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To gay men everywhere

and the straight women who love them
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FOREWORD
Armistead Maupin

I was seventeen when I first saw Breakfast at Tiffany’s at a movie house in Raleigh, North Carolina. Looking back, it’s easy enough to see why a fledgling queer would fall for it. There was Audrey Hepburn, to begin with, so delicate and witty and spritelike that she seemed somehow…beyond sex. Here was a girl you could talk to all night without being expected to put out. I loved her apartment, too. That half-bathtub sofa, and the common fire escape, and the way that Audrey, when depressed, would climb through George Peppard’s window and sleep with her head planted chastely on his well-muscled chest. What I loved, in effect, was a gay boy and his girlfriend.
Peppard, after all, is playing the writer character from the novella—the Truman Capote character, for heaven’s sake—so despite the film’s heterosexual intentions, the easy intimacy and candor and (yes) love between Holly Golightly and Paul Varjak somehow suggest two people who aren’t out to fuck each other. I melt over that final wet-cat-in-the-rain kiss as much as the next person; I just can’t imagine what comes next. More shopping on Fifth Avenue, I guess, more breezy banter and true confessions.
A decade later, I recognized the same chemistry between Liza Minnelli and Michael York in Cabaret, another story about an urban apartment house and its polyglot residents, though (I’m embarrassed to admit) I was just as ignorant of its queer creator, the great Christopher Isherwood, as I had been of Capote at the dawn of the sixties. Isherwood’s writer alter ego in Goodbye to Berlin—the 1939 source material for Cabaret—remains coy about his own sexuality while tracking his platonic friendship with the quirky Sally Bowles. The film, of course, makes it clear that its handsome hero likes boys and that Sally adores him for it, though this revolutionary concept is eventually blunted by a drunken tryst between Minnelli and York that left me, frankly, a little queasy.
By then, I was already living in San Francisco and had girlfriends of my own. One was a struggling actress like Sally/Holly; another a rusty-haired mother of two who called me Babycakes, and who, upon receiving my quavering confession of homosexuality, snorted “Big fucking deal.” With both women I shared everything: my exploits at the baths (largely joyful) and the heartbreak that inevitably followed when I tried to turn playmates into lovers. I was almost thirty by then, but I was braving the masculine wilderness for the first time, so it helped immensely to have women on my side. And since sex and romance were not factors in our relationship, we were free to open our hearts—or spill our guts—when joy or catastrophe demanded it.
Such friendships were rarely celebrated back then, so I knew they would make perfect fodder for Tales of the City, the daily serial I launched in the San Francisco Chronicle in 1976. In my own variation on the urban apartment house—28 Barbary Lane—a young queer named Michael Tolliver takes devilish glee in scandalizing his friend, Mary Ann Singleton, a bright young naif fresh out of Cleveland. Inhabiting both these characters came naturally to me, since, if the truth be known, I was both of them. I was a wide-eyed newcomer like Mary Ann and a randy gay blade like Michael, though the decadent poses I struck for my straight girlfriends were often a cloak for my own insecurities, making me, I suppose, more akin to Sally and Holly than their more sensible male companions. Michael, therefore, would need someone to call him on his shit, someone older and less blindly sentimental. Enter Mona Ramsey, a world-weary lude-popping lesbian who’d tried a few men and found them decidedly lacking. Both Mary Ann and Mona would hold a mirror to Michael’s dreams, just as he would do for them.
That was over three decades ago, so the notion of women bonding with gay men is far less exotic than it used to be. Which is not to say that the experience is any less rewarding or complex or richly amusing as it always was. The essays in this book, as widely varied as life itself, stand in vivid counterpoint to the clichés that popular culture has already codified about gay men and the women in their lives. They remind us once again that neither gender nor sexuality can ever fully dictate the tenants of our hearts.


