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NOTE FOR PARENTS AND CARERS:
Hello! If you’re the parent or carer to a young transgender or 
non-binary person, please turn to chapter sixteen on page 266 
where you’ll find special advice just for you!

NOTE FOR ALL READERS:
In this book I’ve used ‘LGBTQ+’, ‘Queer’ and ‘Trans’ as shorthand 
for the entire spectrum of sexual and gender identities. It’s not 
the intention for anyone to feel excluded by those terms.  
Essentially, I mean anyone who isn’t straight and/or cisgender.1

 1 For a definition, turn to p. 24
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PART ONE

ALL
ABOUT

IDENTITY
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it’s nice to meet you. My name is Juno 
Dawson, I’m an author from Brighton, 
UK, and I am a woman. Only one of 
those things was true to begin with.

When I was born a ridiculously long 
time ago, I was actually from Bradford, 

and I wasn’t an author because I was a tiny baby. Also, my parents 
called me James.

BUT I WAS ALWAYS  
A WOMAN.

It’s true, I was. It just took me some time to figure it out.

You see, the doctor who oversaw my birth made a whoopsie. It really 
wasn’t his fault. As far as he could tell from a quick scan of my body, 

BECOMING
ME

HELLO,
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I was a baby boy. What he couldn’t have known all those years ago 
is that, for a tiny fraction of people globally, their eventual gender 
identity does not match their biological sex.

It’s like a bag of chocolatey Revels: you can’t always tell what’s in the 
middle from looking at the outer shell.

It’s super-rare, but it does keep happening. It is a thing. We call it (at 
this moment in time) being TRANSGENDER or sometimes just 
TRANS. These days, it makes up the T in LGBTQ+.

It took me almost thirty years to piece together the clues that I might 
be one of these mythological unicorn people I’d dimly heard about. 

L IS FOR LESBIAN 
G IS FOR GAY 
B IS FOR BISEXUAL 
T IS FOR TRANSGENDER 
Q IS FOR QUEER
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. 

You see, the 1990s, when I was a teenager, were a different time.  
For one thing, we didn’t have the Internet. 

In some ways, without trolling, sexting and Russian bots, the world was 
a nicer, simpler place, but it was also a less well-informed place. 

When I was an infant, my parents had no access to information about 
trans children. As a child I asked many, many times when I was going 
to ‘turn into a girl’. I was told to stop being silly. When we played 
games out on the suburban cul-de-sac where I lived, I was always a 
girl character. I was Sheila from Dungeons & Dragons or Teela from 
He-Man. I had a Barbie doll that I used to make-believe was Penelope 
Pitstop by constructing elaborate traps with string and toilet roll tubes. 
My parents were concerned about this ‘strange’ behaviour (even 
though it was actually perfectly natural for me) because they had no 
notion that this happens all the time, all over the world.

By the time I was ten or eleven years old, thoroughly shamed into 
silence and secrecy by pretty much every adult and peer in my world, 
I certainly wasn’t telling anyone I wanted to be a girl. I was worried I’d 
get my head kicked in. But I did used to dream of the teenage girl I 

YES, I KNOW.  
I'M BASICALLY A 
FOSSIL PERSON.
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might magically turn into. I would lay in my cramped single bed each 
night and make a deal with God. If I’m good, tomorrow can I be a girl? 
And I could picture exactly the woman I’d grow into – I’d look like April 
O’Neill from Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles or Peri from Doctor Who. 
Sadly, my wishes didn’t come true. At least, not yet.

Later, as a queer2 teenager, I didn’t have access to the litany of 
amazing role models you’ll read about in the Transgender Hall of Fame 
segments that separate each chapter of this book. I didn’t have Laverne 
Cox or Janet Mock to aspire to. By 2005, the only trans person I’d ever 
really seen in the media was Nadia Almada, the winner of Big Brother 

UK series five. Even then, although I thought Nadia was great, I didn’t 
connect her experience with mine because, in the Big Brother house, 
she didn’t discuss her transition or childhood.

Now: you might know of me from the companion book to this one, 
THIS BOOK IS GAY, which I wrote in 2012 when I was still 
known as James Dawson. While I was researching that title, I was very 
keen for it to be fully inclusive of all queer people. With this in mind, I 
set out to interview as many people as possible so the book wouldn’t 
just be based on my experiences. I met lesbians, bi people, gay men 
from all walks of life, and yes, trans people.

