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DEDICATION


 

To Gina & Dylan: You are my life. 

 

And to Leelah Alcorn 

Rest in peace—

Yes, your death did “mean something.”

 

Leelah Alcorn (November 15, 1997 – December 28, 2014) came out at 14. Her conservative Christian parents refused to accept her and at 16, denied her transition care, instead removing her from school, cutting off communication with her friends, and forcing her into a Christian-based conversion therapy program. According to Leelah they would also say things like, “You’ll never be a real girl; “What’re you going to do, fuck boys?” and “God’s going to send you straight to hell.” 

In 2014 Leelah put a suicide note on her Tumblr account to be posted automatically that ended up appearing after her death that that read in part:” 

“I’m never going to be happy. Either I live the rest of my life as a lonely man who wishes he were a woman or I live my life as a lonelier woman who hates herself. There’s no winning. There’s no way out. I’m sad enough already, I don’t need my life to get any worse. People say ‘it gets better’ but that isn’t true in my case. It gets worse. Each day I get worse....

Three days after Christmas, 2014, Leelah walked out onto I-71 not far from her Kings Mills, Ohio home and into the path of an oncoming tractor trailer. She was killed instantly. Her Tumblr note had ended with the words: “My death needs to mean something. My death needs to be counted in the number of transgender people who commit suicide this year. I want someone to look at that number and say ‘that’s fucked up’ and fix it. Fix society. Please.”

 

 

 




PREFACE
The War on TransYouth


 

In 1995 when we launched the Gender Public Advocacy Coalition or “GenderPAC” as the first national trans political advocacy organization, it was roundly ignored. We couldn’t buy any mention in the media, and even the anti-gay right didn’t bother attacking us. 

Transpeople—which back then mostly meant adult transsexual women—were considered too small and bizarre a fringe group to bother with. Politically we were less than irrelevant. We were even part of the LGB-but-not-T rights movement. 

About the only time transgender rights received any political attention or GenderPAC got any press was when some city or corporation somewhere allowed a transsexual woman (and it was always a woman) to use the Women’s Room. Then the heavens fell. As far as the public knew, we might as well have been named the Gender Public Bathroom Coalition. 

But barely more than two decades later—in the wake of three successful Supreme Court decisions invalidating anti-sodomy laws, banning anti-gay discrimination, and legalizing gay marriage—an enraged and vengeful evangelical Christian right began casting about any issue to reignite its stalled war on homosexuality and launch a new social panic. 

And the elephant in that room would be transgender people, who had become the biggest Achilles heel of what was now the “LGBT” movement. The public may have largely accepted gays and lesbians, but its discomfort with transgender people was real and widespread, even among the left, and especially among white evangelical Christians who were virtually the only major demographic that was till staunchly and virulently anti-gay. 

In 2018 young people in all 50 states still freely got hormones and medical care, legally changed their names and pronouns, and played gender-appropriate school sports without anyone seeming to care, even across red states, We couldn’t know it then, but it was a false dawn, and behind it would come terror. 

The evangelical Christian right had been quietly investing millions surveying our political weaknesses, creating focus-grouped messaging, crafting model laws, and creating legitimate-sounding but fake medical front groups. And beginning in 2019 they struck back with a vengeance. In just a few years, more than 1,000 bills would be introduced across more than half of the United States, the vast majority targeting transgender kids. 

Being virulently anti-trans was transformed overnight from a minor local issue to a national litmus test, a core element of MAGA tribal identity. The two leading Republican candidates for the Presidency both released simultaneous statements attacking transgender youth for hacking off body parts, mutilation, or left-wing gender insanity. 

The genders of a few thousand children were now a defining issue in the 2024 presidential stakes and, by extension, the fate of the country. 

Adult transsexual women like me, who had always been the more socially visible and least politically digestible, had always been the targets of any political vitriol. But suddenly transgender kids and the parents who loved them had become the bleeding edge of transgender rights, and indeed of the entire LGBTQ+ rights movement. It became illegal in a dozen states to provide your child any recommended gender affirming care, including psychotherapy. In states like Texas, allowing your child hormones, blockers, or “top surgery” became felony child abuse, punishable with imprisonment and the lose of your child into the state’s byzantine, Christian-based childcare system. 

