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For all the young women crossing the threshold:


You are brave. You are worthy. You are good.




I didn’t know yet that desire comes and goes wherever it wants.


I didn’t know yet that sexuality is an entire continent.


I didn’t know yet how many times a person can be born.


LIDIA YUKNAVITCH, THE CHRONOLOGY OF WATER: A MEMOIR




Preface


Virginity—it’s a loaded word.


We women are told that virginity is something that makes us pure. Virginity is a thing to protect. A thing another person will eventually take away. It goes hand in hand with a host of other, crueler words. If we give it away, we’re called sluts. If we hang on to it, we’re called prudes. Once it’s lost, something is gone forever.


Some thing?


Virginity isn’t a possession locked behind a chastity belt or spread wide on silken sheets. It’s not a ripe cherry waiting to be plucked, popped, or eaten. Virginity is a state of being. Being a virgin means standing on one side of an experience, not yet having walked through the door. Crossing the threshold is far more about gaining something than about losing it.


It feels like a big deal and in many ways it is. Sexual experiences put us in the closest possible contact with another person. Tongues circle. Thighs press and squeeze. Hands caress breasts. Bodies slide together. As our bodies merge, the boundaries between us melt away. We are vulnerable.


Intense emotions swirl through the sexual experience. Are we powerful or powerless? Loved or used? Good or bad? The selves we bring into sex—our values, our upbringing, our history—will shape the experience. If we’re not attentive, the ramifications of having sex could change the course of our lives—pregnancy, sexually transmitted infections, emotional trauma. We could also be filled with desire, thrilled by pleasure, deeply connected to another person, and empowered by the beautiful strength of our own bodies.


Navigating this complexity isn’t easy, especially in a world where we are bombarded with mixed messages about sex: Do as I say. Be quiet. Do what I did. Stay pure. Be sexy. Make others happy. Do the right thing. I wrote this book to start a different kind of conversation. I asked smart, honest women to share their stories about first sexual experiences.


The V-Word is not a how-to manual, urging you to run out and have sex. Nor is it supposed to scare you into abstinence. Rather, we hope that it will convince you to think broadly about the many ways women can express and respect the sexual side of themselves.


If you decide to become sexually active, I urge you to get informed by visiting websites like Scarleteen.com and reading books like S-E-X: The All-You-Need-To-Know Progressive Sexuality Guide to Get You through High School and College by Heather Corinna. At the end of this book you’ll find many resources, including more books and websites.


And if you decide to wait, that’s okay too.


All the experiences in The V-Word really happened. Names and identifying details have been changed but besides that every story within these pages is true or at least as true as memory can make them. We write about straight sex and queer sex. We write about diving in and about waiting. Some of our first times were exhilarating, others disappointing, some surprising. Some happened too soon, others at exactly the right moment. But no matter the specifics of the situation, our first times stayed with us.


We don’t intend to tell you what to do. Instead, we share our own truths and leave your choices in your own capable hands. We don’t think sex is dirty or shameful or immoral, but it’s not insignificant either. Every first time, and there are many, is something to linger over. There’s no need to rush. Good sex is ripe with giving and receiving, with mutual desire and respect. It can be a force for good in the universe and in our own lives.


The opposite of virgin turns out to be a vast world of possible experiences, a lifetime of getting to know our sexual selves and sharing them with others.


It’s not all or nothing.


It’s not a direct line.


It’s a journey.


And along the way women have discovered that there is a V-word far more powerful than virginity—VOICE.


Whether you say yes or no to sexual experiences, finding your voice—and using it—is the most important part of becoming the person you want to be.




Girls get hot.


That’s the truth.


It’s not just the guys with their constant boners. It’s us too. We get turned on. We fantasize. We touch ourselves. Sometimes we touch each other. All this wild girl horniness is perfectly normal. Humans are lots of things—thinkers, nurturers, fighters—but we are also sexual beings.


