


[image: image]





Mia Döring is a writer and psychotherapist specialising in sexual trauma. She lives and works in Dublin. Her essays, fiction and articles have been published in Litro Magazine, The Bohemyth, Ropes Journal and Huffington Post. Any Girl is her first book.




[image: image]



Copyright © 2022 Mia Döring

The right of Mia Döring to be identified as the author of the work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

First published in Ireland in 2022 by HACHETTE BOOKS IRELAND

1

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

For privacy purposes, names and identifying details have been changed in places within the book.

Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

ISBN 978 1 52937 182 6

Hachette Books Ireland

8 Castlecourt Centre

Castleknock

Dublin 15, Ireland

A division of Hachette UK Ltd

Carmelite House, 50 Victoria Embankment, London EC4Y 0DZ

www.hachettebooksireland.ie




CONTENTS

About the Author

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Opening My Eyes Underwater

The Last One

The Places that Scare You

People-Pleaser

Love and Death

Stupid Girl

Possum

Comfort Women

Berlin

Rape, or the Beginning

Trauma

Love and Men

My Body

Surrendering

Acknowledgements

Further Reading




For the truth tellers





The conflict between the will to deny horrible events and the will to proclaim them aloud is the central dialectic of psychological trauma.

Judith Lewis Herman, Trauma and Recovery: The Aftermath of Violence – From Domestic Abuse to Political Terror
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… tell as much of the truth as one can bear, and then tell a little more.

James Baldwin, The Cross of Redemption:

Uncollected Writings






OPENING MY EYES
UNDERWATER

The first time I opened my eyes underwater, I was seven. My swimming teacher was this tall, sinewy, Aertex-wearing woman with a ‘boy haircut’, called Linda. She was tough, serious and terrifying. She didn’t acquiesce to welling-up eyes or whining or trembling lips or anything else we did to avoid the scary things she sometimes made us do, like opening our eyes underwater. I don’t know what I was afraid of. The unknown below, I suppose.

Linda had a thing. She made us dip our heads beneath the surface and would stick a hand in front of our faces. When we surfaced, we had to tell her how many fingers she’d been holding out, so you couldn’t fake it. I would hover at the side of the pool, gripping the bar, feigning illness, jealously looking on at the others dipping up and down. When I tried to do it, I couldn’t open my squeezed-shut eyes. I’d psych myself up, go under and freeze. I could feel the sting of the chlorinated water trying to get through my tightly shut eyelids. I’d pop back up and shake my head at Linda, defeated.

Then one day I must have got tired of hovering or maybe I could no longer take Linda’s brand of encouragement – shouting – and I opened my eyes. The water stung, like I knew it would, but my prize was there: a blurry fist with a blurry thumb sticking out. I’d done it.

I popped back up. ‘One!’ I shouted. Linda winked at me and moved on to the next child. I floated backwards, weightless. I had been courageous. I had opened my eyes underwater and now the possibilities were endless. My capabilities were expanding. I felt high on my very own self.

In the past eight years, I have written anonymously about a hidden part of my life. I have supplied testimonies, reflections, stories and articles, parts of a theatre production, and speeches. I have collaborated with extraordinary people and organisations working to end the ever-rising epidemic of male violence against women. I’ve had the privilege of delivering testimony and expertise to NGOs and charities, politicians, journalists and students. I worked on a domestic-abuse helpline. I delivered a TEDx talk on rape. I have connected with sexual-violence survivors and activists all over the world. President Michael D. Higgins wrote to me about a speech I had given asking for male involvement in combating sexual violence. His letter is framed underneath a photo of us at Áras an Uachtaráin. Sometimes I read it over and over because his words, ‘Your message is one of radical truth’, make me remember that my words actually matter.

I have also watched Dáil Éireann debates and Seanad Éireann hearings from the public gallery, listening to my trauma being debated and wilfully misrepresented. There were times when I had to leave the gallery and gulp in air, unable to listen any longer.

I became a psychotherapist and have experienced the joy and profound privilege of connecting with people in a way that can be rare for us in our everyday lives. I have connected with sex-trade survivors from all over the world, working on ending prostitution internationally. Unfortunately, none of this has been enough to bury my own truth, which has been rising dangerously inside me.

Much of the activism was like a version of me hanging around the swimming pool of my childhood, afraid to open my eyes. The anonymous work frustrated me and limited me, practically and psychologically. My unreadiness and perceived cowardice frustrated me. My innumerable fears stunted me. I thought if I poured all my passion for ending male violence towards women into working against rape and sexual abuse, into helping to heal the aftermath, it would squash the urge to tell my stories.

But, in the work I did, I always felt like I was half of myself, still holding back, never able to really fill out to my own borders, afraid of being fully seen.

