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If the goal of Women’s Liberation was to create a world where the sisters could do whatever the hell they wanted, then the wacky chick must surely be the screeching apotheosis of feminist achievement. Non?






Introduction

An uprising of

Glamorous Outsiders


“Life’s a banquet, and most poor suckers are starving to death!”

Auntie Mame






We’ve done something silly.

In our fevered quest to find gurus and role models to admire and look up to, we have not always looked in the best places. In the 1980s, for example, a collective screechy hysteria infected popular culture, and everybody rashly decided that movie actors were really, really, really important. During this recklessly superficial period, they, the movie actors, became the icons of our age. No, we didn’t pick useful people like brain surgeons, firemen or coffee shop waitresses. We chose show-biz folk. And then we sat there like puddings and inhaled all this drivel about the supposedly squintingly brilliant glam lives of these celebs, and we actually started to believe the hype. And gradually by the 1990s, we strove to live vicariously through them. If only we could be one-millionth as fabulous as Julia or Nicole or even Linda Hunt!

Movie actors reciprocated this adulation by becoming progressively more self-important. They started to refer to their own bodies as their “instruments.” On podiums and red carpets from London to Burbank, they lost no opportunity to share heartfelt, irony-free observations about each other’s “interesting choices” and about the “courage” it takes to “build a body of work.”

Acting was once thought of as a simpleton’s profession. In ancient Rome, actors were held in the same esteem as hookers and shoplifters. At best acting was a grown-up version of “let’s pretend”: that’s why child actors never need acting lessons. By the 1990s acting had become a “craft” and actresses now referred to themselves as “actors.”

Though unfortunate, this pretentious buffoonery is all fairly harmless. And thankfully the celebs all look quite delightful in the free drag, which they receive from Giorgio Armani and others. But now, nearly twenty years later, aren’t you starting to question the whole notion just a tidgy bit? Shouldn’t we expect a bit more from our cultural icons than good looks, the ability to keep their weight down and a talent for showing up on a movie set on time? Shouldn’t we, instead, be worshipping people like Isabel Garrett?

If we have this burning desire to deify somebody or other, why didn’t we pick Miss Garrett? Busty, coquettish Isabel is so infinitely more worthy of our idolatry than Gwyneth or Halle or even Dame Judi.

Who the hell is Isabel Garrett?

For starters, Isabel is a free bird. She’s a skip-along, go-anywhere kind of a gal who is a total dab hand at maneuvering a motor home, which isn’t really surprising, since she spends most of the year driving around the U.S. in a rather large one. She stops occasionally and sets up shop at the swinger conventions and biker rallies, where she sells her fetish-wear. This mobile maison de la mode is the nerve center of Body Webs, the slashed-and-sexy-spandex business that Ms. Garrett has operated since the early 1990s.

I first became aware of Isabel when an intuitive colleague drew my attention to a piquant write-up about Body Webs in Women’s Wear Daily. I tracked Isabel down, to a nudist colony.

When not peddling her wares at Dressing for Pleasure or at the Lifestyle Convention in Las Vegas, she parks at the Cypress Cove Nudist Resort in Kissimmee, Florida. She’s been a go-go dancer and a follower of Ayn Rand. Oh, and did I mention her white-hot, meteoric rise to prominence in the toy industry, where she gained notoriety as the creator of the acclaimed Whoopsie Doll?

Isabel is a multifaceted, untamed supervixen powered by an uncensored, unfettered creative energy, which could and frequently does blow the toupee/chest-wig off even the most adhesive-conscious swinger. Isabel is one of a new breed of women. Isabel is a wacky chick.

Who are the wacky chicks? And what makes this new breed of insurgent revolutionaries tick? Gird up your loins, stiffen the sinews, paint your wagon and summon the blood, because you’re about to find out.

Wacky chicks are a burgeoning and highly entertaining phenomenon. Wacky chicks will change the world. Wacky chicks dare to annoy. Wacky chicks empower themselves and others without acting like blokes. Wacky chicks are having more fun than most regular chicks and all men, except maybe gay men. Wacky chicks are disapproval-immune. Wacky chicks are like grown-up Eloises. Wacky chicks are belligerent, resilient, uninhibited, naughty, creative and hilarious—i.e., wacky chicks are B.R.U.N.C.H.

When I first encountered Isabel, I was bowled over by her reckless individuality. When they made old Izzy, they definitely broke the mold—or did they? Gradually I found I was meeting more and more of these over-the-top broads. Was I witnessing a trend? Almost overnight, I found it was impossible to leave the house without running into obstreperous, fishnet-wearing, nonconformist, often stylish and not infrequently foulmouthed females: Brigid Berlin, the former Warhol muse, who divides her time between scarfing down Key lime pies, cruising round Manhattan in a chauffeured limo with her pugs and making paintings with her ample breasts; abortion activist and vintage-clothing maven Sunny Chapman, who successfully vanquished out swarms of bees from under her dirndl skirt while working as a mead wench at Renaissance fairs; celebrity hypnotist Jessica Porter, who produced and performed in the world’s first macrobiotic dinner-theater productions; photographer and Tom Ford–muse Lisa Eisner, who is obsessed with what she has dubbed “geezer chic.” This mother of two drives around Bel Air in a ragtop, sleazeball Cadillac dressed in Sammy Davis’s old clothes.

Performers too: Strangers with Candy star Amy Sedaris, who has decorated her apartment like a woodland glade to appease her pet rabbit, Tattle-tail; Pearl Harbour, the rockabilly queen and former stripper who has always exuded a burlesque 1950s glamour, even when she was living in a storage locker. And women of color like Audrey Smaltz, who fought for her civil rights alongside Martin Luther King. Her weapons? A chinchilla chubby and a mascara wand.

I decided to study this new and terrifyingly fabulous phenomenon.

Locating and interviewing wacky chicks turned out to be relatively easy. Most of these divas have a healthy dose of exhibitionism: for the price of a Kahlúa ’n’ cream the average w.c. could usually be prevailed upon to spill her guts and even a few beauty tips. And were they fun, or what!

