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Jeremy Ivester is a transgender man. Thirty years ago, his parents welcomed him into the
world as what they thought was their daughter. As a child, he preferred the toys and games our
society views as masculine. He kept his hair short and wore boys’ clothing. They called him a
tomboy. That’s what he called himself.By high school, when he showed no interest in flirting,
his parents thought he might be lesbian. At twenty, he wondered if he was asexual. At twenty-
three, he surgically removed his breasts. A year later, he began taking the hormones that
would lower his voice and give him a beard—and he announced his new name and
pronouns.Once a Girl, Always a Boy is Jeremy’s journey from childhood through coming out as
transgender and eventually emerging as an advocate for the transgender community. This is
not only Jeremy’s story but also that of his family, told from multiple perspectives—those of the
siblings who struggled to understand the brother they once saw as a sister, and of the parents
who ultimately joined him in the battle against discrimination. This is a story of acceptance in a
world not quite ready to accept.

Annual Indie excellence Juror’s Choice Awards: Winner, LGBTQIA Non-Fiction
category“LGBTQ Books to Read During Pride Month”, USA Today2020 Readers’ Favorite
Book Awards: Gold Medal in Non-Fiction – Parenting2020 Next Generation Indie Book Awards
Winner in LGBTQ2020 Next Generation Indie Book Awards Winner in Parenting/Family
Nonfiction2020 International Book Awards, Finalist in LGBTQ Non-Fiction2020 International
Book Awards, Finalist in Parenting & Family“24 of the Best Memoirs to Read This Year”,
Parade Magazine“Highly empathetic, the story captures Jeremy’s experience vividly. The result
is another fine contribution to the growing body of transgender literature.” �Booklist“…a
heartwarming story that anyone with a complicated life and identity can relate to. A
multifaceted, rich, and moving exploration of the trans experience.” �Kirkus Reviews,(starred
review)“An important purchase both for its heartwarming demonstration of a family’s
unconditional love and for effective advocacy for transgender individuals . . . a model for other
families searching for acceptance and ways to support their loved one’s transition
journey.” �Library Journal, starred“A must-read in today’s political environment, this courageous
book demonstrates how to fight prejudice and embrace acceptance.” �Steve Adler, Mayor of
Austin“This is a story of how acceptance happens. It is a universal one about how good people
can struggle to find the right path when challenged by the unfamiliar. This optimistic book is an
excellent read for anyone nervous about sharing their private lives and thoughts with their
loved ones, and for those who are unsure about how to respond. Once a Girl, Always a Boy
guides us through the key decision points Jeremy and his family got to and got through as
parents, siblings, and Jeremy himself all moved toward acceptance �at different speeds, but
ultimately, together.” �Mara Keisling, founder and executive director of the National Center for
Transgender Equality (NCTE)“Familial support is so crucial to reducing misconceptions and
stigma surrounding the trans community. It is often the difference between success and
support vs. crisis and instability. This beautifully written and vulnerable narrative does a
phenomenal job of telling the story of the Ivester family’s journey as their son and brother came
to embrace his truth and live in it. The insight and perspective Jo so skillfully shares while
keeping the reader engaged throughout the story makes this a must-read.” �Emmett Schelling,
executive director of the Transgender Education Network of Texas (TENT)“This book will save



lives. It is a testament that love and kindness can and do win out. A moving, powerful, and life-
changing story not just about how a family cares for one another but also of how they’ve used
the lessons of their transgender journey to pave the way for others. I’ve spent a lifetime
searching to find myself reflected in the world around me. And now, it’s as if someone found
the movie reels of my childhood and told my story, only in a different family, in a different town,
and with more of a fairy tale ending. This is the book I wish I could have read when I was on
my own journey of self-discovery.” �Sam Slate, member of the National Board of Directors of the
Human Rights Campaign“This heartfelt book shines the light on how important unconditional
love is when someone is transitioning to become their authentic self. The way Jo and Jeremy
Ivester track this journey in Once a Girl, Always a Boy gives people insight into what it really
means to be transgender. The Ivesters are amazing allies in the fight for equal rights and
dignity and respect for the LGBTQ community.” �Angela Hale, acting chief executive officer for
Equality Texas“When I read Ivester’s book, I had to put it down and come back several times
because it addresses so honestly the difficult issues I personally faced growing up as a
transgender man. In my professional life, I work with families like the Ivesters every day and
see firsthand how they want to be supportive but sometimes don’t know how. Once a Girl,
Always a Boy is a testament to a family who tried and succeeded and grew closer to one
another on the journey. I cannot wait to share it with the families I seek to help through Trans-
Cendence International.” �Finnigan Jones, executive director of Trans-Cendence
International“The author of The Outskirts of Hope tells another real-life tale that we all need to
hear, especially the large number of us with no experience of a subject rightly seeking its place
on the national stage. The more people read this enlightening family story, the easier the
journey will be for those still subject to the discriminations of ignorance and prejudice.” �Murray
Biggs, Adjunct Associate Professor, Yale University“Being transgender is a foreign concept to
most people. For the Ivester family, it crashed into their lives when the child they thought was
their daughter started to seek his true identity. Jo and Jon Ivester scrambled to support this
quest with sensitivity and compassion. Once a Girl, Always a Boy is not just the story of a
transgender journey but also of a family’s acceptance of one of its own. Told in frank and warm-
hearted terms with a touch of humor, this gripping tale will stay with its readers for years to
come.” �Forrest Preece, Columnist, West Austin News“Unconditional love and support �the very
fabric that weaves a family together �is profoundly illustrated in this real-life story of one young
man’s journey to become the person he was born to be. Courageously sharing their personal
experiences, Jeremy and his family provide honest insight into how they navigated the
challenges and triumphs of being transgender and having a transgender son. The Ivesters will
undoubtedly touch their readers’ hearts as they share theirs with us.” �Gregory Abbink, Senior
Police Officer, Austin Police Department, Austin’s first openly transgender police officer“Raw,
insightful, and told from multiple perspectives, Once a Girl, Always a Boy is a poignant
reminder that transgender people are our family, our friends, and our neighbors. A book that is
both painful and inspiring to read, this memoir is a deeply emotional journey, one that will
resonate for everyone. Whether you’re learning about transgender people for the first time or
seeking inspiration and community, Ivester’s book is a must read.” �Kasey Suffredini, chief
executive officer of Freedom for All Americans (FFAA)“I wish all transgender people could
experience the love, compassion, and acceptance demonstrated in Once a Girl, Always a Boy.
Ivester’s book is a poignant reminder that all of us �transgender or not �are on a journey toward
understanding and self-acceptance.” �Masen Davis, co-chair of the International Trans Fund
Steering Committee, former executive director of Transgender Law Center, and former CEO of
FFAA“A unique addition to transgender memoirs, Once a Girl, Always a Boy centers author Jo



