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1.

She’s choking me. She’s really in there, fingers on cartilage, mashing my trachea and I can’t breathe, Maria thinks. She truly can’t breathe, but she can’t bring herself to care. There was a time in her life when this was new, when she was at least as hot for being choked as Steph was for choking her, but now they’ve got an apartment together—a cat, good lighting—and Maria can’t even muster a shiver.

She acts like she’s into it. She’s thrashing, hands at Steph’s wrists, pulling. Not that hard, although Steph is probably stronger than Maria, so it’s not like Maria could physically make Steph stop if this were for real. And Steph is turned on. She’s pressed up hard on Maria’s leg. Then one of her hands is off Maria’s throat, at her own crotch, and Steph is getting herself off.

Obviously, there’s an art to faking it. Anybody can tell that a parade of porn star squealing and panting is just acting, but convincing somebody who loves you, who you definitely at least used to love, that you’re present and choking and hot for it, you kind of have to make yourself believe it. So Maria does.

Her attention is on Steph’s fingers at her throat, Steph’s substantial hips against her own bony ones. On Steph’s face.

Now Steph’s eyes are closed but you can definitely still fuck this up. You can try to fake it but if you don’t convince anybody, nobody gets off, and then you spend the afternoon talking about your relationship. The end part is great, the wine and cuddling and stuff, but the hours of insecurity and tears and feelings leading up to the reconciliation are totally not worth it.

Steph is coming. She doesn’t really say anything when she comes, or yell or make noises or anything, but you can feel her shoulders tense and then untense. They tense up really hard. The first time they fucked, Maria was scared that Steph would pull a shoulder muscle.

Then it’s Maria’s turn. She already knows she’s going to fake it. Maria’s relationship to her body, it’s a mess, she can barely get it together to be naked in front of anybody, much less get off with someone in the room. You’d think it would be impossible to fake it, with junk like Maria’s got, but you can. Maria knows some stuff about faking it. One time somebody told her that when she came in their mouth, they could tell she’d come because when that pre-come stuff turned into regular come, it got saltier. But nobody told Steph, because as soon as she’s been going down on Maria long enough for an orgasm to be plausible, Maria tenses up her own shoulders for a second and then releases them.

Stupid, yeah. And immature. Maria has told Steph that it’s easiest for her to get off from getting head, but the main reason she told Steph that is that when Steph is giving Maria head she can’t tell the embarrassing kinky stories she thinks Maria likes. Which also actually are kind of Maria’s fault.

This kind of makes Maria sound like an asshole, this manipulative, lying control freak who needs to be in charge of everything, doesn’t have any feelings, hates her girlfriend. But it’s just honesty. You fake orgasms because you want your partner to feel like she’s doing a good job fucking you, because you feel self-conscious about how closed off from your body you are and how hard it is for you to have a real orgasm. You pretend you’re into being choked because she’s into it, and besides, four years ago you established a precedent. And it seems like Steph is still into it. Although, of course, who can tell.

The short version is that Maria feels hopeless about herself and she’s trying to protect Steph from that. Maria can’t get off with other people. The moment her pants come off, she stops being in her body, she’s off in the clouds desperately trying to make an emergency peace with her own junk, trying not to think about how bad her junk has fucked up so much of her life and what she can do about it
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Afterword

Writing this afterword has been harder than I expected it to be. I feel like I should have wise insights not only into trans literature both before and after the publication of Nevada, but into what it was like being trans when I wrote the first draft in 2008 and how that has evolved over the last decade and a half, too. I think I feel a little intimidated—for starters, it’s not like there’s a homogenous Trans Experience that I could speak to. Nevada was such a specific thing, in such a specific moment, and I’m proud of and humbled by how many people have told me that it’s given them comfort, clarified their thinking, changed their lives, saved their lives, and otherwise been good to them.

It’s already a thing that works. Now we’re sticking another thing on the end? I guess I’m nervous about making up a new thing that does not fuck up the original thing.

That stuff about Nevada saving lives and being good to people might sound ironic. Maybe you just finished reading it for the first time and you noticed that the ending doesn’t seem to resolve much. More on that in a minute, but I do want to say, Nevada was always intended to be more of a “well, that didn’t work” narrative than one that tells anyone how to live. I think it’s the specifics of what Maria tries and fails to do—and why, and how—that made Nevada resonate so strongly for a lot of people.

