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For Griffo


 


To my funny, generous, kind, enthusiastic, tireless, talented, creative, idiosyncratic, sensitive, radical, adventurous, socialist, feminist friend.


 


We had so many pelvic-floor-threatening laughs.


 


We all miss you loads.










No men have been harmed in the writing of this book.










Introduction


Being Lippy


 


When I was about five, something happened that amused my family enormously. We lived on the kind of modern estate that wouldn’t have been out of place in an English remake of The Stepford Wives. I was in the front garden when a friend of my mum and dad’s walked past. It was summer, very hot and I was wearing a summer dress. As this family friend passed, he stopped to say hello and said, ‘You look very pretty,’ to which I replied, ‘I know.’ He burst out laughing and moved on.


Obviously, the manners and humility my parents drummed into me throughout my childhood had taken a day off. I was, for a few seconds, the Kentish child version of a fifteen-year-old YouTuber: temporarily in possession of supreme in-your-face confidence without a glimmer of self-doubt. He told everyone in my family and they all had a good laugh. After that it was brought up every so often, as a jokey example of an out-of-character, weird way for a girl to behave.


That was before the values of cynicism, misogyny and societal expectations sent me off in a different direction . . . The fact of the matter is that I was just being honest, as is every child at that age, before we (and I know more about the female in this instance) are battered (some of us literally) into submission by the complex network set up by a secret, powerful and all-encompassing global conspiracy to keep women in their place.


Feminist sensibilities were in their infancy when I was born and in my lifetime I have seen enormous changes. I started as a good girl, became a bad one for quite a bit and have been accused a few times recently of being a national treasure, mainly I think as an indirect way of saying I’m old.


As a good girl, I was obedient, helpful and hard-working at school. I never talked back to my mum or dad and did my homework and chores. I looked neat and my hair was always brushed. This idyllic period of my life started to melt away with the onset of adolescence and a complicated fusion of hormones and horrible family dynamics. My dad had always suffered from depression and his behaviour and mental health both deteriorated as I approached the age of fourteen-ish. Home became a battlefield and I ended up walking out at sixteen, having had to choose between the boyfriend they hated and my hated family life. I couldn’t wait to get out.


 


The very act of giving advice does imply that one thinks one’s advice is worth hearing and that sounds mighty arrogant, doesn’t it? Although advice is traditionally transferred verbally from the world-weary old boot to the fresh-faced, naïve young thing about to depart on the inevitable bloody ‘journey’ through life, it’s undeniable that some people are just very fond of the sound of their own voice, whether they know what they’re talking about or not.


I worry about writing a book in which I impart my ‘wisdom’ to my ‘daughters’, or in other words, ‘females who are very much younger than I am and have some hope and optimism left’. Not least because it makes me sound like a raddled old misanthropist, which is, coincidentally, my Mumsnet user name. I’m not really a misanthropist, but I do have an annoying ‘been there, done that’ mentality on my bad days. Think of it more like my being a bit further along on the trip and bellowing back warnings at the younger optimists many stations behind, in the vain hope it will be useful, before I reach my destination and enter the great big goods yard in the sky.


I can also be quite bad-tempered though and I have often wondered whether my advice would be of any use, given that it is probably grudging, a bit negative and rather pessimistic. I think the massive bonus about being a grumpy woman is that it enables me to react (in a perfectly reasonable way) to things that in the past I would have just suppressed for the sake of keeping the peace/being polite/not making someone angry, which is a very womanly approach to the art of social interaction. So, for example, in the past, if someone had leaned out of a van, shouting abuse, I would have gone bright red, slunk further away on the pavement and mentally beaten myself up about it as many women still do. Now I simply do not tolerate it. I have metamorphosed from Snow White (purely behaviourally, you understand) into the Wicked Queen over the period of about thirty-five years.


Also if someone tries to insult, take the piss or offer me less than polite service, I’m now far more ready to go to war. It takes time to learn this though; sometimes in the past I got halfway there only to fall at the final hurdle.


