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A NOTE FROM ELIZABETH GILBERT

The book you hold in your hands is not only about addiction and sexual trauma (although those two subjects are covered in thorough, thoughtful, and deeply intelligent detail); it’s also about pleasure. It’s about our right to pleasure—no matter what we have done in the past or what has been done to us. It’s about the honesty, safety, experimentation, and transparency that we deserve to experience both within our relationships and within our own private psyches. It’s about how to set boundaries, how to understand what assault and abuse do to us on a physical and psychological level, how to feel, and how to be sexual while sober—perhaps for the first time in our lives, or at least in recent memory. It’s about getting to define (and redefine) sensuality, intimacy, and commitment in any way that feels accurate to your own mind, body, and spirit.

What I appreciate most about this book is how careful the authors are to constantly bring the discussion back to your body, to your preferences, to your desires and needs and curiosities and hopes. When I work with newcomers in Twelve Step recovery, I often tell them that there are as many ways to get sober as there were to get high, and as many styles of recovery as there are people getting well. No one person has all the answers for another—and this book honors that truth with rare delicacy. We are reminded in these pages that there is no such thing as sexual “normalcy” and that we can change our minds and our behaviors as many times as we need to change in order to find our true selves. Furthermore, there is no gold standard that we must reach in order to become “good at sex,” nor is there any bodily goal that we must achieve before we are allowed access to pleasure. No—we can awaken to the miracle of ourselves right here, right now, in this current form, in this current moment.

To learn how to feel our own feelings, to find our own opinions, to express our own desires, and to speak with our own voice—this is what recovery looks like. And this book shows you how to find that agency, that dignity, that literal ownership of yourself—within your ongoing recovery, and within the specific details of your own holy life.
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INTRODUCTION Now Is the Time


This workbook may be used on its own or as a companion to the book Awaken Your Sexuality: A Guide to Connection and Intimacy after Addiction and Trauma. Each chapter will assist you in identifying, cultivating, and enjoying the pleasures of your unique sexuality on the path to greater connection and intimacy. Regardless of relationship status, all of us can benefit from making time to awaken our senses, explore our values and desires, and take action to express our sexual selves with integrity.

You choose to awaken your sexuality because you are ready to experience the fullness of life. It happens when you decide you are ready to enjoy the creativity and pleasure of your unique body. That time can be now.

Our intended audience is anyone who identifies with the word woman. We recognize the majority of readers will have female anatomy and feel clear about their gender as women, also known as being cisgender. We welcome transgender women, nonbinary individuals who resonate with the experiences and challenges of women, and those who may not yet have labels or prefer no labels. Our use of woman is expansive, and we consider it a necessary shorthand, not an erasure of gender’s complexity.

Gender and sexuality exist on their own spectrums, and variety is the most normal thing in the world. Heterosexual, bisexual, lesbian, pansexual, queer, questioning, and asexual women are all welcome in the exercises in this workbook. This workbook is for all kinds of women, nonbinary people, and gender-expansive people who have survived something difficult and want to feel better.



Throughout the exercises, you will meet a few women and nonbinary people who have lived through trauma, are recovering from harmful forms of substance use or compulsive behaviors, and are seeking a new, authentic connection to their sexuality. The stories included here come from women and nonbinary people we have known personally, worked with in therapy and coaching, and encountered over our combined years. We have changed details, timelines, and names to protect individual identities, and we have created composites from real women’s experiences to help illuminate common concerns and pathways forward.

Why awaken your sexuality in the first place? If you have been frightened, confused, ashamed, or disconnected from your sexual self, feeling your own pleasure in a safe way may seem impossible. We assure you it is not. Our goal is to help you feel more pleasure and connection more often, in a way that supports and sustains you, with or without a partner.

Recovery is about living life fully and completely, and your sexual recovery is integral to the fullness of your life. While struggling with compulsive behaviors, problem use of a substance, or the symptoms of trauma (such as depression, anxiety, dissociation, and others), you likely have felt isolated and abandoned at times. In choosing to acknowledge and awaken your sexuality, you are embarking on an inner journey to reconnect with your best friend: your embodied self.



