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There’s no need to keep searching any more.




You are safe and you are home.




Breathe – fully. And let your body feel at ease.






Introduction

I’m lying on the floor in a small room in north London, made comfortable with cushions and a basic white sheet. I had planned to come here for weeks, and before I arrived, I was nervous; I didn’t know what to expect. Now, I’m completely naked, and a woman who I’ve just met is sitting between my legs with her index finger inside my vagina. I feel strangely peaceful, nourished and cared for. In fact, for the first time while doing something so intimate, I feel completely safe. I even briefly fall asleep with the stranger’s finger still inside me. When I wake, I have newfound clarity. This, I realise, is a pivotal moment in my sexual evolution.

You may be wondering what the fuck I am doing. I don’t blame you – I would have thought the same thing a few years ago. But I have come on quite a journey to reach this place. A place of healing and sexual freedom. Though, before we skip to the finishing line, you should probably know a bit more about the uphill battle it took to get here.

For much of my life, sex and shame have walked hand-in-hand. Growing up, there was a shroud of secrecy around sex; the adults in my life spoke about it only in hushed tones, so I absorbed the idea that it was dirty and needed to be hidden. Sex education at my school was simplified at best and sexist at worst: I learned that the purpose of sex was to get pregnant, and to pleasure a male partner. Enjoying sex, and giving it away freely, was something only ‘bad girls’ did; the kind of women who were desperate, morally questionable and would probably never find a husband. Inevitably, all these formative lessons shaped my understandings of what sex could and should be.

So, I felt shame about having sex in the first place, and what that might mean for my sense of ‘goodness’. I felt shame about sexual experiences that happened to me without my consent, and I blamed myself for my role in them. I felt shame about enjoying pornography. I felt shame about finding it hard to reach orgasm, and shame about wanting to orgasm at all. I felt shame for my fantasies and desires that broke the mould of what I thought I should want. I was deeply ashamed of what my body looked like, and don’t even get me started on how shameful I believed it was to touch myself. Sex and shame became so intertwined that I didn’t even know it was possible to separate them.

Perhaps you have felt this too. Maybe you have been ashamed of what your vulva or nipples look like. Maybe you have felt guilty for mourning your lack of sex after childbirth. Maybe you have internalised shame for fantasising about a woman while having sex with a man. Maybe you have felt embarrassed about wanting sex too much, or for not wanting sex enough. If shame has infiltrated your sexual life in any way, shape or form, then this is the book for you.

According to psychotherapist Charlotte Fox Weber, co-founder of therapists’ collective Examined Life and author of upcoming book What We Want, shame is ‘a sense of deep humiliation and a feeling of being intolerable, unacceptable, disgraceful. Whereas guilt says you did something wrong, shame says you are something wrong.’

These feelings can come from lots of different places, says Charlotte, but they mostly come from our social environment. They come from being told that we shouldn’t do certain things; that we can’t want certain things. They come from having feelings and experiences that sit outside of what we believe is our designated role in society. And unfortunately, when it comes to women and sex, our needs and wants have been suppressed for far too long.

Throughout centuries, women’s role in Western society has been to make babies, raise children and remain obedient to men. We were taught not to rock the boat, not to step outside these parameters created for us. When religious structures reigned supreme, marriage was held up as a sanctity and women were expected to remain ‘pure’ for their husbands. Being sexual outside of marriage was the ultimate sin: your reputation would be tarnished forever, which would lead you into financial ruin and probably even death. Sex was simply a means to an end – social security and raising the next generation. It will shock no one to learn that these same rules didn’t really apply to men, who have always been given a free pass when it comes to shagging. For years, society has sent the clear message that sex geared towards female pleasure is bad. Sex, unless in the ‘safe’ confines of marriage and reproduction, is not something ‘good girls’ do. If you want to get ahead in life, you’d better keep your desires hidden and your labia tucked firmly away.

I know this all sounds like the stuff of a Shakespeare play or a Dickens novel. Of course, we do live in a much more permissive, open society now – and women are no longer confined to such strict roles. But this mentality has trickled down through generations. Deep-held beliefs don’t disappear that easily, no matter how hard we try. And we can’t ignore the fact that these mindsets remain as strong as ever in many parts of the world. In some countries, Female Genital Mutilation (FGM) is an ongoing practice, which can involve women having the external part of their clitoris (the most sensitive sexual organ on a female body) removed.

