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DISCLAIMER

My intent in writing this book is to change the conversation around sexuality to one that incorporates the principles of pleasure into sex education for youth. This book details my personal experiences with and viewpoints about human sexuality. I aim for you to find information, ideas, and tools that are useful to make healthy, responsible choices and add your voice to this significant conversation.

As you consider the information I offer and how it applies to your life, please remember that no book can replace parental guidance or professional counselling, education, health, and mental care. It is extremely important to consult with your own doctor before making any medical decisions. I and my publisher specifically disclaim any liability in connection with the use or application of the information in this book.

I have done my best to provide complete and accurate references in this book as of press time, including URLs, but of course websites do change over time.
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This is a work of creative nonfiction. While all the stories in this book are true, some names and identifying details have been changed to protect the privacy of the people involved.



Introduction

MY FUNDAMENTALS

Who here actually learned about pleasure when they were growing up? For that matter, who learned about their clitoris?” Andrea Barrica, founder of the online sex education platform O.school, looked across the packed room of educators, researchers, and sex ed enthusiasts who were attending her class on “Queering up Sex Ed.” Sitting in the front row, I raised my hand, alone in doing so amongst roughly forty or so adults. She scanned the crowd, a smile already playing across her face, fully expecting to see no raised hands, and upon finding me, paused only momentarily to dismiss what she saw with a laughing quip, “There’s always one, and they’re always from the Netherlands!”

She’s not entirely wrong, despite the fact that the majority of parents1 would like their children to receive comprehensive sex education, and researchers have concluded that learning about pleasure is an integral aspect of sex education and healthy adulthood.2 Yet, most people growing up and educated in the United States do not learn about pleasure at all.3 In fact, most are fortunate to receive any kind of sex education, as only thirteen US states require sex education to be medically accurate and half of our youth do not even learn about contraception before they begin having sex.4

But she was wrong about the Netherlands thing. I was born and raised in Northern California by an intelligent group of individuals who believe in all people learning about their bodies and their personal potential for pleasure. Needless to say, I had a far more comprehensive sex education than many. I had one-on-one conversations with both of my parents about how bodies work, an actual homeschool class (comprised of my sister and I as the entire student body) called “The Female Body Class” where we learned about, you guessed it, all matters concerning our bodies, and was encouraged through conversation, my parents’ actions, and the very environment I was immersed in to simply be myself, be a free person, and to love my own body.
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As an adult, I recognize the growing desire for a bigger, more inclusive conversation about pleasure with our youth. A disparity exists in our education: For the most part, girls learn about painful periods and unwanted pregnancies while boys learn about wet dreams and ejaculation, which results in an even greater disparity in adulthood. This occurs inside and outside of the bedroom: 95 percent of heterosexual men experience orgasm during most of their sexual encounters whereas heterosexual women experience orgasm 65 percent of the time,5 yet, this disparity is even more apparent in larger social outcomes: youth (ages twelve to thirty-four) are at the highest risk of any age group to experience sexual assault, and one in six women will be the victim of rape or attempted rape within her lifetime.6 It is my firm belief that comprehensive sex education focused on pleasure, which includes topics like body awareness, body image, pleasurable anatomy, positive communication skills, and tools to explore one’s own body, is the key to changing the current taboo climate around our sexuality and sensuality. Learning about pleasure openly and encouraging positive, healthy choices in our early education creates more positive experiences and promotes sexual health in our adulthood and throughout our lives.
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When I was eight years old, I conceived of the idea of writing a book. As in, I realized that a person could actually write a book, a whole book. It seemed to be an enormous feat and an accomplishment worth doing in one’s life. At around the same time, I wrapped my head around the concept of going to college for four years, which seemed like an interminable amount of time, and decided that was also a worthwhile endeavor. At age eight, I had two life goals set for myself.

I knew then that I lived a life to tell about: I was surrounded by happy adults living in community and I already knew that we had something fun going on. This seemed like a book that should be written.

