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Author’s note


Some of the names and minor details in this book have been changed to protect those who never imagined they might someday end up in my memoir. This book is based on my own memories of a specific period in my life. Of course, other people may remember things differently and have their own reasons for their actions. I can only tell you mine. So what lies ahead is a very personal story about what it was really like for me, growing up and moving through this world as a woman, who really, really loves women.










Welcome


I am thirteen years old and these are my secrets: 


1. I have a crush on Jet from ITV gameshow Gladiators. So strong! So pretty! 


2. I still play with Barbie dolls. It’s mostly making them scissor. Or snog. Or lie on top of each other with feeling.


3. I just kissed my best friend. Spoiler alert: she’s a girl. 


If you’re a fellow queer, I’m so happy you’re here. If you’re straight, I am equally delighted to meet you. You seem lovely! You absolutely don’t have to be gay to enjoy this book. In fact, many of the experiences I’ve had in life have been far more shaped by my gender than my sexuality. This book is for you if you are interested in people, have a sense of humour and love women, and that doesn’t have to be in a romantic or sexual way. Woman-lovers of all kinds are welcome in these pages.


For me, though, the sapphic signs are there right from the start. I have Feelings with a capital F for girls and I simply don’t have those same Feelings for boys. Yet I don’t come out, even to myself, for a decade. What can I say? Compulsory heterosexuality is a powerful overlord. Plus, it’s the late nineties and we are tits-deep in Section 28, the poisonous Tory law banning teachers from the ‘promotion of homosexuality’, i.e. saying anything that might suggest even for a millisecond that being queer isn’t The Absolute Worst Thing That Can Happen to You. 


Speaking of tits, I wake up one morning in my thirteenth year and make an alarming discovery. Two juggernauts have erupted on my previously flat chest. This is disconcerting.


Woah, where did the babylons come from? What am I meant to DO with them? Do I need a licence for these wobbling weapons of mass destruction?


It is not an exaggeration to say that becoming an overnight member of the Massive Titty Committee changes the way I am treated by other people for the rest of my life. There’s a time BC, Before Cleavage, and AD, After D-cups.


Society assumes that we are all straight, right? Well, society takes one look at my great big jubblies and also assumes that I am ‘up for it’, ‘a bit of a goer’ and not just straight, but ‘absolutely gagging for a fella’. THIS IS ALL VERY CONFUSING! I JUST WANT TO GO AND WATCH GLADIATORS AGAIN! 


Most of my classmates are boy crazy, but I’m so reluctant to kiss one I’m branded ‘frigid’ by my peers. Also ‘slutty’, on account of the whoppers. What’s that I can smell? Ah, yes. It’s patriarchal bullshit!


Instead of devoting any serious thought to what my enthusiastic lady-snogging might mean, I decide that my ardent passion for all womankind is simply because I’m a feminist. I become the world’s most devoted fan of an entire gender. I voluntarily do a school project on women’s rights. I make scrapbooks filled with pages ripped from magazines picturing feisty-looking ladies. I painstakingly curate mixtapes exclusively featuring bands with the word ‘girls’ in their name (Spice Girls, Girls Aloud, Cheeky Girls). And the truth is I am a feminist. I’m also a raging lesbian. But I am running purely on instinct right now. To kiss another girl is instinctive. To keep it quiet is too. 


Because nobody considers that I might be anything other than straight, they are often horrifically homophobic right in front of me. This does not make me eager to burst out of the closet and declare my truest self anytime soon. 


The first time I see a lesbian on TV, she is in prison. The show is ITV drama Bad Girls, all about bad girls doing bad, and occasionally gay, things behind bars. According to the world presented to me on-screen, straight people get to be CEOs and superheroes and princesses. Lesbians are criminals. 


I read Radclyffe Hall’s infamous 1928 novel, The Well of Loneliness, a book, ironically, I pick up to feel less alone. Prior to this, I’d been under the impression the twenties were all about doing the Charleston, getting a bob and larking around saying, ‘Tally ho, old chap.’ I had my fingers crossed for an upbeat romcom starring flappers flapping about with each other’s flaps, wearing nothing but a feather headband and a brazen smile. Instead, our leading lesbian is drowning in the misery of unrequited love and being told obscenely homophobic things like, ‘I’d like to institute state lethal chambers.’ Being a ‘degenerate’ isn’t half as much fun as it sounds. I probably should have twigged from the title.


Then something marvellous happens. I stumble upon the sumptuous BBC adaptation of Sarah Waters’ sapphic historical romance, Tipping the Velvet. Things start to perk up, literally. I am staggered, spellbound and slightly aroused as I watch main character Nan King, starkers save for a layer of gold body paint and a terrifyingly girthy strap-on, at what appears to be a decadent Victorian orgy for eccentric lesbian millionaires. It’s hard to tear my eyes away from the nineteenth-century sex toy, affectionately referred to as ‘Monsieur Dildo’. Ring-a-ding-ding, this is more like it!


