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to my loving and loved family,
please, never read
the oral sex section of this book










INTRODUCTION



This book is written out of both hate and love for the world.


The world, its people, creatures, cultures and concerns, fascinates, inspires and disgusts me every day. These poems were my attempt at learning to love those things which I do not think should disgust me or which I do not want to hate (any more), but which for some reason or another I have been made to feel that way towards. This sort of hate is a nonsense use of my time, time which is not infinite and, like everyone else’s, far too precious to waste.


My body, for example, a body that has kept me very good company for many decades now; which has allowed me to sing, swim, skip, sweat, birth, orgasm, feed, dance and nap, among many other luscious activities. A body which, despite this, I have consistently and pointlessly bullied; largely because, somewhere, somehow, I have been told that it’s worth my contempt, and I listened and I believed it.


Pleasure, a state which can be reached in many simple, safe, cheap, free and loving ways, yet is entrenched in centuries of stigma, shame, hurt and confusion – for those who are lucky enough to access it; what we should and should not find pleasure and happiness in dictated to us not by consent or kindness, thoughts and feelings, excitement even, but so often by those attempting to control or capitalise from human insecurities and passion.


Certain words even, words that, despite being utterly harmless, we have been so duped into hating that we find them almost impossible to even whisper into the air; ask any friend if they find it easier to say the words moist or murder.


Such hatred and disgust, squeamishness and embarrassment are so often constructed by outside forces. Unravelling these teachings from my mind and body has been – is – a long, ongoing process. To quote the greatest thinker of all time:




Do not assume anything Obi-Wan. Clear your mind must be if you are to discover the real villains behind this plot.*


YODA





This book is about my attempt at reconfiguring my thoughts and my reactions, learning to stop listening to those who want power or money from me and starting to love the things I should damn well love. It is stuffed full with all the poems I’ve scribbled in parks and on trains and late at night in bed trying to convince myself to love more, trying to rejig my robot brain.


I hope there is much more love than hate in this book because I definitely have much more love than hate in me; more amazement than disgust; more fun than misery.


I hope you are also starting to love things other than those we’ve been told it’s OK or cool or even necessary to love. I hope you’ve stopped hating things you don’t need to hate. I hope you enjoy reading some of my thoughts on the matter.


I love writing, poems especially, and this book has taken years of my time. I am eternally grateful to have had snapshots of space in which to write it. Firstly, because writing brings me a lot of joy and relief, a bit like kissing but not quite as good. Secondly, because while writing this book, I have uncovered two new favourite words: arachibutyrophobia – a fear of peanut butter sticking to the roof of your mouth – and nebulophilia – an arousal by fog. Fucking brilliant. What wonderful weirdos we all are.





* Extract from Star Wars: Episode II – Attack of the Clones, 2002, directed and produced by George Lucas; screenplay by George Lucas and Jonathan Hales.










CHAPTER SUMMARY:
A Guide for People Who Just Want to Read the Poems



When editing this book, I kept thinking, You could have said that in about three sentences not a hundred pages, Hollie. If you also love a long-winded and winding chat, I’ve left lots of it in, dexterously edited with the help of Rhiannon, Amy, Helen, Howard, Michael and my mum.


However, if you just want to read the poems and not all of the prose too, then here are my summaries of each section. There is an index of the poems at the back.


The Body: Loving the Beast


Life is short. People profit hugely from our body insecurities. Try to remember that and tell them to fuck off. Scented candles aren’t as calming as fair wages. Don’t stress too much about self-love if it’s doing your head in a bit. Call your friends. If you don’t have friends, call mine. My mum used to call scabs ‘nature’s plasters’. Being juicy is not a sin, not for oranges, not for bodies. As far as we know, Jupiter has between seventy-nine and ninety-five moons, not all of which are named yet.



People: Hashtag, Not All


If one more person says not all men to me, I’ll weep. It’s easy to generalise about people and lump them all together in big balls of hate, but I don’t think it helps anyone. At Cambridge University the fact I had a door number really excited some people. The queen was not your grandma. It’s not any child’s fault they’re sent to Eton. Boys can also smell the sweetness of lilies. Falling stars are very common; the best way to see one is to stare at one point of the sky on a clear night for around twenty minutes.


Words: Moist Velvet Volvos


Being disgusted by the word vulva is normal. There is no French translation of ‘tea-bagging’. Censorship and shame are very powerful things, even in language. Don’t let anyone insult your volvo, it’s a fine car. Writing image descriptions for Instagram posts made me question the entire world. Any product that tells you your vulva needs to be scented like lavender or orange blossom is a fuckwit piece of bollocks and you should run from it. One year on Venus is shorter than one day on Venus, by our measurements.


Motherland: Flags and Fiction


If your parents’ background or country or culture differs to your own, you don’t have to choose a ‘side’. Heritages are not football teams. Also, you can support England and Scotland; yes, Hollie, you can. In general, flags scare me. My dad says you cannot get good vegetable pakora anywhere but Glasgow. My grandad was very friendly. Some people are so disappointed by Paris that they faint on arrival at seeing dog shit in the city. There are currently people arguing about who owns rights to the moon.


Oral Sex: Politeness and Pomegranates


A comic book workshop changed my sex life. Some ancient Greeks thought cunnilingus was the lowest and least masculine form of sexual activity. Pick rosehips after the first frost. Let them stay down there if they want to. If you don’t enjoy something sexual, don’t do it. Asking for a blow job by saying ‘I bet you like sucking dick’ isn’t the only solution. I love the word fellatio and think it sounds like a French cake with lots of layers of buttered pastry. Sometimes female bonobos begin masturbating simply to distract the males from fighting. According to an article I read, Libras and Virgos are the most attentive oral sex gifters.


Happiness: Shit in Glitter


Adults are still allowed to skateboard. Pleasure is very personal. My grandad always said, ‘If it’s not hurting anyone, why are you bothering about it?’ Sweety-flavoured vapes sold in sweet shops is a shitshow. I love sleepovers. One of my friends once asked me to be her best friend forever and I freaked the fuck out. If I could go back and relive my teenage years, I’d watch as much shit TV as my parents told me would ruin my eyesight. I’m happy there’s a planet called Uranus.


Beginnings: Birthing Dragons


Peekaboo is a game of outstanding genius. Be kind to yourself. Babies don’t give a shit what wallpaper you have. Ask someone to make you dinner. If I see any more new mums, bodies still healing, sat in the vestibule on the floor of a train I will bleed through my eyes. Pregnant people have a lot of nightmares. For months, I dreamt my daughter was born a goat. Unfortunately, I once imagined breastfeeding Boris Johnson and wrote a poem about it. That’s it.


I hope you enjoy reading the poems as much as I loved writing them. Also, I hope you do read some of the rest, because it took me ages.










THE BODY



Loving the Beast





 


 




The Church says: The body is a sin.


Science says: The body is a machine.


Advertising says: The body is a business.


The Body says: I am a fiesta.


EDUARDO GALEANO, Walking Words








 


 




‘i am a fiesta’


free, and bone-full of feast


shook champagne ready


bubbles uncorked to pour over faces


open-mouthed to the moon


let the wolf howl


stick out your tongue to the storms


lap the fizz till your lips


drunk with the sweetness


of no longer giving a shit about painful opinions


erupt into song


your body has done nothing wrong –


stop telling it off


put down your put downs


step away from the fuss


i know it is hard not to listen


to the constant cacophony


of not good enough


but you haven’t much time


who knows why we’re here


but we are, what ridiculous luck


to be stuck in these ballgowns of body


to party to love to dance until dusk


to footprint this chaos till the threads come undone


or the cotton turns dust


clocks stop for no one


birdsong your bones while you can


sunkiss your skull let your soles stamp


feel the glorious slap of the fat on your arse


as you jump and you land


you will land, every time, so laugh, it’s absurd


how many moments you’ve had stolen already,


how many fucks you have given – too many


so laugh, loud enough to unbury the dead


laugh until even the most broken of corpses within you


remembers the fun of this flesh








 


 



YOU CANNOT LOVE OTHERS UNTIL YOU LOVE YOURSELF


Despite never believing in the ability of horror films to make their way into real life through my television screen, I have still never said the word ‘Candyman’ in the mirror three times.


