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    Advance praise for Transitions of the Heart
  


  
    “For every thriving transgender or gender nonconforming son or daughter, there is a parent who has struggled, searched, listened, and loved. Rachel Pepper’s Transitions of the Heart is a compelling and moving compilation of the personal stories of mothers from all walks of life who have taken that journey. In their own words, the mothers poignantly teach us one easy lesson: listen to your children, love them, and carve a path for their unique gender selves. Balancing a fierce love for their child against the fear of the challenges their child may face in a trans-phobic world, the mothers that Rachel Pepper so brilliantly brings to us in Transitions of the Heart give us an opportunity to know from the inside out what it takes to raise a healthy gender nonconforming or transgender son or daughter. The first book of its kind, it is a must-read for anyone who is a parent, works with a parent, or wants to learn about a mother’s courage to overcome personal barriers, stand up to an unfriendly word, and stand by her gender-creative child.”
  


  
    —Diane Ehrensaft, PhD,

    author of Gender Born, Gender Made and Director of Mental

    Health at the Child and Adolescent Gender Center
  


  
    

  


  
    “For many transgender or gender nonconforming people, our life journey is riddled with struggle, solitude, and a long road toward self-acceptance. The love from a mother is a treasured gift. Transitions of the Heart captures the complexity and depth of a mother’s journey to understand and support her child—a child who, confronted with questions, fear, and self-doubt, is sometimes the one who leads the mother to understand the true meaning of unconditional love. The stories told in 
     Transitions of the Heart are brave, honest, compelling, and timely. They represent a powerful tool that can guide a parent from struggle to acceptance.”
  


  
    —The Jim Collins Foundation
  


  
    

  


  
    “These honest, deeply felt testimonies of parents discovering and grappling with the unexpected difference of their trans child exemplify the grace of parental love. I am moved to tears reading these stories, amazed continually by the insight, tender reflection, and courageous love that each parent exhibits in their struggle to understand their trans child, and to parent responsibly and with inspiration. The book Transitions of the Heart restores my faith in the world.”
  


  
    —Max Wolf Valerio, author of The Testosterone Files
  


  
    

  


  
    “As a mother it’s easy to relate to the concerns expressed by the contributors to Rachel Pepper’s new book Transitions of the Heart. These mothers represent a variety of family arrangements, life stages, and backgrounds...but they communicate the love for their children, hope for their future, and self-doubt of their parenting skills familiar to most mothers. What happens when parents learn their child is transgender? How is it different if they are adults, or still in school? Will they be safe? Can they be happy? While the experiences are specific to being the mother of a transgender child, any mother can relate to the feelings the women reveal. The mothers we meet in these pages can be our friends, our neighbors, ourselves.”
  


  
    —Eden Lane, host and producer of In Focus on Colorado Public Television
  


  
  


  
    For all the mothers whose love and acceptance fills these pages and

    blazes a trail of courage for others to follow.

    This book is for you and, of course, for your children.
  


  
  
  


  
    Foreword
  


  
    Kim Pearson
  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    My transition of the heart began June 6, 2006. My severely depressed fourteen-year-old daughter and I had been working with a counselor twice a week for six months. I remember nearly every detail of that afternoon: the uncharacteristic confidence in my child’s walk; the upright posture; the calm demeanor and direct eye contact. You see, that day my child began to walk in truth and the truth was that I never had a daughter. At the end of the hour I exited the office knowing I had a son.
  


  
    It is difficult to explain the sense of isolation parents raising a gender nonconforming child often experience. Many endure the disapproving gaze or comments of strangers in the grocery store. Family members may criticize their parenting skills and 
     occasionally they are reported to social service agencies for alleged abuse of their children. Then there is the particular struggle of the parents that didn’t see any signs of gender nonconformity in their young children. They are taken totally off guard when their children assert their cross-gender identity and it’s quite a struggle to make sense of this situation.
  


