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 This is a collaborative project created by Avi Gilligan and 
Michelle Thomas to document Avi's transition on Hormone Thera-
py. Each week, Avi writes a reflection on her current state of mind, 
how hormones are affecting her, and her personal growth. Michelle 
then creates a 3 hour portrait that conveys the emotions and ener-
gy in the piece while simultaneously documenting Avi's physical 
changes.

We are hoping that by documenting the journey in an organic 
manner, it will show many facets of growth and development both 
inward and out. We hope this project can act as a source of inspira-
tion and connection for transgendered youth, and provide a medi-
um for understanding the complexity of gender identity.

"It is a process of revealing. We are not becoming anything that we have 
not always been. We are stripping away one of the most uncomfortable 
masks our society asks us to wear, and we are presenting to the world 
our true selves. We are releasing the emotions and intelligences, kept 
in chains for so long, that make up our identity. There is power and 
beauty in that." 

-Avi Gilligan

About the Project



“To feel like a siren 
Who knows how to move, 
To sound, to feel. Naturally.”

 -Joy Ladin, from Finding Your Female Voice



I flirt shyly with femininity. I want it. I want it badly. But I am afraid 
of the consequences of attaining it. I am afraid of its cost.

I’ve cried a lot this past week. I grew up believing both that crying 
was feminine and that it made me vulnerable. My young mind 
formed a connection. Femininity = vulnerability. Vulnerability 
= weakness. And to be weak meant to deserve any suffering that 
befell me.

Now I am not afraid to cry, and not afraid to admit to crying. It is 
cathartic. And more than that, the vulnerability that it brings me 
is not a bad thing. It opens me up, and allows me to examine the 
causes for my tears. Sometimes the surface event that triggered 
crying is only a small symptom of a larger issue I need to address in 
my life.

I cried twice this week when watching TV shows: once during 
Game of Thrones, and once during Sense8. (I would tell you what 
scenes, but then I’d have to put a big spoiler alert on this post!) The 
second time, during Sense8, I cried in heaving, body-wracking sobs 
for a half hour after the episode ended. I didn’t even stop when I 
went to brush my teeth, silently grateful that it was 3am and all my 
roommates were either clubbing or asleep.

I am crying as I write this.
Both scenes involved femininity suffering at the hands of masculin-
ity. Femininity = vulnerability. Vulnerability = weakness. And this 
is the cost I am afraid to pay. Every time I step deeper into feminin-

Week 7

11” x 15”  Guaoche 



ity, fear stirs. I feel, as I watch these suffering women, not just for 
them, but as them. I fear that if I take one step in the wrong direc-
tion, I will be the one held down, I will be the one hiding bruises.

Yet femininity is a fierceness that burns in the core of my being. 
And inside me, it does not feel weak. It is only when it comes into 
contact with society, and I watch how dismissively it is treated, how 
those who exhibit it are objectified and degraded, that I become 
afraid. It is the feeling of someone showering wet sand on a fire 
burning within me.

I refuse to believe that femininity is akin to weakness. I will not ac-
cept that we who are feminine are helpless in the face of those who 
hold us down, who give us bruises. I experience immense joy when 
I encounter places in our culture where femininity is treated as 
powerful in its own right. Magical girl anime and Emilie Autumn 
concerts hold a special place in my heart. Women who are feminine 
and kick ass because of that, not despite it, are role models I thirst 
for.

I won’t let my fear stand in the way of my femme. I will not hide 
in order to keep safe. If my fears should ever be realized, I will find 
ways to protect myself that do not involve gating off sections of my 
identity and expression. I don’t know what they will be. I hope I will 
never need them. But I know that far too many people already do 
need them, and they find themselves with no safe course of action 
because of the bigotry around them.

Femininity = a beautiful, loving, sensitive, and vibrant collection of 
self-expressions long subjected to oppression by masculine domi-
nated societies.

The time has come for that domination to end.
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11” x 15”  Acrylic, Graphite 
and Watercolor

Where do I sit, before your arresting eyes, as deep a blue as the sky 
you admire?

D-d-d-d-drop the bass.

And I’ll give up control. Surrender to your arms. I want more 
than a hand on my shoulder, eyes into eyes. Eyes in ecstasy. Hands 
clutching at the small of my back.

How can I claim a birthright long forsaken?

The hair on your legs asks the questions your voice will not. Wait a 
little longer. Quiet is only a test of my patience and

I. am. not. patient.

What was that promise? What liquid, what insomniac inhalation 
did you hurl at me as a bond, as if what I wanted would mold to fit 
the container you put it in.

I’ll take the warmth instead, stranger yet though it is, but welcom-
ing like the water before birth. And dark as it. Yes, we kissed.

Holding me against the wall like the haze of gunpowder on an 18th 
century battlefield, driving fingertips into my sides like the opening 
of Beethoven’s 7th.

Or Mendelssohn’s 3rd?



I am the lost pet you never found.

Find these instead:

The aurora borealis above a loam rich like ripe avocado The cut 
glass of wind on a frozen shore The smile of a glassblower named 
Philippe The relief brought from a near miss with the large and 
quickly moving grill of your neighbor Mark’s Ford pickup An un-
derstanding only gained after spending a long time underground, 
alone, in a place you did not choose to be

I’ll find a spiral staircase to slide down.

