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 Foreword

 


Becoming who
you are and being true to your inner self is complex. When who you
are is not what people think you are, not the person who you were
assigned at to be at birth, it is a much greater challenge. And
this is the story of gender transition, undertaken when one is
discovering for themselves who they are, the core of their
identity. For many, this challenge is one they face as youth and
adolescents, at a time when self-discovery in inevitable, even if
awkward, superficial, and determined more by fear than philosophy.
Although small gains in human rights protections around sexual
orientation and gender identity are precariously enshrined in legal
and educational systems of more progressive nations, this can still
be a traumatizing journey for youth. But to transition your gender
identity as a senior citizen and elder is on another scale of
difficulty entirely. You risk losing everything that you have
worked for over a lifetime. What would it take to catalyze a quest
of this magnitude, to push someone to take that path of great
uncertainty and risk it all for the sake of self-knowledge and
wisdom? This is the overriding question that Nikita Carter answers
over the following pages of her book.

This is
“thee Nikita,” the real Nikita, her naked portrait in words
of a journey through a life’s lessons, lifelong learning her way
toward clarity of both identity and purpose. Nikita Carter tells
her story of becoming, of journeying through intimate relationships
and through intricate therapies to try to heal from being hidden,
but for brief glimpses, for more than sixty years. The birth of
thee Nikita was filled with “travail,” as the French say. It was
hard, and she endures personal, emotional, social, and spiritual
hardships in the contractions of her birth. For years, Nikita hid
behind a veil of smoke and intoxicants. Nikita hid behind a
frightened and over-compensating masculinity. She held onto the
fine line of gender conformity, mistaking sex for the mysteries of
gender and self-realization.

Coming out and
into her own, thee Nikita shares her journey with confidence and
bravery. It is an epic tale but not like hero stories. The story
she tells here is of an inward journey, not outwardly posturing
heroics, but rather the pangs of heartbreak, of misunderstandings,
and being misunderstood. Of guilt and of anger. But it also tells
of the joys of finding camaraderie in music, in finding one’s
creative voice, in learning to listen deeply to others in order to
hear oneself. Even more profoundly, this is a story of learning the
lessons that loneliness and abandonment have to teach everyone.
Lessons we are typically too terrified to learn. Lessons that are
loudest when we confront death of loved ones, and even more so,
when we confront our own mortality, as Nikita did, when she had a
head-on car collision, one in a series of events that lead Coat
Cooke, world renowned jazz instrumentalist, composer, recording
artist, conductor, and cultural entrepreneur to undergo a profound
metamorphosis and emerge in her true identity as Nikita Carter. To
begin such a complete transition of becoming at the age of 63 makes
her story different from most. And having lived so large, a legend
of “outness” in improvised jazz, of liberated expression, bravely
taking audiences into mysteries of sound, all the while feeling
inauthentic, in denial of her true nature, that is what makes this
book unique. That is what makes her “thee Nikita.”

This intimate
story of Nikita’s ongoing transition sheds new light on experiences
of gender fluid elders and youth alike, but it is also more than
that. It is about how to nurture caring relationships and learning
to go beyond emotional hurdles of hurt feelings and disappointed
expectations. It is also about living your creative life to the
fullest. It gives testimony to the benefit of positive
intergenerational experiences in childhood and adolescence—her
narration of going to the Newport Folk Festival in 1968 is
unforgettable—but also the long-lasting effects of traumatic
experiences, and the work that needs to be done for years after to
find balance and mature as a human being. That great work of
self-discovery, the overcoming of self-doubt and fear, it is work
that can take a lifetime to achieve, if one ever does! Lurking
behind the story of Nikita’s emergence, there is an ever-present
deeper dimension, a seeker who is not quickly satisfied with easy
answers. There is a spiritual fortitude to Nikita’s story that can
help us appreciate some of the ancient mysteries of human
experience of gender and sexuality. Readers will come to appreciate
how gender fluidity opens doors of perception and introspection
that remain closed and unattainable through other means. In this
sense, a story of transcendence also unfolds, as if woven between
the lines, as she shares the details of growing up in Winnipeg,
living in Vancouver, joining communities of artists in Mexico. And
even though these stories also hold the dark side of transcendence,
the dark night of the soul wandering lost, lonely in a crowd,
feeling desperate sadness and abandonment, they hold this core of a
faith. Not a religious or branded faith, but a faith that “now,”
this present moment, is always a time of possibility. It takes a
very bravely spirited adventurer to embark on becoming a new person
when their peers are retiring, comfortable, established, and fixed
in their thoughts and ways.

