parents with me for the parent dance. I would like that, I thought. To claim and be claimed.

			Once it neared time for them to arrive, I dipped into the bathroom for one last check. I fixed my hair then put on a little makeup to even out the color of my bruised face. The gauze looked stupid, like I was some kid who just got back from the skate park. Gently, I peeled off the tape and pulled the bandage away. The gash was deep, but it wasn’t actively bleeding.
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			Hearing the doorbell ring from the bathroom, I headed out into the living room. River opened the door while I stood beside her, ready to meet the rest of my life.

			“Come in, come in,” said River.

			A man and a woman entered, smiling at us like carolers. River’s father made eye contact with me, and the moment of recognition was marked by nothing more than a small swallow and a gimmicky smile. I moved aside and let him march into our life, where I stayed still and quiet, just how he liked, where I wore a certain joyful face, where I held his daughter’s hand, where the light was soft and pink and the air felt like butter, where the utensils were strange gifts in my hands and my bruises melted into armor, where we poured wine and remarked on its nice body, where we sat down to dinner and my wound opened up right then and there, blood spilling onto my plate in large, self-assured drops.

			Tell me, sir, what is it you think blood wants?

			That’s what I want to know.

			That’s what I’ve been trying to figure out.

			When you gasp, reaching across the table to dab my eye with your napkin, I want you to know that it doesn’t sting. That I can keep bleeding and bleeding, if you need me to.

		

	
		
			Harmony

			
			Most mornings, I have to pee outside like a dog. One of my four roommates is always in the bathroom. I don’t typically give a shit until later when I find blades of grass stuck between my lips. I keep my bottle of cellulite serum on a plastic chair by the fence. I like how it burns my thighs and ass cheeks. That must mean it’s working.

			If it’s a Monday or Wednesday, I go to therapy, but lately, all my therapist does is tell me to go to AA even though I haven’t once mentioned drinking. She’s at least more helpful than my mother, who took a vow of silence back in ’99 when my other mom left. Before the vow, she taught my sister Blair and me how to despise ourselves. She did grant us that kindness. After dinner, my mother would unbutton the top button of her pants and pinch her stomach skin. She’d say things like “I wasn’t always this size, you know. You should have seen me as a dancer. Five foot ten, barely 120 pounds.” It was hard not to hate her.

			As far as I knew, there was always a buy two, get one free deal on spankies at Walmart, and when my mother gave them to us, my sister and I were supposed to say “Thank you” instead of “We want American Girl dolls,” which is what we said on more than one occasion. I wore the spankies even though they were three sizes too big. I wanted my mom to look me in the eye and say, “I love the person that you are.” But even then, I knew it was an unrealistic desire. She was too wrapped up in her own delusions to understand that I needed her.

			The thing is, the not eating and its many consequences never bothered me. I had the incredible ability to ignore the sharp hunger that gnawed on my insides. And my arm hair came off easily enough, thanks to the home waxing kits. It was the having to stand on the bathroom stool to get a proper view of my body that disoriented me the most. Our bathroom mirror was small. Whenever I stood on the stool, I was just a ghost-pale body without a head. I had nightmares about my sister keeping my head in her purse even though she didn’t have a purse. Me screaming, “Why did you get to keep your head?” and her snickering that way she did whenever her pain had been redistributed to me.
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			This Sunday, I stay up all night through the Sunday scaries and into Monday. I’m too lazy to pee before Mel and the others wake up—there are too many first-time gay porn videos to sift through. By the time I’ve rubbed myself raw, Jerry is in the bathroom gelling his hair and preparing for his job interview, listing off all the reasons he’s qualified to bartend at Lickety Split’s, the bowling alley. I think I hear him say, “I’m better than a flamingo at balancing, see?” Out front, I pee on a bird-of-paradise, only this time I pee standing up. I know that sounds like a lie, but it’s not. It’s easy. You just have to flex down there. As I’m pulling up my sweats, a sun-wrinkled blonde comes around looking for Mel. She asks if she still lives here, and I fear someone is after Mel, so I tell the woman that as a general rule, I don’t associate with Aries. She thanks me for my time, and like an astrological app, she warns me not to get involved in any upcoming court hearings. Once she leaves, I scoop up the package on our welcome mat and leave it at Mel’s door even though it’s addressed to me. I’m not interested in any more of my mother’s apologies.

			After my other mom left, nothing really changed except instead of calling the house phone from inside the house to get my attention, my mom would write notes and leave them on the kitchen counter. Be home by 10. Stay away from weed. Check the mail. Pick me up a Diet Pepsi. If anyone calls, I’m not here. You didn’t hear this from me, but cocaine curbs your appetite. What book are you reading today? Why do you ignore my notes? I wish you’d stop moping, you have nothing to be depressed about. You’re so beautiful when you smile. I miss the feeling of missing things. I love you forever and always.

			Another side effect of her silence was that Blair and I were given front-row seats to my mother’s one-woman photo album tour. She had something like forty photo albums stuffed in the hallway closet. She’d point to her high school waist and hips with nerve-chewed fingers. All the boyfriends had long hair and stoned eyes. When my other mother came along, it was a surprise to everyone, but especially my mom. She didn’t fight her feelings, though. According to her, she was thrilled to finally get a taste of what her straight friends had been feeling all this time.

			“I felt at ease,” she’d said, a small smile creeping across her face. “Turns out I wasn’t defective after all.”

			I knew what she meant. When I started kissing my classmates at sleepovers, I felt a new and unparalleled calm. My entire world was cracked open like an egg on the edge of a pan.

			The first time I made a girl come, I felt all-powerful.
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