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Wren grew up in a quiet corner of Hertfordshire, where they spent a lot of time wondering why everyone else was so interested in the whole ‘dating’ thing. Without much of a local queer community, they turned to the internet to find their people, and to stories for their representation.

They spend their free time birdwatching, playing video and tabletop games, and over-analyzing fictional characters in everything from Shakespeare to science fiction. Love Expanded is their first book.
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For everyone who has ever felt like they are incomplete alone.

(You’re not)

There’s love everywhere around me – there’s love for my friends, there’s love in my paintings, there’s love for myself. […] I have a lot more love than some people in the world.
Even if I’ll never have a wedding.

LOVELESS, ALICE OSEMAN
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1

Love Expanded

Widening our Definition of Love

There is a page of my battered Penguin copy of The Case-Book of Sherlock Holmes I have turned to so often that the book now always falls open at that point. The great detective of Baker Street is crammed behind a wardrobe with his friend Watson, as ever, by his side. They are in a deserted house on Edgware Road, and they are waiting. Holmes knows that something lies hidden below the floorboards of this room; he knows, too, that a murderer is on his way to claim it.

The door opens, and Holmes’s quarry, ‘Killer’ Evans, enters. Evans pulls up a concealed trapdoor and disappears into a basement room. Holmes touches Watson’s wrist as a signal, and they pad from behind their cover to the trapdoor, guns drawn. Evans hears them coming, and in a second his pistol is in his hand. He fires two shots through the open trapdoor.

One shot misses. The other strikes Watson in the leg.

For perhaps the only time in all of Arthur Conan Doyle’s stories, Holmes loses control. He forgets his stoicism, forgets his calm rationality, forgets everything but the knowledge that his dearest friend has been shot. He slams the butt of his pistol into Evans’s face, sending him sprawling; he rushes to Watson’s side: ‘You’re not hurt, Watson? For god’s sake, say that you are not hurt!’

It is, fortunately, a minor injury. But in a moment of uncharacteristic fury, Holmes turns on Evans: ‘If you had killed Watson, you would not have got out of this room alive.’

Holmes’s intensity of feeling is not lost on his friend. ‘It was worth a wound – it was worth many wounds – to know the depth of loyalty and love which lay behind that cold mask,’ Watson reflects. And it was never lost on me, when I read and reread this passage. ‘The Adventure of the Three Garridebs’ is an unremarkable little story with a very simple mystery at its core, but this – its climactic scene – has always had a magnetic power over me.

Plenty of queer people have a fondness for Holmes and Watson. Some like to reinterpret their relationship as romantic; I, however, was enthralled by the weight the Holmes stories gave to their friendship. They have other significant relationships – Holmes has a brother, and Watson a wife – but as far as the narrative is concerned, their most important bond is with each other. This scene, perhaps the most emotionally charged moment Holmes experiences, is one that centres not a romantic love, but a platonic one.

I was thirteen when I first read ‘The Adventure of the Three Garridebs’, and already understood that this was unusual. In most other books I read and films I watched, romance was the most important kind of love. And yet here were two friends who lived together and loved each other; who had everything they wanted and were missing nothing. I read that one short story time and again, soaking in every word that seemed to tell me: this can be love, too.

In Western society, romantic and sexual attraction sit atop a hierarchy of love. We’re told from an early age that a single, monogamous romantic relationship is the expected state for our future lives. Those who aren’t partnered up are the exceptions, the ones to be pitied; the crazy cat lady, the forever bachelor, the relative who never has a partner to bring to family gatherings. To live without a romantic partner is to have something missing, to be dissatisfied and discontent. A partnered romantic and sexual relationship is the normal end goal of human life.

This mentality is an ancient one. In 385 bc, the Greek philosopher Plato wrote his Symposium, a philosophical text that posited the idea that, once, all humans resembled two people stuck together, with eight limbs, and a head with a face on each side. When the gods cut them in half, humans were left to seek their missing other piece. ‘Each of us is a matching half of a human being, because we’ve been cut in half like flatfish, making two out of one, and each of us is looking for his own matching half.’1 Those who had once been male became men who loved men; those who had once been female women who loved women; and those who had once been androgynous went seeking opposite-gender partners. That’s refreshingly inclusive (although the welcoming of same-sex love isn’t surprising for an Ancient Greek). But it also gives us a message that, although appearing to be romantic at first glance, it has another, colder, implication. All of us are fundamentally broken. We are all incomplete, until we find the one person who can make us whole.

I doubt anyone takes the Symposium literally. But its influence, and that of stories like it, is embedded in our brains and our beliefs. When Dr Bella DePaulo, a psychologist and author who has devoted years to studying the joys of singledom, showed a draft of her book, Singled Out, to an acquaintance, it went poorly. ‘I believe,’ the acquaintance said, ‘as I think 99.9 per cent of people on the planet do, that it is human nature to find another person.’2 This sentiment is reflected in our vocabulary: spouses refer to their partners as ‘my other half’. We talk about ‘finding the one’. ‘There’s someone out there for everyone’, we say, as if a particular perfect soulmate has been predestined for every human being since before birth.

