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For my queer and trans friends. I love you.


– Lotte


This book is for me. Throughout writing this book I’ve learned I need to be a lot nicer to myself so I’m starting here. Well done me, I’m proud of you.


– Stu









Real knowledge is to know 


the extent of one’s ignorance.


Confucius


Padam, padam 
I hear it and I know 
Padam, padam


Kylie Minogue










Introduction



We’re three spicy margaritas deep at a mutual friend’s birthday party in Soho and feeling a happy loosening after a long week. We’re gabbing, on a velvet banquette in a corner of the bar. It’s been a while since we saw each other so we’ve got a lot to cover; our jobs, our kids, our respective spouses whose names both start with J and were born on the same day (weird), reality TV, upcoming trips, our mums, our pets, Botox, Ozempic, lesbian haircuts, Pedro Pascal – you know, the usual. Hours pass. It’s 10pm and we’re both thinking of the next day – the ballet classes, football matches and trampolining parties we’ve got to schlep the kids to. But there’s word of a drag show and there’s no way we’re missing that. Shortly after refreshing our drinks and messaging J & J not to wait up, a glamorous queen with a blonde bouffant and wearing a sparkling gold dress takes to the small stage. We push our way through the throng for a spot at the front.


It’s only then that we look around us. Wow. Everyone here is extremely (stereotypically) good-looking, white, cis, gay, male and in their early forties. We’ve known these guys for a while, and we love them, but they are all essentially the same type of person. It doesn’t help that at least 80 per cent of them are called Andrew. They work in media, mainly, they’re middle-class, able-bodied, neurotypical. They shop at Little Waitrose, think Mykonos is over, wear tight-fitting T-shirts, have a PT and will drop £100 on dinner without even checking the bill. They’re single, child-free and always up for a good time. 


We’re like them in lots of ways, but we’re also not. As a he/him with body and mental health issues, a husband of almost 20 years and with three kids under 10, and a she/they with a wife, a daughter and a penchant for a 9pm bedtime, sometimes our ‘otherness’ in such spaces creeps up on us. We ignore this feeling, most of the time, pushing it out of our minds with another cocktail. Maybe Drew, Andy and Andrew are different after all, plus they’re gay so they must be, you know, like all of us queers, outsiders in some way . . . right?


A spotlight finds the drag queen, and a hush falls over the crowd. The pianist plays the unmistakable opening notes of a Peggy Lee classic, and she starts to sing, asking herself, us, everyone in the room if that’s all there is. At the chorus, we look at each other. We’re both thinking the same thing. 


It’s a hot July night when we emerge from our basement shindig. Drunk queers are careening down Old Compton Street and we have last trains to catch, but something’s happened. And we need to discuss it. 


Is this all there is? No! God, no! Our little gay microcosm represents a single pixel in the spectrum of queerness. There’s so much we don’t know and that we want to know. There are gay people out there who are not called Andrew! What are we missing out on by settling for our lives and our friends being what they’ve always been? 


It has become so much more common to broadcast opinions than ask questions. Whether you’re at a drinks party, on a first date or posting on social media, there’s a sense that you have to have it all worked out and be totally convinced by your own hot take on an issue.


Perhaps it’s time to start saying ‘I don’t know’, or even just ‘I’d like to know more’. But delving into the unknown is daunting and it makes us vulnerable because it’s hard to admit that we might be wrong or misinformed. These kinds of realizations are scary – sometimes our deeply held beliefs have defined our sense of selves and the way we live our lives. It shakes our very foundations to challenge them, as though, if we loosen our tightly held ideas about people and the world, it all might just unravel – and then what?


Well . . . then we learn, then we change, then we build up new, informed ideas, opinions and ways of understanding other people. We listen, we empathize, we ask more and better questions. 


Do Ask, Do Tell is our attempt to understand queerness in a deeper way. To push against the limits of our own lived experiences and get out of our gay comfort zones. For the title we took inspiration from the US military policy ‘Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell’, which aimed to silence LGBTQ+ people within service in the early 90s by prohibiting discussion of queer sexuality, and which was ultimately ended by the Obama administration. We feel that with so much misunderstanding from outside the community, and from within, we need to break any silence, and more importantly we need to listen. To face the rising tide of prejudice and other challenges of the next decade and thrive, we are going to need to understand each other better. 


We’d like this book to answer some questions for our straight and cis friends. Maybe you’ve got queer besties, an LGBTQIA+ child or family member, or perhaps some feelings about your own gender or sexuality are stirring somewhere within yourself. 


Because even as queer people we too can be in danger of just assuming we know it all. That we are automatically well versed in our collective queer plight and we ‘get it’ – but do any of us? Do we really know what is happening in our LGBTQ+ neighbour’s garden? It’s time to get curtain twitching, people. 


Knowing our limits


The beauty of being queer is that there is no one-size-fits-all. But this also means we are potentially limited by our own siloed experiences, which perhaps don’t take into account the rich tapestry of LGBTQ+ life and the intersectionality within our community. Let’s all challenge ourselves on the areas of queerness that we’ve thus far ignored, and attempt to fill in some gaps and address our deep-seated issues. For example, I (Stu) often feel like ‘a basic vanilla gay’ and the world of nightlife, which forms such a pillar of queerdom, yet is completely alien to me. Does this make me a bad gay? And what about queerness and ageing? While we’re both heading into our forties, do we really know what will happen when we become OAQs (old age queers)? 


