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Advance praise for Meika Hollender and Get on Top

“Imagine your high school sex ed class (if you even had one) flipped on its head. We can’t get enough of the sex-positive, normalizing way Meika writes about sex and sexual health and shares relevant information that you can actually use.”

—Laura McQuade, President and CEO, Planned Parenthood of New York City

“Meika Hollender is making sex healthier for everyone.”

—Girlboss.com

“Meika Hollender has a way of turning topics that make some blush into conversations that we can all join. Only a woman that has the foresight to build Sustain and the ‘Get On Top’ national campaign would have the insight to write this book. From one #Girlboss to a world of #Girlbosses, Get on Top answers REAL questions, is accessible, informative, smart, and necessary.”

—Skylar Diggins-Smith, WNBA All-Star

“Meika Hollender has taken everything she has learned building Sustain and created sex ed for the #Girlboss generation. Meika is the ultimate #Girlboss who empowers us all with her rally cry to “Get On Top.” I’m buying one for every woman (and girlboss in the making) I know!”

—Christy Turlington Burns, Founder and CEO, Every Mother Counts

“Meika Hollender’s Get on Top is not only a guide to sexual health for millennials but a call to action for all women to take control of their bodies.”

—Jeanne Rizzo, RN, President and CEO, Breast Cancer Prevention Partners

“Meika has written an invaluable resource for women in an age of misinformation and uncertainty. As founder of Sustain Natural, she’s sparked a candid dialogue around safe and all-natural sexual wellness, and Get on Top furthers this important mission to destigmatize sexual health.”

—Katherine Ryder, Founder and CEO, Maven

“With #GetOnTop, Sustain’s founder, Meika Hollender, is aiming to squash the stigma surrounding women and sexual health, and elevate a national conversation to encourage women to take control of their sexual experience.”

—Women’s Health
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INTRODUCTION




My name is Meika, and I’m on a mission to destigmatize female sexuality. Entirely. To connect women to their sexual health and help them care for and get to know their bodies. To hold them up. To normalize what should already be normal.

The primary way I’m doing this is through Sustain, a sexual-wellness company I founded with my dad, because who didn’t grow up dreaming of selling condoms with their father? OK, not me, but I do just that.

I know. It’s a jarring bit of information, or so people tell me. It begs context, so let’s back it up.

A few years ago, when I was finishing business school at NYU Stern, my dad approached me with an idea he had many years ago. He wanted to start a sustainable condom company. I know most people find a family condom company kind of weird, but stay with me here. My family has deep, deep roots in the sustainable products world. More than thirty years ago my parents founded Seventh Generation. We also have a long-standing commitment to women’s health. When Seventh Generation introduced organic cotton tampons, I—then a teenager—was super involved. By that I mean I, among other things, drove around in the Seventh Generation “tamponification” mobile for an entire summer (think green tampon fairies painted on a white Prius). I got passionate about reproductive health and involved with Planned Parenthood at a very young age. Women’s sexual health became part of my DNA. Now more than ever I feel like we all need to be talking about it. All day, every day. We’re under siege.

I’ll spare you the business details, but I do want to explain why condoms were of particular interest. Oddly, the manufacture of and ingredients used in sexual-wellness products, including condoms and lubricant (Sustain makes that, too, plus organic cotton tampons, pads, and personal care products), can harm rather than help bodies. There are potentially harmful chemicals and residues in the resulting products, which is of particular concern considering these intimate products are going inside our bodies. So my father and I saw an important opportunity to create better, safer, healthier products. Then I decided to follow my passion and focus on women, like no other condom brand has done ever.

I arrived at clarity around this mission for our business over time. It went something like this. First off, when I approached the condom market from a female perspective, in our earliest days of founding the company, I learned some pretty terrifying statistics.

Did you know:

• Only 21 percent of single women use condoms regularly.

• 48 percent of pregnancies are unplanned.

• One in four college freshmen contract an STI.I

I also learned that 70 percent of women feel uncomfortable buying condoms, which is pretty wild because 40 percent of condoms are actually purchased by women.

Have you ever been in a condom aisle? It for sure feels anything but vagina-friendly. I felt fire-under-my-feet compelled to fix that. I can’t even explain how incredibly important it has been to create a brand and a movement that empowers women to feel proud of their sexuality and to get on top of their sexual health, with no stigma attached.

The initial reaction to Sustain was thrilling: retailers responded to the first brand of female-focused, natural sexual-wellness products by saying it was addressing a hole in the market. We were filling a need!

