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To my Ayeeyo (grandmother): you were and will always be my world. Thank you for always standing up for me and allowing me the freedoms that made me the woman I am today.

I miss you.




Introduction: Fannying About


‘For all the feminist progress made, there is still a shocking amount of disdain for women’s anatomy when it is not firm, tucked, primped and waxed.’

– Jessica Valenti



Remember that scene in Mean Girls when the girls in the school hall are pushed to share issues they are having with other female students, and one girl announces, ‘Someone wrote in that book that I’m lying about being a virgin ’cause I use super-jumbo tampons, but I can’t help it if I’ve got a heavy flow and a wide-set vagina.’

The censors had a problem with that line. They wanted it cut as Mean Girls was aimed at a PG13 audience. Almost the same time, the PG13 Anchorman was released, which included a visual gag in which the lead character, Ron Burgundy, has an obvious erection. And not a semi- or even a standard-sized one but what Christina Applegate describes as a ‘massive’ erection. This scene, however, passed muster. So, no to the wide-set vagina but yes – massive erection! The Mean Girls producers pointed out this inherent sexism and their line went through.

I’ve always wondered if what really offended the censors wasn’t just the word ‘vagina’ but the idea of a wide-set one? If the character had said, ‘Someone said I’m lying about being a virgin because I use super-jumbo tampons on my hoo-hoo,’ would the line have passed?

But then it’s always been like that. For centuries, women have known little about or been banned from understanding how this part of their body works. They have either whispered tiny bits of fanny information or, like my relatives, spoken in code. Everything to do with ‘down there’ is spoken of in whispers and shrouded in secrecy and shame. A deeply religious family might not even mention the mechanics of getting your first period, so it arrives like a terrible shock.

We’ve been afraid to ask questions about what goes into our fannies and/or comes out for fear of being thought rude or sinful. We’ve been reliably informed that during certain times of the month we are ‘unclean’. Over thousands of years, holy men have expressed fear and (usually) downright disgust at our fannies. Only very recently, in 1998, was the full anatomy of the clitoris, that seat of pure pleasure, even discovered (by Australian urologist Helen O’Connell).

Why so late? Hmmm. Could it have anything to do with the fact that the clit has no reproductive function and is a primary source of female sexual pleasure?

Millions of women and girls, myself included, have been subjected to FGM to ‘control’ our sexuality and make us fit for marriage. And yet women and girls, the owners of this body part which inspires such fear, terror, shame and pleasure, have had the least to say and share about it. Women are regularly encouraged to flagellate themselves over demented standards of physical perfection, the current toxic craze being labiaplasty. Perfectly normal vulvas are being sliced and stitched – or ‘refreshed and rejuvenated’, as the plastic-surgery ads would have us believe – into a ‘Barbie Vagina’, a term coined by Dr Red Alinsod in 2005. Strangely, I haven’t heard of any men requesting a ‘Ken’.

This is a book which hopes to redress that imbalance.

I’ve spent most of the last five years of my life fannying about. I don’t mean that I’ve wasted the last half a decade but that I’ve worked damn hard to raise awareness of the practice of FGM by talking to politicians, the media – in fact, anyone who will listen – about my other half, aka fanny. I call mine a fanny but there is a whole multicoloured canvas of words for the fanny, some coy, some silly, some very rude indeed. How about:

Foof, fanjo, lady garden, muff, minge, down there, pink hole of Calcutta, twat, vajayjay, pussy, Cupid’s warehouse, Minnie, Privy Council (brings new meaning to Elizabeth I calling for her Privy Council), growler, the vortex, vulva, cunt and vagina.

I just prefer ‘fanny’ when talking in a formal setting. I will talk later in this book about the relationship I have with ‘Asha’, but for now let’s just say my fanny and I have been busy over the last few years.

I can almost feel the heat from your face as you read this. It’s not very British to talk about fannies, it’s not very polite; in fact, it’s downright rude. But more than 50 per cent of the world population has one and it is the one thing that links us wherever we live, whatever our culture; all women have a relationship with their vagina and we all go through key experiences.

