
   [image: cover]


   
      
         
            [image: ]

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Some of the individuals in the book have asked me to respect their anonymity due to the sensitive nature of the topics discussed. Therefore, I have modified their identities and certain details about them.

            Copyright © 2018 by Karley Sciortino

Cover design by Alix Gutiérrez

Cover illustration by Bruce Emmett

Cover copyright © 2018 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.

Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

            The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

            Grand Central Publishing

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104
grandcentralpublishing.com
twitter.com/grandcentralpub

            First Edition: February 2018

            Grand Central Publishing is a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Grand Central Publishing name and logo is a trademark of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

            The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

            The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to www.hachettespeakersbureau.com or call (866) 376-6591.

            Library of Congress Control Number: 2017956265

            ISBN 978-1-4789-4476-8 (trade paperback)

ISBN 978-1-4789-4475-1 (ebook)

            E3-20171011-DANF

         

      

   


    Table of Contents

  


	Cover

   	Title Page

   	Copyright

   	Dedication

   	MANIFESTO: SLUTTING TOWARDS BETHLEHEM

   	CHAPTER 1: MADONNA THE WHORE

   	CHAPTER 2: HARNESSING MY SLUT POWERS

   	CHAPTER 3: SADOMASOCHIST IN TRAINING

   	CHAPTER 4: AMORAL TALE

   	CHAPTER 5: FROM SLUT TO BI

   	CHAPTER 6: WAIT… WHAT IS SEX, EVEN?

   	CHAPTER 7: WHAT DO I WANT?

   	Rejected Book Titles

   	Acknowledgments

   	About the Author

   	Newsletters




    
    Navigation
   

   


	
     
      Begin Reading
     
    

   	
     
      Table of Contents
     
    




  
   
      
         
            To my mother, who I love dearly, but who I might not let read this book.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            MANIFESTO

            SLUTTING TOWARDS BETHLEHEM

         

         Slut” is a great word. It just sounds perfect—so sharp and clear and beautiful. It’s one of those satisfying four-letter words, like “cunt” and “fuck.” “Slut” also happens to be an anagram for “lust,” which is one of those divine coincidences that makes you wonder if God actually exists.

         We’re lucky that “slut” is such a great word, because it’s pretty safe to say that every woman will be called a slut at least once in her lifetime. I, personally, have the distinct pleasure of being called a slut like twelve times a day—just one of the many perks of being a sex writer in the age of internet trolls (*hair flip*). I’m not sure if my brain is wired wrong, or if I’ve simply developed a defense mechanism after years of harassment for being a professional blow-job blogger, but now when someone calls me a slut I get bizarrely excited by it. I find perverse pleasure in knowing that simply by being a woman who openly enjoys sex, I’m able to incite rage in total randoms. It’s entertaining. And it’s a rite of passage. Being called a slut means you’ve really made it, ya know? Like you’re officially a woman.

         But what is a slut, anyway? According to the relic known as the Oxford English Dictionary, “slut” is a pejorative term for a woman who has many sexual partners. However, in recent years, the word has gone a bit rogue. These days, it’s often used maliciously as an umbrella term for any woman who’s openly sexual. Something as PG-13 as texting someone a topless selfie can make you a metaphorical whore these days. But if you can be slut-shamed while you’re still a virgin, then how do we define what it means to be a slut? Who holds the keys to the slut kingdom?

         To me, a slut is a person who seeks out visceral experiences through sex. Being a slut is not necessarily about having a high body count; it’s about being sexually activated. A slut is someone who has no moral obstacle between themselves and their desire to enjoy sex. A slut is a person who has sex with who they want, how they want, and isn’t ashamed about it. Sluts are special. Sluts are radical. And sluts are also skilled at time management, because we can handle multiple dicks on rotation, plus our jobs and our blogs and our beauty routines. It’s not easy, being a ho. Not everyone is qualified for this coveted position.

         And the slut label is unifying. When I meet a girl who self-identifies as a slut, I immediately feel an affinity with her—like, one of us. It’s like a modern-day vagina version of the Freemasons, except without the cool secret handshake. (Unless a hand job counts?) I believe that once we accept this more contemporary, sophisticated definition of “slut,” it will be easier to accept the label as a badge of honor.

         Unfortunately, much of the world has yet to catch up to our level of slutty enlightenment. Until they do, we just have to own it. One of the best pieces of advice my mother ever gave me was: Whenever someone insults you, just smile and say “thank you” in that wonderfully blasé-slash-potentially clueless tone that Andy Warhol perfected. For example, I was recently at the STD clinic being casually diagnosed with throat gonorrhea when the doctor let out an unnecessarily long sigh. “Well,” he said condescendingly, “I’ve never known a woman to have gonorrhea in her throat before. Usually we only see that in gay men.” And I was like, “Wow, thank you!” Followed by, “Did you just assume my gender?”

         So far, my sex life has been—how should I put it…colorful? There’ve been a lot of ups and downs. And, like, whips and chains, lies and deceit, love and hate, lust and money. Not to mention bruises, rashes, dungeons, confusion, insecurity, blackouts, crutches, orgies, doctor’s appointments, boys, girls, toys, trauma, hotels, jealousy, addiction, mysterious bloodstains—ya know, the usual.

         For the most part, I’ve found my sexual curiosity to be a positive trait, as it’s led me to have experiences that I’m certain I’ll be happy to have had when I die—from Eyes Wide Shut–style sex parties in hotel penthouses, to being the “first assistant dildo” on a porn set, to somehow ending up in a prisoner-of-war role play in Munich with a married couple who didn’t speak a word of English. Without question, if I weren’t as slutty as I am, my life thus far would have been far less interesting. As my hooker friend likes to say: “Sluts have more fun.” But my sluttiness has also been the cause of many existential bathroom-mirror moments. Over the years, I’ve often found myself stabbing at the ingrown hairs on my bikini line, thinking: How does my gang-bang fantasy factor into my life plan about who I think I am… or whatever?