  
    No one ever tells you that having a transgender child is a possibility. It isn’t in any of the baby or child-rearing books. How can anyone be prepared for this journey? It’s as if we have been forced into running a marathon and all the other runners are given a five-mile lead and a map of the course. We spend our time trying to catch up, with no idea if we are even on the right path.
  


  
    We want facts and figures. We want information on how to keep our children safe. We want to know our children will be happy and successful. We want to know that we have not lost our minds and that someone truly understands what we are going through.
  


  
    On that day in 2006, I went looking for the information I needed to help my child and I discovered a startling void. No books, no articles, no websites, nothing that directly related to children who were like my son. What I did eventually find was a group of courageous parents traveling the same road. We talked, cried, ranted, grieved, and comforted each other. We gave each other hope. After hope came inspiration and after inspiration came action.
  


  
    Along with two other mothers I began to tell my story more publicly. We helped other families like ours find and support each other. We learned that by sharing our stories we were changing hearts and minds. Our journeys are as distinct 
     as the personalities of our children. Magic is created when we come together and share our joys and challenges with each other and with the world. Today there are websites, television shows, documentaries, blogs, and books. We are filling the void with our voices.
  


  
    Rachel Pepper’s new anthology, Transitions of the Heart: Stories of Love, Struggle and Acceptance by Mothers of Transgender and Gender Variant Children, provides intimate glimpses into the joys, challenges, and triumphs of families like ours. It is a support group, a tutorial, and an educational text all rolled into one. In my work with families, schools, and communities, I have found that it is rarely a person’s mind that must be changed, but rather their heart. Whether you are a parent, educator, healthcare professional, or just generally interested in this topic, be prepared for these stories to change your heart. And there can be no better person to compile such a collection than Rachel, whose dedicated work as a therapist and as a writer makes her uniquely qualified to advocate for families such as ours.
  


  
    Inspiring others to see that our transgender children are gifts to the world is my daily goal. I am truly grateful to have a collection such as Transitions of the Heart to add to my toolbox and to recommend to others.
  


  
    

  


  
    Namaste,

    Kim Pearson
  


  
    

  


  
    Executive Director/Co-founder, TransYouth Family Allies
  


  
    (Proud mom of Shawn, who taught our family so much about love, truth and understanding; you are my greatest teacher.)
  


  
  


  
    Introduction
  


  
    Rachel Pepper
  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    As a therapist and as the co-author of The Transgender Child: A Handbook for Families and Professionals (written with Stephanie Brill), I know very well that there are few professionally published resources for mothers of transgender and gender nonconforming people.
  


  
    Transitions of the Heart was conceived to focus on the emotional experience of mothers, highlighting the parallel process that parents go through along with their transitioning child.
  


  
    For as children transition, so too must their families, and no one feels this change as acutely as mothers, who often both bear their children and act as their primary caretakers. The bond between mothers and their children is one that is frequently 
     referenced, but too infrequently spoken of honestly. What do mothers really think about their transgender and gender variant children? It was my goal to find out.
  


  
    The mothers you will meet in this book come from all walks of life, and are diverse in ethnicity, race, national origin, and class. They are birth mothers and adoptive mothers, single mothers and married mothers, stepmothers and grandmothers, and heterosexual mothers and lesbian mothers. They have children of all ages, ranging from age six to about age sixty, with just about every age in between. Their children are gender nonconforming, gender variant, gender queer, transgender, and “pink boys.” Many mothers are active in PFLAG groups and/or in both online and community-based, peer-led support groups for parents of transgender and gender nonconforming children.
  


  
    I found most of my authors as a result of a wide-ranging call for submissions through both national and international email listservs. Others were referred to the project by friends or their transgender children. Only a few were known to me before I began the book. Out of all the mothers, only a handful have ever written professionally or been published before. Indeed, several are telling their stories here for the first time. Most are willing to be published using their real names. Others, concerned for the privacy of their families or specifically their children, are using pseudonyms. Their stories have touched me deeply, and many have made me cry, even in repeated readings. Through the very gift of their stories, I feel I have become friends with these mothers, and I hope after reading their pieces, you will feel the same way.
  