Wacky chicks are entertainingly diverse—socioeconomically and personality-wise—but they have one thing in common: they are all blowing a giant raspberry at society’s expectations. And, most important, they’re getting away with it. And there are legions of them: Isabel, as it turned out, had just been the tip of an estrogen-infused, and often quite entrepreneurial, iceberg.

I started to consider the possibility that wacky chicks might not be such a new phenomenon. Since biblical times the critical eyes of conventional folk have forced many a Mary Magdalene type to hide the throbbing disco light of her electric personality under a bushel. History is littered with the corpses of these risk-taking funsters. Burnt at the stake, or eaten by wolves while doing interpretive dancing in the woods, the wacky chicks of yore were often victimized horribly for their kooky ways. If they weren’t driven to suicide or absinthe, they were, like disgraced British poofters, sent to live somewhere like Morocco where they took to opiates and inflicted nasty disinhibited adult behaviors on the locals.

Eager to put these girls up where they belong, I profiled a few w.c.’s in my weekly column in the New York Observer. The response was dramatic. These strutting eccentrics seemed to have a universal resonance for both my male and female readers. The more deranged they were, the more my readers responded to them. There was only one conclusion to be drawn: it seemed as if the whole female population was ready to support, if not join, this anarchic fringe movement and confront the utter pointlessness of our celebrity-obsessed culture.

Engorged with motivation, I vowed to write a book in celebration of these self-invented tempestuous viragos. I wanted to find out what made these chicks tick. What kind of gasoline were they pumping into their flame-emblazoned tanks? I resolved to learn the magical recipe and share it with the women of the world.

As I truffled and researched, my enthusiasms waxed: in fact I developed a verging-on-inappropriate obsession with these gals. The shriek and yodel of their personalities was a haunting and irresistible siren call for moi. I soon found I could spot a wacky chick at fifty paces and invariably tune into her wavelength. My impulse is always to rush toward her and validate the crap out of her wackiness: e.g., “I don’t care what they’re saying about you—I think you’re just great!”

What was fueling this growing obsession? Why did these wacky chicks seem so eerily familiar? It didn’t take Sigmund Freud or Ann Landers to figure it out. A cursory survey of my formative years held the answer. You see, dear reader, I was raised by a wacky chick—my arch and hilariously contrarian mother—and I guess I was looking for what caring people like Ricki Lake and Oprah call…Closure.

Martha Elizabeth Doonan, née Gordon, was born in Northern Ireland in 1918 (the year that British women over thirty got the vote) with a fantastic set of genes. Her mother made hats with birds and fruit on them. Her dad assisted a local interior decorator. But no nelly he: Guinness and off-track betting were his hobbies. From her parents she inherited creativity, joie de vivre and belligerence.

Martha, or Betty as she preferred to be called, left school at fourteen in search of a job that matched her aptitudes, and found it, butchering pigs for a local grocery store chain. By the time war broke out, sassy, quick-witted Betty (it’s pronounced “Byaaaatteyh” in Belfast) was second in command. But, determined to “do her bit,” she joined the Royal Air Force and became a leading aircraft electrician. Byaaaatteyh, the riveter, was frequently the only woman in a hangar filled with thousands of horny, uncouth males—but she always demanded, and received, respect. Snaps from the time reveal an archetypal 1940s broad: strong, Jewish features (she claimed to be descended from one of the lost tribes of Israel), upswept hair, overpainted Joan Crawford lips, suede platforms and a great pair of legs (which I inherited) encased in sheer seamed stockings.

After the war, she applied for a job at the Huntley & Palmers biscuit factory and was told she would be paid less because she was Irish. Needless to say, she told them where they could shove their chocolate-coated digestives. Undaunted, Betty eventually bluffed her way into the editorial news department of the British Broadcasting Corporation. She held her own for more than twenty years alongside many Oxbridge grads. Like all wacky chicks, she actively cultivated forthright, prejudiced opinions on all subjects and she hosed other people with them, regularly.

Here are a few of the less offensive ones:


	Short people are better balanced emotionally than tall people are.

	Cigarettes are O.K. [she smoked enthusiastically her whole life with no ill effects], but white sugar is white death. Throw it out!

	South-facing rooms must be blue; north-facing rooms must be orange or coral.

	Kittenish behavior will get you pregnant.

	English people are dreary. Jews and Scots are fabulous without exception.

	French and Italians are sleazy.

	Seamed stockings, always.

	Frilly nighties are grotesque and make you look as if you are recovering from a hysterectomy or playing the part of a deranged Tennessee Williams heroine. Pajamas! Pajamas! Pajamas!

	The neighbors are ordinaire.


	Not everybody is beautiful—make the best of what you’ve got and don’t get fat.

	Childbirth doesn’t hurt unless you are a whiny person.

	Roses are mumsy; gladioli are beautiful.

	Mother’s Day is for morons.



On the latter matter, Betty was always very specific: She wanted nothing! She found Mother’s Day patronizing and demeaning, her theory being that acknowledging her magnificence annually on one paltry day amounted to nothing less than ungenerous tokenism. We always gave in without a fight because Betty was always right. Like all wacky chicks, Betty hated to lose an argument: she would hurl bogus statistics at her opponents and preface her observations with the phrase “California researchers have shown that…” Yes, mater was unusual, and that’s where the dreaded Closure comes in.

At the age of eight I suddenly became aware that Betty was not like the other women on our street: in the 1950s the average British housewife did not ride a white bicycle down the middle of the High Street while smoking a Woodbine and wearing rubber high-heeled galoshes with glitter flecks in them. “Your mum is strange,” hectored my fascistic little playmates, igniting a priggish conformist spark in me. I temporarily succumbed to the cringe-inducing censures of my peers and craved a more conventional parent. My mum’s splashy dirndls, cleavage-enhancing bustiers and overpainted lip-line became an embarrassment to me.

