
In mid 2014, the college I 
taught at was sold to a 
company that ran a chain 
of schools.

I was teaching a lot, 
usually 3 or 4 classes 
each term

By Eliot Daughtry

It was a lot of hours and a 
lot of stress

Technically I was part time, but I was working so 
many hours that I was offered company health 
insurance. 

My person and I researched the 
options and we decided to go 
with Aetna

My Grandfather 
worked for  them

I transitioned female to male in 
the early ‘90s, and insurance 
never covered anything they 
considered to be gender related. 

While I managed to save enough 
money for chest surgery, Getting a 
needed hysterectomy was 
impossible. I had given up trying

So when my insurance changed, I 
called my OB/GYN

new 
insurance! Let’s 

schedule you 
in ASAP!

Their Website 
says they cover 

transgender 
care
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At the appointment, we went over the 
attempts to get the hysterectomy done.

It took another 6 months
to arrange time off from work.

Pelvic pain. This 
is medically 

necessary. What 
hospital do you want 

to use for the 
procedure?

WE planned for me to have surgery 
between the slow summer terms. 

It took a lot of effort to 
coordinate between all 3
departments to make sure
my classes could be 
covered.

3 
Weeks
max?

yes?

It’s the 4th 
attempt.

So tired of 
being in pain

Aetna 
covers
it now

THat’s 
the plan

Gotta 
Take this 

call

The HR Department 
approved my FMLA 

leave request, and I 
contacted AETNA. 

The surgery 
required prior 
approval and I 

wanted no surprises

A week 
before surgery was 

planned, I got a 
call  from 

Aetna.

Hello Mr. 
Daughtry, This 
call is about 

your request for 
Pre-determination

What
!?!

Why is this 
being 

denied?

I have no 
further 

information. Have a 
good Day Mr. 

Daughtry

Aetna has 
determined that your 
requested procedure 
does not qualify for 

coverage.
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Sorry, 
no filter 

left!

The 
surgery is 

being 
denied

oh, 
and BTW, 

I am 
Trans….

Dear TLC, 
I am being 
denied a 

hysterectomy. 
I legally 

transitioned 
years ago, and 
the insurance 
company  won’t 
tell me if that 
is the problem

can 
you 

help?

I went to the game art office to 
find my main boss. he was meeting 
with a coworker when I barged in…

A friend of 
mine works at 

the Transgender 
Law Center. You 
should contact 
them. I’ll send 

you his info 
tonight

It will 
be ok 
Eliot! 

Not everyone I worked with knew
that I had transitioned, and I 
didn’t want to lose my job.

Can you help me 
figure out why 

Aetna won’t cover 
my surgery?

Might have to 
reschedule. 
Something is 
wrong with 
approval.

That night I emailed the Transgender Law Center (TLC)

Then I messaged the 
School’s HR Department

And left an urgent 
message for my doctor. 

Whether I liked it or not, I 
knew it was likely to be a 
serious fight. There 
wasn’t much sleep to be 
had that night

This can’t be 

happening 

like this!!!

Why are they lying? 
Why won’t they tell me 
what is the problem?

Scared that I will die before this ends. Tired of being in pain. ugh.
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When I heard back from the 
Transgender Law center, I 
started to hope that I had more 
help than expected.

Can you explain why I 
can’t have surgery? Is it 
a coding error? 
Let me talk to a manager.
escalate my case. What 
is the problem?!?

This wasn’t the first time in my life 
that I have faced bewildering 
discrimination. It was the first 
time that I did so with support 
from friends and family

So many 
phone 
calls.

We had to cancel the
surgery appointment.

my doctor’s office 
tried to find out what 
the problem was, but 
kept getting a 
runaround. 

I started having 
severe panic attacks 
and time was running 
out on my leave.

Nightmares about 
having cancer woke 
me up in cold sweat 
almost every night. 

Who 
are my 

friends?

Who are my 
enemies?

Who can I 
Trust?

The 
Doctor is 

fighting for you, 
and your 

coworkers are 
all concerned. 

we will get 
through this 

together. 

I love 
you! And…

Aetna sucks. I 
don’t trust HR 

either

OK, but I am 
almost out of leave 
and fighting this is 
taking all my time 

and resource
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We believe that 
Aetna is violating 

the affordable 
care act, which 

prohibits this kind 
of discrimination in 

healthcare. 

