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For Elise Malary (March 29, 1990–March 17, 2022).
We only briefly met, but your loss and your legacy continue to send ripples through the Chicago transgender community and beyond. Thank you for reminding me of my why. You deserved the world, and the world was better with you in it.

I hope this book creates a little magic to make it possible for women like you—unapologetic, joyful, passionate, and kind—to thrive.
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A Note on Language and Client Stories

Language, especially related to gender identity and expression, is dynamic. It changes quickly, and there are often different opinions within the transgender and non-binary communities about what words feel the best and most affirming. I am not the final word on language or definitions. I have done my best in this book to use the most up-to-date, affirming, and inclusive language. However, there might be language used within this book that doesn’t resonate with everyone, and as with most books speaking to and about transgender/non-binary folks, the language I use today might be the outdated language of tomorrow.

For example, I’ve also chosen to use the word “folks” instead of “folx.” While some transgender and non-binary individuals feel that “folx” is more intentionally inclusive of diverse gender identities, others prefer using “folks” since it is also a gender-neutral term.

You’ll also notice that I refer to those under the trans umbrella as transgender/non-binary in some sentences but separate the identities in other moments. I do this intentionally. In my work with clients, one of the most common things I hear from non-binary folks is that they don’t feel “trans enough” based on the cultural emphasis on binary trans identities. Many non-binary people also feel self-conscious and fear being perceived as a fraud when entering explicitly transgender spaces. This is especially true for non-binary individuals who choose not to significantly alter their physical appearance.

By varying my usage of “transgender/non-binary” and “transgender and non-binary,” I want to be clear that, while there is a distinction between the identities and often different lived experiences, both binary and non-binary transgender individuals exist under the larger transgender umbrella, whether or not the term “transgender” resonates personally. Both identities may or may not include medical transition.

This book is the beginning of what I believe is a paradigm-shifting conversation, but it is not the end. I’m committed to continuing to learn, grow, and strengthen my work as a clinician, coach, writer, and educator, and I invite you to reach out to me on www.gendermagic.com with any upgrades, and I will do my best to revise future editions of this book.

As a therapist and a coach, I know confidentiality’s importance for my clients.

I also know hearing stories about how others have navigated gender exploration, expansion, and transition is powerful and helps you see how to put these ideas into action.

For this reason, I’ve included stories as I can while still protecting my clients’ privacy. These stories often do not represent singular living, breathing individuals I’ve worked with. Instead, I’ve taken themes, patterns, and conversations I’ve had with many clients over the years and mashed them up to create a new character. Occasionally, I got explicit permission to use parts of someone’s story.

In general, details may be changed and identities protected, but any stories you see in these pages are true.

You can find more resources and information on topics in this book at www.gendermagic.com.




INTRODUCTION

Transition Isn’t the Point

When you grow up as the adopted child of fundamentalist Christian traveling puppeteer missionaries from the Deep South, becoming a non-binary, queer gender and sex therapist, coach, and speaker isn’t the outcome you expect.

The journey to my non-binary identity was like discovering I’d been walking around in shoes a half size too small. Until I was almost thirty, I didn’t notice how uncomfortable and constricted I felt in my assigned gender as a woman, but after decades limping around with blisters, my cramped toes screaming for relief, something had to give. Over the next five years, I started going by a different name, using they/them pronouns, taking low-dose testosterone, and I had top surgery.

Walking in shoes that fit was a revelation, but putting on the rightsize shoes isn’t the point of this metaphor. The point is this: Instead of hobbling around trying to put Band-Aids on my blisters, I could finally dance and run and climb without pain. My feet weren’t distracting me from doing all the things I loved.

Learning to authentically articulate and express our gender in whatever way feels good to us deserves celebration as a fundamental part of personal growth and self-discovery. Throughout my journey and the journeys of hundreds of clients, friends, and community members, I’ve seen gender exploration and transition be a place of joy, pleasure, and profound intimacy with ourselves and the chosen families we build around us.

Whether you’re transgender, non-binary, cisgender, or any other diverse gender identity from across the globe* gender is a powerful force in life, dictating how we experience the world and ourselves. The power of knowing who you are and living as your true self without shame isn’t easy, and there’s a reason the societal narrative about exploring gender identity is negative, restrictive, and downright scary.

