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This book is dedicated to my husband, Bruce, whose love for me makes all this, and me, not only possible but an astonishingly glorious adventure, for which I am profoundly grateful. He loves every fiber of my being, and presses me to reach for more than I could have dreamed. He rejoices in and encourages my passion, my outrageousness, my irrepressible adventurousness. He asks for nothing in return, but the privilege of loving me. I am now, and forever, at his feet.



Author’s Note

The stories about people told in this book reflect feelings or situations which many of us have experienced in our own lives. While the essence of the stories is real, many are composites and, in most cases, names of individuals and other characteristics have been changed.
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Introduction

Have no fear, Mama Gena is here! This book is your road map to the heart and soul, the scintillating core, of being a woman. It’s the result of twelve years’ research into what women want and what makes us happy. It’s a how-to guide for living a completely fulfilled life.

Sounds good, doesn’t it?

The key to this wonderful life is what I call the “womanly arts”—a set of skills and behaviors that you already know but may have forgotten about. If practiced passionately and enthusiastically, these arts allow every woman to revel in her own fabulousness. They give her the power to create a life of pleasure, abundance, and full gratification.

•   •   •

I want you to start thinking about the life you would have if you could. I want you to envision your own fantasyland. Give free rein to this vision of your desired lifestyle, and don’t let it be dominated by someone else’s plans for you. Do you see a life that allows for for intimacy, family, responsibility, creativity, great sex, flexible time, and flexible emotions? Do you see days filled with alone time—or shared activities with a bevy of friends, family, and children? Do you see hours spent volunteering, or making big bucks in a high-powered career, or creating the next great painting or novel? Do you see yourself in a rural place, or by the beach, or up in the mountains, or in a small town, or in a city apartment? Do you see a life spent with one love, or filled with a myriad of interesting and exciting partners?

Maybe you see yourself picking a bit of this and dash of that. Whatever your vision is, however unlikely, unorthodox, or “unacceptable,” get ready to run with it. Your feelings are the utmost priority, your desires are more important than anyone else’s deadline or mandate.

A pleasurable life is not a necessity. Not an obligation. We are taught to work hard, study hard, and deprive ourselves. But who teaches us about pleasure? Who teaches us to laugh when we feel like it, to concentrate on how good the sun feels on our skin, to value the giddy pleasure of playing hooky, or to plunge forward enthusiastically and seize our own brass ring? Many of us have almost forgotten a life of pleasure can exist. As a woman, though, pleasure is your birthright. That’s the big, fat secret I am here to unlock with you.

Your dreams, your desires are not too big for you. They are just the right size. And they are rapidly and readily accessible if you follow me through the doorway of pleasure. This doorway has always been there—Mama is just reminding you where the key is and giving you a little shove toward happiness and success, however you define them. I am here to tell you that every woman can be creative, sexy, and happy and can have a marvelous relationship with a life partner. Glamour and beauty are within reach. And ecstasy, pleasure, and fun can play a huge role in your life.

In working with countless women as a facilitator and researcher in the area of relationships, I have discovered that a woman’s pleasure has an electrifying effect on herself and others. If a woman even begins to think about what pleasures her, she instantly feels pleasured. And if that woman can communicate those delicious thoughts to someone else, that lucky person also feels the glow. I know, I know, it sounds so simple. But hey, no one is in the habit of looking at the power of pleasure.

So many people have dedicated themselves to examining women’s problems and making much of their general unhappiness. Therapists, weight-loss centers, credit card companies—everybody’s got us in their clutches, and somehow women as a whole aren’t too much happier for it. I dedicated so much time to studying women’s unhappiness (my own included), and none of it led to fun. Finally I decided to investigate women’s pleasure instead. No one else was doing it, really. It was a wide-open field, no competition. Not too many people seemed to have the time or the interest to explore pleasure—how to attain it and the rewards that come with it. And what I have found has proved to be amazing, beyond anything I could have dreamed. I learned that the pleasure women are capable of—that energy—is the greatest untapped natural resource on this planet. I discovered that when a woman is happy and fulfilled, those around her share the rewards. A gratified woman can be the source of a whole community’s joy and prosperity.