INTRODUCTION

The two of us are sitting in a banquette in a dimly lit bar downtown. Throughout our friendship, we will meet in many more dark, trendy bars, the type that, as former nightlife reporters, we both favor. We drink Pimm’s cups or champagne, vodka highballs or frozen cosmos. We meet at the Hudson Library, Fez, Pastis, and G in New York, the Standard, the Chateau Marmont, and the Formosa in Los Angeles. Our rendezvous have an escapist air—tucked away from the outside world, we can indulge our love of swanky surroundings, stiff cocktails, and gossip. We must look like a couple, our heads leaning in toward each other, quietly laughing. It occurs to us that we embody the quintessential urban marriage—a gay man and his straight female friend.
When we first met, Tom was twenty-four and Melissa was twenty-seven. Our relationship started as editor to writer, but soon deepened into lasting intimacy, thanks to a flurry of e-mails covering everything in our lives from personal triumphs and crises to vacation reading lists to esoteric pop cultural dish. Even as we’ve lived on different coasts for the past five years, our friendship has intensified, our exchanges marked with an unwavering support for each other’s literary ambitions, a rare and unexpected gift between writers. We are colleagues, confidants, kindred spirits, and each other’s greatest cheerleaders.
In the summer of 2005, we spent a heavenly week together in Lake Tahoe, California, a relaxing interlude with both of us working on our latest books, talking shop, grilling up fajitas, and lazily sunning on the dock. Melissa had big news for Tom and his family—she and her husband Mike were three months’ pregnant. Everyone toasted Mel and Mike and this exciting new chapter in their lives.
A few weeks later, when Mel suffered a miscarriage, Tom was one of the first people she told. His strength and unfailing optimism helped her through one of the toughest times in her life. As she worked through her sadness, it occurred to Mel that she had never encountered a book that documented and explored a friendship like theirs—the deep and loyal bond that exists between straight women and gay men. She proposed that they put together an anthology of personal essays about the subject, and was thrilled when Tom was as enthusiastic about the idea as she was. (We are also happy to report that Mel had a beautiful baby girl just as this book was going to press.)
When we first conceived of this project, we wanted to show the many ways in which this friendship can manifest. Of course there would be stories, the type celebrated in popular fiction, films, and television, of the single girl-about-town and her gay best friend going on shopping sprees and bonding over brunch. But we knew not all relationships fit this mold. While many of our contributors embrace the classic “fag hag” archetype, claiming it and reinventing it as an empowering moniker of their own, others have created new and unusual paradigms of friendship, love, and solidarity.
Girls Who Like Boys Who Like Boys is divided into five sections, each dealing with a different aspect of this special relationship. “Gays and Gals” focuses on group dynamics, whether it’s a gaggle of frivolous fashionistas or lifelong friends who have helped each other through infatuation and heartbreak. “Close Confidants” is about those one-on-one relationships that are the bedrock of many a straight woman and gay man’s life, whether they’re in Hollywood, the New York theater world, or the Ivy League. “A Fine Romance” is filled with stories of love and lust, from mixed signals and comic misunderstandings to well-intentioned advice and tearful resignation. “Growing Up, Coming Out” covers friendships that started in the formative years, with outcast girls and misfit guys banding together. And the final section, “Fathers and Daughters, Mothers and Sons,” is about the ties that bind, as friendship and family are redefined, often with hilarious and poignant results.
Girls Who Like Boys Who Like Boys: True Tales of Love, Lust, and Friendship Between Straight Women and Gay Men is a book we have always wanted to read. We hope it makes a powerful statement about alliances between the gay and straight communities at a time when many in our country are striving to be divisive.
We hope you too will find your stories reflected in these pages, though we realize that one book could never cover the plethora of relationships that exist between gays and their gals. It is our wish as well that others will keep writing and talking about this topic, as it’s one that’s close to our hearts. Come visit us online at www.girlswholikeboys.com, where you can learn about readings, special events, and our online musings on the interplay between gay men and their gals. We can’t wait to meet you, either in person or virtually, as you, the real-life gay guys and their gal pals, are the readers for whom this book was created.
—Melissa de la Cruz and Tom Dolby

Los Angeles and New York


I
Gays and Gals
“For a girl with delusions, and a bit of imagination, becoming a fag hag was the only way to go.”
—from “Fag Hags: The Laughter, the Tears, the Marabou,” by Simon Doonan