Right around then something crappy happened, and it was the best type of gut check. Just before Sustain officially launched, in 2014, we landed a piece of press on a major media website. The minute I got the link from our PR agency, I clicked through to the article, and excitement flooded over me. That was a super brief moment because then I scrolled down to the bottom of the article, and started reading through the comments.

You can’t see me right now, but I have a not-small freckle on my lower lip. The first comment was: “What’s that on her lip? Is that an STD? Clearly she should be using condoms, not selling them!”

Verbatim.

And you know what? This painful/idiotic response and the sexism inherent in it were not isolated. There was that time on a plane when the guy next to me mistook what I did as selling real estate because he just couldn’t believe a young woman would sell what I sell. I had to inform him that, sir, sorry, I sell condoms not condos. I can’t believe people are still so awkward about sex. Our culture is overtly sexual while also sexually repressed in so many ways. I guess it shouldn’t be a surprise. We’ve been repressing women for centuries in every country around the world. So many women don’t even know what their own vaginas look like, or how best to take care of them. Sex, even safe sex, is a taboo subject. All of these experiences have strengthened my resolve and boosted my drive to do my work.

I’m here to shift the dynamics. I want women to be familiar with their own bodies, and to make sex un-taboo, especially as, due to a combo of not enough and horribly laughable sex education in America, rising rates of STIs, including HIV (particularly among young people), and the patriarchy, our country appears to need a major wake-up call when it comes to women’s health. The more I travel and talk to people about Sustain, the clearer it becomes: our society—even today—still labels a girl who carries a condom a slut and a guy who does the same a hero.

Add that to the lists of things I will change.

What I can’t change—though give me time—is the sexual education you had before you picked up this book. If you can’t remember a single thing you’d be able to technically call sex ed, beyond a lackluster period talk with a gym teacher and maybe a few confusing nights groping with a first boyfriend or girlfriend, you’re not alone. Sexual education is not mandatory in the United States. There is no standardized curriculum, like there is in other enlightened countries, including the Netherlands. (They start in kindergarten!) In 2016, only twenty-two states and the District of Columbia mandated both sex and HIV education, two states mandated sex education alone, and another twelve states mandated only HIV education. While thirty-seven states specifically require that sex education include abstinence, a sum total of zero states require that contraception be the focus, and only thirteen states require that the information being taught is medically accurate. How scary is that? And yet of course all the public health and various medical professional organizations that count (you know, American Medical Association, American Academy of Pediatrics, etc.) support a comprehensive approach to sex ed. Without science and a standardized curriculum, a lot of room is left for the personal opinion of whatever adult is tasked with “instructing” impressionable young people about reproduction, bodily changes, periods, and sex. Unfortunately that includes unfounded information, especially about sex—freaky guilt-inducing psychology and just plain wrong details. Maybe you were told something by a friend’s older sibling, or your parents ponied up some watered-down nuggets of information. Maybe whatever you know about sex came from your oversharing hot-to-trot aunt, or from a buttoned-up church elder. Chances are there was a big, strong emphasis on not getting pregnant and very little on hormones or anatomy, including vocabulary. And for sure no one ever mentioned pleasure. Probably sex mainly sounded transactional, something along the lines of A penis goes in a vagina and the girl gets pregnant. The end. Presumably no one suggested you sit yourself down in front of a mirror and give yourself a good long look or talked about vaginal health or masturbation or lust or love or friendship or the differences and similarities between men and women’s desire or that it’s perfectly normal—and even a good idea—to talk about sex. Often and openly.

You can change all that today, by choosing to make pleasure a focus and by getting to know your body. Though it’s also important to understand that this can be easier said than done. When generations of young people stumble into their sexual lives with very little information and are too embarrassed to talk about sex but have 24/7 access to the Internet, weird things happen. Like porn obsession, rampant STIs, and slut shaming. These are real problems, even though right at this very moment there’s a fantastic growing cultural movement of sex positivity, of being anti–slut shaming. We’re kind of a mess about sex. Like, there’s Gwyneth Paltrow’s team writing about the joys of lube and anal on her website, Goop, but some actresses are still running around like old-school pinup girls, their worth in the world mainly related to how sexy they appear. And then there’s our government trying to defund Planned Parenthood. We have a vice president, at the time of this writing, who won’t eat alone with any women other than his wife, and a president who feels it’s OK to grab women by their pussies. The #MeToo movement is rapidly ferreting out and taking down sexual harassers in every industry from Hollywood to journalism and beyond. There are endless date-rape cases rocking college campuses across the country, thrusting the critical issue of consent onto the front pages of newspapers, websites, and magazines everywhere. And on campuses like Yale, where the students are ostensibly smart, there are fraternities suspended for years on end after the “brothers” were found chanting active calls for sexual assault: No means yes! Yes means anal! To add to this fractured collective sexuality, there’s Tinder—people can easily swipe right to sex at any moment of the day, with any number of partners, plus lots and lots of dick pics. So despite progress happening on many fronts, we somehow, as a country, still aren’t fundamentally comfortable about sex and sexuality—especially women’s sexuality.