Here’s an example. Once when I was a nurse (in my twenties) I tried to pull into a twenty-four-hour petrol station, only to find my way blocked by dustbins. I went to the kiosk and there was a guy, feet up on the counter, eating a sandwich.


I said, ‘Please can I come in, I’m out of petrol.’


He fixed me with a hard stare. ‘I’m having my dinner.’


‘Well, I’m really sorry to interrupt your food’ – apologising! – ‘but you are a twenty-four-hour service and my gauge is on red.’


He looked at me again and said, ‘I’m having my fucking dinner. Piss off.’


I pissed off, but I was pretty incensed by this time and totally uncharacteristically, rather than just putting up with it, I went home and phoned the head office and reported him.


The following morning there was a ring on my doorbell. A man in a suit introduced himself as from the company who owned the petrol station and asked me what the man looked like who had been rude to me, because he was on his way to sack him.


Oh, bloody hell, this had gone too far. I didn’t want the guy sacked. So I told Mr Suit I couldn’t remember what he looked like. Exasperated, he told me there were only two possibilities: tall and blond or short and dark. I continued my ridiculous pantomime of not being able to remember and eventually he got fed up and left. Like a coward I then avoided the garage for a few weeks, hoping I hadn’t been responsible for someone losing their job.


I suspect there are many out there who wouldn’t lose any sleep over this – but it indicated to me that when it ultimately came to the crunch, I would probably always back off.


 


Maybe that’s why I love comedy. When I’m doing stand-up, I find it much easier to face up to the things in life that irritate or anger me, because I feel as if I’m almost a different person up there with permission to be a right grump.


So, gingerly dipping my toe into the uninviting water of advice-giving . . .


Let’s start with the wisdom learned through experience: you do things, fuck them up royally and then tell everyone else so they don’t do it.


Here’s another example. From a safety point of view, hitch-hiking is a complete no-no. We all know that. We are warned time and time again, but somehow there is a method for making that information bypass our brains.


I know this and I knew this when I was a teenager, but I still did it. I can just imagine my poor mum, strapped to a chair (because it’s the only way I’d ever persuade her to read this), having a fluttery heart, even after forty-five years, when she reads this. I didn’t do it often and on the whole got away with it, until the day I accepted a lift from three Irish guys in a lorry on the outskirts of Hastings when I was about fifteen years old.


Alarm bells started ringing when one of them got out to let me in so that I was sandwiched between them on the bench seat. Although there was no inappropriate touching or anything like that, straight away I knew I’d done the wrong thing and the sense of my impending doom hung heavy in the smoky air. I knew I had to get out as soon as possible. Shouting, ‘Oh look, here’s my destination, yes, sorry, it was only half a mile, I’m very lazy!’ didn’t seem like a plausible option and, as various ideas spun through my head – herpes, pregnancy, armed with a gun – I’m afraid I tried perhaps the most stupid one: I told them I was about to enter a convent, in the most chatty and throwaway fashion I could muster.


There was definitely a change of atmosphere. I held my breath as they looked at each other uneasily and then the slightly older driver swerved slowly to the side of the road and stopped. The door was opened, out I jumped and off sped the lorry’s occupants without a word. I stood by the road just thankful that some vestige of decency had liberated me to fight another day, but I can assure you that was the second-last time I hitch-hiked. Not the last time I got into scrapes, by any means, but that’s for later.


So, you’re thinking, there she is, giving advice to us about something that just isn’t relevant any more; that’s like my grandma telling me always to wear a vest or I’d get pneumonia. I agree the context is outdated because hardly anyone hitch-hikes any more in this country, but thinking about the potential stupidity of what you’re doing is a good thing to do in any context.


For example, would you meet someone from an online dating site in the middle of nowhere without telling anyone where you’re going? Of course not and it’s versions of every sort of putting yourself in danger as a young woman that are important to consider, from getting pissed and getting into a car whose driver says it is a minicab to going off into the night with a guy you’ve met five minutes ago. I also think a lot of the time women are polite and don’t want to hurt people’s feelings, which is why they are persuaded to put themselves in danger. How many women in John Worboys’s taxi were a bit suspicious about being offered a drink but accepted it for the sake of not offending him? These split-second decisions can be so much more important than you realise at the time.


