Jellyfish
[bookmark: _Hlk134632792]The mattress dipped under Leo’s weight; the soft surface felt like heaven against his heavy, aching limbs. A twisted pain stretched up through his ribs, over his shoulders and down his back. Falling into the cloud of pillows and memory foam eased some weight off of his back. Although now there wasn’t any distraction from the thoughts in his head. His eyes started to follow the various patterns of the ceiling in a futile effort to shift his focus elsewhere. Ceilings could often be an interesting thing to look at. Sort of like cloud spotting, finding all the different shapes and curves. Seeing what they made up. There’s a smudge shaped like a dolphin in the corner above Leo’s bed. He stares at it a lot, trying to find sleep, which often evaded him. Imagining the freedom in those waves, watching the sun rise and set above him, the moon changing face, moving the waves in a sort of dance. He imagined the dolphins jumping up through the surface without having to worry about anything else but existing; Society doesn’t expect anything of the oceans inhabitants except to live as they do. Maybe life would be easier as a jellyfish. Being a tiny blob in the ocean sounded a lot easier than this. Not having to worry about his body looking a certain way, adhering to the way people wanted him to. Clothes wouldn’t be an issue either. They just exist and watch the moon glint above them. Wouldn’t that be lovely. 	
[bookmark: _Hlk134553398][bookmark: _Hlk134632731]No hoops to jump through, no expectations except to just live. He wished he could be more like Ty, his friend. His something. His someone. Ty understands themselves in a way Leo wishes he could; they’re comfortable in pushing the gender boundaries without fear. He loved seeing Ty in a skirt or a dress, it makes them look so pretty. He looks at them when they wear it, feels a twinge of something ugly. Jealousy? Longing? Wonder? But he’s a boy. He had been sure of that since he was a kid, even if he wasn’t sure how to put a label on it back then. He was a boy; he couldn’t wear a skirt and he most certainly couldn’t want to wear a skirt. Not anymore. Why couldn’t he have been born a jellyfish?
When he was growing up there was the idea that everyone has to look a certain way. Boys in trousers and shirts with short hair and - quite importantly to his parents - a dick. He didn’t have one of those, so instead growing up he got a pink bedroom and was shoved into every frilly dress his mother could zip him in. Sensible shoes shoved on his feet, long black hair twisted into beautiful braids, nails painted and an appropriate amount of makeup. There were several requirements he had to keep up with, it wasn’t all bad, the dresses were pretty, painting his nails was fun and putting the braids in his hair was always calming, repetitive. Though, a lot of the time, he would look at his dad and want to wear his soft white button up shirts, waistcoat and the bowtie that only came out for fancy occasions. 
He draped himself over the bed, arms stretched wide, staring at that spot on the ceiling, hoping that it’d distract him just enough to stop the tears from overflowing. Perhaps the thought of lapping waves wasn’t particularly helpful to his own watery predicament, but his eyes never wavered from that smudge, the tears fell and then they kept falling. Silently, not even a sniffle broke through the quiet in the room. The hum of the heater in the far corner overpowered any sound that he omitted. Crying silently was a talent he had perfected while still at his childhood home, although calling that place home now felt wrong. His eyelids became heavy, and he let them slide shut. 
A recurring dream he had throughout his childhood overcame him. He sat on a rock, cushioned with moss at the side of a river, the water spraying slightly at his bare ankles before it trickled along calmly, blues and greens blending together with orange specks of fish. He sat cross legged with his own black leather shoes tied on his feet, just like the ones he’d stare at longingly in the shop window. Straight cut trousers that fit him perfectly and didn’t produce weird lumps in weird places. A soft white shirt unbuttoned at the top, loosely fitted over his arms and, most importantly, falling flat over his chest. His fingers gripped and ornate bone handled knife the sliver blade flashed the sun back into his eyes. Long hair pulled over one shoulder as he gathered it in his hand. He gripped the knife in his right hand and raised it above his head ready to cut away a part of himself. The blade fell, his hair tumbled down into the river staining the water dark and darker until the bottom of the river was out of sight. Then the current would carry it away and the boy would sit on the rock and watch the water flow. 
