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        When we set out to write a book about the ‘Third Gender’, we really had no idea what kind of journey we were embarking upon. As we tentatively stepped into the world of Thailand’s transgenders, weighed down as we were by our baggage of preconceptions and blatant misconceptions, we realised that we had entered a kind of parallel universe, full of shifting sands and shapeshifters. Nothing was quite what it seemed in this house of mirrors. But with every ladyboy we encountered, we discovered that our worlds weren’t so different after all. When we peeled away the make-up, the wigs and the breast implants, we found that these superficial physical modifications belie individuals governed by the same core emotions as anyone else.

        
				
        
          The term ‘ladyboy’ or ‘
          kathoey
          ’ can include a woman with a penis, a surgically constructed vagina, breast or bottom implants, a shaved Adam’s apple, and numerous other kinds of cosmetic surgery. In Thailand, ‘
          kathoey
          ’ is the commonly used umbrella term that gathers male-to-female transgender people, as well as effeminate men, under its cover.
          Kathoeys
          are biological men who have been born with distinctly female hearts and minds. Some choose to have their anatomy ‘corrected’ whilst others are content to dress in women’s clothing or simply give free reign to their effeminate mannerisms. The Buddhist faith places a lot of emphasis on karma and many people believe that
          kathoeys
          are born that way due to an accumulation of wrongdoings committed in their past lives.
        

        
				
        Our journey into the world of ladyboys took us from go-go bars and classily choreographed cabarets, to beauty salons and horrid slums that sit back to back with Thailand’s five-star hotels. We spent hours deep in conversation with highly educated ladyboys and those who were borderline illiterate. We interviewed the famous kick-boxer Nong Toom as well as the country’s first transgender air-hostess Nicky. In our efforts to represent all strata of society, age groups and ethical persuasions, we travelled far and wide, and searched high and low, to make sure no voices went unheard and no stones unturned.

        
				
        The aim of this book was to uncover the many mysteries and secrets that lay concealed within the hormone/silicon-enhanced breasts of our interviewees. Eager to dispel the biases, and silence the jeers and snickering, we undertook to give a voice to the often marginalised ladyboys. Feeling both challenged and inspired by the task at hand, we tried not to baulk when we came face to face with tough-looking bouncers, conniving touts and some truly vile sex shows.

        
				
        Since academic papers and books have already been published on ladyboys, we wanted this book to be more of a personal venture into humanity. We therefore sought out stories that came from the heart, from many hearts, so that we could offer up a three-dimensional perspective and hopefully focus attention on the individual rather than the dilemma of whether to refer to them as ‘he’, ‘she’ or ‘it’.

        
				
        We were put in contact with our first interviewee, courtesy of a colourful Thai man and former hardcore male sex worker, who is presently plying his trade as a ‘ghost guide’ to Patpong’s infamous red-light district. He enthusiastically directed us to an ‘all-female’ club. Here, we found an entranced audience glued to the stage as a veritable army of bikini-clad, bored-looking dancers cavorted on the bar and entwined themselves around poles. We ascended the stairs of the club to the upper floor where a poorly orchestrated sex show was unfolding. It was here we met our first subject.

        
				
        Our initial reaction was one of shock, but not for the obvious reasons. There, poised on stage, stood a beautiful, vivacious, sexy woman. She looked out of place in this seedy club. We later discovered that not only was she in possession of stunning looks and lithe limbs, but she also oozed natural charm, intelligence and confidence, all adding up to a well-rounded personality. Her attributes shone all the more brightly when pitted against her jaded-looking co-workers. They were tired, stretch-marked, worn-out mothers, weary and indifferent, struggling to support their families and, in some cases, their abusive male partners. In short, these women had surpassed their prime and been relegated to the upstairs bar.

        
				
        
          When there was an interval in the show, the women swarmed around us, showering us with syrupy compliments for as long as we kept the drinks and tips flowing. As soon as they dried up, they abandoned us—all but one that is, the ladyboy who had been recommended to us. Her manner set her apart from the other dancers. She projected, with much aplomb, the truly proper characteristics of
          kunlasatri
          , or in Western parlance, she embodied the social graces all good mothers wish upon their daughters. When she kindly offered to show us her penis to prove that she was in fact a man, we declined. There was no need anyway. Her feet had been the one and only giveaway.
        

        
				
        During subsequent interviews, we were left speechless when this ladyboy politely divulged the methods she employed to hide her penis and thereby dupe men into paying to have sex with her. We couldn’t help but wonder how many ‘straight’ men had unwittingly slept with ladyboys? We began to suspect the answer was many, a suspicion that was confirmed by our subjects.

        
				
        Over the months, the list of eye-openers and jaw-droppers grew, as did our empathy with our interviewees. One highly successful ladyboy shared her secrets about faking ID cards and menstrual cycles, all to keep her lover in the dark. In another case, a docile 61-year-old grandmotherly type regaled us with tales of the young backpackers she has seduced around Khao San Road; she lures them in with the offer of an innocent massage only to take things several steps beyond the realms of innocence. And she does this so she can pay the rent on her dingy, hole-in-the-wall room, when she should be spending her days knitting in her rocking chair, while rhythmically chanting under her breath, ‘Knit one, pearl two …’

        
				
        Alongside these sad stories, we were also treated to inspirational accounts of ladyboys making peace with themselves and society. We witnessed wonderful acts of generosity and kindness, with many of the younger ladyboys looking after the elder members of their community, and ensuring they were never short of food or money. At other times, we were troubled to discover that while these transgenders seek justice, acceptance and equality from others, some are weighed down by their own prejudices against other minorities such as bisexuals and members of the gay community.

        
				
        There were certain outstanding qualities though that never ceased to amaze and delight us, and they were the willingness, warmth and openness shown to us by all of the ladyboys we met. They often seemed way ahead of their Thai non-transgender counterparts in their ability to openly discuss such sensitive and personal issues. We were truly humbled to have been admitted onto what felt like sacred ground—the naked and vulnerable hearts of our subjects. In turn, our interviewees expressed sincere gratitude at having been able to share their stories with us; some felt that their voices would be heard for the first time while others said that being shown concern and respect by non-transgenders had helped them to straighten out their own heads.

        
				
        Having spent a great deal of time in the presence of these ladyboys, interviewing them and reflecting upon their divulgences, we became wearied by what we coined the ‘neck-to-knee syndrome’. We had our fill of hearing about what body parts had been added, taken away or enhanced. We had come to understand the process and effects of hormones, surgery and the many tricks of the trade, and the reader will surely find these parts of the transformative journey interesting. However, in the end, what was most interesting was what possessed the heart and mind of the ladyboy. The outer appearance—the bodily composition—seemed superfluous when compared with the spirit, personality, emotions and desires of the individual. This new frame of mind felt truly liberating and we can only hope to be able to employ it in future relations with all who cross our paths, irrespective of gender.

        
				
        Body image, sexual obsession and beauty can be highly enslaving. Whilst it was saddening to see these ladyboys entrapped by an image they felt would define them or their gender, we felt an overwhelming sense of release as our own preoccupations with the external slowly fell away.

        
				
        In the house of mirrors that you are about to enter, looks can be the biggest deception of all. But if you suspend concerns about shapes and sizes for just a moment, the figures before you should come into focus, and an ethereal beauty that far surpasses anything physical will materialise.

        
				
        To all the ladyboys who participated in the writing of this book, we could not have done it without your generous spirits, your incredible candour and your willingness to be who you are with such tremendous courage. We thank you sincerely; you have been a constant source of joy and amazement to us. You have our admiration, and with hearts full of love, we wish you all the best!

