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Dedication

For Sal, Loz, and Nadia—Team Tits. The wind beneath

my bingo wings. Except bingo wings don’t exist.

See chapter 5.
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Prologue

September 2010

I AM IN THE SPARE ROOM, WHICH DOUBLES AS MY OFFICE, AND I HAVE just finished my day’s work. Typing the last full stop with a flourish, I light a cigarette, and lean back in my chair. Today is the day I finished writing How to Be a Woman, and I am exhausted—but jubilant. Like a salmon that’s just spawned a super-chunky hardback through its mental vent.

I have tried to put every conceivable female wisdom into a single, 220-page volume—spanning the entirety of a straight, white, working-class woman’s experience in a mere 89,000 words. I have thoroughly chronicled the most difficult years of a woman’s life: thirteen to thirty. The painful years of constructing yourself. The messy, panicky, scared, brave years, where you have to invent—and then reinvent—yourself, over and over, until you finally find peace in the bones you’re in.

Those are the dark decades, I muse. Thank God that once a woman gets to thirty, she knows the worst bit is over! She is strong in herself, and ready to enjoy the next epoch. I am ready to enjoy the next epoch! This is the beginning of my true, real, great life—right now!

By way of celebration, I try to blow a smoke ring. I fail. Oh well—plenty of time to practice in the coming, empty weeks! Now I’ve achieved perfection! I’m going to have time for all kinds of amazing hobbies!

There is a small commotion behind me.

“Oh my GOD—press save! You’re making me anxious. Why would you finish a document and not press save? Do you not remember how much work you’ve lost over the years?”

I turn around—and there, sitting on the bed, is what I would describe as an “elderly” woman in a leopard-print coat, with messy hair, regarding me with a sigh. I stare.

“Nanna?” I say, eventually.

For it appears to be—my nan. But wearing Doc Martens boots. My Doc Martens boots. Why is my dead grandmother here, dressed like an aging indie kid? Is her ghost having a breakdown in Heaven? Whoever she is, she seems preternaturally peeved by my reaction.

“Nanna?” “Nanna?” You cheeky cow—it’s me. You. I’m you. From the future. “Nanna?” Jesus Christ, I’m only forty-fucking-four.

I look again. Oh God—it is me. Me—but much more grays Future Me is looking at me like she’s expecting me to freak out—but, obviously, I’m not going to give her the satisfaction. We’ve all seen all the Back to the Futures. We all know how this stuff works. I’m going to act cool.

“Oh, yeah,” I shrug. “You are me. From the future. Sweet. Fag?”

I offer her a cigarette, politely.

“No,” she says, primly. “I’ve given up. It’s so bad for you, and it really starts hurting once you get to thirty-eight. It’s a disgusting habit.”

“Suit yourself.”

I drag on my fag. She hesitates for a minute—and then reaches over for the packet.

“I still have the odd one here or there, though. At parties. They don’t count.”

She lights it up. We both exhale together.

“So,” I say, looking at her. Yeah—it does look like me. Her hair’s shorter. She’s got two gray streaks in it. Her adult acne, I note, is still present—suggesting the new serum I bought only the other week is a fucking liar. And her nose—her nose seems bigger than my nose. How has that happened?

“It keeps growing all your life,” we say, in synchronization. And then, still in sync: “Like Granddad’s.”

We both sigh.

“So, I presume you’re here because of some cataclysmic future event, which you’ve come to warn me of?” I say, casually, pressing save, in case losing this document is the future cataclysmic event. If it is, this is the worst Terminator-inspired plot ever. It’s all backed up on my external hard drive, for a start.

“No, not really,” she says. “I’m here for a laugh.”

“What?”

“Well, things are a bit . . . lively, in 2020, and I could do with a lighthearted giggle, so I’ve come to bask in a more . . . innocent me.”

She reclines on the bed. There’s an odd cracking sound.

“That’s my back,” she says, still prone. “Well, my back and my pelvis. You won’t believe what happens to them as you get into your forties.”

“What have you done to my back?!” I ask. “I need that!”

“Oh, the back’s nothing,” she says, sitting up again with a series of ooof sounds. “Look at this.”

She points to her neck. There’s something hanging off it.

“A wattle. Our wattle. Touch it.”

I tentatively wobble the stalactite of loose skin, like a turkey’s neck, with my finger. It keeps swaying for a good ten seconds after I finish. I wince. She tuts at me.

“I’ve grown to kind of love it, to be honest,” she says. “I wobble it on difficult days. It’s like an enjoyable stress toy.”

Now I’m near her, I look at her more closely. Yes, she has a wattle, and seems programmed to endlessly complain—but she still looks pretty fresh and cheerful. Why?

“Botox, mate,” she says, reclining again. “Sorry—I’m just going to stay here for a bit. I am knackered.”

“Botox! You have Botox! But—you can’t! It’s not feminist! I’ve just written a whole chapter on why it’s a betrayal of every value I have!”

I gesture to my laptop.

“Yeah,” she says, dragging on her fag. “That’s one of the reasons I’ve come back for a laugh. It’s really funny,” she says, beginning to giggle. “It’s really funny how you think you’ve got everything figured out. You think”—and here, she becomes hysterical—“you think you’ve done the hard bit, don’t you? You’re thirty-four, with two small kids and you think—HAAAAA!—that you know everything.”

By now, she’s coughing and wheezing. I can see why she’s tried to cut down on the fags—her lungs sound like bagpipes.

