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For queer and trans people of color everywhere







INTRODUCTION
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SAN FRANCISCO, CALIFORNIA, 2022. Adela Vázquez opens her door impeccably dressed, the picture of elegance at sixty-four years old. She leads me through her brightly decorated Victorian flat to the kitchen, where she’s prepared a feast for my visit: finger sandwiches and a cake baked from scratch. I’m here to interview her about her life as a trailblazing activist, drag performer, trans Latina refugee, and mentor to younger trans generations. I feel incredibly lucky to be in her presence, given access to her stories and her voice. The fact that she also stayed up late baking a cake for me—for us, for this encounter—is so moving that I fight the urge to weep. 

There is so much I long to say, that aches in my throat, unspoken. About what every one of these interviews means to me personally, as a Latinx immigrant who’s had their own long journey to claiming the many gender terms that personally resonate: genderqueer, gender fluid, nonbinary, transmasculine, butch, and woman. About what it would mean for kids of my children’s generation—the youths I’ve met at their middle school Queer and Sexuality Alliance—to meet someone like Adela, to know their identities have roots, a precedent, a heritage. About the overwhelming love and awe I feel after each conversation that contributed to this oral history, along with a hunger to share what I’ve heard with the world. 

I hold these thoughts in, because this afternoon is not about me. My hostess and I chat in Spanish as we eat the delicious refreshments and sip tea. Afternoon light pours over us, gilding the porcelain cups. We laugh and talk until it’s time to set up the recording equipment, and begin. 

A GENDER REVOLUTION is happening in our culture. It is not without roots; it is not new. Today’s trans and gender-expansive movements are part of a deep, rich story. Gender variance beyond the binary has existed throughout history, in every society, as natural as any other part of human existence. And yet, even in an era of increasing visibility for trans and gender-nonconforming people, legislative attacks on our rights have also risen sharply. Meanwhile, mainstream portrayals of trans and nonbinary lives rarely feature elder generations, let alone elders of color. A myth persists that transness is an invention of the young, a “fad” that can be easily dismissed. 

But the truth is that those of us who are trans, nonbinary, genderqueer, two-spirit, or otherwise gender variant have a lineage; we have an inheritance; we are part of radiant cultures and histories. As for elder trans and gender-nonconforming folks of color, they are right here among us with plenty to say. Their lives are testaments to our true histories, and to the intersectionality at the heart of real freedom. Their voices are essential to a full picture of who we are as a society, and who we might become. 

This book gathers the voices of twenty such elders. Among them are trans, genderqueer, nonbinary, genderfluid, butch, two-spirit, transfeminine, and transmasculine people. They are Black, Latinx, Indigenous, and Asian/Pacific Islander; they hail from Mexico and the Philippines, Panama and China, Chicago and Texas and throughout the United States. At the time of interview—in 2022 and 2023—they were in their fifties, sixties, and seventies. Some of them spoke to me in Spanish, or in a mix of Spanish and English. Sharyn Grayson and Tina Valentín Aguirre, among others, spoke passionately about their past and present roles as trailblazing community leaders, while Tupili Lea Arellano, C. Njoube Dugas, and others described the everyday activism they contributed to social movements. Artists—from drag icons Landa Lakes and Donna Personna to punk musician KB Boyce and queer tango leader Andrés Ozzuna—spoke to the intersection of creativity and gender liberation. Nicky Calma and Bamby Salcedo each traced their journeys from immigrant sex worker to groundbreaking leader for trans rights. From Chino Lee Chung and Joan Benoit’s journeys into queer parenthood to Yoseñio Lewis and StormMiguel Florez’s forays into liberation through kink, from early memories of awareness of one’s true gender to the milestones of transition, everyone I interviewed had a unique, potent story to tell. (More details on each elder can be found in the About the Narrators section.)

Collecting these stories, and weaving them together, has been one of the greatest honors of my life. 

The work began as a fellowship with the I See My Light Shining oral history project, helmed by the visionary writer and MacArthur Fellow Jacqueline Woodson. This project brought together ten writers from across the country to record interviews with elders of color. My particular focus was BIPOC queer and trans elders. I developed a list of narrators through a combination of my own community networks, extensive research, and word of mouth. I traveled to the kitchens, living rooms, and offices of these extraordinary people with my microphone, recorder, and open ears. 

I heard treasures. I heard riveting anecdotes, rare intimacies, keen beauty. I heard behind-the-scenes tales of what it meant—and still means—to forge an authentic path through the world against the odds. What is it like to experience your gender in childhood, in a culture where absolutely no mirrors or language exist that reflect who you are? What was it like for people of color to come out—and to defy gender norms—in the seventies, eighties, and nineties? How do BIPOC queer and trans people seek and weave community and chosen family in the world? How have dramatic historical tides such as the AIDS epidemic, early drag scenes, and queer-led social justice movements transformed people’s personal lives? 

The more listening I did, the more I was inspired by what I was hearing, and its potential to delight, entrance, and heal. As a novelist, I sensed the narrative power pulsing through their testimonies. And the more I listened, the more I felt the makings of a great tapestry, a collective story of how trans and gender-variant people of color defied society’s notions of gender and race to innovate cultural spaces where they—and future generations—could more fully exist. 