In 2011, when I first talked about my experience of FGM, I knew I was one of 140 million women globally who had been cut. But I also knew I was one of billions who had a vagina and, from talking to women, I learned that this amazing hole held so many deep and different stories. I have been known to object, on account of the many incredible stories I have heard, when men are called ‘cunts’. The cunt, the female hole, is full of depth and warmth, and that is what many of those people who are called cunts lack.

There is an incredible power in sharing stories. I feel sorry for men sometimes; I mean, it’s mostly due to how they are raised and social pressure, but they can work next to someone for forty years and not know where they live. And when they talk about sex it’s almost impossible for them to reveal any kind of vulnerability. But within fifteen minutes of meeting each other, women will be discussing what brand of tampon they use. Years ago, when Freud was thundering on about vaginal orgasms, I imagine two women having a whispered conversation:

‘I’ve never had a vaginal orgasm,’ says one, and the other woman says, ‘Phew – me neither. My husband thinks I’m frigid.’ A pause. ‘Hmm, maybe he’s just really bad in bed? Have you tried stroking that little nub of flesh that won’t be fully understood until 1998?’ Of course, this is the very quantum leap I take to a situation where I am the one organizing a movement for ‘orgasm equality’, maybe called ‘Oh boy’.

Women have always shared more intimate details than men. One man meeting his girlfriend’s friends for the first time admitted to being far more scared than when he met her parents. Why? ‘Because her friends know everything.’

This book aims to collect stories of women’s experience of being a woman: their first period, their first sexual experience of pleasure, their search for that pleasure, their pregnancies – the reality of it all, as well as everything in between and the menopause. Yes, that final star-trek … Women and girls globally inhabit extremes, from a woman in the White House or a palace to the Syrian refugee in a white tent. Their lives could not be any more different, but when their period comes, when they experience their first orgasm, their first pregnancy, or the menopause, they are, in some way, equal. Maybe unaware, maybe scared, but changed for ever.

We’ve had the vagina monologues; now it is time to start the vagina dialogues. Sharing stories and experiences with women and girls, having conversations, is what this book is all about. Because when it comes to the fanny there is no such thing as over-sharing. Trust me on that. I have written a whole book about it. I have also seen my openness lead to the tangible reality that by 2030 seventy million girls will be saved from FGM.
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1. Periods


‘Precisely what menstruation is is not yet very well known.’

– G. Stanley Hall, psychologist

‘Over half the world menstruates at one time or another, but you’d never know it. Isn’t that strange?’

– Margaret Cho, comedian



Across the world, it’s said that, at any given time, 334 million women and girls are on their periods. While that sounds like a scarlet party, the reality is that each and every one has a different experience, from Chelsea Clinton and the Duchess of Sussex to a girl from Central Africa. So, we know there will be differences, but every girl and woman has had a first period. Periods are the great equalizer. It doesn’t matter whether you’re in the White House or looking through the flaps of a refugee tent, if you start menstruating unexpectedly, it’s messy and embarrassing. Period.

In this chapter I will be talking to women from across the world about their first period and what it meant to them. I really wanted to talk about how bloody it was, because we’re led to believe it’s all about blood, but what I found was how personal it can be. How those first drops change both the women’s lives and their world. From the girl in Kenya whose period was the sign of womanhood and therefore the end of innocence to my over-organized friend from Finland whose period came in neat ice cubes. This chapter will investigate that very first period. Because, while we all knew it would come, some of us longed for its arrival while many others dreaded it. Some of us, I know, never got it, and those women and girls are also part of this book, just not this chapter. The arrival of blood and what that means is the basis of this chapter, as it changed my life and many of the women I met along the way.

I can’t remember now if it was the summer holidays or a Saturday, but I started my period at home in the afternoon aged fourteen, on a warm day. I remember screaming my head off and thinking, I am going to die, even though the woman from The Always Puberty Education Programme had come into our school in Year 8 to tell us all about periods, to explain how we could all be our most unstoppable self and, presumably, also dedicated buyers of Always products. In the session, she gave us a pad and a tampon each (were we meant to use both?) and told us to put them in a special pencil case with a pair of knickers for when we started because you never know when your ovaries are going to surprise you into womanhood. What she didn’t do was illustrate how well the tampon or pad held the mysterious blue liquid we saw on the telly ads. Neither did she explain how we’d probably have an overwhelming compulsion to go waterskiing, skydiving and rollerblading, as we also saw in the telly ads. So I was all prepared. I knew exactly what to do. All my period had to do was start at school.

