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Foreword

 Nick Krieger

 


Every so often, I hear the news through the queer
grapevine, an acquaintance, or directly from a friend that they or
someone we know is transitioning. Whether or not I know the person,
I feel a sigh of a relief, the creep of a smile, and a tenderness
in my heart. The process of self-discovery and acceptance can take
many years, and the willingness to risk all that is known for all
that is true can take even longer. The moment a trans person
embarks on this journey is, in my opinion, a great celebration.

From my own experience, I know the path for a trans
or gender nonconforming person is difficult—family and friends may
object, the medical community may put up obstacles, and job and
career may be at stake—but the rewards are infinite. Internal ease,
physical comfort, and the opportunity to be seen can alter our very
constitution, shifting the quality and texture of every moment for
the better.

When Alex and Emmett shared with me their idea for an
anthology of transition stories, I immediately felt sentimental and
nostalgic. The concept thrust me back eight years to my own gender
awakening. Back then, I spent many late-night hours clicking around
on blogs, watching YouTube videos, and reading piles of gender
books stacked by my bedside. Learning about people with various
transgender identities opened up a galaxy of possibility for me. I
used their language and experiences as a reflection, a disco ball
where each mirrored fragment showed me a tiny piece of myself.

I loved reading these stories. They provided me with
practical information, empowered me to take action, and invited me
into a community. I also hated reading these stories. They
triggered self-realizations, presented a daunting future, and
caused me to question the validity of any of my gendered
experiences that differed from those I read and heard. I slowly
discovered that there was no single trans narrative, which was both
inspiring and frustrating. The potential to be my own unique self
was appealing, but some proof or a test sure would’ve helped with
my certainty.

During my self-inquiry, I struggled to understand why
I had not “always known” I was trans, an element that seemed
central to the narratives of many. I experienced a girlhood and not
a stifled or squashed boyhood. I was equally comfortable as one of
the girls and as one of the boys. I have no recollection of
believing or wishing that I was a boy. Even now, I do not feel like
a man. I do feel embodied, at peace in my skin, and present and
available to those around me.

While I often group the emotional, physical,
psychological, and social changes associated with a visible shift
in my gender under the shorthand of “My Transition,” the phrase
also implies a linear movement from A to B, or in my case, from
female-to-male. This had never been a goal. Instead, I put one foot
in front of the other, taking incremental steps, each one
independent—choosing the language that suited me, the body that
felt comfortable to inhabit, and eventually, the hormones that
soothed me. I had no end point in sight, but I had set off a chain
reaction whereby each revelation of happiness inspired another step
towards happiness. Rather than fight this previously unfathomable
level of contentment, I surrendered to its continued unfolding.

Recently, I watched a home video from my first
testosterone shot, recorded by an ex-girlfriend who accompanied me
to the doctor’s office that summer day. When the nurse practitioner
hands me the loaded syringe, my chin is quivering. My eyes are
steeled. I am intent on my mission. I cock the thing like I’m about
to launch a javelin into my thigh. And then I do. As I press the
plunger, releasing the hormone into my muscle, I take slow, deep
audible breaths. Once I am finished, the nurse practitioner places
a Band-Aid over the injection site and exits the room. The second
the door clicks shut, I leap off of the table. “I did it! I did it
myself!” I cry. My eyes bulge with incredulity. A smile rips across
my face. I swivel my hips, shake my butt, and put on a show so
unexpected and out of character that I watch the video again and
again, just to see my little dance.

The whole clip is less than two minutes. And yet this
brief segment captures my entire emotional journey through
transition—from abject terror to unfettered joy. At times, the
movement was less direct, and the fear and excitement mixed and
mingled, seemingly one and the same. For a while, every day was a
heart-pumping adventure with some new challenge and some uncertain
situation awaiting me.

Transition is a long list of firsts. The first time I
purchased men’s underwear. The first time my friends sang “Happy
Birthday, Dear Nick.” The first time a lover ran her hands across
my flat chest. The first time I showered in the men’s locker-room
at the gym. The first time I claimed my identity and said, “I am
transgender,” which also turned out to be the last time I spoke to
my dad for several years.

The triumphant moments traded off with awkward
moments. Friends tripped over pronouns and tagged me on Facebook in
old photos from my Lady Tigers sports teams. A former lover
responded to my hello with, “I’m sorry, but do I know you?” On a
first date, I walked into the bathroom, bladder bursting, and
discovered it only had urinals. The judge at my name-change court
hearing asked, “Are you sure it’s just Nick? Not Nicholas?”

