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A LETTER TO YOU FROM ME

. . . is this a good time?

Okay, good.

Hi.

When I first dreamed of writing this book, I assumed it would be a fun, camp look into the first 365 days of my gender journey. I started journaling about my experiences and felt on top of the world. But shortly after my first year of transitioning, my shit got rocked. So, I had three options:

A) Send in the pretty pages I once planned for you.

B) Start from scratch and write a Shakespearean tragedy of the dramatic turn of events.

© All of the above!

When I started my Days of Girlhood series on TikTok, I decided to show the good and the bad; the pretty and the raw; the ups and the downs of transition. I want to do the same thing with this book. These pages contain everything I didn’t say on the internet and then some. This book is the most authentic version of myself—she’s messy! This messiness includes mental health struggles, sexual trauma, and some heavy topics, so please read with care. Phew! Courageous conversation done. Now, I want to give you a little direction on how to navigate her.




How to Read Paper Doll Without Wanting to Pull Your Hair Out:

• The book follows two different timelines: my first 365 days of transitioning, and post-Beergate. If the section is in journal format, that means it happened within the first year, 2022–2023. If it’s in essay format, that means it happened in the years before and/or after.

• Know that it is just my own personal transition journey and timeline. I am a baby trans, relatively new to this community. My story should never be used as the baseline or common experience of all trans people. Take any of my transition tools with a grain of salt—there is no right or wrong way, and isn’t that gorgeous?

• While we’re at it, I want to remind us all that there are soooo many different versions of girlhood and womanhood. And while this book focuses on mine, I honor them all.

• I write like I talk, so to my grammar policemen and -women and -humans out there, I apologize in advance. Shhh, just let it happen. Hehe.

• I want you to read this book in your cutest pajamas, way past your bedtime, with multiple beverages on your nightstand. If you’re listening to it, I want road trip, windows down, hair blowing in the wind, full glam fantasy vibes. Or while folding laundry works too.

• Pass this book along to a queen in your life who you think could use it. Even if it’s a stranger who you can just sense has cute taste. Or be selfish and keep it for pink home décor!

• I never thought I would ever get to write a book, let alone have it published, so crazy dreams are possible. While reading this book, I want you to dream like CRAZY. Let your imagination go wild!!!

• I need you to believe sweet earnestness still exists. As I get older, I feel myself getting more cynical, and when I read back on my early transition days, it reminds me of the innocence I once allowed myself. The fight to remain sweetly earnest as we age just might be the greatest fight of all.

Okay, I think that’s everything. Oh god, am I allowed to end on eight? Lists usually end on ten, right? Well, I did say this book would be unconventional, so let’s end with eight. And how nice for eight, she finally gets her moment. Happy reading!

LOVE YA,

[image: Dylan's signature with a heart]




THE FALL OUT

[image: A cigarette burning in an ash tray]

Iam sitting on my porch in my tie-dye cat muumuu, smoking my first cigarette in years. I feel wildly guilty about having a smoke, but it’s a thin Capri, which makes the aesthetic a little bit cuter. A healthier cigarette . . . I think. The paparazzi that’ve been staking out my front yard for the last few weeks can’t see me from behind the tall hedges, but I kind of wish they could just for this moment. How easy it’d be to throw the Disney-fied version of myself to the wind. I could see the headlines now: “Controversial Trans Influencer Dylan Mulvaney Crumbles Under Criticism, Picks Up Smoking and God Knows What Else.” The shitty speakers on my phone are playing “Flightless Bird” from the Twilight soundtrack. This song is the only thing that’s making me feel something. A notification pops up. It’s Lily. “How r u? How’s your heart?” A pinch of happiness to hear from my best friend. She just moved five thousand miles away but is still thinking of me. And then the sadness hits—she just moved five thousand miles away. How am I? People keep asking me that, and honestly, I don’t know how to respond. I’ve always been very good about articulating how I’m feeling, but right now, at this moment, I don’t know what to say other than “I don’t think I’m doing so great.” The song ends. I start to text back, “I don’t think I’m doing . . .” I change my mind. I don’t want to worry Lily, so I just say, “Okay-ish. Just missing you.” I look at the glowing orb of my half-finished cigarette. I hear my mom in my head, scolding me about lung cancer. I stub out the cute little half-Capri in the heart-shaped bowl I bought to fill with candy, now holding ashes. I take one last look at the hedges and go back inside the house. Cue: “Landslide.”



