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            To have a dream is a cause to live, to live is to have a dream

         

         

      

   


   
      
         

            PROLOGUE

         

         A blanket of cloud robbed the sky of its only natural light; there would be no comfort from the company of stars. With the Faroe Islands behind us, there was nothing but black sky and black sea. No boundaries; either way could be up. The only lights the faint green glow of my radar screen, discreetly adding to the radiance of the dimmed-down flight instruments in front of me. Without the radar, we would be blind. ‘Where is it now?’ asked Brian, his tightly clamped oxygen mask muffling his voice. I focused on the radar picture in front of me, passing bearings and range, orienting the target. ‘Twenty-five degrees right, five up, 400 yards.’ It enabled him to focus his eyes into the right place in the void surrounding us. What was it? What was it doing out here in the early hours of a Saturday? Why was it showing no lights? I directed us closer, carefully. Closer, closer, slowly, nervously close now as we slowed to match its speed. It was there, we just couldn’t see it yet.

         An hour ago we had been 500 miles south, sleeping restlessly, our fully armed fighter interceptor in the cold, grey corrugated metal shed next door, prepared for war, ready to go in an instant. A buzzing alarm had interrupted our sleep. ‘Scramble!’ it shouted. A dance-craze of arms and legs followed, zipping into G-suits, bending and squeezing into survival suits, fastening up life jackets, pulling on helmets and gloves, hopping on unlaced boots. Seven minutes after waking, we were climbing at 500 mph in the pitch-black of the early morning sky. And now we were tucked in behind this aircraft that didn’t want to be seen. Gotcha! There it was, a soft shadow, but a soft shadow with shape now, a Soviet long-range bomber.

         I felt some affinity with this intruder, feeling its way along in the dark, trying not to be seen for what it truly was. I was hiding my true identity, keeping a secret in the dark, and I had been for a lifetime now. Women weren’t allowed to fly combat aircraft – and, worse, discovery of my secret would bring derision, disgrace and embarrassment to my family. I was finding it more and more difficult to endure this deception.

         It all began in 1959. On a cold winter’s night in Germany, a young British soldier waited excitedly for news from home. His wife was in the UK, due to give birth to their first child. Soon a telegraph message was delivered into his hands, shaking with excited anticipation. ‘Congratulations, Daddy, it’s a boy!’ he shouted out excitedly; it was the news he had longed for. And so I came into the world. Although I was totally unaware of the implications at the time, everything became blue. The decision had been made: I was a boy. A decision based on my outward naked appearance. It wasn’t until my own mind matured and I became self-aware that I would get any choice in this matter, though it wouldn’t be realisable for many years to follow. And so the doll my mother had bought was cast aside, and my future was decided for me.

         It is rare that anyone has to question their gender. The vast majority of people never will – and why would they? You were a girl or a boy and you knew that, everyone knew that, you never had to ask, you just were and you were quite happy with that. Your gender was a given and you just got on with life. Children may experiment with gender values; it is considered a normal part of the growing up process. There may even be times when cross-gender play worries those around them. It matters not to the child, but parents may worry that their young son seems happy pushing a toy pram (though a young daughter playing with toy cars is acceptable, and why not?). However, a child who is uncomfortable with their gender, who challenges it, is wrong. To parents, it can be embarrassing, perhaps abhorrent. What does a young child know about gender anyway? After all, surely they haven’t lived enough to know about such matters; it has to be a phase. But if a child doesn’t know, then how come every message coming from my young brain was saying, ‘This isn’t right, why am I like this, this isn’t right’? It wasn’t an informed message, it was an intuitive message and it was there day and night, rain and shine. This was my brain, this was my childhood, but there was something amiss. Those were my questions, and they wouldn’t leave me alone.
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            INTO THE BLUE
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            THE GREEN DRESS
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            1959–1973

         

         My father was a soldier in the Royal Artillery. He joined the British Army as a boy soldier in 1946, at the age of thirteen. He was a big man in many ways: six foot topped with regulation-cut black hair that grew curly when too long, crowning a strong, square jaw, brown eyes, a big nose and sticky-out ears. He had a heavyweight boxer’s body, well-built with large muscular limbs and huge hands. His arms displayed tattoos: a sword and a python on one, and a Bengal tiger and unit crest on the other, badges of loyalty to his unit, 132 Battery (Bengal Rocket Troop). As a child, he lost part of a lung as a result of pneumonia, but it didn’t stop him from becoming a tremendously fit and active soldier, who had represented his troop and regiment in rugby, boxing or throwing the hammer. He was a resilient character who seemed to enjoy brawling in his early Army years, usually as harmless inter-unit rivalry, though it did sometimes result in demotion for a while. He admitted he wasn’t a well-educated man, but he had an annoying trait of having an answer for everything, and it always had to be right. He liked nothing more than a good argument – as long as he won – and, although his heart was big when it came to family and friends, his young Army years influenced an outspoken bigoted streak, the only negative trait in his wonderful character.

         Mum was an averagely attractive woman around five foot four, with blue-grey eyes and short, curly brunette hair. She worked part-time in various factories whenever she could get the work. It clashed with the old-fashioned principles my parents had, but the extra money was handy. When Dad arrived home from work, he sat down in his favourite chair and was waited on hand and foot. Mum’s place was in the kitchen; she was solely responsible for the cooking, cleaning and looking after the children. Mum was born in Douglas on the Isle of Man and Dad was born in Birkenhead, but they had grown up in the same road as each other in Liscard, on the Wirral Peninsula in Cheshire. She always agreed with Dad, never visibly taking our side when we made mistakes or behaved in a manner that met with disapproval.

         Within four years of my arrival, I had two younger brothers and a baby sister. I was gangly with pale, freckled skin, ginger hair topping blue eyes above prominent cheekbones, hints of Viking ancestry. I was shy, and happiest reading books or drawing. My younger brother Stanley, usually shortened to Stan, was another gingerhead. He was seemingly the brightest child, but if there was trouble, he was usually involved from the start, an often annoying character who would wind the others up, forcing me to intervene as the eldest. My youngest brother was Richard, known as Rich. He was blond, a stocky, quiet but strong character. He wouldn’t cause trouble but he would invariably end up involved, though usually on the right side. He was easily drawn by Stan, but otherwise he usually went with the flow; anything else seemed like too much trouble. Sandra was the youngest and she was my favourite sibling. I enjoyed her company but, although we got on well, I longed for a closer friendship, one that only sisters could share.

