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Allison Vale has written more than a dozen books, many of which betray an unhealthy curiosity with obscure and unsettling aspects of the lives of women in history, such as The Lost Art of Being a Lady, How to Push a Perambulator and Amelia Dyer: Angel Maker, a biography of the murderous, 30-year career of Britain’s most prolific baby farmer. She lives near Bristol with her husband and their two children, and though she has not yet read anywhere near enough of Virago’s backlist, she’s desperately hoping her Caitlin Moran obsession more than compensates.


Victoria Ralfs discovered a borderline inappropriate ease in discussing life, love and relationships with her secondary school students early on in her career. This gained momentum in the field of learning disability, where she wrote, spoke and trained nationally and (occasionally) internationally on Sexuality & Relationships Education. Her husband and two, now adult, children have happily and healthily survived the Velcro penises in their study in Bristol. Victoria’s wider family would probably describe her as an ‘annoying, gobby do-gooder type’, hence her desire to include them unflatteringly in this, her first book.
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For Pammy and Rops, my Raising Agents. You really were staggeringly inappropriate and wonderful. And you are still EVERYWHERE.


Vik


 


For Mum and Dad, who raised two of the FINEST women I know. Even though neither of us can jive. Or sing all the words to ‘Hen Wlad Fy Nhadau’. Sorry about the swearing – Vik made me do it . . .


Al
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Prologue



Al


Vik and I became colleagues three or four years ago, working as educational consultants in the field of Learning Disability. The first time I heard her train a room full of primary school teachers she used the words ‘blow job’ in the opening minutes. I knew on the spot we were going to get on. Very quickly, we became mates, fuelled by our mutual love of talking, an inexhaustible opinion on everything, her shameless capacity to remain sober until the fourth glass and my shameful inability to keep a secret after just one. The genesis of this book took a little longer, and was probably crystallised thanks to Vik’s recounting of a conversation about feminism she’d had with the regulars in her local.


Feminism, we came to realise, is a word so many ordinary people never actually use to describe themselves. We’re happy to label ourselves ‘religious’, ‘Corbynite’, ‘atheist’, ‘climate-change denier’, ‘Pisces’. . . But ‘feminist’? It seems folk will still go to enormous lengths to distance themselves from that word. Which is weird, frankly, because when you unpick it, the building blocks of feminism are basically all the good bits, the stuff any parent tries day after day to set up for their kids.


We’re talking about stuff like,




Respect, for yourself and for others.


Confidence and self-belief to aim high, to persevere, to deal with failure.


Empathy to see that others are basically just trying to get through every day as best they can in the circumstances, whatever those circumstances look like for them.


A healthy understanding of the rules (and the guts and sass to know when to bend them).


And, naturally, underpinning it all, one basic truism: that we are all equally fascinating, equally valuable, equally capable of altruism, equally able to change the world for the better. Of course we are.





That’s feminism, isn’t it? And it’s what every parent wants for their kids . . .


. . . every parent that’s not a dick, that is.


So, it dawned on us that maybe we are all feminists, but we don’t all like the word yet. Maybe the challenge we’re faced with now is to persuade people to feel as good about the word ‘feminist’ as they do about words like ‘Friday’, ‘carbohydrate’ and ‘annual leave’. And then it dawned on us that we’re totally the kind of women to rise to that challenge. So, before we start, take a look at the conversation Vik had with Kirsty and Chris, over that fourth glass. Once you’ve read that, take a look at the book they inspired us to write.


Cheers!


PS From Vik –


Al can’t drink. She’s not lying – it was almost a deal-breaker for me, to be honest. But then we spent our first two hours on the road together and I realised I had found my spiritual twin because frankly, there are few people who feel as I do about sausages. Also, as it turned out, we share a philosophy about pretty much everything else on earth.


So, I was in the pub one night . . .


Parenting, Persil and a Portuguese Mix-up:


Vik


An evening in the pub with Kirsty and Chris, parents to Devon (eight), Michaela (five) and Lewis (eighteen months).


What does feminism mean to you?