MARCH 11, 2022

DAY 1 of being a girl . . .

. . . And I’m coming out for the third time in my life today. The first time, I was fourteen and I came out as a gay boy, next was age twenty-four as nonbinary, and now, here I am at twenty-five, finally ready to tell the world that I am a trans woman. AH!

I’ve already been on hormones now for a few months, and I’ve had sit-downs with my close friends and family, but I’m breakin’ the news to everyone else. I’m coming out on a Friday so that I can hide this weekend, and it also gives the girls from my hometown a hot topic to dish on at Sunday brunch. This has been a long, longgggg time coming.

A Conversation with My Mom When I Was Four

Four-year-old me: Mom!

Mom: Yes?

Four-year-old me: I think God made a mistake.

Mom: What do you mean?

Four-year-old me: I think he put a girl in a boy’s body.

Mom: Oh, God doesn’t make mistakes. You are perfect the way you are.


[image: A young boy stands next to his mother; his mother is leaning down over him with her hands on her hips]

And that was that. No shade to Mom; it was the year 2000 and resources were limited for trans youth, especially living in a conservative household.

After over twenty years of ignoring the Angel of Transness tapping on my shoulder, telling me that I’m a woman, I couldn’t ignore her anymore. Last night, I put barrettes in my hair and chicken cutlets in my top, and made a seven-minute heartfelt coming-out video to post on social media.

I think coming-out videos aren’t as necessary these days (gen z seems to have less shame and more confidence), but I’m on the millennial cusp, so I grew up in a time when novel-length coming-out Facebook proclamations and teary-eyed YouTube confessionals reigned supreme. My coming-outs were partly theatrical and partly apologetic, and today’s was no different. The theatrical part is from my musical theater degree. The apologetic part is from my Catholic guilt. I even wrote out everything I wanted to say on my computer first so that I made sure I got every single point in. I did shed some tears while filming. Tears of happiness. Grief. Release. This was by far the scariest one I’ve ever done, and hopefully the last. But I can’t live another day of being misgendered when I know so firmly who I am. I’m hoping this all doesn’t come as too much of a shock to the people who know me (I mean, they have already seen me change pronouns once before), but this is still major.

I uploaded the emotionally taxing video, watched it back, and cringed. God, Dylan, why so dramatic?! I’ve been doing stand-up for a few months now, so I figured, why not put my comedy chops to use and make a satirical video to lighten the mood.

I originally planned to start my transition in private, but that felt like putting my life on pause. I don’t really know how this will go over, but it feels nice to find the funny . . . Dylan, please always look for the funny.


[image: A mobile phone screen shows a woman sat in front of a laptop, writing a diary entry]


Expand / collapse Extended Description
There is a speech bubble coming from the woman’s mouth which reads: Day one of being a girl and I’ve already cried three times. I wrote a scathing email that I didn’t send, I bought dresses online that I couldn’t afford, and when someone asked me how I was, I said, ‘I’m fine’ when I wasn’t fine. How’d I do, ladies?.




[image: The world sees you as a man in a dress]

[image: You should've gone into hiding]

[image: The girls at brunch are laughing at you]

Publicly sharing my transition could be a massive failure. And now for our regularly scheduled programming of DYLAN’S! DARK! THOUGHTS! Dylan’s Dark Thoughts has been a recurring segment in my life since my early teen years. Let’s take a look at what they have to say today.

I open my phone and the first few comments on the video are sweet and supportive. Take that, Dark Thoughts! Okay, for now, sharing it with others feels nice.

I’m really proud of you, Dylan. Terrified, and proud. Here’s to showing the good, the bad, and the ugly. I think we deserve some Domino’s deep pan pizza tonight.

LOVE YA,

[image: Dylan's signature with a heart]



MARCH 12, 2022

DAY 2 of being a girl . . .

. . . And women hate me. Let me rephrase that: The women of TikTok hate me. Making an apology video on Day 2 wasn’t exactly what I had planned, but here we are. My Day 1 video is getting a lot of traction in a bad way. I woke up to 500,000 views and thousands of comments debating my right to womanhood. Being controversial goes against all the people-pleasing skills I’ve developed since childhood. Did I just ruin everything with one video?

I thought I was being relatable, but here’s a bunch of ladies in my comments saying I will never be a woman, that they are deeply offended, and that my stubble is showing. I just want to curl into a ball and never unfurl. I don’t know what to do other than make an apology video.

