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Jake: To my wonderful and most patient of mothers, Susie Brown, without whom I quite simply wouldn’t be here, in more ways than one.


         


Hannah: To my brother Jeff, who never blinked an eye, and to my mum and dad, whose love never wavered.










Part One


The Road Less Travelled










Chapter One


A beautiful kind of chaos


Hannah & Jake


Hannah


There’s a moment in the afternoon, when Millie is at nursery and Teddie is napping in her cot, that the house seems to breathe a sigh of relief. I make a cup of tea, move the pile of my husband’s film scripts from the armchair and sit with my eyes closed, allowing myself to feel, even just for a second, a sense of peace. Today rain lashes the skylight above me. In the garden, one of Jake’s precious sunflowers has been felled by the wind. I haven’t the heart to tell him yet.


Every single surface in our living room is covered in the miscellany of a busy life: unopened bills, invites to parties, baby toys, Millie’s new football kit, a Christmas present we still haven’t had a chance to give our nephew, laptops, books, kids’ drawings. People think that soldiers live like they did in military training – everything in its place, with clothes folded into A4 rectangles – but since my time in that microcosm of order and routine came to an end, when I became Hannah and left my role as a British Army Officer, daily existence has spilled into a beautiful kind of chaos.


Jake


My wife says she doesn’t believe in ‘The Universe’. Obviously she does in an empirical sense – Hannah is super scientific and studied maths, further maths and most likely even further maths at university and is one of the brightest people I know. But when it comes to those things that defy explanation, the coincidences, the magic almost, of life, she’s got little patience for any of it. I’m not exactly spiritual, but I do think things happen for a reason and that some greater power than ourselves can put us on a path – take us somewhere we were meant to be. If I consider all the twists and turns, the huge life decisions, the specific ways the stars aligned so that Hannah and I met when we did and built this family together – it’s as far-fetched as a fairy tale. But as I dash around the house picking up my wife’s clothes, putting away our daughters’ safari park of cuddly animals and generally trying to make some sense of the ‘beautiful chaos’ created by my wife and offspring, I’m reminded, this is real. And even on a dark autumn day, when my to-do list spills over several A4 sheets, I have to fetch Millie from nursery in half an hour, there’s a Covid case on the set of my new short film, we have company for dinner – and Hannah is just sitting there with a cup of tea and insisting on ‘relaxing’ while the baby naps... this is the life I longed for. And I tell myself, Jake, this, really, is happiness.


Hannah


The real mayhem will begin as soon as Millie, our eldest, is back from nursery. Jake is stressing because the house is a mess and I’m not tidying it fast enough – I like to listen to a podcast on my headphones, taking my time and putting everything methodically back in its place, when I’m on clean-up duty. It drives Jake mad because he runs around in a rush shoving anything anywhere – case in point, a side table is currently buckling under the weight of garden secateurs, old remotes, plant bulbs, hard drives, paperwork. He calls it his ‘indoor gardening corner’. I call it a ‘disaster’.


Our friend, Linda Riley, is on her way with her Pomeranian, Lucky, a firm favourite of Millie’s. Linda and Jake are particularly close and she has been a great friend through many tough times. As a mother of twins and major influence in the LGBTQIA+ community, she has been there with help and advice throughout both pregnancies, preparing us for what to expect as an ‘alternative family’ but also for the sleepless nights, teething and other parental joys. She is what you’d call a ‘power lesbian’ and has founded events like the much-needed Lesbian Visibility Week, which now runs every April. She campaigns tirelessly for equality across the board but, in particular, has been an unwavering force of support for our much maligned trans community, sustaining vicious personal attacks online because of it. Despite that tenaciousness, she’s so easy going, content with a burger and chips from around the corner. She doesn’t need us to pretend to be anything we’re not, nor to make the place look perfect for her arrival – I remind Jake of this and send him off to get Millie.


Most nights, especially in the warmer months, Jake will fire up the barbecue and cook me my favourite lamb steak or chicken wings with chargrilled lettuce (the deal is, he does all the cooking, washing, general upkeep of the house, I do all the baby’s night feeds while he sleeps through, so frankly I don’t worry too much about the leisurely cups of tea once or twice a day!). Once the children settle, we’ll have a few glasses of Linda’s favourite pink champagne and put the world to rights, usually peppered with a little gossip and some laughs.