Of course, it started at home. A kind of metaphor for its general intransigence.

If I were fourteen today and starting my period, I’m sure I would give it an Instagram account (Nimko Ali’s Scarlet Valley, anyone?), but in 1996 I just screamed, ‘Mum, I’m dying!’ It wasn’t painful; it was just the bright scarlet colour that freaked me out. It wasn’t red like the red of the EU passport we’ve lost. That would be too deep, like the pain from Brexit I still feel; it was more a London bus red. Shocking enough to take your breath away but also interesting enough to have a closer look. We’ve all done that, haven’t we? Peered at the tampon or our gruesome underwear. We want to see it, touch it, maybe even have an experimental sniff. It comes out of us, so maybe it’s a tad yucky but that also makes it okay. It’s part of us.

But instead of reaching for my special pencil case I had to use Mum’s mega mattress-pads. Not only did they make me walk like a sumo wrestler, they shifted around in my knickers and rustled like chip paper. That night, I lay in bed feeling achy and pissed off with everyone, but particularly that bloody Always woman. Your most unstoppable self, my arse.

I know I keep going on about this, but I felt sort of hoodwinked by my own body. In Year 6 (the last year of primary school), my friend Jamie got her period, or what Miss called ‘the Change’. The Change?! Wasn’t this something I’d heard old women over thirty muttering about? I was even more confused. Our class was then asked to be nice to Jamie and told she would not be doing gym that week. The jammy minx! To my ten-year-old brain, this meant that all I had to do to miss hated gymnastics was to get the Change, whatever that was.

Another reason that led me to think that my first period would start at school came in Year 8 as I sat in English class. My best friend, who had never missed a day of school, wasn’t at the bus stop as usual that morning. There were no iPhones or Facebook back then, so I had no idea what was going on with her. But as I sat in the English classroom I saw her walk in through the school gates. I was so relieved to see her but I couldn’t figure out why she was so late. Lunchtime seemed hours away and, as we read Of Mice and Men, I made up a million reasons for her lateness in my head. Had she had a doctor’s appointment? No, she would have told me. Had someone died? Unlikely, as she wouldn’t have come in at all if that had been the case. Maybe – no, it couldn’t be – maybe Jason from Take That had replied to her fan letter and declared his undying love, leaving me with the piano player? That was it. I was so wrapped up in this scenario that when the teacher asked me the name of the character who looks after Lennie, I replied, ‘Gary Barlow.’

Finally, over lunch she confided that she’d got her first period. I was eager to find out if she’d used her special pencil case, but apparently not. She had gone home to get changed and her mum had some pads stored and ready. I didn’t see what was so great about starting your period, but I tried to show enthusiasm. ‘Did they have wings?’ I asked. ‘Yeah,’ she said, an old hand already, ‘but Joanna said I should try tampons next time, as the pads always end up halfway up her back.’ I told her not to listen to Joanna, seeing as she gelled her fringe to her face and therefore knew nothing about the complexities of being a woman. (Harsh, but I did not like Joanna, who I refused to call Jo, because we were never going to be cool like that. She was just one of those people who never understood boundaries, not at lunchtime, when she would take stuff off your tray, not in class, when she would ask you silly questions as you focused, and now, it seemed, not when it came to your best mate and giving her advice. I mean, who does that?)

When I started my period, apart from the horror of thinking I was dying, I remember the call my mum made to my grandmother. ‘Nimko has started her period!’ she yelled down the phone with great pride. My grandmother only lived around the corner, and so she came running. Before I knew it she was hurrying up the stairs to my room, where I lay on my deathbed like Camille (yeah, I am milking it). Gran wafted in, smelling sweetly of the familiar creams and perfume only she could mix, and kissed my forehead. As she gently smoothed my hair out of my face, I remember feeling at ease and thinking maybe this time I wasn’t going to die. That feeling was very short-lived, as the dread of imminent death was replaced with embarrassment. Within what seemed minutes of my grandmother finding out that my ovaries had kicked into action, she was planning a celebration feast. I wasn’t sure what exactly we were celebrating, whether it was my ‘dying’ or the blood leaking via Mum’s mattress-pads on to my knickers, but my grandmother had ordered a whole half a lamb and was planning to invite the entire extended family to celebrate my becoming a woman.

