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My Father Holds Me Like a Bible
My father holds me like a Bible.
 Shakes the holiness from me.
 Pulls verses from me. Pounds me.
 Uses me to preach his glory,
 singing, "Jesus loved the fishermen!
 Jesus loves those who walk on water."
My skin twitches like the ocean,
 my lungs spray something bitter like brine.
 And the sky has nothing on my illuminations—
 hand-laid witnesses to God loving sea level.
 That we must all be laid low to love God.
The back is best broken
 before the foot comes down.
 As each step proclaims divinity,
 Jesus calming the rough seas, Peter
 deaf to the waves, hearing no love
 through an already-martyred ear.




See How the Night Grows Cold


 
There is a peace you get when it's over. The lights are out, the door, closed, and for a while, you can float yourself in the colors dancing on your eyes. It's over. Everything that was wanted, was taken. What's left over is finally only for you.
So you lie there, grateful to breathe, grateful to feel your hair settle back over your scalp—to feel the sheets pull a little, then smooth beneath you.
 
It's a full moon tonight…or maybe almost full... And as your eyes get used to the dark, you notice your hand casts a shadow—through your window from the moon.
As your eyes get used to the dark, you notice that your throat is raw. Your face burns like it's been pushed down and rubbed in the mud.
 
Other things stop the floating and bring you back. You are breathing, but breathing hurts. The sheets are limp with the afterglow of fingernails and shame.
And those colors, those colors are flashbacks, because sound hurts now, so instead of hearing, this is what you'll see for the rest of your life whenever there's a crash or slap or scream.
 
And you remember you are not alone. There's a click, and the light from the hallway tries to push down your door.
You can't make any noise, because the door might open, and he might come in again, you can't go through that again.
 
But the moonlight doesn't fade, and you think of how that light has reflected off the moon and come right through your bedroom window to you.
And you ask yourself how did the moonlight know? And you let yourself think just for a little while that you might be special... that somewhere, someone cares.
 
So you wait, and the waiting brings back shudders and flashes, which you won't until much later recognize as the fingerprint of whatever primal explosion implanted you with his image.
 
Because you can't move, you let yourself dream. You let yourself hurt. You dwell on your tears as if they were the solid ground that anchors your world.
And yet, if you can just focus on the light that comes from the moon, you know you can lose yourself there.
 
And then, a click. And the light under your door goes out. You hear another door open, then close. And now you wait even longer, but with another door between you and them, you feel safe enough to free the rest of your body from its covers, to let the heat roll off you like a spent and awful lover.
 
When it is quiet, and you hear nothing but the fish pond, you move carefully out of bed and to the window. Careful, you slide the window open, and pull out the screen. Then, because you are shaking too much, you stop, gazing at the moon through the open frame. It looks like you're resting, but every molecule in you is listening, awake, and wanting to escape.
 
It feels like rush hour when you're carsick, and it drowns out even your fear, and your chest gets tight, and it's hot, too hot. So you step on your chair, pull yourself over, and climb out.
 
The ground is sharp where you land, but pain feels different when you expect it. You listen, to make sure no one has heard you, then walk into the backyard, naked, in the moonlight, and there is grass there, and plants, and since you are now used to the dark, you see that everything—flowers, clouds, moths, rocks—glows with a pearly lavender shimmer. Even your broken skin, as you lay down and feel the grass blades enter the wounds he made inside your thighs.
 
It stings at first, then you look at your body glowing, and the moon, and you are learning to be quiet, like the moon, to let the heat escape your body, cooling, like the moon, reflecting light, as the moon does— sometimes new, sometimes half, sometimes full, bright and merciful…but always grateful to be silent, always grateful to be cold.




City Limits

A bushy old man sits
 with legs crossed
 and cigarette
 poised thoughtfully between two steady fingers.
He takes a drag
 then sighs
 as he exhales–Eliot
 himself couldn't have
 done it better.
He pauses, as if
 remembering his place,
 then leaves the cigarette
 to die in its own ash.
Two tanned gentlemen
 from far away
 speak in a language
 I've never heard:
 one to the other,
 the other to his phone.
The high school girls
 behind me, talking
 together at the same time,
 then laughing,
 almost in unison.
I remember watching
 on television
 a pair of identical twins:
 one with Alzheimer's,
 the other painfully
 aware of time.
Painfully aware
 that we are asteroids, atomic
 particles, separated by a vast
 incomprehensible cold.
Meanwhile,
 in this particular city,
 on this particular Main Street,
 people are driving
 in identical directions
 to different destinations.
We clothe ourselves like birds,
 scent ourselves,
 as if mimicking
 ants or gypsy moths–what
 is it we see? Or smell?
 When we sigh without reason
 and drive
 until we reach the city limits?
What do we remember?
 Is there any way to judge
 when atom hits atom
 or when asteroids collide?




Raccoon


Regardless of anything else, my father loved his fish pond. He tested filters, pumps, different pellets... He would put up fine screens and buy hyacinths for protection when he noticed the pond held eggs and newborn koi.
We would visit my uncle in Hawaii, whose pond was the size of our whole yard, and take live fish home with us, in cardboard boxes, double and triple-tied in Hefty bags. Because of the time difference, we would always arrive back in Los Angeles late, way past my normal bedtime, but sometimes, I would venture outside to see my father carefully unbagging the fish and releasing them one by one, into the dark.
Before they started building condominiums around us, our neighborhood was surrounded by fields, with bushes and grass, dirt and eucalyptus trees. There were lots more animals and stuff. I got poison oak once, and another time, I made a xylophone out of some old brake shoes someone had dumped in the bushes.
One night, a raccoon came from those fields and discovered our fish pond. In the morning, there were scales and carcasses all over the place. You would expect with all the scales that the rocks around the pond would glisten, but the water hadn't washed anything away, and the rocks were dull with blood and tissue. My father didn't say much, but he looked at me, and I thought I was going to get yelled at, because my bedroom window overlooked the pond, and I hadn't seen anything, but to my relief, he walked away.
With my father gone, I continued to stare at the pond. And I noticed one of the fish, spared, I guess, because the raccoon had eaten its fill, had been left with its scales completely ripped away, and its flesh underneath shredded from its sides, pieces billowing in the water like little anemones, or an improbable fur.
It was strange. Even though its body had been torn and stripped, its head had remained unmarked. I watched the fish swim, for the water had long settled, and there was no pain in its motion. In fact, it seemed serene, as it swam, ghostlike, in the pond. I have never thought koi to be noisy, but the quiet of this one was somehow notable and disturbing. Perhaps it was because in its wounds, I saw terror and struggle, and now it was so calm. Or maybe that there should be some fear in the eyes of that koi even now, and I saw none.
I didn't think at the time, of how my father had held my head under the water, how I felt my skin pierced by his nails, how I struggled, but couldn't break his hold as I acquiesced to the bottom, and how by the grace of God or satiation I was inexplicably released. In fact, the fish made me a little sick to my stomach, and I was glad when it was gone, a couple of days later, though it had never died on its own.
I still don't know what fish see at the bottom of the pond. When I was there, all I saw was algae and shit stirred up from the commotion. But I do know how my father waited every night afterward, with my aluminum baseball bat by his bed, listening and waiting for that raccoon to return. And I remember, when that raccoon finally reappeared, how my father jumped out of bed, running into the night in his underwear, how he gave that raccoon a whack with my bat that probably broke its hip, and how it never ever came back, even when the tractors came to dig up the fields and it had nowhere else to go.
And I do remember how my father would say that when he was growing up in Hawaii that his neighbor would drink koi blood as an invigorating tonic. And, although I shuddered at the time, I know that part of me, even now, knows exactly how that blood would taste.




After the Storm and Before

So He declares it's a covenant.
 That this will never happen again.
Whatever.
 It always happens again.
A rainbow, He calls it?
 Tomorrow, He'll call it ice cream.
 After that, He'll take you to Disneyland.
So happy... So sweet and stupid...
 A pretty bow across your throat.
 Gentle as a cold and bloated goat.
Who is saved? Who is drowned?
 Raining down, beating down.
 Two by two, two by two...
 Don't think you're so special
 it can't happen to you.
For this is what fathers do.
 Colors after storms are nothing new.
 Red and violet, black and blue—
 His covenants are more for Him
 than they'll ever be for you.
That it wasn't His fault; it was yours.
 That it would make things better than before.
 Hear Him punch the wall outside your door.
He will bend you, curse you,
 purge you of acts you don't understand.
 He will break you as the sun breaks the sky
 with its drunk, inevitable hand.
Then, the rainbows, the promises
 that this again shall never pass.
You'll go on a picnic.
 Sweet songs on a blanket
 as you lie there and smother
 the green and guilty grass.




Being Home



First performed at OutCRY, University of California, Los Angeles May 15, 2005.


 
 Staged with shakuhachi, small brass bell, and kimono. 
 
 (bell, three times slowly) 
 
According to my friend the monk, enlightenment is something like finding oneself.
It has nothing to do with finding oneself any better off than before…all my life as a Buddhist, I've burned incense, and I've burned dinner. I've sat and meditated, and sat and waited for that magic spray to painlessly remove my leg hair...
I've pushed a shopping cart aisle after aisle, searching for my ex's favorite Campbell's soup. Aisle after aisle, searching for comfort, because in the supermarket, it never ever gets dark.
According to my friend the monk, enlightenment is something like finding oneself.
All my life as a Buddhist…finding that I still don't know what to do when the lights go out...
 (bell) 
 
I had just come home from a road trip, from a reading—as a girl, for only the second time—I'm so excited about the people I've met. But her eyes—her hands are in fists, like she's going throw something or hit...
And I know she's upset, but I couldn't have done anything—I had just come home.
Then she says—if you're really a girl, then you have to have sex with your partner, even if you don't want to. That's what it means to be a girl. It means fuck me.
And I'm like—what? No you can't—I mean, we've been having problems… we're trying to work things out I mean—sex? come on?
I start to shake, to flinch, then I run into my room, lock the door, shaking on the bed thinking I've got to get out of here, I've got to get out of here... I've got to get out...
And I'd just come home...
Home... Still can't figure that one out. Lots of my friends are looking for a home. But for me, whenever I stand still, I feel hands are going to get me, nails, everything starts flickering...
I've got to get out...
 (exit side of stage, put on kimono and play shakuhachi while returning to center) 
 
This is a shakuhachi... it's not a proper instrument for women to play. Not just because most monks are men. I've been told it looks too much like someone giving head. Not just because most monks are men.



 (shakuhachi) 
 
I'm as much of a shakuhachi player as I am a woman. I'm always afraid a real player, who has spent years with a scowling master in a Japanese bamboo grove—learning how to play a single perfect note would hear me and know I have never been to Japan.
Maybe that's what my father saw, when he made my body hurt so much made me fear the dark so much, made me fear his hands so much— that I began to hear music in my head.
Sometimes, when I play the shaku, I feel I could have been in a bamboo grove, my lungs feel like they are doing the right thing—and it sounds okay—I mean some people try to play for months and not ever make a sound. And they say you can't lie to the shakuhachi…
 (shakuhachi) 
 
But then I look around. It gets scary, shaky, the way the house used to get when the lights went out.
 (bell) 
 
I used to like sleeping against the wall. After the lights finally went out, I'd tuck myself so tight against it that sometimes I'd push the mattress away and fall through the break. I liked the wall because the wall was solid and faithful, and besides, I liked the sound my bare skin made when I shushed myself across the rough cool surface.
It made me happy, the feeling of the wall against me, knowing that that part of my body was safe from being hurt.
I wished that I could wrap the wall around me like a sheet or a shell, or that I could press myself inside it like a dark wet stain.
After you're beaten, everything about you seems hot. Your skin burns. Your cheeks and eyes burn. Your tears burn. Your nose burns from the inside, your ears burn from the yelling, from the impact.
Even the sheets burn, just a little, just a little too clingy between the thighs where the fingernails have left wet bloody smiles.
But the wall always has a cool spot. After it was over, I would hold myself against it, feel it grow warm beneath me, then slide, with that neat sliding sound, to another spot, and it would be cool, for awhile, and then another...
All the time pressed so hard against the wall that it would feel soft, welcoming, and I would fall asleep that way, listening for footsteps in the hallway, grateful that no one was coming back into my room that very moment. That no one was going to beat me up.
That no one was going to get me.
 (bell) 
 
Mom was a Methodist. Dad was a Buddhist. And me? I was a wad of tinfoil, scrunched up into a little ball after the family picnic.
Run out of tinfoil. Run to the supermarket, sometimes the only place in the world where I feel safe, in the rows of detergents, paper towels, meats, frozen meals... The supermarket, in its well-lit aisles, in the rows of detergents, paper towels, meats, frozen meals...There to help you, to help, to make your life better...
I got yelled at, you know. She was packing the rest of her stuff, screaming that I was too self-absorbed to help her. In the afternoon, after she left, for good...I used some of that spray on stuff–you know that magic hair remover they show on TV?
I followed the directions. It sort of worked, and I didn't get a rash.
I get very happy when I can buy something, and the product works, even a little. Maybe I am human. Maybe stuff can work for me, too...
And then it gets all shaky again, and I feel itchy and I've got to get out of here, I've got to get out...
In therapy, I begin to uncover a pattern...first love, then the weird stuff, then the hands...
If scars were elements, then mine would have half-lives. Kept buried for safety—then some leaks out and all the fish die. Then another, and the children get very sick.
According to my friend the monk, enlightenment is something like finding oneself.
It has nothing to do with finding oneself any better off than before...
The love, then the weird stuff, then hands—Grab, hit, throw, noise—if I'm really a girl, it's my duty? If I'm really a child, it's my fault? Myself? Self? Where?
How?
In the meantime she has left, but one of my cupboard shelves is full of cans of her Italian Tomato soup. I don't even like Italian Tomato soup. Campbell's doesn't even make it anymore!
At the supermarket, I stand there, asking myself what kind of Campbell's soup do I want? I stand there in the aisle, and I don't know what to choose.
 (bell) 
 
One memory saves me. Before the hitting, or when I was still young enough to forget


 Wanting to be next to my dad.
 Wanting to be daddy's girl.
Something deeper than everything— there I was—there I am…wanting just because I could. Just because I wanted.
Wanting hands stroking my hair, hands I had no reason to fear.
Sometimes, people assume because I'm trans that I'm trying to be at home in my body.
Trust me, I've been home all my life, and sometimes, home is the last place I want my body to be.
 (bell) 
 
 (shakuhachi and exit) 
 




Fearing Evil

 God has heard us.
 And the insides of His ears
 blister and ooze sticky fluid.
 God has heard our prayer.


 His skin is the skin
 that incessantly peels,
 with an itch that gives
 Him no respite.
 He has felt our prayer.


 He scratches and picks
 and the scratches
 themselves become infected.
 Even His doctors
 cannot find a cure.
 Such is the power
 of our prayer.


 It is 3 am.
 God coughs and listens
 to the faucet drip, when
 we put on our coats
 and get in our cars
 to look for a way
 to save our souls
 ourselves.






Lilacs and Lilies on a Cold Wednesday Night

 
From the moment you entered, you haven't stopped telling.
Your barbershop hair. The smudges on your glasses. The hamburger stain on the cheap short-sleeve dress shirt you bought in a three-pack from JC Penney. Your gut, jammed in the coffee-brown wash-n-wear slacks that were never meant to be seen outside of an office cubicle. The soda water in your hand. The goose pimples and hair on your forearm. Your forearm, afraid pick itself up from the bar.
Your brushed-back hair, blow-dried, salt and pepper. Your nails, buffed and manicured. Your "I still listen to the Eagles and think they are cool" dressy casual blazer and blue jeans that have faded without doing any real work. The Glenfiddich, neat, that will make the little veins in your nose so compelling when you tell me about your trip to Patagonia and your love of Brazilian music, all of it.
Your shaggy head. Your bald head. Your perfect teeth, yellow teeth, missing teeth. Your t-shirt, polo shirt, or button-down. Your dark beer, light beer, cocktail, or soda. Your dress shoes or tennis shoes or work boots or cowboy boots. Your wedding band.
Your mouth, half-open, half-closed, like a frog in May when the lilacs and lilies bloom. Your bluegill eyes, tracking me as if sighting a damselfly, a ball of cheese, a worm.
From the moment you entered, you haven't stopped telling. Your story. A story you still don't know.
When you meet me, what will you do? You'll come up to me, and whatever your pickup line, it won't matter, unless it's really good. More likely, I'll talk to you because your story seems interesting, at least for the moment, and no matter what you say, I'll smile, or giggle, and you'll think it was you.
And I will say the just the right thing, ask just the right question, and just when you want to say something, I'll notice, stop myself, and apologize for being such a blabbermouth. And you'll shake your head and say I could never say too much.
Whom will you mention? Dylan Thomas? Jimi Hendrix? Quincy Jones? Whomever it is, you'll notice my interest, say how amazed you are to find that someone you met here would be so aware of life outside this bar.
Whatever we're talking about, I will ask you more, see how much you know and will go no farther. You will mispronounce Caribbean, or say the Antipopes were in Florence, rather than Avignon, and I will not even blink.
Instead, I'll nod and gasp as if you show me a new world. If you're smart, you would sense that I know more than I'm letting on.
You're not that smart.
Or you are. Or normally would be, or used to be, before you got a real job, or had your family, or listened to your parents, or hurt your back, and now you are so hungry for someone to just listen to you, nod, look in your eyes, and say wow.
Soon, you will brush some hair away from my eyes. You'll let your fingers brush my cheek. You'll touch my shoulder. You'll touch my knee.
You will be a worm wriggling on my hook.
If you haven't yet, you'll start talking about Asians, and mutter some Japanese or Mandarin if you're able. And now, whoever I am is invisible beneath what you see in me.
You will touch my elbow, move your hand down my back or up my leg. You stop again, and you think you are saying how you want to fuck me, to possess me, to teach me, to free me, to open me—whatever makes you feel alive.
But everyone has a story, and from the moment I saw you, you haven't stopped telling.
If I want to fuck, I will. But the more you've spoken, the more I've seen.
And if I let you, it's because I already knew. Because that's what I wanted. And if I don't, it's all the other times that I seen your story. As you hold a drink or stammer a name. As your words end just before the desperation does. As I see how it peeks around your edges, and everything I need to know and everything I knew is there. And that's why we are kindred souls in a darkness and distance so great that even now, even this night, even this sex, would never, ever have been enough.




