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Author’s note

Filth is not a book about gender transition. It is a book
about gender, about identity, and about people, in all
their visceral, unpleasant, irritating, and beautiful
glory.

Some elements of this book may not be to all
tastes. The world it describes, where bright lights
shine on low life, is difficult, painful, and frequently
violent. It is a world which holds a mirror up to
everybody, but judges no-one. It is full of isolation
and unfairness. It deters escape and crushes hope,
and it is a world that is still out there, happening to
people who do not deserve it.

This story deals with damaged, marginalized
characters. It should not be taken as an accurate
representation of experience for the vast majority of
transsexual women and men who are quietly going
about their lives, facing their own struggles and
inequalities. It is not about them. Filth is about the
questions we ask ourselves—who and what we are,
and how we make those judgments—and the
temptations of grasping too desperately for answers
where, sometimes, nothing is clear-cut.

M. King
Porth Navas, February 2010



Chapter One

“Kelvin Jacobs?”

The woman'’s voice is clear and calm, but Kel still
winces, because nobody ever uses his full name. He
packed it away a long time ago, along with the rest of
the crap from his aunt and uncle’s house. The smell of
mildew in the bedroom he had there, the way the rain
dried like salt-track tears on the grimy window, the
sound of Aunt Gina hollering up the stairs for him to
come down.... Kel shakes his head, shakes it all away,
and goes up to the desk where the receptionist with
the nice voice points him to treatment room three,
and he walks along there, rubbing his sweaty palms
against his jeans.

He hates needles so bad. Really, really bad.

The doctor’s brusque and busy and snaps the
band on his arm while she’s running through her
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checklist of questions. Kel can’t blame her—the
waiting room’s full, and there are people backed up
in the hallways, but then this is a free clinic, so what
do they expect? The late afternoon’s always busy,
anyway. Full of anonymous after-work drop-ins, easy
to spot by their nervous, tight-lipped faces and white
knuckles.

He keeps his answers concise. No, he hasn’t had
any problems, any symptoms of anything nasty. No
colds, no flu. No nothing. The needle bites—sharp
scratch and it’s sliding into his arm, cold and hungry,
and Kel glances over to see the blood coming out. He
taps his heel lightly against the linoleum floor, clears
his throat. Hates the smell of disinfectant in here. Way
the doctor’s looking at him, Kel figures she’s noticed
he’s not nervous about the test, just the needle. She
slips it out, he winces again and, where she directs,
clamps the cotton swab to his arm. She looks archly at
him as she gives him the spiel about how long the
results might take, potential window periods and so
forth. He just nods. He knows; he doesn’t really care
what she thinks. The whole thing takes maybe twenty
minutes and after that, he’s done, and he wants to go
home.

He has to pick up some other results before he
can go, but they’re okay. Kel scans down the
paperwork, smiles tightly to himself. It's a relief, but
an expected one. There’s a guy in the hallway when
Kel leaves, and he’s lighting a cigarette. One of the

2



Filth

nurses comes running, clucking at him that he can’t
smoke here and, with bad grace, the guy puts it out.
There’s a biohazard tattoo at the top of his right arm.

Kel averts his gaze, and he can’t get out of there
fast enough.

The light hits him, bright and rich outside,
sending blotchy streaks of blue to mottle his vision.
Smells of Korean food from someone’s open window,
burnt sunshine on tarmac, and the dirty, gritty breeze
all swirl around him, and Kel takes a deep breath. He
could walk home blindfold from here, and he sets off,
feeling a little better than he did in the clinic. It's not a
good neighborhood, but there are worse. Its most
distinguishing feature—aside from the close-pressed
rows of dark brick buildings clad with ironwork veins
running across their roofs and walls—is its
facelessness. Almost anything can happen here
without a single thing being heard or seen. It's a
particular kind of dislocation, borne of a large
number of people all concentrating on not noticing
anyone else, being deliberately and decisively blind to
everything beyond their own walls. The Projects
aren’t like this, nor is the heart of town, where
everyone knows everyone else’s business and has an
opinion on it. That’s not to say, of course, that the
grapevine doesn’t run this side of the bus station, but
its roots are shallower. This whole part of the city
feels less rooted, really. Like a forgotten name, a book
pushed to the back of a shelf. Still there, but
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undusted, unread. Kel’s glad they don’t live right in
the middle of all that shit, though. He doubts Toni
could take that kind of hothouse pressure.

Kel worries about that, and Toni is usually at the
forefront of things whenever he worries. Kel worries
about Toni a lot. More than ever, recently.

Toni is.... Damn. Kel turns the corner, idling by
the afternoon traffic that clogs the streets, the smell of
exhaust laying fat and greasy on the sidewalk. He
crosses the road, heading towards the convenience
store above which they rent a two-room apartment
that, no matter how many windows they open,
always stinks of microwave burritos and damp.

What is Toni?

He slips by the dumpster at the back of the store
and across to the brick-lined stairs that lead up to the
apartment. He hops up the steps two at a time,
already pulling the key from his pocket.

Toni is everything. Toni is...infuriating and
impossible, and totally full of crap, but he’s also sweet
and funny and he gets under your skin in a thousand
of the worst crazy, stupid ways. Kel lets himself in,
and he can hear an old Madonna album playing.

About six months ago, they had the biggest fight,
him and Toni. At the time, Kel thought it would end
everything—and sometimes he thinks maybe it
should have done, because he often secretly thinks
things like that, only to feel guilty for it later —but it
didn’t. It made them stronger, in a way. This thing
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that Toni’s got himself into, all these changes...Kel
supposes he should have seen it coming. Now, he
can’t believe he didn’t see it, but Toni’s been fucked
up ever since Kel met him, so maybe he shouldn’t
blame himself for not picking one particular fuck-up
out of a pile of fuck-ups.

The day they met was summer grit and warm,
stale air, just like this. The year has gone by really
fast, though some days it feels like it’s been a lifetime.

The outreach center closed a few months back:
the economy’s not great for charity at the moment. It
stood a block or so from where the free clinic is now,
just one of the squat, ugly buildings on the way to the
bus station. There used to be a needle exchange on the
ground floor, and upstairs a meeting room with
bright-painted walls and hard, plastic chairs. When
Kel started going, he didn’t think he’d stick with it,
but they turned out to be nice people. They weren't
preachy, they handed out free coffee and sometimes
sandwiches along with the condoms, and he made a
couple of friends there. You'd sit around, drink the
coffee, swap the license plate numbers of johns who
ought to be avoided, find people to watch your back
when you were working, and that was useful. No
smoking in the building, though, and that was how
he met Toni.

This one time, Kel slipped out onto the fire
escape—old wrought iron scaled with rust and
overlooking acres of brown brick and concrete —and
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he almost trod on this guy, sitting folded in on
himself and looking down at the street below. When
Kel apologized, the guy glanced up, and Kel just saw
this perfect crocus of a human being. Slim, with a face
that belonged in an art museum, all soft shadows and
cheekbones, nose like a marble statue’s and a mouth
made for...well, the kind of mouth a man could go
blind just thinking about it. The most beautiful brown
eyes, deep-set and shaded with apprehension. Tight-
furled, like a flower in bud. His clothes hung off him,
baggy and faded, almost as if they belonged to
someone else, and his wavy black hair could have
done with a wash.

If Kel believed in love at first sight, he would
have called it that. Instead, he remembers this weird
feeling that pummeled his guts, nearly knocked his
legs out from under him, and made him shoot out a
hand to the rail for support, scratching his palm on
the sharp slivers of rust and peeling paint.

— Fuck! —

Toni smiled. They ended up sitting there, sharing
two smokes and a bag of Doritos, and he picked the
splintered pieces of rust out of Kel's hand with
graceful, slim fingers. He wore dark blue nail polish
to hide how yellow his nails were back then.

— So, what you doin’ out here anyway? —

He’d shaken his head at Kel’s question, blown
smoke at the wind, and said he didn’t like the politics.
Even now, Kel thinks this was a lie. Toni was
probably just chicken-shit. Ever since they’ve known
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each other, he’s always been running away from
something.

Now, Kel slides the chain on the door and tosses
his keys on the table. Madonna’s bitching on about
something in the background, and he rubs absently at
the sore patch on the inside of his elbow where the
doctor took blood.

“Baby! You okay? I missed you!”

There’s a brief blur of movement in the kitchen
doorway, but then Kel's arms are full of Toni,
wearing nothing but a bathrobe and a smile. He kisses
Kel and doesn’t seem to want to let him go. Kel’s not
too bothered about that, because he never quite
realizes how much he’s missed Toni until he’s
holding him, and even then it doesn’t seem entirely
real. He starts to tell Toni about the clinic and how
he’s got one set of tests back all clear, and it'll be
about a week to wait for the others, but he’s sure
everything’s fine anyway, and Toni cuts him off.

“I just ran a bath. Wanna share? C'mon.”

He’s tugging on Kel’s arm and pulling the puppy-
dog face he does so well, so it’s a foregone conclusion
even before Kel glances at the clock.

“Yeah, but I have to—"

“You've got hours. Come on. Don’t you want to?”

Kel sighs. There aren’t that many hours, but
there’s no point arguing. The song on the stereo
changes. Bad Girl starts playing, Toni’s arms slip
around his neck, and there’s close, swaying dancing
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and lip-synching. Toni’s warm, peppermint-scented
breath is tempting, so Kel figures what the hell. He
grabs the back of Toni’s neck, soft and vulnerable
where the black curls —so much longer now than that
tirst day —have been gathered and pinned up, leaving
his nape bare, pulls him close and gives him a rough,
deep kiss.

“Show you what bad girls get,” he mutters into
Toni’s mouth, and there’s delighted laughter and the
promise of a whole lot more to come.

The bathroom is tiny — the kind of tiny where you
have to sit on an angle to take a shit and the door
won’t open all the way —but they have candles, and
Toni’s poured some kind of sweet, flowery oil into the
water. He gets in first, and Kel can’t help but watch.
He’s already starting to change. Hell, that started
when he began growing out his hair, talking about
facial electrolysis, and looking up all this crap on the
internet. Kel didn’t think he’d do it, didn’t think for a
minute it would come to anything, but he was wrong.

It hasn’t been long so far, with the pills. A little
over six weeks, maybe. Kel supposes he should be
keeping count, but he hasn’t. They’re the horse piss
kind —no prescriptions, and the labels are often in
Spanish—and they scare him to death because Toni
bought them online, sitting there in this cyber café
drinking a cinnamon latte and pretending it was just
normal shopping. He’s self-administering, talking
about complicated dosages of estrogen, anti-
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androgens and progesterone like he knows what he’s
doing, but he doesn’t. They make him moody as
hell —worse even than before he started —and who
knows what he’s doing to his body in the long term.

Kel figures maybe he’ll stop. Maybe he’ll see it’s
not right for him, or that he at least needs to wait and
get proper help, and he’ll just...stop. Because, looking
at that body stepping into the water—all long legs
and narrow hips, lithe and slim, ripples of muscles
and smooth flesh—he doesn’t know how much
change he can bear.

A perfect crocus, flattened and torn.

Kel can’t even begin to imagine that, and he gets
dizzy trying. So, he climbs in behind Toni, and there’s
the splashing and wriggling of legs and bodies
accustoming themselves to each other, and Toni
laughs when Kel tickles him. The water’s deliciously
warm, lapping up around and between them, and Kel
slides his arms around Toni, wishing he didn’t have
to go anywhere ever again.

“What'd you do today?” he asks, kissing Toni’s
nape.

“Not much. Read. Watched some TV. Slept in.”

“Hm. You were sleeping when I left. Did you get
my note?”

“Uh-huh.” Toni leans back into him a little.
“You're sweet.”

Kel moves away and reaches for the soap so he
can wash Toni’s back. Toni arches it like a cat and
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makes a small, soft, happy noise, so Kel takes his
time, tracing the hard muscles, the tension, the fleur-
de-lys tattoo on the back of Toni’s left shoulder...and
he tries not to let it matter. Toni is still the same
person. His back, so far, remains a man’s back, and
it’'s a nice one. Kel kisses it, warm water and warm
skin, and he really would much rather stay here than
go out, but he has to.

As if Toni’s reading his mind —which happens a
lot, and Kel thinks proves that, even with all the crap
he has to take, Toni is so fucking special —he says:

“So where are you going?”

“Hmm.” Kel cloaks his reluctance with a grin. He
knows Toni can’t see it, but maybe it'll reflect in his
voice. “I shouldn’t even be taking a bath.”

“Oh, hell, no....”

“Yup.”

“The Sherbet Pervert?”

Another kiss pressed to that smooth back. Kel
wonders idly how long it will take before the hooky
Mexican pills start changing the way Toni's body
feels against his mouth.

“Mm-hm.”

“Eeww!” Toni squeals, kicking and splashing in
the water. “Oh, yuck! Is that why you took those
disgusting socks back out of the hamper this
morning?”

“Mm-hm.” Kel rubs his hands over Toni’s
shoulders, still entranced. “I can’t believe you were
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gonna wash them. I've spent all week dirtying those
puppies up.”

“T hate it,” Toni declares, and Kel knows there’s a
pouty face being pulled, though he can’t see it. “It’s
stinky and gross and disgusting. Does he make you
call him Daddy?”

“Nn-nn.” Kel writes three small, secret words
across Toni's shoulders with a soapy finger, then
quickly washes them away. “Mr. Petersen. I think that
was his eighth grade Phys Ed teacher or something.
Whack, no?”

“Ick,” Toni agrees, melting back against him.

Kel holds him, tickles his ribs. Toni still feels a
little thin, he thinks, but he knows there isn’t much
point in saying anything. He’s scared of the pills
making him fat, so he’s not eating like he should, and
he won’t listen to anything anybody says. Kel palms
his way over his lover’s chest, and he doesn’t know if
the swellings of incipient breasts just starting to bud
behind Toni’s nipples are in his imagination or not.
Not being able to see, like this, it makes Toni’s body a
shadowed, secret world that he has to learn by touch,
memories his only map. Like he needs a map. Kel
reaches down, strokes the corded flesh of belly and
abs, and Toni makes a small back-of-the-throat purr.
He pushes Kel’s hand away before it reaches his cock,
though, twisting fish-like in the water that smells of
cheap, synthetic fragrance. Jasmine, Kel thinks.
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“Stop it,” Toni murmurs, and he does. He'll
always do anything Toni asks.

Kel brings his hand out of the water, his skin
dripping with the sticky, cloying, fake flower smell,
and puts it to Toni's jaw instead, tilting his face
around for a kiss. He feels stubble and remembers
Toni’s got an electrolysis appointment next week, so
he ought to enjoy it while it’s there. Kel rubs his chin
against Toni’s cheek, then comes back to that full, hot
mouth and hopes that, whatever happens, Toni will
always kiss like a man.

“Ilove you,” he murmurs when they finally part.

A low sigh leaves Toni’s throat. “I love you too,
baby. Be back later?”

“Yeah, sure. Prolly late. I won’'t wake you.”

“All right.”

Toni leans forward, takes up a washcloth and sets
to sluicing the perfumed water over his arms. Kel
kind of feels he’s been dismissed, so he gets out of the
tub, leaving Toni sitting there, squeezing out the cloth
and looking like he’s grappling with some intense
problem of world macroeconomics.

Kel towels off —rubs as much of the jasmine smell
away as he can—wandering into their bedroom as he
does it, because he hates it when Toni gets moody. He
glances at the clock by Toni’s side of the bed, making
a mental adjustment for the fact it's always running
fast, and isn’t sure whether he has enough time to
waste.
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Toni doesn’t come in, though, so Kel figures he
ought to get going.

He dresses slowly, making sure he’s remembered
everything: dirty briefs, slightly crusty, which he
wore three days straight last week, much to Toni’s
disgust; the afore-mentioned icky socks; and athletic
shorts a size too small, which go on under his jeans. A
plain white tee with barbecue sauce and sweat stains
can be hidden easily enough under his jacket, but Kel
wrinkles his nose at the smell.

He leaves their apartment, taking the stairs that
lead down to the parking lot and the convenience
store two at a time, his key and enough change for the
bus jangling in his pocket. The light is dying, and a
greasy, stale breeze snakes through this little tarmac-
and-neon world. Somewhere, a man is shouting and a
pounding bass beat plays. The two things may or may
not be connected, but either way, Kel doesn’t give
them much thought. He catches the bus, sits curled in
on himself and stares at, rather than through, the
grubby window. Kel gets off two stops early, jogging
those last few blocks to help work up a sweat, before
easing to his customary casual, sloping walk just as he
gets near to the house. He knows where it is; he’s
been here plenty of times before.

Michael is smiling when he opens the door. He’s
stocky, paunchy, more than a little gray...everything
you'd expected from a middle-aged guy in a polo
shirt and a semi-suburban home. The place is nice,
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one of those townhouses with the curlicues over the
porch. Not big, kind of narrow, but nice. Kel nods,
hands in his pockets, weight sliding onto his back
foot.

“You'd better come in,” Michael says, and he
does. It's clean and bright in here, and smells of
furniture polish. “How are you keeping?”

“A’ight,” Kel says and shakes his head when
Michael asks him if he’d like a drink. “No. Thanks.”

“You sure?”

“Sure.”

Kel wants to ask if they can make this quick, but
he knows that might piss Michael off, so he doesn’t.
Instead, he follows him through to the living room,
which has a lot of pictures of Michael on his yacht—
he used to sail a lot, apparently, and he won some
kind of competition once —and some watercolors that
his wife painted. She’s on a business trip to Denver.
Kel sits on the couch, which is upholstered in off-
white leather, and the color reminds him a little bit of
the socks he’s wearing. He wonders if that’s anything
to do with why it was chosen, and has a passing but
very funny vision of Michael in the furniture store
with his wife, hand in his pocket and fumbling with
himself as he thinks about boys in dirty gym socks.

Michael gets himself a glass of bourbon, offers
Kel one again, and Kel has to choke down a laugh
before he repeats his ‘no, thank you’. At least it’s not
like the first few times he came here. Michael made

14



Filth

him sit in the kitchen and eat a bowl of raspberry
sherbet while they talked about baseball. Yes, Mr.
Petersen. No, Mr. Petersen. Kel’s not fond of raspberry.
He was even less fond after Michael made him rub it
all over his dick and suck it off. So, all in all, Kel’'s
pretty glad it’s just a little bourbon.

Michael sits beside him to have his drink, and Kel
can smell the liquor both on him and in the glass. He
listens to Michael talk crap about his work and what a
week it's been. Did he see that thing on the news
about an attempted bombing somewhere? World's
going to hell in a handcart, right? Terrible.

Kel nods. It is.

After a while, Michael finishes his bourbon, and
he leans over Kel to put the glass on the end table. His
hand is on Kel’s thigh, his face pressed up against his
neck. Kel thinks he’ll complain about the lingering
traces of jasmine oil from the bath, but it seems he
worked up enough of a sweat running from the bus
stop to cover that. Michael licks the side of his neck.

“God, you smell...uh! Are you sweaty?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Come upstairs and show me.”

Kel gets off the couch and follows him. They start,
as they always do, with him stripping down to the
athletic shorts, socks, and t-shirt. Michael tells him
he’s a dirty boy, panting as he gets naked and climbs
on the bed. He lies on his back, stroking his stubby,
thick little dick—so hard and red the tip looks like an
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angry boil —while Kel kneels over him, crawls all over
him and rubs his feet, still encased in those filthy
socks, against his face. Michael opens his mouth,
sucks on the dirt-grayed fabric, grunts out only partly
comprehensible words, and begs him to take off the
shirt and shorts. Kel refuses, plays shy, and Michael
tells him to fucking do it. He does.

“Yes, Mr. Petersen.”

There’s a lot of talk about how disgusting he is,
how sweaty, how dirty.

He’s filth, Michael says. Filthy and revolting.

The t-shirt and the shorts are dropped to the bed,
and Kel grinds against him, Michael’s hands all over
his thighs, his chest, his ass. He likes to watch the up-
and-down of Kel’s package in the stained underwear,
rubbing all over his body. He tells Kel to say that he
loves it, and Kel does. He’s not sure how convincing
he sounds, but Michael doesn’t seem to mind. The
briefs are in an even worse state now than when he
started; he thinks maybe he’ll burn them when he
gets home. He hopes he can take them off soon,
anyway. They itch like crazy.

Kel gets lucky. Michael’s begging for them, so he
peels the underpants off real slow, kneeling up to do
it. He extricates one leg, then the other, and drops the
dirty cotton over Michael’s face. He doesn’t look as
Michael does whatever it is he does to them...sniffing,
sucking, chewing, or who knows what. Kel doesn’t
really want to think about it. In any case, this is the
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point he has to start concentrating. He kneels over
Michael’s head and jerks off, thinking hard about
something —anything — that will fill up this room and
blot out the red, puffy face of this sweaty guy with
dirty briefs dangling over his chin.

It ends up mostly being a hot scene from this
Mexican movie Kel saw a month or so ago, where
these two guys fucked in a swimming pool, colored
over a little bit with Toni and the tub in their
apartment. Either way, eventually Kel gets there, and
he’s almost able to block out the sound of Michael
yelling:

“Holy shit, yeah! Piss on me, dirty boy! Piss your
come!”

It's not a bad gig. Not really.

* Kk kk

When Kel gets home, it's heading on toward
midnight. He had to eat the sherbet after all, but they
sat at the kitchen table for it, and Michael cried while
he talked about his wife. He pays well, but the guy is
seriously fucked up, and Kel doesn’t know where to
look half the time.

He lets himself into the apartment, and the first
place he goes is the bedroom, just to see that Toni’s
there. He is, and he’s sleeping. He looks so peaceful,
head resting on one crooked arm. The other arm,
tribal band tattoo circling its curved bicep, is over the
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covers. His face, relaxed and free, is almost like it
used to be. A smile hides at the corner of full lips, and
Kel wonders what’s going on in those dream:s.

He can’t sleep here, next to that.

He took a shower at Michael’s place —God knows
he needed it—but Kel still feels crusty and grimy and,
yes, dirty. The bag containing his balled up t-shirt,
shorts and socks, he left by the front door. Michael
kept the undies this time.

The last time, he said. But he always says that.

Kel creeps back into the other room and beds
down on the couch.

He doesn’t sleep well. Not until the sky’s nearly
getting light. Mainly he just lies there and thinks of
nothing, letting his mind wander around the empty
places inside of himself, and replaying snatches of
memories and regrets like old songs. Finally, the
pools of quiet between thoughts get longer and, at
last, Kel does get some rest. If he dreams, he doesn’t
remember anything about it.

When he wakes up, the first thing he sees through
bleary morning eyes are two black holdalls, packed
and standing by the door. He groans.

Not again.

Toni is in the bathroom. He can hear water
running, see the steam under the door. Kel sighs, rolls
off the couch, and heads for the coffee.

“So what the hell is that?” he calls when he finally
hears the bathroom door open.
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He jerks a thumb over his shoulder at the bags
and makes like he really doesn’t know. It's the only
way he can think of to tell Toni he’s being an idiot.

“If you don’t wanna be here, you can damn well
go!” Toni snarls, towel clutched around that soon-to-
be changeling body, dripping in the bathroom
doorway, wet hair plastered to his neck. “That’s what
that is. If you don’t want to be with me....”

Kel sighs. “Sometimes you're crazy, you know
that?”

“I know you wouldn’t even share my bed last
night!”

Kel is aware that technically it's their bed, since
they bought it with pooled money, but he isn’t going
to argue. Toni gets moods that are wild and
uncontrollable—he always has—and trying to fight
that is like trying to argue with torrential rain. It’s
possible, but futile, and you run the risk of being
struck by lightning.

“I told you I wouldn’t wake you. It was late.”

“Liar!” Toni snaps, and Kel really doesn’t know
how to counter that, so he just shakes his head and
says nothing.

Some days, this is the safest retreat. Today, it
seems to enrage Toni even more. The towel is flung to
the floor with a shriek, and after a moment, the
bedroom door slams. Kel takes a deep breath, rubs his
hand over his mouth and bites back on all the
shouting and swearing he wants to do. It would be so
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tempting to kick in the damn door, grab Toni and just
shake him, slap the stupid whimpering, whining
sneer off his face and make him see.... And what does
that make Kel?

He knows what it makes him, what he could do.
It's not something he wants to think about. So he
backs off, leaves Toni to his mood, and he doesn’t
stop to dwell on things. Kel sighs again, then pads to
the bathroom for another shower and a shave. He’s
put the money Michael gave him last night into the
cookie jar on the top of the refrigerator, where they
keep all their cash. He’s wuneasy with that
arrangement, but he doesn’t want to say so to Toni,
because he doesn’t want him to think he’s being
called a thief. However, it’s times like these that Kel
thinks he’d be better off out of it all. He thinks about
taking the money and going away. He’s not sure
where. There are buses that go from the local bus
station. Ones that go all over the place, not just the
local services Kel uses for getting places like Michael’s
house. He’s never looked into it, but it would work,
wouldn’t it? Just going down there with cash in hand,
buying a ticket, and just fucking going.

Where probably wouldn’t even matter.

The bedroom door is still shut when Kel comes
out of the bathroom and, just for a moment, he
catches himself wondering how many aspirin they
have in the apartment, but then he hears Toni crying.
Kel knocks softly on the door, because his heart is
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ripping itself to pieces and, of all things, he can’t bear
Toni’s tears. He never could.

“C’'mon. Let me in.”

He tries the door; it isn’t locked. Toni sits on the
edge of the bed, bowed over and shaking, practically
convulsing with all the crap he carries around inside
him. Kel can’t begin to imagine what it’s like to live
inside that shattered, coruscating mind. He thinks
Toni’s a lot like broken glass, or maybe a crystal vase
just at the point of breaking, right before it loses its
form and the echoed shape of itself.

He goes to the bed, sits down by Toni and pulls
him, snot-smeared and red-faced, into his arms. He
resists at first, angry and abusive, then blubbers,
apologizes, runs himself down again and again until
Kel tells him to stop. He’s beautiful, Kel loves him, it
doesn’t matter...he’s sorry.

Eventually, Toni calms a little and lets Kel tell
him it’s all right without arguing back. He sniffs.
Clumsily, he reaches for Kel, turning like a child in
his arms and pulling him close, as if he thinks he can
blot everything out with his mouth. Toni kisses him,
and Kel tastes salt and strawberry lip balm. Toni’s
cheek is sticky, breath clogged with tears still, and Kel
is aware that his lover doesn’t really want him, just
the validation he can give. Toni’s already got one
hand under Kel’s shirt, the other one heading inside
his pants. If he says no, Kel is aware Toni’s likely to
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throw another fit, so he has to be careful how he plays
this.

“Babe....” Kel gathers up those roving hands and
peels them off his flesh, holding them tight. “You
have to go to work.”

“I don’t care!  won’t go. I'll be late.”

Toni leans in again, still trying. Another wet,
snot-streaked kiss smears Kel’s cheek. Even in the
state Toni’s in, Kel does kind of want it too; the hot
shadow that blocks out the things that scare him. And
he did miss having someone sleeping beside him last
night. All the same, he squeezes those talented hands
and looks apologetically into those red-rimmed,
puffy, brown eyes. The first thing Kel noticed about
Toni, that day at the outreach center —aside from the
fact he was blocking the fire escape —was his eyes. Its
like they lead into a strange world, where Kel’s never
sure he can follow, but he keeps trying and trying,
because they promise so very much.

“Go on. You have to go to work. Go wash your
face. Get dressed. Hm?”

Toni pouts, but gets up wordlessly and stalks to
the bathroom. He sniffs as he gets through the door,
and Kel knows he’s not done crying.

Kel stifles a sigh, lets the air run cold between his
teeth, and hangs his head. He’s really not sure how
much more of all this he can take.
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The way he’s looking at her makes Toni feel useless.
Pathetic, like she’s the drunk chick trying to screw
everybody in the club, and he doesn’t even want her
kisses. Hot tears tremble on her eyelids, and the
weight of more behind them pushes them out so they
trail stinging paths down her cheeks. Her nose is
running, her forehead’s throbbing, and she wishes
she hadn’t started this.

It's his fault. He was late home, wasn’t he? He
doesn’t know what she has to go through, how bad it
is waiting while he’s out. Knowing what...well,
knowing what she knows.

He’s still looking at her with that horrible mix of
pity and apology —like he’s sorry she’s fucked up. So
handsome, with his crooked nose an arrowhead that’s
somehow landed astray on his face, his soft lips
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tucked into a curl of concern, his dark eyes burning
into her...burning like the blush of anger and
embarrassment that’s rippling across her skin.

Kel squeezes her hands, and she really has to
fight not to sob, because she doesn’t want to give him
the satisfaction.

“Go on. You have to go to work. Go wash your
face. Get dressed. Hm?”

Toni pulls her hands away and stands up,
determined not to make any more of a fool of herself
than she has. It hurts enough. Does he know how
much he hurts her? Bastard. He’s right, obviously.
That’s the worst thing.

Toni always hates having to admit that Kel's
right, and she can’t get back into the bathroom fast
enough. Away from him, and into the arms of the
pretense that he doesn’t hear when she clutches the
sides of the sink and cries a little more.

It’s better when it’s all out, like throwing up, and
she can focus on fixing her hair and her face. She feels
even more stupid now, anyway. It was the waiting
that did it. If Toni hadn’t had to wait up last night, it
would have been okay. It's being alone that does it.

Waiting, all on her own.

Toni hates waiting. She hates it because it's
lonely, and she hates loneliness even more than
waiting. She wasted the whole evening trying to fill
the silence. Watching crappy soap operas on TV while
she rubbed moisturizer into her legs, dry after all the
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goddamn waxing and shaving. It’s stupid how ladies’
razors are these delicate little pink-handled things,
when dealing with Toni's leg hair is more like
hacking through miles of Amazonian jungle. The
estrogen should start doing something about that
soon...maybe. Of course, pretty girls have nice legs to
start with, and that heads Toni into thoughts she
should turn away from, because they’re ugly and
hateful.

She does her hair in front of the mirror, and the
bathroom is still wreathed with the steam from Kel's
shower. Toni can smell the traces of his deodorant.

She pulls a face at the reflection.

Puffy, fat, scaly, disgusting face.

She’s a beautiful person. She knows it really, deep
down. Kel tells her often, and that proves it. She must
have some redeeming features, otherwise why would
someone like him stick around? This, in turn, starts
Toni down another track she shouldn’t take: that
maybe the day’s coming when Kel will realize how
much better he could do. Someone not as screwed up
as her, someone more stable, better controlled, better
looking, better.... How does that song go?

Someone who isn’t going cheap in the sales.

Toni pulls the brush harder through her hair, like
she could yank the thoughts she doesn’t want out of
her head, and it hurts. Last night, when she did her
nails in front of CNN, she told herself she was stupid.
She’ll lose him anyway. He doesn’t want this. He
doesn’t want...her.
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Later, after all the primping and the polishing
and the filing was finished, she started to feel weepy,
the way she feels now, though not so bad. Toni called
her friend, Danielle, who's great because any time,
day or night, if Toni calls she’ll gossip and chat and
talk to her without asking why. Danielle understands
the ups and downs. Talking to her always makes Toni
feel better.

It made her feel better last night. Just for half an
hour, she could talk and not have Kel rolling his eyes
and making sarcastic comments under his breath—
because he doesn’t understand, not really, whatever
he says—and it was okay. It was okay to admit she
felt like things were out of control. It was okay to be
afraid. It made her feel better and, once Danielle hung
up, Toni didn’t mind going back to flipping through
magazines and pretending she wasn’t watching the
clock.

Now, she flings the brush down next to the sink
and sniffs heavily, determined not to give in to more
tears. That's over and done with for this morning.
They’re not her anyway. They’re the fucking pills. It's
probably time for another adjustment. Toni supposes
she should talk to Danielle..but Danielle doesn’t
really approve of the self-administering thing. Which
is fine for her, but Toni’s not Danielle. Danielle is
confident and self-assured, and she has fabulous
cheekbones.
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Toni wishes she hadn’t made such an exhibition
of herself. Yelling at Kel like that. It was the waiting.
If Toni hadn’t had to wait up, if Kel hadn’'t come
home so late...and he was late. All that time waiting,
smoking in front of Sex and the City reruns, flipping
over to catch the last half of the game—and when he
did come back, Kel didn’t even come to bed. Toni had
woken up at the sound of his key in the lock. Waited.
Rearranged her hair on the pillow. Laid there
pretending to sleep.

He never even turned on the light.

Toni had turned over, tried to go back to sleep.
The bed felt cold, and she couldn’t stop thinking.

Most nights, she doesn’t worry. Not really. Sure,
there are crazies out there, but Kel’s careful. They've
both always been careful...Kel even more than her. He
knows what he’s doing, and it's okay. It really is.
Anyway, it’s not like The Sherbet Pervert is one of the
worst out there. So, he’s got a thing about boys in
dirty gym clothes. He was probably touched up by
his Phys Ed teacher or his Scoutmaster or something.
So what? For Toni, it was some guy in the park; a
rustle in the bushes, just a face that she’d seen there
from time to time, the first person who called her
pretty. Liked her like that. Mom’s nail polish and a
tight pair of jeans.

The first man to make Antonio Frescelli feel
wanted.
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Toni shakes her head, clearing the memories and
the person they belong to away. For Kel, it was
violent. His uncle. So, yeah, everyone has regrets.

She shivers, missing the warmth of Kel's arms
around her. She feels stupid for the way she reacted —
all right, overreacted—and later she’ll unpack those
bags, put his things away again. She doesn’t know
why he still puts up with her. Maybe he won't for
much longer. He wouldn’t take what she wanted to
offer in the bedroom.

For a moment, Toni wonders if Kel brushed her
off because he didn’t want to do it, or just because he
did mean it when he said she had to go to work. He’s
right, of course. She needs to get going. They need the
money. So, she fixes her face and doesn’t think about
anything except how to patch up the puffiness, the
reddened nose and watery eyes. Tears sting the
bridge of Toni’s nose, but they get pushed back.
Quashed. Put away for another time.

When she finally gets out of the bathroom, Kel’s
in the kitchen.

He’s making coffee, lighting two cigarettes in his
mouth, Paul Heinreid style, while he waits for the
kettle to boil. He looks good. Part of her still wants to
skip today, just stay home with him. He’s
handsome —very handsome —with his crooked nose
and his kinky hair, his broad back and thick thighs.
His skin is the color of the cinnamon lattes Toni
drinks on her lunch breaks, while she’s thinking
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about him and how, one day soon, they’re gonna go
away together...somewhere beautiful. Toni likes the
idea of a beach with white sand and drinks that come
in coconut shells. Like, on Maui or Fiji, or somewhere
like that with too many vowels, though she’d settle
for Seattle. She’s never been there, either. In fact, the
whole west coast holds the glamor of otherness for
Toni that might as well make it a different country.
New York, too, and New Orleans, Miami.... They're
places that happen on television, not in her real
world.

She slips back into the bedroom, dresses, fastens
up her ankle boots, and comes back out feeling good.
Feeling confident, almost. There’s a spring in Toni’s
step as she goes to take the coffee and the cigarette
that Kel holds out to her.

“Do I look all right?”

Kel nods. “Fine. Good,” he corrects himself. “You
look good.”

Toni smiles, exhales a tight little breath of smoke,
and isn’t sure she believes he means it. She’d like to
apologize for last night, for this morning, but the
words are hard to find, and Toni’s too fragile to
search for them. Besides, if Kel doesn’t stop looking at
her like that, she might cry again. She drinks the
coffee, smokes two-thirds of the cigarette, and neither
of them really say anything.

She’d like to talk. Trouble is, Toni doesn’t know
what to say, how to put into words the things she
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wants him to know, the questions she might ask, or
the promises she’d like to make. She watches Kel
drink his coffee, his gaze fixed at a point in the mid-
distance, and wonders what he’s thinking about.

Toni glances at her watch. Running late. She
swallows the last mouthful of coffee, passes Kel the
cup, and leans across to kiss his cheek.

“I gotta go.”

Kel turns his face, catches Toni’s mouth against
his, lips snaring hers, chaste but insistent. She
supposes she’s forgiven. It means a lot. She hugs him,
holds on tight, and breathes in his scent. Cigarette
smoke, the sharpness of soap, and a slight hint of
citrus. It's a wrench to leave him, but she does,
another kiss and the end of her cigarette parting gifts
before she jogs down the stairs and out into the street.

The bookstore where Toni works is a popular
local landmark, less than four blocks away. It's one of
the dark brick, faceless buildings, with a strange
jungle of pipes and ironwork cladding the outside,
running across the worn red-brown surface like track
marks. Every few months it skates close to closing
down, but somehow always rallies, like a true
underdog should.

The sign over the door reads Pink Pages, and the
paint is always peeling.

Toni’s working three full days and one half-day
shift now, though she still has trouble with all the
inventory and cash register crap. She’s trying hard to
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nail it, because she knows how lucky she was to get
the job—or how lucky she was that Danielle got her
the job, she supposes—but it’s difficult.

She’s barely on time when she gets there, bursting
through the door and into that familiar, somehow
comforting smell of paper and mild damp. Karen,
Toni’s boss, looks up from behind the counter, where
she sits on a high wooden stool a little like an old-
fashioned bar chair, and smiles.

“Nice of you to join us.”

She’s holding a stock-checking form on a
clipboard, with a copy of Publisher’s Weekly partially
over the top of it. A pencil wags between two short,
stubby fingers, and her plastic-framed glasses are
halfway down her nose, the multi-colored string they
dangle from when she’s not wearing them looped
against her fluffy, pale blue sweater.

Toni shrugs and lets the door close behind her.
The little bell above it gives a half-hearted ding.
“Sorry.”

“You feeling all right?”

“Mm-hm.”

“Good.” Karen lowers the paperwork she holds
and looks Toni over. “Did you have a nice weekend?”

Toni doesn’t work Mondays or Fridays, so they
have this little ritual every Tuesday morning. She
guesses it's Karen’s way of prompting her to say she
could do more...or maybe just checking she didn’t go
off the rails too much over her long weekend. It’s like
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Karen’s her personal counselor or something, which
kind of pisses Toni off, because she’s never liked
talking to shrinks. Not since the ones in juvie, who
just wouldn’t leave anybody alone, and then Toni
stops thinking about that—metal doors and long
hallways —because they’re not good memories.

“Mm-hm,” she says again, not really in the mood
to gossip too much with Karen, but not able to hide
the smile that tugs at the corner of her mouth. “We
went to the park.”

That’s true. They did, and it was nice. Early—
well, earlyish—Saturday morning, after the drunks
cleared out but before it got too busy, they walked
down by the fountain and back past the empty
bandstand. One brief little flash of relaxation and fun
between all the stuff they’ve had to do. Kel's
bloodwork, her electrolysis...the pills. The constant
grind of trying to keep afloat. Trying to make ends
meet, when there isn’t enough between the ends to
stretch them all that far to start with.

Kel bought hot dogs for breakfast and held Toni’s
hand while they watched the algae and duckweed
shift on the surface of the water. He can be really
romantic sometimes. Shame she had to wreck it that
afternoon, and start picking a fight about...what was
it? Him leaving his pants on the floor or something.
Or the right way to set the timer on the heater in the
bathroom. It doesn’t matter now but, at the time, it
made her crazy. She wishes she didn’t do that, and

32



Filth

that they didn’t fight so often, even though the bad
feelings never last long.

“Kel all right?” Karen asks, one penciled-in
eyebrow raised.

“Uh-huh,” Toni says, aware that she doesn’t
sound one hundred percent convinced. “Nah, he is.
He’s good.”

The test results are gonna be fine. He’s not even
worried about it, so why should Toni be? Last one
was fine, and the STI sweep was good. She sniffs,
clears her throat, and smiles at Karen.

It’s cool.

Toni spends the morning stock-taking and keeps
making mistakes on the forms. It's hard to
concentrate and, by half past eleven, she feels hot and
shivery, like she’s coming down with the flu.
Eventually Karen takes the clipboard out of Toni’s
hands and sends her to go and deal with a couple of
lesbians who have come to collect some rare
archeology book they ordered. One of them — the thin
one who looks like a chain-smoker and wears narrow,
wire-framed glasses—says she’s a lecturer at the
university. The other one has frizzy blonde hair and
laughs a lot. They're sweet, like they don’t know
they're a stereotype, and they make small talk with
Toni. For a while, she feels she fits in and she likes
that, because these women don’t know her, and
they’re not treating her any different. They're
just...nice. They even flirt a little bit, in a playful,
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meaningless kind of way, though Toni finds it off-
putting. By the time she takes her lunch break, Toni’s
feeling much more in control, and she calls Kel from
the restroom. Just to say hi. His voice will calm her,
but he isn’t picking up. His phone goes straight to
voicemail, and she realizes it’s switched off. She feels
sick at first, then angry, both at him and at the fear
swelling up in her.

She needs to back off, to not worry so much. Kel’s
probably fine. He usually keeps his phone either off
or on silent when he’s busy, and he is often busy. So it
shouldn’t be a problem...but it is.

Toni can’t help that.
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Kel’s standing on the corner by the bus station, teeth
working on his lower lip. He’s out of cigarettes.
There’s a guy about six yards away selling cheap
rocks, but Kel doesn’t do that anymore.

He likes to come down here sometimes, not just
because it's easy pickings, but because he likes
looking to see where all the buses go. The big ones,
with the onboard bathrooms and the shiny silver
dogs along the sides. This is where he’ll come, he
reckons, when Toni finally pisses him off to the point
he can’t take it anymore, and he’ll bring the money
from the top of the refrigerator and he will just
fucking go. Anywhere. The buses, these great, grimy,
alloyed monsters that roar and wheeze in the
enclosed, fume-choked space, could get him far
enough away that he could go wherever he chose.
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To be perfectly honest, he’s a little surprised that
he hasn’t run yet. He thought he would, after Toni
told him. After that big fight...the fight that changed
everything. Kel remembers it like it was yesterday —
unusual for him, ‘cause he’s got real good at pushing
things away and shutting them up in the boxes he
keeps at the back of his mind.

Maybe he figures he needs this memory.

There was a party: a weekender at a disused
warehouse somewhere not far from the river. Toni
got wasted —seriously wasted —and it wasn’t pretty.
Kel held his head, rubbed his back, kept the door of
the old staff lavatory they were in wedged shut with
his foot. The whole place was busted out; there
weren't any locks.

