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CHAPTER 1

Singular Sensation

“IT’s my TOY!” I SHOUTED, but Tara snatched the tiny plastic mermaid out of my hand and squatted in the corner of her room like a venomous toad.

“You shouldn’t even have a mermaid doll!” Tara snarled. “Mermaids are for girls. Are you a girl?”

“It’s still mine,” I reminded her for the record. There is always a record.

“I’m going to tell everyone you’re a girl then!” she said. “Komail is a girl! Komail is a girl! Komail is a girl!”

“You’re adopted,” I said, watching helplessly as Tara mangled the mermaid fins I’d spent the last half hour molding into an arc of graceful whimsy. “I hope you know that.”

The surly spawn of family friends, Tara was my only playmate when we first moved to Lahore, but even at five she was an insufferable little shit. I tolerated her because playing with Tara allowed me unfettered access to everything a girly gay boy could need but never buy: Rainbow Brite cassette tapes, My Little Pony figurines, Disney princess makeup tables, a sorority of Barbies, and even a Malibu dollhouse complete with sun deck and the optional jacuzzi. Tara’s company was the abusive price I paid for access to these wonderful things, not unlike the inane conversations one has to endure with talkative pot dealers at college (“No, Kyle, no one actually cares what you think about communism. Put the weed on the table and fuck off back to your incense sticks”). Tara would unleash torrential temper tantrums if I so much as looked at her toys, and her nanny, an early believer that screens make the best babysitters, always suggested a movie to calm things down.

“No!” Tara screamed. “I don’t want him to choose the movie.”

“Tara!” said the nanny in a honey-dipped voice. “Be nice to your guest and you can have some ice cream!”

“OK,” Tara said later, glaring at me from behind two scoops of chocolate gelato. “Which cartoon do you want to watch, guest?”

Like most elections in Pakistan, movie time was a rigged event, and so this next bit took some planning and not a small amount of thespian commitment.

“Let me think … what could we watch today … hmmm … something with fighting, of course … and it has to have guns … perhaps tanks … oh, I know! Why don’t we see … G.I. Joe!” I already knew that Tara hated army cartoons, despite the bowl cut that made her look like a Russian henchman named Boris.

“NO!” she screamed. “No! No! No! I want to see—”

“Don’t say The Little Mermaid!” I moaned, clutching my ears like an extra in Doctor Zhivago wailing against the bitter injustices of this cold life. “Don’t you dare say The Little Mermaid. Please not The Little Mermaid. ANYTHING BUT THE LITTLE MERMAID!”

“I want to see,” Tara said, her boss eye aflame with cruelty, “The Little Mermaid!”

Bull’s-eye.

Obviously, Tara wasn’t the brightest bulb in the chandelier. She grew up to develop a buffet of eating disorders and eventually married a closeted gay man, but I’m getting ahead of myself.

After the cartoon, we reenacted the best bits, Tara wrapping a red towel around her head to play Ariel because “it’s my house” and me having to play the hunky but problematic Prince Eric, forced to chase her in mock desire as she wriggled on the carpet like a leech with a sex addiction. But it wasn’t until we got to the parts of the villainous plus-size Queen of Calamari that is Ursula the sea witch that I could give my truly command performances.

“One shouldn’t lurk in doorways,” I’d purr in my huskiest drawl, unfurling myself from behind the bathroom door with aquatic grace. “It’s … rrrrrrrrrrrude.” Tara would scream and run to hide in her parents’ room, finally leaving me alone in the spotlight to sing the entirety of “Poor Unfortunate Souls” to her now utterly terrified caregiver.

Like A Chorus Line’s Sheila, Ursula the sea witch was a beloved early addition to my personal pantheon of strong women with smoker’s coughs. Maybe it was because Disney had based her character on the real-life drag queen Divine; or maybe it was because, like me, she too was voluminously fat, wildly misunderstood, and had a manic fondness for other people’s accessories. Whatever it was, watching her tentacles float across my screen, I felt a ping of familiarity that bordered on the supernatural. When Ursula tries to electrocute Ariel at the end of the movie for reneging on their contractually binding agreement, I’d always think, Now that’s a woman who knows her worth.