It‘s a vast, exhilarating story. And a true one. Each individual voice weaves through it, a luminous thread. 

I wrote this book to offer readers that intricate tapestry, that collective history, as well as views of the particular threads that glimmer within it. In these pages, I hope to capture some of the lived experiences that have gone unrecognized by official histories for far too long, yet have made our current reality possible. I also hope to pay tribute to these remarkable people who broke ground with their social actions and everyday lives, and to convey some of the beauty and power of their journeys. 

THIS BOOK DRAWS ITS TITLE from the words of one of its narrators, Crystal Mason, who, in the chapter “What Is Gender to You?,” describes a sky full of stars as a metaphor for the evolving lexicon of gender terms and pronouns. “You look up and you see a million stars. You know some of those stars are what’s possible for your life.… We create possibilities when we create new words, and new understandings.” Mason’s words speak to a vision of expansiveness, not only for the language of gender, but for the very way we approach the human experience. We can be enriched by recognition of difference, of nuance, of vast possibility. In that spirit, each of these narrators has had an utterly unique trajectory, yet at the same time is an essential part of the broader landscape of queer and trans BIPOC history, that is to say, all our history; history itself.

I’ve divided the book into four parts: “Emergence”; “Forging Lives”; “Being the Change”; and “Horizons.” If you wish to read from cover to cover, you’ll find a narrative arc to carry you. However, if you’re compelled by particular themes or topics, there is room here for nonlinear reading as well. 

For example, a trans youth hungry to hear of how previous generations fostered community in the face of familial transphobia might begin with chapter 7: “Chosen Family,” then turn to chapter 14: “Thoughts for Younger Generations” for insight, encouragement, and expressions of love. A queer artist seeking inspiration in past creative endeavors might open chapter 10: “Art and Expression” and chapter 11: “The Art and Power of Drag.” A cis parent wondering what gender nonconformity can look and feel like in childhood might start with chapter 1: “Glimmers in Childhood” and chapter 2: “Family Matters,” while a student of resistance movements and activism will find riches in chapter 8: “Activism,” and chapter 9: “The AIDS Crisis.”

Whichever approach you take, whatever your connection to these stories may be, I hope they speak to you. These stories shed light on our collective past, and our possible futures. I hope they offer you insights, mirrors, wonder, joy, a depth of understanding. I hope they offer you a chance to see the world anew. 

con mucho amor, 

Caro
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Glimmers in Childhood

ADELA VÁZQUEZ:  I knew from the very beginning. From the age of four. 

TUPILI LEA ARELLANO: I knew very early. I didn’t have the verbal cognition, but I knew I was different. I never said I wanted to be a boy, but I didn’t want to be a girl. I didn’t want to be either/or, you know what I’m saying?

YOSEÑIO LEWIS: I knew from Day One, the moment of consciousness, that I was different. I was aware that I was a problem for some people. In my world, I was a boy. I played with boys, I was a boy, and that’s all there was to it. 

STORMMIGUEL FLOREZ: Everybody thought I wanted to be a boy. That just felt foreign to me, to want to be another gender. It felt wrong and embarrassing in some way, and I don’t even remember secretly feeling like I wanted to be a boy. I just felt like I wanted to be who I am.

JOAN BENOIT: Oh my god, I’ve always been read as queer. From a young age. I distinctly remember a day, when I was seven years old: my great-grandmother was in from the reservation. At that point, great-grandma must have been in her eighties, early nineties. She was from the Chippewas of the Thames First Nation. She was in Michigan as a young person, born and raised with traditional ways. When the French came, she and her family went to Canada to try to avoid being put on a reservation and she didn’t get put on a reserve until she was in her twenties. She was my mom’s grandma. She was cool. Grandma Rose. I have a picture of her somewhere. We were visiting, and she said to my mom—I was sitting on my mom’s lap—she said, “I thought you had three boys and two girls.” 

And my mom said, “I do.” 

And she said, “Oh this one, this one here’s a special one. You need to pay attention.” Like she knew who I was. 

She said it and looked me right in the eye. 

She knew me. 

My mom spent her life ignoring the traditional teachings. She was trying to assimilate. Out of all of my siblings, I think I’m the most Native-identified. I’m Anishinaabek, from Michigan, an Ojibwe woman. It’s always gone back to the traditional ways. And not the colonizers’ ways. The way I build community and the way I try to carry myself, it’s an understanding that I’m going to be an ancestor just like them. That’s a lot of the work around identifying as two-spirit. There are teachings that we need to bring back. 

My parents didn’t get me. I felt misunderstood my whole life by them. And then my great-grandmother understood who I was.

I’ve carried that moment with me my whole life. 

LANDA LAKES: I grew up in South Central Oklahoma. We didn’t live in town, but in a little space between Stonewall and Tupelo. We were right in the middle. 

We lived on Indian land, we were extremely poor, so we didn’t really have neighbors. We lived in this really old house, my mom, my dad, my sister, and myself. We didn’t have regular running water, we had water that came from a well. That was pretty much my youth. Sometimes we had electricity, and sometimes we didn’t, because my father found it very difficult to get work in Oklahoma as a full-blood person. It was hard for him to find work and keep it. A lot of people didn’t want to hire Native people back then, so he often would work further away, near Oklahoma City or down in Texas.