Okay, I’m just going to apologize so these ladies know that I’m not a threat. I feel terrible. The group I want to be accepted by the most is the one that wants nothing to do with me. Growing up gay, and then a brief chapter of nonbinary, I had wonderful friendships and connections with women. They are my safe space. But it feels like something just . . . shifted. The women of TikTok plucked me out of the “twinky gay friend” box, took one good look at me, and said, We don’t claim her. Oof.

Luckily, one of my best friends, Keesh, is in town, and we’re going to the Rose Bowl Flea Market for vintage shopping. Shopping is an excellent distraction from the Dark Thoughts.

When Keesh shows up at my apartment, I instantly feel better. Her bright pink hair and warmer-than-the-sun smile put me at ease. Keesh is a sheepherder, registered nurse, meditation instructor—just to name a few of her part-time careers—so she knows how to comfort those in need. I first met Keesh

Her name is Loraine, but I call her Keesh, like quiche Lorraine.

when I was six years old. Her daughter Mae and I took acting classes together, and while Mae and I were friends too, I’ve always been the kind of kid who really connects with moms. (At pool parties growing up, you’d find me with my legs crossed, sipping a Capri-Sun like it was a Cosmo all while dishing the hottest goss with the moms in the kitchen.) Later, in my teen years, Keesh and I reconnected when Mae and I were in a production of Legally Blonde together. Keesh and I continued finding each other over and over again. When I couldn’t ignore the Angel of Transness anymore, Keesh is who I went to. She is the woman I emulated; I wore the same bright, chunky knits (the clothes were literally hers) and styled my hair in pigtail braids just like hers.

Keesh is the perfect distraction from the angry internet; she is safety, she is home. But I can still feel the comments section seizing up in my pocket, and it’s eating away at me. I could puke from nerves. I must fix this. All I ever wanted was to connect with other women, and the desire to be liked by them is outweighing my desire to put the phone down. Maybe they just need to see more parts of my personality! Maybe if I make a few more videos, they’ll see what I am really like. As soon as I stepped into the flea market, I turned the camera on and hit record.

As I wandered through the parking lot pop-up booths, I filmed some of my favorite finds. I scored some great vintage dresses to add to my wardrobe too. Most trans gals have to start completely fresh, but luckily I had been wearing women’s clothes (mostly Keesh’s) for the past year while identifying as nonbinary, so my closet is already a work in progress.

Half my closet is new and feminine, and the other half, the more masculine side, has been sitting there gathering dust. Now that I am stepping into my joy, I don’t want to keep the clothing that I wore during boyhood. But what if I need something boyish-looking for an audition? God, I hope I don’t have to keep going in for male roles. The last part I played was a Mormon boy, Elder White, in the Broadway musical tour of The Book of Mormon, and I have no interest in playing that again. The nonbinary roles I auditioned for were equally off; every nonbinary character had a nose ring and a shaved head, and was named after a type of tree. Oof. There are no characters that fit who I truly am, and I fear that no one will cast me to play female characters. It might take a while for the industry to know what to do with me. Even TikTok is having a complete meltdown over the fact that I’m a girl.

[image: A female doll in her underwear, surrounded by clothes with tabs on so you can choose what she wears]

The Rose Bowl was nice, but I still couldn’t shake the stress of feeling like the whole internet was mad at me, so Keesh and I went to one of my all-time favorite places on earth: the Grove. I love the Grove. It’s this big, obnoxious outdoor mall in the middle of Los Angeles. There are trolleys and palm trees and high-end stores where I can go spend money on things I don’t necessarily need but might make me feel better. It’s a clean, manicured escape from the real world. Disneyland for adults. Oh, and of course, we can’t forget Wetzel’s Pretzels. I can’t go to a mall and not get Wetzel’s. It’s a must. Feel free to sub it for Auntie Anne’s depending on where you’re geographically located. Even though I was at the Grove, with all of its carb-y distractions, I couldn’t help but keep checking my phone. I had some sort of addictive impulse to read every single comment. Luckily, Keesh was equally fascinated with the virality, which is good because I wasn’t fully present with her or the Grove, just doomscrolling every five seconds.

The hundreds of comments were sending me into paralysis. But I somehow mustered the courage to edit and post the Day 2 video. As soon as it was uploaded, I sat in bed and cried. Then that crying turned into sobbing. Then came the Dark Thoughts.

