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Thank you, Jean Thompson, for your affirmation,

“I offer the precious gem of my body...”

For the Love of the Body

and the Light that Lives in Every Cell

‘There is an extremely powerful force that, so far, science has not found a formal  

explanation to. It is a force that includes and governs all others, and is even behind any phenomenon operating in the universe and has not yet been identified by us. This universal force is Love.’


– Albert Einstein  
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‘BE BRAVE IN LOVE. BE brave in sex. Be brave in your ecstasy. Be brave in your orgasms. Be brave in who you truly are, asking for what you want, and getting your needs met. As a sexually awakened person, you have enormous power. Don’t let anyone take it from you. Do the best you can, stay open, be compassionate with yourself and others, be creative. Expect miracles.’


– Annie Sprinkle
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Let me begin with gratitude. As long as I’m able to write, and with the help of friends,

I want to tell you how sexuality has filled my life, and my life has filled me with gratitude.

––––––––
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I NEVER SAID I WAS old, because I didn’t feel old. But now I say, as I feel my passage nearing, “I think I’m getting old.” My body is skinny and frail and takes steps slowly. Nothing like the young woman who danced and flirted with the world, wrapped in fabrics that felt like wings when I spread my arms to whirl around. Or like the middle-aged woman who chopped a mountain of wood out of pleasure or necessity, out of grief or anger. Nor like the woman in many different ages who rolled on and off and over beds and people, following the call of love and arousal.

My spirit tells me it is ready to move to another world.

Though death doesn’t worry me, leaving makes me sad. No matter how many times I did ‘leaving’ in my life, I never got used to it. Perhaps, by making a document of gratitude I can balance out the grief, because, for me it is gratitude that balances out the pains of life.

Nearly forty years ago I travelled from the island where I was born and raised to the western coast of North America. A good number of our island-people had gone to explore this vast land before. Almost as many had returned, for the differences of living and loving were too great. But life on the islands grew to be ever harder. Our beloved ocean overflowed the land more often, threatened to submerge roads and fields and stream into our buildings. We foresaw that the day might come that we no longer could live with our sea and soil the way we had for as long as we remembered. After many Council meetings on various islands, we decided that we should move to the nearest continent, the Americas, in groups of ten to twenty people. In that way we could support each other in the challenges we met and explore how to build a way of life. Each group had its own particular purpose, talent, or profession – carpenters, dancers, farmers, fisher-people, weavers, cooks, healers, musicians, to name a few.

So it happened that, with five other women, three men and three mahnushay (gender-bridge people who are neither and both woman and man), I travelled to live in this new world while protecting and maintaining one of the foundations of our culture: sexuality as a path of joy, as a path to the core of our being.

In our culture we view human relations and connections as the highest treasure. More precisely, the relation and connection to all beings. Thus, as I grew up, I was permeated by an inclusive perception of life, nature and the world. I was held by it like the wildflower is held by the mountainside, like the fish swims in the water, unaware that it lives in water and that creatures exist who aren’t able to breathe under water at all. I remember myself leaning against the soft chest of one of my many ‘aunties’ in a field of grass and flowers, the sun high in the blue sky, the sea-breeze gentle. “Sumu-shu, Little-daughter,” she sings with soft voice. “See those blue flowers on their skinny stems, their white and yellow hearts singing with the wind?”

“They wave to the tree,” I sing in reply. 

“The flowers and the tree,” auntie and I sing together, “they give each other joy. The flower and the tree, for love of earth and sky.”

And later, when I am old enough and curious about the relations between people, the songs tell me, “Lili-shu, Blossom-daughter, one special wealth of our people, one seed we hold, we hold the beauty of sexual love in body, heart and soul.”

And later still, when I am old enough to taste that sexual love on my own tongue, through my own senses, in my own heart, I am told many times, “Omu-lili, Blooming-woman, our people hold sex as a path of joy, as a path to the core of our being. Sex connects the above and the below, the inside and the outside, dark and light, life and death, body, heart and soul.”

While growing into maturity I became Omu-pita, Well-woman, Hora.

While moving to America I became Omu-kiteh, Travel-woman.

And when I am just me, I am Milena [‘Me-lay-nah].

Now I am Omu-shuma, Returning-woman, as I’m nearing the end of my journey in this body. Skin-spider has woven a web of wrinkles on my bronze-brown face. She extends her weaving to my neck, my back, and over my entire body. My black, wavy hair, which I gave many different colours over more than eighty years, has settled in mostly white.

It is my life as hora that has brought me to pen and paper, for in your culture there is no context for the hora, no notion that people could be trained and dedicate their life to the service of love – the love that is personal and yet, beyond personal, the love that is the universal force that creates all life and culminates in humans as lover and beloved. 

If there is no place for the hora, in whichever name or form, how can people learn the skills, the art, the beauty of loverhood? Of that which is such a deep desire for many? For us that is as unimaginable as it would be for you to imagine that there were no music teachers, for example, or drawing teachers, or basketball coaches – anything one learns by practice.

Imagine that there is a beautiful instrument in your home, or you yearned to sing, but there was no one to instruct you, there was no guide to help you learn the notes, the rhythms, or the ways to make music with other people. Most would give up or have to settle for playing random notes, not knowing how to sing together, even though they longed with their whole body and heart to make music. 

Like the music teacher is there for the aspiring musician, we horae (she, he or they) are there for those who wish to explore love and sex.

There is one notable difference, however: there is no external instrument. 

The hora is the instrument. The companion is the instrument. Hora and companion are musician and instrument both. Sometimes the hora is guide, coach, teacher or mentor. Sometimes the hora is companion, one of a duet. At all times, however, the hora is there to facilitate the companion’s experience and quest.

We cannot bring one culture into another and expect them not to change, because from the moment we greet, we change. Our people knew it was crucial to not only greet, but meet and work with the people here, to learn about their customs and traditions, to build bridges from one culture to another. Most of our group set out to work in places that offer sexual service, though most did so not for long, for the demands were too foreign and too harsh. Only Nur, my oldest and dearest friend, and I, found a Madam who understood the value of what we offered.   

