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          The Great Elephant Ride

        
              It is finally feeling like spring in Sydney, Nova Scotia. I have just arrived home from my morning training run on a track behind the local high school. The sun has started to gain in strength and the early morning rays were absorbed by my black Capris as I circled the track trying to shave seconds of my 800-meter time. I will be running in the United States National Championship in Florida in June of this year, the first step towards my goal of running in the 2012 Olympics.


I love to run, in spite of the challenges of being blind, but running has not always been my sport. I was a late bloomer. Bicycle racing had been my passion until my vision deteriorated to the point where the sport became dangerous. I had always been an athlete and loved competition. When I lost my sight in my early twenties, I thought my days of competition were over. As a way of coping with not being able to cycle any more, I sought therapy. My chosen form of therapy was called “Chicken Wing” therapy. I liked it. It worked well for me. Each time I felt bad about myself I would each some chicken wings. For years, I subscribed to “Chicken Wing Therapy” and, in its own way, it worked. I fretted less and less about not being able to cycle. Chicken Wing Therapy, however, had a side effect: weight gain that pummeled my self-esteem, which in turn would require more Chicken Wing Therapy. I repeated this cycle for several years, until I managed to put on more than one hundred pounds and earned the title of obese which is why I turned to running. Running was not a replacement for cycling, but was a way to lose the weight I had gained.


Shortly before I turned 40, I had a life changing moment. I looked in the mirror and I was not happy with who was looking back at me. I saw a successful business owner, software engineer, a published writer, a philanthropist, and inventor, a former marine, a parent, and an unhappy person. Though never truly been happy with my reflection, this time I wanted to change dramatically.


There comes a time in life where we take stock of who we are. I think the age of 40 is an age where we also recognize our mortality. Half my life was gone and I still could not look in the mirror and be happy with who I was in spite of the many reasons I had to be happy. For me, discontent came from a deeper source.


My life had not gone as planned, but few people’s lives do. Losing my vision was but one of several major challenges I have faced that have shaped my life and changed the direction of my career multiple times. In retrospect, most of those turns led to better paths. It was my vision loss that set me on a career path that eventually led to developing the technology that is now the core of my business.


I am Stephanie Anne Timmer, a 43-year-old blind woman who was born December 29, 2009. When meeting me for the first time, people are often surprised to learn that I am legally blind—I have many ways to hide my blindness. I cannot, for example, read menus so when I eat out I usually eat at a place where I already know what is available or listen to the people who are in front of me as they order. Vegetables are one of my main foods. Shopping for them is pretty easy because there is a world of difference in how carrots and lettuce feel. Boxed foods, however, can be a bit tougher and occasionally, I will get blue cheese dressing instead of ranch or mozzarella cheese instead of Italian. In addition, I have made peanut and pickle relish sandwiches because the pickle relish was in the same kind of jar as the jelly. However, what does not kill you just tastes funny. You do learn to smell everything before you eat it. Putting on makeup has always been a bit of a struggle when you can’t see. You have to go by touch, but even then I always manage to get some mascara or eye shadow on the side of my nose. It has become part of my trademark now because I consistently do it.


I could carry my white cane to let people know that I am blind, and I do at times. However, people treat you differently when you have a disability. I have found life to be better when I hide my disability versus promoting it. If I did carry my white cane, I would not have to explain that I can’t read because people would recognize what the cane meant and would often help me without even being asked. I am, however, fiercely independent and do not want the attention the white cane brings. There are a lot of things I can do—but if I carry a white cane, people often treat me as though I can’t do anything. Hiding my blindness is second nature to me. It is easy and natural because I have grown up hiding an even darker secret.


I think many people believe that going blind is one of the hardest things a person can have to learn to deal with and accept. From personal experience, it is not. Blindness has never gotten in the way of what I wanted to do in life. I may have had to learn how to do things another way, but I always found a way to do it. A friend remarked that he never saw me let blindness get me down. Sometimes it did get me down, but if you just broke your leg, would you care at that moment that you had a hangnail? A hangnail can hurt and be annoying, but compared to breaking a leg, it is not that significant. Being blind was like a hangnail for me. I grew up dealing with a much bigger issue than blindness, and when I was told I was going blind, it did not affect me much. It became just a part of life.


If vision loss were my only challenge, my story would be like so many others. My deep, dark secret is that I am transgender. For me it and for many others, being transgender is much harder to deal with and accept than going blind. Suicide rate among blind individuals is actually below that of the average population, whereas the suicide rate amongst the transgender community is three times that of the average population. Many individuals have found death to be easier to accept that life as a transgender individual. I, however, am one of the lucky ones. I have completed the journey of self-discovery and acceptance. The journey was long and difficult, and the road is littered with lost souls and the corpses of those who did not make it.


This is my journey:the Great Elephant Ride. I thought it was going to be a ride of a lifetime, but as it turned out, it was a ride to just the beginning of my life.

                

  
          The Elephant Ride: Childhood

        
              The elephant ride began November 29, 1966 in Grand Rapids, Michigan. I was the fourth of eventually seven children. I was smack dab in the middle: I had two older sisters, two younger sisters, and one older and one younger brother. We lived in a very conservative area of West Michigan.


 My father was a carpenter and my mother for the most part was a stay-at-home mom. I never say my mother did not work; she was a stay-at-home mom, and took care of seven children, so she worked and worked plenty hard.


The people who settled this area of West Michigan had a Dutch heritage, even naming one of the larger cities “Holland.” They are a tall and stubborn breed of people, both of which are Dutch traits; I inherited both of them. My father was a towering figure of 6’8” tall, with broad shoulders and big hands from doing manual labor all his life. His hands could cover your entire backside when you got a spanking as a child. I know because I earned a good many of them. I did inherit his height and eventually reached 6’1,” but I had very fine features. Even at my heaviest of nearly 300 pounds I still had to buy women’s watches because my wrists were too small for the men’s watchbands.


It was an Old Dutch tradition for the sons to follow in their fathers, footsteps and learn their skills. My older brother was not great in school, but as a teenager picked up carpentry. He was a natural at it and eventually had his own contract business. Like my brother, I was supposed to follow in my father’s footsteps as well. I really tried at first, but I hated it; I was not any good at it. My father eventually encouraged me to look for a different occupation. He simply did this by never asking me to help him ever again.


This was fine because I loved school and learning. I read continuously as long as I can remember, more often than not books about science or nature. My father’s reading was limited to the amount of time he sat on his throne in the bathroom and consisted of either the daily paper or Reader’s Digest. As children, we would get into trouble if we removed the comics before we gave him the paper. He would know if you replaced today’s comics with yesterdays—you would get into more trouble for doing that than just removing them. He was not into any sports or really had any hobbies that I can recall. So my interaction and time with my father was very limited. Not that we fought or anything: we were just different creatures.


It was not until I was a teenager that my mother worked outside of the house. Her first job—and only regular job—was working as a cook at local restaurant, the same restaurant I later got a job at. Until that point, she was a stay-at-home mom. She was never a soccer mom: we were never encouraged to participate in sports or after school activates. Her hobbies were limited to going to church, sewing, and gardening. I used to go out to the garden if I wanted to talk to her one on one. I did become an excellent cook and developed a love for flowers, but not gardening. There was little time for fun, because idle hands were the Devil’s playground. She read more than my father, but when she read, it was something that had some connection to their religion.


We lived a solid lifestyle that did not change much. Mom would get up about 5:00 am, cook breakfast for my father, and pack his lunch. As he ate his breakfast, she would make the seven lunches for the children, then awaken us in a sequence so that we all had our turn at getting ready for school. Our lunches were always packed full of homemade foods and twice as much as we probably needed. This worked out well because it gave me an ample supply to trade with friends at school.


Life at home followed a pattern that has not changed to this day. Monday through Friday you get up and go to school or work. You eat dinner at 5:30. Dinner has three things: vegetables, which are usually beans, corn, or peas. Every meal has to have meat that is limited to beef, chicken, or pork. Only on rare occasions is it fish. The potato in some form or flavor is always present. My father hates rice so that is never served, and the food is spiced using everything in the Dutch spice rack that consists of both salt and pepper.


Saturday was chore day around the house. We all had them, but I had a few more than the others because I raised the animals. My father built a barn and I was allowed to raise chickens for the family. At one point I was allowed to get ducks. I put a small pool in the middle of the fenced-in area. Every time I would fill it with fresh water, they would play in it for the next several hours until it was so dirty that they would not go into it any more. To this day whenever I am depressed or hit a hard time in my life, I grab a loaf of bread and go find a pond somewhere and feed the ducks—they always make me smile.


Sunday was not a weekend day; it was the Sabbath. Twice a day my parents would pack all nine of us in a station wagon and take us to church. Sermons were usually 90 minutes in length and sometimes longer. My parents went religiously, because if you did not go, people would talk about you. The nine of us filled an entire pew. The boys always sat on one end and the girls on the other with my parents in the middle. My mother would sit attentively and poke my father whenever she caught him sleeping. He would always jolt awake and instantly look to see if any one of us were sleeping. He would then not so nicely tap us in the back of head as if to punish us for his being caught sleeping. Once he did this to my brother who was nodding off and by luck tapped him in the back of head when it was moving forward in a nod. The tap added enough energy so that my brother’s head smacked the pew in front of him with a deadly thud. I then was smacked because instinctively I laughed in enjoyment of my brothers’ embarrassment.


Sundays were not much fun; in fact, we actually were not allowed to have any fun. We could not play outdoors; we could not have friends over. About the only thing we were allowed to do is go for a walk, but if we were caught horsing, we would get in trouble. We got into the ritual of going to church, coming home for the big Sunday lunch, taking a nap, going back to church, coming home for a snack and going to bed. Every summer we would get to go camping for a week. It was the highlight of the summer, but even that had to be scheduled around church. If you wanted a week vacation, you could leave on Monday but you had to be back in time for church on Sunday. I got to the point where I resented Sundays. It felt as if I was wasting one-seventh of my life.


That hard work ethic is something that my parents instilled into their children. Hard work was something that was promoted and highly respected by my Puritan parents. They took pride in their hard work and would not accept charity from anyone. People who were poor were poor because they were lazy and just needed to work harder. We were never rich by any standards, and during the downturn in the building trade in the early 70’s, my parents had to apply for food stamps to feed us. That I believe was one of the hardest things my parents had to deal with, until they found out one of their children was transgender.


My parents were overall excellent parents, and with their highly religious background did what they believed to be right. I always had a roof over my head; I was well fed and never fell victim to their intolerant Puritan religion. They were not the most affectionate of parents, especially my father, but my needs were always met. I don’t fault them for not picking up on the clues that I was transgender, because I am sure that they did not even know of the word or much about it until I came out to them.


Being the middle child left me in no man’s land, so to speak. When growing up, I soon found myself too old to want to play with my younger siblings, and I was not old enough for my older siblings. Even though I came from a big family, I really never had a sibling whom I was very close to. I got along with all my brothers and sisters, but I preferred to do things by myself. I would not consider myself a loner, nor an introvert; I loved talking and being with people, but growing up I really enjoyed my alone time.


I think the thing that made my childhood was where we lived. I was able to get away and be myself. We lived in many places, but by the time I entered 3rd grade, we had moved to the place I would call my childhood. Our house sat in the middle of an 8-acre plot of land, which in back connected to a large cornfield. The side of the cornfield was a wooded area. This wooded area was my sanctuary I am not sure what I would have done without that area. The times I spent in the woods let me be myself. Once I left the cornfield and entered the “enchanted” forest, I became who ever I wanted. I could be a cheerleader, a princess, a bride, or just me!


It was not always clear who me was. I knew I was different for as long as I can remember. I remember in kindergarten we had one of those all-day classrooms, and we had to take a nap in the afternoon. I always lay with my head in the opposite direction of all the other kids, thinking about stuff: what it would be like to have long hair or to wear a dress. I am not sure if I knew I was different at the time, but I did know what I really liked. I never played sports with any of the other kids unless I had to. I lived in and enjoyed my pretend world. It was not lonely— it is just where I felt the most comfortable.


 


Things changed in the first grade. It was the start of a very difficult time in my academic life. I was diagnosed with what was called a lazy eye. The treatment at that time for a lazy eye was to put an eye patch over the good eye, the theory being that you would use the lazy eye more, thus strengthening it. They put a patch over my right eye, but my left eye had such poor vision that when I wore the patch I in essence was blind. I could not read anything without high-power magnifiers. Unfortunately, since it was very difficult for me to read, the school that I was at did not attempt to teach me how to read. In second grade when everyone else was learning to read, they put me in a “Study” house and I could basically do anything I wanted, so I played house. I was the mom.


I did not learn to read, but at that point, it did not matter much to me, I also did not learn to write, either. The 3rd grade was another turning point for me. First, I no longer had to wear the patch over my eyes—that method of treatment did nothing to help me. However, it did give me a taste of what my life would be like when I entered my thirties and did go blind. My parents could not afford to keep sending all their children to a private Gitmo Christian school, so they enrolled us into the local public school—I did have a guardian angel; I was being rescued from the indoctrination. My third grade teacher was awesome: Ms. Olson. She worked with me and put in extra time and sent home work sheets. My parents worked hard with me, mainly my mother, and soon I knew how to write all my letters in cursive. Next, she helped me with my multiplications and math. Fortunately, I was able to learn quickly and caught up with the rest of the class by the end of the 4th grade; by the time I was in 6th grade, I was doing 7th grade math. I went from hating school to loving to learn. I can honestly say I was passionate about learning. That is whom I owe my salvation to. If I did not have a Ms. Olson in my life, I am not sure where I would be today.


 


The elementary school I went to connected to a city park. A large part of the area was a sports park with several ball diamonds and soccer fields. During the winter, the local fire department would flood the ball diamond and turn it into a skating rink. My family did not have a whole lot of extra money for those extra things so we learned to live with hand-me-downs. My next oldest sibling was a sister. By 4th grade I had outgrown my ice skates and so had my sister, so I got a pair of her “White” ice skates. Black skates were for boys and white for girls, but these were special skates: my sister had put handmade pompoms on them. They really look girlish—I loved them. I can still feel how the pompom bounced off the top of my foot; with every skate I was a figure skater, pretending that I wore a little skating skirt. I was quite a poor ice skater, being tall for my age and not having great muscle control, but that did not mater. I was a figure skater.


My birthday fell in November, so instead of starting school when I was four, my parents waited one year so soon after I started school I turned six. I was at the older end of the class, which gave me the advantage of being a little bit bigger than my classmates. Size does matter when you are a boy, keeping me from being picked on. This gave me the freedom to do what I wanted without harassment or intimidation. I remained the tallest, until I got to junior high school when my classmates caught up or even passed me.


Childhood adventures play a significant role in molding us into who we become. Steven Alan Timmer was an interesting sort of person with a super short fuse: I had a very bad temper that could be set off for any reason. I never really wanted to hurt anyone, but I just lost it from time to time. I hated doing so but could not seem to stop. I remember always being frustrated, just not comfortable—it would not take much for me to go off, on anybody, for nearly any reason. I think my younger siblings bore the brunt of my wrath. For the most part, I was an upbeat person and had a tendency to look at the bright side of things.


I don’t recall being hard to get along with, but I had few friends and none of them were very close. Many times on the playground I would float between different groups, joining in when I felt like it, but more often than not, I would just watch and observe. I remember daydreaming frequently, and on beautiful spring days, I would just go sit under a tree and watch the sky. I was alone a lot, but I cannot say I was lonely. I wished I could be like other boys: they seemed to be having so much fun, but whenever I tried to plays sports with them, I did not enjoy it no matter how hard I tried. It was a lot more fun just to watch.


It was finally a relief when I got into 7th grade and into the junior high school. There were no more recesses during the day, making my life a lot easier. When you are in class you are busy, and you have a very limited social life. I ate lunch with the same group of boys every day, and occasionally we would sneak out to the ball field and have a cigarette. I can’t say we actually smoked them; we lit them and sucked a mouth full of smoke through, but that was the extent of it. We smoked more for the thrill of something we were not supposed to do rather than from peer pressure.


In junior high, girls started to look like women and boys started to look like men. I loved the way the girls looked on “dress up” Wednesdays. Many of the girls wore skirts or dresses on Wednesdays, and a few on occasion wore pantyhose. I would look at them and wonder what it was like. The early bloomers started to flaunt their newfound sexuality, and the girls with the biggest breasts quickly became the most popular. I could only watch and wonder whether nature had played an evil joke on me, as I started to grow hair all over my body.


Hair had covered my complete torso by the time I was in 10th grade, and I was shaving every day. I had grown to six foot in junior high and then only grew another inch the entire time I was in high school. In 9th grade I had taken a job as a dishwasher at a local family restaurant. It was a great way to earn money and an excuse not to go out with friends. I developed friends at the restaurant and began working my way from dishwasher to cook to head cook.


Cooking seemed to be one thing that came naturally to me. My mother only taught the girls in our family to cook, and my next oldest sister is probably one of the best I have ever known. She could make anything from appetizers to deserts. I am a great cook, but I am a lousy baker. So desert for me is usually ice cream. I enjoyed cooking and did it for the entire time I was in high school. I did not date when I was in school, so this made it easy to get extra hours. Everybody else wanted off Friday and Saturday nights for dances, dates, and football.


The internal stress I felt increased significantly during my high school years. I fought so hard not to want to be a girl. I would try to put it out of my mind, but it only took a whiff of perfume or a seeing a pretty girl and the feelings would rush back. I became extremely jealous of girls, especially attractive females. I often wondered what kind of girl I would be if I had the change, not knowing that twenty-five years later I would get my chance.


The Junior and Senior proms where especially hard for me. The girls would spend hours talking, planning, and shopping for the perfect dress, while dreaming of the perfect night. I would overhear the waitresses talk about it during break, unable to join in the conversation. I would just sit there eating my meal, pretending I could not hear them. Occasionally they would leave a magazine in the break room. I would often be the one who would voluntarily clean it and make sure the magazines ended up in my bag.


I was not sure why I felt this way, why I preferred to be a girl than to be with a girl. It was a very confusing time. One thing I did know is that I could not tell anyone about my feelings. This really ate at me. I started to drink, not a little but a lot. This accomplished two things: first, it allowed me to fit in with my friends, and second, it gave me a bit of freedom. I did not always just drink with my friends. Most of the time I would hide whiskey in my bedroom. A drink a night became the norm and on weekends a lot more than that. Yes, my parents caught me a couple of times, but they had no clue how much I drank.


Surprisingly through all this, I was doing very well in school, and between my sophomore and junior years and between my junior and senior years, I went to college for electronic engineering at a prestigious engineering school. This gave me something to do during the summer; the annual summer camping trip was getting a bit old for me by then. I also doubled up on my required classes and by the time my senior year came around I only had one class I had to take, so most of the time I was a teacher’s assistant going around and helping to get labs set up and playing with lab animals.


I had a keen interest in genetics back then. I would raise hamsters of all different colors. I would breed them to find out what were the dominate color traits. I would breed dark ones with light colored ones, long hair with short hair. Once in a while I would be surprised by the results. One particular batch of hamsters had a beautiful fawn color with fur that was longer than normal and as soft as a baby bunny. They are, after all, rodents, and they bred as fast as I could get rid of them and sometimes even faster.


I would sell them or give them away to students who would come into biology class. One day there was this chubby, round-faced girl who wanted a hamster. I sold her one—I told her it was a male, but it was actually a female. It was incredibly pregnant, and two days after she brought it home, it had sixteen babies. Now no good deed goes unpunished, and later that girl became my wife. Our paths would cross multiple times before that happened, but fate had plans for us, just not right away.


I realized that if I did not make a change, I was going to end up going down the wrong path. I could not tolerate living with the religious dogma telling me I was wrong every day, and I did not want to work in a restaurant for the rest of my life. I was going to beat this and be a man. I was going to be someone my parents could be proud of. That worked for a while, but I am sure that in my case they now probably favor abortion. College was expensive, and my parents were not fans of higher education, so it was up to us children to pay our own way through college. Unsure of what I could do because I did not have the money I needed, a friend of mine offered me a solution. He introduced me to the Marine Corps recruiter. They had an education plan call the G.I. bill. In our platoon that was commonly referred to as the “Gee I wish I had not joined.”


At the age of seventeen, I signed on the bottom line and enlisted in the Corps. Because I was seventeen, I had to entice my parents into letting me sign up. It was called the delayed entry program, and even though I would not go in for another year, the first year counted toward promotions and retirement. Six weeks after I graduated, I was on a plane heading to California and boot camp.


I cannot say I hated the Corps. I was proud to serve; it felt as though I was finally doing something good and was part of something that was bigger than myself. I felt grown up. I learned confidence and ability to serve, qualities I still cherish to this day. During the toughest part of my transition, I still used what I was taught: as long as you are alive you can make a difference. You are not allowed to surrender while there is another in need of your help, and most of all, you don’t ever leave anyone behind. As our drill instructors would tell us, what does not kill you only hurts—get over it.


My enlistment was cut short because of vision issues. It was during the Reagan era, and the U.S. had not been involved in any major conflict since the Vietnam War. There was a strong push for reduction in the force by the politicians. So when my color vision deteriorated to the point where I no longer qualified for my position, I was given a choice of going into the infantry or getting an honorable discharge. Not wanting to dig ditches and eat mud, I chose to leave the Corps.


The Marine Corps never lied to me. However, they failed to bring it to my attention that if I took the honorable discharge, my time in services was exactly one month shy of being able to qualify for the G.I. bill or veterans assistance. Once I signed the document, everything was official, and they were off the hook for any further obligations. This put me in a bit of a bind. I had no job, not much money, and no place to live. I had no choice but to return to the place I had been running from: I had to go back home. That was very difficult.


Returning home, I managed to get a good paying part-time position at an ice cream factory that eventually turned into full-time. It was a very short time back at home when I enrolled in college. I would go to college five nights a week after work. My weekends were for homework and getting caught up on sleep. Moving home also meant that if I lived under my parents’ roof, I had to partake in their puritan rituals. On Sundays I got two ninety-minute naps only to be interrupted by some type of chanting from a hymnal.


It was difficult. It felt like I went from being a man back to being a boy. I was old enough to drink, yet they thought I was drinking too much when I would grab a beer while studying. They did not know what a lot of alcohol meant for a Marine. When you no longer had the ability to lift the glass to your lips, then you had had enough, unless your friends got you a straw. I avoided my parents as much as possible.


Somehow during all this, fate kept pushing this one girl in front of me. It was that chubby faced girl I had sold the hamster to in school. She had matured a lot since then and had become attractive. She had gotten rid of her thick glasses and had gotten contacts. She had a haircut that matched her personality and spirit. I felt comfortable with her. She was very charming and like by my family and parents.


Everyone in my family graduated from high school, got jobs, and got married within a year or two after graduation. My parents never pressured me into getting married, but it was not discouraged, either. After about three months of dating my wife, I proposed to her and surprisingly she accepted. My parents were happy because their problem child seemed to be making decisions that they could agree with.


Two years after I proposed to my wife we got married. On the wedding day, she looked beautiful. The most beautiful I had ever seen. I could not believe that she had agreed to marry me. That day I felt so incredibly lucky. I was in love and vowed that I would be the best man I could be to her. Anything she wanted I would get for her and make her the happiest woman in the world.


It was within the first year of our marriage that I was diagnosed with my eye disease and told I was going to go blind. Since I had returned home, my vision had gotten worse, but I was still able to drive. I had trouble reading street signs and would occasionally run a red light, but other than that I had a good driving record. I would keep my license for another three years; each year new restrictions would be added until it got to the point where the license bureau just said no. As difficult as one would imagine it would be to be told that you are going blind, it barely affected me, for what I was struggling with seemed so much more difficult. Going blind was just a simple life issue I had to deal with in comparison.


I can honestly say I was happily married for a while, but it was not long before I found myself searching. Something inside me was just not right. I could not put my finger on it. The feeling I had was this discontent. I was hoping that once I got married, things would be fine. I had a beautiful wife, we were not rich but we had what we needed, and we started to grow our life. As everything unfolded as one would hope with a marriage, I was left with an uneasy feeling.


Be careful what you ask for—you just might get it, and don’t ask questions you really don’t want an answer for. One night unexpectedly I found the answer to a question I am not sure I wanted to ask. I discovered a Tapestry Magazine at a bookstore where I would have coffee between classes at night school. I was finally able to put an answer to a question I had not openly asked. I discovered that there were others who felt the way I did: the term for what I had felt all these years was “Transgender.” I was transgender. It took me the next twenty-five years to work through denial, to explore this, accept it, and travel the most difficult journey anyone can imagine in order to be free.


If you have never experienced freedom, you may understand what it is, but once you experience it you will know what it is. And once you know what it is, you cannot unlearn it. You will be willing to do what ever it takes to be free, and this is what I had to do.


 

                

  
          Life Begins at 43

        
              I climbed aboard the elephant on January 15, 2009. I had just returned from running a marathon in Disney World. Like so many other things, the Race was done in high Disney fashion, with large screen televisions, Disney characters and even skydivers. An interesting event, the runners arrive at 2:00 AM to get ready for a race that starts at 6:00 AM. It is the only race I have run where the runners looked more tired at the start of the race than after the race.


By 6:00 AM, forty-nine thousand runners had lined up for the full marathon. It was as though the entire population of a small city all got up at once and lined up in an orderly fashion on the street. It was like they were in a really big parade or the world’s fastest mob. Because of my speed, I was in the Red Coral—the elite group—and so was allowed to go first. The sun had not yet come up, and the excitement of the race was building. The Corals started to fill up, and there was this growing rumble of excited voices as the runners readied themselves for the 26.2 mile run. The weather was great and the runners were ready. I had run the Las Vegas marathon less than a month before and was, physically, feeling pretty good.


The gun went off, the fireworks started, and slowly the mob began to move. I had run nearly four miles before the entire group got through the start line and activated their timing chips. For the next three hours, I would be alone running with my thoughts. I was excited, but my mind was preoccupied with something else. I was going to have surgery in five short days! After months of thought and deliberation, I was going to have my Adam’s apple removed. That small bump on my neck was a constant reminder of who I was not. That small bump was something that had always bothered me, though in hindsight no one seemed to notice it was gone.


As I ran and my mind wandered, I had almost made it to the Disney World Cinderella Castle where I connected with another runner. Aaron was a flight attendant for a private jet service company and she really fit the part. She was thin—all marathon runners are, especially those who can run one in less than 3 ½ hours. She had long blonde hair neatly pulled back in a ponytail. She also had a great personality and outlook on life. We ran together for a while, talking and enjoying the run, but I eventually had to stop for a restroom break and lost track of her.


Soon after the break, I was running and trying to make up lost time. With my mind still on my surgery, I failed to notice that the pack of runners had split up, with half veering right and half-veering left. Being the unique individual that I am (in addition to being blind), I ran straight. There is often a price for being unique and going your own direction and this, as it turned out, was one of those times. Running down the middle, I came face to face with an immoveable object that, had I followed the masses, I would not have discovered. Not to dwell on physics, but when a moveable object connects with a stationary object, the object not cemented into the ground is going to react in an equal but opposite direction.


I regained my breath from having it knocked spectacularly out of me. I picked myself up from the ground and stated to run again. Initially, my pace was slow, but soon I was back to my stride inserting myself back into the pack at a slower but comfortable pace. My thoughts, despite my abrupt and embarrassing collision, were soon back on the surgery. What was it going to be like? Were people going to notice? I had only come out to a small group of individuals—the safe group, the group that can be sacrificed if, after being told the secret, did not want to associate with you again. As I ran, I thought about my surgery and how it could, potentially, be my public admission. My Adam’s apple was in plain sight and a visual reminder of my gender. Everybody could see it. What explanations could I offer when or if someone noticed it missing?


The race continued and my thoughts continued to race. It seemed like a long run, but I actually finished in a good time—even faster than my Las Vegas marathon time. The race concluded in one of the Epcot parking lots, surrounded with buses. It looked like a modern wagon train where at night they form a protective circle around the settlers heading west. At the end, there were a lot of people gathered, but because I had my “Visually Impaired” vest on, my friend Linda was able to meet me right at the finish line. It is nice to have a friendly face greet you after a run. We went through and got my medal and some food as we headed towards the busses.


As we were walking, I met up with Aaron again. She had a really good finish time and an even better looking boyfriend on her arm. We hugged and congratulated each other as we got on our separate busses heading back to the hotel. Linda and I had flights to catch. She was heading home to New Hampshire and I was off to Miami-Dade County schools to give a presentation. I had so wished I could have been going to New Hampshire with her.


I arrived in Miami later that night and relaxed until my driver came and picked me up the next morning. The Miami-Dade County school district is one of the largest in the nation, and this account could mean a lot for my small company. My company creates software that helps students read. I had done this presentation hundreds of times before to schools all over the country, but today I was fragmented. I had to force myself to focus, knowing that in forty-eight hours I would have the first of several surgeries that would alter the course of my life.


I was able to pull off the training. I think it helped that everybody was impressed that the day before I had just run a marathon and was still able to walk. The programs worked the way they should and everybody seemed to be pleased. I finished my technical overview to the network administrators and headed back to the hotel. By the time I had gotten back, I had nearly thirty emails to answer. It was less than thirty-six hours until my surgery and concentration on work was getting hard. I was able to get the emails answered and went to dinner and finally to bed. I had to get up very early, at three thirty AM; I would be flying for the first time as Stephanie.


I probably did not have to get up so early, but I wanted to make sure I had time to get ready. I had a cup of coffee and turned on my computer to check on the flight status. I wasn’t sure what I was hoping for: if the flight was on time, I would make it to my surgery. If the flight was late, I would have to reschedule, and I would have longer to come up with an explanation for the sudden loss of my Adam’s apple.


I was going to have surgery that would alter my looks forever. My Adam’s apple could not be put back on once it was gone. Before I made that leap, I needed to ensure that I was comfortable being able to do everything I had always done as Steve now as Stephanie. Perhaps the biggest challenge I would face in replacing Steve with Stephanie would be flying. Going through security at the airport and having every part of my person scrutinized in detail would certainly be a test of my resolve—a test of my commitment to the life-change I was contemplating.

                

  
          Not Enough Closet Space

        
              The interesting thing about being transgender is as you come out of your closet you grow. Once you have grown, you cannot fit back into your previous closet. It is like the rain ponchos that you buy at amusement parks or sporting events that come folded and packaged in neat little pouches. Once you take them out and unfold them there is absolutely nothing you can do to get them back into that pouch. The same happens with exploring your transgender side.


Once you are out you cannot fit back into the closet. I am asked frequently why I decided to have sexual reconstruction reassignment surgery. First, I correct them and say it is not a decision— it is more acceptance. Second, the surgery is not really sexual reassignment, but is more of a gender correction. You really are not changing genders; you are just adjusting the physical to match your true gender. There is a difference between a transsexual and, for lack of a better term, cross-dresser. Both are transgender. Each time I stepped out of the closet, I grew just a little, and when I went to go back into the closet, no matter what I did, I could not fit completely back into pouch. I had to either find a bigger box or leave a little outside. This happens for both transsexuals and cross-dressers but the difference comes later. Many cross-dressers find a big enough box for them to remain comfortable. They let themselves out of the box on an as-needed basis and are able to get everything back in when they are done. I can only speak for myself, but I never found a box big enough, and the only option was to make a change so I did not have to go back into the closet.


My closet always seemed cramped, but it began to feel suffocatingly tiny as I reached my teenage years and early twenties. As you grow, so does your wardrobe, and your closet shrinks exponentially, becoming tight and claustrophobic. You cannot breath, and you get a panicky or antsy feeling until you let yourself out of the closet. The closet starts out as a safe haven where you can hide all that is feminine. However, after a while, you look at the door to your closet and you just hate it, and it takes all your self-control to return to it after a night out.


I was always so scared about getting caught acting “fem” that I took extreme caution to hide my feelings. One of the defense mechanisms that I developed as a child—like others who must at all cost hide something—is lying and making up explanations. No matter how good you get at coming up with elaborate stories, it is inevitable that the two worlds will collide. You just hope you will be strong enough to handle the collision.


The woods near my house as a child were my sanctuary. I would spend hours in the woods making a house and being a mom. Nearly every time I went to the woods, I would pack my lunch and my fishing pole. If anyone asked, I was just going fishing, which was kind of funny since I was a very lousy fisher, never catching any fish. None of my brothers or sisters wanted to go fishing so I got to go alone, and that is what I wanted—to be alone. Actually, I sometimes did go fishing. I would put on a dress or some other girl’s clothes I had and wear them when I went fishing. A large part of the time, though, I would just spend pretending. Life is good when you can live in a pretend world.


Pretend worlds tend to end when you reach puberty. I did not dress much during my preteens and early teens. I had a growth spurt and the hand-me-downs which I secretly borrowed from my sisters did not fit very well. As a person who has had to go through puberty twice, the first time was definitely the worse. The first time I went through puberty I was in my teens, and the second time came when I was in my forties going through my transition. My body was changing in ways that conflicted with my mind. It was terrible. I did not have any close friends. While other kids were growing up playing ball or building friendships, I spent my time alone. As a result, when I entered my teenage years I did not have any close friends.


My early teens were just hard. I know why now, but back then I did not have a clue what was going on. I found myself very curious about females. It was not a sexual drive, but more a sense of jealousy. I was very jealous of good-looking girls. I was a somewhat homely boy, who stood at least two inches higher than anyone else in the class. A lot of boys finally caught up with me in high school and even surpassed me, but in 6th grade I stood alone. I guess you would have called me nondescript. I could enter a room and nobody would really notice, and if I left, nobody would notice, either. Everybody likes to be popular, but in hindsight being nondescript worked well for me.


Being alone may sound lonely, but it is safe. I had a secret that was locked in my closet and I could not share it with anyone. I was not antisocial, but I preferred being alone to playing sports with the boys. Once in a while the girls would let me play with them, but it was because they wanted someone to be the husband when they played house. I did enjoy playing with the girls, even though I wanted to be the mom. Playing house came to an abrupt end once we entered junior high.