         We are taught that our sexual behavior has a vital impact on who we are, our mental well-being, and how other people perceive us—especially for women. From a young age, society tells us that when a guy has a lot of sex, he’s a virile Don Juan who’s just fulfilling his biological urge to spread his seed (gross?). But if you’re a woman who has a lot of sex, not only are you a slut (in a bad way), but there’s also something fundamentally wrong with your brain. You couldn’t possibly just want sex for fun, like guys supposedly do, so the desire must be coming from low self-esteem, depression, or because you’re “ugly” and can’t get a boyfriend (as if ugly people don’t have boyfriends?). Talk about gaslighting on a mega-scale.

         Since my teens, part of me has been infatuated with the rebelliousness of being a girl who sleeps around. But there was another part of me that thought, Let’s be real—there’s probably something wrong with me. It’s hard to escape this gloomy self-diagnosis when everyone close to you—from your parents, to your church, to your friends and boyfriends and even the characters in your favorite movies—is constantly telling you that if you’re a girl who has a lot of sex, it means that you’re unequivocally fucked up.

         In terms of sexual freedom, we’ve come a long way in recent years. (Hello, you can say “pussy” on TV now.) But there continue to be lots of mixed messages floating around. The double standard is finally beginning to fade, but we’re still a culture with a slut-shaming problem, often made worse (or at least more public) by social media. Casual sex has become a casual part of the cultural conversation—women stalk prey on dating apps just like men do—and yet it’s still taboo to be a woman who has multiple partners. While many women today are vocally antislut–shaming, very few women are openly slutty. Basically, society is experiencing growing pains when it comes to female sexual autonomy. To be a slut or not to be a slut? That is the modern feminist question.

         Slutty Heroines

         It’s a no-brainer that we’re influenced by the people and stories that make up the culture around us. And it’s difficult to cite an example, either real or fictional, of a happy, healthy, promiscuous person—let alone a woman. There’s yet to be a successful woman in a movie who says, “I’ve got four guys on rotation and feel great about it,” because that freaks people out. Usually, instead, the story goes that the slut gets punished—whether she dies in the end, or ends up miserable and alone, or is slut-shamed off campus—because that’s the narrative our society is comfortable with. The promiscuous woman is painted as evil, inconsequential, or disposable. The slut doesn’t get to become a lawyer and live happily ever after.

         Like, have you ever noticed that in basically every horror movie ever made, the “slutty girl” is the first to get stabbed or eaten by zombies? Yeah, that’s not a coincidence. The “punished slut” narrative is ubiquitous across film, TV, and literature. From classic examples like Anna Karenina, Belle du Jour, and The Scarlet Letter (shout out to Hester Prynne, OG high priestess of slut-shaming) to modern real-world cases like Monica Lewinsky and the Duke Porn Star, sluts have been getting fucked—literally and figuratively—since basically the dawn of time. Writer Tina Fey really hit the nail on the head in Mean Girls, when the high school sex-ed teacher tells his young female students: “Do not have sex. If you have sex, you will get pregnant…and die.” Funny, yet morbidly on point.

         While men have long been the arbiters of mass media, they are not solely to blame for the tortured-slut narrative. Women are often also complicit in slut-shaming. At the risk of sounding like I’m prude-shaming, it seems to me that a lot of women repress their inner slut because they think that feigning naiveté will increase their sexual or romantic value. These women are buying into the notion that overt female sexuality scares men (because men are actually more insecure about their sexuality than women), and that men need to operate under the illusion that women are clueless about sex. But this is tragique. When we do this, not only are we fucking shit up for womankind, but we’re also hurting ourselves. It’s like faking orgasms—pulling a Sally when some guy is basically setting your clit on fire means that he’s going to keep doing that for eternity (or at least until a braver woman comes along and sets him straight). In my opinion, the woman who is truly perverse is the woman who pretends she’s not sexual to appease a (thoroughly misguided) man.

         Of course, not all women have voracious sexual appetites, or are strategically wearing ill-fitting turtlenecks to conceal their inner sex maniac. Some women just aren’t interested in having a ton of sex, and to them I say: “It’s weird that you’re reading this book, but I respect you!” The unglamorous reality is, we live in a sex-negative society that conflates having a lot of sex with being a bad person—especially if you have a (supposedly sacred) vagina. Because of this, it can be difficult to separate our own desires (or lack thereof) from a society that tells us that a woman who sleeps around is a skanky loser. Sometimes, when it comes to sex, we end up lying to ourselves about who we are and what we want. Like, who knows—maybe you’re secretly a ho, but you just haven’t allowed yourself to realize it yet. (Something to look forward to.)

         Thankfully, there are a few beacons of light in the otherwise slutless media. An obvious example is Samantha on Sex and the City, whose unapologetic, self-aware slut pride and professional success have made her the reigning queen of women with a high appetite for sex and adventure. There are porn stars like Sasha Grey and Stoya—intelligent women who promote extreme sexual exploration and also speak out about sexual health. I love Amber Rose, Amy Schumer, Rihanna, The Broad City girls, and Chelsea Handler, who all flaunt brazen, more-is-better attitudes toward sex. These women are great, but we need more like them, especially in the mainstream. Like all marginalized groups, sluts need representation, and we are seriously lacking in slutty role models. We need more smart, responsibly promiscuous women, acting as living proof that having a high sexual appetite, and satisfying it, doesn’t mean you’re an awful person or doomed.

         Back when I first started writing about sex, one of my mother’s main concerns—and there were many—was that being open about my slutty adventures online would make it difficult to find a guy to date me. And I have to admit, there was a time when I thought maybe she was right. But the reality is, if someone doesn’t want to date me because I’m a slut, then he’s clearly not the guy for me anyway. I don’t care if some bro finds me less appealing because of how many partners I’ve had, or if he doesn’t want to take me home to his mother, because while my lifestyle may be unattractive to him, his ideals are unattractive to me. In a way, being open about your sexuality actually acts as a filter through which only the enlightened may pass. And besides, there are plenty of sexually open-minded dudes to go around, enough to (at least attempt to) satisfy all the sluts currently roaming the planet. And if I’m wrong about that, well, we’re sexually flexible Millennials—we can just become lesbians.

