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I Want What I Want


‘I want what I want, not what other people think I ought to want’ the hero of this strange and disturbing novel obstinately insists to all those who attempt to help him: to the psychiatrist at the mental hospital in which he briefly finds himself; to his baffled but affectionate sister, whose clothes he has stolen; to his father, proprietor of a fish-and-chip shop, who is appalled that he has produced such a son. What he wants is to be not a man but a woman.


Eventually a small legacy enables him, not to have the operation on which he has set his heart, but at least to masquerade as a woman, with such success that an entirely normal man, unaware of his sex, falls in love with him. But the deception inevitably ends in tragedy.




Prologue


My name is Wendy. The rain was dreadful this morning. My name is Wendy. Does this bus go to the city centre? My name is Wendy. I am twenty-one years old. I am not married. I haven’t got a boy friend. I haven’t got a job at present. I am living on some money that my mother left me. She died. Actually, she was killed. She had an accident with an electric tooth-brush. It was a terrible shock. Please don’t pull my hair. Would that yellow dress in the window fit me? Have you got the same style in blue? I want to buy a handbag. I want a red cocktail dress with a square cut front. Excuse me, constable, this man is annoying me. He seems to want to pull my hair. I think he’s jealous. I can’t do shorthand or typing, but I could learn. Could you tell me the way to the Ladies’, please? I am Wendy. My mother and I lived in Cottingham. My father was a professional soldier. He was a colonel in the Green Howards—no, he was in the Coldstream Guards. That’s why I’ve grown up tall. His name isn’t in the Army Lists—because—because—because I’m a liar. Actually, he was an artist, a painter. He was a most wonderful man, but he never made any money. He was a lamb. My mother never really recovered from his death—she never really recovered from her own death. I’m all that’s left. I’m a girl, Wendy, just a helpless girl, alone in the world on high-heels. I love heels. I’m a girl. When I was born the doctor went to my father and said, ‘It’s a girl.’ My father was overjoyed. He always wanted a daughter. I’m his daughter—or I was when he was alive. I often think how lucky I am to be a girl. This is my skirt and my blouse and my shoes and my stockings and all the things I can’t tell you about. I’m very prim. That’s why I don’t want to go on the stage. I’m Wendy. I now have two nightdresses. I now have four pairs of stockings. One of my nightdresses is red and the other is black. I’m going to get them out and have a look at them in a minute. I’m sure they’ll be lovely. I love nice things. Tonight I’m going to sleep in a nightdress—the black one, I think. Don’t you wish you had two nightdresses like mine? I chose the most romantic ones in the catalogue. They arrived this morning. Would you like to wear a black nightdress? You can’t. I won’t permit it. It belongs to me. It is mine. A girl has to be careful of all sorts of things. On wash day I have to keep a look out in case some kinky boy comes and steals some of my undies off the line. I think everybody is going mad nowadays. Boys wanting to be girls! I can understand a girl wanting to be a boy, but I can’t understand a boy wanting to be a girl. But I suppose there are a lot of things one doesn’t understand when one comes from Cottingham. Actually, I used to live in Cottingham. It was very quiet. On Sunday mornings I used to go to church with my mother. I’ve always believed in God. I think it’s best to be on the safe side. Imagine being attacked by a man! My mother and I used to go to church in white gloves carrying white hymn books—we wore the rest of our clothes, of course. I love wearing clothes. Church on Sunday mornings was very nice. They were all very nice people there. It was nice to wear nice clothes and be in church. No one played the trombone in the vestry and I never got my hair pulled. Mother and I lived very quietly after father died. He was the noisy one. He used to get terribly drunk and fight—artists are like that, you know. Once a man came and said something horribly insulting to me—I can’t tell you what it was—and my father gave him a fearful thrashing. My father wasn’t always terribly civilised. But one has to make allowances for men. They wear such dismal clothes that they have to do violent things occasionally to keep themselves from going crazy. It must be dreadful to be a man. I’m very glad that I’m a girl. My name is Wendy. Wendy Ross.




Part One


 


NO NAME
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Dr Strickland said, ‘Of course your thinking is still very dualistic.’


I knew what he meant. I could have told him that he should not talk like that to a person who had not been to university, but there was no need for me to pretend about that. I did not really care that I had not been to university. I knew what I wanted.


If I had gone to university, I would have liked to go to Oxford. I had read about it. The only things I liked doing at home were reading and dressing up.