What She Was, Wasn't


 What she was, wasn't, how she
 looked, sideways, into
 arrhythmia, black eye black
 from impact, from
 gravity, sideways,
 the way villains look, the way
 children look, the way
 Copernicus averted his gaze
 and discerned the faintest star.


 Sideways. The way destinies
 like stars become unveiled,
 like the tears that line the
 bar, like constellations within
 constellations, drops refracting
 like tiny oceans,
 a shower then,
 of meteors, refracting


 sideways, as we give
 meaning to the fat girl
 in vintage clothes
 without a telephone to
 steady her hand. Whispers
 keep the swelling down,
 the discoloration, the way
 purple and red
 web the nebula between what
 is opened and closed, spread
 and torn, unraveled
 and dragged through a novel
 no one bothers to read.


 Sideways. The way night
 clicks like the sound of
 night nurse clicking
 in the hospital's linoleum halls
 wheels on pushcarts
 stainless steel stained
 with all that is organic,
 some rising, some setting, some
 motionless, some
 peering out the corners
 of their eyes.





A Letter Undelivered

Note: My grandmother was born on Christmas Day. 1914.
 
Dear Grandma,
Happy Birthday. It's another birthday, another Christmas, but I've been feeling less Christmas-y every year since you passed. It's more special as your birthday, and wanting to talk to you, about old times, but new times, too. 
Remember when you and Grandpa used to write me and I was too young to read? I never understood why you'd do that until after your death. Now I'm writing just to feel closer to you—it doesn't matter that you can't write back.
It's been difficult since you've gone. One of the last things you noticed was that I was losing weight, but losing weight was only the start of the change, and I know you wouldn't understand the direction my life has taken. But I am discovering who I am and it's making me better, and I pray this makes you happy, despite everything else. 
My hair has gotten really long. I know you'd hate that. I remember how you frowned at the hippie contractor with the ponytail who fixed your kitchen.
But it's more than that. You see, grandma, I'm not a boy. I'm a girl. I'm sorry...so sorry. I know... But that's who I am. I call myself ryka now, but you can call me whatever you want. It's okay. 
I so want it to be okay. This morning, I saw a cartoon about a young boy and his grandmother and they were going to look for seashells and I started crying because it reminded me of us. Oh Grandma, I know it's your birthday, and I should be praying for your peace or telling you what I've done to make you proud... But all I can say is that I am trying to get better. I'm not sure what that means, but it feels true and clean.
I guess in heaven God's told you that I was beat up. Mom hit me, my father drew blood, and because of them I'm still afraid that when I'm bad someone will hold me underwater. They pretend it never happened, and Christmas and love and family are words, all empty meaningless words.
When Alzheimer's disease came, and you started cursing your family and your past, I was thinking, "just keep going, get it all out." I want to get it all out too. But not like you. I want to learn another lesson from you, to heal, from the inside, not with that terrible strength with which you held yourself together when your family forced you to marry a man you never met.
I miss you, in Hawaii, packing up our chicken, rice balls, and dried fish. I miss going to the beach and listening to the sunset. I miss talking about our family. I miss your cigarette smoke.
Would you still love me as a girl? Would I still love you if you did?
Can I love myself that much? 
I know it's not much of a birthday letter. But I cry when I think of you with your parents, and me with mine. So useless... So stupid.
What a weird and quiet Christmas this is. I just needed to write you, and it isn't Hawaii, but these Santa Monica waves sound almost the same, trying not to make sense, but just a life, or maybe even a person? 
Would you still love me as a girl? Would I still love you if you did? Can I love myself that much? Oh Grandma...
How could I have possibly been so precious to you?
Love, me




Ghost


Three minutes behind
 the last ghost train, he leans
 against the cinderblock wall. He breathes
 damp accusations of bile and anise.

He is as inscrutable as
 summer camps, where white kids
 safe in their television screens
 held flashlights to scary stories,
 and cameras broadcast their living
 colored reality, as it does even now

as his children sleep and their mother
 grips the phone
 like Kwannon Bosatsu.

Even if they understood
 their bodies would plink like dry bamboo feeble counterpoints
 to the supple steamwhistle unveiling
 beneath its lovers with a music
 he is too old and flightless to ever,
 ever play.










Proestrus


Michelle was turning into a dog. She had made her wish without thinking, unguarded. That's why it was coming true.


There was a Luna Bar on her desk, and a laptop. Yes, it was still a laptop. And she still knew that last night she was on Facebook and that she had 78 Facebook friends and some of them she even knew for real. Mimiko, Kristin, Carla from New Haven... Everything still seemed the same.
Once she made the wish, though, she knew. And she knew. It was done. 

Done. Reality hit her like deadweight. She would never again be human. Friends, family—gone. She would never again speak, nor read—


Oh my God... She was to be a dog.

She held herself, tried to still her heart. Maybe there was still time. If a wish made it true, then perhaps a wish would take it away. 
Focus... Michelle shut her eyes, tried to think of all she was giving up and of everyone who'd get mad. Her friends. Her parents. The church.
 Do dogs have hymens? 

Focus! Michelle remembered her Bible. She thought to Timothy.


"Pursue righteousness, faith, love, peace with those who call on the Lord out of a pure heart." 
She thought to James.
"Submit yourselves, then, to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you."
But what she said was, "Please Jesus, don't let my parents know. Please don't let them hurt me."
She was crying now. Perhaps a letter, a note... She would scrawl a note saying she had been kidnapped, or that she was running away. Or maybe a weepy letter declaring she had a disease, that she was leaving for a convent, or that she was so sorry, so sorry for all being so evil and filthy and yes, she knew it was all her fault. 
 But no note or letter appeared. Instead, Michelle gradually was awakened to how much she hurt. Her lungs...her ears... Her blood.


It hurt to be sorry, to be wrong. She curled her arms and belly. It hurt to be filthy, alone, or ashamed. Most of all, it hurt to be afraid—of her friends, or her father, or the phone—when someone didn't call her, or answer, or did.
 Was there nothing more?


She had read, "Dogs are a little like humans when it comes to sex... the male is willing any time, any place, but the female only when it suits her."


Any time, any place? Except when his father's a deacon and he has a scholarship and people are looking.
But he would call in the evening and ask to come over. He would tell her that she was a good Asian Christian girl, and he, a good Asian Christian boy. And she would want so much to believe him, so much that she would let him in.
 She was one week late when she called Brian Yamamoto and said, "I know if we pray together, Jesus will help us, because we're in love, aren't we?"


She was so sure he would pray with her, stay with her, even hold her, instead of pushing her away, shouting, "You have to do something! I'm supposed to go to Stanford!"
She was so sure he wouldn't slam the door and drive away, and that for all her prayers, she was sure Jesus would grant her more than the inevitable stickiness and tightness from belly to back, more than the grace to numb herself with tap water and pills, which, like her prayers, would make no difference whatsoever.
 Because a good Asian Christian girl will let a good Asian Christian boy who hates poetry, but at least doesn't smoke except a little, and is usually nice except when he's been drinking...


Because even innocent she was guilty, for in the brevity of Brian Yamamoto's hopeless thrusts she could not feel, but told him she liked it. Because one day he'd not pull out, and she wouldn't make him. Because when he comes and the children come, there will not be any time for secret prayers and secret sex.
And in her shame, she will bear his children and his sin and as the children cry, she will hold them as a mother, as a mother again and again, until she is gone and that will be all.
Just please, please let me go.
Michelle dropped to her knees. But instead of bowing or falling, her thighs bent upward, and her spine flexed sideways as it never had before.


She dragged her tongue across her teeth and looked up at her desk. Above her was the Luna Bar, the Facebook... Millicent, Kristin, Carla from New Haven... The laptop...yes, she knew.
 She had read, "When the male penetrates the female, a bulbous gland at the base of the penis swells, locking it into her vagina. Then he steps over her, turns away and they remain tied together, coupled, for as long as an hour."


How would it feel to be tied like that, together, yet facing apart? She paused. It would be— 
 Exquisite. 
She thought of her father and her teachers and Brian Yamamoto and their terrible faces…how she would never have to look into eyes that said I love you, that would say anything, just to gain her body and her trust.
Instead she'd look outward, to the borderless places she would go to afterward, because there would be an afterward. She'd scan the expanse for ways to escape, even if she didn't have to. Because it wouldn't be wrong to hold know how fast one could run, nor how far one could see.
And during all this time, she would not be alone, but with another, whose sweet safety would be rocking as deeply and fearlessly within her as she'd be within herself.
 Suddenly, Michelle had the strangest feeling. It came from all over her, like an itch, yet more insistent. Softer, pushing in smooth, sleek, it was… It was fur... It was filling, stretching each follicle, infusing her skin with piercing and whispers and screams.


How could she feel this way? Unspeakable—her fingers folded into her like stars and clouds and music angels, circling, not so hard, not so hard no blood, but blood, no pain, but pain, the music, the angels, touching Jesus, the coming... coming...
Michelle cried, but the sound came out like a whine—not a human cry at all.
 As she lay there, Michelle noticed something different about the air. It smelled wonderful. Even the garbage—she smelled persimmon seeds and scotch tape and yesterday's rice... And urine, and outside she smelled what she knew was shit, yet it was...wonderful. Not wonderful as in good, but wonderful as in finally free from good or bad.


She shook her head—naturally, not as a yes or no—and what if it all wasn't this way?
For if there were no bad smells, why would there be bad thoughts or bad desire? What if sin or salvation had no scent? What if it were all just there?
 Was that so wrong? No shame, no septic bloom inside her belly whenever a man or boy looked at her. No Brian Yamamoto passing notes saying, "I love how you suck it" in Bible study...


There would be no blinding herself with darkness when she fingered herself and came, and no smell of soap or Jesus afterward.
 Yes, there was the Luna and laptop, and faces and some faces she even knew? Millicent, Kristin, Carla from...where? Who? It was all blending now, into feelings, and images, and what they called her and each other…became irrelevant and unenlightened sound.


She got up and smelled herself, and from her body were all things releasing, like a throat not yet knowing how to blaspheme, yet full of rage, hope and need. 
And her wetness was no longer a sign of guilt or filth. It was simply warm and open, and her body had a smell, and it also was good. And there was swelling and blood and somewhere—where the piss and the grass opened to what was more finally more sacred than God.
 He was somewhere outside, and he had no name. And with his scent, all the poems and words turned to wind, the words and Bibles to mist, and the duty faded, the questions faded, and the fear of never knowing love.

Door!



The last human thing she did was reach for the door and turn the knob. When her hand hit the ground, it was no longer a hand, but a paw, as her others, and as they delivered her, her scent mingled with the scents of all creatures great and small—some to eat, some to chase, some to fight, and some to fuck and feel.
Michelle entered a smooth and quiet clearing, full of soft, yet open sky, and waited. She stretched out beneath the honeysuckle stars, which now meant nothing, but told her everything. By the gentle, most lavender moonlight, the surrounding leaves and trees veiled her with a lush, unspoken moiré.
 He was coming to mount her. She would let him. She would feel her spine curving to his warm belly, his pelvis resting upon hers, drinking in his smell, oh his lovely, indescribable smell...


She would feel his dewclaws scratching against her flank, his cock pushing exactly where it wanted to go, in her, of her, and it would. And soon they would turn, knotted, to themselves and to this night. 
This was seeding. This was fucking. This was breathing and being and dreaming. 
That is, if she needed to dream again, at all.


As he approached, she curled her tail and growled. A drop of clearest spittle fell like grace upon the fresh and fertile earth.




Here I Am With Child


 Archie could skip
 abstract on September,
 through his office
 blinds, a watercolor
 paintbrush swirling
 pigments into vistas
 simple and prime—
 an undisturbed inlet.
 A short walk home.


 The napkin falling
 from hand to desk—
 on that current he could
 lift, then turn touching
 down and perfectly factored.


 I yearn to dally


 where the apples
 must taste like music,
 and prayers would cling
 like thistles to a mathematics
 that coordinates the sky!


 Yet here I am with child.
 Deadweight metaphors
 and irrational feet.


 The mass of the universe
 enjambed within these hungering
 lines…


 With child, with want
 of child now am I,
 as Archie wonders—even
 now, he's singing

Let's all gather at the river!

The beautiful, the beautiful river!


 While I can only speak of motion,
 and how I so believe,
 yet cannot unroll
 her form.





Keeping Afloat
It's dinnertime at the sushi bar, and as soon as you push through the little half-curtains, the watery lighting of the place engulfs you like a giant fish or whale, like the beginning of Disney's Storybookland, where you sit on the boat while the cute tour guide in the knee socks points out the miniaturized Aladdin's house or Cinderella's castle. 
Here, it's the boats that are miniaturized, but that's not the first thing you notice. The first thing you notice is the smell, of tea—and you wonder how in a room full of fish and soy sauce and beer that the most overpowering smell is green tea? 
The hostess finds me a seat at the bar, gets me a fresh cup of that tea, along with a little plate of wasabi, a napkin, and a pair of new disposable chopsticks. And I'm still not looking at the sushi boats. Instead, I catch myself staring at the chopsticks, flexing them, feeling their strength against my fingers, and wondering how much it would hurt if they snapped in my hand. These are bamboo chopsticks, not the wooden kind, and they bend hard against my skin, forcing grooves in between, and the feeling is so narcotic, I wonder if monks or nuns would do this in long days spent in the forest silently contemplating the transience of the earth. 
Finally, the sushi... like Noah's ark, two by two, placed in trays, and then on lacquered wooden boats, that are chained together and circle in a water-filled channel around the bar. Amaebi, hamachi, ikura...

The diners sit on the outside, while two sushi chefs are in the circle, keeping the boats full of rice and fish. I watch them mold and roll and slice, wondering how much of effort goes into every piece of marinated 
jellyfish, or deep-fried soft shell crab. 
I wonder who cooks for them when they get home. Do they laugh for them, ask nicely what they want, and shout encouragement as they taste something exotic and new? 
More likely it's cold bowls of rice with some seaweed and an egg, or the late night In-N-Out burger. I knew a sushi chef who lived alone on cheap sake and donuts, and got encouragement for leaving his money on the blackjack table. 
The sushi is priced by the color of the trays. I like the white trays with the blue stripes—they're the cheapest, at only a buck-seventy-five a plate. Those are the imitation crabmeats, the scrambled eggs, and the pickled mackerels. But it's not just because it's cheap, I tell myself. Because you can also the umeshiso rolls, and that's about as old school as bar sushi gets. I mean, your average Philadelphia roll is about as authentic as David Carradine. 
Course, I hardly ever ask for the umeshiso rolls, and it's a nice idea, but it's not really true, and neither is the story I was going to write about fresh green tea, the sushi bar and Disneyland, nor that piece on the lonely alcoholic sushi chef with the gambling problem and a box of cold donuts. 
The fact is, those Philadelphia rolls look good, as do the Spider rolls and the Dynamite, floating by on those black trays, for five-ninety-five a pop. The last time I went out with Stephanie, she grabbed us a tray of toro, fatty tuna. And it was as good as I thought it would be, which is strange, because it is something I would never have dreamed of getting for myself. Not that I can't occasionally afford $5.95, but that I hadn't even dreamed about it. 
And when it passed me its shiny little boat, I'd make up some "Kill Bill" sounding Zen proverb about why I reach for the mackerel, and not the salmon roe, or sea urchin. 
Ikura, uni... Floating by me as I fill my place with false crab and false stories. I'm a writer, an apologist, a shadow who is so afraid of the fist or the hand or the knife that I will wrap excuses in my verbiage, molding a story that leaves enemies and possible enemies living happily ever after. I'll cite woodblock prints and samurai endings, autumn leaves and concentration camps, and all the while I am yearning not just for the black plates, but the floral ones, the ones with patterns like fish scales, the jadeite... Around and around in boats my eyes tell me lead nowhere, but I wonder if I came in here and ate from whatever I really wanted, truly to myself—afterward where would I be? 
Mirugai, pesto rolls... If I can't imagine taking things that are right in front of me, then what about those things in life I have to really reach for, that aren't as easy or as affordable as that fancy hand roll? What about having a house one day? A family? A trip to Paris? What about a wedding, or worry-free health insurance, or a big fat motorcycle? 
Smoked salmon, tako...What about recording that CD with my own music, or a book deal? What about getting a house one day, or a garden with fresh herbs? What about one day having a dog? 
Texas rolls, unagi... What about saying, "Mom, Dad, I am who I am, and you have an obligation to accept me for who I am and what you did. That the deepest, oldest wounds I have were gifts from you?" What about going to Hawaii with my girlfriend without having to pose as a straight couple to my aunts, uncles and cousins? 
Hotate, hirame... What about demanding a doctor to fix my knee so I can run again without fear? What about fear? What about these chopsticks I am holding, the pain I can't escape, the flinching that starts the back of my neck when I hear loud noises. That when the bamboo snaps, how part of me still trying to tell you not to worry, that yes, I'll be fine, it's as it should be, that this is how I speak of love? 



Hanamatsuri
 The liquor store at the corner.
 Her mailbox with the broken lock.
 Rain. It's rain again—
 on dogshit sidewalks, olive trees, 
 and coupons to Bed Bath and Beyond


 In March…with tax time, workout time,
 the whole month's an ill-timed funeral, with
 every rain too young, to early, too soon.


 Driving home she promises
 to visit Italy, learn to sky dive. She promises
 to find a personal trainer, quit smoking, swearing
 could she start over she would never
 have started. In March,


 the stoplight comes; she skids
 half-way into the intersection—
 as nausea blossoms she is praying


 that someone looking out his window didn't see her,
 so she'll have one less promise to make
 when she walks to the liquor store
 to buy a brand new a pack of cigarettes.






Olga from the Sky


Performed for Trans/Giving Express UCLA, Los Angeles, CA December 8, 2007


 Olga Soto says Jesus is coming on July 7, 2007. 
 It's April 2007. I'm a year older. Yay. When I wake up, Stephanie, my girlfriend, is still thousands of miles away in Boston. It's been months since I've held her hand, another day by myself, and I don't think I've spoken to anyone who isn't one of my students for weeks. I feel stupid and ugly and my body aches and most of me wants to go back to sleep and never wake up.