  
    The mothers in this book have struggled to understand the gender identity of their children as best as they could. 
     And for the most part, they have come out the other side of this struggle with love and acceptance. Along the way, they have felt many strong emotions and grappled with questions that few had immediate answers for. They have had to advocate, educate, and protect their kids from spouses, ex-partners, family members, school administrators, neighbors, teachers, coaches, pediatricians, psychiatrists, therapists, communities of faith, and every other variety of institution that supposedly exists to support children and families. In short, these mothers are very busy changing the world!
  


  
    Indeed, the mothers in this book have already blazed a brave trail for those who follow. They have spoken out, changed policies and legislation, and are continuing to act as leaders in their families and communities for the safety and acceptance of all children, everywhere.
  


  
    They have challenged school leaders to make restrooms accessible for transgender teens. They have walked with their young children into school classrooms the first time their children wore a gender-confirming outfit. They have allowed their “pink boys” to wear skirts to family gatherings and on national TV. They have grappled with the complexity of changing pronouns, and they have learned to call their children by new names after the ones they chose so carefully at birth were rejected or became obsolete. Their stories are full of the struggle, love, and acceptance they face today and everyday. We all have much to learn from them.
  


  
    The idea for this book was inspired by the success of the Cleis Press title, Different Daughters: A Book by Mothers of Lesbians. Originally published in 1987 and edited by Louise Rafkin, Different Daughters has gone through many printings 
     and has had an amazing and long-lasting impact on both the field of LGBT studies and in the real lives of families everywhere. One of the first books of its kind, Different Daughters set a precedent of connectedness, clarity, honesty, and self-reflection for families with LGBT children, long before the current proliferation of in-person and online support groups. In a flash of insight, Cleis understood that it would be timely to do a similar book, this time by the mothers of transgender children.
  


  
    I’d like to thank everyone who helped make this anthology bloom into a book we could all be proud of. To those who helped get the word out into cyberspace about this project, especially the administrators of various listservs for parents of transgender children, you have my deepest appreciation. To all the mothers who queried me and especially those whose pieces made it into the book, thank you for trusting me with your stories and your lives. I have tried to honor your integrity as best I could, for I have the deepest respect for your courage in helping shape a new, better world for people of all genders. My thanks also go to Cleis Press for conceiving of, believing in, and publishing this project. Thanks to Kim Pearson of Trans Youth Family Allies, herself a tireless advocate for transgender children, for writing the foreword. And finally, thanks to my partner Kellen for so many reasons, and then some.
  


  
    

  


  
    Rachel Pepper

    Oakland, California
  


  
  


  
    Sean
  


  
    Nancy Moore
  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    I didn’t see him coming. I didn’t have a little girl who looked or acted in any way like a boy, and my early-adolescent Sarah was tiny, with flowing hair, painted nails, and a continuous stream of boyfriends. Sarah was a little sister, the younger of my two daughters, a niece, a granddaughter.
  


  
    I’m writing this essay while looking at two pictures of the same person. One is an old picture of Sarah when she was thirteen years old, her beautiful self smiling back at me. Next to this picture is one of my son, before testosterone, but after coming out as transgender. This is a photograph of my wonderful boy, now with short hair, the same big, brown eyes, wearing his signature leather jacket and looking into the camera with confidence and a broad grin—someone I would 
     not have missed knowing for anything in the world.
  


  
    When Sarah was seventeen, I picked her up from an out-of-state summer arts program and watched her say good-bye to a friend who addressed her as “Sean.” Sean. This was the first time I had heard the name my child had chosen for himself, and it is probably not an exaggeration to say that at that moment a tectonic plate shifted under my feet.
  


  
    Acknowledging this name was important, I knew. But I was in complete panic, and it was like that for a while as Sean patiently (and not so patiently) educated me about what he had been experiencing and what he knew to be true about himself. He also had certain requests, one of them being that I say “he,” “him,” and “his” when referring to him. For some parents, “mastering the pronouns” may feel enormously challenging, but by using these identifiers, I feel like I have won Sean’s respect.
  


