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Introduction

My name is Rachael Ann Brown. I'm 33 years old. I don’t know
how I ended up at this point in my life. Furthermore, I don’t
know how to convey what my problems even are without relating
to you my life story.

Early life

I was born in Warren, Ohio, around 9 o’clock on a Saturday
evening. Alright — I'll try and be a little less verbose, but you
never know when we’re going to need that. I have no memories
of Warren; my parents only lived there a few years for work, and
moved away when I was a year old. My father described it as
“the armpit of Ohio”; with all due respect to anyone with ties to
this place.

My first memories are of growing up in a house my parents
rented by White Lake, after we moved to North Carolina. I don’t
know how exactly we afforded to live at the lake. Maybe that’s
why we only lived there a few years. My memories of this time
period seem... pretty gentle. I briefly remember going to daycare



for a bit, before I started going to the baptist church in town for
preschool.

I often played with Katelyn, a neighbor who went to the
same preschool, and her younger sister Cassie. I also had some
other playmates who lived further away. This other fellow named
Ethan Bennett; not sure what ever happened to him. But it was
mostly Katelyn and Cassie, particularly in those early years.

We moved from our house by the lake to a new double-wide
trailer closer to town. We had quite a bit more space there, with
a pond and a lot more woods to explore out back. I didn’t really
have any neighbor kids to play with except for this much older
kid named Walt. While this sounds isolating, I don’t remember
it being particularly so. I was busy using my imagination in the
woods and playing Super Nintendo, and we still invited kids over
quite a lot back in those days.

I was enrolled in kindergarten at Bladen Lakes primary. And,
I still have mostly fond memories of this age. But, it also might
be the earliest age when I started to notice I was different. You
see, I quickly became friends with this girl named Courtney. And,
everything seemed pretty normal for a while. We played at recess,
made long strings of Play-Doh together. I remember our parents
arranging at least one play date. She lived in bum-fuck Harrells,
though.

Things started to get uncomfortable when the other kids
began to ship the two of us. “Ethan and Courtney, sittin’ in a
tree” they’d say, teasingly. I became increasingly frustrated by
this. I didn’t understand what was so weird about us, and why
they weren’t making fun of anyone else like that. Eventually, it
was explained to me that the problem was that Courtney was a
girl, and I was a boy. The other kids were insinuating that we
should date, or marry, or that we were already on the path to
doing so. But, I was just trying to make a friend. She’s just the
person I happened to first gravitate toward, for whatever reason.



So, I'm reckoning I have to make friends with boys if I want
to not be made fun of. And as I look around at all the other
boys, all I can think is... ick, really? They’re all just so... wild,
and loud, and rambunctious. Perhaps even a bit violent. None
of them felt particularly relatable.

Things felt a little awkward initially, when the first group of
guys I approached wondered why I wanted to play with them all
of a sudden. And, I didn’t exactly stop playing with girls entirely.
But, this might’ve been the first time I made a conscious decision
to try and act like a normal boy. It marks the point at which
I became self-aware. And, it was the beginning of a pattern of
behavior that has followed me ever since.

Mid-childhood

After trying on the various hats as one does at that age, it was
clear by about first or second grade that I was interested in
science, and electronics in particular. Bill Nye and Magic School
Bus were among my favorite television programs at that point,
and I really liked building the Radio Shack kits my parents had
bought me; particularly the shortwave radio receiver. I also really
wanted to learn more about computers; which was still a novelty
in the 90s, especially out in the country. Bladen Lakes built
it’s first computer lab on the other side of the wall from our
classroom when I was in kindergarten, which probably makes
first or second grade the first point at which they started taking
us over there; to play Jump Start n*" grade, or to look up silly
things on Yahooligans.

Just when I was starting to get jealous of kids who got
to have actual computer time, we bought our first computer.
And oh, do I remember that damn thing.



Second grade feels like a bit of a turning point in my childhood.
We got our aforementioned first computer. I also placed into
the gifted program (which we called AIG). Additionally, Josh
moved to White Lake from the Fayetteville area that year; he
would go on to become a lifelong friend. He was the first friend I
made who went to my school and also my church; most kids who
went to the Methodist church went to school at Elizabethtown
Primary, which was in town and across the river.

When I was in the second or third grade, my father had a
heart attack. He was only 39 years old, and was quickly taken
to Cape Fear Valley once he was stabilized in Elizabethtown. 1
went to stay with Josh’s family for a time. My dad survived; he
needed a stent if I recall, and it was strongly advised that he
stop smoking.

Josh and I quickly became friends. He also placed into AIG,
and within a year or two we were helping make a simple website
for our 3' or 4*" grade class.

In the mornings before school, I liked to go into my mom’s
room and waddle in the bed while she got ready and listened to
Bob and Sheri. And, I feel like I need to take a break to talk



about how weird it must sound for normal people to hear me
refer to “my mom’s room” when speaking of a married couple.
But by now, my dad had taken to sleeping in the recliner, while
my mom slept in the bed. And now that I'm older, I'm quite
certain any spark of romance between these two people had long
faded by this point.

But anyway, I liked to lie around in my mom’s bed before
school while she was getting ready, and this was when the thought
first occurred to me that I really, really wanted to try on one
of her bras. And, I was old enough to know that those were for
girls. I wondered if it was normal to feel that way, but I didn’t
really think much of it at first.

I think I was around nine when my parents decided I was old
enough to be left home alone. My dad was spending less and less
time at home for work-related reasons, that for all I know may
as well have been marital. This was decades ago, but I think
it might’ve been at the very first opportunity when it occurred
to me: what if I went into my mom’s room and tried on one of
her bras? As long as I'm really careful not to disturb anything...
who would know, right? So naturally one thing leads to another.
And, the first time I probably only did it for a minute or two. I
was so scared I'd be caught somehow, or that my mom would
come home way ahead of schedule.

This quickly became a habit. When I was left alone, I'd get the
family camcorder, an RF modulator box, a pocket-sized television,
and a 50’ roll of coax, combining them into a rudimentary CCTV
system. Nobody would ever ask what I was doing; playing with
electronics was well within my normal range of behavior by this
age.

My dad would sometimes jokingly sing that Cheech and Chong
number when we were driving around in his truck. While there
was certainly never any hurtful intent, this was my first time
learning, both that boys sometimes had the sorts of urges I had,
and that parents might disown their children if they do certain



Figure 1: Cheech & Chong - Earache My Eye (https://youtu.be
/VIWG67TQN24SA?t=59)

things. I was very confused why something so seemingly innocent
would elicit such an extreme response.

My electronics hobby grew to the point that I had a soldering
iron in my room, which for all I know my mom still has clenched
butt cheeks over. My dad suggested ham radio as a potential
hobby. This rapidly drew my interest, and I got my technician
class license just after my tenth birthday. The Morse code re-
quirement had recently been eliminated, though I did have to
muddle through learning it for the general class license I'd get in
middle school.

My mother’s first stay at the mental hospital happened around
the fourth grade. She went voluntarily, and I really only got bits
and pieces at that age. I think she might’ve driven the van to the
edge of the river and contemplated driving in. I think my dad
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mentioned she had a traumatic childhood. I do know she had
panic attacks, for which she took Klonopin and an antidepressant.
My father took care of me during that time.

I had my first emotional meltdown at school when I was in
fourth grade. I grew increasingly upset with the librarian during
n'" period, for some childish reason I don’t remember. I started
making a fingergun-like gesture at Mrs. Price; which isn’t like
me. I'm not really a gun person. I think she asked me to go to
the principal’s office or something, and I sort of just lost it. I
don’t remember all that much after that. I remember shouting
“I want my mommy!” in the teacher workroom; though in that
same moment I had a sinking feeling she wouldn’t be helpful.

I did eventually find myself crying in the principal’s office,
where we had this sort of “life is short” talk. I was mostly a good
kid, and I didn’t really get in trouble.

My mother quickly determined that I had anger management
issues. She took me to see a therapist in Fayetteville a handful
of times; this was mostly unproductive, and I certainly didn’t
talk about my little habit with the guy.

In fourth grade, I was encouraged to do a science fair project
inspired by my new hobby; no, not crossdressing, amateur radio.
I had a lot of subsequent science fair projects that were mostly
phoned in; but this one was actually alright, and went on to
the state level. It basically looked at what effect the sun had
on the noise floor and maximum range of radio communications,
especially at VHF and above. Not exactly original research, but
I was a goddamn fourth grader.

By this point in late elementary school, the girls were starting
to wear training bras, and I was starting to have feelings toward
them. But, my feelings were mostly just jealousy. Grown-ups
started telling me I was getting to the age where I'd start to have
feelings for girls. “Is this it?”, I wondered.



The corresponding process began relatively early for me. It
was noted in the fourth grade that I had “started puberty”, and
I entered middle school with an obvious mustache.

By now, my mother was very keen on bragging about how
I had my amateur radio license. I could’ve done without the
attention. She seems to have put me in a lot of uncomfortable
situations, under the guise of it just being “what moms do”. I've
needed a lot of hindsight to really see that.

I’'m not sure whether it was due to a change in my mother’s
behavior, or simply me growing older and more observant. But
toward the end of primary school, I increasingly viewed my
mother as “emotionally unstable”. My parents fought more often.
“Her saddle’s slipping”, my dad said of my mother privately; a
statement I was generally inclined to agree with.

I wasn’t really old enough to understand their arguments, so
there was always some doubt in my mind as to who was right;
but, my mother was very high-strung, anxious, and obsessive, in
stark contrast to my carefree and at times lackadaisical father.

By now, the mag-mount on a cookie tin had been replaced
with a Cushcraft vertical on the roof; which in turn would soon
be on a used 40’ tower we managed to pick up. It was eventually
accompanied by a three element beam for HF, and a 14 element
beam for 2 meters, along with a flagstaff-style pulley for erecting
dipoles.

My dad heard about Linux from somewhere (the paper, per-
haps), and suggested I should learn more about it. I was fasci-
nated by the idea of trying a different operating system; although
my dad would never let me use the family computer for that, I
managed to get a cheap used desktop computer in late elementary
school. T chose pre-Novell SuSE 7.something as my first distro; I
find this amusing as an adult, considering I lived two hours away
from Red Hat world headquarters.



Our church got a new preacher, Tommy. We went through
a few others I won’t bother to mention, but Tommy was the
preacher through most of my youth. Regardless of where I've
found myself in life, I still think he’s a cool guy.

My mother and I first met Tommy and his wife at a sort of
reception dinner we held for them in the church activity building.
We managed to find ourselves at the same table somehow, and it
was brought up that Tommy was also born in Warren, Ohio.

The new preacher undoubtedly mingled with other groups;
but our table, oddly enough, happened to be the one out of
a dozen or so that he gravitated toward. Him, his wife, the
Richardsons, the Stewarts, and my mother and I. The festivities
died down, and the people began to leave. Our group kept talking
as the activity building fell empty. A couple of people from our
table left; but the core group remained, and found itself in the
much more intimate adjoining preacher’s office.

This was a long time ago, and I'm afraid a lot has happened
that may have jumbled my memory. But, I do recall some vague
discussion about the Freemasons between the remaining members
of our party, save for my mother and I. And, something about
Tommy and Jody being from somewhere. I could try and be a
little less verbose, but you never know when we’re going to need
that.

9/11 happened during math class when I was in 5** grade. A
lot of parents came early to pick us up, including mine. Although
it was certainly made out to be a big deal, after Columbine
and the Oklahoma City bombing, I honestly underestimated the
gravity of the situation, and expected it to mostly fade from the
news cycle after a period of weeks to months.



My other little hobby had similarly grown, emboldened by
the couple of minutes of warning my ad-hoc CCTV system gave
me, and my growing familiarity with my mother’s routines and
early warning signs. I narrowly avoided being caught after she
confronted me about her disheveled underwear drawer; defying a
forthcoming explanation for my mother’s query, she volunteered
one of her own: that I was looking for a utility knife she had
taken from me and hidden in the drawer. It was like I was playing
a video game, where the only choice was to press X and take
this sort of plea bargain, which didn’t end in any sort of real
punishment anyway. It wasn’t like her to take things from me,
and she just gave it back eventually.

Middle school

Sixth grade-ish
I entered middle school just before my twelfth birthday.

I want to place myself back there, for a moment. The love
seat was moved nearer to the kitchen, in this sort of nook. And
I’'m laying on the love seat, bundled up with a heavy blanket or
two. The second TV is in the distance in front of me, toward the
back of the house. The main TV is in the living room around
the corner. I'm not sure that either one is doing anything, but
there could be a little background noise. There’s a seemingly
military-grade Thinkpad brick plugged into the wall somewhere,
and the other end of the cord is dangling in the couch somewhere
with me, probably. There’s a copy of Lord of the Rings I'm
reading for 6** grade English class on the floor beside me, and
I'm hacking away on the laptop. Figuring out vi for the first time
with some docs I printed out on the other computer... probably

10



trying to get XFree86 to work or something. I haven’t heard of
emacs yet, by the way.

An ancient thought experiment poses the question:
if grains of sand are removed from a heap, one at a
time, at what point does the collection of sand cease
to remain a heap?

When Homo Sapiens begin puberty, it typically initiates a
process of psycho-sexual maturation. This generality is one rare
instance in which my puberty was not exceptional.

Figure 2: A guide on Canadian puberty | South Park | (https:
//youtu.be/280WUAw85Gg)

I don’t remember exactly when I first experienced sexual
arousal, or how. But, it certainly happened by the end of ele-
mentary school. And certainly by the end of elementary school,
a couple of things had become obvious.
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You might (or might not) be wondering if I ever experienced
sexual arousal while crossdressing. And while the answer is yes,
especially in middle and early high school, that wasn’t really the
most profound pattern to emerge. One of my first and strongest
urges was actually that I really wanted to be tied up. I was
really into bondage, ropes, cages... and always as a bottom. The
universe just sort of delivered that to me at that age, along with
my mustache.

When I was younger, I always enjoyed playing games that
involved the aforementioned elements, as one often does with
cops-and-robbers style roleplay. But by the fourth or fifth grade,
I found that I enjoyed them a little too much, and that they had
become “private” activities. I distinctly remember escaping after
being tied to a basketball goal around age 10 or 11, frantically yet
begrudgingly, because I really didn’t want to explain to Aaron
why I had a raging hard-on.

In sixth grade, I started attending Clarkton School of Discov-
ery. I grew up in what some might call a rural backwater; the
county generally lacked magnet schools, or even more than one
or two AP classes at the high school level. The one exception
to this was Clarkton, which had a sort of “magnet hallway” for
AIG students. The AIG students took their core classes together
in the morning, and afternoon electives were mixed between AIG
and general education students. The general education students
either lived in southern Bladen county (which wasn’t exactly “in
town” for most people), or managed to get in through a lottery
system. Clarkton had by far the best reputation and resources
of middle schools in the county, and hosted a band, drama, tech
lab, and AV program; at least the latter two were the only of
their kind in the county.

I started getting bullied regularly for the first time in sixth
grade. This was almost exclusively a problem during my after-
noon electives, when the AIG kids were mixed with the regular
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students. One of the first electives I took was Christine White’s
Greek mythology class, and one of the kids did shit like putting
thumb tacks in my seat when I wasn’t looking. I think that guy
might’ve eased up a bit as the nine weeks went on, but he still
had an attitude with me.

The worse problem was this group of guys I sat beside in
keyboarding class. The main issue with this class was that the
assignments were designed for people who barely knew how to
type, and eventually worked up to using one of those rubber pads
that covered the keys. The assignments invariably consisted of
merely typing in something on a hand-out and saving it on a
network drive. So, I'd finish in the first ten to fifteen minutes
of the period. And, I'd wait for the troublemakers surrounding
me to finish. At which point they’d find various ways around
the content filter to play flash games or look at porn. I was the
one white boy from AIG, in between this group of black boys
who all knew each other and wanted to do shady shit in the
plethora of time even kids who weren’t Linux users would have
after completing the assignments. And, I didn’t share their taste
in porn.

After one of the boys had made a long-standing habit of
popping me with a rubber band whenever the teacher wasn’t
looking, I eventually lost it and took a swing at him as we were
leaving class. I missed, and he gave me a black eye. We both got
suspended for ten days. My mother wanted me to turn the other
cheek. My father wanted me to fight like a man; his wisdom is
something I've always agreed with since with respect to bullies,
though I've unilaterally failed to carry it out in practice.

I was getting older, and starting to have feelings I didn’t
understand about mom’s lingerie. And, I increasingly had the
urge to tie myself up for fun, with little bits of shoestring or
lanyard cord that I could find lying around. I really wished I was
born a girl, and was starting to think all adolescent boys must.
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Why would they want to be made out of snapes and snails and
puppy dog tails? We all just drew the short straw, right? We
have to be the men.

I remember first learning of the tradition of collegiate panty
raids. “Is that what I'm doing?”, I wondered. I figured I'd
understand when I was older.

I think it was in sixth grade when my parents announced their
separation. By this point my dad wasn’t really around much
anyway, so it didn’t really feel like a big deal to me. That’s not
to say he wasn’t a part of my life and didn’t remain so - he was
just out of town for work most of the time.

I remember being asked which parent I wanted to live with:
the mentally unstable mom who already takes care of me, or
my, at least well-intentioned, dad who’s never really cooked or
cleaned much before. The choice felt more obvious at the time,
though as I've grown older I have wondered what could’ve been
if T chose the other way.

My mother and I moved into a house in town, beside the
Methodist church that we attended. The house had a little bit
less space, but still had three bedrooms and was plenty adequate
for the two of us. That’s not to say my mother wasn’t a class I
or IT hoarder.

That same summer, I went on a trip to Iowa to spend time
with my dad’s family. While I generally enjoyed myself, my
grandfather (who I only remembered meeting once before) kept
giving me a hard time. My dad eventually explained that I hurt
his feelings when I last saw him as a young child, because I was
very surprised when I learned he didn’t know how to read, and I
wouldn’t drop the subject. I had completely forgotten that my
grandfather was illiterate by this age, and didn’t even remember
the incident.
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Grandma Joan was not my mother’s favorite person. I never
really knew her well enough to form my own opinion about her.

So, my dad’s family has this sort of underlying base level of
trauma, I'm in bum-fuck small town Iowa spending time with
grandpa Francis and grandma Joan, and if I didn’t know any
better I'd say illiterate career-electrician grandpa Francis feels
threatened by me. He dropped the skin effect, as if it’s relevant
at 60 Hz, and kept calling me Sioux City Sue; which I guess is
supposed to be an insult, but I secretly kind of liked it.

Around the time of the move, my mother had gotten me this
sort of birds and bees, going through puberty book. Actually, I
think she might’ve gotten it for me a few years ago, but I was
weirded out by it at the time. Anyway, it was around the time of
this move when 1 first looked through it; perhaps because I had
burning questions about my now obviously-divergent puberty
experience.

15



Half of the book was devoted to male puberty, and half to
female puberty. And, it was in this book that I first learned the
role of androgens and estrogens in the development of secondary
sex characteristics. And sure, it used more childish language, but
I'm too pretentious for that now.

Upon learning this, a slew of related questions and biological
conjectures flooded my brain, in what might as well have been
the same instant.

o If T were to somehow “take” estrogen, would I start devel-
oping breasts?

o Is it even possible to “take” estrogen? Is it available as a
medicine? Would I need to get a job working at a lab some-
where to even get access to self-administerable estrogen, or
could it somehow be a common medication?

e What would it look like? Is it a pill? Do you have to inject
it?

o [ would also need something to block my testosterone, right?

e Do they even make that?

e Or, would they just have to cut off my testicles first?

e Could T even find a doctor who’d cut off my testicles if
that’s what I needed to do?

e What if I became a pharmacist when I grew up, like
Mr. Terry. Could I give myself estrogen then? Does
Mr. Terry have estrogen in his store?

e Or, maybe I'd have to become a doctor. Can doctors write
themselves prescriptions, or do they have to see another
doctor? Jeez, I really wouldn’t want to explain this to
another doctor...

At this point, I'm ready to switch my career path from
computer-something to medicine if it means I could somehow
take estrogen and grow breasts.

It was right around this point, perhaps even exactly at this
point, when I had enough information to take to the internet. I
was already teaching myself Unix and shit, so to me the internet
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was the obvious end to figuring out what was wrong with me.
There were two things holding me back:

1. A lack of vocabulary to even explain the problem, despite
an abundance of, generally unfavorable, allusions to the
phenomenon in pop culture (My daddy disowned me ’cause
I wear my sister’s clothes...)

2. An utterly irrational fear of the subject matter

This changed after I heard one particular word in passing:
crossdresser. I'd learned how to use context clues years ago, and I
knew exactly what that word meant, just knowing that it existed.
Because, I was a crossdresser. I'd been searching for that noun
for years! Good, bad, ugly... at least I know what the fuck I am
now. I'm a crossdresser.

I’'m transsexual

Now that I had a word to Google, I could learn about what
it meant to be a young crossdresser. Although, I was actually
partial to dmoz back in those days. Maybe it’s because I wanted
to whoops-uh-daisically click through the lifestyle section and
find myself scrolling through the LGBT pages, whatever that’s
about, instead of very purposefully and incriminatingly typing
the ‘¢’ character, followed by the ‘r’ character...

For a month or two, I privately identified as a crossdresser. I'd
nervously nibble away at the information at first, a page or two
at a time, just like when I started sneaking into mom’s room. My
nerves eventually settled, and I began properly learning about
this stuff; feeling confident in knowing that I had my own room
with a private computer, and a mom who could barely use her
own without my help.

The acronym ‘LGBT’ stands for ‘lesbian’, ‘gay’, ‘bisexual’,
and... something else. I bet you think you know what the fourth
letter meant; but unless you were there, I bet you don’t fucking
get it.
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Not long after I learned the term ‘crossdresser’ and took to the
internet, I also learned the term ‘transgender’. Transgender was
defined as an “umbrella term”, encompassing the entire range of
gender-variant human behavior. “Transgender people” included
crossdressers or transvestites, transsexuals, drag queens, and
people who were generally averse to the concept of binary gender
itself, for either personal or socio-political reasons; the latter
group tended to identify as simply “transgender” in absence of a
more precise label, and would likely be described as “non-binary”
today.

Because ‘transgender’ has taken on a meaning that largely
overlaps what ‘transsexual’ meant in 2003, I feel I have no choice
but to present to you a pedantic little list of what all the different
types of transgender people were in the mid 2000s; a list you’d
struggle to reproduce without either an old-timer like myself, or
lots of time spent on Wayback Machine.

Crossdressers and Transvestites (CD/TV) Transvestites
are (mostly) men who enjoy wearing women'’s clothing in a recre-
ational and non-performative capacity. The underlying motiva-
tion for the behavior may or may not be sexual. Contrary to
what one might expect, transvestites are often straight men; but
could also be gay or bisexual.

Transsexuals (TS) Transsexuals suffer from an understudied
congenital medical condition in which one’s cognitive gender
differs from their physical sex. Although no obvious cause has
been identified, the symptomatology reported by transsexuals
overlaps significantly with that of intersex people who had their
ambiguous genitalia surgically corrected at birth, only to suffer
from gender identity problems later in life.

Transsexuals are divided between male to female (MTF) and
female to male (FTM); the transsexual community was by far
the most balanced between the two sexes, while transvestites and
drag queens were comprised almost exclusively of men with male
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gender identities. While it wasn’t always the case with other
flavors of transgender people, target gender was always used
when speaking of transsexuals; thus MTFs were trans women
and FTMs were trans men.

Drag Queens Are amateur or professional actors who perform,
typically exaggerated or burlesque, roles as women, for fun or
profit. Drag queens are often gay men who otherwise have no
connection to the greater transgender community; though they
could be hetero transvestites, or even transsexual women. You...
probably know what a drag queen is.

Transgender (TG) People who identified as blanket trans-
gender often rejected the concept of traditional gender entirely;
either because they didn’t strongly identify with the idea of being
either a man or a woman, or because they had social or political
motivations for breaking down the gender binary. However, it
bears reiterating that ‘transgender’ was also used as an umbrella
term that included CD/TV/TS and other niches under its banner,
without denying the individual identity of any particular group.

Intersex (IS) While not generally included under the trans-
gender umbrella, intersex people suffer from a range of different
medical conditions that result in an ambiguity of their physical
sex. Despite what one might expect, intersex conditions are
actually fairly common, and typically don’t produce obvious dis-
figurement. The intersection between the IS and TS communities
exists where intersex people do have associated gender identity
problems, often in conjunction with corrective surgery they may
not have asked for.

From around 2010 to 2015, a major shift in language took
place within the transgender community. The term ‘transsexual’
fell out of favor, becoming associated with outdated information
and conservative transmedicalism. Usage of shorthand like ‘GG’
(genetic girl) was replaced with newer vocabulary like ‘AFAB’
(assigned female at birth; a phrase loaned from the intersex
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community). MTF and FTM became adjectives instead of nouns,
and new words emerged, like ‘cisgender’ for a non-trans person.
Additionally, I recall minor shifts in idioms otherwise still present
in the transgender community (read like a clock: “the barista
‘read’ me” would have been more idiomatic 20 years ago, whereas
“the barista ‘clocked’ me” is more recognizable today).

I remember my initial shock after learning that crossdressers
didn’t actually want to be women. Because, I really wanted to
be a girl. And, as unusual as my problem appeared to be, there
seemed to be an unexpected plethora of reasons why a boy might
want to wear women’s clothing. I thought for sure I was good
enough at context clues to know that I was a crossdresser.

At the time, it felt like the resources for the CD/TV commu-
nity were both flashier and more numerous. It seemed like a lot
of crossdressers were into the thrill and excitement of, wearing
women’s panties under their boy clothes, for example. And, that
wasn’t quite what I was looking for. I do remember that I was
looking for advice on making DIY breast forms.

I wrestled with the concepts in my head for a while. Looked
at transsexual resources a bit. Went through the CD/TV pages
some more. Took all the silly little quizzes that probably didn’t
mean anything. The conclusion I kept coming back to, was that
I was transsexual. I was so certain I was a crossdresser, until I
learned what transsexuals were. Now, I couldn’t get it out of my
head that that’s what I was.

One of the earlier resources I found was Antijen. Whether
or not it was ever stated publicly, Antijen was a pun on creator
Jennifer “Aunty” Lynn’s name. Aunty ran a humble website
and associated mailing list for transsexual youth aged 26 and
younger, during an era when listservs were still the primary
method of organizing semi-private group discussions over the
internet. While there was also a Yahoo group or two devoted to
the same niche, I have little doubt Aunty ran the largest forum
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for transsexual youth in the early 2000s and probably until large
sites like Reddit and Tumblr finally took over.

It was now, in the year 2003 and just after my thirteenth
birthday, when I decided to join Aunty’s list. I made a new email
account for the purpose, and sent a message that probably had
something like “Join” in the subject line with an empty body;
thoroughly expecting an automated system to respond and add
me to the mailing list, as was often the norm back in those days.

As T started wondering if the machine was broken, I found a
message in my inbox 24 to 48 hours later:

Hello,

Could you tell me a little about yourself?

I immediately decided I'm not going to answer. Things are
happening pretty fast, and I kinda just wanted to lurk for a while.
Maybe I'll try joining the list again in a few months or years,
now that I know human interaction is involved.

A day or two later, I got a variation of the same message.
“Could you tell me a little bit about yourself?”

I was home from newly entering the seventh grade at the time,
waiting for hurricane whatever to pass on September something. I
thought more about writing back, and eventually started putting
something together.

I needed a name for myself, and I went with Elizabeth; imag-
inative as it might not be. I went through a lot of names. Eliz-
abeth, Sarah, Morgan... I go by Rachael now. It’s actually my
legal name.
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I returned to find, probably, a few messages in my inbox.
It’s been too long to remember exactly what was replied to my
talking about the weather; though, it undoubtedly ended with

Hugs,
Aunty

I quickly learned that what Cheech and Chong were singing
about wasn’t a joke; disownment, homelessness, familial abuse
and runaway youth were all rampant problems in the transsexual
community. There was an active member of Antijen who was
pretty open about having ran away from home to work as an
underage prostitute.

I soon observed a common thread between all of these bad fam-
ily experiences trans folk often had; they were mostly Christian,
with religion often playing a central role in the conflict.

There was enough apologeticism to be found for those who
wanted to reconcile their faith with their gender identity. I ate
that up, for a while. I began to resent my southern Methodist
upbringing, and found myself wanting to run away to San Fran-
cisco to join a Unitarian-Universalist church or something. I also
recognized that a “Methodist upbringing” is about as good as it
gets in the south.

This was similarly instrumental in forming my earliest political
opinions. There was a lot of peer pressure in Bladen county to be
anything other than a Democrat; which often led to me adopting
more outwardly-libertarian views in my youth to fit in than I
probably would’ve professed otherwise.

I could tell one side might be summarized as saying “Yall’s
lifestyle is sinful and unnatural and immoral!”; while the other
was defensively claiming that “We were just born this way!”.

And then there’s, uh... me. I'm just... this. Whatever this is.
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Drugs for trans kids

One of many things I didn’t understand about my unique situ-
ation, was that not every young transsexual got their start by
sneaking into their parent’s rooms like I had. Then again, it isn’t
exactly unheard of either.

Now that I'm older, I actually feel pretty weird, and pretty
bad, about the extent to which I did this. This feeling is balanced
out by the understanding that I was clearly just born with some
sort of abnormality, and that I really needed help knowing what
I was at that age.

I experienced my first orgasm right around this time. I
had taken to tying myself up while wearing my mom'’s clothes,
because it felt good I guess, and pulled the vibrating motor out
of a massage pillow, because it seemed like a good idea at the
time. One thing led to another, and the rest is history. The
feeling took me completely by surprise after I'd haphazardly tied
my hands behind my back with a bit of string.

This quickly became a habit. About as quickly as I formed
this habit, I hatched a sort of laundering scheme; both literally
and metaphorically.

It probably started with one pair of panties or something,
that just really needed to be washed; despite layers of protection
that were, again, both literal and metaphorical. They can’t go
back in the drawer. Somebody needs to wash them eventually. 1
suppose you could just fuck around and find out with the regular
hamper. Not even I was so adventurous. Mom comes home in an
hour. You don’t exactly have time do to a special load of laundry
before then.

So it starts with, maybe, one pair of panties. At first you're
freaking out that she’s gonna notice one pair missing out of,
probably more than a dozen or something. But the thing about
it is, she’s probably not. Or if she does, she’ll probably think
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she’s just imagining things at first. Because, where else would
they have gone to? The gnomes?

Figure 3: South Park - Underpants Gnomes (https://www.yout
ube.com/watch?v=WpnM37A4P_ 8&t=20s)

So, now you have a pair of panties under your bed. And, thus
far, you probably have good intentions of simply washing them
next time mom’s at work and returning them to their rightful
place in mom’s drawer. But, as you think about it more, you
realize you got away with it. You just took a single pair of
underpants, and she didn’t notice. It’s just one grain of sand,
and she has a whole pile over there. What’s more, I might
actually raise suspicion by returning them, now that she thinks
everything’s normal. So, maybe I should just keep this pair for
myself. Because, this is clearly becoming a habit anyway.

I can’t help but laugh inside, when I remember that finding

advice on making breast forms was what was at the forefront of
my mind when I first discovered Antijen. Don’t get me wrong;
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breast forms have very much always been a subject of discussion
in transsexual forums. But, I totally missed the point at first.

That stuff is like heroin for gender dysphoria, what I did as a
kid. And, it’s great. But, you never catch the dragon. What you
can do, is make a plan and stick with it. Grow your hair out, it
takes a few years anyway. No, nobody is going to think you’re
trying to be a girl. This stuff is actually really, really rare. I know
it feels like a really long time at your age, but... you’ll be eighteen
in five years. Maybe trust a guidance counselor or another queer
kid or something, but you really shouldn’t talk to normal people
about it. They won’t understand. It’s actually disturbingly
easy to order prescription medications from overseas pharmacies
without a prescription. And when do you turn eighteen anyway,
the start of your senior year? What do you mean you can’t take
hormones in high school? It doesn’t. Get. Easier. Just. Fucking.
Do it.

That’s what I would tell myself, anyway. I did get reasonably
far through this list the first time without my future self’s help,
considering the calamity that followed.

Seventh grade-ish

So, I entered seventh grade thinking I was a closet crossdresser,
unless I already knew I was transsexual by then. I had a new
home, a new bus route, and a different outlook on life.

This was the first year I was actually able to take CSD-TV,
which was the school’s AV elective. I had been eyeing it since
I first saw their studio and control room as a middle school
prefrosh or whatever. I soon proved myself to be one of the
more knowledgeable students in the class, along with my friend
Noah; who by now I was beginning to suspect was a closet
homosexual. The future of the program was in question after
the recent retirement of Mr. Jameson, who had a history both
with the school and the local television station. Mrs. Fletcher

25



had been recruited to teach the elective in the interim; she had
no prior experience, but she was friendly, and we all did what we
could with the resources we had.

I don’t remember having so many bullies in my electives at
this point, but I now had a different problem: my new bus route.
The crux of the problem, was that my new bus stopped at the
middle school in town, where the parents of (mostly AIG) kids
would often pick up their kids halfway so that they didn’t have
to drive all the way to Clarkton.

So, this was a particularly busy bus stop, where about half
the kids on the bus got off, and the remaining half got off at
various stops around town; mostly on the black side of town,
possibly contributing to racial tensions. The final matter that
made the situation untenable was that ridership was inconsistent;
lots of families would make runtime decisions about where to
pick up their child, aided by the newly-ubiquitous nature of cell
phones; by the time I graduated from middle school, even my
broke ass had one.

Some days, there would just be way too many people riding
this bus. It was an absolute madhouse, trying to get a seat;
and, I usually had to make the bus from the tech lab because
of CSD-TV, which was at the absolute furthest reaches of the
school. The problem was compounded by a number of “tough”
guys and girls, who would insist on sitting in their seat, with
their boyfriend or girlfriend, or maybe just their regular friends.
I could never manage to keep up with whom these people were,
and what their absurd pecking order was. But, they were mostly
black students from the general education side of the school; and
I mean that in the least racist way possible.

Sometimes I could get a head start, or I'd get lucky and
manage to find a seat. Other times, I'd find myself walking up
and down the aisle, over and over again. The bus driver is yelling.
“Sit down! Slide over!” She can’t legally move until everyone’s
butt is in a seat. The other kids are starting to get mad at me
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for not finding somewhere to sit. They all want to go home. But,
there isn’t anywhere. Most of the seats have three, maybe even
four people in them. There are maybe a couple seats remaining
with only two people, but they’re for Rayshawn and Shanequa
or some shit, and they usually push my cracker ass out by force
if I try to sit there. I seem to be the only kid who keeps pissing
off Rayshawn, too. I guess all the other kids just know who the
fuck he is. Or, maybe they’re friends with him.

(I'm sorry if these fictionalized names come across as a wee
bit racist. But I mean, they were black...)