It hurt to see him in that state, but it was worse to
hear him. He cried, coming down, messy and
uncontrolled, and the words kept pouring out just
like the second-hand vodka shots. How much he
hated himself, hated everything, how fucking wrong
it was. Half the things he said didn’t make sense—
which wasn’t unusual, but Kel recalls it being a
different kind of not making sense. A disjointed rant
at the world, at how everything was misplaced, or
broken, or something like that.

Kel tried to help, but Toni wasn't listening. He
couldn’t, Kel supposed. Just kept cussing and raving,
barely getting two words out between retches. Dry-
heaving and bawling, Toni clung to him, and Kel held
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on, keeping an eye on his temperature, wondering
where the nearest ER was. They didn’t need it in the
end. He took Toni home, back to the horrible little
apartment they still share now —though, at that point,
it still had the gleam of novelty on it— put him to bed,
sat in a chair, and waited while he slept it off. It took
three days, all told. Toni woke up after a bit, got up
and dressed himself, but he barely spoke or ate the
whole time. When he did speak, it was to tell Kel he
was going to see a doctor.

— Good. You ought to. —

— Yeah. I wanna get some pills. —

— What pills? —

Toni just shut the door on him, left with no
explanation. Kel didn’t like letting him get away with
it, but they’d already fought about that—he didn’t
own Toni. It wasn’t his fucking business what he did
or where he went.

Kel still wonders why he pushed it, though he
guesses he’s glad he did.

Toni didn’t get back ’til real late. He was pissed
about something, Kel was furious because he hadn’t
known where to find him, and then it started.

— What pills? What the fuck is the matter with you,
huh? —

— Fuck you! —

There were tears, more shouting, and finally the
words came out. He’d heard Toni say them before,
but always with a smile or a laugh. Overdoing the
eyeliner for a party, he might grin at Kel through the
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bathroom door, flutter his lashes—1I know, I shoulda
been born a girl. Only, right in the pit of that fist-
baring, gut-clenching fight, he wasn’t smiling, he
wasn’t laughing, and he said it was what he wanted.

He meant it.

Kel got mad, first off. Like Toni was saying he
was ashamed, or even as if he was rejecting them. He
told Toni so, told him he wasn’t trans, just stupid. He
didn’t mean to, but he was angry.

— You're not! How the hell could you even think that
you...—
— And how the fuck do you know? You don’t know
me! —

Words hurled all around the place like knives,
screaming and ranting, sharpened and intended to
cut. He thought he could pull Toni up short, make
him see it wasn’t a real solution.

Toni stormed out, said he wasn’t coming back.
They were through, it was over, Kel was a bigot and
an asshole and a dozen other less complimentary
things.

He did come back, though. Slouched in at about
three, wordless and sulking. Kel didn’t say anything.
He was too scared Toni would leave again. So, they
maintained quiet but open hostilities. It went on for
almost a week, and it could have lasted longer, even
with Toni going back to it over and over —picking at
it like a scab that’s not yet dried —but then they had a
stupid argument over trade.
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Toni went out and picked up a date while he was
high. Dean, a guy they both knew from the outreach
center, spotted him and called Kel; he’d noted the
car’s model and license plate, but he thought Kel
should know. Toni was a silly little bitch, he said, and
he wasn’t sure there hadn’t been more than one guy
in that car.

Kel turned frantic with worry. No-one saw,
heard, or knew anything. When Toni resurfaced,
more than eight hours later, he looked white and
pinched, and all Kel could do was explode at him, just
more screaming and yelling. He didn’t mean to, but
he couldn’t stop. Toni left in a hailstorm of broken
crockery, and that night he didn’'t come home. He
said he was going to stay with an old friend, and it
took Kel days to find out which one.

He went there, waited for Toni to come back.
Refused to give in to the temptation to smack the
punk-ass roommate with the speed bumps and the
really annoying voice.

Meth heads seriously fuck Kel off.

Toni was pissed to find him there. It went on for
hours. Toni fought back, every wound calculated to
inflict maximum damage. He wasn’t rational —hard-
headed to the point of absurdity —and wound so tight
he looked close to breaking. Even so, Kel couldn’t pull
back, couldn’t just stop and put an end to the way
they gouged at each other, blind and furious. He
remembers busting the door to the meth head’s
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apartment, and the guy yelling and threatening to call
the cops, which was just the funniest thing...or would
have been, if he’d felt like laughing.

He went home, shaking with the adrenaline and
the anger. They were so broken up. He would never
see that crazy, fucked-up.... But he couldn’t kid
himself, even then.

Not quite four days after, Kel was standing at the
piece of woodchip board that had replaced the meth
head’s door. Toni was wasted again. He just shook his
head when Kel spoke, like he couldn’t hear or didn’t
understand. Kel grabbed his wrist, desperate to get
him out of there. Away from everything. They went
to the park. It was dark, except for the shiny sliver of
a crescent moon, and the gates weren’t locked in any
serious manner. Kel was working up something to
say, trying to imagine how the speech would come
out if it was some grand piece of movie dialogue. It
surprised him when Toni just gave a small, quiet sigh
and slipped his hand into Kel’s like nothing had ever
happened.

They kissed in the moonlight, and it was a little
bit like a movie.

Now, things are calmer. They've both had to
accept a lot of things—which has been hard. But, at
last, Toni’s as clean as he’s ever likely to get, and Kel
doesn’t get so fucking angry all the time. Obviously,
sticking with going to the meetings helps with that,
and he’s got so many reasons to stay clean now...he
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feels good about it for the first time in years. As for
him and his honey, well, they still break up every so
often, but Kel’s learned not to take it too seriously.
They can get through most things by just not talking
about them. Anyway, life is mostly good. And, when
things with Toni are good, they're great.

He loves Toni. Kel's not sure when that
happened, or quite how he first realized it, but it’s
true. He wishes he had a cigarette, though.

Kel sniffs and turns his head, the air here gritty
and rough. Exhaust fumes seep through the polluted
summer breeze, mixing like wine and water until it’s
impossible to tell what's the bus station and what's
just the general stink of the city.

A car is idling nearby—a dark red Honda
Accord —with the window down, and Kel recognizes
the face of the guy inside. Been here before. A lot.
He’s maybe forty, maybe thirty-five, with thinning
sandy hair and a sharp chin. Kel takes a glance
around, but no-one’s fighting him for the chance.
Dean, the guy he knows from the outreach center,
nods at him. He’s propping up another piece of wall a
little further away, and he’s good for watching Kel's
back on days like this. Kel saunters over, and he can
see what the guy wants before he gets within six feet
of the car. He waits a beat anyway, and the deal’s
virtually done before he even has to speak. He rests
his palms on rim of the open window, metal and
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plastic hot beneath his skin, and the inside of the car
smells like pine air freshener and coffee.

“Julio’s not here today?” the guy says, sounding
disappointed.

Kel looks away up the road, takes a breath. “I
don’t know no Julio.”

“Whatever. You're Latino, right?”

He shrugs. “Yeah, okay.”

Whatever you pay me to be, you fucking cracker.

They talk money, in that brief and practiced
shorthand. His figure is higher than the guy wants to
go, so Kel tells him to beat it and, of course, he
backtracks. Kel suppresses a smile, because some
people are just too fucking easy. He glances back to
check that Dean can see him, taking his time as if he
has to consider whether to agree, and then he nods.

“A’ight.”

“Get in.”

He does, and they drive to a quiet little spot on
the way to the railway. There’s a disused
embankment; Kel comes here pretty often. Broken
glass and bits of brick litter the ground, but the sky is
blue and open and, through the chain-link fence, he
can see the tall wisps of golden grass wave in the
breeze.

This guy must be wearing about eight layers of
underwear. It's ridiculous. Kel fumbles his way in—
what the hell are these, French panties or
something? —and they’re both getting impatient. The
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guy’s toting attitude as well, which doesn’t help. He
grabs the back of Kel's head tight enough to hurt and
pushes, smashing his face into the stale thatch of a
crotch like he doesn’'t know what he’s doing down
there. Nasty, sour words snarl through the hot,
muggy air of the car. It pisses Kel off but, even so, it
doesn’t him take long to get the fucker finished.
Somewhere, a train passes by, a faint rattle beneath
the blanket of general noise. Kel wonders who this
Julio kid is, and makes a mental note to ask Dean if he
knows.

Bastard john grunts, gasps, gets off, then doesn’t
even give Kel a lift all the way back to bus station. Kel
gives him the finger as he drives away, but it's not
really life or death. He knows where he is from here,
and anyway, it’s close enough to walk. He checks his
phone, picks up three angry, tearful messages from
Toni. Why does he do that? He knows Kel doesn’t pick
up when he’s busy. He keeps the phone off for
preference, and he has ever since the time Toni rang
while he was going down on a guy behind the movie
theater. It was embarrassing. The guy’s standing there
with his pants around his knees, hips going like a
horny Chihuahua and moaning ‘do me, Steve” (Kel
never had any idea who the fuck Steve was), and then
there’s just this sudden burst of some stupid tinny
version of an Eminem track that Toni thought it
would be funny to download for him.
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Kel would really prefer for that not to happen
again. It's a peace of mind thing.

He sighs, but, just as he’s about to dial Toni’s
number, the phone rings. It's her friend, Danielle. He
swears under his breath.

“Yeah?”

“Where the fuck are you?”

Kel squints at the blazing yellow-white flare of
the sun, trailing horizontal slashes of light through
the blue sky and catching on the top of the chain-link
fence, spiking off it like shattered glass.

“On my way,” he says.

“Huh. Yeah, but from where? Toni’s going nuts.
She thinks you’ve run off.”

In Kel’s opinion, if Danielle has one fault—and
he’s being generous, because he’d personally put the
number higher —it’s that she’s way too quick to take
seriously every single one of Toni’s inevitable
tantrums and panics.

“I haven’t. He’s being stupid.”

Kel hears Danielle’s quick, pointed intake of
breath, and knows he’s in for an ass-ripping for
saying that. Not calling Toni stupid, but calling him a
guy. Danielle’s full of all that shit. She calls it
supportive. She volunteers two afternoons a week on
a phoneline for trans counseling, and she makes like
she’s got all the answers, but Kel knows she’s not
infallible. He’s seen her down by the theater from
time to time, just like everybody else. He sighs.
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“Just tell him I'm all right, okay? He still at
work?”

“Yes, just finishing up. She’s been trying to call
you all afternoon!”

“All right. Tell him I'll come meet him there.”

Another short huff of disapproval. Danielle’s
pissed off, big time, but Kel guesses Toni’s actually
there, because she’s not laying into him.

“He there now? Lemme speak to him.”

“I'll tell her, Kel,” she says, then breaks the
connection.

Kel looks at the phone and swears. Suddenly, he
really wants to see Toni, to have him in his arms, just
hear his voice, bitching on about something
unimportant. He sniffs, looks up at the molten sun
once more. It’s got to be almost five, hasn’t it, if Toni’s
shift is nearly done? Kel checks the time on his phone.

Yeah, four forty-two.

He feels vulnerable out here, and so he starts
walking.

It's not far to get back where there’s bitumen and
concrete underfoot; the places where the shadows
pool and the traffic rumbles. There’s an Asian grocery
store on the corner, and a street sign no longer legible
beneath generations of different colored tags. Kel
pops into the grocery and buys some things for
dinner —Toni has always loved crispy duck with
pancakes—and he thinks maybe it'd be nice to cook,
just for a change. A surprise. Kel needs to get some
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more cigarettes, too, though he knows he ought to
quit. He keeps thinking about it, but it’s always next
week, next month, some time when he knows he
won’t need them to help him concentrate, keep him
calm. He buys a pack anyway and smokes one on the
walk down to the bookstore. It takes the taste of his
afternoon away.

Danielle’s still there, which is absolutely no
surprise. Kel spots her standing out on the sidewalk
with Toni, who should have just finished his shift.
Cigarette smoke haloes both of them, and to Kel's
eyes they’re an odd couple. Danielle’s very pretty: she
has long red hair—the color obviously comes from a
bottle, but it suits her—and a knee-length black skirt,
and she looks like she’s always been as confident as
she is now. Without the heels on her boots, she’d be
about five ten, but she never stoops. Toni could pass
for her gawky seventeen-year-old cousin at this
distance, skinny and nervous, hair greasy and laugh
too loud. Yet Kel’s chest still swells at the sight of him
and the way, when Toni spots him, he starts bouncing
up and down, waving.

It's all Kel can do not to break into a run. He
walks up nonchalantly, swinging the bag of crap he’s
bought, and Toni’s already talking even before he
gets there, telling him about his day, complaining that
his phone was off, relating whatever it was that
Danielle just said that was probably the funniest thing
ever.... Kel doesn’t care. It’s just so fucking good to
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press his mouth against Toni’s, hug him tight, and
know that he’s okay.

Kel holds him just a little harder and a little
longer than is strictly necessary, and he plants a kiss
firmly on Toni’s lips. He wants Danielle to see that.
Toni might be a fucked-up little freak, but this is his
freak, whoever he ends up being.

Toni gives a small, surprised moan, lips parting
and whole body softening, just ready to yield. Kel
wants to deepen the kiss, to make Toni melt right here
on the sidewalk, but—despite the cigarette—he still
has the taste of that jerk from the embankment at the
back of his throat. He wasn’t the only job today,
either, though it’s generally been pretty quiet. All the
same, Kel levers Toni away, smiles, and hopes his
eyes convey the promise of later tonight. Toni grins,
takes a last drag on his slim, and crunches it out
beneath the ball of his foot.

Danielle tucks her long, shiny hair behind her ear,
a businesslike little mannerism that really ticks Kel
off. The fact that she doesn’t like him, in itself, does
not have him flinging himself on the ground in
despair, but he’s aware her dislike is because she
thinks he’s bad for Toni. And that, in Kel’s opinion, is
the problem. From the minute Danielle met Toni, she
has assumed his version of events is always the
gospel truth...like he’s been this way forever, like he’s
brave to suddenly make these decisions and choose to
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act on the needs of the hidden self he’s been choking
down for years.

If she really knew Toni, Kel doubts she’d be so
quick to take everything he says at face value. He
tried to talk to her about it once, tried to reach out to
her when it was still so new, and Toni had scared him
so fucking much with the things he said.... It didn’t
end well. Danielle made sure he was totally clear
about whose side she came down on, and she left Kel
hanging, friendless and frustrated. He couldn’t hope
to understand, she said. He was part of the problem.
At the very first glimmer of him standing in Toni’s
way, she’d have no hesitation in doing everything she
could to see him pushed cleanly aside.

He believed her.

All the same, plastic bag looped around his wrist,
Kel sticks his hands in his pockets and smiles at
Danielle. She gives him a coldly polite look, just the
thawed side of icy, like slowly defrosting chicken.

If Toni notices Danielle’s attitude, he doesn’t say
anything. He’s hanging off Kel's arm, trying to peek
into the bag of shopping, just as curious and excited
as a little kid.

“What's this? What'd you get? Oooh! Pancakes? I
love pancakes!”

Toni bounces excitedly and kisses Kel's cheek,
wittering happily about food, about his day, about
how they all ought to go and get a drink or
something. To listen to him now, it seems impossible
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he could ever have been upset. Danielle’s looking like
something crawled under her nose and died, and Kel
really hopes she’s going to say she’s busy, but then
her attention flicks to Toni and she smiles.

“Yeah, that would actually be really nice. Where
d’you feel like going?”

Kel’s mood sinks. All he wants to do is go home
and take a hot shower, clean his teeth, and put the
dinner on. Instead, he follows obediently as Toni and
Danielle discuss where to go—he may as well not
exist at this point—and then head off in search of
wherever it is they’ve decided on. Kel zoned out.

Rio’s? Riojo’s? It's something like that.

It turns out to be Prijo’s, and it’s a place he doesn’t
know, not that far away in terms of distance, but a
couple of miles outside of Kel’s comfort zone. It’s not
like he only goes to gay joints, but at least, if a place is
queer, it feels safer...Kel doesn’t like the way people
look at Toni here.

Danielle doesn’t seem to get it so much, but then
she looks like a girl. Well, Kel supposes she is a girl,
not counting the plumbing. Toni looks like a camp
boy with bad hair in kitten heels and tight jeans. The
baggy, genderless shirts are a better choice for him
than the close-fitting tops Danielle wears to show off
her silicon, but they’re not very femme. Kel’s thankful
for that, yet catches himself wishing, in a perverse
kind of way, that Toni would either look like one
thing or the other.
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The whole idea of him cross-living fully frightens
Kel. He tries not to think about it, still clinging
foolishly to the hope that Toni will somehow change
his mind before then. That he’ll leave the pills alone,
cut his hair, and stop with the gel nails and the
electrolysis, all of that shit, and just go back to the
way he was.

Kel knows it’s a stupid thing to wish for, but he
can’t help it.

They get to the bar, and he sees a lot of girls
teetering about in groups, obviously fresh out of
work. They come in different flavors —check-out drab
to office glam—but they don’t interest him. High
heels and high-pitched laughs, cocktails and gossip.
There’s a lot of red neon and tacky fairy lights
dressing up the very Eighties exposed brickwork. He
wonders how often Toni and Danielle have been here
before, without him.

Kel follows Toni numbly through the knots of
people. They look. They stare. Some giggle—Kel
doesn’t even know if Toni realizes it.

Danielle orders two white wines and a Bud
without asking Kel what he wants, and they get a
table near a window. Kel slouches in the corner with
his bag of prepackaged duck and pancake
components (some evening in this is gonna be!) and
Toni slides in beside him, one hand on his thigh
beneath the table. A black curl, snaking free of the
everyday casual updo, dances against his neck as he
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talks, and Kel drifts in and out of the conversation,
just watching that one bouncing tendril.

“...was, like, fuck, no! Y’know? Though the
money’s good, apparently.”

Danielle wrinkles her nose and looks
disapproving. “No, I don’t think it's worth it. What if
you went straight and it showed up on the internet, or
somebody you worked with found out?”

Toni laughs his brassy, jagged laugh. “Like fuck!
I'm, what, gonna be an accountant or something?”

“You can be anything you wanna be, sweetie,”
Danielle says, and Kel wants to barf until he makes
the connection to what they’re talking about.

T-girl porn.

He says nothing. Toni’s brought the subject up
before, and Kel understood the argument behind it,
though he didn’t like it. Toni finally stopped picking
up tricks a couple of months ago, when he started
seriously with the idea of this whole transition thing.
It was partly at Kel’s insistence, and he refuses to feel
guilty for that. He knows it’s worth more for Toni to
trade on that sense of other —the earnings are higher
the closer he gets to the point where male and female
meet, at least in body —but it's more dangerous too.
Besides, arguing the increased likelihood of some nut
getting violent was easier than admitting he can’t
stand the thought of anyone else touching Toni.
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He used to be able to deal with it—after all, it’s
business, and it doesn’t mean anything, right? —but
it's got harder and harder since they’ve been together.

Toni’s already had an offer from a guy who does
shoots. He’s done a couple of them before, as far as
Kel knows. Nothing really heavy. Hell, Kel's done
‘em too, in the past. Jerk off for the camera, maybe
suck a little dick. It's quick, easy money, and it’s in
the warm, where it's dry and—in theory —safer. If
you flutter a little bit and pretend you’re nervous
straight meat, maybe you even earn more.

But this other stuff...this stuff Toni talked about,
Kel doesn’t like the sound of at all. She’s going
through the same speech now: it'd be a closed set,
none of the uncertainty of a date with a stranger, just
working within a set of predefined rules. Kel doesn’t
know whether he hates it more for the thought of
Toni fucking someone else on camera, or the fact that,
if he’s thinking about it at all, he’s planning on it
being at a time when he’s got boobs and curves to
show off. And maybe that time’s not all that far away.

Kel tries to visualize the stuff he’s read about the
hormones, how long they take to make ‘significant
physical changes’. The words sound weird in his
head. He stares at his beer, watches the pattern of
condensation shift on the shoulders of the bottle. It's a
strange little vignette, like he could be looking at it
down a long tunnel.
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“It'd pay for a whole lot of zap units, is all I'm
saying,” Toni protests, sipping his wine.

Danielle’s mouth quirks at the corner. She doesn’t
agree, and Kel warms to her very slightly for that. He
wonders if Toni’s forgotten that his date with The
Sherbet Pervert last night is covering the electrolysis
appointment next week. That’s plenty of zap, in Kel’s
opinion. He’s too damn tired of all of this to really get
angry, but he feels his mouth open of its own accord,
and hears words he didn’t mean to say slip out.

“I don’t think it's a good idea. You got more to
offer than that, Toni. More'n just a body.”

He’s still looking at the beer bottle as he speaks
and, embarrassed, he grabs it and takes a swig, but
not before he feels Toni’s gaze slide to him. There’s
warmth there, and he squeezes Kel’s thigh, leaning in
with a giggle and a proud grin.

Kel swallows his mouthful of beer. Danielle looks
at him coolly for a moment, then switches her
attention back to Toni.

“Kel’s got a point, you know.”

Holy shit—that’s high praise, coming from the Ice
Queen herself. Kel wonders if maybe she’s not such a
bitch after all.

He considers this as the conversation segues into
TV shows and the type of he-said-she-said gossip that
rarely involves anyone he knows. Even so, Kel can’t
think of anyone other than Toni who would sit here,
pressed in among the after-work spritzer crowd, and
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cheerfully discuss whether or not he ought to do a
skin shoot when the estrogen really kicks in—not
thinking for a second it might attract attention.

After the girls have drunk their wine, and Kel’s
been made to feel just a little bit more out of touch
with Toni’s world, Danielle says she needs to get
going. It's one of her phoneline evenings.

They say goodbye on the sidewalk outside and,
just as she turns to go, she smiles at Kel and says,
“Take care of her.”

Kel would love to say something sarcastic and
cutting at this point, but instead he puts his arm
around Toni’s shoulders, pulls him in real tight, and
says, “Plan to.” He suspects it comes off as a touch
possessive, but Toni seems to like it.

He tries to trip Kel up as they start the walk
home, his mood playful and impish. Kel stumbles,
rights himself, then swats Toni on the ass, and they
laugh. It glances off the concrete and glass, sparkling
with the last of the light.

“You won’t, will you?” Kel asks, once the
laughter dies away and a breeze, sharp with grit and
the smell of exhaust, bowls down the center of the
road.

He doesn’t say it because he wants to ruin things,
but because he really can’t bear not knowing for sure.
Not here and now, in the smut-stained twilight, with
Toni smiling and everything feeling so restful and
free.
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“Huh?”

“What you were talking about. Shoots.
For...y’know. Would you?”

Toni shrugs, mouth pursed. His best, most
infuriating way of avoiding questions.

“l said, would you?” Kel repeats, hearing his
voice harden in just the way he doesn’t want it to.

His honey dances between the sidewalk and the
gutter, one foot in each, hands thrust into the pockets
of his jeans. It's getting dark, and the dusk is grainy
and blurred.

Kel tries not to get angry.

“Why?” Toni asks, looking down at the pattern
his feet make as they move, and the scuffed brown
ankle boots’ pit pat echoes through a sudden lull in
the background noise. Somewhere, a car horn blares,
breaking the quiet.

Kel could hate him now, if he tried. The way
Toni’s trying to push him to say it. Does he really
need the validation, or does he just like the power this
gives him? Kel isn’t sure, but it’s ugly either way.

“’Cause I don’t think you should,” he says
bluntly. “An’...an" I don’t want you to. Really don't. I
don’t wanna see you gettin” nasty with some guy just
because of what you've got...or what you are. Can’t
stand thinkin’ like that.”

Toni stops. They're in familiar territory now —
taking the route back behind the old library saves
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time. The buildings loom up either side of them, cut-
out shapes against the thin strip of sky.

“Oh, I get it!” Toni looks at Kel from his uneven
perch, one foot next to a storm drain, the other leg
slightly bent beneath him, and grins. “Don’t want no-
one else touchin” your woman, Big Dog?”

Kel winces. “Toni....”

Toni laughs, skips back up onto the sidewalk, and
walks backwards a few paces, hands still tight in the
pockets of his skinny jeans.

“Come on! I'm hungry. I want you to cook me
pancakes. And duck.”

Kel swings the bag he still carries. They’re almost
home; he has the scent of it now, like salt air on the
way to the seaside. He knows, once they shut the
door on the world, nothing much else will matter.

If he holds onto that long enough, he’ll believe it.

“Darling,” he says, in a dreadful fake Chinese
accent. “I give you best duck ever!”

Toni squeals with laughter, and it echoes off the
bricks. Kel lunges, and there’s another whoop of
laughter, and then Toni's running, heels clacking
staccato on the sidewalk. Kel's footfalls drum after
her, the plastic bag with their soon-to-be dinner in it
flapping out behind him.

They run, and it’s liberating. It's breathless and
stupid and crazy —and wonderful. He almost catches
Toni as they pelt past the parking lot beside the
convenience store, but Kel’s not quick enough, and he
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makes it to home base, running up the concrete stairs
to their door.

“Safe!” Toni yells and jumps up and down, arms
in the air, making roaring-crowd noises until Kel
catches him up.

“Dumb-ass,” Kel says affectionately, as Toni’s
arms slide around his neck and the prideful grin slips
off his face, replaced with a look that has a certain
softness and pleading.

Kel kisses the end of his nose and sticks his key
into the lock.

“C’'mon. Duck time.”
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Dinner doesn’t take long to do, which is good. Kel’s
stomach rumbles loudly as he takes the duck out of its
plastic wrapping, tosses it onto a tray, and puts it in
the oven. He finds clean plates, decants the two little
pots of sauce and the bundles of scallions, and leaves
the pancakes ready to warm through. After he tucks
the money he earned today into the cookie jar on top
of the refrigerator, he eases it back into place as
quietly as possible. Toni hasn’t asked how much he
made—or how many guys it took—and Kel hasn’t
said anything. He clears his throat.

“G’na take a shower,” he calls.

“kay.”

Toni’s voice is muffled. He’s in the bedroom,
probably popping something. The hormone schedule
he’s devised is complicated — different dosages in the
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morning and at night, and different peaks on different
days—and Kel doesn’t try to follow it too closely. He
sheds his clothes, his day, and steps eagerly under the
warm spray, reaching for the soap and the ability to
obliterate things he doesn’t want to remember.

They don’t get to touch him usually. Johns. He
prefers it like that, though sometimes he’ll break the
rules. Maybe if a guy’s hot and he really gets into it,
or it's someone he knows—as far as anybody ever
knows anybody.

He used to do a hell of a lot more when he was
younger. Of course, he was stupid then, too, and
generally high. He didn’t mean to start, and he didn’t
mean to keep going. He doesn’t mean it to be forever,
even now.

Kel soaps everything, cleans everywhere.
Scrupulous. He washes his hair, and it'll stick out like
some kind of crazy palm tree when it dries. Maybe
he’ll get Toni to fix it.

He doesn’t mind doing what he does. A lot of the
time, he barely even feels it, but that kind of
numbness is scary, because he finds he feels the same
way when he looks ahead, at the future. Kel doesn’t
know what’s going to happen, or how anything’s
going to work out. He pads naked to the linen
cupboard, gets a clean towel, and smells crispy duck
permeating through the apartment’s base notes of
damp mustiness.
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Toni’s put some music on—he’s so queer he’s
actually playing Dusty Springfield. Kel shakes his
head and smiles to himself. He dries off, pulls on
some comfortable old clothes, and catches himself
humming along to Can I Get a Witness. He pulls a very
elderly sweatshirt over his head —the elbows, cuffs,
hem, and neckline are all frayed with wear, the colors
muted, and the cloth soft. Kel thinks he got this shirt
from an ex-boyfriend, because it's got something
about Atlanta on the front of it, and he’s sure as hell
never been there.

There’s a lot of places he hasn’t been. Some day,
maybe it’d be nice to go to some of them. Take Toni
with him. Just the two of them. It's always best when
it’s just them.

Kel wanders through to get the duck out of the
oven, plates it up, and carries the food over to their
beat-up couch, where Toni’s already waiting for him.
She’s changed too. Hair loose, the curls starting to fall
out of shape, body hidden by pale pink sweat pants
and one of Kel’s old t-shirts. It looks big on Toni,
though Kel knows he’s not that much broader, not
really.

Toni looks up, grins, and claps his hands.

They’re pretty quiet while they eat, just letting the
music nibble the edges off the silence. Kel finds it
relaxing and watches Toni prop the plate on his
knees, rolling up the paper-thin pancakes and
devouring them one after the other. He eats his own
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meal with gusto—he hadn’t realized he was so damn
hungry —and it feels really good to be holed up for
the evening, alone and safe. The outside isn’t totally
shut out; they still hear things. There’s the noise of
traffic, the intermittent sounds of things Kel’s going to
call cars backfiring, and the ever-present song of
sirens threading through the city’s soundscape. Over
the top of all of it, Dusty’s still going, and it’s nice.

After they finish eating, and Toni’s licking hoi sin
off his long, slim fingers in a very provocative
manner — grinning while he does it, the bastard —Kel
raises an eyebrow.

“You wanna go out tonight?” he asks, looking
sidelong at Toni.

Kel kind of hopes his honey’s going to say no
because, while he knows how much Toni loves the
nightlife, and how much he enjoys playing dress-up,
all that really matters right now is some quality time.
He’s been waiting all day, he realizes, and that’s
almost a surprise to him.

When they first got together, last summer, it was
a tumult of desire and uncertainty. Kel couldn’t
remember what it was like, wanting someone so
much. They edged into it carefully, each so conscious
of avoiding the other’s weak spots, not hurting or
assuming, not taking too much or giving more than
might reasonably be expected. He still doesn’t know
quite when it was that Toni took such deep root in his
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soul, or how it came to be that Kel let him do it. It's a
mystery, like so much about Toni.

There isn’t time to ponder it too deeply, though.
The room’s getting heavy with it, this need of his.
Toni shifts on the couch, shakes his head.

“Uh-uh,” he says.

He feels it too, doesn’t he?

Kel grins. “A’ight.”

Toni holds his gaze, and he knows what Kel's
thinking. He must do. A slow, lazy smile spreads
across his face, and it’s the nicest thing that Kel’s seen
in days. He gets up to clear away the dinner plates,
but just as he’s about to pick them up off the coffee
table Toni dives, grabs his wrist, and pulls him back
down. He catches Kel off-balance, and he topples
with a cry and a peal of laughter, landing in a tangle
of limbs and giggles. Toni's on top of him then,
claiming his mouth, his hands pushing up Kel’s shirt
and rubbing his flesh. He’s eager, impatient, and
hungry, all his girly mannerisms forgotten—or at
least put away for a while. This is like he used to be,
and Kel loves it. Toni’s still not exactly butch, and he
never has been, but there’s something irrepressibly
male about him. He's lithe, energetic,
impulsive...strong, in the way that the first green
shoot in the last part of winter is, as it pushes up
through the snow.

He kisses Kel's neck, grinds against him, and hot
little moans break from his mouth, low and gravelly.
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Kel catches hold of the loose curls that dance between
them. Smelling of jasmine, they wind around his
fingers. He kisses Toni over and over, murmurs
words that aren’t even really words, just shapes bent
around the things he feels.

Toni scrambles backwards, hitting the floor in an
awkward and ungainly kind of manner, but hunched
forward and fumbling with Kel’s fly. He doesn’t
argue, just lifts his hips, and lets his lover tug the
faded denim down. It would have been nice to go
slow, get all romantic and soppy the way Toni
likes...to play the seduction ruses that make him feel
good, make him feel wanted. Maybe they’ll do that
later. Right now, Toni only wants one thing. Kel can
see that in his eyes, and feel it in the way he deftly
turns aside the layers of cotton between them. Kel's
already half-hard, and it doesn’t take long ’til he’s at
full mast, not when Toni touches him like that. He's
got a grip that feels incredible, both soft and tight all
at once, like his flesh is molded directly to the shape
of Kel's cock, and the only thing that’s better is his
mouth.

Kel doesn’t have to wait long for that. Those hot,
full lips encircle him, and he’s buried halfway in the
tirst stroke, slouched right down in the couch with
Toni kneeling before him, taking it the way nobody
else could ever do. Hands on his thighs just keep
going in gentle, hypnotic circles, those dark eyes fixed
on his. Kel watches Toni’s face intently, watches the

63



M. King

way his cock makes first one cheek, then the other,
bulge out. It's hard to connect what he sees with what
he feels, and he supposes that’s one of the reasons
that, every so often, fucking Toni reminds him of
what it was like to get high. Really high. He doesn’t
do it anymore, but there are times he misses it—
fucking misses it so bad it’s like he’ll never breathe
again—and it's confusing, because he feels like that
now. But not for junk. For Toni, which is stupid,
because he’s right here.

It's the same fear, though. Fear. It rules
everything.

Toni  deep-throats  his  cock—apparently
effortlessly, but for the damp, choking noises and the
way his breathing changes—and Kel groans, his
thighs shaking with the strain of staying still. He
wants to buck his hips, fuck against the wet heat and
the suction and everything that feels so damn good,
but he doesn’t want to use Toni like that. Not after
today. He wants it to be lovemaking, but it's not
going to be. It's not going to be romance and flowers.

Toni opens his mouth wide, and he’s showing off,
tongue flat and broad, laving at Kel’s shaft. His eyes
are full of temptation and a thousand wicked
promises, and that mouth has all the tricks to go with
it. Before long, Kel’s on the edge, quivering and
sweating, and not thinking about anything other than
coming. Toni takes him deep, all business now, hard
and relentless. He moans around Kel’s flesh, sending

64



Filth

vibrations right through his core, shakes his head
from side to side and makes happy little growls as he
sucks. He loves cock. This cock in particular. Kel loves
him...and then he’s there, coming and coming, his
fingers buried in Toni’s hair and his teeth gritted as
he crumbles from the inside out. His hips are going
now, erratic twitching thrusts that Toni easily keeps
pace with, and he meets every movement, balling the
pleasure up and winding it tighter until Kel thinks it
could kill him.

Toni eases off just before it gets painful, that hot
mouth restricted to cleaning him up, dotting kisses
along the insides of his thighs and up to the base of
his aching, over-sensitive cock. His tongue traces
delicate lines over Kel’s balls until they want to
tighten again, his stomach clenching and his head
light. Kel whimpers under his breath, shifts against
the couch, and wishes they’d gone to bed for this. All
the ecstatic agony fades into mild regret that he
couldn’t go longer, that he couldn’t make it more than
it was. Toni blows a raspberry on the strip of skin
where his thigh meets his groin. It's wet and playful,
and Kel isn’t expecting it. He laughs, Toni laughs, and
Kel traces the outline of his perfect crocus’ ear with
tired fingertips.

“Bed?”

“Mm,” Toni agrees and stands up, only to
collapse in uncontrollable laughter when Kel tries to
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do likewise and falls over the jeans he still has
crumpled around his knees.

* Kk kk

Toni walks backwards into the bedroom, still
laughing at Kel’s waddling gait, pants held up in one
hand. Kel pulls a face, then lets the denims drop,
kicking them and his underwear off, and tugging off
his shirt. He tosses it to the floor, and then he’s naked.
That wipes all the laughter off Toni’s face, because
Kel’s incredible. He’s not that tall —not the enormous
six-feet-plus black guy of stereotype—but he is
stocky. Broad, and thick, and he makes her feel safe,
and yet so nervous at the same time.

He’s beautiful, amazing, and he’s coming closer.

Toni just stands there, waits for him. Wants to be
swept up, held.. kissed.

Kel doesn’t disappoint. He pounces, and he’s all
mouth and hands. Lips maul, fingers tickle, and
breath scrapes between them. He’s still flushed with
the satiation of his recent climax, still a little sticky,
his taste rich and heavy in Toni’s mouth. Cinnamon
skin under her hands, and her lover’s lips on hers.
His. Toni doesn’t want to think about the distinctions
right now; about whether wanting Kel the way she
does at this moment makes her male or female, or
how a woman ought to respond to what he’s doing.
His hands are warm, wide, and deft. The clothes drop
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like petals. He kisses her neck, and her Adam’s apple
bobs frantically. She hears herself groan, hears her
man’s voice ask Kel for what she wants. What
Antonio needs.

“Oh, shit...fuck me, baby.”

Kel traces the hollow of her spine, two sets of
fingertips diverging at the curve of her ass, one hand
cupping each buttock. Toni rocks forward, rubbing
her cock against his body. Arms linked around his
neck, eyes closed, Toni wants to picture a different
world. A different body, maybe. The two of them
having perfect sex, her perfect breasts peaking under
his perfect hands...but those aren’t the things Toni
sees. This is them. The way they are, the way they’ve
always been. Kel’s kinky hair—still damp from the
shower, drying into crazy spirals —tickles, his muscles
solid and firm, and Toni’s body meets him plane for
plane, the same hard lines and the same angles. The
same hard, hungry cock. It pulses in Kel’s palm, and
Toni kisses him, swaying against him. Kel strokes
slowly, his other hand still kneading her ass, one
finger just beginning to caress the top of her cleft.

“I'm not ready yet,” Kel mutters. “You saw to
that.”

Toni smiles, self-satisfaction at the recent memory
of his explosive orgasm, the heat and the taste.

I did that.

She hugs him tighter, wrists crossed behind his
neck, pressing close and kissing his jaw line.
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“You could always...y’know.”

Kel chuckles, hand tightening on her ass. “I
know.”

Toni smiles against his mouth. He always knows
what she wants. What she needs. They work an
awkward, four-legged shuffle to the bed, neither
really willing to let go of the other, and she wishes
Kel would lay her down on it, like guys used to do in
old movies. Instead, she kind of flops, he climbs
onboard after her, and she waits for him. She’ll
always wait.

Kel’s face hovers above Toni, his expression so
soft. He drops a gentle kiss to the tip of her nose, and
his hand skims down her body, reaching the hard,
jutting rod. His cock. Toni bucks his hips, thrusts into
Kel's warm, waiting hand. She reaches out, threads
slightly trembling fingers into that thick, damp, kinky
hair. Kel kisses him again and moans his approval as
Toni’s tongue snakes into his mouth, teasing and
testing.

It's weird, but Toni always feels more like a man
when they fuck. At least, he thinks he does. It's hard
to know why...could be his body, could be how Kel
touches him. It doesn’t matter, because it feels real,
and that’s the only important thing, so he pushes
those divisions away—they’re only words—and
concentrates on the matter in hand.

They’re not all that crazy on toys, most times, but
there’s a special box under the bed. Blue plastic, with
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a detachable lid. Toni hears it open as Kel rolls away
and leans down to rummage for the hidden treasures.
His back ripples, his buttocks and thighs flexing as he
reaches. One knee bends, foot raising up, a pinkish-
tinged sole to coffee-colored skin. He calls himself café
au lait, and Toni doesn’t think that’s right. It doesn’t
cover half of how beautiful he is.

Damn, he’s fine.

Toni wants to touch him, and the urge is
irresistible. Hands meet flesh, pinching and smacking
the tempting mounds. Kel gives a surprised grunt,
and then he heaves himself back up, rolling over to
wrestle with Toni, a tangle of limbs and laughter once
again. They have the best times when it’s just them.
When the rest of the world gets the fuck away and
leaves them alone, and nothing else is relevant other
than who they are and that they’re both here.

Kel kisses long, slow, and deep. His tongue
moves in and out of Toni’s mouth, thrusting the way
the toy he has in his hand is going to do. It's one of
Toni’s favorites—a slim jelly dildo in a sparkly pink
finish —and the sight of it reminds him of how much
he wants to get fucked.

“Want it?” Kel murmurs into the tail end of the
kiss.

“Mm-hm.”

Kel reaches for the bottle of lube that stands on
the bedside cabinet and grins. Toni stretches out his
arms, then folds them behind his head, relaxed and
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ready. He delicately extends one leg, raises it, and
points his toes to the ceiling, then gets the other one
up there too. He can get them as far up as his ears if
he really tries, but it's not particularly comfortable.
He pulls his knees up to his chest, drops them to the
sides, opening out for Kel and those talented fingers
of his.

There’s cool wetness, and Kel’s still looking at
him with so much warmth and yearning in his eyes
that Toni might want to cry. Or come. Maybe both.
The dong isn’t hard to take, and it's shaped just the
way it needs to be, touching all the right places. A
narrow breath skates between Toni's teeth.

“Mm.”

“Good?” Kel asks needlessly. He knows it is.

Fucker knows just how well he does this. How
great he is at it. He’s slow and gentle when Toni
wants it, and rough and hard when she needs it. He’s
got great rhythm. After a while, he’s stroking Toni’s
cock with one hand, pumping the toy with the other,
and Toni can see that he’s hard again too. That makes
it time to turn things around.

He reaches down, stills Kel’s busy hands, and
murmurs those special words, the ones that sound so
different right now, all low down in his throat and
wrapped up with need.

“Want you.”

It's simple but effective. Kel pulls the toy out;
Toni rolls them over and straddles his lap, aching for
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him. Kel murmurs something about condoms, but
that just irritates Toni. He doesn’t want that. He
wants to feel Kel. He reaches down behind the
slender slope of his ass—he’s a lot of things, but
bootylicious ain’t one of them—and tries to guide
Kel’s hard cock to where he wants it, but the strength
of his refusal surprises Toni.

“No.” Kel grips his wrist, hard. “Not without—"

“But—"

“I mean it, Toni. They’re in the drawer.”

Toni pouts, huffs, but does what he says. For a
moment, the possibility looms that Kel’s more
worried about the results of his last bloodwork than
he’s letting on, but the thought fades once Toni’s got
him suited and greased up.

He’s big—among the biggest Toni's ever had —
but it's worth it. He feels great. It's tough to keep a
hard-on while taking him, but impossible to lose it
once everything’s settled. Kel fills him up, makes him
feel powerful. The sensation blooms deep in him,
right at his center, and it pools out, hot and yawning.
Fearless. He wriggles, gets Kel's dick to hit that secret
spot that melts him, and he can feel it echo back in his
own cock. Pleasure in front and behind, swirling up
in him, stoked higher with every stroke. He starts to
move —cautiously, slowly—and small gasps break
from his lips, like he’s actually forgotten how good it
is.
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Toni could fuck like this for hours. They have, in
the past. Endless rhythms, alternating between circles,
bounces, fast or slow...Kel's fist clenched tight
around his cock, touching him, taking him.

