
[image: Cover: Sorted, by Jackson Bird]


praise for jackson bird’s sorted


“Bird lives as a man today, but his journey began with the assignment of ‘girl’ at birth. His memoir details coming to terms with his gender confusion while growing up in 1990s Texas, from figuring out how to get a binder delivered to his college dorm to undergoing surgery [to] eventually becoming an advocate.”

—The Washington Post

“A soulful and heartfelt coming-of-age story that celebrates the enduring power of self-determination and dignity.”

—Jamia Wilson, director and publisher of the Feminist Press

“Jackson Bird came out as transgender when he was twenty-five years old. From growing up in Texas in the 1990s and wondering if he should have been born a boy to his first testosterone shot and his top surgery, Sorted takes you through every moment of his journey. It’s educational, candid, and uplifting, and should be required reading for everyone.”

—HelloGiggles

“Jackson Bird is a trans activist, YouTube star, and waffle artisan. A fixture in the Harry Potter fan community, he’s a proud Gryffindor. In his memoir, Sorted, he tells the story of how he came to understand and accept his gender, and the journey that took him from Texas to NYU, from AFAB (assigned female at birth) to growing into the man he always was. Along the way he encountered love, friendship, some really awesome music, and some really messy waffles.”

—BookTrib

“Jackson Bird doesn’t have to share his life or any details about his transition with us, but we are so fortunate that he has. He’s an incredible educator in the field of gender and sexuality, where his patience and good humor make everyone feel included in the conversation. This book is a particularly valuable resource for anyone looking for insight into the trans experience in order to support their loved ones.”

—Paul DeGeorge, Harry and the Potters

“[Bird’s] tale of self-realization is one he fearlessly and relentlessly shares with the world—and the world is better for it. So it’s no surprise that Sorted is as fresh, clear, funny, and essential as the man himself.”

—Melissa Anelli, New York Times bestselling author of Harry, A History

“I wish I had read this book ten years ago—or, better yet, I wish every-one around me had read it. Bird is a gentle and charming narrator, weaving the story of his life together with enough educational asides to ensure that all his readers can follow along. Sorted is thoughtful and affirming in its examination of evolving trans narratives and terminology, honoring both the past and present of trans identity. A compassionate, tenderhearted, and accessible book for anyone who might need a hand to hold as they walk through their own transition or the transition of a loved one.”

—Austin Chant, author of Peter Darling

“Originally conceived as a zine, the book retains such arty touches as hand-lettered pages, small black-and-white photos, and screenshots. Bird [has a] sense of humor and lightness of touch—as when he likens the assigning of gender identity to the [work of the] Sorting Hat in the Harry Potter books…. This jokey, brighter-side account will appeal to younger readers bogged down by the doom-and-gloom heaviness that can cloud the trans experience.”

—Publishers Weekly
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to my mom [image: Image]

For always letting me be myself, even when you didn’t understand.

And to all the trans people who came before me, who fought tirelessly for their rights, and without whom this book, and my life as I enjoy it, would not be possible.





I sometimes think we Sort too soon.

—J. K. Rowling

Albus Dumbledore





a note on language


Transgender… perhaps one of the most confusing and misunderstood words in the English language.

—Julia Serano



I spent the better part of my childhood and adolescence grappling with intense feelings that I didn’t have the words to explain. If someone had presented me with a simple glossary like the one that follows, I could’ve sorted things out a lot sooner.

While this book will take you on my journey of discovering most of these terms, I thought it might be helpful to have a place to flip back to that defines them in clear language and adds some context beyond just my own story. That said, while these definitions are a good starting place and were vetted by fellow trans people, that doesn’t make them permanent or infallible. There’s a lot of complexity and variance to each term and to the relationship between it and each individual it may apply to. The more research you do and the more willing you are to listen to new information, the better. Nothing here is set in stone.

Transgender: Someone whose gender does not match the sex they were assigned at birth.

Cisgender: Someone whose gender matches the sex they were assigned at birth.

Nonbinary: Someone whose gender is beyond the binary of male and female, whether that means being neither, both, somewhere in between, another gender entirely, or some combination of any of those. This can include, but is not limited to, people who are genderqueer, bigender, genderfluid, agender, and more. In addition to being an umbrella term, nonbinary can also be used as its own singular identity. Some nonbinary people identify as transgender, and some do not.

Transition: The act of socially, legally, or medically adapting to live life as one’s affirmed gender. This might include coming out, changing your name, undergoing hormone replacement therapy, or more. Further exploration of this in chapter thirteen.

Trans Man: Someone who was assigned female at birth but is male. Note the space between “trans” and “man,” indicating that “trans” is an adjective. Trans men are men, even without the adjective. They are not a separate category of “transmen.”

Trans Woman: Someone who was assigned male at birth but is female. Note the space between “trans” and “woman,” indicating that “trans” is an adjective. Trans women are women, even without the adjective. They are not a separate category of “transwomen.”

FTM: An initialism for Female-to-Male, which refers to people who were assigned female at birth but are male.

MTF: An initialism for Male-to-Female, which refers to people who were assigned male at birth but are female.

Transsexual: Someone whose gender does not match the sex they were assigned at birth, usually in reference to binary trans women and trans men who undergo some type of medical transition. It has gone out of favor with many people in the current and upcoming generations, but remains an important identity marker as distinct from transgender for some individuals, especially in older generations.

Transmasculine: An inclusive way to refer to people who were assigned female at birth and fall along the masculine spectrum with regard to expression, transition, identity, or more. While this can include trans men as well as some nonbinary and gender-nonconforming people, it doesn’t necessarily apply to all of them.