I said nothing. Instead, as I did for the next ten years or so when I was on or due, I played the melodramatic bitch. Looking at my family as they ate and talked, it seemed odd we were celebrating (and celebrate we did) but that no one really knew why. My little brothers and sister were just excited to get some fizzy drinks. I was excited about the lamb, but I had no idea why my bleeding was such a cause for extravagant celebration in the first place, as no one apart from my mother and gran knew I had started my periods.

Periods, like FGM, seemed to be an unspoken rite of passage with the women in my family. It was expected, we would all have it, but we would never speak about it openly. In that moment I learned that this bloody thing was something not to be discussed. We all knew, we all accepted it, but no one had the words to talk about it.

As I sat, mattress-pad still rustling, and ate the feast, I noticed a glance pass between my mother and my grandmother. Not until many years later did I realize that it was one of relief – maybe they had thought that, because of the FGM, I might never have a period, or something might go wrong. But now, I’m sure, they assumed I had, in their eyes, become a woman. I stress in their eyes, as Britney’s ‘I’m Not a Girl, Not Yet a Woman’ still sums me up fifteen years later.

I’m not sure about you, but since my first period so much has changed. When I started bleeding, the mere idea of a tampon filled me with horror, but a decade and a half later, here I am, boiling a mooncup to ram up my fanny. The mooncup is what we should all be using – it’s healthy, cheaper and more environmentally friendly in the long run. But the thing about the mooncup is you must be proper in touch with your fanny; you need to love getting right up there with your fingers and not mind getting blood on them. Think about that time you were drunk and woke up wondering if you took the tampon out before you put another one in? That moment you had a good fumble up there for a stray string? Well, that’s the kind of fanny intimacy (fantamacy?) you will need in order to use a mooncup. But here’s the most brilliant thing about the mooncup – once it’s up your fanny properly you won’t feel it, and it forms a seal so there is no leakage, regardless of how heavy your periods are. It really is the super injunction of sanitary products – no leaks ever. There can be, however, a slight splatter matter if you’re having a heavy period and need to change your mooncup in a public toilet. Just make sure you are sitting right down, insert your fingers and ease that mooncup out with a shclooop. The blood in the mooncup will splash round the inside of the toilet bowl, so don’t stand up suddenly. When you glance down you’ll see your hand has gone a bit Lady Macbeth. This is where hand wipes are your saviour.

You will also need to boil the mooncup for a few hours before first using it. This is fun because you then also have the moral dilemma of whether to buy a new pot to cook your mooncup in or not. Or watch guiltily as your partner blithely heats up milk for coffee in the same pot you use to boil your mooncup <insert terrible joke about a splattiato>.

As I write this, I’m on a flight to Australia, on my period, which these days doesn’t seem to last for three days and then just stop, like in those halcyon teenage years when my period was merely a red dribble. My period always rears its bloody head at the worst moments, but by the end it’s meant to be a tired dribble of old brown gunge, not a Stephen King Carrie-style bloodbath.

I’ve since learned that female cabin-crew members regularly cope with erratic periods because of the multiple time zones messing up their circadian rhythm. And that an abrupt drop in air pressure when you’re on day five can cause a sudden heavy flow, so here I am, asking a member of the cabin crew for a pad.

I’m okay asking for pads, tampons or whatever right now in my life, whereas my teenage self would be dying of embarrassment. My fanny (Asha) and I have nothing to be ashamed of, but what I’m not okay about is that here, on this flight, there was no emergency pad stocked somewhere if they were not in the loos. I looked around three toilets like someone who had lost the phone that was in her back pocket. We all know that crazy search full of panic and the feeling of It has to be here, it has to be! Well, that was me when I found myself bleeding like it was day two days after my period was due to finish. When I had given up on finding pads and rejected the idea of using paper towels I asked the perfectly dressed woman at the back of the flight and I was shocked that she had to go into her own bag to get me a pad. She was either also on her period, or waiting for it, so why didn’t they just have a supply in the loo? I mean, there must be over forty women on this flight right now on their periods or about to start their period. WTF?!! What are you supposed to do if your period arrives and there isn’t a compassionate cabin-crew member on board? Stuff your pants with toilet paper or leak on to the seats, that’s what. I would want to do the latter, but that would be cutting off my nose to spite my face, as it would mean sitting there in my blood till I got to Oz. Yup, bleeding down there while travelling down under.