“Well, I kind of think I do,” I say, briskly. “Let me remind you—I have just gone through adolescence and my twenties, beset by bullshit on all sides, which I have nobly battled, and eventually triumphed over. Periods, pubic hair, masturbation, losing my virginity, battling an eating disorder, discovering feminism, living through an abusive relationship, shunning an expensive wedding, taking Ecstasy, having an incredibly painful first birth, and a perfect second one. I’ve had an abortion, I’ve been to a sex club with Lady Gaga, discovered what true love is, confronted sexism, worked out my position on pornography, raised my children into strong and capable people, and, finally, found some jeans that fit—Whistles Barrel Leg, fifty-nine pounds. I’m thirty-four, and I know that all the statistics say that this—this is about to be the best period of my life. Not an actual period period. No. An era. I’m about to enter the Era of Supremacy, because I am a grown-ass feminist woman who’s worked out all my shit and is mere weeks away from my proper life beginning: one where I will be confident and elegant—like Gillian Anderson in everything—at the height of my attractiveness, with a capsule wardrobe, and probably going on walking holidays where I do emotional oil paintings of the best fells I’ve scaled.”

She stares at me.

“I’ve done all the hard stuff,” I reiterate. “I know how to be a woman. This is where it all gets good.”

There’s a pause—and then she comes over and hugs me.

“Mate,” she says, with impossible tenderness. “Mate, mate, mate.”

“What?” I say, face muffled in her bosom. She’s wearing a cashmere jumper. “Things can’t be that bad in the future! Cashmere is a luxury fabric! In the future, am I—am I a millionaire?”

“No. Thirty-nine pounds ninety-nine, Uniqlo,” she says, still crushing my face into her tits. “Look. It’s great you’re optimistic. I love that energy. Keep it coming! It’s just—it’s just that, ‘being a woman’ isn’t enough for the next part of your life.”

“What? What do you mean?”

“Well, you’re just about to enter middle age, bab. Your previous problems were all problems with yourself. Young woman problems. But when you enter middle age, you’ll know you’re middle aged, because all your problems are . . . other people’s problems.”

“I don’t get you.”

“A sorted, middle-aged woman isn’t just a woman, anymore. You have to become—more than ‘a woman.’”

She squats down in front of me and takes my hands in hers. She makes another oooof sound.

“Just stretching my glutes,” she explains. “Look, obviously I can’t be specific, because, like, time will explode, but your thirties, forties, and fifties—that’s when you start dealing with real Big Woman Shit. That’s when all your friends start divorcing. It’s when you and your partner’s careers clash with each other. It’s when sex becomes almost impossible. It’s when your parents suddenly get old and need caring for. It’s when, God help you, your kids become teenagers.”

“But surely that’s the easy bit! I can’t wait! They can make their own breakfast! I’m going to be free!”

“Haven’t you just written 20,000 words on how fucking awful your teenage years were?”

I nod.

“Imagine being your parents.”

My heart stops for a minute. Oh.

“Mate, you’re just about to become the Fourth Emergency Service,” she continues. “Your life’s about to become a call center for people who are exploding.”

She mimes being the operator on a switchboard: “Hello? Caller One? You’re my mom, you live two hundred miles away, and you’ve fallen down some stairs? Oh my God, I’m so sorry! Hang on—I’m going to have to put you on hold; I’ve got another call coming through. Caller Two—how can I help you? You’re my best friend, and you’ve just seen your husband getting off with the babysitter in Starbucks? Get in a cab and come straight over here—I’m quickly going to talk to Caller Three. Caller Three—CALM DOWN! You’re my teenage daughter, and you’ve just realized you’re not beautiful, and your life is meaningless? OH GOD.”

She mimes putting the phone down again.

“You know your husband?”

My heart leaps.

“IN THE FUTURE, IS IT MARK RUFFALO? OH MY GOD—I KNEW IT!!!”

She puts her hand up, to cancel my spiraling hope: “No. No—it’s still the same one.”

We look at each other.

“Ah. Well, I suppose that’s . . . good.”

“You know how when you’re trying to get someone in customer service to e.g., mend your telly, for example, and they keep fobbing you off with some arse called Simon or Dev, who just fucks it up even more? And your husband always says—”

“He always says, ‘You need to keep asking to be transferred until you get put through to a middle-aged Scottish woman called Janet—because she’s always the one who goes, Ach, what a pickle. I’ll sort this out in two minutes.’ And—she does!”

“Yes. The Janet Theory.”

“The Janet Theory.”

“Yes. Well.”

She points at me.

“You’re Janet, now. You’re the Janet in everyone’s lives. If anything’s going to get sorted out, you’re the one who’s going to have to do it. No more messy nights out, or voyages of self-discovery. You are about to be required to hold the fabric of society together. For no pay. That’s what being a middle-aged woman is.”

We fall into a silence. There’s a lot to digest.

“So—no fell-walking holidays or oil paintings, then?” I ask, sadly.

“No.”

I can’t deny it—it’s a bit of a downer. I’ve met my future self, and she’s Captain Buzzkill. I instinctively massage my neck, to relieve my stress. Ah, yes—I can see where that wattle will form. It’s already starting to yield. I can see how it will be a comfort, in the years to come.

“Still,” I say, brightening. “The good news is you’re now doubtless about to give me some manner of enchanted amulet, or crucial spell—the one that got you through those hard times.”

For the first time, Future Me looks shifty.

“Er, no.”

“Well—how did you get through those hard times?”

Future Me looks even more shifty. I feel the first stirrings of panic.

