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DOING IT



INTRODUCTION


Hello there dear reader!

Thanks for picking up this book. I’m Hannah Witton and I’m a writer, vlogger and online sex educator. Sex and relationships education is something that I’ve been interested in for a while; some might say I have an unhealthy obsession with it. I argued with my RE teacher at school about it; I studied history at university but still managed to take all the sex modules; I wrote my dissertation on Victorian sex manuals; my whole YouTube channel is about sex and relationships, and I co-created a book club podcast where each month we read and discuss a book about sex. Does that make me obsessed? Maybe.

Let’s start from the beginning. I grew up in a very open household when it came to the sex stuff. So much so that my family developed a bit of a reputation amongst my school friends. When I was about 13 years old, I invited a friend of mine over to my house after school for dinner. Another friend, who had previously had the privilege of dining at the Witton household, forewarned this newcomer, saying, ‘Careful, they like to talk about vaginas and periods at the dinner table!’ So it seems that talking about taboo subjects is something that I was raised by my parents to do.

In school and at home I had a decent sex education. I didn’t think I was dying when I got my period for the first time, I knew how not to get pregnant (and how to get pregnant when the time finally arises – Grandma please stop asking), I knew that gay people were normal, and how to say ‘no’ if I wanted to. When I was 16, I went to a religious sixth-form college and during one of our weekly RE classes we were taught about healthy relationships. It was almost a sex-ed class, but I felt like something was missing, so I raised my hand,



‘Miss? When are you going to teach us about contraception?’ Valid question, I think.

But she said that she couldn’t teach it because it wasn’t in line with the religious teachings of the school. I couldn’t get my head around this. Yes, I knew that some religions had rules against certain things, but I never thought it would make a difference to my education. The argument got a little heated, until I basically yelled, ‘Look Miss, we’re all 16/17, we’re all having sex, so you could at least teach us how to do it safely!’ The answer was still no. (Also, I know that not all 16/17 year olds are having sex, and that’s completely fine, I was just trying to make a dramatic point.) But that was the first time I realised that something was wrong, and that we, as young people, weren’t getting all the information we needed. And even though it was years later that I started making SRE (sex and relationships education) videos on YouTube, I feel like that experience must have stuck with me.

I uploaded my first video to YouTube in April 2011, and nine months later I uploaded my first sex education video. At the time I had a lovely audience of a few hundred people watching, and I noticed that they were mostly young women. I felt this need to be useful, to offer advice, to help them in some way, and I figured the best way for me to do this was to talk about sex. I knew that it was something not many people felt comfortable talking about, but I did for some reason, and so that seemed like the most obvious place to start. Six years later, I have made more than 50 videos talking about sex and relationships and now I’m writing a book about it!

I want this book to educate you, I want this book to feel like your friend gossiping with you, I want this book to make you feel normal, comfortable, empowered and in control of your body. I want this book to cradle and support you and I want it to allow you to just be yourself. Maybe I’m asking a lot from it, so I hope you understand that some of this has to come from you too.



Sex and relationships education is still not on the national curriculum in the UK. It’s a dream of mine not only that the government changes this, but also that I can advise on what should be on the curriculum and maybe even teach some of it …

Genuinely, I would love that! However, until then, you have this book. Here, you will find information, advice and support on everything ranging from puberty to porn, from consent to contraception, from masturbation to menstruation, from bisexuality to body image, from virginity to venereal disease (the old fashioned term for STIs, sorry, I just really wanted to continue the alliteration). There are also some personal stories in this book that I have never shared anywhere online before, along with advice, wisdom and a few anecdotes from friends of mine plus the occasional expert.

Officially this is a book is for anyone aged 14+ but if you’re younger and feel like you’re ready to read it then who am I to tell you otherwise? I hope there’s something here for everyone, from teenagers figuring stuff out and experiencing things for the first time, to young adults still figuring stuff out and still experiencing things for the first time and the parents even still figuring … you get it! We’re all still working it out and experiencing new things. But in all seriousness, I hope you will find this book useful, insightful, and maybe even funny, whether you’re 15 or 25.

Before we dive in, I should let you know that you don’t have to read this book from cover to cover. It’s not a story, there’s no grand narrative and it can be read in any order.



So you can say, ‘ooh I fancy a bit of healthy relationships today’ and just read that section, or ‘I’d quite like some porn today’ and read that bit. That sounded weird, didn’t it?

However, my point is it’s completely up to you how you wish to consume this book: front to back; back to front; top to bottom (eh?!); just the sections you’re interested in – the decision is yours.

