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	This book is for my family.

	The one I was born into, and the one I built.

	To my father, my biggest supporter, who reminds me I don’t have to carry everything alone, and to my brothers T and J.

	To my daughter Angel, my little sister Pixie, my queer mother Keelan, and my sister Venus, you are the heart of the family I chose.

	To Celeste, Vana, and Nate, who each held a part of me when I didn’t know if there was anything left worth holding.

	And to my partner Tina, for loving me in a way that feels safe, steady, and real. You’ve shown me what it means to be cared for without having to earn it.

	I love you all more than words can say.
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Preface

	When I started writing this book, I didn’t know exactly what it would become. I only knew I couldn’t keep carrying everything alone. What began as scattered notes and half-finished poems turned into a map of my life. Not just the obvious parts like gender transition or trauma recovery, but the smaller, harder to explain moments. The in-betweens. The silences. The parts of me I used to think weren’t worth remembering because they didn’t fit into a clear narrative or serve a larger purpose.

	This isn’t a clean story, and I don’t have a thesis to argue or a resolution to offer. I’m not here to explain transness or justify my manhood. I’m certainly not writing from a place of having figured it all out. I’m writing from inside the process. From the mess, the grief, the hunger, the staying. From all the selves I’ve been, and all the versions I’ve tried to kill off or carry forward. Some of it slow and quiet, some of it painful and unfinished.

	You’ll meet the people who helped me keep going, and the ones I had to leave behind. You’ll hear the voice of the boy I fought to become, and the echoes of the girl I used to be. You’ll see what it means to try, again and again, to stay.

	This book is my very first. For years I dreamed of being a writer, but life always made it feel impossible. Poverty, grief, addiction, survival, all of it kept pushing my words to the side. I wrote in notebooks I couldn’t hold onto, in phone notes that disappeared, in scraps that never made it past a single line. I wrote without thinking anyone would ever read it, my own secret little way to keep breathing when silence pressed too heavy on my chest. It was private. It was only for me.

	I never imagined I would gather those words into something like this. That I would have the chance to sit here and hand them to someone else. That is why holding this book feels like holding a piece of my own staying in my hands, and now in yours. It feels like proof that I am still here, still speaking, and still making something out of everything I thought would end me.

	And it feels urgent. Given the state of the world right now, it is not a neutral act for someone like me to speak. The world at large has always wanted people like me, Black people, transgender people, and queer people, to disappear. To be erased, silenced, or made invisible. Putting this story out there is my refusal of that erasure. It is my way of insisting on being seen, of leaving a trace, of saying that our lives and our words matter.

	You’ll notice the book moves in fragments. Poems, confessions, flashbacks, love letters. It doesn’t follow a strict timeline, because neither does living. Instead, it moves like memory does. Circling back, repeating, skipping around until the shape of it reveals itself. That was the only honest way I knew how to tell it.

	And so this book became more than just pages. It became an act of witnessing myself. Of naming what tried to erase me and choosing not to be erased. It became a record of the people I love and all of the mess I carry, the boy I became and the man I am still learning to be. It became my way of saying: I was here. I lived. I mattered.

	If you’re holding this book, thank you. Thank you for choosing to sit with these words, for meeting me here in the middle of everything. I hope something in these pages makes you feel less alone, more real, or more allowed to keep becoming in whatever way you need to. And I hope, above all, that it reminds you staying is enough.

	 

	 


Before You Begin

	This book contains references and descriptions of:

	sexual abuse, domestic violence, poverty, addiction, and suicidal ideation. It also includes themes of gender transition, grief, self-harm, and recovery.

	These topics are explored with emotional honesty and detail. If something in here feels like too much, you’re allowed to put it down. You’re allowed to skip ahead. You’re allowed to take care of yourself first.

	Healing is not linear, and neither is this story.

	
 

	I: 
Origins

	 

	This is me before I had words for myself. 

	 

	My parents, 
my brothers, 
the first rooms I learned to live in. 

	 

	The beginning is theirs, 
but it’s mine too.