I was my grandfather’s favorite grandchild. I was always with my grandpa. I would spend the night over with my grandpa, and in the mornings, when dawn came, he would get up and sing these prayers in Chickasaw, or Choctaw. And it influenced me enough that throughout my life, it’s the first thing that goes through my mind when I wake up in the morning: I do a prayer. I do a prayer every morning. I think that’s really helped me a lot. 

It’s helped me to retain a lot of the Chickasaw language. It isn’t spoken out here, because nobody knows it. My grandpa always warned me that if you didn’t speak Chickasaw every day, you’re going to lose it, it just fades. I don’t think I would have retained it if I didn’t pray every morning.

I thought it was unfair that my sister got to be a girl, but somehow I didn’t get to be one. I was disappointed about that a lot. At the same time, there were many moments of delight that I had, when people would sometimes think that I was my sister’s sister. I had long hair. I always thought, “Oh look, I’m pretty!” I always thought girls were pretty. 

ADELA VÁZQUEZ: I was born in a little town in Cuba. In the carnivals, I would dress like a girl. You were not supposed to do this, but I was always a girl. Always. Since I remember. From very young. I was a fat kid. I was a fat, loud, queeny little kid. 

In a way, everybody knew that I was a girl. 

MS BILLIE COOPER: I was born in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, in 1958. We weren’t poor; I wouldn’t say we were poor. My family had the basic needs. My mother and father worked two or three jobs each. We were just on a daily trajectory of living, surviving.

Then I started noticing the world. Other things around me. Around five or six years old, I started noticing that I was different. When I was eight to ten, I was like the mother of the neighborhood. Instead of playing hockey or football, or you know, riding mountain bikes and all that, I was playing with Susie-Bake ovens. 

I was called homosexual, you faggot, you sissy. You dick-sucker, you cum-catcher. As Black people, at least for me, I wasn’t called queer. 

I would say something smart to them, and have other people laugh with me at them. 

I was always a jokester; I always had people laughing. Sometimes at me, but most of the time with me. That was the way I got through life without having to fight.

It came from other Black people, that need to tear me down. Back then, growing up, there was no booklet on how to treat people that were different from you. My mother and father didn’t have a booklet on raising children. No booklet on how to raise this Black child, how to keep this Black child safe. It was a hit-and-miss, for everything. 

When I was just beginning to find myself, I would hear all the negative stuff. I would be compared to so many negative institutionalized words about myself, and meanings about myself, and what people thought about me. I was real vulnerable back then. I wasn’t hurting nobody. But so many people told me I was an abomination, I would die, I didn’t mean anything to nobody, you know, my life had no meaning. And it was just, that’s the way of the world; that’s the way of the world. And being Black back then, I didn’t really have a whole lot of outlets to voice my opinion, and to voice how I felt I should live my life.

DONNA PERSONNA: I was born in Texas, a place called Pharr, and it’s far away, yes, Pharr, Texas. In 1946, to a large Mexican family. My father was born in Nuevo León, Monterrey, Mexico. He turned Baptist to be with my mother, and he became a Baptist minister. In 1947, his church sent him to San Jose, California, to found a Spanish-speaking Baptist church. But this is the funny part. I say all these years later, thank God that they got me the hell out of Texas, and brought me to a wonderland, California. I really believe in magical things, and that’s the truth. I do not believe I would be alive today if I’d stayed in Texas. 

I am a Texan in my soul. I’m Mexicana, and I’m Tejana. But when I go there, I hear all kinds of things that tell me that my survival would not have been viable there.

One time when we were visiting, I said to one of my cousins, “Well, why aren’t you in school?” 

He said, “Oh, they caught me speaking Spanish.” 

He was sent home because he was speaking Spanish. They call it assimilation, but I don’t go for that. Hell, no.

I’ve been like this since I was seven years old. That’s why I’m saying I would have been killed.

I just wanted to be me. Me, all along. I understood that I wasn’t like my brothers. In my family, I always did everything with the girls, and the girls wanted me there. I helped them fix their hair, I gave them tips on beauty, and the boys went off and did boxing and football and roughed it up and stuff, and they never invited me. 

I didn’t have a gender, it was just who I am, from the inside. That’s what I knew.

SHARYN GRAYSON: I was born in Dallas, Texas, in 1949. In my early childhood experiences, I felt that I was always the same person. I didn’t care for anything that boys were doing. Nothing. None of that. It just did not excite me. I had my girlfriend, a cisgender girlfriend. We had a very close relationship. I was always just being myself. It was like this innate feeling that I knew who I was, but I just didn’t have the proper tools yet.

And because I had no words to define it, I didn’t know. I mean, it’s strange, now that I think back on it. I’ve always been me, and that’s another fortunate and blessed thing, that I was allowed to be me. I didn’t feel constricted or constrained. 

Even my teachers at school. Let me say this. I think I was naturally always more feminine than the guys that I knew. But even they were protective, and I was just allowed to be who I want. I think everybody just accepted that. “Oh, that’s who they are.” And that was it. 

