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Tr   nsgender 

idenTiTy is emerging as The nexT civil-

righTs fronTier. BuT There sTill aren’T 

any easy answers To The quesTion This 

sT. louis family faced: do you leT your 

12-year-old Tough iT ouT in a Body ThaT 

doesn’T feel like hers, or Take medical 

sTeps Toward one ThaT does?
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Laurie had been sure she was having a girl the first time, so 
they’d put up wallpaper with a pale-pink stripe and found a floral 
cover for the changing table. Two boys later, they finally had Grace.

As he pulled the Huggies closer and fastened the tabs, Ken fielded 
the 2 ½–year–old’s nonstop questions: “Daddy, why are there bumps 
on the ground?” He explained hills. She giggled, the gap in her 
front teeth showing, then asked another: “Why is the sky blue?”

He was just starting in on light waves when she interrupted in 
a small voice: “Daddy, why did God make me wrong?”

Ken pulled back. He looked into his daughter’s thick-fringed hazel 
eyes, turned as blue as his by the late-afternoon light. “What do 
you mean? You’re perfect!”

“I don’t have the right parts,” she said. “I’m supposed to be a boy.”
“Oh no you’re not,” Ken said, laughing. “You’re a girl, and you 

are perfect!”
“No,” she said flatly. “I’m not.”
He resnapped her romper, picked her up, and held her close. A 

memory cut in, unbidden: Grace as a newborn, delicate as a sea-
shell, but with a stripe of peach fuzz running down her back all the 
way to her tailbone. He’d wondered then, for half a second, if there 
were some kind of hormone imbalance. But soon the fuzz fell away.

So would this silliness, he told himself. Grace was just trying to 
keep up with her brothers.

Just for Aunt Jane’s wedding,” Laurie insisted, pulling the ivory 
linen dress over her squirming daughter’s head. “It matches 
your cousin’s dress.” Laurie had started to dread these battles 

of will. In their Christmas-card photo, Grace’s brothers grinned 
at the camera in navy V-neck sweaters. Grace was a tiny sad face 
above a Peter Pan collar, eyes downcast, fixed on the pleats in her 
hated brown gingham dress. 

The Copelands called a pediatrician for advice. He said they 
needed to keep their daughter in dresses. Another pediatrician 
said to let her wear whatever she wanted; she’d sort it out later.  

en copeland sprinkled powder 

liBerally. afTer Two sons, he was 

almosT as defT aT diapering as he was aT 

sofTware developmenT. wiTh his liTTle girl, 

Though, he hummed sweeTer songs. some-

Times his mind leaped ahead, imagining The 

giddy slumBer parTies, The fighTs over décol-

leTage aT prom Time, The feel of his daugh-

Ter’s hand Tucked in his arm as he walked 

her down The aisle in a froTh of lace…

K
The Copelands—
Grace, Laurie, Ken, 
Daniel, and David—
in 1998

Grace and Ken
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They had her tested for chromosomes (normal female, XX) 
and hormonal deficiencies (none).

At age 4, she insisted on a bowl cut with bangs for her 
red-gold hair. “Shorter,” she commanded. “Shorter.” On her 
first day of kindergarten, one of her classmates asked, “Do 
you think you’re a boy?”

“No,” she shot back, “I’m not stupid.” But she hung out 
with the boys from that day on, sobbing when the boys 
went outside for gym class and the girls had to stay inside. 
Every time she was grouped with the other girls, a weird 
anxiety clawed at her stomach. You are not one of them, her 
brain whispered.

She dreaded the bathrooms at school, long horror cham-
bers of white porcelain sinks and metal stall doors. Girls 
from other grades freaked out when they saw Grace in 
there, because they thought she was a boy. But she knew 
that if she went in the boys’ bathroom, kids from her grade 
would freak out, because they knew she was a girl. One day 
an older girl said, with maddening kindness, “Buddy, what 
are you doing here?” Grace gritted the answer between her 
teeth: “I’m a girl.” The older girl peered closer, skeptical, 
afraid to be made a fool. 