         Most of my youth was spent moving wherever my father’s duty took him, from British military bases in the UK and Germany to western Malaysia (or Malaya, as we then knew it). Contact with extended family was therefore infrequent but always a highlight of any journey home. Life abroad was usually lived in family housing provided on small estates within the confines of a military garrison.

         Doubts about my gender were already confusing me as I began infant school, but I had also become aware of how unacceptable it was to question it. Boys were boys and girls were girls: there were clear boundaries. It wasn’t acceptable for a boy to be feminine let alone be one of the girls.

         How could I possibly think I was a girl when I was constantly controlled and identified as a boy by my parents and teachers? Surely they knew everything? It would be some time yet before medical research would determine that mind and body, gender and genitalia, could conflict within the same person, but I already knew that. I was sensitive to how people reacted to anyone considered ‘different’, and I quickly understood the consequences: it was shameful, abnormal and ‘queer’ to feel the way I felt. Queer was a word used offensively. I knew I was one of those people my parents would call queer; the outside world had too much diversity for their liking, and that wasn’t good.

         I was hurting. I knew I couldn’t reach out; I was scared to reach out, especially to my parents. Instead, I turned inwards, living in hopes and dreams of change, of acceptance.

         Early school reports described me as introverted though imaginative. In Malaya, my playground was a dusty yard bordered by tall wire fencing and the building where my father worked, when he wasn’t out with the guns. He would occasionally see me through the white shuttered windows, sat on my own, cross-legged at the edge of the school playground, seemingly in quiet reflection, in a different world. For me, it was a world of confusion and worry, but he would never question what he saw, never challenge the idea that I just wasn’t fitting in. Many years later that realisation would come to trouble him.

         Life in Malaya was otherwise amazing; it was a fabulous place to live as a child. Home was a house within Terendak Camp, a British Army base with a substantial beachfront just north of the town of Malacca. Blue skies and hot, humid, sunny days were occasionally disturbed by stormy clouds bearing warm and heavy rain, especially when the monsoon came. The countryside offered ordered plantations bordered by wild jungle, contrasting beautiful white beaches with crystal-clear blue water, in some places so shallow you could wade out for what seemed like miles and still feel the sand between exposed toes. I learned to swim here. After school we were expected to go out to play, only to return for teatime. I would wander down to the beach alone, looking for the prettiest coral I could find, washed ashore in recent storms. On the way to the beach, I would pass an old wooden house surrounded by trees, sagging on its stilts, hidden by dense foliage. A drooping veranda surrounded the front half of the single-storey structure, and wide, shuttered windows either side of the central door formed a face with a sad look. An old lady was rumoured to live here with a pet python as her only company; she was supposedly a witch. I watched but never saw her. At weekends we would go as a family to the beach or the pool, sometimes into the jungle, following rocky streams, catching large butterflies and moths fated to join Dad’s growing collection, ordered displays of dead beauty.

         It wasn’t until my sister became a toddler that my troubles became more recognisable. I gained visual confirmation that all that was wrong lay in the differences that gender enforced. The traits expected for boys didn’t fit my own sense of being; hers did. Yet identifying with girls remained totally unacceptable. One day I was sheltering in the cool shade of the house when I noticed a small dress in my parents’ bedroom, laid out on a bed framed by softly draped mosquito nets. I knew I just had to wear it, so I did. It felt so comfortable, so natural, so right. My brain was working overtime, hiding the heavy footsteps rapidly approaching. Almost too late I realised my imminent dilemma. I found the dress too tight to remove and my only escape was to dive beneath the bed, watching as familiar sandal-clad feet entered the room, and then I saw bent knees, and then a face, right in front of me. It wasn’t a happy face.

         ‘Get out here… Now!’ Dad bellowed. ‘Get that off!’ The dress seemed to come off easier now. I knew that wasn’t the end of it. I didn’t hear the words so much as feel the sound waves. There was a lot of anger and my ears were ringing. His final words followed me as I was dismissed to my room; they were the only words that I heard clearly.

         ‘… if I ever catch you dressed like that again, I’ll send you to school in a dress, with ribbons in your hair, so all your friends will see… Do you understand?!’ I would have delightedly accepted that offer if it had been a genuine question, but I knew it would make matters worse to answer back.

         The dress was never mentioned again. The angry warning was apparently sufficient. Actually, it wasn’t. My feelings ran too deep to be changed by a loud reprimand, though now those feelings were suffused with hate for being me. How could I do this to my parents, wanting to change? I must be weird and I knew how much they despised ‘weirdos’. ‘People like that should be taken out and shot.’ I didn’t want to be thrown out. I definitely didn’t want to be shot. I was weird and that was worse than being bad. Nobody else must know. I had to make sure I didn’t get caught again. I made myself a promise: one day I would be a girl, a real girl. I didn’t worry about how, I just would. In the only guaranteed secret place I had, I dreamt of a better future, and my life became a masquerade.

         Something else happened in Malaya that would influence my life for ever. Our house was on the boundary of a large, rectangular field often used by military helicopters. I watched as they brought troops in or took them away. Sometimes a heavy-looking stretcher would be unloaded, met by a green Army ambulance waiting patiently in the corner of the field. I became fascinated by aircraft for the first time, particularly helicopters.

         Malaya became a place of memories that would be significant parts of my life for ever. We eventually returned to Germany, where Dad was based with 27 Regiment at Lippstadt. By now I was dressing secretly whenever I got the opportunity, though this was rarer than I wished. The houses we lived in were small and I had to share a bedroom with my brothers. I resorted to sneaking a dress from my sister’s room and locking myself in the bathroom whenever the occasion presented itself. I would sit on the closed toilet seat reading a book, or on the cold linoleum floor and draw a picture or write short stories, happy I wasn’t being treated like a boy. Goodness knows why no one challenged why I was spending so long in the bathroom. It was remarked upon occasionally, casually, jokingly, but I was never pushed for an answer. If someone interrupted me I would place the dress in the linen basket then pretend I was using the bathroom for genuine reasons.

