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Praise for Reverse Tomboy


“Sweet, poignant, and achingly honest, REVERSE TOMBOY is a gorgeously-sketched portrait of trans loneliness and pleasure.”

- Gretchen Felker-Martin, author of Manhunt, Cuckoo, and Black Flame





“REVERSE TOMBOY opens with a moment of ekphrasis, in the whelming domestic soundscape of a laundromat, in a perfectly mundane and usual scene of dissociation and the impossibility of reading another sentence when there's so much stuff to process right in front of you; Naomi's thoughts travel, as she lovingly side-eyes rituals of youth, of second puberty, of too-small dating scenes, and undergoes less a journey of 'transition' than a journey of 'ease,' to learn leisure. An extremely personable writing voice, with moments of various joy-overwhelming joy, a stopping joy, a we-must-sit-in-this-joy—cut against usual romantic woes and the sense a fuller life, a social life, can lead to total ease, the opportunity to be newly still. Allusive and sweet and insightful with no caricature bogeymen or manufactured hand-wringing necessary, as AA brings an incredible millesimal fineness to bear on the Bildungsroman to fill out its every nook and cranny instead. In turns light as Hemingway and as funny and sharp as Torrey Peters, REVERSE TOMBOY is a remarkably brisk and exacting novel of small and sure steps toward grace in the garden of untamed harmony that is made by trans people alive and well in the public sphere.”

- Benjamin C. Dugdale, author of The Repoetic: After Saint Pol Roux





“REVERSE TOMBOY offers an intimate exploration of the lives of trans people today. Following in the footsteps of Leslie Feinberg's STONE BUTCH BLUES and Imogen Binnie's NEVADA, Autogyniphiles Anonymous shares a semi-autobiographical narrative of how one becomes oneself. Wedged in the intersection of trans literature and philosophy, readers won't be able to put down the hilariously scathing - and satisfying - critique of the gender roles our society still clings to.”

- Eli Erlick, author of Before Gender: Lost Stories from Trans History, 1850-1950
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To Nancy Richler, I’m sorry I couldn’t keep my promise. 

To Phil Hall, for inviting me to so many literary events I had no business attending. 

And to Kathrin Hemingway, who never published under this name which she chose for herself during her 1953 holiday with her wife Mary.
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Author's Foreword

I am not sure if this is a modest book, but I am a modest author. There was a time when I was very proud of the work you are about to read. But it was written over half a decade ago, and now I am detached from it enough that I no longer have that mercurial relationship to it I have to my fresher work. When a work is fresh, I tend to sway between an anxious fear that it is trash and an overly aggrandized hope for it. I am detached enough from this little book to not feel that anymore. I still very much hope that it is good, but that hope is more a hope that you will enjoy it and find it worthy your time. It means much less to me than it used to for it to be appraised as important or skillful. Although, I do have some reason to suspect that it is good. When I wrote it, I sent it out to one publisher, only one, and they wished to publish it. It was a small well-respected publisher, which will go unnamed, but very much of the sort that prided itself on publishing good work that progressed the voices of the marginalized.

Right after I received an email that my book had made the shortlist to be considered for publication, and that I would receive a follow up email in a bit informing me of if it had made the final cut, the Black Lives Matter protests began. I then received an email saying that unless I included more characters of colour that my book would not be published. At the time I was rather indignant about this, partly because about half of my characters were subtly hinted at being racialized, but I found writing descriptions of characters’ ‘ebony skin shinning in the moonlight’ or whatever rather gauche and ghoulish. While that email told me they would reconsider my book if I edited it as they requested, I never did. I let it sit on a hard drive for half a decade instead. This is partly because the wind had left my sail, the momentum to publish it had been lost as other career opportunities came up. Somewhat ironically, the only major change I have made to the manuscript is the one that publisher requested, I have made the protagonist explicitly Jewish, and other racialized characters more obviously racialized. I hope that this change was for the better. I’ve convinced myself it was. Otherwise, what you are about to read, is unchanged from the original manuscript I submitted all those years ago. Instead of submitting it for publication again, I decided to self-publish it. The reason I have made this decision is simply because I feel too removed from the text to go through the traditional publishing process with it. It belongs not to me, but to a former me.


