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Praise for Two Spirits, One Heart

 


“An immensely readable memoir that draws strength
from its intersectional lens: this book describes Aiden’s journey
of being adopted, being Asian-American, being LGBT, being
Christian, and being the child of a parent trying desperately to
get it all right. Marsha Aizumi writes about Aiden’s transition
with chilling honesty, and she incorporates his memories in a way
that reveals both perspectives simultaneously. I cherish this book
because through all of the trials and tribulations, one thing
remains reassuringly constant: this family’s unconditional love for
one another. The triumph of Marsha and Aiden’s mother-son
relationship should inspire us all.”

Jessica Herthel

Co-Author of I Am Jazz

 


“I often hear stories of rejection and heartbreak in
our trans community. This is a story of a family finding their way
and becoming more deeply connected in gratitude, hope and
love.”

Kris Hayashi, Executive Director

Transgender Law Center

 


“Two Spirits, One Heart chronicles the
transformational journey of a parent and child as pathfinders for a
new generation of gender diverse children and adolescents who
bravely live as their true selves. Guided by unconditional love and
the language of the heart, Marsha and Aiden Aizumi forged a new
path of family acceptance and affirmation at a time when few knew
or understood gender transition in adolescents. They began their
journey in the context of cultural, religious and family values and
became transnational advocates who inspire us all.”

Dr. Caitlin Ryan, Director

Family Acceptance Project

San Francisco State University

 


“Marsha and Aiden’s moving story of confronting and
overcoming fear - and of the love and deeper bond that emerge
between a mother and her son because of that profound journey -
shows how all families can accept each other’s humanity. I was
deeply inspired by the honesty, awareness, and healing found in
these pages.”

Rea Carey, Executive Director

National LGBTQ Task Force

 


“At a time when resources on transgender people were
sparse, Two Spirits, One Heart opened the door for many
Asian and transgender people like myself to understand that we were
not alone. This is a true story of gender exploration,
self-discovery, acceptance, and support that parents and caregivers
can learn from as well as transgender and Asian identified folks
looking for resources they can connect to. As someone who has been
working with young LGBTQ+ students, our community needs more
representation like this in our schools, libraries and
curriculum.”

a.t. furuya (they/them/theirs)

Sr. Manager, GLSEN Youth Programs

 


“Marsha Aizumi’s book is about finding her true voice
as a mother and advocate for the LGBTQ+ community and sharing that
voice to make the world safer for her son and the LGBTQ+ community.
As a mother and now grandmother, I deeply respect her pure heart
and voice and am grateful for her sharing their family’s journey of
discovery... teaching us all the power of hope, faith and
love.”

June Kuramoto

Musician and Songwriter, Hiroshima

 


“This book takes us on a wonderful and honest journey
for API parents to love and accept their LGBTQ kids and for the
young people to understand and be patient with their parents as
they can learn and grow.”

Glenn D. Magpantay, Former Executive Director

National Queer Asian Pacific Islander Alliance
(NQAPIA)

 


“I encourage everyone to read Marsha and Aiden
Aizumi’s book about supporting LGBTQ+ family members and friends.
Her family story gives us important insights on how to better love
and support others and keep the family circle together. Marsha and
Aiden are two of my heroes. Every parent and local religious leader
should read this book.”

Richard Ostler

Member of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints

Host of the podcast Listen, Learn and
Love

Author of Listen, Learn and Love:

Embracing LGBTQ Latter-day Saints

 


“All too often, we see appalling cases of LGBTQ youth
who suffer immensely because they have been marginalized or
rejected by their own family members. Marsha’s personal account of
providing unconditional love and support to her trans son before,
during and after his transition is truly inspiring. A must read for
any loving parent who is struggling with the gender identity or
sexual orientation of their own child.”

Darrin Wilstead

Senior Program Director

Point Foundation

 


It is with profound appreciation that I recommend the
second edition of Marsha and Aiden Aizumi’s book: Two Spirits,
One Heart. I am grateful for their courage, wisdom and
compassion, seminal values for our religious faith institutions,
who ironically have had some oppressive policies toward LGBTQIA+
individuals. For those of us who are trying to change our faith
communities to full inclusion of our LGBTQIA+ communities and
individuals, we owe them a deep sense of gratitude for their
visibility and voice which I believe is opening up hearts to
embrace and celebrate all of God’s children.

Bishop Grant Hagiya, Resident Bishop

California-Pacific Annual Conference

United Methodist Church

 


“When I first read Marsha Aizumi’s account of
responding to her son’s transgender journey, I cried. I cried
because she was brutally honest about her confusion and desperate
love for her child. And I cried because so many people cast
judgment and aspersions on families like Marsha’s without even
having one conversation with a transgender person. Two Spirits,
One Heart can prepare the uninitiated to have that
conversation. I commend Marsha and Aiden for their desire to make
the world safe for transgender people desiring to live in the
fullness of who they are.”

Naomi Hirahara

Award-winning Novelist and Social Historian

 


“Two Spirits, One Heart is a great read for
any parent or young adult who is grappling with questions of
identity, self, and duty. This book provides a warming insight into
one mother’s journey along with her transgender son from
understanding to acceptance and provides hope for any young person
who has parents on their own journey of love and healing.”

Geoffrey Winder, Co-Executive Director

GSA Network (Genders & Sexualities Alliance
Network)

 


“You are invited to journey with Marsha and Aiden
Aizumi as they face adversity, discover the power of being their
true selves and emerge stronger, braver and more compassionate
individuals. In the end, this is a love story between a mother and
her son who walk through darkness together and find the power of
their individual and collective light.”

Linda and Sakaye Aratani

 


“If the heart could sing, we would hear the melodies
that flow through the pages of this book. The heartstrings of
unconditional love between mother and child as narrated by Marsha
and Aiden Aizumi inspire pride and courage, for their honesty and
frankness leave little space for prejudice to survive.”

Karen Umemoto, Ph.D.

University of California, Los Angeles

Helen and Morgan Chu Chair,

Asian American Studies Center


 


[image: tmp_5facba71d949f4771c0a473ae61c31fa_A8fVAT_html_m3bfb909a.jpg]


 


This book is dedicated to the four people who have
been an integral part of my incredible journey: my son Aiden, who
courageously asked me to stand by his side and travel down this
amazing road together; my son Stefen, whose unconditional love for
his brother serves as a model for me of what true acceptance can
be; my daughter-in-law, Mary, who brought love back into Aiden’s
life; and to my husband, Tad, the rock of our family and the love
of my life.