SHOP GIRLS
Karen Robinovitz

Save for my husband, I scare men. Straight men, anyway.
They never seem to get me—and I’m not saying this just because a few of my past boyfriends have actually said, “I don’t get you.”
But the gays, they’re another story.
From the time I was in nursery school, I have been something of a fag hag. The little boy I told my mother I’d marry when I was five? Gay. Growing up, my best guy friend, the one I’d sit with on my front lawn, watching all the neighborhood guys play football as we quietly provided critical commentary on their choice of wardrobe? Gay. The first boy I kissed with tongue, the summer before sixth grade? Gay. The fifteen-year-old Ping-Pong prodigy at Environ, a retirement refuge for Jewish grandparents in Fort Lauderdale, circa 1985, whom I was hopelessly in love with? Gay, gay, gay! The jury’s still out on my junior year prom date, but I’m going with gay. He was, after all, the one who picked out my hot pink and black jet beaded ensemble and called it a “lambada dress.”
Today I am happily married and have a fabulous husband, a manly motorcycle racer from Brooklyn who does get me. He’s also not at all homophobic, which is good since we live near Christopher Street, home of the bridge and tunnel gays who ogle him whenever we walk by. Other than him, every male I gravitate toward is a friend of Dorothy, a Mary, or a queen—with the occasional big lumberjack shirt-wearing muscle bear for good measure.
My friends have mused that my love affair with boys who like boys is out of safety—there’s no threat, no fear of rejection. The usual pop psychology tropes.
I wholeheartedly disagree, as does my therapist, who is, for the record, gay.
It’s all about fashion. Yes, fashion. My gays and I share a bond that runs deep and often into superficial subject matters such as luxury labels, discussing what celebs wear (we’re harsher than any tabloid—eat, Nicole, eat!), and Kate Moss obsessions (like me, they rip tear sheets from magazines and mimic what she’s wearing—be it sailor jeans and a tucked-in gray T-shirt or jean shorts and a brown leather bomber jacket, sometimes even her red patent booties—yes, I am talking about the boys wearing those things, even down to the dresses in some cases). We revel in how Nicolas Ghesquierre of Balenciaga’s sartorial idealism has changed our lives and who’s got the best costumes on So You Think You Can Dance, a show that only my gay friends and I can give the excitement it deserves (we try those hip-hop moves while the girls watch in horror as we fall flat—and we have the bruises to prove it). I don’t know why, but the girls in my life are not into frivolity to the obsessive level that leads my gays and me to chat rooms, reading up on our favorite contestants, and forwarding one another online photos we find of last year’s dance contest runner-up Travis in pink girl’s panties.
With girls, it’s not the same. They don’t let themselves go with the same reckless abandon that gay men do. Of course, not all gay men care about the new collection of limited edition Marc Jacobs T-shirts or channeling Dorothy Draper when doing their apartments, but for the ones I keep in my inner circle, such conversations are serious business akin to giving stock tips to Martha Stewart.
Don’t get me wrong: My gays have also been there for me emotionally, for every breakup, failure, and career mishap. (And they are excellent spooners, at that.) We even talk intelligently about the situation in the Middle East (Hezbollah aside, apparently women in Saudi Arabia are obsessed with fragrance and layer it on as a way to assert their personal style under their modest covered-up garb), global warming (we agree: Gore should really lose some weight and eat organically if he’s going to walk the walk), and babies (I pray I have at least one boy who likes boys).
It’s just that the politics of fashion are different with my girlfriends, even the ones who are, like me, in the industry. With women, there is an underlying competitiveness that doesn’t exist with the gays. Whether we’re covering the New York fashion shows or hitting our favorite stores in search of yet another chic everyday black coat, I have found that girls either secretly want your ass to look fat or to one-up you. And they always bring their baggage along for the ride. Girls don’t just look at the way a dress fits you; they have to deliver a whole analysis about how it will fit into your life.
I took a very good friend of mine—I’ll call her Isabella (she needs a fashionista name, even if it’s a pseudonym)—to a handbag showroom in order to buy the most luxurious python bags at wholesale, half of what they were at Bergdorf’s. We spent hours carefully editing down our favorites, a difficult task considering there were about a dozen bags we were both dying for and our bank accounts could only accommodate one. I managed to get it down to two bags—an oversized hand-painted silver rectangular number and a bright pink and red tie-dyed tote that, while hardly a basic, would make an outfit pop.
The pink and red was a sample, never produced. There was only one in existence; I’m a sucker for having the only one of something, no matter how impractical. “You will wear the silver soooo much more,” Isabella urged. “The other is so hot, but you’ll get sick of it.”
She had a point. Eighty-five percent of what I own are what my husband calls “concert costumes”: look-at-me-wear-it-once-only items. These clothes are appropriate for the cocktail and fashion parties I cover, but then I often end up complaining about not having anything to wear for, say, lunch on Sunday afternoon.
Maybe Isabella was right. Silver was really what I needed, so I bought it. But the morning after, I suffered from regret. I was walking out the door in jeans and a white sweater with a hugely dramatic cowl neck and thought, damn, that red-and-pink bag would look sick with this!
I called the designer to trade.
“Oh, I’m sorry. Isabella came back and bought the red and pink, too,” she cooed.
She did what? I felt so cheated. When I asked Isabella about it, she made up some story about how her husband got it for her as a Christmas gift. I wasn’t buying it—and that was the last time she got an invitation for showroom privilege with me.
Every one of my gays would have told me to get the red bag! The gays have no ulterior motives. They don’t want to fuck me. They don’t want to be me. All they want is for me to look good. They go through racks for me with the laser focus of a fashion sniper. They will deliver wrath with a mere glance to any salesperson who mistreats me. Most importantly, they never pass judgment when I creatively finance something I have to own by finagling it on three credit cards and a borrowed hundred dollars.
“It’s like gambling” was the advice I got from two wise gays once. “Shuffle the credit cards, have a poker face, and look confident when you can’t afford something.”
