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PRAISE FOR SELF-CARE DOWN THERE

“Everyone with a vagina or interested in interacting with a vagina needs to read this book! I just want to buy this book for every woman I know. No, every PERSON I know. This should be required reading on female sexuality, both for those with vaginas and those who are interested in, or love someone with, a vagina.”

—Mary Consolata Namagambe, founder of She for She Pads

“The knowledge and wisdom contained in this book is timely as we break into the dawn of a new era in human civilization. We are departing from outdated perspectives on bodies—those of women and all genders—and embracing more enlightened ones. This book is an example of how women around the world are making this shift happen.”

—Halima Al-Hatimy, executive director of FemCare Community Health Initiative
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DEDICATION

To you, reader, for making time for self-care down there. Consider yourself part of the global women and all genders health movement. To really spread the knowledge vibes, a portion of the proceeds from this book goes to charities who promote body literacy across the world.

And to our ancestors whose vaginas got us here in the first place.






INTRODUCTION

Touch and nourish your body for physical self-care.

Shift your mind-set about your vagina for mental self-care.

Embrace the quiet and socially abundant times in your cycle for emotional self-care.

Reclaim the wisdom of your vaginal ancestors for spiritual self-care.

Throughout Self-Care Down There, you’ll find a variety of entries that teach you how to prioritize yourself—body, mind, and spirit—by reconnecting with your vagina and pelvic parts, and by allowing you to safely and confidently explore, understand, and nurture yourself…down there.

After all, your body is the home for your self-worth, self-knowledge, and self-affirmation. And doing whatever you can to take care of yourself and your most wondrous parts is something that shouldn’t be underestimated.

However, maybe in the past (or even now!) you might have felt that talking about or taking care of your “down there” was taboo. Maybe you felt that it was necessary to treat yourself and your pelvis a certain way due to society’s expectations. But today and every day, vaginas are to be celebrated. And whether you choose to speak your empowered truth from the rooftops, quietly nurture yourself in the privacy of your own home, or do something in between, there is no wrong way to practice self-care. You know yourself and your body more than any other person on the earth. And you know which type or types of self-care are going to nourish you the best. So, do what feels right to you. If a particular self-care activity really speaks to you, do it as often as you’d like. If there is one that just doesn’t fit well, go ahead and skip it.

So, let’s take a look at how you can take the time to indulge in self-care—down there.





A NOTE TO THE READER

I can already tell that you are a magical being. To support your wondrous self, this book shares information about vaginal health, sex (of all kinds), menstrual cycles, and more. The topics are approached from a nonjudgmental perspective so that you feel like your best self when reading. As you know, people of all different genders, sexualities, ethnicities, body types, abilities, religious beliefs, and ages have vaginas. So, self-care down there requires an awareness that your health, body, mind, and spirit are all unique to you and that you are an amazing contribution to the collective.

When you are done reading this book, pass it on to someone you think might need it. I’d also love to hear your thoughts, so send me a comment or DM at imwithperiods on Instagram or Facebook or find my email contact on the web at https://imwithperiods.com.





PART 1 [image: Image] Getting to Know Your Garden Everything You’ll Find Down There


You are an abundant creature. Paying attention to your body, mind, and spirit sets the tone for how you show up for yourself and the world around you. The seeds of energy laid down when you’re nourished will sprout during the low times. This is especially true when it comes to your pelvic parts.

But before you can embrace vaginal self-care, you need to know what parts you have down there, what they do, and how to best take care of them. In this part, using the metaphor of a garden, you’ll cultivate information about self-care practices for the parts of your body that doctors call vaginas, ovaries, uterus, cervix, and more.

Remember that even though we’re gaining the knowledge in scientific Latin words, every family and community has their own language to talk about self-care down there. You are the child of witches who weren’t burned, of mothers who crossed rivers and oceans, and even of families or oppressors who rejected your wild ways. Nurturing a sense of comfort with your chosen and reclaimed words takes time, energy, and money—which you are doing right now. See? You are already many steps into this harvest season, friend.








KNOWING THE GARDEN OF VAGINAL SELF-CARE

[image: Image]

Welcome to the garden of vaginal self-care, an outdoor experience that connects human bodies with the earth. Chalkboards, PowerPoint presentations, and uncomfortable desk chairs don’t grow here.