I’m rubbish at maintaining relationships, whereas Jake excels at it. He’s constantly at the wall calendar saying: ‘We need to go and see this person. We need to go and see that person.’ He’s really good at making the effort to show people that they matter to us and, as such, has friendships that have lasted over 40 years. It’s just one of the many, many ways my husband and I are so different but somehow brilliantly fill each other’s gaps. He’s impulsive and creative. I’m logical. Jake talks more but has an ability to make anyone open up and share their worries. I’m quieter, more reserved. He does the emotional labour. I do the bills and admin.


When Jake arrives back with Millie, she struggles out of her wellies and raincoat (she’s at that age where she insists on doing everything herself) and runs straight over to where I’m giving Teddie her evening bottle. She gives us both an enormous bear hug. I feel a rush of love. Sometimes I still can’t quite believe I’m a mother. There was a time, even just a decade ago, that I couldn’t begin to conceive of such a future for myself. I was in a dark place: alone, lost and only able really to be myself in the confines of my small room in Fallingbostel barracks, with the door locked on my own private shame. These memories still haunt me, but there’s nothing like children to snap you out of it and keep you grounded in the present.


Millie wants me and Jake to sit next to her on the sofa. She holds our hands and looks between us with the most pure, wide-eyed adoration. I can tell Jake’s itching to get on with the tidying, but how can he resist? ‘We’re a happy family!’ she trills in her sweet little sing-song voice. Thinking of the vitriol, the hate and baseless, cruel prejudice that she thankfully has no idea exists yet, scares me. I hope we can give Millie the self-belief she’ll need to deal with it.


Jake


As soon as I sit down and stop for a minute, the tiredness hits. As much as I’m loving being squashed into a sandwich of a hug with my wife and our toddler, who is alternately planting sloppy kisses on each of our cheeks as six-month-old Teddie smiles at us from her bouncy chair, there’s just so much to do. I start to wriggle my way out of their arms, but then Hannah gently tickles the back of my neck with her fingernails and my whole body suddenly relaxes. Another few minutes of this can’t hurt.


The first three decades of my life – when I was so miserable, an alcoholic and a junkie and a mess – were such wasted years. Now, I work like a demon and say ‘yes’ to everything, while being as prolific as possible to make up for that time – I produce a film every year. It’s exhausting yet exhilarating, and feels like making up for lost time.


Hannah is great at helping me realise when I’m taking on too much. She gets it like no one else really does as we have been through such similarly traumatic emotional reckonings to get to where we are today. With her, I work really, really hard, but it feels good. It feels like we’re building something, and giving our daughters a good life. Not being busy scares the hell out of me. When I finish a project I feel lost and have to have something lined up to dive straight back into.


I’m a nightmare on holiday. I really struggle to switch off and relax. ‘Shouldn’t we be doing something, Hannah?’ I’ll say. ‘Is there nothing we should be doing? I’m sure there’s something we should be getting on with—’


You hear about these young creatives who are working four jobs at once, writing and designing and painting while also launching their own fashion line... well, I don’t want to be left behind. It feels like now is the time, and nothing makes me feel calmer than ticking things off our vast and neverending list. We can’t rest on our laurels. Now is the time to make our mark.


Hannah is giving me the look. It’s the one she gives me when I’m spiralling or getting anxious, worrying about a few minutes of down time with my family. Although we approach life very differently, feeling like a team with Hannah makes it all that much easier. Life is a lot right now and she helps me hold it all together.


Preparing a salad to accompany tonight’s dinner helps calm me down too, usually with the soundtracks to Encanto or Moana playing in the background, Millie’s favourites.


Hannah is putting Teddie to bed and we’ve at least 20 minutes before Linda arrives, which is good going for us. Millie potters around, occasionally telling me about what one of her toys has said or done, with such earnest innocence. Every little bit of babbled nonsense makes me feel like the luckiest man on earth.


As I carefully place burrata on a bed of shredded basil and heirloom tomatoes, I reminisce on my time as part of the lesbian community. I knew Linda long before I really became me, even appearing on the cover of her magazine, Diva. As a writer, I feel very fortunate to have lived within that community, the trans community and even the gay male community, while now straddling the mainstream as a married man and father of two.


Each experience is a layer of myself, and each one has brought me closer to the real me. Through all the upheaval and evolution, my dreams and the people I hold dear have held me like an anchor in a storm: my mother, my friends and my lifelong desire to have children of my own.


I often pause and take stock of how fortunate I’ve been. I never dreamt that any of this would be my life, and I’m awestruck when I recall the hopelessness of even a decade ago.


