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Both books tell true stories, are well written,
and are worth your time, but as I finished them I

found myself frustrated by missing perspectives.

It’s true, as Herrera sells us, that a full embrace
of our desires can be liberating and it’s true,
as McCann reminds us, that legal attacks on
these spaces are an assault on general liberty
and should be stopped, but neither book lingered
long on how awkward these spaces can be, or how
lonely and furtive they were in the Reagan and
immediate post-Reagan years in America. Lip
service was paid to how these spaces were also
frequented by trans people but how that went
for them was left out. I didn’t see me — and that
meant I had my way into the project.

Once I was back in these years the rest came
like a flood, and I was reminded why I didn’t
want to, but needed to, revisit this era.

This is an unflattering work. I'm not proud
of the way I treated myself, allowed myself to
be treated, or treated the others around me. If
aspects of sex with men or sex with aggressive
people are complicated for you please be ready
to put it down.

Alana Storm
April 2025
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Leave the house, take a left, and then another
left onto Brian Ave. Pass Sagewood, Teakwood,
Shetland, Patrice, and Palmdale to reach the
Dannybrooke apartment complex. Trespass —
head back and to the right. Follow the wire fence
until it stops. There’s a door-sized gap between
it and a second wooden fence. An affordance
allowing residents and children access to the back
ally of the shopping center.

Continue south to your first stop, Transit
Lanes. A bowling alley with a small arcade. Drop
some quarters, play some video games, and then
continue south, crossing Transit Road when the
traffic clears. Continue under the Sheridan Drive
overpass. Cross the parking lot for the old Sheri-
dan Court Motel, and head southwest until you
reach your final destination — Eastern Hills Mall.

Work your way through the zig-zagging corri-
dors at the height of mall culture. Walden Books,
Cavages, National Record Mart. The ubiquitous
arcade across from the cinema (drop a few more
quarters), Electronics Boutique, the engraving
shop that sold zippo lighters, KB Toys, the Har-
vest House Cafeteria with its mid-century vibe,
the Woolworths video games section that some-
times had an NES setup for free play. The poster
shop, and finally the food court.

4

[ was.

How quickly after that my dress fell to the
floor.

You were there, no need to rehash details,
save one. That moment halfway through where
you gently cupped my breast in your hand and
told me my body was beautiful. And how, most
remarkably of all, I believed what you were say-
ing.

[ sent you my number and smiled as I left —
you pulling those skinny jeans back on preparing
for work. I floated on the walk back to my car,
basking in the power of this new body, and re-
flecting on the ways I can chase desire with so
much less conflict in my heart. I pass a woman
my age and we smile at each other — I make up
a story that she recognizes my just fucked hair
and approves with a touch of envy:.

[ was — disappointed — when I didn’t hear
from you. A rookie move I suppose. Sending
my number instead of getting yours. The disap-
pointment multiplied when your Grindr account
stayed silent, unchecked, and eventually deleted.

[ imagine myself a younger woman, and being
angry about this ghosting rejection. Quietly stak-
ing out your building, arranging a chance meeting.
Occasionally there are benefits to having arrived
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bar. Their advertising campaign was “The RIT
alcohol policy prevents us from advertising drink
specials at The Ritz”.

The game room had maybe half a dozen pin-
ball machines and twice that many arcade cabi-
nets. Most of the space was dedicated to a num-
ber of large regulation-sized pool tables. Also,
partitioned off to the right behind windows was
a small bowling alley. Billards and bowling were
considered two of the easy As for our physical
education requirements.

This area of the Student Union was busy
during lunchtime and class switchovers, but at
other times it was dead quiet. The occasional
sounds of a pool ball clacking from one of the
aspiring sharks and the endless loop of arcade
machines in attract mode. On Saturdays it was
sparsely populated. On Sundays most of the
student union was closed, its main doors often
locked — but if you knew the tunnel system you
could find your way in.