K: Don’t know, really. It’s like even though I get that it’s about equal pay and that, I wouldn’t say I was a feminist because I don’t hate blokes or anything.


C: I s’pose I better be careful how I answer that, right? Well, I don’t know if it means anything to me other than women who are annoyed. To be fair, in the past there was a lot for ’em to be pissed about, but I’m not sure any of that’s true now.


K: It’s not just about getting the vote, Chris.


C: I’m not saying it is, but what is there left that a woman can’t do?


K: But we still have to put up with a lot of shit.


C: Kirst, you don’t take any shit from anyone, love!


K: Not from blokes, no, I don’t! But women do, on the whole. I don’t know if this has got anything to do with feminism or sexism or whatever but what gets on my tits is the papers. It’s always about famous women and how they’ve got old. No one cares less about Michael Douglas and Sean Connery and all them. They can be the wrinkliest bastard on earth but all the papers talk about is the women’s plastic surgery and tits. Always about tits! I’m so bored of that.


C: Yeah, I think that’s true, to be fair. I have a look at it but there’s always more about the birds’ looks than the blokes’.


K: You’re just saying that, Chris, to sound a bit intelligent cause Vik’s asking you the question.


C: No, I’m not actually. Women get judged on how they look more than blokes. It would be stupid to say that wasn’t the case. But in, like, the workplace, I think it’s a lot different now. Look at you, Kirst – no bloke in this pub would dare speak to you in the way they talk to other women. They respect you.


K: Chris, that’s because I’m in charge and if they start trotting out any crap, I shut it down! But when I was in my twenties it was a lot different.


C: What do you mean? You’ve always been scary!


K: Fuck off! Chris, you’ve no idea. The sort of men who come in here who you think are really good blokes are the same kind of blokes who would call out to me in the street when I was younger. All like ‘Get ’em out for the lads!’ That goes on all the time. Now I’m in my forties I would tell ’em to sod off, but back then I was too scared cause I’ve had friends that gave the wrong look back and got harassed. One got beaten up and left by a skip behind Asda.


C: Those type of blokes are pricks.


K: Those types of pricks are everywhere, Chris, and they will still be there when Michaela is fifteen.


So, on that then, what does feminism mean for both of you in how you parent your three?


K: I don’t want my boys to be that kind of bloke. And I want Michaela to get to where I am now quicker than I did.


C: There’s no way our boys would do anything like that.


K: Tell the truth, Chris, have you ever catcalled?


C: No! Well, not seriously – I mean maybe at school to the girls – but that’s not the same. Michaela is like you though, she won’t put up with it.


K: That’s not the point though, is it? I think she has been around enough women who don’t put up with all that. Strong women, like your mum and that. But the boys shouldn’t think it’s OK to behave like that in the first place. It’s time that changed, but trouble is, they are all over Facebook all the time, saying stuff about each other. I am dreading ours going on there.


C: Well, we’ll have to be strict on it, won’t we? Michaela, she’s a ball-breaker though, love, like you! I’m not too worried.


K: D’ya know what, Chris? That pisses me off. What does ‘ball-breaker’ mean? It’s the same as all that ‘high-maintenance’ shit I hear across this bar. Men don’t get described like that and to be fair, a lot of the blokes I know are bloody high-maintenance!


C: In what way?


K: In that they can be so needy. They expect to have a mother as well as a wife. They are dead selfish and I don’t know, it’s like they think the world owes them something. Women are expected to make their lives as easy as possible just because we are ‘lucky’ to have them as a partner. It’s bullshit, when I think about it. I love blokes – some of them are my best friends and I like the laugh you can have with them in the way you can’t with women but I don’t think any of ’em are better than me! Even though I’m pretty sure that’s what they think. I don’t want Michaela to ever feel like she’s less than the boys, or that she should do the housework while they sit on their asses.


C: Ha, like that’s going to happen in our house – I do everything!


K: On account of the fact that I earn twice what you do, Christopher, and do more hours. I am not coming upstairs after a twelve-hour shift in here and ironing your fucking socks!


