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PRAISE FOR AS A WOMAN


“This book is nothing less than an audacious, gripping, and profoundly real journey that speaks to the mind, heart, and soul. As we grapple with what it means to love people as Jesus did, As a Woman provides poignant insights into the beauty, complexity, and deeply intersectional nature of all God’s children. What’s more, Paula’s brilliant writing, discerning reflections, and incisive wit make this an important and accessible read. It will teach you lessons about loving yourself, God, and others—and challenge you in all the right ways.”

—Joshua J. Dickson, director of faith-based initiatives, Biden campaign

“Powerfully and tenderly written with a poetic flair, As a Woman is in the end surprisingly practical for anyone ready to examine their own presuppositions about faith, power, sexuality, and gender.”

—Joe Boyd, co-founder and CEO, Rebel Pilgrim

“The only thing more emotional than reading about Paula’s unceremonious severing from her job after coming out as transgender is following along in awe as Paula took those shattered pieces and showed that death truly does not have the last word. And while her story inspires us to live for the truth of who we are, it is her unique insights into the differences between living as a man and a woman that empower us to live for the greater good of all. What Paula has done in As a Woman is magnificent.”

—Colby Martin, author of UnClobber: Rethinking our Misuse of the Bible on Homosexuality, and co-pastor/founder of Sojourn Grace Collective, San Diego

“As a Woman is a heart-rending and brave spiritual memoir of gender transition. Reading Paula Stone Williams, I wept then understood; felt angry then empowered. This book is ultimately about the joyful triumph of an authentic and faithful life, a profoundly human and humane story of love and justice.”

—Diana Butler Bass, author of Freeing Jesus: Rediscovering Jesus as Friend, Teacher, Savior, Lord, Way, and Presence

“As a Woman is a masterful and unflinching story that will challenge the ways in which you see the world, other people, and even yourself. Anyone on a journey of discovery will feel at home in Paula’s book.”

—Katrina Mathewson, screenwriter and co-chair of the Writers Guild of America’s LGBTQ+ Committee

“Perhaps no human experience is as misunderstood today as that of the transgender person. That means we are called to listen and learn—first from transgender people themselves. I pray the world may begin to pay attention to the stories of people like Paula, and open our hearts to their struggles, concerns, and dreams.”

—James Martin, SJ, author of Building a Bridge

“Paula’s book is an essential read for any human who takes seriously their obligation to help close the gender equity gap. If understanding is the first step to action, then reading what Paula has to say about succeeding on both sides is the best place to start.”

—Cindy W. Anderson, global lead, Engagement & Eminence, IBM Institute for Business Value

“As a Woman, at its simplest, is a story about bravery and what it takes to follow one’s heart and authentic self despite the consequences. The impact of Paula’s transition is palpable as she details losing the power, privilege, and prestige that came with being an evangelical pastor, a successful CEO, and a man. However, it is through Paula’s unique lens—her life experiences on both sides—that she is able to so acutely pinpoint the realities of gender bias.”

—Caitie Bradley Shea, CEO, Outspoken Agency

“Fired, robbed, disowned, and dismissed by the evangelical Christian world in which she once rose to power, Paula could have become bitter. But instead she chose to become better—more thoughtful, more understanding, more self-reflective, more conscious of other people’s lives. Hers is a spiritual journey worth joining.”

—Linda Kay Klein, author of Pure: Inside the Evangelical Movement that Shamed a Generation of Young Women and How I Broke Free

“Paula is one of the most courageous individuals you’ll find. Her wisdom is expansive yet graceful, and her story reveals an authentic journey that we can all learn from. In the end, she reminds us that at the heart of everything is love.”

—Jeremy Duhon, curator, TEDxMileHigh
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For All Who Believe Living Authentically Is Sacred and Holy and for the Greater Good






What You Write This For

This is a poem written for me by my friend Nicole Kelly Vickey at the start of writing this book, as a reminder of what I was writing it for.


Don’t write it for the money,

or just to feel known,

because this won’t feel like that.

It will feel more like pouring out

your soul to an empty room.

Responses will come at odd intervals,

and often from the people hit the hardest.