Ivester’s and her family’s voices alongside that of her transgender son, Jeremy. Ivester elevates
the questions, worries, and support of the entire family along Jeremy’s journey. Once a Girl,
Always a Boy reveals the not-so-linear process of transition, love, and acceptance.” �Seth M.
Marnin, board chair of Keshet and former VP for Civil Rights at the Anti-Defamation
League“While discovering and exploring one’s gender identity is a profoundly personal and
internal process �no one transitions ‘at’ anyone �the open honesty of Jo, Jon, and their
transgender son, Jeremy, highlights how the ripples cast by one’s identity wash over the people
in our lives. Fortunately, in Once a Girl, Always a Boy, Jo Ivester authentically portrays meeting
the unexpected with love, openness, and compassion.” �Rebecca Kling, transgender educator
and advocate, inaugural member of The Trans 100, and former education program director of
the NCTE“Once a Girl, Always a Boy is a heartwarming affirmation of one family’s journey to
navigate a just path and to realize and celebrate the remarkable potential unleashed when they
embrace a transgender son and brother. While some in our society would exclude and
marginalize those who are different, the Ivesters welcomed their son Jeremy as his authentic
self. The family’s learned experience has led them to be vocal advocates for everyone on the
LGBTQIA++ spectrum. By bravely sharing her family’s personal story, Jo Ivester invites her
readers to be more accepting and to recognize that transgender individuals are due the same
love, dignity and respect we all should enjoy.” �Steve Adler, Mayor of Austin, Texas--This text
refers to the paperback edition.About the AuthorJo Ivester was raised in a politically active
family. In 1967, when she was ten years old, her father moved their family from Boston, MA to
an all-black town in the Mississippi Delta, where they were drawn into the heart of the civil
rights movement. Because of this experience, Jo is committed to advocating for equal rights for
all. Her best-selling, award-winning memoir about her family’s time in Mississippi, The Outskirts
of Hope (She Writes Press, April 2015), has led to numerous speaking engagements about
racial relations. In the last few years, she has broadened her focus to raise awareness about
the transgender community, and now serves on the board of Equality Texas, a non-profit
LGBTQ rights organization. When not focused on family, writing, and advocate work, Jo enjoys
skiing, walking on the beach, and swing dancing with her husband. She lives in Austin, Texas. --
This text refers to the paperback edition.
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PRAISE FOROnce a Girl, Always a Boy“This is a story of how acceptance happens. It is a
universal one about how good people can struggle to find the right path when challenged by
the unfamiliar. This optimistic book is an excellent read for anyone nervous about sharing their
private lives and thoughts with their loved ones, and for those who are unsure about how to
respond. Once a Girl, Always a Boy guides us through the key decision points Jeremy and his
family got to and got through as parents, siblings, and Jeremy himself all moved toward
acceptance—at different speeds, but ultimately, together.”—MARA KEISLING, founder and
executive director of the National Center for Transgender Equality (NCTE)“Familial support is
so crucial to reducing misconceptions and stigma surrounding the trans community. It is often
the difference between success and support vs. crisis and instability. This beautifully written
and vulnerable narrative does a phenomenal job of telling the story of the Ivester family’s
journey as their son and brother came to embrace his truth and live in it. The insight and
perspective Jo so skillfully shares while keeping the reader engaged throughout the story
makes this a must-read.”—EMMETT SCHELLING, executive director of the Transgender
Education Network of Texas (TENT)“When I read Ivester’s book, I had to put it down and come
back several times because it addresses so honestly the difficult issues I personally faced
growing up as a transgender man. In my professional life, I work with families like the Ivesters
every day and see firsthand how they want to be supportive but sometimes don’t know how.
Once a Girl, Always a Boy is a testament to a family who tried and succeeded and grew closer
to one another on the journey. I cannot wait to share it with the families I seek to help through
Trans-Cendence International.”—FINNIGAN JONES, executive director of Trans-Cendence
International“The author of The Outskirts of Hope tells another real-life tale that we all need to
hear, especially the large number of us with no experience of a subject rightly seeking its place
on the national stage. The more people read this enlightening family story, the easier the
journey will be for those still subject to the discriminations of ignorance and prejudice.”—
MURRAY BIGGS, adjunct associate professor, Yale University“This book will save lives. It is a
testament that love and kindness can and do win out. A moving, powerful, and life-changing
story not just about how a family cares for one another but also of how they’ve used the
lessons of their transgender journey to pave the way for others. I’ve spent a lifetime searching
to find myself reflected in the world around me. And now, it’s as if someone found the movie
reels of my childhood and told my story, only in a different family, in a different town, and with
more of a fairy-tale ending. This is the book I wish I could have read when I was on my own
journey of self-discovery.”—SAM SLATE, member of the National Board of Directors of the
Human Rights Campaign“This heartfelt book shines the light on how important unconditional
love is when someone is transitioning to become their authentic self. The way Jo and Jeremy
Ivester track this journey in Once a Girl, Always a Boy gives people insight into what it really
means to be transgender. The Ivesters are amazing allies in the fight for equal rights and
dignity and respect for the LGBTQ community.”—ANGELA HALE, acting chief executive officer
for Equality Texas“Raw, insightful, and told from multiple perspectives, Once a Girl, Always a
Boy is a poignant reminder that transgender people are our family, our friends, and our
neighbors. A book that is both painful and inspiring to read, this memoir is a deeply emotional
journey, one that will resonate for everyone. Whether you’re learning about transgender people
for the first time or seeking inspiration and community, Ivester’s book is a must read.”—KASEY
SUFFREDINI, chief executive officer of Freedom for All Americans (FFAA)“Being transgender
is a foreign concept to most people. For the Ivester family, it crashed into their lives when the



child they thought was their daughter started to seek his true identity. Jo and Jon Ivester
scrambled to support this quest with sensitivity and compassion. Once a Girl, Always a Boy is
not just the story of a transgender journey but also of a family’s acceptance of one of its own.
Told in frank and warm-hearted terms with a touch of humor, this gripping tale will stay with its
readers for years to come.”—FORREST PREECE, columnist, West Austin News“Unconditional
love and support—the very fabric that weaves a family together—is profoundly illustrated in this
real-life story of one young man’s journey to become the person he was born to be.
Courageously sharing their personal experiences, Jeremy and his family provide honest insight
into how they navigated the challenges and triumphs of being transgender and having a
transgender son. The Ivesters will undoubtedly touch their readers’ hearts as they share theirs
with us.”—GREGORY ABBINK, senior police officer, Austin Police Department, Austin’s first
openly transgender police officer“A unique addition to transgender memoirs, Once a Girl,
Always a Boy centers author Jo Ivester’s and her family’s voices alongside that of her
transgender son, Jeremy. Ivester elevates the questions, worries, and support of the entire
family along Jeremy’s journey. Once a Girl, Always a Boy reveals the not-so-linear process of
transition, love, and acceptance.”—SETH M. MARNIN, board chair of Keshet and former VP for
Civil Rights at the Anti-Defamation League“I wish all transgender people could experience the
love, compassion, and acceptance demonstrated in Once a Girl, Always a Boy. Ivester’s book
is a poignant reminder that all of us— transgender or not—are on a journey toward
understanding and self-acceptance.”—MASEN DAVIS, co-chair of the International Trans Fund
Steering Committee, former executive director of Transgender Law Center, and former CEO of
FFAA“While discovering and exploring one’s gender identity is a profoundly personal and
internal process—no one transitions ‘at’ anyone—the open honesty of Jo, Jon, and their
transgender son, Jeremy, highlights how the ripples cast by one’s identity wash over the people
in our lives. Fortunately, in Once a Girl, Always a Boy, Jo Ivester authentically portrays meeting
the unexpected with love, openness, and compassion.”—REBECCA KLING, transgender
educator and advocate, inaugural member of The Trans 100, and former education program
director of the NCTE“Once a Girl, Always a Boy is a heartwarming affirmation of one family’s
journey to navigate a just path and to realize and celebrate the remarkable potential unleashed
when they embrace a transgender son and brother. While some in our society would exclude
and marginalize those who are different, the Ivesters welcomed their son Jeremy as his
authentic self. The family’s learned experience has led them to be vocal advocates for
everyone on the LGBTQIA++ spectrum. By bravely sharing her family’s personal story, Jo
Ivester invites her readers to be more accepting and to recognize that transgender individuals
are due the same love, dignity and respect we all should enjoy.”—STEVE ADLER, mayor of
Austin, Texas“. . . a heartwarming story that anyone with a complicated life and identity can
relate to. A multifaceted, rich, and moving exploration of the trans experience.”—KIRKUS
REVIEWS (starred review)“A story that shines the light on a family’s journey to acceptance.
Centered on unconditional love, this is a story that will not only motivate readers to become
advocates, but will also provide a path for doing just that. LGBTQIA+ individuals and their allies
will find themselves moved to action.”—RICARDO MARTÍNEZ, chief executive officer of
Equality Texasonce a girl,always a boyCopyright © 2020 Jo IvesterAll rights reserved. No part
of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means,
including photocopying, recording, digital scanning, or other electronic or mechanical methods,
without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations
embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.
For permission requests, please address She Writes Press.For information, address:She