Then, out of the blue, weird things started happening to me: I found myself staring intently, and longingly, at my scoutmaster’s hairy legs and, when my mum was out at work, staring intently at my mum’s galoshes…on my feet! I was exhibiting—albeit only to myself—all the early signs of an enthusiastic cross-dresser. I fought these disquieting impulses for a few months and then gave up. By the age of ten I knew that I too was different and that my mum and I had more in common than a penchant for Woodbines. We were Glamorous Outsiders whose unconventional tendencies incurred the small-minded censure of the less vivacious folk who surrounded us. My wacky chick obsession results from a deep-seated need to establish that—contrary to popular belief—it’s O.K. to be different. In fact, it is positively preferable and really rather fab.

By the time I hit my teens, I decided I wanted be a woman. Not like my mum—that would be too Norman Batesish and creepy. No, I wanted to be a dolly bird. It was during the 1960s. How totally fab it would be—or so thought my cheery, wholesome teenage brain—to iron my hair and wear top ’n’ bottom lashes à la Twiggy, and to buy all my clothes at Mary Quant and Biba, and to subjugate myself to a member of the Rolling Stones. How pacey and mod! A gorgeous and stupid knock-kneed fashion model, that’s me! Just like Pattie Boyd or Chrissie Shrimpton. I wouldn’t eat much. I’d drink Pimm’s, giggle a lot and get shagged by Brian Jones. Pas mal.

I lost those inclinations when, in the late sixties, the ding-bat dolly birds turned into earth-mother hippies. One look at those caftan-wearing, joint-rolling, tofu-stroganoff-baking Mama Cass look-alikes—the female hippies did all the schlepping and housework—and my transgenderish yearnings soured like bong water. Trina and the other Ladies of the Canyon would have to stave off their munchies and thread their wampum beads without my complicity.

In the 1970s I finally became a woman, sort of. And so did every bloke. Glam rock arrived and turned us chaps, both gay and straight, into feather-boa-totin’ poseurs. We upstaged any adjacent chicks: remember Angie Bowie? No? I’m not surprised. Nobody was looking at her while Ziggy Stardust was mincing about. Quel draggy era for women! And things were about to get a lot worse.

In the 1980s men became men again but so, unfortunately, did women. This era saw the arrival of the pseudo-empowered, having-it-all chick: Alexis Carrington without the estrogen/glamour…i.e., a young Hillary Clinton…i.e., an all time low. Women with names like Brooke donned Dacron suits and tie-necked blouses and lashed themselves into an overachieving frenzy—all in the name of equality. How naff!

To fulfill herself, Brooke snagged a hubby and kids and a shiny Volvo and she worked like a dog/bitch to optimize her multifaceted, increasingly fraught self. Poor cow. Brooke took on all the really dorkiest aspects of being a bloke—e.g., corporate ambition—and kept all the tragic drudgery of womanhood. Egged on by people like Naomi Wolf, Brooke eschewed feminine allure so as not to be manipulated into buying lots of cosmetics or something like that. And she did it all willingly and with great fervor, while wearing shoulder pads, Reeboks, “scrunch” socks and panty hose!

Now almost two decades later, Brooke’s shagged-out Volvo has rusted, and she’s driving it, muffler dragging, into the sunset of her exhausted Zoloft-fueled middle age…alone, because her turd of a husband has traded her in for some fresh crumpet. She peers through the bug-splattered windshield of her life looking for a welcoming hostelry. There isn’t one. The sun is setting: the glare is refracting through a thousand specks of grunge and it’s obscuring her vision. Watch out! Oncoming traffic! Ohmygod! There’s a big motor home hurtling toward her from the opposite direction. It’s Isabel! Look out!!!!! Aaaaaah!!!!

Brooke doesn’t know it yet but she has just collided with salvation. It’s not too late to tear off that teal, 100 percent Dacron, tie-necked blouse and start living again and Isabel will happily show her how.

Brooke, while you’re exchanging driver’s licenses, take a long hard look at Isabel. She’s totally B.R.U.N.C.H. and she’s having a blast. And—bonjour, girls!—Isn’t that what feminism is supposed to be all about. If the goal of Women’s Liberation was to create a world where the sisters could do whatever the hell they wanted, then the wacky chick must surely be the screeching apotheosis of feminist achievement. Non? Could it be that, after nearly half a century of ridicule and false starts, feminism has, without fanfare, finally achieved its goal? Germaine, Kate, Gloria, Susan, congrats, it was all worth it—unconditional emancipation has arrived at last, and she’s barreling down Route 66 in a mobile home on her way to a biker convention. Mazel tov!

Filled with missionary zeal, I reevaluated my concept: this book wasn’t just a bunch of kooky case histories. This was a book that would unleash the wacky chick in every woman. This was about Liberation.

A fully actualized wacky chick is invincible. She throbs with passion, ambition and creativity. She is, above all, a participant in life, not a spectator, and, just like Auntie Mame, she’s grabbing life by the balls. Anyone who tries to rain on her parade will be beaten into submission with her unique brand of chutzpah, bravery and street smarts. Our movie actor gods, upon whose every word we collectively hang, pale in comparison.

Regarding celebs: There is a secret community of wacky chicks in the movie industry. They are extremely closeted and their publicists are making sure they stay that way. These irritating gatekeepers are always poised and waiting with a gag in case their allotted celeb says something revealing or interesting.

In sharp contrast to today’s withholding celebs, my girls exhibit a willingness to share the good, the bad and the ugly. The wacky chicks whose lives fill the following pages are fabulously generous and uninhibited when it comes to divulging every aspect of their lives. They give, give, and give. They are compelling and fabulous and entertaining and infinitely more deserving of a private jet than John Travolta.

So study the lives, mores, views and tenets of these, the most insane women in America. Marvel at their kooky ways and their unorthodox lifestyles. Worship at the temple of their irreverence.

Caution! Rule breakers tend to be a tidgy bit narcissistic and w.c.’s are no exception. You will resonate with some more than others, depending on your own hang-ups and inklings. In making my selection of wacky chicks, I tried to gather a democratic cross section. There are no bankers or politicians, though, honesty compels me to admit, I did toy with calling Janet Reno.

