Of Whiskey Stones and Waterfalls                                        Alier Hazel Collins
I’m driving in Seattle, realising I have forgotten the woman I once was, or could have been. Her hair, her name and her smile. My chest, all scars and suncream in the June heat, rests flat against the seatbelt as I drive with the windows down. Art. That’s my name now, though it hasn’t always been. I chose it for myself, a recognition that I am who I am supposed to be. Even in my scarred state I am still whole, still beautiful, still worthy of love. 
When I came out at seventeen, my brother prayed while my father cried, and then I crawled back to a life that I said I wouldn’t live in. But come nineteen, I had stitched myself back together, recreated seamed scars thrown over me like a blanket I wear for comfort. All I’ve done is taken the labels off, cut those parts out which made me uncomfortable. Of course, this did not quite go as I had hoped… instead of love and connection I landed myself in the centre of a collection of other young people led by a priest who did not practice the love he preached. 
When my grandmother told me to go and find a man who’s strong and tall and Christian I don’t think the boy sitting next to me is who she had in mind. But I have also come to realise that her opinion hardly matters anymore. If her brother could leave for America with his boyfriend after her death then so could her grandson. I have made a home here. American summers drive me into the dust, still and silent except for the crickets in the nights and the shouts of football players in the dusk. Even when I can drive like this, through endless towns along endless roads. I wonder if I can go back, if I can face my mother again. Even if I got on a plane she wouldn’t look at me the way I dream she might. I can’t help but mourn the loss of what was. My brother has always been her favourite, he didn’t need to study theology and enter the priesthood to earn that title, but he did. Meanwhile I sat in a sports hall with other young sinners wishing my life away and watching any hope I had disintegrate like cigarette ash on the ground at a bus stop. The little contact I have with him is strained, but he still invites me to every family Christmas, even if I haven’t been since I was eighteen. 
Elliot’s mum loves me as her own so maybe we could move to Vermont come winter. I park in the lot of our local store. “Two seconds,” Elliot says as he jumps out, flashing me two of his ringed fingers and that smile I love and jogs toward the door. My past is patchy. I never thought I’d be here. Alive, let alone in love. 
I begin to cry in the driver’s seat, head on the steering wheel. Crying on a Tuesday afternoon in a Walmart parking lot in June is not where I thought I’d be right about now, but to be fair if you’d have asked eighteen year old me, I’d probably tell you I’d be buried before I got to be a real adult, and so I think I’m doing just fine. Even if I have had to work so much harder just to still have a body at twenty four years old. Even if I did nearly lose it three too many times.
I think about the little girl somewhere deep inside me, and I know I’ve done exactly what she needed even though it has meant losing everything I had. But that’s okay, because look at how far I have come. I never hated her; she just wasn’t me. I love my mum, even after everything that has happened. But I worry that perhaps she doesn’t love me the same way. She loved Alessa. Not Art. 
She did love art. I will always remember the summer she took us to Firenze (Elliot still teases me with a little dance when I use my country’s names for its cities, I really do love him) to see Michelangelo’s David, but not me, Art. Traditional, normal art. I did not point out that David is based on Michelangelo’s lover. I did not need that fight. I digress. She will never be proud of the man I have become. Forgive me mother, for I have sinned. Maybe I don’t need her to be proud of me, but little Alessa did, and I stopped her from getting what she needed. No. Stop. My mother’s hatred of me and my community is neither my fault nor my responsibility, as my therapist once said. But it still makes me sad sometimes that my boyfriend will not meet her, that she will not know her grandchildren, should she get any, that she has not even given her second son a chance. She does not believe I am worthy of love. But someone does.
My phone sounds in the cupholder, its tune muffled by tissues and sweet wrappers. Picking it up, I smile and wonder what could possibly be so exciting that Elliot felt the need to text me, rather than wait two minutes to tell me all about it. Opening the message, it is a picture of a jar of blueberry jam. I told him about my love for this around a year ago and did not expect him to remember. This is love. The little things. 