Hannah


You’re here reading our book, so the likelihood is that you know a bit already about our stories – the Grafs, Jake and Hannah. If you don’t, then allow me to start by dropping a bombshell that will give you a good insight into who we are. This is something that, when we tell people, gets a mixed bag of reactions. Some have been known to pull disgusted faces and claim they will never look at us in the same way again. It’s caused arguments between those who think it’s totally normal and those who can’t actually believe it. But we stand by it.


Reader, my husband, Jake, and I are... people who eat dinner in bed.


I know, I know – this is very controversial. Maybe it’s my Army background, maybe it’s Jake’s – er... bachelor background – but it wasn’t long after starting to date that our shared penchant for dinner au duvet came out.


Roasts, curries, Nandos – you name it, we’ve probably enjoyed it in bed.


Oh, and we’re both transgender.


Jake


My mother tells me that as soon as I could speak, I would tell her that I was a boy, and that was something that I knew unwaveringly. Obviously, back in 1980s’ London, there were no visible transgender role models at all; in fact the word ‘transgender’ didn’t even exist, it was ‘transsexual’, at best, and those representations available were far from positive. Living under Margaret Thatcher’s vile Section 28 certainly made life that much harder for millions of young queer youths like myself, as this law forbade any discussions or reference to LGBTQIA+ identities in schools. The damage it did echoed across our community for decades.


I didn’t see myself in the media, in film or on television, and it made for a very lonely and isolating experience, and a childhood where I felt very much like there was something seriously wrong with me. Even as a young child, I was absolutely aware that I was a boy, yet I was doubted and dismissed because of a lack of knowledge and understanding of what transgender meant. Those feelings of self-doubt and uncertainty during my formative years are ones that stayed with me well into later life. They still haunt me to this day.


Being trans means that the gender you were assigned at birth does not correspond with the gender you know yourself to be. When transphobes tell me I couldn’t possibly understand something so ‘abstract’ as gender, or that I’m lying when I say I knew from two or three years old I was male, it makes me so angry.


In my privileged, Conservative and sheltered childhood in Notting Hill Gate, west London, I had zero external queer or trans influences to ‘turn’ or ‘trans’ me. I was born transgender, yet understood very little of what that meant, nor why I felt so uncomfortable and unhappy every single minute of my day, other than knowing I was a boy in ‘the wrong body’. Yet I am constantly judged, maligned and attacked by people who don’t know me, nor any other trans people or young folk who have experienced the same feelings. They purport to know more about us than the trained medical professionals who help oversee our transitions.


There have been some incredible strides forward for trans rights in the last decade, yet so much remains a daily struggle. Some of the biggest issues facing people like Hannah and myself stem from a government that has repeatedly attacked us, weaponising our rights in order to garner votes, clearly unconcerned that they are bartering with our lives, but there are countless other threats out there. The media has long since realised that we are clickbait, that the more anti-trans rhetoric they peddle online, the more hits they’ll see, and that has spurred them on to manufacture as much hateful propaganda as they possibly can.


Trans youth is being relentlessly and cruelly torn down, ridiculed, vilified and doubted – as if the life of a young trans person were not already hard enough. Trans women are similarly crucified, slandered, referred to as predators looking to ‘remove’ cisgender women’s rights, rather than just trying to quietly hold onto their own.


The bathroom debate rages on, some of the same arguments that have been used to deny equal rights and access to people of colour, that it would violate ‘white’ rights, now recycled to bash the trans community. Just as then the rights of white folk were not being ‘removed’ or ‘threatened’ by people of colour, nor are the rights of cis women being removed because trans people are also using those spaces. It appears that we don’t learn from the past, with the same toxic lies bandied around with the same tired bigotry and vitriol. We would happily sit down with any of our haters and detractors and try to find some common ground but, unsurprisingly, none seem keen to take us up on that invitation.


Right now, though, as much as I feel I need to educate the world on the realities of the trans experience, we have company. Hannah asks ahead of time that we don’t spend ALL evening focusing on the immense emotional toll that the current level of hate is taking on us and instead try to enjoy a pleasant dinner with our friend. It’s certainly easier said than done, but I now have my coping mechanisms. Whenever I find myself overwhelmed by the amount of hatred and misunderstanding directed towards us, I focus on my loving wife and our beautiful children, and am able to recentre and breathe again.


Hannah


Why is it that whenever you really need the kids to go to sleep they won’t? Teddie is only just down and now I’m sitting on the floor of Millie’s room reading her one more book, which definitely will be more like three. I start stroking her hair as she begins to drift, gently singing one of her favourite bedtime lullabies; then my phone screen lights up next to me, drawing my eye. An Instagram notification glares back at me. My stomach turns as I read the words, comprehending the abuse invading the quiet peace of my daughter’s bedroom


 


You’re a man... I hope your kid dies.