To start off, let’s acknowledge that each person assigned “female” as their sex at birth has a pretty full patch of land, and it’s important to familiarize yourself with these parts right from the beginning. Let’s roam through and see how each part connects back to nature on the following list:


	Flower petals: Vulva and vagina

	Sunlight: Clitoris

	Soil: Pelvic floor

	Flower insides, a.k.a. “the yellow part”: Cervix

	Compost: Anus, a.k.a. butthole

	Animals and bugs: Urethra, a.k.a. pee hole

	Roots: Uterus

	Plant stalks: Fallopian tubes

	Seeds: Ovaries

	Water: Water you drink and water in your body

	Poison: Vaginal pH

	Bees and pollinators: Hormones

	Leaves: Gut, a.k.a. digestive system

	Weeds: Toxins




Sacred Self-Care

Go outside and find an area of grass, a tree to lean on, and/or dirt pile. Take a few deep breaths and see if you can find the parts of a garden (soil, leaves, etc.) on the previous list outside. Then come back inside to a private place and see if you can find the same parts on and in your own body. Feel your connection with the earth and know that your body is a perfect place.




[image: Image]
Use this image to locate all of your internal and external pelvic parts. All these parts get put into play because of two tiny X chromosomes, the blueprints for your body. Engage in self-care by knowing all the parts of the pelvic garden and honoring each one.








VULVA AND VAGINA: THE FLOWER PETALS
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Think of the vulva and vagina as the flower petals of your pelvis. The vulva refers to the larger area that includes the urethra, clitoris, and vaginal opening, and it keeps them all protected. The main protective parts are the labia majora and the labia minora, the outer and inner “lips” of the pelvis.

The vagina is like the inner part of the petals that connects to the central parts of plants. It is a fleshy canal that is hidden away yet has so many functions that require an exchange between the inside of your body and the rest of the world. Physically, the vagina allows for menstruation, some sex acts, and even childbirth. Spiritually, it is an energy center that grounds you to the earth.

Traditions from across the world emphasize massage as a way to connect with and heal bodies. You can bring this practice of self-care to your vulva and vagina as well to help you get familiar with your gorgeous body.


Sacred Self-Care

To get started, find a safe space to sit or lie down indoors. If you’d like, you can set up a compact mirror to see your pelvic area; however, a mirror is not required. Once you’re comfortable, take your fingers and begin to gently rub the parts of your vulva and vaginal area.

Think back to the garden of vaginal self-care and see if you can touch all the outside bits. What do they feel like? What are you thinking about as you touch them? Is it fun? Is it scary? This practice helps you get familiar with what your beautiful folds and flower petals look and feel like and can relieve tension and engage in self-love.








CLITORIS: A RAY OF SUNSHINE
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The clitoris, the warm sunshine of the pelvic region, is a major source of pleasure for people with vaginas. You live in a world where you are bombarded with negativity in news, facing off with patriarchy daily, and stressed out to the max. It can really wear you down. So, finding pleasure in your body, mind, and spirit can really be a form of radical self-care.

The clitoris wears a hoodie; when touched with affection, it will grow with the love that you give it. Self-care for your clitoris opens up a whole world of dreams, fantasies, and connections. So, give yourself a break from responsibilities, smartphones, and the heaviness of life by embracing your clitoris through self-care.


Sacred Self-Care

Find yourself a safe place to lie down and explore your clit. What is your clitoris’s attention span? What kinds of finger motions does it like? How do you avoid nicking it with your nails? Can you even feel it? Are you able to tap into the sunshine? Getting comfortable with your clitoris allows you to connect with one of the many power centers in your body. Not to mention the positive effects that erotic pleasure can have on your sense of well-being!








PELVIC FLOOR: SOIL AND DIRT
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What is a pelvic floor, you ask? It’s the area from your pubic bone (front) to tailbone (back) that is made up of many layers and types of muscles. The pelvic floor is like the soil in your vaginal garden. It provides strength and nutrients to growing seeds, holds water, keeps all the other parts in place, and generally keeps the garden supported and structured.

Pelvic floor specialists are concerned that one in seven people with vaginas experience some issue with muscles down there that can cause incontinence, frequent visits to the bathroom, chronic pain, pain after childbirth, and/or sexual dysfunction (as defined by you). Are you struggling with a weak pelvic floor? Doing self-care activities like exercising, practicing mindfulness, and stretching can help.