         Victim Who?

         If you’re a sexually curious woman, along with being called a slut, another unfortunate refrain is: “Are you sure you want to do that?” Some of my greatest hits include: Are you sure you want to fuck that married couple? Are you sure you want to go to that sex party? Are you sure you want to be suspended upside down from the ceiling by a guy with a low-hanging man bun? Are you sure you want to pee into that lawyer’s mouth for $200? The implication, of course, always being: because you might not like it! But it’s like…okay, so what?

         As women, we’re led to believe that a negative sexual experience can be devastating—that if some asshole crosses one of our sexual boundaries, or if we leave the orgy feeling fat and uncomfortable instead of enlightened, that we might never recover. But why do women always have to be the “victims” of sex? Why is it that in nearly every area of our lives we are encouraged to take risks and try new things—to Lean In and play hard—but when it comes to sex, we’re like, “Be safe or you’ll end up traumatized or dead”? These doomsday ideas become self-fulfilling prophecies, cultivating a type of sexual fragility that I don’t think is healthy.

         It’s true that sex can be high-risk. Things go wrong. People get hurt. But just because I had a bad sexual experience doesn’t mean that I’m broken. It means I know to avoid that thing going forward. I’ve done a lot of things in my life that it turned out I didn’t like—like that time, for instance, when I let my boyfriend tie me to a dresser while I watched him have sex with my best friend. Unsurprisingly, it was literally awful, but now at least I can say I’ve done it? The point is, there are far worse things in life than bad sex (like a hangover, for example).

         Of course, sexual assault is real, and should not be tolerated under any circumstances. But assault is separate from the concept of victimhood. Feeling like a victim is a subjective headspace. Think about it this way: Men are taught that there is no such thing as a negative sexual experience. From a young age, boys are essentially taught: All sex is good sex; take what you can get; even a bad blow job is a good blow job. Pretty much the only quasi-negative sexual experience that you ever see a man have in a movie is the trope of a guy being tricked into sex with a fat or ugly woman—which, of course, is never traumatic for him, but rather a comical encounter that provides fodder for banter with his friends the next morning. But when a woman is coerced into sex, she spends the rest of the movie crying in the shower and developing a cheesy nineties-throwback self-harm habit.

         It’s no secret that female sexuality has long been policed. But today we’ve created an environment where (allegedly predatory) male sexuality needs to be policed, and (allegedly passive) female sexuality needs to be protected—which seems equally tragic to me. At the heart of the victim narrative is a familiar and unfortunate premise: the idea that, by having sex, men are getting something, whereas women are giving something up. It’s outdated, it’s offensive, and it’s psychologically destructive for women, because it has the power to mislead girls into thinking that having one not-ideal sexual experience means that they have lost a part of themselves. Hello—pitying and victimizing women doesn’t help us; it just dismisses the importance of female sexual agency.

         Back in the mid-1960s, universities set curfews for their female students, whereas men were allowed to stay out as late as they pleased. It was then that a faction of the feminist movement, in part lead by Camille Paglia—the controversial feminist, academic, and writer, who back then was a college student—fought to gain the same freedoms that men had. They rejected the need for special protections, instead wanting autonomy over their private lives. They said: “Give us the freedom to risk rape.” Of course, that sounds jarring. But the point they were making is relevant still: We would rather be free in the world and accept whatever risk comes along with that than be trapped inside, endlessly braiding each other’s hair like passive Rapunzels.

         In our postwoke social-justice Millennial whatever, there is no excuse for men to not have a thorough understanding of the nuances of consent. Today more than ever we should hold men accountable for their actions, and to a high sexual standard. But as women, we infantilize ourselves when we don’t take responsibility for our own actions in the bedroom. We have to be able to assess the difference between assault and discomfort. Of course, I’m not saying that if you’re a legitimate victim of sexual abuse you should just “get over it.” (It feels relevant to note that, often, people who are sexually abused call themselves “survivors” rather than “victims,” in an effort to move away from the idea of the passive female victim who’s there for the taking.) But we decide what moments in our lives we give power to. We write our own stories. We can decide to define ourselves by our worst experiences—to become victims rather than survivors—or instead, after something bad happens, we can learn from it and move forward. Because realistically, being a fragile victim is just not on-brand for the modern slut.

         If I want to reap the benefits of slutdom, I have to have a thick skin. If I want sexual freedom, I have to be able to say no. Slut power is about freedom, but it’s also about taking responsibility. The world is not a safe space. There is no such thing as safe sex. We are not victims, we are predators.

         Cum to the Dark Side

         For decades, feminists have been divided over what should become of the word “slut.” There are essentially two camps. The first camp believes that we should eradicate use of the word altogether, arguing that when women call each other sluts—even when it’s in an lol feminist bonding way—we’re perpetuating slut-shaming and so-called rape culture. It’s like when Tina Fey’s character in Mean Girls tells the group of high schoolers: “You all have got to stop calling each other sluts and whores. It just makes it okay for guys to call you sluts and whores.” While Mean Girls is basically my bible (I clearly can’t go three pages without referencing it), I don’t agree with that sentiment. I’m part of camp two, which posits that rather than rejecting the word, we should reclaim it. Historically, many pejorative words have been reclaimed—from “queer” to “butch” to “fag” to “bitch”—by the communities that experienced oppression under those labels. So why should “slut” be any different? It’s naive to think that we can simply abolish a word from the social lexicon because it’s “mean.” (And why would anyone want to get rid of such a wonderfully depraved word, anyway?) Instead, we should take ownership of the slut label, and subvert its negative connotations. Reclaiming a word gives it less ability to harm, and increases its power for provocation and solidarity.