Candyman, Candyman. Say the word once more and, according to the 1992 film, the murderous Candyman will come to life, mouth full of bees, sweety wrapper weapons.


I have said it twice to myself in the mirror but not three times. I have said it once and then once again and then, three weeks later, once again, hoping that the break between recitals will keep me safe.


Candyman, Candyman. I’ll stop there. I’m not sure writing it follows the same rules and I’m not risking my life for this book.


I watched this film for the first time at a sleepover at my house with friends, aged thirteen and far too young. For years afterwards the image of the Candyman infiltrated our nightmares, so much so that one of my friend’s parents banned her from my house. This film and its impact on my psyche was a large part of my decision aged eighteen, the age I could legally watch any horror film I wanted, to never to watch another again. I’ve managed this, apart from the 2017 remake of I.T. and the film Mother, which I didn’t realise was a horror film until a baby was ripped apart by an obsessive crowd.


I have stared at my face in the mirror many times wondering whether I would ever be ‘brave’ enough to complete the Candyman trio, telling myself over and over again that I’m being ridiculous, it isn’t real, this is fiction, just say it one more time and you’ll see.


At sleepovers, we dared each other to do it and watched as, one by one, we paused at two, giggled and refused to go any further. Even now, over twenty years later, there are some things I just don’t want to test; this is one of them, bungee jump ropes are another.


The other time in my life I remember stammering over words as I stared at my mirrored reflection was after reading a ‘top tips to body confidence’ article in one of the many magazines I used to flick through for guidance as a teenage girl.


There were lots of different articles: how to bag yourself the sweetest guy; how to achieve a natural look in just three hours; how to look ‘heroin chic’ aka emaciated, insecure and addicted to anything but eating well; how to impress the boy you like; how to make face masks out of ‘leftover’ avocado; how to give a twister blow job; how to look sexy while reading a book.


In the article, a feature on loving your body crammed between a fashion page of clothes modelled by women with waists photo-shopped to the circumference of the average penis, and a page covered in photos of female celebrities, red circles drawn around their ‘shame’ spots – armpit hair, gross! sagging knees, urgh! stretch marks, uh oh! – I stumbled on the recommendation of standing in front of a mirror, preferably naked, and telling yourself ‘I love you.’


I tried it; stood in front of the mirror in my bedroom, naked and grimacing, and I stared. I cringed. I held in my stomach and cheekbones to see what I’d look like ill. In the end, I think I said something like ‘You’re all right,’ but definitely not ‘I love you.’ In all honestly, at that moment, if I had to choose between the final Candyman and a full-body naked ‘I love you,’ it would possibly have been the former.


It wasn’t that I had low self-esteem. My relationship with my body was OK. But telling myself that I loved it was going a bit too far. I have also never made a face mask out of ‘leftover’ avocado or met any friend or lover who gave a shit about the sort of tips I gleaned from these magazines. It was only recently that I realised there were no magazines for heterosexual teenage boys dedicated to tips on how to please or impress girls, give twizzler fingering, make your skin shine, and so on. For boys, magazines seemed convinced of a holy trinity of football, music and photos of tits. And watches when you’re older.


The most irritating thing looking back on that article was that I only imagined two choices: self-love or self-hate. There was no selfthinking-of-other-things or self-don’t-give-a-fuck.


Self-love is a hot topic at the moment, but it’s nothing new. People have been musing on self-love since masturbation was invented, which was a really long time ago, way before some puritans declared that wankers go blind.


Self-love. The Greek philosopher Aristotle (384–322 BCE) believed that self-love or philautia (ϕιλαυτία) was a prerequisite to loving others, but that there were both positive and negative aspects of self-love. He recorded these ideas in punchily titled books, Nicomachean Ethics and Eudemian Ethics. In the bluntest interpretation I can give, Aristotle argued that people who love themselves to achieve unwarranted personal gain are bad, but those who love themselves to achieve virtuous principles are the best sort of good.


I don’t agree with everything Aristotle thought about self-love. He supposedly claimed women to be unfinished men, monstrous, deformed, a claim partly based on the then popular fallacy that women have fewer teeth than men. To then promote philautia seems a bit of a paradox.


The great Aristotle also theorised that women played a fairly minor role in reproduction because they ‘simply’ contributed the material while the father supplied the actual active force; a view that made both my womb and fist quickly cramp when I read it. Aristotle had two children. I don’t know if he changed their nappies; it seems unlikely – he’d already contributed so much by cumming twice; he must have been exhausted after that.


In terms of female self-love, Aristotle seemed to be saying something like: women, you are monstrous, but it would be really helpful to society if you learned to love yourselves. Also, you are stupid and should stay at home because you are incapable of abstract reasoning and therefore of entering into the public political sphere or becoming citizens. Also, our one ejaculation of sperm is more than your likely years of menstruation cramps, nine months of pregnancy, labour and producing the life source of milk in your own bodies like a fucking cellular magician. But, you know, #loveyourself while you’re there, girls.


Jumping a millennium or so, it seems we’ve been grappling, and still are grappling, with these exact same issues:




• In 1848, a document entitled the ‘Declaration of Sentiments’, modelled on the ‘Declaration of Independence’, was signed by sixty-eight women and thirty-two men at what is recorded as the first women’s rights conference organised by women in the US. It was written primarily by Elizabeth Cady Stanton as a guideline to demonstrate that women have been harshly treated throughout the centuries and that the ability to love oneself is possibly made much harder due to social inequalities and lack of rights. It states: ‘all men and women are created equal; . . . that among these [rights] are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness’; and that without these rights, the capacity to feel self-worth and self-love is scarce. As in, you know, if you have no rights, no respect, no economic independence, trying to love yourself is a bit fucking trickier.


• In 1956 psychologist and social philosopher Erich Fromm said, similarly to Aristotle, that loving oneself is different from being arrogant, conceited or egocentric. Fromm proposed a re-evaluation of self-love in a more positive sense, arguing that in order to be able truly to love another person, you first need to love yourself in the way of respecting oneself and knowing yourself (e.g. being realistic and honest about your strengths and weaknesses).


• Just over a decade later, in the 1970s, the Black Power movement slogan ‘Black is beautiful!’ hailed a call for African Americans to escape and/or stand against the white or white European beauty standards, self-love here being a tool, or rather political campaign, in communities of colour in the United States.


• More recent online campaigns such as #blackgirlmagic have highlighted how our structurally racist standards are still far from being toppled, through both the necessity for such campaigns as well as the counterargument that, in order to have worth, black women somehow still cannot just be, but must be magical.





Alongside these issues, and many more, one of our predominant current self-love power struggles is the commercialisation of the body positivity movement.


Body positivity was, as Stephanie Yeboah says, ‘spearheaded by larger fat, black and ethnic minority women [and] primarily focuses on the celebration and radical self-love of visibly fat bodies’, but has more and more become ‘a “free-for-all” movement monetised and politicised by brands and public figures in ways that often result in individuals above a certain size and of a certain ethnicity being excluded from the conversation . . . when they were the ones to effectively start it in the first place’.*


What started out as a grassroots movement has been hijacked by companies, as all good things are, and used to sell everything from underwear to sex toys to skincare to sofas. The idea of body positivity has been twisted back around so that our bodies are still being judged by some kind of standard of what’s ‘right’.