I’ve read so many authors

who have brought me to tears,

to a fundamental understanding of some corner of myself.

And I never, ever

wrote one a letter to tell them so or say thank you.

Be wary of wrapping up story lines that aren’t finished yet.

Hold space for new chapters in new books.

You don’t know yet where this will all lead,

or how you will fit again into some

future iteration of a friendship

that once felt like it kept you alive

but right now feels a bit like a dead end.

Write it for the souls out there

behind you on a similar path.

The ones who feel like

they were born somehow wrong,

who need the map of what it took for you to set things right.

Those who are growing under a broken parent,

who learn how to be loved by studying others

who’ve also had to learn that for themselves.

Those who find themselves stuck in marriages

that have grown to fit all wrong,

and yet are still the most comfortable thing they know.

Those who feel pressed into careers,

but have to name them callings.

Those who give their whole hearts

to causes which consume them and shut the door.

Pour out the blood of your story

so that one day

down some dusty library row

the right reader will find you,

take you home,

ink up your margins

with notes like “this is me,”

read you in their bath,

hold you in their hands

as the tears they don’t show anyone else

blur your pages

though you will never meet,

or know their names,

or how your words ineffably changed them.








INTRODUCTION Trusting the Flow



It’s never too late to be what you might have been.

—GEORGE ELIOT



I had a big dream but could not hold on to the details, except some vague sense that I’d been immersed in water. As I stared at the ceiling, all I could feel was the dream’s heft, pregnant and profound. A week or so later the dream returned, focused on the water in my backyard, water that returns to itself as it falls and swirls over boulders and stones. The water is stuck in a Sisyphean cycle, falling only to be pushed back up, moving swiftly but going nowhere.

I have to fill my backyard water feature every five or six days. Weary of its circular journey, the water gives up and evaporates. The babbling brook is not self-sustaining. It requires electricity to run the pump and a human to fill the basin. The water has to be handled. Rivers do not have to be handled. Rivers should be trusted.

I walk down from my house to the nearby St. Vrain River and its unfamiliar pathways, carved by a 2013 storm of biblical proportions. The river, more a stream most seasons, now meanders through fields where Black Angus once grazed. It makes its way into and out of its old riverbed, following the instructions of an ever-evolving Mother Nature. In spite of its new twists and turns, the river still knows where it is going. The river is going to the sea. The river is not stuck.

I was. Stuck, that is. I had been going through my own storm of biblical proportions and felt like the water in my backyard water feature, cascading down only to be forced back up. That was the essence of the dream as it returned, time and again.

About a month after the recurring dream began, I was visiting friends in New England. As the full moon cast its scattered shadow on an early spring snow, I sat by the fire with my friend Carol and talked of being caught in a never-ending cycle. She looked at the stuck me and said matter-of-factly, “You’re stuck because you’re trying to go back. You know you can’t go back, right? Seriously, you know you can’t go back. You have to let go and trust the flow.”

I was not trusting my heart. I had spent decades resisting its flow, engineering results more acceptable to my upbringing. But they were Rube Goldberg creations, convoluted machinery that never could really stop the flow. But life provides opportunities for redemption, and eventually the slow work of God had brought me here, to this place of yielding, where I might trust the flow and its long and winding journey to the sea.

Nowadays people say, “You are so brave and courageous.” I am one of the first transgender people they have ever known, and they want to express their admiration. I am touched, but for a long time I felt neither brave nor courageous. I allowed my charmed life to stop me from trusting my heart.

I was a successful White man, the son of an evangelical pastor, the CEO of a national ministry, a magazine editor and pastoral counselor. Because I was one of the leaders who controlled the agenda, I never had to give up a part of myself. When I went into a business meeting, I did not have to worry about how I was dressed, or the accent with which I spoke, or the language I used. Life was tailored to my needs. The world was made for my pleasure. Yet I was restless and depressed. When you stand in opposition to your heart’s desire, you are going to feel restless and depressed. Your own soul is judging you.

My life was unfolding in opposition to my heart’s desire. But life is ultimately generative, and requested or not, the soul does eventually rise up and cry out, “For God’s sake, get a backbone!” That’s what happened by the fire that snowy New England night. Carol’s words sent me searching for my backbone. I found it where I had left it in a fit of fear, and it spoke with a voice I could not deny. I had been called.

