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This book is dedicated to the life and memory of David Reimer, who, following a circumcision accident, was raised as a girl based on the theory that we are all born with “gender-neutral” minds that can be shaped in either direction. David’s tragic story, documented in the bestseller As Nature Made Him, serves as testimony to the fact that each side of the nature/nurture debate is equally capable of oppression:

“When I switched back, I had two problems on my hands, not just one, because of them trying to brainwash me into accepting myself as a girl.”

DAVID REIMER, 1965–2004

(excerpt from As Nature Made Him,

By John Colapinto; Perennial/HarperCollins) 
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Part One

EXCAVATING THE BOY


One

July 1997

I am trying to open a door; the handle turns, but the door won’t budge. It’s as if there is someone on the other side holding it shut. I keep pushing and pushing—using all of my strength and weight. During the struggle, I overcome the resistance on the other side long enough to get the door open a few inches. When I peer through the opening to see what is on the other side, my own face is staring back at me.

I had that dream when I was nineteen years old and I remember laughing when I woke up, wondering how dense God must have thought I was to send a dream with such a transparent metaphor.

Years later, I brought up this dream during a conversation with a friend. I was trying to explain to him why I felt compelled to keep trying new forms of therapy and meditation. I said that I believe we all have a door, beyond which lies some unknown part of our being that has been lost or forgotten somewhere along the way. It is this vague itch or underlying anxiety that comes when we stop distracting ourselves long enough to feel it. My friend let out this visible shudder and quickly said, “Yeah, no—I don’t want to get near my door.”

But it wasn’t just some lofty principle or bravery that motivated my searching; it was a simple desire to have the pleasure of peace. I wanted to grow old and sit quietly in the garden, feeling the sunshine around me without unknown demons hovering in the air, threatening to swoop down at any moment.

It took a few more years, but at age twenty-eight, the door was finally thrown wide open.

*

IT WAS THE MIDDLE OF July 1997—I was driving to Los Angeles from my home in the San Francisco Bay Area to participate in a one-week program sponsored by a music school. I was twenty-eight years old, and one of many women who had recently graduated from law school and passed the bar exam. By day I worked as a staff attorney for federal judges, analyzing criminal appeals and researching law behind the scenes. But in order to restore some balance into my legal life, I had begun working on music in my spare time. So, by night I took voice lessons, studied songwriting, performed at open-mike nights, and composed songs on my guitar and keyboard. And in between my music and the law, I dated women—some of them within the lesbian community, and some of them not.

I had been working on putting together a demo in a local studio for about a year, and as much as I was looking forward to finally having a full week to work on music without the interruption of law, my mind was occupied with something entirely different.

A few months earlier, an ex-girlfriend brought over a copy of an article that had appeared in The New Yorker in 1994. She had been given the article in a psychology class, after a female-to-male transsexual had appeared as a guest lecturer. In the article, the author interviewed several men who had gone through surgeries and hormone treatments to transition from female to male. And as I read the things these men had said, I immediately saw why my ex had asked me to read the piece. Flashes of recognition went off in my mind, arranging themselves like the pieces of a puzzle.

I read as one man described his fierce resistance to being treated as a girl and I thought of my own childhood when I had insisted that I was a boy, adamantly refusing dolls and dresses and hanging out only with other boys during recess.

I read as another man—who had made the transition from female—said that he never fit in the lesbian community because he was too male in some way—not “butch”—just male, and I remembered how lost I always felt at lesbian gatherings because there was no one with whom I felt that “sameness.” I then thought about the girlfriends in my life who had always identified themselves as straight and wondered why I was the one exception—the only “woman “ to whom they were attracted.

And then, in the final interview, I read as a man talked about all the wasted time he had spent in places where he didn’t fit. He ended by saying he didn’t know why this condition chose him, but he was finally the person he had always dreamed he would be.

The word “dream” hit me the hardest of all. I had spent so much of my childhood dreaming of developing a firm, male chest. I remember running around shirtless at my birthday parties and fantasizing that I was a pop/rock star like Billy Joel or Rod Stewart—always men. And in the past few years, when those fantasies and dreams had resurfaced, I couldn’t think of anything to do except pray that God would make me a man in my next life.

Between the interviews, my ex-girlfriend had highlighted statements from doctors where they opined as to the cause of transsexualism. One doctor pointed out that in experiments with animals—from rats to apes—they injected testosterone during a critical time of brain development in a female fetus. In every case, while the animal still came out with a female body, it behaved exactly the same as would have any male animal of its species. In other words, contrary to its physical body, it believed it was entirely male.

But it wasn’t until I gave the article to my current girlfriend, Selena, that I really felt its full impact. I remember her putting it down after she had finished reading it and saying, “Baby, this is you.”