She, Madam, spoke of herself as a ‘sacred prostitute’, considered herself to be part of the lineage of women, men and mahnushay who, since ancient times, have served humankind through sexual service. In their temples, so some stories go, for shorter or longer time, they offered their gifts of intimacy and sexual love – for healing, for education, for pleasure, for worship, and to honour the beauty of sexual relating. Just like us horae. Except that we, when not in service in the temple-house, we live ordinary lives like everyone else, in our own homes, with our own families.

Our Madam, along with several other women who worked in the House, stood with pride on the barricades for what they called ‘sexual activism’, demanding sexual expression, including prostitution, to be allowed their rightful place in human lives, to be liberated from the hypocrisy of a society that defiles and violates not only the prostitute, but sexuality herself. Madam and her allies not only embodied the sacred prostitute, but also the warrior, she who fights for justice, she who is no longer tamable by rules that bound and suppressed her for ages.

Over time Nur and I learned to translate and integrate some of our traditions with the expectations of our companions, who were called ‘clients’. People began to ask about the different ways we relate to sexuality and intimacy. We began to explore the dimensions of sex and love with individuals and couples first, and later in small groups that invited us in different places of this country.

We didn’t think to organise a temple-house. But more and more people asked, “Where can I go with my questions about sex and my wish to explore?” “How can I know what I like and don’t like?” “How can I prolong my sexual pleasure?” “How can I reach orgasm?” “How can I fuel my desire?” “How can I be sexual when I don’t have a partner?” “How can I accept myself for being queer?” On and on.

Because of this questioning the creation of Xtasia [ex’tah-see-yah] began, named thus by the students who envisioned and developed what has grown into a small community. They found and bought a group of buildings that had served as a retreat-centre for many years. 

I will never forget the first time our cars wound along the side of the mountain, up and up. I feared we would be swallowed up by the mighty earth, never to be seen again.

‘Why would anyone ever want to come such a long way to find us?’ I asked the driver. He laughed. And soon I saw. Standing in front of a Very Large Dome there is no end to the view over the plains to the western horizon, a ceaseless canvas for sunsets that take the breath away almost each night. Standing in front of what was to become our temple-house, I felt as if I stood at the edge of my beloved ocean.

I fell in love.

To the East as well, at the back of Xtasia, the land is endlessly vast with rising and falling and peaking and curving and flowing and rocking of majestic earth. There is no saying as to how many lakes live high and hidden in her folds, how many streams and creeks flow down her slopes, how many creatures walk, crawl, slither, swim, and fly between the trees, flowers and rocks. 

Behind the Dome, in roughly half circle around it, one can find the buildings for Xtasia’s daily operations – a kitchen large enough for our inhabitants to eat together, large rooms for groups to meet, explore and learn, gardens with a wild array of vegetables and flowers, and a small orchard. Trails go up and around the mountainsides for those who venture further, sheltered by tall ponderosa pine trees, greeted by weathered junipers. Along the way one may rest on a bench, with or without a small wooden roof for when it rains, or the sun tries to melt everything.

As I said, at the center of Xtasia’s compound stands a very big Dome, a magnificent structure plastered in light brown clay that looks like soft suede skin. Inside the Dome one finds oneself in a huge circular space in which smaller circles of light play on the tiled floor, cast through the large window to the west and skylights above. 

Circles within circles, so it felt to me as I entered the Dome that first time, and all I could do was whirl around from sheer joy.

This Dome represents the centre of Xtasia’s dedication: the experiential learning of love and sex. Over the years it was simply named ‘the Dome’ or ‘the Dome of Pleasures’. It has grown into a truly sensual place, with waters flowing and green growing everywhere. It is warm inside the Dome. It is damp. For me, it is home.

If you want, reader of this document, step inside and see for yourself: people bathe, rest, talk, slumber; flowering beauty shower those who sit and lie, alone or together, on chairs, mattresses or in hammocks, each person in her/his/their wondrous shape, size and colour, naked or sensually clad. Others dawdle over paths of orange-brown tile, smooth under their bare feet, swirling between fig trees, banana trees, palm trees, and bougainvillea exuberance. Water slides over smooth rock, streams into ponds, sprinkles from fountains, lingers in pools, runs over sculpted stone. 

The water invites people to let go, to pause from the never-ending daily doings, to move from head to body, from duty to pleasure, to allow relaxation, pleasure, and soul-time.

At the periphery of this water palace, circling the Dome, you can see doors ornamented with colourful tile and small mirrors. Here the horae and companions meet. To be temporary lovers.

As is widely known, sexuality can naturally partner with love, lust, pleasure and even ecstasy. Yet, some people find obstacles on their way to love, lust, pleasure or ecstasy; sometimes they find pain, anger, fear, numbness or frustration instead. Perhaps then, more than ever, we welcome the revitalising green and flowing water. The water calms and holds, cleanses, and rejuvenates.

Gathering and rewriting these stories feels to me like one more sexual act. It is exciting, as always, when arousal brings me into unknown places, it is frightening, as always when I unveil and show myself naked. And humbling, yes, as always when creativity wants to come into form.

Ultimately, perhaps, a merging will occur, a seed might sprout, a new flower might grow from the cross-fertilisation between you and me when we travel worlds, bodies and minds.

Each time you read this book I welcome you as a Visitor of Xtasia. Each story is compiled from my own experiences and those of fellow horae, companions, and students. 

I invite you to read and journey through this book much like you might travel in a foreign city – some that you see is familiar, some you see is not. You walk around, you see, hear, taste, feel the shapes, colours, sounds and smells; perhaps you get lost, perhaps you sit on a bench; you take in the vastness of the surroundings. Above all, you experience rather than analyse each detail. If you want, you can always return to a certain place later on. 