From then on, Grace just held it until she got home.
In the evenings, Laurie and Ken took their Lab for longer 

and longer walks, comparing notes and discussing any bit 
of information Laurie could glean. Today, transgender iden-
tity is the new civil-rights frontier—on the coasts, at least. 
A California statute protects a transgender student’s right 
to choose which bathroom to use, and in February, Face-
book added a “Custom” gender menu with more than 50 
options. Even pop culture’s in transition, with increasingly 
prominent transgender writers, actors, photographers, 
musicians, superheroes (DC Comics created its first openly 
transgender character), and fashion models (Vogue Daily 
predicts “unprecedented gender fluidity on the runway” for 
fall). And in April, the U.S. Department of Education issued  

a Time of 

TransiTion
one changed gender; The oTher changed 

orienTaTion. BuT kris kleindiensT and Jarek 

sTeele are sTill TogeTher.
jarek Steele co-owns Left Bank Books, a rarified center of literature and 
politics created in part by his wife, Kris Kleindienst. But Steele grew up—
female—in a very different world: a trailer on a dirt road in effingham, Ill., 
crowded with seven kids. “I didn’t have a lot of context for what I was dealing 
with,” he says dryly.

“I had five sisters, and they were all really pretty,” he continues. “I knew 
that if I was going to measure my attractiveness, it wouldn’t be by that 
standard. We all wore dresses. I tried to be”—he gestures helplessly—“thin 
or whatever. And I did try to curl my hair. It was disastrous.” 

except for the misery of pink sponge curlers and alien, legless clothing, 
Steele felt little discomfort until the confusions of puberty. “I had crushes 
in eighth grade, and in my mind, I 
was meshing the two things: I was 
attracted to the person, and also I 
wanted to be that person.” Asked 
who his crush was, he averts his 
eyes and mutters “Kevin Bacon 
in Footloose. I’d think, ‘He’s really 
cute,’ and I became obsessed with 
learning to tie a tie.”

In her late teens, Steele played 
bass in a band, hung out with older 
people, drank: “I thought I was suc-
ceeding at being a girl. And I look at those pictures, and I have combat boots 
on!” At 21, she married and had a son. “I was really trying to squeeze into the 
role. I left three years later… I had several lesbian relationships. One girlfriend 
and I, in the privacy of our home, I would be a male.”

It wasn’t until Steele met Kleindienst, who’d had a previous relationship 
with someone transgender, that a transition seemed possible. “Before, I was 
too scared: I’d loved lesbians, and they loved women in women’s bodies. 
Why would they stay if I changed?”

Kleindienst reassured her lover: “I saw you immediately as the person I 
wanted to be with, and I knew from the beginning that you would transition.  
I have X-ray vision for these things!” She knew Steele would be skeptical. “I’d 
been one of the most visible lesbian activists in St. Louis, and not everybody 
can transition their sexual orientation,” she says. Kleindienst began refer-
ring to herself as “queer,” because the word spans more possibilities. And 
Steele decided to take testosterone and at least have top surgery, to get 
that long-imagined flat chest.

Grace at age 3

Jarek and Kris

WillOrGrace_0614_LHT.indd   107 5/1/14   4:45 PM



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
a guideline clarifying that Title IX prohibits discrimination 
again transgender students.

But in 2007, transgender issues hadn’t even made the talk 
shows yet. Chastity Bono hadn’t become Chaz. Transgender 
supermodels hadn’t hit the runway. 

Now, the professional consensus is almost unanimous. 
Gender dysphoria—feeling trapped in the wrong body—is 
a medical condition requiring treatment. But the Copelands 
couldn’t even find a pediatrician versed in the subject. 