In 2021, model Karoline Bjørnelykke shared a video of how a modelling agency – one apparently embracing body positivity – insisted she wear padding so that she would appear plus-size in the way they wanted plus-size to appear. She claimed that she and others were hired for plus-size shoots and this padding, stuffed into ‘fat suits’, was used to make her arse and thighs and hips and breasts larger but her waist, neck and face still as slim. So, as long as she was an impossible plus-size hourglass that’s all fine, but not plus-size in any other shape: not apple, or pear or whatever other fucking fruit our bodies should or should not supposedly resemble. The same is done for maternity wear, using belly padding on otherwise tiny frames.


It’s a strange thing looking in the mirror these days.


In the mirror, I see my face and, largely, I still criticise it, almost subconsciously, instantaneously. I then tell myself off for criticising my face and tell myself about all the things my face does and why I should love it. I then feel guilty for having criticised it. And then I feel angry for having taken up two minutes of my very, very precious life having an argument with myself about whether or not I love my own face enough, as if I need to have a daily aesthetic opinion on my own fucking face. I sometimes wonder if the invention of the mirror or mobile phone had a bigger impact on human behaviour.


The rise in all these modern-day ‘self-love’ messages – printed increasingly, it seems, onto products from T-shirts, tea towels, postcards and mugs to small bits of wood to hang in your bedroom, as well as all across a lot of the social media platforms I and millions of others enjoy using – however well-intentioned, has started to have the opposite effect on me.


Self-love self-love self-love. Every time I go to buy a greetings card or check my messages on Instagram or post a tour on TikTok or just want to scroll a while for a daily poem or a new skit from Kae Kurd or photos from a childhood friend, I get hit with self-love messages and quotes and people, mainly women, mainly white, mainly in their underwear or yoga gear, mainly sitting on really nice beaches or fancy and very tidy houses, telling me to love myself.


The extent to which society currently demands that I love myself before all other love has become almost more stressful than disliking myself, especially when these messages include the idea that I must love my ‘flaws’, which does nothing but remind me that some parts of my body are considered flaws.


Like, before I was reminded to love my ‘mum body’, I never knew I had a body that was now labelled a ‘mum body’. I just knew I was a mum and that my body had been through a lot. Before I was reminded to love my lopsided labia I didn’t think they were lopsided. I’m not a total cynical bitch – I know a lot of this also helps a lot of people, sometimes me included – but, fuck me, feeling guilty about not loving myself enough is too far.


In my teens, I’d criticise myself nearly every time I spotted my own reflection, which is of course a shit state of affairs. Twenty years on, I found myself instead taking the time to try to love my body, looking in the mirror and forcibly telling myself how gorgeous it is and then, after a day of seeing filtered film posters and faces that rid human life of all spots and lines and freckles (unless it is the filter that adds ‘cute’ freckles), I’d waver again. And then I’d feel guilty about wavering. Fuck sake, I have so much other shit to do.


‘You cannot love others until you love yourself.’ Thing is, I really think I can. If I hated myself, maybe not, but on days I’m just not that keen on myself, I think I’m still all right at loving others, pretty good actually; my kid, friends, boyfriend, family, strangers, a snail on the path outside my house, a friend’s cat come up to sit on my lap, birds. I can love them. I can still scatter seeds for sparrows even on days I think my mind and conversation are dull as under-diluted diluting juice and my lobster-red face about as attractive as recurring thrush. And loving others often lifts my mood and makes me more likely to love myself too.




self ish


could try harder i suppose –


self-serenade i love yous


to each winking window pane


dash up and down the trellis


role-playing both parts


juliet above, romeo below


till i am utterly exhausted


but the baby needs changed


and the toddler face-palms,


screaming in the shop again


a friend’s car is coughing smoke


and my neighbour craves a cup of tea


to save her from the solitude


that turns her weeks into a waiting room,


and in the oceans, people drown


politically abandoned


and mostly, we look the other way


waiting for the day, perhaps


we love ourselves enough


to love others just as much





At around the time the ‘love yourself or you’re a failure’ messages in shops and social media were starting to make me want to stick toothpicks into my arse cheeks, I was asked to write a poem for a meditation app. I’ve never meditated officially, though I feel that many of my ‘hobbies’ – staring at clouds, lying with my eyes closed going over poems in my head, listening to music while stirring soup, masturbating into sleep, eating strawberries as if they are small red gods, hugs, walking through cities gazing at pigeons or people, and so on – are similar to meditation in some ways.


This app was specifically designed to encourage people to take time for themselves. It has a lot of great content about all the different ways we can do this, including a section for introducing your children to meditations of all kinds.


The app, if you opt in, sends notifications throughout the day to encourage you to take time out, even one minute, to find your own calm. I hadn’t heard of this app previously, but I downloaded it to see if I liked it enough to write the poem. I signed up to the calming reminders.


Often, these reminders came at my busiest times of the day, like just before the school run. As I was desperately trying to finish an email before dashing to get my daughter, the app would pop up telling me to really feel my breathing for a minute.


I was asked to write the poem specifically from the point of view of a mother, because mothers, I was told by the team, get some of the fewest meditative opportunities. No shit, Sherlock.


I found myself more and more stressed out by both the app’s soothing hints and the advertising team, who were not following the calming, self-loving message of their product but instead sending me emails all weekend about how tight a deadline it was and reminding me that the poem about how mothers need more time to themselves needed to be back in three days’ time so if I could work on it over the weekend, super-duper.


When I posted it, on time, I put something in the comments about knowing the poem was a little ‘cringy’ but that I’d really enjoyed a lot about using the app, which is true. The advertising team were on me to remove this ‘cringy’ comment faster than the topspeed setting on a vibrator makes my muscles jolt in a half-orgasmic half-Frankensteinian electric shock. I have never enjoyed the higher settings of vibrators; they always feel like someone’s moved the finish line of a race to the beginning for me to trip over almost unnoticed just as I leave the starting blocks – more clit hiccup than luxury cruise.


The fluster of collaborating on this calming meditation app was a running joke among my friends for a long time. I switched off the notifications after I was told, while working on a deadline before my daughter got home, to – ping – try to concentrate on the way my body felt in the chair. Fuck off, I yelled. I’ve heard that swearing also has a calming influence on the body.


I recently shouted at a similar meme online telling me kindly that I deserved to love myself. Fuck off! I screamed again, this time into a kind woman’s Instagram square: I don’t want to fucking love myself, I just want to lick this peanut butter from the upside down spoon, hug my kid when she gets home, feed my neighbour’s cat and work out when I’m going to get my taxes done.





 


 




ascent


what joy it would be


not to think of this body


for even one day


not to mock or to praise


not to weigh up the size


nor the shape


the way clothing


creeps into its folds;


how it looks as i sit


how some body older


or younger or taller or curvier


might suit this skin better


what joy


for one single, good day


to wake as birds wake


feet perched


on the edge of the bed


before we ascend into sky


not one thought


how our wings look


in flight








 


 




skin, sometimes


it would be cool if you tanned a bit better,


holiday lobster, got you from my father,


at least i’m easy to spot on the nudist beach in france;


white breasts on burnt body like the most poisonous


of mushrooms, though i do enjoy my freckles now,


and using sunscreen made for children


in storms, you are incredible; waterproof but breathing,


seamlessly holding in my insides,


umbrella to the skeleton


how expensive you would be in mountain warehouse,


all-weather fabric; afforded only by those who go camping


despite having money for hotels


the hoover is full of you – and hair – when i empty it


seven layers magnificent, ever-shedding genius,


every seven years afresh;


do you remember that time in the forest


when i toppled from my bike when i was eight


and in a month our graze was gone?


sure, you have your limits,


but do you remember how much fun we had


last week with all those oils?


thrush has been a bitch and i don’t love


the way you crack sometimes between my toes


and i can’t work out if i’m in you or i am you


either way, i really love how well


you let sweat escape on sunny days,


or when i’m dancing, to stop me from collapsing








 


 




pass times


whilst worrying about my thighs


a nightingale flew past


                – i didn’t see it


prodding at my skin


a book fell from the shelf


                – i didn’t read it


sweating about my scent


a lover lapped me up


                – i didn’t feel it


frowning in the mirror


friends told me lovely things


                – i didn’t hear it








 


 



HOT ROCKET BODY


One day, after staring in the mirror wondering if I loved my smile lines or hated them and if I did hate them, why I shouldn’t do that, and so on and so on until the water levels rose and all human life became extinct, I made a pact: I will not spend any more time criticising my body or feeling guilty about not loving it as much as I apparently need to. I will look at it and touch it and use it and enjoy it, but I will stop with the other shit.


