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Dedication

I dedicate this book to intersex kids, of all ages (and Bad Bunny)
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Foreword

Alicia Roth Weigel is one of the most brilliant thought leaders I have been able to share space with. In the summer of 2021 I was privileged to meet Alicia for the first time at a JVN Hair event, and, lucky for me, Alicia was waiting to introduce herself, and thus our friendship happened quite immediately thereafter.

Alicia’s work is informed by her life experiences. Her ability to speak to those experiences—boldly, candidly, and publicly—has been incredible to witness. Inverse Cowgirl contains vital information for everyone who is seeking to unseat the power of the patriarchal binary that continues its destructive path through society.

In order for us to dismantle the violence the gender binary produces, we must first understand the myriad of ways that it works in society. In our society, no group of people is more often left out of the conversation than our intersex siblings. Intersex people are immediately subjected to medical, emotional, and complex mental challenges that their cisgender peers are not. Intersex people and their families face a daunting path where they must navigate between needing continued medical intervention throughout their lives, but also trying to avoid public ridicule. Biological sex is not binary and intersex people are the embodied proof of this. Yet intersex people are simultaneously under-represented in LGBTQIA activist circles, and their platforms are very infrequently given mainstream media coverage.

A lack of access to healthcare, toxic masculinity, sexual violence, domestic violence, the gender wealth gap, the gender pay gap, poverty, transphobia, homophobia, toxic misogyny—all of these ills originate from our view of the modern-day gender binary. Alicia’s work lays out in clear detail why this is the case and what we can do to stop it.

Alicia’s work is brave, unflinching, and joyful at the same time. Seeing someone so clearly know who they are and use their knowledge to make the world a better place for others is what I think life is really about—taking one’s pain and turning that into purpose. Inverse Cowgirl is an incredible piece of work that we are so lucky to witness and marks the beginning of a career that we are all so grateful to observe. Alicia’s voice, storytelling, and all-out bravery shine through this piece of literature, and I am incredibly grateful that it has found its way to you.

Jonathan Van Ness





Preface

I started writing this book the week that half of the United States lost the rights to their own bodies. These are rights I never had in the first place, even before the reversal of Roe v. Wade—but we’ll get to that. I wrote this decidedly progressive memoir all over a “deeply red” state. My literary journey kicked off in far West Texas, nestled in the beautiful Davis Mountains that separate Marfa from El Paso. It ended in Round Top, a small town in the cow country that lies between Houston and the capital city. Inverse cowgirls like me live all over the Lone Star State, not just in liberal havens like Austin. Intersex people, in fact, span not just the entire South, but approximately 150 million of us live across the country and around the world. This book is a testament to that fact. I look forward to bringing y’all along for the ride.

You may be wondering what intersex means. I’m not surprised. Though statistically we’re as common as redheads (about 2 percent of the world’s population), our identity is erased not just from history books but even in the present day. We are present in society but hidden in plain sight. Yes, the I in LGBTQIA+ is for “intersex,” but as of now, it might as well stand for “invisible.” We’re not exotic, but we are exhausted—constantly struggling for recognition or mere acknowledgment of our existence. Our identity is stuck in the shadows, and I hope this book might shed some light on why. But instead of giving a hypermedicalized, diagnostic definition of intersex as you might find on the internet, I’d rather share my story in order to show you what intersex truly means—not just what doctors try to tell us it means. You’ll get a sense of not just what we are but who we are.

To start at the beginning, we have to rewind just over three decades, a bit before I was born . . .

When my mom was pregnant with me, she and my father got into a fender bender. After they were rushed to the hospital, doctors performed an amniocentesis test to check on the fetus, or zygote, or whatever phase cluster of cells I was at that point, to ensure that the crash had not terminated the pregnancy. The test told my parents that I’d be fine and that I had XY chromosomes, so they prepared for the arrival of a baby boy. They painted the nursery walls blue and decided on the name Charles, after my father and both my grandfathers. Needless to say, when I came out of the womb with a vagina, everyone was pretty confused. My parents were now experiencing a gender fender bender (shout-out to the activist and artist Mari Wrobi for coining that term). They hadn’t picked any “girl” names, but once my father recovered from nearly fainting after my birth—he doesn’t do well with blood—he voiced an idea: “We could name her Alicia. I’ve always liked the name since that hurricane hit when we lived in Houston.” Thus, a force of nature was born.