“Why can’t she just be gay?” Laurie wailed. “I’d know how 
to handle that!” (Laurie’s sister had come out as a lesbian, 
and the whole family had switched political affiliations to 
support her.) But Grace was pretty clear: She was not gay. 
This was not a phase. She was a boy. She dreaded puberty 
like it was a hidden pit of quicksand. She couldn’t even 
stand the pronouns “she” and “her”; she cringed, invisibly, 
every time one landed on her.

One day, Grace noticed blood and panicked. This couldn’t 
be happening already. She was only 11! A kid in her sixth-
grade class had asked, “Are you gonna get boobs?” and 
she’d shuddered at the thought. She didn’t want girl stuff 
flapping around on her body. She didn’t want to bleed or 
have sex with a guy or bear a child. She just wanted to be 
who she was. 

That night, she was so terrified, Laurie had to lie in bed 
with her and hold her. 

The next day, the doctor diagnosed a bladder infection. 
Grace hadn’t started after all—but her parents had seen just 
how scared she was. Laurie gave Ken a long, steady look.

He’d been hoping that puberty would ease the conflict, 
make it possible for their daughter to live happily as, maybe, 
a boyish woman. Keep the short haircut, fine. But let the 
line be drawn. This gray blur of misfit desire meant a life 
clouded with anxiety, a life he couldn’t imagine being warm 
and happy. 

Laurie didn’t share those fears. She’d done her own ago-
nizing: “I’m her mother; did I somehow cause this?” But 
she’d also done research and talked to other parents and 
joined the TransYouth Family Allies email list. That’s where, 
in 2008, she found out about hormone blockers. After she 
relayed every detail to Ken, they fell silent, each wondering 
the same thing. 

Should they tell Grace?
Ken was months behind his wife in accepting all of this, 

and he wasn’t wild about interfering with puberty’s natural 
course. On the other hand, if they tried to force Grace to be 

“When I started transitioning, my son was just going into puberty, so he 
started getting acne just about the time I was,” Steele says, chuckling. Then 
the fun drains from his voice. “I left him room to be pissed. And he did get 
mad, and he should have, because that’s a big change, and he didn’t ask for it.”

When Steele had first told her son the plan, two years earlier, explain-
ing she’d be taking testosterone, “he said OK and then asked me a lot 
of questions. I told him I needed to be truthful.” Truthful wasn’t so easy 
midtransition, when she learned that her uncle had died. none of her rela-
tives had seen much of the world; she had no idea what they’d make of 
stubble on a girl’s face. Her uncle’s funeral should be about the loss of a good 
man, not the acquisition of an unexpected one. She said she wasn’t going.

“no, you should go,” her mother said. She’d been confused by Steele’s 
lesbian years, but now the last puzzle pieces had dropped into place, making 
sense even of her daughter’s childhood—like the times she’d borrow her 
dad’s razor and pretend to shave. And the way she begged him to teach her 
woodworking. (He refused; Steele thinks he sensed something well beyond 
tomboyism and tried to shut it out.) 

She mustered her courage and showed up at church. “I was walking out 
of the funeral, and my Aunt Mary—who’s large and loud and has a cigarette 
in her hand and is not sentimental at all—comes up and whacks me on the 
back and says, ‘You shit-ass. You didn’t think we’d love you anyway?’”

now the sharpest sorrow is the impossibility of a full transition (too costly, 
for too paltry a result). “The private part is really hard to talk about,” Steele 
says. “I live from here up”—he slashes his finger across his neck. “The rest 
is…more right than it was.”

Socially, he’s seen some progress. But the fear of transgender individuals 
is even more visceral than the old fear of homosexuals, he believes, “because 
people think they’re being fooled.” nothing’s scarier than deception in a 
vulnerable arena. “It challenges your vision of who you are.”

Would a biological explanation help? Research suggests a wash of oppo-
site-sex hormones at a particular time in the pregnancy might contribute 
to the development of transgender identity. A biological explanation “would 
probably be comforting to some,” Steele says, measuring his words, “and 
something to weed out, for others.”