I think I just drifted through junior high school and early high school. I developed an interest in physics, so I spent my free time reading about lasers and subatomic particles. Atomic particles were not very girlish but were interesting nonetheless. My favorite books were Atoms to Quarks and Photon Theories. My interest in science paid off later in life when I started my own company. It may not be cool to be a geek in high school, but it sure is nice later in life—geeks do rule the world.


I had summer jobs for as long as I can remember. When you live in an agrarian community, summer jobs for young people were plentiful. Work flowed with the crops. Late May you would start picking strawberries, then move to the muck fields for planting celery and weeding onions. Around mid-August you would start with blue berries or tomatoes, and in the fall you worked the cauliflower.  So you would be able to keep busy from late spring through late fall. It was a great way to earn a little money and keep busy. I always knew at the end of the summer I would have enough extra money to buy something.


It was around the age of 12. I had worked all summer, managing to save enough money to buy a makeup kit I had always wanted. I grabbed my fishing pole—that was my cover story whenever I went somewhere on my bike. Bicycles do not have a trunk like a car but a tackle box was a great place to hide stuff. It would look funny riding around on a bike with just a tackle box, so if you take a fishing pole, you can tell your parents you are going fishing, and some of the time I actually did. Well this fishing trip was different; I had seen a makeup kit in the local five and dime store. It was the kind of makeup case any 12 year old girl would have. It had lip gloss, nail polish, lotion— it had everything. I could hardly wait to get it. When I got to the store, there were only a few left, but that did not matter: I had one.


I was shaking when I bought it, having thought up all kinds of excuses. If the clerk had asked who it was for I would have said it was for my sister’s birthday, but I was so nervous that if I had to utter the excuse, it would have come out as a long stream of nonsense words. I could feel the sweat trickle down my back, and my shirt begin to stick to my skin under my jacket. I stood in line waiting my turn at the checkout, praying that no one from my family would come in. I don’t have any idea what I would have done. But if they had come in at that time, my secret would have been out. I was truly scared.


When it came my turn to check out, the clerk could not have cared less. She scanned my makeup kit, put it in a bag, and asked for my money. I grabbed the bag and headed for the door. I was almost free. I must have been holding my breath because I remember starting to breathe again. Then I heard the clerk calling me. I just about wet my pants right then. I turned and looked at her, expecting a group of people pointing and laughing. I heard her speak again and this time I realized what she was saying. I had forgotten my change.


I quickly grabbed my change and headed towards the door, barely missing another shopper as I exited to the bright afternoon sunlight. I made it. I unlocked my bike and peddled as fast as I could to my secluded “fishing” spot. I hastily opened up the kit and grabbed the body spray and put some on my neck. The spray was cool, but the smell was flowery—it was great. I spent the next two hours trying everything. It was getting close to dinnertime and I had to pack things up. I meticulously put everything back the way it came. I tried to put kit in my tackle box but it did not fit. My little closet was suddenly too small.


I had to think quickly and get back home. I hide the makeup kit in a bush and under some leaves. I made plans to go back the next day and move it to another spot. Dinner is one of those things that you are not late for with my family, and I made it just in time for pre-dinner prayers. When everybody bowed their heads and closed their eyes, I gave my hands a quick look-over to make sure I did not miss any nail polish. T he sweat from the frantic bicycle ride home had washed of most of the body spray, but I could still catch a faint wisp of a flowery sent if I moved just right. I loved it but I prayed that nobody else noticed. We were about to eat when my mother asked what was on my face. For the second time that day, I about wet my pants. I was new to lipstick and I had left a faded red ring around my mouth. I quickly said I had eaten a cherry Popsicle. The lying had started. I figured I would be in less trouble for eating an unauthorized popsicle than putting on makeup. I lucked out because normally I would have gotten the third degree. Where did I get the popsicle from? Why did I eat it before dinner? How come you did not ask first? Tonight, she only asked me to go wash my face.


The next day the first chance I got I went back to where I had left my makeup kit. When I arrived it was like coming across an accident only to fine someone you loved was in it. The contents of the makeup kit were strewn about. I froze for several minutes just staring at the remains of my new makeup kit. I had worked and saved all summer to buy that kit. Tears came to my eyes as I tried to salvage as much as I could. Apparently, raccoons like bubble gum flavored lip-gloss. They had broken the case trying to get at it, and the makeup I was able to salvage fit into my tackle box.


The makeup case was the first female thing I had ever purchased for myself, and will probably remain the most treasured thing I have bought. Each time I purchased something I grew just a little bit more confident. With every purchase I had to make room for some more stuff. It was difficult to buy clothes during those years because I was growing so fast. I never had enough money to buy an entire outfit at once, but by the time I did get everything, usually the first thing I purchased no longer fit.


The summer of 1981 I got my first non-farming job as a busboy at the same local restaurant. It became kind of a family tradition to work there because it was where my mother, three sisters and a future brother in-law worked. My mother worked as a pie maker and I have yet to find someone who could make a better lemon-moraine pies, it was so light it was like eating sweat air. My sisters were lucky they got wear the waitress uniforms that I so desperately wanted to wear. I had worked my way up from busboy to cook, it was a job that fit me. I guess you could say it was a real family restaurant. My oldest sister was dating the owners sun, my future brother in-law so when a job opening became available I had inside help getting hired. At first I only worked a couple nights a week, but soon I was putting in between twenty-four and thirty hours a week. I liked the work: it kept me busy and it suited me much better than the carpenter work my father did. It just seemed more natural to me to follow in my mothers foot steps than my fathers.


I instantly fell in love with the waitress uniforms. As waitresses would leave, they would try to sell their uniforms to someone who was just starting. Once in a while they would leave the uniforms a day or two in the break room. On more than one occasion, I would try them on. They were in a jumper style that would reach to just above the knee. I would only dare to wear them for a couple of seconds because I did not want to be caught. However, those few seconds would get my heart racing, and my head would fill with pink fog.


It was a warm summer day when I arrived home from my restaurant job on my bike. There was a bright red Oldsmobile in the driveway. My father was standing next to it. He had been out driving around and got suckered by a salesman to take the car home for the weekend. My father informed me that this was going to be my car if I wanted it. I did not know much about cars, but it looked nice; I had to take his word that it was a good car. My parents never bought us cars. When he said I could have it if I wanted, he actually meant that if the bank approved a loan for me, he would cosign, but I had to come up with the down payment. I had been saving for a new dress but it was worth the sacrifice, because now I had a great big mobile closet!


Having my first car meant a lot of freedom for me. I could go where I wanted, buy what I wanted, and have a huge trunk to hide it in. It was an exciting time. It seemed like I had an unlimited amount of space, but every time I went out, I had to put everything back in the trunk when I got home. That got harder and harder to do. By the time I was seventeen I had outgrown that closet, and I was desperate to find another one. I started to feel like a hermit crab: as soon as I got comfortable with a new shell, it became too small and I needed to move on.


If you live under my roof, you have to follow my rules. My parents lived by that command, which I found increasingly difficult to follow. I was choking on my parents’ religious dogma. My siblings were pretty much numb to this dogma; they heard it but never really processed it. The constant barrage of hate and bigotry became intolerable, because it was a direct attack on me. I was that person who was different; I was that person who was unsure of my sexuality, my gender. The church laid out two fundamental rules: It was right and if you did not agree with it, you were wrong. I no longer fit in my parents’ home.


At the age of seventeen, I joined the United States Marine Corp. It was the place you went to be a man. The Marines pride themselves in turning boys into men. It turns out in my case they failed; later I met another girl from my same battalion who never was turned into a man, either. I did not have the money to move out and go to college. My parents did not think it was all that necessary to go to college, so they did not help their children pay for it. The quickest exit for me was the armed forces.


Six weeks after I graduated from high school, I was on a plane heading to San Diego, California. The Marine Corps did not turn me into a man, but they did give me something that I was lacking: self-confidence, determination, and tenacity. All of these traits helped me later in life when I started my own business and even when I came out to my parents. I actually enjoyed being in the Marine Corps, and it felt good to serve my country. It was one of few things my parents were proud of.


The tour of duty ended shortly after it started. I had enlisted into the Marine Corps when I was seventeen. I took and passed all my physicals with no problems. Eighteen months later at a routine physical, I failed the colors test on my eye exam. Color tests are interest because you discover what you can’t see. The color test consist of a circle filled with dots ranging in size and color. You can clearly see each dot, but if you have good color vision you can make out a number made by a series of dots. If you are color blind for certain colors you will see all the dots but because the all look the same color you will not be able to see the number. No matter how hard you try you just can’t see them. I did not flunk it by just a little bit, but failed miserably, a year earlier I could see all but one number, now I could only see one of the numbers. . I was in the electronics program which required perfect vision. I was left floating around from base to base while they tried to find a spot for me. They eventually gave me an honorable discharge.


Being in the Marine Corps is interesting when you are transgender. I was in the Corps long before there was even a don’t ask don’t tell policy. I was in during the era of hide it well, don’t breath a word of it to any one, and claim to have beaten up faggots just for the fun of it. It was hard because I lived in a barracks that housed three Marines per room so you never had any time that you were truly alone. Drinking became a very common pass time for me. I was only 18 gut I could drink on base and Fort Bliss is on the Mexican border so not only could I drink but I could drink cheaply.


While I was gone, I grew just a little bit more. I returned home and without any place to live and no job, I moved back in with my parents and my younger siblings who still were living at home. My parent’s house was a four-bedroom split-level. That meant when I was younger, we had three bedrooms split between seven children. My two oldest sisters shared a bedroom as did my two youngest sisters. I had to share a room with my two brothers. By the time I had returned home, my two older sisters and older brother had moved out. My older sisters got pregnant and due to the strict religious roots, they had to get married. My oldest sister liked getting married so much that by the time I wrote this book, she had been married three times. The sister I got a long with the best was the one who was just a little older than I am. I can’t say I was close to her. She was a very talented baker and cook. Her specialties were sweets and cakes. Bob, my older brother, followed in my father’s footsteps and became a carpenter. He learned a lot from my dad, but I would have to say he became better than my father when it came to custom cabinets. Needless to say, he was a manly man and we were never close; he went hunting and I went to the library. This left me with Ron who is four years younger and Cheryl and Kathy who are two and six years younger than I am. My parents put me back in my old room, and Ron got the bedroom to himself, much to the disappointment of my sisters.


Even though I had a bedroom to myself, it was hard moving back home. No matter how I tried, I could not fit into the closet I had moved out of not too long before. I had to get out. I quickly enrolled in a local Catholic college of all places. Subconsciously, I think I was just trying to infuriate my parents: they do not believe Catholics are Christians. By this time, the guy my older sister had been dating at the restaurant was now my brother-in-law and was working at an ice cream plant. Shortly after I had returned home, one of the guys at the ice cream plant had a heart attack and was going to be off work for about eight weeks. They were looking for someone to fill in while he was out. Family connections got me into another job. Fortunately, this job paid fairly well for manual labor, and it gave me the incentive to stay in school. Every day I worked in the freezer picking up ice cream reminded me of why I was going to school. I soon moved out to an apartment. I had even more closet space, but I was still searching.


In the process of finding a job, going to school, and moving out of my parents’ concentration camp, my paths kept crossing with this girl—well, she was a girl when I left for the Marines; now she was a young woman. I had met her several years earlier when I was a lab assistant in high school. The two of us finally got to know each other and started dating. She was not the girl I was trying to date—it was actually her best friend I was chasing. However, once I got to know her, she was great. Within three months after we started seriously dating, I proposed to her, and she accepted. That is what men do: they get married.


I was married when I was twenty-one. I was in love and excited about the prospects of starting a new life. For the first year of our marriage, I kept the door shut to my closet. I did not even let myself peek into it. I knew that if I opened the door, something would come out. It was hard; part of me wanted to nail the door shut, but the other part of me wanted to crawl into it and hide. Lays potato chips had a commercial proclaiming that “You can’t eat just one.” It was kind of like that—I knew that if I opened the door just a little bit, Stephanie would get out. I guess somehow I always knew there would be a day that she would escape for good, and I would not be able to put her back. I fearfully longed for that day.


Finally, I did open it and I did come out. This was just before that fateful night that I discovered the Tapestry Magazine in the coffee shop. The day I discovered the Tapestry Magazine, the door flew off the closet. It was at that point where the closet went from being a sanctuary where I could carefully hide myself to a place that I despised. Part of me, my favorite part, the good part, was never able to be free. You cannot ever say you are partly free. The day I had fearfully longed for had arrived.


It was from that point on that I started working towards self-acceptance. It was not easy at first. When my first son was born, I made one last attempted to nail the door shut on the closet. It was an act of futility, but I tried it anyway. I threw away every piece of clothing, all my makeup, wigs, and jewelry. There is one thing I did not get rid of and that was me. Being transgender has nothing to do with cross-dressing. Clothes are just things you wear to express your gender. Transgender is something you are; it is not something you become. You can’t change your gender; you can only have surgery that makes the physical match your true gender.


It was too late, I was out, and I knew who I was. There was a name for my struggle, and there were others just like me, I had met them and their stories were (and are) the same as mine.


I will never forget two of theses girls and their stories. It is important to note that I attended these meeting in the late 1980’s. Overnight delivery and fax machines were the latest forms of instant communications. The internet was not available and 1200 baud modems were all the rage for accessing bulletin boards. I could not quickly do a Google search for the word “transgender.” The concept of YouTube was still a Star Trek fantasy. Going to these meetings was the first time I had heard other individuals tell me their story in their own words. I sat in awe listening to them, leaning in to hear every word. I am not sure if everyone gets to experience this feeling in his or her lifetime. The closest thing that I can think of that is this intense is to lose a loved one. You may be over it, but when you are with a friend who has just lost someone, you almost relive your own experiences. It is that emotional. One of the girls ironically was named Stephanie and Steve in real life. She had been dressing for years, and even though I could see her five o’clock shadow on her upper lip, I thought she was beautiful. She told about her childhood and how she would deliver papers to earn money and, unlike other boys her age, she used the money to buy clothes and make up. It was a long story because about every major milestone in her life, Sandra would tell her story. I could feel the story, the emotions, the laughter, the times they were caught or almost caught. In a short evening, you discover who you are—there are certain feelings or events in your life that you will never forget, and this is one of them.


The closet stayed shut for a while, but I did not stop thinking about it. I kept searching for peace, but it is hell when the best part of you is locked away. The pressure builds and the anxiety mounts until one day you have had enough. A large number of girls make their transition in their late thirties and early forties. I am not sure if it is a midlife crisis, or if that is the point in your life where you are mature enough not to care what others think about you.


The decision to transition is not a single step but a multi-step process that occurs at different times for everyone. It starts when you leave the closet and then return, finding that you would rather die than go back into the closet. You become consumed with thoughts on how you are going to be free. That is why depression and suicide are so common amongst members of this sorority, because the thoughts of having to live in the closet the rest of your life can be more than one can bear. I often wonder if I would be here today if I were unable to transition.


This is when I started the transition part of my Great Elephant Ride.

                

  
          Pink Fog

        
              The pink fog is a phenomenon that is experienced to some degree by all male to female transgender individuals. The pink fog starts out as a liberating sensation that drifts into an annoyance because of its persistence. The pink fog eventually becomes a motivating factor and a comfort for the hardest part of the journey towards womanhood. It is now an integral part of my personality landscape —without it I would not be me.


In September 2008, I purchased a second house with a beautiful view of Sydney Bay in Coxheath, Nova Scotia. The house is two stories and sits on top of a 30-foot tall wooded bluff. The house faces east, and being a morning person, I see spectacular sunrises over the Atlantic Ocean. At night during the spring and fall when the leaves are off the trees, the lights from Sidney reflect on the bay. Full moons reflect off the water, lighting the hillside with an eerie ghost-like glow.


Many times this beautiful view is obscured by a dense, blanket-like fog. Some mornings I cannot even see out the back door. Because of the cool ocean temperatures, this fog can roll in at any time of the day. Things that you could see clearly ten minutes ago vanish from sight as they slowly lose definition and fade away. You can walk out in the fog and people can be 100 feet from you and you would not see them. On a quiet morning when you are walking along the bay, it is so still that you feel as though you are alone in this small, tranquil universe, which is interrupted only by the occasional gull or the bellowing of a distant foghorn. I would say that half of all accidents in Sydney occur during these times of thick fog, so when you are out and about in dense fog, you have to exercise extreme caution.


Coming to terms with being transgender can often leave you in a pink fog. This fog can roll in at a moment’s notice. It can be so thick at times that it obscures everything, or it can be just a light mist that makes things blurry. The pink fog can be triggered by almost anything. Sometimes it passes right on through, and other times it will linger for days, making life very difficult. During these times in the transition journey, caution must be taken so that accidents do not occur. I have experienced pink fog my entire life, but it was not until my twenties that I realized what it was and was able to tie it back to being transgender. In retrospect, I experienced the pink fog a lot as child: every time I would go out in the woods and be myself. In the early years, I did not know it as pink fog—instead, it was just the warm feeling of contentment.


I knew that I was transgender for as long as I can remember. I did not know what it was until later in life, but I did know. It is funny how you know but you don’t. I was so worried I was weird, particularly growing up with parents who thought that everything they did not understand was perverse. Fortunately, I was intelligent enough not to mention my feelings to my parents. When I was a child, my parents told me I could tell them anything or be anything I wanted to be. I think they would have been very happy had I told them I was going to be a plumber or an electrician or pursue any blue collar career—college was not something that they encouraged or talked very highly of. However, I have no doubt that if I had told them I wanted to be a woman, they would have had me committed at some bible-thumping, ultra-conservative religious interment facility, where I would have been forced to spend hours on my knees repenting for sins I did not commit. Or they would have an ultra-pious pastor perform some type of Christian exorcism to expel the girly cooties from me. I knew better than to tell my parents, but during times of intense fog, I nearly made that mistake.


I was in my early twenties, attending night school, and I was searching—but I was not sure what it was I was looking for. I was employed at a local electrical engineering firm at the time. Working my way up from draftsman to electrical systems engineer, I quickly realized I was about as high as I could go with my career and that the only way to move up was to delve into the computer systems. I already had a MS degree in electrical engineering, but realized I needed a BA degree to move on, so I enrolled at a local college and was working on my degree in information technologies/programming. Three days a week when I left work I went right to school. There was a quaint little bookstore along the way that had a coffee shop. I would stop there before class for a cup of coffee, or go there if I had time to do some studying between classes. It was a gay bookstore specializing in material not carried by the traditional bookstores in the early 80s.


One day I was browsing through the books, not sure if it was because I did not have anything to study or I did not feel like studying anything—probably the latter. I picked up a magazine, not really paying attention to the content, but instead to the woman on the cover who wore a stunning, white dress. I looked closer. It was a Tapestry magazine published by the International Foundation for Gender Education (IFGE), www.ifge.org. It felt like I had a one-of-a-kind manuscript that contained a map to a secret treasure. I had never skipped class, but that night I did. I read that magazine from cover to cover and drank coffee until the proprietor said it was closing time. Between the cover of that magazine I read all about myself. You could have put my name in many of the coming-out and youth stories.


I did not find the treasure that night; I actually found it three days later, after reading the articles multiple times. You have to remember this was in the early 90s; the internet was really in its infancy and was not even mentioned in my computer classes yet. Near the back of the magazine was a resource guide that listed all the groups by state. I started with Alabama and worked my way down to Michigan. I expected a big city like Detroit to have one, but I could not believe my eyes when I found one right in Grand Rapids, Michigan. Conservative West Michigan had a support group for transgender people. I had just learned the term “transgender” from the magazine; up to that point I only knew of the word “transvestite,” the term I learned from the Rocky Horror Picture Show.


The next day when I got home from work I called the number listed. Nervously I waited for someone to answer. Soon a sweet lady answered the phone—I guess I was not sure what I expected because she had to say hello several times before I responded. I was a bit nervous, worried how I sounded, hoping she would not think I was a weirdo. I had not come out to anybody before. I had never whispered a hint to anyone, let alone openly talked to a stranger about it. Diane was the wife of the president of the support group called “IME”: I am ME. We talked for a few minutes; I felt like I was at the confessional and just started to spill my guts. Finally, I had found someone who actually knew what I was talking about.


Due to security reasons, new members who wanted to join the group had to meet with a board member of the group before they were allowed to attend a meeting. Diane and I agreed to meet at a Denny’s Restaurant the following week. It was a long four days. This was the first time I was able to link my feelings to being transgender to the feelings I had as a child—it clouded my thoughts, and even though these feelings had long been with me, I had never felt it so strong and had it so thick: this was the Pink Fog. As a child I would have called this a pink haze, thin and wispy, but this was thick, dense, and very intense—definitely a fog. I could not believe I actually talked to someone about being transgender. I was on Cloud Nine. My eyesight had not degenerated much at that point, and I rode my bike as a way to relieve stress. That weekend I had my best time ever for a 100-mile bicycle-training ride: just less than 3.5 hours. My mind was racing, and I could only focus on one thing. Fortunately, I did not have finals to study for.


The day of the meeting finally arrived. It was a cool April day, and I was thankful for it because I was already breaking out in a nervous sweat. I had no idea what to expect. Was she going to think I was a freak? Was she going to be way over the top? Arriving about 45 minutes early, I sat in my car for about 15 of the minutes trying to decide if I wanted to go through with the meeting. I finally got the courage up and went in and sat in the waiting area. After about 20 minutes, a nondescript elderly lady came up to me. She really was not old, but when you are 20 everyone over 30 is old. She introduced herself and I did likewise. We then waited for the hostess to seat us.


I was feeling just a little better, but I still was not sure how much of my deep, dark secret I should tell her. We sat down and she ordered a soft drink and I ordered a coffee. Food was not an option; my stomach was tied in such a tight knot I am not sure anything would have gotten down. Diane broke the ice by telling me about herself, just general background stuff, and I returned the pleasantries. She then talked about the “Group” IME and what it stood for. Due to security, I had to sign a confidentiality agreement that I was not allowed to talk about any other member outside the meeting. The meeting was a support group and not a dating group. This helped set me at ease a bit more.


She told me how the group was formed, and that she was the one who started it. She did it for herself: she was not a cross-dresser but her husband was. She had issues and wanted to talk to other spouses who had similar challenges; her husband wanted to meet other transgender individuals. With the help of their therapist at the time they formed a support/social group. This group met once a month on a Saturday night. It was always in a safe place, where girls could dress on site. The group session would begin in the afternoon, and then after the group session they would have a potluck dinner and social afterwards until about 10 or until people went home. Some girls also liked to go out after the meetings to some of the local gay bars, and once a year they had a larger social, “a prom” at the Dunes resort.


Diane went on to tell me about her husband and how she had discovered his “cross-dressing”; she had come to accept him for the female that he felt he was. Diane realized that it was an absolute need for him to express his feelings, and how it is about gender and not sex. Now it was my time to talk. The first question she asked was, “Why are you interested in me?” I guess she could see how difficult it was for me to talk because she said, “Let’s refill our drink first.” This gave me a chance to collect my thoughts. Even though I could think of nothing else for the last week, I could not think of a word to say. My heart was racing, and I could feel the drops of sweat rolling down my back.


The waitress came over with our refills and when she left, in a voice not much more than a whisper, I started to talk. I began by telling Diane about my black velvet dress in detail, how I felt when I wore it and how comfortable I felt in women’s clothes. She reached out and touched my hand, giving me just that little bit of assurance that I needed. I continued to tell her about my childhood and growing up, how I borrowed my sisters’ clothes and spent a lot of time by myself in the woods behind our house.


Finally, she interrupted me to say that she had another appointment. She handed me some pamphlets that contained information about the group and a calendar of meetings and locations. I thanked her, placing a $10.00 bill on the table for our drinks. As I got up to leave she hugged me and said it would be OK.


I had no idea that nearly two and half hours had gone by since we started talking. I went out into the parking lot. It was drizzling just a little. I got in my car as it started to rain. I just sat there for a while listening to the rain, feeling emotionally drained. I could not fathom how this meeting would be such a pivotal point in my life. Everyone can look back at their lives and think of several events or people who have played a role in shaping us into who we are. This was one of those where-were-you-when-the terrorists-flew-the-planes-into-the-World-Trade-Center moments.


I finally left and went home. I am sure Deb knew something was up because to go out on my own on a Saturday night was out of the norm. I wanted to tell my wife, but I just was not ready. Deb was not home when I arrived; I was a bit relieved and a bit saddened—I could have really used someone to talk to, but the years of being reserved left me with no one close enough. I carefully hid the brochures and papers in my car so no one would find them. It was still drizzling but the sky was getting lighter. I put on my biking gear, filled my water bottles, and headed out for a long bicycle ride.


I was emotionally numb at that point. Not happy, not sad, not excited, not melancholy. I was just there. The bike felt good; the steady pumping of the peddles felt great. I had ridden my training route so many times I did not have to think about it. I just rode. I am not sure what I was thinking or even if I was thinking. I just needed the fresh air. After a couple hours bike riding, I returned home in time for dinner. Deb had arrived home while I was gone but can’t recall saying anything to her. I can’t remember anything more of that evening except being in a daze. I had just revealed my deepest darkest secret to a total stranger.


A boulder had been lifted off my shoulders. It is very hard to describe how I felt, because one question was answered that day, giving me great relief, However, the burden in some ways grew because I was desperate to come out but could not. I guess somehow I knew that the meeting I had with Diane had significantly altered the course of my life. I had no idea how much it would change my future. I guess it felt like the whole cosmos had just shifted for me. Everything that was in perfect alignment all of a sudden changed and shifted. The pink fog had set in, and it was hard to see clearly.


The next morning I looked over the material that Diane gave me. The next meeting was the following weekend. I wanted to go and yet did not want to go. I rode a lot of miles that week trying to make a decision. I procrastinated and never made a decision. In life many people have trouble making a decision, but what they don’t realize is that if they don’t make a decision, life will make one for them, and the outcome is not always the one they would have preferred. Well the weekend came and went and so did the meeting. The next week I started lying to my wife.


Up until that point my wife of two years did not know about “Linda,” so I never had to lie about her. But now the lying started. For the following three weeks before the meeting, I started making up an elaborate lie of where I had go on Saturday night. It was a stretch from the norm because we always did things together and now I needed a Saturday night out alone. I am not sure what lie it was, but I do remember making a plan and having everything lined up. I had put all my clothes and makeup—the little I had—into the trunk of my car a week ahead of time. I was ready; I was going to do it. The time slowly ticked by—then came the day.


I was nervous. When I get nervous I am a bit chatty. Well this is one day I could not be chatty, could not let anything out. I so wanted to tell someone, I needed someone, but again I was alone. Dealing with the fear, anxiety, elation, excitement—it was great big cloud of pink emotions just floating in my head, swirling and obscuring my thoughts. I left early for the meeting, but ended up late because I drove around the hotel for a half hour.


I left my “girl” stuff in the car. I was not sure what awaited me inside the hotel as I walked through the automatic doors. The front desk clerk was currently helping someone, for which I was greatly relieved. I think I would have wet my pants if she had said, “May I help you?” I would not have had a clue how to answer that question. I would have done an about-face and headed out the door. Much to my relief, there was a small sign that read “IME Meeting Room 108” with an arrow.


I quickly headed down the hall, trying to look inconspicuous. The door was closed to room 108 when I got there. I could hear muffled voices, but could not distinguish any of the words. I paused at the door and probably would have stood there indefinitely, but after thirty seconds of enjoying the wood grain, it opened! I stood face to face with a tall, transgender woman. This was the first time I had ever met another transgender person—I would later find out her name was Sara. She said hello as she brushed past me and headed down the hallway to use the restroom. There I stood in the wide open door staring into a room of about 25 individuals. I would guess about two-thirds of them were transgender and the remaining were significant others. They stopped their discussion and turned and looked at me with an intense, inquisitive silence.


The silence was broken by Diane. In a hushed voice she said, “Welcome Linda, I am glad you could make it. Come in and introduce yourself.” I sat in the closest empty seat and said in a meek, trembling voice, “Hello, I am Linda.” At that point I was a 20-year-old bicycle racer. I was slim but with not an ounce of feminine features present. I surely did not look like a Linda. I wore a snug polo shirt that showed off my physique. A few girls said, “Welcome Linda.”


The room went silent for a few seconds before it was interrupted by Fred, the therapist supervising and advising the group. He would later become my therapist. He had a very firm voice, but as firm as it was, I could feel the caring in it. He said, “Welcome and you are just in time—we had a little bit of a late start, and we were just about to go around the room and introduce ourselves.” He started with himself and then motioned to the woman sitting next to him. Thank goodness, I was half way around the room from him, so I had time to collect my thoughts.


Everyone gave their names and short bios. Some were brief; others talked a bit longer. It took about 15 minutes before it was my turn. I did not say much, just that this was my first time at the meeting and that I was a college student, which is all I could think to say. The bio train continued around the room in pretty much the same fashion. I just sat there nervously listening. Fred talked about security issues for the support group and reminded everyone of the need for confidentiality. What was discussed in the group must only be discussed in the group and was not to be discussed or disclosed to anyone outside the group. Expulsion was automatic for anyone who did not adhere to the code of conduct and bylaws for the group.


The trans-women in the group varied significantly. There were some who looked very nice and refined and others who looked very harsh. Some wore dresses—at this point I was wishing I had dressed—others were in casual clothes, and others wore something more like costumes, nothing you would see on the street unless it was midnight and you were in the red light district. Even with the diversity, everybody was polite and courteous to one another as topics where brought up.


After about 45 minutes the groups separated into significant others and the “trans” group. I am not sure what was discussed in the significant others group—they did not share any information when they finished and returned to the main room. Ours started out with bathroom issues and bra sizes, but slowly deteriorated into a bitch session. I was sitting next to a woman named Stephanie, and we started to talk amongst ourselves when the others went off on tangents until the moderator brought things back into focus.


The meeting lasted about 45 minutes and then the door was opened so that the significant other group could come back in. I had been excited so far but no real fog had developed yet. The potluck and social came next. There was a $10 charge for anyone attending the social, and you had to bring one thing. I only had to pay because it was my first meeting. I went through the line and sat back down next to Stephanie. A girl named JoAnne joined us later. We started with small talk and then Stephanie started to tell me her story, while JoAnne interjected hers throughout the conversation. Pink fog started to drift in and goodness did it get thick fast. I could have been in their stories, only changing the name of sisters or towns they lived in. I could not believe it—they were exactly like me! I think I said, “Me, too” a thousand times that night. The feeling was unforgettable. It was not until I had facial surgery that I ever felt anything similar, if I did even then.


Time just passed. I have no recollection of what else happened that night. Once the fog slipped in, it obscured everything else. I could only see the things closest to me. The time went from 7:00 to 10:00 in the blink of an eye. Diane must have noticed the heavy fog floating around in my brain because she came over and talked to me at the end as everyone was leaving. She told me to not make any decisions tonight; instead, wait a couple of days and think everything through before I did something. I thanked her for letting me come, and said I would be back next month as we walked out to our cars.


When I got to the parking lot, there were a couple of girls discussing where they were going to go. This group of girls looked more refined, experienced. They were the ones who would go to the gay bars after the meetings; only a few girls ever felt secure enough to go out in public in femme. I wished them goodnight and then I got in my car. How I wished I could have gone with them.


It was 10:30 by that time, but I was not ready to go home. I was so intrigued with Stephanie’s and JoAnne’s stories. I had not eaten much so I decided to go to a nearby Denney’s restaurant. I do not remember what I ordered or even if it was any good; the pink fog was still very thick. It was late when I left, but I still was not ready to go home. So I drove around and eventually ended up at home. My wife was already sleeping. I could not sleep, and as it turned out, I did not have to. Twenty minutes after I lay down, my wife’s water broke and we were off to the hospital; in eight hours my first son was born. It was the most exciting 24 hours of my life.


The birth of my son saved me from making some big mistakes that night.. They say there was a time and place for everything, and telling my pregnant wife that I am transgender did not seem like the best time when she was giving birth. Hey, love look it is a boy, and oh yes I have been meaning to tell you I am a woman. His birth helped clear the fog. I was so excited I just wanted to tell everyone that I was not weird: there are other nice people just like me. I am not a freak. Others have also struggled with being transgender all their lives. It is hard to describe the weight that was lifted off my shoulders. The weight that was lifted by the revelations soon returned as the weight of reality came rolling back. I had just now realized what I was searching for all my life. It would take another twenty years before I could put down the burden and actually be free. The birth of my son was an exciting time, but I had just had such an emotional discovery of my own. I was emotionally exhausted, but a bit apprehensive for what the future held for me.


In the following days, I felt great: the excitement of my first child and the discovery of who I was, aware that others struggled with the same thing I did. I had read about people who are transgender before, but now I had met them face to face. I did not feel so alone any longer. But even though I did not feel alone, I still felt very lonely: I had all this new information, knowledge, or whatever you wanted to call it, but I could not tell anyone.


The time dragged on to the next meeting. I kept busy at work; one of the senior engineers retired and I was promoted to his position. I was excited about the promotion even if it was a promotion to a dead-end job. The job was designing control systems for nuclear power plants, but nuclear power plants in the late 1980s were being shut down. The days ticked by and finally the day came. This was it. I was coming out—even if only to the support group. Linda was going to make her first appearance to the world. I chose “Linda” simply because I liked the name. Several emotions, ranging from elation to fear, shot through me at once— I can’t think of one that was more dominant.


I was one of the first to arrive at the meeting. Thankfully I recognized someone from the previous meeting whom I just followed. I did not want to ask someone where the “IME” meeting was: “You know, the one for those creepy transvestites.” I got to the meeting room where another individual was setting up the furniture in a U shape. I just stood there with my camouflage duffle bag. The bag was a carryover from my Marine Corps days, and I used it to camouflage my girl stuff. It had been used to store my old uniforms; I kept it in the back of the closet. I had removed the uniforms, put them in the shed, and replaced them with a dress, accessories, wig, shoes, and a hodgepodge of makeup.


I must have looked like a deer in the headlights of an oncoming car, not sure where to go, what to do, or even what to say. Jenifer looked up from what she was doing and said to me, “You are either a female to male transsexual who passes very well, or you are looking for the changing room. If you are looking for the changing room, it is across the hall in room 143.” I think I said thanks and went across the hall, getting ready to show the world Linda.


