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About the Author

Rhyannon Styles is a journalist, performance artist and musician. Her ground-breaking Elle column, ‘The New Girl’, charts her journey from male to female, where she bares all about her experience of transitioning. In her colourful life as a performer, career highlights include a show at the Guggenheim Museum NYC, dancing with Kylie Minogue on ITV and rollerskating naked at the Barbican art gallery. A star of the transgender community, Rhyannon was name-checked on Independent’s Rainbow List as ‘One to Watch’.

Get up close and personal with Rhyannon online:

Elle column: www.elleuk.com/author/17381/rhyannon-styles

Website: www.rhyannonstyles.com

Twitter: @rhyannonstyles

Instagram: @rhyannon_styles

YouTube: /RStyles


Praise for The New Girl:

‘I watched Rhyannon Styles begin as the most inspiring and heart-wrenching cocoon I ever saw and now she is a glorious butterfly’ Paloma Faith

‘I loved this book – Rhyannon doesn’t just shine a light on this subject, she sets off a bloody fireworks display’ Cherry Healey

‘Love Rhyannon. Love this book. Everything you’ve ever wondered about transition, cocooned in an epic tale of fleeing suburbia and big city fabulousness’ Grace Dent

‘I am changed for having read this – congratulations, Rhyannon, on a bold life that inspires and lifts – the world needed this truth’ Laura Jane Williams

‘A story that will make you smile and sob in equal measure, and challenge everything you thought you knew about gender, sex, and fashion. Once read, never forgotten’ Rebecca Root

‘A wonderful asset to our community’ Caroline Tula


About the Book

Imagine feeling lost in your own body. Imagine spending years living a lie, denying what makes you ‘you’. This was Ryan’s reality. He had to choose: die as a man or live as a woman.

In 2012, Ryan chose Rhyannon. At the age of thirty she began her transition, taking the first steps on the long road to her true self, and the emotional, physical and psychological journey that would change her for ever.

At a time when the world is finally waking up to transgender people, Rhyannon opens up to us, holding nothing back in this heartbreakingly honest telling of her life. Through her catastrophic lows and incredible highs, Rhyannon paints a picture of what it’s like to be transgender in glorious technicolor. From cabaret drag acts, Parisian clown school and brushes with celebrity, to struggles with substance abuse and crippling depression, Rhyannon’s story is like nothing you’ve read before.


My memoir is dedicated to Jackie, Nadia, Venus, the cast of
My Transsexual Summer, and all the inspiring trans
people I’m so lucky to have in my life . . .

. . . and anyone who believes in the potentiality
of a different reality.


PROLOGUE:
INTRODUCING THE NEW GIRL

When I was young I had a penchant for dressing up. One of my earliest cross-dressing memories is being aged six and wearing my grandmother’s heeled shoes. I would happily trot around the house pretending to be a waitress, serving food to my sister at the kitchen table. My nan’s black leather shoes were four sizes too big and hung off my feet like huge boats. I called them my ‘clompy’ shoes. My nan hated me wearing them, but I didn’t care – it felt so good.

My name is Rhyannon Styles and I identify as a transgender woman.

For those of you who don’t know, trans*, transgender and transsexual means identifying as a different gender than your assigned sex at birth. In many cases, some trans* people don’t identify or conform to a particular gender at all. (High five!)

Are you with me? Let’s start at the beginning.

When I was born, I was assigned ‘male’ because of my anatomy. Then, it was presumed my gender would follow suit. Growing up, the labels of ‘male/boy/man’ didn’t always feel accurate. Yes, I had a penis, but did my body have to dictate how I lived my life? I didn’t think so.

In 2012, I’d had enough of pretending and started living. I changed roles to become the person I’d always wanted to be and I let Rhyannon enjoy the limelight at last. It was a decision that had taken years to understand and the consequences were massive!

Today I use the terms ‘girl’, ‘she’ and ‘her’ to define who I am. I proudly use these words to clarify my identity.

I don’t know why I feel at home in a female identity. Over the years I’ve interrogated myself, hoping to find an answer, but I keep coming up short. It just is. I’ve always felt this way. I grew up dissatisfied within myself, knowing that one day I would need to make a drastic, life-changing decision on how I was going to live my life. I just didn’t know how or when it would happen. It took me thirty years until I was able to fully embrace living as Rhyannon.