Each chapter of this workbook contains writing exercises to help you explore your unique sexual self, including your sexual past, present, and desired future. You can do these exercises in a notebook, so you can refer to them later. At the end of each chapter is a suggested somatic (body-based) activity for grounding and self-soothing. While each somatic activity can be practiced at any time, they are paired with specific content to support your emotional process. If you are completing this workbook in a group, you can practice these somatic activities together.

Some chapters may be more challenging than others, based on your personal history and current efforts at recovery. You can go at your own pace, on your own. Or you can create an accountability group and all complete the workbook on a schedule, such as one chapter per week. There is no wrong way to proceed. Please keep your workbook somewhere safe, so you can ensure your own privacy and freedom to complete the exercises honestly.

If you feel overwhelmed, experience symptoms of trauma, or find yourself wanting to return to using a substance you have stopped using, please slow down and consider asking for outside support from a loved one, support group, or a therapist. These exercises can be challenging, but they should not be traumatic to complete.

The same world that can cause us harm is also filled with wonder and mystery. Your unique sexuality is powerful and can bring you joy, pleasure, and deeper trust in yourself. It doesn’t happen overnight, but it is absolutely worth the effort.



Checking In with My Sexuality Today

Let’s begin by identifying how you feel about your sexual life as it is right now. After completing the Awaken Your Sexuality Workbook, you will be encouraged to return to this assessment to see how your feelings have changed.

Rate the following statements on a scale of 0 to 5, with 0 indicating no agreement and 5 indicating very strong agreement. You may record your responses in your notebook.


	I am actively engaged in a form of recovery, such as therapy, a support/process group, Twelve Step group, harm reduction group, etc.
0          1          2          3          4          5



	I have experienced a substance use disorder, eating disorder, compulsive or addictive behaviors with spending, gambling, screen time, self-harm, work, relationships, sex, or something else that caused harm to myself and/or my loved ones.
0          1          2          3          4          5



	I believe that recovering sexually is important for my well-being.
0          1          2          3          4          5



	It seems like it has been a long time since I felt genuine sexual pleasure, or maybe I never have.
0          1          2          3          4          5



	As a child, I felt afraid to ask questions about sex or gender because it seemed like there could be negative consequences. As an adult, I feel avoidant or nervous talking about sexuality or gender.
0          1          2          3          4          5



	
I have survived sexual trauma: sexual abuse, sexual assault, rape, or another form of sexual violence, such as workplace sexual harassment.
0          1          2          3          4          5



	I am not comfortable having sexual contact without alcohol or another substance.
0          1          2          3          4          5



	Sex with my partner(s) often doesn’t feel good or gives me intrusive thoughts and/or memories.
0          1          2          3          4          5



	I haven’t had a new sexual partner since I started recovering, and it makes me nervous to try again.
0          1          2          3          4          5



	I have experienced a relationship that diminished my self-worth and made me feel undesirable.
0          1          2          3          4          5



	My solo sex, or masturbation, is unsatisfying. Sometimes I avoid touching and exploring my own body.
0          1          2          3          4          5



	I have shame about how I have behaved sexually.
0          1          2          3          4          5





If you answered almost all of the above with zeros, please feel free to put this workbook down and do something self-congratulatory! The rest of us still have plenty of work to do to honor our painful experiences, unravel negative beliefs about our sexual selves, and nourish our pleasure.



What we offer here is a gentle exploration of the ways sexuality can be a positive force in your life. In part 1, you will get reacquainted with your body, your feelings, and your memories, and you will consciously engage with your experience of desire and pleasure. In part 2, you will revisit your history and gain deeper understanding of how your sexual self has come to be and what changes you are making now. In part 3, you will practice articulating what you want, like, and dislike, and you will explore your current beliefs and values about sex, all with an eye toward your own pleasure. In part 4, you will develop the skills of connection and intimacy with yourself and others.