People would say to me that I was brave to tell the one story I was okay with telling, and I would shiver away from their words, feeling like a lying coward. I wasn’t ready, and I’m still not, but here I am: sometimes we need to stop testing the water and just stick our heads under and open our eyes.

We always know when the time is right.

The timing will never be right.

It will never be as bad as we think.

Summer 2018

I bring my dog to the beach. It takes about five minutes to get there. When we reach the steps from the railway bridge, I let her off the lead and she runs to the sand, ears back, her small, white body an arrow. She weaves her way through the waves, ankle-deep in the gentle surf. She stops and looks back to make sure I’m following.

When the tide is out, we go to the far end where it’s quieter, sliding over seaweed. I stare at the sea. I like the slate-grey days when the sea and the sky meld into one entity. In the summer, in sunny weather, the beach is full of people. Its energy shifts and it becomes a new place, not ours. The dog and I self-consciously pick our way around parents, children and rubbish, and I feel displaced, outside things.

On warm days like today, I sit on the walkway, absorbing the heat of the stone underneath me while the dog sniffs around. This place is as close to a sanctuary as I’ve ever experienced. The water is nearby, rippling in and out of pockets of rocks and boulders. Today it is grey-green, my favourite colour for the sea to be. It tries to pull you in. Every day is different in this place. The water is a balm, forming and re-forming. Passers-by grin at us. I like it when people say something to me about the dog. I feel like a normal person for two minutes. I like it when people talk to me full stop. I take out my phone and text my best friend about minding my god-daughter at the weekend.

I am a person watching her dog dig holes in the sand. I am a person looking at the turnstones running in packs over the seaweed. I am a person looking past the Martello tower to the Poolbeg chimneys, over to Howth, the boats, the kids doing their sailing courses, the back of the west pier. I join the dog on the sand and we scuff about. If I see a good stone, I put it into my pocket. I could stay here all day, but the dog is harassing a trio of small children, and the parents are looking over at me pointedly.

At home, I spot the enormous pile of newsprint stacked in my hallway. A friend is running for the local elections and has asked me to deliver the Social Democrats’ paper in my locality. I’d reluctantly agreed. ‘Listen to podcasts,’ she’d said, dropping six hundred copies in my hallway.

I go out with a hundred of them. As I deliver them, I do not listen to podcasts.

I think, I think, I think.

I walk from house to house and I think.

Do I write this or not? Is there any other way? Do I have to break my parents’ hearts? Do I have to hurt the people I love? Do I have to sacrifice so much? Do I have to jeopardise my psychotherapy practice? What will happen to me? Will anything I write in the future be taken seriously? Will I ever be loved again? Will I only ever be known for the contents of this book?

An irate yellow-haired woman shouts at me for delivering ‘junk mail’ to her house and, absurdly, tears well in my eyes. Also absurdly, I remind myself that I am a good person.

At home, I eye my laptop lying on the kitchen table. I make a coffee and sit down at it.

I live from day to day, moment to moment, breath to breath. Life becomes microscopic when a big thing is coming. Until this book is done, my life, my future, is on pause, and I am in limbo. I suppose I am trying to liberate myself.

Trauma holds on to us and keeps us clinging to the rail until we are ready to let go. I see everything through a lens located in the past.

I have to live my life.

The only way I know of doing that is to write it all down.

This is me declaring myself.

It’s going to change everything.

It’s going to be okay.


That is the mystery about writing: it comes out of afflictions, out of the gouged times, when the heart is cut open.

Edna O’Brien, Country Girl






THE LAST ONE

The last punter is in his mid-thirties, you guess. You are twenty-four years old, and you arrive at the apartment block in South County Dublin, tucked behind a street of enormous houses and lines of large, leafy trees. You are there to do a job and get home again. It’s about 9 p.m. You ring the buzzer. You’re not feeling anything in particular as you wait to be let in. He has asked you for thirty minutes of your time.

When you get to his apartment, the door is already slightly ajar, so you slide in, saying, ‘Hello?’ into the dark. He is tall, standing with his back to you in the middle of an enormous living room, his hands on his hips. He’s watching muted American football on a gigantic flat-screen television. The floor is strewn with crisp wrappers, empty takeaway boxes and clothes.

He turns his head, as if he has forgotten he buzzed you into the building. He doesn’t say hello or make any small-talk and you’re a little thrown. Most men say something to ease the awkwardness they’re feeling. Usually your role is to make the man feel comfortable, and you’re really good at that.

This man is completely comfortable in the situation. He walks backwards towards you, eyes glued to the screen and cash in his hands, which he passes to you.

‘Have you got change?’ he says.

‘No, sorry,’ you say, and he makes a face, annoyed.