It was during those research interviews that I started to meet people 
whose experiences were hauntingly like mine: they too had made 
deals with God in the night; they too had a very different vision of the 
adult they might grow into.
2 I use queer as shorthand for all LGBTQIA people because it marks us all out together as 
something ‘other than’ straight or cisgender. I love that we, despite our occasional differences, 
march together as comrades. Also our queer identities may change over time so ‘queer’ captures 
me at any stage in my gorgey queer life.
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It hadn’t even occurred to my clueless little brain that my whole life 
had been a BIG FAT TRANSGENDER LIFE. Right from day 
one. I lived on the streets as one person and another, wholly different, 
person in my head! How mad is that? It was like having a girl twin  
who lived in another dimension. If I was in a women’s clothes shop,  
I’d think 'This is what she’d buy'. If I saw a cute haircut in a magazine,  
I’d think 'She’d get that hair-do'. If I met a straight man, I’d think 
to myself 'She’d ask him out for coffee'. I was living two lives. God, 
exhausting. Ain’t no one got time for that.

 As you can imagine, the life I was living in the flesh wasn’t as much fun 
as the one I was having in my head. Everything I was doing as James was 
a bit half-arsed. I really wanted to be someone else; I wanted to be her.

And so, one night in bed, I thought to myself 'Maybe this is what 
being trans is and 'Would that be so bad?' I’d already been through 
the coming-out mill once as a teenager and both me and my family 
had survived the ordeal. While ‘living as a gay man’ I’d been verbally 
abused, followed, even spat at in the street. Being trans couldn’t be any 
worse. Or so I thought.

I was a grown-up so I did a very grown-up thing and hired a therapist 
to talk through the many, many questions I had swimming around in 
my head. It was a confusing time. In lots of ways it would have been 
easier to carry on being James and not rock the boat. I could have, but 
I had a huge fear that I was wasting my life. I keenly felt time slipping 
away. What’s more, I met lots of other trans women who were living 
their best possible lives. I’ve spoken to some of them while writing this 
book. To be frank, I was jealous. They get to be girls, why can’t I?
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This book is called What’s The T? This is a phrase that originated on 
New York City’s ball circuit in the 1980s (the one you might have seen 
in Paris Is Burning or Pose) and it means ‘what’s the truth?’ I suppose 
that’s what I finally learned in 2013: the truth about myself. Up until 
that point I thought I wanted to be a girl when, in fact, I just was one. 
For all those years, I believed an error a doctor once told my parents. 

Perhaps I should have actually asked my new trans friends how hard it 
was going to be, but regardless, I made the step and CAME OUT! 
Again! Everyone was like ‘woah, twist!’, and I was like ‘yes, bitch, 
psych!’ I actually didn’t say that, but people were super-supportive. 
My friends have been AMAZING, my readers and fans completely 
embraced me; and my father even agreed to film a documentary about 
it (although that’s a different story).

So yes, for the last six years I’ve been Juno and – honestly – happier 
than I have ever been in my entire life. 

IF YOU WANT TO STOP 
READING AT THIS POINT,  

I'M TOTALLY DOWN FOR THAT.
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That’s because so often in the news we see stories about transphobia, 
phony debates about trans lives, and brutal acts of violence committed 
against us. 

You’d think, looking at the papers, that being trans is the WORST 
CASE SCENARIO. If all you take from this book is that it’s the 
BEST THING I EVER DID, I’m delighted, and I’ve done my job.

That said, I’m not here to sell you a

‘TRANSGENDER PACKAGE’.

It really doesn’t work like that! God, if only, life would be much simpler. 
I don’t know why you’re reading this book.

 Maybe it was on a nice Pride display in a bookstore.

 Maybe it’s in your school library and it has a nice cover.

 Maybe it’s because trans issues are very trendy  
 according to some papers.

 Maybe it’s because you have a trans friend or family member  
 and want to support them as much as you can. If that’s you ... 
 thank you from the bottom of my heart. Your friend or  
 relative will need all the help they can get.

 Or maybe it’s because you have some questions  
 about your gender. 
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3 This will be more fully defined later, fear not.

HOW DO WE  
PERCEIVE OURSELVES?

Let’s look at that last one. I think it’s very normal for young adults to 
ask BIG QUESTIONS. All your life, someone (usually a parent 
or carer) has told you who you are and what you like. Now, all of a 
sudden, you have to answer big questions independently: what are 
your politics? What are your beliefs? What are your tastes in music, film 
or food? 

It seems really natural to me to assume that everyone will ask big 
questions of their identity too. It is the most fundamental thing about 
us – how we define ourselves at our core. 

Oooh, it’s a biggy. Adolescence is a particularly turbulent time for 
humans because we are already a melange of hormones regardless  
of whether we’re cis or trans. First love, first kiss, first pube: Everything 

feels heightened. I should know, I went through puberty twice and,  
let me tell you, the second time – aged thirty-two – was no more fun  
than the first.

We all have a relationship with the notion of gender because we were 
ALL labelled at birth. Even if you are intersex3, the doctor told your 
parents you were male or female and, from that moment on, a massive 
cartoon anvil of gender expectations landed on your head. 