But what do I know? As Roland Barthes famously wrote in 1967, “Nobody cares what some writer thought she was doing.” It would feel navel-gazey to use this afterword as a space to lay out everything I was trying to do when I wrote the first draft in 2008. Also my memory is terrible and I’d probably have to watch a bunch of YouTube videos to see what I said when Topside Press first published it in 2013. Instead, I want to use this afterword to contextualize it.

People have called Nevada “ground zero for modern trans literature,” and while I get that—before it was published, I don’t think I’d read a novel with a trans character (much less protagonist) who I didn’t at least sort of hate—I don’t really feel like a genius visionary who invented literature centering marginalized experiences. At the very least, this idea occludes the work other people had done that made Nevada possible. So rather than focus on my own brilliance, I want to use this afterword to name and appreciate a few of the things without which Nevada could not have happened.

FICTIONMANIA

At one point in Nevada, Maria mentions the “stupid 2002 internet.” At a Q& A following a reading on the 2013 book release tour, I was asked what that meant. I struggled to come up with a decent answer. We are so steeped in for-profit social media today that it’s almost impossible to remember anything else. It wasn’t until the night after that reading, lying awake and beating myself up for not having a good answer, that I thought of a pretty good one. It is a website called Fictionmania. It’s still online. And if you’re hungry for that post-post-vaporwave retro “2002 internet” aesthetic, I have great news: it hasn’t updated its design since it came online in 1998.

This is reductive, of course. Strap-on.org existed at that time too, and its denizens screaming at each other about intersectionality predated Tumblr by like a decade. But if you were trying to figure out what was going on with your gender in the late nineties and early aughts, you tended to end up at FM, not straps. Or at least I did. As did a lot of other people.

Fictionmania is a free archive of user-contributed stories on the theme of gender change. I think that people mostly read it while they masturbate. Does that sound tawdry? Probably. The tone and content was comparable to the captioned images that James appreciates in the second half of Nevada. But it’s accumulated like forty thousand stories over the last twenty-five years, so it’s doing something that’s compelling for a lot of people. I mean, how many websites have been around since the late nineties?

Fictionmania is the first place I was published, unless you count a short story in a high school lit mag that was about 40 percent unattributed Tori Amos lyrics. You’d just send FM a story you’d furtively made up instead of sleeping, and then they would publish it—publicly, on the internet!—and then strangers would tell you that they hated it. In the late nineties, for an English major who Wanted to Be a Writer, that was a pretty serious thrill.

But also, as I mentioned, the stuff on there tended to be kind of vapid. As a praxisless but punk-identifying teen with good intentions, no analysis, and no idea how to exist in a body, anonymously contributing stories with cuss words in them to Fictionmania was an empowering way to say, “I have no idea what’s going on with me or my gender, but I do not care for it.” I lost interest pretty quickly and moved on to my own zines and in-person writing groups, but because those things involved identifying information, I put away all the What Is Gender stuff for a few years.

For most of the 2010s I wrote a monthly column for Maximum Rocknroll magazine. They’d pretty much publish whatever I sent them! It was a very similar thrill, but I think fewer people probably masturbated while they read my MRR columns.

Speaking of identifying information, my nom de plume on Fictionmania was Melissa Virus. Go wild over there if you want to read some old stuff that I don’t really feel proud of.

CAMP TRANS

I didn’t post a lot on the strap-on.org message board. But as I processed the fact that I was trans, mostly on LiveJournal, I started connecting with a like-minded community of trans people who also were unhappy with the options for living we saw available as trans people. Brynn Kelly was one. Sybil Lamb was there. A lot of other people. And the smartest, funniest, and most intimidating people on LiveJournal were usually also on strap-on.

Strap-on was terrifying.

When you’ve spent the first couple decades of your life trying your best to be a straight white cis guy, you generally end up with some shit to unlearn, and the way you unlearn it is often by having strangers on the internet yell at you about it. The people at strap-on were more than happy to do that for you. You either learned to talk (and think) in a way that at least tried to take marginalized people’s experiences into account, or you got flamed off the internet. It was exhilarating.

There used to be a music festival called Michfest. It started in the seventies. In 1991, a trans woman named Nancy Burkholder was kicked out of Michfest for being trans, and it became the official Michfest Policy that trans women were not Womyn. So some people started holding a week-long protest called Camp Trans outside the Michfest gate, which grew into its own thing, with music and food and camping and queer stuff in the woods. Sometime around 2005 its leadership fell apart and some people from strap-on stepped up to take the Camp Trans wheel.