“As if to build a fence around the fatal emptiness inside her, she had 
to create the sunny person that she became. But if you peeled away 
the ornamental egos that she had built, there was only an abyss of 
nothingness and the intense thirst that came with it. Though she 
tried to forget it, the nothingness would visit her periodically - on 
a lonely rainy afternoon, or at dawn when she woke from a night-
mare. What she needed at such times was to be held by someone, 
anyone.” - 1Q84, p. 459

Wind gusting my dress around my thighs and tickling my cheeks 
with strands of escaped hair, I run. A moon long past midnight 
howls in delight.

My home again flooded with mustard gas. Nothing to do but flush 
the atmosphere and let it fill with safe (I wouldn’t go so far as to say 
clean) air. Whatever the cost.

He asked me, “What is it like when you’re walking down the street 
and a man looks at you, and you know he’s admiring you and want-
ing you, never dreaming you’re a trans woman?”

I replied, “Scary.”
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11” x 15”  Watercolor and 
Colored Pencil 

“Revolutionary.”

“Anarchist.”

What? You’re referring to me?

A few days ago, Trace asked me how my pieces fit together.

Why do I promote sex-positive sales leads but not religious ones?

What connects the dots between my support of open salaries and 
my cut up t-shirts?

“Avi, what’s the goal of your revolution?”

My revolution?

I’m a programmer. I’m just living the same way I code. I’m archi-
tecting systems that solve their users’ problems.

(My user base is every human on Earth.)

…

Let’s talk anarchy.

Anarchy is anti-institution. An institution is a super-person. Just 



like a human being, it will place its own concerns first. The survival 
of the institution supersedes that of those under its purview.

Anarchy is not anti-hierarchy. Anarchy is not anti-law or anti-regu-
lation.

Anarchy is pro-community. Anarchy allows hierarchies and laws 
to arise naturally as situations require, and change naturally with 
changing circumstances. Anarchy, and anyone who sits at the top of 
its natural hierarchy, serves the community.

Anarchy requires frequent change, and change is hard.

Anarchy on a large scale is not feasible unless it is possible for a 
community to rapidly respond to issues while simultaneously per-
mitting its members to stay informed, give feedback, and influence 
the nature of those responses.

Anarchy needs tools to rapidly build hierarchies to solve prob-
lems in our communities and rapidly change those hierarchies to 
adapt to new knowledge around these problems. It must do all of 
this with sufficient transparency that the community can see and 
influence every step toward a solution. It must do all of this while 
empowering the community to easily deconstruct these hierarchies 
if they prove ineffective.

Until recently, we did not have these tools. In the words of my cous-
in Andrew: “Anarchy couldn’t exist because we didn’t have Slack.”

It is now within our power to create the tools that will let us make 
swift decisions in a hierarchy of any size, decisions that can be dis-
cussed and executed in an entirely transparent fashion. Technology 
has given this gift to us.

(

Maybe Congress should use Trello to manage agencies. Maybe the 



United States code of law should be a Github repository.

)

! ¡Technoanarchy? Yes.

?

I’m not going to pretend that implementing the tools we need is as 
easy as I’m making it sound. Building sustainable, effective systems 
is rarely easy.

~> (metaphor)

{

It’s easy to spike an application and decide you don’t want to rebuild 
it. It’s easy to decide that refactoring isn’t worth it right now. It’s 
easy to tack feature onto feature to address the problems you think 
your users face. (It’s easy to use “common sense” instead of collect-
ing and analyzing feedback from your users.)

Requests are slow? Easy. More (and more powerful) servers.

It takes a long time to add features and fix bugs? Easy. More devel-
opers.

Until one day there is no amount of money that will buy enough 
servers and enough developers to support the application you 
should have fixed or thrown away a long time ago.

Do the hard thing. Build it right, and save yourself a lot of money 
and frustration.

}

Building a sustainable, effective system to empower every member 



of a global community is really, really, really hard. So hard it ap-
pears insurmountable. So I break it up into stories, and from those 
stories I make a backlog. I prioritize my tasks both by their impor-
tance and by how much effort is required to accomplish them.

Here are some of my epics.

Promote tools that empower their users. Free our intellectual ener-
gy. Free our physical energy. And yes, free our sexual energy.

Increase transparency in all hierarchies (by synonym, in all power 
structures).

Empower discussion around decisions made at all levels of hierar-
chy.

Undermine institutions. (Undermine hierarchies that place their 
own self-preservation above that of the members of their commu-
nity. I’m looking at you, Roman Catholic Church. (And, honestly, 
most existing hierarchies.))

Remove rules, both explicit and unspoken, that no longer serve our 
communities. Crop tops in board rooms? Yes, I will.

Do all of this with style and flair? Obviously.

What’s the goal of the revolution?

Take a step back ~> What’s our problem statement?

How about: “Humans are not empowered to take an active role in 
finding solutions to community problems.”

It could use some work, but let’s roll with it.

So. What’s the goal of the revolution?