According to the Human Rights Campaign, thirty-three states within the United States passed or proposed over one hundred anti-trans bills in 2021 alone, with over two hundred anti-LGBTQ+ bills still in the works at the end of 2022, often targeting children who want to explore a gender that’s different from their sex assigned at birth.1

As transgender individuals become more visible in mainstream media and the conversation about transgender and non-binary identity and rights advances in Western culture, there is a backlash from those who feel their sense of reality threatened by a new understanding of gender, those who have objections to the idea of gender identity as a cultural construct rooted in white supremacy and reductive understandings of religious texts, and those who are unwilling to update their understanding of gender because it causes the discomfort that comes with change. The hate that stems from fear and discomfort often, tragically, ends in violence directed toward transgender individuals, especially transgender women of color.2 While we are making great strides in visibility, this does not always equate to safety.

We contend with systemic barriers and gatekeeping in the medical and mental health fields, housing discrimination, workplace discrimination, microaggressions, and the constant gendering experienced while walking around in the world—all of which are sources of trauma and an exhausting burden on trans folks. Additionally, many transgender/non-binary people live at the intersection of multiple oppressed identities, including but not limited to race, ability and disability, neurodivergence, citizenship, and class, and simply existing becomes an act of resilience.

I am not here to ignore these facts.

And yet. Gender transition does not have to center on anxiety, self-doubt, systemic harms, and distress. When suffering is the uniting banner for trans folks, it creates a culture where many transgender support groups, community discussions, forums, and even scientific research center on the experience of suffering. Is it important to help ease suffering for transgender folks? Absolutely yes. But if we focus only on easing suffering, we’re assuming that relief is the best thing a transgender or non-binary person can hope to achieve in their life. We lose out on the opportunity to connect on experiences like the joy of creative expression, pleasure in all its forms, laughing till we pee, and fiercely celebrating each other.

As a certified gender and sex therapist, I know from working with hundreds of clients that, while the barriers and discrimination we face are impactful and sometimes difficult to navigate, gender transition can be incredibly positive. For the clients I work with, discovering and embodying who they truly are is empowering. Transition can be a time to explore yourself and build community.

More and more, I’m seeing people, both cis and trans, stepping out of the box they were assigned at birth and celebrating who they are. In media, trans and non-binary actors and identities are being positively represented on shows like Pose, Sense8, and The Politician. And—gasp—sometimes the plot isn’t even about them being transgender/non-binary! We get to experience the delight gender freedom brings when a Black woman who is transgender writes a New York Times bestselling memoir, when a cisgender man wears a dress on the cover of Vogue or to the Oscars, or when a non-binary individual clips earrings onto a popular talk show host.3

Many folks are hungry to learn more in order to be supportive, both personally and professionally. We are finding new ways to better affirm transgender identities, and many people are beginning to understand that gender is not a binary.

It’s a revolution, and it’s ongoing.

In the United States, and many other cultures worldwide, society doesn’t celebrate the vast diversity of gender identities and expressions. Folks who dare to express their gender in unexpected ways are often ridiculed into compliance with restrictive norms of what we consider masculine or feminine. In many cases, people who are transgender and non-binary experience discrimination, are told their identities are invalid, and experience emotional and physical harm for simply existing.

The typical cultural narrative we hear of a transgender person’s journey to actualization doesn’t help. It goes something like this:

Once upon a time, there was a child. From a young age, they did things like putting on Mom’s heels, which was against the “rules” for their sex assigned at birth. Their parents shamed and punished them, and the child shut down a part of themselves, burying it deep. As the child went through puberty and their body changed, they felt like they were in the wrong body. Something was wrong with them, but they couldn’t quite put their finger on what. Anxiety and depression crept in as they struggled to feel comfortable and fit in at school, and they started cutting to try to manage their big feels.

The child grew up and realized what they were experiencing was gender dysphoria. They were transgender. This realization rocked their world, sending them spiraling into intense fear, self-hatred, self-doubt, and debilitating anxiety. Eventually, they medically, legally, and socially transitioned their gender to a binary transgender identity. Every step of the process was overwhelming and confusing.

“Post-transition,” the allies of the world called them “brave” and “inspirational.” But at the end of the day, they are alone, underemployed, and struggle to feel valid in their identity.