Because the doctors were certain that my genotype was at odds with my physicality—“girl” genitalia with “boy” chromosomes—they knew something was up from the moment I left my mom’s birth canal. All humans actually start out with a common genital anatomy until seven weeks after conception, when they then sexually differentiate. Some intersex folks like me stop there and end up somewhere in between the sexes, hence inter-sex—though that word was never used in my delivery room. They notified my parents that I had a “disorder of sexual development” (DSD) called complete androgen insensitivity syndrome (CAIS). Despite my XY genetic blueprint, my sexual development had been arrested in the womb. My clitoris didn’t turn into a phallus, and my testes remained internal; I also didn’t come with ovaries or a uterus to potentially house my own kid one day—my first shortcoming as a human being.

As we know, society places women’s worth in their ability to bear children. Fertility is the perceived pinnacle of our existence and what marks us as female. Because of my external anatomy, they ticked the “F” box on my birth certificate—there still is no available option on this document for intersex people, born in between—but from my first breaths I was seen as a defective female, a girl who needed to be “fixed.”

Despite the fact that my testes would eventually produce testosterone and that I would pee some of it out, while naturally converting most of the rest to estrogen, they were seen as the wrong organs for my body. The way I see it, the ability to convert hormones like that is a superpower. I could have worn my baby blanket like a superhero cape, but unfortunately, the world doesn’t yet view it that way. My body didn’t fit on the prescribed piece of paper needed to render my existence in the world as valid, so rather than adjusting the piece of paper, doctors “adjusted” my body . . .

Within the first year of my life, I underwent a gonadectomy—in normal speak, they castrated me. Euphemisms are helpful when trying to mask eugenics as necessary medical practice—in this case, referring to a forced sterilization as a “needed” surgery. The decision to perform this surgery was based on incomplete information the doctors fed my parents, claiming that my testes could become cancerous one day—technically not untrue, as any organ in anyone’s body theoretically could. But when a parent hears the C word, their natural instinct is to do whatever is in their power to protect their child from harm. Unfortunately, what doctors didn’t share with my parents is that my risk of developing testicular cancer in the distant future was only between 1 and 5 percent. Certainly no one is out there sterilizing all male infants motivated by a slim chance of testicular cancer one day (though after the Supreme Court’s decision about Roe in 2022, many women might advocate for reconsidering that).

I know my parents feel a lot of guilt for having made certain decisions for me that weren’t necessarily in my best interest. I imagine many other parents of intersex kids feel the same. When I first came out as intersex and started to advocate for my community, my mom and dad felt I was advocating against them. This ultimately led to a chasm in our relationship, and we didn’t speak for the better portion of a year before my mom came around—through considerable therapy-led introspection—and became a staunch advocate for intersex people. I felt a lot of guilt throughout this period; I believed I was a “bad daughter,” causing strife in my family to live my own best life. But I had decided that after a quarter-century of living by rules they and my doctors had imposed on me, it was time to write my own. This gut-wrenching decision is one many in our LGBTQIA+ community have had to make—choosing our own joy over the safety of the status quo. Guilt is rooted in shame, though, and this book is a shame-free space. These pages are dedicated to real accountability.

Speaking of, I feel compelled to apologize in advance. I feel remorse for sharing certain things here that stems from a desire to shield some friends and family members from harm, despite the fact that they didn’t always shield me in return. As an activist working to change systems, I often have to expose individual actors within them—people who lead very private lives that they’d never opt to having a bunch of strangers read about. How I portray others in these pages might ultimately destroy my relationships with them. I hope not, but the path to accountability is always messy; sometimes there are casualties along the way. The only way to ensure you make it through the darkness and arrive at that destination is a commitment to be guided solely by the light of truth, harsh and unforgiving as it often is. Besides the hurricane that led to my moniker, Alicia apparently also means “truthful” in a variety of cultures; in a way, my parents set me up for this path, and I’m just living up to my name.

