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For Jason and Jaya, my favorite pleasures
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A NOTE FROM CYNTHIA

Picture this.

It was 2013, a Friday in November. I was frantically typing at my tragically disorganized desk upstairs from a TV studio. Attached to me was a strange contraption rhythmically drawing every last drop of milk from my inflated boobs—something I did several times a day while at work.

I had been recently hired as one of five hosts on a brand-new daily live talk show called The Social. Although there was a lot of pressure on this new TV show, I tried to reassure myself that I was chosen for a reason, that there was lots to be happy about: I was a new mom with an amazing job, a supportive partner, solid friendships, and a healthy, thriving child.

However, there was a near-constant din in my head sinking me into an abyss of self-doubt, must-dos, should-dos, and never-ending to-do lists. I wondered: Is my son getting enough milk? Is he sleeping right? Am I a good partner? Do I suck at my job? Should I lose weight? Do I need Botox to look good? Did I send those bloody thank-you cards? Who’s making dinner tonight?!

As I rushed to disentangle myself from my mammary machine to go to set, I knocked over one of my hard-won bottles of milk. I fought back tears, fumbled through rehearsal and hair and makeup touch-ups. As the show went live, I felt like I was dying. But I stayed upright, and when my colleagues asked afterward if I was okay, I enthusiastically said, “Of course!”

I was not okay. In fact I cried all the way home. I knew I wasn’t depressed, exactly. I just felt like I had lost a part of me. Or several parts. Even though I was eating every day, I hadn’t been savoring anything. Despite the fact that I was working at an exciting job with wonderful people, I was in no way delighted. And while I was trying to do everything, I wasn’t living deeply. I had lost connection to all the things that once brought me pleasure.

I reached out to my closest girlfriends and asked, “When was the last time you did or felt something immensely pleasurable?” Their answers ranged from “Years ago” to “No idea” to “Haaahaaaaaa.”

It became clear to me that something was missing in our lives. It was as if we’d all been given the message that pleasure was the dirty cousin to happiness, that the things we desired were the exact things we shouldn’t be reaching for. The women I knew (especially those of us who grew up in conservative or religious households) were receiving this message the worst. We were convinced that if we indulged too much—in the boardroom, bakery, or bedroom—we would become bossy, fat, or slutty, all of which were supposedly unlovable characteristics. This anti-pleasure messaging was designed, it seemed to me, to keep women silenced, shamed, and deprived. That’s when I decided that encouraging women to boldly claim and prioritize pleasures was a deeply feminist act.

I began a deep dive into pleasure.

I took long, hot baths while sipping cool, citrusy glasses of white wine.

I ignored piles of laundry to play with my son, Jaya.

I planted savory herbs and bought flowers for myself.

I baked complicated cupcakes and ate them without guilt.

I wrapped myself in cozy blankets and took unapologetic naps.

I slowed down.

I moved my body. I touched it, too.

I rediscovered my passion for writing, which resulted in the creation of an online destination, findyourpleasure.com.

As I began seeking out the many pleasures in my life, I realized I was becoming happier, healthier, and more confident. Every time I lost focus and fell into the service of must-dos and should-dos, I slipped back into a pleasure deficit—becoming anxious, brittle, and anti-sensual.

The experience was a revelation.



This book is a collection of the ways in which I rediscovered pleasure in the most unexpected and even obvious spaces. I wrote it for all of us who have at some point lost a true connection to our deepest pleasures, as a reminder of all the things that are delicious and delightful if we’re awake enough to acknowledge them.

It’s my hope, dear reader, that you will see yourself in these stories and that they will be not only a pleasure to read but will also inspire you to uncover new (or long-forgotten) pleasures. Along with sharing stories about my friends and my son, Jaya, I also write about Jason, my common-law partner of almost twenty years. I refer to him as “partner” because we’re a team and that term brings us both pleasure. But when you’re reading, use whatever term feels comfy to you. Same thing goes with gender, identity, and so on.