We seldom stop to consider: does this serve us? Do we not diminish ourselves when we speak and act as if we are all incomplete until we find that missing other half? And what is the consequence of such an assumption for those who do not experience romantic or sexual attraction at all?

*

For me, it began with an internet meme. ‘If you’re asexual,’ it said, ‘you don’t experience sexual attraction. If you’re aromantic, you don’t experience romantic attraction. If you’re aromatic, you smell nice. And if you’re automatic, systematic, and hydromatic, you’re grease lightning!’

Oh.

The recognition was immediate and electric. Even in primary school, I had often found myself thinking that relationships weren’t important to me. In sex ed, our teachers told us that someday we would all have sex, and I was left wondering why? A lesson on safe sex and communication was carried out by way of a short film entitled First Sex. The protagonist snuck out of a party and into a shed with a girl he barely knew, and, watching, I felt as if I’d sprained something in my brain. They were going to have sex; I got that. What I didn’t get was the why. The boy and girl had hardly spoken to each other; they’d swapped glances across the classroom, but they weren’t in love. They weren’t even friends. Why did they want to have sex? Was I the only one who seemed to find it confusing, who wasn’t sure what was so appealing about the whole thing? In our religious education class, a speaker came in to tell our class why it was so important to her and her fiancé not to have sex until marriage, and I wondered why this should be so noteworthy. All this fuss about not doing something? Why should not doing be some kind of difficult sacrifice? It sounded easy enough to me.

What I hadn’t realized was that my experience was different, fundamentally, from my schoolmates’. Because I am an aromantic asexual; someone who does not experience either sexual or romantic attraction.

These two forms of attraction are distinct from each other. Sexual attraction is the desire to have partnered sex with someone (as opposed to libido or arousal, which is more of a generalized desire for sexual pleasure or release – more akin to wanting to scratch an itch – rather than a desire for sex with a specific person). Romantic attraction isn’t that restless urge towards sex; it’s the proverbial butterflies, the desire to be emotionally closer to someone, to date and form a romantic relationship. Sexual attraction can occur without romantic attraction, something that’s obvious from the existence of casual sex or sex work; and romantic attraction can occur without sexual attraction. And for some, these forms of attraction never occur at all. You can be asexual (‘ace’) but still experience romantic attraction; likewise, aromantic (‘aro’) people can still experience sexual attraction. Those who experience neither are aromantic asexuals; ‘aroace’ for short. This model of discussing sexual attraction and romantic attraction as largely separate things is known as the split attraction model. Not every ace or aro person uses it, or feels it is accurate to them. However, since it is often useful for discussions of ace and aro identities, I will use it frequently throughout this book. I will also use the term ‘aspec’, short for ‘asexual or aromantic spectrum’, as an umbrella term for anyone who belongs to an aromantic or asexual identity.

The existence of those without sexual and/or romantic desire has been little spoken about, but it has always existed. As early as 1895, German sexologist Emma Trosse wrote in her work Contrary Sexuality that ‘mother nature herself’ had created a variety of sexual experiences, including ‘neutrals’ who had no sexual desire.3 She defined asexuality as ‘asensuality’ and added that she had ‘the courage to admit to this category’.4 In 1907, US vicar and activist Carl Schlegel argued for ‘the same laws’ to apply to ‘homosexuals, heterosexuals, bisexuals [and] asexuals’.5

But perhaps the first sign of ace or aro people organizing comes in 1972, when the coordinating committee of the New York Radical Feminists created caucuses from its members, divided into their orientations. There was a heterosexual caucus, a lesbian caucus, a bisexual caucus – and an asexual caucus. It had just two members: Lisa Orlando and Barbara Getz. Together, they wrote The Asexual Manifesto, their position paper. Although they had yet to recognize asexuality as an orientation – they considered it ‘an alternative life-style’, a political position against sexist myths about sexuality – the Manifesto’s definition of asexuality is one that correlates with the one that aces use today:


We chose the term ‘asexual’ to describe ourselves because both ‘celibate’ and ‘anti-sexual’ have connotations we wished to avoid: the first implies that one has sacrificed sexuality for some higher good, the second that sexuality is degrading or somehow inherently bad. ‘Asexual’, as we use it, does not mean ‘without sex’ but ‘relating sexually to no one’.6



Orlando and Getz wrote their manifesto to push back against the myths they saw surrounding sexuality: that sex is essential because, if the sex drive is unsatisfied, it produces ‘unhappiness and possibly illness’; that sexual excitation should always be satisfied, preferably as soon as possible; that ‘sex is essential for closeness in a relationship, no relationship being complete without it’; that the need for physical affection and sex ‘are basically the same’; and that ‘women who have little interest in interpersonal sex [...] are somehow inadequate.’7 (Orlando and Getz focused on women since the manifesto was intended for a feminist conference, but these myths very much affect men and nonbinary people too, as I will explore in later chapters.)