Every queer person born before 2010 had to be a self-taught cultural archaeologist as a child, forced as we were to sift through compacted layers of heterocentric history to excavate even the tiniest glints of queer representation. Most of the time there weren’t any, which made discoveries like Ursula magical and vital. We often found versions of ourselves in the camp villains of Disney—Maleficent, Scar, Jafar, Gaston and his chest hair—since they, like us, were gay jesters of nonconformity in an otherwise drab court of appeasers. It would take some time for me to realize we were always the villains in their fairy tales.

Disney cartoons offered me an immediate escape from the rigidity of my new surroundings in Pakistan. I was not nearly as scared of my family’s move to Lahore in 1989 as I should have been. Born and raised in Abu Dhabi until age five, I spent my earliest years thinking of Pakistan as the hot, humid place I traveled to once a year to visit my grandparents. My parents had moved to the United Arab Emirates with their two daughters in the seventies—one small drop in the wave of South Asians (Pakistanis, Indians, Sri Lankans, Bangladeshis) who began arriving in the UAE as the country’s oil exports boomed and its economy flourished. Gulf oil states like the UAE embody the diet cola of capitalist aspirations, a first world lite, if you will. Living there allows all the economic trappings of a developed nation without any of the human rights, not that most people who lived there minded. Yes, you were under the rule of despotic absolute monarchies, but there was also a Burger King, so, you know, choices.

By 1989, Pakistan was still teetering out of the decade-long oppressive rule of an evil military dictator obsessed with imposing hard-line Islamic ideologies on everything except his eyebrows. It was he and his political heirs who made sure the country became a repressive place where girls didn’t feel safe, you couldn’t kiss anyone in public, and there wasn’t a single Burger King.

Kings had much to do with my father’s family’s sense of identity. His side was a large and motley clan of jaded aristocrats addicted to sniffing the potent fumes of a storied but distant past. The family traced their superiority complexes back to a seventeenth-century trio of courtier brothers who served as royal advisors to the king of Lahore, a one-eyed Sikh man named Maharaja Ranjit Singh. My great-aunt khala Boob (shortened by family from her real name, the longer but admittedly far less suggestive Mahboob) retold the family name origin story whenever I was forced to visit her art deco mansion for Sunday tea. So pleased was the maharaja with the fierce loyalty of the three Muslim brothers in his court, khala Boob recounted with pride, that he offered to bestow on their family a title of great rank so that they may be honored for all time.

“So, what kind of a name would you like?” the maharaja asked. “Give us a title that humbles us when we are rich,” the brothers told him, “and lifts us when we are poor.” Sadly this didn’t leave much wiggle room, with the result that every male member of my father’s line carries the title fakir, a word that literally translates to “beggar,” as the kids on the Lahori playground told me shortly after we arrived.

“It actually means ‘ascetic,’” I explained between punches, but they didn’t care. I bristled at having to haul a caravan of conspicuously unusual names behind me just because I was a boy, especially since both my older sisters got away with only two names, like normal kids (“kids” is a stretch; my closest sibling is nearly a decade older). I’ve often wondered since then how khala Boob reconciled her obvious pride of our family name with the institutional misogyny that meant she was never actually allowed to use it herself. I never asked her, and she would probably have told me to piss off if I did. My grandparents divorced in the fifties (escándalo!), and my father was very young when he and his siblings were sent off to an expensive private boarding school in a very racist postwar England thousands of miles away from home. Those early traumas might make some sense of his inextinguishable desire to root himself in the city of his ancestors, but I knew none of this as we landed in Lahore for our new life and was consequently resentful.

“Oh, look!” my mother said as she gestured out of the plane window to the dusty gray-green sprawl of Lahore below. “It’s so green!”

As if one could befriend a eucalyptus tree.