I understand the urgency felt by many trans folks to
get this transition phase over with, for the fuzz of dysphoria to
fade and for the reflection in the mirror to match the self-image.
For me, I also found it important to recognize, honor, and treasure
all the moments, the cringe-worthy and the affirming, during this
heightened time of change. I was both participant and witness, a
teenager lost in the grand swirl of puberty, and a parent awed by
the beauty and vulnerability of a precious child in
transformation.

Reading the stories in this book, the rawness of my
own personal experience rose to the surface of my memory, this
visceral sense of having been there. At the same time, I felt
distant from this past, comfortable and firmly rooted in my current
body and identity. I no longer read the stories of trans and gender
non-conforming folks with trepidation. I read to learn about those
with different backgrounds and experiences, to offer a nod and a
wink to those with shared histories, and to reignite my connection
to community.

As the period of non-stop action, this climactic
stretch of “My Transition” recedes, it becomes an increasingly
shorter segment on this longer trajectory of my life. Touching back
to this time reminds me of all the ways we change, of all the
transitions, small and large, that go on within and around us. We
transition in our jobs, relationships, living situations, and aging
bodies. We transition in our style of dress, eating habits, walking
routes, and hobbies. Around us, the seasons come and go, the moon
waxes and wanes, the sun rises and sets. We can push and power
through the phases we dislike, hoping to arrive at some end point
where it will supposedly be easy, or we can lean into the
uncertainty and ride these changes as if on an adventure.

Sometimes I wish that everyone received the gift that
we trans folks refer to as “My Transition,” an opportunity to
undergo a change so big it does not need a qualifier. Transition
taught me introspection and self-awareness, to honor the truths
that live inside of me, and to recognize my fears and still leap.
The challenges along the way strengthened my capacity for
compassion, and only by experiencing my own suffering could I truly
empathize with the suffering of others. Accepting all of my
feelings, even and especially the pain, is what let in the blessing
of joy. This joy is what I see and look for, what I remember, and
what I hope for whenever a trans person shares their story. It is
the joy of allowing ourselves to be fully seen. I encourage you to
look for this in the following stories and in your own lives.

 


Nick Krieger

December 2014
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The concept of gender is messy. The majority of
global societies have narrowed the definition into two distinct and
separate boxes between which there is no space. One is either male
or female and is expected to meet the physical, emotional,
spiritual, and mental parameters associated with the corresponding
box. More socially progressive societies understand that cultural
norms surrounding gender are flexible and are often more accepting
of those whose body or self-expression defies one or more of the
above parameters. Far fewer are the cultures who embrace the
understanding of gender as a continuum, or spectrum, rather than
the binary that much of the world clings tightly to.

For those of us whose internal self is not aligned
with the sex we were assigned at birth, or whose gender does not
fit neatly into one of the two boxes, living in a gender-binary
based society can be challenging. For many of us, the conflict
between how we feel, how we look, and how the rest of the world
perceives us starts from the first moments we form conscious
memories and thoughts. This is the common tale that is told about
people like us; the one that you hear about on morning talk shows
and that is often sensationalized in the media. However, for many
more of us, the story of how we came to understand this conflict
between the outside world, and ourselves, takes years to comprehend
and is significantly more complicated.

Finding the path toward feeling more engaged in life
often comes with a choice of undergoing some sort of transition
from the gender that is associated with one’s assigned sex at birth
to another state that more closely aligns one’s mind with how one
is perceived by others in society.

This book was inspired by the stories of those that
were assigned female at birth and found transition from our
assigned sex to a form of masculinity at later points in adult
life; an option that gave us life and livelihood in a way that we
hardly dared to hope was possible. When one’s mind is more
congruent with how one is seen by others, it often creates a sense
of self and belonging that was previously diminished, missing or
even harmful. We refer to ourselves as transgender, two-spirited,
trans, male, queer, gender fluid, genderqueer, ftm, and/or
trans-men, among other adjectives.

There is no one “right” way to navigate the process
of transition. Some choose to use medical interventions to aid in
this process to align our body with our mind. Much of the
literature and conversation about female-to-male transition, both
from within and from outside our community, focuses on medical
transition. Yet, there is often a lack of conversation about how
the holistic process of transition, medical and non-medical,
impacts less-visible aspects of a person’s adult life. The process
of exploring one’s gender identity and transitioning often has more
effect on these less-visible parts of the day-to-day life of a
person than their more outward appearance. In many narratives,
individuals speak to the physical, and emotional, changes that come
with female-to-male medical transition.

As two men of transgender experience, we began to
realize that there were many pieces of information lacking in
available narratives about how others experience transition in
different aspects of their daily life, beyond the most-often
discussed medical transition. Through both of our own journeys, we
searched for a side of these narratives that were unspoken. How
would transitioning to a masculine-identified person affect how we
approached the world? How would this process impact our
relationships with our friends and significant others? What about
our careers and our families?

