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    Foreword




    “I did not accomplish all that I did in my LIFE to write a MEMOIR...




    I did what I had to do...




    And now it’s time to share what I did in My LIFE to accomplish my success...”




    Lorrainne Sade




    “Everyone has a story to tell... and I am telling you my story...”




    “Everyone sees what you appear to be...




    Few people experience what you really are...”




    “One is not BORN a Woman…One BECOMES A Woman…”




    I am What I am


  




  

    Dedication




    A Special Dedication In Memory of




    Bruce Andrew Lomar




    December 4, 1946 - September 30, 2010




    [image: Bruce.JPG]I Dedicate this Memoir in Loving Memory to




    Bruce Andrew Lomar




    “Who saw my true core identity as a heterosexual woman…”




    To my beloved Bruce Andrew Lomar. Without your love, support and encouragement I would not be where I am today…




    I thank you Bruce for allowing me to dream and helping me to make my dreams come true…




    I thank you for encouraging me to believe in myself and to go with my passions, career goals, and dreams in transcending into womanhood…




    I love you and I miss you…




    I will see you again… on the other-side…




    Lorrainne Sade




    ***




    “Happiness is a state of mind…




    a journey to our being…”




    “I ask you... Are you living…




    or are you existing…”
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    About the Author




    Lorrainne Sade Baskerville is a social worker and community activist dedicated to improving the lives of transgender people. There are so few people and organizations dedicated to helping the transgender community, and information on how to serve the community is urgently needed. Ms Baskerville has anticipated those needs and has been working to address them. She established transGenesis, Chicago’s first and only social service agency specifically for transgender people. Under the leadership of Ms Baskerville, the organization’s innovative services and programs provide critical information and support for transgender people and serve as a model for others.




    Ms Baskerville and I have known each other for three years. We first met at a conference entitled Creating Healthy Lives, which was sponsored by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). Ms Baskerville and I were the only two presenters on transgender health issues at the conference. I recognized immediately that she was an activist unafraid to fight for transgender visibility and I knew she was someone I wanted to know. Since then, I have been impressed by Ms Baskerville’s unwavering dedication to the transgender community and her creativity in service and program development. I have also been fortunate to work with Ms Baskerville on behalf of the transgender community. When transGenesis Social Services, the agency Ms Baskerville developed, achieved not-for-profit status, Ms Baskerville invited me to join the board of directors, a position I gladly accepted and have occupied for one year. In addition, Ms Baskerville was instrumental to the success of a needs assessment study I conducted of transgender people in Chicago. Ms Baskerville is well known and respected by the Chicago transgender community and her endorsement of the study resulted in the inclusion of transgender people who might otherwise have stayed away out of fear and mistrust of the research process. Ms Baskerville is passionate about her work, which is evident to all who know her.




    Ms Baskerville founded her agency, transGenesis Social Services, to address the barriers faced by the Transgender community (see Section D for definition) to unimpeded participation in the benefits and responsibilities of our society and common culture. Ms Baskerville and transGenesis stand for awareness of, and openness about, gender identity and the ways gender is expressed. Through her organization and her personal example, Ms Baskerville strives to empower personal development and integrity, and the inter-relationships of self-worth and respect.




    For more than six years, transGenesis Social Services has been responding to social and health-care issues in the transgender community that it represents and is a part of. transGenesis implemented the first HIV/AIDS Prevention Outreach program in Chicago targeting the transgender population. With the support of government and private grantors, and the community, she has created a meeting place, which provides a physically and psychologically safe environment for transgender people to gather to pursue common social and personal goals. Within this space, transGenesis nurtures a peer-led counseling and support group to educate them about their rights and empower them to live their lives in their chosen gender. transGenesis also sponsors a drop-in program for transgender youth to engage in socialization and community-building.




    The most visible indicator of Ms Baskerville’s leadership style is that she is unafraid to be “the first.” She is an African-American heterosexual transgender woman in a society that assumes she must be a gay male. She has become a professional Social Worker despite recognized socio-economic barriers to minority education and employment. She publicly labels herself “transgender” to draw attention to the cause, when others who are identified can face discrimination and violence. Hers is the first Social Service agency in the city headed by a minority transgender person, which specifically serves transgender people.




