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INTRODUCTION: A
NOVEL THAT
CHALLENGES
UNDERSTANDING

In  the  landscape  of
modern  young  adult
fiction,  few  novels
m a n a g e  t o  b e  a s
daring,  educational,
a n d  e m o t i o n a l l y
resonant  as  Golden
B o y  b y  A b i g a i l
Tarttelin. Published in
2 0 1 3 ,  t h i s
groundbreaking  novel
introduces  readers  to
M a x  W a l k e r ,  a
seemingly  perfect
teenager who carries a
s e c r e t  t h a t  w i l l
redefine everything his

family, friends, and the
reader think they know
about  identity.  The
book  is  not  merely  a
story  about  growing
up;  it  is  a  profound
exploration  of  what  it
m e a n s  t o  e x i s t
between  categories  in
a world obsessed with
binaries.  Through  its
unflinching  yet
c o m p a s s i o n a t e
narrative, Golden Boy
by  Abigail  Tarttelin
h a s  b e c o m e  a
t o u c h s t o n e  f o r
conversations  about
intersex  identity,  the
fragi l i ty  of  fami ly
b o n d s ,  a n d  t h e
courage it takes to live
authentically.  This
article delves deep into
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the many layers of the
book,  examining  its
p lo t ,  charac te rs ,
themes, and its lasting
impact  on  literature
and  social  awareness.

THE STORY AT ITS
CORE: A BLURB OF
COMPLEXITY

G o l d e n  B o y  b y
Abigail  Tarttelin
opens on an image of
perfection. Max Walker
is the golden boy of his
small  English  town:
handsome,  athletic,
popular, and the son of
a  prominent  loca l
po l i t i c i an ,  S teve
Walker .  Max  has  a
girlfr iend,  a  bright
future, and the kind of
confidence  that  comes
from  a  l i fe  without
major  challenges.  But
beneath  this  flawless
surface, Max harbors a
truth  he  has  known
since  childhood:  he  is
intersex.  Born  with
both male and female

biological  traits,  Max
was  raised  as  a  boy
following  an  operation
and  ongoing  hormone
treatment. For most of
his life, this secret has
been  contained  within
his family—his parents
a n d  h i s  y o u n g e r
brother, Daniel, who is
a l s o  h i s  c l o s e s t
confidant.
The  novel’s  inciting
incident  occurs  when
Max, during a moment
of  teenage  rebellion,
ge ts  d runk  and  i s
sexually assaulted by a
girl named Hunter. The
assault  shatters  the
fragile  equilibrium  of
Max’s  world.  It  forces
his  body,  his  identity,
and  h i s  ca re fu l l y
guarded secret into the
harsh  light  of  reality.
T h e  s t o r y  i s  t o l d
th rough  mu l t i p l e
perspectives:  Max,  his
brother  Daniel,  his
mother  Karen,  h is
father  Steve,  and  his



Golden Boy By Abigail Tarttelin 3

3

doctor, who is called in
t o  h e l p  a f t e r  t h e
assault.  This  narrative
structure  allows  the
reader  to  witness  the
same  events  through
vastly  different  lenses,
h igh l i gh t i ng  how
secrecy, fear, and love
c a n  d i s t o r t
perceptions.  Golden
B o y  b y  A b i g a i l
Tarttelin does not shy
away from the messy,
painful  aftermath  of
that  n ight ,  as  Max
must  decide  whether
to continue hiding or to
embrace  the  truth  of
who he is.

Key
Character
s and
Their

Roles
T h e  r i c h n e s s  o f
G o l d e n  B o y  b y
Abigail  Tarttelin  lies
in  its  fully  realized
charac te r s ,  each
serving  as  a  different
m i r r o r  t o  M a x ’ s
identity.

