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  Recommended by Brook centres




  This book is endorsed by Brook centres and was written with their co-operation. By providing research groups and trialling the contents with girls and youth workers in different

  parts of the UK, Brook has helped ensure that this book is accessible, up-to-date and relevant to the needs and concerns of young people today.




  Brook Advisory Centres was founded in 1964. There is a network of centres throughout the UK which offer a confidential contraceptive and counselling service to young people.

  For more information about Brook, or for details of your nearest Brook centre, see http://brook.org.uk.
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  The quotations in this book are taken from the author’s interviews with people of all ages.




  





  Introduction




  My mother chose the night before my school sports day to talk to my sister and me about periods and the facts of life. The two

  of us sat and sniggered to cover our embarrassment. She must have guessed her words were falling on deaf ears – she did a repeat performance exactly a year later! Perhaps we learnt a bit more

  on that occasion, maybe we even asked a few questions – but the truth is that sometimes talking to a parent about periods can be a little cringe-making and awkward. This sometimes prevents us

  from asking questions in case we appear silly or feel we should already know all the answers. Even I discovered a few more facts while writing this book – I hope it will answer some of your

  questions.
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  P.S. There is a list of useful addresses and websites at the back of the book, and a glossary, which starts here.
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  Periods:


  what they are
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  A period is monthly bleeding from the vagina, an opening between your legs. This bleeding lasts a few days. Most girls have their

  first period between the ages of 9 and 16. Once they have started, periods happen to all women every month until the age of about 50 when the menopause or ‘change of life’ takes

  place.




  Periods are a natural part of every woman’s life. They are a sign for women all over the world that they are fertile and that their body is working properly.




  

    

      I found out about periods and stuff from my parents and from friends. I know the basics, blood comes out, but I don’t know all the intimate

      details.
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  What else are they called?




  Periods are known by a lot of different names. The official, medical term for this monthly bleeding is menstruation, which comes

  from the Latin word menses, meaning month.




  In the past, periods were not openly talked about, so people used expressions such as having ‘the curse’ or ‘being indisposed’ or ‘having the

  painters in’ when they had their period. These days girls may say that they’re ‘on’ or ‘coming on’, that it’s the ‘time of the

  month’ or simply that they have got their period.




  When do they start?




  While most girls will have their first period between the ages of 9 and 16, the average age for periods to start is about 12 or

  13. However, many girls start earlier than this and some much later.




  

    

      If I found out that my mum started late I’d be happy, because then I would be fairly sure that I’d start late too.
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  The age at which your mother or grandmother started may give you an idea of when you will start, although girls’ periods now tend to start earlier than their mothers did

  because of better diet and general health. In 1860 the average age for a girl to start her period was 16 and a half, but in 1973 the average was 12 years and 8 months. Today, the average age is

  12.




  One in ten girls will have their first period while still at primary school.




  

    

      My periods started when I was 9. I was still at primary school and we hadn’t even done sex education yet. My mum had mentioned them, but I was completely

      unprepared and it was really embarrassing because the school didn’t have any towels and there weren’t any bins to dispose of them.
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  Half of all girls will start their periods between the ages of 12 and 14, seven out of a hundred between the ages of 14 and 15 and one out of a hundred at 16 or later.




 

  

    

      All my mates had started, all the girls in my year had started, I felt that every girl in the world had begun their periods except me. I was really frightened that

      I was never going to start, I even went to the doctor about it. I was so excited when I saw that I had, though it wasn’t till I was nearly 16.
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  There’s no point in worrying about when you will start; your periods will start when your body is ready. A useful indicator is that periods usually start about two years

  after the first sign of breast or nipple development or soon after a healthy white fluid starts appearing in your pants. This is called a discharge and can vary during the month. It often becomes

  thicker and whiter just before your period starts. If you are worried about not having started your period, try discussing it with a friend or member of your family – if you are still

  concerned, a doctor or nurse should be able to put your mind at rest.




  What is a normal period like?