        
				
        
          

          

           
        

        
				
        — Susan Aldous & Pornchai Sereemongkonpol
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          Mali; Go-Go Girl
          

          

          

        

        
			
      

      
			
      
        
				
        A fellow go-go dancer once told me that I needed to create a new name for myself, something feminine that would be easy on foreigners’ ears. ‘Mali’ is what I came up with. It means jasmine, a little white flower with a sweet scent. I was hoping the dainty word would add to my charm and take me one step further from the buffalo herder I used to be.

        
				
        I’m a prostitute, but not a victim. If you entered the bar where I work, you would see ‘real’ women—worn-out, stretch-marked mothers, weary of men and of life. And then you would see me: smiling, vivacious, positively shining with the joy of being a woman, even if I have to hide my genitalia to be one.

        
				
        
          One of my earliest recollections is of my mother bringing me to live with my grandparents and a collection of aunts before I was six years old. To me, they are my real family. I don’t know who my father is, but it doesn’t bother me in the least. I vaguely remember that my mother had short hair, and wore a shirt and pants, unlike other women who had long hair, and wore sleeveless blouses and colourful sarongs. When I asked my
          ya
          (grandmother) why my
          mae
          looked so different from other women, she said that
          mae
          wanted me to have a father figure. But she wasn’t around enough to instill masculinity in me; she was living with a female partner and pouring her time and energy into that relationship.
        

        
				
        
          People sometimes ask me what made me what I am today. Growing up with no father and a mostly absent lesbian mother would be the easy answer, but I honestly don’t blame them. I was born to be a ladyboy just as sure as I was born in poverty-stricken Isan. There, in the northeast region of Thailand, my family have been farmers for many generations. If I’d had any masculinity to begin with, I was certainly given every opportunity to develop it. My family trained me to become a farmer and do manly things, but I showed my femininity from an early age. While other boys used banana stalks as imaginary horses, I tore the leaves into strips and wore them as a skirt. As far back as I can remember, friends and neighbours have called me a
          kathoey
          , and I willingly accepted the label. I can’t imagine a different identity.
        

        
				
        
          I lived with my grandmother and aunts in a small hut in the middle of our rice field. The house is built on stilts next to a canal where I went to fetch water every day. My uncle and his wife lived in another hut nearby with their three daughters, who used to play ‘
          khaikhong
          ’ with me. One of us would play the female vendor, and the rest of us would be customers. We didn’t have toys, so we traded leaves and branches. I used to wrap my grandmother’s sarong around my head, twisting it into one long tail that I let hang over my shoulder so I could stroke it and pretend it was my hair. On rare occasions, the adults would burn empty bush land to expand the size of our field. This was a special treat, as my cousins and I would use the leftover ash as make-up, taking it in turns to play the mannequin. And even better was when the village organised a
          bunbangfai
          , a ceremony of
          bangfai
          —rockets—that we decorated and sent into the sky to induce the gods to bless us with rain. For such an event, nothing would do but real make-up, so I borrowed lipstick and powder from my aunts and danced gleefully in front of the rocket procession.
        

        
				
        Unfortunately, it wasn’t all playtime, and as I grew older, my responsibilities increased. When I was nine years old, my grandfather and uncle made me a buffalo herder. It’s a male job, and since my uncle was occupied with more important work and my grandfather was simply too old, they decided that I should be responsible. It was not my idea of a great birthday gift.

        
				
        Since I was still in school, I only herded at the weekends. Early in the morning, I would wrap a long scarf around my neck and put on a bamboo hat to shield me from the sun. Then I would drive the five buffalo to the feeding field. My cousins often came to play with me there while the buffalo were eating, but by the time the sun reached its highest point in the sky, I was left alone to collect wild vegetables that grew nearby. My aunts had already told me which ones were edible. When I’d gathered enough, I would sit under a big tree, enjoying the relief its shadow provided from the glaring sun, and unwrap the banana leaf that held my lunch, usually a lump of glutinous rice with a spicy paste. It was perfect for dipping my vegetables in. When the heat lessened, I left the shade in search of flowers. These I weaved into beautiful garlands, like my grandmother had taught me to do. If I was lucky, I would also find some moist bark to paint my face with.

        
				
        Just before the sun started its descent, I guided the buffalo back to the canal next to our house where they could bathe and drink. Sometimes I swam with them. Then I tied them to the fence before I ate dinner and went to sleep. It may sound idyllic, but imagine how hard it was for a small boy to wrestle with these longhorn animals. Buffalo have mainly been replaced by machines now, but they used to be invaluable for ploughing, pumping water and drawing carts. They were precious assets, so if one strayed, we had to go after it, even in the pouring rain.

        
				
        
          When I was 13 my grandmother and I started our summer job called
          damna
          , transplanting rice in the paddy field with bare hands for 45 baht a day. It was long, hard work. The mud weighed down our feet, oozing around our ankles, and the sun burned our backs as we stooped and inserted the young plants into the mud one by one. My
          ya
          always complained about her back, saying this would be the last time she
          damna
          , but I never saw her quit.
        

        
				
        
          On school days, I rode six kilometres on a bicycle from my remote house to a downtown school. By 7.00 a.m. I was pedalling hard to reach school on time, and the red dirt I sent flying generally stained my white school shirt. I was a mess by the time I got there, but I performed well at school. The teachers liked me, and so did the other kids. I was helpful and caring, and I had a few brief tastes of stardom when I performed in school shows. They were pitiful shows with no stage and no costumes. My school was so poor that we used to make cheerleader uniforms out of hay! There were a few other
          kathoeys
          in my school, but I was too shy to make friends with them. I tended to play with my cousins and their friends instead.
        

        
				
        When I came home from school, I always found one of my aunts in the family’s kitchen, and in time I became her permanent helper, cooking the rice and preparing ingredients. As a result, I can cook many dishes, including my favourite childhood recipe of sticky rice coated with coconut shreds.

        
				
        The adults in my family trained me in skills they thought necessary for a farmer. One aunt taught me how to catch frogs and fish for our meals during the rainy season. During drought she taught me how to dig into the cracked soil to find bugs, which were delicious when fried. My dear grandmother taught me how to make flowers and brooms from banana stalks. We offered the flowers to the Buddhist monks to make merit. Because they were handmade, the flowers would earn us extra merit.

        
				
        When I was about 14, my only uncle taught me the hardest part of primitive agriculture: ploughing rice paddies. It was difficult for me to not only manoeuvre the buffalo-drawn plough through the thick mud, but also to walk on the slippery surface of paddies. After a long day in the field, I often pampered myself by carefully scrubbing my feet and hands so I wouldn’t get rough skin. It was a confusing time for me, as I tried to keep my femininity intact while being trained to become a hard-working man.

        
				
        I was also beginning to explore my sexuality. I had always felt comfortable around girls, but I found myself seeking out the company of boys more and more as I experienced the discomfort of desire. I liked hugging them, and seeing them in their underwear excited me. I wondered if they were experiencing the same thing.

        
				
        When I was 15, I had my first sexual encounter. A friend of mine came over to our hut when no one else was around, and we lay together on the same bed. I wanted so badly to touch him, but I was still very shy. I finally put a tentative hand on his thigh. He didn’t resist, so I went further until I ended up giving him oral sex. He didn’t protest.

        
				
        The local festivals presented more opportunities. Men I met there began asking to sleep with me, and I consented to the attractive ones and turned down the others. I wish I had that luxury now. Although I developed crushes on some of these men, none of them ever met my need for companionship. They were a sexual outlet and nothing more.

        
				
        
          I was becoming restless, and the overwhelming need to express myself had increased, until one pivotal day we received a letter from my uncle in Bangkok. He had sent us a photo depicting him in a magnificent Thai female costume, complete with a golden, crown-like
          chada
          upon his head. He had transformed into a beautiful woman. I already knew that I didn’t want to plough my life away in the rice fields, but at that moment I realised I didn’t want to be a man either. I decided to pursue my true identity.
        