Here’s what is clear: women are sexual beings and should feel free to embrace this. In fact, the clitoris is the only body part—male or female—whose only purpose is pleasure. It has more sensory nerve endings than the penis. Also? It’s similar in size to a penis. It goes way beyond the hooded nub most people refer to as a clit (more on that on page 17). But we have our own kind of sexuality. Imagine if there were standardized sex ed and it included information about how and why sex feels good. And girls and boys learned—starting young—not just about pregnancy and disease but also about masturbation and orgasm and that regular old penis-in-vagina sex results in orgasm for only 30 percent of women because of anatomy. And that for the remaining 70 percent there are a lot of fun (and safe) other ways to play. This is science. This is black-and-white fact. What if the mark of losing your virginity was when you had your first orgasm with a partner—not penetration? What if we let young adults know that emotions and being comfortable with a partner play a big role in sexuality and pleasure? The brain is really the root of sexuality when it comes down to it—the center of desire. One study showed that 38 percent of college-aged women don’t enjoy first sexual encounters (hi, Tinder), but by six months with the same partner, 68 percent of these women are enjoying themselves.

With better information, and a level of comfort that comes with communication, that number can be higher. And it can be achieved with women’s health in mind. Sex and wellness should go hand in hand. Sex is good for you—especially when practiced safely. I can’t tell you how badly I want women not only to buy, carry, and use condoms, but also to feel great about doing so. I created a campaign around this very topic and launched it during Women’s Health Week 2016 (#GetOnTop). I felt a personal responsibility to create a way to enable women to talk about sex and feel comfortable doing it. So I got together nine female founders—ranging from an eco-activist to the cofounder of Refinery29—to film a short video about sex and sexual health. My goal was to get one hundred thousand women to pledge to practice safe sex.

Within hours of launching the campaign, thousands of women from all over the world were pledging to “get on top” of their health and practice safe sex. I was interviewed by everyone from Fox News to Fast Company and people just seemed to get it. Did we reach one hundred thousand pledges right away? Not quite. But people are talking. If Sustain shut down tomorrow, I know I will at least have started a vitally important conversation. Keeping this conversation going is everything.

Sustain, thankfully, is very much alive. And I have tons of work to do. A few months after we launched the pledge, I got invited to do a Tumblr “Answer Time,” fielding questions from women about all things sexual health. I thought it would be a breeze. I mean, at that point I had probably answered five thousand sex-related questions in real time. But then the queries started rolling in. And I was struck. I was so taken off guard. Because you know what? Women are suffering. Women, especially in the eighteen-to-thirty age range—but older and younger, too—are suffering from misinformation, fear, intimidation. They’re suffering from vaginal dryness, or are too anxious to talk to their partners, or can’t understand why sex hurts. They’re worried about side effects of birth control, confused by pimples on their vulvas, don’t know what—if any—soap to use to wash themselves, don’t know when or always even where to seek medical attention. They’re confused about consent, sexuality, odors, cheating. They want answers about chlamydia, masturbation, pregnancy scares, and what it means to be a slut. They really want to know why if they can orgasm with a vibrator, how come it’s not also happening with oral or penetration. They really, really need answers from someone they trust. From a partner.

I want to be that partner. I want to help women get cliterate. I want to help them access all the facts they need to make smart, healthy, and safe choices when it comes to sex, and I don’t mean by selling them organic lubricant (though everyone should have some—lube is for sure the short answer to most of those pain questions!). I mean by continuing the conversation, by helping them tune in and think with their vaginas, by answering questions, by providing the information I have access to in a relatable and totally normal way. Not sexed up, not sleazy, not patronizing, not dumbed down. Just smart, actionable information for any and all vagina-related questions. Not clinical, but rooted in science. Un-self-conscious, straightforward, real, and enlightening. And all of this information delivered in a pro-pleasure, safety-first, and empowering sex-positive way.