Getz and Orlando were onto something. We do act as if a lack of sex – and romance, too – is somehow an inadequacy. When I come out to people as aromantic and asexual, I am often met with surprise and (generally) well-intentioned concern; even from my own parents, who worried that I would grow up lacking an essential component of happiness. Strangers have asked if I don’t feel like I’m missing something. Such comments speak to the assumption that underpins our lives: that all people, not just ace or aro people, are missing something without sex and romance.

The concept of romantic love being the most desirable state for humans is responsible for a thousand small pressures in our lives, often so ubiquitous and taken for granted that we fail to notice them. It is there in every single person who feels ‘less than’ because they don’t have a partner, in the social studies that have found that we view married people as more mature than single people. It’s in the people who hesitate to leave a relationship that isn’t working for them, because you shouldn’t give up on love, because love can fix all, because ‘there’s someone out there for everyone’ and they were so sure that this was their someone. It’s present whenever someone tells a friend or family member not to dye their hair, get a tattoo or piercing, and to shave their body hair, because ‘you won’t get a date like that’, as if keeping your romantic prospects at their best is more important than someone’s preferences for their own body and appearance. It’s present in how same-sex couples were given the right to marriage long before the right to adopt.

Again: how does this serve us?

Being aromantic and asexual isn’t limiting; it’s liberating. Recognizing and embracing my identity shone a blinding spotlight on how I had no missing ‘other half’ to chase. I was already whole.

*

Here are two things that any aromantic or asexual person learns. First: lacking sexual or romantic attraction, or even both, does not mean we do not experience love or yearn for intimacy. Second: intimacy has far more forms than romantic and sexual love, and love is more elastic than romance and sex alone.

David Jay is one of the ace and aro community’s most prominent activists: the founder of the Asexuality Visibility and Education Network (AVEN), a thriving hub where aces and aros share their experiences and connect with each other. When Jay gave a talk at Drew University in New Jersey, he titled it, ‘Can asexual people fall in love?’ Jay’s answer was yes – but he wasn’t referring to aces who experience romantic attraction (though such aces very much exist). Instead, Jay argued that when someone finds friends and companions who understand them, who share parts of their lives with them, that is falling in love, even though the love isn’t romantic.8

In footage of the talk, Jay displays a PowerPoint slide in which he, represented by ‘Me’ written in one circle, and his hypothetical boyfriend, in another circle, are linked by a single line. ‘There’s an insufficient dialogue in our society about non-sexual intimacy,’ Jay explains. He suggests a scenario where another person, ‘Rachel’ appears in his life, whom he likes and would enjoy having a close relationship with, perhaps even a shared home. But the rules of monogamy and the prioritization of romance means that he has to choose between Rachel and the boyfriend. If he chooses his boyfriend, Jay says, he loses out on this new connection and maintains only the one, dominant relationship with his boyfriend. ‘But that only works if we’re looking at relationships that involve sex,’ Jay says. ‘Otherwise, you get this.’ And an interconnected web of names appears around his little bubble, including ‘Rachel’, and all of Jay’s other close friends.

‘What I realized,’ Jay says, ‘is that functionally, in my life, I wasn’t having one person who was my source of everything.’ This was his new model: one that valued equally each of the people he loved, not prioritizing one person as central, but each of them sharing something important with him: shared interests, or a shared enjoyment of non-sexual closeness like cuddling, a shared home, and so on. Developing such relationships was falling in love.

On paper, Jay’s web of companions might seem like a radical concept. But his core argument – that love is about companionship, and that romance is not a higher form of companionship, just a different expression it can take – is something that already resonates with plenty of people, including those who aren’t ace or aro. (The terms for non-ace and non-aro people are allosexual and alloromantic, often shortened to ‘allo’. These terms were coined to be a useful shorthand, since ‘non-asexuals-and-aromantics’ is a lot to stumble over.)

Take what happened when one Reddit user shared her story of finding non-romantic, non-sexual intimacy in her life. The popular Reddit page Am I the Asshole? invites users to share a personal story of a disagreement or argument and ask others to judge if they were ‘the asshole’ in the situation. In 2020, Reddit user ‘Impressive-Jaguar’, who described herself as aged forty-five and female, asked, ‘Am I the asshole for putting my single best friends above my married ones all the time?’ She went on to describe her living situation with her two female best friends:


We deliberately bought land adjacent to each other 10 years ago because we were sick of being chronically single and being lonely. We’ve since knocked down the fences on our properties so it’s three houses with a huge garden in the middle which has a vegetable patch and a garden. We even have a small greenhouse and chickens, two dogs and a cat who wander around. I consider my friends to be my family, and it’s been really nice over the last few years to have my own house but also have people to do activities with, buy stuff in bulk, go travelling etc and just have a good time.9



The problems, Impressive-Jaguar explained, had begun when married friends became frustrated that she always checked with her friends when making plans:


I tell her, ‘let me check I’m not doing anything with Alice & Claire’. I don’t see what the problem with that is because she’s always telling me ‘let me check with Bob’ (her husband) or she’ll only meet me if Bob is free. If she’s expected to put her husband first before her friends, then what’s wrong with me saying I need to put my friends who I essentially live with and share most of my life with [first]? I’ve had other married friends complain about this too. But I never begrudge them when they have to put their husbands first. Another example is cancelling plans with me if their spouse is sick – that’s super reasonable but for some reason it’s unreasonable for me to cancel plans with them if say Alice is sick and Claire can’t take her to the doctors.