As children of the 1980s and 90s, our own education about HIV has mainly been via traumatic film and television stories. What is PrEP and what does it mean to have HIV today? We need to find out. And on the subject of chasms in our knowledge, as a cis gay man, does Stu really ‘get’ lesbians and what it means to be sapphic? Come to think of it, why do some queer women hate the word lesbian? And does the word sapphic mean something different, or is it just a sexier synonym? 


As boring married people (not to each other, mind), are we too judgemental about casual sex? What are our preconceived notions of what it means to be a trans sex worker? What exactly is polyamory and is it queer even if one of the partners involved is straight? Oh, we’re on a roll now. What about being queer and religious? How can people reconcile their faith with their sexuality? 


These questions are just the tip of the great pink iceberg we want to uncover. Ageing, HIV, drag, open relationships, religion, racism, body dysmorphia, hedonism: we’re going there – literally and metaphorically, as we hit the frontline of queer experiences and head so far outside of our own comfort zones along the way that we’ll need more than a pair of ruby slippers to get us home. We’ll go from sticky dancefloors to churches, sexual health clinics, old people’s homes and gay saunas. 



Checking our privilege


We do want to be clear that although we are both cisgendered (neither of us is transgender; it is often shortened to ‘cis’), a gay man and a gender queer lesbian, we are white, able-bodied, neurotypical, middle-class and London-based. Our queerness is the limit of our intersectionality. Lotte, as an AFAB person (assigned female at birth – deux points to you if you already knew that one – Stu didn’t; he thought it was a typo for Ab Fab!), perhaps has the upper hand when it comes to marginalized identities, but essentially, living in the Global North, we are both privileged in so many ways. 


Neither of us have experienced any real issues while ‘coming out’ or have had any major problems with our families due to our queerness. We recognize that all these factors may further limit our experiences of the entire global queer spectrum. Therefore, part of our mission with Do Ask, Do Tell is to ensure we represent and listen to a diverse array of queer people. We are all too aware of the white, rich, stereotypically ‘good-looking’, non-disabled gays that for far too long have been the poster children for the LGBTQ+ community. 


But can we ever really understand the hardships and joys inherent in communities outside our own skin colour and abilities? There are so many experiences that need to be lived in order to be truly understood, although we believe that shouldn’t stop us exploring our ignorance and asking the questions that many of us simply don’t even think to ask, potentially for fear of upsetting or offending. 


The magic for us when writing our first book, The Queer Parent, was that we not only explored our own experiences of what it means to become, and be, an LGBTQ+ family, but we broadened our understanding to learn about families outside our limited knowledge. By the end of writing the book we felt so inspired, enriched and enlightened by the queer people we spoke to, and this is what most excites us about this book.


We, your intrepid queer explorers, want to explode our own biases and delve into the deep ocean of LGBTQ+ life, love and culture, with you as our fellow passenger in our queer little submarine. And while we may sound a bit average compared to some of the fabulous characters we’ll meet along the way, we do want to share with you the experiences we have lived and breathed because we hope you’ll relate. We promise we are fun, and flawed, too!


For example, we’ll get into the ups and downs of Stu’s mental health and ask why, statistically, queer people are not OK and live with more mental health problems than the rest of the population. Lotte takes a look at her lifelong relationships with gay men as she unpicks the nuances of gay maleness. Stu’s body dysmorphia opens up questions of the serious body issues that are rife within the LGBTQ+ community. And Lotte explores the butch and femme push and pull she’s often felt as she lifts the lid on the labels that can box us in. 




OUR VIEW: Using the Term ‘Queer’ 


Before we continue, a note about the use of the word ‘queer’ throughout this book. We truly understand that this is not a term everybody is comfortable with, particularly if it was shouted at you in the playground by bullies. While Gen Z are claiming the term ‘queer’ to express a whole spectrum of the LGBTQIA+ experience, older generations remember it as a slur. Although, interestingly, on the flip side, we’ve also spoken to people who feel the same about the words ‘gay’ and ‘lesbian’, having experienced these as attacks, too. For us, it’s a useful shorthand that encompasses the many gender and sexual identities we include in the book. We feel comfortable that we have wrenched the word back from homophobes and can redefine it as something wholly positive and inclusive. If it evokes unpleasant memories or doesn’t sit well with you, we totally understand, but we hope you can find a way to accept its use within these pages.





We know it’s going to be impossible for us to cover everything within our word count, but believe us, we’ll try. If you read this book and think, well, what about me, what about my unique queer lived experience?! We see you. We want Do Ask, Do Tell to be an ongoing dialogue, so tell us! You can find out how to get in touch with us here. 


We also know that we’re going to be covering a big range of terms and words, not all of which we were familiar with ourselves before starting this project. We’ve explained what these mean as we go along, but we’ve also included a handy glossary that you can flip to at the back, here.


Why and who?


The landscape of queer politics, and issues arising from the relentless ‘culture wars’, are both constantly changing. As a community it feels like we are always taking one step forward and two steps back. At the time of writing our trans siblings are still continuously having to fight for their very existence and we don’t see this coming to a happy fairy-tale ending any time soon. LGBTQ+ rights seem to be very much up for debate, and homophobic attacks are sadly on the rise. We have a long way to go to achieve widespread equality and a queer life full of security and freedom, both at home and internationally. We anticipate that whenever you pick up this book we will sadly still be facing prejudice from some, or even many, corners of the UK and beyond. Although if you are dusting off this book and reading it in 2094, and living life in queer utopia, please get into your glittery Time Machine, come back and tell us that things do, in fact, improve.


This ongoing prejudice means we need to improve our understanding of each other because, as history has taught us, we are stronger when we’re united. There is power in holding hands, being able to look each other in the eye and feel that you know that person a little more than you did before. We like to think that all the different letters in the ubiquitous LGBTQIA+ acronym would have each other’s backs when needed and know that we have their backs too.