Writes Press1569 Solano Ave #546Berkeley, CA 94707She Writes Press is a division of
SparkPoint Studio, LLC.I Hope You DanceWords and Music by Tia Sillers and Mark D.
SandersCopyright (c) 2000 Sony/ATV Music Publishing LLC, Choice Is Tragic Music,Universal
Music Corp. and Soda Creek SongsAll Rights on behalf of Sony/ATV Music Publishing ILC and
Choice Is TragicMusic Administered by Sony/ATV Music Publishing LLC, 424 Church
Street,Suite 1200, Nashville, TN 37219All Rights on behalf of Soda Creek Songs Controlled
and Administered byUniversal Music Corp. International Copyright SecuredAll Rights
ReservedReprinted by Permission of Hal Leonard LLCBook design by Stacey AaronsonAll
company and/or product names may be trade names, logos, trademarks, and/or registered
trademarks and are the property of their respective owners.Names and identifying
characteristics have been changed to protect the privacy of certain individuals.Based on the
video journalsofJeremy IvesterIncluding writingsfromJon Ivester, Elizabeth Norman,Ben &
Jenn Ivester, and Sammy IvesterFor transgender, nonbinary, and nonconforming people
everywhere, along with their families, friends, and alliesTABLE OF
CONTENTSPhotographsPreface1 The Dress2 The Haircut3 The Tomboy4 Puberty5 The
“Swoose”6 Are You Gay?7 The Old College Try8 “Is That Even Possible?”9 I’m Not
Broken10 Introducing “Em”11 I’m Not Ready to Grow Up12 Once a Girl, Always a Boy13 Maid
of Honor14 Flying High15 It’s Almost Time16 What’s in a Name?17 I’m Awesome at Denial18
Honorary Bro19 More Baby Steps20 Terrified21 Call Me Jeremy22 Mom’s Story23 A New
Start24 Jeremy’s Day in Court25 A Book? Really?26 I Just Am27 Making a Difference28 My
Growing Advocacy29 Changing Hearts and Minds30 An
UpdateEpilogueAcknowledgmentsAdvice to Parents and Friends of Transgender
IndividualsGlossaryBook Club Discussion GuideAbout the AuthorAbout Jeremy
IvesterPHOTOGRAPHSAll photographs are from Ivester family photo albums and cell phones
unless otherwise specified.cover photoJeremy Ivester (29). Taken by
KerryLDphotography.chapter twoJeremy in a dress at six years old.Jeremy in boys’ clothes at
six years old.chapter fourJeremy (11) with hair in a ponytail.Taken by Hill Country Middle
School.Ivester family in 1996. L to R: Jeremy in a baseball uniform (6); Elizabeth in a soccer
uniform (11); Jon dressed for golf (31); Ben with a basketball and soccer cleats (9); Jo ready for
tennis (29); Sammy (2). Taken by Don Rogers Photography.Ivester family in 1998. L to R:
Elizabeth (13); Ben (11); Jon (33); Sammy (4); Jeremy in a dress (8); Jo (31); Grandma Aura
(76). Taken by Don Rogers Photography.chapter fiveJeremy playing football in seventh grade
(12).Taken by The Photo Guy.chapter sevenJeremy (18) during senior year of high
school.Taken by Gray Hawn.Self-portrait. Sketched by Jeremy Ivester.chapter elevenJeremy
(21) practicing at keyboard.chapter thirteenJeremy (23) with Elizabeth’s (28) bridal party.Taken
by Cory Ryan.Ben (26) and Jeremy (23) at Ben’s wedding.Taken by Liz and Ryan
Photography.chapter fourteenJeremy (23) at the airport following surgery.chapter twenty-twoJo
at twelve years old.chapter twenty-fourJeremy (25) in court with Judge Stavely.chapter twenty-
fiveJeremy (25), Jo, Connie, and Philip at the Texas State Capitol.chapter twenty-sevenJeremy
(26) with niece Ellie.chapter twenty-eightJo, Jeremy (27), and Jon protesting Texas Senate Bill
6.Taken by Susan Risdon, Equality Texas.chapter thirtyJeremy (30) as his authentic self.Taken
by Susan Risdon, Equality Texas.about the authorJo Ivester. Taken by
KerryLDPhotography.about Jeremy IvesterPublicity photo of Jeremy Ivester.Taken by
KerryLDPhotography.prefaceMy transgender son, Jeremy, was identified as female at birth. At
twenty-three years old, although still presenting as Emily, he had what is called top surgery,
removing his breasts and sculpting his chest to a more masculine shape. A year later, he
changed both his name and his use of pronouns. He also began taking hormones.I faced a



major decision in writing his story. Should I refer to him as Emily and she when writing about
him as a child and a young adult? That’s how we thought of him at the time. Would doing so
help readers experience Jeremy’s journey with him, instead of jumping ahead to when he’d
figured out who he really is? It feels uncomfortable for me to write Emily and she, and I worry
whether it’s disrespectful to the transgender community, given that so many who have
transitioned wince at the use of their former names and pronouns.Should I instead call my son
Jeremy throughout the book? Is that revisionist writing? Will it confuse readers? Is it okay for
them to be confused? After much deliberation, I found a compromise. I refer to Jeremy as she
and Emily until the moment he transitioned. From that point forward, I refer to him as he and
Jeremy. This may feel awkward. But that’s okay. Jeremy felt awkward for years.Finally, is it okay
to use the phrase Once a Girl in the book’s title? When we welcomed Jeremy into the world
thirty years ago, we thought he was our daughter. Today, I think of Jeremy as male, even when
I picture him as a four-year-old. Even when I picture him wearing a dress. He was never a
girl.Jeremy created a video journal to document his transition. That journal is the basis for his
voice in the true story you are about to read. Beyond that, this book is based on numerous
interviews of family and friends, research, and my own memories. At times, I have changed the
names of individuals to protect their privacy.oneTHE DRESSWinter 2013 — Boulder, COEmily
(23 years old)The box had plagued me for weeks. I was overwhelmed by its very presence. Not
by its size, which was actually quite ordinary. What terrified me was what was inside, boldly
hinted at by the return address, by the pink store label that included the word
bridesmaid.Leaning against the wall in a corner of my room, barely visible under the many
jeans and T-shirts I’d tossed in its general direction, it accused me, though of what I’m not quite
sure. Usually, I’m pretty good about keeping my place neat. I pride myself on it looking nicer
than the typical student apartment. Instead of posters covering the walls, I have framed
pictures my mother stitched for me and pen-and-ink drawings I made in my studio art class.
Although only a few minutes from the University of Colorado campus where I’m a math major,
my home with its large rooms and fresh coat of paint is a clear step up from most student
housing.These last few weeks, however, I’d let the mess take over. Dishes were piled up in the
kitchen sink. Dirty laundry was scattered about my bedroom. I couldn’t focus, couldn’t study for
my calculus midterm, couldn’t think of anything but that wretched box.I’d dreaded its arrival for
months. When it came, I’d left it unopened, not wanting to deal with what it contained. I’d tried
to push it out of my mind, tried to ignore how it made my stomach clench with anxiety. I didn’t
even want to think about the dress inside, let alone look at it.Why had I said “yes” when my big
sister, Liz, asked me to be her maid of honor? I’d known right away that it felt wrong. I hadn’t
listened to the voice inside me crying out that I’d be miserable, that I would detest walking
down the aisle in some frilly gown, on display for all to see. I’d ignored it because I was thrilled
that Liz wanted me by her side. I’d ignored it because I couldn’t say “no” to my sister, could I?
The thought of disappointing Liz kept me awake at night, tugging at me as I tried to sleep. It
was distressing, a rock in the pit of my stomach. Picturing myself wearing the bridesmaid
dress, however, was even worse. I was distraught. So much so that my best friend and
roommate, Colin, said, “Maybe you should just send it back.”I’d met Colin through some mutual
friends at the university, and we hit it off right from the start. He was really smart but also laid-
back. He was as comfortable in the physics lab as he was writing computer programs, working
two jobs while carrying a full course load. He had time because he and his girlfriend, Meg, who
he’d been with since high school, were doing the long-distance thing while she was away at the
University of Washington.Colin had accepted me despite my boyish appearance and my desire
to be treated like one of the guys. I like to think I look a little like Colin, with his slight frame and



