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About the author
J Brooke’s debut poetry book,  I Can Tell You The Version
That Will Make You Take My Side, has been chosen for
Ms. Magazine’s Best Poetry Books of 2026 list, won
Driftwood Press’ Editor Choice Award, and was Ashland
Press’ 2025 Richard Snyder Prize Finalist. Brooke’s other
honors include Pushcart & Best of the Net nominations,
The Iowa Review’s2025 Nonfiction Prize Finalist,
Columbia Journal’s 2020 Nonfiction Prize Winner. Their
work appears in Electric Lit, McSweeney’s, The Rumpus,
Harvard Review, and elsewhere. They are Poetry Editor at
Trans Poetics Archive and the Book Reviews Editor at The
Rumpus. They can be found at JBrookewrites.com

j Brooke’s
i can tell you the version that 

will make you take my side
 begins in a childhood full of binaries, then

navigates through an American queer / trans /
nonbinary adulthood fraught with complexities

including the question of top-surgery.
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advance praise

“A beautiful book of poetry following one human’s journey towards themselves, illuminating gender identity
and the culture that surrounds us all—insightful and inspiring!”

— Rosie O’Donnell, 
Performer/Activist

“Funny and surprising, a real gem.” 

— Hannah Gadsby,
Comedian/Writer

“J Brooke’s poems absolutely blew me away. They are wise, angry, loving, gentle, and ferocious. I often had
to stop as I read them to catch my breath, or to shake my head in wonder. Luminous, loving, and
illuminating.”

— Jennifer Finney Boylan, 
author of Mad Honey (with Jodi Picoult) 

& She’s Not There: A Life in Two Genders
President, PEN America

“The poems found in I Can Tell You the Version That Will Make You Take My Side are as intentional and full-
bodied as the poet who penned them. J Brooke is a truth-teller with a gift for precise storytelling who walks
the reader through the dark and light spaces of a life evolving, becoming anew.”

— Amanda Johnston, 
61st Texas Poet Laureate 

“With a humorous warmth that recalls Frank O’Hara, the speaker of J Brooke’s I Can Tell You the Version That
Will Make You Take My Side takes us down intimate streets along which we meet: a terrifyingly dysfunctional
mother, many loved-ones the poet loves hard, negotiations of transness and self-acceptance, the pleasures
of marriage. All while managing to offer up a wicked-strong dose of hilarity, Brooke’s immaculate and
intuitive lineation reminds us that the intensity of poetry, as a medium, acts as a sort of blood transfusion,
helping us to feel our own veins out, so that we might better see ourselves in order to better see others.”

— Cate Marvin, 
author of Event Horizon

“J Brooke’s I Can Tell You the Version That Will Make You Take My Side is a book of rare courage—one that
refuses performance, explanation, or any version that might win easy sympathy. Instead, these poems stand
in the full, contradictory glare of memory and body, and say: I am here, I will not simplify what I carry. What
lingers isn’t a neat resolution but the stubborn dignity of survival—the daily, unspectacular ache of choosing
to live honestly, with humor and care, even when the world demands a tidier answer. This is a collection that
trusts the reader with what is unfinished and unfixable, and in doing so, offers something like hope—hope
that we, too, might live inside our own contradictions and be seen.”

— Morgan Talty, 
author of Night of the Living Rez: Stories & Fire Exit
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advance praise (Continued)
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“In their courageous debut poetry collection, I Can Tell You the Version That Will Make You Take My Side, J
Brooke examines the thorny question of gender. These deeply personal yet painfully relatable poems (to
anyone with a body) are crucial to read in political moment when the rights of marginalized groups are being
eroded and trans people are being targeted and demonized for being themselves. Brooke’s collection is
testament to the way art renders even sadistic executive orders—that fly in the face of the constitution, the
courts, and all compassion—impotent. Although Brooke is known for their nonfiction and filmmaking, they are a
new and singular voice in contemporary poetry.”

— Jennifer Franklin,
author of A Fire in Her Brain

“[A] striking and inspiring poetry debut!” 

— Ingram Staff Pick 

“In their debut collection [...] Brooke takes readers on a journey from a tightly-controlled gendered childhood
in elite New York Spaces  to a self-defined nonbinary adulthood that resists societal expectations and erasure.
While exploring family dynamics, body dysmorphia, class performance, and queer becoming, Brooke
interrogates how identity is seen, misseen, and claimed.”

—“The 2026 Debut Poetry Collections You Need to Read,” 
Adam Vitcage, Debutiful

“Poetry’s particular impact lies in its ability to convey a lot with a little. Words are employed sparingly and
precisely. Through this fashion, Brooke renders the interior life of a nonbinary person with an aching specificity.
Yet so much is painfully familiar, anyone could pick this book up and relate. Who hasn’t experienced the
excoriating process of self-defining?”

—Janday Wilson, 
New Haven Independent

“Autonomy, ownership of the body, and rigidly policed gender roles are recurring themes in this section, which
dovetail beautifully with the more powerful voice in part two.”