I learnt a hell of a lot writing this book (I don’t want to give anything away, but one thing involves a frog and some human urine …) and I hope you learn some new things, too. I also just hope that you enjoy it. We touch on some heavy topics … and yes, sometimes when we talk about sex and relationships we have to get serious, but there’s an equal amount of importance placed on the fun and the pleasure of sex. Except maybe (spoiler alert) in the section on break-ups. As you will find out, that particular part became an interesting struggle to write.

At this point I also feel like I need to say if you are my parents, grandparents or related to me in any other way, thank you so much for supporting me and buying this book but please put it down right now. We don’t want Christmas and Passover to be weird.


CHAPTER 1



HEALTHY RELATIONSHIPS


What does a healthy relationship look like?

I’m starting with this because if there’s anything I want you to take away from this book, it’s that you deserve and you are entitled to healthy relationships. Whether that’s with your romantic or sexual partners, your friends, your family, your colleagues, your peers or, most importantly, yourself. A healthy relationship is the foundation for any kind of strong, successful bond between people. Whether you’ve known someone five years or five minutes, it’s important, crucial even, that everyone is happy and everyone knows what’s up.

Some crucial components of a healthy relationship …



Trust

A relationship without trust is toxic. You need to trust your partner and your partner needs to trust you. Relationships can feel scary because you are essentially giving someone else your (metaphorical) heart and trusting that they won’t mistreat it. If you don’t trust your partner, you need to ask yourself why, and then talk to them about it. Jealousy and paranoia are the enemies of any healthy relationship – if the trust is there you won’t feel anxious, jealous and on edge all the time. OK , sometimes at the beginning of a relationship you feel those emotions along with excitement, which is fine because you’re at the ‘will we/ won’t we?’ stage. But once you’re further down the line and you’re in a secure relationship, it should be just that – secure. Being in a trusting relationship means telling each other the truth and believing each other, keeping promises, having confidence in the other person and feeling safe with them physically and emotionally. It also means not worrying what your partner is up to when you’re not around, and staying away from their phone and personal messages. Spying on someone is just not cool. Don’t expect to trust someone fully straight away, either. Trust is something that you build together in a relationship and it’s something you have to earn.



Respect (just a little bit, just a little bit)

Aretha Franklin knows exactly what’s up. I’m not going to lie, ‘respect’ is one of those words that I use a lot, but I’ve never really thought much about what it actually means. So here’s the dictionary definition: ‘a feeling of deep admiration for someone or something elicited by their abilities, qualities, or achievements.’ So I like to think of it as recognising how badass your partner is. I’ve never bought into the idea of ‘finding your other half ’; everyone is whole on their own and being in a relationship makes a team, not a single unit. Respecting your partner means recognising and valuing their independence. Respect their beliefs, their values, their life goals, their job, their hobbies, their friends and family. In a relationship it’s not enough to just have respect for the other person, you need to show it, too. Whether that’s giving them space to do their own thing, or actively supporting them in their career, or not trying to change them, you’ve got to show them a little R-E-S-P-E-C-T!



Communication

This is my favourite one. Can you have favourites when all of them are vital? I’m not sure, but I do know that I love talking and I love sharing. I’m working on the listening part, I promise. Communication might also be the hardest one because it’s about opening up, allowing yourself to be vulnerable and giving someone the power to destroy you. OK , maybe ‘destroy’ isn’t the best word, but opening up can be scary, especially if it’s the first time you’re bringing up a subject. However, if you already have the trust and respect then communicating will be much easier, and maybe even cathartic. Talk about what you need out of the relationship, what you want, what you expect, what you can give. Talk about boundaries and rules. Talk about jealousy (I think a small amount of jealousy is fine as long as you acknowledge it and tell the other person, ‘Hey that made me feel a bit jealous.’) You know when you have that nagging thought in your head, something that is bothering you about a relationship, and just thinking about it frustrates you, doesn’t fix anything and maybe even makes it worse? That’s when you need to take some deep breaths and talk about how you’re feeling. Easier said than done, I know, but I’ve never regretted telling someone what’s on my mind.

And for those brief encounters, trust, respect and communication are equally important. Communicate your intentions and what you want to get out of it, and respect the other person’s boundaries. Casual experiences should also be healthy and you shouldn’t demand any less or accept bad treatment just because you’re not in a relationship. Every person is unique so every relationship will be different in the type of communication you have, the level of trust, the amount of respect, your boundaries, your promises and rules. Having healthy relationships means making sure everyone is on the same page and happy.

