
about the Cafe V gatherings.
When Sex Spy arrives at the 

store, she discovers the first 
support group took place the 
previous Saturday. 

Around 30 women attended, 
and the shop was closed to other 
customers so everyone could 
have some tea and cake 
in private.

Feeling at ease
‘We provided a picnic of 
pastries, buns and cuppas to 
encourage women to get 
comfortable, open up and 
feel at ease – like being at a 
cosy community coffee 
morning,’ says store manager 
Renee Denyer. 

This time, the session was led 
by Australian psychologist 
Amanda O’Donovan.

‘The main point of Cafe V is 
to teach women methods of 
reclaiming their bodies sexually, 
and enjoying pleasure for 
themselves. 

‘Amanda taught some 
mindfulness techniques 
designed to help the ladies 
gently focus on their own 
physical sensations, and 
“re-learn” how to feel good, 
little by little,’ Renee reveals. 

‘She demonstrated very 
simple, non-scary things – such 

emotional recovery can take 
years. It can be decades before 
some survivors can even 
entertain the thought of sexual 
pleasure again. 

‘Sadly, support services 
frequently don’t have the 
funding to think that far ahead. 

‘They try to provide what 
women need first and foremost 
after suffering sexual assault, 
but My Body Back hopes to 
assist with the reintroduction 
to sensual pleasure that can 
improve women’s lives in the 
long term.’

Brilliantly, it sounds like it’s 
already beginning to work. 

‘The response to our first 
Cafe V session was fantastic,’ 
Pavan beams. 

‘Everybody spoke about how 
welcoming it was, and how 
positive they felt afterwards. 

‘It gave a lot of ladies hope 
that their futures can be 
brighter, and that their bodies 
can feel good for them again.’

Sex Spy feels enormously 
humbled. What Pavan and her 
My Body Back Project are doing  
is so important, she thinks. 

Nobody’s body should ever be 
used against their will. But here is 
a sensitive, practical scheme that’s 

proving things can get better. n

• To find out more or to book 
a place on a Cafe V support 
session, go to 
MyBodyBackProject.com or 
on Twitter @
MyBodyBackProj. 

Sh! staff are also happy to 
offer discreet advice on any 

matters of a sexual nature. Visit 
Sh-womenstore.com for details.

W hat’s up?’ asks Sex 
Spy’s friend Suze, a 
nurse, as the two of 
them are getting 

changed after their weekly 
aerobics session. ‘You look 
thoughtful.’

‘It was just something that 
was on the news this morning,’ 
replies Sex Spy.

‘Oh yeah, what was that 
about?’ asks Suze

‘Well,’ starts Sex Spy. ‘It was  
a woman who’d been sexually 
assaulted in the past talking 
about how she now couldn’t bear 
to touch herself in the shower. It 
came back to me then while I 
was washing my hair.’

‘The poor woman,’ says 
Suze. ‘That’s awful.’

For Sex Spy, her weekly 
investigations have always 
been into the fun side of 
sex – like crazy gadgets, 
dating apps, fetish 
parties and kinky clubs. 

She’s never really 
considered the sober 
side of how the victim 
of such an ordeal 
would cope with 
intimacy in the 
aftermath. 

She could imagine 
how for many, the 
prospect would be one 
of fear and apprehension.

And with one in 
every five women 
experiencing sexual 
violence in their lifetime, 
that’s a lot of people. 

‘It must be terrifying for 
them,’ says Sex Spy.

‘Yes,’ agrees Suze. 
‘But there are people 
trying to help. I heard 
about a new service when 
I was at work at the hospital 
called the My Body Back Project 
– maybe you should look into it?’

Suze explains how the service 
was set up last year by a woman 
named Pavan Amara.

Pavan is herself a rape 
survivor who found that 
although she was offered 
counselling and support after she 

was attacked, there 
was nothing to 

help her work 
out how to 

feel good 
about sex 
and her 
body 
again.

The

Spy

‘Pavan began My Body Back 
as a blog where women could 
safely share their stories and 
feelings about sex and sensuality 
following abuse,’ explains Suze. 