My mother never wanted to move to Lahore. Few people from Karachi ever do. Well-read, beautiful, and thirsty for global experiences, she looked down on the city as a pustule of Punjabi provincialism and feudal posturing. We all grew up thinking of Ma as a bit psychic, so perhaps she already knew back then the move would force her into decades of inane conversation with women who never read and men who never listened.

Thankfully, both my parents recognized that to send me straight from a day care run by cockney hippies in Abu Dhabi into the Pakistani local school system would be tantamount to child abuse, so I was initially enrolled in a local but internationally stocked kindergarten at the American school. The school catered to the children of a handful of foreign expats posted in Lahore (my first fight was with a five-year-old German lesbian over who was closer friends with Akari, the extremely chic Japanese girl who gave everyone kisses and, subsequently, chicken pox. I was more interested in Willam, the hunky Australian TA). We spent our mornings playing “show-and-tell” and taking power naps between chocolate milk breaks. It was a short-lived heaven. A year later, I was enrolled in the first grade at my father’s old all-boys school across the canal: the Academy.

Situated in a devastatingly beautiful but toxically repressive purpose-built fortress in the middle of central Lahore, the Academy was one of the many things the British forgot to pack up with them when they left the Indian subcontinent in 1947. As far as anyone can tell, the Victorian-era institution’s main goal was to colonize South Asian children to serve in nineteenth-century British colonial bureaucracies, though many people also speak fondly of the kebabs.

“Our family has been going here for generations,” my father said as he tied my shoelaces on my first day of school. Dad was always the one who got me ready in the morning, packed me a sandwich for lunch, and made sure that my morning tea wasn’t too scalding. “They survived, didn’t they?” he said with a comforting smile.

“Granddad died of a heart attack before I was born,” I reminded him.

“Yes,” he replied. “Well …”

He drove me to school, as he would do every day for the next decade, and walked me to my classroom door, where he knelt down and kissed my cheek. “I love you,” he said, his eyes slightly teary. “Be good.” I spent that first day in petrified silence, desperate to hide the fact that I didn’t speak a word of Urdu, Pakistan’s national language, in a classroom full of children who spoke little else. The Academy grounds resembled a venerable college campus more than a children’s school. The high school classes were held in the older buildings—nineteenth-century domed structures lined with arched balconies and sumptuously decorated in slabs of veined marble and carved limestone—while the middle and primary schools were in the relatively new brick buildings across campus, though these too had domes. Towering trees flanked the dozens of paved roads and dirt paths that crisscrossed the beautifully manicured school grounds. Inside the fortified boundary walls of the Academy was everything needed to run what amounted to a small town: Aside from a plethora of administrative buildings, the campus boasted hockey fields, cricket pitches, squash courts, swimming pools, football fields, rose gardens, hospitals, mosques, tailors, grocery stores, cobblers, dormitories, teachers’ bungalows, libraries, stables, aviaries, and even an amphitheater. Most of the classrooms were large and bright, with built-in wooden shelving already smoothed by the touch of thousands of inmates by the time I arrived. The ceilings were unusually tall, well over forty feet, and lined at the top with slits of narrow windows, an old South Asian architectural trick to let warm air escape that was just effective enough that the school never invested in air-conditioning despite the hundred-degree Punjabi summers.

The regal beauty of my new surroundings did nothing to temper the school’s pervasive culture of brute aggression. Our English public school uniforms were meant to obscure any economic difference between the students, but it didn’t take long for me to become impatient with the prickly collars (who wears a cravat before seven A.M., who?) and the daily inspections into the state of my hair or shoes, violations for which children as young as six were routinely beaten with bamboo canes. I could already tell there was no show-and-tell here, no chocolate milk, not even the suggestion of a nap. In the first half hour of class, the boy in front of me took a poo on his seat and began wailing.

“Are you English?” one of the other kids asked me during recess as we examined the turd later. He was intrigued that I couldn’t speak Urdu, a by-product I now trace to the severe Anglicization of both sides of my family and a personal dedication to Julie Andrews’s filmography.