C: I don’t expect you to; I never have. So I don’t think the kids will think that’s how it s’posed to be. Lewis likes doing washing. He gets the Persil out and says, ‘Daddy, wash?’ Perhaps he’ll be gay.


K: See? That’s what I mean. For Christ’s sake, Chris!


C: What?


K: A little boy likes helping out so he’s bound to be a poof! That’s what I am saying. All right, in our house you do stuff because I’m at work but if you start talking like that and well, what if one of the boys is gay? So what? I don’t care!


C: I don’t care either, Kirst.


K: You say that cause Vik is here.


C: Fuck’s sake, Kirst! No, I’m not. I knew a kid at school who was obviously a gay and he was given such a rough time. In the end he topped himself. I went out with his sister – she was lush. His mum never got over it. There’s no way I would want Devon or Lewis to go through anything like that.


K: Well, if you mean that then you’ve got to not say things about bloody Persil and that then.


C: Yeah, well, all right.


Do you think you do anything different in how you parent Michaela and the boys?


C: No, I don’t think so.


K: I don’t know, I think we might – I’m not sure, really. They want to do different things. Actually, I’m not sure if they always do. Devon likes all sorts, not just football. He likes books.


C: He’s good at footie, he’s just doesn’t realise it yet.


K: Oh, I get it! He doesn’t know he’s destined to play for England. Christ!


C: No, not that – he just lacks confidence. It will come, though.


K: Michaela’s already confident . . .


C: I know! It’s great. In the play at school, she was mint!


K: Not just that, though – she played football in the Algarve with all those local kids, didn’t she?


C: Yes, she did, and I’d had a few beers and I didn’t realise it was her cause you’d scraped all her hair back and yeah, I know, I didn’t make enough fuss.


K: You thought she was one of the boys and then when she scored a penalty, you looked almost a bit upset.


C: I wasn’t upset, love – it’s just not what I expected to see. I want her to do whatever she wants – you know that.


K: Point is does she know that?


C: She’s five, there’s plenty of time!


K: Well, you say that but if you put her off doing things like football, she might just not bother and it’s the same with the boys.


C: What is?


K: What if Lewis wants to do ballet?


C: S’all right by me.


K: And if the blokes in here started taking the piss?


C: They wouldn’t.


K: Really? John Matthews wouldn’t go, ‘Chris, mate, your boy the next Darcey Bussell, is he?’


C: I wouldn’t bite.


K: You’d be embarrassed, though. And you wouldn’t stick up for him.


C: I’d try, Kirst.


K: You would have to, or I would kick you in the nuts. And then I would kick John Matthews in the nuts!


C: You don’t like him anyway so it would be a good excuse.


K: No, I don’t like him but he spends £400 a week in here so I think sclerosis will get him before I do – I’m just watching it happen. He’ll be paying for Lewis’s tap classes! (They look at each other, and then laugh really, really hard.)


What do you want for your kids?


C: I want them to be like their mum.


K: Oh, you soppy shit!


C: Nice!


K: I want them to be happy. That’s what everyone says though, isn’t it?


C: Because that’s what all parents want, isn’t it? I’ll tell you what, though. Thinking about what you’re sayin’, though, Vik, and all of that stuff, I think that I do want something different for ours. I mean, they will know how to work hard and all that because everyone around them works hard. I won’t tolerate them doing anything else but it does drive me mad how vile people are to each other, and I know women get more than their fair share of that. That needs sorting out. I don’t know if that’s what feminism is, but it’s fairer.


K: I feel like that. It’s just about fairness really . . . Get me a gin now, please, Chris!


(He goes.)





 


The Mix Tape used to mean so much in pre-digital days. A declaration of love, a desperate apology or an attempt to look achingly cool as you wedged in a ‘very rare piece of Kraftwerk’. These compilations meant so much to the maker, as they hoped they would lift or light up the recipient. So we have included some tunes here and there with that very same hope. Soundtracks to stories old and stories still unfolding . . .





Introduction: Why Feminism?



Al


Growing up in the 1970s and ’80s, feminism scared me. I felt like the feminist movement was an exclusive club for irritable, intimidating women and that membership would require me to be stridently angry – about everything. I would be called upon to hate men, read Virago’s entire backlist and refuse to shave.