Spurred on by this delicious nugget of saucy, queer joy, I track down a copy of the lesbian magazine DIVA, in WHSmith at Leeds train station. No eye contact is made during the purchase transaction. Surreptitiously, I slip my contraband inside Cosmopolitan as a disguise to the outside world, lest anyone might notice my actual reading material and deduce that I’m a colossal dyke. So essentially, Cosmo is DIVA’s beard. I practically inhale the issue and become a dedicated covert reader, poring over every copy I can get my mitts on, especially the Sex Issues. The women in here aren’t convicts or vintage-gold-dildo-connoisseurs (alas). No, they are everyday people, who are really into cats, k.d. lang and performing cunnilingus on their girlfriends. I love this for them. Yet still, I stay closeted. Yet still, the queer treasures I am collecting are shrouded in a very private shame. 


But this book isn’t just about me getting to grips with being gay. There’s a lot more to me than my sexuality, and there’s a lot more to What a Girl Wants than that, too. What follows is an honest account of what it’s really like for me growing up, battling misogyny, attempting to find peace within my unruly body and struggling to achieve my burning yet seemingly impossible dream of a creative career. It includes my most audacious adventures, my cringe-making moments and the crushing devastation of heartbreak. It’s a love letter to the defining women in my life, and most of them are not romantic partners. They are my closest friends who pick me up when I am down, and my spectacular grandmother, who shapes who I am in so many ways, from inspiring my adoration for vintage style to informing my understanding of how to live a good, fulfilling life.


Fast forward to the present day and I am now out of the closet in a major way. Not only because I live with my lovely longtime girlfriend, but through my job as editor-in-chief of DIVA – yes, the same magazine I used to read on the sly. This book documents my journey from closeted lezza to professional queer. My younger self would be shocked to learn that I am now paid to write about, to use the technical industry term, ‘gay stuff’. I have very much monetized my homosexuality. Gay for pay all the way, that’s me. I don’t just lesbian, I lesbian for a living. (To clarify, I also lesbian in my free time.)


Since my days as a horny, angst-ridden teenager, I have witnessed a queer revolution. Unlike when I was thirteen, thanks to the work of tireless activists, gay people can now get hitched and more of us than ever are proudly claiming our LGBTQIA identities. Lena Waithe is on the red carpet resplendent in a Pride flag cape. Hayley Kiyoko is being crowned Lesbian Jesus and saving us all through homoerotic music videos. Even Velma from Scooby Doo is at it. She’s finally come out of the closet, causing #lesbian to trend on social media. 


I am so here for all of this. We need these moments of triumphant fabulousness and we should certainly celebrate how far we’ve come. But my god, it is alarmingly apparent that there is still so much further to go for queer people and all women, from eradicating inequality and abuse to repairing fault lines within our own ranks. While doing this vital, gruelling work, we are also faced with the daunting task of trying to understand and embrace ourselves. So how do we make the necessary strides forward? That is one of the questions I will attempt to answer in this book.


But at its core, this book is about sharing my own personal story. It’s about charting my experience as a woman, who happens to really, really love women, in a world that can sometimes make you feel terrible about both of those things. It’s about the messy, complicated, joyful business of figuring out who I am and untangling what I’m told I should want from what I actually desire. From body image and mental health to love and loss, it’s all in here and it’s all straight from my heart.


However you identify, you deserve to feel seen, empowered and entertained. To this end, I’m very happy to offer up tales of my own personal humiligaytions and wow, there have been a lot of those. When we laugh, we feel less lonely. When you read the following pages it is my hope that you know that, despite how it may sometimes seem, you are not alone. You are part of a wonderful, inspiring, outrageously good-looking family of women, queer folks and our amazing friends. And you should never, ever, under any circumstances, be made to feel bad about having outstanding taste in celebrity crushes. 









CHAPTER 1



Origins of a people-pleaser


I’m in my granny’s kitchen. We’re performing our usual post-dinner ritual. She is doing the dishes, I am on drying duty. Over the suds of Fairy Liquid as the sunlight dwindles to dusk through the window, we are, as we always do when it’s just the two of us, putting the world to rights.


I am ten years old, with chubby, rosy cheeks and teeth that splay out in opposite directions. There is eczema ravaging the backs of my knees and the creases of my elbows, prompting other kids to stage-whisper that I have fleas. I am a prime target for bullies. One boy from school has taken to standing by my gate and singing, for all my neighbours to hear, about how fat I am. This humiliates me beyond measure. I’m not what you would describe as one of life’s winners. I am bright, though, and bookish, top of the class in every subject except P.E. I love reading and writing. Spending great swathes of time alone, I craft intricate paper magazines, create my own hand-illustrated story books, and record rambling, pretend radio shows on the cassette player.