Here then, out of gratitude to my life, my sexuality, and my fortune of having shared them with many people, I invite you to join us in journeys through our most holy profane places – our bodies, hearts, and sex. On behalf of all Xtasia’s inhabitants, I welcome you to the power of unfolding, the prayer of passion, the touch of skin to skin, the meeting of lips in exploration; to the journeys past our fears of sex and intimacy, the mourning for what has been lost and the healing of what has been broken; to the pleasure of all our senses and to our souls meeting in the fire of embrace.

In passion and compassion, I welcome you.
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A TUB WITH WARM WATER was waiting for Zee to slide herself into, to submerge and emerge, to move from doing to being. The water was perfumed by the fragrance of roses. The tub was surrounded by red roses, for the rose with its delicately unfolding petals and sharp thorns of protection has since long been viewed as the flower that most reflects the lover’s path.

At home, the eighteen-year-old Zee would stay in a bath of hot water for hours. She would live in warm water if she could. The bathtub was her favourite refuge away from the overly zealously chatting women she lived with – her mother and her four older sisters. She loved to soothe her short, stout body in the water, play with it, doze in the heat while philosophies about life (and sex) drifted through her brain. 

But today she had no patience for lying still. She dunked her head with its dark, curly hair, held her breath until she almost burst, but nothing could distract her from the nervous excitement she felt for the upcoming event. She rang the bell after ten minutes of bathing. A young female apprentice with the sexy name Merel (Zee thought), sexy in her colourful sarong (Zee thought), entered with two towels in her hand. 

Merel had welcomed Zee after she had hugged her oldest sister good-bye at the entrance of the Dome. Together they had walked to the private bath that stood waiting in a niche, warm, fragrant, sensual and surrounded by candles and roses.   

Merel had closed the curtain and, with musical voice, stated, “Ring the bell when you need something, okay?” 

Now Zee nodded at Merel, in answer to her disarming smile (Zee thought) and a simple “May I?” 

Zee shivered when Merel gently stroked her back with the downy fabric. She leaned on Merel’s shoulder, afraid to fall over, when the towel softly caressed her behind, her legs and her feet. When Merel ventured into drying Zee’s face and the front of her body, Zee giggled, then mumbled hoarsely, “I think I’d rather dry myself now, Merel, thank you.” 

Merel sat herself on the side of the bathtub casually watching the ceiling, answering Zee’s questions. “Of course, you don’t have to be oiled if you don’t want to,” she assured, “have you ever been oiled before?”

“Oh yeah, I’ve gotten massages plenty of times. I’m just not in the mood today,” Zee told her new acquaintance. 

Merel inspected her own purple painted finger nails and remarked, “Jasmin has the most magnificent hands in the world, you know, she can make a dead piece of wood moan and groan. And oiling is not like massage; she’s not going to dig into your muscles or that sort of thing. Oiling is for feeling sensual, for pleasure and for making you comfortable.”

“I think I’d rather do that some other time,” Zee replied firmly.

A couple of hours before Zee cleansed, perfumed, dried and was robed, Tahmu went to the Moonhouse, where she and Zee would meet, to prepare herself and the space for today’s meeting.

The Moonhouse had been Xtasia’s first new structure to be realised. It was attached to the Dome like a baby whale to its mother, or like a baby kangaroo tucked warm and safely in its pouch. Only the octagonal shaped skylight was visible above the ground, and it would be easy to miss the entire thing if you were walking the grounds. But if you were to walk the seven steps down the stairs and through the carved wooden door, you would find yourself in a surprisingly spacious, light, round space, plastered with red clay. A well-used fireplace sits to the south. Along the edges you see an upper and lower level of benches, long enough to lie upon, padded with mattresses and pillows and moulded of that same, sensuous, red, clay. These benches and the bright fire hold all those who visit the Moonhouse as if in earth’s womb.

To step through the door, one has to bend the head, for the door is low, letting people enter with the crown of their head first. And receive blessing.

No lofty thoughts of blessing were on Tahmu’s mind the morning of Zee’s initiation, however. She stamped down the steps impatiently. She forgot the length of her lanky body and banged her head against the upper beam. “Damn!” Still rubbing her head, she proceeded shaking pillows with such vigor as if they were the very villains designed to ruin this day. “Expectations. Damned expectations. Sex enemy number one, two, three, sixty-seven...”  she growled. Then yelled the same thing she had yelled the previous day at Samara, the current organizer of Xtasia, “You can’t send an eighteen-year-old virgin into initiation who has never gone to meetings or classes in Xtasia before! They have a zillion ideas in their brain! No one can live up to their fantasies and stories! Those stories have nothing to do with the reality of bodies! All expectations, no ground to stand on, that sums it up!”

When three pillows kept bouncing off the bed onto the floor, Tahmu wanted to kick them. But she caught herself, stopped in her tracks, “Are you angry, my dear, or are you nervous?”

She sighed and realised that, indeed, it was nervousness and fear that made her fuse burn so short and furious; nervousness that her virgin didn’t have enough experience with her own erotic body to allow intimacy or arousal, or want too much of it; nervousness that she hadn’t learned to pay attention to the signs of her body to know when to say ‘Stop’, or ‘Hold still’, when something didn’t feel good or needed to slow down. Altogether fear that this virgin’s first sexual experience would be discouraging instead of encouraging.

Tahmu sat down on the edge of one of the lower benches, took a deep breath in and sighed out long and strong. She planted her feet flat on the floor. What’s your problem, Tahmu, no session is ever predictable. What if Samara and the mother of this young woman are right? What if she is ready for initiation? Again, she breathed in and out deliberately strong, Do what you must do, Tahmu, Find Yourself First. How else will you be able to meet this young person and let mystery unfold?