Shopping with gays is my prom-queen moment—when we’re out together, you’d think we were Marie Antoinette and her court (as played by Kirsten Dunst and a host of handsome actors, of course). As I try on heels, my gays squeeze their size-eleven feet into the same shoes. They hold my handbags more gracefully than I do. A few have been known to roll around the floor of a dressing room swathed in chiffon Oscar de la Renta one minute, and try on the latest skinny jeans in my size the next. They all have perfect size 2 or 4 bodies; the bitches look better than I do! My gays are all about encouraging me to go for the ridiculous big-ticket item just because it’s deee-vine. They understand that one piece that makes you feel amazing is better than ten pieces that are “eh.”
A certain voluminous Lanvin dress, so overpriced that I asked the salesgirl to throw away the receipt and lie to me about the total, comes to mind. Plus, it was so large it would look big on Andre Leon Talley.
“Giiirrrlll, it’s fabulous! You have to have it. You can pull it off. Oh, please! Look at you. You’re fierce. You work it better than SJP. It’s an iconic piece,” was what my pusher Don said when I was in doubt.
“But where will I wear it? It’s an occasion piece and I have no occasion.”
“Um, the grocery store! Brunch! Occasions are a state of mind,” he said.
Now tell me, what straight male or female would say such a thing?
I did get “Big Red,” as I affectionately call her, though I have yet to introduce her to an admiring public at large. But she sure does look lovely hanging in my closet, sandwiched between a wildly graphic Gaultier Mexican-inspired blue dress with a built-in petticoat (worn once to a salsa lesson with a gay man who generously loaned me his skills when I needed to practice for my wedding and my fiancé was out of town) and a white, strapless, curly ostrich-feathered number that I wore to the White Party in New York last year. On the night of that gay bacchanal, I found myself on the receiving end of more attention than a postbaptism baby in church.
A big hat? The gays will tell me to bring it on, while my girlfriends tend to think it’s too much. Uncomfortable shoes? The gays, like me, believe that there’s no other kind, while my girlfriends tend to err on the side of practical. Is it any surprise that my all-time favorite shoe designer, Christian Louboutin, is an openly gay man whom I am obsessed with? Or that I am in love with all things made by Philip Treacy, the very gay milliner known for hats that resemble intricate sculptures of museum quality? I think not.
When I was getting married in April of 2006, I didn’t want bridesmaids. I had bridesgays. Why? Well, for one, when I was in three gay weddings last year, none of the brides (some of them call themselves brides, it’s true) asked me to traipse down the aisle in a taffeta bridesmaid number so hideous even the Salvation Army wouldn’t take it!
One of my gays generously offered to accompany me to go lingerie shopping for my honeymoon, though I ended up spending the day helping him pick out a harness for a leather daddy convention in Chicago (I was called to the dressing room for cock ring 911). Another was on call for tablecloth, linen, and floral approval with the event designer. My team of bridesgays never rolled an eye, complained, or pulled any kind of high maintenance routine, cock ring moment notwithstanding. Instead, they were incredibly supportive—even offering free blow job lessons at the bachelorette party! And let’s not forget that they gave the best bridal shower and wedding gifts.
My bridesgay-of-honor was in charge of attending my bridal fittings in order to learn how to get me into my complicated, one-of-a-kind, custom-made Zac Posen gown (I realized after the second fitting that there was no way I could attempt such a feat alone). During that year of manic wedding planning, Zac became my fairy godmother of couture.
While I appreciate Vera Wang for what she does, the idea of being in an estrogen-laden bridal salon—no, thanks. I’m a girl’s girl all the way: I support my girlfriends unconditionally, lending them everything from my not-yet-worn clothes and a sympathetic ear during breakups and career dramas to my husband for fix-it emergencies (the man is good with a hammer!) and dating advice if need be. In high school, I always shared my notes. But an all-female bridal frenzy would have been too anxiety provoking. (Handling my mother was enough!) I didn’t have the strength to take on other women’s issues with weddings, marriage, and fertility. After all, as soon as you get the ring, they all start asking about procreation.
I figured that the only person whom I could really trust with my dress would be a gay man. And Zac represented whimsy, fantasy, a beautiful escapism. Only he would understand my need to look like a flamenco queen chic enough for a proper Great Gatsby moment, even if the petticoat would get in the way of every twirl on the dance floor. The dress he made me was a glorious confection that combined twenties refinement with cascading tiers of pleated silk tulle, trimmed in pom-poms, complete with a glamorous cowl back. Heaven! As much as I adored the gown, it wasn’t the easiest to walk in, but as my gays say, “When it comes to fashion, walking is overrated, but a little champagne will take care of that.”
Since I tend to be a heady neurotic type who could give Woody Allen a run for his Zoloft, my gays have a magical way of bringing light and laughter to my world. While primping in the bridal suite hours before my wedding, my girlfriends (they weren’t in the wedding party, but they were on hand to play in the bridal suite) and I relaxed as the team of hair stylists and makeup artists went to work. We were all talking quite seriously about relationships, communication issues, and the self-help book Getting the Love You Want.
In a surreal moment, just as I craved some levity, in walked Don and Thom, two beautiful, chiseled gay men who had donned white Gatsby-inspired dinner jackets. They popped the Cristal, put Sheila E.’s “The Glamorous Life” on the stereo, and swiped blush brushes from the makeup artist, handing them to everyone in the room as if they were microphones.
They grabbed my mother, still in her robe, to dance. They threw confetti. They screeched gleefully over the (borrowed) diamonds I was planning to wear. My girlfriends are a fun bunch, but not one got up to dance. They sat, almost self-consciously, nibbling at carrots and taking photos with their camera phones. I begged them to get up and shake it, but I had no such luck. Don and Thom were giving the room life, getting the energy flowing. As they ripped off their shirts, I realized that they were turning my wedding day into the madly blissful party it was supposed to be.
“Girl, you’re getting married. Get your ass up and dance! This is your theme song,” Don said, before belting out the chorus of the eighties pop song I lived for as an eighth-grader. “She wants to lead the glamorous life. She don’t need, a man’s touch!”
A few hours later, as I walked down the aisle with my nervous dad, getting ready to give myself to my husband, I thought about Don and Thom for a second and turned my slow walk into a supermodel’s sashay. I nearly tripped, only saving myself by shouting out, “It’s not easy to be graceful in couture!”
Sam, one of my bridesgays, yelled out, “It doesn’t matter. You look fabulous!”
All 167 guests burst out in laughter.
That’s my love affair with the gays: No matter how often I fall, my crew of boys who like boys will always be on hand to prop me back up in my four-inch heels.