It's good.

Toni takes it slow tonight. He wants to feel
everything, wants the steam to build gradually, blow
off all the pressure and the frustration...the bad
feelings that welled up and that he couldn’t stop.
Kel’s free hand traces repetitive paths up his arms,
onto his back. Toni kind of wishes he’d lit candles.
Kel strokes him, an easy pace that matches the
languorous motions of his hips, driving up with
Toni’s every slide down. They’re a good match and at
their best right now. It's an adagio, and Toni wishes it
could last forever.

He pushes all the thoughts of how scared he was
when he couldn’t find Kel —the tears in the bathroom
and stupidly calling Danielle and blabbing out all the
things he was afraid of, when she didn’t need to
know and she’s jealous of Kel anyway —right out of
his head. They don’t matter. They’re not real.

He’s forgiven.

He leans down, trading kisses and the soft
murmurs he knows Kel loves hearing. His hair—
hasn’t been this long since he was a teenager — gets
everywhere, and Kel’s big, fat cock swells within him.
The adagio doesn’t last. Toni takes him deeper,
humps harder. He wants to feel it, wants it rougher,
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so there’s no doubt. His man, his ass. Both bodies,
both cocks.

Yes.

His faster pace, coupled with those soft little
moans and groans, gets Kel worked up like nothing
else, and Toni wants him just as bad.

“Give it to me, baby,” he murmurs, wriggling
down on Kel’s rod, reaching down to touch himself.

Their hands meet around Toni’s hard flesh —like
an illicit brush of skin on skin in a popcorn tub—and
Kel’s face tightens. His lips quiver, as if he wants to
say something, and the hand not full of cock rubs
Toni’s hip, then the top of his ass, caressing the point
their bodies meet, pushing his shaft in further. Toni
rolls down on him, fucking harder, faster. Kel thrusts
up, over and over, deeper and deeper.

More.

A shallow gasp breaks from his lips, and Toni
feels him getting close. Fuck, he’s big. So big. He tugs
his own cock with redoubled strength, Kel's fingers
still clasped around him. The pleasure blooms hotter,
throbbing through him with every movement of Kel’s
body, every touch of his hand. His climax builds,
swirling up through the pit of his gut, his balls
tightening and his ass clenching around Kel’s cock.

They’re as close as they’ll ever get to being one,
and Kel touches his cheek, his eyes glazed and his
mouth formed around words that have no sound, yet
echo loudly through Toni’s chest. Kel gasps, then
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pushes himself up against the mattress, holding
Toni’s waist tight as he drives up into him again and
again, head bent over and his whole body focused on
hitting his peak. Toni’s working for it too, relentlessly.
He stares down at his cock, his head bent the way
Kel’s is, both of them just watching the reality of the
fuck, the tender union of bodies and his hard shaft,
pumping ever faster, burnished red and damp. His
cock. Possibly the most troublesome part of him, and
yet the only bit that he can really believe in. Right
now, it's the center of everything, and Toni’s only
hanging on by the very edge of his self-control.

So close.

The bed squeaks frantically. Worn springs groan
their frustrations, the headboard thudding against the
wall, and the entire frame creaks with a desperate
urgency. The air is close, hot, and the room heaves
with their hard breathing, the sounds of their flesh
meeting and—finally—the succession of hungry,
animal grunts that Toni makes as he comes.

He watches it. His spunk, shooting out in a series
of beautiful arcs and landing on Kel’s chest and
stomach. Thick, white, creamy...vivid against his
tawny skin. Even the air feels different, and Toni
shivers, riding the edges of sensation as Kel keeps
going, his eyes screwed shut and his cock invincible.
He’s almost there, and Toni palms his broad chest,
rubbing the hard brown nipples, coaxing him to
completion.
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Kel groans, and he’s there, his cock still pumping
Toni’s ass, the thrusts dying away into slower, needy
movements, the breaths that pant between them hard
and ecstatic. Toni feels Kel slip out, leaving him open,
defenseless, but satiated. He leans forward, presses
his mouth to Kel’s in a half-kiss that does little more
than prove they’re both still alive.

Kel smiles against his lips, strokes his
back..murmurs something sweet that makes Toni
purr contentedly. Kel’s hot cock still rubs his aching
hole, presses the wet cleft of his ass, and he wishes he
could go again, that there could be nothing else to life
but pleasure like this. Just the two of them.

After the lights stop popping and his lungs stop
screaming, Toni slides off his lover and flops over to
the other side of the bed, half-heartedly kicking at the
rumpled covers. He doesn’t want to be touched
anymore. Not yet. Inside and outside...it’s too much.

Toni curls up on his side of the bed. The sounds
of the night are creeping back into his consciousness.
Sirens wail against the echoes of shadows. He feels
small and stupid and scared when Kel gets out of bed,
the way he used to feel after every trick, the first few
months that he did that. Hell, it seems like a long time
ago. Kel dumps the rubber, goes for a piss, then
finally comes back to bed. Toni doesn’t say anything.
There’s relief—and a little bit of resentment. Some
other weird shit too. He balls the feelings up and
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pushes them away, maybe to be examined later, or
perhaps just ignored indefinitely.

“Turn out the light?”

He needs to work on his voice. Danielle’s always
saying that. Nobody ever passes until she can pass on
the phone. The voice is definitely in guy mode
tonight. Everything’s in guy mode. Should that feel
good or not? He’s not sure. It's...complicated. He
feels calmer. He doesn’t know if that’s the estrogen or
the fucking.

Kel clicks off the light, and Toni supposes it's guy
mode that keeps him staring solidly at the wall, that
stops him from turning over and snuggling up close
to his lover; holding on and admitting that he’s scared
of letting go. Kel’s fingertips trace his back for just a
moment—touching the fleur-de-lys tattoo on his
shoulder, Toni thinks —but then the contact is broken.
Kel pulls away. Maybe he doesn’t want to touch
anymore, or maybe he thinks it’s unwelcome.

More sirens ghost their way through the night,
and Toni closes his eyes, hoping for pleasant dreams.
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Kel's phone goes off at twenty past seven. He
squints through the bleary slits of his eyes, wondering
where the tinny pulse of music is coming from, and
it's a few moments before he connects it to the alarm
on his cell. Beside him, Toni grumbles, and a foot
kicks out, heel striking a sharp blow to his shin.

“T'n’ff!”

Kel grunts a response, reaches out to the cabinet,
grabs the offending noisemaker, and jabs randomly at
buttons until it goes quiet. He opens his mouth
experimentally, runs his tongue around the inside of
it, and remains unconvinced that something didn’t
crawl in there and die during the night.

“Wanna coffee?” he says at last, glancing over to
Toni’s side of the bed.
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There’s little visible of him except a couple of
black curls sticking out from the mound of covers.
That mound shifts a little, and a sleepy voice
mumbles from its depths.

“Mm.”

Kel sniffs and supposes he ought to get up.
Reluctantly, he slides out from his pit of warmth and
luxury, his skin prickling with the relative coolness of
the air. It's not cold. Winter is cold. Last January, they
spent most of the month in bed—and not for the
normal reasons.

He likes the summer better, Kel decides, as his
feet touch the floor. Toni gives a small, happy groan
and wraps himself up in the extra half of the covers
until he’s completely cocooned.

“Get my cigarettes?” he asks, voice croaky, husky,
and muffled.

Kel stretches, enjoying the way his joints click and
his muscles lengthen.

“You smoke too much,” he says, looking up at a
patch of greenish-gray mold on the corner of the
ceiling.

Toni snorts but doesn’t bother with a snappy
comeback.

Kel goes to take a piss—first of the day, always
the best—and fetches Toni’s slims on the way back to
bed, along with two mugs of hot, black coffee. He
stands everything down on the beside cabinet next to
the half-empty bottle of lube, grabs an ashtray, and
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lights a cigarette for himself. Toni emerges from his
nest, looking rumpled and gorgeous, despite the
panda eyes and sallow, papery skin. He coughs, and
Kel listens to the sound of it carefully, as if he could
really judge whether anything was wrong, just from
that.

“Ugh...what time is it?”

Toni rubs a hand across his face, smearing the last
residues of eyeliner even worse, and Kel can’t help
smiling at him.

“Seven thirty-ish. You got time.”

He sits down on the edge of the bed and coaxes a
flame from his lighter for Toni, leaning close as he
puts the slim to his lips and drags. The cigarette flares
into life, Toni stifles another cough, and Kel tries not
to think about it. He puts his feet up, stretches out,
and leans back against the pillows. They really ought
to buy new sheets, what with all the cinder marks and
tiny holes in these, but hey, there are a lot of things
they ought to buy. Money never goes far enough, and
doesn’t Kel know it?

Toni leaves half his cigarette smoldering in the
ashtray and —unexpectedly —curls up close, slipping
his arm around Kel’s ribs and hugging tight, cheek
pressed to his chest.

“Mmm.”

Kel says nothing, just swaps his cigarette to the
other hand and uses one finger to gently push aside
the tendrils of hair that tickle his skin. Slowly, almost
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reluctantly, he lets his arm drop to Toni’s shoulder
and holds him. He's warm, pliant,
smooth...dangerous. Kel’s never really thought that
about anyone he’s loved, but he thinks Toni is. It'd be
too easy to love him too much, do terrible things for
him, and not even care.

He glances over at the brass alarm clock on Toni’s
nightstand. The bell doesn’t work, and the thing
doesn’t tell the right time, because he insists on
keeping it running a half hour fast, like that’s really
going to help him organize himself. The hated pill
bottles stand next to it. Kel won't look at them if he
can avoid it. They make the drug names, which he
found so hard to learn, march through his head like
an invading army...a war-torn future he can’t avoid.
It feels as if it's been a hell of a lot longer than it really
has since Toni started taking them.

He never sat down and spoke to Kel about it. Oh,
he drops the brand names and the compounds into
conversation every so often, the way he might
mention exciting new friends.

—1 gotta get this Aldactone. Can you lend me
something, baby? —

Kel pays, of course. Every time, and without
question. It's supposed to make Toni happy. He goes
with him to the internet café where he sits, drinking
lattes and buying pills, and sometimes it chokes Kel
and he just feels hollow, like there’s never going to be
any way out.
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As far as he understands, from the limited
reading he’s done, and the complicated and often
contradictory accounts of people he’s asked —not
counting Danielle, who won't talk to him about this
shit—there’s three parts to the pharmaceutical side of
it. There’s the estrogen itself, which causes permanent
infertility in as little as nine months...not that they
were planning to have kids, obviously. Besides, love
him as he does, even Kel has to admit that the
thought of a pile of little Tonis running around the
place is frankly horrific.

It also puts on fat, changes the way that fat is
stored in the body —and as soon as Toni read that, he
quit eating breakfast and occasionally lunch—
promotes breast growth, and induces mood swings,
penis atrophy, reduction of body hair...oh, yeah. And
it can give you blood clots.

After they came in the mail, those little white
plastic bottles with their bright labels and Spanish
leaflets, Toni found him on the couch, reading the list
of possible side-effects.

—Toni, have you even looked at this shit? —

Annoyed, he’d snatched the paper from Kel's
fingers.

— They're fine. I need them. —

The progesterone is just as scary. Toni’s only been
taking those for a few weeks, because he had to find a
pill that doesn’t come in a peanut oil suspension, on
account of his allergy. So far, in Kel’s opinion, they
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don’t stabilize jack shit on the mood front, and he’s
heard the synthetic kind can actually cause
depression.

He’s not looking forward to that.

“I have to pee,” Toni announces and clambers
laboriously out of bed, heading for the bathroom with
a reluctant grumble.

Kel smiles, but it doesn’t make it as far as his
eyes. He knocks the ash off his cigarette, takes
another drag, and dumps it back in the tray while he
reaches for his coffee. Briefly, he wonders if his
quitting smoking would help Toni stop, but he doubts
it. He ought to—they both ought to. Toni even more
than him, with all the things those fucking pills can
do.

He’s definitely peeing more since he started the
anti-androgens. Kel’s aware, having read the leaflet,
that he’s supposed to watch his potassium intake, or
he runs the risk of heart problems. It was there, in
black and white, yet it was hard to believe. It made
the whole thing seem more real, more frightening.

Kel takes a gulp of coffee and wonders how long
it'll take. He tries to picture it in his mind’s eye, that
first day when he’ll really see how much Toni’s body
has changed. He imagines it will be a gradual process,
but he’s read that estrogen can start having effects on
the body from as little as two weeks. That’s certainly
pretty fucking obvious in Toni’s mood swings, but
Kel's ashamed to admit that he’s more concerned
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about the cock stuff. Last night was great, but he
worries about what’s going to happen when Toni’s
libido—which has always been kind of on the tiring
side of healthy —starts to wane. It probably will or, at
least, he’ll have trouble getting it up. One day, he
won't be able to at all. Kel’s going to miss it, he knows
that.

Worse, what if he can’t? Will that happen? Kel
supposes so. If Toni changes in that way: if his flesh
becomes soft and yielding, if his butt widens out and
his thighs grow round, complimenting the
appearance of the swelling buds of breasts...Kel
doesn’t know if he’ll manage to handle that.

He’s never been attracted to women. He can look
at a woman’s form and appreciate the beauty—he
might even feel a fleeting thrill of lust for the purely
geometric symmetry of a great ass, a soft thigh, or a
good rack —but it’s not the same. He likes guys. He
likes the hardness, the sweat, the scent...everything
about them that makes them men, and only a man’s
flesh has the solidity, the firmness he wants. It was
one of the first things that attracted him to Toni. Yeah,
he was a pretty boy, but for everything about him that
was soft shadows and long eyelashes, there was a
hard angle, a sharp corner.

He’s uncompromising, and Kel supposes that’s
more than half the trouble.

He doesn’t know if he can stand to watch it all
rub away. The pills’ll do that long before Toni’s found
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the money for any surgery he decides he wants. They
haven’t even talked about it, but.... the Aldactone —
those anti-androgens—the horse piss estrogens and
the progesterones, they’ll all erode everything Kel
thinks of when he closes his eyes. That perfect furl of
a flower, unbent and reformed into something new.

The hardest part is not knowing what Toni might
be left with then. Will he feel right? Happy? Will he
have to go further —and will his body take it?

Try as he might, Kel can’t avoid the feeling that
it's all going to go so badly fucking wrong.
Ultimately, in his soul, he doesn’t believe Toni is any
more a woman than Kel himself is a Dutch
stockbroker. The stupid little fuck is just running,
trying to cut all the pain and all the bad things out,
pare them away, rotten flesh from a fallen fruit. He
may even have convinced himself there’s another
person at that hidden core...someone strong, brave,
and confident.

Kel guesses that’s what Toni thinks, and it makes
him so fucking mad, because he sees that in
everything he already is. Good with the bad, rough
with the smooth—all that shit. It's true. Trying to
make himself into this new person, this crafted,
perfect image he has in his mind, is never going to
work.

He won’t be perfect. Even if they can make it
happen and—one day, in some rosy vision of the
future — Toni walks out of a hospital somewhere with
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a vagina and a brand new passport, it won’t magic
away every hurt he’s ever gotten, or stop new ones
blistering inside him. It's not an answer to what he is,
where he’s been, and it'll bring with it so much more
that Kel just doesn’t believe his broken angel will ever
be ready to face.

He can’t see Toni using a dilator for the rest of his
life, for one thing, or dealing with all the potential
discrimination. He’s bad enough at that now...like
the time he pulled a knife on the two queer-bashers
who rolled up at a local bar and started making a
noise. Pretty much everybody else was just prepared
to ignore them, have the door staff shoo them back
out into the street and pretend they didn’t exist. Not
Toni. What should have been nothing more than a
distasteful incident turned into a full-scale brawl, and
Kel remembers pelting through the night with
someone else’s blood on his shirt, dragging Toni
behind him like a wet rag, still screaming obscenities.
They were lucky to get out of there before the cops
arrived.

No, Toni’s crazy, but he’s not trans. Not in Kel’s
opinion, though he realizes his opinions really don’t
matter much. If he says to anybody he thinks Toni
needs help, not hormones, he’s just told he’s a bigot
and, if he wasn’t so tired of it all, he’d find that funny.

He blinks as a shadow falls across the bedroom
doorway.

“Oh.” Kel blinks again. “You got dressed.”
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Toni’s wearing his skinny fit jeans and brown
ankle boots, like yesterday, but the top half’s
different. A white t-shirt that must be new, because
Kel hasn’t seen it before, that has a bold graphic print
on it which incorporates a neon pink image of
Warhol’s Marilyn and a darker pink lipstick kiss. It
shows just how flat-chested he is, though the
neckline’s high.

“Uh...”

Kel wants to tell Toni he’s gonna get clocked for
sure, looking like that, but he’s smiling, face done up
with fresh eyeliner and that tinted lipbalm that tastes
a heck of a lot more like strawberries than the
lubricant Kel bought last week. He’s wearing twinkly
zirconium studs in both ears, the black curls swept up
and twisted into the jaws of a plastic tortoiseshell clip.
He does look good and, for a complicated moment,
Kel tries to pull apart the way he sees his lover and
work out whether it's Toni he wants to kiss, or
whatever it is that Toni’s being today. Kel wonders
how other people see him. Maybe their first looks
take in just an androgynous, mouthy girl, and his
own cautiousness about how well Toni’s passing is
just that—his problem.

Kel’s gaze falls to Toni’s crotch, and he licks his
lips.

“Um. Are you...?”

“Tucking? Kinda. Looks good, right? Two pairs of
undies and a maxi pad.”
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He turns to the side, pulls the waistband of his
jeans up a little, so Kel can see the comparative
smoothness behind the denim. Next to the hem of the
tee, shorter than the shirts he usually wears, it does
look convincing. No baggy clothes hiding everything
down to the middle of his thighs today. Toni’s not
exactly huge, so Kel guesses it can’t be that
uncomfortable, though the thought does make him
wince a bit.

But Toni’s looking at him expectantly, so he nods
and dredges up a smile.

“Yeah. S'good.”

Toni grins and comes around to the side of the
bed, sitting down to take his morning dosages. Kel
knows he ought to try and keep a closer eye on what
his honey’s swallowing, but he can’t. He puts the
coffee and the ashtray down and swings his legs out
of bed, propelled by an impulse he doesn’t fully
understand.

“What time you leaving?” he asks, pausing in the
doorway.

Toni glances back at him, glass of water in one
hand, small white pill cupped in his palm. “Few
minutes. Wanted to be a little early, stop Karen
bitching. Why?”

“Thought I'd walk with you, that’s all.”

Toni wrinkles his nose, smiles. “Aww. You're
cute.”
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Kel doesn’t know why he said it. He has no real
reason to go anywhere near the bookstore. He just
doesn't want Toni walking that way alone,
maybe...and that’s stupid.

He gives her a loose, absent smile, and goes to
shower.

* Kk kk

They walk down to the bookstore, and it is early.
There’s not that much in the way of busy office
commuters from this part of town. People are heading
into work, but there are few briefcases, few suits.
Shops are starting to open, and the sunlight still
moves slowly across the concrete, as if the day isn’t
fully awake yet.

Toni slips her hand in Kel's as they go, and it’s
really nice to walk like that.

She feels so bright and important, like she could
shake the whole world into looking at her. The
memories of last night play through the back of her
mind, and they leave a warm glow behind them.
Everything’s good. If she’s lucky, Toni might even
manage not to fuck it up too badly today.

She squeezes Kel's hand and, just before they
cross the street, he looks at her. His gaze flickers, as if
he was thinking about something else, and then he
smiles. He’s so handsome. He squeezes back, and
Toni floats a little way off the ground. She goes to
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step off the curb, still looking at him, but he pulls her
back —just before a truck sweeps in front of them, the
decal on the side indicating that it's on its way to
deliver vegetables or something.

“Fuck,” Toni mutters, as the grit swirls back
down to the ground and the air stills again.

Kel says nothing, but she hears the intake of his
breath. Her wrist’s kind of sore where he yanked it.

Damn driver didn’t even sound his horn....

When they get to the bookstore, and the bell over
the door dings, Karen’s all sweetness and light,
because she likes Kel. Toni figures he reminds her of
an ex-girlfriend or something, or maybe it's some
kind of skewed maternal impulse.

“And how are you today?” Karen wants to know.

“A’ight,” Kel says with a shrug.

It annoys Toni, the way he always says that. It's a
shield, not an admission. He’s very rarely truly honest
about anything he thinks or feels. But he’s got that
winning smile, and those beautiful eyes, and he could
tell anybody anything and get away with it. She
hangs close to him when she really ought to go and
start putting up the sale promotion signs Karen wants
in the window, and her fingers are still twined in his.
They talk for a little, just the three of them exchanging
pleasantries, and then Karen smiles at Toni.

“I left the boards out back. I thought, one in each
window, then the banners across the top. Can you do
that?”

Cow.
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“Mm-hm,” Toni says instead.

“T'll see you later,” Kel promises and kisses her
cheek.

The contact blooms with a wider warmth, and
how good they were last night flashes back once more
through Toni’s mind. She wants to tell Kel she loves
him, but not with Karen standing right there. So she
just smiles, reluctantly releases his hand, and saunters
off to get the boards, not looking back until she’s right
at the door that leads out to the store room. She kind
of expects to see Kel watching her, but he’s not. He’s
leaning on the counter, talking quietly and earnestly
to Karen, and Toni has no idea what that’s about.

She doesn’t want to make a fuss, though. Doesn’t
want a repeat of that paralytic fear that makes her cry
like a child and feel like she’s about to die, just
because the stupidest fucking thing’s happened.

She’s not a complete fool.

It’s entirely possible, Toni thinks, as she spots the
two paper-covered cork boards with the words Huge
Reductions pinned to them in retro lettering, that
Danielle is right about the pills. Everything she’s been
saying about the dosages, about trying to do too
much at once, and using the cheaper alternatives—
she could have a point. She’s always had qualms
about Toni self-administering, anyway. Danielle says
just because you read something on the internet
doesn’t mean it's true, and everybody’s mileage is
different when it comes to hormones, so it's important
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to have proper guidance. Thing is, she’s never clear
about precisely where Toni's supposed to get that
guidance from.

The first doctor Toni went to told him to piss off
and stop wasting people’s time. The second one said
she couldn’t diagnose gender dysphoria unless he
could prove he wasn’t using, that everything he said
wasn’t swayed by that. She tried to say he needed a
rehab referral, that it was something he ought to think
about, something he ought to hold off on for a while.
She was a stupid bitch. They all were. None of them
understood, that was the problem. They didn’t know
what it was like.

Toni took Danielle’s advice, called some of the
numbers she offered. The people on the helplines
were better equipped to understand, which was
something, but they still didn’t help much. It seems
like all anybody wants to do is fix Toni up with a
therapist...even Danielle says she needs one. But the
therapists are only going to say he won’t pass psyche
evaluation for a dysphoria diagnosis and, as it is,
what the fuck other choice is there but a long, drawn-
out, expensive route littered with private surgery and
yet more people wanting his money?

Nobody really gets it. Nobody understands.

Toni hefts the cork boards out one at a time and
totes them back into the store. Kel's gone. His absence
leaves a brief void in the world, but everyday stuff
soon seeps in to fill it. The boards are unwieldy and
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heavy and, as Toni struggles to heft them up, one at a
time, onto the dais platforms that host the window
display, she begins to question the wisdom of
wearing heels to work. She also wants to ask Karen
what Kel was talking to her about —was it about me?

Toni has no idea what Kel would want to ask her
boss, but it's a worrying thought. Is he checking up
on her? Checking she’s not going crazy?

Crazier?

Toni tries to ignore the thoughts. Moment she
starts thinking like that, she proves right any
suspicion Kel may or may not have...and she doesn’t
want to do that. There’s a point of principle involved
somewhere. No-one’s ever made her feel as special, or
as loved, as Kel does. Trouble is, she has this little
voice that lives at the back of her mind, and it just
won't let up. It always asks awkward questions. It
wants to know why he’s with her at all, when she
doesn’t deserve him, and why —when she knows how
stupidly lucky she is—she wants to go and fuck it up,
wreck everything just like she always does.

It's an ugly, squat troll of a voice, and it reminds
Toni that everything she touches turns to shit sooner
or later. This is going to be no exception.

She doesn’t wanna listen, so she focuses on work,
on fixing up the new window display the way Karen
wants it and, if she tries very hard, Toni can block out
everything else. She lifts and hefts and pins until
everything looks good, but the complicated
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arrangement beneath her jeans is getting very hot and
sweaty and, as she climbs up into the window to
rearrange the books on their transparent plastic
stands, something in the nether regions starts to ruck
up. The maxi pad that’s providing a layer of
discretion between cotton and cock curls over,
escaping the place it's supposed to stay—and then
there’s the surprisingly painful experience of the
sticky side attaching itself to an errant pubic hair, and
pulling.

Hard.

Toni whimpers and drops a hardback volume of
gay mystery stories on her toe, which shoots a
different and contrasting pain all the way up her leg.

Being a girl is not easy today.
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It's a nice summer, as summers go. The days stay
warm and dry, and what little air there is in the city
doesn’t seem malign. It bowls gently along streets
rimed with dust and the debris of living, but it
doesn’t come equipped with the kind of scalding heat
that wants to burn, to choke.

The week moves on, dying and rising from its
own ashes.

Toni doesn’t work Mondays, but she does have
an electrolysis appointment. She’s nervous about it,
because the treatment’s painful, and going to the
clinic is intimidating. It was hard finding somewhere
in the first place. Initially, she made the mistake of
trying to book her first consultation and trial
appointment over the phone, without explaining her
situation. All she said was that she was interested in
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facial electrolysis and wanted to talk to someone
about what was involved. In a way, she supposes it
was good they thought she was a biological girl,
but...it didn’t feel like it when she got there.

She rolled up, and the place she’d picked looked
great, but as soon as she walked in there, people
started staring. All these women, glaring and looking
at her as if she’d just been scraped off the bottom of
someone’s dainty high-heeled shoe. Toni had showed
up in guy mode, too, scared of being clocked or —for
some stupid reason—making anyone else feel
uncomfortable. They asked her to leave.

She did. She didn’t want a scene.

Toni didn’t just go with the first number in the
phone book after that. She’s done what Danielle
suggested —what everything she’s read online said is
right —and gone with the place that seems to offer the
best treatment. It's a long bus ride away, and their
prices are high. Over a hundred and fifty bucks an
hour, and Toni knows, in the long run, there are
going to be a hell of a lot of hours.

The prospect is disheartening, but at least it’s
permanent. Once it’s over, she will never, ever have
to worry about beard growth again. And that’s good,
because she wants this.

She does.

Before the appointment—kind of like Dutch
courage, only without the booze—she has time to
meet Danielle for a coffee. Kel would probably have
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come with her if she’d asked, but she didn’t ask. He
hates needles. He even seemed to come over dizzy
just listening to her talk about what they were gonna
do before she went for the first appointment.

He gave her the money, though. Toni knows how
he got it, and she’s grateful. He shouldn’t have to sit
through needles after that.

The café is pleasant. Genuinely Italian-run, which
Toni likes to see.

The family she remembers having —before the car
accident and her mother’s wheelchair, then the fights,
the divorce, the years of foster care and the screw-ups
she made along the way to juvie—had an ice cream
parlor. They used to play Little Tony and Dean
Martin records, and Toni’s older brother would mop
the floors after closing. Cream-colored vinyl, and the
smell of a sickly, floral disinfectant. There were long-
handled spoons and really thick glasses. That, and the
velvety, fresh taste of vanilla ice cream, is all Toni
really remembers.

She shakes her head, tries to pull everything
together, to focus on the here and now. Danielle’s
there to greet her, waiting on the corner.

“Hey, sweetie!”

They hug, which is nice, though it makes Toni a
bit self-conscious. Danielle smells of some light, sweet
perfume, and she looks incredibly pretty today. She
heads inside, Toni follows, and the café is cool and
air-conditioned. Fake plastic ivy runs up one wall,
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and she listens for the strains of Little Tony playing in
the background, but they’re not there. Some fuzzy,
generic pop tune plays instead, and that’s right. It's a
different place, a different time.

Toni orders a cinnamon latte, Danielle a
cappuccino, and they take their coffee to a table
outside, where they sit, the shafts of lazy sunlight
sluicing over everything. Toni wishes she had the
courage to wear a skirt like Danielle, to feel the
warmth of the sun on her bare legs. Danielle looks so
good —the scoop neck of her gray marl tee cups her
breasts, and they’re so rounded and big, at least a full
C cup. She’s said before that the boob job was the best
money she ever spent. She wears a sheer blouse open
over the top, and it skims over everything, down to
the slimly curved hips she’s poured into her denim
skirt. Her hair’s glossy and sleek, but for a little bit of
fuzz at the roots, and she has a pair of really cute blue
sandals on, with a wedge heel.

“So,” Danielle says, swiping a finger through the
froth that tops her cappuccino and popping it into her
mouth, “how d’you feel?”

Toni shrugs and watches the way Danielle sucks
her fingertip clean between caramel-colored lips.
Side-on, the movement quick and graceful, but still
sensual.... Toni has to fight the urge to try it herself,
just to see if she can do it like that.

“Okay.”
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She’s getting sick of people asking, to be honest.
Danielle raises her eyebrows.

“No more shiver-shakes and panics?”

“No...well, not really. I was stupid,” Toni admits.

She’d prefer not to talk about it. Losing it the way
she did last week was embarrassing. They’ve spoken
on the phone since, and she’s promised she’s all right,
that it was just a stupid, fleeting terror over nothing,
but Danielle keeps coming back to it. Now, she’s
nodding and looking very sage.

“It's not stupid, honey. Being scared. You were
scared ‘cause you couldn’t get a hold of him and —
given what he does —that’s not stupid.”

Toni pauses with her coffee halfway to her
mouth. It's cruel of Danielle to say that. Of course she
knows that anything could happen to Kel. She puts a
lot of effort into not thinking about it.

A woman passes on the sidewalk with two small
children, their high-pitched voices cutting through
the general chatter and noise for a moment. At
another table, a man’s cell phone rings. Toni blinks.

“I didn’t think —"

She thought Kel had left her. They both know it.
She recalls the way it felt, the burning, black pitch
bubbling up inside her...terror, anger, loss. She lives
with it all the time, because she can’t believe she can
possibly keep him. He scares her to death, just by
being around, but she wouldn’t change it even if it
she could.
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Danielle doesn’t understand. She doesn’t get it,
and she never will.

“Kel wouldn’t do anything like that,” Toni
continues, immediately wishing she hadn’t said it. “I
just...I'm getting kinda nervous. Sometimes.”

Danielle says nothing. She drops a few crystals of
sugar into her coffee and slips the spoon under the
layer of foam, stirring it in a slow figure-of-eight.

Toni doesn’t want to say anything else, but the
silence draws things out. She hates that, and she’d
much prefer hiding beneath the layers of sound that
cloak the street. The warm air smells of exhaust
fumes, but Danielle’s perfume dances over the top of
it, and Toni finds herself talking without meaning to
say a thing.

“We're still good. He looks after me real well.
He—" She stops, pulls back on the words. There’s no
way she’s going to tell Danielle about the money. “He
thinks I'm nuts for starting this. Needles. He’s so
scared of "em.”

Danielle smiles politely. “ Are you nervous now?”

Toni nods. “Mm. S'gonna hurt. I couldn’t sleep
last night.”

The pain’s only a part of it. Having anyone spend
an hour sticking needles into your face and burning
out the follicles obviously isn’t going to be a cake
walk, but she can manage it. Knowing it's such a
small step —that there’s going to have to be a lot more
sessions, just for the face—is hard, and because the
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effectiveness of the process depends on the stage of
growth the hair is at, it’s not even as easy as just
doing one area per session.

“Mm!” Danielle smirks over the rim of her cup.
“Honey, just wait "til you get further on. Your face is
not the worst place for zapping.”

It takes a beat before Toni gets that one, but she
does, and she claps a hand to her mouth.

“Ohhh...God! Have you started?”

Danielle shakes her head. “Nn-uh. Groinal
electrolysis scares the crap out of me. You know Jada?
She started last month. Hours and hours of it to go.
She said it hurt so much she cried. She couldn’t walk
properly for a while after, and she got awful
scabbing.”

Toni tries not to picture it, but she can’t help
herself. It's bad enough lying on the table and feeling
each tiny needle prick its way into her face, then the
anticipation of the beeping, and the burst of light and
heat as the hair is burnt out, the follicle desiccated
beyond repair. Toni can only too easily imagine the
kind of pain that engenders when the skin in question
is lower down, and there’s no escape from that. Every
single inch of penile and scrotal skin needs tackling, if
genital surgery’s going to be on the cards.

That's something Toni hasn’t thought about
properly. Not really.

She likes the idea of it. A totally new person. A
woman’s center to her...it could be good. She’s
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thought before about how it would feel, though it is
hard to imagine life without her dick. Toni knows Kel
wouldn’t be impressed, but it isn’t about him, is it?

All the same, it is kind of hot, thinking about him
like that. Kel having her, taking her as a complete
woman. Because he’ll always be her man—Toni's sure
of that. Even if he leaves, she’ll never find anyone else
she could love like him. Never anyone to hold a
candle to him, and when she’s maudlin she wonders
how that'll feel...knowing that the one great love of
her life is over.

It probably makes her a drama queen. But the
thoughts are complex and troubling all the same. She
flinches away from a lot of them and drinks her
coffee. There’s a very big difference between where
she is now and where she’s going to end up being,
that much is clear, so who knows what’s going to
happen? This whole deal is supposed to be a journey,
though, so it's okay to feel a little lost, isn’t it? It's
okay to not know quite how things are going to work
out.

She pulls herself back to the present, clears her
throat, her hand running absently over her face —and
meeting the distinct prickle of beard growth. She
didn’'t shave this morning, on account of the
appointment, and the look on Danielle’s face shows
she knows and appreciates the fear that immediately
springs up behind Toni’s eyes.
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“You look fine,” Danielle says, reaching across
the table to squeeze her wrist. “It doesn’t show.”

Toni smiles gratefully.

“How are you settling with the new pills?”
Danielle asks, which feels a little like it comes out of
the blue. “You had to pay the extra for the
compounding charge in the end, huh? Or did you
find some without the peanut?”

“Mm-hm.” Toni shrugs. “Stupid nut allergy.
Found some, but they cost more. Worth it, though.
They’re good, I guess. I-I think I'm feeling kinda more
mellow, y’know? Balanced. Well..like it's easier,
anyway.”

Danielle nods, dips her spoon into the foam that
rimes her cup. “What did you go for? Not more
generics?”

“Uh-huh.” The last third of Toni’s coffee has a
stronger flavor, clovey and slightly bitter on her
tongue. “They were cheaper than the others.”

Danielle gives a disapproving little huff.
“Honey...you can’t go on cost alone. I thought—"

“They’re fine,” Toni says quickly, because she’s
getting really ticked off with Danielle telling her what
she should and shouldn’t be doing, and how much
she ought to be paying for it.

It’s okay for Danielle. She has a therapist, she has
a proper consultant, and she doesn’t see anything
wrong with paying for the things she wants.

Danielle wrinkles her nose.
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“Well, did you at least think about the dots?”

“Vivelle?” Toni takes a sneaky glance at her
watch. Her smile is getting a little fixed. “Uh-huh. I
don’t know. I....”

“They’re good. Better than most of the estrogen
caps I tried. I've been using them for about a year. Lot
of research seems to suggest it’s really much better for
your body to spread it out, make the hormone release
a gentle intake, not a sharp spike.”

Toni just nods. Again, it's all very well for
Danielle, who gets this stuff on prescription and a
small copayment. Having to buy without
prescriptions or insurance makes things more
complicated, and Toni suspects her friend too easily
forgets this. Toni's seen generic equivalents of the
same transdermal patches on the Mexican website she
usually buys from—they’re discreet, waterproof, and
probably very good—but they cost almost twice as
much as the capsules she chose.

Toni doesn’t have the money to throw at high-
end products. She supposes she could make it, but
she’d rather not. It's been hard enough so far, since
she didn’t exactly promise Kel—and it wasn't
precisely a promise, not really —because there are still
so many people Toni knows who try and fix her up
with work. They don’t see a lot of the old crowd;
Toni’s pulled back from so many people in the past
few months. It's not a loss. Most of them were jerks. It
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can be lonely...it's even been a little disorienting, but
it’s not a loss.

It's one of the reasons she’s been thinking about
camera work. There’s good money in that, and a lot
less risk. Hell, if Kel didn’t go off the deep end
whenever she raised the issue, she could have
suggested they got their own equipment set up, did
cams or something from home. It might even be fun—
and people would pay to see Kel fucking her, she’s
sure. They’d probably pay just to watch him clean his
teeth, or sit around watching TV in his underwear.
She would, if she didn’t get it for free.

Toni fades back in again, aware that she’s being
nagged at.

“And you're still smoking!” Danielle chides. “I
can’t believe you're still smoking. You have to quit. Do
you have any idea how bad those things are for you?
Especially with the pills. It's not good for your heart.”

Toni wonders why the fuck everybody nags so
much. Why doesn’t anyone want her to just get on
with it and do things her way? Of course she knows
there are risks. Why do they all think she hasn’t
thought about any of this? Do they think she’s
fucking stupid?

“I know,” she says. “I'm gonna quit.”

She takes a more overt glance at her watch and
flashes Danielle a quick smile. Danielle bites her lip.

“Time to go?”

“Uh-huh.”
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“You'll be fine.”

Toni smiles again, wider this time. Despite
everything, Danielle really helps. Just the fact that she
understands is such a relief. Such a comfort. They
stand and, awkwardly, Danielle gives her another
hug. She kisses Toni’s cheek, and it sparks off a flush
of warmth that Toni’s not expecting.

It passes quickly, and she’s able to leave Danielle
behind and head off down to the bus station. The sun
beats down, the air stale and coarse.

Toni doesn’t look at the figures that fringe the
block. She may not know them individually, but they
fit into a set of familiar types that she easily
recognizes. On the corner, a thick-set Latino with
kinky hair is smoking a cigarette. Toni blinks. He
looks a little bit like Kel, though she knows he’s not
down here today.

When she squints harder, the guy Dbarely
resembles him at all.

Toni gets on the bus and pretty much flings
herself against the scratchy upholstery of the seat. She
folds in on herself and waits for the great, grimy
monster to lurch into life, watching the people with
whom she’s sharing the journey. There’s a middle-
aged woman with a dark cotton jacket far too heavy
for the temperature, her face florid, a sheen of sweat
collecting in the furrows that run across her forehead.
Toni wonders where she’s going, her thin mouth set
tight against the world in an expression that might
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either be fear or determination. Perhaps both. Further
back, there’s a young couple—younger than Toni
remembers ever being.

No, that’s not really true. Toni does remember.
She takes a few sneaky looks at them, watching the
way the boy’s fingers are splaying through the girl’s.
Intertwined starfish. The way they cling on, when the
rest of their bodies are so loose. They slouch in the
seat as if they’re nothing more than two rag dolls
dropped there, leaning against each other and
forgotten by the rest of the world. His face rests on
her shoulder, mouth pressed into the cascade of her
chestnut hair, and she’s laughing at something. A
large, clear plastic folder rests against her leg, and
there are drawings in it. Toni makes out the broken
shapes of sunflowers, houses...something that very
much resembles the old embankment not far from the
train station. All outlined in soft pencil, figured as art
instead of life. Toni twitches her upper lip as she
turns away and slouches against the window.

Tourists.

* Kk kk

Toni gets to her appointment a little early, and she
takes a seat in the waiting room which, thankfully, is
not crowded. She’s self-conscious, but she knows the
most important thing she can do is be relaxed —like
that’s actually easy to do in these circumstances. Toni
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selects a magazine from the glass-topped table that
stands in front of the low, black leather couch she sits
on, and flips through the glossy pages. She’s never
sure about reading women’s magazines in public
places. Feels weird, as if she might be failing some
kind of secret test if she’s spotted spending more time
than she ought looking at the advertisements for
mascara or foundation, instead of reading the
problem pages, or examining the articles about
pleasing a man in bed.

The corner of Toni’s mouth curls as she thinks
about that. There probably isn't much this rag can
teach her on that score —she’s certainly never had any
complaints.

Still, it’s odd. Sitting here, looking at the pictures
of the beautiful women, airbrushed to perfection and
staring out at her from glossy, perfect backgrounds,
Toni’s not sure what to feel. She’s nervous about the
shadow she’s sure is on her jaw. With the electrolysis,
they use an intense magnifying plate —almost like a
microscope—to get the needle right into the follicle,
so there’s no need to walk around with several days’
beard growth. That’s good, but Toni still thinks she
looks horribly obvious. It's not all that noticeable, not
really. Kel assured her of that before she left home —
and didn’t Danielle say she looked fine?

Her leg starts ticking slightly, knee bouncing in
time to an inner rhythm, the heel of her ankle boot
tapping on the linoleum floor. The pages of the
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magazine crackle as Toni flicks through them. There
are so many things to learn, so many little rituals and
rites of passage that she doesn’t know, doesn’t
understand. Like there’s a shorthand she hasn’t
learned, and there’s no-one here to tell her where to
start.

Well, she has Danielle, and a couple of other
people she knows through her...and there are some
girls Toni talks to online, but it's not the same.

She’s learned some stuff that way. Like, Danielle
says, once a girl goes full-time, it’s a good idea for her
to start carrying a maxi pad in her purse. She says one
of the first moments she really, truly felt like a woman
was when someone asked her if she had a pad in the
ladies” room, and she wishes she’d thought of
carrying one earlier. Toni supposes that would be a
better use for the damn things than her experiment
with tucking.

The magazine tells her she should be applying
her make-up with her fingertips this season, instead
of sponge applicators. Apparently, it gives a sexy,
smudgy look that’s very popular on the runway, and
complements the summer’s hottest colors in blush
and eyeshadow.

The receptionist coughs gently and, when Toni
looks up, she realizes it’s her time to go in. She stands,
drops the magazine back to the table, and smoothes
her hands across the seat of her jeans, wiping the
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sweat from her palms. She takes a deep breath and
tries to convince herself that no-one’s staring.