He doesn’t use alternative pronouns like “xe” in place of “he” or “she,” 
but he welcomes them. It sure beats the nurse who asked, as he emerged 
from a haze of post-surgical narcotics, whether he wanted to be called “he, 
she, or it.” And the only comfortable use of “tranny” he’s ever heard was his 
uncle Rex complaining, about his truck, “The tranny on this thing is shot.”

After Steele transitioned, he and Kleindienst married. On Facebook, they 
tagged their wedding “So queer we’re straight again!” Outsiders look with 
amazement at this marriage: the shift of gender, the double take of sexual 
orientation, the 20-year age difference. But Steele says the only real stress 
is working together every day at the bookstore. “I love Kris’ age,” he adds. 
“There’s nothing not attractive about that.” Then he grins. “I was in meno-
pause with my wife and puberty with my son at the same time.”

After that, you can survive anything. —j.c.

ouTsiders look wiTh amazemenT aT This mar-
riage: The shifT of gender, The douBle Take of 
sexual orienTaTion, The 20-year age difference.
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who they wanted her to be, he was afraid they’d lose her altogether. 
She’d break with the family as soon as she could. And he didn’t even 
want to think about the stats on transgender suicides. 

Laurie’s main worry was that Grace, restless and discontent, might 
act too impulsively. If she really was lesbian and not transgender, the 
blockers might suppress the truth.

Could a 12-year-old make this decision? 
Did they have the right to make it for her?

at Grace’s best friend’s bar mitzvah, the friend’s uncle saw them 
horsing around and asked, “Now, who’s this?”

“Grace,” the friend said.
The uncle chuckled. “What’s his real name?”
“No, it’s Grace,” the friend said.
“Ha ha,” the uncle said, trying to play along. “Well, 

what’s your middle name, then, Grace?”
“Elizabeth,” Grace replied.
As fate and the place cards would have it, the 

uncle wound up sitting next to Ken and Laurie at din-
ner. Grace ran up at some point with a dispatch from 
the fun’s front lines. When she left, the uncle leaned 
toward Ken. “So you’re the guy who named your son 
Grace Elizabeth!”

“Yeah,” Ken said, and left it at that. His daughter’s 
behavior was so typically male, many of her own class-
mates assumed she was just a boy named Grace. “Why 
didn’t we pick ‘Chris’ or ‘Pat’?” Laurie would groan. 
But since family names are often given as first names 
in Ladue, the name didn’t even seem that improbable.

By now, Ken had taught his daughter how to tie a tie. 
He was working hard to think of her as a boy. But shifting 
wasn’t like flipping a switch: boy/girl. It felt like he had 
two distinct places in his brain where he stored informa-
tion about boys and information about girls. Once you 
pin somebody in a category, it’s hard to remove them, 
he realized. Bit by bit, he was trying to reassign every 
piece of information about the child he’d thought of as 
his daughter. 

“Dad, what did you think about transgender people 
before you had me?” Grace asked one evening.

Ken had never skirted hard truths with any of his  

kids. Besides, Grace had always been able to fend for herself. When she 
was 4, he’d teased her about something, and she’d tossed back, “Oh, 
Daddy, you know sarcasm’s lost on me.” (Obviously not, he thought.)

Since then, he and Grace had talked openly about every facet of 
gender. So Ken didn’t hesitate. “I just thought that they were weird,” 
he told her. “I thought they were strange.” 

When he glanced up, she was sobbing. “You’re the person I trust 
more than anyone in the world,” she burst, gulping for air, her ruddy 
cheeks wet. “If you thought that, what does that mean about the people 
I’m going to meet and what they’ll think?”

  Jared Leto won an Oscar for his portrayal of Rayon, 
a transgender character in Dallas Buyers Club. (Some 
activists said a transgender actor should’ve been cast.) 