“Hang on—you have got through this bad bit, haven’t you? You’ve come back to see me now because you succeeded in your quest, and everything’s okay again?”

Future Me stands up.

“Well, I must be going—the time machine portal thingy is running out. Just remember, Caitlin—follow your heart!”

She disappears. Now I’m just furious. She knows that I know the answer is never to “follow your heart.” Your heart’s a fucking idiot—it just wants to sit on the sofa and watch Say Yes to the Dress. The true answer is always make a fucking brilliant plan, and then endure with it beyond all normal parameters of exhaustion, until you eventually triumph.

Why is Me lying to me? What should I prepare for? I have so many questions!

There’s another commotion, and Future Me reappears.

“Oh, thank God!” I say. “You’re back! I knew me wouldn’t let me down! Quick! Tell me things! What stocks should I invest in? Should I do neck exercises? Did you even try to marry Mark Ruffalo? TELL ME WHAT I NEED TO PREPARE FOR!!!!!!”

Future Me looks at me, stricken.

“I just came back for these,” she said, taking my fags. “And—and—”

I stare at her. Just one wisdom. Just one.

“And . . . drink as much as you can now—because once you get to forty, you can’t drink anymore. All your enzymes give up, and the hangovers kill you.”

“I CAN’T EVEN DRINK????”

“Bye. And—good luck. I love you. You’re a good kid.”

She fist-bumps me and disappears.

“More than a woman?” I say, disconsolately. “I have to become ‘more than a woman?’ What—two women?”

I hear a voice, calling through the ether: “That would be useful. Because it gets so much fucking worse.”




Epigraph

A human being should be able to change a diaper, plan an invasion, butcher a hog, conn a ship, design a building, write a sonnet, balance accounts, build a wall, set a bone, comfort the dying, take orders, give orders, cooperate, act alone, solve equations, analyze a new problem, pitch manure, program a computer, cook a tasty meal, fight efficiently, die gallantly.

—ROBERT A. HEINLEIN, DESCRIBING THE AVERAGE DAY OF A MIDDLE-AGED WOMAN

Providence has its appointed hour for everything. We cannot command results—we can only strive.

—MAHATMA GANDHI, DESCRIBING IN GREATER AND MORE EFFICIENT DETAIL THE AVERAGE DAY OF A MIDDLE-AGED WOMAN




Chapter One

The Hour of “The List”

7:00 A.M.

Some Years Later

THE ALARM CLOCK GOES OFF. I WAKE.

I am a modern woman, and I do modern things, so I have set the alarm to go off five minutes before the kids’ do. This is so I can spend the first five minutes of every day Being Thankful.

I learned about Being Thankful a couple of years ago, from some experts—a conversation on Facebook—and now I do it every day; like in the way you’re supposed to do yoga every day, but I don’t, because the idea of yoga, perversely, makes me tense.

By way of contrast, Being Thankful is quite relaxing. You simply make sure you’re comfortable—and then mentally list all the things in your life that make you happy. I like lists, and I like being happy, and I’m extremely good at lying down, so it immediately appealed to me. I now do it every day. It’s very satisfying.

Today’s list runs as follows:


	I’m not homeless.

	I’m not ill.

	My family isn’t ill.

	My husband is a pleasant and amusing man.

	I still haven’t been fired.

	Time for coffee!



I get out of bed. I have started to feel a bit stiff in the mornings—but nothing that heartily saying “oooof!” out loud won’t cure.

“Oooof!” I say, tottering over to the toilet. I have a satisfying wee, check the loo roll to see if I’ve started my period—for a woman, toilet paper is by way of a printout, or receipt, of all your internal doings—note that I haven’t, and then pick up my phone; Being Thankful that I have a phone. I want to see what the weather’s going to be today, so I can work out if I need a jumper or not, and then Be Thankful for the invention of “layering.” But, when I look at the screen, I see the last thing I looked at last night: “The List.”

I instantly de-relax. The List is the one constant in my life. In many ways, The List is my life. The List is the eternal note I keep open on my phone—the running totalizer of all the jobs that need doing, but which I haven’t got round to yet. Some of the items have been on there since I got pregnant. My youngest child is now seven. The List is the shadow self of Being Thankful. Being Thankful is about rejoicing in what you are. The List is, essentially, a running apology for what you are not, yet. All middle-aged women have a list like this:


	Blinds for bedroom

	Kids’ passports

	Cut cats’ claws

	Clean gutters

	Tax return

	START RUNNING

	Stick tarpaulin on broken windowsill

	Buy coat hooks

	Moth repellent

	Light bulbs: bathroom, hall, bedroom

	Lino basement

	Caz birthday present

	MEDITATE???

	BOOK HOLIDAY

	PELVIC FLOOR EXERCISES

	Doctor allergies Nancy?

	Pension

	Replace IUD

	Leaky toilet fix

	Broken sink—replace

	Read Das Kapital

	Fleas

	Secondary schools Lizzie?

	Driving lessons

	Yoga????? STRETCHING???? New leggings?????

	INVOICES!

	Order new fucking online banking dongle that actually works

	Cervical smear



THAT’S ONLY THE first page. There are five.

These are all the things that stand between me and a perfect life.