Dr Strickland was a tall man, lounging in his swivel chair. His face was long and pale. It was a face that would have been more suitable for a young man but it had grown middle-aged. His eyes did not look as confident as I thought a middle-aged man’s eyes should look. He was like a student.


I was pretty. I sat neatly, small and careful in a black sweater. I was conscious of the stomach in the middle of me. In the beginning there was the stomach that reproduced itself without sex. Now there was the stomach, and below it the sexual organs, and above it the brain. Sometimes it felt as though there were two things, the mind and the body, and the mind wanted to leave the body. It felt like that when I was too pure and intellectual. When those times came I was frightened that my mind might float away from my body. I might be sent to Ward Nine for the rest of my life to live in the dream world with the old men.


Dr Strickland was talking to me.


From where he was sitting he could look out of the window and see the wallflowers growing in their little squares in the lawn and the drive with the sun shining on it and the lodge at the gate and the cars passing on the road.


I could not concentrate on what he was saying.


My father had looked ill when he was hitting me. He had dragged me by the collar as though to get me to the sink. Suddenly he had punched me on the top lip. Then he had punched me in the body a few times. If we had been able to stop my mouth bleeding, I would not have had to go to Dr Booth.


I still felt amazement when I thought of that young woman coming to ask for her stolen panties back. But they were her knickers. Perhaps she felt that her vagina had been stolen and she had to have it back. She was a fetishist.


Most people were fetishists. If it was not one thing, it was another.


It would soon be dinner time. After he had finished with me Dr Strickland would go outside and get into his car and go home. His wife would be preparing his dinner. She would be in the kitchen in her clothes. I wished that I were his wife. She had his social position without having to moil with insanity. She did not have to do with all the miserable and hopeless things that crept about in the hospital. She would be cooking dinner. They had a little boy. He might be playing in the garden because it was a summer day. She might go out and pick him up and carry him into the house to have his dinner.


My mother might have carried me into the house once. I could not remember. The main fact about my mother was that she was dead. My sister, Shirley, had taken her place.


Shirley told me that our mother was shouting to the Lord Jesus Christ for forgiveness when she was dying. She died of cancer. Shirley said she was twisted up in the bed through the pain.


Even if I were able to get a lot of money and have an operation, I would never have a little boy. Mrs Strickland did not know how happy she was. It was part of being Mrs Strickland not to know how happy she was. If she did not take it all for granted, she would not be herself; she would be like me pretending to be Mrs Strickland. In her bedroom there would be drawers and drawers and a wardrobe full of clothes. She could choose what she would wear. All the time she was dressed up, but for her it was not dressing up; it was just being herself. There was day after day of being a woman. When she went into a room the gentlemen stood up. When she went to wet she had to sit down. She had no choice. She was always a woman.


If she ever woke up to find that she was Roy Clark, the shock would cause her mind to leave her body, and she would have to be taken to Ward Nine to live with the old men. She would be fortunate if her mind never returned to her body. And all the time I would be Mrs Strickland. I would have her clothes. No one would ever know. I would have to be very careful at first until I learned all about her. I would have to find out about her past life by questioning, without it being known that I was questioning. Dr Strickland would make love to me.


He was saying things to comfort me. He always ended the interviews by saying things to comfort me.
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The ward was on the ground floor, and at the far end there were french windows that led out onto a square of grass with a hawthorn hedge round it. When one stood at the french windows one could see the cooling towers on the outskirts of Hull. At night one could see the lights of Hull.


After dinner Jim and I took our cups of tea and went out of the french windows and sat in deck chairs on the little lawn. Jim had been determined to be my friend ever since my first night in the ward. His appearance made me think of the White Knight. There was his white hair and his stained grey suit and the brown shoes that he kept telling me he had bought in Australia. His face was sad and his eyes were blue. His hand trembled as he put his cigarette to his mouth. He sucked on it and blew a steady stream of smoke.


‘When I was in Australia I got very low sometimes. Do you know what it is to be right down, Roy? No, you don’t; you’re too young. I got right down. When I got into bed at night I used to want to die. They’re such hard people out there. There’s no humanity. I went to this coffee bar place kept by this Italian bloke. And he says to me, “They’re hard. They’ve got no humanity.” That’s Australia. I’ve been there and I’ve seen it, Roy. To look at me, would you think I’d been to the other side of the world?’ He turned his pale eyes on me for an answer.


I was not sure what he wanted me to say. I said, ‘Well, you look like a man who’s seen a few things.’