  A period generally begins and ends with a slight, brownish discharge. In between, the blood becomes redder, and the flow

  heavier.




  How long does a period last?




  Periods usually last about four or five days. Sometimes they only last two or three days, sometimes as long as seven or eight.




  

    

      I read about periods in a book and I thought you just had one splurge of blood and that was it. When I found out they went on for days I was

      really depressed.
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      My best friend uses slim tampons and only bleeds for two days. I feel big and ugly because I have to use super tampons and I bleed for seven days.
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  Periods generally start light and are heavier for just a couple of days. However, the length and heaviness of a period is different in each person, so don’t worry if your

  periods are usually heavy for the whole time or even very light – this is quite normal.




  How regular are periods?




  Many women have a menstrual cycle of about 28 days. In other words, their period starts 28 days after the last one started. Some

  girls and women have shorter cycles, sometimes as short as 21 days, while others have longer cycles, such as 35 days. Some girls find that their periods are not completely regular, but this is

  nothing to worry about, especially when your periods first start.
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  For the first year or so your periods may be very irregular. After a while they will probably settle down. Use a diary to mark down the days when you have your period over the

  next six months and you may begin to see a pattern. You should be able to work out the average length of time between your periods, which will help you know when to expect

  them. (Use the calendar on page 88 to help you work out the length of your cycle.)




  



  

    

      I pretended at school I’d started a year before I had – I even put little crosses in my diary and left it lying around, but nobody noticed, which was

      lucky really, because when I did start, my periods were really irregular at first.
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  Do women ever miss periods?




  Yes, they do. Sometimes a woman’s menstrual cycle seems to miss a month, and the period starts normally again after a

  month’s gap. This is more common when they first start having periods, or later on when a woman is approaching the menopause (this is the time in a woman’s life when she stops having

  periods and is no longer able to have babies).




  Women do not have periods while they are pregnant, so missing a period can be the first sign that you are going to have a baby. If you are having sex and you are late with a

  period, you should always go to a Brook centre, a family planning clinic or a doctor for a pregnancy test straight away.




  You can also miss periods if you lose a lot of weight, are very stressed (for example before exams) when travelling or during a family crisis, or if you are regularly involved

  in strenuous physical activity (for example if you are a full-time ballerina or athlete). Amenorrhoea is the medical term for this missing of periods when you’re not

  pregnant.




  How much blood do you lose?




  Much less than it looks. Although periods may last up to a week, very little blood is actually lost.




  Doctors say that, on average, about four to six tablespoons of blood are lost, although the amount does vary widely among women. If you are worried about the amount of blood

  you are losing, consult your doctor.




  What does it feel like?




  The sensation of losing blood through the vagina can feel strange and awkward at first, rather as if you are accidentally peeing.

  The fact that the menstrual flow can’t be controlled in the same way as going to the toilet makes some women feel awkward and ashamed. Because we may have been told off as children for

  wetting or dirtying ourselves, these feelings of shame sometimes linger on.




  

    

      It was a bit like starting a new school. Even though I knew what was happening it was a bit scary. When I first started I thought it was going to be uncomfortable,

      but actually I felt good, in the same way as when I got my first bra.


    


  




  In fact, you may not be aware of the sensation at first, but only become aware of the blood as it cools outside your body. If your period is heavy, you may feel a gush of blood

  which often seems to be more than it really is.




  



  

    

      It’s a bit like the first time I went to Paris – my parents told me all about it and I looked at pictures in books, but I didn’t really know what

      it was like till I got there.
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  Do periods hurt?




  Many women do have painful periods at some time in their lives, although a lot of women are lucky and never experience bad period

  pains.




  Sometimes you may feel a dull aching in the lower part of your belly, or a kind of cramping pain. These are usually called ‘period pains’ or by the medical term

  dysmenorrhoea.




  



  

    

      I get a cramping pain like my insides are being scrunched up, and it’s embarrassing. You can’t tell anybody because they’ll think you’re

      being flaky.
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