NELSON D’ALERTA PÉREZ: I was born in Isla de Pinos, Cuba, in 1954. My childhood was wonderful even though I was abused many times. I was a very cute little boy, but very effeminate, very gay. Once I was abused on a boat, and I’m still terrified of the sea. Because the man told me, “If you don’t do this, I’ll throw you in the water.” That’s a very heavy thing. 

My parents were photographers. They worked really hard, really hard, and we weren’t rich, but we were middle class, well-off, in a part of Cuba that’s a separate island with a high standard of living. 

School was awful because I was so feminine throughout my childhood, and still am. Studying was really hard because they’d throw things at me. I was afraid to go to recess. I went out for recess, and they pushed me, they threw me around. And the whole school laughed, yelling at me. “Sissy! Little faggot! Girly face!” That followed me until my last years of school. Until high school when I said, “I can’t do this anymore. I’m going to work.” I loved school because I was fascinated with learning, but I couldn’t do it, because of the machismo problem. I think that’s a terrible thing. 

The principal called the police on me once. She accused me of having brought all the gays, all the homosexuals to the school. 

I said to her, “I wish I had that power! But I don’t.” 

She was stunned. 

Once she told me, “You have to wash your hair and get rid of that dye.” 

I said, “What kind of woman doesn’t know that hair dye doesn’t come out with shampoo?” 

And so she and I had a war. But she won, because I had to leave. The kids wouldn’t leave me alone, the students were very cruel. 

I suffered from horrible anxiety because of that, something I still have to deal with. My parents, they were amazing and everything, but they had to work so much and had so much to do. I think I must have told them. I think I complained to my mom about the bullying at school. But nothing happened; now that I’m older, I can’t remember them helping me to deal with that. 

And it’s sad. 

I adore my parents. I don’t know their reasons, I don’t blame them, but in that regard, they failed me. 

BAMBY SALCEDO: I was born in the beautiful city of Guadalajara, in the state of Jalisco, in Mexico, in 1969. My childhood was very difficult. I didn’t have a family that had the necessary resources, the education needed to understand a person like me. My mother and father were very young. They came from extreme poverty and always stayed in survival mode. So, unfortunately, I couldn’t receive the attention, the affection, the love I was looking for. My mother was never around. She was in a relationship with a very abusive person. My escape was to seek refuge on the streets, to seek refuge in drugs, where I could find that relief, that healing. I was a street child. I would sell chewing gum, I would shine shoes whenever I had the chance. I would commit crime. I would sell my body. I exploited my body for money. I had to do those kinds of things, as a way of surviving. I always wanted to help my mother, because I knew about her suffering and her sacrifice and what she was trying to do, all her determination to provide for us. 

In my childhood, I was always intelligent. But I didn’t know it. And neither did other people. Maybe they did know; they didn’t want to admit it. That’s why I didn’t believe in myself. 

I couldn’t see reflections of me anywhere. 

Mostly, what I saw was violence, a lot of things a child should not see.

I was also—or am—a child sexual abuse survivor. The world took advantage of my queerness or my transness, in some ways, even though then, there was no language to say that. 

I felt and was a certain way from a very early age. It’s as if people knew it, too. In fact, even my mother knew, but she was in denial. She didn’t want to admit it for several reasons. My family had such great expectations for me, and so did society. My mother was very religious. I was the son she had, who supposedly would be the man of the house. 

But the world knew. They could see it in me. 

A very specific incident stays with me, that marked me for life. I was maybe six, seven years old, I don’t know. I was walking down the street, feeling as if I was the last Coca-Cola in the desert. I felt like I was in my power, like I was just beautiful, and like I was just telling the world, “Here I am.” Right? Just in my own thing. Walking with this beautiful feeling. 

And all of a sudden, a car honked at me. I felt like the person who was in the car—who was a man—knew what I was feeling, or what I was trying to project. And I got scared. My light got dim. I just kept on walking and that was that. 

It was about experiencing myself as female. I felt like I was me in that very moment. Like I was just walking in my truth, in who I truly was. I was walking, just feeling amazing, and I felt like I was just beautiful, but I couldn’t even describe what that was, because, obviously, I didn’t have language. And then, it was this moment: “You’re not supposed to be that. You’re not.” 

LEV MICHAEL MOSES: I was born in a hamlet called Valhalla, New York. Probably forty miles out of the city. I was released shortly after, separated. I was a child of the system for around six months. I was fostered by the family that found me at six months. They ended up adopting me ten years later. 

Going through school, I was teased by girls a lot. I remember having girls literally follow me the ten blocks, whatever it was, home from school, three or four of them taunting me. I was kind of masculine. But what I remember was that no matter what they did, boys don’t hit girls. And so, I might get pushed or whatever. And then, what I did back then is, I would take it out on the boys because there was always an opportunity to fight a boy. So, there was a lot of fighting boys. This is like third grade, fourth grade, fifth grade. That’s how I worked it out. 

I wanted to do the things that boys did. I felt masculine. I don’t know that I felt like a boy because I can’t claim to know what that feels like. But I felt like those were my people. Like that’s where I’m supposed to be hanging out.

