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Dedication

In Memory of Sarah Ava Fersi

Thank you for showing me the truth about love.

The love that I deserve,

The love that others deserve,

The love that I owe to myself.

I promise to live this life for the both of us.
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Introduction

Sometimes, not often, but sometimes, I ask myself this question: what if I’d just done nothing? What if I’d remained stuck in purgatory between the hand I was dealt at birth and the outward lie that appeased those around me? How long could I have kept it up? What if I had just let life play out with no intervention? How long would it have taken for me to find an alternative happiness, one that would have stuck? Would happiness ever have shown its face, or would things have continued to unravel?

Who would I be now, if I hadn’t started searching for who I was back then?

This isn’t to say that I for one minute regret transitioning; it is the single most courageous act of self-love that I can fathom. Today I am a world apart from the shy, nervous, blank canvas of a child I once was . . . But it’s hard not to ponder where I would have ended up if I had headed down the other fork in the road. I can’t imagine the outward lie would have lasted long. I’ve never been very good at keeping those kinds of secrets. A double life never much appealed to me, especially after having to live so long as someone I wasn’t. I’ve always been an all-or-nothing kind of girl.

I usually think these thoughts when I am my most run-down, after I’ve exhausted my body in trying to keep up with my mind’s pace. I tend to unconsciously push myself past emotional checkpoints that I’m not physically or mentally ready for, and the thoughts usually accumulate in a wandering mind inside a burnt-out brain.

My decision to transition was a life adjustment, not a life change. We do not all of a sudden become a whole different person upon the realisation of our transness. None of us becomes a whole different person the moment we start presenting ourselves in a way that aligns with who we are on the inside. We do not change just because people start to see us differently from how they initially perceived us. And what struck me when I started to contemplate these ideas around my transition, was just how deeply transitioning is ingrained in our human experience. It is not a process that only trans people go through: transitioning is universal. We all do it.

Transitioning is an alignment of the invisible and the physical; it’s the truth rising to the surface. I believe this to be one of the most fundamental and essential aspects of the human condition, and part of our experience as a conscious being, no matter who we are. As time goes on, we all develop as people, we all encounter traumas, lessons and transitional moments that not only shape us, but when contextualised and after we’ve healed, can bring us closer to a shared understanding that our differences unite us. We often aren’t as different as we are led to believe we are.

None of us ever becomes someone else entirely – regardless of how we identify – but nor do we stay the same for ever. We all transition. It’s what binds us, not what separates us. Be it through moving from childhood into adolescence, our sexuality, our gender, in our relationship with love, our racial identity or individual purpose, every aspect of our lives is in transition; and if we can apply transitional thinking to our lives, we can begin to deconstruct both the internal barriers within ourselves and the external barriers between each other. This benefits us all, both as individuals and in order to create a global consciousness.

We all worry how other people see us. And conversely, the idea that someone may not be who we perceive them to be is a narrative continually employed in our storytelling, from Shakespeare to Richard Curtis movies and from Coronation Street to RuPaul’s Drag Race. But why are we so fascinated and obsessed by our human transition, why has so much time and space and creative storytelling been given to this idea of being (or not being) what meets the eye? I think it’s because, when we observe someone change and evolve as a person, it makes us question how well we really know them. And this in turn makes us question how well we ever truly know ourselves.

I look forward to the day when people view a gender transition as no different from other socially accepted transitional narratives. For many, a transition is a coming-of-age story of sorts. It’s no different from a girl becoming a woman, a boy becoming a man or an apprentice becoming a teacher. One way or another we all transition; it’s merely a discovery of self – but a discovery of self with an audience of fascinated spectators, gatekeepers and non-believers.

Perhaps it’s the visual element of a transgender person’s transition that makes it such a difficult process for society to navigate. So many other ways in which we transition aren’t as tangible. I have been made to feel like a spectacle in parts of my life and I’ve found this traumatising. So sometimes I ask myself: what if I’d just done nothing? What if I had just let life play out with no intervention? And the answer is, I would not have understood myself at all, because that would have been a refusal to engage with knowing myself.

This is a book about navigating difficulties, about how we all transition from trauma. You, the reader, will have done so too and you may be able to contemplate in your mind now the person you were before and after, and how you emerged changed from the mess you were in.

There is also the pressure that society puts on us to want to be someone else, to move the contents of our past safely into our subconscious. Our subconscious remains an un-ventured room in our house, containing all the difficult secrets, trauma, mistakes and loss that we just can’t seem to part with, as much as we try. The human subconscious is the attic of the soul, a storage room for inconvenient truths, but it’s also probably the place in our minds that understands our need and desire to continually transition in our lives. All a lot of us want to do is adjust parts of ourselves to feel comfortable living our lives, not to exist with one foot in the attic and the other in the living room.