 "I need to get outside," I tell myself. "Come on, girl, just get out of the apartment. Put your shoes on, get your purse…there you go. Come on. Just get outside, you'll feel better." It's like I'm buried in mud, but I keep moving, and finally... I get out... 
 Gosh, I'm outside and feel so much better that when I reach my car, I just keep walking. Steph told me that I should walk more, and it's a great walking neighborhood... 
 I go from Normandie to Melrose, past the gas station, the laundromat and Heliotrope and the Bicycle Kitchen, and then... 
 Olga Soto says Jesus is coming on July 7, 2007. 
 "Huh?" I'm thinking, "How on earth did she sneak up on a black belt?" 
"Oh, and the world is going to end in a thousand years." She's smiling when she says this.
 Olga is one of those little older women—you know—who make you feel tall even if you're short? She's pushing a shopping cart, you know the ones people push their groceries in on their way to the bus? There's nothing in her cart, though. 
 "Jesus is coming? Wow..." Okay, the woman walking with me is literally pushing an empty cart, but right now, anything I hear is better than the voices in my head that tell me how fucked up I am. 
"Yes, at 8 pm, July 7, 2007, Jesus is coming to speak to everyone, in all languages, and everyone is welcome."
 "That's wonderful!" I'm not kidding. I found life is a lot better when you give people the benefit of the doubt. So she says Jesus is coming—okay, good enough for me, where's He coming to? 
 "He's going to be in the sky over Echo Park. He's going to speak in all the languages—that's why he chose Los Angeles first—because we have all the races here. And we are all going to be transformed!" 
 "We're all going to have healthy bodies. There won't be anyone blind or sick or nothing. And we're all going to look the same as we did when we were forty." She looks at me and smiles, "Well, you're going to have to get a little older, mija, but you'll still be pretty at forty." 
 I smile back and thank my Asian genes for being able to fool even someone who speaks to God. 
"Besides, we're going to be bulletproof. We're going to be like Superman or Superwoman. The bad people won't be able to hurt us. They won't rob us or rape us or nothing" she is getting more excited, "Imagine we can walk on the street at 2 or 3 AM and we'll be safe." 
 "That would be wonderful..." I am grateful that I can still believe, even if just for a little while. As we walk, she repeats how we're going to be bulletproof, and safe, and never sick… I'm thinking safety, prosperity and universal health care? Plus I get to be two years younger? Heck where do I sign up? 
 "Oh, but the rich people are going to hate it. I mean, Jesus wants everyone to be saved—the rich people too—but they won't want it." she says. She gestures outward, "Look at how rich people live, driving in their cars, to their homes all locked up. They don't come out, they don't talk to anybody... They rather have it that way. Not like the regular people. The people that walk around. They're friendly. 
 We walk past a bus station and wave at an old (I think she's Ukrainian) woman who waves back at us. 
 "See, regular people are friendly." Olga says this as if she's proved an important point. Then, almost casually, she continues... 
 "And then on July 7, 3007, the world will be destroyed and we will all live with Jesus." 
"Oh? I guess that's good..." This woman has been so enthusiastic, I feel a need to confess that I'm not a Christian...you know, I do the Buddhist thing... So maybe living with Jesus might not be a good...
 But Olga Soto seems to read my mind. "Oh, mija, everyone is welcome. You don't have to believe in him, no it doesn't matter if you're Buddha or Allah or Jewish. Jesus will welcome everyone." 
 We finally reach the corner of Vermont and Melrose. I need to go turn right to go to the Island Pacific Supermarket. Olga is turning left. "I was just moved here," she says. I wonder what she means by "was moved here." Who moved her? The government? Jesus? Concerned relatives? 
"This is where I need to be."
She points to the building just ahead of her. It's the Braille Institute.
 "Jesus brought me here to tell the blind he's coming, so that's what I have to do." 
 This whole time, I haven't asked her name. The she says my name is Olga Soto and I'm a prophet of God. And I tell her I'm ryka and we shake hands. 
 "You know how I am a prophet? My name is Olga. O-L-G-A. If you rearrange the letters, they stand for LA Of God. And "Ol" is Hebrew and it means "From the sky." 
 I thank Olga from the Sky one last time for sharing her message with me. 
 But she's not done! 
"And in July 4007, we're going to have a whole new world, a world without a devil. We can come back to Earth and live there, or we can stay with Jesus. He's going to give us a choice because he doesn't want to tell us what to do. But it's going to be a brand new world. A world without a devil.
 "Imagine—a brand new world!" 
 She waves, then walks away with her empty cart to preach to the blind. 
 ***** 
 Now, you might notice that this story is out of order because it's already past July 7, and if any of you were near Echo Park and heard Jesus, well shame on you for not telling the rest of us. 
 And I'm sure there are people who will say that Olga is obviously crazy, with everything she said about Jesus, and the stuff I didn't mention like the rainbow, or thousand white doves are just ramblings from inside a mixed-up head... 
 ...but then I remember what the voices in my head say, about not being worth shit, and that I'm a hopeless fuck-up, and that I should kill myself— voices I have to fight daily, just so I don't drink too much, or eat too much, or start cutting... 
...and damn... if instead of that...if her voices are showing her a beautiful world where everyone is welcome, with a God that chooses not a city with one special race, but a city with all races, where all women are safe to walk the streets, where people can be friendly and healthy... if her voices show a world that seems so real and wonderful that she has no choice but to preach about it to a world that would think she's nuts... 
 ...then in a way, isn't that the same thing as being a prophet? I think of the hell that can await me at bedtime when I think that I'm going to die alone and my parents will put my boy name on my grave and deny that ryka ever existed... or that I am scarred forever, damaged goods, and will fuck up any relationship I get into... 
 ...but if Olga closes her eyes sees a world without a devil, without cruelty, and safe...in many ways, everything we're working on here this weekend... Gosh, if that is her dreamworld...sure, some people might call it insanity... 
but me, I think maybe Olga from the Sky has already been saved.




The Rain of the Buddhas


 After the press conference, Buddha statues
 rained down us like happy pumpkins
 waiting for pie.


 The first one was smoking a cigar.
 It winked at me and smiled
 just before it shattered at the foot
 of a purple Filipino restaurant.


 Buddha statues were bursting everywhere.
 Some were filled with candy,
 others just with double coupons.


 The bus stop was filled with the smell of tea.
 Passengers tiptoed
 on shards of broken wisdom.


 Cloudbursts of Buddhas tap-danced
 on Raider fans and tree squirrels,
 on SUVs with baby seats and texting parents,
 on peach-faced Mormon elders
 riding bicycles past Trader Joe's.


 Buddha statues fell on poets
 who couldn't read, on supermarkets
 carrying 38 brands and varieties of sour cream.


 A laughing Buddha plowed through
 a Domino's pizza and 2 liters of Pepsi.
 A fat sleepy Buddha
 knocked a traffic 'copter out of the sky.


 The Crystal Cathedral dialed 911,
 but the Buddhas had retooled the police cars
 into kaleidoscopes of dancing metal and glass.


 In the rain of the Buddhas
 no one stole a stereo, cut off a pedestrian
 or passed out a copy of the Watchtower
 for three whole days.


 And then, just like that,
 the rain of Buddhas stopped.


 Buddha pieces disappeared, and sunlight
 filtered through the incense-flavored mist.
 Lucy's Laundromat was ransacked and it wasn't.


 The Holy City was
 both shattered and made whole.
 My shadow palmed its bloody scalp
 and wondered why it felt no pain,
 save from the cut on its head,
 and why even that did not keep me


 from finally picking
 up the phone and dial a number
 that despite myself
 I'd forever know by heart.






Getting Somewhere



The Spirit and Goals of Trans Action

Keynote Address, TransAction Week, UC Davis, November 17, 2010




 One of the interesting linguistic idiosyncrasies of "trans" is that the prefix pairs so easily with so many suffixes. 
 When I'm on the road with other trans artists, sometimes, we are in our hotel rooms asking, "Did I see you at Transgression?" "No? Was that TransFormation?" "Or was it Trans:Mission?" "Tran-Spire? You know, the trans religious conference?" "Um, do you mean Transcendence?" "Wait, you were in LA for Trans/Giving!" 
 And yes, it's funny, but it also shows how much our culture values the act of crossing, of traveling across something. 
According to astrology, one third of the psyche is fixed. It stays put. One third of the psyche is mutable, signifying adaptability. The final third is cardinal, where something moves into a new realm, for example when the earth moves from one season into the next. Neither centered, grounded, and regal as the fixed signs, nor as adaptable, fluid, and changing as the mutable ones, the cardinal signs have the energy of an explorer, a pioneer, who travels to new places without losing hir identity. 
For me, the trans journey is a cardinal act, where I take myself across gender boundaries. I am still me, with all my selfness and values and beliefs, but somewhere else. And in journeying to and visiting that somewhere else, I hope to grow, learn, and make. 
Trans is the great traveler of the Latinate prefixes, the great explorer and pioneer. And travel makes us wiser. It makes business more profitable. It lifts our dreams to heaven and it makes us seem way more interesting at bars and parties. Would you rather hear someone talk about life in Paris, or Stockton? 
And yet...I think about how trans* people of all flavors often seem isolated, so alone. This seems really weird. 
Then again, how often does one feel alone when traveling to a new country, a new town, and bursting with new sights and smells and sounds, but without knowing anyone well enough to share or fit in? 
Which brings me here to TransAction. Most of you probably know the etymology, but "TransAction" is so beautiful so appropriate a name for this conference...indulge me, okay? 
Trans Latin prefix meaning across, on the far side, beyond. 
Action from the Latin actio = "act of doing or making."
There is something wonderful and visionary about making or doing something across, on the far side...beyond. 
There is something hopeful about believing that somewhere, on the other side of beyond, there is another person or world with whom we can connect and create something new. 
As trans, we necessarily look beyond the self, both to where we were, and where we would like to go. There is always that little voice inside that says, "What if we knew who lived over there. What if there's a friend there whom I don't even know I have?" 
 Of course, there is a reason we are having TransAction during this particular week, and it isn't wonderful at all. This Saturday, Nov 20, is the 12th Annual International Transgender Day of Remembrance, set aside to memorialize those who were killed due to anti-transgender hatred or prejudice. 
Unfortunately, this event has grown every year. I say unfortunately because every year the list of these deaths fills its particular Nov 20 to the bursting point. Among those we remember this year are Victoria White, Myra Ical, Toni Alston… The list grows every year, and it's never easy to get through. I have a hard time…names mean so much to me. It got so bad once that I vowed to never attend a DOR again. 
This year feels even more sorrowful because of the many hate crimes, murders, forced suicides the bullying or outing of gay youth, many whom were not trans. 
Tyler Clementi jumped off the George Washington Bridge into the Hudson River after a recording of him having a sexual encounter with a man was broadcast online. Brandon Bitner walked six miles to the place of his public suicide and although he saw no way out for himself, he left instructions for his family on how to make his death worth something. 
Of course, crimes like this happen every year. But this year, it seemed to reach a critical mass within the gay community, and oodles of celebrities made "It Gets Better" videos and pledged support of the Trevor project, and all of these are very worthy goals, very much needed. 
 But then, I think of Sladjana Vidovic. On October 8, Sladjana Vidovic's body lay in an open casket, dressed in the sparkly pink dress she had planned to wear to the prom. Days earlier, she had tied one end of a rope around her neck and the other around a bed post before jumping out her bedroom window. The 16-year-old's last words, scribbled in English and her native Croatian, told of her daily torment at Mentor High School, where students mocked her accent, taunted her with insults like "Slutty Jana" and threw food at her. At the funeral, the family watched as the girls, who had tormented Sladjana for months, walked up to the casket– and laughed. 
From what I can tell, Sladjana was neither trans nor gay. She was picked on for a non-familiar name, perhaps an accent, and most importantly, because those bullies could get away with it. Because no one stepped in and stopped them. 
Would you have helped? Would I? The hardest and least fair duty of a victim is to grow, to say because it happened to me, or to my family, I cannot let it happen to yours. 
To say, "I know better. I know, firsthand what it feels like. I don't have the excuse of ignorance." 
And, as much as I wish I could hide in my neighborhood and say I can be bullied because I'm trans or queer, or Asian, or whatever—the fact is that so many people who are being murdered or beaten or driven to suicide aren't like me at all. 
Or are they?
There is little difference between someone being bullied because of one's sexual orientation or gender presentation, and being bullied due to race, religion, or poverty. In the end, it's all the same rope. 
A couple of months ago, I read at the Anansi Writer's Workshop at the World Stage in Leimert Park. It is the premiere African-American Arts Collective in Southern California. I was reading a story about a trip to Greensboro, NC, with the Tranny Roadshow. After the show, a group of straight people stopped us in the hallway, one of them grabbed my arm, and my first thought was "I am going to die because I'm being clocked as trans." 
Then I realized, "No, I'm passing and they are pissed at my friends, and that they are stopping us because apparently they think I'm about to be raped." 
Anyway, I read this line: To be transgender means never quite knowing which reaction you're going to get, where, or from whom. You can be a sister one moment, then have a security guard stop you in the bathroom the next. In one store, the salesperson will smile and say welcome. In another, you'll get ugly stares and giggles.

And as I was reading, I looked at the audience, and the front row was composed entirely of older, cisgender African-American women. And they were nodding, not out at the freaky tranny, but inward, with a knowledge, an awareness of what it means like to be in my shoes. 
Afterward, one of them told me, "You are not a guest here. This is your home." 
I remember when people were trying to overturn Proposition 8, and how so many queers were angry, saying, "Gay is the new black!" as if somehow not being able to be married equated to generations of slavery. 
But I also know that during that time, I had watched white No on 8 petitioners completely ignore black families in their drive to get signatures from equally white people. I was overlooked, as well. 
Don't you think people should look at me and figure out somehow, that I was queer? I mean, look!

And I also know that of all my queer, West Hollywood friends whom I asked to come to the reading with me, not one of them—not a single one—left hir comfort zone to support hir friend in "straight" space in a "black" part of town. 
And I have heard this from other queers of color, that during political or social events, they are the invariably the ones selected to canvas, to speak to their communities. And when they suggest otherwise…it's like umm... but you know those people... 
I hope that even here as we gather strength within our identities, we realized that this strength means little unless it also reaches out to others. Nothing builds alliances better than transactions across cultural and socioeconomic boundaries that are made not only when we need others, but when others need us. 
 It's not even about color. There is a lot of hurt and fear in this 
 country, and of course people are going to listen to voices that blame everything on elitist ivory tower liberals, when elitist liberals choose to stay in those ivory towers. 
We cannot say, "those teabaggers have to get past their hate and prejudice and realize how much we're all being screwed" on one hand and then, suggest that all the Southern States secede on the other because they're just a bunch of (insert your hurtful hillbilly stereotype here). 
Think about what we hip queers say and hear when we talk about folks from the South, from the Midwest, who shop at Wal-Mart. Who eat macaroni and cheese and love Hometown Buffet and Toby Keith and watch the Trinity Broadcasting Network. If you came from an economically devastated part of the country and spoke English with a heavy regional accent, wouldn't you feel that you were being condescended to, and wouldn't you be a little pissed off? 
 We cannot say that names and stereotypes are hurtful on one hand, yet use them ourselves in the very next breath. If we want allies, then we should work on being allies. That means actually going places, traveling, supporting other people, other voice—not just to test a theory, or gain hipster cred—but to learn, and when needed, to be converted from our own prejudices. 
Alliances must be a two-way street. Being an ally does not mean coming into a meeting and telling everyone that they are uneducated and doing everything wrong. It does not mean putting a statement of solidarity up on Facebook while turning from those in need and placating them with "I'm sure we'll come back for you later." It should never mean forgetting who we are, flaking on our ideals, and being entranced by exoticism or the latest shiny identity. 
As trans and genderqueer people, we know better than that! Or at least, we should.
A trans man I know worked, when he needed a job, for marriage rights/queer rights/gender rights/poly rights. He used all the proper terminology and wore all the right t-shirts. Heck, he led training seminars!

Well, he legally changed his gender and got married. His thoughts? "As a pseudo hetero, I briefly considered not getting married on principle. Then I realized I wanted free kitchen stuff and discounts on insurance." 
Great. Sorry I sold you out, but damn, these are some beautiful granite countertops. 
In hir blog, one of my friends posted an essay by Dean Spade about poly relationships. The metaphor of political alliances and 'strange bedfellows' is extremely apt, I think. 
"One of my goals in thinking about redefining the way we view relationships is to try to treat the people I date more like I treat my friends—try to be respectful and thoughtful and have boundaries and reasonable expectations—and to try to treat my friends more like my dates—to give them special attention, honor my commitments to them, be consistent, and invest deeply in our futures together." 
Attention, honor, commitment, investment, future. Sounds like everything that would make a great ally, doesn't it? 
Sometimes I think we have all this alliance building a little backwards, as well. We look and appeal toward people who already have the things we want. They can go to the bathroom! They can get married! They have health insurance and secure retirement. They can go to the bathroom! They can travel overseas and all their papers match. They wave at babies and moms don't freak out. They can go to the bathroom! 
Why should it surprise us when these people aren't jumping all over themselves to ally with us? They're with their husbands and wives. They are at home, with their families. They're on vacation. They're in the
bathroom!

It makes more sense to transact, to build and create to other communities who know what means to be outside the law or the church or institutional protection. So yes, this week, it is all about trans people, but remember that although trans is a wonderful prefix, it is, at the end, just people.

When the poor white family understands it has more in common with the poor Cuban family than it does with Rupert Murdoch, then we're getting somewhere. 
When queer kids realize that as much as it hurts to hear "that's so gay," it hurts other kids to hear "that's so lame," we're getting somewhere. 
When an immigrant who is laughed at for the way she sounds helps a trans person being laughed at because of the way she looks, then we're getting somewhere. 
Folks, Trans and Action mean more than how trans, genderqueer, gender variant, and intersex people can make the world better for ourselves. It is a challenge for us to try and make the world just flat out better.
As I said earlier, trans is such a common prefix because we instinctively value travel. 
I'm not sure if UC Davis would have called me to speak to you if I were here every day just hanging out. Folks who come from somewhere else, they bring with them a certain power. Which is why, when a straight couple decides to stand up for gay marriage, more people listen. When a cisgender woman refuses to stand by and watch a trans woman be mistreated, more people listen. And when a white person stands not in front, but beside a person of color who is fighting for hir human rights, more people listen. 
Besides, I am much more decisive and effective in defending others than in defending myself. When someone hurts me, I might freeze. An attack might trigger issues in my head and play on the voices that say I deserve the abuse, or that I can take more than I should. I'm sure some of you get that way, too. 
Oh, but if I see a friend being hurt? Look out! Hell no!