The door to the changing room was propped open with the security bolt so that it would not lock. I gently pushed the door open. There were two others already getting dressed, discussing something, but stopped when I came in. They said hello and introduced themselves. Neither of them had been at the previous meeting; they were from a sister organization out of Indiana. After these quick introductions, they went back to their discussion.


I started to unpack my war bag. Since I had to hide everything, my dress was a wrinkled mess. The makeup had come out of its bag and was mixed throughout everything. Thank goodness none of it leaked. When you only have one dress you panic a bit. By the time I had removed everything, the pink fog had crept in again and was getting thick. It is a wonderful feeling: an arousal of senses but not of a sexual nature. It usually takes a couple of days after I dress to be able to have an erection again. Once I was organized, the bathroom was empty; I grabbed my stuff and went in.


There was a knock on the bathroom asking if I was done. Nerves made it hard to put on makeup and my fingers trembled a bit as I fumbled with the buttons on my dress. I was a hairy creature— part werewolf, I believe. To hide the hair I had to wear high-collar dresses. Since my wife did not know about Linda, I could not shave below my neck. I finally got the dress buttoned, quickly pulled up my opaque pantyhose putting a small run in them as I did, and vacated the bathroom for the next person. That is one trick I did learn if you wear opaque pantyhose: people can’t see your hairy legs, and you can get by without shaving them. The pink fog was getting thick. The room was starting to get busy. There was one person using the mirror above the sink and another person brought a lighted mirror and was sitting at the desk. The girl finished up at the desk mirror and asked me if I wanted to use it. I quickly sat down before she could offer it to another.


Putting makeup on was no easy task, especially since I did not have very good makeup, just some cheap stuff I bought at Rite Aid. I applied my foundation twice, and even though I had just shaved a few hours before, the five o’clock shadow was still present. I learned later about different makeup concealer that could do a better job of hiding the beard than regular foundation. Of course, if you get the wrong color—which I was notorious for—you can easily make yourself look like a clown. The other girls getting ready looked so good and I still looked like a guy in a dress with bad makeup. But I did not care—the fog was pretty thick and through it I looked OK. I was there, and I was OUT.


I quickly finished fixing my hair, put on my heels and left. I had mastered walking in heels and wore them any chance I could since was a child. I had four sisters and a mother. There was always a pair of heels lying around. I talked to a few other girls until the meeting started a short time later. There were about 18 people in this meeting: 14 male to female transgender and 4 spouses. The meeting followed the same format. The time flew even faster than the previous meeting. There was a lot of pink fog. It was the first time I was ever dressed in front of anybody. I was not prepared for how thick the fog was going to get.


After the meeting, a Mary Kay representative planned to do a makeover and show us how to use makeup. I was picked for the one to get the makeover. I still don’t know if I was lucky to get picked, or my makeup looked so bad they felt sorry for me. Either way I was glowing with excitement. She started by removing the clown face and slowly rebuilt it layer by layer. When she was finished, I looked in the mirror and saw a girl. I saw myself as I had always imagined. I was no supermodel but that day I was beautiful. The pink fog got thick very fast.


My head remained foggy for what seemed like a week. I had a one-track mind and about 150 dollars of Mary Kay makeup. During that week I thought I was going to explode, but somehow I managed to contain myself and not blow my cover. My wife worked late three nights a week. On the nights she worked late and I did not have school, I would race home and experiment putting on makeup. I would try to do it exactly the way the Mary Kay representative showed me. It is not as easy as she made it seem. I did, however, successfully make myself look like a very attractive hooker. My biggest problem was covering my beard. I could easily shave twice a day and no matter how much makeup I put on, you could still see it poking through after a couple of hours.


I continued to practice religiously. I finally managed to get the eye shadow on just my eyelids and not all over my face. But even to this day I seem to get some on my face no matter how hard I try. By the time of the next meeting, I was getting OK with the makeup. I bought a new dress through the JC Penney catalog—this was before online shopping. In the old days, we used to place orders over a telephone and talk to a real person. I do not think the fog really dissipated completely before the next month’s meeting.


The Pink Fog plays such an important part in a transgender person’s evolution. Once you have experienced it, you never really forget it. It is a feeling you have never experienced but have always known. For lack of a better description, it just feels right. The closest word I can find is contentment. You may not know what it is but you recognize it when you feel it. I guess you always know you are transgender, but it takes time to peel back the layers and accept what you find inside.


I practiced for hours putting on my face and taking it off. I would shave so close that my face stung or more often than not bleed. However, the more I practiced the more my female side came out. I slowly saw a woman emerge. I started out looking like a guy wearing makeup and ended up looking like a young woman. I guess this is the point where my pretending ended and reality set in. As a child I always pretended I was a princess, but finally I could see the princess for real and it was no longer pretend—I was free, I could see the person who I felt I was. The pink fog stayed around a long time. It varied in density from time to time but never really cleared out.


The pink fog was here to stay. I stayed with the support group for two and a half years. The last year I was president. I wanted more from the group than to just sit around and talk about how we got to that point, so I started to talk some of the girls into going out to some local gay bars after the meeting. As with most small groups if you start leading, before long you are the nominated the leader . I didn’t actively pursue being the president; it just kind of ended up that way. I had some good friends in the group, but they were group friends. The secretive nature of this group made it difficult to be friends outside of it. I only saw some of the members in their female personas and would never have recognized them as anything other than women. There was a woman who was a mechanic: she was in her late twenties and she was transitioning. She had come out at work and was even living full time. We younger girls hung around her when she came to meetings; we all had a million questions to ask her. This continued until one day when the man showed up. Nobody knew who this person was—as it turned out, it was the mechanic. She was quite attractive as a man and had a very pretty face. That night she had informed the group she had to end her transition because she was going to lose her daughter if she did not. She looked devastated. We never formally heard from her again, but about six months later, there was a rumor that she had killed herself.


It was in the early 90s. My son was going on two years old, and my wife was expecting our second son. I felt a great deal of empathy towards the girl who had to end her transition, because the thought of not seeing my own children was too frightening. I could feel a strain coming in my marriage as well. My wife knew where I was going every month, making sure she was never around on that day. I encouraged her to come to a support group for spouses, but she would not hear of it. She is the type of individual who prefers not to talk about or understand things that make her feel uncomfortable.


I graduated from college a month before my second son was born. It was in the early 90s and jobs were hard to find. I did manage to find a job as a computer information systems manager at a manufacturing plant in southern Illinois. It was in the middle of nowhere: the largest town within 30 miles had a population of 11,000 people. I referred to people who lived there as “children of the corn” because many of them were farmers and most had never been exposed to life outside the county. I needed the work, so my wife and I packed up the small amount of stuff we had and the two boys and headed to Illinois to start a new life.


Wanting to make my marriage work, I took the opportunity to purge. Instead of packing my female stuff, I threw it all away—well, almost all. I kept one outfit, kind of like a security blanket. I said goodbye to the group and left. The internet was not really even established yet, so unless you wrote letters or made phone calls, you could not stay in touch with anyone. I was determined to start over and be a man, a Father, for my children.


The pink fog never goes away; it may thin from time to time but always comes back. For the first couple of years I managed to keep busy. It was demanding job, but the work was engaging. There was not a lot to do in the town were we lived, and we could not afford cable television at first, so PBS became our favorite channel because it was our only channel. This forced my wife and I to spend a lot of time together. We hated the area but we were closer now because we counted on each other for entertainment and company. This really helped keep the fog away, but when she went back to Michigan to regularly see her family, I always took the opportunity to wear something feminine. This seemed to work for me—for a while anyway. Dressing occasionally was enough to take the edge off and keep things tolerable. At that point, I thought I could live this way forever. A little pink fog was OK with me.


Three years of living in an isolated community became difficult. The children of the corn were not mean to outsiders, but if you were not born there, you never became part of the community. I moved back to Michigan and got a new job. I kept my mind busy by going to the university, working on my MBA at night. The trouble with moving back to Michigan was that I knew I would not be able to get a driver’s license. My macular degeneration had gotten to the point that I could no longer read street signs. With no transportation and no way to get around, my personal life deteriorated to only family events.


The next seven years were terrible, from an internal perspective. My children were doing well; we had a nice house in the suburbs. We even got a dog. For most people this would have been a pretty good life, but it was hell for me. I could not drive because of my deteriorating vision, and unfortunately I made too much money so my wife never thought she needed to work. So here I was trapped. It was like being under house arrest. I could not do anything without being with someone. I could not go to support groups; I would have to have my wife take me. I could not ever dress. I was locked up at home.


The only redeeming feature I had is twice a week I got to go to class at Central Michigan University. I guess that is what made it so easy to go to school because the alternative was prison. My wife absolutely refused to move to any place that had decent public transportation. I was a prisoner in my own house, and I never committed a crime. I was losing hope. Life was just passing me by and I could not get out and enjoy it. Hope was fading and so was my desire to live.


By this time I had managed to acquire a few degrees that ranged from electronics engineering to an MBA. My education allowed my career to flourish and soon my family went from appreciating the lifestyle I provided to expecting it. As my career flourished, my vision floundered. The worse my vision got, the harder it was to do my job. I finally became desperate and made a choice. I was either going to live or I was going to end it. Since I decided to commit suicide, I figured I had nothing left to lose. Per the saying “Go Big or Go Home,” I went for Big. I knew I would never be able to afford to transition working for someone else, so I took a big risk and started a software business—by choosing to transition, I chose Life, and I plan to enjoy every day I have.


I started my own business. What made this risky for me is I was giving up a very good job with a stable income. There is nothing like jumping out of the pan into the fire. Starting a new business can be exciting until the honeymoon period is over and the reality of not getting a paycheck sets in. I had an office in the basement and that is where I spent the next six months of my life, if you want to call it that. I was alone amongst people. I got lucky and soon my business started to grow roots and I was asked to give presentations and workshops. I finally got a furlough from my dungeon. I had always joked that if I robbed a bank, I would at least be locked up with other people and would not even have to work.


I did my best to block being transgender out of my mind. Since I did not get a chance to dress, I did not care how I looked. Food is wonderful if you do not care. I could eat, drink, and even smoke as much as I wanted. Over a decade, I put on 100 pounds from a size 32 waist to a snug 44 inch waist. I was fat and out of shape. It did not matter. The pink fog never goes away: no matter how much you look in the mirror, you still want to see a woman.


In the spring of 2007, everything came to a head. Maybe it was the midlife crisis where you begin to realize your mortality and wonder what life is all about, but for me it turned out to be Amazon.com. I was looking for a book, and while Googling “Floating Point Address,” made an entry error—Google returned sites for “Floating Point Dresses,” including “prom dresses” on Amazon.com.


I was curious so I clicked on it. The first was the Pink “Princess” halter dress with an empire waistline. It was beautiful, and it came in size 3x. I must have gone back to that site eight different times looking at the dress over and over. Each time I did, the pink fog got thicker and thicker, until it clouded my judgment and I ordered the dress. The pink fog was back, but the difference was this time I did not want to fight it. I just let it role in and it felt good, too good.


The dress came in the next couple of days. Of course, I was concerned that I might be discovered by my wife, that I was buying women’s clothes again, or that my children might have questions about the package. UPS was a regular at my front door because I had to order everything for my business, and the package got delivered undetected. I had to wait until nobody was home to be able to try on the dress. I could hardly wait and was close to being giddy with excitement. I slipped it on, tied the halter, reached behind, grabbed the zipper firmly, and gave it tug.


The zipper moved about an inch then would not budge further. I had gotten so fat that a 3x would not fit. When I was twenty; I was wearing a 14-16. That instant I started dieting. I vowed to lose weight. This time the pink fog was not clouding my judgment; it was giving me determination. I was determined to lose weight. My goal was to lose one pound a week for a year. The pink fog was a motivator, and every time I thought of eating, I would think of that dress.


I started dieting in late March; I really cut down on my calorie intake, and increased my calories burned by walking. I walked every morning and eventually got up to walking three miles a day at a pace of four miles an hour. I was so out of shape. The pounds really started to drop off. I was averaging ten pounds a month. By May of that year I could zip the dress all the way up. It was tight but I managed to zip it. The second I got that dress zipped my head became clouded with pink!


If I could lose this much, maybe I could lose more. It was an incredible feeling when I could get that dress zipped. I vowed never to be heavy again. I changed not only how much I ate but what I ate as well. I went from possible one salad a month to one a day. My diet went from buffalo chicken wings to a Caesar chicken salad. I look back now and think that this was the first time the pink fog had been a driving force. I am sure everyone feels good about themselves when they lose weight and look better, but it was deeper than this for me. Deep inside I was feeling a strong pull, but stronger than before. It was different from what I felt twenty years earlier.


Twenty years before, there was this high degree of excitement that went along with the new-found self and freedom. Each discovery was exciting. This was not that—the feelings were somehow deeper or stronger. I was not discovering things all over; this was more of a relief and acceptance. Anybody who is dealing with a problem—drugs, alcohol, work—is taught that accepting the fact that you are an addict is the first step. Knowing and acknowledging the problem and accepting it are different. I guess I was emotionally mature enough and confident in who I was so that I could truly embrace being transgender for the first time.


The pink fog was still there, but instead of worrying about what it might be concealing and what might be revealed to me next, I found it quite calming and reassuring. I began to feel contentment in a way I had never felt before. From this point on, I counted on the pink fog to carry me through the roughest eighteen months of my life. During those months the fog never waned.


February 28, 2008 is unofficially when my transition began. The formal transition did not start until November 15 of that same year. In January I came out to a good friend of mine, Linda, I had known for a while. She was the kind of friend whom you just click with from day one. We had met at a workshop where I was a presenter and had emailed each other almost every day since then. We were both at a conference in Chicago, and I had confided in her earlier about being transgender; now she wanted to meet me—the person I had been hiding from the world.


It was on a cold Thursday afternoon in downtown Chicago when Stephanie Anne Timmer presented herself to the world. I had come with a friend who was seriously sick. We were going to share a room, but I did not want to catch what he had, so I decided to stay in Linda’s room. She had two beds and two bathrooms. It took me three hours to get ready. I still had trouble hiding my beard, and I was bleeding in several spots where I tried to shave extra close. I was nervous because I had never come out to anyone who was not transgender or was part of a group. I was complaining that my jeans were too big, so Linda gave me a pair she had just gotten to see if they would fit. They did, and I never gave them back—I had never fit into a size twelve before.


Wearing the new jeans I finished getting ready. Linda quietly watched, being very supportive and giving me a few pointers as I went. Finally it was time to put on the wig. I was so nervous I put the wig on backwards. It was a great ice breaker; we still laugh about how hard I tried to put my face on straight, but ended up putting my hair on backwards.


That afternoon the both of us walked through the lobby of the Marriott and out onto the busy Chicago street. Stephanie Anne Timmer was alive and exposed to the world. I remember walking down the freezing sidewalk to the art museum. The wind was brisk as it blew through my red hair. We spent the next couple of days sightseeing and shopping. We even got our ears pierced.


Linda and I continued to go out and explore the world together. We often attended the same conferences for work, so we had many chances to see each other and experience life in a whole new way. When I was younger, I had always gone to gay bars when I dressed, because they were safe and accepting. We went everywhere and rarely to the gay bars.


Everywhere we went we had a great time. People treated me very well: other than the occasional derogatory “sir” instead of “madam,” I did not have any trouble. The thing that helps the most about going out in public in your early transition is dressing to fit in and not to attract attention. As much fun as it is to wear something flattering, do not. Wear something nondescript.


There were three distinct moments when the fog became extremely thick. The thickest point I can remember occurred on January 13. I was presenting in Miami and when I was done, I had to fly to Boston, where I was going to have my first surgery. I had never flown as Stephanie before this point, and before I went through an irreversible surgery, I need to make certain that I was ready. I figured that if I did not have the courage to fly as Stephanie I was not ready for surgery.


Tuesday morning I got up a 3:30 to make sure I had time to get ready. A million things were running though my head. It was winter—I had a lot of trouble with delays and cancelations the previous winter. What would I do if I got stranded and my beard grew through my makeup? I got ready and tried my best to get the makeup just right—hard when you are blind, but I think I did OK. With macular degeneration it is like looking through a par of very dirty glasses. – nothing is clear I was ready about an hour before I had to leave, so I fussed about the room and watched Anderson Cooper 360 until my shuttle came.


The wig I was wearing was made out of human hair, but I could never get the cap to fit snugly. It was forever coming loose; I repeatedly had to go into the restroom to pull it down again. The shuttle came and I boarded as gracefully as I could. Sweat began to trickle down my back in the warm Miami morning; nerves did not help much, either. My confidence was climbing as we reached the airport. The shuttle driver got out and opened the door for me. As he was getting my luggage out of the back of the van, I put my foot down on the step. The step had a grid that a heel could get stuck in, and mine did. I made a spectacular entrance at the Miami Airport. Because my wig never fit well, I instinctively reached for it to hold it on my head. That only left one had to brace my fall. My wig did not come off, but I lost my pride and what little confidence I had.


I picked myself up and went to the restroom to get cleaned up. The sweat now more from nerves than from heat had made my makeup run just a bit. I repaired the damage the best I could and then went through security. This was after 9/11 and I had a male ID, but apparently it does not matter as long as the name on the ID matches the ticket. I went through security without a problem.


I made it all the way to Boston without delay or problem. I met my friend Linda at the airport and road with her to the Courtyard by Marriot near the University of Boston Medical center. Successfully completing my maiden voyage I felt great, but it did not produce much fog which was a good thing. The feeling I got when I landed in Boston, besides relief, was confidence. I was absolutely sure that the surgery was what I wanted. It was just what I needed to feel before surgery.


The next morning we got up and went for my consultation with Dr. Spiegel, my plastic surgeon. I had paid up front so there was little paperwork. We just sat in a crowded waiting room until an orderly called us back. I was met by Ivy, Dr Spiegel’s assistant, who talked to me a bit about the process, and where to go in the morning. She did a great job of easing my fears. Dr. Spiegel came in soon after and looked at my face to suggest what other surgeries would be helpful to give me a more feminine appearance. He took the time to explain the difference between a male face and a female face. The male forehead is more pronounced whereas a female forehead is flatter. Men have a more pronounced jaw and a squarer jaw line, and often develop a bump on their noses whereas women do not. The nose surgery is called a rhinoplasty—only the male rhino develops a horn on the nose. The doctor could show me on my picture what it would look like if I had those surgeries. He was very reassuring and really put me at ease. Still no pink fog, just a bit of apprehension.


The next morning we had to be at the hospital by 6:30 a.m. It was difficult for me because it was the first time I had ever gone out in public without my wig or makeup. I did not even have pierced ears—I let the holes grow shut after I got my ears pierced in Chicago. We got to the hospital on time, only to find the surgery that came before mine had complications and the operating room was not available. I had to wait an extra three hours before I would be brought back to the pre-surgery triage. I had a bit of pink fog when I got to see my name on my wristband. I was not used to having strangers call me Stephanie.


I don’t remember anything after the intravenous drip was started. The next thing I do remember was being gently awakened by my friend’s voice. It took me a few minutes to gain my orientation and remember where I was. I was not sure how I was going to feel emotionally after surgery once the reality of what I did sunk in. I had pertinently altered my body where people could see that my Adam’s apple was gone. Of course at this point I could not tell because of the bandages on my throat. I guess it was more than I expected because I was blinded by pink fog.


Every day of my life when I looked into the mirror I saw an Adam’s apple. It was no more appealing to me then a great big zit the size of a half dollar on my forehead. It was a constant reminder that I was not physically a woman and now it was gone. I never had to look at it again. I am not sure if anyone ever noticed that I had it or would notice once it was gone. I noticed it and it bothered me and now it was gone permanently. I am not sure how to describe the feeling but ecstatic is the closest word I can think of. That afternoon the pink fog was thick, so very dense.


The surgery was the turning point. I knew at this instant, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that I needed to complete this journey that I had started. I was ready, and I vowed to do what was necessary to finish my transition. For some reason I just knew, and I never had any doubts from that point on. I had never been that sure of anything before in my life. It was also a running point in my marriage as well—Deb said she did not sign on for this when we got married, and that was about all she has said to me since. Thank goodness for the Pink Fog because the next twelve months were going to be the hardest of my life


With each step I took closer to the pivotal point in my life, there was an increase in fog for a period of time and then it would thin to a constant pink hue that never really went away. A time when the fog became real thick is when I formally had my name changed. On February 19, I had to go to court and formally ask the judge for a court-ordered name change. The act of getting my name changed itself was uneventful. I went in front of the magistrate and sat in her office across the desk. I handed her the letter from my doctor saying I was in transition and that this was a requirement of the HBSOC (Harry Benjamin Standards of Care). The HBSOC is a series of steps or benchmarks a person going through transition must reach before the final surgery can take place. She asked me what my new name was and I politely said, “Stephanie Anne—Stephanie Anne Timmer.” She looked down at the court order, signed it, looked up, smiled at me, and said good luck as she handed me the notarized court-ordered name change. I was now Stephanie!


However, at that point all my other IDs still said “Steve.” Being blind, I cannot get a driver’s license, so all I have is my New Hampshire ID and my passport. So Linda took me directly to the Department of Motor Vehicles where I stood in line for my picture. It was probably the worst picture I ever had taken, but my ID said “Stephanie Anne Timmer.” It was hard to believe I had a new name. The state of New Hampshire had ordered my name to be changed to “Stephanie Anne Timmer”—it was still surreal. About a week later I was on another business trip. When I was going through New Hampshire airport security, the TSA screener read my name, “Stephanie Anne Timmer,” aloud off the ticket. It took several seconds for it to sink in that he was talking to me. I could have given him a great big kiss: it was one thing to read your name on a piece of paper, but to have a total stranger say it for the first time was unbelievable. The pink fog rolled in at that moment.


It took a few months for me to get used to strangers saying my name, and there were a lot of times when people said “Sir” that I impulsively compulsively turned around thinking that they where talking to me, only to find out that they were referring to someone else. The converse was true as well, and I think several people believed that I had a hearing problem because they would be looking right at me and would have to say “Ma’am” several times before I acknowledged them.


At the time of writing this book, the pink fog still thickens a bit whenever a stranger says my name. A court order in hand, I was finally able to change the name on all my identification including my passport and social security card. I had to wait on my birth certificate until I had completed my gender reconstruction surgery, because I wanted the “M” changed to “F,” and I needed that final surgery before Michigan department of community health would be willing to do it. Old laws made by old men are hard to change.


It was these little things that continued to keep the fog from thinning out every day. There were other things that kept the fog pretty stable on a daily basis as well. I had one employee who lived in Las Vegas, and because at the time I did not have an office for him to travel to, I went to him. I always stayed at the SunCoast hotel. While not a high-end hotel, it was close to where he lived—most of all, I liked it there. I had been working out of this hotel once a month for two years before I transitioned from Steve to Stephanie. Before the transition, I could basically go completely unnoticed. Once I transitioned, everyone knew me: I guess a six-foot one-inch, dishwater blonde man is not as memorable as a five-foot thirteen-inch, tall, curly redhead. I was not sure if I was very cute or ugly. But I was memorable.


My employee in Las Vegas was the first employee I had come out to and the next was my CEO. My CEO was from a generation older than I and very conservative. We had also been good man-friends for quite a few years. I had come out to him and he was still adjusting, barely, when he finally got to meet Stephanie face to face in Las Vegas. The great part about coming out in Las Vegas is nobody blinked an eye when they saw someone who was transgender. For many of them, this did not even come close to the top ten unique things they see on a daily basis. The day before my CEO’s arrival, I had eaten at the TGI Fridays in the casino and had been chatting with several of the staff members. Well, when we went to TGI Fridays the next day, they all remembered me and made a special point to say hello. It felt great, especially in front of my CEO. It really helped him, but it helped me more by giving me the confidence to move forward and to finish telling the others in my company. It is those things that kept the pink fog consistent over the six months of the transition.


If that pink fog ever had left during the transition, I am not sure I would have been able to complete the great elephant ride. I guess if it had gone away then maybe transitioning was not the right thing for me to do. Well, it never dissipated, it never thinned, and I was able to make the transition. The pink fog started out as something that was exciting, where you were not sure what was going to be revealed next. It later became an annoyance as I lived in denial of who I was: I the harder I tried to not be transgender, the pink fog drifted in and made everything blurry. The pink fog slowly became part of the landscape as I worked toward self-acceptance. I now enjoy the comfort of having it there. It still can cloud my judgment, but I have more experience and know how to work around it.

                

  
          The Day I Was a Terrorist

        
               


This story started about eighteen months before the before I almost became a terrorist.  Long before I came out to anyone, I was in what I call the discovery phase. During this phase you let yourself feel things that you had previously repressed. This can be quite a slippery slope because what you do is slowly, sometimes not so slowly, let yourself experience all these wonderful things. They seem wonderful at the time because they are new and very exciting.


While I was in denial I did not care what I looked like. I became quite fat, nearly 300 pounds, drank a lot, and smoked cigars. Trust me, it is very easy to be fat and lazy, and I was really good at it. I never thought I would ever be able to live my life as a woman. I figured if I could not see myself as a woman I would not want to be one – I learned very quickly that that hypothesis was not correct-fail. One day a purchased a dress from a discount store thinking I would like to just have a break once in a while and let my hair down, so to speak, once in a while.


Well, I got the dress: it was a lovely pink, halter empress-style dress. It was a slimming woman’s 3X. I put it on but could not zip it more than an inch. I had a 44” waist and a 54” chest with a 18” neck. I looked funny in it, and I also felt ashamed. That was a turning point for me. I started a diet that instant, but I did more than that: I changed my eating habits. But I needed more. I needed exercise.


I started to exercise by walking. I walked on a treadmill faithfully every day. Soon I was walking five miles a day at a very brisk pace. I was surprised how quickly the weight came off—I don’t get to enjoy that anymore now that I have been on hormones. Your body changes when you are on hormones and when you start taking estrogen you body tries to preserve the fat instead of burn it. In six months I had gone from 288 to 243. I had lost 45 pounds. I was excited because now I could zip the dress if I held my breath and sucked in my stomach. It was not comfortable but I could do it! Well, that just embolden me further and I started to look for other cloths. I had two other things against me in finding clothes that would fit: I was 5’13” and wore a woman’s size 13 shoe. When you are that size there is not a lot of selection to pick from. Most of the clothes I found that would fit looked like they came from the camping department in Sears. I think most of what I found could have “Sleeps three” on the label.


Determined not to look like homer Simpson in a dress, I continued to work out and eat right. I worked out every day. On a trip to Las Vegas, I booked a reservation at the Texas Station Casino. It is one of those off-strip casinos that cater to the local clientele. There are no high rollers who ever gamble there, and as a result the Texas station customer service reflects that attitude. When I checked in I politely asked where their fitness center was—the receptionist look at me kind of puzzled and proclaimed that they had not had one since they put in the buffet. You begin to understand why Americans are overweight.


Only one option for exercise was left: outdoors. Well, being legally blind makes it difficult for me to navigate streets and corners, so I headed out to find a safe place to run. I had not run for about 20 years, so I was also a bit self conscious. I came to a flat, open field next to the road about the size of a city block, and if you have ever been to Las Vegas, you don’t see any grass. If you come to an open field, it is usually all dirt and rocks. This field was all fenced in, and on the inside of the fence was what looked like a worn track. I walked around the outside until I came to a “No Trespassing” sign that was right next to a section of the fence that had been broken down a bit so that I could get over it. I climbed over, figuring that since nobody should be there because of sign, it seemed like a good place to run. And if anybody came to kick me out I would just tell them I was low-vision and could not read the sign.


As I was climbing over the fence, my tee shirt sleeve got caught on the fence and tore it, cutting my arm in the process. I did not realize it at the time, but I had a far amount of blood running down my arm. Now I had not run for 20 years and I was severely out of shape and not exactly thin, either. Add in a torn shirt and a bloody arm: I looked like a homeless guy who had been beaten senseless in a mugging while running around the inside of fence looking for an exit. What made it even more interesting were the wild chickens in the field; as I was running, they didn’t have the sense to get out of the way, running in front of me so that it appeared I was chasing them. As I was running, chasing chickens along the side of the fence that is adjacent to the road, people were honking and rooting for the chickens because all they saw was a homeless guy trying to catch dinner. It was a very humbling experience because after all that the chickens could still run faster than I could.


That was the last time I stayed at the Texas Station Casino. From that point on, every time I went to Las Vegas I stayed at the Sun Coast casino; they had a fitness center open twenty-four hours a day. It is great because I always stay on Eastern Standard Time. I stay on EST because my office hours are from 8:00 am to 5:00pm EST and customers start calling at 8:00 am regardless of where I am. So every morning I get up at 5:00 am like normal and head down to the fitness center about 6:00 am which is 3:00 am Las Vegas Time. Las Vegas probably only gets one thunderstorm a year, and it just happened to come through one morning when I was running on the treadmill. The fitness center had very large glass windows overlooking the desert—it is quite impressive to see a thunderstorm roll in over the desert when you can see the lightning for miles. Since I was the only one working out at the time, I decided to turn out the lights and watch the storm. Guess what? Casinos can lose power during thunderstorms. When you are done working out and you press the stop button, the treadmill slows to a stop, plus you know you are stopping. It is not the same when you are running at your tempo speed not expecting to stop and the casino loses power. The treadmill I was on stopped dead; I did not. If the bar had been only an inch lower, there would not have been a need for sexual reassignment surgery. When the emergency lights turned on, I was sitting on the ground next to the treadmill in severe pain. You can close the distance between you and the front of the treadmill in a very short period of time. I was starting to think that running was a contact sport.


There was also the time that I flew into Manchester New Hampshire to do a training session for work. Instead of staying at Linda’s house, which is about an hour away, we decided to stay by the Manchester airport. There is a midsize mall located very close to the airport. I never seemed to have more than a couple outfits because I was still losing weight and every few months I had to buy a smaller size. I love shopping and I love being thin so these were welcomed changes.


Part of the transition requirement is that before you can have the final surgery you have had to have a real life experience. And during that real life experience, you need to engage in all your normal activities. This included things like flying, eating in restaurants, grocery shopping, and for me this included exercise. Linda and I hit the stores and ended up in JC Penney’s, partly because they are not expensive and they have a great Tall section. That week they just happened to have a sale on female workout clothes, so Linda and I purchased matching sets.


The hotel where we were staying had a small workout room with a reclining bike and two treadmills all facing the same way, towards the television. We had used it a couple of times before, and nobody had ever come in, so we thought it would be safe for me to run on the treadmill as Stephanie. This was a first for me because I would be out in public without makeup or a wig—I wore a pink ball cap instead. I had not started taking hormones yet, so I really looked like a very fit man in a woman’s running outfit. Not happy with how I look I decided to pad my running top with my silicone breast implants. The top was tight and they seemed to stay in place fairly well.


Linda and I made it down to the workout room without meeting anyone in the hallway. I got on the treadmill to do my daily five-mile run, and Linda got on the bike. After about twenty-five minutes, I had finished about three miles and Linda came over to get on the treadmill next to me. As she did, she asked me about how much longer I would be. I cannot see very well, so I had to bend over and get close to the control panel of the treadmill.


The air in the fitness center was hot and muggy being right next to the pool and I had started to perspire heavily. Bending over to look at the control panel put just enough slack in my running top and the perspiration made my silicone breast implants slippery. In a split second, my right breast slipped out from the bottom of my top and hit the treadmill with a smack. I was running about a seven-minute miles and the treadmill was going at a good pace. The silicone breast flung at full speed off the back of the treadmill into the wall, with another smack leaving a wet circle on the wall where it had hit.


Still grappling with what just happen, the running top now had more slack in it because there was only one beast. Before I could react the second breast, fell out and proceed to hit the wall as well joining the other one on the floor. There were both breasts lying on the floor with their nipples pointing skyward, glistening with perspiration.


I hit the kill switch on the treadmill to stop it so I could recover my breasts and as I did, an older gentleman came into the fitness center. If my face was not red from the workout, it was red now from the embarrassment. I quickly picked up my breasts, and with no way of diligently putting them back, I carried one in each hand, quickly exiting the fitness center. The gentleman never said a word, and as I walked by him, I quickly uttered the word “cancer” and left.


I have had numerous experiences like that while running, but the one that nearly killed me was when I was in Sarnia, Ontario. I was with a colleague on a training trip and we had to spend the night in Sarnia. The training was on a Monday morning, so we arrived mid afternoon on Sunday, September 16th 2007. We stayed at a quaint little hotel on the water, which did not have a fitness center, either. It was a beautiful day, and I spent most of it in the hotel room working. My colleague went out to walk the boardwalk to see if it was going to work for me to run. He came back just before dinner and said it looked safe: all I had to do was run to a building and come back. Sounded easy enough and we even walked part of the route, which was pretty much barrier free. On the way back we met an older lady out for a walk, and we started just a small conversation with her about how nice it was here and how much we appreciated it. She proceeded to tell us that a week earlier there was a murder-suicide in the park.


The next morning I got up at my normal time of 5:00 a.m. and was out the door by about 5:30. It was almost twilight; there was just an orange glow where the sun was coming up, quite mild for a late September morning. I put on my head phones and my new running outfit. I was feeling pretty good because the new Under Armor shirt was a snug fit showing of a pretty buff physique. I have very poor vision, and at night it is even worse, but the walk was well lit with nobody else on the path. I started running and I came to the building that my colleague mentioned; I thought I would just circle the building and head back. I proceeded to follow the sidewalk to the right along the building. As I ran I saw a dark area in the pavement ahead. Thinking it a just recently paved sidewalk, I kept running at full stride. The dark area of the side walk was not freshly paved. It just was not there—it had been completely removed and the only thing left were steel crossbeams and a very deep hole with rocks and metal debris.


The next half hour is not in my memory bank. I am really not sure what happened next. After visiting the scene multiple times, I have constructed a memory. The next thing I can remember is walking back to the hotel. I remember hearing the water of a fountain that I had run past earlier. My MP3 player was still playing Pink Floyd’s The Wall, my favorite album because it encapsulated my life, describing how I built up these walls and all I wanted to do was break them down.


I had walked about a quarter of a mile before I became aware of the warm blood running down my face and leg. I felt something but I really did not feel any pain right away. I just felt the blood, warm and sticky. The pain had started by the time I got back to the hotel. I just hurt— nothing in particular, I just started to hurt all over. The morning glow of sunlight just started to warm the cool morning air as I got to the door. It was easy to find because my window was the only one with a light on.