You do not have to eliminate your fear in order to be honest about your sexual feelings. Courage is acting honestly in spite of fear, knowing that the rewards of authentic self-knowledge will carry you forward on your journey of change. These rewards have a rhythm and momentum all their own—all your own.

So take courage. Please treat yourself with gentleness and patience and allow yourself to move at your own pace.
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Each of us has an inner life and an outer life. Our inner life is who we are and how we feel inside; our outer life is how we interact with others. When we live in active addiction or are consumed by the pain of trauma, our inner and outer lives are out of balance. We don’t always act on our feelings, and often we don’t even know what our feelings are. We may be suffering so profoundly we cannot experience our full range of feeling. Part of recovery is getting our inner lives and our outer lives to reflect more of each other, and to experience a wider range of feelings.

In the next few chapters, we will be exploring some elements of early sexual recovery. You will be prompted to reflect on the effects of socialization in your life. You will endeavor to make some peace with your body, just as it is, at least for now. You will be learning about your genitals, and you will be guided to build a practice of self-pleasure. Through these exercises, you will become more aware of your sexual feelings, which exist separately from your partner or from anyone else. Your erotic life and sexual energy exist in their own right.





[image: ]

CHAPTER 1 The Past in the Present



Women totally, definitely, have been shamed and oppressed out of connecting with our real sexual selves.
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Emily Nagoski, “My Lying Vagina, and the Lying Liars Who Lie About Her”



The subject of sexuality usually produces a paradoxical reaction: We are eager to know, but we are afraid of what we might find out. How did we come to such a confused state about something that is so basic to human existence?

Our present sexual feelings and actions do not exist in a vacuum. They are molded and influenced by everything that has happened to us in the past. By working with our past and honestly naming all that has happened to us—our gender socialization within our family, our childhood experiences, our adolescent sexual experiences, our choice of partners, our sexual behavior prior to the decision to recover—we can move into a new level of sexual freedom and expansion. When this happens, our sexual feelings and actions will arise from the present moment, not from the mixed messages, pain, confusion, or dissociation we had in the past.


My Sexual Self-Image


	Think back to your childhood. How did you learn about what it meant to be a woman or man? Did your family or caregivers talk with you about nonbinary, transgender, or any other gender-expansive expression? Do you remember any specific instance in which you were told how to behave according to your gender?
Example:

When I was six and my brother was a baby, my mom told me, “Boys have a penis and girls have a vagina.” We never talked about gender; I don’t think I even heard the word until I was a teenager. But there were a lot of jokes in the house about Mom’s way of doing things versus Dad’s way. Dad’s way was always more fun and less safe. I definitely got in trouble for ripping my clothes playing touch football at school and was told that I was unladylike.



	Would you describe your parents or caregivers as open and communicative about sexuality? Would you describe them as closed off or not approachable about sexual topics? Perhaps a mix of both? Do you remember feeling mostly comfortable or uncomfortable talking to your parents or caregivers about sex?

	
When do you remember becoming curious about your own body or about sexuality in general? Did you feel that your curiosity was similar to your peers’? Why or why not?

	Do you remember feeling pressure to be “good at sex” as a young person? Can you identify where that pressure was coming from?






Authentic Sex Talk

One way to honestly examine your beliefs and assumptions about what you need and what you want sexually is dialogue with another person or a safe group. Many people have not experienced safe conversations about sex and sexuality with knowledgeable sources.


	Where did you get your information about sex as a younger person? (Identify all that apply.)

	I had safe adults in my life who would answer my questions.

	I received comprehensive sexual education in school.

	I received abstinence-only education in school.

	I had friends who taught me about sex.

	I had a boyfriend/girlfriend/partner who taught me about sex.

	I had traumatic or abusive experiences that taught me about sex.

	I learned about sex from Hollywood movies, pornography, TV shows, or other media.

	I read books or articles to teach myself about sex.

	I learned about sex through __________.








