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Transgender Couples

When Laura  
Fell In Love  
With Nicci…

…She Knew  
He Preferred To  

Dress As A Woman
inside The Lives & Loves     of Transgender CoupLes

words by miranda mcminn.  PhoTograPhs by kaTe PeTers
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 Laura NewmaN aNd 
her partner are 
waiting for me 
in the lobby – it’s 

an elegant, spacious,  
discreet hotel in central 
London with vast sofas 
and good coffee, where 
they used to meet in the 
days before they were dating. Laura, 34, 
works in management for the NHS. 
She’s tall and slim in a beige jumper, 
tight black trousers, boots and a neat 
leather jacket. With her mid-length 
brown hair and glasses she looks like  
the straight, sensible, girl next door. 

Her partner, a 44-year-old part-time 
lecturer in maths and science, is broad 
shouldered, well-covered, wearing a 
black V-neck, dark jeans and a tweed 
jacket with a stylishly knotted scarf.  
Today Nicci Mack is dressed as a man – 
the only betrayal of anything less than 
masculine is long, well-brushed hair, 
dyed dark auburn with grey roots show-
ing, and very feminine hand gestures. 
Yet on another day Nicci might equally 
have turned up dressed as a woman.

Laura keeps her hand on Nicci’s  
knee all the time. They hug each  
other, joke, tease and seem generally 
comfortable, happy and in love. They  
are an ordinary couple – except for the 
fact that Nicci is transgender.

The transgender spectrum ranges 
from people like Nicci, who remain  
biologically male but dress as a woman 
some or all of the time (or the other  
way round), to those  
who have gender reas-
signment surgery. What 
they have in common, 
though, is that they  
identify with the opposite 
sex from the one they 
were born as. It is impos-
sible to know exactly how many people 
grow up in this country identifying  
with a different gender. Estimates  
start at 5,000 and go up to 25,000 – the 
majority of whom will never seek help. 
The number who take steps to have  

reassignment surgery varies from 100  
to 600 a year. Costs for hormone therapy 
start at £110 a month (although this  
can be obtained on the NHS), with  

reassignment surgery 
starting at £25,000. One 
thing that is certain: a 
combination of medical 
advances and increased  
social tolerance has led  
to more people coming 
out as transgender each 

year, and consequently more transgen-
der couples have emerged. 

Tina Livingstone is a counsellor who 
specialises in transgender and runs a 

support group for partners. She says,  
‘To be able to be yourself in the world 
makes a tremendous difference to life. 
When you are in the closet, you always 
have one foot ready to run. You expect 
rejection, a degree of ridicule, and you 
are frightened of people.’

Nicci knows how difficult it can be. 
Biologically a man, Nicci has always  
felt like a girl. She explains her back-
ground like this: ‘From as young as I  
can remember there was always this 
compulsion, an attraction to wanting  
to dress and look and feel like a girl.’ 
Though she experimented with dressing 
up when she could, she had girlfriends 
and got married at 24. ‘I was married  
for about 17 years. We didn’t have any 
children. It was a good  

‘To be able to be 
yourself in the 
world makes  

a tremendous  
difference to life’
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was born  

a man

Laura 
finds nicci’s 
feminine side  
attractive
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relationship and she knew I liked dress-
ing up. Back then, before the internet, 
there was no information. She said it 
was OK as long as I kept it in the home.’

Eventually they split up and Nicci, 
having been outed by someone else, 
decided to take the power back into  

her own hands and come out of the 
closet fully – to her friends, her parents 
and colleagues. It was an enormous  
relief, she says. 

She claims never to have been 
picked on, although both she and  
Laura say there are plenty of stares  
and nods. But they are philosophical 
about it. As Laura points out, ‘It’s  
human nature to stare at something 
out of the ordinary.’

But perhaps what’s of more interest 
is meeting someone who is in a rela-
tionship with a transgender person.  
As Laura says to Nicci, ‘When we are 
out, people are quite often more  
fascinated by me than by you.’

So what is it like being in a relation-
ship with someone on the transgender 
spectrum? Before Nicci, Laura was 
dating a man who was transvestite,  
but he was unable to come to terms 
with it – when he told her about it he 
had to write it down on a piece of paper. 
Laura first met Nicci chatting on a  
website for transgender people and 
their partners. At first they were just 
friends, but Laura was captivated by 
Nicci’s ability to be open about being 
trans. ‘You had this attitude, “This is who 
I am. If you don’t like it, I don’t care”.’