And that’s exactly what the following pages are all about.

Meika Hollender



I. All facts and figures in the following pages come from the kickass resources listed on pages 235–236.




CHAPTER 1




FIRST THINGS FIRST: GETTING TO KNOW YOUR VAGINA




Your vagina is a wonderland. It’s time to learn exactly what that means. It’s crazy how few of us know our own ins and outs and how many times you hear anecdotes that even grown women don’t know they have three holes, not two. No, we don’t pee out of our vaginas. If you want to get technical, it isn’t your vagina at all. It’s your vulva. The vagina is literally the curved canal that various things can go into and out of, if you so desire (e.g., fingers, penises, toys, tampons, speculums, babies, etc.). But since many people don’t even know what their parts are called, let alone what they look like, we all just call our vulvas vaginas. And so we’re stuck with grouping all our complex and wonderful genital parts into one: vagina. You can, of course, call them whatever you want. They’re yours. The better you know you, the better you can love your parts for all they are. If you’re intimately aware of what your vagina, vulva, and clitoris are like when they’re healthy—how they operate, smell, feel, function—you’ll more easily be able to identify if and when something is off.

By the way, it’s important to note that female equipment is incredible. Amazing. What men have doesn’t even come close, not that this is a competition. It’s just that the female reproductive system and sexual organs are basically superheroes, something to be in awe of. Almost all women have the same parts, but they’re all configured a little differently. Like, here’s one example, but yours might look a little or a lot different. If you’re game, take a moment to check out your vagina and all of its surrounding marvels. Grab a mirror and go for it.
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VULVA: This is the whole external shebang—from lips to clit, it’s all vulva.

MONS PUBIS: That’s the puffy part where the pubes are, just above your pubic bone. Some people have more meat here than others.

LABIA MAJORA: These are the exterior lips—the fleshier ones covered in hair. The skin on these is like the skin on the rest of our bodies.

LABIA MINORA: These are your interior lips—the thinner ones with no hair and made from mucous membrane. The skin on these is more like the skin in our mouths. Some people have longer ones than others. On some women, you can see these inner lips kind of protruding from the outer lips. On other women, you have to spread the majora to see the minora. They come in many colors, shapes, and sizes. One lip may even be longer than the other. They have a protective role: keeping bacteria and the like out of other connecting parts. And they have a sexual role: filled with nerve endings and quite sensitive, these inner lips can be critical to arousal.

CLITORIS: To check out this goddess and get fully cliterate, spread your labia and peek below the mons pubis. There you will see your clitoral hood. Under that is a nub of the clit called the glans. Most people think that’s it, but this is just the tip of the iceberg (literally). Your actual clitoris goes much farther back than that nub internally, running basically like two legs (called crura) under the labia majora. It kind of looks like a wishbone, with the ends of the legs hanging over something called the vestibular bulbs. These are also internal—they surround the vaginal opening beneath the inner labia. Guess what? They’re made of erectile tissue, like penises. So when you’re having vaginal sex, these bulbs and the crura are what trigger clitoral stimulation. The clit—glans, crura, and vestibular bulbs—is, amazingly, the only organ, male or female, designed solely for sexual pleasure.
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URETHRA: That’s the small hole the pee comes out of. If you’re someone who “squirts” when you orgasm (see page 205), this is where fluid (it’s not pee) is expelled.

VAGINA: Check out the gateway to your vagina. It’s a super stretchy spot, so even though it’s big enough to pass a baby, you won’t be looking at an open hole. Its resting state is closed. Even when you wear tampons, have vaginal sex, or both, it can sometimes be covered partially with some hymen (basically, skin that covers the vaginal canal) or there could be a circle just around the opening that is hymen. If you’ve had children, you won’t likely see hymen tissue any longer. When you have your period, this is where it comes out. The actual vagina is internal—inside the opening. It’s strong and flexible. The groups of muscles that surround it are capable of holding tampons in place and squeezing to stop the flow of your pee. Basically it’s the space between the external parts you can see and the internal parts you can’t: the uterus, tubes, and ovaries. Oh, and, it just so happens to house the G-spot. More on that in chapter six.

