'OH MY GOD! YOU'RE A GIRL!

| can’t begin to imagine what it must feel like to be automatically assumed to be female. | am a
woman who is almost never mistaken for a woman. When my lover and | parade hand-in-hand down the
city streets, the stares are frankly rude and thoughts almost audible. We can’t be women because we look
too much like men. If we’re men and holding hands we must be gay. If we’re gay and flaunting it in broad
daylight - !! As their minds whirr and click we tend to spring apart. Survival tactics, not a cop out.

When I'm alone | am an adolescent boy; | walk into an unfamiliar pub and the bar staff range against
me: “Sorry mate, we can’t serve you.” Leaving a shop a group of women snort: “Wouldn’t mind getting
his trousers down!” When | go into men’s changing rooms no-one notices. Walking home the women
working on the corner shout across - “Wanna do some business?”

It's a strange feeling, being a woman with all the attendant disadvantages, unwittingly permitted
the male viewpoint. Men clustering outside the Women's toilets embarrassed into a shuffling camaraderie
hefore that unknown world. Women watching me nervously until | cross the road and cease to foliow
them. Being spoken to first in restaurants, and always presented with the bill. Addressed with the
friendliness of (assumed) shared knowledge rather than endless sexual innuendo. There are bizarre
contradictions: walking about at night | feel perfectly safe because | am assumed to be maie. And yet,

tatistically, young men are by far the highest group at risk from attack (perhaps because they are the
ority ones out at night, beating each other up!), so I'm actually more at risk than if | looked more ‘feminine’.

Once. when | was a child, | announced at the dinner table that “when | am an old man...”. My
parents burst out laughing before | could finish my sentence. The mistake was theirs; to the world out
here, holding me up against a series of stereotypes in an attempt to fitme into a category, | must be male:
| am so obviously not female. |

At schoo!, when people accused meof looking like a boy, | argued that as | was a girl, | couid not
look like a boy. The argument remains true today. If | still “look like a boy” and am a woman, then it is
the definition of “being a boy” that is at fault, not me. There are no such things as men’s or women's
clothes - only clothes that men or women ccentionally wear.

My friends, anxious to reassure me, confirm that i am “not butch - more ANDROGYNOUS”. But
they are wrong; androgyny has yet to be invented. As it stands at present it is a euphemism for middle-
class butch women who, according to the proscriptions of the Lesbian Thought Police, should know
better than to want to be men. As if it were that simple.

In time of course, my experience of being male will vanish. As my hair goes grey, my wrinkles
oroliferate and my body fills out | will cease to look like a boy. In the meantime, indignant women will
continue to chase me out of the Ladies.

LIZ MILLWARD

| WAS ABOUT TO CHAT YOU UP!"
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