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Three years ago, a young man with a 
sweet face and curly hair sat next to 
me in a Boise bar. We were mere 
acquaintances at the time but this 

young man, who soon would be reborn as 
Sophie Hughes, confided in me about a 
lifetime of personal struggle to become the 
person she is today. 

 My heart was warmed by the privilege of someone 
who didn’t know me well feeling comfortable enough to 
share something very important that was difficult to share 
with anyone. 
 I thought perhaps she knew of my upbringing, although 
later I realized this was incorrect. Parts of my childhood were 
spent in Bangkok, Thailand, which is famous for its “lady 
boys”—men who dress, act, and identify as women. Sophie’s 
situation and her desires were not foreign to me, and in 
Thailand such individuals are accepted for whom they are. I 
was unaware then of how difficult it sometimes is for people 
living in America to be who they want to be. 
 When we talked again recently about that day, Sophie 
explained, “I just trusted you. I sensed empathy and 
understanding. We were talking about gay rights, and you 
had a pro opinion.” 
 Society calls Sophie a transgender woman, which means 
she was born a male but throughout her life has identified as 
a woman. Now age thirty, she described to me the transition 
she is undertaking. “I’m going through the process of 
hormone replacement therapy. I’ve always been a woman in 
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my mind and in my heart. I’m just trying to get 
there now physically.”
 She must take estrogen and testosterone 
blockers for the rest of her life, and eventually will 
have sexual reassignment surgery. 
 The hardest part for her was telling everybody 
who she really was. In the past, whenever she 
dressed like a woman, people would ask if she had 
lost a bet, or if it was a persona she was using for 
her work as a stand-up comic. “Everyone thought I 
was doing a bit. Is this part of your little show? Is 
this a comedy persona?” 
 Between the ages of twenty-six and twenty-
eight, Sophie told her friends about her decision 
to change gender. She regarded this as being held 
accountable for her actions. “I was like, if I told 
everyone, then I would have to go through with it.” 
 Unfortunately, people didn’t seem to believe 
her, Sophie said sadly. She thought this might have 
been because she knew how to present herself as a 
male. “I knew what was expected of a man. I’m a 
theater major, an actor. I knew how to pretend to 
be someone else and I was very good at it.” 
 The reason Sophie had continued to present 
as her former self for so long was because she 
couldn’t see any choice. She couldn’t imagine 
where she could lead a normal life as a transgender 
woman, or how she would even be able to keep a 
job. “I knew people had done it, but only in the 
movies. I never had seen it in real life. I didn’t 
know how I could be successful.” 
 She didn’t want to become a spectacle. Even 
now, she constantly faces the fear of what could or 
might happen, the fear of walking into the “wrong” 
bar or restaurant. “I know you don’t think I can see 
you staring,” she said of public reaction to her 
presence, “but I can. Just do your best not to do it.” 
 In Idaho, a movement called Add the Words 
is attempting to address the concerns of people 
like Sophie. The mission of the all-volunteer 
organization is to update the Idaho Human Rights 
Act (IHRA) to add the words, “sexual orientation” 

and “gender identity.” 
 Sophie explained to me the difference between 
the two phrases. “Sexual orientation is who you are 
sexually attracted to, and gender identity is what 
you identify as.”
 Chelsea Lincoln, the chairwoman of Add the 
Words Idaho, told me she believes that adding the 
words “sexual orientation” and “gender identity” to 
state legislation would protect the rights of those 
in Idaho’s LGBTQ [lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
transgender, and queer] community, by helping to 
shield them from discrimination.
 As Sophie put it, “Someone can say, ‘You’re 
gay, you are not allowed to live in this building.’ Or, 
‘I found out you are trans, so I am going to fire 
you.’ It’s madness. We [in Idaho] are really behind 
in that regard.”
 The city of Boise already does have such anti-
discrimination laws within its boundaries. 
Elizabeth Koeckeritz, Boise’s deputy city attorney, 
told me an ordinance states it is unlawful to 
discriminate against anyone in employment, 
housing, and places of public accommodation 
because of sexual orientation and/or gender 
identity/expression. Sandpoint was the first Idaho 
city to pass such a law. According to Human 
Rights Campaign, other Idaho cities with similar 
statutes include Coeur d’Alene, Idaho Falls, 
Pocatello, Ketchum, Moscow, and Victor. 
 Concerning the current controversy over 
unisex bathrooms in America, Sophie’s advice is, 
“Stop freaking out about the bathroom. We are 
way more afraid of you then you are of us. Leave 
us alone.”
 She has not legally changed her name, because 
to do so, she must publish an advertisement 
announcing the name change, go before a judge, 
and undergo background checks. The process can 
take several months to complete, and she said it all 
seems like too much hassle for her at the moment. 
I was curious how dating worked, wondering if 
men who liked her would be considered by others 
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as gay or bisexual. She said she has dated men 
who used her as a “stepping stone” on their way to 
acknowledging they were gay. Bisexual men pose 
the least problem, she thinks.
 Straight men have been interested in her, but 
they seem to be the ones who have had a hard 
time resolving their own situation. She said she 
wishes these men had more courage, yet she 
understands what they are going through, and 
acknowledges it is difficult. To this day, Sophie 
said, she battles to maintain the courage to 
continue on her path. 
 Because she is genetically a male who dates 
other men, there’s a common misconception 
that she is gay. Sophie quickly shut that down, 
telling me she is a lady. “It’s been a huge 
struggle. I met people who were interested in 

me but could not resolve for themselves what 
dating me would entail. They were afraid it 
made them gay. Men I’ve dated have worried 
that their families would not approve or 
understand. I get it—it’s just sad.” 
 Sophie dropped her gaze, taking a moment to 
emphasize that she does not need to be treated 
“with kid gloves.” She wants people to become 
informed, to understand what it is to be a 
transgender woman. Many people ask her 
questions, she said, some of them inappropriate, 
but she doesn’t mind, if such curiosity comes from 
a desire to be educated. 
 “Not all of us are RuPaul [a transgender actor 
and model], we are not all fabulous. Some of us 
are just women in our sweatpants at the store 
trying to buy a lean pocket.” 

ABOVE LEFT: Sophie 
working on her 
standup comedy 
routine.

ABOVE RIGHT: A social 
media photo of Sophie 
with a friend.
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