         I was constantly living in the shadow of getting caught but I tried to wear an item of girl’s dress underneath my boy clothes whenever I could, close to my skin, a way to stay attached to who I was. I made mistakes, suddenly realising I had bared my flower-patterned knickers or partially revealed a pretty top hidden beneath my boy clothes, but amazingly I seemed to get away with them. Nobody knew that, once the light had gone off and my brothers were sleeping, I often slipped into a nightie under my bedclothes, happily trying to help my dreams along, risking discovery if I overslept. I wanted to confide in Sandra, but I feared she wouldn’t be able to keep my secret, and I couldn’t take that risk.

         A highlight of school was the fortnightly after-school dance class. When I missed the bus once, my parents didn’t understand why I became so upset, blaming them. Domestic Science classes also brought little wins, arriving home with cakes I had made myself, activities ‘not really for boys’, though the cakes always went down well. I was delighted when my Auntie Val came to visit and taught me ‘how to make a good cup of tea’ – a domestic chore I was allowed to practise as often as I liked. But even better was when I overheard Auntie Val and my parents discussing choosing children’s names. Apparently, had I been born a girl – little did they know – my name would have been Karen. It would have been fantastic to have a girl’s name given to me by my parents, and I liked Karen, but I had been considering girls’ names for a while now, and one in particular kept coming back to me. It just felt right for some reason, and it was pretty, so I had already decided my name: it was Caroline. A few years later, we moved back to England, to Woolwich, though not for long.

         I began writing my stories sat in front of my family, the words hidden from their gaze. ‘It’s just homework,’ I would innocently claim. It was handy having parents who never got involved with homework. One story was inspired by memories from Malaya. A boy who ventures deep into a forest discovers a sad, old, seemingly abandoned house. It is inhabited by a wicked witch who despises little boys and turns them into little girls. He deliberately enters the house and lives happily ever after, and the witch doesn’t know it was a reward, not a punishment. One day the book went missing and I waited for the inevitable questions to come, but they never did. I would find it again over twenty years later in a cupboard at home. On the last page of the story someone had scrawled ‘The End’. To this day, I don’t know who.

         Christmas and birthdays were difficult. I was always grateful for any present I received, but I desired the lovely things my sister got. I was happy with books or drawing pads, though I invariably got Meccano sets, trains and Action Man toys. Action Man was really just a doll, though, and there was comfort in knowing I would eventually get to enjoy some of the gifts Sandra received, even if not openly.

         As I entered my teenage years, Dad retired from the Army and we were provided with a council house on an estate in Moreton, on the Wirral Peninsula in Cheshire; both my parents had extensive family living in the area. I was coming to realise that my wish wasn’t going to happen, but it didn’t stop me hoping or dreaming. I tried tempting fate: if I ‘accidentally’ stepped on a crack in the pavement, or I walked past a marker, such as a lamp-post, before the car I could hear approaching from behind got there, I would change. Of course, my steps found a crack and I beat the car to the lamp-post, and nothing changed, but it was a way of keeping my hope alive. If I let go of hope, I would fall.

         School wasn’t going particularly well. I was always dreaming of what could be, of magic and fantasy where I got to live my life as I wished. Some subjects held my interest more than others, such as history, geography, art and languages, but I couldn’t get my head around mathematics and that meant sciences became weak options. Stan was frequently acclaimed by my parents as their cleverest child; he passed his 11-Plus exam, making him eligible to attend a grammar school, though he ended up going to the same school as me.

         At home came even more distractions, now I was tall enough to fit Mum’s clothes and was delighted to discover she owned a wig, high-heeled shoes and bras. Dad insisted boys had short, military-style haircuts even though they weren’t the fashion, so the first day I wore that wig was a day of joy indeed. I found bras awkward to do up at first, but I took to high heels like I was born with them fitted. The bathroom had also gained a large wall-mounted mirror. Dad had been guarding a posh house in Heswall as it was being repossessed by a bank. When the former owner visited, with a legal access permit, he gave away some of the house contents, including the mirror. I could see my whole height now, perfect. Though I always made sure my back was to the mirror if naked.

         I loved it whenever my parents decided to visit local family. ‘Sorry, I have loads of homework today, can I stop here and go next time?’ I would watch excitedly from Sandra’s bedroom as the car disappeared down the road, anticipating my freedom. At the top of our stairs stood a beautifully carved camphor wood storage chest, with Chinese figures, elephants, houses and trees carved in amazing detail on the lid, presenting a 3-D picture of Chinese drama that continued on the sides. My parents had shipped it back from Malaya, along with the black wood bookshelf units and the water buffalo, tiger and elephant carvings, all bringing the Far East to a 1950s mid-terrace three-bedroom house otherwise displaying various items of militaria. Inside, I discovered something wrapped carefully in paper, sealed in a clear plastic bag. Unwrapping it revealed the most exquisite peach silk cloth. Carefully, I unfolded it and my heart began to race. Standing up, I watched as surely the most beautiful dress in the world unfolded from my outstretched arms. I pulled it to my shoulders and ran to the bathroom, where I gazed at a ’60s-style dress, knee-length with a full-circle petticoat, capped short sleeves and a V-shape neckline. The back zipped down to the waist, a long sash draped off one shoulder and a pretty black lace rose adorned the waist. The silk came to life with body heat. I felt its cool touch, the embrace as the zip pulled it to my body, the skirt falling around my knees; the feeling was fantastic. My reflected image was the most wonderful I had ever seen. I felt pretty for the first time ever. I sat in the lounge, I made a cup of tea. I even went on the swing in the back garden, I was so happy.

         I had grown confident moving around the house, always keeping a wary ear open for the sound of a car arriving home or a key turning in the front door. A change of clothes, placed in an attached toilet shed at the back of the house, provided a safety cache, used on more than one occasion. In winter months, I watched for house lights coming on as a warning signal. I was careful not to use the lights myself, should neighbours call when I didn’t want them to. I longed to venture away from the house, though, to see the world outside from a new perspective.