Let’s meet to 
discuss your case. 
Please make notes 

for us on all 
communications you 

have with them



There were almost no resources to help 
when I figured out being transgender in 
the 90s, and I almost died sorting it out.

The assistant director of the game 
program started calling me almost every 
day to cheer me up.

I can’t read 
code - it looks 

like dancing 
letters on the 

screen.

My 
head’s 

exploding! 

The hasty meeting with TLC started
a lot of action. With my FMLA 
running out, but no end to the fight 
obvious, they put me in touch
with a psychologist 
on staff.  

We think you 
have a valid 

discrimination 
case.

The phone calls and 
email continued. When 
TLC’s staff psychologist 
returned, she evaluated 
Me. It was kind, but hard.

You have 
PTSD*. 

I am writing you 
out on short term 

disability. 

I don’t do 
therapy, but you 
need a trauma 

specialist 

I can 
help with 

that

Well, you 
still have a job 

waiting, just take 
care of yourself. 

The new 
overlords 
are awful 

anyway

Every day was worse than 
the one prior. I started 

losing weight and 
focusing on anything

 was really hard

I can’t fight 
this and work at 
the same time. 

I will 
lose my 

insurance if I 
don’t go back 

to work

Maybe
short term 
disability?I will meet 

with you 
next week

ok

not 
ok
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Short term disability was approved, and 
I kept trying to find out why Aetna kept 
denying requests for covering my 
hysterectomy. 

Nothing got a response. 
Phone calls and email 
were dead ends.

I can’t 
sleep and I can’t 
stop hearing the 

Aetna rep laughing 
at me

This time it really is different. 
My new therapist is also 
trans, and works with 
a new treatment called 
EMDR*. He isn’t a 
gatekeeper standing 
between me and 
access to care

These 
buzzers 

alternate from 
side to side 

while we revisit 
points of 
trauma

It changes 
how your body 

and brain 
process the 

memories

EMDR 
works well 

for PTSD

I started shaking 
all the time from 
the stress.

And I went back 
into therapy to 
try to get the 
anxiety back under 
control

* Eye 
Movement 
Desensitization 
and 
REprocessing

ok

A few days later 
a letter arrived 
from Aetna

It was notice that my 
second level appeal 
had been denied. except 
I hadn’t filed it.

No No No

The HR director for the 
school was not thrilled 
about the short term 
disability, and started 
pressuring me about my 
return to work.

Meanwhile I wrote up my 
history of surgery 
denials and notes for my 
ob/gyn to use to appeal 
the decision.

I sent copies of my 
documentation to TLC’s 
Lawyers, and in good faith, 
to my HR Director, along 
with an update and 
another request for help
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My HR director had sent 
my documentation to 
Aetna, along with a note 
asking for them to 
explain the denial.

Aetna still offered no 
explanation. In a rage, I 
took to twitter, 
Demanding an answer.

And I got one.

aetna’s Social Media 
group sent me the 
Health plan document. 
I had requested this 
from my HR department 
repeatedly. 

Hidden deep in the fine 
print was a plan 
exclusion for all  
Transgender care

discriminatory 
liars!

I got in touch with a 
friend from college, 
who wrote an epic 
article about my 
fight for local 
media. before it 
could be published, 
it had to be fact 
checked.

All of a sudden, 
I had a special 
representative 
assigned to my 
case.

The article 
changed the 
stakes for aetna

Post- surgery I 
recovered physically 
from the 
hysterectomy quickly, 
but the fight with 
Aetna had taken 
everything I had to 
win.

My therapist became 
concerned that I 
wasn’t recovering on 
an expected time 
frame.

The reason was more 
complicated than 
either of us expected 

I want you to 
consider 

medication

I can’t 
trust my HR 

Department!

I don’t 
want to use 
more than 
cannabis

I don’t 
understand 

why everything 
is so intense 
all the time 
and I can’t 
control it

We have this!

stop 
trying to 
kill me!!!

7

The Transgender Law Center
congratulated me for 
effective self advocacy

Aetna lost.
I won.

3 months after
 I started fighting 

aetna, I got a 
call from my 

special rep. 
Surgery was 

approved.

My ob/gyn 
called 

minutes 
later.

Surgery 
happened the  

next week

Why am 
I tasting 

aluminum foil?



For Months I had 
complained about 
Problems with light and 
sound. Everything was 
too bright, too loud.

My startle reflex went 
haywire, and normally 
comfortable clothes 
were scratchy. 

When I got upset or 
confused, especially 
in unfamiliar spaces, 
I stopped being 
able to speak.