eclectic taste in clothes. I recently bought a newsboy cap like his, and sometimes I wear my
jeans rolled up like he does when he’s riding his bike, even though I don’t ride.Each time I
considered backing out of being in Liz’s wedding party, the way Colin suggested, I’d picture a
confused look on her face and hear her saying, “Why, Emily? Why did you wait so long to tell
me? Everything’s planned.”The longer I waited, the worse I felt. So on a February morning, six
weeks before the wedding, I used a kitchen knife to cut the tape holding everything together
and opened the box, determined to look at what lay inside. I stared at the crinkly tissue
protecting the delicate contents and then froze for a moment, unable to go any further.Finally,
inhaling deeply and gritting my teeth, I slowly reached in for the blue chiffon gown, pausing for
a moment as I felt its smooth texture on my fingertips. I pulled it from its packaging and spread
it on my bed. All I had to do was try it on. I could do that, I told myself, wincing at the thought. I
should do that. But not yet. When I got home from school.All day long, with every word of every
lecture, my mind drifted back to my bedroom, to the dress waiting for me. Why was this so
hard? It was only a few years ago that I put on a lacy, formfitting dress to go dancing with Liz,
my big brother, Ben, and Ben’s girlfriend, Jenn, when we celebrated my high school graduation
with a vacation on a cruise ship in Italy. I hadn’t liked it and would’ve preferred to be in the
same slacks and button-down shirt that Ben wore, but I managed. I was even okay with it when
people told me I looked pretty. It was all right because I cared about pleasing my big brother
and sister.I tried to convince myself that I could dress that way again, one more time.After
arriving home from class, I walked slowly into my bedroom. My pulse racing, I stripped down
and slipped the dress over my head. The fabric was cool to the touch. In other circumstances, I
would have liked how it felt, the silky luxury of it. On somebody else, I would have thought it
beautiful, no question.But not on me. I cringed at the thought of wearing it in front of everybody.
Our whole family would be at Liz’s wedding, as would her close friends whom I’d known for as
long as I could remember, their parents, and their little brothers who’d played with me when we
were kids, back when they didn’t care that I was a girl.I cringed because that flowing dress was
so totally and completely inappropriate for me, a prison uniform instead of a beautiful gown. It
was the exact opposite of what I like, of who I am. I’m not feminine, and I don’t want to look that
way. My throat tightened as I felt my eyes tear up in frustration. I tried to control my breathing,
sucking in air and pacing back and forth as if that could somehow make the dress go away.
With each breath, it grew more difficult.Deciding to face my angst head-on, I stood in front of
my mirror and looked at the person staring back. I shuddered at my reflection, at the tightly
fitting bodice that pushed up and magnified my breasts, accentuating every curve. I hunched
my shoulders forward, trying to make my shape less noticeable, but it didn’t work.Were it not
for the dress and my chest, I could have been mistaken for a fourteen-year-old boy, with my
short pixie haircut, my unplucked eyebrows, my hairy legs, and my Harry Potter–style glasses.
My reflection smiled back at the thought, but it was a sad smile.Leaving the safety of my room,
I walked over to Colin, sitting in his usual spot at his desk in our living room, gaming with some
friends as a break from his endless hours of homework. I raised my arms and spun around,
allowing him to take it all in. He stared at me, his lips held tightly together and his brow
furrowed as he tried to figure out what to say. Seeing the devastation on my face, he finally
spoke. “You have to tell her. You’re tearing yourself apart.”He was right. I couldn’t think of
anything else. The very idea of the dress was a constant reminder of how much I hate my body.
I have ever since puberty, when there was no avoiding the fact that I was turning into a woman.
I’m not supposed to have curvy hips and breasts. I’m supposed to be flat. I know that. I just
have no idea what to say to my big sister.I’ve looked up to her ever since I was a little kid. Five
years older than me, she excels at everything she does. Her high school grades were good



enough to get her into the University of Pennsylvania, where she played on the women’s
soccer team. Always surrounded by a small group of close friends, she seems confident and
sure of herself, even more so since Dustin proposed.Liz and her fiancé had met on a coed
soccer team a few years ago, when he was the men’s soccer coach at a small university in
Houston and she worked for Hewlett-Packard in human relations. She still works for HP,
telecommuting from their new home in Oregon, but he’s moved on to a much bigger program at
Oregon State University in Corvallis.Liz had texted me several times in recent weeks, asking
me what I thought of the dress, how it fit. I’d kept putting her off, replying that I hadn’t had a
chance to try it on yet. Eventually, though, I knew we had to talk. We scheduled a time when we
could do so via Skype, when Liz was in California visiting a grad school friend who was in the
wedding party. It was a perfect opportunity.I planned out what I was going to say, not wanting to
present her with a problem without having a solution. Despite that, I was nervous. Twice I tried
to connect on Skype but hung up before the call went through. On the third try, though, I stayed
on the line until she picked up. She looked relaxed and happy, her long brown hair pulled back
in a ponytail. She wore a light gray top that showed off her well-defined shoulders and arms,
the product of hours spent in a yoga studio.“Hey, Liz,” I said. “How’s it going?”I couldn’t
concentrate as she described all the pre-wedding activities. I focused real fast, though, when
she said, “Does your dress fit? Do you need to get it altered?”I didn’t answer.“You did say that it
got there, right?”“Ummm, yeah,” I managed to stammer out. “A few weeks ago.”“Did you try it
on yet?”“I did.”Liz waited for me to say more. When I didn’t, she prompted me. “How’d it look?
Can you put it on now so I can see?”“It’s pretty,” I said, sounding unconvinced, my words more
of a question than a statement.“There’s a ‘but’ in there. What is it?”Swallowing hard, I decided
to just say it. “I can’t wear it, Liz.”“What do you mean? Why not?” she asked slowly, her head
tilted and her forehead wrinkled as she let my words sink in. “Tell me what’s going on.”“It’s
beautiful, Liz. Really. It’s just—”“What?” Liz asked again, her impatience mixed with concern.“I
dunno. I . . . I can’t really explain,” I stuttered.“Can you try?” she asked gently.How could I tell
her that asking me to wear a gown was the same as if she’d expected Sammy or Ben to do
so? I didn’t understand myself why I felt that way, so how could I explain it to Liz? I desperately
wanted her to understand, to figure out what I was trying to say without me having to actually
say it. Maybe then I wouldn’t have to say it to myself.twoTHE HAIRCUTAugust 1995 — Austin,
TXJo (Mom; eighteen years earlier)Emily was a happy child. The third of four, she worshipped
her big brother, Ben, wanting to be like him in every way possible. She loved her big sister,
Elizabeth, too, even though she had no interest in wearing Elizabeth’s hand-me-down clothes;
she much preferred Ben’s. Then there was baby Sammy. Playing with him was much better
than having a doll. Dolls were for girls, but it was fun having a real live baby brother. Emily read
to him and showed him pictures and waved toys in front of his face.At five years old and ready
to start kindergarten, Emily was short for her age. She made up for that in boundless energy;
she didn’t know she was short. Instead, she knew she could accomplish whatever she desired.
Catch a football thrown halfway across the yard by Ben? Check. Rollerblade with the
neighborhood kids? Of course. She was one of the gang, totally accepted by the cadre of little
boys from all the nearby homes.There were almost twenty children in the two cul-desacs that
made up our neighborhood in West Lake Hills, a wooded suburb of Austin that sometimes felt
as if its twenty-five hundred residents were far out in the country rather than ten minutes from a
big city. The houses, built from Texas limestone or brick, were more than spacious enough for
the large families inside. Most gave off a sense of elegance with their intricate architectural
design and manicured lawns. Ours was designed to feel like a welcoming country home
instead, complete with a wraparound porch that invited folks to come and sit awhile.Growing up



in Massachusetts, I never thought I’d end up in deeply conservative Texas, where I was
sometimes told not to “worry my pretty little head” about manly topics like construction, and
people found it hard to believe I’d once run a factory for a high-tech company. Texas was a
religious state, with football teams praying before games, students spending Wednesday nights
with church youth groups, and the wall between church and state far from impervious.Austin,
however, was a liberal bastion in a conservative state, and West Lake Hills, with its top-notch
school district and highly educated community of professionals, was even more so. We’d
moved there from the San Francisco Bay Area, where my husband, Jon, and I worked as
manufacturing directors for Applied Materials, a company that built equipment used to make
computer chips. It was Jon’s job that had brought us to Austin. He’d been asked to transfer to
start up a new factory.My mother, Aura Kruger, who’d lived with us ever since she retired from
teaching the year after Ben was born, encouraged us to accept the job offer. Less than five feet
tall with short, curly salt-and-pepper hair and a birdlike delicacy, she was vibrant and willing to
tackle whatever came her way. When Jon and I couldn’t decide between continuing our lives in
California or uprooting the family to take advantage of new opportunities in Texas, she said we
should go. “Every time you move, you encounter new situations,” she told us. “That makes you
grow. If you’re truly indifferent between the two options, then make the move.”I wasn’t
indifferent; I wanted to go. I’d known for a while that I was ready to walk away from my job, take
myself off the fast track, have a fourth child, and be a stay-at-home mom, at least for a while.
As long as we remained in California, I would keep delaying so I could finish one more project,
wait for one more promotion. Moving to Texas had provided the impetus I needed to break
away from all that.I shared my thoughts with Jon, as I always did. We were able to talk about
everything and had pretty much done so from when we first got together. I was nineteen when I
picked him out of all the other MIT men as the most responsible, the most considerate, the
most fun. And it didn’t hurt that he was also the most handsome.We met through the
Shakespeare Ensemble at MIT, a repertory theater company made up primarily of MIT
undergraduates. It was a perfect setting for me to find someone who shared not only my love of
math, science, and engineering but also my passion for theater and literature. The fall of our
senior year, Jon and I were cast in The Taming of the Shrew together, I as Kate and Jon as
Petruchio’s best friend, and we saw each other often at rehearsals.It was at a cast party,
however, that we grew to know each other as more than friends. Listening to music that night,
sitting next to each other on the couch, we held hands without saying a word. The following
week, we went to the movies for our first date. By the end of our senior year, we were a firmly
established couple. By the time we were contemplating the move to Texas, we’d been married
for twelve years and had three children, Elizabeth, Ben, and Emily.Jon pointed out that I could
do exactly as I liked even if we stayed in California, that we didn’t have to move for me to quit
work. Nevertheless, feeling constrained by my responsibilities, I was eager to get away. We
considered our alternatives one last time and decided to go for it.Once we settled in Austin, I
didn’t miss work in the least. I loved staying home with our fourth child, Sammy. Meanwhile, our
older three children wasted no time adjusting to their new lives. They played sports and made
friends, thriving at school and in the neighborhood.Jon and I made new friends as well.
Although many were somewhat conservative, nobody seemed bothered by our younger
daughter’s tomboyishness. Their sons never thought twice about it, either, accepting Emily as
one of them despite her long, curly hair that was always a mess because she couldn’t be
bothered with brushing it out. They knew she had to wear a dress on special occasions, but
they loved that she played hard and was good at every sport.Emily never stood still, always
bouncing back and forth from one foot to the other. She ran and climbed trees, built forts and