It is crucial that every door of every room in our soul stays open. It is crucial that light and air runs throughout our house in order to keep a healthy, happy home for our soul and our psyche to live in. It has been in the most testing of times, the darkest, most impossible moments that I have learned the most about myself. My strength of character, resilience, endurance and determination are all products of intense self-work. This has involved frequently challenging myself in how I think. We all become stronger as we transition, and as we move from one point to another, closer to a place of honesty and empathy. 




Adolescence

When I was a child, I often ran away from home. Sometimes I only made it as far as the end of the neighbourhood recreation ground, from which I could still see my house in what then felt like the far distance. I usually returned before anyone had the opportunity to notice or be alarmed. I was eight years old and already aware that running away was not a realistic solution to the problem of not wanting to be there. This didn’t, however, prevent several future attempts at escape. As I got older the distance got further, the time got longer and the concern for my whereabouts grew.

I continued to try to run away long after leaving home. Some of these attempts almost killed me. Indeed, everything is an attempt to flee if you can’t love who you are. Nowhere feels like home when it’s you that you’re running from. We stop trying to escape when we transition into our real selves. 

* * *

She’d never admit to it, but my mother always liked a bit of gossip, which was a shame, as there really wasn’t any with meat in our deeply uneventful corner of Essex. I grew up in Stansted Mountfitchet, a picturesque, upper-middle-class, Norman town in the south-east of England, surrounded by woodlands, nature reserves and fields. In retrospect, we probably were the gossip, on account of it being the 1990s, my mother being white and British and my father Black and Jamaican.

I always thought of my mother as a handsome woman. Tall, outwardly confident and bold in her demeanour, you always knew when she was in the room. Her Birmingham accent could often be heard before you saw her. With her naturally flame-red hair subtly muted with cool blonde highlights, cut into a short pixie crop that framed her high cheekbones, she had a stern facial expression that could melt away into warmth at the drop of a hat. She was unpredictable with her hardness and softness – fluidly so, uncompromisingly so. I was always aware that she didn’t dress or behave like the other mums. She was, as I would put it back then, ‘a tomboy, but a grown-up one’. It was what I loved most about her, that in her own unspoken way, she defied what a woman should look like and what a mother should be like. 

My mother worked in marketing and my father was a carpenter by trade. They both came from working-class backgrounds and had, accordingly, worked hard to make it to this sleepy suburban town on the Hertfordshire border, with its low crime rate, its neat semis with manicured front lawns, its good schools and rolling countryside. The sense of community was such that everyone knew everyone else, and people often wouldn’t lock their doors in daylight hours. Perhaps this was a symptom of everybody feeling like they knew each other’s business. My parents strived to do their best by us – me and my brother, who was four years younger than me – sacrificing themselves and commuting to London to work long hours. I could see how Stansted would have been a place for an idyllic childhood for a different type of person.

* * *

The noun adolescence comes from the Latin word adolescere, which means ‘to ripen’ or ‘to grow up’. Much of our experience as infants is spent soaking up information from our surroundings. We try and make sense of what we can see and we adapt quickly to fit our environment. We begin to emerge from the safety of the cocoon that was our childhood. We have not yet learned how to seek out information of our own accord and critique it from our own perspective; it is monitored by our parents in accordance with their beliefs, morals and prejudices. On reaching adolescence, however, for the first time in our short lives we are encouraged to think critically, to question the world we see around us and to learn from each other’s cultures and experiences. Our own perspective is still forming, along with our vocabulary, but our instincts are there and that is where the clash between our involuntary identity – that which society seeks to make us – and our instinctive character – who we are in our element – can begin to arise.

However, in many ways, I feel that my adolescence was when I was first unmoored from my real self, from who I was before society (not just my parents) began telling me who I should and shouldn’t be. The blissful, uncensored ignorance of childhood is left behind to make room for an overwhelming desire to fit in, to gain the approval of our peers, to walk the path that we are expected to walk rather than to tread one of our own.

We are all born into involuntary identities informed by all sorts of factors. These include race, class, gender and sexuality, along with the more specific demands of our parents and caregivers such as faith and politics. For example, the umbrella group for my identity could be womanhood and Blackness or being British – these are my shared identities. But my own identity would be my personal choices, feelings and the nuance within them. While I have negotiated the world a certain way because I am a woman, it is my personal responses to situations that have created me and create us all in a way which is unique.

An involuntary identity is an identity that comprises other people’s assumptions of how your life will unfurl. It is the expectations of your parents, your family, your community. I think the most interesting thing about it is that it’s never assumed that the child in question will be somehow in a minority. Some people have gender-reveal parties in which expectant parents announce to assorted guests the sex their child will be assigned to at birth. What is a gender-reveal party but a celebration of someone’s involuntary identity, their assumed gender and people’s perceptions of what that means and what that will involve, based on the genitalia that that baby is born with? I don’t see these parents assuming their kid will be anything but cisgender and straight. My involuntary identity included the expectations my father had in believing he had a heterosexual son – a child he expected to share his passions and his general outlook on life.

