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      Introduction

 I WAS A TEENAGE
BUNBURYIST

      
      I used to be the kind of person who didn’t travel well. And if there was one thing guaranteed to bring on an attack of car
         sickness, it was the thought of travelling anywhere in Britain. Unfortunately, such thoughts were fairly frequent when I was
         a child. Foreign holidays were a rare treat in our house. It’s hardly the fault of my parents, but when I think of family
         holidays I think of interminable car journeys, each more gruelling than the last, all ending in some allegedly picturesque
         part of Britain. The destinations changed regularly. One year it would be North Wales, the next it would be Scotland. But
         the journey was always the same, with myself and my sister Debbie sat squabbling in the back seat, while my mother did her
         best to appease us with a tin of travel sweets. More often than not, her efforts would all be in vain, and we would end up
         amusing ourselves the only way we knew how – fighting over a copy of Smash Hits, pulling faces at the driver behind, or sighing dramatically and endlessly repeating the same tired question: ‘How much further
         is it?’
      

      
      
      I couldn’t say exactly when, or exactly why, my attitude to travel changed, but I suspect that it had something to do with
         the onset of puberty. Certainly, from my early teens onwards, the prospect of travelling to a place I didn’t know and where
         nobody knew the first thing about me was enough to bring me out in a hot flush – even if that place happened to be in boring
         old Britain. Suddenly, I was no longer prone to car sickness. Although I never fully appreciated it at the time, my excitement
         stemmed from the fact that being away from home provided an opportunity for reinvention, for passing myself off as somebody
         else. I suppose you could say that I was a teenage Bunburyist – long before I had even heard of The Importance of Being Earnest. I remember one particular holiday in Newquay, shortly after Grease opened in the local cinema, when I managed to convince everyone that my name was Danny and that my eyebrows really were this
         dark and hadn’t been blackened with my sister’s mascara. In a few more years, I would carry this talent for running away from
         myself to its logical conclusion by moving to London and becoming a gay man.
      

      
      It is generally assumed that the moment a person comes out as gay they stop telling lies about themselves. In my experience,
         it is often the moment they start telling even bigger lies about themselves than they ever felt obliged to tell previously.
         The pressures imposed on gay men by straight society are many and various. But what about the pressures gay men impose on
         one another? The compulsion to look the same, act the same and think the same is particularly unfortunate, coming from a group
         of people who stand a chance of achieving equality under the law only if society as a whole embraces the notion of diversity.
         These days, adopting a gay identity and lifestyle demands just as much in the way of role-playing as being in the closet,
         and leaves only a little more space for manoeuvre. Instead of being required to pass successfully as straight by disapproving heterosexuals, one is required to pass
         successfully as gay by equally disapproving homosexuals. This, I think, is the reason why gay men’s migration patterns are
         so extreme, why so many of us move so far away from home. It’s much easier to be your own special creation when there’s no
         one around who remembers you the way you used to be, and might expose you for the fraud you are. We leave our straight lives
         behind, not only because we’re frightened of being victimized, but also because we’re afraid of being found out.
      

      
      In a sense, this book is an attempt to expose some of the lies told by and about gay men in Britain today. It is a book about
         the kinds of lives gay men lead and the kinds of places in which they lead them; about the injustices of living in a homophobic
         society and the absurdities of taking your sexuality too seriously. It isn’t a book about lesbian and gay Britain, and for
         that I make no apologies. There is a whole book to be written about the experiences of lesbians in Britain; perhaps one day
         a lesbian will write it. Nor is this a book about the ‘gay community’, though of course you will already have your own idea
         of what is meant by that. The term ‘gay community’ is employed at all levels of public discussion of homosexual behaviour.
         Politicians condemn it, thank it, or court its votes. Police authorities issue warnings to it, consult with it, or make appeals
         for its co-operation. The mainstream media ridicules it, eavesdrops on it, or sometimes addresses it. The gay media attempts
         to represent its interests, while gay campaigners claim to speak on behalf of it. Its ‘members’ consider themselves at various
         times included in it, estranged from it, or well and truly past it. But what and where exactly is it? To be perfectly honest,
         I have never been entirely sure that it even exists, and writing this book hasn’t persuaded me otherwise. If anything, it has had the opposite effect, confirming my suspicions that gay men living in Britain
         have too little in common with one another to ever be called ‘a community’.
      