Directly across from the game room was one
of the larger men’s bathrooms on campus.

It was a two-room affair — or one big room
with a dividing wall down the middle creating
two sections. You entered the bathroom at its
southwest corner. To your left were two rows of

6

west. Finishing a coffee at the French bakery
when you tapped my profile. I'd never seen some-
one within 700 feet before, and I don’t think I've
seen a prettier boy on the apps. I sent my usual
missives and you responded like a human. As
[ started walking to my car, parked up by the
lower Macleay trailhead, I realized I wanted to
throw caution to the wind and meet you right
Now.

When I asked the $64,000 question you said
your last girlfriend had been trans and that, you
didn’t know, there was just something about
trans women you found incredibly attractive.
There are worse answers, and while I have some
friends who would judge me for saying this —
chasing is sort of a spectrum. And you were
pretty.

[ was slightly nervous waiting for you on the
corner and relieved when I saw you in the distance
with your medium-sized dog. I remember your
big goofy smile as you told me about moving to
the city from that hippie college town and the
friends you had up here. We rolled our eyes a bit
at the wealth that surrounded us, and how much
the city had changed in the past twenty years.
We were both grateful for the pockets that still
existed. Your autistic enthusiasm charmed me.
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cause I didn’t tell her I was going away for spring
break with my family, and probably because she
saw my dissociation as disinterest. A few years
later I'd be talking with her on the phone, both
of us home from college for break, and I floated
that I was thinking about dying my hair purple
and she got really quiet and said “You shouldn’t
do that. When I see colored hair on a man — all
[ can think is — — — gay”

[ have never, now or then, preferred the com-
pany of men. Then, they were my bullies with
a set of social rules and hierarchies I never un-
derstood and always seemed to violate. Their
cruelty a mystery to me. Women held me in an
almost hypnotic sway — my attraction to them
seemingly different than what the young boys in
my life boasted of.

But men didn’t seem to have the same expec-
tations of me as the straight what-we-would-now-
call cis girls did. The men seemed to understand
the burden of a testosterone endocrine system
and that sexual arousal was detached from things
the what-we-would-now-call cis girls wanted.

Men offered me a path towards sexual expe-
rience, and while I knew the credits wouldn’t
transfer 1 to 1, I did hope the experiences I was
about to seek out would leave me in better shape

8

during those years of discontent. At forty-five I
remembered every detail of your successes and
failures. As I crest fifty both you and my forty-
five-year-old self feel like a shore that dropped off
the horizon an aeon ago. As my body continues to
change and I more fully inhabit feelings that once
seemed impossible I've realized I can’t remember
what it feels like to be you.

[ often start things without knowing why I
need to do them. I think the reason I'm writing
you this letter is to say goodbye. Both to who
I was and to the woman neither of us got to be.
And it hurts my heart to do that because I love
you now in a way I could never manage then —
but there’s nothing I can do to help you. I am,
as the poet says, ready to begin saving the only
life I can save.

[ love you, I'm sorry, and I forgive you. We
both deserved better than the world we had. I
hope you're able to find your way here.
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staying there longer are the ones staying there
longer themselves.

I noticed people staying longer.

[ would leave and glance back at the last two
stalls and see left and right feet closer than you
would expect.

[ would hear a scuffle of feet or a hand brace
against a stall wall.

[ finally decided I would try to take one of
these anonymous men up on their offer. Someone
had scrawled their solicitation on the wall and
included a [ist of days and times with instructions
to circle and claim one if you were interested. I
appreciated the efficient organization.