The feeling in Carol’s living room began in my gut and crept into my soul, burning hotter than the fire holding us in its embrace. My legs were crossed, and as my heart raced, my right foot moved ever so slightly with each throbbing beat. I couldn’t take my eyes off of my foot, moving, restless, ready. My heart was demanding to be heard. I was being called to move, to leave the comfort of the meaningful life I was living and embrace the more dangerous life churning within. I was called to transition genders. Paul was to give way to Paula.

Was the call from God? Who knows? I do know it was from a place so deep it scared me—a place that had never been granted freedom. It came as a knowing of the heart, born of conviction, accompanied by enormous fear. It arrived with demands.

It is easier to live unaware, to get out of bed in the morning and leave your better half under the covers, ignoring the life you might have chosen if only you could have mustered the courage to choose it. It is easier to give up the terrifying possibility of freedom in exchange for the relative comfort of community, even if it is a community of people frightened of the wrath of the gods.

It was a decade ago that I took in the full measure of Carol’s words as we sat around the warm fire. Afterward, I spent a great period of time lost, but it’s all right, because lost is a place, too. Sometimes you have to spend a season or two there.

I offer no excuses. It takes a long time to answer the big questions. There are periods, sometimes years, when you just have to prepare dinner and put the kids to bed and finish the laundry and fix the blinds by the bay window that open crooked before you are finally free to take the road less traveled by. All the giant leaps do not have to come at once.

My heart spent decades preparing to receive its call. When it finally came, it took longer still to let go and trust the flow. Eventually, in fits and starts, I exploded the family narrative and shocked a whole denomination and transitioned from Paul to Paula. I lost all of my jobs and a lot of my money and most of my friends and stepped onto the road of trials with barely a clue what to do or where to go. Was I ready for this? No one is ready for the trauma of transitioning genders. No White man is prepared for the loss of privilege. But I had been called, so I listened to my heart and jumped in the water and hoped for the best, trusting that the river does know its way to the sea.

This is the story of my trip to the sea. We are all on a journey, maybe our first, maybe our last, but all into the unknown. But this living is serious business, and we are pilgrims, called by our better angels to live authentically. For all the uncertainty, we can know two things: the heart yearns to be free, but it will never be free until you let go of the world to which you no longer belong. Everything after that is a sacred and holy adventure.






PART I






CHAPTER 1 My Wedding Night



Opening his arms he said quietly to her, “Disappear here.”

—JONATHAN CARROLL



A cold, hard rain was falling across the South Shore of Long Island. It had been pouring all day, through the Sunday-morning church service, the afternoon football game, and again as I drove the few blocks to the church late that evening. It was December 31, 1972, my wedding day. I was twenty-one. Cathy was nineteen. Her father had decided it would be marvelous to have our wedding ceremony at 11:30 p.m. and be announced as husband and wife shortly before midnight. And so, it was.

I was uneasy and had been since July. In my final summer between college semesters, I worked weekdays mowing the college-owned cemetery, the one where my grandfather was buried, the one where my grandmother, mother and father, aunts, uncles, and cousin are now buried. As I carved patterns of grass across the open fields, I pondered a nagging question: Why am I not more excited about getting married? I knew I loved Cathy and wanted to start a family, but I also knew there were rumblings in my heart that were refusing to be bedded down. I couldn’t name them. My head and heart weren’t communicating very well. But like a brick of peat buried in ash, I knew there was a fire waiting to come to life.

September arrived and with it, my senior year of college. Cathy returned to campus after a summer at home in New York. I was busy working, going to school, and looking for a place to live and a second job to pay the rent. Late at night, spinning records at the radio station where I worked, I let my mind wander to the smoldering embers that lay beneath my busyness. Why do I care so much about the flowers at our wedding, or the bridesmaids’ dresses, or all the things other guys are not thinking about?