But maybe if a few more women leaked on planes the airlines might have to provide more pads and tampons onboard. The seats might be fire resistant, but I doubt if they’re blood resistant too. They say they carry a ‘limited supply’. Where? Certainly not in the airline toilet. And why a ‘limited supply’ when they seem to have an ‘unlimited supply’ of booze? When you have a period emergency in an airport, it usually means rushing to the nearest tampon vending machine to read the ‘Not in Use’ sign on it.

Wouldn’t it be great if you started your period mid-flight or had the day-five womb gush from the pressure drop and were confident enough to ask for help over the tannoy? ‘Ladies and gentlemen, my name is Nimko, and I need a really big … tampon.’

My period life has been full of many ups, downs and WTF moments. The WTF moments, like any of us, have been the why did you not tell me you were coming? and the most embarrassing of these was just a few months ago when I was on a UK government weekend trip in the country. I was staying in what I would imagine the room of a not so important royal would look like. Full of art and sheets as old as time but still super posh. I had no idea I was due, but maybe due to stress, there it was, all over the expensive and I am sure can-never-be-replaced sheets belonging to Her Majesty’s Government. Had this happened even five years ago I would have freaked and tried to hide all evidence of my womanhood, but I did not. I removed the sheets and left them on the floor, and when I came back that afternoon from a high-level meeting I had new sheets. I know the women and maybe even the men at reception knew what had happened – maybe even the British Foreign Secretary knew – but who cared beyond the first WTF of waking up in a bloody sheet.

An up moment was when I worked out that I could get a week off Ramadan while I was on my period. I say a week as, from the moment you start your period, until you wash from head to toe, you would be and are deemed unclean and, as such, you are unable to fast. Of course, I was not on my period for a week when I found this out but what I read in the small print of the Quran was that if, for example, I had nail polish on when I had a purifying wash, it did not count. I stretched it out because it made me feel normal in a world where finding a common ground with those around me was difficult. As a teenager, I really embraced those periods during Ramadan – it meant I could eat with my friends at lunchtime, I could go out to the shop at break and go over to hang with my friends after school. I never felt guilty then, but writing this, I do, and maybe when I bled for ten days non-fucking-stop when I had the coil fitted, I was being punished. I hated my period during those ten days and I was happy to have my ovaries removed and be done with this shit. I wish I could ask someone like Michelle Obama to over-share her period story. Imagine if she had to send the Secret Service out to get her some tampons during a tense meeting in the Situation Room. Her code name was Renaissance, so the Secret Service guy would be in the drugstore on his walkie-talkie: ‘Affirmative. Target seen next to the boxes of panty liners. One box of tampons with applicator?’ ‘Negative – Renaissance wants the ones that expand width-ways to fit you better.’ Or if Michelle had the Talk about periods with Sasha or Malia in the Oval Office. I would totally do that; talking periods in the Oval Office – fucking amazing. Me nodding sympathetically while Michelle confides that all that flying on Air Force One messes up her cycle … Sorry, I was daydreaming.

Currently, women’s healthcare is being decided by a group of rich white men, and when I say ‘decided’, I mean ‘destroyed’. These Republican saviours of morality are also vehemently anti-abortion (unless their mistress gets pregnant). Remember that 2017 photo of Trump surrounded by his gurning cronies, all busily proposing to slash women’s healthcare? Women make up 51 per cent of the population and there were zero per cent of them in that room.

As we speak, 334 million women are on their period, and some of them have been kind enough to share their first-period stories with me. What’s it like to start your period as a refugee, miles from anything familiar? Or, when nobody tells you what a normal period is, how do you know when you have severe endometriosis? How do you cope when your ovaries kick in on a snowy mountain? Or when your bowels go into overdrive along with your ovaries? And how does a homeless woman deal with her period? Most of the time, she has to decide between eating and bleeding.

Zay


‘In that dark, cold concrete courtyard, my blood dropped like the tears from my eyes.’



We left Syria three years ago, when I was eleven.