 I've been in three street fights (actually one was a bar fight) in my lifetime and none of these include the times I was assaulted. Each time I actually used my black belt training, it was to defend a friend. 
All's this to say, that if I can't be strong for myself, I'll be strong for you. And maybe you'll be strong for someone else. And somewhere down the line, well, when I'm in trouble, I'll hear a voice I never expected saying, "Don't worry, I've been where you are. I'm with you, for you, and you do not have to face this alone." 
So, for this week, I ask that even as you seize your own definitions, that you remain true to the beautiful spirit and goals of Trans Action. It's great to have a home, but our work is destined to go across, beyond, out there. That is how we remain true to who we are, and sanctify how far we've come. 
Now, let's create something new. :) 



Indigenous
I looked out my window.
 Academics were putting theories into practice—
 berating the gardeners—
 saying planting anything here was stupid.
 Nothing grows here that doesn't need water.

My friend felt homeless. He didn't want shelter.
 He wanted a Real City.
 I said find an all-night noodle place
 that serves fish sauce in salty glass bottles.
 He asked, "Can they make the food
 without pork, or chili, or MSG?"

There's a story about the palm trees—
 how they arrived one day in air-cushioned truck beds
 summoned from central casting
 for movie stars, golf courses and poolside bungalows.

Some trees escaped and went feral.
 If you're quiet, you can hear them trying to recall
 what they looked like before they were forced
 to lose weight and get boob jobs.

That's the story most of you believe.
 But last weekend I found there's one type of palm tree
 indigenous to Los Angeles. It's never been caught.

It's on the down low, disguised
 as an immigrant local, or another freeway
 transplant.

I think I heard it sing Tagalog karaoke.
 I think I saw it sell a bag of cherries.
 I heard it teaches Shaolin kung fu in the basement
 of an El Monte apartment, and on weekends
 serves the best menudo in town.

If my friends would understand me,
 I would tell them. But all they'd say
 is that it's only one type of tree.
 And they would never hear me say

I know, but one is all we need.








The Moon is Bright

(Performed with voice and bass.)

 The moon is bright.
 Storm clouds are clearing.
 The air is warm.
 Crickets chirp their song.
 There is no doubt
 this night is like no other.
 Nothing between us
 and the mind of God.


 A distant light.
 A distant river.
 A distant neighbor
 sees these same skies.
 Because tonight
 there are no fences.
 We are all travelers
 among the stars.


 No need to dream.
 No need to imagine.
 No need to wish for.
 No need to believe.
 The moon is bright.
 Storm clouds are clearing.
 Nothing between us
 tonight.


 The air is warm tonight.






This House is Our House


Written for "Girl Talk: A Cis and Trans Dialogue," National Queer Arts Festival,
San Francisco, CA, June 17, 2009


My sister and parents visited Japan about seven years ago. It had been four generations since any family on the US mainland had met family on Japanese soil 
The weeks before held so much excitement. My mother and sister tried to learn as much Japanese as possible…from TV, friends, books. So many books! They received letters from Japan, and through their broken English, gleaned that my relatives wanted to know about Los Angeles, what food my family ate, what they liked to do. 
 From what I gather, it was truly what a reunion might be. My sister said she liked shrimp tempura... so apparently they served it every day. Every day. For breakfast. 
 The entire trip, my mother says, was a series, not just of landmarks and photographs, but of questions, and answers, and interest. Now I know someone in my family is obsessed with making perfect soba. Another is a volleyball player. Yet another runs a taxi company. 
They finally know about our family, the ones that left for a better life in America, and they want to come over soon to try In-N-Out Burger. I'll probably take them to Disneyland, too. But I will also listen to the cadence in their voices, the rhythm of their laughs, the ice cream flavors they choose…and in these things, discover something more about myself. Because, along with this temple and this castle, and that shopping district, and more shrimp tempura, my Japanese family took my parents to our family burial grounds.
 Our...fucking ancestral burial grounds. 
 I had heard my grandma talk about my family being samurai, but the funny thing about being Japanese-American is that everyone claims they come from a samurai family. As if there were something wrong with being a farmer. That's why I've always assumed we're from good farmer stock— in fact, that's what my family in Hawaii does. 
But no... grandma wasn't shitting us. My mother emails an actual picture.
 And when my family comes back to LA, I visit my parents and my mother said "this is your rice." And I go yeah, I know—it's on my plate. Then she looked at me and said, "No—this is your rice. It's from Japan from the family rice field." 
 The field my family has had for five hundred years. 
 I'll never forget that rice... Even though I've not yet made it to Japan, I know I have family there. And in knowing that, I am a little more complete. 
 ***** 
 A few months ago, I am organizing with Dyke Day.


At this meaning, they are trying to be inclusive. "Where do the trans women go?" "How do we reach out to people of color?" "We need more non-white performers. Does anyone know any?"
 I look around. I'm the only trans woman. The only person of color. I also note who has dated whom in the room, and realize most of this group can, literally, be described as one big clusterfuck. 
 It's funny what a group of people—dyke or gay, or Asian, or whatever— can do and say as a group, especially in spaces where everyone so wants consensus. 
 The problem is that if everyone runs in the same social circle, there is not much diversity—provincial views may seem to be natural, or common sense.
 More dangerously, since everyone so wants to agree, they find consensus so quickly and completely that they start seeing themselves as within the community, and everyone else as without. 
 When a roomful of dykes who go to the same clubs and know the same people and are all each other's exes decide that to be diverse each of them will choose her favorite band—well, that's not going to work. 
 Back at the meeting, no one is listening to me. "Outreach!" They have decided the mantra is outreach. "We need to outreach." It sounds like they're planning a PBS pledge drive. 

Outreach!

 I hate that word. To reach out means to reach from away from the self, to something else. If we really are one community, then this term makes no sense, because we do not outreach to ourselves. We're already ourselves.


Perhaps we are separated by one sort of geography or another. But we are family, and we do not outreach to family.
 I prefer reconnect. Or, better yet, reunion. Outreach assumes otherness, while reunion means commonality, equality… Even thousands of miles and four generations away, we never thought of outreaching to our family in Japan. We had a reunion. There was never a feeling of co-opting identities. It was a mutual celebration, a recognition of common being. 
 However, with Dyke Day, I don't bring this up. I've missed some meetings, and there's a deadline coming, and I don't want to get in the way. Last year, though, I definitely would have said something. 
 See, I have worked with Dyke Day for two years. The first year was wonderful. We had rotating facilitators, and feelings checkers, to make sure everyone had space to be felt and heard. I took my turn as both facilitator and feelings checker, had my ideas heard and some were even incorporated. It reminded me that though trans women think of cis dykes as privileged, which to a point they are, it's a relative privilege. Even cis dykes still are seen as freaks and deviants by most people in middle America. 
 This year, though, things are strained and rushed. There's sniping, and emotion, and some people are horribly overworked, while others feel pushed away. It was actually kind of refreshing to see cis dykes sniping at each other. Just goes to show—sometimes a mean person isn't transphobic. Sometimes she's just mean. 
 But when things get rushed, old habits come back. And this year, there's so much stress that friends who know each other have sort of taken over Dyke Day and I'm not one of those friends. 
*****
 Family is family when the relationships persist even when things are bad. When even the best plans and organizations fracture, we revert to relationships that go beyond political or social utility. That means relying upon deeper emotional attachments, maybe even a deeper physical attachments. And that goes back to the clusterfuck I just talking about. 
 As much as sex sells, sex seals. Especially in LGB communities. Trans is not a sexual orientation—but lesbian is. Yet, if you have heard that every dyke has gone out with every other dyke, you are probably leaving out trans dykes. It is a rare and secure lesbian who would date one of us, and yes, that is significant.


 Within dyke space, sexual and romantic relationships permeate the community, and not being able to comfortably flirt or fuck or laze away at a women's spa restricts the ability of trans women to participate freely in a group that to a large part is defined by who wants to sleep with whom. 
 Sex is a mode of communication and acculturation that cannot be separated from social activism, political change, or anything else that queer women are trying to accomplish. Under attack, overworked, stressed, and trying to make rent—in these times, even revolutionaries will reach for the familiar. And until more trans women become part of that familiar, we find ourselves tossed aside in the name of expedience. Even your dysfunctional ex is a known dysfunction! And I'm not knocking dysfunction—if it ain't dysfunctional, it ain't family. 
Perhaps some dykes will never play with dick, no matter how pretty the wrapping. For many others, though, it might not be that one hates penises, or finds trans women undateable, but because blaming a scapegoat is easier than confronting their deeper prejudices and insecurities. I know Japanese Americans who can't speak a lick of Japanese who prove how Japanese they are by hating Koreans. Many Irish Americans, who felt trodden upon by other Americans proved their American-ness by persecuting the Asian Americans. And we all know the story about the self-hating gay politician who introduces the most hateful legislation and rhetoric.
 I believe that much of the antipathy toward trans women can be traced to a similar insecurity about femininity and womanhood. I think of that Seinfeld episode years ago about the girl with the "Man Hands." How many women looked at their own fingers? How many women worry about looking awkward, of having feet that are too big, of having other women giggle behind their backs? 
 And for otherwise-enlightened dykes, just as for any other group, it can be easier to sloganeer and shout being a dyke means hating dick and whomever or whatever it is attached to rather than facing one's own insecurities and correcting the inequalities such stereotypes perpetuate. 
 And yet, I still identify as a dyke. Why? Because my friends tend to be dykes, my literary heroes, and yes, I even found one of those rare and special women who was secure enough to date me. 
 Besides, I sometimes don't have much in common with other trans folk. We all have issues, which is why I can't get mad at cis dykes any more than I can get mad at straight women or white people. 
In fact, some of my most head-scratching encounters have been with trans folk, usually people who did not know me that well, who have made all sorts of assumptions about me because of a comment here and a comment there.
 Before Dyke Day, I started a performance series, Trans/Giving. With Trans/Giving we work not just with trans dykes, but with people all over the gender orientation spectrum. And again, though most people have been cool, there has been some crazy shit. 
 There's nothing worse than reading someone's poems, going, "Thank you, but no thank you," then finding out sie is blasting your organization on the Internet for being transphobic or elitist, or whatevereverever. 
Yes, I know that transphobia is out there. But so is a lot of very bad poetry.
 If you don't like a festival, don't run to the Internet and bitch about it. Run to the Internet and start a zine. Go kick ass. You don't like our show, put your own show up. I'll even buy a ticket. 
 We can't tiptoe on eggshells, afraid to make a mistake! My sister was served shrimp every day because of well-intentioned cluelessness, not stereotyping. If we remember that this is family, then miscues and misadventures, no matter how awful they seem at the time, are exactly what makes family family. Face it—we're stuck with each other. 
Even though I may have my differences with the way Dyke Day was run this year, and will not be working with them next year, they are doing something. If you don't like Dyke Day, fill out the paperwork and shake the right hands and put together something of your own. Trans/Giving has shifted a little since I left, and I wouldn't have made some of the changes they have. But that's why I am so proud of them—they are owning it—not asking permission, but just being fierce.
 And I'll take a bunch of somewhat clueless dykes running a show over a group of trans people in chat rooms bemoaning how the world won't accept us. Or give me the Goths. At least when the Goths bemoan, they bemoan with style. 
*****
 But this gets away from my main point, which was my family's rice. That something that might be so bland and so plain signified so much. This was not an exotic gift given as outreach— this was my rice, my family, my own. And that is what made all the difference.


How do we convey family? How do we reunite with long-lost relatives? How many questions would you ask? Are there even right questions?
 There really is only one cure to separation, and that is getting together. It's not about learning terminology, or getting the right answer; it's about taste and smell and feel. It's about cooking what a lost-lost sister might like for breakfast—not out of duty for being "inclusive," but out of anticipation and excitement that the family will never be the same.


 It's sending gifts on holidays that say "love." It's not "my house is your house," but "this house is our house." It's discovering you are the answer to someone's mythology, just as they are to your own. And that together, your lives will not only merge, but grow and focus and be. 
It's about a lazy afternoon, with the sniffles, having nothing to do but lie naked on freshly laundered sheets, watching the person you love breathing and blinking her eyes.




Possessed


 From Wheeling to Effingham, beneath
 roadmaps and soda bottles, the pavement
 bending like the kisses.
 You do not speak nor handle money.


 But at night
 she will place candy before you
 and thank you for keeping her safe.


 And then she'll leave
 for rock crab and tamarind soda, and the ground that smells like loquats


 and you'll sense
 that somewhere you passed a ground squirrel
 that said, "Listen!"
 an agate that said, "See!"


 Had you remembered, would you remember? 
 Your years, of granite, sod, of trails of corn-fed crows
 as packed as old pills or magazines,
 when there were no fish and the sandwiches
 were very cold.


Each night she would kiss your forehead and give you her blessing:

Nobody likes you.
 They only love you.
 For now, that will have to be enough.





What's Not to Love?

 Commissioned by and performed for Julia Serano's "The Penis Issue," part of the National Queer Arts Festival, June 13, 2007 
 Performed with blue dildo with googly eyes and floppy ears. 
 Not long ago, my penis and I were having a quiet day of chores around the house. After the last dish was washed and dried, we decided to treat ourselves by going to our favorite gelato place. 
But on the way, I noticed she was being very quiet. I could tell something was wrong. So I asked her if she was okay...
She said nothing for a long time. Then, she whispered, "Ryka, do you love me?"

 What?

 I couldn't say anything at first, then I blurted, "Of course I love you. You're a part of me, doll..."


 And she said thank you, but she was distant for the rest of the afternoon. She wasn't convinced. Not that I blamed her after that response... 
 That night, I kept thinking about what she asked. "Ryka, do you love me?" 
 Do you? 
 *****
 My penis she doesn't make me sick like my belly, or give me anything close to a migraine. She hasn't hurt me nearly as much as my knee, my back, or even my feet after a night in heels.
 In fact, I'm grateful for her every time I enter a smelly port-a-potty that looks like a tub of Dinty Moore beef stew with extra corn. But gosh... When I mention her, it's usually negative, like that outfit would look great if only she weren't all bunched up down there. And I realized... If I were her I'd be feeling pretty unwanted, too.
 And I can be a coward. When I say, "I wish I didn't have this penis," it's easy to get nods of sympathy from my trans and dyke friends. But when I say, "I love every part of me, even you," I worry about what they will think.
 It's chickenshit. I'm sorry. 
 My honest answer? Yes I do love you. I may not always want you. I don't always even like you. But I love you. You are part of me, and you get unconditional love. 
 *****
I do get tired of having a penis. I wish I could go to the beach in the cute Hello Kitty swimsuit I got from Hot Topic and not worry about a bulge. When I'm thinking about how much I love my girlfriend I don't want it polluted with thoughts that I need to stay with her no matter what because she might be the only dyke in the world who won't leave me when she finds out my strap on doesn't strap off.
 As I was writing this I had wondered if I simply shouldn't introduce my penis to show you there's nothing to be worried about. But she gave me the worst dirty look... So let me tell you about her, instead.
 My penis is rather shy and wears reading glasses
 She likes romance novels and unsalted sunflower seeds.
 Her favorite season is Autumn, but there really isn't an Autumn in Los Angeles, so every year she remembers upstate New York and the breezes and the fiery leaves.
 My penis is not a vegetarian, but thinks veal is gross.
 She plays guitar, but really wishes she could play the cello.
 Even though she knows better, sometimes she sleeps with her contacts on and feels very guilty in the morning.


 Oh, and she doesn't know why so many people got worked up over Dumbledore being gay…


 If she had floppy ears and big eyes I think she would make a good muppet.


 (Take out and brandish blue dildo.) 
 This is not my penis. I'm Asian—dream on! 
 Scary, huh? Oh shit! Male Privilege! 
 Now, look! 
 (Add eyes and floppy ears.) 
Presto! From mindless tool of the patriarchy to loveable friend to children of all ages!
 Imagine my penis on Sesame Street!
 "Hi Elmo, meet Penis!"
 "Elmo like Penis, Penis Elmo friend."


My penis smiles a little when she hears that one... she's kind of twisted...
She told me that she wouldn't mind being a little more daring, but it's difficult when every time she tries to be social, she's misunderstood.
 She's very honest. She gets erect when I don't want her to, and doesn't when I do. She's seen me embarrassed a lot, and I think that's part of why she keeps to herself. 
 But it's more than that. Try to discuss penises without an awkward pun, when you're making a point, driving it home, backing it up, coming to a conclusion. Defending a penis is hard...I mean difficult... 
 Fuck it. 
 So I can't even speak, and then you hold up this scary monster rapist cock and say that's my penis?? 
 I know my penis. And um... No.


 You think my penis is plotting to destroy the ecosystem, or to kill Tibetans, or to club a seal? 
Where are you getting these ideas from? What she basically wishes is that you'd look the other way and let her read her book and eat sunflower seeds.
If it didn't hurt so much it would be funny! It would be a movie!
"We're off to see the penis, with wonderful penis of Oz."
"Behold!!!! I am the great and powerful COCK!! Pay no attention to the little blue muppet behind the curtain…"
So, um, really, what's up? Penises?
Don't lie.
 I hear some old-school dykes say that even post-op transwomen aren't women, but men who need other men to accept them so they can be men in a man's world. Oh come on! If that's true then my penis is a red herring. 
 How's that for an image? 
 So I cut off my penis, and then what? Shall I give you a gynecological report? Submit to a brain scan? Give you two picture IDs, my birth certificate, my prescription for estrogen, my credit card number and three letters of recommendation from other womyn-born-womyn before you accept me as a legal alien without voting rights—because even then, you'll be watching for any sign of male privilege? 
 No one has ever told me, "I thought you were a woman, but your poetry immediately gave away that you're a man." No one has tasted my honeypeanut sautéed shiitake mushrooms and said I pollute womyn's space. 
No one has ever said I kiss like a man, or make love like a man.
 And when I blend in, no problem. But if the light catches me one way, or my hair isn't right, suddenly I'm icky and it's male energy and anything from then on that I say or do can and will be held against me. And I pass marginally well. My penis isn't so lucky. It's not like she can hide herself with concealer, well-cut bangs, and a good foundation. But she endures. 
I'm kind of proud of her. I don't know if I'd be as strong.
 My penis doesn't want revenge; she wants to crochet. But she also wants to get back on the judo mat, because it's home to her, and maybe one day she does wants to learn how to shoot a gun because she is afraid of being bashed.