Parents began fleeing their home states in fear, creating a new class of thousands of displaced internal political refugees in the U.S.—a phenomenon perhaps unknown since the terrible pre-Civil War days of chattel slavery.

It was a turning of history. The decades the “soft transphobia” of ignoring transpeople were gone and had closed behind us forever. From now on, the evangelical Christian right would level all the fury it had devoted to demonizing homosexuality going back to the Lavender Scare of the 1950s at transgender people. 

The War on Trans Youth had begun in earnest. It would come to define transgender rights, and—like the battles over sodomy, gay marriage, or gays in the military—it would consume the next 20 years

I began reaching out and interviewing as many gender affirming parents as I could. Many were understandably wary and many demurred. I immediately noticed a stark difference between blue and red state parents. The former had children who came out, transitioned, and got medically-recommended medical care without problem. While they may have endured some transient mispronouning or taunting, their friends, families, and schools were largely supportive and their lives went on as before. 

Meanwhile across red states, the parents I spoke with were living in fear, with many in the midst of leaving behind careers, pensions, dream homes, and extended family forever, simply because they loved their children. Some were living out of cars and sleeping at night on the interstate; others were the subject of multiple concurrent investigations by their states; and still others were so scared they are in the process of taking their children out of the country until they were 18. These interviews became the focus of this book.

After every interview, I thanked parents for their courage in standing up for their child, explaining that if I had had just one parent like them, my body would be totally different today, my entire life would be totally different. Loving your child is no easy thing when it costs you everything. To me, they are American heroes. 

But this is where the evangelical Christian rights’ War on Trans Youth has taken us .

It is a war we must win. 

Our children are depending on us. 

 

Riki Wilchins 

2023

 

[You can follow my regular writing on trans and gender politics at Medium.com/RikiWilchins]

 




CHAPTER 1: LINDA


 

PARENT: Linda

Sexual Orientation: Straight 

Gender Identity: Female

Age: 38

 

CHILD: Greg

Gender Identity: Trans Male

Pronouns: He/him

Sexual Orientation: Queer

Age: 18

 


“Greg was talking to a friend who was sharing their fun high school memories. Greg just looked at them and said, ‘My high school memories are testifying at the Capitol. That’s all I know. When people ask me about high school, I tell them I spent my entire high school career running up to the Capitol testifying for my life.” So no prom, no dances, none of that stuff. Greg’s main high school memory was, “Please don’t pass this law and kill me.”

 

What about moving to some sort of states that are safe for trans. But they’re all so expensive. And eventually we settled on New Zealand. I don’t think it’ll ever be safe enough to come back to the States. Greg said something as he was walking away—”Well, it doesn’t matter, because I’m never coming back, because they want me dead.” He’s my only child. Am I really going to ask him to come back to visit me in a state that wants him dead? 

We first realized that something was different about Greg’s gender probably when he was four or five, maybe even earlier. He refused to wear dresses at 18-months-old. And I remember specifically that his biological father, my ex-husband, had come home from Iraq, and we were going to some special military honor dinner. My ex had bought Greg a dress and he was standing at the top of the stairs and threw the dress down at us and screamed, “Boys don’t wear dresses.” And I was like, “That’s correct. But you’re not a boy.” I was able to get him dressed, but not in a dress—in a pair of pants and a shirt. 

I’m a stay-at-home mom. We used to have playgroups at the park and grocery shopping. We’d hang out at friends’ houses with kids. I’d have to get him to the pediatrician, or we’d go to the grocery store. So to me the question was, Can I get him dressed and do the things I need to do, before we have playgroup? Eventually I’d just tell him, Okay, you want to wear a dress? My grandma in Alabama used to say, Don’t make a mountain out of a molehill. So if you don’t want to wear a dress, what do you want to wear? And as long as he was wearing clothes and I could get him out of the house dressed in something, I considered it a win. 