I opened my door and went to the bathroom to look at the damage. My face was covered in blood and still bleeding. Blood was flowing from a hole in my leg and had soaked my new running shoes. I knew I needed to call for help, but I had something more important to do. I had to hide something. I had gotten out some of my “Stephanie” clothes and I had to hide them. I may have been bleeding to death, but it would not matter if my friend came in the room and saw that “stuff.” So I quickly hid it all under the bed.


It took me several minutes to hide everything because my right arm was not working; I could not move it without excruciating pain. Once the secret was safe, I went next door to get help. All the blood I had wiped away had begun running down my face again. My friend is not a morning person, so a knock on the door probably woke him out of a deep sleep. A blurry-eyed man answered the door looking more like he was going to chew me out, but then he saw the blood and his eye just about engulfed his head as I politely asked for a band aid. He is a trained paramedic; I have never seen anyone’s face drain completely of blood before. I was the injured one, but I think he was the one going into shock.


He did recoup pretty quickly, and the paramedic in him took over. I was a U.S. citizen at the time and my insurance card was only good in the states. But he insisted that I go to hospital, which was what I had to do. We got to the hospital—they have a tendency to take you back right away when you are making a mess on the floor. I think I may have even scared a few little kids.


By the time we were taken back, I was starting to feel the shock of it all set in, and the pain really started to climb. In the emergency room a cute young doctor examined me. I had a puncture in my left shin, and the skin was completely removed from my inner thigh of my left leg, starting from my calf to almost my groin. I has a serious laceration over my right eye right in the eyebrow, and my right shoulder was shattered like an egg shell. Not a break but many small little fractures.


The nurse came in and began to wash me with disinfectant that hurt, but then it was the doctor’s turn to abuse me. He inserted his fingers into my leg wound about four inches and began to pull out the gravel and debris. All the while he was showing my friend were the metal had scraped the shinbone, and you could see the glimmer of the white from the bone amongst the red blood. Getting injured was bad but getting repaired hurt even worse, because you did not have the adrenaline from a fall to help with the pain—you get to enjoy all of it because pain med had yet to take effect.


I came out of the ER eventually and tallied up all the damage. I had 8 stitches in my head and the same number in my leg. I was still missing my skin from my left leg and my shoulder hurt so badly I could barely put on a shirt. My friend did not know about my secret, and I really wanted to say something to the doctor. A scar on the leg or the forehead is not as much a concern for a man as it is for a woman, and I think the doctor would have done a better job hiding the scar if he had known. But at that point I was in so much pain it did not matter.


We went back to the hotel room. I had to stay in town for twenty-four hours because I had a major head trauma. It was a nice warm September day for the Midwest, so my friend took me down to the scene of the accident. It was easy to find: we could follow the trail of blood. We got to the hole and it was right outside a law office. We went in to ask if they would put up a barricade so no one else would fall in. They were very quick to inform me that it was not their property and that the building was owned by the city. And we needed to contact them.


I own a business in Canada and I know that if someone got hurt on my business property, the government would be all over me with fines and litigation, so I thought I would hold them to the same standards and I had my attorney call them. I needed to do this anyway so that they would pay for my medical bills. Well that started a three-year legal process that almost turned me into a terrorist.


Throughout the legal process, because I had a head injury, the concern was long-term brain damage, so over the next few years I had multiple exams, with three neurophysiologist s administering several brain scans. During one such trip to London, Ontario, I had a brain scan at Victoria hospital. I flew in the day before my brain scan appointment. The next morning I got up early and headed to the hospital. I checked in, everything was fine, and I sat down in the waiting room. I waited my turn, and then at the end of the scan I was told that I would be fine as long as I was not going across the border. 


Well I was flying to Manchester, New Hampshire in the morning, I explained. So the assistant returned to the desk for a card, then handed it to me while saying that I might need it. The print was too small for me to read ,so I put it in my pocket thinking I could read it later. I was currently dressed as “Steve” for the appointment because that is who the appointment was for, but had been flying as “Stephanie.” This was going to be trouble, because my passport still showed a fat. middle aged, white male who did not even look like me now even dressed as “Steve,” let alone “Stephanie.”


When I fly I like to draw the least amount of attention to myself as possible. I am already a very tall woman, standing 5’13,” which sounds better than 6’1.” I started to get concerned. I could see the headlines now: “A blind, radioactive, transgender woman tries to sneak across the border with a man’s passport!” This had CNN written all over it. I emailed my CEO and told him to watch CNN; I thought for sure I would wake up in Gitmo!


I was flying from London Ontario to Detroit and then on to Manchester, New Hampshire. The London Ontario airport is small and does not have any custom agents at it, so I would have to go through customs in Detroit. I got to the airport early so that I would have time if anything happened. It was pretty much uneventful. I got my ticket, went through security, and then had a cup of coffee while waiting for my flight. It was a routine flight: we took off when we were supposed to and landed where we supposed to, so all was good.


The plane that you fly from London to Detroit—about 100 miles—is a small twin-engine SAAB turboprop. It was a full flight; I shared pleasantries with the person sitting next to me, then nodded off. I was up at 3:00 a.m. to get to a 6:00 a.m. flight. We landed in Detroit and were met with the standard security personal who escorted us to the reception center. The small planes disembark some distance from the reception center, so we had to a walk down a long hallway.


As we were walking down the hall way, alarms went off. Not the really loud type, but basically things that look like hazard strobe lights. I had never noticed them before. By the time we reached the end of the hallway, security had identified the tall, radioactive redhead, and I was met by two armed border patrol agents and politely escorted me to another room where I set off another alarm. I walked up to the booth and handed the agent my documentation passport, declaration paper, and airline ticket. I thought, Here it comes.


He looked at my passport, then at me, and then back at the passport. I am not sure what he was thinking, but he did not crack a smile or even change expressions. He looked me square in the eyes and asked if I had had any procedures done. He was looking at a male passport, and a transgender woman was standing in front of him with red hair instead of brown, no beard scruff or Adam’s apple, and he was asking me if I have any procedures done. I must have looked bewildered because he then said,” You know, like an X-ray.” I sigh of relief came over me because I could answer that question. I said yes I had a brain scan yesterday and pulled the card out of my purse and handed it to him. He took the card and told me to go have a seat. After what seemed like a very long time—I still had another plane to catch—he came back with another male agent and a female agent. Sometimes you speak before you think and this was one of those times. I said “Oh, looks like it is going to be a threesome”—not a very bright comment at the time, but they did not even crack a smile. The guy had a little yellow box with him that sounded just like a Geiger-counter. I asked what it was, and he said it was a radiation detector that told him what kind of radiation I was emitting—it had to match the type that was listed on the card that the technician gave me. I do have to admit they really treated me with respect: they used the right pronouns and were very courteous when they asked me to do things. Mr. Spock with the scanner left, and female agent asked me to have a seat. I did and waited again. Finally the male agent came back, saying that he needed to have his supervisor sign off on my release.


He then said I was free to go but had to escort me out because I would set off more alarms. We went to the baggage belt, and I did set off another alarm because there are detectors looking for radiation in luggage. He was so nice to me; he grabbed my luggage for me and pulled it to the drop-off point and put it back on the belt for me. I then set off another alarm that automatically locked the door and the agent showed the paperwork and they let me out. I had made it. I figure I can do anything now as a woman if a blind, radioactive woman with a male passport can make it across the border without ending up in Gitmo. I can do anything.


I have flown hundreds of times since and have not even been placed on the watch list. I did get frisked by a male agent later, but that was just the luck of the draw and not because I was radioactive. I t was the only time in my life I was truly radiant!


 

                

  
          Coming Out:

        
              Transitioning and coming out are two different things. Transitioning is about physical aspects such as surgeries and name changes. Coming out is about the emotional part, where you have exposed the deepest, darkest secrets that you have hidden so hard from everyone all those years. You are very vulnerable and are subject to severe rejection by people who have professed their love to you. The first part of coming out is self-acceptance. If you are not comfortable with yourself before you come out, it could be devastating.


Why would anyone go through transition? It is a man’s world. I was the quintessential American success story. I had an OK marriage with beautiful children, I had a large home in a wealthy suburb in a good school district, and my business had taken root and was quite successful. Siblings and family where calling me on a regular basis to use my boat that I had slipped at a Yacht club on Lake Michigan. The family took a nice vacation every year, and the children had almost everything they wanted.


People looked at me as a success story. I had a high level of education, and I was developing distinction amongst my peers. On the surface everything looked great. However, many individuals would have loved to live the life that I lead, but would not have wanted to be me: I was blind. Many people think being blind is one of the hardest things one would ever have to contend with. I assure you it is not even close compared to being transgender. Blindness never really got in the way of anything—I just lived life like everyone else. In the long run, I think I made blindness look too easy, and since I was so successful, people forgot just how hard it is to be blind. I think my wife was the first to forget.


Blindness was difficult to deal with; however, I was always dealing with the harder subject of accepting the fact that I was transgender—there is no amount of success that will make you feel complete. Dealing with blindness compared to dealing with being transgender is like having a hangnail verse having a finger cut off.


You never escape being transgender; it is just who you are. Trying to pretend that you are not transgender is like pretending you are not hungry: eventually you will have to eat or die. But back to the question, “Why did I transition?” The short answer is “Freedom.” Freedom from the daily struggle of not being who I was, the struggle of living a dual life. Freedom from lying about who I was and living a pretend life. I wanted to be honest to myself so I could be honest with my children.


When I was seventeen, I signed up for a six-year tour of duty with the U.S. Marine Corps. I needed to get out of West Michigan, the capital of discrimination, hypocrisy, and bigotry of the Midwest. I grew up different, not fitting into any mold that was acceptable for that area. Like any other transgender individuals, we know we are different from an early age. I had loving, caring parents—they were just blinded by religious dogma and plagued with narrow-mindedness,; anything that did not fit in a black and white world was religiously wrong.


Not only did my parents put themselves above other people, they belonged to the chosen ones. They believed they were better than all other Christians. The Catholics were wrong, Baptist did not have a clue, and the Unitarians were just plain evil. Like most extreme rightwing religions, you dealt with diversity through ostracism: conform or leave. To question your faith was to be unfaithful. To think differently would require immediate repentance.


Growing up transgender, you question everything. I knew I was different, but I did not know why. It was the mid 1980’s, and where I lived there was not much information. A book that dealt with being transgender probably would have been banned from our local library. I did not know enough to even ask for help, and approaching my parents surely would have put me in a position worse than I already was in.


With those prospects, the Marine Corp did not sound all that bad. So I chose self-ostracism and enlisted. I was gone days after I graduated from high school. I went from a 99-plus percent white, conservative environment to a world where everyone was green. There was no black, no white, no Asian, no Hispanic, just marines. People counted on you to do your job. They did not care about race, religion, or gender as long as you did your job. I even know a few Marines who were gay, but they did their jobs and did not let their sexual orientation interfere with their work. Ironically, I would later meet up with someone from our company who transitioned as well.


I soon made friends of all different backgrounds. It really felt good to know other people who did not grow up in west Michigan. I made friends with one of the first African Americans I had ever met. We were taught in the Corps that we all bleed red, and we never leave anyone behind. As long as a Marine is in need of help, you must help even if it means giving up your own life. I still live by that creed and work hard to level the playing field for all individuals, especially those with disabilities.


When you enlist in the armed forces, you swear an oath to protect the land of the free “America.” I took that oath to protect freedom, even though I only had a vague idea of what it actually meant at that time. I was willing to give my life for a concept that at that point I knew little about. The meaning of freedom came later in life, and so did its value. Freedom is expensive and you must be aware of the price tag.


Having a Type A personality, I do not sit still for very long. Over-committing seems to be the norm: I find myself running from one thing to another, without much time to sit down and watch a movie. I was in the hospital several times over my transition recovering from surgery, which provided me with the time to watch movies in their entirety for the first time. During one of my recoveries, I watched a movie with a dialogue line that I now understand; prior to transitioning, I might not have appreciated its meaning. The story was about a transgender girl caught on wrong side of the Berlin wall. She falls in love with an American GI, and the only way she can go to America is to marry the GI. In those days, marrying required a physical, and she still had not had sexual reconstruction surgery. The line in the movie that caught my attention was said by the mother to her transgender daughter: “Sometimes you have to give up something for freedom.”


Transitioning will give you the freedom and peace you desire, but you may have to give up something. I had, too, and every girl I know who has transitioned has given up something for her freedom. The cost will vary depending on your circumstances. The older you are the bigger impact that it may have on your life. The price tag for transitioning goes well beyond money.


What I tell girls who are thinking of transitioning is to list things that are the most important to you. If you could lose those things when you transition, are you willing to live without them? I do not regret my decision to transition for a minute, but it took me a long time to get over my losses, and I still am dealing with them today.


I cannot tell you what your price tag will be, but here is what it cost me. First, it cost me a twenty-year marriage. I had been in denial or had purged, however you want to put it, for nearly ten years and then I fell off the wagon, so to speak, and got caught by my wife. Purging is done by most transgender individual; it has happened to everyone I know, and in most cases more than once. Purging is where you gather together all your female clothes, makeup, jewelry, and anything that is feminine and get rid of it. You just want to stop, so you make a valid effort to get rid of everything, thinking you can change if your feminine bounty is not around. This is very expensive because you build up your wardrobe over time and in a few minutes, it is all gone. The trouble with purging comes after you have you have purged only the physical things, but the feelings remain. The time between purges varies by individual, but one thing is certain: eventually you start up again. It may be as simple as buying a single pair of underwear to wear once in a while just to feel the slightest bit feminine , and then soon you add a skirt or a pair of shoes to your collection. You cannot stop being yourself, and you keep coming back to being you. It was a bittersweet moment being caught by my wife: it felt good not to have lie or hide anymore, but I knew the outcome would not be good. What I did not expect is her reaction. She basically never wanted to talk to me about it—she wanted to end our marriage right then and there. I was devastated. I understood her reaction, but she did not have a clue how hard I had fought this to make the marriage work, and she was not willing to do anything to fight to make it work.


I felt like a discarded piece of notepaper, years of memories, good and bad, struggles and triumphs. We had been through a lot and without even talking to me, she was willing to crinkle me up and toss me aside. I guess I had always wanted to transition, but I was willing to try to keep the marriage together. I discovered how little I meant to her, as though I was the best offer at the time we got married, and she was waiting for a better offer or any excuse to get rid of me.


It was not until I was sure that the marriage was over that I considered actually transitioning. Transitioning would have ended our marriage, but it was not the cause of it. Our marriage was over before I explored transitioning and starting working towards self-acceptance. The main reason for not transitioning was gone, and you cannot rekindle a relationship that turns out to have never existed. I was not sure how far I was going to go once I started seriously thinking about transitioning.


After years of repression, my thoughts continued to direct me to why I should not transition. I had to sit down and spend some time and really think about who I was; the hardest part was the self-acceptance. I had spent nearly forty years convincing myself that I was wrong to feel the way I did, but no matter how hard I tried not to feel this way, I did. My upbringing always taught me that somehow my feelings were my fault, and they were wrong, all that self-deprecating garbage. Thanks to the internet, I started to really look at transition stories and talk to others who had walked the walk.


I was transgender, that was a fact; I did not choose to be transgender, nor was it something that I could fix. Just like being blind, I realized it was just something that I had to deal with. Not only was I transgender, but I had to learn how to transition while being blind. Fortunately, I had been working with blind individuals for years and have known many women who have lost their sight as well, and even though they are blind, they are no less of a woman.


One thing I see many girls forget about is that they age. Before you transition, can you picture yourself as an old woman? Everyone ages, and eventually you will get old and have wrinkles like everyone else. It is easy to see how you look today, but what about ten years from now? You not only need to think about your looks but your life as well. Falling in love with a rich, good-looking Italian man may happen, but it probably won’t. Regardless, how stealthily you transition, you will always be a neo-woman. You cannot run away from the past and eventually someone will discover that you were not always been physically a woman.


I thought about the old lady question long and hard, then I realized that I could not see myself as an old man, either. I decided it would be better to live a year as my true self than a lifetime of being someone I was not. This was a decision I needed to make prior to looking at the price tag. Just like shopping: if you look at something and you don’t think the blouse is going to last or it is going to wrinkle too easily, you probably are not going to even look at the price tag.


I have broken the price tag into four categories; depending on your circumstances, you may have more in some categories than in others. I am only going to list the ones that required a lot of consideration for me: financial, physical, professional, and personal.


Financially, the transition is going to cost you a lot. Just a rough cost for me was about $75,000.00. This does not include legal fees associated with my divorce. It adds up quicker than you think, and although you may find ways to save money, I did not have much help. Fortunately, most of my decisions worked out OK. However, before you come out, be aware that it can be devastating if you are caught halfway through the transition and are unable to complete the journey.


Rarely do you hear girls talk about the physical losses that occur with transitioning. If you are into physical fitness, and enjoy your upper body strength, forget about it. I used to be very strong and at one point had twenty-one inch biceps, but now I am down to a barely a twelve-inch bicep and have to ask a male friend of mine to open a jar of Miracle Whip. The loss of upper body mass was a welcome side effect, but I was amazed at how much it changed.


I had lost weight because I did not want to be a fat chick. It was OK as a guy to look like a NFL linebacker but not too appealing as a woman. Once I reached my goal weight, I stabilized weight-wise, but my friends kept saying I was looking thinner. Well, I was not losing weight—it was just being redistributed. It went from my neck and chest to my butt, enough so that people noticed. Be aware of these physical changes because they can out you before you are ready. Have a good plan in place before you start having facial surgery and taking hormones.


There is one more side effect that will affect you as well, and that affected area is between your legs. It affects everyone differently, but it will affect you some, and if you are not ready for it, it can be devastating. If your penis is your best friend, you may lose him. If you do not lose him, he will at least get smaller and the skin will become very thin and tender. After about nine months on sprironolactone and estrogen, getting an erection was actually painful, and I had no desire to actually have one. I actually got to the point where I did not even want to touch it or look at it. If you find that a bit disturbing then the transition is not right for you.


There is one more physical change you need to know about caused by taking hormones. Every girl taking hormones wants to grow breasts, a known and wanted effect from taking estrogen. However, there are other side effects. Hormones will not make you a woman; however, they will change your metabolism to that of a woman. Most girls put on weight when they start taking hormones because they continue to eat like a man with a female’s metabolism. If you don’t change your eating habits, plan on gaining weight. I have learned to like salad; before I transitioned, I never ate salad. If you want to lose weight, do it before you start taking the little blue pills; the pounds come off a lot harder afterwards. I have a completely new respect for how hard women have to work to maintain their weight. I can now put on a pound just walking past the pastry section in the supermarket.


I was lucky and knew about the weight gain that occurs with hormones and I made size 14 a dirty word. I know a size 12 does not sound that thin, but it looks good on me because I am 5’15.” I run as much now as I did as a man—about 40-60 miles a week during the transition—and I eat less than half as much as I did as a man. I am just warning you before you start those purple footballs that if you do not want to put on twenty pounds during transition, get into a new eating habit, and start an exercise routine. Being physically fit will also speed up your recovery time after surgeries.


The professional cost can be considerable for individuals who have long-established professional careers. If you are younger and have not started your career, this part may not affect you. But this is one of the biggest hurdles I had to overcome. My career was flourishing, and I loved what I did. During the coming out process, I did some things right, but I also made some mistakes.


My name was the first thing I had to choose. It is kind of fun to think of all the names that you can pick from, going through the list looking for names that fit your personality, discarding others because they remind you of someone you did not like with that name. I had used several names when I was younger like “Linda” and “Stacy,” but that was before I had multiple degrees, published books, and my own company. I ended up with “Stephanie,” which is the female derivative of “Steven,” my given name.


During my coming out period, I started to go by “Steph,” which for the most part went unnoticed by customers and even employees. I started signing everything “S. A. Timmer,” and I changed my voice greeting from “Steve Timmer” to just “Dr. Timmer.” As much as I wanted a different name, “Stephanie Anne” was very feminine and sounded professional. I also know several Stephanie’s my age, so it was also an age-appropriate name. I like Stephanie well enough, but I chose it for convenience.


I have known several individuals who have taken names that can be female or male, only distinguishable by the spelling, like “Chris” versus “Kris”—this can make the transition easier. However, once you have made it all the way through the transition, you may want a name that is clearly feminine. “Stephanie” is just that; I always tell people my name is “Stephanie Anne.” I just like how it sounds. It is really a wonderful feeling when you hear a complete stranger call your name out in public.


Coming out professionally had to be done with a lot of care because I did not want to lose my business partners, employees, customers, and colleagues. I had a small window of time to come out to all of them: from February 20th until July 1st, basically four months. Many of these individuals I wanted to tell face to face. This is one of those secrets that people love to spread even if you tell them not to. You know the kind of rumor: the “Shh, don’t tell anyone, but did you hear?” kind of secret. I knew that once I told one person I had to keep going.


I have been working in the educational field for nearly twelve years. The educational profession works hard towards accepting and embracing diversity, especially in higher education. I cannot stress this enough: make sure that you are ready because once you tell someone you cannot take it back. My professional field is small and the information can spread quickly. No matter how well you know someone, you will not be sure how he or she will react.


I strategically started coming out to my major customers first. I actually did this before telling my business partner and upper management at my company. I knew my business partner’s first response would be to wonder how was this going to affect business, I needed to be able to answer that question. One by one, I started to tell my customers; some I had the chance to tell face to face, and others by phone or email. What took me by surprise was the overwhelming support I got: many of them sent letters of support that I later used to reassure my business partner and employees that this would have minimal impact on the company.


Little did my partner and employees know what the impact would have been if I had not come out. I am sure it would have been a lot worse if I had not dealt with being transgender. The years of denial took its toll; I was constantly depressed and tense. Alcohol became a way to take the edge off. Turning 41, I found myself dealing with something I had not dealt with when I was younger. The issues associated with being transgender are like chronic heart burn: things will be fine for a while but then all of a sudden something will trigger this burning sensation. This time it really hit me hard, and it was all-consuming. So much of my focus was on this that it became difficult to complete my daily work. I had to deal with it once and for all so that focus could be spent on more meaningful things than myself. If I had not done anything, I am sure I would have lost everything that I had worked so hard for, even my life.


It was at this point when I realized that if I did nothing I would lose everything, so for me the choice was clear. I would have liked to say it was an easy choice, but even though it was a clear choice by no means was it an easy one. When you transition, you will soon discover your true friends, make some new ones, and lose some others. When you transition so will your social life. My business partner is very conservative, and over the years we have become friends as well, so it was going to be very difficult to tell him. I could lose my long time friend and partner.


I did finally get up the nerve to tell him. I had told only one employee prior to telling him. That was more of an accidental circumstance situation than a planned one. I knew I had to start coming out to everyone so I started at the first of May as I visited different company office locations. I tried to have a one on one with each employee at the offices. My business partner should have been the first one I told, but it did not work out that way.


I finally got up enough nerve and sent him an email saying that I had something I wanted to tell him and needed a time when we could talk. This should have been a face to face, but now I was out to some, I could not risk the chance that he would find out through the grapevine. I told him in the email that once I told him, I could not take it back. I also sent him several additional emails and told him not to open them until I had a chance to talk to him.


Later that evening, I had a gin and tonic before the call to my friend and business partner, not sure if that was a good idea or not, but I definitely needed one after the call. The call was good; we went over the day’s events like we normally do with the regular chit-chat. Finally, we got down to the task at hand, and I had him open up the first email. I was very close to losing the contents of my stomach, I was that nervous.


The first email was a scanned copy of my court-ordered name change. The court order was a simple document and a quick read. My partner read the document, but he did not understand why I had a name change. I started to explain in full detail to him what was happening. He was not ready for what I had just told him. A million things had gone through his mind, and this was not one of them. His long-time business partner and friend was going to be a woman.


I felt terrible telling him this. He was my friend and this hit him hard. To this day I am not really sure how hard it hit him. I did not hear a thud, so I knew he did not fall out of his chair; he did not hang up on me, he did not yell or get angry right away. It was far worse than that; there was just a long bout of silence as if I had just told him I had died. Since that phone call, he has said multiple times that he misses his old friend. Transitioning affects more that you. Please give your friends time. Your true friends will still be your friends, but they do need time and space.


Eventually the conversation continued, but I did not sleep much that night worrying about him. One of the other emails contained pictures of me so that he got a better understanding of what I looked like, and I think that helped to show him that I was comfortable with who I was. The pictures were of me in several different locations out in public: Salt Lake City, Chicago, and even Disney world. The other email contained all the letters of support from our customers. I think this was the best thing that I could have done, because it helped set his mind at ease.


Over the next month, I continued to come out to those who needed to know. I spent a lot of time explaining and talking about what it is like to be transgender and how it affects you as a person, but also how transitioning does not change you as a person—it just lets you be more of who you already are. Someone transitioning should do a lot of homework and have a lot of information or websites readily available to provide individuals with good solid information.


A Google search will provide information, but it is not vetted information; there is a lot of incorrect information on the internet. If you do not provide friends and acquaintances with good information, the information they do find might not be accurate or representative of your situation. I spent the most time explaining how we are grouped with the GLBT—gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender—banner, but the first three are about sex and the T or transgender is all about gender. People are confused about that, and you will need to make sure that they clearly know the difference.


The biggest mistake I made was procrastinating about coming out to one of my directors who was also a close friend and supporter of my company and of Steve. I waited too long, and unfortunately he found out through the grapevine from one of our customers. It was not a good situation, almost cost me a very dear friend. He was more upset that I did not trust him enough to tell him than about the fact that I was transgender. I had been giving him clues for months, and once I came out, he was able to connect the dots, but it really set our friendship back. I think we are back to where we were before, but it is different—I can’t really say it is better or worse, just different..


The main thing I learned about coming out to people who are close to you before you transitioned is to give them time to adjust. You have had a long time to think about it, and they need time as well. The way people react varies greatly, but I have found that the more an individual is exposed to different cultures and is accepting of diversity, the easier it is for him or her to accept transgender people. But remember you are not “people”; you are you and that is who they know. They may never be able to transition from what they see as the old you to the new you.


Once you transition, things are not going to be the same. If you are used to going for lunch or drinks with the boys after work, chances are they will not ask you anymore. You are no longer one of the boys. The women in your office may take time to accept the new you as well, because they only remember the male you, and you have not had time to create the new woman yet. That transition will take time. I have met to a lot of transgender people who had to change jobs because of their gender history.


Gender history plays a big role with family members. In my case, I was a deep closet transgender. A deep closet transgender is a person who has successfully hid being transgender from everyone. I was out to many people, but I kept it very hidden from my family, and it really caught them off-guard. Your family—and I am talking about parents and siblings—only know you as one gender. You can say that you are the same person, but they really don’t see it that way. I look different, I smell different, I talk differently, and most of all, I act differently. I express my feminine side now that I am out; all my life I may have had feminine tendencies, but I suppressed them as much as I could. You are transgender your whole life, but they are seeing it for the first time, so it does look as though you have changed. From their perspective, you have.


Coming out to my siblings and parents did not go well. I had come out to my wife; she had known for most of our marriage. I had to come out to my parents. My parents are part of an ultra-conservative religion where it is their way or it is wrong. Not only is Christianity the only true religion, but only their version of Christianity is correct. Everybody else is wrong. Their standing in church is more important than the religion, and to have a gay child was an abomination and would make them look bad. They were about to find out they had a child who was transgender.


A child who was gay would have been bad enough: they probably would not have disowned me, but they surely would not have told anyone, instead hiding it the best they could so that their standing in the church would not be tarnished. They could not hide the fact that their son was now a woman. I knew that once I came out to them I would get the “repent” speech. I needed to get on my knees and ask God to fix me—I had been doing that for 35 years by then and found it to be ineffective. It is not a psychological disorder or a choice. You just are.


I knew this was going to be a hard sell to my parents. I needed to get support, so I thought I would start by coming out to a sister. My sister was the black sheep of the family—I have since taken on that role. I figured that she would be the best one to come out to first. She was married three times, she was a nurse, and she often was talked about by family members in not a very positive light.


I started to email her. I asked her if I could tell her something that she must keep quiet for now. She felt honored that I would confide in me and assured me that I could tell her anything. My parents used to tell me that as well. When people say you can tell them anything, you can, but you will also be judged and condemned by them as well. I came out to my sister. She saw the opportunity immediately. I don’t think she could have printed and given the email to my parents any quicker. I knew my parents, and I wanted one more Mother’s Day and one more Father’s Day with them without drama. So I had a plan to tell my parents after Father’s Day, that year.


My emails were my sister’s ticket to get back into good graces with my parents. I was outed by my sister early April 2009, and have not seen my family since. My sister was a poor advocate and did not tell my parents as a “favor” to me, but it was just an act of self-centeredness. Nonetheless, my parents found out, and they reacted the way I expected. I knew they did not have the capacity to understand or accept such a large concept, but I had hoped for was a little compassion. I received none.


My parents called me several times, but they were not interested in talking with me, only at me. Within twenty-four hours, they went from hardly ever hearing the term transgender to being experts on it. They had lived their lives in a very small bubble, and anything that was not within the confines of a 20-mile radius was considered foreign territory. Without hesitation, they explained to me how perverse this all was. Their definition of perverse was related to some bizarre sexual activity. I calmly explained to them that this had nothing to do with sex, this was gender; I had not had sex in years.


Once they could not hang it on some type of deviant sexual activity, they switched to body mutilation, and mutilating my body was an abomination to the Lord. My mother has pierced ears; I asked if that was body mutilation. It was not. I said if God had wanted woman to wear earrings, would he not have put holes in just the girl’s ears? They said pierced ears were different. During this process, my father had been diagnosed with prostate cancer and had his prostrate removed. I asked them, Is that not body mutilation? God gave him a prostrate and cancer—you are getting rid of both? Well again, that was different. I explained that being transgender is not a choice, either, and it was how I was born. Of course, that did not go over very well, because that would make them look as though they were the cause. They could barely accept the fact that they gave me the genes to go blind. They still probably don’t believe that, either, and just think I masturbated too much as a child.


This is the point when the conversations stopped being marginally productive. They started to attack me on my beliefs against global warming, the fact that I am a liberal, that I spent too much time in Las Vegas as well as, of all places, Canada. I needed to move back to west Michigan and talk to their minister; after all, he had a PhD in divinity. I reminded them that I have multiple degrees including two PhD’s. They quickly explained to me that my problem was I was too educated. This coming from parents who have only a high school diploma and live in a house where reading consisted of the Bible and Reader’s Digest. Readers Digest always had condensed stories so you did not have to read the whole book. A library card is worthless: if you had all that time to read, you could be working or going to church to show how pious you are.


I do love my parents; however, I learned that I needed to love them from a distance. I quickly realized that if I continued talk to them on the phone—let me rephrase that, because they had no interested in what I had to say—if I continued to listen to them on the phone I was going to say something, however true, I might regret. I gave them my address and told them that if they wanted to communicate with me, they would have to write. As much as I expected it, being rejected by my parents really set me back.


I had been my parents’ trophy child; I was educated, I never let blindness get in the way, and my whole career focused on helping individuals who had disabilities and the students who were the square pegs that the educational system kept trying to pound into the round holes. I knew what it is like not to be able to fit in, and it gave me a way to connect with those who are different. The instant my parents found out that I was s transgender, everything I had done and continue to do was meaningless to them. I was suddenly perverse and mentally unstable.


I wrote them many times and in most of the letters—I wrote, I did not send—I expressed a lot of hurt and anger. I could have sent them, but I am not sure doing so would have done any good; writing them helped me work through the pain. I did not expect them to accept me—that was beyond their personal growth capacity. I only hoped for a bit of compassion and some degree of understanding. Anger would permeate every letter I wrote for a while, so I would wait twenty-four hours before I would send them. This would give me a chance to read them over and tone them down a bit to soften the bite.


Each letter I did receive from my parents was about the same. A single page telling me how evil I was and that I needed to repent. I needed to get on my knees and beg God for forgiveness. I asked them to specifically tell me what I should be asking God to forgive me for. I did not choose to be transgender. They were totally hung up on the fact that because I had a penis I must be a boy, because God only makes boys or girls. I sent them an article about a South African runner who had both male and female organs. I then explained that there are individuals, not a lot, who are born with both genitals, but even though these individuals have both genitals, they are only one gender and many of them have the genitalia removed that do not match their gender. I asked is that wrong. Of course, I did not get a response to the question.


I did get them to agree that gender is assigned in the womb, but they tied gender to the genitalia between one’s legs, not what is between one’s ears. I explained to them that I always knew I was different since early childhood, and I took them through all the things I did as child. When I was young I did not understand enough about what I was feeling to articulate to them that I was transgender. I just lived with the intense guilt that it must be wrong. I showed them all the clues that I had given them as a child, but I am sure they had just thought it was a phase and I would grow out of it.


My parents must think that being transgender is some kind of cult I had joined, and that if I talked to their minister, he would convince me how being transgender is a evil thing. I explained to them that being transgender is not a disease that someone can get; you don’t get bitten by the tranny bug, thus there is no way to cure it. I was in therapy to help me find a way to deal with being transgender. The main treatment for being transgender is transitioning the genital to match your true gender. Most individuals discontinue therapy and live happy, productive lives once the transition is complete. My parents then proceeded to tell me that my doctor was a quack and had convinced me that I am a woman.


I was a smart child, and I knew what I could and could not tell my parents. I knew that these feelings were something I could never disclose. I can only imagine what kind of religious concentration camp they would have put me in until I got rid of those impure thoughts. They were taken aback when they found out my wife knew since we were first married and that I was the president of a support group in their home town when I was in my early twenties.


Phone conversations between my parents and I would start out with a hello and within minutes would deteriorate into religious preaching, so I chose to only communicate through letters. In my first letter to my parents, I gave them the address where I was living at the time. I told them to address it to my new name; if they could not do that at least address it to Dr. S. A. Timmer. They refused and all the letters came addressed to “Steve.” I knew it would take time for them to adjust, so I let it go for the first year. In the last letter I sent before my SRS surgery, I told them that if they did only use my legal name on the envelopes, the letters would be returned to sender with “No one by that name at this address” written on the outside. I have never heard from my parents since. All my letters have gone unanswered.