Advice is one of those things that is very easy to give and very hard to take. Anyone who tried to tell me what not to do when I was younger (and lots of people did) would be amazed to see me writing this book now because I ignored almost everything I was told. But that was because so much of it was either sermonising or so coloured by the experiences of the person giving it as to be nearly useless. Take, for example, my mum telling me as a teenager, ‘Don’t forget, all men are bastards.’ Not so much advice as a statement, one presumed from her dealings with the male of the species.


Well, I didn’t forget the advice, but experience has taught me that while it was possibly true at the time for my mum, who was splitting up with my dad (aka ‘Everyman’), it was slightly too general to be of any real benefit to me. It’s very easy to speak in massive generalities that tend to shave off any subtlety. I should know – I was ‘a man-hater’ in the press for years. Then, praise the Lord!, I got married so I could just narrow down all that antipathy into hating my husband. In one fell swoop I lost ‘lesbian man-hater’ and just retained ‘scruffy and stout’ in the press.


As the mother of two daughters, I often think about the rebellious teenager I once was and what advice I might have followed. I have fucked up enough times in my life to feel confident I have no special wisdom to impart to anyone approaching adulthood. But who cares? I’m going to do it anyway.


In Born Lippy I want to gather together all the things I wish I’d known, all the things I’ve learned and all the things I hope for the future. A century after women got the vote (albeit women of property over the age of thirty) it’s time to take stock of what exactly it means to be female today. And if there’s one thing we women are entitled to, it’s having a bloody good moan about things big and small, so here goes.


I would love it if women everywhere could lay aside their natural instinct to be polite while at the same time avoiding any accusations of man-hating, which is why I used to do this joke to make the men in the audience feel at ease:


‘The best way to a man’s heart is . . . through his hanky pocket with a breadknife.’


All right, it didn’t work for all of them . . .
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Your Family and How to Survive It


I took my husband to hospital yesterday to have seventeen stitches removed. That’ll teach him to buy me a sewing kit for my birthday.


 


 


If anything illustrates the struggle of different generations to get on with each other, it is surely the family holiday. We were always all a bit stressed for different reasons: everyone out of their routine, kids not really wanting to be with their parents all day for a week and both parents at times on the point of a meltdown.


I remember one particular gem of a holiday in Cornwall when I must have been about ten. I had bought and hidden a couple of little presents for my brothers. They somehow found out and had ransacked the rented holiday place from top to bottom until they found and devoured the chocolate I was going to give them when I got home.


Thinking I was not in parental earshot, I let rip with, ‘You fucking bastards!’


Unfortunately my dad was in an adjacent room, and burst in, furious. My brothers’ original crime was forgotten and I took the rap for a bit of well-chosen, and, I felt, very apposite language. Typical.


 


It seems too obvious to say that you have absolutely no choice in the selection of your family, a group of people with whom (if you manage to avoid a massive falling-out) you will spend a lot of your life, whether you like it or not. And many, many people don’t like it. So, whatever family you are born into, if you end up with a good, loving, well-balanced couple of parents and some decent siblings, then you are very, very lucky indeed. On the other hand, if your family is a mix of egotistical, selfie-on-repeat oddballs with an eye for an easy buck . . . bad luck, Stormi.


Many adults spend a fortune asking therapists to explore elements of their childhood with them and sort out the wrongnesses in their heads, so they can move on and start living their lives properly – as if up until that point they had been floundering around in some sort of poisonous fog, ruining everything and making stupid decisions about things like relationships and their future.


Anyone traumatised during their childhood will inevitably sustain some emotional damage, but it is how they deal with it that really makes the difference. My dad’s depression affected all of our family. The same goes for families with, for example, an alcoholic or drug-using member and/or any number of emotional difficulties. For quite a few of my teenage years I was frightened of my dad and that’s not a good way to live your life.