Around that time, my dad taught me how to use our handheld camcorder. That night, as we sat around the barbecue fire lit only by the glowing coals, he told me that it is important for me to document. I didn’t fully comprehend what he meant at the time (document what, exactly?) but I knew enough to listen and to follow his words. I stood there, holding the small camcorder in slightly shaky hands, and I watched a conversation unfold between adults, between friends. Their words didn’t pertain to me, but I could stand back and observe, regardless of content. That notion of documentation, of acknowledging our experience together, has stuck with me ever since.

I realized when I got older that not everyone grew up the way I did. It was easy to see simply in what people knew about sex that I grew up knowing a lot more about how bodies work and how humans relate than was the norm. I realized that a lot of people my age didn’t necessarily have good relationships with their parents even in their twenties, let alone through their teens. And that was perfectly fine, a sore spot perhaps, but nothing for them to change. I realized that most people don’t want to talk about sex, good sex, despite the fact that they may be willing to joke about it or watch it online in the form of pornography. It seemed that there was a disconnect between how people thought of their bodies and how they experienced them.

In contrast, I grew up being friends with my parents. I was able to talk to both my mom and my dad about my body, about how I felt, and about what I noticed in the world around me. They taught me how to do that through telling me the truth about their own experience—what they thought, what they felt, what they were experiencing, what they were noticing.

Of course, they didn’t tell me everything. At times I’d ask questions that I knew they wouldn’t answer (like—what were you doing in your bedroom?) and my dad would reply, “I’ll tell you when you’re older.” That was a rare occasion though, because he wanted my sister and I to know everything. How the world works, how people work, how our bodies work. He filled us with as much information as we’d possibly accept so that we could enter the world fully capable.

So, when I realized how differently most people were raised from the way I was, I thought I could do some good by writing about my experience and peppering in some need-to-know basics like (spoiler alert) how to masturbate and how to have safe sex.

My sister and I started this book when we were simultaneously in the throes of puberty ourselves: I was thirteen and she was fourteen. Our friend—also one of our homeschool teachers—moderated the project by giving us specific writing prompts around our book idea and designating amounts of time in which to write. It was a fascinating experience to answer questions that I was in the midst of exploring myself. She asked us questions about sex, the senses, our experience of our bodies changing, and our viewpoints on friendship. The content of our essays, while not grammatically correct or particularly eloquent, was raw and based entirely on feeling. I have not used any of that material directly, but the intention behind the original draft certainly made its way into this version.

My parents and their friends started the intentional community that I grew up in about ten years before I was born. An intentional community in this instance means a group of people who have deliberately decided to live together and share a common philosophy and have common goals. As our community formed, some of the founding members took courses from another successful community and teaching group. This is where they got a lot of the foundational information from which our community started. We took aspects of their information and ran with it in our own way, particularly around researching sensuality and friendship. The initial founding members got a ball rolling that has kept moving since then—people have moved in and out of our group, thousands of people from all over the world have come to study with us, and many, many lives have been changed. My Mom moved in during the eighties and eventually I came along. This is all to say that I come from a long line of people dedicated to fun and pleasurable living.

I’m not here to promote my community, but it is intricately intertwined with who I am. I have spent my whole life telling the truth, being told the truth, and talking openly about sex and sensuality—it’s formed who I am today. Some of the founding members of my community formed a teaching group called “The Welcomed Consensus”; they are highly trained individuals who teach and research the viewpoints that I was brought up with and which I describe in this book. Dedicated to leading fun lives and doing it through “consensus,” or, agreement, these people spend a lot of time talking, let me tell you. Hours are spent meeting together, discussing their lives and the lives of people in our community. They tell each other the truth about everything, which they use as a tool to create a sense of closeness and to improve their lives together. Telling the truth is simply the most efficient way to function and it’s also the most fun.