The river flowed down stream and faded from view, the birds chirping grew further and further away, the rock beneath him grew soft and warm. The harder he tried to grab onto the sweet landscape the quicker it slipped from view. The sunrays hid behind clouds and then walls of brick and plaster, no longer warmed by its gently presence Leo shivered at the cold that enveloped his room. His eyes peeled open, and he moved slowly from his curled-up position. The heater had stopped clicking every so often in the background which explained how the room had gotten so cold. 
Leo’s mind wandered back to the dream he’d just been ripped from. He’d managed to fulfil that dream long ago, only he wasn’t sat on a rock by a river but stood in front of the ornate mirror in his mother’s bathroom and it wasn’t a knife either but a pair of scissors he’d stolen from the kitchen earlier that night. It wasn’t a simple swipe either, he’d had to chop and chop and chop until it piled up at his feet, spilling over the tiled floor, stray hairs itched his neck. The haircut wasn’t perfect, not by a long shot. It was patchy and uneven, a clump of hair got pre-emptively snipped off at the front and was shorter than the rest, but for the first time in his life he looked in the mirror and it was him. He’d had a lot of moments like that in his life, they became more frequent as soon as he’d moved out, when he got to start dressing for himself, when he got his first haircut in a barber shop, the first time he got call sir at the supermarket, the first time he’d worn a suit like his fathers. Although he’d also had moments he’d look back into a mirror and see that little girl that he left behind, the little girl inside him that will never let him forget her. He felt her as he laid on the bed, scratching the back of his mind, pushing behind his eyes, and forcing the tears out. It filled him with a sense of dread, his chest hollowed out and empty, yet so heavy at the same time. She joined him in the background, hiding, pointing out the parts of him that still belongs to her. His hips are still what hers would be, his hands small and gentle, his face still had a soft element to it, his eyelashes are long and delicate, chest sticking out unnecessarily, he still belongs to her not matter how much he tries to take his body for his own. 
His limbs remained stiff as he tried to untangle himself from the curled-up position. He stretched out his legs first, all the way until his socked toes touched the bottom of the bed and then he flopped over on to his back. Staring up at that ceiling once more. Rays of early morning sun peaked through the gaps in the curtains covering the room in a soft orange light. He had to get up. He had to get up and have shower, eat some food, get dressed and all the other things people have to do to function as a human being. But first he had to sit up and swing his legs off the side of the bed and stand up. Now the one easy task of getting up is three tasks. Sit up. Sit up. Sit up - a blue light flashes on the other side of the room, breaking apart the gentle colour over the walls. Someone was calling him, no one ever calls him except Ty. He stood and his phone was in his hand, the screen flashed again, it illuminated his face in a harsh blue light. Ty’s name presented itself proudly and Leo swiped to answer it. 
“Aha! I wasn’t sure if you’d be awake.” The smile in their voice was evident. He could almost feel it through the phone. His fingers tightened further in case some of their happiness slipped through to him. 
“I’m awake” Leo’s tongue felt heavy and foreign in his mouth, the words clunky and odd to push out. Oddly enough he felt like he might cry again. 
“I was thinking of going for a walk or something.” Their voice was dampened slightly, the smile in their voice hidden by thin veil of concern. This wasn’t what he meant to do. He wasn’t supposed to worry them. No, no, no, no, no, no, no- “Do you want to join me?” 
Everything felt sort of distant for a moment, like he had no hold on the world. His throat constricted so when he tried to reply a more strangled groan came out instead. 
“Ok.” a humourless laugh followed as if their were trying to keep the tone light. “Ok, alright well I’m here” but they weren’t, they were here on the phone, but they weren’t in front of him here. It would really help if they were here. If they could have wrapped their arms around him and made him feel like the boy he was with their perfect words. He wished they were here so he could absorb some of the happiness that seemed to drip out of them. 
He moved his tongue in the hopes that he would be able to form words again, but once more all he could do was push some air through his teeth. His gums were too big, his throat was too small, and the syllables never sounded right falling from his lips. 