I went in 2006, 2007, 2008, and 2010. I was head organizer in 2007 or 2008. I forget which. I was terrible at it. Don’t let me organize anything. But Camp Trans, for me, was where strap-on.org stopped being a place to post and became a thing to embody.

I leaned into being a humorless dirtbag.

Well, I’m bad at being humorless. Trans people are very often very funny. Jokes can be a defense mechanism, a trauma response; if you can make someone laugh before they remember that they hate people like you, you might get out of a 7-Eleven before they can hurt you. But I was good at being a dirtbag. I started wearing bandanas around my neck and romanticizing train-hopping without ever actually doing it.

It would be impossible for me to overstate how valuable meatspace trans community is. Can I tell you something? We have bodies. All of us. Trans people maybe more than anyone else. And like it or not, the body keeps the score. (You should read Bessel van der Kolk’s The Body Keeps the Score. It made me ugly cry on an airplane.) To put it reductively, trauma impacts our ability to exist in our bodies, which feels bad.

You know what else can make it hard to exist in a body?

Being trans.

It feels bad not to be able to be in your body.

It is awful never to have had offline trans community. The internet is great, but it is not a substitute for being in physical space with other trans people who care about at least some of the same shit that you do, smelling and seeing and hearing one another, nervous systems engaging directly. You might not realize how important that is if you’ve never had it. I had never had it before Camp Trans. I mean, I’d had meatspace trans friends beforehand, but I never got to spend a week with them. In the woods. With ground hornets. Experimenting with what it might feel like to legitimately trust another person in real time.

When you’ve learned to dissociate defensively around cis people, and you spend all of your time among them, and when they frequently make it clear that you are right not to feel safe around them, you can forget that it is even possible to let your guard down. That you don’t necessarily have to be alone to feel safe. That it is even possible to feel safe.

Even with all the complicated things about it—all the ways it probably was not safe—Camp Trans was a space that centered trans bodies. Even, by the time I got there, trans women’s bodies specifically. Camp Trans taught me that it is possible to feel safe in my body.

Fuck Michfest. Camp Trans saved my life.

Hey, on the topic of Michfest and other regressive, transphobic things, can I give you a tip? If you find yourself interacting with someone who is “critical” of “the transgender movement” or whatever, ask them what they think trans people should do. If the only thing they can come up with is “not be trans,” point out that the vast majority of trans people have already tried that, and it tends to make us suicidal. If they can’t come up with anything better than “don’t be trans,” please understand that they very literally want me and at least 1.4 million other Americans—not to mention way, way more people outside the U.S.—to die.

Don’t let them equivocate. “What should trans people do?”

All they’ve got is “die.”

It’s kind of intense.

OTHER AUGHTIES QUEERS

A big part of Nevada was about processing my own leaving New York for Oakland in 2007. Oakland fucked me up. When I moved there, I found myself spending a lot of time in a queer demimonde full of people who had graduated from Smith, which I understand was lousy with trans mascs at the time but which would not admit an out trans woman for another seven or eight years.

It’s not like all the queers in Oakland were mean or anything. It wasn’t Michfest. There was a lot of transinclusive language, and there were a lot of trans people. It’s just that there were almost no trans women who weren’t me. Which is not to say that there were no other trans women in Oakland, obviously. Or other queers. Just that I lived and dated and socialized in this tight community, and nobody else in it was a trans woman.

I blamed myself for feeling out of place. I mean, I had found a queer community! I was a queer woman, these were (mostly) queer women! They were explicitly okay with trans people! So why did I keep leaving parties and potlucks and performance nights crying?

It wasn’t until after I left the Bay, following a couple incidents with two separate trans guys obliviously bringing transmisogynist stuff into the literal house where I lived in Portland, Maine, that I had to admit that the queer community just wasn’t there yet. Y’know? Plenty of good intentions, no idea what to do with them. It was like, one moment I’m exhilarated, talking to trans women friends about this new book called Whipping Girl, and the next I’m going to Dyke March where cisgender radical cheerleaders are yelling the word “tranny” at me.

It was exhausting to be outside my house as someone who got read as trans. In retrospect, I was doing everything I could not to admit that it was also exhausting to be inside my house when the queers were there, too.

It was lonely.

This, by the way, is context for some of the things that Maria says about trans guys that seem fucked up a decade and a half later.

But what does it have to do with Nevada?

Nevada is so dead set on treating one trans woman’s experience with honesty because I was so fucking exhausted and sad that my own was never treated that way. I felt invisible to the world at large and also invisible to the demimonde, so it was kind of a shout that I, and therefore we, exist.