She stood up, put the abused pillows on the bed, caressing them apologetically. She kneeled in front of the fireplace, took a handful of kindling from the basket on the side, and then arranged them into a tent-shaped pile over scrunched up paper. She placed larger logs over the small tent, carefully leaning them against each other at the top. One match would be enough to light the fire when needed later. 

Now Tahmu kneeled in front of a small altar, sculpted next to the fireplace. She lit three fat candles – one red, one green, one white –  and then took some dried white sage from a bowl, held it in a flame, shook it until it glowed and cleansed the room with its smoke. 

The familiar gestures and scent calmed her down.

Once again, she sat on the edge of a bench and closed her eyes – to Find-Herself-First.

She scanned her thoughts, found them still swirling wildly around in her head, greeted them. And let them rest. To sink deeper inside herself. 

She scanned her emotions, found them swirling wildly as well, greeted them. And let them rest. To sink deeper inside herself. 

She scanned her physical body, noticed the sensations, including the hot, bruised spot on her head, in the centre, just inside the hairline. 

Her attention lingered at her feet, feeling them flat on the floor.

Her attention went up to her buttocks, feeling them heavy on the mattress. 

It took a while, but eventually she sank deeper inside herself, noticed the breath streaming into nostrils, filling lungs, lowering diaphragm, rising belly with the inhale. 

And out. 

Inhale, exhale. 

Rising and falling. Rising and falling. 

Quieting. 

A familiar journey from wild ocean waves of thoughts and feelings to the calm of the ocean floor, she found herself deeper than thoughts and emotions.

Rising and falling with the breath. 

Next, she kept her attention deep inside her belly, giving her mind an anchor to return to when it drifted away. 

Inhale, exhale. Inhale, exhale. Slow, deep, easy. 

For at least ten minutes she held that focus. Until, at last, the deep down Well inside her belly had opened and widened on its own accord. 

There she sat, like a tree connected to earth and sky, aligned within herself. Open to allow Mystery. 

“Ah!” she sighed out long, languidly and smiling. She stretched her long arms and legs as her attention returned back in the Moonhouse.

Next, she wanted to move. She picked up the mobile device that was hooked up to a set of small, yet powerful speakers, ran her finger over a list of songs and chose strong, rhythmic music. She filled the room with her dancing. 

When the music stopped and her body stood still in the centre of the Moonhouse Tahmu had attuned herself, had stepped into her role of hora.

“Zee, I’m here,” she whispered. “May we meet from body to body, from heart to heart, and from soul to soul.” 

She exchanged the colourful fabric that was wrapped around her body like a dress for a thin, silky robe in earthy red and orange colours, comfortable and “super sexy” (Zee reported later on). 

Merel stood next to Zee who was dressed in a thin, black cotton robe. 

“Black absorbs all colours,” Merel had explained, “just like your mind absorbed the stories and pictures of other people’s sex and romance. As you pass through the doorway of virgin initiation and come out on the other side, you’ll choose your own colours to create your Lover’s world. The path of sex is yours to walk and yours to shape. All colours become available to you. You will belong to yourself.”

In her black robe, Zee listened to Merel’s formal words with curiosity, then opened the door that led from the Dome into the Moonhouse. She stepped through the door alone and closed it behind her. She walked the seven steps down, bent her head and entered the Moonhouse. There, in the red glow of the fire and the red glow of the earth Zee and Tahmu saw each other for the first time. 

Tahmu bowed her head in our formal greeting, but raised it almost instantly, startled by the exuberant relief Zee greeted her with, as if she were meeting an old friend.

“Holy shit, I’ve been waiting for this for so long!” Zee exclaimed. She let out a big sigh and practically fell into Tahmu’s arms who laughed and embraced the virgin. Zee’s heart pounded fast and loud against her chest. When her heartbeat calmed down, Zee let go of Tahmu and walked to the middle of the room. She began to turn slowly, looking up through the skylight into the blue sky above. 

“Wow!” she commented, as her eyes swirled back and around the space, lingered at the hearth with the now burning fire, took in the plastered, clay terraces on each side of the fireplace with two colourful bouquets of flowers, serpents of brass, incense holders, bowls and various sizes of burning candles. Zee surprised Tahmu again when she took her silver necklace off and put it on the altar. Altar’ is a familiar place to you? Tahmu wondered. 

“Wow!” Zee admired the Moonhouse again, then turned to the wide, low bed, draped in golden yellow and covered with pillows in different sizes. She sighed. 

After Zee had made a map of the space she was in and its objects, Tahmu was the only object left for closer examination. Her initial excitement turned shy. 

On impulse Tahmu walked over to Zee, stretched out her arms and crossed them at her wrists. Her eyes invited Zee to do the same. They took each other’s hands and slowly, they began to turn, holding each other’s eyes. They kept turning, carefully, to find a shared rhythm. They kept on turning and whirling and turning faster and faster until the ceiling, the walls, the floor of red earth absorbed them. When they slowed down and held still, the space around them kept turning. Zee and Tahmu became the still place in a spinning universe. 

Their next embrace reached deeper than the first.

Zee laughed, but there were still nerves in that laugh.

Tahmu brought Zee to the next step of this ritual: the mirror.

The mirror was round and stood waiting, covered with black fabric.

Tahmu positioned Zee in front of the mirror and pulled away the cloth.

She went over to the fire, took out a coal with an iron fork, put it on the sand in a red-brown earthen bowl and handed it to Zee. She held out a second bowl with leaves of sage and pine. Zee added some leaves on the burning coal. When the smoke and the fragrances were gone, Tahmu invited her to throw all substances into the hearth, “to symbolically offer your virginity to the fire”.

With a sure gesture Zee tossed the burned remnants into the mouth of the fireplace. As the scent from the sage dissipated, she looked at Tahmu with big, curious eyes. 

“What’s next,” she asked.

From here on Tahmu will continue telling the story.

The virgin, she sat opposite of me. 

It was her birthday that day.

I was her birthday present.

I invited her to sit on the bed with me, cross-legged, opposite each other. 

