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To all those people I knew and didn’t know


blamed, shamed, pressured, tortured


de-humanised, de-mothered


over a man-made concept


about your own body


i’m so sorry


for your


loss


.


i hope


you enjoy


these poems


i hope you enjoy


your body, and i hope


no one is able to convince us


for any longer that we are less pure,


less whole, because of an idea created by


those in power to control our minds and flesh









for my daughter,


who made sure i didn’t


miss the snow


it doesn’t snow much here,


so every time the silent sky dresses all the world with white


i am five years old again, gloves and scarf already on


noses pressed against the sweat-frost of the window pane


praying this soft blossom will settle on the surface


make the world a canvas for our imaginations once again


overnight it came this time, we woke to streets a glowing white


fled doors with hurried slams to paint the winter’s page in footprint pens


and as we ran, we scoured the snow for all the markings made before;


first paw prints of a fox and cub, a robin’s hops, quicker children’s outlines


fallen to embrace the snow with outstretched arms in angel moulds


until the snow falls heavy once again


or else melts in sun and showers


reawakening the colours









INTRODUCTION


Life is full of first times: first breath, first scream, first hug, first tears, first sip of milk. First steps. First word. First fib. First fight. First friends, first fallouts. A first kiss. A first cry for help. A first I love you. First break up. The first time you feel a vivid dream disappear with morning yawns. A first nightmare. Your first taste of a ripe mango. The first time you ride a bike without stabilisers, screaming don’t let go before realising you’re already there. The first book you take out of a library with your own library card. Your first paddle in ocean. First wobbly tooth, half-hanging from your gums, all sharp-jelly fascination. Your first pay cheque. The first time you see a stranger cry. A first orgasm, by yourself, with another. The first time someone you love dies.


So many firsts. Some delicious, divine. Some formative. Some springboards to better second and thirds and more. Some uninspiring, forgotten. Some desperately traumatic. But not one of them sold to us with such cultural heavy lifting as the first time a penis moves in and out of a vagina. No, of all the first times I have had and am yet to have in this peek at being human, of all the human life experiences we may undergo throughout the years we are alive on this living, spinning planet, not one single other moment has been sold as being powerful enough to apparently change our entire state of being – from virgin to non-virgin – as this. The more I think about it, the more ridiculous, and dangerous, it becomes.


Have you lost your virginity yet? was a recurring conversation throughout my teens. From the age of about twelve to twenty, we spoke about who was a virgin, who wasn’t, who might be, who might not be soon, who pretended they weren’t but were, and vice versa. We argued about what counted, definitely, probably, possibly. We watched horror films in which losing your virgin status as a young woman made you more prone to being murdered, comedies about forty-year-old virgin men, and we laughed, and we panicked.


Whatever our personal pressures, concerns or commitments were towards our so-called virginity, we talked about it, and were taught about it, as if it were some sort of concrete fact of the flesh.


Please note: in this book, when I write the word sex, I mean all and any forms of sex. I’m sick of ‘sex’ being sold as intercourse only, when it’s so much more. If I mean intercourse specifically, I’ll say that.


Most importantly, when I refer to sexual experiences, I mean consensual activity. There is no such thing as non-consensual sexual activity. The word for that is rape or abuse and those are the only words I will use for those things now, in both my writing and my life.


I love touch. I love kissing, snogging, stroking, sex and so on. I find touch such a positive idea and I am determined not to let anyone who has abused or bullied mine or anyone else’s body have all those words related to touch for themselves.


I’ve had lips on my lips I didn’t want on my lips. I’m not calling that a kiss any more. I love the word kiss too much, all snake-swift and kettle clicks. No, that was no kiss, it was abuse. I’ve had a tongue forced into my mouth and across my cheeks and neck that I tried desperately to remove and couldn’t. That old creep didn’t lick or snog me. No, I like licks and snogs. I like the music of those simple little words, onomatopoeic masterpieces. That was abuse. I’ve had hands grapple through my car window uninvited onto my breasts. I’m not describing that as touching, or stroking, or even groping. I like touching and stroking and enamoured groping too much. That was abuse. One of the first times I had fingers inside me, I said get off, and was ignored. I’m not describing that as my first time getting fingered. I like the word fingered too much; it’s a ridiculous and giggly word, so damn practical, so damn good if deftly carried out. No, that finger in me, that was abuse. My first time getting fingered was excellent. I mean, it was terrible and awkward as fuck, but it was excellent.