My dad told me once that he had seen many smart, successful people in life that were not happy. We’ve had a full spectrum of people come through our community: home-makers and lawyers, authors and airline pilots, and entrepreneurs. Many have been the kind of people that followed the rules and did everything “right” by our society’s standards: they got a steady job, found a good partner, had a couple of kids. But, still, they were unhappy. My dad taught me early on that regardless of how well-educated a person is, or how wealthy or worldly they are, it does not really matter unless they have figured out how to be happy. The rest of it, the degrees and the promotions, have nothing to do with happiness. My parents showed me each day how to be happy and how to lead a life that keeps getting better.

When I grew up, I realized that not all little girls are told about my favorite M’s: masturbation and menstruation. We do not have enough positive voices about sexuality, let alone female sexuality. Porn and high school sex ed aren’t enough. We must be given information and the tools necessary to truly enjoy our lives and our sexuality to the fullest potential.

One of the most important differences between the rest of the population, including other sex educators, and me, is that I am oriented toward fun. My dad told me when I was a kid that fun is an honorable goal. As a six-year-old, that made complete sense. My whole life was about fun anyways: from swimming in the creek to going to homeschool in our little one room schoolhouse in the backyard to sitting in on the house meetings that all my favorite adults would put on every few days. I think a lot of kids experience life this way: things are taken care of for you mostly and you’re left to do the fun stuff. But when you start becoming an adult, you’re told that you must face facts and grow up. We’re told this in a myriad of ways, some more covertly than others.

My grandma was visiting one day, and, during her stay with us, she pulled me aside to tell me that I wouldn’t always be climbing trees and wrestling with my cousin. She assured me that one day, I would not be so wild. I looked at her like she was crazy. I stood there, tiny in my pre-pubescence, thick, wild hair filled with sticks and whatever else the woods left me, and certainly shirtless because that was my daily preference at the time. I had just crawled out of the apple tree that grew in our front yard and my skin was itchy from rolling around on the grass earlier. She looked down at me and told me I would surely change. And when she said it, I concluded that this had something to do with getting a period. I didn’t have one yet, but I figured the change she was going on about had something to do with that. I didn’t truly comprehend what she was telling me at the time; all I knew was that I disagreed.

And, ultimately, I was right. I still climb trees and run around naked. But I don’t think it goes like that for most women. When you’re a girl, it’s okay to be messy and loud and chubby. There’s even a somewhat-dated term for girls that want to be wild: “tomboy.” But once you begin showing signs of womanhood, you’ve got to straighten up. We’re taught to be kind. We must be neat. We must be tidy. We must not talk too much or be too loud. And that’s just no fun.

We are not taught how to be fun or how to have fun in our culture. Certainly, having fun as a goal seems quite frivolous and downright flakey from the collective societal viewpoint, especially after childhood and adolescence. “Fun” seems to be about having the latest iPhone or whatever gadget is the greatest. That’s not what fun is, just like getting the right job doesn’t guarantee your happiness. Nor are we taught how to be real friends and how to build friendships that last a lifetime and keep getting better.

My mom went into labor at my sister’s first birthday party. There are a few pictures from the day; my sister’s sparse, curly hair lightly decorating her big, round head, her body encased in a frilly white dress, and her big brown eyes looking straight into the camera. Her cousins and a few other babies were also in attendance. You can see them sprawled out on the rug or stuffing their greasy, food-filled hands into open mouths. I love these pictures in part because I know there is a story about to unfold: they mark the last day Sophia and I would be apart. We grew up together, more together than most, I’d say. We’ve shared a room our whole lives, we were homeschooled together at the same oversized desk, we even took college classes together and got the same degree. More than just the time spent together is the way that I feel for her—she is an integral part of me. Our parents did me an enormous favor by giving me a best friend right from the beginning.

This book is in essence an exploration of the tools for happiness, fun, and friendship, disguised as a sex ed book for young people. This book is part how-to and part how-I-did-it, a mix of memoir and straightforward information on the mechanics of sex and how to have successful relationships with people that can keep getting better over time. In order to lead a happy, sensually fulfilling life, it’s critical to know how your body functions from a pleasure-oriented perspective. And I think that the more you know about your body, the better choices you’ll make when it comes to the sensual experiences that you decide to have.