Around this time, I printed up some copies of a zine in which I reprinted three essays by trans writers explaining why we wanted cis people to stop calling us “trannies.” I made it to keep in my purse and give it to people when they used that word, so that I could hand them a zine instead of having an emotionally draining and most likely pointless conversation. In a sense, Nevada was an extension of that zine.

THIS BRIDGE CALLED MY BACK

When I first moved to Oakland, it was into a big collective house called the Fork in the Rode. Forgive me, Roland Barthes, for mythologizing, but there were like eleven of us in a four-bedroom house on North Sixty-First Street. Somebody lived in the garage. Somebody else lived in a plywood shack in the backyard for a while. Two people lived in the driveway in a van that didn’t start. At one point we had a rat problem, but to make it feel like less of a problem, we called them bunnies. I was a fucked up mess and it was perfect. And at some point during the year or so that I lived in the Fork, my friend Fischer loaned me their copy of an anthology called This Bridge Called My Back, edited by Cherríe Moraga and Gloria E. Anzaldúa.

I will not be able to do This Bridge Called My Back justice here. As of this writing, it’s in print again. You should read it.

And I want to be careful, because while one of the stated goals of This Bridge Called My Back was to educate middle-class white women like me, it is not a book about me. What I mean is, I hope I’ve been able to learn from its contributors. Anti-racist work is work white people need to be doing every day and This Bridge Called My Back was a jolt—a wake-up call—in my own anti-racist work. Not to gush, but it remains an incredible achievement that we’re all fortunate to have. I just picked up my copy to flip through a little as I write this, and while the range of pieces by different authors (including its editors, Cherríe Moraga and Gloria Anzaldúa, and contributors like Norma Alarcón, Barbara Smith, the Combahee River Collective, and Audre Lorde) covers a lot of ground, it remains as vital today as I imagine it was when it was first published in 1981. It’s an absolute classic. Full stop.

Now picture me in Oakland in 2007. Six feet tall, only on hormones for a couple of years. My hair was part blond and part hot pink with dark roots. I remember a lot of hot pink eye shadow. I was not subtle. But at the same time, I really wanted to be passing for cis. Or more specifically, I really wanted to be cis. It hurt that I was not. I got shit for being trans in public pretty regularly and it shattered me every single time.

So why didn’t I learn to do less gaudy makeup and stop dying my hair? Why wasn’t I making more of an effort to pass for cis, if it hurt so much to be read as trans? A couple reasons. First, I didn’t know how, which would have been a scary kind of vulnerable to admit. Also, what if I worked really hard on passing and couldn’t? That felt like it would be even more heartbreaking. Further, I don’t think I was able yet to articulate the trap that is “I should be able to do whatever I want with my body, but I also shouldn’t have to face unfair consequences for it.” In other words, it was the transition thing of having a new, more vulnerable location under patriarchy, but not yet really having come to terms with the ramifications of that location.

Complicating this was the fact that for years I had been devouring narratives of queer liberation written by cis people. I’ve written elsewhere about how lots of ideas conceptualized by cis people to describe things experienced by cis people don’t map neatly onto trans experiences—like for example male privilege. (Do trans women have male privilege before transition? Kinda. Do trans guys have male privilege after transition? No matter what Maria Griffiths might tell you, the answer is probably also: kinda.) What I was learning—and what I could not find language for—was that the rules of liberation for cis queers are different from the rules for trans people.

This is why I felt so lonely in my queer Oakland community.

You’re still picturing me. Now I’m reading the faded maroon cover of an anthology by a number of at the time woman-identifying writers (shout out to Max Wolf Valerio for transitioning a few years after contributing to TBCMB) talking about living at the impossible nexus of public vulnerability, as women of color under white supremacy, and private vulnerability, as women of color marginalized within predominantly white lesbian, feminist, and other progressive/radical communities.

The way that paralleled what I was experiencing—of course, with different specifics—was a revelation. The pain of feeling marginalized wherever you were, and the corresponding power of sharing space with people who got it. Who got you.

This Bridge Called My Back is broken into six main sections. The first is about “how visibility/invisibility as women of color forms our radicalism”; the third is on “the destructive and demoralizing effects of racism in the women’s movement.” These sections especially gave me language to think about both my own visibility/ invisibility and the destructive/demoralizing effects of transmisogyny in queer women’s communities or whatever. TBCMB wasn’t about me, but it was talking to me. On more than one level. Both deepening my own sense (and work) of solidarity, and giving me a framework for better understanding my own positionality.