On these days, it would feel like the whole world was mad
at me in particular. I know it’s nothing personal, but the bus
driver is mad at me for not sitting down. The kids are mad at
me for not sitting down. That kid is mad at me for trying to
sit down. I keep walking up and down the aisle. “No.” “Nope.”
“Aww, hell naw!”, I’d hear as I moved toward the only obvious
remaining sliver of bus seat. I often had to fight with the worst
of the assholes for the only remaining space, as they guarded it
for extra legroom like a bunch of wild hyenas. Sometimes, I'd
eventually get Rayshawn to move over after he pushed me around
a bit. In fact, I usually had to. Because, none of us can go home
until T do. “Tsk, maaaaaan...”

I had at least one or two mini-meltdowns over this before 1
eventually had the big one. One day, I just lost it. “There’s NO
FUCKING SEATS on the FUCKING BUS” I screamed,
punctuating my words by banging my trumpet case against the
roof. Some other kids tried to restrain me, as I kicked and bit at
anyone who tried to hold me back. The SRO was called over to
escort me off the bus, and I was taken to the principal’s office.
The principal called my mom, and the SRO drove me to the
mental health center in the cop car. I got to sit in the front seat
though, and he was nice about it.

My mother was quick to label this a resurgence of my “anger
management” problems; I think this was the incident that ulti-
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mately lead to my first being prescribed Zoloft. It never really
helped me, and in retrospect it was a total miss to think it would
help with any of my problems. I stopped taking it by the end
of middle school. T didn’t get to go on the field trip to the state
fair because of my little “outburst”.

It was probably also around this time when I started seeing a
therapist regularly. I was too nervous to talk about any of my
actual problems, and thus the sessions were unproductive.

The tran who would be queen

It was in this same year that J. Michael Bailey published the now-
infamous pop science book, “The Man Who Would Be Queen”.
The book promotes the theories of researcher Ray Blanchard,
who argues that there are actually two types of male-to-female
transsexual.

Homosexual transsexuals (HSTS), he argues, are essentially
just gay men who’ve (perhaps unconsciously) adopted a female
gender identity as a sort of mating strategy.

Autogynephiles (AGP), on the other hand, are basically men
who fetishize the idea of themselves as women. The affliction
has been described as an “erotic target location error”, in which
otherwise heterosexual male lust is directed inward instead of
outward.

The main finding in support of Blanchard’s theory is the
presence of what would appear to be two correlation clusters in
demographic studies of male-to-female transsexuals:

Ostensibly-HSTS cluster Ostensibly-AGP cluster

Pre-pubescent dysphoria Pubescent or later onset of
dysphoria
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Ostensibly-HSTS cluster Ostensibly-AGP cluster

Attracted to men Attracted to women (or
sometimes bi)

Transitions before their late Often transitions later in life

twenties

Average 1Q Above-average 1Q

Blanchardianism is... not very popular among the general
transgender community; which overwhelmingly views transsexu-
alism as a sort of neurological intersex condition. As evidence of
this, the mainstream position looks to the similarities between
MTF and FTM transsexuals, as well as intersex individuals, argu-
ing that all of these phenomena can be explained by the presence
of a neurological gender that can become uncoupled from one’s
physical sex.

Blanchardians are accused of jumping to conclusions and
implying causation from correlation, as well as hand-waving away
inconsistencies by accusing trans women of simply not being
honest. In turn, Blanchardians pan mainstream trans advocates
as hysterical, or perhaps even “protesting too much”. Though
it’s considerably off-topic from this text, I’d recommend the
Contrapoints video on the subject for an, admittedly biased, but
more modern take on a debate that is no less resolved today than
it was twenty years ago.

Church

It was right around my seventh or eighth grade year when we
had confirmation. This is a sort of class for adolescents, so that
they can learn all the little details about Christianity and the
Protestant and Methodist traditions, and decide for themselves
what they believe in. We didn’t actually hold this class on a
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regular schedule, and it was the first one we’d done in recent
memory; certainly since getting Tommy as our new preacher a
few years ago.

I’d rather end anyone’s suspense now and tell you that I'm
an atheist today. I don’t generally look back on my church youth
experience with disdain, though. This wasn’t really a fire and
brimstone church, and I still have a lot of respect for Tommy.

We’d go over to the activity building every week or two, I
don’t remember. And we’d learn about early Christian history,
all of these different creeds, the persecution of early Christians
followed by the rise of the Catholic Church, and beyond and so
forth. There was often a focus on having us think about what our
individual belief or preference was out of a range of possibilities,
and there was rarely if ever a right answer.

During one of the classes, we discussed emperor Constantine;
and, after listening to a biographical sketch of the fellow, were
asked to give our thoughts about him. I held the, somewhat
contrarian, position that I wasn’t so keen on the guy; sure, he
spread Christianity throughout the land, but he spread his version
of it. It seemed like most of the other kids saw what he did as
at least an improvement. But, I wasn’t even convinced this guy
was sincere. He worshiped the Roman pantheon until midlife,
until suddenly he converted to Christianity, then started killing
everyone who didn’t follow his weird new version of the religion
he probably didn’t really understand himself. I saw his actions
as a, rather transparent, variation of the axiom “if you can’t beat
them, join them”.

I’m probably recovering from a psychotic break or some-
thing. There are a few points in this story, where recent events
suggest my memory has short circuited. While I understand
some of these things probably didn’t actually happen, I can only
write from my own memory. I've never read Slaughterhouse-Five;
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however, I've read the Wikipedia page, and I probably sound a
lot like its narrator.

It was at this point that Tommy made it clear he wanted to
speak with me after class. And no, I wasn’t in trouble.

This was the first instance of Tommy trying to get me inter-
ested in the Freemasons. “The Freemasons think like you do,” he
said. He made it sound like they had a closely-guarded early form
of Christianity, like the early Gnostics had or something. He had
something he wanted me to read. And, it wasn’t a physical copy
of anything. He wrote the name of this introductory masonic
text he wanted me to look at on the smallest slip of paper, along
with a URL where I could find it. And, he made it clear that
this was for my eyes only.

At the time, I took everything this man told me at face value.
Now that I’ve grown older, and have heard a lot of, often contra-
dictory, things about the Freemasons, I think Tommy was taking
me for a ride. But, the question is why. Why would my childhood
preacher feed me misinformation about the Freemasons? It only
gets weirder from here. Let’s keep going.

As T left the activity building, Josh was standing outside the
door, and asked what Tommy and I talked about. “Oh... he
just wanted me to read something when I got home...” It seemed
harmless enough. Josh and I are on the same level, right? Why
can’t I talk to him about it?

Several days later, I had a follow-up conversation with Tommy
about what I’d read. My memory’s a bit hazy, but here are some
of the things that I recall from our talk.

o All sorts of things or entities are real that can’t be seen or
touched. Like angels and demons and spirits and stuff.
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e The Freemasons know about things that are basically in-
distinguishable from magic. There seemed to be some
understanding between us, regarding the “crazy Christians”
who didn’t believe in science and wouldn’t let their kids
watch Harry Potter.

¢ Demonic possession is actually real. Freemasons study that
sort of thing.

o His wife doesn’t know anything about this. I can talk to
Terry, though.

I didn’t know what to do with this information. I think I was
some combination of fascinated, skeptical, and spooked out. I
didn’t like that the information I'd learned seemed unfalsifiable,
and that I seemingly had no real way to independently research
the subject matter.

While he seemed serious, I couldn’t help but wonder whether
Tommy was both sincere and correct in his assertions.

Ultimately, I figured I'd file this away as something to maybe
learn about when I'm older. I was obviously too young to join
the Freemasons at this age.

Sex ed

Sometime in the seventh or eighth grade, a friend walked up
to me in the hallway between classes and cracked a joke about
masturbation.

Careful, Ethan! If you jack off too much your palms’ll
turn green!

I laughed like you’re supposed to, and maybe even looked at
my hands. It was a sort of made-you-look joke, after all. But, it
took me a couple minutes to really get it. Why would jacking
off make your palms green? Sam doesn’t.. know what I do in
private... does he?
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It eventually occurred to me that normal boys do it by grip-
ping their penis with their dominant hand and rubbing one out.
Because, they’re normal. Right. So, Sam just thinks I'm a normal
boy. That’s cool! I think...

Touching my genitals never felt particularly natural to me,
even when there were otherwise no ill feelings associated with
it. Even when using the bathroom for example, I've always
managed my situation with toilet paper, and have avoided urinals
throughout my life without exception. (Not that this makes me
more trans than anyone else; I'm pretty sure this is highly unusual,
even for trans women.) But suffice it to say, I had no urges to
“turn my palms green”.

Barring nocturnal emission, the aforementioned vibrating
massage pillow motor in my underpants was my first time doing
it. And no, my sexuality didn’t get any more vanilla over time.

There were pros and cons to the little motor.

Pros Cons

Hands-free Lacks power (especially
through layers of fabric)

Portable Requires 2 AA batteries

Discreet and homegrown; like
the MFLB of vibrators

Lack of power is actually
useful for edging

I continued using this little thing for a surprisingly long time,
but even after discovering it I kept looking for something... else. 1
was probably driven by a similarly powerful impulse as my friend
Sam, when he did the deed he psychologically projected onto me.
I wanted to... stimulate... that area. And, I seemingly had zero

33



desire to “jerk off” like a normal adolescent boy is apparently
supposed to do.

I don’t know how I came up with this idea, but it worked
surprisingly well. I pulled the fan out of an old Sun server and
connected it to a 12 V bench supply; then, very carefully and
through my underpants, held it at an angle to vibrate the head
of my penis. The fan was relatively low power, but could cause
discomfort or minor nicks to the peen if you managed to stall
the blades.

A less creative, but still effective way I'd found to do it was
to wrap this (non-massaging) neck pillow around my junk, and
use a combination of moving my hips and grabbing the edge of
the pillow. I could sort of forget I had a dick this way.

Anyway; the title of this subchapter is “Sex ed”. We're a
little past this point now, but it was in mid-to-late elementary
school when my mom decided my dad should have the sex talk
with me. He mostly just explained that the penis goes in the
vagina on the way back from boy scouts, and that’s how babies
are made; and I supposed the rest would make sense once I'm
older. When we got back home I was visibly weirded out by it
all, and T remember my mom being upset with my dad over how
he explained it, for some reason. Maybe because he didn’t talk
about how you aren’t supposed to have sex until marriage? Ugh,
anyway...

The point is, neither of my parents really had much useful
advice to offer me about sex or relationships. I'm pretty sure
their marriage was a disaster, and neither of them appeared to
have a successful post-divorce dating life.

However, my mother is particularly weird about sex. And,
not necessarily in the way you might expect from someone whose
religious. For example, she’s never suggested I outright shouldn’t
be masturbating. She mentioned to me once that she had talked
to her friend Gail, and wanted me to know that it was normal
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for boys my age to masturbate. They’re always the most awk-
ward, abbreviated conversations, and she never quite seemed
comfortable with the subject matter; though maybe I'm simply
projecting my own feelings. She’s also very creeped out by porn,
and is quick to label men she doesn’t like “perverts”; sometimes
even disdainfully accusing them of looking as if they “watch porn
in their basement!”

So, I'm learning that I’'m just a little different from normal
kids. I seem to be transsexual, first of all. And, tying yourself up
for fun is called “BDSM”. My name is Ethan Alexandre Brown, for
now, I’'m in the seventh grade, I'm a male-to-female transsexual,
and I’'m into BDSM. This is fine.

We had sex ed in seventh grade. And we didn’t talk about
transsexuals, or BDSM, or even masturbating without your palms.
But, I'm starting to get it through my head that I’'m just really,
really weird. It felt like I'd always been the exception, like I’d
always had to over-explain myself, for as long as I could remember.
Football or baseball? Ham radio! Windows or Mac? Linux! Gay
or straight? Transsexual! Blondes or brunettes? Whips and
chains! I can’t even masturbate without two AA batteries.

I didn’t need batteries anymore once I came upon a more
powerful “personal massager”. I didn’t know what a Hitachi was
yet.

This was probably the first point in my life, when I really just
wanted to be normal. I wanted to have normal kid problems,
whatever they were. I wanted to get in trouble for sneaking out
late, or smoking my dad’s cigarettes, or getting a bad grade on
my report card. I felt a growing sense of incredulousness from my
inner self, that I could really be this fucking weird. It must be at
least partially my fault, right? Or, might there be an unexpected
common cause that would satisfy Occam’s Razor? I doubt this
will create any cognitive dissonance, trying to find a single root
cause that would appear to make me a transgender sex pervert...
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Figure 4: I think my mom found this at the church yardsale or
something
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Mommy’s alright

My mother returned to the mental hospital again when I was
in seventh or eighth grade. During that time, I stayed with my
friend Cameron, who I went to school and church with.

My little habit was beginning to spiral out of control. I'm
afraid I’'m unable to resolve the original paradox at the beginning
of this chapter; however, I can tell you that there were now two
piles of sand in this house.

It started with a large shoebox. Then I needed a fucking
Avon box. In which I could nest the smaller shoebox full of stuff.
At first. I started crossdressing (for lack of a better word) every
chance I got. I became increasingly more careless. I used to
tiptoe around. Now I just chain lock the door when mom goes
away on short errands. Sometimes Susan would come home early
and bang on the door, screaming at me in that panicked voice of
hers. It rattled me, at first. It was better than the alternative.

My mother found my! stash of clothes for the first time in
middle school, probably eighth grade.

In my growing carelessness, I had taken to keeping the Avon
box in the space between my bed and the wall. This was a spot
chosen out of convenience rather than safety; I'd begun taking
to my pursuits at night after Susan had gone to bed, and so I'd
often move the box there from its more discreet hiding place to
avoid making noise retrieving it on weeknights. I wouldn’t keep
the box there if I was away for long periods or thought there was
a chance Susan would clean my room;? she worked during the
day and had a long commute, so there wasn’t really much time
for her to even go through my room on school nights.

1At least a couple articles of clothing came from the church yardsale;
though I admit I am using the word “my” loosely.

2] know it seems unusual that my mom cleaned my room, but... we had a
weird relationship.
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You probably see where this is going. One night, she got a
wild hair to clean my room in a way that involved moving the
bed, and I couldn’t get to the box in time. I hid under an afghan
in the living room; listening to my mom doing... something, in
my room.

... Oh my god...

... Oh my god...

It felt like an eternity had passed. I think she called a friend
on the phone, but I couldn’t hear what they were talking about;
which was more telling than anything.

After this eternity had passed, my mother came into the living
room; where I was still hiding under the afghan. “What ‘cha doin’
under there?!”, she said. In the most saccharine tone imaginable.

That is all. We’ve never addressed this, and she’s never
acknowledged that it happened. The box had clearly been dis-
turbed, but all of its contents remained intact. In fact, she later
denied she ever found it. It’s a good example of Susan’s bizarre
gaslight-y behavior.

High school

As you grow older, there’s a question people start to ask of you
more and more.

Do you have feelings for any of the girls in your class?

The confusing part is that I did, but I don’t think it’s anything
like what normal men experience.

It’s hard to pin down exactly what I even mean by that. Was
it jealousy? Did I just think they were neat? When I did have
these sorts of proto-crushes on people, two things were obvious.
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1. T didn’t want to put my dick in them
2. 1 didn’t really think about them sexually at all

If you’ve made it this far, you know better than to conflate
#2 with not having a sex drive. What I got off to was usually
variations on the same theme: I wanted someone to have their
way with me. I wanted to be tied up and disciplined. I wanted
to be a damsel in distress. And, I never associated a face with
any of those fantasies, perhaps simply because there was no face
to associate with them. It was obvious none of the girls in class
wanted to do that to me, and it was obvious none of the boys
wanted to either.

The abstract and mostly faceless nature of my sexual fantasies
made me feel even more alien, in a world that revolved around
crushes and dating. I think this disconnect made me appear
falsely asexual as I grew older, when really I just lacked a dating
pool.

Ninth grade

I began attending East Bladen High School in 2005. I had known
I was trans for a couple of years at this point, and my sexuality
and gender problems were the same as they’d always been. By
now, it was weighing on me that I needed to “come out”. To,
somebody.

First of all, I was painfully aware of the fact that I could get
medication to delay my puberty; if I could convince my parents I
needed that. Or, if I was brazen enough to order it from overseas,
which is actually disturbingly easy. While I considered myself
to be basically “done with puberty” at this age, I still hoped
antiandrogens might do something. And now that I'm older, I'm
convinced they would help at most any age, if you couldn’t just
go straight to doing “the thing” for some reason.
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Maybe more significantly though, I was starting to burst at
the seams trying to hold it all in. I really wanted to talk to
somebody, but I lived in Bladen County. I didn’t have a single
friend who was openly queer. I might’ve had my suspicions about
one or two of them, but that isn’t as helpful.

I spent a lot of mental energy during this time, trying to
do the calculus of figuring out who to trust. Like I was trying
to crash-land a goddamn airplane. And, I'm not even good at
calculus.

o My mother: Deeply religious, liberal (or maybe more “con-
servative Democrat”), still in touch with her gay friend
from high school, rolls her eyes at gay people on TV, sort
of cringed when she learned what “LGBT” meant for the
first time

e My dad: Raised Baptist, doesn’t go to church but isn’t an
atheist, Republican, never said much about queer people
either way, more friendly with the lesbian neighbors than
my mom

o Josh: Loyal, but sheltered; conservative leanings, too close,
high probability of it getting back to my mom, can’t really
avoid him if things get awkward, also can’t get me Lupron

e« Emma: Casual acquaintance from middle school who sits
at my lunch table and is in most of my classes

At the same time, I was weighing the choice between coming
out and just ordering the meds myself.

Try the doctor Do-it-yourself

It’s prescription only for a Don’t have to tell mom
reason, DIY just feels sketchy  (Unless you get caught)

But, what if my mom’s Need to make and spend my
actually really understanding.. own money
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Try the doctor Do-it-yourself

If mom says no, strange What if I had to go to the
packages may come under doctor? Do they need to
even more scrutiny know? Could they find out

from a blood test?

I need either my own mailing
address or balls of steel

Usually better to ask
forgiveness than permission in
my experience

My calculus resulted in a set of guidelines and principles for
pursuing my goal of talking to someone, and ultimately getting
medicated.

e There are risks either way, but I have to at least try to
explain it to my mom.

e Susan is very obsessive and possessive; it’s unlikely that
she would disown me, at least.

e Susan is also fairly gullible; I might be able to pass this off
as an adolescent phase if I need to bail.

o If Susan makes it clear she won’t help me get meds, then
I’ll look into DIY.

Milestone one: tell Susan

At some point during my first semester of high school, I decided
that I needed to tell Susan. Because, I needed antiandrogens.
And, I needed to explain what was going on with me before I
could make a case for them.

She likes to read, so I thought I'd get her a book on the
subject. In hindsight, I don’t think this was the way to do it at
all; but, we’re both still here.
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Susan is very high-strung. She’s emotionally volatile, she
panics, she’s anxious, she worries about everything. She has good
days and bad days. Some months it could feel like mostly bad
days.

I spent a lot of time just thinking about when to tell her. I
felt like I needed an imposing date in my mind, to prepare myself.
The holiday season stressed her out. Fuverything stressed her out,
really. Attempting to anticipate her future emotional state, I
eventually settled on the day after Christmas. I'd be home from
school for a couple of days, for better for worse, and the holiday
season would be mostly over with.

On December 26", 2005, I spent a good portion of the day
at Paula Conner’s house, performing a repair install of Windows
XP on their family computer. I started getting cold feet as the
date approached. I forget why exactly, but something about the
impending situation compelled me to bail and regroup. I still
commemorate the date privately somewhat, as the first time I at
least tried to tell someone. It’s like gay Festivus.

My mother arranged for me to start working at the local
Radio Shack franchise not long after I started high school. I was
barely old enough to obtain a work permit, and was excited to
start the position. I had known some of the folks there since I
was younger; Susan also briefly worked there after the divorce, in
between the camp for troubled youth and various Social Services
offices as a caseworker. The store still provided dial-up internet
service off a pair of T1 lines at the time, and had a cellular booth
that resold Alltel and Cingular. The latter service probably
brought in the most money, and was the only real competition
in town to the US Cellular store across the street.

Now that I'm older, I wonder if Susan was just trying to get
me out of her underwear drawer. We never were good at talking
about things as a family.
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Phase two

I considered whether I should resort to DIY or just push the date
out and try again. In the weeks that followed, my mind quickly
turned to telling somebody else first. It’s difficult to remember
how one thing led to another; but telling a classmate started to
feel safer, and telling Susan started to feel more dangerous.

I don’t know what I saw in Emma that made her seem like
a kindred spirit. Frankly, I think it might’ve been her relative
distance compared to the rest of my peer group. Though I was
trying to crash-land an airplane at this point.

The time period between March and June 2006 is a blur. I
started hitting it off with Emma in the spring around the time
of the state Science Olympiad that year. We started “dating”,
somehow, or whatever it is immature ninth graders do. I began
playing this childish game of “I have a secret that I can’t tell
you”, Emma eventually asked if I was a “transgender or intersex
person” after a couple weeks of apparently dropping one too
many hints or something, and... somehow I told her. I don’t even
remember how, exactly. I guess it just stumbled out of me.

Emma initially let on like she was an FTM, before walking
this back after about a week. I was gullible enough to believe I'd
found a kindred spirit or something, and probably shared more
about myself faster than I would have otherwise if I weren’t under
this false impression. I still don’t know if she lied purposefully
to extract information from me, or if this was a simple matter
of immaturity; though in light of what followed, I've frankly
leaned toward the former explanation most of my life. I told her
I thought she’d pass well because of her build, and I feel pretty
bad about that now.

Ultimatum one: tell Susan

For some brief, seemingly infinitesimal amount of time, this was
a secret between me and Emma.
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It didn’t take long for Emma to tell her mom. For a similarly
short amount of time, this didn’t seem like that big of a deal.

In the months before Emma and I started “dating” or what-
ever, she began occasionally attending our church for weeknight
activities like the youth music programs. This laid the backdrop
for my first confrontation with Emma’s mom.

So, Emma tells me you want a sex change operation.

The three of us had found ourselves sitting on the steps outside
my house, which was beside the church.

I was still very secretive about this part of my life, and
found myself unprepared for the bluntness of Karen’s query.
I don’t remember how or really if I answered the immediate
question. Knowing the sort of person I was at that age, I probably
stammered something about how it’s actually called SRS.

The outcome of this conversation wasn’t anything obviously
bad. In fact, I was relieved, if not also petrified, to finally be
talking about it with people. But, there was one problem.

I had to tell Susan.

Uncontrolled flight into terrain

Emma’s mother insisted that this couldn’t remain a secret be-
tween the three of us, and that I would have to tell my mother
sooner rather than later. It wasn’t clear yet how exactly that
was supposed to happen.

My “relationship” with Emma was... turbulent, and filled with
petty drama. She soon proved to be a loose cannon. I was already
dealing with some very adult problems at this age, and I'm afraid
I overestimated the maturity level of people my age in general. 1
really needed to talk to an adult about this; but also, the right
kind of adult.
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We would have arguments over silly little bullshit, where she
insisted things were one way, and I remained utterly convinced
she was wrong. I don’t even remember what we fought over; but,
it didn’t matter.

She started dropping hints, before outright gossiping about
me with other people in our peer group. This made me wvery
uncomfortable, and it seemed like I’d already lost control of my
deepest, darkest secret. It felt like things were happening way
too fast.

Emma eventually just outed me to my friends one day. She’d
been passing notes with Josh and maybe a couple others, ob-
viously snickering and talking behind my back about my little
gender identity problem. I tried to grab the note out of Emma’s
hand, at which point she accused me of hitting her and made me
out to be some sort of batterer. Emma and her mother accused
me of hitting a girl: a sort of cardinal sin in the southern United
States. I could’ve done without the genderey implications.

So, Emma outed me to all my friends at school, and now
Emma’s the victim. Ignorant sucker that I was, I arranged to go
over to Emma and her mom’s house to try and smooth things
over; probably having my mom drop me off.

Once I was there, this “fire” was quickly extinguished if it was
ever even real. The subject quickly turned to Karen’s ultimatum.
And as luck would have it, today was the day.

My mom returned to pick me up a few hours later. And it
was then, with the help of Emma and her mom, that I.. well
actually, I hid behind the couch as Karen told her. This happened
after a protracted session exceeding thirty minutes, in which my
mother guessed multiple times that I had impregnated Emma,
and multiple times we responded, “no”.

Susan actually responded positively, and gave me a hug. 1
don’t remember much directly after this; though, I was surprised
when she acted like she never found the box. I expected us to
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finally... talk about that, you know? She nearly gaslit me into
thinking today was the first day she’d learned about it.

Concession Result

Meds You're too young for hormones®
Therapist Wants me to see a therapist
Clothes? No change here; not that I really asked

Despite Susan’s initially supportive attitude, telling her was
ultimately a mixed bag. The bottom line is that I didn’t get
antiandrogens out of this, which is the main reason I'd been
circling the drain about telling her in the first place. I didn’t
continue nagging for blockers, because I was already planning to
order DIY as a backup plan anyway, and I didn’t want her to
suspect anything.

Susan’s advice to me regarding my situation at school was to
“Lie and deny!” She’d say it over and over, like Johnnie fucking
Cochran. Even back then, something just felt... off.. about this. I
was hoping for some back-up, so that I could be an out-and-proud
transsexual girl at East Bladen High School. We were kind of
already down the rabbit hole, and my friends didn’t even seem
unsupportive.

My older self knows that this was, as my gut suggested, bad
advice. I probably could’ve done better damage control by being
openly transsexual at this point; but I'm figuring that’s not going
to be easy in Bladen County, and not even my own mother wants
me to be out of the closet yet. She’s always doting on about how
she “loves me to the moon and back”, right?

31 tried explaining that I wanted “puberty-delaying medication”, not
hormones. This didn’t get me anywhere, and I chose not to continue pressing
the issue.
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Susan did start taking me to see a psychologist. We didn’t
live in the sort of area one might find a career “gender therapist”,
but my mother did manage to find someone in Fayetteville who
at least had a transgender client or two before and worked with
adolescents. Sylvia is the only one of my childhood therapists I
can still name today.

On our way to our first appointment, we took a bit of a
“wrong turn”. While looking for the office of Sylvia Clark, Susan
got lost, and we stumbled upon a totally different practice. We
went in looking for Sylvia, and were pressured into doing a session
with these folks instead. I was already hesitant, knowing how
niche my gender identity problem seemed to be.

Susan and I were taken into separate rooms to talk with two
different counselors - who I suppose were just... idly standing by?
After the session, the two of us came back together for a few
minutes to talk about it.

o [ was accused of having incestuous feelings toward my mom,
or a sort of “Oedipus Rex” complex.

o It was made clear that I had violated my mother’s bound-
aries by going through her wardrobe.*

o They said that they help “All sorts of people like [me]! Sex
addicts, child molesters...”

Fortunately, we didn’t return to this therapist. Sometimes, I
do wish there was a middle ground between radical acceptance
and... this brand of tough love. Because, at no point was it
compassionately explained to me that yes, you were just born
different and look, you really should stay away from mom’s
lingerie. 1 kinda just had to... figure out how problematic that
was as I got older. Sometimes it feels like I never really had “sex
ed” at all. And I was just supposed to know not to be... well... a
pervert.

4My older self doesn’t really even disagree with this per se.
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Sylvia was an amazing therapist. This was curbed by the fact
that I got to see her at most once a month; and with everything
that was going on with me, I wasn’t exactly an open book. I
could tell the drive to Fayetteville and back put a strain on Susan,
and the greatest therapist in the world couldn’t do much for my
problems with “one session every three weeks, sometimes”.

Now that I'm older, I think I would’ve been better off with a
local adult, who wouldn’t insist on anything crazy like telling my
mom. Sometimes I feel like I just had bad luck with Karen and
Emma; but the extreme nature of my abnormality does make
me think I could’ve had a similar, if not somewhat more tactful
experience with the clergy or a guidance counselor.

Everyone knows rubbing alcohol kills germs. But,
did you know 70% isopropyl alcohol is actually a
more effective disinfectant than 91%7 The reason is
that the more dilute solution actually aids osmosis,
allowing the alcohol to quickly kill the cell from the
inside.

The thing with Emma eventually fizzled out after a few
months of on-again-off-again drama. What began with her telling
all my secrets, ended with her perniciously blending truth and
fiction, in an often successful attempt to strain my relationships
with my friends and make my life at school uncomfortable. For
example, she told people I had crushes on Noah Cooper (which
was true) and Cody White (which was not). Attempts to right
misinformation were quickly met with a Streisand-like effect, and
the ratio of truth to bullshit was typically such that the bullshit
was taken seriously.

The relationship lasted in total just a few months, from
around March to some diffuse point during the summer. I got
dragged out of the closet, most of my core friends were actually
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supportive of the basic trans thing, but Emma had since taken
to just making shit up, and people tended to believe her. What
my old friends thought of me became a bit unpredictable, and I
drifted apart from most of them in my sophomore year.

The utterly diabolical and seemingly unprovoked nature of
Emma’s attacks has led me to draw a few conclusions about the
situation.

o I suspect she was being coached on “mean girl” tactics by
someone like her mother; unless this somehow wasn’t her
first rodeo.

o Distracting me at school while we were contentiously ap-
plying to the School of Science and Math is something I
highly suspect as a motive.

« I also highly suspect Emma’s mother was a TERF.?

In the wake of all this, Susan was repeatedly very curious
whether I “liked boys or girls”. While I said “uh... both, I guess”,
what I really meant was... I'm kinda just someone-fucking-me-
sexual. But like, I have at least as much of a snuggle drive as I
do a sex drive. But, I do have both. Is that... normal?

It didn’t feel normal, given the bluntness of the question and
the expectation of an unambiguous response.

This has always been a difficult question for me to answer;
there was a lot of peer pressure and social programming pushing
me to “date women” when I was younger, but now that I'm older
I think I might be more compatible with guys on a hardware
level.

5The acronym “TERF” stands for “transgender-exclusionary radical femi-
nist”. The term is a bit of a neologism, and one that is rejected by TERFs
themselves. It refers to (mostly) women who harbor bigotries toward (par-
ticularly) trans women, broadly under the guise of feminism.
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It often does feel like my sexuality is just “being the woman
in bed”; as opposed to being explicitly attracted to individual
people. This has at times made me feel like an autogynephile or
a pervert throughout my life. T don’t really experience lust for
the male or female body; except perhaps for my marked forced
fellatio kink.

Although she’s warmed up to it over the years, my mother’s
feelings toward my gender identity during this period were gener-
ally ambivalent; despite her initial enthusiasm about me going to
therapy.

Tenth grade

My sophomore year of high school was defined by a number of
key points.

o [ started eating lunch in the band room to stay away from
Emma and friends.%

e I was applying to the NC School of Science and Math.

e The Radio Shack experienced increasing financial instability,
ultimately closing its doors over the summer.

e As I could tell T was getting therapy but no meds, my
attention shifted toward ordering DIY.

While they usually had to beg people from our district to apply
to the School of Science and Math, competition was unusually
strong this year. Among the other hopefuls just from East Bladen
were Anna, Emma, and Noah; with a couple other really strong
contenders from West. Josh was conspicuously absent from the
list of applicants; probably because he enjoyed the lake too much.

Anna and Emma were real straight-A types. They were the
sort to really get upset if their grades weren’t perfect. And they’d
probably bother the teacher over it, too. I was a “good student”,
sure, but I was mostly unmotivated by academics. I did almost

6Not by myself; a group of us band kids did this.
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all of my homework on the bus or between classes, and considered
it a near sin to let work encroach on the few hours I actually
managed to get to myself each evening. Noah didn’t take it all
that seriously, and hadn’t committed to accepting the invitation
if it were extended to him.

By the holiday season, the post-breakup situation with Emma
had begun to drive me mad. Shortly after Emma and I stopped
“dating”, she started seeing Josh. The couple (who I referred
to in my journals as “Jemma”) became a sort of new entity,
which wasn’t really my friend anymore until the relationship’s
end brought about its destruction.

Josh started to behave as if he thought I wanted to fuck him.
My other old friends started treating me like some sort of creep
and gave me the cold shoulder. T don’t know that I ever caught
that vibe from Noah, but I started just avoiding them all.

To me, it was obvious Emma thrived on drama and loved
gossip. It felt like she was running a 24-hour news cycle at my
old lunch table, where all my friends would gather to hear the
latest about how me and Cody were actually really scary and
violent and would secretly get it on in private. Everyone else
just seemed to view her as a charming, charismatic, smart young
woman, and lapped up her seemingly endless stream of colorful
stories.

I got totally new friends during this time period. Kevin,
Jocelyn Paige... I was already friends with AJ from boy scouts,
but we grew closer as part of this new group. A lot of the
aforementioned folks were queer or rumored to be, which felt
a little more comfortable. We never talked about what was
going on with me. I think most of the school had heard some
sensationalized variation of the tale that I “wanted a sex change
operation” by now, though.
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At some point in mid-high school, I had another puzzling
interaction with Tommy in private. At least, that’s what I
remember. It’s probably another one of those Slaughterhouse-
Five moments.

While avoiding specifics, he said he knew I was going through
a lot right now; but there was this little cabal at church that
understood and really had my back.

He then told me that he wanted me to do the scripture reading
for the next service, and that I should pay extra close attention
to the sermon; that it would be about me. This was an unusual
request; though I think I’d done it once before as part of a “youth
Sunday”, this appeared to be a one-off affair.

While I didn’t seem to document these next two key points,
they are at least accurate to memory (and might still be noted
in a journal somewhere).

e The scripture reading was the first several verses from
Revelation 21.
e This was for All Saint’s Day; 2005, 6, or 7 I think?

I recited the scripture reading without incident, for which my
oration received minor praise.

The sermon was much more puzzling. 1 waited anxiously
to hear what it was about. Some anonymous transsexual girl?
It’s probably something more mundane. A couple of people
conspicuously switched pews so that they were adjacent to me;
in particular, the Richardsons or the Mitchells got the Lees to
move from their pew behind us where they always sat.

The sermon wasn’t about me at all. It was about a woman
in her early 30s. She was struggling with mental health; she had
a traumatic childhood, which included sexual abuse. Tommy
stumbled unusually over his words, and appeared visually
nervous as he described her as having “multiple personalities”.
Her family didn’t really love her. Her mother was described
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as obsessive, snooping around her daughter’s house, almost
stalker-like. The relationship between the mother and daughter
had deteriorated.

The sermon went on to describe the woman’s frustrated ro-
mantic life, or lack thereof. She’d never been in a real relationship,
or even really gotten a valentine.” She felt almost undateable.
She thought marriage wasn’t for people like her. She’d lost faith
in most everything.

At the beginning, I really did some mental gymnastics to
try and interpret the woman from the sermon as myself. Was
he fudging my age as a cover-up? Was the multiple personality
thing a metaphor for being transsexual? Eventually I could no
longer suspend my disbelief, and I had to accept this sermon was
simply about someone else.

This was a long time ago, so I'm sure I’'m missing bits and
pieces; but, the story had a happy ending. I think somebody
heard how she felt, and she ended up getting asked out on a
date that lead to an amazing relationship or maybe even a happy
marriage. I think there may’ve been some element of drama with
the man calling off some prior engagement. I don’t remember
the details.