Transfeminine: An inclusive way to refer to people who were assigned male at birth and fall along the feminine spectrum with regard to expression, transition, identity, or more. While this can include trans women as well as some nonbinary and gender-nonconforming people, it doesn’t necessarily apply to all of them.

Intersex: A person who was born with any number of conditions in which their sexual or reproductive anatomy does not adhere to the typical expectations of male or female. This is not a type of transgender identity, though some intersex people are also transgender.

Gender-Nonconforming: Someone whose gender expression does not adhere to typical expectations of their affirmed gender. Not all gender-nonconforming people are transgender, and not all transgender people are gender-nonconforming. This term is often used in reference to historical figures whose gender identity we cannot be certain of, cisgender people who subvert their gender in one way or another, and children who may be exploring their gender (other terms for children include “gender expansive” and “gender creative”).

Gender Dysphoria: The anxiety or unease experienced with regard to the incongruence between one’s innate sense of gender and one’s assigned sex—including how one is perceived by others, one’s relationship to one’s body, and more.

Hormone Replacement Therapy: The administration of androgens or anti-androgens to induce secondary sex characteristics of an individual’s affirmed gender. Sometimes referred to as cross-sex hormones, HRT, or simply hormones. You may also hear it referred to as E for estrogen or T for testosterone.

Binding: The use of a compression device to flatten one’s chest. To combat unsafe practices like tape or compression bandages, many companies produce safely designed nylon compression vests called binders. For more on binding, see chapter ten.

Gender Affirmation Surgery: Any number of surgical alterations trans people might elect to undergo as part of their transition. Many trans people never undergo any type of surgery due to cost, extenuating health concerns, or personal choice. No type of medical procedure is required in order be trans.

Top Surgery: The common term for chest reconstruction surgery, which some people undergo to either remove or augment their breasts. For more detailed information about transmasculine top surgery, see chapter twenty-three.

Passing: The act of being assumed by others to be a particular gender or identity, regardless of how you identify. While a useful term and popular milestone for some transgender people, it’s not without controversy. The term can imply that a person is simply playacting as a gender and not actually that gender. It also puts sometimes unnecessary emphasis on a connection between physical appearance and gender. In many cases, a good alternative is to say that one has been read as a particular gender.

Stealth: A term describing someone who is not open about being transgender in some or all parts of their lives.

LGBTQ+: An initialism for Lesbian Gay Bisexual Transgender Queer (or Questioning). The plus sign refers to the many more identities that can fall under this umbrella term. Sometimes you’ll see other letters or numbers included, such as “A” for asexual, “I” for intersex, “2” for Two Spirit, and more. For clarity and brevity, I’ve chosen to use LGBTQ+ throughout this book.

For more transgender terminology (including more on transfeminine and nonbinary experiences),

I suggest visiting www.transstudent.org/definitions or reading The ABC’s of LGBT+ by Ash Hardell (published under the name Ashley Mardell).

When asked about how to keep up with the sheer number of terms we use in the LGBTQ+ community without offending anyone, I always have two pieces of advice:

1. Be compassionate and show you’re really putting forth the effort. Small flubs will be excused if it’s clear you’re trying and willing to learn.

2. Take a moment to think about what you’re saying. These terms have been created to make language more precise, not more confusing.

For example, are you talking about an issue that broadly affects lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender people? Great! LGBT is the right thing to say. Does what you’re talking about refer only to sexual orientation and not gender identity? No need to include the T, then.

Are you discussing an issue that affects nonbinary people, like the ability to put an X instead of an F or an M on identification cards? Don’t include trans women and trans men as people that applies to. Binary trans women and trans men are women and men who would use Fs and Ms on their identification.

Throughout this book, I occasionally use terms that I personally would prefer to phase out but which are useful in explaining concepts, illustrating my interpretation at the time, or reflecting how society currently operates.

For example, I occasionally refer to women’s/girls’ clothes and men’s/boys’ clothes. I believe anyone can wear whatever clothes they want. Clothes shouldn’t have a gender, in my opinion. To quote comedian Eddie Izzard when confronted about the clothes he was wearing during an interview: “They’re not women’s clothes or men’s clothes, they’re my clothes. I bought them.”

However, our world still separates clothes by gender in most stores, and, for me, as a trans person growing up and discovering himself, those distinctions were extraordinarily significant. It’s important to remember that for binary trans people, certain gender markers can be very validating. While attempts to make everything gender neutral are generally the most inclusive routes, such neutral assumptions can sometimes be disappointing to the point of being offensive for binary trans people who have worked so hard to be seen as their authentic gender.

Finally, one last disclaimer: This book will discuss dysphoria, sexuality, and body image at length. There are also brief mentions of sexual harassment, mental illness, substance use, and suicide. There is nothing too graphic or intense, but I know from personal experience that anything about these topics can be triggering at certain times. Do whatever you need to do to feel okay while reading. Take breaks, go for a walk, call a friend, eat some chocolate, or maybe even don’t read it. That’s totally okay. My feelings won’t be hurt at all.


Transgender or Transsexual?

While transgender is the current accepted umbrella term for most binary and nonbinary trans people alike, this wasn’t always the case. The two terms have meant many different things over the years and to different people. The term transsexual slightly predates transgender and is often attributed to medical professionals Drs. Magnus Hirschfeld and David Oliver Cauldwell, who used variations on the term in their work in the late 1940s and early ’50s. In general, it referred to people who were assigned one gender at birth but affirmed their gender to be another, and who desired medical intervention to align their innate sense of gender with their physical body.

