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About the Book

Brought up as female for fifteen years, Jon can remember feeling different from other girls since he was only five years old.

But it will take years of depression, incessant bullying, self-harm and isolation before he discovers why.

When Jon eventually confides to his mother that he feels like a boy, Luisa commits herself unconditionally to helping her child.

For Jon, the changes that follow are his path to happiness. But for Luisa, this means coming to terms with the enormous loss of her daughter.


About the Author

Jon Edwards was born in Peru in 1992. In 2009 Jon and his mother Luisa were filmed for a documentary, as Jon started his transition from female to male. Jon is now 20, lives full time as male and will take hormone treatment for the rest of his life.

Luisa Edwards is a civil servant and promotes equality and diversity issues, working for greater awareness of what being young and transgender is like.


For a mother and grandmother, who gave us both unconditional love.
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Each year 100 children and adolescents in the UK are affected by gender dysphoria

(This is the reported figure from GIRES [Gender Identity Research and Education Society] at the time of our documentary in 2009)
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Preface

My son Jonathan was born twenty years ago, as my daughter Natasha.

One evening, at the age of fifteen and through pain and tears, my daughter told me that she ‘felt like a boy’. With those four words and in those few seconds, everything changed: I never expected my child to say those words; I did not have the child I thought I knew. My world had been turned upside down. How fragile our life is at times. At that moment I lost my daughter.

Our continuing journey together of my child’s transition from female to male has taught me the importance of acceptance in this life.

Through my confusion, pain and loss, my son’s courage and integrity has shown me that to love one’s child is to love unconditionally.

Luisa


One

Beginnings

Jon: Childhood

I was born Natasha Alana Edwards on 4 November 1992, in Lima, Peru, in South America. I think my early life must have been at least as eventful as it is now, but like most people I can only remember snippets. I envy people with crisp memories of their early life – it must be so fascinating to open up one’s memories and to wander into one’s childhood again. But for someone who can’t even remember where they put their keys five minutes ago, it’s a rather different story. However, I do remember some things from when I was very young.

According to my mum Luisa I was one of the smallest babies on the ward, and was dubbed ‘Pixie’, which remained my nickname for years. I had, as my mum puts it, delicate ears, which looked like pixie’s ears, and eyebrows and lips that looked as if they had been painted. Despite my tiny body and sweet appearance, apparently I could scream louder than any of the other babies, and had an appetite to match (which, unlike my appearance now, hasn’t changed). I only remember a handful of things from when I lived in South America as we left to go and live in England when I was around one. When I look through photos, images seem to spark something deep within me; I remember the sun and the garden and sitting and playing with my toys. I remember the hummingbirds as if they’re not just one of my memories but have become a part of me.

Many people ask me if I am Peruvian when I tell them where I was born, but actually I am Nigerian, Spanish and Geordie. My origins really are a mixture of cultural backgrounds. My mother is mixed race; her mother is Spanish and her father is West African. She was born in Leeds and had one younger brother. Mum lived in Nigeria until the age of eleven, when she went to boarding school in England. I have never been to Africa nor had any contact with my Nigerian family apart from my grandfather (who I used to call my African granddad) who visited us occasionally. I have masses of aunts and uncles and cousins out in Spain, in the rural north of the country.

My father is the Geordie part of me. My dad grew up on a council estate in Newcastle, was a high-achieving student and through hard work and his intellect went on to study politics. My parents were polar opposites, socially and culturally, which did mean that members from both sides of the family had difficulties accepting their relationship. They met at university, eventually got married and then were posted by the Foreign and Commonwealth Office, or FCO, to Peru. My mum had a rather exciting job there doing something against South American drug traffickers for Customs and Excise. I know, from asking when I was very young, that it involved coded messages, which was all I took in at that age.