The users of Reddit firmly voted Impressive-Jaguar ‘Not the Asshole’. ‘You’ve built your own life in what is comfortable for you and you’ve chosen your own family the same way as your married friends,’ reads the top-voted comment. ‘You’ve just done that in a non-traditional way and your married friends aren’t seeing that. Gotta say this set up sounds pretty fantastic to me. Here’s to hoping we someday get to the place that “traditional” families stop being valued higher than “non-traditional” ones!’ 10,800 users voted in agreement with this comment.

Impressive-Jaguar’s story reveals just how much romance is considered to have an importance beyond other forms of love and relationship. Bob’s wife did not see her friend’s relationship with Alice and Claire – her love for Alice and Claire – as equal to her own love for her husband. She had internalized a social message that plans with a spouse have an extra level of weight not present in plans with friends.

But why is this the case? Many of our friendships predate our relationships, and in ideal cases they persist if those relationships break up. Why should the presence of romance and sex necessarily add some special quality that jumpstarts an individual to the number one position in a person’s life, even if they have met each other only recently, above those they’ve known for years or decades?

And yet living with roommates is considered a thing people do in their youth, a temporary stopgap before people move in with romantic partners, not a valid option for life companionship that might continue into maturity. It’s standard to bring a romantic partner to an event as a plus-one, but bringing a close friend would likely meet with surprise and confusion. We reinforce this hierarchy of relationships with laws, with vast packets of legal and social rights being given to spouses that aren’t there for cohabiting friends. Married couples can benefit from each other’s insurance; they have automatic rights to end-of-life decision-making; they always have the right to be considered one’s next of kin. And no – marriage to a platonic friend is not treated the same way as marriage to a romantic partner by the law. As the philosopher Sabine Hohl points out, if you marry someone from another country of origin with whom you don’t have a romantic relationship, you can be charged with ‘fake marriage’. Because romance is what defines ‘real’ marriage as opposed to a ‘pretend’ marriage between friends. ‘No matter how important a close friend is to you,’ Hohl says, ‘you can’t marry him to live with him here.’10

This hierarchy of love can be immensely damaging and distressing to aromantic and asexual people. It is alienating to feel that society sees you as inherently incomplete, and it can also devalue the relationships that often mean the world to us. For me, my platonic friendships are my most significant relationships. Part of the reason I latched on so closely to the Sherlock Holmes stories as a young teen was that I wanted what Holmes and Watson had. I wanted – and I still want – to be able to share a home with a friend who I am committed to, who is my life partner, my person in the way that Watson and Holmes were to each other. I want to share my home with someone, and consider them family, and not have that relationship seen as ‘lesser’ for a lack of romance or sex. I believe that this should not be treated on any level as less important, less valid or less loving than a romantic marriage.

And yet – this privileging of romance can be damaging for allo people too. Many of the most basic structures of our day-to-day lives expect everyone to partner up. Couples can meet the demands of childcare more easily than a single parent, with one parent able to care for children while another is working, or else a double income allowing them to pay for childcare. Single home ownership is out of the reach of many; two people can sometimes afford what one alone cannot. Social circles may be so tightly entwined with a romantic partner’s that when relationships break up, people can find themselves losing much of their former support group.

The responses to Impressive-Jaguar’s Reddit post indicate that there are plenty of people out there who envied her nontraditional family. ‘Your life sounds amazing and I have serious goal envy,’ replied one; another, ‘It sounds ideal to me.’ If many of us would welcome alternatives to nuclear romantic families, it’s clearly time to break down the hierarchy.

When I interviewed my fellow aspecs, I saw just how much my community has expanded the definition of love. For those of us who often have no choice but to pursue non-traditional relationships, the gates are forcibly flung open; we have had to reconsider different paths, question the prioritization of romantic and sexual relationships, and find our own routes to intimacy and companionship.

I found many of my interviewees through a survey I initially shared online, in spaces ranging from the AVEN forums to asexual and aromantic threads on Reddit, to social media sites where I knew a significant amount of aspec people gathered, including Tumblr and Twitter. I went to bed after posting it expecting perhaps a dozen responses; I awoke to fifty. By the end of the week, there were two hundred; after a month, a little over a thousand; by the time I closed the survey after about two months, there were over 1,800 responses. The first-hand accounts in this book come from both those initial survey responses and the interviews I conducted later. (Some of my interviewees gave their names, while others chose an alias or nickname. If some of the nicknames seem odd to you, remember that a lot of aspec people are used to only interacting with the community online, given how scarce awareness is in the physical world. Many felt comfortable only using their online handles, and were understandably nervous about the prospect of any people in the ‘real’ world learning about their identities.)