 


M.A.

 


 


To Mary, my best friend and the one I love the most;
to my brother, Stefen, for always taking the Little Mermaid
sleeping bag; to Uncle Bob and Auntie Bonnie, for just loving me;
and to Papa and Momma, for first loving Ashley, then loving me even
more.

 


A.A.
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A Note to My Readers




After the release of the first edition of Two
Spirits, One Heart, my son Aiden and I became immersed in
speaking engagements to promote the book. We shared our story at
conferences, high schools, colleges, universities, corporate events
and, of course, at events hosted by LGBTQ+ organizations across the
nation. However, as the initial excitement of the new book died
down, I began to wonder if I could write a second book. Yet, each
time I started to focus on writing down my thoughts, I would get
involved in another project or speaking event. In the end, those
ideas never caught fire. I resigned myself to being a one-book
author.

Without the pressure of writing a second book, I
have spent the past eight years traveling and sharing our story.
First, Aiden and I traveled around the country, presenting to
audiences in the United States. Later, I was invited to speak in
China and Japan. I co-founded the first Asian Pacific Islander
(API) PFLAG group in 2012, which became an official PFLAG chapter
in 2013. I helped to create a biennial conference for the Japanese
and Japanese American LGBTQ+ community called “Okaeri,” which means
“welcome home” in Japanese. Our first gathering was held in 2014,
and over 200 people came to this brave, new space. Every two years,
attendance for this event continues to grow.

In late 2018, I met a few Japanese-speaking
individuals through Okaeri and they offered to translate a video
into Japanese that featured my family. Once the video was complete,
I took it with me to Japan in 2019 to premier over a three-city
speaking tour in Tokyo, Nagoya, and Sapporo with the National Queer
API Alliance (NQAPIA). I was also encouraged to translate my book,
Two Spirits, One Heart, into Japanese. That seemed like a
much larger project, but eventually I met a translator and a mother
of a lesbian daughter who both agreed to assist with this project.
With a small team of support, I began to explore next steps.

I didn’t think my publisher would want to oversee
and market a Japanese translation of our book. But much to my
surprise, not only did they want to shop the book to foreign
agents, they asked me to do a second edition of Two Spirits, One
Heart.

And so here I am eight years later, writing an
update on where my journey has taken me, and all the beautiful,
heartfelt moments I have experienced because I decided to walk with
my transgender son. This is not a second book, but I can feel
myself focused and excited about putting pen to paper once
again.

Updating this second edition has been a tearful
reunion that has made me realize how much I have grown and how much
I have changed. As I reviewed the first edition of Two Spirits,
One Heart, I cried in parts and smiled at others. Once a
scared, ashamed, and sad mother, I now speak proudly and vulnerably
about the journey Aiden and I have taken. Every morning I am
greeted with a feeling of fulfillment because I believe I have used
the past eight years to make a positive difference in the lives of
other families. Sharing our painful but transformative story with
others has expanded my world beyond anything I could have
imagined.

I have met people from around the country and the
world with whom I’ve shared many heartfelt conversations. These
connections, filled with trust and openness, have come from living
shared experiences. Sometimes these were conversations that
transpired in words. Most times, though, these happened between two
mothers who shared looks, hugs or joined hands—gestures that
symbolized the solidarity and love we have for our children.

This book tells the story of a mother who became an
advocate for the LGBTQ+ community through the love and support she
offered her transgender son. Through a powerful journey of change,
this mother grew into a compassionate and fierce individual who
found her voice and continues to tell her story to create a better
world for both of her sons, her daughter-in-law, and those in the
LGBTQ+ and Asian communities. As a note, the terminology LGBTQ+ has
evolved over the years. Most instances of this term will reflect
the most current terminology, however when referencing specific
events or quotes in the past, I may use what was current at that
time.

Just as terminology has evolved, so have I. I have
learned more about my history as a Japanese American and found that
my visibility gave others courage to move boldly into the light and
share their stories. When I began to write this book over 10 years
ago I thought I was stepping onto a path to support my son. Today I
realize I also stepped onto a path and discovered more of who I
truly am.

 


Marsha Aizumi

December 2020


Introduction




For as long as I can remember, my life has been
grounded in the concept of living the life you dream. I pursued my
dream when I adopted my two children from Japan. I retired to live
my dream when I sold my insurance business and became a
stay-at-home mother. And as I began to write this book, I dreamed
of creating a safer world for both of my sons.

When I talk to my children about their future, I
always tell them to follow their dreams. Even if the dream may not
be realized, I believe that they are being led in the direction of
their heart’s desire. Perhaps they will meet someone who will teach
them a valuable lesson or introduce them to an individual who will
impact them in a positive way. I no longer ignore signs that appear
more frequently and grow in intensity. I listen to the voice inside
my head that feels in alignment with my heart. This is how I strive
to live my life and this is how I have raised my children.

My oldest child was assigned female at birth, but
today he lives as a man. According to Native American belief, he
has two spirits. His dream was to live in alignment with how he
thinks and feels as a man. For years, this was his ongoing
struggle.

Together, my son and I represent two separate
spirits: a mother and her child. Aiden faced his journey as he
reconciled who he was meant to be. I faced a journey as well,
choosing to be the mother I was meant to be. And we have faced a
journey together, as he traveled down the road of transition and
became the person that lives inside of him. It has been a difficult
journey for both of us and for our family. We have had to confront
more fear and doubt than each of us thought possible. But someone
once told me that fear backs down when standing in the face of
love, and no truer words were ever spoken with respect to our
journey.

We have walked down some dark paths with very little
light to guide our way. Aiden feared rejection and, though it still
haunts him, he chooses to focus on the positive things in his life.
I feared for his safety, acceptance, and future happiness, but now
choose to focus on how he has attracted a sense of worthiness,
opportunities for leadership, and love for what he does. The
rewards for our courage and our determination to set aside personal
fears and step into the light of love have brought us more
awareness and more joy than I could ever imagine. We developed a
deeper understanding of ourselves and others, grew in confidence to
tackle the unknown, and experienced fear taking flight as we stood
together: fearless on the outside, but often trembling on the
inside. Throughout this journey we have chosen to travel together.
And we have been guided by only one heart, and that heart was
love.