Part shy girl, part show-off, this dichotomy rages within me and I lurch awkwardly between the two extremes. At times I’m so overwhelmed with anxiety at the mere thought of being around other people, at the horrifying prospect of them bearing witness to my monstrous appearance, I claw at my rashy skin until it bleeds red rivers down my limbs. At other times, seized with sudden verve, I might burst into an impromptu, wildly inappropriate musical turn in front of bemused onlookers. For some unknown reason, during one trip to the park I decide to leap up onto a bench and break out a solo rendition of Madonna’s ‘Hanky Panky’. I don’t know all the words, but I know the most important line like the back of my tiny, messed-up child hand, so I sing about a good spank(y) on repeat. I accompany this refrain with a primitive version of the ‘Macarena’.


I simultaneously fear and crave attention. My granny seems to understand this central contradiction in me. Many of our conversations, when we’re not talking about our favourite fashions and the books we’re currently reading, are discussions about the nuances of human nature.


She passes me a serving dish to dry with my damp tea towel. She reminds me, as she often does, about her memory of an incident that illustrates my two competing inner forces succinctly. Apparently, when I was a very little girl I was asked to recite a poem at a family gathering. I took this request preposterously seriously, my little face immediately awash with anxiety. Nevertheless, I marched myself off alone into the corner of the room. She watched on with interest as I visibly wrestled with the enormity of the task, obviously feeling extreme pressure, putting so much pressure on myself even as a kid. But then, all of a sudden, I seemed to grasp hold of myself. Taking a deep, momentous breath, I performed my poem with astounding fervour. I conjured the sudden illusion of unshakeable confidence and pizazz, despite having clearly just been through a private, torturous ordeal. That is me in a nutshell. An ugly duckling who occasionally musters the guts to momentarily make-believe I’m a majestic swan. I’m a right little oddbod, yet here I am smiling, glowing, because I am with my granny and she is the absolute queen of my world.


Unlike ungainly, geeky little me, she is elegance and charm personified. She’s so glamorous, it’s like having a movie star in the family. She is the Grace Kelly of grandmothers. She’s kind too, thoughtful, funny and idiosyncratic. She pronounces ‘hummus’ ‘hoo-moss’ and ‘tuna fish’ ‘tunnuh fish’. How she makes me giggle. Her catchphrases include ‘I shouldn’t tell you this . . . but’ said conspiratorially before delivering a juicy morsel of gossip, and ‘Now I put it in a safe place’, only ever said when she’s lost something. She plays the piano, loves to dance and lights up every room she enters. For me at ten years old, to be near my granny is to be in the presence of the divine. I love the rest of my family greatly, but this is the relationship that sparkles the brightest and soothes me the most. It is the least complicated, unmarred by resentments or disappointments or hurt feelings. It is so full of warmth and light and verve, of shared passions and mutual silliness, of deep discussion and even deeper love.


As I organize the clean cutlery into the correct dividers in its wooden drawer, our conversation turns, as it frequently does when we’re alone, to the state of my parents’ marriage. Naturally my granny worries about her daughter, my mum. She wants her to be happy with her husband, as she is with my grandad, and yet my mum is so clearly unhappy. Both my parents are. We lament the sadness of their situation. We dissect the many ways in which they are blatantly incompatible, how she is an extrovert and he is a textbook introvert. We talk about what a shame it is that they seem to bring out the worst in each other. 


Feeling philosophical, I turn to my granny and say sagely, like a primary school Yoda, that I think that most people are doing their best with their own limited experience of the world. She looks at me, marvelling at my observation, even though we’ve had a variation of this same conversation at least half a dozen times before. ‘Aren’t you wise,’ she says earnestly. She often tells me this and every time she does, I puff up like I’ve won a prize.


This is my safe, happy place. My grandparents’ house is in York, only half an hour from my family home, so I visit often and stay over at weekends. Unlike the place where I live, this house is warm, clean and cosy. It’s full of laughter, love and routine. My grandparents’ home is my sanctuary. Here, domestic life takes on a reassuring rhythm. There is a comforting shape to it all.


Every morning begins with the sounds of Grandad clattering in the kitchen, preparing breakfast with Classic FM on the radio. He serves Granny breakfast in bed and I snuggle up beside her under her floral quilt, chatting away as she dines from her tray, like the queen she is. Our days are filled with wholesome trips to the library or the park. Homecooked meals are eaten together at the dining room table, with separate serving bowls for meat, potatoes and veg. After dinner I’m allowed to choose a chocolate from Granny’s box of Milk Tray, a permanent fixture on the shelf next to her armchair, restocked by Grandad as required. I always agonize over this decision. I always choose the Strawberry Cream. Afterwards perhaps we’ll have a game of Scrabble or gin rummy. Then hot cocoa and a bubble bath before bed. It all sounds so simple, but to me the domestic structure of these visits is bliss. It could not be more different from the house where I actually live.