One night, as Karen Carpenter sang, “I’m on the top of the world lookin’ down on creation,” I thought about how much I wanted to sing with the voice of Karen Carpenter—deep, resonant, and feminine. Later that same night, while sitting with nothing to do during a broadcast of a Cincinnati Reds game, I let my mind wander. What if I were the bride and not the groom? I thought about what it would be like to shop for a wedding dress and walk down the aisle. I got so caught up in the vision that I missed a station ID at the top of the hour. I stuffed the thought back into the depths of my soul.

As I drove to the church that rainy December night, dressed in my brown rented tux and too-tight pants, I was committed. I was getting married, and that was that. The building was fairly empty, and Steve, my friend who was playing keyboards, called me over to practice the medley of tunes I would be singing during the ceremony. My voice was uncharacteristically thin and unsure of itself. I hoped it would get stronger before the ceremony.

At 11:30, with my groomsmen behind me, I walked out the side door near the stage. My legs were shaking. The bridesmaids came down the aisle, one by one, and then as Steve played the opening chords of Wagner’s “Bridal Chorus,” everyone stood and Cathy came down the aisle, radiant and stunning. Suddenly I was confident and in love and sure all manner of things would be well. I sang a medley from a Johnny Mathis album that included the Carpenter’s tune “We’ve Only Just Begun,” and now my voice had the resonance it lacked a couple of hours earlier. The vows began, people prayed, the clock struck midnight, and it was 1973. Cathy and I were married.

As was the custom in my evangelical culture, a short reception with cake and punch followed in the church basement. Since it was well after midnight, the reception was even shorter than usual. As sheets of rain blew in from the Atlantic, the guests departed.

It was 3:30 a.m. before Cathy and I got to the hotel where we would spend our first night as a married couple. It was a Holiday Inn near the Long Island Expressway. We both went into the lobby and I told the receptionist I had a reservation for Paul and Cathy Williams. It felt wrong to have given Cathy my name. I felt barely old enough to own it myself. Yet I still felt the confidence I had felt as Cathy came down the aisle. I was proud she was my wife. I knew who I wanted to go to bed with. The question I was avoiding was who I wanted to go to bed as.

The receptionist handed me the key and Cathy and I walked down the empty hallway to a west-facing room on the second floor of the modest hotel. There was a gold carpet, and turquoise bedspreads on the two beds, each with a gold throw pillow. The room had one captain’s chair on either side of a standing lamp, a dresser against the wall, and a television on a pedestal. There was no marriage suite, just carbon copy rooms with concrete ceilings, thick curtained windows, and all the charm you would expect of a Holiday Inn on an interstate.

Standing in the bathroom brushing my teeth, I stared at the mirror. I saw a kid, really, who still had pimples on his chin, there in a T-shirt and briefs, clueless. How had I gotten here? I left the bathroom and got into bed. Cathy crawled under the covers fifteen minutes later.

Even though it was after 4:00 a.m., we made love more than once. It was the first time either one of us had ever had sex, or even been that close to someone else’s naked body. Our evangelical roots forbade premarital sex. All of our senses were far too overwhelmed to fully take in the splendor of that night. The feel of her body against mine, my fingers running through her hair, the whisper of her heart’s affections into my ear, and the way my rough body responded to her soft touch. It was glorious, worth the wait, a tender time of youth.

After a few hours of restless sleep, I woke shortly after dawn. Cathy was in a deep sleep, lying on her side, hair cascading across the pillow. I could not believe I was lucky enough to have married someone as beautiful as Cathy. I had done well, marrying the most wonderful girl on campus. Suddenly, without invitation, a deep unease overwhelmed me. I was acutely aware of my body as I stared at the parallel lines in the creases of the white concrete ceiling. My dark hair, broad shoulders, stubble of beard, genitalia. Every cell was awake and on edge. My eyes focused on a single spot above the bed, where there were slight pockmarks in the concrete. There was a catch in my breath, and I whispered audibly, “Oh God, I’m in the wrong body.”






CHAPTER 2 A Gender Revealed



The past is our definition. We may strive with good reason to escape it, or to escape what is bad in it. But we will escape it only by adding something better to it.

