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It's

a cold Febru ary morn ing and the yard
is full of crow s, caw cawin g. I've been in
labor over 51 110urS; my belly so full of
on
baby.
, I am readY for the end. Who
earth is this kid insid e of me? Soon enou gh
I wlli know .
20 minu tes later, I'm holdi ng a nake d wet

baby and heari ng myse lf say "oh good lord,
it's ALIVE!" GiVing birth is prett y freak y
amaz ing. Here I was with this little
creat ure in my arms , pink and perfe ct,
those big eyes looki ng up at me for the first
1
time, both of US full of wond er, and with
such differ ent persp ectiv es. What have I
gotte n myse lf into? Little did 1 know .
,
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I'd been certa in I was pregn ant wit.h a bey,
so my surpr ise was great when I saw her.
"Well, so much for moth er's intuit ion" I
joked . I didn' t have a girls name picke d
out, but 3 daJ's later, I was t.he proud youn g
mot.h er of my litt.le Helen .
LIfe wit.h baby crept along . I starte d
midw ifery schoo l later t.hat year wit.h Helen
in tow. I did t.he attac hmen t paren ting
t.hing .... famil y bed, sling, nursi ng 'til she
could say "I want boob y right NOW moth er,
pleas e.' We move d aroun d a lot in those
first coupl e ofyea rs ....an inter nship in
Jama ica, a rainb ow gat.he ring, a tipi on an
organ ic garlic farm in Mont .ana, a cabin in
t.he wood s of upsta te NY, etc. etc. Chica go
has alway s been home base.
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Here is a story that has become a bit of
personal Helen/Asher folklore. He asks me
to tell it every chance we get, so I'll share it
here with you. It's a true story too, honest.
It's Helen's first birthday! My aunt had
given her the most beautlful party dress.
I'd been savtng it for just this day. It is
white with puflY sleeves and pastel
embroidered flowers; a gathered waist,
lacy collar, so lovely! My pride radiates
out from my body like rays of green and
golden light on a neon sign. I'm bragging
shamelessly to our party guests, and when
I'm done with that, I pick up the phone,
call my best friend and begin the
thousand word description of my
beautlful, amazing, sweet, intelligent,
charming, genius one year old in her
adorable birthday party dress.

Well meanwhile, Helen decides she's had
quite enough of this shameless display.
She is sitting in her bouncy chair playing
with her toes and trying to figure out how
the heck she is going to get out of this
dreadful dress. Then she spots
them ....across the room, in a heap of
wrapping paper, scotch tape and bows lie
the perfect tools for her salvation. She
unbuckles the strap on her bouncy seat,
climbs out and begins creepy crawling
toward her destination. Luckily, mother
is too busy bragging to notice her slow
turtle trek across the kitchen.

By the time I do look down, it is too late.
Helen is sitting on the floor, beaming
mischievously, holding a large pair or
scissors in her chubby hands and caimly
opening and closing, opening and closing
the blades. The beautiful party dress has
been cut to shreds. I let out a horrified
yelp. Little Helen just looks up at me with
a satisfied grin, delighted with her
handiwork.
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he years pass. When Helen was 3, she
began tak.In g vario us boys name s. First it
was Blake , then Jack, then MLgh ty Jack
(and if you lett out the 'Migh ty' you'd
certa inly be corre cted) . She tried on
Bran don, Henr y, Vinn y and other s.

One eveni ng while she was in the tub, she
asked me "mom , when is my penis going to
grow in?" This was the first of many such
quest ions that I had no idea how to answ er.
Nor did Dr. Spock or those Sears peopl e. I
stutte red throu gh my first attem pt to
expla in the physi cal differ ences betw een
boys and girls, keepi ng it as simpl e as
possi ble. She was not satisf ied with my
answ er, but at least a conv ersat ion had
begun . It woul d be put on the shelf for a
mont h or two here and there, but never
dropp ed.
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Over the next coupl e of years , she becam e
more and more asser tive with this male
gende r expre ssion . She never talke d abou t
want ing to be a boy, and neve r discu ssed
what she woul d be somedl\Y, but rathe r:
"mom, I'm really a boy". At first, he spoke
these word s only to me, in whisp ers or at
home , being caref ul not to attrac t too much
atten tion. But bit by bit, he becam e more
bold. By 5 years old he'd corre ct me in
publi c when I intro duce d him as my
daug hter, and bega n talk1n g abou t being a
boy with other mem bers of my famll y.