 I wish she'd see how beautiful she was. But I have to see it, too. Not because I don't want surgery, but because surgery should be for the right reasons. Part of me refuses to alter any part of myself just so the popular girls maybe might play with me.


 If I have to deny part of myself to be included in a family who will never accept me anyway, then what kind of family is that?


 She asks if I would ever leave her.
 I tell her, "No. You'll always be a part of me. Maybe one day we'll have a surgery, but even then, don't think of it as cutting off. Think of it as a turning around. You'll be here, just in a different place… You know? But we're going through it together, and whatever we decide, it will be for us, not for them. 
"And we won't forget who hurt you, and though we might finally be better be able to lie out at the beach and read a book, we'll never forget what a nice penis you were."




Sophisticated Hula 

Hands on you hips
 Do your hula dips


Sophisticated hula


Is the talk of the town

 "Sophisticated Hula," by Sol Bright 
 There are only 12 letters in the Hawaiian language. It's fitting, really, because more than any other places, islands are defined by limitations. There's no illusion of inexhaustible resources–when there's no more, there's really no more. The islands simply end, and there's no arguing with the sea. 
 Limitations define both islands and the people. Because of foreign competition, the island ecosystem is on the brink of ecological collapse, and most of my relatives work two or three jobs to keep themselves going. The cost of living is deathly high; the sugar industry has collapsed, the pineapple industry has collapsed, and there are only so many hotel jobs. 
 With all that economy, you celebrate abundance where you find it. Some meat is eaten now, some smoked for later, and the blood is saved to make sausage. You embellish your words with intonation, music, so words like "aloha" mean many different things–every sunburned tourist hears this from the moment they get off their plane and make their first stupid "I got lei'd in Hawaii" jokes. 
Of course, not everything is scarce. Being together transforms scarcity into plenty. Yeah, "Ohana means no one gets left behind." I guess for the most part Disney got the 'ohana part right. When you go to a friend's house, you bring enough to feed everyone. And everyone else does, too, so if five families gather, each brings enough for all five families, so you have food to feed five families five times over. It's what makes local style local.
Swing your partner round
 Soon you'll cover ground 
 Local means everyone is someone's Auntie or Uncle. It's family, community, land, and ocean, all rolled up into one. It's a common culture of multiple heritages, multiple meanings, where Spam is an icon, McDonald's serves saimin and Portuguese sausage, and everyone take off the shoes even if the no one in the household is Japanese. 
 Sophisticated hula
 Is the talk of the town 
 Abundance of meaning spreads beyond aloha and 'ohana, to everyday language, where "da kine" and "howzit?" are spoken with a singsong precision that includes and excludes, speaking volumes with an intonation, a bob of the head, of a common uncommon heritage.


 Another word is "mahu." 
 Mahu means many different things as well. I know it means trans, queer, homosexual, seer, healer. 
But growing up, that word mostly meant ridicule. Unspeakable. It means being cut off from a community and family life that you depend on for food, support, communication, sense of place, even sense of self. Mahu—I knew it was a bad thing way before I knew what sexual orientation or even sex was. Mahu. You used to laugh at the word, watch your older cousins, your aunties shake their heads, gossiping wildly about a friend of a friend or someone they knew... Islands are islands, and word gets around. And when you're a little kid from the mainland, night fishing with a flashlight, munching on a purple sweet potato, you ingest the poison in the words with all the good things about your family, too.
 Mahu...even as I'm pondering what that word means now, as I explore the good stuff, the positives, I know that if it has this much effect on me, if it still fills me with something that makes me ill.. 
 ...there is no way I'm strong enough, at least right now, to try to change my family. Queer, fag, dyke, homo... Whatever. They hurt, but whatever. Life goes on. They're just names—go to another vigil. Make check out to the HRC. Wave the sign. 
 But mahu? Wow. How can I divest that word from learning how to throw a fishing net, making rockets from sugar cane leaves, or cleaning seaweed? I can get up in front of a room full of people and proclaim my queer status, but my family? Mahu? Say hello to one word and goodbye to a world. 
 The native hula maidens they love to dance
 They do their dance to the beating of drums 
From before time, I loved watching hula, listening—my grandmother gave me a ukulele, and I learned so many of the songs. But I knew mahu people do hula, so I never did hula.
 I loved watching the dancers… But to dance? Me? No way! That was tantamount to saying I was mahu, and you know what they say about mahu people. Never. 
And now sophisticated hula's your chance
 So do your dance while the melody runs
 It's a weird place, to be afraid of losing family, where all your life you knew you belonged, yet knowing family is where you are the most vulnerable, most helpless. Almost as bad a being alone on an island... 
 Even if your family doesn't know you are transgender…even if you have a black belt, can do a brake job on a Honda, and read the sports page so you can have a conversation with your dad and brother-in-law—'ohana, family, becomes very different than those nighttimes safe in a sleeping bag, hearing your aunties talk by lantern light while the men are out on the breakwater in the dark of the new moon. 
 You have a new family, or so you tell yourself, every time you are out marching, or protesting, fighting this fight or the other, or the other. And all the organizing... 
 But the yearning for the island never goes away. 
 And then one day, it's different. Or maybe many days. Whatever. One day, I woke up and said maybe I should go to therapy. Another day I woke up and decided that maybe I should stop drinking so much and do something that wouldn't make me sick in the morning... 
And then I hear that a wonderful group of out and queer Asian Pacific Islanders is holding a hula class, and that maybe I should go. And I do. I never thought to work with an API queer group before. I am freaking out wondering if this is the right thing to do. There are two doubts in me that I'm trying not to listen to. The first one tells me there I must be looking pretty silly because I've never done anything like this before. The second voice is saying that maybe I can't move this may because I'm not really a girl.
 Suddenly, our teacher starts the music to "Sophisticated Hula" and we begin. I think her goal is to get us started before we chicken out. It's a small class, and there's nowhere to hide.
But from the first note, I know I'm right where I should be, even if I have never swayed my hips like that before.
 Class goes three hours, and it seems even longer, which only makes me smile, because when you're on an island, when time slows down, it's a good thing. 
 It's as if the whole time, I exist in two places—in a little room in Hollywood and on the rough brackish beach on the Big Island, right after a rainstorm, when the ocean is all muddy and the air smells like papaya and orchid. 
 It's all wet outside, but here, under the pavilion, with family, there's no need to rush; we knew the rain was coming. The rain has been coming down like this since before we were born. 
I'm sorry; every time I listen to my family I just get more sure they are never going to accept me. My family still laughs at our mahu cousin, and that ugliness is like a limitation that you know you can't escape. But maybe that doesn't mean I have to forsake my connection to Hawai'i, to my childhood, to my past. Maybe I can still find a place, not alone, where I can just exist. When being out does not have to mean being without shelter, without home.
 I inhale the words, the music in those words. I exist in two places and can't remember when I've felt less torn. I feel so connected with Hawai'i. Through words, music, harmonies, blending as inseparable as the morning and dew, spam and rice, hot sun and mangoes. I feel safe harbor under fragrant clear skies and a friendly trade wind. I feel connected with my identity, being trans, Asian, female, queer, a survivor among survivors.


 In our dance, our songs, our voices…sometimes open and fearless, sometimes hidden away from the diseased hands of the missionaries…each note a star, guiding us by night through the infinite sea of love, of pain, of birth, death, and that great unknown that lies beyond.


 Dance to the music sweet 
 Soon you will repeat 
 I imagine myself repeating the beat, depending on it, almost as a vessel navigating within its song. Within my body, incongruous elements meet, blend, create. Fire to water. Male to female. The fire cools, the water parts, and the land emerges from the sea


In a gesture, in a flower, or when a whole row of dancers bends like a rainbow along the fragrant edges of a storm. And, like the rainbow, as effortless as physics. As natural as the way cells divide and find their destination in a newborn life.
 And every once in awhile, I'm might actually be dancing. Every once in awhile, I feel lifted by the music, and the memories to somewhere maybe not perfect, but at least a place I can feel...well...feel beautiful. You know? Just for being me. Or maybe even—because I am me.


Sophisticated hula
 Is the talk of the town
 I'm dancing. And my father and mother and aunts and uncles and cousins aren't on the beach with me…but it's still Hawai'i. It still smells the same. Those are the same mosquitoes, and the same Tupperware full of secretrecipe chicken. As natural as catching fish, perhaps. When there is bait and there is line and there are waves, when the smell of spam musubi mixes with da salty taste on top da soda can. 
 And I'm still here. I'm still me. And the music is still within me. 
 A person can spend her entire life trying to catch fish. Or learn hula. Spend all her life looking for that right combination of moonlight and rock formation, or that perfect bend in the neck that sends one's hair cascading like a waterfall over the shoulders and down one's back. And sometimes, I suppose, she can even get lucky. Sometimes, she can even be complete. 
 It's been a while since that hula lesson, and I've forgotten most of the dance we learned that night. But the steps are there. They have to be there. Being out doesn't have to be performing, on the outside, not all the time. Right? 
I think I'm finding myself again. And, in my own way, I'm dancing. And 'ohana? Well—guess what? It means many different things. Who knows? One of those things has just got to include me.




Lunch Time in July


 Salvation was you, crying, then finding
 your powder-blue eyeglass-cleaning cloth.
 As it unfolded, I heard kickball, Smear the queer!
 Sprinklers beating


 recess in the summer grass.
 I had an egg salad sandwich in a Glad plastic bag.
 You had dynamite and a match.


 How did you escape with so much unbroken?
 You talk about crazy with such ergo sum.
 I can't even see crazy.


 The teacher thought I was collecting bugs,
 not in search of ways to breathe.
 She thought I was playing. But there was never
 time to play. I thought I would never


 have time. And you're the first person
 to stop me. To say it's okay,
 that if my glasses get dirty—
 I can reach for my cloth and believe


no matter where my parents or the bullies
 or the night sweats were, that it will be waiting,
 soft and perfectly creased, just the way I'd left it.



Swiss Glaciers and Cheese


"Ryka...these are the Swiss. The Swiss built this. Think about it. These are the Swiss."


It's a month ago. I am with Steph, and we are dangling in a sky lift, threading up the Swiss Alps to the Kleinmatterhorn, a.k.a. the "Matterhorn Glacier Paradise." At almost 13,000 feet, it's the highest sightseeing platform in Europe. 
She's excited. I can't feel my legs. We hang like weekend laundry above the beautiful, picturesque...rapidly receding...earth. I am worried that if I breathe wrong, the cable will break and we will die. 
Then I look down and see—a nun, in a blue habit with a walking stick traversing the green green valley. Seriously, I'm looking at a wine label. Well, if I have to go, at least I'll fall near the right person. 
Three days ago, I was in Los Angeles grading final exams and fixing my car's air conditioner. Steph, of course, has been here since June, on a summer internship in Geneva, at the World Health Organization. She's spending her workdays tracking worldwide epilepsy and weekends doing stuff like cascading down a French waterfall in wetsuit—seriously, the girl is so fierce, I don't know sometimes how I'm going to keep up. 



Crap... What do you mean we're going higher? Apparently the deathdefying height I thought we were enduring was only the first third of the trek. In the second car, we clear the vegetation. The rocks become barren and jagged. The air is getting much colder, and as we gain more altitude, snow and ice pepper the slope, but I look at Steph, then outside, then back at Steph, I realize it's more than scary. It's exciting...because I'm moving...and moving doesn't have to be flinching away from something, nor scrambling to keep up with someone eager to leave, but because moving can also be trusting that I'm more than I thought I was...and besides, with her it's so much fun. 



Some folks dream to see the world. Before Steph, my dream was just to have a passport. Of course I'd never actually leave the country...no way I deserved that. That was for other people—you know, real people. People who matter. 
But if I had a passport, I could taste maybe a bit of secret freedom, right? And when I found out that Steph was going to Geneva, I decided that I although I couldn't visit, I could at least get the passport, and then I would at least be able to say I could go. I even got it expedited...just so I could tell myself well...I could see her...

...if I were someone else.



Okay—now we go to the third lift. It's mostly ice now, and…wow. we are really really high...The altimeter in the car is frozen.



 Steph notices I'm not quite here. She holds my hand, thinking my acrophobia's acting up. "These are the Swiss. The Swiss built this cable lift. These are the Swiss—not the Chinese (she can say this, by the way, because she's Chinese). Do you think it's going to break?" 
Well, yes and no...and it's fear of heights, and yet, it's more than that. The glacial ice is a frigid tabula rasa, a big dry erase board for my internal meanderings. 
In my head I'm balancing memory, metaphor, and 9.8 m/sec2. It's difficult to believe that the Laws of Physics work for me, as well. That a bridge won't fall or a rail won't hold just because I don't deserve to be on it. I feel my cable snapped a long time ago when my father would hurt me, and my mom would do nothing. Why did they do that? Parents aren't supposed to hurt like that...isn't there some sort of Law as basic as that of Gravity? So it must have been my fault...right?



 It's taking time to make it dig myself out of that pit, let alone way 13,000 feet up on a friggin' glacier, where we are now, exiting the final tram...then walking up the platform. Way 13,000 feet up, where walking five steps makes my head spin from lack of air. Slow down, I tell myself. The mountain will be there. The glacier will endure... And Steph is here, and that's not going anywhere either. 
With Steph, it's more than love. She's becoming someone to trust. Sometimes she calls me for no good reason. Just because. When things were bad between us, she promised to see a therapist just like I was doing… and she did. And she makes up silly songs for me that no one else hears, trusting that I won't think she's stupid. She trusts me not to make fun of her...and I don't. 
So when I somehow had a week and a half off between summer and fall semester. And I had a bit of money saved... She told me that I would be fine in Europe, and to just trust her...I closed my eyes and I took a deep breath and jumped. Or, in this case, hung...



At nearly 13,000 feet above sea level, we are so high that our heads spin from lack of oxygen, but it's worth it, because the sky and ice are so clear we can see Switzerland, Italy, and France. And there's the Matterhorn. The real friggin' Matterhorn! And it's August and it's snowing! And there's a perfect picture spot and there's a huge crucifix with a sign written in German, and I don't know enough German to read it, but I know enough to ask someone to read it for me, and then I tell Steph… And look, two people are eating steaming instant noodles, and it looks so good and next time we come here, we should do that, and Yes! There will be a next time. Really? Really. Higher than we've ever been, I kiss Steph, and she kisses me.




And the cable never ever breaks.


*****
 
We spend a day hiking on the ice, exploring a subterranean palace bored directly into the glacier, drinking straight from a mountain lake...taking yet another picture of the Matterhorn, Then we come back down to the village and then it's onward to the cheese! 




It's more than cheese, Steph says. We're eating raclette, where they take a wedge of the raclette cheese and roast it over the fire, then the melty toasted part is scraped onto your plate. You take a creamy fingerling potato, slather it with the melted cheese and pop the whole thing in your mouth. 



Gosh, that is so not how I do cheese! I mean, I first of all I've got to be feeling very good about my checkbook to spend more money on cheese fancier than a sliced American single. When I do get a good piece of cheese, I'll eat a little and then store the rest in the fridge for a special occasion. Which of course never comes…so I end up with a dry or moldy mess that I at best use to thicken soup and at worst have to toss away. And nothing makes you feel quite like tossing an expensive cheese with a name you can't pronounce in the garbage with the tuna cans. 




We eat a slab of raclette, some potato, a little pickle, more raclette. Each slab of raclette is about as thick as your thumb, and close to the amount of cheese I'd buy for a month. We've eaten three each at one sitting. 



 Excessive? Seems so, until I think, Damn, that's really good!

I mean, that's the way to really taste the cheese. No wimpy sampling with the little soda cracker here. You slurp this stuff, and chew it, and feel the flavor get all inside your mouth—it's like the best grilled cheese sandwich and saltwater taffy all in one. 



I think, when the Swiss enjoy the cheese, they just trust that more will come, not by magic, but because when you enjoy something, and you feel you deserve it, you shift your life as much as you can, to deserve more. I think about the time I have on this earth, and how much of it I have packed away in the fridge waiting for a someday that I can't define. I don't do vacations. I can't remember the last time my time off wasn't crammed with a performance or a conference or a panel. I have told myself that time away is time wasted… That good times need to be taken in small slices, because one day there might not be any more. But, gosh, to have entire days and more to come? To be with Steph visiting places I've never seen before?



 Later on, when I get back to Los Angeles, I'm going to buy some cheese. And you know what? Nothing goes in the fridge. I'm going to experience it like I am trying to experience life, messy, with full bites, and lots of chewing.



*****
 
 Steph and I have both come back from Switzerland, and we're censoring photos for my family. 
"This one by the fountain's not so bad," she says, "I can Photoshop out your breasts." 
"I like this one at the market." I say. "I can say I was holding your purse for you." She scowls at me—like I ever carry a purse? I shrug, and we laugh. 


My family still think I'm a boy. I'm not mad at them for it; it just is. I've got a lot of other things to be mad at them for, like sticking my head in a toilet, or whipping me 'till bleeding with my own toys. My father kicked his younger sister, my Aunt, into the streets because she was dating a white guy. My mother referred to my gay cousin as an "it." My bedridden sister thinks that Buddha is a false god and that I'm hurting her by not joining her to pray to Jesus for her cure. Damn, telling them that I'm transgender would be like nuclear war, and I don't want that.



I visit my parents with the pictures, but I notice my mother's ankles are swollen. My mother's kidneys are in stage three failure. Stage four means she goes on dialysis, and the thought of that freaks me out. Lately she's been dealing with kidney failure, and anemia and borderline diabetes and the doctors still don't really know why. All they will say is that kidney failure doesn't get better—the best we can hope for is to slow it down. But my mother's ankles are so taut and swollen with fluid they look like baby's thighs….a sure sign that the failure is not slowing down. She's got to follow a renal diet to limit her phosphorus, potassium, sodium. No salt.
And then I notice that Mom has made another icebox full of salted pickles. Pickled radish, pickled eggplant, pickled cucumber, pickled cabbage, pickled mustard greens, pickled peaches. 
"Mom! Come on—pickles? What are you doing?" I try not to raise my voice. "You've got to be better about your kidneys. You don't want to be doing that dialysis." 
"Oh, but no one likes to eat the kidney food, and this year we grew so many vegetables in the garden."