This Bridge Called My Back led me to Audre Lorde, bell hooks, and other marginalized feminist/womanist thinkers. I still feel like, if I have anything intelligent to say about being trans, it can probably be traced directly back to their work. I’m immensely grateful for it.

ALSO OTHER BOOKS

I read Junot Díaz’s first book, Drown, in the only writing class I took in college. I’m not proud of this, but the thing that first grabbed me was that Díaz was writing about New Brunswick, New Jersey—where I lived!—and New York City, where I was spending a lot of my time and planning to move after graduation. But I reread it. A lot. I’m not a big rereader, but Díaz’s voice made a huge impact on me. It was so clearly his own. He wasn’t afraid to write in Spanish sometimes, wasn’t afraid to talk a little shit, didn’t shy away from a little self-conscious toxic masculinity, and also wasn’t afraid of being funny.

This all got recontextualized in 2018, of course, when it came out that Díaz had been verbally and sexually abusive toward a number of women. But that was still a decade in the future.

I was working at Pegasus Books in Berkeley when we received an advance copy of Díaz’s next book, The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, before it was published in 2007. I took it home and read it immediately.

I don’t know what to say about Oscar Wao. As far as I was concerned, it was the Great American Novel. It was a huge story that didn’t feel overwhelming because it stayed so close to its characters; Díaz’s portrayal as a Dominican immigrant was inextricable from the plot and the language; you felt smart while you read it, but it was still funny and breezy without shying away from some really heavy stuff. I was still drunk on Oscar Wao when I wrote Nevada.

I just looked at the Oscar Wao Wikipedia page. I’d forgotten that Díaz gives Lola a chapter. I guess I lifted that directly when I gave Steph and Nicole their own chapters.

It just felt fearless. The language, the plot, the structure, the scale. Reading The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao didn’t make me think I could write a book like it, but it did give me permission to try something that felt kind of scary: being real on the page.

I hadn’t realized that fearlessness was a theme in the books that inspired Nevada, but I guess it is, because you know who else writes fearlessly? Dennis Cooper.

I think I first read Cooper while I was working at a big unnamed used bookstore in lower Manhattan. I spent a lot of time shelving fiction, and I remember that the picture on the cover of one of his books had been used somewhere else as an author photo for J. T. LeRoy, which was so weird and inexplicable that I picked the book up.

It was one of the books from his George Miles cycle, a series of five somewhat interconnected novels that cover a lot of ground but which tended to include young gay men, obsessive attention to their assholes, bodies being mutilated, drugs, and death. That sounds tawdry, but they affect me on an emotional level more than a prurient one. What fucked me up, and continues to fuck me up, about these books is how close and true they are to the raw, visceral, gross, and intense emotional experience of being a young, dazed, and kind of inarticulate person whose sexuality feels like a problem.

I’ve read all five of them a few times. They get better every time I do it, but they go by in a panic-sweaty blur and I never really remember a lot of specifics: there’s stuff about Hüsker Dü, being obsessed with your heroin addict friend who may not even be queer, some black metal bands, a car going through a garage full of teenagers, and a lot of consensual dismemberment. I don’t necessarily recommend these books to everyone, but if that stuff doesn’t feel like a deal breaker, they’re actually quite beautiful.

Cooper is another writer who made me go, whoa, you can do that?

And then there’s Joanna Russ.

I DuckDuckGo’d it to see if her essay “What Can a Heroine Do? Or Why Women Can’t Write” was online anywhere, and it turns out that as of this writing there’s still a scan of it on the Topside Press Tumblr, because I guess I talked about it enough back then that they found and shared it? Which is rad. That essay, specifically, felt like it gave me permission to structure Nevada the way I did.

In it, Russ systematically breaks down all the ways that the Western hero’s quest narrative fails women. It’s incisive and funny in a way that I wish I could write: “When critics do not find what they expect, they cannot imagine that the fault may lie in their expectations.”

She opens with a number of familiar premises with the genders flipped: “Two strong women battle for supremacy in the early West”; “A phosphorescently doomed poetess sponges off her husband and drinks herself to death, thus alienating the community of Philistines and businesswomen who would have continued to give her lecture dates”; “A beautiful, seductive boy whose narcissism and instinctive cunning hide the fact that he has no mind (and in fact, hardly any sentient consciousness) drives a succession of successful actresses, movie produceresses, cowgirls, and film directresses wild with desire.” She goes on to write about patriarchy and gender and to outline the ways that what is coded as success for men tends to be coded as failure for women. It’s fascinating. You should read it.