I’ve heard this story—or something very much like it—from dozens of my clients over the years. I don’t want to minimize anyone’s story if this is your experience. It’s real, and it happens.

But here’s the truth: This narrative sucks.

If lifelong struggle with no potential for joy is the only experience we have to look forward to, no wonder exploring and transitioning your gender is so anxiety provoking!

This narrative also assumes (again) that suffering is a cornerstone of transition and that all transgender folks identify with a binary gender and want gender-affirming surgeries, making those who don’t see themselves in this story feel not “trans enough.”

As a non-binary person and transgender inclusion and diversity speaker, I know the obstacles we face. I have a PowerPoint slide about the disproportionate rates of violence against transgender individuals, Black transgender women, and transgender women of color in particular. Every single year since I started speaking on this topic in 2016, I have updated that slide to say the current year was the highest year on record for violence against transgender people. Suicidal ideation and death by suicide is also disproportionally high in the transgender population. A study by the Williams Institute reports that 98 percent of study respondents expressed suicidal ideation after four or more experiences of discrimination and violence in a year (many transgender people experience four or more microaggressions or aggressions a week) and 51 percent of them attempted suicide that year.4

Given these stats, it’s easy to see why harm-reduction strategies (by which I mean things like STI prevention, suicide prevention, housing, and anti-violence work) become the focus of support for folks exploring and transitioning their gender. These strategies are important and necessary. However, we need something more. We need a new model for gender transition.

Hell, we need a new model for gender.

One that acknowledges the intersecting identities and systemic oppression of marginalized groups and myriad ways that culture and a binary gender system make existence as a transgender or non-binary person difficult AND one that celebrates gender exploration and expansion as an exciting place of growth, individually as well as systemically.

We need a narrative of gender exploration, expansion, and transition that is hopeful and full of ease, curiosity, joy, and pleasure. A narrative that centers on gender freedom and gives transgender/non-binary folks room to thrive.

Exploring gender is a natural, critical part of becoming ourselves fully, wholly, and authentically. And you, reader, deserve space and support to do that exploring and to be celebrated for who you are.

Gender Transition Isn’t the Point of This Book

The point of this book is for you, me, all of us, to experience the freedom to identify and express our gender intentionally and genuinely. The world is better when people are walking around as their most lit-up selves, and we are not truly free until we are all free to live authentically in the world.

For trans/non-binary folks, gender transition is about focusing on gender intensely for a time so they can go on and live their life as the boldest shame-free, actualized version of themselves possible. In other words, they want to live a life where gender dysphoria, or a sense of incongruence about their gender identity or expression, no longer defines their days.

One client captured this idea best, saying, Why would I transition my gender and not transition the rest of my life?

Let’s be clear: I’m not here to erase or minimize the painful and challenging aspects of living as a queer and transgender person. I will not “love and light” the way through gender transition, painting a rosy view of what transition can look like. But I do want to imagine a bolder, more audacious future where the narrative of gender transition also includes ease, joy, and curiosity.

My goal is to shift the conversation about gender transition to one of play, pleasure, and possibility.

The Gender Freedom Model

After working for five years as a therapist and chief operating officer at a sizeable LGBTQ+ counseling center in Chicago, I started my private therapy practice, Practical Audacity, focusing on gender and sex therapy work. I had eighteen clients my first week and had a waiting list in under two months. My practice quickly grew to five clinicians, then ten, and in year five, as I write this book, we have twenty-one clinicians with over one thousand new client requests a year, often exceeding our ability to provide services.

As I continued to focus my work on the intersections of gender identity and sexuality, I noticed my transgender/non-binary/gender-questioning clients were all struggling with similar things. In short, gender transition felt like an overwhelming, anxiety-producing process full of confusion and self-doubt. Like a slog through the mud in the middle of a thunderstorm.

So, I started to ask the question differently. Rather than focusing on mitigating the risk factors of not being a cisgender person, I wondered, How do we make gender transition a place of joy, curiosity, self-growth, and pleasure? I researched, looking at studies on how LGBTQ+ and transgender/non-binary folks experience identity exploration, coming out, anxiety, depression, trauma, and sexuality. I explored research in strengths-based positive psychology, adult play, resiliency, effective coping skills, and sex therapy. I pulled from interdisciplinary literature on human-centered design thinking, educational theory, and coaching theory, among many others.