That revelation led me to study what I call the womanly arts—the skills that enable us to access joy, gratification, energy, and fun all day, every day. Here’s a rundown:

• The first and most important womanly art is the ability to identify your desires. Mama is here to help you locate what you really want and show you how to whet your own appetite. Some women (maybe most women) don’t even know what they want. We will coddle your fledgling desires until they sing to you loud and clear.

• The second womanly art is the art of having fun, no matter where you are. I’ll help you figure out a way to have a good time whether you’re at the dry cleaner, sitting at your desk, listening to your mother-in-law, or doing your taxes.

• The third womanly art I’ll talk about is the art of sensual pleasure. The orientation to pleasure is a feminine instinct, and each glorious inch of your body is yours to use for your fulfillment. Women have a greater affinity for pleasure—a drive, an innate understanding of pleasure—simply because they’re women. After all, they have an organ on their body whose sole function is pleasure. You will learn more about your instrument and its potential.

• Flirting is another womanly art. It is a fantastic way to fire up your entire life. When a woman has mastered her ability to flirt, she feels deliciously powerful.

• When you feel good enough to flirt, you feel good enough to practice the womanly art of owning your beauty. Mama will inspire you to make the decision, every minute of every day, that you are the hottest, most gorgeous thing that ever lived. Why not? You are.

• I will also encourage you to befriend your inner bitch. Learning to live with her is an art. And as you know, if you’re heading into battle you want that bitch on your side! Mama will show you how.

• Owning and operating men is another womanly art. You already knew that. We’ll investigate the ways in which a woman’s pleasure (namely, yours) can help both of you live happily ever after.

• And the final womanly art we’ll be learning is the art of inviting abundance. Women have uncanny powers of attraction. You’ll learn how to conjure up anything you want—a new coat, a parking space, a new job for your best friend.

In this book Mama will articulate all the skills, the opportunities, and the pathways a woman can access to become enthusiastically gratified. Along the way we will explore your deepest intuitions, your desires both great and small, and pleasure—as experienced by all your five senses. I’ll show you the power that comes when you embrace all of your contradictions—when you let Elegant and Slutty sit side by side, or allow Tacky, Tasteful, Over-the-top, and Understated to appear simultaneously, in the same ball gown. We’ll put Shy in her proper place, next to Abandon. We’ll invite unabashed Hilarity to disrupt the most refined dinner tables. You’ll see Voracious and Virginal are not incompatible. In these pages, Lust is exalted, Repression abhorred. The fragrance of freshly sweaty skin is more divinely valuable than Chanel No. 5.

You’ll soon learn that anything fun is preferable to a dozen obligations, and in my book, a shot of fulfillment is always the next best step. I’ll help you realize that there is always time for passion, in any form. And gratitude. Showers of gratitude and thanks are the order of the day.

To embrace the womanly arts, you must simply begin with a positive point of view. Rely on the fact that something good or something better than good is heading your way at all times. Your manicured hand is in control of your own ecstasy dial. Whatever befalls you, you can and will use it to make yourself happy. In every circumstance you are the one with the edge. You will know that whatever your desires are, they will not just be fulfilled, but bettered and expanded, with frosting on top. Most women spend their time whining about the past rather than paying attention to what they want now. What you will soon see is that ecstasy comes from leaping in the direction of your desires, despite the obstacles. What might surprise you most is that true selfishness can be the path to real generosity.

We are going to bypass doubt, judgment, and disapproval. We are going to leave the past where it is and enjoy the present even more by focusing on rituals, exercises, and new perspectives that introduce your dreams and your desires right into reality, right now. You are about to be a gratified woman. A gratified woman can have a glorious time washing the dishes, changing a tire, or being ravished in bed. Being on intimate terms with joy, she can create it anywhere. She is not limited by circumstances, money, education, background, or geography. She does not have to find the “right” guy to have a great evening out—she can draw out the best in any man. She does not need the latest fashion to feel beautiful—she knows her glow comes from within, no matter what she is wearing.