—WENDELL BERRY



Round Lake Christian Camp was my favorite summer retreat. I tagged along with my father, who led a senior-high week at the Ohio church camp every July. Once I was old enough to be trusted, I’d spend a good bit of each lazy afternoon rowing a boat from one side of the lake to the other. When you row a boat, you travel forward while facing backward, and I learned you can navigate pretty accurately by looking at the point where you began. I would row to my favorite spot on the far side of the lake, a tiny cove where I could sit and listen to the sounds coming across the water. Then, keeping my eyes fixed on a grassy rise to the left and a sugar maple to the right, I would row back to the dock without turning around more than once or twice. It was a good lesson, learning to travel forward while looking back. I felt independent, confident, proud, a twelve-year-old boy making his way across the lake, with a freedom available only to boys in those days. Girls were not allowed to row boats across lakes. Boys had better rules.

From my cozy spot in the tiny cove, I spent afternoons gazing across the lake at the teenagers living their important teenage lives, which all seemed to have something to do with the opposite sex. The allure of girls was beginning to awaken within, but I had more important things to do. My job was to daydream. I thought about the people on the other side of the lake, like the camp cook who would charitably fry the bluegill I caught that morning. I thought of the lifeguard who played jazz on the old camp piano. And there was his beautiful wife, who I secretly wanted to be. I thought a lot about that when I was sitting in my little cove. I loved watching his wife, the gentle way she held their young daughter, the way she moved around the campgrounds, soft and feminine. I liked the way boys deferred to her, and I secretly stole glances when she was in her bathing suit. I wanted to have her body and wear that bathing suit.

Eight years earlier, my family was living on Piedmont Road in Huntington, West Virginia. I distinctly remember being in the bathroom of the house thinking, Before long I will have to decide whether to stand up or sit down when I go to the bathroom. That was it. No great epiphany, just the thought that I would soon have to decide whether to be a boy or a girl. A simple thought with profound implications. Somehow, I had fashioned the notion that I got to choose my gender. I pictured a blond gender fairy dressed in powder blue, holding a white wand. With a gentle voice she would say, “Well, my dear, the time has come. Do you choose to be a boy or a girl?” I would answer and her wand would do its magic. When I think about it now, it was a pretty novel way for a transgender child to create a narrative that matched her desire.

I did not dislike being a boy. There were days I thought I might remain one. But there were far more days when I was sure I would tell the gender fairy I was a girl. From as early as I can remember, in my heart I longed to be a girl. I would imagine myself the sister of the girl next door, petite, cute, and feminine. I wanted to be like her.

The idea that I got to choose my gender was a sign of an already developing male entitlement. I had a brother four years older than I, but all of my cousins were girls. I got more of Grandma Stone’s attention than any of the girls. I demanded it. The world told me I had a right to demand it. Boys got first pickings; the girls waited. Grandma Stone never sat down to eat a meal she had prepared until all the men and children had eaten. Then she would take her dinner in the kitchen. I was paying attention. The men sat in the parlor and talked about whether Adlai Stevenson could beat Ike Eisenhower. If one of the girls expressed an opinion, she was interrupted or ignored. If I had an opinion, I was allowed to speak. And yes, though I was only five, I knew who the candidates were, and I also knew most of my Kentucky family were Democrats. I was a novelty, encouraged in my precociousness. “Well, look at that. Little Paul knows who the candidates are.”

I assumed I was special, because the world treated me that way. Why shouldn’t I believe I got to choose my gender? It seemed like the kind of thing a boy would be empowered to do. Of course, I had no idea that if I had been able to choose my gender, every bit of privilege I was already enjoying would have disappeared. I did not realize a girl is given invisibility almost as a birthright, as my friend Carla puts it. It begins outside and moves inside, internalized for life, unless an extraordinary empowering grace intervenes.

I loved dressing as a girl, particularly when I was playing with my girl cousins. We would dress in my grandmother’s old clothes, left for us to play with in the bedroom next to the back porch. I loved those playtimes. I knew they would not occur if I was alone at Grandma’s, or there with Myron, my older brother. The clothes would not come out unless my cousins were there, and I longed for those occasions, not only for the chance to play dress-up, but also because I loved being with my cousins. Their play was gentler than the boys’, more talking and less shouting and loud motor noises. We would play house and have tea parties and it made me giddy. That is, until that day.