It is hard, though—as an imperfect person—to examine your life with as much honesty and integrity as possible, knowing that your story also involves and sometimes implicates other imperfect people, who maybe haven’t met themselves as deeply as you have yet. I believe, however, in the potential for any human being to heal, grow, and change, regardless of how entrenched certain patterns may be. There’d be no point to devoting years of my life to building movements—or to dedicating many months’ worth of nights and weekends to pouring my soul into these pages—if I didn’t. So, to paraphrase Eminem, sorry Mama, but tonight I’m cleanin’ out my closet.

But let’s hop out of the closet and back into the operating room: The doctors and my parents decided early on to cut out the parts of me that didn’t fit the female mold. They took my testes and, in doing so, launched me into future hormone withdrawal. Maybe they weren’t the “proper” hormone-producing organs for a “lady” to have, but they would have played a vital role in regulating my bodily functions and keeping me healthy. Taking my testes out meant I would have to rely on hormone replacement therapy (HRT) for the rest of my life—a choice some trans folks make for themselves but that I didn’t have an opportunity to weigh in on. Living without testes and adequate medical care guiding my HRT over time also eventually leached enough calcium from my bones that I developed osteoporosis in my early thirties. In essence, by trying to fix me, doctors broke me.

I lost control over my reproductive organs at the hands of authority figures who claimed they knew what sort of life I ought to lead. Sound familiar? We intersex people are deemed second-class citizens, without decision-making power over our bodies and the surgical “alterations” made to them. These operations change the trajectory of our health and gender presentation for the rest of our lives but continue to be enacted without our having any say in the process. As author and activist Jennifer Wright tweeted in 2019: “You can’t take organs from a corpse without the deceased’s written permission, even if it will save lives. When you outlaw abortion, you’re allowing women less bodily autonomy than the dead.” I replied, twenty-nine years and a day after I was born: “Now’s as good a time as ever to remind folks that #Intersex folks have organs ripped from our bodies without our consent on the daily.”

My body autonomy died the minute I entered this world. My reproductive rights were stripped from me before I turned a year old, when they took from me my germ cells (the founder cells of all sexually reproducing organisms) without asking. Even if they had asked, I was too young to be able to form the words to respond. How do you cry for help when you have no voice? Three decades later, people with wombs across the United States are starting to understand the violation I’ve felt every day since leaving Pennsylvania Hospital, in the birthplace of our nation, in my mother’s arms. Setting aside the whitewashing of history books, I can’t think of anything more American than state-sanctioned violence against women and children, really. That’s what these surgeries on intersex children are . . . violence.

Many nations don’t sanction nonconsensual and medically unnecessary surgeries on intersex kids, from countries like Greece and Kenya, which have banned them, to those like Portugal and Germany, which condemn them. The State of New York has since followed suit on the latter. Three US Surgeons General have called for a moratorium on these operations on children too young to participate in the decision; the World Health Organization opposes this “forced, coercive and otherwise involuntary sterilization”; and the United Nations prohibits intersex genital mutilation—reconstructive operations some intersex folks suffer on their genitalia—by international law, arguing that it meets the criteria for “torture.” Yet these surgeries still happen daily in hospitals across the world.

I imagine this all might surprise you. Many societies revere doctors as if they are gods, but they are, in fact, very human. That doesn’t stop many of them from attempting to play God, determining the physical form of human beings, without their agency, in ways that—as my mom once put it—shouldn’t define but often do confine intersex individuals for the rest of our lives. Some of these doctors are well-intentioned but undereducated; I hope this book will help illuminate a better path for them. But there are many who will never see the light, who’ve heard our cries and continue to hurt us anyway. There are bad actors in every industry, and every system that exists is hamstrung by capitalist greed. The medical-industrial complex is as real as the school-to-prison pipeline; the exploitation of human beings will continue as long as there are profits to be made.

If you stop reading now, I hope you’ve at least started to see the point. The rest of this book expands upon how a life turns out when folks don’t listen to the experts, doctors ignore their Hippocratic oath to do no harm, and people get hurt. It also demonstrates how to reclaim your power when you’ve been denied adequate healthcare and stripped of the right to decision-making about your own body. I imagine many Americans might find those lessons helpful, now that abortion access is no longer a federal guarantee.