“I don’t know,” I replied, in what I still think is rather prophetic postcolonial self-awareness, but he beat me up anyway. When I reached home I begged my parents to take me back to the naps of the American School, but they refused.

“But they hit children there!” I yelled, dimly aware that this was just the beginning of much longer prison sentence. “And there is poo!” I added. “Everywhere!”

“You’ll learn to like it,” they said. “Give it time,” they said. My mother saw my crushed face and touched my cheek gently. “It’ll get better,” she whispered.

“How do you know?” I asked though the tears.

She smiled and reached for her well-worn tarot deck, quickly shuffling the cards and laying them out in the shape of a cross. “See?” she said, triumphantly holding up a card with an overflowing chalice on it. “The ace of cups! That means you’ll have a wonderful time!”

“Can’t argue with the tarot!” my father said. To appease me, they added that one of my favorite cartoons, The Jungle Book, was set in Lahore, and wasn’t it wonderful that I now got to live in the same place as Mowgli? But the veiled threat of infant homelessness did little to improve my mood. Besides, I reasoned, the Lahore I saw around me—with its choked roads, open sewers, and crowded concrete shopping arcades—looked nothing like the lush jungles in the cartoon.

Forced to reconcile my glittering inner life with this rancid new reality, I took a full month to stop crying at the prospect of school every morning. Things didn’t improve much until I met Zariyan.
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My family and I moved into a tiny semidetached redbrick town house nestled in a large, leafy neighborhood that was otherwise entirely overgrown with sprawling colonial-era homes. The proximity to VIP housing meant there was lots of ambient security but very little traffic in the streets. Being the youngest kid by a decade is quite like being an only child, and I took advantage of my independence by stalking the alleys around the house fairly unsupervised. Eventually a group of neighborhood children began including me in their daily cricket games. Their parents worked as cooks and drivers in the surrounding houses—distinctions that are allowed to mean nothing at that age—and I was grateful for their friendship. They all spoke a rapid-fire mix of Punjabi and Urdu, and through them I began to pick up bits and pieces of the languages (or “vernacular,” as my very colonized grandmother used to say between sips of Earl Grey tea). Months passed until one day an unfamiliar face with a decidedly American accent joined our afternoon cricket matches. (Before you ask, cricket was as indecipherable a game to me then as it is now. The truth is I didn’t play so much as lie in glorious repose on a tree branch channeling Bob Fosse while waiting for the captain to take his shirt off.)

Zariyan was skinny, friendly, and, despite our three-year age difference (I was six, he was nine), about my height. He too was enrolled at the Academy, a few years ahead of me, and it turned out he lived close to my house. He invited me over for a game of catch and we quickly bonded over our shared love of sketching and the American daytime soap opera Santa Barbara. That I now had a neighborhood friend I could visit without asking an adult to drive me over made me feel wildly independent, just like the kids on The Wonder Years. Zariyan had also moved to Pakistan from abroad, but unlike me, he didn’t need picture albums to remember his life there. We spent the long, hot afternoons of our first summer together inventing games under his grandmother’s knotted mango tree while he regaled me with fairy tales of American shopping malls, indoor fountains, branded toys, and miles of amusement park rides.

“Is America really as cool as it is on TV?” I asked.

“Better,” he assured me.

We became inseparable. Most days I returned from school only to drop my bag off before heading to his place until well past dinner. His whole family had quasi-American accents, affectations they maintained by spending their summers in Indiana, which I was disappointed to learn wasn’t a colony for Indians on holiday. Zariyan returned from his summer vacation in 1992 utterly obsessed with Disney’s Aladdin. He had the action figures, the bedsheets, the video game, and even a plastic model of the magical cave. We watched the cartoon every single day, excited by the fact that for the first time the animated world on our TV looked somewhat like the one around us. Lahore too had an old mosque with three giant domes and an arched palace surrounded by the winding alleys of bustling bazaars. Even the turbans in the movie felt oppressively familiar. (One of the Academy’s more indigenous rituals was its insistence that every Friday all students arrive at morning assembly wearing Punjabi-style turbans, dramatically flamboyant headpieces made with heavily starched muslin wrapped so that it fanned across our heads like the tail of a mating peacock. They felt quite fabulous, truth be told, but the humidity of Lahore made the show of pomp somewhat impractical, since almost immediately after putting one on, the starched cloth would sag like a wilted petal, so that by nine A.M. it looked like the whole student body was wearing the same wet stripper wig.)