    Ms Baskerville never leaves home without the transgender-oriented HIV/AIDS prevention material she created, and spreads the word of disease prevention to everyone she meets. She is certified by the state of Illinois to administer the ORASURE HIV Antibody test, so that transgender people can learn their serostatus in the safe environment at transGenesis. This dedication led to her being (fondly) labeled the “Safety Diva” by a local Gay newspaper. It also led to her being the first transgender person to have a seat on the Chicago Department of Public Health HIV Planning and Prevention Group, which determines funding priorities for prevention programs in the city. She was also an invited presenter at, and the honorary Chair of, a session on “Transgender and Sexual Health” the 2000 World AIDS Conference in South Africa, which was the first such session at any World AIDS Conference. Her activism has led to a membership for transGenesis in the newly established National Coalition for LGBT Health.




    Ms Baskerville also tirelessly pursues opportunities to advocate for the Transgender community to the general population to educate them to the special concerns of transgender people.




    The term “Transgender” is an umbrella term that encompasses a variety of people including transsexuals, cross-dressers, drag kings and queens, as well as bi-gender and androgynous individuals. Transgender came into common usage during the 1980’s. Previously, people with mixed gender and sexual characteristics were described as transsexuals or transvestites, terms emanating from the psychiatric vocabulary. “Transgender” comes from the transgender community and is therefore, the preferred term in working with transgender people.




    The transgender community is one of most misunderstood groups in our society. “Gender” is a simple word with a complex set of meanings to individuals and to society. When an individual challenges the rules and assumptions of gender, and the boundaries between male and female, other people frequently respond with discomfort, confusion, and a feeling of threat. The transgender community faces painful emotional battles in everyday life with family, the law, the news media, teachers, employers, coworkers, and society in general. Transgender people are marginalized by fear, stigmatization and lack of education, which jeopardizes their human rights to optimum health, dignity and quality of life. The discrimination and marginalization that many in the transgender community face often result in increased isolation, inadequate information, and failure to seek help because of shame and fear. It is also a fact that transgender individuals are often sex trade workers, and thus are at extreme risk for sexual assault. Transgender people are frequent victims of hate crimes because of their gender expression. Transgender youth and young adults, in particular, are isolated and historically, have been underserved by most health-care and social service programs.




    The programs of transGenesis Social Services are intended to bring transgender individuals into care that are not already in care. It seeks to speak to them in culturally-appropriate language, and presents them with transgender peers as role models for self-empowerment. Client demographics show service to people representing various racial/ethnic backgrounds; however, the majority of clients are African-American. Most clients identify their transgender identity as Male-to-Female, although the organization has served Female-to-Male clients as well.




    The list of Ms Baskerville’s speaking engagements (previous) represents a broad range of populations who are interested in her message of understanding and respect for the transgender community. Ms Baskerville has spent years working closely with people and organizations that serve other vulnerable groups as a way to establish a base of support for transgender people. Her ability to connect with others is reflected by the numerous awards she has received.




    Ms Baskerville is dedicating her life to improve conditions for transgender people. Her achievements to date are remarkable. She has worked with organizations, media and politicians to bring attention to a neglected group of people while simultaneously working individually with transgender people who are struggling to live in a society that is often hostile towards them. Ms Baskerville is filled with ideas for improving the health and welfare of transgender people and has the capability of bringing them to fruition.




    Gretchen P. Kenagy, Ph.D.




    Assistant Professor


  




  

    Transcending into womanhood in Phuket, Thailand




    I, Lorrainne Sade arrived at Phuket airport Friday September 19, 2003 around 3:30pm - seven-and-a-half hours late! I was coming from DeGaulle airport in Paris, where I was subject to unfair charges and insults over excess baggages. I then had to sit around forever while they repaired a fuel leak in the plane’s right wing. Finally, we took off, and now I had been in the air for eleven long and uncomfortable hours, on my way to an unknown country to take a major step which would change my life forever. I was alone…I was concerned…I was fearful…I was scared as hell. But this was something I had waited a lifetime to do.




    Getting off the plane, the first thing I noticed was that I started to perspire non-stop, which let me know right away that I was in a hot, humid tropical land very different from even the hottest Chicago summer. Despite my anxieties, I had no problem at Thai Immigration on my very first visit to Phuket, Thailand, but I was very tired, anxious, and somewhat nervous, as they stamped my passport and smiled. I gathered my three, heavy pieces of luggage. I really felt that everyone was staring at me, as if they knew the secret of why I had come to their homeland and I was starting to feel very self-conscious. I had been promised a driver to take me to the hospital, and I spotted a young Thai man holding up a sign with my name on it. His name was Sarjo, and he was Doctor Kunaporn’s staff driver. He spoke very little English but it was enough to get us going in the right direction. Sarjo smiled warmly and seemed happy that he had found me, and that made me feel welcome for the first time in a strange, strange place. Sarjo managed to let me know that I was being stared at only because the Thais rarely see black women and they were simply curious about my “strange” appearance. Once we got underway in the car, I noticed that Sarjo was in the right-hand seat in the car, not on the left side like in America. Also I noticed that he was driving on the left side of the road too. At that point, I just settled back in my seat and told myself “Dorothy, you aren’t in Kansas no more”.