I also swear a bit in here. It’s not my intention to shock or offend, but the occasional, well-timed expletive for descriptive purposes is intensely pleasurable for me. If that’s not the case for you, feel free to mentally replace those words with whatever tickles your fancy. And on that note, I hope that whether you start from the front of the book and read cover to cover or choose random pages to enjoy, all of your fancies are tickled. I’ve heard many artists describe their work as already existing—that it’s simply a matter of peeling back layers to find what lies beneath. Similarly, you are already primed for pleasure. All you have to do is reach down and discover it inside.

Now, consider me your official pleasure pusher!
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INTRODUCTION THE KEYS TO PLEASURE


I’m often asked, “How can I get more pleasure out of my life right now?”

Here’s my answer.

Just say, “AAAH.” While there’s no doubt that taking in a deep breath and sighing out “Aaah” will automatically make you feel better, AAAH is actually an acronym to remind you of the four keys to pleasure: awareness + attention + authenticity + help = pleasure.

This simple formula can help you start building a life of pleasure today.

Awareness

What gives someone else deep pleasure may not do a thing for you, so become aware of what you truly love. Are there things you used to do that have fallen to the wayside? Is there something you’ve always wanted to try? If you had a free day to yourself, what would you choose to do? If money weren’t an issue, what work would you do? These questions are just a start, but they’ll get you thinking about where your passion lies. And where there’s passion, there’s pleasure.

Attention

Life can get busy, and sometimes we forget to pay attention to moments of joy, but part of experiencing a life of pleasure is being mindful of the incredible delights your senses have to offer. You can also find pleasure by directing your attention away from the present moment and mindfully tuning into your fantasies, which helps you envision new realities, stokes your imagination, or just provides a much-needed mental escape. The key to both mindfulness and escapism is the power of the mind.

Authenticity

Sometimes it’s hard to find pleasure because we’re not living in a way that is truthful for us. Sometimes we are in denial about what we actually want for our lives or how we are getting in our own way and maybe even contributing to our own problems. Maybe you’re struggling with a physical or emotional issue, or maybe something or someone in your life is a problem masquerading as a pleasure. This is where authenticity and honesty come in. Ask yourself: Who am I? What am I seeking and why? Is this a pleasure I control, or does it control me? It’s not always easy to answer these questions, but when you do, you’ll find that acknowledging and embracing what you truly find pleasurable is liberating.

Help

Everyone struggles at some point under the weight of to-do lists at home and at work. If you find yourself in this situation, ask for help, even if it’s for something small. Carving out time for yourself—even five minutes—is important because it sets the stage for pleasure to happen, and the more you create these moments, the more pleasure you will receive.

The next time you start to wonder how to bring more pleasure into your life, remember these four keys and you’ll be well on your way.
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Friends & Family





SAVORING MOMENTS

Recently I was with friends watching our kids play together and we lamented how quickly time passes.

Then one of them shared a meditative perspective on impermanence. As the story goes, there was once a master holding a glass who said, “Someone gave me this glass; I really like it. It holds my water and glistens in the sunlight. When I tap it, it makes a lovely sound. One day the wind may blow it off the shelf or my elbow may knock it off the table and it will shatter. When I understand that the glass is already broken, every moment with it is precious.”

In other words, life is unpredictable and always changing. So whether it is food, drink, sex, or silliness—savor it all.


Indulge Yourself

Cuddle something soft and squishy. Cashmere, puppies, and babies all count.





[image: Images]




[image: Images]




SOUL MATES

My friend and musician Jann Arden once told me she believes that packs of souls travel together. I love this image because we’ve all had that feeling, haven’t we? You know, when you meet someone and almost immediately feel as if you’ve known them your entire life?

When I was six years old, a sunny new girl, appropriately named Sunday, showed up at our school and we became instant friends. Through the years, we played together, danced together, laughed together, and shared all our hopes and fears. We sadly lost touch in our late teens, but one day, we ran into each other on the street and picked right up where we left off. Now and then, we message each other about something we said or did decades ago, and our private joke will still send us into instant stitches.