        
				
        Isan was no place for such a pursuit, so at 15 years of age, when I had completed all the schooling my family could afford, I asked my grandparents for their blessing and caught a bus to Bangkok.

        
				
        
          

          

          

        

        
				
        I got my first job working in the kitchen of a pub in Wong Wian Yai. The manager hired a cabaret act the first week I was there, and whenever I could sneak out of the kitchen, I tried to catch a glimpse of the ladyboys performing. They were beautiful. I think seeing how glamorous they looked gave me the courage I needed to start wearing make-up. So began a very awkward transformation. I trimmed my eyebrows, applied false lashes and painted my lips and eyes. People often laughed at me because everything from my neck down was obviously male—I wore a shirt, trousers and tie just like all the other men—but my face was heavily and clumsily made up. I was very much the amateur.

        
				
        I don’t know how I could have borne the self-consciousness this phase created if it hadn’t been for the friends I made there. There was Fon, a regular at the pub, and Mee, a fellow waiter. I hit it off instantly with Fon; I liked her so much I even tried kissing her, but it was as if I were kissing one of the cousins I grew up with. We didn’t take it any further. Mee, however, was different. He was my soul mate. He was the first person to fulfil both my sexual and emotional needs.

        
				
        I was struggling financially, so Fon introduced me to Patpong, a red-light district which is located between Silom Road, Bangkok’s major business centre, and Surawong Road. Mee and I both applied for work as go-go boys at one of the bars. I was 18 and still naïve, so I wasn’t prepared for what the job involved. We strutted around the stage with numbers clipped onto our skimpy underwear, making eye contact and gesturing flirtatiously in the hope of securing a customer. I was still very muscular from my work on the farm, so I attracted a lot of male admirers. The most unbearable part came when a customer bought me and expected me to penetrate him. I just couldn’t bring myself to perform the male role.

        
				
        Those kinds of admirers disappeared when I grew my hair long. Unfortunately, Mee also ceased to be sexually attracted to me, and we became more like close siblings. We still keep in touch, but I can’t deny it hurts that my identity makes us incompatible as a couple.

        
				
        Since my long hair and make-up made me unsuitable for my job at the gay bar, I started waiting tables at a karaoke bar to fund my ongoing transformation. While working there, I met gay and transgender patrons who imparted a lot of make-up tips. I learned to walk like a woman, and broke many heels in the process. People still laughed at my awkward appearance because, although my make-up techniques were improving, I still had a muscular build and a manly face. Only this time I didn’t care because I was focussed on becoming beautiful, like my uncle in the photo and like the cabaret singers in the bar. Nothing else mattered.

        
				
        The next step was to take hormones. I started out with yellow Premaline, and I greedily took them by the handful, like a sweet-toothed child reaching for candy. I took so many at a time, they made me dizzy. The hormones were more expensive than the make-up, so I started thinking about looking for a better-paid job. Working as a go-go boy had been lucrative, but I’d hated pretending to be a gay prostitute. Coincidentally, a patron told me about a well-known ladyboy go-go bar in Patpong. Once again I decided to sell my body, but this time as a ladyboy.

        
				
        
          We danced in bikinis, so I was told I would have to learn how to
          taep.
          I didn’t even know what that was, let alone how to do it, so imagine my astonishment when the other ladyboys demonstrated the procedure: they slowly and carefully pulled the penis down between their legs and secured it with surgical tape before putting on tight-fitting bikinis to keep the crotch looking flat.
        

        
				
        
          Although I came to master the art of
          taep
          , I didn’t have the confidence or the competitiveness to do well at the bar. I stumbled for words when I solicited, and I didn’t look womanly enough. Discouraged, I left Bangkok and returned to Isan.
        

        
				
        
          My family were open-mouthed in shock when I first appeared before them as a ladyboy. Despite my obvious femininity, they had never called me a
          kathoey
          like the other villagers had. I suppose they still thought of me as the buffalo herder. It was hard to see this reaction on the faces of the people I loved so much, but I will always be grateful for how quickly they recovered from their shock and accepted me.
        

        
				
        The elderly women in the village eventually began to compliment me on my beauty, while the uncouth boys still plagued me with vulgar propositions whenever I returned home, ‘Can I do you?’ ‘Come suck me off!’ ‘Seeing your face makes me so horny!’ I learned very quickly that the best retaliation was to ignore them and, in typical Thai behaviour, avoid confrontation.

        
				
        
          Soon enough I got another job in the province Ubon Ratchathani, this time as a female
          morlam
          , a dancer to Laos/Isan music. My wage was about 200 baht a day, and they only paid me on the days that we had gigs. The job was fun to do and a real boost to my self-confidence, but I was barely making ends meet. I worked there for a year, just scraping by, when a make-up artist called Yhing discovered me. She said that I had more potential than just being a dancer and offered me a job at her beauty salon for 3,000 baht a month.
        

        
				
        
          I worked at the beauty salon and moonlighted as a
          morlam
          for months, honing my make-up skills and feminine movements. When a doctor came around offering collagen injections, I leaped at the chance without even asking to see any credentials. I had no way of knowing whether he was a real doctor or whether what he was injecting into my face was actually collagen or not. Everyone treated it like getting a new pair of shoes, so I joined in the fun.
        

        
				
        With my new feminine face, plumped with collagen and skillfully accentuated with make-up, I was chosen to be a female model in a flower parade. As I donned the extravagant Thai costume, I remembered the picture of my uncle and smiled.

        
				
        
          

          

          

        

        
				
        My time in Ubon was good for me. Not only had I become more feminine, I had also developed poise and improved my interpersonal skills. Armed with my new confidence, I was ready to go back to Bangkok. Yhing wished me the best and even gave me 2,000 baht to start my life in the city for the second time.

        
				
        
          I needed every baht of it too, because finding a job in Bangkok was not easy. As a
          kathoey
          with little education, I was not a desirable candidate for respectable employment. I was down to my last baht when I took a job in a Patpong bar as a performer in an erotic show. My role was to fake sex with a male performer in a bubble bath. The bubbles covered the underwear we had on. For this I received a monthly wage of 6,000 baht plus whatever tips I collected in my basket. I didn’t even feel embarrassed about this job; I’d chosen to do it, and I was earning money. I was happy enough to continue until the police closed the bar in a crackdown on ‘couples’ shows’. That ended my ‘performing’ career, and I reverted to prostitution—not as a gay man nor as a ladyboy, but as a woman.
        

        
				
        ‘Where are you from? How long do you stay? Is this your first time in Thailand?’

        
				
        
          I’m not just making conversation; I’m trying to figure out how much money I can make. If he’s new to Thailand, he won’t even know the price of drinks, and I can charge up to 4,000 baht for a quickie. I’d charge a regular only 1,500. These are my thoughts as the conversation turns to me and the customer starts asking questions. To gain sympathy, I often tell them my abusive husband left me to raise my children alone, but I try not to talk too much or my baritone voice will give me away. If they ask, I tell them I have a cold. Some are observant enough to note the different bikinis we wear. In my bar, the women wear white bikinis, while the
          kathoeys
          agree to wear black, which makes our waists look smaller and is a sexier colour anyway. I tell suspicious customers that the black is for newcomers. From a distance I can flash my pubic hair, which I’ve trimmed in the shape of an upside-down triangle. In the dark it looks like a vagina, if you don’t look too close. Despite all my precautions, sometimes a client will ask me straight out if I’m a man. Sitting on my penis, I look him straight in the eye and assure him I’m a woman.
        

        
				
        
          The other girls aren’t allowed to rat us out, or we’ll tell the manager. The
          mamasan
          doesn’t care that we deceive the men; she just wants the money we make for the bar. The customer has to pay a 500-baht fine in order to take a girl away from the bar, and that’s after he’s already spent money buying drinks. The way I see it, we
          kathoeys
          make the bar more money because we’re prettier and more aggressive, and the
          mamasan
          respects that. The real women in my bar are past their prime and are only there because they’re no longer young or pretty enough to dance in the downstairs go-go bars. They hardly even try to solicit customers, whereas I genuinely enjoy getting to know them. The customers are often lonely, and of all people, I understand loneliness.
        

