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Preface by David Berthelot


For most of my life I have been interested in helping people. I met Carol Royce through her being a friend of my father and mother, Peter and Diane. Eventually she asked me to write her biography. ‘Help! I’m not me’ describes Carol’s effort to overcome gender dysphoria while showing how important it is to value the uniqueness of every human being.


 


Knowledge I gained during my philosophical studies at the University of East Anglia and on counselling skills training courses, along with my work supporting and teaching vulnerable adults, reinforced my interest in behaviour and experience. It encouraged me to consider both more thoughtfully. Furthermore, a desire to increase my understanding of the human condition had already led me on a complicated yet fascinating journey. Consequently, it felt right to accept the challenge of working on this project so in 2001 I did. It was not long before I was bogged down with a mass of detail that took literally years to sort. My frustration at trying to convert all the information Carol was eagerly presenting into something readable often interfered with the flow of the writing process. Not wanting to dampen her enthusiasm I gave her the freedom to be herself. It was always my intention that she told her own story. For the purpose of clarification some of my reflections have been integrated into her account and occasional commentary from me printed in italics.







I would like to thank my father and mother Peter and Diane Berthelot for their kindness and encouragement to complete this book.




Introduction by Carol Royce


What do you do when you know you are different in a manner that causes problems? You want to fit in with society, but your body shape, a birthmark, some line or spot on your face, how you look by the way you walk, talk and do everyday things, stands out. The details about you that stand out are generally seen as weird, awkward and not the norm, leading many to think that at best you are something to be pitied, at worst a freak to be avoided or got rid of.


I had always felt uncomfortable with my male body. Before becoming my true self I was labelled ‘gender dysphoric’ or ‘transsexual’. Transsexuals are people, male or female, who are convinced they are trapped in the wrong sex. I hate the word ‘transsexual’. For me, it is an ugly, male expression that sounds like a juggernaut rolling across the Australian outback. I prefer ‘gender dysphoric’ which is the psychiatrists’ term for my former condition. ‘Trans man’ or ‘Trans woman’, ‘transgender’ and ‘Trans person’ are likewise used to describe it - all better than ‘transsexual’.1 2 3


As a sufferer of gender dysphoria, I lived its contradictions. I was born male. At least, that is what the delivery team who helped bring me into the world decided. Looking back, I believe I knew as early as three or four years old there was something wrong with me. Unhappiness followed, made worse by the grief I got from others. Although there were positive influences around me such as my family, fate worked against me, moulding me into an angry young person. I was on a setting to self-destruct.


Transsexuals are still not seen objectively by many of the rule makers and judges of human behaviour in our culture who have power over us. Literally adding insult to injury, moralists - including some with particularly strong opinions - neighbours, and so-called friends, won’t listen.


I am telling the story of my search for my real self hoping it will help the similarly challenged. To begin with I wouldn’t admit who I was in those dark, early days: this confused individual swinging between doubt and certainty. At a conscious level, I was hiding from what I saw then as the social stigma that went with my quandary. I disliked being different and passed myself off as somebody else to make everyone happy. Cracks began to show. To survive, I destroyed the love of those closest to me, my better half and kids most of all. I was deceitful. I didn’t care about anyone but myself. A lot of what I did was selfish and irresponsible. It reached a stage where my one and only goal was to be female and anything that blocked this was kicked to one side.


The thought of hurting people - particularly my partner and children - shocks me. If there is one overarching truth this story highlights, it is how easy it was for me to mess up my life and my family’s as well. With David’s help I want to explain why I lived this way.


I expect many of you will find my experiences hard to understand. They are here inside me now and always will be; they will never leave me. I want to share these so you may appreciate what I failed to when I was going through them.