I look up to see Elliot dashing toward me across the parking lot. I climb out of the car, leaning on the open door, as he runs, the jar in one hand, a bunch of flowers in the other. “AMORE MIO!” he exclaims, waving his hands in emphasis, teasing me. I give him a watery smile as he hands me the jam. He stops. “No crying!” he says, wrapping me in a hug. “What is it?” he whispers into my ear, as I bury my face in his shoulder. I look up at his face. “We should visit your parents.”
He pauses uncertainly. We haven’t been since Christmas and June is a long way from December, and I am young until September. Bennington summers are lovely, or so he has told me. He studies me, and after a moment, he just squeezes my shoulders and says “Okay.”
***
Two weeks later. He holds my hand in the passport check in line of Seattle-Tacoma International, and as 3am is a time when even I would usually be asleep, I rest my head on his shoulder. A few hours after that, we are on a plane to Albany International Airport, just over an hour’s drive from Nick and Charlotte’s, Elliot’s childhood home. 
The flight is delayed, and I am fidgeting in my seat, eager to get off the ground, up, where nothing can surely matter… only clouds and other airplanes full of people going somewhere different to me. Struck by the realisation that there are so many people on this earth, and I cannot surely know who is out there, who might learn to love me yet, I close my eyes. Elliot puts his hand on mine but withdraws it as an elderly couple walk by my chair, but he returns it as the man says, “Oh don’t worry boys, my daughter is gay, I think it’s wonderful, back in my day this sort of thing wasn’t allowed, you know.” and offers us a kind smile. Elliot mutters something about that being lovely, but he didn’t understand why people always felt the need to share their gay family members, but I wasn’t listening. Focusing on the idea that perhaps it wasn’t so hard to be a decent person, and maybe my parents were too lost in their religion that they couldn’t see me, and that was their loss, their problem… I consider, he called us boys. I smile at him, and just mouth boys and he grins and ruffles my hair. “Hedgehog!” he laughs. I groan and attempt to fix it in the selfie camera of my smashed iPhone as the flight attendant comes on the tannoy. 
Elliot has always been a nervous flyer, so he is only too pleased when ten hours later the wheels touch the runway in Albany, New York. He woke up when we landed at our layover in Detroit, only to be thoroughly disgruntled when I pointed out that we were only halfway there. Personally, I wish we could stay up there forever. It clears my mind and lets me think, eyes closed and head resting against the seat. I am elbow deep in my own mind, my own skin, memories stretching out in front of me like roads on a map. Blank spaces, ink stains, coffee rings and dead ends mark the areas I am not yet allowed to venture, mountains ranges guard those which are hard to think about and traffic lights let me through the junctions I am already passed. An old friend once told me that once you are through a door, there is no going back. I cannot lock those memories away again, too late. I think she was right. So why can’t I reach these roots?
Shaking me from this thought, those around us start to move around in the aisle, collecting luggage from the overheads and picking up children’s teddy bears from the floor. I look at them, think about how my bear is probably in landfill somewhere, as I left it in my childhood bedroom. Sad, the things you lose. I collect my rucksack from the overhead and Elliot picks up a toy rabbit, chasing a young woman, probably the same age as us, whose daughter had left it in her seat. Is that what my mother wanted for me? To be beautiful and soft, a mother in my own right? I cannot see myself doing this, in any life, not for myself. I would adopt in the future though. There are plenty of children out there who need love and I do not have to put myself through all of that pain. He catches her just in time; the girl smiles shyly as Elliot gives her the rabbit and, I assume, asks its name. 
The security is a slow process, and by the time we get outside it is dark again. But it’s not long now. Elliot decided we should hire a car, as we are staying for three weeks and it would be nice to have some independence, so I go and pick it up, leaving him in the bus shelter with our cases. He’s got us a 2010 Chevrolet Tahoe, which is bigger than anything I’ve ever driven, but it’ll do. I’ll have to watch the corners in parking lots. And as I drive it back to him I think about how I can broach the topic of moving back. I think the distance has done Elliot’s relationship with his parents a lot of good, but I don’t know if he will want to be so close to them again. 