         The great feminist slut divide began back in the early nineties, when the Riot Grrrl feminist punk rock movement became the first group to attempt to reclaim the word. I was in my early twenties when I discovered the Riot Grrrl band Bikini Kill, and I remember vividly the first time I saw that iconic photo of singer Kathleen Hanna with “slut” scrawled across her stomach in red lipstick. She looked so impossibly cool. And not only was her message immediately effective, it was also just really funny. Like, girl didn’t give a fuck. In that moment, I realized that it was possible to hijack a word intended to hurt you, and reappropriate it as an instrument of power and irreverence.

         I felt similarly the first time I saw a video of Annie Sprinkle’s performance art piece Public Cervix Announcement. In the performance, Sprinkle—the legendary artist, porn star, academic, and sex educator—sat on a chair with her legs spread wide, casually inserted a doctor’s speculum into her vagina, and then invited audience members to come look at her cervix with a flashlight. Pretty epic. She did this in more than a dozen countries throughout the nineties, in front of thousands of people, always with a big smile, cracking jokes. When I saw the video, in my early twenties, I was in awe of how playful the whole thing was. Sprinkle—who self-identifies as a “slut goddess”—was radical in her ideas about sexual exploration and slutty acceptance, but her rebellion had so much joy and levity in it. She was the ultimate antivictim. I was like, Whoa, feminism can be funny? Who knew?!

         But not everyone was on the slut train. People in the other camp—the “anti-sluts,” if you will—argued that we should reject the word because it illustrates how, historically, women have been categorized based on their sexual relationships with men. They argued that, while embracing the slut persona might be chill and empowering within your enlightened social circle of feminist bloggers and their beta-male entourages, the rest of the world basically doesn’t get the joke. So you might think you’re being funny, but you’re actually perpetuating the sexual double standard. Essentially, this camp believes that in a world where women are hypersexualized, embracing the word “slut” is actually more of a surrender than a radical act of resistance.

         That dispute—over whether, by being slutty, we are empowering ourselves or just shooting ourselves in the vagina—has been central to the feminist divide for a long time, but it hit a peak in the early 2000s. As you likely remember, this was the era of Girls Gone Wild, striptease workouts at the gym, the “landing strip,” and Paris Hilton casually flashing her labia to strangers. In reaction to this, writer Ariel Levy authored Female Chauvinist Pigs: Women and the Rise of Raunch Culture (2005). The book was intended as a wake-up call to women, and essentially argued that the hypersexual female culture that’s supposedly “empowering” is actually just women taking part in their own objectification. She was basically saying that the freedom to be drunk at da club in Manolos with your vag out wasn’t the freedom that Gloria Steinem had in mind.

         And that’s probably true—the vision of the future painted by the pioneers of feminism likely had more to do with women in higher education than it did with paparazzi pussy shots. But like, why are the two mutually exclusive? Why can’t I get a PhD and also jerk off in front of a webcam for money on the weekends? Why can’t sluts and nonsluts live together in harmony? Why is it unfathomable that humor and irreverence are valid modes of resistance? At the very least, it sure beats being offended by everything.

         While I do think the word “slut” should be reclaimed, I should be clear about what I mean by that. The word “reclaim” is associated with redemption—to reclaim is to recover, to reform, to civilize. That’s not exactly what the goal is with “slut,” at least in my opinion. We don’t want to simply reverse the idea of being a slut from being “bad” to being “good,” or from unacceptable to acceptable. There is something bad about being a slut—something naughty, controversial, and unpredictable—and I don’t think we should lose that. Men don’t have to be good, so why should women? The idea that female sexuality is entirely righteous, or that we have a better handle on controlling our sexuality than men, is a great societal delusion (and one that is sometimes perpetuated by feminism). To totally flip the meaning of “slut” into something that’s solely positive or empowering denies the darkness that’s inherent in slutdom, which is part of what makes it so sexy.

         Of course, we want to move toward a society where women aren’t slut-shamed and can express themselves without fear. But I think it’s possible to cultivate a society that permits healthy sexual exploration, while also maintaining the taboo and transgressive elements of slut life. Like, my goal isn’t to be good or normal or accepted. My goal is to be free. (And maybe also to troll society a bit in the process, for good measure).

         
              

         

         I’ve been writing and ranting about sex and relationships for more than a decade, and have never been good at sitting on the sidelines, observing the action from an objective distance. I prefer to dive into a world headfirst, to chronicle my experiences from the inside. This book is no different. Slutever is a first-person account of a modern, young(ish) woman navigating sex, love, casual hookups, open relationships, boyfriends, girlfriends, bisexuality, BDSM, breakups, sex work, sex parties, and a whole lot of other slutty stuff, as told from the front lines. This is not a self-help or a how-to situation—god no, I wouldn’t put you through that. This is more of a call to arms, a confessional memoir, a slut manifesto, as told by a hedonistic, sex-radical libertarian slut in a pink PVC minidress. This is a story of a slut who lives happily ever after—or at least one who doesn’t get eaten by zombies.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER 1

            MADONNA THE WHORE

            Sex Education

         

         What I’m about to say is so predictable that it verges on cliché: I grew up in a conservative Catholic family. Yes, I am a slutty Catholic girl. How unoriginal.

         I can’t say for certain that my parents’ insistence on me not having sex directly resulted in me wanting to have sex with everyone all the time forever, but I like to think that it did. Of course, there is no single defining truth. There are a million defining truths. But since I’m the one telling this story, I control the narrative. And in my version, growing up Catholic made me a slut. And spending every Sunday in church, gazing up at a giant stained-glass image of the stations of the cross—which, let’s be real, is straight BDSM—directly resulted in me becoming a dominatrix. And I’ll definitely credit the Madonna-whore complex for my later foray into sex work. It all fits together so nicely.

         Today, I relish knowing that two of my sex-radical heroes—those being none other than pop icon Madonna and the controversial pro-sex feminist Camille Paglia—grew up in devout Catholic, Italian American families, just like myself. A coincidence? Probably not. When I think of growing up Catholic, I’m always reminded of a quote from Paglia, in an essay she wrote about Madonna in 1990: “Madonna’s provocations were smolderingly sexy because she had a good Catholic girl’s keen sense of transgression. Subversion requires limits to violate.” In other words, nothing is sexier than being told no.

