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AUTHOR’S NOTE


I’ve changed the names of people and obfuscated the names of places in this book. I wrote this for my daughter, and she’s allowing me to share it.









FIRST . . .


THIS IS NOT A TRAGEDY.


But it started the way so many tragedies do — in a quiet and awful way, a common occurrence, a weary dailiness to it. It started with a knock at the front door.


I didn’t hear the knock. I was writing in the mother-in-law suite connected to the house by what we called the breezelessway.


Your older sister answered the knock and then came to get me.


This moment, this knock, changed our lives forever. It created fissures that remain: This was our lives before it. This was our lives after. Everything changed. There was panic and loss and a kind of fear that never really goes away.


You were at its center, but we protected you from it — your father and I, your older sister, and your two older brothers. It was a story that I finally told you when you were nine years old. We’d left that house by then. We’d left that southern state. We’d moved more than a thousand miles away, due north. But I worried that the story might pop up in conversation, unexpectedly — from an aunt, a friend, someone assuming you knew about it because it was about you. I didn’t want you to hear it from someone else.


I told you a pared-down version of it, sitting on a sunny sofa in our living room. We’ve moved so many times that the sunny sofa blurs in my mind from one living room to the next, like each living room is a train car zipping past. The story went like this. A man was at the door, sent from the Department of Children and Families. He was there to investigate us, as parents. There had been a complaint. The complaint was about you being transgender, and we quickly learned that in this southern state with Republican-appointed judges, we could lose custody. We could lose you. This was what I tried to explain — the knock at the door and what happened in the days and weeks and months that followed. When I was finished, you didn’t have any questions, and you never asked to hear the story again.


But I think you deserve to have it in full. It belongs to you. I’m committed to telling you the brutal truths of this story, your story. For a long time, I haven’t known how. But now I do. I’ll also tell you the beautiful truths. This is how it should be. This is how we should prepare children for the world. (I don’t know how to prepare children for this world.)


What happened upended us, and yet it oriented us. Before the knock at the door, our idea of family — of what we would do for each other in crisis — was theoretical. It became manifest.


What happened to us shouldn’t happen to anyone. But it did, and it keeps happening, especially to families like ours.


How we responded made us understand who we are. What we did for you, we suddenly understood that we would do for any of us.


In the end, though, this is just one part of your larger story, and it doesn’t define you.









Part I





BEFORE THE KNOCK
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AS I SET OUT to write this, you’ve recently had your thirteenth birthday. I remember it this way. You’re sitting in a spindle chair that’s been transformed into a flowering throne. It’s morning, and you’re still in your pajamas. The night before, while you were sleeping, your father and I cut some of the low-hanging boughs of the massive tulip magnolia tree in our backyard and taped them to the chair in such a way that they curve and fan out over your head. The petals are thick, the blooms heavy, white with flushes of purple and pink. In my memory, they’re luminous. You’re smiling. You look up to see the blooms bobbing over your head, and I wonder what it looks like from your perspective — the structure of branches, the petals surrounded by waxy green leaves.


Throughout your life, I’ve tried to imagine what things must look like from your perspective. I can’t ever really know this. And so much of what I have to tell you happened before you could form memories of your own. But I took notes. I paid attention. What I can offer you is what I saw, what caught my attention, what sometimes astounded me, and this telling is my attempt to put it together for you. Imperfect, limited, and awash in love.


I could start where so many of these stories begin, with a label. But that wasn’t the beginning.


This was: Your brain, a small blushing bud. It unfurled, as all of our brains do, with the ticking of some internal clock. On cue, certain areas began their quiet work of becoming. Neurons fired away — those brilliant pistons. Within the exquisite architecture of your brain, there is a small area tucked away, like a pearl. This one region grew, yes. But in a “typical boy,” it would be double in size. Yours is the size one would find in a “typical girl.” (Apologies for using the word typical here, in its more limited medical way, especially as I’m trying to broaden experiences, not narrow them down. You will never be a “typical” girl, but neither was I. Neither was your sister. Neither were your grandmothers or great-grandmothers or any of your ancestors. I don’t actually believe that typical exists.)


This area is known as the central region of the bed nucleus of the stria terminalis. I think: Bed, like a garden, lush flowers, heavy-headed, nodding in a breeze. Nucleus, like a lit globe, a fiery hub. And stria terminalis reminds me of the last train stop in Rome, where I once spent Christmas in my early twenties. This is how my own brain works — trying to collect what I remember and hitch it to what I hope to understand.


(And I love the human brain. There is a long and brutal history of pathologizing trans people. But I’m not doing that. I’m awed by how neurologically diverse we all are, how intricately wired, all of the vast and stunning individual structures within each of us.)


Meanwhile, your genes, the double helix that expresses so much about you (but not all, not even close) were twinning within. I think of them as two hummingbirds, locked together, spiraling in flight. More than one hundred genes — that we know of so far — are part of the process that created your gender identity; I would say your girliness, but that presumes so much frill and pink (though you love frill and pink). So I will restate it this way: More than one hundred genes — so far — are known to be part of the process of creating your girlness, a tough knot of self-knowledge that exists within a larger framework: your girlhood.


For a long time, we thought that a child’s chromosomes were either XX or XY. (We once thought so many things — before microscopes made the invisible visible, before telescopes exposed us to a vast universe, before MRIs and fMRIs lit up our brains — which are vast universes in and of themselves.) Now we know there are XXX and XXY and XYY . . . and one out of every one hundred infants is born with deviations from the “typical” male and female anatomy. One in every two thousand is so diverse that a specialist has to come in for a consult, and some of these infants are considered to be intersex. Your chromosomes were never questioned — a simple XY. No doctors were called in for a consult. All of the exteriors and blunt frameworks were clear. But within?