One afternoon, shortly after his arrival back in Lahore, Zariyan and I were in his bedroom singing along to “A Whole New World” when he turned, took my face in both his hands, and kissed me on the lips. He was tentative at first and then, when he saw I didn’t object, pressed on with wetter purpose. I felt his tongue circle mine and we burst into embarrassed giggles.

“What was that?” I asked, the metallic taste of him still fresh on my lips.

“It’s called kissing,” he said. “French kissing.”

“What’s French about it?”

“The tongue,” he said with authority. We resumed watching the cartoon, the rug beneath us both now as weightless as Aladdin’s.

I had already known I liked looking at boys before that (swimming pool stalking), but that’s when I realized I liked boys. Our kisses progressed from tentative to tenacious, our hugs from clothed to shirtless, until eventually our private games required no clothes at all. I had not yet learned to be ashamed of my desire for him, but watching Zariyan check and recheck that the door was locked was my first hint that games like ours weren’t strictly halal.

The obvious difference in our bodies fascinated me. Zariyan was ochre-skinned, scrawny, and tightly packed with visible muscle from playing sports every day. I, by comparison, was pink, pudgy, and pendulous, doubtless because instead of playing sports I choreographed slow-moving beauty pageant entrance numbers down ornate staircases, but we don’t always get to choose our talents.

After his dad nearly walked in on us grinding into each other’s erections one afternoon, we began using Zariyan’s grandfather’s empty house next door whenever we wanted to “do that.” The house had been abandoned years before, and he was sure no one would find us in the musty mansion of forgotten rooms even if they tried. We were too young to have specific destinations to these physical joinings, no culmination or consummation, just the curiosity of caress.

“I wish there was no one else in the world but us,” he said to me afterward one day as we picked warm blackberries off a tree in his back garden.

“That would be sad,” I said, thinking of a world without my parents in it.

“Not if we had each other,” he said. “We could live together all alone, and play together whenever we wanted.” He blushed despite his obvious hard-on. “We could draw and paint and watch movies and no one would bother us ever, ever, ever! For the rest of our lives if … if we wanted.”

The heated pleasure of our games had been gradually tempered by an ice-cold fear of discovery. I realized quickly that, much like when I played with Barbies, it was somehow wrong of me to feel this whole. My joy had to be hidden behind locks and secrets and guilt. Even then I was slightly embarrassed that my stomach jiggled when I moved, but Zariyan never made fun of me for my weight, and when I was naked with him I felt like the luckiest kid in the world. I imagined us as a couple, spending blissful schoolless days drawing pictures and watching cartoons, never once scared of who would walk in on us and never once afraid of what would happen if they did. At night I’d snuggle into his arms and we’d laugh at the latest episode of The Simpsons. Wouldn’t it be loverly?

“Yes,” I said. “Yes, that does sound nice.”

The wail of the sunset azaan pierced the evening birdsong.

“I have to go do homework.” He leaned to kiss me. “See you tomorrow?”
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We were nine and twelve now, comfortable enough in our practiced routine to begin taking risks. One day after lunch, Zariyan and I went into my room to get naked, one of the few times I remember being more excited than guilt-ridden at what we were about to do. Our sweaty bodies were completely intertwined on my squeaky twin bed when suddenly the door to the room burst open. My middle sister stood framed in the doorway, her mouth frozen in a silent O.

“Wha—” she began, but Zariyan grabbed my hand and together we fled into the bathroom, naked, panting, and red-faced.

“Shit!” he said, bolting the door shut behind us. “Shit! Shit! Shit!” A knock. We froze.

He raised a trembling finger. Stay quiet.

Another knock, angrier.