Our bodies are magnificent. I don’t mean what they look like. I’m talking about what they do and how they feel. Fingers seek the soft-hard-rough-smooth skin of the body. Limbs entwine with arms-legs-hands. Our bodies provide us with so much pleasure, sensations that many of us come to know at a very early age, as I describe in the first story.
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Wanting Everything


Amber J. Keyser





I had a kid’s body—no hips, hardly any breasts, hardly more than pubic hair peach fuzz. I’d never had a period or a boyfriend or a date for a middle school dance. It was the summer after eighth grade and I was abuzz with physical desire. I’d known for a long time that it felt good to touch myself, and years earlier I’d played kissing games with neighborhood girls, but now, as I careened toward puberty, my body was a constant source of wow.


When it came to sex, I had zero experience but a lot of book learning. We had moved the summer before seventh grade. Among my mother’s discarded books on a garage sale table, I found my textbook—an explicit memoir by a sex-loving prostitute. Heart racing, I’d pinched it off the table and snuck it to my room, reading and rereading her bawdy accounts of sex with both men and women. Her uninhibited attitude painted sex as a healthy and positive part of adult life. If it felt good and everyone wanted to do it then anything was a go.


By accident, I discovered just the right way to ride my bike so that the seat vibrated against the mound of my crotch. It seemed my panties were always damp, and I masturbated often—in the bath, in the hot tub, in my bed at night. I imagined what it would feel like to have oral sex. But in this stew of horniness, I also worried that something was wrong with me for thinking about sex so much. I watched the girls at school that everyone said were doing it. Were their bodies constantly on fire like mine? Or was I freak?


But arousal was constantly sneaking up on me. I crushed on actors in movies, characters in books, and Jason, a gawky boy who lived down the street. At school, Jason and I ignored each other—he, no doubt, because of my bottom-rung social status, and I because that’s what you do to avoid humiliation in the halls of middle school. After school, we were less frosty. With a handful of other kids, we rode bikes through the golf course at the center of our neighborhood, infuriating men in plaid pants, and played tennis on the old, cracked courts. Jason and I snuck away to kiss in the tunnel at the neighborhood playground.


I wasn’t thinking about having actual sex with him but the kissing sent heat coursing through me. I wondered what it would feel like to have him touch me. When my younger cousin crashed her bike and Jason carried her home like some knight in shorts and sneakers, I wished it were me bleeding at the knees and leaning against his chest. I took every opportunity to hang out with him, waiting to be alone, wanting more kissing.


Toward the end of the summer, I was house-sitting for an old lady who lived in a condo nearby. One day I dragged Jason and two of our friends along with me to check on the dog, and there they were—empty bedrooms, open beds, and not a single chance of discovery. A surprise, believe it or not.


I hadn’t planned any of this.


There was no forethought, no real thinking at all.


My brain had vacated the building but my body was full speed ahead.


We paired off, our friends upstairs and me and Jason in a guest room with white carpet, a red bedspread, and tacky furniture detailed in gold paint. His lips were as soft as I remembered from the playground, his face pre-shaving smooth. We had our clothes off in moments. How did that even happen? My memory is a blur of color and texture. We slid into the cool sheets like otters sliding into the water.


What I remember is wanting everything.


His touch sent sizzling waves coursing over my body. This was nothing like when I masturbated. This was the best thing I had ever felt. My skin was electrified where we touched. Thigh to thigh, chest to chest. His arms around me. My hands in his hair. He smelled like boy and awesome.


I slid down under the covers, my cheek against his taut belly. And there was his penis. Hard inside but shockingly soft and smooth on the surface. I put my lips on the velvety end of his penis and took him in my mouth. After a while—who knows how much time passed—we changed places. And his mouth was hot and wet on the slit of my vulva. The new best thing ever.


When we were face to face again, we did not talk. We did not think. We did not consider protection or consequences. We were far too absorbed in good-yes-slick-hot-more-now to ask ourselves if we were ready. Instead we went to work figuring out how our parts fit together.


The problem was the parts.


Like mismatched puzzle pieces, they just wouldn’t go together no matter how we twisted and writhed. His aim was terrible, and though I was aroused, my prepubescent body was also tight and unaccommodating. In the midst of this conundrum, our friends knocked on the door, ready to go. We scrambled, slightly dazed, out of the bed and back into our clothes. Jason and I hardly spoke, pretending, instead, that nothing had happened.