We can barely begin to explain the interiors of each of our unique neural networks, the synchronicity of all of our functions, from our ticking hearts to our ability to form language.


For example, my own thoughts, in the form of these words, are appearing in my brain, one after the other, as they transfer almost automatically through my fingers to be collected and passed on to you — in the moment where you find yourself in the middle of your life, into your brain where they arrive as ideas and images (and love).


Let me say the word storm and then garden and then girl in a stormy garden. . . . See what happens in your mind? See the girl in the stormy garden, rain and wind, her face — surprised or scared or happy? Is it day or night? Does she lift her face to the sky?
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With you — my fourth baby, whom I believed to be my last — I felt so in sync. The pregnancy, after three kids in quick succession and then a seven-year gap, seemed brazen. I strode down hallways at work, carving a wide berth. I loved the swell and arch. I loved the way my stomach found the old pleats and started filling them, found the old stretch marks and brightened them with streaks like lightning.


We were a big, loud East Coast family, new to the Bible Belt. We moved here because of my job. My academic career was going very well. But this made it even more confusing to my fellow academics that I’d insisted on having children. One? Okay. Two? Fine. Three? A strange personal choice. But four? My God. I came from a big Irish Catholic herd that believed in herds. My definition of a happy family was rowdy.


A colleague of mine in gender studies, a staunch communist, tried to joke with me in the elevator. “You know how these things happen, right?”


I laughed. “I’m starting to catch on.” But my tone was a little steely, and she didn’t bring up anything about my pregnancy again. This was how I preferred it. Whenever any of my colleagues mentioned the pregnancy, I responded with some variation of “Oh this?” and moved on. In my office, there were no pictures of my kids. No little-kid art, either. Students walked in for office hours and made comments like, “This is very . . . Spartan chic?”
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“You know how these things happen, right?”


This was how.


Your father and I are crazy about each other. It’s embarrassing, I know. It’s implausible if you sort through our cultural baggage of depictions of marriage. We’d constructed a life where we spent the bulk of our days together. I was the stay-at-home parent for the first six years of our marriage when the first three kids were born.


But then my career shifted into gear, and by the time I was pregnant with you, Jeff was the primary caregiver and I was the primary breadwinner, but I worked at home a good bit. Even though we were together almost all the time, we usually had too much to say and couldn’t get it all in.


Some friends of ours once said that you should never invite a couple newly in love to dinner because they’re the most boring guests — they’re only interested in each other. Sometimes we’re still this couple. At parties, we force ourselves to go in separate directions so we can swap the stories we collect at the end of the night, like so much Halloween candy.


What did we look like back then? Jeff was a fit soccer coach, permanently sunburned, with that disarming sense of humor, that way of making everyone feel like they had something important to say. I was a very pale Floridian, avoiding the sun. I wore my dark hair back in ponytails or messy buns, always a little rushed and disheveled.


Jeff loved raising kids. How else would I be able to have such a strong career while raising so many? While it could strain other couples, raising all of you has been galvanizing for us. This wily brood consumes us, in the best ways. If raising children is overwhelming — and it can be — we have made a life of being overwhelmed together, as if in an ocean, pulled under and whisked from shore, but always by the same riptide.
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My academic office might have come off as Spartan and impersonal, but not our home. Walking in, you were likely met by barking dogs, an enormous puppet made out of papier-mâché on the dining room table, and a few kids making a spy movie with a GoPro with an occasional shout of “Quiet on set!” A scaled-down soccer match in the kitchen might have respectfully called a time-out. The agony of a violin practice might have gone silent for a few minutes. We are a family that takes our projects very seriously.


In the fall of 2006, leading up to your birth the upcoming spring, Tate was six-about-to-turn-seven. He didn’t remember living in the North. He was a small but muscular kid with blue eyes and a bowl cut. He’d become more quintessentially southern. When friends went to a monster truck rally, he begged to go along and loved it. He wanted us to turn the radio to country music. He loved riding on the John Deere Gator on our friends’ family farm. He borrowed our neighbor’s ghillie suit and made films with Isaac about swamp monsters. His friendship with the wild sons of a minister struck me as stereotypically southern. It was at their house that a neighbor almost put Tate’s eye out with a BB gun. Tate showed me his baby photos one day and said, “Look, there!” I leaned in close, not sure what he wanted me to see. In the photo, he was about three months old, asleep in a car seat, in profile. The photo is mostly of the back of his head. “I was born with a mullet,” he said, proud that he’d found what he saw as proof of his southern roots.


Isaac was ten, with a round face and a head of curly brown hair. His kindergarten nickname was The Mayor because the other kids would shout to him when he arrived and at the end of the day, and he’d wave magnanimously. This never really changed. He’s a beloved type and very funny — funny beyond his years. One afternoon, he got in the car after school and told me that they were talking about unhealthy eating habits and why smoking was deadly. He really went off on why it was all terrible, really deadly. And then, having set up the joke, he went quiet, really gave it a beat, and then said, “God, I want to smoke.” This was funny. But he was just getting started. “I want a smoke and a Big Mac.” He sighed and then went on, heated up now. “I want to cut a hole in a Big Mac, shove a cigarette in it, and smoke the Big Mac that I’m eating.” And, trust me, he knew it was funny because he was just a kid in a minivan. This was Isaac.