I bowed to her and said, “An initiation like this, Zee, is to give you guidance while letting you control every move we make. I’m not passive, but I yield to your exploration, I’ll track you, to learn to know your wants and desires.”

Zee looked at me with curious, big eyes. I met her with formality on purpose, bringing forward the long root of tradition so it would hold us. Carrying on with that tradition, hoping that the words wouldn’t put her off, I asked, “Zee, can we spend a few minutes saying prayer? I don’t mean knocking on the door of some deity with a list of requests and regrets, but using prayer as a way of going deeper into ourselves and remembering that we exist in worlds seen and unseen.” 

“Oh, I know,” she said simply. In answer to my raised eyebrows she explained, “My mother is into spirit and stuff. We have altars all over the house. She wanted me to bring wine for the altar here, but I didn’t want to. But my necklace there near that cobra statue, that feels nice.”

“I see,” I grinned and silently stuck out my tongue to Samara. It looked like she was right.

Zee listened intently as I gave thanks for our meeting and the specialness of this time. I also took care to ask for protection. 

Now we could enter the mystery together. 

“Zee, let’s close our eyes again and find out what, exactly, our intention is for this meeting.”

We closed our eyes, but not for long.

“What do you mean, ‘what’s my intention’?” Zee whispered. Then blurted, “I only had an entire year to think about my intention! If the law didn’t forbid me from coming here before I was eighteen, I would’ve sat here long ago!” She startled me. My barely budding relief was followed by irritation about how little I knew of her. Then why didn’t you come to our classes, you stubborn young egg, you! I thought.

“Alright, tell me.” 

“I want to make love with you,” Zee declared without hesitation. “I want you to give me an orgasm, and I want to give you an orgasm.”

“Alright,” my earlier suspicion about expectations blazed in full force, “and how are we going to get there?”

“Well,” she stammered, “aren’t you supposed to know that?” 

I laughed at her shocked face, melted with affection, and turned terrified by the trust she bestowed on me. All at the same time. 

“Zee,” I clarified, “we’re not some kind of machine to stick a coin into, which then will spit out a perfectly packaged orgasm.”

“We’re not?” she pouted, but also smiled coyly as she saw my point. 

“We could try,” I met her sarcasm. “You could lie down, spread your legs, I could lick you, wiggle my fingers around and see if you can have your orgasm. Then I could lie down, and you could do it to me.”  

“How else...?” Zee asked, confused.

Zee had been full of contradictory impulses all along. Her eager-self filled her with excitement, while her shy-self wondered how she’d gotten herself in this challenging situation. She gave hugs spontaneously, but she carefully held the robe tight around her neck. She easily moved in the realm of the ‘spiritual’, while the sensual was uncomfortable. How was I going to move us from the language of comradery she evidently was used to, to the intimacy required for a sexual act? Through dance? Movement? Talk? Touch? Holding each other? Kissing? Wrestling? Singing? Asking a virgin what she loves is like asking someone who just arrived in an unknown city what their favourite restaurants are.

“Zee...” I tried, “will you move through the stages of evolution with me?” She looked at me as if I’d never spoken a word of English in my life. 

“Might you take off your glasses? Can you still see enough without them?” She nodded, lifted the funky black glasses from her face and put them on the low table next to the bed.

“Come on over here.” I slid off the bed and invited her onto the soft carpet on the floor. I lay down, belly to the ground. “Come with me, lie on the floor,” I summoned, pulling my robe closer around me in an effort not to confront Zee with my naked body before she was ready for it.

“Close your eyes, Zee, feel your body against the carpet, against the floor. Pretend we’re not even born yet. Nothing is born yet, except for the earth... we are earth. Wind blows and water streams over our earth skin... we’re heavy and giant...” 

Zee giggled. It took a minute, then she sank with me into the heavy giant-ness of being earth. I lowered my voice more, adding drama, “We feel something stir in our tail... it makes our tail wiggle... it makes our spine move... we become serpents... one looong spine... belly to the ground...” I began to wiggle my tail and my spine, awkwardly moving my human body with so much more attached to it than the smooth body of serpent. I stuck out my tongue to trace my environment and hissed. 

It was the hissing that pulled Zee over the shyness hump. She giggled and hissed, giggled and hissed. 

Still with low voice I moved us to the next stage of evolution, “Legs are growing from our body... we are lizards... we lift our belly off the ground and look around...” 

As I’d hoped, Zee liked and relaxed into the evolution-body-sensation-game. We became four-legged mammals. The room turned into a wilderness for animal bodies that rubbed against each other on hands and knees, growled, sniffed one another, hunted and fled.

My skin wanted to taste, feel, and speak. I took the chance and let my silk robe slide off. Zee and I spoke in a language of movement, touch and sound. We checked out each other’s strength, play, arousal, and flexibility. We tested. We met. We learned to know ourselves in relation to each other’s nature. Her muscular limbs easily wrapped around my tall ones. My length and strength could easily pin her to the ground. But neither of us tried to show who was the strongest, the smartest or the best. We gave, we took, we challenged. And when she did slither around me her eyes shone with pleasure. She panted against my skin. And when I did pin her to the ground, she laughed a real laugh.

After I let her go and Zee crawled once again on hands and knees, being a horse, I slid between her legs with the back of my head, my shoulders, my torso. Then she too took off her robe. I immersed myself in our skin touching, in the different textures of flesh, the many colours and flavours of sensuality. Her body was a sea-scape of falling and heaving waves which sometimes rolled and sometimes crashed over and against my moving sand-scape. I followed her unpredictable waves that turned me on. She rolled with and over my sensuousness. Each passing minute Zee occupied more of her body. 

Each passing minute sexual charge occupied more of my body.

Tension had broken and Zee’s vigilance had come to rest. It was her eyes that told me this, after we’d sunk into a tiny pile of two monkeys grooming each other, on the head, behind the ears. The heat in my belly was growing. I whispered in the ear I was inspecting, “I want to kiss you.”