Many of my wacky chicks are from the world of fashion, which has always had a high tolerance for loud and proud women. There are, I hasten to add, no fashion victims. All of my girls (sorry if I’m starting to sound like Miss Jean Brodie) are testaments to the ultimate unimportance of dictatorial fashion and the totally raging importance of developing your own unique style. Personal style is the missile defense system of the wacky chick, and all of my chicks have it in bucket-loads.

I have tried to immerse you in their machinations and show you how they live, love and laugh at life: how they earn a living, how they got to be so wacky, how they glue on their lashes in the morning and how they tear them off at night. My hope is that these glamorous outsiders will entertain you and, collectively, they will incite you to unleash all the unorthodox impulses that are no doubt lurking under your blouse. At the very least I hope you get a few laughs, cringe occasionally and acquire a styling tip or two. For those of you who already have a dab of glitter in your galoshes, I hope my w.c.’s will inspire you to greater excesses of strident glamorous originality.
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Chapter 1

The Ladies Who Are Out to Lunch…or B.R.U.N.C.H.

The Belligerent, Resilient, Uninhibited, Naughty, Creative and Hilarious Spider Fawke




To say Spider Fawke is a wacky chick is horribly inaccurate. She is the wacky chick.

When Barbara Walters latches on to this emerging phenomenon and decides that she is going to devote a 20/20 segment to wacky chicks, old Babs need look no further than Spider. She is the ne plus ultra…the archetype…the paradigwacky chick. The defining elements of wacky chickery are, in Spider Jane Fawke, mixed to perfection. Belligerent, resilient, uninhibited, naughty, creative and hilarious, Spider is the B.R.U.N.C.H.-iest benchmark against which all wacky chicks must be measured.

Miss Fawke lives with a staggering range of lizards—thirty-eight in all—and a four-inch tarantula (Aphonopelma chalcodes) in a six-hundred-square-foot one-bedroom apartment in the San Fernando Valley. Her prized possession, Queen Isabella, a five-and-a-half-foot-long iguana (Iguana iguana), was peering out of the kitchen window and twitching ominously when I arrived chez Spider.

“The neighbors don’t seem to care. Personally speaking, if I saw a gigantic orange Honduran iguana peering out of the window of my neighbor’s house I would have a few questions,” says Spider laconically, as we embark upon a tour of her suburban menagerie.

First we visit the smallest of Spider’s reptiles, a tiny gecko from Iraq (Tropiocolotes tripolitanus) that measures a poignant inch and a half. She has several species of American gecko—Coleonyx variegatus, Coleonyx bogerti and Coleonyx brevis, to name three—of which she is inordinately fond. “I like them because they have eyelashes and are capable of all kinds of expressions like laughing or scorn, as in ‘You dumb cunt, that cricket is far too big for me to eat.’”

Spider’s other faves are her Phelsumas from Madagascar “because of their intense green, blue, turquoise color variations. They really are living jewels.” As we continue our tour, I soon realize that it’s not all batting eyelashes and gorgeous iridescent hues here at Spider’s reptile house. “Here’s my Phelsuma madagascariensis grandis,” says Spider warily, “he’s a giant day gecko, seven to eight inches long. His name is O.J. because he’s killed two females and now has to live alone because I can’t stand picking up the shredded bodies.”

Forty-eight-year-old Spider’s Dr. Dolittle–ish apartment also contains hundreds of insects—mostly crickets and mealworms—that will all eventually find their way into the gizzards of her lizards. Miss Fawke informs me that she herself has partaken of such crunchy fare. It was a few years back. She was designing a range of cashmere sweaters for the Japanese fashion house Hanae Mori and had gone to China to check on production. “I bought them from a street vendor—they were fried and they looked like peanuts. I’ll eat anything within reason,” chuckles Spider convincingly before continuing her riveting tour. “These two monarch geckos I call the Kray Twins. They’re from Asia and these little fuckers can really bite.” Their keeper never handles them without keeping her spray bottle of culinary brandy close by: “a couple of squirts and they soon let go.”

As I watch her feeding grubs to her peacock day gecko (Phelsuma quadriocellata), I cannot help but marvel at the tour de force that is Spider Fawke. This termagant is every bit as striking as her terrifying iguana, and, at six feet two, she’s eight inches longer lying down.

If Egon Schiele had painted Jamie Lee Curtis, the result would resemble Spider. If Virginia Woolf had posed for Munch’s Scream, the result might have recalled our Miss Fawke. Quintessentially jolie-laide, Spider has a long striking face, sunken cheeks, a puckery mouth and a regal nose. Despite years in the fashion business, Spider is not prissy about her appearance: Her hair is cut like a choirboy’s, her mouth is adorned with “a smidgen of lippie” and her occasionally manicured nails glow with slightly chipped frosted-pink nail varnish. “I throw on a bit of Aveda mascara for special occasions like when the Queen Mother died,” concedes Spider as she tosses a strawberry at a haughty, ungrateful Queen Isabella.

Her unusual appearance is not, however, a qualifying component of her wacky-chickery. Though most wacky chicks have tsunamis of idiosyncratic personal style, so does everyone else…nowadays. We live in a treacherous world where everyone has incorporated an alternative, exhibitionist esprit into his or her self-presentation. Flip through a few magazines, channel surf for a few moments, walk down your local Main Street and then try to tell me the world hasn’t started to resemble the party scene from Russ Meyer’s 1970 movie Beyond the Valley of the Dolls. In his movies (I also recommend Beneath the Valley of the Ultra-Vixens and Faster Pussycat! Kill! Kill!), pervy, unsung film director Russ predicted the world we are living in with shocking accuracy: The guys are violent hypermasculine dudes or Mansonesque hippie dirtbags. The women are equally extreme: ghoulish middle-aged swingers, hippie-dippy acidheads and voracious man-pleasers with massive “industry”-sized hooters abound. Freaks, hippies, hoods and strippers—welcome to your World! But are the freaks really freaks?

Time was when alternatively sensibilitied folk could spot one another on the street, salute each other’s eccentricities and then flit off somewhere together to perform one of several illegal acts. Now everyone looks like a marginalized freak, and even the dreariest people have misleadingly transgressive trappings: colored hair, piercings and tattoos. How far off is the day when Katie Couric has shrunken heads hanging from her nipple rings?