      
      This isn’t to say that there aren’t some experiences we all share, or some political issues in which we all have a stake,
         whether we choose to recognize the fact or not. I have addressed some of them here, as and when it seemed appropriate to do
         so. But ultimately this is a book about people and places, not politics and campaigning. I have done my best to give voice
         to as wide a range of people as possible, though invariably this has been constrained by the conditions of writing. Arriving
         in a strange town, my first port of call tended to be the local gay pub – a place where, contrary to popu lar belief, drag
         queens don’t rub shoulders with men in full leather, and you are highly unlikely to encounter a broad cross-section of gay
         people from all walks of life. Where possible I tried to make up for this by networking in advance. This way, I managed to
         track down a selection of gay men of various ages and backgrounds, many of whom weren’t the least bit interested in their
         local gay scene but were more than happy to discuss the intimate details of their lives with a total stranger. The complete
         lack of inhibition shown by some gay men never ceases to amaze me.
      

      
      If there was one thing that surprised me more than anything else, it was the discovery that gay men living in small communities
         tended to be far more open about their sexuality than I would have expected, and often led more integrated lives than those
         with access to the gay ghettos found in larger cities. Meeting them gave me far greater hope for the future than any number
         of Gay Pride marches, and was infinitely more enjoyable than ploughing through another essay by some cosseted gay academic
         claiming to speak on behalf of ‘ordinary gay men’ – whatever that means. In the course of my travels, I met very few gay men whom I would describe as ‘ordinary’. Had my reason for writing this book been to persuade
         people that gay men are ‘virtually normal’, this might have been a cause for concern. Since this was never my intention, I
         am simply grateful that I wasn’t forced to spend my entire time surrounded by people whose main preoccupation in life is to
         be just like everyone else.
      

      
      Travelling around gay Britain, poking my nose into other people’s business, was actually a lot more fun than I had anticipated.
         I hope this book conveys some sense of it.
      

   



      
      
      1

      
      SMALLTOWN BOYO

      South Wales

      
      Growing up gay is never easy. Growing up gay in South Wales is like being trapped down an abandoned mineshaft with a chorus
         of short fat men with hairy backs, pissed on foul-tasting beer and singing rugby songs.
      

      
      You can tell a lot about a country by its national sport. Of all the sports designed for men to sublimate their homoerotic
         aggressions, rugby is one of the most violent. A game in which two teams of men rough each other up in the battle for possession
         of a funny-shaped ball, it’s a bit like soccer, only with more fighting and less kissing. The Welsh take it very seriously
         – especially the menfolk. As a schoolboy, you’re nothing if you’re not on the school rugby team. As a man, you’re nobody if
         you’re not seen drinking at the local rugby club. It’s hard to figure, but there are some, relatively large, towns in Wales
         without a single cinema or public swimming pool, but with a thriving rugby club. I know; I grew up in one. The rugby club
         has replaced the chapel as the single most important institution in Welsh public life. It is the institution around which
         many local communities revolve and upon which men are encouraged to build their entire sense of identity. In fact, it wouldn’t
         be an exaggeration to say that rugby is to the Welsh what circumcision is to the Jews – a bloody rite of passage, signifying
         a boy’s entry into manhood. It’s also worth noting that rugby is a game in which you move forwards by passing the ball backwards.
      