    My first time in a foreign country after a week in Ghent, Belgium, attending a TLGB Health Conference and another week in Paris, France for a relaxing vacation and now I am in Asia for a lifetime dream of transcending into womanhood here in Phuket, Thailand.




    Sarjo took me to my first stop at Phuket International Hospital, where I met Ms Pim, a small, beautiful Thai woman who spoke good English. Dr. Kunaporn’s coordinator for patients from America, her job was to help schedule and coordinate everything to make patients feel comfortable. We started with getting me a place to stay. Ms Pim took me on a short tour of the hospital, and then helped me select a hotel. I settled on the Sea Pearl hotel along Patong Beach, about 45 minutes away by car; I would only be staying there for two nights, getting some rest before checking into the hospital on Sunday morning.




    Ms Pim invited me back for dinner and a tour of Patong Beach, a popular tourist spot in Phuket. I got to my hotel, where I checked in and went to my room just like I did in any other hotel in America. This was a refreshing touch of “normalcy” in what had, up to now, been a very strange set of sights and sounds and smells.




    I was tired but didn’t want to sleep yet because I knew I was suffering from jet lag. So I unpacked my luggage and took a nice long hot bubble bath. As I lay there in the warm bubbles, I started thinking about what was about to happen to me both mentally and physically; tears of joy and excitement started to roll down my face. For a moment I was all alone, anxious, scared, and nervous to be in a foreign country with no one with whom I could talk or share with an important moment I had waited a lifetime to achieve, and that would change my life forever.




    ***




    I wished Bruce was here to hold me and to reassure me that everything would be okay. I knew he was not here physically but I sensed his presence, and this helped me to feel better. I stared at his photo and touched it gently, to feel his spirit. It helped calm my fears. I asked myself if anyone would understand what I would be going through.




    After the long bubble bath I felt hungry and wanted to be around people before I went to bed. I went down to the hotel restaurant, where I was served by a handsome young Thai waiter. I ordered curry pork with rice and Thai tea, and it made me smile to think I could have gotten the same food at home. The waiter smiled at me, and told his name was “O” and asked me my name. We talked a little, with the topics being limited by the ever-present language barrier. He invited me to go out with him to see Patong Beach nightlife after dinner; I thanked him but told him I really needed to rest after a very long day. “Two invitations in one day!” I thought. I had read that Thai people were very friendly, and I guessed the books were right.




    I went back to my room on the top floor overlooking Patong beach. From the balcony, I could see and hear the waves of the Andaman Sea. I could also see very large mountains surrounding the beaches. Phuket looked both beautiful and peaceful.




    I had a sense of peace and serenity. I knew I was where I belonged and doing what I needed to do, and the next thing I needed was to sleep, but as I was thirsty, I called downstairs to order two bottles of Coke. And guess who brought me my order? Khun O.




    He knocked on my door, I looked through the door peephole and saw “O”. He smiled as I let him in and before I knew it he was in bed making love to me. This was my first ever sex with a handsome young Thai. After we finished making love “O” left to go back downstairs to work. We planned to see each other again soon. I said to myself after my shower that I have been in Phuket, Thailand less than twenty four hours and had my first sexual encounter with a very handsome young Thai man named “O”. Who would have known that first sexual encounter in Thailand would also be the last time I ever had anal sex?




    I wrote in my journal about this sexual encounter and soon I was fast asleep, tired from jet lag and from making love with a handsome young Thai man.




    ***




    I could feel Bruce’s presence as I stared and rubbed the photo of me and Bruce standing in front of Stonehenge in England, and it helped me to feel comfortable.




    Saturday morning, September 20, 2003 was my second day in Phuket. I awoke early feeling excited and went sightseeing along Patong beach, where I visited some of the tourist’s shops and did some shopping. I noticed that there was a large foreign presence here in and around Patong beach. Later in the day, Dr. Kunaporn’s driver Sarjo took me on my very first elephant trek. I always wanted to ride on the back of an elephant and now that I was in Thailand, my dream came true. We drove twenty minutes to Patong Elephant Camp and the first thing I noticed was the smell of the elephants. It was the smell of sewage and elephant waste; I was very excited and somewhat nervous and scared but happy to see my first Thai elephants.