This democratization of freakiness has made wacky-chick spotting quite tricky. You cannot judge a w.c. by her cover. The visual cues, which formerly signified eccentricity, have been co-opted by the masses who are, incidentally, getting progressively more massive. To put it bluntly, we in the Western world are getting fatter and more groovy. Based on these parallel trends, it is safe to assume that in the future the world will be peopled entirely by gargantuan fashion exhibitionists. Come back to the 5 and Dime, Mama Cass, Mama Cass.

But I digress. Back to the present, and that all-important wacky-chick definition. To understand what it means to be a wacky chick, we must take a long hard look at Spider. To understand Spider, we must dissect the elements that define her wacky-chickery. We must go beyond the valley of her appearance and beneath the ultranarrative of her extraordinary life.

B Is for Belligerent

A streak of feistiness—a soupçon of Genghis Kahn—is as vital to a wacky chick as a good pair of heels. A dab of truculence gives her the wherewithal to deal with the challenging situations and people that come with the wacky territory. It’s healthy too: belligerence allows a wacky chick to divest herself of frustrations and aggressions that, if left to fester internally, might turn nasty inside her, like old yogurt. Externalizing the occasional hostility is nothing new: men have been doing it for centuries—that’s why they’re less neurotic than women!

 

Spider once tried to throttle a woman.

“I was working in Paris for Maison Dorothée Bis—very fem, very girly. Not me at all. We worked in and around a disused swimming pool in the Sixth Arrondissement on Boulevard Raspail. The design rooms were all up with the diving boards—which were still there. The pool was drained. That’s where we did shipping and receiving and production.”

The attempted throttling of the owner, a Mademoiselle Jacobson, took place after a fashion show. “I had worked like a dog, and she didn’t want to pay me for some overtime. I grabbed her by the throat and threatened to toss her into the deep end.” Spider’s stratagem worked like a dream: she got her check and vamped toward the exit.

Not all wacky chicks have Spider’s physical advantage: those who don’t are usually adept at dispensing a good old-fashioned don’t-fuck-with-me-fellahs tongue-lashing. And why not? Without the ability to stick up for herself in a contretemps, a wacky chick cannot reach maturity, nor can she defend her wacky ways. Without it Spider might not have survived.

 

Spider was born Jane Fawke, the illegitimate daughter of Dorothy Fawke, in 1954, in the grim carpet-manufacturing town of Kidderminster, England.

Spider and her mother eeked out an existence on nine pounds a week social security. “We were the equivalent of white trash, but we were spotlessly clean,” she insists with the guttural accent of the Midlands over a cup of steaming decaf tea. Despite the fastidiousness, Spider’s childhood saga is pervaded by a Dickensian aroma. Stench might be a better word.

B Is also for Bastard

Miss Fawke was never officially notified of her father’s identity. “I have a suspicion who he was,” she recalls. “One time I wanted money to buy a dress to wear to the annual Kidderminster Whitsun holiday parade—how tragic is that!? And my mum dragged me to some bloke’s house to ask for the money and he chased us away with a shotgun. I think that was probably me dad.” Being a bastard in 1950s Kidderminster was no Pollyanna picnic.

At age eleven, Spider’s burgeoning belligerence was jump-started by some really gnarly bullying. “I was so funny looking—my nickname was Pencil. I really worked hard at school because I knew if I was the best I could get out. I was already six feet tall—I was conspicuous,” recalls our heroine without self-pity, “and the didicois on our street used to beat me up.”

Didicois, for the uninitiated readers (which would hopefully include as many of you as possible), are gypsies who have ditched their caravans and managed to get themselves into houses. “They had loads of old cars. They were inbred. They had one ear and two fingers, and very mismatched printed clothes—very Comme des Garçons,” adds Spider, making an incongruously upbeat reference to the Japanese avant-garde fashion house.

R Is for Resilient

During the course of her lifetime, a wacky chick is subjected to twice as many hideous occurrences and fetid situations as a regular chick. Being a wacky chick—as opposed to a regular chick—is the difference between being strapped to Kermit’s head when he floats around Columbus Circle on the morning of the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade or being a mere spectator thereof. She’s visible, she’s out there and if anyone is going to be hit by a rotten tomato, it’s the wacky chick. Without bucket-loads of resilience, her wackiness will quickly be eroded by the vicissitudes and decaying veggies of life.

 

Wacky chicks like our Miss Fawke develop their resilience early on. The typical wacky-chick childhood is often fraught with “character building” challenges, but Spider’s was grimmer than most.

Her mother, Dorothy, was a raving hypochondriac. “The doctor gave Mum sugar pills every week to get her out of his office,” recalls Spider. Apparently some of Dorothy’s hypochondria was justified: she succumbed to heart failure when Spider was fifteen, taking the secret of her only daughter’s paternity with her. Spider’s dog, Como, died a week after her mother, and then Spider was sent to live with her brother and sister-in-law. “They hated me,” recalls Spider undramatically.

Miss Fawke’s early years were not entirely hideous: there were a few brightish spots. Before she “popped her clogs,”1 Dorothy gave Spider something valuable and life changing. “She sat me down and taught me to read,” recalls Spider, sounding genuinely grateful. “I learnt to read from all those kids’ books which were filled with darkies and golliwogs—very un-p.c. But it changed my life—I was totally ADD and reading calmed me down. These kids today should learn to read instead of taking Ritalin.” Spider takes a gulp of tea and draws a breath as her topic gathers momentum. “But today nobody wants to be the disciplinarian—oh no!—and they’re totally scared of their own kids. If they would only take the time to…” An impassioned rant on this theme follows.

This is classic wacky-chick behavior. Wacky chicks are always armed with an array of contentious diatribes, which they will unleash upon anyone who will listen. Here’s another of Spider’s pet peeves: “I hate people who walk round town with lizards on their shoulders. How would you like it if I stuck you on a polar ice cap and surrounded you with polar bears? That would be a bit stressful, wouldn’t it?” The assorted hot buttons that polka-dot the w.c. psyche are part and parcel of that vital resilience. They provide healthy therapeutic outlets for the accumulated ire that is as intrinsic to the wacky chick as a good pair of fishnets or a pet iguana.