What is now so evident is that Aiden lives in the
best of both worlds. As female for 20 years, he has acquired the
sensitivity, intuitive nature, and compassionate qualities often
valued in women. As a man, he is more objective, rational, and
focused—qualities stereotypically male. Most of us strive over our
lifetime to balance the “yin and yang” of our existence. At age 32,
Aiden has integrated both into his life.

For those who are struggling with their child’s
sexual orientation, gender identity, or any perceived difference, I
hope this story gives you hope, information, and a vision of what
your love and support can mean to your child. I didn’t foresee that
this path would bring me so much joy and provide me with such rich
and rewarding experiences. I did not believe that I could summon up
such courage to speak up and speak out. I would never have known
how profusely my love could flow, nor how far my love could reach.
All of these things have been gifts of this path that I have chosen
to walk with my son.

When I first sat down to write this book, my fingers
positioned over the keyboard, my heart beat with excitement. My
words were flying off the page as the memories spilled out
naturally and effortlessly. In a short period of time I had written
several pages, when usually it took hours to compose the same
length of material. I was motivated by the speed of my book’s
creation.

Months later, my mood shifted. Writing about the
difficult times my son and I experienced, I hesitated, and began to
filter and analyze what I was going to say or what I had already
written. My fingers no longer flew over the keyboard, not only as I
relived the painful events from my past, but also as I projected
into the future, speculating who might read this book and how they
would judge me.

In the end, I have chosen to write as much of the
truth as I could possibly write, while protecting those sensitive
areas of my son’s personal journey. Some names in this book have
been changed to respect the privacy of others. But most of the
names are real family, friends, and allies who have nurtured,
accepted, and loved us through this journey.

I want Asian-American Pacific Islander families to
know that I, too, wrestled with the honor of my family name and the
dignity of my ancestors. But I have chosen to honor my family by
telling the truth to all who will listen.

I want mothers to know that I began writing this
book for LGBTQ+ individuals and their families, and now realize I
was writing a book about a mother’s love. I believe any mother can
relate to my story. We all want the best for our children, we all
face times of uncertainty, wondering if we are doing the right
thing, and we all want to be the best mothers we can possibly be,
although there are times we may stumble and fall.

I also want parents to know that I, too, faltered
and denied what seemed to be such clear and obvious signs about my
son’s identity. Sometimes the guilt of this avoidance makes me so
sad that I wish I could rewind those years and make different
decisions. But I can’t. I did the best I could at the time and must
forgive myself for anything I did out of not knowing or not being
ready to face the journey that lay before me. I hope this book
brings peace to parents who may share similar regrets or
remorse.

I have chosen to write this book for lesbian, gay,
bisexual, transgender, and queer (LGBTQ+) individuals and their
families as a tribute to all who have decided to love their
children in spite of their fears, and as a message of hope to all
who are still fighting the fear that this journey has brought into
their lives. May the thoughts I am sharing encourage you to
continue to love your child no matter what, and may this book serve
to inspire you to release the fear and embrace the love you have
for your child.

Finally, the most important reason that I have
written this book is to serve as evidence of the fact that although
this road that we chose to take was not easy, it has been filled
with amazing experiences that I would never have been able to
behold had I cowered in shame, fear, or anger. This journey has
been healing. It has lifted my awareness and opened my eyes to the
wonders that were always around me, but had failed to recognize. I
walk in the world taking beauty and acts of love less for granted.
I walk in the world recognizing acts of courage, compassion, and
acceptance more often, where once I moved through that world
unconsciously. I may not notice every one of these incredible
moments, but I certainly recognize and appreciate more of them than
ever before.

This journey with Aiden has made my life so much
richer. It has deepened my appreciation for my husband and brought
me closer to my younger son, Stefen. I am living the life I dream,
and I am living it because Aiden had the courage to say, “This is
who I am.”



PART I


Ashley


 


“And the day came when the risk to remain tight in a
bud

was more painful than the risk it took to
blossom.”

 


—Anaïs Nin


Chapter One


Marching to a Different
Beat

 


We marched side-by-side, my daughter and I, the smile
on her face stretching almost as long as the band that was playing
around us in the parade. I missed that smile. Where had it been all
these years? At last, at long last, Ashley seemed to be finding
herself, five years after coming out as a lesbian. She was turning
the corner after some very difficult intermediary years—for both of
us. I could see it in her face, her movement. She marched with her
head held high, part of a drum corps comprised of predominately gay
and lesbian musicians. She felt happy. She played her music, and
played it with people marching to the beat of the same
drum—literally and figuratively.

It was a day worthy of celebration: Ashley and her
drum corps band mates won first place. After the hugging and
cheering were over, most of the group decided to continue the
celebration by having dinner together. Initially, Ashley and I
waited with the group for a large table to open up. But,
eventually, we decided to skip the victory dinner and head
home.

I was tired from marching as an unofficial
photographer, and Ashley’s mood clearly showed her preference.
Happy a short while ago, she moped around, a black cloud hanging
over her head now. Anyone within 10 feet could sense her
irritability. How could an interior storm blow in so quickly on
such a triumphant day, after a victorious performance?

She paced the restaurant lobby. Her face took on a
scowl and she retreated from conversation and interaction with
others. A bubble of discontent formed around her.

“I was binding all day; it was really getting
uncomfortable,” Ashley remembers, referring to the often painful
way she tied down her breasts with an extremely tight vest
fashioned out of nylon and spandex. She learned this from other
lesbians who identified with their masculine side. The pressure of
the binding seemed to increase something else: Ashley’s suppressed
feelings. She recalls, “I felt frustrated, anxious, and just
stuck.” This binder reminded me of the spandex bodysuit I wore once
under a form fitting garment to erase my bulges. The binder made me
feel hot, unable to breathe, and I remember I couldn’t wait to get
home and take it off. It made me appear thinner, but I never wore
it again because it was so uncomfortable.

Like summer race riots partially attributable to the
heat that percolates and boils already deep-seated resentments, her
binding created a similar inability to hold back thoughts and
feelings she had bottled up for years. She could restrain herself
from expressing this resentment, but could not hide her
unhappiness.

Totally baffled, I shook my head. Wasn’t this the
same girl I’d seen marching, smiling, and celebrating a couple of
hours before? I see myself as observant, and every bit as sensitive
as any other mother, but the vast ocean of mystery known as the
emotions of a young girl developing into a young woman had me
totally perplexed that day.