    Elephant trekking has become an integral part of tourism in Thailand. Well-trained elephants can be ridden through local villages and surrounding forests.




    I did not want to ride the elephant alone and invited Sarjo to ride with me and he agreed. I climbed up a flight of stairs onto a platform of wood and bamboo to wait for our elephant and the young Thai man who would guide us on our adventure.




    The back of the elephant was level with the platform and we climbed onto her without my sandals. Even before we started to move I felt a little insecure, scared to death sitting high up on the back of an elephant. The bench-like seat seemed not to be strapped tightly enough to the elephant. We began to move slowly into the elephant camp.




    The elephant’s back under my feet felt hard and soft in different places.




    The elephant hair felt funny, like a soft hair brush. I really enjoyed the scenery and riding on the back of the elephant and asked the Thai mahut if I could sit on the neck between the ears of the elephant. He smiled and nodded his head with approval while he videoed me with my own video camera.




    He must have had lots of experience with tourists. Sarjo opened an umbrella because the very hot sun was bearing down on me. He seemed to be enjoying himself also, as he had a big smile on his face. I asked if this was his first time riding an elephant, and he said yes, it was, and that he had never had the chance before – because he worked so hard, and had never been invited to do this before. The elephant slowly moved through the forest, down narrow familiar paths. Sometimes I thought I would fall off when the elephant walked up and down steep hill sections, so I held on tight to the seat and to Sarjo.




    The young mahut started the ride sitting on the elephant’s head, between his ears. Often we would stop completely when the elephant felt like a nibble at the trees – its trunk swinging up to reach the tastiest bits. After a while our guide slipped down and walked ahead. I asked him if he could video me on the elephant and he said yes. He spoke some English and I noticed that he was very experienced at using a video camera.




    Our elephant trek lasted for about thirty minutes. As I realized we were coming to the end of the ride I noticed how physically tired I was and I was very happy I had experienced elephant trekking here in Phuket.




    That evening I was scheduled to have dinner with Dr. Kunaporn’s coordinator, Pim. She was a wonderful hostess, showing me all around Phuket’s nightlife scene, especially to places where the local Trans [known in Thailand as Katoeys] hung out. A lot of the Trans [Katoeys’] there were in the sex trade and performed at the local clubs which catered to the tourists. The same type of shows went on in Chicago and all over America. I got to meet some of the showgirls and found them to be very friendly and welcoming. By the end of the evening I was feeling exhausted and ready to get some much-needed sleep before the big day tomorrow.




    ***




    I was very excited that this day I had waited for all my life was about to happen and now that it was upon me, I felt grateful to be able to experience this spiritual journey transcending into womanhood here in Phuket.




    Today was Sunday September 21, 2003, and my third day in Phuket. This morning, Dr. Kunaporn’s Driver Sarjo was scheduled to pick me up around 10:00 am and to drive me to the hospital. I had already packed and checked out of the Sea Pearl hotel and was ready for the 45 minute drive. As we drove through the streets of Phuket, I noticed how beautiful this country was with its huge mountains surrounded by the lovely gulf sea. As we drove past very narrow side streets [I would later learn they were called ‘Soi’], I was amazed at the many motorbikes with three or even four persons on one bike.




    I had never seen four people on a motorbike before, so I took out my video camera and began videoing the sights on the way to the hospital.




    I thought about all of the many places Bruce and I had visited in America, Europe, and Africa, and that we shared with each other. And I thought about all that I had accomplished in my life, my activism, my trans agency, my careers and now here I was transcending into womanhood as a trans women. What a great feeling. How truly blessed I felt. I was very happy and knew there was a higher power greater then me. I thanked My God and My Buddha for this moment in my life.




    I looked outside the car as the Thai people carried on their daily lives, selling things, driving by on motor bikes, and living lives much less complicated than mine had been back home in America. For one thing, my hometown of Chicago was experiencing a very cold winter, and here I was sweating and enjoying my first experience of Thailand.




    You could not ride a motorbike in the snow whereas here it was a tropical paradise all year long. And in a way, I envied them. They seemed to be as happy as can be.




    When we arrived at the International Phuket hospital, the driver came around to my side of the car to help me get out and to get my luggage just as a member of the hospital staff arrived at the car with a luggage cart and greeted me with a warm smile. “Sawadeka!”, she said - in Thai that means Hello!




    Inside the huge hospital I immediately noticed how modern it was. It had open air corridors, while some offices were enclosed and air-conditioned.