Not only is this a disgusting way of denying women pleasure, it’s incredibly dangerous, and thousands of women die from the practice every year. Elsewhere, ‘honour killings’ (otherwise known as ‘shame killings’) are common practice, where women can be murdered for deviating from social norms, whether that’s having sex outside of marriage or being a lesbian. It’s deeply shocking – but even in the most progressive societies (like where I am in the UK), we’re still infected with misogynistic, patriarchal ideas that police women’s freedom and desires. It can be more insidious, like in the ways we insinuate a successful woman ‘slept her way to the top’, and the way the media treats women who have had multiple relationships, from Taylor Swift to Meghan Markle. You can deny it all you want, but I think there’s still an underlying expectation that women should be pure, good and clean. We’re supposed to keep everyone happy and deny any focus on ourselves. Enjoying sex – the ultimate primal, pleasure-driven act – seems incompatible with womanhood.

It’s unsurprising, then, that so many of us have gone through life with warped ideas about sex. We’ve been led to believe that sex is just something we have to ‘do’ in order to pleasure a partner, and that men should be front and centre of any sexual experience. We’ve been taught that sex is transactional and characterised by power imbalances. As a result, so many of us have gone through our sexual lives having un-explorative or routine sex just because we think we should – rather than what actually makes us feel good. And far, far too many of us have spent our lives battling hatred for our bodies, suppressing shame that we aren’t the ‘right’ kind of woman, having sex in the ‘right’ kind of way. I know I experienced all this. I was unable to understand, embrace and explore the full extent of my sexual being. I didn’t know I was allowed to. Now, though, I know I’m not only allowed, but entitled to that. And I hope this book will act as your permission slip, so you can free yourself from the shackles of shame and embrace the beautiful, sexual being you were always destined to be.

If you follow me on social media, under the guise of Style Me Sunday, you might already know that I talk freely about body confidence, sex positivity and healing. My social media is a space of complete vulnerability, honesty and giving the middle finger to the parts of life that don’t serve us. I don’t hold back when it comes to exposing myself (physically and emotionally) and this book will be no exception. I’m more than willing to lay myself bare.

When we talk about sex, our conversations about it often feel sanitised and surface-level. We end up talking around sex, not really about it. But I want to do some real talk. Let’s get into the topics that really mean something in our sexual lives: trauma; masturbation; faking it; motherhood – the lot. I’ve noticed in the past few years that we’ve begun to open up about sex (TV shows like I May Destroy You and Sex Education are partly to thank for that) but I still think there’s a reticence to really go there, to tell the truth about our experiences.

That’s why I wanted to write this book. It’s a memoir about the role sex has played in my life, and how I’ve managed to gradually shed its partner-in-crime – shame – along the way. Each chapter will cover a different element of my journey, from a traumatic event that happened on an idyllic beach as a child, to my first confusing and disappointing sexual experiences with older men, to my better-late-than-never adventures in wanking, right through to having children, getting married, getting divorced, and discovering – on the floor of a toilet cubicle – new sides to my sexuality that I didn’t know existed. Though this is first and foremost my personal story, I want you to discover a deeper understanding of your sexual self, too – so I’ve included information, expert advice and comments from friends where I think they might be useful. By being as truthful as possible, and not sugar-coating difficult topics, I hope my story will make you feel seen, heard and, hopefully, as you flick through its pages, you’ll notice any feelings of shame falling away. (A big hope, I know, but I’m nothing if not optimistic).

This book has been a long time coming. I have visualised it for many years, but I haven’t been able to write it until now. I had to dig really deep and confront a lot of wounds in order to get the words out. It contains details of sexual trauma, heartbreak, and is a peek through the window to the darkest depths of my soul. It’s amusing and titillating (I hope) in parts, but deeply painful in others. Please do handle it gently and lightly, especially if you have sensitivities around these topics. I would especially recommend treading with caution around the first chapter (trauma) as this contains details of sexual assault, and chapter two (virginity) could be uncomfortable reading too, as I describe a sexual relationship I had when I was only 13 years old.