I was five. I had lingered longer in the bedroom and was more daring than usual. I was in one of Grandma’s blue dresses, stockings, and high-heeled shoes when my mother suddenly came into the room. Sternly, she demanded that I remove the clothes. What did I think I was doing? She shook her head disapprovingly, then used way too many words for way too long a time, telling me I had done something bad. Finally, she turned and walked away. No tender hug and a heartfelt “It’s all right, Paul. I still love you.” Just the back of my mother walking away as she returned to the kitchen. I heard her talking to her mother, saying nothing about what had just happened in the back bedroom. She acted like everything was just peachy. I was embarrassed and ashamed and ripped off the clothes, crying silently as I gave up my dreamy identity. I never forgot that encounter, and I never wore Grandma’s clothes again.

Then, seven years later, I was sitting in a cove on the south side of Round Lake, daydreaming about the wife of the head lifeguard. As much as I longed to be a girl, I was finding my way as a boy and it was not awful. I was not the kind of transgender child who hates life and wants to die because God has not granted their wish to change genders. I had resigned myself to life as a boy. It was not what I wanted, but I thought I could live with it.

When you finally do find the courage to transition genders, enlightened people think they know your narrative. “Paula felt like a girl in a boy’s body.” For me, that was not true. I felt like a boy in a boy’s body, and I didn’t like it. I wished I had been born a girl. I felt I was supposed to have been born a girl.

My consistent longing was most present before I went to sleep and when I first woke up. It would often rear its head during the day, but it was not an everyday occurrence. After my traumatic encounter with my mother, I had determined I would never again wear my grandmother’s clothes, or the clothes of any other girl. I would never again imagine myself as a girl. But of course, one’s gender identity is neither a factor of will nor of genitalia. It is of the deep psyche, and like one’s sexual identity, it is most likely fixed before birth. I was no more able to stop dressing in girls’ clothes than I was able to stop breathing. That was why it was so satisfying to sit in my little cove on the far side of the lake and imagine myself as the wife of the lifeguard. I was keeping alive what I knew to be true. I was supposed to have been born a girl.

I used to go to bed at night gratefully tucked in by the adults who cared for me. They would tell me how special I was and pray with me. But as much as I trusted those people, I knew they would never be able to tell me who I was. With all of their bigness and authority, I had already figured out the truth. They did not even know who they were. How were they going to tell me who I was? No, I was the only one who could tell me who I was, and I knew I was supposed to have been born a girl.

While my heart was longing to be a girl, I was learning what it means to be a boy. The most important lessons came from my father. Every Friday of camp week there was a softball game between the boy campers and the men serving as faculty. Every single year the faculty would handily defeat the campers. Dad would spray singles past the infielders because he understood that in softball, hits were easier than home runs. The boys were all trying to prove their stuff with mighty swings that left the ball in the outfielders’ mitts.

I was trying to prove my stuff, learning to row back to the dock without turning around to see where my boat was pointed. That seemed like something a twelve-year-old boy should figure out. Navigation was a man’s job, or so I thought. It was Dad who drove the car, read the road maps, and knew which way to go on the trail. He was the chief navigator. Therefore, if I was going to be a man, I had better learn to navigate well, which on occasion might include moving forward while looking back.

My relationship with my parents complicated my gender identity and just about every other area of life. I loved my father and wanted to be in his presence every waking hour. He was a pastor and leader, and I viewed him as strong and invincible. If I was full of myself, it was because of the delight I brought to my father’s eyes.

Dad was the youngest child of a Nickel Plate Road railcar inspector and his homemaker wife. He grew up in Martins Ferry, Ohio, a small industrial city across the Ohio River from Wheeling, West Virginia. Dad’s people were Welsh and English and had come to work in the steel mills. Dad’s mother had a will of steel and preordained that David Williams, the youngest of her eight children, would become a pastor. Dad never challenged his assignment or much of anything else among his mother’s many expectations.

I was born three years after my father became the minister of the Westmoreland Church of Christ in Huntington, West Virginia. I came into the world at St. Mary’s Medical Center, a stone’s throw from the Ohio River. My mother’s pregnancy had been difficult, and she was not well after I was born. For many months it was Grandma Stone who took care of me.