If I had known we would be travelling for so long with nowhere to call home, I would not have chosen my jeans and Hello Kitty jumper as the main things to pack. I loved Hello Kitty, and I still hope someday to go to Japan and buy as many Hello Kitty things as possible. It’s not so much the stuff as what Hello Kitty represents to me – joy, friendship … freedom.

We left in the family car with my mother, father and little brother. My mother said we could both take a little bag, and my brother took toys and sweets. We really thought we would only be away for a few weeks. We drove for hours, then we moved on to a bus and then a boat. The boat was the scariest thing until the day I woke up covered in blood. We had been in Greece for two days after weeks of travelling. I had been in pain for days, but I thought it was something I ate or just fear. I prayed every night with my mum, to take the fear and pain away, because she had hurt her back carrying my brother while my father carried me when I could not walk any further.

Then one night I woke up screaming. I thought I had been shot. That was always my fear – people were getting shot in Syria, it was why we left. My mother, who was sleeping next to me, jumped up to see what was going on. She saw the blood, and there was shock on her face, but not horror. Looking back now, I guess she knew what it was. So, she wrapped the sheet we were sleeping under over me and stood me up. We were in a big room, along with other families, and she did not want to attract attention. We rushed out of the room and into the courtyard. I did not say a word – I was just shaking. It was cold, but I think it was the fear that made me shake. There was a tap in the yard where the men washed their feet and got ready to pray. Behind this tap, while holding the sheet up, my mother started to wash away the blood. She wiped me down with the nightdress I was wearing, and as she did she explained that everything was okay, and Allah had chosen that night for me to become a woman. My mother had known this day was coming but hoped it would be when we got to Germany, where we were heading. I was not hurt, she said, it was just my body moving from one stage to another. My mother is a softly spoken woman, and her words always make everything better. But she could not make that better. In that dark, cold concrete courtyard, my blood dropped like the tears from my eyes. My mother was also crying, but I said nothing. It was all so painful in so many ways. We had nothing, I was aching, and she must have felt so hopeless.

She left me for a moment to pop back into the room where we were sleeping and returned with some underwear and a sanitary towel. The underwear was hers, so she tied it on one side, but there was still space between the pad and my private parts, so there was a lot of leakage when I went back to sleep. In the morning, I could look for my own knickers, but I had to keep the same pad. My mum had only brought a few sanitary towels with her and there was no way of getting any more. Just like with the rice, milk and bread, we had to be careful with the pads Mum had. I tried to stick to the one a day, but there was a lot of blood and it got uncomfortable. Mum sacrificed herself for me; she was also still having her periods, so she gave me the ones that she needed for herself. I took them like a child, having no idea what I was doing and assuming everything was about me. I took them without a second thought. That might have been one of the last childlike things I did.

Children are selfish, which is fine. They don’t know the world is not all about them and, if they have good parents, they are told they are the best and it is all about them. My mother loved me and my brother. Back home, she would say she loved us every day, and if there were any sweets on the table when I came in from school I would take them and eat them, though after my brother was born maybe I would leave him one … maybe … but it was always about me and my brother and our needs. When it came to my mum and dad, they left Syria well before the people you see on TV – they left before it got harder. Not that it wasn’t hard to travel across borders on your period. My mum said she was crying from the cramps while a baby jumped up and down on her back. I had no concept of cramping and there were no painkillers. I had no idea of these things and, when my mum told me I was ‘becoming a woman’, there was no talk about what this meant.

So I had the luxury of pads and Mum had newspaper or one of my brother’s shirts. I saw her washing out blood from the cloth one evening, and it was in that moment I realized that she needed the pads I had been taking. I felt yucky, which I always did for days, even after the period had stopped. Not being able to wash as and when you wanted to, not having real toilets, is disgusting, and you feel it. My first period lasted for five days, and at night it would get on my nightdress. My mother cut up a plastic bag she had been using to keep our feet warm when we walked for hours in the rain. I am not sure if it was hours, as it was three years ago, but it was raining. So, the bags were so important for keeping our mattress dry and keeping what little I had in terms of clothes from getting messed up.

I was lucky, as lucky as I could be in my situation, that I only had two periods before we moved to a site in Greece where we could get some aid and support.