When I slip back into the pointless stary criticism, I have a fivestep strategy to snap myself out of it.


1. I think of billionaires laughing like horror-movie villains around a boardroom table.


Bahahahahahaha. Like that. They are laughing at me. Specifically, they are laughing at how much of my money and time they have stolen, now lining their Dalmatian-fur industry pockets. I think of them all as arrogant. I imagine they are. Billionaires are not a natural phenomenon. They’re not oxbow lakes, they’re manmade and, like bubblegum-flavoured vapes sold in sweet shops, really shouldn’t exist.


I think of them, mouths open so loud in laughter I can see into their stomachs, which are filled with gold coins, giant belly safe locked by the combination: IMRICHANDYOUMAKEMERICHERBAHAHAHA.


No, no longer will they rob me, no matter how much money they spend to convince me my hips are too hippy or my belly is too belly-y or my skin is too much like actual skin, or my breastmilk is too breastmilky or my body is too much like a body that eats or gives birth or has a shape they didn’t cut out of a dollar bill. I just can’t let them win this.


I realise this sounds like a simplification. It is. There are various levels to marketing and product design, and there are small businesses selling unnecessary stuff too, stuff like this book. And not all billionaires laugh like that. But many in the beauty and skincare industries do have board meetings sitting around tables working out what insecurities they can push on us and our children from a younger and younger age.


On a recent tour in France, for the first time I saw a huge number of adverts aimed specifically at young teens and pre-teens from various ‘skincare’ companies. These adverts were for pre-ageing products, skin ‘training’ products, targeting girls – I saw adverts only for girls’ skin – to prepare themselves against their first wrinkles, as if ageing even into your early teen years was now a war we all need to armour ourselves against. So now, as well as women, little girls can walk city streets to school seeing these messages plastered like goading gods above their heads and panic about growing older from the age of eleven or twelve.


If you are part of these new product campaigns, fuck you. Seriously, fuck you all. And if you are selling this advertising space to these companies targeting little kids’ minds, fuck you too.


So yes, I imagine them laughing, these billionaires. I imagine them swarming in the skies like seagulls on a beach trying to steal your chips as you lift them to your mouth, but instead of snatching your potato dreams they caw warnings about how the chips will make you fat and ugly or skinny and wrinkled so hand them over, caw caw bahahahaha.


Annoyingly, these seagulls don’t only swoop in on self-hate, but also, now it can turn a profit too, on self-love, capitalising once again by convincing me I can only find the means to love myself through products they sell. Instead of more sleep and adequate childcare, what I really need are anti-puffy-eye vitamin pills and a scented pillow; or instead of just drinking more water, I need anti-wrinkle cream, Botox, or health-juice shots with ginseng or turmeric in plastic bottles big enough to hold about one ejaculation’s worth of goodness; instead of closing my eyes for a moment, I need eye-mask packs and crystals to roll over my fat face; instead of believing I am beautiful, or just doing things I love more than thinking of my own reflection all the time, I must prove my self-love with an expensive naked photoshoot.


All these things are fine if you want them and can afford them and have fun with them but, despite what the adverts would have me believe, they’re not essential for self-love. None of them. I will get the same results from sleep, water, friends, hugs, laughing, wanking, walking and smelling roses, all of which are very much cheaper and better at not fucking up the planet’s own beautiful body.


2. If the evil laughing doesn’t work and I am still standing looking at my body thinking if only you had just slightly more bla bla fucking bla and slightly less bla bla fucking bla, I turn away from the mirror, grab my phone and text a mate or family member instead. A bit like painting one nail red to remind you not to pick up your phone when driving (a technique my mum taught me), I text a friend a nice message to remind myself that maybe loving others is a more valid use of my time than picking myself apart.


3. Every time I waste more than thirty seconds staring at my flesh, mainly my face, being a bitch to it for no good outcome, or wondering if I love it as much as this morning’s Instagram square says I must, I put a pound in a jar. Like a swear jar, if you had one of these. I did, growing up. At the end of the year, you take the money that you had to pay because you said shit seventy-three times to your brother and fuck twice (sometimes fuck was a two-pound swear), and you use it for ‘good’: either giving it to an organisation doing better things than your cuss words, or buying crisps. I did this for a year, putting a pound in a jar every time I bullied myself too much. I can’t remember how much I made, but it was a good reminder not to waste my own time. I also use this technique for avoiding bottled water. Every time I fill up my flask when out, I put the money I would have spent on a plastic bottle of water towards something less shit. Writing this has made me wonder what my parents did with our swear fines. Also, I don’t actually have a jar any more, I transfer the money online into a savings account, but the jar sounded more poetic.


4. A bit more morbid perhaps, but this is maybe the one that I do the most; if I catch myself at it again, I think about how many years I statistically have left on this planet in this body if I am very lucky. Guilt and death are always good motivation for me. What the fuck are you wasting time on this shit for, Hollie? Go and learn to do that twisty thing on roller skates you’ve always wanted to do. Death will come soon. Step away from the mirror and get on your fucking roller skates. (That sentence would cost two pounds because it includes both a swear word and being a bitch to yourself, although I don’t fine myself for swearing any more because I wouldn’t be able to afford it.)


5. If none of the above works, I think of space exploration. I think of my body as a spaceship, a spaceship I have on loan for, if I am very, very, very lucky, ninety years. I think this would make the astronaut inside the spaceship my personality, or my soul, if I believe in that. I’m not sure.


Anyway, body = spaceship; a spaceship in which I get to explore our solar system until the spaceship is taken away and I can no longer breathe in that atmosphere.


I imagine the astronaut blasting through the beauty of space, able, if they look, to gaze upon the purple black between expanding stars. They are mesmerised.


Suddenly, the space police start chasing the astronaut, teasing them about the rocket, flaunting their top-of-the-range propellers and nose cones and laughing at the astronaut’s smaller nozzles.




Astronaut: But my rocket’s working really well, and I’m on my way to see Jupiter’s moons – I’ve heard they’re magnificent.


Space police: Not in that tatty rocket, I hope!


Astronaut: What’s wrong with it?


Space police: Where do we start!


Astronaut: Really? But I think it will still get me to Jupiter, I can already see Cyllene.


(Space police, panicking, start pasting billboards onto comets declaring ‘tatty rocket astronaut embarrasses the cosmos’ all along the route to Jupiter until the astronaut decides to stop the rocket and cry and not visit Jupiter, at least not until they can afford all the new propellers and nozzles and airfoils, gyroscope and vernier engines, which will be never.)





I would love to visit Jupiter. Not only does it have a constant visible aurora – unlike Earth’s, which you have to pay thousands of pounds to maybe see on a night-time bus tour in Iceland but won’t if it’s too cloudy – it also has at least seventy-nine moons (and maybe sixteen more, depending on who you ask), one of which, Europa, is ice-coated, apparently with more water than the Earth’s oceans, and another of which, Lo, is the most volcanically active body in the entire solar system with hundreds of volcanoes that erupt lava fountains up to twelve miles high.