We were both thankful to have found others within our
community to guide us through finding the answers to these
questions and provide examples of how one could successfully
navigate the many aspects of transition. Still, we felt a strong
desire and need to expand the body of literature for individuals
both within our community and those seeking to understand and learn
about our experiences.

With this mindset, we set out to address six of the
areas of life that are often most impacted by transition, aside
from the medical process.

First, you will meet the contributors to this
anthology through their introductions. Each contributor wrote
additional pieces in some of the following categories based on what
resonated most with their experience.

 



 


I. Emotional and Spiritual Development

 


Within this section, contributors share insights and
experiences about their spiritual and emotional development during
their transition. For some, this involves religion. Others write
about their experience in society and how they have aligned
themselves emotionally throughout transition.

 


 


II. Family

 


Who knows us better than our family? Many people of
transgender experience have positive, negative or a mix of both
experiences with family. Our contributors seek to share these
moments of struggle, triumph, and how family relationships have
evolved or how they created and developed chosen family to support
our development and be a sounding board.

 


 


III. Relationships

 


Transitioning can be a selfish endeavor. You are
growing and changing as a person, as are your perspectives of
others and how you relate to them. Through the experiences of
people within new, established, and developing romantic
relationships, this section explores how couples have grown in
their partnerships throughout transition.

 


 


IV. Medical Community

 


The medical community has grown tremendously to serve
transgender needs in many parts of the world, yet we still face
difficult decisions about where and how to seek medical treatment,
both for transition and for all other types of medical needs. In
this section, contributors share their experiences within different
systems throughout the world and how to talk to medical
professionals, while maintaining dignity and respect for
themselves.

 


 


V. Transitioning on The Job

 


For many of us, the majority of our time is spent
working. Many people define themselves within the context of their
professional life. In this section, contributors share their
personal experiences of transitioning in the workplace. Some of the
contributors are out and proud, while others live a life in which
identities at work and home are discretely divided.

 


***

 


As a body of work, we hope that this can serve as
insight for individuals who want to engage in learning about how
transition from female-to-male affects a person’s life.
Additionally, we hope that these stories shed light for individuals
who have transitioned or are contemplating transition for
themselves. We sought a body of diverse men—born and socialized as
female, who began their transitions after already establishing
individual lives—who are proud to be themselves, and in their own
individual ways define being male, men, masculine, queer, trans,
two-spirited, transsexual, and however they define themselves along
the transmasculine spectrum.

 


Alexander Walker and Emmett J. P. Lundberg

April 2015

 


 



SECTION I—INTRODUCTIONS




Harvey Katz – Age Thirty-Three,

 Athens Boy Choir,
Currently Living in Brooklyn, New York (with roots in Georgia and
Miami)

 


By becoming what, in the end, turned out to be a
mostly straight, white man in this world, I’ve become just about
everything else first; a soft butch, a riot grrrl, a dyke, an
eternal teenager, a freak, a monster, a faggot, a
daughter-gone-missing, and a sister that mysteriously vanished from
the retelling of family lore. I have always existed as a whole but
my life has been fractured into a schizophrenic retelling. When
you’re trans, to the people around you there will always be two
lives: the one that you live, and the one that you lived.

Unlike most trans narratives I have heard, I couldn’t
wait for puberty. For most trans masculine people, menstruation is
the end of boyhood dreams. Quite literally, it is the period at the
end of the sentence. I, on the other hand, couldn’t wait to get my
first period. I thought that was the only thing standing between me
and becoming one of the girls.

I was a late bloomer and was on my way out of the
eighth grade before good ol’ Aunt Flow made her first trip down
south. I had anticipated her visit for years. I would jump the gun,
thinking I was getting my first period in class, overtly mouthing
“female problems” to my teachers when asking for the bathroom pass.
I got a particular thrill doing this during geometry. I had a crush
on my teacher and wanted her to know that this boy-girl was soon to
be a lady. The only bad side to getting your period, I reckoned,
was the supposed connection between having it and having to sit out
of gym class.

Last week, for the first time in more than seven
years, I had some spotting. It was dark red and foreign. It had
been so long since I’d had a period that I’d forgotten that you
could bleed without a wound. I’m anxious and dreading going to the
gynecologist. My dad’s biggest fear all along has been that the
testosterone would kill me. God, he’s mentioned more than once,
doesn’t like you to mess with nature.