The women from the women’s centre didn’t ask questions like they do when we get food. They just gave us a pack of pads, wipes and some underwear. The underwear was limited, but it was in a box and you just got it if you needed it. It wasn’t the same with sugar; they did limit that, and sometimes you didn’t even get anything.

My mum feels bad about it all. I overheard her talking to my father before we came to settle here and applied for asylum. She said that I was ‘growing up’, which I think he understood, if not the line ‘She is in pain and I have nothing to give her.’ Maybe she should have made that clearer to him. I don’t think my father ever understood that periods can be painful and that a mother seeing her child in pain is a terrible thing. Had we gone to Jordan and not come to the West, when my period started, for my own safety, I would have had to get married. It’s because unmarried girls can be harassed or attacked at school, so families see marriage as something to protect their daughter and their family honour.

Now, though, I am here, as safe as I can be out of Syria, and I can get a painkiller when that sharp pain hits. I can go to bed in the evening with a hot-water bottle and I can also have pads in my own room and not feel bad or have to ask to use them.

I have wanted to ask my mum about her experience but just did not know how to. It is not what people ask, and it is not even something you think about; it just happens and you get on with it. But when I think about it I remember how hard, life-changing and different it all was, so maybe it is not something that just happens.

My mother says she started her period early and it was scary, that no one in the family talked to her about it. Her own mother was too busy having babies and her aunties were married and only spoke to her about the need to address her unruly eyebrows or no one would marry her.

It was finally the older sister of her schoolfriend who told her what a period was and what to do. So my mother planned to be different when she had a daughter, but it was not meant to be, and she said we should not be sad about it all as the Lord sends things our way to test us.

‘Tea?’

That is where our conversation ended. I had opened a door into their relationship, which I am sure was always there but was now shaped and located in a different place. I could only see that as looking at Zay and her mother I saw me and my mother. So far from what we both knew, so young and yet to find a way to express ourselves. I hope my conversation with them about something so personal allows them to see that they really are one and as they grow as they will into these women so different from all those who came before them they find strength in the difference. For me and my mother the unsaid words built walls – even at times if they were just paper thin – they were strong enough to stop us from finding the relationship we have today. A relationship based on love, respect and acceptance of our difference. I will never be the daughter my mother wanted but that is not a failure and today we both accept that. Blood and its role in our lives is deeper than we think. In that room there was so much love, so much unsaid, but so much to come in the next few years, just like the many periods of her life.

From taboo to hang-gliding

I thought that maybe Zay’s first period might have been less frightening if her mother had been able to talk to her about it. But speaking in euphemisms, about ‘becoming a woman’, or just leaving it as a bloody great shock to their daughter, is not uncommon among women, even those who don’t have the excuse of fleeing a war-torn country with their baby on their back. The very word ‘taboo’ comes from the Polynesian word tapua, which means both ‘sacred’ and ‘menstruation’. In the West, period taboos seep through our culture in different ways. In 2016, a fitness centre in Georgia, USA, put up a notice asking women on their periods not to use the pool.

Apparently, chlorine gets rid of sweat and urine, but a few drops of menstrual blood is a bio-hazard? Tampons aimed at young girls are often covered in what resemble sweetie wrappers, presumably to prevent the horror of your peers realizing you have bodily functions.

Adverts are the leveller, and shame is slowly being chipped away. In 2017, Bodyform showed an advert featuring red liquid on a sanitary towel. And, amazingly, the world didn’t end. Maybe the next step would be to show women groaning and hugging a hot-water bottle instead of going hang-gliding.

Yasmin


‘And I could have ended up being married to someone who would make me live where I had to wash a cloth by the river and live in a village where I had to hide that I was on my period.’



I got married six months after I started my period. I remember that still to this day, even though I now feel differently about my husband and the marriage.

It started on 12 April, a week before my fifteenth birthday. I was in the middle

















Slouchers and blocked toilets



Tasia
















No, I’m not ‘uncomfortable’, I’m ‘in pain’



Aime

















Shit happens


Fosia













Mother Nature is a smirking bitch



Em


















‘A swarm of bees, if looked upon by her, will die immediately’






Becky
















The ‘luxury’ of sanitary products



	– Bingo

	– Jaffa Cakes

	– Kangaroo meat

	– Herbal tea

	– Chickpeas
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