One of the questions I asked was how people’s aspec identities informed and shaped their relationships. The overwhelming impression I received was that being aspec broadens people’s conceptions of what a relationship can be. One of my interviewees, who asked to be referred to as Cactus (they/them), lives with two partners. Those partners are romantically and sexually involved with each other, but not with Cactus. However, they all live together, and they’re a unit that wouldn’t be complete without Cactus in it. When Cactus’s partners get married and have kids, Cactus will be involved in raising them. It’s one example of what aspecs have termed a queerplatonic relationship: a relationship that blurs the normal definitions of what’s platonic and romantic.

Queerplatonic relationships can look like many different things to many different people. Cactus’s setup – a group where some people are romantically involved and some not, but all are an essential part of the relationship – is just one example. Some aspec people might live with a best friend, even getting married, without having any romantic or sexual feelings for each other. Others, like Ace (they/them) might be aroace but have a partner who is romantically and sexually attracted to them. ‘They consider their attraction to me to be romantic and consider me their primary partner,’ Ace says. ‘We’re getting married later this year so they can benefit from my insurance and take care of legal matters if anything should happen to me. They’re content with the fact that I don’t see us as romantic and have no problems with [them] fulfilling their sexual needs elsewhere.’ It means that their partner’s needs are taken care of without Ace having to engage in sex they don’t want, and they trust that they are the one their partner is committed to. ‘Having a polyamorous partner is the best! And I highly recommend it if you can communicate well.’

Even outside of queerplatonic relationships, aspecs’ romantic relationships might still look very different to those formed by allos. One of my interviewees, Cake (she/they) is ace, and has a romantic partner who is also asexual. For those who aren’t aspec, the idea of a romantic relationship without sex might seem bizarre, but it’s common and natural for many aces who aren’t also aromantic.

‘It’s amazing having someone who understands what it’s like when hormones inspire physical interest and you’re just like… “can you fucking not? I have things to do”,’ Cake says. ‘As long as I don’t snore too loud, we’ll never have any problems in bed! They’re my best friend, and I get to see them every day now. There are no expectations, not even from ourselves.’

In just these three examples, we see three different experiences of love and intimacy. Each an individual pattern of love and flourishing, expressed sometimes through sex and sometimes not, sometimes through romance, through friendship, through intimacy both physical and emotional, through cohabiting or not, calling each other partners or not, getting married or not. These three – and so many of my other interviewees – picked and chose what felt right for them out of different forms of closeness, combining them to make relationships unique to them, that worked for them and their partners. They defined love for themselves.

*

Being aspec does not narrow our options for love. It expands them. It welcomes and validates forms of love outside the norm. And it has made me readier to declare my love, even outside of any one partnered relationship. All of my closest friends know that I’m aroace, and they know this means that friendships are the most important relationships in my life. That means that they don’t misunderstand my intentions, and they understand just how much weight the words carry, when I tell them – again and again – ‘I love you. I love you guys.’ Before I embraced being aroace, I said those words rarely. Now I say them every chance I get.

Many of my interviewees experienced a similar deepening of their platonic relationships after finding the words for their aspec identity. Edmond, a bisexual aromantic person in Australia, told me of how a friend confessed feelings for them:


My reply of ‘thanks, but I don’t feel romantic attraction, and don’t think I ever will,’ has allowed us to be closer than we were before. This clear communication makes him one of my closest confidants, and we have all sorts of discussions about gender, romance, sex and the porn industry. Then we go back to watching Pokémon speedruns.



And, like me, Edmond embraces love and declaring it:


I don’t do romance except for when I do. I daydream of romantic scenarios, I read romantic fanfiction, books, and comics. I also use the term ‘love’ for everything. I say ‘I love you’ to my friends, to a dog, to the cool bark on a tree. I yell, ‘in love with this!’ to art I enjoy, music and silly ideas people come up with. My existence is a rebellion against societal norms, and a problem for those who refuse to expand their view of the world. A problem for them, not for me.



This is what is so crucial: this kind of gleeful, and sometimes rebellious, aspec joy.

As I tell the stories of the aspecs I interviewed for this book, I will not ignore the difficulties, marginalization and mistreatment that we have experienced. That is part of our journey – especially when it so often bleeds into other forms of marginalization. Our society has dozens of ingrained, often unconscious assumptions about how much certain groups have sex, how they should have it, how often, and how desirable they are as sexual and romantic partners: disabled people, people of colour, neurodivergent people, transgender people, fat people, men, women, everyone. Part of why it is so necessary to challenge the idea that love and sex should be so prioritized in human existence is because it weakens the foundations on which these assumptions are founded; it fights the extent to which desirability is entwined with a person’s worth in the eyes of others and themselves.

