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Interview

Q: What is intersex and how have intersex people been affected by 
doctors and the rest of the medical community?

Intersex is an umbrella term that describes anyone who was born 
with sex characteristics that fall outside of the normal standard of male 
or female. This includes chromosomal anomalies or issues with external 
or internal genitalia. Unfortunately, the term intersex is problematic 
itself. Many people conflate intersex with gender, even though intersex 
has to do with biological conditions. Words are important. Being both a 
physician and a writer allows me to internalize how important language 
affects not only how we interact with people, but how we deliver care. 
80% of intersex patients have changed care just because of the words that 
their provider uses.

I believe that the main thing that concerns me with how 
medicine has treated intersex is that medical professionals often 
pathologize this biological condition, deeming it as a disorder that needs 
to be fixed. Rather, it is a static identity that can be treated with psycho-
social intervention or medical intervention when it is necessary. What 
concerns me is, why would a social emergency be treated with a surgical 
intervention?

When I speak to most intersex individuals, it is clear that many 
of them feel so much distrust towards the medical community because of 
how they have been stigmatized and shamed. Getting rid of the idea that 
they are anomalies can translate to better awareness in medical school, 
better training, and better care at all levels. Everyone needs to know that 
there is no normal—that the girl next door can be intersex and your 
chromosomes don’t need to prevent who loves you and whom you love.

Q: There are many ways to advocate, support, and inspire change. As 
a surgeon, you have treated an intersex patient and are also a member 
of interACT. What prompted you to write this novel and how did 
it address the issues between the medical community and intersex 
people?

It’s funny because many people ask me how a urologist became a 
writer, when I think the better question is how a writer became a urologist. 
I actually always identified as a writer. Growing up in the conservative 
part of central New York and being the only Asian person in my class, I 
grew up as an outsider. Books, as a result, have always my sanctuary—
they were always my friends.

I could both write and be a doctor, and in many respects, being 

a doctor would give me the life experience and stories that I could shape 
what I wanted to tell. When I met my first intersex patient, however, I 
realized that there was a huge gap in our literature, particularly in young 
adult literature. When I think back on the books that I’ve read, it was 
really the children’s and YA books that really changed me. Teenagers, 
right now, are the ones who change the world and I couldn't be prouder 
to be a YA writer.

Q: How did your intersex patient personally inspired you to write 
your novel? What other particular experiences influenced you to write 
None of the Above?

The main reason that my patient inspired [me] was because my 
medical education left me utterly unprepared to take care of her. I had 
to educate myself on how to care for intersex people. And they are often 
the educating doctors on what the unique aspects of their care are. The 
more I looked into the intersex support group pages, the more I became 
more aware of how great a disservice medicine has done to the intersex 
community.

After talking to my patient I realized that she was unaware that 
she was going to have hormones for the rest of her life after we removed 
her testes, and potentially also had to do vaginal dilations. Clearly, there 
had been a major lack of communication between her and my attending 
doctor, and it was frightening to me [to realize] how people can be 
coerced into undergoing life-changing surgeries without understanding 
what they’ll be going through.

Q: What do you hope that people get out of reading your novel and 
learning about your efforts for change as an intersex advocate?

I hope that people start realizing that intersex exists and they 
can do their part to stop intersex shame and stigma. By doing that, they 
can help set the groundwork for the medical professionals to stop doing 
unnecessary surgeries. More often than not, the really problematic intersex 
surgeries happen because of parental anxiety—parents are afraid of how 
their kids will grow up, and if they will be bullied or treated differently. 
[If ] parents can see their child and realize that they are healthy and not 
be so worried about these long-term 
consequences, then they might 
be less willing to consider surgery 
and be more willing to let their 
child be who they are.

Dr. Ilene Wong, under the pen name I. W. Gregorio, wrote 
her debut novel None of the Above, after being inspired by an 
intersex patient during her residency at Stanford. Dr. Wong is an 
intersex advocate, a member of interACT: Advocates for Intersex 
Youth, and a founding member of We Need Diverse Books™.

This interview has been edited for length and clarity.
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FIRST PLACE
“                     "

-Cecilia Larson

SECOND PLACE
“Finally, a dog that is handy around 

the house.”
-Nathan Daniel

THIRD PLACE
“Miyazaki lives!”

-Margo Bailey

Thank you to everyone 
who submitted captions! 