When Mum and I moved back to England we initially stayed in Newcastle with my grandparents while Mum found somewhere for us to live by ourselves. My father finished his posting a few months later and then joined us. I vividly remember opening presents of cuddly toys on Christmas Day at my grandparents’ house when I went back to visit them later on in my childhood. I loved stuffed animals, the fluffier the better. I was obsessed with rabbits and used to make them beds in my grandma’s dresser cupboard. Soon after staying here we moved to a suburb of south-east London, along with my mother’s mum, my Spanish grandma who I referred to as ‘Lala’. I still live there now. The house is a medium-sized semi-detached in a quiet area, with a nearby park, playground and school, and is only a ten-minute walk from the high street. The back garden backs on to a small alleyway, which is more of a dirt track overshadowed by trees that links all the garages together. In the front garden stands a huge tree, marking the corner of the street. Out of my bedroom window I can see the wood that encloses the park. I’m thankful for being brought up near trees and greenery. As a child, I was often taken for long walks in the park and the woods by my mum and grandma. From my early life, I remember the house undergoing renovations and extensions. At one time, there was a black painted metal gate and a stony pathway leading from the front garden to the back. I remember it smelling rather unpleasant – metallic, and slightly of stale smoke. I remember that Lala’s bedroom used to be a living room with colourful sofas but the curtains were heavy and it was often dark. At one stage my bedroom was painted a yellow colour with Lion King stickers around the mirror, then it became blue with an ocean-themed design and now it’s purple and silver.

The playschool I went to was a short distance down the road, and I still remember the path I took to get to it. The concrete was cracked by the huge roots of oak trees, which sprouted oddly from the pavements near the hall, making riding my tricycle or scooter to and from the building tricky but exciting. In my grandma’s room, which is now a spare room, there’s a picture of me on my first day of pre-school. I remember this photograph being taken very clearly. I was introduced to the teacher and she positioned me against the wall to get my photo taken for the class. In that picture it’s all there – my round (or, as my grandma called it, ‘moony’) face smiling, chubby and cute, my rosy pixie lips and olive-toned skin. I was a messy young girl with short curly hair, and in the photo I’m wearing pink dungarees. I don’t remember what happened after that but I remember those pink dungarees, and I remember feeling very small.

At playschool one of my favourite activities was raiding the dressing-up box as soon as I got there. I adored dressing up as a child (and I still do now!) and at every opportunity swapped my everyday clothes for something beautiful and magical. My favourites were a fairy and a princess outfit, and my mum has told me how she would always see me riding around on one of the tricycles all dressed up. I can recall lots of snow during my childhood – snow that I saw regularly at Christmas and not just during March or other odd months like we see it now. I would build huge snowmen with Mum, using black winter bark for buttons and a carrot for a nose. During one of those winter months I remember my buggy collapsing on the way to the doctor’s surgery when Lala was pushing me.

When at the age of five I started reception at the local infants school, it was short lived, because my family was moved to Saudi Arabia on another posting. My grandmother meanwhile stayed and looked after the house. We were over there for about two years. We moved to the capital Riyadh, where they had a vast compound for diplomats. I changed from the woolly hats and gloves that I’d been used to in England to light summer dresses and shorts, and replaced the green bushes back home with sitting underneath the palm trees which grew in the dry orange earth of our front yard. The pristine, cool walls of the compound kept out the desert heat and cut us off from the dust storms outside. The house felt like a palace with its huge gates at the entrance to the compound at the side of the arid road. It was overshadowed by a neglected park, which housed a jungle of unused steel playground equipment which none of the kids ever got to play on as it was rarely open.

I remember well significant events from this time, such as getting my bottom row of teeth pulled out – apparently I had too many. Afterwards, for being brave, Mum took me out to buy a present. I had a choice between a video of The Lion King II or a pink, pouffed princess dress with long white gloves and a tiara. There was no contest: pink dress won hands down.

In Riyadh, the children of diplomats went to an English-speaking school. Looking back at that time in my life, I now see and understand the stark contrasts: the high-class, vast, shiny school you could get lost in and where there were only white faces to be seen, and having maids at home, while they and their families lived in cramped, dark flats an hour away. For two years I lived with the privilege of a big television, whatever food I wanted, tennis lessons and swimming at the pool.