We drove home in silence. My introvert nature
recharged the way all introverts do: by withdrawing into my own
quiet world. Ashley brooded beside me, also withdrawn and quiet,
but for different reasons. We found a restaurant close to home and
stopped for a quick dinner. Her mood was still surly, but I
reasoned we could make it through the meal. This wasn’t the first
time, nor would it be the last time, I would have to be patient
with my daughter.

It had been a long day for both of us. We’d eat
dinner and drive the short distance home. I envisioned each of us
walking into our separate bedrooms, she to find a happy place, me
to read and crash on a Sunday night.

As we ate, I tried to make pleasant conversation,
picking at my dinner as I feigned being happy and involved. But
Ashley grew more ill tempered by the moment. I swallowed back my
own frustration, not wanting this wonderful day to end in an
argument with my daughter. Finally, I couldn’t take it anymore. I
looked at her and calmly tried to speak as I felt my teeth begin to
clench, “We have had the most wonderful day together. Your band
performed so well and you took first place. And you have become
grouchier by the minute. What is your problem?”

My exasperation now released like a spent geyser, I
braced myself for a harsh response. Any number of possibilities
could be heading my way: something I did, said, didn’t do, or
didn’t say. While my friends and colleagues know me well for
sensing others accurately through verbal and non-verbal cues, my
“A” game deserted me in this important moment: reading my daughter.
I waited for her to tell me what new boundaries I’d apparently
crossed.

Instead her voice softly said, “Momma, you promise
you’re not going to get mad...”

My brow furled and my body stiffened. I didn’t
expect that response.

Since they were young, both of my children learned
one of my cardinal rules of communication: use this phrase before
confiding something that they know will provoke a reaction from me.
“If you warn Momma, then I can prepare myself not to get mad,” I’d
said. “If you don’t warn Momma and tell me something that will make
me mad, I will probably get mad.” My message was clear: if you
blindside me, you will receive a negative reaction. If you prepare
me, I can ground myself to hear the bad news. A couple of times,
they’d failed to use the “promise” phrase, and felt the after
effects. After that, my children, especially Ashley, grew very good
at giving me a heads-up.

I responded in my usual way, my voice calm and
gentle: “I promise, Ash.” My energy settled into a tender and
loving place as I watched her forehead crinkle and her eyes draw
upward, formulating the words she’d say. Her body sank ever so
slightly into a position of uncertainty, hesitation. I picked up
deep fear. She later told me she felt like dinosaurs were running
between her stomach and heart: big, loud, and thumpy. “In that
moment the restaurant around us disappeared, and all I could hear
was my heart pounding like a drum.” Ashley recalls.

My daughter stared at the table between us. I
waited—my own uneasiness building with each silent second.

Finally, the words tumbled out of her mouth like
boulders down a mountainside: “I’m uncomfortable in my body now,
and I want to transition to a guy.”

She glanced up at me warily, waiting for a response.
Some eternities can be measured in seconds. Ashley looked like she
was experiencing one of those moments without end.

My mind froze. I stopped breathing for what seemed
like a minute; all extraneous noises and people disappeared from my
consciousness. We gazed across the table at each other. Ashley’s
eyes searched mine for an answer: when I told her I loved her, did
I mean “forever, no matter what, and no matter whom you are?” Her
face wore her deepest fear; that I was two seconds away from
rejecting her and throwing her out of the house, adding to the sad
and disturbing collection of horror stories that often accompany
these types of revealing moments.

But I wasn’t thinking about rejection, transgender
kids, uncomfortable bodies, or anything of the sort. Instead, the
enormous missing scenes of a movie dropped into place: a
two-year-old refusing to wear dresses and bows; a first grader
announcing she was in love with a girl named Allie; a middle school
student who didn’t feel like she fit in anywhere; a high school
cutter and binder; a withdrawn, emotional, and angry teenager; and
a high school senior who refused to wear the traditional black
drape for senior pictures and opted to don a tuxedo like all the
boys.

Often, I tried to grasp what my daughter’s choices
meant. “Do you feel like you want to be a boy?” I once asked
her.

“No, Momma.”

“But you dress like a boy, want to wear your hair
like a boy, and you don’t like anything girlie.”

“I am a butch lesbian. I just like boy things.”

Now I realized she had finally come to terms with
the truth: she could no longer masquerade as someone she was not.
She wasn’t a butch lesbian.

She was a boy who was assigned female at birth.

Immediately, the voices in my head rushed to center
stage. They fought for the microphone and began to speak all at
once:

What does ‘transition to a guy’ really mean?

Does she want to change into a boy physically?

What does THAT mean?

What will we call her?

How will I keep her safe?

HOW WILL I KEEP HER SAFE!

The only thing I remember not hearing? An
answer.

As these and other questions grappled for my
spinning mind’s attention, Ashley called herself “transgender,”
more specifically, a female-to-male transgender person or “FTM.”
Within her calm description, my academic mind picked up signs of
contemplation, research, and investigation. She’d thought this
through. Conversely, although the word transgender was not a
foreign word to me, I didn’t use it. Or understand it fully. I was
still learning how to be the mother of a lesbian.

Finally, I spoke. “How many people know about this
decision?”

“No one, Momma, but you.” Flags of fear shot up.
When Ashley came out as a lesbian, many knew before her father, Tad
and I were told. She felt some sense of acceptance. This time it
was different. I felt afraid for her because she was uncertain—not
about her direction, but about whether people would accept her.
Family members and friends still loved her when she came out as a
lesbian, but she was also still a girl. Would they love her as a
boy?

I had no answers. I didn’t know what it truly meant
to be a transgender person. When Ashley came out as lesbian, I knew
this meant she was attracted to girls. I learned that her masculine
inclination made her a “butch” lesbian, and she always reminded me
that there was no risk of pregnancy like being in a heterosexual
relationship. During her lesbian years I could hide behind the fact
that she was still considered a girl, and the topic of being
lesbian rarely came up. But being transgender would be a whole
different issue. The only thing I knew about being transgender came
through my observations of a male to female young person who I met
through PFLAG, the first and largest national organization to
support, educate and advocate for parents, allies and LGBTQ+
individuals, and some casual conversations with the mother of a
transgender teenager whom I didn’t know very well. This unsettled
me as much as Ashley’s revelation. I felt completely unprepared;
out of control. As I sat in the restaurant trying to pull myself
together, my scurrying thoughts vacillated between several things:
fear for Ashley’s personal safety, fear I wouldn’t have the answers
to support her, and fear of Ashley never finding love and social
acceptance.