KB BOYCE: I was born in 1963 in Brooklyn, New York. And I knew I was queer, but I didn’t have the words to explain even to myself that I was transmasculine. 

When I was a little kid, I assumed I was a boy. I saw myself as a little boy. All my friends were boys. I was very much of the run around, fall down, get cuts. I had a lot of energy. And in those days, I was just like, “Yeah. I’m a boy. I’m a boy.” Really I was just a rambunctious little curious kid. I didn’t feel gender, I just felt like I was me. And that was what was important: just being myself. 

C. NJOUBE DUGAS: I grew up in a really large family in San Francisco, California. My parents were both part of the Great Migration coming from the South. Most of the people in our neighborhood were hippies. They had this really “just let them be free” kind of attitude. Like, so long as you’re not hurting each other, right? So that’s what we believed. That we could just go be free.

I don’t think I really experienced gender as it’s known. I just assumed it was okay for me to love girls. I even told my mom, “When I grow up, I’m going to get married, and me and my wife, we’re going to move to the country.” This was around 1969, and I already knew that. 

CRYSTAL MASON: I grew up in Richmond, Virginia. When I was five, we moved to a part of town called Northside. It was a working-class neighborhood. It had just been desegregated, maybe five years before we moved there. Almost all of the white people had moved out by that time. 

MS. BILLIE COOPER: My neighborhood was Black; my whole life was Black. That was my life. I didn’t meet my first Spanish person or white person until I got into eighth and ninth grade. I mean, I saw white people and Spanish people, but we didn’t connect; we didn’t interact with each other.

TINA VALENTÍN AGUIRRE: I was born in San Diego. I grew up in Logan Heights, Barrio Logan it’s sometimes called. In the seventies, and it was almost exclusively brown and Black. I only knew white people from television. I didn’t really understand that white people were like us. The first time that a white person farted around me, I was like, “What?” I didn’t know that white people could fart. I just thought that’s us, and how we live. I didn’t assume that we were the same. 

The truth is, although we are all humans, how we are treated—there really are big differences. I carry that with me in all of my work.

LEV MICHAEL MOSES: We were living in the Bronx, in a neighborhood that was just a rainbow of people. I’m saying this because I think it’s unusual for some folks. 

CRYSTAL MASON: I used to spend a good amount of time alone. At that time on television, there were a lot of those cop shows. Private detectives. I remember imagining myself being that private detective, and there was always some woman I was saving. In that time, I didn’t change the roles. I just inhabited the male role. 

This was when I was probably five, six, seven, for a long time. 

I don’t remember actually ever seeing myself in the role of the woman—or the person to be saved. Which later in life would come back to bite me.

CHINO LEE CHUNG: Growing up in Denver, my dad—as many immigrants do—wanted his kids to be successful and to assimilate. My dad would move us to the whitest, most middle-class places he could. Those are the schools we went to, and that’s where I grew up. When I was a kid, I wanted to be blonde, blue-eyed. A blonde, blue-eyed girl. That’s who I wanted to be. That was my idea of the most successful, best person that I could become. And of course, that’s who was all around me and in the media and everything else.

It’s weird. In some ways, fighting against those stereotypes, having to fight against them my whole life from the moment I was born, really pushed me into wanting to be as masculine as possible.

STORMMIGUEL FLOREZ: I grew up in a big, extended family, near the Northeast Heights of Albuquerque. The high school I went to was very mixed. We lived in a neighborhood with a lot of families. As kids, we all played together all the time. It was back in the seventies, when you let your kids play in the streets until eleven o’clock at night playing kick the can or whatever. I was always around cousins; we were all taking care of each other.

When I was really little, I was a tomboy. I played with both boys and girls on my street but really there was a difference between me and the other kids. I knew they could stand to pee and I couldn’t. I tried and made a mess. Like, I got it. I never felt like, “Oh, because I can’t pee standing up, I’m not good enough or I’m not boy enough.” It was just like, “Oh, I see that difference, and I’m still like one of the boys.”

The little boy next door was having a birthday party, and his mom was like, “Well, who do you want to invite?” and he’s like, “No girls, no girls.” She said, “Okay, well, who?” and I was the first person that he said. 

So I really was seen that way as a kid. As one of the boys.

I just got to be me, and that was great.

It never really felt like a problem until I started getting told to act a different way.

VIVIAN VARELA: I was raised in Corona, California. That’s just where life was, in Corona. At the time, it was just a little town. 

When I was growing up, I was always very curious about things. I was kind of tomboy-ish. I really did not like to wear dresses. I liked to run around in the yard and play in the water, things like that. I wasn’t much for dolls. I had a dancing doll, which was my favorite. I loved that doll because I would dance with her. You connect her to your feet, and then, with music, you just hold the doll and dance. That was my favorite doll. So, gender: there you go. I was the boy. I identified as the boy, in the dance.

When I was a kid at church, I followed around and tried to chase down the preacher’s son. He was very cute. Always clean-cut, the way he dressed. I loved that. 

Maybe I wanted to be that.

I felt male.