    I was directed to the admissions area where there were seats. I was greeted and told to complete the admissions forms. I answered a few questions, put my cash and personal items into a lock box, took a deep breath, and told myself “Yes...this is really happening.”




    I was excited and full of joy to be able to experience this moment, and I also felt alone, nervous and scared to death - but I knew this was what I must do to transcend into womanhood. What a great feeling. Another staff member directed me to the area where the pre-evaluation would take place. This consisted of a chest X-ray, an EKG, blood work and completion of the consent forms. Then I was taken to my room where I changed into my hospital, gown—a pink Chinese-style jacket with four tie ribbons and a kind of sarong. A sarong is a wraparound type skirt that is common throughout rural Thailand and much of the rest of Asia.




    After a few minutes Dr. Sanguan Kunaporn came in. He was exactly as I had seen in the web photos and that, along with the e-mails we had exchanged, made me feel like I already knew him. I told him how happy I was to be here. This was my first time seeing him in person and I talked to him about how excited I was to be here after a lifetime of waiting for this day. Doctor Kunaporn is a tall, thin [as are most Thai men I noticed since I arrived here in the ‘Land of smiles’], and very handsome Thai surgeon. I was immediately attracted to him. Also, I felt glad I had made the right choice for my surgeon. “Are you still sure this is what you want,” he asked, smiling warmly. I smiled with excitement and replied.” Do you think that I would fly some 26 hours on three airplanes if I was not sure? Absolutely,” I said. He laughed and nodded. “Good...then let us begin.”




    He motioned me to the bed and I lay down and pulled down my gown. He then examined me, checking to see how much skin was available for him to work with.




    This caused me to become aroused and though I’m not ordinarily a shy person, as anyone who knows me will tell you, I was a little embarrassed, but he disregarded that and finished his exam, telling me that I was a very good candidate and that he would be able construct a good neo-vagina with excellent depth.




    I was excited that this handsome Thai surgeon would create for me a beautiful vagina. I felt truly blessed. We had a nice conversation about my work in America and his work in Thailand’s Trans community. He seemed very impressed with all of my accomplishments and said that the first surgery was scheduled for the next morning around 10 a.m. and that someone would be in with a gurney to pick me up.




    I told myself that I was ready, but inside, I was nervous as hell, filled with mixed emotions as Dr. Kunaporn left the room.




    The hospital room that I was assigned was large and colorful. It reminded me of the many hotels I stayed in in America but here I was in Thailand and the room was very comfortable. It looked like a five-star hotel room. I unpacked the things I had brought with me and rearranged the furniture a little to make me feel more comfortable, then I looked out the window and saw the beautiful, tropical world that I was now a part of for the next three weeks.




    I could see a beautiful mountain from my balcony, one of the most beautiful views you can imagine, with in the foreground a small pond with water fountains filled with big, colorful carp. It had begun raining again, but this was not the dreary rain I grew up with in Chicago.




    This was a warm and tropical rain that made everything seem sharper, more in focus. The tropical air after the heavy rain carried a unique smell, totally unlike Chicago rain.




    My reflections were interrupted by a Thai staff aide who came in with something for me to drink. I still don’t know what it was, but I know it tasted nasty. And shortly after I drank it I knew why. And knew I wouldn’t need an enema. I was in the bathroom for at least an hour. At least I felt clean and empty inside.




    A while later a nurse brought me some food and shortly after that, returned with some medication. I took it and tried to sleep some, but soon they were back to prep me. While they were doing that I put on my headphones and played some music so I could tune them out. But I knew what they were doing. They were removing my pubic hair and having done that, they left and, at last, I fell asleep.




    I had a dream that night. I dreamed my surgery was over, that I was finally the person I was meant to be, and the doctor and nurses, and all the staff at the hospital were sending me off, waving goodbye. I was a superstar and there were tropical flowers everywhere. It was a good dream. The next morning the anesthesiologist wakened me. He asked about my allergies, dental work, and other things that might affect his work and described what he would be doing in the theatre. (He referred to the operating room as the theatre. I liked that. I was going to be onstage one last time, and I was the star of the show.)




    He told me he’d be giving me an epidural and that I wouldn’t feel anything. I was getting a combination of general and local anesthesia. I was concerned because I’d never had a needle put in my spine before, but he reassured me that it would not be a problem.




    About an hour later a young man came in and set up an IV, explaining that it was necessary to make sure I had enough fluids. It was cold and uncomfortable, but I reminded myself that it was a necessary part of the procedure. Then the gurney was brought in and the nurses and the transporter helped me onto the gurney.