The saddest part about the letters I got from my parents is not what was said. I knew that their beliefs would not have room for me, so telling me to repent or ask for forgiveness was expected. The guilt trip they gave me of how I needed to honor my parents and respect their wishes again was expected. The part that hurt the worst was not in any of the phone calls or letters; they never asked how I was doing. They only asked where I was, as though I was some misplaced trophy.


I guess it would have been harder for me if they had acted as though they cared for me. Since their only concern was where I was and never how I was, their opinion was not weighed very heavily in my decision to transition. To this day out of all the individuals whom I have known or cared about, the only rejection I have received has been from my siblings and parents.


The irony to this whole story is that the only thing my parents condemned me for was body mutilation, and how that it was such an abomination. You are a transgender whether or not you have sexual reconstruction surgery. Laws are based on the belief that the genitalia defines the gender: the only way I can get an F or mark off that I am female on a form is to have the surgery. Yet the sister who outed me prematurely had breast implants and later had her children removed from her because of abuse was somehow better than I was with my transitioning.


I have a form of blindness that is caused from a genetic defect that causes the optic nerve to die. My younger brother and I both have the disease – there is no known cure. My eyes have never opened very wide, so I always had this sleepy look. That, accompanied with other eye problems, magnified the effect on me earlier than my brother. Well, during facial surgery, the doctors made my eyes open wider, and it improved my sight significantly. I still had my eye disease; it did not improve the clarity at all, but it was like going from a 40-watt light bulb to a 100-watt light bulb. The increase in light coming in increased my ability to see contrasting objects. My parents never commented on it when I explained that transitioning gave me the gift of sight. All the while when my sight was getting better, my brother, who never strayed far from the herd, had significant setbacks, and the husband of the sister who outed me became nearly totally blind.


That is too bad, because the company I own makes a wide range of tools for individuals who struggle with blindness and other disabilities. They are tools I made for myself. I would have gladly helped them out, but to do that they would have to talk to me. So I guess it is better to suffer from the effects of blindness than to ask a sibling who is transgender for help.


I did have a plan to come out to my parents and siblings. I was going to wait until after Father’s day. I had more reasons than just to have one last Mother’s Day and Father’s Day without drama. My children were still in school , and I wanted to be the one to tell them first. I did not want them to find out from someone else, especially someone who was ill-informed or a religious fanatic. I was going to tell my children at the beginning of the summer so that if they had trouble, it would give them the summer to adjust when they were not in school. Once I was exposed by my sister, I had to tell my children during the school year.


My wife and I had only a week earlier had told the children that we were getting divorced. We did not want to have the children deal with both issues at the same time. Our marriage was on the edge for several years, and the children knew it. They were more perceptive than we probably gave them credit for. As a couple we really never argued or verbally fought. The children never heard us use angry words to each other; our marriage simply dissolved away into a dependency relationship.


I traveled so much that having me move out did not change the situation a whole lot, and the children seemed to deal with it. Of course it was not easy, and there were some bumps that came up. However, transitioning would change things. They would not have a mother and father; they would have two women as parents: Mom and Steph. My wife and I braced for the worst. We had worked together to get as much literature as possible to have on hand that dealt with transitioning and children. There was not a lot but we were able to pull a package together. We contacted the counselors at their schools and informed them so that if our children needed someone to talk to, they would have a heads-up.


We sat the children down in the family room, and we told them together. I think it did help them understand why we were getting divorced. We had raised our children to be open and understanding of people who are different. We were both taken back by how well they took the news. I think the divorce was harder for them to take than the fact that I was transitioning.


It was decided that I was the one who was moving out. I am blind, so it is not as easy for me to live by myself as it is for others, so I moved in with a very good friend of mine. She eventually went with me to Thailand for my final surgery. The main reason I moved out was that, even though my children accepted me, their friends might not. It would be hard for my teenage boys to bring friends to a home where their dad is a woman. That is a lot to ask of them. I still see my children as often as I can. I feel I have better relationships with them now than I did before my transition. One of the things that changed is that they now feel that they can tell me anything. In the past, as a defense mechanism, I never let anyone get close to me. It is a way of protecting my secret. Now I don’t have something I am hiding from them, and since the transition I have spent more dedicated and quality time with my children than I did before the transition. I may have lost my parents, and my brothers and sisters, but the people who mean the most to me—my children—I have gotten closer to.


Yes, I did pay a price for transitioning. I lost a wife, two brothers, four sisters, and two parents. It was hard. It was like waking up one day and having your whole family die in a plane crash. I think it is easier if they do die, because that is not a choice. I am still dealing with the rejection. On the positive side, the people I have feared losing the most are still with me.


Coming out is the hardest thing I think I will ever have to do. If I can give advice to anyone who is thinking about transitioning, it is to work on self-acceptance. Be confident in yourself. If you come across as not being ready or unsure, it will be very hard for others to accept you. They need to be able to look you in the eye and see that you are comfortable with who you are and know that you are not wavering They need to know that transitioning is something you need to do.

                

  
          Going It Alone

        
               


Going it alone is one of the more difficult topics I cover in this book. This is my experience and it worked for me, but please understand that it may not be the best option for others. I really wish I had better options at the time of transition, but because of who my male persona was at the time, my options were limited. I think most therapists who work with transgender individuals will strongly disagree with my transition. Not that I transitioned, that was the best thing I have ever done, but the fact that I did it without them.


This is my story, and this is what worked for me. The first thing to remember is that I transitioned later in life at the age of 40 and completed it one month after my 43rd birthday. My rebirth date is December 29, 2009. My birthday was the beginning of my transgender struggles, and my rebirth date is the date of freedom. The only way to start this adventure is from the beginning.


I am a transsexual; many people get hung up on terms, but I guess that is the best term that fits me. I use the generic term transgender in this book, but I did have sexual reconstruction surgery so that technically makes me a transsexual. I have known I was transgender for many years, but knowing and coming to terms with it are two different things. My trans-sisters and I have known we are transgender for as long as we can remember. I used to buy Playboy and Hustler magazines more often than I care to admit. I would look at the naked female bodies and dream about them. Now a teenage boy found with adult magazines under the mattress is not that uncommon, but this was before the days of the internet. The main difference between me and other boys is what they thought about when they looked at the pictures: other boys wanted to be with the woman; I wanted to be the woman.


As a child I spent hours looking through the Sears catalog at all the woman’s clothes and dreamed. Much later in life I would buy and secretly wear them. Eventually in my twenties I started going to gay bars in drag. Cross-dressing was the starting point, and it is what I call the experimental phase. The experimental phase is a critical part of personal growth; it is essential for individuals who are transgender to go through this phase. This is a time for self-expression and discovering who we are. Non-transgender individuals go through this at puberty, but for me and many other transgender individuals, life during puberty is just confusing. Our brains are going one way and our bodies are going another. It is as if we have to go through puberty in secret.


I make it sound as though it is all about wearing clothes, and it is not. Males and females dress significantly different. Clothing, shoes, and jewelry are very important to a female because we use them to express who we are. We do like lace, flowers, perfume, and chocolate. Cross-dressing is the beginning point of self expression as we explore our female side. Every woman has her look. Part of growing up is developing a persona, and women express their personas with a look. When you are going through this first phase, you experiment with makeup, clothing, wigs, and accessories as you struggle with identifying your persona. Clothing is as important to transgendered individuals as it is to any other woman. We, too, can have a closet full of clothes and not have anything to wear. This is a concept that completely eludes most straight males.


Having gender reconstruction surgery is not for everyone. As I said earlier, I never questioned whether or not I was transgender; it was not until I went through the process of self- acceptance did it become clear what was right for me. I guess I would say it took a good 18 months of taking baby steps before I realized the right move for me. Unfortunately, these baby steps have to be done in secrecy. I was married and I am blind, so the only way I could have gone to a support group or a therapist is to have my wife take me, and that would out me. I had to go it alone.


The journey from boyhood to womanhood is a lonely one. It is a journey all who are transgender must take. For some it is a long one, for others it is hard, and for still others find it may be devastating, but no one will ever say it is easy. The road you must travel is one littered with lost souls and the bodies of those who got beaten by the struggle. Suicide and self-medication with drugs and alcohol to dull relentless discomfort is very common. This is a very dangerous journey; one wrong step and it could mean losing everything, professionally, personally, and financially. Here is my journey.


In 1991, I graduated the first time from college. I had just had my first child and then my second child 18 months later. I could still drive at this time and was able to attend a support group for transgender individuals. My wife knew that I was going, but her solution to difficult topics was to ignore them. So even though she knew I was going she would not talk to me, and of course she would never attend the sessions for spouses and significant others. The support group gave me the chance to go through the phase of self-discovery. It was at this support group is where I met others who had to take the same journey I did.


During the recession of the early 90’s I had to move out of state to find work. That meant leaving the support group I was running behind, and building a completely new life in a small town in the mid west. I took the change as just that and I purged. This was the second phase, denial. I was not going to be transgender, I was going to be normal, or what I perceived as being normal. Forcing yourself to be something you are not is like trying not to be hungry; inevitably you are going to lose. I knew this but I tried anyway.


When we moved I threw away everything—OK, I lied. I kept a complete outfit, wig, and makeup. My wife watched me throw away everything else. The job I took was demanding and the pay was low, but that is the kind of job you get when you are fresh out of college. We lived in a community of about ten thousand people with not a lot of things to do. My relationship with my wife strengthened. Years later I would find out that I was nothing more than a means to an end for her. Nonetheless, ignorance can be bliss at times. We did have some good moments living in the small town. However, after a couple of years we could not take the isolation of where we lived, and we ended up moving back to Michigan. Fortunately, it was about 100 miles from my closest family member. The suburbs of Lansing, Michigan are nice, but I was back near my support group again.


The difference between when I left and when I came back is that when I left I could drive; by the time I came back, my vision had gotten to the point where I could not drive. I essentially became a prisoner under house arrest, not able to go anywhere without someone to drive me or know where I was going. The internet was still a two-lane dirt road, and it would be years before it would become the information highway. Connecting to people outside of my wife and kids was nearly impossible. I truly loved my wife and children, but at times, I just wanted to run away. However, to run away I would have to ask someone to take me. The pay was better in Michigan, and we could afford to rent a duplex in a nice neighborhood.


To get out of the house, I went back to school; it was a great opportunity to have intellectual conversations with my peers. That helped, but the desire to be me was always there. It never really goes away. I tried to ignore it by focusing on other things, like college and starting my own business. However, it is only a smoke screen and soon what you push to the back comes to the front again.


With more education came better employment and soon I was making well over one hundred thousand a year, plus bonuses. I finished school, again and again, with an MBA, then a PhD, and then even another PhD. Finally I stopped going to school and put all my energy into a new business I started. I would work 80 to 90 hours a week, trying to get away from myself. On a positive note, my business flourished. There can be some positive side effects from being a workaholic. I was able to accomplish a lot and do more than many others. As much as I was able to accomplish, I still felt empty.


Travel for my business was light at first, then, around the turn of the century, it picked up speed. By 2007 I was on the road over fifty percent of the time. At first, this was a good thing for my relationship with my wife because it gave me the opportunity to get away from the house. Being blind you never have much “me” time because you always have to be with someone. Travel gave me some of that much-needed me time. At first, I just enjoyed the freedom of being alone, but soon I was using the free time to express myself.


One day it happened. I was out looking for engineering books and an ad for a prom dress appeared in my browser. It was one of those places that sold end-of-season or overstock items, and there was this pink chiffon dress with an empire waist. I ordered it. I could not help myself. Like cancer coming out of remission, the pink fog emerged with a vengeance. This was it. I did not know it at the time. However, this was the beginning of what I have called the Great Elephant Ride. I continued to order things, timing the purchases so that they would arrive during the day and I could sign for them. Everyone would think that they were just packages for work. I would hide the clothing articles in my office or tape them in boxes to make them look like future shipments.


This strategy of scheduling deliveries went well for a while until one trip when I was in Las Vegas. I called home like normal and my wife sounded quite distant. It turned out she had received some packages and signed for them, but the company name was on the box was “Bare Essentials.” Curious, she opened it up to find a new bra I ordered. She continued to open the next several packages to arrive, and as bad luck would have it, they were all female items, too many to explain away. I was busted. I had to admit to her that I was cross-dressing again.


My first instinct was to lie. However, I knew there was no way that I could lie this one away. I guess part of me was relieved, but I still had not reached that acceptance stage. Feeling very ashamed and scared, I buried myself in my work as I always had in the past. At times, I thought about apologizing and promising never to do it again, but that would have been like promising never to eat again.


The more I traveled, the more I found myself alone spending weekends on the road. Being gone so much was the point where I believe my marriage started to end. It was the ending of my marriage that was the real tipping point for me. My wife and family were main reasons I remained a man. At this point, my wife and I had been married for 17 years, and I think if I had not been transgender, I probably would have tried to make our marriage work. I felt it sliding, but I did not do anything. Communication between my wife and me had always been a weak point in our marriage, and instead of fighting, we just stopped talking to each another.


My relationship with my wife was now nothing more than a sharing of responsibilities. I reached out on several occasions to see if we could rekindle the love we once had, but she did not want any part of it. My true feelings were the same, and I think we both kind of waited for the inevitable: divorce. This was also the time I started seeking professional help with Dr. Howard. He was a kind soul and a very good psychiatrist, but a bit behind the times and not available by email or phone. All sessions needed to be in person.


I talked to my wife about it and she, too, agreed I needed to see someone to help me with being transgender. I procrastinated about six months before I went to see him; I must have called and canceled three appointments before I finally had the courage to enter the office. My wife had to drive me to the appointment, and before I got out of the car, I said to her, “Do you know what this means?” She said in a slow, low voice, “Yes,” and with tears in my eyes, I got out of the car.


At this point I had been legally blind for fifteen years, and my sight was still getting worse. I had to overcome a lot of fear about going blind, but nothing was as scary as the next twenty-four months. I knew I was about to start a journey I had fought my entire adult life not to go on, but today was the first step down a one-way path. I knew there were going to be emotional highs and devastating lows. I also knew that this journey was going to come at a price, both monetarily and emotionally.


The first time I met with Dr. Howard I had to go over all the basics, from health history to emotional history. The last question was the hard one: “Why are you here?” I swallowed and replied, “Because I am transgender.” It really felt weird coming out of my mouth. I had written this word countless times, but it had been ages since I said it to someone I had just met. I guess it would be the way an alcoholic would feel the first time he or she stood up in an AA meeting and said, “My name is Stephanie Anne Timmer, and I am a transgender woman”


The conversation finished after fifty minutes and then he asked me when I would be available. He wanted to see me every other week. That would have been great, but my work schedule was not very conducive for biweekly sessions, so the next time I was going to be available was four weeks away. I tried to keep a four-week schedule, but soon found even that to be difficult because of my work-related travel.


I started to look online to find other organizations that might be more suitable for a busy adult who was not suffering from any serious form of mental illness. I just needed to be able to talk to someone. I needed help. All of the doctors or clinics wanted me to meet with them at their location on their time schedule. I lived in central Michigan at the time, and the nearest Clinic was at the University of Michigan. A good clinic, but it was about ninety miles away and if you cannot drive, it might as well be a thousand miles away.


I was going to have to go it alone. The gatekeepers rigid structures that did not make room for people who had to work for a living. Yes, I could have changed my occupation to fit into their schedule, which is what they wanted. However, if I had done that, then I would not have been able to afford surgery. It quickly became clear I was going to have to find everything I needed by myself.


At the beginning of the transition, I was uncertain how far I was going to go down this transition road. Sexual reconstruction surgery was definitely on my mind, but it took me almost a year before I knew I was going to go all the way to the end. I had made the first step of my journey.


I never thought I would ever make an attractive woman: I was tall, fat, and hairy. The fat part I started working on right away. I was surprised just how quickly the pounds came off. I was hoping to lose a pound a week, so it would take about two years to lose the hundred pounds I wanted. As a man, my ideal weight was 219 pounds, so I figured if I got down to 229 pounds, I would be within 10 pounds of my ideal weight. I was hoping to get my waist size down to a Misses size 16—no more shopping in the fat woman’s department.


Success kept me motivated, and within a year I went from a 44-inch waist to a 32-inch waist; it was the thinnest I had been in my adult life. I contribute much of the weight loss to running full marathons: I ran six full ones the first full year, and I still run every day to keep my girlish figure. I know how easy it is to put on weight, and I have made a vow never to need a size 14 or to be fat ever again.


I enjoyed running and used that as an excuse to shave my legs and then later my chest. I was about as hairy as they come. Shaving my body actually did help my running because it helped keep me from overheating; it is surprising how much heat that layer of hair holds in. It was also the first time in my life I had six-pack abs and great looking legs. The irony is that the harder I worked toward being a female, the better looking man I became. The amount of hair I had to shave: chest, back, arms, hands, legs, feet—it was impossible to shave without needing a transfusion afterwards from all the nicks and scraps. So I resorted to Nair. It took nearly a bottle and half to completely treat my entire body. This torturous process had to be repeated about every four to five days. My facial hair was so thick with beard stubble that I had to shave twice a day, and I never found a foundation that adequately covered it up. I only tried Nair on my face once, and the reaction was very similar to that of the little boy in the movie “Home Alone” when he tried aftershave for the first time.


This led me to the first permanent thing I did for my transition. I had tried electrolysis in the past, but since electrolysis removes one hair at a time, I would have died a very old man and still not be done. I turned to the internet to find what kinds of options were available to me. There are many websites where my trans-sisters have shared their experiences. There was a lot of chatter about laser hair removal.


Since electrolysis was not an option, I chose to go with laser treatment. Now there is a lot of negative press about laser and how it is not permanent. With that in mind I went to American Laser in Las Vegas. The proprietor greeted me and took a survey of my hair color and skin tone. She told me I was a good candidate. I was fortunate in that my body hair was still dark and my skin was quite fair, which is preferred with laser hair removal. She then set my expectations appropriately.


If you have never had laser hair removal, it hurts. The laser can penetrate the skin, and if your hair is darker than the skin, it will heat up. The heat from the laser destroys the hair follicle, sort of burning it. Yes, you can smell the hair burning as they treat you. When you are as hairy as I was, it really hurts. In addition, if you think that one laser treatment is enough, you need to think again. It took me nearly 18 treatments to remove the hair from my face. It gets easier every time you get a treatment, but the first four or five times, it is like getting a tattoo all over your body.


It can be very discouraging because this is a multi-year and multi-treatment program. Only 20 percent of your hair can be affected by the laser at any one given time, because the hair is either doormat or in different stages of growth. I figured that I had nothing to lose in this case, and this was a safe step to take in my journey. If I never transitioned, all this would mean is that I would have a hairless chest and never have to shave again. I did not think that was a bad consolation prize.


I think every girl who is thinking about transitioning needs to have laser treatment. Not so much for the hair removal, but more to test her resolve. If you cannot handle the pain that is associated with laser hair removal, you will need to question whether you have the ability to deal with the pain that is later to come from facial feminization surgery, breast augmentation, and eventually dilation after sexual reconstruction surgery.


I had my first laser treatment and until that point I had never paid or asked someone to hurt me. It is bearable, but just be aware it is going to test your conviction to complete the transition journey. The part that hurt the worst for me was the shoulder blades on the back, front of the neck, and under the nose. The process is simple. The esthetician places a cool jell over the area she is going to treat to help with the burning. Then she places the cool metal tip of the laser against your skin—it feels very cold—then you hear the click of the foot pedal switch that triggers the laser. There is a split second between the time you hear the click and the pain from the zap of the laser. It zaps like a small electric charge, and within a few seconds after the burn you can catch a whiff of the smell of burning hair. It is hard not to flinch when you feel the laser touch you, because you know you are about to get the sensation of what feels like a bee sting.


Some notes about laser. Start it two years before you begin to transition. You can do it during transition because you do not need to let the hair grow for the laser to work. However, if you start taking hormones before you start laser, it may not be effective because it only works on dark hair. Hormones typically do not stop the growth of hair, but they will definitely make your body hair lighter and finer. When that happens, laser will not be of much help.


I started laser treatment nine months before I took my first estrogen tablet. This gave me a chance to remove a large percentage of my hair before the hormones started to affect my hair color. I can honestly say in about 15 treatments my torso was almost completely hair free. The hair that is still there is so fine and light that it is very hard to see unless the lighting is just right. My face took a little longer, but the hair was much denser than body hair and a lot more stubborn. I have to admit I still shave every day to get rid of a few blonde stragglers, but I can easily go twenty-four hours without a touch-up. I may have to use electrolysis to get rid of the last few.


Once the hair on my face had thinned to the point where I could go all day without shaving and the hair was still covered with foundation, I went out as Stephanie. I needed the experience and the confidence. No amount of laser or foundation will hide insecurity. I think the most important thing I can tell a girl who is thinking of transitioning is to work on self-acceptance. I had a lot more confidence when I knew my facial hair was not coming back in a few hours, requiring me to run home like Cinderella at the stroke of midnight because I would turn back into a boy. To build up confidence, you can start with gay bars and tranny clubs, but that is only a start: you need to get out and do real-world things, such as grocery shopping, going to the doctor, going to a mall. It is scary the first time, but you will develop confidence. The more confidence you have, the easier it is to accept yourself.


It was June of 2008 when I started to research hormones. I had a very difficult time finding an endocrinologist who would help me. Again, I don’t drive and I was not willing to unveil my intentions to the world yet, because I was still working on self acceptance. I did find a few endocrinologists who work with the transgender population; however, many of them are part of a program and all of them would not see me unless I got a letter from my psychiatrists.


My doctor was not that familiar with the Harry Benjamin standard of care, and since I was unable to see him on a regular basis, he would not write me the letter I needed. I wanted to start hormones, so I went back to the internet and I found some natural estrogen supplements that made big clams; I soon found that marketing is cheaper than making an effective product.


I continued do my own research on the internet. I read everything I could find, and I even ordered books on the subject. Once I found out the dangers of hormones, especially over-the-counter supplements that are unregulated, I stopped taking the supplements immediately. I continued my research and found a lot of misinformation as well as quality information. There are some great sites out there, but do not take anything at face value. The more you read, the more you will know about the effects and side effects—and there are many. Frequently, girls have the notion that taking hormones will make them a girl, but it is far from the truth. It will help feminize your body, but they will not make you a woman.


I could not find an endocrinologist to help me, so I needed to find some way to get the hormones I needed. Before I go any further, what I am about to say is not recommended or encouraged. I was desperate, and I would have rather died than continue living as a male. I was also in excellent health and in great shape. I went to the doctor for a complete physical and everything came back very good. So I knew I had no underlying health conditions. I decided to turn to the internet and prescribe my own hormones. After researching countless sites, reading the dosages that other girls were taking, and armed with the knowledge of the side effects of each medication, I went searching.


Just a note for individuals who are transitioning and want to keep your transition as quiet as possible until you are ready to disclose yourself: mail order pharmacies are the way to go. First, the medication is usually cheaper, and if you are careful, what you order are the same medications you would get from your local drug store. Second, if you mail order them, they do not show up on your insurance statements. I have heard girls getting discovered this way before they were ready because of red flags by the insurance company—a male getting a prescription for Spirolacnatone is acceptable if the person is 40 years or older, but at no age should they be getting prescriptions for estrogen. I found mail order to be safe and stealthy. This is just my experience, and it is important to note I did not always buy from the cheapest pharmacy; I went for name brand drugs and not generic.


Hormones are dangerous and should not be taken the way I did. I also know there are a lot of girls out there who feel the same despair that I felt. Thanks to the internet, I was able to find and order the hormones. I am not going to get into an extensive explanation of hormones here; there is a reference section in the back of this book that will take you to websites with very detailed information about them.


A hormone program for male to female transgender individuals usually consist of three parts. The first is estrogen. Transitioning requires your body to go through a second puberty, and yes you get everything that goes along with puberty. Estrogen by itself will make a difference, but its effects will be limited without a testosterone blocker. To block testosterone, I ordered Spirolacnatone. Spiro (for short) is a diuretic that is used to treat prostate cancer, and since that ran in my family, I kind of looked at it as preventative medicine. The last is Finasteride the chemical found in Propecia. It helps with hair growth, so if you are losing your hair to male pattern baldness, it may help the hair grow back. It also assists the estrogen in development of secondary female characteristics.


I was able to get all my medications through mail order and without a prescription. Since none of the medication was a narcotic, it was easy to get from an online pharmacy. The reaction was start taking everything at once but if I had a problem I would not know what caused it. I started with the medication that had the least amount of side effects and that was Spiro. If you can tolerate Spiro, it is one of those drugs that you can take for long periods.


I started with 100mg of Spiro every morning and then after two weeks moved up to taking 100mg twice a day. Other than going to the bathroom more than normal, I did not really have any negative side effects. I guess the frequent urination was preparing me for the smaller bladder after sexual reconstruction surgery. Because it was a diuretic, I needed to pay special attention to remaining hydrated during my races; if I lost too much fluid, the potassium could build up in my system, and I could end up with cardiac arrest. Things seemed to be going fairly well with Spiro. There were other side effects, but they did not show up until later.


After about three months, I was no longer getting erections. For me this was great, but if you have intentions to continue to use your penis, you may not like this side effect. I did not have much of a sex drive, and Spiro pretty much wiped out what I had, which again was a welcomed side effect. Once the effects of testosterone were blocked, I began to feel a lot of my internal frustration melt away.


Estrogen, in the form of Premrin, was the next medicine I started. The transgender community often refers to Premrin as the “purple football” because the pills are like little footballs and they are purple. Premrin is a natural estrogen that comes from pregnant horse urine, thus the name. I started with Premrin because it comes in .625 milligram tablets. Hormones are something you want to ease into to avoid days of constant crying. I could slowly increase the dosage by adding a purple football to my daily regimen. For a male to female transitioning, the necessary dosage for me was about 5-6 milligrams a day, or about 5 times the levels needed for a natural woman taking hormone replacement therapy.


I started with one tablet a day and then each week added another tablet until I was at the needed dosage. By Christmas 2008, I was up to my required dosage. The results were somewhat different than I expected. You really do not notice it at first; it takes about three months before you really notice anything. My breasts did not really develop much until about six months; they may have been tender at three months but that is not what I noticed first.


The changes were subtle. It is hard to describe the feelings. It may be different for others, but for me is was this feeling of internal peace or contentment. It is a wonderful feeling. Maybe for the first time in my life I was feeling like everyone else. All I know is that it was the contentment I was looking for. I knew then I could not go back to my old self. I also knew that I could not stay on this high level of hormones forever. I would say that this was another, one of the defining moments that confirmed transitioning was a journey I had to make.


Another defining moment was waking up from my first surgery. Hormones are a necessary part of transition, but forty years of testosterone had had its impact on my physical appearance. To reverse these male traits, Facial Feminization Surgery (FFS) was also required. About the same time I started taking hormones I also started looking for a plastic surgeon who specialized in FFS. It just so happens that the chief of plastic surgery at the University of Boston medical hospital was such a specialist. I lived only two hours away!


Dr. Spiegel and his staff where excellent and treated me with the upmost respect and care. The irony is that while FFS is the part of the transition that the entire world sees, the surgery does not require any note from your doctor. Sexual reconstruction surgery is different: nobody knows you have had it unless you undress or tell someone; however, it required two notes from two separate doctors. I took my transition slowly not because I wanted to—I would have loved to run right out and have everything done at once, though that would have been a mistake. I needed to test the water, making sure that taking the full elephant ride was right for me.


The baby steps I took were the Laser. I could live my life as a man without ever having to shave again. Hormones I could stop at any time before six months, and for the most part everything was reversible. Yes, the breast would not shrink once I stopped, and I would end up being sterile. I already had a vasectomy and just about every guy I knew over the age of 40 had some type of man boobs. However, facial surgery was permanent and irreversible, always visible.


This was a life-altering decision. It was permanent. Other than my friend Linda, I had nobody to talk to about making these decisions. We have a lot of hard decisions in our lives, like getting married, or buying a house. Those you can get out of if you have to, but with this journey, once you do something like this, you cannot ever undo it. You must be absolutely certain before you take that step. When you are transgender, you will find yourself making all these decisions alone. It is hard, and you many find yourself not sleeping much during this time.


I resorted to running as a therapy. It worked for me, and I used the time to focus on the next steps. I could not make a mistake, because the simplest misstep could be devastating. These decisions are the ones that separate those who can make the transition and those for whom transition is not recommended. Going forward was my choice, because I was not willing to go back. I would rather have nothing than go back to who I was. I moved forward.


I scheduled surgery to have my Adam’s apple removed. I did not have very pronounced Adam’s apple, but it was something I saw every time I looked into the mirror. It was also a “Tell” when I was going out as Stephanie. The phrase I heard often is if you see an “Apple” then you will find a “Banana,” meaning that if you saw a woman with an Adam’s apple, you could be sure she had a penis.


January 15, 2009, I had my trachea shaved. Everything went well; I woke up with a bit of a sore throat, but other than that really had no side effects. A day or two after surgery, I took off the bandage and I could feel my throat. Because of the swelling it did not feel like much had changed, but by the end of January, there was only a small bump where my incision was and soon after that nothing at all. Now you cannot tell I ever had one.


This was a quintessential moment for me. Few people if any ever noticed my Adam’s apple when I had it, and I don’t think anyone noticed when it was gone with the exception of one person: me. Every time I looked into the mirror with or without clothing, it was always there as a reminder of having to live in the wrong shell of a human. Now It was gone, and I could start to see the woman emerging. I knew from that instant that I was well on my way to a journey of a lifetime.


Like most things in life, this was a bittersweet moment. I am not making light of how hard it is to come to terms about being gay—for many this is a lifelong struggle as well. But when you are transgender, you get to point where you must tell people because it becomes very obvious when you one day show up with breasts and wearing a dress. If I were gay, I probably never would have told my parents or brothers and sisters. I would only let them suspect, but being transgender and transitioning I knew the time was getting close to having to cross that terribly difficult and scary bridge. You know what is behind you and below you, but what is frightening is what you might find on the other side, knowing that once you cross it, you cannot go back.


Even with a strong support team behind you, the journey is yours, and you are the one who has to walk it. Many times, you will find yourself alone. There will be times when you are scared, hurting, and worried, but there will not be anybody there. My first time experiencing this was terrible. I was ever so happy to have had my trachea shaved, but that night I woke up in the hospital, my friend Linda had left for the evening and I was alone, nobody to talk to, nobody to share the excitement with, and nobody to assure me that everything was going to be alright. Transitioning is a very lonely and scary journey.


Dr. Spiegel did a full facial evaluation of me when I visited him the first time and gave me a list of procedures that would really feminize my face. The list included browsing the forehead and a rhinoplasty to remove the bump from my nose. He also recommended a chin shave, lip raise, and cheek implants. This was all understandable, but it came with a price tag equal to that of a nice sports car. If you are reading this and thinking about transitioning, you need to really work on being happy with who you are: self-acceptance. If you do not, there is no amount of surgery that is going to make you think you look good enough. There was no way I could afford everything, and I had to pick. I chose the forehead browsing.


Forehead browsing is where the doctor makes an incision at the scalp line, pulls the skin down, and actually shaves the forehead bone; for those of us who have lost some hair to a receding hairline, he will pull the scalp forward. In my case, he was able to stretch it about two full centimeters. But the most profound effect of this surgery is how it would affect my eyes. I had what I called a very sleepy look: my eyes never opened very wide, always making me look like I was sleepy. This surgery changed my whole appearance, giving me very big, bright blue eyes.


During my recovery in February, I scheduled my forehead browsing surgery for July 9th, 2009. I now had a deadline to come out to everyone, because after that surgery I would no longer be able to hide the effects of my journey. The next five months of my life were the hardest I ever had to go through. It was tough holding everything together. I was still running my company, so I had to be very upbeat and positive. I had work that had to get done, and I was on the road traveling most of the time. My psychiatrist was good but old fashioned and not available over the phone. It is the loneliest I have ever felt. There were days I would just break down and cry in despair.


I remembered to put a smile on my face while working all day, and then I would get to my hotel room and just start sobbing. My wife would not talk to me—I suspect she enjoyed the pain I was going through at this point as some sort of sadistic revenge. The only saving grace that I had was a very close friend Linda who held my hand the whole way. I am not sure I would be here today writing this book or maybe even on this earth if it had not been for her. I prayed night and day to God to give me strength and he sent an angel. When it seemed like the world was against me, she was there helping me take those steps across the bridge. It was tough going forward from this point, but knew I could not go back. She held me when I needed to be held and nudged me when I needed to take the next step.


Transitioning requires a lot of planning, money, and all the internal strength you can find. If you are suffering from any psychological problem, you should address it before you transition, because you will need every ounce of physiological strength to complete the transition. Planning is key, especially if you are going to go it alone and not able to go the preferred route and get the two letters for two separate doctors to allow you to have sexual reconstruction surgery, I did not have doctors that would do that for me without sitting in therapy for countless hours, until they are convinced that you know what you are doing.


Taking small steps worked for me, but the smaller the steps, the longer the time it takes to transition. I started with things that if I decided the transition was not right for me, I could easily go back. Even having my Adam’s apple removed wasn’t decisive since I could easily live without it, and few people, if anyone, would ever notice. The trachea shave was the defining moment for me, and I had already scheduled the next surgery, which would and did alter my appearance significantly. But I had not had it yet at this point and could still back out.


The next major step for me was to legally change my name. I knew that if I were to transition, I would have to start living full time as Stephanie. As far as the world knew, the final surgery was the facial surgery. If I had trouble living full time after facial surgery then having sexual reconstruction surgery was really out of the question. I thought having the name change was going to be this simple thing like filling out a form and paying the fee and in a couple of days you get a letter from the Secretary of State with your new name.


Well, you do have to fill out a form and you have to pay a fee, but then you have to send it in and you are actually given a court date and you have to go to civil court. I changed my name in New Hampshire where the laws for changing your name are a little bit simpler than in Michigan. Michigan requires you to go to the State police office and get fingerprinted, then they run a background check to make sure you are not a felon trying to hide your identity or something. This can take up to thirty days and then you still have to set a court date.