  
    I was very active in my children’s lives, yet Sean’s transgender world was something I refused to educate myself about, at first. I shied away from reading or watching anything on the subject of gender identity. I didn’t look into support groups or seek out parents of transgender children. Yet when someone suggested that Sean’s identity was “just a phase,” with the intention of consoling me, my back went up, and I found myself defending my new son and praising his courage.
  


  
    I was counting on my child to guide me. He seemed to be educating everyone around him, all the time, yet this was a lot to ask of such a young person who was only just learning who he was. To have to blaze a trail as trans in an inner-city high school, in addition to educating his own parents, must have been very difficult for him. But Sean was a good and able 
     teacher. And so it seems especially poignant that he is now in graduate school studying to be a teacher. He is also an activist for transgender rights.
  


  
    Does the path from birth to transgender ever follow a straight line? Sarah had come out as a lesbian at age fifteen. We were all sitting around the Thanksgiving table at my mother’s house. I had recently divorced my husband of twenty years, and we were spending this day with my extended family. Sarah sat to my left and her big sister to my right.
  


  
    Toward the end of the meal, Sarah climbed onto my lap and asked if we could go around the table and each say what we were most thankful for. As her turn approached, she said something about school, yet I could feel her petite frame vibrating with emotion. When everyone was done, she grabbed her sister’s hand under the table, took a deep breath, and asked, in a wobbly voice, if we could go around the table again because someone might have left something out.
  


  
    Everyone became quiet as we each, again, found something to be grateful for, waiting for what was obviously something important from Sarah. This time around, she said that she was grateful that her parents had “come out” as unhappy in their marriage, because this gave her permission to come out as gay. The table was stunned into silence for only a brief moment, and then my family rose from their seats to hug her.
  


  
    I was dazed, but not confused. Through all the boyfriends and the lipstick and the sparkly nail polish, something had been transpiring for Sarah in middle school. She experienced a kind of persecution that was too ugly for her to talk about for much of the time. There was a rumored girlfriend among her succession of boyfriends. Former friends taunted and tortured her. 
     She and I talked about so many things, yet this area seemed too tender to probe. Looking back, I can’t figure out whether this sensitivity was mine or hers.
  


  
    Sarah was “out” now, but something hard to name was still deeply out of reach for me. What I didn’t realize at the time was that this something was really a someone. It was Sean, and Sean was most definitely within reach for my daughter.
  


  
    She found him by listening to that voice that so many of us have learned to ignore amid the din of expectation and assumption. I was ignoring what was probably screaming at me as Sarah experimented with her hair, which was the most visible and perhaps safest way she could express her gender identity. The long hair became a bob, then a Mohawk. We went shopping for clothing in the boys’ department. I came to understand that her clothing was not a costume, not something she was trying on for size, and that her female parts were not a secret she was keeping. She was bending gender.
  


  
    I could be an ally in this process that had no name, or I could be someone to avoid. I chose to keep my focus on my child and not on the larger implications and issues. Sarah slowly built a second family of support in a “trans-friendly” community nearby and made abiding friendships there. Yet I didn’t feel supplanted. Mostly what I felt was grateful.
  


  
    When Sean turned eighteen, he decided to go on testosterone as he left for college. He had been seeing a therapist and was excited to take the next steps in establishing his identity. I was terrified of talking with him about this, instead asking myself the question that had become all too familiar: Will I say the wrong thing and lose communication and trust?
  


  
    I went ahead anyway, reminding myself that we were 
     both sailing in uncharted waters. I asked whether using testosterone for decades might lead to major health complications and perhaps even premature death. His answer was one of the more poignant things a mother can hear from her child: “I’d rather die than have to live any other way.”
  


  
    For me, one of the hardest things about Sean’s transition has been the loss of Sarah. I have experienced deep grief about this, and I would continue to do so if not for the experience of my friends who have actually lost children to illness or accident. That perspective has been invaluable. And it is not lost on me that for his part, Sean still willingly and lovingly recognizes me through all my many changes.
  