        
				
        
          ‘I can massage and have sex with you. Do you want to go to heaven with me?’ Once he pays the fine to take me away from the bar, we can either go to one of the rooms upstairs, or back to his hotel room. They almost always choose the hotel, which poses a problem for ladyboys. One time the staff wouldn’t even let me into the lobby because they could tell I was a
          kathoey
          , and to them the term was synonymous with ‘thief’.
        

        
				
        
          Their prejudice is not without basis, as a lot of
          kathoeys
          have resorted to pick pocketing and other petty theft, especially if they’re uneducated and not pretty enough to work in a bar. I should pity them, I know, but mostly I feel resentment because their actions contribute to the discrimination I suffer. I know I’m no saint, but at least I earn my money fairly!
        

        
				
        
          Once the client and I are alone, the charade is even harder to keep up. When I go to the bathroom I have to carefully untape my penis and squat over the toilet, trying to pee as quietly as possible. I generally satisfy a client with my hand or mouth, telling him I’m having my period if he wants anything else. I’ll only consent to intercourse if he’s drunk enough not to know what he’s penetrating. Then I’ll cover my penis with a blanket and hold it against my lower abdomen while he does me from behind. I’ve been caught a few times, but usually the guys are too close to coming for it to matter. If it turns them off, they can get a refund, but once they ejaculate they can’t complain. One client was so mad when he saw my penis that he dragged me down to the
          mamasan
          screaming at her that he’d been tricked and wanted a refund. I triumphantly presented the condom full of his juice, proving that I’d provided the relief he’d paid for, and that put an end to the matter. Even if they don’t ask for a refund, some men are so furious that they forcefully throw me out of hotel rooms or taxis, hurling profanities at me as I stumble away.
        

        
				
        
          Although I occasionally have to suffer that kind of humiliation, I still think I’m better off than the women at the bar. They can only solicit straight men, but I can solicit everyone—the ones who like women, and the ones who like ‘women with penises’. These tend to be German men, and not only do I not have to deceive them, I also get to have a bit of fun, as they like to give me a ‘helping hand’ or even fellatio. If a client wants to be penetrated, I have to use a strap-on dildo. All the years of hormone-taking and
          taep
          -ing have resulted in a small and drooping penis, but I still have orgasms.
        

        
				
        My least favourite clients are Indian men. I find them very aggressive. I’ve had a case where one client squeezed my little hormone-induced breasts so hard, it felt like he was trying to destroy them. His only redeeming quality was that he was quick. The Japanese tend to be quick as well, unlike the German men, who have stamina. The older men take a long time too, but for different reasons. They also like to cuddle afterwards, an activity the younger, straight-to-the-point guys seem to scorn.

        
				
        
          We service all kinds of men, but the white
          farangs
          are the most popular. It’s not that we find them especially attractive, they’re just so generous with money. They also tend to be more fun-loving and treat us with respect, something we’re not used to receiving from the locals. Thai men regard their women as inferior, both culturally and religiously. Ladyboys suffer an even lower status. Thai men expect us to please and serve them—in other words, we do all the work in bed. They wouldn’t think of trying to give us pleasure. Besides, they’re very stingy with money. No one would choose to solicit a Thai unless she were truly desperate.
        

        
				
        
          Kathoey
          or not, every bar girl scans the crowd, hoping to secure the most lucrative client for herself. If she’s really lucky, she’ll hit the jackpot—someone who’s willing to become her sugar daddy. The women in my bar aren’t too optimistic about finding a patron because they are already saddled with kids and husbands. Ironically, the surgical women have a better chance.
        

        
				
        The ladyboys who have had a full sex change think of themselves as real women. They no longer feel the need to socialise with the likes of me, but I don’t acknowledge their superiority. I just don’t think rearranging your penis into a vagina makes you a higher being. It doesn’t make you any happier either.

        
				
        ‘I want a cock,’ declares one friend, her way of bragging that she has a vagina to put it in.

        
				
        ‘Give me back my cock,’ laments another, who never expected to miss that part of her anatomy.

        
				
        They can be touchy as hell too, stalking off in an indignant huff the minute a customer starts questioning them about their gender. I try to get along with them, but I’ll never join their ranks. I’m 30 years old—too old for this game. If I’d intended to get rich by selling my fully female body, I’d have had the surgery years ago, but I’m happy with the way I am. The thought of being cut open on an operating table is terrifying, and that’s not even the worst of it. I’ve heard it’s tough to keep the vagina from closing up, and you have to go through the surgery all over again if it does. My only feminine upkeep is a weekly hormone injection, which keeps my breasts plumped, my skin soft, and my penis small. Unfortunately, the sharp pangs I often feel remind me of another side effect—the hormones are weakening my bones. I try to counteract this by taking ginseng and other nutritional supplements, but I don’t know if it really works. It’s mostly for my peace of mind.

        
				
        
          While I don’t feel the need to have the sex change myself, I understand the ambition of those who do. They say
          kathoeys
          have three times the drive of anyone else, man or woman. We can be fiercely competitive creatures. The urge to be even more feminine than a biological woman is strong. And the desire to succeed materialistically also plays a role. Many ladyboys undergo the operation in order to sell their bodies for more money. Money and material goods earn you ‘face’ or respect in Thailand, and that kind of respect is not something
          kathoeys
          are used to.
        

        
				
        
          This competitive quest for money means most
          kathoey
          bars are known for vicious catfights. I’m lucky I work where I do.
          Mamasan
          doesn’t allow fighting. If we quarrel over a customer, all the drinks commission and tips we earned from him go to the bar. We find it cheaper just to give a small amount of money to intruding colleagues so they’ll go away peacefully.
        

        
				
        
          I used to be set on making at least 3,000 baht every night, but it was an impossible goal and I was so hard on myself when I failed. I’ve learned to be content now—most of the time. When I’m really down, I think to myself,
          Why am I stuck here where I have to ‘smoke’ men just to have rice on my plate
          ? Life is uncertain, especially for a
          kathoey
          , and I know I can’t be a prostitute forever. I need a more practical, more honest way of living.
        

        
				
        
          

          

          

        

        
				
        
          Two years ago I decided to enrol in ‘Sunday classes’, an informal education programme that helps you complete your
          Matthayom
          (secondary) levels. I had to replace a lost ID card in order to register, so I went back to my village in Isan to apply for a new one. When I entered the administration office, I bowed to the official before handing him a copy of my family registration. He began typing at his computer, then frowned at what appeared on the screen, adjusted his glasses and said, ‘Wasan, you are late for the army recruitment by seven years.’
        

        
				
        I thought he was talking to a man sitting next to me, so I didn’t even react. He ironed the paper by hand and gave it back to me, ‘Isn’t this your name on this paper? I’m talking to you.’ I had been Mali for so long, I had forgotten that I used to be Wasan. I apologised, and he continued, ‘This is the month of recruitment (April). You should be processed. If not, you could face jail time.’ I was stunned, but he assured me, ‘Don’t worry too much. They won’t recruit the likes of you.’

        
				
        
          Thai law requires men to register for the Army Reserve within a year of turning 17. This doesn’t mean that all Thai men have to serve in the military; the army only recruits to reach each year’s quota. And of course there are exemptions. This was what I was counting on. I knew being a
          kathoey
          was grounds for exemption, but I also knew there had to be a medical exam first. With my penis still intact, I wasn’t sure how I could prove my case. I decided to bribe the recruiting officer with 500 baht, just to be on the safe side.
        

