Judy Ruiz

Oranges and Sweet Sister'Boy

Iam SLEEPING, HARD, WHEN THE TELEPHONE RINGS. It

to say he is now my sister. I feel something fry a little,
sometimes dreams get mixed up with not-dreams, I d
me get a cigarette,” I say, knowing that if I reach for a
orasnake or anything else on the way to my lips that I

The cigarette stays a cigarette. I light it. I ask m

S MY BROTHER, AND &g’
deep behind my eyes, Knowj
ecide to do a reality test at o
Marlboro and it turns into a t
‘m still out in the large world of 4

y brother to run that stuff by me agajp,

It is the Texas Zephyr at midni
form; she carries flowers
aisle, and a child goes past this coup
goes past them and past them, going always to the toilet b
and the child could be a horse or she could be the police and th
more than they do, which is not at all—the man’s hands hi
her skirt up, her stockings and garters, the petals and finally all the flowers spilling ot
into the aisle and his mouth open on her. My mother. My father. I am conceived near
Dallas in the dark while a child passes, a young girl who knows and doesn’t know, whe
witnesses, in glimpses, the creation of the universe, who feels an odd hurt as her own

mother, fat and empty, snores with her mouth open, her false teeth slipping down,
snores and snores just two seats behind the Creators.

News can make a person stupid. It can make
The Blade question, thinking that if he hasyy’
2 cabin out on Puget Sound. That we can talk. That I ca
“Begin with an orange,” I would tell him. “Becaus
ture, put the orange somewhere so that it will not both
even a pocket or a handbag will do. The orange,
longer than say a banana or a peach.”
I'would hold an orange out to him, | would say,
And I would tell him about the woman [ sawin a b

like it was an apple. She was wild looking, as if she’d been outside for too long in a wind that
blew the same way all the time. One of the

dregs of humanity, our mother would have called
her, the same mother who never brought
used to ask me to “start” their oranges for

so they could peel the rind away, and their small hands weren’t equipped with fingernails

that were long enough or strong enough to do the job. Sometimes they would suck the juice
out of the hole my thumbnajl had made, leaving the orange flat and sad.

rent
n get him to touch base with reality.

€ oranges are mildly intrusive by na-
er you—in the cupboard, in a drawer,
being a patient fruit, will wait for you much

“This is the one that will save your jife”
us station who bit right into her orange

The earrings are as big as dessert plates,
down that touch her bare shoulders. She
takes her picture. The sun is absorbed b
feels the heat, it is too late. The hanging

filigree gold-plated with thin dangles hanging
stands in front of the Alamo while a bald man
y the earrings so quickly that by the time she
dangles make small blisters on her shoulders,

. She takes the famous river walk in spiked heels,
rides in a boat, eats some Italian noodles, returns to the motel room, soaks her feet, and

applies small band-aids to her toes, She is briefly concerned about the gun on the night-
stand. The toilet flushes. She pretends to be sleeping. The gun is just large and heavy. A
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52 A 357 magnum? She’s never been good with names. She.hopes l;z dcgil;, te }111‘}; chl
5 ‘thai if he does, that it's not loaded. But he'll say it’s loaded just ff)r f n.thmu 1 pul
?;: trigger and the bullet will lodge in her medulla oblongata, ripping g
:vomb first, taking everything else vital on the way.

i ¥ is: ¢ . The testicles have to come out.
In the magazine articles, you don't see this: “Well, yes

: ; “sex change” op-
: isi » t is tonsils. So-and-so has had a “sex ¢
. . The penis is cut off.” What you ge! é : ot DEO-
: And. YESA sexI::hange operation. How precious. How benign. Doctor, just what do you p
L Bfatlo -

ith those penises? o . -
gy dl:)l WI:]::an mallze a person a little crazy also. News like, “We regret to mform you that y
ew

have failed your sanity hearing”

- S 4

| e w i i is one small
Th bracelet on my wrist bears the necessary information about me, but there i o

: / . !
: The receptionist typing the information asked me m rellglous preference said
0 errof. D P Y

«\jone.” She typed, “Neon.