      
      The Welsh are not what you would call a progressive people. As a famous Welsh poet once observed, there is no future in Wales,
         and no present – ‘just the past, and a people sick with inbreeding, worrying the carcass of an old song’. These days, this
         necrophilic urge takes the form of a campaign to resurrect the Welsh language. In some parts of North Wales, otherwise rational
         people who are perfectly happy to converse in English most of the time will suddenly start speaking in Welsh whenever a stranger
         enters their midst. Unfortunately for the Welsh nationalist movement, any attempt to reintroduce Welsh as the language of
         daily conversation is doomed to fail for two reasons. One, the people who teach Welsh are the least respected teachers at
         any school. Two, Welsh is one of the ugliest languages known to man, as anyone who lives in the HTV television region and
         has ever tuned in to a Welsh-language programme will surely testify.
      

      
      Thankfully, this madness hasn’t extended to the south. Not a lot of people know this, but the inhabitants of the South Wales
         valleys were actually the first to embrace Esperanto, only here it is more familiarly known as ‘Wenglish’. A relatively easy
         language to master, Wenglish works on the principle of taking English words and arranging them according to a peculiarly Welsh
         logic. A typical example of this is the much-used phrase, ‘I’ll be there now in a minute.’ In Wenglish, the object of a sentence
         can change at any point. So, for instance, someone might ask, ‘Whose coat is that jacket?’ Taken to its extreme (as it usually is in real valley communities like Maesteg and Abercynon), Wenglish can produce
         ways with syntax which are often quite dazzling. Consider the strange beauty of a story like, ‘I lost my dog. I came home
         and there he was, gone.’
      

      
      The only hint of nationalism you’re ever likely to encounter in South Wales is on the roads. Several years ago, somebody with
         a pickaxe to grind decided that all road signs, place names, etc. should be printed in both English and Welsh. Given the often
         long-winded nature of the Welsh language, this has produced signs of far greater dimensions than those you’ll find anywhere
         else in the United Kingdom. Needless to say, this has put enormous strains on the local steel industry. In days of old, there
         were more subtle and less damaging attempts to instil a sense of national pride. When I was a boy, there was an advert on
         TV for a bitter brewed and sold exclusively in Wales. It probably featured Windsor Davies; it definitely featured the slogan
         ‘Never forget your Welsh.’ I haven’t, but it isn’t for the lack of trying.
      

      
      I have never really regarded Wales as my mother country. This is probably explained by the fact that I was born in Yorkshire.
         For reasons I’m sure they would sooner keep to themselves, my parents settled down in South Wales shortly after I was born.
         Although I am not one of those people who has ever entertained the fantasy of being adopted, I did grow up with a strange
         sense of dislocation. This wasn’t helped by my mother’s habit of reminding me at regular intervals throughout my childhood
         that, should I ever wish to play cricket for Yorkshire, my being born there meant that I would be perfectly entitled to do
         so. The fact that I had never shown the least aptitude for the game didn’t seem to matter to her. A gay friend of mine recently
         suggested that ‘playing cricket for Yorkshire’ might have been my mother’s euphemism for my being gay – as in, ‘No, my boy isn’t married yet. He plays cricket for Yorkshire.’
         Sadly, I don’t think this was ever the case.
      

      
      The town where I grew up avoiding rugby and never being picked for the cricket team is called Bridgend. I have always thought
         that place names which end with ‘end’ tend to foster a sense of doom. Compared to a name like Gravesend, I suppose Bridgend
         doesn’t sound quite so bad, but you get the point. Bridgend is situated twenty miles west of Cardiff, on what is laughingly
         described as ‘the heritage coast’. As children, my younger sister Debbie and I would go swimming at nearby Ogmore-by-Sea –
         the only pleasure beach in the world with its very own sewage works. Every summer, the kids would play a bizarre version of
         I Spy, in which the winner was the first to spot a floating turd. I never spotted any, though every time a wave washed over
         me I seemed to be surrounded by clumps of seaweed infested with used condoms and sanitary towels. Looking back, I’ve a suspicion
         that some kids deposited a few turds of their own in the water, just so they could win.
      