As I pull into the bus shelter, he walks toward the car, and I unlock the passenger door. “Now, that is a car,” he remarks as he climbs in. He’s asleep before we hit the freeway. Accompanied by his soft snoring, I drive in the middle lane, watching the streetlights as they pass me. I am following them, reminding myself of the little girl from Monsters Inc, following her Cheerio trail. I smile to myself, thinking about this nostalgia, haunting me from my Italian winters. And an hour later I pull into the driveway of his childhood home. I’ve only been here once before, as his parents usually came to us for the holidays, especially in the last few years with my top surgery and everything going on. 
Charlotte waits on the porch, with her cup of decaf tea. Before her, I had never met an American who drank tea like the British. But I am sure that decaf is sacrilege in England and Italy alike. I stroke Elliot’s head to wake him from his quiet slumber. Blearily, he opens one eye. “Oh. We’re here. Thanks for driving, Love,” he mumbles as he clambers out of the passenger seat, nearly falling into the gravel due to the height of this four wheel drive. I chuckle as he finds his feet and gives his mum a hug. She smiles warmly at me and asks if it’s okay to hug this time. I grimace at the reminder of Christmas, wandering around the house with a pillow to my chest in the vague shape of a prawn, while Nick reprimanded me about my back problems, but yes, God yes it’s okay to hug this time. 
She envelopes me in her arms and the smell of her perfume sends a tidal wave through my stomach. My lungs suddenly struggle and I realise that I have been missing this my whole life. I collapse into her and she tightens her grip. My parents had never been particularly affectionate, so I suppose this kind of love has always been a lost concept. She pulls away and invites us in, as I strain the tears from my vision. This is far too overwhelming, thanks. I need a break, but that’s why we’re here, right? 
Nick shakes my hand and welcomes us at the door, pointing me up the stairs to Elliot’s room to drop the bags. Within half an hour, Nick’s whiskey is on the coffee table and I am sat on the sofa with my feet draped over Elliot’s knees holding a tumbler with one ice cube and about an inch of amber liquid swilling around it, as I am apparently incapable of keeping my hands still when I speak.
“Why a summer visit then?” Nick asks as Elliot sips his drink. He’s never been a whiskey man but a vodka tonic and lime sits in his hand instead. Before I can answer he swallows and says “I don’t know really Dad, Artie asked if we could come over, and I’ve been thinking about us moving back, getting out of the city…” He trails off as he realises this is not a concept we have discussed. I nod my encouragement, as if we’ve spoken about it hundreds of times, and so he shrugs and starts again: “Maybe it would be nice, you know, to move back out where the world isn’t all grey. I know Art misses his greenery.” I back this idea with a nod and a slight mumble of agreement, and say “Yes, it would be good to get out of the city and build a closer support network.” I look at the carpet, focusing on the colours, the pattern. I can fight these tears if I just… “Are you okay honey?” Charlotte’s voices rings through a silence which has fallen through the room following my comment. I nod and almost immediately, a waterfall rushes through the canyons of my cheekbones. This is not how I wanted this to go but this is my family now. These three people sat around an aging coffee table in the middle of a long night, drinking and talking and offering each other cigars on the porch in the moonlight. I am another families second son, a second chance to find this love I have lost. Vermont is our home now, the land of whiskey stones and waterfalls. 
Thinking of my past, those rooms exist only in my memories now. I have found fillers for those gaps, but a whole part of me has been ripped away, like flesh from bone, missing mortar in a dry wall. It is intact without it. Though not completely structurally sound, it is still whole. 
Remember this. 

























I am aiming to explore the concept of chosen family as many LGBTQ+ people are ostracised from their family units, so friendships, relationships and other’s families can recreate the family structure with unconditional love and acceptance. Many queer youth survive without the love of their parents due to the damages of religion. Art is based on my friend Jade, whose upbringing in an Evangelical Christian household has meant that they do not have the support they need from their parental figures, and instead they have found it in their girlfriends parents.