At the end, all of these people who had conspicuously gathered
around me before the sermon told me, “We love you.” At least
one person (I think either Patty or Tammy) said “We love you”..
some girl’s name. It wasn’t Elizabeth, or Sarah, or Morgan. It
could’ve been Rachael for all I know. I.. don’t remember.

I think there was even enough commotion for Josh to hear
over where he was, and he jokingly said “We love you, Ethan”
or something. Neither of us really understood what was going
on; except that I was supposed to be conspicuously loved this
Sunday. And, I had been called a girl’s name I didn’t recognize.

"T’'ve gotten valentines from my mom...
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I remember this woman’s story creating quite a stir at church;
and, my mother was conspicuously vocal about what a bad mom
the mother from the sermon was. She had an air of “methinks
thou doth protest too much”; despite the fact that the sermon
was clearly about someone else.

Regardless of whether there was any truth to it, it often felt
like Emma and her friends were conspiring to torment me and
make me out to be perverse or abusive throughout my sophomore
year. My cringy high school journal reminded me that Anna
would sometimes act almost as a human shield to “protect”
Emma from me; and that some little old church lady I didn’t
know approached me with questions about “what I did to Emma”.
I particularly remember Emma viciously gossiping about me and
distorting my little gender identity problem during the civics
and economics class we both took together. I was driven so mad
that I took to carrying a handheld voice recorder in my pocket,
in a desperate attempt to show people what an asshole she was
being when no one else was looking. While I did gather numerous
recordings throughout the year, it was surprisingly difficult to
convey what was going on without a “through my eyes” view of
the situation; and, editing the recordings to find the relevant bits
proved to be a very labor intensive activity with little payoff.

The most memorable incident happened between myself and
this other girl who was in Emma’s gossip group in the aforemen-
tioned civics class. The class was really easy; I'd often finish
my work in the first 20 minutes, and spent the rest of the time
staring off into space and trying not to let Emma and her friends
get under my skin. It was during this latter time in the period,
when I was awakened from my meditative state to Emma’s friend
very loudly shouting

EWWWWWWWW! GROSS!
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Still, T was barely roused. I kept staring blankly into space,
trying not to think about them.

STOP LOOKING UP MY SKIRT, YOU PERVERT!

It was at this moment, that I realized Emma’s friend was
addressing me in particular. At some point during my trance, this
girl who sat a few desks ahead of me in the next row had turned
around in her seat to gossip with her friends, while wearing a
miniskirt that absolutely did not pass the fingertip test; and she
was now very loudly accusing me of looking at her underpants in
front of the whole class. My gaze was higher up; but, it’s really
hard to explain something like that as a guy and not look guilty.
While I can’t prove she did this on purpose, I found it suspicious
given her connection to Emma. I'm glad nothing more came out
of it except for her making me look bad.

This incident, combined with the band director getting fired
over an accusation of sexual misconduct from a disgruntled clar-
inet player that was widely known amongst the student body to be
false, galvanized me as being an “egalitarian, not a feminist”. My
mother even had her own story about some teenage boys from the
troubled youth camp she worked at getting a female counselor
they didn’t like fired in this same manner, and subsequently
joking about it in the dining room. I was actually taken aback
when my college women and gender studies class tried to teach
me that false accusations were simply a misogynistic myth.

The behavior from Emma and her friends was usually more
subtle; loudly giggling about “National Coming Out Day”, or
accusing me of hiding an erection by standing behind the wall in
the band room, for example.

Susan has always seemed to have an idealized view of Emma
and I’s four-month clusterfuck of a relationship. She was quick
to blame me for the tension between us; and didn’t really even
seem to care that she outed me to all my friends and turned them
against me.
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Susan wasn’t handling my gender thing very well. Maybe she
tried to be supportive sometimes; but she was an absolute wreck
after she had a visibly transgender woman come into work for
food stamps. She really didn’t want me to do it after that. She
was also convinced I fucked some dude (Carl?) from Goldsteins,
who I went home with one day after work to fix his computer.

Anna and Emma got in; Noah and I did not. In retrospect,
I was probably not a good enough student to keep up with the
curriculum anyway, and I mostly just wanted to go because they
had a gay-straight alliance.

There were a couple of upsides to this, ultimately.

¢ Emma moved away, and I hardly ever saw her again except
in passing.
e I was in a better position to start DIY.

I tried to obtain a PO box, but was turned away because I was
underage. This meant that I had to receive packages directly at
home; which was still doable, because Susan was a single working
mom. I also had an after school job, which made funding the
venture more practical.

I placed my first order during the summer of 2007, after
sending off a money order that I was able to purchase underage.
I received the package on a sunny weekday without any trouble.

At that age, I was really nervous about taking the pills. I
learned how to take my own blood pressure, out of concern
that the meds would cause electrolyte problems that I somehow
wouldn’t notice.

Now that I'm older, I realize all of my fears were unfounded.
Particularly as a seasoned elder tran who’s taken this stuff for
years, I'm very confident what I received was exactly what was
stated on the bottle: some number of generic Aussie 100 mg
spironolactone tablets, labeled for the south Pacific retail market.
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My plan was to start at 50 mg of spironolactone per day, and
ramp up to a final dose of 150 mg/day. I executed this plan, also
without any trouble. I had no unwanted side effects, save for
conspicuous salt cravings.

It was around this time that I had my last appointment with
Sylvia. I remember being nervous about telling her I'd started
DIY; I expected her to chastise me for it, but instead she just
seemed to support my decision and wish me the best. I could
tell the monthly trips to Fayetteville took their toll on my single
working mom, and I guess we figured I’d had enough therapy for
a while.

The second shipment came on a Saturday. While this was the
most perilous day of the week, I still made it to the mail before
Susan, and played it cool with the package. Hey, I'm getting
pretty good at this!

Eleventh grade

With Emma and Anna’s departure, the second half of my high
school experience quickly returned to an earlier status quo, and
my friends started acting normal around me again. The Emma
years were rarely brought up, and we carried on as if nothing
had happened. It was like the Bourbon Restoration, without the
whiskey.

I had made some money over the summer by helping Radio
Shack shutter its doors, but was then briefly jobless before taking
up employment at a computer shop owned by a family I went to
school and church with.

I continued going steady with spironolactone. Band camp,
Caswell, Beta club... I'd put the pills in an old bottle of guaifenesin
with my name on it or some shit. I was a good kid. Nobody ever
suspected me of being on drugs or anything...
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I bought a modern laptop during my second semester of high
school, after I'd been working at Radio Shack for several months.
The laptop was quite versatile, so lots could be said about it.

Anyway, I started looking at porn around the second semester
of my junior year. The fact that I have a history of viewing
pornography is, perhaps, the most normal and relatable aspect of
my sexuality. In fact, at times it’s given me a false sense that I'm
really just a “normal dude” who has some kinks and paraphilias
to work through.

My earliest and most innocent urge was that I wanted to look
at pictures of teenage girls in bikinis. I'd sort of fantasize about
abstract encounters with them, but there was never anything
penetrative about it. I sort of just wanted to.. masturbate, while
looking at a picture of a girl in a bikini.

One of the first things I did, was print out a dozen or so inkjet
pictures of teenage girls in bikinis to serve as a masturbatory aid,
which T kept in a large envelope. Although I had a laptop, it
was difficult to work with while keeping myself in a hogtie. Yes,
I was tying myself up with a vibrator while wearing women’s
clothing and looking at pictures of girls in bikinis. I haven’t got
the energy for analyzing this aspect of my childhood, and would
rather leave it up to the reader to determine what I am, exactly.
I kept the envelope under my bed, usually on top of the original
shoebox I felt I had little reason to hide anymore. We didn’t
really talk about what I did in private, but Susan always made a
point of telling me she respected my privacy.

This innocent phase was short-lived, and my taste in porn
quickly shifted toward the thing that I'm into, which is BDSM.
Like the gateway drug theory or something. Except I only smoked
pot for a few months before I started doing meth, or whatever
the fuck BDSM is.

EEEEE-THAAAAAN!
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She sounds pissed off. What did she find back there?

I frantically rushed into my room - half expecting to find her
holding a bottle of spironolactone.

What is this?

She used a tone of voice I'd never heard before, as she stood
there clutching the envelope with the bikini girls. As if I'd been
caught cheating on her.

I absolutely panicked and snatched the envelope from her
hands. I ran from the house and threw it in the nearest trash
can, ripping it up in the process.

I returned, barely able to catch my breath, my mother still
standing in my room.

.. WHAT. Is in THIS. BOX??

I must’ve said something like “Look, mom, really... You know
what’s in there..”; with the most “are you serious” expression
imaginable.

She was concerned that I had made noose-like self tightening
knots with shoestring and the like, which I tended to just keep
in the box and not re-tie to save time. I didn’t think the knots
were big enough to fit around my head, but it’s been a while.

DO I HAVE TO GOOGLE WHAT TRANS-
SEXUALS DO WITH ROPE?!

I eventually had to explain that I... tie myself up for fun. And
no, I don’t have a breath play kink. And I'm also not suicidal.

Do you tie yourself up while you're wearing women’s
clothing?

... No... They’re both just... secrets I didn’t want any-
one to know about. So I just.. used the same box.
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I think it was at this point, when Susan said what might’ve
been the most creepy thing she’s ever uttered.

Soon, there’ll be no more secrets between us!

Figure 5: It's Always Sunny in Philadelphia - Dennis' Tools
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ypel 2RuDJ4k&t=24s)

I forgot until recently the impact this event had on me as a
teenager.

I had a lot of unhealthy ideas about sex, and female sexuality
in particular. At this age, I was under the honest impression
that women didn’t really want sex in the same way as men,
and didn’t experience sexual arousal in the same sense. I was
probably influenced by a blend of Christian modesty and my
mother’s restrictive prudishness; as well as contemporary sitcoms
like “Everybody Loves Raymond”, where denial of sex was often
used as a plot device in which the responsible wife would disci-
pline the chauvinistic or misbehaving husband. The implication,
certainly in my impressionable mind, was that sex was some-
thing Ray needed, and Debra could provide, at a cost. 1 came
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to view normal sexual relationships as necessarily transactional
and manipulative, akin to the relationship between the Founders
and the Jem’Hadar;® and to some extent, I came to view most
heterosexual men as “pussy whipped”.

But me? I didn’t need sex, like these men. I just wanted it. I
wanted somebody to fuck me like a woman. But, I was starting
to feel like women didn’t even want to be fucked like women. My
growing desire to be fucked, and to be submissive in the bedroom,
started to feel like a mere fetishization of womanhood, rather
than the genuine experience.

This nagging conflict between my awakening sexuality and
my belief that horniness was a fundamentally “masculine” state
of mind came to a head when I found myself doing exactly what
Blanchard accuses trans women of doing: lying about their private
experiences to make themselves appear less sexually depraved
and more authentically feminine. Before the incident, I felt like
I'd already told Susan what I did in private, basically. Sure, I
left out the part where I masturbate with a vibrator while tying
myself up in mom’s lingerie, but I gave her the gist, right? But,
now it felt like I hadn’t really come out at all. And if there
was anything recognizably feminine about what I was doing, I
probably wouldn’t have gotten yelled at like I was a horny teenage
boy who couldn’t contain his sexual urges, by his chaste mom
who has an obviously authentic female gender identity.

I went to school the next morning, knowing I'd gotten in
trouble for one of the most unquestionably masculine things a
teenage boy can do: masturbating to pornography.® There’s one
thing I couldn’t deny; I did always want to have normal teenager
problems.

This might’ve been the beginnings of a new line of thought:
that I really could just be a normal man, if only I surrounded

8] apologize for this Star Trek reference.
9Was it really even pornography, though?
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myself with a bit of normalcy. I lacked male role models. My
dad wasn’t around. I had limited socialization growing up. And
god dammit, I had been a weird little middle schooler. I started
to question whether I really just went through a “crossdressing
phase” when I was younger. Maybe I convinced myself I was
ackchyually a Real Woman™ on the inside after finding weird
shit on the internet, and lost touch with reality for a bit. At any
rate, it felt like the evidence was mounting against me being a
“true transsexual”.

I was really at a crossroads in my life, and I felt like my psyche
was being pulled in two different directions.

I look at porn. Juuuuust like a normal
teenage boy.

Man

I look at BDSM porn of men topping
women and imagine being the woman.

Tran

Oh, you mean like an autogynephile? Say,
how many times have you actually admit-
ted to masturbating in women’s clothing,
anyway? What is that, in the DSM-IV or
something?

Man

(But, I have gender dysphoria, though...)
Tran

What, you mean like those poor kids who
were threatening to cut off their wang with
a pair of fingernail clippers when they were
three? Look, hun... you don’t have gender
dysphoria.

Man
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( Okay, maybe you’re right...)
Tran

I don’t understand women. They’re emo-
tional and over-reactive and irrational, and
I'm logical and reasonable. You think
you're one of them?

Man

.. But it feels so good to be Elizabeth, or
Sarah or Morgan or whoever the fuck...

Tran

In the spring, I was distracted by an impending Science
Olympiad date; probably among other things. I forgot to take
my spiro one evening. And then the next day, I forgot to take it
too. I found myself not having taken my meds for a full week.

It was now, when I uttered to myself that I had found a
more mature place that was beyond gender. I had... transcended
gender.

What really happened is that I found myself in a less mature
place that was beyond denial. I had... not transcended jack shit.

More importantly though, I think I determined that I simply
couldn’t be the same thing as a real woman; even if I was born
different. Women were like my mother. Women were like Emma.
They were almost intrinsically incomprehensible from my per-
spective. Whatever it was they enjoyed doing in the bedroom,
it wasn’t.. what I was doing. Real women talk about having
crushes on boys, or liking a man in uniform. They like... all of
that girl stuff, that makes my eyes glaze over. A quarter of their
brains seem to be devoted to gossip and being a mean girl to
their enemies. They’re all like “that bride is SO LOVELY!” The
older I got, the more unrelatable women seemed; and, the more
it felt like it was probably just a sex thing. An application of
Occam’s razor suggested it was highly unlikely I was transsexual
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and into BDSM; and sheer probability led me to assume my
“gender dysphoria” was probably related to the latter.

Something I often forget about myself at this age, is that
I’'m not sure I fully understood that it was normal for women to
masturbate. I mean, I'm pretty sure I knew what I vibrator was;
so I’'m not quite sure where the disconnect was, exactly. I don’t
think I fully grasped how normal it was until I got involved in
the BDSM community in college. I remember obsessing over how
frequently I masturbated and had erections while I was on spiro;
thinking that both of these numbers being lower would make me
“more of a woman” or something.

When I was young, I remember my mother telling me in
response to a question about sex, that she’d only done it once, to
conceive me. Even at that age, I said I didn’t believe her. Now
that I'm older, I'm not convinced she wasn’t telling the truth.
This woman is really weird about sex; and she unfortunately
passed that on to me. I don’t think she had a great childhood
herself.

Despite the unpopularity of the theory, when I took an ob-
jective look at myself at this age, autogynephilia appeared to be
the most likely explanation for what was going on with me. 1
didn’t really wear women’s clothing to do my homework, or play
video games, or dabble with Linux, or watch re-runs of Seinfeld.
I did it to get off. When I was younger, I thought that I was
transsexual, simply because of my deep desire to be a girl. But
now that I was older, I didn’t feel like I'd been born a woman.
I felt like I’d been born a pervert. My problem just seemed too
sexual. And T guess women at the time seemed too chaste.

I had dreams of being able to live an outwardly normal female
life when I was younger. But now all I saw in the mirror was
an overweight deep voiced hairy pervert. I knew better than to
think I could ever be anyone’s “damsel in distress”.
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I didn’t feel like I fit the “true transsexual” stereotype of
someone who just needed to present themselves as a woman to
feel whole and complete in everyday life. But, I did still wish
I were a woman, quite badly. But, I couldn’t really get excited
about make-up. Or the loveliest bride.

Figure 6: WKUK - Table Monster (https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=CM1TaNVnh58&t=194s)

What I'm sure felt like a “small break to see how trans
we really are” at the time, ultimately turned into a nearly ten
year-long gap in taking my medication. Of course, even token
autogynephile Anne Lawrence still takes her medication. So, I
guess my plan seems a little bit silly in hindsight.

I suppose I just couldn’t handle the idea of transitioning,
and knowing I was totally doing it as a sex thing that’s entirely
detached from normal female sexuality.
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I attended Governor’s School this summer, and didn’t
re-up my spironolactone. I still thought of myself as “quasi-
transgender”; but in light of everything going through my head,
I sort of just wanted to try being a normal guy.

Governor’s School was probably the first time I was exposed
to religious and political ideas that were very different from what
I grew up with. It was the first time I really talked to an atheist
about atheism. It was the first time I heard someone unironically
utter the phrase “What’s wrong with Marxism?”19

It’s been a while, but I remember there being different
“tracks”, and I was on the science track. One of the classes was
Evolution, in which we were encouraged to choose a stance on the
issue and defend it in debates with other students. Creationism,
Darwinism... I enthusiastically chose “theistic evolution” at this
age, along with a handful of others. It was a cool class. It was
the first time I’d heard the theory that dinosaurs had feathers.

For one of the assignments, we watched a short animated
video that was very much made from the hard atheist prospective.
It essentially panned humans as obvious primates with made-up
religions who wouldn’t stop flinging poo at each other, and who
were somehow too short-sighted to see that they were clearly just
slightly more intelligent monkeys. We were then asked to write
an essay on how we felt about it.

I wrote of how I was offended by the film’s lack of perspective
on more moderate religion; but as I was writing this, I couldn’t
help but notice that I wasn’t really offended at all. It was just
how I was supposed to feel, as a Christian.

For one of the later assignments, we were split into pairs, and
I was to have a sort of one-on-one debate with a fellow student
who was an atheist. I think this was my first time hearing the

10This was a student in a group of people outside class. I feel like I need
to be really clear about this, as the program has historically come under fire
from religious conservatives for bullshit reasons.
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“God of the gaps” argument. I walked away feeling like I had a
lot to think about. My partner dusted off his hands like he’d just
finished his Tuesday night homework.

I didn’t leave Governor’s School identifying as an atheist; but,
I was starting to chip away at some of the religious bullshit.

Twelfth grade

I entered twelfth grade with the idea that I was transsexual as
far out of mind as it had ever been. I took dual enrollment at the
community college in the morning, and thus only had two high
school classes each semester of my senior year. I'm also pretty
sure I took band that year, which would’ve made AP English
and Calculus my only other high school courses.

While I was nominally enrolled in AP Calculus, I didn’t really
learn calculus in high school, in effect.

For the first semester, I think there was a scheduling conflict,
either with dual enrollment or band. I was told that I was
smart and could catch up, and was allowed to enroll only in the
second semester “integration” portion of the course. I was already
hesitant about this, considering math is my weakest subject.

The bigger problem is that the only person at the school able
to teach calculus, Mrs. Hall, had fallen gravely ill with a long-
term liver disease she’d been managing. While I had a handful
of lessons with Mrs. Hall, the vast majority were covered by a
substitute who did not and could not teach Calculus; Mrs. Hall
passed away toward the end of the school year.

So, I took one semester of a two semester AP course, that
ultimately didn’t even cover that much. I did manage to learn
the chain rule and Riemann sums, at least. It was ultimately
decided that we didn’t have to take the AP exam, given the
unusual situation.
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When I look back on this, I wish I'd have taken calculus at
BCC, and I don’t remember why I didn’t. I got a couple hard
classes out of the way, but on advisement I also took a lot of
things (biology, geography, psychology) that didn’t count toward
my university program. To be fair, I hadn’t picked a college when
I first enrolled.

I was accepted into NC State, UNC, and Georgia Tech, choos-
ing to attend State along with Josh and a handful of other folks
from East Bladen.

Sex ed

Like grains of sand through the hourglass, I eventually found
myself with a complete pile of sexual education.

Okay - this is kind of a lie. I still don’t really understand sex,
but I found myself with enough sexual education to be dangerous.
Or, with enough rope to hang myself. Is that... too soon?

Two things seemed obvious by the twelfth grade.

e Masturbating in your mother’s lingerie is fucking weird.

o If something that fucking weird was a symptom of gender
dysphoria, it would definitely be a bullet point in the DSM-
IV, right? On the contrary, “weird sex stuff” actually
seemed to be part of the differential diagnosis for “true
transsexualism”.

Ergo, I'm not a “true transsexual”.

There must’ve been some point when I fully realized how
fucking creepy it is to masturbate in your mom'’s lingerie. I don’t
remember when I had enough sand, and I didn’t seem to journal
about it. It must’ve been akin to how Adam and Eve felt when
they first realized they were butt-ass naked. Or like having to
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wean yourself off breast milk after realizing you're way too old
to be doing that.

As T've grown older, I've come to resent Christian conservatism
and its desire to whitewash human sexuality, especially in children.
They want sex to be something that’s “18+", if not “for a man and
a woman after marriage”; but, I was dealing with sex problems
by the end of elementary schooll Was I just.. too young to
know what was happening to my body? I remember getting
hard playing with Katelyn and Cassie whenever our play involved
themes like confinement. I just had to wait until I was older
to have enough grains of sand to understand why I liked that
so much? Then, when I was finally old enough, I felt guilty.
Was that a scene? Was that consensual? I mean, there wasn’t
anything sexual about it; for them. But, I really liked this stuff.
Did I unknowingly coerce them into topping me by directing
our child’s play toward themes that made me aroused, before I
understood what sexual arousal even was?

Of course, none of this would’ve been a problem if another
human could’ve just explained all of this to me at what I consider
to be the appropriate age; but, Christians need to put sex in
the same category as “drugs” and “rock and roll”. Increasingly,
the Christian viewpoint seemed to be that the pious needed
to avoid evil temptations, like sex, and porn, and maybe even
homosexuality; but as I got older, these things didn’t seem like
choices to me. They just seemed like variations of the human
condition. You either like BDSM or you don’t. You're either gay
or you aren’t. I was even starting to laugh at some of my peers
who already claimed to have “pornography addictions”. Bruh,
you're just a straight dude.

I was frustrated that, in my case, withholding information
about sex when I was younger appeared to have the opposite
effect as intended. If I had known more, I would’ve curbed
my enthusiasm while playing with my friends. The problem is
confounded by the fact that, if most adults did see a nine-year-
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old boy running around with two girls and a boner, they’d just
assume he was getting to the age where he wanted to fuck one
or both of the girls, when there could be something completely
different happening in his head. For all I know, that’s why we
stopped going to Katelyn and Cassie’s house.

My mother never really brought up the weird stuff from my
childhood again; except, when she came to me in a panic after
David Carradine died. She is... very afraid of “losing” me.

I carried on with my budding pornography habit undeterred;
but, I didn’t make any more print-outs. I started downloading
pictures and making slideshows with them. I initially kept these
in an encrypted archive on my computer, before ultimately setting
up a VM for the purpose.

I liked this better than watching videos or looking at any one
particular image. After a point, it felt like I had a scene in my
head, and I mostly just wanted to arrange a dozen or so pictures
to go along with it. Videos usually broke too far with the fantasy
I'd built up, and often had long cuts to things I didn’t really
want to look at like her vulva.

I would sometimes seek out the video to a porn I really liked
the pictures of, usually to be disappointed. Or sometimes, to be
satisfied by that two minute segment I was looking for, or even a
still frame in the video that just isn’t comparable to anything in
the high-res photo shoot. I'm not sure I've ever even watched a
complete porno, from start to finish. I always just skip around,
because I'm trying to get somewhere, goddammit.

So, by now I had a marked forced fellatio kink, which only
made me feel more autogynephilic. My perception of real women
was that they viewed giving head as a chore; and indeed one
of the battle cries of feminism seems to be “You men need to
reciprocate oral sex more often!” My identity was beginning to
shift away from being transsexual, and toward being a kinkster.
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Whatever I was, I didn’t think I was evil, and I wanted to explore
it with like-minded people; who I assumed shared my plight.

College

Freshman

I enrolled at North Carolina State University in the fall of 2009,
majoring in Electrical and Computer Engineering.

I lived at the Avent Ferry Complex, along with Josh and
Brendon. The latter two roomed together, while T was placed
with a second year EE student from Fayetteville named Parker.

Before I went off to college, I was presented with a Bible on
behalf of the church. It’s a nice book. I've considered getting rid
of it on occasion, but I still have it.

This nice-looking new-in-box Bible inevitably found its way
into my things for school. Like all of my things, I found a place
for it in my dorm room when I unpacked; in this case, up on the
top shelf of my desk. It seemed like the most obvious place to
put it.

This spurred a brief conversation with Parker, who it turned
out was an atheist. I explained that I was raised Methodist; he
didn’t seem bothered, though we didn’t really talk about it much.
I'm pretty sure I had de-escalated to some brand of agnostic by
this point in my life, or was at least about to.

Unsurprisingly, I took Calculus my first semester. On the first
day, the professor asked how many people had taken calculus
before. And, basically everyone raised their hand. I didn’t
initially, until sheepishly raising it half-way after a few seconds.
The class was a review for most everyone, but I really needed
first time calculus for people who were kind of okay at math.
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Figure 7: Whitest Kids U' Know: Teacher's Union (https://ww
w.youtube.com/watch?v=fOYL-seDv_ A&t=128s)

I had always been a “B” student at math, despite the whole
“computers and ham radios” thing giving me the appearance of
being a “math and science kid”. This class began a tradition of
me always being a “C” student at collegiate-level math.!'!

Parker moved to Wolf Village the second semester, so I had
the dorm room to myself. I spent most of my free time outside
of class with Josh and Brendon, who lived on the next floor. I
only briefly considered checking out the LGBT center, before
deciding I was definitely just a normal dude with some kinks and
paraphilias.

Sophomore

Brendon dropped out of school after his first year and went back
to Bladen County. Josh lived at University Towers, getting placed

17 think I did alright in discrete math, but I’m not counting that.
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with a roommate named Spencer who he didn’t really care for
all that much. After initially declaring his major to be Nuclear
Engineering, Josh decided to pivot to Computer Science after
liking the Fortan class they still had incoming Nuclear Engineers
take for some reason. I stayed at Avent Ferry again; this time
being placed with an incoming freshman engineer named James
Miko. I told my friends I got an Asian roommate because I
thought his name sounded Japanese, but he turned out to just
be a pot smoking aspie kid from Forsyth county.

I unpacked my things on the other side of Avent Ferry, sur-
prised by the appearance of my new and very much round-eyed
roommate. I unpacked the Bible and set it on my top shelf again,
along with my little Lego NAS I’d built.

Josh, Brendon and I had experimented with smoking funny
things our Freshman year, but we weren’t too serious about it
and didn’t really have any connections anyway. I was surprised to
find my new “studious Asian” roommate actually smoked weed. I
was, by this point, just looking to try “normal college-aged dude”
stuff, whatever that was. We started by hotboxing somebody’s
car with a crappy little pipe and what might’ve at least been
some decent granddaddy purple.

This quickly became a habit. We moved from hotboxing the
car, to hotboxing the bathroom, to hotboxing the rear part of
our room, to really just freely ripping the bong in medium-sized
groups while playing Wii Sports or Black Ops or Brawl or some
shit. Josh soon made Avent Ferry a virtual second home; and
probably regretted choosing to live on the other side of campus
that year.

I made new friends and acquaintances through smoking.
Trevor, Dillon, Abdul, Jacqueline, Mason, Travis, Bobby... It
was generally easier to obtain weed than alcohol.
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We weren’t very far into the year when a group of us were in
my room talking; me, Dillon, Miko, maybe one or two others.

So are you, like, a Christian or something?
No, not really. Why?
Well, what’s with the Bible?

Oh; I was raised Methodist. My church gave that
to me when I graduated. I still just... keep it on my
shelf, I guess.

We all had a laugh about it. I guess they were concerned I
might be, like, really religious or something.

This was one of my earlier lessons about “normal, secular”
life. A Bible just sort of blends in out in the country; and it
sticks out like a sore thumb elsewhere. Where I grew up, the
Bible wasn’t just how you learned about religion; it was a display
piece, an accessory, perhaps even an heirloom of sorts. It fills up
space on your shelf. It’s a centerpiece on your coffee table. It’s...
the Bible. Everyone has a Bible or six, right?

In a university dorm room however, it becomes almost a
sort of political statement. You’re on this college campus with
atheists and Jews and Muslims and Hindus and yes, sometimes
even Christians.

You look around at all these people in your lecture hall, and
you figure some of us grew up hearing about God and Jesus,
some of us grew up learning about Buddha or Vishnu, maybe a
couple of us even have family back home who still expect them
to pray five times a day. Some of us might’ve grown up with
parents who believed in crystals and homeopathy, some of us
might have Scientologists in our family; but I quickly got the
feeling that whatever mythology we grew up on, most of us didn’t
take that shit seriously here. We're people of science and logic
and reason, gathered here from all the world over to find actual
solutions to life’s greatest mysteries. Religion is for people who
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need answers now. It’s for people who can’t handle the mystery
and the unknown of real life. It’s the opposite of what drives
science forward.

By some point early on in college, I got the distinct impression
that being a “Christian engineer” was a little weird. It’s like they
gave me a clicker question; and it turns out the vast majority of
my peers are atheist or might as well be.

I lived in Bladen County long enough to build up a portrait
of a “religious person” in my mind: paranoid, overly suspicious,
authoritarian, afraid of everything, xenophobic, easily angered
and upset by things they don’t understand. They crave the
antidote to this: heightened surveillance and security, increased
scrutiny, arbitrarily fewer degrees of freedom, a reduced number
of unknowns that might spook out “us decent folk”; a return to
a simpler time with fewer questions and fewer problems.

I had similarly built up a portrait of what I began to consider
a “normal, secular” person: easy going, live and let live, tolerant
of alternative lifestyles, assumes the best but prepares for the
worst, open-minded about new information; is generally prepared
for the challenges of modernity. They want to watch a new
generation cast aside the superstitions of their parents, and add
a feel-good chapter to the history books for once. They want to
see the people have more freedom; they want an end to arbitrary
inequalities. They want to see progress where there’s been none
for centuries. They quickly lose patience in debates over whether
gay marriage is “unnatural”, or whether stem cell researchers are
“playing God”.

This discussion has gone on longer than I would like; anyway,
I put up the Bible not too long after our talk. As I’'m older, 1
think of this as an example of “positive” peer pressure.
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I probably could’ve stood to focus on my studies more; but, I
was just glad to finally be part of what felt like a normal group
of friends. It seemed like I'd escaped Bladen County, and the
ostracism I felt through much of high school. I'd come to view my
earlier behavior as a “weird phase” where I thought I was trans,
and was relieved to feel as if I had finally assimilated myself into
“bro culture”. I was drinking, smoking, doing drugs,'? enjoying
first-person shooters... it felt like I'd mastered everything there
was to being a guy, except for the “fucking women” part. This,
frankly, felt more valuable to me than anything my professors
could teach.

I grew a little nervous as we let our guard down more and
more. The normalization of danger reminded me of my earlier

habits.

We eventually did get busted while smoking in Trevor’s room
at the very end of the year, during finals. Trevor happened to
have a handicapped room'? with an extra-large bath we liked
to hotbox, which could hold nearly a dozen heads. An RA
apparently overheard us talking about getting high on the way
to Trevor’s room, and alerted the campus police. Josh narrowly
avoided getting caught, as he was at UT studying for an exam.

The matter was handled by student conduct; and, began
coloring my negative perception of law enforcement, despite them
not exactly being the “real” police. First of all, they accused us
of having close to an eighth when we started the night with no
more than half that; probably because they just plop the whole
baggie on the scale. It’s not that an eighth is any more illegal
than a gram; it’s just obnoxious when the neighborhood drug
dealer is more honest about weighing your weed than the cops
are.

Whatever.

12Cannabis and psychedelics folks, cannabis and psychedelics.
13 Trevor wasn’t handicapped; he just got lucky.

76



A few disciplinary actions came out of this, ultimately.

e We couldn’t live in on-campus housing anymore.

e We had to write a letter for student conduct to send back
to our parents explaining what we’d gotten in trouble for.

e« We had to receive a substance abuse evaluation from a
licensed counselor, and follow up on any of their recommen-
dations.

¢ We had to complete a question and answer-based writing
assignment.

e We were all on disciplinary probation for varying amounts
of time, so we couldn’t fuck up again.

I already had plans to move into an apartment next year
anyway, so the first item was a non-issue.

The second item was still less dangerous than ordering spirono-
lactone from Vanuatu; I was home for the summer working , and
saw nothing to lose by simply hoping to check the mail first.

For the third item, I looked up practices in neighboring Robe-
son County that offered substance abuse evaluations, and picked
the chillest sounding one. I talked to a former heroin addict-
turned counselor, and I had to follow up on his recommendation
of attending two Narcotics Anonymous meetings so that I could
see what harder drugs might lead to.

I was able to complete all the things over the summer without
any trouble, and without Susan finding out. My friends had
variously more difficult times; Trevor probably had it the hardest
with an intensive counseling program over the summer, and I
think Miko had a longer probation for being a hard-ass to student
conduct.

I still think it was bullshit that they wanted to tell my crazy
mom, when she contributed nothing in college savings. I paid
my entire way through college with loans and Pell grants and
scholarships and a summer job; if anything, she was siphoning
money out of my checking account to pay for our “car insurance”.
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Something that’s always bothered me, was the seemingly
arbitrary and wide variance in the rulings issued. Me, Miko,
Dillon, Trevor, Abdul, Jacqueline... we were just a bunch of pot
heads who lived at Avent Ferry. We smoked in each other’s rooms
and cars, we each had and shared our own pieces, we bought weed
from the same pool of drug dealers, often splitting it amongst
ourselves...

Student conduct (or more generally, “the cops”), are very
particular about all their little offenses and bullet points. “Who
was in possession of the paraphernalia? Who was maintaining the
dwelling?”; As if we followed Robert’s Rules of Order. Now, even
the more honest cannabis user who’d just as soon say “Guilty
your honor, I'm a pothead” finds themselves in the uncomfortable
position of having to “get their story straight”. Sure, we had
Josh’s vape, and Miko’s bowl, and the green bong we all chipped
in on; but we used my monogrammed bookbag to move our pieces
around, so naturally we're going to say “Ethan was in possession
of the paraphernalia” when we give our official statements to
student conduct. Because, it’s utterly illogical to just pile more
names onto that list, and if we were totally honest we’'d have to
include Josh who wasn’t even involved otherwise.

This experience taught me a lot about how the criminal justice
system works, despite the lack of criminal charges associated with
it. Between things like plea bargains and the rapidly escalating
need to “keep everyone’s story straight” as more than a couple of
people get involved in an endeavor, I imagine relatively few folks
are behind bars for something they actually did. That’s not to
say they aren’t necessarily guilty of something.

We (or rather, Susan) moved to a different house around the
corner, as the one we’d been staying in was now slated to be torn
down to expand the church playground.
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I helped with the move in between working at the computer
shop and handling my student conduct bullshit. Keith let us
repaint the walls, which Cody and I did.

I’d often put on music while I was working in the new house
over the summer. I had my little iPod touch with a Sony dock,
and I’d put on... whatever I guess, as background noise. I think
I’d put on the Red Hot Chili Peppers album By the Way when my
mother came in and incredulously exclaimed “What is that?!”... as
if the fucking Zephyr Song was too hardcore for her or something.