My relationship with my mother did not always feel safe. When I was a little older and could discern such things, I realized there was a hesitation in her parenting, as if each moment required an active decision about whether or not to engage. I was always off-balance, never knowing which mom was going to show up. Was it the fun-loving storyteller, or the depressed and fearful fundamentalist? Determining her moods became a major daily challenge.

Aware of my mother’s precarious hold on her emotions, I was always searching for insight into her background. Mom was the youngest of three children of a tenant farmer in eastern Kentucky. That part of Kentucky was a Scots-Irish culture, entrenched in the paradoxical qualities of independent mindedness and clan loyalty. One of the cardinal sins was to get “too big for your britches” and climb above your family’s expectations of itself. It was a world in which women married young, had children early, and did not work outside the home. It provided my mother none of the nourishment her soul desired.

As a pastor’s wife, her life did not get easier. Pastors’ wives were to be pretty but not too pretty, friendly, approachable, and supportive of their husbands. They were to dress nicely, but without effort and without spending money on clothes. They were to have well-behaved children who were at church with them every time the doors were open.

I understand that if I had been born a girl, my own opportunities would have been far more limited. I would not have received preferential treatment in public school or had the kinds of freedoms commonly afforded to boys in the ’50s and ’60s. If I had been born a girl, I would not have gotten a job as a radio announcer when I was sixteen, or received a scholarship offer in broadcasting, or been encouraged to become a public speaker.

That my mother was not able to give me the attention I needed as an infant and young child is a sad truth. A lot of cultural realities conspired to prohibit an intelligent and engaging woman from living the life she might have chosen for herself. While my mother was preoccupied with her own struggles, Grandma Stone was a constant presence in my life. I loved spending time at her house. My grandmother’s home was owned by the college in Grayson, Kentucky, where my grandfather operated the college farm. It had two small bedrooms, a living room, a kitchen, and a screened-in back porch with a summer bedroom and a summer kitchen. A summer kitchen was common in the South, where an outside stove could keep the worst of the heat out of the kitchen. I sat on Grandma’s lap on the back porch as she churned butter that would soon be melting on her homemade biscuits. I spent hours with her on the front porch swing, enjoying the fragrant geraniums that covered the banister. My grandmother’s house holds my earliest memories, when I knew I was loved by a woman I somehow filled with joy.

Two people I loved taught me what it meant to be a good person. My father, gentle, industrious, and devoted, was teaching me to be a gentle man. My grandmother, hardworking, affectionate, and attentive, was showing me that it is women who provide the nurturing that makes the world go around.






CHAPTER 3 The Problem with Puberty



We have all fought for our lives more than we know, survived our own questions.

—ANDREA GIBSON, THE MADNESS VASE



When I was four, my father became the senior minister of the Noble Avenue Church of Christ in Akron, Ohio. In many ways my father’s years in Akron were the highlight of his ministry career. The church was one of the largest of our denomination in Ohio, something of which I was very proud. He might be gentle and loving with me, but when Dad was out building kingdoms, he was a force. I needed him to be a force, to counteract the force at home.

Mom was struggling. She was rigid, allowing no dissent and never admitting wrongdoing. She saw her children as an extension of herself and had an ability to nullify your accomplishments by claiming them as her own. I learned to keep my good work to myself. These things I knew by the time I was an elementary school student.

Outside of my difficulties with my mother, life was good. I did well in school, had lots of friends, and was able to spend time with my father, whom I adored. During my early elementary school years, I did not struggle much with my gender. I certainly prayed often that I would wake up as a girl, and I continued to believe I should have been born a girl, but I had learned to make peace with life as a boy. It had been made clear to me that there was no other option.

During my later elementary years, my longing to be a girl increased steadily. Throughout my junior high years, it increased exponentially. I had prayed often that I would wake up as a girl, but it was more a ritual than an expectation. By seventh grade those prayers became earnest. I had the social interests and relationships expected of a boy my age, but I still felt I was supposed to have been born a girl.