When the day came I sat in that stall — ner-
vous that it was at a busy time. Someone entered
the stall next to me and I waited. No sign was
given, they did their business and left. Two
minutes after the appointed time I gave in to
nervousness and left the bathroom. As I did I
saw an older man (which meant the grizzled age
of 21, maybe 22) with a Will Riker beard and a
bear’s build walking up the hall attempting to
make eye contact with the men he saw. His eyes
locked into mine and I felt even more panicked. I
swiftened my pace down the tunnel towards the
student radio station. Unlike Lot’s wife, I did

10

it. Had this been a boy you'd have pounded the
third — maybe fourth — beer, fucked, and then
drifted away. Had this been a cis woman you'd
have fucked, let yourself try to be in a relationship,
and then left her with both your hearts bruised.
These thoughts are running through your head as
she says something coy and gives you that look.

Are they on your mind because you're tired
of this old pattern and want something new?
Or are they on your mind because this girl is
trans and your transvestite practice fills you with
shame — what could a real trans woman want
from someone like you? Or are they on your mind
because there’s something in you that wants to
protect this girl from the world and the idea of
bruising her heart feels like stabbing yourself?

At some point, you haltingly say that you've
never been with a trans woman, that you know
hormones change bodies and reactions but that
you don’t know how and she tells you she’ll answer
any question you have.

Why couldn’t you ask her your questions?

You'll talk about this night eleven years later.
She won’t remember it as precisely as you. She’ll
confirm she wanted to “jump your bones”, and
also tell you that when she started seeing you
around in person, way back when, she was con-
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returned my favor, and I quickly pulled back wor-
ried I was going to come and sat back down. His
head appeared upside down under the stall wall —
a fratish haircut, and he whispered “Keep going”.

[ looked forward and kept going, quickly ejac-
ulating into the toilet, feeling an immense post-
orgasm shame. I pulled up my pants and left the
bathroom as quickly as I could.

Not quite sex, but not quite not sex. An
inauspicious start.

At the start of 1995 I returned to Buffalo,
unsure what my future would be. I had washed
out of the photojournalism program at RIT and
state school seemed like a better place to spin my
wheels than private school.

Knox Lecture Hall sits near the center of the
University at Buffalo’s North Campus. A center
atrium in the shape of an octagon, with four
additional octagons clustered around the center.
The amphitheater seating in these four octagons
makes Knox UB’s largest lecture hall. Between
class breaks the atrium would buzz with activity,
but once classes got underway it was a quiet space
where people didn’t linger.

12

— you're good at survival but I wonder if trying
to live would kill you. Hardly original questions.

['m writing to you now because this is when,
as much as you've escaped Rochester and as much
as it’s true that this move is the best thing you've
ever done for yourself, you're starting to repeat
a pattern.

Date a woman, fall in love, feel discontent.
Leave.
Fuck men, feel lonely, date a woman.

The sex is better, you've gotten decent at that.
“Defer orgasm, listen to their body, ask questions”
seems to have worked for you. The novelty of
seeing a man and finding someone who fucked
like a dyke was a pleasant surprise for most of
your girlfriends.

You let the men take what they want, and the
release is nice, but the validation is why you're
there. You'll talk about it with therapists and
friends and tell them you can understand what
these men might want from someone femme pre-
senting and that it makes you happy to give it
to them. An understanding you’ve never been
able to develop with gay men. You explain away
that validation as feeding your codependent need
to give people what they want. You try fucking
men as a boy from time to time and you still feel
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apartment in an old house. A short hallway led
to a kitchen. Steve’s bedroom was right off that
kitchen.

Afterwards, Steve offered me water in a coffee
mug. He asked how it was — and I made sounds
that indicated I liked it and hoped it was good

for him, but also that it was a lot to think about.

[ remember thinking “he wants me to be blown
away . He wanted to have inducted me into the
ways of men. For it to be as revelatory an event
for me as it had been for him. Instead, all I'm
thinking is I'd like to go home. That I've thrown
away my one and only first time on some random
man when I'm not even gay. Or am [ gay and
that’s just internalized homophobia? Driving
away [ felt the regret growing along with a guilt
that I'd misled Steve.