The stories I share each map to one of my ten tattoos, which serve to organize these essays. Getting “branded,” to stick with the cowgirl theme, has been for me what psychologists refer to as an embodiment practice—a physical approach to reconnect with my body, when so many intersex folks have learned to dissociate to survive. Per every hypochondriac’s favorite resource, WebMD tells us: “Dissociation is a break in how your mind handles information. You may feel disconnected from your thoughts, feelings, memories, and surroundings.” Since we intersex people are treated like lab rats by researchers, gawked at by uninformed healthcare professionals like animals in a zoo, and generally lose control over our own physical form as children—when we most need to feel safe to thrive—dissociation is a learned coping mechanism many of us share.

Embodiment is the opposite of dissociation. It’s literally bringing myself back into my body. I do this through meditative trail running, yoga, snuggling with my dog, Chiquita, and dancing. I started this last one early, as evidenced by copious home videos of me cutting a rug with my brother, Max, and neighbor since age two, Artemis. I was always the last one to leave the dance floor at bar and bat mitzvahs and, having discovered Daddy Yankee on Napster or LimeWire around that same time, could often be found perreando sola in my bedroom since middle school. (Reggaeton continues to be my refuge; Bad Bunny’s music has been particularly healing for me, as it is for so much of the queer community he seeks to lift up through his music. Perhaps he will one day read this and we can get married—but I digress.)

I also achieve embodiment through my tattoos. A lot of the decisions about what happened to my body or what it would look like were taken away from me as a kid, so getting inked helps me literally own my own skin. Each tat is something that I find beautiful and correlates to a specific phase of my life or facet of my being. I hope that weaving these stories together based on the designs on my skin will help y’all connect the dots on why we intersex people deserve control over our own lives—what our physical appearance looks like and what goes on underneath it. We all deserve autonomy over our bodies. While many intersex activists agitate for abortion access, I hope the essays that follow might generate reciprocal support.

Perhaps you found your way here through watching Every Body, the Focus Features documentary that includes my work, which also dives into the story of John Money—a Johns Hopkins research doctor who’s responsible for a lot of the current medical injustice we face today. I haven’t mentioned much medical research here. The goal, rather, is to share real stories to help regain the humanity that’s been stripped of us, having been treated as specimens by Dr. Money and others who’ve followed in his footsteps. His work sufficiently dehumanized us to be able to justify the abuse we face; in a 1963 medical theater, he referred to us as presenting a “strange partial reversal in human beings.” I hope through reading this book you’ll determine that I am—we are—not so strange. I will not bear the label of a partially reversed human, but I do wear the badge of inverse cowgirl with pride.

This book isn’t just for other intersex people, though I do hope they might feel seen in these pages. An inverse cowgirl is anyone whose experience defies the expected and turns societal notions upside down. I’m writing this for everyone who doesn’t fit neatly into a box, who’s always felt “too” this or “not enough” that. I still wrestle with feeling too intersex to fit in cis-women circles but at the same time too heteronormative to fit into queer spaces. Every human sometimes feels like a lone ranger, but the more we signal our weirdness to the world, the easier it’ll be to find one another and feel more at home on the range.

This manifesto isn’t a call to think “outside the box”; it’s an invitation to dream beyond boxes. We are not outside, or “other.” The box doesn’t actually exist—we do. Whatever box white supremacy or the cis-heteropatriarchy is trying to shove you in: resist. Intersex bodies are a walking reminder to hold space for the “both/ands” in life. We can be any and all things, all of the time. I’m a city official and an underwear model; I wear both of those badges with equal pride.

To anyone who never really “fit” into whatever box the world tried to place you in: congrats, you’ve won. If it doesn’t feel that way yet, consider following along on my journey as a pathway to the winner’s circle. I always preferred circles to squares anyway. The unbroken circle on the intersex flag symbolizes wholeness and completeness. Regardless of what any of us has been led to believe—on the basis of our sex, gender, persuasion, race, religion, or whatever other label we carry—we are enough. And that’s more than enough editorializing in the abstract when there’s a weird and windy road ahead of us. Let’s ride . . .