      
      Assuming you lived to survive the steady tide of human waste and unmentionable disease, Bridgend was alleged to be a land
         of opportunity. The guidebooks describe it as a large market town. Aged twelve, I was assigned to write a geography project
         on this subject. I can’t remember exactly what I wrote, but I’m sure there must have been some mention of shoe shops. Bridgend
         has more shoe shops per head of population than any place I know. There is a street in the heart of town which consists of
         nothing but, each one offering the exact same selection as all the others. Apart from its status as the shoe-fetishist capital
         of Europe, Bridgend is famous for two things. First and foremost, its rugby team. Second, the fact that Bonnie Tyler once opened her own nightclub there, imaginatively called the ValBon. As a teenager, neither of these things
         particularly appealed to me. Now that Bonnie is a bona fide gay icon, I suppose knowing that I had the opportunity to dance
         the night away in her name ought to count for something. It doesn’t.
      

      
      I first began to suspect that I might be gay around the age of thirteen. Other people seem to have suspected much earlier.
         The kids at school were calling me poof from the time I was six or seven. This may have had something to do with my poor performance
         at sports, or my somewhat better performance at other less ‘masculine’ pursuits like writing and drawing. Or it may simply
         have been an example of the extraordinary intuition children often possess. They are especially good at spotting when somebody
         is different from them. Aged six, they probably didn’t know what a poof was any more than I did; what they knew was that I
         was different.
      

      
      This difference became more pronounced at the age of eight, when my parents got divorced. In 1973, divorce was still a taboo
         subject – so much so that on hearing of my family situation a certain teacher at my school took it upon herself to advise
         the rest of the staff that I should be treated with extra sensitivity, what with me coming from a broken home and all. This
         resulted in my mother marching up to the school to put the teacher in question right on a few points. I was behind her all
         the way. Far from breaking up my home life, my parents’ divorce was the best thing that could have happened to me. My relationship
         with my father is far better now that I am an adult than it ever was when I was a child. For the first eight years of my life,
         I was terrified of him. The day he walked out, it seemed to me as though things might finally be on the mend.
      

      
      I had always formed close emotional attachments to my male friends. Even as a young child, I could be extraordinarily possessive.
         This trend continued as I grew older, though I never regarded any of my friendships as in any way homosexual, and nothing
         remotely sexual ever took place. I was, however, becoming increasingly aware of my difference. And as much as I felt isolated
         and alienated a lot of the time, I also began to quite enjoy it. A large part of my childhood was spent building elaborate
         tree-houses and fantasizing about being an outlaw. Gay readings of Robin Hood and his band of merry men hadn’t reached South
         Wales, but that hardly mattered. I wasn’t interested in having a gang of my own. Instead, I adopted a series of unusual pets
         – grass snakes mostly, then a gecko and finally a wounded jackdaw I christened Oscar (after Oscar the Grouch from Sesame Street; Wilde came much later).
      

      
      When I was ten, my mother got married again, to a sweet-natured Irish plumber named Windsor. My mother still remembers how
         Debbie was asked by her teacher to write about what she did at the weekend. In her schoolbook she wrote, ‘Me and Paul stayed
         with Dad so Mum could marry Windsor.’ We moved to a terraced house on a long street, close to the hospital where my mother
         worked a couple of nights a week as a staff nurse, caring for sick babies. Directly opposite our house was the local nurses’
         home and right next to it a territorial army base. You could say that I was being exposed to the kinds of role model essential
         to a young boy’s healthy development. My mother certainly thought so, and encouraged me to join the TA. I lasted a week.
      