The technician is called Sandy, which suits her far
more than any given name ought to—she’s blonde
and freckly and really does look like she could be a
walking beach sculpture, or as if she may be wearing
a bikini under her white coat—so Toni wonders if it’s
a nickname. She could ask, but it gives her something
to think about while Sandy’s getting ready. She lies
down on the treatment table, and Sandy adjusts it so
she’s as comfortable as she’s going to get. The room is
so white and clean it makes Toni anxious, and she’s
sure she’s dirtying the place up just by breathing.

Sandy makes small talk, which is kind of her. She
knows Toni’s situation, and she’s okay with it. Toni
isn’t the only t-girl who comes here, Sandy says. It
isn't much of a consolation. Toni can feel herself
tensing up, and she can’t stop it. Sandy wipes down
the side of her face with an alcohol-free solution,
smiles, and tells her to relax.

“ Are you ready?”

“Mm-hm,” Toni manages. Sweat prickles the
small of her back.

“Okay. Here we go.”

Toni screws up her eyes as she feels the probe
slide into place. It doesn’t hurt, but it's the
anticipation that’s the worst thing. Toni really hates it.
The beeps come next—one, two—and then there’s a
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flash of hot, sharp pain. Not so bad to start with, but
it’s only the beginning.

Sandy takes a couple of short breaks during the
hour. Toni kind of wishes she’d just get on with it and
push through, because this costs serious money, but
she’s also grateful for the respite. The whole left side
of her face feels like it’s burning, and tears gather at
the corners of her eyes, the tip of her nose stinging
with weltering sniffs.

“You know, you could try a topical anesthetic to
take the edge off,” Sandy suggests. “Apply about an
hour before your appointment..you can get
something suitable at most drugstores, and I've got
some aftercare products you could try if you want.”

Toni shakes her head, hair rustling against the
paper hygiene protector that covers the table. “Naw.
Well, maybe...I dunno. Stupid Italian hair,” she adds,
widening her eyes and trying to blink the tears away.

Sandy smiles and looks irritatingly more like one
of those wispy, willowy, Californian blondes. Toni’s
not jealous, and she definitely doesn’t feel inferior.
She needs to pee again, too, but that’s going to have
to wait until this is done.

She pats her palm against the edge of the table.

“Okay. Let’s go.”

“Sure?”

“Mm-hm.”

The hour is both unendingly long, and not long
enough. When it’s finally over, Toni isn’t even sure
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how much they’ve done, though Sandy goes over
everything with her in the mirror.

“It's good,” she assures Toni, “especially for only
your second session. Like we talked about at the
consultation, we're probably going to be looking at a
total of two hundred hours, give or take, but we could
possibly do it in a little less. It's very much going to
depend on how the, um, hormones go.”

She turns a little coy at talking about that. Toni
isn’t sure if it's because the woman knows she’s self-
administering or not. She was pretty up-front about it,
but Sandy made her fill in a form before they started
that listed everything she’s taking, and Toni didn’t
have a consultant’s name to put in the right box.
Sandy seems smart enough that she would have
worked it out. Of course, the coyness could equally be
because of how many thousands of dollars she’s
talking about draining Toni of over the next few
years.

It's worth it, though. Toni’s sure of that.

She touches a finger delicately to the place
they’ve done. It's sore and red, and she thinks it
might swell. It doesn’t seem like very much, either,
for all that pain, but there’s a limit to how much beard
they can do at once. Besides, as Sandy says, hair
grows at different rates, and the zap sessions only get
it at certain points in its growth cycle. Her estrogen
schedule will eventually stop new growth, but it’s still
going to take a while. Toni knows. She’s heard all the
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talks, read all the pamphlets, but she’s still faintly
surprised when Sandy wishes her luck before saying
goodbye.

Toni smiles awkwardly. It makes her face hurt
more.

Out front, she pays the money that Kel gave her
and makes her next appointment for two weeks” time.
They can fit her in on a Friday then, and that’s good,
because it'll give her time over the weekend for the
redness to go down. Toni determines she’s going to
think about that in future, once she’s used to this
routine, and then she won’t have to go into work on
Tuesdays looking like she fell asleep on a tanning
table or anything.

She hands over the bills and watches the
receptionist’s face as she does so, as if the woman
might somehow know where the money came from.
It’s a stupid, ridiculous, insulting thought, and it goes
away quickly when Toni focuses on it.

Kel’s told her about The Sherbet Pervert. About
the filthy socks and the dirty gym shorts, and his off-
white leather couch. They laugh about him, and
perhaps that’s mean. Toni doesn’t care. It’s a hell of a
lot less than he deserves, the filthy bastard. She
doesn’t know what he looks like but, just for a
moment, she wants to wipe her hand after touching
his money.

I
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Toni feels people stare as she walks up from the bus
stop. It's getting later, and the city’s waking up—
people are coming home, flowing back into the parts
of town that have been fallow all day. Her face is red
and blotchy, and she knows she’s walking with her
head down because of it. She tries not to, but she
doesn’t feel as confident as she’d like. She thinks
about calling Kel, but settles on just sending him a
text. That way he can pick it up whenever he’s
ready —whenever he’s done with whatever he’s
doing—and she’s not pressurizing. She’s not
demanding anything.

She misses him, though. Bad.

Has he been to the clinic yet, picked up his
results? They might have been ready. Toni doesn’t
know. Should have asked if he was planning to call,
should have asked if he knew yet. She’s so self-
obsessed.

Tears sting the bridge of her nose, and Toni
fumbles a pair of sunglasses from her purse. They're
big—too big, really —and she knows they’re probably
the worst thing she could possibly put on, but she just
wants something to hide behind.

Kel should be having one of his meetings today,
whether or not he’s been to the clinic. About now,
actually.

Toni’s been to a couple, but she’s not a group
person. She stopped going after the session where
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they were supposed to talk about why they’d used.
She doesn’t want to talk about things like that,
because talking about memories gives them power. If
she’s spent the past however many years pushing
stuff to the back of her mind, she doesn’t want to pull
it all out into the open for other people to see.

If she does that, she’ll never get rid of it.

Kel probably doesn’t need to keep going. Toni
knows he hasn’t started using again. He stopped not
long after they got together, though she figures he
was probably already giving it up. She can’t be
responsible for something like that, whatever he
says—and he did say it.

A smile tugs at Toni’s lips as she recalls that day.
They were making out on the grass in the park—
stupid, like horny teenagers. Kel said he didn’t need
to forget about anything anymore. She remembers
tipping her head back as he kissed her neck, and
watching the first leaves start to fall from the trees.

By the time she shuts the apartment door on the
world, Toni’s face is more sore than ever, and she’s
sick of being buffeted by people staring, the cruel
glances and the sidelong looks. She may be imagining
them, or she may not. Either way, she’s convinced
herself the whole side of her face is going to scab, or
the skin’s going to turn coarse and bumpy. Every
horror story she’s ever read is going to come true, and
regrets flit through her head like moths.
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Toni pours herself a ginger ale with ice, and
drinks it through a straw, taking occasional breaks to
rest the cool glass against her tender skin. When she
dares to take a look at herself in the bathroom mirror,
the area does appear to still be red and slightly
swollen, but she knows that’s not uncommon. It was
like this last time, though not as bad. Of course, last
time, Sandy didn’t do so much at once, and she
wasn’t dealing with the coarser hair at the base of
Toni’s jaw line.

A passing recollection of her father flickers
through Toni’s mind. He had really thick beard
growth. Thick, black, curly hair and a permanent
tidemark of stubble halfway up his cheeks. Hair on
the backs of his hands and knuckles too. Toni catches
herself tensing up in an absurd flesh-print of a
memory, like she’s gonna feel one of those big, meaty
hands, balled up and clubbing the side of her head or
something.

Stupid.

She just wishes Kel was home.
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The clinic seems busier than it was last week,
though Kel knows from experience the place doesn’t
really get jumping until after five o’clock. That’s when
all the worried, white faces drop by after work,
twisting tissues in their hands in the waiting room, or
just sitting around looking like they want to puke. Kel
could be quite tempted to come up here purely to
watch them, because the entertainment value is pretty
sweet, but he’s seen first-hand where it can end up. If
he genuinely thought he was facing a future of non-
nukes and PIs, Kel's pretty sure he’d toss cookies in
fear too.

He does kind of have a little bit of that now, this
knot of unease in his gut that tightens each time he
breathes. It slides its tendrils all around the inside of
his body, cold and vicious, like it's searching out a
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weakness, a spot it can exploit and break open. He’s
not going to give in to it, though. He’s done nothing
different in the months since he was last tested, and
that came out fine. It's always been fine. It’s not like
he’s been fretting about it, either, because he hasn’t.
He only called on the off-chance, because he didn’t
want to spend all day sloping around thinking about
how cranky Toni’s going to be when he gets back
from his electrolysis appointment.

Kel feels bad for not going with him, but it’s hard
enough just thinking about it.

It's brave of Toni, Kel reckons. He sure as hell
can’t imagine letting anyone doing that to him. Lying
there, with no anesthetic, while somebody sticks
needles in your face and blasts you with a laser or
whatever.... It's one of those things that makes him
uncomfortable, not just for the thought of the thing
itself, but because it sounds so awful that it kind of
proves how much Toni wants to go through with this.

Kel's proud of him for that. Strange—and he
wouldn’t have expected it of himself —but it’s true. It
doesn’t mean he has to like it, of course.

“Room two,” the receptionist with the nice voice
tells him, and he hurriedly blinks the thoughts of Toni
away.

Kel walks along the hallway with his head held
high, and it almost stops his pulse thrumming in his
ears.
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The room is light, bright...beige. A green curtain,
pushed back on a metal rail over by the window,
lends a murky, shadowed color to the sunshine that
filters through, dappling the scuffed linoleum. The
clinician is an Indian guy, maybe in his mid-thirties,
with heavy glasses and a bored expression. Kel
wonders if he expected something more from his
medical career than day after day of swabbing herpes
sores and explaining the importance of good hygiene
and clean needles to crank-pocked kids.

“You didn't request the HIV test under
anonymity?” the clinician says, glancing at Kel over
the notes.

His accent is pleasantly lilting. Kel doesn’t know
if India has regional accents, like North and South. He
supposes it must do, but he has no idea how you'd
start telling the difference.

“Uh-uh. You guys got all my details anyway, and
I come here for everything, so...” He trails off. It's
none of the guy’s fucking business. “It okay?”

The clinician squints down at the notes again, and
his hesitation panics Kel. It's a yes or no response,
surely? He edges forward a little on the
uncomfortable, low chair, trying to pretend he isn't
holding his breath.

“There were...no antibodies found present in the
blood.”

Kel breathes again. He listens to what the guy
says, all the stuff about how things can change, how
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the window period is like a sliding scale, and simply
means there is no definable presence at this time. To
Kel, it's barely a breath away from preaching and,
when the clinician slips a couple of leaflets across the
desk, he guesses he hasn’t been working here long.
He takes them anyway, nods like he really gives a
shit, and leaves as soon as he can.

Coming out into the sunlight feels like surfacing
from the deep weight of cloudy water, like always,
but this time Kel can shake that weight off easily. He’s
doing good —clean STI sweep, no nasties in his blood,
not even a head cold. He supposes he could go and
catch up with some people, celebrate a little, but he
doesn’t want to jinx it. Besides, it wouldn’t be good to
show up at his meeting stinking of drink, like he’s just
replaced one habit with another.

Kel checks the time on his phone. Speaking of
meetings, he ought to get going. He can’t be late, even
if he doesn’t want to go. He can grab something to eat
before he has to head down there, though, so he
swings by a sandwich bar and orders something
involving chicken, bacon, and peppers.

As far as Kel’s stomach is concerned, most really
satisfying food comes pre-packaged between two
layers of something starchy. He doesn’t know why,
but he isn’t going to question it. He sits on one of the
place’s high metal stools and eats slowly, sucking on
a caffeine-free Coke and watching the people go past
outside the window.
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* Kk kk

By the time he has to go, Kel’s mild antipathy has had
space to work itself up into a fit of really not wanting
to do it, and he’s seriously considering ditching
everything and just heading home. He knows he
can’t. His meetings are one of those things he can’t let
slide, however tempting it is. He knows how he gets
if he skips one: tense and pissed off at everybody. He
slapped Toni around once. It was a while ago, before
he started the pills and everything, and his honey just
gave as good as he got, but Kel can’t begin to imagine
what would happen if he did it now. He doesn’t want
to find out. Toni hurts himself too much to need a
hand in that department from anyone.

It's true, Kel supposes: things have changed
between them. He isn’t sure if those changes are for
the better or not.

He starts to walk, and that sloping, ground-eating
trudge of his soon pushes the feel of asphalt and
concrete out from under his feet, until it seems like
the world isn’t much to do with him. He’s just
walking. There’s a serenity to it, an awareness of his
body and his heartbeat, and he can just let his mind
run on autopilot, thoughts buzzing away below the
surface, but not bothering anybody.

On the way down there, Kel tries to pretend to
himself that it’s not a selfish, running-away thing, this
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not wanting to go. He tries to pretend it’s about Toni,
that he’s thinking about her electrolysis appointment
and the long bus ride home. She’ll be sore and
grouchy, and Kel would like to convince himself he
needs to be there, to provide the TLC and listen to the
complaints.

Toni does need him, after all. And, on its own,
that’s not a bad feeling.

The locations shift around, although more often
than not the group meets at the church not far from
the old train station. It's squat, ugly, faced with
weather-stained brick and rusted pipes. A peeling
yellow poster, trapped forever in a cracked Perspex
case on the wall by the door, reads “‘All We Need Is
Love’. Kel considers that to be complete crap, though
he wishes he did truly believe it.

In some ways, he kind of does.

Obviously, love doesn’t pay the rent or put food
in the fridge—not love like the poster means it,
anyway —but loving Toni has already saved his life.
Kel believes that’s true. It's made it so much more
complicated, brought with it a whole world of new
problems, and sometimes he wishes he’d never met
the fucking guy, but Toni does keep him going.

Maybe that’s all that really matters.

Kel shrugs off the philosophical wrangling and
goes inside, hands shoved deep in his pockets and his
shoulders hunched against the world. It's dark inside,
intrinsically dark, from the heavy wood panels and
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the steel mesh over the stained glass windows,
banking what should be bright, luminous colors with
murky, shadowed light. The church has been stripped
back to its very barest essentials, which feels more
right to Kel than altar cloths and the loud, sharp
sounds of choirs. Those remind him of the religion of
his childhood, which he was only too pleased to leave
behind him. Sunday mornings with no cartoons, and
Aunt Gina’s enormous bosom imprisoned in pale
green cotton, her voice plowing through hymns with
total disregard for pitch or stave. Uncle Matt used to
stand on his other side...right where God could see
him.

Kel shakes his head and glances around the place.

There’s a trestle table in here now, with a blue
paper tablecloth, a coffee urn, and several stacks of
white plastic cups upon it. Someone’s brought a
couple of packs of Oreos, and some juice boxes stand,
looking faintly forlorn, beside the cookies.

People are already milling about, but nothing’s
really going on yet. There’s usually this loose,
awkward period of waiting. Wooden chairs scrape on
the scuffed floor as the guy who runs the group starts
to drag them into a misshapen circle. Technically, he’s
Father Morgan, but he tells everybody to call him Ian.
The usual faces fringe the edges of the room—Kel
knows them, and they know him, as far as anybody
knows anybody.
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There are a couple of new people too, guys he
hasn’t seen here before, but he has noticed them
around. One’s short, wiry, mousey-haired, and looks
like he’s stumbled in here under the impression there
was a free buffet, and now he appears lost, almost
confused. The other one is taller, skinner, but quite
good-looking, in an unpolished, careless kind of way.
He seems arrogant, the way Kel knows he was at first.
Refusing to believe talking about anything would
actually help. Refusing to share his weaknesses, as if
keeping them close to his skin could stop them
thrashing around and getting bigger, splitting and
multiplying, and making every promise he made a
lie.

He remembers those days. There used to be a lot
of them and then, in the dying embers of last summer,
something changed. All the things he’d been trying to
shake away for so long just didn’t seem to have so
much of a hold on him. Toni made them go away, just
by needing him...though Kel thinks of it as more than
that. He thinks there was something secret to it,
something hidden.

He doesn’t dwell on it right now.

Dean’s here. He's standing over by the coffee urn,
though it’s an unwritten rule at these things that no-
one gets coffee until at least one person’s broken
down in tears. At least, that's the way it usually
works out. They have to earn it, Kel supposes. Dean
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glances at the new arrivals, then catches Kel’s eye,
and they share a smirk of amusement.

Kel's never known how old Dean is. They're
probably about the same age, though he doesn’t look
as hard, he thinks. Dean always seems to have
narrowly escaped being ironed, and the troughs that
cross his forehead and run at each corner of his
mouth seem to have been gouged out, leaving dark
places behind them and making his shaven head look
even narrower.

After the meeting’s over —the sitting on the hard,
uncomfortable chairs, making eye contact that isn’t
quite eye contact with people, and letting the snakes
of fear and failing free to coil across the floor—Kel
heads fast for that free coffee. The room still seems to
echo with everything that’s been said, and it’'s darker
than ever, and stuffy.

Dean joins him, raises his plastic cup and nods.

“Hey.”

“Hey,” Kel says, pulling a face at the taste of the
dishwater beverage.

They have a well-practiced shorthand for
catching up on things. By the time he’s got two-thirds
of the way down the cup and eaten a couple of
cookies, Kel’s learned a few things about people he
hasn’t seen in a while, places he hasn’t been.

For his part, Dean doesn’t ask many questions
but, when he does, he’s cautious with them —almost
like he’s expecting bad news.
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“And how’s, uh, how’s Tony?”

Kel hears the inflection in his voice, the unspoken
'y’ instead of an ‘i". It's silly, he knows, because
there’s no damn difference. There’s no difference
between vowels in the way he says it, either, but
somehow it just sounds wrong. Dean does it all the
time. He thinks Toni’s bad news, because he stopped
coming to group...first at the outreach, and then here.
And not just that. Dean’s not exactly sympathetic.
Most people who know about the stuff Toni wants to
do are okay with it. Kel supposes it's one perk of
living in the part of town that they do, and knowing
the people that they know. They may not understand,
they may not know everything that’s involved —fuck,
some of ‘em just don’t give a shit either way—but
very few of them give out the hard-eyed sarcastic
crap that Dean does.

As if he’s proving a point, Dean says, “He wearin’
dresses yet?”

For a brief moment, a flare of anger skitters
through Kel. It’s hot, protective, and irrational. He
blinks it away.

“He’s okay.”

“Still fucking with pills, though?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Hm.” Dean takes a swig of the coffee and
doesn’t appear to flinch. “He gonna do it, y'think?”

Kel shrugs. He honestly doesn’t know. In a way,
he doesn’t care, and that strikes him as odd. Whether
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Toni goes through with the transition or not—and
how he ends up afterward —is going to determine the
rest of Kel's life too. Seems like either just one of
them’s gonna be happy, or neither, and he supposes
he ought to be more concerned about that. But, right
now, all he wants to tell Dean is that it doesn’t really
matter; that it’s their business, and they’ll deal with it.

“I don’t know,” he says instead. “Maybe.”

Dean gives him a long, hard look. His brows
draw low for a moment, then his whole face changes,
as if someone turned on a light somewhere, and he
says, “Hey, you know that kid, Julio?”

Kel frowns. The name rings a bell, but he can’t
remember from where. “Who?”

“Latino. Been workin’ the bus station.”

“Oh.” He shakes his head. “Nah. Why?”

“He ain’t been around a few days,” Dean says,
draining the last of his coffee. “I figured the little
prince just got scared, ‘cause I ain’t heard nothin’. But
some friend of his was down there this morning,
kicking up a stink. I said, he’s not here, and he hasn’t
been. Guy looked like he was gonna sit down in the
gutter and bawl. Started spoutin” off in Spanish.”

Kel doesn’t say anything. He’s trying not to think
the kind of thing that it’s logical to think, because
that’s haunted too many bad dreams in the past. His
mind drifts back to last year, when all he had on
Toni’s whereabouts was a partial license plate and a
bad feeling. They’ve never talked about what may or
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may not have happened in that car, and Kel doesn’t
ever want to.

“Just saying,” Dean says as he refills his cup.

Kel wonders how he can drink so much of the
stuff —has he had the inside of his mouth steel plated
or something?

“Uh-huh.”

“Yeah.” Dean takes another mouthful of the
appalling coffee and swallows slowly. “Fuckin’
spics.”

Kel keeps his mouth shut. It isn’t worth it.

He leaves not long after, still feeling a little raw,
like he always does after these things. They're good
for him, he knows that. They stop him going back to
places he doesn’t want to go to, and he knows if he’s
left to himself that willpower won’t be enough.

Toni isn’t enough, either. He’s a lot of things—
and being with him stops Kel doing so much he
knows he otherwise would —but he’s not a panacea.
Not that Toni’s still using. He isn’t, but he’s not as
firm about it as Kel. Up to the point he started the
hormones, he was still far too likely to score some Es
for the weekend and —while fucking Toni on E is one
of the high points of Kel’s memory —he doesn’t want
to fall back into partying that way. He knows that if
he keeps doing it, it leads onto other things, things he
can’t control, and those are the horrible tendrils that
spiral out of him, hurting people and destroying
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everything. He’s done it before, and he won’t do it
again.

It's dark outside, almost, the summer evening soft
and grainy. He scowls at the sidewalk, hands deep in
his pockets, the occasional orange glow of a
streetlight brushing across his thoughts.

Kel wonders how Toni’s getting on with his face,
whether the skin’s going to have taken it better or
worse this time. At nearly two hundred dollars an
hour, he’d have thought they could manage not to lay
him up for a day. It's going to cost thousands in the
long run...though it's not going to be the most
expensive thing out of all the stuff Toni could do. Kel
finds himself thinking about that—about surgery —as
he walks.

Toni’s so beautiful already, whether he dresses up
or not, that Kel can’t imagine he could ever convince
himself he needs facial feminization. All that scary
stuff about nose jobs, shaving cheekbones and
reshaping chins...he won’t want to do that, will he?

He knows Danielle’s had her Adam’s apple
shaved. Maybe Toni'll consider that because, Kel
thinks bitterly, if Danielle told him to jump off a
bridge dressed as the Easter Bunny, he’d probably do
it. Especially if she made him believe he’d feel better
for it, like it would release his true self or something.

Kel fucking hates that phrase. He’s heard it too
often. It's on the front of that book he got Karen to
special order him at the bookstore —a so-called “guide
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for friends and family’. He picked it up last week,
keeps it tucked under his half of the mattress, and so
far he’s read about a quarter of the way through. The
more he reads, the less it sounds like Toni. Kel was so
hoping he’d be wrong, that he’d understand a little
bit more with every page, but it isn’t happening.

He has these dreams where Toni’s telling him
he’s going to go to Cambodia for surgery, get boobs
and a pussy done. Kel doesn’t want him to go, and
they fight. When he comes back, Kel's waiting at the
airport. It's not Toni who comes to find him, but a girl
with long back hair and almond-shaped eyes, and she
hugs him and won’t let go...until he wakes up,
choking.

It's stupid.

Kel kicks at a pebble on the sidewalk, a loose
piece of gravel that pings away into the dusk and
debris. If Toni did do it—the whole sexual
reassignment surgery, SRS—he wants to believe it
wouldn’t matter. Maybe it even wouldn’t. He'd still
be the same person, still be himself. All it's supposed
to mean is that the inside will finally match the
outside, so that wouldn’t be a problem, would it?
Sure, Toni’s hot, but Kel loves more about him than
his body. And, if this is really the right thing for him,
then the person Kel's known all along has always
been a chick anyway. Fuck, maybe he’s been bi all this
time and never known it. He smiles at that thought,
because it’s such fucking bullshit.
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Kel sighs, too tired to keep trying to convince
himself with the same worn-out arguments. He's
nearly home, and his mind drifts away from bilateral
orchidectomies and the unpleasant mechanics of
neovaginas, back to how his sweetie’s gonna be
feeling after her appointment.

He takes a right off a familiar street, adds a few
more minutes to his walk and stops by a bakery that
sits hunched right up next to what used to be a pizza
place before it closed down about a month ago.
Amazing the bakery’s still going, really, but it stays
open pretty late and, Kel has heard, also does a nifty
line in super-special muffins. He hasn’t asked.

The guy who runs the place is big, Turkish, and
hairy. He smiles broadly at Kel and packages up the
order like he asks for, fussing with the gold organza
bow before handing it over with a knowing wink.

“You make it up with the girlfriend, huh?”

Kel just grins.

As he’s leaving, heading back out into the street
and the night, which is slowly awakening around
him, his phone rings. Kel fumbles for it, answers it
abruptly without checking the number. He assumes
it's going to be Toni, wanting to know where the hell
he is, but then his gut tightens at the sound of a
familiar voice.

It's Michael.

“Yeah?”
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The Sherbet Pervert usually leaves much longer
between his appointments than this, but he wants Kel
to come over on Thursday.

Huh...some ‘last time’, buddy.

Kel expected it, despite all Michael's
protestations, but just not so soon. It feels sudden and
desperate, and he doesn’t like that, but he’s not really
concentrating. He’s still wrestling with other,
complicated stuff in his head, and they need the cash,
so he just says sure, he’ll come. He makes the same
arrangement he’s made plenty of times before and
rings off, not really giving it a whole lot of thought.

It’s not important.

He walks on, and a car sluices through the night
beside him, trailing a fluid band of distorted, tinny
music through the air.
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By the time Kel gets in, Toni’s face has settled into a
dull ache of soreness, and she’s slumped on the couch
watching TV, almost dozing off from the relief. She
jumps at the sound of the door slamming and, as soon
as she’s connected it to where she is, who it is, and
what’s happening, Toni's getting prepared to give
him a hard time over not being here when she wanted
him.

She straightens up against the couch, waits for
Kel to come in, but he doesn’t.

Toni frowns. “Baby?”

There’s clunking around, heavy footfalls and the
sound of him shedding his jacket. She smells cigarette
smoke and turns against the upholstery, one arm
along the back of the couch.
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Kel appears in the doorway, looking tired but
smiling. He’s holding a white box, about six inches
square, tied with a sheer gold ribbon.

“Hey. Got you somethin’.”

“Aww!”

Toni hops up, goes to him, and bounces excitedly
in anticipation. She recognizes the bakery’s logo
embossed in gold on the glossy white card lid, and
knows what he’s bought her. The smell of honey,
almonds, and spice is already making her stomach
rumble.

“Baklava?”

Kel nods, and Toni grins, eagerly pulling the box
open. One of her favorites. He leans in to kiss her
cheek —not the sore one, the other one —but she still
flinches, so he pulls back and, instead, kisses the very
tip of her nose.

“Thought you prolly needed cheering up.”

Tenderness wells up in Toni, and she bobs
forward, puckering her mouth and touching it
gingerly to Kel's. He’s so thoughtful. So romantic. So
good to her. The little voice at the back of her mind
wants to know how his meeting went—whether this
really is just sweetness, or whether there’s something
he thinks he needs to make up for—but Toni tries to
smother it. She delves into the box, snaffles a sticky,
crumbly morsel of nutty pastry and bites down hard
on it, hoping that'll quiet the troll. It doesn’t. Not
fully. It feeds on the unease she’s felt all day, and now

133



M. King

she almost wishes she’d swallowed a couple of
aspirin and gone to bed, as pathetic a response as that
is to just a little bit of hair removal.

“Good?” Kel asks, meaning the pastry.

“Mm.” Toni nods approval and feeds him the
other half, a snatch of desire running through her
when he takes it deftly from her fingers with those
talented lips, sucking the pad of her thumb clean as
he does so.

His tongue traces the nub of her flesh, and Toni
giggles.

Kel chews, swallows, runs his tongue over his
lower lip, catching an errant crumb of pastry.

“Mm,” he agrees, eyebrows raised. “Good.”

Toni catches her own lip between her teeth,
mirroring his gesture slightly, out of the desire to
have his mouth on hers again. Kel’s eyes glitter with a
glancing mischief, and he grins.

“Put the kettle on, hm? I'm gonna go take a
shower.”

“kay.”

Toni folds the lid of the box down—more little
pleasures for later—and Kel touches her arm very
briefly as he passes by her. She aches to hold him, but
it won’t be long. If Toni could be sure he hadn’t been
working today—she didn’t think so, but it’s usually
why he springs straight for the shower when he
comes home—she might sneak in and join him,
surprise him under the warm spray. Then again,
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screwing actually in the shower is more trouble than
it's worth. Doing it once you're just out from under
the water is way better, and it's not so easy to slip
over. Toni likes running a bath, making sure there’s
candles, fluffy towels...and plenty of time to waste.

She blinks, realizing Kel’s almost at the bathroom
door, and she hasn’t yet asked him what she wanted
to know.

“Hey! How was your meeting?”

Kel hesitates before he answers, his fingers
already grazing the door handle. He doesn’t look at
her, just shrugs.

“A’ight.”

It’s all he says, then he shuts the door behind him
and, after a moment, Toni hears the water start to run.
She frowns. Taking her box of baklava, she turns
away, goes to the kitchen, and sets about making the
coffee he wants. They drink more coffee than they
used to since she started the hormones —Kel's way of
trying to get her to lay off the booze.

Toni can’t help wondering about his meeting. Did
he even go? He doesn’t go every time, she knows that.
He should do, but he doesn’t. She can’t make him,
and she can’t complain.

Is that all it is? She guesses so.

Sometimes, going to things like that only makes
you wish you’'d never tried to get clean to start with.
Just reminds you of what you miss.
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But Kel wouldn’t do that, she knows it. Besides, if
he did, she’d be the first to find out. Toni is all too
well aware of what it looks like —what he’s like when
he does that. He was still doing it when they first met,
back at the outreach center. He was the only good
thing about that fucking place —just more rules and
procedures and fucking pious charity from people
who didn’t understand.

She remembers the first time she saw him, just
looking up and seeing this dark silhouette against the
sky. He hurt his hand on the railing, clumsy guy that
he is. He was kind. Funny. He didn’t give up, those
first few months.

Toni never meant to play hard to get. He was
just...confused. Lost, maybe. It was hard to know
what was going on inside his head at that point. Like
trying to listen for one chime among a thousand bells,
or a whisper in a fairground.

Kel didn’t give up after that, either. Toni expected
him to, but he never did. Even when she told him. He
just keeps going. Danielle says most relationships
don’t survive it. Twenty- and thirty-year marriages
can snap in an instant—which doesn’t seem to leave
them much chance. Danielle says it’s probably a good
thing. She says sex drive gets totally screwed up for
most women. She says she went through a whole six
months, early on, where she really didn’t even like
the idea. She says she’s still not that bothered now,
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that finding a man would probably be nice, but it’s
just not a priority.

Toni supposes that’s a very empowered place to
be, in a certain kind of way. She read a book about
empowerment a couple of months back, but Kel
teased her and said she didn’t need any more
attitude.

He doesn’t get as angry since he gave the shit up,
doesn’t lash out the way he used to do, which is good.
It’s all got to go somewhere, though, hasn't it?

The kettle boils, and Toni’s aware she hasn’t been
concentrating. She makes the coffee, puts the baklava
on a plate, and carries everything through into the
other room, setting it down on the table for when he’s
ready. She runs a hand over her hair, tugs at the hem
of her shirt to straighten it. Flicks the stereo on. It's a
Do or Die greatest hits album, which she bought Kel
for his birthday, and Toni selects the songs she wants
to hear. Smooth beats flow out, rounded and easy.
Toni chose it because she knows he likes it, not just
because it’s their style of make-out music...though it
is, and she smiles to herself.

The shower goes off, the door opens, and she can
hear Kel clumping and bumping about out there,
changing into his sweats. She kind of wants to go to
him, be nonchalant and ask about his day, but in a
way it’s nicer to let it all fade away into the distance.
Toni would like to think that, if he wants to tell her
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something, he will. She doesn’t have to ask, and he
doesn’t have to keep secrets.

The song changes and Kel comes in, sloping over
to the couch to sit beside her. He smiles, and the voice
in the back of her head starts over again, making her
question how she ever got here, and telling her she’s
stupid if she thinks she can keep it. Kel doesn’t seem
to hear the voice. He’s kissing Toni, and she slides her
arms around his neck, a little surprised by his
intensity. He wants her, it seems, right now. She
doesn’t plan on complaining. She doesn’t even really
care if the coffee goes cold.

He unbuttons her shirt, tickles her tummy. She
lifts her arms, lets him pull off the garment. She tugs
at the hem of his shirt—if she’s getting naked, they’re
gonna be even about it—and helps him shed the time-
worn tee, its front crackled with an old baseball team
logo in green letters. It lands somewhere on the floor,
and Toni doesn’t know where, because she can’t stop
staring at his beautiful body. A smile bursts from the
corner of her mouth as her gaze touches every part of
him — the wide, square planes of muscle that make up
his chest, the intricate little points of his deltoids. He’s
incredible.

Her stare makes him chuckle, and he flexes,
pulling a face. Toni laughs, drags him closer, plants
her lips on his. The sore part of her jaw protests, but if
she tries to ignore it, it's no worse than bad beard
burn. Kel's being as gentle with her as his desire
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allows, and she loves him for it. His tongue slides
against hers, deft and tempting. Toni’s nipples
contract, tightening even before he leans down to
buss each one in turn, teeth and tongue making
delicate circles around the flesh. He plants a vine of
kisses down the line of her sternum and toward her
navel —hard, like he means them — his fingers already
working on her fly.

Kel fumbles that, forgetting that girls’ jeans do up
the opposite way to boys’. Toni reaches down, helps
him, wishes she knew what this was about. She lifts
her hips, and he starts to pulls the pants down, kisses
the tops of her thighs as they become available. His
stubble scratches her soft, shaven skin, and it’s good.
Pleasure shivers through Toni, knots at the pit of her
stomach, and she puts a hand to his head. He hasn’t
washed his hair; he’s wearing it braided, and she rests
her fingers on the firm, neat ridges. It took her ages to
learn how to do it right—learning how to do
cornrows was even harder—but it's worth it, and it
suits him. Kel’s broad, blunt-tipped fingers skim her
flesh, tracing the outline of her underwear. Toni
shifts, shivers again..not so comfortable this time.
She’s vulnerable, exposed. Under the jeans—a little
treat to herself because of how horrible part of today
had to be —she’s wearing a black lace thong.

She thinks she sees him smile at it before he
glances up, gaze meeting hers. In the split second
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before his eyes change, the look in them softening,
Toni isn’t sure he’s not laughing.

Kel kisses her again, his body close and his
solidity reassuring. She slides her arms around his
neck once more, holds on tight and inhales his
freshly-washed, clean scent. He loves her. Toni feels
it, knows it, believes it. She lifts her legs, wraps them
around his waist and squeezes, laughs softly when
his hand runs up the outside of her thigh. Kel’s
mouth is on hers again, enveloping her, lifting her
higher...and then the feeling becomes more literal,
because he’s physically lifting her up, holding her
tight and pulling her to him. Toni giggles, holds on,
squeaks with laughter as they rise, lurch...almost fall.

Kel grips her waist, one arm across her back. He
won’t drop her.

She trusts him.

g

Kel thinks it's crazy how Toni can wash away
everything. He meant to take it slow, kick back and
relax for a while. Coffee, pastries, music —maybe talk
a little bit. They really need to talk, and about so
many things. The skin on the left side of Toni’s face
looks red and slightly shiny, puffy and probably sore.
That’s what does it, and it occurs to Kel that it’s the
stupidest thing in the world to get turned on by. It
just says something to him about how brave Toni is,
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and whether Kel agrees or not doesn’t seem to matter.
It doesn’t seem relevant. He just has to go with what
he feels, and what he feels right now is Toni’s body
under his hands, Toni’s mouth on his, and all that
buoyancy; the barely stifled giggles and infectious
smiles are spilling out over Kel. He’s warmed by
them, like basking in sunlight, and just maybe a shade
of Toni’s courage could rub off on him.

He likes to think so, but he still wants the girl
clothes off. Kel pops the buttons on Toni’s shirt,
starting at the bottom, his fingers dipping in to caress
smooth skin and hard muscle. Toni’s happy noises
continue to burst against his mouth, and Kel feels
eager hands tugging the hem of his tee-shirt, so he
holds out his arms and Toni pulls the thing over his
head and tosses it to the floor, gaze tracing Kel’s body
with approval.

Kel does a quick flex for him, though he’s not as
ripped as he could be. He knows Toni doesn’t care,
‘cause they go way deeper than flesh and bone, don’t
they? She wraps her legs around his waist, tangled
with the unfastened jeans, and wants to be carried
into the bedroom. It's no mean feat when they’re both
still partly clothed, and almost the same height,
though she’s not really heavy.

Too damn scrawny to be heavy.

Kel manages—albeit with some clumsy thrills
and spills, bumped elbows, banged knees and death-
defying stumbles. They're laughing all over again by
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the time they hit the sheets, and Toni pulls him close
for a sweet, scorching kiss. Her not-quite-breasts rub
his chest—the incipient bloomings that he may or
may not be imagining. They seem more real now than
they have before, and maybe it could just be a change
in the way Toni’s body feels, just a shift in what's
muscle, what's the softness of flesh.

Just for a second, Kel thinks it’s the hottest thing
he’s ever felt but, when they part and he looks down
at her, he’s not so sure. He kicks off his pants, not
having bothered to put underwear on after his
shower, and Toni lifts her lips to help him get rid of
the jeans he’d already started to pull down. She’s
lying there, flushed and wanton, hair coming out of
its clips and nipples peaking, lips parted, eyes dark.
Naked except for a black lace thong, she’s everything
Kel wants, and yet ridiculous at the same time. Her
make-up’s smudged, and the black lacey panties are
totally inadequate for what they’re holding.

Kel doesn’t want to admit it, but he can see all the
cracks in the finish of the master artwork that is Toni.
So, he gathers her up in his arms and buries her with
kisses, and she wraps those smooth, pretty legs
around him again and grinds, scratches his shoulder
with her fake nails and murmurs his name. Kel edges
the thong down, and Toni’s cock is a blushing,
awakening mouse. It was never a monster, but it’s
starting to get more docile. Kel’s noticed that. Toni
hasn’t jumped him as much as he used to this past
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month, and even over the last week or so, he seems
less inclined to take the initiative, to go for things on
the spur of the moment. It's not like his libido’s
diminished, just...like it's softer somehow, and that
worries Kel. He doesn’t know how much of it is the
pills, or just how Toni feels in himself, and how much
might be the fact they’re at that deadly one year mark,
when the freefall of honeymoon romance really starts
bottoming out. Thing about that, though, is who's to
say it hasn’t done that before now? How would he
know?

He’s already seen Toni puke, seen him cut his
toenails while sitting on the john, seen him do a
dozen less savory things. Life wasn’t exactly all hearts
and flowers when they got together, either, but it
didn’t change how he felt. That hasn’t changed much
now. Sure, perhaps the glow has rubbed off a bit, but
Kel never had that many illusions to start with, so it’s
not a big deal, is it? In any case, it's been replaced by
something way more important.

Kel tugs that silly lace thong past Toni’s knees,
pulls it the rest of the way down and drops it to the
floor.

That's better.

It's not that there’s nothing to be said for Toni in
lingerie...just not now.

Kel leans further down, nuzzles Toni’'s thighs,
parts them gently and bats away the nominal
protests. Toni’s getting harder, though he’s not there
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yet. Kel thinks he can fix that. He palms his lover’s
thighs, kisses along the soft skin of their inner length,
his warm breath grazing Toni’s balls.

His honey lets out a soft moan, hips pushing
toward Kel's mouth in a needy, hopeful little
movement. Kel obliges, pressing his lips to Toni’s sac,
delicately juggling the orbs within. He sucks one at a
time, pulling Toni’s flesh into his mouth, swirling his
tongue over the thin, sensitive skin, dragging a
succession of hot, ragged gasps from his lover. Toni
raises his legs, whimpers for more, and Kel dips
down, mouth on the lowest part of his cleft, entranced
by the spice and musk of him. He’s tempted to go
lower still, to hoist Toni’s hips up or turn him over,
then lave his hole until he screams. It's perfectly
possible to make him come like that, but it’s not what
Kel has in mind right now. He presses his thumb into
that narrow valley, feels the tiny ring of muscle flinch
against his touch, and rubs slow, torturous circles
around it.

“Oh,” Toni murmurs, those fake nails gently
skimming the back of Kel’s neck. “Fuck, baby...you
feel so good. Do it?”

Kel knows what she wants. She’s not getting it.
Not yet.

A low, playful growl rumbling at the back of his
throat, he leans up and snatches at Toni’s cock with
his lips, encircling its swollen, pouting head. Toni
curses again as Kel's tongue twirls wetly over the
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glossy, firm flesh, and that only encourages him to
suck harder, savoring his taste. Toni is harsh, salty,
pungent...a flavor just as uncompromising as the rest
of him, and just as complex. He thumps his fists on
the sheet, hips twitching hungrily, wanting more.

Kel can’t refuse him.

He plunges down on Toni’s shaft, takes him right
to the root, and then pulls up tight and slow, his free
hand rubbing circles on his lover’s thigh. Kel’s thumb
slides deeper, pressing into the hot, narrow channel of
Toni’s ass. She coos, reaching down to spread her
cheeks, and he feels her relaxing, taking his digit into
that hot, tight clasp.

Kel keeps his rhythm strict, fast, ruthless. Toni’s
cock thickens, hardens, twitches in the wetness of his
mouth, throbbing against his tongue. With every
stroke upwards, Kel pulls harder on the slick, stiff
flesh, and he knows how much Toni’s loving it, not
just from the way he’s making those hot little noises —
each breath riven through with cracked groans and
gasps—but because his own cock aches in sympathy
with every touch.

He wants to touch, too, to feel them in concert
with each other, to push Toni even higher. He’s hard,
but not yet close to the edge, and Kel knows the
ultimate way to take him there. He pulls away,
reaches across to the bedside cabinet and pulls out a
tube of lubricant that has a cute trick to it. One-
handed, his fingers still massaging Toni’s ass, he
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unscrews the cap. She sits halfway up, watching what
he’s doing, hair messily tousled and expression
wonderfully naughty, lower lip caught in creamy
teeth.