My mother's kidneys are failing and the rest of my family still likes their food overloaded with salt. I shouldn't be surprised. To an Asian, the renal diet is rough—no soy sauce, no preserved fish, no miso. It even forbids Japanese persimmons. And it was a good year for the vegetable garden.
Mom says she's trying to control her portions, by eating a little of this and a little of that. But I look at all those pickle jars and think of those samples they have at Costco where you go down the aisles and you have a little wienerdog and a little knish, maybe a bite of teriyaki beef jerky and some garlic pretzels bits and frozen tiramisu and all of a sudden you don't have any more room for that polish sausage you were looking forward to in the food court.



My mother wants to see the pictures of Switzerland, and I show her the censored pictures, and I avoid a potential disaster, saying that Steph took most of the photos of me and they're still on her camera. But I'm more concerned about my mother. 
I can't sleep that night because she is sick—even though this is the same mother who kept me home from school and told me to say nothing when teachers asked about the marks my father made, when he beat me so bad the entire left side of my head turned purple. 
And sometimes life is eating the good cheese before it goes moldy, and other times its calling your mother not because she's perfect, or even pretty good, but because she's the only mother you've got. I call her the next day, and she thinks I want to talk about Switzerland. Instead, I take a deep breath, because I've never spoken this way to her before. 




"Mom, do you want to die? No, listen to me. If you don't take care of yourself, you are going to die. If you're not listening to the doctor to stay off dialysis, what makes you think you'll listen to her when they start hooking you up to the machine? 
"You're the only Mom I have, and I'm sorry if I'm scolding you, but this is for real. You keep this up, and you're going to die." 
There's silence on the other end of the phone, then she says, "I know, I should be better." 



Part of me wants to back off, but I don't. I can't. "Should be" doesn't change anything. So I say, "Darn right you should be better! Think about it, if you go because of kidney failure, imagine dad and my sister, how guilty they'll feel because they wouldn't eat the food that would have lengthened your life. Imagine how they'll feel standing over your altar. Picture dad crying. Your grandson, crying. I don't want to deal with that, and you shouldn't make me."



I know it's not fair. I'm using poetry and imagery against my own mother. But I don't care. I only get one mother, and if I have to, I'll fight dirty.



"Let's look at recipes together. It'll be fun. I know you can eat spicy steamed fish with sweet lime and it should go well over the hot rice. It will be fun!" 
She nods. 
I can't come out right now. They don't know it, but my family needs me maybe more than I need them. And on top of all that, I deserve to have a mother as long as possible. Because along with Steph, this is my life. To get married. To have a house. To save our money and travel to faraway places. 
My girlfriend, whom I will love and cherish. My cheese, which I will eat and chew and savor. My mother, whom I will protect, not because she does or does not deserve it, but because that is what a good daughter should do. It's really my life, my cable taking me up that mountain. Isn't it? 



I am living. I am understanding that although innocence can never be returned, loving and valuing myself is opening to a door to a new world in which I never before believed. The realization comes to me the way dawn comes when you're on an airplane, as if from a single direction, but before you know it, everything in the sky is glowing with a new unbridled light. 



Obon
 Tell me the story one last time
 of how we ran barefoot in
 the just remembered downpour.


 A bag of rock candy, or crack-seed.
 Mosquito punk, and teriyaki plate.
 These are the brushes and the ink
 with which I write my thousand year old tanka.
 Grandfather,
 Is it true you will return this night of Obon?
 Will you show me the dance


circle with me around and around?
 Sun and clouds roar beneath
 the sinuous fist of Molokai.
 Radial tires burst fallen mangoes
 leaving the air sticky and thick.

Too fast! I close my eyes.
 Flashes of half-recollection.
 Waves of incense. The great wooden taiko.
 Tupperwares full of marinated secret-recipe chicken.
 Then, nothing but moments
 of amnesia, cuts
 on the feet of a Mainland girl who never learned
 to walk the lava
 or the reef.


 I have books. Words. I have researched
 the dances and know their names:

Fukushima Ondo, Yagi Bushi

Asadoya Yunta
 I say them over and over.
 Lull myself into believing my schooling
 will bring you from the realm
 of the dead.
 Is it true you will return this night of Obon?
 Will you show me the dance


circle with me around and around?
 For, with all my numbered references,
 the music has begun, the dancers,
 their circular heartbeat,
 through winds of dried fish and burnt cane
 and I cannot recall the sound
 of your voice.










Deal with the Devil



Commissioned by and first performed at Art AMOK! Seven Stages Theatre, Atlanta,
GA, Feb 2, 2006.


 (Harmonica Interlude) 
 I tell myself it's me.


 I have told myself so many times,
 I can speak the words
 without opening my mouth.


 I tell myself I'm missing
 parts I never deserved.
 I tell myself
 I am filthy, broken and stained.
 Redeemed by the bruises
 that ride and spread like lovers on my back.


 I turn off the lights,
 turn from the mirrors,
 avert my gaze
 from powers and prayers I tell myself
 I am too soiled to understand.
 And I tell myself it's me.


But on a cool, quiet night, when the bills are paid, there's fresh bread and cheese...when I feel centered as a candle flame, I've discovered my sky fills with stories. True stories, like eager songbirds, clean and bright, and if you can be still, they lose their fear.
 They fly to you like your lover's voice on a nursery rhyme, and they sing...
 But when they get scared and fly off, it's a perfect prom night ending in a screen door slamming and your drunk daddy's snoring in the dark with the TV still on,


 and you've caught your skirt in the jamb and try not to stumble, hoping he doesn't look up, because if you can just get to your room and close the door, maybe you can look at yourself, without fear, one last time through your own eyes...
(Harmonica Interlude)
 Sometimes I look at myself
 and say, "What the hell am I thinking?"
 Too many parts broken, too many parts whole,
 yet somehow missing parts.


 I touch my legs and hear my mother,
 who told me not to believe the scars.
 I touch my lips and hear my father,
 and all the reasons he gave
 so he could hit me.
 I hear those voices forcing my body
 to tell myself it's me.


 With my empty breasts rising
 and my sperm count falling,
 I am left with no milk of any sort.
 How can I nourish anything?
 Where is my fertility? My motherhood?


 When you're too broken to pray—not worth being saved—you work with the voices you have. The magic fades...You're so tired, and stupid and you're nothing special, so nothing's wrong. Nothing's real anyway...your pain, your thoughts, your body...especially not your self.


 Oh, I would like to believe there is a heaven
 Or Creator.
 But when can I stop creating that belief,
 just glide on my faith, and soar?
 Forget prophecy. Forget the crystal ball.
 I want to cartwheel in a kaleidoscope!
 Tumble with the divine in jagged rainbow contradictions
 that cut so deep you can press your ear against their bellies
 and never hear a cry.


 And then, something lands. Not the door flying open, but a reflection, a scent—
 The first time you rode an airplane or smelled a field of strawberries...
 Something to love, because it's truly your own...


 One night my girlfriend and I were driving to Arizona. It was raining, and windshield was streaky. We couldn't drive safely. We pulled into a late night auto parts store, to find replacement blades.


 The salesman saw us, grunted, and said, "Well, these are what you want." But when we went back to the truck, they weren't even close. So we stood there, the two of us, in the rain... 
But then, we nodded, went back in, returned his stupid blades, and found a pair I thought I could jury-rig. The rain was coming down hard, but I told Steph, "Don't worry, I think I can do this."I took her Leatherman, pried out the old blades, loosened the brackets, and slid the new ones in. And we were off!
 And I think of a femme Asian tranny dyke who can tell a car parts salesman he's wrong in the middle of a stormy desert night and fix a pair of windshield wipers that aren't supposed to fit.
I think of someone worried about her hair getting ruined in the rain, even as she says the cut on her hand is no big deal.
I think of someone asking if she's turning butch, even as she frets over her eyeliner in the rearview mirror of an old pickup on its way to Arizona...
 And then, I tell myself it's me.
 As I take another pill, get another day older,
 and all I've managed is to live a little longer in a world
 I can't find a place in:
 That I might be more than a pill or a syringe,
 or memories or scars.


 That I was made in the image
 of someone who said her body is okay as it is,
 but stays up nights wondering
 what it would be like to carry a child.


 That my creator
 is too big to buy clothes off the rack,
 and worries about
 which bathroom to use at the airport or the mall.
 That my creator has rolled a pack of Virginia Slims
 Ultra-Light Menthols in a T-Shirt sleeve,
 fixed her eyeliner with a licked Q-tip,
 and changed a tire in a velvet waistcoat and platform shoes.
 And I tell myself it's me.


 Sometimes, when you've been with someone for a while, you forget why you're even there. But, if you're lucky, one day—or one night—you might catch that girl out the corner of your eye, or from a distance, as if by accident, and see that person, almost as a stranger, for the first time.


 And I wonder how many times, how many trips to Arizona each of us has made, what windshield wipers we've all changed, the songs we've landed in the hearts of our friends, and how many times we've missed the chance to hear the true stories we present to the world, and fall in love with who we are, almost as strangers, for the first time, all over again?


(Harmonica Interlude)




To Consecrate this Night with Life


 Keynote Address, 2009 Transgender Day of Remembrance, University of Wisconsin, Madison.


This is the tenth Transgender Day of Remembrance (DOR), a day set aside to honor those killed due to anti-transgender hatred or prejudice. The event began after the attack on a woman in Boston, Rita Hester, whose murder on November 28th, 1998 initiated the "Remembering Our Dead" web project and a San Francisco candlelight vigil in 1999. 
 At many DOR observances, the name of every trans person murdered that year is read, along with the details of each crime. The stories are told in first person; one reader at a time assumes the identity of one victim— giving voice to a life that ended without being heard. Often a candle is snuffed at the end of each passage. 
This has been a particularly brutal year for trans murders. From 20042008, the DOR Web site tracked about two or three transgender murders a month. From Jan to November 2009, that number went up to nine. One woman, Paulina Ibarra, was murdered in her apartment about a block away from my place. In fact, I had been thinking about moving into the building next door. 
 The DOR is not an easy event, no matter what the year. Because so many have been killed, the reading of the names can go on for the better part of an hour—an hour of blunt force trauma, multiple stab wounds (there are always so many multiple stab wounds), multiple gunshots, genital mutilations, gang rapes, bodies being found in gutters and dumpsters and getting run over by cars over and over again. One candle snuffed out, then another, and another... 
The last DOR I attended was in Los Angeles; we were in the chapel, then hearing speeches, and then the names of the dead. All transidentified. All killed that year. 
 The particulars of each death bludgeoned me, the senselessness; it was just relentless. I was crying too much to march, and ended up on a side street with my friend Turner telling me, "There's nothing we can do honey. There's nothing we can do." 
It's been three years since I have spoken at, or even attended, a Day of Remembrance. It's just hurt so much. Times like that day have shown me I am not the type of person to work with police officers, or tirelessly draft hate crime legislation. I'm a teacher and writer and a poet. I'm not a warrior. 
 So, figuring out what I am going to say has been difficult. I start to write. I get mad. I cry. I review the deaths this year. I remember all the stories my friends go through. I hear even other queers say things about us that betray their shame and a wish that we'd go away. 
 Then last week my friend asked, "What is it about you transgenders that makes people hate you?" And then I finally realized exactly what I needed to say. 
We can examine and focus on transphobia, say it has to do with fear of being "fooled," or authenticity or whatever. But to accept this reason places the problem on us. It reinforces a dangerous premise that there's something in us that triggers someone else's behavior—and as long as we're trans, someone will want to hurt us because we are different. 
 Sure, it's easy to feel this way; most of my trans friends just want to get on with their lives, go to the bathroom, get a job that has health benefits. But in just living our lives, how can we still be treated the way we're treated? Called the names what we're called? How can that be human? So yes, it can seem like somehow we're simply different, and the world hates our difference. 
 But that can't be true. It would mean there would be no way to relate, no common humanity, and I can't accept that. That doesn't even make sense to me. 
So, perhaps something else is happening. Perhaps trans people do not get murdered because we are trans. Perhaps we are killed because we are people...killed for the same reasons anyone else is killed. Killed for ignorance, insecurity, blame, jealousy. 
 Perhaps we are killed not because we aren't human, but because we are. What if we are attacked because people see something of themselves in us, and it hurts? 
I believe that most people have dreams of being something other than what they are—to recreate, to start over. It might not even be a sex or gender thing. It might be something like going to culinary school, or not having kids. Or saying no to the family business and becoming a photographer. Whatever. They may have been told it's wrong, or not proper. And they listened. 
 Maybe be they fought at first, but eventually, they accepted the voices that said it's not practical, not possible, not workable, that it can't be done. 
 And then they see us. Trans people, who seem to embody redefinition. In being ourselves, we remind everyone that the definitions they have placed on themselves are theirs to break. That they do have the power to change—whether they like it or not. 
And some of them would rather attack us then take ownership of their own lives. Some would rather invalidate us than validate themselves. They would rather call us freaks than call themselves human. They would rather kill us than expand their lives. 
 To me, this explains the almost frantic hatred and crimes we face. Look at attacks against us. These aren't just murders. They're slaughters. They are obliterations, attempted erasures of humanity, identity, existence. It's the terror of people repressing themselves, destroying all evidence of their desires. And, most importantly, it's not about us, but about them.

So what are we to do? Of course, the first thing is to stay alive. Sometimes we have to fight to protect ourselves, sometimes we have to kick and scratch and scream and pepper spray.
But beyond this, we have a choice.We can let the hate defeat us, and demonize transphobes, or we can recognize even those who hate us as human beings, and bear the responsibility born of knowing loss and pain. 
 It feels terrible and unfair, but this is the choice we must make. Not because we are weak—but because in the long term, the best way to help ourselves is to show the world what it means to be human. Because it is difficult for one human being to kill another. 
We need to smile and glow with humanity, so that no one would dare suggest that killing one of us is anything other than taking an intelligent, feeling, thinking, soul. 
We need show ourselves, and whomever else might be watching, that no matter how much hate has been dished at us, we will go on. We will laugh and thrive and pray and give thanks.

We need to love others boldly.


But we need love ourselves boldly, as well. 
We talk about trans being just a label, just a thing. Not who we are— just another part. But I know trans people who have neglected parts of themselves, or even suppressed them because they were scared it made them somehow less trans. I have seen our own community try to make its own people conform to certain non-gender-conforming thoughts and actions and activities. 
This is playing into the hands of those who hate us. It makes us easy to track down, and it makes being trans just another prison. We are going to survive no matter what, but to really thrive, we need to go broad, as well as deep. We need activists, but we need musicians and weavers and auto mechanics. We need strong men, but also gentle men, and sometimes men, and non-men. We need people to whom gender is serious shit, and those to whom gender is play. We need gender love as well as gender fuck. Heck, we need gender indifference. 
I cry too easily for the political stuff, but I use what I can. In 2003, I started Trans/Giving, Los Angeles' first performance series designed to foster transgender/genderqueer/intersex artists. It was my response to the DOR, to show that we are alive, we are well, and we are luminous. Trans/Giving is completely grassroots, affiliated with no other organizations and is celebrating its 6th anniversary tomorrow. It has nurtured and fostered not only artists, but also three sets of organizers. 
 My new project is Office Hours, where trans-identified college professors are volunteering their time to work with trans students who are making the transition to higher education. I want to bridge the gap between trans people in the academy and those working in the community. We just launched in October!


I share my projects only because I want you all to work on the things that make you go. Everything can help—everything must help. Yes, I want to see more poems, more paintings. But I also want to try new recipes that use mangoes. I want homemade beer. I want to see ornithologists and physicists and piano tuners and a trans-identified expert in cultivating bonsai trees. One of these days there is going to be a transgender astronaut, a transgender president, a transgender romantic lead in a Hollywood blockbuster movie. 
I realize that some might have expected more talk about trans history, and various instances of oppression. Some might have expected me to criticize how our deaths are reported, that even news agencies further violate us by getting our names and genders wrong. 
But for me, transgender is not something I study. It's my part of my identity. I live here. More than facts, I need to make peace with myself just so I can get by. Tonight, rather than reciting facts you can Google, I wanted to open my heart to you, to share some thoughts, and maybe a little insight. 
We did not read the names of the dead tonight. But we didn't have to. Again, we can look up the names of our dead on the Internet. We can read the way the people have died. In fact, I ask that you read these names. I ask that you see how brutal humans can be to each other. Stab wounds. Mutilations. Multiple stab wounds. Gang rape. Seventeen gunshots. Stabbed 30 times. Raped—then burned. 
And yet, I even after reading these stories, ask you to become fighters, but not haters. I ask that you become strong and brave, but not bitter, or resentful. 
Because one of these days, as we become a stronger and more powerful family, transgender people will face another group who views us as oppressors. In fact, I see it happening already. 
So even here, where we remember our dead, we must also remember that each of us, because we are human, can be both oppressed and oppressor. To honor those who have passed, I feel I must break the cycle of victim and perpetrator, to say, even to those who would hate me, "Look, changing one's life path is terribly hard, painful work—one doesn't get to be fabulous by snapping one's fingers and getting interviewed by Oprah. Being different is a full-time job and lots of times it sucks, so if you don't want to change your life and not rock the boat, I say more power to you—I get it. 
"But if you should ever want to change your path toward a better and more affirming future...if you need an ally in the face of resistance and violence, I will march with you." 
The real march isn't something we do once a year holding a candle. 
The dead are gone; we cannot make new memories. We cannot ever know them better. However, we do have the living. The march continues tomorrow and the day after and the day after, and you hold candles within each of you. The march will sometimes be with others, and sometimes be alone, but never alone. For in your success, your work and your benevolence, as transgender, other-gender, or allygender, you bring honor, dignity and possibility to us all. 
I started with saying the DOR is held to honor the dead. However, it is not truly for the dead, who are finally safe from earthly harm. The vigil is for you and the people next to you. The people you pass every day. Not just total strangers, but your best friends and people you think you know. Know them better. Cherish them, not by how alike they are, but how different. Cherish that they each hold life, and that their dreams and stories need not threaten you, for their lives only expand what being human means for all of us. 
As I close, I ask that we consecrate this night, and honor our dead not only with the memories and blood of the dead, but also the dreams and the joy of the living. Please, let what we do here this night impel you to celebrate yourselves, give you the strength to realize your own goals, not just to survive, but to laugh and plan and be generous with your compassion, and to let me have the honor of walking beside all of you in many, many beautiful years to come.