  Transgender Dysphoria Blues, the latest album from 
punk rockers Against Me!, draws on singer Laura jane 
Grace’s experience transitioning from male to female.

   Laverne Cox, an actress known for her work on Orange 
Is the New Black, was the first African-American 
transgender woman to appear on an American real-
ity show, VH1’s I Want to Work for Diddy.

  Hedwig and the Angry Inch, with Neil Patrick Harris  
as a transgender rock star, went from an off-Broadway 
hit in 1998 to a Broadway triumph this spring.

“how far we’ve come” 
—The wall sTreeT Journal, april 22, 2014

The Copeland family four years ago

continued on p. 142
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She’d hit on the question that still plagued 
him: Who would Grace find to love her? 

Other girls in Grace’s class were wearing 
training bras now, AAA cup, and giggling 
about how slippery their shaved legs felt 
between the bedsheets. Luckily, Grace was 
a late bloomer with a lean, athletic body. But 
soon her hipbones would widen and curve. 
Once that happened, it would no longer be 
possible to alter her anatomy. Or her destiny.

A few months before her 13th birthday, 
Ken and Laurie told her about the possibil-
ity of taking hormone blockers. 

When they finished explaining, she looked 
up, her hazel eyes lit green and shining with 
relief. Yes, she wanted to try! This changed 
everything. She hadn’t wanted to “transition” 
until then; she’d met a few transgender kids, 
born female, who were just telling people 
they were male. To Grace, that just seemed 
lame. “What’s the point in lying to every-
body?” she wondered.

Now, it wouldn’t be a lie. In January 2008, 
she started taking hormone blockers, to be 
followed by testosterone. Little by little, her 
body started to feel like hers. Or, rather, his. 
It was time to change that hated pronoun.

In June 2008, the Copelands flew to Phil- 
adelphia for a conference on transgender 
identity. Ken opened up to a few of the adult 
participants. “I’m afraid I’m allowing my 
child to become something that in 20 years 
he won’t want, and he’ll say, ‘Dad, why did 
you let me do this?’” he admitted. “And I 
worry about the emotional health of some-
body going through life having to keep track 
of who knows and who doesn’t know their 
most intimate secret.”

One of the men nodded. “That’s difficult, 
having to manage your life and deal with your 
sets of friends that know and don’t know,” he 
said. “But it’s so much better than the alterna-
tive of living as the person you’re not.”

The words hit home, and Ken’s worries 
stopped banging around in different direc- 
tions. As the last bit of wishful thinking dis- 
solved, he turned grim, focused, and resolute. 
This was not something Grace could avoid 
or rethink. There was no way to protect him 
from it. 

Gather up all the years of frustration, the 
deep sense of wrongness that colored a 

thousand details a day, the parents’ confusion 
and worry—and set it all aside. Compared to 
most transgender young people, Grace had it 
easy. At Spoede Elementary School and Ladue 
Middle School, kids had questioned her, occa-
sionally prying in a direction that felt “weird, 
too intimate.” But it wasn’t bullying, just blunt 

curiosity, and the queries were easy to shrug 
off. When a boy gave her trouble for being in 
the guys’ gym class, her friends formed a pha-
lanx. They didn’t quite understand it either 
(for that matter, neither did Grace), but they 
knew what friendship demanded. “Back off,” 
they told the boy, and he did.

The Copelands’ Baptist church had known 
and loved Grace since her baby days; that 
didn’t change. One relative did inquire, with 
urgent, lowered-voice concern, “Have you 
tried Christian counseling?” But in the end, 
the only truly daunting prospect was explain-
ing the transition to Grace’s great-uncle, Bill 
Copeland, a staunch Baptist in his late eight- 
ies. For any topic, he had a tough-minded op- 
inion ready in his pocket. Grace braced him-
self and started talking.