If you’re growing impatient with this dull anecdote, I promise
I'm going somewhere with this. It’s gonna take some time,
though.

This is a good example of my mother’s behavior, that leads
me to hide things from her. It’s not like I was in trouble for
listening to the Red Hot Chili Peppers or something. But, she
also wasn’t like “Hey, that’s groovy Ethan! Nice music! Glad
you're putting that iPod I bought you to use!” It’s even more
confusing that I grew up with my mom playing Q98 in the car.
Like, I didn’t think this was some “foreign genre” for us. I wasn’t
sure what to make of it - but I didn’t play any more RHCP
around my mom, and was probably more conservative with my
music selection in general around her after that.

Maybe I misread the situation, because it wasn’t long after
this that my mother bought Josh and I tickets to see the Chili
Peppers at PNC later that year, and similarly bought me a t-shirt
to go with it. It might be worth noting that this is a band I’d
never explicitly mentioned that I like to my mom. I think the
occasion was my birthday, which was just a couple of months
after the move.

Perhaps more unusual were the seats. My mother was about
to buy Josh and I regular seats, when Terry gave her money to
buy us floor seats. Because... we're such good kids, I guess?
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The show was supposed to be later that year; but was moved
to the spring after Anthony Kiedis broke his foot.

Junior

I moved into an apartment at Wolf Creek my third year, along
with a lot of other folks. Josh and I already had plans to take
the places of graduating seniors Marc and Noah, moving in with
remaining Bladen County native Will Potter; who was ostensibly
going to NC State for something, it’s a matter of debate.

The other people I got busted with had to scramble over the
summer to find housing; with Miko, Dillon and Trevor also finding
spots at Wolf Creek, although not all in the same apartment like
they’d have preferred. Over the course of the next few months, the
remaining three consolidated themselves into a smaller number of
apartments as space became available. Trevor would eventually
move in with me, Josh and Will for my senior year.

I believe it was in the fall, when we had this “homecoming
Sunday” at my old church. Tommy returned as a guest preacher,
and we had a lunch afterwards in the activity building. I found
myself at a table with Tommy, the Richardsons, the Stewarts,
my mother... 'll be damned if it wasn’t the same crowd as when
we first met Tommy all those years ago.

We were making small talk, when the conversation turned to
this weird nightmare I had as a kid. Basically, I thought “sharks”
were going to eat me; but, it’s a little more complicated than
that, and this was the first time my mother and I effectively
communicated about the content of this dream.

“Tell them about the sharks!”, my mother says. As if to put
me on display.

Oh... you mean the shark people?
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Wait, they were people? You never said they were
people!

Well, they had arms and legs...
What did they look like?!
Well, they were gray...

I started to notice some of the others at the table exchanging
glances. As I continued telling this story, which my mother
seemed more interested in now than when I woke up screaming
all those years ago, it felt like you could cut the tension with a
knife.

Did they have big jaws?
No, not really...
What were they doing?

WEell, just standing over me mostly. We were in this
strange, round room, and I was on this metal table.

How tall were they?

I don’t know. Like... normal human height?
Were you scared?

Well yeah, I thought they were going to eat me!

It was about this point when Tommy decided he needed to
have a talk with me right. Now. He practically dragged me out
of the activity building by the forearm.

We walked out into the church parking lot. It was looking
pretty empty by this point in the dinner, but there were still cars
and people around.
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We got to the center of the parking lot. Tommy looked around
us. There wasn’t anyone in earshot. It wasn’t. Private. Enough.
We kept walking. Out to the far, northwest edge of the lot. He
was brimming with excitement. He looked as if he could barely
contain himself.

Tommy looked around us again. There was nobody around.
You're different.
I know I'm pretty weird...

No. You're different. You aren’t like these people,
see?

“You aren’t like them!” he says again, gesticulating wildly
at a couple of people underneath the covered walkway in the
distance. Church, organized religion, the “Bladen County” life...
he made it abundantly clear that these things weren’t. For. Me.
They were for them. They weren’t for me. I was different.

Shit, man. This is pretty weird. I'm pretty sure my preacher
just told me not to go to church. Not that I was planning to
anyway...

I'm obviously unable to precisely recite the conversation from
memory; but, these were the bullet points.

e I'm different. Very different. I need to learn about how I'm

different, and Tommy can’t teach me.

I need to “seek hidden truths”.

o “Freemasons” know about different people like me.

o “If you walked into a masonic lodge and gave them your
name, they’d know who you are.”

¢ He made it sound like I needed to explore some sort of spiri-
tuality that was “beyond church”. He said that Freemasons
know about it, but so did other groups.

e My mother... is not to be trusted.

o He seemed to know things about the future.
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e He said my mother and I would have a falling out. That I
would ban her from my property.

e I hope I'm not projecting recent events on the situation
when I tell you I remember him saying it involves UFOs.
And that there would be a UFO report in the future.

e He said there were “things going on I should know about”.

o He reiterated that church wasn’t for me, but that it was
important I keep exploring spirituality. He told me I should
find a group of people to learn about this stuff from, and
that perhaps one of these groups that isn’t “Freemasonry
proper” might be the best fit. This was a long time ago,
but I think he used the word “coven”.

He went on to describe a sort of “vision”!* he had, where I
was to show up at his new church years from now.

This is gonna sound weird... but, you were wearing a
purple dress.

I was mot out of the closet to Tommy; and in fact, had
abandoned my plans to transition at all by this age. My face
was probably very red.

He also made it sound like I would go on to make some unusual
lifestyle choices; but, that it was okay. It was my path, actually.
I... think polyamory might’ve been mentioned.

I didn’t know what to do with all of this. Tommy and I
eventually returned to our table.

When we got home, my mother asked nosily what Tommy
and I talked about.

I didn’t know what to say; especially since half of Tommy’s
advice seemed to be about how I shouldn’t trust my mother.
Can’t she see this was a private conversation for a reason?

141 think this whole “vision” thing is bullshit; but, I'll allow it as an
oversimplification.
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Oh, Tommy just talked to me about the Freemasons.
He thinks I should... join them, or something.

I feel stupid for telling her this much. It seemed harmless
enough, though. I wanted to satisfy her curiosity.

My older self would’ve told me the woman’s curiosity simply
isn’t satiable.

I thought about joining the Freemasons; but when I looked
them up online, it was clearly a fraternity of men who believe
in God. And, I was an atheist quasi-transgender subby boy;
or, whatever it was I identified as back then. Even if I wasn’t
planning on transitioning, I was generally irked by things that
were gendery or exclusively male.

I was also unsettled at the news that my future self might
choose to transition after all. Medical transition is something
you should do sooner rather than later, and I wasn’t unaware
of this. I just.. couldn’t stomach it back then. I’d finally made
it to normalcy, after years of being a pariah. Can’t I just be a
pot-smoking dude bro? I don’t suppose Tommy might be wrong
about all this...

I turned 21 at the beginning of my junior year, which was
cool; though I can’t reiterate enough that cannabis has always
been my vice.

Now 21 years young and an upperclassman, a couple things
were weighing on my mind.

o [ wanted to do other stuff on campus, besides going to class

and hanging out with the same friends every night.
e I need to get laid.
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I decided to join the IEEE robotics team around this time. I
participated my junior and senior years; it was fun and I learned
a lot, but the team lacked faculty advisement, which I think
ultimately caused us to struggle in delivering a working robot. I
did drink way too much Fireball at SoutheastCon once, though.

A full autobiography would include a more complete retelling
of my experiences on the IEEE robotics team; however, that
would be irrelevant to the purpose of this document.

The IEEE robotics team

I knew I was at the age where I should be having sex. I also knew
better than to just start asking sorority girls to top me. I felt
like my sexuality was utterly incompatible with the mainstream
dating world; and I was still very deep in denial about the
possibility that I might just be psycho-sexually “a woman”.

Of course, I've known BDSM was a thing since I was in
seventh grade trying to figure out why I liked tying myself up in
mom’s lingerie so much. I just wasn’t old enough to do anything
with that yet.

I went to my first evening meeting of the IEEE robotics team
in January 2012. I was hoping my roommates wouldn’t ask
questions, but they probably did. They... usually did.

I sat in the car for about fifteen minutes, looking at the Cary
THOP in the rearview mirror. Like I was about to drop acid for
the first time or something. But, I went in. I was a “take the red
pill” kind of guy.

There were a vertigo-inducing 75 people crammed into the
side room at the IHOP; a record-breaking turnout for any TMG
munch, that may not’ve been paralleled since. Maybe everyone
had a new year’s resolution to get back in the scene before the
Mayan’s ended the world or something. I could scarcely find
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anywhere to sit; but I did manage to find a spot after some effort,
and I didn’t even have to bang my trumpet case around.

I left with a couple new acquaintances, but I was looking for
something that was both less overwhelming and closer in age
range. Seems easy enough; I just have to wait for TNG.

The next TNG munch was at Tyler’s in Durham. I showed up
to the restaurant 45 minutes late, because I'd never been to the
ATC before and the GPS kept sending me by the Moe’s. When
I did find the iconic Durham establishment, the wait staff didn’t
know where “TNG” or “the computer group” was sitting, so I
left. I remember hearing later that this was a weird one anyway.

I probably went to another TMG munch before making it
to the next TNG at Tyler’s, not at the ATC but at Seaboard
Station this time. By now, it felt like an eternity had passed
since I started trying to go, but it was really only like March or
late February. I remember seeing some now-familiar faces there.
Erika, Jason, Ian, Isabel, Emily... I remember this other fellow
Josh going on about different strengths of alcohol he’d tested for
his firecupping demo'® when I thought to myself, “I have found
the sex nerds”.

I went to my first play party a couple weeks after this. Josh
gave his firecupping demo, an unusual but not unheard of feature.
It was cool.

I kept going to stuff. I got in the loop for the TNG slosh that
was very much undocumented at the time, kept going to play
parties and shit... I was starting to wonder if I was doing it right,
when I got my first scene in with a woman named Maureen.

Maureen is a fascinating woman deserving of her own para-
graph. For the entire time period I've known her, Maureen has
been in a relationship with a much younger fellow named Isaac,

15The answer? It’s been a while, but I think it was regular 70% isopropyl
alcohol.
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who for the longest time was a grad student at UNC and is only a
couple years older than I am. I often refer to her as “Maureen the
cougar” in my head because of this; however this is a misnomer,
as the relationship was in fact initiated by Isaac, who I suppose
has a thing for older women. She was otherwise over the age
limit for TNG, but Isaac often guested her into the parties; she
also showed up to the unofficial slosh we had at the Saucer quite
a bit.

Anyway, some of you might not really understand how the
“BDSM community” works, and might be under the mistaken
impression that a play party is tantamount to an orgy. While
there’s certainly no shortage of kinky orgies in the world if
you were to meet those sorts of people, that would also be a
considerably more private affair.

Figure 8: It's Always Sunny in Philadelphia (Orgy) (https:
//youtu.be/eKrN4vNsBzA)

Play parties typically involve partial or full nudity on the part
of the folks getting tied up and beaten with stuff, but there are
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clearly defined rules of engagement that prioritize enthusiastic
informed consent and generally preclude outright sex. Where sex
at play parties does happen, it’s usually in more intimate group
settings, and at a house party as opposed to a venue.

So anyway, it was probably around May, and we were at
Justin’s house for TNG instead of the Hangar like usual. This
fellow Justin used to throw house parties fairly regularly before
he moved to Texas. And no, this wasn’t a “kinky orgy”; though
Justin’s house did have a well-deserved reputation. We could
also drink there, which was typically both prohibited and legally
problematic at an actual dungeon or venue.

I’'m starting to wonder if I should be doing something other
than existing as a subby boy at a play party who’s only preoc-
cupation is his whiskey and coke, when I’'m approached by this
middle-aged woman. I've seen her around before. Not sure if 1
ever got her name. Maureen sat down next to me on the floor,
and asked if it was alright if she touched me. We went through
her toy bag and did some light sensation play, just sitting there
like you do. She knew it was my first time. Eventually we did
a proper impact scene once the equipment was free. Nothing
crazy. We went through her floggers, and maybe some paddles
and canes. Just your standard routine. I figured I was starting
to make progress. Maybe I wasn’t doing it wrong after all.

It wasn’t too long after this that I started doing stuff with
Erika. We did the Sunday brunch munch they had in Fuquay at
the time, and wasted time sitting at Starbucks and picking up
snacks before rope practice early that afternoon. We joked about
how everyone including the staff at Golden Corral kept trying to
ship the two of us, and we sort of hit it off from there.

Erika, to be clear, was always a play partner. This wasn’t a
romantic relationship; it maybe could have become that under
different circumstances, but I lacked desire, and probably don’t
even have the DLLs necessary to seduce women without crashing.
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Josh and I finally got to attend the aforementioned Red Hot
Chili Peppers concert in the spring.

This was fun; but probably got the two of us a little too
high for the pyrotechnics that ensued. We were both starting
to wonder if we were too baked for this shit, when they started
playing “Under the Bridge” and we both knew we were going to
be okay.

We walked through the gates, and were confused at first when
security marshaled us onto the floor instead of level 1. “Oh yeah...
My mom said Mr. Terry got us floor seats for some reason.”

The weird part of this story were the people sitting around me.
They all appeared to be... in on something I was not. They all
seemed to be part of the same group, despite only now introducing
themselves to each other. I didn’t think much of it at first. They
were mostly sitting on my side, to the left and back of us.

The show opened with the song “Right on Time”. One of
those people giggled to whoever was next to them at the line
“Joan of Arc reincarnated”. “I love that part!”

I overheard a bit about it being her first time seeing the Chili
Peppers since... something. I similarly didn’t think much of it;
and I'd never heard the song before that point.

We kept watching this show, stoned out of our minds. Midway
through, they played “Can’t Stop”. This was my favorite song
by them at the time; so whatever hooping and hollering I was
planning to do at this show, this was it. Some lunatic several
rows in front of us stood up on his chair while wearing a Subaru
t-shirt.

I don’t know if it was my enthusiasm or something else; but
it was at this time, maybe at the end of the song, when another
of those people taps me on the shoulder. It was a woman sitting
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behind me, middle-aged or perhaps slightly older. And, she asked
me the most seemingly innocent question.

Where are you from?

I told her that I was born in Ohio, but grew up in southeastern
North Carolina. This... didn’t answer her question.

I don’t precisely remember how the conversation continued;
but, the woman’s follow-up responses were cryptic, and it was
around this time when I exclaimed something to the effect of,

A bunch of y’all keep acting like you know something
about me I don’t know! It keeps happening! I've got
people from my hometown, people from church...

She responded with something vague like “Keep searching...
you’ll figure it out...”

It was in the banter that continued with this woman and
others who joined in on our conversation, when somebody hinted
to me

“... You need to learn the truth about UFOs.”

This was the first summer where I didn’t go back to mom’s
house to work at the computer shop. I managed to get an
internship at Fidelity; I frankly didn’t have the grades to get one
at a real tech company. I did very well in my programming and
digital logic classes; but was quite dreadful at anything to do with
hard math or analog circuits. I probably should’ve switched my
major to Computer Science at this point, but I powered through
out of my love for embedded programming; and also out of the
knowledge that I really didn’t have the money to keep being a
super senior or beyond.
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I found myself in hot water after setting up a playdate at
our apartment, when I thought all of my roommates would be
out of town. Somebody, I think Josh, decided he was about to
drive back from the lake like a couple hours before Erika was
coming over. It was too late to call it off, and I kinda just started
drinking beers and planning to tell Josh I was a kinkster when
he got back. I somehow managed to divert Josh’s return trip at
the last minute, but I basically told him I was having a girl over.
I started to think I was only delaying the inevitable.

Josh’s brother stayed at our apartment for a while in the
summer while he attended a summer camp at NC State during
the day. I remember him coming back with a story one evening.

I met this girl. She said she was pansexual, and that
there were like twelve different genders!

I died a little inside.

Senior

We moved from a three- to a four-person apartment in the same
complex; eventually adding Trevor as our fourth roommate after
briefly being stuck with a stranger from Wake Tech who we didn’t
really get along with. My roommates were wise to the fact that I
had some late night extracurricular I didn’t want to talk about,
and “robot team” become a sort of joke at our apartment.

I thought about telling my roommates. I really did. Things
got increasingly weird as I ran out of excuses for what I’d been
doing out so late. The world wouldn’t have ended. There were a
lot of reasons not to, though.

e« BDSM is radically accepting and body positive. My room-
mates... were not.
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e I've heard Josh complain about merely having to Skype
with fat girls for schoolwork. He calls women “fat” who
aren’t even fat! And here I am, play partners with Erika.

¢ Have you ever read “If You Give a Mouse a Cookie”? These
guys had a habit of screaming BULLSHIT! any time I
made a claim even half as sensational as being actively
involved in the local BDSM community. 1 was concerned
they might, well...

¢ So, my roommates were the sort of people Dakota would
probably yell “Code pink shirt!” over the walkie for trying
to slip past the gate at Debauchery, if you know what I
mean.'6

e So, what I meant to say was, I was concerned they might
make asses of themselves. And that they did sometimes
wear pink button-ups unironically.

« Or, that they’d demand I “bring home a dominatrix”.!”

e Also, I can’t un-tell them. Like I wish I could’ve done back
in ninth grade.

¢ Would Josh want to tape up his asshole around me again
like after he learned I was trans?

e They were the sort to argue over whether Cameron was
“gay” for enjoying pegging, when I probably had friends
who matched the database query Gender = 'M' AND Orientation
= 'heterosexual' AND Fetishes LIKE 'J,Pegging (Into)%'.

¢ My roommates are looking for hot college babes, not 18-35+
kinksters of various body types. The mouse is gonna bother
the piss out of me until I give it a cookie, then proceed to
complain about how my food sucks and I’'m really just a
pussy.

e And, my roommates are into the normal dating pathway,
where you find yourself a nice woman to seduce, go out on a
few dates, take her home to meet your parents, maybe pop

16You... probably don’t know what I mean. Just.. ask me later, okay?
17Will said something once that made me think he might be into that sort
of thing. It’s probably a stretch, though.
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the question and talk about having kids some day.. BDSM
is notorious for unconventional relationship dynamics like
polyamory and wide age gaps, that my vanilla friends would
probably find weird or even creepy.

It kinda seemed like the best case scenario would be for this
to remain my private little solo activity, which is what was
happening anyway. I figured it was obvious I was doing “weird
sex stuff” of some sort; and that maybe some things were better
left unsaid.

Figure 9: WKUK Ants! (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=
xjhQe5SNUFvA&t=12s)

Living a double life soon proved to be a challenge, and I
struggled to keep up. I was always double-booking kink and
vanilla activities, and I really should’ve kept a schedule.

Erika’s engagement with a fellow named Kevin collapsed over
the summer. While I’d love to tell you all about it, it’s mostly
irrelevant; save for the fact that Erika now expediently needed a
place to live, and she wasn’t made of money. She ended up moving
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into the spare bedroom of Heather, a (vanilla) friend of Justin
from TNG. I think they used to work together or something.

Heather

When I was around this age, I often thought of what my life
would be like when I was older. Because, I wasn’t planning to
transition anymore. I wasn’t planning to be anyone’s husband. I
didn’t want children. What was I, just going to live in a giant
bachelor pad by myself my whole life with all my engineer money
I didn’t have anything else better to do with?

As Erika’s move inched closer, I began hearing more and more
about this Heather person.

o Early 30s

¢ Software engineer

e Used to work with Justin at Cisco or some shit

o Bachelorette

o Still gets high

e Lives in a giant house just outside the beltline, either by
herself or with discretionary roommates who are statistically
more likely than average to have natural or artificial red
hair, probably by sheer coincidence.'®

As I learned more about her, Heather was the first person
I’d met in my field whose adult lifestyle felt relatable to me. I'd
often wondered if there was a place for me in the world, as a
man who wasn’t a “marriage and family” kind of guy; but now I
figured I could just grow up to be a sort of subby-boy Heather
type of character with a basement dungeon.

I helped Erika with the move, and often found myself at
Heather’s house my senior year; eventually getting the door code
to let myself in. The room wasn’t huge and there wasn’t much

18Her residence has at times been referred to as “Heather’s home for
wayward redheads”.
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space to swing a flogger around, but it was certainly more discreet
than my apartment situation.

We started getting to know each other during and just after
the move.

What do you do for work?

I'm a student at NC State.

Oh! What’s your major?

Electrical and computer engineering.

Oh, ECE! Is Mrs. Such-and-such still the advisor over
there?

Yeah! How’d you know?

I used to be in ECE before I switched to Computer
Science. My advisor hated me for it, too. I was one
of her favorite students.

She talked about how the predecessor to ECE220 was way too
hard, and they eventually had to restructure the class because
of it. It sounded like she switched out of the program largely
because of this, and went on to get her master’s in CS.

Early on, I had the most fascinating conversation with
Heather.

I overheard her say something about going to a pagan meetup
when I was over visiting.

This... piqued my interest. At the risk of sounding cheesy, I
saw Heather as a sort of role model. I thought of her as someone
who was, probably, a better version of myself. We’re both people
of science; and as I've grown up, science has caused me to believe
in fewer gods, not more of them. But here she is, worshiping a
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whole pantheon of them! That’s assuming she’s sincere in her
convictions, at least.

Naturally, I was curious why she believed as she did; and, my
ears were still ringing with Tommy telling me I was “different”
and needed to “seek hidden truths”, or perhaps some alternative
form of spirituality.

When I pressed for more information, she got defensive at
first. “That’s private!”

I told her I didn’t mean any disrespect; and went on to explain
I was only curious because my childhood preacher acted like there
was something else I needed to know that was beyond religion.
And that T was apparently different in some way that involved
the Freemasons.

Ooh, Freemasons! How much do you know about
Freemasonry?

Uh... not much...
Bullshit!

No really, this guy Tommy just kept pulling me aside
and acting like I needed to learn something about
myself. And... it involves the Freemasons, apparently?

Huh... you really are new at this, aren’t you?

The conversation continued. And... it only gets weirder from
here.

Who do you work for?
Well, I'm a student.

... Does anyone in your family work for the govern-
ment?

Well, my mom works for Cumberland County DSS...

She seemed... unconcerned about that last part.
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What do you believe in?
Well, I'm an atheist.

So... reincarnation is real.
.. Sorry, I don’t...

No. It’s real.

She was so matter-of-fact in stating that last part. Like a
doctor reading me my diagnosis.

She went on to explain that there’s... life on other planets.
And, reincarnation is real. And, she happens to be from a planet
orbiting the star Vega in the constellation Lyra. Apparently,
these people are simply described as being “from Vega”, or “from
Lyra”.

I... wasn’t sure what to do with this information. I couldn’t
help but take it with a grain of salt; but Heather just sounds so
goddamn serious, and she’s smarter than I am!

I wanted to learn more. I was still a bit “citation needed”
on the inside, but it did seem related to the thing Tommy was
trying to tell me. Heather didn’t have any resources to give me,
and simply told me to “explore mysticism”. “Keep learning...
you’ll get there someday.” 1 think she said something to the effect
that it would be more of a thing in another decade or two, but it
wasn’t really talked about today.

I looked up the Wikipedia page for “mysticism” when I got
back home, but that wasn’t exactly helpful. And, it didn’t make
me any less of an atheist. Still, I was fascinated by the whole
“reincarnated space alien” thing; it was an obvious consequence
of reincarnation, and one which I had never considered. However,
it was unclear how this ties into paganism; that aspect probably
yields more questions than answers.

97



The next time I went over there, Heather called up one of her
friends to have her come over as well. It seemed she wanted us
to meet; or that there was otherwise some purpose to this visit.

When her friend arrived, Heather proceeded to put on a sort
of little demonstration; which she wanted to explain to me in
particular. 1. don’t remember all the details. Oh, how I wish I
remembered all the details...

This had to do with Freemasonry; and how you’re supposed
to talk about it with “people like Heather”. It was like this sort
of “Simon says” routine you have to do with them. It went
something like...

Heather How much do you know about Freemasonry?
Heather’s friend  Oh, all sorts of things!

Heather Alright, now ask me.

Heather’s friend How much do you know about Freemasonry?
Heather Not much.

Heather’s friend  Bullshit!

I feel like I'm missing parts; but I do remember part of this
Freemason sudo command involving the Heather-like person lying
and you having to call them out on it. As if they could only
tell you something once. I distinctly remember Heather’s friend
boldly exclaiming the phrase “Bullshit!”. I don’t remember if it’s
required to utter that specific profanity or not...

High jinks

I had a lot of adventures and close calls while living a double
life my senior year. While irrelevant to the story, I would like to
share some of them.
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For my 22" birthday, Erika set up this playdate for us to go
to Bailey’s house.

Bailey was a student at Duke at the time. She was one of the
few dommes'® in the area who was my age, so I was excited to
see how things went.2’

FErika picked me up at Wolf Creek on Friday afternoon, and
we drove to Bailey’s town house off Duke St. We’d go upstairs to
scene, and then go downstairs to unwind for a bit, and for Bailey
to have a smoke break. And, we did this a few times.

During one of our breaks, Bailey says
So, Erika tells me you’re transgender...

One thing led to another, and, anyway, I found myself getting
birthday spankings in a mini skirt.

Erika would often later bring up how much I seemed to enjoy
myself in this moment; as if to suggest I might have unresolved
feelings about my gender identity. I couldn’t help but look to
how hard I was during all of this as evidence that it probably
was a sex thing after all.

What else? Erika gave me a collar, and a set of matching
bondage cuffs to go with it. I think we went to Cook-Out. We
ended up spending the night.

My mother was driving up on Saturday morning to see me
for my birthday, so I needed to be back at my apartment before
then. We were running on “Erika and Bailey time”, and we were
not making the return trip as quickly as I’d have liked. I was
trying to avoid a situation where I might have to introduce Erika

9Erika is really a switch; and certainly not a domme in the D/s sense.
20T don’t know, because I thought I might actually be a straight guy or
something?
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to my nosy mother, or explain why I wasn’t home on a Saturday
morning to see a-widdle muver for my birthday.

My mom was leaving Benson. We were on our way to get gas
before leaving Durham. This was close. A real race condition.
Plus, I needed to shower and whatnot. I'd be lucky if my mother
didn’t catch me darting out of a gold Suzuki with a duffel bag
like I was storming the beaches of Normandy.

I appeared to just barely beat my mother. I jogged up the
stairs and power-walked to my room.

No text messages from Susan, and I didn’t see a blue Focus
anywhere. Phew.

I. Need. A shower. Susan can wait. She knows where the
McDonald’s is. I waste no time.

I dried off. I brushed my teeth. I put on some boxer shorts
that I'd replaced my childhood tighty whities with after wanting
better looking underpants, and probably grabbed some cargo
shorts and a band tee or something, as was my uniform in those
days.

I checked my phone. Still nothing from Susan. I combed my
hair. I took one last look in the mirror that also served as the
closet door.

I'm still. Wearing. Eye shadow. It’s really obvious. It did
not come off in the shower.

Fuck.

So, I start scrubbing the fuck out of my eyelids with the
corner of a bath towel and some hand soap. It’s really stubborn.
Have you ever tried removing makeup without makeup remover?
They sell it for a reason.
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I'm starting to wonder if T even can get it off completely.
Maybe it’s like when you go to the club underage, and you just
have to accept you’re going to have the ghost of a Sharpie ‘X’ on
your right hand for the next day or two.?!

Eventually, I succeed. I carefully inspect my eyelids under
all available lighting, and I can’t find any more obvious signs of
makeup. It took me long enough, though.

I take a deep breath and check my phone again. Still nothing
from Susan. Surely she’s arrived by now?

Anyway, I finally open the door to my room. At long last.

I'm surprised to find my mother sitting at the kitchen table
and staring right at my bedroom door. That’s one question
answered.

Do you always leave your door unlocked?
Uhh... no... we usually lock it...

Somebody could just walk right in here... I'm serious!
Has it been open all night?

Uhh... no... I just took out the trash this morning, or
something...

There are crazy people out there! You need to be
careful!

Okay, we will...
... I bought you those headphones you asked for...

I'm just glad she didn’t ask who “Marseille” was.

21T got dragged to the club once. I don’t like the club. Maybe I'd like it
more if I were a woman or something.
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Erika was a semi-professional photographer. It certainly
wasn’t her day job, but she did side gigs for people and whatnot.
One of these gigs involved the North Carolina Fetish Art Festival.

The door for this thing was at least $20, and I think more like
$40. Erika was obviously getting in for free, and she managed to
get me in as well as her “camera assistant”.

The dress code was “fetish attire or all black”. I planned
to do a blacked-out look with my red collar. I needed to buy
new clothes for the occasion and was laughably inexperienced
at finding what I was looking for, but I pulled it off. That’s,
unsurprisingly, not the point of the story.

First of all, T double-booked NCFAF with some big tailgate
our apartment had planned, and I didn’t realize what I’d done
until like a day or two before. It was difficult to back out of
either obligation, but Erika and I had been planning this for at
least six or eight weeks. So I chose... both! This was probably
not the greatest idea, but I made it.

I rode along with my roommates to the tailgate lot; but, I
knew I couldn’t stay for the game. So late that morning, I just
walked back from Carter-Finley to Wolf Creek, took a shower,
maybe even picked up some last-minute article of clothing I was
having trouble finding at Belk or some shit, eventually making it
to Holly Springs in time to get ready for NCFAF with Erika.

We disembarked, joking about how we looked like we were
on our way to the kinky prom. When we arrived, they gave us
special lanyards, as we were considered “staff” or whatever. They
didn’t have a second “photographer” lanyard, so they gave me
one that said “vendor” instead.

I really did hold Erika’s camera bag for her, and it really
might’ve been a two-person job to juggle all of that, in all seri-
ousness. | also bought myself a couple Yuenglings at the bar, so
I’'m not a complete scrub.
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Figure 10: Is Towelie the Worst Character Ever? - SOUTH PARK
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jighvagCy4M&t=>59s)

They didn’t seem concerned about collecting the staff lanyards
at the end of the night. Erika and I left with both of ours. We
drove through Cook-Out on our way back to Holly Springs. It
wasn’t really a play party, but it was fun. Sort of like a mini-
PUSH.

Anyway, some amount of time after this, I needed work done
on my car. The work included a new muffler; maybe I couldn’t
pass inspection without it or something.

There was (and still is) this mechanic beside the apartment
complex called RJ&G. Unless you're going to have friends drive
you around or call an overpriced taxi, this was really the only
place to take your car within walking distance for car shit. We
were kind of in a weird area between Raleigh and Cary, and I
don’t think ride-sharing apps had become mainstream yet.
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I dropped off my 2001 Mustang at RJ&G for a new mulffler,
and probably came back in a day or two once they were done.

When I went in to pick up my car, the staff was unusually
jovial with me. “We bet you get around in that Mustang, don’t
you! She’s seen some things, hasn’t she?” And I'm just like “Sure,
whatever.” I pay the bill and they return my keys.

I returned to my car, with two very obvious new additions to
my floorboards.

e Those paper mats they put down after they vacuum your
car.

e A lanyard that says “North Carolina Fetish Art Festival:
Photographer”.

A group of us would regularly meet at this woman Dana’s
house in Garner, for an even that came to be known as “Ponies”.

I'm... not a bronie. I'd tell you if I was at this point. The
event’s name came from Erika, Dana, and a small group of folks
who actually did follow that series as adults; but had since moved
toward other media, as a number of the newer attendees weren’t
really into that, or were even put off by it. I think we were doing
The Walking Dead at the time, and probably Archer and another
series or two.

This was a mostly vanilla gathering of kinksters, that would
sometimes devolve into a kinky gathering of kinksters. This
happened just often enough that you probably couldn’t bring
your vanilla friends along without explaining how we all know
each other.
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There was this Women and Gender Studies class that was
required; certainly of all the engineering students, but probably
just everyone in general. Josh took it before me and hated it.

Being a quasi-transgender subby boy who was thoroughly
acclimated to “consent culture” through time spent in the BDSM
community, I expected to like the class a bit more than Josh.
This, unfortunately, wasn’t really the case, and I found myself
bitching about it a lot to Josh throughout the semester.

This was a long time ago, mind you. I feel like one of the
problems was that, despite considerable effort to the contrary, it
made a lot of assumptions about you and your life as a guy. A
big one was that you had women in your life (your mom, your
girlfriend or ex-girlfriend(s)) to whom you owed respect. Because
the women in our society are responsible for shit like emotional
labor.

While this might often hold true for “normal” people, this
kind of made me feel icky. Like I still wasn’t wuving a-widdle
muver enough, and I was still being too mean to Emma. As
if my mother wasn’t some child trapped in a grown-up’s body,
or Emma wasn’t the asshole in our relationship. There didn’t
really seem to be a path where a man could conclude that they’ve
had no healthy women involved in their lives thus far. “Toxic
femininity” wasn’t really a concept in this universe, and you’d
probably get laughed at at least for suggesting that it might
actually be a thing sometimes. It was never suggested that all
the women in your life might actually have personality disorders;
or that if you're mom has one, you're likely to subconsciously
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look for girlfriends with similar traits until you get therapy for
that shit. Now that I'm older, I realize that simply being Susan’s
child is emotionally laborious.

It also often felt like they were seeing patterns where there
were none, looking for trouble or misogyny where there really
wasn’t any; and maybe that they need to remember that some-
times a cigar is just a cigar. “Peak feminism” for me may’ve been
this reading assignment, where a woman worked at an ICBM
facility with a bunch of dude-bros, and basically accused them of
being sex-crazed perverts because they couldn’t help but make
even the missiles penis shaped, while also referring to them with
she/her pronouns. I came away feeling like this woman’s entire
rant was mostly just projection; as if she’d had a traumatic life
of sexual violence, and really it’s just her who’s seeing dicks all
over the place. I’d implore anyone who thinks missiles are simply
phallic-shaped because they were designed by men, to major in
Aerospace Engineering and tell the world a more aerodynamic
shape to construct them in. Of course, the point of the reading
assignment was to try and illustrate the value of diversity and
feminine input into design decisions; as if the missiles would’ve
been shaped like a tulip instead if only it weren’t for that pesky
glass ceiling keeping all the ladies out of the men’s club.

The class wasn’t designed to be indoctrination; though I often
refrained from speaking my mind, because I felt like it wasn’t my
place. It make me feel like maybe feminism really has started to
run its course, despite the challenges women still face. I felt like
“feminism” was an ironic choice of name for a movement that
purports to advance egalitarianism in society and language.

There were points in the class where I cynically thought to
myself, “It’s not like we're ever going to talk about trans women...”
But then, toward the end of the semester, we actually did have
a chapter on trans people. Though you’d think I'd be excited
about that, it sort of just felt weird and out of place. Like, this
is just an introductory Women and Gender Studies class. Why
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couldn’t you just let me sulk quietly about how we aren’t talking
about people like me? I would’ve gotten over it.. Maybe I don’t
know what I want.

Can I place out of WGS210 like I did E1157 T was
on Antijen, you know.. (I didn’t actually ask this,
obviously.)