I also want to mention that I use the words ‘woman’ and ‘women’ throughout this book when talking about my personal experiences because this is how I define myself, and also when I talk about the historical role of biological females in society. I know that not everyone identifies with the sex they were assigned at birth, and I know that this has a unique set of challenges when it comes to sex and shame. In fact, I’m certain that anyone who sits outside society’s ideal of cis, white, heterosexual and male experiences some level of shame when it comes to sex. Although I can’t speak about this from a place of experience, I hope that if you don’t fit neatly into gender and sexuality binaries, you will still feel welcome here.

When I had that conversation with psychotherapist Charlotte Fox Weber about shame, she said something that stuck with me. ‘The most dangerous thing about shame is how it insists on silence,’ she said. ‘It tells us to shut up, which is actually what makes it worse. The best thing we can do is drag shame into the daylight. Whatever it is we are horrified by, we can handle it better if we see it in the light of day. Things are scarier in the dark, and this is especially true of shame.’

So that’s exactly what I want to do with the book – drag a life of sexual shame into the daylight. I hope that my story resonates with you, in one way or another. Perhaps, like mine, your first time having sex was a massive let-down. Maybe you spent your twenties chasing orgasms that just didn’t seem possible. Perhaps you felt like you lost your sexual self after having children, and felt guilty for wanting more. Maybe you have just split up from a long-term partner, and you’re nervous about putting yourself out there all over again. I want you to know that I am with you. We’re in this together. We all have our own unique, beautiful stories, but we are connected in immeasurable ways.

Most of all, I hope that by sharing my own experiences of sexual shame, I might help you to release your own. After all, the only way we can truly break the silence of shame is to use our voices – and I’m about to raise mine.




1

Trauma

Sitting in a chair opposite my therapist, I finally decided to tell her the secret I had carried my whole life. My body felt like it didn’t belong to me – my hands were sweaty and I felt a deep foreboding, like an inert rock in the pit of my stomach. I was 35, but I’d never spoken about what I’d witnessed sober before. Had my mind inflated the incident out of proportion? Had I made it up altogether? Was it reality, or did I just want sympathy? I took a deep breath, and began to describe what had happened.

I was four years old. My mum had taken me on a trip to the Caribbean to stay with my dad’s family. Despite her rocky relationship with my father – who she wasn’t with at the time – Mum believed it was important for me to stay connected to the other side of my family, especially being a mixed-race child. I was very little, so my memories are hazy, but I remember the culture shock of staying with a Caribbean family for the first time, like when I watched my grandfather cut the head off a live chicken in his backyard. Mostly, though, I remember the warm sun on my skin, and the gentle swaying of palm trees.

On one particular day, Mum decided to take me to the beach by herself. She needed a bit of space, I think. Staying with family, especially when they’re not your own, can be a bit (ahem) challenging. It was probably the most idyllic beach you’ve ever seen – the kind with bright white sand that feels like you’re walking on a soft sponge, and sparkling turquoise waters glittering in the sunlight. It was completely deserted, which only added to the beauty. As we splashed around in the water, we marvelled at the tiny little fish circling our feet. After a while, Mum headed back to the beach to sunbathe, and I, not ever wanting to be too far away from her, followed her to play in the sand next to her, collecting pretty shells.

My hands started shaking as I began to recollect the next part. Out of nowhere, a man appeared and started chatting to Mum. He was from the local area and seemed friendly; he told Mum about the best beaches nearby, and she asked him for recommendations. I’m not sure how long they were speaking for, or the exact conversation that led to what happened next, but suddenly we were in the mangroves together, and Mum was screaming as he put his whole body on top of hers. I don’t remember all the details; I can’t picture what he looked like, or how long we were there for, because I have spent most of my life trying to forget. I tried to make myself believe that it didn’t really happen. Yet, when I close my eyes, I can still hear the screaming and crying, and the anger in his voice. I tried to pretend it was a made-up story, part of my overactive imagination. But it did happen.