Sophie? She was a tree climber who would join an all-boys teen youth soccer team and become captain. She was fierce, with long, straight, light-red hair. At around age ten, she was putting on her boots one morning when I asked her where she was going. “To borrow the neighbor’s blowtorch.” She hadn’t asked permission, but the answer was no. She loved projects — art, sewing, building. When I became pregnant with you, she was twelve and didn’t appreciate middle school politics, at all. But she threw herself into advocacy for turtle migration and ended up on the local news, explaining why we should protect turtles. She was very tough and, to be honest, a little intimidating. She always had a grown-up nature. Your dad is a middle child, and I’m the baby of my family; so when your sister was born, she took charge as the oldest child among us. When Jeff and I aren’t sure what to do, one of us will usually suggest that we consult with her. And she always has an opinion. Always. And she has saved a lot of turtles.


With the kids’ curiosity, I sometimes felt like being pregnant with you was strangely scientific — you and I were the experiment itself. Their interest came and went. But sometimes I would see one of them eyeing me suspiciously as if wondering if it was still me. It wasn’t. It was us.
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There was also politicking — each kid took up lobbying efforts over your name. Meanwhile, a nickname appeared. We were so used to rattling off the concise litany of your sister and brothers’ names that we felt there should be a dramatic pause before yours. “This is Sophie, Isaac, Tate . . . and then there’s Maude.” It was from the refrain of the theme song of the 1970s TV show Maude. The song played over images of a frazzled, dour Bea Arthur, trying to navigate her life as a liberated woman. The song nodded to Lady Godiva, Joan of Arc, Isadora Duncan, and Betsy Ross. And then there’s Maude! Before we’d seen the ultrasound that would distinguish body parts, we were saying, “And then there’s Maude!”


Isaac, for example, was eating peanut butter sandwiches with a neighborhood friend while camping out under the dining room table. “Yeah,” I heard him say, “my mom sometimes feels queasy and lies down. Because . . . there’s Maude!”
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Of all the kids, Sophie was the most fascinated by my pregnancy. She insisted on coming with Jeff and me to the ultrasound that would reveal the blunt framework of gender.


The room was small and stuffy. The technician showed us the screen.


Sophie was the one to make the announcement. She said flatly, “It’s a boy.” With two brothers, she’d been hoping for a sister.


I didn’t care one way or another. With my first pregnancy, I dreamed I was having a boy and was convinced I was prescient. How could I not know something so obvious about the person living inside of my own body? I was wrong. With my second, I had a gut instinct that I was having another girl. I think that my reasoning was simple and idiotic. “It’s a girl because I have girls.” I had exactly one data point and irrationally assumed things. I was wrong.


With my third, I realized that I don’t actually know the gender of the fetuses inside of me. (There is a larger metaphor here.)
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Preconsciousness, in utero, we all start out with only the chromosomes traditionally thought of as “female” having an active part in our development. The Y chromosomes in “typical” male fetuses don’t have any role until after the first five or six weeks of development, when a certain gene on the Y chromosome is activated. When that Y chromosome sets to work, it blocks some of the features of the X chromosome.


The formation of nipples, for example, occurs during those early weeks, which is why we all have them.
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And let’s not forget about the environs — my womb, the place where your cells divided and multiplied, where you were being bathed and steeped, suspended in amniotic fluid, awash in hormones. My thyroid — that thug in my throat — wasn’t doing what it should. A butterfly-shaped organ, you’d think it would flit, but mine lumbered. My endocrinologist was supposed to be vigilant, upping my meds, but there was a delay that perhaps overlaps with the beginnings of your development of gender identity. Years later, I would mention this to doctors. Each one told me that there was no correlation. Why did I want to find some root cause?
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It was also possible that there was this little receptor gene of yours — one that helped take in testosterone in utero — that maybe didn’t take in as much as usual. You can see how much I’ve fallen into research, a well of wanting to know what can’t really be known. Scientists have done the research and found that this phenomenon can result in what they’ve called a more “feminine brain.”


Nothing good can come of the term feminine brain. What could it even mean? It will be used against women. I can feel the nineteenth-century claws of it. Like a chorus of ancient phrenologists has a new way of doing old, terrible things, and they break out in a Hurrah!


The term is dangerous.


But all of this is dangerous.
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MONTHS PASSED AND I became hugely pregnant — overdue, in fact. Your great-grandmother was in a hospice facility. My parents moved down for the winter months, and she came with them. We maneuver intergenerationally this way.


My grandmother was a Marilyn Monroe beauty in her forties. An agoraphobic in her fifties, she gained weight and now had the regal air of an ample, aging southern belle. Into her eighties and nineties, she would be stopped by strangers who told her how beautiful she was. She demanded this kind of attention. And, as a stunning matriarch, she insisted on dying naked. She wore only a light sheet — as light as her muumuus had been — and was surrounded by family who had poured in from all over the country. A queen, she directed one of us to hold one of her hands, the second to hold the other. The next two could rub her feet. The fifth was charged with positioning a mini fan from the dollar store up to her face.


For weeks, I’d been having night labor. My contractions lined up, five minutes apart, but never progressed. In the morning, they faded but never completely disappeared.


I pulled a chair to the side of her bed, as close as I could get, and she put her hand on my belly to feel you kick, with fingers swollen at the knuckles and constricted by arthritis. You were outgrowing me. Head down, your heels were little knobs poking up at the top of my belly. Your movements were strong and powerful.