This book is for the queers who want to know more about their fellow queers, but we hope that cis straight people will also find our own exploration of the LGBTQ+ experience insightful for their continued allyship. The whole point of the book is to hold up our hands and say ‘we don’t understand – tell us’, which we hope will reassure our non-queer readers. It’s OK to not know. It’s OK to be curious and to want to learn. 


One of the first people we spoke to after coming up with the idea for this book was Glyn Fussell, the man behind the legendary LGBTQ+ night Sink The Pink and the Mighty Hoopla festival. ‘Queerness is a lens that enables you to look into the cracks and be in the mess,’ he tells us. ‘I don’t think you deal with anything in the binary. Nothing is straightforward. You’re constantly looking at the kinks of society, and that never stops. And I think that’s why people refuse or are fearful of queerness, because it feels quite dangerous and scary. It’s a Pandora’s box. I feel queer euphoria because my eyes, my brain, my senses, my life has been opened so greatly to the world as it should be seen.’


Ahh – queer euphoria. The promised land! We wonder where we’ll find ours. Will it be in a place of worship, a nightclub, a gym? What more queer joy is there for us to uncover on this yellow brick road of discovery? Because we already love being gay. We wouldn’t change it for the world. Oh, the parties! The beauty! The humour! The culture! Drag! Pop! Camp! Lesbians! Why would anyone be straight (sorry, Huns!)?


We’ve always seen our sexuality as a kind of magic power. We’re not just ‘proud’, we’re really pleased we were born this way. We love how queers talk about sex and challenge norms with open relationships, and new ways of gender non-dependent parenting. We love that we care about dress codes, that we have friends who are two decades older or younger than us, that we will be the first to join a protest and be the last to leave a dancefloor. 


So, are you ready to join us on this adventure as we lay bare queer life, love and culture, ask big questions and learn big truths? We hope so. Because one thing’s for sure, our way of being gay is not all there is. 




Two Become One


In order to tackle the sheer breadth of material we want to cover, we have each written different chapters in this book. It’s meant that we’ve been on our own journeys and have chosen to write about things that either push us out of our comfort zones or resonate deeply as themes within our own lives. We’ve been on some adventures together, and where we have set off on a chapter alone, it’s been fun coming back and sharing our experiences and learnings with each other. You’ll see who has written what at the top of each chapter, and hopefully you’ll get to know us and our different voices along the way! 













Chapter 1



Just a Phase? The Spectrum of Sexuality 


Lotte


When I came out in the late 1990s you were either gay or straight, and if you were a lesbian you were either butch or femme. Bisexuals often got short shrift from the gay community and were pressured to pick a side.


Today, Gen Z embraces the wild spectrum of sexuality with far more nuance and creativity, finding a language to represent identities that exist in between the limited binaries we grew up with. Now, there are no ‘sides’ to pick, just a happily amorphous queer space that welcomes anyone – ‘he’, ‘she’ or the gender-neutral ‘they’ – who exists outside heteronormativity. Stu and I want in. 


So, what’s the difference between being ‘queer’ and being gay or lesbian? Well, for me, it’s a more open-ended identity. It can be a way of saying: ‘I exist outside labels. My gender may not fit pre-existing boxes in the same way that my sexuality might not.’ It also leaves space to evolve as a person. To not be a lesbian who finds themselves attracted to a man and then feels that they have somehow let the side down, but to be a person attracted to another person and on a long and winding journey of ‘becoming’. Queer is less finite and allows for a certain ambiguity that I’m increasingly drawn to. Queer leaves space for me to explore my identity without having to book a one-way ticket to Lesbos. As I approach forty-two, I’ve realized that my gender identity and sexuality are less fixed than I made them out to be earlier in my life, when I was so keen to make sure that my ‘coming out’ wasn’t dismissed as a phase, that I neglected to enjoy the possibility that sexuality is in itself a series of phases that ebb and flow throughout a life. 




How many of these sexualities have you heard of?


Androgynosexual: Attraction to androgynous or genderqueer individuals.


Asexuality: The official definition is ‘lack of sexual attraction or interest in sexual activity’, but this is quite limiting and asexual, or ‘ace’, as it’s known, experiences are many and varied. 


Aromantic: Having little to no romantic attraction to others, regardless of their sexual orientation.


Demisexuality: Experiencing sexual attraction only after a deep emotional bond is formed.


Graysexuality: Experiencing sexual attraction rarely, on a limited basis, or under specific circumstances.


Heterosexuality: Attraction to people of the opposite sex. 


Homosexuality: Attraction to those of the same sex.


Lithsexuality: Experiencing attraction but not desiring reciprocation or a relationship.


Pansexuality: Attraction to people regardless of their gender or gender identity.


Polysexuality: Attraction to multiple genders, but not necessarily all.


Pomosexuality: Rejecting or being indifferent to categorizations of sexual orientation.


Sapiosexuality: Attraction based on intelligence. Although it’s worth noting that this term has also been deemed problematic due to its ableist connotations.


Skoliosexuality: Attraction to non-binary and genderqueer individuals.






How do you know for sure how to label your sexuality?


New ways of defining sexualities are constantly coming to light and being integrated into popular language as the way we think about attraction, gender and sexual preferences evolves. I remember when my daughter’s eighteen-year-old babysitter told me she was demisexual a year or so ago, having to fight my elder millennial instinct to be cynical and dismissive and instead try to listen with an open mind as she explained to me what that meant for her. 