Pearl doesn’t have any teeth and her tongue looks weird. She says, ]Ec’iumpkull1 Eie‘kj 'f;h;ites‘
I Sometimes she runs her hands over my bed sheets and says p ]117 -
” She'saYSlI under the sheets. Marsha got stabbed in the chest, b?ut she tells ﬁ\_rery
Somﬂmflelsl aﬂ: knife. Elizabeth—she’s the one who thinks her shoe is a baby,— it rrie
one Sheb ek Owl;th a tra.y right after one of the cooks gave me extra toast. There's Sa no e_!
o ljcll tin board about a class for the nurses: “How Puttl.ng A quel Qn I\%mi_
:)ilrlng’lseFage ;/Iakes Them Stop Banging Their Spoon/ E)R Redn;{ction :);]I)l::,tr}llxgl;z it &:} j
i i i ning—7 p.M.—Conference oom.” An te an
E(r)lzlen?eih’gl‘:?;pl?z fgiiza;iiir\f:tiongclass: “COWS. All the paranoid schizophrenics will
e ;}_;ETE- in the place for the permanently bewildered, I fit right in. Not ‘becat'xse;i;}ooose:
at thee zjindow that first night and listened to the trains, Not bEICE.lUSC 1 ;21‘113%}1:; ! those
i bracelets, the jewelry of earth. Not even because I imagi one of
those Werei as on my own arm and was the Texas Zephyr where.a young coup
o oo eg wnceived me. [ am eighteen and beautiful and committed to the state
iii?)?tlagvl:ya: di‘;(t)rict court judge for a period of one day to life. Because I am a para-
noid schizophrenic,
I will learn about{é:ow&

’ i ’s the
So I'm being very quiet in the back of the classroom, a}nd I m peeilizgn Tt}u(::r';‘it IctD surse |
smell that makes the others begin to turn around, th.at ‘mlld]y intrus Soolfare un o i
is called “Women and Modern Literature,” and the diaries of V;l}:gmlamess B S
cussion except nobody has anything to say. I, of couti':::é :m making a
’ i that my brother is now my sister. . ' _
e ILZ:e:axit'iggrr:? flzld}; stillyorangey, i wander in to‘leave somethll'r:g onsa :1;5:( (1)1; Z Lirc()) .
fessor’s office, and he’s reading so I'm being very quiet, and then c;l is]zzyh,er vt of out of
nowhere, “Emily Dickinson up there in her _room makl.nlg poems v:able N et thime
making love to her best friend right downstairs on the dining rooom two. feguar thing.
Think of it. And Walt Whitman out sniffing around tl:e‘boys.M ul1; mthef eat American
Poets.” And I want to grab this professor’s arm .and say, LlStCl;. );_fe other called me and
Now he’s my sister, and I'm having trouble making fense out of my ;{n i Cgkies o t,um rould
¥ou mind not telling me any more stuff about sex” And I want my
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while the pressure of my fingers leaves imprints right through his jacket, little indentatig
he can interpret as urgent. But I dont say anything. And I don’t grab his arm. I go read ,
magazine. I find this:

“I've never found an explanation for why the human race has so many languages,
When the brain became a language brain, it obviously needed to develop an intense de-
gree of plasticity. Such plasticity allows languages to be logical, coherent systems and
yet be extremely variable. The same brain that thinks in words and symbols is also 2
brain that has to be freed up with regard to sexual turn-on and partnering. God knows
why sex attitudes have been subject to the corresponding degrees of modification and
variety as language. [ suspect there’s a close parallel between the two. The brain doesn’t
seern incredibly efficient with regard to sex.”

John Money said that. The same John Money who, with surgeon Howard W. Jones, per.
formed the first sex change operation in the United States in 1965 at Johns Hopkins Upj;.
versity and Hospital in Baltimore.

Money also tells us about the hijra of India who disgrace their families because they are
too effeminate: “The ultimate stage of the hijra is to get up the courage to go through the
amputation of penis and testicles. They had no anesthetic.” Money also answers anyone whg
might think that “heartless members of the medical profession are forcing these poor dar-
lings to go and get themselves cut up and mutilated,” or who think the medical profession
should leave them alone. “You'd have lots of patients willing to get a gun and blow off their
own genitals if you don’t do it. I've had several who got knives and cut themselves trying to
get rid of their sex organs. That’s their obsession!”

Perhaps better than all else, [ understand obsession. Tt is of the mind. And it is language-
bound. Sex is of the body. It has no words. [ am stunned to learn that someone with an ob-
gsession of the mind can have parts of the body surgically removed. This is my brother I
speak of. This is not some lunatic named Carl who becomes Carlene. This is my brother.

e o

So while were out in that cabin on Puget Sound, I'll tell him about LuAnn. She is the sort of
woman who orders the inseason fruit and a little cottage cheese. ] am the sort of woman who
orders a double cheeseburger and fries. LuAnn and I are sitting in her car. She has a huge or-
ange, and she peels it so the peel falls off in one neat strip. I have a sack of oranges, the small
ones. The peel of my orange comes off in hunks about the size of a baby’s nail. “Oh, you
bought the juice oranges,” LuAnn says to me. Her emphasis on the word “juice” makes me
want to die or something. I lack the courage to admit my ignorance, so I smile and breathe
“yes,” as if I know some secret, when I'm wanting to scream at her about how my mother
didn’t teach me about fruit and my own blood pounds in my head wanting out, out.