Those who are unhappy about their biological gender should know they can see a doctor if they need to who will arrange an appointment for them to attend a gender clinic. It is important that when a person’s difference from others could lead them to be rejected they are at least treated with compassion and if possible empathy. They are still unique and valid human beings with potential.4


Notes


1  The prefix trans can mean across, over, beyond, above, moving, and changing. For me, transgender is a person’s gender identity in a state of flux. Trans man, Trans woman, Trans person and Trans people at least hint at transsexuals being more human and acceptable than they are often portrayed. I cannot say I like these terms a lot, but I was more comfortable being called a Trans woman than a transsexual; all imply that someone is between one state and another. Of course, I am no longer in this position. I am a woman.


2  An umbrella term for gender dysphoria is gender identity disorder.


3  Transgender individuals feel their assigned gender role at birth and the resulting expectations society has of them do not fit their own internal sense of self; they are deeply troubled by and urged to dispel this conflict.


4  There are also those who do not agree that categorising individuals as either male or female is a necessary condition of personal identity, and actually claim to live their lives gender free.i I cannot see how anyone totally escapes being moulded to fit into our society’s bi-polarised gender system. Surely there has to be a gendered society to help us make sense of our lives? It is hard to imagine survival of the human species without that starting point of the differences between males and females shaping and guiding behaviour to form the bases for the development of individual social identities.


i   Christie, Elan Cane, The Fallacy of the Myth of Gender, Gendys Conference, USA and London, 2000.




Chapter One


Flashing lights on ambulances, fire engines and police cars became part of the chaos. Their sirens sounded together like a bad orchestra gatecrashing my thoughts. I wasn’t sure whether the strobing was coming from the emergency vehicles or I had started hallucinating. My instinct was to help control the blaze, but in my semi-conscious state the visual disturbances and noise added to my confusion.


I was running a business refurbishing service stations across the country. One of my responsibilities in this role was to supervise cleaning out the petrol tanks. I often had to go inside them to check they had been done properly. On that defining day in 1984 I was inspecting one at a garage in Pin Green, Hertfordshire. Some feet below, in a dark, claustrophobic space, I was talking to one of my men. He was on the surface standing above me watching the manhole through which I had entered. When my employee accidentally kicked a Stillson wrench1 down it, hitting the strike plate, sparks shot off this structure that was welded to the floor. An explosion knocked him over. There was one vivid flash and extreme heat, a massive rush of air propelling me upward triggering a chain reaction, vapour residues in the other tanks also igniting.2 I staggered forward, going through the motions of my usual “I can cope with it” attitude. Aware of the smell of my flesh and hair burning, I collapsed. One witness reported that I looked as if a polythene bag had melted onto my face. It was like I had stepped out of reality into a world operating in slow motion.


On my arrival at Billericay hospital, staff had to cut off what remained of my clothes.


Every movement was sore. My assurance I was female competing with the brute fact I had a male body was made worse by this new debacle. Inside, I was screaming for release from years of false promises and misuse. The ugly signs of my physical injuries beginning to heal could easily have stood for the slowly resolving clash of emotions within me. I joked that pig skin was laid over the damaged areas to encourage my own to grow again.


I had to spend about eight weeks in hospital doing very little. This gave me the chance to think. Realising I had been close to death, I asked myself why in the past I had no concern for my own safety. Used to doing dangerous things like drinking and driving over the speed limit, it never occurred to me that if I didn’t learn to curb these impulses I could end up being responsible for someone’s death. In that ward I saw how I had squandered many opportunities to show some integrity.


There had to be a better way for me to live. I was thirty-three. Enlightenment brought me to the conclusion that I had wasted the majority of those years and offended many people along the way. The person I hurt the most was my partner, Jackie.


Remembering the sight and sound of my infant daughter Sophie crying when I tried to pick her up and cuddle her while I was still in pain and wearing the dressings upsets me even today. The poor state I was in meant that temporarily the physical and psychological pressure on me was greater than my ability to cope.


Before the accident I found it easy to make money. I had a generous income that wasn’t damaged by the recession gripping the country. Although I ran a successful business, primarily to finance my life, it was a long way from the cosy suburbia many appeared happy with. Paying the household expenses, including the food costs and the children’s clothes bill, proved I could act responsibly, but most of the money went on ‘the perversion’, as Jackie called it. By continuing to support my family I had a clearer conscience. Me, my partner, and others who had a strong influence on my rationale, played the pretend game; I shammed it into my forties.