When people hear how I grew up, they often ask me how to talk to their teen about sex ed, or what I think the main messages in that realm should be for young people. My first reaction is usually to balk slightly, because those are huge, gigantic questions that, by virtue of being asked in short sentences, suggest that there could be a tidy, elevator-pitch-length response. And if that’s why you picked up this book, then I hate to disappoint you, but that’s impossible for two main reasons.

The first is that there is no “One-Size-Fits-All” to sex education; like knit caps on a store’s clothing rack, we can’t all simply choose our color and walk away happy. That’s just not realistic. Everyone is different: we have different genders and different forms of sexual expression, we come from different areas of the world and different cultures, and we have a range of ages and ranges in experience. What I can offer, and what I explore in this book, is a perspective on pleasure that I know works and I have yet to see represented in our mainstream culture.

The second part is that my views on sexuality aren’t for everyone. I decided to write my perspective on human sensuality and sexuality because it’s different: as I’ve mentioned, I was raised by a community of adults who taught courses on sensuality and communication, for starters. But I also had an excellent adolescence overall, which took me until my late twenties to fully appreciate. So, I decided that writing from the perspective of personal success would be something of value. I have done my best to describe my story because I think it’s useful: we must change the collective conversation we have about pleasure in order to create positive change in the world. My view is that if we learn to value pleasure early on in our lives, there will be a positive impact on our shared experience and on our global community.

One of the central aims of my book is to answer the question “what comes after consent?” raised by Peggy Orenstein in her important book, Girls & Sex.7 I plan to answer this question by describing what comes before it. Before we get into a position of saying “yes” or “no” to sex, or asking for sex, there is much to learn. Knowing about our bodies, knowing what pleasures us, and knowing how to communicate about these aspects improves all areas of our life.

And for the parents, guardians, and the shapers of youth reading this, let me say that you are one of the biggest teaching tools, so way to go for picking this up! As humans, we learn from each other. We’re constantly watching one another and making choices based on what we see. If you are informed about sensuality and hold pleasure-based views yourself, it will have a positive effect on not just your own life, but also on the people around you.

So, while I do not aim to offer a comprehensive map of all-things sex education, what I can offer is the start of an ongoing conversation between you and the people you care about. Sex ed isn’t a class, it’s not a book, it’s not a website: it’s a conversation. It’s a subject to relate over with your friends, guardians, lovers, peers, or with whomever you feel comfortable speaking. It’s a conversation because we’re constantly changing: our views, our experiences, and the choices we make all affect how we view our own sexuality. As we grow and have more life experiences, our view of sexuality morphs right along with us. So, what I aim to do with this book is to build a strong foundation of information for our youth of today and tomorrow to jump-start this conversation because it’s truly a lifelong pursuit.
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Chapter 1

SENSUALITY AND SEXUALITY

Growing up, I was taught how important it was to deliberately choose what language I was going to use. My dad demonstrated through his own use of language and in the way he spoke with me that this was an area to pay attention to myself. I still feel a slight tinge of embarrassment recalling the time when he asked me where I’d picked up the word “cool” from. Until he asked, I’d never considered that I’d picked the word up from anyone. I was thirteen and was quickly attempting to form my own identity and represent a particular style—something that said “grown up” and, well, “cool.” But when I looked back at the conversation we’d just had, I’d used “cool” in just about every sentence. I was using the word more like a comma than a descriptor. This conversation had me begin considering how each word we say is an act of creation in and of itself, which I got to think a lot more about once I went to university as an English major. But that was years to come.