My family home is cold, run-down and, at times, frightening. I rarely invite friends round because I am embarrassed of the literal and emotional mess that is scattered everywhere. This house is the battleground of a vicious adult war that has been raging for years. My parents’ marriage is desperately, catastrophically unhappy. It has been this way for as long as I can remember. At ten years old, it feels like it has been this way forever. Their misery has never been hidden from me. Not once have I, at any age, been under the illusion that we are, or have ever been, a happy family.


Growing up, I am never encouraged to believe in my parents’ marriage, just as I am never told that Santa is real. When I start school, I hear classmates talking excitedly about this Father Christmas fella. I go home and tentatively broach the subject, transparently angling for more gifts under the tree. My mum shuts down any suggestion of a benevolent man in a jolly red coat hurtling down our chimney. The message is: ‘I’m not having an imaginary beardy bloke taking credit for presents I bought and paid for.’ Which is fair enough and difficult to argue with. Just as I learn that the sky is blue and the grass is green and Santa is a sham, so I learn that my mum and dad detest each other. It is one of the unavoidable facts of life. 


Another fact of life? They will one day divorce. Exactly when this will happen is to be determined by my age. Talk about feeling pressure to grow up fast! I am a ticking time bomb, their unsigned decree absolute in human form, the reason they feel obligated to stay stuck in such a miserable situation. At first, I am told that when I am eighteen, they will split. Then it is to happen when I reach sixteen. Finally, it is decided that their marriage will be done as soon as I turn eleven.


As a child I hear phrases bandied about on TV. People talk about ‘staying together for the children’ and I think at the time how misguided this sentiment is, at least in my case. I don’t want my parents to be unhappy. I certainly don’t want to be the reason they feel duty-bound to remain in such torment. After years of anguish, their pain, our collective family pain, is baked into the walls of every room of our house. I can feel the weight of it in the air. And so, I learn to tiptoe around it. Seeing my parents’ unhappiness, I want to fix their pain. From a young age I feel it is my responsibility to manage the situation and minimize their suffering.


I learn tricks to defuse the tension and brighten the mood. My approach for each parent is tailored to them as an individual. With my dad, we never talk about The Great Unhappiness. He spends the majority of his days in the study with the door firmly shut. So I tentatively knock and, on his signal, enter for ten minutes at a time with one clear objective: to cheer up my downhearted dad. I play the fool to entertain him, sing daft, made-up songs, and call him ‘Daddy Cool’, which never fails to make him smile. I am my father’s clown and my mother’s counsellor. With her, The Great Unhappiness is very much up for discussion. 


We talk about other things too, though. She is creative, playful and gives me the great gift of making learning fun. I discover that I can lift her spirits by getting high marks at school. Yet somehow, after a while, even this isn’t enough to make her happy. One day I hurry home elated. I can’t wait to tell my mum that I scored 97 per cent in an exam, the highest mark in the year. I declare my news in a flurry of boastful adrenaline. I am so sure that this will make her smile. Yet to my dismay, she does not look impressed or pleased. Instead she asks, in all seriousness, what happened to the other 3 per cent? And I am filled with shame over my suddenly measly mark. Shame that I have failed to achieve the absolute perfection she expects, the perfection I think she needs. Maybe she’s just having a bad day. There are a lot of those. Whatever the reason, it doesn’t change how I feel, because there is nothing I hate more than disappointing my parents, nothing I fear more than adding to their pain, nothing so crushing to me as the knowledge that I have failed to make them proud. And so I keep on trying, in whatever way I can, to bolster their spirits, soothe their sorrows and maintain the peace before everything inevitably blows up again.


In the future I will understand that I am a child caught in the crossfires of a grown-up situation. I will realize that the pressure of trying to hold back the dam of their adult pain is too much for one girl to bear, however wise beyond my years I may seem. I will see that it is all so much worse because I feel that I am the only one who can save them. Not save their marriage. This isn’t The Parent Trap. This is real life, not a farcical film about kids playing matchmaker with their squabbling parents. I know that my parents’ marriage is dead in the water. There is no point trying to save that, so instead I attempt to save them from their individual despair. I think, if I can just comfort them enough, please them enough, that if I am good enough, then perhaps it might make them happy.


By my eleventh birthday, they can’t tolerate living under the same roof for a second longer. When they finally split up, I am relieved. My dad moves down South and I don’t see him more than a handful of times a year after that. I stay with my mum, in our cold house with a decade of pain seeped into every surface, and attempt to console her.