Transgender—along with its now-outdated analogues, including transgenderal and transgenderist—was deployed in a variety of ways since its likely introduction by Dr. John F. Oliven (as transgenderism) in 1965 and throughout the following decades by people like trans man and activist Jude Patton, cross-dresser Virginia Price, and trans women Ariadne Kane and Phyllis Frye (who would go on to become the United States’ first openly transgender judge). For some, it referred specifically to an individual who wished to transition socially but not medically. For others—like Christine Jorgensen, the first mainstream trans celebrity in the United States—the use of sexual in transsexual too closely associated the term with sexuality. However, the use of the term transgender helped clear up the conflation many mistakenly made of transsexuality with homosexuality. (Neither of these quite describe how most transgender people would define the term today.)

By the 1990s, writer Leslie Feinberg had helped popularize transgender as an inclusive term that brought together gender-variant folks from across identities in the fight for justice and liberation. As time went on, transgender was used more and more as an umbrella term for any type of gender expression or identity that differed from one’s assigned gender or from typical notions of gender, including, in some circles, transsexual people. This frustrated some transsexual people who weren’t gender nonconforming themselves (because their binary identities and expressions both conformed to their affirmed gender) and saw their legal and medical needs (such as access to hormones and surgeries) as distinct from those of transgender people.

Over the years, transgender has remained strong as an umbrella term, and transsexual has fallen further out of use (especially in younger and more transmasculine circles). As such, the term continues to evolve. Many younger binary trans men and trans women who may have self-identified as transsexual forty years ago now call themselves transgender. Yet for some, using the term transsexual remains an important distinction.

If you’re worried about offending someone in either direction, a safe option (short of simply asking them) is to use the abbreviation trans. Personally, I find trans to be less of a mouthful than transgender or transsexual anyway—not to mention it takes up fewer characters if I’m tweeting.






introduction

This book began as a zine I wrote titled Free My Nipples: The Story of My Chest. It was meant to be a lighthearted gift to say thank you to people who donated to support my top surgery. I thought it would be a quick essay about my relationship to my chest that I could whip up in a couple of weeks and send out to donors before the fund-raiser even ended.

How wrong I was.

As I began to write, I realized just how much I needed to get off my chest—pun one thousand percent intended. Beyond the obvious physical protrusions, there were a lot of memories and emotions I hadn’t dealt with, things I had never shared through this lens before.

I generally spend a lot of time thinking about my gender. I mean, when you’re both trans and prone to overanalysis, it kind of comes with the territory. I also make YouTube videos and give talks on transgender topics and am constantly speaking with other trans and nonbinary people about their experiences. But the act of narrowing my own thoughts down to one specific topic ended up bursting open a well of memories.

Words flowed with a raw mellifluence unlike any I’d experienced before, but there were so many of them, so much I wanted to explore. I needed the story to be complete, and I needed to do it justice.

The zine ended up taking many more months and about seventy more pages than originally anticipated to tell my story as I wanted to—and even then I wasn’t entirely satisfied. Though it got a wonderful reception from my fund-raiser donors and other people I showed it to, the story felt incomplete. I had opened up an old wound that I’d been ignoring, and I needed to spend some time caring for it before it could begin to heal and close up again.

While I puzzled over how I could make this story feel complete, I continued to hear from people, trans and cisgender alike, about how much the zine had moved them. I started thinking that maybe I could do more with this little zine, to help more people understand the transgender experience or find resonance in a familiar but too often untold story. So I decided to expand the zine into a full-length book, reaching beyond my chest to bare my full body, mind, and soul.

That said, I’m a bit nervous to be publishing so many details about my life and my innermost thoughts. A lot of people are under the impression that I already share everything with the internet because I make videos that are, ostensibly, very personal. Maybe discussing my sexuality and the medical procedures I’ve undergone is more personal than the videos in which I’ve set waffle irons on fire, but the fact of the matter is that even when broaching the more personal topics, I have very sturdy, deliberate boundaries that I established online from the very beginning. While I share the occasional personal anecdote, the vast majority of what I discuss online is hypothetical or academic in nature. When asked to publicly discuss sex or dating, for example, I share facts as well as experiences I’ve heard from others generalized into anonymity. This book, on the other hand, is indisputably about me. The fences do remain, albeit lowered at times. I’ve carefully chosen what I’m sharing and how I’m sharing it. It’s all been meticulously considered and, importantly, is all being told in my own words, on my own terms.



I do remain slightly wary, however, because telling my story necessitates telling other people’s stories as well, the stories of those who have entered and exited my life over the years. To avoid spreading unkind or revealing stories about people, skewed in their telling by my memory, I’ve endeavored to keep this book as introspective as possible—only bringing other people into the story when I absolutely must. Even then, names have been obscured or changed, and some identifying characteristics have been altered as well.

In addition to protecting the privacy of people in my life whom I care about, it makes sense that this would be an introspective story because the process of sorting out your gender can be a very solitary, internal one. For much of my life, I felt much more alone than the loving family and friends surrounding me would lead outsiders to believe I could possibly be.

Relationships with other people might affect a transgender person’s path of transition or discovery, but they do not affect who the person is. There is no parent or partner who misstepped in some way to “make” me transgender. It was always, only, about who I am and who I can be. Nothing more.

In reflecting on my past and working to fact-check what I can, I read through over five dozen physical journals dating back to age six and hundreds more digital diaries. I don’t have all the journals I once recorded in my possession anymore. Some are lost—lost in moves, left behind on trips, misplaced during Hurricane Sandy. But I pored over the ones I still had and have scanned many of them to share with you. They reflect everything from my passing interests and the banality of my middle-class suburban life to searing struggles with my innermost demons. They also caused me a fair number of cringe attacks to read through as an adult. I was a terribly obnoxious child. And preteen. And teenager. Those tendencies mostly mellowed out by college, but then the entries became unbearably sad.