If I describe a meal that’s been cooked for me, for example, as “OK” but what I mean is it’s “delicious” or that I loved the bright lemony notes of the dish, then I am creating an impression with the person that I’m talking to, possibly the person who actually cooked the meal, that is not accurate. This could affect us both in any number of ways: the next time they cook for me they may feel less enthusiastic about it, they may think I didn’t enjoy their cooking, or they may think the dish itself was bad. But, if I had been specific from the beginning, the results would have been entirely different.

The reason I have focused on language is because being deliberate with your communications is an important part of sensuality. In the next section, I’ll define sensuality and how this term fits into the larger idea of how sensuality and sexuality are different.

What is sensuality?

First, let me start by saying that sensuality has kind of a bad rap in our culture. The Oxford English Dictionary defines “sensual” much in the way that you’d guess: pertaining to the senses. But, as the OED tends to do, there is a fuller definition that I don’t think we always consider when using this word:

Involving gratification of the senses; of, relating to, or arising from physical (esp. sexual) urges or desires and not the intellect or spirit; carnal, fleshly, base. In more neutral sense: relating to, characterized by, or involving enjoyment derived from the senses; physically enjoyable or pleasurable.1

In the first sentence, that oddly negative connotation is evident from the words “base” and “carnal” and also in the way that sensuality is put in opposition to intellect. Who is to say our use of the senses are not having to do with the intellect, for surely, we could not enjoy our senses without use of our brains, the source of intellect?

In addition, the OED mentions the association with sexuality. For many, the two words are used nearly interchangeably. Often sensuality is used merely as a softer, mood-lit version of sexuality. There’s a silk-sheets and red-roses mystique attached to the word that has more to do with advertising, as far as I can tell. Through the Huffington Post, you can decide if you’re “Sexy, Sensual or Intimate—What Is Your Sexual Style?”2 and through Cosmopolitan, you can “Uncover Your Sensual Side: Enhance Your Own Pleasure and Have Him Groveling for More!”3 Both subjects associate the word sensual with sexuality or with sex itself, which is quite commonplace. The word is frequently used as an outright marketing gimmick. I found from a quick Google search that the word “sensual” is used to sell everything from lip gloss4 to wigs5 to massage oil.6

But I was raised understanding this word in a different way. It’s a word that was defined for me in the way we prepared food, cleaned the house, and got dressed for dinner. I saw it in the way my mom and dad kissed goodnight and in the way we resolved arguments in our regular house meetings. It was evident in most aspects of our decision making, planning, and in our individual communications to one another.

Sensuality is about paying attention to your senses. We have five senses through which to experience the universe: taste, touch, sight, sound, and smell, and we also have “conceptual thought,” our mind or what we think about. A sixth sense, not just an M. Night Shyamalan movie from the nineties. We are sensing beings.

For me, sensuality is more of a mindset than it is a “Sexual Style,” in the words of Huffington Post. Paying attention to your senses requires being in the present moment. Often, we can get caught up thinking about what is to come, the future, or what has already happened, the past. But I’ve found that when I’m living my life in present time, I’m taking in what’s around me in that very moment. I don’t think about how the place I’m in reminds me of when I was a kid, or how I wished it looked different. I see that place as it is and without value. It’s the most effective way to enjoy your life on a daily basis.

Here’s a practical way of thinking about this: ever since I was in college, I have loved a good cup of tea. It started as a way to warm up during long hours of sitting and reading and also as a minor procrastination while getting work done. If I was stuck midway through getting a thought out, I could always spring up mid-sentence and make a cup of tea and stretch my legs for a moment. It certainly looked (and felt) a lot better than checking Facebook for the hundredth time. This tea habit eventually grew into a practice and I found that I enjoyed the entire ritual of making tea, from boiling the water to swirling the final dregs in the bottom of my cup. It’s a pause, a moment in my day that results in something so simple yet infinitely pleasurable.