The ghost of Roland Barthes is giving me the side-eye, because he sees where this is going, but indulge me.

I’m going to use the word “transition,” but I’m going to put quotation marks around it, because I think it’s kind of a goofy framework: a cisnormative way of understanding what trans people do. I think a more accurate way to describe the process of being trans—or the journey or whatever—is one that starts with a cisnormative framework for understanding what it is to be trans, and moves to one that more realistically encompasses the complexities of the lived experiences of trans people. This means that “transition” doesn’t start with hormones or coming out. It starts way before, with the feeling a lot of us have pretty early on that something’s wrong. Or maybe it starts with the early, initial work of trying to figure out what, exactly, it is that’s wrong. (It starts at Fictionmania!)

I don’t think we live in a culture in which that particular transition has an end point.

One of the things I wanted to confront in Nevada was this cisnormative idea that for trans people, first you are one of The Two Genders, then you are in a fascinating in-between place while you transition, and then you are more or less uncomplicatedly the other of The Two Genders. And because the mysterious in-between phase is the most salaciously interesting thing to people who don’t have to go through it, I decided to cut it out. I wanted to look at the ways that the part “before transition” and the part “after transition” are not, actually, characterized by being a cisgender version of one or the other of The Two Genders. So I wrote a character who was “post-transition,” whatever that might mean, who was still living with the fallout from a lifetime of repression as well as the trauma of that transition phase—and I wrote a character who was “pre-transition,” whatever that might mean, because the head full of mixed-up shit that you can’t help but walk around with when you live in that state does not have a corresponding cisgender experience. Y’know? The cisnormative approach to honoring this difference would be to pay attention to the difference during that middle, “transition” period; the approach that respects the complexity of trans people’s lived experience says, well actually no, trans people are trans before and after “transition.”

And I should be clear, even this model does not describe all or even, necessarily, most trans lives. Lots of nonbinary experiences don’t follow this model, and even trans people who identify within the gender binary still have very different experiences. It’s almost as if the white settler colonial construction of The Two Genders is violently inadequate.

But the question, then, was: how do you fit all that into a story with a call to adventure, a road of trials, a vision quest, et cetera?

Well, you don’t, says Joanna Russ. You don’t have to.

The first half of Nevada is about Maria and then the second half is mostly about James because I wanted to interrogate both the “before transition” and “after transition” stories.

So why does Maria show up in James’s half? Well, it’s a separate thing, but it’s because one of the most common ways for trans women to self-flagellate is with a whip labeled “I should have come out sooner.” It’s not fair to ourselves. It takes as long as it takes to figure out what you need to figure out, and to figure out what you need to do about it. But we still do it. I thought it would be funny to make that explicit: what if, while you were still unaware / in denial about being trans, some trans woman fairy godmother had shown up and not only told you to your face that you were trans, but tried to convince you.

Would that have made you come out sooner?

Some people hate the ending. For me, it resolves Maria’s story—bossing someone else into being trans the same way that you are does not work and therefore does not make you feel less fucked up—and James’s story is resolved when he decides that no, he’s not going to listen to Maria, and he runs away from her. I get that it’s not satisfying in a traditional sense, but I still think it works.

And Joanna Russ gave me permission to do that.

Okay, Roland, I’m done. You can stop it with the “cut it out” gestures and get back to your spectral note cards.

PRETTY QUEER

Prettyqueer.com was a smart-ass website started around 2011 by the people who started Topside Press—Julie Blair, Red Durkin, Riley MacLeod, and Tom Léger—which they did shortly after.

At this point I’d given up on Nevada. I’d worked on it a lot, but the second half just wouldn’t come together. I knew what I wanted it to do, but I didn’t know how to make it do it. I’d sent it to Soft Skull—my dream press, who published Daphne Gottlieb, a friend since LiveJournal—but they were not interested.

Fuck it, I thought. I’ll take what I learned from it and write another one.

Hold that thought.