Orchid

Like flowers, intersex people are natural, and our existence is beautiful. Our community, like any garden, relies on outside help to survive and thrive.
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My first childhood crush was on Captain von Trapp in The Sound of Music. We could probably unpack that on a variety of levels . . . yeah, Christopher Plummer was a babe, but it was really the singing that got me and above all the scene where he rips up the Nazi flag. I first watched the movie with my paternal grandfather, Papa, who also fought the Nazis in World War II. My family is of Austrian and German descent—so the scene felt familiar. And as I’ve already established, I’ve held a flame of resistance inside me since before I was born; antifascist demonstrations just do it for me. What brings me to tears every time, though, is CvT’s rendition of “Edelweiss,” a song about a flower that is protected in Austria and illegal to pick or harm. “May you bloom and grow, bloom and grow forever.” That part sticks with me.

Flowers are also used to welcome folks in many cultures. As I welcome you into the intersex movement, we’ll kick off with another flower—the symbol that unifies our activism: the orchid, which is tattooed on my right shoulder. The word “orchid” comes from the ancient Greek word ὄρχις (órkhis) for “testicle” or “testis”; as so many intersex people have had our testes taken from us like I did, this flower has come to symbolize our fight for wholeness. I can’t see the tattoo myself without using a mirror, but I know it’s there. It reminds me and others that although our identity isn’t always visible, it is ever-present and should not be ignored. It reminds me that I am just a branch of orchids with deep roots planted by intersex activists who struggled before me. And it reminds y’all that intersex people are fighting for the ability to grow—nurtured, yet untouched—and to bloom as who we are.

Yet the surgery I suffered to remove my testes is also sometimes referred to as an orchidectomy. Though I had hand-drawn orchids stamped on my scapula later in life, the doctors removed my órkhis from my abdomen in infancy, leaving a small scar. This marks (literally and figuratively) the beginning of a long string of medical interventions that shaped the course of my life, from the physical shape of my body to the soul inside it. The soul is that of a fighter. I like to say that I am literally defiance embodied; I didn’t follow the usual development trajectory of my XY genetic blueprint in utero, and I certainly haven’t heeded many other arbitrary rules I don’t vibe with since.

My mom would say that I’ve always been a contrarian . . .

“Eat your broccoli.”

“Why?”

“Because I said so.”

“That’s not a valid reason.”

Perhaps veggies aren’t the best example, however; I ate so many carrots as a baby that I literally turned orange. My mom took me to a doctor, worried there was something seriously wrong. The doctor advised her that if my parents wanted to rectify the situation, they should probably lay off the carrots and attempt to get me to eat something else.

Besides this brief stint as an Oompa Loompa, I think my time as a toddler was generally decent, based on the pictures I’ve seen of family vacations at Disney World and me in the Little Tikes Cozy Coupe in the driveway of my childhood home. We lived on the Main Line—a perfectly manicured suburban strip of towns where wealthy Philadelphians historically escaped the heat of summer to seasonal residences, many of which now house prep schools like the one I attended from kindergarten through twelfth grade. The photos are glossy, like the idyllic settings they capture. My memories are a bit blurrier.

Remembering is hard for the best of us; sometimes it’s tough to distinguish between what we actually recall versus stories we’ve been told, or what we’ve gathered from home videos. This becomes even more challenging when you add filters of drug use and trauma. While the small details and minor anecdotes remain fuzzy, though, certain major incidents that formed me stand out in my mind clear as day. But I’m getting ahead of myself . . .

Outside of the Kodak moments, my earliest recollections are a mixed bag. As a child I was allergic to lots of stuff, but mainly dairy products, ruling out most kid foods. Pizza and ice cream parties were always a bummer; though my mom always gave me something I could eat—even trying to make it look like the other kids’ meals—I still always felt different. (I did eventually grow out of that allergy in my late teens, though, which enabled the unique experience of having boxed mac and cheese blow my mind for the first time in college.) Those allergies triggered severe asthma, requiring the occasional hospital visit and frequent use of an at-home nebulizer.