[ also heard a voice in my head express relief:

There was no grand revelation. The curtains had
not parted as so many men on IRC had sworn
they would. Maybe it was a mistake to have

hooked up but at least now I knew I wasn’t gay.

[ was back cruising within a week. Years
later I'd hear the phrase post-coital tristesse and
instantly understand.

14

maybe I didn’t treat you
quite as good as I should
maybe I didn’t love you
quite as often as I could

(2008 — Portland, OR)
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library brain trust were worried about.

Cops kept me away from another cruising
spot in Rochester I'd heard about. Off-campus,
in Highland Park. A friend’s then-boyfriend was
talking about how wild it was that dudes just
lined up their cars on Pinetum Drive. Some
stayed in their car and waited to be solicited —
others wandered off into the cluster of trees to
the north. Driving through the park at night
I'd see the line of cars and consider it — but off
campus cruising felt more dangerous. While the
bathrooms created a risk of discovery, that risk
seemed shared between partners.

Park cruising seemed isolated, increasing the
chances that someone with ill intent could hurt
you. Also — a few times a year police would sweep
the area making arrests. Their tactics usually
included entrapment — having an undercover offi-
cer solicit men for sex and encouraging them to
take off their clothing, or using the non-verbal
consent culture to claim unwanted sexual touch
as assault.

In 2016 similar tactics at Marie Curtis Park in
Toronto will spark outrage and draw protests and
activism from the gay and queer communities in
that city. In Rochester, in the 1980s and 1990s,
the local gay press covered these busts uncritically
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the time many of those cross-dressers pined to
find a girlfriend or wife who would accept their
strange “hobby”. Those who found that sort of
relationship were seen as the lucky ones.

This always felt — wrong? — to me. It never
felt like enough, but also, that to fully explain to
a partner why I was cross-dressing would have
meant needing to understand it myself. I was not
ready to look that in the eye. I never hid the fact
of it from you or future girlfriends, but I kept my
inner emotional life a secret.

It was a poor way to treat you — grasping
for your intimacy and being afraid to return it
in kind. I'm sorry — I wish I'd know a different
way of being. I remember years later, reading
through your Livejournal and discovering a post
expressing your muted regret of an infidelity that
[ wasn’t aware of and my primary thought was
one of guilt for not being there for you.

Despite all that — I remember our time to-
gether fondly. Wandering Mount Hope Ceme-
tery, endless DVD rentals from that house near
twelve corners, Hypnotoad, Salad Fingers, hikes
in Mendon Ponds, endless discussion of comics
and that convention in Toronto, introducing me
to Wet Moon the comic your friend wrote and
drew. Years later I'd watch online as Sophie tran-
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[IRC with folks in the #gay and #gaysex rooms
and then started privately chatting with someone
with a UB email address. We both realized we
were in Bell’s computer lab and he asked if I
wanted to fool around.

I did — we negotiated a blow job and I asked

him where? Knox? He replied no, not there.

He’d seen the guy out front and the guy out front
seemed like campus security or a cop. He said he
knew a spot and that he was going to get up and
[ should follow 15 seconds later.

We didn’t talk as he led me through a part
of campus and a maze of hallways and buildings
[ hadn’t been through before, eventually leading
to a small men’s room in a seemingly deserted

part of the campus. A standard two-stall affair.

Beige stall doors on beige tiles. Brightly lit, but
with a more yellow-toned light than the Knox
bathroom. He stepped into the handicap stall
and I followed, closing the door behind me.

[ will spare you the lurid and uncomfortable
details. Instead — I'll say he wanted more than
we agreed to. I said no. He was insistent. I got
out of there, but not as soon as I needed to. I
remember the mean smug look on his face as I
bolted from the bathroom, walking away as fast
as I could, and looking for a building exit so I

18

Or maybe just the weird codependent dynamic
E— and I had back then.

[ was starting to come into my confidence. I'd
paid off enough of my debt to have my move to
Portland planned. I was excited at the prospect
of a city full of bohemians entering peak young-
person years. A city full of people like I imagined
you to be. A chance to start my life.