Zee’s mouth was eager. Hungry. Starving. Her mouth poured in me all the promise that was waiting to be realised. While we kissed, her hands felt my breasts, went down to my belly, slid over my mound and between my legs. Her touch was hasty and missing attention in her hands. I notice you’ve watched romantic movies, my sweet, I thought to myself, but I can’t really feel your own sensation in it. I looked for a way to slow us down. 

“Zee,” I whispered, “would you give me your kiss, nothing but your kiss?” Our lips and mouths lingered in front of each other, exchanging breath, talking breath, whispering who are you? I asked it out loud, “Who are you?” and she knew I didn’t expect an answer, because I gave my lips to hers and she laid hers on mine. We kissed lightly, precisely; we kissed slowly, we kissed like two people who are feeling their way through new terrain in the dark. 

There is something in a kiss, always, a language so direct, a seeing right into each other’s soul. 

There is something in a first kiss, always, a promise of two souls meeting. 

There was something in the first kiss with this young virgin that held both the seeing and the promise for a deep meeting. It was time to take the expedition further.

After placing a few logs onto the fire, I lay down on my back on the carpet, propped a pillow under my head, chose quiet, but rhythmic music to fill the room.

I brought Zee’s hand to my mouth, rolled my tongue between two of her fingers. Then I brought her hand down, put it on my heart, held it there, my hand on hers, breathing in and out a few breaths. Holding and guiding her, I moved her hand over my torso, around my breasts, slightly touching my nipples, down to my belly. Round and round over my belly, which, ever since my baby Punkin had occupied her, simply couldn’t get enough of being caressed. 

“Keep your hand relaxed, soft,” I whispered when she held it tense. “I want your hand to meet me, feel me, around my bellybutton...  yes, round and round... gently...”

Zee’s hand did relax, turned soft and feeling. Her eyebrows frowned in concentration. I let her hand go and find its own way. Zee stroked the front of my body, slowly, from my thighs to my breasts and nipples, back down to my mound again, again and again, slowly turning the fire in my belly up until I moaned. I put my hand on hers to hold it still when she had arrived at the inside of my thighs once again. I opened them slightly wider, took a few strong breaths in and out, moaned, rocked my pelvis to move some erotic charge away from my vulva and spread it through my body. 

“Do you have any idea what this does to me?” I laughed. 

Zee, innocently, “Do you like it?”

“Honey, if we don’t slow down for a bit, I’ll be flying high in the sky before I can finish singing your birthday song. Please, let’s slow down, come lie next to me.”

What a sweet sight was her growing smile.

“Your skin is so familiar...” Zee sighed, “and your mass of tiny braids...” as we were lying next to each other, “I’ve spent a zillion hours letting them slide through my hands. My mother’s, I mean. ‘Ebony’ we call your skin in our family. We have deep dark Ebonies, red-brown Mahoganies, and light-brown Sugar-Pines. Big family. A whole forest, you know,” she giggled.

Yet again, Zee surprised me with our commonalities. “Just like on our islands,” I replied, “no matter how some things don’t work over there, that’s one of the things we’ve figured out really well. Our people have mixed races for so long that colours, shapes and hair come in unexpected combinations.” 

Thinking of our islands, I felt a pang of nostalgia in my chest. And a sense of deepening kinship with Zee. I kissed her hand. But when I looked up into her eyes, I was struck by the sudden change from delight to anger and sadness.

“But this society isn’t like our islands, right?” I guessed. “Sometimes you go crazy because you’re too white to be dark and too dark to be white. Is that right?” 

Zee nodded.  

I asked carefully, “Is that why you didn’t want to join our classes?” 

She nodded again, “That’s one reason, not wanting to feel like an outsider. Again. But not only. Xtasia’s reputation is mixed, you know. Why would you go to classes for something that comes naturally? That’s what my friends say. They have plenty of sex, but they don’t want to talk about it. They care about the politics on climate and stuff, not about the politics of sex.”

“Politics? How did we get to politics?”

“That’s my mom. She’s a nurse, she gets to see everything, especially the ugly. She says that politics stick their nose into sex as much as anything else.” 

“Many nods to your mom. From our point of view sexuality is politics. But I suppose you didn’t come here for that discussion.”

“I don’t think so,” Zee agreed and turned to me.

How someone’s doors to trust will open, how the spark of feeling seen flies from one to another is different from person to person and often wholly unpredictable. Some people open up through caress, or holding, or some other form of physical contact; others need mental, verbal exchange; they sniff the other person’s ideas, feelings, where they stand in the world. 

I was to find out that for Zee, at least this afternoon, it was the latter. 

For now, however, we knocked on the door of kissing again. Kisses can build bridges between foreign lands. Kisses move feelings. Kisses tell stories. Our first kisses had been ‘let’s-hope-this-works-kisses’. Then we’d moved to ‘bird-and-flower-kisses’. Now we were ready for ‘perhaps-kissing-is-as-fun-as-they-say-kisses’.

“Try to hold your hands soft, Zee, relax them, otherwise it tickles,” I reminded her gently, when, at her request, she had resumed exploring my body. I rolled over to give her my back which she attentively traced, softly, slowly, like a paintbrush over canvas, from my buttocks to my shoulders and neck. And back down. And up. And back down. And up. Over and over. I shivered and sighed. 

“I’ve never touched someone with so much attention,” Zee whispered, “definitely not while I was naked.” Her hands stopped at my shoulder blades. Once again, our erotic flow was stalled. 

“It’s funny...” Zee confessed, “at home I touch quite a lot, especially my oldest sister and my best girlfriend. How come it makes me nervous to touch you?”

I rolled on my back to face her and guessed, “You’ve been waiting for this day for a long time, haven’t you?”

“Not at all,” she smirked.