—Christopher Bigelow,
Chicago Review of Books

“A queer coming of age story, this collection tackles gender, identity, parenting, and body image. In the first
half of the book, we’re privy to a world of tropical resorts, country clubs, and house servants seen through the
careful lens of a child who feels most at home as the hider in hide-and-seek. [...] The rules for one generation
don’t have to extend to the next, and I found the second half of the book liberating as the speaker raises
children with power and grace. [...] I hope everyone picks up a copy of I Can Tell You The Version That Will
Make You Take My Side.”

— Katie Kemple,
The Poetry Shop 5 



letter to the reader
Dear Reader,

     You may think we’re strangers, but I’ve been writing to you my whole life. 
When I was young enough that I spelled the synonym for trousers as “pance”,
I’d pencil draw a stick figure likeness of myself as the boy I knew I was,
scribble my address below it, and then stuff that note into an empty glass
bottle and cork it. By the time I was old enough to ride without training
wheels I must have slipped, hurled, tossed, and launched over fifty such
bottles into any body of water bigger than my bathtub; The Duck Pond in
Central Park, the East River, Long Island Sound, the Gulf of Mexico... Did you
never receive any of these messages I sent you? 
     In middle school I’d dial seven random digits on the gold rotary phone
behind the piano in the living room, pressing the receiver so tightly to my ear
it suctioned itself on, and counted the rings until someone would pick up on
the other end. “Hello?” “Hello?” the voice would say. Was that you on the
other end? Did you ever receive one of these calls? If you did, that was me
trying to tell you something. 
     Oh yeah, I also left you all those messages etched with my Swiss army
knife into downtown NYC bar bathroom stalls, remember? 
      You probably noticed the verse I Sharpied onto the painted pillars in train
stations... Be honest, it rings a bell, doesn’t it? 
     Well, here I am. Again. Trying to grab your attention with these thirty-one
poems about, well...
     Usually I write about gender. My own and other people’s. Also, I write
about families. Sometimes I write about where these two subjects meet in a
hallway and size each other up. 
     In my head I have never felt like an oddity, like something different from
the cis hetero norm, because my base line of normalcy is just me and
whatever I’m experiencing. It’s only when the outside world intrudes that I’m
reminded I’m different. When I was a kid and had to keep putting my shirt
back on. When they had the boys’ and girls’ lunch lines in kindergarten and
asked me to line up in the wrong one. That was the odd cognitive dissonance
that became my familiar. When I couldn’t play high school football, it meant I
would never play college football, which meant I had no chance of an NFL
career... how was this possible? Why didn’t the world recognize me as who I
was?
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letter to the reader (Continued)

     All these years later I still go about my life at peace in my own head, until a
server in a restaurant gestures towards the table where my wife and I are
dining and says to the bartender, “those ladies need refills.” That’s when I’m
undone. Unmoored. Still. Surely, he can’t mean me ... 
     So really, I wrote this book for you. Whether you listen to Chappell Roan
and are fluent in packers and T or listen to Dave Chappelle and think of a
binder as something with three rings and lined paper. 
     I wrote this for any adult who sees themself as the kid in “Exit Strategy.”
Whether it’s that child’s queerness or their mother’s awfulness that’s causing
them to consider ending their life before they even learn to tie their shoes
doesn’t matter. Sometimes things that have one truth have more than one
reality. 
     That’s this book: the journey from my youngest self when the world didn’t
recognize me, to my oldest self when the world who recognizes me attempts
to erase me. 
     Of course, it’s still an incomplete journey because, as Sartre said, “You can
only know a thing by its aftermath” ... So, there’s room still for grace. 
Thank you for being on the receiving end of my message. I really appreciate
it.

Sincerely,
J Brooke

(they / them / e)

page six
For orders, email us at editor@driftwoodpress.net



excerpt
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Denny having top surgery 
the day after tomorrow is all  
I think about. Simply nothing else 
 
I can entertain. Not my writing 
deadlines, hot water leaking 
and the plumber rescheduling, 
 
an inspection for the pickup  
plus an oil change. I need to change  
leftover candescent bulbs to LEDs 
 
(harsher light, less energy) pick 
wild asparagus before it grows 
any taller— the cucumbers before 
 
they grow bigger— rarely better 
in vegetables— too thick, too sinewy, 
too tough to ingest without spitting out, 
 
small refusals balling up on the corner 
of my plate. A lot like back when they 
called Denny my “niece” though we 
 
knew better. Denny, eating white food, 
spitting out, rejecting their parents’ 
attempts back then to feed them, 
 
not the eating disorder it was billed as, 
more a control more a wish more like 
I wished at three and five and eight 
 
and twelve and sixteen and never again 
after twenty until again after forty once 
my parents were dead and buried, I tried again. 
 
Dressing as a—moving as a—through a world 
not wanting me changing, me finding change 
too hard, the world too harsh. We all are too harsh. 
 
To become ourselves, we must be brave 
enough, strong enough, endure long enough 
to be Denny two days from now. Chrysalis! 

on my mind
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