You weren’t the first woman I dated or slept
with, but you were the first who I told everything.
My bisexuality. The cross-dressing. You were
chill with it — even a little intrigued/excited by a
boy who wanted to wear eye makeup and skirts.
[ remember dressing with you a few times — you
were perplexed by my regime of beard shadow
covering but rolled with it. The only time I felt
shame was in your reaction to my excitement
over the breast forms.

[f anonymous sex with men from the inter-
net was one amplitude of my pendulum swing,
then the other was attempts at traditional rela-
tionships with women like you. I never cruised
when we were together — and I never wanted to.
Sex with men always felt transactional, but with
women it was yearning for intimacy and a hold-
ing close of something I didn’t dare say, even to
myself, that I wanted.
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you always wanted me to be
something I wasn’t
you always wanted too much

(1995 — Rochester, NY)

finished fucking inside.

Eventually, others started filtering through
the house — the catty twink threw an insult my
way at being the sort of guy who kept his shirt
on at a sex party. I laugh now at how ashamed I
was of my body despite being in the best shape
of my life. Still unaware it was dysphoria. Trans
women didn’t talk about their baggy clothing
phase back then like they do now.

We talked a bit on the ride home, but nothing
of consequence. You seemed to have had a good
time but agreed the vibes were kind of strange
and that the twink twins were little shits.

[ dropped you off at your place and you said
[ should call you. I nodded and never did.

[ don’t know when I'll be in Rochester next
but I'll reach out. It’d be nice to hang out without
my hangups hanging over everything.
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[ saw you, as described, lying back on the couch
and I — panicked. I kept walking straight past
you, faking an errand in the interfaith center. For
all the good game I talked online, my own desires
were a Gordian knot. Teasing out my internalized
homophobia from my legitimate discomfort with

being seen as a gay man would take me decades.

We kept talking despite the ghosting. How
many times did we hookup in my single dorm
room? Maybe five? Oral sex at first — eventually
you asked me to fuck you and I did. After I
came I remember you cleaning up and trying to
be tender with me as my post-orgasm regret set
in. You repeated back things I'd said to you in
that first IRC chat session, and I nodded both
knowing they were true, but also that something
didn’t feel right to me.

We'd repeat this cycle again and again.

[ remember when I tried to bottom for you in
your dorm room, and your enthusiasm assumed
a level of experience I didn’t have. I shouted out
in pain and we stopped. Probably for the best,

given your roommate showed up 5 minutes later.

The last time we had sex was — in 19987
19997 You'd moved out of the dorms and into
a place downtown — a basement apartment in
the old Seminary building. I topped you again
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The two generous men — the one who wanted
me to come first, and was indignant when my
post-orgasm shame made me kick him out of my
place. Then the ecstatic chaser who wanted to
rub his dick on my mouth in a Motel by the
Thruway and who might have been a regular
if he’d been less insistent about coming to my
apartment.

So fifteen hookups over — ten years? Throw
in you, the two Steves, two women, a couple, and
five tearoom encounters that barely count as sex
and that’s more than two but less than three per
year — as body counts go it felt mild.

My interest in the sex party was as much
bucket list as it was lust, and the vibe was strange.
A blond twink housesitting for his parents. The
suburban home with the basement dad bar. The
high deck that overlooked a yard, wet with spring
dew. Another, cattier twink and a third boy who
retroactively reminds me of Wallace Wells as
portrayed by Kieran Culkin. This triad seemed
to be the center of the party, and then there
were a handful of other quiet solo men whose
connection to the scene was unclear.
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of grace. As I was doing it, I felt the shame of
it, and channeled the shame of it back into the
doing of it. I was held together by anger and
grief in those days.

You apologized several times but I don’t re-
member leaving satisfied.