To hear it out loud, to have someone finally hold up a mirror that reflected back the truth of who I am, touched some deep place within me. I remember feeling this tremendous sense of release—like “Now you see; you finally see.”

The relief, however, was short-lived. Next came the tough question: Now that I knew the truth, what was I going to do about it?

As I traveled the long road to Los Angeles, the rhythmic sound of my tires thumping against the pavement lulled me into a semimeditative state.

I let my mind relax, and I began to see an image of myself in a faraway cabin, shirtless and getting out of bed to face the mirror. I imagined touching my face and feeling the emerging stubble and widening of my jaw. As I held these pictures in my mind, something interesting happened. I noticed that the colors of the landscape outside looked richer, and I felt a solidity enter my body. It was as if I had taken on a more substantial texture and, in turn, I was more connected to my surroundings. I let myself bask in this feeling for a few moments and keep it as my company, but then tucked it away as a treat for later. I thought, I am just finishing this album and I still have a few more years at this particular job, but maybe when I am done with all of this, I will think about doing it for real. I said this to myself even though I was scheduled to have a full mastectomy in November.

Three years earlier, at age twenty-five, I had undergone a breast reduction. I was quite top-heavy, almost a double “D,” so wanting the reduction was not that remarkable. I, however, kept asking them to make me closer to an “A” cup than a “B” cup, which, to my surgeons, was somewhat unusual. Not really knowing the depth of my own issues behind the decision, I simply convinced myself—and them—that it would fit well with my narrow hips. The night before the operation, I had a nightmare that I woke up with a “B” cup, and I was very distraught.

After the surgery, when I unraveled the bandages and looked in the mirror, I began sobbing. I was, indeed, a “B” cup. And while I was significantly smaller than before, the reflection I saw in the mirror still didn’t conform to what I had imagined in my head. I immediately wanted to go back into surgery and take more off, but as quickly as that thought arose, I pushed it back down. It would be absurd to undergo another surgery just to take off a little more tissue.

But I never let my next thought really enter my mind: I wanted the breasts completely off, so my chest would look like the male torso I had dreamed about as a child. I had no context for such a thought, just as I did not yet know that there were people who altered themselves surgically from female to male. So I pushed away my discomfort and tried to appreciate the fact that I was at least able to finally wear those double-breasted Italian men’s suits I had fantasized about without their taking on an overly feminine shape.

As time wore on, though, the discomfort kept resurfacing. When men hugged me, I felt anger at the contrast of my soft breasts against their firm chest. I felt trapped in my body and I resented the men’s freedom. When I was home alone, I wanted to walk around without my shirt on, or wear my shirts unbuttoned in that casual, masculine way, but the movement of my body and the image in the mirror told me that I couldn’t do either.

When I read that New Yorker article and saw there was both a reason and a cure for what I had been feeling, my desire for a male chest immediately broke through the surface. In an instant, the two years that had passed since I had unraveled those bandages and sobbed in disappointment, disappeared.

Two weeks later, I called one of the clinics mentioned in the article and it gave me a referral to a chest surgeon in my area. The surgeon gave me a referral to a therapist for an evaluation and, assuming that went smoothly, we could do surgery in November. I had my first appointment to see the therapist when I returned to San Francisco after my music program week in L.A.

Halfway toward Los Angeles I found myself hungry and began to scan the horizon for any signs of life. After passing several remote areas, I spotted what looked like a diner off the next exit, and I eased my way over.

I parked the car in front of the restaurant and headed toward the entrance. As I walked inside, I caught a brief glimpse of my reflection in the glass door. I shrugged off the image and heard the muted thud of the door close behind me.

The diner was mostly empty and I made my way to a back booth patterned with sunlight. When I sat down, I felt out of sorts. It wasn’t that I was in unfamiliar surroundings. There was so much stirring inside me from the past two months that I felt as if I were suspended between two worlds, or more accurately, between two identities. One part of me was acting as if nothing had changed or was going to change, and the other part was already living in the fantasy of possibility.

As the sun splayed across my table and a waitress came over asking, “What can I get for you, honey?” I couldn’t help but imagine myself sitting here as a man, a complete man. I pictured myself with baseball cap, T-shirt over my pecs, and five o’clock shadow. And once again, I felt this substance inside me. It was as if that image gave me a concrete identity or an anchored way of being in the world. I immediately imagined spending days on the road, driving through towns, and casually conversing with people from every walk of life.

Shortly after I read the article, I found there was a monthly meeting for female-to-male transsexuals (FTMs) in San Francisco. My girlfriend, Selena, wanted to come with me to my first meeting, but I insisted on going alone.

