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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 Scott-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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