New Hampshire only requires you to pay the fee and answer some simple questions. The judge will ask you why you want your name changed and require evidence of transitioning before she will grant you a name change. I had already had one surgery and was taking hormones. Even though my current ID said “Steve,” it did have my female picture.


The judge did not give me any hassle at all and was quite warm. She ask me a few questions to make sure this was what I wanted, and if there was any doubt, those were removed when she saw the smile on my face when she signed the court order. I was still legally a male, but my legal name was now “Stephanie Anne Timmer”; to see it in writing was like a dream.


The judge explained that I needed to stop using “Steve” immediately, and I needed to change everything over to my new name as soon as possible. This meant bank accounts, social Security, passport, state I|D, health insurance. This was the point where I formally started to transition from the male to the female world. How can you hide it after you legally change your name? You have to contact your employer so that they can change your W2 form and all your benefits.


If you think having a female name is something you want, please do not change it until you are very sure that you want to transition, because once you have a court-ordered name change, you will be outed. Also, while you are at the court, get at least five copies of it and have them notarized. You will need to send in notarized copies for most federal ID’s (for example, SSN and passport). That day I went to the Department of Motor Vehicles and got my new State ID. It was free because I had a court order and I am blind. There may be a charge if you have a driver’s license and are not considered disabled.


The court-ordered name change forced me to do the things I dreaded most: coming out to my children, family, and coworkers. I dedicated a chapter to this episode called “I Am Out, for Better, for Worse.” During this time, have a good friend as a confidante. A good therapist is helpful, but a good friend is so much more. Just someone to talk to, cry with, and to laugh with. I was lucky to have just such a friend.


Your name change is a very important document for scheduling final surgeries. For me that meant finding a surgeon for sexual reconstruction, breast reconstruction, and hair grafts. You will be searching for a surgeon who is going to change your life. Whatever he or she does to you is what you are going to have to live with. I turned to the clinics in Thailand; they not only were much cheaper than the doctors in the US, but most of the sexual reconstruction techniques are pioneered there.


Even though I decided to go to Thailand for my final surgeries, they still require more than just money. They require proof that you are serious about transitioning even before they will schedule surgeries. If you find a clinic that does not, they are not following the new Thailand laws, and I would be very leery of that clinic.


Once I had my name changed, I was able to get my new state ID and a passport. I now had the proof needed for the clinic to schedule the surgery. I had to schedule about eight months in advance because I wanted to make sure I had surgery during the Christmas break that was a slow time for my company, and if I was recovering over the holiday, it would mean less time off from work. The documents I could show them included the court order name change with my new female ID and my receipt from the first order of hormones verifying that I met the requirement of being on hormones six months prior to surgery.


The clinic accepted these documents as proof that I was serious about transitioning. The next step took a leap of faith. Desperate people are willing to dare risks that others would not think about. Because so many girls rush into things, they find themselves unable to meet their goals. In order for the clinic to hold my surgery date, I needed to make a down payment. In this case, it was $4,200.00 dollars. I had saved up enough for the down payment, but I needed to wire it to a bank in Thailand. I had no way of knowing if this was a legitimate company or not. I feared that it could be one of those frauds where they quote you one price and end up sucking you dry with expenses, or worse, not provide the service at all.


I did take the leap of faith and wired the $4,200 U.S. dollars and locked in the date of December 29, 2009, knowing that if they took my money and ran it could destroy my chance to transition. If everything went according to plan, I would enter 2010 as a neo-woman. What a way to start the New Year. I had to come up with the rest of the money by November 1.


The next most important thing I did and I am still working on is my voice. As a male, I had a bold, strong, masculine voice. The years of lecturing over noisy classrooms of teachers and large lecture halls without microphones has taken its toll on my vocal cords. No matter how many hormones I took or surgeries I had, my voice did not change. I passed fairly well for being a 6’1” redhead. But whenever I opened my mouth, out came this guy whom I was so desperately trying to get rid of.


There is no surgery that can change one’s voice. Several of the programs for transgender transitions offer formal voice lessons, but like many others in my position, I was not near any of them, or they were incredibility expensive. I did find a good do-it-yourself DVD/CD program from Stealth Productions that came highly recommended, and I would also highly recommend it now that I have used it


If I have an Achilles Heel, it is my voice. The only way you can overcome this challenge is by practice. I practiced for a minimum of an hour a day for the entire time I was recovering from facial surgery. It takes practice and then more practice—you can’t stop practicing. I am tall, so a deeper voice is not inappropriate. But it isn’t just the pitch that gives you away: it is how you talk, putting the inflections where they need to be. For some this maybe easier than for others, but I often still get made on the phone when all they have to go by is my voice. I will get there someday. I will keep trying until I do. This is one of those very important things that girls interested in transitioning can do that does not cost a lot. You will know you have made it when you answer the phone and they say have a good day Ma’am instead of Sir.


It is harder than you think, and as hard as you try, your heart sinks when someone says Have a good day, Sir. You can be having a great day and then you get outed on the phone, and it is like getting punched in the gut. You are desperate to rid yourself of all these male traits. There are times when this happens, and you just want to burst into tears. It is getting less frequent, but I still get made on the phone, and it always hurts.


I continued to work on my transition. Part of transitioning is learning to do makeup and eventually dropping the wig and learning to do my own hair. Now this is where I have a bit of challenge compared to other girls. I cannot see well enough to see what my makeup looks like. I practiced a lot and whenever possible I have someone look me over good before I go out in public. Since I cannot see, I had to learn to put on foundation, blush, eye shadow, mascara, and lipstick all by feel and touch. This took a bit of practice, because if you touch something when you are not supposed to, you will end up with mascara all over your face.


I did not hire a makeup consultant; instead, I went to the local mall and one of the sales women was more than willing to help me get the right colors. Then I went home and practiced and practiced again until I could do it myself. I travel a lot and most of the time I am by myself. Girls, less is more. I am lucky because I have very nice skin and skin tone, big eye lashes, and since surgery, big blue eyes. I can get by many times with just lipstick if I wanted to, but I like to wear eye shadow, mascara, and blush as well. When I go to work, I always wear foundation as well. That is all—fake eye lashes look exactly that, and a lot of eye shadow looks like a lot of eye shadow. If that is your style, you go girl, but remember makeup does not make you beautiful; use it just to enhance the beauty that you already possess. The most important thing that you can put on your face to help you pass is a smile: it does not cost you anything, looks great, and it is something you already have. Use it.


The forehead surgery in July was my transition date for me to the outside world. After I had the surgery, I never dressed as a man again. I packed up everything that was masculine and took the items to Goodwill or gave them to someone I knew. I burned my wallet and all my old male identification cards in a nice campfire while roasting hot dogs as kind of ceremonial celebration.


I was happy about the transition; however, there was a feeling of loss. It is hard to describe how I felt as I packed up my old life and put it in boxes or gave it away. Watching people dig through your belongings was very emotional. I did not have a bad life as Steve; it just did not seem like it was mine. I borrowed the persona of Steve and pretended to be him, growing accustomed to what he had to offer.


Watching my identification cards in the fire brought me to tears as my entire life to that point vanished, moving from reality to memory. Steve had parents, brothers, sisters, a wife—that was all gone now. There will not be any more Mother’s or Father’s Day. No more phone calls on my birthday from my sisters. That life was gone. I longed to be free, but there is a cost for freedom. I was alone.


I have good friends, and I so appreciate the support and love they gave me. Losing your family so fast and through rejection makes you feel lonely. Transitioning is a one-way street, and even if I did not have sexual reconstruction surgery and stopped transitioning at that point, I would not be able to reclaim what I had lost; it was gone. How can you believe that someone loves you again after he or she flat out rejected you, dismissing the struggles I had to deal with? If you have a fight with someone, you can apologize and make amends, but you cannot tell people that you love them after you have been called an abomination and a mistake.


From the middle of July to the end of December was one of the longest waits of my lifetime. I was totally out as a female to everyone. I was even lecturing as a female, but I still had a penis. It was terrible—I did not feel complete. It was great living fulltime as Stephanie, but I just did not like the little bumps in my pants, not being able to undress in the woman’s locker room, having a bikini but not being able to wear it out in public. It felt like my life was on hold.


As much as I wanted time to go faster, I needed the time for planning and logistics. I own my own software company, and I have offices in three separate places. I needed to turn control over to them while I was gone; I had not taken a vacation, were I had been so totally disconnected from my work. Therefore, I probably had more planning to do than most. Nevertheless, make sure you do adequate planning regardless of where you go for surgery.


I had my facial surgery in Boston for several reasons: first, Dr. Spiegel is a great surgeon, and second, he was only two hours from my friend’s house where I could recover. I chose to go to Bangkok for my sexual reconstruction surgery, breast reconstruction, and hair transplants.,


The number one reason I chose Bangkok is I know myself and I am a lousy patient. I am one of those patients who considers bed rest to mean that I can only work six hours a day. In Bangkok, I would be disconnected from my work so that I would be forced to recover. The U.S. surgeons may be good surgeons, but they have a tendency to keep you in the hospital for the minimum amount of time, and pretty much you are on your own—take two aspirins and call if you have trouble.


The Bangkok clinic I went to and the others I investigated required you to be there for four weeks. The care that I received after surgery made all the difference. You remain under their care the whole time you are there. The facilities are far better than most I have been in, and they provided me with a full-time translator. My experience was great, from the time they picked me up at the airport until the time they dropped me off for my flight home.


The after-care I received was very thorough. They taught me how to dilate my new equipment. They also showed me how to clean and care for it. They did the first few times and then slowly let me do everything. When it was time to go home, I had a solid week of practice by myself with a nurse coming in once a day to just make sure everything was going according to plan. I left feeling very confident.


I also chose Bangkok for its reputation for being the sexual reconstruction capital of the world. Bangkok performs more transgender related surgery than the rest of the world combined. Most of the new procedures for SRS are developed in Bangkok. The vaginaplasty surgery method I had is only practiced by about half the surgeons in the US. I am also trying to be a professional runner and in Bangkok the surgeon recommended a type of breast implant that has less than one percent chance of rupturing. Since I run so much and often wear a compression bra, traditional breast implants would have a 10 to 15 percent chance of rupturing. These new implants were not available in the U.S. at the time of my surgery.


So you can see I had multiple reasons to go to Bangkok for my final surgeries. I actually saved a fair amount of money because I was not held hostage by a therapist until I convinced them that I qualified for SRS so I could get my two letters. I was diagnosed that I was gender dysphoric in my twenties. I did not need to go through all that again on their time frame.


I have a lot of friends who have gone through what I have gone through, and everyone one of us knew who we are and ended up spending a lot of money trying to convince some therapist what we already knew. I really feel that after living full time and taking hormones for six months, any transitioning individual will know whether or not SRS is the right choice. I can have laser hair removal and any kind of cosmetic surgery I want without a note from my psychiatrist—why should I need a note for the final surgery?


Transitioning takes time and costs a fortune, in part due to many of the outdated practices that add unnecessarily to the costs and time of transitioning. I am coming from the viewpoint of a middle-aged individual who successfully transitioned without the costly expense of gate keepers who have a tendency to make a long difficult process even that much longer and more expensive. Because of their inflexibility, I had no choice but to do it by myself. Transitioning was very difficult, and I would have loved to have had help and guidance from professionals, but I was unable to find one who could appreciate my situation. The best information I received was from other sisters of this unique sorority that I now find myself part of.


Transitioning is one of the hardest things you can ever do, and girls if you can make it through the transition, you can probably do anything you set your mind to. I had the unfortunate experience of the perfect storm: during the transition I lost my parents, my home, went through a nasty divorce—all in the last eight months of the transition. There were times when being hit by a bus seemed like a good thing. If I have any advice, it is to stick to your convictions, believe in yourself, and take small steps until you are confident and sure about yourself. If you have not gone through the process of self acceptance, no one else will accept you, either. Before you transition, evaluate the price tag for the cost of freedom and make sure you are willing to pay the price, because there is a no-return policy on transitioning.


Transitioning is not the end but the beginning. I went to Bangkok, and when I came home, I returned to where I was. I still had no family and no place I could call my own. I had to start over. It is different when you return: you are a new you and the start-over can be both daunting and exciting. Life is a Great Elephant Ride: don’t look forward to the end, enjoy the ride.


I get asked whether if I knew what I know now before I transitioned, would I have done it? Absolutely. How can I regret who I am? I don’t regret transitioning; I just wish the emotional cost was not so high.


 

                

  
          Transitioning: The Physical and Physiological

        
               


 


People ask me more about the physical transition more than anything else. The concept of physically going from one gender to another is hard for many to grasp. However, it is like driving by a bad car accident: you do not want to look, but you cannot help taking a glance. People are curious about the process, but they either lack courage or are too polite, and feeling it is a too-personal question to ask. The content of this chapter may be a bit graphic at times due to the subject matter and the organs of the body I will be discussing,


The reason most find it so hard to grasp is that they are not transgender. If you are truly transgender and feel gender reconstruction sugary is right for you, it is very easy to grasp. This is the difference between the transgender population and the gay community. Individuals who are gay are very happy with their gender; they are just attracted to individuals of the same gender. They cringe just as much as a straight individual about having their gender reconstructed. Because of the number of questions I have been asked about this part of the journey, I decided to devote an entire chapter to them.


Men and women reacted differently when I told them about my transition. The men would cringe—the thought of having their most precious organ removed was inconceivable. They would rather lose an arm than what they have between their legs. If you have any remorse over losing the boys, you are not a candidate for sexual reconstruction surgery. I have met several girls who have regretted transition, not the SRS, just that the cost was too high for them,  the loss of friends and family. If you rush SRS, you may end up with buyer’s remorse, and once it is gone, you can never get it back.


Women react a little bit differently than men. First, going through puberty as a man is more physical and going through puberty as a female has a much larger physiological component to it. I got the feeling from several females that I was cheating by not having to go through all the things they had to go through, from periods to yeast infections. Ladies, I am relatively new to being female, and I have had a very good initiation. I had to use a pad for the six months and tampons when I have to travel and don’t have time to dilate. Yeast infections and hot flashes are not as fun as they sound. Losing weight is nearly impossible, and after I eat a donut, within twenty-four hours, I can see it on my posterior. A salad a day is not eating healthy is to keep me in a size twelve. Both the good and bad come with transition. The only thing I don’t get to experience is childbirth.


It can be absolutely devastating if SRS is not right for you. All I can say is proceed with caution. If it is right for you, it is the greatest moment of your life and the years following will be awesome. I will do my best to describe what it is like to physically go from one sex to another. I have always felt that I was female, but I was not sure to what degree until I let myself experience my feelings freely. It was interesting what happened physiologically as well as physically during the transition. There is a lot more to being a woman than just putting on a dress and some lipstick.


In an earlier chapter, I describe the pink fog. You need to let the pink fog clear or stabilize before you can go through this process. There are a lot of exciting times during the transition process that will increase the thickness of the fog but that will not last. After you have had SRS, you have the rest of your life to live in your new gender. The reality of SRS sinks in the moment you begin dilating three times a day for six months and then twice a day for an entire year. You will be dilating for the rest of your life—you will need to accept that fact going into it.


 


 


Transitioning: 


The Expectations, the Reality, and the Unexpected


 


The first thing I had to keep in perspective was that this was a one way street. Once I completed this journey, it was not the end but the beginning of a whole new reality. I had been wearing female clothing for most of my life to some degree or another. However, only when you live full time do you get the total understanding of what it is like. Shaving my legs had been something I chose to do for some time prior to transitioning, but during transition, it changed from something I did to something I had to do.


Surgery, hair removal, hormones, and voice training were all the physical things I had to do, and it was more or less logistics and money to make that part happen. Completing the physical was painful but fairly easy for me. Transition mentally took a lot longer because it time to gain personal acceptance and confident building. The Catch-22 was that before you had some of the irreversible surgery, you needed to make sure you could handle the transition. However, before you have those surgeries, you are not all that passable.


I was incredibly hairy. The only part of my body that showed much skin was the top of my head. I could easily shave twice a day, and there was not much that would hide the five o’clock shadow. Before I would go out, I would shave as close as I could until my face was raw. It was easier to hide razor burn than stubble. My facial hair was dark and was still visible beneath the skin, even with a smooth shave.


The high volume of hair on my body limited my wardrobe. Turtlenecks work great for hiding hair, but during the summer they are not practical. I could shave but the amount of blood I would lose from several hundred nicks eliminated that option. I was not a masochist, so I ruled out waxing. This left Nair. It would take two full bottles to cover my entire body. I used Nair because I could use it on my feet and knuckles without a single nick or cut. For a few short days I would be hair-free, but this was no solution, just a temporary reprieve from being an ape.


There are different ways to remove body hair, ranging from electrolysis to waxing. However, there are only two types that are permanent: electrolysis and Laser. Electrolysis is a very slow and costly procedure. It can take up to 400 hours to completely remove a thick beard, let alone chest, back, and arm hair. Electrolysis uses a thin wire which the technician will insert into a follicle and apply a short burst of electricity, killing the follicle. The laser is not cheap, but it can remove larger areas at a time. The laser can pass through the skin and vaporize a dark hair at its roots, killing the follicle. Each pulse of the laser clears the area the size of a nickel.


It was not much of a choice; I had to go with the laser treatment. There is no treat in laser treatment—it hurts. I was all excited when I went to the laser center. They could do my face and torso for a mere $8,100.00. It was explained to me that at any one time only 20 percent of your hair is in a state where laser would be effective. So I was thinking that makes sense, only five treatments and I would be hair free. Not exactly: it takes about 17-20 treatments for your face, and then it gets most of the hair but not all of it. I needed electrolysis to get the rest.


Laser probably would have gotten more, but because I started taking hormones and testosterone blockers, my body hair got lighter in color and much finer. This makes laser less effective. They used a newer laser towards the end of my treatments and that did better with lighter hairs. Laser works very well for anyone interested in not having to shave their legs anymore.


Laser centers like to ask for the money up front. It was not until I had my first treatment that I realized why. If you wanted to pay as you go, you may decide not to go again after the first treatment. Each pulse of the laser will burn all the hairs in an area about the size of a nickel to a quarter depending on where you are in your treatment. You can hear the hair follicles pop, and you can smell the burning of the hairs. It is like getting a tattoo all over you body, but a tattoo you only get once, while this treatment you get to experience over and over.


You lie on the table with your eyes closed as they begin to burn the hairs away on your face, under your nose and then on the front of you neck and under your chin. You do feel every hair, but the hard part is that you anticipate every pulse. There is a beep as the technician pulls the trigger, and by the time you hear it, you feel it. They cover your skin with a cooling gel, but when you are done, especially the first few times you can see red little specs all over your face where the hair follicle exploded. It is a great test of your resolve. If you can not handle this, then moving forward with transition is probably not right for you. If there is a saving grace, it is that the first time is the hardest and it gets easier after that. Not much, but it does. After about ten treatments, it still hurts, but not nearly as bad as the first couple of times.


It took an entire year before I could go all day as a female without having to have to take my makeup off, shave, and then put it back on, so I did not look like my grandma with those little black hairs under my nose. I wanted to have the bulk of my hair removed prior to taking hormones. I am glad I did because six months after taking hormones, the remaining hair became a fine peach fuss that was very difficult to see. With the exception of the center of my chest where hair was the thickest, I was hair free.


Going from being very hairy to hairless, I got cold. I was surprised how much the hair insulated me. Yes, at this point I had about 9 percent body fat and my metabolism was switching from male to female, but the hair made the biggest difference in my body temperature. I had never been cold before. Not like this: I was cold all the time. I never wore sweaters or long sleeve shirts. I would use just a sheet to keep warm while sleeping in the winter. I was now wearing sweaters and using electric blankets at night. This was unexpected; I did not think being a woman meant that I was going to be cold all the time. Surprise.


It became easier to go out as Stephanie as the hair thinned. Going out as much as possible before coming out was critical. I needed to practice living as a female. Sure, I was always mentally a female, but for years, I had never let my hair down and express myself freely. I had also acquired a lot of male habits that I needed to unlearn. Often it is not big things that give you away but smaller little things like the way you walk or how to handle a conversation with both men and women.


Personal definition is also part of transition. Women express themselves with clothing, and that is why it is so important to us. How I dress, carry myself, and respond define my personal image. I like the professional image. I like nice suits and dresses. The environments where I often work fit this style dress. If you wear heels to the beach and tennis shoes to a formal dinner, you are going to stick out. I am over six-foot tall with auburn hair; it is hard to hide. So I had to be very particular about dress to fit in and not attract attention. I wanted to get to the point where I could go through a full room of people without anyone remembering that I had been there.


I wanted to be forgettable and not memorable. It is kind of a paranoia or a sixth sense you develop. You know when you have been made. I can’t see very well so seeing people’s expressions is possible, but I do have great hearing and can hear most of the whispers. I would sit at a bar, slowly sip my wine, and watch people come and go. At first I would get stares, then I started getting double-takes. Double-takes are when people see you and need a second look because they are not sure. I rarely get that anymore, and most of the time it is because they are interested in me.


It is difficult to be stealth because you have to pay attention to every detail from the top of your head, no matter how high it is, to your shoes. If you dress to fit in and your cloths are appropriate for the environment that you are in, it is easy to be stealth. The trick is act as if you belong there – that is the self confidence that take time to get, people will ignore you. It was probably easier for me to build self-confidence than most because I cant see if people are looking at me. Our subconscious has the ability to pick up on things that do not seem just right. If you lack self-confidence, people will quickly notice it. Luckily, most people are so self-focused that they don’t notice things around them unless it is really noticeable.


It takes time to go from nervously buying pantyhose and worrying about who is watching you do it, to using the dressing rooms in an upscale boutique. It is not easy: you have to repeatedly force yourself out of your comfort zone. Every trip out I would count the number of firsts I had. The first time I went through security or the first time I spilled a drink on a man. I found it much easier to go out with a friend. In my life, I am not always with friends, and I needed to be comfortable going out on my own.


Going out on your own when you are still worried everybody is going to out you is very scary. You feel so vulnerable when you are by yourself. During my transition, I traveled to Las Vegas about once a month and always stayed at the same hotel. The hotel staff got to know me very well. The casino was the best place for me to go out alone, to build my self-confidence. You can’t go anywhere in the casino without being watched, and since I was a good customer, they treated me very well.


The male sex of our species has what I call a scarlet letter of masculinity. It is in a spot where it is almost always visible. No amount of makeup can hide it, and it is something a transgender people have to look at when they see themselves in the mirror: an Adam’s apple. Many people go through life never noticing it, but they are not transgender. I was ecstatic when my Adam’s apple was gone.


Removing my Adam’s apple was an interesting surgery. My doctor did a good job of hiding the scar and told me to tell anyone who asked what the surgery was for, that it was a thyroid cyst. This surgery is also called a trachea shave. The surgeon makes a small incision in your throat and shaves off the hard cartilage that males develop during puberty. It is a more complex surgery than it sounds. The surgeon must be careful not to nick the vocal cords. Keynote addresses are a significant part of my work, and if I ended up with vocal cord damage, my career would be affected significantly.


Trachea shave is a quick surgery and pretty safe. They do keep you overnight because you are put under general anesthesia. I don’t recall much coming out of surgery, but they said I was grinning from ear to ear. It was my first surgery that set my final stages of transition in motion. My friend Linda stayed with me and was there when I woke up. She gave me a little blue elephant that had a shirt on it that said “Hello World I am here.” I thought it was quit fitting.


I had not come out to anyone in my inner circle yet, so I had to keep the surgery and my hospital stay secret. Linda stayed with me as long as she could but had to go back to the hotel. I laid there alone, floating in and out of sleep as the drugs wore off. I kept getting woken up by my heart monitor alarms. I was in very good shape, and as I relaxed and drifted off to sleep, my heart slowed to 47 beats per minute. The monitor alarm goes off when your pulse goes below 50. My pulse dropped, and the alarm would go off; it would wake me up and of course my pulse went above 50 again. The nurse would come to the room, and when she arrived not find anything wrong, reset the monitor, and leave. Well we play this game until about two in the morning, until they figured out what was happening and just removed the monitor.


I was woken the next morning by the shift change and the first round of blood pressure and temperature checks. I lay there alone listening to the hospital activities. I have to be a foot away from a television to see it, so I left it off and just thought of my future. I reached up and touched my throat and felt the bandage. It felt bigger than when I went in, but I knew it was gone. I just had to wait for the swelling to subside. As I rubbed the bandage, I contemplated my future. It was the first time I knew for certain what I was going to do.


My thoughts drifted to what was coming next and what it was going to cost me. I am sure if it was because I was tired, or being alone in the hospital, but the reality of what I had to do hit me hard. One minute you are ecstatic about being on a journey to freedom and then the next you drift to thoughts of losing family and friends. At this point, I had no way of knowing how they would react. I think as humans it is harder to be optimistic than it is pessimistic.


I lay there wondering what I would do if I lost everything and had to start over. Did I have the energy to start over? Did I even want to start over? If I started over, what would I do—I am blind, and how much work is available for a middle-aged, blind, transgender woman? All these thoughts were coupled with the fact that I probably would not have any family to support me then and in the future. I felt like one of those wild animals raised in captivity by humans. They care for you, look after you, feed you, and prepare you for the future outside of captivity. As the animal, you look forward to the day you don’t live behind bars, but there is a price for freedom. Someday your guardians are going to release you into the wild, knowing that the odds of survival are against you, but they release you anyway. Once you are free, you are on your own, and you have to get on with your life or die.


The next months were going to take every once of energy and strength I had. Once I came out, there was no going back. No matter how scared I was, I could not show any fear or hesitation. People would want to look in my eyes when I told them, and if they felt I was unsure, they would be unsure. Go big or go home is a phrase used in our office; maybe it was the drugs, but I decided to go big.


I had not eaten in over a day, the breakfast cart was coming around, and even hospital food smelled good that morning. I had been drinking ice water, but my throat was sore and swollen, making it hard to talk and swallow. Still, I would have given anything for a good cup of coffee. Soon my breakfast was in front of me on the tray. It was not very colorful: anemic eggs and pale oatmeal. The color was a refection of the taste. No salt or butter, just a packet of seasoning. There it was in the corner of my tray: a lukewarm cup of decaffeinated coffee. It was one of the best cups I had ever tasted until I swallowed it. As cool as the coffee was, it felt like it was burning my raw throat. I nearly dropped the cup.


I put the cup down and let it cool even further as I proceeded to eat my breakfast. Four days earlier I had just run the Disney Marathon, and I was used to eating about 3,800 calories a day. The 200-calorie breakfast barely took the edge off my hunger. I laid there for a couple of hours wanting to eat more but not wanting to swallow. I asked for some more coffee and that caused a bit of confusion, because the nurse could not find Stephanie. She had looked in the room several times and saw a man, so she left.


Linda arrived at about 9:00, and she brought me a good cup of coffee. By now, the pain had subsided a bit in my throat. The coffee tasted heavenly and helped get rid of that after-surgery groggy feeling. I was so glad Linda was there because I needed to talk to someone. I was still married, and I had not even told my wife about the surgery. My marriage prior to surgery had deteriorated to nothing more than a dependency relationship. I can’t even call it a friendship.


Linda did most of the talking that day. It was afternoon before the doctor showed up for rounds to discharge me. I was so anxious to get going. We left the hospital and made the two hour drive back to New Hampshire, and go home in time for a late dinner. I was famished. Every bite I took reminded me of what just happened. I had irreversible surgery; what they did could not be undone. I had to live like this the rest of my life—was I ready for this?


This was a simple surgery and the impact on my life would be minimal if I never transitioned. It turns out that few people noticed. I think the fact that I got my ears pierced shortly after the surgery distracted everyone. The surgery had a huge impact on me and my marriage. I knew after surgery I was going to complete the journey, and the surgery was the defining moment for my wife as well. She knew at that point there was no going back. I think she was relieved: it gave her an excuse to get out of a marriage. It turns out I was a just a “Do For” husband. I would do for now until she had a better option. Now she could get out.


Within days after surgery, I booked my next one. The next surgery was my forehead browsing and scalp advance. I could only have surgery during the slow time at work. Our business cycles around the school year and the slow times are between Christmas and New Year’s holidays and the first two weeks of July. I wanted to book the surgery to make sure I got in during the time. July 9th was my next surgery date. There was a lot to prepare.


Around the time I booked my facial surgery, I started looking for a surgeon to do the sexual reconstruction surgery and the breast augmentation. Both places required a 30 percent down payment. I had to quickly come up with $6,500.00, and the balance for each was required prior to surgery. The first surgeon I selected was unavailable at the time I had, so I went with my second choice. All I can say is that I was lucky. My surgeon was great, helping me through the whole process.


There was less than six months between my trachea shave and my forehead surgery, and another six months between my forehead and my final surgery. The time between the first two surgeries was the hardest six months of my life, and the next six months were the longest. Between January and July I had to come out to everyone. That is a short period, because I procrastinated until I had my name change, which was the end of February, before I started.


Every time I went to one of the offices to work, several of my employees commented on how it looked like I was losing weight. I actually had not been, and I never paid too much attention to it. I did notice that my suitcases seemed to be getting heavier, but I just thought it was because I was a woman now and instead of two pairs of shoes and kaki pants with polo shirts, I was packing five pairs of shoes. As a woman I would pack more clothes than I needed, in case I required a different outfit for evening. My upper body strength and bulk melted away. Losing the bulk was great because it gave me the feminine look I wanted, but in the process of losing my bulk, I also lost a little pride because now I had to ask for help with my luggage.


Transitioning affects the whole person, physical and mental. It does not change you, but in the process of transitioning, you begin to break down the walls and barriers that you used to protect yourself. As these barriers come down, you can start to express yourself. It takes time to free yourself, and step by step you become free. I am not sure if you take a step forward if you can truly take that same step back.


I look at transitioning as this rickety old bridge that crosses a dangerous gorge: the only way to get to the other side is to cross it. You know you want to reach the other side but crossing the bridge is dangerous, and it could cost your life. For years, you tell yourself you can’t do it, and then one day you take a step out on that bridge. Oh, it is scary and exciting. Then you take another step and it is even scarier. You have a choice whether to continue or go back. You may go back several times, but each time you try to cross, you get a little closer to the other side before you run back.


It is so hard to turn back, but you just can’t go across. There are plenty of excuses why you should not go across. Then one day you try it again and before you realize it, you’re  right in the middle; any wrong move and you may die. This is the point where you have to make a decision. If you take one more step you are closer to the other side, and it is safer to move forward. Once you have that first surgery, you have reached that halfway point, and you really have no choice but to move forward.


The next surgery was my facial surgery. Surprisingly, it was not nearly as painful as I thought it would be. It was far from comfortable, but once the swelling of the face went down, I did not have much pain. I had to wear ace bandages around the top of my head, and then another from under the chin and up and over the top of my head. I picked the worst time of year for that type of surgery because my face was completely wrapped and it was the middle of July. If you have a choice, schedule this surgery during the winter.


This surgery came with a lot of stitches and staples in the head. I think there were about 50 stitches and over 25 staples. I tried, but lost count. The pain distracted me. It took a good five weeks for everything to heal enough so that I could start running again. The numbness lasted about nine months. You can feel something touch your head, but it feels like your scalp is asleep. The pressure of the touch is all you feel,


It took about six months before the hair that was shaved for the incision returned. That really helped make the scalp advance look good. The scalp advance brought the scalp forward about 2 cm, but was not that noticeable until that line of hair grew back. Once the hair had grown back, the incision is completely hidden. My friend claims I cheated because before the surgery he and I had the same hairline and now when we stand side by side there is no comparison – have a full head of hair.


I tell people I did this surgery for everyone else and not for me. This is part of the transition that they see. I can have sexual reconstruction surgery—other than having an occasional unsightly bump in the front of my skirt, they would never know if I had it unless I told the0. Facial surgery it is instantly noticeable. What a difference it made for me. A smoother forehead, bigger eyes, and no receding hairline; I was transformed from a male to a female. I did not look anything like my old self.


The transition feeds off itself. The more feminine I looked, the easier it was for me to be myself. The more I let myself be free, the more feminine I acted. Over my lifetime, I built many walls, and during the transition, I broke them down one by one. Even though I had broken down the walls, it took a long time to go through the openings I made in them and experience what I had tried to keep out all those years.


Christmas 2009 finally came. I found myself counting the minutes up to it. It was a bitter sweet Christmas. It was a new beginning for me, but it was also my first one without my children. My parents never missed sending me a Christmas card, but this year I did not get any. Linda and I got up Christmas morning, got ready, and then went over to Linda’s son’s house to have some Christmas morning treats. We watched them and their children open their presents. It was nice that they asked us to come, but it was hard watching nine other children open up presents on Christmas day and not my own.


I called my children later that day and wished them Merry Christmas. As I talked to them, I choked back the tears. I told them that I loved them, knowing that in a couple of days I was going to have a major surgery. The surgery is safe, but with surgery there are no guarantees. You may not die, but there is always a risk of complications. I said good-bye and then went in the bathroom to let my tears flow for a while.


Once I regained my composure, I finished packing, shutting down the house for a month. We only packed light clothing for the trip. Even though it was winter in Thailand, it still got in the upper 80s during the day. You could feel the cold wind blow through our clothes as we loaded up the car and headed to the airport. It was finally here: the beginning of the end of a long journey.


The next morning we got to the airport early—I was not going to risk missing this flight. I did one last minute check on the weather, and it looked good in both Manchester, New Hampshire and Detroit, Michigan. I fly so much that the airline bumped me up to first class. I really did not care, because I wanted to sit by Linda who was stuck in coach. The first leg of the flight was quick and landed on time, but I think I held my breath until we took off. My biggest fear at that point that there would be a delay and we would miss our connecting flights to Tokyo .


The time between flights in Detroit was short, and we had to get off the plane and walk right to the next gate. I left the luggage by Linda while I went to exchange some money. As I was walking to the exchange, I heard my name being called. My heart sank. The first thing that came to mind was that the plane was oversold and I was being bumped. I approached the counter ready to argue my case. The agent politely informed me that they indeed had oversold the coach section of the plane, and asked if I would be willing to sit in first class. I explained that I would prefer to give it to someone else because I wanted to be with Linda on the 13-hour flight. The agent politely told Linda to wait. I got on the plane and in a few minutes, Linda joined me in first class. My journey was off to a wonderful start.