I don’t know how much of an impact it made on anyone else’s life, but to me, Pretty Queer was a huge fucking deal. The editorial board was four cool trans people you wanted to hang out with. I knew Julie and Red from Camp Trans! They got it. We could write things that did not pander to cis people, and people actually read them. They published my friends. You would publish a thing and in the comments people would tell you they hated it, which meant they had read it! If I re-call correctly—I’m afraid to DuckDuckGo it on the Wayback Machine—I mostly contributed fake interviews with trans celebrities in which they said the cool things I wished they would say, instead of the disappointing things they actually tended to say. And Pretty Queer paid me for that! In fact, in looking through old emails while writing this afterword, I found one where I was like, “You guys I am working as many hours as I can get, but I can’t afford hormones or rent—can you front me money in advance for future articles?” They totally fronted me that money. I doubt I ever actually turned in those three articles.

I don’t think I’d been paid for anything I’d written before.

The Pretty Queer era bled into the Topside Press era. I was in Portland and they were in New York, so when Topside’s first book, The Collection: Short Fiction from the Transgender Vanguard, came out, it was an easy bus ride for me to get there for readings. Plus, they chose a story I’d written to open The Collection. I felt like a rock star.

Those three years were intoxicating. At first, Topside Manor was Tom and Julie’s apartment. I slept on their couch a lot. I remember many, many Bud Lite Lime-A-Ritas in what felt like an endless, endlessly hot and humid Brooklyn summer, talking shit all night about representation, literature, trans literature, how to be trans in the world, bodies, intersectionality, and what could be salvaged from transphobic seventies and eighties feminisms.

Red and Julie were a little more on the dirtbag spectrum than Riley and Tom, although Riley was probably the only real punker. He had one of those chain neck-laces with a lock on it and a dog bone name tag and at one point I think he had lived on a houseboat that sank. Tom was connected to what felt like this whole other gay world: he knew a lot about ACT UP and which gay men from the previous couple generations of activists were jerks. Also I think he’d done a literal MFA. Julie was a hilarious and brilliant weirdo with an encyclopedic knowledge of nineties garbage—“I only happen to enjoy typesetting because I’m perverted,” she told Lambda Literary—and Red is the funniest person you’ll ever meet. Also I’m pretty sure she said the “if gender is a construct, so is a traffic light” thing that gets quoted from Nevada in conversation one night, which I 100 percent stole.

There was a revolving door of other geniuses coming through all the time: wingnut San Francisco artist Annie Danger; Ryka Aoki, who publishes with Tor now; Brynn Kelly, a writer and genius who we all miss; a bunch of contributors to The Collection; and too many other great humans to name here. Sometimes Sarah Schulman would just be hanging out. Casey Plett and Sybil Lamb were around, both of whom would soon publish novels with Topside. Loads of others.

Of course, within a few years, the wheels came off, Topside fell apart and became something else and then fell apart again, some people made some bad decisions, some people got hurt, and some people disappeared. Topside doesn’t exist any more, nor does Pretty Queer, but for a couple years, it was a legitimately beautiful thing that I’ll always be grateful for.

When I first sent it to them, Nevada didn’t work. But after the success of The Collection, Topside was looking for novels by trans people. Tom encouraged me to send it anyway.

I sent it.

He agreed: yep, the second half doesn’t work.

But he shared it with Red, Julie, and Riley. They all saw something in it and worked hard with me to get it to do what I wanted it to.

I’d never been through such an intensive editing process. Red and Julie were involved, but the editing process itself was mostly Tom and Riley. I pushed back pretty hard on what felt like MFA bullshit, which in retrospect probably was not (“This character doesn’t actually want anything”—Imogen Binnie, 2012). I think the editing process of your first novel is probably always a bit of a rude awakening, and I was fortunate to go through it with them. So I want to appreciate Red, Julie, Tom, and Riley one more time. More than anyone else, none of this could have happened without you. So thank you.

Nevada opened a lot of doors for me. It got me into TV writing rooms. I sold a movie. People actually listened to a podcast I made, by myself, in a car. I’ve been a judge for both the Lambda Literary Awards and Outfest L.A. I toured the U.S., Canada, the U.K., and Ireland, crashing on the couches and floors of strange queers—many of whom I had previously known as screen names from strap-on. And I sleep in a bed now, instead of an old futon mattress on a series of Oakland collective house closet floors. It’s in a house I share with my gay wife and two small, wild children. I’ve mostly kicked social media. When I’m not being a big shot L.A. TV writer, I’m a social worker and therapist.

I’ve even had a few months here and there where money wasn’t stressful, if you can believe that.

Parenting kind of makes you a recluse and trans women are prone to hermitude to begin with, and also our house is in rural Vermont, so I don’t really do stuff or see people the way I used to. It’s not like I’m a different person—but I might be less of a fucked up mess. Which was all Maria wanted, too, wasn’t it? To be less fucked up?