As a parent, Jupiter makes sense to visit because its radiation belt can easily disable sensitive electrical appliances, which would mean that trying to limit mine and my kid’s screen time would be much less problematic.


I do not want to die in a healthy body-rocket I never used because the space police told me it was too tatty. I want to have driven it across the universe, whizzing around Jupiter, floating contentedly until the rocket shoots its last flash of fuel to propel one final glittering orbit around the Sun.


Even with this astronaut death fantasy, it is still hard not to get pulled back in, because there is a lot of money being spent to make you think your rocket is shit. It isn’t. Go and see Jupiter’s moons. All of them.





 


 




love poetry on jupiter


with so many moons to marvel at


imagine how much romance could be written


how stressed would shakespeare be


as he frantically rewrote romeo and juliet


grappling to work out which moon is jealous


which is grieving, and if they all kill the sun –


would arguments erupt between the lovers


as, peering into one another’s eyes


they attempt some moon-based flattery


not specifically enough,


oh romeo, swear not by that moon again!


christ almighty, which one then?


does it make a difference which one?


yes! of course it makes a difference!


and would juliet be bothered anyway


by which light was breaking


through which sodding yonder window


if, having recently started her periods


the tides of her shedding womb


were pulled in sixty-plus directions


by competing lunar cycles,


packing rags for exile,


how many days


are in a month when each year


is roughly twelve years long?








 


 




things i could think about instead of criticising my body


a medium-sized hedgehog you didn’t expect to see there


rope swings dangling over rivers different fancy hats


left-handed fountain pens the surface of neptune


the belly of a pterodactyl an empty railway station


small yellow flowers you do not know the name of


newborn baby toes kaleidoscopes poppy seeds


black velvet scrunchies rose-scented hand cream


dark green nail varnish cuba’s healthcare system


pomegranate juice paris dry stone walls turtles


a puddle you can’t work out the depth of porridge


an apartment in halifax gorse that smells of coconut


dwarf daffodils a jar full of pens, one of which works


the difference between satsumas and clementines


a glitterball in your bedroom alphonso mangos


orange by wendy cope scottish tablet with your coffee


gold melting into a mould and hardening into a gold ring


herons chatting peanut butter red cheddar yorkshire pudding


salt and pepper potential names for fairies


blackberries that look sweet but are still a little bitter


dolly parton not being richer because she’s so generous


lipstick almost the same colour as your lips cottages


cold water a flame on a matchstick


the burnt edge of a pink marshmallow


a pineapple sheep huddling in the corner of a field


a newborn dragon in a blue egg the word emerald


hard honey a peach tree with lots of peaches on


someone laughing in another room louder than traffic


cream of garlic soup what to write on a postcard


ringlets drying higher the horizon time travel


any tracy chapman song bradford literature festival


dandelions kamila’s cat, cookie freckles fern brady


when the king resigns in chess, and you win the game that way


cows sleeping but other cows not sleeping in the same field








 


 




inside, we are the brightest shade of red


my hair began greying in its twenties –


lazier than some,


could not be arsed to make colour any more


understandable; most days i feel the same;


better ways to spend your energy


when grey will do just fine


besides, the woods are full of bluebells


and soon again, to tuck in roots for winter’s bedtime


forest greens will strip in slow motion auburn glitter


as the ever-ending sky yawns messy neon


each morning, and each night


and around my eggshell bones


this lucky blood still pumps; punctual and alive


its warm and heady maze of scarlet time








 


 



GETTING MY PRE-BABY BODY BACK


The saddest thing about having a child has been anticipating the inevitable moment that my body-loving baby, or rather just bodyusing baby, will be told by various people and platforms to think about her shape and skin and colour, often by those gaining from her demise.


I used to just love my body, in the uncomplicated way that most kids just love their bodies, because it enables you to do a variety of things such as sing, jump in puddles, fiddle, eat apple slices, hug your friends, pick up ladybirds and make daisy chains. I never thought I had a ‘problem’ with my body until I was told I did. By friends, by boys, by magazines and billboards and movies and my gran.


Watching a baby and then a toddler love its body so much, overwhelmed by every new thing it learnt to do, while I, as a new mother, was made to despise mine, was a tragedy.


There is a social obsession about getting your ‘body back’ after birth, to the level that I felt sickened by my own skin after it had done one of the most incredible things it ever achieved. I cannot get my body back to what it was before it grew and fed a baby because that old body doesn’t know half the shit this new one does. It’s like asking me to get my brain back to how it was before I read the ending of The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe. It’s not fucking possible.


Of course, this ‘get your body back’ obsession isn’t just related to mothers. Generally, this phrase seems to be used when people are older, romanticising about the body they had when they were younger. This idea of ‘younger’, however, does not seem to have a set age; my friends in their thirties talk about their teenage bodies, despite hating that body as a teenager; my sixty-year-old neighbour tells me she wants my thirty-year-old body; my gran, at eighty, wanted the body my mum had at sixty, and so on.


There are health reasons for some of these body-back longings. Birth complications creating actual physical trauma – prolapses, for example – are never going to be embraced with body-loving elation. At ninety, my grandma said to me that getting old was shit, but only once you’re actually old-old and your bones feel it and grazes take ages to heal; or don’t.


I did a school event near Glastonbury recently and took my daughter. We went into the town in the break between the workshops and the gig. Glastonbury high street is pretty amazing. It is full to brim with crystal shops and fairy glades and mermaids and pixies and people who are witches and druids. I was so glad, almost ten years after writing about how shit it was last time I took her there, that there were more and more fantastical figures depicted as something other than white people.


I’m not a big fan of stuff that you can’t either eat or read or wear. But for the first time in years, I bought a small ornament. It was of Gaia, the figure depicted as birthing the Earth or personifying the Earth in Greek mythology. She has a moon on one breast, sun on the other; her pregnant belly is depicted as the Earth. I’d never seen an image of pregnancy so positive in my life.


Seeing this figure, Gaia, made me cry a little in the shop, embarrassingly for my daughter. I thought back to my pregnancy and how powerless and scared and just shit I often felt; not just physically but mentally; how many comments people made about me not being married or too young or not ready or looking fat or strange or so on.


I think pregnancy might have been just a little bit easier if I’d seen this figure of Gaia then. The only godly figure of motherhood I’d been brought up with was the Virgin Mary, an impossible-to-emulate figure of mothering. Gaia wasn’t impossible, she was beautiful. If I’d imagined myself in that way, I might have appreciated the hugeness of what I was doing more, could have imagined my bulging belly as a world growing within me, the breasts I was so embarrassed to feed my kid with as something other than shameful or weird, they were the moon and sun and life.


I put the Gaia figure on my bookshelf and I look at it occasionally when I find myself lamenting the fact my body looks like a body that had a baby, as if that is a failed body. Don’t hate your body, Hollie. Hate the culture that tells you to hate your body. Move the hate.


I wouldn’t have my daughter or this mindboggling understanding of holding and delivering life into the world without this body.


I don’t want my pre-baby body back. I also don’t want my awkward-as-fuck twenties or teenage body back, the body that I also thought was shit at the time, and was taken advantage of on several occasions often because of this desperate desire to be told I was worthy or attractive or, better still, hot.


What I want, what I wish for most in the whole world of bodies, is my toddler body back; the one that has not yet heard the whispers of the world and does not give a fuck about itself as puddle-water spills over its bright red restless wellies.