After meeting for a few months, 
then having a break, they realised they 
were in love and started a relationship. 
A lot of people assume that Laura is  
a lesbian, though she says, ‘I still iden-
tify as a heterosexual, but 

‘we’re The 
same as  
any CoupLe’

‘It’s really nice getting 
ready to go out, using 

the hairdryer and 
make-up. The evening 

starts when we get 
ready together’

‘My voice was always very 
feminine, and growing up I 
was often mistaken for a girl.  
I was attracted to men, but 
not gay men. It was only 
when I met a transvestite  
at a friend’s flat that I 
understood what it meant.

‘I told my mum I wanted 
to have surgery and she was 
devastated. But, by that 
point, I could no longer live the  
way I was. Things were bad over  
the next few years – I even tried  
to commit suicide when I was 22. 

After that, my mum became more 
supportive. I had psychological 
evaluation and hormone treatment 
for the next two-and-a-half years, 
and was 24 when I finally had surgery. 

‘I met John through a mutual 
friend. We exchanged numbers and 
sent texts back and forwards for 
weeks. We got to the stage where we 
really liked each other and we had to 
take it to the next level. I was 
cowardly and told him over the phone. 
I just said, “Look, I have a past – I 
wasn’t born female.” I didn’t hear 
from him or see him for a week or 
two. I gave him that space. Not 
everyone can get their heads around 
it, but luckily he was one of the guys 
who could. He met me as Lisa and 
that’s who he fell in love with. 

‘We were together for about a year 
before he proposed. I was over the 
moon. I said, “You really do love me.” 
We got married in December 2009. 

‘It’s difficult making a transgender 
relationship work. But I think within 
the next generation the laws will 
change, and society will alter the  
way transgender people are viewed.’

John, 40, is married to 
Lisa, who he met in bishop’s 
stortford through friends  
‘When Lisa told me she used to be a 
man, my mind went blank. I thought 
she was going to say something like, 
“I’ve already got a boyfriend and I’m 
going back to him.” I first thought, 
“Have I done this? Should I do this?” 
Then I thought, “I met the person, I 
didn’t meet the gender.” It’s a shock 
to start with for anyone. But people 
are dealt shocks all the time – it just 
takes time to get your head round it. 

‘Before Lisa, I wasn’t looking to 
settle down, but I found her stunning 
and we obviously enjoyed each 
other’s company. Since learning about 
her past, the biggest challenge has 
been dealing with my perception of 
how other people look at us. Not 
everyone understands. Your family, 
friends and people in the street may 
not be as accepting. It’s a huge thing. 

‘Naturally, my conception of 
transgenders has changed since 
meeting Lisa – I’m more educated 
about it now. Like any couple, we 
have days when we are laughing our 
heads off and days when we are 
pulling our hair out. In that respect, 
we’re the same as anyone else.’ 

when John met 
Lisa, he realised 
the person was 
more important 
than the gender

‘Not everyone gets their 
head round it – luckily 
John is a guy who could’

‘My biggest challenge 
has been dealing with 
how people look at us’

Lisa, 37, had gender 
reassignment surgery to 
become a woman at 24
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■ gender dysphoria or gender 
discomfort is a recognised 
medical condition and is 
thought to have a biological 
cause associated with the 
development of gender 
identities before birth. 

■ People with this condition 
are entitled to treatment on  
the NHS. In the UK, a total of 
12,500 people have been treated 
either with hormones or surgery. 

■ figures suggest that 
as many as 500,000 
people – or one in 100 
of the UK population –  
may be living with this 
condition, either openly  
or in secret.

■ Under the UK Gender 
Recognition Act you are entitled 
to privacy at your GP surgery and 
in credit agency data so you don’t 
have to specify your gender. 

Transgender:  
The faCTs 

‘He struck a  
pose in his heels 

and asked,  
“Do you like  
my shoes?”’

there must be something – I find the 
feminine side of Nicci very attractive.  
I joke about Nicci being my Gok. It’s  
really nice getting ready to go out,  
using the hairdryer and make-up. The 
evening starts when we’re getting  
ready together.’