I choose to view this list with what I call “spirited determination”—it is the twenty-first century, so I am grateful this list does not include “agitate for women’s votes,” or “discover radiation, then, ironically, die of it.” I am a grafter who believes in hard work. I know that, unless you are a spirited and beautiful heiress, life is, essentially, a to-do list, which begins with “escape this vagina,” and ends with “escape this Earth”—and so there’s no point in moaning about it. However onerous The List might seem, it will, eventually, set me free—for I am one five-page list away from becoming a happy, accomplished woman with a perfect house, exemplary accounts, excellent capsule wardrobe, well-brought-up family, fabulous job, and a pelvic floor so redoubtable, every trampoline will fear me.

I decide to give a moment of thankfulness for The List. I refuse to see the list as a burden. No. The List is my guide to life. All I need to do is carefully apportion each hour of the day to a specific task, in order to maximize my productivity—and then I reckon I will have ticked everything off it by, say, 2020. I’ll have definitely done it by 2020. And then my real life can, finally, begin. I can buy a trampoline!

I PUT ON my bathrobe—which has never been washed. It has face-mask crust on the neck. I must wash this bathrobe! I put “wash bathrobe” on The List—and go downstairs.

Because I am married to a good and amusing man who is also an early riser, Pete is downstairs, getting the kids ready.

The kitchen is very bright. Very bright. This is because I have a hangover, which I haven’t mentioned so far, as it’s entirely my fault, and I am being brave and noble.

“How was last night?” Pete asks, cheerfully, putting cereal on the table for the kids. Because they are now nine and seven, we don’t need to put plastic sheeting on the floor anymore. That’s one job off The List!

“Oh, very good. We got a lot of important work done,” I say, discreetly palming two Berocca tablets into a glass, and filling it with water.

The “important work” was me and three siblings sitting on my patio until 4 a.m., discussing the impending divorce of our parents. Things are escalatingly grim between them, and it can only end one way. This conversation was deemed to be “gin work.” For reasons I can’t quite remember now, it involved, around 11 p.m., me standing on a chair and crying as I sang “Everything’s Alright” from Jesus Christ Superstar. However much I tried, no one else would join in with me.

“Yeah—I saw you ‘working’ on Twitter,” Pete says.

I don’t remember posting anything on Twitter. I look on my phone and scroll down my timeline.

Oh. That’s interesting. At midnight, I appear to have posted a picture of my bare feet, with a Jacob’s Cream Cracker wedged between each toe. I see this ostensibly lighthearted piece of drunken tomfoolery has gathered, so far, two rape threats and someone calling my feet “unfuckable.” My feet.

Whilst buttering toast for the kids—in order to establish, through a selfless action, that I am not drunk now, and am a good person, underneath it all—I ring my sister, Caz.

“Hey hey. Dude, why did you let me go on Twitter and post a picture of my bare feet with a Jacob’s Cream Cracker between each toe?” I ask her.

“We spent half an hour trying to stop you,” she replies. “You were obdurate. Then you fell over. You feeling that this morning?”

I touch the bump on the back of my head. Ah, yes. I remember now. That cupboard took a hell of a wallop on the way down. I look out onto the patio. It’s covered in empty glasses and bottles. In the center of the table is Nancy’s special Little Mermaid plate. It is heaped with cigarette butts. I close the blinds, so she won’t see it.

“Mom! How do you clean shoes?”

Lizzie has put her sneakers on the table. They used to be white—but they are now caked in mud. The laces look like oomska filth-snakes. I stare at them. Christ—they look how the inside of my head feels.

“I’ll do them later, bab. Wear something else today.”

“I don’t have anything else! My feet have grown! You said you’d get me new shoes!”

Ah, yes. Yesterday’s shoe-buying expedition that got canceled, when we had to flea bomb the house. It all seemed to be going so well until the cat—who sneaked back into the house through an open window—inhaled the flea bomb, went “all weird,” and started acting like a Vietnam veteran who’d taken too much acid. We had to take her to the vet—they put her in a cage overnight, to “come down.” That was £100. Jesus. We could have bought six new cats for that. Better ones. Betty very much views my herb garden as a luxuriously scented litter box.

I start cleaning the shoes. Then I realize the sponge I’m cleaning them with is covered in lamb fat and is making the issue much, much worse. I get the shoe cleaning tin out of the cupboard, and google “cleaning white sneakers.”

“So, Cate—you remember what the final conclusion of last night’s meeting was?” Caz asks, tentatively, still on the phone.

Following the instructions of a man on YouTube, I start scrubbing the sneakers with my special shoe brush. Why are the most popular shoes for children and young adults white sneakers? Why would we invent a system of clothing whereby the item that comes constantly into contact with the ground is generally made of white fabric? It’s entirely impractical—the worst possible outcome, footwear-wise. This is a con by capitalism to make us buy new white sneakers every four months.

“Last night,” Caz says, on the phone, slightly more urgently. “You do remember what you said last night? It was a brave conclusion, man—but we’re all behind you.”

There are few things more terrifying than someone praising you for being “brave.” Caz once called a haircut of mine—where I’d tried to get a black bob, like one of the Corrs—“brave.” I simply wore a hat for the next three months.

“What did I say?” I ask.

Pete is pointing at the kitchen clock. It’s time for the kids to go. I hand Lizzie her half-scrubbed, damp sneakers.

“Sit near a radiator,” I say, kindly, as she puts them on, and squelches off to the bus. Nancy follows her. I wave goodbye, distractedly.

“We talked it over,” Caz continues, “and we all agreed that, while the parents are divorcing, Andrew can’t live with them. It’s disrupting his A-Level revision. So, you said he’d move in with you.”

“I said that?” I ask, faintly.

“‘I’m already parent to two children—a third will be easy!’ you said,” Caz recalls. “‘It will be cool to have a brother in the house! The more Morans, the merrier!’”