It wasn’t for me.


In any case, I didn’t need feminism, I told myself. I was getting by on the strength of my own graft. Gender wasn’t going to be a barrier.


That wasn’t actually how it turned out. At the age of nineteen I started to get sick. I was an undergraduate, away from home, but I could deal with it; I would go to a GP and get it sorted. No problem. The persistent, peculiar jerks that every morning sent my breakfast flying across the room, or had my legs suddenly collapse from under me, were passed off as ‘psychological’ by my GP, who wrote me off as ‘nervy’. Jesus, I thought, I’m sicker than I thought if I’m making this stuff up! He referred me to a clinical psychologist, who supported his diagnosis. For a year.


Until the day I had a full, grand mal fit in public and an A&E doctor diagnosed Juvenile Myoclonic Epilepsy. (I could have kissed him; I grinned when he told me.)


The same GP had me unfasten my bra every time I saw him so as to listen to my heartbeat. At every appointment, no matter what I went to the surgery for. I was nineteen; I wore under-wiring: I didn’t question it. He was a doctor and I’d never listened through a stethoscope. Yes, it made me uncomfortable, but who was I to question?


At twenty-one, I made my first foray into the world of work – sales and marketing in the City. I was greeted by Zachary, a gorgeous, pinstripe Adonis, born and raised in Chelsea, sporting Filofax and red braces. That first morning, he interrupted his meet-and-greet with me to make a phone call. He called a colleague from a higher floor, telling him, ‘I’d say she’s around a seven or eight.’ I guessed he was talking about me. The ‘seven’ stung: it was the first day of my career, but the ‘seven’ was what lingered.


Nine years later, I was a secondary school teacher, working as a head of department in an academic London school, when I gave birth to a beautiful son with Down syndrome. Towards the end of my maternity leave, I made a phone call to my Head, asking to switch to a job share so I could spend time with my baby working on vital early intervention programmes.


The Head: young, fierce, single, childless. Female. She gave me her answer without pausing for consideration. ‘No, job shares invariably fail within education and you have a lot on your plate now,’ she told me. Her implication was that as a new mother, particularly a new mother with a learning-disabled child, I wouldn’t be able to deal with the emotional drain of home life at the same time as the demands of middle management. Maybe she’s right, I thought. She must be: she’s very experienced.


Of course, she wasn’t right. Neither was the GP or the clinical psychologist. I just didn’t have the tools to express the injustice I felt in those situations.


So here’s the thing: feminism needn’t be radical. It isn’t necessarily strident, angry or hairy. It’s about justice, self-awareness, guts. It’s about respecting the authority and experience of others but it’s not always about accepting it. Certainly never at the expense of what you know to be true and just. And it had been the missing link in my story.


I wasn’t able to see any of that until I was a mother myself.


Feminists aren’t a niche interest group – they’re decent, courteous, respectful members of your community. They party hard, work hard and know better than to dish out any shit, or to take any of it from anyone.


That’s everything I want for my children.


Vik


I grew up on a council estate in South Bristol in the 1970s. To survive there as a child, you had to show real prowess for the street game British Bulldog, which was essentially a mixture of running and violence. Girls were tolerated as long as they were perfectly happy to play the position of cheerful casualty.


As the charge began, I would head for the legs of Peter Denford (‘Denford Nylons’, as we affectionately called him and his brother, after the crimplene emporium of the day – Brentford Nylons. To this day, this makes me laugh out loud. Sorry, Peter!). I figured I could duck and hurl myself clearly through Peter’s arched thighs as he squatted, ready for the oncoming onslaught.


I was always catastrophically wrong. Instead, I would end up face first in Bristol City Council gravel. But not end up in tears though, because then my brother would be mortified and I would be consigned to squash duties.


I was seven. The boys were in charge. When Lee Morriss pulled my pants down for a look, the parents all around cooed and said, ‘Aw, first love . . .’ Those were not enlightened, safeguarding days.