The rant eventually subsides and Spider returns to her lugubrious childhood. The avid reading cultivated Miss Fawke’s mind: she seemed destined for a good, solid English education and with it the possibility of a didicoi-free middle-class future. But it just wasn’t in the cards. Fate intervened, or didn’t, depending on your perspective. “My mum took one look at the list of stuff we had to buy—uniform, gym-slips and sporting stuff—and saw that we couldn’t afford it. So I didn’t even take the tests.”

Despite the lack of education, Spider’s curiosity and enthusiasm thrived, once again thanks to Mum. Egged on by this struggling single parent, Spider became a total animal nut. Her favorite book was Gerald Durrell’s My Family and Other Animals, in which the author’s family trades in the rain and didicois of England for the flora and fauna of sunny Corfu. “I couldn’t believe it,” recalls Spider, clutching a stack of battered Durrell paperbacks. “They had lizards running through their living room. How fab is that?”

Spider’s mum, Dorothy, encouraged her animal fetishisms because it kept her at home and out of trouble. “I had thirty-five pets—dogs, cats, birds—and my brother was a bird nut. He still wins prizes for his canaries. He breeds the ones with the little caps.” The pièce de résistance of the Fawke petting zoo was a cockerel, which Spider taught to show-jump round her bedroom over piles of books.

One day Spider spotted a comma butterfly (Polygonia satyrus) in a nearby gravel pit. An amateur entomologist at the Kidderminster library excitedly told her it was “a first for Kiddy.” Spotting that butterfly is the misty and symbolic part of the Spider movie where everything goes into Technicolor and the Henry Mancini soundtrack soars. Like her comma, Spider was a rare thing of beauty stuck in a wretched gravel pit, but she had the resilience and creativity that is the foundation of all wacky chicks. Just like that butterfly, she was dancing her way up to the rim, and freedom.

(Technicolor Fades—but Soundtrack Adopts a More Skip-Along Tone)

When it came time to go to technical college, Spider faced a dilemma. “I was a good drawer and gardener so my art teacher, Mrs. Hamblin, and my biology teacher, Jackie Garland, were both pushing me to choose between art and farming colleges.” “Would I rather be on a tractor in a snowstorm,” thought Spider, “or smoking pot with Mick Jagger?”

Mick won, but art school was “full of brainiacs,” so Spider switched to fashion at Hoo Road Technical College, which wasn’t exactly the Bauhaus, but here Spider found her second grand passion. “Tailoring was magical to me, it was something that clicked. Fabric and yarn are flat and yet you can create something which moves round the body. You can take an old bit of calico and make something beautiful out of it,” recalls Spider, who now found herself the center of attention. Suddenly people weren’t calling her names; instead, fellow students were asking her if they could try out their designs on her. “I was a beanpole with no tits. I made friends and soon I was getting shit-faced at the Friday night discos.”

U Is for Uninhibited

There are already far too many wonderful, thoughtful, reserved, prissy women in the world and not enough stink-bomb hurlers. Taboo-busting sisters who are capable of rash and impulsive behavior oil the wheels of culture, pop and otherwise. By giving themselves carte blanche to act like jack-asses—as men do—and then forgive themselves, they achieve the highest level of emancipation.

 

It was at technical college that Pencil became Spider: “I was a pioneer of miniskirts. I loved to flaunt me legs. I was six feet two inches and weighed seven stone. I pranced into my art class, all dolled up in thigh boots, red-and-purple-striped sleeveless skinny-rib turtleneck 100-percent acrylic minidress, and this girl, Linda Sheppard, who became, and still is, a great friend, screamed out in her best Kiddy accent: ‘Yow looks loike a bleedin’ spoider, don’t yow?’” Pencil evaporated and Spider embraced her sassy new identity.

This talented tarantula munched her way up the college food chain and ended up in the Fashion and Textile Department (“the butch printmakers called us ‘fascists and reptiles’”) of the illustrious Royal College of Art, all courtesy of Her Majesty’s Government. Her talent had taken her far away from the didicois to the alma mater of many of British fashion’s greats, some of whom have, coincidentally, been known to dress like didicois: Ossie Clark, Celia Birtwell, Zandra Rhodes, Bill Gibb and Jean Muir, to name but a few.

N Is for Naughty

The cheeky charm of a well-timed practical joke or a boob flash leavens the belligerence found in all wacky chicks. Naughtiness can diffuse tensions, both domestic and international: if being naughty were part of every U.N. agenda, it’s hard to imagine there being any more global conflicts.

 

I ask Spider to regale me with tales of the jeunesse dorée of her particular year at this internationally known breeding ground for fashion talent. “There was nobody fabulous. I was in the same year as the Emanuels—those two pretentious cunts who made Princess Diana’s wedding dress,” responds Spider with the charming bluntness so intrinsic to the wacky-chick persona. “When we had our final-year show,” recalls Spider with a disdainful lip curl, “they rented furs and dogs and jewels and God knows what to upstage everyone else.”

(Regarding the c word: I am saddened by the American prohibition against the use of this centuries-old conversation-spicer-upper. The best thing about visiting England is hearing the word “cunt” thrown around with jolly Chaucerian abandon. In fact “cunt” is so commonly used in the U.K. as to make it comparable to such innocuous American expressions as “dipshit” or “dickwad.”

When I immigrated to the U.S. in the late 1970s, my expletives were often met with astonished faces. It took me several years of living here to moderate “cunt” out of my vocabulary, and I must confess to missing it terribly. Like every other normal English person, I most often used it to refer to myself, usually when I had done something silly or forgetful: e.g., “What a silly cunt I am, I left my umbrella in a taxi!”

I wasn’t trying to be vile. Like many happy, well-adjusted U.K. youngsters, I grew up on “cunt.” Walking to school as a child one often heard truck drivers and construction workers happily calling one another “fucking cunts.” Male-to-male working-class use of the majestic c word is the most common, and was brilliantly parodied, on the record Derek and Clive by Peter Cook and Dudley Moore, in a skit called “This Bloke Come Up to Me” [unofficially known as “You Calling Me a Fucking Cunt, You Fucking Cunt?”].