That is the power and pleasure of good friends.


Pleasure Prompt

Solve a puzzle, grab some Play-Doh, or unearth another childhood game you’ve forgotten about.
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AL FRESCO FUN

What is it about dining al fresco that is so seductive? When winter thaws into spring, there’s that primal pull to break bread with others outdoors like our ancestors must have done. Do you feel it? I do. And in our ever busy and often isolated worlds, picnics with friends remind us of the simple pleasures of connecting through sharing food.

The very sight of a picnic basket conjures up childhood memories of adventures. And whether it’s so-called guilty pleasure foods—burgers, hot dogs, chips—or sophisticated ones—pungent cheeses, crusty bread, fresh fruits, crisp veggies, a carafe of wine—deciding what you’ll take along to enjoy is half the fun.

But picnics are often best when they’re spontaneous and fairly effortless. When you try too hard to plan “the perfect picnic,” that’s invariably when napkins begin to fly around, ants congregate, or the person beside you in the park or at the beach starts smoking. Instead, focus on the friends and family you’re with. If you have them (and a stocked picnic basket), you have a recipe for pure pleasure.


Indulge Yourself

Eat something mini: a mini cupcake, mini pickle, mini dumpling.
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THE JOY OF EATING

Picture yourself savoring lemon cake drizzled with lavender-infused honey. Imagine licking your fingers after delighting in dark chocolate truffles filled with salted caramel ganache. Now think of sipping a buttery white wine paired with creamy cheeses served on crispy bread. Hungry yet?

I first noticed how intuitive our connection to food when watching my newborn son shimmy his way up my breasts to plant his mouth on one of them. As I watched him suckle his way from crying to calm, it dawned on me that this is likely the time when many of us develop our long-standing love affair with food.

Yet that connection can be fraught. How many of us describe food as “good” or “bad”? Felt guilt after eating certain things? Been warned of the perils of indulgence? In these ways, we may feel disconnected from this essential joy, but eating is a cornucopia of overlapping pleasures and benefits.

Those who savor meals and eat slowly are likely to eat less and digest more efficiently. The more attractive the food, the better it is for us—one study showed that people absorbed certain minerals in food better when they consumed a beautiful-looking meal. If you’ve had a cold, you know that eating without the sense of smell can turn food into an array of not-entirely-satisfying textures. Yet when all our senses work together, the tactile nature of foods—crunchy, melty, sticky, gooey, unctuous—can take our experience from basic to fantastic.

There is also a huge connection between food and sex. Anyone who has ever looked at the fleshy insides of a ripe fig or fondled a turgid zucchini has probably contemplated their uncanny resemblance to the body’s pleasure zones. There’s even an entire sexual fetish called “splosh” dedicated to the delights of combining foods like whipped cream with the naked body. As Bunny Crumpacker notes in her delicious book The Sex Life of Food, a good cook is a lot like a good lover—possessing an understanding of pacing, timing, and how to combine elements that will lead to an explosion of pleasure.

So eat what pleases you—just make sure you deeply enjoy every moment of it.



GAME NIGHTS

Games were big in my house when I was growing up. At my parents’ dinner parties, we kids would often play under the dining room table while a fierce round of cards was taking place up above. A rite of passage occurred when we were invited to play a game with the adults. We knew we had to pay attention, be strategic, and stay awake until the bitter end, lest we not be invited again.

Now that I’m the adult with a child of my own, I can see the incredible importance of game nights. They’re an opportunity to turn screens off and make time for face-to-face family bonding, and the fact that you have to follow rules, take turns, and be a good loser teaches the skills needed to be a good human.

There’s a game out there for everyone now: people who love numbers, words, or storytelling, those who love art or sports, and history buffs or thrill seekers. Or expand your sense of adventure by checking out a board game café or visiting an escape room.