In all hone sty, I admi t: it didn' t bothe r me

much that my little girl baby was grow ing
up to be a hand some youn g lad, but other
peopl e did mind , a whol e lot in fact, and by
five years old, it was gettin g hard er to hide
behin d excus es like "it's just a phase " and
"isn't that cute?".
By now he had asked me plent y of times to
refer to him as my son, buy him briefs , and
cut his hair. In hinds ight, it was not with
his best inter est in mind that I reSist ed. My

gut said just let the kid be! Don't interfere
with h1B/her self-expression. I sta,yed silent
because I was afraid of the repercussions of
being seen as supportive, or worse...
'encouraging'. Eventually, protecting my
family, friends and acquaintances from my
kid's gender identity was not worth it. I
had to choose. I chose to believe him.

When Helen was four, he

en~re~ a

Waldorf preschool. We both loved his
teacher ve~ much. She was intelligent,
perceptive, kind and firm, as any good
Waldorf teacher worth their oats must be.
I'll never forget that parent/teacher
conference in Heien's kindergarten year.

We were sitting on the couch in the pink
lazure early childhoodlkindergarten room,
surrmmded by elves and barley and baskets
of lambs wool. She WB.'l careful with her
words as she began. She told me that Helen
was showing some behavior that she found
very concerning.
Helen had been playing the prince! father!
knight/ brother! stallion for some time now,
which was fine as fantasy play, but now
this male identity was sp1l1lng over and out
of the land of make believe. She was telling
the other children that she WB.'l a boy and
the other children were using male
pronouns for her in the classroom. The
other children were confused and
fascinated by this and it was creating some
commotion In the Sunflower Garden. She
was doing her best to remedy the situ,ation
by clearly reminding the class that Helen
WB.'lindeed a girl whenever it came up.
Unfortunately, this WB.'l not working, and
the more she said girl, the more Helen said
boy, the hotter the whole issue got.

She asked what I was doing at home to
intervene and correct this confusion in her
identity. I told her that I do not (nor am I
willing to) contradict my child regarding
his self identity, as I see this as harmful to
him. I said that I believe my child.
She did not know how to respond to this. I
did not know how to elsborate. In all our
wisdom and compassion, we did not find
the lsnguage to bridge Waldorf ideology
with gender theory. We reached a wall, and

never found our way around it. There was
only a month or so left in the school year,
and we roughed it out as best we could and

never discussed the gender issue' agaln.
I

I often wish I might have done a better job
advocating for him in those early years, but
I was freaked out. I didn't want to take on
the world, or the school, or my-family, or
even my friends. I often felt under attack.
In the search for
explsnation, our lives
were 1lll"der Bcru~iny .... this must be the

an

result of some trauma or abuse, maybe she
doesn't have a proper father figure, or for
that matter, a proper mother figure either.
Maybe she's not being set straight at home,
it's the haircut, it's the trucks, the travel,
the TV, etc. etc. Hardly ever, in those
years, did someone respond with "ma.ybe
the kid is alright".

It was a.!wa.ys an issue. I got sick of talking
about it pretty quick. Out in the world, I
was doing my best to hide in the shadows
and avoid attention around this issue, but
at home, my message remained simple:
whoever you are is fine. Just be yourself
and be proud of who you are. You know
yourself better than others know you.
Trust your heart.

~.
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Som etim e durin g Helen 's Kind ergar ten,
howe ver, I did go on what I call the Girls
Rock! Camp aign, comp lete with a Girls
Rock! butto n. I was th1nk 1ng mayb e I caul
sell her on the tomb oy idea and make both
of our lives a hell of a lot easie r. We playe d
socce r, I found a really cool dress at a thrift
store that I said was a boy/g irl dress , and I
talke d a lot abou t how girls can do anyth ing
they want and when they grow , they can be
anyth ing they want . We listen ed to 'free to
be you and me' all the time· and read lots of
fairY tales with powe rful wom en chara cters .
She was on board for a mont h and a half or