Greg was very independent from birth. He always knew what he wanted. I couldn’t get him to wear shoes until he was four because he hated them. He did not like us doing his hair at all. I’ve always had short hair, so I kept his kind of short when he was little. He had dark brown hair, like mine when he was born. It all fell out at two months old and came back in white blonde. So he looked bald until he was probably two, two-and-a-half. He had hair, but it was thin, wispy white hair. People always mistook him for a boy, which is why I think when he was a baby, I made him wear pink and dresses before he had an opinion so that people would remark, Oh, she’s so cute; but, because he was bald, people say, Oh, he’s so cute. And I’m telling them, She’s in a flippin’ dress, you know. But I guess they were right. 

Once he got a little older and his hair got a little cute and curly, he didn’t like me washing it. He didn’t like me brushing it. When he was 11 or so, he wanted to grow it out long because his stepmom had long hair. He wouldn’t brush it himself. He didn’t want to put it up. He didn’t want to do anything with it. So I would have to detangle it and brush it and he would scream and cry and throw a tantrum. It would be like we were murdering somebody. From ages three to 11 I kept it pretty short, like shoulder length or shorter, because it was such a pain. And the longer it got, the nastier it got. If you ever had to pull knots out of a kid’s hair, it’s not fun. I have this T-shirt my mom bought him for Christmas one year. It says Messy Hair, Don’t Care. That was just Greg. He didn’t want to brush his hair to go to school the next day. No, I’ll just go with this crazy rat’s nest.

Greg’s biological dad was really mad about his refusing to wear dresses. He wanted a girly girl. If you’ve ever met a toddler, you know they can be awful. It was a big win just to get Greg out of the house wearing clothes at all. He’s not going to wear dresses, fine. I was always a tomboy. I still consider myself a tomboy. I’m a jeans and a T-shirt kind of girl, so to me it wasn’t surprising. I was like, Cool, let’s put clothes on and go to the park or do whatever we have to do for the day. Once he started expressing a preference, I didn’t make a big deal out of it, and I never forced him to wear dresses. You don’t want to wear dresses? No big deal. So we stopped buying them.

At four or five, I bought him Barbies and he sacrificed the Barbies for G.I. Joes. I tried to get him to play with Barbies because I used to love to play Barbies. He didn’t want to. The couple I gave him, he beheaded. She was a victim. He had his GI Joes and then it was Legos. After that he wanted a blue scooter, so we got him one. His first bike at eight years old was a bright orange BMX bike. I chalked it up to more tomboy behavior.

Probably around age eight or nine people started asking me if I thought he was gay. I told them he was just a kid and I didn’t care. It just wasn’t a discussion I was going to have. But one thing he tells me that he remembers me doing is he loved the board game, Life. So on occasions when we played Life, I would marry a girl and I would tell him, Okay, you can marry a girl. If you’re a girl, you can marry a boy. If you’re a boy, it doesn’t matter who you love. I was trying to open it up for him, in case he wanted to say something. But usually all I got back from him was, “Would you just spin again and, like, shut up.” But he always knew that if he was gay, it would be okay for him to come and tell me. 

He was 11 when he told me he was a lesbian. He sent me a text when I was at work and he was on his way to school and I answered right away: “Cool, well, you know, have a good day at school. Don’t forget to empty the dishwasher when you get home and we’ll talk if you want.” When I got home and he was like, “That’s it?”

I had an inkling, so I said, “I’m glad you’re comfortable and that you’re figuring out who you are, that’s great. I support you no matter what and like I’ve always told you, I love you no matter what.” He did the lesbian thing for almost two years, and then a week before his 13th birthday, he came and told me he was trans, that he was my son. 

I honestly had considered myself a good ally, but I don’t know anything about the trans community. He told me, I understand if you don’t love me. I understand if you want me to go with my dad instead. I understand if you never want to see me again. What is this conversation about? But I told him I loved him no matter what, and that I would always be there for him. But I needed to do a little research. Then he said, “Well, I got homework to do. I’m going to go take a shower. And he walked off. 