Listening to my clients’ struggles helped me notice patterns in how they were thinking about gender transition, taking up space, and navigating being transgender/non-binary people in our world. I read about transgender and non-binary experiences online, reflected on my journey and my friends’ journeys, and took lots of notes. And after months of a living room scattered with note cards, sticky notes posted everywhere, and a very annoyed roommate, I distilled everything I was learning into a framework—the Gender Freedom Model—that has become the basis of my work and this book.

The Gender Freedom Model is a framework of key concepts, mindsets, and skills to facilitate gender exploration, grounded in three pillars: play, pleasure, and possibility.5 Using this model has helped both me and my clients see hope for a better, more authentic future in a practical way, giving folks the tools, resources, and encouragement they need to take up space in the world, knowing the world is a better place when they do.

Most models related to gender transition follow a linear path of identity confusion, exploration, and reflection (including childhood and adolescent gender nonconformity); discovering a transgender/non-binary identity; disclosures to significant others; gender-expression exploration, including social/legal/medical transition; and finally, integrating their trans identity into their life with pride. This is a useful framework for the people who follow this path, but many of my clients and I feel this path is restrictive and doesn’t reflect everyone’s experience of gender exploration. I’m not looking to replace these more linear models, but I would like to expand the conversation.

The goal of the Gender Freedom Model isn’t to give you a step-by-step guide to discovering your gender identity. What it will give you are the mindsets, tools, and support you need to follow whatever path gender exploration takes you down.

I often think of it this way: On a solo trip to Lisbon, I wandered through the steep, winding streets in the oldest part of town. Street signs were few, and alleyways led to delicious tiny restaurants and bars seating no more than five or ten people at a time. Around dinnertime, I sat down in one of these hidden gems and ate fresh fish, chatting with hand motions and drawings on napkins to the older French couple sitting beside me. I listened delightedly as the cook, the grumpy old lady glaring at me from the street, and about a dozen other guest singers serenaded us with fado, the melancholy soul music of Portugal. I didn’t know where I was, or how to get back to my hotel or what was next. But I didn’t care. Because at the moment, I didn’t want to be anywhere else in the world.

The Gender Freedom Model is like that experience. It’s not Google Maps, directing your way through unfamiliar streets. Rather, it’s a travelogue, inviting you to come along on a journey of curiosity, awe, and discovery, where part of the joy is in not knowing exactly where you’ll end up. You’ll take in the moments of wonder, connection, and ease along the way, knowing that wherever you are, that’s where you’re supposed to be.

My Story

Everyone starts somewhere.

And sometimes that “somewhere” is a swamp with puppets.

I grew up in a small Louisiana town. Bayous, Spanish moss, nutria rats (think a cross between a beaver and a rat), and cottonmouth snakes. Home of Tim McGraw and True Blood.

In an unusual plot twist, when I was nine years old, my dad brought home a puppet and declared God called him to be a missionary. I was an odd and relatively isolated kid, so I joined him in his new hobby. My mom was peer-pressured to join us soon after. While the other kids sang pageant-style renditions of The Chicks’ “There’s Your Trouble” in the middle school talent show, I walked on stage with a bird puppet. I was about as popular as you might imagine.

Pretty soon, we went on the road full-time to share the gospel of Jesus Christ all over the United States. With puppets. We lived in motels, a race-car trailer with no bathroom, and finally (thankfully), a motor home. We performed four nights a week in churches, schools, and summer camps with crowds ranging from twenty to a thousand, moving every week for five years of my life.

Most people saw my six-foot-two dad as a quirky, goofy guy who made fart jokes and pulled pranks. Appearances were everything to him. He was especially concerned about any hint of “gayness.” While casual homophobia is far from unusual in the South, my dad’s version scorched the earth behind it.

My high-school boyfriend wore a pair of skinny jeans to a church performance and my dad deemed the pants too gay to function, despite my boyfriend being in a heterosexual (ha!) relationship with me. He loomed over me, whisper-yelling and poking his finger into my chest repeatedly behind the puppet stage curtain minutes before I had to perform, now shaking, in front of hundreds of people. He once threw out a closet full of dress shirts because he discovered the previous owner was gay, making jokes about catching HIV from them.