Max Walker:
The protagonist,
a sixteen-year-
old boy who is
intelligent, kind,
and deeply
conflicted. His
journey is one of
self-acceptance.
He is not defined
by his intersex
condition alone;
he is a typical
teenager in
many ways,
which makes his
struggle all the
more relatable
and
heartbreaking.
Daniel Walker:
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Max’s younger
brother, who is
on the autism
spectrum. Daniel
is fiercely
protective of Max
and often sees
the world with a
clarity that
neurotypical
characters miss.
His perspective
provides some of
the most
poignant
moments in the
novel.
Karen Walker:
Max’s mother, a
loving but
overprotective
parent who has
spent years
managing Max’s
secret. Her
chapters reveal
the immense
burden of being
a gatekeeper of
such a profound
truth.
Steve Walker:

Max’s father, a
politician
obsessed with
public image.
Steve’s approach
to Max’s identity
is rooted in
control and fear
of exposure. His
character serves
as a critique of
toxic masculinity
and the pressure
to conform to
societal norms.
Dr. Verma: The
family doctor and
counselor who
treats Max after
the assault. She
is a voice of
reason and
medical insight,
offering Max a
path toward
understanding
his own body and
options.
Hunter: The girl
who assaults
Max. She is not a
one-dimensional
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villain; the novel
explores her own
troubled
background,
adding
complexity to the
narrative and
raising difficult
questions about
consent, trauma,
and culpability.

CENTRAL THEMES
IN GOLDEN BOY BY
ABIGAIL
TARTTELIN

The  novel  is  a  r ich
tapestry of themes that
resonate  with  readers
of all  ages.  Below are
the  most  prominent
ones,  each  explored
with  care  and  nuance.

Intersex
Identity

and the
Myth of
the
Binary
The  most  important
theme in Golden Boy
by  Abigail  Tarttelin
is  the  exploration  of
what  it  means  to  be
intersex. The book acts
as both a narrative and
an educational  tool.  It
explains,  through  the
eyes of Dr. Verma and
Max’s  own  research,
that intersex variations
are  not  as  ra re  as
m a n y  p e o p l e
assume—occurring  in
roughly  1  in  2,000
b i r ths .  The  nove l
challenges  the  rigid
binary  of  male  and
female  that  Western
soc ie ty  c l ings  to ,
showing that biology is
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far more diverse. Max’s
struggle  is  not  just
about  his  physical
body;  it  is  about  the
psychological  and
soc ia l  v io lence  of
having  to  choose  one
box  when  neither  fits
entirely.  The  book
advocates  for  bodily
autonomy and the right
of  intersex  individuals
to define themselves.

Secrecy
and Its
Toxic Toll
The  secret  of  Max’s
condition  is  a  heavy
burden  on  the  entire
Walker family. Golden
B o y  b y  A b i g a i l
Tarttelin  illustrates
how  secrecy,  even
when  well-intentioned,
c a n  p o i s o n
relationships.  Karen
and Steve’s decision to

t r e a t  M a x ’ s
intersexuality  as  a
shameful secret stems
f r o m  a  d e s i r e  t o
p ro tec t  h im  f r om
bullying,  but  it  also
denies him the agency
to  know  and  accept
himself.  The  assault
forces  the  secret  into
the open, and in doing
so,  it  paradoxically
frees Max to seek help
and  truth.  The  novel
argues that secrets are
rarely  sustainable  and
that  honesty,  while
painful,  is  ultimately
liberating.

Sexual
Assault,
Consent,
and
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Masculini
ty
The assault  by Hunter
r a i s e s  p r o f o u n d
q u e s t i o n s  a b o u t
consent,  especially  for
boys and men. In many
narratives,  sexual
assault  is  depicted  as
something  that  only
happens  to  women.
G o l d e n  B o y  b y
Abigail  Tarttelin
bravely  tackles  the
reality that men can be
vict ims  too.  Max’s
confusion  after  the
assault—asking himself
if he “wanted it” or if it
“counts” because he is
physically able to have
s e x  i n  a  w a y  t h a t
a p p e a r s
conventional—is  a
powerful  commentary
on  how  society  often
f a i l s  t o  s e e  m a l e
victims  as  legitimate.
Furthermore,  Hunter’s

character  forces  a
d i scuss ion  about
female-perpetrated
v i o l e n c e  a n d  t h e
complexity  of  victim-
perpetrator  dynamics.