It’s very possible that when I look back on this book in a few years’ time, I might feel a similar embarrassment—at my naivety, at my style of writing, at opinions I no longer share. I mean, some of the earliest videos I posted on YouTube are downright mortifying. Heck, there are videos I made just last year that I can’t bear to watch. In the constant cycle of content creation there is a pressure to be consistently posting. I realized early on that if I held myself to a standard of perfection for every video, I would never complete any of them. I have had to learn to let things go. I tell myself that my videos, my writing, anything I’m producing is not just the content itself but also a snapshot of who I was in that moment. It’s frozen in time, a portrait of all my beliefs, interests, shortcomings, and bad haircuts from that exact moment.



Just as I could never be anyone but myself, I don’t think I could ever tell anyone else’s story as well as I can my own. My story is not the whole story of the transgender community. I strongly believe the individual is universal, but I also know that every transgender person’s experiences are different, so alongside my story in this book you’ll find sidebars filling in the gaps, providing peeks at other people’s experiences, and giving newcomers a starter pack of transgender knowledge.

These are meant to be jumping-off points to guide your further learning and contextualize my story, not an exhaustive summary of every issue affecting transgender people. The information comes from years of casual research and lived experiences (my own as well as those shared with me by other trans people), and has been fact-checked against up-to-date sources. Despite that, it’s important to note that I am not a doctor. Nothing I say in this book should be taken as medical or legal advice. You can view sources and suggestions for further learning at the back of the book. I especially recommend the resources on trans women and nonbinary people’s experiences because, while I occasionally touch on more general issues, this book is written first and foremost from my own perspective—that of a white, able-bodied trans man.

While I stand by the way I’ve presented information here, this field is complex, with many nuanced distinctions of opinion, and is always rapidly evolving. I strove to provide historical context and to leave room for growth, but it’s very possible certain language will be outdated by the time you read this. For that reason, I especially encourage you to peruse the digital resources listed at the back, which will be updated much more frequently than the printed ones.



In addition to peeks at my personal journals, I’ve also elected to include numerous photos of myself growing up. Sharing pre-transition photos is not something that all trans people are comfortable with, and is never something that should be expected of us. Seeing those pictures can often bring up a lot of emotions about a difficult time in our lives or cause dysphoria about how we see ourselves now versus how we physically looked then. Depending on the situation in which the photos are shared, they can also open a trans person up to harassment or humiliation. In a broader sense, the sharing of before-and-after photos contributes to society’s fixation on the visible transformation of our bodies, implying that gender is merely physical; that transition is a linear, one-step process; and that our trans identities are the sum of our beings.

While trans people fought for many years against featuring “before” photos in articles or other media coverage, there has recently been a reemergence of sharing before-and-after photos—not from tabloids or daytime talk shows but from trans people themselves. Younger generations especially are posting lots of photos on social media showing their transition timelines, childhood and pre-transition photos often included. I’ve spoken with older trans people who are flummoxed by this behavior, concerned that it could lead cis people to believe they are entitled to see these photos from any trans person they encounter.

Having posted these types of photos myself in the past, I’ve spent some time trying to reconcile my reasons for doing so with my desire to protect my own and other trans people’s privacy. In my case, the ability to watch transition timeline slideshows on YouTube gave me the confidence to transition. I was worried I would never be read as male, even with hormones. When I saw trans guys who were many years into their transitions, I would often think, “Well, he probably looked that masculine before he transitioned. There’s no hope for me.” Seeing people in those timeline videos who looked like I did—scrawny, with soft features and a superhigh voice—grow into themselves and into the kind of guys I desperately wanted to look like gave me hope.

I also think there’s a certain amount of agency younger trans people are hoping to achieve in posting these photos on their own terms. Unlike earlier generations, most of us had social media accounts documenting our lives before we came out and started to transition (some have even grown up with their parents posting photos of them since birth without their consent). It’s much more challenging to wipe our histories from the public record than it used to be. Electing to share pre-transition photos ourselves is a way of owning something we may feel a lack of control over.

I do share the concern that this popular trend could lead cis people to feel entitled to see our pre-transition photos, and I do think those of us with public social media accounts should exercise a little more forethought and discretion when sharing photos (or any personal information). However, I also believe transition timeline photos are useful tools within the trans community, and I hope that cis people receive them graciously, seeing the variance among trans people and how there is no typical path of transition. While I become more and more wary about sharing my childhood photos as I get older, it’s for these final reasons that I ultimately chose to share them in this book. Plus, I was a dang cute kid.
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And now, as I consciously stall the inevitable of your reading so many intimate details of my life, I’d like to address one final item: the title. Much of its meaning will be illuminated throughout the story, and perhaps you’ll come to more conclusions or revelations about it than I even intended, but here are a few bonus thoughts.

Growing up as someone who felt different but didn’t have the words to describe or understand that difference, I was drawn to labels that could define me in other ways. I liked being a part of clubs and wearing uniforms. I liked taking personality tests in magazines—anything that could mark me as something definitive and provide indicators about the type of person I was.
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Spelling practice, age six.



Yet despite that desire, my natural personality traits often resisted sorting. When we took a test to see if we were more right- or left-brained in fifth grade, my results were straight down the middle. The same thing happened with the introvert-versus-extrovert test. I even do many things as well with my left hand as I do with my more dominant right hand. I believe a part of my long-held resistance to accepting the label of bisexual was not wanting yet another part of me to be right in the middle.

Labels can be so important to understanding who you are, finding a community of people with similar experiences, and gaining access to resources you might need. But they can also be oppressive and limiting, like when they come attached to laws restricting rights or when they leave no room for growth or variance between binary options.

I was sorted into the female category at birth, and that defined the name I was given, the clothes I was dressed in, the way I was spoken to, the roles I was supposed to have in life, the amount I would get paid when I grew up, and so much more.