“Do what you need to do,” Bill said simply.
After that, Grace often sought out his great-

uncle’s company. The two disagreed on most 
political topics and argued it out, swords sharp 
but laughter frequent. As they tested each 
other’s minds, the mutual respect deepened. 

When the hormone treatment took full ef- 
fect and Grace was ready to change his name, 
he chose “William.”

T he spring before Will was to start ninth 
grade, Laurie called David Tabscott, his 

counselor at Ladue Horton Watkins High 
School, and explained the situation. Will had 
decided it was too hard to get his friends to 
call him anything but Grace, so he’d resigned 
himself to that, but he was still hoping for 
male pronouns. And he wanted to keep taking 
gym class with the boys. And he was worried, 
as always, about the bathroom.

“Why don’t you bring Grace up here, and 
I’ll get a key and show you every bathroom 
we’ve got,” Tabscott suggested, his voice easy. 
This was a first, in his decade at the school, 
but he wasn’t about to make it an unneces-
sarily big deal. 

When they settled on a single-sex bath-
room back by the pool, Grace visibly relaxed.

That September, Laurie called Tabscott 
again, hoping for a meeting with Grace’s 
teachers. Crazy busy with the start of the 
school year, Tabscott organized the meeting 
and told Laurie she could lead it herself. 

“If you say ‘she’ or step over the pronoun, 
just keep on rollin’,” she told the group. “You 
can call him Will or Grace. A lot of the kids 
are used to him from middle school. Just treat 
him like any other kid.”

And so they did. Later that year, Will 
started taking testosterone, and it worked 
like magic: His shoulders broadened; his 
voice deepened; his hairline straightened; 
his jaw squared off. 

He’d started high school a little shy, but 
by junior year, he was comfortable enough in 

his own skin to make everyone around him 
comfortable, too. In the student information 
system, his name was first listed as “Grace.” 
Then the entry became “William,” with no 
mention of Grace. Then “Grace” showed up 
in the nickname field. 

“For some people, gender seems to totally 
define who they are,” Tabscott remarks. “For 
Will, it was, ‘This is who I am, whether I’m 
Will or Grace.’”

A t Starbucks, Will and Laurie take turns 
reminiscing. How he loathed those dres- 

ses. How she tried to buy him a penis.
“I was in New Orleans with my sister, and 

I saw a sex shop on Bourbon Street and went 
in to ask,” she says. “There were some you 
could actually pee out of!”

Will winces. “It wasn’t right. It was like  
a dildo.”

“I was learning too, honey.”
“Well, you make it sound like I was picky!”
“And then he did all the research,” she says, 

turning to me, “and he found the right one.”
“There are prosthetics that look real-

istic and can be used for sex and stuff,” he 
explains, “and I’m getting one of those. It uses 
medical adhesive.”

I expected to avoid the question of genitalia 
altogether; activists excoriated Katie Cou-
ric for broaching that topic. But Will seems 
more comfortable with clinical issues than 
with the touchy-feely stuff. “There are two 
surgeries,” he volunteers. “One results in a 
regular-size but not really functional penis. 
And it requires really extensive surgery, 
with a skin graft and big scars, and I don’t 
know that it looks so real. The other surgery 
creates a very small penis that works but is 
hardly big enough for sex. So neither of those 
are something I’m interested in.” (He’s never 
bothered with “packers” that simply create a 
bulge: “It’s basically like a lacrosse ball in your 
pants. I feel like if anyone’s looking that hard 
at my crotch, that’s freaky anyway.”)

The bathroom thing, incidentally, sorted 
itself out in junior year. “I’d had a separate 
bathroom, but it was all the way at the end of 
the hall, and I just got tired of it and started 
using the boys’ bathroom,” Will says.

“Didn’t you go in with one of your friends?” 
Laurie says.

“I was walking with one of the guys, and he 
had to go. I said, ‘I’ll wait,’ and he said, ‘Just 
come in,’ and I think I just decided… There 
are still people it would be awkward to see in 
there, but—” He shrugs. You can only worry 
so long.