Of course, it’s not always that simple, and it is an arduous and at times harrowing process to shift my mindset, but words have power and if it wasn’t consensual, you’re not having it any more. You’ve had enough of me already. You’re not having my first times. Or second times. None of them. And you’re not having the poetry.


My first attempt at intercourse was nice. It did not hurt, as rightly it should not, no matter the horrendous narrative about first time pain being some sort of marker of purity. I lost nothing except a sandal. The second time was better. The fifth time was my favourite with him. I have since had much nicer sexual experiences than any of that first year, mainly due to knowing my own body better, being less ashamed of pleasure, and actually talking to the human being I am with.


I think this is how most consensual experience works. After practising, and reading more recipes, and becoming more confident, I am now much better at making lasagne than my first few soggy attempts.


The morning after that first time, despite no longer believing in the concept of virginity, I still found myself standing in front of his bathroom mirror searching some sort of solid change – loss – in my appearance; slightly convinced that my friends and family would somehow see the great change in me. It is so difficult to shake beliefs which have been drummed into you since childhood.


Virginity wasn’t a new idea to me that arrived overnight with puberty. It was embedded into my brain from very early on. By the age of five, I had heard the word virgin numerous times; us girls excited to see who would be picked to play the star lead capital-lettered Virgin in the primary school nativity play. I knew, before any other sexual education, before any discussion of touch or consent, that it was virginity which made Mary – this mother – better, special, impossible to mimic. Joseph’s virginity was never mentioned. We didn’t call him Virgin Joseph. Of course we fucking didn’t.


I’m now a fully grown adult, and all around me, the world still reels from the effects of this ephemeral concept; from the continued pressure to lose or not lose this label, to the shame, ostracisation and atrocities that stem from a view of what is pure and what is not; based almost entirely upon the belief in this man-made virgin myth.


For years, I’ve had this concept in the back of my mind because I am utterly fascinated, terrified and bewildered by the way in which it still causes so much worry, wonder, war. These poems are all the wavering and wanderings my mind has done thinking about the power of this soft, six-letter word.


I began thinking about who gains from this pervasive shame. Who gets a thrill from it. What atrocities are we being distracted from as we obsess over how much sexual experience somebody may or may not have had. I began imagining a virgin-less world. No, not a world where there are no people who’ve not had intercourse, just a world where that concept is gone and we are allowed to choose for ourselves what our most transformative experiences have been. I began thinking of all the other related obsessions we have with newness and first times and untouched and single-use and throwaway and damaged. I started to think of my grandparents’ house, which had two living rooms, one of which we were rarely allowed to go in; a room saved perfectly neat and new in case the vicar came to visit, their wedding china still on display in the cupboard, saved untouched for special occasions that never came; and how I now use this crockery every day for my dinner. I wonder whether they’d be pleased, relieved or raging at me for that.


I so often think what love could be, growing up: mind, bodies, pleasure, sex, all of it, how gorgeous, if it was all anchored around consent, and joy. Leave the kids the fuck alone to go on the swings. Give teenagers the knowledge they need, and leave them to love amongst themselves; you have no right to the vulnerabilities of their youth. Stop shaming fully consenting adults for loving in ways someone at some point has deemed unsuitable. Help victims of abuse without blaming and shaming. Help more people feel comfortable seeking help. And stop castigating yourself over an invented concept.


Once you’re done with this book, feel free to pass it on to someone else. Feel free to scribble in it, underline bits you like or don’t; decorate it with your thoughts. Write a poem on an empty page or in the margins. That’s where most of my poems begin. In other people’s books. Feel free to make the paper pages ripple because you’ve read it in the bath and accidentally dropped it in the water. Dry it in the sun.


If it’s borrowed from the library, ignore the above, but thank you. I love libraries and I love you for supporting them.


However you read it, I hope you enjoy some of the poems. Mainly, they are love poems.









CHAPTER ONE


Making Myths: From Apple Trees to Jump Humping


A penis is not powerful enough


to change a woman’s worth


via simple insertion


– DR LAURIE MINTZ


Myths which are believed in tend to become true
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