The guy I was hooking up with showed me
where to buy shampoo and the spray for my
furniture. I spent the next year paranoid that I
still had crabs — every itch suspect, every hair
follicle secretly an egg sac. It was the first time I
shaved my entire body — so thanks for that I guess.
Eventually, the local STD clinic confirmed I was
louse-free, and then gave me a penile gonorrhea
swab for my trouble. The doctor praised both
my proactive shaving as well as the fact I didn’t
bolt after the swab, which sometimes happened.

['ve wondered a lot about what you were
thinking as you stared at me that evening. I
remember a familiar dissociative helplessness set-
ting in. In your eyes was I a pathetic closet case?
A selfish “straight” bisexual using you as a jerk-
off rag? Or just a boy who was careless with your
heart?

I doubt “closeted bisexual, future transsexual,
subconsciously grasping for anyone else outside
of straight norms” was in your matrix. I could
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with the van at that ice cream stand who sketched
me out so I didn’t go back with them. The man
in the arts district whose coffee shop and vintage
apartment I coveted. The boy with the smelly
dick in the science lab, who I bailed on when I
discovered his smelly dick. The effete boy who
looked up my dorm room number with my IRC
address and showed up at my door unannounced
and wouldn’t leave until I closed the door and
ignored his persistent knocking.

The art student with the curved penis who
was surprised we weren’t harassed as we stum-
bled back to his apartment in the snow on a
Saturday night buzzed on bad red wine and who
was crestfallen the next week when he realized
it was, for me, just a hookup. The thirty-two-
year-old from the gay BBS who told me I had
crabs. The man who lived five blocks away whose
room in the house felt like a winterized sun porch.
The man whose live-in boyfriend was a bartender
at the Bachelor’s Forum and whose nearby at-
tic apartment was up two flights of not-to-code
stairs bolted to the back of a house who wanted
to bottom for oral sex and offered me a crusty
towel to clean myself up.

The kind man with the warm smile and per-
fect abs who slowed things down and probably
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Dear Sa—,

['m glad we were able to reconnect a few years
back, even if it was the mildest of Facebook hellos.
[ laughed when I saw your birthday party invite
— I had somehow got it in my head you were
barely eighteen the first time we hooked up in
your International House dorm room and not,
as your modern invite revealed, two years older
than me. Decades of age gap guilt dissipated in
a moment.

It makes sense when [ think about it though.
How quickly those two hookups turned into you
asking about intentions and if I wanted to date
you — and your quick acceptance when we tried
and it was clear there was something holding me
back. I think it was when I was hanging out with
my floormates and you returned my belt. I felt
a sense of panic and not wanting to be seen as
dating a gay man — despite these being the same
boys who I'd chase around threatening to kiss at
parties.

You handled me with a lot more emotional
maturity than Steve did — or maybe just with the
caution that a gay Venezuelan immigrant needed
around the white queers he pursued.

['ve wondered why you kept in touch with me
after school. It was a weird sporadic — acquain-
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tanceship? — we had. Half the time I'd hang out
with you hoping you’d proposition me but you
seemed to know you deserved better than that —
forcing me to state an interest if we were going
to hookup again.

You were the first friend I had who suffered
walking while not-white from the cops — or the
first who shared the experience with me — and
I remember feeling the deep injustice of it, but
not knowing what to say to you about it. I also
remember an awkward conversation about Hugo
Chavez — my then naive American leftist idealism
vs. you still having people there. In the months
that followed it was a huge catalyst in my politics
maturing.

[ regret not asking you more about your drag —
even then I both knew it was something I wanted
but not like you and those other pageant queens
wanted. I remember giving you a ride somewhere
and not being able to place why you looked so
different until you said “It’s my eyebrows honey;,
[ shave them off for competition”. Full dedication
to the bit. A crime when you lost the Business
Fit category because the judge didn’t like your
under-blouse made from compact discs.

The last time I remember seeing you was
spring 2004. We were chatting online, doing that
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