‘But when she got 102 
individual contributions after 
just a month, she realised there 
were so many people who 
needed help, she was inspired 
to do more.’

Suze reveals that Pavan has 
started a monthly support group 
with My Body Back called Cafe 
V, held at female-friendly sex 
shop Sh! in London.

Sex Spy decides to pop into 
Sh! on her way home, and ask 

associated with sex that may act 
as traumatic triggers for victims 
of violence.

‘With so many potential 
triggers that can remind abuse 
survivors of petrifying 
scenarios, Pavan must be very 
brave indeed to set up a group 
where women talk about these 
things at length,’ muses Sex Spy. 
‘How does she avoid getting 
massively upset herself?’

‘We’ll put you in touch so you 
can ask her directly – she’s an 
exceptionally strong, 
inspirational human being,’ 
says Renee.

breaking point
The next day, Sex Spy meets up 
with Pavan, the woman who 
started the support groups.

‘If a rape case goes to court, 
as happened to me, your whole 
body is documented, examined, 
measured, analysed and 
discussed openly by doctors, 
police, and strangers,’ she says. 

‘Your injuries, your blood, 
your private parts – everything 
becomes potential evidence to 
be weighed up by the jury. 

‘It’s hard to feel like 
yourself again 
afterwards. My Body 
Back aims to help 
women regain a 
sense of 
ownership, pride 
and pleasure in 
their physical 
selves.’

‘Isn’t it 

excruciatingly difficult to keep 
talking about sexual violence 
after you’ve gone through so 
much yourself, and worked so 
hard to finally feel better?’ asks 
Sex Spy.

‘Straight after I was 
assaulted, I was at breaking 
point,’ replies Pavan. 

‘But after you get through 
that, you reach a stage where 
nothing can break you again. 
And helping others rebuild 
themselves is empowering.’

With so many females 
suffering the effects of abuse 
and rape, Sex Spy wonders 
how Pavan isn’t angry that 
there aren’t already services to 
help them heal sexually. 

It seems so obvious that this 
support is needed.

‘In cases of sexual violence, 
sex is used as a weapon, to hurt 
women, so it can take a long, 
long time for ladies to believe 
that anything sexual won’t 
always hurt them,’ Pavan 

reasons. 
‘The 

as slowly rubbing your hands 
together and paying attention 
to exactly how your fingers 
are feeling.’

‘Blindfolding yourself while 
you stroke your body with a 
feather or a piece of silky 
fabric can sometimes help 
you concentrate on what 
you’re feeling, too,’ she says.

‘It’s not for everyone, some 
people find not being able to 
see frightening,’ she warns. 

‘But if your mind wanders 
while you’re trying to touch 
yourself – you can get 
distracted by a messy room 
and start thinking about 
tidying, for example – or 

maybe if looking at your bare 
skin makes you uncomfortable, 
wearing a blindfold can help 
bring your focus back to the nice 
stroking sensation.’

Renee tells Sex Spy it’s quite 
common for abuse victims to 
‘zone out’ and try to put their 
mind elsewhere during any kind 
of sexual activity in an effort to 
‘escape’ and avoid thinking 
about nasty experiences. 

Mindfulness skills can assist 
them in learning to gradually 
become more present and 
aware, in a positive way, so they 
can slowly learn to enjoy how 
their body feels rather than 
trying to block it out.

I suppose that being touched isn’t 
the only thing that can remind 
someone of a trauma, Sex Spy 
thinks. She asks: ‘What about 
scent? If I get a whiff of my ex’s 
aftershave, I instantly think of 
him. If someone had hurt me 
while wearing a certain cologne, 
smelling it again could really 
freak me out.’

Renee  
agrees and 
recommends 
flavoured 
lubricant as 
one tool that 
can reduce the 
smells and tastes  W
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 sex spy learns about the My Body 

 Back project, which helps survivors 

 oF sexual violence reclaim their 

 sensual bodies... 

Victims of sexual 
assault need help to 
cope with intimacy

renee 
denyer
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Amara

one in every five 
women suffers 
sexual violence

The group meets  
at sh! sex shop

Wearing blindfolds 
helps concentration
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