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To Len (my beloved husband) and Matt, for striking up a real conversation with a stranger in the park. Look what you’ve begun! Thank you, thank you, thank you.


To my daughters, Marley and Delphi. I hope, like every parent, that you never have these words pointed at you, but if you do, take this book down off the shelf. Most anger directed at you is nothing to do with you at all. But it can hurt. There is healing in here, my loves, and word magic. Keep being exactly you. I love you.


To the womxn in my life – old and new, for better or worse, forever or for a spell. Thank you, I’m sorry, please forgive me, I love you …
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How to Use This Ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.
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INTRODUCTION


A stranger called me sexy and it completely changed my life. Words can do that. One word, spoken but once – a complete game-changer. Perhaps that sounds familiar, yet also slightly ridiculous. Well, that’s life folks, and we live in a very complex world. Here’s how it happened for me.


Way back when, I was sitting outside a café with some girlfriends when a man joined us at our table. If he’d been anyone else we’d have stood up and left but he wasn’t just anyone else. He hopped off his shiny pink bike and sort of glided over to us and was so un-pedestrian and tanned and, well, extraordinary, that we were all awestruck. (I know, it doesn’t take an awful lot to impress us sometimes, does it?) Anyway, he sat down and proceeded to enlighten me and my friends on what he thought of our looks and how they would affect our lives. Yep, straight in there. A big, important, unsolicited life-lesson from a tall-ish, pink-biked stranger.


“Well, you’re GORGEOUS,” he said to one friend. “Really striking. What a face!” And then to the other friend: “And you’re so BEAUTIFUL I could cry. Oh to be that beautiful! Right?” He turned to me. “Oh, well you are neither beautiful nor PRETTY. But (he held his finger up at this point) you are SEXY! And that will work for you.” I was crushed. Of course I was. Nevermind the who and why and what, I had just been pronounced to be sexy, but neither beautiful nor pretty. In front of my friends. By someone who had ascended to god-like status simply by having a tan and descending from a saddle. I smiled and swallowed it down, pretending it didn’t taste like poison. I bundled it up and put it away.


But putting something away is only ever the thing you do before having to pick it up again. That one word defined the whole of my teens and twenties. I was neither beautiful nor pretty and therefore (or so I thought back then) I must be UGLY. But I was sexy – pink bike man had said so. So from then on, having been branded and packaged with that one single word, I believed the writing on the box. I internalised his edict and behaved accordingly, losing my virginity soon after and spending years thinking that sex – be it good, bad or forgettable sex – was love. Or as close to love as sexy-ugly me was going to get.
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