Will thinks going from female to male is 
easier—not surgically, but socially. It’s always 
been sexy for a woman to sleep in her boy-
friend’s big shirt, I note; less so for a man 
to slip into a negligee. Parents often cherish 

“WILL Or GrACE"
continued from p. 109
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tomboys, relieved that they’re not going to 
slick on fuchsia lip gloss at age 7.

Still, both Will and Laurie wish his transi-
tion had happened earlier, gone faster. The 
Copelands and another couple started a sup-
port group called TransParent—which meets 
regularly at St. Louis Children’s Hospital—
so other families can have more information 
than they did.

“But I also think you are such a great guy,” 
Laurie says, her voice soft with affection, “and 
I just wonder if what you’ve been through has 
made you what you are.”

“I don’t really care,” Will tells her cheer-
fully. 

He doesn’t care about all the politically 
charged language, either. “I just feel like I’m 
a guy. People don’t say ‘xe.’ I think ‘they’ is 
a more likely substitute, for people who feel 
like they’re in the middle and don’t identify 
as male or female.”

He strains to understand that middle. It’s 
the rationale for hormone blockers, after 
all: You’re buying a little extra time for a 
distinct gender identity to crystallize. “But 
for me, it was never a question,” he says. “I 
don’t know how you couldn’t know. I mean, 
gender is a spectrum, there are people who 
are more toward the middle and maybe there 
are people… I don’t feel the need to be super-
masculine all the time, but based on how 
persistent and serious I was, I would guess 
I’m pretty far masculine.” 

He has lived with a foot in each camp, 
though—in a society that divides gender into 
only two camps. I’m curious how he defines 
“masculine” and “feminine.” 

“Masculine is tough and strong and 
sporty,” he says, “and feminine is frilly and 
likes clothes and painting nails.” His mouth 
quirks at the absurdity of his answer. “I don’t 
think it matters, really. The core of it is just 
who you see yourself as.”

He thinks a minute. “There’s definitely 
more drama with girls, more overanalysis. 
When my best friend and I are hanging out, 
it’s just playing a video game. We don’t need 
to be talking all the time. With girls, if they 
hang out with each other I know they are, 
like, talking or making brownies or watching 
a girly movie. Just interacting with them—
everything is such a bigger deal. Which I 
think is part of the overanalysis thing.” 

I ask what his sexual orientation is.
“Yeah. I like girls.” Yep, there it is: the 

bemused look of a straight man drawn to 
something that confounds him. When he 
started dating, he told his mother he just 
didn’t understand girls. 

“Get used to it,” she said. “You never will.”

W ill looks at the crowd—almost 300 
kids, faculty members, and parents in 

Whitfield School’s auditorium—and reminds 
himself to speak slowly, not in a nervous rush. 
Senior Michael Alverson, who’s been Will’s 
best friend since kindergarten, is to introduce 
him. Famous for avoiding any opportunity for 
public speaking, Alverson does a lightning-
round introduction: “Thank you for being 
here, and without any delay, here’s Will 
Copeland.”

Will cuts to the chase, too: “I was born with 
a male brain and a female body.” A slideshow 
plays behind him, flashing photos of a little 
redheaded girl; a little redheaded boy with 
identical features; the girl in an oversize navy 
blazer and trousers; the boy with soft, curvy 
bangs. As the child grows into her teens 
and a male identity settles on her face and 
body, Will outlines his transition, his parents’ 
support, and how, after the blockers and 
testosterone, he “no longer lived in fear of 
growing up and becoming a woman.” 

Then Michael surprises his Whitfield 
friends by taking the mic. He describes how, 
on their first day of kindergarten, Will intro-
duced himself as Grace, and how, yeah, that 
was weird, but he didn’t think much more 
about it. They became such good friends that 
his parents “sat the 6-year-old version of me 
down and tried to explain: ‘You know Grace 
is different, right?’ And I said, ‘Guys, I know. 
Grace is Grace.’”