  
    The hard part is right there when I am confronted with a flooded basement and discover that early photos of Sarah have been destroyed. I have saved old phone messages that Sean, pre-testosterone, has left me. These are rare echoes of a sound I will not hear again. Along with testosterone come permanent changes—in voice, in body, in personality—and I don’t want to lose the evidence that Sean existed in another form.
  


  
    It is probably that reluctance to let go of Sarah that comes to me in my dreams, for she often appears in my dreams. At first, these “sightings” were extremely upsetting, but now I recognize them as part of my own transition. Nothing prepares the parent of a transgender child, and nothing prepares that child. For me, that’s the good news: there’s no rulebook.
  


  
    It’s hard to write about all of this, mostly because it feels like I’m unpacking a huge suitcase full of unopened letters I have not wanted to read. Recently, though, I’ve found opportunities to use my voice, this essay being one of them. I’ve also discovered an amazing group of parents of transgender 
     children who meet regularly, a place where I can have a direct experience of how common and how utterly divergent our experiences have been on this parental path. And yet another major opportunity to “come out” as the parent of a transgender child was one I made for myself: I conceived the idea of an art exhibition entitled Continuum: Gender Identities, and curated it for a local gallery. The show included fifty-three artists from around the world, working in a wide range of media, expressing themselves on the subject of gender. The event encouraged the “big conversation in a small town” that I was craving, and the reception and publicity it received was overwhelmingly positive. All these opportunities to express support for my child tell me that, finally, I’m ready to unpack the suitcase.
  


  
    What I keep coming back to in my head is that there is nothing “wrong” with my child. There is everything right with discovering the core of yourself—something that so few people, of either gender, manage to accomplish.
  


  
    Those questions of what I could have done differently, and whether I caused my child to be transgender, diminish both me as a parent and Sean as the magnificent person he is. My son is here and now, and I am too.
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      Nancy Moore is a working artist, and a book editor and proofreader. Moore is an artist member of the Silvermine Guild of Artists in New Canaan, and is on the board of the Ridgefield Guild of Artists in Connecticut. She is the proud mother of her two heroes, Emily and Sean.
    

  


  
  


  
    Discovering Raffi
  


  
    Marion Freedman-Gurspan
  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    I used to talk about my son. As she transitioned, I began to use the word child, avoiding the gender marker altogether. Now I talk about my daughter.
  


  
    When I was forty-two, I applied to adopt a child from Honduras because it was one of the very few countries willing to place an infant with an older single Jewish woman. I didn’t know if I would be assigned a boy or girl, or whether the child would be of Spanish, Caribbean black, or indigenous Indian background, or a mix. I had my first date with my husband-to-be the day that I dropped the adoption application in the mail. We brought Rafael home two years later when he was 9 months old, and we married ten days after that.
  


  
    Creating opportunities for Raffi to find his own identity 
     and to be comfortable in a variety of circumstances has been a motif in my life. I got to name him shortly after his birth, and selected a name that was American enough but that respected his Honduran heritage. This name was Rafael. I moved to a town with excellent schools, a racially and ethnically diverse population, and a good deli. Our family was delighted to see a new baby. The extended family includes the four children from my husband’s first marriage, encompasses biological and adopted children, whites and blacks, Jews and non-Jews, and those born both here and abroad.
  


  
    Raffi was raised with the Marlo Thomas video, Free to Be You and Me, which was created to break through gender stereotypes. Raffi says that I was raised with those same values, and therefore I was just following my family’s tradition. We allowed him to follow his inclinations. He played with Barbie dolls. He disliked sports but loved plays and music and dancing and museums of all kinds. He liked history books, but preferred reading books about girls, such as the American Girl series. He was tiny, smiley, and easy going, so the boys at school protected him and the girls mothered him.
  


  
    At the end of sixth grade, a neighbor asked if I knew that Raffi was telling students at school that he was gay. I replied that I wasn’t aware he was saying anything about his sexuality, but I wasn’t surprised or upset. There was only one serious bullying incident involved with this disclosure, and that got swiftly addressed.
  