Everyone wants to be in a power couple, right? Nope, just me? I want to be in a power couple and I want to be the best couple, the one that everyone thinks is ‘relationship goals.’ So I probably have unhealthy expectations for my relationships. But my superiority complex aside, to be a power couple, or just an amazing normal couple, you need a healthy relationship. You are not going to be able to achieve world domination … I mean happiness and stability in your relationship, if you don’t have trust, respect and good communication between you.


Not-so-healthy-relationships

At the other, most extreme, end of the healthy-relationship spectrum comes abusive relationships. And in the interest of balance, let’s talk about those, too. First of all, if you are on the receiving end in an abusive relationship, it is not your fault. There is never an excuse for abuse. Whatever form it takes, it is not OK. Abuse is never OK. This is serious but it’s important. An NSPCC survey of 1,500 UK teenagers showed that 25 per cent of girls and 18 per cent of boys had experienced physical violence from a partner, and 75 per cent of girls and 50 per cent of boys had experienced emotional violence from a partner. If we’re lucky, we get taught what healthy relationships look like, but we’re rarely taught what an unhealthy relationship looks like and how to spot early signs of abuse. A lot of little issues might not seem like a big deal at the time, but abuse escalates, and the small things can end up leading to more harmful or dangerous situations in the future. It’s important to understand what is and isn’t acceptable behaviour in relationships, how to spot the signs and what to do if you or someone you know is in an abusive relationship. When we talk about relationship abuse most people’s thoughts jump to the extreme end of the spectrum – domestic violence. Yes, that is part of it, but abuse isn’t always physical. It can include emotional abuse, sexual abuse, financial abuse, verbal abuse and controlling and manipulative behaviour. Here are some example of signs of abuse.
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Why checking your partner’s phone is a type of relationship abuse

I made a video last year about relationship abuse and I got a lot of comments from people who were confused about why checking their partner ’s phone was abusive. So let’s talk about that.

It comes down to trust, which as I said is absolutely crucial in any healthy relationship. Your text messages and your emails are your personal business. Just because you’re in a relationship with someone doesn’t mean you no longer have the right to your own private space. Remember, you’re still you and it’s okay to have some privacy in a relationship. In fact, it’s healthy. Going through someone’s phone without their permission is a sign that there is a lack of trust, and is very controlling behaviour. These days, a lot of our lives happen on our phones so it’s more than just a gadget, it’s a window into a person’s life. Going through someone’s phone can make them feel nervous or powerless, like they are being watched and monitored all the time, which is not how you should feel in a relationship. If you get an itchy feeling like you want to snoop on your partner ’s phone, think about why. Is it just out of curiosity or are you worried about their behaviour? Either way, don’t do it.

Instead, talk openly with your partner about what is bothering you. If you don’t find anything, you’ll feel horribly guilty for looking through their phone and not trusting them. If you do find something then you’re going to have to admit to looking in their phone without their permission. It’s always best just to talk. If you think or know that your partner is checking your phone then firmly ask them to stop, and talk to them about why they are doing it. If they stop, that’s great, but if they carry on then that should be a massive red flag. If someone doesn’t respect your privacy, feels jealous and insecure and always wants to know what you’re doing and who you’re talking to, this could be an early sign of abuse.



What to do if you’re in an abusive relationship

Remember it is not your fault. This is a horrible situation to be in, especially because the person abusing you is someone you are close to, and who is supposed to care about you. You might also be afraid of losing them. There is no way to sugar-coat this situation, it’s awful, but knowing that you need to get out is the first step. Talk to someone you trust about what’s going on – a friend, a family member, a professional or the police. No matter how isolated you have been made to feel, there are always people out there who care, and who will listen to and support you in any way they can. There are also loads of resources online, and more information about what to do and who to speak to at the end of this book.



What if your friend is in an abusive relationship?

This is such a difficult situation because if the abuser has made your friend feel isolated from everyone they know, they may take their abuser ’s side and not want to talk to you, which can be tough to witness. But you should let that person know that you will always be there for them and you’re ready to listen whenever they want to talk.

Encourage them to seek advice from someone with experience in helping people in abusive relationships, who will know what to do and how to support them.