Family
Dynamics
and
Condition
al Love
The Walker family is a
microcosm  of  how
fami l ies  can  both
support  and  harm.
Steve’s  conditional
love—accepting  Max
only  as  long  as  he
remains  the  perfect,
male  golden  boy—is
deeply  damaging.  In
contrast,  Daniel ’s
unconditional  support
shows what true family
love looks like. Karen is
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caught  in  the  middle,
loving  her  son  but
c o m p l i c i t  i n  t h e
secrecy.  The  novel
ultimately  argues  that
r e a l  l o v e  m u s t
embrace  the  whole
person,  not  just  the
parts that are easy to
display.

Coming
of Age
and Self-
Definition
At  its  heart,  Golden
B o y  b y  A b i g a i l
Tarttelin is a coming-
of-age story. Max is not
just  dealing  with  his
intersex  condition;  he
is  deal ing  with  the
t y p i c a l  t e e n a g e
dilemmas of friendship,
romance,  academic
pressure, and fitting in.
The  book  shows  that

adolescence is  a  time
of questioning identity,
a n d  f o r  M a x  t h a t
questioning  is  both
more urgent and more
dangerous. His journey
toward self-acceptance
is  emblematic  of  the
b r o a d e r  h u m a n
struggle  to  define
ourselves  against
external expectations.

LITERARY STYLE
AND NARRATIVE
STRUCTURE

Tarttelin  employs  a
m u l t i - p e r s p e c t i v e
narrative that gives the
s t o r y  a  r i c h ,
multifaceted feel. Each
chapter is told from a
different  character’s
point of view, allowing
t h e  r e a d e r  t o
s y m p a t h i z e  w i t h
characters  who  might
o t h e r w i s e  b e
unsympathetic—such
as Steve. The prose is
direct  and  accessible,
yet poetic in moments
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of  reflection.  The  pace
i s  s u s p e n s e f u l ,
especially  in  the  first
half ,  as  the  reader
pieces  together  what
happened on the night
of the assault. The use
o f  m e d i c a l
t e r m i n o l o g y ,
interspersed  with  raw
emotional  dialogue,
creates  an  authentic
tone  that  balances
e d u c a t i o n  w i t h
storytell ing.
One notable structural
choice is the inclusion
of  “Interludes”  that
f e a t u r e  D a n i e l ’ s
d r a w i n g s  a n d
observations.  Daniel’s
autism  gives  him  a
unique perspective; he
sees Max simply as his
brother,  a  person  he
loves  unconditionally.
These interludes break
up  the  tension  and
s e r v e  a s  a  q u i e t
reminder  of  the  love
that exists beneath the
chaos.

RECEPTION AND
IMPACT OF THE
NOVEL

Upon  i t s  re lease ,
G o l d e n  B o y  b y
Abigail  Tarttelin
received  widespread
critical  acclaim,  with
particular praise for its
brave  and  sensitive
portrayal of an intersex
protagonist.  It  was  a
finalist for the LAMBDA
Literary Award and was
selected  for  many
“best  of”  l ists.  The
b o o k  r e s o n a t e d
strongly  with  LGBTQ+
readers  and  allies,  as
well as with educators
a n d  h e a l t h c a r e
professionals  who saw
it as a valuable tool for
starting  conversations
a b o u t  i n t e r s e x
awareness.
The  novel  has  been
praised for its research
and  authent ic i ty .
Tarttelin consulted with
intersex  individuals



10

10 Golden Boy By Abigail Tarttelin 2022-10-06

and medical experts to
ensure accuracy, which
i s  e v i d e n t  i n  t h e
nuanced discussions of
hormone  therapy,
surgical  history,  and
the  social  challenges
faced  by  in tersex
people.  Many  readers
have credited the book
with  changing  their
unders tand ing  o f
gender  identity.  I t
remains  a  staple  in
young  adult  literature
courses  and  is  often
recommended  as  a
resource for families of
intersex children.