When I first tried to find a doctor that would help
me with my medical transition in Georgia, I discovered that the
nature of self-care could get messy as well. It took me a year
after getting my approval letter from the psychiatrist to start
seeking out medical providers for surgery and hormones. Finding a
surgeon was easy. My dad was a wreck. I called him two days before
my chest surgery. I hadn’t planned on ever telling him. Once, my
mom woke up when the anesthesia failed mid-surgery and I feared a
similar thing would happen to me, so I called my dad and I believe
he cried. He’d forgotten about the letter I had sent him two years
prior when I explained I was transgender. I found the letter opened
and placed on my childhood desk the next time I visited him. He
bought a plane ticket, flew to Georgia the next day and drove me
the 90 miles to the strip mall where my doctor rented a surgical
suite. He bought frozen peas on the way home. They smelled gross as
they melted on my chest.

I hadn’t started hormones yet. I didn’t know if I
ever would, but that feeling didn’t last long either.

Testosterone itself is glorious. My appetite for
everything grew. I felt feral. I wanted meat and hot sauce. It was
like life had an exclamation mark at the end of it. I had spent the
last five years looking away from my reflections and now every day
I became more inclined to take glimpses of myself in passing.

I’m thirty-three years old now and almost eight years
into my medical transition. A few years ago, I was watching The
Biggest Loser on TV. The massive transition the finalists made
awed me. Without a second thought, I turned to my roommate and
remarked, “God, I wonder what it would be like to experience such a
profound body change.” Her silence was audible. No less than
fifteen long seconds passed before I remembered, “Oh that’s right,
I had a sex change.” We laughed ourselves off the futon.

I feel like I have completed my transition medically,
emotionally and socially. Being a man in this world feels easy and
organic for me now. I’m not the antagonist in my own story anymore.
I can be kind and good and gentle to myself. I can be naked with
myself and feel safe from my own self-destruction. I feel honest
and whole. If my life were a movie, I feel like the ending would be
boring—and after all that madness, I feel like that’s perfect.




 


Gabe Pelz – Age Thirty-Two,

 Family Restaurant
Cook, South Georgia

 


When I began my transition, my main concern was, and
continues to be, the health and well being of my daughter. Language
has been a big part of my transition with her. What does she call
me? Does that change? Will this confuse her? These questions have
spun around time and time again. But ever since I was a child I
knew that inside I felt like a boy. I didn’t think I could be a
good parent without honoring that feeling inside.

I was born and raised in South Georgia in the early
1980s. I’ve lived here all of my life and throughout that time, my
family and I have been through many challenges. My parents met in
Germany when they both were serving in the United States Army. My
mother’s relationship with her family has been difficult since she
announced that she was having a baby and the father was a black
man. She is white, and back in the ‘80s, it wasn’t very common to
have a biracial child. In fact, southern Georgia was still very
segregated. There are certain stereotypes or “right” things to do
in the south. Ways that men and women act and what kind of people
should be in relationships. So when she wrote them a letter telling
them, they were furious and demanded she get an abortion; she
refused. My parents didn’t stay together long because of how my dad
would have been treated here in the south. I’m sure my mother
thought that would be the hardest thing she would face with having
me.

Growing up I never felt out of place in my family. I
never heard any racist comments until I entered school. In
kindergarten, I went to visit my father and missed school for a
week. My teachers got word of this and when I returned, several
teachers came into my classroom and singled me out, asking about my
father’s race. One teacher said, “What color is your dad?” Being so
young, I didn’t understand the big deal and simply said, “He’s
black.” Their reaction was unclear to me, but I knew that they saw
this as something wrong. When I got home from school, I told my mom
about my day. When I mentioned that the teachers asked me those
questions, she was livid. She sat me down and told me if they ever
asked me questions like that again to tell them that my dad is
“yellow with purple polka dots.” The next day she went to handle
the situation herself and those teachers never asked me questions
like that again. Intrusive questions like these have always been a
part of living in the south for me. I don’t think I realized it,
but in a way, growing up as a minority with a family that wasn’t
right in society’s eyes helped me grow to become a person who can
handle a lot. My transition has been difficult, but not impossible.
It took me until my late twenties to learn the term
transgender.

My first memory of feeling incongruent with the sex I
was assigned at birth was in the third grade. I was telling my
friend on the playground how I wished I was a boy and hated being a
girl. He looked at me and said, “You should get a sex change.”
Looking back, I was so confused about how in the world he knew what
that was. I’d never heard of such a thing. This feeling kept
returning like a concentric circle overlapping with normal
childhood milestones. The second time I verbalized these feelings
was in the fifth grade. I had two best friends. When we played I
would always tell them that I was really a boy, but my mom wanted a
girl so bad that she made me pretend to be one. Like most kids, my
friends didn’t know what to do with that information or what it
meant so we quickly moved on from the topic.