My sister makes ceramics and our cupboard is filled to the brim with an assortment of hand-thrown mugs of porcelain and Black Mountain and red clay with varying glazes ranging from pure creamy-white to a soft gray-blue. I don’t have a particular favorite as I have many favorites instead. I relish the ones with a soft rim from the thick pour of the glaze. I savor the rough sides that remain unglazed and rub against my fingertips like a large-grain emery board. Each cup has a quirk, a bald spot where it was burned clean in the kiln firing, or a misshaping to the circular barrel of the vessel. That’s why we have them in our cupboards, because of their little eccentricities. Each morning, I get to choose the one that feels the best to me: I can pick a quirk that matches me.

Heating up the cup with quick swirls of boiling water results in a cup of tea at the temperature that I prefer, so I take that extra step first thing. Our tea shelf is bursting with a variety of tea from savory herbal all the way to a peculiar “extra-caffeinated” caramel black tea, which everyone in the house seems to avoid. Loose-leaf Earl Grey is my preference and I have sought out the perfect blend that provides the right balance of bitter tea and perfumey-bergamot. Not too floral, not too bubble-gum, but bold enough to announce “Earl Grey” with confidence. Covering the tea cup, I leave it to steep for about four minutes. Any longer and the black tea takes over and makes the whole thing become too bold, which is a bit heavy for first thing in the morning. But if I rush it and take the tea out too soon, the tea is lackluster and when I add the milk—it looks too milky and unappealing. If I steep it just right, the milk looks like a rich caramel in my cup.

Standing at the kitchen sink, I take in the orchids that crowd our window box. Each bloom reaching out and declaring “hello” with it’s bright, round face. Their long stems wind through the various pots and containers and filter the morning sunlight. The cup is hot in my hands and the steam warms my chest. That first sip says so much—the right amount of tea, the right amount of milk, and that bitter kick that makes my lips purse just the slightest.

This is a form of sensuality; it’s taking in all that is around you. I’m going to make tea first thing in the morning because I like the caffeine boost but, with each cup I make each morning, I have the choice every step of the way to make it a sensual experience. Alternatively, I could rush into the kitchen, grab the first cup that I saw, give it a quick rinse to slough out any leftover debris from the previous use, fill it with hot water, and drop a Lipton tea bag in there and be on my way. Plenty of mornings look like that and I still leave the kitchen having produced the necessary cup of tea. But when I do take those steps with the kind of attention that I described, I feel different; it makes a difference in my body. There is often a solidity and a calm that comes with being deliberate and creating pleasure in any given moment.

Before we go further, I want to bring particular attention to an aspect of that tea time I described, which is being deliberate. This is a way of being that will crop up frequently in this book in ways that are both direct (by using the actual word) and indirect (describing a moment in which this concept is occurring). For me, it’s a central aspect of sensuality. To be deliberate means to fully consider and have intention with what you are doing, a key part of being deliberate is having attention on what is happening.7 This concept is often associated with going slowly, which is part of being deliberate but is not necessarily intrinsic to the way I understand it. Having attention and using your intention are the two main components of being deliberate.

What is sexuality?

Sexuality is all about reproduction, or activities relating to reproducing the species. In this context, I use the word “sexual” to only describe activities or experiences that are about reproduction. This way of understanding the word “sexuality” underlines a larger concept about goals. Reproduction is a goal-oriented idea: the goal is to reproduce the species.

There is nothing wrong with sexuality, we are all here as the result of a successful sexual act. However, when it comes to human reproduction there is no female orgasm required in sexual acts. Instead, the focus is all about male orgasm because that’s the only orgasm during intercourse that is required to make the babies. Hence, sexuality is a goal-oriented word.

There’s nothing wrong with being goal-oriented. Goals are good, it’s how we get things done. I set goals for myself every day, each year, and throughout my conversations; I am constantly picking up other goals that I want to have from relating to my friends. The reason I am making the distinction about “goal-orientation” is that it can limit the experiences we have because we get so focused on the end result. Instead of the experience I described before that involved all of my senses in making a hot beverage for myself, it’s more like just pouring some hot water and plopping a tea bag in. It’ll be hot, it’ll be brewed, and it’ll be in a cup—that’s all you know for sure. With the previous example, I took pleasure from each aspect of the experience leading up to making the cup, consuming it, and enjoying how I felt afterwards. Since the process in and of itself was pleasurable, the tea itself is more of an addition—it’s not the only important component. With a goal-oriented mindset, the tea (or the end result) is the most important part. If the tea is no good, or whatever result you were expecting doesn’t happen, then the whole experience is bad.