I feel a little embarrassed to be writing such an auto-biographical afterword. Or maybe more accurately, vulnerable? I think that’s a big part of why it’s been hard to write, and also why I put in a self-conscious, unfunny running joke based on a facetious reading of “The Death of the Author.” In the Topside Press era, we talked a lot of shit about the transgender memoir as a literary genre, because so often it felt like begging for validation from cis people: “Maybe you wouldn’t be so mean to me if you knew how much pain I’ve endured!” But it’s been a decade. Maybe we’ve opened some doors for the kinds of spaces that trans stories—fictional or otherwise—can occupy. Not to mention, Janet Mock basically turned the transgender memoir into something incisive, progressive and cool all by herself. Twice. So there probably is room at this point for a little transgender autobiography. The cultural landscape has definitely opened up. Have you read Janet, Ryka, Torrey Peters, Casey Plett, Vivek Shraya, Jackie Ess, or Charlie Jane Anders? Have you seen Pose, or Euphoria, or listened to G.L.O.S.S. or 100 Gecs? I, personally, wrote on a TV show where Laverne Cox played a lawyer who had a season of ups and downs with a hot boyfriend, as well as trans friends with names and lines. There’s still a lot of work to do, but things look pretty different. I don’t think Nevada was ground zero for modern trans literature, but I feel fortunate that this funny little book was able to contribute to that.

So get the fuck off my back, Roland.




Praise for Nevada

“Nevada is a book that changed my life: it shaped both my worldview and my personhood, making me the writer I am. And it did so by the oldest of methods, by telling a wise, hilarious, and gripping story.”

—Torrey Peters, author of Detransition, Baby

“Imogen Binnie’s gimlet-eyed prose is raw, funny, and then devastating. I can’t get Maria Griffiths out of my head: she’s an edgy heroine, a new archetype—the quintessential late-twenties punk rock trans girl blowing up her life and making friends on the road (or in the parking lot).”

—Andrea Lawlor, author of Paul Takes the Form of a Mortal Girl

“I’m here to testify that this reissue proves Nevada changed the world. Imogen Binnie’s wise, honest, funny, and brazenly intellectual work inspired the future and is still provocative, deep, and fun to read.”

—Sarah Schulman, author of Let the Record Show

“I fully tip my hat to my former fellow Maximum Rocknroll columnist and my sibling in the latter-day queer punk literary revolution; I say without hesitation that we do not deserve Imogen Binnie AT ALL. It is truly a joy to watch her, a master of suspense, paint the page with a both-feet-on-the-gas-pedal inner monologue that is at once spontaneous, acidic, razor-sharp observant, fully embodied, and (most important) vulnerable. The writing here infers a time in the not-so-distant past when the terms ‘queer’ and ‘counterculture’ were synonymous, on top of taking the great American road trip novel and turning it on its entire ass. TENS ACROSS THE GODDAMN BOARD.”

—Brontez Purnell, author of 100 Boyfriends

“I’ve told people that Nevada is the On the Road of trans literature, but that’s glib and unfair to Imogen Binnie, who is a lot smarter than Jack Kerouac. Nevada crept in under cover of night in 2013 and assumed its position as a classic while everyone’s attention was elsewhere. When you read it, especially the second time, you will marvel at how casually Binnie deploys complex arguments without slowing the momentum of her narrative or the unbreakable flow of her galloping prose. This is one for the ages.”

—Lucy Sante, author of Maybe the People Would Be the Times

“[Nevada] is everything—personal, political, funny, raw, hyper-brainy and down-to-earth. I want to stay in Maria’s brain forever as she rides her bike through the streets of Brooklyn, doggedly hashing out her existence with humor and befuddled honesty. A really powerful new literary voice.”

Michelle Tea, author of Valencia

“Only recently have trans writers begun to write from their own lives and the lives of their community, lives that are hard, sometimes lonely or dangerous, but also joyous and even strong. Imogen Binnie’s Nevada—funny, harsh, above all honest and uncensored—was and still is a pioneer in this new wave of trans books. It’s great to see it back in print and reaching a wider audience.”

—Rachel Pollack, author of The Beatrix Gates
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IMOGEN BINNIE

Nevada

Imogen Binnie is the author of the novel Nevada, which was a finalist for the 2014 Lambda Literary Award for Transgender Fiction, and she has won the Betty Berzon Emerging Writer Award. A writer for several television shows and a former columnist for Maximum Rocknroll, she lives in Vermont with her family.
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