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About the Author

Caitlin Moran became a columnist at The Times at eighteen and has gone on to be named Columnist of the Year six times.

She is the author of many award-winning books and her bestseller How To Be A Woman has been published in 28 countries, and won the British Book Awards’ Book of the Year 2011.

Her first novel, How To Build A Girl, is now a major feature film.

Find out more at her website
www.caitlinmoran.co.uk and follow her on
Twitter @caitlinmoran

Thanks to your help, we’re getting the nation reading!

1 in 6 adults in the UK struggles with reading. Buying this Quick Read could change someone’s life.

For every Quick Read sold, a copy will be donated to someone who finds reading difficult. From mental health to social mobility, reading has a proven positive impact on life’s big challenges. Find out more:

readingagency.org.uk @readingagency

#QuickReads
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Prologue

The Worst Birthday Ever





WOLVERHAMPTON, 5 APRIL 1988

I am running. I am running from The Yobs.

‘Boy!’

‘Gyppo!’

‘Boy!’

I’m running from The Yobs in the playground by our house. I’ve seen nature films like this. I can see what’s happening. I am ‘the weak antelope, apart from the pack’. They are ‘the lions’. They don’t like my ‘look’ – Wellie boots, NHS glasses, and my dad’s coat. I do not look very feminine. Kylie Minogue looks feminine.

‘Pikey!’

The Yobs pause, to throw gravel at me.

‘You bloke! You – bummer!’

Back home, after I’ve finished crying, I write in my diary. Today is also my thirteenth birthday – happy birthday to me! – and I like to be cheerful in my entries.

‘My 13th birthday!!!!’ I write in my diary. ‘Porridge for brekkie, sausage and chips for dinner, baguette for tea. Got £20 all in all. 4 cards and 2 letters. Get green (teenage) ticket from library tomorrow!!!!! Man next door asked us if we wanted some chairs he was throwing out. We said YES!!!!’

I stare at the entry for a minute. I should put everything in, I think. I can’t leave out the bad stuff.

‘Some boys were shouting rude things in the field,’ I write, slowly. ‘It is because their willies are getting big.’

I have read enough to know that sexual desires can often make teenage boys act cruelly towards girls. I also know it wasn’t really desire that made those boys throw gravel at me while I ran up a hill – but I don’t want my diary to pity me. As far as my diary will know, I had the upper hand there. This diary is for glory only.

I stare at the entry. A moment of truth washes over me. Here I am, sharing my bed with a toddler, and wearing my dad’s old thermal underwear as pyjamas. I am thirteen years old, I am 13 stone, I have no money, no friends, and boys throw gravel at me when they see me. It is my birthday, and I went to bed at 7.15 p.m.

I turn to the back page of my diary. This is where I have my ‘long-term’ projects.

For instance, ‘My Bad Points’.

My Bad Points


1)   I eat too much

2)   I don’t exercise

3)   Quick bursts of rage

4)   Losing everything



‘My Bad Points’ were written down on New Year’s Eve. A month later, I have written my progress report:


1)   I no longer eat ginger nuts

2)   Take dog for a walk every day

3)   Trying

4)   Trying



Underneath all these, I draw a line, and write my new list.

By the Time I’m 18


1)   Lose weight

2)   Have good clothes

3)   Have friends

4)   Train dog properly

5)   Ears pierced?



Oh God. I don’t have a clue. I don’t have a clue how I will ever be a woman.

In the thirty-two years since my thirteenth birthday, I have become far more positive about being a woman. To be honest, things picked up a lot when I got some fake ID, a laptop and a nice blouse. But in many ways, there is no worse present to give a child than hormones and a big pair of tits. Had anyone asked me before my birthday, I would have asked for a book token, or maybe a voucher for Topshop, instead.

Becoming a woman felt a bit like becoming famous. Instead of being ignored, a teenage girl is suddenly interesting to others, and gets hit with questions:


What size are you?

Have you done it yet?

Will you have sex with me?

Have you got ID?

Do you want to try a puff of this?

Are you seeing anyone?

Have you got protection?

What’s your ‘signature style’?

Can you walk in heels?

Who are your heroes?

Are you getting a Brazilian?

What porn do you like?

Do you want to get married?

When are you going to have kids?

Are you a feminist?

Were you just flirting with that man?

What do you want to do?

WHO ARE YOU?



All stupid questions to ask of a thirteen-year-old simply because she now needs a bra. They might as well have been asking my dog. I had no idea.