‘Is there somewhere I can get changed?’ you ask, and he directs you to the bathroom where the bath is used as a storage space for magazines and books. The unwashed sink is lined with scum and covered in congealed toothpaste and the mat on the floor is grey with dirt. You wedge yourself behind the door to avoid having to go too far in, and carefully take off most of your clothes.

There is a thing you do now before going back in. You put on a mask of sorts, like going out on stage to play a character. You will be what the script calls you to be, and the actual you, whoever that is, is tucked away inside, unseen. You take a breath.

The punter is standing where you left him, watching the television, hands still absurdly on hips. You give him your biggest smile, to dredge some human connection from him. You need to elicit a smile.

He does not smile. He barely notices that you’re back. He unbuckles his belt in preparation for a blowjob. Ten years later, you will still hate the sound or the sight of a belt unbuckling, but, in that moment, you are not yet aware of what you are doing to yourself.

His penis tastes like sour milk and smells like it hasn’t been washed in days. You ask him to put on a condom, and he does so, almost as if he was expecting it. The rubbery taste of condom doesn’t conceal the smell, but you try your best to get it over with by working quickly and feigning enthusiasm.

He holds your hair in one hand and aggressively pushes and pulls your head back and forth. You are used to it (you can get used to anything). You glance up and he is still watching the television, rubbing his stomach with his other hand. You experience the feeling that comes from total objectification, your humanity erased. To him, you are non-human; you do not exist. You close your eyes and concentrate on breathing. You can feel your eyes watering.

‘You’re so beautiful,’ he mutters. ‘Oh, my God, you’re so beautiful sucking my dick. You’re so beautiful choking on my cock.’ He repeats this over and over, still staring at the screen, still rubbing his stomach. You can’t catch a breath. He doesn’t think you’re beautiful. He isn’t even looking at you. He doesn’t know what beauty is.

Every shove of his dick into the back of your throat proves you’re worthless, that you’re just a whore, you don’t deserve tenderness, that this is where your value lies. If you are not a whore, then what are you doing on the floor in front of this man, feigning enthusiasm for getting face-fucked? There is no façade here, as there is with most of them, who smile as they keep up a pretence of this being somehow acceptable.

He starts to smack the side of your face lightly and you feel on edge. You possess the wordless knowledge that when a man doesn’t see you as a human being, he can do anything to you. He smacks you a little harder, forcing you to kneel up and steady yourself to keep your balance. He pulls your head back and smacks you so hard across the face that you fall to the side. All your breath comes right up your throat and your whole body flushes with heat. You are stunned.

The left side of your face is hot and tingling with pain, and you go to touch it, but he is on you already, pushing you down on your stomach, grabbing your hair as he attempts to have anal sex with you. You struggle away from him, and he says casually, puzzled, ‘Do you not do anal?’

He’s gripping your hair and neck and you can feel all your muscles tightening. It’s hard to say no when you’ve been paid; in order to form the words, you’d have to believe it was an option open to you.

To punters, that is what women in the sex trade are for: to do with what they want you to do, for a price. To have power over a woman. To have sex when and where and how they want. That is the point. That is the kick of it. By resisting, you are going against this agreement. Of course, the man is wrong to try to force anal sex on you, but you can’t say so because you don’t know what will happen if you do. It could get worse. You are alone in an apartment with a much stronger, much bigger person. It is easier, psychologically, to get through it quietly and persuade yourself that what is happening is fine, rather than to put yourself in more danger.

You will remember the sensation of his rough fingers against your face for more than a decade. You will recall this sensation vividly and say a prayer to a God you’re not sure you believe in that one day it might fade. Then he takes your hair in his fist again and pulls it back so far that you can’t breathe. You think he might pull it out. You think you’re going to die. But then he releases you and lets your face drop back to the floor.

He shoves himself into your vagina without warning. He is rough and it hurts, but all you feel is relief. You’re practically grateful to him. You fawn, want to please him. It takes him only a few minutes to finish. You look at the carpet, disappear into its dark blueness, then at the freckle on your right wrist, there for as long as you can remember.

You leave through wrought-iron gates. The dark tarmac is like liquid underfoot. The sky above is black, the air cold against your face. You sit in the car and it hurts to breathe. Your body and bones ache. Your neck is sore and other places are numb. You feel the soft car seat beneath you. You reverse out of the car space just like you do on any other day.

How did you end up here? Why are you doing this? It seems to have happened like a natural disaster, rather than in any steps you can recognise. But even natural disasters have methodology, though they might seem like spontaneous chaos from the outside.

You drive back into the city centre, into your normal everyday life. Your housemates, your friends, your art.

This is where it ends. This suburb is where you’re going to leave it. In the end, all it took was one hard slap across your face.


Only to the extent that we expose ourselves over and over to annihilation can that which is indestructible be found in us.

Pema Chödrön, When Things Fall Apart
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