“So, you’ve piled up a mountain of fantasies about what your initiation would be like. It’s a shock when our fantasies hit reality. Suddenly, we have to adjust fantasy and reality.”

“I think that’s true,” she agreed, “but there’s something else too... you know, I like you and I want to do this well.” 

I rolled against her, kissed her leg, looked up, said, “Zee, there is no right and wrong in sex. The only thing that counts is staying present and respecting ourselves and each other in every given moment. Please remember to explore only as far as you’re comfortable, okay? I’m here to watch that with you. We can’t force sex, we can’t force orgasm, and we certainly can’t force penetration. We can only earn the right to enter. If we don’t accomplish today what you’d hoped for we can meet again, you know, some other time. We can meet as many times as we need to realise your desire to make love, to have and make orgasms.” 

Her shoulders straightened, “Really?” 

“Really.”

“Tell me about your first time,” Zee demanded after we’d lain close for a few minutes, listening to calming music. Her voice woke my mind from musing what would show up next in our journey. I sighed at her request. 

“My first time?” I evaded her question. “That’s not so easy to tell. Much of my childhood I lived on our islands, you know. It was like, you know, when do you learn to swim when you practically live in the ocean? It just happens. As a child I never saw the adults in ‘the act,’ so to speak, but the topic was openly talked about among them and we kids could ask anything. So, it’s a bit complicated.”

“Why? How? How can it be complicated?” 

I laughed at Zee’s startled expression and sighed some more. “Okay, maybe not, I don’t know. It’s just, my first time in my culture, or my first time in your culture? The first would take a while to tell, it was a careful and lengthy affair, just like it might be for you today. The second, well... that’s a different story.”

I didn’t feel like telling her about the physical encounter that technically counted as my first time in this country. It happened so fast that it was over before I could figure out how to react. What was wrong with these people?! I’d been a little over twenty years old, in my first year of studying music at college, exploring the world and rebelling against the traditions I had been raised in. After that event I retreated into myself, kept to my study, tried to understand the rules of this new society, the codes of relating as friends.

Zee lifted herself on her elbow, looked at me with stern brown eyes, “Was it a girl or a boy or a queer?” she reminded me of her question. 

“All of it,” I murmured, feeling myself slide into the past and now knowing how to answer Zee’s question. Her eyes grew round and big once again. 

How could I even begin to explain? 

“See, Zee,” I began hesitantly, “the process you go through in one afternoon, the elements of it, our meeting, the touch and so forth, leading into sexual arousal if it goes the way you wish... that journey spread out for me over, well, probably a year or so. Several years even. I don’t really know.”

“That sounds like torture!”  

I laughed, rolled on my side to look at Zee closely. 

“You must understand, Zee, that in our society the hora-houses are at the centre of the community. For good reason! There are many reasons why people of any age want to visit a hora-house. Anyone can go there. We don’t even have to pay for those visits; we all contribute throughout the year with work, or goods or finances. Just like to the schools or the coastguard, for example. Most hora-houses also have baths. And in the bigger houses is a space for public events – celebrations like weddings or memorials, dance, music, that sort of thing.”

“I understand the community space and stuff, but what would be good reasons to visit the hora-houses?” asked Zee with full interest.

“Take yourself. Take most young people. Everyone knows that sexual impulses and desires will wake up in teenagers sooner or later. For many this creates plenty of confusion and questions. Of course we need to be able to explore these changes responsibly! And for adults – everyone knows that partners in the midst of their lives of family and work can’t always be there to fulfil each other’s sexual needs. Should they have to go out and be sneaky about their wants, their natural needs? And what about all those people who don’t have a mate, romantically or sexually, by choice or by fate?”


Zee’s attention was fully with me, her eyes big, dark and round. 

“Back to my first time? I still don’t know how to answer that question, Zee. But I do know that my interest in the subject started when I had my first moon-times. That’s when I began to wonder about aspects of my body that I hadn’t thought of before, it being female, what that means. And how does it work with male bodies? Questions like that. I talked about it with other kids and adults, but eventually I wanted more than only talk. That’s when my mother brought me to a hora-house for the first time. I was around fourteen or so. Does that count as my first time? It sure was wonderful, and very erotic, but it wasn’t sexual as in ‘genital-sexual’.”



“Then what was it?”

“I wanted to be with a female the first time,” my mind drifted to that experience, “she was older, but still young, maybe mid-twenties, sweet, open, and she liked to laugh! She let me explore her body in any way I wanted, let me touch her and guided my touch. She touched me too. It was clear to me that this touch was different from the touch I knew all my life, the caring or affectionate touch I shared with my friends and family. This touch had a different flavour to it. I learned the word for this kind of sensation: sensuality,” I laughed, “affection and care mixed with a bit of arousal and desire.”

Zee kept listening, so I went on. 

“You see, Zee, how my sexuality developed gradually? I didn’t have to know it all overnight, the way it happens with so many young people in your society. After that first time I didn’t care to know more for quite a while, but whenever I wanted to explore more, I simply asked to be with a hora. Female, or male, or mahnushay. I learned to kiss endlessly; I learned to touch my own body and genitals in ways that made me feel sensual or orgasmic, or both. I learned about pleasure and orgasms – with myself and also with the horae, through witnessing each other. I learned about male erections, the sensations I could rouse in a penis, and the sensations they could rouse in me, even if I didn’t want to be entered by one. I learned about the waves of arousal, that they come and go if we let them and not just run to orgasm. I learned about saying ‘yes’ and ‘no’. I learned that feeling sexual desire doesn’t always mean that I have to act on it.” 

I paused. 

“So, you tell me, Zee, which one of those was my first time?” 

“Hmm,” Zee looked at me with the investigative look of a detective. “Hmm. Did you ever have sex with a man? Was there a first time of that?”

My dear, perceptive, inquisitive Zee led me thus to my own formal initiation. After taking some sips of water from the glass on the table next to the bed, I now went a notch deeper into my memory. “Yes, there was.”