The involuntary identity is usually made up of our parents’ hopes and dreams of social assimilation and normativity. It’s such an intoxicating dream that it often takes many, many years to question it, if you choose to do so at all. The first glimmers of questioning our involuntary identity come in adolescence. In many cases, this self-realisation is not pursued and one’s own identity becomes the desire to meet the expectations of others.

An involuntary identity comes often from a sense of continuity, a sense of tradition. I think tradition can be very powerful – it can be a tool to bring people together through understanding the past. It can be very empowering to be plugged into a long line of tradition. I felt cheated at missing out on experiencing my father’s Jamaican heritage, for example, as he wouldn’t really talk about it when I was growing up, and my Blackness didn’t have a place to root itself and draw power from. My father’s brother’s family lived in Wembley and when I was younger I’d spend a few weeks of my summer holidays with them because my parents would be working in London. It felt like a world away from Stansted; I’d be pulled up for how posh I sounded, how I didn’t understand the slang my cousins used, how I didn’t know the music, but on these sporadic visits to my uncle’s house, I somewhat felt like I fitted in more than I did in Stansted.

Tradition can give us access to the teachings of our ancestors; it can show some of us visions of a world before colonialism. The problem with tradition arises when you start to think of it as static. To look back as a way to make sense of the world is one thing; it’s another when you look back to find strict rules on how to go about things now. Getting stuck in one way of thinking, as a misguided act of respect or identity, serves no one. Again, tradition is often an assumed sense of continuity because it tends towards leaving out marginalised groups and progressive ways of thinking that lead to change.

As I entered adolescence, I began to feel and know my difference. What was once a feeling of being the odd one out became an understanding of being on the outside looking in. I started to feel more like an observer than a participant in the spaces that I was in. My difference made it hard for me to imagine what kind of person I should grow up to be without pretending that I wasn’t different at all. Before that, I had imagined endless possibilities for myself. I felt like I could be or do anything.

* * *

In retrospect I was a bit of an odd kid, wonderfully so, but odd nonetheless. I would often become fixated with random things, collecting them to curate a world that looked like the one in my imagination. I had an extensive collection of pets. Initially I wanted to be a marine biologist, which eventually led to my wanting to become an entomologist, an obsession that I still can’t believe my parents indulged me in. At one point we had two Giant African Snails, two Giant Millipedes and two Giant Stick Insects in our kitchen. Two rabbits lived in the courtyard, two gerbils in the dining room and a tank of Madagascar Hissing Cockroaches that seemed to multiply by the day. This menagerie was joined by my brother’s cockatiel and the family dogs.

The insects were definitely a compromise between me and my parents: If they let me keep these oversized exotic specimens in the house, I wouldn’t venture out into the garden and beyond to collect my own wild ones, keeping them in my desk drawers and in boxes under my bed (which I absolutely went through an era of doing . . .). One rainy afternoon when I was around the age of five, I collected a pot full of garden snails and put them in an empty metal Easter egg tin, which I proceeded to take to bed with me, falling asleep clutching it my arms. Much to the delight of the snails, it broke open in the middle of the night, resulting in my mum walking into my room in the morning to twenty-odd snails slithering over my face, in my bed and up the walls. Between this and a summer’s day spent collecting all the butterflies that I could find to relocate in my bedroom, I’m sure that the carefully curated collection of insects seemed like a fair trade-off.

I know I romanticise my early childhood, since it was so important to me. My world felt expansive, not yet curtailed by reality or perceptions of reality. But by about the age of ten, the world had already tried to fit me into a narrative that wasn’t my own. I’m now the patron of a trans kids’ charity called Mermaids because I understand the importance of listening to kids and encouraging them to be who they say they are. The more marginalised you are, the more diminished your possibilities seem because you grow more aware of a world that won’t make space for you. Kids should be encouraged to dream big, to embrace and nurture their difference, to hold on to their magic. As a trans person, as is the case with many minorities, you often aren’t encouraged to do any of these things.

As I crossed over from childhood to adolescence, I was encouraged to be more ‘realistic’, as if my imagination was a liability. Realism is not in fact always reality. It is often an idea of what is normal in the eyes of those with power; it is a cisgender, white, patriarchal, heteronormative, capitalist notion of what reality should look like. All civil rights movements are born out of some people’s refusal to accept the reality that they are confronted with. The whole crux of every liberation movement is imagining a world in which we are not limited by our lived experiences, by our identity or by what the world around us looks like. We have to be able to dream of a world in which we can fulfil ourselves and make that a new reality. I had that understanding as a child, but adolescence was the beginning of the idea of myself slipping away.