         Perhaps I was subconsciously hoping to get caught, even though I knew that would end in disaster. Years of gauging reactions from my family had resigned me to continued secrecy; I was too frightened to tell them. Now we had a television, and I heard words that only confirmed my worst fears. Anyone even assumed to be gay wasn’t spared; a ‘man dressed as a woman’ was even worse. Les Dawson or Kenny Everett comedy sketches were OK, ‘he’s just being funny’, and curiously Danny La Rue was acceptable, as an obvious drag entertainer, but any other man in a dress was a ‘weirdo’ and therefore totally intolerable. Entertainers revealed to be gay were no longer watched. When they came on television, it was immediately switched to either of the other two available channels; anything was preferable. Dad’s long-time best friend stopped visiting with no explanation. Years later, I was told he had ‘confessed to being homosexual’. Anything they read in the newspapers ‘must be true’ and the papers weren’t kind to difference, always mocking, hurtful and insensitive. The media was a huge influence on my family’s values, fuelling their intolerance to difference. It had a major impact on all our futures. I wasn’t gay, I knew I wasn’t gay: my dilemma wasn’t about sexuality, it was about gender. I had never had or wanted a girlfriend, but I didn’t want a boyfriend either. I was so confused about my gender, I never even thought about such things.

         I was happiest alone, and I spent hours sat on the sofa in my dress, reading a book, my legs curled beneath me, until one day a bright flash crossed my eyes and triggered alarm. I raced to the window, worried my dad had returned early. The bay window of the lounge provided a good vantage point, hidden by net curtains. There was no one there; perhaps a car had passed by, reflecting light. It looked so bright and warm outside, it seemed a shame to sit indoors. Without much thought, I opened the front door and walked happily to the far end of the garden path. I could see all the way down the road. There were no fences, the mix of terraced and semi-detached houses all quiet with their net curtains and darkened rooms, no one in sight. Our house looked so far away, though it was only thirty feet. My dress seemed to float in the gentle breeze, my arms showing goose pimples of excitement. I felt fabulous. Then my error hit me in the face like a brick. Net curtains and darkened rooms! How could I be so foolish? Had I not moments before been stood behind my own cloak, watching for people outside? I turned and ran back to the house, seemingly even further away now. The open door flashed by, I was safe again. Back behind my own net curtain, my heart raced as I scanned the road for signs of observation from neighbours. Nothing. Panic over. What I couldn’t get over, though, was how wonderful I had felt in the moments before the realisation of exposure had dawned, how free of constraint I had been. I had to go out again – but not today, it had to be away from the house next time. I planned what I was going to wear, where I was going to go, and then waited for that day to present itself, the thrill of anticipation quickly passing the time away.

         Opening the front door, I peeped around it one final time and sprang outside, too late now to turn back. It was April, it was another beautiful sunny day, I was fourteen, I was a girl, and I was outside, joy! I was off school with flu but that wasn’t going to stop me making the best of this day. Mum and Dad were at work until 5.30 and the others were at school. At 12.15 p.m., as Mum had left the house, I was already choosing my clothes. I felt great in my sister’s green flower-print summer dress, a padded bra defining the extra curves I longed for. For unknown reasons I chose a pair of Sandra’s red knee-length socks to go with my low heels, a foolish choice. I had only walked about 500 yards down the road when a young couple emerged from a house, observed me and began following just behind. I could hear them talking but I couldn’t make out the details. I began to panic: they surely knew? How could I be more feminine? I began to walk like I’d seen catwalk models do; it must have looked ridiculous. Quickening my pace, I practically ran around the block back to the house. I was so disappointed with myself, I had to try again. I would need to get even further away from the local area, though, somewhere quiet, where I could relax. The seashore was a good place: it was less than a mile away and had a mix of open space and grass-tufted sand dunes, tall enough to hide behind if necessary, but I would have to be quick to cover such distance in the time available.

         Proudly wheeling Sandra’s bicycle down the shady, cold entryway we shared with our neighbours, I emerged into the bright sunlight glowing like an incandescent green butterfly fluttering its wings in the sun for the first time. My happiness was short-lived. On the opposite side of the road, two women stood chatting. One I recognised as my next-door neighbour. They turned, we were face to face. What should I do? Should I go back? No, too obvious. What, then? Just carry on? Maybe they wouldn’t recognise me? I decided to bluff them and carry on, before they had time to challenge me. Flashing a nervous smile, I got on the bike and pedalled away, as fast as I could go. I was aware of their stares following me all the way up the road until I turned out of sight, into a side road. I stopped there for a while to collect my thoughts. What should I do? I cycled off for a while, trying to make my mind up. I was enjoying cycling around the houses: I felt free, liberated. I knew I wasn’t whole, but for now everything was forgotten, the clothes adding to the aura. It wasn’t just that they were pretty and feminine; it was as though they were a tonic, a medicine. I wasn’t hiding, I was liberated, the truth totally forgotten. I didn’t want to see it; I couldn’t see it; the only way to spoil this was if I removed the clothes. Until I had to do that, I could be me, no question. I was hoping that other people seeing me now saw a girl out on her bike. It meant I was accepted. It didn’t cross my mind that even as a girl I was out of place, a schoolgirl cycling aimlessly on a school day.

         I worried the neighbours would phone Dad, reporting a stranger at the house stealing Sandra’s bicycle. He worked locally as a cash-in-transit security guard for Securicor; he could be home within minutes. I had to go back. Feeling great disappointment, I slowly cycled down our road until I could see the house. It sat inside the crown of a bend, so I had to be close to see. There appeared to be nobody in the road adjacent, so I cycled as fast as I could now to the entry, then moved through it as carefully and as quietly as possible. Gently, I opened the garden gate, secured the bike and entered the house, free from challenge. Back in my bed I waited a nervous eternity. What should I say? What explanation could I give? Fortunately, the night remained calm and the following day I was deemed healthy enough for school. I was on a high all day. I had forgotten my worries as I returned to the house, but there it was, a family inquisition waiting in the front living room. I sensed danger.

         ‘Did you see a girl riding Sandra’s bike yesterday?’ Dad began. I grimaced nervously. ‘The girl was rather boyish,’ he added. ‘Mrs Comber saw her wearing a green dress and red socks.’