As I got older, I started to fulfill the desire to
display my need to be a boy privately. I would use my allowance
money to buy boys’ underwear, but hid them so my mom wouldn’t find
them. Out in public, people in the south always gendered me as male
because I kept my hair short. When I opened my mouth, they would
correct themselves. This process made me feel sad and disappointed.
I wanted to tell them, “No, you were right the first time.” I
always knew I was a boy, but no one believed me. I spent many times
throughout my development wishing and dreaming. There were even
times when I was at the mall and I would ask my mother for some
change to throw in the fountain. I threw my coin in and said out
loud, “I wish I woke up a boy.” Slowly I pushed these feelings back
and gave up wishing as I entered my teenage years. I didn’t have
any earthly idea of what could be done.

As I grew out of adolescence, life threw me into a
loop—I met someone who I fell in love with. In my twenties, this
man made me so happy, but little did I know he had a secret
addiction. I was too blind to notice. We later found out I was
pregnant, but unfortunately he wasn’t able to keep clean and we
split up for the well being of my daughter. Rye was born in March
2006. It was the best day of my life. I remember her looking at me
with her big eyes and personality. I couldn’t have asked for such a
gift. I thought I finally had it all, but I still had a secret.
Something I had been hiding and pushing away for so long that I
almost fell upon it accidentally on the Internet.

One day in late 2010, looking for a stand-to-pee
(STP) device for a camping trip, I came across a video of a
transman talking about STPs. I watched and instantly knew what was
going on with me. I continued watching videos on YouTube about what
testosterone does to the body, all the changes that come with it,
and how to get it. These videos gave me a sense of hope that my
wish in the fountain when I was younger was true; I was a boy. The
only issue was I couldn’t find a transman on YouTube that had
children and many of the guys were younger. That feeling of a lack
of visibility among other trans people with children or who weren’t
in their college years is why I’m so open with my transition. I
want to help guys that are in the same shoes I was once in. The
information I found was amazing and scared me about my daughter and
quality of her life. I began the constant questioning of how I
might broach the subject with her. I asked myself so many times:
“How will I explain my feelings to her?” She was only four at the
time, so I did not want to confuse her. “How will people treat
her?” I think this question bothered me the most since I
experienced my teachers asking about my dad in school. “Will she
hate me?”

It was obvious to me that I had to protect Rye’s
happiness above all else, so I held back; but I could not stop
watching YouTube. Finally in March 2011, I told myself I would go
talk to a therapist and just see what they said. Living in the
South, it was very hard finding someone who could help me, but I
finally did. The sessions were great. We talked about family, my
anger issues, and my daughter. The therapist really opened my eyes
to see that the world has a variety of people and also genders. All
my life, I was taught a person was either male or female. There was
no in-between. They told me that transitioning would be hard to do
in the south, but not impossible. They also reassured me that my
daughter would love me no matter what, and that for me to be the
best parent I could be to her, first I needed to be happy. These
fears stuck with me, but I knew that if I was going to be a stable
parent I needed to be myself authentically. After six months of
therapy, I made an appointment with a primary care doctor in
Atlanta who I found through other trans guys in the area. But
before that, I needed to talk to my parents and daughter about my
transition.

In my family, we don’t usually talk about personal or
tough things unless it’s important. So I sat Rye down and told her
how mama had always felt like a boy inside, but that my body did
not match and I was thinking about changing that soon. I asked how
she felt about it and she said, “Okay, so what will I call you?” I
told her whatever made her happy. I felt like our conversation went
great. For consistency, she continued calling me “mama” for the
first two years I medically transitioned.

Next, I had to talk with my mother, and I worried
about telling her. I knew she would accept me, but I also knew this
would be very hard for her being that I was her first child. We
work together, so one day I told her we needed to talk later on.
Instantly, she thought the worst and demanded I tell her right then
and there. At first it didn’t come out right because I was so
nervous, and she replied, “I’m going to freaking kill you!” That
was definitely not what I was hoping for, so I sat her down to
explain my feelings. She instantly went back to when we were at the
fountain in the mall. She understood right away. Then she asked
about my daughter. I told her that I had already discussed it with
Rye and that we would work through things as they came up, but that
she understood. After that we watched talk shows, YouTube videos
and read books about being transgender. Now she refers to me as
Gabe, her son.

Before I started testosterone, I wanted to get my
family together to tell them. In my head, I thought that since we
are all close, it would be okay and that they would love me no
matter what. Unfortunately, that was not the case.