    I was told to take off my jewelry. I placed it in a bag, put it in my locked drawer and pinned the key to my gown as I was rolled into the hallway outside my room. I felt a sense of calmness that I was at peace with myself and I was ready for what was about to happen to me, both mentally and physically.




    I smiled and waved at the nurses as I was rolled down the hallway, on to the final part of my spiritual journey of transcending into womanhood.




    On the elevator ride on the way up to the fifth floor to the operating theatre I chatted with the Thai porter, but emotionally I was nervous.I told him I was from America and found myself flirting with him. He smiled. He rolled me into the theatre. On the way in, I noticed very small shoes were lined up outside of the theatre. I saw that all of the Thai staff removed their shoes before entering the theatre.




    I wondered why they did that. It was cold in the theatre, and it had a surreal sense of strangeness to it. Was this from the IV? Or was I just overcome with nerves? The staff of eight greeted me as I was rolled in. How do I know there were eight staff in the theatre? Because I counted them as I was instructed to get on a table that was shaped like a cross. It made me think of the cross that Jesus was crucified on.




    There was lighting and surgery equipment throughout the room. The staff tried to keep me comfortable by asking me how I was doing, starting to get me to relax. I sensed that the anesthesiologist seemed to lack some of the warmth of the other staff because he never smiled. He showed no emotion on his face or in his demeanor. I felt very uncomfortable. Then Dr. Kunapon came in dressed in his surgery uniform with mask and all. “Are you ready?” he asked.




    “Oh yes...I’m very ready.” I had been waiting a lifetime for this moment, and I was ready.




    Then the anesthesiologist put something into the IV. It felt very cold and gave me slight pain and discomfort as it began to travel through my veins. And soon I was asleep and the surgical intervention was under way.




    At that moment, alone and scared as hell in a foreign country, I trusted the handsome Thai doctor with my life. I knew it was the right time, that I had waited a lifetime for this, and that and my life was to be forever changed.On Monday, after my first surgical intervention procedure, I awoke when I heard a voice call out, “Lorrainne Sade please wake up. Can you hear me?” It was the voice of Dr. Kunaporn.I was in a deep unconscious sleep and thought I was dreaming that someone was calling my name to wake up, but it really was someone calling my name, and not a dream after all.




    Once I became aware of where I was and what had just happened to me physically and emotionally, I realized that I was in the intensive care unit recovery room. I felt sick and nauseous. I held up my hand to explain this to the nurse She came to my bedside and put a plastic cup up against my mouth and I began to vomit.




    I felt ashamed. Tears started to roll down my face as I thought of my Bruce and how I wished he were here to hold my hand and just be here with me.




    But I do know he’s with me in spirit during my journey here in Thailand. The nurse asked me how was I doing and I explained about the nausea. She said that was to be expected, and that it was a normal side effect from the gas used to put me to sleep for surgery.




    The nurses also checked my vitals every 15 minutes. I noticed a device around on my left arm that was monitoring my blood pressure every few seconds.




    It would fill up with pressure, go tight on my arm and then it would deflate. At first it frightened me because I did not know what it was and after all of what I had been through this day, alone. I kept on going to sleep and waking up again when the nurse put medicine in my IV or checked how I was doing. I was very cold and had the chills. I would push the nurse button to ask for some water or tell them that I felt nausea again and needed to vomit.




    The medical staff were very professional in helping to make me feel comfortable. When I awoke again it was in the morning when the nurses came to bathe me and change my hospital gown and my bed linen. After they finished, I was told that I could have breakfast.




    This would be my first meal in twenty-four hours. But I did not have any appetite, even though I knew I needed to eat in order to feel better. The nurse brought me a menu to order from. I had toast with jelly, fried egg with ham, and a glass of orange juice. It made me feel a little stronger.




    Dr. Kunaporn came into the recovery room to see how I was doing. He reassured me that the surgery went well and that I would be going back to my room soon. I was glad to be here and that everything had gone well in my first surgical procedure. And now I knew I must rest and recover.




    I looked down between my legs and saw for the first time the vaginal packing that consisted of two catheter tubes coming out of the surgical packing. Dr. Kunaporn performs gender reassignment surgery (GRS) as a penile inversion followed by construction of a vagina (vaginoplasty) using a scrotum skin graft. The surgery is usually accomplished in two stages:




    The first stage includes creation of a vaginal tunnel without a skin graft, removal of the penis (penectomy), removal of the testes (orchidectomy), construction of the clitoris (sensate clitoroplasty), construction of labia major, and, if possible, labia minor (limited labiaplasty), and construction of new urethra opening (urethroplasty). Two catheters emerge from the surgical dressing. One is from the urethra (Foley’s catheter) and the other is from the sponge packing inside the vaginal tunnel (Vacuum Assisted Closure or VAC).