      
      Shortly afterwards, my mother had another baby of her own, a girl named Jacqueline. It was around this time that I formed
         a series of relationships which got me out of my tree-houses and into the real world of girls, boys and pop music. Our neighbours
         were very strong on what you would call working-class community spirit. During the summer holidays, the woman who ran the
         local shop would organize a series of day trips designed to give parents a break from coping with children with nothing better to do
         than sit around complaining of how bored they were. Children of all ages would find themselves grouped together in the pursuit
         of fun, frolics or just a few hours’ refuge from their parents. With the exception of one boy with whom I later became close
         friends, the boys didn’t really interest me. It was the company of the older girls I craved. Through my friendships with them,
         I was introduced to the local community centre disco. It was 1977, the year of Saturday Night Fever, and between Saturday nights we’d spend hours at somebody’s house, practising our dance routines for the coming weekend.
         I nagged my mother into buying me a pair of ‘high-waister’ flared trousers and platform shoes. I looked ridiculous, but felt
         fabulous. I didn’t realize it at the time, but it was at the community centre disco that I was exposed to my first real-life
         homosexual. His name was Dean and he had bigger flares than me, silver spray in his hair and his own gang of girl supporters.
         We didn’t exactly hit it off. I seem to remember telling him he looked like a big girl, but that was just another way of saying
         that he was a better dancer than me.
      

      
      School life was a bore. I had always been conscientious about my schoolwork and took great satisfaction from earning good
         grades, but the social side of it was a nightmare. Because I was never very good at sports, I was fair game for all the school
         bullies Brynteg Comprehensive could throw at me – the games masters included. I’d had a couple of girlfriends by this point
         and was just beginning to fantasize about boys. Then Karen came into my life. Karen was a year or two older than the rest
         of my class. She had changed schools and was forced to go back a year. The other girls didn’t really like her because she
         was different from everyone else. For one thing, she looked even older than she was. Plus, she had a boyfriend who was eighteen and rode a motorbike. And to top it all, she was a punk. Karen introduced me to many things. She gave me
         my first taste of alcohol – a disgusting concoction, mixed together from whatever happened to be lying around in her parents’
         drinks cabinet. She also turned me into a schoolboy punk by teaching me how to make chains out of paper clips and colour my
         hair with powder paint. Needless to say, I regarded her as a goddess.
      

      
      Homosexuality was still a frightening concept to me. I remember watching The Naked Civil Servant with my stepfather one night. Afterwards, he told me that my mother was worried that I might ‘turn out like that’. I laughed,
         but deep down I was far more worried than she was. The first time I remember my mother ever discussing homosexuality with
         me was in the middle of a conversation about a neighbour of ours, known to me only as Poor Old Mrs Jones (not her real surname).
         So far as I could tell, Mrs Jones was no poorer than half the people who lived on our street. Nor was she especially old.
         In fact, her only social disadvantage seemed to stem from the fact that her son, John, was gay – or, as my mother put it at
         the time, ‘one of those’. Part of Mrs Jones’s tragedy was that John hadn’t done the decent thing and gone to live miles away
         from the neighbours, but was carrying on with his homosexual lifestyle right under his mother’s nose, and with a man practically
         the same age as she was. Harold ran his own hairdressing business at the top of town and, if my memory serves me correctly,
         was a dead ringer for John Hurt in the final reel of The Naked Civil Servant. But that didn’t really bother me. What did was that neither he nor his lover seemed to possess anything approaching a pair
         of buttocks. In my naïve thirteen-year-old way, I decided that this must be a direct consequence of them using their bottoms
         for things other than that for which they were designed.
      

      
      
      ‘Bumming’ was a favourite topic of conversation at school. During gym lessons and afterwards in the showers, the sporty boys
         would horse around, pretending to be ‘poofs’, rubbing their backsides together and shouting, ‘Bum me.’ I had a far clearer
         idea of what bumming involved than they did, which is probably why I never felt compelled to join in. I started developing
         crushes on the sorts of boys who wouldn’t be seen dead with someone like me – the real hard-nuts who disrupted lessons and
         spent their lunch hours smoking behind the bike sheds. I was particularly impressed with the way they held their cigarettes
         between forefinger and thumb, screwed up their eyes each time they took a drag and then flicked the butt hard against the
         ground. Little did I know then that, one day, all homosexuals would be made this way.
      

