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No one makes eye contact when she first walks into Early to Bed, a woman-oriented sex-toy boutique on Chicago's North Side.

That's normal, store owner Searah Deysach said. "Most people look horrified when they come in," she said, laughing.

This night is no exception.

About 15 women--from college-age to middle-age--came out on a recent evening for the workshop "Solo Flight: Masturbation Tips for Women."

Relax, there were no demonstrations. And no men. Just a group of politely giggling women. And lots and lots of sex toys.

Deysach, 30, who led the workshop, is passionate about the pursuit of female sexual satisfaction.

"Women often know very little about their own bodies," she said. "We live in a culture that doesn't support female masturbation the way it does for men." She noted people often publicly joke about male masturbation.

That doesn't hold true for women. There's no "American Pie" for girls. "Too many women don't even expect sexual satisfaction in their relationships," Deysach continued. "Women have all this untapped sexual potential."

And that's a subject that has become Deysach's vocation and calling, of sorts. She opened Early to Bed in September 2001 after determining that Chicago had no "women-friendly" place to go for sex toys and information. That has changed since Early to Bed opened. Chicago now boasts two other women--and couple--oriented sex stores: The Honeysuckle Shop in Lakeview and G Boutique in Wicker Park.

Like Early to Bed, G Boutique also offers sexual-theme workshops. Cheryl Sloane, one of G Boutique's owners, thinks women have long craved information on sexual satisfaction. Such information is becoming more accessible because women's interest is more widely accepted, she said.

"The trend is for women to be more comfortable getting information and shopping" for such intimate products, Sloane said.

To Deysach, "sexual pleasure is everyone's birthright," and she believes women can enhance their sex life by exploring their own bodies and sexuality in safe, healthy ways.

Masturbation, she said, offers women benefits that go beyond sexual pleasure. These include stress reduction, alleviation of menstrual cramps and stronger pelvic muscles. In addition, it helps women to get to know their bodies' likes and dislikes.

Therapeutic aspects

Dr. Eileen Strohmayer, an obstetrician-gynecologist at Condell Medical Center in Libertyville, agrees that masturbation can be therapeutic, particularly for women who have trouble reaching orgasm.

"The best thing for women is to learn their own bodies, on their own," she said and noted there are "certainly no health detriments" to masturbation.

For Deysach, education is an important part of the process. She begins the workshop with simple female anatomy, discussing the clitoris, G-spot and the physiology of the female sexual response cycle. She covers different masturbation techniques and what you should--and shouldn't--do with sex toys.

The pink-haired Deysach made jokes during the workshop that elicited nervous laughter from the audience.

"Women don't have the same relationship to porn that men do," she noted. She recommended pornography videos geared toward women, but facetiously warned, "make sure you have the fast forward button handy, because there's a lot of talking."

The atmosphere during the workshop is part sorority meeting, part sleepover.

As Deysach explained each rubbery phallus and rocket-shaped dildo, she passed them around for the women to touch and examine. Each vibrator, dildo and nipple clamp that Early to Bed sells has a card attached to it explaining its use and how it works.

The boutique, at 5232 N. Sheridan Rd., is committed to making both men and women of any sexual orientation comfortable. Sky-blue walls dotted with hand-painted stars and strings of twinkling lights, give a comfy, funky vibe to the store's trendy atmosphere.

Reliable information

Especially important to Deysach is the idea of a place where women can go for reliable information. Ask her which lubricant doesn't leave a sticky film, and she'll tell you. Ask which vibrator is the most quiet, and she'll point it out. The same is true of her staff. A young, female sales clerk doles out instructions for vibrator use as though she's giving out cookie recipes.

After the hour-plus workshop, the women, noticeably more relaxed and chatty, milled around the store, checking out the merchandise. The buzz of vibrators was constant background noise as women turned different ones on and off. And the click of credit cards on the checkout counter almost made as much of a racket.

"We sold a ton of stuff," Deysach said afterward, noting that not all workshops lead to strong sales. She said "Solo Flight's" emphasis on sex toys helped. "We talked about toys and there were people there who were probably new to toys."

Most of the women, particularly the younger ones, treat the subject of masturbation with matter-of-fact candor, although, for obvious reasons, all but one of those in attendance declined to provide their names to a reporter.

Tasha Fast, 23, who works at a rape crisis center, said she came to the workshop for information to enhance her sexuality.

"I've been here before and I'm a longtime supporter of the store," she said.

One Loyola student said she needed to get a quiet vibrator, because her college roommate is "studying to be a nun," she said with a sigh.

Deysach thinks women are becoming more knowledgeable and upfront about their sexual satisfaction. She cited cultural touchstones, like "Sex and the City," that have put women's sexuality front and center and stirred more intimate conversations among women.

That's good for both men and women, Deysach said. Better sexual satisfaction "means a lot more happy women," she says.
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PHOTO; Caption: PHOTO: Store owner Searah Deysach reacts during her workshop on intimate products for women. Tribune photo by Candice Cusic.
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