FAG HAGS: THE LAUGHTER,

THE TEARS, THE MARABOU
Simon Doonan

I once knew a fag hag called Ginger. One day she lost her mind and stuffed her fur coat in the oven. Then she turned the oven on high. It smelled horrible. The fur coat was destroyed, but Ginger wasn’t. She eventually recovered.
Fag hags in 1970s London were resilient. They were young and silly and often drunk, just like us fags.
I consider myself fortunate to have been born a happy-go-lucky card-carrying fag. If, for whatever reason, I were to have been denied this privilege, then I would have settled for being the next best thing: a fag hag.
Maxine, Eve, Pamela, Jeanine, Hattie! Where are you now? Where are the great fag hags of yore? And why did they disappear? Like 8-track cassettes and princess phones and Idi Amin, the fag hag, as I knew her, is a thing of the past. She’s an obsolete concept. An extinct species. She’s very last century, dahling! Haggus fagulous ceased roaming the earth about a quarter of a century ago. The 1970s was, in fact, the golden age of the fag hag. I know whereof I speak. I was fag to many a hag.
It all made perfect sense at the time. The smartest, most sensible thing you could do back then, if you were a single working-class girl, was to get a job in a fag-rich environment, be it a hair salon or a department store. Then, with the encouragement and support of your new coterie of fags, you could henna your hair, buy a few Bowie and T. Rex albums and an electric blue jumpsuit, and become a raging, screaming, eyebrow plucking, feather boa totin’, fishnet lovin’, cocktail quaffing, cigarette holder manipulatin’ fag hag.
Fag hags emerged from the working classes. Upper-class gals never became fag hags. Why would they? Their idyllic lives were a montage of privilege, country houses, tweed skirts, hunt balls, and dinner parties with Clarinda and Arabella and Sebastian. No such guaranteed delights awaited a working-class gal—a Sharon, a Sheila, or a Shirley. If she didn’t watch out, she could easily find herself pulling entrails out of chickens’ bums in a factory for the rest of her life. To avoid this fate, Sharon or Sheila or Shirley had to do something drastic.
Becoming a fag hag was something you did if life handed you a second-class ticket and you had a deep-seated, unshakeable feeling that this was the wrong ticket and that you might be a lot more comfy if you were able to sneak into that tarted-up, squishy, velvet-draped first-class carriage. For a girl with delusions and a bit of imagination, becoming a fag hag was the only way to go. Instead of a nylon chicken-gutting uniform, you could wear a cape made of jet-black, glazed cock-feathers with a spot-veiling fascinator covering your eyes, like Marlene Dietrich in Shanghai Express, and you could stare at the world with an amused, heavy-lidded, irony-drenched gaze.
Life as a fag hag was camp and fizzy and fun. You could jump on the sequined coattails of gay boys, gay boys who could cross socioeconomic boundaries. We gay boys could take you places or at least make you feel that you might stand a chance in hell of going places! Even if we were standing still, hanging out with us fun-loving perfumed nellies was so much more appealing than dealing with smelly beer-drinking straight blokes—the ones we gay boys often had our eyes on—who just wanted to beat each other up and whose idea of a romantic night out was to shag Shirley, Sheila, or Sharon up against a wall behind the pub.
We 1970s gay boys were insanely more fun to be around, and unlike uncouth straight boys, we got invited to things. We knew about things. We knew about people, people like Yma Sumac and Yves Saint Laurent and La Lupe and Kiki de Montparnasse and the Marchesa Casati and Nancy Cunard, the rebel aristo who had a penchant for black men and wore hundreds of ivory bracelets right up to her armpits. We were common and lowborn but we had a natural instinct for ferreting out fabulous historical tidbits and eccentric personalities from our culture. We smoked colored cocktail cigarettes and found humor in everything and wore outré outfits and did whatever the fuck we wanted to. If skinhead gangs chased us and called us “bloody poofs,” we jumped on buses that were going in the wrong direction to get away and then giggled about it.
The fag hag took her cue from the fag: Armed with her faggotry, she side-stepped the grim demands of adult life. She found a way to feel very grown-up and glamorous—her look was often a pastiche of Hollywood grown-up glamour—while simultaneously prolonging the innocence of childhood dress-up.
The fag hags that I knew were all flashy dressers. Jerry Hall, Bianca Jagger, Tina Chow, Paloma Picasso, Loulou de la Falaise, Zandra Rhodes, Marisa Berenson, The Pointer Sisters, Angie Bowie, Amanda Lear, these were the idols and role models for my fag hags. It is possible that there were dowdy, frumpy fag hags with Iris Murdoch–bowl haircuts and flannel skirts and thick underwear and crummy eyewear, but I seriously doubt it. To be a fag hag in seventies London was to wear cat-eye glasses and be in a perpetual state of readiness to be discovered and shot for the cover of the next Roxy Music album. To be a fag hag meant you were out twirling a feather boa, on display, every night of the week.