Despite this privileged lifestyle, it wasn’t all great living in Saudi. It was around this time that my parents started to spend more and more time apart, and I remember sensing that their relationship was becoming strained and cold. I was either with my mum or with my dad and I rarely remember them being in the same place at the same time. I don’t remember any affection shown openly between them. I don’t think my dad was a very affectionate person, and I don’t recall him displaying any love for my mum. However, the brunt of the breakdown of my parents’ relationship was for the most part kept away from me, and I was in my own little world in my room with my Spice Girls tapes and dressing-up clothes.

What friends might not know about my childhood was that I stopped eating properly when I lived out in Saudi; in fact, I developed bulimia at a very young age. It’s not something I feel the need to talk about much as I don’t regard it as having a long-term effect on me. I must have been about six or seven when I became quite ill. I used to spit out my food in the toilet and refused to eat full meals entirely. My mum has since told me that it took me about an hour to eat a small pot of yoghurt, and even then she needed to feed it to me. This is strange, as eating disorders are more commonly associated with older children and teenagers rather than younger children.

To find the roots of my aversion to food I was taken to see an American psychiatrist. After spending a number of sessions drawing my feelings on paper (I didn’t talk much during our sessions) he diagnosed my problem as an emotional reaction to the breakdown of my parents’ relationship and the increasingly intense arguments that they were having. I don’t remember having any particular feelings about my parents’ marriage falling apart, but I do remember starting to become afraid of my father’s temper. He always flared up very easily and, while I don’t like to admit it, I believe I may have inherited some of his temper. I don’t feel that he dealt well with my bulimia; he got angry when I didn’t eat and shouted at me for wasting something he’d cooked and that I said I wanted. I always preferred eating with Mum; she would be kinder. I once took some horrible medication, and spat it out on the kitchen counter and he went ballistic. It seemed to me to be the little things that set him off and I was very wary to do anything around him in case I was wrong. There were times I didn’t even feel like being around him.

The psychiatrist must have done something right as I gradually started eating properly. This episode, which lasted about a year, doesn’t affect my life now. Although I am still very slim, my appetite is normal. Did I have a happy childhood out in Saudi though? Yes, I did. There was nothing particularly bad about it, and my bulimia seemed to have no marked effect on my mood, as far as I can remember.

Sonia, my lovely Filipino maid (I called her my ‘Filipino angel’), would take me round to her flat some afternoons when I returned from school and Mum was still at work. I loved playing with the children in her compound and being with her loved ones. She felt like part of our extended family, and always invited me round for birthday parties and at Christmas. During one of these times I remember dancing to nineties music and playing a game of pass-the-parcel under disco lights in a dingy hall. Standing outside of the apartment block in which she lived were trees that I used to climb with the other boys – one time I fell off backwards and discovered to my horror the ground underneath was home to a fat albino slug. Another time, she taught me to ride on a bicycle which was far too big for me. I got my big toe caught in the chain and crushed the nail. Not a particularly fond memory: I was standing crying in the bathtub of my house while she hosed the blood from my foot and put iodine on it. Luckily it wasn’t anything serious. I enjoyed her company and her presence bustling around the house was comforting. She kept the house in Riyadh immaculate and made the best pancakes rolled up with jam, sugar and lemon.

I had a best friend out there who was the child of another diplomat and went to the same school as I did. I can’t remember her name, but she had blonde hair, very blue eyes, was in the same class as me at school and enjoyed watching the same Disney films as I did – like Basil the Great Mouse Detective, a particular favourite. I think I had a crush on her, even at that early age, and throughout our friendship I always viewed myself as a ‘boy’ in relation to her. Her parents would take us both on trips into the wadi, a rocky desert landscape about an hour away from our house where dust storms would whip up and you could walk for hours in the bleached stone lands. When we zoomed away from a dust storm in the back of a 4×4 we pretended we were a prince and princess escaping from desert bandits, imagining that the cars behind us were chasing us as we looked out on them. I remember her house was very grand and much bigger than mine, with rich hanging tapestries, marble bathrooms, lush rugs and huge stairs. I used to spend a lot of time lounging around there watching movies, looking at the Arabian items her father had collected, which included a polished wooden game with lots of balls, and eating snacks of apple and cheese while perched on the huge arm of one of the living-room sofas.