The man raped my mum, in front of me, while I sat visibly distressed and confused on the sand next to her. Next to them. I can’t have known exactly what was happening at the time, but I could sense my mother’s fear and pain. I must’ve known that he was doing one of the worst things a human could do. When he was finished, he got up and said, ‘If you say anything to anyone, I will find you and kill you.’ He then disappeared into the bush behind us. That picture-perfect beach would reappear in my nightmares for many years to come.

What happened next is increasingly blurry, but my mum recently told me she grabbed me as soon as he was gone, and tried to find a way out. She was traumatised, in shock and disorientated and couldn’t work out where we were, or how to get away. Eventually, we found a road and hailed down the next passing car, who happened to be a lone male. We had no choice; we had to get in. Thankfully he took us to the police station. I remember Mum being exasperated that not much was being done. I don’t think they ever found the man who did that to her. To be honest, I don’t think they cared much. I try not to think about what happened to him; how many other women he hurt, how much more trauma he caused. Mum got an early flight back to the UK on her birthday – she told me it was the best birthday present she ever got. She tried her best to shield me from the trauma we had experienced, and because I was so young, she desperately hoped I would forget what had happened. I think it was a coping mechanism; another layer of trauma thinking about how this incident would affect her daughter was probably too much for her to bear. We hardly ever mentioned it again.

When I told my therapist all this, tears appeared in her eyes, but I was emotionless. I felt like an observer hovering over the situation, seeing it unfold from above. My therapist would later tell me that this is normal – that our brains disconnect us from the traumatic events we experience, as a defence mechanism. She told me that my mum had been groomed; lulled into a false sense of security by a man who seemed genuine and kind. He betrayed both of us. When I thought about that little girl, I couldn’t connect with her. I didn’t know who she was. I didn’t feel sad or sorry for her. In some ways, I felt guilty that I couldn’t protect my mum. Even though I was only four, the guilt stuck like super-strong glue.

That single, terrifying episode had an earthquake-like impact that has reverberated throughout my life. It was the starting block for everything that came afterwards. My introduction to sex was abrupt and violent. Maybe your sexual journey started in a torturous way too. Thankfully, most people don’t have these experiences from such a tender age, but, even so, trauma is an element of many women’s sexual stories that we don’t recognise as much as we should. Traumatic events trickle into all our lives in some way, and especially into how we approach sex.

*

I was born in west London in 1980. Maggie Thatcher was ruling with an iron fist, the economy was in turmoil, and there were near-constant strikes by the trade unions. My parents were barely out of their teens when they both ended up working at the same nightclub in London, trying to get by despite the raised duties on petrol, alcohol and tobacco. They had a whirlwind romance and fell in love hard and fast, and my mum quickly became pregnant. I don’t think either of them were ready to be parents. My father certainly wasn’t.

Mum came from a rigid Irish Catholic family, with a strict and firm-handed father who had served in the British Army, and a quiet, timid mother. They had settled in a seaside town and Mum was her parents’ only living daughter; her disabled older sister had died at the age of seven, before Mum was born, and she had two older brothers. Based on the pictures I have seen, my mum was a beautiful bouncing baby with big dark hair and huge piercing blue eyes – she was the apple of her father’s eye. But their relationship took a turn when she entered her teens and rebelled. She was often referred to as the black sheep in her family, and she ran away aged 17 to work as a secretary in London, posing for glamour magazines in order to make some extra money. Having a baby with a Black man was the icing on the cake for her already disappointed family, who were products of a still very intolerant and racist society. Other than secret letters with her mother, she had no contact with them for the next ten years. So there was a cloud of shame over me before I even reached the birth canal. And this shame has been a theme for me for much of my life.

My early years were tumultuous – not just because of that horrifying incident when I was four. I spent my toddler years in a council flat in Ladbroke Grove, on the 12th floor of the now-iconic Trellick Tower. The flats there now cost upwards of £700,000, but back then, the lifts stank of piss and people would take their lives by jumping off the tower on a fairly regular basis. Sometimes, I wonder whether those lifts still have the same stale scent of beer-infused urine. I don’t think it was exactly the kind of place my mother wanted to bring up her first-born child.