I try to keep my breathing steady. Millie’s eyes are closing finally and I don’t want her to sense there’s anything wrong. I turn my phone over and quietly finish the lullaby, but my mind is elsewhere.


What have I done to deserve this? I served my country in the Army for 10 years, now I work in the City fighting financial crime. I’m a good friend, a wife, a mother, a daughter. Yet, for too many people, my very existence offends. Why? In 2013, I changed my name and began my transition to become a woman – the gender I’ve always been, despite having been born in a biologically ‘male’ body. But why should that matter to anyone else but me? My loved ones? Why does me being happy and living a good and true life, in a body that feels, for the first time in nearly 30 years, that it belongs to me, take anything from anyone else?


These strangers vilifying me and my family online are acting as if I have personally attacked them, threatening the very foundations of their life by simply existing in the world. And my crime? Talking proudly about my experience of being a trans person and using the women’s loo, without fuss or fanfare.


The phone lights up on the floor beside me as yet more comments come in...


It took me a long time, after years of compartmentalising and shame, to realise that I deserve love. Happily, I found it with Jake and, out of that love and deep understanding, we built a beautiful family. But every day, there’s one bitter person or an angry mob or entire government that tries to chip away at that happiness, hoping to destroy it, for reasons I will never understand. Yet they think it’s their right. Horrifyingly, these texts, these Instagram comments, this kind of intrusion into my daily life is nothing new. I gently kiss my daughter’s forehead, pull the covers up over her and tiptoe out of the room. She sleeps on, blissfully unaware. Jake and I will do all we can to protect her, protect both our children, from this kind of hate.


Jake


Hannah walks back into the kitchen, her face a mixture of sadness and exhaustion. I wipe my hands and walk over to her, as she switches off her phone before throwing it on the sofa. She doesn’t need to tell me what happened. I know that look. I get the same kind of messages.


We stare into each other’s eyes and, with an inner strength that I so love about her, I see Hannah visibly push away the hate. ‘My love,’ she says, ‘did you put Linda’s champagne in the fridge?’


The thing about transphobia is, it’s entirely futile. These people can say what they like, they can spend their days trying to frighten and destroy us in the hope that we will go away, but we never will, just like gay or lesbian folk. We exist. We have the right to be here. And, if anything, their vitriol makes us even more vocal and passionate about advocating for the people in our trans community who don’t have the same privileges as Hannah and myself. Those people who say we’re like a broken record banging on about trans rights fail to realise that if we were just left in peace to live our lives, we would be only too happy to stop talking about it. But while the haters still seek to do us harm and make our lives unliveable, we have no choice other than to keep on fighting.


Hannah’s and my relationship with the press has been chequered, although largely positive. We’ve never said we are the ‘first trans parents’, but unfortunately headline-grabbing articles about us have used that wildly inaccurate description and many of our own LGBTQIA+ community have been angry about that, and rightly so.


Trans people have existed for thousands of years and of course trans people around the world have had children in all sorts of ways, well before we did. We just happen to have a platform because of Hannah’s high-profile role in the military and my own background as an actor in films such as Colette and The Danish Girl. We could have chosen to remain quiet and keep our heads down but, as we’ve seen throughout history, even that doesn’t guarantee safety. It’s only by working to change the status quo that trans people will be able to live in peace.


Hannah and I are so hurt and saddened about the injustices facing trans people, and particularly trans youth, in the UK right now that there’s no way we could have sat back and not used our voices to educate and fight for our rights. But the amount of time that I spend trying to reason with bigots and bullies online is just so wearing. I cannot understand how some people have absolutely zero empathy for us and our lives, even when we do try to keep our heads down and avoid engaging. I can assure them that it’s hard enough being born transgender without the daily hate that we endure as a consequence, and I grew up already overly familiar with unfounded hate.


My father was a Jew who lost his parents in the Holocaust, and had warned me from a young age never to share that information beyond the family. I then lived as a lesbian for over a decade, experiencing first hand the persecution that life often brings, and now I find myself in the eye of the storm of this raging war on trans people.


So much unnecessary vitriol and damage.


So utterly exhausting and wearing.


Were it not for the kids, there would be days when Hannah and I would choose not to leave our bed.


Yet amid all of this abuse, there’s also support. When we first realised that people were interested in us as a trans couple, we made the decision to embrace the mainstream media in the hope that this would give us the most opportunity to change people’s minds and affect real change.