It was the right answer. He made a wink and pushed out his bottom lip. He spoke slyly and confidentially: ‘You know, Roy, we’re on a good thing here. Three meals a day and as much supper as you want and a good bed to sleep in. That’s the main thing: bed and board. You’ve got to have something in your belly and you’ve got to have somewhere to sleep. Here we are, and it doesn’t cost a penny. “Eat all, sup all, pay nowt.” Isn’t that the Yorkshireman’s philosophy?’


‘I understand so,’ I said.


He went on talking and started explaining himself to me as he often did: ‘You see, my trouble is that I’ve always been too soft. That’s why I’ve never got married. Women like a man who goes forward and gets what he wants. They want a go-getter. I let other people get in first. It’s the money that women are interested in. You’ve got to have the money. My trouble was that I didn’t want any more than would satisfy my needs. I just wanted to go on and have enough. Why do people have to be trying to trample on one another? Tell me that, Roy.’


I told him that I did not know.


He said, ‘I’ll ask Sam if we can go out for a drink tonight.’
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I had not liked the hammering in the male occupational therapy room. The female occupational therapy was much more gentle. In the warm summer afternoons it seemed to me to be a civilized place. At three o’clock two of the patients made tea in a great, blue enamel teapot.


The men worked at a table in one corner.


That day I was helping to put a string seat on a stool. The old man I was helping was impatient with me. He pushed me out of his way. At either side of his forehead there were deep scars where his skull had been cut into many years before in an attempt to help him. To him the making of the string seat for the stool was very important. When the sister came to ask him how he was getting on he shook his head as though the job were going badly. I decided that it would be best for me to leave him to himself.


I sat and talked to Larry, who was making a carpet. Larry had been a merchant seaman. He was about forty, small and lively. I only knew him from meeting him at occupational therapy. He was in a different ward from me. Some of the things he told me were very strange.


‘… The anchor locker is right up in the peak. And these Indians must have stowed away in it. And when we dropped anchor to wait to start getting through the Canal there was blood and bits of arms and legs and gut and all sorts coming out of the anchor port. You see, when the anchor goes down the chain whips round and round. It’s lashing about all over. And these Indians must have been sat on the chain. They didn’t stand a chance. The old man said there must have been two men and a woman in there. He worked it out from the bits we found. The first mate was badly for a week.’


Having told the story he got his tin box out of his back pocket. He said, ‘I’ve had this box for nearly twenty years. I wouldn’t like to lose it.’ He always said that when he took the box out for a cigarette. It was a flat tobacco box. All the paint had been worn off or had been scraped off and it was polished bright. He offered me a cigarette. He offered me one every afternoon, and every afternoon I told him that I did not smoke, and every afternoon he said that I was very sensible.


I went and looked out of the window. There was a lawn and, beyond, part of the male wing of the hospital. I could see into one of the wards. I did not know which ward it was. There were people moving about. They seemed to be shifting furniture.


I thought that it might not be a real ward that I was seeing. Perhaps, if I left the window where I was standing and went into the male wing, I might not be able to find the ward where the furniture was being shifted. Perhaps it only existed for me looking out of the window. Yet, if I could see it, it existed as much as it could exist for me. Even if I went across and found the ward, I would only be able to see it, and, even if I tried to get more assurance by touching the walls and the furniture, I could never be absolutely certain that it existed. Even if all the doctors in the hospital came and told me that it existed, I could never be sure.


I thought that, for me, everything might be an illusion. I remembered that I had often thought about the possibility when I was about eight or nine. I had thought that I might be dreaming everything and that I might wake up and find I was really a little girl.


Two rooks came down and walked about on the lawn.


There was no way of being sure what was going on outside myself. Two and two only made four inside my head. Outside my head there was no such thing as mathematics, only in other people’s heads—if there were other people.


Everyone lived inside his head. But people who were well and sane imagined that it was possible to get outside. That was how a man could fall in love with a woman.


The rooks could not find anything. They flew away.


I had a picture of my mind as a long tube. It started at the top very thin and almost transparent and went down getting wider and wider and rougher and stronger until it was like the trunk of a tree. At the bottom it was planted in the ground. But when I looked at the top again I found that it stretched up and up, getting thinner and finer so that it became like a strand of cobweb that reached up and up, right into the sky. That frightened me. The danger was that the cobweb part at the top might break off and float away.


I told myself firmly that my mind was not really like that. I told myself not to think about my mind. I should be like a rook, and not know that I had a mind. When people were healthy they did not know that they had minds, just as people did not know that they had kidneys unless there was something wrong with their kidneys. And I remembered that Dr Strickland had once talked to me about the different parts of the brain so that I would know that there was not really anything that could float away. It was all inside the skull, safe and sound.