My mom named this breathing assistance machine Flounder, from the Little Mermaid, so I wouldn’t be afraid of it. Flounder wasn’t what scared me, though; it was my parents fighting all the time, and me begging my mom to leave my dad from as early as I could articulate such thoughts. My dad is prone to explosive anger, which manifests in fits of rage and tight-fisted control of everyone in his immediate vicinity. He can be goofy too, when he’s not angry, and I see aspects of myself in both sides of the coin—the sense of humor and the anger, though I believe I channel mine more righteously. In any event, families aren’t always as picture-perfect as they might seem.

There were definitely good times too—usually when my dad was away on business, which was frequent. I spent many sunny afternoons solving mysteries with Max and Artemis in our basement playroom, pretending to be the characters from Scooby-Doo. I was always Daphne but would like to congratulate Velma for coming out as lesbian. I also loved playing Nintendo with my cousins, when we visited family, and baking with my nana. I’d help to put rainbow sprinkles on peanut butter Rice Krispies treats, my favorite, or to whip up more traditional desserts for Thanksgiving. When my hasty little hands messed up the turkey-shaped dough cut-outs for the top of a pumpkin pie, we’d eat the mistakes together. (I came out as intersex to Nana much later, finally telling her when she was ninety-nine years old. She told me that Jesus loved me no matter what, and she didn’t understand why other people couldn’t. I agree with her and I miss her every day.)

Nana was a whiz with a Singer sewing machine and had hand-sewn lots of custom clothes for my mom’s childhood Barbies—a collection I inherited years later. One of the weirder childhood memories I have is making all my Barbies pregnant. I’d stuff the clothes I didn’t like into the belly of the dresses I preferred, to give the appearance of a baby bump. I think my mom had told me from a very young age that I wouldn’t be able to bear kids myself and always spoke highly of other options available, like adoption, to try to ensure that I wouldn’t feel lesser for it. But even at that young age, I internalized a feeling of deficiency that some women don’t assume till much later, when they struggle with fertility and find out they might not experience pregnancy themselves. Four-year-old Alicia got a big head start on all that shame and disappointment.

When I wasn’t impregnating my dolls with out-of-fashion articles of clothing from their wardrobe, I was often pasting my impressive sticker collection on journals and trapper keepers made by Lisa Frank. Who didn’t love the whole stylized, Technicolor array of animal-adorned school supplies she furnished to ’90s kids? I was particularly obsessed with her cartoon dolphins and their real-life counterparts. Besides Scooby-Doo, Flipper was a favorite TV show of mine. The old 1960s series would play in the early morning hours, I believe on Nick at Nite. And I’d always be up, disrupting my poor parents’ sleep, to watch it in their bed because I frequently suffered insomnia as a child. We were told that it was related to a persistent strep throat infection that I carried for quite some time; we weren’t told that the early surgery to remove my reproductive organs would put me in hormone withdrawal and that hot flashes, depression, and other symptoms more common to postmenopausal women would become the norm for this kindergartener.

I’d often go to the school nurse, Mrs. Grossman, because I was crying too hard at school to stay in the classroom, or I wanted to call my mom, or I begged to be picked up early. Mom had actually started her career as a nurse but worked full time in high-powered corporate jobs to be able to afford the school tuition for me and my brother; having to duck out of meetings or leave the office midday to talk me down or take me home on a regular basis wasn’t exactly good for business. As incentives to reach a certain number of days without her receiving a call, she plied me with toys, Sky Dancers in particular—little whirring fairies that actually flew and would be considered way too dangerous for generations of children born after 2000. And she’d take me most every morning to grab white powdered-sugar “bravery donuts” to give me courage to face the day (far more benign than the confidence-boosting white powder I’d turn to later in life but also far less effective).

Besides physical symptoms, I always felt different from my peers—like I never fit in anywhere—and was often reminded of it. Even in elementary school, I had a deep, raspy, some would say “sultry” voice. A lot of folks think it’s hot, now that I’m older, but it was decidedly uncool back then. One afternoon my nanny Anne Brown had taken me and Max to the grocery store to pick up a whole-wheat loaf. We were rolling down the aisle to the tune of her familiar harangue, “I won’t let you two eat that white bread at home; it does nothing for your health and tastes like paste,” when a stranger approached her.

“Secondhand smoke kills, you know,” the thirty-something mother reprimanded Anne—who looked confused but also defensive, like a lioness defending her cubs.