A gratified woman is someone who constantly experiences the abundance of life itself and the privilege of life itself because she knows that wherever she is, just by the force of nature that is her being, anything is possible. And that is a wonderful place to be. If you are ready to live in this place, if you are ready for unbridled joy and overflowing passion regardless of life’s challenges, turn the page and start the course—the course of succulence, the course of outrageousness, the course I call Mama Gena’s School of Womanly Arts.



Lesson 1
The Case for Pleasure

I felt it was time to play. Most of my thoughts, time and energy had gone into creative effort. And this restriction of the love drive, the headshrinkers will tell you, is the greatest urge one really has. When one sublimates the sex drive into creative work it puts a person in high gear, mentally. I admit it. But it is against my nature to bottle up the biological plans of pleasure for any length of time. I hope I don’t sound as if I have discovered the secret salve that soothes the universe, but I do want to add my small footnote on the subject.

—Mae West

Example A. Picture this:

You are on a long road trip, in a car, by yourself. You’re kind of hungry, kind of cranky, but too impatient to get where you’re going to stop at a rest area. You keep pushing yourself, ignoring your discomfort, so you can cover more distance.

Example B. Picture this:

You are on a long road trip, in a car, with a couple of girlfriends. Each of you packed a basket of delicious goodies to snack on, and you are currently passing around some crudités with guacamole. Aretha is blasting on the radio, and some of you are singing along. You have a stack of CDs, books on tape, and The Story of O. You have a destination, but you keep stopping at all the interesting sites along the way—shopping malls, and places called Lost River Caverns and The World’s Only Anchovy Museum.

Which trip would you rather be on, A or B?

B? Good choice. Know why?

B gets there first. Know why?

Since A began to ignore how she was feeling about a hundred miles ago, she failed to notice the engine light on the dashboard, so the car overheated, and now she’s sitting by the side of the road, cursing and waiting for Triple A to come rescue her.

This illustrates two options: a life without pleasure and a life that includes pleasure.

In this lesson we are going to tour the world of pleasure together. We will examine everything that qualifies as part of a pleasurable life. Why? Pleasure gives you clarity, it refreshes and rejuvenates, it keeps you ahead of the curve. Pleasure sends you on wonderful journeys, and you always arrive at your destination ahead of schedule. When you don’t prioritize pleasure, you end up arriving in places you never intended to go. So many of us are programmed to choose A in the scenario above that we suffer from the disease called anhedonia (literally, “without pleasure”). A leading American manual on mental illness describes it as “a loss of interest or pleasure in all or almost all usual activities and pastimes.” People give up on fun. Making time for pleasure seems somehow naughty, self-indulgent, or slightly illicit.

Society conditions us to worship pain. “No pain, no gain.” It’s everywhere: Jesus nailed to the cross, original sin, the Puritan work ethic. Who goes out for a lunch hour anymore? (We used to.) Who comes home from work at 5 P.M.? (That’s only half a day!) Even our pals in Latin America are giving up that centuries-old ritual, the siesta. And we used to laugh at how hard the Japanese work. Now we have surpassed them.

Pleasure is still there. It is simply not a priority. Reveling in it is a lost art. All you have to do is look at a child and you will see the direct access we all have to pleasure. A child moves from one pleasurable thing to another, gets interrupted with a few tears, a distraction, then back to pleasure. Pleasure is more important than food. Pleasure consumes a child’s day. Pleasure is not frivolous. It guides, instructs, unfolds creativity, educates. Learning through pleasure, through fun, is a more deeply integrated experience than learning by rote or under pressure.