Will returns to the mic, cuffing Michael 
lightly on the shoulder, and asks for ques-
tions. “I want you to feel comfortable asking 
anything. I’ve probably heard it before, so 
you can’t offend me.” He scans the bleach-
ers. “C’mon, be brave.”

What if somebody didn’t have such sup-
portive parents, a young man asks. A girl 
wants to know if he was ever bullied. A 
mother says she thinks people struggle with 
the link between transgender identity and 
sexual orientation, and he says there is no 
link; you can be transgender and straight 
or transgender and gay. A boy asks whether 
Will plans to be this outspoken in college. 

“That’s a good question,” Will replies. “I’m 
not exactly sure yet.” He says that “at Ladue, 
everyone’s known me since I was a little girl in 
a dress. I’m excited for college, in that I’ll get 
to be Will; no one will know.” Except a friend 
from Ladue is going to the same college…and 
other kids from St. Louis…and now Frontline 
wants to interview him for a documentary… 
There’s no real anonymity these days, and 
Will knows it. He’ll have to feel his way every 
time he meets someone.

After the assembly, kids crowd around him, 
shaking his hand. The group’s too big for pri-
vacy anyway, so I sidle closer to eavesdrop on 
their questions.

A pretty young woman is telling Will she 
has friends at the university he’s chosen. With 

studied casualness, he urges her to look him 
up if she’s ever on campus.

A t the Olivette Diner, a waitress brings 
Ken his bacon-and-egg sandwich and 

Will his sausage-and-egg sandwich with-
out even asking. They have breakfast here 
together almost every morning. Ken leans 
back in the green vinyl booth and notices 
the changes in his son: the lean muscle, the 
bigger bones, the confidence, the ease. Will 
fits neatly, now, into the guy compartment 
in Ken’s brain.

They talk about college: Will’s been ac- 
cepted to Tulane University and invited to 
be one of 15 Altman Scholars, focusing on 
international studies and business. When 
the elation wears off, they talk about other 
shared interests: physics and politics, squash 
and rock climbing.

Will’s brothers are “kind of girly,” he 
tells me later. “Well, not girly, but my old-
est brother was always in theater and never 
played any sports, and the middle brother is 
just sort of nerdy, a computer-science major 
at rolla. really, really skinny.” He grins, 
well aware he’s stereotyping. Irony threads 
through any discussion of gender these days. 

Ken’s decided there’s something wired into 
human beings, at least those of his generation, 
that needs to put somebody in a gender box 
with hard sides—like the old Samsonite suit-
cases that could bounce on the tarmac and still 
wouldn’t snap open and spill their contents. 

“remember the Saturday Night Live skit 
where everybody was obsessed with whether 
Pat was a guy or a girl?” he asks me. “When 
you meet somebody, one of the very first 
things you try to do is determine what their 
sex is, because it determines how you interact 
with them, what the social norms are with 
them. And when you see a big girl with mas-
culine hands and a big Adam’s apple, it looks 
‘wrong,’ and you have an immediate aversion.”

Assumptions are loosening fast, I point 
out. Ken speculates about current attitudes, 
how they’d break out. “I’d say 50 percent 
of people still think people who are trans-
gender are freaks,” Ken says reluctantly. “A 
lot of people who are transgender do have 
emotional problems, and I think it’s mainly 
because they’ve gone through such anguish in 
puberty, growing into a body that’s basically 
not their self-image. So they have all kinds of 
emotional issues later, and I think it’s those 
emotional issues that other people key in on.”

Will, on the other hand, is turning out to be 
one of the least neurotic people on the planet. 
Ken’s no longer worried about his emotional 
health, or a life condemned to loneliness and 
constant anxiety. 

“Maybe by the time he’s 35,” he says, “it 
won’t even matter.” 7 
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