I don’t blame either of them for any of this, by the way. I don’t as a child and I won’t in the future when I’m grown up. I understand, have always understood, that they are two people, two people who I have vast oceans of love and compassion for, who are individually going through profound pain. It is obvious to me at ten years old and it will remain obvious to me for the rest of my days. I mean what I say to my granny. I know they are trying their best.


But it is also true that this is the arena in which my character starts to form. This is how I learn to shape-shift for the benefit of others. It is where my desperate need to please and keep the peace stems from. Of course, I am far from the only girl socialized to put other people’s happiness before my own. Of course, this way of being will only be reinforced by the way our society treats women and girls. So many of us have been raised to be people-pleasers and pacifiers, if not by our family dynamics, then by the expectations and feminine ideals put on us: keep the peace, be a supplicant, be a good girl.


I sometimes wonder if my parents’ clashing dispositions are the reason I have always had two such distinct sides to my own personality raging against each other within me. The show woman and the anxious recluse. Later on, I will question whether this juxtaposition is also tied up in me being gay, in longing to be seen but at the same time fearing, even fleeing it. But then I will think that maybe these contradictions are just what it is to be a complicated human being trying to navigate a confusing world.


My front-row ticket to the inner workings of a broken marriage is also where I form my initial understanding of what a romantic, or in my parents’ case, decidedly unromantic, relationship looks like. Not a great first impression, I think we can agree. But the plot thickens. Because if Exhibit A is my parents’ trainwreck of a union, Exhibit B is my granny and grandad, the most in-love couple you could ever hope to meet.


Like me, my grandad unequivocally adores my granny. I often catch him gazing at her before saying to the room, still entranced, ‘Isn’t she beautiful?’ She cherishes him right back in return. Both dazzlingly charismatic, they are natural performers. The two of them have a husband-and-wife telepathy act. Yes, that’s right. I literally have magic grandparents. Being soulmates is both the core tenet of their relationship and the USP of their onstage persona. Their tagline? ‘Minds in harmony.’ I love my grandad, am in awe of him really, but it’s my granny who I’m closest to, who I feel that special, soul connection with. We are the ones who have so much in common. We are the ones who have hours of heart-to-hearts. Heart-to-hearts like the one we’re having now at her kitchen sink.


We are discussing what makes a good marriage, a topic she is naturally the authority on. ‘Friendship,’ she declares. ‘Grandad and I are great friends. We laugh together. We support each other.’ I think to myself that if I ever do get married, I want a marriage like theirs. I doubt it will happen for me though. I’m not sure it’s possible for love that spectacular to strike twice in the same family.


The dishes are all washed, dried and put away now. I look through the window and it is dark outside, but I am safe and warm and loved in this house with my gorgeous granny. Time for a few rounds of gin rummy, then hot cocoa and a bubble bath before bed.
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A non-exhaustive list of on-screen moments that contribute to my lesbian awakening



The Cadbury Caramel Bunny advert in the 1980s and 90s


Surely one of the most seductive cartoon characters of all time, voiced by none other than lesbian icon Miriam Margolyes.


She-Ra in 1980s cartoon He-Man and The Masters of The Universe


By the power of Grayskull! He-Man’s female counterpart, animated superhero and feminist icon. As a schoolgirl, I have a She-Ra quilt cover, so technically I get to cuddle up with her every night.


1990s kids’ TV show Mighty Morphin Power Rangers


Specifically, the pink one.


Samantha Janus in 1990s ITV sitcom Game On


This one is not deep. Even as a child, I am mesmerized by Samantha’s angel face.


Daria and her best friend Jane in 1990s animated teen series Daria


Sarcastic, rebellious, countercultural – are we sure these cartoon characters weren’t actually a lesbian couple?


1999 high-school film Cruel Intentions


The image of Sarah Michelle Gellar teaching Selma Blair how to kiss in the park is etched into my brain for eternity. And I’m not cross about it.


Late 1990s–2000s HBO comedy Sex and the City


I still can’t get over the episode where my favourite sex bomb Samantha Jones gets a girlfriend and declares, ‘Yes ladies, I’m a lesbian.’ My secretly homosexual mind is blown.


Computer game The Sims, which launched in 2000


As a teenager, I escape from reality by getting very into the life-simulation computer game. When I discover that female sims can ‘woohoo’ with each other, I get significantly more into it.


2000s BBC makeover show What Not to Wear


In the future I will understand why this programme is critiqued for its many problematic elements. But when I watch it live on TV at the time, all I can think about is how Trinny and Susannah keep grabbing each other’s boobs.