Kel touches the cold gel to Toni’s crack, and as his
fingers move in slow, steady circles, he knows his
honey can feel the lube heating itself. It's got this
special ingredient in it, makes the skin warm and
tingly...fuck knows how it works, but it does. Toni
wriggles down on him, and Kel crooks his index
finger, seeking out the secret spot that'll make him
melt. It does. Toni presses his lips together, lets out a
long "hmmm” and closes his eyes. He looks so fucking
good, and Kel can’t wait any longer. He lets Toni’s
glistening flesh slide from his lips, pulls back and sits
up on his haunches.

Toni smiles broadly, opens those gorgeous legs
and raises them, cheeks spread and cock hard. Kel
takes hold of himself in one hand, guides his cock to
her pucker, pushes..it’s fast, urgent, and he’s not
using a condom. He hasn’t told Toni about the clear
test results yet, and for a fraction of a second Kel's
angry with him for not asking, for not demanding
that he gets a glove on before he gets in there.

He doesn’t say anything, a little scared by Toni’s
trust in him —because he’d rather believe it’s that than
anything else—and anyway, he knows how much
Toni wants it like this, wants to be able to feel him.
Kel tries to think of it like that, as if it’s all for Toni,
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because he’s also afraid to admit how much he wants
it. How much he wants to go hard and raw, to make
Toni feel it...to mark him.

He’s definitely feeling something. Kel suspects he
skimped on the lube and preparation, because Toni’s
teeth are gritted, and the noise that breaks from him is
just as much a protestation of pain as encouragement.
It's so fucking good —so tight, so hot—but Kel forces
himself to wait, trying to give Toni time to adjust. He
didn’t expect to want it so much tonight, to need it so
bad, but he does. His cock pulses deep in Toni’s ass,
and a tingling trail of sweat starts to run down Kel’s
back. A muscle twitches in the back of his thigh, and
his arms ache from taking his weight. Toni’s face is
flushed, so close beneath him, expression a strange
mix of dreamy dislocation and total concentration, a
tiny frown lodged between those over-plucked
brows.

Kel can’t help it; he leans down, kisses her
temple. Those dark eyes flicker open, and the slim,
warm fingers curve around the top of his arm, nails
digging into his skin.

“C’'mon, baby.”

“You ready?”

“Mm-hm.”

Kel tucks his hips, drives his cock deeper, feels
Toni’s legs wrap tight around him, and hears the
sharp intake of breath. He goes slow, adds more lube,
and tries to bite back on the maddening pleasure
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swelling in the pit of his gut. He wants to go fast,
deep, hard...he aches for it, burning with the effort of
holding back.

Toni turns his face to Kel's, lips pressing against
his, trading kisses and soft promises. Kel’s hips surge
again and again, and gradually the thrusts do get
harder, faster. The hot little gasps Toni makes keep
time with them, a low, sensual rhythm panting
between their bodies.

“Fuck...do it, baby. More....”

The words are more than Kel can take. He pushes
Toni’s legs back, knees folded and thighs pressing
down on his chest until they almost obscure the
complex, troublesome buds that will swell there. Kel
doesn’t want to picture the image of boobs wobbling,
doesn’t want to waste time thinking about what is or
isn’t there, what Toni is or isn’t going to be. He needs
to get off, and he wants nothing more than to fuck—
hard, fast, and long —until he gets there.

Toni’s ready, and he’s man enough to take it.

Kel pushes down on his knees, loving the way his
face, neck, and chest are flushed with heat and want.
It's hard even to see where he’s tender from the
electrolysis. Kel thrusts deeper, and all he can think is
that he’s filling Toni with his cock, that this is a man’s
fuck, and that it’s vital, indelible, and eternal.

g
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Damn, he’s on form tonight...!

Toni wasn’t expecting this sudden outburst of
Kel’s, but she’s not complaining. She tilts her hips
higher, closes her eyes. The burn as he fills her—
chafing every nerve she’s got with his ruthless, swift
energy —makes her wonder if this is what it’s like for
girls. Maybe. Maybe this is better, though it’s not
something she focuses on for too long.

Kel wants to fuck hard and fast tonight, and Toni
lets him. He needs to get off, and he’s so beautiful
when he does—his face tautens, the bends of sweat
glimmering very slightly on his forehead and upper
lip, and his eyes darken. Toni feels it, feels each hot,
wet spurt right inside, and it's profound and
terrifying. Kel leans down, spent, folds against his
lover, face buried in Toni’s neck.

Toni holds him, listens to his harsh breathing. She
isn’'t sure how she feels now. Passive, incomplete,
maybe even frightened. Her cock didn’t really wake
up for the majority of the fuck—she lost the hard-on
when Kel breached her, and now it’s rubbing sleepily
against his belly, as if it’s not sure whether to stiffen
properly or not. Toni wants it to, wants to come, but
so much still lingers unanswered...both in her own
body and in Kel’s embrace.

Kel reaches down, strokes idly, fingers clasped
around Toni’s cock, grip slack but tender. They shift
their position, and Toni almost wants to laugh at him,
because he’s already on the way to falling asleep, but
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he’s determined to get her there before he does. She’s
damned if she’s going to tell him how difficult it is.

Toni hits it eventually, an agonizing climb to a
difficult peak, but it's good. Kel coaxes her through,
tells her she’s beautiful while the droplets of thick,
white fluid smatter her stomach. He rubs them in
afterward, smooth motions of his square, broad
palm...and he makes a joke about beauty regimens.
Toni smiles despite herself, swats his arm, and hopes
he’ll hold her while she falls asleep.

She’s sore, but comfortable. A pleasurable kind of
ache that’s mixed up with love and pride, and she can
live with it. Kel sighs, and his warm breath filters
through Toni’s hair like a desert wind.

“Hm,” he says sleepily, shifting against her. “Oh,
yeah. Went t'the clinic. S'all good. All clear.”

“Oh.”

Toni hadn’t forgotten about it. You don’t just
forget about things like that..but she never has
believed it would touch either of them, so his news
isn't unexpected. The flood of relief is still jagged and
sudden, but she isn’t sure what else to say —what else
he wants her to say. She settles on flexing her fingers
against his chest, and says, “That’s good.”

It sounds a little weak, but Kel knows what she
means, doesn’t he? Anyway, perhaps there isn’t any
major requirement for anything but acknowledgment.
All the same, Toni doesn’t like the silence and tries to
slide something in to fill it.
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“Well, you knew it, huh?”

He doesn’'t respond, already three-quarters
asleep. Toni thinks fondly of the coffee and baklava in
the other room, and then she’s not really ready to
sleep anymore. Kel’s breathing changes, his head
heavier on her shoulder, so she doesn’t move.

She waits until he’s properly crashed out, and
then she eases herself out from underneath him and
steals into the other room. The coffee is cold, but Toni
drinks half of one cup anyway while she hoovers up
the baklava. Midnight feast. It's naughty, but good.
Feeling very slightly queasy once it’s all gone, yet not
entirely guilty, she leaves the plate and cups in the
kitchen and goes back to bed. Kel’s turned over, one
arm spread across the place Toni would be occupying
if she hadn’t got up, and his skin is dusky against the
paleness of the sheets, his outline soft in the murky
light.

For a brief moment, the strength of everything
she feels tightens Toni’s throat, and affection stings in
the bridge of her nose. If he wasn’t snoring quite as
loud as he is, he wouldn’t even look real. She climbs
back in beside him, just lifting his arm so she can slip
beneath it, and she’s amazed at how easily he accepts
her presence. He shifts, mumbles in his sleep, and lets
his hand fall across her chest. Face crushed to the
pillow, before he starts calling the hogs home again,
he looks so perfect.
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Toni lies still and watches him for a while. Just
thinking.
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On Thursday morning, Toni sleeps in. It's a naughty
luxury — pure Sybaritic bliss—but she can’t resist. As
Kel leaves, he reminds her not to be late for work, and
she just waves a hand at him from the warm, smooth,
wonderful world of the covers. He mumbles
something under his breath and, as the door closes,
Toni hears the sound of a street sweeper a block or so
away, the buzz of the truck’s brushes humming
through the morning.

She’s vaguely aware that Kel told her where he
was going, but it hasn’t really permeated the aura of
snugness that’s enfolded her, and she finds herself
just easily, quietly, slipping away again, back into
pleasing clouds of slumber.

An hour later, or thereabouts, she’s clacking
down the sidewalk as fast as she can possibly go
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without spilling her takeout latte down the front of
her baggy cord shirt, determining to buy an alarm
clock that not only works, but has a motherfucking
snooze button. The sunlight is bright, the sounds of
construction filtering into the narrow, brick-clad
street from somewhere—what could possibly be
being built? Toni’s coffee tastes scalded, so this is the
absolute last time she’s gonna buy anything from the
stand on the corner by the old library, and she’s
fucking late. A lone cloud drifts lazily over the sharp,
empty sky.

By the time she makes it to the bookstore, Karen
is already dealing with some customers. Toni
recognizes them as regulars—a big friendly bear and
his hubs. To look at them, you wouldn’t think they
were into anything except red wine and foot rubs, but
Big Friendly comes in every week, regular as
clockwork, and picks up any number of the various
leather and kink subscriptions he has on order. Hubs
scoops up so many free weeklies, newsletters and
fliers that Toni wonders whether they actually keep
toilet paper at home. Today they’re buying in bulk:
the latest novel from an author who writes hot
bondage thrillers featuring a gay PI, and a
compendium of erotic scene photography that’s
heavy on the latex and bukkake. Also—rather
surprisingly to Toni—a book about planning a gay
wedding, and one that professes to be about the
emotional process of adoption as a single-sex couple.
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She supposes everyone has different parts to life, the
different masks they wear. And most people have so
many places they can keep the bits of themselves;
little compartments that get filled up with things like
work, family, politics, and car insurance. It must be
nice to feel so organized.

Toni mouths an apology at Karen as the shop bell
gives its anemic ding, and thinks maybe it would feel
good to live like that. Not a so-called ‘normal’ life, as
such...Toni hasn’t had one of those in a very long
time, but she recalls the trappings of them being
constrictive and unpleasant. They make it hard to
breathe. So no, not like that—but having somewhere
nice to live, enough money to buy everything they
need...that could be good. And, maybe, one day, Kel
will put a ring on it. Whether it’s legal or not—and in
how many states —doesn’t really matter to Toni.

She goes through to the back, nodding in greeting
at Big Friendly and Hubs. They smile, and Karen
seems cheered enough by the money they're
spending not to glare outright at Toni across the
counter. The ass-chewing will probably come later.
Toni glances at the clock and wonders if she has
enough time for a cigarette first.

She has some nicotine gum in the pocket of her
shirt, but it tastes terrible. She pops it anyway —it’s
better for her, and she won’t look like she’s trying to
run away if Karen comes back here and finds her
already hanging out of the door. Toni supposes she
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ought to get on with something useful, and she casts
an eye over the hated inventory forms, pinned to the
clipboard that sits neatly on top of a stack of boxes.
New stock.

Toni can still hear Karen talking to Big Friendly
and Hubs, and she cautiously slips her fingers
beneath the lip of the top box, pulling it open and
breathing in the slightly astringent new-book smell of
paper and potential. The covers wink at her, layers of
glossy darknesses with embossed gold titles and
jewel-like flashes of color. Toni likes books. They give
her somewhere to go to, and people to be, when she
can’t face the world outside her own eyelids.

She takes one of the uppermost copies out and
starts to read the blurb inside the jacket. It's a
romantic thriller; a story about a CIA agent who falls
for the reformed gang member testifying in a major
case, and then has to protect both himself and the guy
he loves from the gangbangers, who get acquitted on
a technicality. Toni flicks through a few pages, starts
getting into the rhythm of the book. The description
sounds kind of like Kel. Strong, silent—the type of
guy who keeps everything locked up inside him until
he trusts a person. Once that starts to happen, it’s like
daylight coming in through a broken window, like
colors fracturing off the glass and dancing together in
unexpected places. They start out pale and fleeting,
but as the sun gets warmer, they grow stronger, until
they’re dazzling and bright.
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“Toni?”

She flinches. She hadn’t noticed that Karen had
finished with Big Friendly and Hubs, but apparently
she has, and she’s standing in the doorway, looking
expectantly at Toni.

“ Are you okay, honey?”

Toni smiles, closes the book. “Yeah. Hey. Sorry
about....”

Karen shrugs, gives a resigned lift of her pencil-
shaded brows. She still has her glasses perched
halfway down her nose and, with one pink-tipped
hand, she reaches for the clipboard with the stock
form on it.

“Don’t worry about it. You're here now, but
maybe you could just try to be on time for the whole
of a week sometime, hm? Y know. Just for kicks.”

She gives Toni a sweet, sarcastic little smile, and
Toni wrinkles her nose.

“’kay. Sorry.”

Bitch-whore-dyke-fuck-slut!

Toni doesn’t say the words, and the sneaky
impulse to do so goes away once she takes a couple of
breaths. She likes Karen really, just not the fact that
the woman’s her boss. Toni isn’t really comfortable
with anybody being her boss, and she’s starting to
feel hot and prickly again, which she puts down to
the fact it's a warm day.

There’s stuff with forms to do, and restacking of
shelves, and by the time lunch comes around there
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hasn’t been a customer in since Big Friendly and
Hubs, so Karen’s got Toni doing some dusting and
tidying up before she scoots. Toni doesn’t really
mind; Karen says she doesn’t have to come back after
lunch.

“You look tired,” she adds, by way of
justification.

Toni knows it’s kindness, but she doesn’t really
like it. Anyway, she thought she looked pretty good.
This kind of concern undermines what scant self-
confidence she’s clinging on to, and she knows she
doesn’t need that. She quirks an eyebrow.

“Oh?”

“Well, I thought....” Karen presses her lips
together, does a small, cutesy tilt of her head that
makes Toni want to smack her. “It can’t be easy, what
you're going through, however hard Kel’s trying to
help. How's he getting on with the book?”

She slips it in as if she wants to switch Toni’s
attention away from what she just said. That cardinal
sin—what you're going through. Like it's some kind of
long convalescence, or a violent stomach bug, or
something. Toni never thought she’d be sensitive
about it, but she’s finding she is, which is weird. Just
another part of herself she has no control over. It
pales next to what Karen’s let slip, though.

“What book?”

Karen smiles tightly, and it makes her upper lip
crinkle. “Well, I suppose he did say he wasn’t going
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to tell you, but...he’s been reading up, you know?
Ordered a bunch of stuff. The Roadmap guide, and
that True Selves book for friends and family....”

Toni couldn’t feel worse if she’d been slapped
with a dead fish. No, she hadn’t known Kel was
doing that. It makes her feel lumpy and stupid, and
more of a bitch than usual. So typically him, of course.
Not talking to her, not saying anything. Just letting
her think —

“You're lucky to have him,” Karen says, as if
that’s remotely helpful.

Toni just nods, unable to speak without
embarrassing herself. Tears want to spill out of her
tired, sore eyes, and for no good fucking reason. She
sniffs, tries to salvage her dignity. Wants to go home.

Thank God it’s only a half day.

The time passes really slowly. It grinds on and on
the way Toni remembers it doing in school, when the
minute hand used to tremble and tremble just before
ticking over, and for a moment it would seem to go
back instead of forward, like the whole hour was just
going to repeat itself over again.

She wants to call Kel, but she just sends a text. He
doesn’t send one back, so she figures he’s busy, and
that’s okay. It really is. Toni tries believing she isn't
validated by or dependent on him and, when there’s a
little mid-morning rush of shoppers, that becomes
true for a while. Toni loses herself in being busy, in
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smiling and making small talk, and it feels really
great, really...powerful.

Danielle’s coming round this afternoon. They had
some girly time planned, just manis, pedis, and
gossip. Like a day spa trip, but without the expense or
the people looking at her funny. Danielle says she
never gets pedicures done professionally because
people always stare at her feet. They are big, but then
she’s a tall girl. Supermodels all have big feet, Toni
reckons, on account of how they’re all tall. She told
Danielle that, but she just laughed.

At last, lunch comes, and with it Toni’s release for
the day. She smiles at Karen as she’s packing up to
go, and promises to be on time on Tuesday —hell, the
whole of next week. Honest. Karen shakes her head
and rolls her eyes, but it’s affectionate. Toni grins, and
the bright sunlight outside warms away the last
lingering traces of discomfort. Makes everything
better, somehow. She is lucky. She’s lucky to have
Kel. Lucky to have Karen, too, and Danielle.

Toni crosses the road, takes a deep breath, and
doesn’t feel so panicky anymore. A strange kind of
security seems to blanket her, and she supposes it’s
the thought of Kel squirreling away self-help books
and guides to transition, reading them in secret.
Trying to understand —and he is, isn’t he? So maybe
he’s not just gonna bundle up and go, the way she’s
been scared of for so long.

160



Filth

There’s a message from him on Toni’s phone. Just
a few short, simple words —he’ll be back tonight and
he’ll bring dinner, Toni and Danielle are not to go
crazy, like he’s really going to come home and find
Toni’s gone platinum blonde —and he loves her. Toni
smiles to herself as she sends back a one line reply.
They won't, and she loves him too.

The sun beats down, and it sparkles a little on the
mica in the sidewalk.

g

It’s nice having Danielle round. They can just let their
hair down, be stupid together. She makes Toni laugh
so hard that ginger ale almost comes out of her nose,
and the bubbles sting like crazy. There’s wet nail
polish and wet towels, and it feels safe. Safe to talk
about anything, to say all the things that Toni isn’t
sure she can most of the time.

“Am I doing the right thing?”

They’re sitting on the couch, and there’s an open
bottle of wine on the coffee table, next to a pepperoni
and mushroom pizza in a greasy, steam-dampened
box. Danielle’s got her feet—freshly pedicured and
tipped with maroon polish—placed neatly together
on the cushion, her glass of wine held in the hand that
isn't resting across her bent knees. She peers at Toni
over the rim of it, concern clouding her face.

“As in?”
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Toni frowns and looks down at her lap. Sitting
here in sweats and foam rollers, with the astringent
odor of nail polish mixing with the smell of the pizza,
Toni doesn’t feel confident or secure. Toni doesn’t
even feel much like the person she thinks she is, let
alone the person she wants to be. And, once those
words have been said, everything seems that little bit
less safe and secure. It's funny how fast things
change.

“Um...y’know. Just generally.” Toni clears her
throat, tries to sound like it wasn’t a big question.
Like it wasn’t important.

That doesn’t wash with Danielle. She looks
consideringly at Toni, and her expression is serious
but threaded through with just a little bit of pity.

“Honey, you told me you’'d thought everything
through. We talked about deep thinking, and you
said you were sure. Has anyone been —?”

“No,” Toni says hastily.

Why does everybody always have to assume it’s
someone else’s fault, someone else’s responsibility?
It's like no-one thinks Toni could possibly do
anything —even screw up—without a shove in the
back and a clearly labeled diagram.

“It isn’t that. It's not Kel, before you even say
anything. I just..I don’t know. What if I'm wrong,
huh? What if all of this ends up not being right for
me?”

14

162



Filth

Danielle’s mouth twists, and she’s about to say
something, but Toni doesn’t want to hear it, whatever
it is.

“You can’t tell me you've never spoken to
someone that's happened to! With your helpline
stuff...you know it happens,” Toni finishes lamely.

Danielle doesn’t respond right away. They both
know the horror stories: women whose nerves or cold
feet worsen during the time they spend in transition,
instead of improving. Perhaps they push on, go all the
way only to realize—once the surgery is over —that
they’ve made an irreversible mistake. It can leave
people miserable, drive them to suicide.

It can ruin lives.

Danielle takes a long, slow sip of her wine and
swallows. She looks carefully at Toni, as if watching
for some sign of possible implosion.

“Yeah, I know it does. But why ask these
questions now? You told me, and I quote, you’d never
been more certain of anything, and that you wanted
it, no matter what. Has something changed?”

Toni slumps back against the couch, unable to
meet her gaze. It's hard to know what it is...whether
it’s an inside thing or an outside thing, or just nerves.
Maybe it's just the pills, maybe it's good old-
fashioned rational what-if thinking. Who knows?

Toni shakes his head. It's hard to feel like a
woman next to Danielle. He feels awkward and
ungainly, like he’s wearing heels two sizes too big
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and trying to run in them. Maybe this isn’t right.
Maybe he doesn’t want to be like she is—or he does,
but not the way it first seemed. Maybe he just never
thought it through properly, like the fucking idiot he
is. But, then again, if it's a journey, there’s lots of
directions to go in, aren’t there? Lots of ways to go,
lots of different paths.

Maybe not all of them are wrong.

Toni would probably cry right now, only he
doesn’t feel any tears. There’s nothing banked up, no
weight pressing in and no sense of panic. She does
want it. She does want to be that person, that brave,
confident, perfect self she can see in her future...but
what if it doesn’t work? It’s not just the troll voice
talking, either. It could happen. It could go wrong,
couldn’t it?

Danielle sighs and leans over to put a comforting
hand on Toni’s wrist.

“Is this about surgery? I know you've been
thinking about it more. You don’t have to start getting
into that until you're ready. The helpline’s got all
kinds of support group numbers and
therapists...Toni, don’t pull that face.”

Toni doesn’t stop grimacing. He doesn’t do
groups. Or shrinks.

“A lot of women are choosing to live without
SRS, anyway,” Danielle says, obviously convinced
she’s found the source of his discomfort. “There’s no
golden rule that says you've got to do it, that you
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have to transition any one single way. You can be
non-operative if you want, for as long as you want
after your RLT. You can always do it later. It’s just as
much about waiting until you're ready as waiting
until you can afford it.”

Toni curls his lip. She sounds so fucking
patronizing when she’s like this, though he knows
she just wants to help. Most days, he can take it as
help, too. Most days, Toni would be grateful for
this..but not today. It shouldn’t come down to
money, either—she shouldn’t think it comes down
just to money. It does, of course. That is, it will, when
Toni’s ready for it. Surgery. Changes that can’t be
stopped or reversed. The estrogen is irreversible as
well, or it will be. By this time next year, if Toni keeps
up the dosages, she’ll be about as far changed as she
can get without a surgeon.

It doesn’t seem very far away and—all of a
sudden—it seems a hell of a lot more real. It
seems...scarier.

The tears do start to come then, but not the way
they so often do. Not desperate, uncontrollable and
heart-breaking. Just a heavy dampness that spills
from eyes too hot and too full to hold it, silent and
unstoppable. Twin salt tracks trace his cheeks.
Danielle wraps her arms around Toni, pulls her close,
holds her. Rubs her back, kisses her hair. It feels good.
Toni’s a little alarmed to discover how good, and he
pulls away, clumsy and confused.
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Danielle wipes his face, and it’s such an intimate
gesture, such a sweet, kind thing to do that it very
nearly feels wrong. Toni swallows heavily, clears his
throat, sniffs...smiles. Danielle smiles back, and things
lighten a little.

“Thanks,” Toni says, voice thick and rough at the
edges.

“It's all right. You'll be okay, you know?
Whatever you choose, you'll be okay. And you can
talk to me. You can ring the helpline if you want, if
you wanna keep it—all right, all right. I'll shut up.”

She grins, and Toni realizes how pissed off he
must have looked at that idea. They laugh, and the
tension seeps away. Danielle refills the glasses, and
they finish off the pizza. Screw the diet. Toni tells her
about Kel reading up, about the books on order from
Pink Pages...about the one that she found hidden
under his half of the mattress when she got home this
afternoon.

Danielle smiles indulgently at that, says it’s good,
says it's progress. Toni wants to ask if that means she
thinks they have a chance, but doesn’t dare. That
would be complicated, and it would raise up once
more that whole issue of how things are going to be
in the long run.

Some things don’t need asking right now, and
they don’t need answering yet.

They slide back to the loose comforts of gossip
and idle chatter. Danielle makes some coffee, and
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Toni puts the TV on. They half-watch a talk show,
laugh at the people on it, and push the problems of
this life away until they fade into the background of
the brightly colored television one. Toni suspects
Danielle didn’t really listen. She believed in Toni
totally from the very first time they met, the very first
time they talked about things...she’ll have put all
these worries down to nerves and nothing more.

Maybe they are. Maybe it is only that.

Toni looks at Danielle, watches the way her
fingers are folded around the white china mug, and
watches how her mouth crinkles at the corners when
she laughs. Her roots are beginning to show
through—dark brown at the base of the red—and
there are slight traces of crows’ feet edging her eyes.

It's a funny thing, Toni thinks, not knowing who
you are. Whether it’s a passing crisis, or just nerves,
or even a slowly changing point of view, it's
unsettling. It doesn’t feel safe. When he fights with
Kel —those horrible, prickly times when, even though
Toni doesn’t want to argue, he can’t help it and he
can’t stop the vile things that come out of his mouth —
there’s this thing that Kel does. He gets this really
resigned look on his face and he sighs, and he says
Toni’s name, and it’s pleading and long, like a low
breath of wind. She used to think he did it that way to
make it sound like a guy’s name.

It is, of course. It's been what Toni’s gone by since
the age of thirteen, and he’s not yet picked anything
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else. That probably needs to happen soon. A new
name, some more things in the wardrobe...proper
full-time living. Danielle says that’s something that
shouldn’t be rushed, but Toni doesn’t see why not. If
this is right, then why wait? The way it feels when
girl mode’s working —the fact that everything seems
so much better with the world then—must mean it’s
the way to go.

Names are hard, though. He doesn’t know where
to start, who he wants to be. What he sees in his head,
when it'll all be over, that person who’s smart and
brave and clean and free...she doesn’t have a name.
Toni’s not even sure he connects with her all the time,
that she’s really a part of him, and that gets him so
mad. It's like Kel’s fucked with his head, changed his
mind —it’s got to be Kel's fault, hasn’t it? —and he’s
going back, slipping inexorably back, into those dark
places that he doesn’t want to go.

It’s got to be Kel's fault, because Kel was the one
who didn’t want this. Kel didn’t like the idea. Kel
didn’t think it was something he needed to do.

—You're not trans, you dumb fuck, you're just
stupid! —

Cruel words. He isn’t usually cruel, but when he
is, he’s very good at it.

Toni thinks of the book tucked under his
mattress, sips the coffee, and pulls a face. Danielle
always over-sweetens everything. The talk show’s
over, its bouncy theme music leading off into
commercials. Danielle channel surfs a little, and Toni
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wonders if that’s to avoid talking. There certainly is a
slight awkwardness to the silence between them,
which isn’t normal. Not for them.

Other questions are just starting to dance through
Toni’s head — things that might be worth asking, even
if the answers aren’t popular —when Danielle finds a
local news report, and they both stare.

A reporter with a pastel green blouse and red
lipstick stands before a flapping line of crime scene
tape, and the sallow light of late afternoon glints on a
chain-link fence. Behind the woman, police officers
and criminalists in those heavy black nylon jackets are
picking over the dusty ground and, past the metal
honeycomb of the fence, tall golden grass waves
against a gray sky fringed with clouds.

“Oh, God,” Danielle says. “That’s the old
embankment, isn’t it?”

Toni doesn’t say anything. She knows where it is,
what it’s for. The report is live, and Danielle turns up
the volume.

“...body was discovered approximately two hours
ago,” the reporter continues, presumably recapping
whatever it is the station already knows, “and is
believed to be that of a young man, preliminary
reports suggesting African-American, who appeared
to have been beaten severely. Police officers have yet
to make an official comment....”
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Toni is aware of Danielle’s gaze, of the look of
horror on her face before she catches herself and reels
it in.

“Isn’t that awful?” Danielle says, voice pale and
thin. “I wonder what happened. What do you think —

Toni doesn’t answer, trembling fingers already
stabbing at the keypad of his phone. Kel’s number
goes straight to voicemail. It’s stupid to be so panicky,
to immediately have this thing open up inside that’s
too big and too horrible to even be real. It's not a fear
that has a name, it’s just a dark aura on the world,
and it echoes back at Toni with all kinds of
possibilities, all kinds of sick, twisted things that
shouldn’t be thought about in case they’re conjured
into being.

“Toni?”

Danielle’s voice comes through a shroud,
distorted and fuzzy. Toni shakes her head. It's hard to
breathe, to hear, to see. She’s choking on something
she can’t identify; not tears, not anger, not panic, but
some combination of the three, and it hurts. Her
forehead burns, a panicky dizziness sweeping in and
out of her.

Something’s happened to him, hasn’t it?

She could take most things, but not that. Not Kel.

“No.”

The word slips out, small but stubborn. Danielle
comes over to her, reaches out, takes hold of her wrist
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and tugs on it as if she’s trying to get a recalcitrant
child to move away from a stand of toys.

“Honey, c'mon. I'm sure it’s all right. It's nothing

to—"
She wants to say ‘no” again, to stop all the words
and all the feelings, the images that dance behind her
eyes and the fear that pools under her skin, cold and
greasy, but she can’t. Danielle puts her arm around
Toni’s shoulders, squeezes gently, and she is warm
but totally devoid of any comfort.

“Toni, come on. You mustn’t panic, okay? Don’t
panic, honey.”

They’re different words, but they’ve been said
before. Kel's said them, all the times they’ve partied
too hard, and all the times he’s treated her like a
stupid kid, like a crank.

— Don’t freak out on me now, Toni. Pull it together,
'kay? —

But Danielle is not him, and Toni stiffens under
her touch, resenting things that aren’t even there.

“Just because it sounded —”

“No!” Toni snaps, because putting a name on it is
wrong. “It's not! It isn’t...it isn’t anything. It....”

The words dry up, hissing away into nothingness
like water spilled on a hot stove, and all she can do is
stare at the TV, watching the dying light touch the
long grass that waves against a dull sky. Other news
stories are running across the bottom of the screen in
a blue ticker tape band, as if anything else actually
matters, and then the camera breaks away, and it goes
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back to the studio. The anchors are suave, polished,
well made-up, and they just go back to talking about
the local economy. You could almost believe that
nothing’s happened.

Danielle kisses the top of Toni’s head. “Look,
sweetie, if you're worried....”

Toni just nods. Yes, she wants to. Needs to.
Danielle understands, hugs her one more time and
pulls her to her feet.

“All right. All right, come on.”

* %k k%

It doesn’t take all that long to get to the old
embankment, though, by the time they arrive, the
golden glow of a summer afternoon has given way to
the soft light and faint chill of early evening. It’s like
the texture of the world has changed a little bit, and
Toni notices it, looking up from the horrible autopilot
of dialing Kel’'s number over and over—the same
tattoo of beeps on the keypad, the same fucking
voicemail message—and wonders if it means
something, the fact it feels colder.

The whole place is still criss-crossed with scene of
crime tape. Beyond the chain-link fence, the tall
golden grass has become a row of dark wisps against
the shadowed sky, though it’s not yet properly dusk.
The sun is just..gone. Whoever was here has been
taken away, but there are still people hanging
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around—a couple of uniformed officers, and
criminalistics people taking tire impressions or
something. There are a few rubber-neckers, too, and
Toni recognizes some of them.

She pulls away from Danielle’s grasp and bears
down on one of the uniforms. Toni sees the look in his
eyes when he registers their approach, but she’s just
not in the mood for that kind of bullshit.

“Can I help you...people?” the cop asks with a
smirk.

Fuckwit.

Toni wants to hit him, and the rage swells up like
thick nectar, but she chokes it down.

“There was a body. Right? Who is it? Who was—

“I'm not really at liberty to comment,” he says,
and Toni knows the bastard is wavering between
tacking “sir” or ‘ma’am’ on the end of the sentence.

It doesn’t matter. She knows what she looks like,
what she sounds like right now. Her voice is shot, and
she hasn’t even thought about the way she’s walking.
He can think what he fucking well likes.

“We just want to know if the body has been
identified,” Danielle says, taking firm hold of Toni’s
arm, like she really thinks he’s going to windmill the
guy.

Toni wriggles away.
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“Has it? Is it a black guy? Light-skinned, and he
had...he had braids. Short ones. He’s about five nine,
maybe two twenty five?”

She blinks hard. She can’t remember what he was
wearing when he left home this morning —fuck it, she
didn’t even look. Toni slept in, barely threw a word
after him as he went. So fucking self-absorbed and
now the most unthinkable thing might have
happened and she’ll never forgive herself....

The cop’s talking. Toni hasn’t heard, doesn’t
understand at first. Danielle squeezes her elbow.

“Are you sure you want to do that, sweetie? You
don’t have to.”

Toni shakes her head, frowns. The cop repeats
himself, looks at her like she’s a retard as well as a
freak. Identifying the body...it sounds clinical and
strange. The cop’s on his radio now, so Toni’s
description must have hit a note somewhere.
Dizziness pulls at her knees, and the sickly, woozy
feeling she gets around police officers takes hold.

“You don’t have to,” Danielle says again,
urgently this time. “Don’t rush it, Toni. What if it’s
not him, hm? He could just be held up somewhere.
He might just show up at home. Why don’t I take you
back to the apartment and —”

She thinks it’s him. Toni can tell from the sound
of her voice. She wasn’t sure before, but now Danielle
really thinks it’s him, and that scares her all over
again. Toni can’t countenance it, can’t believe what
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Danielle so clearly does, but now she’s thinking about
it afresh, and all she can see is the image of Kel shut
up in a coroner’s van or a morgue, abandoned in
some black bag, all alone.

She can’t stand it.

She says yes. Of course she’ll do it. It's one word,
but it feels huge, and it yawns out in front of her after
she’s said it, like something endless and black and
heavy that she’s got to fight her way through. Even
the word itself seems to stretch out. Toni hears the
sound that leaves her mouth as if it comes from some
unidentified animal. It's a raw, ugly, creaking noise,
and she wants to scream, cry, and probably puke, but
she can’t...because that'll mean it’s him.

It’s not. It can't be.

The cop asks more questions, and Toni answers
them numbly. When she last saw him, his age, his
relationship to her. The asshole smirks and actually
asks if she’s tried calling him, asks if maybe he could
just be out with friends. Toni knots up tighter, her
shoulder blades drawing together like wings and her
fists starting to bunch, but Danielle’s hanging onto
her arm and helping her answer, guiding her through
the whole thing and helping her explain that this is
real, this is serious...and she doesn’t let go of Toni’s
arm for the whole journey.

The cop starts to treat them with a little more
respect after a while. He’s not that old, Toni realizes,
seeing the nervousness in his eyes and the acne scars
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on his chin. He reminds her of the cop that picked her
up for solicitation on her eighteenth birthday. The cop
car smells the same as it did that day, too: pine air
freshener, upholstery cleaner, and stale sweat. There’s
an undertone of coffee. Only, this time, Toni’s not
sitting here facing something that can be made to go
away with a handful of notes and a blowjob.

The city —the parts of it that aren’t familiar, aren’t
worn to the comfortable shapes of everyday life, like
an old sweater—fly past the windows. She doesn’t
really give it much thought, because she’s clutching
her phone tight as a talisman, still dumbly punching
in the numbers. It'd be so stupid, wouldn't it, if she
went all the way to the police morgue and then Kel
picked up, said ‘hey’ the way he does when he knows
it's her and she’s been trying to get hold of him. He
always manages to sound slightly pissed off...not the
way he sounds on his voicemail message. She lets it
play when it starts up now, instead of ringing off as
soon as she realizes he hasn’t switched the thing on.

—It’s Kel. You know what to do. —

Only she doesn’t know what to do. What if all
there is left of him is this single recorded message?
What if she never hears his voice again? Just one brief
glimmer left and nothing else. Toni almost stops
breathing, and stars of glowing blue burst in front of
her eyes.

“Toni?” Danielle touches her arm lightly.
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She doesn’t respond at first, and Danielle pokes
her again, harder.

“Hm?”

Toni looks up. Danielle’s expression is strange,
like she’s trying to be cheerful, but all the comforts
and consolations are slipping off her face, leaving just
the fear in her eyes. She smiles a little bit, and it
makes the corners of her mouth look tight and
unnatural.

“Don’t...don’t let’s jump to any conclusions, hm?”

Toni grunts a non-committal reply and turns his
attention back to the cell phone. The same sequence of
numbers beep their repetitive rhythm, then:

—It’s Kel. You know what to do. —

* %k k%

This is one thing that Toni hasn’t done before, but the
novelty isn’t something to be cherished. The building
is low, concrete, square...kind of like a giant grayish-
beige lump of sugar dropped onto the sidewalk
among the office buildings and industrial leftovers,
and gradually melting into the dirt.

They pull up at the back, where white vans with
blacked-out windows come and go, and it's weird.
Any time Toni’s had anything to do with cops in the
past, they’ve always gone in the front door. There’s
none of the commotion and the frustrated anger of
the bull-pen back here; it all just feels empty. Just a
big, concrete void.
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It's busy, certainly. All the corridors she walks
down have people bustling around at the ends of
them. Other rooms, other doors...there are lives
beyond each of them, and she should be able to feel
that, to recognize their existence, but she can't.
They’re nothing more than drones. Walk-on parts.
Danielle tries to hold her hand, but Toni pulls away.
She doesn’t know why.

She has to fill in a form before they’ll let her go in.
Give all her contact details, prove she is who she says
she is, and then there’s this box that demands a full
legal name. She leaves that one until last, then writes
‘Antonio Sebastian Frescelli’ in shaky block capitals,
and hands the pen and the clipboard back with as
much dignity as she can manage.

The morgue smells, but mainly of bleach or
something like that. Toni's seen plenty of death
before, but never in such clean and tidy
circumstances. It’s not really what she was expecting.

There’s a woman here. Toni missed whether she
was police or CSU, or just some passing morgue
employee they’ve grabbed and shoved out front and
center because she’s female and looks as if she could
have a caring smile. She’s petite, with a high ponytail
and killer cheekbones. Maybe Korean. The badge she
wears—when Toni blinks at it, because she can’t
stand looking at the charitable confusion and
disjointed sympathy on the woman’s face—says
Christine Hong.
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It's strange, Toni thinks, how so much metal
draws the walls closer in, yet reflects the tainted,
sallow light. It should make this room feel hard,
tightly enclosed, but it doesn’t. Instead, it's soft,
disconcerting...and it makes it hard to know where
the walls end or the floor begins; in fact, where
anything really is. The whole room echoes and
swoops around the edges, and it's disorienting, like
being beneath a great weight of water, murky and
deceitful.

“Are you ready?” the Hong woman asks.

Toni nods, but she’s not sure. She told Danielle to
wait outside, and now she wishes she hadn’t but, if
some things can’t be done alone, there’s probably not
much point in doing them.

She closes her eyes and wishes she could find
words to pray with. The sound of metal on metal is all
at once silky and hard and violent, and Toni clenches
his teeth in an effort not to give in to the sudden burst
of nausea. In the long, dark nanoseconds before he’s
brave enough to look, he can see the agonizing
blackness, the shape and the coldness of the void that
Kel will leave behind him. It’s big...too big for anyone
to go on into, surely? Toni shivers, the weight of it
pressing in hard and inescapable, until he feels as if
his feet are slipping on the first tiny stones of a
collapsing  scree  slope.  There’s  something
unavoidable about it. Just like the fact that—at some
point—he’s going to have to look down at the body in
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front of him, and at that point Toni is going to fall.
He'll fall and fall, torn by rocks and betrayed by
gravity, and he’ll die falling, the air choked out of him
and the darkness cold and terrible...because what else
can there be without Kel?

Toni opens her eyes.

There’s cinnamon skin. Black hair, braided but
rebelliously fuzzy. A soft, wide mouth is different in
this kind of repose to the way it should be in life. Cold
and unmoving, no spark of humor or sign of warmth
touches it, but that isn’t the worst thing. An ugly,
broad wound runs across one temple, the edges
chewing away at the skin, revealing the slickness of
muscle and the hardness of bone beneath.

Toni sags a little at the knees. The whole world’s
opened up inside her. No-one could ever understand
it. She can see the vastness of time and space, the
unending hugeness of everything, and she knows
exactly how insignificant she is. She can see the reality
of her own death, feel the coldness of it inching closer
with every breath, without choice or escape, and she’s
more scared than she’s ever been. It’s like the biggest
K-hole Toni’s ever looked down, but reversed so that,
instead of everything being depersonalized —numb,
like a fat lip after the dentist—it’s focused on her, and
she can’t get away. She feels everything, and it’s
intense and inescapable. She almost wishes she could
stop breathing, do anything to make the seconds stop
ticking by, but she can’t, and every single fucking one
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weighs down like a suffocating mantle. They're
agonizingly slow, and yet so fast as well, and they just
won’t fucking stop. She’s falling, and falling, and
everything’s black. The only sound is of pebbles
cascading down along the sharp, steep ground.

“Are you all right?”

The Hong woman hastily covers the body over
and steps back a little bit as she looks at Toni, which
suggests that they get a lot of pukers in situations like
this.

“Do you need me to...?”

Toni shakes his head over and over, reaches out
and is surprised to find that the woman’s white-
sleeved arm is warm. It's a good thing to hang onto,
to drag himself back to land. Breathing. Breathing is
good, too, but harder to do.

“Nn-nn.”

He doesn’t want Danielle. Not right now. Not in
here. The Hong woman’s pretty dark eyes—such a
nice shape, not unflatteringly round and faintly
buggy like Toni thinks his are—widen a little, and
she’s trying to coax a proper response out of him. He
knows that, but his mouth’s still numb and his tongue
feels fat. She must think it’s weird that he’s grinning.
But what can Toni do, except grin?

It's wrong, really. It must be. This poor bastard is
still dead. So young, so handsome, and so very cold.
Toni glances back at the smoothness of the sheet,
broken only by the strange, stark valleys of shadow
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that the folds and drapes cast, deeper somehow than
they should be beneath the electric light. He wants to
reach out, touch the guy’s face, and apologize for
being so fucking relieved.

“It's not him.”

The words are small and hollow, but very
important. Oh, it's like him. It's so like him...but it
isn't. And that’s not denial talking. The bones are
finer, the jaw longer and a little slimmer, the
cheekbones not shaped quite the same. The skin is a
different color, the lips thinner and not so well
defined. The forehead doesn’t have that crinkle in it
that comes from too many small frowns—the kind
Kel wears when Toni’s doing something he doesn’t
approve of, or when a bottle has really small print on
the label.

It’s not him.