      
      These crushes continued well into my late teens, by which time I was your classic teenage freak – silly clothes, David Bowie
         posters on the wall and hair that changed colour on a weekly basis. This was my way of telling the world that I was a troubled
         teen, without having to spell out what the trouble was. I learned fairly quickly that the more outrageous I looked, the less
         likely people were to take it for granted that I was gay. Making a performance of my queerness actually became a way of disavowing
         it. Of course, I wasn’t the first person to employ this tactic. Boy George was doing it very successfully every week on Top of the Pops. Like him, I wasn’t short of female admirers. Straight teenage girls love a boy who looks a bit girly, and I took full advantage
         of their interest. Having a girlfriend allowed you to dress as outrageously as you liked. You could even wear eyeliner to
         school discos if you felt so inclined – which I did. So long as you appeared to be romantically involved with a member of
         the opposite sex, you were more or less accepted as one of the boys. Ironically, it was during my troubled-teen phase, when I looked the most ‘poofy’, that I had more straight male friends than at any other point in my life before or since.
      

      
      Most troubled teens have one teacher who makes an enormous impression on them and with whom they develop some kind of special
         relationship. I had two. The first was Mrs Jones (her real name), who taught me religious education at A-level. Mrs Jones
         was unlike any other RE teacher you’ve ever met. She was on the short side, wore high-heeled shoes and low-cut tops, and had
         bleached blonde hair with black roots. To my mind, she was the closest thing to Debbie Harry that South Wales ever produced.
         She also had a unique approach to teaching religion. One afternoon, our class were having difficulty understanding the meaning
         of Jesus’s outburst about a prophet not being respected in his own country. Mrs Jones provided an illuminating comparison:
         ‘It’s just like Shirley Bassey. Her name is dirt in Tiger Bay.’
      

      
      But the teacher who made the greatest impression on me was Mr Archard, the rather eccentric head of English. Something of
         a hippie at heart, Mr Archard was also a bit of a living legend on account of his avowed atheism, and the persistent rumour
         that he once dared to read out a passage from Lady Chatterley’s Lover during morning assembly. He was also given to making references to the fact that he and his wife had gay friends. One morning
         we were discussing Sons and Lovers when a girl named Alison remarked that she thought Paul Morel was ‘a bit of a poof’. Mr Archard hit the roof, telling the
         class how he thought the attitudes towards gay people in our society were barbaric and recalling an incident in which he and
         a gay friend had been set upon by a gang of youths hurling stones. He finished by saying that he expected a bit better from
         people who were supposed to be intelligent. By the end of his speech, Alison was bright red. So was I. It was the first time
         I had heard anyone discuss the existence of gay people without making a joke about it or remarking on how disgusting they were.
      

      
      My final year at school was in many ways the most enjoyable. I had a large circle of friends, a place at college to look forward
         to and a girl ten doors down the street who was a trainee hairdresser and would happily plaster my head in blue gunk whenever
         I wanted. The only trouble was, I was in love. I’d had crushes on boys before, but this was different. Billy Gregory was a
         gay teenager’s wet dream. Absurdly handsome, he was also the first boy I ever knew who paid particular attention to his body.
         Billy was heavily into weight-training and would do ridiculous things like go running for miles and miles with a bin liner
         under his shirt so as to burn off excess body fat. He was also rumoured to have an exceptionally large penis, though this
         was a rumour largely put about by Billy himself. We became friends, of sorts. A mutual friend and I started working out together
         and would regularly bump into Billy at the town recreation centre. He never invited me to be his work-out partner, which was
         a shame, but I did get to see him naked on several occasions. He wasn’t lying.
      