I arrived early. There were two men in the room talking, and as I sat down I wondered if there had been an earlier meeting that was just finishing up. One of the men was in his forties, with a beard and a receding hairline. The other guy was much younger. He was tan and good-looking, with brown hair and blue eyes. And there was something strangely familiar about him; the way he moved and spoke had a casual masculinity I could relate to.

Other people began to arrive, and several looked like the run-of-the-mill butch women I had seen in lesbian bars. I looked back to the two men and wondered if they were in fact FTMs and had already gone through the transition, but it was hard for me to imagine. There was not a trace of female in their faces or their bodies. Their chests were flat and their hips were square. The room continued to fill as I noticed people arriving who looked more like I had pictured FTMs would look—some had facial hair but female-shaped faces beneath it; others had androgynous faces but pear-shaped bodies. The moderator began the meeting and asked the assembled to introduce themselves.

As we went around the room, people said their names, and how they identified themselves or how far they had gone in their surgical process. One man a few seats over said he just had “top surgery” and shimmied his chest. He also mentioned he’d been on hormones for more than a year. Both his vocal pitch and his mannerisms were extremely effeminate, and he made some allusion to his sexual interest in men. When they reached the guy across from me—the man who had struck me as familiar—he spoke in an extremely deep voice and said his name was Jack. He added that he had been on hormones for just six months. I was amazed. He was the kind of guy who would fit in with the most masculine men without question. And by comparing him to the other man who had just spoken, it struck me that we each might have had a template that is brought out by hormones in the same way that genetic males do when they go through puberty. Some end up with deep voices and male gestures while others wind up with high-pitched voices and effeminate gestures.

Several people began asking questions, and I noticed myself judging some of the butch women. It was the same judgments I had made many times before, but here—in this context—I had a new understanding of those judgments.

When I looked at Jack, I saw a relaxed, casual, inherent masculinity. But when I looked at the butch women, I noticed a hard, pushed behavior. It seemed as if these women were doing a bad imitation of the stereotypical macho man—as though they were trying to use their attitude and behavior to compensate for something that was missing.

The people I most related to had always been guys who had a big heart, a fierce protective strength, and a deeply romantic side: the East Coast Italian Guido who would fight for his loved ones, then just as easily cry at the sight of his newborn child; the musician who poured his heart into a song and expressed his feelings without shame.

And yet it seemed that so many butch-type lesbians I knew were the antithesis of this. They often personified the worst kind of men without balancing it out with the best of men: many liked to engage in macho, sexist talk about women, but when it came down to pursuing one they liked, they were too passive or afraid of rejection. Then there were the ones who scoffed at vulnerable emotions and made fun of tender or romantic gestures, while they were the first to fall totally apart when their own relationships ended.

On a visual level, I couldn’t relate to the large number of butch women who made no effort to work out, and who ended up overweight and poorly dressed in cheap blazers and mismatched shirts. To me they were no different from the fat, balding guys in cheap suits.

But of course, I couldn’t tell anyone these judgments as they would simply label me as suffering from “internalized homophobia”—basically a fancy way of saying that in judging these lesbians, I was showing a hatred toward myself. And how could I argue with that? I was, after all, one of them—wasn’t I?

I arrived in Pomona, a small town outside Los Angeles, just as it was getting dark. I had reserved a week in a motel that had apartment-style rooms with kitchenettes. I put down my bags and guitar in the little living room and found the kitchen completely bare—not even a coffee cup in sight. So I got back in my car and drove to one of those all-night stores that have household supplies and some basic canned goods. I filled my cart and headed for the checkout. There was a woman in front of me whose baby was sitting in the shopping cart facing me.

The baby had been staring at me for several minutes when the woman said in a surprised voice, “He usually only stares that intensely at men.”

I felt a thick lump forming in my throat. I wanted to say, “Yes, that’s why he’s staring at me.” But, of course, the words were left unsaid.

The sadness from the grocery store stayed with me the rest of the night, even after I had finished cooking pasta and sauce and planted myself in front of a television that had many more channels than my own.

At the end of my first FTM meeting, I asked Jack if we could hook up sometime so I could ask him some questions. One night, he came over for pizza and told me his own journey began when a woman at his firehouse gave him the same New Yorker article that I had been given. The next morning he woke up and immediately wanted the mastectomy—he, too, had previously gone through a breast reduction that had left him unsatisfied—and as his chest surgery approached, he began taking male hormones.

At one point, he asked me if I wanted him to refer to me as “he” as he was aware that people were at different stages of transformation. And an interesting thing happened. I started to say yes but stopped. Looking at his face, an undeniably male face, I found myself wavering. So far, I had been undecided about male hormones. And so, to justify my position, I said to Jack, “When I look in the mirror, I can sometimes see a pretty boy.”