We’ve been on morning TV in the UK and the US, we’ve done articles with the Daily Mail, You magazine, Hello magazine and more. Our nation’s sweetheart and morning TV host Lorraine Kelly has been a huge champion of ours for years, despite the online abuse that she receives just for showing us kindness and support. But our biggest project so far has been the Channel 4 documentary Our Baby: A Modern Miracle, following our surrogacy journey and birth of our daughter, Millie, in 2020, against the backdrop of the Covid pandemic. We expected some online hate around its release, but after it aired we received quite literally thousands of positive and supportive messages from people, with none of the anticipated animosity.


I remember one message:


 


I’m 74 years old, never met anyone transgender, just heard your radio interview and I’m now ashamed of the way I thought about transgender people. I will rethink moving forward.


 


That’s all we can really hope for – that by telling our story and sharing our lives we might help change the way we’re viewed and inject some love and joy and hope into the narrative around being transgender today. The documentary is now hosted across on-demand platforms worldwide and we regularly receive lovely messages from viewers in Australia, Israel or Finland, saying that we’ve helped dispel the awful myths around trans people. I honestly can’t think of a better reason to be doing all of this.


Hannah


Recently Jake put a picture of us with the kids on Instagram and someone cut out Teddie’s face on Photoshop and enlarged it; she was pulling this sweet, funny expression, bless her. I mean she’s a baby and was probably passing wind at the time, but some troll with an insane amount of time on their hands tweeted this picture with a really nasty caption about how Teddie didn’t look happy to have us as her parents. Pathetic. To come after our children is just shocking and honestly, how miserable and sad must their life be to even have the inclination to do such a thing?


It’s a constant balancing act – sharing photos and content about our family life in order to demonstrate how ‘everyday’ we are and provide some hope for other trans people, while protecting ours and our children’s safety.


When it comes to the day-to-day stuff that I deal with as a trans woman, stuff that Jake manages to escape by fitting people’s idea of what a man ‘should’ look like, I’m quite pragmatic about it. We all live in a world that’s been binary from day one. The division of boys and girls starts even before school and it continues throughout our lives. If someone in their forties and working in customer service has been told from day one that boys are one way and girls another, I can completely understand why it’s confusing when someone comes in who is more androgynous or has a deeper voice. So when, for instance, someone refuses to believe I’m Mrs Graf on the phone, of course I don’t like it. It’s hurtful and frustrating and reminds me that I’m different, but I’m old enough and experienced enough now to know that they are not necessarily trying to be rude and that they’re not inherently a bad person. Were I just to snap at that person then I would be reinforcing a negative stereotype of trans people, which would then have a more damaging effect that could possibly cause harm to the next person. However, once corrected and once I’ve explained that I’m trans, if people persist in misgendering me, then it’s hard not to take offence.


It’s funny that in our relationship neither of us really fits traditional ‘gender’ roles. I love sport. I can enjoy any kind of competition, but particularly rugby, cricket and American football. Jake doesn’t like watching sport at all. He’s in charge of the garden and all the jobs like unblocking drains and fixing things, but also does most of the housework, washing and cooking. I drive, I sort all the boring house stuff and accounts and Jake, as I said, does more of the emotional labour and keeping up with friends. But isn’t it a bit old-fashioned to see these things as ‘gendered’ anyway?


Like so many couples, our roles in our relationship are based on what we’re better at and enjoy more, rather than, ‘oh that’s a man’s job’ and ‘that’s a woman’s job’. If I were insecure about my gender it might bother me, but my womanhood, my femininity isn’t anything to do with the clothes I wear, or my ability to bake an apple pie and arrange a bouquet of flowers. I mean, come on, it’s 2023 after all!


Being a woman is a deep, innate truth. I can’t really define it, just as any other woman reading this might struggle to, if asked.


I’m a woman.


Jake’s a man.


We’re both trans.


It’s as simple as that.


The doorbell rings. I run into the bedroom to change into a slightly smarter top than the milk-stained hoodie I’ve been wearing all day and Jake opens the door to Linda. I hear him greeting her, a bark from Lucky and our friend’s dry chuckle. We are fortunate. Despite the fact that certain individuals and even an entire government seem intent on making life as hard as possible for trans people, I am personally happier than I’ve ever been.


There was a time, though, long before Jake and I met and began dreaming about starting a family, when we felt trapped in our own private nightmares, places so bleak and lacking in hope, and there seemed no other option. We’re eternally grateful that our family, friends and, later, our relationship and children pulled us out of that darkness and into the best and brightest kind of light. How? Well, this is our story.