The two of you — across a multigenerational divide — were locked in a life-and-death exchange. The whole family needed you to be born before she died — or at least that’s how I felt. I sat there like I’d swallowed a giant ticking clock. Sometimes she got tired of waiting. She went through phases when she’d call out, “Take me now, Jesus! Take me now!” But she would always demure, adding in a quiet voice, “. . . But not today.”


(This has become an ongoing joke. Whenever someone in the family is mouthing off about what they’re going to do about some situation when they probably won’t do anything, someone will mutter, “. . . But not today.”)


One evening, at the end of a visit, your dad and I were saying our good-byes, always a slow process. As we moved toward the door, your great-grandmother said in a hushed voice, “I know what you should name that baby.”


We had a name picked out that we weren’t sharing, but this moment felt holy. We rushed back to her bedside. “What?” we asked. “What should we name the baby?”


She held the quiet, dramatically, and then finally said, “Jackass! Because that baby is jack-assing around in there!”


Your first label wasn’t girl or boy. It was jackass.


Eventually, you would be born, and your great-grandmother wouldn’t die naked in this hospice bed. Jesus wouldn’t take her for some time — not today and not the next. She was lovingly kicked out of hospice. At great expense, my parents chartered a private plane that allowed her to fly with oxygen, back to where they lived in the Northeast.


“A private plane,” my grandmother said to the orderlies as they wheeled her out. “I feel like Marilyn Monroe.”


She lived for two more years when, one day in March, Jesus finally relented.
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Sophie went to as many of my appointments with the obstetrician as possible. She has a keenly scientific mind. She was astonished by this wild act of making a human being that was so strangely being taken in stride, being seen as ordinary. It was not ordinary to her.


While my body was going through pregnancy, she was also going through puberty, and her great-grandmother was supposedly dying as you were preparing to be born. The four of us — you and her, my grandmother and me — were all going through dynamic shifts, ones that expanded Sophie’s understanding of what bodies could do and how our bodies betrayed us. She wanted to be there for the birth, but things shifted and I had to have a C-section. She wasn’t allowed in.


On the day of the C-section, she was pacing with my parents in the waiting room. Your aunt was there, and Tate. I’d given the kids the option of not going to school. Isaac was the only one who chose to go because he didn’t want to miss a fishing field trip.


Your father was told to suit up for surgery so he could be with me. He was led to a room and given scrubs to change into. This was what he’d been waiting for. Sophie was born via C-section, but the boys weren’t. He knew his goals and was reminding himself of them. “Stay by her head. Don’t look for the baby. Wait. Whisper good things. Don’t pass out. Don’t pass out. Whatever you do, don’t pass out.”


He hadn’t passed out during the previous births, but when someone labors for days on end, partners are bound to hear story after story of fathers passing out.


He was told that someone would come to get him, and he waited there for longer than he thought was right.


A nurse walked into the room. “Who are you?” she asked.


“I’m the father!” he said. “I’m the dad!”


“Of who?” she said. He told her, and she said, “Huh.” The nurse didn’t recognize his name and didn’t know what to do with lost fathers.


[image: image]


Meanwhile, in the operating room, the doctor asked me if we should wait for the father. The doctor was a small woman with an intense gaze.


If it had been my first — or second or third — maybe I’d have chosen to wait. But this was work. I wasn’t a curiosity or a science experiment. This was birth and major surgery. I’d been in labor for weeks by now, with labor that wouldn’t progress.


“No,” I said. “Let’s go.”


The petite doctor climbed up on a step stool and began.
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One of the first doctors on record to perform a cesarean in which both the mother and the baby lived was Dr. James Barry, assigned female at birth in Ireland in 1789. His private anatomy was discovered only after his death. No one would have known, in fact, if the charwoman who’d attended to the body hadn’t taken the story to the offices of Barry’s attending physician, telling him he’d gotten the gender wrong on the death certificate.


“The woman seemed to think she had become acquainted with a great secret and wished to be paid for keeping it,” the attending physician wrote in a letter. He refused to pay her. “But whether Barry was a male, female, or hermaphrodite I do not know, nor had I any purpose in making the discovery as I could positively swear to the identity of the body as being that of a person whom I had been acquainted with as Inspector-General of Hospitals for a period of years.”


the identity of the body as being that of a person


a person whom I had been acquainted with


You, my sweet person, were lifted up from me. You were full and round — a light blush of reddish-blond hair — and then you were whisked away.


We would become acquainted.


[image: image]


On your chart, someone marked down male.


Here is a quick breakdown of a possible evolution when it comes to gender:




	Two boxes. One labeled F and one labeled M. You check a box.



	A slider scale — at one end there’s feminine and at the other there’s masculine. You move the slider wherever you want, as many times as you need. (Neuroscientist Dr. Baudewijntje Kreukels doesn’t believe in a male or female brain. “It’s more of a continuum.”)



	Or forget the slider scale. Instead imagine a multidimensional structure — 3D isn’t quite enough to hold it. And this structure is informed by the brain, the body, its hormones, its in-utero development, its chromosomes, its neurology, its inner complexities that do not yet have names, and culture and society and family and history (and your moment in it). . . .
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Shortly after your birth, you were on your belly, being attended to by a nurse, and you did a full push-up and turned your head to the other side, which is remarkable for a newborn.


“Did you see that?” the nurse said.


I was in recovery. She was talking to the big family that had shown up and circled around you. Grandparents, an aunt, your father, and all three siblings (your big brother now back from his fishing trip).


“I’ve never seen a baby do something like that!” the nurse remarked.