It all happened quicker than I expected so I didn’t
have the chance before beginning my medical transition. When I went
to Atlanta for my appointment, I began testosterone the next day.
My cousin knew my about my transgender identity. My cousin told my
family before I had a chance to, so a war broke out. I begged for
them to listen to me, to let me explain, but to them I had
committed the ultimate sin. Half of my family are hardcore
Christian, and the other half rarely attends church. It got so
heated that the Bible was thrown around a lot, which was scary. A
gay family member told me to wait for them to cool down and
suggested I give it a few months. After a while, I called my aunt
who I had always been close with. I was about three months on
testosterone. She had no clue who I was on the phone. “Who is
this?” she asked. She began to cry when I told her and said I was
never going to be a man; I would always be a freak. She refused to
accept me, told me she’d never call me her nephew, and hung up the
phone. This broke my heart into pieces. I spent so many nights
crying myself to sleep thinking about how I lost my family. I
wondered, was all of this really worth it? Now we speak maybe twice
a year.

I had experienced so much loss from my family I began
to worry about work, but knew that I needed to be up front and
honest about transitioning. I’m a cook at a local family
restaurant. We all work very close together. This tight-knit
setting can be both a blessing and a curse. My work has no
protection for me as an employee. When I came out, my initial
experience was okay, but has become increasingly volatile over the
last four years. I’m constantly being called by my old name in
addition to an onslaught of LGBTQ bashing. I sometimes wonder how
much more I can handle. I have to keep my job, though, because as
with anything else, my daughter comes first. She keeps me going and
pushes me to work through the challenging times.

When I think about it, it’s funny how my daughter has
changed over time throughout my transition. At two years on
testosterone, we were in Wal-Mart when the cashier said, “Here you
go, sir”; my daughter turned and said, “Actually it’s ma’am.” The
cashier was just as embarrassed as I was, and she apologized. I
wanted out of there as fast as I could. That night at dinner I told
her we should come up with a word to call me that only she and I
knew the meaning of. This excited her since it would be a secret
between us. I felt that neither one of us was comfortable with me
being “Dad” just yet. After so many silly names we decided on MOPS.
That day forward it has been MOPS. My transition is about me, but
it is also about being a strong and good parent for my child.
Transitioning has helped me become a better version of myself for
Rye.

 



 


Jack Elliott – Age Forty-One,


Writer/Producer/Project Manager, Brooklyn, New York

 


My account, as I recollect, began with a dollhouse.
It was just one of many unwanted little-girl gifts. Evidence left
over from the pile of Christmases that had gone terribly wrong for
me. It was too big to stuff under the bed or in the back of the
closet like the dolls and pink things that came before it. It stood
in the middle of the room taunting me with its feminine mystique.
It took up real estate in my bedroom, and in my mind. It was a
classic Victorian, tall and green with black shutters. I held the
Oriental rugs in the palm of my hand. I stuck both my feet in the
first floor pushing my way past the staircase. Toes pressed up
against the wainscoting. The structure could not house my size. I
pushed, and shoved in anyway. And so my life began, cramming into
something pretty. Shoving, contorting myself into what looked
fantastic, but felt like shit. Elbows poked through tiny windows,
legs that wanted nothing more than to stretch, instead they were
held knees to chin.

The beginning of me took place in Brooklyn, New York
in the early seventies. Graffiti-filled subway cars squirmed
through the underbelly and I was on them. Paper-bag covered bottles
rolled back and forth beneath my feet at each stop. My only job was
to lift my feet slightly so as to not get in the way of motion. The
smell of pizza hung outside our fourth-floor window, trapped inside
a cloud of sewer steam. The stucco walls in our apartment guarded
like barbed-wire fences. Sharp and unforgiving, it was the
twenty-four hour watchman who assured there would be no
roughhousing indoors. Buses hissed to their stops, and horns tried
to out-honk each other. Kids rounded bases made of fire hydrants
and lawn chairs. Voices rose up, crashed hard on the pavement and
shattered. The days were big, loud, and left a layer of proof on
your skin that they existed.

I know we didn’t have a lot of money, but I never
remember wanting for anything. If there was struggle, we were kept
separate from it. My memories are soft, dimly lit, and torn around
the edges. For the most part, those were not happy times, but I
have washed them over with better lighting, and turned the volume
down to an acceptable pitch.

I could sense the times that were happening around me
even if I was too small to comprehend them. The adult 1970’s things
were sequined, shiny, and thumped to the bass. Blouses flowed,
jewelry glistened, and everything was brown and deep gold. All of
our parents commuted to the city. I watched the army of secretaries
and mid-level management march to and from the subway. Some had
ambition, and some would have never equated such a thing with a
steady paycheck.