But this is not a book about suffering, although the challenges we face are everywhere and real. It is a map: a guide for what non-traditional relationships can look like in all their myriad forms, and a source of advice from aromantic and asexual people on how to form them. It’s about opening up opportunities for expanded love, both for aspecs and for allos. It’s for single people struggling to own a home, for those who feel that friendship is less prominent in their lives than they would like, and for people who want more social support for lives lived happily single. It’s about new languages for consent that can create better, clearer communication between sexual partners; it’s about different approaches to dating that focus less on seeking instant ‘chemistry’ and more on building friendships. It’s about aspec joy.

Joy is all too often left out of queer narratives. It’s easy to focus on the depressing statistics of aces and aros afraid of rejection by partners, the stories of coerced sex and awful experiences with doctors and therapists. This is understandable: it’s an easy way to show the need for change. But among the sadness and frustration, we must not lose sight of what we are working towards. The aspecs I spoke to told me of how recognizing their identity helped them stop worrying about their appearance, to view their bodies as something for them to enjoy their lives in, rather than existing for another’s consumption; how they dress up now for their own sake.

For me, aroace joy is lying on my back beside my best friend, my head tucked against her shoulder, talking about memes and life and knowing that this is the deepest, truest bond I’ve ever known. It’s making a playlist of songs, and only realizing later with a laugh that I unthinkingly filled it with songs that have nothing to do with romance. It’s the grin of the other person wearing an ace or aro flag at Pride. It’s in being able to speak to my fellow aspecs and say yes, you understand. Yes.

I am so glad to be aroace. For all the difficulties we have encountered, when for all the tragic and painful stories I read as those answers to my survey came flooding in, I found myself growing more hopeful with every response. Because when I was a teenager – when I read a joke on the internet and knew it spoke to me – I had no model for my future. The familiar social script had been torn away from me and I had no idea what the road ahead might be. But now, having read almost two thousand stories of how aros and aces have carved out our spaces, built our families, and found out how to love in our own ways, I don’t wonder any more about what our future looks like.

It looks like the people whose stories I am about to tell. It looks like them – and it looks like me.




2

Not the Only Story

Reconsidering the Coming-Out Narrative

We all know how the coming-out story goes. A young person realizes that they aren’t straight or cisgender. They make the announcement, perhaps standing up in front of their family, perhaps telling their friends at school. They wait for the reaction, and it comes: acceptance, or rejection. Whatever the response, the teen is now officially Out, their rite of passage completed. Their time of hiding is over; they have passed the greatest milestone on the road to becoming a queer adult.

These were the stories I grew up with, and I knew I was lucky to have them; lucky to live in a time and a part of the world where coming out was an option. When I reached the point of, belatedly, being certain that I was ace (knowing that I was aromantic took a little longer), I knew what needed to follow: the declaration.

I tried the script on my brother, hoping that he would be the most receptive of my family members. He mentioned, offhandedly, that university was so full of relationship drama that it was like a sitcom, and I pounced. ‘Everyone? You have to know someone who’s not interested in that kind of thing.’

‘I guess there are people who haven’t clicked with anyone yet.’

‘But some people aren’t interested in relationships, full stop. Or sex. Any of it.’

He considered this. Then shrugged. ‘I think anyone who says they’re not interested is just making an excuse for why they can’t get a relationship. Or there’s something medically wrong with them. I mean – sex is such a natural human instinct. Anyone who doesn’t want it probably has some kind of disorder.’

I stopped, the words I’d been planning to say sticking behind my teeth. This wasn’t how it was supposed to go. This wasn’t what happened in the books and films. Those had taught me that the responses to coming out were I accept you or I don’t. Nothing had prepared me for the possibility of someone saying I don’t believe you.

With my mother, I tried a different approach. I started with hints that I didn’t want to get married or have a relationship. I showed her an article in a newspaper by a closeted asexual. I came out by degrees, gradually building towards explaining that I didn’t fantasize about sex, or factor it into my daily life, or picture it a part of my future. The difference between asexuality and aromanticism felt too complicated to explain, but I told her I had never been interested in anyone – that I wasn’t interested in being interested.

‘That doesn’t mean you’ll never feel that way,’ she said. ‘You might just not have met the right person yet.’

I set my teeth together. ‘If I’d told you I was a lesbian, you wouldn’t tell me I just hadn’t met the right man.’

‘The right person,’ she insisted, in a tone that implied this made a difference.

So I typed up and printed out a list of frequently asked questions about asexuality, and went to try my dad. This time, I was ready for you haven’t met the right person yet and this sounds like a disorder. I had answers for you’re too young to know and that isn’t a real identity. What I wasn’t prepared for was what he said.

‘All right. As long as you understand that it may change in the future.’

The speech, the rehearsals, the FAQs – they were all suddenly worthless. I flailed for the crucial question. ‘But you believe me?’

‘Of course.’

All right. This was good. This meant it was going well. ‘Okay. That’s great. I was – I don’t know, I was worried you wouldn’t think it was a real orientation.’