The idea for Mama Gena’s School of Womanly Arts came to me after seeing Jacqueline Bisset in the movie Dangerous Beauty utter these words to her daughter, who she was training to be a courtesan: “In order to give pleasure, you have to know pleasure.” It was a very beautiful scene, set in sixteenth-century Venice. I was captivated by the idea of a gorgeous, sensual mother sharing the secrets of pleasure and sensuality with her daughter. Why, if that had happened to me, I could have hit the ground running after puberty, rather than spend years mired in confusion and misinformation. Imagine having your mom teach you how to enjoy the touch, taste, and smell of kissing your first boy! Or how peeling an orange or eating an asparagus spear can be a method of seduction. Or how your eyes, the windows of your soul, can be used to ignite a flirtation. Imagine having your mama in your corner as you begin your sensual unfolding. How delicious, and how totally unusual.

I had found my calling. The Pleasure Queen. The epiphany was brought on by a convergence of sorts. I had recently become a mama. My husband, Bruce, and I had been teaching courses together in sensuality, communication, and relationships for about seven years, and I had been feeling lately that there was something I wanted to say to women, in the presence of women only. I had also been studying the ancient Goddess religions as a kind of hobby. I realized the golden thread winding through all of my experience and research at that point was the divine importance of pleasure. Female pleasure. The next thing you know, Mama Gena and her School of Womanly Arts was born.

There was a time, five thousand years ago, and for about thirty to fifty centuries before that, when humanity worshiped a female deity. God was a Goddess. From the scant little we know about those fantastically good old days, it seems religious practices were quite a bit different than they are these days. There was dancing, celebration of the seasons, and sensuality, abundant thanks and adoration, ecstatic emotion. Really not at all like what shakes in our shrines nowadays. Now it’s all about men—here a rabbi, there a pope, everywhere a monk monk. In the old days there was no sitting still and being quiet and repenting, no guilt about original or unoriginal sins. I was inspired by the idea of a gratitude festival in honor of the gift of life. And that’s how the Goddess came to be such a powerful theme in Mama Gena’s School of Womanly Arts. I call the participants in the course my Sister Goddesses to remind us that all women on this planet are sisters and all are descendants of Goddess worshipers. In fact, we are Goddesses all. Now that’s just Mama’s opinion. But think about it: treat a woman like a Goddess, she rises to the occasion. That’s a tip that will take men far in the world of women. Worship her, and she will give you the best she’s got.

As a Sister Goddess, I have made pleasure the guiding principle in my life and the lives of my family, and in my business. If something does not feel good, we don’t do it. If it feels good, we do. And because no action would feel good if it hurt or compromised someone else, pleasure is moral in the highest sense of the word.

All you have to do is choose to feel good. Pleasure is a choice, just as hatred or unhappiness is a choice. Pleasure is not necessarily in the results, like getting a promotion or the right job; pleasure is not just an aftereffect of getting a raise, so that you are making the same amount of money as the guy in the cubicle next to you. It comes from doing the work you love to do, that you were born to do—or having the freedom to experiment enough to find it. It comes from leaving money second on your priority list, after your gratification, which should always be your first priority. Pleasure is not a matter of getting married or staying single. It exists when you have the courage to establish yourself as a sensually free citizen. For one woman this may mean having many lovers. For another woman it may mean monogamy. For still another, it could be celibacy. You, my darlings, call the shots. Pleasure comes from giving yourself permission to explore your appetites freely, with no guilt.

Pleasure is about right here, right now. It is the spot you choose to be. Auntie Mame said, “Life is a banquet, and most dumb bastards are starving to death.” Don’t be a dumb bastard. Get thee to the banquet table. Your seat is waiting.

I’m advocating the lifelong investigation of pleasure, and this task requires all of your five senses. This is a new frontier for most people. We’re trained to turn away from pleasure, to ignore pleasure, to abandon it, really. When you begin to investigate it, you feel you’re being kind of naughty—or heading for trouble, like when you snuck out after curfew in high school. Like, “This feels really good, but it must be wrong, and there might be consequences.” We usually need a big excuse to treat ourselves well—like a birthday. Imagine if you paid as much pleasurable attention to yourself every day as you do on your birthday. You might dress in your favorite outfit; give yourself a long, delightful bath; have exactly the food you want to have; go for walk, and shop in a store; meet up with some friends. What if we created a life where this was the rule, rather than the exception—where every day was about our pleasure, our passion, our fulfillment?