When Nikita
returns to Canada after finally coming out and becoming herself
with others in Mexico, she begins social, legal, and medical
procedures to legitimate herself. It is interesting that many of
her close friends and mentors, her family, her doctors, and
therapists, don’t know how to be there for her. She is isolated,
and as she says, turning a descriptive adjective “invisible" into a
passive verb, she was “invisibled.” Instead of transition toward
social capital and power, she turns away from worldly esteem,
toward one of the most marginalized segments of any society, single
women who are seniors. And this is a dead giveaway that Nikita’s
journey is done with deep spiritual epiphany and authenticity,
because she gives up everything that her former male self took for
granted, where confidence, size, stature, health, and gender roles
all held the prize–if not of adoration, at least the attention of
others. She leaves it behind, just as the mystics of old did. They
would adopt a name of the downtrodden. They would retreat and
seclude themselves, so that they might follow through the process
of transcendence, even while prey to their own fears and anxieties.
They faced the biggest fear of all, the fear of death. And while
this book is not about that fear in particular, the constant motif
that underlies it is an unrelenting belief that to be fully alive,
one must be willing to risk it all. This is like the ancient stoic
philosophers’ maxim, placed upon Apollo’s temple, an inscription
and admonition to all who entered, Γνῶθι
σαυτόν, (Know Thyself).

To know
oneself, as Plato dialogues about this phrase, means to know one’s
own soul. This is perhaps the greatest measure of one’s success
during their time on planet earth. Once we know our own souls, we
learn to nurture the goodness of the world around us. We transcend
our own neediness and can direct our energies toward the common
good for the time we have. Resentments dissipate and greed and
ambition put away the implements of torture that drive us to
extremes of planetary destruction and social injustice. The life
journey is no longer a race to the finish line, but rather a gift,
an opportunity for discovery that transcends a lifetime. Nikita
opens up future possibilities and optimism at a time in her life
when others start seeing only an end of dreams, an end of gifts,
and end of days. And that is an act of truly uncommon courage. She
has, to use the feminist scholar Donna Haraway’s words, learned to
“stay with the trouble,” to inspect the self with rigour and
respect, with fierceness and with forgiveness, long enough to know
herself. This book is one of those gifts from the amazing soul who
is Thee Nikita Carter.

 


Dr. Kedrick James Ph.D. (He, Him,
His)

Professor and
Interim Director

Okanagan
School of Education

University of
British Columbia, Okanagan Campus

 




 Introduction

 


I’m Nikita. I
used to wear a different name.

I’m a woman. I
used to wear a different gender.

I was born a
white male in the North American, English-speaking culture of the
latter half of the 20th Century and now racing through
the 21st.

Boom!

I had every
advantage. I was wanted, loved, and cherished.

Boom!

I live on a
fragile blue planet and am part of a species that is committing
suicide or ecocide. Maybe terracide is a better word.

Two decades
into the 21st Century, I live at the other end of the
societal status spectrum.

I am a woman.
A transgender woman. A late bloomer. A boomer.

I am very
happy as I am.

I happen to
live in the incredible position of having lived on both sides of
that great divide, of being a privileged, white male and an
outcast, trans woman with basically no societal status.

No viable
currency.

This is an
exploration of my memories, perceptions, insights, and what it is
that catalyzes profound change.

I didn't start
out to write a book.

At first, it
was a means to process my feelings and perceptions around what I
later realized was my gender identity. I couldn't find a therapist
that understood what I was pondering about gender identity at 60
years old.

I wrote to
voice what was coming to me, passing through me, washing over me,
almost possessing me.

The more I
wrote, the more started to flow out of me and, after a number of
traumas that I talk about as the “being broken open” phase of my
transition, I emerged as a pupa of the butterfly I became when I
"came out" to family and friends.

That's when
all the queries came from those closest to me.

“When did you
know?”

“Why did you
finally do it?”

In pondering
those questions, I started to wonder what the answers were on a
deeper level. That's when I started to ask myself what it is that
precipitates profound change in anyone, whether they were
considering a late career change, exiting a long marriage, or
engaging in jumping off the precipice of making a gender
change.

These kinds of
choices are difficult for any of us, and it occurred to me to ask,
“What would it take to push one over the edge, to change, and be
willing to pay the heavy price that is inevitable in profound life
change?”

As I kept my
journal, it gradually took shape in two major parts. There is the
“Broken Open” exploration and the “Healing Process.”

In analyzing
how I was able to heal the wounds of being spiritually,
psychically, emotionally, and physically wrenched open, I realized
that I had tools available to me that I had accrued over my
lifetime.