PERINEUM: The most interesting part of this pelvic tissue where your tailbone and pubic bones basically meet is called the perineal body. You know it as that spot between your vagina and your asshole, commonly referred to as your taint or your tween. It kind of gets dismissed as a no-(wo)man’s-land, but actually there’s a fair amount of nerve activity that stems from the pudendal nerve here. The length of the taint differs from woman to woman. There’s actually a point to this space: it helps protect your vagina from poop entering it.

ASSHOLE: You know what this is, right? The final stop on the gastrointestinal tract. It’s quite flexible, just like the vagina. Its resting state is similarly closed.

CERVIX: You won’t be able to see this on your body, but stick a (clean!) finger or two up your vagina and see if you can feel something deep inside that’s kind of like the tip of a nose, but with a dent or a dimple. That’s it, the opening to the uterus. This is how sperm seeking to fertilize an egg enter your reproductive system. It’s also where your uterine lining comes through monthly during your period, and it’s what opens during labor to allow a baby to pass. But it doesn’t let stuff enter in the other direction; the cervix blocks anything like a tampon inside the vagina from passing into the uterus.

VAGINAL MAINTENANCE



Now that you’re on top of your female anatomy, it’s time to talk about how to take good care of what you’ve got. This is similar to what you want to do for the rest of your body: get lots of sleep, drink copious amounts of water, treat it gently, don’t do anything risky or unsafe, and work out regularly. But since we’re talking about vaginas here, there tends to be a lot of misinformation on how best to accomplish these tasks. And there’s a fair amount of stuff anyone with a vagina is dealing with, like discharge and odor. So here’s the skinny on pruning, trimming, cleaning, and all around treating your vagina like the badass body part it is.



NICKNAMES



Pussy

Down there

Poon

Vajayjay

Honeypot

Hoo-ha

Snatch

Crotch

Down under

Vajeen

Bearded clam

Furburger

Yoni

Cunt

Beaver

Pink taco

Box

Lady business





VAGINAS ARE NOT SUPPOSED TO BE DRY

You know you have it. That clear or white gooey stuff in your underwear. It’s discharge. Everyone with a vagina has discharge, so it’s time we all start talking about it more. Vaginas, like mouths, are wet, and that’s a good thing.

Here’s the deal with discharge: basically it’s the vagina and cervix’s way of cleaning themselves. As our trusted adviser, Dr. Angela, ob-gyn, says, a vagina is a self-cleaning oven. Discharge comes from the cervix and is made up of stuff we all have in our bodies: water, mucus, cells, sweat, various secretions. It’s also hormonal, which means that, depending on where you are in your cycle, the quality and quantity of your discharge will change. Sometimes it’s thinner, sometimes it’s thicker, more mucus-like. Around the time of ovulation, women tend to produce a lot and it looks kind of like egg whites or even, some say, jellyfish. This happens so sperm can more readily move through it, which is great if you’re trying to get pregnant. If not, knowing when you’re likely most fertile (aka sperm-friendly) just by reading your cervical mucus is a cool trick. Some women create very little discharge; others say they make a large amount. It’s all good.

The more familiar you are with your regular discharge, the easier it will be for you to identify when something is off. The only reason you should ever worry about discharge is if you’re having itching or burning, it smells bad, it’s heavy and chunky, or it’s a funky color. For most people, the yellowish dried crust on your undies does not constitute a funky color. That’s just what happens to white or clear discharge when the moisture evaporates out. Gray, green, even pinkish with blood spots? That’s funky. For that, you need to visit your gynecologist.

Some women find discharge incredibly annoying. They don’t like feeling wet all the time, so they wear liners to absorb the moisture. If you choose to do that, avoid liners made with synthetic materials (see page 69) and especially ones with added perfume; these can irritate your sensitive skin. And don’t forget to change the liners often. You don’t want constant moisture all stuck up there. You could end up with a rash. And sure, discharge can be annoying, but consider that at some point when you age and your estrogen decreases and you go through menopause, it’s going to drastically dry up. And, by all reports, you’ll miss it. So enjoy it while you’ve got it.

A WELL-BALANCED VAGINA IS A HAPPY VAGINA

Newsflash: your vagina has a pH level where all is good and great. If you’re a numbers person, it’s around 3.5 to 4.5 pH. In case you forgot your grade-school science lessons, pH means how acidic or basic something is, measured on a scale of zero to fourteen. Here’s what has similar pH to healthy vaginas: apples, beer, and wine. Your vagina will naturally be at its right pH, especially if you’re eating well, drinking lots of fluids, keeping it clean, practicing safe sex, and are generally healthy. But if you mess with your vagina’s pH, bad stuff can happen, including infections. Here’s a list of some common things that could potentially throw off your vaginal pH:

• fragrance (found in soap, laundry detergent residue, or even tampons)

• certain ingredients in most conventional personal lubricants (see page 220)

• semen

• douching

• wearing wet gym clothes or yoga pants for too long

• poor health and/or poor diet

• hormonal imbalance

Pay careful attention to those and your pH will stay balanced.