“I know you’re in there!”

“Y-yes?” I replied.

“Is Zariyan in there with you?” my sister demanded.

We remained quiet and eventually she left. Some moments later there was another knock, softer. Mother.

“Komail.” She was trying hard to sound kind. “Will you come out of there?”

“In a minute,” I replied, somewhat hysterically.

When we finally heard retreating footsteps, I told Zariyan to walk out with me, but he was on the floor rocking back and forth, his red swollen eyes fixed on the blue flowers on the bathroom tiles.

“They know,” he muttered, fat tears streaming down the hollows of his cheeks. “They all know now. Everyone …”

“It’s OK,” I found myself lying. “It’ll be fine. Take my hand. I promise, it’ll be fine.” We gingerly stepped out to find that our clothes still lay in an undisturbed crumpled line from door to bed. We dressed while avoiding each other’s gaze—an early lesson that eye contact is often more intimate to gay men than nudity—and after making sure the coast was clear, I helped him sneak out the back door so no one would see him.

They all know now, I thought as I watched him jump over the brick wall to his home. Everyone will. It was a shame that my middle sister was the one who caught us. She was by far the most religious member of my family.

“You have to pray for me,” she’d often instruct me as a child.

“Why?”

“God listens to the prayers of children. Children are without sin.”

My sister’s assumption that I was a pure child made me feel instantly dirty even then because, to paraphrase Britney, I wasn’t that innocent. One day they’d know why and so would God. Years later, when I was fifteen, it was she who would force me to swear on a holy book that I wasn’t gay and never would be. That I was usually asked to pray to God that she find a great man to marry while she insisted I never do the same is the kind of irony it takes years of therapy to find amusing.

Once Zariyan left, my mother summoned me into the pink expanse of her perfumed bedroom. She sat perched on the edge of her bed watching me as I entered, and told me to lock the door behind me. I was trembling.

“Little children,” she began, staring up at the ceiling fan in search of words she never wanted to find.

“I’m sorry,” I cried, flinging myself toward the comfort of her chest. “I’m so sorry! It won’t happen again!”

“Promise.” There was relief in her voice but her arms remained stiff by her side. “Promise me that you’ll never do it again.”

“I p-promise.”

“Good,” she said and wiped the tears from my cheeks. To see her face soften felt like love. “It’s very …” She stopped herself.

“Very what?”

“Dangerous,” she finished. Dangerous.

“Please,” I begged her. “Don’t tell Dad.”

She looked at me for a long moment and then nodded.

“I won’t.”

Zariyan waited for my mother to tell his about what had happened, but after a nerve-wracking month passed without incident, I persuaded him that it was finally safe to visit me again. He came over with a coloring book, which was odd because he’d always said he was too old for them. As we sat at the dining table with a box of crayons and performed our juvenile innocence for the adults, I resisted the urge to feel the warmth of a body as familiar to me as my own. He left after three pages and a few knowing glances between my mother and sister.

Eventually we settled into a supervised routine of Sega Mega Drive, comic books, and Monopoly—anything appropriately childlike and non-nude. It took me six months to work up the courage to ask my mother if I could go to Zariyan’s house to play unsupervised.

“You’re not going to be up to your old tricks again, are you?” she asked, her thin eyebrow arched precariously high.

“No,” I said, staring at the dirt.

And I left my first few meetings with Zariyan genuinely proud of myself for having resisted the temptation to touch him, despite his own insistence. But one day I relented, and walked home that night feeling weak, confused, and miserable at my own inability to defeat whatever demon it was inside me that made me this way. I was, even then, acutely aware that this was no regular childish transgression washed away by the scrub of an apology. It wasn’t like when I broke the drawing room window doing my Vivien Leigh impression or tried to push my grandmother down a flight of stairs during a trip to the Hanging Gardens of Babylon in Iraq. I hadn’t simply done something wrong; it felt that I—the very essence of me—was wrong.