         Some of my earliest memories are of my mother talking to Jesus. This wasn’t exactly standard praying; this was more of a casual conversation. Like, “So, Jesus, should I make chicken or pasta for dinner tonight?” Ya know, just shooting the shit. At one point, she was regularly suggesting to the son of God that Elisabeth Hasselbeck should win Survivor. She loved giving J-dog her unsolicited advice.

         Neither my dad nor my brother and I ever joined in on her divine monologues, but we’d listen, and it felt like we were somehow included, sort of like our family had its own imaginary friend with whom only my mother could liaise. The only time it bugged me was when I had friends over—the presence of a neutral party always seemed to recontextualize her Jesus convos from being cute and kooky to straight-up batshit. “Mom,” I’d whine. “Me and Sarah are trying to watch The Real World. Go talk to Jesus in your room!”

         “This is my house,” she’d hit back. “I’ll talk to Jesus wherever I want.”

         “Well, I’m sure Jesus is busy!” I’d shout. “Maybe you should try playing hard to get.”

         I grew up in a small town in upstate New York—so small that it’s technically not even a town but a hamlet. This is where both of my parents were born and raised, and after meeting and falling in love in high school, they married and raised me and my little brother there. To give you a mental picture, it’s the sort of place where deer cause traffic jams and people think evolution is a movie starring David Duchovny. It’s pretty much your average apple-farming town located on the Hudson River, and while it’s undoubtedly beautiful, for a kid it’s pretty boring, because nothing ever “happens” there. When I was in high school, for fun my friends and I would hang out in the parking lot of the local grocery store, listening to Britney Spears CDs on repeat (or Green Day if we were feeling alt). On weekends there would usually be a keg party in one of the town’s sprawling apple orchards, and we’d get wasted on warm beer and cough syrup and have sex in pickup trucks. That was pretty much the extent of my cultural experience until the age of eighteen. The town has changed quite a lot since I was little—now there’s some city overspill, and a few new restaurants that serve craft beer and artisanal whatever, but when I was growing up it was almost exclusively second- and third-generation Italian Catholics, and there were only a handful of places to eat, all of which had names like Tony’s and Sal’s and played exclusively Frank Sinatra.

         My mother worked part-time as a receptionist at a dentist’s office, and spent her free time volunteering as a religious educator and watching the Eternal Word Television Network (aka “the God Channel”). When my dad wasn’t working long hours at his office job or screaming at the TV, he devoted his time to the Knights of Columbus, an all-male church organization that I’ve recently realized might actually be a cult. They would do things like run the beer tent at the town bazaar, host spaghetti fundraisers for people whose houses had been crushed by falling trees, and a variety of other top-secret Jesus stuff that my dad never talked to us about. Besides God and football, my dad’s greatest passion was saving money. I have an early memory of him teaching me how to wipe my butt, and explaining that “Using any more than three sheets of toilet paper is a waste of money.”

         Though our family was never poor—we were the middlest of middle class—my dad refused to spend extravagantly on anything, for any reason. Every summer, when my friends’ families went off to Mexico or Europe on vacation, my family went to New Jersey. New Jersey, every year, without fail, from before I can remember all the way until after I graduated high school. To be fair, I did always enjoy our Guido family trips to the Jersey Shore, but by the time I reached double digits, I understood on some level that our fried shrimp–centric vacations were missing an element of glamour.

         It’s no real surprise that I never got the “sex talk.” However, there were a few times when I came home from school to find that my mom had taped a show off the God Channel where either a priest or a nun was preaching about the benefits of chastity. She’d then force me to watch it while she sat next to me on the couch, nodding her head in slow motion. Once, in middle school, I had something close to a mental breakdown after she taped Mother Angelica’s special on the joy of virginity over the new episode of Buffy the Vampire Slayer.

         I’m not a scientist, but it seems obvious that when someone is constantly telling you not to have sex, it results in you thinking about sex literally every second. Starting in my early teens, sex became my ultimate fascination—what about it, I wondered, was so special as to make it forbidden? It didn’t help that, since the age of about ten, I was a low-key masturbation addict. I would spend hours in the bath, my butt pushed all the way to the end of the tub, legs in the air, so as to position my clit right under the flow of the faucet. If my memory serves me well, most of my masturbation fantasies at that time centered around the girls in bikinis who I’d seen in rap music videos (perhaps because that was one of my only sources of erotic material, but also maybe because my vagina was and seemingly always will be a teenage boy). Roughly every fifteen minutes my dad would bang on the bathroom door, asking me what was taking so long and telling me to stop wasting water. Looking back, it creeps me out to think that he likely had somewhat of a clue what was going on in there.

         But I’m pretty sure I was a pervert even before I had any idea about sex or masturbation. Case in point: When I was just five years old, I developed a fixation on these twin girls in my kindergarten class, who had just moved to our town from China. They were in the process of learning English and could barely communicate, which to a bunch of five-year-olds definitely made them seem like “others.” Well, for some reason, I started playing out these long, detailed fantasies in my head where I was physically torturing these twins—tying them up, slapping them, making them cry, et cetera. These fantasies weren’t explicitly sexual, but I definitely was both entertained and excited by them. This went on for the whole school year. If I wanted to pass the time while on the bus ride to school, or while sitting in church, I’d just close my eyes and think about tormenting the Chinese twins. It progressed to the point where if I had the chance to kick one of them under the table in class while no one was looking, I would. And they couldn’t even tell on me, because they couldn’t speak English. It was the perfect crime. Although I did get in trouble more than once for opening the door while one of them was in the bathroom, even though the red “stop” sign was clearly visible. At the time I had no context for these twisted daydreams, but I did understand on some level that they were strange, and not something I should casually talk about during playground gossip. But looking back on it years later, I’m like…Wait, was that a sex thing?