The trans literary scene has changed a lot in those five years. And the book you have before you I believe is not nearly as unique now as it might have been back then. At the time it was legitimately difficult to find trans femme novels. Books like Manhunt and A Dream of a Woman were still years off. Torrey Peters, who is an influence on this book, had not yet published Detransition Baby, and instead her work was still self-published in a series of small little books (which recently were re-published as part of Stag Dance). Beyond Peters’ work, there was of course Nevada, Fierce Femmes and Notorious Liars and a few other novels beginning to emerge such as my personal favourite Small Beauty by Jia Qing Wilson-Yang. The scene felt burgeoning, and I was eager to be part of it. No one, as far as I knew, had yet attempted to talk about the awkwardness of not wanting to be overly feminine while still discovering oneself as a trans woman. This is still somewhat underdiscussed, so I hope that this book will at least help serve that niche and allow some people to feel seen.


I will not waste too much of your time talking about my influences, they are fairly self-evident throughout the story. I will briefly say that I am deeply in love with modernist writers from Hemingway (from whom I borrow a certain amount of speaker ambiguity in my dialogue) to Gertrude Stein, including John Dos Passos (his early work), Stefan Zweig, and Mary McCarthy. I am also deeply indebted to Jewish comedy and every now and again you might see Mel Brooks, Mordecai Richler, or Noah Baumbach pop up. It will come as no surprise to those of you who know my other work, that I am also deeply influenced by manga and anime. At the time of writing, I was convinced that trans women (and western media in general) needed to adopt and produce our own Slice of Life content. This is an attempt at just that. Lastly. I had the pleasure and privilege to be mentored by the great Canadian poet Phil Hall, and the exceptionally touching novelist Nancy Richler. Their insights and editing over the years, while not directly applicable to this text, made my writing what it is today.

This book is divided into five parts. The first three parts are a narrative. The fourth part is supplemental poetry, provided to add further flavour to the text, like a nice wine paring. What discontinuities exist between the poetry and the prose will perhaps remind the reader that the prose is highly fictitious—the poems drawn admittedly directly from my life. The fifth part is a little impassioned essay I wrote around the same time I wrote the rest of this book. I had completely forgotten about it until my friend Ding found it online a few months ago and sang its praises. As for parts one through 3, I have decided against breaking the text up into traditional chapters. Instead, the only breaks are the breaks between the parts. Chapters felt too constraining, as if they demanded certain things of what would be in them. I felt that my writing would be worse if I was trying to keep to a chapter structure, as ultimately, I would write too much or too little depending on what I thought it needed as a chapter, rather than what the story needed. I leave it up to you if that was the correct choice.

Thank you very much for taking a chance and devoting your time to this little book. I hope it brough you joy, and if it meant something to you, if it became the sort of book you carried around with you, drop me a line on Instagram and let me know.

With love,

@autogyniphiles_anonymous


She did long before we did.

– The Mountain Goats, Jenny III

His life was not confining and the delight he took in this observation could not be explained by its suggestion of escape.

– John Cheever, The Swimmer


[image: The painting Bathers at Asnières by Georges Seurat.]





Part One:
Swimming Forward


An oversized reproduction of Seurat’s Bathers at Asnières clung to the wall above the line of blue washing machines. They were the colour of the painting’s river. The wall opposite the painting had once been the colour of the painting’s river. Now it stood faded, yellowed, and full of small little cracks. Naomi’s machine whizzed and whirled in front of her, the way old machines do. The painting, although blown up to garish proportions, was still beautiful. The two young boys swam thoughtlessly, the older boy hunched in the centre of the frame, painted darker than the others as though his thoughts kept the sun from him, the elders relaxed in the grass upon the shore—it had been two years since Naomi had been that. It had been two years since Naomi swam or moped boyishly or let herself relax publicly. In the painting the smokestacks’ plume hung above the elder boy’s head, promising him a mechanical end to his relaxation. The washing machine gurgled and spat detergent in upon itself. One of the florescent lights flickered. Naomi turned back to her book.


