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Capitol Correspondent

HOLLAND -

The October 29 suicide of 16-year-old transgender Ian Benson has the

LBGT community asking hard questions.

"As parents, this is one of our worst fears," said Collette Beighley, Triangle

Foundations West Michigan operative. "Our worst fear is that some of our

kids will end up like Matthew Shepard, but sometimes we have to

remember the pain is so intense that they take their own lives."

Beighley knew Benson, and her daughter called Benson her best friend.

Beighley organized a memorial vigil for Benson last week, but the

questions about why Benson took his life remain. Benson was well liked

and his family accepted him for who he was. In fact, his mother started a

national group to support families dealing with transgender children.

Something that did not exist before.

"All I can say is that the Trevor Project statistics are startling," Beighley

said. The Trevor Project estimates that one out of two transgenders will

attempt to take their lives, with many succeeding. "Supportive parents

have a lot to worry about. They have to worry about not only the external

forces but the internal conflicts that arise for these kids."

Dr. Julie Nemecek knows the internal conflicts all too well. A year ago, as

she was struggling to keep her job at Spring Arbor University and

transition into a woman, it almost became too overwhelming. She talks of

sitting in her living room with a gun in hand, suicide note written. She

stopped herself because she thought of her family and what her suicide

would do to them.
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"What is terribly difficult is to explain how your mind works differently,"

said Nemecek. "Not even why, but how."

She said the issues around gender are difficult because American culture

is built on a two gender model, leaving little room for cross over. "It

makes it difficult and painful when you have to fit into a mold that is not

of your making."

Beighley concurs. "I think there is nothing in our society which prepares

transgenders. We are taught how to be a boy or a girl, and that is not fool

proof," Beighley said. "There is no reference point for these children.

There is no road map."

"I hear a lot of lesbian, bisexual and gay people talking about them," said

Rachel Crandell executive director of Transgender Michigan. "Those

tranny people, they are not really us. They are them."

Crandell said that

separation is painful. "I

think it can have a

traumatic effect."

She said when she came

out as transgender, one of

her gay friends stopped

talking to her.

Crandell and Nemecek

both said the current

debate about excluding

gender identity and expression from the Employment Nondiscrimination

Act (ENDA) has had a negative impact on the transgender community.

"I think it is telling them no one cares," said Crandell of the removal of

gender identity and expression from the federal bill. "I think it shows

people that it is really hard to trust. When people say they are with you,

how do you really know?"

"It is more likely to push them into the closet," Nemecek said, "which

means suppressing your true self, it brings on anxiety and depression."

All three said they wanted to see a more open dialogue about trans issues

in the LBGT community, and note that no one expresses themselves one

hundred percent within the confines of the traditional gender role

structure.

"There is physical violence. But emotional violence also kills," said

Nemecek.

Online Resources/Helpline Resources

866-4-U-TREVOR

Established in 1998 to coincide with the HBO airing of the award winning

short film Trevor, hosted by Ellen DeGeneres, The Trevor Helpline is the

only national 24-hour, toll-free suicide prevention hot line aimed at gay

and questioning youth.
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The Trevor Helpline is geared toward helping youth in crisis, or those

wanting information on how to help someone in crisis. The Trevor

Helpline is maintained by two call centers, at San Francisco Suicide

Prevention and The Trevor Project's Los Angeles Call Center. Helpline

calls are handled by highly trained counselors and are free and

confidential.

Learn more at http://thetrevorproject.org
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