There is a pattern to this thought as there is a pattern for a jumpsuit. Sew the sleeve to
the leg, sew the leg to the collar. Put the garment on. Sew the mouth shut. This is how
~7 | 1tell about being quiet because T am bad, and because I cannot stand it when he beats
me or my brother.

A5
W “The first time I got caught in your clothes was when I was four years old and you wer€

over at Sarah what’s-her-name’s babysitting. Dad beat me so hard 1 thought I was going t
die. I really thought I was going to die. That was the day I made up my mind I would never
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get caught again. And I never got caught again.” My brother goes on to say he continued to
g0 through my things until T was hospitalized. A mystery is solved,

He wore my clothes. He played in my makeup. I kept saying, back then, that someone
was going through my stuff, T kept saying it and saying it. I told the counselor at school.
«gomeone goes in my room when I'm not there, and I know it—goes in there and wears my
cJothes and goes through my stuff.” [ was assured by the counselor that this was not so. I was
assured by my mother that this was not so. I thought my mother was doing it, snooping
sround for clues like mothers do. It made me a little crazy, so [ started deliberately leaving
¢hings in a certain order so that T would be able to prove to myself that someone, indeed,
was going through my belongings. No one, not one person, ever believed that my room was
being ransacked; I was accused of just making it up. A paranoid fixation.

And all the time it was old Goldilocks.

- -

501 tell my brother to promise me he’ll see someone who counsels adult children from dys-
functional famnilies. [ tell him he needs to deal with the fact that he was physically abused on
a daily basis. He tells me he doesn’t remember being beaten except on three occasions. He
wants me to get into a support group for families of people who are having a sex change.

- Support groups are people who are in the same boat. Except no one has any oars in the
. water.

I tell him I know how it feels to think you are in the wrong body. I tell him how I wanted
my boyfriend to put a gun up inside me and blow the woman out, how I thought wearing
spiked heels and low-cut dresses would somehow help my crisis, that putting on an ultra-
feminine outside would mask the maleness I felt needed hiding. I tell him it’s the rule, rather
than the exception, that people from families like ours have very spooky sexual identity
problems. He tells me that his sexuality is a birth defect. I recognize the lingo. It’s support-
group-for-transsexuals lingo. He tells me he sits down to pee. He told his therapist that he
used to wet all over the floor, His therapist said, “You can’t aim the bullets if you doo’t touch
the gun.” Lingo. My brother is hell-bent for castration, the castration that started before he
had language; the castration of abuse. He will simply finish what was set in motion long ago.

L - -6

F'will tell my brother about the time I took ten sacks of oranges into a school so that I could
teach metaphor. The scllool was for special students—those who were socially or intellec-
tually impaired. 1 had planned to have them peel the oranges as I spoke about how much
the world is like the orange. | handed out the oranges. The students refused to peel them,
not because they wanted to make life difficult for me—they were enchanted with the gift.

- One child asked if he could have an orange to take home to his little brother. Another said

he would bring me ten dollars the next day if T would give him a sack of oranges. And I knew

2. lwas at home, that these children and I shared something that makes the leap of mind the

Metaphor attempts. And something in me healed.

-

A neighbor of mine takes pantyhose and cuts them up and sews them up after stuffing them.

hen she puts these things into Mason jars and sells them, you know, to put out on the man-
tet for conversation. They are little penises and little scrotums, complete with hair. She calls
them “Pickled Peters.”
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A friend of mine had a sister who had a sex change operation. This young woy,
her breasts removed and ran around the house with no shirt on before the

taken out. She answered the door
The sex-changed sister invited him in and offered him some black bean s
perfectly normal with her red surgical wounds and her black stitches, T
and never went back. A couple years later,
car into a concrete brid
for all of us.

an
Stitcheg haq

oup as if gp.

e
; . . he young myy, lerfi
my friend’s sister/brother died when s/,

e
ge railing. T hope for a happier ending. For my brother, for m;:‘; ;

o S

My brother calls. He’s done his toenails: Shimmering Cinnamon. And he’s left hi
children and purchased some nightgowns at a yard sale. His hair is getting longer, H, Wearg
a special bra. Most of the people he works with know about the changes in his life
is not the same voice I've heard for years; he sounds happy.
My brother calls. He’s always envied me, my woman’s body. The same body I Liye inang
have cursed for its softness, He asks me how [ feel about myself. He says, “You know, you are
really our father’s first-born son.” He tells me he used to want to be me becayse I was the
only person our father almost loved.

The drama of life. After I saw that woman in the bus station eat an orange as if it were
an apple, I went out into the street and smoked a joint with some guy I'd met on the byg,
Then I hailed a cab and went to a tattoo parlor. The tattoo artist tried to talk me into gey.
ting a nice bird or butterfly design; I had chosen a design on his wall that appealed to me_.
a symbol I didn’t know the meaning of. It is the Yin-Yang, and it's tattooed above my righe
ankle bone. I suppose my drugged, crazed consciousness knew more than [ knew; that yin
combines with yang to produce all that comes to be. I am drawn to androgyny.