YOSEÑIO LEWIS: I was born in 1959, in Rhode Island. I grew up learning Spanish from my Panamanian family. I knew that I was a first-generation US-er, but I was also drawn to ways and thoughts and foods and smells and tasks and holidays of a whole other world. And I belonged to that world as much as I belonged to the world I was born into. 

I had my best buddy, Bobby. He lived across the street from my grandmother, and we just played in the street all day. I had a great time with him. 

We had one day that cemented for me who I was in the world, and how I was going to walk. 

I was three years old. We both had to go to the bathroom. We went in, and he just pulled his zipper down, did what he had to do. I pulled my pants down and was going to sit down. I thought, wait a minute, why am I sitting down and he’s not? I had no awareness of bodily differences. It just didn’t occur to me until then. 

I set on the notion that I must be sick, that whatever I was supposed to have that he did have, mine must have fallen off and I must be bleeding to death. So we have to go to the hospital so the doctor can fix whatever happened.

I proceeded to have a panic attack and say to him, “We have to go to the hospital! Hurry up and finish.” 

And he said, “What? What’s wrong?” 

I said, “I’m dying, something happened. Look at you and look at me, we’re different, something’s wrong! Let’s go to the hospital. They’ll take care of me. They’ll make me whole.”

Bobby was a couple of months older, so of course he was much more sophisticated than I ever could be. He said to me, “Listen, I take showers with my dad, and I notice that his thing is way bigger than mine. I got nervous, and I said, ‘Daddy, why is my thing so small? Yours is so huge! It’s like you can’t even see mine.’ And he said to me, ‘You’re young. When you get older, it’ll start to get bigger and bigger.’ It’s okay, you’re not sick. There’s nothing wrong with you. It will grow.” 

And that was enough. He was my best friend. He would never lie to me. He just told me, “You’re going to be fine,” and that was good enough for me. And then we pulled our pants up and went out and played some more, and that was that. 

I got the validation that I needed: I am a boy. Even though I look different, I am a boy, and so it’s okay for me to think the things that I think. It’s okay for me to wear the clothes that I wear. It’s okay for me to want the things I want, and to do the things I do. 

ANDRÉS OZZUNA: Growing up, everything we did, we did at home. This was in Argentina, during the dictatorship: everybody stayed inside. I mean, I’d go to school and come back. My mom would go to work and come directly home. But our whole lives stayed in our neighborhood. It’s not like we went out. It wasn’t safe. And also, we didn’t have enough money to go anywhere. So all the entertainment was indoors, or on the patio. We lived with my grandfather, my grandmother, my uncle, my aunt, father, mother, and sister. There were a lot of us.

I always wanted to be with the boys. But my mom wouldn’t let me. She didn’t let me do tomboy things. I couldn’t play with the boys, I couldn’t play with balls, I couldn’t play with race cars, nothing. “No, you can’t do that. You can’t play rough. You can’t.”

I remember when my period came. I was about eleven. It was tragic for me. I wanted to kill myself. I saw how my cousins were developing into men, and I couldn’t understand why. What had I done to deserve this? How come they were growing facial hair, and not me? It was horrible. I had no way of understanding it as part of my identity. I just hated what was happening, and felt all this anger. Sometimes, I fought with my cousins, because I was jealous of what I couldn’t have. 

I didn’t understand that I wasn’t a woman, that I was trans, until I was in my forties. 

C. NJOUBE DUGAS: I didn’t really experience what it was like to be a female until I started my period, and then I was pissed. From the time my body started changing, whenever that age was—ten, eleven—I did not feel comfortable with it. I did not want breasts. I was like, “What? I don’t want a bra, what are you talking about?” A part of me was shutting down. 

It just changed everything. I wanted to continue to ride my bike with my shirt off in the summertime. I didn’t like energy from men or boys, I didn’t even understand why they were attracted to me, like, “Don’t you see I’m a dude?” I even asked this guy, “How could you be attracted to me? Don’t you see me like, as your little bro?” It was so baffling. 

KB BOYCE: I ran around with no shirt on until I had no choice and had to start wearing shirts because, you know, early puberty set in. That meant that I suddenly started sprouting breasts and menstruating at a very young age. And ooh, that freaked me out. Because I really, really felt like I was a boy. 

I didn’t really understand what was going on and why, suddenly, I couldn’t grow up to be a boy. I didn’t understand gender. I didn’t have words for any of the stuff.

LEV MICHAEL MOSES: I had a nice-sized backyard, and sometimes my dad would let the grass grow a little high. That would be where football happened. Just like, going out there and playing rough, playing stickball, feeling my full self in the ways that I played, really feeling like I got to be the full expression of me. I would come home, and I would always have something ripped. My mom would be like, “What are you doing out there?” 

It was when I had the freedom to just be in my full self, which usually happened around games and sports.

I can just feel it now, the excitement, the butterflies—not fear, but more like freedom. And so, yeah. I felt big. I’m just opening my arms to say, I felt big, and open, and fully available to be me. Yeah. 