played ball every chance she got. Almost any kind of ball—football, baseball, basketball—but
not softball. Softball was for girls, and Emily didn’t like being a girl. Years later, she told us that
every night as she lay in bed, she hoped for some magic that would transform her into a boy
while she slept.She knew she was different from her guy friends, and it bothered her. She
never referred to herself as a girl. She said instead that she was a tomboy, viewing that as a
special kind of boy. Jon and I thought we knew what she meant by the term, but we didn’t. We
saw in Emily not a boy but a girl who was more comfortable with traditionally male clothing,
activities, and friendships. A girl whose behavior was similar to my own at that age.Like Emily, I
had a brother three years older. I adored Philip and wanted to be just like him. He had a paper
route; I wanted a paper route. When he got bored with his when he was ten years old and I
was seven, I took it over, thus becoming the first girl to deliver newspapers for the Boston
Globe. Back in 1964, that was pretty unusual.Philip sang with a band; I wanted to sing too. He
wore pants to school and pitched with the Little League; I would have given anything to be
allowed to do the same. He and my other brother, Charles, one year older than me, swam in
nothing but bathing trunks; so did I, my bare chest exposed for all to see. At least, I did until a
teenage neighbor began leering at me. After that, I wore baggy shirts, hiding my developing
body.I felt lucky that my parents had given me the name Jo because sometimes people
hearing it for the first time assumed I was a boy, and I liked that. No fairy princesses and
ballerinas for me. I refused to go to gymnastics classes because my mom wouldn’t let me wear
the black tights and white T-shirts the boys wore.My big sister, Connie, nine years older, didn’t
like girly clothes either. She wore dresses because it was required, not because she liked
them.At Halloween, I chose costumes that concealed my femininity. In second grade, I hid
behind a Frankenstein mask, avoiding conversation so my classmates wouldn’t recognize my
voice and would think it was a little boy underneath. I read the Hardy Boys books and rejected
the Nancy Drew series, preferring the former because the latter were written for girls.Times
were different when Emily was growing up in the 1990s. We never made her wear skirts and
dresses, except when we attended big family events like weddings and bat mitzvahs. We
encouraged her to play sports and be physically active. We offered her blocks and trucks right
along with what society thought of as little girl toys. We just wanted her to be happy and had no
problem with her choices.When she was five years old, Emily asked to be taken to Sport Clips,
where all the little boys got their hair cut. The stylist said she was fine cutting girls’ hair, too, but
that turned out not to be the case. The results were uneven, the curls trimmed at exactly the
wrong place so that several clumps stuck straight out.Although Emily didn’t complain, I could
tell from the faces she made in the mirror that she didn’t like the haircut. She kept pulling the
hair on one side, as if trying to make it as long as the other. After watching the stylist try several
times to even things out, I finally said, “Let’s just finish up.” Then, turning to Emily, I added,
“Don’t worry, sweetie. I’ll fix it when we get home.”Emily trusted me. She stopped squirming in
her seat, smiled at the hairdresser, and settled in to wait. The moment she was done, she
jumped up and ran to the car, saying, “Mommy, it’s okay. You’ll make it look better.”I didn’t know
until an hour later just how prophetic her words had been.The moment we got home, we
headed straight for the bathroom. I dragged my desk chair in from my study and placed it
facing the mirror. Emily climbed up, eager to see how I was going to change her bedraggled
appearance. “Have you ever done this before?” she asked.“Sure,” I answered, with more
confidence than I felt. “I used to trim Ben’s hair all the time.”“What are you going to do? How do
you know where to cut? Will I look like Ben when you’re done?”Her questions tumbled out,
faster than I could answer. Instead of trying, I just went to work. The stylist had done such an
uneven job that I had to trim the hair really short before I could get it to look right. I don’t know



whether it was my inexperience with the scissors or the growing grin on Emily’s face, but for
some reason, I kept on cutting. And the more I cut, the more Emily beamed.By the time I was
done, she looked exactly like Ben had three years earlier, when he was five years old. She had
a traditional boy’s haircut, parted at the side and clipped neatly around the ears, long enough
to need a comb but not so long as to require brushing. The short hair made her brown eyes
stand out and her deep dimples more evident.I didn’t have the words to explain why Emily was
ecstatic, but for the first time since becoming aware of how she looked, I could tell that she
liked what she saw. Despite not understanding completely, I shared her joy. It didn’t matter to
me that her pleasure in looking like a boy was unusual. I even kind of got it, remembering how
I’d felt much the same way back when I was a child. All I cared about as a mother was that
somehow, in some way, I’d made my child happy.Jeremy in a dress at six years oldJeremy in
boys’ clothes at six years oldthreeTHE TOMBOYAugust 1996 — Austin, TXJon (Dad)As we
walked into the Sears department store on the last Saturday afternoon of the summer, I
grabbed six-year-old Emily around the waist and launched her up onto my shoulders, all forty-
three pounds of her. She laughed and reached her arms around my head, patting my ears and
knocking my baseball cap away. Although I couldn’t see her face, I knew she was enjoying the
view from six feet in the air.Suddenly, I found it difficult to hold on because Emily was squirming
about, squealing, “Put me down! Put me down!” We were passing through the boys’ part of the
store, and she had noticed a table with a pile of polo shirts under a sign that read, First Day of
School.Within moments of her feet touching the floor, Emily found what she wanted. “I like this
one,” she said, rubbing her fingers over a striped blue shirt that looked just her size.Knowing
that almost the exact same shirt was available in the girls’ department, I lifted Emily back up
onto my shoulders and said, “Let’s go over there.” Carefully avoiding any mention of the word
girl, I added, “Looks like they’ve got a lot of cool stuff and more colors to pick from.”I tried to
sound excited, but what I was thinking was, Why is Emily so stubborn about this? Why does
she insist on shopping in the boys’ section? I found it strange that she always wanted to dress
like a boy and I worried about her, partly because she was so different from her big sister,
Elizabeth, who had almost always picked feminine clothing as soon as she was old enough to
know the difference. A big, floppy Easter bonnet with pink tights and strappy shoes to match.
Grandma Aura’s elegant purse on her shoulder. Walking about in Jo’s high heels, her legs
shaking as she struggled to stay upright.Elizabeth had also gravitated toward toys that were
considered girlish. This surprised Jo and me, for we believed that the labeling of toys or
activities as male or female was a cultural construct, and I tried as a father not to push our
children in any one direction, believing it better to make all options available. Despite my best
efforts to avoid stereotyping, however, Elizabeth loved things “little girl.” Then Ben came along
and loved the traditionally “little boy” stuff. It made me wonder if femininity was more hardwired
than I’d initially thought.When Emily came along, however, she was the exact opposite of
Elizabeth, preferring Ben’s hand-me-down clothes and toys. I worried sometimes that she was
unhappy with being a girl, concerned that maybe she wanted to be more like Ben because I
had done something to make her think I loved my son more than I loved my daughters. Did
Emily think that girls weren’t as good as boys? Jo believed that society viewed being a boy as
better than being a girl. Had we unintentionally perpetuated that message to Emily?My
thoughts were interrupted by Emily yelping, “No, no, no!” and wiggling about as she reached
again for the boys’ shirts that drew her like a magnet. I changed and spoke more directly. “Don’t
you want to look at the girl clothes?”“Silly Daddy,” she answered. “I’m a tomboy.”It was
incredibly sweet and cute, and I didn’t have an answer to that confident statement, so I smiled
and hugged her, placed her back on the floor, and agreed that she was indeed a tomboy. Then