Chapter Two


Finding Jake


Jake


My fraternal grandparents were Ashkenazi Jews who fled their home of Poland in the 1930s, amid growing antisemitism, in the hopes of a better life in France. They found a flat in Saint-Maur, in the eleventh arondissement of Paris, with their daughter, Berthe, and started a new life. My grandfather enlisted in the French Army to be able to stay in the country, and held a clerical job after his service. After living somewhat happily for several years, they welcomed their second child, Maurice, my father, into the world in 1939. They were always mindful of the growing threat of fascism across Europe, but believed themselves to be relatively safe in their new country.


As it became clear that Hitler was gaining in influence and allies, my grandparents braced themselves and hoped that the persecution would be short-lived. Like other Jews across the world, they prayed for their safety and that of their children. As the Nazis marched across borders, the climate of fear and self-preservation replaced people’s humanity. It became fairly commonplace for people to report any Jews they knew or suspected to be living nearby, even friends or neighbours, to the authorities.


One day, one of those neighbours reported the Jews next door to the authorities. My grandparents, Esther and Charles Graf, were taken away first, with assurances that they would be back later that day. My Aunt Berthe, who was just seven, watched them go. My father, still a baby, was hastily hidden inside a cupboard. Berthe waited by the door for several weeks for her mother and father to return. They never did – they were already on their way back to Poland, and, finally, Auschwitz.


My father and Berthe were moved to the southern French countryside and taken in by a French farming family, sleeping in their barn with several other Jewish child refugees and brought up ostensibly as Catholics to hide the fact they were Jewish. Berthe later had a breakdown and spent many years in a mental institution, an utterly terrifying place to find yourself as a damaged 11-year-old orphan. She never fully recovered. Years later, just before we married, Hannah and I sat by Berthe’s hospital bedside in her last few months. She would regularly cower and cry, speaking in terrified mutterings of the Nazis, making us promise never to reveal her Jewish identity.


My father also fared badly. After the war, he returned to Paris to live with his uncle, who regularly beat him, never showing the softness and kindness so vital to an already traumatised young boy who had lost his family before his life had even begun. His parents had been murdered and, when he wasn’t getting knocked about by the man who was supposed to be taking care of him, he was bullied at school because the other children had found out he was Jewish. It was a tough start in life but it made him the man he was. And that man was my hero until my own inner turmoil pulled me further and further from him. By the time he died of cancer when I was 18, we were barely talking at all.


As soon as he was old enough, my father left France and came to England, finding his feet in London. Casting off his old name, Maurice, he took up his middle name, Luc, a reinvention of sorts. Life here was initially difficult – he was a foreigner with only basic English, a Jew frequently beaten up by the local Teddy Boys, with little to his name. What he did have though was drive, a steely will to make something of himself and a real understanding of business.


Taken under the wing of a man we knew as Uncle Simon, the owner of a company called Simon Wigs, my father soon learnt the ropes, from how to knot a wig and managing staff to growing a business. After several years, Simon handed over the reins. My father quickly renamed it ‘Wig Creations’, eventually opening a Paris office and going on to become one of the biggest names in theatrical wigs and makeup in the world. Clients included Barbara Windsor and Joan Collins, as well as work on some of the biggest international film productions at the time, from La Reine Margot to Legends of the Fall to Little Buddha.


By the time he met my mother through a mutual friend in 1974, my father had already established himself as a savvy businessman. As fortune would have it, he had recently come out of a relationship with a woman whose family had ordered their daughter to break up with him because he was a Jew. Luckily, that background was of no concern to my mother, who even offered to convert for him after they married. My father, a proud Jewish man, declined as he feared what might happen if his children were raised in the Jewish faith. Years later, he would warn us about mentioning our heritage at school, a generational trauma that haunts many Jews and certainly made my sister and me aware of bigotry early on.


I had an affluent upbringing. We lived in a big five-storey townhouse in Notting Hill Gate. It was a tree-lined street near Hyde Park, quiet, friendly and just off the bustling track of Portobello Road. We knew many of our neighbours and very much enjoyed the community feel. From the outside it was a perfect childhood – my little sister Chloe and I had a rotation of lovely nannies who lived in the top room of the house and kept us entertained, and an ever-present mother whom we both adored.


I spent huge amounts of my childhood imagining other realities. I’d watch Star Wars and then desperately want to be Luke Skywalker or Han Solo, and spend hours lying on my single bed, staring up at the ceiling dreaming I was them. When I was seven or eight, I had this little pink diary that had been a present one Christmas. I filled it with stories in which I was a boy, solving crimes, saving old ladies or simply whiling away the hours playing with my (equally imaginary!) dog.