So often we default to negativity when confronted with something new that seems, at least at first, to threaten our own life experience or view of the world. I think my initial eye-roll about this young cis woman, who incidentally had a boyfriend, labelling themselves proudly as ‘demisexual’ (something I’d never even heard of) and therefore ‘queer’, was rooted in my experiences as a forty-something lesbian. I had fought for the right to marry, to start a family, to have LGBTQ+ issues discussed at schools, and here was someone, ostensibly ‘straight’, pushing her way into my community because it’s cool to be different. 


I’m not proud of this reaction but I think it’s important that I’m honest about it, as it goes to show that even the most open-minded LGBTQ+ people can struggle with some of the ways in which our community is evolving. I am pleased that I was able to control my facial expression sufficiently (Botox helps) to not give away my feelings and instead stay silent long enough to listen and slowly let the barriers fall that I’d erected around my opinions and experience. 


By the end of the conversation, I was convinced not only that ‘demi’ was a valid sexuality, but that describing themselves as such had been a positive thing for our young friend. She had found a community and a way of expressing her difference and, essentially, if someone else is happy in their identity, how dare anyone try to pick that apart? I realized that I couldn’t just appropriate this word queer for myself and not embrace the pantheon of new sexual identities that exists within it. 


The way we think about and talk about sexuality has radically opened up over the past decade or so. Now there is an entire lexicon that didn’t exist back when I first came out. If it had, I might not have been so quick to hang my Kangol hat on ‘lesbian’ and might have been through a biromantic demisexual phase or two first. 


Is it ‘just a phase’?


I understand why the term ‘phase’ has such a bad rep in the queer world; no one wants to have their gender or sexuality negated by someone who believes it is a detour on the journey back to cis heteronormativity. But what if that journey leads to somewhere else entirely, somewhere even queerer, and we give ourselves permission to take a few detours and try on different identities along the way? 


I spoke to the psychotherapist Chance Czyzselska (they/them) about giving ourselves the space to explore our ever-changing selves throughout our lives and what it might mean to have fun with that, rather than worrying that to change is to somehow betray the person you had said you were.


I first knew Chance when they were known as Jane and edited the lesbian magazine Diva. I thought they were incredibly cool and someone I really looked up to in the media world, when I was a hungry young graduate looking for my big break in magazines. A number of years have passed since we last saw each other, Chance has retrained as a psychotherapist, moved to the coast and left journalism behind – although they still write and they most recently authored the book Queering Psychotherapy. It’s so good to see Chance’s familiar face pop up on my laptop screen. I’m reminded of that feeling of wanting to impress them when they were my boss. I wish I’d had more queer women and non-binary leaders throughout my career (though I’d inevitably have had a crush on all of them). 


Chance and I chat for a while, and I get used to the shape their new name makes. It’s not a hard adjustment but it is a conscious one. At least at first. 


‘I’m totally down with phases. I think phases are great. Whether that’s a few years or a few months or even weeks,’ Chance says. They then mention an idea explored in their book: that consistency is a cis myth. ‘It is also, perhaps, bigger than that,’ they add. ‘It’s a white, cis, heteronormative, patriarchal myth – this idea that we have to be just one thing. You know, there are so many ways in which white supremacist thinking manifests in what appears to be normal common sense. Viewed from that perspective, a changing identity can, for some people, seem like instability, or a difficulty of pinning somebody down, and we need to pin someone down because then we can control them, or then we can give them rules about how to live their life. There’s this need for a map of how life should unfold, how being a human should unfold.’ 


We agree this is reductive and so limiting. We can and should be able to be whatever and go wherever we want in terms of our identity and sexuality. Chance recalls something a queer theorist called MJ Barker once said: ‘We are all queered by life.’ I like this idea. It’s so true – whether we’re talking about ageing, illness, becoming disabled, falling in love, grieving or parenting – these things push us outside the boundaries and binaries we may have once erected around ourselves. 




Let’s meet . . . MJ Barker


I do some digging and discover that MJ Barker is a ‘writer, zine-maker, collaborator, contemplative practitioner, creative mentor’ and someone I simply must track down for a chat ASAP! I’m desperate to interrogate my own changing ideas about sexuality. 


Does a growing awareness of more ‘niche’ sexualities help us or does it simply encourage us to fit into even more boxes?


For me, trying to move away from binaries means always trying to reframe questions like this from ‘is a thing good or bad?’ to ‘what does it open up and what does it close down?’


In terms of opening up, all the terms that have come into existence for different forms of asexuality/aromanticism, bi/pan sexuality, lesbian/gay identities, kink practices, non-monogamous set-ups, trans genders and sexualities and more, help people to realize that there is a lot more to sexuality than gender-of-attraction. Hopefully this means that people will be less likely to keep trying to make themselves – and others – fit into relationships and sexual scripts that don’t fulfil them, or which actively hurt them. Additionally, this awareness means that people are more likely to be able to find like-minded communities – particularly with the proliferation of sexual communities online, so they feel less alone and more supported.


In terms of closing down, the risk is that each new community quickly develops rules and hierarchies about what a ‘proper’ person under that label is like, and what they should do. This can easily lead to people feeling they have to conform to new rigid norms, or feeling ostracized yet again from a community where they had hoped to find belonging. This can exacerbate shame and a sense of failure of never being queer enough (or trans enough, kinky enough, etc., etc.).


What’s the difference between a kink or a preference and a mode of behaving, e.g., poly and asexuality? 