         At the age of thirteen, I made a formal pledge to my mother and grandmother that I would wait until I was married to have sex. In exchange for this ultimately empty vow, I was given a promise ring by my grandmother—fourteen-karat gold, containing a tiny diamond—which was my most prized possession until I lost it while swimming in a lake (which coincidentally happened not too long after I was railed for the first time, which I of course interpreted as a punishment from God). At the time that I made the promise, I truly believed it. I was a big Jessica Simpson fan back then, and since she was so avid about waiting until marriage, I figured that I might as well at least try. Plus, both my mother and grandmother had made it very clear to me that if a woman chose to have sex before marriage, she would spiral out of control and become a homeless crack-addict spinster who no man would ever dream of marrying, or something along those lines.

         Suffice to say, the Madonna-whore complex was instilled in me from a young age. The term “Madonna-whore complex” was first coined by Sigmund Freud—aka the father of psychoanalysis, who most women today look back on with an eye-roll emoji—and describes a dichotomy in which men view women as either saintly, virginal Madonnas, or sexual, skanky “whores.” Freud believed this complex emerged in men because of developmental disabilities, but others attribute it to the way in which women are represented in mythology and Judeo-Christian theology. And as someone who was forced to read the Bible cover-to-cover in my tweens, I can vouch for the fact that biblical women are either undefiled, bride-worthy maidens or thirsty skanks. And since I had no interest in becoming persona non grata to the entire male population at just thirteen, my vague game plan was just to date the bathroom faucet until I met “the one,” and then let him unwrap me like the gift that I was on our wedding night.

         Yeaaah, that didn’t pan out. I lost my virginity at sixteen, to my boyfriend of a week. He was in the grade below me, and was freakishly tall and scrawny, with these big Dumbo ears and an Adrien Brody nose. Shoulder-length brown hair, sunken eyes, freckles. His nickname, in a coup de force of imagination, was Bones. He was so beautiful, I could puke. I’m pretty sure the way he looked informed my “type” for the rest of my life, because almost everyone I’ve dated since then looks like some version of an insectile human line drawing. (After the first time I introduced Bones to my mom, she scolded, “Karley, I’ve seen him with his mother at the grocery store. I thought he was a special needs child.”) I liked that when I hugged him I could wrap my arms all the way around his chest and almost back again—I can’t explain why, but it just felt comforting, like how I imagine a wrestler feels when his opponent enters the ring and he realizes he’s got a solid thirty pounds on the guy.

         Bones and I boned in the woods behind the football field one day after school. (It really doesn’t get more teen-movie than that.) It lasted about thirty seconds. We hadn’t even gotten all of our clothes off before Bones came into his baggy blue condom. It didn’t even hurt like everybody said it would—probably because I’d been casually sticking shampoo bottles up there for multiple years at this point—but it didn’t feel good, either. It just kind of…was. But I wasn’t bothered about the whole pleasure aspect of sex at this point. It’s sort of like when you first start drinking alcohol—you’re not concerned with the taste or quality, or any of the subtle or ostensibly sophisticated pleasures of drinking. You’re just trying to get fucked. Well, that’s how I felt about sex.

         After the anticlimactic football field encounter, I didn’t feel as though I’d learned what sex was like—rather, I felt like I’d learned what sex was like with Bones. Now the quest became to discover what sex was like with, ya know…everyone else. As you can imagine, my parents were really strict, which threw a bit of a wrench in my newfound teen-ho aspirations. I always had the earliest curfew of all my friends. Once, when I asked if I could go to a high school baseball game, my dad responded, “Are you kidding? I know what happens at baseball games. I’m not paying for an abortion.” Since my parents didn’t let me have boys over to the house, I had to get experimental with finding alone time with guys. This meant that my high school years involved a lot of sex in cars, on baseball fields after dark, in parking lots—all very classy. The sex, of course, was terrible—but so fun. At the time I was into younger guys, and when you’re sixteen and fucking guys younger than you, they tend to be virgins (and conveniently desperate). By the end of my high school career, I’d taken six virginities. I was and am still too proud of this.

         During those early slutty adventures, there was a part of me that I suppose felt something close to guilt. I understood that what I was doing was “bad”—at least, according to everyone around me, my church, and most of what I’d seen on TV. But it felt thrilling to be bad. It’s basic psychology: It’s fun to do bad things (I think the young meme prophet Latarian Milton said that). And with all that shame and sin and suppression, we Catholics have a lot to work with. To quote John Waters, “I thank God I was raised Catholic, so sex will always be dirty.”

         After I entered into what I like to call my “teen sex-mania phase” (also known as junior year), on multiple occasions, close friends of mine sat me down for Dawson’s Creek–style “We’re worried about you” conversations. Apparently having more sexual partners than you can count on one hand by eleventh grade warranted an intervention. At school there was a never-ending rumor that I had “the clap”—though no one seemed to have a firm understanding of what the clap actually was. At first I just brushed it off. They’re jealous, I told myself. But it was difficult not having friends who I could confide in about these experiences. (Remember, this was early internet days, so I couldn’t just go to LonelySlutsAnonymous.org or whatever and instantly find a crew of like-minded aspiring deviants; you younger Millennials have it so easy.) There seemed to be an invisible line between talking and thinking about sex, and actually having it. I didn’t understand why it was okay for my friends and me to sit around reading Cosmo sex tips together, which we did religiously (thanks to Cosmo, we all grew up thinking that every relationship problem could be fixed by giving your boyfriend a boob massage), yet when I’d say, “I blew Scott in the shed where they keep the life jackets at the reservoir,” my friends would be like, “There’s a high chance you have AIDS.” There was definitely a dissonance there. But to be fair, that was on trend at the time. Remember, I was in high school when Britney Spears was writhing around on the floor with a snake singing, “I’m a slave for you,” while simultaneously saying that she was waiting until marriage to have sex. It was the Sex and the City era, but a few miles north of Samantha, the parents in my town were petitioning to prevent the health department teaching us how to put a condom on a banana. It was a confusing time to be a slut in training.