we picked out a couple of shirts and some shorts from the boys’ section for her to wear on the
first day of school.I was happy to have a tomboy for a daughter. In some ways it seemed more
natural to me than Elizabeth’s overt femininity. After all, my mother preferred her boyish
nickname, Ted, to her given name, Winifred. She was happier riding a horse or a tractor than
taking care of a house. As a girl on a farm, she had played the role of a son, taking on the
outdoor chores of milking cows and feeding the animals, while her older sisters handled the
house. As a child, she preferred a boyish appearance and liked the simplicity of short hair and
blue jeans.Jo did as well, even as an adult. She complained that women’s business attire was
less comfortable than men’s and regarded any skirt or dress, no matter how casual, as too
restrictive. My mother-in-law, Aura, was different. She loved to dress up. But even she
sometimes acted in a traditionally male manner, having been trained by her father to help with
his chores because he didn’t have a son to work by his side.My wife was a civil engineering
major at a time when few women were attracted to the field. I was proud of her and of Emily’s
grandmothers and was happy to have Emily emulate them, albeit unknowingly. She was a lot
like them in many ways, choosing boyish activities and an androgynous appearance. Despite
that preference, though, she hadn’t protested about shopping for girls’ outfits until halfway
through kindergarten. That’s when she decided that clothes designed for girls were no longer
okay. Instead, she wanted to shop in the boys’ sections. It had nothing to do with comfort or
utility, the way it did for Jo and my mother. For Emily, the attraction to boys’ clothing was simply
that they were supposed to be for boys.The more intense Emily grew in her opposition to girls’
clothing, the more concerned I became, worrying that something else was going on, something
we didn’t understand. Toward the end of the school year, I tried sharing my thoughts with Jo.
“Do you think, um . . . ?” I asked, my voice trailing away as I couldn’t quite find the words to
express my fears.“What?” Jo prompted, tilting her head a bit to the side, the way she did when
paying close attention to something.After hesitating again, I finally just blurted it out. “Is
something wrong with Emily?”“What do you mean?” Jo asked. “In what way?”“She doesn’t
seem to like herself, physically. She doesn’t notice when she’s grimy, and she doesn’t take care
of herself. Then there’s this not wanting to dress like a girl. She’s getting extreme about it.” I
didn’t want to make it a bigger deal than it was, but I had started to think Emily might have a
problem.“She’s fine,” said Jo. When I didn’t respond, she added, “I was the same way.”I waited,
torn between wanting to trust in Jo’s judgment, which was very good when it came to
understanding our children, and feeling a responsibility to help Emily if she needed our help.“If
I’d been allowed to wear pants to school,” Jo said, “I never would’ve worn a dress. It was
awkward if I wanted to climb a tree or hang from the jungle gym, or swing, or just run around. I
couldn’t wait to get home and change into my playclothes.”“But maybe it’s more than that with
Emily,” I prodded as gently as I could, not wanting Jo to interpret my misgivings about our
daughter as a criticism of her. I felt a need to make it obvious that I saw my wife as beautiful in
whatever she wore, that I was fine with her rejection of femininity, and viewed it as in line with
the women’s liberation movement that was so important to our generation.That wasn’t the
issue for Emily. She was different. Both she and Jo were stubborn about their personal
preferences, and both favored short hair and pants over long hair and skirts, but for Jo it had
the feeling of pushing boundaries, whereas with Emily it seemed as if she wanted to be on the
other side of the boundary.“She’ll outgrow it like I did,” said Jo. “Remember, I hated girls’
clothes until I was thirteen.”“That’s when—”“Yeah. A guy kissed me, and all of a sudden I
wanted to look as feminine as I could. It all changed pretty quickly. Tight shirts and push-up
bras. Makeup. You’ll see. That’s what’ll happen with Emily. She’s just like I was.”October
1998Jon (two years later)IT WAS A PERFECT DAY FOR FLAG FOOTBALL WITH the West



Austin Youth Association. A blue October sky, a slight breeze, the sun not yet so hot as to melt
the players and parents alike. It was late in the season, and the brutal Texas summer days of
over one hundred degrees were over. The community field down by Town Lake didn’t look quite
as healthy as it had a couple of months earlier, the grass worn thin in the center and the yard
markings half rubbed away. It had been a while since the other dads and I had come to the
field after work to repaint the lines.Eight-year-old Emily loved football, and I was proud of her
willingness to be the only girl on the team and of her ability to compete with the boys on their
own terms. She was as passionate about the sport as any of them and could play better than
most. I enjoyed it when other dads came up to me to praise my little girl’s athletic prowess. The
moms were more likely to talk about how important her participation was for women’s rights.
But when they expressed that sentiment to Emily, my daughter’s response was to shrug and
answer, “I just like to play.”She was like Elizabeth when it came to sports, a fierce competitor no
matter what the game, though Elizabeth preferred soccer. She’d made the West Lake High
varsity team when she was only a freshman, an impressive feat at a school with more than
twenty-five hundred students, many of whom had been playing soccer since kindergarten.In
seventh and eighth grade, Elizabeth had competed on the Hill Country Middle School’s coed
soccer team and never thought twice about having teammates who were boys. A few years
earlier, Jo had registered her for a baseball camp that promoted itself as coed. When they
showed up for the first day, they discovered that Elizabeth was the only girl. Jo told her she
didn’t have to attend, but Elizabeth was determined to stick it out. So determined, in fact, that
by the end of the week, the camp organizers had to modify their highly coveted Mr. Hustle
award to read Ms. Hustle.Emily, in third grade, was accepted by the boys in the same way that
Elizabeth had been. They didn’t think twice about whether Emily belonged on their football
team. Their voices were still high, and their female classmates still had flat chests. The only
way you could tell who was a boy and who was a girl was by how they dressed and wore their
hair.Most of the girls Emily’s age kept their hair long, and she was no exception. She’d loved
the short haircut Jo had given her a few years earlier, but toward the end of second grade,
she’d decided she didn’t want to be different from everyone else. So even though we’d assured
her that she could keep her hair short if she wanted, she chose to wear it shoulder-length. Not
the middle-of-the-back style that so many of the Texas girls liked, but longer than any but the
most rebellious of the boys.The other football parents weren’t bothered by Emily’s boyish attire.
They accepted her as a tomboy, the girl who hung out with their sons and played sports as well
as any of them. Those parents on the sidelines were some of our closest friends, like John and
Joy Cox, who were there watching their son, James. He was tall and lanky with a shy smile and
a shrug for everything. He was also Emily’s best friend, and they’d played together practically
every day since they were three years old.One summer, the two children decided to see how
many nights in a row they could sleep over at each other’s homes. James was often at our
breakfast table and Emily at his. They tossed a football around in the early-morning light and
played flashlight tag once the sun went down. They explored every inch of both our yards,
hiding out in the woods as they pretended to be pioneers, building forts and tree houses with
whatever stray material they could find. James never cared that Emily was a girl. She was just
his best friend. His dad thought the two would marry one day and said so frequently, much to
the embarrassment of the two kids.Sometimes Emily and James were joined by their friend
Clay Wimberly, a slight kid no bigger than Emily but with an impressive throwing arm. He often
threw to Emily, for her quick hands and sure-footed running made his passes look even better.
Emily had her big brother, Ben, to thank for her practiced skill on the football field. He was an
eleven-year-old middle schooler with a quick smile and an easy way about him. But when he