What I’m describing here is actually two different ways of looking at life: a pleasure-oriented perspective or a goal-oriented perspective, also referred to as production-oriented. Most people go through life looking at the production aspects: getting a good job, getting a house, finding a partner, etcetera. That’s a good way of doing things because all of those aspects of life are excellent: I want people to live in homes, have jobs, and live happily ever after with someone that they love. But what I’m pointing out here, and what I’ll be exploring in this book, is how to incorporate a pleasure-oriented perspective into our lives. It’s an addition, not a total change of course.

Connected to this distinction between pleasure-orientation and production-orientation, as demonstrated in the difference between sensuality and sexuality, is a concept that I learned about once I was an adult doing my own research about human sexuality. The concept is called “two levels of awareness,” which is the idea that two views or ideas about one thing can both be true at the same time. This is perhaps best illustrated by a table. If you touch your desk or whatever flat surface you happen to be near, it’ll be solid against your fingertips. But at the same time, it’s comprised of a whirling mass of atoms on a microscopic level. Even though this is true, the table will still hold up whatever you set upon it, like your water glass or cup of tea. Both of these views about a table are correct, even if they seem to contradict one another.

It’s a different way of looking at the views we have about the people and ideas in our lives. We’re typically taught that there is one right way of thinking about a thing, but in reality, there are hundreds if not thousands of perspectives on any given issue or experience. Being able to hold more than one viewpoint at a time is not only possible, but it’s imperative if you want to have a broader perspective, especially when it comes to sensuality.

Why? Because I’m not asking you to change anything that you’re already doing, I’m only asking for you to consider another viewpoint. What I said earlier about a production-oriented viewpoint and a pleasure-oriented viewpoint is not my attempt to demolish the way you and everyone else lives. What I’m actually seeking is balance, a bit more pleasure with the production. A little more sensuality with the sexuality.

Why? Because it’s integral to having comprehensive, sex-positive conversations about our personal choices, our bodies, and how we relate to our partners. So often conversations around sexuality stop at the mechanics instead of talking about the foundation, about what comes first. And this idea of two levels of awareness is one of the fundamental viewpoints I use when it comes to expanding my own life. It’s a viewpoint, a tool even, that will come in handy throughout this book and the ideas explored within it.

Throughout this book I’ll be returning to these fundamental concepts: sensuality, pleasure-orientation, and using specific language. My goal is to provide another way of looking at aspects of life that we’re all going to experience at some point: growing up, growing bodies, engaging in sexual activity, and communicating, to name a few. In the next chapter we’ll look at how a pleasure-oriented view changes the way a person views his or her own body.



Part 1

Exploring the Body
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Chapter 2

ANATOMY WITH AN EMPHASIS ON PLEASURE

Like a lot of kids, while growing up I liked learning how to dance. I took all kinds of dance classes; from hip-hop classes in the Mission District of San Francisco to an occasional ballet class in the then-small town of Redding, to a year or so of jazz classes. Through that training, I began to learn how people memorize different kinds of movement and learn from one another. My first public performance was a wreck in the way that little kids’ performances often are: on stage, I confronted the fact that even though I’d been to all the practices and done all the rehearsals, I hadn’t actually learned the steps. My trick of watching the other girls and copying what they did didn’t work anymore because now they were dancing all over the place and I couldn’t keep up. My experience of that “performance” was mainly me floundering around from side to side on a brightly lit stage in front of an auditorium of strangers while dressed in my adorable black jumpsuit with rainbow-stripe side-detailing. It was a disorienting and strange experience; I don’t think I was even old enough to be embarrassed. It didn’t matter, anyways, as my entire family greeted me after the performance with huge, welcoming smiles and hugs.