A few days later, his best friend asked me if we’d had sex. I didn’t know what to say. Had we? There was no penetration. Nobody came. I shrugged, noncommittal. He smirked, and I felt dirty. My brain kicked back in and with it came shame and worry.


What kind of girl did that kind of thing? Was I a bad person? How could I have gone so far without even thinking about pregnancy or disease? What if Jason had been less tender and had pushed me beyond what I could do?


These were the thoughts that could have, and perhaps should have, accompanied the yearnings of my body.


My brain finally caught up with the rest of me.


Jason and I never did anything like that again. In fact, I didn’t do anything sexual with anyone else for a long time, and I was seventeen before I went all the way through with penetration. But I often remember Jason and the lovely, rich pleasure we shared in each other’s bodies. We were young, that’s true, but was it really so wrong for us to kiss and touch and explore in a way that made both of us feel so good?


I don’t think so.




Did it count?


I wasn’t sure if my explorations with Jason counted as sex. I’d always thought that losing my virginity had to involve penetration. But what about two women? If they’re intimate with mouths-hands-vulvas and it feels great, is that sex? What about the straight couples who decide that they don’t want to go all the way but everything else—all the other ways we can be sexual with each other—is considered okay? Are they still virgins?


It’s common to talk about sex like it’s binary. You’ve had it or you haven’t. But what if sex is a spectrum of behaviors? In that context, the idea of virginity doesn’t make a lot of sense. We humans don’t have a sex switch that gets flipped from off to on, where it stays for the rest of our lives. Being sexually active means just that—you’re participating in sexual activities with someone else. Maybe that happens for a while—weeks, months, years—and then maybe you step back from sex and move into abstinence for a time.


All along the way you get to make choices about what you want to do and when you want to stop. Sex isn’t all or nothing, and, as you will see from Carrie’s story, first times can sometimes surprise you.
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What Counts


Carrie Mesrobian





When it happened the first time, we were looking directly into each other’s eyes. His blue eyes above me, me looking up at him, my childhood bed, the middle of the day, the shade open to a blue sunny sky. It was late spring and we’d been together since fall.


When he pushed his dick into me, it didn’t hurt. We had a condom. I wasn’t surprised. He was slow. I was ready. We had agreed to do this.


It was a lot like I’d expected it to feel. The same kind of pressure with his hands and fingers, really, only this time his hands were on either of my shoulders.


But something was wrong. It felt merely okay, not as intense as his fingers had felt up there. Nothing within me ached in happiness, like I’d been led to believe. I didn’t feel changed. I knew we were both crossing over, from being virgins to being . . . not virgins. Whatever you call it when you’re on the other side.


It felt like the way you might say the word “oh” when someone says something you don’t care about.


Like, Oh. Hmm. Well.


Like, Huh—that’s what that space is for.


Like, Never used those muscles in my thighs in quite that way before. Interesting.


Like, Maybe it gets better, the longer it goes on?


Finally, he interrupted these thoughts.


“Can you move your hips, maybe?”


He sounded embarrassed for me, so I moved my hips.


Then he moved with me and it was a little . . . different. But not by much. And, unlike everyone always said about it being over quick? It wasn’t. It just kept going. Moving. The same bland way.


I suspected this was because I wasn’t doing it right. Or I wasn’t sexy enough. Or I’d done something else wrong.


Yet, I didn’t lie or pretend that it felt good. I couldn’t fake a feeling I didn’t have, because by this time I knew I loved him: that was real. We’d said the words to each other, many times.


Except, this sex was also real. Something we’d put off and waited for and worried about. And after all that, it still wasn’t good. I’d told him the truth about so many things but I’d never thought to tell him that, in my mind, having sex with a guy meant his penis would push some magic button inside me. That it would all feel so good and overwhelming that I’d lose control. There’d be no wandering thoughts. No questions.


Instead, I was staring up at him, my face blank and still, wondering when the miracle would occur.


He finally pulled out and chucked the condom. Nobody came. It seemed clear to me that this was a bad, horrible thing. I must be a bad, horrible thing. What guy has sex with you and doesn’t come? Again, this wasn’t a possibility in the stories I had heard about first sex. I was disappointed afterward, but not in the way I’d imagined.