He responded with, “When I look in the mirror, I see a man.” His tone was neither malicious nor confrontational, just matter-of-fact. But his response hit home: it made me realize that he didn’t have to do any manipulations in his mind when he saw his reflection, while I was trying to convince myself into seeing what I felt inside. I’m not sure I can explain it, but I know that the part of me that thought I could simply carry my true identity inside in my own mind fell apart while looking at his face. Because what I had been trying to create with words and explanations, he got without ever having to open his mouth.

The next day, I drove to the campus and picked up my class schedule. It included various music theory classes as well as the gospel class that was scheduled to perform several songs at the end of the week. As I was walking to my first class, I noticed that almost all the students were teenagers; it seemed that many were hoping to use this summer program to help them gain entrance to the Berklee College of Music after high school. Although I had registered under my own name, Asha (an East Indian name meaning “hope” from my father’s side of the family), I decided to try out a new name, Dhillon. I had always liked the sound of the name Dylan and so I simply took the spelling of Dhillon to keep an Indian flavor (Dhillon is a common last name in India). I was also hoping that this name would somehow allow me to be more of the boy I wanted to be. I mistakenly thought if I heard people address me with this male name, it would be enough. In the end, of course, it wasn’t.

I had my audition, and know I played a part of a song I had written, but all I remember was their referring to me as “Miss.” For some reason, the use of that term hit me right in the gut, as clearly as if someone had punched me. I walked out, stinging from the pain, and unable to understand why these female references had suddenly become so unbearable. I had heard them all of my life, yet it now seemed as if finding this truth about myself had pulled off a protective layer. I kept telling myself it was the foreign environment—if I were home, surrounded by people who knew me, I would be okay.

I missed Selena and wanted to call her, but talked myself out of it. From the moment we started to get involved, I had known she was not someone with whom I was entirely compatible, yet her complete understanding of my gender issue was making me turn to her more and more. In a world where no one, including the mirror, could fully see my truth, she was my salvation. She accepted me as any other boyfriend she had been with and soothed me when I was in pain.

The day continued with a barrage of female references. Even when the students chatted warmly with me and used my new name, I could tell they simply saw me as a cute, hip, dyke-female musician, but not as a man. Never a man.

I went back to my hotel exhausted and depressed. I sat down, afraid to leave for fear of having to confront another ma’am or miss. The more I sat there, the more hopeless it all seemed. I thought I would forever be on the outside, begging others to call me “he,” and angry with them when they forgot. My gender was becoming more and more consuming.

As I had done often throughout my life, I turned to music to comfort me. I began to strum some chords on my guitar and found the following words making their way through:

Didn’t I see you, not believing this is real,

Didn’t I hear you saying, this is just part of the deal.

But if I break this shell, would you change your mind?

If I drop my voice, would you finally understand?

Would you see the man?

My eyes were spilling over with tears and my voice was choked as I put down the guitar. I felt completely drained, so I undressed, slid under the covers in my boxers and a T-shirt, and went to sleep.

The next day was even worse. Every “she” or “miss” left me battered and bruised. It was as if someone had climbed inside and cranked up the volume on the pain switch to the highest possible setting. I went back to the hotel and shut the door behind me. Fighting off tears, I called my voice mail at home. I thought, “Maybe I just need to hear a familiar voice. Maybe I just needed some contact.”

On my machine there was a message from an old roommate. She ended the message by calling me “Missy.” And that was it, the final straw.

I broke down in the middle of my living room, doubled over in pain as gut-wrenching sobs came from deep inside my belly. All I could manage to choke out was, “Please, God, please help me,” over and over. I felt like a helpless, wounded animal. Everyone seemed out to hurt me.

I lay there for what felt like hours, until the room was pitch-black. Finally, I got up to turn on the light, then sat back down on the floor, taking the phone with me. I called information and found the number for the FTM (female-to-male) info support office. A man answered, and I asked if I could ask him some questions about taking male hormones. I don’t remember everything I asked, but it was a lot. I must have spoken to him for well over an hour. Every question I had came fast and furiously.

I asked about possible health risks from testosterone and found there weren’t any long-term effects, except some anecdotal evidence which suggested that keeping the ovaries for a long time after starting hormones was not a good idea. There was some belief it might lead to ovarian cysts or perhaps even cancer. Also, I found out about different kinds of testosterone and which was less likely to cause acne. I asked about “lower surgery,” and the guy on the phone revealed that he hadn’t had any mainly because of the cost, but he had designed his own prosthetic device to keep in his pants. He told me he was a gay man, and said he had to have a long talk with someone before they got involved, but it seemed the potential reaction of others was not a great source of concern for him. He seemed completely content. He added that he used to be angry and violent, and that he had suffered from stress-related health problems like colitis, but all of that went away when he went through the transition.