‘Well, it’s not. It’s a lack of orientation.’

‘Dad. I just want you to give my identity the same respect you’d give it if I’d come out as gay.’

And he agreed. That went well, I told myself. That went really well.

A month or two later, when I brought the topic up in conversation, he frowned at me. ‘Right, because you… you consider yourself to be one of those people without a gender?’

It wouldn’t be long before I realized that he was, in fact, right. I am indeed nonbinary. At the time, though, I wanted to scream. I had expected my family to accept my asexuality or not accept it, I had prepared for it – but not for them to fail to believe me, or to misunderstand what I was saying, or for them to appear uncomfortable whenever I brought it up. I was out; didn’t that mean I got to talk about it now? Didn’t that mean I was open, able to live my queer existence to the full? Because I wasn’t doing that.

I turned nineteen. University, I knew, would offer a place where no one had expectations about who I was and who I was going to be. My mum drove me to the station. As we crawled up the motorway, she said, abruptly, ‘I know you think you’re asexual—’

My excitement crashed somewhere on the road behind us.

‘—but please don’t tell anyone. I don’t want you to miss out on opportunities. There are so many wonderful experiences you can have at university.’

Words seethed behind my lips. I wanted to tell her that she was wrong, that the real opportunity was the chance to finally be seen as an aroace person and not as the person my family thought I was, a straight woman who just had to get over my fear of the unknown. I wanted to tell her that I was sick of living in limbo, somehow both out and not.

I stared at the streetlights sliding by, and said nothing.

*

The coming-out story does not work for everyone.

Coming out, as we currently understand it, does not mean what it did when the term was coined. When queer subculture existed underground, a queer person ‘came out’ when they introduced themselves to that subculture. It was to other queer folks, not to straight and cis people, that they came out – a truth reflected in the phrase itself. Coming out was the term once used for a young woman’s debut into society when she reached marriageable age; queer people were, like those young aristocratic women, joining their peers and starting their romantic lives.

By this definition – joining a circle of peers – I had come out long before I said a word to my parents. I was openly aroace online, the only place I interacted with other queer people, and had aspec friends through the internet. I might only have dipped a toe into the queer world, but I was definitely not standing on the shore anymore. But in my head, coming out meant telling the allo people around me. That was what happened in coming-out stories, and it was what I thought my story had to be.

But for many aro and ace people, coming out is rarely so simple as those stories. When a person says I’m gay, at least everyone knows what they mean; saying I’m asexual or I’m aromantic to an unfamiliar allo person can lead to them having visions of sad, closed-off loners. By the modern definition, I never came out to my family as aroace. There was no transition from before or after, from dark into light, from hiding to transparency. My parents’ lack of understanding made that impossible. I never underwent that rite of passage – and given how much the coming-out story is presented as the major queer milestone, I was left feeling like I had failed. I was neither out nor in; I was not fully adult. Not authentically queer.

Queer people have long since questioned the coming-out story’s accuracy and usefulness. As many have pointed out, the idea that one big declaration brings you from ‘closeted’ to ‘open’ is erroneous. We come out all through our lives: any time someone makes an assumption about our sexuality or gender that we have to correct; any time a doctor’s form asks for our sexuality; any time a woman mentions her girlfriend, or a polyamorous person wants to talk about ‘my partners’. And as I found out, coming out as belonging to one identity is not necessarily the end of the story. I came out, in my staggered, blurry way as ace, then later introduced being aro into the mix, and spent a year or two thinking I was done with the whole exhausting business before realizing I was nonbinary as well. I have more than one friend who identified as gay, and came out as such, before realizing they were in fact a straight trans person.

Coming out itself is not the problem. When being queer was an offence, something that had to exist underground, being out and open was a radical thing, a tectonic shift that forced society to acknowledge the presence of gay, bi and trans people in their lives and society. It was – and still is – a refusal to live in shame or concealment. It can still be these things for many people, and there is value in many coming-out stories. The problem arises when it becomes the dominant story we tell about queer people – sometimes, indeed, the only one.

For aspec people, part of the issue is that we very seldom get any kind of linear coming-out story. In my initial research survey, one of the questions I posed was about people’s coming-out experiences, and I was struck, though not surprised, by how many people said that they had never come out at all; or that they had started to come out to their loved ones, and then stopped; or come out to friends but not to family. For many, the process of having to explain their identity every time they wanted to come out, correcting the misunderstandings and challenging all the assumptions – it’s just too tiring to be worth it. ‘I’ve rarely felt better after coming out,’ says one of my survey respondents called Jay (any pronouns). ‘I’ve always had to do so much explaining and justifying of my identity that any relief I might have felt from having it out in the open was immediately negated by the amount of intrusive questions and insensitive comments I had to put up with.’