    The Foley’s catheter is used for draining urine from the bladder into a urine bag at the bedside. A small amount of blood or white material may be mixed with the urine, and is not worriesome.




    The VAC catheter is connected to a pressure-adjustable suction unit on the wall beside the bed. With suction set at approximately 100 mm Hg, the VAC produces negative pressure inside the vaginal tunnel and the perineum wound, enhancing granulation tissue growth, promoting healing, and preventing swelling.




    The VAC dressing keeps the surgical area dry and relatively comfortable. It is not a problem if some urine runs through the VAC catheter. The VAC catheter will be replaced 3-4 days after surgery.




    As I stared at the surgical packing and catheter tubes between my legs, I felt a sense of excitement that I had transcended into womanhood and to know that I had waited all of my life [53 years] to be able to experience this moment. Something that I had wanted all of my life was at last here - and what I did not want was gone forever.




    What a wonderful feeling that I can take with me when my time comes to cross over to the other side. I can die with integrity and dignity. I am truly blessed to transcend into womanhood here in Phuket.




    Dr. Kunaporn came back to my bedside and said “You will be going back to your room after breakfast.” I was still semi-conscious and was glad to know that I would be leaving the ICU after spending 24 hours there. The porter came and the nurse prepared me to travel back to my room. I was very weak, and the nurse had to help me move from my bed to the gurney.




    Once I was securely on the gurney, the porter pushed me out of ICU and to the elevator to the third floor. I could see the beautiful sun and the greenery outside as I rolled along the long corridors to room 2213.




    As the nurses and porter assisted me into my bed, I felt a sense of relief to be back in my room, even though I had only spent one night there since checking in. I felt the epidural at the base of my spine and was nervous about accidentally dislodging it. All I could do when everyone left me alone in my room was sleep.




    And sleep I did that day until the next morning, which was Tuesday, September 23, 2003. Every so often a nurse would come in and check my vitals and give me some pills to swallow with cool water and I would fall back to sleep.




    I do not remember if I had any dreams.




    On Tuesday morning September 23rd I was awoken by nursing staff as they bathed me and changed my bed linen and put on a clean hospital top, which looked like an Asian shirt with strings instead of buttons to tie like a gown.Dr. Kunaporn came to visit me this morning and asked how I was doing. He told me that the first surgical procedure went well and he looked at my packing and also look at the (VAC), the suction apparatus that was hooked up to the wall behind my bed. He showed me how to disconnect it when I needed to get out of bed, something that he promised I would manage within a few days.




    I can hardly believe that I stayed in bed for the next three days. But I did, and got some much-needed sleep and rest after all my body had endured from two surgical interventions by my skillful and supportive doctor.




    Words alone cannot describe how I felt emotionally and physically after enduring this surgical intervention.




    Tuesday September 23rd, 2003, my second day in Phuket International Hospital. All day I slept and every four hours the nurses would wake me to have my vitals checked, my urine bag emptied and my VAC checked and emptied. I would drink plenty of water and used ice-packing, placed between my legs over the surgical packing.




    I had a very high temperature, but I felt fine, filled with emotional anticipation of recovering from such a unique experience. I ordered food from the hospital menu and went back to sleep.




    The next day, I awoke as usual to roosters crowing at about 5a.m. I had my morning coffee and began writing in my journal when the nurses came to bathe and change me. They also gave me massages when I requested them. This was my third day of total bed rest, but I was feeling fine and wanted to get out of bed to check my email on another floor of the hospital where there was an internet café that patients could use for a few Thai Baht.




    I was also anxious to get out of bed. So as I prepared myself mentally and physically, I pushed the button to call the nurses.




    They came and emptied my urine bag and unhooked the VAC and helped me get out of the bed for the very first time since three days ago when I checked into the hospital.




    Yes, I was somewhat weak but I was able to stand for about five minutes next to my bed. What a good feeling it was to know that I could stand without any pain or discomfort. I took my first steps and walked to the bathroom and looked at myself and saw the packing between my legs.




    I was wearing my cotton panties (I brought ten pairs with me) and I also had to remove the ice gel packages that I used every two hours to help keep the swelling down. As I stared in my bathroom mirror I began to cry with joy, knowing what I had just endured and that my life was now forever changed.