The Fallout from a Nuclear Family Can Be Toxic


We call the usual family unit ‘a nuclear family’ because now we live in the modern age where it’s no longer the case that the mother needs to churn out as many children as possible to ensure the family farm keeps going. And we don’t live near our relatives any more, many of us. But I think the name ‘nuclear’ is very appropriate for a different reason. Families can be very volatile and dangerous groups. How do your relatives know how to say things that get right under your skin? How can parents be so embarrassing? How can your little brother make you homicidal? I can’t promise to get to the bottom of your family but here are some thoughts that I use as my own emotional Geiger counter.


Billy Bragg tried to make it sound more charming: ‘They tuck you up, your mum and dad,’ but Philip Larkin’s original ‘They fuck you up, your mum and dad,’ has far more resonance for me. That is because no one knows how to be a good parent and many couples simply carry on the bad parenting set up by their own parents (in some cases the damage is doubled as both spouses each bring a set of problems to the marriage). Anyway you get the message. All right, there are books a-go-go, websites, parenting classes, TV shows even, but they tend to be subject- or problem-specific and therefore do not knit together into a seamless script of how your parenting days should be. Many people we admire in the public eye have had a shit childhood and are trying to compensate for it by being in the limelight. And just when the attitude towards mental health is changing and the stigma dribbling away, the government cuts mental health services to the bone, making it almost worse than not having any.


Depression, cruelty, apathy, racism, sadism, inability to be a good friend/partner, deceitfulness and many other qualities can be traced back to one’s parents, and those early templates are almost impossible to shed; and even worse we may not be conscious of them, but we have to learn to live with them. Let’s be positive here: yes, for many children their parents do fuck them up but these problems are sort-outable. There are so many brilliant charities we can seek out if we realise we do need help. I would urge anyone who feels they’re struggling to do everything they can to lift themselves out of the mire. It is possible.


Position in the Family


How often have you met people and thought, Bet they’re the youngest child, they’re so spoiled? However, we don’t tend to go the whole hog and say when we meet someone else, ‘Wow, why are they waving a huge flag? They are obviously bending over backwards to be noticed, they must be the middle child,’ or, ‘Hmm, serious and measured, they must be the oldest child.’ Position in the family is important, but something we have to deal with. I also think the gender balance in the family adds a little je ne sais quoi. I am the only girl in my family and was forced at gunpoint by my brothers to watch football as a seven-year-old. By gunpoint I mean relentless teasing and the odd smack when my mum wasn’t watching.


I think everyone knows their family inside out and therefore they’re very aware of what triggers meltdowns. For example if someone in your family has an alcohol problem, best not to water the roses with their hidden bottle of vodka. Sorry, that isn’t meant to be flippant but we can all see build-ups coming like a tornado, from miles away.


I think, invariably, the answer is to walk away. Trying to reason with a family member who rehearses the same script over and over again with your own over-used script is only ever going to result in a predictable row. While I’m on the subject, walking away for good may be the only option if you feel you’ve been trapped in a web of the same arguments and fights for years.


One useful bit of advice I got from somewhere is a version of ‘actions speak louder than words’. People may go blue in the face telling you they’re going to change, but if they don’t, it’s time to bugger off and it’s the length of time you’re prepared to wait for change that counts.


In the olden days you tended to have your traditional mum ’n’ dad ’n’ two kids family with Grandma round the corner for babysitting and the like. And however happy they looked from the outside (it was all about presenting a front), you can be sure some unsavoury things were taking place behind the curtains or the legacy wouldn’t have been quite so many disturbed individuals. This is still the case in so many families but at least we are slightly more open, schools are more vigilant and social services, although stressed, do actually exist.


Now families exist along a continuum from traditional to about as freaky as you could imagine, taking in single mothers, single fathers, same-sex parents, trans parents, men married to sexy robots (all right, not that one but it’s coming and so will the men be), and it’s not that that matters, it’s how much they love their kids.


Why haven’t I referred to happy families and their issues? Because happy families don’t need sorting out – lucky bloody them.


 


The simultaneously tragic and joyful thing about families, when you are very young, is that as a child you have nothing else to compare them with and so we all have our own individual version of a family we assume is just like everyone else’s.