 


 




the toddler


red wellies and a party dress, the toddler marches up


and down the path, singing songs about a giant greedy goose


as if the sun has told her secrets about all that empty air;


how song, in joyous freedom, may awaken lazy angels;


meanwhile, the adults chat, pass flasks of lukewarm coffee


laughing, as if someone made a joke


too warm now, the toddler flings off her gauntlet dress,


faints dramatic on the grass, faking her own death


self-resurrects, applauds herself –


a robin smiles then hops away. she chases it but cannot fly


her parents call her over, a little quieter, dress back on her,


offer her a sandwich; she shakes her head incredulous


sandwiches!? there are puddles to be stirred!;


she finds a better stick, inspects every muddy ripple


till, silent at the fifth, sees clouds far below her feet


she crouches for a closer look, then gasps,


as if reading rainfall’s palm








 


 




deliverance/delivery


for years, i was searching for this body you tell me to get back, as if a simple case of missing bones, as if a cat not yet come home. i pinned a poster to every tree trunk on each street: have you seen my missing body? have you seen my missing body? a photograph of me, smiling, before pregnancy, no piles of dirty washing in the background, no milk sick on my shoulders, no pink tulips in the vase.


four days pass and nothing. one week until a sudden knock. i answer as my toddler sits suspicious behind me, clinging to my ankle bones. a stranger holds a cardboard box, they hope it is the right one, they found it in the bushes near the notice in the park.


in the lounge, we open it, bloody and elastic, my old pre-baby womb. i put it back inside me, feel the empty weight of it as a second rattle of the letterbox sounds and an envelope lands, soggy full. two pre-baby eyes drop, roll across the doormat, brighter, better-slept, tear ducts not yet raw with years of stinging stars, not yet sobbed sun-scorched storms as my baby smiles, then laughs.


next, my pre-baby arms are awkwardly pushed through with a shout of sorry from the other side, wrist-first, elbows cause some issues as i yank them and manoeuvre, shouting thank you, reattach them to my shoulders, slimmer, softer, unmothered, muscles not yet moulded by rocking sonnets into calm, not yet carried sleepy limbs across a million mislaid thresholds, no clammy hands held across every busy street.


next my lips, less kissed than ever; my cheeks, less kissed than ever; my throat, no tickle of birth’s opera; my old, unfountained breasts, chest undented by the sweat patch of a dreaming baby’s heat; my pre-baby ears, no murmur of the thrill of those first mumbled calls of mum.


each pre-baby finger is delivered one by one, lightly thudding on the mat like ten plump raindrops, unwrapped by newborn grasps, unheld by shyly frightened fingers. i look at them, replait the broken ligaments to the stubs.


a final flurry now: my old pre-baby lungs, unlullabied by bedtime song; my pre-baby hips, unchaired by sideways holds; my pre-baby brain, no longer ridiculed as mushy or forgetful or mummy baby thick, both ecstasy and aches forgot; my pre-baby blood, unmingled forever from the hug of your existence.


i say a final thank you, close the door. my pre-baby body now finally restored, socially acceptable, unmothered to its core; i look down, the grip of my giggling toddler no longer clinging to my ankle bones, cot covers unruffled, house pre-baby silent, baby vanished back to thought.








 


 




shade


for clae eastgate, thank you


poem written after being told, once again, by perfect strangers,


that my daughter and I look nothing alike


once, i had my portrait painted


never realised my face was so colourful before


perhaps the painter was looking elsewhere, i thought


– three shades of green on their palette


in the street, my daughter and me


are never mistaken for mother and daughter


people ask who we are, as if strangers,


forever assume her blonde friends are my blood


unable to see the roundness in both of our faces


the cheekbones we share; the way we both laugh


with our hands to our mouths,


as if embarrassed by happiness


paint us both colourless, and maybe you’ll see


the green we both hide in our cheeks








 


 




a estas alturas


a estas alturas is a Spanish phrase meaning ‘from these heights’. I learnt it from a brilliant poet, Sandra Cisneros. It is used by those who are older, looking back on life, as if getting older is like climbing a mountain and having a clearer and wider view of the world with each year that passes.


at eleven, she discusses


what she sweetly calls her childhood


comments on how cute she was at three


when she is twenty, she laments


the self-consciousness of teenage years;


wishes she could go back, tell her young self to believe


at thirty-three she flicks through photos


from her twenties, how glorious she was


never thought it at the time


at fifty-three, she looks admiringly at forty;


did not realise


how well she suited early middle age


by seventy, she refers to her fifties


as her younger days; marvels at the strength


in her dancing legs back then


at eighty, she tells me her seventies were best


lunches at their cheapest;


friends free every weekday


by ninety-four, her eighties were a dream


she grips my hand, sighs, says she


wishes she still gripped it like she could at ninety-three








 


 



WHEN I FELL IN LOVE WITH JOE WICKS, BUT DIDN’T DO THE SIT-UPS


The thing I find really tiring about parenting is being in charge. I don’t like being in charge, telling people what to do, confrontation. I never have, and having a baby didn’t suddenly transform my personality.


Every morning waking up knowing you will piss off someone (aka your child) by waking them up when they want to stay in bed, making them wash and get dressed, making them eat food they don’t like as much as other food, stopping them eating food they like more than other food, telling them no every five seconds to toys or checkout sweets then, later on, every new iPhone update or sportswear brand you’re a loser if you don’t have. It’s exhausting, and often fairly upsetting. Every day as a parent I wake up knowing that, out of intense love for my child, she will dislike me, momentarily perhaps, perhaps for an hour or the whole year.


It’s also just dull being the one in charge and responsible all the time. Getting a break from your child isn’t something to feel guilty about. It’s really a break from parenting I want. I love my child to heights that are frightening in their intensity, and I love hanging out with her. Even then, I don’t want to be parenting all the time.


Because of this, I fell in love with Joe Wicks during lockdown. For those who don’t know Joe Wicks, he is a very cheery personal trainer who did a series of live workouts aimed primarily at the kids who were off school during lockdown. I loved him for many reasons, but mainly because he provided half an hour each morning where someone other than me was telling my kid what to do.


Other people hated him, but we always seem to hate people that are trying to be helpful, especially when they smile or make money while they’re doing it. I also love Jamie Oliver.


For that half hour each day, doing what Joe Wicks said, like some sort of pre-breakfast exercise dominatrix, it was bliss. In reality, my kid didn’t do much of the class, mainly shouted at him through the TV whenever he mentioned ‘Captain Serotonin’ and joined in with occasional moves. Either way, I enjoyed it a lot.


Once lockdown was over, I thought, I’ll keep doing this. Yeah, fuck yeah, I’ll keep doing this and I’ll get so fucking toned and I’ll do the abs workout too and I’ll get a six pack and not this mum belly (as I still annoyingly referred to it in my head).


I love feeling like my body is strong and healthy, and there are so many activities I really enjoy – dancing, roller skating, cycling slowly while staring at the sky – but this wasn’t about that. It wasn’t about staying fit. It was the stomach ripples I was thinking of, and that shit is both difficult to achieve and irrelevant to a healthy body. Nonetheless, for a moment I really wanted to have them.


When lockdown was over, the first morning in weeks I was properly alone, my daughter at her dad’s and off to school, I woke up with no alarm, the sunlight tickling hot across my chest at the wink of open curtain, my naked, warmed, sleep-crinkled body splayed out like a cat in a patch of summer sun and I thought, No, I can’t be arsed.


I’ve seen the effort it takes to get a fully rippled six-pack body. I lived for four years next door to a lovely policeman-body builder and his family. During lockdown, when the gyms were closed, he had to do all of his workouts in the garden, separated meagrely from our terrace patch by a small fence. For the whole summer, all my daughter and I heard were grunts and groans of what sounded at first to be some sort of loud, difficulty-in-orgasming outdoor sex struggle but what we soon realised were a series of fairly painful exercise routines coming from next door, as he lifted weights and skipped and ran back and forth across the communal drive and did sit-ups for hour upon hour, as his young child sat giggling on his back. It was arduous work.