But they had cut into the old man’s head.


They would cut a piece off the brain, but if I asked them to cut a piece off my body they would refuse.


Perhaps Dr Strickland had many patients who asked to be turned into women. He might be sick of hearing it. Probably he became angry with them.


I tried to imagine him getting angry with me. I imagine his shouting, ‘Get out, you gruesome creeping thing—you caterpillar!’


I wondered why I had thought of a caterpillar. After a moment’s thought I decided that it must have been because caterpillars turned into butterflies. That pleased me.
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Jim was in the bathroom getting shaved when I got back to the ward.


He strained his chin upwards to scrape his neck. I was glad that I only had to shave two little patches at the sides of my chin where a few hairs grew. He rattled the razor in his shaving mug.


‘I’m just getting myself ready for after tea,’ he said. ‘Sam says we can go out. I thought we’d go to the Greyhound.’


‘I don’t like going down to the village much,’ I said.


‘Why not?’


‘Well, they know where we’ve come from.’


‘To hell with ’em!’


‘Well—’


‘To hell with ’em!’ He rattled the razor in the mug violently.


‘I’d like to go to Hull,’ I said.


‘I haven’t got the money for a trip to Hull. Anyway, we’re not supposed to go as far away as that.’ He started shaving his top lip, leaning forward to peer into the mirror.


I turned on a tap and turned it off again.


He finished his shaving and wiped his face. He examined himself carefully in the mirror, touching his face here and there. ‘Jim’s the lad,’ he said to his reflection. ‘A bit knocked about, but he’s still the lad.’ He turned to me and held up a fist. ‘Look at that. It’d fell an ox!’ He grinned.


I thought that it would be a poorly ox that he could fell.
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The Greyhound was not a village pub. It was a roadhouse that had been built in the thirties. The exterior had an elephantine streamlining. From the car park in front it looked like an Egyptian temple that had been designed to travel at several hundred miles an hour.


Inside it had been modernised. There was unstained wood and creeping plants.


We went in just after six o’clock. The bar was empty.


The manager knew where we were from. He served us and then ignored us.


Jim had a pint of mild. I had a lemonade. We went and sat in a corner.


‘When I was in Australia I never had a decent drink. They’ve no idea. The pubs out there are no good at all. They’re more like public lavatories than pubs. You just get in and do your drinking and get out. They close at six o’clock!’ He moved his leg out from under the table to show me his foot. ‘I bought these shoes in Australia. What do you think to them?’


‘They’re very nice.’


‘It’s a long way to go for a pair of shoes!’ He laughed. He took a long drink of his beer. Then he said, ‘You know, a young lad like you ought not to be stuck in that hospital. You want to get yourself out of it and see a bit of the world. My trouble was that I didn’t get out to Australia until it was too late. I was over fifty when I went out. That was too late. I should have gone when I was a young man. You want to get things done while you’re young. You want to get yourself overseas or get yourself to a college or something. You’re wasting your time in that hospital. There’s nothing wrong with you. You know—’ He stopped. Then he said, ‘If you went away, I wouldn’t have anybody to talk to. You won’t go away, will you, Roy?’


I was embarrassed. I said, ‘I don’t know.’


He looked at me intently. I looked back into his blue eyes for an instant. I had to look away.


He said, ‘You’ve made all the difference for me. It’s been different since you came.’


I looked at my glass.


Then he was saying, ‘I’m an old daft-head. Here I am going on like this. You must think I’m as balmy as I’m supposed to be!’ He laughed and slapped his hand on his knee.


He drank his beer and looked about him. After a while he said, ‘What do you think to this place, Roy?’


‘It’s all right.’


‘You’re not much struck?’


‘It’s all right. I think it’s rather nice.’


‘They’re all like this nowadays. They get so they’re more for women than for men. Everything’s for women nowadays. There was a time when they had spittoons in pubs. That was before my time. Would you like that?’


‘I don’t think so.’


‘No, I don’t think I would either. Filthy. Tell me, Roy, what would you like the world to be like if you could make it yourself? Imagine you could have everything just as you wanted it.’


‘I don’t know what I’d do.’


‘You should have some idea. What would you like out of life?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘When I was your age I was full of ideas. I suppose I used to spend most of my time dreaming. When you get older you can’t get dreams—if you do, you soon find yourself doing things wrong. You get in a mess.’ He stopped. ‘How old would you say I am?’ he asked.