When I was growing up we were quite a nature-orientated family with lots of pets – dogs, cats, fish, hamsters, rabbits, tortoises and doves. Fairly often we would rescue injured animals and look after them until they recovered or died. This included a lot of baby birds who had fallen out of nests and one day my dad brought home an injured hare who was nursed back to health and became like a pet. However, one day, Harold (yeah, I know, very imaginative) struck out for freedom and we kids stood in the garden on a spring day shouting and begging our mum to stop him as he headed towards a waist-high fence (adult not child).


My mum did something I have always been stunned by: she sprinted after him and as he soared over the fence so did she, catching his back legs in mid-air. It was the most extraordinary performance and we stood clapping and cheering in the garden as she walked back round the neighbour’s side path. When you’re seven you tend to think your parent is at least seventy, so to see her hurdle a fence like that opened my eyes to the fact that my mum was her own person and very fit to boot (fit in the old sense of the word).


Given that all little kids assume their family is the norm, Mum being pissed is normal, not having breakfast is normal, being beaten is normal, having crisps for tea every night is normal (wish this had been my family), living in squalor is normal. Sadly, all these things and many more deprivations are ‘normal’ for many children.


As a society I think we all hope someone else will deal with problem families – a combination of social workers, the police, teachers and the health service will go charging in and sort it. And nine times out of ten they do their best. But not if they don’t know about it.


If you’re worried about something in your own family or someone else’s, if it feels wrong – Do Something! Feel Free to Poke Your Nose In. Rather the embarrassment of having made a mistake than the truly awful consequences that are all too common today. Our society is changing gradually but a lot of people are still reluctant to breach the sanctity of families, unless someone is blatantly committing a crime in their garden in front of us while we are holding our camera phone.


Most of us have instincts about these things and there are plenty of websites offering advice as to how to go about it. So I seem to have started by asking you to Be a Responsible Citizen and Care About Others.


Let’s hope my children are not reading this and getting straight on to Childline.


But while we’re on the subject, thank God organisations like Childline exist. They certainly didn’t when I was growing up. Kids just had to put up with whatever was going on in the family, and the local community helped by indulging in a form of support known as Turning a Blind Eye.


So, let’s accept that families are not always happy and they don’t behave how you want them to behave. What are the best ways to survive your family?


One problem is that we do tend to expect too much of family members. We are shown images of families in films, on ads, in books and on TV programmes but the disconnect between those images and our rather less primary-coloured home life is huge. Why isn’t our mum dancing in the kitchen wearing a flowery dress and a smile while simultaneously producing a culinary delight worthy of MasterChef (or MistressChef as I prefer to call it)? Why is our mum slumped in a chair in the corner instead, knackered, having ladled out fifty shades of grey on to a plate and expecting us to eat it?


Before I had children I must have had a pretty poor imagination because I hadn’t factored in the sheer hard slog of it all, the sleeplessness, the frustration, the bad-temperedness, all balanced by the joy that the little bundle you’ve got is made by you.


Sadly, we know some people experience the first set of frustrations but these are not alleviated by the joy of the child they’ve produced and they are the ones who struggle.


If parenthood is not quite working out as you hoped, the answer to this – and this answer will do for many of life’s disappointments – is . . .


LOWER YOUR EXPECTATIONS


Lowering your expectations will not improve the actual situation but it will ensure you are not quite so unhappy with what you’ve got.


Let’s take family ‘occasions’ for example. Times we are supposed to enjoy (imagine a regimental sergeant major repeatedly shouting that one word in your ear through a megaphone) yet think of the desperation with which most of us ‘look forward’ to family events.


The Family Wedding, the Family Christmas, these and many more family events can be imbued with a gravity and importance they don’t really deserve, and if only people chilled out a bit they would be so much more fun. Instead everyone HAS (underlined three times) to enjoy themselves, smile as if their lives depended on it and woe betide the family member who gets a bit too pissed or says something inappropriate to Aunty Dardy. Yes, I did have an Aunty Dardy and I have absolutely no idea which name that was originally derived from.