I immediately Googled, “What are you supposed to say when your kid tells you he’s trans, so you don’t screw him up for life?” I had reassured him that I loved him and that he was always going to be welcome with me. I knew what the trans terminology was, but I didn’t know anyone in the community. I didn’t know what to do. Over the next weeks I did even more Googling. Greg knows I’m a big science nerd so he came to me with PowerPoints and Excel spreadsheets about starting puberty blockers, starting T, getting top surgery. He already had it figured out. I told him, “Time out. It hasn’t been three minutes. I don’t know what’s happening. I’m sure we’ll get there eventually, but I’m glad you found all these facts.” And some of it was really helpful to me. But he was insistent, “Let’s start puberty blockers today.” I didn’t even know how we would do that. Where do we start? I Googled some more. I found our state Equality group, and reached out to them: “Help, I don’t know what to do.” They connected me with TENT, the state trans organization, who then connected me with some parents of trans kids who I’m still friends with.

But I still have many of the same questions: Where do I go? What do I do? And how do I tell people? There are Facebook groups around these issues, but they’re all private and would have to invite me in. It was February—the end of Greg’s seventh grade year—so we went with the philosophy of Let’s just finish up this year. We immediately got a haircut, changed his clothes, so he was presenting very masculine, but still going by like his deadname. We weren’t changing all that, because school was almost over and we were still trying to figure it out. That was also 2017, when the bathroom bill stuff was still going on, and we were waiting to see because we didn’t know if he’d have any rights at school if he transitioned socially. 

So he finished seventh grade year and then we let him complete the social transition. We were trying to find names and I told him, I get the mom veto, because I would have chosen a name for you if you had been born male. You don’t get a say. We’ll try out names for a week. Then if one of us doesn’t like it, either one can veto it. He tried out Marcus. I don’t know why, but I hated it. It just wasn’t him and I vetoed that. I really liked Ethan, which he had previously liked until he knew I liked it, and he vetoed it after two days. But then a friend of a friend had just had a baby named Greg and she had suggested we try it. I gave it to him, and he was into trying it out, and after a week we both said, That’s it. This fits. 

Pronouns were a little harder. I was used to the female pronouns, so I kept messing up, and it was making him angry. We had been able to find a good psychologist for him. Because Greg was getting very angry with me and acting out, the psychologist suggested, “Get a spray bottle, spray your mom. That way you’re not slamming doors and screaming at her.” So he sprayed me whenever I misgendered him and after he hit me with that a few times, I stopped pretty quickly. I wore glasses, and him being a little jerky 13-year-old, he would get me right in the face, spray the glasses, so he would make sure it counted. With the help of our state transgender and Equality group, we were able to find a psychologist in the area and a doctor. I still wasn’t doing things fast enough for Greg, because he told me that we should have had puberty blockers the next day. Like everything should have been done yesterday. To him, as fast as I was trying to move, I was still dragging my feet. We still hadn’t told the school. I was trying to get all the information I could so that I would be able to best present it to the school, to best protect him and make sure that… to be honest, I didn’t know what the hell I was doing. I’m one step at a time, please. 

We were able to find a good psychologist. Greg’s biological father is military so all three of us had military insurance. It turns out there one doctor on our military base who sees all the trans kids. Fort Hood is one of the largest army bases in the US. So they sent us to this doctor who, to this day, even though we don’t have that insurance anymore and we haven’t seen him in four years, still emails every so often to check up on us and see how we’re doing. Going in, I asked if he was a specialist. He answered that, No, he’s just the one who takes the trans kids. He said he didn’t start out seeing trans kids. He actually had a family practice in osteopathy. But in 2012 he had a patient who was a trans kid, and he went and educated himself. Then suddenly all his patients were trans, because nobody else on the base wanted to deal with it. So he took them. Greg has chronic health issues, so he was dealing with that too, on top of the trans stuff.