I would later think of it as a sign of your strength, yes, but also the sheer force of your curiosity. You wanted to see more.


What was on the other side of your vision that drew your attention?


It might have been your father. Newborns recognize voices from their time in the womb. Maybe you were drawn to his bass.


Or maybe it was your sister, Sophie — her voice.
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Sophie is now in graduate school. On a recent call, she told me about the first episode of a Netflix special called Babies. She explained that they’ve taken tests on the primary caregivers of infants and found that whether moms or dads, gay or straight, biological or adoptive, the primary caregivers’ bodies change — the ones who hold, tend to, and take care of the baby. “And the amygdala opens up — that part of the brain that is fight, flight, or freeze,” she told me. “I think mine opened. I held her so much.”


I thought of the extended amygdala, the bed nucleus of the stria terminalis. Yours is likely the size of a “typical” girl’s. I’ve since learned that the amygdala grows more than it opens, but I prefer the term Sophie used. Maybe hers, as a girl, opened because she took care of you, helped give you baths, rocked you. All of the associations I’ve made around the words bed nucleus of the stria terminalis flood back to me — the garden, the lit globe nucleus, the last train stop in Rome. “What happens when that part of the amygdala opens?” I asked her.


“You worry about that child. You have the instinct to protect that child at all costs.”


I imagined the moment when my own amygdala may have suddenly grown. It was shortly after Sophie’s birth. The nurse was moving her newborn body around too quickly and roughly, swaddling and swapping her from one arm to the other. I didn’t like the casualness. I read it as reckless. And I felt this heat rise up inside of me, fiery and quick. “I’ll take her,” I said, but what I meant was Never touch my baby again.


Your brothers were very excited to have a baby in the house. They adored you and argued over who got to hold you. Once you were old enough to laugh, they excelled at making faces and weird noises to get you going.


Sophie’s attachment ran deeper. “I was obsessed with her breathing,” she told me on that same phone call. “And when she was sleeping, I’d put my finger under her nose and keep it there to make sure she kept breathing.”


I’d never heard this story, but it’s so her.


What I do remember is waking up one morning a few days after your birth to Sophie’s face bobbing in front of mine. She was ready for school. She said, “I got the baby dressed and picked out two outfits in case there’s need for spares. They’re on the changing table.” Leaving you wasn’t easy for her, and she wanted to make sure all went to plan.


“Once the amygdala opens up, it never closes,” she told me. She has always been a sisterly presence and a maternal presence, her love for you swinging between these two states. She wanted to protect you, fiercely, from the amygdala out.


We all did. And eventually all of our collective protectiveness would kick in. That’s where this story is headed.
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MOST PLANTS HAVE PERFECT flowers. And here the term perfect isn’t subjective — botanists use it to relay when male and female structures exist within the same flower. Imperfect flowers are called dioecious, which is Greek for “two houses.” They are imperfect because their flowers are only either male or female, not both.


When we first moved to the South, I wanted a blueberry bush. We soon learned that blueberry bushes need to be bought in male and female pairs, if you want good fruit. The same is true of bayberry, juniper, and the yew, though its berries are poisonous, so it’s usually chosen for its shape.


I’m not bringing up this idea of perfection because it shifts gender expectations.


I bring it up because some people claim to be able to tell a male holly from a female by looking at the leaves. A good botanist will explain that this isn’t true. The only way to know the gender of a holly plant is to be there when it flowers.
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You were three years old, amid all of your brothers’ very boyish toys and wearing their hand-me-down clothes, when you began to tell your father and me that you were a girl.


You heard me talking on the phone to my mother about you: “. . . He’s in the playroom . . .”


You shouted, “She! She is in the playroom!”


You told your preschool teachers and the other kids in your class that you were a girl.


A teacher was driving back to school after a field trip, and she heard an argument in the back seat. You were soft-spoken, but you held your ground. “I’m a girl,” you told the other kid. “I am.”


You came home from school one day and told me that during snack time, one little girl whispered loudly to another little girl that you were a boy.


“What did you do?” You did nothing.


So the little girl turned to you and said, “Did you hear what I said?”


“Yes,” you told her, and then you corrected her. “I’m a very nice girl.” The subtext was clear: the other girl was not a nice girl.


Your father and I were in bed one night. One of those gusty southern storms had just passed through. We stared at the ceiling.


“I thought I had it figured out,” he said.


“What did you have figured out?”


“Parenting,” he said.


“I don’t know if that’s something anyone ever really figures out.”


“I just thought maybe there’s some future where it’s all a lot easier and I take up golf.”


Even though we knew that there is no more humbling act than raising children, we were cocky like this.


“What if this kid learned to talk just to let us know that we’ve gotten it wrong?” he said.


“You mean, what if she’s a girl?”


“That’s exactly what I mean.”


This was a kind of flowering, a bloom of language. You were telling us who you were.
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I remember you dressed for the three-year-olds’ school program, wearing khaki shorts and a short-sleeved shirt, another hand-me-down from your brothers. But you had also collected five discarded pocketbooks that once belonged to your sister and me. A clutch, two over-the-shoulder bags, a third cross-body bag, and a fanny pack (that your sister had only worn ironically). You picked out a Dora the Explorer backpack. Empty, it was strapped to your back. With blond curls puffed on top of your head, you were smiling, bright and wide.


I can’t help thinking of the pocketbooks as a kind of armor, an assortment of spotty and useless shields.


I can’t help thinking of the pocketbooks as targets, a series of ever-tightening red circles.