Here we might delineate sexual attraction/desire (how we experience our sexuality), sexual expression/behaviour (how we act on our sexuality) and sexual identity (how we identify or name our sexuality). It’s possible for these three things to be aligned – particularly if we’re in a very supportive environment that doesn’t police or punish diverse sexualities. For example, we might experience sexual attraction to more than one gender, we might enjoy sex with people of more than one gender, and we might identify as bi or pansexual. It’s also very common for these things to be out of alignment, which is why research tends to find – for example – that up to two-thirds of people are attracted to more than one gender, but that a much lower percentage of people are sexual with people of more than one gender, and an even lower percentage actually identify as bi or pansexual.


Any aspect of sexuality can be an attraction/desire, an expression/behaviour and/or an identity. For example, this includes being kinky, being on the asexual (ace) or aromantic (aro) spectrum and enjoying multiple sexual and/or romantic partners. However, because of the emphasis in dominant culture on gender-of-attraction as defining our sexuality, we often see only sexual orientation as a sexual identity, and may see these other features as ‘just’ a preference/behaviour or an attraction/desire.


It would be great if we could move to a multidimensional model of sexuality that recognizes all these aspects of our sexuality as equally valid. It would also be great if, in enabling people to identify with them, we also emphasized that they are all fluid and can change over time, so that people didn’t feel fixed in any identity. Some aspects of our sexuality may stay the same across our life, or long periods of it, while others may change radically over time.






Why are bisexuals so overlooked?


One sexuality that has been consistently overlooked and sidelined both within and outside of the queer community is bisexuality. I must admit I’ve only recently discovered that two of my newish ‘straight’ female friends are actually bisexual. I totally made assumptions about their heterosexuality based on the fact that I’d only known them to have boyfriends, but I wish I’d been more open and curious in my early conversations with them. I wonder if there’s a sense that because I’m so loudly and proudly queer I take ownership of this space and quite like being ‘the gay one’ in a friendship group. Also, in the spirit of radical honesty, I have to admit to thinking that now there are these newer and hyperspecific terms to describe sexuality, there’s something a bit prosaic about identifying as bi. Does ‘pansexual’ not have a bit more glamour about it? Does ‘fluid’ have a bit more zeitgeisty sex appeal? 


If it was possible to press ‘delete’ on certain thoughts, I would be seriously activating that button right now. 


Whatever has been going on in the depths of my psyche with this, I want to be a better bisexual ally and find out more. But before I do, it’s worth setting out what the differences between bi, pan and fluid sexualities actually are. The fact is these terms can be used interchangeably, but often bisexuality refers to attraction to two or more genders, while pansexuality involves attraction to individuals regardless of their gender, emphasizing a more inclusive approach that transcends traditional gender binaries. Fluid sexuality is a broader term that encompasses a range of attractions that may change over time, allowing you to experience shifts in sexual preferences without being confined to specific categories. But language can mean different things to different people, so I wouldn’t get too tied up on exact definitions and instead accept that all these identities can exist as the same, as different, or as something else entirely. Maybe it’s time to queer our idea of dictionary definitions for hard-to-contain feelings?


Lewis Oakley is a bisexual activist who previously presented a show on Virgin Radio and he is a father to a teenager and two toddlers. I ask him what he thinks is at the root of the erasure of bisexuality.


‘We have this thing in society where men and women are defined by their attraction towards men,’ he tells me over a video call. ‘So if you are a bisexual man, you’re clearly gay. If you’re a bisexual woman, you’re clearly straight and looking for attention or to titillate a man. That’s the horrible way that many people view it.’ 


Lewis tells me about reckoning with his sexuality as a young teenager. Because he was attracted to women, he mistook his attraction to men as ‘wanting to be friends’ or ‘wanting to be like’ the men he admired. It was only once he was at university and hanging out with gay friends and in LGBTQ+ spaces that he pursued this side of himself and realized it was of equal importance. He remembers being told that ‘everyone decides in the end’. Meaning that once you find yourself in a committed relationship with someone of either gender, that relationship defines your sexuality and you are no longer bi. This is where bi-invisibility comes from. ‘You just don’t see it in the same way. But it’s why, for me, especially now I’m in a long-term relationship with a woman and we have children together, it’s so important for me to keep talking about being bi.’ 


I’ve always wondered if one person in a relationship identifies as queer in some way and the other as cis and straight (which is the case for Lewis and his partner), is it by default a queer relationship? 


Lewis says, ‘Yes, as a couple we are part of the LGBTQ+ community. There is someone in the relationship who is queer, so I definitely see it that way.’


He says he understands where this lack of empathy from the gay male community comes from. Many gay people do identify as bisexual on the way out of the closet, knowing that they aren’t actually bisexual, but it is a way of coming out. 


‘This does two things. It creates this wider stigma in society about bisexuality being a phase on the way out to being gay. And then the other part, which I really have no tolerance for, is gay men who have done this and used “bisexuality” as an identity to hide behind, then they start thinking that every other bi person they meet must be doing the same.’ 


He points to statistics that show that bisexual people do worse in every measure of success. In a Stonewall survey1 59 per cent of bi people reported experiencing depression. And 26 per cent of bi people reported self-harming compared with 11 per cent of gay and lesbian people. 


I go back to MJ Baker, who is bisexual, to ask if the LGBTQ+ community has got better at welcoming and understanding bisexuality in recent years.


MJ says, ‘There certainly isn’t the degree of profound biphobia in lesbian and gay [LG] communities that there was when I started engaging in bi activism. At that point – in the late 90s and early 2000s – we often still had to argue with organizations and societies to even add the “B” to LG, I was often asked to debate the existence of bisexuality, and I remember people in the crowd on Pride marches going silent when the bi group walked past, or singing “making your mind up”!’