How To Be a Woman is the story of all the times that I got being a woman wrong. I don’t know if we can talk about ‘waves’ of feminism any more – but I think the next wave would be the fifth.

If there is to be a fifth wave of feminism, I hope that women deal with the trouble and bullshit of being a modern woman in a new way. I hope that they don’t shout at it, bottle it up inside them or argue with each other about it. I hope that they simply point at it, and go ‘HA!’, instead.

If there is a fifth wave, then this is my part of it. A book about how I had no idea of how to be a woman.
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Chapter 1

I Start Bleeding! And Become Furry!





I know that women bleed every month, but I did not think it was going to happen to me. I had thought I would just be able to … opt out of it. It doesn’t look that much use, or fun. I am just … not going to bother! I think to myself, cheerfully, as I do my ten sit-ups a night. Captain Moran is opting out!

I had only found out about periods four months ago, anyway. My mother never told us about them – ‘I thought you had picked it all up from Moonlighting,’ she said when I asked her about it. It was only when I found a Lil-Lets leaflet stuffed in the hedge outside our house that I found out what the whole periods deal was.

‘I don’t want to talk about this,’ my sister Caz says, when I try to show the leaflet to her.

‘But have you seen?’ I ask her, sitting on the end of her bed. ‘Look – this is the womb, and this is the vagina, and the Lil-Let expands to fill the … burrow,’ I say. I’ve only skim-read the leaflet. To be honest, it has blown my mind quite badly. ‘And it says it happens every month,’ I say, to Caz.

Caz is now lying, fully dressed, under her duvet, wearing Wellie boots. ‘I want you to go away,’ her voice says, from under the duvet. ‘I am pretending you’re dead. I can’t think of anything I want to do less than talk about periods with you.’

‘I’m going to talk to Mum.’

I track Mum down on the toilet. She’s eight-months pregnant, and holding the sleeping one-year-old Cheryl while trying to do a wee. I sit on the edge of the bath.

‘Mum?’ I say. For some reason, I think I am allowed only one question about periods. One shot at the ‘period chat’.

‘Yes?’ she answers. Even though she is doing a wee and holding a sleeping baby, she is also sorting out a whites wash from the washing basket.

‘You know – my period?’ I whisper.

‘Yes?’ she says.

‘Will it hurt?’ I ask.

Mum thinks for a moment. ‘Yeah,’ she says, in the end. ‘But it’s OK.’

The baby then starts crying, so she never explains why it’s ‘OK’.

Three weeks later, my period starts. It is a deeply gloomy event. It starts in the car on the way to Central Library in town. I have to walk around the Non-Fiction section for half an hour, really hoping it won’t show. Then Dad takes us all home again.

‘My first period started: yuk,’ I write in my diary.

The bag of sanitary towels my mum keeps on the back of the bathroom door has become my business now, too. I feel a sad envy of all my younger siblings who are still ‘outside the bag’. The towels are thick, and cheap. Stuck into my pants, they feel like a mattress between my legs.

‘It feels like a mattress between my legs,’ I tell Caz. ‘A horrible, thick mattress,’ I go on. ‘Like in The Princess and the Pea.’

Because the sanitary towels are cheap, they shred between my legs when I walk, and become useless and leaky. I give up walking for the rest of my period.

My first period lasts three months. I think this is perfectly normal. I faint quite often. I become so weak that my finger- and toenails become very pale blue.

I don’t tell Mum – because I’ve asked my question about periods. Now I just have to … get on with them.

The blood on the sheets is grim – not dramatic, and red, like a murder, but brown, and boring, like an accident. It looks like I am rusty inside and am now breaking.

To avoid washing stains out every morning, I stuff huge bundles of loo roll in my pants, along with the useless sanitary towel. And I lie very, very still all night. Sometimes, there are huge blood clots, that look like raw liver. I guess this is the lining of my womb, coming off in inch-thick slices.

It all adds to a sense that something wrong is going on but that it is against the rules of the game to ever mention it.

I think about all the women through history, who’ve had to deal with this bullshit with just rags and cold water. No wonder women have been oppressed by men for so long, I think as I scrub my pants with a toothbrush. Getting dried blood out of cotton is a bitch. We women were all too busy doing laundry to fight for the vote until the twin-tub was invented.

Our house is cold – cold and small. When you get out of the bath, you wrap yourself in a damp towel, and run downstairs to dry in front of the fire.

It’s Saturday night, so the TV is on. The sofa has six people on it, of varying sizes, packed in tight. Some people are lying on top of other people.

I come into the room and crouch in front of the fire.
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