We broke up a few weeks later. I don’t know if the relationship had run its course or the sex was as depressing for him as it was for me. Later I heard that he told people we’d never done it. That it didn’t count.
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The reason things ended was sadly dull: he stopped being in love with me. There wasn’t anything wrong with me, he said. He thought I was beautiful and cool. The problem was that I was just one person. And he was young and the world was big and full of lots of other people.


After we broke up it took a while to disentangle ourselves. We had friends in common and we couldn’t let go of the physical relationship, either. I missed hanging out with him, laughing with him. Finally, I had to cut it off completely for my sanity.


But when I was especially sad and missing him, the memory of that first sex wasn’t what pulled me back. Though I didn’t like how he phrased it, I knew what he meant when he said it didn’t count.


Instead, the scene that made me feel his loss so keenly wasn’t the sex at all. It was way back at the beginning of knowing him. Something that I didn’t think would have counted in the first place.
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It is November, one of those days when the dark comes on so quick. We are in my house, nobody there but us. A rare intersection of space and time and privacy. We can act like adults. We don’t have to sneak or worry.


So we drink cherry brandy. We talk about whatever. But we know talking is a waste of time, so we go up to my bedroom.


“Let’s get naked,” he says, which I think is so funny and wonderful! Because it’s so honest. When someone suggests it this way—Let’s get naked!—you can say yes or you can say no; there’s no gray area, there’s no language hiding intention.


This is how everything looks, then: We’re both in my bed, tangled up together on top of the quilt. His jeans, T-shirt (white) and flannel shirt (blue) are tossed on the floor. His boxer shorts (white with green stripes) are pushed down a little. I’m in my bra (black satin) and my Levis are on the floor. My underwear are cotton bikinis, bought in a pack of six. My bed is a single and fits both of us, though his feet hang over the edge a bit. We’re touching each other in places we’ve already touched (under the bra and boxers and undies) but because we’re alone it feels gigantic and luxurious, like we’re just discovering America.


Except, soon it’s 9:26 PM, according to the clock on my nightstand. He’s still sixteen and his parents expect him home by ten.


I straighten my bra, put on my shirt, get up to go pee. When I come back he’s sitting on my bed, wearing his jeans, putting on his T-shirt. Seeing him dress is unbearably sad but I pull on my own jeans, resigned to our night together being over.


Then, as he’s putting his flannel back on, even though he needs to get home, I kiss him again. Reach down to feel if he’s hard.


He’s always hard. I think that’s magical.


I push his flannel off his shoulders. Wrench his T-shirt off. Kneel down between his knees.


We don’t say anything.


We pull his jeans down around his ankles. He’s in his striped boxers again, his white tube socks pulled up his calves in that dorky boy way.


My hands are on his thighs, touching the blond hairs there that I think are almost pretty, feeling how flat and strong his muscles are. There is nothing on my body like that. I am soft and smooshy despite my efforts to be fit and pretty. But he works very hard to be strong and fit and athletic. Harder than I am willing to, actually, but he thinks nothing of it. I’m almost jealous that his body is so unlike mine. But not quite jealous, because I am touching his body as if it were mine, and being together means I can have it whenever I want now, like it belongs to me.


From where I kneel, I don’t worry what I look like. My hair covers my shoulders and chest and the workings of my face. My body folds beneath him, shadowed. I don’t look up so I don’t know if he is watching or just feeling what I’m doing.


We pull down his boxers and a second later I feel him in my mouth. Under my palms his thighs are trembling, but what I’m doing is solid and clear. Honest. I hear the sound of him sucking in his breath, then a sighing noise from deep in his chest. Every sound he makes tells me how it feels.


I feel everything too, and not just with my brain, which is reeling with excitement and a kind of crazed curiosity. Physically, I am right there with him. Feeling through his body how good it feels. Tasting everything, smelling everything. These aren’t tastes or smells I can name but they’re familiar. Like I should have known them. Like I’d always known them.


Like things that are private and exclusive.


Like being an adult: an acquired taste.