The only thing I didn’t like about Saudi was when my mum used to wear the hijab, a loose black tunic-like garment, outside the confines of our compound; it unnerved me that I couldn’t see my mum’s face underneath her black headscarf. I also remember the little things, like finding a pretty bauble at a local market for Christmas one day while I was out and having about ten pet fish and two tortoises I named Holly and Jay, after some children back in my reception class in England whose names I liked. After I had decided on their names I found out that the tortoise I had named Jay had a little J-shaped marking on its shell, and the one I had named Holly had an H. I looked after them very well and I remember cleaning and feeding them. Sonia looked after them when we moved back to England.

When I was seven, Mum decided that we should all move back to England as her and Dad’s relationship was getting too strained. Mum had also been ill for a while after she came down with a severe case of chicken pox, which she caught from me. We moved back into our old house in south London with Lala. Life carried on as normal and I had very little trouble adjusting to my old way of life. I went back to the same primary school, and although I barely remembered the people in my old class I quickly made friends again. I was happy to leave my strange early life – the camels on the motorway and luxurious compound – behind me.

Shortly after we returned to the UK, my father moved out of the family home. He would come and take me out on weekends to London or to the nearby park. We had a good relationship after him and Mum split up, for a while at least.

In between my normal everyday life in England there were holidays to Spain. I had always enjoyed playing princess for my Spanish family in a pink flamenco dress and with my ears pierced I could complement the outfit with beautiful hoop earrings. I aspired to look like my gorgeous older cousin, Raquel, who was a tall, athletic girl with long brown hair. My Spanish family always said she was the older version of me and I took this to mean that I needed to be as good as her when I grew up, if not better. My Spanish great-grandmother had a lot of children, and being a staunchly Catholic family, they in turn had a lot of children themselves! To this day I still don’t know the names of all my relatives, or how many I actually have, and I only see them very occasionally. I did see them more when I was younger, when my grandmother on my mother’s side was still alive, but since she passed away some years ago, I’ve only visited Spain once or twice. I remember one of the times I visited for a cousin’s wedding when I was around thirteen. I tried a cigar offered to me by an older jolly relative and was also allowed to drink, which I found exciting. I remember at the reception afterwards having a big crush on the good-looking husband of one of my cousins; his name was Gabriel and his beauty was model-like. In Spain, the custom is to kiss in greeting on both cheeks, and needless to say, I did it with gusto.

Apart from living in Peru and Saudi my early childhood was a very ‘normal’ one. Nothing whatsoever to suggest any inner boy, nothing out of the ordinary from any other little girl’s childhood. I played with ‘girls’ toys’ as well as ‘boys’ toys’, and my mum didn’t try and force anything on me. I was who I was: Natasha, a girl who liked pretty things but also rough and tumble with her dad, when he was around. Though my mum didn’t try to dress me up the way she wanted me to look, my grandmother always liked to see me in dresses and girly things as she had always wanted a girl for a grandchild. I only started to mind being put in a dress when I got to primary school – and that was nothing to do with being uncomfortable with my gender, it was so I could join in and play games with the boys. However, I soon decided it was much more practical to wear dresses than trousers in summer because of the heat. And besides, I often wore PE shorts underneath my dress like most of the girls. But playing with boys’ toys and being a tomboy is certainly not an indicator of feeling like a boy. I was happy being only a tomboy back then; I knew that other people saw me as one of the girls. I could see other girls and recognise I was part of their group at the end of the day, no matter how much I socialised with the boys. At that time I didn’t feel ‘in the wrong body’, and I didn’t question or feel unhappy when I got my first period – which came in late primary school at the age of ten. At that age I just didn’t think about biology or what made me different. I knew I wasn’t your stereotypical girly girl, but I didn’t question my gender.

To be clear, gender and sex are not interchangeable terms. Your sex refers to the sexual organs you have at birth, but your gender is whether you think of yourself as male or female. People whose assigned sex at birth does not align with the gender they believe themselves to have are said to have ‘gender dysphoria’.