Use of the c word in the U.K. is not, however, class-specific. Mrs. Crowther, my very posh high school English teacher, missed no opportunity to highlight the “cunts” and the “shits” and the “farts” that make Chaucer such a pleasure. She knew how to keep our attention from wandering.)

Back to 1977. So what did outsider Spider do to compete with the well-connected but cunty Emanuels? “It was the Queen’s Jubilee—the height of punk,” says Spider, as if recalling a major offensive in the Second World War. “I had no money so I bought red, white and blue dishcloths from Woolworth’s and sports gear. I made the models into glamorous punk footballers with long scarves which I knitted myself.” The teachers at the Royal perceived Spider as “a troublemaker with no talent.” In accordance with tradition, Spider, the lowest-ranked student of her year, had the shameful distinction of being allocated the first spot on the runway. “Those poncy Emanuels with their Pekinese dogs were last,” recalls Spider with a guffaw, her punk sensibility still utterly intact.

The Emanuels’ showboating did not eclipse Spider who, as a result of her cheeky footballers, landed a plumb job designing for the sporty house of Daniel Hechter in Paris. Armed with cinematic Godardesque fantasies of la vie bohème, Spider excitedly prepared for her new life, even learning the language in record time at six A.M. Berlitz classes. Louche Paris would surely be the antithesis of uptight, unsophisticated Kidderminster. Spider was ready to morph into an oversized Papillon: she stormed up the Champs-Elysees, with her mouth shaped to shriek out a giant bonjour Paris! But she didn’t quite get the willkommen, bienvenue or welcome that she anticipated. All she got was abuse.

For risk-takers like Spider, there always seems to be a tall dark stranger waiting in the wings to piddle on her parade and curtail that naughty exhibitionism. “Every day, people would come up to me on the metro and say…things.” At first Spider didn’t understand what was being said to her; as her French got better, she found she was deciphering phrases like “Is the circus in town?” As Spider dusted the Buddhist shrine in her living room, she described for me a typical outfit from her early days in Paris: “Leatherette trousers, an old men’s pinstriped suit jacket, all nipped in and tailored—by me—and really high porno heels from the Pigalle, the ones the glam cross-dressers wear, because I had big feet.” I quickly calculate that, with the addition of the aforementioned heels, Spider would now measure a shocking two meters—i.e., about six and a half feet. Her hair was dyed bright red, “and it stuck out, and my makeup was like Papua New Guinea tribal markings.”

The hostile reception that greeted her look surprised even Spider. Clearly Paris wasn’t going to be quite the laissez-faire whirligig that it was cracked up to be. The experience has left her less than Francophilic: “I hate the fuckin’ French.”

Spider’s out ’n’ proud Francophobia is refreshing and not without justification. Who amongst us has not fallen victim—on some random occasion or other—to that snotty bourgeois French superiority? Is there anything less fun than a frog blathering on about the finer things in life and asserting his cultural preeminence? Rien! It’s really the antithesis of wacky chickery. Non? And, it’s just a smoke screen. Clichéd montages of Paris—a romantic city peopled by the glamorous Proustian intellectuals and accordion-wielding Maurice Chevalier types—are just a fromagey façade. Les grenouilles are intent on concealing their darker side from us right-thinkin’ tourists.

If you think Spider and I have lost our petits fours, and that the French are really O.K., then you probably haven’t read much about the French Revolution. Before they cut off her head, the revolutionary rabble subjected Marie Antoinette, one of history’s femmiest wacky chicks, to countless well-documented horreurs. To alleviate the boredom of her incarceration, the crazed mob waved the dismembered genitalia of her best friend, the Princesse de Lamballe, on a stick in front of Marie Antoinette’s cell window. There’s that French charm at work again—you turn your back for a minute and they’ve got your vulva on a stick!

Despite the lack of entente cordiale between Mademoiselle Fawke and les grenouilles, she eventually found kindred spirits. “I became a big fag hag. The poofs accepted me and thought I was beautiful and mental and a good laugh. Straight people wouldn’t take the time to find out what I was like.”

There is, it should be noted, a universal rapport between wacky chicks and gay men: I have yet to meet a wacky chick who didn’t have at least one of her Pigalle heels plonked firmly down in the gay world. The reason is simple: both groups, if they are not ballsy, run the risk of being relegated to the dusty margins of society. They fight for their rights with the same weapons: passion, creativity and the occasional pair of false eyelashes. And, most important, both gay men and wacky chicks understand the power and beauty of H-U-M-O-R.

C Is for Creativity…and Claude

Wacky chicks are unencumbered by stodgy preconceived ideas about their place in the universe. Their mission in life is to eradicate the quotidian. Whether needlepointing or primal screaming, they will find a new and more creative way to do it.

*   *   *

For the next ten years Spider, egged on by her nelly friends, cut a jagged swath through the maisons and ateliers of Paris. She recalls each work experience with a blizzard of enthusiastic sound bites: “I designed for Jean-Charles de Castelbajac…fringed blanket coats…kimono sleeves…leather boots…very gaucho”; “Marcel Lassance…men’s clothes…very straight…very preppy…a French Paul Smith…classic proper tailoring…loved, loved, loved.”

By this point Spider had worked just about everywhere in Paris except the Folies Bergères: she was running out of ateliers in which to stage her legendary contretemps. More important, the bon chic/bon genre (good looks/good class) of Parisian style was starting to “bore the tits off” her, and she looked utterly dreadful whenever she tried to wear it. As Spider so eloquently puts it, “Classic French dressing on a six-foot-two girl with Bugs Bunny’s teeth and red hair—you do the math!” This tormented style crisis, which caused her to seriously contemplate alternative careers, ended when she was hired by Claude Montana in 1983. Here Spider had found not just a groovy house with international visibility, but her spiritual home. Her statuesque bearing conformed to the sleek extraterrestrial Montana ideal. “Claude’s woman was an Amazon with broad shoulders…very sculpted…very sci-fi and tailored to perfection…very moi.”