I didn’t want for anything as a child. I was sent to the Lycée – a prestigious French school in South Kensington, where the likes of Madonna sent their kids, and we enjoyed wonderful holidays in villas in Mallorca and Malta. I loved being around the pool in my little swim shorts and bare chest. I looked just like the other boys and, on the beach, I’d often befriend them and we’d play together until my parents or Chloe would shout out my name. The bubble would burst when it emerged that not only was I a ‘girl’ but that I had lied to them. I lost these new friends as quickly as I’d made them.


No, I didn’t want for anything as a child – except perhaps the most important thing of all – to be better understood by the people I was closest to. Because no amount of privilege could ever make up for the lack of love I had for myself. I was a little boy condemned to a biologically female body, and called by a girl’s name.


*  *  *


My father was my idol from a very young age. Even though he could be quite a hard man, with me he was different. I was his little tomboy. We were very, very close and I think he related to me in ways that he might not have had I been a ‘normal girl’. He would take me out to play tennis, or on bike rides on Saturday mornings or just out and about in the car. My younger sister was often left out and naturally became closer to my mother, not unusual but a source of some jealousy for me. Despite that, I idolised my father, wanting desperately to make him proud and hoping that one day he would see me as the boy I knew myself to be.


Even before I had the words to articulate it, I knew I wasn’t just a ‘tomboy’ like my parents thought – I was a boy. I was so young and had no idea then quite how much was ‘wrong’ with who I was, how little understanding I would find, nor how badly it would affect the rest of my life. From the age of two or three, I’d tell anyone who would listen that I was a boy, and I was small enough for it to still be a cute affectation. Something adults would roll their eyes and laugh about. Nothing serious.


My dad spoke French at home and Mum was fluent too, having learnt it at school then worked for IBM in Paris for several years. As I learnt the language alongside English my world became gendered: ‘La voiture’ – female. ‘Le jardin’ – male. There was no escaping it and the feminisation of words associated with me became a kind of prison.


I loathed and dreaded being made to wear a dress and it was an endless source of arguments from a very, very young age. Strangely, in some weird throwback to that trauma, I still really struggle to put Millie, our eldest, in dresses because of the awful connotations for me, although I love her in pinks and pigtails. I can’t easily shake off the years of misery that those simple garments meant to me. I have, however, promised Hannah that if Millie starts asking for dresses and skirts then I won’t hesitate. I even bought her a very pretty tie dye dress on holiday in Spain last year, real progress for me. She of course looked adorable in it!


One of the experiences that most stuck with me, mostly due to the vast amount of photographic evidence dotted around the house as I grew up, was at Uncle Jean Michel’s wedding. I had been bestowed the ‘honour’ of being a bridesmaid and I vividly remember the palpable dread I felt from the first fitting to the wedding day. The thought of appearing in public dressed in the white, ruffled dress, little white shoes and flowery headband kept me awake for weeks ahead, filled with misery and resentment.


That Saturday morning, I had been happily playing in the room I shared with Chloe, all of my He-Man figurines out on the floor or in the turrets of Castle Grayskull, waging war against the evil Skeletor. Those moments of escapism, the only safe place where I could be the boy I wanted to be, were what kept me going throughout my childhood. I heard my mother shouting my female name from the bottom of the stairs, bringing me crashing back to reality. Even at an early age, we would all brace ourselves for such occasions, my mother taking the lead but my father equally determined that I should wear a dress and look pretty for the extended family. I cried and pleaded and sulked all the way to the wedding venue.


I mostly hid in a corner, as much as I was able, but I will never forget my mother having to bribe me with Mars bars, through gritted teeth, to smile for the photos after the ceremony. I was in floods of tears crying ‘I don’t want to,’ to no avail.


It was miserable because I didn’t want to be a difficult child or cause any problems, it just felt so wrong and humiliating to be dressed like that. All I ever craved was understanding and approval for who I was and being marked as a ‘naughty’ or badly behaved child from such a young age was incredibly upsetting and damaging for me. I felt utterly powerless without the words to explain and so ended up being punished simply for who I knew myself to be. From my parents’ perspective, and now as a parent myself, I can see how trying it all must have been. They didn’t understand why I couldn’t just be their little girl, yet, even at four, I didn’t want people to see me in a dress like that. I needed people to see me as the boy I was.


Eventually I gave in, my will broken, and walked down the aisle tossing rose petals and feeling everyone staring at me. I might as well have been naked, for how utterly ashamed I felt. Afterwards at the reception all the other children were twirled around the dance floor by the grownups and given plates of wedding cake, but I found a quiet corner, pulled off the flowery headband and sat on my own watching the groom and his best man laughing and fooling around and wishing, more than anything, that I might grow up to be like them.