I used the male role to camouflage my female sentience. This persisted until 1993 when I managed to find help. In 1984, at the moment of the blast, I was partially shaken free of my unreal self which made me aware of who I had to be. My mind said: “Stop this. Be you.”


You have to accept and explore your real inner self to be genuine: you cannot spend a lifetime pretending without trouble somewhere along the line.


Recovery in hospital and later at home was spent getting rid of an arrogant ego that you might think of as a snake shedding its outer skin.


Having survived the ordeal, perhaps hardened and tempered by it, during convalescence the shocking reality of my true gender identity hit me.


My struggle began in the womb. By all appearances, I was born a male in Central Middlesex Hospital, Park Royal, near Greenford, at 7.45 a.m. on 2nd November, 1950. What lay ahead were catastrophes of love, money, violence, and probably the deepest despair the human psyche could stand.


Notes


1  A Stillson wrench is a large, heavy, adjustable spanner otherwise known as a monkey wrench.


2  Immediately before the blast, my position inside the tank was standing on the bottom directly beneath the manhole above at the foot of a ladder connecting to the surface.




Chapter Two


In some ways, my life was like that of any kid who grew up in the fifties. My mum and dad didn’t have much, but they coped. Dad earned very little. Mum looked after my twin brother and I. It was hard for them both as dad was in the army. We used to share with my maternal grandmother. Friction was common in the cramped conditions we lived in, nan something else where mum was concerned. They were always arguing. Nan seemed to pick on mum a lot. Even at that stage, my problem was coming out in my behaviour. Being so young, I didn’t know how to deal with it.


I used to like visiting the canal near nan’s house. It ran behind the whole length of the Bath works, including the Aladdin light bulb factory, spanning many miles to Greenford station and beyond.


My Auntie Pat initially supervised my brother and I on rambles. She was always taking us for walks. We found our own routes which began the same as hers then changed course as our built-in radar picked up and led us to whatever trouble there was in the vicinity.


On my own by the canal I used to think about jumping in, then I thought: “I can’t do it; it’s filthy.” It was as well. I saw dead fish floating on the surface. Placed behind an iron foundry that was a plant during the war where nan played her version of Russian roulette working with munitions, over the years this artificial waterway was sullied by a toxic melting pot and should have had warning signs with skulls and crossbones painted on them deposited at regular intervals along the bank. A conduit for the factories close-by, in a former epoch barges drifted down it carrying the coal that fed these sweatshops.


Folk often talk about how close they were to their grandparents. I remember my granddad Simmons with particular fondness and how once while sitting on his knee he offered me simple, much needed words of comfort in a volatile household.


“Everything will be all right,” he said to me, shortly before he died.


It was as if he knew something about me others didn’t. I used to carry the large tin of Hack cough sweets we both liked over to him. He would give me one, take another for himself, and together we would enjoy that hot, menthol flavour bomb. I think granddad was addicted to them. From what I have been told, he nearly turned me into a Hack addict.


Granddad Simmons died about the year 1955. Nan Simmons lived to an advanced age. One of eight children, the youngest of whom was actually her half-brother - the result of a brief flirt nan had taking her bartering instinct too far - mum knew what it meant to be part of an unconventional tribe. Using me as a runner, frequently sending me off to the old corner shop to swap eggs from the chickens she kept that were often pecking round her house and garden and sitting on her dining room table or in her pantry, nan was a mistress of survival through exchanging goods and services. In today’s EU climate her poor hygiene would have had her put away as a danger to public health. Whenever she was cooking she would lean over the stove with a fag in her mouth that was more ash than cigarette.