Like so many others, I’ve resisted and fought to redefine the limitations of some labels that have been put on me, but I’ve also chosen to change some of those labels. I’ve found new ones that better reflect who I’ve been all along, or sometimes who I’ve grown to be. I’ve re-sorted myself.

I’ve heard from many cisgender people how the increased visibility of trans people has not only caused them to examine and unlearn their own prejudices but also liberated them from rigid gender statutes. They’ve considered re-sorting themselves too, not necessarily with regard to their gender but perhaps in other aspects of their lives that they were sorted into. The growing awareness (and more-slowly-but-still-growing acceptance) of gender fluidity is allowing more and more people to question their own relationship to gender and resist some of the societally defined requirements of that gender. Even when that questioning keeps them solidly in Camp Cisgender, many feel free to experiment with how they express themselves or fight back against defined roles and stereotypes.

We have a long way to go in the fight for acceptance of people who are different from those in power, but the only way forward is to keep resisting, keep challenging, and keep telling our stories. Our humanity is our common denominator, but prejudice can make people forget that.

So, in the same way I realized that by homing in on one specific topic I suddenly had so much more tell, I offer this one story of one person. There are a zillion stories to tell, but I hope that in the laser focus of my story, you will find similarities to your own, challenges to your assumptions, and that thread of humanity that unites us all.






CHAPTER ONE sorted


It’s a testament to the all-consuming pervasiveness of gender in our society that the very first thing we do to babies is sort them into genders. In fact, for most, it’s the very first words ever spoken about you. When you’re born, the doctor or midwife shouts, “It’s a boy!” or “It’s a girl!” and from color-coded hospital hats to the balloons greeting your arrival in the recovery room, your life is predetermined.

My parents didn’t want to know the genders of me or my brother before we were born. With my older brother, my mom was pretty certain throughout her pregnancy she’d be having a boy, but when he finally arrived after an agonizing thirty-six-hour labor, she didn’t ask about his gender. The very first thing she said as my newborn brother was swaddled into a blanket was, “Is the cafeteria still serving food?”

My mom, God love her, knew that getting a solid meal was way more important for her capacity of being a good mother than knowing whatever gender her baby apparently was.
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Me and Mom



Still remembering how hungry she’d been after my brother’s birth, she took no chances with my labor. When her water broke on a sunny Kalamazoo afternoon about a week before my expected due date of Mother’s Day, she was in the kitchen fixing lunch for herself and my brother.

“Austin,” she calmly told the two-year-old as she chopped watermelon, “we’re going to have to go to the hospital soon to have a baby, but first we’re going to eat lunch.”

She finished with the watermelon, spread mayonnaise on their bologna sandwiches, and they sat down to enjoy their lunch while my dad sped home from work to drive them to the hospital.

As determined as she was to get one last good meal in, by the time my dad arrived, my mom admitted that things seemed to be moving fast. The three of them headed to the hospital as my mom’s contractions came closer together.

There had been a whole list of friends and family members who volunteered to watch Austin during the birth, but my unexpectedly early arrival on a Friday afternoon meant nearly everyone on the list was busy. The person able to get there the quickest was my dad’s mom, coming from a two-and-a-half-hour drive away.

So Austin joined them in the hospital room, where the nurses turned on the TV to pass the time and my mom did her best to hide her pain from the toddler—even after being told things had moved too fast for her to receive an epidural.

Her labor continued to progress rapidly, and eventually Austin was taken out to the hallway by a nurse and given some toys to play with. Shortly thereafter, our grandma arrived to keep him company, and within the hour my mom had started pushing.

The whole labor lasted less than five hours and went so quickly that the nurses didn’t even pause to switch off the TV. I entered the world at 5:25 P.M. on May 4, 1990, to the static murmurings of The Oprah Winfrey Show playing in the corner.

My mom says that throughout the entire pregnancy she wasn’t sure what gender I was. While she’d had a preternatural knowing that her first child would be a boy, she insists she never had a clue about me. She was so stumped, she even considered asking the doctor at her ultrasound appointment, despite her and my dad agreeing they didn’t want to know. (She didn’t, though.)

It wasn’t until she was admitted to the hospital to give birth that she finally got the definitive sense I was going to be a girl—at least as far as we were all concerned for the time being.


Assigned Female at Birth?

Assigned Female at Birth, or AFAB, and Assigned Male at Birth, or AMAB, are the preferred terms to use instead of “biological male/female,” “born male/female,” “natal male/female,” “male/female bodied,” “genetic male/female,” etc.

When you break it down, it’s a lot more difficult to distinguish what a male or female body actually is, or what it means to be “biologically male/female” or “born male/female.” Is a male body one with a penis? What about men who lose their penises due to injury or illness—are they no longer men? Does “biologically female” mean someone with XX chromosomes? Not to be presumptive, but have you had your chromosomes analyzed? Most people haven’t. And what about the one in one hundred intersex people in the world? Many of their chromosomes, reproductive organs, or external anatomy don’t match with our cultural expectations of male or female. There are countless examples of men and women not lining up with the typical definitions of male and female—even before we get into discussions of transgender people.

The terms AMAB and AFAB are also useful because lots of trans people bristle at the phrase “born male/female.” We were born as ourselves. Just because we didn’t realize we were the gender we are right at the beginning doesn’t mean we weren’t this gender all along. Additionally, the “assigned” part of these terms emphasizes that we were sorted into a particular gender before we had any say in the matter.

One last note: Knowing this accepted term, some people might be tempted to ask trans or nonbinary people what sex they were assigned at birth. This can quickly turn into a faux-polite way of asking what’s in their pants. Consider why you need to know. Even when you’re using the “accepted” language, your question can still be rude and invasive.