“I said that to you?” I ask, sitting down. Pete is looking at me, mouthing, What’s happening?

“No—you said that to him. You rang Andrew and told him he has to move in with you. ‘Fuck the parents’ bullshit,’ you said. ‘You have a haven of peace in our house. Come live in our spare room.’ Then you fell over.”

“We don’t have a spare room!” I cry.

“I think you meant the loft,” Caz says.

The loft! The one perfect thing in my life? The room with all my Ordnance Survey maps of Wales pinned on the wall, and the complete works of Sue Townsend on the shelves, and where—most importantly—I can lock the door, and smoke out of the VELUX window?

“Andrew was super happy,” Caz says. “He said, ‘Finally—I can get my nieces into Red Dwarf. It’s going to be smegging awesome!’”

I sit, staring at the table. I notice Nancy has left her packed lunch. I’ll have to go and drop it off. I strongly dislike going to the kids’ school. As a working mother, I rarely go, and people can be so judgmental. There’s always one mom at the gates, beaming, “Oh! We haven’t seen you here for a while! Is everything okay?”

Last time one of them said that, I replied, “They’ve let me out on electronic tag!” but her humor was very weak, and she didn’t appreciate it. She never spoke to me again. So, in a way—result!

I stare at the bloody lunch box. Oh, God. My teenage brother Andrew, living with us. I haven’t even asked Pete! Or the girls! We really should have had a family meeting about this—one without gin.

I start quietly singing “Everything’s Alright” from Jesus Christ Superstar, for comfort.

“Ah. You’re remembering now,” Caz says, then hangs up.

The phone rings again. It’s Andrew.

“Hey, roommate,” he says. “You’re a pal. I’m all packed. I’ll be over around lunchtime?”

A second call is coming through. I see it’s from the vet. Fuck! We forgot to pick up the cat! Two nights now! Another one hundred pounds. I hate that cat.

Enraged, I do my pelvic floor exercises. Then I realize I’m just clenching my bum, give in, have a fag, and order some moth repellent online.

I will tick something off The List today! I will be triumphant! I WILL END TODAY THANKFUL. THESE ARE THE BEST YEARS OF MY LIFE.




Chapter Two

The Hour of Married Sex

8:00 A.M.

PETE STANDS BY THE WINDOW.

“Wait for it; wait for it,” he says, watching the kids at the bus stop.

I hover tensely in the doorway.

“Aaaaaaand—they’re on the bus!” he says. Still watching the departing bus, he takes his trousers off. It’s on.

With the children gone, it’s time to start the day with a vital part of our to-do list: the Maintenance Shag.

My friend Sali came up with the concept of the Maintenance Shag—it’s the shag middle-aged people have to schedule because they’re so busy, and have such small children, that if it wasn’t written on the calendar using a special, childproof code (ours is “wocka wocka wocka!” in tribute to Fozzie Bear), it might not happen for months, possibly years. One is still free, of course, to have spontaneous, carefree sex as and when one wishes, but the Maintenance Shag is there just to keep the wheels of commerce oiled, as it were. I think every person in a long-term relationship knows the feeling when it’s been so long since you’ve done it that the whole concept seems like some madly improbable dream you once had—like being Barack Obama, or suddenly flying, or being Barack Obama and flying.

As we’re both freelancers, we can schedule the Maintenance Shag for Fridays at 8 a.m.—as soon as the kids have left for school. We have learned to wait until we have visual confirmation that they’re actually on the bus after the Incident of 2009, wherein someone returning for their net ball kit heard the screamed injunction, “DON’T COME IN THE KITCHEN—WE’RE TRYING TO CATCH A RAT!,” and possibly had their sex education put back five years.

I run upstairs, to “prepare” myself. In the early days of our courtship, my “preparation” would have included washing, leg shaving, toothbrushing, flossing, the application of hold-up stockings, and the lighting of mood-enhancing candles. We might start with an hour of fruity chat, and then gradually slide into a long, languorous sheet-tangling hump lasting many, many hours—with seconds, and then pudding for all.

Fifteen years later, and my preparation entails swilling a blob of Colgate around my mouth, then spitting it out, taking off my pajamas, and fluffing up my pubes so they look a bit less like an old coir doormat, and a bit more like, well, a new coir doormat. I then shout, “COME ON, SEXY—LET’S DO IT! BEFORE THE WINDOW CLEANER COMES!”

Pete runs up the stairs, trouserless, taking off his T-shirt, and stands by the bed.

“So—the delicate dance of seduction begins,” he says.

IN A MARRIAGE, it’s vital to keep the sexual spark going. Every source agrees on this—from Good Housekeeping to an overly frank Uber driver I had once. It acts as a memory bridge to why you got together in the first place—two giddy, young people who once fell in love. For, in almost every respect, those two people will have now disappeared, and what was once forged by the power of your white-hot sexual attraction, now continues on the basis of your ability to remind each other to do vital tasks (“Have you swabbed the cat’s stitches?”) in the least accusatory way possible.

Segueing into this problem is the way female sexuality works. Although there will always be notable exceptions (e.g., The Legendary Spontaneous Pret A Manger Toilet Shag of 2007) by and large, women take a bit longer to get in the mood for sex than men. We have to establish a bit of a vibe, get some kind of scenario going—which is difficult to weave into the everyday schedule of bullshit.

There are ways to do it, of course. Sending each other erotic texts, DMs, or emails during the day is highly recommended by sex therapists. “Spend all day turning up the heat on your libido, until you can’t wait to rip each other’s clothes off,” they say.