         I didn’t know what to do, admit or deny. Each had value but one would rain down fury. The whole family was there, surrounding me, staring, stretching from their chairs in anticipation of my explanation. I had been home all day, I must have seen something. Shrugging my shoulders wasn’t going to work for long. I felt overwhelmed, alone, troubled about what would come. I turned, looking for escape, hating the idea that ‘she had looked rather boyish’. Then I heard a word that gave me something to think about. Stan added his tuppence worth, as always.

         ‘I think it was you. Sandra has red socks, you’re a transvestite!’ Clearly they had discussed this already. I sensed revulsion now. I walked away and hid in the bathroom, the locked door shielding a very lost child.

         What was discussed after my exit I’ll never know; nothing else was said to my face. Their job was done, the hostile interrogation had scared me, and I wouldn’t venture further than the safety of our enclosed back garden for several years, not in a dress that was visible. My life had reached a disastrous stalemate. So much for joy.

         The next day, in school, I looked up ‘transvestite’ in a dictionary. Transvestite: one who practices transvestism. Transvestism: the practice of dressing in the clothes of the opposite sex. I didn’t consider I was dressing in clothes of the opposite sex: girls’ clothes were wholly appropriate. They were an essential part of my true identity. But I had heard a word that described what people would think of me. It sounded like a troubled word, an aggressive word, mocking while implying antisocial behaviour. At this point in my life, I didn’t realise this word didn’t apply to me at all. There was another word people would use for me, but I hadn’t heard it yet.
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            BLUE SKIES
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            1973–1979

         

         Life wasn’t going well. My body was changing and my voice was becoming rusty. I knew where that was heading. It was an awful time of resentment and fear, and there was nothing I could do but feel more and more alone. I couldn’t see a happy ending. Then, in school, I noticed a poster for an after-school activity that drew me in: ‘Venture – Adventure, Join the Air Training Corps’. It promised the experience of flight and adventure and there was a unit based at Hoylake, a short train journey away or a four-mile bicycle ride, No. 472 Squadron, with twice-weekly meetings and occasional weekends. I got permission from my parents to visit for an introduction night. I wasn’t keen on the uniform, harsh grey woollen trousers with a matching bomber-style jacket, covering a blue shirt with black tie and all capped with a matching grey beret, but the promise of flight was very appealing. I decided I would give it a try, and my brothers decided to join too, prompted by my parents.

         I was part of a group now, a group with similar interests, learning more about aeroplanes, and there was an annual visit to a Royal Air Force station for a week, where we could see aircraft up close, and sometimes even get a chance to fly in one. I did well in my exams, which tested aviation subjects such as principles of flight and aircraft recognition. I was even rewarded with promotion, and after proving proficient at rifle shooting I was placed on the squadron team, shooting a rather heavy .303 Lee Enfield. I was proud when I won my Wing Colours after representing the team in interregional cadet competitions. I was beginning to see the satisfaction of achievement, but it was the attraction of flight that was going to keep me safe. I desperately needed a clear focus and this was it. Another dream was also forming, but this one was different: it was coming true.

         In 1976, aged sixteen, I was accepted for a gliding course with No. 631 Glider School at RAF Sealand, on the England–Wales border, a few miles north-west of Chester. It was a twenty-mile cycle to get there each Saturday, so I would usually get buses or hitchhike; drivers would offer a lift if I was in uniform. The gliders were Sedberghs, a curious-looking, old-fashioned aircraft whose front looked like it belonged on a small motorboat. The two-seat side-by-side open-air cockpit had two small semi-circular windscreens providing a hint of face protection for each occupant. The wing was fifty feet long and braced each side by a strut from the fuselage. It looked like some kind of prehistoric bird, with a red-and-white body flying on red-tipped silver wings, but it was fabulous fun to fly. The sides of the cockpit were below shoulder height when seated; a harness held me tight but it felt like I could put my hand down and touch the ground. The view when airborne was amazing, with no glass to distort it. I got on really well with the aircraft and found it easy to fly; it had to be to let youngsters fly it.

         Gliding was a team event: everyone was expected to help with moving the aircraft to and from the hangar, and pushing or pulling them back to the winch point from where they finished their landing roll, everyone eagerly anticipating their own turn to go flying. On a bright, sunny, blue-sky day, there wasn’t anything better.

         As the pilot sat in the aircraft, someone would connect a cable to the front. A flashing light from the control caravan signalled the winch driver, way across the grass airfield, to accelerate an engine, pulling the cable tight, winding it in. A shout of ‘All out!’ and another light signalled for full speed on the winch. The glider was dragged along the ground into the wind, wing handlers briefly running alongside, letting go as it quickly gained enough speed to stay wings level; once airborne and above a safety height, the climb was steepened, feeling almost vertical, tremendously exciting. At the release point, the pilot lowered the aircraft nose to slacken the cable and there was a reassuring clunk as the release knob was pulled to disconnect the winch cable. After that was beautiful silence, a soft swirl of air. The view was amazing: the Clwydian mountains to the north-west, Snowdonia in the far distance, the River Dee winding its way from the south, becoming unnaturally straight after serving Chester, a man-made diversion guiding it to its wide, silted estuary to the north-west. On its west bank, Shotton Power Station was a good source of rising air. Thermals were a glider pilot’s best friend, permitting extended flight, circling to gain height like vultures, everything below getting smaller and quieter, houses, vehicles, trees, people, farm animals all looking like sets in a child’s toy world.

         In the air, all my worries were forgotten. This was meant to be, this is what would keep me alive. Saturdays couldn’t come around quick enough. I did well on the course and eagerly awaited my chance to go solo, to fly on my own, to be totally free. First I had to prove I could react correctly to various emergencies, mostly involving simulated cable breakages at various heights, and my landing rolls were stopping in the perfect place, enabling the briefest reposition to connect and go again. ‘Land there once more and you can go solo this afternoon,’ my instructor said. It was a challenge, but when I managed it, he was true to his word. ‘Enjoy this next one… I’m getting out here.’

         Only those who have sat in a cockpit knowing they are about to take an aircraft into the sky, on their own, for the first time, could know what I was feeling. It’s a feeling that reaches deep into your heart, and mine was pounding away now in pure excitement. I truly felt alive, the excitement of achievement, of trust, of flight. I can’t ever recall thinking how I was going to get down; I was going up, the rest would just happen. The sky was calling and I was feeling its call.