Sacred Self-Care

Kegels are a form of muscle training that involves flexing and relaxing your pelvic floor. To strengthen your pelvic floor, try Kegel exercises throughout the day. They can be done pretty much anywhere—on your commute, at work, at home. There are multiple kinds of Kegels. Some have you get into a tabletop position with your body. Others can be done sitting at your desk chair. Generally, they all do the same thing: strengthen your pelvic floor while taking the time for self-care. See the following illustration and instructions that tell you how to do a basic Kegel exercise and honor your pelvic floor with self-care.




[image: Image]
To do a basic Kegel, sit or stand in a comfortable position, then follow these steps. Step 1: Slowly squeeze your pelvic floor muscles, so it feels like your vagina is going up an elevator. Step 2: Hold the muscles in place for 2–5 seconds. Step 3: Slowly release the muscles. Step 4: Relax and repeat. When first starting out, you might only be able to do up to 5 repetitions. See if you can continue to practice your Kegels to the point where you can do 3 sets of 10 repetitions.








CERVIX: THE YELLOW PARTS
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Do you know what your cervix looks and feels like? The cervix is a tube-like portal that starts at the top of the vagina and ends up in the uterus, connecting the outside world to the world inside you. It’s like the yellow stalky parts of a flower visited by bees and pollinators. The opening of the cervix, or cervical os, is a bustling place where many exchanges take place, like menstrual blood or cervical mucus leaving (more on this later), sperm potentially coming in (depending on your sexual preferences), and harmful toxins being kept out. In the case of childbirth, the cervix is the part of your body that expands and dilates to make space for the baby to come through.

Yet, cervical health is underrated. Usually it’s talked about in the context of the human papillomavirus (HPV), which may feel like a scary pest lurking on the plant. But making space to take care of your cervix is important because it’s one of the areas of your body where illnesses tend to develop without any symptoms until something drastic happens.


Sacred Self-Care

You can actually get up close and personal with your cervix every day. Next time you take a shower, insert your middle finger into your vagina. Reach until you feel a large bump right in the center—this is the cervix. Search for a small dip at the bottom or side of the bump. This is the cervical opening. If the cervix feels hard like the tip of your nose, then it’s closed. If it feels soft like your lips, then it’s open for fertilization. Being intimate with your body lets you tune into its rhythms and plan self-care activities accordingly.








URETHRA: ANIMALS AND BUGS
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The urethra is the tube that connects your bladder (where urine collects) to the outside world. It is where your pee comes out. It is pretty tiny, found just above the vaginal hole in the vulva.

The urethra is like the baby animals and bugs of a garden, helping with composting and otherwise chilling out. Like some baby beings, urethras can get sick easily. Urinary tract infections, or UTIs, are one of the most common and unpleasant experiences for the vaginal region. UTIs often happen when something funky gets inside your urethra (like bacteria from little bits of poop from your toilet paper or a new sexual partner). Feeling the uncomfortable itchiness, burning, and constant desire to pee that comes with UTIs can really affect your mental and emotional health.


Sacred Self-Care

Take care of your urethra by creating an affirmation—a statement that helps to manifest goals, dreams, and desires. In the case of vaginal health, repeating an affirmation out loud fires up the brain to think in a particular way. Since the mind and body are intimately connected, the repetition of an affirmation like “My body keeps out beings and toxins that make me sick” or “I love you, body” in a safe place can train your body to think in a body-positive and protective way. While you should always consult your doctor if you think you have a UTI, a urethra-friendly daily affirmation can be a powerful form of preventative self-care.








UTERUS: THE ROOTS
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The uterus is like the roots of a plant. It’s a place where every other vaginal garden part connects. The uterus keeps everything else supported and also has its own full-time job as part of menstruation. It even grows, shrinks, and changes position depending on where you are in your menstrual cycle. During periods, the uterus is quite obviously shedding a lot of blood. The rest of the time, it is taking up nutrients and growing the nice fleshy good stuff (including blood) inside it, which keeps the uterus strong and muscular. In the case of pregnancy, the fleshy layer, or endometrium, forms the placenta, which brings nutrients into and waste away from the growing baby/fetus. Notably, during ovulation, the uterus is upright, shining, stretching the whole plant up into the sun. It can also grow large enough to hold a potential baby. Tending to your uterus, the roots of your plant, is a lifelong process.