Spider’s responsibility was to design the men’s knitwear for Maison Montana and she loved it. “Claude is a genius—it’s quite nice to be touched by one. He was fabulous.”

Spider was not, it should be pointed out, M. Montana’s muse: that honor went to another eccentric beauty, Wallace Franken. “Wallace eventually married Claude—even though he was gay—and later she jumped out of a window and died.” Spider catches the look of concern on my face and adds hastily, “No, I didn’t push her—it was a few years after I left.”

Her own departure from Montana was much less dramatic than that of poor Mademoiselle Franken: “Claude’s look was very specific. Fashion moved on and it just started going out of style and I had decided I wanted to move to America to become a park ranger.” What brought on this professional about-face? “Hey! I’m a Gemini, what can I tell you!”

Ten years later, Spider has now fulfilled her dream, albeit as a weekend volunteer. Every Saturday she leaves her lizardry at eight A.M. to drive to the national park in Thousand Oaks. “I wear army pants and big socks and a little polo shirt. I have a walkie-talkie. I can do first aid, bee stings, CPR, that sort of thing.” On reaching the park, Spider hikes down to open the bogs (Brit schoolboy vernacular for toilets). She then begins her three-to five-mile hike around the park, “picking up trash, making sure no one is smoking and telling people to put their dogs back on the leash.” As Spider talks about her work, an unbelievable aura of contentment envelops her. Wacky though it is, she has crafted exactly the life she wants.

H Is for Hilarity…and Howard Stern

Without a fabulous sense of humor a wacky chick is not a wacky chick, she’s a strident, narcissistic headache inducer. It’s just that simple.

Spider’s typical day starts at six o’clock with what she calls a P.T.A.: “I wash my pussy, tits and armpits—why waste water in the shower every day?” Then she tends to her lizards while guffawing to Howard Stern, paying special attention to the Madagascan geckos, which she is breeding with passion and care. “They are on the list of endangered species, but smugglers manage to get them out. People want them because they are so beautiful—emerald green and pink and blue…spots and stripes…with Pee-wee Herman’s face. I’ve bred about forty. I thought it would help the hemorrhaging—but it hasn’t.” Undeterred, Spider continues to breed the colorful critters. “You have to have the right conditions,” purrs Spider, who has seen the slapstick courtship but never the shag itself. “The male shudders his head and then waves his tail slowly back and forth saying, ‘Come on baby.’”

Once “the kids have had their brekkie,” Spider—a Buddhist since 1991—chants her nam myoho renge kyo s in front of her birch-wood shrine. Yes, it’s a tad Ab Fab, but then so—as you will by now have gathered—are wacky chicks. Once she has prayed for world peace, Spider focuses on running her small business. “I sell vintage textile swatches to fashion companies. It’s my main source of income and it keeps me connected to the fashion world,” says Spider who maintains a W.W.D. subscription and still delights in the foibles and excesses of La Mode.

In the afternoon she takes a break from phone hondling to chuckle at the irate participants of People’s Court and Judge Judy. On the first Wednesday of every month Spider attends the Southwestern Herpetological Society. Her fun-filled life is totally extraordinary and yet incredibly ordinary. And Spider does it all on a natural high.

The skip-along spontaneous hilarity is a relatively new thing for Spider. She kicked booze and dope back on November 11, 1987. “I woke up with a total blackout and my apartment had been trashed. I knew I had been fucked but I knew not by whom. I had friends dying of AIDS. I realized if I kept going I was going to get murdered or die of the plague.” Spider had, like many wacky chicks, been a total bon viveuse—i.e., a substance abuser. “I was an ’orrible mean drunk. I don’t know how I ever had any friends. I threw up on so many people’s feet.” In the eighties she added cocaine to her list of preferred stimulants: “Those days were about working all day and playing all night. How were you supposed to do that without a bit of help?” Spider enjoyed the burst of energy that cocaine gives and the instant self-esteem high. “You talk for hours and you feel totally scintillating. The only problem is, you’re not.”

Her only addiction now is collecting Desert Sands pottery. “It was made in Barstow in the 1950s. I’ve got over five hundred pieces.” On Sundays Spider can be found scouring the L.A. flea markets for the signature marbled glazes of Desert Sands, like a crack addict looking for a fix.

And what, you are no doubt asking yourself by now, does this drug-free B.R.U.N.C.H.-y babe do for sex?

Is sex even important to wacky chicks? Though they love a bit of nooky as much as the next girl, wacky chicks invariably fill their lives with such passionate consuming interests that they are not generally to be found waiting around for men to fill any voids.

However, back in the 1990s, while living in New York, Spider made a concerted earnest effort to snag Mr. Right: she joined the Tall Club, an organization that brings together larger-than-life folk like Spider. “We giants would meet once a month, do dinner and a movie, or ice-skating—it was really a laugh.” The laughter stopped when she met a six-foot-three goth electrician whom she now refers to disturbingly as “the Mong,” and upon whom she is reluctant to elaborate.

So what about now? The Madagascan geckoes are copulating like crazy, but what about their flamboyant keeper? Basketball-player-sized eccentrics like Spider are not exactly hit on every time they go to the corner market. Assuming Spider might well be single, I ask tentatively if there might not be a few eligible gentlemen in the lizard community. “You’ve got to be joking!” responds Spider with genuine horror. “I was just at the International Reptile Breeders Association get-together. Let me tell you, reptile people are unfriendly—mostly big beer-drinking jerks who are in it for the money. But I don’t care,” continues Spider, getting ever so slightly coy and kittenish, “because I’ve got…Alan.”

Alan, Spider’s boyfriend since 1998, is a sixty-five-year-old collection officer. “He’s a total barracuda. I met him through my Buddhists.” Apparently, Alan had done some highly effective debt collecting for Spider’s Buddhist group. In fact, the leader was so happy with the outcome that he decided to throw a bit of instant karma Alan’s way. “What can I do for you?” he apparently said, to which Alan replied, “get me a date with a skinny thirty-five-year-old.” Et voilà! Spider the reptile freak and Alan the collection officer.
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