Old Dykes and Dogs 
 First presented at "Transforming Community 2006," part of the National Queer Arts Festival, San Francisco, CA. 
 Tonight I had planned to address domestic violence in our trans community. Domestic violence is a dirty secret among queers in general, and with trans women, it's a secret wrapped within a secret. We hear about trans women being attacked on the street—but what about when it occurs in the home? 
 Imagine you are transgender. You and your girlfriend are arguing. Imagine it escalates—she is bipolar, not medicated, and disoriented—and she pulls out a knife. What do you do then? You can't hit her—there's enough muscle still on you that you would probably would hurt her. Besides, she's not well—she needs help. You can't call the police—they would probably take one look at the situation and think you were the attacker, especially if they read you as trans. Cops don't like being lied to, and the moment you don't match your ID, or even if you do, but you're read as trans, you are instantly a deceiver, a liar and inherently suspect. 
 And do you really want to be a trans woman in a men's jail?
By the way, you can't run to a women's shelter, because you're a man to them, as well. How many women's shelters are open to trans women? So as you beg with your girlfriend to please calm down and lower the blade, because no matter what, if she swings that knife, you're the one who'll get cut.
 Where can a transgender woman go, if she were in a situation just like that? What if it were to happen tonight? Because I don't need to imagine that chain of events; it happened to me, and I shudder even now as I retell it, grateful that my partner is finally in therapy and learning how to deal with her rage. 
 I was going to write more about that, and more. In fact, earlier this week I was at Phil'z Coffee at 18 and Sanchez having an iced coffee with a fresh sprig of mint. My notebook was out and I was ready to attack the deficiencies in our social service and law enforcement systems—when I saw two older dykes and their big goofy brown dog. They were looking through the SF Pride program, carefully circling the events they would be attending. 
 There was nothing really special about them—and that was what made them so captivating. They would read a page and stop, and nod, and the one with the pen would circle another event. They've learned how to slow it down, think about things, and no one does that better than a pair of old dykes with a dog. 
 Watching them reminded me that as I'm getting older, I have no idea how I'm going to live out my life. Most of my friends are younger than I am, and I trust they're good enough friends not to discard me after I retire. I feel the same trust in my girlfriend, whom I hope can forgive me when I start getting those senior early-bird dinner discounts many years before she does.
So where did these older lesbians live? Maybe it's not a problem in San Francisco. In Southern California, however, West Hollywood, Silverlake, and the Downtown loft district may be gay-friendly, but to a young crowd, with relatively high paying jobs and credit card debts to match. If you're on a fixed income, it's difficult to find an affordable place in the stylish queer ghettoes. Some of the older LGBT folks go into the closet a second time to live in lower-rent, less tolerant areas of the city, or in assisted-living situations.
 If it's rough on the older gays and lesbians, imagine what it must be like for the elder trans person, who, in addition to all the other concerns of aging, may not have access to open-minded caregivers, or doctors with even rudimentary knowledge of transgender health concerns.
Then I started to wonder—exactly where are the older trans women? The older trans men?
 Due to AIDS, far too many older trans people are dead. Of course, they're not all dead. And we have some brilliant elders and activists, such Les Feinberg, Kate Bornstein, and Jamison Greene, who hew out uncompromising existences, sometimes seemingly with nothing but their bare hands and brilliant, indomitable souls.


 But what about just regular old trans folk? I watched these women with their dog. They didn't need to be brilliant to be. They just needed a Pride program and a pen. Their existence was a given, leaving them free to pass the time, deeply respecting each other's feelings, goals, and expectations for the Pride events.
I hear whispers that many of those who used to be out in the community live "stealth," with all their surgeries in order, identities switched and hermetically sealed, simply because it is so much easier to live that way. Maybe that's the answer.
 Maybe one of those old dykes is trans. In some circles, going stealth is the pinnacle of transdom—a sign that, "Hey girl, you made it!" To me, however, it seems like retreating into the closet. I think that trans identity is something to celebrate, as an expression of self-fulfillment that will always be a part of each trans person. And besides, nothing we do will ever completely negate our pasts. Of course, you don't share everything with everyone all the time, and you need to be safe—but isn't there something wrong with denying one's past to everyone? Any time you have to hide something out of fear, it's not freedom. 
 Also, there is a deeper moral issue here. Going stealth is not universally viable. Some trans women, maybe because of their height or stature, don't pass well, and will always get stares at the grocery store. Are they not as entitled to as unfettered a life as anyone else? So even if going stealth became an option to me, I would have a difficult time enjoying myself if I knew another trans woman was being excluded from my world simply because she didn't have her papers, thousands of dollars for facial surgery, or was a foot too tall.
In any case, I am at that age where I look at some of my old notebooks and the pages have yellowed. My knee is not what it used to be. I'm approaching—not immediately, but it's out there—that age where I can get a dog without being sure of which one of us will be left to say goodbye. How am I going to age gracefully while still being out? Will I have people I can talk to, maybe meeting at the local coffee shop and over some toast and eggs talk about the wild days at the Trans March? What about elder trans-friendly health care for my hormone-processing liver, or my rising risk of osteoporosis, or my continuing concern about my cholesterol?
 And I don't still feel comfortable around people roughly my age. They seem to be a little farther along that ol' life track than I do. Being transgender is always feeling one or two steps behind. My therapist says transition not only takes years to complete, it can be like a second adolescence. Great. So I'm acting like a twentysomething while the Michfest dykes are already getting their third Subaru. I feel so pissed sometimes, like I had all this other crap to do and now, finally I'm writing something worthwhile. I'm finally finding that self I've been looking for decades. But goodness, I may not get my first book out until I'm fifty! I would like time to age, to season, and to thrive. 
 In the meantime, while I'm worried about getting my first book published, sometimes it seems as if people my age in our gay and lesbian family have stopped reading anything new. From the way they deal with us, it seems many older gays and lesbians seemed to stop learning about trans issues with Christine Jorgensen, Janice Raymond and the Transsexual Empire. As much as I get frustrated with so many trans people for placing stealth on some sort of pedestal, I can't blame them. During this time of Pride, I wish some of these more established gay and lesbian faces would open their eyes to the fact that their world of defining themselves by their normative genitals and with whom they like to play is outdated, exclusionary and incomplete.
I expect younger queers to know better. Feinberg and Bornstein are part of their queer canon. But the older ones… I don't know if it's fair to expect this. I mean all of us, old and young, have experienced prejudice. We can all be called survivors who are entitled to a peaceful bucolic afternoon in the park. Still, a girl can wish that more of our elders would try. I wish that they would look outside their comfort zones and see what's been happening—what some very thoughtful artists and writers and academics have been discovering and uncovering with queer and gender. You've went the doctor, you've went to the mountain, you've looked to the children, you've drank from the fountain—and that's a lot of traveling to be sure. But how about visiting a trans event that isn't a drag king show? How about sharing a little or listening without prejudice? Why not have the courage to actually learn something?
 Often, it seems my choices as a trans woman are to go stealth, to be a revolutionary, to hang out in tranny bars or to always be sort of on the fringe, nominally accepted by my queer friends, but always being at yellow alert to justify my existence. I'm proud to be trans, but I don't want to have to organize a candlelight vigil every day to have my identity respected. 
 I'd rather see more trans people being closer to fine and welcomed into dyke and queer circle, without feeling—either from the inside, or the outside—the need to conceal and diminish a trans journey that took courage and work and sacrifice. I came out to become more true to myself—not to see my social circle shrink until the only ones left in the neighborhood are those who deign not to hurt me. I'd like to be part of a queer and human community that doesn't see my being trans as a liability that has to be explained away, but a quality to be cherished, valued, and trusted.
Which, I guess fits right into the domestic violence theme anyway— because yes, I would like some sort of comfort that I will have both help and empathy as I age. As we get older, we are going to get weaker, maybe our minds might falter, so it is imperative that we move past the point of having to constantly defend and explain ourselves. One day, frankly before many of you, I'll be too weak to march or fight, and a little acceptance, and maybe some honest love, will offer me the best chance at being safe, out, productive, and alive.
I don't want to have to worry about the closet, or being erased, or never accepted. I really would rather wonder which friends will I grow old with, comfortable with? Who will I watch old TV shows with? Or play PS One with? Who will be with me at 2031 Pride? Who will bring the dog? Who has the program, and hey, did anyone remember to bring a pen? 




Notice of Street Vacation


 
"Public notice is hereby given that on Wednesday, the 13 day of February 2002, the Council of the City of Los Angeles, did at its meeting on said day, adopt an Ordinance of Intention No. 174427 declaring its intention to order the limited vacation of a portion of Grand Avenue between First Street and Second Street..."


 —Board of Public Works of the City of Los Angeles 
How nice! A street vacation!
 Every day it's there—every night
 no matter how late, from curb to curb
 silent as only blacktop can be.


 Accidents, road rage, obscene gestures
 pass right over it.
 Red light/green light—it doesn't matter.
 The street endures even potholes
 and gas lines, even road crews
 with hammers and rollers and tar.


 A street vacation!
 Imagine, the street strolling along
 some beach in the Caribbean, or maybe
 playing baccarat in Monte Carlo. Perhaps
 flirting with a bar girl in Thailand,
 making up for all the times it couldn't
 whistle at a sweet young thing walking
 just out of reach.


 But no—somehow, I think the street is
 elsewhere. Maybe with
 the Pyramids, or China's Great Wall.
 Maybe in Machu Picchu, where
 footpaths wove miles before the wheel.


 Or maybe even the Himalayas, Everest—
 Watching stillness wrapped in clouds, watching
 even beyond the stillness. Asking,
 Chomolungma," What have you seen and learned through all the eons your life?"


 And hearing—Life? Life?
 Life—Ah! That's what you call it...
 Forgive me, I am just learning
 to open my eyes.






Hearts Can't Carry

"NOTICE OF TERMINATION"
Harlan glanced up. Why, he didn't know. The slip was still pink on the table, and after living here nearly 14 years, he knew better than to trust wishful thinking. So, he returned to the familiar labor of shoveling more cheesy macaroni into his mouth. It was still stifling, even though it was well past nine. And humid, too, the way it can only be in the heartland, too close to the pig lagoon, when the buildup of excrement and death overflow with a noxious lurch that most folks cannot bear. But for Harlan, who had worked there for almost 14 years, for better or worse, in sickness and in health, that pig lagoon was his life.
Harlan chewed and swallowed the last mouthful of cheesy macaroni, closed his eyes, and took a deep breath to resist…something. Whether it was the urge to cough or to read the notice again, he wasn't sure. Not that it mattered; both temptations led to the same place. Instead, he brought his dishes to the sink.
After nearly 14 years, how they would finally find the fat man who worked—or used to work—at the pig lagoon? Harlan mopped his hand back through the few dirt blond straggles still trailing his mottled scalp, then reached for the soap. How would they judge his body, his life? Even before the coughing spells, this worry consumed him, so no matter how tired or sick he was, Harlan never put off washing the dishes. His clothes and bedding, he laundered twice a week, so his room didn't smell like pig waste and sweaty underwear. He was especially careful in the bathroom, that after he cleaned or showered he had scrubbed away every trace of lagoon.
And he always, always chewed his meals, because there was nothing like a fat man in choking to death on a ham sandwich.
"Please be advised that we are terminating your employment"
To other people in town, Harlan was the pigman, pigface, hogtard— and many far less repeatable things. Not that anyone else here wasn't tied in some way to the pork industry. Most came from longtime farm families, while some were immigrants looking for a fair wage and a safe place to sleep. But Harlan was neither family nor foreigner. He was just the fat pigshit guy, untouchable as the lagoons he tended, receiving and collecting a community's terrible, necessary flow.
Harlan accepted this necessity as he accepted the lagoons themselves. This community built itself on the bedrock of waste-not, want-not. Yet here was so much want that the waste had to go somewhere.
Harlan knew. When the high school boys drove by and hurled eggs, slurs, or shit at him, he knew they weren't worrying about how their families were one bad season away from signing their farms and futures away to the big factories. When the homely girl snorted at him, he knew she wasn't thinking of how she got the black eye and busted eardrum. When that foreign man spit and held his nose, he wasn't dwelling on how waitress ignored him at the coffee shop last night because they didn't pay her enough to serve wetbacks.
After nearly 14 years at the piggery, Harlan knew the lagoons held far more than excrement—piglets crushed by their mothers, afterbirths, vomit, antibiotic syringes, stillbirths, infected body parts, anything that slurried into the pits. People were hungry, and plump juicy pork chops didn't just appear in proper Styrofoam trays. Some animals sicken, some animals suffer, and some never get the chance to suffer. An animal has to be slaughtered, and before that, it has to be born and eat and shit. That's just the way hunger was.
Even the ammonia and hydrogen sulfide vapors that the doctor said were killing him with every breath—even they had their place. And so Harlan let their acts and words pass through him, into the lagoon, filling each day with all the necessity that feeding hunger brings.
"This action is necessary due to..."
Harlan coughed, and as he tasted his blood, something like hunger fought to backflow up from his gut. But he sucked it back down and finished cleaning the kitchen table, first with a washcloth, and then with a clean white towel to make sure it was completely dry.
Satisfied with his efforts, Harlan flipped on his radio, and carried his chair over to the closet. He took a moment to gather himself, then stepped up. It was good and solid; a fat guy breaking a chair wasn't anything he wanted to be, either. With a quick intake of air, Harlan hoisted his arms, and from the top shelf, recovered a large cardboard box.
Harlan coughed again, so deep and bloody that it took a full minute before he had recovered enough breath to carry the box down and put it on the table. He fished around until he retrieved a stack of gold-colored wrapping paper, cut into squares. At first, his fingers seemed bloated and confused, but as he began to fold, they danced like a surgeon's, or at least a mechanic's—which he was until today, keeping humming the machinery that turned pigs into pork for a strong America.
 

O Lord my God! When I in awesome wonder

Consider all the works Thy hands have made.

I see the stars, I hear the rolling thunder,

Thy power through-out the universe displayed!


 
To the chorus of Bev Shea singing "How Great Thou Art" soaring timeless and tinny over the cheap radio, Harlan folded another golden crane.
 
*****
"Your final paycheck shall be for the period ending..."
The fumes off the lagoon had always given him coughing fits, but that morning, when he woke to a pillow soaked in blood, Harlan knew he was dying. He didn't know how he knew—he just did.
Without beginning or end, Harlan stumbled, crawled, then threw up on the bathroom floor. For a long time, he lay there—mindless, soiled, and bleating.
Harlan shuddered. He thought of the pigs, how death would flood their eyes and faces even before the slaughterhouse trucks opened their doors. More than mere screams or struggles, it was their comprehension that made seeing them so terrible. Harlan hated those days, and often wished he could scrub away those images with hot water and soap. But now, those were the only memories strong enough to hold Harlan steady as he gathered himself up and cleaned himself off. Those images were more immovable than prayers as Harlan called in sick, loaded himself into the truck and shut the door.
 
Few places are less like a pig lagoon than a hospital. Used to the earthly rumble of the motors and livestock, Harlan cringed with every sterile beep, click and hum. And though he could labor all day next to 25 million gallons of pig shit, the faint, aseptic trace of carpet shampoo, fresh gauze, and betadine made him dizzy and short of breath. He shifted in his chair and it squeaked as if it were breaking. Harlan held himself, mopped his forehead, and tried to think of something that could fly. His chair squealed again and Harlan panicked and stumbled to where he sensed the exit was, but instead he ended up in a maze of walls and hallways.
That was when Harlan saw the old Chinese woman. Her being Chinese was unusual in itself—there weren't many Chinese in town. But beyond her race, something reached through Harlan's fear. Her hands. The old woman was doing something with her hands. Rather than fidgeting with a magazine or fiddling with the TV remote, they were meticulously folding little squares of golden paper, as if it were the most necessary and important job in the world. Carefully creasing the papers, one way, then another, the tiny woman's hands radiated a calm that recognized and stilled him like a careworn, faithful Psalm.
After nearly 14 years in this town, Harlan should have known better, but Harlan was beyond knowing better or worse as he lurched toward the woman like a scoop of cheesy macaroni looking for a plate. Then he coughed, and she stopped, startled at his noise, his mass and, Harlan guessed, a sickening waft of shit and soap. Reality punched him in the gut, and Harlan pulled back, holding a napkin to his mouth, trying to shrinkwrap into an apology she could understand. But the old woman didn't sneer or hold her nose or spit. Instead, she looked at Harlan, and seeing fat frightened man with the scared little boy eyes, slowly smiled, the reached over and until she held his one free hand with both of her own. Then, with a nod, she went back to her folding.
Stunned that a stranger would actually touch him, Harlan drifted away as if in a dream. When he woke up, he realized that his hand, which had been empty, now contained a little golden bird.
"In view of your 13 years of service to the Company we agree to pay you the following severance..."
The doctor told him that she would help him if he wanted to take legal action against the piggery, because his ailments were clearly work-related, and those factory farm people needed to be held accountable, or something like that. Almost as an afterthought, she squinted at her clipboard and muttered that he was to come back next week for more tests, but even as he said thank you and tried to feign a little hope, Harlan knew better than to trust wishful thinking.
As he shuffled out, Harlan froze as he once again saw the old Chinese woman. This time however, she wasn't alone; she was wheeling a younger woman down the hall. She might have been her daughter, or her granddaughter, he couldn't tell, for sickness had rendered her irrelevant to time. With her head wrapped in a scarf and her eyes sunken too far into their sockets, Harlan felt the strangest urge to cook her a meal—not cheesy macaroni from a box, but something slow-cooked and homemade, like you bring for family at Thanksgiving, if you had any, or at least any that would still welcome you at the table. And now that she was walking, the old woman herself looked so frail that he wondered if she could have stayed upright without leaning on the wheelchair. But as they teetered away, both of them were laughing, even giggling, as they wheeled through the hallway while fearing no evil.
 