That’s because sex therapists love recommending absolutely insane balls—for who of us, in the modern age, does not have a text or email account that duplicates itself to another, forgotten, device? Sending a saucy mid-afternoon belfie can all too easily lead to a Dora the Explorer–seeking child picking up an iPad, asking, “Mommy—why did you send Daddy a picture of two hams pressed together?”

And if photos are difficult, words are harder. So much harder. I am a professional writer who discusses the en-rude-inating aspects of life more than most; but, time and time again, when writing—whether in the pages of The Times, or in a quick pre-pumping text to my husband—I find that when I try to describe something I am thinking, feeling, or wanting, sexually, that I tumble into a void. A silence. I reach out for the word, or phrase—and there is nothing there. Female sexuality has a stunted, almost empty, lexicon.

Let us take, for instance, sexual arousal. Enhornening. The key aspects of female sexual arousal are (1) swelling of the vulva and (2) the production of lubrication. The mirroring aspects in male sexual arousal are (1) the swelling of the penis and (2) ejaculation. OH MY GOD LOOK AT HOW MANY RUDE WORDS THERE ARE IN THOSE TWO SENTENCES.

Consider, for a moment, the ripe lexicon that exists for these male phenomena—a stroll through the vibrant linguistic joy of human inventiveness. Boner, lob-on, schwing, “Kong has awoken,” tumescence, morning glory, hard-on, bonk-on.

Words for ejaculate, meanwhile, triumphantly splatter all over the face of language: spunk, baby gravy, man custard, cum, spaff. You could spend all day recalling synonyms for all the stiffies, and the jizz.

By way of contrast, let us turn to the ladies. How do we talk about getting sexually aroused? What words or phrases do we have? There’s “wide-on”—“Looking at this picture of the young Beastie Boys is giving me a wide-on”—but I’m not sure I’m down with a synonym that makes me sound like I’ve got a massive, gaping fanny. I don’t want something that conjures images of a double garage door swinging open, revealing an admirable storage facility. It doesn’t sound like something to take pride in—the way “raging hard-on” does. Vaginal capaciousness is only a boasting matter if you’re in a room full of women all in the final stages of birth, and you can shout out “Guys, turns out, my vadge is so roomy! I don’t want to boast, but I think I’ve got the biggest vadge here! Fuck you all! This kid’s barely touching the sides! This is gonna be a cinch! I’m gonna sneeze it out!” And they all jealously applaud you.

But in every other situation, we’re supposed to pretend our fannies are so sprightly and tight that we regularly cut off the circulation in our gynecologist’s hands. It’s supposed to be like a mousetrap down there. A clenched fist of sex-joy. “I can’t get the lid off this jam jar! Hang on—let me stick it up my wedge. Plenty of traction up there. It’s grippy!”

So, “wide-on”—no. I don’t feel like that’s empowering me. It doesn’t make me swagger. Wide-on . . . doesn’t give me a wide-on. I don’t feel like I’m conjuring up an unrefusable offer if I text “I am so WIDE right now” to my beloved.

What else do we have? I’ve got a friend who says, “He makes my fanny fizzy”—which vividly describes the disruption in one’s pants one can experience when, e.g., watching the bit in Blade Runner when Harrison Ford puts his finger in his mouth. “Fanny flutters” is another—the phrase coined in 2019’s Love Island by the unashamedly vadge-touting contestant Maura Higgins, and which so delightfully describes that multistarburst explosion a lady experiences when watching Mark Ruffalo e.g., put on a cardigan, whilst looking delightfully rumpled.

“That butters my crumpet” has a pleasing air—one imagines this is the term Miss Marple would use, if she ever met a retired colonel with a twinkle in his eye. And I have a fondness for “lady boner”—why not borrow the words of men? We borrow their shirts and socks. I’m happy to borrow a couple of their sexy words, too.

But it’s not a long-term solution. We need to have dozens of words of our own—invented by us, used by us, to describe us.

Over the years, I’ve had to go off-road in relaying my lady horniness to either (a) friends, during a conversation about someone hot, or (b) to my lovers, so they might know they need to turn off a BBC4 documentary on Talking Heads right now, as they are needed in my basement.

“Call coming through on line Phwoaaaargh,” has been useful; as has, for lovers of the right generation, “Bagpuss is waking up.” I also like “Come into my secret volcano base (by which I mean my vagina).”

Sometimes, I just cut to the chase—I point to my genitals, scream, and say, “Something’s happening! Quick! Help me! With sex!”

But it continues to be a difficult area. Linguistically, I mean. My actual “area” is very straight-forward. It operates on a strict “one in, one out” policy, and its opening times are 7 a.m. to 10 p.m. After that, it ignores all rings on the doorbell, relaxes with a slim volume of improving poetry, lights off by 11 p.m.

HOWEVER, THE LEXICON of female arousal is bountiful compared to the dictionary of female lubrication. Because there are no other words for vaginal lubrication save “vaginal lubrication”—which is simply half a sentence describing it, rather than a handy word we could all use. I am willing to bet no woman on Earth has ever said, erotically, “Feel my bounteous vaginal lubrication,” whilst swanning around in a negligee, feeling ace. I just don’t think that’s ever happened. It couldn’t. It’s scientifically impossible.