I went to a tiny Baptist college in the woods of East Texas, where being an out member of the LGBTQ+ community was an offense risking expulsion if the wrong people found out. My best friends became the theater kids who were some of the only out-ish gay men on campus. We had sleepovers in my apartment, just far enough off the main campus that the school didn’t bother us. We stayed up late watching Disney movies and Buffy with some god-awful, cheap blue liquor. I wasn’t yet out as queer (even to myself), but for the first time in my life, I wasn’t walking on eggshells.

I watched my friends come out to religious families, get into relationships, and deal with a healthy dose of self-loathing and internalized shame from the homophobic environment we were all stuck in. Between my sophomore and junior years of college, something big shifted in me. Simply living your life shouldn’t be as hard as it was for my friends. A supposed god of love who inspired such hatefulness toward other humans, who inspired my friends (and me) to believe we were broken and wrong, no longer made sense to me.

Around this time, my parents visited my tiny college apartment and saw a singular Corona beer in my fridge. Along with my nose ring, tattoos, and apparent drift away from the church, this confirmed their worst fears about me. I was destined for a life of sin—lost. “I failed as a parent,” I read on my mom’s lips, not quite hearing her through the ringing in my ears and the sobs I was holding my breath to keep in. I turned to stone to get through my dad’s tirade with my chin up. They disowned me, cutting me off financially. I had enough financial aid and work to finish college, but it would be a year before I spoke to my mom again, two years before I saw my dad.

Along the way, I fell in love with psychology. People fascinated me, and I wanted my friends to feel less pain while exploring their sexuality and identities. So I began my journey to be a therapist who worked with the LGBTQ+ community. I got accepted into a graduate school in Chicago and ran screaming from the Deep South.

Lumbering along in my U-Haul down Lake Shore Drive in Chicago, I looked at the lake, the closest thing to an ocean I’d ever lived near. I looked at the skyline. And I took the deepest breath I’d taken in my whole life. Something settled in me, and something shifted. Free from an oppressive religious environment for the first time, my latent queerness felt less like a new discovery and more like an obvious inevitability.

Within a few months, my then husband helped me pack yet another U-Haul, this time just for me, and I moved into a tiny apartment on the other side of town with a mutual friend who had just come out as transgender a few months earlier. While painful, our split was amicable as we sent each other on our own journeys, and he remains one of my biggest supporters.

The next few years were full of messy experimentation and messier relationships as I explored my newfound queerness.

When my parents came through for a visit several years after “Corona-gate,” they refused to set foot in my apartment once they knew my roommate was trans. They’ve never made it past the entryway of my home in the ten-plus years since. This experience gave me a not-unexpected preview of their feelings about transgender folks.

I dreaded coming out to my parents as queer, so I put it off for a while but finally had The Conversation. As I shared my queer identity with my mom on the phone, my dad snatched the phone away from her to tell me to stay away from his family and his wife and threatened me with a restraining order. My world stopped, but I mopped the snot dripping down my face and sat down in my therapist chair for a full day of sessions helping other people navigate their queer identities.

Just when I thought I had myself all figured out, a little tickle started about my gender. Some people have lightbulb moments about their identity. My journey felt more like a gentle stretch in the morning: an opening up and a gradual awakening. I’m privileged to live in a giant blue dot of a city, and by the time I came out as non-binary, I had a chosen family and queer community, a supportive partner, financial independence, and self-employment. These things allowed me to explore my gender in a way that didn’t feel pressured.

I know this kind of ease isn’t everyone’s story of gender exploration. And I also understand what it’s like to experience rejection, pain, and consequences in the journey to my queer and non-binary identities. I see you. And I’ve got you.

In fact, you’re the reason I wrote this book.

Who This Book Is For

If you’ve changed clothes a thousand times because nothing feels right, worried about being a fraud, sobbed while wondering if you’ll be alone forever, felt the outrageous joy of being seen and accepted for who you are, I see you.

Maybe you’re transgender/non-binary and tired of gender transition (or simply existing as a trans person) feeling like a never-ending dentist appointment. Perhaps you’re questioning your gender and in dire need of some clarity. Maybe you’re cisgender, and you feel trapped by the intense gendered expectations of our society. This book is for anyone who feels like society has stuffed them into a tiny box of assigned gender and is gasping for air.