We—me and my fags and fag hags—hung out at gay pubs like the Vauxhall Tavern and The Black Cap and small groovy clubs like The Masquerade and Chaguaramas. Our fave was a tatty club with a light-up dance floor on Kensington High Street called The Sombrero. It was piss elegant and posey, which perfectly matched the mood of fashion at the time—very art deco, if you know what I mean. When the massive Biba store—one of the largest employers of fag hags in British history—opened across the street, The Sombrero was packed with boys with pomaded hair and Bakelite bracelets and girls in suede platforms and smoky eyes and, for the thinner fag hag, leopard-print belts that were about a foot wide. Fags and fag hags believed in the transformative power of accessories.
Trish wore marabou mules from Frederick’s of Hollywood and carried a vintage hatbox instead of a regular purse. It had two pom-poms on the top and was a nightmare to get things in and out of but great for stashing a small bottle of gin. There was a gal called Irene, a hairdresser, who was the first person I knew to adopt a Louise Brooks–Anna Win-tour hairdo. She wore men’s silk pajamas (very Claudette Colbert), high, vintage, suede stilettos, and Chanel pearls. Paula collected important vintage. She owned an entire outfit—complete with turban and peacock feathers—by Paul Poiret. She could also do the fifties Dior New Look because she was thin. Chubby fag hags like Cherie and Yvonne did the Carmen–YSL–cigarette-girl thing with forgiving but tempestuous off-the-shoulder blouses and red, tiered taffeta skirts and fans.
When she roamed the earth, the fag hag was more than just a fashion poseur: She was formidable, especially after a few drinks.
My fag hags lived for champagne and cocktails. Don’t judge them. You too would rely on the tranquilizing effects of alcohol if you were young and excitable and libidinous and had to continually sublimate your sexual feelings for your constant and indifferent gay male companions.
Each of my fag hag friends had a special signature drink, usually something brightly colored and sickly. We’re talking drinks with fancy French names in lurid colors like parfait amour and crème de menthe. If, after a few drinks, a fag hag heard another fag hag ordering her signature drink, she would get irate: “Why do you have to order my drink? Get your own. Why don’t you have a pint of lager? You butch slag!”
After drinking too much, a fag hag would often vomit. This was not unusual, especially in 1970s England. The food was horrible and rotten, and everyone drank too much. Everyone was vomiting. Along with being the golden age of the fag hag, this was also the golden age of vomit.
I remember a fag hag called Lou. Lou modeled her look on Betty Page—very dominatrix—black bangs and a leopard trench like a fifties stripper. One night, in the back of a taxi, she vomited into her purse, which was a shame since it was a beautiful vintage purse. She had her reasons. She knew that if you threw up in a London taxi, you were immediately driven to the taxi depot and forced to hose and clean the cab for hours until it was spotless. Fag hags were good at weighing their options. Lou chose to ruin her purse over hours of scrubbing.
Like many fag hags, Lou was an anything-for-a-laugh show-off and a daredevil who loved a good practical joke. One night, after getting locked out of her flat in Kings Cross, she woke up a neighbor whom she knew had a set of ladders. Batting her eyelashes, she demanded that he climb up into her flat and then open her front door from the inside. Seeing an opportunity for a good chuckle, Lou added an extra zing to the escapade by directing her Good Samaritan to climb into the wrong flat, thereby scaring the hell out of a sleeping senior citizen. This was deemed to be very funny. Lou lay on the sidewalk and laughed and laughed till she vomited.
Lou once shagged my roommate—a cross-dressing cabaret artist—and left big passionate scratches down his back. This whole incident shocks me even to this very day. When he arrived home the next morning and showed me these marks of passion, I nearly dropped my cigarette holder. Some fag hags had a knack for getting gay boys, even nellie cross-dressers, to shag them. Alcohol seemed to play a big part in these dodgy couplings. Even allowing for the booze, I did not really understand this. I never shagged a fag hag or a female of any description. No amount of alcohol would have been enough. This probably puts me at the far end of the straight-fag continuum.
Nevertheless, I had some odd experiences with women. There was a boring girl in a duffle coat called Leslie who used to pounce on me and tell me she was madly in love with me and that she was ready to leave her boyfriend. She was a specific genre: a gal who, out of the blue, randomly fell in love with a gay man and pined for him and stalked him. I never thought of these girls as fag hags. I thought of them as idiots.
I found the situation with Leslie incomprehensible and sinister. Whenever she came barging into the flat where I was living, I would jump out the kitchen window and run off down the alleyway in my Bata platforms and Mr. Freedom oxford bag trousers, leaving my roommates to console her. I used to hide in the nearby cycle sheds for hours waiting for her to bugger off home. Looking back, I realize now that the cycle sheds were made of asbestos. If I ever develop some horrible lung disease, I shall hold her personally responsible.
 