I felt sure that he must be in his sixties. I said, ‘About fifty-six.’


He shook his head. ‘I’ll be sixty next. And what have I to show for sixty years of trailing about? Bed and board in a nut-house.’ He took a drink of his beer. ‘Once, when I was a lad, I fell in the Albert Dock. I should have drowned.’


He had two pints of mild and I had two lemonades. When other customers began to come into the pub we came away.


We walked back to the hospital. It was a gentle, summer evening.


I was glad that my father would never be in circumstances like Jim’s. My father had had some success. He owned a fish-and-chip shop and he had Mrs Wilson. A man had to have a woman. Mrs Wilson could not marry my father because she was a Catholic. Even though her husband had run away, she could not marry my father. It was ridiculous. But she seemed quite happy playing hide-and-seek.
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I lay in bed. The ward was quiet. Everyone was sleeping or trying to sleep. Half-way down the ward light came from the office. The light fell on a bed and across the floor. I turned over and closed my eyes.


I tried to think of getting ready to go to a party.


I was in a large room with tall windows. It was evening, and heavy curtains were drawn across the windows. Everything in the room was of the best and most feminine. The furniture was light and elegantly made. It was not modern. I did not know about furniture so as to fix on a style and period. The chair seats were covered in striped silk, pink and white. There was an elegant dressing table with a large oval mirror. On the dressing table were expensive jars and boxes that contained creams and powders. There was a big powder puff. It was so big that I thought that it must be only for decoration or as a toy.


I was sitting at the dressing table making up my face. I was wearing a black slip and smoke-thin nylon stockings. On my feet were slippers. The slippers were backless. At the front they had small blue rosettes. The slip I was wearing had lace at the hem and net and lace at the top. In the mirror I could see my black brassière through the net.


I decided that my hair should be down. I saw that it was straight but curled under slightly at the bottom. It was the colour of polished bronze. I had brushed it until it shone. I shook my head, and my hair swung. It was glorious. It was so abundant. I ran my hand into it. It was happiness to have long hair.


I put some cream on my face. I did not know what purpose the cream served, but I understood that it was usual to put cream on before powdering one’s face. I wondered whether it was only older women who needed face cream. Then I powdered my face. I was careful not to put too much powder on. I powdered my neck and the top of my chest. I inspected myself in the mirror. It was as I wanted it. It was smooth, there were no patches where the powder was too thick. It did not look as though I had powdered my face at all. That was as it should be.


I took up my lipstick. It was large and heavy, a sheath of pale gold. I took off the top. I twisted it. A pointed torpedo of intense red emerged. I painted my lips with clean, sharp strokes, leaning forward to the mirror, now pursing my lips, now tightening them. I finished and put down the lipstick. My lips were as they should be. There were no smudges outside the edges of the lips.


Next I painted my eyelashes. And then I put on slight touches of eye shadow.


My face was made. It was perfect. I looked extremely pretty. I sat looking at myself for some time, turning my head this way and that and smiling at myself. I was delighted.


I got up and went across to the wardrobe. It was joy to be a pretty girl walking in that room.


I opened the wardrobe. And there was a dress of scarlet watered silk. It was a brilliant scarlet. I took it out and held it up. It was heavy and sumptuous. The skirt was very full. The bodice was simple and looked as though it would be tight. The front was cut square. I hugged it to me. I pressed it to my face.


I went to the wardrobe again. There was a pair of red shoes that matched the dress. The heels were high and at the front they were cut down square to echo the front of the dress.


I would have to take off the black slip I was wearing because of the way that the front of the dress was cut. And I would have to wear a special brassière with the straps coming down to the sides instead of to the front. I might not have a black brassière with the straps coming down to the side. If the brassière I found was not black, I would have to change my panties. And my suspender belt was black. I would have to change everything.


I would not be ready in time. The time would pass very quickly, and I would not be ready. The time would pass, and I would grow old.


I had never been to a party.
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The kitchen was next to the office. There was a sink with draining boards on either side and large cupboards for crockery. There was a gas ring for boiling water for morning coffee and the tea we had at meal times and the cocoa at supper time and the odd cups of tea that Sam, the charge nurse, needed through the day.


Jim seemed very cheerful while we were washing up. He sang and talked nonsense.


‘When I was in Australia I used to go shooting kangaroos. I used to go out into the bush and bag a couple of brace of kangaroos and I used to bring them back and sell them to a butcher. I made thousands of pounds. Have you ever tasted kangaroo, Roy?’


‘I can’t say I have.’