Even the methods of coming out are often more limited to an aspec person. A gay person can wear a rainbow pin or wristband, and new acquaintances will know exactly what is meant by it. A woman can refer to ‘my girlfriend’, and just like that, she is out to her interlocutor, who may not know her exact identity immediately (she might be gay, bi, pan, or not have a distinct label), but at least understands that she is not straight. The lack of recognition of ace and aro identities, however, means that, if I were to wear my own flags into work on my clothing, few would know what the combination of colours meant. Nor can I drop a reference to my lack of attraction into casual conversation; it’s the problem with having an identity that’s defined by a lack of something. I can mention, of course, that I’m ‘not interested in dating’, but this would not be seen as coming out. People could easily think I was just on a break from dating and would continue to see me as heterosexual. This makes it hard to come out in a subtle way, without a big declaration or explanation.

Overall, even before you get to how people respond to your coming out, the actual process of doing so is often that bit harder for aspecs. This is by no means the greatest of problems, but it is significant. Things add up. The vulnerability of coming out, combined with the knowledge that you’ll have to explain it all again, and answer the same questions you’ve heard a thousand times before again, knowing that you could wear your pride colours and it wouldn’t say anything to anyone so you have to make it a whole thing, and still not even have someone understand at the end of the process – this adds up. This is before we consider any extra factors such as race or neurodivergence that might affect what coming out will mean for you (on which more in a moment). Plenty of aspecs decide that it simply isn’t worth it.

And for those who decide to take the plunge? Many of the aces and aros I spoke to felt, as I did, that their coming-out attempts didn’t result in any change in their lives, or any significant reaction from those around them. Casey (she/they) came out to their mother – and nothing happened. ‘My mom and I don’t talk about the fact that I’m ace, but I get the feeling she thinks I’ll grow out of it. Every now and then she’ll mention me having kids, even though I’ve made it clear that I’m never having biological children.’

For aspecs of colour, there are still more reasons why coming out may be fruitless. In an interview with Heart Radio, Black aroace activist Yasmin Benoit summarized the problem: she wasn’t able to ‘successfully’ come out for a long time, because ‘people just do not picture asexual people being like me. They do have a very [The Big Bang Theory’s] Sheldon Cooper-esque vision of what asexual people are like, and they do not picture minorities most of the time. They do not picture Black people.’1 And she’s right. Much of the community’s most productive activism has come from people of colour, like Benoit herself, or Chinese-American author Angela Chen, or the Black activists Sherronda J. Brown and Marshall Blount. The latter, who blogs as Gentle Giant Ace, led the activism that was directly responsible for Asexual Awareness Week gaining official recognition in Pennsylvania. Despite this, the image that many outside the community (and all too many within it) have of an aspec person is white. Many of the ace and aro characters that have appeared in popular culture, like Todd Chavez of BoJack Horseman, are white, and/or portrayed by white people. Our online spaces are predominantly white.

If asexuality and aromanticism are consistently portrayed as something for white people, how are people of colour to know that they can even be aspec? And if they wish to come out to others, how likely are those others to take them seriously?

Even if you have the good fortune to be believed and respected by those around you, it’s still easy to feel that, in some way, you’re missing out on a queer milestone. Coming out is often likened to a second adolescence, where you get to live out all the aspects of maturation that you might have missed as a closeted teen. This is the time for exploration, making mistakes and figuring yourself out – and for finally achieving those milestones. Your first kiss with the gender you’re attracted to. First time going to a party as the gender you really are. First time dating and having sex with the right gender, or as the right gender.

This is not all that a second adolescence is, of course. There’s plenty of non-sexual and non-romantic aspects to it, such as figuring out your style of dress and presentation, entering into the queer world and expanding your social circle, and the emotionally exhausting process of working through your grief for all the lost time. But those milestones – kissing, dating, sex – are often the first things that spring to mind. And these are things that asexual and aromantic people might not be doing. It’s easy to feel that you’re missing a crucial step in the coming-out narrative.

Casey was keen to make it clear that coming out ‘is not the be all and end all. You can still find value in self-identifying as aspec. I went five or so years without coming out to anyone, and I was relatively content to just have a label for my experiences.’ The problem is, they say, that ‘it’s all well and good to have a rich inner understanding of yourself, but only by coming out does that become a part of your outer self.’ For all aspecs, this sense of separation between parts of yourself can be a very unsettling way to live. ‘I’ve been thinking a lot recently about Judith Butler’s theory of performative utterances,’ Casey says, ‘words that make things happen in the real world, like “I pronounce you husband and wife” being a phrase that makes a marriage official. Coming out is a way of making things happen, of changing things in the real world. So if I never say the words “I’m asexual”, am I really ace in any way that matters?’

Casey’s question gets to the heart of the problems with aspec coming out. What do you do when, because people don’t understand the words you’re saying, or dismiss them altogether, your self-declaration changes nothing? When the words that, according to popular culture, are imbued with the power to alter your entire life and deliver you to a new kind of personal freedom do nothing? When you put yourself through all that emotional labour and end up with nothing to show for it? Except, perhaps, a sense of guilt, a feeling that you’ve failed to complete the queer master narrative?

As an aroace person, I never underwent many of the milestones considered to be an integral part of growing up – no first
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