MJ tells me that they agree with Lewis, that biphobia has not been completely eradicated. ‘It is still common for bi folks to be lumped in with LG people in research, rather than teased apart – which can mean that any funding based on that research goes to predominantly LG groups and spaces rather than bi ones, even in areas where it is bi people who have the greatest need (such as mental health struggles).’


I wonder if asexuality is today where bisexuality was twenty years ago, when it was often delegitimized. I have to admit I struggle to understand asexuality’s place within the queer community, because if being asexual means you don’t want to have sex with anyone, are you just as ‘not gay’ as you are ‘not straight’?


I feel instinctively like this isn’t what I should really think. But I need someone to set me on the straight and narrow about it, or, more accurately, the queer and expansive.


The amazing activist Yasmin Benoit and others have done great work in improving asexual representation across all forms of media. Yasmin is especially vocal on being a Black asexual woman. In a piece she wrote for Glamour magazine in 2021, she said: ‘Women like me will continue to be dismissed as unlovable, ugly, frigid and boring. This is especially true for Black women, who are so hyper-sexualized, that to be a Black asexual woman seems entirely contradictory to people.’


You might know what asexuality means (see here), but do you really understand why it is part of the LGBTQ+ community? 


It’s a question for which there’s no definitive ‘right’ answer. I found lots of interesting research exploring this, but the conclusions are varied and essentially it depends on how wide-ranging your definition of queerness is. 


Angela Chen, a journalist and asexual activist who’s written a book on the subject: Ace: What Asexuality Reveals About Desire, Society, and the Meaning of Sex, said in a podcast: ‘We don’t want to take resources away from people who are trans or people who are homeless. It doesn’t seem like this competitive thing to us. We’re not saying we’re the most oppressed, but we feel like we are in many ways outside of heteronormative, straight culture, and we want to build coalitions and we want to be part of [queerness].’


You might find it hard to relate to the idea of being asexual now, but it could well be something you explore later in life. Maybe it is a phase, maybe it isn’t, but that shouldn’t be the marker of its validity, or of its truth, or of its queerness. 


I feel more strongly than ever now that sexuality is, by its very nature, an evolving, mutable force. It is so individual and specific, and yet also, so universal. I have a feeling that our current understanding of human sexuality is just the tip of the iceberg. Beneath the surface is fascinating unchartered territory. I just wonder if by mapping it, naming it and conquering it we do a disservice to its nebulous heart. 










Chapter 2 



The Male Gaze Gays 


Lotte


I can get quite emotional, in a good way, thinking about my first experiences of being out on the gay scene as an eighteen-year-old lesbian among other lesbians. Because there was a gift we gave each other when our eyes met across a dancefloor. The possibility of sex, yes, but something else. Validation. To desire and be desired in return. To say ‘she’ when it was a story. To say her hot breath on my neck, her hands, her house. Maybe we’d slam into the toilets together. Or we’d come up out of the club for air, finding some doorway in Soho Square to kiss in, in the shadows.


It was the year 2000. I was eighteen and out in every sense, a veteran lesbian by then, having confirmed my sexuality sometime before my GCSEs. London’s Soho was my playground. I started kissing strangers on dancefloors, circa Madonna’s ‘Ray of Light’.


That rush! I was young, hot and enjoying the heady cocktail of excitement and safety that comes from finding your people. Being gay was the best thing in my life. In many ways, it still is. 


I might have been kissing girls, but my emotional connections were with gay men, boys – let’s face it – at that time. I had a gang of them around me, and we’d go everywhere together, spend hours on the phone (these were the days of the landline) and plan our fabulous futures. Maybe we’d even have children together one day – wouldn’t that be fun?! 


I was one of them – the only difference was the gender of the people we pulled when we went out together. As I’ve gotten older, and become a parent (with an anonymous donor, not one of my many gay male mates), the differences in our life experiences have become more extreme. I used to be able to pass as a twink (a fresh-faced young gay boy, see here) myself. But while my friends evolved into twunks (hunky grown-up twinks), I didn’t. After years of fertility treatment, my ‘female’ body has changed with age in ways theirs haven’t. But despite the differences in our lifestyles and appearance today, these men are still my best friends.


Last summer I went to Ibiza with one of my oldest friends, Joe, a gay man, and a group of sixteen gay male friends, for his fortieth birthday. Crashing through waves as Formentera disappeared behind us, I lay on the stern of a boat and watched the sky slip on a softer evening blue. It was still so warm. Salt water splashed my bare chest. Joe was careering around looking for the last bottle of prosecco. The others lounged sleepy and sun-drunk on the deck. Andy, one of our university friends (I told you all gay men of a certain type are called Andrew!), joined me and we were silent for a while, enjoying the sobering slap of the wind. We were almost back on the island, where another night of gay revelry awaited. ‘We’re so lucky,’ Andy said, lying back on his towel. I stretched out my arm so our hands touched. Lucky to be here. Lucky to be queer. 


This little trip down memory lane might go some way to explain why I, Lotte, am writing a chapter about the evolution of what it means to be a gay man, and not Stu – an actual gay man. I have more gay male friends, have been out to more gay clubs and I am more comfortable around gay men than he is, for reasons I’ll let him get into with you later in this chapter. 


With gay men I’ve always loved the dynamic of us both being queer. Our experiences of sex, life and relationships are different, but also so equally ‘other’ compared to cis heteronormativity. There is a fundamental difference baked into our queerness; and still a lot that we can learn from each other, particularly when it comes to who we have sex with and how. I enjoy this interplay of distance and intimacy between myself and gay men, and I think it puts me in a good place to investigate gay maleness.