Harlan walked two steps toward them, then sighed and watched the women disappear down the hall. Only when they turned the corner did he wave, then walk away. The young woman had never seen him, the old woman would probably forget him, but he would hold both of them in his mind and heart forever.
And Harlan looked into his hand at the sparkling gift he had received.
Harlan held onto that bird from morning until night to morning again. And, when Harlan went to the public library, his hands still were not empty. The librarian didn't notice him standing for a good minute; she was trying to read a book by Baudelaire while checking on a group of listless, heat-soaked kids, who were presumably waiting for story time, but had been dropped off at the library two hours too early. Unlike the hospital, the library was as air-conditioned as the pig farm, and in the librarian, perspiring beneath her brown dress, brown-rimmed glasses, and clean, stringy brown hair, Harlan sensed someone as familiar with necessity as he.
Harlan was about to ring the bell when the librarian saw him. She gasped, looked toward the children, then grabbed the phone. But before she dialed, the librarian noticed what the pigman held in his hand, and that his hand was shaking. Slowly, she put the phone down. The children snittered, but the librarian shushed them and listened to Harlan softly mumble his story about the Chinese lady and the golden birds. Then, she nodded, adjusted her glasses, and scurried away.
Watching her go, Harlan suddenly coughed and in the empty library, the sound was like a muddy boot kicking down a door. The kids, even the youngest ones, flinched too quickly, as if from lifetimes of practice. Harlan saw their fear, and tried to smile. But now they were afraid to even look at him.
 
Left with his breathing, Harlan realized that he was the only other person in the library. No one was taking a bestseller off the shelf, finding an old map, or making too much noise instead of studying. No one was passing notes or doodling horses and valentines. No one was photocopying a birth certificate or finding information on how to start a small business. The only fresh faces came from the government-issued posters in the children's section, with smiling going-to-be astronauts and explorers saying that books can take you anywhere. But the huddled, sweaty kids beneath them seemed less like astronauts and more like duffel-bag refugees waiting for the last Greyhound bus to hell.
When she finally came back with a small stack of books, Harlan made to thank her, but the librarian put her finger to her mouth and hushed him as if he were a fourth grader. Almost smiling, she gestured to one of the empty wooden tables. Then she let herself sigh, just a little, before going back to her babysitting and Baudelaire.
 
That day, Harlan discovered the golden birds were cranes. He discovered a Japanese folk tale that told of an old woman, much like the one he had seen in the hospital, who folded one thousand cranes to wish that her daughter would no longer be ill. And by the time the storyteller and story hour finally began, and the librarian could fully concentrate on her book, Harlan discovered that he wanted to concentrate on something, too.
 
So Harlan drove to Target and bought a roll of gold wrapping paper. Then he went home, cut the paper into squares, and began to fold. Why, he didn't know. He didn't care to know. While he was still full of life, while he still could trust that wishful thinking was not the same as making a wish, he simply folded. He would never give the cranes to the women in the hospital, but he folded, anyway. And not just for the two of them. He folded for someone on a dying farm, or with a black eye, or waiting at a counter a thousand miles from home. He folded for a librarian in brown with her Baudelaire, for shell-shocked kids waiting for their story time, for every necessary, unspeakable want too deep to pray for, each yearning that makes a heart bend as if to breaking under the weight of unrequited love. For everyone heavy with want, needing one wish come to true—he folded the cranes.
"You understand and agree that this severance payment is in lieu of all other payments and benefits due you as a result of your employment by the Company."
For each of them, a thousand cranes.
 
*****
 
Harlan folded a crane, then another, and another after that. Then, he paused, cocked his head and folded a crane whose creases didn't exactly line up, so one of its wings came out crooked. He kissed it and smiled.
Harlan's first attempts at the cranes had not been entirely successful. Tears, smudges, re-folds, heads that were too big, wings ending in something other than perfect tips… But as he made to throw them away, he stopped. Imperfect through no fault of their own, they were simply the products of a clumsy, flawed creator. So he kept them. And though the mistakes slowly disappeared, Harlan occasionally folded a crooked crane on purpose, so those first cranes would never feel unplanned, unwanted, or ashamed.
 
It was ten-thirty, and heat was still dripping off his body. Sweat oozed into irritated patches of skin, and Harlan blew on his fingers to keep his them dry. But he didn't open the window, because that would just bring in the smell, and turning the fan any higher would scatter paper all over the apartment. Suppose he died right then, there—what would the people say about such clutter on the floor? So he continued as usual, feeling his body slip and his lungs squeal, like they had so many times before.
"You may be eligible for Unemployment Insurance. You can get details and apply for benefits at your local office."
When his employers found out about his coughing, the bloody paper towels in the washroom trashcan, and the name of the doctor he'd been seeing, he knew it was only a matter of time before they laid him off. Of course, they would make up some excuse about phasing out his job,and upgrading the lagoon. And no one would question them, least of all Harlan. But though it seemed easy to get rid of the fat dying pigman, Harlan knew that they each carried some of the pigman inside them, as well. How many people, Harlan wondered, were sick and both hungry and full to bursting, even now?
And with each crane he folded, he remembered the old woman and the young woman, wheeling down the hallway, laughing in the face of a prognosis as terrible and certain as tomorrow after nearly 14 years.
It was a quarter to midnight, and time for Harlan to go bed. For once, he didn't have to work, but out of habit and lack of any other plan, he placed the cranes and papers back into the cardboard box. Harlan coughed again and steadied himself before he dragged his chair to the closet and stepped up. With a gasp, he held the heaviness of the box, heaved it over his head, and stepped up on the sturdy chair.
And Harlan had almost made it when the earth broke. First a crack, then a horrible mindless squeal as the state shuddered with its first major earthquake in recorded history.
 
Foundations split, sewage lines ruptured, and waste spewed up into the streets. Generations of unchallenged brick and masonry crumbled as fire illuminated what fell from the old shopping malls and the new, the rich homes and poor, the hospitals, banks, and churches alike.
Down the highway, the pig lagoons lurched and coughed up their shit and stillbirths and syringes and excrement over their banks—but they were insignificant in the overflow of a town finally sinking beneath the guilt of a hungry world.
The secrets of every closet and cupboard, the every back room, and basement, were laid into plain view, with all the bloated necessity that the quake had exposed. In a town where the ground never moved, it was as if God had come to collect the wages of sin. With each aftershock, the ground seemed to sigh and settle back just a little, as if releasing itself from lifetimes of hurt, wishful thinking, and shame.
And Harlan was flung off his chair, sent flying into the sky, with the box full of golden paper and cranes.
He thought of the old woman, and the young woman, and the snorting homely girl. He thought of the foreign man spitting and holding his nose. He thought of someone on a dying farm, with a black eye, or waiting unwanted at a counter a thousand miles from home. He thought of a library with no air conditioning, two hours before story time with no other visitors.
 
How many waste-nots too deep to pray for? How many want-nots to make a heart bend as if to break? How many cranes, how many thousand cranes, thousand wishes, how many could float in a room for people who needed them, whom they would never see?
He felt a sharp pain, coughed, and thought how sad that he wouldn't be able to fold any more cranes, and how peculiar it was to be weightless, in freefall, and in love.
"Thank you for your contributions to the Company. We wish you success in finding employment alternatives."
And, three days later, when the firefighters finally reached his apartment, they stopped, as they beheld a room where nothing was out of place, nothing was spilled, except a single body, remarkably free from the scent of death, with its neck bent at an odd angle looking like nothing so much as an unfurled wing. A single body, with two spent, empty lungs and a heart finally at rest, surrounded by thousands and thousands of little folded birds, glittering like stars in the September sky, and unfolded papers gathered around the dead man's head like a cradle, a hand, an improbable halo of weightless fallen gold.



Spaceship Home
 I do hope
 to figure how this spaceship works.
 To unhitch it from gravity.
 Nudge it moonwise
 to gallop through bedrooms, and bleeding, and clouds.


 Somewhere, a couple says,
 "It's time to start a family."
 And the storm hears,
 but they don't care—
 or maybe, they leave
 the storm to rage.


 For above the stratus,
 the cumulonimbus, the cirrus—
 the sky is clear and newborn,
 like worlds which are yet to come.


 Where nightmares are invisible.
 Where I shall return, surely
 as the thunder despises
 what learns to fly faster, then faster
 than light.





Coming in 2014
He Mele a Hilo (A Hilo Song)
By Ryka Aoki
From Topside Press
 
The Tale of the Sorriest Musubis
Nona arrived at Harry’s house with the Tupperware full of chicken. Harry’s house was easy to spot. His yard was always preened and sculpted. Craggy rocks and immaculate bonsai trees guarded the front, while fruit trees, orchids and anthuriums made music in the back. Nona thought about her own frumpy kine looking house with the jungle weeds and felt a little ashamed.


“Hey Nona!” Harry ran out and gave her a hug.
Nona was still a little shocked that someone could be so happy to see her.
Nona had known Harry back when he used to drop off his two kids at school before work and picked them up afterwards. Always one smiley kine guy, he would say hello and talk story when he had the chance. About the kids, mostly, how rascal they were, and the next trip the family was taking. Harry was a good storyteller and even though she never actually had tutored his kids, she felt in some ways that she knew his kids better than her own students.


Then his kids left the school and so did he, though of course she really didn’t think much about it at the time. Still, something must have made Harry memorable since, when years later, when she read the obituary for his wife, she felt as if she had lost someone she had known, too.
A couple of months after the funeral, Nona ran into Harry at Sack n’ Save. He was limping and bent over like one tomato plant needing one pole. He waved and tried to smile, but all he could say was, “Still not used to shopping alone.”
“You can shop with me, then,” Nona said.
And Harry did.
Over time Harry would call her for go shopping, or maybe for drive over to Leung’s for eat saimin, or just talk story about old times or what Harry’s kids were up to now on the mainland and how the Nona’s hula was going.
And then one day he said, “I think you’re beautiful,” and they realized that they were in love.
Anyway, Nona brought in the chicken and Harry told her since that this was such a nice day, why they no go someplace for a picnic? Nona nodded and the two of them packed their food and a goza mat and drove down to Kolekole beach.


Just a few miles north of Hilo is Kolekole Beach Park. Kolekole lies at the bottom of a deep, forested gulch. Between the Hamakua surf and the river and the rain, the grass is usually wet, so local people usually eat in the pavilion with the charcoal grill and the rusty mossy roof. But Nona and Harry both preferred to eat beneath the sky, and could usually find one nice place outside.
Today it was a big flat rock by the river, still warm from the day. Harry rolled out the goza mat, Nona opened her Tupperware, and there were the yummy pieces of chicken that Harry had been thinking about since Nona’s phone call.
Then Harry brought out a Tupperware of his own.
“What—eggs?” Nona teased.
“No! Try look, Nona, I made them special!”
Harry opened the Tupperware and Nona tried not to laugh as she beheld what were the sorriest-looking musubi she had ever seen.
All different shapes, and sizes, some were vaguely sphere-like, while others were freeform and somewhat harder to describe. Harry had even tried to stuff some with ume, though the pink spots on the outside revealed that the salted plums weren’t quite in the middle of the rice.


“Hey, I tried my best—no laugh—I’m only one quarter Japanese, you know!”
But Nona couldn’t help it. It was almost as bad as the “crispy potato salad” incident, when Harry never realize that the potatoes had to be boiled first.
Seeing Harry’s expression, Nona tried to eat a rice ball without laughing. Still the rice fell out of her hands.
It wasn’t her fault. You see, rice balls aren’t really balls. Rice balls, or musubis, or onigiris (on the mainland) are really triangles, and this is important because then you can eat the rice from corner to corner before you get to the middle and the dang ting won’t fall apart.
Harry tried to eat one, and of course it fell apart as well.
“Here, give me your hands,“ Nona instructed.


Harry put his hands out and Nona dumped her tea on them.
“Hey! You trying for burn me?”
“You have to wet your hands first, or the rice will stick.”
“Oh.” This was news to Harry.
“Now, pick up a musubi.”
Harry did so and Nona placed her hands over his.
“You make the triangle like this. Put one hand over the other—no, sideways, like this—and squeeze,” she said. Then she shifted his grip and guided his hands over the rice. “And squeeze. Again. See?”
“Oh wow! Just li’dat?”
“Just li’dat. Now you try make one yourself.”
The two of them sat making musubis on the warm rock at Kolekole Beach Park, as the sun slipped away from a cloud and the green ferns and philodendrons rippled with the rush of the river against the incoming waves. You won’t believe me, but afterward, as they ate Harry’s formerly sorry musubis and the Nona’s perfect chicken, even the mosquitoes left them alone.
***
Mosquitoes are just like people—they get tired of eating the same thing over and over. Notice who always complains about mosquitoes—the tourists and visitors. Mosquitoes don’t seem to bother the locals much. In fact, when college students come back Hawaii for Christmas, and the mosquitoes attack them, all the cousins make fun because it’s a sure sign that they’ve been away too long.


To the mosquitoes, Kamakawiwo’ole was one big exotic Kosher-style buffet line. He had tried everything from OFF! to mosquito punks to Avon’s Skin-So-Soft, but the mosquitoes kept coming back for more. In fact, mosquitoes were the reason that he went out to Hilo that morning, because he was fixing his back porch and the Pahoa store was out of OFF! One of the hippies at the coffee shop suggested a macrobiotic diet and meditation as the most karmically pure way to attain an agreement with the little creatures, but Kam simply wanted them dead. So that day, he went to Hilo.
As usual, Hilo was raining, and when Kam drove into the KTA Supermarket parking lot, the weather pretty much matched how he felt inside.
Here he was in paradise, and what? His family had all but disowned him, and though that made no difference to him financially, he had come to Hawaii to gain something positive, not lose anything.
But in Pahoa, he hadn’t made too many friends. They were willing to talk about, and even to demonstrate which process or philosophy they were studying, but no one was really open about who they were. What about their families, their friends? He scratched at a mosquito bite. It seemed so strange that someone would offer to give him a kukui nut enema, yet wouldn’t share where she grew up.
This was not at all what he had imagined, and nothing like the unwordable warmth he got from listening to that Iz guy. He went to the store and bought his OFF! and cold soda. He didn’t notice the Japanese lady in the kamaboko aisle asking if him he was feeling okay, or the Filipina check-out girl saying mahalo. Walking back to his car, a truck stopped gently to let him pass, but it didn’t register.


He didn’t want to return to Pahoa, but he didn’t know where else to go. So he took out his phone and sat on a bench. He actually thought about calling his sister, but by God’s grace his cell phone battery was dead.
Kam glanced at the community bulletin board on the wall behind him. A lot of people were selling rusty cars. One was advertising a used futon. Another invited everyone to a hula demonstration that was being held at the Royal Hawaiian Hotel.
Kam finished his soda, tossed the can, and pulled the flyer off the wall.
On this flyer was the most beautiful woman that Kam had ever seen.
***
Harry and Nona, of course, were already there. Nona always wanted to get to the performances a little early, just to make sure she made it on time. As the other women arrived, however, Harry put his hands in his pocket and looked down. Nona had worn the wrong mu’u mu’u.


Nona looked at the others, then at herself. She had worn the blue mu’u mu’u with the green trim, while the others had worn the orange and bright red. Nona tried biting her lip, but that didn’t make her feel any better. Ignacio Viramontes looked at her with a stink eye, snorted, and went back to talking to Betty Manibog, no doubt about her.
Harry watched Nona start shaking and put his arm around her. “Come, Nona, its still early, let’s go back and get the orange mu’u mu’u. Come.”
Nona lived up the mountain, and there was no way they’d make it back in time. Both of them knew this, but Harry was not going to let Nona stand there and be laughed at by Betty Manibog. And Nona?  She just couldn’t face her kumu right now. She rubbed her eyes and face with her hands, and the make-up she had spent almost a full hour applying smeared across her face like ohelo jam. Harry pulled off his T-shirt to let her wipe her face and blow her nose. He stroked Nona’s hair as they walked past the banyan trees to his car. Then he opened the door for her, and closed it after her.
As they drove off, Nona saw one old Hawaiian lady walking to the performance. For a split second, Nona made eye contact with her before they pulled away. And in that moment, there was peace.
***
Meanwhile, Kam had just found a shady place on the grass. Generic slack key guitar drifted over the PA as the members of a band were unloading and setting up the heads, cabinets, mikes, assorted stands, cables, more cables, and effects loops.


Kam smiled. No matter how different the music was, no matter where it was played or the style, or the language, setting up and taking down was the same. Somewhere in the Royal Hawaiian parking lot waited an old van or pick-up truck, much like the one he’d had years ago in Los Angeles, faithfully waiting for its owners to come back after the show, laden with crates, boxes, and cases full of the stuff they used to make the music.
After a few minutes, the slack key ended, and the band cleared the stage. 
Kam searched for the woman in the flyer. Part of him was already resigned to the possibility that the woman had been simply added to the flyer to garner more interest in the show. Still, the breeze was nice, and it kept those damned mosquitoes away. At the very least, he had a reason to be out of Pahoa.
Then he saw Noelani Choi.
Without any introduction or warning, she had picked up a huge gourd and slammed it to the stage.


Thoom! Then the rhythm. Thoom! –slap- Thoom thoom
-slap-!
Noelani alternately pounded and slapped the ipu as her dancers made their way to the grassy stage. Noelani’s voice seemed to be dancing, in front of them, guiding them as surely as if she had taken each one by her hand.
And then, the dancers, in their blue and green mu’u mu’us, began to sway.


Thoom! –slap- Thoomthoom! -slap-!
Thoom! –slap- Thoomthoom! -slap-!
Here, in the chant, the breath, the dancers, was what Kam had felt before. But again, he couldn't understand it. He looked first at the dancers, then back at the crowd. Some of them were tourists—this was a hotel, after all—but many more of them seemed to be regular folks from Hilo, out enjoying an afternoon—perhaps watching a niece or grandson perform.


What that exactly meant, he didn’t know. All he knew was that here, against the blue sky and the Hilo Bay, that part of him was home.
At the set break, Kam wandered to the bathroom and found himself standing next to the band’s bass player, a big brown guy with broad shoulders and eyes like a girl’s.


He asked if his band were playing the next set. The bass player said yes—for the first set the kumu likes to do the old stuff—you know all the chanting li’dat—then we help out with the more contemporary kine stuff.
“It must be real tough setting up your equipment with the rain.”


The big guy exhaled.
“You said it, brah—you play in one band, too?
“Not anymore. But I used to play in Hollywood, a long time ago.”
“Hey, all right. My name Jonathan, but people call me Jonny-Boy.”
Kamakawiwo’ole thought about how he should introduce himself. For some reason, he knew that if he told the guy his new legal name, he would seem like a flake. So he replied, “My name is Kam.”
Jonny-Boy shook himself off and zipped and flushed.


“Gotta go—come visit after we pau!” He washed his hands and left.
Kam thought to himself—pow? The he remembered. Pau was Hawaiian for finished.
And he did.
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