When I ran out of questions, he gave me his home number and said I could call him any time. After I hung up, I let out a huge breath. I had been talking so quickly and asking so much that I felt as if I’d forgotten to breathe. I sat there for a few minutes, still in the dark, and started to feel a slow, growing excitement.

Now I was brimming with news. I picked up the phone again and this time called Selena. When she answered, I launched into all of the things the man had told me, and how I could find a good hormone doctor and change my gender.

When I finished talking, she was quiet for a minute and then said, “Baby, it sounds like you have made up your mind.”

I let out a deep breath and said, “Yes, I think I have.” I felt this calm, palpable stillness after that, and I remember feeling incredibly close to her as I hung up the phone.

*

I WOKE UP THE NEXT morning with an overwhelming sense of joy and excitement. As I drove toward the music-school campus, that sweet intimacy with my surroundings that I had felt while driving to L.A. returned, but this time by a hundredfold. Everywhere I looked, it actually seemed as if it had rained—and yet it hadn’t. The color of the grass seemed greener and richer than the previous day, the air sweeter and lighter. There was a clarity and crispness to the picture of the world, as if a haze had lifted.

When I arrived, I felt as if I were really there for the first time. In vocal class, I watched two seventeen-year-old boys sing, and tears came to my eyes. For the first time, I didn’t feel envy about their budding masculinity. Instead, I felt a connection, because soon I would join them.

And so went the day. I was playful and open and social with everyone. Even the “she” references rolled off me, because I could take comfort in the knowledge that there was a remedy—that this would someday be over. The previous day I had seen everyone as cruel. Today I saw them as kind, well-meaning people who just couldn’t see what was not visible. It wasn’t their fault—and it wasn’t mine. But I was the one who could do something about it.

When I got back to my hotel, I turned on the TV and looked at all of the men, wondering which one I would look like. There were certain men who always gave me a sense of déjà vu, and I now wondered if some part of me knew that I would have similar features. All I know is that it felt very freeing to be able to look at commercials for men’s underwear or razors without envy, or the despair that I would never have them in this lifetime. I felt a restlessness and anticipation surging through my body. I wanted to have that five o’clock shadow now!

I put on my running shoes and headed out for jog. I found a baseball field by a nearby school and ran to the middle of it. It was very dark, but there was a dense blanket of stars. And although I was miles away from home and standing in the middle of a pitch-black field, I felt anchored as I looked up at the stars.

I started laughing as I thought about how I had spent the last few years in a meditation school, believing that if I just meditated enough and got more in touch with my spirit, my body would become irrelevant and I wouldn’t need to change anything. Now, standing on this side of the decision, that notion seemed utterly absurd. I realized I had been fighting for the wrong side; I had been using all my strength to go against my true being rather than to serve it. And I saw all of this because the freedom I felt now held wisdom, and a certainty I had never known before.


Two

August 1997

I dream I am sitting in an ancient stone amphitheater. The theater faces the ocean and there are people moving silently around me, carrying glass jars. Every once in a while, one of them offers up their jar to me. I can’t quite make out what is inside until one of them holds his up high, toward the light. When I look in, it turns into a visual demonstration—almost as if I am looking into a crystal ball. I see the blue in the ocean creeping onto shore, slowly overtaking the land…

After returning from Los Angeles, it seemed every night was a descent into a dream world, where the landscape was littered with symbolism. And while the meaning of each dream often escaped my understanding, I was left with a sense that somewhere deep below the surface someone—or something—was busy at work.

*

I FOLLOWED UP ON THE referrals I received from the FTM office and set up an October appointment with an endocrinologist for a prehormone physical. I figured I could start taking testosterone after the chest surgery, as long as the therapist who was evaluating me for the surgery would also clear me for the hormones.

Apparently there was a set of ethical guidelines for the treatment of transsexuals that set out how many therapist letters you need before surgery or hormone treatment. Some surgeons followed the guidelines strictly; others made some adjustments. Since none of this was covered by my medical insurance (almost all health plans explicitly exclude anything related to “transsexualism”), it meant paying hundreds of dollars extra just to get a stamp of approval.

I found myself resenting the psychological requirements. Part of it was distrust; after years of therapy and meditation, not one single person had noticed this truth, and now that I had finally found it, I was supposed to go to them again? The other part was fear: after having had this part of myself taken away from me once before, I was afraid it would happen again—that some “well-intentioned” professional who couldn’t possibly understand what was going on inside my body would stop me. And I didn’t think I could survive it a second time.