competed at sports, his grin changed to a focused look of determination.Shy when it came to
interacting with adults, Ben was outgoing and fun-loving with his circle of friends. One of the
littler guys, he played beyond his size, happy to wrestle with friends who outweighed him by
thirty pounds and were a whole head taller. He wore his light brown hair in a buzz cut during
the heat of the summer but loved to grow his long, tight curls out as the weather cooled.Most of
the time, Ben didn’t mind when Emily hung out with him and his friends. He was glad to have
someone with whom he could train, and he had his little sister constantly running plays in our
front yard. She worked hard to catch every pass he threw, craving his praise when she held on
to the ball. She knew how to run a post play before she could read, running toward the tree that
served as our goalpost as fast as she could, looking back over her shoulder with her hands up
in the air, ready to receive Ben’s pass.During Emily’s third-grade flag football season, Ben
helped her learn the maneuver that would become known as the “Emily play.” It was late
October, less than a month before Emily’s ninth birthday, when the coach decided the team
was ready. The offense had perfected the trick play and was impatient to try it out, confident
that they’d kept it secret from the other teams.Emily was a wide receiver, but she occasionally
lined up near quarterback Clay, ready for a handoff, hunched forward with her knees bent just
the right amount. If it weren’t for her long hair, she would’ve looked exactly like the little boys,
though a bit smaller than most. On this day, as soon as the ball was snapped, Emily stepped
toward Clay and he faked a handoff to her. Then she ran toward the far side of the field drawing
all the defenders away.She dodged and twisted to avoid the hands reaching out to grab a flag
from the belt wrapped around her waist. Her arms were positioned perfectly, looking as if she
were holding the ball, her right arm cradled around the imaginary pigskin, the left one held
stiffly to the side to keep defenders at bay. Everyone—the parents, the players on the other
team, even the other coaches—believed she really had the ball. Our fans began shouting, “Go,
Emily! Go! Go!” eager for what could be the game-winning touchdown. I hollered along with the
rest of the parents.In the meantime, Clay jogged slowly toward the goal line, nobody noticing
that he still had the ball. Only when he was on the twenty-yard line, with all the defensive
players still focused on Emily, did he take off running.At first, nobody detected his sudden
movement. Not until Emily stopped running and, dropping all pretenses, started yelling, “Go,
Clay!” did everyone understand what was happening. Within seconds, he’d run the few
remaining yards and scored.The other team stood around, their mouths gaping open. The
parents cheered, alternating between congratulating Clay and praising Emily.These are the
plays that children remember their whole lives. These are the plays that get parents choked up
with pride. And in my case, this was the play that solidified for me just how completely Emily
had been accepted as a valued member of her team. More than that, watching my daughter
play that afternoon, I realized how much I delighted in her strength and determination, in her
willingness to play the sport she wanted to play, even though doing so meant that she was one
of only two girls in the league.May 1999JoIT WAS ALMOST THREE THIRTY ON A FRIDAY
afternoon, that quiet moment before the school bus arrived, after which I would focus all my
energy and attention on my children. Sitting at my desk in the study just off our bedroom,
surrounded by my books and files and piles of paper, I gazed out the window at the red-tipped
photinia shrubs we’d planted six years earlier, now grown into trees tall enough to create a
shady, private backyard.The phone rang. It was Megan, one of the football team moms, calling
to work out the logistics for the evening’s sleepover at her home. Her son, Peter, and half a
dozen of the other boys and Emily were going to practice in her yard and then watch Rudy, one
of their favorite football movies. Emily’s overnight bag was already packed and waiting in the
back hall.“This is a bit . . . umm . . . awkward,” Megan started.“What is?” I asked.“About tonight.



Can you pick up Emily around eleven?”“Sure. But what’s up? I thought the kids were staying
over. We can move it to our house if there’s—”“No, that’s not it. It’s just that Emily . . .”I waited
several seconds, curious to see where the conversation was headed.“What about Emily?” I
finally asked.“It’s not okay for her to sleep with the boys,” Megan answered.“Oh,” I said, my
thoughts racing ahead to how I would tell Emily, knowing she’d be crestfallen at being sent
home when everyone else got to stay.Then Megan started to talk quickly, her words a rapid
staccato, as if she had to get them out before stopping to think of their effect. “She can stay for
the movie and hang out afterwards, but she has to leave before bedtime.”Ouch. I let my breath
out slowly as what she said hit me like an unexpected ocean wave. With one phrase by one
concerned mother, Emily had been excluded from the fellowship of all the little boys she’d been
playing with for years. It was too soon. Perhaps it was inevitable, but the children were only in
third grade. It was only a few months earlier that we’d hosted Emily’s ninth birthday, and every
single friend she’d invited had been a boy.I alternated between being furious at my friend and
trying to squelch my reaction because, in reality, I got why she no longer thought it appropriate
for a girl to be at a sleepover with the boys. I thought she was wrong, that we had more time,
but I did understand.But Emily wouldn’t. She loved the conversations after lights out, when
everyone relaxed and made inappropriate jokes and told stories they hesitated to share in the
light of day. She was living in a dream in which there would never be any difference between
her and her guy friends, in which she would always be accepted as one of them. Maybe I
should have prepared her better, let her know that her friendships were unusual and unlikely to
last through puberty. Perhaps if it hadn’t happened so soon, I would have done so.I should
have known better, because I remembered going through the same thing when my brother
Charles and I played together with his best friend, Gerry. The three of us were inseparable
throughout elementary school as we pretended to be superheroes or wrestlers or walked to the
drugstore to look at comic books or just hung out in the yard, climbing trees and staring at the
clouds. I was devastated when one afternoon they told me to go away, Charles saying bluntly,
“We don’t want a girl around.”My mother consoled me at the time with, “Don’t worry, Jo.
Someday, boys will want to play with you again, only then they’ll be happy you’re a girl because
they’ll want you to be their sweetheart.”She thought that would make me feel better, but it
didn’t. The idea of being someone’s girlfriend didn’t appeal in the least. At nine years old, I only
wanted to be buddies, to play together. When I explained that to my mom, she laughed and
said, “You’ll feel differently when the time comes.” She was right, but on that day when I was
still in the fourth grade, her response just made me mad. I went up to my room and watched
out the window for the boys to come back inside, not knowing whether I wanted them to return
quickly or stay outside forever.It wasn’t just that I wanted to play with Charles and Gerry. I tried
to look like them as well, wearing Charles’s clothes even though they were way too big for me. I
even borrowed his underwear one time just to see what it was like to wear boys’ underpants.
That was about the same time that I cut my hair short and didn’t correct people if they
assumed I was a guy.When my family moved to an all-black town in the Mississippi Delta when
I was ten, I got mistaken for a boy fairly often, probably since the boys there weren’t used to
seeing white kids. My father moved us there so he could start a clinic. Behind the stands at our
first high school football game, some high school boys pinned me down and tried to pull my
pants off, teasing, “Are you a boy or a girl?” I’m pretty sure they thought I was a boy, or they
wouldn’t have done that.That bullying behavior grew worse a couple of years later when I was
molested and beaten, ending up with a concussion and two broken ribs. After that traumatic
experience, we left town and moved to South Florida. I retreated into my tomboyishness and
dressed even more like a boy. At eleven years old, I not only wore boys’ clothing, I also wore a