So I didn’t get up to do the Joe Wicks workout. Instead, I lay in bed and read a few chapters of Gormenghast and made a cup of tea and took it back to bed and thought about all the options in life that lay before me now the world was opening up again; a kind of giant golden set of scales balanced between ‘things I definitely want and will work for’ versus ‘can-I-honestly-be-arsed-with-the-work-needed-to-get-this-and-if-I-can’t-then-stop-fucking-bothering-about-it’.


In the throes of looking back on life, many of my loved ones have said things to me like, ‘Oh, I would have loved to have travelled more/been a go-go dancer/met Idris Elba’.


I don’t want to look back on life like that, especially about things I could easily do.


Similarly, though, I don’t want to spend all of my time looking jealously at other people who have what I deem ‘better’ bellies or faces or houses or eye make-up, thinking I wish I could do that/have that/be that. I’m not talking about people who are billionaires and have lifestyles and ice trays I could never afford, or want. I mean people around me who have roughly the same options I have.


So I made a list of things I moan about not having and then I spent a while really, really thinking about, if they were affordable and achievable, whether I actually wanted them enough to spend the time and money they would take. Like really, do you really want that, Hollie?


Like, OK, you’d like toned legs like Angela Bassett when she played Tina Turner in the film of her life that you watched obsessively for about three years between the ages of ten and thirteen. Fine. So, do you actually want to spend more time doing leg lifts or whatever, and cutting down on dipping toasted bread in melted Camembert cheese? If so, do it. Shut up and do it. Work out more and cut down on the goo. If not, accept that this will never happen and shut the fuck up about your lovely juicy thighs.


Do you really want to spend more time cleaning your house so you have a spotless house that makes friends say, ‘Oh, your house is always so tidy’ but also secretly feel less at ease sitting down in? If so, clean your fucking house more often, it’s not difficult, clean it and shut up. If not, stop giving a fuck about the sort of tidiness your friends don’t give a fuck about anyway.


Do you really want to spend an extra forty minutes a day applying products and straightening your hair so that it shines more sleekly? If so, great, get up a bit earlier and do it and enjoy the process and enjoy the shine and the sleek and the more frequent compliments about your sleek hair. If not, accept the dull nature of your wavier locks, and go spend your time on something you do want to do. Like sleeping more. Or learning to do an eyeliner flick, or getting fluent in French.


If you want these things, really want them, do them. Do them. You have the time. But if you don’t, just accept it and stop comparing yourself and your life to people who do decide to spend more time or money working out or cleaning their house or redecorating or learning to crochet or putting products and heat on their hair or whatever other differences stand between you and them.


That’s their choice. This is yours.





 


 




honestly,


i would love a flatter stomach


but not as much as i love


not doing sit-ups


and i’d love the silhouette


of chain-smoking parisians


but not as much as i would love


to share your sticky toffee pudding


and i’d love the sort of skin


people look at and say wow


how do you stay so young?


but not as much as i would love


to spend the cash needed for botox


on romantic trips to peterborough


and a waterproof vibrator


and i’d love a fancy wedding


where someone promises to love me


until the day i die; but not as much as i love


not being anybody’s wife


and i’d love to learn japanese


but not as much as sleeping


and i’d love to study art


so i could join in conversations


with friends who go to galleries


then invite them back to mine


for fresh pasta coloured pink


from purple beetroot


i grew from seed myself


but not as much as boiling supernoodles


and then reading a book


and in the evenings


once my emails have been sent


once my daughter is asleep


the plates are put away


and i’ve brushed my hair and teeth


once the washing is hung up


the lunchbox and the fruit snack packed


i would love to spend that time


learning about poetry


so i could edit all my poems


with meticulous precision


till i am proud that these poems


are the best poems i could write;


but not as much as i would love


to lay back on the sofa


watch reruns of jen brister


flick through photographs of space








 


 




poem written after hearing: ‘she could have read the entire works of shakespeare in the time she spends doing her make-up each day’


perhaps she doesn’t want to read


the entire works of shakespeare; perhaps for her


the pleasure of one fleeting jolt on planet earth


is more gloriously served with paintbrush to her face


calm before the mirror, meditating the mathematics


of which inky curve to sweep upon each excited eyelid


reminiscent of that photograph she fell in love with


from a 1960s french film or the glittered trail of comets


or the trace of snails on pavements she saves along her walks;


her face a moon-blank canvas she can escape to


amidst shape and line and colour to start afresh anytime


erase with soap and water; perhaps she is an artist too,


and why is it always shakespeare that you quote?


perhaps you could have learnt the entire works of ryoki inoue


or maya angelou or nigella lawson in the time you’ve spent


slagging women off for spending too much time on make-up


or other things you deem inadequate or mindless


as you fill your entire life with purely purposeful tasks


perhaps, she doesn’t want to read


the entire works of shakespeare


perhaps, she already has








 


 




shattered


and once my stomach has been sculpted


into undulating waves two thousand sunset sit-ups


three thousand sunrise crunches once each eyebrow


neatly plucked to chosen phase of waning moon


daytime face painted to monochrome perfection


bedtime face primed in unceasing skincare routines


once each storyline injected back to newborn-botox-blank


hairs ripped from every limb in coagulating wax


once another bowl of pasta has been pushed out of my reach


pudding swapped for powder passion swapped for pose


when at last, our bodies bulldozed into photo finish flesh


sculptures on a stripy lawn        shhh, hold in your breath


what happens next? what happens next?


WHAT


        HAPPENS


              NEXT?


what great pleasures can i expect


from this portrait-perfect skin,


that i cannot get exactly as it is?








 


 




‘what’s it like having so many soft bits on your body?’


in the riverbank nook


your tongue tickling riddles on my neck


you ask me what it’s like


harbouring such softness in my flesh


self-conscious in your hands


fallen dress strap lets the sun spy chest


your own skin sailboat taut


moored slim against the water’s edge, i


feel it as an insult


a heron turns then stalls


sun hides shy behind the bullrushes


your hands, to prove me wrong


gently map out all my softer bits


palms caress my belly


till muscles rest, stop holding breath in


you gorge on thigh and boob


let sunshine soothe our naked skin, till


trembling, i believe you








 


 



‘IT’S WHAT’S ON THE INSIDE THAT COUNTS’


No it’s fucking not, I thought, rolling my eyes and adding another layer of mascara to teenage lashes already too clogged for me to properly see through.


I knew what whichever well-meaning adult had declared this to me meant – you know, like, your personality and how caring and interesting you are and all that good stuff in life – but this phrase rarely made a difference when I was younger. In our society, especially for young people surrounded every day at school by other young people, their brains saturated by the must-be-cool messages of youth advertising culture and a fashion industry now unfortunately focused on people from babygro age onwards, the outside counts a lot.


When I was feeling shit about my appearance, it didn’t help to be told it was the inside that counted because that didn’t seem true. It wasn’t what people whispered about or what I was getting teased for; it was my tiny tits, scabby feet, sweaty red face and the fact I couldn’t be in the Kickers club or Levi’s club because my parents wouldn’t buy me Kickers or Levi’s.


To this day, I have no idea how kids in schools with no uniform policy cope with the force of the fashion industry encroaching into every day of their young lives.


‘It’s what’s on the inside that counts.’ My mum never used this phrase with me when I was younger. Instead, as I purposelessly criticised my appearance, she sympathised, bored as she must have been, and spent a lot of her free time standing in teen clothes shops as I tried on wrap skirts and T-shirts that said ‘babe’ or ‘hands off’ in sparkly gold letters. The boy’s T-shirts did not say these things or sparkle. They said things like ‘Don’t show any emotion other than anger’ (slightly paraphrasing here) or ‘NASA’ or ‘Eat. Sleep. Football. Repeat’.


My mum has worked as a nurse all her adult life, surrounded every day by people with a variety of ill-health conditions. Although I did on occasion cry and complain about my body, in general I mainly felt very lucky I had one that worked as well as it did. If I moaned too much, or too pointlessly, my mum would put me right.