Sacred Self-Care

The uterus is one of the places in your body that may get a lot of negativity. It’s also highly regulated by the rest of the world through synthetic birth control, outdated laws, and more. As a form of self-care, take the time to treat your uterus like your best friend and check in with them. Ask them what struggles they’re going through. Are they feeling crampy? In serious pain? Tight? How can you help alleviate these struggles? Also, what are their joys? What positive things happened to them? By adding the uterus to your friend circle, you create space for self-love rather than self-hate.








FALLOPIAN TUBES: THE PLANT STALKS
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The fallopian tubes are like the stalks of a plant. They hang out, provide structure, and act as pipes that carry sperm (if it’s there). After the seed or egg is released by the ovaries, the end of the tube catches it and keeps it there for about 1 day. This is referred to as ovulation. During ovulation, you might find that you have lots of energy. Maybe you feel like going out with friends, dancing to your favorite playlists, or doing a deep clean of your place.

If you are taking synthetic hormones like the pill, the patch, the hormonal IUD, or any gender-affirming hormones, your body won’t be ovulating, so your tubes are just chillin’ for the most part. If you have gotten your “tubes tied,” then a doctor has surgically gone in to block them off.


Sacred Self-Care

For tubal self-care, try an essential oil massage. Before heading to bed, prepare a massage oil with 10 parts coconut oil and 1 part lavender essential oil. Lavender essential oil has been shown to ease pain and tension in the pelvic area sometimes associated with movement of your tubes. Moreover, abdominal massage is one way to prevent blockage of fallopian tubes. Rub the oil in gentle circular motions just below your belly button. Do not put it in your vagina or on your vulva. Leave the oil on overnight to support lifelong tube health.








OVARIES: HUMAN SEEDS
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The ovaries are two tiny organs in your body that are mostly responsible for every single human life on the earth. They are essentially human seeds and kind of a big deal. For people with vaginas, each almond-shaped organ contains all the eggs needed for a lifetime.

The carrying and release of eggs are your ovaries’ part-time jobs (they take time off during menopause). Their other part-time job is to release hormones such as estrogen, progesterone, and testosterone, which connect to all sorts of processes in your body. These include everything from bone development, breast health, nutrient absorption, and baby making for those who want to have bio kids. Since they’re responsible for so much work, knowing your ovaries can greatly benefit your well-being across life. What position are your ovaries in? Can you ever feel them doing their jobs?


Sacred Self-Care

If your body is too stressed out, your ovaries can feel it. They will stop ovulating while you are feeling overwhelmed to conserve energy and eggs. One method of calming the body (including ovaries) is to take a bath (yes, baths are the cliché self-care thing to do…but they work!). Draw a warm bath and add 1 cup or 240 grams of Epsom salts. Let the salt dissolve fully, then settle into the water. Soaking in the muscle-relaxing salts, cleansing your vagina with water, and taking this intentional quiet time for self-care lets your ovaries de-stress from a long day (or years) of work.








VAGINAL PH: A PLEASANT POISON
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    As you learned in the Vulva and Vagina: The Flower Petals entry in this part, vaginas connect your internal pelvic parts to the environment around you. Vaginas have a certain pH, a measure of acidity in the body. Vaginas have an average pH of 3.8–4.5-ish, which makes the inside of your vagina slightly acidic, like a lemon. You can consider pH the poison in your vaginal garden. You may think of poison as a bad thing, but vaginal pH acts like a poison to keep out anything that might cause you harm.

Your vagina is connected to your brain; they talk to each other about your subconscious experiences, including trauma. When you aren’t getting enough sleep, emotional support, or self-care time, your vaginal pH might shift. Vaginal pH can also shift if something new is introduced into your vagina. This shift can cause itchiness, discomfort, and swelling, making you more prone to an overgrowth of unfriendly beings like yeast infections. Fortunately, you can find ways to support a balanced pH down there.


Sacred Self-Care

Take a 5- to 10-minute break to drink a glass or two of water. Water has the scientific name of H20, which means that the H, or hydrogen, helps regulate your vaginal pH. Not only does a water break give you time to relax, tune into your body, and breathe, it is also used by your body to keep your vaginal pH at a balanced level. Getting enough water is one of the most important elements (literally) of keeping the bits down there happier and healthier.
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