Luckily your vagina is home to a lot of good bacteria—the second largest amount of bacteria in a body after the gut, actually. The good bacteria are there to keep things healthy and to help regulate your vagina’s pH level by fighting and killing bad bacteria. But sometimes the balance of bacteria is thrown off, and then your pH will also be thrown off. This can lead to infection and inflammation; increased pH can kill off good bacteria, then the bad bacteria can multiply and lead to infections like bacterial vaginosis (see page 37). Balance is key.

VAGINAS ARE NOT UNSCENTED

Vaginas smell. And they’re supposed to smell. You know, more or less like your armpits do, but a lot less pungent. As in: no deodorants are needed. You actually have sweat glands down there—why else do you see massive wet stains after a workout?—so of course your vagina smells.

Every vagina has its own unique scent. Chances are you’ve had a partner or two comment favorably on your scent and taste before. Odor, even a little funky, can be hot. It’s a combination of what bacteria happen to be there and what you eat and how you dress and if you walk around in sweaty workout clothes and how frequently you bathe and pheromones biologically there to attract partners. Yup, smell is biologically linked to reproduction. Factor in if you spray perfume or add creams to mask your personal odor, plus how often you go to the bathroom and how well you wipe.

Want to smell less? Shower. Keep things clean. Avoid too-tight clothes. Wear cotton panties or no panties at all. If it doesn’t disturb your sleep, try going commando overnight, especially if you’re prone to bacterial or yeast infections. It can get pretty stuffy in moist underwear as you sleep. Change out of sweaty workout clothes soon after working out. And, even though it may seem counterintuitive, avoid scented products, too. They can lead to rashes and infections, which throw off your all-important vaginal pH and harm the good vaginal bacteria. Smell can be a sign your pH is out of whack. So do not douche, whatever you do! Douching can offset the normal flora (bacteria) and predispose you to infection. Your cervical mucus is truly taking care of your vagina; trust it. No need to flush water and irritating perfume up there in an effort to “clean” it. It could even increase your risk of STIs. Keep in mind that scent can change throughout the month depending on where you are in your reproductive cycle. It’s typically all within the range of normal. But if something smells really off, like not your normal scent, you’ll know it. Then go see your doctor to figure out if something serious is up or if you just forgot a tampon up there last month. It happens more than you’d think!

SELF-CARE

Truly, the vagina is a self-cleaning organ. Your discharge is already doing the internal work for you. On the exterior, your vulva does not need a car wash–esque scenario to be considered clean. Warm water and maybe a washcloth daily—especially when you have your period—is all you need. And get in there—in and around the labia, up under (gently!) that clitoral hood, where vaginal secretions can build up—this is called smegma, or some people refer to it as cheese. If the secretions aren’t washed away regularly and they dry out, they can form little hard kernels. It’s super easy to rinse off. Also pay attention to that spot between your vagina and your ass; that’s important to keep clean. Want a little more cleaning power? Only use mild, unscented soap, preferably made with natural ingredients. Chemicals and perfumes found in many conventional soaps are just too harsh for a vagina, and using them can disturb your vaginal pH and healthy bacteria and may result in skin irritations or even a yeast infection. Many soaps, bodywashes, douches, and vaginal wipes can contain hormone-disrupting chemicals—not anything you want around your vagina. It’s such a sensitive organ. Avoid them—even if they claim to be formulated for pH balance. Remember the vagina is a mucosal membrane. Anything that comes into contact with it can be absorbed into the bloodstream. This is true of skin, too, but things are much more readily absorbed by mucosal membrane. When shopping for cleansers or any products that might come into contact with your vagina, look at the labels on the bottle. Read the ingredients to avoid petrochemicals, harsh surfactants, fragrance, dyes, and questionable preservatives like parabens. If you don’t understand or recognize the listed ingredients, do a little research to make sure it’s safe to be on and around the most intimate part of your body. For more on what ingredients are best to avoid on and around your vagina, check out Women’s Voices for the Earth’s comprehensive guide at WomensVoices.org and see page 220.
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