There was the
double whammy of great self-esteem and the counterbalance of
insecurity, shyness, and fear that made me inherently feel real
self-worth on one hand coupled with not feeling safe socially as
well as with intimates on the other.

I was blessed
with the doors of culture being opened to me through my parents who
encouraged me to embrace the words, images, and sounds of art and
self-expression. Those were the seeds that were sown and set me on
the path of valuing and finding my own voice. The voice that
emerged many years later was the unified voice of Nikita, in heart,
mind, and spirit.

This grounding
allowed me to develop and be who I am through music, which led to
improvisation, extensive therapy, which helped me to have a degree
of emotional intelligence, and extraordinary relationships in which
I was able to learn a great deal about how to relate to others as
well as myself.

All of these
aspects of my life's journey have brought me to the phase that I
think of as the “beginning of maturity” and “being seated in my
personal power,” for the first time not letting fear control me or
prevent me from living as fully as I am capable of living.
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 Part I

 


I Am Here
Now

 




 How Did I Get Here?

 


I publicly
proclaimed my gender transition at 63 years of age.

Precipitating
three comments that I encountered over and over.

 


“What took you so
long?”

“You’re so brave.”

“When did you first
know?”

 


The two years
leading up to it, I was tiptoeing around thoughts and feelings that
were a blur and a jumble, and there was a real schism between what
was going on in my head and what was going on in my heart and
spirit.

Now, a handful
of years after that, I’m exploring what finally compelled me to the
realization about my trans-ness and to make it known to everyone.
To make the internal and external congruent.

Where did it
start?

What were the
clues along the way in my life that I wasn’t aware of or
ignored?

How and why
did I avoid looking at this seemingly core truth?

There are so
many questions that, to me, feel important to ask of myself, to
seek out some kind of understanding by examining my history and the
dynamics of my family, my relationships, and the social context and
times in which I grew up.

 



2016—Transition

 


On April
13th, 2016, at age 63, I publicly emerged as a trans
woman.

I was like a
bird breaking out of its shell. I was on wobbly legs, hadn’t gained
my eyesight yet, my feathers hadn’t grown beyond just fuzz to cover
me, and I couldn’t fly—yet.

I was truly
reborn with all of the attendant growing pains.

After a
lifetime of confusion, repression, fear, anxiety, and lack of
clarity, I finally emerged into the light to be who I really am—an
intelligent, loving, mature woman.

I’m a proud
trans woman as well.

I’m a
multi-gender being, doing.

 


A hybrid being.

Being hybrid.

Hybrid Being
Hybrid

 


More alive
than ever, in every moment. An ecstatic manifestation of the
creator in all her glory.

It is such an
incredible relief to be living an existence that’s not totally
controlled by fear for the first time in my life. I am holding a
space where I am not worried or thinking about what other’s
judgement of me might be. Or, at least, not letting those
judgements stop me from seeking the balance that I am now
feeling.

It really is
incredible to feel the weight of those strictures lifted from my
shoulders.

It’s not an
existence that is without vulnerability or worry or anxiety about
the choice to be as honest as I am capable of being. I am still not
clear on what all of the implications that this unmasking
reveals.

That being
said, I am being judged pretty much in every social encounter in
which I engage. Or, at least, I perceive that I am being judged,
most anytime by anyone I know or don’t know, and what they think of
me or “my kind.”

My sense is
that all humans experience this judgement, but for trans people,
socially, it is hugely magnified because we are outcasts, who are
isolated. And because our difference is apparent, it, therefore,
makes us painfully aware of and vulnerable about our position in
life.

 


Life is a Large
Ensemble Improvisation

 



GirlBoyGirlBoyGirlBoyGirlBoyGirlBoy

 


It was as if a
light came on in my brain, and I heard this song emanating from
somewhere.

Where is
somewhere, anyway?

 



GirlBoyGirlBoyGirlBoyGirlBoyGirlBoy

 


On some
impulse, I started to move toward this song. As I moved my legs, I
felt some resistance and my instinct was to push harder.

 



GirlBoyGirlBoyGirlBoyGirlBoyGirlBoy

 


I could feel a
cool breeze and a change of temperature, and I started to emerge
into light. I felt relief and curiosity.

I felt a
little bit afraid, too.

In looking
back, I don’t think I knew what any of those things meant. It was
just pure instinct, and as I emerged from my mother’s body, I had
no idea about the adventure upon which I was embarking.

 



“Congratulations, Mrs. Berger. It’s a baby.”

 


They always
say that to the moms to fuck them up a bit.

 


Thora Berger
was supposed to be getting a little girl. All the clothes had been
picked. It was all pinkness and cuteness.

Her life had
virtually been planned for her.