“I’m so wet,” is the nearest we get—but it does carry with it the faint inference you might simply have sat on something damp; or, indeed, done a little wee. Also, whilst men saying “I am so hard” is a powerful, positive thing—outside the bedroom, “He’s a hard man” is said admiringly—when someone outside the bedroom is described as “wet,” we are usually referring to either Ross from Friends in “Pathetic Mode” or a Conservative MP from the 1980s, opposed to Margaret Thatcher’s more radical policies. If your vadge has just become dry as a desert whilst reading that last sentence, you are not alone. “Wet” makes me sandy.

As for “moist”—well, in 2017, it was voted the most hated word in the world. There are just two colloquial descriptors for vaginal lubrication, and half of them have been voted the most hated word in the world. That is a massive kick in the vadge—but, also, understandable, as “moist” just isn’t a sexy word. If I think of a “moist vulva”—and I am obviously biting down on a wooden spoon in mortification at this phrase—it conjures up an image of, frankly, mildew. Mildew on a shower curtain. Or else, a vadge that’s just a bit sweaty—like a ham, in Saran wrap, in the fridge. Consequently, a coital event in which either participant uses the word “moist” is a guaranteed disaster. “Moist” is a boner-killing, vadge-closing spell. Within just ten minutes of it being uttered, a couple will find themselves sitting on the edge of the bed, half-dressed, fuckless, and resignedly ordering an Uber. The word moist is a borderline hate crime against the be-vulva’d. “Moist” is the end of all joy.

So, with “wet” and “moist” both out of play, yet again, the horny modern woman has had to embrace the same DIY philosophy as the punk movement, and simply create what she needs, using attitude and, if necessary, spit. If you, or your lover, were raised as Catholics, referring to the moistures of lasciviousness as “The Virgin Mary’s Guilty Tears” might lend a forbidden frisson. Or, if one of you is into mechanics, you could call it your “saucy WD-40.” Fans of The Great British Bake Off could lob in a “This is really greasing my muffin tin,” and if you’re of either a meteorological bent, or a fan of the adult rock group Toto, you could refer to “The rains down in Africa,” whilst playing a punchy little synth stab.

In the years to come, I find things have changed immeasurably. Listening to my now-teenage daughters talking with their friends about who they fancy, it’s clear this is a generation that has created a new vocabulary of female sexuality. Looking at a picture of a party where the male attendees are lackluster, one will sigh, “Man, my eyes have malnutrition. There are no nutrients in that room.” On spotting a single, fetching fellow, another will suddenly yelp, “Oh my God, look at him! I am filling a paddling pool here. Seriously—I can’t walk. I’m going to slip.” And they talk of “thirst” constantly—Bim Adewunmi and Nichole Perkins of the podcast Thirst Aid Kit do sterling work in promoting the tastes of “thirst buckets” and “heaux” in what really turns them on: Timothée Chalamet’s eyelashes, Idris Elba’s arms, Spiderman kissing Mary Jane upside down in the rain, Brad Pitt entering all our lives in Thelma & Louise, and clips of a love-wracked Alan Rickman moaning, “Give me an occupation, or I shall go mad.” As the years go on, the lexicon for female horniness and vulval humidity swells bounteously. To slightly paraphrase Martin Luther King, the arc of the moral universe is long—but does bend toward fruitiness.

HOWEVER, THAT IS of no use to us right now, where, without a ready cache of “James McAvoy as Mr. Tumnus” GIFs, I am finding it hard to concentrate.

I stroke Pete’s face, lovingly—for it’s such a lovely face! What a lovely husband! So perfect—except . . . there’s a blackhead on the side of his nose. Man, it’s a corker.

“Hang on. I’m just gonna get this . . .” I say, going in to squeeze it, whilst squinting. He lies there, patient and noble—like Aslan on the Stone Table, as the White Witch cuts off his mane. We’ve been here before. He knows better than to protest.

“We could . . . leave it for now, and have sex?” he says, reasonably, after a minute, wincing in silent pain. He doesn’t understand I’m grooming him – like monkeys do. This is a vital part of my matng ritual. I can’t have sex with an imperfect nose!

“The water pressure in the bathroom’s really low—I think we might need to bleed the radiators,” I say, chattily, working my thumbnail under the blemish. “And I noticed some moss on the outside of the house, which suggests the gutter might be leaking? Also, the garden center’s doing a flash sale on water butts. Could be good to get one? The two hundred and twenty liter one is only fifty pounds. I like big butts, and I cannot lie.”

Very patiently, Pete takes my hand and says, “Your butt-talk is arousing to me. Shall we—have sex?”

“Yes! Yes! Sorry!” I say, starting to climb on top of him. Then: “Ugh! ARGH! Fuck! Soz—my hip’s playing up a bit. The leg . . . keeps coming . . . out of the socket . . .”

I roll off him and lie next to him, banging the top of my thigh.

“It’ll go back in a minute,” I say, still thumping it. “It’s my fault. I know I should do yoga, and probably some weight lifting—that’s the new thing, isn’t it?—but there’s never time. Once I’ve finished helping Lizzie with this homework project on China, I could start doing yoga in the evening. Oh FUCK! China! Did you get the empty cardboard boxes—to make the Great Wall?”

Pete sighs. We both look at the clock. It’s now 8:27 a.m. Sexy time is slipping away.

“Sorry! I’m going to concentrate now! I’m totally ready to have sex now!”

I stop banging my thigh. I think sexy thoughts. Monkeys on Attenborough. Harrison Ford, frolicking naked in a meadow of long grass. Long grass? Oh! I just remembered! I look at Pete.

“And the lawn mower’s broken!”