I was too excited to sleep. Linda managed to get in a little, but not much. We were both in pretty good shape when we landed in Japan. Less than an hour after we landed, we were back on a plane for the last seven hours of the trip. We landed near midnight thirty hours after we had taken off. We were not thinking very clearly, but we did end up finally finding our greeting party. We quickly loaded our luggage into the hospital van and headed out for the thirty-minute ride to the hospital. This trip would have taken at least ninety minutes during prime time.


I would not be admitted into the hospital until the next day. So we were just shown to our room. We just crashed. I set my alarm to wake up four hours later. A life-long journey was about to reach its climax in only twenty-four hours. I was about to experience the longest day of my life—the wait was excruciatingly long. Pure exhaustion enabled me to sleep. The alarm had not even finished sounding when I jumped out of bed.


By the time Linda and I had freshened up, our coordinator had arrived and introduced us to our translator, Maam. She was cut from the same mold as most of the other Thai ladies I got to meet. She short, petite, but she had this wholesome, caring presence that really put us at ease. We got to know her well during the stay. She was this truly caring and passionate person, who wanted nothing more than to help people.


The day prior to surgery was packed full of pre-surgery busy work. We went from Admitting to chest X-rays. I was going to have a total of three procedures during my stay at the hospital. I was going to have breast augmentation and vaginaplasty, which is what most people think of when they think of sexual reconstruction surgery. I was also going to have hair transplants. I did have my scalp advanced earlier, but I was just old enough to have a well developed widow’s peak, which was going to be filled in with hair grafts.


The three procedures would be done by two different surgeons. One was going to do the breast and the vaginaplasty, and the other was going to do the hair transplants. Recovery for the breast and vaginaplasty took the longest, so I was going to have that surgery first, and then ten days later I was going to have the hair transplants. Dr. Thiti came in to meet me, and my consultant came by to get my paperwork. My heart sank when they told me that I was scheduled for a 4:00 pm the next day. I was hoping for surgery first thing in the morning.


My coordinator took my paperwork and left to make sure it was in order. If it were not in order, it would delay the surgery, or in the worst case cancel it. You must have proof that you have met all the requirements before you can have surgery. I needed proof that I had been on hormones for at least six months, as well as a letter from my psychiatrist that I was not suffering from any underlining illness and was of sound mind to make this decision. Living full time in my gender was also a requirement. Sexual Reconstruction Surgery is the last step of the transition process and not the beginning.


A lot of people think that SRS is the first thing you do. The road that you travel is littered with the bodies and lost souls of individuals who did not make it this far. I am not sure what is worse: living as the wrong gender, or starting on this journey and not being able to finish. I am not sure if I would have chosen to live if I had gotten this far and not been able to cross the threshold into womanhood.


The next doctor came in and started to draw on my head, figuring out how many grafts it would take to fill in the thin spots. It rather tickled as he did it. Fifteen hundred grafts were going to be required to smooth out my hairline. He explained the proceed to me in great detail. First, they would cut a strip of hair from the back of my head and then sew it back up. While they were stitching me up, a team would separate the hair follicles into grafts. Once they were separated, they would put each graft back in one at a time. This process would take about ten hours.


Linda and I were beat by the time we at dinner that night. We had just finished when our coordinator came back and insisted that they take us out. Once I had been admitted, I would not be able to leave the hospital. We were both tired, but we agreed to go. They took us to the night market and then to an outdoor restaurant that was about the size of a football field. The food was great, and it was our first exposure to Thai music. The restaurant had a stage from which a singer was singing popular Thai music.


Our group went to several other spots after dinner. Our last stop was the nighttime flower market. Thailand is awash with color. Every kind of flower you find in a floral shop you could find at the flower market, and some kinds of flowers you may have never seen before. It was beautiful. I was enjoying myself, but the lack of sleep over that last few days was catching up with me. It was at this point I just wanted to crawl in bed—I think it was only about 9:00 pm. We were saved from going to another spot by Linda’s bladder. Her full bladder was the perfect reason to get back to the hospital.


I think we fell asleep immediately when we finally lay down. I cannot recall dreaming; I was so tired. The alarm went off at five am. I woke up excited but extremely tired. Linda woke up a bit after several cups of instant Starbucks coffee I had brought from the airport. Today was the day—all the planning, all the tears, all the stress, all the hiding, all the lying, and all the losses had led me to this day. A lifelong pursuit came down to this one day. I wondered what life would be like afterwards; I had spent all my life working towards this moment: now it was here and soon it would be gone.


Soon after we woke up, a nurse came in with breakfast; we had not placed an order, so what we got was a surprise. It was a porridge of rice and broth, a side of fresh fruit, and some toast. I think they could have served raw liver that morning and I would have liked it. The charge nurse came in as we were finishing and put an armband on me. It was official: I was now a patient. There was not a lot we could do that day but wait. I don’t think either one of us was in any mental condition do anything too strenuous. Somehow, I was coherent enough to get my computer connected to the Wifi and was able to get out a few email messages to let friends know I was OK.


There was no lunch for me because of surgery, so Linda went down to the café. The food at the hospital was very good and was always accompanied with fresh fruits—we got to look forward to the fruit; over our stay, we counted eleven different types in all. At 1:00 pm the nurse returned with a surgical gown to wear. Once the gown was on, she put in my IV. At 3:30 a team of people arrived to take me down to the OR triage area. They gave me a nice warm blanket, which felt heavenly because the halls were very cool. The final day was coming down to the final hours. The feelings were intense—I cannot think of another word to describe them.


It was like any other hospital; everything is on schedule until the day starts. The later it is, the more behind things get. I was supposed to start surgery at 4:00, but things where backed up. We waited in triage for forty-five minutes before the anesthesiologist came in. She explained the drugs she would be using and double-checked to make sure I did not have any allergies. She left and it was about thirty more minutes before several nurses returned to move me into the OR. Now it was a matter of minutes


Before I could go into surgery, I had to endure one last indignity as a male. They needed to go in and shave the surgical area. I had several hernia surgeries before where they had to shave the same area, but they did not do that until I was asleep. They had to shave the entire area, even the scrotum. Thanks to hormones, that was no longer a big task. It was the last time I ever saw it. I quickly touched it one more time, knowing that in a few hours it would be gone forever. I smiled.


 Once the nurses finished, they moved me back into the triage. I had to wait some more; every minute seemed to take twice as long. I had lost track of time by this point, but eventually the doctor did come, and they put the sleeping drugs into my IV. I said goodbye to Linda, realizing that when I returned in six hours I would not be a man, but I would be myself. I was asleep by the time I got to the OR.


It was near midnight before I was coherent enough to talk, though I do not recall much of what I said. Apparently, I said it was a piece of cake and would be willing to do it again. They wheeled me back to my room. By this point Linda was beyond exhaustion; I have never seen someone that tired. I, too, was tired, and our emotions were a bit on edge. They came back around after a couple of days of good sleep, but that night neither one of us had ability to think clearly. I should have given Linda one of my sleeping pills, but that night I could not put together a single complete thought.


We were not in much better shape the next morning. I was on pain medication, so I was not too uncomfortable. I kind of drifted in and out of consciousness that morning as the anesthetic worked its way through my body. Once I came to, I started to take stock of my new body. My breasts felt huge; even though I had asked for B cups, they felt larger. They were wrapped and swollen, so they looked and felt like D’s. I was worried that if my skin stretched any more, they would explode. I had a drainage tube under each arm to keep the fluid from building up in my chest.


I was surprised that recovering from breast surgery hurt more than the sexual reconstruction surgery. Because I was an elite athlete, the doctor recommended a low profile form that gave me nice volume but did not protrude too far forward to interfere with my running. I touched my very own breast for the first time, and when I did, I felt nothing. They were still numb. In a few days, I felt them in a big way. They were held in place with two large Ace bandage wraps that went around my entire chest several times. The bandages where wrapped tight to keep the breast from moving.


I had two drainage tubes, and a catheter came out of the bandage between my legs. It did not hurt much, just kind of an even throb. I found it very difficult to be comfortable constantly lying on my back, unable to roll over on my side or move much. The slightest move in either direction would pull on one of the tubes, delivering a sharp pain. My left leg was numb, and it felt like a million needles were pricking me. This was from the morphine; it took a week before the tingling was finally was gone.


I laid there the next couple of days. I dozed and so did Linda. We were finally getting caught up on our sleep. That night it was New Year’s Eve. Linda and I had brought a pint of brandy from home. It was about 9:00 o’clock when we toasted each other and the new year. We toasted to what we gained and to what we lost in the journey to the Great Elephant Ride. I had made it: I was starting 2010 as a new woman. I can honestly say it still seemed surreal. We both went to bed minutes after our toast. For some reason, I woke back up about 11:50 and laid there on the 19th floor overlooking the Bangkok. A few minutes later, the city was awash in color as the fireworks exploded all over the city. I will never forget that moment as I entered 2010 as a complete woman.


The next day was New Year’s Day, an official Thai holiday. Linda, now feeling better, was able to get out to the local market and partake in some of the local festivities. I was just content lying in bed. I was not hurting, just tired physically and emotionally from such a big event. It was a wonderful day.


The following day was not so wonderful. The surgeon returned to check on me. The breasts were the only thing he could check at this point. He removed my ace bandages ,and I was able to see my breasts for the first time. I had been on hormones for a year and had developed some breasts, but because I was so active, they had not grown much. I now had full breasts. They looked a bit funny because the nipples were pointing a bit outward. The doctor told me not to worry and explained the exercises I needed to do to get them in to the right position. They would eventually get to the right position on their own, but with help they would get there quicker.


Once the bandages were completely removed, he extracted the damage tubes. Now that I only had the catheter and the other drainage tube, I could get up and use the restroom if I needed to. He only replaced one of the bandages that went around the top part of the breasts. The reality of what had just occurred over the last several days began to seep in after seeing my breasts—I smiled again. I would no longer turn back into a boy if I stopped taking hormones and testosterone blockers.


I had not used the restroom since before the surgery, and even though I had not eaten much food over the last couple of days, it still wanted to escape. I waited until I was 100 percent sure I had to go before I paged the nurse. I did not want a false alarm and repeat the process. The first time you move is when you get a chance to feel exactly what they did to you. I felt like a thick stick had impaled me. My left leg was still mostly asleep from the side effects of the epidural. I slowly shuffled my way to the restroom, making it there without a minute to spare.


I sat there not wanting to move. It felt like I had just passed my insides. I felt different, but I am not sure I felt better. I eventually got the nerve and strength to stand again. I was still wearing surgical pants that could have fit three of me. A chuckle came to mind thinking I had not seen a single person in Thailand who needed pants this big. The chuckle turned into a laugh, which turned into a stabbing pain in my groin.


I worked my way back to the bed where I laid until the next morning. Things had rather worked themselves into a schedule. January 2 the nurse brought me a pair of scissor clamps. She put the clamp on my catheter tube. My translator explained to me that I needed to learn how to go to the bathroom. Now that is not what I expected I would have to learn to do at the age of 43. I thought I had mastered going to the restroom a long time ago.


Since they had rearranged all my internal organs, I had to teach my bladder how to function. The goal of the clamp is to clamp the tube and not release it until I felt the urge to urinate. That was somewhat nice, actually. In the middle of the night, if I needed to urinate, all I had to do was release the clamp. I was still on IV and I had to go often, and this was far better than having to get up and shuffle across the room in the dark. Before the surgery, I had good bladder control, and I miss that now. One of the side effects of the surgery was a much smaller bladder. Having a small bladder is one of those unexpected things I had to get used to.


Sex reconstruction surgery changes everything. At first, nothing is really where it needs to be. Over time, things will settle into position. I had been using a penis to pee with for over 40 years. It was easy to aim and get where you wanted it to go. Now I did not have that and instead of a stream, I had a spray. Because of swelling and things still adjusting every time I went to the restroom, I could never be certain which direction it was going to spray.


The next day was one of the most painful of the entire transition. The pain was so intense I cried because of it. Getting up and down to go to the bathroom, my bandage had gotten loose around my breasts. I felt it starting in the morning like a heartburn, only this was on the outside. Pain medication had been reduced to just extra-strength Tylenol, and I just thought it was because of that. The pain kept getting worse. Then I leaned forward to adjust my position and about wet the bed. I would have if I had not been cathetered.


 The pain became instantly intense. A level of pain I have never felt before. It was like a doctor was using a rib spreader on me while I was awake. I had Linda call for the nurse. My pain tolerance is pretty high, but this was too much. The nurse was not sure what was wrong and immediately called the doctor. While waiting for the doctor, I found rolling to one side helped, but the pain was still really bad. I could not help but think that if only my parents knew how much pain I was in, they would be incredibly happy.


The doctor eventually called back. It was probably only a few minutes, but then it seemed like forever. The pain meds they gave me did not touch it. Finally, one of the nurses put the bandage back on and wrapped it tight. This made a huge difference. What was happening was that the weight of the breast was pulling apart the newly healed muscles—they were ripping. Wrapping the breast kept the pressure off the muscles so they could heal. That afternoon I needed to start wearing a support bra twenty-four hours a day for the next five weeks.


I was a woman for a whole week before the doctor removed the packing. After surgery. they pack the cavity with dressing to keep it from healing shut. Your body treats the new cavity as a wound, and it would close in a matter of days without this packing. They slowly pulled away my bandages. You bleed a lot with this surgery, and my bandages were crimson with my blood. I could feel the packing as it was pulled out of me like the afterbirth from a new mother. They then removed my drainage tube and the catheter. This is the first time I could see between my legs. My penis was gone, what had been there since birth was gone. I smiled.


My birth defect had been corrected. The journey was over. The nurses washed and cleaned the area. I could feel the air as it move across an area that always had something there. I guess there must have been some pain, but I can only remember the emotions. Soon the nurses were done cleaning, and the doctor began examining his handiwork. He commented on how it looked, and then took a picture of it. Unable to see it for myself, he showed me a picture of my new vagina—I cried.


Even through the swelling, the stitches, the blood, it looked perfect. I was a complete woman from head to toe. The reality was finally sinking in. It is hard to describe what it feels like when you finally have a dream come true. A dream that you have had all but given up on at one point in your life. Now it was a reality; I was me! Post operation blues was a real worry—would I miss what I had just lost? Peace and contentment is what I felt, no regrets at all, and at the point of writing this book, I still have no regrets. I still wake up every day excited to be alive. Two years prior to surgery, I did not care if I lived or died; I just went through the motions of living.


I did have one dream about it. It was about six weeks after surgery. This was one of those really vivid dreams where everything is clear, and when you awake, it takes a few minutes to decide if it really happened or if it was a dream. I had dreamed my penis had grown back. I woke up incredibly upset. I guess if I had been excited about it coming back, I would have had some serious problems.


No sooner had the packing and drainage tube been removed, I started to experience what other women get to live with. I had my first pseudo-period. The hospital must have had some maxi pads left from the 50s because they brought me the kind that needed to connect to a belt. They did not stay in place; the slightest movement would cause the pad to shift, and the string that connected the pad to the belt was riding where the pad was supposed to be. A sudden burst of pain would notify me when the string shifted and began rubbing against the stitches. The bleeding typically only lasts for a couple of months, but the experiences really makes you appreciate what the female population lives with most of their adult lives.


Mobility became a lot easier without the tubes and IV connected to me. I was able to explore my room and even go out in the ward and do a little gentle walking. I would wear out quickly and need to go lie down. Swelling is a side effect of the surgery, and it makes you walk a little bowlegged. The first time I tried to sit down on a hard surface, the swelling was pushed up into my groin. I let out a small cry with pain—it also squeezed the bladder at the same time, and I almost made a mess. The next day they brought me one of those buoyant rings that small children use to float in the pool. It had a hole in the center so that I could sit without something pushing on the swollen area. You learn very quickly to lower yourself very gingerly, or you will be instantly reminded of the surgery you just had.


Days after the surgery, I was still running on excitement of having it all over with. The honeymoon is over the day you start dilating. Traditionally, when you have a wound, you let it rest so that it can heal. Your body treats this new cavity just like that, and it will heal shut if you do not dilate. You must dilate three times a day for the first six months, then twice a day for the next twelve months, and then once or twice a week for the rest of your life. Be ready for this or do not go through the surgery. If you do not wear earrings for a long time, your earring holes will grow shut, and you will have to have them re-pierced. This is one of those surgeries where once is more than enough.


Nervously, I waited for my team to come in. I had always been a bit of a private person, and I was about to lose all that. Just like a shy mother giving birth, all modesty goes out the window during the process. The same with dilating in front of strangers. The doctor came in shortly after lunch with my coordinator who was male, my translator, and several nurses who were all female. My coordinate had some friends in his hands that I was going to get to know very intimately. There were three sizes of the friends, numbered one through three. I later gave them each names. Look, I feel you should at least know their names if you are going to be that intimate with something.


There was also a fourth one. The first three were straight and made out of hard acrylic; the fourth was opaque white and had a bit of a curve to it. This one was specially designed for the first times. I lay on the bed with nothing on but my bra. I had to spread my legs as they all looked on. The doctor put on his gloves and squeezed a large amount of surgical lube on the back side of his hand. He slowly rolled the white dilator in the surgical lube on the back side of his glove until about three quarters of the dilator was covered.


I was uneasy being undressed in front of all of these people, but knowing what was coming next was far worse. My whole body started to tense. The doctor told me to relax; at that point, it was like telling someone not to be cold. It was not going to happen. I could feel the cold end of the dilator as it touched the opening as it pushed back. It quickly came to the first muscle—ouch. The more it hurt, the more tense I became and the harder it was to slide past the muscle. I took a big breath and tried to relax. The dilator slowly worked past it and continued to slide in. This dilator had a tapered end and a slight bend, making it easier for it to follow the natural curve of my vagina. It was thinner than the others, but right now it felt way too big.


It was very painful the first time, but still less than the pain I had with my breasts. I could feel it when it finally reached the end of the vagina. I took a breath and finally relaxed. I was surprised that once it was in, it did not hurt that much. Just as I was thinking “I can do this,” the doctor reached for the #2 dilator. This one was clearly a bit thicker, uniform in size except for the rounded tip; it was graduated with inch markings, but worst of all, it was straight! It seemed wrong that you would have a perfectly straight dilator, when every penis I have ever seen was curved.


The doctor removed the first dilator, and proceeded to put a condom on number #2 and cover it with surgical lube. The circumference of a circle grows quit quickly with just a small increase in diameter. This dilator did not go in as easy, needing to be worked in. I was slowly being impaled by a dull stick. I had never experienced having something being forced in me. It was a strange sensation, and at that point I could not ever imagine it being pleasurable.


The doctors at the hospital were known for preserving the nerves. Every nerve that got preserved I felt right about then. I don’t have to tell you just how sensitive this area is. You hear about girls getting a piercing between their legs and how painful that was. I had an entire row of stitches in mine. And every time my clitoris got bumped, I could feel every one of them.


The dilation continued for twenty minutes. The next ten minutes I spent sitting in a pan of Batedine solution, which was followed by a douching and a soap scrub of the area. Once that was all done, they put antibiotic cream on the incisions. I did this three times a day right after each meal. The total process at first took about an hour and quarter. After about four weeks, the process was down to about forty-five minutes, and at about five months I was able to get it down to about thirty-five minutes. You cannot skimp on this or you will find yourself back in the hospital starting all over again.


The following day it was time for my hair surgery. This is a long surgery: it started at 8 am in the morning, and I was done at 5:00 pm. The pain came more from the surgery I already had than from the surgery I was having. First, they removed a strip of hair from the back of my head where it is the thickest. To do this, I had to lay on my stomach and remain motionless. They locked my head down and in a box, and for an hour I was staring at the bed. With only have local anesthesia, I didn’t feel pain, but I did feel everything they did, such as the unmistakable pull of the thread for each stitch.


I laid on my stomach on a board that had a slight incline to raise my face off the bed and make it easier for the doctor to work. My newly constructed breasts were pushed against this hard surface. It was very difficult to lay still: I tried to use my arms to push up to lift the weight off my breasts, but every time my pectoris muscles flexed, giving me a jolt of pain.


My breasts were throbbing by the time they were done. They removed the head clamp, and I was able to roll over and look at the lights for a few minutes. A small bladder reminded me that I had not gone to the bathroom recently, and I was helped up and escorted out to use it. I expected to see that my breasts had gone flat, but they had puffed back out and throbbed like a sore tooth.


When I returned to the Operating Room, there were five people in surgical scrubs sitting in front of microscopes. The hair that was removed from the back of my head was being separated into individual hair follicles. As they were being separated, two other surgeons, one on each side of me, inserted them into my forehead. I could feel each one being inserted; as time wore on, the general anesthesia wore off. It started to get very painful from the inserting of the follicles and from sitting on a swollen bottom for that long.


The hair is very fragile for a while like any transplanted flower. It takes time for the hair to grow roots in their new home. So for about four weeks you have to be very careful; you can only pat them dry for the first week and use baby shampoo for the next several weeks, being careful not rub the transplanted area too hard. It was about four weeks when the newly transplanted hair started to fall out. This is typical; the transplanted hair will fall out, then grow back and then fall out, before it permanently grows back. It takes about eight months before it looks like normal hair.


I was glad to have that surgery done. The only thing left to do was recover. The next two weeks I progressively got better. I was lucky and healed very quickly. I went into surgery in excellent shape. It was about week three that my healing began to hurt. They use dissolvable stitches. As the stitches dissolve, the ends come lose and have sharp ends that poke you when you stand, sit, lay, or walk.


These stitches could strike at any time. If you were sitting, they could make you stand up right away. Recovery was not as bad as I expected. Other than stitches and bleeding to contend with, the last two weeks at the hospital were event free. It was about nine weeks before the last of the stitches fell out. Most fell out between weeks four and six. However, a handful of them lasted a while.


Twenty-five days after I had arrived, it was time to leave. We had grown close to several of our caretakers, and they threw us a little going-away party. I had fallen in love with the fried chicken sold by the street venders. The meals were included in my package, but Linda had to purchase her own meals. I would often give her mine, and I would go down to the street vender and bring back fried chicken and sticky rice. I would get caught almost every time. So when we left, they gave me a stuffed pink dog and a coloring book that was used to teach children all about chicken.


The time had come to leave our temporary residence in Bangkok and go home. I was anxious to get back. This had been the longest trip I had ever been on and the longest I had been away from my company. Even though I checked in every day, I still felt out of the loop. I was ready to go home, but there was not the level of excitement that I had on the way to Bangkok.


The day before we left, the underwear bomber had tried to blow up a Northwest flight. We were flying back on Northwest airlines. They had significantly beefed up security. We were good travelers and got there two hours ahead. It was 3 a.m. in the morning, and it took every extra minute we had. Once we got through security, it was time to get on the plane. I had saved up my miles to get us into first class. Recovering from surgery, it was worth every mile I used. The next thirty hours was the hardest sit I have known.


We arrived the next day in Manchester, New Hampshire safe and sound. The flights were all on time, and we ended up getting in to Manchester about three hours early. That was a real blessing. Linda and I were absolutely exhausted and hurting. We had to go to the store and get some food, or we would be very hungry in the morning. We made it home and dragged our bodies and luggage into the house, only unpacked what we needed, and laid on the bed. The Great Elephant Ride was over. We had ridden the elephant and survived to tell about it.


Now that the ride was over the healing could begin.

                

  
          Post Op: Let the Healing Begin

        
              There are many books that document girls’ lives from the time they are born until they complete the journey to womanhood or until shortly after. These books treat it as if it is the end of the story. It is only the end of a difficult chapter in their lives. Post-op is the beginning of the rest of their lives, and it by far the best part ever. This chapter talks about the new beginning and the healing that needs to take place after all the years of hiding.


I had sexual reconstruction surgery on December 29, 2009, at 11:00 p.m. That Thursday night I woke up to find that I was now a legal female. My body and gender were finally the same, and it truly felt wonderful. I don’t like to say it was a new me, but more of a fresh new start. This was it. I did not want to waste a minute of this life. There was nothing holding me back but me—I wanted to experience everything all over again.


The storm of discontent has passed, but it did leave some things damaged that needed repairing. You cannot live a life of self-destruction without destroying or damaging something in some way. It was time to survey the destruction and hope that some things were only damaged, not destroyed. Discontentment was my demon. I never had enough, and once I achieved something, I would have to try something else. Two things always happened: if I was successful and achieved what I set out to accomplish, I found myself still feeling empty. You can never fill your void with accomplishments. If I was not successful, I felt like a failure and still felt empty.


Family, friends, and careers are just some of the things that get damaged during the transition process. Transitioning requires a significant amount if not all of your focus; during the two years I went through transitioning from Steve to Stephanie, I became self-absorbed. It really does require that degree of focus. Now that the transition was over, I needed to go back and see if I could repair some things that I did not have the strength to deal with during the transition.


I made a mental list of all the things I had to do. Number one on the list was my ex-wife. Four months prior to surgery, she filed for divorce. It was the worst time that she could have done it. I don’t know for sure but feel that in some ways is was her way of trying to get back at me. Those last four months were intense, and my emotions were off the chart because of hormones. Dealing with a divorce was almost too much. I knew it was coming and probably could have managed OK if it was the only thing going on in my personal life. I did not have a place to live, I was broke and bills were piling up, the country was in a recession, my company was in survival mode, and then the divorce was thrown on top. I just about broke—suicide was looking very good. Suicidal thoughts came more often than I liked.


I found myself sending emails at midnight from halfway around the world to my attorney, when I should have been recovering from major surgery. It was the first part of January: I had just about thrown in the towel and moved away. I would have, had it not been for my children. I was very angry with my wife. She could have filed in April when we decided that we probably should not be living together. I had worked it out that as long as we were separated and not divorced she would still covered by my health insurance. She could have the house and everything.


I was lucky to have the surgery paid for in full by July. If I had waited, the legal fees of the divorce might have killed the surgery. I don’t think I was ever this angry with anyone before in my life. It felt like she was doing everything in her power to kick me when I was the most vulnerable.


I had told her repeatedly that I was not her enemy and I would not fight her, but she still hired a lawyer, which forced me to retain one as well. Things got ugly from that point on. I was the only one employed, and everyone was fighting over the money I was earning. The reason I was so wealthy is that I was a workaholic. I no longer wanted to work nights and weekends. I wanted to go kayaking on Saturday afternoons; I wanted to run marathons just for the fun of it. She wanted the lifestyle that I used to provide for her.


Our marriage had been decaying for several yeas prior to my transition. I did not seriously consider transitioning until I was sure there was no hope for our marriage. For better or worse, we still had our children. We needed to work together to raise them. I needed to work through my anger so that I could talk to her without my blood pressure rising to a dangerous level. Our children were going to graduate from school, then go to college. They needed support; they needed their parents. We needed to work together. I suspect she will always blame me for what had happened—maybe so, but it was not like she did not know. I told her very early in our relationship that I was transgender.


I can only control what I do, and I needed to work through my anger. It is much easier to say than to do. The anger and hurt has diminished with time, but these are things that you must contend with when you transition. Transitioning is like a party: it is all very exciting, but soon after the transition you are left with some pretty big headaches that hormones and surgeries can’t fix.


I also had my children. No longer living at home, I needed to make sure I contacted them as much as I possibly could and let them know that even though I was not physically there, I would always be a phone call away. I work very hard to make it to every birthday and special event they have. I guess that was part of my anger with my wife—she got to keep the most important part of my life: my children.


I had always loved my children, but I had learned to live in an isolated world and never let anyone get close to me, in the fear that they would find out who I was. Those walls were gone now, and I needed to repair the bond between my children and myself. If I had waited any longer, my children would have never known me, even though I had lived at home. Quality time with my children was rare before transitioning, because I was always too busy. Even though I only see them now about once a month, I have spent more quality time with them than ever before. Rebuilding this relationship is the most critical, and when I am with my children they get my absolute and undivided attention.


Both parties must be willing to come together for a relationship to work. I am still not sure the relationship can be repaired between my parents and me. When I needed them most, they rejected me. They were never able to ask me how I was doing, and when I asked them to only address the envelopes with my legal name on outside of the envelope, they found it easier not to send me anything. Being rejected this way by your living parents is harder than if they had died. As long as they are living, you hold out hope that maybe someday they will accept you. As long as there is hope, you don’t move on. I hear stories about these parents who lose their child but are unable to move on until they know for sure that their child will not be returning—I have lost my parents and still hope they will return, but hope is diminishing.


I had to take time to think about the relationship between me and my parents. The relationship that I had with my parents would never be as it was again. But what kind of relationship did we actually have? They never really knew me: I never let them know who I was, and they never asked. They do not even know what my university degrees and where they are from. So if I rebuild a relationship that was built on the person they knew, they still would not know me.


The old relationship I had with my parents is not the relationship I really wanted. I also knew that the relationship that I have with my children would never happen between my parents and me. I needed to start from scratch and hope that someday my parents would be able to love me as their child. One thing I did learn from my transition is that love is only something you can give, and there is no guarantee that it will be reciprocated.


Being so flatly rejected by your parents is very difficult to overcome. I think maybe someday I will be able to forgive them but I will never be able to forget. This is going to make rebuilding the relationship hard to do. If they eventually are able to love me as their child, the love will always be questioned—do they really mean it or are they going to hurt me again if I do something their pastor says is wrong? As a parent I know how my love is for my children and that would never falter, and I often wonder if my parents ever loved me.


It is going to take some time before I will be able to reach out to them again. When and if I do, I am not sure at this point what I would be reaching out for. I can forgive them, but this is something that I could never forget. I know my parents’ history and can rationalize why they reacted the way they did, but being rational does not help the hurt. I have become resigned to the fact that I must live the rest of my life never seeing or speaking to my parents again.


I hear a lot of girls say they are still the same person and that is true for them. However, for everybody else you have changed and the relationship that you had with everybody in the past has changed. You are a new person and you need to rebuild your relationships. I don’t look like that old person or act like that old person they used to know. These relationships had to be rebuilt.


I had thought that sexual reconstruction surgery was the final step to transitioning. This assumption was quickly dismissed when I discovered that there was still a lot of transitioning that occurs post surgery. One outcome of surgery is confidence. I had a far amount of confidence prior to surgery; however, afterwards it was stronger. I did not have to wear breast pads; I actually had cleavage. I went from hiding the fact that I was a man to showing the world that I was a woman.


Prior to surgery, I used the women’s restroom, and every time I did, I was mentally prepared to defend myself if ever challenged. During the duration of the transition I was never challenged, but the defensive/cautionary attitude was always present. That all changed once I was a complete woman. People comment on how my posture changed after surgery. I think we all have a funny way of perceiving ourselves.


My fashion choices changed with my new confidence. Stretch pants and jog bras became the norm at the gym, versus baggy t-shirts and sweat pants. I started buying tops that accentuated my womanhood instead of hiding masculine traits. The skirt length changed from below the knee to slightly above the knee. The skirt-on-piece swimsuit was replaced with a bright halter top bikini.


The new-found confidence really helped to continue breaking down the walls that I had created. My female personality worked its way out as these came down. Over all I was genuinely happier than I had ever been before. I felt like this new colt who had just learned how to walk, then run, and soon it is bolting around the pasture totally enjoying the new-found freedom. All I wanted to do was live. I had done a lot in the past, but now I wanted to experience everything all over again.


Testosterone stays in your system for six months after the surgery. Each progressive month after surgery I could actually feel the changes in my body as it disappeared. Some of the changes were subtle, others were more noticeable. The hair on my head continued to get thicker, My cheeks filled in and so did my posterior. I noticed softer skin and less hair growing out of my ears and under my arms.


What is interesting about transitioning that many people do not think about is when you transition you actually transition from one gender to the other. Transitioning means more than getting to wear a dress whenever you want to. Transitioning means never to be a male again, and you inherit everything that females have to deal with—good and bad. Never is a long time, so those who are thinking about transitioning need to keep this in mind. Not only do you not get to be female, you get everything that females have to live with.


It was fourteen weeks post-op when I was suddenly introduced to what it means to be female one hundred percent of the time. I was on a business trip to Las Vegas. Up until that point, I had been getting up early and running every morning. It took a bit to get back to where I was prior to surgery, but I was easily running five and half miles in forty-five minutes. I arrived late on a Monday and got up early Tuesday morning; I went down to the fitness center to get my early morning run in.


I was feeling lethargic that morning and found it difficult to run my normal morning distance. I was discouraged but brushed it off as being tired and not used to the altitude: where I stayed the elevation was about 1500 feet, and I am used to training at sea level or close to it. In the past this had never been a problem, but I was looking for excuses and that seemed like a plausible one. That night I went to bed on time trying to get caught up on my sleep. Sleep came quickly, and I enjoyed the first four hours of it.


About 2 a.m. I was awakened buy a sudden urge to go to the restroom. This was not uncommon now post-surgery because my bladder seemed so much smaller. Like most individuals who get up in the middle of the night half awake, I staggered my way to the restroom, trying not to turn on any lights. I fully intended to go back to bed right after this ordeal, and hopefully before the warm spot in my bed had a chance to cool.


The sleep was driven from my eyes the instant I sat down. No, the toilet seat was down— there had been no men in my room that day. What woke me up was this intense burning sensation when I urinated. If I had not been going to the bathroom at the time I would have wet my pants. It was a pain I had never felt before. By this time all but a few stitches were gone and I thought that maybe one of them had gotten infected, and the slightly acidic urine may have been the culprit.


I finished the paperwork associated with the task and went back to bed. I had been in bed for what seemed like no more than a few minutes when I had to go again. I thought that maybe because of the pain I had not completely emptied my bladder. This time when I went the pain was even greater, and the volume was less than the prior trip. Upon completion, again I stumbled back to bed. No sooner had I laid down again that it felt like I had to go again.