Toni shapes the words over and over behind her
eyes, until they become real and take on a life and
color of their own. It's still a terrible thing, what
people are capable of doing to each other. Somewhere
behind all the glee and the relief that knowledge still
lingers, and it does feel wrong to be so jubilant in the
face of it. But Toni’s got time to worry about that
later.

Right now, the world’s okay.
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Chapter Ten

Thursday comes around. Kel wasn't really expecting
it to do anything different.

He’s been having second thoughts, on and off,
about agreeing to what The Sherbet Pervert asked for.
It is very soon after his last date, and Michael doesn’t
usually want him to visit so early in the day, either.

Kel knows he ought to be a little worried. It
doesn’t fit the guy’s usual pattern and, if Kel’s learned
anything since he started doing what he does, it’s that
people have patterns. They're predictable. Only,
when they stop being predictable, it means shit can
get really fucked up.

Still, he knows Michael. He’s safe, as much as
anything is safe.

Kel has some other business lined up for the day
but, once that’s over, he’s free. He picks up a message
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from Toni as he leaves the bus station. It's only short,
just checking in, saying what a quiet day it is at work.
The questions are silent but noticeable. Kel texts him
back, letting his honey know everything’s okay, and
promising to bring dinner with him. He pops the
phone off again then, planning to swing by the gym
for an hour. It seems like a good idea to start working
up the sweat Michael’s going to want on him—
especially as Kel hasn’t had time to really yuck up
any socks. He still has the gym shorts, and he slips
those on in the locker room, a pair of sweats over the
top for decency’s sake. Toni never lets him keep the
socks or the disgusting tee-shirts in the apartment
without washing them between dates.

Kel likes the gym. The one he usually goes to is
small, not part of any glossy franchise, and it's
opposite a vegetarian restaurant that does pretty
good samosas. It's clean and quiet, too, and not
blatantly cruisey the way so many places are. Not that
Kel doesn’t enjoy extended eye contact—or eye-to-
crotch-or-ass contact—with highly toned strangers.
There’s definitely something to be said for that type of
window shopping, especially when Toni’s been
caught up in one of her periodic whirlwinds of fake
nails, new hairdos and mail order catalogs. Kel
suspects she looks at more lingerie brochures than a
horny teenage boy, but he doesn’t say anything. He
knows, no matter what hunk of beefcake might walk
in here and start exchanging lingeringly lustful looks
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with him over a program of lateral raises and
crunches, it wouldn’t make the slightest bit of
difference.

Once he’s done, he skips the showers and heads
across the street. Lunch is a vegetable samosa with
some kind of grated carrot salad on the side, washed
down with a tall Coke, and Kel sits by the window,
watching the people go by and inventing stories for
them. He’s still wearing the clothes he worked out in,
and the thin cotton jacket he has on over the top is too
warm for the day, but he’d rather not take it off. It's
nice to sit here, pretending that he fits in with
everyone else.

As if, underneath, he’s not filthy.

Kel gets to The Sherbet Pervert’s place around
fourish, and it’s a little nerve-wracking to walk up the
drive when other people are bringing their kids home
from school and shit, like he’s stumbled into someone
else’s life. Michael answers the door almost before
Kel’s pushed the bell, and he looks paper-white and
pasty, as if he hasn’t slept in a week.

“Come in.”

Kel steps into the hallway, the door closes behind
him, and he notices a faint smell of bleach or
something. Some kind of cleanser. He stands
awkwardly, weight on his back foot, slips a hand into
his pocket and fumbles for his phone. It's on, but on
silent, not set to vibrate or give any other outward
sign of the irritating just-checking-up messages that
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Toni will invariably send. Still, just having the weight
of it in his hand is a comfort. Like it’s there if Kel
needs it. A line to the outside world, an emergency
window on the places that stopped existing once he
stepped in here. That’s one of the things that makes it
easiest for Kel: pretending nothing else exists, not
even what he’s doing. He leaves the room completely,
in his mind. Just hangs on to enough to keep an
outline on everything, a basic guideline of what’s
okay and what isn’t. Beyond that, concentrating just
isn’t necessary.

“You, uh, you all right?” Michael asks, half a
cough lingering at the end of his question.

“Yeah, a’ight,” Kel says. “How "bout you?”

Michael chuckles dryly. “C’mon upstairs, hm?”

Kel nods, but that's not usual. The Pervert
normally wants some kind of pretense of familiarity
first, the whole bullshit routine that surrounds the
dirty socks, the crusty tee-shirt and the gym shorts
that ride up on his ass because they’re so fucking
small. It's not that he’s desperate for all that crap —he
would much rather dispense completely with it and
just get on with things —but it’s a break in a pattern.

He follows Michael up the oatmeal-carpeted
stairs, into the bedroom that he shares with his wife.
Kel notices a certain strangeness up here. Things
aren’t the way they’ve been before. If it was anyone
else, he’d be looking for uninvited guests, cams, or
heavy blunt objects. He casts a quick eye around the

186



Filth

place anyway, and it seems okay, though something’s
still off. For a moment, Kel thinks about back-
peddling, saying he can’'t do this now and they
should make it another time, but that’s a major way to
lose business, for a start, and also there’s no real thing
he can put his finger on.

It's just that it feels so empty.

Michael’s definitely not playing the way he
usually does. There’s no hint of the role he normally
likes to take. He’s pleading, desperate—pathetic. He
pulls at Kel’s clothes, shows little interest in the
playacting of barbecue sauce and sweat stains.
Something’s happened. Kel thinks about the wife...it's
very soon for another business trip, or a visit to a
relative. Has she left him? Maybe she found the dirty
underwear from the last time Kel was over here —shit,
what would that be like for the poor bitch?

Kel tries to picture that while Michael gets naked.
Not only is your husband cheating, but it’s...it’s like
this. It’s dirty socks and filthy boys, and sucking on
crusty underpants as he lays on the marital bed,
screaming abuse at the very thing he wants most in
the world.

The guy’s fucked up, Kel suspects. Irreparably.
But he’s not here to think about that, so he doesn't,
and that makes it easier to zone out of the room while
Michael strips. He pulls his clothes off, revealing his
saggy, hairy chest, his pink, round belly, and bandy
legs. Kel gets naked too, and Michael’s all over him,
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tugging his pants down, touching him. He didn’t say
that was okay and, for a moment, Kel’s vulnerable —
almost scared.

“Fuck, you're so big,” Michael murmurs. He's
sitting on the edge of the bed, shoulders slumped,
staring at Kel’s cock. He looks like a man totally
defeated, pushed to the brink just to watch his life
slide away from him. When he glances up at Kel, his
blue eyes are bloodshot and misty. “Leave the socks
on?”

Kel shrugs. “A’ight.”

They’re old and dirty, but only a day or so’s
worth, not the kind of gross that Michael likes. Kel
almost regrets that. He actually feels sorry for the
poor bastard. He always has, in a way, but it's been
easier to compartmentalize, to forget once he leaves
here.

Tonight, Kel doesn’t know what Michael will do
when he’s gone.

The Sherbet Pervert gives terrible head. Kel
supposes it could be because he’s used to Toni—
nobody will ever come close to him—but he doubts
it’s totally that. Michael tries, but he has no idea what
he’s doing. His eyes bug and water, and he gnaws at
Kel’s dick like a beaver on a tree trunk —no finesse, no
subtlety. Kel thinks it would work better if he held
Michael’s head and just fucked his mouth, but The
Pervert starts to panic when he tries that. They end up
on the bed, Michael jerking Kel’s cock frantically,
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rubbing against his body and moaning over and over
this mantra—that he’s a dirty, filthy boy, going to
come so hard, so filthy. Kel’s still wearing the socks,
and he has one leg pulled up, the foot turned slightly
out to the side. He lets Michael hump it, his stubby
penis scrubbing the gray, stained fabric. Kel splays his
toes, gives him something to work against, and moves
it all along that little bit faster.

Michael comes first, a strangled cry and a
whimper, depositing his load onto Kel’s sock. He
sighs deeply but surprises Kel by turning his
attention to his pleasure as best he can, instead of just
quitting. He kisses Kel’s shoulder, and it’s not as off-
putting as Kel thought it would be. He puts his hand
over Michael’s, tries to coax him into a better grip, a
better rhythm. It starts to work.

Kel’s been with older guys before. Some of them
were sleazes, some just wanted his youth. Some liked
to believe they were in charge, some knew he wasn’t
naive. Generally, older men have been around the
block a couple of times. Generally, in Kel's
experience, they know what to do with a dick, but
Michael is seriously lacking in that department.

He remains strangely resistant to learning, too,
and Kel flings himself into the fantasies of memory.
There was a guy, a long time ago, who used to give
him money for everything he needed. Drink...and
other stuff. He kept Kel supplied, and high, and
doing what he asked for in return didn’t seem wrong,
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because the guy really liked him, or so Kel thought.
He wasn’t attractive, but that didn’t matter, because
he could make Kel feel so good and, anyway,
thinking about people only in relation to how they are
on the outside was really shallow, wasn't it?

It's probably wrong to think about Michael the
way he does, but Kel’s not going to beat himself up
about it. He’s never been the filthy one in this room,
whatever The Pervert likes to say.

Eventually, Michael’s technique starts to improve
very slightly —or maybe Kel’s just thinking harder —
and he starts getting there. He could still do without
the puffing and blowing noises Michael makes while
he does it, but you can’t have everything. Kel doesn’t
come a whole lot, but he makes a performance of it
for The Pervert. Michael sighs happily and kisses
Kel’s shoulder again. His tongue feels wet and flabby
against the skin, and his breath is hot and stale. He
makes a satisfied ‘hmm’ in the back of his throat and,
reaching across, peels the sticky sock off Kel's foot.
Tenderly, he wipes Kel’s cock and belly with it, and
Kel closes his eyes. He doesn’t wanna watch that
happen. He can hear Michael sniffing and sucking the
fabric, tasting their combined semen, but he chooses
to ignore it.

For now.

He thinks he’ll get away with leaving it at that,
but Michael doesn’t kick him out or show any sign of
wanting to move just yet. He...aw, hell, he wants to
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cuddle. Kel’s not happy with that, but he doesn’t say
anything.

“C’'mon.” Michael tugs at his arm, not content
until they’re lying back against the pillows together,
his thick fingers splayed on Kel’s chest. “There. Nice,
hm? Relax.”

Kel doesn’t like it. The Pervert, pressed up against
him, fingertips tracing circles on his pecs, rubbing his
nipple lazily, feels too familiar. Michael’s trying to
take something that’s not his to have, and Kel isn’t in
the mood to share it anyway. His skin wants to crawl
away somewhere, and it’s hard to keep his mind from
drifting to Toni, which would be wrong, because he’s
got no place here. He’s set apart, clean and...not pure,
not Toni, but something like that.

Of course, it doesn’t take long "til Michael starts to
cry.

Kel's lying there, looking at the cracks in the
textured ceiling through half-closed eyes and
wondering if he can get away with having a cigarette,
and he hears it. It's quiet at first, just a heavy breath
that quavers a little as it goes in, then rushes out,
moist and harsh. The tears come in earnest then, and
The Pervert balls up beside him, naked and fetal,
pressed against his body...still touching. Kel's
embarrassed, but there isn’t much he can do except
put his arm around the guy and pat one shoulder

gingerly.
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All his suspicions are confirmed, somewhere in
between Michael’s wet, gulping sobs.

The wife has left. She found the dirty underwear
he kept stuffed right at the back of his drawer.
Wanted to know what the fuck it was, who the briefs
belonged to when they sure as hell weren’t his or
hers...he says he wanted to tell her. He wanted to be
completely honest—because he knows he has a
problem—but he couldn’t. And then she just
wouldn’t stop shouting. She demanded to know if he
was gay, if there was another man.

— I told her I'm not a fag —

The words come out disjointed and mixed up in
between the tears, but they fall like stones anyway.
Obviously, he’s not. He’s just lying in bed, crying his
heart out in Kel’s arms, still stained with traces of his
spunk, the taste of Kel’s cock lingering in his mouth.

Of course he’s not a fucking faggot.

Kel doesn’t say anything, however tempting it is.
His hand stills on Michael’s flesh. The wife didn’t
believe him. Accused him of all kinds of things.
Threw a beef casserole on the kitchen floor —that'd be
the smell of bleach, then—and left shards of white
china and a twenty-five year marriage all over the
terracotta tiles. How sad.

Abruptly, Michael sniffs, rolls away and pulls
himself upright on the bed. He sits hunched over,
wipes his face with his hands, and he doesn’t even
bother to look at Kel when he says, “You can go.”
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Kel runs his tongue over the back of his teeth, like
a kid banging a stick against metal railings. He
doesn’t take kindly to being dismissed this way. For a
start, he wants his fucking money. Come to think of it,
he wants more. He deserves it, putting up with this
shit. Terrible head, boring stories...old man snot all
over his chest. He shouldn’t have let the bastard get
away without paying upfront in the first place. It’s
not something he usually does—itll teach him to be
nice, won't it?

Kel swings his legs out of bed and catches the
waistband of his jeans with the toes of the one foot
that still has a disgusting, crusty sock on it. At least
Toni’ll laugh when he tells him. They get a lot of
mileage out of The Sherbet Pervert, though
sometimes he thinks Toni’s only laughing to hide
how appalled he is.

Sometimes, so is he.

Kel bends over to reach his jeans and start pulling
them on. Michael can keep the whole fucking gym kit
this time. He doesn’t want it, and he’d rather go
Indian than wear the shorts home on the bus.

He sees the flicker of a shadow against the
oatmeal carpet, but there’s not enough time even to
turn his head before the blinding pain hits. It floods
through the back of his skull, his neck...sends his eyes
rolling in their sockets. Kel's aware of something that
sounds like breaking china, and all he can think of
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before the world goes dark is beef casserole, spilled
over a clean-bleached floor.

Kel blinks, shakes his fat, throbbing cloud of a
head. He seems to be made of nothing more than
impulses of pain, loosely connected together and
linked by sleeting threads of fire. He can’t feel his
hands, though he can see them digging, claw-like,
into the oatmeal carpet in front of his face. A few
drops of blood have spattered onto the pale floor,
blurry but very bright red.

He knows his mouth is open, that he’s trying to
speak. No...trying to yell. That's more like it. He's
naked and bleeding, and it’s Michael’s fault. Michael
hit him. As strange —as totally fucking absurd as that
sounds —it’s true. Kel can’t assimilate it, can’t work
out what happened, but then his ears kind of pop,
and the sounds of the world start to flood back in.
They mainly involve Michael screaming and crying.

Kel flails, grabs at the bedside table that must,
until recently, have housed the wife’s things.
Passingly, and not very clearly, Kel wonders what she
kept in there. Hairbrush, photographs...contraceptive
stuff, maybe. Did they use condoms? Or did she use
pills? Did Michael screw her raw after he’d dipped
his wick with some dirty boy? Kel, or someone like
him. He doesn’t know if he’s ever been the only one.
He doesn’t like the thought..and he might wanna
puke, but the two things aren’t connected.
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He’s pulling himself up, stumbling around to face
Michael. Kel claps one hand to the back of his head
and feels the wound there. Wet and warm. A rivulet
of blood has trickled forward, where his head was
hanging down, and it's damp and sticky beneath the
base of his ear.

Standing in the nude at the foot of the bed,
breathing hard, Michael should be ridiculous. His
pink, hairy belly, his bandy legs and his saggy, south-
facing man-boobs; his stubby little dick, hanging
down all worthlessly shrunken and shy...he should be
pathetic, but he’s not. His face is red, and a vein
stands proud on his forehead, his features all
scrunched up and squashed into one another, pressed
in together as part of this strange, violent rage.

Michael lunges at him.

It's stupid, but Kel’s not expecting that. It isn’t
that he can’t believe it's happening —this is the thing
he’s been prepared for, at some secret, back part of his
mind, since the first time he played this game. No,
he’s still woozy, still barely joined together, and his
reaction times are off. It's like being drunk, or high,
and everything’s slowed down and speeded up all at
once, just colors and shapes smeared across the
blurry, sharp light.

The blow knocks Kel off-balance, making the
world sound woolly and the ground pitch beneath
him. He hears himself cry out, hears the curse that the
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pain wrenches from his mouth as Michael hits him
again.

Fuck, that really hurts.... Michael’s got something
in his hand.

Kel looks blindly about him, rolling his head from
side to side in order to try and squint through the
stars. It's flattish and heavy, like an ashtray or
something. Glass. Michael brings it up again, aiming
for Kel’s face. He’s screaming, barely coherent. Ugly,
twisted words, thick with hate. Kel's disgusting, it’s
his fault, he’s filthy..he’s filth. The ashtray doesn’t
meet its target; Kel raises his arm, absorbs what he
can’t deflect of the blow, and pushes back, shoving as
hard as he can. Michael roars. His face is horrific,
mired with snot and tears, contorted and creased into
tight folds that look ready to burst. He fights Kel
every inch of the way, even when Kel manages to
prise the ashtray from his grip. He could hit Michael
with it, but he doesn’t. He flings it away —he knows
he has, because he hears it hit the floor —and tries to
wrestle out of Michael’s grasp. It’s harder than it
ought to be. Kel’s not got that much spare flesh on
him, but he’s strong. Sure, Michael might be heavier,
but what really counts is his anger. This crazed,
sightless fury is frightening, and Kel can’t get away
from it. He tastes blood, not knowing why, because
the struggle doesn’t end; the punches and the fingers
in the eyes, on the throat, they keep coming. He can’t
breathe. Michael’s actually trying to strangle him.
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Kel gives one last shove, brings his knee up and
connects with Michael’s most intimate parts, and
they’re fleshy and soft on his bare skin. There’s a
coarse, saggy groan, and Kel lands a fist in The
Pervert’s gut as he starts to sink to the ground.
Michael gurgles, yells in pain and anger, and Kel can’t
help it. He balls up his hand and clubs the bastard in
the side of the head, hard. Fire shoots up his fingers,
melting his knuckles together, and he guesses he’s
broken something. He hits the fucker again, anyway,
because he wants him to suffer. He ought to. He
should fucking hurt.

Michael goes down. He slumps, falling over
sideways like a sack of gravel.

Kel just stares at him for him a few strange, long
seconds. Michael isn’t moving, and his face is marked
with blood and snot. His lips have slackened, his eyes
sagging shut, and Kel thinks maybe he’s not
breathing. He doesn’t want to reach out, though,
doesn’t want to touch him and feel for a pulse.
Doesn’t ever want to touch him again. Won't.

He doesn’t see the blood at first, but then it’s
seeping, smearing the red, sweaty skin, matting the
hair at Michael’s temple...staining the pale carpet. Kel
wets his lower lip with a thick, nervous tongue. Shit—
what the fuck has he done? Michael isn’'t moving. Kel
doesn’t take his eyes off him, but he edges around the
pallid flesh-lump cautiously, and he goes for
Michael’s clothes. More particularly, the wallet in the
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back pocket of his pants. There’s cash, so Kel takes it,
leaving the cards and all the other shit that can be
traced. He glances around the room. His fucking
DNA or whatever is all over the place...fingerprints,
too. Will that matter? Is Michael even dead? Breathing
hard, Kel steps over him and snatches up his outer
clothes. Pants, shirt, jacket..he can get himself
presentable enough not to attract attention on the way
to the bus stop. Wipe the face and hands, tidy the
hair. He just needs to remember not to panic. His
hand doesn’t want to work—fucking agony, just to
cram the lifted bills into his pocket—and it should
never be so hard to get shoes put on. Kel manages it
nevertheless and takes one last nervous look at
Michael. Is it his imagination, or does the flabby,
hairy chest seem to be moving?

Maybe he’s okay. Maybe he’s just gonna come
around with a bad headache and a worse temper,
which would make what Kel knows he’s doing now
theft, and not...anything else. He sniffs heavily, wipes
the back of his hand across his face.

Sometimes, he and Toni watch those science cop
shows on TV, where all the criminalists are
preternaturally good-looking, multi-talented, and
usually sleeping with each other. They laugh their
way through them, and having running jokes about
the secret story-lines that the shows don’t cover —how
some big, butch character is secretly in love with the
blond guy in ballistics, but can’t work up the nerve to
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tell him, or how the pretty female fingerprints expert
all the male characters lust after is actually a dyke.

He wishes he hadn’t laughed so much, and had
maybe actually learned something. There’s enough of
his bodily fluids in this room to put him in prison,
isn’t there? Even if The Pervert doesn’t die. He prods
Michael with his toe, and the weight of that ugly body
resists him, rolling back against the carpet. A groan of
air issues from the wide, flaccid mouth, and Kel
jumps back, cussing the way he hasn’t done since he
was a kid, when Aunt Gina used to clobber him for it
and tell him he wasn’t raised to be a hoodlum.

He doesn’t know. He can’t think. All he wants to
do is get out. He needs to.

It's hard, though, because Kel can’t move. It’s as if
he’s made of nothing but lead and clay, and all the
breath has run out of his body like water. The spell
breaks, just as sudden as it started, and the silence
roars in his ears. He lurches away from the crumpled
flesh, the...body...and shakes his head, as if he could
throw off what's happened, make it not real, or
somehow not matter. The panic fills him, washes
everything out of its path, and all he can think of is
getting away. Kel backs out of the room, and he runs.

He runs, and he doesn’t look back.
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Toni didn’t want to come home. She wanted to look
for him, to do everything and anything to find him. If
Kel wasn’t in that fucking morgue, then he’s out there
somewhere, and he’s not answering his phone.

He’s still not answering. She’s essentially given
up on trying, not even really wanting to hear his
voicemail message anymore, and her thumb hurts
from the repetition of the same string of numbers. So,
Toni’s just slouched on the couch, her phone cupped
loosely in her hands, hanging between her knees.
Danielle’s taken charge. Danielle said, unless
anything really had happened to him, this was where
he’d come back to, and Toni ought to be here when he
does.
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It sounds like she’s talking about a cat or
something, and it pisses Toni off, but he’s not going to
say anything.

What they both leave unspoken is the fact that, if
Kel doesn’t come back tonight, the police won’t even
listen to a missing person filing until twenty-four
hours have passed. How much they’d do after that is
definitely open for debate as well, but Toni purposely
pushes that out of his mind. It’s easy to imagine what
it would feel like; going down there, walking into the
precinct, feeling all those eyes, all those stares. Toni
frowns at the cell phone he still holds, sees his hands
as if they’re totally new, totally unconnected to
anything he remembers being there. His fingers look
to him like men’s fingers, long and thin, with knotted
joints and sharp knuckles. They link together loosely,
and the gel nails are incongruous and troubling; they
don’t give Toni the same flush of pleasure as they
used to, the same sense of security and satisfaction.

“Honey?”

Danielle stands a mug of coffee on the table. It
chinks on the scuffed wooden surface, and Toni
glances up, both grateful for the gesture, and also
kind of resentful. Danielle hunkers down, her face an
unsettling mix of pity and foreboding. She gives Toni
a lop-sided, tight smile which doesn’t do much to
ease the tension, and reaches out to squeeze his wrist.
The pressure is neither reassuring nor soothing, but
Danielle means well. Toni can’t quite manage to smile
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back, but a wrinkle of his nose and a quirk of his lips
seems to suffice. She doesn’t say anything else, and
Toni’s grateful for that.

They just wait, mostly in silence. It seems like all
there really is to do. There have been a couple of
phone calls—Dean, the asshole from the outreach
center, and one or two other people that Kel knows —
and Toni doesn’t know why they bother to call here.
Not when they don’t even have the balls to admit that
they’ve tried calling Kel and they can’t get him, that
they’re scared and concerned. Toni thinks it takes a
special kind of spinelessness to weasel out of it the
way Dean did, to um and ah and say ‘never mind’ in
that tone of voice that suggests it's somehow Toni’s
fault that Kel ain’t here. And that is such fucking shit.
Toni doesn’t have the time for it, or the patience.

So they just wait. They just keep waiting.

He’ll come home soon. Toni knows he will. He'll
come home and they’ll laugh about how scared Toni
was, how much everyone’s panicked and how all the
things that could have gone wrong just haven’t...how
they’ve been lucky one more time. Yeah, Kel'll come
home. He has to.

O

It seems like a longer walk to the bus stop than it’s
ever been before. Kel has to try real hard to keep calm
on his way down there. He can’t run, must act

202



Filth

normal. Thing is, he doesn’t know exactly what
‘normal’ means, even at the best of times. Is it
something he ever does? Or does he always have the
taint of wrongness on his forehead, like people can
see who he is, where he’s been, just in a single glance?
A whiff of suspicion that follows him around like a
bad smell, alerts everybody he passes to what he’s
done.

What I've done.

That’s a strange thing, too. Kel doesn’t actually
know what he’s done. In amongst all the bad choices
he’s made, the things that have gone wrong today, the
truth remains that he doesn’t know. Michael could be
dead, or could just be unconscious. Yeah, he’s
probably just unconscious. That makes it less
dangerous, doesn’t it?

Kel’s breathing hard as he gets to the bus stop. He
doesn’t have to wait long, and he’s grateful for that.
He pulls himself up onto the great, wheezing beast,
and he just wants to hide in the greasy, gritty smell of
it, to fade into the scratchy, grubby upholstery and
melt away into nothing. It feels like people are
looking at him, though he knows that’s stupid. Before
he left Michael’s house, Kel made sure that he looked
okay. No mess, no blood, no evidence of what's
happened. Not on the outside. He knows it isn't
obvious, but it still feels like it is, like everybody can
see, everybody knows.
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Thing is, if Michael’s not dead, he could call the
cops when he comes around—he could do that,
couldn’t he? Sure, so he probably wouldn’t. People
don’t do that...they don’t like to incriminate
themselves. And he did land the first blow. But, Kel
did take a substantial amount of money and, when
The Pervert does come to, he’s really gonna be
hurtin’. If anger wins out and he reports Kel for
taking the cash, or files a complaint of assault, it
won’t look good. Kel has no idea how he’d get out of
that. Of course, it'll be just as bad —and probably a
whole lot worse—if Michael never gets up again.
Someone will find him, and it won’t just be the matter
of a wad of bills snatched and folded into Kel’s
pocket. Not just theft, but the kind of screw-up that
changes everything.

Kel leans his forehead against the grimy window
and tries to let the movement of the bus shake the
thoughts away. He didn’t mean to. He’d turned his
phone off before he left Michael’s place, leaving
messages unchecked and missed calls ignored.
There’ll be something from Toni on there, no doubt,
and Kel just doesn’t know what to say to him. How is
he supposed to explain this? Toni panics over the
least little thing, invents dramas and crises even
where there aren’t any. How the hell is he going to
deal with something like this?

It's one of those moments when Kel wishes that
he could change things. Change people, maybe. It
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would be so much easier if Toni was harder inside; if
he didn’t come so close to breaking, shaking apart
with every breath, and if Kel could rely on him.

They say a friend will help you move, but a true
friend’ll help you move a body.

He pushes the thought away, wonders if Toni
being tougher would mean Kel loved him less. That'd
be ironic, wouldn’t it? If all Kel really wants is
someone who makes him feel needed, a lover who
can’t cope without him and bolsters his own sense of
manhood by flaking out every time things get
difficult.

It's bullshit, though, and Kel knows it. For all the
drama, all the histrionics and the flailing about in a
sea of self-created chaos, Toni is one of the strongest
people he’s ever met. In so many ways, he truly is
and —in this single moment—Kel really wants him.
Just to hold, to breathe his scent and feel his lips.
Sometimes, when he wakes up really early in the
morning, fresh from the cobwebs of slumber, or
maybe pulling away from the vestiges of some
horrible dream, Kel turns over and just looks at Toni.
He’s incredible when he’s sleeping, when he’s not
trying to be anything else and he’s just natural,
relaxed...the way he ought to be.

Kel shivers as his stop comes up. He’s almost
missed it, and he swings off the bus fast, lurching into
movement from the lumpy, unconscious stupor of
thought so quickly that his stomach flips. He’s still
sure he stinks of violence, blood, and failure.
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Everyone can see it, and it's not going to go away.
Not until he gets home, and maybe not even then.
There are things that Kel knows he can’t lose in Toni’s
arms, and whatever he’s done to Michael is probably
one of them.

All the same, he wants to try. He hunches his
shoulders, lets his feet think for him, and just points
himself towards home. The evening —not quite night,
though it's growing later—is warm, the air stale,
heated through and overcooked with hour upon hour
of exhaust fumes and heavy sunlight. The darkness is
coming and it will bring with it the cooling of all this
heat, satin fingers to stroke through the summer’s
zenith and smooth away the tensions of the day.
Experimentally, Kel clenches his sore hand, and jolts
of searing agony shoot through the joints before
they’ve barely moved. Kel winces, relishing neither
the pain nor the way he guesses Toni’s going to react
when he sees what he’s done.

Kel skirts past the convenience store and its
smells of cheap food, of warmed-over doughnuts and
corndogs, and makes for the concrete stairs at the
back of the building. There’s a light on in the
apartment. Kel gravitates to it like a moth. He'll take
the shrieking and the swearing, the fussing and the
panic, because it'll be over eventually and, when it is,
he’ll be able to curl up with his honey and forget that
any of it ever happened.
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But, from the moment he puts his key in the lock,
Kel knows something’s wrong. He feels it, like a pin
left in the folds of a new shirt, or the shift in the air
just before a fight breaks out. The first voice he hears
is Danielle’s, and Kel getting ready to be seriously
pissed off by that—he doesn’t want her here tonight,
doesn’t want her so close to Toni all the damn time,
even though he knows it’s a stupid, useless thing to
be jealous of —but then he hears how she sounds. He
hears the heightened pitch of her words, the tone of
what she’s saying, and then the door’s open and she’s
staring at him, her eyes wide and her lips parted.
Something’s more wrong than anything ought to be,
but he doesn’t have time to figure it out. There’s a
wail —the drawn-out, intense bellow of a wordless
cry—and Toni charges him, cannons into him like a
scrawny freight train and locks on tight.

He’s crying. Kel doesn’t know why, but he holds
Toni hard all the same, feels the depth and breadth of
those sobs, and they're threaded through with a
strange relief, a catharsis that Kel doesn’t really
understand. His hand hurts, his head is still
throbbing, and all he really wants is a couple of
aspirin and a warm bed.

Toni pulls back suddenly, roughly. His face is
red, contorted, and blotchy, and his nose is running.
He starts hitting Kel’s chest with the sides of his fists,
and the screwed-up ends of words grind their way
between his teeth.
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“..Ever! You don’t fucking ever..I'll fucking kill
you myself, I swear....”

He stops, hiccoughs, and flings himself on Kel
once more. A glance at Danielle confirms that,
whatever insanity this is, it’s not confined to Toni.
The Ice Queen’s crying too, though it's not so
dramatic.

“We were so worried,” she says, her voice
cracking a little. “You.... I'll go and — You know.”

She puts a hand to her mouth and dives for the
kitchen. The clinking of cups follows, and Kel can’t
remember a time when Danielle’s ever made him
coffee. He doesn’t dwell on it, because Toni’s busy
making the front of his shirt wet and —tears or no—
Kel wants a proper answer to what the fuck’s going
on.

“I knew you’d come back here when it wasn’t
you,” Toni’s saying...or something like it. It's garbled
and doesn’t make sense.

“Wasn't...?”

Kel frowns, more confused than ever. It doesn’t
really need explanation, though, because Toni's
wrapped so tight around him. His hands stroke the
back of Kel’s neck, press his cheeks and his forehead,
as if Toni needs to learn him by touch, to prove that
he’s truly real. It's okay, though. His arms are warm
and strong. He’s here, taking care of Kel, and the fear
and all the pain runs out of him, cold and sharp like a
needle bite in reverse, to be replaced with warmth.
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Comfort. There’s a kiss, a twisted oath of truth and
possession, and Kel winces into it when he forgets
and tries to cup the back of Toni’s neck with his sore
hand. It hurts, and he stifles a cuss. Immediately, Toni
breaks away, takes hold of the hand and brings it
between them, fingers delicately skimming the puffy
flesh. Mottled blotches of deep purple and blue are
starting to color the knuckles, spreading out below
the skin. He winces, as if he can feel the pain himself.

“Baby....”

“It's okay,” Kel lies, because he wants something
to be.

The corners of Toni’s mouth pull back, tense little
wrinkles appear around his eyes, and his brow
furrows.

“Jesus,” he whispers.

What he’s going to do about it, Kel doesn’t know.
The thought makes him smile a little, and that’s when
the tears want to start coming, but he won’t let them.
He holds them in until the bridge of his nose stings
and his eyes hurt. Toni doesn’t ask any probing
questions. A couple of curls have escaped his updo,
and one drapes softly against his neck. He lifts his
gaze to Kel's, dark eyes so serious, so...bruised, as if
he’s been looking at ugliness all day. Kel’s moved by
a sudden pang of protective regret. Toni should never
have to suffer things that make him look like that. Kel
ought to be able to prevent it, somehow.

“It's bust,” Toni observes, still holding his hand.
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Kel doesn’t say anything. Sometimes, silence
makes Toni talk. Only, right now, all he says is,
“Fuck.”

He sniffs, pulling his lips in tight, like he could
really hold things back. Another breath drags over
Toni’s teeth, and he screws up his eyes, not resisting
when Kel wraps his arms around him again. They
don’t move for a while, him just holding Toni, and
Toni just hanging on. Holding him. They’re pressed
so close together, but there’s this distance between
them that Kel doesn’t understand.

“I thought it'd be you,” Toni whispers after a
while, the words clotted with so much pain. “I really
thought....”

Kel hasn’t got a clue what he’s talking about, but
he almost doesn’t want to ask. He spent so long on
the way home, working out how he’d explain what
happened with Michael, and this still doesn’t seem
real. He’s hungry, he realizes. How weird is that?
Starving hungry, right there in the middle of all the
hurting and the soreness and the cold. The residue of
Toni’s tears wets his neck. Another sniff follows, then,
“He looked like you, a little bit. The guy.”

Kel’s not following, mind bouncing from word to
word like candyfloss clouds. He feels dizzy, and he
wonders if that’s because he hasn’t eaten.

“What guy?”

Toni pulls back, looks at him in utter amazement,
tip of her nose red and eyes bloodshot and puffy.
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“What...? The fucking dead guy, you f— Jesus, Kel!
What did you think was— Haven't you heard? It’s
been all over the news. At the embankment. This guy,
he...oh, God. Baby, I didn't know what— I couldn’t
get hold of you. I thought....”

Kel strokes his cheek, presses the pad of his
thumb to Toni’s lips. “You thought—?”

Toni nods. More tears spill, and Kel’s heart
breaks.

Danielle comes in with a tray of coffee, stopping
at the doorway and clearing her throat loudly, then
taking an uncertain step backwards. He looks over at
her, more grateful than he’s ever been for her
presence.

“Wh-why don’t we all sit down, hm?” Danielle
raises her beautifully plucked eyebrows and glances
at the couch, like it’s the panacea for all things.

Kel nods, then regrets it because it feels as if his
head may fall off. Still, sitting down doesn’t sound
like such a bad idea. Toni slides close under his arm,
nestled against him, hand on his chest, as if he doesn’t
want to let go. Kel squeezes him tight, reassuring and,
he hopes, comforting.

“It's okay,” he murmurs, lips crushed to the side
of Toni’s head.

It's not okay. Not okay at all. He’s going to have
to admit to that, but it’s so incredibly hard to do. He
feels like he’s walked through the wrong door
somehow, stumbled into a narrative that isn’t his
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own, like a sitcom actor emerging onto the wrong set,
bumbling about with the wrong lines in the wrong
place. Plus, his head really hurts, and so does his
hand.

They sit and drink the coffee that Danielle’s
made. She’s found half a box of cookies at the back of
a cupboard or something, too, and laid those out on a
little plate. They look sad and ridiculous somehow to
Kel, but he eats a couple all the same, and they
remind him how hungry he is. That goes off, though,
when Toni’s faltering, damp words relate what’s
happened today.

It's insane, some comedy of errors that is so far
from being fucking funny that Kel would like not to
believe it, but he doesn’t have that luxury. There was
a body, a death...a murder. And that they thought—
no, that Toni thought the absolutely impossible. It’s
beyond believing. It’s a sick, horrible coincidence.

Kel had no idea. Not about any of it. He listens,
and he doesn’t interrupt, because cutting across Toni
now would be the worst move he could ever possibly
make. Kel hears how he found out, how the whole
thing went down, spreading over the afternoon like a
long, dark shadow, poisonous and evil.

“You went to identify th—?"

Toni nods and hushes him with words that are so
simple that hearing them aches.

“I had to. I kept thinking, if it was you...alone in a
bag somewhere. I couldn’t leave you like that.”
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Kel can’t look at his lover’s face then, all torn up
with pain and the leftover, relived fear of this awful
day. Every time in the past he’s said how brave Toni
is, Kel knows he hasn’t even cleared the half of it.
Sitting there, with his hair starting to look lank and
greasy, his eyes rimed with the traces of smudged
liner ineffectually wiped away, Toni is the best,
bravest person he knows, and more of a man than Kel
thinks he’ll ever be. He wants to say so, but he doubts
it would go down too well. So, instead, he glances at
Danielle’s pretty arrangement of coffee cups and the
plate of cheerless, incongruous cookies. It's weird,
like life is breaking in across tea with somebody’s
grandmother.

Once this got to be about them, not about passing
on news, Danielle excused herself from the couch and
went to get something for Kel’s hand. Now, she calls
from the bathroom, asking if they have any bandages.
Toni doesn’t look away from Kel’s face and calls back
that the bandages are in the cabinet, behind the
Tylenol.

Danielle brings in a tube of antiseptic cream and
some bandages, stands them down on the coffee
table, next to the mugs and the half-eaten plate of
cookies. The whole thing feels so fucking bizarre. She
stops dead —funny how words gather meanings like
moss—and Kel realizes she’s caught sight of the
wound on the back of his head. He thought he’d
cleaned it up pretty well before he left Michael’s
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house, disguised it enough to not be obvious, but
Danielle still gasps.

“Your head! Oh, Kel.... Do you need to go to—"

“Nuh-uh.” He turns quickly to hold her gaze, not
wanting the fuss, and lights pop in front of his eyes.
“It's okay. It doesn’t hurt, and I don’t have any
double vision.”

It's mainly true, except about the hurting, but
Kel’s had enough concussions to know that this will
pass off soon. He holds onto the eye contact he has
with Danielle, because she’s always been so stable, so
normal. She’s what Toni has always held them up
against—yes, himself, but Kel too, in that strange way
of his, where he wants everything to fit into this idea
he has of what things ought to be.

Danielle nods, accepts his judgment, and helps
him dress the hand. Toni sucks his teeth and shakes
his head. He tuts sympathetically and holds onto
Kel’s other hand while Danielle binds the fingers.

“Two broken knuckles, and I think these fingers
are fractured,” she says, tying off one strip of gauze.
“You ought to take this to the hospital really. What on
earth did you do?”

Kel says nothing. It's strange; he’s both grateful
for her presence and resentful, like maybe it's time
she pissed off and left them alone. Truly alone, for the
first time in months. Not with her shadow dancing on
the wall. He’d like that, although he finds that, oddly
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enough, he doesn’t really want her to go. He needs
her.

Toni’ll need her, before tonight is out.

“Kel?”

Toni’s voice, gently prompting. It can’t be
ignored. He has to tell. He wants to, and Toni is
impossible to deny when he just sniffs and says, “So?
What did you do? Where were you? How come you
didn’t....”

Kel’s not sure what he wants to say. ‘Call me?’,
‘see the news?’, or maybe ‘show up until now?” Could
be any, could be something a great deal angrier. It’s
occurred to Kel that Toni’s taking everything —as far
as is possible—extremely well, and that has to be
good, doesn’t it? He would, under usual
circumstances, have expected a lot more screaming,
hurling of abuse, and general fury. Kel can’t imagine
what it must have felt like for Toni. The wave of guilt,
of regret, comes hard and high and crashes over him
until he thinks he’ll drown in it, and it’s agony.

“I was....” He stops, clears his throat, tries again.
“I was at Michael’s today. I told —”

I told you where I was going. No, that’s the wrong
thing to say. He is mad, to a degree, that Toni didn’t
remember, didn’'t know where he was, when Kel
distinctly remembers telling him. He always tells,
always makes sure his honey knows, and he can’t do
a damn thing about the fact that Toni never fucking
listens.
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He tells the story. Goes from the first to the last
and doesn’t spare details. Kel hears the sound of his
voice change when he talks about The Pervert turning
nasty, about the bits that went really badly wrong. He
doesn’t recognize a lot of the words, or the pictures
they conjure. It was over so fast, such a strange,
random jumble of events, that it doesn’t deserve the
way the girls react. Danielle turns pale, blinks rapidly
and keeps glancing between him and Toni, but it’s his
honey’s face that gets Kel the worst. Toni’s lower lip
trembles, his eyes well, and then he’s touching Kel,
touching his cheek, his arm, his neck, like there’s
something he could imprint there, something he
could prove. Kel catches Toni’s hands in his, squeezes
with the one set of fingers that are working properly.

“It's okay, I promise. [ "

“How is it okay?” Toni demands, the words
getting choked up with that note of hysteria that Kel
has been expecting to hear. “How is it anything like
oka—"

“l promise,” Kel says, over and over, trying to
make both of them believe it. He reaches into his
pocket, pulls out the folded wad of bills and presses it
into Toni’s hand. “See? Look, it’s....”

Toni stares dumbly at the money. His mouth
opens, but it’s Danielle’s voice that cuts through the

moment.
“Oh, Kel...!”
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He blinks. This isn’t going the way he wanted it
to. Toni’s fingers close around the cash, and he shakes
his head slowly as he flicks through the notes. When
he raises his gaze once more, there’s a whole new
kind of fear in those dark eyes.

“Baby...I don’t think this was smart.”

Kel swallows, wets his lips. No, they have to
understand. This was the only thing he could do,
wasn't it? His due, his recompense for.... He hangs
his head. It’s still throbbing, in a dull, low-level kind
of way.

“Nuh-uh. I know.”

He sits, mute and stupid, and lets the arguments
break out around him. Danielle starts getting arch
about it, declaiming it was wrong, not to mention
frankly idiotic, and adding in what she must think are
hushed tones that he could have done who knows what
to that guy.