        
				
        On recruitment day, I was the last to be processed. There were many onlookers, including my friends from the village, whistling and chanting teasingly, ‘Take it off!’ over and over again. The guys who were processed before me had taken their clothes off to be measured. The rows of shirtless young men were sitting on the floor, staring at me.

        
				
        I knew I didn’t need to take my clothes off in front of everyone because the doctor usually examines the ladyboys in the privacy of a separate room. It turns out I didn’t have to take my shirt off at all. When it was my turn the doctor just told me to sit down.

        
				
        ‘Do you have breasts?’ he asked.

        
				
        ‘Yes.’

        
				
        That was it. He didn’t even ask me about a vagina, which was fortunate, since I doubt my pubic-hair trick would have worked on him!

        
				
        Before they released me they told me to serve the high-ranking officers on the recruiting panel with glasses of iced water. I think they meant to humiliate me, but I was so pleased to be exempted that I cheerfully obliged. Finally they gave me my exemption card, and I held my breath as I looked for the official grounds for my disqualification.

        
				
        ‘Misshapen chest,’ it read.

        
				
        
          I breathed a sigh of relief. They used to stamp ‘insanity’ on the cards of
          kathoeys
          in the past.
        

        
				
        I expect to finish my upper secondary level at the end of this year, and I intend to enrol in an open university to complete a bachelor’s degree some day. I don’t know what I’ll do with this degree yet, but I know I’ll be proud to have it. It will be my way of earning face.

        
				
        
          Last year I signed up at Niranrat School of Design with a friend. If I can make beautiful clothes and sell them, I’ll give up prostitution. I want people to think me worthy of respect and admire me for my ability and creativity. I like to think I have a gift. A teacher told me that when you design a Thai costume you should think of the roof of an
          ubosot
          (convocation hall) in a Buddhist monastery, and that would give you the right colour scheme of orange, red, green and white. They contrast beautifully with one another and are very Thai. I took her advice and won a first-place prize for my design in a Thai costume competition.
        

        
				
        
          My inspiration can be found in Thai literature, especially stories that feature female characters. I like to think that the costumes I make are my unique interpretation of these characters. My favourite is Manora who, like the heroines of countless other tales, marries a prince. But there’s something special about Manora; she’s what’s called a
          kinnari
          —half bird, half woman. My favourite part of the tale is when she lays aside her wings to bathe with her sisters in the pond called Anodat, said to be clear as crystal, just before she’s captured by a hunter. Later she was presented as a gift to a prince who fell in love with her at first sight. Manora is a symbol of feminine beauty. I like to think that I’m something special and beautiful too; not just an aberration of nature.
        

        
				
        
          When I’m dreaming of the future, I see myself in a modest house where I spend my days creating beautiful dresses, wedding gowns and Thai costumes. The neighbours come to see me when they want their clothes repaired, or when they want me to make something special for them, or just to say hello. I am not isolated like many other
          kathoey
          s become. I am known for the Thai-oriented crafts that I display and sell in various exhibitions. As for love? I hardly dare to dream of it.
        

        
				
        
          I don’t want a
          farang
          sugar daddy. There was a
          farang
          who was interested in me, but although I was flattered, I ended our relationship abruptly before it could go too far. He courted me believing I was a real woman, but I didn’t want a relationship based on lies. Besides, there was the language barrier. There’s no way a
          farang
          can understand me the way a Thai man does. I see
          baimai
          , but the
          farang
          sees a leaf. The object we see may be the same, but our perspectives are different.
        

        
				
        
          I don’t mind selling myself to
          farangs
          , but when it comes to love, I want a Thai man. Relationships are about more than just sex. We should have kind words for each other. Are you tired? Have you eaten yet?
        

        
				
        
          That kind of relationship has proved unattainable thus far. In my experience, men who are willing to have a relationship with
          kathoeys
          are neither sincere nor decent, but rather cunning and depraved. I’m dating a younger man now—he’s only about 20 years old—who I hope will be different from the rest, but I don’t know if he really loves me or only sticks around for the bit of money I provide. He says he’s not ashamed to be seen in public with me, but I know we can’t be a real couple. I don’t even like to call him my boyfriend because I don’t fully understand my heart, and I can barely support myself financially, much less a boyfriend.
        

        
				
        There’s another man I’m also seeing. He’s gay and has a boyfriend on the side, but we understand each other. I don’t go out with straight men in public because it would damage their reputation. I do have them on-call though. When I need sex and some conversation, there are a few straight go-go boys that will come to me with the understanding that I give them a few baht in return. Ironic, isn’t it? One day while one of these guys was in my room and I was in the shower, he answered his mobile phone and said, ‘I’ll be there right away. Please believe me, honey, I’m with no one.’

        
				
        ‘Who the hell am I then? An invisible woman?’ I thought. He later came crawling back to me, but I don’t tolerate that kind of disrespect, so I turned him away.

        
				
        Mee is still my confidante. Our relationship is purely platonic, but we’re very close. He knew me before my transformation, and he continues to be supportive. He is richer than me now and lives with his boyfriend in the country. When we go out, we dance, get drunk, and look for cute men together. My life would feel incomplete without him.

        
				
        
          

          

          

        

        
				
        It took me years to learn not to give a damn about what people thought of me. I didn’t choose to be born into this compromised status, and I’ve no wish to offend anyone with my presence, but this is the way I am, and I can’t pretend otherwise.

        
				
        I’ve learned how to be content. I’ve only myself to feed, so I don’t have to join the race for money. Many of the people I see around me seem to be obsessed with making money. They are like empty glasses that cannot be filled, or a desert full of sand that never appreciates a drop of water. They forget that life isn’t about amassing earthly possessions to leave behind them when they die.

        
				
        
          Kathoeys
          are like trees that grow wild. Their growth is a lifelong process of self-observation and exploration, and their final shape is unpredictable. I still have a picture of myself dressed as a male waiter, and whenever I look at him I know that I have been true to myself. I don’t know what else lies in store for me, but I’m proud of this: I’m my own gardener, watering, pruning and shaping my own tree—my own life. How could I ask for more?
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          My journey of
          self-searching began at the age of eight with the profound discovery that I preferred boys to girls. I suppose most eight-year-old boys prefer the company of other boys, but I wasn’t one of them. I was drawn to them as like is drawn to unlike.
        

        
				
        
          Sitting on a bench next to the football field, I couldn’t help but gaze at the other boys in timid wonder. My fondness was still innocent of sexual urges, but I basked in their close proximity. I didn’t play football or run around with them, and the boys always teased me about how
          tungting
          (effeminate) I was. My face and mannerisms already betrayed too much sweetness for a ‘regular’ male.
        

        
				
        
          This distinction increased as I grew older, and when I was 12, a classmate called me a ‘
          kathoey
          ’. It was the first time I’d heard the word and I had no clue what it meant, but his tone made it clear that there was a stigma attached, and I immediately felt alienated. Adolescence is a confusing time for most people, but I think it was particularly bewildering for me. I was only being myself, and yet people seemed to view me as some kind of anomaly at a time when I most wanted to belong. Thank goodness I could return home to a supportive environment.
        

        
				
        Like overseas Chinese families everywhere, mine keeps its values intact even now that we live outside Greater China. The unity of the clan is to be upheld, thus my relatives live in houses near ours on the same street in central Bangkok. My grandparents’ house sits directly across the street from where I still live with my parents. We have good relationships within our clan, and the children grow up under the watchful eyes of the parents and other relatives.

        
				
        I’m the oldest son of my family, which, in Chinese culture, means I’m supposed to be the example for my siblings, the one who brings my parents their first grandchild and the one on whom they place their highest hopes. I must be quite a disappointment to them. However, I’m tremendously fortunate to have such understanding parents. They are not particularly avant-garde, nor are they highly educated—my mother only finished grade school, and my father graduated from a commercial college—so given their conservative background, their acceptance of my choices has been all the more remarkable.