Plenty of cis women (people who are happy that the female sex assigned to them at birth matches their mental gender) were, or still are, tomboys. Indeed, many transgender men use the excuse ‘oh, I was such a tomboy when I was younger’ in order to validate their gender identity to a cissexist (the belief that the genders of trans people are less legitimate than those of cis gender people) society. Even I, someone who hates simplifying my experiences to fit the norm, have talked about my childhood in this way, as though I need to have evidence to suggest why I am transgender. In many ways, to be taken seriously as a man, trans men feel they need to ‘butch up’ their pasts, saying that they knew from age zero that they were boys, lest their identities be dismissed as false. I didn’t know how I felt at an early age in regards to my gender; I just knew I was set apart from the other girls in what I liked to do, and I fitted in better with the boys.

I enjoy talking to other people about this part of my childhood, especially parents of other young trans people. It’s a widely held misconception that all trans people’s childhoods are very much alike, that there are set signs and indicators in the toys trans people played with as children, or the clothes that they wore, that meant they would ‘grow up to be trans’. But this is a common misconception that isn’t borne out in reality. Trans men don’t have to have played football and wrestled with other boys when they were growing up and trans women didn’t have to play hairdressers and carry Barbie dolls, just like cis people don’t. Just because we are trans doesn’t mean we have to conform to gender stereotypes. We are just as diverse as any cis person in our gender presentation. Feminine trans boys exist, and there are plenty of butch trans girls. I particularly enjoy talking to parents about this in order to break any preconceptions or misinformation they may have about what is a ‘typical’ trans person.

Of course, there are many who do fit the stereotype, and those are the stories that you usually hear about or read; the children knowing from the outset that they had been born with the ‘wrong bodies’ and feeling confused as to why other people can’t see them for the gender they truly believe they are, not understanding why they are not allowed to wear a skirt with their uniform, or why they can’t use the boys’ toilets like all the other boys. I know some younger children who attend the UK support group Mermaids – a group for young transgender people and their families – feel this way, and if you read these children’s stories or look at their pictures of how they see themselves you often get an impression of the isolation and the confusion they face from others but also from themselves.

It’s also important for me to point out that even in cases where children ‘act like the opposite gender’ in childhood, it may just be a quirk. They may grow out of it; they may just like that stuff. It’s also worth pointing out that where it’s OK for girls to be tomboys and play with boys’ things, if boys want to wear pink and dress up as fairies it’s often seen as wrong and as an indication that the child obviously must be either gay or a young trans girl. Our society, which values masculinity over femininity, rears its sexist head.

I have seen that when boys play with girls’ toys and dress up in girls’ clothes, they are bullied at school. This happened recently to the child of a friend of mine. When she brought it up with her son’s teacher it was suggested that the bullying was her son’s fault for being too feminine. The teacher said to my friend that if she wanted her son to stop being bullied she must buy him boys’ toys, suggesting that his behaviour was effeminate and not the norm. To my knowledge, this is not a rare case, in fact, it is a disturbingly frequent occurrence for some teachers to blame children and parents for something they can’t help, to victimise them for their gender presentation or for being open about their sexuality. And when young children (he was five) and their parents are forced to deny or dampen down parts of their personalities because of other people’s prejudices it is an injustice. This teacher implied that such a child deserved to be bullied. My friend’s child may be trans when he grows up, he may not. He may be gay, he may not. He may be bisexual, he may not. He may be many things. But whatever he identifies as later on in life, his childhood needs to be safe and happy. He’s a child, and children should have the right to express themselves freely; after all, enough constraints will be placed on them as adults. Sadly, these constraints are often set up in places (such as, sometimes, a classroom) where conforming to a set of gender stereotypes is seen as desirable. However, it seems obvious to me that in a classroom environment stereotypical views should not be the only ones that are available. These views do not represent the diversity of life.

I find that talking about gender-variant young children to people often shocks and confuses them, even people who consider themselves fairly open-minded. The subject of young children being transgender can make them feel very uncomfortable. This shows how taboo this subject still is, in that young children can’t freely consider themselves to be another gender. But is it abnormal? I mean, when does anyone first do gendered things? Two, three or four, maybe before that? When did you first play with a Barbie doll or an Action Man? When did you decide which colours of clothes you liked? For some children, there is an incongruence between what their parents say they are and what they feel they are. When a gender is expressed at a young age through telling someone or by displaying stereotypical gender roles like playing with Barbies or dressing up in pink dresses, then it is more noticeable. But not every child will do this.