One day, fashion changed and those vintage dresses and poodle hairdos and MGM fox furs started to look démodé. Trendy girls were dyeing their hair pink and shoving safety pins through their cheeks and walking down the Kings Road wearing trash bags and ripped stockings. In one fell swoop, punk killed everything that preceded it, including the fag hag.
For me, it happened one night at the aforementioned Sombrero. It was 1977, the peak of punk, the year of the queen’s Silver Jubilee. I was accompanied by several fags and a fag hag called Denise who was in full punk vinyl. Her hair looked like a tornado of bleached scrambled egg. It wasn’t really a beehive. It was more like an explosion in a mattress factory. She had made a dress out of Union Jack tourist shopping bags and Scotch tape. She wore ripped white fishnets and black-patent porno shoes from a sex shop in Soho. She looked brilliant.
The pissy Spanish bloke on the door took one look at Denise and told her to take a hike.
“You hate me because I’m a woman!” said the combative Denise, trying out some poorly rehearsed, unfamiliar feminist rhetoric. (We fags and fag hags were very apolitical. We never owned TVs or read newspapers.)
“I bet if I was a man you would let me in,” continued Denise.
“You’re not a woman. You’re not a man. You’re a mess!”
Denise grinned from ear to ear.
“Finally, a compliment!” she said, and we all about-turned and left, never to return.
We jumped on a bus bound for the West End, and headed straight to a fab new place that Denise had heard about called Louise’s where, thanks to the anarchy of punk, gay and straight and fat and thin and fem and butch had all started to mingle and merge. The punk movement was nothing if not inclusive: The only qualifications were the desire to get dressed up and to annoy people. We fags and fag hags were a shoo-in.
Overnight, the concept of the fag hag suddenly seemed as tired and dusty as a Judy Garland fan club membership card.
 