Michelle

Michelle, thirty-nine, is a stay-at-home mom to two small children and lives in a mostly white suburb of a major city. Michelle and her husband, Chris, got married after dating for a few years, and they have a busy social life and a beautiful home. During the COVID-19 pandemic lockdowns, Michelle stopped working to care for their children full time. She also slid from several drinks a week to heavy drinking nearly every night, combined with prescription medication for insomnia and anxiety.

When Michelle was a child, Michelle’s mother managed to keep a household together while Michelle’s father drank before, during, and after work. Because he wasn’t physically violent, and their material needs and wants were met, Michelle has always considered herself lucky, and her childhood in an alcoholic family “not that bad.”

Now that Michelle is in recovery for her own alcohol use disorder and symptoms from a past traumatic sexual assault, she is taking a closer look at her childhood. She remembers having one conversation with her mother, when she got her period, where her mother admonished her to “lock your knees together.” Michelle struggles to remember how she ever learned about her own body or sex itself. She believes herself to be more sexually educated than her mother, but since they never spoke about it, she’s not really sure.




	When you reflect on how you learned about sexuality, gender, and sex, what feelings come up for you?



If you never received comprehensive sexual education, you may want to pursue it now, as an adult. It is never too late to learn more about sex, gender, and sexuality, because new research is happening all the time. We recommend the resources at Planned Parenthood’s “Sex Ed To-Go for Students” for a free option to get you started. While the classes are listed by grade level, many of the topics can be helpful for people of any age.


Tamara

Tamara, sixty-three, is a tenured professor of history and African American studies at a large university, where she has won numerous teaching awards. She often speaks publicly about her experiences of tokenism and misogynoir (the combined force of anti-Black racism and misogyny directed toward Black women) at conferences for women in academia. Her books are used in college courses across the country.

Years ago, Tamara had a serious car accident and was prescribed an opioid pain medication while she recovered from a series of back surgeries. Tamara had accepted that she would likely be dependent on pain pills for the rest of her life, but something changed when she went through her divorce with her wife, Alisha. She began buying pills to add to her regular prescription, and she became addicted.

Tamara grew up without words to identify her feelings and experiences, and she always felt like an outsider in her homophobic Christian family. Still, she maintains a deep love for her mother, Anne, who is now living with her and experiencing a new level of physical dependence.

Anne is a devout Christian who has never been comfortable with Tamara’s sexual orientation, even though she was always kind and respectful to Alisha, Tamara’s ex-wife. Tamara and her mother live amicably, but Tamara can feel the difference.

“I love Mom, but I am smaller in spirit around her,” Tamara tells her therapist.




	What did your early social environment teach you to feel about yourself?
Example:

I learned to keep a lot of myself a secret. I was “too much” if I wasn’t careful. I shouldn’t speak my mind.

Your body?

Your gender?

Your sexual orientation?

Your sexual feelings?








Discovering Our Sexual Selves

We all received messages about our worth as human beings and how our gender and sexuality affected our worth. The message implicit in all the exercises you will encounter in this workbook is that sexuality is much more than sexual behavior. Sexuality can be a lifelong process of discovery, an important part of who we are and how we are in the world regardless of how much desire we do or don’t feel and whether or not we have a partner.


	Complete the following statements in your notebook:
As a result of engaging with the exercises in this workbook, I hope to feel:

I hope to experience:

I hope to learn:

I hope to change:








Somatic Practice: Opening to Possibility

The word soma means “body.” Somatic practices are body-based activities that may involve movement, breathing, or self-touch. They can assist you in feeling more grounded, calm, and present. There are many ways to connect with your body, and the practices suggested here are a few that we have found useful to address the feelings that can arise when thinking deeply about our history, behavior, and sexuality. Please feel invited to do any self-soothing activity that works for you.