Anyone who believes in binaries hasn’t been paying attention to medicine and science and exploration. We never send someone out on a mission to discover what’s beyond us or the vastness of what’s within us and have them return to report, “Actually, we found less.” They never come back and reduce. There’s always more. Two boxes, one labeled F and one labeled M? The person who wants binaries — not just in gender but in life — is bound to be frustrated if not angry at the multiplicities of life.


Over the years, we’ve learned that if you’d been an identical twin, your twin would have had a higher likelihood of being transgender than if you’d been fraternal twins.


And that a woman in Australia found out in her forties — while pregnant with her third child — that she had male and female chromosomal makeups. The news came from a routine amniocentesis. The baby’s test came back as expected. But her own body’s genetic makeup was very unusual. It’s possible that she had once shared her mother’s womb with a twin who had XY chromosomes. Her twin didn’t continue to develop, and the two embryos merged. She had both her own XX chromosomes as well as the twin’s XY chromosomes, known as a chimera in medicine.


And how in the village of Salinas in the Dominican Republic, it’s not unusual for a child to be labeled a girl at birth but then develop a penis during puberty.


Eventually, your father and I would learn about trans people throughout history.


But at this point, all we really knew was you. More powerful than that, you knew yourself. And I had an inkling that to watch you demand your selfhood would change us.


As much as I’m drawn to understanding biology, genetics, neurology, and endocrinology, none of it really matters. People will think that your body — when reduced to a blunt framework — is a curiosity, something open for debate and conversation. It isn’t. You, like all of us, are more than that. As you started to tell us you’re a girl, you didn’t know anything about the brain and body. On the gay and lesbian front, the debate has raged for years about whether someone is “born this way” or not. (You will think for many years that Lady Gaga’s song “Born This Way” is a birthday song. “Baby, you were born this day! Baby, you were born this day!”) The argument is moot. It was never important. Because being lesbian or gay or bisexual or transgender or queer or straight or cisgender, doesn’t hurt anyone. These states of being cause no harm. Being who you are causes no harm.


I also could sense what was coming, but in the most general way. I didn’t know it would start with a simple knock on the door and upend our lives in an instant, but I knew what the world demands of mothers. It forces us to hand over our children. And I had fears. I wondered if watching you grow up would be like trying to create a bulletproof vest with the intelligence to know which bullets should graze you — so you can understand bullets, so you can one day grow your own bulletproof skin, an exoskeleton that can protect your body, your heart, the divinity of your soul. But I wasn’t just creating that bulletproof vest. I was trying to be that bulletproof vest. It’s a brutal metaphor at this time in American history, but this was how my fear was taking shape.


[image: image]


Your father and I were at a conference with your two pre-K teachers. We gathered around a tiny table, sitting in tiny chairs, to discuss your progress.


Both teachers agreed that you were a delight — funny and smart and sweet.


One was worried about how soft-spoken you were.


“We need to work on that big voice!”


But the veteran teacher drove to the point — that you had continued telling the other kids that you were a girl. The teachers exchanged worried glances. “I’ve had kids say they were a dinosaur,” the veteran teacher said. “So maybe it’s just a phase.”


“It doesn’t feel like a phase,” your dad said.


I didn’t have the language yet to explain that this was deeper, this was a sense of self, a sense of gender, truly a sense, as in one of the senses. “Jeff’s right,” I said. “It feels a lot deeper and more important than saying you’re a dinosaur.”


The teacher came at it a different way. “She’s probably just emulating her big sister! Sophie is a great role model.”


This was supposed to be a compliment to Sophie, but it felt like misplaced blame. And it also made no sense. Lots of kids have wonderful older siblings of a different gender.


We didn’t buy it, and she quickly begged off. She knew that this was uncharted territory. We sat staring at each other for a moment. She was wearing a piece of chunky jewelry that you had made for her out of Styrofoam, duct tape, and string. “What do we do?” she asked.


We didn’t know what to advise. “Stall.” That was our suggestion. “Stall and distract.”
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Jeff and I didn’t consider the term transgender. In a few years, the word would be everywhere, as would terms like transgender youth and transgender students. But this was 2010, years before Laverne Cox would appear on the cover of Time magazine and Jazz Jennings would have a reality TV show about her life as a trans girl. The term transgender made no sense to us. We had rigid notions of what it meant to be transgender. At the time, I thought these notions were based on approximately nothing. But this wasn’t true. Jeff and I didn’t know it, but we’d been inundated with stereotypes of trans people in film and television our entire lives — the trans person as someone to fear or to ridicule, the target of the cheap joke. It would take a long time to even begin to see how those rigid notions had been formed.


We quickly learned LGBTQ+ basics: sexual orientation is who you are attracted to; gender identity is your understanding of who you are, male or female, a fluidity between the two, or neither. We got rid of the idea that being transgender had to do with taking hormones and having surgery. Those were choices way off in the future. But the outside world still wants to make this a central part of a trans person’s story.


The main issue for us was that we didn’t understand how a child who’d been clearly labeled a boy at birth could insist on being a girl. Surely a little kid couldn’t know this.


But then we found the American Academy of Pediatrics’ timeline for children to understand gender identity. These were the major takeaways:


By age two or so, kids understand the physical difference between girls and boys.


By three, they can easily label themselves a boy or a girl.


By four, most are pretty stable in their gender identity.


This is true of “typical”/cisgender kids, and so it is also true for transgender kids but simply not in the expected gender. There is much to say about people who don’t realize their identity until much later and much to say about those who are gender fluid; this timeline doesn’t address these complexities. But, according to the chart, you were ordinary but in an unordinary way. By three, you easily labeled yourself a girl, regardless of the people who seemed bent on saying the opposite.