That doc was amazing, a lifesaver. I feel like they should have had more than one doctor for trans kids in such a large army base. But he saw us pretty quickly, and when we met with him he said, All right, here’s how we’re going to get puberty blockers, if that’s what we want to do. I knew my ex-husband wasn’t going to be on-board with that. He was a tank mechanic. We got divorced in 2011, and I think he got out of the service in 2013. He did three tours in Iraq, and one in Afghanistan. He’d had inklings that Greg was more than just the tomboy we thought, and he’d always say that if Greg was gay or trans, he wasn’t going to put up with it. 

We were able to talk to Greg’s counselor and his doctor about the pros and cons and they gave us lots of articles. I’m very scientific minded. Show me the data. I wanted to have all that in hand when we told his biological father who was remarried by this time to his second wife. I believe he’s on the way for three or four now. But I called his second wife and was explaining that we had something we wanted to FaceTime them about, to give her a heads-up that something was coming. And right away she asked me, Is it a gender thing? And I said Yeah, because she wanted to prep my ex because she knew it was not going to go well.

We called on my cell phone and did a FaceTime. When Greg told him, dad threw the iPad and stormed out. I had already sent all the information to his current wife at the time so they could review it. He didn’t talk to me or Greg for three to five days. He finally sent Greg an apology text, Sorry. I got mad. It’s all just so new to me.

He kept telling me, “No medical interventions. It’s fine that he’s seeing a psychologist, it’s fine that you’re calling him this name and using male pronouns.” I think that was mostly his wife’s doing, getting him to agree to the social aspects. But he was adamant that absolutely nothing medical happen until Greg was 18. I hadn’t gotten that far in my research on surgeries, but I understood puberty blockers and the effect a big chest would have on him. I was thinking, No offense, but everyone in my family is D boobs or bigger. He’s 13. We’re going to traumatize him a thousand times worse. Greg already was developing a chest, and I told my ex that he really didn’t like that or how he was having periods.

We agreed on blocker shots that helped stop breast growth, because it was just so dysphoric and horrible for our son to deal with. And thankfully they worked. But it seemed like every day Greg was asking me, Is my chest bigger? I feel like it’s bigger. I found out he was wearing two or three sports bras backwards because we didn’t have a binder, which he wanted. I told him I wanted to do more research on binders. 

I remember one of our psychologists calling me in and sitting me down and saying, I understand you like to have all the information. But your son is hurting himself. He’s wearing sports bras that are too small and backward. I’m telling you, he can’t do it overnight. I’m telling you, these are the best ways to do it. But if you don’t buy him a binder, he’s going to continue hurting himself. 

So I actually called my mom because I told my parents that he was trans and I didn’t know what to do. And she bought him a binder. A 60-something-year-old grandma’s on Amazon, buying my son binders. That was amazing to me, because at first my mom was very upset and aggrieved about Greg’s transition. And now she asking me, “How many do we need?” I’ve heard parents say that they grieve the child they thought they were losing. My mom grieved the granddaughter she thought she had. I didn’t grieve, because I still got to tuck the same loving kid into bed every night. To me it was, “Oh, now I truly know who he is.” So I wasn’t grieving, but she still had issues. She was reading Caitlyn Jenner’s book. I know she’s not the best example, but that book really resonated with my mom. 

My mom saw so many things that Greg did as a kid. That was the next conversation after she finished the book. How did we miss all the signs? How did we not know for 13 years? How are we so stupid? Greg was telling us every which way possible and we just missed it. Her favorite story to tell people was when he was five or six years old and staying at her house for the summer. They were playing in the basement with some baby dolls and she said, Oh, you’re such a good mommy. And Greg looked at her and he says, “No, I’m a good daddy. Boys can be good daddies, right?” “Yes,” she said. And she didn’t think anything else of it. 