         ‘All out!’ I shouted. I was only to do a circuit – take-off, turn downwind then turn to land – an orbit, but an orbit that climbed and descended over a thousand feet. I was talking out loud to myself all the way around.

         ‘…hundred feet … good … pull back … climb … climb … good … don’t forget to push forward if the cable breaks … a thousand feet … push forward … check airspeed … release … watch the speed … height is good … turn now … gooood … landing area? … there! … nice glider, nice glider … there’s the road … keep it on the left … relax … height good … turn now … relax … this is amaaaaziiiiing! … height is good … speed is good … nice glider … landing point … goooood … line up … nice … clear of other gliders … and people … speed … height … speed … height … rate of descent … good … wings level … feel for the ground … feel, feel, gently, there it is … and … touchdown! … wings level … keep them up … keep them up … almost stationary … rest the wing … and … done … huge smile!’

         The flight only took two to three minutes, but it lasted for ever. I had even managed to relax a little and enjoy it, I think. I had just turned sixteen and I had been on my own 1,000 feet above the ground with a grin so big it was surely seen from Liverpool. Three times I flew on my own that day, but it was with some sadness that I made my final landing. It meant the course was complete and there would be no gliding for me again. I already knew my next target, though: to win a flying scholarship for a powered aircraft course.

         I had to wait until I was seventeen for that, but as soon as I was eligible, I applied and was invited to the Royal Air Force Officer and Aircrew Selection Centre (OASC) at RAF Biggin Hill for medical and aptitude tests and an interview. The four-week flying course was sponsored by the RAF, and successful applicants were assessed at the same place as candidates seeking to join as an officer or aircrew. After two days of assessment, I returned home to wait for news. Months later, I had almost resigned myself to being unsuccessful when a light-blue envelope arrived for me. I didn’t finish reading the letter: I saw the words ‘successful’, ‘flying scholarship’ and ‘Cambridge Aero Club’ and jumped up in joy.

         Having the course to focus on was important to me: if my other dream was allowed to take centre stage, it triggered realisations of despair. It was still important to be the real me whenever I got the opportunity – that dream was still very much alive, even though it had no voice – but flying was dragging me out of my shell. I was gaining confidence in me, in my own abilities.

         Dad’s advice regarding my ambition or ability was rarely inspiring – I believe he thought it kept me safe to stay ‘within realistic expectations’ – but I was reaching outside of those now. I had already said I wanted to join the Royal Air Force and be a pilot, but when I did, he would reply, ‘You can’t join the military’, ‘None of you will join the military … unless you’re an officer … and you’ll never be an officer, because your father was a sergeant.’ He was implying that I had a place, and no one would let me rise above it because of my humble family background. But I had already risen above that place. We didn’t have wealth, we lived on a council estate and I went to a secondary comprehensive school, yet I had been solo in a glider, and now I had been offered the opportunity to learn to fly a powered aircraft, and it would all be paid for by a scholarship. Having such a positive thing to hold onto was a massive counterbalance in my life.

         The school careers liaison officer didn’t seem so keen, though. ‘You have to be physically fit and clever to be a pilot. And a military life isn’t an easy one. Are there any other careers you would like to follow?’ I only had one career in mind, and I wasn’t worried about my fitness.

         As I emerged from my shell, I made a couple of good friends at my all-boys’ school, Henry Meoles Senior Comprehensive. In the summer, Roy and Bob and I would set off for week-long cycling trips into Wales, stopping overnight at youth hostels, riding hundreds of miles around, up and down mountains. We’d never heard of mountain bikes, but we had bikes that did mountains.

         I was also an active member of the school rowing team. It provided a great excuse to get out of playing rugby or football during sports afternoons; they were too boyish for my liking, and I was uncomfortable baring my body in company. Girls didn’t seem to participate much in rowing, but at least it wasn’t a contact sport. My school borrowed boats from Liverpool University, at their clubhouse on West Float, Birkenhead Docks. I had to make my own way there for weekend commitments. It was a three-mile cycle each way, and traffic wasn’t the only danger. As I neared the dockyards I had to run the gauntlet of local youths, who took delight in throwing lumps of brick at me. I found a route that had a downhill gradient as I approached the danger area, committing myself to a fast-straight-line approach, through to the safety of the dockyard gates; surprise and speed was usually the best tactic. I enjoyed rowing the Fours. If we didn’t have another crew to race, we would wait at the Duke Street swing bridge for a tug to come through, then race it down the docks, scurrying behind corners in the dock wall at the last moment, the turbulent bow wave mostly absorbed by the dockside; the rocking of our boat dampened by oar blades held flat on the dirty grey water, with its swirls of oil occasionally casting rainbows amongst the congregation of flotsam and jetsam. At least when we entered regional school competitions they were held on quieter, cleaner rivers and reservoirs.

         In the summer of 1978, I arrived at Cambridge Airport, sharing a detached house opposite the main entrance for four weeks with two other students. All we had between us was a tape player and a cassette, with an endless loop of Santana songs eventually wearing me down, making me wish I’d brought my ABBA tapes.

         I was in awe of my instructor when I learned he had flown Spitfires. He worked for Cambridge Aero Club and as a test pilot for Marshalls of Cambridge. I got time at the controls of a twin engine, and in a Cessna Citation business jet, in a cabin covered in deep-pile carpet with lacquered mahogany-veneer trims, a matching cocktail cabinet, and leather loungers for cosseting half a dozen passengers. I’d never seen such luxury before. It even had colour-radar in the cockpit, far different to my little Cessna 150 two-seat trainer. The 150 was a forgiving aircraft to fly; its high braced wing reminded me of my Sedbergh glider, though this time I was confined in a rather cramped, all-enclosed side-by-side cockpit.

         My first solo came after eight hours of airborne instruction, and once again I was talking to myself as I flew solo around the circuit, my instructor listening to my radio calls from the air traffic control tower, watching my progress. On a solo cross-country navigation sortie I had to land at Ipswich and Norwich Airports to get a signature from Air Traffic Control, proving I had been there. Midway between the airports, I was rocked in turbulence as two American F-111 bombers suddenly appeared, passing very close from behind, disappearing from sight as quickly as they had surprised me. It was motivating, seeing military jets moving so quickly past me.