‘Very like rabbit, only bigger. Get a good kangaroo steak down you, and you fell like a—you feel like jumping up and down. You can’t stop jumping.’
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We took pills after breakfast and pills after dinner and pills after tea, blue pills and white pills and green pills and yellow pills and red pills and many permutations of parti-coloured pills. I took blue pills. I had just taken my after-dinner dose when a young male nurse came into the ward and called out, ‘There’s a visitor for Mr Clark.’


I got up.


It was Shirley.


My sister looked as though she was frightened at being in a mental hospital. Perhaps she thought that a lunatic might rush out on her. But when she saw me she seemed reassured.


She was very like me. In heels she was as tall as I was, but if we were both wearing heels, I would be the taller. I was five foot seven. When I had had the chance to wear her clothes they had fitted me, except that I had not been able to wear her shoes since I was about fifteen.


Her hair was the same colour as mine, between fair and brown.


She was wearing a dark grey suit and looking smart. Besides her black handbag she carried a shopping bag of yellow leather.


‘I’ve just come to see how you are. I didn’t know you were in hospital till last week. I went round to see Dad, and he told me. I couldn’t come before today. I had to get the woman next door to look after Gwen. I didn’t want to bring her with me. Dad says you’ve been in here about ten weeks. I didn’t know anything about it till last week. Dad didn’t say whether he’d been to see you or not.’


‘No, he hasn’t been.’ I thought, If Shirley were in hospital my father would visit her every week.


‘He’s been too busy, I should think,’ she said.


‘Yes, I suppose so. Anyway, he sends me money.’


‘That’s good. And are you getting any better?’


‘I’m all right. It’s very nice here.’


‘I’ve brought some things for you.’ She opened the leather carrier bag. She gave me three large bars of chocolate and two paper-backed novels.


I thanked her. I took the things and put them in my locker. Then I introduced her to Jim.


They shook hands.


Jim was nervous. ‘I didn’t know Roy had a sister. He’s a very quiet lad.’ He grinned foolishly.


I said, ‘Would you like to go to the cafeteria, Shirley? We can get a cup of tea.’


The cafeteria had pale green walls. It was in the centre of the hospital, between the male and the female wings. I thought that the room must once have been a large store-room, for there were no windows. Neon lights shone all day. It was like a railway station buffet. Patients sat at small tables drinking tea or coffee out of coloured plastic cups.


Shirley said that the cafeteria was very nice. Then she said, ‘Dad’s very well. He was cutting fish when I was there. He can cut as fast as ever.’


To me it seemed strange that, though Shirley had married an architect and left the fish-and-chip shop, there was never any stiffness between her and our father. I lived with him and worked with him, but I was never as close to him as she was when she came to see him. It was not easy for me to understand how she could come from middle-class Cottingham to the part of Hull where we lived and not have any difficulty in talking to our father.


I supposed I was a snob.


She said, ‘You must get yourself a better job, Roy. I said so to Dad, and he agreed. He said that when you get better you can go back to working for him if you want to, but he agreed with me that you ought to try to get something better.’


‘I thought that he wanted me to work for him,’ I said with pretended sulkiness. ‘That’s why I had to leave school.’


‘That was a mistake, Roy. But it’s no use worrying about what’s past. You’re still a boy, you’ve got your whole life to make. You can study. You’re clever. If you set out to do it, you could get yourself to a university even now.’


‘It’s no use. I’m a lunatic.’


‘Of course you’re not a lunatic. Lots of people have psychological trouble. You’ve got your whole life before you. You’ll get over this. What you did wasn’t so shocking.’


‘Did Dad tell you about it?’


‘Yes, he told me.’


‘All about it?’


‘Yes.’


‘About his hitting me?


‘Yes. He said he couldn’t help it. He said he was sorry that he did it. You must try to understand how he felt, Roy. He was brought up in a hard world.’


‘Did he tell you about what I did?’


‘Yes.’


‘What did you think?’


‘I thought that you had been very foolish. But I did think that you must have been under some kind of strain and had a breakdown. I suppose it just came over you. It isn’t unusual for a young person to have trouble of that kind.’


I said, ‘Do you mind if we go for a walk outside? I’m feeling a bit sick all of a sudden.’


Behind the hospital there was a rose garden with gravel paths and rose beds enclosed by grass verges. The red and white roses climbed on rustic frames. Here and there along the paths there were park benches. The roses were well trained and the grass verges were closely shaved and cleanly edged. It was a place for visitors to see. The less reliable patients were kept out, lest they pick the roses or lie down on the grass. It was a formal garden for formal people.