Sounds selfish, no? No, it’s not. For true generosity does not occur unless you give from your own surplus. In other words, until you have yours, you don’t have anything to give others. Some people can experience surplus when they have a dollar in their pocket. Some feel poverty when they have a million dollars. Our exploration of the womanly arts will be about which experiences, which circumstances lead to the creation of a truly fulfilled life.

You’ll find that a pleasurable life requires constant vigilance. Stay true to what you want, listen to your instincts. For some of you this means allowing someone to touch you only when you want to be touched, and touching someone only when you want to. Or refusing to involve yourself in that trap of servicing others in the hope that they’ll do something nice in return. Embracing pleasure is about looking within, to see what would feel good, and following through on any and all activities that can add to your own gratification. Sometimes your pleasure will come from declining an offer from someone else. Sometimes it comes from doing something simply for the joy of seeing that fulfilled look on another’s face.

When a woman really begins to pay attention to her desires—ah, that is when the real pleasure begins! It is so much fun to want something. It is fun to move toward gratifying that want. It is even fun to change your mind. And it is so much fun to have others join you in the pursuit of your desires. It is a pleasure to be a woman enjoying her desires, and a pleasure to be around a woman enjoying her desires. Appetite drives the world. And when a woman feels great about what she wants—great about wanting, and confident that whatever she wants can and will be fulfilled—we all have a really good time.

Good things come to those who feel good. And any woman going for hers inspires us to go for ours. That is Mama’s goal for the School of Womanly Arts—for women to inspire one another to move toward their best life by embracing the pursuit of pleasure, rather than the “No pain, no gain” philosophy. I consider my role in relationship to my Sister Goddesses as the fanner of the flames of their desires. We all want new possibilities, more pathways, to realize our dreams. With pleasure by our side and the Goddess at our back, we can create lives that are rewarding and rich on every level.

Real independence, self-knowledge, courage, and determination are required to attain our deep, true craving, since we are the only ones who can identify them and no one else is really much interested in whether they come to fruition or not. It is a solo journey, my beauties! But now Mama is here to help set you on that path to pleasure; and in this culture, where pleasure does not top the priority list, we need all the flame fanning we can get.

The following are some guiding principles of Mama Gena’s School of Womanly Arts. May they lead you to your land of desires, wishes, hopes, and dreams. We will be using them as a basis for all the lessons to come. Take note, darlings, and get ready for more fun and freedom than you might have thought possible.

Decide That Wherever You Are Is the Right Place to Be

A little secret I’m going to share with you here is that getting your bliss starts with finding the bliss WHERE YOU ARE. This is a key step. Many of us have trouble accepting the rightness of ourselves, but that’s something that Goddess worshipers practiced for centuries. Only now, in the tiny smattering of time that is the last five thousand years of human existence, that we have grown to disapprove of our bodies, our essential selves.

But thousands upon thousands of people have put self-doubt, judgment, and self-loathing aside and are ready to get on with the business of becoming a Sister Goddess. And a key step in becoming a full-fledged S.G. is to party, rigorously, from where you are.

I had to find my own starting point on the way to Goddessdom. I had to find the perfection where I was—in the spot I had been telling myself for years was all wrong. You will take a monumental step if you can just see that the path to pleasure doesn’t begin with a bop on the head from Mama Gena but begins with a decision, a simple decision that each of us must make: we merely must acknowledge that what we have is good now. Not “Life will be good, if only …” Not “Life would have been good, except …” No, my sweethearts, it is good now. You have had the genius to pick up this book, now, haven’t you? And I wrote it at exactly the right moment, exactly the right time and place where our paths would cross. I did not write it a hundred years ago, so it would be out of print, or a hundred years from now, when you would be long gone. The time is now. The revolution is that you are my sister and you are a Goddess. I do not care if you clean toilets for a living or your husband beats you or you’ve never had an orgasm or you are blind or deaf or in a wheelchair. I don’t care if you make millions and you hate yourself or you drink too much or you weigh three hundred pounds. You are my sister and you are a Goddess. As such, you have the power to create the existence you want, no matter how bleak a life you are currently living.