Lucy Liu in the 2000 Charlie’s Angels film


Specifically, the scene where Lucy wears a black leather dominatrix suit and cracks her whip as the soundtrack plays, ‘Ooh, Barracuda’. And I’m dead. See also: Lucy in 1990s TV show Ally McBeal, the episode where she snogs Calista Flockhart. Oh, basically see any time Lucy is on-screen in my youth. What can I say? I love Lucy Liu.


[image: Line image]












CHAPTER 2



I kissed a girl


Oh my god, this is really happening. Cassie is kissing me. Me. Muggins. The mug-meister. Being snogged senseless by a fit girl. Am I dreaming? Quite possibly, because this is batshit-bonkers. Can I pinch myself without destroying the vibe? I hope her parents don’t come home early. Did she lock the . . . flipping heck, that feels good. Is this even legal? Probs not. This is way too much fun to be legal, but I’m here now. What’s the saying? When in Rome . . . let Rome snog your face off?


The first time Cassie kisses me, it is without a doubt the most exciting thing that has ever happened in my life. Ok, so my day-to-day routine is hardly a nonstop rock ‘n’ roll thrill-fest. I don’t get my kicks hooking up with groupies and chucking tellies out of hotel windows. I’m a thirteen-year-old lass from Leeds, not Jarvis bloody Cocker. The edgiest thing I’ve done to date is incur a library fine for an overdue Baby-Sitters Club book. By contrast, with her mischievous grin and penchant for innuendo, Cassie seems to promise adventure. In the context of my own mundane existence, the Cassie kiss is wild. It is Most Definitely Something.


It hasn’t come completely out of the blue either. We’ve been building up to this watershed smooch for some time now. I’m talking months of snuggling up at sleepovers while we watch romcoms about straight people falling in love. Cuddling turns into massages, turns into lengthy back rubs to Madonna’s Ray of Light album, turns into this moment right now: this kiss. The kiss. The kiss of no return. The kiss that blows my world up. The kiss that changes everything.


We pull apart and look at each other. I feel nervous. She seems bold. Neither of us says anything. Our mouths meet again and it is soft, soft, soft. And slow. So slow. So this is how it starts. This is who we are when no one is watching.


It’s the late 1990s and, like Tamagotchis and low-slung jeans with a little bit of thong peeping out, heterosexuality is everywhere. We’re in the age of Britpop and boy bands, lads and ladettes. Same-sex weddings won’t be legal for another fifteen years, gay people are banned from the armed forces and the only real-life lesbian I’ve heard of is Sandi Toksvig. When the broadcaster came out four years before, in 1994, she received death threats so serious she had to go into hiding. The only place queerness exists in my life, it is safely locked away.


At thirteen years old I am, as far as anyone can tell, as poker straight as my hair, which is naturally curly but beaten into daily submission courtesy of my new Babyliss flat irons. SYMBOLIC. I wear train-track braces on my teeth. I have a paper round, a pink inflatable armchair and a pet tabby called Whisky. Whisky is one of my closest confidantes and certainly the male who knows me best. In a cruel twist of fate, I am a cat person with a severe allergy to cats, so ours is a love that brings me out in a rash. I will go on to find that relationships with men can have this effect on me. The rest of my skin is pale and blotchy but, excitingly, I have recently discovered fake tan and now my palms are an alarming shade of orange. As you can tell, I am extremely cool. Like every other teenage girl in the 1990s, I know all the words to ‘Never Ever’ by All Saints and ‘Let’s Get Ready to Rhumble’ by PJ & Duncan. I am low-key concerned about the Millennium Bug and extremely concerned that I am not thinner, prettier and less of a buffoon. And, also like every other teenage girl in the 1990s, ever since birth I have been indoctrinated by the patriarchy.


When other people are around, Cassie and I do what all the other girls do. We obsess about boys. When you’re a teenage girl, boy-knowledge operates as social currency. Boys are the go-to conversation topic for rapid female bonding. Cassie and I are no exception as we perform the familiar rituals of girlhood. We study magazines like Sugar and Bliss, memorizing tips on how to make a lad like you (two coats of Rimmel lip gloss, laugh at all his jokes). We play Dream Phone, a board game marketed to pre-teens where the objective is to sit by a fake fuchsia phone and literally wait for some guy to call. We compile lists of our top ten crushes. All of them are men, many are fictional: the tall one in Hanson who looks so cute when he ‘MMMBops’, the local paper delivery boy who we have never spoken to but who, this one time, waved at us, the male characters in the cartoon version of Beauty and the Beast. Cassie favours built-like-a-brick-shithouse Gaston, while I prefer the cheeky, non-threatening charms of Lumière, the talking candlestick.