“Well who’s smoking here?” Anne snarled in return.

The woman replied, “I heard that little girl singing as we walked in; it sounds like she blows through a pack a day.”

I didn’t even know what cigarettes were at that time, but I heard the point loud and clear: I was definitely different, and that difference was bad. I also remember a man once telling me I sounded like I sang in the shower—a much creepier way to call out my divergence from the norm. Then there was the time in fifth grade when two of my classmates, Josh and Andrew, told me, “You sound like a man.” That one really hurt. All I ever wanted as a kid was to fit in and be just your average girl, despite knowing for as long as I could remember that I was not one.

In terms of nonstandard extracurricular activities, we visited an endocrinologist pretty much every year since my birth to monitor the progress of my development as a human. This is where my memories get much more complicated; because I wanted so badly to be normal, I suppressed a lot of the times when I felt distinctly abnormal. These memories have been tougher to access, even with the help of psychiatric support and traditional talk therapy. I also underwent a lot of experiences that folks might find disturbing, so please consider this your trigger warning and welcome to my stream of consciousness.

Intersex kids regularly visit pediatric endocrinologists over the years, ultimately inducing puberty, since—after removing our hormone-producing organs—we need outside help to reach sexual maturity. My first memory with the endo I began seeing as a preteen was when we discussed the “ideal” chest size for my frame. I was probably eleven years old, chatting with a grown man about what size breasts would look “right” in the grand scheme of my life. He kept reminding me that intersex kids with my condition, complete androgen insensitivity, always grew up to be very beautiful—often becoming models as their paid profession. (With multiple intersex friends who are or were models, I can now confirm that piece of info to be true.) He reassured me I had nothing to worry about and would undoubtedly find a great husband one day. (To be clear, I’m still searching. Again—hi, Bad Bunny.)

My next memory involves being put under anesthesia for “observation”—meaning a bunch of doctors took a peep at my genitalia for research purposes and to ascertain whether I looked “normal” enough not to require further, cosmetic surgical intervention. I have very little recollection of this “procedure,” except for the pit in my stomach as I headed into the hospital for a bunch of grown strangers to look at my junk. I also remember everyone telling me after that I looked great, was very lucky, and would not need to undergo any more operations to lead a “normal” life. I would be fine just using a dilator—think a medical-grade dildo—in the comfort (shame) of my own home (closet), in order to one day be able to engage in a cis-heteronormative life involving penetrative sex. Let me tell you, this was not an activity most eleven- to twelve-year-olds could relate to with their pals and is something I still struggle to recollect.

My last memory from that time is being told that my endocrinologist had died but that it was okay because it was probably time for me to switch from a pediatric endocrinologist to an adult one. Since then, I’ve been able to find only a handful of doctors nationwide who have any experience with intersex bodies. I’ve had to travel back to the Northeast—at huge personal expense—to be able to access said doctors after moving elsewhere, which is something that the vast majority of Americans would never be able to afford. Plus, the doctors who are adequately trained in intersex anatomy don’t always have our best interests in mind. They often grossly violate our bodies and our rights, in “service” to promoting some normative ideal or superior race of humans, also known as eugenics.

I’ve relayed all of this information pretty matter-of-factly because that’s how it was always presented to me and how I first experienced all of it: sterile, medicalized, scientific, based in thinking rather than feeling. There was very little room for emotional processing, both because I wanted to pretend none of it was happening and because doctors treat us like guinea pigs in some big experiment. I do know that even if I couldn’t consciously access my feelings then, they still manifest in my dreams through the same recurring nightmare I’ve had since childhood: people breaking into my home. I’ve since interpreted this to mirror the consistent violation of my most primal home, my own body, and the fact that outsiders had too much access to it during the years I needed most to feel secure. Only in recent years have I started to dig into, let alone try to understand, what all of this meant to me or how it has affected who I turned out to be.

Finding, or reclaiming, myself has often disrupted my relationships—not only with my parents but with anyone who may not want to reckon with certain things they see in the mirror. Dr. Money said our parts have the potential to “lie to their owner,” like how my external appearance belies what lies within it. But our bodies are the truth. He and those who enabled him helped entrench a culture in which we need to lie about those parts rather than embrace them
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