The fun of doing something new and challenging not only helps expand your mind but keeps you feeling connected, too. I’m still discovering new things about my partner, Jason, via games, even after almost twenty years together, and that sense of play has brought unexpected pleasures into our relationship.
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LOVE LETTERS

Growing up, my mother was the main lunch-maker in our household. Most of her lunches were forgettable—a little bologna here, a wiener in a hot-water thermos there. But one day she did something different. As I sat down with my friends for lunch, I was delighted to discover that nestled in between the juice box and the cookies there was a little folded love note.

I don’t remember exactly what it said—something simple like, “I love you. Have a great day!” And I don’t know what inspired this tiny gesture, but the impact was huge.

Since then, I have written and received many love letters. I have a box filled with handwritten notes: some from young men filled with angst and desire, others from wonderful friends I don’t get to see enough, and, of course, ones from my son written in jagged letters. Looking through them is a visual and tactile experience that conjures up pleasure-soaked memories.

There’s nothing wrong with a letter written in electronic form. There’s also the added bonus of being able to add in a saucy/silly emoji or a voice note for your loves to listen to. But there is something extra special about handwriting something to someone you care about.

So pick up a pen today and tell someone you love them. It doesn’t take much to take someone’s day from mundane to magical.



DRAWER FULL OF MEMORIES

Raise your hand if you have “that” drawer. You know, the one filled with memories.

There’s a drawer in my son’s room that has the little white knitted hat he wore home from the hospital, a collection of swaddling blankets, and a sweater with a dinosaur knitted by my maternal grandmother.

Every once in a while, I take these items out and look at them, smell them, and reflect on how much this little person has changed. These objects instantly bring me back to a time when his mouth was all gums and constantly sweet breath. When he first started learning to talk and the sound of his little voice and the silly things he used to say. The deep pleasure of these moments reminds me of the potent energy of objects.

Your memory drawer might have a lock of hair, a first-place ribbon, or a pair of booties. These objects allow us to conjure—even just for a moment—the past, and are transformed from a collection of “things” into little time machines, reminding us that no matter how much our children grow and change, they will always be our babies.

Mine holds a collection of random things, including a pair of well-loved shark booties from the early steps my son took, a bejeweled bra I wore during my belly-dancing days, a hand-woven choker that my grandmother brought back from Africa, and stones collected from my travels around the world.

Pleasure Project

Take some of your children’s favorite artworks and reimagine them. You can make them into clothing or jewelry or even cuddly stuffed creations.
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QUALITY TIME

We all have a friend we see only once or twice a year, but when we do, we somehow manage to pick up right where we left off. That kind of connection comes from years of shared history, and meaningful exchanges—conversations that aren’t about platitudes or gossip, but genuine emotion and vulnerability.

Whether you’re marking an important milestone or simply making time for a quick meet-up, make your get-togethers with special people in your life experiences you’ll never forget. The effects can last a lifetime.

My co-hosts on The Social and I have rented a hotel room several times for an overnight stay and stayed up until the wee hours of the morning and, honestly, between the consumption of junk food, playing of silly board games, and questionable booze choices, it feels like we’re back in high school. It not only brings us closer together, but we also escape our day-to-day routines in ways that are truly unforgettable.

But you don’t have to pull an all-nighter in order to have a memorable time. Why not go see a beloved musician from your youth? Or how about checking out that new coffee shop that’s moved into the space where you whiled away time together when you were young?

There are so many ways to dig into the alchemy of your friendships and mine golden moments.


Indulge Yourself

Take the long way home. Maybe even get a little lost.





THE LANGUAGE OF FOOD

There weren’t a lot of rules in our house growing up, but one of them was that we all sat at the table and ate dinner together. It was a time for us to connect, share stories of our day, and discuss exciting things that we were looking forward to.

I remember going to a friend’s house for dinner and being absolutely shocked to discover that they ate completely in silence. But that was their ritual—I’m sure they would have found the loud chaos of my family’s dinners equally disconcerting.

The ritual of family meals is not just for pleasure—it also has a purpose. Research has shown that adolescents who regularly eat meals with their families are less depressed, less likely to have used drugs, and have higher grade-point averages.
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