Sweet, salty, sour, bitter. The way his body tenses. The way he breathes, soft, then hard. It’s perfect. It feels like something I’m creating, not just a thing that’s happening.


When he comes, which is just a few minutes into it, I swallow it all—the sweet, salty, sour, bitter. All of it.


For a little while, neither of us move. I don’t say a word, I don’t even look at him. I press my hands on his thighs like I’m going to stand up.


That’s when he scoops me up and holds me tighter than anyone ever has before and he says, “God, you’re so great. I just love you so much.”


Time stops in that moment. I am dizzy with victory and gratitude. The hallway light is on, the nightstand lamp is off. The bed and quilt, dark beneath us, and his thighs so strong, holding me on him, holding us both up as we press together. The words he’s said between us. I don’t say I love you back. I don’t need to because I know that this is him thanking me. Spontaneously. The most genuine and vulnerable I’ve ever known a boy to be.


I’ve never made anyone happy like this. I’ve given him something that surprised him, and it surprised me as well: He liked it, he appreciated it, he made me feel valuable and precious. And competent, just as I am.


I’ve created a recipe to making his body feel good on the first try and I’ve witnessed the first time he enjoyed it. I know that I get to be in his memory forever. This also feels rare and lucky. Destined. Singular. Unreplaceable.
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A blowjob. Sucking dick. Head.


You could say that it wasn’t that noble.


You could say that I was feasting on a banquet of crumbs.


You could say, “Why didn’t he get you off, Carrie?”


You could say all that and the grown woman I am now would nod along with you.


But this memory, this first time, is the one that I always return to.


God, you’re so great.


The clock is ticking, he needs to get home, this is ending, this is bad timing. But I don’t regret it. I know so much lays before us.


I’m comfortable, for once, being myself. I’m thinking about how it feels to feel good. I’m thinking about sex and God and how bodies don’t lie. How so many things I’ve believed about myself are false.


I just love you so much.


At this moment, sitting across his thighs, holding him tight, all I know is that I am valuable and good. And that no one, no girl before me, has ever made him feel this. And no matter what happens—the dark places we end up not visible or conceivable to me then as I perch on him full of happiness and delight—this is real, this is good. Because, here, in this moment, in this memory, I will always get to be the first one. And that is what counts.




Sex is everywhere in American culture.


The cover of Cosmopolitan tantalizes with “101 Tips to Satisfy Your Man in Bed.” The Sport’s Illustrated swimsuit issue bombards us with what a hot woman is supposed to look like. Pounding rap lyrics remind us that everyone is doing it—or should be. One Hollywood blockbuster after another depicts women going down and getting laid.


All that sex sure looks like fun—as long as you’re straight.


Young women have always been the target of mixed messages about sex. From school sex education to religious messaging to public health advisories, we’ve heard that sex is dangerous, dirty, and off-limits. And if you’re queer? The messages get worse: immoral, sinful, and illegal.


How do we make sense of it all? Do we aspire to look like Victoria’s Secret models with come-hither smiles? Do we take so-called “purity” pledges? Do we suffocate our own desires?


Maybe the first step forward is to claim our bodies as our own.


In the next story, Sidney writes about surviving Catholic school and finding pleasure in sharing her own anatomy.
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Sharing My Anatomy


Sidney Joaquin-Vetromile





Novels were my first explorations of sex. In bookstores, I would pick up titles from the romance section, wander to a different, more neutral aisle (calendars, perhaps), and surreptitiously scan for certain key words to find the scenes I wanted.


Slick. Moan. Hands. Thrust.


The sex was always heterosexual. I never cared much for the characters’ backstories but I liked reading about what a gentle, attentive lover might do to anatomy like mine.


One sex scene in a long-forgotten novel lingered with me. A young man, a mechanic, coupled with a slightly older woman in the back of a car he had been repairing. He had gotten hard and penetrated his lover but, this being his first time, he had come almost immediately. Paralyzed with shame, he began to pull out but she wrapped her legs around him and told him, gently, that he wasn’t finished yet. She kept him inside her and then moved against him like a slow, insistent tide.