Both my parents worked full-time so my dad’s father
watched us every day after school; I have very simple memories of
him. They appear in my mind like an old-timey telegram: Picked me
up from school -(STOP)- Went for ice cream cone at Carvel -(STOP)-
Went to his local bar so he could get a drink (or several) -(STOP)-
We threw a Nerf football at his newspaper while he read -(STOP)-
Parents came home -(STOP).

While I was busy attending to the business of being a
kid, my body had already begun to betray me. Clothes wore me.
Dresses felt like costumes. Mary Janes held my feet captive like
prisoners. My Catholic-school uniform restricted normal movement—I
wanted to tear the threads piece-by-piece and watch plaid turn into
nothing.

Things began to be expected of me, to act in a way
that felt strange and uncomfortable. My six-year—old mind had no
language for this. These feelings were giant, free-floating objects
with no particular place to go. I just batted them around in the
air like a balloon that is not supposed to touch the ground. Girls
to the left, boys to the right; it was clear to me that under no
circumstances was I allowed to go to the right. A world forever
separated in two directions, and I was a girl. What did this mean
for me? The unspeakable. Of course it was, I was six. Everything
that represented my six-year—old life was based on gender. Life was
categorized by a certain set of color codes and norms. I was to be
friends with the little girls and prepare for my future in the way
of plastic babies and ovens. How did they get it wrong? I was
screaming so loudly even though my mouth was shut.

I didn’t realize it at the time, but my response to
all of it was to create a second self, a subterranean part of me
that was locked away and fed scraps. I tried to tend to his needs
at first. I played in the dirt, chose trucks over dolls, and ran
shirtless. I insisted on dirty sneakers, and worked hard on the
healing and re-healing of the scrapes on my knees. I rejected
frilly things, and chose rough over soft. I knew it made me
different. I had the sense that people were actively allowing me to
act that way, as if there was something wrong with it. At that
point, I had confidence, and it made me feel powerful.

Instead of merging these two selves, I decided to
just play the part on the outside that was dutifully assigned to
me. I was uncomfortable with the in between; the girl who looked
and acted like a boy. It left me exposed and vulnerable, this
secret boy self. It felt dirty and shameful. So I got myself a
multicolored order form for those cookies, and joined the girl
scouts like everyone else.

We were: Mom, Dad, and my brother who was four and a
half years my senior. On special occasions our family of four ate
dinner on a foldout table in front of the television. Our chairs
dug into the deep carpet leaving temporary marks. There were sounds
of silverware and serving spoons hitting plates, chewing, and
swallowing but little else. I didn’t know it yet, but our family
was disappearing into the sounds of Love Boat, and
Fantasy Island. I don’t remember any big fights, and there
were no epic family tragedies playing out in our apartment. Life
seemed manageable, and small enough to contain in a fourth-floor
walk up.

I felt very separate from my family. I don’t know
whether this was of my own design. There was a system of operations
that was developing. Everyone began training for his or her
position. My father began his emotional disappearing act, and my
mother soon followed. I’ve only come to realize now that they were
in their twenties at the time. Oh, the gravity of fucking kids
playing house.

My brother and I were close during those years. We
invented a game called “Joe and John.” Two regular guys doing odd
jobs and getting into shenanigans just like regular ol’ guys do. We
didn’t pretend to be super heroes or have any interest in saving
the world. On any given day Joe and John were electricians called
to a house to fix an electrical problem. We kept our fantasies at
bay in a very manageable blue collar way. I, of course, had to be
the one who stuck the fork into the socket to check things out. Or
I’d have to be taken to the fake hospital to remove my cast made
from an entire roll of masking tape. But why did brother John see
me as Joe, and no one else did? It wasn’t a conscious decision we
made that I was never to be a Jane.

As the ‘70s were coming to an end, our family moved
to a tiny town in Orange County, New York. My parents’ marriage
began to deteriorate and my father spent his time back in Brooklyn
most nights. One of my mother’s goals for moving to the suburbs was
to save us from being stoop kids. She feared the kids with dirty
jeans and hair; the unsupervised kids with foul mouths had too much
time on their hands. In reality, asshole kids have nothing to do
with geography. But soon, woods replaced pavement-covered
playgrounds. Porches became a part of the house instead of a place
to meet and hang out. Our new house was on the middle of a hill,
not the kind that builds with anticipation but a teasing incline
that gave way to the sight of our house without warning. This is
when things really started to unravel.

In December of 1980 my parents were finally getting a
divorce and my mother needed respite. We went to the farm where we
spent every summer with my grandparents. That December on the farm
there were private adult conversations, but I could not understand
the words so they just became rhythms. It was the melodic sound of
the end. Fried chicken, mashed potatoes and apple pie were our
guests at the feast celebrating the end of our family.