I enjoyed playing with girls, as many boys do. But I also fantasized constantly about being a girl. In role-playing games with other boys, if a female role was in the script, it was mine. I especially loved playing games in which I could be a girl babysitter. I loved watching my babysitters. How did they move? What were they reading? What kind of a hairstyle did they have, and what kind of clothing was in style? I longed to be a girl babysitter.

I had a number of rituals I practiced nightly before going to sleep. I knew they weren’t exactly prayers, so I called them my “thinkins.” Fourteen times I repeated, “Don’t let a tornado come. Don’t let there be an earthquake. Don’t let there be a hurricane.” Fourteen times. Never mind we lived in Akron, Ohio, where a hurricane was highly unlikely. I was praying to keep the furies away. I now understand it was a prayer common to those feeling anger they are not able to express. I was angry God was not answering my prayers to be a girl. I was angry with the religiously restrictive household over which my mother presided. My anger was projected onto the storms I so feared.

Puberty arrived late, not until the summer after the ninth grade. While all of my male friends relished their lowering voices and sexual awakening, I still had the voice and body of a child. I was not disappointed. I was not ready to become a man. When my female friends went through puberty, I was distraught. I desperately wanted my body to change in all the ways their bodies were changing. I would gaze at the mirror, hoping beyond hope that my hips would broaden and my waist would remain small. I would pull and tug at the skin around my nipples, trying to get it to pool toward the center. Unfortunately, I was so skinny I could not even grab an inch of skin to form some semblance of breasts.

I watched as my girl friends all delighted in seeing their bodies change. At least that is how I imagined it. I know that is not, in fact, how most cisgender women experience their teen years. For most of them, it is a difficult time of self-consciousness. But I did not see it that way. I imagined that my female friends stood in front of the mirror for hours and admired their changing bodies. That was my fantasy. When a girl would complain about the changes her body was experiencing, I wanted to cry out, “Then for God’s sake, trade places with me!” There was never a time when I prayed more fervently for God to turn me into a girl. I would lie in bed at night, after finishing my “thinkins,” and imagine disappearing from the earth. It was ironic. On one hand, I was praying for no storms. On the other, I was hoping a storm would carry me away. I did not want to become a man. I wanted to become a woman.

A few months after turning fifteen, my body began to change. First, my voice became froggy and crackly and started its downward spiral. I grew much taller. My nose became far too big, and my ears stuck out. I went back to church camp at Round Lake, this time as a camper. There was a girl there, also a pastor’s daughter, who I wanted to be more than any other girl I’d ever seen. She was tall, with wavy brown hair. Every evening she wore a dress to the vespers service. She took a liking to me, and we were inseparable. I’m sure most of the faculty thought it was a budding romance. To me, it was pure longing—not sexual longing, but identity longing. I would lie in bed in the boys’ dorm, long after everyone was asleep, imagining sleeping soundly in the girls’ dorm with all of the other girls. That was the vision that would finally allow me to fall into a fitful sleep.

The week after church camp, we moved across town, and I prepared to begin high school separated from all of the friends I had known since kindergarten. The difference between my junior high and high school experience is best illustrated by the differences in the two school bands. I played the flute, and in junior high there were four boys and four girls in the flute section. At my new high school there were sixteen flutists, and I was the only boy. I discovered that unfortunate reality on my first day of band camp.

The head majorette also served as first chair flute. In her dual role, she led our marching drills and section practices. She took one look at me and declared to the rest of the flutists, “Beanpole.” The week of band camp went downhill from there. I was almost as skinny as my flute. It was excruciating. I was a freak—not yet a fully developed man, no longer a boy, and clearly nothing at all like the girls blossoming around me, the girls I so desperately wanted to be.

School started in September. I was in the tenth grade. The first day I wore a pair of blue corduroy pants and a yellow horizontal-striped button-down shirt, with penny loafers, the preppy uniform of the period. As I sat waiting to be assigned classes, I was fixated on the girl sitting across from me, who was wearing a blue skirt and a white blouse with a Peter Pan collar. Her blond hair was pulled back behind a wide headband. Though we were the only two people in the room, we never spoke. I spent the day trying not to be jealous of the different trajectories our lives would take before the day was over. She would head to class as a sophomore girl, and I would head to class in a body I disliked.
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