[image: They don't want you. Take it all back]

[image: You brought this on yourseld]

[image: You're so fucking dumb. You'll never be a woman]

[image: You don't really want to be here.]

I could call a friend, Keesh maybe, but the Dark Thoughts convince me that she doesn’t want to talk to me.

[image: No one wants to talk to you. No one wants to be your friend.]

The most alarming shift in today’s Dark Thoughts is that they echo the comments section of my last two posts. The Dark Thoughts now have user names and avatars.

I can’t tell the difference between my own Dark Thoughts and the angry comments section anymore. The Angel of Transness provides a moment of reprieve, reminding me that just yesterday, I saw my gender and transition so clearly with validation from doctors and loved ones alike. But with this many external opinions, the Dark Thoughts win.

[image: Maybe everything you've felt about your gender is actually a mental illness like they say it is?]


Expand / collapse Extended Description
Additional text: You've trusted women your whole life, why not believe them now?




I know loneliness well. Sometimes we’re even BFFs. But right now, she’s a real bitch, and I’m worried I’ll get trapped in her clutches forever. The one thing I love about sobbing is how tired it makes me. I can’t act on anything. Too sleepy. The Dark Thoughts can pick up where they left off in the morning.

You don’t deserve a Domino’s deep pan pizza tonight.

GOOD NIGHT,

[image: Dylan's signature with a heart]



MARCH 13, 2022

DAY 3 of being a girl . . .

. . . AND NOT ALL WOMEN HATE ME!!! THANK YOU, GOD! I woke up today expecting to welcome the Dark Thoughts back with open arms, but I refreshed the comments section, and boom. A cyber war.

[image: Stop appropriating my gender]

[image: Dylan can't appropriate being a girl because she is one]

[image: Don't listen to these women, sweetie! I do all of these things frequently!]

[image: I was totally giggling until I went to the comments. Shame on all of you women for hating on her.]

[image: Y'all are a bunch of TERF's SMDH]

Seeing positive comments flood in, all from women of different ages, made me want to cry tears of relief. I have a lot of growing to do, which I’m well aware of and completely ready for, but I’m not trying to upset anyone here. But, wait, hold up . . . what’s a

TERF?

Quick google.


TERF /tərf/ a trans-exclusionary radical feminist: an advocate of radical “feminism” who believes that a trans woman’s gender identity is not legitimate and who is hostile to the inclusion of trans people and gender-diverse people in the feminist movement.



Ohhhhh! So, there are women who just hate all trans people, not just me? Good to know, good to know. The pieces are coming together. That’s the other thing about me, I don’t really know much of the trans terminology yet. I’ve probably met fewer than five trans people in my life (at least that I’m aware of), and I hadn’t even heard the term nonbinary until two years ago. You’d think being part of the queer alphabet mafia that I’d be more in the know, but in the very white privileged spaces I’ve previously occupied, the letters often stay isolated from each other.

Well . . . at least I know what these catty women are now. TERFs! WOO! I spent the rest of my day watching WORLD WAR SHE unfold, with more supportive women adding in and eventually overpowering the haters. Okay, my Day 1 video must have ended up on the wrong side of the internet. Noted.

All of my content up until this point hasn’t been seen as controversial. Animal videos. Singing Broadway covers. I thought I had a good handle on what it meant to go viral after a few of my other TikToks had taken off (Google: Dylan Mulvaney Bison), but this hit different. All the attention was . . . TERRIFYING.

I’m the kind of gal who lies awake at night when I suspect one person dislikes me, let alone thousands, hence the sobbing last night. I’m also the kind of gal who plots how to make said person like me no matter what it takes. This would be challenging given that there are now thousands of these TERFs and I don’t know their addresses to send Edible Arrangements. So, making more Days of Girlhood videos is my best shot at winning them over.

Last night I was trapped in bed apologizing in the comments section. Tonight I’m in bed thanking all the kind women who left messages of support. This feels better than an apology tour. I changed “I’m sorry” to “thank you” and noticed something wild began to happen. These kind women in my comments were following me. Like . . . a lot. Whoa. Every few seconds a new name pops up in my notifications followed by a serotonin rush.

My obsessive refreshing of my notifications leaves no room for the Dark Thoughts to creep in. I refresh until my eyes burn.

LOVE YA,

[image: Dylan's signature with a heart]
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