I remember mum reflecting on what a shameless community the stomping ground of her youth looked. She recalled how one day she came home with her latest boyfriend and the first thing they saw as they walked through the garden was a condom like a windsock hanging from a neighbour’s washing line. Mum said she grinned with the awkwardness of an embarrassed virgin. Washable condoms were manufactured in this country circa 1930 to 1940. This led me to think that if around 1940 foreign spies spotted these large sheaths on British washing lines, they might imagine our boys were all well-hung and could form macho warrior armies strong enough to win the war.


Sentimentalising about the Simmons clan temporarily brought me forward several years to brood on an episode I would rather forget. Practically everyone except me knew my uncle Pete, whom I adored, was ill. Nobody bothered to tell me and because I was so hurt by that I have not seen certain members of my family since. When Pete died in 1995 he was one of the few people I cried for. Breaking down at his funeral, I realised there were events for which I couldn’t keep up the impression I was tough.


Both in their early twenties, mum and dad began their journey of adult responsibility in the prime of their youth. They lived in Germany when my brother Michael and I were still quite young, first in Düsseldorf then later Hamburg. Around 1956, after serving in Malaya for a while, dad left the army and the family found itself entering a new phase.


From the age of four, I started to struggle to keep up this image of boyhood. Somehow it began to feel uncomfortable, like I was left-handed but having to use my right. Michael, who was fifteen minutes older than me, seemed comfortable being a boy. Although we were twins I don’t think Michael and I were much alike. I would even go as far as to say we were total opposites.


When I was seven we got our place in Harlow. It was exciting moving from London to what was then the country with all that open space.


The house we moved into was new. Mum and dad still live there. It was on a small estate surrounded by fields. Sadly, most of the original green area was swallowed and digested by the London overspill. The playing fields and allotments behind them remain, just. From all other angles they are faced with an ever-increasing sprawl of concrete and cars. Now the manor has turned into a giant car park where finding a parking space is a common cause of dispute.


During childhood the place was ideal for me. I would cut across these little streams in my Wellington boots, in a sense, I suppose, finding my way in the world. Walking through Epping Forest was pure freedom. My private adventures were untouched by fear. Time meant nothing to me in my universe of innocent dreams. Once I became aware of it again I had to step out of my realm and go home. I was sad to leave. Being on my own lifted the pressure a little. Out there I didn’t have to prove myself to anyone. As soon as I got back to base I had to slot into this role I hated. My return was usually met by the words: “Where the hell have you been?” from mum. I would be rude to her, get a slap for it, then be sent to bed.


Being locked in my room was not an effective punishment. The meadows were rich with species and it was from these origins I found my acting soulmate. A rectangle of cardboard under my bed was refuge for a friend I valued almost as much as my solitude. To me he looked like a grass snake. He would curl up on my bed, eyeballing me adoringly, showing me his sliver of a tongue darting in and out of his mouth, tasting the air. Occasionally, he would lie on my stomach. When he got curious he might go for a slither. Reliable to the end, he always came back to me and the comfort of his shoe box.


Several months after I extracted him, during a nature lesson at school our teacher asked us whether we had any unusual pets. By that he meant ferrets, rats, etcetera, not the type of creature found in my possession. I had something that ate them. Putting my hand up I told our class that I had a grass snake and a feeling of extreme pride flushed through me when I was asked by our teacher to bring it to school.


Armed with the shoe box - an apt phrase as it turned out - the next day I brought my charge to show the class. Our teacher slowly removed the lid of my makeshift container then with a look of deep concern on his face peered inside. Moby showed his head. To me, he was being friendly, that tongue of his going full throttle. A hush pervaded the room through our teacher’s shock at the nestling shape he discerned. Moby popped his kisser through a useful gap. Our teacher broke the silence: “This isn’t a grass snake. It’s an adder.” Having thought how cute my reptilian buddy was with his distinctive markings it did occur to me that he looked different from the standard specimens I had seen. Desperately pushing the lid of the box back down, Sir secured and removed it from the classroom. He then arranged for the RSPCA to come and pick it up. As far as I know, Moby spent the rest of his days in the reptile house at the kiddies’ pets’ corner zoo in Harlow Park. The entire period I had him he seldom appeared nervous in my company or showed any hostility towards me. Adders are venomous snakes, yet I was never bitten by Moby. As I was the provider of his food and housing maybe he let me off? I thought that, like me, he was unusual, and probably why in my naive, childish mind I saw us both as kindred spirits.