But Greg was always the daddy when he played with friends and we never really paid that much attention to it. My biggest regret is that he had to go 13 years being misgendered, dealing with all that dysphoria and pain. Looking back, I can see it all now, but hindsight’s 20/20. When he tried so many different ways: I don’t wear dresses. I want to play the dad. I want the orange BMX bike. It wasn’t a big deal to me, but I realized it was to him. They were all different ways of him telling me, “Hey, mom, I’m your son.” But it all went over my head and that’s what I really regret. That it literally took him telling me, I’m trans, to understand that he was my son since he was 18-months-old. I hate that. I just didn’t know enough. I didn’t know any better. 

He had been to a psychologist after his father and I got divorced in 2011, when Greg was seven. And he told them all that stuff too, and they didn’t catch it either. So I can’t blame myself too much. The doctor tells me not to blame myself. I thought I was doing everything right, and still somehow missed the big neon sign. 

Even Greg says, I 100% knew. I always knew I was different. He thought there was something wrong. He said, “I thought it was because I was gay, at first.” So he had to figure some of it out. I don’t think he blames me. I blame myself more than he ever will, because once he came out, I was 100% on board. But seeing other kids who got to start puberty blockers, who don’t have to have top surgery, they won’t have all the dysphoria he had. If I could go back to at least eight-year-old Greg, before puberty, and figure it all out, I would do it in a heartbeat, because it would have made his next few years so much better.

I was definitely scared when Greg first told me. I mean, scared. What are other people going to say? One of the first facts I Googled was the murder rate of trans people, which was probably not the best thing to learn your first five minutes into it. But that’s the first thing that pops up when you Google the subject. And I had a lot of gay and queer friends and I knew how hard it was for them to just be gay. It is hard for anyone in the LGBTQ+ community, I get that. But being trans seems to be like the most stigmatized identity now. 

When I was finally ready to tell everybody, we told immediate family first. How do I have this conversation? My parents were in their 60s; how am I going to tell them? And how are we going to deal with bullies? We knew at the time, well, I don’t know if he knew; but, I knew about the legislative session going on with the bathroom bills being about trans folks. I don’t even know what to do with school. How do you do any of this? So I was in research mode. I thought about my ex-husband, his dad. I was thinking he was going to lose his shit. And my next thought was, he’s going to blame it on me and I really don’t care. Maybe he’ll just leave us alone, totally cut us off, and we’ll be good. I won’t have to deal with him anymore.

I made the big Facebook announcement, “This is my son. So if you hear me referring to my son by this name now, you know. It’s the same child that I’ve been talking about for the last 13 years.” Ninety percent of the comments I got back were along the lines of: It’s about time you figured it out. I am not shocked at all. Woo hoo! So glad he finally figured it out. I thought: If y’all knew, why didn’t anyone point it out to me? How did everyone else but me know, anyhow? But a lot of them were like this, “Well, once you said it, it was, Oh, that makes sense.” But until it was specifically said, it didn’t click for them either. I feel stupid about that too, because we’ve since met so many families in our community whose kids transitioned at age four or five. How awesome would that have been for him? 

So after the end of seventh grade, when we were still using his female pronouns and birth name, school was finally over in May. During that summer before his eighth grade, I reached out to his school and let them know his name was Greg and that he was trans. I had a bunch of information I had gotten online to give them. I thought, I can educate them. And their response was, “We need to send a letter out to all the parents and let them know a trans student will be coming to school.” I told them, “Absolutely not. Hold on. You’re not outing him to the whole world.” What were they thinking? That he might be contagious or something? 

Ninety percent of the kids were amazing when he came into eighth grade, Hey, I’m Greg. They were like, Oh, that makes sense. Most of his friends were cool with it, because he was already in short hair and masculine clothes at the end of seventh grade. I met with the school a couple of times over the summer, still trying to educate them. They agreed not to send out the letter to everyone. Fine, they said, we’ll call him whatever name or pronouns you want, but he still has to use the girls’ bathroom. But Greg wouldn’t do that. So he had to use the nurse’s bathroom. I believe the bathroom bill had been defeated in July, but I didn’t know if schools would enforce it anyway. Greg was fine with the nurse’s bathroom, because he was definitely not going to use the girls’ bathroom. 