I didn’t know the process of becoming a transgender
person. I didn’t know where to turn, or whom to ask for advice. I
couldn’t think of a single person with whom I was comfortable
turning to for answers. I don’t have to know the answers to
something, but my comfort level relies on knowing where to turn. In
business and in education, I have developed proficiency in creating
both a “Plan A” and a back-up “Plan B.”

This time I had neither.

However, I did know one thing beyond the shadow of a
doubt: since I was the first person to whom she’d announced this
life-changing decision, I held a responsibility they didn’t exactly
write about in all those parenting books I’d read: setting the
course to prepare my family before my child’s transition. It felt
no less solemn and imposing than the day I stood before a judge,
promising I would love and guide this little girl, adopted from
Japan, as my own. Little did I know on that day what that promise
would mean.

I flashed back to Ashley’s last shocking
announcement: the day she declared herself a lesbian. She did so
dramatically, mixing in the news during a heated and tearful
conversation about repeated lies unrelated to her sexual
orientation. I didn’t handle the revelation well. I was upset with
the way she’d broken the trust of her father and me. She had been
lying about so many things. I wanted to cry every time I saw her. I
retreated to analyze my shortcomings as a parent, which ran in
opposition to the open, communicative, upfront mother everyone else
knew. In my eyes, her dishonesty represented a personal failure on
my part as a mother. Had I failed to teach my children the
importance of honesty and being trustworthy? I was crushed.

But there was a problem: Ashley thought my reaction
was about whom she loved.

Things will be different this time I vowed, as I sat
in the restaurant. Ashley would know without question that I was on
her side. She would never be alone on this journey, regardless if
everyone else in the family rejected her. I would be her rock, as
well as her sounding board. As I grounded myself into this
decision, resolve poured deep within me and commitment centered
within my soul. A sense of peace flooded my body and settled into
my heart. I loved my daughter; that was the only thing that
ultimately mattered. To the core of my being, I would stand by her
side.

I often wonder why I wasn’t more bowled over by the
news that my child wanted to transition to be a man. Yes, I had
fears and concerns, but I never said to her, “Are you sure?” or
protest “You’re too young to make a decision like this.” I realized
that for three years I watched my child continue to be depressed,
withdrawn, and unhappy, even after coming out as a lesbian. So,
somewhere deep within, this declaration gave me hope that perhaps
this could be the answer to Ashley feeling whole, complete, and
happy.

But as strong and committed as I appeared for Ashley
on the outside, a part of me still felt uncertain and scared that I
would say the wrong thing, support a decision that was
irreversible, and not be able to protect my daughter from a world
that would ridicule, condemn, and want to hurt her. One moment I
was filled with determination, the next moment a frightening
thought would enter my mind and I would feel my resolve begin to
wither. I would then have to gather my courage and not succumb to
the negativity, but look for the positive, the hope, and the good
in what I was facing. I struggled, but I persevered. I would not
lose this battle. My child’s future depended on my optimism and my
resilient spirit.

“When are you going to tell Papa?” I asked. Being
married for 36 years to Tad, I didn’t believe he would flip out or
respond angrily. He was a calm, accepting, and forgiving man from
whom I had learned much from over the years we were together. But I
also knew he could feel hurt being left out of this life changing
decision. On top of hurting my husband, the dishonesty of keeping a
secret from him made me feel like I was sleeping on a bed of
cracker crumbs. I would never feel comfortable until my husband
knew all that was going on with Ashley.

My husband and I didn’t have any secrets—and I
wasn’t going to hold hers from him for long. Tad needed to know as
soon as possible, along with our son, Stefen. In time of crisis, my
family is one that will rise up, band together, and share our
strength with one another. United we had faced challenges in the
past. More than ever, we needed to give Ashley our solid support.
First, she had to tell Tad, then Stefen.

She cringed and shook her head. “I don’t know.”

“How do you want to tell Papa? We have to figure out
a way to let him know.”

“I think I will write him a letter.”

I nodded. “That sounds like a good plan.” I expected
that Tad, being a rational thinker and needing time to process
information, would read the letter, take a few hours or perhaps a
day, to ponder what he read, then approach me to talk about what
all this meant. It felt like a good approach.

“And what about Stefen?”

“I will give him a letter, too.”

I wasn’t worried about Stefen. His kind heart and
unwavering admiration of his sister, I expected, would allow him to
readily accept Ashley’s new gender identity.

We left the restaurant silently, agreed on the next
step. Ashley’s face showed her relief: I wasn’t mad, and I was in
her corner. Still, her body tensed with a fear only those in her
position could ever truly appreciate: she still had to tell her
dad. As I looked at her I wanted to tell her he’d be good with it,
that there was nothing to worry about ... but I couldn’t. I could
hope that I knew my husband well enough to predict his response,
but I honestly didn’t know how Tad would take the news. He loved
his little girl so much.

Tad also dreamed of a life where Ashley could do
extremely well as a professional golfer. This dream faded in and
out with Ashley, but her father never lost hope. Tad saw the two of
them walking the golf courses together in the future, sharing
memories of that perfect shot or the shot that got away. Golf had
become a way for Tad to bond with both Ashley and Stefen. And even
though Ashley could still golf as a guy, she would never be as
competitive due to her relatively short height and lesser strength
when hitting the ball. Without her ability to compete at a high
level against other guys, she would lose her motivation to keep
playing. And Tad would lose bonding time with his daughter as well
as his dream that she would play college golf, and perhaps go on to
a professional career.

As I drove home, my mind launched into high gear, a
two-sided conversation working through future concerns.

“I wonder how Tad will take this?”

He’ll be okay, because all he wants is for Ashley to
be happy.

“What about Stefen? Will he be ridiculed and
rejected because of this new situation?”

I have to stay positive and not think that way.
Stefen has good friends who come from good families. The ones who
won’t accept Ashley aren’t friends we’d be comfortable staying in
contact with.

“It will be okay.”

Our family will be okay. I just have to see that
picture.

 


* * *

 


I got through each day guarding Ashley’s secret
until she was ready to tell more people. In the meantime, to whom
was I going to talk? I didn’t know anyone I felt close to who had
already journeyed down this road. And I didn’t feel comfortable
talking to others before Tad knew.