If I wasn’t kept indoors by mum and dad I would be off again the next day, stay out for hours and be late back. Lying to mum over where I had been became a regular occurrence. To avoid punishment I would tell her I was at a friend’s address.


Although I tried not to show it my attitude was one of contempt for everyone except those I cared about. Mum having two more boys didn’t help and as time passed I vented my anger on all three of my brothers. Out walking, deep in my reverie, I used to think: “How dare my mum have more boys. I want a sister.”


It is easy to assume the female sibling I coveted would have been someone I trusted in. An understanding sister might have helped me. In all honesty, I was frustrated I couldn’t tell mum and dad how I felt. I remember looking at mum thinking: “If anyone should know what’s wrong with me, it’s you.”


I hid the real me. On the outside I was a little boy. Public enemy misread the signals I gave off, which were already wrong. I wanted to be seen as tough and streetwise. They saw me as this nasty, aggressive kid. I had to show them I could play normal. This caused me to suppress the little girl, whom I believed to be my real inner self. She wouldn’t be silenced and this complicated my life. I was an incomplete jigsaw the remaining pieces of which I couldn’t find anywhere.


My dad would put boxing gloves on my twin brother and I and spar with us on the lawn in the back garden. He would clobber me probably because I was being a tad rough, and it hurt. I’d take it but I’d cry on the qt. Revealing sensitivity implied weakness; I didn’t show my softer emotions. I was totally back to front, always the tough bit before the soft. Mixed up and unable to talk to mum and dad about it, whatever it was, the tension within me continued to build.


Now I appreciate that mum was having problems of her own. Having four sprogs all demanding her attention made her ill. In those days depression wasn’t dealt with properly. Currently it is recognised as a genuine illness and there is less stigma attached to it. Poor mum had to knuckle down. I remember thinking how resilient she was.


Mum and I are both calmer than we were. Back then it took a lot to make us angry. Like her, if anybody pushed me too far I’d explode. No matter who was on the receiving end of it I’d have to let my anger out, then it would be over.


Existence got better for mum. As a child you don’t understand what is happening to your parents, failing to comprehend their struggle keeping the daily routine together. Quoting her almost verbatim, mum told me: “Once the kids start growing up you get out of that cloud and appreciate your family.” Mum and dad are still there for us.


Although I believed I should try to be otherwise, it felt right for me to go my way and that included playing with dolls. I loved the idea of dressing up. Often I would hang around mum’s legs watching her put her make-up on. For me that was natural.


To the world I was a boy. Mum dressed me in boys’ clothes. I would take them all off and walk about in my underpants. Outside, picking up a toy car rather than my preferred object was part of the act. Inside I was saying: “I wish I could play with dolls.”


Michael adopted all my stuff. He would happily lie on the sitting room floor at home with the soldiers, forts and whatnots belonging to us, while I’d be out on my own exploring. If I dabbled with boys’ toys it would be because I liked the dudes in the playground and the only way I could interact with them was to have a prop to hand like a Dinky truck. Unless I wanted the perfect reason for being off school for two months I knew I couldn’t steam into a group of lads with a dolly.


As for Michael, he was just there. I don’t mean that unkindly. I was his protector. When he was around me I looked out for him. Cliché or not, it’s true that without a word passing between us I almost always knew if he was in trouble. I spent a large part of my childhood helping him overcome some sort of hurdle or another.


Life is often a lot of hassle for a little happiness. I have lived it and although the events I am focusing on are in the past, they feel so present.


People were always picking on Michael because he was quiet. The bullies of the school used to zoom in on him as if he wore a bright orange t-shirt with “Victim - walk all over me please” printed across it.