I learned the most about dancing in our living room. While my sister and I were growing up, dance parties and performances were a big part of how we’d celebrate. Every New Year’s Eve most of my community would pull together to create a group skit that Sophia and I would write and organize, and people would pick songs to sing or dance to or prepare a performance of whatever talent they wanted to show off. I knew that these parties were a lot of fun and I would frequently put one on myself, regardless of whether or not it was a holiday. Usually I’d spend a few days practicing a dance (I’d mainly practice to get familiar with the music) and then would choose an evening to perform, sometime after dinner but before all of us dispersed to do dishes and head to bed.

Without much preamble, I’d put the song on and then just start dancing. I’d feel the attention of my audience, my family and best friends, and then would move however it suited me. I had a small repertoire of dance moves from my jazz or hip-hop classes, or movements I’d seen the grown-ups use at our dance parties that I’d like but would mainly just do what I felt. I’d hear the music and shift and bounce and undulate to the beats and just do what I wanted. Whenever I looked at my dad or mom, I would feel their approval and their enjoyment.

There was one particularly fun night that stands out when I was nine years old. I’d picked a song that I really liked, Whitney Houston’s “My Love Is Your Love” from the album of the same name. The song had come out recently and, as a second-generation Whitney Houston fan, I was into it. I felt it in that particular way you sometimes do, where the song somehow rests in your body when you hear it: it clicks, it’s right. I knew this was a song worth performing to and I had choreographed a set of steps to begin the dance that involved several long, slow steps out into the middle of the room along with the steady, sultry beat of the beginning of the song. It was big for me to memorize steps, since as I mentioned earlier it wasn’t really intuitive for me. But I’d done it: I had a plan and an outfit (which was a pair of stretchy navy-blue jazz pants and a red halter that coordinated in that special way that clothes only do on a nine year old).

That night was a hit: after those four minutes and twenty-one seconds had elapsed everyone stood up and clapped and a huge surge of energy washed over me. Their approval was like a wave crashing over my tiny frame and I loved the thrill of being swept up in it. I ran over to my dad and gave him a hug and kiss and then found my mom and snuggled up to her, infinitely pleased with myself and what I’d created.

The next day, I decided I wanted to do it again. This time, we were going to record it on our handheld VHS camcorder. After dinner once more, I put on the song and I did my steps, this time in a different outfit (a white-crocheted halter with bright purple daisies appliquéd to the front). I tried to recreate what I’d done last night: I began with the same slow, lengthy steps diagonally across the room, stopping in the center just as Whitney’s voice changed the direction of the song, but this time it was different. I couldn’t wait for the song to be over because I just didn’t feel right. Afterward when I looked up, there was my loving audience, just as before, but I could tell they knew. Of course, they still hugged me and loved me just like last time, but I felt slightly put off.

Later on, my dad asked me if the two performances had been the same and I told him, no, they were not. I acknowledged that I’d felt different this time and realized that it was just that, the feeling. I hadn’t let myself get swept up in the music as I had the first time. That song is emotional and rich and when I danced the first time I felt like I got to express the intent of the message through my own movement. But the second time around I’d tried to replicate my success of the previous evening: memorization over simply doing what I felt.

As we get older, girls are taught to value looking good over feeling good. We’re expected to show up at our jobs and look and act a certain way regardless of what’s going on in our lives. But in order to live a pleasurable life, it’s more important to value feeling good. What I learned most from the myriad of dance performances for my family is to value feeling. I felt firsthand the difference between when I was enjoying what I was doing and when I was just going through the motions. They approved of me no matter what; I got cheers and hugs regardless of what I went up there and did. But the times when I went out there and let myself out, when I felt the music and let it roll through and out of me, that’s when I knew people could feel me being me.
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