So, where to start with the gays? I guess one thing I’ve always wanted to dig into a bit more is why gay men, who have historically been so ostracized and prejudiced against by heterosexual society, seem to have woven ways of excluding people based on looks and behaviour deep into the roots of their own community. 


Is this what happens when men create an all-male microcosm without women to subjugate? A hierarchy of masculinity emerges where a sense of power and value can come from fitting into a particular tribe, and anyone who doesn’t adhere to the rules of belonging is othered even from their own otherness. Have I been complicit in this in my own appropriation of gay male culture?


Why is gay male culture so tribal?


If you’re a gay man reading this, do you have a diverse friendship group or do all/most of your fellow gay friends look like you, have jobs like you, earn the same kind of money as you, share the same kind of ambitions and desires as you? Do you like to mix up your social life going to different kinds of events, including more queer, non-binary or lesbian-centred nights? Or do you go to the same place every time because you know what you’re getting? 




Join the club


I wonder how many of these niche gay male identities you’ve heard of, or perhaps identify with yourself. 


Bears


These are typically men who are larger in size, have facial and body hair, and embrace a more ‘rugged’, unshaven appearance. The bear community is said to have emerged in the 1980s as a reaction against the skinny, hairless pretty boy image of gay masculinity. Within the bear world there are further subsections of identity, including, but not limited to: cubs, which are typically younger or less hairy men; daddy bears, who are older, more mature bears within the community; and otters, who are generally slimmer and a bit less hairy. 


Twinks


There is no single agreed origin for this term. Some think it’s an evolution of ‘twank’, which was 1920s British slang for a client of gay male prostitutes (incidentally – what a great word!). Or it could be traced to the 1910s’ use of ‘twinkle toes’, a euphemism for a gay man. Some also suggest it relates to the Twinkie – a cream-filled sweet treat that was created in the US in 1930. However the term came to be, it is now used to refer to young, slim (interesting how integral body shape is to these identities – Stu has more to say on this later) and hairless white boys who are relatively new to the gay scene. Of course, there are even more hyper-specific sub-categories within twink, such as ‘twunk’ – a hunky or perhaps more muscular twink. 


Gay Geeks


Finally, one of the few gay micro communities that doesn’t have body image or sex at the heart of how it identifies itself. Gay geeks are video-gamers, comic-book lovers, sci-fi and fantasy aficionados, or gay men with a passion for quirkier pursuits, such as Dungeons & Dragons. 


Muscle Marys / Muscle Boys


Muscle Marys is one of those archaic gay terms that has stuck around because it’s a fun way of blending ideas of femininity and masculinity and reclaiming the way ‘Mary’ has historically been used to demean gay men. Essentially, this refers to gay guys who live in the gym and are extremely ‘built’. Steroids can play a huge part in building this kind of muscly body. One 2002 study found that 13.5 per cent of gay gym-goers in London were actively using anabolic androgenic steroids, or the synthetic versions of testosterone. Surprisingly, there are no more recent stats available but one can only imagine how this figure has risen in the decades since.


Daddies


Not all daddies are bears, not all daddies are actual daddies (though some are). Some actual daddies (hi Stu!) aren’t gay daddies (because they aren’t old enough). These are good-looking, older, ‘silver-fox’ gay men who might also be a bit of a father figure, have an appealing degree of financial security and a penchant for younger men.


Leather Queens 


Gay men who are into leather and BDSM (a variety of often-erotic practices or roleplaying involving bondage, discipline, dominance and submission, sadomasochism, etc.). It might have its focus in the bedroom, but this identity extends from sexual practice to social life, clubbing and friendship groups. 





While I appreciate it’s nice to ‘find your people’, particularly if you feel excluded from mainstream heteronormative society, there’s something about the above list of identities that is a bit depressing to me in its separatism. OK, sure, at Pride we see bears march with twinks and geeks and leather queens, but there’s very much a sense that all these communities are together but apart. I’m reminded of what Chance and MJ Barker talked about in terms of the impact of white supremacy and patriarchy in our chapter on sexuality, even if our privilege stops us from recognizing this. For them, true queerness is a joyful rejection of all the systems of power that oppress us.


It’s time to phone a friend. I need to get to the bottom (no pun intended) of Stu’s distrust of his fellow gays. I know he’s intimidated by my group of gay male friends – he’s told me – and that upsets me because my friends would love him, and if he got to know them he’d see that they are just as riddled with anxiety, as complicated, silly and kind-hearted as he is. 


I put this to him and he doesn’t disagree. So come on then, let’s get the origin story from Stu himself. 


‘I’ve never found myself within a “community” of queer friends, or indeed a group of gays. In my late teens I spent a lot of time with my best friend at the time, Tommy, who was also gay. We’d hit up the Brighton gay clubs together – and I document these disastrous years in Chapter 15. 


‘At university I knew no gay people and it took another ten years or so before I found another gay male friend in my life, my beloved mate Ollie. But even with Ollie, our common connection is more our job and “straight” friendship group, rather than being two gays out against the world. I’m always slightly envious of the friendships he has at his gay rugby club, but not envious enough to make the effort to join. Because honestly, Lotte’s right, I find gay men, especially in groups, quite intimidating. I can never quite get past seeing them as gay “mean girls”. And I’m not sure what came first, this intimidation or the fact that I’ve never found myself in a friendship group. Perhaps if I had more gay friendships when I was young I too would have found myself in a gay harem cruising around Ibiza in a boat with Lotte in tow.


‘I think this intimidation has largely manifested itself out of my deep-rooted insecurities in both my body image and my campness, things I discuss in depth later in this book, and again I wonder how different things might have been had I felt confident in my own skin, and able to be included in a gay friendship group. Part of me does long for a gang of queers, who look after each other, play together, cry together and, most importantly, a group that doesn’t intimidate anyone outside their bubble.’