	 


Shayna Ayan: A Prologue

	I've been living as a man for six years now, but I haven't gone anywhere. Not really.

	It’s funny, I tell people that I never had that childhood moment I’ve heard time and time again from other trans people, the moment they just knew. Who they were, who they wanted to be, and that early sense of otherness that set them apart. I still haven’t had it. Growing up I didn’t insist on a different name or fight to wear boys' clothes. I didn’t grow up with a clear sense of gender friction. I wore what I was told, and did what was expected of me. I didn’t question any of it, because I didn’t even know there was something to question, or care enough to question much at all. In a lot of ways, I passed for normal.

	I was quiet, observant, withdrawn, and deeply uncomfortable. Romantic feelings didn’t hit me until late adolescence, and queerness wasn’t a word I associated with myself until recently. I wasn’t someone who stood out, and I tried my best to blend in. Things are very different now: there’s language, representation, access. The internet alone gives young folks a map that I never had. Back then, especially in the bible belt, none of this was talked about. Maybe they whispered about it behind closed doors, maybe the church sermon took a dig or two, but I didn’t come from a religious household and silence was louder than any condemnation. To me, being queer meant being quiet.

	I suppose the only sign that something was different about me at all was that I had a deeply rooted shame for my developing chest that I could not name. I always hated having breasts, and unfortunately for me, I was also quite blessed in that regard. By tenth grade I wore a 34G. As of writing this, I’m still healing from having them removed, and they took off twelve and a half pounds of tissue. Back when I started binding my chest, I didn’t even know what it was that I was doing, I just knew that being flat felt good.

	Before I had language and terms like transgender, dysphoria, or top surgery, I held a quiet and ugly fantasy I never said out loud. I prayed nightly to a god I didn’t believe in and wished for breast cancer. I’d watch those medical dramas where a woman gets the diagnosis and melodramatically breaks down over losing her womanhood, and I’d sit there, absolutely puzzled. The sweet release of death or a double mastectomy sounded like a pretty good deal to me. So, maybe I didn’t come across as normally as I remember.

	There are days I wake up and still feel her just underneath the surface. The hurt little girl, the quiet adolescent, and the woman I stepped out of because it was the only way I knew how to keep going. People say transition is a second chance in life, and maybe it is, but for me there's never been a day where she isn't still with me somehow.

	At nearly twenty years old I started hormones in secret. For months it was me, covertly watching my body shift in ways I had dreamed of but didn’t yet have the courage to name out loud. Coming out wasn’t a single moment. It was a hundred small calculations: when to speak, who might understand, and how much of myself I could risk showing. I told a couple of close friends almost six months later when my voice started deepening and I couldn’t pass it off for anything else. I told my family a bit after that, because shirts stopped fitting and time felt thin. Each confession felt less like celebration and more like obligation, as if I had to explain myself before someone else demanded answers. I only said it out loud once it became too visible to deny, and because on some level I thought I owed them that explanation.

	At twenty-one I climbed into the ashtray on wheels I called a car, left my small hometown in North Carolina, and drove west until I hit Seattle, Washington. People ask me, why Seattle? I still couldn’t tell you. I think it was simply the farthest I could drive, and that was just going to have to be enough. I knew that to start anew and become someone else, I had to be completely rid of my past. I would not be able to do that with all the weight I was carrying from my trauma, and all the hurt etched into my name.

	It’s almost like a cheat code in a way, to begin transitioning, and then just go somewhere else. To go far enough from where you began that no one knows a before. People accept what they see. You get to pick and choose which parts of you to keep, and which parts to let go. You become the one curating your own history. I tried to forget all of my darkest parts and rewrote the worst versions of myself one by one as I drove across the states. Far enough to bury her in silence. Something I’ve learned since is that silence isn't the same as healing.

	Shayna Ayan. 

	I haven’t said her name out loud in years, and I don’t miss it. Still, I know and honor what it carries. There’s a part of her, of me, that no one knows about. A deep truth I still carry that I haven’t been able to shake loose.
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because I still want to be seen.

Donatello Dreakford