L

- so...w earln g the boy/g irl dress and the
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she got. Then one night , sittin g on her bed
with her pjs on after story time, she said to
me in a calm, sott v.;oice "hey mom , I know
girls rock and every thing but I'm still a
boy". I hugg ed him and said ok, I love you
just as much .
Now and then I'd still prod a little. Like a
year and a half ago, In Portl and, we were
readi ng this lovely fairy tale with a warri or
wom an, tall, stron g and beaut iful of cours e.
I eald "look at her, You can grow up to be
stron g and powe rMli ke her." And Helen
replie d, "yes, I know , but I want to grow up
to be like him" and point ed to the big fat
king besid e the warr ior princ ess.
My little guy.. ..bles s '1m.
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Chic agO winte rs are long and cold.
Winter blues have got me down many a
Chica go Marc h, but the sprin g of 2004
found me at rock botto m. Beca use paren tal
achie veme nt awar ds are not typic ally
hand ed out to depre ssed moth ers suffe ring
frequ ent panic attac ks, and becau se I
realiz e that spend lng a wlnte r coope d up In
an apart ment with a. very stresl;led out,
creat ively maln ouris hed, Isola ted singl e
moth er Is hard on a kid, I deCid ed to
swa.llow my pride and ask for help.
Helen 's dad had recen tly marr ied a wom an
With a kid Helen 's age, and then they' d had
a baby toget her. The four of them were
livlng In a: cabin by a river on a moun tain
near Portl and, OR With two kitten s and a

fireplace. They drew pictures and made lots
of cookies and had three hot meals a day
sitting around a table together. What could
be better? Helen desperately needed some
cheerfulness and a stable routine and this
little cabin in the woods with dad seemed as
close to a perfect situation as one could ask
for. I asked them If they were willing to
host Helen for the summer and they were
delighted.
I didn't go into the gender issue in great
depth (Which I'd come to regret later, of
course, but I'll get to that). They were the
sort of hippies that are very content with
the way they see the world and are not
eager to change their understanding of
healthy utopian lifestyle in any way.
We !lew out to Portland in late June and
spent one last day together. Tears were
shed on both ends, but he was exited about
a summer of forest frolic and I was ready to
be alone. He was going to be with them for

2 months. Step mother arrived in the late
morning, we loaded him up in one of the
two car seats, I kissed hJm goodbye, and
they drove off peacefully together. I cried a
lot that afternoon.

I flew back to Chicago and began the two
long months of being with myself. I missed
hJm terribly but took advantage of my time
alone as best I could. The two months
passed quickly and I was getting ready to
welcome him home when I got a letter from
the Waldorf school s"'Ying that they did not
have enough students to carry a I ~ grade
class. This was less than a montli before
the school year was supposed to start.
I was living in the city and was not eager to
enroll my gender variant 6 year old in a
Chicago public school. There was another
Waldorf school nearby, but based on our
prior Waldorf experience, this didn't feel
right either. I told Helen's dad what was
going on, and within a week they called and
offered'to let her start I ~ grade there, at a
small public school in their "\)Torking class

logging town. I was feeling stuck and was
ready for a change, so after a couple short
da,ys of consideration, I decided to let Helen
stay with them for now. I began packing
up our lives and preparing to head west.

A

couple ';"'eeks later, I get a call from

step mOID. There has been 'an incident' at

school. Bathroom troubles. The story per
step mom goes like this: She'd been coming
home from school every da,y with wet pants
and no explanation. Finally the social
worker had a talk with her and was told
that she had been using the girls bathroom
until a couple of girls in her class,
'mistaking her for a boy', told her she was
in the wrong bathroom. She started using
the boys bathroom until the teacher caught
her in there and told her she was in the
wrong bathroom. No place left to go except
in her pants at her desk.

This about broke my hearL. The thought of
him struggling through this stuff alone was
unbearable. Step mother's solution was for
all of us, Including me, to tell her as otten
as possible that she is a wonderful,
beautiful, Intelligent litLle girl and that we
love her unconditionally, as a girL I said
no way, I'll love him or her uncondiLionally
no matter what. I believe him and it would
be against my conscience to tell her she 1s
not what he says he is. She responded by
calling me abusive and crazy and Lold me
she couldn't continue having this
conversation and hung up. This was the
beginning of a long and bitter battle.

I

moved to Portland. They (Baby daddY

and step motheryheld on tight to their
position. They told me more than once that

they considered me to be an abusive,
manipulative parent that was constructing
this gender crap fo~ my own sick 'selfish
reasons and that the less time she spent
with me the better and that they did not
wish or intend to return her to my primary
custody and that they were prepared to take
action and had friends, family and school
administration that would be eager to speak
on their behaif in order to protect her from,
me. It really sucked.

I spent my :3 months in Portland talking to
lawyers, therapists and all the queer
advocates I could find. What I discovered
was bleak: if a custody case went to court
in their veI'y cOIlJ3ervative county and if
accusations of emotional.,abuse were made
and Asher's teacher or school principal or
janitor or the drunk. next door were to
testify against me, saying simply that Helen
is this way because her mom messes with
her head, that would be that. I wouldn't
stand a chance.