Yeah, like I didn’t think of that!

He doesn’t say it. Doesn’t say any of it, no matter
how tempting it is. Toni's defending him, and Kel
loves him for it. He and Danielle start arguing with
each other in that strangulated way of pretending to
be civil, pretending to be quiet. The words are clipped
off at the ends, taut and strained. Kel lets them fade
out into the background, absents himself from what
they’re saying the way he does when the
conversation’s about estrogen dots or hair removal.
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None of it feels real yet. What he may or may not
have done, the things that may or may not have
happened. He's just sitting here, wavering in and out
of some kind of conditional space, and it’s really,
really strange.

Danielle stands abruptly, glares at Toni and says
something like at least she can find out what’s going
on, but she’s not getting involved in it. Kel doesn’t
know what she means, but then she’s fishing in her
purse and muttering under her breath. She tosses one
last glance at Kel before she stalks out, and Toni goes
running after her. They pass behind the couch, and
Kel just sits there, the uselessness and weakness
burning against the inside of his forehead, like his
whole skull’s bursting. He hears voices whisper,
knows Toni sounds scared and frustrated, and then
the apartment door slams.

Toni heaves a long sigh, and cusses.

Kel doesn’t say anything. Words seem kind of
inadequate. He just waits, gaze poking at the edge of
the room until Toni slopes around to fill it, his
shoulders hunched and his hands in his pockets. He's
frowning, and he still frowns when he looks at Kel.

“She’s going to find out what’s going on. Just get
out there, go take a look. I told her where it was. Just
see if there’s any sign of...y’know.”

Kel nods, just once. Yeah, he knows. Cop cars,
yellow tape. Evidence. Has he really been that fucking
stupid? The fuzzy, loose-linked memories play over

218



Filth

and over in his mind. How Michael was in bed,
aching to please and desperate to receive, and how
Kel thought of laughing. It changed fast, and that
part’s blurry. He remembers the ugly, violent scream
of a face, screwed up and horrible, and he remembers
crawling around on the oatmeal carpet, naked and
with that thudding, crushing pain running through
his head. Michael’s hands around his throat. Now,
Kel’s fingers climb to his neck almost without him
noticing it. He touches the skin, wonders if it'll bruise.
It isn’t as sore as he expected. A little bit, but it wasn’t
bad. His head is worse. It feels sore now, the whole of
him aching and ready to flake out, the way he gets
after a really long night or a party he should have left
hours ago. He’s tired, and it’s hard to concentrate on
the things Toni’s saying. Kel knows it was probably
something important, and he looks up apologetically.

Toni lets out a breath, and the air jets, harsh yet
resigned, over whatever it was he just said, obscuring
the traces of the words and leaving them forgotten,
abandoned. He stands there, hands on those slim
hips, body still framed by the uniform of skinny jeans
and baggy t-shirt. He looks chalky and washed-out,
and Kel thinks he flinches when a siren ghosts its way
through the soundscape outside the window.

Toni shakes his head. “C’'mon. Let’s get you into
bed. Sleep for a little bit, huh?”
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“It's early,” Kel protests, but Toni's already
making his way over and, when he holds out his
hand, Kel can’t help but take it.

His honey shuffles him into the bathroom, strips
him and leans past his naked shoulder to turn on the
shower on, cranking it to the hottest setting the thing
can manage.

Kel stares numbly at the water as it starts to beat
against the bottom of the tub, pressure picking up
and making the pipes thump and rattle. Toni, testing
the temperature of the water, shakes the droplets
from his hand and —still so close, still leaning across
him —kisses the point of Kel’s shoulder.

“Don’t scare me like that again,” he murmurs and
pushes Kel gently in the middle of the back.

He lifts one leg, then the other, climbs into the
tub. Stepping under the spray is nice, like entering a
quiet room off the street, where the noise is muffled
and the door can close on everything that’s happened.
He looks around for Toni, but he’s edged off to the
door, leaving Kel to it, the flimsy shower curtain
pulled half across. Faded palm trees dot the crinkled
plastic fabric. Kel sees Toni’s hand on the doorjamb,
the flicker of his body in the doorway, and then he’s
gone.

Kel frowns, then reaches for the soap and starts to
wash his day away. He doesn’t think about it at first,
but he realizes that it'll wreck the bandage Danielle
put on his hand. Not that it seems to matter too
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much—it'll dry, and he can’t use the hand to do too
much anyway. For a moment, Kel wants to call Toni
back and get him to help with the bits that are hard to
reach, but he doesn’t. It doesn’t seem right. Briefly,
Kel wonders why not, but the thoughts don’t linger.

Nothing lingers under the hot thrum of the water.

When, finally, he gets out, Kel finds that Toni’s
left him clean towels. He dries off as best as he can,
and wraps one around his waist before wiping his
good hand across the bathroom mirror and squinting
at his head. He cranes his neck, tries to get a good
look at the damage. From what he can see and what
he can feel, it doesn’t seem to be too bad, but he
wishes Toni had stayed in here to help. Kel feels a
little insecure about it, if he’s honest with himself. It's
not the kind of thing that usually gets to him,
but...did Toni not want to stay? Can he not look at
him anymore? Sometimes, he has moments like that,
like when he packs Kel’s bags for him in the middle of
the night and tells him he’s moving out. He hears
whole conversations in his head, Kel suspects, plays
out scenes that will never happen, just to prove some
twisted point of logic he’s got into his mind.

Is he thinking something like that now? Ascribing
guilt, imagining the scenes that Kel described and
inventing new flourishes, awful additions? He could
be. Kel doesn’t think he’ll ever fully understand how
Toni works. He’s crazy. But Kel wouldn’t change him
for the world.
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He leaves the bathroom, comforted by the hot
shower but still stiff, aching, and generally feeling
kind of sorry for himself. The guilt isn’t fun either.
With time and distance, the whole day is starting to
fall into place, and Kel’s convinced it’s all his fault. He
shouldn’t have done things the way he did. He
should have listened to his instincts, got out of there
before things got screwed up and —most of all—he
should have been here for Toni. It still doesn’t seem as
if it can have happened. A body at the embankment.
Someone who...who could have been him, but for the
slimmest of chances. Those chances seem that much
slimmer today, and that’s what Kel can’t get rid of,
that cold thing gnawing away at his gut.

He lets out a low breath and rubs a hand over his
forehead. He never knows what to do for the best
anymore, but he wants to see Toni. Stupid, and he
deserves everything he gets, be it a slap in the face or
a mouthful of abuse. Kel tracks his way through the
apartment, worried by how quiet it is but resigned to
how he feels. Nothing’s going to be right until he’s
made this up, because nothing’s going to be right
until he’s got Toni in his arms again. In one way Kel
really does hate that but—next to everything else that
happens in the world, all the pain and the suffering
and the shit that goes on—why should he be
ungrateful? Why it is, how it happened...neither of
those things matter. Just the simple truth of the fact
that they have what they have, and it’s real. He wants
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to call Toni’s name, but the word doesn’t want to
leave his mouth, like he’s actually protective of it.

Kel hears a noise from the bedroom, and he heads
in there. The carpet by the door is threadbare and
stained — not their mess, and he doesn’t want to know
about the history of that little patch of floor —and the
door’s paintwork is scuffed and has the greasy
scratches of nicotine stains on it. He curls his fingers
and knocks gently.

“It's me.”

He can hear rattling, the sound of pill bottles
being moved about. Packed? Maybe this time Toni’s
filling holdalls for himself, and a cold fear squeezes
Kel’s throat. He pushes the door open.

Toni stands on the far side of the bed, stuffing
things into a black nylon backpack. Pills, leaflets, a
bottle of that strange, crusty, grainy glue that is
supposed to hold false eyelashes in place, and a white
cotton wash bag with pink daisies on it, that holds
who knows what. He glances up as Kel shuffles
awkwardly into the room, and he looks terrible.
There’s a pile of folded clothes on the bed. They look
like Toni’s, and Kel’s chest tightens.

“Packing?” he asks anyway. He wants to go in,
fish out some clothes for himself, something
comfortable and loose-fitting, but their bedroom
doesn’t feel like his territory now. That’s kind of
frightening.
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Toni shrugs. He lifts the corner of the bag he’s
holding, and the things inside rattle.

“We're gonna need stuff. Clothes, a few
essentials. Cash.”

Kel stares, nonplussed. “Wh—"

“Danielle called. She says there’s no cops, and she
saw a light on. She said she wasn’t about to go
sneaking up to the house and peek in the window,
but it looks like there’s someone in there.”

Relief. It's a weird feeling, on top of everything
else, but it sleets through Kel like hot rain
nonetheless. If someone’s in there, then Michael isn’t
dead. He didn’t kill him...or, just maybe, the wife has
come back and is sitting in there deciding whether or
not to call the police. He groans. He can’t take this
anymore—the not knowing, the nerves, the
possibilities, and the great motherfucking shadow of
it, lingering over everything. He exhales sharply, and
Toni sniffs.

“So, I don’t know,” he says, carefully avoiding
Kel's gaze. “Danielle says we should get away for a
few days, just make sure there’s nothing going to
come from all of this. No...fallout or whatever.”

He reaches for the pile of clothes, tucks them
carefully into the backpack. Kel grapples with a
strange and sudden flush of irritation. All the days
and weeks and interminable fucking months of
sentences that start with ‘Danielle says’. He can’t take
it anymore.
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“Toni, just because —"

“Don’t!” Toni snaps, glaring at him. “Okay? Don’t
start that.”

“Oh, ¢'mon. ‘Danielle says’....”

“What Danielle said,” Toni retorts, “is that you
ought to get away for a few days. Yeah? That's what
she said. And I said no, I wouldn’t let you do that. I
said we’d go together or not at all. I said everything
would be okay, and we’d just take a couple of days
away. It's a vacay, yeah? That’s all. Just until....” His
voice wavers a little, and the tip of his nose reddens.
“Fuck it, Kel! You have no idea what it was— You
don’t know what it was like!”

Kel moves his mouth around the empty husks of
words. Toni’s right. He had no idea, not about any of
it...except for Danielle. She said that, huh? Well, he
wishes he could feel surprised.

Toni shakes his head and goes back to the
packing. He hasn’t said what the plan is, where he
wants to go. Kel aches to cross the last few feet
between them, to touch Toni and promise that it’s all
going to be all right —whether it’s true or not doesn’t
matter —but he can’t. There’s too much stiffness in the
air, too many things lingering.

Kel wets his lips. Toni glances up at him, an old
sweatshirt in his hands.

“Th-thanks,” Kel says quietly.

It's a small, simple word. Slowly, the silence
changes. It doesn’t exactly soften, but it feels less
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jagged, less insurmountable. Toni nods at the chest of
drawers by the door.

“You can start passing me undies. Can’t have
enough clean ones.”
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They’re waiting at the bus station, sitting on those
lightweight black metal benches with the curved legs
and perforated seats, angled just the right way so it’s
utterly impossible to get comfortable on them. It's
getting late, and it's dark at last. Toni slips a look at
Kel. He’s slouched up on himself, feet turned inwards
on the shoe-squeaking, grimy floor, hands scrunched
deep into the pockets of his sweatshirt and his gaze
half-focused, fixed on some invisible, distant point.

He hasn’t said much, but Toni doesn’t mind that.
Somehow, it makes things seem clearer, more
defined, the edges unblurred by neither of them
trying to work their way around words they can’t
handle, or saying things they haven't thought
through.
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Not that thinking really came into it. Toni didn’t
even have to think about it for a minute. That’s funny,
isn't it? After all the drama and calamity, it just
seemed the natural thing to do. Maybe it shouldn’t
have done, because what happened—this whole
business with The Sherbet Pervert—that’s supposed
to be the kind of thing that changes how you see a
person, isn’'t it? Toni suspects it should be. It's
supposed to make you think, change what you
believed they were capable of doing. The doubts are
meant to creep in, to gnaw at the dark places—the
shadows in which linger the secrets you know the
other person has, even if you don’t want to admit to
it—and they’re supposed to multiply there, until they
ossify and become a twisted, ugly wedge. That would
be normal, wouldn’t it? Understandable. Rational.
Toni thinks so, and that means it comes as a surprise
that she didn’t doubt Kel for a minute. Whatever he’s
done, or not done, he did it because he had to,
because he had no other choice. Toni believes that,
and there’s no need for Kel to say a word.

More than that, even if Toni didn’t believe it, it
wouldn’t matter. That’s the strange thing to find out.
Even if Kel had done it for the money, and beat the
fucker to death with a bedside lamp, it wouldn't
change a single thing. She’d still love him, still stand
by him, and nothing could make that any different.

It's pure, clean knowledge, like a bright star that
marks out what they have as special, as blessed. The
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things Danielle said echo across it, a stain on a
comet’s shining tail, ugly in Toni’s memory.

—1I told you something would go wrong sooner or
later. Didn’t I say that? —

Yeah, she’d said it. Many times. Never about
anything this serious, but Danielle’s always thought
that, the way she so often put it, ‘a little break” would
do them good. It frustrated Toni to hear it, over and
over, the constant and irritating drip of words. It was
just the same today, but the drip became a torrent,
and Danielle seemed to take such pleasure in it.
Guarded, concealed pleasure, maybe, but Toni saw it.

—I'm not saying I told you so, honey. But you should
stay out of this. Tell him to go away for a few days, see
what the fallout’s gonna be. You never know, it might do
you both good. Not just this, but...well, you know what 1
mean. Right? —

Toni took an ignoble satisfaction in telling
Danielle exactly what they were going to do, and how
they would do it together. Her expression hardened,
the line of her jaw stiffened, and Toni had to hide a
grin.

It felt good. It felt.. .liberating.

Besides, Danielle might not have liked it, but she
still drove out there, went to see what was going on.
She still tucked a few bills into Toni’s hand before she
went, and paused one last time, at the door, to smile.

— Be careful. —

They will be. The bags are packed and
everything’s ready. Danielle said she’d keep an eye
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on the apartment while they're gone, and tell anyone
who asks that they’ve been planning a trip for weeks.
Toni taps her foot, watching the toe of her ankle boot
brush up and down against the black nylon backpack.
Two backpacks. Well, one’s a gym bag. The boot
makes a soft scratching sound on the fabric, and it
seems loud in the eerie not-quite-quiet. It's not
silence, it’s too busy for that. There’s a TV on the wall
in the corner, but it seems to be stuck on sit-com
reruns. A guy with a wide broom is making lazy
passes between the banks of benches, sweeping up
little mounds of dust and debris and —though there
are ‘'no smoking’ signs all over the place—cigarette
ends. Toni really wants a cigarette right now, so she
gropes in her pocket for the pack of nicotine gum
she’s started carrying more often.

The bus station is cold, though the days have all
been so warm. A chilly draft is slicing through from
somewhere, and Toni shivers against it as she pops
the gum and offers a piece to Kel. He blinks, roused
from whatever he was thinking about, and looks at
Toni with a strange softness in his face.

“Thanks.”

Toni lifts a shoulder, the gesture both
acknowledging and brushing away whatever it is that
Kel wants to communicate. He still smiles, though.
It’s just a little smile, but it’s there all the same. Toni’s
lips curl out a shy, hidden companion for it, and then
he turns away, mixed up by the way he feels.
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Vulnerable, right now. That’s a key point. Sitting
here, wearing tight jeans and ankle boots and feeling
ugly, clumsy, and more masculine than the average
quarterback. Not like that really matters right now.
Not against everything else, all the more important
things.

People have been looking. When Kel bought the
tickets, the guy behind the glass partition —with his
ill-fitting black sweater and his bored expression —sat
up and stared so hard Toni thought his eyes would
melt or something. Kel just slipped an arm around his
shoulders and glared back at the guy, the way he
does when he’s being that deliciously protective. Like
he dares the words to be said, just so he can...fight
them, Toni supposes, and that thought lingers
uncomfortably. He’s not a violent person. Not like
that. That’s not who he is, or the way he thinks. It
never has been.

Toni sneaks another look at him. He’s relaxed
back into that crumpled up slouch, trying to keep the
world at bay, as if it could really just run off his
shoulders and pool in the gutter, not touching or
staining either of them. Toni watches him, and the
seconds slip by. He doesn’t turn or glance around.
The dimness of the faltering electric light dances
through the air between them, picking out every mote
of dust, every discolored, tarnished echo.

They’re heading for Chicago. That's the way the
bus goes, anyway. Toni’s never been there before. It
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has been a dream, for a while. Not the place itself, but
just the fact that it’s a place. A place they’re going to
go to, a place they mean to head towards. Somewhere
to aim at. Toni’s always dreamed of them going away
somewhere together. The dreams used to be filled
with white sand, and maybe drinks that come in
coconut shells. Maui, or Fiji, or somewhere like that.
Right now, those places are more of a world than ever
away, but that doesn’t really matter. They weren’t
ever real.

Toni reaches across and takes Kel's hand. He
blinks, tensing for the quarter of a second before he
realizes it’s her, and then the corner of his mouth
twitches into a hesitant, veiled smile. There aren’t
words to it, but it says a lot, and Kel threads his
fingers through Toni's.

Time to go soon.

g

It's a good plan, as plans go. Toni was packing for the
both of them, as it turns out, and so Kel didn’t much
care what happened after that, too caught up in the
maelstrom of relief and confusion. He let Toni push
him through the whole thing, and it seemed to move
around him like clockwork. His head still feels sore
and achy, as if his skull is a half size too small and his
eyeballs have been lightly curried, but there’s no
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nausea to speak of, so he supposes there’s no massive
damage.

He wanted to call Michael, but Toni went nuts at
that. He wouldn’t listen to reason, wouldn’t see that
it's the simplest way of trying to straighten things out.
Just kept going on about Kel not linking himself to the
scene, not leaving trails. It would have sounded
stupid —it did sound stupid, like he’s been watching
way too much TV—but Kel can see what he was
shooting for. If the worst does come to the worst, it'd
be good to have as much of a head start as is possible
when it comes to connecting him to any crime which
may have been committed. Toni has him thinking like
that now, somewhere in the midst of all this
craziness...yet it still seems so unreal, so impossible.

It's probably for the best. And taking some time
off is a good idea. It's...well, it’s a plan. A good plan.
Kel just wishes he could stop seeing things flash
behind his eyes, when he doesn’t even really know
how many of the pictures are real.

A news bulletin comes at the top of the hour,
breaking through the sitcom reruns, though the
volume is too low and the sound too tinny to make it
possible to hear from where they’re sitting. Kel blinks,
trying to make out what’s going on in the world.
There are some national stories, and eventually some
local things. The old railway embankment flashes up,
just like Toni said, but there are no discernible details,
nothing that puts an identity to it. All Kel sees, all he
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feels, is this horrible cold rush of dread. They show a
digitized version of the dead guy’s face—the way
he’d look if he was still breathing —and it only flashes
up for a little while, but it's long enough for Kel to
put the pieces together.

His name was Julio, and somebody was missing
him.

Kel looks away, a frown pulling at his brow. It's
not like he can call in a tip, tell anyone what he does
or doesn’t know. He didn’t bother to write down the
john’s license plate, and he shouldn’t feel guilty for
that, even though he does. It’s not fair, but it’s not his
fault. Instinctively, he glances over at Toni and
catches sight of the look on his face. It's only the
fleeting glimpse of recognition, but it brings back to
Kel the way he was earlier, and all the awful, cruel
coincidences of today. It's been a bitch of a twenty-
four hours, hasn’t it? Kel squeezes his honey’s hand,
and Toni turns to look at him. Kel can see him biting
back on everything, trying to look calm and brave. It
could almost be funny, the fact that he doesn’t know
how fucking brave he is.

It’s almost time. Kel tears his gaze from Toni and
glances at the white plastic clock, high on the wall. It's
a relic of a pre-digital age, a blank face dulled with
years and segmented by big, black numbers. Kel
wonders about the fact the very light in here seems to
be tinged depressing greenish beige. It reminds him
of hospitals, or maybe like being on the bottom of a
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tishbowl, cocooned by water and kept static by the
weight of it pressing down, endless and all-
consuming.

Kel shakes his head. The way his mind’s working
lately is seriously freaking him out.

He doesn’t have time to mull it over, though,
because the bus is here. Toni looks at him — those dark
eyes staring out at him from the cautious, folded
petals of a pale, nervous face —and stands up, hefting
the bags and then glancing towards the door. He
doesn’t resist when Kel takes one of the backpacks
from him. He could take both, not allow Toni to carry
this stuff, but that doesn’t seem like the right thing to
do. Toni can carry what Toni can carry. Everything
else, they can split.

They make their way out there and climb
onboard the bus, all grimy metal and the dull,
scratching  growl of its engine.  Crackly
announcements echo off the concrete, and there’s a
scramble of other people boarding, even at this late
hour. It's a ragged crowd, a mix of different types.
Two foreign students, perhaps British or Australian,
are wrapped up in canvas jackets and each other,
giggling about their grand adventure. An elderly
black man with a short white beard wheezes as he
mounts the steps, and his thin frame seems unusually
bony beneath his woolen sweater. A white woman
with pale red hair and a rumpled black skirt suit tows
a small suitcase on wheels, and has the harassed kind
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of look about her that suggests a missed or canceled
flight and hastily arranged alternative transport. And
then there’s them. Kel sneaks a look at Toni. His face
is pale, shadows and the glancing colors of neon and
electric light dancing over his skin. His mouth is a
tight line, his eyes huge and dark. Kel thinks of all the
times he’s thought about doing this—just running,
heading to the first place he ends up, escaping into
the night. He’s glad he didn’t.

They sit at the back, get comfortable on the well-
padded upholstery. It's not that crowded, and what
people there are here are hunched up on their own
seats, cramped into their own spaces and their own
problems. There’s a low buzz of chatter, and the old
man coughs with a deep, rattling burr.

Toni sits close, cuddles up against Kel. He finds
that unexpectedly soothing, and it’s easy to put his
arm around his honey and hold on tight. As the bus
starts to move, he turns his head and presses his face
to the side of Toni’s head, just breathing in his scent.

They’re not going all the way to the Chicago
terminal. Tickets are surprisingly expensive when not
bought in advance, not to mention the fact they’d
need money when they got there, and Kel knows they
have to stretch what they have as far as possible. It's
an uneasy feeling, walking around with almost every
cent they have on them in cash, but there wasn’t time
to do anything else.
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It's not the first midnight flit Kel’s ever done, but
they don’t get any easier.

He asked Toni where she wanted to go. She’s
mentioned Seattle before, or New York. Those lazy,
pleasant times when they’re in bed, sharing a joint or
something, and Kel’s been half-listening to his honey
spin dreams for the future, talking shit about the
places they’ll go and the things they’ll do. Kel used to
just smile, because he never believed any of it, and he
didn’t think Toni did, either.

They could have blown the majority of their
money on tickets to Seattle. It would have meant a
long trip with several changes and, for the price, they
might as well have flown, but the could have done.
They still could, Kel supposes. The bus begins to ease
away into the darkness, and he realizes that, for the
first time in a long while, he’s looking at the future
and not feeling numb, like it's an endless spool of
days without change. There are possibilities there,
which never seemed real before. It feels like the start
of something big, though the journey is
comparatively small. Kel’s still thinking about
Michael, still groping his way through the complex
maze of recollections, memories and impressions that
he’s sure must be his own, but somehow might not
be. It’s as if Kel’s slightly adrift in an ocean he never
set out to cross, but it's okay, because Toni seems to
have everything under control, doesn’t he?
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That’s the strangest thing. He’s been calm about
it, relatively, and the way he’s shepherded Kel
through everything—from redressing his hand after
the shower to planning all of this, finding somewhere
to go, somewhere to stay—it's so much more than
Kel's been used to giving him credit for. That isn’t
fair, is it? Toni’s almost dozing off now, his head on
Kel’s shoulder, hair tickling the side of his neck. The
tension has started to leak from his body, all those
hard lines and angles dropping out, leaving him
folded softly against his lover, defenseless and weary.
Kel wonders if it's wrong to feel so protective of
someone who can not only take care of himself, but
give so much back.

He glances at his hand, resting on Toni’s upper
arm. Even with the wrapped layers of gauze that his
honey so tenderly re-applied, the bruising is showing
through, and it’s really hard to move his fingers now.
Even the slightest flicker really hurts, and Kel
supposes this could make life difficult for a while.
Opening jars, cans...peeing isn’t so bad, but it looks
like it’s going to be southpaw jerking for a couple of
weeks. It occurs to him that, of all the things that
could happen in the coming days, that might not be
the worst thing; that changing the way he habitually
whacks off might not be the most severe consequence.
The strange thing, maybe, is that Kel can’t think
beyond that. There’s nothing past sitting here,
watching the darkened world flit by the grubby glass,
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and feeling the rhythm of Toni’s breathing, but it's a
weird kind of nothing. It’s the thick, airless stillness of
a long drop, or the kind of stagnant silence that
follows glass shattering.

Kel leans his head back against the seat and lets
his eyes start to close. He’s not sleeping. Just resting.
Just...taking a break.

* Kk kk

Their stop is an invisible one, almost. Nothing more
than a barely marked place on the highway, hard to
see in the dark. Toni nudges Kel awake and they
disembark, the night surprisingly chilly after the
heating on the bus. It isn’t far to the motel. Toni has
nothing on the place except a phone number, and that
was via Danielle. She was trying to help, to just give
them somewhere to go, somewhere to head for. It's
open into the small hours, and by the time they’ve
walked though all these strange, foreign silhouettes —
different buildings, different concrete, the constant
roar of traffic —they’re both so stiff, sore, and bent out
of shape from travel that even a hole in the ground
would start to look good. All the same, it’s probably a
blessing that they’re seeing it for the first time in the
dark.

The building is long, low, and looks as if it could
have been standing in exactly the same spot since the
forties. The scrubby trees that cling to the parched
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earth nearby seem nothing but vague reminders of
nature, and the tarmac ocean of the parking lot—
replete with crumpled newspapers, cigarette butts,
and other far less savory pieces of debris—laps at the
shadows, pulling the eye into its center like a vortex.

“Oh, my god,” Toni says and lets the bag drop to
her feet.

It hits the asphalt with a small, dull thump, and
she glances at Kel.

He grins, and Toni thinks it might be the first
time she’s seen him smile like that since he came
home. As if, just for a moment, things are all right
again. Toni shakes her head, stretches out her tired,
stiff arms, and reaches down to pick up the bag again.
It may not be the classiest suite in the world, but it’s
better than the bus, it’s better than nothing, and above
all, it’s better than sitting around in the apartment,
waiting to see if or when there’s a knock on the door.

Kel gets them checked in, and he takes care of
everything. Toni lets him do it. It's soothing, really.
Comforting. Like he’s acting more or less his old self
again, not the way he was earlier today, when it was
so easy to push him through things, and yet so hard
to watch him stumbling around, numb and dead-
eyed. They're standing in the poky, brown-carpeted
manager’s office, and there’s an artificial cheeseplant
right next to Toni. It smells dusty and faintly damp.
She suppresses a shiver. Kel's nodding and saying
‘A’ight’ as the manager signs them in. Toni’s not sure
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what name he’s put on the register. Better ask him
when they get to the room. A single light bulb
glimmers dully above them, its pale green paper
shade criss-crossed by the lines of ill-swept cobwebs.
Behind the manager’s desk hangs a tired, faded print
of a picture that Toni rather likes. It's a sunny,
Mediterranean landscape, peopled by the pointed
upright pillars of cypresses and painted in broad
brushstrokes that are less depictions of what a thing
looks like than evocations of how it feels.

If it wasn’t so dark in here, so soiled at the edges
and second-hand, looking at that picture would feel
like standing in the warmth of a midday sun.

Kel picks up both bags—as if he’s taking charge,
making sure she doesn’t have to carry anything —and
they head off to the room. He glances back at Toni
over his shoulder, and she can’t help the flush of
warmth that streaks through her in the split-second
before she follows.

The room isn't bad. Cramped and pretty
threadbare. There’s a battered armchair, and a TV on
a squat hardboard stand. A small double bed is
flanked by two only slightly mismatched nightstands
with two lamps standing on them. The bases are a
kind of pearlescent pink color, and the shades a really
terrible reddish-brown. A door leads off to the right,
to a bathroom probably only slightly smaller than the
one they have at home. Other than that, there’s a
rickety closet and a chest of drawers on which stands
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a white plastic kettle, mugs, and a small jar full of
teabags, sachets of instant coffee, and artificial
sweetener. The walls are covered with an ugly,
textured paper, its original off-white color faded and
greased with stains, and when Toni clicks the dimmer
switch on, electric light starts to wash across the
surface.

At last, the door closes, and they’re alone.

Kel drops the bags on the bed and lets out a long,
deep breath. He rolls his head, cracks his neck from
side to side, and Toni wants to go to him, wants to
slide her arms around him, have that broad back
pressed against her chest. She doesn’t, though. Just
watches him, the shape of his body, the way the light
touches him. Even in this mean room, even with
everything that’s still hanging over them, still
clouding things between them, being with him feels
so right.

He turns and he smiles, but he looks so tired, so
beaten down. Toni tries to smile back, though it feels
as if it comes out twisted, a grimace that isn’t the
comfort, the assurance that she wants to give. Her
hand drifts to the neckline of her tee-shirt, worrying
at the fabric and rolling it into a small twist between
forefinger and thumb. The silence grows thick and
unwieldy. Outside, a car engine turns over and over
before it starts, and finally it passes away into the
distance. It'll be heading toward dawn soon. Toni’s
exhausted. She hasn’t given much thought to it for a
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while, but it’s hard to ignore now. Gritty eyes, aching
back, stiff neck and shoulders...even the motel bed
looks inviting.

“Tired?” Kel asks.

His voice sounds husky and dry. Toni nods.

“Mm-hm.”

“I'll unpack some of the...y’know.” He blinks, a
frown flitting over his brow. “Where are your pills?”

Toni’s already heading for the bathroom,
planning on taking a piss, and maybe making a vague
attempt at chewing toothpaste before hitting the
pillows, if Kel doesn’t find the toothbrushes in time.

“Leave 'em.”

It's almost surprising to find herself thinking like
that, but screw the schedule, just for tonight. She
doesn’t care about it. In fact, right now, Toni wouldn’t
care if there was never another pill, ever again. These
past months—all the deep thinking and the soul-
wrenching, the big decisions that feel like they’ve
swept the world out from underneath her—they
could all be for nothing. Toni doesn’t give a damn
anymore. There’s no feeling there, no sense that it's
the right thing to do. At this moment, Toni isn’t aware
of fitting into guy mode, girl mode, or anything in
between.

That happens sometimes.

All right, a lot of the time, and usually it feels bad.
Usually, it feels like Toni’s a freak, a nothing. A thing,
who's only a half of anything and can’t ever be either
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one or the other properly. Those are the days when
she feels lumpy and bony, ugly and irredeemable,
and Danielle always tries so hard to cheer her up, to
fix the balance and make Toni feel like herself again.

The way she’s supposed to feel, probably.

Right now, Toni isn’t sure that’s ever been the
right thing. It's like being a teenager all over again,
when nobody in the entire world could possibly
understand the unique condition of the inside of
Antonio Frescelli’s head, and all he ever wanted them
to do was fuck off and leave him alone, yet they
never, ever did. All he wanted was just time, and
silence, and for everything to make sense.

A mistake, that. Thinking it would all come
together somehow, that Toni would wake up one day
and feel comfortable in this body, feel like the person
in the mirror is the same person who’s watching the
reflection. That the small voice in the dark, the one
that whispers ‘I am’, would make itself known as
more than just ‘I', and become something the rest of
the world could see, and believe in.

That never happened, no matter what Toni did to
make it. Trying to obliterate the world never helped,
and nor did running from it, or even trying to hurt it
the way it had hurt him.

He’s so tired right now he can barely stand up,
but he realizes Kel's looking at him, face drawn tight
with concern.

“You ought to take ‘em. I'll get you some water.”
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It confuses Toni. Kel wants her to take the pills?
He’s already ferreting in the bags, and Toni nearly
fumbles the wash bag he throws. Kel crumples his
mouth into a small, affectionate smile, and Toni turns,
feeling lucky to get into the bathroom before her face
betrays what’s going on behind her eyes.

Kel's as good as his word. He appears at the
bathroom door, holding a grubby glass half full of
water, and he’s brought the pill bottles with him. Toni
spits toothpaste into the sink, rinses her mouth out,
and watches his face for any sign of resentment, any
hint of discomfort. He’s just looking at her, though, all
calm and cool. He looks just as tired as Toni feels, but
he’s waiting for her. She drops the toothbrush from
the wash bag on the back of the sink, wipes her hands
on the seat of her pants, and starts uncapping bottles.

“You shouldn’t skip 'em,” Kel says softly. His
voice hums through her, so warm and delicious. “Not
just straight out like that. S'not s’posed to be good for
you, gettin’ spikes or whatever. The book says that.
Plus, it'll make you cranky.”

Toni pauses, mouth full of brackish faucet water,
and Kel smiles. One corner of his mouth dents into a
shallow dimple, and Toni swallows.

They hit the sheets just before the sun comes up.
Kel mumbles something and reaches out, his
fingertips gently skimming the point of Toni's
shoulder. She rolls over partway, but his eyes are
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already closed, his breathing changing as he slips into
the sleep he so badly needs.

Toni curls up to him and snuggles up tight. All
the things that have colored the day, hovered over
them like black clouds, seem to drift away, and
there’s a feeling of peace that Toni didn’t expect to
find. Maybe it's just fatigue. The sheets smell
different —different laundry detergent, different
environment—to the ones Toni's used to, and the
coverlet is thin. The whole bed feels different, but not
necessarily in a bad way.

He yawns, settles closer to Kel, and lets it all close
over him.
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They sleep late, the heavy, mindless sleep of complete
exhaustion. Kel wakes first, and his immediate
reaction is a sense of dislocated panic. He can't
remember where he is, why or how he got here, but
then he grows aware of Toni beside him, and the
fuzzy shapes of memories start bumping back against
his mind. He groans. His head still aches, his body is
stiff and sore and—very gradually—Kel's
remembering how they got here.

Their room has one window, square and placed
high on the wall, which faces out to the parking lot.
From outside, there are sounds of cars passing and a
slightly more distant thrum of traffic. Voices call out,
but Kel doesn’t identify the words. He pulls himself
upright, then swings his legs out of bed and wriggles
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his toes into the carpet’s sparse pile. It could all have
been worse.

He gets up and glances over his shoulder at Toni.
He’s still sleeping, burrowed down deep beneath the
covers. Almost nothing of him is visible except for
that tousled mop of curls and part of one shoulder,
where Kel can make out the top half of his fleur-de-
lys tattoo. His mind drifts back to yesterday, to
Michael and the blur of chaos it all unleashed. Kel
looks down at his hand, still bound and now properly
bruised and swollen. It's not worth trying to move the
fingers. Toni thinks he ought to put it in a sling or
something, keep it steady. Kel doesn’t much like the
idea, but he supposes his honey could have a point.

The motel room doesn’t look much better in
daylight. Kel guesses it's past eleven, maybe gone
midday. He goes for a piss and looks dubiously at the
ill-fitting plastic door to the shower cubicle that is
beside the toilet. Mold and mildew creep up the tiles,
and the small shaving mirror behind the sink is
blotchy and smeared.

All of this is his fault. And that boy’s dead. Kel
dreamed about him, the Latino. What was it Dean
said? That some friend of his showed up, said he
hadn’t been around for a few days.

— Guy looked like he was gonna bawl. Started spoutin’
off in Spanish. —

A brother, maybe. A friend, a lover...who knows?

— You're Latino, right? —
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Kel shakes his head, blinks back the memories. It
could have been the same guy, but it might not. He
could give a description, he supposes...what'd the
fucker look like? He remembers the voice better than
the face. Angry and insistent. Something that could
have been satin panties, and a thin little prick, worn
and slanted like an unsharpened pencil.

— Julio’s not here today? —

— I don’t know no Julio. —

Nobody ever knows people like Julio. Kel thinks
of Dean, how dismissive he was, how all of them are
just as guilty. They're never comfortable opening up
to strangers, never happy to share or to help. Nobody
thinks outside of their own little box, or stops
wrestling with their own shit long enough to look at
anyone else. And even the things you're so used to,
that you no longer even think about, can go really
wrong. Kel sniffs, pulls back hard on the way his
mind is heading. There’s no use in what-ifs.

He flushes the toilet, sluices hands, teeth, and
face, and goes to make a coffee before braving the
shower. He’s staring dumbly at the mismatched china
mugs and the jar of cheap instant coffee, and at first
he doesn’t hear Toni moving. His soft footsteps are
easy to miss, but then he’s only a few feet behind Kel,
and the shape of him—the way the air parts around
him, and just the dim, electric glimmer of his
presence —is enough to make Kel raise his head.

Toni closes the distance, touches his shoulders
gently.
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“Okay?”

At first, Kel doesn’t know what he means. Is it
that he’s all right, or is it a simple question, or does he
want to be told that everything’s going to be okay?
He’s not sure, so he just turns and, awkwardly, pulls
Toni into a hug. He holds on real tight, like he’s
honestly scared Kel's going to pull away, and that
hurts. Kel presses his face to Toni’s neck, breathes in
his scent. He smells musty and sleep-warm, his skin
rich with just a hint of spice. No flowers, no perfumes.
Kel can’t deny the effect it has on him. He wants Toni
close, and he doesn’t ever want to let go.

“I'm gonna go out for a while,” he says, his words
buzzing against Toni’s neck.

“Nn-nn.”

“Yeah. Get some food. You're hungry, aren’t
you?”

Toni shakes his head, and he’s pressed so tight
that his nose rubs the side of Kel’s neck. It's the same
kind of denial as a kid caught with its hand in the
cookie jar, protesting innocence in spite of the
chocolate all around its mouth. Kel can’t help smiling.
He gives his honey a reassuring squeeze and pulls
back.

“Iwon’t be long.”

Toni pouts but turns his attention to Kel’s hand
instead of arguing. He reaches for the swollen, puffy
digits that protrude from the layers of gauze, and a
cloud passes over his eyes.
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“That looks really —"

“Yeah, but it’s okay. Promise.”

Toni seems doubtful, and Kel would do anything
right then just to see him smile. Trouble is, he has no
idea where to start, so he just pecks Toni’s cheek and
breaks away, pulling on the almost-clean clothes from
last night, even though they smell of buses and weary
hours. He’s careful not to look at Toni, though Kel can
feel his gaze. He knows he’s standing by the
bathroom door, arms folded, wearing boxers, an old t-
shirt, and a very sullen expression. So many fights
they’ve had start this way and, for a while, the air in
the room does feel tense, but it seems to pass.

“Be careful,” Toni says, as Kel leaves the room.

He nods and steps out into the daylight. It's harsh
and bright after the dankness indoors, and it almost
feels as if he’s stepping back in time. Over the years,
Kel's been in so many places like this. So many
rooms, so many anonymous, fleeting nights. Days,
too. Days that just poured into each other, pooling in
the greasy gutters of pointless months without change
or end.

It's warm, and a stale breeze skitters across the
lot, blowing torn, dry ends of debris before it. Kel
gropes in his pockets for cigarettes and lighter, and he
has to work hard to strike a flame from the little
plastic cylinder. He cusses, shakes it, and finally
manages to light his cigarette before stepping down
to the pavement and starting to look around for the
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nearest food outlet. There isn’t much here, but across
the street appears to be a small strip mall of sorts, and
Kel guesses that's his best bet. He heads over,
drawing deep on his cigarette and taking in the look
of the place. More weathered concrete and flat tar-
and-gravel roofs. Long, low buildings that look as if
they just slithered off the back of a truck and stuck
where they fell. It's a hole, but it’s no different from
the one he and Toni just climbed out of. There’s a
fried chicken place on the corner, and Kel blows a
spool of smoke into the air before taking a deep
breath. Yeah, he can smell oil that’s probably been in
the fryer for days, but it’s colored over with the magic
of heavy seasoning and serious soul food. Hot, greasy
meat. His stomach growls, and he leans up against
the nearest wall to finish his smoke before heading in.

The peeling shreds of fly bills in bright neon
colors speak of bands and DJs that belong to where
Kel and Toni are heading to, not where they’ve come
from. Kel scans the names and wonders if they will go
all the way. Just get up and go, the way he used to
think about doing. It doesn’t seem fair, considered in
the mundanity of daylight.

Toni’s probably on the phone to Danielle already,
asking what’s going on and telling her where they
are, how everything’s going. It'd be wrong to take her
away from the friends she has back home, the life and
all the things she’s used to. Damn it, she has another
electrolysis appointment in just over a week. They

252



Filth

had plans, didn’t they? Normal ones. A life they were
building, investing in.

Kel doesn’t want to be responsible for uprooting
that. Anyway, it’s not even like they know Michael’s
dead. If there were gonna be cops, there’d have been
cops by now, right? It stands to reason. Kel stubs his
cigarette out on the grimy wall behind him. He didn’t
do anything wrong. He just defended himself and, if
Michael doesn’t keep his mouth shut about it, he’ll
come out of the thing worse than Kel. They can prove
shit like that now, right?

Obviously, if he’s not dead, Michael’s likely to be
pretty pissed. There are any number of ways he could
make life difficult without involving the cops, but
nothing Kel couldn’t work around. He supposes, if he
thinks hard about it, this could be just the catalyst he
needed, just the thing to kick-start him into making
some changes for the better. Over the past few
months, he and Toni have already made so many
changes. They’'ve stopped seeing a lot of people,
stopped going to most of the places they used to
hang. It was supposed to be better for Toni.
Improving the quality of life, keeping things clean
and heading on into a brighter future. That's the
theory, isn't it?

They’ve tried. Kel's tried. He thought it was
working, but now this.... He feels stupid. Small,
useless, and stupid. It's like they’ve never talked
about anything, never really listened to each other.
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Just pulling back the way they have, into this strange
little world — this tight cocoon that they share and no-
one else can intrude on—it’s not going to help. Not
with the present predicament and, what’s worse, it’s
probably not gonna help Toni.