Shirley said that the garden was very nice. She asked me if I was feeling any better. I said that I was. We sat down on a bench.


‘Don’t you think you ought to get yourself a better job?’ she asked in a tone that made the question mean that she was convinced that it was my duty to find myself better employment.


‘I don’t know,’ I said.


‘Of course Dad had the idea that you’d take over the shop after him. But I think that he understands now that that wouldn’t really suit you. There’s a good living to be made out of fish-and-chips, but I don’t think that you ought to spend your life in the shop. I think that the cause of your trouble is lack of opportunity for self-expression. You’re too much shut in on yourself. Don’t you think that might be the case, Roy?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Working with your father is all right, but you don’t meet anybody. And you’re very different from Dad.’


‘I don’t punch people in the face.’


‘That’s not fair.’


‘It’s true.’


‘You mustn’t feel bitter against your father. He lost his temper. It’s not easy for people of his generation to understand things. You must realise that some people are very afraid of anything that might seem abnormal. He was very upset. After all, it could have been worse. If that woman had gone to the police….’


I did not say anything.


‘What’s the food like here?’ she asked.


‘Not too bad. It’s all rather heavy stuff. I think they want to fatten us up so that we look well-cared-for.’


‘What treatment are you having?’


‘Pills.’


‘Is that all?’


‘I go to see Dr Strickland sometimes.’


‘Is that doing any good?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘You must have some idea.’


‘I don’t think it’s doing anything.’


‘Why not?’


‘Because it’s not possible for it to do anything.’


‘You mustn’t talk like that. I understood that they could cure trouble like yours quite easily. If you cooperate, they’ll be able to help you.’


‘I don’t really want to cooperate.’


‘Why not?’


‘I want what I want, not something else.’


‘I don’t understand.’


‘I want what I want, not what other people think I ought to want.’


‘But you have to behave reasonably.’


‘Why?’


‘We all have to behave reasonably.’


‘Nobody behaves reasonably.’


‘Of course they do.’


‘Of course they don’t. If everybody behaved reasonably, everything would stop.’


‘That’s just talk, Roy.’


She had always been able to dismiss my arguments before they were developed.


She went on, ‘Of course you should never have left the grammar school when you did. It was bound to upset you. But you know, Roy, you could still catch up. There’s that money Mother left you. You’ll soon be twenty-one, and then you can use the money to do some private studies. I’m sure that Bill would help you in any way he could. With the interest that’s built up, you should get well over five hundred pounds. You can do quite a lot with five hundred pounds.’


‘It would cost nearer five thousand pounds.’


‘What would?’


‘Nothing.’


‘It sounds a very expensive nothing.’


‘It is. It’s a very expensive nothing.’


‘Well, I think that five hundred pounds spent on your education would do more good than five thousand pounds spent on nothing.’


‘You think I ought to be like Bill.’


‘No, you don’t have to be like Bill.’


‘You think I ought to be like Bill and smoke a pipe.’


‘You don’t have to be like Bill—and you certainly don’t have to smoke a pipe.’


‘Thank you for that.’


‘I don’t understand you, Roy. What have you got against Bill?’


‘Nothing. I like him. But I don’t want to be like him.’


‘You don’t have to be.’


‘Yes, I do.’


‘Am I upsetting you?’ she asked.


‘No. I’m sorry. Don’t pay any attention to me.’


We did not speak for a while. Somewhere around the male side of the hospital a motor mower was droning about its business.


I said, ‘They’re always cutting the grass here.’


‘They keep it very nice.’


We sat without speaking again.


I said, ‘Does Bill enjoy smoking his pipe?’


She was surprised by the question. She smiled. ‘Yes, I think he does. Why? Are you thinking of getting one?’


‘No. I just wondered if he enjoyed it.’


‘He seems to.’


‘Perhaps he only pretends to enjoy it.’


‘What on earth for?’


‘Because he thinks he ought to enjoy smoking a pipe.’


‘Instead of cigarettes, you mean?’


‘No, because he thinks it’s the moral thing to do.’


‘You’re being silly, Roy.’


‘Then I’m in the right place.’


‘I didn’t mean anything like that.’


I said, ‘Were you upset when Dad told you what I’d done?’


‘Naturally I was upset.’


‘Didn’t you know I was like that?’


‘Like what?’


‘Like that.’


‘I don’t know what you mean.’


‘Didn’t you know I was mad?’


‘You’re not mad.’


‘Yes, I am.’


‘No, you’re not, Roy.’