It was the school Mafia: the hit men, who were cowards in disguise, feeding off the weak and vulnerable. The bullies’ self-esteem was probably quite low too until they had done over a few underdogs. I was the kamikaze deliverer of justice on a death mission, carrying the handkerchief with the red dot on it.


Don’t get me wrong. Michael wasn’t weak. He was sensitive: he would handle strife his own subdued way which was all right for him. I would have to jump in and take control. Any time I bailed him out of a scrape he would say: “What did you do that for?” meaning: “Why did you interfere? I was dealing with it.”


On leaving school, Michael became a butcher, coming home from work every day stinking of meat. His emigration to Australia was an impressive leap of independence that was to be snatched away from him almost as soon as he got there. Called up by the Australian government to do military service, while traipsing through a jungle he was hit by a stray bullet that shattered one of his kneecaps. Bleeding profusely, the exposed wound made contact with the dense, suffocating hell that whispered promises of death to my brother as he fought to remain conscious. That absurd, deranged crusade known as the Vietnam War eating away his spirit made him a hero of his family through being wounded in action and invalided out of the army, surviving what, like in any stupid, pointless conflict, many on both sides didn’t. Imagining that before the incident he spontaneously recalled a top chart song amid tropical forest mixing uneasily with oppressive humidity and cruelness, it struck me how ridiculous popular culture is against a background of violence, injury, and death. Visions of helicopters, their staccato noise disturbing the last traces of peace left in him as he hoped to arrest the savagery of the human condition, told me how fortunate I was not to have been there.


Michael still lives in Australia. Despite his injury he can count himself lucky he got home and had a life afterwards. I hear he is doing all right.


Allen is mum and dad’s third child: ‘the middle one’ as he is called. Always a big lad, you might say he was built for his destiny. I wouldn’t have thought it possible for mum to have a baby the size he was at birth. He weighed more than ten pounds. Before falling pregnant with him mum was about eight stone. While he grew in her womb mum’s dimensions were seriously stretched. He nearly split her sides. That wasn’t the ‘funny ha-ha’ meaning of that phrase either, for I can’t imagine mum would have rated it a joke when she was in labour with him. Looking three months old when he was born, my brother’s physical development was rapid. You couldn’t pick him up easily when he was a toddler and if you did manage to you soon put him down.


Having another male child in the house unsettled me. It felt like he was intruding on my territory. I spent most of his early years trying to sell him to anyone who called at the front door.


Allen is still big. He is twice my width and a lot taller. From leaving school he went into the army, the REME, a section that drove great transporters around to pick up damaged vehicles, including armoured cars, low loaders and trucks, for repair. I have been told he and some of his mates nearly wiped out part of a German village while taking a tank for a spin when they were all drunk. Ignoring the health and safety concerns of everyone in the area, they supposedly drove through a housing estate. How reliable was Allen’s memory of the alleged incident?


The story was told at family reunions and pub crawls, either by the man himself or one of his mates. From their perspective I was another bloke whom they accepted into their unofficial drinking club. I would put up with listening to this tale several times over the years, as I did most of their incredible stories. Cringing at their male bragging, I would appear interested, then retreat into myself. They were like cartoon characters living in a virtual world; I saw many things as caricatures. I tried to understand this stereotypically masculine place by stepping out of my dimension into theirs and I didn’t fit.


If I had gone into the army I would never have hacked it because I was too self-centred. Although I accept that women can enrol and express what I arguably call a macho side to their femaleness, I have always viewed the defence services - particularly the army - as essentially male in character and therefore largely if not wholly at odds with the finer details of femininity as I understand them. There was no future for me at an institution that went in an opposing direction. Facing enlistment - or in the event of a world war, conscription - I would still not have fitted in such an establishment. Back then I couldn’t be told anything. I thought I knew it all. In this sense dad was the same as me at that age. He also believed he knew everything there was to know about life. Unlike me, he was able to adapt to the army regime and loved it.