For this brief practice, sit on a chair with both feet on the floor and your hands resting comfortably in your lap. Your eyes can be open or closed. Turn your head all the way to the right. As you inhale slowly and deeply, imagine drawing a rainbow in an arc overhead, from your right shoulder to your left, with the tip of your nose. While inhaling, begin to move your head to draw the arc. When you get to the top of the arc, begin to exhale, so that when you arrive at your left side, you are empty of breath.

This time, inhale as you draw the rainbow from the left all the way over to the right. At the top of the arc, begin to exhale so you arrive at your right shoulder at the end of your exhale. The slower you are able to breathe, and the smoother you can make your movement, the more relaxing the practice will be. Do not worry about getting it “right” or creating the perfect rainbow shape—the practice of coordinating your breath and your movement is enough.
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CHAPTER 2 Inauthenticity and Contradictions



We have had the truth of our bodies withheld from us or distorted; we have been kept in ignorance of our most intimate places. Our instincts have been punished… it has been difficult, too, to know the lies of our complicity from the lies we believed.

[image: ]

Adrienne Rich, On Lies, Secrets, and Silence: Selected Prose 1966–1975



Sometimes we get so lost in being sexual the way our partner wants us to, or the way we were taught we should, or the way we’ve seen in movies or shows, or the only way we know how, that we aren’t able to sense what brings us our own true pleasure. When we perform sexually for others more than we authentically engage with our body’s likes and dislikes, we can get lost and out of balance.

This is not to say that being generous with our partners is a problem—on the contrary. Referred pleasure, or the joy we feel when our partner is experiencing their own pleasure, is a real thing. Attentiveness, generosity, and joy at being a “giver” are lovely expressions of sexuality when they are freely offered and felt.

What we seek is self-awareness, so we can be fully at choice whenever we are sexual. In this chapter, we will explore the ways we have been taught to live in denial of our sexuality and begin to reconnect honestly with our own sources of pleasure.



Silencing the Inner Voice

Being honest, especially with ourselves, is a necessary first step toward changing our patterns.

In families where shame drives a large amount of everyone’s behavior, such as families with addiction, abuse, or other painful issues, it is common to see something called a “no-talk rule.” A no-talk rule applies to anything that would disrupt the status quo: Children do not talk about a parent’s addiction, parents do not talk about a partner’s infidelity or abuse, and so on.

The no-talk rule is also a familiar fixture in most of our sexual lives. This rule has a variety of forms: If you need to talk about sex, it’s not okay; it’s no good if you have to ask for what you want. If your partner really loved you, you would get just what you wanted and needed in bed. When the right person comes along, it’s going to be perfect. If it’s not perfect, there must be something wrong with you, your body, or your technique. If it was easy at first, but something has changed, there is something wrong with you—better avoid bringing it up. And on and on.

Let’s take a few minutes to identify and explore the forms of the no-talk rule that we remember from childhood, and those that may be at work in our lives today.


	Recreate the following table in your notebook, then fill in the chart one column at a time. First, identify a no-talk rule you remember from childhood. It may be about anything, not just sexual subjects. If you lived in more than one household, you can list the rules separately, as they may have been different. Then, decide whether you are still abiding by these rules in any form in your life today. Last, you can list the way a no-talk rule may be part of your life as an adult.




	No-talk rule from childhood

	Do I still follow this? How so?

	New no-talk rule





	
EXAMPLES:

Don’t say anything about Mom’s drinking to anyone.


	No. I talk about it all the time in recovery group.

	Don’t talk about my own drinking or recovery with people who are still drinking.




	Don’t ask about sex.

	Yes. I don’t talk to anyone about my real questions or concerns, not even my doctor.

	Same. Don’t ask about sex.




	Don’t talk about having a crush on another girl.

	Somewhat. Still not “out” to everyone in my life.

	Don’t be an “in your face” lesbian.




	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 







How do you feel when you reflect on your entries to this list?









Sex as a Means to an End

The things we do when we are in the grip of addiction and trauma can be extremely harmful to ourselves and other people. We usually believe that the ends justify the means. Part of any recovery process is taking responsibility and accountability for the harms we have caused to others.
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