  
    Although I was not concerned when Raffi entered a public high school as an openly gay student, that calm quickly passed. Raffi had affiliated himself with the Gay Straight Alliance, and one of the teachers asked him if he would speak to a 
     group of students who had had a history of substance abuse or delinquency problems. The intent was well-founded, but the effort failed on all counts. The students weren’t prepared, nor was Raffi informed about the possible consequences of coming out to a group with less-than-ideal social skills. After speaking, he was labeled by the whole school as “that gay kid” and became a target for hallway taunts. My husband and I met with the dean to stress the school’s responsibility for protecting vulnerable students. The episode was both frightening and enlightening. I learned how much fear and hatred there was out there. I learned how labels stick. And I learned that I needed to teach Raffi to watch out for himself, always evaluating the risk of homophobic violence. Gone was my middle-class illusion of safety.
  


  
    Although I didn’t see it at the time, Raffi’s self-realization and transition to womanhood began in high school. He attended many trainings on sexual orientation and gender identity, and spent hours on the internet exploring these issues. Raffi kept talking to me about being two-spirited, having both a feminine and masculine spirit. This is an acknowledged identity in several Native American and other indigenous cultures around the world. In response, I would nod and agree that the description seemed to fit him, but he kept the gay label.
  


  
    When Raffi decided he wanted to become the only male cheerleader at the high school, we supported his effort to make the squad; when he was selected, my husband, mother, and I attended games and cheered with everyone else. He was finally accepted for himself, and only one of the football players openly made gay slurs. Raffi seemed to do well as a shy gay teen, having a few female friends, a few crushes on guys, and 
     going to school dances as well as gay dances, but dating neither boys nor girls.
  


  
    When Raffi went off to a small Midwestern college as an openly gay man of color, we all felt he would be happy and safe there. I was glad that he would have a chance to grow up and explore his identity away from my vigilant eyes. We established the pattern I had with my parents of once-a-week phone calls, unless something urgent came up. Raffi, still only five foot one, became fast friends with a group of very large football players and was well-liked at school.
  


  
    I was caught completely off-guard the first time I saw Raffi dressed as a woman. We came to visit him during his sophomore year, spent a day together, and then, when we met later for dinner with a group of his friends, Raffi appeared in a skirt and heels. He had said nothing. Since none of his friends seemed surprised, we knew this was not a first-time event. I felt a thud in my heart, then took a deep breath. My husband and I looked at each other, and acknowledged what we had seen. We felt bad that Raffi had felt unable to tell us beforehand, but there was no need to ask what this was about. We knew.
  


  
    I sent a son abroad for his junior year of college. When Raffi flew home in mid-winter for my mother’s funeral, he had long hair and was wearing make-up. Some of my friends commented on how beautiful and relaxed she looked. By the time we visited Norway in May, we were visiting a daughter. Raffi lived her senior year at college as a woman, learning to fight for her rights as a transgender person as she sought the housing she wanted. Our daughter now lives with us and has succeeded in finding part-time professional work that may be leading to some full-time options.
  



  
    As a mother, I worry. I worry about her getting a decent job, but mostly, I worry about her social life. Will Raffi find truly good friends? I worry that she will have superficial friends, but not close ones. Will she find a partner, a man to live with, ideally someone to raise a family with? Raffi faced one horrible experience in college when the close friends from the football team decided they didn’t want to be associated with a transgender woman, rejected her as a housemate, and spurned her on campus. It took her a while to recover, and I hope she has the resilience and support to keep going should this happen again.
  


  
    Raffi navigates the world as a woman, and is thoughtful about the places she goes and how she gets there. I am sad that although Raffi would like to contribute to development in Honduras as a teacher or by doing community development work, she probably never will because transgender people are frequently victimized there. She has traveled to her birthplace with us, but would not be safe traveling or living there on her own. I am sad that so many situations require negotiating. I am sad that before going to a swimming pool she has to think about the shower and locker room set-up.
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