Riddled with a tapeworm of guilt, that evening I ate two cheese toasts, which made me feel surprisingly better. So I ate another two, and then two more. Eating was how my family processed emotions, so no one really noticed when I finished an entire cake by myself. Within three months I went from being a slightly pudgy aesthete to winning “Fattest Boy in School” at the Academy, a category I would go on to dominate for several years until a boy from Qatar with breathtaking thyroid issues joined us in the ninth grade.

My body fat became the locus of my external identity, the first thing people noticed about me and the last thing they remembered. But the prize did come with an all-you-can-eat gift certificate to Pizza Hut, so, you know, small victories.




CHAPTER 2

A Cock, in a Frock, on a Rock

BY 1994, PULSE GLOBAL CASSETTE tapes revolutionized the (admittedly niche) Pakistani home entertainment market overnight. Radiating brand-name authenticity, the sleek VHS tapes were a welcome change from the horrors dubbed “camera prints” one had had to endure in the country until then, shaky bootleg copies of Western films recorded on handheld cameras in dark foreign movie theaters. The only advantage to camera prints was that, in a world well before streaming, you got to see Hollywood movies within days of their theatrical release rather than five months later. The major downside, as I discovered with Jurassic Park, is that you can miss all the best bits if someone in the front row wears a wide-brimmed hat. The Urdu subtitles sometimes made up for the dismal quality, though, perhaps best illustrated with Jurassic Park’s pivotal T-Rex chase, where the actors’ terrified screams were translated as “Run! Run! The fat lizard is coming!”

But 1994’s true breakout hit was about dragons of an altogether different variety: The Adventures of Priscilla, Queen of the Desert, an Australian indie movie about three drag queens on a cross-country road trip of sequined self-discovery. The film had all the usual elements—queer self-deprecation, off-camera sex scenes, the adulation of heteronormative family structures—that allowed straight people to watch gay stories without spontaneously combusting into fiery judgment. At the end, when a young Hugo Weaving comes to grips with his newly discovered role as a father, there was probably a truck driver in Somewhere, Wisconsin, thinking, Well, shit, they’re just like us.

Some of us, I thought, sizzling with envy at the satin opera gloves the queens wore for their climactic hike up Uluru.

I was not entirely unfamiliar with drag (quelle surprise), starting with British Christmas pantomimes that routinely cast men in the female parts. But the sparkling creatures on English language TV looked very different to the hijras (or khwaja siras) I often saw begging on the streets at traffic lights in Lahore. My mother had told me they were “men in women’s clothes,” but we were taught at school that they constituted a separate third gender, neither boy nor girl and so somehow lesser than both. It would take many years of brave activism on their part for Pakistani law to finally recognize them as a protected class of citizens, able to work, earn wages, and even run for office (the same rights are not afforded to trans men, because misogyny). Some of them may well have been gay men forced to live as women, while others were women trapped in male bodies, but they all were condemned to a life of prejudice and ridicule in a place too closed-minded to recognize the cosmic expanse of their glory.

I remember two khwaja siras who used to stand at the traffic light right outside the Academy’s main gate, swishing confidently from car to car as they promised to pray for people’s good health in exchange for a few rupees. They wore flimsy cotton dupattas draped over their heads and their shalwar kameezes were old but well maintained. I often wondered what their faces looked like under the layers of gray-white foundation and strips of garish eye shadow but felt too ashamed to make actual eye contact when they approached in case anyone suspected I was one of them. School bullies already hissed “khusra” under their breath whenever I passed.

Surrounded as I was by overweight raspy smokers at both school and home, I naturally assumed all fabulous women had deep baritones and a quick wit. (My own drag name used to be Komu LaWhore for obvious reasons, but age has whittled that into, well, ladies and gentlemen, please welcome to the stage … Aunty Climax. *hope for applause*) Despite the daily terror of the tyrants-in-training at the Academy, the major upshot of being at an all-male institution was that boys had to play the female parts in school plays. I auditioned every year, feigning outrage but secretly delighted to be cast in meaty roles like Beggar Witch, Rich Woman 2, or Angry Stepmother. For Rich Woman 2, the teacher brought in a lovely secondhand pink taffeta ballgown studded with periwinkle blue bows that I accessorized with my mother’s silver heels, which I knew from experience were dance appropriate. My family indulged these fancies by reasoning that I was just a young kid playing dress up, and even my mother lent me a pair of gold clip-on earrings for opening night.