And what about sex? ‘Biologically, we 
are 100 per cent heterosexual,’ explains 
Nicci. ‘We have a sexual relationship as  
a male and female.’

Laura’s parents have been accepting 
and they have a wide circle of friends, 
mostly not transgender. They won’t 
have children but only because neither 
of them has ever wanted to be parents.

But it isn’t always such a happy story. 
An inability to face transgender issues 
broke up Anne Holmes’s relationship 
with her partner Mike, who she found 
out was transgender after they had met 
and had a child together. 

Her suspicions were raised, she says, 
when she kept finding things that  
didn’t add up – a pop-up window for a 
transvestite website kept appearing  
on his laptop, a wig and clothes were  
discovered in their wardrobe. But he 
made excuses: the laptop was broken; 
the wig and clothes belonged to his  
ex-wife. Finally he told her the truth. 

‘He said, “I like to dress as a woman 
when I’m on my own at home and it 
helps me to cope.” I said, with what?  
He said his life. I asked what he meant, 
and he told me that when his wife  
left and took the children, the loneliness  
became really tough – but it also gave 

him the space to dress up and that  
made him feel happy.’

Anne decided to try to accept the  
situation. ‘I said, “Get dressed and let  
me see you.” He was a completely  
different person. He had his black  
dress on and stockings and no wig. He 
struck a pose in his heels and asked,  
“Do you like my shoes?” I just held on to 
my wine glass and took a big gulp.’

Their relationship fell apart and 
Anne left, but after counselling she  
decided to try again. ‘I 
suggested we move back 
in together.’ But part of 
the deal was that Mike 
should come out to close 
family and friends. ‘He 
clamped down. He said he 
hadn’t told his family.’ 
This was unacceptable to Anne. ‘In any 
relationship, if you don’t have honesty 
you don’t have anything.’ 

Yet deception is hard to avoid in a 
world where there is so much social  
stigma, says Livingstone. ‘It’s important 
to understand the situation from the 
transgender person’s perspective –  
and it’s certainly not intentional dishon-
esty. It’s fear of rejection. Having to  
hide your feelings about this causes  
agony and has led to suicide.’

So where does this leave a partner? 
Can a relationship survive when one 
person has entered into it unaware of 
the situation? ‘It’s a matter of helping 
people through the process,’ 
explains Livingstone. ‘In  
a relationship, people 
think through the worst 

scenarios all the time – if someone is 
late, you worry they’ve been in an  
accident, or what would happen if they 
ended up disabled. But they never think, 
“What if my partner is transgender?”

‘Unfortunately, it doesn’t always end 
well. People split up for lots of different 
reasons, but I know one couple who did 
split up and they are still friends, they 
still both see their children, and even 

went on holiday together.’
Transgender couples 

also run the constant risk 
of transphobia. ‘It de-
pends where you live,’ says 
Livingstone. ‘If it’s a nice 
area, people tend to be 
nice. If you don’t, they 

don’t. I know one couple who said, 
“We’re not going to move.” They took 
turns to watch the window, they got  
security lights and CCTV cameras. Now, 
they are accepted pillars of the commu-
nity because they didn’t run. But not 
everyone can cope with that.’

Laura has high hopes for the future. 
‘What we want is understanding,  
acceptance and integration. The more 
people hear about it, learn about it and 
read about it, the easier it will be to get  
to the situation where being transgender 
is as accepted as being gay.’

To a certain extent, it’s happening  
already. There’s a transgender character 
on Hollyoaks and the minister for equal-
ities, Lynne Featherstone, has said that 
transgender people should have the 
same legal protection as transsexuals, 
lesbians and gays. Meanwhile, the Home 
Office is also considering whether  
additional protection and support for 
transgender people should be provided. 
It’s possible that one day there could be 
an openly transgender MP, just as there 
are now a few openly gay politicians, 
whereas a couple of generations ago  
that would have been unthinkable.

Laura concludes, ‘Being out and  
open about something that’s quite  
deeply personal has got me to the  
stage where I’m as confident as you  
see me now. Once you’re out about 
something like this, there’s nothing  
you can’t do, because this is the ultimate 
taboo in society’s eyes.’ n
For more about Laura and Nicci’s  
experiences as a transgender couple,  
visit angelandprincess.wordpress.com.

transvestite 
singer and 
Celebrity  
Big Brother 
contestant,  
Pete burns
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