I cried and cried and thought and thought
and cried and thought some more, and then
I decided the best thing to do would be to
take my kid and get the hell out of there as
fast as possible.. It was easier said than
done, as they were doing all they could to
keep him under their charges.
This was one of the hardest decisions I've

ever had to make. Now it seems obvious,
but at the time it was unclear. He was,
after all, enjoying his life on the mountain
in the woods. He had a 3 legged kitten who
he loved dearly, he was quite fond of his
rugged backyard turf and he like living with
his sisters. He was with me only on the
weekends and would tell me how he missed
his baby sister after a day and a half.
He'd also confide in me often about the
struggle of living as a girL I asked him if
. 'he'd'told them how he feels, and he

respo nded with a sad sigh and 'yes, but
they don't believ e me'. If I had know n for
sure that I woul d be able to have h1m back
befor e puber ty, I may have let h1m stay.
The way thing s stood , it wasn 't going to
risk it. I woul dn't gamb le with his life.
I waite d until Chris tmas. My mom came to
help me pack my stuff and get my kid. His
dad insist ed that I sign and notar ize a letter
sayin g that I woul d be back with Helen in
no more tha.t one week (I learn ed it was
illega l for h1m to a.sk this of me), and that I
show h1m two roun d trip ticke ts with our
name s on them . We gave h1m the ticke ts
and the piece of paper . I drove straig ht to
their house , picke d up my kid and was hack
in Chica go the next morn ing. 3 days later,
I filed sole custo dy.
This trans ition was rough on Ashe r, and it
took a good long time for h1m to begin to
·unde rstan d why I did what I did. Soon
after we left, his dad and step mom split up.
That' s when it first began maki ng sense to
h1m. Now he thank s me for kidna pping
(resc uing) h1m hack.

I was grant ed sole custo dy in Ma.Y of 2005 .
I'd rathe r have coop eratio n than autho rity,
but alter all we'd been throu gh, I sleep
bette r at night knOW ing I'll be able to be
there for him. I love him too much and am
not naive enou gh to expec t him to walk this
path alone .

~~···~H~
W e move d back in with the folks for a
bit, and Ashe r starte d schoo l at the local
publi c eleme ntarY . I ,vent in the day befor e
he starte d and told the princ ipal that my
child , Helen , woul d be tellin g all the kids in
her class that she was a bay and I did not
want her to be contr adict ed. Plus we'd
have to work out the bathr oom issue . The
princ ipal was no nons ense about the
busin ess of runn ing a schoo l, and he had
no inter est in maki ng a big issue of this.
He asked me what we neede d, grant ed all
reque sts and sent me on my way. My next
stop was the schoo l socia l work er.

- The soc1a.l work er was also very cool abou t
the our situa tion. She met with Helen 's
new teach er right away , and then they met
with the princ ipal and schoo l nurse after
that. His main teach er decid ed to walt and
see how Helen intro duce d hims elf to the
class and not interf ere. The stude nts began
using male pron ouns (to Helen 's delig ht),
so the teach er was consi stent with this. He
was still going by Helen , whic h creat ed
confu sion and drew more atten tion than he
cared for. He finish ed the year there , and
on the last da.Y the socla l work er who I
liked , told me she was going to anoth er
schoo l. Bumm er. Who know s what next
year will bring ?
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Sum mer camp was rough . I didn' t do
much in the way of advoc acy or meeti ngs
befor e camp starte d, and on the first da.Y,

we walke d up to the coun selor , who pulle d
out a clipb oard and sald 'who 's this little
gu,y?" "He's Helen " I replie d. The
coun selor looke d back down at clipb oard.
with a bewil dered expre ssion and then said
"Oh! Well she's all set." Helen came to the
concl usion last summ er that the birth name
woul d have to go. "Mom , they think I'm a
girl becau se I have a girls name . I need a
new name befor e schoo l starts." We made a
llst of our favor ite boyS /neut ral name s and
.
ABher was the lucky winn er.

~ 11 ... ~~t~ F~···
ASh er retur ned to schoo l with his new
name . Plus his new teach er, new room and
new socia l worker. The socia l work er and
teach er were fine enou gh peopl e, but by
n.ow I was begin n1ng to realiz e how
impo rtant it was for him to have stron g
advoc ates work ing with and for him. He
neede d more than mom on his side and I
did not feel confi dant that the new teach er
and socta l work er woul d be there for him.

l
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We were in the process of moving down the
street at the time, which put us in another
school district. I decided to go and talk to
the social worker at that school, just to see,
though the idea of transplanting him once
again made me uneasy.