         During the summer before senior year, after I got caught spending the night with a twenty-nine-year-old apple farmer, my parents sent me to a Catholic therapist. Predictably, the therapist tried to further convince me that my sexual behavior was problematic. She said that I used “sex as a weapon” against my family, and against myself. In my rebellious teenage mind, however, I thought the concept of sex-as-weapon sounded really cool, like the ability of a sexual superhero or something. Like my vagina had a machine gun. It could be worse, I thought.

         But I wasn’t totally immune to the critique. I (unfortunately) am not a sociopath, and after a while, some of the slut-shaming started to get to me. For instance, on the night of the junior prom, one of the most popular boys in my grade brought a blow-up sex doll to the afterparty and wrote my name on its forehead. For the rest of the evening all the jock football bros passed around the doll and mimed having sex with it, finding no end of amusement in this. I was like, Wow, I do have a gang-bang fantasy, but this is not how I envisioned it would play out.

         In hindsight, so much of this early mockery and social monitoring seems pretty trivial. I also acknowledge that I was objectively “popular,” and had life a lot easier than many kids at my school, for instance the girl everyone called Shrek (although to be fair, it was an accurate representation of her). But when you’re sixteen, it’s hard to imagine a world bigger than high school. You have this idea that what’s said about you in the rumor mill—be it good or bad, true or fictionalized, or somewhere in between—is somehow etched into your future identity, and that you will never meet another person who doesn’t have a PhD in everything you’ve ever done and that’s been said about you. It can be quite paralyzing.

         There was one particularly dark moment that became a kind of turning point for me. It was senior year, and one of my best friends, Courtney, was having a house party while her parents were out of town. We all got zombie wasted—as you do when you’re seventeen and still working out that nine vodka shots in an hour might be too many—and in my drunkenness, I ended up banging Courtney’s older brother. He was a couple of grades ahead of us in school, and was home visiting from college. I didn’t think it would be that big of a deal (slash I didn’t think at all), but when word spread through the party that I had disappeared into his bedroom, Courtney went into full-on Real Housewives mode. To make a long story short, she barged into his room, grabbed my dress and shoes from his floor, and promptly marched outside and threw them into a bush. I then had to run outside to get my clothes wrapped in just a towel, while the rest of the party looked on, half laughing, half horrified. As I was clawing my way through the shrubbery, searching for my Payless chunky platforms, Courtney and my other closest friends stood watching me from the sidelines, united in bitchface. The night ended with Courtney literally spitting at me in the middle of her driveway, in front of a crowd of like thirty people. For a week afterward, none of my friends would talk to me in school. I felt like I was starring in a teen movie version of The Scarlet Letter, except instead of a scarlet A, I donned a more early-2000s symbol of shame: a Victoria’s Secret thong poking out of my super low-rise jeans, obviously.

         To this day I still don’t understand what the big deal was. Apparently people don’t like it when you fuck their family members? It was like that episode of Sex and the City where Charlotte and Samantha have a major falling-out after Samantha fucks Charlotte’s brother. For the record, everyone is invited to fuck my family members, as long as you’re polite about it. But what I learned from the brother-banging incident—and all the smaller incidents leading up to it—was that being a girl who’s casual about her slutcapades does not sit well with most people. In fact, it often inspires rage. After that, I decided it was probably better to keep my sexual exploits on the DL. And thus spawned my double life—the Clark Kent me that I presented to the world, and the real, slutty superhero me that only came out at night (and sometimes during lunch hour).

         By the time I finished high school, in 2004, Clark Kent me was killing it. I graduated seventh in my class, was an editor of the senior class yearbook, captained both the varsity soccer and basketball teams, played the lead in the school play (Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, naturally), was a senior prom queen nominee (still haven’t recovered from the loss), and was just generally an all-around star student, friend, daughter, and athlete, with an undoubtedly irritating level of enthusiasm for all of the above. I even made it through most of my final school year without inciting a single sexual intervention from my friends or family members. Yet, leading up to graduation, the conversations with my parents about my college plans never went down so well. My dad was really pushing for me to go to West Point, the United States Military Academy, where the students are officers-in-training (or “cadets”), where boot camp is required before entry, and where the tuition is fully funded by the army in exchange for an active duty service obligation upon graduation. Right. Despite repeatedly telling my dad that I wanted to be a Hollywood actress and not a soldier, hello, I still was forced to visit the West Point campus. “Dad, as if I’m gonna go to a college that requires me to wear fatigues,” I whined, stomping my Uggs in protest.

         Stronger than my aversion to wide-leg camouflage pants, however, was my desire to just get out—to remove myself from the busybody social monitoring that anyone who grew up in a small town is all too familiar with. This reminds me: A few years ago, I was listening to Dan Savage’s sex advice podcast, Savage Love. One of the callers was a teenage boy from somewhere in the Bible Belt, and his question to Savage was essentially this: I just graduated from high school, I’ve come out as gay, and it’s not sitting well with my friends and family. What can I do to make people in my town accept me? Basically: How can I make my life better? And Savage’s answer was one that I didn’t expect. I expected him to talk about self-acceptance, and therapy, and secret gay mating call hand signals or something. But instead, his answer was: Get on a bus and move to San Francisco. Or Seattle. Or literally anywhere with a vibrant gay community. His point was that while it’s nice to hope that one day the world will be more accepting and we’ll all be able to channel our inner freak snowflakes or whatever, in the meantime you have to live with the reality that most people in your town just think you’re a weird fag. A harsh response, for sure, but I appreciated that.

         And I think you can apply that to slutdom, too. Like, there are some people in the world who are just never going to accept or respect a person—particularly a woman—who has a lot of sex, or who just talks openly about sex, and it can be a waste of energy to even try to change their minds. But I mean, whatever, not everyone has to like you, right? (In fact, if everyone did like you, it would mean that you were worryingly inoffensive, aka boring.) Listening to Dan Savage made me so happy that I left home at eighteen, even though I didn’t understand the enormity of my decision until later on. It was as if, like my mother had always told me, I truly had a guardian angel on my shoulder, watching out for me. Except my guardian angel just happened to be one of the biblical whores, whispering into my ear: Go forth, young slut. Find your people.