My parents’ relationship was also not doing well. They argued a lot. Mum has never said what went on in those early days of my life, but it must have been bad enough for her to run away in the middle of the night from the man she thought was the love of her life, with a three-year-old – me – in tow. She went on to have a relationship with an abusive man who sold cocaine for a living and stalked her for years after they finally split. She told me she reported him several times to the police but they weren’t interested. His harassment only ceased when Mum saw his picture in the Sun next to a story that described his sentencing to eight years in prison for rape and blackmail.

Mum often recalls how she couldn’t afford a cot, so she used a drawer instead. It did a perfectly good job, she said, until my feet reached one end and my head the other. At one point, while we were in temporary accommodation, she said she came close to giving me up to social services, because she was so desperate for me to escape these dire surroundings. There is so much more to this story, but that’s not my story to tell.

I cannot imagine how awful it was for her, a young mother living in a new city, isolated from her family, with no support, in an incredibly volatile situation. As a mother now, I cannot even contemplate the utter despair and desperation she experienced. She must have felt so lonely and hopeless. I’ve since understood that manipulative men target women like my mum, who are vulnerable and in need of validation and protection. Time and again, she was a victim to the cruelty of men; a cruelty that was – and often still is – societally approved. She came of age in a time where men could be controlling and abusive, and suffer no consequences whatsoever. If we think it’s bad now, it was even worse then. I have so much admiration for my mum, for making it through all of these awful experiences; for surviving, and eventually thriving.

After those rocky early years, our lives did eventually settle down. Mum moved to Wembley, where we stayed for the next 12 years, and she would go on to achieve a monumental amount, including a first-class degree from university while raising three children (my half-sisters, twins born when I was 14 years old). We were incredibly close (especially when there were no awful men around), and it often felt like it was us against the world. But Mum didn’t show her love through displays of affection, kisses and cuddles, and sometimes she could come across as very cold, which I have struggled with for many years, especially since having my own children. I have since been able to understand that she showed her love in other ways. She made sure we always had a roof over our heads and materially I never remember wanting for anything as a child. That is huge considering she was a single parent of a mixed-race child in the eighties/nineties with little to no support. She made many sacrifices to make that happen – many of which I will probably never fully know, but I have an inkling that they were momentous, painful and very brave.

I would only see my dad intermittently throughout my childhood. I would frequently cry myself to sleep at night, questioning why my dad didn’t want to be around me; why he didn’t go out of his way to see me. I wondered what I had done to make myself so unlovable and undeserving of his affection. I dreamed about the conversations I would have when I next saw him; I’d be brave and tell him exactly how his lack of presence affected me. How every birthday was tinged with sadness when no card or phone call materialised. But when I did see him, I’d just be so happy to be in his presence for once that I wouldn’t allow anything out of my mouth that could potentially jeopardise that. His absence left a hole inside my soul, which I would spend my whole life trying to fill.

My mum’s struggles with men led me to try to seek the exact opposite of the dreadful characters I had been surrounded by as a child. I had seen men who were scary, controlling, violent – but thankfully I remained hopeful that there were men out there who could be kind, caring, dependable and hard-working. Much of my mother’s life was dominated by men and, although I wanted mine to be different, I would later find that pattern repeating itself. Except, instead, I would seek protective, safe men to shield me from the harshness of the world. (Spoiler: it didn’t really work. But we’ll get into that later).

*

It wasn’t until I was in my twenties that I started having flashbacks of that day on the beach. I was training to be a midwife, working at a hospital to get my clinical hours. There was student housing near the hospital, and my shifts would often end late, so I’d have to walk down a very dark and isolated route in order to get back to my lodgings. I started having panic attacks. I felt almost paralysed sometimes and would stand outside the hospital, not knowing what to do. I would go back into the hospital and beg a security guard to walk me the five minutes it took to get home – but there wasn’t always someone available. Sometimes, I ran the whole way home and would reach my little box room, panting, shaking and crying. I didn’t know what was wrong with me. My boyfriend at the time was living in another country for work and I would call him in hysterics, as he tried to soothe me through the phone, helpless.