It happened sometime during second-grade gym class. I was hanging out on one side of the gym with the boys when the teacher came over. She took me by the arm and led me to the other side of the gym. I didn’t understand what was happening. When I turned back to look at my friends, they were pointing at me and laughing, saying, “Look, they’re putting him with the girls.”

After class, I went running home to my mother. I was crying hysterically as I told her what had happened, my sentences broken apart by my sobs.

It was a typically chilly San Francisco morning when I arrived for my therapy session at a Victorian-style building at the ungodly hour of 7:00 A.M. I opened the door and followed a carpeted hallway back to a small waiting area. Within minutes, a gray-haired, maternal-appearing, woman entered the room and asked if I wanted to have some coffee before we started. I remember thinking at one hundred dollars a session I should definitely have a cup. We then headed to her office, which looked like a cozy living room where you might have tea in the afternoon. I sat, and with barely a prompt, began to tell my story. I started by relating some very early childhood memories and then described how things changed when I came to America.

Shortly after I turned eight, we moved from Europe to the United States. And with that move came the loss of whatever male recognition I had experienced from my peers in Europe.

I was lost and disoriented in this new culture where no one saw me as a boy. I was shocked to discover that I, as a “girl,” wasn’t supposed to play kickball with the boys—a rule I promptly broke. This action would later be interpreted as a feminist move but it would be a false credit, because I didn’t want to do these activities as a girl. I was just being myself—a boy among boys.

One day I was talking to a girl who was swooning over Sean Cassidy. I couldn’t relate to her behavior. Just to tease her, I said, “Hey, what would you do if Sean Cassidy wrote you a letter?” She sighed dramatically and said, “I’d die.” I quickly retorted, “But then you couldn’t read it,” to which she responded, “Well, I’d faint then.”

Yet I did have fantasies and crushes of my own, which were no less dramatic or romantic. But in my fantasies I was the man and I was the one in pursuit. I had a serious crush on one of my teachers who used to wear loads of perfume and blouses with plunging necklines that revealed breasts that were barely covered by lacy bras. I remember feeling this hot flush whenever I saw her cleavage, and I remember having fantasies about her in which I was a handsome adult man in a white suit, and I was on bended knee, singing Billy Joel’s “Just the Way You Are.”

Somewhere along the line, however, I learned to keep my fantasies quiet. Whatever seed had been sown in Europe, where the adults treated me differently from my childhood peers, bloomed fully in America where my peers had joined forces with the grown-ups. Every natural impulse I had seemed contrary to how the world at large expected me to feel and act.

So while I naturally ran to play kickball with the boys, tearing off my shirt, and sliding around in the mud, the girls invited me to slumber parties where we read Judy Blume books and talked about boys and periods. When I approached one boy who was struggling in class and told him I would do his homework for a dollar a page, he agreed. I looked at it as a guy-to-guy deal. But later in the year, when we handed out valentines in class, he gave me one.

But it wasn’t the fact that I got valentines from boys that upset me so much; it was the significance of the act. In other words, I wasn’t offended by having an affectionate gesture sent my way by a boy; I was upset because it meant I was no longer seen as one of them. While we were making the valentines, I had been put with the girls, while the boys sat across the room in their own section.

But unlike the boys in Europe, who had been on my side when the adults tried to separate us, these boys did nothing. And the girls continued to embrace me as one of their own.

With no one left to see me for who I was, I myself began to forget. I don’t know the precise moment when this happened. I only know that sometime after I arrived in America, I stopped living from the inside looking out and started living from the outside looking in.

Throughout my monologue, my therapist had been furiously taking notes and periodically exclaimed, “You’re a poet.”

All of this spurred me into further self-disclosure as I eagerly spilled out more of myself. I felt like a little kid who had been left alone in a dark cave, and all of a sudden flashlights and voices were coming my way as I yelled excitedly, “Here I am—over here, see?”

When I talked about my discovery of the New Yorker article and recent trip to Los Angeles, saying how I felt solid and anchored when I thought about becoming a man, the therapist interjected, “you found your sense of identity.”

I remember letting out this sigh of relief and saying, “I wonder if I hadn’t dug in so hard and gone through so many forms of therapy and meditation, whether I would have kept this buried until I was much older.”

“It’s hard to say,” she replied, “but probably any situation where you could be vulnerable—such as a really supportive relationship—would have helped to allow it all to resurface.”

*

WHEN I ARRIVED AT WORK after my therapy session, Selena was already in her office, so I stopped by to fill her in. I told her that the therapist was going to gather some more information, but saw no reason why I wouldn’t be able to go ahead with my plans for the chest surgery and hormones. Selena saw the excitement in my face and began to get excited, too.