Time passes, we survive Y2K and Operation Covert Lez Off is still going strong in the twenty-first century. Our clandestine rendezvous, cunningly disguised as innocent slumber parties, are a regular occurrence. The only upside to the complete lack of gay representation in the media is that no one suspects a goddamn thing. We can hide in plain sight, no need for an alibi. If she was a he, we’d never be allowed this much unsupervised one-on-one time. Lesbian invisibility is our superpower and our kryptonite.


What do we get up to when we’re alone? It isn’t some porn version of girl-on-girl action. It isn’t sleazy or even particularly graphic. To me, it feels like being inside one of those pre-Raphaelite paintings of woodland nymphs cavorting in a pond, at one with nature, flowers in their flowing locks, their boobs bouncing freely in the breeze. Playful, silly, just what girls do, it’s almost wholesome and it feels totally natural. We have bubble baths and cuddling marathons and unbridled giggling fits. We bask in the delicious sensuality of this feminine dreamland we have invented. Our romance is the lightest touch sparking the deepest tremor. It is the ancient erotic art of dry-humping. It is a caress that lasts an eternity. It is her lips and my lips and her lips and my lips ad infinitum.


In short, it is all so very gay. What isn’t so very gay is the total lack of discussion, deconstruction and analysis. We don’t talk about how we feel for each other or what any of this incessant frottage might mean. I don’t interrogate it privately in my own head either. It feels safer not to go there. My body and my brain are out of sync. In the moments following a particularly intense heavy petting session, I whisper, ‘Serious question. Who do you think is the fittest in Boyzone?’ To speak the truth would break the spell. Saying it out loud would make this all too real, too dangerous. There would be no plausible deniability. If we don’t talk about it, we could still technically claim we accidentally fell on top of each other, lips first. Just maybe if we keep this thing purely physical, if we never actually acknowledge it, our connection, this energy between us will exist in some other dimension, some dreamlike, ethereal state where we do not have to answer for our actions. Or maybe we never speak about it because we do not have the words.


The whole time I am secretly snogging my mate at any opportunity, I am also attending school under Section 28. This pernicious legislation, introduced in 1988 by the Conservative government, forbids local authorities and schools from ‘the teaching of the acceptability of homosexuality as a pretended family relationship’. 


The October before this hateful clause is enshrined in law, Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher gives a speech at the Tory party’s annual conference. Dressed in a 1980s power skirt suit in periwinkle blue, complete with matching pussybow blouse, she declares, ‘It’s the plight of individual boys and girls that worries me most.’ Sweet of you to care, Maggie. Do go on. ‘Children, who need to be taught to respect traditional moral values, are being taught that they have an inalienable right to be gay. All of those children are being cheated of a sound start in life.’


How ironic that I, aged two at the time, will soon enter an education system designed to shame and silence my very nature. It is the first overtly anti-gay law to be introduced in the UK in a century and it is introduced the same year I start nursery. It won’t be repealed until the year I leave sixth form. I can’t help taking this personally. It is, at the very least, a highly suspicious timeline. Why is the government so keen for me in particular not to find out about homosexuality? Why all this effort to hide gay stuff from little old me? It begs the question, just how powerful is my lesbianism? Plot twist: am I, in fact, a mighty lezzy wizard who cannot discover her true nature lest I become too immense and take over the world? To be honest, that sounds pretty cool and like the premise of a film I would definitely watch. But while I’m at school, I do not think about any of this. I do not comprehend that throughout my entire education, I am being trained to hate what I am.


Section 28 means that queer is never mentioned. Queer is unspeakable. The education system is gaslighting me into believing I don’t exist. Of course, I’m still young and know little of the law. I will not realize what is happening around me, what is happening to me, until much, much later. For now, I do not grasp that in my place of learning, the place I go every day to prepare me for adulthood, it is literally illegal to say anything good about gay people.


Alongside French verb conjugation and Pythagoras’ Theorem, I am taught to deny the fibre of my being. Internalized homophobia is part of the government-sanctioned curriculum and I am one diligent student. At the same time I am having it ingrained in me that queer is shameful and lesser and wrong, so are all the other queer students. And the straight students too. If I wasn’t so incandescent with rage, I might marvel at the efficiency of a system that keeps marginalized people in our place, in school, in society, within our own selves.


[image: Star image]


But let’s not stay too riled up too long. Many years later I’m all grown up and I am standing inside Queer Britain, the UK’s first dedicated bricks-and-mortar LGBTQIA museum. My eyes are wide, partly with wonder, partly because I’m trying really hard not to openly bawl in public. As usual, queer people have created the representation we desperately need to see that has been so woefully absent all our lives. Look over there! Awe-inspiring photographs of early gay rights protesters defiantly marching for our liberation. And there! Statues of groundbreaking lesbian activists, Lady Phyll and Christine Burns. Ohmygodwhatsthis? A vintage comic called Dyke’s Delight?! This place is a feast for my senses and a balm for my wounded heart.