Prior to having kids, my mom had promised herself she would raise her children as free from the binds of gender stereotypes as possible. She’d grown up with the strict gender roles of the 1960s and ’70s and was fed up. Especially if she had daughters, she wanted to make sure they knew they could be tough and self-reliant, and that they had more choices for their futures than just being wives and mothers.

So when I showed signs of boyishness even from the beginning, it wasn’t immediately a cause for alarm. My mom was happy to see that I was an independent spirit. Her first inkling that maybe there was something more going on, however, took place when I was just over two years old.

We were swimming in a kiddie pool she’d set up for us in the backyard on a hot summer’s day when my brother Austin got out to pee in the bushes. I toddled behind him, trying to do the same. When it wasn’t working, I got upset and my mom gently explained how girls’ bodies are shaped differently than boys’.

This in and of itself is not a unique moment. All toddlers have to be taught at some point that girls’ and boys’ bodies are different. And I think plenty of toddlers would be upset to find out they can’t do something as cool as peeing in the bushes like their big brother can. But I wasn’t just throwing a normal toddler tantrum, my mom says. I was telling her, very soberly, that it was wrong. It was wrong that my body couldn’t do that.

She tells me now that she had a brief moment of thinking maybe there was something more to my words then, but again, I was a toddler, and toddlers say all kinds of weird things. So she let it go.

But moments like that kept happening. My mom, a talented seamstress, often sewed my brother and me custom outfits, especially for special occasions. One Easter when I was three, she made me what she thought was an absolutely darling dress (it even had pockets!), but when she dressed me in it and pulled out the family’s camera to mark the occasion, I gave her the dirtiest look she’d ever seen. She was taken aback, but got the message loud and clear. “I’m not spending any more time on dresses this girl isn’t going to enjoy,” she thought to herself.


[image: Image]
Easter 1994.



So instead, she sewed me vests. A themed vest for every holiday. Little waistcoats with snaps down the front and printed designs all over them for Easter, Valentine’s Day, and Fourth of July. Unlike the dresses, I loved those vests. I even made her remake a couple of them when I outgrew them on subsequent holidays.


[image: Image]
My Fourth of July vest.



The vests weren’t the only part of my wardrobe that changed when I started preschool, around the time I started throwing a fit anytime my parents tried to put anything remotely girly on me. Gone were the pink dresses and ruffled blouses. From three years old onward, my day-to-day wardrobe consisted of my brother’s hand-me-downs and clothing from the discount rack at Bugle Boy.

While my parents allowed me to run around in ripped blue jeans and polo shirts on most days and even to school, there were still a few occasions on which I was made to dress like a girl, namely school picture days, piano recitals, and church.

One of them would come at me with a dress bunched up in their hands, trying to force the neck hole over my head as I screamed bloody murder. The whole affair would last several exasperating minutes and end up either with me in some type of semi-androgynous wardrobe compromise or with me wearing the dress paired with a face that was tomato-red from tears and embarrassment.

Neither outcome made me too happy. Even at a young age, I knew that the wardrobe compromises, which usually consisted of shorts or pants instead of a dress and some type of shirt with flowers on it, looked dopey and out-of-place. Meanwhile, wearing a dress made me intolerably uncomfortable. I felt so naked wearing only one article of clothing over my underpants and extremely, extremely embarrassed. I felt the eyes of everyone on me wherever we went. Surely someone would notice how wrong I looked, how wrong it had been of my parents to make me dress this way. But of course no one ever did. Instead, strangers usually told me I looked “sweet” or “cute as a button.” Until I scowled at them.

On one memorable occasion, I placidly told my mom that I wished God didn’t exist so I wouldn’t have to wear dresses to church. She was, understandably, shocked to hear her three-year-old sharing such aggressive atheist convictions, and I’m sure said something about how God was wonderful and we should be grateful to him. I don’t really remember what she said. I just remember realizing that I had offended her, so I switched course: “Well, then I just wish church didn’t exist.”

Unlike church, which I was probably never going to enjoy as a toddler, there were many other events in my young life that I think I would’ve looked forward to much more if they hadn’t come with a dress code I couldn’t wiggle out of.

A good example is the Daddy–Daughter Dance when I was seven years old. I was excited to attend a special night for just me and my dad, but resolutely told my mom I wouldn’t wear a dress. I wanted to wear a suit. Knowing me, I probably even tried to convince her that the point of the dance was to dress like our dads. To compromise, my mom sewed me a bright blue skirt suit, complete with big gold buttons and shoulder pads. I looked like a baby Hillary Clinton.


[image: Image]
Ready to hit the dance floor… or run for office.



Like the holiday-themed vests and so many other questionable fashion decisions of my childhood, my insistence on wearing a suit to the Daddy–Daughter Dance didn’t faze my mom. Maybe if I had been growing up now, with so much more awareness of and resources for gender-nonconforming kids, she would have thought to question some of my behavior. But back then, she just thought I was being myself—unabashed, independent, tomboyish, and a bit of a weirdo.



In many ways, these early revelations about my gender may make it seem like I experienced the most stereotypical transgender narrative—the kind you often hear on daytime talk shows: I knew from my earliest memories that I should’ve been born a boy. I felt trapped in my own body. My life was nothing but misery until I transitioned.

This is not one of those stories. While there may be some incidents my family and I can point to in hindsight as clues about my gender, none of it was so clear when it was happening. Yes, I felt different growing up, but as far as I knew it could’ve been just as much because I was a total dork as it was because I was kind of boyish. Maybe I looked at the boys in my class with envy, but I never felt for certain like I should have been one of them, only that I sometimes wished I were.