      
      For a time, I convinced myself that Billy was gay. Sometimes I would catch him staring at me in class. Each time I caught
         his eye, he would blush. Then I would go home and write dreadful poems about sexual liberation, often derived from things
         I’d read in Angie Bowie’s autobiography, Free Spirit. The lines ‘You’re a Chinese puzzle game’ and ‘You let taboo stand in our way’ spring to mind with alarming clarity. I once
         showed one of my poems to a friend. He was too polite to comment. I never discussed my feelings about Billy with anyone –
         partly because I was ashamed of them and partly because I didn’t want to risk him finding out. As things stood, I was able
         to enjoy what little time I spent in his company without fear of exposure or reprisal. On Friday nights a group of us would meet at a pub called the Three Horseshoes. The
         purpose of these outings was to get as drunk as possible. That and to boast about our sexual conquests. Each week, I would
         dress as outrageously as I dared. Sometimes, Billy would compliment me on my daring. Other times, he would just laugh nervously.
      

      
      After leaving school, Billy stayed in Bridgend and became a fireman, and I went to London and became a drama student. I also
         came out to my college friends and joined a gym. By the end of my first year at college, I had a nice pair of disco tits I
         could flaunt on the dance floor at Heaven and Billy had a nice wife.
      

      
      It wasn’t until after I’d left home that I discovered that Bridgend was a seething hotbed of homosexuality. During my final
         year at school, I’d heard rumours about some of the older boys I recognized from the pubs – boys with highlights and muscles,
         and names like Aiden and Lance. But they were only ever rumours. Just because someone happened to look and sound like a gay
         porn star, it didn’t make him an out-and-out homosexual – or, as my school chums preferred to put it, ‘a fuckin’ tog’. I actually
         knew quite a few boys who gave the impression of being ‘togs’. So far as I was aware, none of them was fucking – not other
         boys, anyhow. For my own part, I left Wales with rather a lot of hair and no gay sexual experience, only to return six months
         later with barely any hair at all and a fairly intimate knowledge of what went where and what it felt like.
      

      
      Naturally, I was in need of someone close to home to whom I could talk. This responsibility fell on my sister Debbie. Arriving
         home for the Easter holidays, I sat down with her in my bedroom and explained that I had something to tell her. Before I could
         go any further, she beat me to the punch line, assuring me that she didn’t see it as a problem and that I could count on her support. Coming out to my sister proved to be enormously liberating
         in a number of ways. Not only did it mean I finally had someone in Bridgend I could confide in, it also provided me with a
         ready-made gay social life right on my parents’ doorstep.
      

      
      Clearly, Debbie knew me a lot better than I knew her. Either that, or she had changed a lot since I’d left home. Suddenly,
         it seemed that all of her closest friends were gay. There was Ross, who was renting a room further down our street, worked
         as a hairdresser and would later achieve a degree of local celebrity as a contestant on Ready, Steady, Cook. There was Andre, who lived a few miles outside town, had an older boyfriend named Edward and the best-looking wedge haircut
         since David Sylvian split from Japan. And there was Dean, the same Dean I had once, many years previously, called a big girl
         and who was now a dead ringer for the pretty, dark-haired one from Bananarama.
      

      
      Ross was the dominant member of the group. Small and skinny, with bleach-blond hair and pale blue eyes rimmed with mascara,
         he had that toughened, brittle quality you often find in gay men at the camper end of the scale. Andre was like the puppy
         from the Andrex ad. Wide-eyed and always seeking attention, he was also hopelessly devoted to Edward (who was another hairdresser
         and was responsible for the upkeep of his boyfriend’s hairdo) and to his mother (whom he informed of his homosexuality by
         slipping a note under the bathroom door while she was on the toilet – which shows a certain amount of initiative, you have
         to admit). Dean was the quiet one. Despite his outlandish appearance, he spoke very softly and could be painfully shy. This
         made him seem all the more effeminate in a town where the women aren’t noted for such qualities. Dean also had a girlfriend,
         one he had been together with for many years and who appeared to accept the fact that her man liked to dress as a woman and have sex with other men.
      

      
      All three embodied what gay activists of a certain generation call ‘cultures of resistance’. That is to say, they wore their
         queerness like armour. Wandering around Bridgend town centre looking the way they did took some guts, but that was precisely
         what kept
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