When I decided to clean up and walk away from 17 years of prostitution, addictions and bikers, I found nothing more frustrating than not being able to find any services specifically addressing the needs of transgendered people.

For the next four years I lived secretly among the heterosexual community with a fear of being discovered, rejected, and ostracized.

Like many of my sisters and brothers I have felt like a freak of nature, and had a sense of not belonging anywhere. When on the streets, I was accepted and validated, and was able to escape from the realities of being transgendered. I did not need to adjust to the real world and the expectations of others. In the straight world we were abandoned, forgotten, and occupied a social status reminiscent of that of the lepers of earlier times. In the real world there was no human rights protection, and no dignity for the transgendered.

When I cleaned up, I entered a world where many services treated me like a man, even though I had sex-reassignment surgery 16 years ago - a world where even the professionals had little understanding of transgendered people. I dealt with the guilt of letting the world dictate to me their view of who I was supposed to be.

So I hid in religion for those four years, going around the bars and preaching the gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ through the Salvation Army. I began a long road of facing buried emotions of anger, pain and resentment. Because I didn't fit the model of binary gender I was not supposed to exist, to think or to feel, yet I feared most the rejection of those for whom I did not exist, and became a people pleaser and lost myself.

One day an angel in disguise told me she had had a dream and saw me in a white uniform and talking to a lot of people. She asked me if I had ever thought of going back to school and pursuing a career. I felt frightened and thought it impossible - a self-defeating attitude that many of us assume so well. I applied to college and was accepted into the psychiatric nursing course at Douglas College in Vancouver.

During that period of time I gained self-confidence and realized that something needed to be done about the lack of support sensitive to the transgendered. I left the Salvation Army to follow up on my own roots, which are Native American - more specifically, Cree Métis. I discovered that I had a history and that I had traditions I now value dearly and practise to the best of my abilities. I also took the risk of teaching students all about transgender issues. This proved to be excruciating because it polarized the class room - I began to face the pressures of being "out." At times it felt lonely and depressing, but the voice inside me kept telling me that I was on the right track. By the end of my studies I had launched a gender-discrimination case against a fellow student and won the case. As a result, Douglas College now has a comprehensive sexual-harassment policy that is considered a model policy in Canada. This prepared me to fight for my rights in other areas, and to become an advocate and role model for other transgendered brothers and sisters.

The High Risk Project

After I graduated as a Registered Psychiatric Nurse I discovered the High Risk Project (HRP), a project dealing specifically with the street transgendered. HRP had been initiated by an ex-streetworker and an HIV-positive member of our community, as a support group serving a hot meal to transgendered street people one night a week. When I joined, I realized the importance of this service and the need to expand into being more than a support group. I began networking with service providers, and presented my cause as a holistic nursing care plan for transgendered street people. To my amazement I found a lot of support: community workers and nurses had long wondered how to reach the transgendered, and had recognized that the specific needs of the transgendered required a peer-driven model. I was given a space free of rent; knocked on doors and got free food; solicited for peer volunteers, and created the first Canadian drop-in centre for the transgendered addressing the health issues of our sisters and brothers.

By then the two original founders of HRP had left, and I continued the project with Deborah Brady. We incorporated as a non-profit charitable organization in January 1995 and initially ran the drop-in with money from our nursing jobs. When we began to lobby the government for money, we were able to educate the public through media exposure, professionals, laypersons, and government officials with whom we came into contact.

Now we have a drop-in centre with a shower, laundry and kitchen facilities, a lounge, support services, hot meals, and other services for transgendered street workers. We provide information on safe needle use, safer sex practises, free condoms, and bad tricks. About one hundred transgendered people use the centre regularly, people who would never make it to the offices of the more traditional AIDS-service organizations.

http://www.willamette.edu/~rrunkel/gwr/mcnamara
http://www.queensu.ca/humanrights/tap/3discrimination.htm