         I enjoyed the navigation elements as much as the flying. Flying the aircraft was actually quite easy, once I’d levelled it at my intended cruising altitude; as long as the controls were trimmed out properly, the aircraft was flying in balance and the power was set properly, it ‘flew itself ’. The hard work was everything else that was needed, everything wrapped in a parcel called ‘airmanship’: the navigation, communications, situational awareness, instrument monitoring, flight instruments, engine instruments, fuel contents, flow and balance, and lookout. Lookout wasn’t just about admiring the view, which was always amazing: it was seeing potential problems far enough away to avoid them, such as bad weather or other aircraft that had a habit of blending into the sky around them. Keen eyes and knowing where and how to look were essential.

         No sooner had I begun my course than my final flight test loomed. Then, disaster: I learned the scholarship only covered thirty hours’ flying, but a pilot’s licence required a minimum of thirty-five. There was no way my parents could afford to pay for an extra five hours, nearly £100. From the confines of a red metal and glass phone box at the side of the road, I asked anyway. The following day, as I walked back to the phone, I expected the worst. Thankfully, Mr Peabody, my Air Cadet Squadron Commander, had approached the RAF Association in West Kirby and they had agreed to fund the difference from what my parents could contribute, which couldn’t be very much at all. I was incredibly grateful: had I not gained my licence from the scholarship my future would have been grounded. Flying was the only thing I seemed capable of doing. I enjoyed it; it was keeping me focused, energised. It was the only thing motivating my future.

         I rewarded their faith in me with a successful final flight test, and I had my pilot’s licence before I had learned to drive. My career in aviation was one step closer. Ironically, none of this would have been achievable if I was identifiable as a girl. I couldn’t have joined the Air Cadets, and I wouldn’t have received the scholarship. There were undoubtedly some advantages to being considered a boy – but given the choice there is no question which life I would have chosen.

         The confidence gained during my flying adventures now showed in my schoolwork. I even won a book prize for Humanities, presented to me personally by Tony Davis from the Spinners folk group. But meeting the entrance requirements to join the RAF was hard work: the RAF required its pilots to be officers. I had already decided the military offered the only option for me to fly. Commercial aviation required me to pay my own way and I didn’t have pennies to my name, let alone thousands of pounds. Not focusing earlier in my schooling had presented a huge hurdle, especially in those subjects I now needed as mandatory entry requirements. After failing my first attempt at Maths O-Level, I enrolled in extra classes and five months later was rewarded with a cherished Grade C. A pass was still a pass, but now I had ten of them, far better than I had ever anticipated, taking me to the top of my family class. The loveliest fallout from doing exams was the free time that was generated between them. Of course, it was intended for study, but there were no rules to say how you were dressed when you did that study, and the house was always empty in the afternoons.

         Once I was eighteen, I made my application to join the Air Force. I knew the military wouldn’t let me join if I was known to be gay, or suspected of being gay; Dad embodied what the Armed Forces thought of gay people. I knew I wasn’t a gay man, but I hadn’t yet found my place in society. I still didn’t understand any of this myself. Why had I been cruelly tricked by nature? Why me – why wasn’t anyone else like this? Surely there would be books on it if other people were like me.

         It’s not the body that makes the person; it’s the mind that is our very existence, our soul, our identity. A body is nothing without a mind, and as much as it bestows character, and allows procreation, the overwhelming evidence was that my body didn’t match who I knew myself to be. But no one can see a mind, and people only believe what they can see. I wasn’t a boy who liked wearing dresses; I was a girl, who liked wearing dresses, with a body that convinced nobody, and which gave even me doubts. How could this even be possible? My doubts made me more vulnerable: if it was just me, then could I be wrong? But if I was wrong, why had I struggled with this for thirteen years or more now? It wasn’t a ‘phase’, it was trapped in my heart. I knew my gender before I understood the differences. When I was scared into hiding my feelings as a five-year-old, I survived through magical dreams and hopes, but now I knew there was no magic, now I knew my dreams were just dreams. I could see no way out of this, but neither could I switch it off. This was me, a girl, without any way to prove it. I saw no evidence that anyone would accept me for who or what I was. If my own parents couldn’t, then surely nobody would.

         People assumed that a man who wished to be a woman was a gay man; the word transgender didn’t exist as it is known today. It was imagined that he only wanted to be a woman to have a relationship with another man, and surely that could only be a gay intention. The idea that there could be a difference between sex and gender, that someone could look like a man on the outside but be a woman on the inside, wasn’t considered. Being gay wasn’t illegal in civil law, but military law still declared otherwise, arguing it wasn’t in the best interests of the morale of an organisation responsible for the defence of the nation, and would be a security risk. Gay men and women who joined without revealing their sexuality risked harassment and humiliation if discovered, followed by immediate dismissal, regardless of how successful their career had been until then. There would be no qualms in ‘outing’ someone, regardless of what devastation that might bring. So when I was asked the question ‘Are you gay?’ at the RAF Careers Information Office in Liverpool, with all honesty I was able to answer ‘No.’ But now I was trapped: if I told anyone my secret there would be no going back. The truth would be out and I would be at their mercy. Friend or not, if they found this too much to believe and turned against me, mocked me or even spread gossip, then my career and effectively my life would be over. I couldn’t take that risk.

         Outside the military too, my family and society in general would only accept me as they saw me now, not as I saw me. Whichever career path I chose, my life was in the hands of others. With everything to lose, I decided only my passion for flying offered a focus for my life.