“May I know?”

“I hold this event very dear, Zee,” I said slowly, “can you hold it with care and keep it to yourself?” She nodded earnestly, and somehow, I knew she could and would.

“Maybe it’s not this precious for everyone, but my personal initiation turned out also to be the event that put me on the path of hora. It happened in a hora-temple, a hora-house that’s used for special occasions and for the training of horae. Maybe because my mother is a hora and Milena, who is like a mother to me, is a hora, and I was surrounded by it as long as I live, or maybe I have some hora-gene, I don’t know, but they told me later on that they had an inkling that I would follow in their footsteps.” 

“How was it?” Zee prodded, impatiently.

How in the world could I find the words to describe an indescribable event?

“It was sweet, more than sweet,” I smiled eventually, “and hot, very hot. It was natural. It was magical.” 

Zee seated herself cross-legged next to me on the bed, looking intently, clearly planning not to miss a word. I raised myself higher up against the pillows. 

“I was dressed in black, same as you today, except that the fabric was embroidered with symbolic patterns in all the colours of the rainbow.” 

I projected myself back in time and space. 

“It is a mild, sunny afternoon. We walk in silence, my mother and Milena and me, all three of us with our own thoughts, my mother in front, Milena at my back. They are dressed in robes they wear for ceremony, with swirly patterns the colour of the sea. We walk from our house at the edge of town into the hills, along a river. We cross the river over a wooden hanging bridge that I would have missed if my mother had not led us to it. I feel light. I feel carried by curiosity. I’m to experience something new, and yet I feel as if I’ve walked this path before, as if I know that veils will be removed from a hidden world that I’ve known all along. My senses are wide open. We follow narrow paths of sand, deeper into the silence of the sandstone hills sculptured by wind and rain and dotted by trees and shrubs with silvery leaves. Soon we come to a meadow with three small buildings, one of which appears to be a bathhouse.” 

I saw, felt and smelled the landscape as if I were in it.

“It’s like it was for you this afternoon, Zee. I soak in a warm bath, my body is oiled with gardenia scented oil, I’m dressed in black, except that my dress is a long fabric that my mother drapes loosely around my body.” I smiled, remembering my impatience, “As always, she has to make a piece of art of it, but finally she looks at me with a mixture of satisfaction and pride. And a bit of sadness. ‘Let’s go, mom!’ I say. 

“We walk to the back of the houses. I see nothing but red-brown sandstone walls. My mother points to a crack in the wall. As if by magic a woman materialises out of the earth. Her long, grey hair falls over her saffron robe. I will never forget the warmth with which she gestures me to come inside, Zee. I look at my mom and Milena, who just stand there and smile. And there I go.”

I check Zee’s face. She’s absorbed in my story.

“I’m expecting to enter a cave, something dark, and indeed the entrance is like a narrow alcove with dimmed light, but it widens immediately into a large chamber with a skylight at the top. Before I can figure out how all this can be, my attention is captivated by the walls. All around, entirely sculptured out of the sandstone, I see birds, fishes, cats, and deerlike animals, all the creatures of the world, it seems, are there; the sky is there, the sea, the earth. And people are there, female-bodied and male-bodied people, in all kinds of embrace and acts of unification.”

“It’s like a fairy-tale,” Zee giggled.

“Yeah, except that it was real.”

“I believe you. Please, go on,” Zee nodded, tapping my arm.

“I told you that I had been prepared for sex, Zee. But here I am, surrounded by nearly life-size, overtly sexual sculptures. Besides being in awe about the beauty of it, I understand in a flash that the kind of intimacy, arousal and intertwining of bodies I see, belong to the world of the adults. I realise that, rather than stepping into sex as something new, I’m about to step into adulthood as something new and I’m getting very excited. After this afternoon there will be no more secrets, I think to myself.” I laughed. “That was a teenage illusion, of course. But still, I know that my body will be wholly touched, occupied, inhabited. That I will share her, my body, my whole self. That I will know myself in a way I haven’t before. And meet a man in a way I haven’t before. I had asked for a man for my initiation for this reason.”

I paused.

“It takes a few minutes before I even notice who this man is. I’ve been so busy with the walls that the bed in the middle of the cave comes second, even though it is big enough for ten people and certainly inviting, covered with drapes and pillows, everything soft and velvety. The young man who sits quietly, cross-legged, in the middle of it seems to drown in it.” 

“Finally!” Zee sighs. “What’s he like?”

“His eyes are what I see first, warm eyes, dark eyes. He’s about my height and lean, like me. He has red-brown skin, wavy hair, loose, down to his shoulders. He only wears a sarong around his waist. He...”

“How old?”

“Beginning or mid thirty, I guess? He...”

“And you?”

“Seventeen, almost eighteen. Some of us are younger, some older at our initiation.”

“Okay. Then what?”

“He steps off the bed, comes towards me, bows his head slightly, holds out his hand, guides me to a sofa and invites me to sit on it. He places a tub with scented, warm water in front of my feet.” I was back in the cave. 

“It’s so soothing, my feet in the warm water,” I recall, slowly, “the gentle touch of his hands, the little streams he trickles over my ankles, while soft tones of a wooden flute are floating through the air, played by the saffron woman who has retreated to the side of the space, to an area with rugs, pillows, and a variety of musical instruments. In spite of my earlier excitement, by the time my initiator has dried my feet and massaged them, I’ve turned pretty liquid.”

Zee drank my words like wine, it seemed, her eyes had glazed over. Perhaps we were both a little drunk. 

“Can you pour me some juice, Zee?” I asked. “And for yourself too, of course, if you want. We’re drying out here. 

“When I’m all relaxed, he invites me to stand up. He places me in front of a mirror, just like we did this afternoon. Except that this takes longer. We both look at ourselves and each other. Then he steps behind me, brings his arms around me, his hands on my belly, his chin resting on my shoulder. I’m glad to lean into him.” 
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