With the claiming of her own pleasure, her increasing wetness, her warmth, and her patience, the young man’s desire and erection returned, stronger now. They came together, sweating and seizing each other in gratitude. She helped to banish his shame, replacing it with a new faith in his capacity for intimacy and the loving exchange of pleasure.


The book was told in the third person but in this scene I imagined myself as the young man—uncertain, filled with desire, prone to mistakes but guided to orgasm by someone who knew I had no reason to be ashamed. Guided to orgasm by a woman. Someone who shared my anatomy.


I was far too frightened to articulate this physical longing. The first time I made myself come as a teenager, with rhythmic thrusts against a pillow, I felt surprised and terrified. I prayed for forgiveness.


As a student at a conservative, all-girls Catholic school I absorbed many awful messages about sex. When I was fifteen, Proposition 22, an antigay marriage measure in California, was overwhelmingly voted into law. I asked my favorite teacher, a gentle, good-humored nun, how she voted. She launched into a vicious monologue. “Men have to use their penises and their mouths. They place their genitals in each other’s anuses. Women have to use their fingers, or worse, other devices. It’s unspeakable. It’s morally wrong. It brings disease. I’m a Catholic sister. How do you think I voted?”


Unspeakable. Devices. Fingers.


The words echoed in my mind, disgusting me. Instinctively I sat on my hands, as if she had revealed me to the entire class.


The following year, my high school invited two women from the local district attorney’s office to talk to us about sex crimes. Their main prosecuting concern was not sexual assault; it was sex among minors. The DA gave us dire warnings. Even if the participants were consenting and underage—both sixteen, for example—they could be charged as sex offenders. If one partner was eighteen and the other partner was younger, the older one would be charged as a statutory rapist. Yes, they would pursue same-sex offenders. Digital sex, they said, waggling their fingers in the air, was a crime too.


When the school hired a police officer to talk to us about sexual assault, his advice was insane. “If you don’t want to get raped, you won’t get raped. You have to really believe in yourself. And you have to be willing to do crazy things. Poop your pants. Piss your pants. That’ll stop the rapist. He’ll be too grossed out.”


What did we learn? That sex outside of marriage would destroy us. Criminal. Broken. Unwholesome. Alone. And what waited for me, as a closeted gay kid, was worse. Perhaps even an early death.
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Still, I felt a particular longing for intimacy and sex that grew each year. I kept to my romance novels, finding new scenes. I learned how to touch myself with my own hands, how to draw circles with my fingers where my body liked it best, how to touch my clitoris to come quickly, and how to make myself wait for a more intense, drawn-out orgasm.


When chat rooms first came into vogue, I discovered cybersex. I would ask faceless men to imagine what they wanted to do to me, blocking the ones who wanted to be rough, clicking away from the ones who wanted to receive oral sex. I chatted with the ones who wanted to enter me with their tongues or penetrate me slowly with one hand while touching my clitoris. These conversations were strange, anonymous affirmations of my desire. At school I felt humiliated. Online I felt powerful.


I avoided lesbian chat rooms. Participating there would mean there was something irreversibly wrong with me. I could not allow myself to imagine the sex I wanted to have. I told myself that cybersex, fantasizing, and self-pleasuring were mere misdemeanors, preventing me from the felony of partnered sex. I would never have sex with someone else. I would suppress real-life crush feelings. I would stay in the safety of novels, internet chats, and my imagination.


Minor sins, not mortal ones.


But I was having crushes. My body was, against my will, teaching me what I liked. Women who were more athletic than I was. Women who ran track, played soccer, and stole bases in softball. Women whose navy, uniform cardigans clung precisely to their strong chests and arms. Women who wore their battered athletic sneakers off the field and told dirty jokes. Women who made everyone laugh. I liked messy hair and quick smiles and mischief. I liked the soft mounds above flat torsos.


I would look and then try not to look.


I would feel and then try not to feel.


Prohibition and pleasure and hope and self-hatred existed in the same heartbeat. There were so many voices in my head:


You are so beautiful.


Don’t tell her that.


I want.


I’m disgusting.


God gave me up unto vile affections.


I want to give to you.


I want you to give to me.
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