There was actually an option, for one of the assignments, of
either leaving the house dressed like a woman, or doing some other
assignment instead. Most people chose the latter option; myself
included. You might’ve expected me to jump at the opportunity,
but, no... This gender stuff is very real to me. It isn’t just a game
of dress-up to me. It’s what I am inside; even if what I am inside
is just some kind of weird pervert. I feel like it’d be an easier
assignment for a cis guy with low inhibitions.

I took this analog design class my senior year; and I knew I
was going to be bad at it. I was really just into programming
and digital logic and shit. It was with this fellow, Dr. Breen I
think.?2 T remember this because of the Half Life 2 antagonist of
the same name.

And, T wasn’t that great at it. It was still a pretty neat class,
and I remember him being a great professor. It was largely about
analog design with field effect, as opposed to bipolar, transistors;
something that isn’t ideal but is often pragmatically desirable
when, for example, an IC might be 95% digital logic and only
need a little bit of an analog front end or something. The big
project for the class involved designing an op-amp.

221 wasn’t able to find a Dr. Breen of Electrical and Computer Engineering
at NC State when I looked, but I swear he’s a real dude. I could have the
name slightly wrong.
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Figure 11: Breencast 02: Instinct (https://youtu.be/u2yhqxyYL
UQlist=PLKs_yEJ-2x5b_0x1AelrhihOCPGPpYdZ9)

This class was at like 8:30 a.m., and may’ve even been re-
sponsible for my future morning coffee habit. I walked in one
morning, probably still a little slow from having a smoke the
night before and holding a Dunkin’ Donuts coffee. And I'd guess
I was sipping on this coffee and getting ready to stare at a blank
page in some multi-subject notebook, when Dr. Breen opened
his PowerPoint presentation for the day and the first slide was a
giant goddamn picture of Lynn Conway’s face.

So, if you were a transsexual (certainly, a trans woman) in the
year 2000-something, there were three names you definitely knew.
They were, in no particular order: Andrea James, Calpernia
Addams, and Lynn Conway. They were the face of trans activism
throughout the entire decade. I doubt anyone even knows who
they are today.

My heart skips a beat. I'm probably starting to shake and
sweat, and I feel like a spotlight has shone down from the heavens
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on me in particular. 1 really wished I hadn’t come to class today.
Some panicked voice in the back of my head questions whether
Dr. Breen and his alien benefactors can see right through me.

The left side of my brain starts pulling me together. Nobody
knows you’re trans. Just... take a deep breath. She was like... a
professor at Michigan or some shit. Just, try and...

I mean, I've known who she was since forever. Certainly
since before I had to pick between Computer Engineering and
Computer Science. And, I really did choose that path because I
wanted to get into hardware and low-level software stuff, it felt
like more of a mystery at that age, I wanted a wider breadth of
knowledge after being mostly a tinkerer up to that point... but I'd
always been acutely aware of the fact that Lynn Conway was an
accomplished computer engineer in particular. And here I was in
this 400-level ECE class, at this point thoroughly expecting never
to learn anything about Lynn Conway as an undergraduate... and
this is shaping up to be more than a mere mention. I mean,
he didn’t have a giant goddamn picture of Carver Mead’s face
anywhere in his presentation...

Okay. So Lynn Conway might’ve been a little bit of a role
model growing up. Whatever.

With WGS210 still fresh in my mind, I expected it to be one
of those lectures. We're going to spend a third of the class talking
about transsexuals, or transgender people, or whatever we were
in the year 2013, and I needed to act. Fucking. Natural. Pull
it together, Ethan! You’re not really even transsexual anymore,
remember?

Okay. I think I'm prepared now. Nobody here knows about
that little phase I went through in middle and high school... and
it’s going to stay that way, as long as I can play the straight man.
And so I’'m braced for the punchline to this lecture that opened
with a giant fucking picture of Lynn Conway’s face as the title
slide, and...
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There wasn’t one. The class was about the lambda design
rules.

Not a single. Goddamn. Thing about Lynn Conway being
one of the foremost trans activists of the 215¢ century. Except
for a brief mention that there had just been a write-up about her
very fascinating life in IEEE Spectrum, and that we really ought
to read it outside of class.

And I was So. Relieved.

I might’ve even walked away feeling a little big for my britches;
knowing I was probably the only other person in the room that
day who knew her deal.

I distinctly remember telling myself something as I walked
back to my car, that always makes me giggle when I think about
it. No matter how far I make it in life, no matter how notorious
or infamous I might become... I just hope I never find my face
blown up in some professor’s slide deck as large as Lynn Conway’s
was that day.

Male phase (2013-2016)

Work (2013-2015)

I officially graduated in August, after taking a class over the
summer [ had trouble scheduling during the school year. T really
wanted to get into embedded programming at this point in my life,
after having thoroughly enjoyed playing with microcontrollers
throughout my college experience.

I landed a job at a small company specializing in embedded
cellular TIoT devices called CrystalSoft. I told people I wanted
to work at a smaller company; and it isn’t a lie to say I'm really
not a ladder climber and just wanted to get my hands dirty
working on real things. Though the truth was, I had just shy
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of a 3.0 GPA,?? and didn’t really meet the cut for a job at a
“real” company like Cisco or IBM unless the job was something
like “sales engineering”. I knew I'd rather go back to work at
the computer store than be a sales engineer at Cisco, and was
concerned I'd be pigeonholed into non- or lightly-technical roles
after that point. I was optimistic about advice on the internet
claiming your GPA really only mattered for your first job, and
frankly I didn’t have the money for another semester at NC State.

I've often wondered if I’d have made better grades majoring
in computer science as opposed to ECE. I think I picked that
pathway, largely because it was more of an unknown.?* I'd been
playing with Linux for much of my life, but I still didn’t really
feel comfortable putting a transistor on a breadboard without
blindly following a schematic. I think I wanted to increase my
breadth of knowledge, but I underestimated how math-heavy
EE is. It’s probably one of the more math-intensive engineering
disciplines, I really suck at pure mathematics relative to a lot
of other things, and I don’t feel like I really even got a sound
Calculus education at NC State. Most everyone my age had it
in high school, and it seemed obvious that Calc 1 and 2 were
taught mostly as a review as opposed to first-time mediocre math
students like myself.

I sort of wish there was an “embedded computer science”
degree that was ECE 109, 209, 309, 4-whatever-that-embedded-
class is, and the normal computer science curriculum; but I didn’t
really know what I was doing at the time and was too stubborn
(and broke, relatively speaking) to change course part-way and
be a fifth year senior.

Anyway, I landed this interview on a rainy afternoon over the
summer of 2013. T wondered into the office, awkwardly wearing
a suit my mother had bought for me at some point in college

231 think T actually had a 3.0 rounding up, after including my final grades
over the summer.
24And not because I wanted to be like Lynn Conway.
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that was probably the wrong color for an interview. Everyone
else in the office was considerably more dressed down, and Kevin
cracked some joke about how he’d better not see me dressed that
formally again. He handed me a whiteboard marker and told
me to write atoi() from the C standard library. I produced an
optimal implementation of the function on the first try; with only
a single minor bug that got the place values backwards, which I
found after he had me “debug it” also via whiteboard.

He extended an offer not long after this; which I was inclined
to accept, as it entailed embedded programming in C and that’s
exactly what I wanted to do with my life. I hadn’t really found
anything else that suited my fancy, and my motivation to keep
looking hit an all-time low once I had the job.

My lease was up on my college apartment at the end of the
summer, and I was able to use my job acceptance as proof of
employment to rent a decently-sized townhouse just across I-40
from the office. The rent was $850/month, and by-god I think it
might’ve been my favorite residence to date, all things considered.

I started working for Kevin toward the end of August. We
had a couple small rooms in this larger suite, and I was placed at
a desk next to a window. “Shit... I guess I've made it”, I thought.

I wrote a couple drivers integrating cellular modules into our
software stack that I'm not sure we ever actually used, before I was
placed on my first project. This was the ill-fated OrangeTrack.

By now, I'd learned a decent amount about our software
stack, as well as the history of our company. Kevin got his
start working for Bay Wireless, and launched the company with
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a piece of software he’d written for their ConnectOS platform
called CrystalCom. It’s purpose was to eliminate the often
repetitive task of developing one-off applications to move data
from something like an array of sensors to the internet, that
would often be flashed onto these modules from vendors like
Bay Wireless. To accomplish this, CrystalCom had at it’s core
a system of endpoints and bridges, which could be connected
together to move data between subsystems; usually with the goal
of communicating with an outside server using CrystalCom’s
proprietary ASCII- and binary-based protocols.

The idea was that, assuming the server side could cope with
any arbitrary format, you could eliminate the need to pay your en-
gineers to develop a whole new application, and simply provision
our turnkey solution with AT commands sent over a serial port.
You could bridge a meter reader endpoint to a TCP endpoint,
for example; or even an ASCII command interpreter to an SMS
endpoint to control the software with text messages.

The company started with a reputation for being a “Bay Wire-
less house”, but Kevin had ambitions of porting the software to
cellular modules from other vendors; and even to general-purpose
microcontrollers, which might communicate with a separate cel-
lular module over a UART. To accomplish this, he hired senior
engineer Steve to create OS and cellular module abstraction
layers, which respectively came to be known as CrystalOS and
CrystalConnect. These were relatively thin but very cleanly de-
signed layers, in contrast to the sprawling and patchwork nature
that often characterized CrystalCom development. CrystalOS
simply wrapped the native operating system’s threading API
and provided abstract data structures for things like linked lists
and hash tables. CrystalConnect abstracted the AT command
parsing and sequencing needed to set up and tear down TCP and
UDP network connections with external cellular modules. We
didn’t include our own TCP/IP stack, in lieu of leveraging the
native platform or external cellular module’s network stack.
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Kevin had since gotten the company acquired by
Massachusetts-based DataCorp, a business that seemed
to make most of its money selling $5/month SIM cards for these
sorts of little embedded M2M devices that only use a few MB
of data a month. He had also since hired senior engineer Dale
to work mostly on continuing CrystalCom development (who
may’ve started before Steve for all T know), Colombian-based
hardware engineer Miguel to do things like PCB design, and
cross-fit dude-bro Brandon to help with shipping and flashing
modules.

Which brings us to me. A couple other engineers like Leslie
and some other new grad had come and gone, but I didn’t really
know them all that well, and this document is already long enough
without talking about them.

By the time I started, CrystalCom had largely been ported
on top of CrystalOS and CrystalConnect; and was now running
on the original Bay Wireless hardware via the respective Crysta-
10S and CrystalConnect drivers, for the most part. One could
thenceforth build CrystalCom for Win32, and even debug it with
Visual Studio instead of Bay Wireless’ proprietary Eclipse-based
IDE.

Kevin’s vision seemed to be that I would continue extending
Steve’s porting effort to other platforms, without any shenanigans.
This is not what happened.

Anyway, Kevin took on as a client a fledgling startup out of
Orlando by the name OrangeTrack. Their goal was to sell a GPS
tracker in a keyfob-like form factor, that you could attach to your
kid or your dog or your backpack to keep from losing it. This was
the year 2013 btw, in case some smartass was about to comment
on the saturation of the tracking-things-with-GPS market. A
differentiating feature seemed to be that the OrangeTrack device
had both its own cellular module, and a BLE chip that might be
able to detect nearby devices.
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Through some series of talks, Kevin managed to convince
CTO Joe that CrystalCom was the perfect turnkey solution
to power his little device. This was a design decision I would
eventually come to disagree with.

Kevin introduced the project to me, as an effort to port
CrystalCom onto the ARM Cortex-based STM32. The STM32
would communicate with a Connectlt-brand GPS module over a
UART, for which I think a CrystalConnect driver had already
been written by Steve or maybe Leslie. The STM32F2xx series
had 128KB of RAM, and something like a megabyte of internal
flash ROM. FreeRTOS was to be used for threading, which I
think I ended up writing the CrystalOS drivers for, but it’s been
a while. The hardware specs were a far cry from the reference
platform; which had several times the RAM and a much faster
CPU. Still, it was figured by Kevin that the goal could be reached
by selectively compiling out bits of CrystalCom that we weren’t
planning on using.

Getting CrystalCom* with some asterisks working on an
STM32 dev board by a certain date was Kevin’s first ultimatum.
And for a while, it felt surprisingly like I was back in embedded
systems class. I set up an IAR project, got the thing building,
combed through the linker map to get the thing to even fit the
BSS section in the 128KB of RAM... I was thoroughly excited when
I managed to get the dev board to even boot up CrystalCom just
when I thought I might have to spend a long weekend getting
it to work. I managed it by commenting out relatively large
swaths of CrystalCom that either wouldn’t fit in memory or just
wouldn’t build with the TAR compiler for some reason. And the
margins were still razor-thin; using 90-something of the STM32’s
128K of RAM right out of the gate.

One of the asterisks I used in managing to get CrystalCom
working on the STM32 was a “fake” CrystalOS registry driver,
which always returned a successful result for write requests and
a rFILe_noT_round result for reads. This obviously meant that this
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hacked-together CrystalCom build didn’t have a functioning non-
volatile memory, and creating one was my next major order of
business.

The flash filesystem was... by far the most terrifying piece of
software I've ever written.

The flash filesystem Developers usually have opinions, and by
now the opinions that comprised Kevin’s development philosophy
were becoming apparent. Kevin’s biggest, and maybe only ethos,
was

Generalize. Everything.

He disparagingly referred to anything that did one thing and
did it well as “throwaway code”. He really wanted to keep the
amount of OrangeTrack-specific development to a minimum; in-
stead hoping to produce a general-purpose CrystalCom port that
could run on anybody’s STM32F2-series microcontroller, with
connectivity provided by any one of our supported CrystalCon-
nect devices. As such, I could make very few assumptions about
the geometry of the underlying flash memory device. One of
those few assumptions was that I would be writing a filesystem
a NOR flash, as opposed to a NAND flash.

Two of the first luxury goods I bought myself after graduating
from college were

e A Storz and Bickel Volcano
o A Hitachi Magic Wand

The first point was at least partially spurred by the slow failure
of my Iolite catalytic butane vaporizer that saw me through the
second half of college.
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The second point is probably obvious. I was afraid my room-
mates would hear me using a vibrator through the thin walls,
so I made do in ways that often led to uncomfortable chafing. 1
tried using a fleshlight to deal with this; but I honestly didn’t
care for the feel, plus it’s a lot of hassle.

Kevin asked me if I knew of anyone else who was looking for
a job, and I told him

No... not really...

Josh had to get some kind of surgery with his rib cage or
something, and this set him behind in job-searching with the rest
of our graduating class. Although, he didn’t seem as hurried as
I was to apply for jobs at the end of his senior year. Probably
because he had daddy’s money or something.

Josh asked if my company was hiring, to which I replied

Nah, I don’t think so... It’s a pretty small company
anyway. We mostly do embedded C stuff...

Kevin asked a couple more times if I knew anybody, and I
said

Eh, I don’t know of anyone really.

I didn’t really want to cross the streams. That’s how I've
always handled my private life, and even aspects of my public
one.

Josh seemed increasingly desperate, and eventually I hooked
the two of them up. Okay...

Kevin interviewed him, and he didn’t say much to me about
it except

He’s really green...

And I'm thinking “Well, he just graduated, and he wasn’t a
Linux kid like I was, so...”
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Anyway, he ended up hiring Josh because he really wanted
somebody working on this other crazy idea of his, which I think
basically involved porting CrystalCom to a cellular router device.

Kevin did a few more interviews over the next year or two,
and briefly hired another engineer who quit after like a month. It
seemed simple to me at the time; but he always gave people the
same atoi() question, and usually got widely different implemen-
tations of it, even from much more experienced engineers. He
pointed to the whiteboard one day on our way back from lunch,
where someone had done it with a fucking case statement. I've
always wondered where that leaves me in the grand scheme of
things. Sometimes I feel like this is my thing, but I also feel like
I'm far too disorganized and unmotivated to ever be a Dale or
Steve-sort of person.

I think shortly after the new year, I had a bit of an incident
that was likely spurred by my new vaporizer.

You see, I was downstairs hitting the Volcano, and I was
pretty high... I decided to go upstairs for some reason, and just as
I started to walk up I got lightheaded really fast. I immediately
had this feeling like I was going to faint, and instinctively opened
the front door on my way to the couch so that somebody might
find me if I didn’t wake up.

I managed to unlock the door, and not much else. T woke up
on the floor with a splitting headache. Judging by how I landed,
I’d guess I hit my head on the corner of the coffee table. The
floor was carpet, and I doubt that alone would’ve caused this
severe of a headache. I was disoriented and distressed enough
that I called my mom, just so I could have somebody on the
phone in case I lost consciousness again.

I might’ve ended up taking some ibuprofen or something,
but I thought myself to have more-or-less recovered from the
experience by the next morning.
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So, like a week after this happened, shit started getting really
weird. I didn’t feel right at all, and I couldn’t put my finger on
what was wrong with me. I’d go into work and just stare at the
screen until lunchtime. I remember us having a meeting in the
conference room, and I just felt outright batty.

I was convinced something weird was going on with my body,
and that I had to figure it out myself for some reason. I became
paranoid that something strange had made it into my weed. In
my infinite wisdom, I went to CVS to buy a blood pressure
monitor and a blood glucose testing kit. And once I got to CVS,
I couldn’t figure out what to buy and just stared at the shelves
for what might’ve been over 30 minutes before something like
“We’ve got a code 400” went over the intercom. Whether or not
I had anything to do with it, I wouldn’t be surprised if I was
acting so batty as to arouse suspicion.

I had tinnitus like crazy. I didn’t even feel like myself. I
checked my blood glucose and it was always perfectly normal.
My blood pressure was consistently 180 over something. After
repeatedly checking the internet and ascertaining that this really
was dangerous, I decided to drive to the ER. I got to Rex, told
them I’d been feeling really weird and that my blood pressure
was apparently stupidly high, and they quickly took me back
and hooked me up to an EEG which found no abnormalities. I
think my blood pressure was only 160 over something when they
checked it at the hospital. They ultimately determined that there
was no pressing emergency and that I might need to talk to my
doctor about blood pressure medication.

I felt really paranoid, to the point that I thought I had to
hide my cannabis use from the doctors. I didn’t think to mention
my little fainting episode a week or two prior, which I perceived
at the time to be completely unrelated.

I remember after work, driving down Avent Ferry to the
intersection at Tryon Rd. And, I was still feeling really weird. 1
was waiting at the light, and suddenly someone started honking.
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I couldn’t figure out for the life of me what they were honking at,
and then a second person started honking. Eventually, I found
myself at the white line with a green light, and I had no idea how
long I’d been there. Anyway, I made my right turn onto Tryon
Rd.

It was only with several months, or maybe over a year of
hindsight, that I finally had my wits about me enough to diagnose
myself with...

.. A concussion. I had a fucking concussion. They really do
fuck up your brain. I often think of this experience when I hear
about the new protocols in football. I survived it, but man was I
loopy. For like a whole six or nine months, at the start of this
OrangeTrack project. So, like, most of 2014.

By some point in 2014, I was out of the honeymoon phase
with this job. My opinion of Kevin started to be that he was a
madman who wanted to solve every problem in the industry with
one piece of software. A lot of his ideas were met with pushback
from Steve and Dale, who as seniors were in more of a position to
debate and haggle with him, as opposed to just asking “how high”
like I did. This may’ve been heightened by the fact Steve and
Dale worked from home, giving them more of a buffer between
Kevin’s day-to-day whims than I had.

Exacerbating the problem was the mounting tech debt I'd
accrued in meeting Kevin’s deadlines. I hadn’t yet learned this
industry term, and I actually felt guilty for having it. Kevin
usually wanted to know as soon as I got thing A working so he
could get me working on thing B, and I often wasn’t as done
as I thought I was with thing A when I told him I was there.
I was really self-conscious about the hacking I'd had to do to
get CrystalCom working at the very beginning, to the point I
didn’t feel comfortable checking it in. This only led to me getting
further bogged down with tricky merges, and inadvertently made
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me into a cowboy with this special version of CrystalCom for
the STM32 I had to baby. This is something I feel pretty silly
about, and I think it was entirely psychological; I don’t even
think the work I’d done was that bad now that I'm older, but
I felt like I had a lot to prove after making mediocre grades in
college. I didn’t feel like I really had enough time to put my best
foot forward, and I didn’t want to be judged based on that.

Between Kevin and Joe I was answering to two different
masters, and I had to maintain a balance between fighting Joe’s
fires and keeping Kevin happy by not writing “throwaway code”
just for OrangeTrack. The need to implement everything as
generic CrystalCom features that could be configured with our
extended AT and binary command set drove development to a
crawl compared to writing a traditional embedded application,
and at times hid useful platform-specific features behind layers
of abstraction that needed to be re-worked to expose them in
a reusable manner. I fielded a steady stream of issues with
my flash filesystem throughout my tenure, gradually eroding
my confidence in the 5,000+ line monstrosity. CrystalCom was
optimized for neither CPU nor memory, pushing the limits of
what was supposed to be a low-power, low-overhead tracking
device. Efforts to use lower-power hardware states bore noticeable
improvement, but were ultimately lackluster compared to what
could’ve been accomplished with a more streamlined application.
I began to wish OrangeTrack could simply be its own application
built on top of CrystalOS and CrystalConnect, but this pivot
seemed out of the question. Half-jokes about adding an at$sLuazu
command to CrystalCom were generally balked at by Kevin.

Kevin often accused Joe of being a “mad scientist” without
a clear direction, whose project would probably fail sooner or
later. This started to feel more and more like projection on
Kevin’s part, as Joe managed to secure more and more rounds of
funding for this thing I felt I couldn’t keep from moving in the
wrong direction. Bearing some sense of responsibility and honor,
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I expressed my intent to “go down with the ship” in private
lunchtime rants with Josh.

I had a conversation about my growing mystery with Josh
at work one day. I think it started when I wore my Red Hot
Chili Peppers shirt, and Josh brought up the time we went to
that concert. I started going on about how there was something
different about me that involved Freemasonry, and the Red Hot
Chili Peppers... and apparently Terry and Tommy are in on it? I
didn’t mention the stuff with Heather; either because it slipped
my mind, or because I didn’t want to explain to Josh who she
was. I think it was the latter.

When I left work for the day, this fellow Bill who worked for
us as a salesman stopped me near the front desk.

I overheard you talking with Josh this morning about
the Freemasons. I know what your problem is!

Okay... I'm listening...

He made it clear that.. whatever I thought was important...
it wasn’t. CrystalSoft? Doesn’t matter. My career? Doesn’t
matter. My so-called “life”? Completely irrelevant. This was the
thing. “Do you like travelling?”, I remember him saying. “.. Do
you like going places? You don’t belong here..” If I didn’t know
any better, I’d say he was shaking in his shoes a bit.

I don’t remember if Bill actually used the phrase “blackballed”;
but I’'ve come to associate it with this conversation, because it’s
one of the few things I can confirm Freemasons actually do.

Bill suggested the problem had something to do with my
appearance; or perhaps, my beliefs or lifestyle choices. “Do you
have any political signs outside your house?”, he asked. I think he
might’ve also asked if I had any enemies, or if there was anything
controversial about me. I thought I was a pretty likable person,
if not introverted and a bit hard to relate to.

122



I'm thinking there s one thing that sticks out like a sore
thumb: I'm a pot-smoking kinkster. If Freemasonry is the sort of
venture where I have to look “normal” or “restrained”, or refrain
from “unacceptable lifestyle choices” that don’t hurt anybody... I
don’t think it’s for me. I don’t care how cool it is. If my “lifestyle
choices” are problematic, well... fuck you.

While Bill sounded as serious about this as anyone back
then... I'm afraid I just didn’t crack the case. I started getting the
impression that I might have the insurmountable task of winning
a popularity contest; something I’ve never been particularly good
at.

Josh and T had both grown frustrated working for Kevin, but
Josh was more inclined to do something about it. He got a job
at a startup that was making some sort of ill-fated pill dispenser,
while I doubled-down on waiting out OrangeTrack and going
down with the ship.

I remember August 2015 being a big month. CrystalSoft
changed hands from DataCorp to Connectlt, one of the better
cellular module manufacturers.

I lost my dealer from college, and had no other way to score
weed. I drank a little more to take the edge off during this time,
but not like drinking-drinking. It’s really never been my vice,
and the equivalent of two or three beers after work would have
me forgetting about the whole pot thing.

Shortly after that, the acquisition happened and there was
notice that we’d be drug tested. That never happened, though.
What a month.

So it’s September 2015, and I'm now working out of the
Connectlt office in Morrisville. It felt like I could’ve been done
with OrangeTrack a long time ago if I didn’t have to make it work
with CrystalCom. Josh has come and gone, I don’t really want
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to keep working for Kevin, and morale was at an all-time low.
My new commute into Morrisville was considerably elongated,
but it still wasn’t terrible all things considered. The office was a
bit more formal and mostly sales folks, and I felt compelled to
dress a bit nicer. The bathrooms kinda sucked, which was a bit
of a sticking point because I was picky about bathrooms even
back then.

In an ironic twist of events, Joe switched his cellular module
from Connectlt to Data Blocks just as we moved into the new
office. We had the dev kit for the new module sent to somebody’s
home address out of fear Data Blocks would put the kibosh on
us. This was a theoretically minor change given we already had
CrystalConnect drivers for Data Blocks; but we ended up having
some weird problems that were ultimately traced to our test units
having some flaky prototype version of the module on it. There
was a lot of tense finger-pointing as Joe and I worked to figure
out what was wrong with the new boards, and it probably took
close to a month for me to definitively prove that the new Data
Blocks modules were locking up without our software stack being
involved at all.

Though we worked out of the Morrisville office, we were
absorbed into this division that actually operates out of Ft.
Lauderdale. We were flown down there for a week, and it seemed
they’d really like us to think about moving down there eventually
if we wanted to stay with the company; no pressure or anything.
I’d probably be more enthusiastic about that now; I really felt
like I had a life for myself in the Triangle back then, but now I
feel I could stand to meet different people and see more of the
world.

By now, I wasn’t taking the idea of working for ConnectlIt
long-term all that seriously; despite the fact that they didn’t
seem like a bad company to work for or anything. I was kinda
just sick of Kevin and CrystalCom.
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Play (2013-2015)

Erika and I stopped doing things right around the time I gradu-
ated. The reasons were multi-faceted; Erika wanted something
more serious than I did, with a former roommate and fellow
kinkster named Jason. Jason wanted something more monoga-
mous, and didn’t really feel comfortable with Erika and I sceneing
in even a non-sexual capacity. I respected that; and honestly
needed to find something more serious in the long term anyway.

It wasn’t too long after I graduated, when I found myself once
again at the weekly slosh. Most of them will never be written
about; but, this one is different.

I don’t recall how, exactly, but somehow we got to talking
about UFOs. And it turned out, much of the table “knew the
truth about UFOs”. Myself and a few others had no idea what
the fuck was going on, and one person seemed to just be into
“UFO conspiracies”. But, most of the table seemed to know
something I didn’t. Like, they seemed serious; and they didn’t
appear to be in a cult.

I mean; I doubt this really happened now. But, I'm leaving
all the weird Slaughterhouse-Five shit...

After doing a double take and asking myself “Really? UFOs?”,
I spoke up. “Wait, does somebody think they know ‘the truth
about UFOs’ or something?” And, Maureen of all people an-
swered my question. I’'m obviously paraphrasing because my
memory isn’t that good.

Yeah, lots of people know it. It’s really not that big
of a deal. It’s actually kind of a big joke.

So I'm like citation needed; and Maureen asks what everyone
believes in, and if anyone “works for the government”. Nobody
within earshot seemed to be religious. I'm thinking, that’s prob-
ably not a watertight strategy, but go on...
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Maureen then says “the thing”.
So, it’s just reincarnation.
I had a huge lightbulb moment.

Ooooohhhhh. Like Heather. She never said anything
about UFOs...

Now I'm thinking, shit man. What does Heather have to
do with UFOs? Does she get abducted by them? Does she fly
them? Does she get to meet space aliens? I guess that’s kind of
a given, right? I didn’t think it was like that. I thought she just
remembered a past life on another planet or something. Dude.

Of course, I wanted more information; and like all the sketchy
fucks who came before, she had little to give. I came away with
a few more bullet points.

e Yes, they get to meet space aliens. I think she said that
mostly happens “out west” or some shit.

e They're just different. She made it sound like some people
were more open about it than others, but it was generally
a private affair.

e You kind of just have to.. learn about this stuff from one
of the different people, I guess?

¢ She made the Freemasons sound almost like a joke; like
“reincarnation” was Freemasonry’s big secret. She said
there are children who have the equivalent knowledge of a
“33'd degree Freemason”.

¢ At one point, someone else at the table told Maureen, in
a friendly yet somewhat aggressive tone, that she needed
to know “how she knew that”. Maureen responded that
she had a friend named something-or-other... who was also
from Vega I think? This appeared to satisfy the woman’s
query.
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e The government doesn’t know much about it; or maybe they
do, but they lack any real control over the phenomenon.
She made it sound like maintaining the “appearance of
control” to the general public was the government’s main
concern.

e I think she said something to the effect of the government
pulling some kind of “stunt” in the future regarding the
UFO phenomenon; but that it would all be bullshit, and
we shouldn’t trust the mainstream government narrative.

I felt... confusingly behind in this conversation. Like I was
the one country bumpkin at this table who didn’t already know
“the truth about UFOs”. Like, y’all. I grew up in Bladen County.
I went to Bladen Lakes Primary School. 1 figured maybe it’s
common knowledge among folks who grew up in the city, with
secular parents and whatnot.

At the same time, I felt like I had learned something a bit
exclusive. Most of my peers from Bladen County probably still
go to church unironically; Maureen may not’ve said “the thing”
at all if one of them had been at the table and spoken up.

I went home that night, once again unsure what to do with all
this new information. I always figured that if there was something
different about me, folks better start explaining it. All T ever get
is this dismissive advice to “follow my path” and “seek hidden
truths” and “explore mysticism” and shit.

I actually remember this subject coming up a couple more
times with this group.

Not too long after I graduated, I was invited to Maureen and
Isaac’s birthday party. Their birthdays are a few weeks apart,
and so they had a combined party at Maureen’s house in Ben.
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The parking situation was messy. It’s been too long for me to
remember why I couldn’t find anywhere to park on the side of the
road in bum-fuck Ben; but anyway, I ended up double-parking
in the driveway with about a half dozen other people. Lots of
people were spending the night; T wasn’t planning to, but my
car got blocked in by someone, and I only put a small amount
of effort into finding out who before deciding that “When in
Rome...” adage isn’t terrible life advice.

I remember looking at my phone that evening and seeing that
I didn’t have any signal; but I didn’t think much of it. It was the
weekend.

We all woke up the next morning and were slow to get around.
Pancakes were made. A lot of people took showers. I kept looking
outside every once in a while, and I was still blocked in. It was
solidly mid-afternoon before I left.

So, I'm a little bit of an introvert. I like going to small parties,
but then I like going back home and spending the rest of the
weekend recovering. We were already well into Sunday afternoon,
and it would be almost dinner time before I got back.

At the same time, I don’t get out much; so I do like to seize the
moment, at least when it’s convenient for me. I don’t generally
have any regrets about seizing this particular moment, though
the next part does get a little messy.

I unlock the door to my 2001 Ford Mustang. I plug my... I
don’t know, Samsung Galaxy S4%° into my cassette deck adapter,
I put on some music and I take off.

Her house wasn’t very far from I-40. It was off a major road,
and I didn’t need the GPS to get back. I was probably about a
mile from the exit, when I heard my text message ringtone go
off. T briefly thought to myself “Who’s texting me at this hour?!”

25There’s a chance it might’ve been my iPod Classic.. But, I think I
remember hearing the dings over the stereo.
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before realizing “Oh, I just regained cell service. That’s just my
mom texting me goodnight like she does.”

Another ding went off. I thought “Huh. I'll look at it when I
get back”.

My phone started blowing up. Fuck.

About a half mile from the exit, I pulled off onto a dirt road
in a panic. What the fuck happened while I was away?!

T’ll tell you what happened while I was away. Sometimes
Susan would decide to call me, usually on Saturday nights, to
catch up; and I suppose, to see that I was alright. This didn’t
happen every Saturday night; so it’s not like I viewed it as some
obligation I needed to block off on my weekend schedule.

You probably see where this is going. Remember what I said
earlier about Susan?

Susan is very high-strung. She’s emotionally volatile,
she panics, she’s anxious, she worries about everything.
She has good days and bad days. Some months it
could feel like mostly bad days.

She basically just assumed the worst, based on the fact that
my phone went straight to voicemail after she tried to call me on
Saturday night, and I didn’t have signal again until the middle
of Sunday afternoon.

She talked to Josh. So, she knows I was alive when I left work
on Friday. That means...

.. Something terrible must’ve happened to me in the last
24-36 hours!

I got a text message or three from damn near everyone my
mom knew to get a hold of; as if they’'d get a response if they
sent more of them or something. My mother had driven up to
Raleigh earlier that day to look for me, and left a note on my
door. I had been missing for less than 24 hours, on a weekend.
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My mother’s justification for panic, in this and most similar
situations, is that this never happens. When a routine gets
ingrained in her mind that involves a-widdle Efan; for example,
that she calls me sporadically on Saturday nights when she doesn’t
have anything going on in her life, that routine now can’t be
disrupted, or else she’ll flip the fuck out like Rainman if you give
him underpants that aren’t from the K-Mart in Cincinnati, Ohio.

Figure 12: Rain Man (clip5)- The Kmart Underwear (https:
//youtu.be/cso7nzw8j017t="70)

I could tell this was going to be a problem early on in college,
and thus started “weaning her off”. I didn’t answer the phone
right away, even if I could; because if I honest-to-goodness can’t
or shouldn’t for some reason, this woman will freak the fuck out.

Weaning is exhausting, though. Sometimes you just want
to get it over with before you forget, but you have got to get
this woman used to you not being around right away. Or else...
this shit will happen. I guess I got complacent and answered my
phone right away on Saturday night too many times in a row.
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I called my mother in a panic and explained that I was okay. I
wasn’t immediately forthcoming about where I'd been, because I
really didn’t want to explain I'd been hanging out with kinksters.
I needed to spend a couple of minutes calming down to understand
that there was no need to tell anyone they were kinksters.

I have to admit though; at that moment, it must’ve felt like
my mommy “caught me tying myself up” again.

When I got back in Raleigh, my mother was loaded with fears
about where I'd been. Among them? That I left the country to
get a sex change operation and didn’t tell anybody.

Toward the middle of the decade, I had grown frustrated by
the apparent lack of people to scene with. After getting off to
a strong start in college, things seemed to stagnate for me after
I graduated. I was seeing the same people at the same events,
and I didn’t get the impression any of them wanted to top me.
To be fair, I rarely asked; but I guess, I want to be wanted, or
something? Like, I want someone to have their way with me
enthusiastically because they chose to, not because they were
bored and I asked nicely. Does that make sense?

This sort of gets at a general dichotomy I had begun to
notice between what could be called masculine and feminine
submissiveness. Male submissiveness is based around service and
humiliation; female submissiveness more on objectification and
discipline. I began to realize part of my problem is that I wanted
the latter, not the former.