I’m sure the last thing you want from me is parenting tips and that’s good because you’re not going to get them. And anyway, my parenting has very much been affected by the fact that some people know who I am – and that means that when I was out with the kids when they were small I was always very conscious of people watching us and it used to make me feel anxious that they were looking for some flaw in my perfect parenting skills. Thankfully the children behaved impeccably most of the time and I’m very grateful to them for that.


I have leaned towards the more liberal. I don’t mean I send them out to buy drugs and say, ‘And get a wrap for yourselves,’ but on the other hand I don’t stop them watching ITV because it’s got adverts. Yes, my parents really did do that. And I tended not to breastfeed in public – didn’t want that on the front of the Daily Mail.


The other thing I have tried to do with my children is keep them out of the public eye. That well-known cliché ‘There’s no such thing as a free lunch’ certainly applies if you are a so-called celebrity with children. I used to get excited when I was invited to Euro Disney or to go on a pirate ship ride down the Thames with the children until I realised that the price was all our photos in OK! magazine and me spouting some bollocks about our family habits. So we didn’t go on any of them – sorry, girls.


So the upshot of all this is some minimal, possibly useless information about how to survive some of the most dangerous events of the family year.


Christmas


Avoiding conflict at Christmas is easy if you either convert to another religion or become a conscientious objector to Christianity. Changing your religion, however, doesn’t rule out the whole issue of avoiding a family Christmas, it just means you will have get-togethers with your family at different times of the year.


So don’t think it’s going to be brilliant this year (again) when you know it’s going to be mediocre verging on shit. If there is a tendency for rows to arise, spend a shorter time at whichever relative’s house it is, or resolve not to rise to the bait of your dad’s annual speech on immigration. Go out for a walk – that’ll unite the family . . . We all hate a walk on Christmas Day, hardly anything open so you can’t even buy any sweets even though you’ve just consumed fourteen thousand calories for lunch. Failing this, pretend to be asleep for as long as you can.


Family Holidays


Once you’ve lowered your expectations make sure you’re going on a general kind of holiday that all members of the family like, not just an archaeology break near Hadrian’s Wall. Give everyone in the family enough time to do their own thing, unless they’re under the age of twelve in which case they have to do what you say and resent you or incorporate the experience into a stand-up routine.


Actually ask the family – all of them – what they’d like so everyone feels they’ve had a say. And if they’re a baby show them a map of the world and see which area they throw some food at.


Car Journeys


At least on car journeys these days everyone can live in their own little world of pain, pausing only to enquire about the ETA at the destination. This leaves you free in the front while you berate your husband about whatever you feel like, then look properly at him and see he’s got headphones on as well.


Politics


Never discuss politics at home, especially if you live with Nigel Farage.
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What No One Tells You About the Female Body


I went swimming in the sea recently. I plaited my bikini line so it wouldn’t catch on any rocks.


 


 


My first proper set on stage in a comedy club was not very ladylike. I was wearing a big, white T-shirt, I put a blood capsule in my mouth, walked to the microphone, coughed and what looked like blood spattered all over my T-shirt and then I said cheerily, ‘Must give up smoking.’ I closed my set with a joke about how women are encouraged to refer to periods euphemistically so as not to embarrass sensitive male listeners.


I gave two examples:


 


‘I’ve got the painters and decorators in,’


or,


‘Arsenal are playing at home,’


then . . .


‘but I prefer to say, “I’ve got a vast amount of blood squirting out of my cunt, vicar.” ’


 


To say the audience were shocked is an understatement; however there were lots of laughs, mainly I suspect from the women in the audience who were fed up of being herded into the Delicate Sensibility pen. Women have been having periods since time began and we’re fed up with being made to feel something is wrong with us or we are slightly scuzzy because of it.


 


The female body is the focus of so much anxiety, desire, metaphor, crime, envy, hatred, fantasy, pain, disappointment, mystery, shame and grooming – in both senses. I could go on for pages, but you get the idea.