I would eventually read accounts and hear stories of trans people who would explain that their earliest childhood memories were often connected to gender, sometimes in relation to a toy or a piece of clothing that had been denied them or one that they knew they couldn’t even ask for — an object that they were excluded from because of others’ ideas of gender. Jan Morris, who was assigned male at birth in 1926, was three or four when she understood that she was truly a girl. She “cherished it as a secret,” stating that the “conviction of mistaken sex . . . [was] no more than a blur, tucked away at the back of my mind.” She wrote that she felt “a yearning for I knew not what, as though there were a piece missing from the pattern, or some element in me that should be hard and permanent, but was instead soluble and diffuse.”


You refused the secret. You pulled what could have remained a below-the-surface blur up into the open air. You made sure the blur had edges and was visible in stark relief. You didn’t tuck this knowledge away as Morris likely had to in her own childhood nearly a century ago. You didn’t seem to know that this was an option. You knew the piece in the pattern; it was not missing. It was right here. There was nothing soluble about your gender — it would not dissolve. And there was nothing diffuse. It held weight and density. This was the advantage of your moment in history, yes, but also of you being you.


Still, your young age would sound alarms. It would be made clear to me exactly how dangerous your understanding at this young age still was in our current culture. It would become a mark against us, and it would be terrifying. I wanted to avoid noting your age altogether. I still obfuscate your age when telling this story. When I do, it should only be read in one way: little glimpses of trauma. Mine, not yours.
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The Aztecs and the Mayans were accepting of transgender people. The Incans and the Moche who came before them elevated the status of those in the third gender. The Inca Empire revered their third-gender shamans. The Zapotec of Oaxaca had a third gender before the Spanish colonization; this gender endures in that part of Mexico, and its members are now called muxes — vestidas are feminine and pintadas are masculine.


I found a piece published by NPR that looked at two sets of parents dealing with gender-nonconforming children. One father recalled his wife telling a gender specialist, “something to the effect of, like, you know, ‘I’d be okay if Jonah was gay, I just don’t want . . . him to be transgender.’ And the therapist just laughed. She said, ‘You know, fifteen years ago, I had people on this couch saying, ‘I don’t mind him being a little effeminate, as long he’s not gay.’ ”


I was part of a history of parents, a moment in time, one that would shift. I’ve begun to hope that if some people in this generation, and definitely those a generation or two from now, read this, they’ll think that I was awful. (Just as some people might read this and think I’m awful right now but for opposite reasons.) I hope all of this already will seem backward like some absurd old text that no longer makes sense, that this is a document that disintegrates. I hope that one day, human beings become so much more self-aware that the things I can’t even see — the things that I’m blind to — will be doused with bright light; that human beings will be so much more enlightened that the wattage of my words is reduced to a dim hollow bulb that flickers, then pops, then goes out.
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The older women who marched at the height of women’s liberation in the 1970s are protesting again, with signs that read I can’t believe I still have to protest this shit.


So I also worry that what I have to say, or some of it at least, will continue to matter. That it won’t all flicker and pop.


Again, this was 2010. I had no idea what was coming politically — the hostile contraction of the American heart, how violent it would be and how so much hate would be directed at trans people.


At this moment, Barack Obama was president and, amid all of my fear and ignorance, there was reason to hope.


That hope wouldn’t hold.
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We found an expert who worked for one of the leaders in the field of transgender youth. Jeff and I took the call in the mother-in-law suite of our house, in the corner that passed for my office. The phone was on speaker.


We expected data, hard research, but instead everything felt anecdotal. The expert explained how she got to where she was. As the mother of a gay son, she still shouldered some guilt. She listened to us too, and in the end, she told us that we were statistically most likely raising a gay son as well.


The expert told us that about one-third of gay men reported that in their youths, they’d been highly effeminate. One-third fell into the camp of no-one-would-have-ever-guessed; they were tough guys, jocks. The remaining third fell somewhere in between. She told us that being transgender was very rare, and she was not surprised by how young you were.


The expert had one piece of advice. “Tell your child that he’s a boy who likes girl things and that there’s nothing wrong with that!”


We dutifully wrote that down.


A boy who likes girl things.
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And this was what we did. I found one of those moments when you were correcting my pronouns. We were in the car. We seemed to always be driving someone to some practice field or rehearsal.


I said, in a chipper voice, “You’re a boy who likes girl things, and there’s nothing wrong with that!” I looked at you through the rearview mirror.


You stared at me, wide-eyed. “I’m not a boy. I’m a girl.”


Your father told me the same story. “It didn’t work. I tried, and it was a hard pass.”


But this was advice from an expert, so we kept trotting it out.


You kept correcting us.


As this was going on, you didn’t know that transgender people existed. You knew girls existed and that you were one. Your flowering with language had begun. You had the ability to tell us who you truly were. We didn’t know anything about the transgender experience; we weren’t even botanists. If we had been, perhaps we would have had access to better metaphors.


The one thing we did — or were beginning to do — was this: recognize flowering when we saw it and know to be astonished by it. We knew it was essential, divine.
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YOU MADE WISHES BY blowing out candles. Not just on your birthday, no. Anytime you saw a candle, you asked to make a wish. You said your wishes out loud. You wanted to be a girl.


You started asking for candles at dinner, candles at lunch. Our next-door neighbor invited you over for a craft that included tea-lights and jars. You made as many as you could.