But, the bigger problem was that I didn’t really even know
who to ask. There were maybe a couple prominent dommes with
pretty full dance cards. I was starting to think about guys more,
but that seemed even harder than finding a domme; although
maybe I was counting myself out because I didn’t think anyone
would want to play with me over some cute little rope bunny, and
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I rarely took it upon myself to ask as guys are so often expected
to do.

When I first got into kink, I saw “top” and “bottom” as
abstractions of the traditional male and female sexual roles.
But, I don’t think that’s accurate anymore. There’s masculine
toppiness and feminine toppiness. Masculine submissiveness and
feminine submissiveness. In a four quadrant grid, like the political
compass or something. Most people don’t have the problem of
being the wrong gender in the four quadrant grid, unless they’re
fucking transsexual or some shit.

As I grew more frustrated, it didn’t so much matter that
I wanted the top to make the first move, because there didn’t
seem to really even be much of a reserve of queer male tops and
straight female tops to awkwardly try and chat up to see if they’ll
top me.

My first thought is that I needed to find a much larger scene.
I planned to start driving to Atlanta and DC on the weekends
to explore the respective cities’ kink scenes. This was actually
part of the reason I ended up going with GPS and blind spot
monitoring on my then-new car.

I never actually did this. Maybe it’s because I'm bad at fol-
lowing through on things. Maybe it’s because I'm a lazy pothead.
A big part of it is that I started thinking about the numbers.
These cities had more people, sure; but their populations weren’t
so much larger as to turn a thimble into a kiddie pool; much less
a full adult-sized dating pool.

I felt I had a very different problem to solve if I ever wanted
to find a sexual partner; whereas normal people needed to solve
the “fish in the sea” problem, I needed to solve the “needle in a
haystack” problem.

I observed that all extant online dating platforms seemed to
be geared toward the former problem, and not the latter.
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It was around this time when I grew obsessed with the problem
of rape. In particular, I was deeply bothered by the fact that
there exists both rape and lonely bottoms and submissives. To me,
the act of rape felt, not only heinous, but also illogical. I began
to wonder how many men become rapists, simply because they
believe no consensual outlet exists for their sexuality. I started
hypothesizing that I could put a dent in the rape epidemic and
get myself a date, if I could only match up the pots with the lids.

The year before the breakdown (2016)

Toward the end of my tenure at CrystalSoft/Connectlt, there
were a lot of things on my mind.

e [ was 25 years old. T could maybe get myself tied up and
beaten with stuff, but I felt like I was completely stuck with
regard to my actual sex life.

o I was working on this absolutely hopeless project. I could
tell this thing was never going to work right unless I could
rewrite it as a custom application on top of our software
stack, and pay off tech debt incurred from writing shit like
the flash filesystem; things Kevin would never let me do.
It felt like I was on a sort of death march, where I either
needed to quit or wait for the project to fail, and the project
wasn’t failing quickly enough. Plus, I began feeling guilty
that this outside customer of ours kept pouring money into
something I didn’t really believe in.

o [ was burnt. Out.

o [ wanted to try online dating, but a cursory look made
everything seem shitty and gender-y and vanilla.

Really, my core problem was that I wanted to get fucked. Or
maybe just find a date, but I'd grown to see myself at not a
marriage and family kind of person; so I'd written off the normal
dating pathway as an option for me. I needed to commit to being
either a twink or a woman for something to happen, and I’d been
too chicken shit to do either.
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My death march at work had left me demoralized to the point
that I was determined to quit my job sooner rather than later.

Among other systemic problems were that CrystalCom was
a bad fit for the OrangeTrack project, and even had a num-
ber of design flaws for their use case. Whereas CrystalOS and
CrystalConnect would’ve been useful on their own, having to do
everything through CrystalCom felt like building a Rube Gold-
berg machine. It was slow and inflexible, and the AT and binary
commands that had to be generically implemented for each new
feature were incredibly tedious to work with. While the intent
was for Joe to write his own CrystalCom setup script that he
could tweak, in practice I had to write the backend feature and
figure out the CrystalCom script that would use it in a way that
hopefully suited Joe’s needs.

There was an additional problem with the “stall flag”, a sort
of afterthought with CrystalCom’s endpoint system. A limitation
was that it was really designed as an abstraction for stream-like
transports, like files or TCP sockets. In an effort to support
frame-like transports like UDP or SMS messaging, endpoints
were given this stall flag, which could work like a sort of “end
of file” signal. When an endpoint has its stall flag set, it can’t
accept any more data until it’s receive buffer is empty.

The problem with the stall flag, is that there’s no real flow
control, so it only works reliably if the frames are being sent
slowly enough for the endpoint to handle them. It turned out
OrangeTrack was the first customer to actually use UDP in
CrystalCom, and the fact the endpoint system couldn’t actually
queue up multiple UDP packets in either the RX or TX direction
really sucked. There were a lot of server communication problems
that ultimately boiled down to this, and all we could do is hack
around it. It’s been a long time, but I think it was fair to say
UDP was basically broken (or at least crippled) in CrystalCom.
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One of my last straws, was when the time came to port
my little filesystem onto the OrangeTrack SPI flash. Though it
sounded like a fun project back in 2013, by now the flash fileystem
scared the shit out of me. I just didn’t have the time to work on
tech debt related to it, and frankly I shouldn’t have made it at
all.

Once we’d written the SPI and 12C subsystems, this seemed
easy enough. And, it was. Writing the driver for it may’ve even
been relaxing.

After testing my new driver and briefly scratching my head
when it seemed to not work at first, I found that it did, in fact,
work just perfectly.

The problem, was just that this filesystem was impossibly
slow over SPI. The fact that reading a file involved traversing a
linked list of all the file’s stale metadata since the last garbage
collection made the filesystem surprisingly read-intensive. This
was not noticeable with the STM32’s internal flash memory, but
introduced a deal-breaking amount of latency when the same
operations had to be done over a comparatively slow serial bus.

What’s frustrating about this, is that early on Steve and I
wanted to spend an extra month or more really testing this thing;
and, Steve’s suggestion that we test it with an external SPI flash
was shot down by Kevin, who argued that we didn’t have time
for me to write “throwaway code” before having SPI and 12C as
part of CrystalOS and/or CrystalCom.

Adding to the frustration was that Kevin didn’t really have a
clear picture of how all these layers were supposed to fit together
in the end. He fed the project to me as a simple series of steps,
but by now I felt like I was assembling a piece of Ikea furniture
with really bad instructions. For example, Steve had already
made a CrystalOS registry subsystem for storing small bits of
non-volatile data. The API for it was designed to make it easy
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to write a CrystalOS registry driver directly for something like a
SPI flash with a lot of tiny erase blocks.

However, Kevin wanted to generalize everything to the ex-
treme, pushing me to make this highly generalized filesystem
that would work for large files, lots of files, and large block sizes.
This turned out to be misguided at least; we didn’t (and re-
ally, couldn’t) use my filesystem for firmware updates, which was
Kevin’s main reason for us needing to support large file sizes. The
FOTA update bits are really low level, and require the firmware
image to be in some contiguous space in memory. I ultimately
reserved a couple blocks of the STM32’s internal flash for this.

So, instead of writing a simple little “throwaway code” registry
driver for OrangeTrack’s SPI flash, Kevin had me write this overly-
complicated thing we didn’t need, and it didn’t really even work
right. I then had to write a CrystalOS registry driver for my
flash filesystem, which did the job but just felt awkward. I'm
pretty sure Steve and I both would’ve made our respective APIs
a bit different if we knew they were supposed to glue together.
But really, I think a simple driver for Steve’s registry could’ve
been written directly for Joe’s SPI flash in a few days.

My earlier resolve to “go down with the ship” had given way
to something else. I was nauseated that Joe kept securing more
and more rounds of funding for this project I knew was being
done the wrong way, and I felt entirely powerless to do anything
about it. T was burnt out, and I needed to do something wvery
different.

I sent out some job applications, but I didn’t really get any-
where before giving myself an ultimatum.

My mother wanted us to go along with my high school English
teacher’s trip to Europe; which she assured me would be totally
normal. I went my senior year without Susan. Anyway, I agreed
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to go, and I was not taking off work for it. I was just planning
not to have work by then, one way or another.

I've never actually told anyone I quit my job working for
Kevin because I wanted to make a dating app that would work
for somebody like me and then proceed to use it. I’'ve sometimes
made oblique references to this, telling people I wanted to “focus
on side projects” or something more entrepreneurial.

To be honest, I just didn’t know where else to go with what I
was. I didn’t think I was a woman; and BDSM is fun, but I was
obviously still missing something.

I already talked about wanting to drive to Atlanta and DC
on the weekends in search of a bigger kink scene. I just wasn’t
meeting new people as quickly as I had when Erika and I were
doing stuff in college. Yeah, I'm shy and socially awkward; but
ignoring that, I didn’t even really know who to be shy and socially
awkward toward. 1 guess I always felt like a bit of an “acquired
taste” with the whole quasi-transgender subby boy thing going
on, and it seemed like it would be infinitely indispensable to
simply have a mere list of gay male tops and straight female tops
who were looking for, well... that.

I did the math in my head, and I figured sure, there are more
people in Atlanta and DC. But the thing is, there aren’t that many
more people. I could maybe expect the BDSM community to
be around 3—4 times the size of the combined Research Triangle-
Piedmont Triad area. But, it seemed like that would only increase
my prospects from zero to maybe a half dozen or less. I started
to feel like there was a deeper problem to solve, and I couldn’t
help but feel like there are others like me out there somewhere.

I saw that people like me have a very different dating problem
from normal folks. Whereas ordinary people need to solve the
“fish in the sea” problem, I needed to solve the “needle in a
haystack” problem. I concluded that this was a gap left by
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seemingly all extant dating sites; and that I would have to bridge
this gap if I ever wanted to find someone I was compatible with.

In figuring out how to approach this thing, my biggest problem
seemed to be my energy level. After writing code for Kevin all
day, it was usually the last thing I wanted to do once I got home.
And if T was going to do that, I'd probably feel guilty for not just
working on the insurmountable tech debt I’d accrued at my job.
I eventually decided that I wanted to do anything other than
software development as my day job, with the hope that I would
have more energy and motivation for side projects during my off
hours. I just wasn’t happy, and I didn’t think anybody would
ever notice my talent or pay me what I was worth working for
somebody like Kevin.

An obvious pivot in my mind was to get Cisco certs and be
a network engineer. I thought about getting a CCNA (and, I
have no doubt that I could do this), but this seemed a little
too time-consuming for the timescale at which I now wanted to
escape this job. I was going off to Europe for like two weeks in
March, and I did not tell Kevin about this.

I wasn’t getting anywhere with job applications; probably
because I was getting filtered out for being over-qualified for a lot
of IT work. Realizing this, I decided to make a “dumbed-down”
resume that downplayed my software development experience.

Aiding this effort, I decided to get one CompTIA certification
every weekend for the next few weeks; getting my A+ /Net-
work+/Security+ all in the same month with zero studying. T
figured I might go back for the CCNA eventually; but I could
tell I'd need to do at least a little studying for that one given my
lack of experience with I0S.

I gave Kevin two weeks notice at some point in February,
with 20k in savings and no solid prospects.
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I was a finalist for a job working for a company off Duke
St. that did multimedia installations, but they wound up going
with the other guy. I think the tie-breaker question was

How afraid of heights are you?

They did work for Duke Chapel, and this sometimes involved
going really high up on ladders and scissor lifts and shit. I was
like “eh... maybe a 20-foot ladder or something...”.

In between quitting my job and going off to Europe, I had
an interview with a small IT company out of Chapel Hill called
Synapse IT. It was a simple job, but I really liked the atmosphere.
I walked into their warmly-lit office and met the soft-spoken
husband and wife team that manages the business, along with
their lead tech Justin. I thought to myself

This is it.

We really seemed to like each other, and I came away feeling
like I had a pretty good chance at getting the job.

The trip to Europe was... eh. I came away telling myself that
I never wanted to spend ten consecutive days with Susan again.
I'm not really a fan of tour groups in general, and going back with
this younger high school class I didn’t really have any connection
to just felt a little weird. I wished I had just saved my money.

I got a formal job offer from Synapse I'T while I was in Europe;
however, I didn’t tell Susan just yet. She didn’t know I even quit
my job, and I just didn’t want to deal with... her. She quickly
found out through Josh and was all like “WHY DIDN’T YOU
TELL ME???”

I took a 30k/year pay cut to run away to Chapel Hill and fix
computers; and I never regretted a moment of it.
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I remember they wanted me to shadow Justin on a Friday
for a little bit, which I think happened shortly after I got back.
Friday morning was when they would go over all their outstanding
issues, and they tried to keep the rest of the day open to tie up
loose ends from earlier in the week. I went around town with
Justin, checking on servers and I think replacing a UPS battery
and a mini-switch along the way. And it was

Sooo chill. Like, this shit is relaxzing to me, dude. I mean,
that’s what it was always about for me. Love what you do and
you’ll never work a day in your life, or whatever. I'm no ladder
climber. I'm actually kind of a slacker, and I don’t really like
doing homework. I dick around with this stuff for fun, and I
don’t want my computer-related job to stress me out.

Around the spring of 2016, I was invited to a party at Erika
and Jason’s apartment in Knightdale. Heather was there. I
hadn’t really seen her much the last couple of years, since Erika
and I stopped doing things.

We started playing Rockband at one point in the evening.
They had the whole set with the drums and shit, so that was
cool.

At one point, some dude I didn’t know played Can’t Stop by
the Red Hot Chili Peppers. Heather started snickering about it
with me.

I love knowing what this song’s actually about...
(beat)

Wait; what do you mean?

Well, you know where I'm from, right?

I thought to myself “uhh, like Ohio or something?...” before
my life started flashing before my eyes.
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Ooooohhhhh. The thing. Heather’s from Vega, or Lyra or
wherever.

Shit. What was that thing with the Red Hot Chili Peppers,
and the Freemasons, and the, uh...

You figure out where you’re from yet?
Well, T figured out where Anthony Kiedis is from... I guess?
Oh... look, I'm not...

She told me I was going to be cool in the future, but I wasn’t
ready yet.

Then, I'll be damned if she didn’t say she had a wvision of
us all going to a concert in a few years; which I presumed to
be a Red Hot Chili Peppers concert. My memory isn’t perfect.
“Now you’re starting to sound like that crazy old man Tommy
Warren!”, T said.

I'm pretty sure I asked, like always, if there was anything I
should actually be doing. And, I'm pretty sure I got the same
sort of dismissive “follow your path, you'll get there someday”
advice that I always get from these sketchy fucking people.

In the latter half of 2016, and shortly after moving to Chapel
Hill to shorten my lengthy commute from highway 86 to Gorman
St, I experienced what might’ve been a minor version of what
started happening to me a few years ago.

After losing my dealer back in August 2015, I managed to

find weed for the last nine months of the year. I couldn’t say if
this is related, but I suppose I ought to mention it.
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Aliens. I don’t know what got into me; but I had this over-
powering sensation, for maybe several months, that space aliens
(for lack of a better word) were involved in my life. And, they
wanted to tell me... nothing, really. Except that they existed,
they were around, and they thought I should know that.

I had to get all four of my impacted wisdom teeth extracted
in my mid-twenties some time before the Connectlt acquisition;
and while high on Percocet and flipping through cable television
channels,?® T managed to find Ancient Aliens; a show I tended
to avoid, out of some combination of my love for hard science,
and perhaps some overall cringe factor. The mildly-intoxicated
state I was in led to me making slightly different decisions, as
I belly-laughed at the announcer who incredulously posed the
pre-commercial break question “Could the moon... be hollow?!”

This began the start of a months-long tradition, where I would
go out of my way to watch new and old episodes of Ancient Aliens
in the most ironic way possible, in search of that same feeling I
had the first time; usually while under the influence of cannabis
or alcohol.

For the more skeptical-minded person who might want for
a more plausible explanation for my late-2016 experiences, I
suppose I could float the combination of Ancient Aliens and the
end of a nine-month-long cannabis dry spell as one possibility.

It may’ve started when an ostensible Ancient Aliens fact
actually managed to catch my attention enough, that I now
needed to look something up on my phone independently. I also
had that weird experience with Heather a month or two before
this happened to me.

It’s been a while, but I didn’t really get into weird shit on
the internet or anything; except for maybe that very early stage
where something piqued my interest. And, I didn’t have this
feeling like I was special, or in danger, or like anything big was

267 still had cable television Imao
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about to happen on planet Earth. Again; it just felt like aliens
were involved in my life at a distance, they were watching me,
they were around in the craziest of places when you’d least expect
it... and they just want me to know that they’re there.

I looked up at the night sky a lot, but I never saw anything. I
remember wondering if some of the strangers I encountered in my
day-to-day life might know more, or even be aliens themselves. I
only remember it spooking me out a little at first, really.

This phase ended sometime around late December; after which
I kind of just assumed I maybe went a little nuts and decided to
bury the whole thing. I coincidentally stopped using cannabis
again around the same time; and didn’t start smoking heavily
again until late 2020.

Although I remember that weird exchange with Heather ear-
lier in the year now, I don’t think I even thought about her during
this weird “alien whisperer” phase later in 2016.

I quickly assimilated at my new job, and really liked it despite
the lower pay. There were a lot of good things about the job,
really. I drove around town a lot, and I think the changes in
scenery really helped my brain context switch. I like how I'T work
is more episodic and chunked smaller; although I like software
development, I feel like I often get stuck with large multistep
projects that take weeks or months to complete. I liked how I
could keep checking off the list with IT work; and I always went
home feeling like I made progress and earned my pay. That often
wasn’t the case with software development, where I’d sometimes
go home feeling like I accomplished nothing that day and basically
committed wage theft.

I'm probably just being hard on myself, though. Programming
can be like that sometimes.
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I quickly learned through our Friday meetings that Synapse
did IT work for Mobile Development. I actually had to go to their
website, because I figured it’s a generic-sounding enough name
that there might be two companies called “Mobile Development”,
but... no, there’s only one MobileDev.

Mobile Development was, in a lot of ways, a direct competitor
to CrystalSoft. I'd liken the relationship between the two compa-
nies as that of Black Mesa to Aperture Science. I immediately
grew wary I’d be accused of corporate espionage, and told Justin
I’d rather stay away from MobileDev if I can.

Despite them mostly being Justin’s customer, I did need to go
to MobileDev on occasion; where I'd often find the engineers using
Steve’s CrystalTerminal application, a quite-good replacement
for the no-longer-extant Windows HyperTerminal.

Transition (2016-2019)

That escalated quickly (2017)
Q1

January was a crazy month for me.

I had wanted to curl up and die ever since trans issues exploded
with Caitlyn Jenner coming out. Even at this point, I think
I identified as “a little trans but not trans enough”; I knew
something was different about me, and I was sort of in denial
about how serious it was.
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It seemed like nobody quite “got” what being trans actually
was, and all T could see were these two sides talking past each
other. The conservatives were getting off to cringe compilations
of college students with unnatural hair colors saying there were
“twelve genders”, and in response their adversaries accused them
of being insensitive ignorant bigots like always; often implicitly
taking the side of the aforementioned blue-haired college SJTW
without modification.

It reminded me so much of the sensationalization of my own
coming out in high school. There’s this sort of incredulity from
a certain percentage of folks who find out. They really want to
pick you apart; and you really don’t want to talk about how
you used to masturbate in mom’s lingerie. People don’t treat
you the same anymore, whether you tell them everything or pull
back like I did. There’s a lot of conflation of terms with intersex
people, “hermaphrodites”, drag queens and crossdressers... it
was like they didn’t understand the sort of stuff I started to
grasp within the first couple weeks of figuring out what I was.
And that’s understandable, because it’s a niche subject; but,
now you have to take on the somewhat condescending role of
educating your friends about this new “transsexual” thing, just
like when you have to educate them about ham radios, or Linux,
or “spoofing the mac”, or any of your other special snowflakey
bullshit. Nobody seemed to be listening to people like me, or
what I saw as the classic transsexual advocates of the early 2000s.
There was suddenly all this side-talk about what it is we really
are, as if we weren’t in the room. And, nobody seemed to know
the difference between a transsexual and a transvestite and a
transgender person anymore. There’s this exhausting feeling of
realizing neither liberals nor conservatives will ever understand
you; but at least liberals are nice to you. Your life turns into
a sort of joke, and a collection of quips and soundbites. It’s a
dehumanizing experience.

So, I watch this tired old pattern unfold in the mid 2010s,
where the two behemoths battle each other for control over society,
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while nobody seems to understand the small group of people who
the fighting’s really about.

I was growing increasingly anxious at the election of Donald
Trump. My earlier belief that he had adopted his present persona
as a publicity stunt was yielding to the understanding that he
seemed to be an honest to goodness modern day demagogue, with
sketchy as fuck business dealings all over the place. It seemed his
rise to power was fueled by anger about how there are now “12
genders” and you can “identify as” anything, and liberals want
to take away your free speech and force you to use “pronouns”;
when nobody on Antijen ever talked about there being more than
two genders, and it’s a complete misunderstanding of the issue
to think this is about pronouns or “identifying as” anything. It
never even occurred to me that I could be “psychologically a girl
inside” before I found the internet, and I was surprised at how
warm and fuzzy being referred to as a woman by strangers made
me feel.

In other words; the Republican complains about the blue-
haired SJW who yells at the shop clerk for “assuming zer’s
gender”; the Democrat scolds the Republican for being insensitive
and the shop owner for not offering diversity training; and the
transsexual just has a birth defect that makes them really like
taking estrogen and wearing women’s clothing, and kind of just
wants to be left alone. The “blue-haired SJW” is nothing more
than a red (or perhaps, blue) herring; who would appear to be
more properly described as a “product of the 215 century”, and
who would seem to lack the underlying medical condition shared
by the trans men and women who comprised Aunty’s mailing list
in decades past.

Perhaps the biggest upheaval of the 2010s was this sort of
culture war between two factions of the transgender community.
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One side was accused of harboring “transtrenders” who wore
their gender identity as a fashion statement. They were branded
by detractors as thinking themselves “too cute to be cis”; akin
to the “college lesbian” trope of decades past.

The accusation levied against the other was that of gatekeep-
ing; a sort of age-old dirty word in the transsexual community,
traditionally used to refer to people like that endo who expects
you not to show up to your appointment wearing jeans. They
lobbed insults like “truescum” back at those who would accuse
them of being “too cute” for their gender.

It reminded me of how I felt when Jacob said he met a
pansexual who thinks there are twelve genders. Or, when I
went to the last Debauchery in 2015 and there were suddenly a
suspicious number of AFAB people with aggressive pronouns. I..
kind of did think some of them were too cute to be cis. They
certainly didn’t have the same “childhood crossdressing syndrome”
I had growing up.

I really felt like everyone on both sides of the aisle was losing
their goddamn minds, and lacked some sort of perspective I alone
seemed to possess. For about a month, I fancied myself a blogger
on a quixotic mission to restore sanity to the confused masses,
as the seemingly lone tranny who actually remembers what the
pre-2010 transgender community was like.

I started writing a couple of things, but I didn’t get far before
I decided I needed to take a step back and absorb this “second
wave” transgender community which I’d been mostly out of the
loop on; particularly as I got the impression I was on the wrong
side of history.

It was during this culture war, when the terminology shift
between the words “transsexual” and “transgender” occurred.
Transsexual became increasingly associated with the gatekeepy,
true-scummy, “transmedicalist” position; though the archaic,

147



non-politically charged meaning of the term hasn’t fallen entirely
out of use as of 2024.

There’s an old joke in the trans community. I don’t know
how old it is, but it’s certainly from well before my time.

Q: What’s the difference between a transvestite and
a transsexual?

A: Two years.

A couple different interpretations could variously be ascribed
to this quip.

o That it takes about two years for hormones to really start
working; and to make it through the gatekeeping of the
traditional “real life test”.

e That transvestism is really just a slippery slope to doing it
24/7; that, perhaps, a large number of “transvestites” just
haven’t come to terms with how much they really want to
be women yet.

The second interpretation always hinted that the hierarchy of
the old guard “transgender umbrella” might be kind of bullshit;
even when it did seem like there could be different types of us
sometimes.

I was beginning to think this neo-transgender community
might be the ultimate embodiment of the cynical reality con-
veyed by this joke; that perhaps, the only difference between the
transsexual community and the transgender community was a
couple decades. People who take hormones, get SRS and live as
the “opposite sex” have often simply identified as “transgender”
after the year 2015; avoiding the negative stigma both of being a
“something-sexual” to laypeople, and of being gatekeepy trues-
cum to folks in the community who might view “transsexual” as
a sort of dog whistle.
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The pinnacle of this culture war may’ve been when renowned
trans man and baby boomer Buck Angel declared himself to be
“transsexual, not transgender” on social media; sparking outrage
from millennials and gen Z, who accused him of crimes ranging
from transmedicalism to enbyphobia. At the time, I thought this
was a problem of mutual incomprehension on the part of both
sides. Now that I'm older, I'd like to think he knew what he was
doing.

On Sunday, January 29", 2017, I cracked. I knew I had to
do it. In a daze, I drove an aimless loop around Durham. I had
reached... that point. I always wondered if I ever would. T always
wondered if I would be a pot smoking subby boy forever. Most
people have a plan for what their future will look like. T didn’t
know. I couldn’t see anything there for a while.

The next couple weeks were a blur. I'd come home straight
from work, sit in bed with my laptop, a writing surface and a
ream of printer paper, and think there until I fell asleep. I was
lost in a sort of web of ideas, writing down and following up on
anything I could think of. I tried to consider everything. I played
my own devil’s advocate. I later hole-punched the pages into a
document I call “the Purple Book”.

I always wanted to do it, really; but, I just didn’t think I
could stomach the gatekeeping and the hostility. My high school
experience was bad enough. The idea of being held to some
regimen where I couldn’t get meds without continuing an RLE
where I very much didn’t pass was terrifying when I was younger;
but if I could just take estrogen for shits and giggles and see how
things go from there...

It was just too easy not to. You could just.. get HRT on an
informed consent basis now. And what was I, waiting to move
to a more liberal city? I had already just moved to Chapel Hill.
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I wasn’t planning to get any younger or move to San Francisco,
so this was kinda 4t.

By some point in March, I knew for sure that I wanted to
call a doctor. I was too chicken shit for like a couple of weeks,
but then I did it.

Orange health, maybe? They were pretty booked up. I was
referred to Triangle Comprehensive Care, who was able to get
me an appointment with Dr. Meier in three weeks.

Somewhere in the midst of this.. epiphany.. I kinda just
started taking my spiro again. I still had it from high school. It
expired in like 2010 or something, but I figured it was still good.
I actually have one pill left or so, after using it multiple times as
an emergency reserve over the years.

Q2

I went to my first appointment with Dr. Meier on Thursday, April
130, After briefly debating it, I decided to be completely honest
about my medical history; just started taking DIY spiro again,
history of cannabis use but recently quit and am now back on the
path to transitioning like when I was younger. I was surprised
to get a prescription the same day, but the fact that I was DIY
probably greased the wheels a bit.

I booked an appointment for cryopreservation the same day.
I had a hard time without being able to bring my Hitachi;?” but
I made it work... eventually. I stuffed a tube sock in my pocket
so I at least wouldn’t have to “grip it”.

I was prescribed patches, I think out of Dr. Meier’s concern
over my family history of heart disease. I put my first one on
that night.

27Well... I didn’t bother to ask, really.
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I told her I briefly took Zoloft in middle school and was
diagnosed with “depression”, and she really wanted me to be in
therapy because of that. I eventually started seeing a woman
named Vickie Carter for counselling after folks kept badgering me
about it. I do feel a little dumb for even bringing it up, because
I know it was a bullshit diagnosis.

Various external forces were encouraging me to seek some
sense of community and to create a support network or what the
fuck ever, and so I started looking into groups at the local LGBT
centers.

I think the first one I went to was TT, or the Trans Talk
group. When I first arrived there was one other trans woman
waiting at the table, occupying herself with a book of crosswords
or Sudoku or something. I started to wonder if it would just be
the two of us awkwardly sitting there, when a handful of other
people trickled in.

I think Lauren wasn’t able to make it this time, but there
were a couple faces that would become familiar.

Lauren The usual group leader. An early transitioner, dis-
owned by her parents and previously homeless, OG, cis-passing,
truetrans as fuck (not that I'm gatekeeping anyone).

Samantha A software developer who was a couple of years
older than me and just getting started. She had already gotten
laser and was about to go full-time, despite us having both just
started HRT. We went on to become good friends. She often ran
the group when Lauren couldn’t make it, and eventually took
over once Lauren stepped down.

Michelle The first person I met there. Quiet and didn’t talk
much; I never got to know her very well.
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Julie An older transitioner but really cool. It seemed like she
had one rough family situation after another in a prior life; she
was also working as a developer or DBA or something.

There were two other people there who were non-binary; an
AFAB genderfluid person, and an AMAB they/them. Neither of
them were pursuing medical transition, save for the latter person
getting hair removal on their face.

I never got to know the two enbies very well; they split off a
separate non-binary group later that year.

Another group I started going to was facilitated by a transmas-
culine fellow named Rory. There were a few marked differences
between Rory’s group and TT.

e Rory’s group was significantly larger at first.

e The demographics of Rory’s were more varied between 18-
50+4; whereas TT was skewed mostly toward millennials,
and later zoomers.

e Rory’s had a two-hour runtime, with heavier discussion
and a circular seating pattern that made it feel a little like
group therapy. TT only ran for sixty to ninety minutes,
was usually less serious, and used a longtable seating layout
that somehow made it feel different.

e TT also met earlier, which often led to the group getting
food or drinks afterward. Rory’s group ran from 8-10 on
Wednesdays, eliminating any possibility of the now-hazy
eyed dozen or two of us putting on any sort of an after

party.

There was briefly this third group called “trans_irl”, run by a
trans woman named Regina. This lacked any formal discussion at
all, and was just trans people going out on the town sporadically.

There are other groups in the area; but I won’t bother to talk
about them, because I've never been.
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Q3
There were a lot of reasons I was thinking about buying a house.

¢ You don’t accrue home equity every month as a renter.

¢ Landlords were often nosy. I had stopped using cannabis
for now, but was annoyed by the lack of privacy often
afforded to rental properties; particularly at the complex
I was presently living in, who would send maintenance in
with 1-2 days notice to change the furnace filter, or replace
the smoke detector batteries.

o I was legitimately concerned at this point in my life by
my future ability to “pass”, and how that might affect my
ability to buy real property in the future.

I started taking the idea of getting a realtor more seriously
as the year went on; and ultimately went on to buy a house.

I found myself unexpectedly in love with HRT at every turn.
I shaved off my body hair, and it stopped growing in as thick.
I smelled different, and my hair and skin was way less oily. It
takes a while to grow breasts, but I was getting there.

The body hair. I couldn’t believe it. I was like, I'm never
going to look that way again. I think I just let it get to my head
when I was younger that “real men” didn’t shave their body hair,
and it became part of my mask. Ugh.

I was surprised, maybe even a bit pleasantly, that my urge
to look at porn evaporated after I started HRT. Don’t get me
wrong; I was still into the ezxact same shit, and got off simply by
fantasizing about it in my head. Based on my past experiences, I
began to feel I'd unfairly characterized myself as a pervert when I
was simply a young trans woman on testosterone. Any weird sex
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stuff surrounding women'’s clothing had long since evaporated,
and I felt immensely better.

Q4

The magic year (2018)
Q1

I closed on my house in late January or early February.

Around this time, Regina and Samantha started dating. This
took me by surprise, as there had never been any crossover
between the two respective groups. I think they met online or
something.

Q2

In April, I left the house in something resembling girl mode for
the first time. I went to Atomic Empire with a small group of us
from the aforementioned group trans_ irl; after which we went
downtown for drinks, ending the night at Arcana. It felt good to
finally have that out of the way.

This quickly became a habit. What started as one of my
bigger fears soon became something I actually looked forward
to doing after work, once it became obvious the vast majority
of people don’t. Give. A fuck how you're dressed in a modern
American city.
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I was in the car with a coworker one day after having come
out at work, when he asked the most innocent question.

So, how are you planning to date after you transition?

I hadn’t really thought about this before. I never figured out
how to date before I transitioned. My sexuality is pretty different
from most guys, and I saw transition as something that could
only help me in that regard. I think he was projecting normal
male sexuality onto me; I figured this might be a common point
of confusion.

Q3

I heard a group from the Triangle was driving up to the Philadel-
phia Trans Wellness Conference.?® I had heard about it, and
it was something that sounded cool to go to with other people
someday.

The trip was headed up by Leslie, who I'd never met before;
she has a difficult work schedule. Sarah Anderson was also
instrumental in helping out; who I'd also never met because we
were in different groups I suppose. She was actively involved
with a different event, which I didn’t know about at the time
because it was on Facebook and I am not.

The trip was a blast. We took two vans; Leslie’s minivan
and a rental. We loaded most of our baggage into the minivan,
with most folks riding in the other vehicle that looked like an
unmarked church van. I volunteered to help drive, and took turns
driving the minivan with another trans woman I’d never met.
Maybe I'll remember her name eventually.

After a day’s journey, we arrived at our AirBnB; a three-story
loft in Philadelphia’s Gayborhood, about a fifteen-minute walk
south of the convention center.

28This was called the “Philadelphia Trans Health Conference” until fairly
recently.
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I made a lot of new friends. Sarah, Brittany, Stacey... I didn’t
actually know any of the people on this trip, despite going to TT
and Rory’s group regularly for the past year.

Stacey was an internet acquaintance of Samantha. Samantha
messaged me, saying Stacey was at Philly and didn’t have anyone
to hang out with. Our group sort of adopted her for much of the
stay.

By the end of the conference, Brittany had developed a crush
on Stacey, and they began a long-distance relationship with
Stacey still living in Delaware.

One evening when we were back at our AirBnB playing
cards,?? some of us started talking about how we first figured
out we were trans. Brittany’s story went something like this.

I was laying in bed one evening, when the thought
occurred to me: I think I might be transgender. It
was really late, but I texted my best friend. My friend
called me right away, and she found an online quiz
and started asking me questions from it.

She went on to re-analyze elements of her prior life: how much
she enjoyed going to school in drag one day, her history of bisex-
uality and fabulousness... ultimately landing at the realization
that she was trans, and should pursue medical transition.

I didn’t bother to scrutinize Brittany’s story. It wasn’t Q1
2017 anymore. I didn’t like all the infighting that resulted from
the explosion of trans issues in the 2010s. All that mattered to
me was that we were all here, now; taking hormones, getting
surgeries... doing the thing. I really wanted to believe that it
was just our moment in history; that the world was always full
of people like me who really wanted to do it, but society and
medicine just wasn’t there yet.

29Tt was some unusual spades-like game that Brittany brought from Michi-
gan.
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The same woman and I drove the minivan back to Durham.
It was just the two of us, so we had a lot of private time to
ourselves.

This chick was OG, pre-Tumblr. We laughed about how
much things have changed, and how you can’t say words like
“transsexual” and “GG” anymore. After some initial caution, she
opened up to me about two of her concerns.

e She wasn’t so sure about all these “non-binary” people.
e She didn’t think Brittany was really transsexual.

I talked to her about how my feelings had evolved over the
last couple of years. This seemed to make her feel better.