This time it dawned on me what was going on. I had urinary tract infection. Welcome to womanhood! This is something that you may never experience as a male, but as a female expect it and expect it more than once. I was naive and thought I could beat it just by making sure I drank a lot and flushed it out. The next morning I felt OK and went down to the fitness center and attempted to beat yesterday’s poor performance of a workout. I did do it, but it took everything that I had. It was a busy day, and I think that kept me from feeling too tired. After dinner I felt exhausted and went to bed as soon as I could. I was not asleep long when the fever set in. It was a very long night waiting for morning. My alarm went off at its usual time, and I turned it off. I rolled over to see if I could catch a minute or two more of sleep, and I woke up over three hours later.


I had a friend take me to the closest “Ready Care.” I signed in and waited for my name to be called. When it was, I went up and they took my ID and insurance card as I described the symptoms to the nurse. I was not from there, and all my identifications indicated that I was female. I was unsure what I needed to disclose to her. She took my weight, pulse, and blood pressure just before leading me to the exam room.


As I entered she gave me a little cup to capture a urine sample. This was a first as a woman. It was so much easier doing this as a guy. I did manage to get some in the cup; when I was finished, I went back to the exam room and waited for the doctor. Thankfully, it was not a long wait, because I was getting the urge to go again. She looked at me a couple of times and then proceeded to ask me some questions: How long was my urine cloudy? Had I seen any blood or puss in the discharged? I politely explained that if there was I could not tell because I was legally blind and have very poor color distinction. She then proceeded to ask questions about my menstrual cycle to which I had to explain why I did not have one of those, either.


After I disclosed to her that I was transgender, she proceeded to ask even more questions. I am not sure if the questions were out of medical necessity or out of personal curiosity. She asked where and when I had the surgery, and if I was on hormones. The technician came back with the test results just as I finished answering her questions. I did have a urinary tract infection. The doctor gave me my prescriptions and I left.


No matter how stealthy you are, you are going to have to out yourself for the rest of your life. It is ironic that the first forty years of my life I spent trying to hide the fact that I was mentally a woman, and now that I have transitioned, I find myself trying to hide the fact that I was once considered a male. No matter how much you want to rid yourself of your past, it is always going to be there.


The first and most important thing you have to work on when transitioning is self acceptance. If you are not confident about who you are, no one else will be, either. It does take time to build up that courage to transition. And no matter how unsure or scared you are, you have to hold your head high and look like everything is going great. There were a good many times I had a smile on my face and just wanted to go to my room and cry.


I had many fears but one of my biggest was, Will anyone find me attractive once I am done? Am I going to have to live the rest of my life as a single woman? True, I would rather live my life as a single female than as a married man. But was I going to find that special someone? It is hard to get back into the dating game when you are in your forties, but being a neo-woman is even more scary.


Thank goodness for the internet and online dating sites. I wanted to find out if anyone was going to be interested in me ,so I put up my picture and filled out my profile and waited. I did not disclose that I was transgender in the profile; I just simple put “single woman interested in a long term relationship.” I did disclose that I was 6’1,” thinking most men would not want to date a woman who was taller than them.


I guess I forgot what men are like. Within an hour I had about fifty responses to my ad. The interesting part was that I posted the ad at 5:00 a.m. on a Monday morning. As a guy, sex is truly on the brain 100 percent of the time, and many of the responses clearly reflected it. I shouldn’t have been, but I was taken aback by how quickly I received pictures of their male anatomy. A few of the responses described in detail what they wanted to do to me—it is amazing how uninhibited men can get when they have the anonymity of the internet.


Welcome to womanhood. I found out what if feels like to be seen as “something to do,” as it was put in one response, versus being a person they wanted to be with. This was a real revelation for me. One response stuck out from the rest: a man, I purposely left out the “gentle” in front of the man, who sent me something for the first time, so it was not as though we were having a conversation. His response was a single line of text: “You are marriage material.” It was nice of him to let me know. When I read it I was taken aback, and I was thinking what kind of response was he looking for? Does he actually think that was a compliment or that I would even respond? I was learning what it was like to be female.


After about a week of getting nothing but sexual propositions, I took down the ad. I later put up another one, but I increased the requirements. The last ad was too open-ended. In the profile, I would only accept responses from individuals with pictures and who were physically fit. Since I am working out all the time I want to meet someone who appreciated it and be able to keep up with me if we did anything active. I was also looking for men taller than myself. I love a tall man.


After just a couple of days, a very attractive gentleman responded. He was tall, dark, and handsome. At six and half feet, even in my heels he was taller than me. He loved to play volleyball and fish. My heart went all funny and I could not stop looking at his picture. We corresponded for a while and then he asked me out. I was a wreck. It came unexpectedly, and I was at work. He was going to pick me up at 6:30, and I did not get home until 5:45. I quickly changed my clothes and redid my makeup. Then I ran around picking up things in case he came back to my apartment after dinner. As I was cleaning, I finished some leftover taco salad so that I would not be starving at the restaurant. My phone rang as I was finishing up: he was at the security door to the complex. I went down to meet him.


I gave him a causal hug and got into his car. This was it my first date as Stephanie. I was nervous, as any other girl would be on a first date. I knew him but not a lot. He was a true gentleman: he opened the door for me; he order dinner and paid for it. This was something I was not accustomed to. I had always been the one who had to pay in the past. It felt really good. It was a great time; we just talked and got to know each other.


I felt so small when I was with him, and it felt good. To be wanted was a new and incredible feeling. I was the one being chased for a change. I felt like a woman. The transition was successful. The whole purpose of transitioning was to be me, and I am a woman. Every day I wake up with a new lease on life. For the last three years, time could not go fast enough; now I want it to stop. I hope that everyone at least once in their life time gets to feel how I feel right now. I did transition from male to female, but even more I transitioned from torment to contentment. May life give you the opportunity to be free.


I am going to say goodbye for now because this is not the end—this is the beginning. Thank you for joining me on the Great Elephant Ride.


 


Stephanie Anne Timmer

                

  
          Gender History

        
               


I have been to a lot of transgender conferences and talked to many of my transgender sorority sisters, but the topic of gender history is not discussed much or at all. It is incredibly important to think about not only from your perspective but that of others as well. I believe it is so important that I want to have a section dedicated to just this topic.


What is gender history? As we grow up, especially as transgender youth and more so as adults, we live our lives in gender roles. Our lives revolve around these roles, whether we are engineers or Marines. And if you are like me who was a deep-closet transsexual, I over-compensated in my male role. I set out to prove to the world and to myself that I was a man. I used to joke about it, telling people that if they had ever accused me of being a woman, I would have ripped off their arms and beat them.


Gender history begins the second we are born and in some cases before we are born. Your gender is defined by society the instant people see your genitals. It is somewhat funny that the thing that defines you when you are born is hidden instantly hidden with clothing. However, your personality is not even present yet. Your personality develops over time and defines who you are. When a child is born, the first thing we ask is whether it a boy or a girl, even before we ask if the child is healthy or how much he or she weighs.


You never hear a parent give birth and look at the child and quickly say, “Oh look! It’s an artist, nurse, or truck driver.” Nevertheless, what we quickly do is look at its genitalia and assign it a gender. Gender history begins at that point. From that point on, we push that child into a gender role by giving it a pink or blue blanket, and assign the child a masculine or feminine name.


Mothers quickly think of this young boy or girl doing different things like playing ball or dancing.  Fathers think more concretely, too: “I have someone I can watch the game with” or “Am I going to have to pay for a wedding?” These anticipations and expectations are imposed on the child based solely on a single glimpse of genitalia and nothing else. If this child is transgender, it shatters all that, all those plans and ideals.


These expectations of a child are socially hardwired into our brains. It sounds like a contradiction: “Socially Hardwired.”  “Socially” implies that the expectations are learned, and “hardwired” implies that these expectations are somehow preprogrammed into our brains. There are many studies on the question of whether gender is social or hardwired. Being transgender, I have a different perspective on this question: it is neither, because it is both.


We are born with a gender that will grasp on to the social norms of that gender. Take the color pink. It is just a color, and in Thailand it is worn by men and women alike; half the taxi cabs are pink. Nobody associates that color with a gender. However, in the U.S., pink and blue are associated with a gender, and as I strived to be feminine I adopted pink.  My brothers would rather die than wear a pink shirt. We have a tendency to want to identify ourselves with these social norms, that is, the part that is hardwired.


The hardwired part of our gender brain gravitates towards those social norms that are associated a gender.  During my transition, it was interesting how the change in my body chemistry affected my desires for these different social norms. There are things that you can generalize about the different genders that transcend local cultures and can be found in any society across the world, for example, norms that women are the caretakers and men are the providers. These generalizations are based on hardwired predispositions and enhanced with social norms and acceptance of certain gender-based activities.


This is what makes it so difficult for many cultures to accept gay individuals.  Gay individuals do not fit into the culturally accepted norms, making it difficult for some of the population to accept them. Gay couples challenge these social norms—in the U.S. the Christian conservatives are frightened by this because it challenges one of their core beliefs. They feel that being Gay is a direct attack on their religion, which is based on a black and white belief system. It is either right or wrong. There is no gray in the ultra-conservative’s belief norms.


These norms make it difficult to grow up transgender.  I was gray and raised in a black and white religious belief system.  My parents belonged to a conservative vein of the Christian Reformed Church. It was like conservatism with whipped cream and a cherry on top with a whole lot of nuts. They even had the audacity to call the Taliban radicals. But in this sect of Christianity, the woman had to wear a hat and dress to church. If she did not, she would be asked to leave. The religion made clear distinctions between male and female.


The church in my family defined the roles of gender. To have a female pastor is just heresy.  Women are required to wear dresses and pantyhose. I’m not sure who came up with the pantyhose requirement—I did not ever read that in the Bible anywhere, so I think it was some pastor with a stocking fetish who thought it would be nice to have all the women walk down the aisle in stockings. Hats were required as well. You always wore your best cloths to church, and the women always wanted to outdo each other. To wear the same thing two Sundays in a row meant you were poor or of low standing.


The church also determined social standing based on where you sat. If you were of a certain descendent with right last name, you could sit in the old section near the front. My grandparents where close to being respected: they got to sit in prime seats in the old section right near the exit. You arrive at church forty-five minutes early to make sure you got your special spot. Never miss a Sunday, either,  because someone may want to move up in social standing and take your seat.


My father married someone outside the church, so we never had the bloodline required to sit in the old section; we had to sit in the new section. I liked the new section better, anyway, because the seats had a thin pad on them, making it easier to sleep during the two-hour ramblings. Towards the end of my prison term at that church, they got a little more progressive, or too many people were falling asleep, but they let us stand for the songs. I lived in a world that if you question your faith, you must be unfaithful. There was a clear distinction between men and woman, and I did not fit in. It was a sin to lie, it was a sin to covet.  Desires were the work of the devil, it was wrong for me to look at men, it was wrong to want to wear to women’s clothes. Here is the dilemma: I could not be myself because to be myself was a sin, but if I lied to be accepted, that was a sin, too. For me just being alive was a sin.


I challenged everything about my religion until it got to point where I was asked not to comeback to catechism. Catechism is a sample of this black and white world. They created a book with questions and answers. You were to memorize both the questions and answers. You were not asked to think; you were told to just memorize the questions as fact and that is just the way it is—do not question. Well, I had to question the answers because they did not fit with who I was. I questioned everything, while the people teaching catechism never questioned it before; the only answers they could give me was what they had memorized. Catechism was mandatory: if you ever missed a class, they would call your parents. They would usually cringe when I showed up for class because they knew an argument would ensue. When I was old enough to drive, I never showed up again, and they never called my parents.


It takes a long time to change social acceptance when you spend your entire childhood being programmed one way. It is incredibly hard when just being alive was a sin in your parents’ eyes. I learned that peace came with few words. I spent a lot of time by myself where I could be myself. Working hard was socially acceptable to my parents, and I developed a solid work ethic with led to the path of becoming a workaholic later in life. I let my feminine side show when I could. I was always bringing flowers home to my mother, but in our family, I was often criticized for some of my personal stances.


I have a tendency to be what my parents called “limp wristed.” I was often scolded for doing so because they did not want people to think I was “simple,” which meant “homosexual,” but you could never use the latter word in the house. Surprisingly, the words “fag” and “queer” were OK. I guess the Bible phrase “Love thy neighbor” only applies to straight people.


All these things build the gender history. What our parents believe plays a significant role in how they raise us, setting the stage for our gender history long before we are able to create a history of our own. They impose their history on you. Because I had a penis, my parents set my gender history of what I was and what I would be solely based on who they were. To be a transsexual would destroy all that. I would become one of those “fags” or some other undesirable. It would be easier for them if I went to prison. Yes, going to prison would ruin their expectations for me, but I would not be one of them. I think being transgender is the hardest thing for my parents to ever have to deal with.


I am sure in my parents’ narrow perspective on life they did love me, not sure any more, but as long as I stayed within their accepted social norms I was acceptable. I could have varying, viewpoints, I was always a democrat and they were stout republicans, and could argue with them, but I would still be accepted. Why I would ever choose to be a woman is beyond them. Transgender was just too much. They could only remember me as Steve and not see the future with anything but Steve.


There is one more thing I told my parents that at first probably sounded like good news. I told them that I was not gay, I was straight. I think they were probably happy at first, then, I think it finally set in what that meant. I was a woman, and I was straight. That meant I was into men.  See, their history has always seen me with my wife, and now I was dating men. You have to look at the dynamics. If I started dating women, then I would be gay, and if they accept me dating men, that would mean that they would have to accept me as a woman, which was also not acceptable—either way I was not acceptable to them.


It turns out that the gender history was too great for my parents to deal with. It was easier for them to pretend I was dead than for them to accept me. My bothers and sisters sided with my parents or they might suffer the same fate as me and be excommunicated as well. When you are transitioning, you must remember that you have gender history regardless of your age. It is difficult for some individuals to look past this history, especially people like my parents who have been conditioned with religious dogma for years. I believe everyone is free to worship how they feel fit, but when they use that dogma to justify hatred and bigotry toward others, it becomes wrong.


I lost my parents and family during the transition. They have not spoken to me since and probably never will again. After my final surgery, I told them that if they did not put my legal name on the letters they sent me, they would be returned. I have yet to receive another letter from them. Just putting my legal name on the outside of the envelope was too much for them—that would mean recognizing me.


My parents’ reactions to me coming out were not a surprise. If you look at the gender history, the person they knew and the expectations they had for that person were gone. Therefore, to them it was easier to think of me as dead than try to get to know me. To get to know me would challenge their religious beliefs, and sixty years of conditioning would not allow that. The closer and longer you are with someone, the harder it is for he or she to overcome your gender history.


A lot depends on the background of the individuals: where they came from, what kind of religious conditioning they have been exposed to, all play a role in how easy it is for people to get over your gender history. Because of my occupation and working with individuals who were exposed to a very diverse culture, I found them to be very accepting and understanding. It took time for my closest friends to overcome the history. The relationships I had with them had to be rebuilt.


Your work environment may have a hard time with your gender history. When you go to the restroom, some will see a female going into the woman’s restroom, others will see a man in a dress, regardless of how passable you are. They still see a man because you don’t have a gender history as a female yet. Over time, it gets easier because you will develop your new gender history. Thankfully, many people’s memories are short and soon they will forget about the old you and only look at the new you. Of course, this is also the case when you transition: you may have done a lot in the past that was good for the company, but it is so easily forgotten when you transition.


There are many girls who take time off from work, transition, and then come back to work as the opposite sex. When you return to work, it will not be like returning from vacation. It will be like starting a new job—actually, a new job would be easier. When you return to work, you will need to make new social friends; it is highly unlikely you will be one of the boys, and things will be a bit awkward. It is not that they don’t like you; they are just imposing that old gender history on this new individual, and it is not going to fit.


If you have a professional career, you may find it easier to get a new job or transfer within the company to a new location where your gender history will not have such an impact on your career. Moving to a new area, you are just a new face, not a new face on an old body. Transitioning can significantly impact your ability to climb the corporate ladder at your current location. Equality can go out the window if you are dealing with people who cannot let go of your gender history or are plagued by religious dogma. Even if your accomplishments are in your personnel folder, those accolades belong to the old you. They are unsure what the new you can do.


We all have gender history we must deal with. I have heard people use the saying “If I only had known what I know now when I was twenty.” Have you ever thought about what it would be like to start over? In a sense when you transition you do start over. No, you don’t change as a person, and you will still come out of surgery older than when you went in. But you will need a plan for dealing with your gender history before you transition.


I was forty-three when I completed my journey. I had lived four decades as a male and had acquired a lot of history. I was well known in my profession and had given countless keynote addresses. I had published a book. I had 2 patents and 251 separate copyrights. Over the years, I had acquired multiple degrees, and I had four world records in long distant running.


I was an over-achiever, because I never felt good about myself. One more degree, one more world record, it was always one more. When I got to the next thing, it was not enough because my accomplishments still left me feeling empty.  Oh, they felt good, but soon I was back looking for the next thing to make me feel good. For whatever reason, a person accomplishes something it still took a lot of work and you earned it. I am proud of my world records in track and field, but they came with something I did not like: my male name. They are part of my gender history. I had to make a decision that when I transition how much of the history I am going to bring forward, and what are I’m going to leave behind.


Stealth is the term that is used by transitioning individuals. When they say they want to be stealthy, they want to be undetectable in the new gender role. That seems great at first, but what if you have things you have done in the past that you want to keep, things that you worked hard to achieve and are worth something. If you still lay claim to a book or a project that you have done in the past, you will out yourself, making going stealth is nearly impossible. There will be times where you have to reveal your past, like with a credit check or a reference. What if your new employer wants to check your work history and your old employer does not know about Jane?


These are real-life gender history issues. If you transitioned when you were young, you do not have these issues. However, the average age for a male to female transition is forty-nine. By the time you have reached middle age, you are probably at the peak of your professional career. You have to make the decision what to take with you and when and what you will say when you have to out yourself in those sticky situations.


Since I had a lot of gender history, I chose not to go deep stealth. I work very hard to be as passable as possible, but if someone asks me if I am transgender, I will not deny it. I am a transgender woman, and I hold my head high when I say it. I am hoping to be the first person to set world records in both genders. That in itself will attract a lot of attention. I will not be able to hide the fact that I am a neo-woman.


Your name change is import when considering gender history. I went from “Steven Alan Timmer” to “Stephanie Anne Timmer.” Using the same initials as before enabled me to sign my name as “S. A. Timmer.”  This gave me a chance to conceal my transition when working with professional groups that I had worked with in the past. I do not like to share my transition with people who don’t need to know.


I do not want to broadcast to the world I am a neo-woman. If they want that information I am sure they can find it on the internet. I am also writing this book the Great Elephant Ride that talks about all these issues and my personal transition. I know it is exciting to transition and during the final eighteen months of my transition, it became all-consuming. There were so many details that I had to work out, and the last six months I was counting the minutes until surgery.


Now that it is over, I do not talk about it much. Everybody who needs to know has been told. The surgery was the end to a long struggle for me, and it is time to move on. But it was a beginning for others. It became pronoun hell for many of my friends as they struggled with my gender history. It was hard for them to adjust from Steve to Stephanie, but it was even harder for them to go from him to her. I still get funny looks from waitresses when I am at a restaurant with my children and they call me Dad.


Because of history, my children find it difficult to call me “Steph.” I am their father and we still celebrate father’s day. I have mixed emotions about this since my surgery. I have a new level of confidence because I am a complete woman, and I have no trouble correcting others. I never correct my children; they have gender history with me as the man in their lives, and I do not want them to lose that. Eventually, I will develop a new gender history with them as a parent, and I hope that will enough. Correcting others is not a problem: if a woman calls me a sir or a he, I will politely return the gesture with a “Good morning, Sir”, or “Thank you, Madam” if it is a guy who calls me “Sir.”


Your gender history is going to pop up from time to time, and it may take you off guard. Be ready for it and keep your composure. Majority of the time it is not done out of malaise, and sometimes I bring it on by acting like my old self. I will reiterate again, yes you are the same person as you were before the surgery. You have not changed – but to the world, you have. Now that I am a woman, the world expects me to act like a lady. It is getting a lot better, but when I am with people I have known for a time, once in a while my gender history exposes itself. And my male voice comes back or a life long action happens. Old habits are hard to break.


Give people plenty of time to adjust to the new person. At first they will see you as the old person trying to act like a woman, but soon they will realize that you are not acting and are a true woman. The sooner you can get rid of your own personal gender history, the easier it will be for them. Every time you get called a “He” or a “Sir” quickly analyze the situation and see if there is something you have done to bring this on. I am 6’1” or I prefer to say “5’13” and a natural redhead. So I do stick out a bit. And many times people are not paying attention—they are just doing their job, opening the door, or giving you a shopping cart as you enter the store. They look at my height before they look at my face or breasts and will call me Sir—I correct them when it makes sense. When you are taller than nearly all women and most men, you can see why they came to that conclusion when they are not paying attention. Most will correct themselves once they realize what they have done.


Going stealth was not an option for me because of my gender history and being in the spotlight so much of the time. If I felt I had to go stealth, transitioning might not have been the right option for me. During my early days of self-discovery, I had thoughts of having sexual reconstruction surgery and not telling anyone. SRS is for me, and what was in my pants is nobody’s business but mine. If I followed that plan, I would not have to come out to anyone and would not have to deal with the gender history issue


A sex change without transitioning would be no better position than I was currently in. I would still be living a lie, wearing the wrong clothes, and could not use the locker room at the gym. I quickly dismissed this, though. Instead of hiding being transgender, something I did for forth years, I decided to embrace it. I would not have accomplished what I have so far in life if I had not been transgender.


Being transgender gave me insight on how it feels not to fit in a social box. It helped me develop a better understanding of my son who has a mild form of autism. He has it hard because nobody knows how hard life is for him. How he tries to hide it from the world, so no one knows. He does this out fear that if people knew they would judge him. Sure, I am blind, so I already knew how people deal with others with disabilities. However, most people can understand blindness: they just have to close their eyes. It is much harder for them to pretend they are autistic.


I am trying out for the Olympic long distant running team—5,000 and 10,000 meters. If I make it, I am sure I am going to be outed to the entire world. The higher your profile the harder it is to be stealth. I do not want a scandal, so I am not hiding it; I am just not promoting it. I don’t really want to be known as “Oh you are that blind transgender Olympian.” I just want to be known as an Olympian, without the adjectives. The adjectives make a good story, and I am sure if my parents are still alive at the time it will make them cringe, especially if I get on television and say “Hi, Mom,” like all the other athletes.


I have chosen not to let being transgender get in the way of my dreams. There is a price for that because not everyone is going to accept me for who I am and, like my parents, are going to judge me before they get to know me. I can live with that. I can live with the fact that everyone in the world may find out that I have gender history. However, every accomplishment from this point forward belongs to Stephanie. I may have a new cover, but I am the same book underneath. It is going to take time to recognize that.


Gender history is going to be with you the rest of your life. It may show up when you least expect or want it to. This is especially true when starting a relationship. When do you tell your potential partner? You will not be able to hide it from him forever, even if you transitioned when you were eight. There are baby photographs. Photo albums are usually a surefire giveaway. I have pictures of my children on my desk; I am proud of my children and will not ever hide them. However, if I ever have friends over at the house they may ask questions.


Telling partners is far better than stumbling upon it on their own. If they stumble upon it, they feel like you are trying to hide something from them and instantly the little level of trust you have between each other is gone. Tell them before they find out. I don’t tell them up front—I wait until we have had a first date. If I feel there is a connection, before anything goes any further I tell them. If there is no connection and I don’t plan on seeing them again, there is no reason to tell them.


I will not go on a second date until I have told them. I will only tell them face to face in a public spot. You do not know how people are going to react and if you are in a secluded area, you may find yourself in danger. Put yourself in a position where he will have a chance to walk away if he needs to. Don’t tell him when you still need a ride home, and always bring enough money with you in case you have to get away.


Gender History is your history.  I have yet to meet someone who had such a bad history that they found nothing to hold on to.  Part of transition is accepting who you are—yes, you are transgender, but beyond that you are a person.  As a person be proud of your accomplishments, be proud of who you are.  To leave your accomplishments behind would be locking part of yourself in the closet.  When you finally come out of the closet, take all the good stuff with you, and leave the baggage behind!

                

  
          Photo Journal
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          Questions and Answers

        
              I have been asked a lot of question during my transition. Some of them were funny and others were very thought provoking. I wrote down some of the better ones, because they may have been questions you have had or other ones you had not thought about.


 


How did your children take the transition?


 


They probably would have preferred that I had not been transgender. Everyone wants a father. They actually took it very well. I always assure them that I am there for them any time they need anything, and that no matter what I will always love them. I also explained to them, and they truly believe this now, is that they can tell me anything and I will not judge them. They know I will not treat them as my parents treated me. I think overall this experience has made me a better parent.


 


What do my children call me?


 


I gave them the choice and said they could call me Steph or Stephanie, but if they did not feel comfortable, they could just call me Dad. They still call me Dad, and that does not bother me because I am their dad. It is interesting when we are in a restaurant and they say, “Dad, can we order an appetizer?” You tend to get interesting looks from the server.


 


 


 


Do you celebrate Father’s Day?


 


Yes we do, but we call it Parents’ Day instead—there’s not really a card for that, but once gay marriage is legal, stores probably will have more appropriate cards for those occasions.


 


Were you sure you wanted to do this (SRS)?


 


Before I came out to the world, I took the time to determine if my life would be better if I had SRS. I always had the feeling that it was right for me, but it really became clear as I started to go through the transition. I knew for sure the day they removed the packing after surgery, and I could see that all that was making me a man was gone.


 


How are you going to run professionally after surgery? 


 


My response to this question has always been that I will run just like I used to, except now I will be able to wear cuter outfits. I do run professionally as a female now. As long as I have had SRS and my testosterone levels are within the female range for a year prior to competition, I am fine. If you take testosterone, the hormone can remain in your system for up to six months.


 


Will you regret it after the honeymoon is over?


 


This question means, “Would I regret having the surgery after the excitement of the surgery was over?”  Guys do have it pretty good—I do miss my larger bladder. It was nice when I could stand and not have to sit every time I go to the restroom. There are some things about being a guy that are nice, but I have never regretted being a woman. I do not regret being who I am, and that is a woman.


 


Will I be a lesbian?


 


It turns out I am not gay; I like men. I find myself enjoying the embrace of a strong man. I find myself attracted to the type of man I could not be. Maybe I find the rugged hunter-fisher-go-to-football-games-type man attractive because for years that is what I thought a man should be. I have a lot of gay friends, but I never found myself attracted to them because I guess I never really saw myself as a man.


 


I had a close friend ask me, “When we hung out, who was with us, Steve or Stephanie?”


 


A friend asked me this question. She wanted to know who was I when I was with them. Steve was always someone I tried to be, and Stephanie was who I was. I wanted people to think I was Steve, but truly all the while I was Stephanie.


 


How do you know if you are transgender?


It is easier to explain to someone how to tell if he is not. I simply tell him that if the thought of having your manhood cut off bothers you, then you are not transgender. If having it cut off does not bother you, then we should probably talk.


 


How old were you when you knew you were transgender?


 


I cannot recall a time when I did not know; I just could not explain to others or understand what it was until I was in my late teens. However, cross-dressing and being a girl is something I did my whole life.


 


Do I ever have phantom pains?


Phantom pains are pains that many amputees experience when they have a limb amputated. War veterans can experience leg pains and itches on limbs that are no longer there. I, too, have experienced similar pains. The doctors reuse the skin from your scrotum and penis for the reconstruction; they also keep the nerves intact and reposition them. It was soon after surgery when my stitches started to dissolve and poke me. I perceived that the pain was actually external versus internal.


 


Are you able to have an orgasm? 


 


Yes I am, but it is different. It is different and takes a lot longer. I say it is better now than before, but that could be because the gender and body are now in sync with each other, which does make it better.


 


When do you tell the person you are dating that you were once a man?


 


This can be tricky. First you will never be able to hide the truth from someone forever, especially when you have children who still call you Dad, or you have written a book about the transition. If someone does not know when he meets me, I don’t tell him until we have a chance to get acquainted. If there is no chemistry between us, then things are not going to go any further—I don’t tell him. If things look like they are progressing, I will explain things to him. I never tell him I was a man; I tell him that I was transgender since birth and did not have corrective surgery until recently.

                

  
          The Great Elephant Ride: The Story Behind the Title.

        
              Have you ever sent somebody an email and the instant you clicked on the “Send” button you noticed somebody was in the list or there was a part of the email that was not meant for another person to see? Well, that never happens to me, because I am blind; it is not until someone tells me that I never responded to their email, or somebody emails me back and is completely confused about the email they have see, or even worse they are furious over what they had just read, that I realize what I had done.


During my transition phase, I needed to send correspondence back and forth to various individuals, especially Linda, about various things. I knew myself and what I was capable of doing with emails and realized that there was no way I was going to be able to talk about things openly in an email, because if I sent one to the wrong person, I would be outed prematurely. That would be bad, very bad if I chose not to pursue transition any further. I did not want to come out until I was 100 percent sure that this was something I must do.


An early requirement in the process of planning for surgery was to make a plane reservation to Thailand. Yes, I made plane reservations before I was sure that I was even going to go all the way through transition. I did that because the doctors’ schedules fill up fast, and to get the doctor you want, you have to plan ahead. I figured if I chose not to do go through with it, I could always back out, but if I waited to be sure, I would have to wait longer. Making plans forced me to make a decision. It is easy to procrastinate on making a decision this difficult.


The hospital in Thailand would not schedule surgery unless I could tell them exactly what my travel plans were. I had to make them a year in advance and long before I was ready to tell everyone why I was going to Thailand. I did not have a charge card that had a limit big enough, so I had to charge the airline tickets to my corporate charge card. I needed an excuse or reason to go to Thailand before anyone started asking questions. Something I had always wanted to do since I was a child was to ride an elephant


Jokingly I said to Linda that we could just tell everyone I want to go on an elephant ride. Well, that is how the great elephant ride got its name. Every time I sent an email about the trip, instead of calling it “Surgery” or “Vaginaplasty,” we started calling it the “Elephant Ride.” The code name for the reason behind the trip for to Thailand became known as the “Great Elephant Ride,” and believe me, it was a journey and a ride of a lifetime.

                

  
          Resources

        
               


The International Foundation For Gender Education – IFGE 


www.ifge.org


This is a great website that provide the latest news on conferences and events, as well as additional resources for individuals, families, and significant others.


 


Bangkok Gender Clinic – formally known as Thai TS Clinic.


http://www.bangkokgenderclinic.com


I have nothing but good things to say about this clinic. I can only go by what my experience was, and it was all good.  They picked me up and when they returned me to the airport twenty-five days later, I returned to the U.S. as a very happy, complete woman!


 


Susan’s Place


http://www.susans.org/


Susan’s Place is a great site peer reviews of doctors and resources. It is important to remember that people are more likely to post when they have had a negative experience versus a good one. Use this as a starting point and spend the time investigating everything completely. You are the only one who has to live with your decision.


 


Transsexual Road Map


http://www.tsroadmap.com


This is a great resource site. I have found nearly all the information on this site to be very accurate. A great place to go when you are starting this transition journey. Read everything you can; you can never be too well informed.


 


Deep Stealth Productions


http://www.deepstealth.com/store/


This site has a lot of do-it-yourself training videos. I personally used the voice training and found it to be very helpful, and it does work. You just have to be willing to put the time in.


 


Dr.  Jeffery Spiegel


http://www.drspiegel.com/


Dr. Spiegel works out of the University of Boston Medical center. I am sure there are other plastic surgeons out there, but I am not going to trust my face to anyone but him. It is not just his expertise: his staff is also fantastic.


 


Websites of Successful Transgender Individuals


Lynn Conway in conjunction with the University of Michigan has a great collection of transgender success stories from around the world.


 


Successful TransMen:


Links and Photos


http://ai.eecs.umich.edu/people/conway/TSsuccesses/TransMen.html


TransWomen's Successes:


Links and Photos


ttp://ai.eecs.umich.edu/people/conway/TSsuccesses/TSgallery1.html


Karen Serenity has put together a great collection of some extraordinary people who just happened to be transgender, too!


 


http://www.karenserenity.com/OldSerenity/main.htm
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I would like to dedicate this book to all those who helped make this journey possible.  This book and my life would not be possible without them.


 


A special thanks to:


 


	My children – Scott, Ryan, Kammie, and Kylie.  I can’t think of better reason to be alive. 
	My guardian angel – Linda Swenson, she never left my side; she has been there always and is still there. 
	My friend and business partner – Ken Grisham, he also stood by me; however, I think I am responsible for his gray hair from all the stress. 
	The number of people I would like to thank would be a book unto itself – Thanks to all of you. 



 

                

  
          About the Author

        
               


Stephanie Anne Timmer is an ordinary person living an extraordinary life. 


Motivated by her passions and driven by her courage, Stephanie  is an inventor, a visionary, a writer, a software engineer, a long-distance runner, a teacher, a student, an advocate, an athlete, a philanthropist,  a parent, and a former officer in the United States military. 


She holds doctorates in Business Philosophy and Educational Administration, an MBA, as well as undergraduate degrees in arts and sciences.  She is the owner of a successful assistive technology company and a published writer.  She is the holder of four world records in distance running. 


Stephanie is also legally blind and has spent a lifetime overcoming challenges and tearing down barriers.


After losing her vision in early adulthood, Stephanie started using her programming knowledge to create technology that would marginalize the impact her disability had on her life.  Her innovations are not the result of hours and hours spent in front of a computer.  Stephanie’s innovations are the product of her own experiences and her belief that all challenges can be overcome.  Since losing her sight, Stephanie has spent the last decade promoting technology as an integral part of education.   She has expanded the concept of “E-Learning” to include “E-Teaching” and is working to create a learning environment that levels the playing field for all students.


One of Stephanie’s current projects is to bring attention to the difficulties faced by those with literacy challenges.  Combining her passion for literacy with her passion for running, Stephanie founded “Run 4 Literacy” in June 2008.  Her efforts in “Running 4 Literacy” provide much needed awareness for literacy issues as well as much needed fundraising opportunities for literacy organizations.


Stephanie is one person working to give all students the same opportunities to succeed.  She is one woman who did not let her skills and her passions fall victim to her own challenges.  She is one woman who has achieved much through a simple belief in herself.  She is a blind woman with vision.


Stephanie Anne Timmer is an ordinary woman living an extraordinary life.
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