I pushed that line a lot. Even inside, even playing with my younger sister. It’s who I was. And I have to say, some of it, I believe—I’ve had some therapy over the years—was this childhood trauma that happens to babies when they’re separated at birth. There’s this way that I’ve never been able to be caged. There are times that I have been, but mostly, it was just like, I can’t help but be myself. 

YOSEÑIO LEWIS: When I was out in public with family members, and somebody said, “Oh, what a cute little boy,” my face would light up. For that brief moment, I was being seen. And I was alive. That kept validating me. 

At Easter, I have to dress up, I have to wear stockings, it made me uncomfortable as all get-out. But I would do it. I learned how to play the game, to be the boy that I was, but not too much. I learned very quickly: don’t ever talk to anyone about it. 

STORMMIGUEL FLOREZ: There were those moments of being told I was in the wrong bathroom, even in elementary school. I remember trying to go in the bathrooms only during class, because if somebody saw me walk into the girls’ bathroom, oftentimes, they thought I was in the wrong bathroom. It’s like, “Okay, I have to be careful about how I enter the space. I know I’m supposed to be here, but other people don’t.”

 I never really thought about being read as male until those bathroom spaces. In my world, I was just being me and getting to wear my brothers’ hand-me-downs. I didn’t feel like I was doing something wrong, but I was definitely embarrassed. I stressed out about it enough to start planning around it at a very early age. 

Then I started getting it from other people. From my peers. I had another friend who was a little tomboy. One teacher in particular used to call us out in front of the class and tell us we weren’t acting ladylike. A male teacher, probably gay looking back. I think about him and I think about his mannerisms. Definitely feminine. Maybe he just didn’t have a place to put that and so he took it out on me. 

TUPILI LEA ARELLANO: When I was in junior high, in eighth grade, they were making us sew a dress. They wouldn’t let me be in shop. They said, “¡estás loca!” 

I go, “No, no, I want to be in shop, I don’t want to sew things.” 

 My mom ended up sewing my dress. It was apricot satin. Oh my God, we were going to have to model them in front of the student body. 

That’s the first time I had suicidal ideation. 

I said, “I can’t do this, I cannot do this.” 

I have a blackout from modeling that dress. I don’t remember the day, or day after.

Okay? 

That’s what an insult it was to my sacred gender.

DONNA PERSONNA: We had a library in our home, and sometimes I would go and just pick up a book. I was bored, I didn’t have anything to do. So I picked up this book. It was a big, red book, a medical book. I turned the page, and there were stories about homosexuality. 

I’m ten years old, something like that. Some of the things I remember: it’s an anomaly, it’s not normal, and some of the solutions for it are separating that child from the family, from siblings especially because it could influence them. In some cases, they should be institutionalized and taken away from the parents. 

And I thought, what? So I can’t. 

No, I’ve got to be a boy. I’ve got to be a boy. 

I felt this weight on my shoulders. I could ruin my family. That kept me from ever speaking of it, I never would talk about that, because I didn’t want the consequences. 

I want you to understand, I want everyone to understand. Why did I have to be thinking things like that?

That was like sixty-seven years ago, and it’s always been with me.

LEV MICHAEL MOSES: There were no models of same-gender, same-sex relationships. None. It was all down-low. 

NICKY CALMA: I was born in Manila, Philippines, in 1967. I went to an all-boys disciplinarian Catholic boys’ school. Of course, religion was always in the picture. Everything was based on that. The Philippines is ninety-five percent Catholic, so that influenced a lot in our household. We’d go to church every Sunday. My dad would make us read the Bible.

When I was maybe eight or nine years old, we went on vacation in the “Summer Capital of the Philippines,” called Baguio City. It’s up in the mountains. And it’s cold there. It’s a vacation spot for a lot of Filipinos, especially during summertime, and we stayed at this popular hotel. That was the first time I saw someone who was transgender. She was playing this musical organ in the lobby, entertaining people, providing music. I was watching her, I was looking at her, and I was like, this woman is too beautiful, perfect. She was gorgeous, she had beautiful hair. The way she played the organ, she was very graceful. The music was connecting with her movement. She was wearing this beautiful halter top, a jumpsuit, and it had sequins on it. Rhinestones and sequins. And that excited me. That excited me a lot. 

She started staring back at me. And she was like, “What can I do for you? Do you have a request?” 

I said, “No, no, no.” I was a little shy. “I was just watching you.” 

My mom was also observing me, watching her.

Her name was Lady Valerie, I found out, and she was the entertainment at the lobby of the hotel. This organist, this humungous monster of an instrument. I mean, you really need to know how to operate this thing, with two hands and two feet. That was my first exposure. The impact! There were a lot of questions. How did she get those beautiful breasts? What did she go through in the transition? It stayed in my mind. I kind of picked up on her scent. 

I couldn’t put my finger on it, because I didn’t know what transgender was at that time. In the Philippines, trans folks are categorized as gay. Let’s say you were assigned male at birth: suddenly you became this flaming gay person. And then, when you’re assigned female at birth, you become this big bull dyke, or you start to think that maybe I’m a man? You’re lesbian. Transgender did not really exist. You don’t talk about transsexuals, you don’t talk about transvestites. Having that Catholic influence, those were the unspoken words. Trans was just not there. 

But that piqued my curiosity. That was the catalyst. 