WHY GOLDEN BOY
REMAINS
RELEVANT

I n  a  w o r l d  t h a t  i s
i n c r e a s i n g l y
acknowledging  the
spectrum  of  gender
identity,  Golden  Boy
by  Abigail  Tarttelin
is  more  relevant  than
e v e r .  T h e  t e r m
“intersex”  has  gained

more  visibil ity,  yet
public understanding is
still limited. This novel
humanizes  a  subject
that is often reduced to
medical terminology or
political controversy. It
reminds us that behind
every  statistic  is  a
person  with  hopes,
fears,  and  a  need  for
acceptance.
Moreover,  the  themes
of  consent,  family
s e c r e t s ,  a n d  t h e
p r e s s u r e  t o  b e
“normal” are timeless.
Readers  who  are  not
intersex  can  still  find
powerful  connections
in Max’s story—anyone
who  has  ever  fe l t
different  or  forced  to
h i d e  a  p a r t  o f
t h e m s e l v e s  w i l l
recognize the pain and
the  ultimate  relief  of
self-acceptance.

DISCUSSION
QUESTIONS FOR
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BOOK CLUBS

G o l d e n  B o y  b y
Abigail Tarttelin is an
excellent  choice  for
b o o k  c l u b s  a n d
classroom  discussions.
H e r e  a r e  s o m e
questions  that  can
d e e p e n  t h e
conversation:

Do you think the1.
Walker family’s
decision to keep
Max’s intersex
condition a
secret was
justified? What
would you have
done in their
position?
How does the2.
novel challenge
traditional ideas
of masculinity
and femininity?
Consider Max’s
struggle with
being seen as
“enough” of a
boy.
Discuss the role3.

of Daniel in the
story. How does
his perspective
on Max differ
from that of their
parents?
What does the4.
novel say about
consent and
sexual assault,
especially in the
context of
Hunter’s actions
and Max’s
response?
How does Dr.5.
Verma’s
approach to
Max’s care
compare to his
parents’
approach? What
does the novel
suggest about
medical ethics
and patient
autonomy?
Why do you think6.
the author chose
to end the novel
the way she did?
Were you
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satisfied with
Max’s final
decisions?

CONCLUSION: A
GOLDEN
ACHIEVEMENT IN
LITERATURE

G o l d e n  B o y  b y
Abigail  Tarttelin  is
more than a novel; it is
an  empathetic  bridge
between  worlds.  It
takes  a  topic  that  is
often  stigmatized  or
misunderstood  and
w r a p s  i t  i n  a
compelling,  human
story that anyone can
relate  to.  Through
Max’s journey, readers
are invited to examine
their own assumptions
about gender, identity,
love, and honesty. The
book  does  not  offer
easy  answers,  but  it
offers  something  more
valuable:  the  courage

to  ask  hard  questions
and  the  hope  that
truth, however difficult,
can lead to freedom. It
i s  a  g o l d e n
achievement  in  young
adult  fiction—a  book
that has the power to
change  minds  and
open  hearts.
W h e t h e r  y o u  a r e
reading  it  for  the  first
time or returning to it
for  deeper  insight,
G o l d e n  B o y  b y
Abigail Tarttelin is a
story that lingers long
after  the  final  page.  It
is  a  reminder  that
every person is unique,
that kindness is always
possible,  and that  the
most important journey
we  can  undertake  is
the  journey  toward
a c c e p t i n g
o u r s e l v e s — a n d
others—exactly  as  we
are.