As I look back at my life, I believe I have always been the person I am today, although before 2012 I wasn’t able to express or articulate that fully. Being transgender was an abstract curiosity to me for so long.

As a child, just like my female friends, I dressed up as the Blue Fairy from Pinocchio, the super-hero She-Ra and the twins from Fun House. I raided my mum’s wardrobe and make-up drawer, trying to fashion anything and everything into a colourful creation – I loved how this made me feel. What began as a game touched something far deeper inside of me. I couldn’t see a difference between myself and the women I was creating. I knew there was more to explore. I continued to play female roles and felt at home in them. But I didn’t know I was transgender – it’s only now, living as the person I spent so long searching for, that I attach the word ‘trans’ to my stories with pride.

I was a person called Ryan and throughout my life I tried, I tried really hard to feel comfortable within myself, but as a male it wasn’t always possible. I knew that when I wore female clothes I felt different, but I didn’t know why. Beyond the wardrobe, I related to girls much more than I did men. My sensitive emotions and penchant for dressing up were characteristics shared by my female friends – I couldn’t see a difference.

It was hard to translate who I was and how I felt in regard to my gender. Back then, I didn’t know about gender dysphoria – a medical condition in which someone feels emotional distress (dysphoria) because there’s a mismatch between their biological sex and their gender identity – although this was the reason why I felt like I did, the reason why I behaved the way I did. Whenever I expressed femininity I was told it was unnatural. I suppressed my desires and urges, so much so that sometimes I completely forgot them. My younger self felt confused and disorientated. I wasn’t allowed to express myself as I wanted to, and whenever I did, I was punished. Unbeknown to me, I was growing up within boundaries that my parents, their parents and society wanted to enforce. There were rules on how females and males should behave in rural 1980s England. There was a distinct difference between the sexes and if you crossed the invisible line you were called names. I was the village ‘queer’ and that was bad.

As a teenager I began to identify my sexuality as ‘gay’. This allowed me to be femme, fabulous and accepted in certain circles. I knew that identifying as ‘gay’ wasn’t the full story but it was the closest option that encompassed how I felt. This identity felt comfortable for the next fifteen years.

It wasn’t until much, much later that I began to see people like me that I could relate to. When Nadia won Big Brother in 2004, she was a transsexual being celebrated across the country and this was radical to me. I immediately identified. I knew I was transgender too, an option that had previously been an impossibility to me. Before Nadia, the media portrayed transsexuals as horror stories, only suitable for trashy tabloids, sex scandals and the punchlines of bad jokes. This negative exposure left me thinking that being transgender was shameful and wrong. Men could only be women in pantomimes, or when using drag to entertain. Transcending from male to female was beyond anything I could have imagined. I didn’t know how or where to begin. In the end, the choice for me was simple: live your life as a trans woman, or die as a man.

In 2015, I began video blogging and writing about my transgender experience in a regular column called ‘The New Girl’ for Elle magazine. (I LOVE this job!) I decided to unveil my life in Elle because I wanted my voice to be included in the wider consciousness and on a national platform. I want to raise awareness of trans people and I want to be visible as an equally accepted member of society. The positive feedback I receive demonstrates just how much media attitudes have changed since I was growing up. Take a look on Instagram and you’ll find a global community of trans people supporting each other and collectively adding to the ongoing understanding that being transgender is actually cool. We share selfies with our stories to debunk old-fashioned, dated and preconceived ideas that trans people are freaks. As individuals we are smashing existing prejudice about who transsexuals are. We are not damaged people, nor should we be forced to live a lie.

At the beginning of my transition I saw female and male as being very opposite, opposed forces. I was one, when I wanted to be the other. Navigating life as a trans woman has shown me a different perspective. I don’t believe that gender is predetermined at birth and I don’t believe that gender should only be reduced to female and male. I think we need to acknowledge a potentiality that more possibilities exist.

Finally, I’ve been conscious not to dress up these words with a pretty, stylish bow. I simply want to honestly and faithfully recall my experience in this physical body since being born on 17 March 1982 and then born again in 2012. (You know what I mean!)

The New Girl is my story. This is a memoir of self-discovery, self-acceptance and self-love.

I want to invite you into my world. Being transgender is about being true to you. For the first thirty years of my life I denied myself the opportunity to be me. It would be such a shame for anyone else to do the same.
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