I was inspired by Radclyffe Hall’s The Well Of Loneliness which follows Stephen Gordon as she explores her identity in 20th century England and Paris[footnoteRef:1]. A lot of Stephen’s experiences mirror those which we would recognise to be adjacent to a transgender identity. This inspired my ideas surrounding Art’s backstory and the lack of support he gets from his mother, as in The Well, Anna Gordon is not supportive of her daughter’s “inversion” and banishes her from Morton (Hall, 1928).   [1:  Radclyffe Hall, The Well Of Loneliness, Jonathan Cape, Penguin Classics edition, London, (1928), Subsequent references to this source are given as ‘Hall, 1928’] 

I chose to change from third to first person to make the piece seem more personal. It was important to the emotional journey that readers were empathetic of Art’s situation, so the use of first person has helped create a sense of closeness. I also used shorter sentences in many places to make it more impactful after feedback suggested that the imagery was too abstract to fit the personal nature of the piece.
I used lyrics from “Hallucinogenics” - Matt Maeson: “her hair her name and her smile”, “I crawled back to a life that I said I wouldn’t live in” and “go and find a man who’s strong and tall and Christian” [footnoteRef:2]. Ideas surrounding past self, familial expectation and feeling of obligation to be someone you’re not, are apparent (Maeson, 2019). Secondly, “Forgive Me Mother” - The Relentless: “Forgive me Mother for I have sinned” [footnoteRef:3]. The religious ideas were useful due to the conversion therapy in Art’s history, and his ostracism from his family (The Relentless, 2017). [2:  Matt Maeson, “Hallucinogenics”, Bank On The Funeral, Atlantic Records Recording Corporation for the United States and WEA International Inc., (2019) Subsequent references to this source are given as ‘Maeson, 2019’]  [3:  The Relentless, “Forgive Me Mother” American Satan (Original Motion Picture Soundtrack) Sumerian Records (2017)] 

The inclusion of conversion therapy was inspired by Boy Erased, Garrard Conley’s memoir about his experiences at Love In Action[footnoteRef:4]. The irony of Christian love leads to my line: “priest who did not practice the love he preached.” Christian love claims to be unconditional, but the practice is abusive/ destructive of young people’s lives and identities (Conley, 2018). [4:  Garrard Conley, Boy Erased: A Memoir of Identity, Faith and Family, William Collins, Dublin, (2018) Subsequent references to this source are given as ‘Conley, 2015’] 

Ethan Smith’s spoken word poem A Letter To The Girl I Used To Be is a reflection on his past self [footnoteRef:5]. Smith is transgender and describes how he feels that his identity has subverted previous ideas of his life (Smith, 2014). I used his ideas: “…you said you wouldn’t make it to 21” led to ‘ […] eighteen year old me, […] buried before I got to be a real adult,’ which is a note of the threat of teenage suicide amongst transgender youth and “ […] never shout ‘Watch Mommy, watch me on the slide!’” inspired the section about children on the plane, and Art’s reality of being unable to have biological children (Smith, 2014). [5:  Ethan Smith, A Letter To The Girl I Used To Be, Button Poetry, YouTube, (2014), Subsequent references to this source are given as ‘Smith, 2014’] 

Andrea Gibson’s spoken word piece Queer Youth Are Five Times More Likely To Die By Suicide is inspired by their experiences which influenced the line: “you lived 5 times harder than you should’ve had to, to still have a body when you graduated high school” which inspired my ‘Even if I have had to work so much harder just to still have a body at twenty four years old’ [footnoteRef:6]. [6:  Andrea Gibson, ‘Queer Youth Are Five Times More Likely To Die By Suicide’, You Better Be Lightning, Button Poetry, YouTube, (2022)] 
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