    I changed into my personal clothes from my hospital robes. I wanted to look nice when I went out of my room because I knew I would get a lot of stares from the Thais.




    They are not used to seeing African America women here in Thailand. At first I was somewhat annoyed by all the curious stares, but the Thais always had friendly smiles, and while I got used to it, I still struggled to comprehend why they always stared at me.




    I learned the answer from a Thai nurse who spoke English. She told me that Thais stared at the Farangs (as they refer to foreigners), not to make me feel uncomfortable, but out of curiosity because they don’t see very often African American women in Thailand.




    I walked very slowly and with great caution to the elevator to go down to the first floor to a small room with two computers and two chairs, where a nurse showed me how to get online.




    I began my e-mails to the two most important persons in my life, Bruce Andrew Lomar and Marti Kpocsky.




    Here is what I wrote to them both:




    Hey Baby!




    I am half way there. This is my first time up and walking. Tomorrow the doctor will remove the packing and on Friday I will have my second procedure and skin graft. Words alone cannot express how I am feeling at this moment. I am very happy to know that there will be no more erections. When Dr. Kunaporn examined me I got an erection, which I did not feel ashamed about at all, but when the nursing staff came in and three small nurses shaved my pubic hair I also got somewhat excited! Why? Was I saying goodbye to a part of me that I didn’t want? I was embarrassed with the nurses but was excited with Dr. Kunaporn




    I miss you.




    I LOVE YOU.




    PS! All of the nurses think you are handsome when they look at our pictures from London that I have it up on the wall in my room.




    Peace and unity.




    Bless you, baby. I am so happy for you. Since you are halfway there, I will uncross half my fingers.




    I spent about a half hour at the computer, and checked my 300 or so emails, which I did not answer because I was beginning to feel dizzy and weak.I logged off and went back to my room feeling very exhausted yet wonderful about being reborn in Thailand. My life would be forever changed.




    As soon as I returned back to my room I reconnected the VAC for the first time on my own just as the nurse had shown me. It was very simple. I got back into my bed feeling very weak, exhausted, and sleepy. As I went to sleep a nurse came in and took my vitals and gave me pills to take.




    She stated that I had a temperature and needed to stay in bed and rest. And rest I did. I slept until dinner.




    I had been having many mysterious dreams lately.




    I can remember that I was speaking and traveling somewhere in the States discussing the Trans community.




    I was awakened when I heard Dr. Kunaporn entering my room. He came by for a visit and to see how was I doing. He also examined my surgical packing and discussed with me changing and cleaning my vaginal cavity. That would mean going back into the operating theatre.




    Dr. Kunaporn stated that there was no bleeding or leakage from the packing dressing, and that meant everything was healing without any complications. That made me feel good to hear from a man whom I now trusted and admired for his professionalism.




    Because of tomorrow’s scheduled surgery, I was instructed that after midnight I would receive no water or food. I would be going back to the operating theatre to clean and examine my wound, and to change my surgical dressing packing. Changing the VAC dressing I was told takes only half an hour, and would be performed under local epidural anesthetic.




    ***




    As I woke on Thursday, September 25, 2003 getting ready to be taken to the theatre to change my VAC dressing, I could not wait for my morning coffee and I was hungry. I could hardly wait to get the procedure over so I could have my coffee.




    After the nurses did my routine bathing and bed change, they connected the IV again.The back of my hand already felt like a pin cushion.But these are the procedures that I had to put up with. The porter showed up with the gurney and once again the nurses helped me to get on the gurney and wheeled me back up to the theatre where the theatre staff awaited me.




    I was wheeled in for the second time and helped onto the special operating table that had two side extensions on which I would rest both of my arms. The same surgery team greeted me, and when Dr. Kunaporn arrived, he enquired how I was doing. I told him I was doing just fine.




    The anesthesiologist administered something via the epidural to numb me from the waist down. The purpose of the epidural anesthesia procedure was to keep me semi-conscious throughout the procedure. The epidural only numbed the lower part of the body.




    The anesthesiologist told me to relax as he put some liquid medication in my epidural IV and stated that I would feel something going through my body.




    And yes, I did feel something very cold going through me into my back. I was uncomfortable and I began to feel nervous and scared as I closed my eyes and tried to relax. The anesthesiologist asked me how was I doing and I stated that I felt uncomfortable.




    He asked me to move my legs and I did. He asked if I could feel anything when he touched my legs, and I told him that yes, I could feel it. I was told that I was not supposed to be able to move or feel anything but I did. Something was not right.
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