As a medical practitioner, my mum is fascinated by the body, which made it very difficult for me not to be fascinated by it too. If it wasn’t for her interest in human flora and fauna in all its marvellous modes, I can only assume that the power of adverts and the beauty industry and fashion and so on would have bitten into my self-confidence much more than it did.


The stories she told me growing up about what she saw and knew of the body made me absolutely certain that a) she was wonderful, b) my body was pretty cool and c) I never wanted to work as a nurse. It was impossible to avoid body talk with my mum. And I don’t mean the sort of standard body talk I had with other people, like how your hair looks or how to put on or lose weight or whether nipple hair is normal for girls (yes). I mean anatomical, internal, biological body talk: boils, snot, blisters, verrucas, warts, abrasions, vaginal infections, foreskin rashes, prolapses, fungal foot treatments, and so on.


I loved my mum’s job. I used to have to wait for her to finish work after school a lot. I’d walk from my school to the doctor’s surgery and tell the receptionist I was there. Then I’d wait in the waiting room with all the other patients until my mum came out and hugged me and everyone knew that I was not in fact a normal patient but the actual daughter of their favourite nurse. I felt very special.


If there was a gap between patients, I could weigh myself or get my blood pressure checked. If not, then straight up to the staff room where I’d sit for a couple of hours doing my homework and helping myself to the staff biscuits.


In the waiting room, I’d look around and wonder which people’s bodies and what parts of their bodies my mum had seen and treated and whether the people were there for the wart clinic or the genital check-ups or the flu jab. As the surgery was very close to my secondary school, rumours also flew around my friendship groups about which teachers’ body parts my mum may have seen, mainly whether she had seen my PE teacher’s bum. Obviously, she never revealed anything.


As well as giving me a lot of great ammunition for grossing out my friends, my mum’s stories also gave me a real appreciation of the working body. Still today, when people use the phrase ‘it’s what’s on the inside that counts’, I most often don’t think about personality, but the actual insides of the body: intestines, stomach, blood, bladder, my functioning digestive system.


If I had a cold as a child, and my nose was blocked and snotty and I felt like a gory bag of phlegm, my mum would say things like isn’t the body amazing, producing all that nasal mucus to fight the infection, as she stared at my snot-covered tissue and explained the colour-coding possibilities of snot diagnosis. Did you know we swallow mucus all day long without knowing it?


If I got a rash, my mum would say isn’t the skin amazing – it’s the body’s biggest organ you know and isn’t it great that it’s waterproof! How fascinating it all is!


If I was stinking with sweat, she’d say go and have a shower, Hollie but also, Wow! What a super cooling mechanism we have. Do you know if we didn’t sweat, we’d overheat and get very ill? It seems Prince Andrew doesn’t know that.


Of all of these stories, I remember my mum’s fascination with scabs most vividly.


If I was staring disgusted at a manky scab forming on my bloody knee after I’d tried once again to cycle down the hill with my feet on top of the handlebars, my mum would look at that scab as if it were a newborn baby learning to talk.


Scabs, my mum said, are nature’s plasters.


I remember being told not to scratch or pick at scabs not because it’s gross, but because you are disrupting a most perfect bodily process during which the genius scab, after a cut, scratch or scrape, magically forms once your blood has clotted and the surface of the wound starts to dry out. It covers the wound as it heals, preventing infection by keeping out bacteria. It is a masterpiece of the body and should be praised not insulted and certainly not fucked with in any way by children’s picking fingers.


Look how amazingly your body heals itself, my mum would say, every day commenting on the scab’s progress, fascinated at the speed with which my younger skin healed.


And your nose, if your nostrils were at the top you’d drown in a drizzle.


And if your eyelashes didn’t guard your eyes, and if your eyebrows didn’t catch the sweat, and if your nose stopped making bogeys, imagine!


I’m sure my mum regaled me with a lot more information about my wonderful body than I took in, because I, as every child who could actually learn things from their parents does, often stopped listening and got distracted by other thoughts or told her not to continue talking about pus because I felt like I was gonna vomit.


I have also never worn thongs because of my mother’s stories.


Thongs were very much in fashion when I was mid-teen, with many girls my age wearing them above the trouser waist so as to show the thong above the level of the trousers. This is, of course, the opposite of the original purpose of a thong, which was to pretend that we weren’t wearing knickers below trousers because if people knew that girls or women wore pants by seeing the VPL then they would self-combust. I’ve never heard the phrase VPL used about boys’ pants.


I was told on several occasions by my mother about the ease with which these up-the-arse strings move tiny particles of faeces from your arsehole to your vagina, thus increasing the chances of various bladder infections. I simplified this medical lesson to my friends as: thongs can move shit to your vag. When I see thongs, all I see is a UTI-potential shit string and have thus never found them in the slightest way sexy.


I do not know if this medical assessment is true or if my mum was trying to put me off this variety of underwear at thirteen in a world where thirteen year old girls are made to want thongs, but it worked. I wore one just once and kept pulling it out of my arse, forgetting it was meant to be there.


Knowing all of these stories about our bodies as a young girl made the concept of being ‘ladylike’ even more laughable than it would have been already as I approached my teens.


From the age of eleven, my body felt less like it was approaching some sort of ladylike potential and more like a volcano. As a woman, I feel like I’ve spent a lot of my physical life waiting for eruptions.


From eleven to fourteen, before our periods started, us girls were waiting, just waiting every day for blood to possibly cloud our pants or school skirts, swimsuit or pyjamas with the most embarrassing mark of bloodstain. We shared stories over midnight feasts about the most embarrassing places we’d heard of girls ‘starting’:




• on sheets at a sleepover of a family you don’t know that well – Oh my god!


• on a school trip – No! What if it was with Mr Hart!


• on holiday in front of a guy you fancied – I’d literally die!


• at the swimming pool – Oh my days, they had to clear the pool!


• on a chair in the classroom just before bell rang and you couldn’t stand up or leave the room and everybody asked why you weren’t coming for break and you couldn’t say but you just knew you were sitting in a pool of blood – I’d stay with you, I swear down, I would!





Half my teenage days were spent nervously waiting in case today would be that day that I’d have to ask the question to a friend or to a teacher or to someone else’s mum, Do you have any um you know um um um . . . Should I start to carry towels and a clean pair of pants everywhere I go just in case? Every day? Everywhere?


Once our periods did start, we still nervously waited just in case they weren’t clockwork regular and started unexpectedly. And when we were on our period, we were fully aware of a sudden heavier flow which could possibly occur, perhaps during PE while wearing those fucking tiny girls-only gym shorts or white tennis skirts or during the horrendous classes in which students were not allowed to go to the toilet during lessons.




the ladylike volcano


vents coyly,


holds her breath


as lava rushes bloody from her core,


hopes no one gets too close;


stuffs clouds into her magma chamber


prays they cool the flow of earth-fire underwomb;


she does not fuss


about the threat of overheating


nor the simmering, shattered cramping


rocks fault-lining beneath her; sits soundless,


pretending


to be dormant,


pretending her extinction


praying


she might get away


as merely being mountain,


if she just stays very still and smiles





Early motherhood was a real pinnacle of waiting nervously for my body’s stupendous volcanic ladylike eruptions.


First, I waited for pregnancy sickness (formerly known as morning sickness until too many pregnant woman laughed that title out of favour) and, when it came, I waited each hour to see what time the next bout would call.


Then, for my waters to burst – again inundated with stories of those ‘ladies’ whose waters burst in Tesco or in a work meeting or onto a friend’s floor. I was constantly worried that this would happen in public and, in my case, it never happened at all: my waters never burst and I now feel slightly like I missed out on the water-bursting film moment.
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