As for Phys Ed and using the locker room, we got a doctor’s note to get Greg out of gym because they wanted him in the girls’ locker room. We weren’t doing that. And he does have chronic health issues. So his doctor was willing to write him a note saying that he couldn’t do gym. So he sat on the bleachers and watched his class do stuff, because he wasn’t going to change in the girls’ locker room.

I met with all of his eighth grade teachers. I emailed each of them because the school basically told me to figure out how to tell people before Meet the Teacher Night. I told them that if they wanted any information to let me know and some of them emailed back asking for resources. And not a single teacher on Meet the Teacher Night dead-named him or used female pronouns. They all knew his name and his pronouns and they all greeted him correctly. I was expecting a few flubs, since they had never met him before, but there were none. It was actually pretty impressive. 

But the principal, I hated her. She told us she had to use his legal name for school records. Okay, that’s fine. But I wanted to make sure that he was called by the correct name and pronouns. To which she said, “Well, if you want to contact the teachers, I can’t force them to do any of this—what do you call it—crazy gender goofiness or something.” The teachers were already accepting, but the principal was arguing back, telling me that they couldn’t just call students whatever name they wanted. I think the principal was irritated because she never wanted anyone like us in her school. But there was really no issue with Greg until he had substitute teachers. The list the subs get has the kids’ legal names, and Greg’s legal name was different. When they called out his legal name, he would have to correct them and say his pronouns. When the sub would get the wrong name, there were a couple kids who didn’t like him and would start dead-naming him and stuff. Since the teacher called you this, I’m going to do it too. Greg would let me know and I’d call the principal or go meet with her and tell her what had happened with the sub. Well, she’d say, they’re calling him his real name. 

“No,” I’d say, “this is bullying,” And she’d tell me, “It’s on his birth certificate.” And I just lost it, “These kids don’t frickin’ know what’s on his birth certificate: they’re 13-year-old boys and girls. How can we fix this?” And she tells me, “Well, I guess any time he has a sub, we could cross out his real name and put the name you like.” “But why can’t you just put it in the system?” And her secretary speaks up, “Oh, we could do it in the system.” And the principal overrules her, and says, “No, it has to be the legal name in the system.”

Obviously, for state testing, you have to use your legal name, and we were ready for that. But the principal was throwing a fit, saying, “He’s turning in paperwork with that name on it.” But his teachers know who he is. They’re putting it in the grade book for the right kid. I understand for state standardized testing he has to use his legal name and we’re ready for that. But for a spelling test or his English paper, his teachers know who he is. So why can’t he just write Greg? Because eighth grade was so horrible and school was so bad for him, he ended up going to high school online and was able to graduate in three years. 

We ended up almost suing Greg’s school that year to allow him to use the bathrooms and for him to have the correct name. He was using the nurse’s bathroom, but it was on the opposite side of the school from where the eighth grade classes were. He used it three or four times, but it’s a big school and, because he didn’t have enough time to get there and back, he’d ask for a pass for class. The nurse told him, “I’m not giving you passes. You’re just doing this to be late.” The deal had been for him to use the nurse’s bathroom, and then she would give him a note so he didn’t get in trouble for being late to class. I didn’t find all this out until he had UTIs because he was holding it all day. So after that I told them to let him use a different bathroom. And one of the other parents connected me to an ACLU lawyer who was willing to help us pro bono. We had a group meeting with the school around the bathroom issue and the substitute teachers dead-naming him. His school bus tried to segregate the kids by gender, with boys on one side, girls on the other. Greg went to the boys’ side, but some kids were doing some pretty nasty, mean things to him, saying he doesn’t belong on either side. When the other kids made fun of him and were dead-naming him and bullying him, the school did nothing. With the ACLU lawyer, eventually they said he could use whatever bathroom he felt most comfortable in. His friends would actually check to make sure the boys’ room was empty and then stand protection outside to make sure nothing happened while he used it. The school never did change his name on the roster for the subs, although they agreed to.
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