“You know, I feel like there’s this man you’ve told me about,” she said. “And while I’ve gotten glimpses here and there, I’ll now finally get to meet him.”

About a year and half after I began working at the courthouse, Selena transferred to my division and moved into the office next door. After meetings, she would sometimes stop by and talk about a case she was working on. Whenever she asked questions, I could sense her Latin American background coming through. Although her English was flawless, her words came out in a rapid staccato rhythm that reminded me of the times I had traveled to Spanish-speaking countries or watched Spanish soaps. Some people found her style intimidating or combative, so she made a concerted effort to tone herself down. I, however, enjoyed her manner because I also had a very direct, sometimes combative, way of asking questions.

Eventually our discussions veered toward our personal lives and I would tell her about the women I was seeing as she told me about the guys she dated. She had one lesbian friend, but had never had any attraction toward her—or toward any women for that matter. One day she made a comment about not understanding how lesbians could give up intercourse. I responded by saying that the majority of women I dated were very much into intercourse, and that it was just a matter of using the right techniques. Selena became curious and asked more questions.

Within days, Selena said that she had dreamt about the two of us. She was not the first straight woman to develop an interest in me. And while it always felt like an initial victory—to be momentarily swept onto the competitive playing field with other guys—it usually ended up in betrayal. While I was thinking she sees the boy in me, the woman was going through a process of questioning her own sexuality and thinking this was some sort of a novel “lesbian” experience. So what started as a gain became a loss, as I not only lost out on the male validation but also had to deal with the additional baggage of the woman’s angst over the societal implications of our relationship. It became easier to just stick with the one percent of lesbian/bisexual women who were feminine enough to attract me, and who responded to my male energy, but had already confronted all of the societal tensions.

So while I joked and flirted with Selena, I didn’t go out of my way to make a move on her. But when she invited me over a week later—under the guise of working late on a case—I accepted. I remember sitting on the floor by her couch, and she was wearing a thin, filmy dress that was showing off her best parts. At one point she was sitting very close to me and I thought, That’s it and grabbed her and kissed her. In that moment, there didn’t seem any reason not to go for it. I kissed her again, and she ran her hand up my leg. I was wearing shorts and I remember thinking she had the softest hands I had ever felt. But as she got close to my crotch, I stopped her. I had been enjoying the fantasy that I was an ordinary guy on a date with a girl, but her hand on my crotch would be the end of that fantasy.

Selena brought me back from my memories. “When are you going to break the news to people in the office?”

“I don’t know.”

The question was a tough one for me. While the little kid in me wanted to run and tell the whole world about my discovery, the adult was aware it might put too much stress on me to do it this early—before I had the body and face to back me up.

During this time of waiting, it was my fantasies that helped me to make it through each day. While I was walking through the courthouse halls and hearing female pronouns directed at me, I was inside my head, picturing my future pecs and beard. It was as if I was a soldier stationed far away from home and I had this old, crumpled photo tucked away in my breast pocket to remind me of what was waiting for me. To tell everyone at work would be to invite them into those fantasies—fantasies they might soil with their opinions and judgments.

And yet I had to tell them sometime—sometime before the changes started to come through and they began to wonder what the hell was going on.

After several days of further agonizing, I finally found a middle ground. I decided to break the news to my two immediate supervisors so that they could be in on my plans early enough to prepare a course of action.

We met in one of my supervisors’ office, and I remember feeling self-conscious during the meeting as people walked by the glass wall and saw the three of us sitting down, engaged in conversation. I also remember feeling a sense of apprehension as I sat down to talk to these two women.

While the social climate in San Francisco was accepting of gays and lesbians, gender change was a whole different issue. And having been in so many feminist or female-centered circles, I assumed that I would be seen as a “sellout,” or someone attempting to access male “privilege” or—worst of all—as someone who hated women. After all, if I couldn’t accept my own female body, how could I proclaim to love women at all? So, while I knew they wouldn’t say anything intolerant out loud, I was preparing myself for resigned acceptance at best.

I remember saying something to the effect of, “I’m going to be going through a sex change.” I wanted to use another phrase because the term sex “change” felt like a lie, at least to the boy who had been there from the start. But it really wasn’t the time or place to get into semantics; I just needed to get the point across.

“Well, I wasn’t expecting this to be the topic,” said my head boss, and we all laughed. She added that she knew people who had gone the other way (male to female) and they were much happier afterward. My immediate supervisor, Sarah, said “Congratulations, that’s exciting.”

They then started asking about the timing of the changes. I told them I didn’t want to make any announcements until visual changes from the testosterone began to show, which I figured would be in January or February at the earliest. Sarah offered me the option of working at home part-time during the transition if it would make things easier for me.