Or maybe you picked up this book because you want to support a child, loved one, employee, client, or colleague on their gender journey.

Whatever brought you here, I invite you to read this book not only to gain empathy and understanding for the transgender/non-binary folks in your life, but to gain a deeper understanding of the ways assigned gender (and all the expectations that go with it) has affected your life.

Whether you are transgender, non-binary, or cisgender, this book will help you unlock and experience your gender in fresh ways.

Some Caveats

I am white, queer, thin, androgynous, chronically ill, neurodivergent, highly educated and credentialed, a US citizen, transgender/non-binary, and a survivor of emotional and religious abuse. I’m also a business owner in a liberal city who holds a leadership position. These intersecting identities both help and hinder my work in different ways. I benefit from structures, including whiteness, power, and capitalism, that have caused immense harm, especially to trans folks, BIPOC folks, disabled folks, and many other identities that are not cisgender, straight, white males.

I strive to be aware of my privilege and how it impacts my work and perspective. It is my intention and work to write this book from an inter-sectional frame. However, I know I still have gaps I am not yet aware of. I also cannot claim any special knowledge on the lived experience of transgender people of color or folks who exist outside of the paradigm of gender diversity within the white, Westernized United States culture, including Indigenous communities that live within the now United States.

The Journey Ahead

I divided this book into three parts based on the pillars of the Gender Freedom Model: play, pleasure, and possibility.

In part 1, I’ll show you how adopting an attitude of play during gender exploration can immediately turn down the volume on anxiety, self-doubt, and fear. I’ll review some basics of gender to get us all on the same page and introduce some key mindset shifts and tools necessary to explore gender with more ease. We’ll dive into how tiny steps and experiments can help you discover more of your authentic self (whether or not that includes social/legal/medical transition), and I’ll give you questions to ask yourself, practical advice, and methods for making decisions about things like medical transition, name changes, and coming out.

The second part of the book will delve into pleasure, sex, and relationships. I’ll show you how to design intimate relationships of all kinds (including your relationship with yourself!) and create a sex life that lights you up and makes you feel wholly seen. You’ll also learn how to find pleasure in your body today, even if you want to change that body in the future, knowing that we don’t need to love every part of our body to be kind to it. After all, pleasure is a portal—full of energy and life—that connects us to ourselves and others, giving us fuel to create the world we dream of.

And finally, in part 3, we will imagine the possibility of a future worth having—because gender doesn’t exist in a vacuum. From a nourishing chosen family network to intentionally designing a life that lights you up, I’ll give you questions to consider and practical tools to help you make that future happen. Pride is our final topic, but not in a rainbow-float kind of way. Rather, pride is actively working to create the world we want to live in, based on pleasure and joy.

Throughout, you’ll find prompts for reflection and invitations to take action. Because here’s the thing: I want you to feel relief, inspiration, and affirmation, but most of all, I want you to walk away from this book changed. And that can only happen when you start trying new behaviors, new ways of talking to yourself, and new ways of existing in the world.

Exploring your gender identity and expression is a beautiful, generative process that takes time. Remember there is no rush. There is no arrival. There’s only becoming.

If you feel confused, anxious, or full of self-doubt related to your gender identity and expression, here’s what I want you to know right now:


[image: Illustration]   You are trans enough.

[image: Illustration]   You are not a burden.

[image: Illustration]   You are worthy.

[image: Illustration]   Your identity is valid.

[image: Illustration]   You are lovable.

[image: Illustration]   You are beautiful.

[image: Illustration]   The world is better with you in it.



I’ve supported dozens of individual and group therapy and coaching clients through this process, and I’ve shared these ideas with thousands more through speaking, writing, and social media, as well as applied them in my own life.

And I’m excited to go on this journey with you.

This book is not only about celebrating our gender but also about growing in relationship with ourselves and with others. It’s designed as an empowering, insightful read that motivates as much as it educates, honoring action as much as thought. You’ll walk away a better-equipped human, in and out of all gender fuckery, after reading this. And on hard days, you’ll have the confidence and tools you need to do hard things. Because you can do hard things. I promise—it’s worth it. You are worth it.

PS: I think you’re magic.



___________

* Including but not limited to indigenous identities such as Two-Spirit, hijra, fa’afafine, and mak nyah.
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