Maybe it isn’t 
just PTSD?

WE did 
this with 

figuring out my 
health, let’s 
look at what 

has happened to 
you and what is 

making this 
hard.

Growing up, I started reading 
before I was 2 years old. My 
vocabulary exceeded most 
adults I knew before I 
turned 8. 

It didn’t keep me out of 
special education labs. But 
when I moved to a new 
school in 4th grade, I was 
cognitively tested, and was 
placed in a “gifted” Program.

At the time it just meant I 
was another nerd to be 
mocked and bullied.

I didn’t need to be 
told I was different.

My sister told me that 
the current term for 
the kind of student I was 
is “Twice exceptional”. 

Adult diagnosis in the 
States is expensive, and 
there isn’t real support 
or much understanding. 
 
Learning about autism 
and  other forms of 
neurodivergence, and 
finding others with 
similar experience made 
me reconsider my 
personal narrative of 
who and what I am.

What does it 
even mean that 

I’m Autistic?

Can I 
even tell 

where the autism 
begins and the 

PTSD ends? 

Does it
matter?

What is 
wrong with 

me???

I have had 
at least 3 

burnouts like 
this before. 

Dammit.

Is it 
possible

 I’m autistic?
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I hear and 
see things you don’t. 
I can feel things you 

don’t.

And I can taste 
stuff you don’t in 

your food.

It makes me 
feel crazy when you 

tell me I can’t 
possibly do that

While I was out on 
Disability, the school I 
worked for fell apart. The 
company that bought the 
school alienated most of 
the faculty, and replaced 
All  the administration.

When my Disability ran 
out, I still wasn’t ready 
to return to work. 

Not only was the PTSD 
barely manageable, but 
now I also needed to 
figure out how to manage 
things related to being 
autistic, so I could 
manage the PTSD Better.

don’t put me 
back in the wind 

tunnel room 

The 
computer fans 

are so loud and 
the room is so 

hot all the 
time

I can’t come 
back to work. 

Sorry, It isn’t 
going to 

happen now

In 1994, the same year I 
Transitioned female to 
male, the main psychiatric 
diagnostic manual, the 
DSM-IV added Asperger 
Syndrome as a disorder.

In 2013, the DSm-V, 
merged Aspergergers 
into the autism diagnosis, 
which pissed off a lot of 
people that didn’t want 
to be associated with what 
many still only understand 
to be a developmental 
disability, instead
of neurological 
differences that 
can be explained.. 

The neurodivergent community 
doesn’t talk about things the 
way the medical community does

I never expected that I would be 
betrayed by my own company’s 

HR department over such an 
obvious discriminatory event.

But I never got better support 
from my supervisors and coworkers 

and most of them were fighting 
to keep their own jobs and 

trying to figure out what to do next.

None of it would have mattered if my 
person wasn’t helping me though.

Between the PTSD storms and 
autistic fits  that circumscribed 

my  life, It is amazing I did not end 
up homeless, like a lot of people

 with neurological challenges do.
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I still 
can’t read

computer code



I  distrust bureaucratic 
giants like Aetna. 

they slice and dice everything 
to keep anyone from having to 
care about anything, 
dehumanizing all of us.

Their systems are  designed 
for discrimination, cruel and 
life threatening for anyone 
who doesn’t conform to their 
model of health and wealth.

Being autistic, I missed the 
cues that I was being gaslit, 
and I trusted that I was told 
the truth when I wasn’t. 

My life 
was endangered 

and my personhood 
demeaned by this 

capitalist 
practice.

Why do 
people think 

healthcare should 
not be a right?

Dealing with authority 
shaping your existence is 
terrifying. But when your 
existence is threatened, 
don’t let the fear 
overcome your need to 
survive!

Sometimes it is just 
stupid stuff that big 
companies script to keep 
you down, and to make 
their bottom line 
profitable.

it has nothing to do with 
you, or me, or anyone 
personally. 

And that is 
the hardest 

thing  to 
understand

My healthcare is better under 
California’s public system 
than with any private system
insurance I ever had. 

It’s the first time I’ve had 
basic things covered without 
having to worry about the 
transgender discrimination 
that meant no healthcare at 
all. 

It still doesn’t cover my 
treatment for PTSD or any 
autism related issues. 

Ironically, my transgender 
related care isn’t the main 
problem anymore
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doing 
better, but 

wish it hadn’t 
happened