KB BOYCE: It wasn’t exactly called transgender back then, but there were women in my neighborhood, Puerto Rican women, trans women, who were the fiercest. I had so much admiration for them. They were so brave and—don’t mess with them. They would hurt you. Anyway, it was seeing them living their lives, when I was really young, and just seeing the stuff they had to put up with. I mean, yeah, I was getting bullied for being androgynous, but these were trans women out there, oh my God, who were so brave! 

That was my first experience with transness. And I super admired them. I mean, I was super impressed. It didn’t really speak to my experience because I’m transmasculine, but just watching them navigate really stayed with me. To this day, when I think of them, I still feel chills. 

TINA VALENTÍN AGUIRRE: There was a trans Black woman who would walk around my elementary school. It was fourth grade, and at that point I had met two friends who are gay Chicanos. Chemy and Ruben. Chemy and I always stood out as super effeminate, queer kids. We hung out together, and we would see this Black trans woman walk by. I would walk up to the fence and she would wave and I would wave. Eventually she would start to talk to us. 

The teachers would say, “Don’t do that, don’t talk to adults.” 

That made sense, but for me, it was that moment of, “Oh, there’s somebody who’s different like me, and she’s just living her life!” 

Also I think she started to see, “Oh there’s this baby queer trans person, I’m just going to say hi and talk if they want to talk.” 

That was a first time I thought: Oh, yes. I had a euphoria, a joy, about gender.

CHINO LEE CHUNG: In that time, it was really hard to come out. There was a lot of homophobia, a lot of hatred against gay and queer people, and I knew that and I saw that and I lived that. It was all around me, the hatred, the gay bashing, even as far as killing queer people, murders of queer people. It was everywhere.

DONNA PERSONNA: I saw how they treated other little faggots. A redheaded boy, I clocked him as gay, but I heard whispers that other boys made him do sexual things, in the gym and stuff. They made him do things. What does that lead to? Like first, they want that and then they want to beat the fuck out of me or put me out in the street? I didn’t know. It was not being in control. It was bullying. I heard that, and said, no, no, I’m not going to be objectified. 

MS BILLIE COOPER: In junior high school, I loved it, because I noticed the boys. We were seated alphabetically, and this guy named James Carr, we always sat next to each other. I was flirting with him, but I don’t think he knew. Oh, I fell in love with him. And one day I told him I loved him, and he hated me ever since then. I felt crushed. I found myself walking by his house and just headed across the street, just said, “Oh I love you, James Carr, I love you.” I loved him so much. He was so handsome; he was so hot. But he could care less for me. 

And in high school, I really noticed boys. I got on the wrestling team so they could pin me down on the mat. 

I wanted to be pinned down, honey, by those boys.

KB BOYCE: I had a very strong sense of self. For some reason I was just like, “All right, I’m different.” 

I felt that I had to find a way to navigate this world without losing myself.







TWO
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Family Matters

LEV MICHAEL MOSES: There were things that my family saw in me, but wanted to reject at the same time. 

CRYSTAL MASON: My family always saw me as a bit of a curiosity, who was loved but a little bit like, “Hmm, she’s a little strange.” 

KB BOYCE: It didn’t make sense that my mom wanted me to wear dresses. We fought constantly. 

ANDRÉS OZZUNA: I think my mom knew a lot earlier than me. 

KB BOYCE: There are moments when families sit around and talk with the kids. “What do you want to be when you grow up? What are you going to be?” 

And everyone’s like, “Oh, I’m going to be a doctor. I’m going to be a fireman. I’m going to be this and that and the other.” 

And when it was my turn—out of the thirteen kids that were all hanging around—they said, “Well, what are you going to be when you grow up?” 

I said, “I’m going to be a dude.” 

And they laughed and laughed. 

That hurt my feelings. I didn’t understand. Because it made sense to me: I was going to grow up to be a dude, you know? What’s so funny about that?

CRYSTAL MASON: I used to like to whistle. My grandmother, who was always one of my biggest supporters, used to say to me, “Stop whistling. People are going to think you’re a man.” So there were small attempts when I was younger to put me in a box. 

But not a lot, really. I didn’t have a lot of pressure to conform.

There weren’t many role models. I didn’t have words or names or understandings. 

JOAN BENOIT: I hated dresses. I played sports. My parents always attributed it to the fact that I was surrounded by three brothers. I wanted to wear their suits. I wanted to do the things that they were doing. I thought, why can’t I drive the tractor and mow the lawn? That’s so much more fun than doing the dishes, are you kidding? I don’t want to learn how to sew. If I have to iron another one of dad’s hankies, I’m going to scream. 

My chores were all domestic. I was trained to be a homemaker my whole life. That was my training. 

I knew who I was. I’ve always known who I was.

My mom said, “You always wanted to be a boy.” 

And I said, “It wasn’t that I always wanted to be a boy. I knew that I liked girls and I didn’t know that there was an alternative.”

To be with girls, you had to be a boy. That’s all I saw. That’s all there was to see. There was nothing else to see.

VIVIAN VARELA: From a very young age, my mother wanted me to be more feminine. She would comment, “Why
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