Shortly before or after Philly, I started wading into the local
BDSM scene again. I started to figure my real problem might’ve
been my gender incongruence, and that maybe I should actually
try being the rope bunny I always wanted to be; instead of trying
to make things work as a subby boy, which it turns out isn’t
really the same thing at all.

Somewhat inexplicably, Regina broke up with Samantha.
Samantha seemed to have a hard time with this. Regina had
recently met her family; it happened shortly after the three of us
went out for drinks with Samantha’s brother, who flew helicopters
for the Navy.

Sailor Jack The four of us went to Arcana, where Samantha’s
brother bought drinks for everyone and encouraged us to drink
heavily.

So, Samantha’s brother. I guess everyone in the Navy’s a
“sailor”, but that’s a bit of a misnomer because he’s really a
helicopter pilot. He couldn’t tell us much about what he did,
but I do remember him mentioning that it involved, of all things,
UFOs.
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In an extension of this conversation that seemed related to
that last point, I remember us briefly talking about spiritual
beliefs. I don’t really remember enough to say much more about
it. We talked about lots of other inconsequential stuff, and got
way too drunk.

We all slept at Samantha’s house. I was in no shape to go
home, which was anticipated. Me, Regina and Samantha slept
in Samantha’s room, while Samantha’s brother slept in the guest
room.

Regina broke down crying in Samantha’s bathroom. Like, the
floodgates. She hasn’t talked about most of what was going on
with her with Samantha, yet. I remember she said she felt like
she “didn’t belong anywhere”. There was a lot more going on
than that, though. We were all very drunk.

I got sick, and was still throwing up and browning out in the
bathroom the next morning. I felt like I was very dehydrated. The
low alcohol tolerance seems to be a side effect of my medication,
and it’s gotten me in trouble a couple other times; I'm guessing
it’s the spironolactone, since that’s the one that gets metabolized
by your liver (I think).

Regina and I weren’t able to drive until solidly mid-afternoon
the next day. We had since procured some drinks and snacks to
nurse our hangovers.

I went to Durham Pride in September; this was my first time
going. My mother had never been to a pride parade before and
really wanted to go, so I obliged. I had a decent enough time, but
it’s always a drag going to something like that with your mom;
she’s physically slow, can’t hold her bladder very well, wants
to do things I don’t really care about, somehow makes me feel
like a child and a caretaker all at the same time, and generally
mom-blocks you from spending time with your actual friends.

158



Whatever. Pride was cool. Around this time, Susan also
accompanied me to the LGBT center once or twice, and managed
to become Facebook friends with Brittany. I didn’t exactly feel
comfortable with this; Brittany wasn’t the sort of friend I'd “take
home to mom”. My younger self would’ve protested loudly, but I
gave fewer fucks now that I was older. It’s not like I'm dependent
on Susan; if anything, it’s quite the opposite.

Q4

I had grown more confident leaving the house in girl mode, and
did it every chance I got. I set a goal of going full time by the
end of the year, and had a running joke of saying “December 315¢,
2018” to my new friends whenever it came up. It was starting to
feel a little silly, as some of them started HRT after me and were
already full-time.

Brittany’s long-distance relationship with Samantha’s friend
Stacey continued. This morphed into a sort of love triangle, when
Samantha and Brittany began seeing each other. This arrange-
ment gradually shifted into a more equilaterally polyamorous
structure over the following months.

Stacey made increasingly frequent trips to Durham, and
quickly started making plans to move to the area. She was
living in northern Delaware at the time, working for Amazon,
and I think maybe even still living with her parents. She was
hoping to transfer to a new Amazon warehouse that was opening
in the area.

It’s Rachael now, dammit (2019)
Q1

I went full-time just before the new year and never looked back.
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I really felt like I was getting my shit together, in 2019. I was
starting to explore the BDSM scene again as myself, I had done
the thing at work, I had all of these new friends... I felt like if T
could actually get an intimate partner and get my career back
on track, I’d be set.

By now, Brittany and Samantha had picked up that I was a
kinkster. It wasn’t something I historically went out of my way
to evangelize, but I had stopped going out of my way to hide it
around friends; particularly in light of how pervasive the trope
of the transfeminine tech worker as a submissive had become. It
felt a bit like hiding that one was a gay hairdresser who liked
roller derby.

I'm afraid I piqued Brittany’s interest when I took off an
outer layer at Samantha’s house, inadvertently revealing marks
from a day or two ago. Samantha already knew at that point,
and we had actually gone to a thing together a few months prior.

I took Brittany to her first play party early in the year; it
turns out she really likes needles. It’s fun to watch, but it’s not
really my kink. She also really likes lemons for aftercare.’

Around this time, it was brought up in a conversation with
Samantha that Stacey was plural. This meant that she had the
feeling of having multiple parts, or perhaps crudely, “people” in
her head. I thought this sounded pretty weird, but I'm open-
minded. She always seemed cool.

Q2

I wanted to take more of a “divide and conquer” approach toward
my intimate life, or lack thereof. I felt I was making no progress
toward any sort of long term relationship, and started to think I

30We’ve stopped by the 24-hour Harris Teeter on the way back at least
once.
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needed to be way less persnickety and way more open-minded.
I’ve never exactly felt like I was on the right side of the supply and
demand curve for getting my sexual needs met. I chose to start
thinking about the search for a sexual partner and the search
for a nesting partner as two separate issues. I had long since
given up on anything traditional or conventional, and mostly just
wanted to be less lonely.

At the same time, I was cautiously optimistic about how
things might be different now that I was living life as a woman.
I hoped I had found (or maybe rediscovered) the special sauce,
whose absence had held me back since I'd first ventured into the
kink scene some eight years ago.

It felt like the world was my oyster; again, finally, for maybe
the first time since I graduated from college. I started taking the
idea of looking for a new job more seriously.

I had pivoted away from any aspirations of starting a “side
project”. I was content with being a middle class, workaday tech
person with a steady supply of sex and snuggles from somewhere.
I was nearing age 30; I never really had the energy level to do
much of anything cool in addition to working a full-time job, and
I needed to pick my battles when it came to life goals. A lot
of my friends had been married, or even divorced with children
before figuring out they were trans.

Q3

After the time I had last year, I was excited to return to Philly
again this summer. The group had a bit of a different feel, though.

e Sarah couldn’t make it because of work.

e Pretty different crowd; not very much overlap from last
year.

e Fewer people overall (though the conference itself had
grown).
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¢ Cliquier feel somehow. Brittany and Stacey were back along
with Samantha, but the three of them being a triad meant
that they usually kept to themselves.

e The AirBnB was closer, at least.

New attendees included Persephone, Stephanie, and a handful
of other people who aren’t relevant to this story. I didn’t really
know any of these people, except for Leslie from last year and
the aforementioned triad.

Persephone Typically, one gets to know somebody better as
time goes on. This rule holds true for most everyone I've met,
with one exception. And that, is Persephone Laura Hoffman.

Persephone is an unusual person, and I feel I uniquely need to
forward-declare attributes about this individual, in no particular
order.

e Thrives on novelty.

¢ Rides around on an electric unicycle.

¢ Energetic; charismatic; a mover and shaker; craves the inner
circle; if not a natural-born leader, at least a natural-born
filler of power vacuums. Whether she has the personality
of Steve Jobs or Jim Jones depends on who you ask.

o Started a Discord server for trans people in central North
Carolina this same year, which rapidly grew into a several
hundred-person community.

o« Was dating Jade at the time, from Steven Miller’s group.

¢ Anxious, paranoid, high-strung; a control freak. Mountains
from molehills.

¢ Her mom has schizophrenia.

e Her full name is Persephone; she used to go by “Percy”,
but has since decided she doesn’t like this shortened form
of her name. The longer form hasn’t caught on so much.
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e Really into Buddhist shit; though her spiritual beliefs ulti-
mately seem idiosyncratic and esoteric.

e She has BPD. This checks out; though I've never really
struggled to have a decent, casual relationship with this
person.

e I might’ve seen her at TT once or twice, but didn’t really
know who she was before Philly 2019.

I could tell throughout the conference that Persephone was
trying to brown nose her way into Samantha, Brittany and
Stacey’s triad. This trend would continue.

I was at our AirBnB with a small group of us one after-
noon, when Percy had a conversation with another attendee
that eventually grew heated. It mostly went over my head; but,
the other person kept insisting that Persephone must or should
know something, and Percy kept denying and stonewalling. I got
the impression Persephone was a member of some organization,
which required strict confidentiality or rules of engagement that
this other fellow clearly wasn’t following. I didn’t think much of
it.

Several hours later, in the same room but with a different
group of people, Persephone volunteered some information about
the earlier commotion for the couple of us who were there. There
were a few peculiarities regarding Percy’s discussion with us.

e She made it very clear that the following discussion was
not in response to any question; and in fact, could not be,
for some reason.

e The conversation proceeded to involve, among other ele-
ments... the Freemasons? The earlier stuff with Tommy
and Heather was entirely out-of-mind today.

¢ Stephanie mentioned she had an uncle who was a Freemason;
but, they never talked about it.
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e She said that there’s some piece of very important knowl-
edge, without which society as we know it could. Not. Exist.
There was some nitpicking from others about whether the
big secret was necessary for literal life itself, or mere civ-
ilization. Her answer was vague, but suggested the truth
was closer to the latter.

e There was something most people know who know about
this stuff, but she couldn’t say what. She made it sound a
little silly that she couldn’t say what, but rules were rules.

o I think she said that some people are just different in some
way, concerning the last bullet point. I later interpreted
this statement to be about people like Heather, though it
was off my radar at the time. It was as if “the Freemasons”
told the special people they were special; but, you didn’t
actually have to join “the Freemasons” to learn, because
lots of groups also know, I guess?

e There was some rule for talking to these Freemason people,
that I think mirrored the one Heather and her friend taught
me all those years ago. Again, totally off my radar, what a
ditz I am...

I came away with the impression that, whatever Persephone
knew sounded cool, but that it also didn’t concern me.

It turned out Stacey wasn’t the only one who was plural. 1
learned that Persephone, Stephanie, and now Brittany identify
with this phenomenon. They were all going to a workshop put
on by this fellow who was trans and plural; along with Samantha,
I think. I had better things to do during the time slot.

Their group had this sort of after-event that evening, a rea-
sonable walk south of the convention center where they were able
to secure a room upstairs at the Philadelphia LGBT center. I
didn’t have better things to do this evening (and was actually a
bit disappointed I hadn’t been able to spend much time with my
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friends), so I tagged along. I figured Samantha would be there
at least.

This was an unexpectedly large group; especially for it being
a pretty weird and ancillary thing to the purpose of the actual
con, and for this being the follow-up discussion after party to
the aforementioned weird and ancillary thing.

I had a talk with Persephone during all of this; which may’ve
been the first one-on-one discussion I had with her. I didn’t really
know what to make of all of it. A few things piqued my interest,
though.

I managed to leave thinking that I might find relevance in
this community. While I considered the effect of peer pressure,
I ultimately decided that I needed to descent down this rabbit
hole.

If Persephone had anyone single “thing”, it was this Discord
server of hers. It was inspired by her then-girlfriend Jade’s
server, though much more elaborate. She had set up lots of
crazy automation and shit with bots, which would assign you
to different sub-communities based on roles or tags, or whatever
Discord calls them. It actually reminded me of a simpler version
of my idea for a web application I had since given up on.

She had sub-communities for all sorts of things. Politics, food,
medical discussion (in which the handful of actual professionals
had special flair after being vetted), mysticism and magic; and
yes, even these strange new plural folks.

I don’t know that I want to get too into this, but... it’s a whole
subculture, alright? They have parts in their head, they report a
feeling of switching between these parts... folks with particularly
bad trauma apparently experience full-blown amnesia between
these switches, but folks with less severe versions of this ostensibly
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only have a bit of memory fuzziness, or even no memory problems
at all.

I soon learned the latter community had its own variation of
the too-cute vs truescum debate. This phenomenon of having
“people living in one’s head”, multiple streams of consciousness
or however you might describe that, is classically associated with
intense, prolonged psychological trauma at a young age. Some
of these newer folks argued that this same state can exist in
someone much more healthy, either by accident or on purpose.
Neologisms like “traumagenic” and “endogenic” to describe these
two camps had been coined; with occasional infighting between
these two groups, but a seemingly modern consensus that people
could be whatever and should play nice. The extreme end of
the former group comprised dissociative disorders, or what the
general public might label “multiple personality disorder.”

My friend group gradually started to change. A couple of
weeks after Philly, a bunch of us went to Cocoa Cinnamon; me,
Persephone, maybe Stephanie and a few others who don’t matter.
It came up in conversation that Persephone had been into ham
radio. This never happens;3! neither of us were really involved
with the hobby anymore. I was starting to think I had an unusual
amount in common with this person.

I went to Persephone’s apartment for the first time not long
after this, along with Stephanie. We ended up on her balcony at
some point in the evening; and it is here that I really draw the
line at shit having gotten weird.

Persephone had this notebook of somebody’s (maybe
Stephanie?); and she was doing... magic stuff with it, I guess?
She had this little book in a plastic bag; which I suppose needed
to be... cleansed? Of some harmful energy or voodoo, perhaps?
I don’t remember really. It’s been a while. I think it might’ve

310kay; Mel was a ham, but that doesn’t count.
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been somebody’s journal from a rough point in their life, or
maybe something relating to an ex. It doesn’t matter.

Persephone sat the bag with the notebook out on the porch,
and poured a ring of salt around it. I think it had been soaking
in some liquid prior to this; hence the plastic baggie. I didn’t
understand what was happening at all. Stephanie seemed to, at
least somewhat.

I had questions, somewhere along the lines of “what the fuck
is that supposed to do exactly?”

What do you believe in?
Well, I'm an atheist.

Persephone proceeded to somewhat belittle me for my spiritual
beliefs, or lack thereof. Not in any serious way; but she seemed
to know things I didn’t, and she seemed very confident in that.
Given the amount we appeared to have in common up to this
point, I was very curious what the devil makes her think a ring
of salt could ever be anything but salty.

Stephanie left, and I chose to stay a little while longer. She
talked enthusiastically about the power of merely believing in
things. That the power gets amplified, the more people there are
who believe. I tried to keep an open mind, though I struggled to
grasp at any real substance to what she was trying to say. At the
same time, it sounded like there were other things she couldn’t
tell me, analogous to her kitchen discussion in Philly last month.

As we returned to the couch, and I remained skeptical, Perse-
phone made a slight change of subject.

You wanna know what Freemasons do?

Wait, Freemasonry? My preacher tried to get me into
that when I was a younger.

She seemed a little thrown off by that last part; but, the
conversation continued.
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You wanna know the truth about UFOs, Rachael?
You wanna meet space aliens? I have friends, you
know...

“Uhhh... UFOs?”, I replied incredulously. I didn’t know what
to think of this person anymore. Once again, I’'m not thinking
about Heather and Maureen right now. I do think I mentioned
Tommy, though.

It was getting late, and I left not long after this. I wasn’t
sure what to think of my new friend.

As the year went on, I started carting off more trans people to
Tomfoolery than just Brittany. I remember in September, there
were a lot of trans people, and they didn’t even all fit in my car.
Brittany, Samantha, Persephone, Stephanie, April... I guessed the
stereotype about trans women and BDSM exists for a reason.

It was here that I was propositioned by April, a trans woman
who I'd first met at TT earlier in the year. I forget exactly what
happened. I think she said she had a crush on me or something,
then I messaged her a couple days later and we hit it off.

April and T were both bottoms, which made it unlikely she
alone could fill the role of a sexual partner. I hoped I might at
least get somewhere on the nesting partner front, and wanted to
keep an open mind. Applying linear extrapolation, I might not
get another chance at this until my mid to late thirties.

April was married to a woman?3? named Diana.?® This bore
p

little concern; polyamory was thoroughly normalized to me after
my on and off years in the kink scene.

328orry, this is chronological...
33Sorry, this is chronological...
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Durham Pride later in the month led to a conundrum. Me,
April, Diana... we were all queer, and we were all going to Pride.
My mom wanted to go again too; which begs the question, how
do I handle that?

Option Sucky part

Don’t tell Susan  Feel shitty for hiding our relationship. I'm
always hiding my relationships...

Tell her Tell her I'm poly? We’ve been dating for
less than a month!

Ignore I'll be nervous something awkward will
happen. She’s always complaining about
how I never tell her anything...

I chose the second option. She’d been asking increasingly
difficult questions as I grew older. “Are you going to give me a
grandchild?34” “Are you dating anyone?” “Why don’t you ever
tell me anything?” “Are you sure you're not dating anyone?”
“You can tell me anything...”

I would try explaining that I really, really, was not on the
path to securing a long-term relationship at the moment. And
once I was, it would take considerable additional time to begin a
relationship and grow it to the point of “taking someone home
to meet mom”. She never seemed to understand this; and often
suggested there shouldn’t even be such a delay if I were to start
dating.

Ugh. I hoped by giving her a glimpse of my private life,
she’d understand me more. She didn’t seem to have all that
many negative feelings about Brittany, Stacey and Samantha’s
situation that she kept learning uncomfortable details about

34This makes my skin crawl now.
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through Facebook; and frankly, I didn’t care if she did. I was
tired of her asking, and I figured she could fuck off if she didn’t
like my “lifestyle choices”.

Telling Susan ultimately proved to be a bit pointless; it was
a huge event, we rode separately, and she only saw April and
Diana for a moment anyway. She’s never voiced any outward
disappointment over this particular lifestyle choice, but I could
tell she wasn’t thrilled. It might’ve been the biggest giveaway
that she’s rarely honest about her feelings. She always says
she just wants me to be happy, but I don’t think she means
it. I think she has this fantasy in her head of getting to be the
quirky mother-in-law in my budding affluent suburban family or
something, and she doesn’t understand how far removed that is
from the actual reality of my life.

I had a job interview at Avalon, where Josh worked. I already
had a rough phone interview with them a couple months prior
where I could hear myself not keeping my pitch and resonance
up with a one-second delay, making it very difficult to complete
the interview. Josh stuck his neck out trying to get them to take
me seriously, which seemed to have worked.

I didn’t feel like I nailed it quite as well as my interviews
with Kevin and Synapse, but I got the job. I was nervous about
interviewing for a job in girl mode for the first time, I still wasn’t
a hundred percent confident in my appearance at that point, and
my real world experience was mostly embedded programming
and IT-type work, not high-level SQL-backed applications. I
felt like I had no trouble getting up to speed though, and I'd
probably do a lot better at a “CS”-type interview now that I'm
older.

Not long after I told Susan about April and Diana, Susan
showed one of her more blatant signs that she would never be
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a reasonable... mother-in-law, or whatever equivalent title might
be afforded in my unconventional relationship structure.

I remember driving down the road, when I got a call from
Susan. I answered the phone to her sobbing; she was afraid
April and Diana were going to replace her or something. I didn’t
know what to make of this. Does she not... want me to see other
people? She basically made me promise I still “needed her”. And
all the while I thought, I obviously haven’t needed this woman
since I left for college. She provides me little to no real support;
emotionally, monetarily or intellectually. Sure, she pines to be
part of my emotional life; but I've historically regretted letting
her in. I would later re-discover this fact.

Q4
My relationship situation escalated, incredibly fast.

We had already shifted toward calling ourselves a triad by
the time of Durham Pride. I don’t remember if I ever mentioned
this to Susan; I really wanted to keep it as simple as possible for
the time being.

AJ was the first change in status quo. She was a trans woman
in the community, who had a really bad fight with her long term
partner and needed a place to stay. April and...

Okay; I feel bad that I've kept doing this, but I wanted to
convey the proper chronology.

Diana was queer, and had been questioning their gender
identity to the point of now going by Drew and using they/them
pronouns. So, it’s Drew. Not...

AJ needed a place to stay, and April and Drew offered their
spare bedroom/office area for the purpose.

AJ was dating a trans woman named Crystal.
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Crystal I was already vaguely acquainted with Crystal, who
started going to TT a few months back. She was actually one of
these plural folks. As was now Drew. And even April and AJ a
little bit.

Hubh.

Crystal actually claimed to have full-blown Dissociative Iden-
tity Disorder; a real case of people living in her head. I learned
over time she had a difficult childhood; she’d been sexually as-
saulted by a neighbor, and basically had to raise her younger
brother due to her parent’s negligence. She was a senior devel-
oper at the time, but was struggling with her job on account of
her condition, and in the process of filing for disability to work
through it. It was difficult to believe she was a real person.

Crystal had an apartment in Raleigh, where as a single oc-
cupant she’d been placed with a fellow who happened to be a
neo-Nazi. This understandably concerned her, which led to both
Crystal and AJ essentially making April and Drew’s house their
temporary residence for the time being.

Crystal and AJ were quickly absorbed into our increasingly
amorphous polycule, a five-person structure we began ironically
referring to as “the coven”. I never told Susan about Crystal and
Al.

I started my new job at Avalon around the first of November.

I felt like I finally had my shit together. I had a job somewhere
I might be able to make a name for myself, and I had good
insurance that would cover SRS if I wanted that, which I did.
And, T had this new relationship situation. That’s like the whole,
uh... Maslow’s®® hierarchy, right?

351 totally needed Wikipedia to remember that dude’s name.
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I felt a little silly for only having just started a 401k at my
new job. I hadn’t really been saving for retirement after I took
my little detour to run away to Chapel Hill and fix computers;
and, I could’ve gotten one through DataCorp, but there was no
matching so I was less enthousiastic about that versus paying off
my student loans quickly. (I'm still not sure that’s the smartest
calculus though, now that I'm older.)

We struggled, to say the least, with sexual compatibility. The
thing about me is, I'm incredibly subby. I briefly thought I could
be a switch because of some fantasies I had as I grew older, but
this turned out to be very mild and unsubstantial. I'm really,
really, a bottom, who could maybe sheepishly top someone I was
really close to.

April and T ultimately never really... did... much. I've never
wanted to take the initiative to do much of anything other than
snuzzle my partner and make funny noises. I’ve never really felt
like T would be a starfish in bed or anything. It was like we
were waiting for each other to go at a four way stop. This was
essentially the same problem I had with Erika when we tried
fooling around.

I guess I've always just wanted someone to, you know... fuck
me. And, I keep doing what I feel like is the most obvious thing
to look for rough, kinky, reasonably safe sex in my current body,
and it’s always eluded me. It’s no wonder I’ve had complicated
feelings about feminists, who complain about drowning in the
ocean while I'm dying of thirst in the desert.

There was a lot going on with me at the time.

I (and everyone else, it seemed) had been thinking of myself
as a system of parts for a while now. I didn’t think it was
anything serious. This plural stuff did seem correlated with being
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transgender for some reason, and I couldn’t help but wonder why.
It’s crazy I guess, being trans.

Ugh I have this weird childhood memory. And I didn’t talk
about it earlier, because it doesn’t belong back there. It belongs
right here.

I have this memory of being very young, between three and
five years old or so. I rode with my mom kind of far away, to
Fayetteville I think. We arrived at a town house I don’t think I'd
been to before or since; that stands out in my mind, since town
homes aren’t a very common housing format in rural Bladen
County.

I remember finding my way upstairs with an older fellow.
Based on my memory, I don’t think I could tell you if he was in
his teens, twenties, or maybe even early thirties. Everyone over
the age of twelve is just kind of a grown-up when you're that age.

Anyway, things started happening upstairs, and this fellow
wanted me to lick his penis. I, at this age thought this was nasty.
He was very insistent. He said he’d lick mine if I licked his. I did
not find this argument persuasive. It did happen eventually. It’s
actually the last thing I remember happening.

That’s it. It’s just this weird memory fragment. It usually
doesn’t feel like anything. It’s like a puzzle piece of an owl’s head
in a box of 499 pieces of the Egyptian pyramids of something. I
don’t know what to do with it or where it even fits in with my
life; but it’s in the box.

This dissonance came to a head

This... issue reached a climax

My sex life, or lack thereof, is defined by a handful of note-
worthy attributes.
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e I have a huge lifelong interest in BDSM.

e [ have a similarly huge forced oral kink.

e I wouldn’t rate myself as anything more than an 80/20
switch.

e I invariably freeze up during sexual encounters, often unex-
pectedly; as if I'm missing the DLLs or something.

I’ve variously blamed my problems on a number of different
things over the years; that it’s my gender identity, that I'm a
submissive man and it’s hard to find tops compatible with that...
It wasn’t until this point in my life that the problem felt like

Dick It’s here. I've always wanted it, right? What’s wrong? I
gave April an old fashioned, but I'm not sure I was entirely in my
body when I was doing it. What’s missing? Is there something
missing? April’s not having any trouble fucking. Or Brittany or
Samantha, AJ.. maybe Crystal a bit sometimes; but there’s a lot
going on her, and she still gets it on. Hell, most of those people
have been married. What do I, think it’s my gender identity still?
It’s something else. It has to be. Why don’t I want to do this
thing I've always wanted to do whenever I finally get the chance
to do it?

It started to feel like it was this. Something happened to me
a long time ago, and I probably needed to get to the bottom of
it.

Alright, folks. It’s Q4 of 2019. My new polycule has expanded
alarmingly fast, I just started a new job, I think I’ve uncovered
latent sexual trauma... what else am I forgetting?

Oh, right. UFOs.

It felt like Crystal and AJ had been living at April and Drew’s
house (“the cottage”) for a year, but it was really only four to
six weeks. The two of them rented an apartment nearby in north
Durham, and we’d often migrate between these two locales, the
cottage and the apartment.

175



Crystal had this old, long term partner named Josh.

(Crystal’s) Josh Is a trans guy, and is plural if you’d believe
it.. At the beginning of their relationship, Josh was trans and
Crystal was plural. Or, maybe I've got it backwards. Anyway,
They both apparently found each other, and they both turned
out to be both of these things.

Crystal and Josh. They decided to see other people, I guess?
But they still really seemed to like each other.

Josh had moved to Texas. I forget the details, but it sounded
like he was in an abusive relationship that he needed to get out
of. There was a kid involved, and there were questions about
how to handle that.

Anyway, that isn’t important. Josh was in town for Christmas,
and I got to spend some time with this guy.

I met them at the apartment after having spent Christmas
with Susan, and I don’t think I’d been there long before Josh
says

I’'m looking for someone who knows the truth about
UFOs.

After a moment of thinking “uhh...” to myself, I didn’t even
stop to think before blurting out

Wait, UFOs? Don’t Freemasons know about that
stuff?

To which Josh replied
Can I ask how you know that?
Oh, I have this friend Heather. From... Vega, I think.
Vega, Lyra...
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It was now that I did start to think about what I just said.
Isn’t this stuff kinda private? How private? Is it okay to talk
about it casually? So I asked.

No, you're fine. We just want to know where you’re
learning about this stuff from.

That’s... cool, I figured. It reminded me of what happened
with Maureen at the saucer all those years ago, when she started
talking about Freemasons and UFOs and somebody else at the
table needed to know how she knew. I instinctively did the same
thing as Maureen, and told him I had an acquaintance from Vega.
I guessed that’s just... their process, or whatever.

When I inquired further, it sounded like he was maybe looking
for a therapist who knew about that stuff. I never thought about
that being a need before, but I guess there are therapists for
everyone.

Hubh.

Susan

I don’t know how to describe my mother at this point in my
life; except that she’s a one-of-a-kind piece of work whom I can’t
seem to communicate with effectively in what I would consider
“plain English”.

In various ways, Susan reminds me of several people I've

encountered throughout my life, both real and fictional.

(This is a very disparate list; the perceived likeness to Susan
usually does not follow the transitive property, and is sometimes
just based on a single personality trait.)

e Eric Cartman’s mother
o Sadie Miller’s mother
e The mom from this comedy sketch
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wb6h6tsEsn4

South Park’s “Michael Jefferson”
GLaDOS
Charlie’s uncle Jack from Always Sunny

A sketch of “Susan”
Attributes

Terrified of abandonment

Terrified of losing access to me

Afraid I will go to “white collar prison” for some reason
Won'’t cut the umbilical cord, and acts like it’s “just how
moms are”

Is idiosyncratically progressive and conservative in different
contexts; a classic “Christian democrat” in many political
regards.

Pines for more information and access into my personal
life, but fails to act rationally and follow social norms when
given it. Wants the bleeding edge, but can’t handle the
bugs.

Almost as if she worships a “cult of Ethan/Rachael”. Tt
feels beyond normal parent-child admiration.

Used baby talk way too late in my development, if she’s
ever completely stopped. I thought it was our little in-joke
when I was in high school; but, she just sort of kept it up
way after it got old.

She’s resisted the idea of me growing older in general; her
attachment to me feels unhealthy, and she now views me
as “all she has left” now that my dad/her ex husband has
passed on.

This sounds mean, but... I don’t think the “logic” part of her
brain works. I used to think it was me; I was a computer
nerd, and normal people were all emotion and no logic like
Susan. Then I thought it was just women who were like
that, and that there was no way I could be one of them.
Now I think my mom is just a whackadoodle.
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Anti-patterns

Asking whether I want something, then proceeding to ignore
me when I answer “no”. She does this with food, gifts... I've
inquired as to why she asks if my answer doesn’t matter.
She usually responds telling me to “be nice to a-widdle
muver” or some shit.36

Asking leading questions that discourage honest answers.
(“Are you still a Christian even though you watch South
Park?”; “Are you going to let me live in your guest house
once you've built your wealth?”) This can feel a bit like
brainwashing in the most extreme of cases.
Extremification (“I drink Sam Adams sometimes” — “He
only drinks Sam Adams”)

Conflation (“He downloads his music ‘through the back-
door’”; “She said she listens to ‘emo’ now” (I said ‘indy’))
Extreme emotional reactions

Shuts down virtually any complaint or grievance with
thought halting statements like “Don’t me mean to your
little mother!”, or a derailment about how much she loves
me. Will start to cry if you keep pressing for something
real, and will probably recall this argument later as one of
the times you were “weally mean to a-widdle muver”.

Questionable advice

She filled me up with all sorts of bad advice, which I still might
not’ve entirely deprogrammed all these years later. If I'm any-
thing resembling a decent person, I think I'm that in spite of her,
not because of her.

Lie and deny

36She doesn’t always do that annoying baby talk thing, and I don’t think
she entirely lacks self awareness about it; but, it happens often enough to
suggest she doesn’t really respect my individual sovereignty, or even recognize
me as an adult.
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o Fake it ’till you make it
e Don’t tell Cody you're a “liberal”

The iPad incident

As my 2279 birthday approached, I had a conversation with my
mother that went something like this.

Have you thought about what you want for your
birthday?

No, not really...

Well, do you want an iPad?
Eh, not really.

YES YOU DO!

No, I really don’t. It kinda just looks like a big iPod
Touch.

I naively thought this was the end of it; until I received, for
my birthday, a brand new Apple iPad. 1 didn’t bring up our prior
conversation, and thanked her for the gift.

I took the iPad back to my apartment and began setting it
up. Shortly after I installed Skype, my dad called me on it.

After I picked up, I was confused why I couldn’t get the front
facing camera to work like in the commercials. At first I thought
it might be some proprietary FaceTime bullshit, but I eventually
figured out the real problem; this was a first generation iPad,
which lacked the selfie camera. My initial impression that my
mother bought an older iPad because she was poor, yielded to
a deeper understanding when I found an invoice buried in the
packaging with the actual dollar amount she paid. There were...
a few obvious problems with this purchase.

e She bought the iPad through QVC
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e She bought a first generation iPad, despite the fact that
the second generation had been out for several months

o The purchase price was considerably more than a new second
generation iPad. I think she paid around $1200, when it
should’ve been closer to $800 before it was superseded by a
newer model.

e The iPad included the optional 3G cellular modem, which
added a non-trivial amount to the purchase price. Apple
had an exclusive agreement with AT&T at the time, ren-
dering the rather expensive add-on useless; my mother and
I had a phone plan with US Cellular.

I conjectured that she bought the iPad through QVC because
she wanted to finance it and had shit credit. Okay. If that was
all, I probably would never have brought it up.

An ethical quandary began weighing on my mind: what if my
mother could return this iPad for a cheaper one which at least
lacked the 3G modem? She bought me something she couldn’t
really afford in the first place, then paid way too much for it,
then paid a couple hundred more bucks for something I can’t
even use. Shouldn’t I at least... talk to her about it?

When I raised my concerns, Susan began crying inconsolably.
She tearfully explained that she wanted me to have the very
best iPad. 1 tried to explain that it wasn’t better, it was just
more expensive. She didn’t seem to understand the bit about the
cellular modem at all. After it became clear she couldn’t return
the iPad even if she wanted to, I realized I needed to do damage
control and extract myself from this situation.

Phew. No good deed goes unpunished, I suppose.
I wish I could tell you this was the end of it. It was not.

The iPad eventually found it’s way into my college life. It
was nice to use for internet browsing sometimes, and I found this
neat app that let you simulate circuits. I didn’t really miss the
front facing camera; I was only confused when I took it out of the
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box and couldn’t do the one thing Apple had been showing people
doing with it on TV for the last six months. 1 never would’ve
bought it for myself, but I really did use it quite a bit.

Christmas time arrives. There’s a giant red bag with... some-
thing... in it, and it’s the biggest gift. We're saving it for last.

Would anyone care to venture a guess what was in the big
red bag? I could use spoiler tags for the HTML version of this
document, you know.

At the bottom of this comically oversized big red sack was
a brand new second generation Apple iPad. My mother had
apparently corralled my father into chipping in for this gift;
which I apparently needed after my disappointment(?) with the
earlier iPad.

So, this is fucking great. I now have two iPads. I didn’t even
want one of them. Shit, man. When it rains it pours.

I was given the option of keeping both iPads or returning the
newer one. I, uh.. returned the newer one. And vowed never
to comment on any of her gifts again; even if it was only to be
helpful.

I fucked up at least once since then.

For some subsequent holiday, my mother bought me an un-
solicited Nintendo 3DS. 1 attempted to accept this gift while
smiling and nodding.

But, she kept fishing for a compliment from me. Didn’t I do
good? Aren’t I a good muver?

Eventually I just snapped. And said something about how
the Nintendo was childish.

182



I do feel a little bad about this, because it isn’t even fair to
say that I've “outgrown” Nintendo. I've actually wasted a lot of
time this year playing Ship of Harkinian.

I forgot about this incident, until a couple years ago when
Susan decided to bring up how mean I am to her sometimes. 1
think it was in response to me having bought myself a Nintendo
Switch.

I didn’t understand; until I remembered that I really can’t
communicate with this woman.

I like beer

I turned 21 at the beginning of my junior year. The rest of us
were close enough to 21 at that point in college.

Over the course of several weeks, our apartment accrued a
beer pyramid on our kitchen counter. We also had a bunch of
empty liquor bottles on our top shelf that we would illuminate
with a blue rope light; most of which were left over from Marc
and Noah’s residency. And there was a large collection of bottle
caps, which we intended to make a tabletop with eventually.

We had a routine of putting all this stuff away in Will’s
room whenever somebody’s parents were coming over. This grew
tiresome, especially as the amount of self-censorship increased.
We probably took up half of his floor space with jugs and bottles
and smoking paraphernalia.