This is not a story about a lifetime of hating my body or knowing with absolute certainty that I needed to transition. Those stories exist and those people’s experiences are valid, but they aren’t everyone’s. Some people don’t have any inkling that they’re transgender until later in life. Some people have a much more fluid or back-and-forth relationship with their gender. Some people are very much aware of who they are, but have no desire to transition. All of these and more are true, valid transgender experiences.

If you’ve met one transgender person, you’ve met one transgender person and that is your basis for transgender fact until you meet another, with a possibly different story. The trouble is, many people haven’t even met one transgender person. So that leaves much of the world, trans and cis alike, believing the few stereotypical narratives about transgender people we see in the media, from an overemphasis on medical procedures and an obsession with shocking before-and-after photos to even more damaging language about us, especially transgender women, being villainous figures out to trick poor, unassuming cisgender people. Transgender people are rarely shown in a positive, accurate light or as having vibrant, fulfilling lives outside of being transgender.

For cisgender people, the danger of hearing only the same narratives is not affording transgender people with different stories the dignity of respecting a most basic part of their being. But for transgender people, the danger of hearing only the same narratives, when theirs differs from those, is not knowing there’s anyone else like them in the world—not knowing they could be transgender, and not knowing what they can do to ease the feelings of gender dysphoria they may be experiencing.

That was the case for me. My story is not the one the media was peddling in the ’90s, which consisted mostly of hyper-sensationalized and demeaning representations of trans women and almost none of trans men, especially not queer trans men. So I believed myself to be all alone in my struggle. While media coverage of transgender people has improved by leaps and bounds in recent years (in large part thanks to the agency social media platforms provide trans people themselves), it has only underscored just how many different ways there are to be trans and how important it is that those stories are told. So here’s one story. It might not be the most unusual or the most incredible, but it’s mine.






CHAPTER TWO a hairy situation


My mom was a hairdresser by trade. When we lived in Michigan, she used to go to work at Toni & Guy most days while friends or relatives babysat me and my brother. But when I was two and a half, my dad’s job as a salesman moved us from Michigan down to Texas, where my mom became an independent, freelance hairdresser. Or at least that’s probably how we’d describe it in today’s gig economy.

What it really meant is that people would come over to our house, or sometimes we’d go over to theirs, and my mom would cut and style their hair right there in the kitchen. Many of our bathroom towels were stained with splotches of bleach and hair dye, and to this day, the number-one scent I remember from my childhood is the ammonium thioglycolate used for perming hair.

Sometimes after a client had left, before she had swept their hair off our yellow laminate floor, my mom would plop a booster seat on the kitchen chair the client had just vacated and cut my brother’s and my hair in turn.

I loved the feeling of her hands running along my scalp and of the water from the squirt bottle cooling my warm head to prep my hair for trimming. I found the squirt bottle endlessly funny, and sometimes my mom would spray it in my face to make me laugh.

What I didn’t love were the actual haircuts. While my brother got regular crew cuts, my mom pushing his head forward to run the buzzer across the back of his head, all I got were trims to my bangs and long hair.


[image: Image]
Mid-haircut at our home hair salon, circa 1993.



Around kindergarten I started speaking up and asking for shorter hair. I wanted a boy’s haircut, like my brother and the boys in my class had.

“But if you dress like a boy and you have a haircut like a boy, how will anyone know you’re not a boy?”

I stared at my mom, asking this of me as we sat on the picnic table in our backyard, after this conversation had been brought up for what felt to me like the hundredth time.

I didn’t understand what she was saying. Why would people need to know I’m not a boy? Did she mean that if I got a boy’s haircut, I’d have to wear girlier clothes every day?

That latter possibility scared me enough to stop fighting so hard about the hair. In the end, I was given a bob haircut that slowly turned ever more into a bowl cut as we negotiated inches off of it every few months. It never went above the earlobes, though. That was my mom’s rule.


[image: Image]


While there might have been a lot of little girls in other parts of the country with the short, gender-neutral hairstyles that were in style at the time, there weren’t any that I met in the suburbs of Dallas, Texas. Southern women in general tend to emphasize their femininity and get dressed up more for lesser occasions than their Northern counterparts, but in the Dallas area it’s on hyperdrive. Big hair, heavy makeup, lots of jewelry—and that’s just to run to the grocery store.

The gendered wardrobes and expectations in Texas are so extreme that a professor of mine at NYU once noted how some people express their gender so intensely it becomes comical, almost like they’re performing drag of their own gender. Her example of the number-one place to view this phenomenon? Dallas–Fort Worth International Airport, which just so happens to be partially located in the town where I grew up. I say partially because it’s so big that its seventeen thousand acres actually expand across four cities. But the point remains that, at least according to that professor, I was brought up in one of the most hyper-gender-obsessed towns in the entire country. So from a young age, I was exposed to pretty extreme gender presentations, and I had no examples in my life of other boyish girls or masculine women.

With my thick blond hair chopped crudely at my earlobes, I knew I looked ridiculous, and I eventually resigned myself to never winning the fight for a crew cut. So around second grade I decided to grow my hair out, thinking that maybe if I could pull it back into a ponytail, I would look more like a boy.

I didn’t look anything like a boy, of course, but I sometimes thought I could pass as one better than I really could. I would try to style my bangs in the different ways that were fashionable for boys at the time—gelling them into a little flattened swoop at the front or growing them out and combing them over so they’d fall into my face just on one side. I thought I looked just as cool as Leo DiCaprio or Jonathan Taylor Thomas, but of course no one ever noticed my efforts. It just looked like I had messy hair.


[image: Image]
Thinking my hair looked super cool.



For most of elementary school, I existed in this weird middle ground. I knew I was a girl, of course, and if the teacher asked us to line up girls and boys, I’d go with the girls. I knew I was a sister, a daughter, a granddaughter. I attended Girl Scouts. I used the girls’ bathroom.