Some kids know from a very early age that something is wrong with how other people see their gender, but some trans people discover this later in life. The fact is that when many older people hear children or even teenagers talking about feeling trans or gender-variant or questioning, they automatically dismiss it as a phase. Like I say, quite often this is just because of their age but crucially sometimes their age isn’t a factor. In most cases of people not feeling like the gender they were assigned at birth, they’ve had this experience for a long time before they’ve been able to say it out loud. They’ve mulled over it, questioned it, researched and pondered their feelings. Only when we feel fairly certain will we come out, or tell another person. This was how it was for me, in any case.

However, as you can tell from the accounts my childhood, I wasn’t a stereotypical young boy but nor did I have gender dysphoria when I was very young. In the way I looked and what I played with, I went from one extreme to another. One day I would want to only do boys’ things, another day I was happy going to a friend’s birthday party in a new dress. Mostly it was the more feminine presentation that I adhered to in my early childhood.

When I started to transition in my mid-teens, I felt at home in my own skin enough to draw on the child that I was and to embrace the feminine part of me. Was my early feminine presentation something of the raging queer guy coming through? I like to think it may have been!

At infants’ school, which in my town was directly linked onto the primary school, I dressed as a female. I wore dresses in the summer and I remember loving the costumes that my grandma, a brilliant seamstress, made me for the days when you could dress up as your favourite historical figure or book character. Gender never seemed to be an issue at that time.

When I moved onto primary school I was a ‘tomboy’ pretty much constantly, which is a distinct change from how I had been any time before at school. I now hated the summer dresses that I had once loved so much! I got on well with boys, who made up the majority of my friends, and I had quite a few girl friends; everything was fine. I definitely considered myself a geek, I got on with my work and preferred to speak to the teachers rather than my peers. I loved reading and literacy lessons, although I learned to hate maths with a passion in Year 3 when I had a very harsh teacher, who totally destroyed my confidence in that area.

During my time at primary school my weekends were very varied: I went to the park down the road with friends and round to their houses to play games, but on the whole I was quite a solitary child. I played my Game Boy by myself in my room and went on the Internet and generally kept myself to myself. I was hooked on listening to audio books and reading, having discovered Tolkien and Harry Potter, who was a huge part of my childhood and I still have a deep love for this series today. Reading that fired my imagination, making being on my own in the world of Middle-earth or Hogwarts perhaps more enjoyable than the world outside my bedroom. On weekends my father would visit and take me out for the day in central London, where we would go to the London Dungeons, museums or the cinema. On the whole, I was a fairly happy child.

I noticed that everyone started to become more gender conscious between the ages of nine and eleven, as they started to reach puberty. This is when I started to get hassled. As I said before, I didn’t feel I identified with the other girls. I didn’t want to do the things that they wanted to do and while I did have a few girl friends to begin with, in the end I didn’t speak to them, and they didn’t speak to me. But I was fine with this social exclusion – I had the boys to play with and I was happy with that. However, I began to feel like I didn’t fit in anywhere. I was a girl, I accepted that I was one because I was told I was, but I didn’t see why I had to do just girls’ things. Unlike my peers, I couldn’t see that I was different – I was simply me. I was playing the games I wanted to play and talking about the things that I wanted to talk about. Looking back, I can see this as deferring from the binary gender system (the system that only has male and female as gender options), not just being a tomboy. However, I didn’t identify as a boy back then as some young trans kids may do. I didn’t identify as anything. I could see that I wasn’t a ‘biological boy’ and for years I just accepted that fact.

But I refused to wear a dress in primary school or do anything









Luisa: Little hummingbird




























	JONATHAN:
	All trans people don’t like their parents holding on to the person that they were.



	LUISA:
	But you see there is a loss?



	JONATHAN:
	Yes, but you have to understand: it’s not a loss – it’s a redefinition.
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