‘I’ve been mad ever since I was little, ever since I can remember. Do you know what Dr Strickland said to me?’


‘No.’


‘He said, “We are born mad, we grow old and miserable, and then we die.” It was what some German had said.’


‘That doesn’t sound very well calculated to cheer anyone up.’


‘I was born mad.’


‘Don’t be ridiculous.’


‘Yes, I was. I’ve always been the same as I am now. And I don’t see why I should have any desire to grow old and miserable.’


‘We all have to grow old.’


‘But we don’t have to pretend to like it.’


‘I don’t know what you mean.’


‘I mean that I don’t want to be cured. I want what I want, not what other people think I ought to want.’


‘What do you want?’


‘I want to be a woman.’


‘That’s just your illness, Roy.’ Her voice was at its most soothing.


‘That’s what other people call it.’


‘That’s what they must call it. Obviously it’s an illness.’


‘But I’ve always wanted to be a girl, ever since I can remember.’


‘I’m sure you’re mistaken. You haven’t always had that thought. It’s just come on because you’re not very well.’


‘I’ve had that thought ever since I can remember.’


‘But you won’t think like that always. You’ll get over this trouble and you’ll meet someone and fall in love with her.’


‘I don’t think so.’


‘Don’t you like girls?’


‘Yes—but not like that.’


‘You’re not a homosexual, are you?’


‘No, I’m not. I would never do the horrible things they do. I hate homosexuals. The thought of them makes me feel sick.’


‘Then, if you feel like that, you’ll certainly be cured. It’s just a phase you’re going through. I’m quite sure you don’t want to be one of those revolting creatures that change sex.’


‘Yes, I do.’


‘I don’t believe it.’


‘It’s true.’


‘It can’t be true. Everyone regards them as a joke. You can’t seriously mean that you want the whole of your life to be a dirty joke?’


‘I don’t care.’


‘Well, I care.’


‘I can’t be respectable just for your sake.’


‘There is such a thing as self-respect.’


‘How much self-respect can I have as I am now?’


‘I’m sorry, Roy, but I was rather taken aback. You mustn’t feel too badly about being in a psychiatric hospital. Lots of people have psychological illnesses.’


‘I didn’t mean that.’


‘What did you mean?’


‘I meant that, if I were a woman, I wouldn’t be stealing women’s clothes.’


‘Oh, I see.’


‘Did you know that I used to wear your clothes when you and Dad were out? And I’ve stolen things of yours.’


‘Yes, I knew. I didn’t say anything because I thought it would pass off.’


‘You can never hide things from people. What you mean by self-respect is only trying to hide things.’


‘No, it isn’t. You ought to be able to see your illness as an illness. I don’t believe that people with sexual peculiarities should be punished, but it’s impossible to pretend that they aren’t ill. The trouble is that these things are glamourised nowadays. The cheap Sunday papers get hold of a story, and they make out that somebody who ought to be confined in a place like this has done something wonderful. It’s sick. But, anyway, you’re not like that. You’ll get better. And then you’ll go on and get married and settle down, and you’ll forget all about this nonsense. Because it is nonsense, Roy….’


She went on for some time telling me that it was nonsense. But I was thinking that, all the time she was telling me, she was a woman. I thought how much sweeter her life was than her husband’s. I thought of Bill’s pipe. How harsh and dull his pleasures were, and how tender and bright her pleasures were. As I sat there I could not feel that there was no sense in wanting what I wanted. I thought that every man, in his heart, must wish that he were a woman.


I went with her to the front gate to say goodbye. She said that she would come again.


I knew that she was right in the way that I knew that Dr Strickland was right. But their right was outside of me.


Shirley was sure that the world was as orderly as the rose garden. For her a system of behaviour had brought desired results, and thus she was secure in the illusion that two and two made four outside her head.


I felt that, if I could be a woman, I could believe in the world. I would be part of the world, like Shirley.


When I got back to the ward Jim said, ‘It’s easy to tell you’re brother and sister.’


He was busy setting out the tea things. I helped him.


The hospital lumbered on with me inside it.
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The end of my stay in hospital started one night when Jim and I went to the Greyhound.


Jim spoke of the Australians.


‘… wide open spaces and narrow minds, cold beer and ignorance….’

OEBPS/images/9781474609340.jpg
A groundbreaking
novel about a
transgender life

| want
what
| want

Geoff Brown






OEBPS/images/title.jpg
I Want What 1 Want

A Novel by
GEOFF BROWN

WEIDENFELD & NICOLSON