Trans people don’t swim. Naomi had known the stereotype long before she started popping estradiol. She had just never once thought it might apply to her. She had presumed, in all flavours of wrongness, that it was dysphoria that kept trans people out of the water, that they couldn’t stand the way they looked in swimsuits. She had not, back then, considered fear of other bathers. She had not thought about how silly she might look with her half-formed breasts in a bikini top that she barely needed. Perhaps she didn’t need one- could she get away with going to the beach in boy-wear? Probably not. As it turned out, there were a lot of logical and logistical reasons that kept her from the beach, and each one stripped her of the superiority she had felt when she had resolutely promised to never stop swimming. The washing machine rocked uncomfortably.

Naomi gave up on reading again. She couldn’t tell if she was dissociating or too much here, but it was one of them, and she had read the same sentence twenty times now. She returned to the painting and its smokestacks. They were a fine ideological point, but she resented them nonetheless. Couldn’t Seurat have given her a simple painting of peace, of relaxation. Did he really have to include the reminder of industry, of work? Maybe this feeling was why so many of the more affluent trans girls became lost in their Contrapoints-rendition of rococo, George III, 1950s housewifism aesthetic. Naomi had always wanted to be, had always been, a tomboy. But she liked this more and more, this new ability to stop thinking, to almost stop being, and she understood now how some girls could come to fetishize it.

She hadn’t even known the word dissociation until about a year before transition, when her girlfriend Susan explained to her the problem with their sex life. Naomi had known it wasn’t great; she had of course presumed it was her own fault. She had always been more interested in the dynamics at play in sex than the sex itself. But no, her girlfriend had explained that it wasn’t Naomi’s fault at all, but that she kept dissociating and that she always dissociated during sex. They would work on it together, and by the end of their relationship, by the time she couldn’t sleep with her girlfriend without dissociating herself, her girlfriend didn’t dissociate one bit. She had begged her girlfriend to try the inventive solutions she had come up with to keep their sex life alive: strap-ons, third parties, letting her wear a bra during it all, but it was never agreed to. Her girlfriend said no. Then she left. The washing machine churned into a new spin cycle.


Naomi lay on her side, with her head resting slightly above Claudine’s left breast. Bathed in specially-bought red light the two affectionately recovered from the pageantry that often composes t4t sex. She watched as much, as much as one can watch through their peripheral vision, as Claudine’s untouchable cock began to finally relax itself. She gave a little squeeze and lifted her head enough to embed a kiss lightly into Claudine’s collar bone before returning to her resting place.


“This is good.”

“I’m glad I could be pleasing for you.”

“Of course.”

“That’s all I want.”

“Good girl.”

Despite having more than a year of HRT on her, and being in all ways a more advanced tranny, it was Claudine Withers who spoke the submissive lines. Naomi did not understand. She knew her role well, she’d been an effective femme domme long before she transitioned, long before she realized that what she was doing was not at all how a man would handle such power. But some things she didn’t understand. She didn’t understand how Claudine had come to be hers.

She had met her through mutual engagement in the student branch of the NDP and had stumbled through months of awe-filled interactions with her before successfully making it clear that she was like her, that she was a she. The worst interaction was the first. At an NDP bar night, they had enjoyed a couple rounds of drinks and spirited discussion about the direction the party was headed before Naomi got up the nerve to ask Claudine’s pronouns. Naomi knew Claudine was trans. She knew she was a trans girl. The asking was instead a haphazardly-devised plot to be asked her own pronouns in turn. It did not work.
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