I didn’t know what was happening but my body had certainly been triggered. Being alone and vulnerable night after night had reignited the terror I’d felt that day, when my mum had been rendered completely powerless. Slowly but surely, the memories of what had happened when I was four started flooding back. The perfect white sand. The whisper of the waves. The tranquillity broken by the sound of screams.

I became obsessed with piecing together what had happened. I started trying to research rapes in the country and the year it happened. I was angry, and felt a huge sense of injustice that this man had got away with what he’d done. For a moment, I thought I might be able to find him, but this notion quickly evaporated when I realised I had very little information. I also knew I didn’t have the emotional stability to delve any deeper. And, anyway, what did I think I was going to do when I found him? Still, I didn’t want to bring up my memories with my mum. I didn’t want to cause her any further hurt or heartbreak. So I tried my best to bury those memories deep inside my consciousness and get on with my life.

What I didn’t realise, at the time, was that I wasn’t alone in carrying around this burden of trauma. Most of us have something painful that eats away at us, and rears its head when we least expect it. Often, it can manifest in the way we react to situations. When we struggle to trust. When we’re being ‘irrational’. When we completely shut down and disconnect from our emotions. According to mental health charity Mind, emotional and psychological trauma can refer to the events that leave marks on us, but it can also refer to how we’re affected by our experiences. Everyone processes trauma differently; one person could be deeply traumatised by an event that would pass another by, and vice versa. Trauma is incredibly complicated, which makes it so hard to understand. I know now that I was experiencing something like post-traumatic stress, an affliction I had only ever associated with veterans returning from war. But, actually, it’s a common, normal and even adaptive response to experiencing a traumatic event. And for every one in three people who has had a traumatic experience, this can become even more severe and recurrent, which could lead to a PTSD diagnosis.

An experience of sexual assault, like I had, can deeply impact a person’s life – and especially how they view sex. But there are numerous other traumatic kinds of events that leave their marks in small (and sometimes big) ways too. Take, for example, walking down the street as a young girl. I remember walking in my school uniform and, from as young as seven or eight, being catcalled and wolf-whistled, approached or intimidated. I felt like a gazelle heading into the wilderness, knowing that a tiger or lion could pounce at any minute. Experiencing this from such a young age instilled a sense of fear in me – I would walk with keys between my knuckles and, when I got older, pretend to be on the phone for the duration of my journey. If I saw a man walking towards me, I’d cross the road, while simultaneously imagining the possibility that I could die right there and then.

I know I’m not alone. These formative experiences are almost rites of passage for women. This all became crystal-clear when a woman named Sarah Everard went missing in London in March 2021, when she was walking home from seeing friends. As we all waited with bated breath to find out what happened to her, there was an outpouring of stories from women online – women whose trauma of walking the streets in fear had been reawakened. A few days later, a serving police officer named Wayne Couzens was arrested on suspicion of murder. It felt like every woman’s worst fears had been realised, and we lit candles in her honour.

The fear didn’t come from nowhere – according to a recent YouGov poll for UN Women, 7 out of 10 women had experienced some form of sexual harassment in public, half of all women experienced catcalling, and 37% of women had been groped or faced unwelcome touching. I remember a man once following me on my way home from school, and I had to knock on the door of a stranger’s house to deter him from continuing. And according to that poll, I’m one of a third of all women who have been physically followed. These incidents might seem small, and you could simply say that those men meant no harm, and they would never actually assault a woman. Maybe they aren’t all rapists and killers, but it’s disgusting that there are so many men out there who clearly get a kick out of seeing women afraid; who enjoy using their power in this way. But, to be honest, I think it’s a much bigger, deeper problem: we live in a culture where men are able to get away with predatory behaviour. I truly believe catcalling and street harassment is where it starts, and sexual assault and even murder is where it ends.

But it doesn’t just happen on the streets. In fact, it’s unthinkably common for women to experience sexual trauma at the hands of men they trust and believe they love. Like my mum, almost 1 in 3 women aged 16–59 will experience domestic abuse in their lifetime (according to a report by End Violence Against Women 2020/21). That’s a horrifically high number. And it worsened during the pandemic; according to a BBC report, Refuge recorded an average of 13,162 calls and messages to its National Domestic Abuse helpline every month between April 2020 and February 2021 – up more than 60% on the average number of monthly contacts at the start of 2020. As a result, Refuge made nearly 4,500 referrals to refuges across the country, enabling women to flee abusive partners (although it’s awful to think just how many women weren’t able to escape).