Women of the street cooked, cleaned and discussed the chief topic, which I recall was the varying amounts their men drank and their respective responses to these patterns of imbibing. I remember, without any apologies for romanticised, soft-focused nostalgia, being blisteringly happy.


I was the youngest of four, three girls and a boy; we had massive freedom and were loved and ignored in equal, happy, healthy proportions.


Alsatian dogs, Chopper bikes, homemade taffee apples and bonfires . . . Holidays to Jersey – fourteen people crammed into a Mk 2 Cortina on the ferry from Weymouth. Guest houses where you had a choice of fruit juices for a starter. Man, exotic or what? Daytimes we were allowed to burn to a crisp on the beach, sail practically to Guernsey on our two-foot dinghy, and then be dried off and bundled back to get ready for going out for the evening entertainment. These spectacular nights out were about the men.


‘It’s our time now,’ my Uncle Dave would claim, which was interesting because I don’t recall his days being exactly crammed with rock-pooling, walks and games of tennis with his children, but there. Variety shows in clubs called ‘Blue Lagoon’ that featured the singing talents of ‘Miss Sandy Gold’, who always opened with a Tammy Wynette number and was hot from a cruise around the Balearics.


The men stayed at the bar all night. Meanwhile the women would be at the ‘family’ table with children of all ages, some already asleep, others skidding on the dance floor in their socks and some going for an illicit drop of Double Diamond under the tablecloth, egged on by the dads, who would do us all the great honour of popping back every now and again with crisp mountains. The whole purpose was for the men to drink steadily until the bitter end. And then someone would pass around a six-foot blow-up bottle of champagne and we would all pose with crispy, melanomic smiles for a photo.


It was BRILLIANT.


In 1976 we moved to an area of the city close to the university, where I encountered some folk who might as well have been a different species. After passing the Eleven Plus, I arrived at Fairfield Grammar School and made some interesting new friends, who invited me round for tea.


Their families weren’t like ours. My mate Lynn Cox and her brother Neil called their parents by their first names. This scared me: I wasn’t entirely sure if they were actually her parents at all, but I didn’t like to ask. I was also terrified of their use of words like ‘appropriate’ and ‘fundamental’ – I thought they must be from Portugal, or something. In my house, we said things like ‘Twat’, or ‘I’m not having the green Penguin’ or ‘Shut up, your mother’s programmes are on’.


Food at the Coxes was also a revelation: honey, brown bread and casseroles from heavy earthenware dishes that had what I later found contained (oh, the glamour!) olives. Over dinner, Lynn’s dad would ask his wife what she thought about things that had happened on the news, or how she was doing at work. My jaw must have dropped in awe at this (possibly revealing an olive).


Then they played the piano. In about three hours I went from terror to lust: I wanted the Coxes for my own. They’d been to India and they had jars with couscous in them. I didn’t know what couscous was, but it looked really intelligent. I told my brother about them and he said ‘Bloody hippies’. But I felt I was simultaneously entranced and alienated. Not because they were seductively bohemian and clearly intellectual, but because the rules that the women and the girls of the house lived by were nothing I recognised. How come they were so different?


The word feminism: I never once heard it as a kid. What I did hear around me were strong, extraordinary women being summarily dismissed by the men around them and those men being treated like heroes in return. When we gathered together with other families, the men were always served first; the biggest chop, the best roasters. I don’t recall any grown-up woman around me having a career or a dream of her own. Certainly not any dream she talked about; not that extended beyond white goods or package holidays. They sure as hell weren’t downtrodden, not all of them anyway, but they were resigned to something I couldn’t see clearly or understand. I knew enough to know I didn’t like it, though.


At fourteen I meet the man who will go on to become my husband – a gentle, quiet chap of nineteen. He has a car; very quickly he has my heart too. By sixteen, with no one talking about university or careers, and my sister having her babies, I went to work in a payroll office. We got engaged, had a party and spent £46 on a ring. By seventeen, we had bought our own house and by eighteen I was married. It’s what people did, there was no other narrative, and I fell happily into buying peach festoon blinds and learning how to use my deep-fat fryer.
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