Shame dug its roots deep into me. I felt disgusted by myself as a ‘girl’ throughout my childhood and right into my late teens. This manifested mainly as anger and I would lash out at people, have tantrums or fall into terrible moods that lasted for days. I was a difficult child and I could be very cruel especially to my little sister, hiding her toys and calling her names, tormenting her and generally being a monster of an older sibling.


I loved Chloe from the second she was born, but, as I grew older and more riddled with self-loathing, showing any kindness became almost impossible. Still, I tried to be a good sibling, and protect her when I could. I remember one day at school, I must have been eight or so, and Chloe five. An older girl, Sabia, hit her in the school playground. She came to me crying and I was furious. I just saw red and I went and jumped on this kid. I wrestled her to the ground and sat on her, shouting: ‘Don’t you ever hurt my sister again!’ I hated violence and was always more cutting with my words, but seeing someone hit my little sister pushed me to a new place of rage. Afterwards, I don’t think we spoke about it, but I knew how important she was to me. I just struggled so much to show that love and care when I was so crushed by my own misery. When I think back now to myself as that lost little person I feel sadness and a lot of empathy but at the time I just thought I was a bad kid, someone who caused my family an immense amount of stress and misery.


This way of living in constant conflict and self-doubt and with a heightened level of tension as a child has affected me hugely in my adult life. I constantly worry if I’ve offended someone or done something wrong, because I grew up being told off simply for trying to convey who I was. That completely destroyed my self-esteem and self-belief. I’m always second-guessing myself and going over and over what I’ve said or done in my head, worrying that I’ve upset someone. Hannah reassures me most of the time, and I’ve worked hard to build up my love for and confidence in myself, but I’ll struggle to ever shake the feeling that no matter what I do, I’m always wrong. Even now, as a trans person, I feel the constant need to justify who I am, to try to convince people that we’re just as valid as anyone else, and the constant judgement and negativity is incredibly wearing and detrimental.


Some of the more ridiculous anti-trans narratives I’ve heard are that liberal parents, or diverse picture books, or LGBTQIA+ characters on TV, or drag queens reading stories at local libraries, have the power to turn a child trans. Growing up in the 1980s there was absolutely no outside ‘influence’ on me and yet still I knew so inherently that I had been assigned the wrong gender.


There was a big, very famous gay pub on the corner of our road in Notting Hill Gate called the Champion. My mum and dad would say, ‘Just walk straight past, don’t look, don’t stop.’ This was the height of Section 28, the policy that prohibited the ‘promotion of homosexuality in schools’, which in practice made talking about anything other than heterosexual relationships and families illegal. It caused fear and shame not only for LGBTQIA+ students but for teachers too, and stoked a lot of bigotry and hate for the queer community. When the government is propagating that hate, it has a very real trickle-down effect on the rest of society. My father, despite running a business in an industry largely populated by gay men, would never have been taught about diversity and inclusion or even the existence of different identities. My mum was a Sussex girl from the tiny fishing town of Shoreham-by-Sea, born to my beloved grandmother, a working-class woman from Croydon, and my solicitor grandfather, who I never knew: he died suddenly when my mother was very young. Neither would have had any knowledge of the LGBTQIA+ community, nor imparted any to their daughter.


So neither of my parents, who were Conservative voters for life, had any understanding of different identities, which undeniably made my youth that much harder. I think my father’s experiences as a child had made him even more wary and closed off to anyone different. In my teens, as I became more opinionated, we would have blazing rows about tolerance and acceptance, creating further division between us. I used to wonder if experience of trans or queer people in my mother’s life and deeper awareness would have made her feel and behave differently back then. Given how quickly and unquestioningly she accepted first my lesbian identity, and later my transition, my queer friends and trans wife, I am more aware than ever of the importance of teaching acceptance and empathy from an early age. When faced with those differences first hand, my mother never faltered. It’s also important to remember that back then, in 1980s’ London, no one was talking about trans identities. I didn’t know the word transgender until much, much, much later in life. Back then the word ‘transsexual’ would have been used, but even that was not a word that would have been in my parents’ vocabulary.


As I grew from being a cute little quirky kid who could get away with being perceived as ‘tomboyish’, to a child of seven or eight, my desire to be a boy crystalised to the point that I would put a pair of socks in my pants to feel more ‘real’. Alongside this, my behaviour became a lot more problematic for the people around me. Life was about to get a lot harder.
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