So we’ve come a long way, right? We have Queer Britain and LGBT+ History Month to celebrate our rich past, and organizations like LGBTQIA anti-bullying charity Diversity Role Models and LGBTQIA youth charity Just Like Us to teach present-day students that it’s ok to be different. Improvements have indeed been made, but we cannot afford to take that progress for granted.


As I write these words, there are disturbing signs that we are sliding backwards fast. The parallels between Section 28 and the ‘Don’t Say Gay’ bill in the US are obvious and chilling. This new law passed in Florida in 2022, prohibiting ‘classroom discussion about sexual orientation or gender identity in certain grade levels’. Sound familiar? Then there’s the pushback here in the UK, with queer and trans books being removed from children’s museums, like when in 2023 the V&A’s Children’s Centre removed two trans-affirming books and a poster that read ‘Some people are trans. Get over it!’ There is also the worrying rise in parents protesting outside schools, brandishing homemade banners proclaiming ‘Let kids be kids’. I’m talking about protests like the demonstration against LGBTQIA equality lessons that took place outside a primary school in Birmingham in 2019. It was later ruled by a high court judge that these protesting parents had ‘grossly misrepresented’ what was actually being taught to children.


Which begs the question, what exactly do these parents think is going on in those lessons? ‘So class, today we’re going to make our own strap-ons! I hope you all remembered your belts, big pants and cucumbers.’ Norma, chill your boots and step away from the banner. That is not something you need to be worried about happening. And still they cry out, ‘Let kids be kids’. Let’s think about that for a second. What about the gay, bi and trans kids? Statistically it’s pretty likely there are some in that classroom. And what about the kids with queer parents or relatives or friends? What about the kids who live in a world where LGBTQIA people exist, i.e. all of the kids? And too much of what exactly? Too much useful, age-appropriate information about reality? Sorry to break this to you, Norma, but while LGBTQIA people may seem special and magical like unicorns, it is a proven fact that we are real. While we’re on the subject of fairytale beings, children are always reading storybooks about princesses going round kissing frogs, right? So bestiality is A-ok, but don’t dare mention that some children have two daddies? If the whole ‘telling kids about gay people turns them gay’ notion was true, then the world would be full of grown adults puckering up for amphibians. Stop this madness!


Withholding information about queer identities does not prevent kids from being queer. All it does is actively harm the ones who are, as well as those who come from queer families, and wilfully mislead everyone else. In the absence of positive education, misinformation and prejudice abounds. Homophobic bullying happens. Trans suicide happens. The queer kids get the message loud and clear: we are not valid, we are not welcome, we are not safe. And we aren’t the ones hurting anyone. We are the ones being hurt by a climate of erasure that fears and others us. If we were taught that queer people could do wonderful things, hell if we were taught that queer people could even just be, it would save so many lives.


When I look back at my adolescence, I remember those thrilling secret snogging sessions and I think, ‘Good on you, girl’. But I also remember so much shame. The vacuum where positive representation and inclusive information should have been was filled instead with government-endorsed self-loathing. How different would my schooldays have been if queer identities weren’t at best erased, at worst demonized? I’m not saying I would have proudly stood in my truth and declared my homosexuality to the world aged thirteen. But it might have made me feel safe to at least think about this stuff in my own head. You see, it wasn’t just that it didn’t feel safe for me to come out to other people. It didn’t feel safe for me to even come out to myself, to consider for just a second the very real possibility that I might not be so straight after all.
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Things I hear when I’m a teenage girl



Tits!


Big tits!


Show us your big tits!


Oi, oi!


Have you got a boyfriend?


Can I have your number?


What’s your problem?


Frigid.


Slag.


Don’t be such a prick-tease.


Don’t be such a prude.


Ugly cow.


Fat cow.


Moo.


You can’t wear that. You look like you’re asking for it.


You can’t wear that. You look like a sack of tatties.


Men love it when you laugh at their jokes.


Stop laughing so loud.


Everyone knows women aren’t funny.


Stop showing off.


You’re embarrassing yourself.


Give us a smile, love.


What are you smiling at?


You can’t trust men. They’re only after one thing.


You can’t trust women. They bitch about you behind your back.


It is really important for a woman to be as good-looking as possible.


There is nothing more attractive than a woman who doesn’t realize how good-looking she is.


Lesbians are ugly and wear sensible shoes.


Lesbians are just women who can’t get a man.


Lesbians are perverts.


Weirdo.


Do better.


Try harder.


Stop trying so hard.


Who do you think you are?


You are not enough.


You are way too much.


 


Things I never hear when I’m a teenage girl


Lesbians exist and if you are one, that’s ok.
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