I'd gotten a bit bolder aver the last 8
months, but this still wasn't my favorite
conversation. I explained to the social
worker that my son, Asher, is biologically
female and that this has presented
complications at school and I want to find
the best possible enVironment for him to
learn and live. Her response amazed me.
She did not get stuck on an endless list of
when, how, what and whys, nor did she try
to brush it under the rug, but instead
focused on assessing Asher's needs, seeking
to understand her role in supporting him
and connecting me to resources that might
be helpful. She gave me the name and
number of a 2 nd grade teacher who she
thought might be a good fit.

I leit him a message when I got home and
he called me back that night. We talked for
and hour and a half. Again, he was not
nosy and did not ask intrusive questions,
but stayed focused on what he might do to
provide a learning environment where
Asher might thrive If I chose to transfer
him. He claimed no expertise, despite 11
years working with kids as a social worker
before becoming a teacher, and was very
encouraging and supportive.
We came over the next night so Asher could
meet him and they got along very well.
Asher still had some resistance to another
change, but decided to go for it, and joined
his new class the following Monda,y.
Another decision neither of us has ever
regretted.

Both IDS teacher and the social worker
have been amazing advocates for us. When
the reading teacher from his old school
called the office at his new school to make a
little announcement about his 'hidden
identity', they were both. on it immediately.
We discussed the idea of bringing in a panel
to do a workshop, and when that idea got
tangled up in red tape, they called an
emergency meeting with those directly
involved in Asher's education to discuss
protocol regarding confidentiality and
professional conduct. In attendance was
Asher's main teacher, the SOCial worker,
the principal, the reading teacher, gym
teacher, art teacher, music teacher and
librarian. It went something like this "Here

are the fact, mind YO\lI' own business, or
else. If you need to gossip, do it with your
therapist". I was told it was well received
by all in attendance. We have not had any
Pfoblems with leaks since then.

A coupl e mont hs ago I was called in for a
confe rence with the voice thera pist (Ash er
has a horse voice due to repea t surge ries,

but that's anoth er story ), his main teach er,

and the socia l work er. At one point the
thera pist was cross ing out Helen and
writi ng Ashe r, and she got fust "I
wond er.... " look on her face, like she was
abou t to offer me some bran d new
revel ation . "So I'm wond ering " she begin s,
"do you think Ashe r's ident ity issue s have
anyth ing to do with his voice ?" Well, could
be, who know s, I dodge. "Whe n did he first
start tellin g you he want ed to be a boy" she
conti nues. He never did, I respo nd. He
doesn 't talk abou t want ing to be a boy, nor
has he ever. He think s of hims elf as a boy.
"Has his fathe r been aroun d much ?" I
open my mout h to respo nd, but by now I'm
feelin g anno yed and frust rated as my
attem pts to get her back on track have not
been succe ssful, so teach er Inter rupts with
"Ash er's gend er ident ity does not conc ern
you or the work you will be doing with

him.

When she conti nues with lyes, but
don't you think ... ' the socia l work er steps
in with "agai n, Ashe r's gend er ident ity is
not your busin ess. We are here to discu ss
voice thera py".
OJ

It was the first time 1'd had some one step
·up like that. They had my back. It was
hard to conce al how touch ed I was, as this
felt l1ke no small mirac le. When the
meet ing ended , I tried to thank them over
and over for being so suppo rtive, but in the
proce ss of doing so, I realiz ed it wasn 't
neces sary. They were actin g on Ashe r's
bebal f becau se it was the right thing to do
and becau se it was their job to do so. Neve r
have the word s 'just doing my job' soun ded
so good ,.

I

'm proud of my son for findlng the

strength to cry when he's hurt, even as he
tell me that "boys are not supposed to" and
I'm proud of him for having the courage to
be himself In a world that tells him it's
impossible or forbidden for him to do so.
He makes me laugh too. I feel pretty lucky.
Last week we were setting up a board game
In my room after h1B bath. Out of the blue,

he shared this with me: "Mom, I'm not a
boy ora girL I'm a boy and a girL I can be
anything I want, and I can switch someday
too." Moments like this remind me to keep
breathing and trust that the kid is alright.
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