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Joan, left, and Erica Roberts in Townsville.
Photo: Cameron Laird

September 6,2008

When being true to yourself means you must divorce your soul mate, the law really can be an ass,
writes Adele Horin.

Ericand Joan loved each other so much they could not wait to get married. At 19, they eloped, fleeing England's

marrying age of 21, to make their vows in easier-going Scotland.

Almost 50 years later, the couple have survived the vicissitudes of married life -the swinging '60s, migration to
Australia, three children, and a heart attack. And their marriage has survived a challenge most couples would
find overwhelming.

Ericunderwent a sex change operation six years ago, aged 61. After a lifetime of confusion about his sexuality,
decades of cross-dressing, years of hormone treatment, all with Joan's knowledge, Eric grabbed his last chance to
be true to himself. Livingas a woman was a secret joy he had allowed himself to experience on occasional
weekends away with Joan. It was the heart attack - intimations of mortality - that propelled him to come out to
his community and friends as a female, assume the name of Erica, go under the knife, and be liberated from the
prison of pretence.

Erica and Joan, two 67-year-old women with wicked senses of humour and strong religious faith, live together as
soulmates, their enduring love perhaps shedding light on the bonds that really matter in an era of easy divorce, a
concept alien to their thinking.

"I made a promise to my girl to love, honour and cherish and I feel I need to do that through thick and thin,"
says Erica.

Says Joan: "It's not my religion that stops me from divorcing. It's just that I love the person."

But divorce is exactly what the law demands of such couples before a transgender partner is allowed to change
the sex listed on a birth certificate, the key to changing many other documents, including passports. Some people
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