Anxious and often edgy on the inside, I resorted to
my normal course of action when there is nowhere else to turn: I
ordered some books online. I would read as much as I could to
understand what being a transgender person meant, along with the
way in which my world would change as Ashley’s world changed. While
waiting for the books to arrive, I spent countless hours on the
computer reading everything I could find about this new word in my
vocabulary, a word that would become central to my life. This
research deflected me away from my fears and uneasy thoughts
because my mind was preoccupied with learning. Studying also made
me feel I could come up with a plan, so I felt less out of
control.

The more I researched, however, the more I realized
just how challenging my future was going to be. But despite the
adversity that lay ahead, this was about my daughter’s life. So
reminding myself of that, I felt my courage return even with my
concern, and I began to integrate the information I read into my
mind, then into my heart.

A few days later, Ashley told me that she delivered
a letter to both her papa and younger brother. She had begun
writing the letter months ago, but only finished it after revealing
to me her plans to transition.

 


To all my Family and Friends:

 


It has taken me over a year to be able to sit down
and finally write this letter. It is one that has taken place late
at night because I can’t sleep with my thoughts being pulled at by
these unspoken words. What I am hoping is that no matter what this
letter contains that you will just love me for me. I am still the
same person you picked up from school, or hugged on Christmas. I am
the same friend that you had lunch with or studied with, cramming
in information late into the night. The only difference will be how
you will see me physically.

When I came out as a lesbian, years ago, you all
stood by me and showed me nothing but support and love. I know that
it may have been hard for you, but none of you left my side…and
none of you loved me any less. You learned and you grew with me. I
am more than grateful every day to have such accepting people in my
life.

I have spent this last year looking at myself and
asking, “Who am I?” Or rather, “What am I?” I rarely ever refer to
myself as a lesbian, and when I am called miss or ma’am it makes me
cringe. When I look into the future I do not see myself being
someone’s wife, but rather someone’s husband. I don’t see myself
being a mother, but a father. I have come to believe myself to be a
female to male transgender person…a boy trapped in a girl’s body
and unable to fully embrace my life without accepting that fact.
And what I want is to transition into the boy I am on the inside;
to let my body match my brain.

If I could paint the perfect picture, this letter
will not affect my relationship with you in a negative way. What I
wish for is that you will still accept me for who I am, and
understand that the person inside is still the same. I would love
to see you all on this journey with me and supporting me along the
way. I know this is a process that will take time and adjustment.
You will be losing your daughter, your niece, your female friend
and cousin, and your sister, and in return be gaining another son,
another nephew, another male cousin and friend, a brother… It will
be mourning the death of a person you have come to know on the
outside, but I remain the same person on the inside. I know that it
may take you all some time to adjust. All I hope for is that you
will still love me no matter what the person on the outside looks
like.

I hope that you will start to use only the male
pronoun when referring to me, even though that will take some time.
I have yet to pick a name to represent this new person that I am
transitioning to. I hope that when that time comes you will all be
willing to call me by that name with a sense of love that you do
when you talk to me now. I hope that when you refer to me that it
is not with shame, but with pride. I pray that this is not
something that will change the closeness that we share as a family,
or the ability that we have to talk as friends.

I love you all with every ounce of my being.

 


The transman formerly,

Ashley Akemi Aizumi

 


It took Ashley a week to complete the letter she
began months ago. She worked on it a little bit every night. Her
ability to think through and research her choices paid off: she got
the idea from a 20/20 TV special on transgender kids and
their families, because the older female to male transgender (FTM)
teenager wrote a letter to his parents. Ashley felt most secure
delivering the news by letter because she could express exactly how
she felt and not stumble over the words. “Also, I knew I would
chicken out if I had to tell someone in person,” she later confided
to me. “I was nervous.”

Ashley walked through the house, strategically
placing the letters where her brother and father would find them:
in front of the television screen for Stefen, near the computer for
Tad.

Stefen found his letter when he returned from
school. Thinking it was a note from me; he opened it and read the
words. His reaction was both nonchalant and deeply relieving: “It
doesn’t matter. I already guessed. Either way, we get along.”
Although his response may seem blasé and lack emotion, those words
hold within them a deep loyalty and respect for his older sister.
Stefen’s unconditional love and acceptance of Ashley has never
wavered. And it is just one of the many wonderful things I cherish
about him.

Tad found his letter when he sat down at the
computer. As he read her words, sadness filled his heart. He saw
the last remnants of his little girl walking out the door. In some
ways Ashley being a lesbian rested more comfortably with Tad. He
would still have a daughter.

Although I couldn’t guess what Tad would say, I knew
how he would process the news. To the outside world, not a lot of
emotion or discussion would be visible. Tad would process this new
information privately. Sometimes he might drop a remark or two
about how he felt about something that concerned him, but Tad was a
man of few words, possessing an accepting, unpretentious
personality, and known as a generous friend and family member.

As it turned out, Tad didn’t feel that Ashley was
making a lifestyle choice. He believed her desire to become male
rested within her genetic makeup. However, she was such an
outstanding golfer as a female and she was his little girl. No
longer would they have golf to bond them every weekend, no longer
could he dream of a golf career for her, and no longer would she be
the daughter he loved so much. He grieved for the loss of it
all.

When I read Ashley’s letter, her honesty stunned me.
However, my tears flowed when I felt optimism and hope rise from
her words—hope that her physical transformation would not
overshadow her core being, her most intrinsic values as a young
adult. She asked that her friends and family recognize that no
matter what gender she presented to the world, who she remained
within would be unchanged. And isn’t that what mattered most? I
could not have felt more proud as I read the depth of courage
within Ashley’s statement of truth and her request to be
acknowledged on her own terms.

Despite this, fear stirred inside me. Who would
accept her? Who would not?

I already had one answer close to my heart. Tad, in
the face of losing his daughter, put his sadness aside and vowed
whether male or female, Ashley was his child. And Stefen had
already shared that whether brother or sister, it did not matter to
him. Our family never sat down, had a discussion, or made a plan
regarding Ashley’s desire to transition. I only remember telling
Tad what the costs would be for the actions Ashley planned to take,
and meeting no resistance from him. I only remember the times when
I stumbled and felt I couldn’t get up, and my husband reached out
his hand. Or when Stefen, sensing my emotional reserve hovered near
empty, came up behind me, wrapped his arms around my neck, and gave
me a much-needed hug.

So, with Tad, Stefen, and me firmly planted around
Ashley, we would journey down this unknown road. We didn’t know
what this journey would look like, and we didn’t know how we would
manage, but we knew why we would walk by Ashley’s side. We were a
family, and this was not just Ashley’s journey, but our journey as
well. Her circle of love and acceptance had grown from one to
three. It was a beginning.