THE PROBLEM WITH women living with a permanent to-do list in their head is that . . . it takes a lot to turn it off and commence Cock O’Clock.

Over the years, I’ve been able to compile a list of all the tricks and techniques repeatedly recommended to those in long-term relationships; and I will now review their efficacy and practicality here, thus:


	Role-play. Pros: It allows you to have sex with hundreds of people, all of whom are your partner.
Perhaps it’s 1898, and you are the proprietor of a cake shop, whilst your husband is the village doctor, come to cure you of “hysteria in your pants.” Or maybe he’s a sensitive sailor on shore leave, and you’re the strumpet with a heart of gold, about to give him the time of his life. Who does not want to take part in a sexual story of their own writing? How could this go wrong?

Cons: In practice, unless you happen to be married to one of Britain’s great character actors—Paddy Considine, say, or Jared Harris—suggesting role-play is likely to be an agony you will never forget. Your average forty-five-year-old’s ability to convincingly play, without rehearsal or script, a “hot pirate” is likely to be quite low.

The role you will end up playing, then, after half an hour of self-conscious Scottish accents and hat-wearing, is that of a frustrated Hollywood director, saying, “Let me tell you a bit about Captain Sexington’s backstory. I think it would help give you more range,” whilst your husband sadly detumesces, and daydreams about becoming a member of Equity, so he can make a complaint about hostile working conditions.

Role-play really puts the “amateur” into “amateur dramatics.” If you find it embarrassing watching the school’s sixth-form play—they forget their lines! They look so mortified!—then sexual role-play is just as mortifying, but with the added horror of everyone involved being naked. It’s essentially an anxiety dream, guest-starring a hopeful penis. And that penis will be disappointed.



	Tantric breathwork. Pros: A much more expansive, intense, nay spiritual sexual experience than the average ten minutes of poking on the sofa.
Cons: Lengthy. Very difficult for asthmatics. Also: A great deal of deep breathing is apt to inadvertently come out sounding like . . . a tetchy sigh.



	Sex toys. Pros: A rapidly vibrating item is never a bad idea; and there’s a device for every preference: I once found a vibrator that looked like the cute robot Twiki from Buck Rogers, and it was one of the best days of my life.
Cons: When it comes down to it, these are now just more bloody possessions that need dusting, and batteries.



	BDSM. Pros: The odd riding crop flick across the flanks; a bit of old-fashioned spanking? All a smashing idea.
Cons: Until you realize how badly soundproofed your house is, and hear a child outside your door, going, “Mommy—why do you keep . . . clapping?”



	Anal. Pros: It’s intense. However pressing your to-do list is, you will almost certainly forget it when someone has wedged something the size of a Pret tuna baguette up your arse, then starts hammering away for the jackpot.
Cons: For someone of my age, anal feels a bit . . . I want to say nineties? I associate it with alcoholic lemonade, Wayne’s World, and AllSaints. Things that everyone was into then, but that would seem a bit . . . weird if you were still into them now.

As the years have gone by, I have come to regard anal a bit like doing a wheelie. Really, it’s a pastime for your teens and early twenties—when you have nothing to lose and are laissez-faire about the potential for having an accident and really hurting your arse.

Then you get a bit older, and realize it’s just much more comfortable and efficient to pop both wheels down and ride the bike properly instead. Not least because, that way, stuff doesn’t fall out of your basket.

And yes, that is a metaphor—for, by the very nature of the beast, it is impossible to do anal without, at some point, thinking about, worrying about, or indeed encountering, “something falling out of your basket,” i.e., a poo. Anal sex is, I’m afraid, an unavoidably poo-centric activity. This is because the mechanics could be summed up by changing a few key lyrics from a Bob Dylan song, so that it isn’t “Knockin’ on Heaven’s Door,” but “Knockin’ on the Place Where All the Poo Is.”

Given this, I find it generally takes the enthusiasm and sheer brio of a younger woman to ignore the undeniable poo problem that comes with anal sex, and just carry on regardless. In a way, you still have to be an incorrigible romantic to be into anal. You have to be able to be really carried away by the moment. “Up the bum” is strictly for romance novels.

There are ways, of course, to minimize the poo problem—you can time your meals carefully, and/or have an enema, to make sure the way is clear—but, really, once you reach this stage, you are less “someone with a bumhole,” and more “someone who is basically a full-time zookeeper for their bumhole’s mad schedule of digestion and sex,” and it can be hard to juggle the care of such a high-maintenance anus alongside children, work, and Poldark. Absently eat a hot cross bun at 3 p.m. on a sex day, and suddenly you’ve either got to pop a hose up your bum or cancel the whole shebang. Hole shebang. It all starts to become a bit . . . adminy. This is why, now, I have, essentially, put a sign on my bum that says “THANK YOU TO ALL OUR FAITHFUL CUSTOMERS OVER THE YEARS—BUT MY ARSE iS NOW CLOSED.”

In recent years, I’ve noticed a reassuring trend for eschewing these more effortful and performative elements of sex—the post-Fifty Shades of Grey torture rooms and all-night anal discos—in favor of celebrating chilled, reliable vanilla sex, instead. In Broad City, the category of pornography Ilana loves the most is “Men with Average-Sized Penises.” This celebration of normal, everyday sex gives me joy. It also, let’s face it, makes sex more likely. In your life, the majority of your sexings will be Basic Shags with Average Penises. Learn to love that and, as Mary Poppins says, “SNAP! The job’s a game!”

Hey, look—don’t get me wrong. I am totally supportive of everyone’s kinks.
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