         Sluts Who Dumpster-dive

         Unsurprisingly, my parents were both horrified and confused when, instead of opting for target practice or entering a mediocre state school to study the complex art known as “communications,” I moved to London just weeks after finishing high school. I ostensibly went there to study theater, and was enrolled as a drama major at a university in London. But I also just liked the idea of putting an ocean between me and my parents. And so I applied for a passport, got on a plane, and left the country for the first time, on a delusional mission to become a successful playwright and thespian. Things didn’t exactly go as planned. You know that cliché: the more overprotective the parents, the more likely the kid is to treat college like a binge-drinking, amateur gang-bang bacchanalia? Well, that was basically my experience. Minus the college part.

         It’s hard for me to recall the exact headspace I was in when I moved away. But what I do know is that, up until that point, I’d been a person who really cared. I always got good grades, always did the extra credit, was never late to practice, and I tried, for the most part, to seem like a respectable human being. And then suddenly, I just couldn’t care anymore. I started partying every day, skipped almost all my classes, slept around (uncircumcised dicks—a new discovery!) and ended up dropping out of college after just one semester. But I liked London, and wanted to stay. Or at least, I didn’t want to go home.

         Like everyone does, growing up, I’d often imagined my future. There were a number of things that I thought I might grow up to be. An actress was my first choice, but I also thought I might be a news reporter, like Diane Sawyer, with her perfect blond blow-out and crisp Oxford shirts. I briefly entertained the idea of being a lawyer, because I loved Ally McBeal. I even, for a while, considered paleontology, on the sole basis that I frequently jerked off thinking about Jeff Goldblum in Jurassic Park (who, I worked out later, didn’t even play a paleontologist in that movie). Never once, however, did I envision myself growing up to be a vaguely ketamine-addicted degenerate squat rat who ate out of the garbage. Life is funny like that.

         When you’re an unemployed eighteen-year-old five thousand miles from home with no money, prospects, or responsibilities, you end up in some unique situations. One night, I found myself high on ecstasy, on a party boat in the Thames River. I was dating a guy I’d met at university—a sexy, freckled musician named Sam, whose band was serenading the seasick partygoers, and I’d tagged along for the ride. This is where I serendipitously met Matthew, an artist in his early twenties whose soul I instantly connected with on a profoundly drug-induced level. Matthew stuck out like a sore thumb—he was six foot three, but more like six foot six if you counted his hair, which was a flat-top of brown curls that shot straight out of his head as if he’d just been electrocuted. He was wearing dark eyeliner, lipstick, and a tattered cape, and looked like some sort of urban shaman-slash-goth drag queen. He told me he was squatting in an abandoned elevator factory in south London with a group of nine other artists, musicians, and writers. Squatting, he informed me, was the act of occupying a building that you don’t own. So basically you find an empty building, move in, change the locks, and then just stay there rent free until the owner decides he wants you out and takes you to court. “You should totally come visit,” Matthew said excitedly. “We make these giant feasts out of food that we find in the bin!” If I had been even 1 percent less high I probably would have passed, but in the moment it sounded very exotic. Or at the very least, not touristy.

         The following week, I went over to the squat for what Matthew referred to as a “bin banquet.” The rule of the meal was that you couldn’t pay for anything. This meant salvaging recently out-of-date packaged food discarded by supermarkets, getting salt and pepper sachets from McDonald’s, and stealing bottles of alcohol. That night, Matthew and his arty squat crew made a five-course meal that fed fifteen people, in their thirty-thousand-square-foot warehouse. It was a perfect art-school avant-garde fantasy: acoustic guitars, flower crowns, people rolling filterless cigarettes, people quoting Nietzsche unironically. I think there might have even been a drum circle. Looking back, I understand that, if I had grown up poor, without basic comforts, the idea of eating out of the garbage might have felt less romantic. But I was totally smitten. While the term “squad goals” hadn’t yet hit the zeitgeist back in 2005, I knew instantly, on that first night, that I desperately wanted to be one of their crew.

         At this point in my life, I was just sort of floating. Ever since dropping out of university I had been low-key homeless, spending most nights at Sam’s or squeezing uninvited into his band’s crappy minibus as they toured around the country playing mostly empty dive bars. I was essentially being a professional girlfriend, and was beginning to feel like I needed my own life. So when Matthew suggested I should move in with him, I jumped at the offer. (To clarify, Matthew is gay, and thus is a rare character in this story in that we were not boning.) However, moving in wasn’t that simple. See, the squat functioned as a commune, and members shared everything from food to clothing, and adding a new person into the mix meant further splitting the bounty. In order to regulate the number of occupants, each time someone wanted to invite someone new into the house, all the existing squatmates had to vote on whether to accept or reject the applicant. It was essentially like applying to live in one of those Upper East Side co-ops, except the super-gross version.

         In order to prove myself worthy to the squat board, I spent a couple of weeks crashing in Matthew’s bed, doing daily dumpster raids to show that I was a competent scavenger, and stealing cheap vodka from Lidl to prove my adeptness in petty thievery. I ripped holes in my tights, smudged my eyeliner, and stopped brushing my teeth, hoping to fit in. In the final vote, I was narrowly accepted. The people who didn’t want me to move in (I never found out exactly who), Matthew explained, were mainly worried that the building was just getting too crowded. There was only one bathroom, which meant eleven people sharing one toilet and one electric shower (there was no hot water in the building, but they’d installed an electric heater in the shower, which was powerful enough to produce lukewarm water for about three minutes once every hour). Plus, all the rooms were occupied. This meant I had the choice of either sleeping on a couch in the “living room”—a huge, open warehouse space, which clearly provided no privacy—or living in the stairwell. I chose the stairwell.
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