Chapter Two

The Early Signs




For the first 12 years of our marriage, Tad and I
thought we would never have children. To begin with, my chances of
bearing a biological child were bleak. It seemed my body didn’t
want to carry one. Those chances sank further thanks to multiple
medical issues that included surgical removal of an ovary with a
cyst the size of a grapefruit, along with a case of endometriosis
(a painful condition resulting from the presence of mucous membrane
outside the uterus).

As for adoption, I wasn’t ready to consider it. I
still dreamed of holding a baby I had carried after nine months of
lovingly nurturing its growth. I even bought a soft, gray corduroy
maternity jumper and white blouse that hung in my closet waiting
for that day to come when I would announce, “I’m having a
baby!”

But until I became pregnant, Tad and I focused our
attention on our businesses—his hair salon, my insurance agency—and
happily lived the life of a married couple without the
responsibilities of children. We traveled with friends, took disco
dancing lessons, and thoroughly enjoyed our fun-filled, carefree
life, complete with success symbols like sports cars, designer
clothes, and expensive jewelry.

Nevertheless, these material signs of success could
not replace a void that continued to pull at my heartstrings. I
didn’t despair, but I felt the absence of something deeper,
something that would provide more meaning and purpose to my
existence. For months I denied the feelings growing stronger each
day. When my husband bought me another diamond necklace, ring, or
bracelet I pushed away the longing for a moment, and when the
moment passed I bought a fancier sports car. But driving my newest
toy of distraction around the city never erased the barren feeling
within me.

In time, I came to grips with the source of the
emptiness: all I really wanted to be was a mother. The yearning
overtook me like a winter storm, especially during the holidays.
Sitting by the fireplace wrapping gifts for my family, I still felt
cold inside. My arms ached to hold my baby, breathe in his or her
innocence, and let the rest of the world pass me by. As a woman who
held many happy family memories and grew up with two brothers, I
longed to have children with whom I could share my love; with whom
I could build memories of my own. This became my hope.

Tad, however, didn’t want children. He’d lost a
younger brother unexpectedly to heart failure, a father not yet 60
to lung cancer, and a young aunt to a brain aneurysm. Those losses
hurt him so deeply that, as I saw it, he simply did not want to
risk losing another person he loved. What if he lost his child too?
He felt too vulnerable to love a child. On the other hand, I had
not lost any family members except for elderly grandparents, so I
did not share his feeling of vulnerability.

At this time I was heavily involved in a seminar
program that encouraged each individual to become a “dream
machine,” with the belief that whatever you pursued with unwavering
passion and confidence would become reality. I bought into the
philosophy of this program and began to follow my tugging desires.
Soon, two challenges presented themselves and stood face to face
within me: How could I convince Tad to have children? And how would
I overcome my fertility issues?

The short answer was, I had no idea.

But a deep commitment to my dream filled me with the
unstoppable belief that my desire for a child would come true. I
released any expectations about how my dream would appear. I just
saw a picture of me holding a baby. Once I surrendered to the
possibilities, miracles began to happen.

I followed my intuition, which said, “While you are
waiting for your baby to find her way to you, look for chances to
be a mother.” One of the first opportunities that arose was to take
care of my young niece, Stephie. Little by little, she became my
weekend daughter. I loved spending time with her; I called her my
angel. She filled that empty space in my heart and gave my maternal
instinct something to wrap its arms around. Stephie would arrive on
Friday and stay until Sunday. We read books, took walks, played in
the park, and visited children’s museums. I loved her as if she
were my own. She would say, “I love you so much, Auntie Mimi, that
when we aren’t together I feel like crying… and then I do.”
Stephie’s words resonated with me, and I experienced an emptiness
that could only be filled when she returned to visit me again.

Tad also fell in love with Stephie. He enjoyed the
way her joyful spirit and melodic voice filled our home with love
and laughter. Eventually, he began to envision life with a
child.

Then, one night, I decided I would approach the
subject and see how he felt. I wasn’t sure what his response would
be, but he seemed as open as he was ever going to be, so I decided
to nudge him lightly towards fatherhood.

“Honey,” I slowly inched into the conversation, “I
know you have told me that you don’t want children. But having
Stephie around us has been such a joy. I really want a child. Would
you consider having just one?” Without much elaboration or emotion,
Tad responded, “Okay.” Although it might have appeared to others
that Tad’s lack of emotion or discussion meant he didn’t care, I
knew that he would never consent to having children if he adamantly
opposed it. Tad’s agreement signaled his readiness to be a father.
My heart soared to the moon and back hearing that one word.

I laid out a plan: If I were fortunate enough to
give birth to only one child, I wanted a girl: someone with whom I
could shop, have intimate mother/daughter conversations over tea
and scones, and teach to cook, knit or crochet. Of course, I knew
that the right child would come to me, be it a girl or a boy, but
deep inside I wanted a daughter.

Overcoming Tad’s resistance, I now had to face my
fertility issues. We turned to a specialist who poked, prodded, and
tested both of us. “You need to have surgery on your fallopian
tubes,” I was told. I moved forward without hesitation. After
surgery, there were more tests. Finally, my doctors determined that
my only option was expensive in vitro fertilization, which costs
$5,000 per procedure.

Regular injections to encourage more eggs to develop
from my one good ovary became part of my morning ritual. Each
morning after kissing my husband goodbye, I drove to my friend
Bob’s dental office, got my daily injection of fertility
medication, hugged him with gratitude, and then drove off to work.
The daily routine wove its way comfortably into my morning
schedule, but the emotional impact ended up being more that I could
bear. Each failed procedure overwhelmed me with sadness. In a
matter of weeks, I plummeted from the sheer elation of having my
fertilized eggs placed inside of me and hearing, “Congratulations,
Mrs. Aizumi, you are pregnant!” to utter despair when a nurse
phoned me with blood results: “I am sorry, Mrs. Aizumi, the eggs
did not implant.”

I laid the phone back in its cradle gently, then sat
and cried, letting the devastation of the news consume me.

After nearly two years of fertility testing,
surgery, blood tests, injections to produce multiple eggs, a
medical procedure to harvest, fertilize, and replant eggs in my
uterus, and two failed implantations, I couldn’t take the
heartbreak of a third failed procedure. While riding back from the
doctor’s office with Tad, I burst into tears. My head exploded with
painful, plaintive, pulsing thoughts—the kind that loop through
your mind as though they live there:

“I can’t take another day of shots to produce
multiple eggs.”