I accept that discipline is necessary for those who, with some knocking into shape, fit that lifestyle. Had I followed the pattern of my brothers and joined up I would have been stifled because my superiors were trying to mould me into something far removed from my real self. I have put up with being denied or losing much of my freedom to be me without going near the army. It does help many people to make sense of the world though, offering them intensive physical activity with structure and purpose.


I have a lot of affection for Terry who is the youngest member of our family. One moment he was a baby, the next he had left school. Certainly I remember having to look after him. Ideas flashed through my mind as I pushed him along the road in his pram: that excuse for a vehicle - one of those big, bouncy jobs with the large springs - is branded on my memory. Terry wanted to hang on to an easy life for as long as he could. It was convenient for him to put off learning to walk.


Despite the fact there was a ten year age gap between us, Terry and I were close. Under my supervision he nearly left his pram in spirit. I tried to float it across a pond with him inside. It sank more or less immediately. The hullabaloo of a gush of panicking adults running from the community centre across the cycle track to the water’s edge was one of the best laughs I have had. In those first confusing seconds the more practical staff members of a nearby children’s play activities scheme tried to find out exactly what had happened. The leader was looking for facts that amounted to my nautical error. What I had done out of curiosity, or, more accurately, stupidity, was an experiment doomed to failure. The first priority was to fish the pram out. I have introduced all my brothers to things that could have killed them and should be ashamed of myself but I’m not. Childcare was not my forté. I found it a burden. As an exercise the pram stunt seemed like a good idea, not from the point of view of seeing if Terry survived it, but to find out what we could do. I called myself a genius while everyone else dubbed me idiotic. Had the thingamajig floated, with my mentality I would have got in it with him and sailed around until I was bored.


What was rescued, apart from Terry, his cherubic face beaming with smiles, was a messy, gunged up heap of salvage which at that stage failed as a pram. The contraption, all covered in mud, was back to a kind of normal. Before it went in the drink its rubber wheels looked brilliant white. Thereafter they were permanently stained grey. Mum still has what I call a misplaced affection for it even though she sold it as soon as she could.


Terry has forgiven me for nearly drowning him as a baby. Mum and I often laugh over the sinking pram affair. Since everything has been brought out in the open we have got on better. When Terry is here he lightens my mood, inspiring fresh vistas of opportunity. He is a lovely man and always calls me his big sister. I find him understanding. Without fail, he values and respects me.


On saying I wasn’t cut out for childcare, I knew on the surface that was a joke linked to my childhood experience looking after Terry. I have never had maternal feelings. In the role of adult male I had children with both spouses. It wasn’t me who nurtured them. My consorts brought them up while I followed my selfish lifestyle. When ours came along I loved them. They weren’t planned. Had entitlement to the luxury of gender realignment come earlier I would have preferred to have been a career woman with a partner - no children. Now I am in a position to say I still haven’t any maternal feelings and that is after hormone therapy and gender realignment surgery. I get on well with my brothers’ and friends’ offspring. It is no secret I like them; I always want to hand them back when their parents are ready to take them home.


We already know how annoying I could be when I was a kid. I am sure there were times when my mum and dad wished they could have given me to someone else.


Intrigued by Carol’s description of her childhood I wanted to know how she managed the contradiction between her inner female self and her male persona under stress.


I remember an incident that happened when I was about fourteen concerning someone who upset Michael. It was one of those situations where it felt as if a torrent of aggressive energy came from me in the form of a short, powerful discharge of anger like a blast of steam escaping from a pipe. This boy pushed Michael while we were messing around in the cricket pavilion near our home. He didn’t want Michael to have a say in what we should do. I got him in a headlock which he soon found his way out of. We had a fist fight that amounted to punching the air with some evasive action thrown in: it looked more like we were dancing and I wondered if our feminine sides were coming out in protest at the stupidity of it all. Spotting his chance, he made for the big old tree that stood in the middle of the field where we used to play regularly. He managed to scale it, failing to anticipate my determination to get him. I caught hold of one of his legs and yanked it, pulling him from the branches. Next moment, he was lying on the ground. I had broken his arm. That kid eventually got over his clash with me, and Michael never had any harassment from him again. Mixing with boys in the school playground, in my street, and wherever else, frequently sparked my aggressive side. Amid these spells of unease the emotion would burst out of me. There would always be a reason for this happening. I didn’t look for trouble. Perhaps it was an important part of my process of becoming?