Her name was
to be Nikita.

 


And now, it
went from GirlGirlGirlGirl to…

 


What?

 


Boy!

 


Boy?

 


Really?
Boy?

 



BoyBoyBoyBoyBoy...

 



NoNoNoNoNoNooooooooo!!!

 


How did this
happen? What went wrong?

 


As my father,
Victor, hastened into the room upon hearing Thora’s alarmed voice,
he called out.

“Are you all
right? What’s going on?”

“Victor. She’s
a boy. How did this happen? Do something for Goddess’ sake.”

 


I am just
me.

I’m not a
gender or a body.

I am a part of
the interconnectedness of the infinite.

I’m an
expression in this water vessel.

Of the balance
of this all-ness.

 


I am a
multi-gender being.

A hybrid flesh
and blood manifestation.

A water
baby.

 


I carry within
me a yin/yang story of what is possible and the blueprint of how to
live as fully as I am able.

 


1953

 


What a
beautiful baby boy!

In truth, a
marriage saving creature. I was the progeny of two people born in
what was called the “Roaring Twenties.”

They started
school in the “Great Depression.”

I never saw
what was so “great” about it.

It would have
made much more sense to call it the “Horrible Depression.”
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Nikita with K’iLL

 


Then came the
second great war. The Second World War.

It gives
greatness a bad name.

It was part of
the burgeoning awareness that we are one world and that we’re
interconnected.

I was born
into this mess. For over sixty years, I lived the very privileged
life of a tall, handsome, intelligent, educated, confident, white
male in the North American, English-speaking culture.

I had every
advantage.

I was wanted
by my parents, loved and cherished, and told I was as smart and
capable as anyone in the world.

So that’s what
I became.

A baby boomer
with humour. A delight and a success.

Or, at least
on the surface that was so.

Now, well into
the 21st Century, I live at the other end of the
societal status spectrum.

I am a woman.
I’m a trans woman and with that came a newfound, questionable
status. I am positioned near the bottom of the social food
chain.

Worst of all,
I’m old and, like all old people know, it happens so quickly.
Inside you’re still a kid, but now, you are a prune-skinned,
wrinkled has-been whose best days are supposedly long behind
you.

 




 How and When Did it
All Start?

 


I have come to
look at everything differently. It took time, patience, and support
from loved ones around me to help me stay calm, centred, and
focused, to unpack it all and make some sense of many inflection
points throughout my life. Therapy opened the door for me later to
look at the past through a new lens.

My first
realization of a different and hidden person came much later in the
form of photographs. The first one I found was of me at age 4,
wrapped in my mother’s white shawl, which had translucent white
sequins on it.
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Nikita at age 4

 Photo credit: Edward
Cooke

 


Everyone says,
“We all used to play dress up when we were little,” and, to prove
that, I have pics of me as a cowboy, a pirate, the wall in Pyramus
and Thisbe, and a host of other Halloween costumes that my mom made
for me. But the one that keeps coming back to my mind is of little
Nurse Nikita.
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Again...
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and again...

 


[image: tmp_0466400-64117814-d8af-4cf0-a617-4975f4ff7128_rUf9t1_html_m59205188.png]

Nikita at age 4

(Photo credit: Edward
Victor Cooke)

 


Shortly after
that last photo was taken, I started Grade 1 and that was the end
of all of that. School made it very clear how forbidden all of that
kind of expression was. It was the grey post war, Eisenhower
era.

My gender
expression, at that point, more or less, disappeared until a few
years before the onset of puberty.

I was maybe 9
or 10.

At that point,
it became very surreptitious. I found some of my mom’s sexy,
little, caramel-coloured, fur-lined ankle boots in the cedar closet
in the basement, and I’d sneak down and try them on and get a
thrill. I can’t say that I really knew why I did it beyond the
obvious, in that it was arousing and taboo.

It also felt
shameful.

I leaned into
it, though, in that I also went into my mother’s clothes closet,
looked through her underwear drawer, and tried on bras, panties,
and even dresses. It was very intoxicating. She used to wear the
famous perfume, Chanel No. 5. It was synonymous with glamour,
sexiness, and femininity in that era. Her evening dresses held
traces of the scent. It reminded me of her, all that was womanhood,
and when she was “Putting on the Ritz,” as the wonderful song
writer, Cole Porter, described it.

A lot of
things changed for me at the age of 12. First came the full
obsession with rock and pop music. It was the beginning of the
“sound of my generation.” It was the Beatles, the Rolling Stones,
and, with that, came a whole lot of self-destructive behaviour,
which reflected my feelings of disconnect as my parents’ marriage
started to fully implode.
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