“Just take a breath, give yourself a moment.” Ty voice filtered through the speaker at Leo’s ear. It was slightly tinny through the old phone, but it was so them. So calm and perfect and patient and smooth. He pulled the oxygen from the air and filled his lungs and released it. He repeated these movements for a few moments until his throat didn’t feel so tight and his tongue could move more fluidly. 
“Can you- can you come over?” it was quiet and barely there, but Ty heard him. Ty always heard him. 
“Already got my shoes on. I’m gonna stay on the phone till I get to you, ok?” and he just nodded and sunk to the floor still nodding like a bobble head even though Ty couldn’t see him. 
Through the phone he could hear the door creaking open and shut. The lock click and the jingle of keys being shoved into a pocket. Leo pressed his back into the wall as hard as he could and tried to shove the little girl in his head away, as far away as she would go, but she always came back. She was there again. Whispering in the back of his head and get louder and lOuDer and LoUdER and LOUDER! “You’re a girl” she’d whisper, “You have the breasts I would have.” The word ‘breasts’ made him flinch. “You have the hips and hands I would have. You’ve cut my hair and you’ve stopped making my face feminine and beautiful. You’ve ruined everyt-“ his mind was wiped and all he could hear was the hummed tune coming from his phone. It was something he couldn’t quite place, but the sweet humming of Ty’s voice was hypnotizing. 
Da da da da daa doo dooo doo hmm hmm. The kingdom dance, he thought distantly, Tangled is Ty’s favourite film so of course they would sing something from that. 
He focused every note that came through the dingy little speaker of his phone. It wasn’t long before he heard his window on the other side of the room slide open and Ty’s head popped through with the phone still to his ear.
“Hey” the feedback through the phones made both of them flinch as Leo hastily hung up and threw his phone onto the scratchy carpet. Ty clambered through the window and sat in front of Leo stroking their hands up and down his arms in a comforting gesture. It helped, quickly Leo was grounded and the tension he held in his whole body released a little. His shoulders slumped from up to his ears and he raised his head to look at Ty through the tears threatening to spill. 
“Hey there.” They spoke so softly and with such care it was hard for Leo to believe they were talking to him. “What’s going up here?” gently their index finger poked in between his eyes. For a moment it made Leo go cross eyed before looked back up at Ty crouched in front of him. For a moment he just sat their a stared at them, trying to figure out a how to put all these feelings into words. One tear spilled over and trickled down his cheek, Ty’s hand moved, and their thumb wiped it away. Instead of taking their hand back, they kept it their against his cheek. The extra touched helped organize his thoughts. 
“I feel like a girl. I look like a girl. Everything feels wrong.” Ty’s face looked as though Leo had stabbed them a twisted the knife. 
“Your body doesn’t define you, the same way it doesn’t define me. Your identity is yours, not the thoughts in your head”
“I know that. Logically I know that, but…” his voice broke and more tears escaped “but sometimes I still feel like that little girl. Trapped, I feel like I betrayed her.” 
“Sometimes..” they hesitated “Sometimes, I think about who I was growing up, but rather than seeing a little boy I prefer to see someone who didn’t know who they were yet. Now I get to live as who I always wanted to be. Even if that little boy didn’t know it yet, he was never a boy.” And with that the voices quietened down, and he had a new perspective on the little girl he once was or never was. 
“I never thought about her being a boy too, just as something I had to fight to be who I am.” 
“You once told me that you wanted to be your Dad growing up. Look like him, talk like him, act like him. As far as I’m aware your fulfilling your child self’s dreams not betraying them.” Leo sniffled for a moment and moved his arm to wipe away his tears with his sleeve before Ty stopped him and pulled out a pack of tissues from somewhere, he wasn’t paying attention. “Here.” 
“Thank you. For being here… and for the tissues” that pulled a chuckle out of them, and the pair sat, staring at each other and Leo felt better. 
“Come on little jellyfish.” Ty said pulling Leo to his feet “Let’s go cloud spotting!” 