For all its advantages and privileges, Stansted Mountfitchet had a monolithic culture. The late 1990s and early 2000s were a time when the intersections of sexuality, race and gender variance were conversations which had yet to become mainstream anywhere in the country in a positive or progressive sense. It was safe to say that they wouldn’t be starting where I grew up. The only Black people I came across there were two girls who’d been adopted by a white couple. The only other Black families were found in the lower-income households who lived at the town’s outskirts in council estates, made invisible by a total lack of interaction.

My mother was always extremely mindful of how we presented ourselves, and vocally so. What people thought mattered to her. She was very active in the community: we were at church on Sundays, my parents volunteered with the local Scouts and my mother was on the neighbourhood watch committee, or as I liked to call it in my teens, the curtain-twitchers’ support group. Everyone was pleasant and community-minded enough on the surface of things. But I always felt like I was under surveillance. The perception of safety is something that has always fascinated me: how fragile it can be, how temporary, how open to interpretation depending on who you are, how far any difference can be held in great suspicion.

I’m not sure how young I was when I realised that being Black made me different, an object of fear and suspicion even when I was simultaneously perceived as effeminate, and therefore presumably unthreatening. But I felt it even before I could put words to it. Women would hold their handbags closer when I passed them on the street; a guard would appear near the pick’n’mix stand when I approached, keeping a watchful eye on my fingers and pockets; a neighbour wouldn’t let me in to retrieve toys that had landed in her back garden, though she had no such objections to other children collecting theirs. People were waiting for me to grow into the threatening figure of their collective imaginings. I began to wonder if I was some sort of time-bomb. I was scared to become whatever they thought I would be. Shame isn’t always explicitly recognisable, but looking back, I felt ashamed of my identity, my heritage, my skin.

Primary school started off feeling like a safe space for me. I looked forward to going to school, to seeing my friends, to being in an environment with other kids. To begin with, I’d made friends easily. I gravitated towards the girls; their company felt the most natural to me. But with every year that passed, I felt less and less comfortable, less sure of my footing. The other children developed a greater social awareness of the gender roles that were expected of them, and soon enough the girls stopped being friends with me because I ‘wasn’t a girl’, and the boys in my class didn’t want to be friends with me because I was ‘too girly’. This was compounded by the fact that I stood out as the only visibly Black ‘boy’ in the entire school, out of all the pupils, teachers and staff. My brother, of course, was also Black, but he didn’t stand out like me, having inherited a lighter skin tone than mine, much more like my mum, with freckles scattered across his face and with her auburn hair. Unable to articulate or even understand the growing sense of discomfort and disconnect I was feeling, my behaviour grew chaotic. I began to act out and eventually became considered a problem child. After one particularly frightening experience when I was shouted at by a classmate’s homophobic mother, I began to shoplift random things: magazines I didn’t want to read, sweets I wasn’t interested in eating, cosmetics I couldn’t use.

My piano teacher Valerie bought her husband a box of Cuban cigars for his birthday and I stole them and smoked one in the school toilet, setting off the fire alarm. I think I wanted to be caught, to get a response, even if it led, as in that case, to a lot of trouble. Brazenly smoking a stolen cigar in primary school at eight years old isn’t about wanting to smoke a cigar; it’s about wanting to express that something is very wrong without having the words to do it. My inability to filter my actions correlated with my inability to filter my feelings. Once it was decided at school that I was a problem child, I was blamed for things that weren’t my fault, things that I didn’t do. Once I was punched square in the face by a boy having a fight with another boy at school. It was so violent that my nose was fractured. I didn’t go to the teachers although I was terrified and in great pain, and I tried to staunch the bleeding in the school toilets till I was eventually discovered. I knew that I’d end up being considered the instigator – and that’s just what happened.

Home didn’t always feel like a haven either. My only sibling and I weren’t close. It didn’t help that I resented how much my father appeared to prefer my brother. My father was what one might call ‘traditional’ – a Jamaican man from a hypermasculine culture, from a family of four brothers; he was overtly uncomfortable around the femininity that was evident in me from childhood. I lived in a state of high alert and self-censorship throughout my whole childhood. I never felt like I was the child that he wanted me to be.

On weekdays I’d come home from school an hour and a half before my father returned. I would get off the school bus and run home to make the most of this time, which often seemed that it was my only peace in the day, the only time that I could actually breathe, dance around and move my body in an uncensored way. But the moment I heard his car pull into the driveway, my anxiety would take over. He used to call me out for the feminine way I put my hands in front of my face when I laughed; or for the way I was sitting with my legs crossed and instruct me on how to sit like a man – with my legs apart
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