It can feel like women are literally unsafe everywhere. On the streets, in their homes, and in public spaces. I doubt I’d be able to find a woman who doesn’t have a story to tell. I can remember countless occasions throughout my life when I would be chatted up in a bar or club and felt scared, trying to act friendly and not come across as too aggressive with my ‘no’ in case he turned nasty. I remember being pulled upstairs, despite my protestations, into the VIP area of a club by a well-known DJ, only to be saved by me vomiting all over his shoes. I remember men telling me to smile and cheer up, as if the only reason my face exists is to make random losers feel comfortable. I have had my bum slapped and faced angry, offensive comments like ‘you’re ugly anyway’ when I told them I wasn’t interested. This isn’t abnormal. I’m sure most women can’t even pinpoint the specific times this has happened to them, because it’s just so frequent.

Many women simply roll our eyes over these kinds of occurrences, even though the trauma – built up from dealing with this on such a regular basis – can run deep. I know that, throughout my youth, I always believed that the only kind of ‘rape’ was non-consensual penetrative sex, and, even then, there were levels of severity. A woman who was dragged into an alleyway was more of a ‘victim’ than a woman whose boyfriend got on top of her while she was passed out drunk. Most of the time, we were taught that women get themselves into dangerous situations, and they should be held accountable for that.

I think this is probably why I didn’t think I deserved any sympathy when I was sexually assaulted in my teens. I had stayed over at a friend’s house after a night out. There were a few of us there, and I passed out to sleep on the sofa. At some point during the night, I woke up with my friend’s dick in my mouth. And worst of all (in my mind), I didn’t stop it or say no. I didn’t feel able to. I didn’t want to wake the rest of the house up. He had a girlfriend, and I knew her well. I had been drinking and doing drugs that night so I was delirious. Did that actually happen? I couldn’t be sure. But over the next few days, the memory came back to me more and more vividly. When I next saw him, I said I had a vague recollection of something happening. He simply smiled, and said that nothing had. Despite occasionally seeing him over the years, it was never mentioned again.

Sadly, this kind of thing is common too. Not only have I heard too many stories to count, but the statistics show this too: in England and Wales, it’s estimated that over half a million women are raped or sexually assaulted each year. And, terribly, mixed-race women like myself are the most over-represented group within that. We experience over four times the numbers of rapes than white women, and Black women double that of white women. I’m sure this is no coincidence. If rape and sexual assault is born from deep sexism and misogyny, then committing these acts against Black and mixed-race women stems from racism too. It’s a reminder that our bodies, and our sexuality, mean nothing to a lot of men.

Like so many other women, I didn’t want to make a fuss, because I convinced myself it really wasn’t that bad. It wasn’t rape. Was it? Plus, I blamed myself for what happened. I was intoxicated at the time. I didn’t remember the details – like how it started or how long it lasted. I felt like it was my fault because I didn’t object. I felt deeply ashamed of what I believed my role in it had been. This mentality goes some way to explaining why so many women don’t report instances of sexual assault – according
























What I’ve learned about trauma and healing:


	Not talking about your trauma doesn’t make it go away. Find someone who makes you feel safe, and talk to them. It doesn’t have to be a therapist, just a trusted friend or relative who will listen and not judge. But be careful not to offload on someone without their expressed permission, and warn them if the topics could be triggering.

	If you are in a financial position to do so, I’d really recommend seeking therapy. It’s the best way to unpack your traumas and learn how to move through them in a safe way. For more information about how to find a therapist, visit nhs.uk, or mind.org.uk.

	There are some great books you can read to inspire healing. I recommend How to Do the Work by Dr Nicole LePera and A Radical Awakening by Dr Shefali Tsabary.

	As much as trauma can make you turn inward, and feel so alone, there are so many people out there who have experienced something similar and understand exactly how you’re feeling. It might seem scary, but talking about my experiences openly on social media has helped me to find like-minded people who understand what I’ve been through. It really helps.
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