(I did once question whether I should be in the girls’ restroom after my Jurassic Park hightops visible under the stall caused a girl in my first-grade class to scream there was a boy in the bathroom. My feet weren’t even facing toward the toilet! It was simply because my shoes didn’t match what she thought girls were allowed to wear.)

But socially, when our class would divide between boys and girls for recess, I automatically went with the boys.

The girls would always ask me to join them as we walked out toward the playground. They’d try to strike deals with me. “Just come play with us today.” “How about on Wednesdays you play with the girls?” They knew, even if I didn’t, that I was supposed to be with them. In my head, though, I thought they were flirting with me. I’d be coy in my responses and then run off to the soccer field with the boys.


[image: Image]
I skipped out of Girl Scout meetings so regularly as a six-year-old that my troop leader nicknamed me “The Comeback Kid.”



I was aware that I wasn’t quite a boy. I knew I was different enough that new people needed to be told what to do with me. When a new boy arrived on the first day of second grade, whose held-back status and silver loop ear piercing automatically coronated him as the new leader of the boys, I went straight up to him at recess and said, “Hey, just so you know, I play with the boys. Not the girls. I’m one of you.” He said, “Cool,” and that’s how it was for the rest of second grade.

In November of that year, our teacher told us we’d be putting on a Thanksgiving play for our families. It followed the usual mythical whitewashing of the holiday that most children in America are taught: The Pilgrims traded with the Native Americans, Squanto taught the Pilgrims how to grow corn, and they celebrated their friendship by feasting together on turkey, cans of cranberry sauce, and a cornucopia, whatever that was.

To cast the show, our teacher had us each write down the three characters we most wanted to play and then she’d assign them based on our preferences.

I wrote down all three Pilgrims with speaking roles, regardless of gender.

I don’t know why I was so fascinated by the Pilgrims at that age. It could have to do with the fact that my mom was really into Native American culture and, in my seven-year-old brain, I thought anything she was into must inherently be girly, ergo I had to like the opposite. Or maybe I just liked their hats. I probably just liked their hats.

Whatever the reason, I was absolutely crushed when my teacher announced the cast list and I was to play an unnamed Native American. I had written down three Pilgrims as my choices, and she’d ignored all of them!

Luckily, I overheard the boy who’d been cast as Edward Winslow freaking out over how many lines he would have to perform. I asked him if he wanted to trade and he heartily agreed. Our teacher had told us ahead of time that we could trade roles so long as both students were in agreement, and we definitely were, so there was nothing she could do about it.

Throughout the days of preparing for the play, my teacher made a few comments about how we could rename the character “Elizabeth Winslow” if I wanted, but I would just stare at her blankly and go back to cutting out my construction-paper buckle hat.

I had some sense that she thought it was weird that I wanted to play a male character, but I was still salty about her ignoring all my top choices and giving me a role with so few lines when I was clearly one of the best readers in the class. I wanted her to know that my choice to play Edward Winslow had more to do with all of that than with wanting to play a boy—and I tried to tell myself that too. Deep down, I was thrilled to be playing a boy outright, but on the surface I was embarrassed of what people might think of me.


[image: Image]


When the day of the play arrived, I woke up sick. I told my mom I couldn’t go to school. She told me to think about how let down everyone would be if I didn’t show up to perform in the play we’d been rehearsing. I mulled it over for a bit, weighing the consequences of being embarrassed by everyone’s families seeing me playing a boy and my excitement at actually playing a boy. I also took some time to consider whether I was really sick. I felt sick. My face was hot and my stomach hurt. Ultimately, I decided that after everything I had pulled to get this role, I couldn’t back out now. The show must go on.

I distinctly remember still feeling sick to my stomach when the play started and being disappointed in myself for not acting to my fullest, but despite that, I still got a chuckle from the audience after one of my lines. That chuckle, and the whole exercise of memorizing lines and then acting them out to a crowd, captivated me. I wanted to do it again. I wanted to perform in more shows, and maybe, if I played my cards right, I’d even get to play a boy again.



So my mom signed me up for acting classes at the local rec center, where I was promptly cast as Gladys Herdman, the tomboy ragamuffin in The Best Christmas Pageant Ever. Throughout the whole production, from the rehearsals to closing night, I was in heaven—and not just because Gladys spends half of the show dressed as the Angel of the Lord for the Nativity play within the play.

After flexing my acting chops with such roles as “Younger Sister” and “Barbara Faulters,” I was ready to take on my most challenging role yet: convincing my acting teacher to cast me in a boy’s role in the next play. It probably had more to do with the fact that there’s always a surplus ratio of girls to girl roles in theater than it did with my actual talent, but in the next play, Saving the Old Homestead, I was cast as scrupulous attorney Lawyer I. M. True, a definitively male role. I got to pin my hair up into a hat, draw on a mustache with my mom’s eyebrow pencils, and even wear a suit.

At the first dress rehearsal, I was admiring my costume in the mirror in the bathroom that served as the rec center’s makeshift dressing room when the lead actor, a boy my age who went to an elementary school the next town over, came up behind me.

“You did that wrong,” he said, pointing at my brother’s hand-me-down clip-on tie hanging from the collar of my white oxford shirt.

“Huh?” I sputtered, equally disappointed I had failed at doing a boy thing correctly and suddenly nervous that this cool boy was talking to me. He was an amazing actor and had perfect fluffy Shawn Hunter hair. I didn’t know if I had a crush on him or if I simply wanted to be him, but I do know that as he reached over and pushed the corners of the false tie knot under my collar, my face got warm, my breath caught in my throat, and it took the full capacity of my brain to stammer out a “Thank you.”
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