The oldest surviving human statue is female. It was carved from a mammoth bone 35,000 years ago. The Venus of Hohle Fels has huge drooping bosoms and enormous childbearing hips, and several other similar figures have been found, all with the same proportions. Some were even covered in red dye, which archaeologists have suggested was to evoke menstrual blood and fertility. It’s cheeringly obvious what was seen as attractive in Palaeolithic times: which makes a joke of all those celebrities out there desperately following the Paleo diet to achieve skinny perfection. Cro-Magnon Posh would have been shunned.


Since then and across a series of increasingly male-dominated and male-run societies, a different ideal of a woman’s body has controlled women, but who was it who decided what exactly that ideal should be? Was it a Greek sculptor, a committee of matrons, or just some pervy bloke? Who knows who the culprit was, but, my God, did women take notice. (My mother believes that the fashion industry demands models are so emaciated because it is run by gay men whose ideal is to make clothes for fourteen-year-old boys; please address all complaints about this to her.)


Women’s bodies have always been assessed separately from their minds and personalities, and not only their bodies, but their individual bits have been critiqued, too. Women were always seen as more acceptable partners if their body and face looked good. As someone who is not actually in that group, I had always hoped that things might change as we became more civilised, and as equality marched forward, even though it is taking squillions of years, women would become more relaxed about their bodies.


In my day, the female body was still pretty much covered up, apart from a few grubby clubs where men with goggly eyes went to leer at women taking their clothes off. In public, though, women wore swimsuits that looked like a flowery fridge-freezer with two pointy bits, and bras were similar, with the conical upper bits of Madonna fused with a student nurse’s bandaging exam gone wrong. Skirts were demure, cardigans practical, dresses for girls were like tents, and for women like slightly gathered-in tents. All designed to hide the female shape, although waists were pulled in and if you didn’t have a twenty-inch waist you were no one.


All this changed in the sixties, as skirt-length gradually climbed upwards from the knees and towards the rude bits. And with freedom and liberation came choices, and women could begin to show as much of their bodies as they wanted. As the sidebar of shame that is MailOnline demonstrates, it won’t be very long before fashion leaders pop out to the BAFTAs with absolutely nothing on at all, given that at the moment we are being treated to side-boobs and under-boobs . . . (oh God, how old are these people?)


However, if we go back in time, language has always been sexist, misogynistic and any other word you can think of for unfair etymological treatment of women. So ‘hysteria’ comes from the Greek word for womb and I’m sure you’re all aware that if women lost their equilibrium in those days, it was assumed that this was because their womb was wandering unhelpfully around their body and confusing them; ‘vagina’ is the Latin word for sword sheath (ouch!); and the term for the general genital area, ‘pudenda’, literally means ‘things to be ashamed of’.


Let’s look at a few fascinating bits of the female physique that have had net curtains unnecessarily drawn around them, which incidentally reminds me of an incident some years ago. I was having a smear test and I had assumed the position in a room with somewhat inadequate curtains when the young female doctor who was about to do the biz realised she had forgotten a piece of kit and left. I reckon someone stopped her on the way and invited her to pen a short novel because her absence seemed like an age. At one point the very scrappy curtains were drawn back and a couple of workmen peered in . . .


‘Oh, sorry to disturb you, luv.’


Yes, I was disturbed for quite a long time after that.


The Wonder Down Under


Vaginas are amazingly stretchy – well, babies come out of them. And that’s a conjuring trick far stranger than anything covered by the Magic Circle. But the really surprising thing is the clitoris. Although anatomists have known since the 1800s that the visible bit is just the tip of the iceberg, it has remained a medical curiosity, unmapped by many a male explorer (five points if you spotted the ‘man-can’t-find-the-clitoris’ joke). While the penis is described in exhaustive detail in anatomies and textbooks, as late as 1948 Gray’s Anatomy chose not to label the clitoris at all. (Maybe Gray should have gone to Specsavers – ten points.)


Until the twelfth week of pregnancy the genital tracts of male and female embryos are exactly the same, then they develop into the penis and clitoris respectively. If there were a game of orgasmic top trumps (now that’s an idea), the clitoris would win hands down. It contains eight thousand highly sensitive nerve endings, double the nerve endings in the entire glans of a penis. Seeing how much less surface area it has, that makes it fifty times more sensitive. Save that fascinating fact for the next time you’re in the middle of a row about how to load the dishwasher and hit them with it.