Holly Bourne on Healthy Relationships

It’s important to start this by saying: I’ve always loved romance films. Adored them. I cried so hard at the end of The Notebook that my face actually had an allergic reaction to my own tears. I can recite every single sentence of Pretty Woman to you (‘Big mistake, HUGE’). And the Twilight books saved me at a very dark time in my life called ‘Jury Service’. But then I started working as a relationship advisor for a youth charity. I got trained to identify abusive relationships, and I couldn’t help but notice how many relationship red flags are used in romantic movies as idealised plot devices. The more I watched romantic ‘gestures’ in films, the more I realised, if that gesture came up at work, I would be filling out a safeguarding form. I think one of the main problems is that actors in romantic movies tend to be very, very, very good looking. Or Ryan Gosling. Who is very, very, very, very good looking. And that detracts somewhat from all the problematic messaging. So, a useful mental imagery to have in your head is: would this still be sexy if Wormtail from Harry Potter was doing it? Here are just a few VERY WORRYING things that regularly happen in romance films:

The resist-kiss

It usually goes something like this. Girl goes to storm off. Guy grabs her back. Aggressively kisses her. She fights back for a moment … and then dissolves into the kiss.

What’s wrong with it?

Rape culture – in two short words for you. It buys into the myth that women are secretly always ‘up for it’, and it’s just a matter of getting past their teasing pretences. A kiss like this is actually, legally, sexual assault. There is no clear consent here. You cannot read someone’s sexual signals when they’re storming away from you in a huff.

The Wormtail test:

You’re having a massive go at Wormtail for being a traitor to Lily and James and then he JUST GRABS YOU AND KISSES YOU UNTIL YOU STOP FIGHTING.

The I’ll-just-hang-here-outside-your-house

Either in the wooing stages, or the I-messed-up- and-want-you-back stages, there is a lot of hanging around outside the girl’s house. Or watching her sleep. Or following her wherever she goes.

What’s wrong with it?

Umm … it’s stalking. It really is stalking. And stalking is one of the most damaging and terrifying crimes you can commit against someone. It’s also very misunderstood. Many people think it’s something that only happens to celebrities, and that stalkers are weirdos in anoraks standing in the garden. But stalking is almost always done by an ex-partner, and can escalate very quickly into full-on violence.

The Wormtail test:

You wake up to find Wormtail salivating at the end of your bed, saying, ‘I like watching you sleep.’

The If-I-Can’t-Have-You-I’ll-Die

Oh – isn’t it romantic when someone hangs off a Ferris wheel until you agree to go out with them? Or the thought of life without you is so terrible that they try and get a parliament of vampires to murder them? Threatening to hurt yourself or kill yourself is the best way to prove your love, right? Riiiiight?

What’s wrong with it?

This is actually a huge glaring warning sign of abuse in a relationship. It’s manipulative, it’s coercion, and you should never have to guilt someone into going out with/staying together with you. The words ‘I cannot live without you’ are not romantic and Romeo-esque. They’re actually a huge alarm bell telling you to get out.

The Wormtail test:

Wormtail literally cuts off his hand to show his love for the Dark Lord. #JustSaying

The Dream-Denial

In almost all romance films there is a blow-up around 80/90 per cent of the way through. The lovers are ripped apart by a misunderstanding, preparing for the grand reunite at the end. However, usually during this separation, the female character really gets her sh*t together. She bags a dream job, or plans to move to a different city – one of her non-romantic dreams totally comes off. Only for her to get chased through an airport by her supposed love, telling her to ‘WAIT’ so she can give up her dream to make the relationship work.

What’s wrong with it?

In a healthy relationship, you want your partner to succeed. You should not feel jealous or insecure about their ambitions. So it’s rather damn worrying that so many male leads are perfectly happy with the idea of their soulmate giving everything up just for them.

The Wormtail test:

He’s just chased you through an airport to stop you getting on an aeroplane and flying to your new dream job. Would you give up said dream job for Mr Sexy-metal-magic-hand?

The You-Are-Not-Like-Other-Girls

There is something SPECIAL about this girl. The guy notices just how not like other girls she is. He tells her that she’s better than her friends, better than everyone else. Isn’t that nice of him? Isn’t that a lovely compliment? I mean, love’s about seeing the special in someone, isn’t it?

What’s wrong with it?

Let’s just brush to one side the glaringly obvious fact that this much-used line is offensive to all girls everywhere. I mean, WOW. But anyway, again, this can be a warning sign of abusive behaviour. Abusers condition their victims into feeling special, different, and often talk down their friends and family. ‘They’re just not good for you’ or ‘You are better than them.’ This very compliment can be used to isolate vulnerable people from their support networks. Always be wary of someone who tries to cut you off from the people you love.

The Wormtail test:

Wormtail and his cronies just LOVE wizards they deem more special than other wizards. So much so they call them Mudbloods. If Wormtail starts saying ‘you’re not like other witches’ you’re probably five minutes away from getting the Dark Mark tattooed on to your arm.

 

Holly Bourne is the bestselling author of The Spinster Club series. Her novel, It Only Happens In The Movies, explores the problematic nature of romance films and their impact on teenagers and their relationships.
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