But what I remember most is this warmth that began to slowly expand inside my chest. The more they spoke, the more it grew. And I became aware of the sense that in the two years I had worked there, this was the first time I truly believed that they cared for me. I didn’t fully understand it at the time, but what I know now, after having had many more of these experiences, is that until I was able to expose my true self, there was always a sense that the love that came my way was not truly meant for me. It remained stuck on this hardened outer shell, unable to penetrate through to my heart. But here, during these initial days and first few cracks in the shell, I was already feeling the difference.


Three

September 1997

I am dreaming I am on an escalator, heading up to the sky. Music is playing below. There are two blimps overhead with messages, but I cannot quite make out what they say. I hear a voice behind me and I am aware that the voice is causing the stairway to continue moving upward. As I go higher and higher, I start to become afraid. Afraid I am going to keep moving forever—that I will go so far into the sky, I will lose all contact with the world below…

Toward the middle of the month, I came home to find a message from my mother, saying that my aunt and uncle were coming to visit from France, and that she had given them my number.

I felt a moment of panic. I was tempted to just tell them I was too busy. I hadn’t seen them in more than ten years and couldn’t imagine sitting through an extended evening of personal conversation, enduring a barrage of female references without blurting out my news.

But then I thought, What the hell? If I am to start this new life, why not tell the truth and let the chips fall where they may? It was an emerging philosophy and was quickly becoming my litmus test for identifying which connections were true.

I arranged to pick up my aunt and uncle at their hotel and drive them to a restaurant. They had chosen a hotel with a French name and when I walked into the lobby, I laughed as I realized I had once stayed there with a woman from law school. I paced the lobby back and forth, remembering fragments of that evening.

My uncle was the first to arrive. He took one look at my square-cut Italian man’s suit and short hair and said, “You look so manly.”

His tone was more observational than hostile and the comment made me smile. He embraced me and as I looked over his shoulder, I saw my aunt, looking stylish as usual. She had once owned a clothing boutique in Paris.

She looked at my suit and said, “You look so chic—this is the modern look now, isn’t it?”

We headed toward an Italian restaurant and, once seated, made small talk about my uncle’s early retirement. Because it had been so long since I had seen either of them, it was now like sitting with casual acquaintances.

About halfway through dinner, I decided to go for it and told them I had something to tell them. We had been speaking partly in English and partly in German. Although I was not as comfortable speaking in German, it had the advantage of preventing eavesdroppers from hearing us. Like so many restaurants in San Francisco, this one was quite full and the tables were close together.

I don’t remember exactly what I said, but it was something like, “I am going to go through the medical procedures to become a man.”

I remember their asking some questions, and then commenting, “This is irreversible.”

Neither made any dramatic statements or exclamations, nor did they seem overtly shocked. I didn’t know them well enough to know whether this was simply a matter of polite etiquette on their part, whether it was because I wasn’t their child and they weren’t really that invested, or whether they were just being open-minded. My uncle asked some questions about whether there were any health risks and I told him what I knew.

My aunt had been quiet for a little while, then spoke up and said, “You know, now that I think about it, there was something never really female about you. You never seemed to really take on womanhood.”

When I was fourteen, my best friend and I visited my relatives in Europe for a summer. My aunt and uncle had just purchased a little country home in the south of France, and we went to stay there for a few weeks. Every day my aunt put us to work fixing up the place. We cut the waist-high grass with a scythe, and sanded and painted the attic room. The work was absolutely grueling but satisfying; it reminded me of the childhood summers I had spent on my grandparents’ farm in Germany, helping out in the fields until my muscles were sore and tired.

When we got back from our trip and developed the many rolls of film we had taken, the pictures from my aunt’s house were the ones that took up most of my photo album. In those photos I was wearing faded jeans, a jean jacket streaked with paint, and a baseball cap. And in some of them—taken from a reasonable distance, with my face partially obscured—I could have been taken for a man.

After a few more questions about my transition, we moved on to other topics. After dinner, they asked me to join them for a nightcap in a bar across the street from their hotel. As we sat down, my uncle asked me for advice on dealing with a broker he was using in the United States. And while I leaned back in my chair and answered his question, I remember feeling a new sense of ease that had periodically made an appearance since my time in Los Angeles.

I thought about it on the drive home, as I imagined how the dinner might have gone, had I kept my upcoming transition a secret. It wasn’t a difficult scenario. All through the evening, I would have carried a rigid distrust, self-righteously confirmed every time they made a comment or asked a question that held the implication that they saw me as female. In short, I would have resented them for looking at me through a distorted lens and, in turn, would have seen them through my own.

*

AFTER I ARRIVED HOME THAT night, I sat down to
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