         And so I found myself back at RAF Biggin Hill for OASC. All went well until the final stage, when we entered the practical exercise phase in a small hangar-style building, laid out like a sports hall. All candidates wore blue boiler suits, with a bib showing a large letter and number designating the team we were in, making the individual nameless. There were several groups rotating through a variety of pre-organised obstacles. On arrival at each scenario, one of the group would be nominated as the task leader, then we were briefed on the aim and the rules. Invariably, the challenge involved using a rope, a pine-pole and one or two large oil drums, with a time limit. Assessment was for teamwork as much as it was for leadership. It had been going very well and my own turn as leader had passed without much worry; now I was trying to be a good team-worker. The final exercise involved crossing an imaginary ravine that stretched to infinity either side of the required crossing point, marked by two parallel tapes on the ground, just wider apart than the pine-pole was long. ‘Anyone touching the floor between the lines means you have fallen to certain death into the ravine.’ We knew the drill by now; he didn’t need to add that the task would be restarted but the clock would remain ticking, but he did anyway. We had managed to bridge the gap, using the props available, and were all shuffling across the balanced pine-pole to reach the other side. I was at the front and I had three guys shuffling along behind me. The one at the back lost his balance and grabbed hold of the person in front of him, who grabbed hold of the person in front of him, who grabbed hold of me, and slowly we all inverted on the pole and fell ‘to a certain death’. Sprawled on the wooden floor I could not stop laughing: a Looney Tunes Roadrunner cartoon scene flashed into mind, our eyes popping out wide as, one by one, we realised our doom, hanging upside down before falling as an ever-decreasing dot, a small puff of smoke marking impact far below. It seemed so silly, so funny. I noticed our ever-watchful assessor, making Queen Victoria proud with his ‘We are not amused!’ face, but I still couldn’t stop laughing. It was one of those moments when you lose control of your laughter: it was impossible to stop, as much as I wanted to. The exercise was reset and completed, the rest of the assessment process proceeded uneventfully and we all went our separate ways.

         Several months later, I received another blue envelope. ‘Thank you for your attendance at OASC, you scored well in the aptitude tests and did well at interview, but we feel that you would benefit from experience outside of school. We look forward to hearing from you next year.’ In other words, I wasn’t mature enough yet; I guessed where that came from. I was devastated, but this was important to me and I was keen to reapply. I didn’t want to get a job that was going to bind me for over a year, but I had to be seen to be mature, self-sufficient. I noticed an advert calling for lifeguards at a local leisure centre swimming pool. At school, I had gained several qualifications in life-saving skills in the water, earning a Distinction Award from the Royal Life Saving Society and becoming an instructor. I felt suitably qualified, but my interview was halted after just a few minutes: ‘You are too qualified to be a lifeguard… This isn’t for you… Have you seen this?’ The interviewer presented a job being advertised in a Wirral Borough Council newsletter which sought a trainee manager to work in the municipal leisure centres, ranging from Seacombe’s Guinea Gap Baths, a fabulous Edwardian building containing a salt-water swimming pool, to The Oval in Bebington, a sport complex complete with pool, sports hall, football and hockey pitches and an athletics track with stadium. I thought such a job would look good to the RAF, and if they didn’t accept me it would leave a different career option open, to help gain my independence. I needed my own life: opportunities to relax at home were still far too few, and each instance risked discovery. I was expected now to get a job and contribute to the household income, but what I needed was my own sanctuary, and money to buy my own things.

         ‘I’m interested, but am I able to apply for an internal job?’

         ‘Leave it to me,’ he said. ‘I’ll be in touch.’ That evening, I received a phone call asking me if I could start on Monday.

         It was an incredible job and I met some lovely people, though my heart was still in flying. I was hiring a four-seat Cessna 172 from Cheshire Air Training Services at Liverpool Speke Airport whenever I could save enough money, flying friends and family. It was wonderful when I got to fly Dad. We only flew together once; the cockpit was uncomfortably cramped for a man of his size, but he still smiled all the time we were airborne. He never verbalised pride, but he soon had me taking his friends flying. I wasn’t a commercial pilot, so they couldn’t pay me, but they contributed towards my ‘travel costs’. Otherwise I wasn’t earning enough to fly more than once every month or so. Living at home still meant sharing a small bedroom with my two brothers; finding my own accommodation offered privacy, and somewhere safe to create my own wardrobe. I worked at several sports and leisure centres, learning different jobs, one week working with a pool engineer, another working on reception, a day as a lifeguard, one day a week at college, working to gain a professional qualification, and the rest of the time learning on the job as a shift manager.

         Out of the blue, I received a familiar envelope: the RAF was inviting me back for selection, before a year had passed. Once more, I found myself at RAF Biggin Hill. I messed up the interview slightly: having read up on current affairs in the newspapers, I got mixed up discussing events in Northern Ireland, laughing as I realised I’d said ‘the Romans were in conflict with the Catholics’. Fortunately the interview board also laughed. Then a doctor challenged that I had cheated in my medical. Apparently on my first visit I had had perfect colour vision, yet on this visit my colour perception was degraded. Colour perception is permanent, so the conclusion was that I had cheated first time around, memorising the pages of different coloured dots that blended hidden numbers. In fact, the tester was moving the pages so fast I never had time to focus on the page, let alone discern any differences and camouflaged numbers. After a further test, involving identifying small pinpoints of white, blue, red and green lights, I waited in an empty reception area before eventually being summoned to learn my fate.

         ‘You passed the eye test, but your colour perception means you can’t be a photographic interpreter.’ Well, I had never asked to be a photographic interpreter, but I didn’t want to show disrespect.

         ‘But I can still be a pilot?’

         ‘Yes. That’s it, thank you for coming.’ I was happy with that.

         Several weeks later, I received another blue envelope inviting me to start No. 42 Initial Officer Training Course at the Royal Air Force College Cranwell on 20 January 1980. I didn’t need anything else for Christmas. I felt tremendously guilty when I asked to see my manager at work and told him that I was resigning, to join the Air Force as a pilot. I had taken a few days ‘off ill’ to do the selection, just in case it didn’t work out. The team manager and my colleagues couldn’t have been happier for me. They were amazed that I was going to do such a job and we all went to a local pub to celebrate.

         I hadn’t forgotten who I was. My success in joining the RAF was only disguising the turmoil inside, not replacing it. My childhood hopes and dreams were seemingly unreachable. There was no magic, no dream come true. For some reason I was born like this, and I would somehow have to live with that. Even if there was a way, my parents didn’t deserve me ruining their lives for them. Although they wouldn’t express their excitement to me directly, I knew they would be making sure the whole family, as well as work colleagues and friends, were aware I was going to be an officer. They would enjoy breaking that news. It was such a big achievement for us all. How could I possibly let them down? Now, more than ever, I had to try and live to their expectations. I still naively assumed that if I focused on a flying career, my life would be bearable, and I could keep my innermost conflict secret for ever.
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