My dad decided to pay me a visit one day, and I had grown
complacent. I knew my dad drank and even smoked pot; I still
cleaned up a little and didn’t leave our pieces laying out or
anything, but I didn’t relocate or recycle the beer pyramid. And,
I don’t think I moved the liquor bottles either. I didn’t think
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my dad would care all that much; in fact, I thought he might
actually be a bit proud of me for lightening up for once.

Indeed, my dad didn’t make much of a fuss about the evidence
of alcohol consumption; but he did tell my mom, and she is a
basket case.

My mother seemed wvery concerned that I was, like, an alco-
holic or something. Given her family of origin, I can kind of
see why; but, I really have never felt an urge to get drunk every
night. High, certainly. It’s fun, but too much of it makes me sick,
then I wake up with a hangover, I can’t cross with weed without
vomiting from the spins, too much wine really sucks...

Dude. I'm a pothead.

I didn’t tell her that, though. She, somewhat expectedly,
pried into the drinking habits of me and my roommates.

Is anyone there drinking underage??

.. No...

Who all is drinking over there?? Does Josh drink?
He isn’t 21 yet... so, no.3”

Does Will drink?

Will turned 21 in November... so, yes.

What do you drink?

Well... different things, I guess...

Do you drink beer? Do you drink the hard stuff?

Well, I like beer...3®

37]ol

381 bought a bottle of Maker’s Mark from the ABC store on my 215
birthday. The man scrutinized my ID for a long thirty seconds, before
allowing me to continue without comment.
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What kind of beer do you like?
Well, I like Sam Adams...

The more bizarre part were the echoes back I got as a result
of my mother’s inquisition. Multiple friends told me she cornered
them to ask about my drinking habits, and she seemed like she
was losing her mind about it.

This culminated in Josh telling me

Hey Ethan! Your mom says you only drink Sam
Adams!

I was confused at first who would even say such a thing about
me. I drank Dogfishhead, Bell’s... hell, I'd settle for a Blue Moon
or even a Miller High Life. But the smell of Natty Light made
me dry heave. Anyway, who the fuck came up with the idea that
I only drink Sam Adams?

She wants to talk to my boss?

Not long after I started my first job out of college, my mother
sent us a message through our website. My boss brought it up
one morning, and we had a laugh about it. I forget what it said,
or if Kevin even mentioned that much. I cringed a little, but it
sounded like it was just one of those things moms did; so I tried
not to think much of it.

Not long after I started my second job out of college, I found
myself alone at the office. The phone rang, and I was thrown
off when I saw our family name on the caller ID. I answered the
phone, confused, but as professionally as possible.
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The thing about this place is, that it wasn’t a fully staffed
office. We all had various customer sites we went to, we checked
email and voicemail, and there was someone in the office some-
times.

I think my mom had been “trying to get a hold of somebody”
for a bit and said something snarky about it. I started rolling
my eyes once I realized this wasn’t a case of my cell phone being
unreachable. Anyway, it eventually became clear she wanted to
talk to my boss; and I think she was a little frustrated that she
couldn’t find a way that wasn’t through me.

Another thing about this place is, the family who owned the
company was probably the least predictably in the office. They
were actively involved in the business, and we usually saw them
at least a few times a week. It was certainly expected that we
would handle day-to-day bullshit, and the request puts me the
awkward position of either getting into a fight with my mom or
sending Ben and Barbara a really weird Slack message to call my
mommy. I tried to take a message, but she really just wanted to
talk to them in person.

I was understandably put off. The request made me feel like
I had some kind of secret handler; like I was some special needs
adult, whose mommy was letting me play engineer in the city
until it was time for supper. The lack of transparency as to the
phone call’s purpose was incredibly unnerving.

I actually forget how I ultimately handled this situation. I do
very much remember fussing with her about it. I don’t remember
if she eventually wore me down or not.

Dressing rooms

After I started transitioning, Susan often wanted to go clothes
shopping. It was early on in this process that Susan decided she
wanted to go in the dressing room with me. This was something
I strongly objected to.
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At first. She eventually managed to wear me down after some
amount of insisting it was a perfectly normal mother-daughter
thing to do, and would help streamline things. Or... something.

I once again think this is creepy as hell, if I ever really felt
comfortable with it at all. I think this is a good example of
how she has a way of normalizing really bizarre behavior, by
incessantly badgering you into feeling like you’re the weirdo for
being uncomfortable.

Forgetting stuff

Susan does not respond well to forgetfulness; particularly sur-
rounding important events like holidays. She will get pissed off if
you forget to give her a card and a gift for Mother’s Day and her
birthday (which are a week or two apart), or similarly manage
to botch Christmas. This has been a thing since at least early in
high school. T don’t mean a little pissed off; I mean like if you
were her husband and forgot your anniversary or something.

Rachael’s house

I told Susan I was about to buy a house. It was fall, and she
eagerly told me not to get her anything for Christmas. There
was a lot going on; I considered, and ultimately did take her up
on this. I really should’ve known this was a bad idea.

At least, that’s what she’s told me over the years as she’s
berated me for literally not getting her anything, just like she
told me to. And, it isn’t like she only offered once either.

She didn’t say not to get her anything big. She didn’t say
just to get her one tiny thing as a symbolic gesture.

Don’t get me anything for Christmas.
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I mean it! I don’t need anything! I know you're
doing a lot right now, buying your first house and
everything.

Well, you could’ve at least gotten me a book or some-
thing...

Yes Susan, I fucking could have. But you told me...

Figure 13: It's a trap - Star Wars Return Of The Jedi Death
Star Approach (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wk-6DPr
cMv4&t=11s)

My descent into madness (2020-present)

The new something (2020)
Q1

This is so normal! I'm gonna make March the most
normal month ever!
-Rachael Ann Brown; Tuesday, March 3'4, 2020
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Our polycule imploded a few weeks into the new year. April
broke up with me, feeling like she barely knew me after five or
six months. By that point, I’d begun to feel like the fifth wheel
in my own relationship; a problem I've felt I've had with friends
my whole life. T dropped the trauma bomb at this point without
really thinking it through, which didn’t help matters.

April said she needed to “not be around me for a while”. T
briefly retained a superficially better relationship with Drew,
before ultimately drifting apart from them too.

Shortly after, Josh (Crystal’s friend) temporarily moved from
Texas to the apartment in Durham to escape his abusive rela-
tionship. This created tension with AJ, and they broke up. AJ
ran off with some trans woman named Molly who she’d recently
started dating. Crystal and Josh moved to Colorado just as
COVID started, so that they could be closer to Josh’s young
daughter.

Fin.

I heard that April had a sort of mental breakdown shortly
after this and may’ve had a stay at the mental hospital; but, I
don’t know details, and thought it impolite to pry.

I began to turn my mind toward a search for normalcy and
simplicity. Our polycule was complicated. 1 didn’t think of
myself as very jealous or otherwise incompatible with polyamory;
but, I didn’t want to be the awkward wheel in my own primary
relationship, and given my lack of experience that’s what was
likely to happen in a similar situation without extra effort.

I actually remember, eating a slice at Pie Pushers after TT
one evening in early March, thinking to myself “2020 is going to
be the most normal year ever!”

Q2
Susan kept asking how “April and Drew” were doing. Ugh...
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Figure 14: Holy shit, I actually found a picture! Clockwise from
top left: Me, Persephone, Brittany, Samantha (March 2020)

It was really annoying, having told her so early in her rela-
tionship. I was always having to manage the gap between where
we were and what she knew, because she just gets... weird when
you tell her stuff. She panics, she thinks you’re abandoning her
or something... She never says what she means or tells you how
she really feels; until she’s boiling over with some crazy bullshit
because she’s just so goddamn obsessed with you, when you just
want to be left alone to live your life.

Fuck.
I eventually told her we broke up under vague pretenses. I
tried to explain that I was dealing with something that was hard

to talk about. Which was met with little more than

You can tell me anything.. Why won’t you tell me
anything? You never tell me anything...
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I wasn’t really sure why sex was so complicated, and why I
struggled to connect with anyone in bed despite at least having
some kind of libido. I actually identified as gray ace for a while
because of this; but, I've started to think my problem is more
that I haven’t found the right person yet.

In my struggle to process my post-breakup life, I'd been swept
up by Persephone and friends somewhat.

Persephone, by now, had proven herself to be a complicated
character. She’d alienated a lot of her former allies in the commu-
nity with her antics. Her once bustling Discord server was losing
momentum fast. She recently found out she had BPD. Kristina
was filing for a divorce. Oh, right.

Kristina Persephone was married to a cis woman named
Kristina. The relationship proceeded Persephone’s transition by
several years.

I grew closer to Kristina over the next several months. I
was clear from the beginning that I wasn’t looking for anything
sexual or romantic; we weren’t really compatible on either of
those fronts. I sort of became part of their infection circle; and
wasn’t really getting physical interaction anywhere else given the
times.

I was initially really private with both of them about what
happened between April and me. I opened up to Kristina about
it around June, after having brought it up with my therapist a
couple of months prior.

Oh yeah. This was COVID year right, I was dealing with
trauma stuff, I was dealing with breakup stuff, and I kinda just
forgot Mother’s Day. Susan loses her shit when this happens.
I’'m not sure that it’d happened in my adult life.

Anyway, message bubbles.
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tomorrow!

[I guess I will get my Mother’s Day card]

Susan | Friday, May 08 2020 05:38PM

(Sorry7 I’ll call you in a few minutes. )
Moi | Friday, May 08 2020 06:39PM

CIt’s all okay. My heart just hurts. )
Susan | Friday, May 08 2020 07:51PM

(It’s all okay. My heart just hurts. J
Susan | Friday, May 08 2020 07:51PM

CI’m a loser for caring. )
Susan | Friday, May 08 2020 07:52PM

know whab what else to do.
Susan | Friday, May 08 2020 09:11PM

[I’Ve already checked my email. I don’tJ

CI love you. I am weary. )
Susan | Friday, May 08 2020 09:22PM

CI love you to the moon and back. )
Susan | Friday, May 08 2020 09:50PM

I love you too.

Moi | Friday, May 08 2020 09:5/PM

I can’t sleep. I cannot sort this out in
my mind. Please don’t be dismissive. I’'m
hurting.

Susan | Saturday, May 09 2020 04:30AM
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Please tell me what you were planning in
lieu of a card. Help me to understand.
May should be ingrained in your mind.
Were you going to Skype with me?

Susan | Saturday, May 09 2020 07:25AM

Were we going to observe the day at all?
But you told me you would get something
together. That’s what hurts. It wasn’t
important enough to remember.

Susan | Saturday, May 09 2020 07:26AM

You can fix this. Please do. Don’t make
me be the mom with nothing.

Susan | Saturday, May 09 2020 07:31AM

We'll do something for mother’s day. I
love you.

Moi | Saturday, May 09 2020 09:50AM

What are you thinking? Should I tell you
a book I want? We can’t be together.

Susan | Saturday, May 09 2020 10:29AM

I mean, we really can’t be together. I'm
taking this socially distant thing seriously.
I thought I would get a card and maybe a
tiny gift.

Susan | Saturday, May 09 2020 10:32AM

I’m sitting at Walmart crying. I know you
can’t die of a broken heart because I woke
up this morning.

Susan | Saturday, May 09 2020 10:32AM
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rEvery time someone talked about Mother’s |

Day this week, I asked them to stop be-
cause it made me cry. The only thing
keeping me going was knowing that you
would pull through for me, even if I had
to nudge you. I mean, now I know. I truly
know. It’s not a matter of being 2 differ-
ent people. Its a matter of priorities. And
(_now I truly know.

)

Susan | Saturday, May 09 2020 10:36AM

My mother never, ever, ever, ever went
without a Mother’s Day card. Not once.

Susan | Saturday, May 09 2020 10:36AM

(A gift came for you today. [image/jpeg] )
Susan | Saturday, May 09 2020 11:39AM

I don’t know that I can talk right now. I
love you. If you don’t believe me, I don’t
know if I can help you.

We’ll talk tomorrow. I promise.

Moi | Saturday, May 09 2020 01:05PM

I just wanted to make sure you weren’t
planning some grand gesture like coming
here to deliver a card in person. Because
you can’t come in the house. And we can’t
have contact and no place is open.

Susan | Saturday, May 09 2020 01:07PM

Moi | Saturday, May 09 2020 01:07PM
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(You can find a card today and send it. )
could get it late. People think I'm a great
mom and always think you worship the
ground I walk on because I do you. So
everyone always wants to know what you

\_do for me. )
Susan | Saturday, May 09 2020 01:09PM

("So it’s difficult when I have to stumble over )
words. I didnt get anything because she’s
buying a house. The ring didn’t come in,

\I’ll get it later.

J

Susan | Saturday, May 09 2020 01:11PM

She forgot about Mother’s Day. I guess
she fell into the quarantine rabbit hole.

Susan | Saturday, May 09 2020 01:11PM

I thought maybe you would send flowers
this morning in a valiant effort to say you
were SOIry.

Susan | Saturday, May 09 2020 01:12PM

(A tiny part of me glanced at the doorstep\
when I came home from that horrible Wal-

mart trip where I cried the whole time.

. J

Susan | Saturday, May 09 2020 01:14PM

You can watch Dead to Me today. I may
when I feel better. I can’t even eat right
now. I didn’t even want Chik Fil A! Maybe
if T feel like it, you can get me a pizza
\_tomorrow online!!! That would be a treat! )
Susan | Saturday, May 09 2020 01:23PM

You can help me by saying you would love
to get your mom a pizzal

Susan | Saturday, May 09 2020 02:04PM
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COld Navy has 5 masks for 12.50. )
Susan | Saturday, May 09 2020 03:20PM

CI really need to talk to you. No arguing. )
Susan | Saturday, May 09 2020 06:29PM

("D've been invited somewhere tomorrow. T )
need to know when you planned to Skype
\_or whatever. )
Susan | Saturday, May 09 2020 06:30PM

("These were substituted in my grocery or- )
der. Have you ever had them? [im-

_age/peg]

J
Susan | Saturday, May 09 2020 08:22PM
( .
Also, I missed T So I may have gone
\overboard on it. [image/jpeg] )

Susan | Saturday, May 09 2020 08:23PM

Are you okay?

Susan | Saturday, May 09 2020 09:16PM

CI’m doing well. I love you. )
Moi | Saturday, May 09 2020 09:16PM

Thanks for the lovely card. I've always
wanted my very own bitch!

Susan | Sunday, May 10 2020 09:28AM

Moi | Sunday, May 10 2020 09:31AM

I made myself cinnamon rolls from a can.
I highly recommend them. Get some next
time you go to Food Lion. [image/jpeg]

Susan | Sunday, May 10 2020 09:34AM
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CThose look good! )
Moi | Sunday, May 10 2020 09:36AM

(Can you Skype? )
Susan | Sunday, May 10 2020 11:37TAM

Yes
Moi | Sunday, May 10 2020 11:38AM

CI’m not hungry yet. Maybe an hour or so)
Susan | Sunday, May 10 2020 05:44PM

Well, that was lovely. T remember trying to explain (outside
of SMS) that I had been dealing with a lot lately, and she wasn’t
having it.

Why won’t you tell me anything? You never tell me
anything.. I’'m your mother!

Ugh...

Persephone was keen on evangelizing concepts from Buddhism
and various mystical traditions, and seemed to follow her own
idiosyncratic blend of western paganism and eastern spirituality.
While I never quite succumbed to Persephone and her enthusiasm,
she did have me doing metta for a while.

I want to insert this conversation with Persephone that I
found while putting this book together. It’s a little off-topic, but
I think it provides useful character development.

The context for this exchange, is that Kristina had just come
to my house and kicked my ass at Mastermind.

(you had a legit powers display. )
Persephone | Tuesday, May 26 2020 09:44PM
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( are you gonna meditate now lolololol )
Persephone | Tuesday, May 26 2020 09:45PM

Persephone | Tuesday, May 26 2020 09:45PM

the search space for mastermind is 1296
possibilities.

Persephone | Tuesday, May 26 2020 09:45PM

(Yeah that’s clearly the meditation 72 )
Moi | Tuesday, May 26 2020 09:45PM

Persephone | Tuesday, May 26 2020 09:45PM

(it’s a documented power. )
Persephone | Tuesday, May 26 2020 09:46PM
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CYou realize Kristina won that right? )
Moi | Tuesday, May 26 2020 09:46PM

Persephone | Tuesday, May 26 2020 09:46PM

using a documented power, which is sort
of unethical really. :fingerguns ag:

Persephone | Tuesday, May 26 2020 09:46PM

'

she’s supposed to guess )

Persephone | Tuesday, May 26 2020 09:46PM

( and at least pretend she isn’t mindreading.)

Persephone | Tuesday, May 26 2020 09:47PM

Oof
Moi | Tuesday, May 26 2020 09:47PM

yeah.

Persephone | Tuesday, May 26 2020 09:47PM

exactly.
Persephone | Tuesday, May 26 2020 09:47PM

it’s hillarious.

(N

I do powers displays all the time, I thinkj

Persephone | Tuesday, May 26 2020 09:47PM

what just happened.

T2

watching super atheist try and reason away}

Persephone | Tuesday, May 26 2020 09:47PM
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o >

Persephone | Tuesday, May 26 2020 09:48PM

(1. 1 think refers to lucid dreams, astral )
travel, out of body stuff.

2. - 5. are fun. )
Persephone | Tuesday, May 26 2020 09:48PM

-

Ah yes. Higher knowledges of the “mun-
dane” type.

Moi | Tuesday, May 26 2020 09:52PM

(Yeah, exactly. & )
Persephone | Tuesday, May 26 2020 09:52PM

(Well, it’s interesting. I’ll give you that. )
Moi | Tuesday, May 26 2020 09:52PM
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I didn’t know jackie could do powers dis-
plays.
Persephone | Tuesday, May 26 2020 09:53PM

Persephone | Tuesday, May 26 2020 09:54PM

C she knows your dn! )
Persephone | Friday, May 29 2020 12:12PM

C now she can summon your old spirit! )
Persephone | Friday, May 29 2020 12:12PM

DN?
Moi | Friday, May 29 2020 12:13PM

Oh, deadname.

Moi | Friday, May 29 2020 12:13PM

Cjackie has a transmasc name. )

Persephone | Friday, May 29 2020 12:13PM

Cyou should ask her. )
Persephone | Friday, May 29 2020 12:13PM

(Why is my spirit linked to my deadname?)
Moi | Friday, May 29 2020 12:13PM

Cold spirit. it’s a joke. )
Persephone | Friday, May 29 2020 12:13PM

Cjackie is busy freaking out. )
Persephone | Friday, May 29 2020 12:13PM

Lol
Moi | Friday, May 29 2020 12:13PM
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CI never know with you. )
Moi | Friday, May 29 2020 12:13PM

(I don’t know either tho. )
Persephone | Friday, May 29 2020 12:1/PM

Oh, Kristina’s freaking out that she knows
my deadname?

Moi | Friday, May 29 2020 12:14PM

no, just being jackie, she’s worried you are
hurt somehow.
Persephone | Friday, May 29 2020 12:14/PM

don’t like it lol
Moi | Friday, May 29 2020 12:14,PM

[I’m pretty open about it, although I reallyj

I mean same.

Persephone | Friday, May 29 2020 12:14PM

Moi | Friday, May 29 2020 12:14PM

Q3

I had drifted closer to Kristina and further from Persephone; the
latter of which I could increasingly tell was problematic from
various sources, even if she was alright in small doses. Kristina
broke up with Persephone after years of emotional abuse, and
Kristina and I started a weekend tradition of alternating between
Buffy the Vampire Slayer and Star Trek: The Next Generation;
as well as going to the pool with Liam that summer.

Later that summer, Kristina moved out of the apartment with
Persephone, and into a house being rented by fellow trans folks
Stephanie and Tristan. Their son Liam moved with Kristina,
while still seeing Persephone periodically.
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Liam Probably about 7 or 8 at the time. Good kid.

After consideration I decided, almost certainly incorrectly,
that I should tell Susan about the whole sexual trauma bit.

I told Susan what I was going through in... late August, I
think. There were a lot of feelings, but I hoped to convey that
I was alright. 1 was just processing a lot. And I might just not
be as available and attentive as usual. So, it’d be nice if you’d,
you know, cut me some slack when I forget Mother’s Day during
COVID year when I'm dealing with a rough breakup and maybe
sexual trauma I didn’t know I had until now. Okay?

Susan had a rough time with this. She wanted to do a joint
session with me and my therapist, but backed out at the last
minute. She proceeded to get a therapist of her own for a while.
If I didn’t know any better, I'd say she was having a more difficult
time with it than I was for a while.

Simultaneous with this, Susan pushed us doing a regular
weekly video chat. This tradition would continue until, well...
we’ll get there.

I soon grew uncomfortable with the extent to which Susan
wanted to involve herself in this process, and began to pull back.
She kept asking me what my diagnosis was, and I didn’t really
have a diagnosis. She kept asking me what workbook I was
using, and I didn’t have a workbook. I told her I had read
things independently, but was intentionally very vague about
this. I was frankly uncomfortable with her questions, and was
worried she’d pressure me to switch therapists because my trauma
recovery process wasn’t comprehensive enough or something.
Although I don’t know that it’s caused any problems, I regret
describing some guided imagery work I’d done with my therapist
as “hypnotherapy”; as that is both misleading, and something
Susan would be likely to distort and misquote to others.

o Extremification (“I drink Sam Adams some-
times” — “He only drinks Sam Adams”)
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Jeez, Susan. I just wanted you to know what was going on
with me, you know? Because you're always complaining about
how I “never tell you anything”, or whatever? Ugh...

I didn’t bring up the, uh... plural stuff, or whatever. We’d
talked about enough. I did talk about how a lot of my childhood
seemed like a blur and I had a lot to process. This was already
too... ugh, goddammit

She kept prying for more and more information. I didn’t
really want to talk about it, and just wanted her to stop being an
asshole about me being distant and having a rough time. And, I
was not going to talk about this weird plural stuff that maybe
kinda started it all. She kept prying, and... look, I didn’t mean
to misrepresent myself, but she did manage to pull the term
“amnesia” out of me, I think, and like, ugh, half my friend group
was ostensibly dealing with shit like this, and... this might ve
created a mess. I still don’t really know what happened.

I “fell off the wagon” with cannabis right around September,
if you can call it that. I never decidedly gave that up for any
particular reason, but hadn’t really smoked or wanted to since
the end of 2016 or so, isolated incidents aside. I suppose I felt it
might keep me on an even keel, and never felt it had a particularly
negative effect on my life. It isn’t as if I've ever exactly “had it
together”; but the long stretches of not using cannabis between
2015 and 2020 don’t really show any improvement in work ethic
or reduction in laziness. Frankly, I'm just a messy, lazy fuck.
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Q4

I am in the hospital. I may need you. I
fell and can’t remember it. Shoulder hurts.
Waiting for test results.

Susan | Monday, October 05 2020 08:17TAM

Moi | Monday, October 05 2020 08:18AM

CI’m here if you need me! )
Moi | Monday, October 05 2020 08:18AM

I mean, I may need you to come for a few
days. We'll see what happens.

Susan | Monday, October 05 2020 08:20AM

(Okay, just let me know what’s going on. )
Moi | Monday, October 05 2020 08:20AM

CI will. They took so many tests. )
Susan | Monday, October 05 2020 08:23AM

(Can you come for a few days? )

Susan | Monday, October 05 2020 09:19AM

now.
Moi | Monday, October 05 2020 09:26AM

[Of course, I'm working on the logisticsj

Thanks, otherwise I will be admitted at
least one night.

Susan | Monday, October 05 2020 09:28AM

I fractured the clavicle in my right shoul-
der. It hurts, let me tell you.

Susan | Monday, October 05 2020 09:32AM

205



Moi | Monday, October 05 2020 09:32AM

I’'m leaving soon. Will I be picking you up
from the hospital?

Moi | Monday, October 05 2020 10:33AM

No. I should be home by then. Diane
Parker is here to get me.

Susan | Monday, October 05 2020 10:34AM

They were in a hurry to discharge me and
now it us taking forever.

Susan | Monday, October 05 2020 10:35AM

CSee my real-time location on Maps: ... )
Moi | Monday, October 05 2020 11:04AM

Susan’s accident characterized virtually the entire month of
October.

It sounded serious, so I rushed home to take care of her and
see what happened.

By around one week into my stay, I had the distinct impression
that Susan.. didn’t want to get better; that she was hamming
it up, whatever happened to her. I didn’t want to believe it,
but I couldn’t deny the feeling that Susan was using this to
grapple with a perceived loss of control over me, in light of my
aforementioned recent struggles. Phrased differently, it felt like
she needed to reclaim some lost sense of victimhood; as if I was
supposed to be the one taking care of her at this point in our
lives, and she needed to flip our relationship back around to
where she felt comfortable.
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At the same time I had these thoughts, I tried to examine
myself for my own biases. I really don’t like spending large
amounts of time with Susan. We slip into this weird routine,
where we’re like some kind of bitchy old married couple, except
for the parts where Susan treats me like I'm a fucking child or
something. Ugh... one week really is about the max I can handle
with this person without losing health bars, and I mean that in
the nicest way possible.

One week turned into two. Two weeks turned into three. The
goalpost kept moving. Her family doctor said she wanted her to
see the neurologist first. “Oh, she didn’t say ‘see the neurolo-
gist’, she said ‘get an EEG’. The EEG is the next appointment.”
The goalpost is the next appointment with the neurologist in
Wilmington, until it turns out that’s just the consult for the EEG.

Ugh. Look. I know the healthcare system is slow, but... if
there were something seriously wrong with her, wouldn’t the
doctors have a little more expediency in their triage efforts? Not
helping trust any was the fact that I often couldn’t go back to see
the doctor with her because of COVID; so, I kinda just had to
take her word for it when Susan said the doctor said he doesn’t
want me to go back to Durham just yet.

The passing weeks and moving goalposts eventually led to a
nightmare scenario.

I’d been talking to Kristina and my therapist in private. By
now, Susan had long since taken to looking after me; she’d tell
me when dinner was ready, I'd quietly try to masturbate without
a vibrator in between the church bells going off loud as fuck,
often failing at the task... I realize I sound like a pervert, but I
really don’t do it more than a few times a week. The church bells
go off at least three times a day for like fifteen minutes, right
there, and I swear to whoever it seemed like it was always at the
worst possible time; when I'm trying to talk on Zoom, or do the
deed... Saccharine church hymns blaring right when I happen to
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be in the mood is so not my kink. I guess I was just used to it
when I was younger.

It had become a truly miserable experience; but the point is,
there was no more emergency, and there was no more need for a
live-in caretaker. Susan was never going to admit it, and I was
getting the impression she’d keep me until Christmas if I let her
get away with it. So, I had to do it.

I had to tell her no.

And, you know what? I felt so much better, being on the
other side of it. And, I doubt she was any worse off.

But, I had a lot of health bar to refill.

After telling Susan what was going on with me, my mental
health focus took an unexpected turn toward her.

Historically, I've viewed my mother as a survivor. She’s been
through a lot. She has a lot of mental health issues. I don’t think
she had a great child herself; while I've often felt I have little to
complain about other than my little first world gender identity
problem.

From my perspective, I've never had a great relationship with
Susan. We have little in common, she’s very religious, she’s afraid
of everything, and I think she’d like to keep me in a little bubble
for ever and ever if she could. I've kept her in my life, mainly
because she’s the only real family I have; everyone else is people
in different states who I probably don’t even know how to get in
touch with. Our relationship feels, oftentimes, obligatory.

Susan often insinuates that I mean something much more
to her. She calls me her “best friend”. She says I'm “all she
has”. She longs for more closeness with me. I don’t know what’s
normal. I don’t have much family in my life in general; much
less another mom.
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It makes me uncomfortable, but I don’t know what to do. 1
try and talk about it with her. She shuts down everything with
her aforementioned thought-halting statements.

I feel bad for her; I really do. She never seems to have found a
man, or whatever. But, what about me? I’m just this, trying to
find my way in this crazy world; and I don’t even have a uterus
to pop out a kid to force my relationship needs onto. If I want a
family, or a long term relationship, or a sexual partner, I just have
to create that. From scratch; organically, out of real, voluntary
relationships I've managed to cultivate with like-minded people
over the years. It really has been a background task throughout
most of my adult life, despite my apparently lackadaisical attitude
toward relationships. I've just had... a lot of trouble finding my
dating pool, I guess.

I've increasingly felt like she’s “cheating” at building a family,
in some sense. There’s little genuine connection present from my
point of view. I feel like I've sort of just been brainwashed to
take care of this person. She seems to have exercised an ironic
and uniquely female privilege that allows one to bypass the need
to build genuine, mutual connections with people. She just gets
to decide to stop looking for voluntary companionship, and let
the responsibility of showering her with gifts and affection fall to
her “son”; the distorted role of which I don’t think I ever really
stopped playing after I transitioned. She’s my problem, and I'm
my problem.

To anyone else, I'd just say look at me. I like getting tied
up and beaten with stuff for fun, I kinda just want somebody
to fuck me but not like a gay man, dommes turn out to me into
different stuff or just looking for actual men... like, I'm struggling
over here. Yet, Susan seems to be the only person in my life
who’s actually more pitiful than I am.
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Susan kept asking about my “workbook”. I kept trying to
explain that I didn’t have one per se, and had done nothing more
than independent reading. She didn’t seem to get it.

About a month after I “escaped”, I reconnected with Erika.
We’d fallen out of touch over the last few years, and she messaged
me after I think having lost my number in the interim. It turned
out Erika was now non-binary, and was sometimes Eric. Birds of
a feather or something, I guess. I think they’d heard about my
transition and subsequent polycule from Dakota or someone.

Tran of La Mancha (2021)
Q1

One of my major concerns over the last several months since the
beginning of COVID, was that I really just wasn’t getting any
work done.

I’d smoked a decent amount of pot in September, November,
and December. I.. didn’t think that was my problem.

I just couldn’t make my mind work. I blamed it on not being
able to go into the office because of COVID. I've never been very
good at working at home, and have always been more productive
with an office or library to context-switch into; even if the trip
would be otherwise unnecessary.

I brought this up with my therapist. I wondered if I should
get tested for ADHD for something, and began to think that
might be my problem. She suggested I talk with my primary
care doctor.

Dr. Reid, who I'd since switched to after missing an appoint-
ment with Dr. Meier and having trouble getting rescheduled was,
with a letter from my therapist, alright with just prescribing me
methylphenidate to see how I did on it. She started me out with
a low dose of Ritalin. This was initially helpful; but, I could soon
tell I'd need a larger dose, which seemed to be expected.
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Susan kept reeling me in to take her to various doctor’s ap-
pointments. She ostensibly still struggled to drive long distances,
and agreeing to help her with this was part of my bargain for
getting away from her after a mere month.

She kept on asking me “how my workbook was going”. 1
remember trying to cut yet another weekend with her short, and
she couldn’t understand why I couldn’t stay wif uh widdle muver
just one more night... She sort of volunteered that I probably
needed to “get back to my workbook”, and I was tacitly like
“sure, whatever...”

I remember this happening around Valentine’s Day; and she
seemed deeply resentful.

I had a surgery consult for SRS in March, after having done
a virtual appointment with them some number of months prior.

I remember telling Susan this around Christmastime. And, I
remember her telling me she couldn’t go because of work. It was
just the consult anyway; she was very into being involved with
the actual surgery process.

When I reminded her about my consult a week or two before,
she acted as if I never told her; and did not react well. She
panicked, talking to herself out loud for a bit about whether
she could still go somehow with her work schedule as I thought
to myself about how I’d already booked the AirBnB based on
her negative response a few months back; before she ultimately
concluded that no, she could not go because she had to work.

I myself had not been coordinating this trip well. I booked
the accommodations at the last minute, and hadn’t planned
specifics other than deciding months ago I was going to park
the car in New Jersey and take the train into town to avoid the
traffic.
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She made a big deal about how I didn’t tell her about my
trip sooner, and called me up crying about something before I
was about to leave. I tried my best to console her. This woman’s
feelings... ugh. It’s no wonder I decided I couldn’t be a woman
“like her” when I was younger.

I made it to New York just fine without her. She got bitchy
when I didn’t want to do the things she was suggesting and send
her pictures. COVID was still going on; I didn’t even take all
the days off work that I spent up there, and didn’t really want to
do much except eat different food and drive up to Massachusetts
one of the days.

Anyway, it was cool. I spent the better part of a week in New
York for a 15-minute consult, but I made the best of it. Have
you had actual New York bagels?

NYC Bagels in Cary is actually pretty spot on, and I certainly
wouldn’t drive all the way up there for one given the alternatives;
but they’re good. Real New York bagels. Maybe someone who's
from there would feel differently.

This isn’t about bagels. I’'m sorry I’ve made you read all of
this.

When I got home, I noticed something a little unusual: the
key inserted and turned in the lock easier than I was expecting.
This historically has been an indicator of Susan’s presence. I'll
explain.

I gave her a spare key to my house when I moved in; I guess
because it seemed like a good idea at the time. After not even
trusting her with the door to my room unlocked in my early 20s,
I had... relaxed my policies with her a bit.

When she visits Durham and uses her spare key, she complains
that it is nearly impossible to turn in the lock. This is a problem
I’ve never been able to reproduce myself, and I feel like you’d
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need to have either really weak hands or be a fucking Neanderthal
who can’t finesse the lock right. But, whatever.

She started bringing WD-40 with her when she comes to
Durham, which she says helps her. My lock always turns real
smooth for a few weeks after she visits.

So when I came back from New York and it felt like my lock
turned real smooth, I had this initial feeling of panic run down
my spine. Did she... do what I think she did? As quickly as the
thought occurred to me, I told myself I was imagining things.
We had an exceptional amount of rain while I was away, and 1
figured that might’ve had something to do with it. I also couldn’t
convincingly reproduce the smooth turn I got when I first opened
the door. I grew evermore convinced it was mere luck when I
returned to my room upstairs, with all the mess and disarray
from haphazardly packing still just as I left it a week ago.

I got back after dark, and hit the bed not long after taking a
shower and undoubtedly having myself a smoke.3"

Tomorrow was Sunday; this had since become the day we did
our weekly video chat, after I told my mother I was dealing with
childhood trauma last summer and she handled it poorly. Every
Sunday at 7pm, for like the last six or nine months or so.

At 7pm on Sunday, March 21, 2021, I had fallen asleep after
getting high and watching Avatar: The Last Airbender. My
phone was on silent, and I didn’t notice what had happened until
about 7:45. I think I saw my phone lighting up on the table, and
picked it up right away.

Susan was panicking. She had called a bunch of her friends
trying to figure out what to do, and was about to call the cops if
I didn’t pick up in the next 15 minutes.

391 mean the Volcano, I just like to call it “smoking”.
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45 minutes late. For a “tradition” that had gone on for no
more than nine months. I can’t even say this is the first time
something like this has happened.

Her side of the story is always the same. “You're never late!
This never happens!” Meanwhile, I'm left thinking to myself
“this always happens; every time I give Susan anything on an
even semi-recurring schedule”. I swear, this woman is absolutely
unreasonable.

Oh, T almost forgot. The main reason I was late? The time
had just changed, and it was still light out. You could be 45
minutes late to a video c