        
				
        My parents didn’t force me to play with other boys, join sports clubs at school or participate in manly activities. Not only did they not punish me for my effeminate tendencies, but they also allowed me to express myself freely—well, to an extent. For instance, as long as I was in the privacy of our home, I could dance and sing with my three siblings and friends, employing a towel to serve as my beehive hair, and a bandana as a tube top. I’m so grateful for my parents’ lenience, which not only clashes with Chinese values but also strongly contrasts with the culture of ‘keeping face’ in Thailand. The importance of earning and keeping face is such that many parents end up stifling their children in an effort to force them to be something they’re not.

        
				
        Instead of wasting their time discouraging my effeminate tendencies, my parents always emphasised how crucial education was for my future. I heeded their advice and turned making good grades into my highest priority. I became very familiar with the smell of textbooks, as my nose was always to be found between their pages. My efforts were rewarded with high marks, and I easily passed an entrance exam for a prestigious, all-boys secondary school. I wanted to make my parents proud.

        
				
        I think my parents secretly hoped that being surrounded by boys would banish my femininity, so it came as an unpleasant surprise when they saw me wearing make-up at 14 years of age. They saw it as a disgrace, but for me, it was a big step towards self-expression.

        
				
        
          Rather than toughen me into masculinity, the all-boys school provided a way to belong without giving up my identity. I was delighted to find so many other
          kathoeys
          at school, and I eagerly joined the ‘fairy gang’, a group of effeminate boys whose only rebellion was to dress and behave contrary to the expectations of the institution.
        

        
				
        
          The rules required students to wear closely cropped military-style hair and uniforms of light-brown shorts and white short-sleeve shirts with our full name, student ID and the school’s abbreviation sewn on the front with blue thread. We did all we could to buck these restrictions without endangering our prospects at the school. We were required to cut our hair once every six weeks, and we always asked the barber to leave the hair just a little bit longer on top. When inspection day came, we would line up in the school’s football field, and the teachers would tut-tut as they determined who required an additional cut or shave. We
          kathoeys
          anxiously stared straight ahead as we awaited the verdict. Even with the extra bit on top, our hair was too damn short for us. We would have worn it down to our waists if we could have, so if they decided to cut those few millimetres of excess, we would be devastated.
        

        
				
        I can’t emphasise enough how important the length of our hair was to us. Long hair is the first sign of femininity and an obvious feature that distinguishes women from men. I’m sure some of the teachers sensed our anxiety and chose to turn a blind eye rather than hurt our feelings. If we were lucky enough to pass inspection, our hair would be long enough by the fourth week to style it with hairspray and gel, creating a short fringe, or making it stand out in spikes.

        
				
        
          There was no way on earth the teachers would let us wear a blouse and skirt to school, so the only way we could defy the uniforms was to wear girly accessories with it. A pink watch, an embroidered handkerchief, Hello Kitty school supplies, cute stickers on our bags ... there were dozens of ways to assert ourselves without technically breaking the rules. We didn’t walk. We strutted. We turned the streets into runways as we wiggled our hips and chatted and giggled in high-pitched voices. We were showy in everything we did, and the public could only watch in baffled disapproval as the troop of
          kathoeys
          pranced by.
        

        
				
        
          Our androgynous look attracted some of the boys at school. I’m sure they found us delicate and pretty compared to their usual stinky friends with whom they played sports. They teased us, sent us love letters, addressed us by ‘
          tua-eng
          ’ and other feminine endearments, and howled and whistled when we passed. They hugged us from behind, and we played our part well, squealing in mock protest and ostentatiously flouncing away. Some of us did pair up with the boys for fun, but there was probably more curiosity than real desire on both sides. It was a time of sexual experimentation. We also provided a way for the boys to practice flirting before they had to approach real girls. I hope they learned more subtlety than they ever showed with us. Who would have thought that ladyboys could contribute to the shaping of a man?
        

        
				
        
          The fairy gang provided us with visibility and protection. I was never bullied throughout my six years of secondary school, and my sense of isolation was dispelled. I enjoyed being rebellious, as did my peers. While the straight boys showed their defiance by taking up drugs, smoking or drinking, we
          kathoeys
          armed ourselves with make-up and contraceptive pills. To me, being a
          kathoey
          meant being outrageous and flamboyant. I thought that was the only way people would recognise my identity. I suppose I was simply trying to define myself.
        

        
				
        
          My parents grew concerned about my behaviour, and for the first time in my life they expressed stern disapproval of my actions. What they were most afraid of was that I would bring shame on our clan, and they would become the subject of ridicule in the neighbourhood. They told me it was time to quit this nonsense, that continuing as a
          kathoey
          would drastically limit my future prospects. I replied quite honestly that it was impossible for me to be anything other than a
          kathoey.
        

        
				
        But their words did have an effect on me. I began to realise that although the fairy gang had allowed me to celebrate my femininity, I had sacrificed part of my individuality in order to conform to the group. I wasn’t naturally a flamboyant person, and as the new self-reflection took hold of me, I began to distance myself from the gang. I still found my friends’ outrageous actions amusing, but the amusement was now coupled with embarrassment as I realised how inappropriate they sometimes were.

        
				
        I also took my future very seriously and was determined to study in a reputable university, so at 16 years of age, I formed a group with three other friends from the gang to prepare for the national entrance exam. We still hung out with the other fairies from time to time, but we stopped wearing make-up and toned down our behaviour. We decided to take a step back from the gang to invest more time in our education.

        
				
        Thai students can take a national entrance examination for the faculties of their choice after they complete secondary level. Everyone hopes to get into prestigious universities like Chulalongkorn, Thammasat, Mahidol or Kasetsart. Graduation from these renowned universities increases your chances of getting a good job because of their long-standing reputations and the social prestige attached to them. Of course, this also earns face for you and your family. In my desire to succeed and make my family proud, I showed unflagging commitment.

        
				
        After two years of what seemed like non-stop studying, I took the entrance exam and succeeded in getting a seat in the Faculty of Arts at one of the best-known universities in Thailand. I was overjoyed, and my family was pleased too. Not only had I earned them face with my accomplishment, but since I had toned down my appearance, I now looked like a mild-mannered man.

        
				
        
          As Arts students, we were taught to be open-minded and have tolerance for human diversity. Although a good chunk of male students in our faculty were gay or
          kathoey
          , there were straight males as well, who probably suffered from the assumption that all Arts students were fairies. We all got along. Whereas the straight guys played guitar or hit the basketball courts together, the gays and
          kathoeys
          behaved more like sisters. On special occasions, we put on fashion shows or impersonated the likes of Mariah Carey and Whitney Houston. Our rendition of ‘When You Believe’ was always a hit. Sometimes we mimicked scenes from
          Stree Lek (The Iron Ladies)
          , a Thai film about a volleyball team of all gay and
          kathoey
          players who compete in the national competition. We yelled in high-pitched voices and made a big show of slapping the ball over the net.
        

        
				
        
          Although I identified myself with the other
          kathoeys
          , I still appeared to be just a tidy and delicate young man during my first year. I didn’t want to disappoint my parents, but the more I saw
          kathoey
          seniors with long hair, the more I wanted to become one of them. There was Rita, from the south of Thailand, who always wore her hair in dreadlocks with a colourful headband, and bright make-up that looked almost garish against her brown skin. Coming from an Islamic background, she must have found it especially difficult to express herself as a ladyboy.
        

        
				
        
          Noon was another source of inspiration. She underwent genital reassignment during the summer break between her second and third years. Most
          kathoeys
          get breast implants first before submitting themselves to more complicated surgery, but Noon knew what she wanted and went for it. She already had small breasts from taking hormones over the years, and she looked very womanly. Her mother, who had long known that her son wanted to become a daughter, paid for the operation, but her father still doesn’t have a clue! Noon is their only child, so rather than let her father down, she pretends to be a sort of hippie when she’s home. She wears her hair in a low ponytail, which she slips under a loose shirt that hides her breasts, and swears loudly to maintain the straight male charade.
        

