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INTRODUCTION

Hello, and welcome to this growing-up guide for queer girls – packed full of information about our culture, relationships and history.

I’m Rowan, a queer creator who makes videos about LGBTQ+ history and pop culture, and apparently now writes books about them too! This book answers questions like, ‘How do I find queer friends?’, ‘What counts as sex with a girl?’, and ‘How can I celebrate Pride if I don’t live near a parade?’ Being queer has brought such strength, joy and friendship to my life – and I’m so excited to share it with you.

We’ll look at the wonderful things about being a queer girl, but also some struggles you might be going through. I didn’t want to sugarcoat or ignore experiences you might be familiar with, including homophobia and sexism. But I also didn’t want to fall into that gloomy trope of queer pain and suffering being all there is to our collective story.

Each of us has our own unique experience of being queer; I knew that there would be things other queer people have gone through that I hadn’t. So, I asked four of my friends, who also happen to be queer activists, artists, performers and more, to share their own experiences. It’s my hope that readers of this book might either be able to learn from them, or see themselves reflected in their stories, which you’ll find scattered through the book.

I feel it’s important to say that this book was written with the intention of being trans-inclusive. Trans women are women, and trans girls are girls – so of course queer trans girls are welcome in the pages of this book! For example, the chapter about sex doesn’t make any assumptions about your body, or the bodies of your partners’ – and we talk a little about transmisogyny.

I’m also aware you might be in possession of this book now, but later realise you aren’t actually a girl like people had always assumed – or maybe you have some other messy gender-y feelings that mean you are no longer a queer ‘girl’. Hopefully, this book will still provide you with information on a history and culture that is interesting for anyone to read. And you can always pass the book along to a queer girl in your life for a bit of queer solidarity!

I wrote this with the knowledge that it was exactly what I needed but didn’t have when I was a queer teen. I hope you were recommended this book by a woman with a rainbow pin in your local book shop when you finally felt brave enough to ask. I hope your parent or sibling or friend gifted this to you in an act of love and support after you came out to them. I hope you make eye contact with a cute girl while reading this on the train and she gives you a shy smile when she sees the front cover. More than anything, I hope this book makes you feel seen – because I see you, and you deserve it.

Rowan Ellis
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CHAPTER ONE

How Do I Know I’m Gay (or Bi, or Pan or . . . )?

So, you’ve picked up this book and turned to the first chapter. You’re ready for me to give you the 101 shortcut guide to definitively confirming your sexuality. I would love to say it’s as easy as taking a quick online quiz (pick your ideal fast food order and we’ll tell you your sexuality). But for a lot of us, IT JUST ISN’T THAT SIMPLE.
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You are the only person who knows if you’re gay, or bi, or pan, or ace or any other identity on the wonderful LGBTQ+ spectrum. I know reading that will fill some of you with relief; it can be affirming to hear that other people can’t define who you are. But I also know some of you will be saying, ‘Rowan, that’s not a real answer. I legitimately need to know if I’m gay – can’t you just tell me?’

The truth is that no one can decide for you.

But it doesn’t mean you have to go through that journey alone. Something that can really help is talking to people who you know will be supportive – maybe a friend, sibling or counsellor. You might think that the first time you talk about your sexuality with someone else, you have to come out. But that isn’t the case at all!

My first tentative conversations about sexuality were in an online forum for LGBTQ+ teenagers, and I spent a long time lurking and reading other people’s posts before I ever said anything. When I finally started posting, I asked questions and talked about how I was feeling – all without labelling myself to my new friends. I even went to a few meet-ups while thinking of myself as a straight ally. I remember sitting in the sun surrounded by my new friends, some wearing rainbow pins and bright dungarees, others dressed in grungy jeans with shaggy hair. From the outside we probably looked like a grab-bag of different high school cliques – very Breakfast Club-chic. It was the first time I’d been asked to introduce myself with my name and pronouns. I was worried – was this a space for people who had already figured everything out? But the host of the meet-up continued, ‘It’s just so we know if you have a preference right now that we should use. If you aren’t sure, you can always say different pronouns next time we meet’. I remember falling back onto the parched summer grass and letting the laughter and voices of my new friends wash over me like a blanket. Talking with them wrapped me up in a feeling of absolute safety – it was a space where it was okay to not be sure.

A year later I was marching with that same group at Pride. So what happened in between to get me from shyly chatting online, to openly singing chants as we danced along the parade route?
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There are three things that feed into working out your sexuality.
Let me explain.



1. WHAT YOU THINK AND FEEL

We’ll start with your thoughts and feelings, the first aspect of this messy sexuality triangle. These can sometimes be influenced by people around you. When you look at people who are already out, you might think: ‘If I’m not sure like they are, does that mean I can’t really be queer? People are sure about these things, right?’ In fact, most people who are confident and proud once felt just like you – they had to figure themselves out.