Of course there is the nagging possibility that my brother’s dilemma i genetic. Our fa-

ther used to dress in drag on Halloween, and he made a beautiful woman. One year,
my mother cut my brother’s blond curls o

tied a silk scarf over the tape. Even his close friends didn’t know it was him. And my

youngest daughter was a body builder for a while, her lean body as muscular as a man’s. And
my sons are beautiful, not handsome: they look androgynous.

S Wlfe and

. Hig Voice

e

Then there’s my grandson. I saw him when he was less than an hour old. He was naked and
had hiccups. I watched as he had his first bath, and I heard him cry. He had not been named
yet, but his little crib had a blue card affixed to it with tape. And on the card were the words
“Baby Boy.” There was no doubt in me that the words were true,
When my brother was born, my father was off flying jets in Korea. | went to the hospi-
tal with my grandfather to get my mother and this new brother. I remember how I wanted 2
sister, and [ remember looking at him as my mother held him in the front seat of the car. I
was certain he was a sister, certain that my mother was joking, She removed his diaper to show
me that he was a boy. I still didn’t believe her. Considering what has happened lately, I won-
der if my child-skewed consciousness knew more than the anatomical proof suggested.

s o

I try to make peace with myself. I try to understand his decision to alter himself, I try to
think of him as her. I write his woman name, and I feef like I'm betraying myself. I try to be

one evening. A young man had come to call on g iweTe :
end,
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ing i i humans are in big trouble, that
i, Smlne}:hmg ml o S};“ts ﬁzzve:]c-cle;l::;ll(e‘f‘in?an behavior is. Something in
P don’t really have a clue as to w ' .
an Of,;l(f to all this, that this surgery business is the ultimate betrayal of the self. And yet,
e say®

» ant MY brother to be happy.
| W

o -2 o
in the city of San Antonio that my father had his surgery. I rode the blfls lirom_ tIt(‘ans;:aI:]s

fas 17 and arrived at the hospital two days after the operation to find my at ;r si tmtg "
0 Tesz;ium playing solitaire. He had a type of cancer that particularly thrlveh ofn es (;)r.s
the & aAnd 50 he was castrated in order to ease his pain and to stop the growth of tumors.
terol’le. X

ied six months later. ‘ ‘
) dxlse(f:k in the skeep of the large world of dreams, 1 have done surgeries under wat:; ler;

: haI float my father’s testicles back into him, and he—the brutal man hﬁ‘was?xslhegd
whie the pool a tan and smiling man, parting the surface of the water with his perfec .
Ot

He loves all the grief away.

=™

-

[will tell my brother all I know of oranges, that if you squeeze the orange peetlhinto :12?:;?;
by ile oil i 1. Also, if you squeeze the pe
n because of the volatile oil in the pee _ «
Sn;a]ilnf:(r)e;(i]l?f E:t’s eyes, the cat will blink and blink. T will tell him dthere is 1;)0 Perfec; :;Y{,n\rz
e a i j ke up a good word we can be immortal.
d “orange,” and that if we can just make up : . 1a

fO’;ltlll)Z::r);e obsesged with finding the right word, and I will be joyous at our legitimate
wi

N

have purchased a black camisole with lace to send to my new sister. And a c:?rd. 1:(f)tn tt};; c;:;t—
- side of the card there’s a drawing of 2 woman sitting by a pond and a zebra is off to .

» i f
* Inside are these words; “The past is ended. Be happy.” And I have asked my companions to

hold me and I have cried. My self is wet and small. But it is not dark. Sometimes, if no one

: touches me, I will die. .
: Sister, ;'ou are the best craziness of the family. Brother, love what you love.

Spaldiﬁg Caray
Sex and Death to the Age 14

I cAN REMEMBER RIDING BESIDE THE BARRINGTON RIVER ON THE BACK OF MY 1\«;]01'5511 ; 1(3)11;
¢ycle and she was shouting out'and celebrating because we had just droppet}i} the ())anlOt "
the Japs in Hiroshima, and that meant that her two brothers were coming home.

cople died in World War 1. I didn’t know any, o .

P OPT{:lelgrst death which occurred in onr family was a cocker spaniel. Jill. ]t?a]()}xsd ]11;.;‘\63
called her that because she was very jealous when my little brot}her was l;orn. Elltdll)ri3 foi e Sllfe
i he was always jealous. Bu

temper, which T thought meant bad temper because s : ‘
diedp she bit me. Not just before she died, but some time before. I was harassing her with a