In this short story I wanted to showcase how different people experience and express gender; I also wanted to show how people feel gender dysphoria. The main character in this story is named Leo, who is a trans man. I started the story expressing his frustration with the world and with himself, he feels a lot of discomfort with his body which is something that I feel myself. Dysphoria has played a huge part in my trans journey, and it plays a huge part in Leo’s journey and his self-discovery. This is not the case for every trans person, for instance Ty is another character in this short story who is also trans but doesn’t experience dysphoria. Leo’s character was inspired by a few different character and the way he sees him self plays a huge part in this story, “dysphoria plays a huge part in that”1 too. 
The first paragraph of this story I used the sea and water as a metaphor a lot. Leo’s character sees it as a place to escape a place to hide with “no hoops to jump through, no expectations except to just live.” I like this metaphor as it makes the connection between gender norms and an absurd circus routine. The idea that we have to be one thing, or another based on our body parts. A poem of Emily Dickinson’s goes into how the sea is deep and mysterious, unknown and yet it seems to know the world so intimately. For instance, she states, “Though the great Waters sleep, That they are still the Deep, We cannot doubt – No vacillating God Ignited this Abode To put it out.”2 
[bookmark: _Hlk134633437]When Leo is laying on his bed trying to pull shapes out of his ceiling and comparing it to cloud spotting I was trying to create an image of him being alone and helpless. He is grasping at things to distract him; a poem of Malorie Blackman’s had a similar theme. It highlights how alone the character is and puts you in that feeling with him with only a few simple words such as “I lay cloud busting. On my own. Myself. Alone. Me. I.”3 To wrap the story up I put cloud spotting in the beginning of the story and at the end. When Leo is laying on his bed looking at his ceiling I tried to make the connection to cloud spotting to give the reader a small insight into his character, showing them something he often does it, a nervous habit so that they can connect with him better. “Ceilings could often be an interesting thing to look at. Sort of like cloud spotting, finding all the different shapes and curves. Seeing what they made up.” At the end of the story, I had Ty  say “Let’s go cloud spotting!” to show a further insight to Leo’s character, but also Ty’s and Leo’s friendship. When Ty suggests the two of them go cloud spotting together it pulls Leo out of that feeling of being alone, he is no longer helpless or stuck.  
The fact that Ty knows a fact that the readers are already privy too shows how close to two of them are. Ty also give Leo the nickname “Jellyfish.” This is a reference to earlier in the story where Leo asks himself, “Why couldn’t he have been born a jellyfish?” and wonders “maybe life would be easier as a jellyfish.” This thought process was inspired by a song called “If I were a fish” by corook. The writer of this song used it as a way to increase self-esteem, they are also trans, and the lyrics are really happy and fun. While the language in this song is very different from the language in my short story I was still inspired by the lyrics. In the first verse the song writer says, “ if I were a  fish and you caught me, you’d say look at that fish shimmering in the sun, such a rare one.”4 This is to imply that everyone is unique and special, which is something I wanted to get across in this story. 
The overall story is about a transformation, not just Leo’s transition from a girl to a boy but his transition from isolating himself to seeking help in his friend. Him being trans is a huge part of his character and identity, his shame and trying to find pride in who he is. Lot of trans people have struggled with being happy with who they are since the beginning of time. Trans people have always existed in several different species not just humans. I want to focus on human history for the sake of this story and dive into some of the first stories about trans people. In ancient Greece and Rome, they loved poetry and writing stories, Caeneus and Iphis both go through a transformations differently. This is the same for every trans person today. A lot of trans people describe dysphoria as suffering and Leo shares this outlook. Caeneus begs Neptune “let me never be able to suffer such wrong again. If you will make me a woman no longer.”5 
1 – Felix Ever After by Kacen Callender chapter 12 p172 released 2020
2 – The complete poems of Emily Dickinson edited by Thomas H. Johnson poem 1599 ‘Though the great Waters sleep’ p661 
3 – Cloud Busting by Malorie Blackman poem ‘What did happen’ p143 released 2004
4 – Song “If I were a fish” by corook on Spotify released 2023
5 – Ovid Metamorphoses poem ‘Caenis’ book 12 p473 line 172-81