We had many great 
submissions, but the 

winners are:
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“…miles and miles and miles.” 
-Alan Shepard playing golf on Earth’s moon, February 6th, 1971.
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To Whom it May Concern,
Space sucks. 300 some years of human space exploration 

have proven the cosmos to be an insufferable void. It pains me to say 
this, especially as the International Space Foundation has been so 
accommodating for the past decade of my career. 

We’ve just returned from the Triton One colony with the news 
that they have discovered no new source of fuel, nor does there seem to 
be a significant chance they will do so. This was, in effect, the last nail in 
the coffin for the prospect of extra-solar missions. Humans simply die too 
quickly and too easily to leave the confines of our celestial cul-de-sac. Add 
to that the fact that a ship hoping to store enough fuel for such a journey 
would likely have to be the size of a small moon, and the prospects seem 
doubly grim. 

The purpose of our mission was to survey the thirteen lunar 
colonies to see if any possessed anything close to a viable interstellar fuel 
source. It was thought with a compound dense enough, in large enough 
quantity there might be some chance of a generational embarking, or 
perhaps some cryogenic voodoo, that would put the stars in our grasp. 
But unless some such source is discovered, the volume of fuel required 
for such a mission is simply too vast. There is no way to traverse the light 
years from our sun to another. 

For my part I don’t really care. It’s not terrible news. Not great 
but not apocalyptic either. In either case it doesn’t affect me. I wouldn’t 
have made it out there anyway. It’s bad news for humanity as a whole: that 
we’re stuck in our insignificant, overpopulated corner of space. If we can’t 
spread out, we’ll use up all our resources and starve. 

Then again, some people think we’re better off that way. Plenty 
said we shouldn’t have left to begin with: politicians, social movements, 
religions. They all say we should come back to Earth. Back where it’s safe. 
Back where we’re from. Back where everything and everyone is known to 
us and we won’t have to scream and claw for every molecule of air and 
ounce of liquid water. I won’t say they’re wrong. Sometimes it seems like 
hell out here: nightmare black, impossibly cold, a void. 

Space. It’s the space between, the space without. 
It’s where nothing is. A colossal gaping mouth that wants to 
suck you in and make you part of it, make you nothing. And 
the only thing between you and it is a tiny metal skin, like the shell 
of an egg. So, whenever people say that we’re safer on Earth. They’re 
not wrong. Earth is safer, Earth is brighter, Earth is warmer. Earth is 
where I was born and where my father was born and my mother and 
brother. Earth is a friendly harbor in a raging storm. I can’t blame people 
for wanting to stay there. Even for thinking it immoral to leave. 

But of course, there’s joy out here too. The joy of a sunrise over a 
planet with no atmosphere. The way the sun peeks over the horizon like a 
diamond. It makes you forget where you are, the blackness, the cold, the 
fact that you’re living in what’s basically a 48 million dollar tin can. 

My favorite moment was the view from the top of Olympus 
Mons. It’s the tallest mountain in the solar system: three times taller than 
Everest. A gigantic volcano. It was training, EVA suit stuff. They don’t 
make you climb all the way, thank god. Just the last bit. They drop you 
off about ten miles from the top and you have to climb the rest. Since the 
gradient isn’t actually all that steep it’s not all that difficult of a hike, even 
with the gear you have to lug. A buddy of mine stashed a five iron in his 
bag with a couple of old Titleists. 

When we got to the top he popped them out with this sort of 
weird grin on his face. He didn’t say a word. Everyone else was taking in 
the view. Almost no atmosphere that high up so the horizon looks dusty 
red while the sky above you looks like just about the deepest night you 
can imagine. And you can see on forever. But, with all that this guy pulls 
out his five iron and this sack of balls and he finds a little spot of dirt near 
an overlook and starts whacking them. 

You wouldn’t believe the sound this club made. Beautiful and 
crisp and clear like a bell. The guy was good too. He was really clobbering 
them out beyond the horizon. After a while, everyone gathered to watch 
the balls sail off into the open sky. Miles and miles and miles. It was 
a moment of intangible strangeness capped with the beauty of white 
spheres hurled against the oblivion of a pale red sky. 

And somewhere, billions of years from now when people are 
gone or have changed into something else, there’ll be a little pile of red 
dirt. And on that pile will be a dented white-plastic orb. And on that 
orb will be a footnote in the ledger of the universe: human beings were 
here. 
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