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After our date, you wrote me a letter.  Such a charming gesture, I thought, to reach 

out that way.  I am an old-fashioned letter-writer myself, and it is rare that I run into 

another. 

 

I was delighted.  Then I read it.   

 

“I’m always so glad that femmes exist even though the world doesn't understand 

you,” you wrote.  “I love that you make your magic for us butches.” 

 

I know you meant it as a compliment.   

 

But this is not for you. 

 

My femmeness was not built for you, dressed for you, primped or painted or polished 

for you.  It certainly hasn’t been educated and trained and disciplined for you.   I 

don’t do these things in order to give them away.  They’re mine.  I live in the world 

as a femme because it is the way I can bear living in the world at all.  I did it before 

you ever knew I existed and, God willing, I will still be doing it long after you have 

forgotten my name. 

 

I may from time to time, if the mood strikes me, choose to do particular femme 

things to elicit someone else’s smile.  I reserve the right to adjust the strap of my 

adorable ankle-strap pumps, or apply a fresh coat of lipstick for someone whose eyes 
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and nostrils widen at the sight.  If you are lucky it might be you.  But do not make the 

mistake of thinking that because I have produced a sweet slice of femme for your 

delectation and garnished it with a smile, that the necessary magic I stir together 

every day out of lipstick and bra elastic and lace-trimmed handkerchiefs and stray 

earring-backs is brewed for your sake.   

 

I did not come to femmeness because of you, or because I thought people like you 

might like it.  I did not become a femme because of anyone.  I became a femme 

because I needed some dignity.  I became a femme because I could find no other 

place where my heart and my head and my body could coexist.  The world that raised 

me offered me girl that had to hide its strength, its intelligence, its grit, its 

competence.   It said that I could be feminine if I paid the price, if I stood with my 

head bowed and accepted the dismissal, the condescension, the dependence. I could 

have all the girliness I wanted so long as I signed on the dotted line and agreed that it 

was never going to be me who got to decide whether or not it was good enough.  I 

could have “girly” if it meant second-class citizen, if it meant mattering only as much 

as someone found me fuckable, if it meant struggling forever in tears to hit every 

moving target someone’s shaming finger pointed me toward.  I became a femme the 

same way a lot of you become butches: because the alternative was intolerable. 

 

I was femme before I knew what femme was.  I was femme before I knew what a 

butch was.  I was femme when all I knew was that it felt comfortable and I liked it, 

even if nobody else did,  and I can tell you for damn sure that nobody else seemed 

to.  I got kicked out of the first queer women’s group I ever tried to attend for the 

crime of wearing a blue rayon skirt that fell in soft pleats, and a red silk t-shirt, light 

and feathery against my skin.  That was in 1988.  That was the night I found out I was 

a femme because after I got kicked out of that room and ended up sobbing on a couch 

in the lounge down the hall, a long-haired woman my mother’s age clucked like a 

mother hen and told me not to worry and it would be okay, that the women who’d 

kicked me out were just unable to cope with the fact that I was a femme. 
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I have always been so grateful to that woman.  She was only doing her volunteer shift 

but she gave me a star to steer by.  It doesn’t automatically make for easy sailing, 

mind you.  But it helps.  

 

Later I was grateful to find out that there were butches who seemed to like my 

femmeness.  But they scared me, too: they looked like the women who had kicked me 

out of that queer women’s group, with their short hair and their blue jeans and their 

flannel.  It was hard to trust them, and often I was right not to.   

 

Say whatever you like about how butches understand femmes in some magical way 

the world does not. You will still be wrong.  Some understand femmes in precisely the 

same way the world does.  Misogyny wears many faces, and one of them is the face of 

a butch who believes deep down that a femme is just another dumb girl, though 

butches of all people should know that there is nothing just about believing that. 

 

Some butches know better.  Some know how to do honor to the things they desire but 

do not want to be.  A few have even learned that masculinity is not the sun around 

which femininity orbits, that a femme supplies her own gravity the same way she 

supplies her own magic.   

 

What, did you think that our bedrooms, our parlors looked the way they do, all those 

bits of shimmer and sweetness, for your sake?  We do what we do because we need to 

not die by inches in this world that insists that what we are is useless and frivolous, 

incompetent and stupid, superficial and ridiculous and too soft to survive.  These 

things serve a purpose and if you think it’s in order to make you feel more masculine 

by comparison, don’t flatter yourself. 

 

If you only ever learn one thing about femme, learn this:  a spider’s silk is stronger 

than steel, and just as deadly.   
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Ssssh.  No.  Stop while you’re ahead.  I know that you intended to flatter.  But I don’t 

care how dearly or how queerly you insist that femme only fully exists in the 

reflection of masculine eyes.  You should know better.  No matter how much you love 

them, some things are not about you. 

     

I might share what I am, who I am.  I might even share it with you.  I might do it for 

the joy that’s in it, for the sake of heat and friction, because I like your smile and 

your hands, because I think maybe you know enough to appreciate what you’re 

getting.    

 

You are a guest here, and yes, you are right, it is beautiful.  You are lucky to get an 

invitation.  So kiss me properly.  And say thank you. 
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