        
				
        
          With examples like these before me, I decided to begin my own transformation. I started with the most important, most visible mark of a woman and let my hair grow. Meanwhile, I began taking hormones occasionally, and by my second year, I was ready to don women’s clothing. We weren’t allowed to wear female uniforms, but I wore a blouse and women’s trousers while complying with the dress code. My hair was just above my shoulders. I also wore a bra under my blouse, although I wasn’t taking enough hormones to need it just yet. One day someone complimented me on my new look, and I was in heaven. I knew I wanted to live my life as a woman.
        

        
				
        
          Around this time I reconnected with my old school friends of the fairy gang. By now, most of the former fairies had become gay men, and they were eager to introduce me to Bangkok’s gay scene. They decided to take me to a bathhouse in Silom, so one evening I found myself in the dark, climbing a narrow set of steps up to the entrance. My friends paid the 200-baht entrance fee for me, and we stepped into a tastefully decorated room, clean and well lit. I was 20, and I had no idea what I was about to experience.
        

        
				
        
          We appeared to be in some sort of health centre or spa, so I obediently undressed in the locker room, and emerged wearing only a towel. I tied it around my chest like women do and draped my long hair over my left shoulder. My presence attracted plenty of odd looks from the gay patrons who, wearing towels around their waists to show off their toned bodies, were hoping to attract a one-night stand. They clearly wondered what a
          kathoey
          was doing there. I was kind of wondering that too, but I stuck around out of curiosity.
        

        
				
        
          My friends took me through a sauna and past a weight room. I noticed that many of the men were going off in pairs to smaller rooms along the corridor. I peeked into one of the unoccupied rooms and saw that it was furnished very simply with a single bed about the same size as a masseur’s table. My friends giggled behind me, making lewd jokes about the good times they’d had on those little beds. I laughed uncomfortably and rolled my eyes as we moved on to the next part of the tour. This was another sauna, but it was completely dark, and all around us were the sounds of groaning and panting. My friends explained that this sauna was for the ugly and the insecure. They could grope each other and engage in orgies without having to see each other’s faces. I was mortified.
        

        
				
        
          The memory of the bathhouse disturbed me long after I left, and not just because of my disgust at the goings-on. The stares I had received from the patrons bothered me more than I would have expected. Before, when I looked at myself in the mirror, I saw increasing femininity and the distant goal of being a full woman. Now the reflection looking back at me was neither man nor woman, but an ugly nonentity. My distress and confusion increased as I faced this creature every morning until I finally came to a drastic decision—I stopped taking hormones, and I cut off my hair. I cut off my hair, and I cried. It’s difficult to articulate why I took it so hard, but I think other women who have had their long hair suddenly cut short or who have lost it through chemotherapy could probably relate.
        

        
				
        
          I spent my last two years in university playing the part of the mild-mannered man once again. I was extremely unhappy and continued to lament the loss of my hair, which was ever-so-slowly growing back. I had let the opinions of others divert me from my goal, and now I was further away than ever from reaching it. I made it through those painful two years by promising myself that after I graduated and secured a job, I would become a woman, and this time I would take as long as I needed to adjust, and learn to be a woman on my own terms.
        

        
				
        
          
            

            

            

          
        

        
				
        
          After graduation, I got my first job as a translator at a woman’s magazine through the recommendation of a ladyboy senior who knew the editor-in-chief. As a new graduate with little work experience, I was in no position to be choosey, so I decided to give it a try.
        

        
				
        
          Four months into this job, when I felt my hair was long enough to take the next step, I started wearing a skirt in public for the first time. Surprisingly, my father didn’t seem to mind; it was my mother who said wearing women’s trousers and long hair should be enough. I argued that I had waited long enough, and I didn’t want to wait any longer. Seeing my insistence, she finally gave her consent under one condition: ‘You can’t let your grandparents see you in that thing.’
        

        
				
        
          To this day, my mother and I perform an elaborate routine each time I want to leave or enter the house in a skirt. First she pokes her head out the door and peeks left and right. If no one is walking around and she’s certain that my grandparents across the street are sleeping, she gives me a signal, and I skulk my way to or from the house. On the days that she is busy, I change clothes at a beauty salon ten minutes away from my house. I’m a regular customer there, so they don’t mind.
        

        
				
        
          I resented this arrangement at first, feeling that my parents were ashamed of me. I don’t dress as a woman to be flamboyant or in-your-face; it’s just who I am. I didn’t think it was a big deal at all, and I sometimes thought of walking down my
          soi
          in a skirt when I knew everyone could see me, just so they could get over it and see my true self. Every time, I managed to catch myself before giving in to the impulse, and I’m glad I did. Thoughtfulness comes with age and experience, and you begin to know what’s proper and what is not. I’ve been abiding by this arrangement for almost four years now, and I have come to appreciate my parents’ acceptance. Especially my mother, who compromises so much that she not only tolerates her son wearing a skirt, but even aids him as an accomplice.
        

        
				
        
          The first day I wore a skirt to work, I felt self-conscious and very conspicuous, but I was delighted that I didn’t hear a word of negative feedback. Some colleagues even said I should have dressed this way a long time ago, which was very flattering.
        

        
				
        
          But while I was more certain than ever of my feminine identity, I was confused about my career. Even my new apparel couldn’t make my translating job more interesting. I had been bored by my job for several months when I finally quit and acquired a new position as secretary at a high-class restaurant on Sathon Road. I went to the interview as a woman, complete with long hair, blouse, skirt and heels. They didn’t mind that I was a transgender, but I spent only two months there before I realised that secretarial work definitely wasn’t for me. I regretted quitting my former job at the women’s magazine, with a feeling similar to when I’d cut my hair at university. I hadn’t appreciated it until it was gone. I now realised that words were my strength, and I would take any position at a magazine in the hope of eventually getting to write.
        

        
				
        
          I sent job applications to seven women’s magazines, but with no luck. I didn’t know that publishers in Thailand tend to hire through personal recommendation or networking. You rarely see publishing vacancies advertised, and a newcomer with no experience and no connections has very little chance of starting out in the industry.
        

        
				
        
          Defeated but not entirely dismayed, I applied for the position of assistant buyer at a book shop. I walked in, filled out the application form and waited patiently in the room they directed me to. Ten minutes later, a few staff members poked their heads in to see me. I sighed, knowing why they were so curious. I was fully dressed as a woman, but I had ticked ‘Mr’ on the application form. I knew by their behaviour that there must be some hassle, but when the interviewer came in, she was nice to me. Our conversation in a mixture of English and Thai went really well. She asked me to talk about myself, my work experience and why I thought I was the best candidate for the job. I could tell that I impressed her. At the end of the interview, she asked if I knew that this position required me to wear a uniform.
        

        
				
        
          ‘Which uniform do you prefer?’ she asked.
        

        
				
        
          It never occurred to me that I would have to choose between the male and female uniforms. The company had appeared open-minded, and here I sat already fully dressed as a woman. I was hoping they would accept me as they saw me.
        

        
				
        
          ‘I would like to leave this decision to the management team,’ I finally replied.
        

        
				
        
          ‘We’ll be in touch,’ she said curtly. ‘Thank you for coming.’
        

        
				
        
          I didn’t need a fortune-teller to predict the result. Her tone said it all.
        

        
				
        
          To this day I honestly can’t figure out if being a transgender played a part in their rejecting me. If my being a
          kathoey
          didn’t matter, then why did she ask me that uniform question? I believe that had I dressed like a man or volunteered to wear the male uniform, they would have considered me for the job. That was the first time I felt like I had been discriminated against, and I decided to never again apply for a job that required a uniform.
        