It was windy as I strutted toward the school amphitheater in full regalia, the yards of my pink taffeta gown billowing behind me like a gay cloud. It wasn’t that I wanted to actually be a girl, but rather that the official benediction of this transgression of gender roles meant that, just this once, I had no fear of being visibly different despite my four-foot train. On stage, my obvious effeminacy was no longer a radioactive secret but an explosive asset. In character I was immune to barbs about my growing chest, cocooned from cruelty over my chubby legs, and oblivious to the shame of my sagging stomach. I felt alive, free, and deeply fabulous. That sense of inner peace, when your outer world supports your inner self like an ergonomic lower-back pillow, is what I imagine straight people feel like most of the time.

The play was a triumph, and I curtsied demurely at curtain call to a deafening roar of applause. The next year I auditioned for Sleeping Beauty with my eye on the role of the queen, but the director, Mrs. Aziz, told me I’d become too fat over the summer to pass as a girl, no doubt a result of my recent discovery of soft cheeses. Women, she insisted, weren’t meant to be large but rather thin and beautiful. I would play the king instead, and no more tears. I stormed off, furious, not least because Mrs. Aziz herself was the size of a tomb. To soothe myself, I came home and rewatched Priscilla, Queen of the Desert while inhaling slices of vanilla pound cake slathered in lashings of cold whipped cream.

Priscilla remains decades ahead of its time. Not having to pander to American middle management meant the movie didn’t reduce queer men to supporting friends or hospice patients. To recognize the radical authenticity of Priscilla, you need only watch its American knockoff, the laboriously titled To Wong Foo, Thanks for Everything! Julie Newmar. I can almost picture a Hollywood producer bulging red-faced at a printout of Priscilla’s gross profits while screaming at a hapless assistant, “Get me a drag queen road trip movie NOW!”

The assistant came up with Patrick Swayze, Wesley Snipes, and John Leguizamo spending a weekend in perpetual drag courting tolerance in a dust-bowl town with depressing architecture. If Priscilla was a diamond tiara, To Wong Foo was a cardboard crown. Lazily conceived but wonderfully acted, the running joke of the casting was “look at these manly movie stars wearing dresses,” a feat better left to the queer classic Some Like It Hot. Personally, if I was driving from New York to LA in 1995, I would not wear a floor-length red ballgown to a highway town, I don’t care how many kind housewives lived there. But a disappointing drag queen movie was still a cultural diamond in the dark trenches of the nineties, and I will personally remain forever grateful for RuPaul’s cameo, in which she descends on a trapeze wearing a Confederate-flag gown playing a drag queen named—wait for it—Rachel Tensions.

My mother and sisters were obsessed with Patrick Swayze as both dirty dancer and spectral potter, and it probably didn’t sit well with them to see their heartthrob lace up a corset and glue on fake lashes, because we only rented the movie once, although I would secretly eye it at the video store for years afterward with a clandestine desire usually reserved for the men’s underwear sections at department stores.

The next year, when my family sat down to watch the camp classic The Birdcage (also based on a musical), I began to piece together a working theory. Maybe, just maybe, being a boy who liked other boys wasn’t dangerous everywhere; maybe it was just dangerous here. After all, I reasoned, Some Like It Hot was set in 1929, when the world was black and white, and no one minded when Jack Lemmon’s character got engaged to another man at the end. In the seventies sitcom Three’s Company, Jack Tripper routinely pretended to be gay, and even Friends had a lesbian wedding. The world must be bipolar. Here and there. “Here” was the hot country of locked doors and dangerous kisses where I lived, a place where my liberal parents hid their wine bottles in sock drawers, where my sisters never wore jeans outside the house, and where someone was always watching you. But “there” was America: a
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