I’m pleased Stu’s opened up and given me this context. But my challenge to him is that these guys don’t intend to be intimidating, they are actually extremely sweet and friendly and they would have loads in common. Maybe he should get to know them more, rather than expect them to change the way they look or act to make him feel better. Oooh – are we having our first argument and it’s only Chapter 2?! 


It’s a shame that Stu has missed out on a lifetime of gay friendships with people who could have validated him, lifted him up and made him realize what a brilliant man he is. I hope it’s not too late. 




Let’s meet . . . Okechukwu Nzelu 


Okechukwu Nzelu is an author and creative writing teacher at Lancaster University who has graciously offered to share his experience of being a Black gay man today.


I am a cisgender homosexual man. I don’t know why I went for homosexual instead of gay. I’m very comfortable with the term queer. But I think it depends on context when it comes down to labels. I suppose I was trying to narrow it down. Because I think that if I were to just call myself queer, which I’m fine with doing in certain contexts, I think that elides certain differences.


It’s kind of like the term BAME (Black Asian and Minority Ethnic). If I were anything other than Black and identified as BAME that would be accurate, but it’s only part of the picture, because I think there are different levels of privilege, or rather structural disadvantage, within BAME, just as there are within queer.


And even though there is a political reality, or political realities – plural – that unite lots of different identities and desires and orientations under the queer umbrella term, we don’t all experience the world the same way.


I think for a cis gay man, even a cis gay Black man, it’s very, very different from being a trans man or trans woman. 


I became increasingly conscious of myself as a Black gay man as I got older. I went to Cambridge University, which is a fantastic institution in a lot of ways, but as a place, it is not as diverse as the world I was used to in Manchester. 


I suspect I had a lot of shame about being gay. I had a very conservative upbringing and, years and years of therapy later, I can stand on the other side of that and look at it now. When you don’t have role models who are from the same background as you, you absorb some of that homophobia, and part of you is always going to want to reject any models that you’re given. 


Coming into mainstream gay male culture, those niches or subcultures like bears, twinks, daddies, etc., didn’t resonate, because I never looked like any of those categories. They are very white-oriented. The idea of a twink is very, very white. Even when I was that twink [twenties] age, I would have never identified that way. 


I’ve experienced racism in lots of different ways and contexts, but I think one of the most shocking ways I’ve experienced it has been on the gay scene. I’ve been called the ‘N word’ on dating apps. It was very cruel, it was deliberate. I think it was someone I’d rejected politely. There’s also a lot of fetishization, which I think people do not have the vocabulary to understand and to get to grips with.


If somebody fetishizes you and imposes their ideas of what they think Black people are like, that is not by mutual consent. That is someone’s ignorance. My experience has sometimes been of white gay men who I grew up with just not understanding that we move through the world in very different ways. And not being sensitive to that.


One of the most frustrating things about being in the community of gay men is that a lot of the loudest, most prominent voices are wealthy, white gay men who think that because they feel powerful, all the problems in the world to do with homophobia and what gay men have gone through and go through today have been solved.





So is there a difference between being queer and being a gay man?


Is it semantics or cultural, or does it really manifest in a different lived experience? I called up Glyn Fussell, who we met in the introduction and who is a legend in queer nightlife, now doing great work raising money for LGBTQ+ charities when they need support the most with his trust, Pink Noise. 


Glyn says, ‘I think that you can understand your sexuality and not understand your culture. And I think that there’s a real difference there. Because I know a lot of gay men that just attach their identity to their sexuality – to being a gay man, and that is an act of sexuality. That is them having sex with a man. There is nothing else. They don’t know about our history. What I also love about being queer is it feels like we’re part of this new force, this new way of thinking, and I see these amazing kids that are discovering and being able to come into their queerness from a really early age when you should be able to play and in a way that feels quite fearless. It makes me so hopeful for what is to come.’


So, for Glyn, identifying as queer is more political than being a gay man. But that’s not to say that if you’re more comfortable with the word gay than you are queer (as many of my gay male friends are) you’re any less politically aware or culturally engaged. It’s different for everyone. 


When I told some of my gay male friends about Glyn’s perspective, they slightly took issue with the idea that ‘gay’ is quite basic while queer is this evolved, sophisticated, enlightened utopia. My words, not Glyn’s. I suppose all LGBTQ+ people are highly attuned to anything that makes us feel less than or left out, and I think the implication that there’s a better or a cooler way to be gay and to party probably puts certain people’s backs up. I know that’s not what Glyn means, but I can see it from my gay male friends’ point of view, too, and it worries me that there’s yet another ‘them’ and ‘us’ emerging within our ranks – the basic gay versus the quirky queer. I think discussing this can help us all understand each other better. 


And yes, some gay men are anti the word queer, not just because it’s been used as a slur but because they feel it represents a culture they don’t necessarily want to feel part of. 


I met with an older gay man, who wanted to remain anonymous. He shared his views on this subject and I think they probably resonate with many and go to show the differences within our diverse LGBTQ+ community. He tells me: 


‘I think you have to earn that word “queer”. I don’t really understand why these straight people are coming along and going, Oh, well, um, I’m a goth and so therefore I’m queer. To me, what it means at the moment is political ideologies – some of which I agree with, some of which I don’t. I don’t want to feel that my sexuality requires me to sign up 100 per cent to a political ideology. I’m just a man who fucks men. I’d rather be a “f*ggot”. Keep your politics separate. Queer feels like being sucked into a cult.’
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