        
				
        
          I was stressed and unemployed for five months before a friend’s recommendation rescued me once again and I began working part-time as a translator at a foreign public relations agency. After a few months, I successfully applied for the position of copywriter at the same agency. I thought with this promotion I could at least practice my writing skills while I waited for my dream job at a magazine.
        

        
				
        
          Meanwhile, I was becoming more womanly with every passing month. I learned how to dress and how to take care of myself as a woman, making sure my hands were manicured and my skin exfoliated. I also started taking hormones regularly, and the improvement showed. I developed small breasts, and my face became less greasy and acne-free. I was hoping the hormones would also widen my hips as they had for some of my friends, but it didn’t happen for me. I did, however, experience the headaches and mood swings that are the initial side effects. Once I was reading a book, and out of the blue I started tearing up the pages and throwing them in the air.
        

        
				
        
          Despite the negative side effects and the fear of getting cancer, which my aunt warned me about, I now take the pill daily. I had to get over the fear because I knew that the end result would be worth it for me. It is the price I have to pay to become a woman. I remember a senior asking me, ‘Do you want to live your life as an uninspired half-man, half-woman, or live happily as a woman with a few years off of your life?’ I choose a happy life, and it’s fine if that also means a shorter one. I want to be a woman, and I know these pills can make my dream materialise, so why not?
        

        
				
        
          
            

            

            

          
        

        
				
        
          A few years ago, a man approached me while I was window shopping with my
          kathoey
          friends outside a department store. He was a police officer from Samut Prakan, and he left his friends to come over and talk to me. Without wasting any time, he asked for my phone number. I was a little taken aback by his frankness, and he looked too rough to be my type, but I decided to give him a chance. I could determine later whether we had the potential to develop a real relationship or not.
        

        
				
        
          For around two to three weeks, he was constantly in touch. We spent long hours talking on the phone and sending flirtatious messages by text. I grew fond of him.
        

        
				
        
          Everything seemed fine until he suddenly stopped calling me. During the hiatus, I wanted so badly to call him and ask what was happening, but as a woman, I didn’t want to present myself as needy. On the fifth day of his absence, I gave in and decided to call him. When he answered, I could tell by his voice that he had already become aloof. He said he wanted to ask me something. I waited nervously, having no idea what he was going to ask. I was completely unprepared for the question that followed.
        

        
				
        
          ‘Are you a man or a woman?’
        

        
				
        
          I was stunned. I thought he already knew I was a ladyboy. I didn’t know how to answer him, and I scrambled for words. I blurted out, ‘Does it matter?’ But as soon as I said it, I knew that it did matter because if it hadn’t, he wouldn’t have asked me that question in the first place.
        

        
				
        
          I couldn’t bring myself to tell him that I was born a man, but I realised I owed him an answer. I broke the awkward silence by asking him, ‘Well, what do you think I am?’
        

        
				
        
          He said, ‘A man ...’
        

        
				
        
          ‘That’s right,’ I said, and sighed in equal amounts of relief and sorrow. I would never answer that I’m a man, so I needed him to spell it out for himself. I didn’t know how the conversation would continue, so I was a little relieved when he said he was busy and would call me back.
        

        
				
        
          An hour later, he called me on my mobile phone. Instead of the endearments I had been used to, he began asking me questions, the kind that someone completely ignorant of
          kathoeys
          would ask. He wanted to know if my parents rebuked me for being a
          kathoey
          and how I managed to grow breasts, among other things. Obviously, he was a simple straight man baffled by the fact that he was attracted to a
          kathoey.
          After that, he slowly faded away. I kept thinking he could handle my identity because he was the one who started the relationship. I tried to reach him by calling him and sending text messages, but to no avail. There was no response, and we never had real closure. I’ve come to terms with what happened though, and sometimes, as clichéd as it sounds, I revel in the good moments we shared.
        

        
				
        
          Against all odds, I still hope to meet a man who will overlook my birth gender and care more about mutual understanding. I want him to take me as an individual. He doesn’t have to accept me as a woman because I’m not one ... and never will be. We should gradually learn about each other and decide if we should live together. I prefer him to be gentle, polite, honest and educated. He should be able to overcome obstacles in life and still maintain a positive outlook. I hope to find him eventually, but have no idea when. Call me old-fashioned, but I think it’s in the hands of destiny.
        

        
				
        
          
            

            

            

          
        

        
				
        
          I worked at the PR company for about a year before my old magazine contacted me, offering me a position as an in-house columnist. I instantly agreed, thankful that my prayers had been answered at last. By happy chance, my current job entails writing fashion and beauty tips, many of which I apply to my own upkeep. I like to dress simply and to blend in, not stand out, so writing about fashion initially required extensive research on my part. In addition to writing articles, I get to interview fashion designers, celebrities and businesspeople. I’ve learned so much since I started, and I’m very happy with what I do.
        

        
				
        
          My co-workers are all female, save one male photographer. They all know that I’m a transgender and treat me like I’m one of the girls. I feel accepted and have a sense of belonging that’s even stronger than what I felt with my high-school fairy gang. On weekends, I teach high-school students French and English, as I’m saving up to undergo a sex-change operation one day. When the time is right, I will complete my transformation.
        

        
				
        
          I never imagined I would go through years of confusion before becoming the person I am today, but in retrospect, I wasn’t the only one who was on a journey of self-searching. Like I’ve said, back in high school, we fairies came together and unanimously identified ourselves as
          kathoeys
          , even though most of the fairies became gay men rather than ladyboys. It was an era that defied categories. We didn’t classify, according to the Thai male gender-bender spectrum, which one of us was
          gay king
          (top),
          gay queen
          (bottom),
          gay kwing
          (versatile),
          sueabai
          (bisexual) or
          kathoey
          (transgender or transexual). We just used ‘
          kathoey
          ’ as an all-encompassing term for effeminate males. Of course, now it’s sometimes unacceptable to use that word because we’ve developed more polite language for referring to male-to-female transgenders. Instead of saying ‘
          kathoey
          ’, you might say ‘
          sao / phuying praphet song
          ’ (‘second kind of woman’) or ‘
          phet thi sam
          ’ (‘the third sex’).
        

        
				
        
          Whatever the term, I’m proud to say that I’ve finally found myself. I see myself as a psychologically heterosexual female. I know physically what I am, but in my mind I am absolutely female and desire a romantic relationship with a straight man. That’s why I intend to fix this contradiction between my mind and body. To me, it seems only natural that men and women are made for each other. It takes one man and one woman to constitute romance. Thai society, among others, rejects alternative possibilities. When I was younger I always dreamt about romance. I thought there must be someone out there who was my perfect match, and I would happily be his. But as I grew up, I realised that the ladyboys who are able to find true love are few and far between.
        

        
				
        
          It’s not easy to be who you really are, especially when society tries to force you into a category as stereotypical as ‘
          kathoey
          ’, often portrayed as a caricature instead of a real human being. I consider myself a late bloomer in that respect. I spent years learning to be an individual rather than just conforming to a group. I’m still learning, but my mind is at ease now knowing that I’m heading in the right direction. My worst fear is that I’ll give up on my dream and turn back into a short-haired, mild-mannered man again. The very thought of it is suffocating.
        

        
				
        
          I’m thankful for having understanding parents. I’m glad that they don’t reject me or disown me just because I’m different. You might say that I bribe their acceptance with my good behaviour, which is probably true, but I don’t see it in such a way. I think I just try to do the right thing for myself. I studied hard, not just to please them, but because I knew it would pay off in the long run. And it has. People respect me because I’m trustworthy and do my job well. I don’t mind having to work a little extra for that respect.
        

        
				
        
          There’s another person I would like to thank, and that is my 14-year-old self. I learned from her that you sometimes need to go out of your way in order to be yourself.
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