That realization stings. Everything Kel’s done,
he’s done for Toni. He’s sure that’s true. He turns a
little, flicks the spent cigarette into the overflowing
dumpster that stands in the narrow alley between the
chicken place and a small, unprepossessing grocery
store. They probably didn’t even need to flit the way
they did. It's just a precaution. Just a day or so, then
they’ll go home and everything will be like it
was...and that’s good, isn’t it? Kel takes a breath of
spicy, smoggy, chicken-flavored air. Yeah, it's good.
But he still feels like he’s standing on a knife edge,
and he knows—he’s one hundred percent utterly
sure — that he’s thinking about Toni as his top priority
in all of this, but it isn’t Toni’s face that keeps floating
through his mind.

Kel glances along the sidewalk. Outside of the
grocery store, there’s an old and battered payphone.
Graffiti runs up one side of the plastic shield that
curves around it. He ambles over, looking up and
down the shabby street.

It has always been about Toni. Everything he’s
done has been to keep her safe, comfortable and, as
far as it’s actually possible, sane. Or at least no crazier
than the little freak started out. Kel is sure that’s true.
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It's what he’s always told himself, what he’s always
believed. But is that just because he wanted to? Sure,
it feels good to be needed, to be part of something so
intense —like they’re on their own in the eye of a
storm that will only ever happen once—but, just
maybe, it’s been better for him than it has for Toni.

Kel stares at the payphone. It’s true, really. They
only ever think of themselves. Not just people like
Dean — people like the man Kel’s been for more years
than he cares to contemplate—but everybody. Each
and every person, wrapped up in their own battles,
their own lives, magnifying every tiny detail until it’s
refracted through the prism of its own unimportance
and seems like the biggest thing in the world. So busy
trying to filter themselves into the people they want
to be that nobody ever stops to try and understand
anyone else...to put them first and think about what
they need, what they want, instead of how it can be
given to them in the way that best suits the provider.

Kel swallows grimly. He’s starting to suspect that
may be true. People are selfish fuckers. Especially
him. Why did he never think even to note the plate?
Why didn’t it matter? It shouldn’t have to take
something like this—like any of this—before he sees
his mistakes.

Fishing in his pocket for loose change, he
unhooks the receiver. Usually, he’d have to look the
number up, but he’s been thinking so much about
dialing it, and he’s come so close in the moments Toni
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hasn’t been looking, that the digits trip pretty easily
off his fingers. It's difficult, and not a little painful, to
hold the receiver against his ear with his busted hand,
but he manages.

The ringing seems to go on for a long while. Kel
holds his breath, poised to cut off the call the second
any kind of answering machine kicks in. It occurs to
him that, in the movies, cops need eight seconds or
something to trace a call, but that could have
changed. It probably has changed, hasn’t it? So much
new technology. Not that there’s much likelihood of
anybody tapping this particular line anyway, but you
can never —

“Hello?”

Kel squeezes his eyes tight shut. His stomach is
doing back flips, and his head is growing light, yet he
has no idea what to say. It's never been anything like
this good to hear Michael’s voice.

It isn't a good line, but The Sherbet Pervert
sounds muzzy and tired, like he’s just woken up.
There’s an element of irritation to his voice when he
repeats, “Hello? Who is this?”

Kel holds his breath. He doesn’t know whether to
reveal himself or not. He’s got an unsettling urge to
apologize, which is stupid, and he knows he ought to
hang up, or at least mutter something about a wrong
number, but he doesn’t. A small red truck chunters
past, heading down towards the highway and,
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perhaps, to the sprawling metropolis that lies beyond
it. There could be anything out there, Kel supposes.

Michael lets out a breath, and the sound crackles
against his ear.

“Look, if this is you...I'm sorry. All right?”

Well, that’s definitely not what he expected. Does
he know it's Kel, or does he think it's the wife? Kel
grips the side of phone booth hard, still not daring to
speak. The way it seemed to him that she left, he
doubts the former Mrs. Pervert would be calling, so
Michael must know it’s him, mustn’t he?

“I-I wish to God the whole thing had never
happened,” Michael says, and it truly sounds like he
means it.

The distasteful memory of his face folded into
snotty threads of tears is still fresh in Kel’s mind, and
he wrinkles his nose.

“I want to forget it. All of it. I'm hanging up
now.” He sniffs, and there’s a trace of the anger, the
bitterness in his tone when he concludes, “Don’t call
again.”

The connection severed, Kel is left staring blankly
at the receiver. It's pretty good to know he’s not a
murderer, but this is still the weirdest feeling. He's
barely hung up when the text alert bleeps on his
phone, and he fumbles for it, still not used to carrying
it in the opposite pocket to where it usually sits. There
are only three words on the screen, and that oh-so-
familiar number.
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— Keep the money. —
Kel’s not complaining.

g

Toni drinks the cheap, nasty coffee and sits on the
cheap, nasty bed, waiting for Kel to come back.
Everything does seem different in the daylight, and
that’s not to say it's better. It's just the difference
between soft shapes and jagged outlines; things that
are impossible to ignore, where before, he could close
his eyes and pretend it was all okay.

Toni knows it’s Danielle when his phone bleeps.
She must have been sitting on her hands for hours,
dying to send a message and find out what’s going
on. He blinks at the screen. It just reads: Can you talk?

Toni messages back yes, and before she could
have counted to five, the phone rings.

“Danielle?”

The words come in a torrent, no spaces left for
Toni to reply or reassure, and Danielle sounds
genuinely panicky.

“Are you okay? Where are you? Is everything all
right? Did you get—"

Toni suppresses a smile. It would be endearing if
it didn’t smack so much of Danielle not liking to lose
control.

“We're fine. Got to the motel late last...well, early
this morning. Kel’s getting, uh, lunch,” she corrects,
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glancing at the clock on the nightstand. “Everything’s
okay, I promise. It’s nice, actually. Kinda. Always said
we were gonna go away someplace.”

Danielle’s short burst of breath is not a chuckle,
however much Toni would like to pretend that’s what
she heard. She clears her throat.

“So, what's going on there? Have you, uh, heard
anything?”

“Ye—well, not really. It's more a case of not
hearing,” Danielle says vaguely. “But, they’ve
identified that guy from the embankment.”

“Oh?”

Toni doesn’t say anything else, not wanting to let
on the fact that Kel knew him. That much was
obvious when they were waiting for the bus, when
the TV flashed up the boy’s image.... Toni had looked
away, desperate to avoid remembering those awful
minutes in the morgue, the dead flesh and the smell
of bleach. But, in turning, she caught sight of the
expression in Kel’s eyes. He squelched it real fast, but
it was there. That fleeting moment of recognition, of
pain, and fear. She thought she knew, then, why he
was afraid, but now she’s not so sure.

“Yeah.” Danielle’s voice cuts through Toni's
thoughts, derailing them and dragging her
uncomfortably back to the present. “But the news
people screwed up. He was Puerto Rican, I think they
said, not black. Julio Cordero, or something. Had his
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brother on, making an appeal for information. It was
awful.”

Numbed by that, Toni has trouble thinking of
anything to say. It’s all too easy to imagine what that
must be like for the brother, for the family as a whole.
She can’t stop thinking about the body in the morgue;
all those terrible, aching seconds that seemed to
stretch out into boundless nothingness. Waiting, half-
convinced it was going to be Kel under that sheet, yet
refusing to believe it, too afraid to give in to the
fear...too fucking angry to let it be true.

Danielle had really believed it would be him. It
was one of the reasons Toni didn’t want her in there.
Like she believed so strongly, that belief could have
changed things, made it so it really was Kel under
that sheet.

Toni knows that’s not true. It's a stupid thing to
think, and it’s not fair to Danielle.

“I bet it was,” she says, though she still feels kind
of numb.

Toni checks the clock again, eager for Kel to come
back. He said he wouldn’t be long.

Danielle’s asking questions now, about the room,
the motel, about the journey, and about when Toni
thinks they’ll head home.

“I can call Karen for you before Tuesday and
cover if you need it. Say you're sick or something.
Unless you think you’ll be back by then. D’you
think...?”
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“Don’t know,” Toni mumbles.

That's the problem. They didn’t think this
through. They just ran.

She’d do it again, of course. Anything, if Kel
needed it. And, Toni has to admit, it does feel kind of
invigorating to be somewhere totally new,
somewhere outside of the rut of everyday life.

That’s not fair, Toni knows. Life hasn’t been a rut.
It’s been good. Kel’s done so much for her, and so has
Danielle. Sure, things have changed, but they're
changing for the better, aren’t they?

“Well, you'll let me know, won't you?”

There’s a wheedling note in Danielle’s voice. Toni
guesses she’s getting nervous. She smiles, warmed by
a flush of affection.

“Of course. It’s all right. We're just gonna.... It's
just a couple of days. It's all right. Actually, it could
prolly be kind of nice. Just us.”

“Hm. I guess.”

Danielle seems doubtful, but that doesn’t bother
Toni. It's surprisingly easy, when there’s tens of miles
between them, for Danielle’s opinions to fade into
inconsequence, and that’s a pretty pleasurable feeling.
Toni smiles to herself, teeth pinching her lower lip.

“It's not going to be long. Don’t worry. I mean,
it's not like we're totally bailing on everything.
There’s the apartment, friends, work...we’ll be back
really soon. It's not—” Toni stops, suddenly not
entirely sure who she’s trying to convince. Things
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really do feel different this morning. She clears her
throat. “So, ah, tell me more about what they're
saying on TV. I haven’t seen the news.”

Danielle talks, relays everything that’s happened.
People have asked her about them, once or twice.
Asked if Kel’s okay, if they've heard about the Latino
kid. Word is that there have been cops showing up at
the bus station, asking questions and trying to trace
Julio’s last movements. People say it's completely
wrecking business. No arrest has been made. She
makes it seem like gossip, but Danielle still sounds a
little stiff and angry to Toni. It's hard to know quite
why.

Eventually —Toni having promised that they’ll
see her soon, and telling her not to worry —she hangs
up. Toni sits there for a while, picking at the faded
floral pattern on the bedspread with one idle finger.
Thoughts curl all over the place, tendrils of confusion
and misty indecision. He glances down, frowns at
that thin-fingered bony hand of his. The gel nails
need redoing. One is chipped, two loosened at the
joins from all the carrying of bags and schlepping
around the bus station.

He flexes both hands out in front of him, studies
them as if it's the first time he’s ever seen them.
They’re funny things. Possibly the only part of your
own body it’s acceptable to stare at in public, apart
from feet, and those have nails too, right? Only nails
aren’t for staring at. They're for studying. That’s the
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word. It's one of those words that has weight to it,
weight and meaning. Toni thinks a lot about words
like that, how one little collection of letters can
represent so many different things to people, or can
carry with it an entire lifetime of goals,
responsibilities, expectations, and more.

Yeah, you study your mnails. Women can
acceptably file them, paint them...make this whole
performance of changing the way that their nails look,
and do it in public, if they want. They can go to nail
bars and make that kind of grooming a social event, a
rite of status and shit like that, which men can’t. Not
in the same way.

Men’s nails are supposed to be clean and square,
broad and honest and well-groomed. A man is judged
by his handshake. Toni remembers how his father
used to say that. His father would shake another
man’s hand and clap him on the arm as he did it,
smile and laugh, and he’d have this grip that could
choke a kitten. Just nodding and smiling while he
crushed your hand, like he knew he was hurting and
he thought it was funny.

Toni blinks. He used to bite his nails when he was
a boy. His mother nagged about it, said they’d be
ugly and weak when he grew up if he didn’t stop it.
She used to paint this horrible stuff on them, worse
than hot sauce, and it was supposed to make sure he
left them alone but it never did. Toni would forget
that he’d got it on, and then he’d absently put a finger
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near his mouth and it would sting so bad he wanted
to cry, scream, or throw up.

They weren’t bad people, his parents. Sometimes,
Toni wonders where they are now, but the flashes of
interest don’t tend to last long. There never was a
time he remembers telling them he didn’t feel right,
saying that he was in the wrong body, or trying to put
childish words to concepts he could identify but not
understand.

It's something he hasn’t thought about, he
supposes. Toni guesses it’s a flaw, a crack in the plan,
and he hasn’t wanted to probe at any of those.
Danielle says she used to say things like that all the
time, even though no-one ever listened. She was sent
for all kinds of counseling, at first at the school and
then by her parents, but none of the shrinks listened.
Not the way people are starting to listen to kids now.

Toni doesn’t remember having the words for it, or
the feelings. He flexes his fingers again and stares
at—and studies — those damaged nails.

He doesn’t remember wanting to grow them long
when he was a kid. Not to primp and polish and
paint. The chili paint didn’t stop him biting, and his
father had said painting "em would turn the kid sissy,
and then of course it blew up into an argument, the
way things so often did.

He remembers putting some of his mother’s nail
varnish on for the first time, though. Brick red. Dark,
dramatic, and bold. Sitting there, at her vanity table,

264



Filth

looking at the mirror and the bottles. The big powder
puff that smelled of sweet lavender, sitting atop its
little china stand, with the tray of jewel-like lipsticks
and polishes to the side. Toni took one, unscrewed the
top, and sniffed that sharp, bittersweet odor. It was
amazing, at the time, to find how thick the stuff was,
how easily it went on. Thick, gloopy drops that
spread across the surface of his brittle, fractured nails.
Filling in the cracks, disguising the damage, and
covering over all that pale imperfection with one
glorious slash of color.

Bright, bold, blood red.

— My, my. And don’t we look pretty today? —

Mom'’s nail polish and a tight pair of jeans. It’s
funny the things you remember.

Toni rises from the bed, snatches up the wash bag
with the pink daisies on it from the nightstand, and
stalks purposefully into the bathroom.
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Kel knocks softly on the door of the room and thinks
he hears Toni’s muffled voice call out. He pushes the
door open, bag of fried chicken clutched between his
chest and his bad hand, and that deliciously spicy,
greasy smell wafts up all around him.

He can’t stop smiling.

The view from this little pool of habitation
doesn’t amount to much. There’s nothing to see
except the highway; the acres of road that, once, must
have seemed new and exciting but now, like so many
other good intentions, have grown cracked and dirty.
In the far distance, the quills of tall buildings prickle
at the horizon. From the air, the remnants of an
industrial past long perished must be visible, a dozen
sprawling towns and cities —very much like the one
Kel and Toni have just left—strewn across a
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patchwork of what would once have been solely
crops and pasture.

Now, there doesn’t seem to be a great deal of
difference between the towns and the routes that cut
through them. Everything congeals at the feet of the
metropolis beyond. Yet, for all that, the sun is warm
and it colors the air gold, like honey. The sound of
birds is audible behind the buzz of traffic and,
occasionally, tiny airplanes chalk jet trails across a
bright blue sky.

Kel’s almost whistling as he comes into the room.
He’s cheerful beyond reason, buoyed up with the
sense of having done a good thing. He isn’t sure he
ought to tell Toni about the calls he’s made, but
whatever Toni doesn’t know won’t hurt him, right?

“Hey,” he calls, as the door catches behind him. “I
got chicken. Soul food, right here. They had those
spicy popcorn bits like you like, so I...Toni? Where
you at, baby?”

There’s movement in the bathroom doorway, and
Kel glances up, the greasy paper bag still crumpled
against his body, the food’s aroma wrapping itself all
around him. Spots of neon blue mar his vision, and
the room is dark and faded after the bright sunlight
outside. At first, he thinks his mind’s playing tricks
on him, but it's not that. It's real. Strange and
unexpected, but real.
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“Good,” Toni says, one hand on the chipped
white paint of the bathroom doorframe. “I'm
hungry.”

“Oh, God,” Kel murmurs, before he can stop
himself.

He hasn’t seen his honey look like this for a long
while. His clothes are baggy sweats, the sleeves of one
of Kel’s shirts pushed up to his elbows and flopping
over in loose folds. Though it obscures the lines of his
body, it can’t hide his elegance, the way he’s leaning
up on the jamb like Elizabeth Taylor in Butterfield
§...one of those old flicks they’ve sat on the couch and
watched together so many times. But the long nails
are gone.

The ends of Toni’s fingers look red and slightly
pruned, and Kel supposes he must have had to work
to get them off, which is weird, because usually
Toni’s all about eking out every last day she can get
without having to fix or file or infill; all those little
bottles of powder and paint that Kel doesn’t
understand. His nails—his real nails—are brittle,
slightly yellow, and very short. But they’re not the
strangest thing.

Kel's gaze travels up his lover’s body, up the
beat-up old shirt with the Atlanta logo on the front,
letters peeling in green, and he meets such fierce
determination in Toni’s face.

He looks amazing. No make-up, no ‘little touch’
of concealer to mask a zit or hide a late night, the way

268



Filth

he so often starts the day, and the way that so often
ends up in what seems to Kel a half-inch layer of
pancake. Toni’s eyes are dark and shadowed, his
mouth half-furled, and Kel sees in him all the
sharpness, the hard edges and the angles that were
there the first day they met. He just didn’t expect the
short hair. How the hell has he done it? It must have
been nail scissors or something like that. Kel pictures
him standing in front of the blotchy mirror, next to
those mildewed tiles, lopping off curl after curl that
he’d spent so long growing...what the fuck is this
about?

He knows he’s staring, but he can’t look away,
and he can’t bring himself to ask the questions that
bundle themselves so heavily on his tongue, tying it
up in threads of confused apprehension.

It’s not that Toni’s hair doesn’t suit him short. It
stands out in rough spikes, fuzzy and tousled. What,
worn long, are softly curled tresses, have become
barely tamed coils, roughly hacked and reshaped.
Was it a spur of the moment thing, Kel wonders,
trying to chop off everything that’s gone wrong?

Paring it all away, cutting out all the rot.

It doesn’t seem that way. Toni is too calm, too
confident for that to have been why he did it. He just
looks at Kel for a while, and neither of them speak.
Kel doesn’t know what to say. The tightly formed
curls naturally cluster at Toni’s temples and forehead,
giving him the air of some smoky-eyed Grecian
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prince or debauched Art Deco film star. The corner of
his mouth twitches, and Kel takes a breath, like he’s
coming up for air. Maybe he did forget to breathe for
a second there.

“It took you months to grow all that out,” he says,
and he knows it's kind of a pointless, useless
comment to make.

“Yeah.” Toni shrugs. “But it'll grow again.”

“Why —”

Toni’s gaze tracks over his face, and Kel shivers.
He doesn’t understand what’s going on, but it’s
something big. Toni eases forward, takes the chicken
from him, and heads over to the bed, already opening
up the bag and peeking inside.

“Ooh! Popcorn chicken! Love you,” he adds,
looking over his shoulder and smiling.

It's a distracting image, but Kel blinks,
determined not to be sidetracked.

“Toni, what—"

His honey sits on the edge of the bed, curly head
bent over the bag, picking out pack after greasy card-
and-paper pack with his shorn fingers and setting
them down on the nightstand.

“I was thinking,” Toni says, and he pauses to
glance up at Kel, sucking his thumb clean. “After
what’s happened —you know how shit makes you
think, right? I was thinking about the stuff you said.
About...well, if you were never around to say it
again.”
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He runs his tongue over his lower lip, and the
pain is clear in his eyes. Kel exhales slowly, comes to
sit beside Toni on the bed, right down at the far end.
His knees apart, Kel links his fingers and lets them
dangle, arms propped on his thighs, shoulders
hunched forwards. He’s all ready to duck and cover,
like that’s gonna be any defense against anything.

“Uh-huh?”

He knows what Toni’s getting at. The past few
months have been hard. Harder than anybody has to
take. And yet, just when things were heading up to
the point where they were going to have to admit
they couldn’t go on, twenty-four stupid hours turned
everything upside down.

It's funny how shit does make you think.

Kel opens his mouth, wanting to assure Toni that
he’s always going to be here to say dumb things—
even unkind, thoughtless ones that he shouldn’t have
said in the first place.

“I didn’t mean that you should —”

“Let me finish,” Toni says, but he doesn’t snap,
the way he usually does when Kel interrupts. He
sounds positively calm, which is weird. “You didn’t
make my mind up for me. Nobody has. I just got
thinking, and I ended up thinking that maybe you
had a point, when you said I wasn't—y’know. That
maybe...maybe what I've been doing hasn’t been
right for me. Remember how you tried to tell me?
Well, I guess I can see that now. You were right, baby.
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I'm not like Danielle. I'm not.... It's never gonna be
the way it is with her for me.”

It's a bombshell. Kel frowns, confused.

“So you're saying, after all this time, all the pills,
you don’t think you wanna—"

“No! No, not like that. Fuck.... I knew you'd
make this difficult.” Toni shoots a breath across his
teeth and shakes his head, staring down at the carpet.
“It's not like that. It’s...it's more complicated. I
probably shouldn’t have—"

“Nuh-uh.”

Kel reaches out, and his hand closes over Toni’s.
His skin feels cool to the touch, though the room is
warm to the point of being stuffy. Kel doesn’t turn his
head, doesn’t look at him, because he knows how
much harder it'll be on both of them if he does. He
just wants his honey to know that he’s here, and that
it's all right to say whatever needs to be said.

“Go on,” he adds and gives Toni’s hand a gentle
squeeze.

Toni’s fingers flutter briefly in Kel's grasp, then
still.

“Thanks,” he says, his voice low in his throat. He
takes a breath, and it seems to catch a little before he
speaks again, as if the words are hard to say. “It’s just
that...I feel like I'm not matching up so much of the
time, and I've been so used to thinking that’s just me,
but then I thought: what if it's not? What if it’s just
because it's not who I am?”
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He exhales again, and Kel sneaks a sidelong look
at his lover. Toni seems tired, but not frightened, not
beaten down. The slender stalk of the first green shoot
that forces its way through the snow —regardless of
whether spring is ready to come or not—cannot be so
easily trampled.

“Then you don’t wanna...? I don’t understand.”

“No.” Toni shakes his head. “It still feels right.
When I dress...when I look like that, I feel right. I feel
good. But it’s not.... The surgery and all that shit? I
don’t want it. I've been thinking —fuck, I thought I'd
been thinking before, but that was fucking nothing,
baby.... I don’t want to do it. I don’t need it. And it’s
about need, y’know? About needing to be who you
are. And I'm not....”

He trails off, stops short of actually saying it. Kel
can’t help smiling.

“A girl? I started thinking of you like that.”

Toni blinks, looks round at him in surprise.
“You—?"

“From time to time. You're who you are, T. Isn't
that all that matters? They’re only words.”

Kel knows it’s trite, knows that over-simplistic
way of putting it doesn’t make anything any easier.
Toni grins at him, though, and for a few seconds Kel
thinks he’s made an impact.

“You thought of me as...really?”
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“A’ight.” Kel curls his lip. “Yeah, maybe a couple
of times. It—I dunno. I think of you as you, stupid. It
doesn’t matter.”

Toni’s smile is infectious, laughter threatening to
spill over both of them and wipe away the intensity of
the seriousness. Kel tugs on the hand he still holds,
pulls Toni close into an awkward, messy hug. His
honey giggles, all the tension broken, and they’re
holding each other, a nest of arms and elbows.

“So, what's this mean, huh? No more pills?”

Toni’s warm against him, and it’s so tempting to
just agree with whatever he says, to let him get away
with anything, so long as he doesn’t move away. Toni
shakes his head.

“You were the one who said hormone spikes
aren’t good for the body.”

Kel busses the top of his honey’s head, and those
curls tickle his lips, the dry, blunt ends of hairs crisp
on his mouth. “I did. Huh. But....”

“I'm going to find another doctor. Start reducing
the schedule, come back down again, and find
someone to talk to...like everybody kept bitchin” at
me to do. But don’t think it means I think you're all
right,” Toni adds, digging his fingers into Kel’s thigh.
“I'm not saying I don’t want to do any of it, that none
of it's me. Just that, maybe, I've rushed into a few
things. Maybe.”

Kel breathes deeply, inhales the smell of Toni’s
hair. There’s no victory in it. Kel’s just glad that he
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seems so bright, so happy, so...calm. It’s still weird.
Not a word—not an emotional state—that he
associates with Toni.

It’s true, though, isn’t it? They’re only words.

I

They talk for a long while, cross-legged on the bed,
eating fried chicken out of the little card boxes, and
Toni scoops coleslaw up with his fingers. In amongst
the soul-baring and the confessions, Kel’s tentative
inquiries probe at the walls he’s worked so hard to
build. Toni answers as best he can. It is true; words
are just words, but the meanings they carry, the way
the world bends around them, that's what's
complicated.

Who the hell says a woman can’t have a dick,
anyway?

As the day turns to evening, the summer heat
rubbing off the brick and concrete outside, they take a
walk. Just to stretch legs stiff from so long sitting, and
to breathe air that isn’t filtered through the motel
room's dusty curtains. Kel has his arm crooked
around Toni’s neck, and Toni slips his hand into the
back pocket of his lover’s jeans. A car passes, heading
down towards the slip road and the highway. Its full
of college kids and beer cans, and one of the young
guys rolls down his window and screams “Faggots!”
as they drive past. Toni’s still wearing Kel’s sloppy
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sweats and, for a moment, he stiffens. But the car flies
past, and he just blows a kiss at its retreating tail
lights.

It doesn’t need to matter.

Beside him, Kel seems proud. He kisses Toni’s
cheek. Toni knows what he’s done; calling Michael,
checking up on what Danielle said about how things
looked okay at his place. They are okay, and Toni is so
grateful for that, so fucking glad that it isn’t hanging
over them, this crime of potential. They've been so
lucky. Kel confessed that he’d made the call —told the
truth even though he thought Toni would be pissed
that he’d done it. That was probably brave, even if
Toni can’t really dredge up the anger anymore. Sure,
he’d have been furious if Kel had made the call the
night they left, when everything really seemed as if it
could still kick off, as if there might be police there to
trace numbers, hunt them down.

Maybe Toni just watches too many cop shows.
Right now, in the mellowing evening light, it doesn’t
seem as if it was ever plausible. They’d probably
never even needed to flit, but he’s so fucking pleased
they did. A weight seems to have lifted from Toni,
and it feels good to know that, right now, there are no
expectations. No demands, no pressures...nobody
wants Toni to be anything other than Toni, whatever
that actually ends up entailing.

There’s plenty of time to address that issue. It
doesn’t usually feel like time is something they have
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that much of, but these few snatches of it, these
furtive stolen days and hours, they ooze by at the
speed of molasses, and that’s good.

They don’t have to go home yet. There’s time.
Toni doesn’t have to show her face at the bookstore
until Tuesday, and Kel has no pressing appointments.
Danielle is likely to be furious. About the hair, about
the pills...about a lot of things, Toni imagines, but
that can all be dealt with later. Chances are, he’s been
listening to Danielle too much, despite everything he
owes her.

All the same, as their feet echo tandem rhythms
on the sidewalk, and the sun slips behind the concrete
walls, Toni does miss girl mode. There’s a certain
confidence that comes with dressing that way which
leaves a huge hole behind it when it isn’t there. It's
not like being naked, and it’s not like Toni doesn’t feel
right without kitten heels and skinny-fit denims, but
it does leave him...vulnerable.

Toni thinks about it as they walk, heading back
toward the motel now the evening’s getting later. It's
hard to remember actually making the decision, or
seizing one single moment as the point where the
process of change—or at least the pledge to do it—
would start. Toni recalls all the other feelings that
messed things up at the same time, and that had done
so for years. Being so angry, so frustrated, so
confused. It's hard to talk about what you want when
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you don’t know what it is yourself, and you have no
real way of learning.

Kel always says that’s what mistakes are for.

The last streaks of sunlight flare over the tarmac
and grit, and the shallow breeze that comes with
passing cars and cooling air ruffles through Toni’s
shortened curls. It feels good.

The more Toni thinks about it, this whole deal has
never been about being a guy thing or a girl thing. It's
comfort, it's freedom, it's confidence...and why
should that have to be split down the middle? Why
should it have to be so that there’s guys or girls, and
you have to choose which side of the line you stand?
It makes no sense. It's like, there’s only male or
female, inside, and if you don’t feel right one way
then you must be the other. There’s no cushion, no
soft place to fall along the line, and it’s like a tightrope
that runs between the two.

You choose, or you're a freak.

That’s tough. Toni reasons it shouldn’t be easy,
because important things rarely are.

It still sucks, though. Nevertheless, he has to
admit that it’s worth taking the time to go back to the
beginning, probably. Taking these lessons and not
rushing with them...and that pisses him off, when it’s
what so many people have said before. That he ought
to speak to somebody, that he ought to do this, or
that. It’s such shit. Toni always thought that. It wasn’t
right that they all just said the same stuff over and
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over again; they don’t know him, they don’t live in
his head, so how would they know?

Toni hates accepting that anyone’s right.

Yet, bitter as it is, admitting it is a relief, and it
doesn’t spoil tonight. Especially not when Kel unlocks
the door to their room and —though neither of them
speak —Toni feels the heat in his gaze. A year ago,
back in the familiar alleyways, stairwells and
landings that marked their courtship, he’d have
grabbed Kel or Kel would’ve grabbed onto him, and
one of them would have found himself pressed up
hard against a wall. There would have been lips,
hands, tongues...rough skin and smooth skin, and it
wouldn’t have stopped ’til daybreak.

Right now, Kel leans in and kisses the end of
Toni’s nose.

“You're still my honey. You know that?”

“Mm-hm.” Toni can’t hold back a smile. “I know
it.”

Kel winks, and they head in.

After taking his turn with the narrow, mildewed
shower cubicle, and leaving Kel to the bathroom on
his own, Toni slips into bed. He turns off the light and
waits, watching the way shadows snake over things,
curling their way into the corners and recesses.

At last, Kel comes in. Toni turns over when he
hears him leave the bathroom, pulling the covers up
to his chin and feigning sleep. Kel gets in, grunts with
satisfaction. He smells of soap and warm cotton, and
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he makes all the bad things seem as inconsequential
as flies.

He made another call on that payphone. He
didn’'t want to tell Toni about it while they were
walking, but he did. How he thinks he knows who's
responsible for the Latino kid. A dark red Honda
Accord, a guy with thinning, sandy hair and a sharp
chin, and an ugly, sour voice that talks about hurting,
about choking.

Toni didn’t want to hear it. Kel never talks about
tricks, but he did tonight. He says he’s not going to do
it anymore. Not the same way. When they get home,
they’re gonna take a serious look at everything, at
every fucking aspect of their lives, and they’re going
to fix them all up. Because you can only get lucky so
many times. There are only so many chances. And it’s
not forever. It was never meant to be forever.

—You take that fucking dick, slut. Choke on that
fucking cock, you piece of garbage. You're nothing. You
hear me? You're filth. —

Kel looked like he had tears in his eyes when he
spoke of it, though it could just have been the way the
sunset touched his face.

Maybe it'll help somebody. Who knows? Maybe
the cops’ll find the guy, and they’ll make sure he
doesn’t hurt anybody else. Toni supposes that
stranger things have happened. Maybe The Sherbet
Pervert will find someone to fall in love with, or
maybe he’ll dig up some other woman to lie to, and
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some other boy in dirty gym socks to lighten his
lonely hours.

Maypbe....

Toni opens his eyes and stares at the dark wall.
The cracks in it are softened by shadows. Just maybe,
Danielle will understand. Because they’re still there —
all his tensions, his confusions, and the mess of things
he knows he has to sort out, like the ends of twine
and rubber bands left tangled in a drawer —bubbling
away beneath the surface. But time is a wonderful
thing. And distance. This quiet, islanded silence,
empty but for the sound of his breathing, and Kel’s, it
makes so much seem clearer. Like a lens, distilling
everything down to its most basic parts.

Toni’s right there when Kel reaches for him. He
stays soft and pliant, rolling over to meet his lover’s
body, tip to toe, when Kel pulls him close. Broad,
hard fingers skim the blind paths of warm skin and
naked flesh.

“You're not wearing a stitch,” Kel murmurs, as if
he’s surprised.

He has an old tee-shirt on, and boxers, in defiance
of the night’s warmth.

“Nope.” Toni's hand slides under Kel's shirt,
seeking the dark nub of his nipple. “Saves on laundry,
huh?”

“These sheets are probably filthy,
doubtfully.

4

Kel says
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Toni can feel his proximity, the minty breath
grazing his face ever closer, and the way that little
crux of flesh hardens beneath the gentle pinching of
insistent fingers.

“I can be filthier,” Toni whispers, landing a soft
kiss on his lips.

The trace of a smile curves Kel's mouth, half-
hidden in the shadows, but there’s nothing dirty
about it. His eyes seem to shine, and the flash of a
car’s headlamps in the parking lot pierces the thin
drapes, dancing over his skin. For a moment, Toni
thinks he’s going to say he loves him, and he wants to
say it back. He presses closer, as if the words can ease
their way through the barriers of skin and imprint
themselves right onto Kel’s bones.

Kel doesn’t say it, though. He catches Toni’s lips
against his, and then he mumbles words that are less
expected into the dark, damp place between their
mouths, where kisses wait to be birthed and promises
are too easily made.

“Doesn’t matter...y’know?”

“Hm?” Toni closes his eyes.

He both knows and doesn’t know, wants to hear
and does not want. Is and isn’t.

It's a complicated place to be.

“Whatever you do,” Kel murmurs, emphasizing
the words with a comforting squeeze. “Whatever you
decide. Whether you go all the way, or if you stop.
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Whatever you wanna do, however you wanna
live...I'll be there. Always.”

He means it, Toni realizes. And the things he
says—the things he tries to express, in the dark and
the quiet, where there’s nothing to drown out for the
first time in so long—are beautiful. It doesn’t matter,
he says, what form Toni's gender takes, or how it
changes things. And it will. Their relationship will
change, and he’ll change too, but he’s not gonna
break. They re not gonna break. Toni can be whatever
he damn well wants to be, and it's not going to
change the stuff that really matters.

What's really real.

Toni can’t listen to too much more of it. Kel's
voice opens up small, aching places inside him, and
leaves him so hungry, so desperate. He slides on top
of Kel, straddling his lap, cleaving tight and trailing
tiny kisses along his jaw, neck, chest.... With some
difficulty, despite Kel’s co-operation, Toni manages to
pull the tee-shirt off and tries to get Kel’s underwear
down—which is easier started than finished. There’s
smothered laughter, clashing of noses, knees, and
elbows, and it’s an intimacy, a relief.

At last, Kel’s naked enough to have Toni pressed
completely against him, bare and warm. Toni rocks
slowly, chafes their cocks together in an irresistible
rhythm, his lips fastened to Kel’s. He doesn’t hold
back on the vocals, either, because he knows how hot
they get Kel: that succession of little ‘unh” sounds that
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seem to break softly from his mouth as if he doesn’t
mean them to, as if he’s just a little embarrassed at
how much it all turns him on. It works, just like it
always does, even if it's only a little bit true. Kel’s
fingers curl, just their very tips skimming over Toni’s
back and shoulders, tracing lines down his spine,
circling his ass. He loves those feather-light touches,
and quivers back against them, never once breaking
pace.

g

In the grainy, shifting darkness, its edges pierced by
the orange glow of the lights in the parking lot, they
make love. Kel may not fully understand what’s
changed for Toni, but he supposes he has to accept it,
and he can’t pretend he dislikes it.

It's what he’s been saying for so long, isn't it?
That he’ll support whatever choice his honey makes,
but he doesn’t believe—he’s never believed —that
Toni was headed down the right road. He has a
journey ahead of him, Kel’s sure, but maybe it’s not
that tight, linear program he talked so much about.
There’s more to who he is, where he’s been, and the
things that have fucked him up than what just a few
short years of transition could change. It might be a
part of the medicine, but it’s sure as hell not the whole
cure.
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Kel supposes, if Toni follows through and
actually does get his ass down to a therapist, they
have a whole lot to look forward to on that score...but
he can’t devote too much thought to it right now. Not
when each jar, each bump of their hardening flesh is
knocking back through his body, and he can’t think of
anything else except the pleasure and the potential.
Kel kind of wants to fuck Toni, hard, to just pin him
down and do him until the sky bursts, but he wants
everything else too. Every possibility, every
permutation, all at once.

Toni sighs and rolls off him. Kel knows he hasn’t
come, so he’s not sure what's going on for a second,
until Toni props himself up on one elbow, looking
down at him in the gloom. A knowing smile on his
face, he licks a stripe down his palm, then reaches
down. His hand fastens around Kel’s shaft, and he
strokes gently, that incredible grip molding itself to
every available inch of cock. Kel draws a breath
through his nostrils, closes his eyes...feels Toni’s lips
on his neck. It’s a gift he doesn’t mind accepting.

It goes real slow, because Toni’s far too good at
bringing him to the brink and then taking him back.
It's like he knows Kel’s body better than Kel does
himself and —if he wasn’t so focused on the way this
feels —that might scare him. Equally, it might not.
Right now, in the darkness, with just the occasional
pale sweep of headlights from a car coming in or out
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of the lot to break the shadows, it doesn’t seem like it
could be frightening. It's comforting, in a way.

Toni touches something right at the pit of Kel’s
gut, and drags the feeling up through his body. Heat
floods him, but it’s not a heat of desperation. It's lazy,
like sunbathing in July, and he can reach for Toni’s
jaw and pull him close, taste him. Caresses draw hot
swirls across his balls, his inner thighs, then back to
his shaft. The head of his cock, wet with want, rubs
Toni’s palm in an exquisite friction that’s over way
too fast, because Toni wants to draw this out. Kel’s
hips twitch in needy, pleading movements, but he
won’t do it, he won’t give in and just jack him hell for
leather.

“Cock-tease,” Kel mumbles against his mouth.

Toni smiles. “You love it.”

Kel moves to touch him, but Toni pushes his
hand away.

“Nn-nn. This is about you.”

Kel’s not gonna argue with that. He lets his hand
settle on Toni’s waist, just between the jut of a hip and
the slim valleys of ribs above it, barely padded with
flesh.

Toni sets to work again, and now he seems
determined, his grip tightening, his strokes ever
firmer. Kel hears himself groan, suspects he may have
begged. It doesn’t matter. Toni knows just how he
wants it, and that’s what he gets. He walks the edge
of the void, teetering between falling back and falling
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in, until he’s thrusting into Toni’s hand and breathing
hard, his cock twitching impatiently. Toni kisses his
neck and takes him past the brink, coaxing him
through a climax that seems to last forever, catching
onto the tail of every wisp of sensation and pushing it
through, until Kel feels dizzy with it.

He doesn’t stop there. His strokes just get slower,
longer, slicker, and Kel slams his head back against
the pillow, breathless and teeth gritted. It's more than
he can take, pleasure that verges on pain, hyper-
sensitive and over-intense.

“Toni...quit it, baby.”

Toni chuckles, teases a little more, touches a little
more, not satisfied until he makes Kel squeak and
flinch.

“Bastard,” Kel mutters, pushes his hands away,
hard, and rolls over, meaning to pin Toni beneath
him.

He reaches down, wants to give Toni a taste of his
own medicine, but he’s not as hard as Kel would have
expected. Toni looks guiltily at him in the half-light,
lower lip drawn in and eyes wide. He looks like he
wants to apologize, but Kel doesn’t let him. He leans
in, kisses that soft mouth, and closes his fingers
around Toni’s cock. It's easy to touch him, gentle and
lazy, and to show him how much he means. Whoever
he ends up being, however he wants to live his life,
and whatever changes he may eventually decide it's
right to make, Kel’s determined his honey’s going to
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make those choices knowing that he’s safe, that he’s
loved, and that he isn’t alone.

The pleasure Kel gives him is long, drawn-out
and, eventually, messy. He holds Toni's gaze the
whole time, hands working on his shaft and balls,
knowing almost everything by touch. Toni's slim
thighs close, open, and quake, and he rises up on his
elbows, back curved and head dropping back. The
line of his throat—a beautiful arch bisected by the
sharp angle of his Adam’s apple —is colored amber by
the reflections of the streetlamps outside, and his eyes
start to close, lashes twin lines of dark sable on his
cheek.

“Look at me,” Kel says softly. “A’ight? Look at
me, baby.”

Toni does, and one of those wonderful noises
breaks from his mouth. It's somewhere between an
‘oh” and an “unh” and, in among the supple planes of
his waist, his neat, trim arms and the ribs that are still
a little obvious for Kel’s liking, his honey has rarely
seemed so feminine. It's a hungry, raw femininity,
feral and powerful, but it’s there all the same, right
alongside his irrepressible maleness, that lithe energy
that drives Kel crazy.

Even his cock is pretty. So well-proportioned, so
hard and heavy in his palm, like liquid steel encased
in silk. Kel wants his mouth around it, but that would
mean breaking away from where he is now, and that
won’t do. Especially when Toni reaches out a languid
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hand and cups his cheek, dark eyes half-hooded. He
mumbles a curse, and his fingers tense on Kel’s skin.
Kel knows what he wants. He leans in. Lips meet,
tongue slipping along tongue, and Toni’s sighing into
his mouth, smooth-skinned belly tightening, and then
he’s coming, his pleasure hot and wet between them.
He’s oddly vulnerable at that moment, in a way Kel's
not seen for a long time. Toni holds on to him, face
pressed close to his, breath rasping in small, panting
gasps.

Kel holds him tight, whispers promises that don’t
make sense and can’t possibly be fulfilled. He knows
it's bull even as he says it. Nothing in life is ever
perfect, and he can’t make it that way, however hard
he tries. All the same, Toni makes it worth trying,
worth promising...worth working for.

They’ll move on in the morning,.

Oh, they could go anywhere. Just fucking go. All
the way to Chicago, to Seattle, even. Anywhere his
honey wants to go. They could do it—they have all
they’ll ever need to get by right here in this bed —and
it could be a wonderful life.

Except, that wouldn't be right.

They can’t just run from everything they have at
home. Good things and bad, they need to be dealt
with, changed by measured and decisive action. If
he’s learned anything from life, from the meetings he
goes to, from everything Toni’s put him through,
Kel's learned that change comes slow. There’s no
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point in fighting that, in trying to push through it fast
and pretending it doesn’t exist.

Change has to be worked for, built brick by brick.

Toni snuggles up close, his arm around Kel's
neck, and sighs contentedly. Kel blinks, almost like
he’s forgotten Toni's there, and turns his head,
burying his nose in those short-cropped curls. He
smells so good. He strokes Toni’s shoulder with lazy
fingers, more than ready for sleep.

Yeah. In the morning, he’ll hit the bus schedules,
get tickets fixed up and, when Toni’s ready, they're
gonna pack up again and they’re gonna go.

Just fucking go.
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