After dinner I moved myself outside to the snow. I
began to see myself as unrecognizable in this landscape, as I was
in my own body. I remember staring at my legs for hours. The
silence was so loud it broke something loose, and it traveled
through every part of me. I was so tiny and not yet a complete
person. These thoughts of losing my family, confusion about my
gender, they were so much bigger than me. But it was there in that
snow bank that I was forced to grow big enough around all of it. It
was then that I decided to acknowledge my secret boy self. I spoke
the words out loud and I would do everything in my power to hide
and protect them.

I realized my body was different and separate from
me. I had no idea that nature was being kind to my eight-year old
body, because in a few years the straight lines turned into curves,
what was flat became round, and the hard turned into soft.
Eventually my hormones took their rightful ownership of me.

But he was on the inside, and I was forced to carry
him around underneath an uncomfortable girl suit.

The work that needed to be done in keeping this boy
inside of me was a secret project with no adult supervision. There
was no architectural plan or directions on how to not be a girl
without anyone noticing. From what I could tell this was a
deep-cover solitary mission. How could I construct a person within
a person? How to exist only in my mind with skateboards, BMX bikes,
and monsters while living dolls, dresses, and fairies? I thought
this as my little-girl arms dangled Barbie in hand from underneath
a sundress. Each self had its own experience, and the boy one would
have to be filed away for use later in life. I learned to have some
level of joy even if it had its physical limitations. I could not
take my shirt off and run through the streets. My body did not move
or behave the way I wanted it to—or more specifically how I was
told it should. But in my mind I could run free, and so I did just
that. It’s only now I realize that in reality I was standing still.
I couldn’t have known it then, but I’d end up spending most of my
life that way.

Being a teenager was one big toothy grin of a blur
like something out of a John Hughes movie. It was the ‘80s, I was
popular, did okay in school, excelled both at sports and at being
normal. Everything looks normal clothed in a smart V-neck sweater
and a turtleneck. Any and all feelings that I had suspected to be
true about myself began to be shooed away like a newspaper at a bad
dog. I thought, “What would life mean if I truly admitted to myself
that I was born in the wrong body?” As I feared I would be exposed,
the notion became absurd to me, almost fantastical. So the charade
continued.

My twenties became about coming out the first time.
The liberation of saying I was gay with confidence even though
something about it never felt quite right. It was one step closer;
the once unspeakable had a voice even if it really wasn’t speaking
truth.

Most transmen I know had to go through the experience
of being a gay woman before transitioning; an obvious choice. It
was a tight-knit community but it ended up feeling isolating and
confusing. How could it be that I didn’t belong in the midst of a
community that itself didn’t belong? My options were dwindling.

My early thirties became about career and direction
in so much as that meant a further distraction of inner self. My
angry-boy self that had certainly not matured at the same rate as
my other self was getting restless. At the age of thirty-four, life
finally came around, gently tapped me on the shoulder and told me
there was such a thing. An option.

The funny thing is, as soon as the knowledge came to
me that I could in fact transition there wasn’t an existential
crisis or long drawn-out deliberation asking myself if I could do
this. Regardless of the unknown both physically and mentally, the
decision was immediate, and it was absolute.

Even though transitioning has felt like being thrown
out of a helicopter in the middle of the jungle, armed only with
good intentions, a dull knife and the will to survive, I wouldn’t
change a thing. It has made me strong, introspective, thoughtful,
emotional, empathetic, curious, forgiving, motivated, confident and
resolute.

What shaped my experience was the fact that I grew up
thinking transitioning wasn’t a possibility; what’s worse, there
wasn’t even a choice. The trans narrative is part of a larger
cultural conversation now. Transitioning is now politicized and
editorialized but ultimately the process is still about people and
their stories, secret selves, discovery, strength and unimaginable
courage to live the lives we were meant to live.

 



 


Mitch Kellaway – Age Twenty-Five,

 Assistant Editor –
Transgress Press, Boston, Massachusetts

 


My mind has returned often to the pivotal moment I
first read the word transgender—what my queer friends
jokingly refer to as my “root.” I wonder what impelled me to neatly
fold trans into a prepackaged visual, instead of allowing it to
undo messily and rebuild my core self image. I came upon it in the
school library one day when, acting as the proper Gay/Straight
Alliance leader I prided myself on being; I decided to research an
upcoming bulletin-board display. I thought I was learning about it
because I found the thought of gender transition intriguing, and it
was my duty, as a club chair, to be well informed.
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