It requires the most inspiring kind of courage to accept that what you have is good. S.G. Helen, the daughter of therapist parents, spent her twenties blaming her parents for her lack of success in life, her lack of love, her lack of happiness. None of this blame ever led her to happiness. In fact, it led to more and more unhappiness. She hung out with other miserable people. When I first met her, she had just broken off with her best friend, a drug user to whom she had given thousands of dollars. She dragged her sorry ass to Mama Gena’s, and the first thing she heard from us was: Celebrate and enjoy NOW. Don’t wait for things to change. Look around for the perfection in your life as it exists, in this moment. See what you see. Of course, we want you to think about what you want, but that will come way quicker if you love now.

So S.G. Helen looked around her. Friendless, careerless, and boyfriendless. Seemed gloomy at first glance. She was not inclined to celebrate. She had no practice in looking for the good. She felt a bit crybabyish and misunderstood about the whole thing. She did not want to look for the good, thank you very much. She was attached to her misery. Then she woke up to something. She had practiced misery for a decade. She saw what it brought her, and was actually bored by it. It was time to try something new, no matter how scary or weird. It had to be better than more of the same old victimhood. So she glanced around with a new perspective.

She realized that she had survived the AIDS epidemic intact; that she had escaped the fate of so many people of her age, who were in the middle of messy divorces or child custody battles. She had no one demanding her time or money. She had her own apartment. She could come and go as she pleased. She was free, healthy, and up for adventure in the greatest city in the world. It was a week later that Helen met the guy who would eventually become her husband. I believe this is a natural consequence of her courageous choice to love herself and love her life. She stopped blaming her parents, herself, her friends. She stopped being a victim, not through endless years of therapy but after deciding to look for the perfection of her circumstance. It seems as though the Goddess is hovering in the periphery of our lives, just waiting for us to make the decision that life is good. As soon as we grab hold, she gives us the most unexpected kick up the ladder to our dreams. You start loving life; she provides the kick.

Love Your Flesh

Whenever I talk about accepting pleasure in your life, I’m reminded of a fabulous scene in Oprah Winfrey’s genius movie, Beloved. Maybe you saw the movie or read the book by Toni Morrison. An older woman, a grandmother type named Baby Suggs, gathers all the freed slaves together in the beautiful woods. She exhorts the children to laugh, encourages the men to dance, and tells the women to cry. Baby Suggs helps those around her to accept all of themselves, to rediscover the range of emotions and life that they had been taught to repress as slaves. She holds her gnarled hand in the air and says, “Love your flesh!” Toni Morrison knows that freedom begins with the act of self-love, not the thought or the theory but the act.

In many ways, we still live in a culture that teaches us to hate our flesh and to devalue our physical existence. But we can and must teach ourselves to love our flesh. Love is self-protection. Love your flesh and you will take a very important step toward identifying and loving your vision of the world and of life as you want it to be. Until you love yourself you will never be free to love someone or be loved.

How do you start loving yourself silly? You know you have spots of your fine self that you just adore. We all do. Rather than focusing all of your attention on the parts of yourself that you disapprove of, simply find ways to celebrate your goodies. It causes them to multiply.

Sister Goddess G. Adrienne did just this when she came to her school of womanly arts graduation. Adrienne had been a yo-yo dieter her whole life. During her Mama Gena class, she agreed to stop dieting and just enjoy herself in her own skin for the extent of the class. The day before graduation, she took herself lingerie shopping and bought some sexy undies. The night of her graduation she was so carried away by her enjoyment of her own fine self that she flashed a room full of Goddesses her new sexy bra. She didn’t realize until the next week that she had lost five pounds. Adrienne’s celebration of her body—not dieting—had led to her weight loss. Celebrate yourself and revel in the rich and often unexpected rewards that come with that new mind-set!
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