Being able to deal with my anger in the right way only came through learning self-discipline. As a child, I didn’t have any. Later, having made many mistakes, I realised I couldn’t get far without considering other people’s feelings and points of view.


During a recent visit home I noticed the ancient oak had been cut down. It must have been centuries old. Those responsible have taken away a piece of my childhood. I think several fellow juveniles and probably those of generations before us had climbed up and added their names to that tree. By leaving the signs of our youth on it did we contribute to its death? Over the years, could all those kids gouging the bark, which was its protective layer, not only have interfered with an organic way of being but also shortened a life? I would like to believe it died naturally. Our own lives are a privilege allowed us by nature and it could end them at any moment.


This made me think of why we should respect natural laws.


Another feat of stupidity I was responsible for that involved Michael began with us and some local lads meeting on a playing field to try out a bow and arrow he had made. Michael was reluctant to let anyone else touch his creation, let alone have a go of it, so I snatched it from him. I prepared the arrow for firing. As I pulled the bow back, my self-control went AWOL. Aiming the weapon directly at Michael, I fired the arrow. It split the air with the sound of a whip cracking, hitting Michael on the forehead. The tip pierced his skin, drawing blood. His cries must have alerted the whole of Harlow. It felt like parts of London would have heard them as well. He still carries the scars of the event.


Once I vented my anger I’d be still for a while then the tension would start building up inside me again until the next explosive release which could be weeks later or the next day. My single-mindedness didn’t help. If I wanted to do something I would do it. I couldn’t have cared less about the consequences. I have always demanded justice. I was aware of these two forces inside me competing with each other, one I wanted there, one I didn’t.


Being reckless was my way of experimenting. One year - I was about ten - I decided to find out what would happen if I put a match to the Christmas decorations. Pleading with me not to do it, Michael, whose well-developed common sense could have saved our family a lot of nuisance if circumstances had gone his way, found himself witness to my act of vandalism. I struck a match then held it against one of the paper doodahs which soon caught. Flames rolled across the ceiling. Streamers going from the four corners of the living room to the middle with bells and other seasonal shapes filling the gaps provided the fuel and course for their trail. Thirty seconds was all it took to wipe out those Yuletide knick-knacks. Michael and I managed to stop the fire while dicing with injury. By the time mum and dad returned we had cleared the worst of the debris. When dad saw a black ceiling with no decorations, out of the first hell I had created another was let loose.


Eventually dad calmed down. He grounded us both for days. No punishment or restriction stopped me from following my instincts and acting on impulse. At secondary school, nicking this boy’s bike because I had to have it was all part of an ordinary day for me. Having no conscience over stealing it, I kept the cycle for several weeks before throwing it in the local pond. I befriended the boy who owned it, having the front to salvage it from its temporary resting place then receive a reward from his dad for my trouble. Mum remembers this. It was behaviour typical of me.


Deliberating over the controversy I created, I wonder how I ever made it through childhood without being put away. That drive to go out into the world and get what I wanted caused me to form a protective bubble around myself that was to remain for a large part of my life.




Chapter Three


Many girls in their teens would become hysterical if they noticed the slightest bodily change that caused them to feel unattractive. As for the odd attack of acne this could be a matter of life and death because the pimply skin disease threatens to leave permanent scars on their faces. These features are the downside of growing up. I certainly didn’t slot comfortably into my teens. I suppose I was about twelve when confusion really hit me.


Today I can look back and say most of the things that interested boys bored me. Several of the lads in my class thought being in the school football team was the business. If I had been picked for it I would have found a way to get out of playing.
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