“To empower humans to actively find solutions to community 
problems.”

We can be pithier.

What’s the goal of the revolution?

“To empower humans.”

Yours with love,

~ Avielle Wolfe-Thomas-Gilligan

P.S. At this point, I suspect that the same people who don’t want to 
call me by my proper pronouns would also feel uncomfortable if I 
was topless. >:D
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11” x 15”  Ink

Sick of the half-mathed pseudo-authed what-you-can’t-write lines.

Hazed so I can see my room fill with smoke screens concealing the 
heart.

I used to put bras on as soon as I got home, and now I take them 
off.

Remember the room on the second story of O’Connell house? Re-
member that night I went there for Pam’s CARE week event? We sat 
in that room and I let my eyes glaze over Quantum 1 while you told 
me how your D&D party accidentally destroyed a city. (Oops.)

I was wearing what had been a plain white t-shirt until the air-
brusher downstairs got to it. She had asked what words we wanted 
on the shirt. Pam said “1 in 4”. I said “Hope”. What if everyone had 
known I was a girl in college?

Nostalgia is your brain picking out the beautiful parts of your past 
and showing them to you.

It’s my brain picking out the beautiful parts of my past that got me 
through the shitty parts of my past and dumped me here, architect-
ing report generators and feeling my A cups.

And when I close my eyes and I’m somewhere back then, I’m seeing 
the people who got me here. I’m seeing the relationships that curled 



open clenched fists and massaged tense muscles. Bonds.

It felt so right when she closed the collar around my neck and I 
looked up through my lashes to see the smirk on her face contrast 
with the tenderness in her eyes. My whole body flushed when I felt 
the leather move on my throat as I swallowed and the understand-
ing that I belonged to her, at least for the next few hours, washed 
through me. She moved me where she wanted and fucked me how 
she wanted. When we were finished I fell asleep curled up next to 
her, her shoulder my pillow.

Later, on a train, in a different role, I placed my arm around her and 
felt her breath through the shirt she had picked out for me. I stared 
out the window at the-G-when-above-ground Brooklyn, sorting 
through the vocabulary I have to find words to understand, words 
to make sense of Me.

When I’m not your grrrl…

I’m no Mommy, not anywhere. I don’t pay people’s college tuition 
or give them quarters for lunch or let them borrow the car. (I don’t 
tell them when and how and how often to fuck.) But I am a big 
sister for a few tough kids who are getting their feet on the ground. 
I refuse to let the attractionsdistractions of 23aroundme take me 
away from them (further than I am) until they’re off and running. 
If they call to me, I need to be there. If they are hurting and too 
scared or proud to say anything about it, I need to be there.

So much BDSM plays off family terms and themes. For some, may-
be it’s the absolute power dynamic. For others, it’s the trust.
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I’ve turned off the light. Set Ariadne’s Autumn Fifteen to shuffle. 
I’m dancing. I’m brimming over with existence.

Is this 23?

I just want to do. I want to try you. (And you and you and you!) I’ve 
emerged from a cave (a closet?) and I’m blinking in the sun and as 
I walk into who-knows-where I’m turning over rocks and peaking 
through the branches of bushes and climbing trees to see what I’m 
going to find tomorrow. I’m forgetting to sleep. I’m hugging ev-
eryone. I’m laughing when I can’t find words I didn’t know I was 
looking for.

These aren’t words I was looking for. See this: I’ve been writing 
since I was in high school. Writing saves me. Writing heals me. 
Writing takes what I don’t want and turns it from hurt into beauty. 
Now, for at least these five minutes of pre-autumn dancing, when I 
don’t need to be healed from anything what words are there for me 
to give you?

Writing. I’ve been saying for a year that I need art on my walls and 
what have I put there instead? Words. Quotes jotted in pencil.

Writing. I’m considering getting a tattoo, though in my usual fash-
ion I will wait a few months to make sure I still want it. It would say 
“to wound the autumnal city. So howled out for the world to give 
her a name. The in-dark answered with wind.” A gentle serifed font, 
perhaps.



Writing. She and I are back together. The Us feels really good. We’re 
smarter and stronger ~ and both of those really just mean “more 
honest with ourselves and with each other”. There’s a lot to write 
about there, and I will! But I feel there will be more soon, and I will 
wait for it. When the time is right, I am excited to share that beauti-
ful story.

Writing. She and I are back together. I’ve kept these reflections 
very authentic, even when it was frightening. Now…where are my 
boundaries? What should I not touch? What words should my 
pen shy from, not because I am censored, but because it would be 
wrong to cause that hurt.

When we were first together, She and I played the naive poly game 
of ignoring our jealousy, singing to the false tune of “we’re better 
than that”. It tore us apart. Now we talk about our jealousy. We own 
up to it. We find healthy ways to handle it. This choice feels like 
that. A false “should”. We “should” never be jealous. I “should” be 
able to write about anything I want. But that’s not real.



Michelle Thomas is a Boston based artist and 
author studying at the Massachusetts College 
of Art and Design.

Avielle Gilligan is a software engineer living 
in Brooklyn.

To view more of the project go to swallowingthesiren.com