I lighted the tea-lights in their decorated jars.


You made the same wish over and over. Girl, girl, girl.


[image: image]


We were standing in the corner of the front yard where our wildflower garden ended, where a pumpkin vine had started to grow.


How did the topic of puberty come up? Was it because of the wishes? Was it because Isaac and Sophie were both going through puberty? Sophie and her friends suddenly seemed like women; some were already driving cars. Isaac’s voice had started to deepen. I don’t know what started it, but I found myself explaining what happens to girls — womanhood. And what happens to boys — manhood. (These were my limited definitions at the time.)


You asked what would happen to you.


“You’re like Isaac. You’ll change the way he’s changing.”


Your face tightened. You started to cry. I picked you up and carried you inside. I knew I’d done the wrong thing and that I couldn’t undo it. I didn’t know what else to say. I’d spoken the truth, right?


I hadn’t spoken your truth. I was still stuck on a boy-who-likes-girl-things.


Throughout that day and for a few days that followed, you would suddenly burst into tears while playing your favorite games: vacuuming, flight attendant, and matchbox cars. (Your father bought you so many matchbox cars in those days.)


I was stuck. You weren’t.
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I brought you to work, and one of my colleagues asked you what you wanted to be when you grew up.


You said, “Woman.”


I have no memory of my colleague’s reaction. I was focused on you. You looked at me.


What did my face say? Did it say, I see you. I’m getting there. I will meet you. Was I starting to make a promise?
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While playing with your matchbox cars, you whispered in their different voices.


“What’s the story? What are you playing?” I asked you one day.


“Sisters!” you said.


When you played with your brothers’ dump truck, I didn’t have to ask any questions. The dump truck was wearing one of Sophie’s brightly colored headbands.
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A friend of the family brought back a beautiful gift for Sophie from Hawaii, a complete authentic Polynesian hula dance costume. You were there wearing your flight attendant jacket, as you often did; it was part of your cousin’s pastel yellow hand-me-down Easter suits. Your father started to pin one of the flowers to your lapel, like a man’s boutonniere.


“No,” you told him. You took the flower and put it over your ear, knowing just where it was supposed to go.
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One morning, you sang us a song in the kitchen, one you’d made up.


“We should record that and send it to the grandparents,” your dad said.


“It’s really beautiful!” I told you.


“No,” you said. “It’s a man-voice. I want to cut out this man-voice!”


You turned and ran away. We heard your feet running up the stairs.


This scared us.


“I’ll go,” I said, and I headed toward the stairs.


“I’ll think of something fun for us to do,” your father said.


Upstairs, you were in bed, curled away from the door.


I sat down and rubbed a small circle on your back. Your t-shirt was damp with sweat. “It’s going to be okay,” I told you. “We’ll figure it out. Dad and I are working on it. We’re going to make it okay.”


I didn’t know what this meant. I didn’t know how we would figure this out. But I knew that your breathing calmed, and soon you sat up and wanted to talk about the anthills in our driveway. You didn’t like fire ants.


“I don’t like the fire ants!”


“We can work on that too,” I said.
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The brain is full of maps. We used to think that body maps developed solely in the brain over time through usage, wiring. But then there was the case of a woman in India. She was born without arms, and yet she was vividly aware of her phantom arms. In fact, they were very expressive hands, she explained to her doctor. They gesticulated wildly while she spoke. She could sense them moving through the air. They were different than average arms, however — her arms were shorter by about six to eight inches. When sized for prosthetics, she asked the designer for shorter arms, ones that matched the body map in her brain. He told her that they would look strange, but she insisted. They compromised, making her prosthetic arms a little shorter than someone of her stature, but not too noticeably.


(Why did she have to compromise? Why would the doctor get to weigh in on how she wanted to feel in her body and be seen? Why was this not her call completely? This is an example of the dominant culture making decisions for those who don’t fit into the sanctioned views of what a body should look like. The dominant culture thinks this is its right — to make you fit in. At a young age, you understood what was expected of you, and you started working against this fitting in without knowing how dominant that dominant culture was.)


Since this woman was born without arms, this means that her internal map was formed in her brain, likely in utero, when these portions of the brain develop naturally. This makes sense to me. It means that your body — the map of it that resides in your mind — was developed in your brain and you were born with it intact. Yours developed as mine did: For a girl’s body and for the eventuality of a woman’s body. The idea of puberty turning you into a man was as terrifying for you as it would have been for me as a little girl.


You have a body. And your body is good and beautiful and healthy. You’ve told us that the phrase “trapped in the wrong body” doesn’t resonate with you, but I understand why this phrase is used to explain what it feels like to be transgender for many trans people. I think that being embodied is the most natural and foreign thing about the human experience, for all of us. Our consciousness tells us we are here, tries to tell us what here is, and who we are — gives us a sense of the verb to be, which, in and of itself, is not yet understood. Our being is not understood.


First, you exist.


Second, that existence is complex, as it should be for all of us.


Third, the larger world that exists around you isn’t always healthy. You exist in a body that is good, yet some people will think they can say things about your body, ask you intimate questions about it. They might think that your body — because the transgender body is part of the public discourse, because it is “other” — belongs to the public, belongs to them. They might devalue your body. They might try to dehumanize you. They might try to sexualize your body. They might misinterpret your very basic human right to be seen for who you are as an invitation for them to accept or decline. They might think that commenting on your body is wanted. They might think you need their approval. They might think that they are the arbiters of whether or not your existence is real. Some people are capable of terrible acts.
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