Will the fag hag ever come back?
It’s hard to imagine a scenario where her services will be required. The world has changed. Men, straight men, have become much less obnoxious over the last few years. Some are even a bit nelly. The whole metrosexual thing has improved conditions for straight gals and eliminated the need to go screeching around with a claque of ghettoized gay men. And gay men in big cities are no longer marginalized. Hanging out with gay boys is normal and easy and does not require the kind of full-time commitment made by the great fag hags of yore.
So what happened to all my old fag hags? The Lous and Denises and Gingers? Lots of them got married or shacked up and had kids. Yes, kids. What could be more fun than having a fun-loving fag hag for a mother?
The biggest concentration of surviving fag hags—in the world, bar none—is probably to be found in Florida.
Look at that overdressed broad over there, strutting down Lincoln Road in Miami Beach, wearing leopard mules and capri pants. She’s probably taking that scrawny poodle to the groomer. I bet you anything her best friend, Stephen, does her roots as a favor every other week, and her favorite Bowie album is still Hunky Dory.


THE COLLECTORS
K. M. Soehnlein

I had invited a handful of friends from Los Angeles—all gay men—to join me and my boyfriend, Kevin, for a weekend at my friend April’s home, a small ranch house overlooking the Pacific. April hadn’t previously met three of the four I’d invited, but she’d unhesitatingly agreed to host this reunion. We were a ragtag group. Jacob and Billy, in the early throes of romance, were positively moony over each other, almost to the exclusion of everyone else. Andre, struggling to sell a gay-themed screenplay, was feeling battered by the Hollywood hustle. Roger, a gregarious poet whom I’d had a distant crush on years earlier, hadn’t previously met any of the others. Only April, happy to have a party delivered to her door, seemed to connect instantly with everyone.
I don’t remember who suggested the game—it might have been me, trying to break the ice—but April was immediately handing out paper and pens. The game’s premise: Describe your dream house. How many floors and rooms? What kind of front door? Is there landscaping? Everyone scribbled down answers before the key was revealed: Your house was your personality. The number of rooms showed how compartmentalized your identity was. The front door indicated how you greeted those who entered your life. The landscape illustrated the type of people you wanted to keep close. April’s dream house was one story and sprawling, with large common areas and plenty of guest rooms—a more spacious version of the house we were in. The front door had a top that swung open, so that even strangers could be greeted face-to-face. And the landscaping? April laughed as she read what she’d written: “Fruit trees! My dream house would be surrounded by every kind of fruit tree.”
We “fruit trees,” circled around her, roared our approval.
Recalling that party recently, Kevin suggested that April was a “collector” of gay men. Wasn’t it true that she had kept in touch with several of the guys she met that weekend? Hadn’t she once claimed that her idea of heaven was a place populated by gay men (along with her husband and daughter, she had hastened to add)?
The idea of being collected, I replied, left me with a certain queasiness, as if I were an insect pinned behind glass by Dr. Kinsey, put on display for further study. “Really?” Kevin asked, knowing what an exhibitionist I am. “You don’t like being on display?”
He reminded me of the artwork that April and her husband, Dean, have collected for years. They’ve made their home an eclectic grab bag containing everything from abstract landscapes to refashioned “found objects,” such as a fetching party dress built from Junior Mints boxes.
To be collected in this way is to be selected, appreciated, chosen. To be selected means you might truly be known.
 
We know so little about ourselves when we are young.
I met Paul, my first boyfriend, in college, and I followed him to Manhattan, where we fixed up a rental on the Lower East Side: sanding the floors smooth, installing bars on the windows. Together, we became politically active in the queer movement; we socialized and screwed around as a couple. As my early twenties passed by, I began feeling a discontentment so strong I couldn’t deny it, and so unfamiliar I couldn’t define it. I let myself fall in love with someone who lived far away, courting this new boy with lengthy love letters. Six years after Paul and I first slept together, I told him I wanted to break up.
Soon after, on the subway, I ran into an acquaintance who blanched when I told him of the impending split. “I’m sorry to hear that,” he said. “You guys have been my model couple.”
My stomach clenched guiltily. I needed to get away from the relationship precisely because people like this fellow couldn’t differentiate me from Paul—not physically, but conceptually. Even close friends sometimes slipped and called one of us by the other’s name.
When I complained of this to my friend Maria, she shook her head firmly, her wavy, blonde-streaked mane shimmering in the light of an East Village café. Reaching out her hand, she assured me, “I’ve never had any problem knowing where Paul ends and you begin.”
“You haven’t?”
She smiled so endearingly I could only understand it as permission
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