“I can’t take another day of someone sticking me
with a needle to take my blood.”

“I can’t take waking up hoping that today will be
the day I am told I will have a baby and then finding out that I am
not pregnant.”

“I just want to be a mother.”

Tad drove silently, not knowing what to say or how
to console me. Finally, he turned to me and said, “I think you’re
hungry. I’m going to find a drive through restaurant and get you
something to eat right away.”

Food? You think my tears are about being hungry?
Could you misread me any more?

After a few minutes, I calmed down. I realized it
was Tad’s way of comforting me and showing his love. He didn’t know
what else to do. Neither did I. My tears stopped. My melancholy
warmed into gratitude. My husband cared so much for me. Together we
would work this out.

It was at that point that adoption became a viable
option. I didn’t care if the child was my biological offspring or
not. I just wanted to love a child that would call me “Momma.” I
turned to Tad. “Honey, we have spent $10,000 trying to have a baby,
and we still don’t have a child. We can either spend another $5,000
to try in vitro again, or we can take that money and use it for the
cost of adopting a child overseas. I am ready to pursue the
adoption route if you are okay with it.”

Tad only cared for my happiness. He could see the
joy a child brought into our lives through Stephie, so he would
have supported either course of action. In addition, most of our
beginning years as husband and wife went towards supporting Tad’s
new career as a hairdresser, opening up his own salon, acquiring
commercial property, and constructing a two story commercial
building where he operated In Vogue Hair Design. He said he wanted
to support my dream to have a baby, as I had stood by him for so
many years as he achieved his dreams. If I had any uncertainty
about my direction, my dentist friend Bob erased any doubt about
adoption when he said to me, “If you want to be a mother, it
doesn’t matter where the baby comes from.” His words further
confirmed that I needed to move forward with adoption.

We began the search for our baby girl. We chose to
work with a Japanese adoption agency because I wanted a child that
shared our heritage. Furthermore, I knew that I couldn’t risk
having a child taken away from me with a stateside adoption that
allowed biological parents to change their minds within six months.
The thought of falling in love with a child, only to have her taken
away, was incomprehensible. My two failed in vitro procedures
already gave me the sense I had lost two children. I could not risk
losing a third.

My father’s cousin, who lived in Japan, referred us
to one of that country’s organizations, Agency to Rescue Children.
I contacted a Southern California mother who adopted two children
through this agency and served as a liaison between adopting
families and Japan. This mother connected me to the agency director
who devoted her life to saving children born out of wedlock. She
was a wonderful, fearless advocate. With traditional Japanese
family honor at stake, desperate unwed mothers often disposed of
their newborn babies, sometimes in the trash. The Agency to Rescue
Children provided pregnant mothers with the funds to have their
babies in a hospital, and assured them that their babies would be
placed in good homes in the U.S. We felt safe in the knowledge that
these biological mothers would not be able to reclaim their babies,
and we knew Japan was removed from the U.S. by the very wide
Pacific Ocean. Tad and I went through the lengthy process of filing
the paperwork with a local adoption agency, Immigration and
Naturalization Services, and an attorney in Hawaii who translated
paperwork from Japanese to English. In addition, a social worker
interviewed us and conducted a couple of home visits. The adoption
agency deemed us fit parents with a good home.

Now the wait for our new baby girl began.

In late May 1988 I received the call: our baby had
been born! In June a photo arrived in the mail. She was adorable. I
showed my new baby girl to anyone who asked. And those who didn’t
ask, I showed them anyway. The picture became my hope, but I
agonized over the continuing wait to see her in person and hold her
in my arms. I muted the agony by busying myself with expectant
mother activities: decorating her nursery, lining the dresser
drawers, and folding and refolding the baby clothes I bought. I
spent hours in the room. I cradled an imaginary baby in my arms,
telling myself that soon I would have my daughter to hold. I
envisioned her deep-set eyes looking into mine and knowing that I
loved her with all my heart.

On Labor Day 1988, after 16 and a half years of
marriage, Tad and I welcomed Ashley Akemi Aizumi into our lives and
we became a family. I chose her name because Ashley meant peace and
harmony, and Akemi meant bright and beautiful. Her name symbolized
all I wished for her life.

When Ashley arrived at Los Angeles International
Airport, more than 20 people turned out on a sunny afternoon to
greet her. Quite a receiving party for an infant! As we waited for
Ashley to clear customs, my heart beat in anticipation. I couldn’t
sit still, pacing back and forth between family and friends, hoping
to distract myself from the minutes that trudged by excruciatingly
slowly.

As usual, my mind raced: She’s almost here. I
wonder what she looks like now. She is three months old. Will I
love her the minute I see her? Or will it take days for us to bond,
because she was born to another?

My thoughts flowed endlessly until I saw a Japanese
woman walking out of customs, cuddling a little baby to her
chest.

There she is! A lump formed in my throat.

My family and friends exclaimed at once: “Ashley’s
here!”

They circled around the Japanese woman, cooing and
craning their necks to get a first glimpse. One mother realized
that I was on the outside of the circle. “Get in there. This is
your baby,” she said, pushing me forward.

I pushed through the crowd and received my first
look at the baby I had dreamed about for years. She was beautiful.
After the Japanese woman placed Ashley in my arms, my father
snapped a picture of mother and child, my face red from the tears.
Every time I see that picture, I travel back to that moment and
remember how complete I felt when I held her in my arms for the
first time. She was my child, not biologically, but spiritually and
emotionally. And somehow I felt we had chosen each other.

Ashley was everything I dreamed: animated, playful,
and physically affectionate, with a spirit of wonder and joy. She
filled our lives with love and delight. After waiting for so many
years to love this child, I often laid her on a blanket on the
ground and just watched her coo while taking in all the new sights
and sounds. She followed my voice, which amazed my girlfriends
since she’d not been part of my life for her first three months.
Even though my girlfriends weren’t mothers, Ashley’s connection to
me was dramatic and apparent. She seemed to already know
instinctively that I loved her completely, even though she had only
been with me for two days. I felt such deep contentment and bliss;
what could possibly match this happiness? I loved everything about
being a mother; the smell of her baby shampoo when I gave her a
bath, the smell of her baby powder when I changed her diaper, and
the feel of her soft skin as I dressed her. Most of all, I adored
the way she looked deep into my eyes as I cradled her while she
drank her bottle.
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