Societies have thought up all kinds of ways to try to control women’s behaviour through controlling their sexual organs. The most horrifying is Female Genital Mutilation (or FGM), which is the ritual cutting or removal of some or all of the external female genitalia. It is designed ultimately to reduce women’s pleasure in sex and thus to stop them straying. (Because we are no more than sheep with clothes on.) Unsettlingly, it is usually initiated and carried out by the women in the family, who see it as a source of honour, and who fear that failing to have their daughters and granddaughters cut will expose the girls to social exclusion. Health effects can include recurrent infections, difficulty urinating and passing menstrual flow, chronic pain, the development of cysts, an inability to get pregnant, complications during childbirth and fatal bleeding. There are no known health benefits. The world is changing but not fast enough for the 200 million women living today in thirty countries who have undergone these procedures. Lives are still being ruined and we need to do everything we can to stop this happening: it shows how vitally important it is to be able to talk openly about the female body.


What makes me chuckle are the male folk tales told about vagina dentata (Latin for ‘toothed vagina’) in some cultures about women whose vaginas have teeth that can bite off a penis. These stories are told as cautionary tales to discourage men from sleeping around. They can also prey on male castration anxieties as well as the fear that they may be diminished by a woman. I think my elderly vagina probably needs dentures at this point.


Wouldn’t it be great if women everywhere embraced the idea that their vagina could be such a powerful weapon, rather than something shameful that needed to be silenced or at the very least some extra storage when you’re shoplifting in John Lewis.


Bloody Periods


In my childhood, we didn’t know much about our bodies, and physical development stages were so cursorily covered – at school, one thirty-minute lesson; and by parents, nought minutes – that I genuinely believed I was going to have only one period and then it would all be finished for life. I was eleven. I talked to my mum about this and expressed relief that this horror wouldn’t repeat itself and she was forced to correct this assumption, leaving me devastated, because they’re horrible, so frowned upon and so hidden – and so painful.


Although we are not allowed to discuss or allude to anything approaching a period in public still, they seem to be surrounded by huge, taboo blankets and we shroud anything to do with women’s menstrual cycle in euphemism.


In the past girls and women were prevented from doing lots of things because of their periods. Washing your hair was out and the thought of anyone going for a swim while blood was squirting out all over the place was beyond the pale. These days you can’t get away from ads showing women doing all manner of terrifying sporty things, safe in the knowledge that a tampon or whatever will prevent an embarrassing leak as you’re abseiling backwards down K2 with a zebra slung round your shoulders.


But there’s the small matter of the tampon tax. Periods cost women an average of £18,450 over their lifetimes. Why are tampons luxuries? Because men don’t have periods, that’s why.


The discovery of PMT was a joy (or maybe a woman invented it to enable us to behave badly). It was a feeling of bubbling rage with me and, when a man shouted some abuse out of a van at me, enabled me to go and rip his windscreen wipers off. I actually enjoyed it and it was guilt-free vandalism, very different from the sort of thing you do when you’re drunk. I somehow felt self-righteously justified.


The Baby-Growing Experience


Of course one way of avoiding period pain is to get pregnant and replace it with birth pain – like all the period pain for a year fashioned into one big pain. Bad move. Having a baby seems to be quite a varied experience and I think that the expectation of how it will be has a pretty big psychological effect on the woman concerned. For example, I know several women who were absolutely terrified of giving birth, and lo and behold they experienced a shedload of pain.


I actually got pregnant when I was forty-three and, to be honest, it was a bit of a breeze especially considering I was an elderly primigravida, which is Latin for Quite an Old Lady Having a Baby (i.e. over thirty-six – well past it). I was on tour when I was pregnant the first time, didn’t want to tell anyone and my long-term tour manager let me down at the last minute, necessitating my husband Bernie tour-managing for me. And I think that’s enough about that already.
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