Even if your friends, family and school are supportive, it can still feel scary or difficult to figure out your sexuality. One reason for that is the assumption that everyone is straight until proven otherwise. Most media you watch or read, the adverts on the TV and the songs you hear on the radio all have a focus on straight people. This is called heteronormativity – the idea that heterosexuality is the default in our society. This might lead you to experience what’s called compulsory heterosexuality or comp het – the social pressures that tell you that you should automatically like boys if you are a girl. For some people, it can be difficult to figure out if they really like boys, or if it’s just something they’ve been told you have to feel. Despite what heteronormativity may lead you to believe, liking other girls is totally normal. So, an important first step is trying to put aside how other people feel and focus on yourself. How do you feel?

There are different ways in which you might feel attraction to others, such as physical, sexual, emotional or romantic. You might feel one, all or a mix of those things towards people of different genders. Maybe you’ve thought, ‘Oh no, she’s cute’ about a friend. Or felt nervous butterflies when you look at a famous musician. Maybe you imagine holding hands with a girl, or what it would be like to kiss her. You might get turned on by women in books, TV shows, fanfic – or even scenarios in your imagination.

All of these can be indicators of attraction to girls and these alone may be enough for you to realise you aren’t straight. You don’t necessarily have to have done anything physical or romantic with another girl to know who you are – after all, we don’t expect every straight girl to prove they’re really straight! And, you might not feel sexual or romantic attraction to anyone. But if you have had that kind of experience it might help confirm how you feel. That brings us onto the second side of the triangle…



So, an important first step is trying to put aside how other people feel and focus on yourself.

HOW DO YOU FEEL?
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2. WHAT YOU DO



HEAD TO CHAPTER 10 ON THIS PAGE TO READ ABOUT CONSENT AND COMMUNICATION.




Maybe you’ve thought about kissing or holding hands with another girl. You might have even had romantic or sexual encounters with girls before. Doing these things doesn’t automatically make you queer. Similarly, you might have dated boys before – and that doesn’t make you straight. It’s how you feel about them that counts. I know, I know, back to the feelings. But they really are the only way for you to figure this all out.

Once you have your feelings figured out, it’s time for the final side of the triangle . . .
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3. HOW YOU IDENTIFY
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The LGBTQ+ community is sometimes described as a spectrum, but I see it more as a big map. Your coordinates on the map can be anywhere, not just a point on a line between gay and straight. Look at the definitions of different sexual orientations and see which ones match up with your feelings (don’t worry, we’ll go over this in the next chapter).



To help, you could check out videos, podcasts or books by people with different identities, and see what words feel right for you. Hearing other people’s experiences can often resonate with our own, and help us find an identity that fits.

For example, two girls who both feel attraction to people of all genders might choose different words to describe themselves – one might go with ‘pansexual’, while the other might feel more into ‘queer’. A third girl, who feels the same way, might decide to not use any labels at all to define her sexuality – and that’s totally valid too.

It’s important to know that if you land on your coordinates on the LGBTQ+ map, you don’t have to stay there forever. Some people find their place on the map and make it their home. But it’s just as valid to be someone who finds themselves voyaging around the map. It’s okay to keep figuring things out about yourself, to change your identity or to develop feelings for people of genders you hadn’t felt romantically or sexually about before.

Some of you might also be figuring things out with your gender identity. You might know you like girls, but then come to realise that you aren’t a girl yourself. In that case, your feelings and thoughts about girls might stay the same, but the words you use for your identity might shift – for example, from gay girl to straight boy.

There’s no need to rush. Trust yourself, reach out for support through the journey and know that
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CHAPTER TWO

LGBTQ+ Identities & Terms

So, what kinds of words might you use to describe yourself? Before we take a look at different identities across the LGBTQ+ community, it’s useful to note that some of these words will mean different things to different people. While writing this, I asked friends to send me their own definitions of their sexuality and gender identities – and even people who use the same word to describe themselves had slightly different ways of defining it. And that’s totally okay! After all, there isn’t an Official Global Queer Committee that decides what words we should use and what they should mean to everyone.
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Instead, communities throughout our history found or created words they liked and began to use them. Those words were passed on verbally, through writing or people moving around and (more recently) the internet. Labels can broadly describe identities but don’t necessarily need to strictly define them. And new words are still being created today when we find a gap in our language. For example, if you are non-binary and are only attracted to other non-binary people – what might you call yourself?

In the glossary below I’ve given one definition for each word. If a word resonates with you but its definition here doesn’t quite fit how you feel, I’d recommend seeing if there are other definitions of the word that might make it fit better for you personally. It’s also worth noting that this isn’t an exhaustive list of every sexuality and gender identity – there may well be a word (or a few different words) not defined here that work best for you.


AGENDER

A person who feels no (or very little) connection to gender, identifies as genderless or sees themselves as gender neutral.




AROMANTIC/ARO

Someone who experiences little or no romantic attraction to other people.
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