jacket at all times, despite the heat of a Miami summer. I was trying to hide the fact that I’d hit
puberty and was developing.Lost in my childhood memories, I barely heard Megan on the
phone as she spoke about the evening’s logistics. After hanging up, I went downstairs,
retrieved Emily’s overnight bag from the back hall, brought it up to her bedroom, and slowly
emptied it out, placing each item carefully in her bureau. By the time I got to the sneakers at
the bottom of the bag, I’d let my emotions take over, and I threw them as hard as I could into
the corner of her closet.As if on cue, I heard Emily and Sammy burst through the front door,
laughing, and head straight for the kitchen where they knew I’d have a snack waiting for them. I
let out a sigh as I planned how to tell Emily about the phone call. Before heading down the
stairs, I picked up her sneakers and carefully arranged them in their usual spot.Sitting at the
table a few minutes later, Emily looked confused. “Why is this happening?” she asked.
“Seriously?”I wanted to make it right for her, to call Megan back and convince her that it was
okay for Emily to spend the night, but I didn’t. Instead, I tried to explain. “I know it shouldn’t
matter that you’re a girl—”“No, it shouldn’t,” Emily interrupted. “It matters that I’m fast and funny.
I’m good at football. Even better than some of the guys. Nobody cares that I’m a girl.”“You’re
right, babydoll.”“It’s the parents. Why do they have to muck it all up?”Five-year-old Sammy
nodded as if he knew what was going on, but of course, still in pre-kindergarten, he couldn’t
really understand.“It’s not fair!” Emily exclaimed. “Now I’m gonna miss everything.”“You’ll still be
able to go until bedtime. You can still be a part of it all.”“It’s not the same,” Emily grumbled.“I
know, sweetie, I know.”“I just wish it were different. They wouldn’t kick me out if I were a
boy.”fourPUBERTYFall 2001 — Austin, TXEmily (11 years old)So, sixth grade. Everything
about it is frustrating. I know that’s the case for pretty much everybody, but we’re talking about
me. The last couple of years of elementary school were rough, especially as one by one,
families stopped letting me come to sleepovers. Now suddenly it’s middle school, and it’s even
harder. The guys are ignoring me, even during the day. It’s like they’ve forgotten how to talk to
me, and they don’t treat me the way they did before. Instead of liking that I’m a tomboy and
saying, “Oh, cool, a girl we understand,” they’ve started thinking, “Eww, tomboys are gross.
We’re more interested in girly girls.”The other day, I sat down in the cafeteria with Clay and
some of the other guys, and they were talking about getting together at James’s house before
football practice to throw the ball around. They changed the subject right after I joined them,
but I didn’t really pay attention and assumed I was included in the afternoon plans. As soon as
I got home from school, I dropped off my backpack in the front hall and raced down the hill
without even stopping for a snack.I opened the front door and walked in, expecting to find
James and the others there. “Hey, anybody home?” I called out, standing in the kitchen.At first
nobody answered. Then James’s big brother Joey walked in from the family room and said,
“Hey, Emily. What’s up?”“Where’s James?” I asked. “We were gonna meet up.”“He just left,”
Joey said.“Where’d he go?”“Clay’s mom picked him up, and they went over there.”Why hadn’t
they waited for me or come up to my house to get me too? Confused and hurt, I knew the
answer. I just didn’t want to admit it. They didn’t really want me around. That’s why they’d
stopped talking about it at lunchtime after I sat down with them. This had happened once
before, but then I thought it was a misunderstanding and I’d messed up somehow. This time it
was obvious. They’d ditched me.It’s because we’ve gone from being little kids playing together
to instead copying the teenagers who only care about pairing up. I’ve gone from being one of
the popular kids to being weird, and the guys don’t like that.The girls aren’t really any better.
They like having me on their teams in phys ed because I score points. But when I try to sit with
them in the cafeteria, they sometimes say, “Go away.” Literally.That happened a couple of
weeks ago with my friend Lily. She used to be a tomboy like me, with dirty blond hair even



shorter than mine and coveralls that hid her body the way my baggy shirts hide mine. I could
walk through backyards and get to her house in about ten minutes and only had to cross one
quiet street to do it, so my parents let me go on my own, even when I was little.We spent hours
in the tree house in her neighbor’s yard, helping each other to climb up to it because neither of
us was very tall. We tried to fish in a creek that had barely enough water to get your toes wet.
We didn’t talk a lot, but when we did, it was about the adventures we were gonna have, never
about boys and dating. Then she started wearing dresses and makeup and didn’t want to climb
trees anymore.
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Kate Douglas, “Both educational and deeply moving. I just finished reading ONCE A GIRL,
ALWAYS A BOY, and it’s an absolutely riveting tale. I purchased the book because I was
looking for something current about being transgender--I'm an author of a long running series
and have wanted to include a transgender character in a story. It's an idea that's been
percolating for ages, but when I saw this book, it sounded like something that would help me
create a fully formed character. It's done so much more. I just finished reading it, and my first
thought was how lucky Jeremy was to be born into a family so able to love and accept. Too
often that's not the case for LGBTQA people.Jo Ivester has done a beautiful job detailing her
son’s journey from life as Emily, a serious tomboy, to Jeremy, the young man, with portions
written by Jeremy’s father and his siblings, as well as Jeremy. Jeremy’s chapters, beginning
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with his feelings about always wanting to be a boy even from the time he was very young,
through puberty and into young adulthood, give the reader a very personal window into the
internal dialog that was so much a part of Jeremy’s decisions. It’s an emotional read, and
definitely a “feel good” story of not only Jeremy’s growth as he transitions, but his family’s as
well.I definitely recommend this book. It’s beautifully done and I had a hard time putting it
down.”

Ocypete Swiftwing, “Important for trans allies. I have a trans grandson. This book has given me
a better understand of what he has gone through to become who he truly is and to be
accepted for who he is. Anyone who has a loved one going through transition can be helped by
this story.”

Carolyn Lee Arnold, “Moving, engaging journey of a transgender son and his family. What an
enlightening and inspiring page-turner! Even though we know how this book ends from the title
—Jeremy transitions from being seen as a girl in his youth to claiming his identity as a boy as a
young adult—the emerging of his awareness and embodiment of his boy-ness took many
steps, and I kept reading to find out what they would be. As a reader, I felt taken along with
him on his journey, deeply invested in his struggles and joys, and let in on the nuances of
gender identity. The author, Jo Ivester, Jeremy's mother, included not only Jeremy’s
perspective but her own journey and the experiences of her husband and Jeremy’s brothers
and sisters, so the final effect is a skillfully woven family memoir. This is a transgender story
with the ideal family – prosperous parents who have created a stable, loving family of four
children, a mother who was a civil rights activist and rebellious tomboy, uncles and aunts who
were gay, a father who stands up for LGBTQ equality alongside his wife, and a family who
wanted to be accepting of Jeremy’s changes. But even this family faced personal struggles to
get to that acceptance, and political struggles to make sure that their transgender son would be
safe. Their story highlights both the value of family support and the continuing need for cultural
understanding and political protection, so it was inspiring that the family became advocates for
the rights of all transgender and LGBTQ people, especially those who do not have the support
of families like theirs.”

Mitch P., “So moving and informative. This book will open the eyes of so many people. I found
myself in tears throughout the read. Some tears were a result of feeling the pain that Jeremy
and his family experienced, but there were also tears of joy and pride reading how this family
navigated this journey and chose (and continue to choose) to share their public lives to
enlighten us. With all that's going on in the world right now, why can't we just love people for
who they truly are and respect their individual paths in this world? I have so much respect and
admiration for this family. This was written so beautifully and I especially appreciated how the
chapters were written from the perspective of different members of the family.”

N. Pokerwinski, “Enlightening and inspiring. Like Becoming Nicole, this moving memoir is not
only an account of an individual’s transition, but also the story of a whole family
transformed.The details of Jeremy Ivester’s emerging awareness of self—from tomboyish girl
to transgender man—underscore how individual the process of transitioning is. Some people
know from toddlerhood that their assigned gender isn’t a good fit. For others it’s a more gradual
awareness, sometimes clouded by denial. Jeremy’s journey progressed in baby steps, but it
ultimately brought him to a happier life as his authentic self.The story also reveals how, even in
a family as supportive as Jeremy’s, there are touchy situations and confusing dynamics to



navigate. Thank goodness the Ivester family dealt with all of it so openly and lovingly and
became such devoted advocates of transgender rights.Written by Jeremy’s mother, Jo Ivester,
Once a Girl impressed me with the sheer scope of the project—incorporating recollections and
perceptions of various family members in an honest and sensitive way. A challenge in itself, but
one that the author handles gracefully with shifting points of view.Bonus: A section at the end
of the book offers helpful advice to parents and friends of transgender individuals.”

Rebecca D'Harlingue, “A book that makes a difference. Knowing that Jo Ivester wrote this
memoir about her son Jeremy, who is a trans man, as the focus, I expected it to be mostly from
her perspective. However, Ivester included so much more, especially from the point of view of
Jeremy. This book informs so well, and from an honest and loving perspective. We learn of
Jeremy's journey, and I think that what most struck me was coming to understand how
transitioning can be such a long process, one with so many decisions to be made, each one
bringing on huge change, each one requiring tremendous courage. This is a book that makes a
difference.”

DebAnet, “Interesting. Quite a different read as shows the transgender journey from all sides of
the family, not just the individuals idea of what the family think. Well written.”

Page, “Insightful. Really great insightful book. I couldn’t put it down and read it in two days! I
loved hearing all of the different perspectives of the family members, how supportive they were
as well as the areas where they struggled. I so wish that all members of the LGBTQIA++
community could feel love and support like Jeremy did and still does. Society could do so much
better and books like this help lead the way. Thank you!”

The book by Jo Ivester has a rating of  5 out of 4.6. 560 people have provided feedback.
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