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INTRODUCTION
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It’s one in the morning, and I’m sitting in my nightgown, scarfing single-serving microwavable lasagna. I’ve had a few gin and tonics; I’ve been out celebrating the end of grad school. Now I’m tipsy, ravenous, and contemplating how I’ll pack up my disheveled apartment and vacate in three days. I’m shipping off to LA! For a boy! Or a man, which I guess is what I should call him at this rather adult juncture in life. I’m countable hours away from ending a two-year long-distance relationship, and—this just in—we’re engaged! I look down at my floor-length, plaid, Laura Ingalls Wilder number, aware it’s not a good look for a twenty-eight-year-old woman. Tonight is the last time I’ll loaf in its cozy hideousness. Tomorrow it goes in the trash, along with most of my dismal surroundings. So long, three-hundred-square-foot spinster apartment! Adios, revolting, flower-curtained, mold-ridden communal bathroom that I share with an actual middle-aged divorcée! Ta ta, silverfish slinking through my cutlery drawer in this godforsaken, damp Vancouver climate. Some say it’s paradise up here—the snowcapped mountains! The majestic freaking ocean! I say it rained thirty days in a row last month. Fuck the rain forest. I’ve disembarked from my last moist ride up to the university on the 99 B-line, with its vague smells of dog shit and packed lunches. California, here I come. My baby awaits me in the sunshine. I will sleep naked from now on; I’ll wear vintage kimonos to fetch the morning paper on the electric-green lawn.


This will be my tenth move in my twenties. I’ve lived with a guy only once before. It didn’t end well, actually. We were twenty-three, broke, and had a third roommate—a girlfriend of mine. Post-breakup, my ex refused to move out. I moved my bed into the living room. He stayed on for an extra month and routinely dumped Ritz crackers under my sheets.


I have a better feeling about this one. Being engaged lends a certain permanence to the whole thing. Who knew I could find that a comfort? until recently, I hadn’t thought of myself as the marrying kind. But life is full of unexpected little twists, like the phone call I’m about to receive from my fiancé, Robbie, telling me he’s been offered a job filming on porn sets. I find the trilling portable under a marked-up draft of my thesis.


“I’m still on set, but I had an interesting day,” my fiancé says. “I had a job offer.”


“No way! For what?”


“Yeah, it’s great. Kind of an interesting project though . . .” “Interesting is good.”


“It’s as cinematographer for a reality TV show called Webdreams.”


“Wetdreams?”


“No, web dreams. It’s about porn stars.” “What?” I say. “What about porn stars?”


“Well, everything, I guess. I want to tell you about it because I have the interview first thing in the morning, but I have to keep working. Will you be up in two hours?”


“It’s one in the morning. Will you accept the job if they make an offer?” “I don’t know. We’ll talk about it. I forgot it was this late—this is a crazy shoot. Should I call you in the morning?”


“Call when you’re done, I’ll answer.” I curtly click off the phone and place it on the coffee table. I stare at the benign plastic buttons for a moment, trying to compute what just went down. did my fiancé tell me that he’s taking a job filming porn? I think he might have. But maybe not? How much reality is there in reality TV porn? I have questions. What will this mean? do I have a say in it? Why did he tell me about this at one in the morning, on set, I wonder? I start to feel anxious. The feeling is familiar. It’s recognizable from two years of waiting up for calls from Robbie when I should have been able to just read a book and go to sleep. My foreboding feeling is also familiar because porn has always made me a touch uncomfortable . . . but I thought I was over that. I thought I’d been through my bona fide sexual liberation.


A few things to know about me in this moment: I’ve been with twelve guys and one girl; so I’m no Virgin Mary, but hardly Samantha Jones. More importantly, I don’t think of myself as a prude. I wasn’t chaste with Robbie. It was a warm June evening in 2004 when we locked eyes across a bar. I was bartending in a slip of an outfit; he was buying drinks and tipping well. I’d known him as an acquaintance for years but never thought of him that way until, wham, he was ripping my underwear off from under my miniskirt, the two of us mashed against a bathroom door. He smelled amazing—like April-fresh towels mixed with salty, summer skin. It was, by far, the most brazen affair I’d ever had. The attraction was tsunami-esque. We proceeded to hook up, late at night, every week or so, and thusly screwed our way around Montreal for half a year. We barely talked. I was tremendously pleased with this version of myself because I’d been mostly a serial monogamist. There I was, getting jiggy with no promises. It was my version of girl gone wild. Then he told me he couldn’t keep seeing me if I didn’t want to commit. He had feelings—shit. I dumped him promptly. However, double crap, it turned out I was rather attached too. Our breakup lasted one week.


Three years later, here I am—all in.


When it comes to my opinions of porn on this rainy, fateful night, as a fourth-wave feminist (or whatever tier I’m in) I’ve always assumed it’s degrading. Assumed, because to be honest, I’ve never watched all that much of it. I was a teenager in the late nineties, back when Jenna Jameson was the height of hot, and the Internet was climaxing to billions of X-rated dollars, but I was totally oblivious. I was on my pink duvet getting off to a racy bit in a John Irving novel—a few images that incidentally served my masturbation needs for the better part of a decade.


Most porn I have seen has been with Robbie. He’s been much more open about his taste for XXX than other guys I’ve dated. We’ve even watched a few videos together in an attempt to maintain my free-loving persona. My reaction has gone like this: a fluttering in my nether regions, followed by mucho critical analysis—Does she really like that penis ramming down her throat like that? Hmmm? I’ve never cum from twenty minutes of jackhammering (let alone screamed with ecstasy the entire time). Are we still wearing Lee Press-ons, ladies? What’s with the dudes in nothing but tube socks? Nevertheless, I’ve made an effort to be accepting of Robbie's relationship with porn because I’ve made an effort to be accepting in general in this relationship. I’ve gone to the dark side with boyfriends before—probing and picking, searching for truths I didn’t want to hear, only to have them confirmed. I’ve experienced what it’s like to be in a never-ending tug-of-war, and I don’t want that.


Not here. Not now. We’re engaged.


If my twenties have taught me anything, it’s that life is full of grey zones. I was once the kind of girl who used to feel annoyed when a guy opened doors for me and picked up the tab. I’ve come to appreciate such behavior, right along with the lipstick and heels I once eschewed. Besides, this relationship has been a reversal of many gender stereotypes. Namely, that Robbie talks about his feelings more than any man (or anyone) I’ve ever known. He doesn’t do irony. The man can earnestly enjoy a Sarah McLachlan ballad. But he also likes to watch sports and porno. Now he’ll be filming it. So what’s the problem? Maybe there isn’t one.


I think I need a cup of Sleepytime tea, or better yet, another drink. I pour myself some week-old white wine and run a bath. reclining in nearly scalding water always makes me feel better. But my brain is busy with the news I’ve just learned. To boot, I’m feeling increasingly annoyed that Robbie decided to pop this grenade in the wee hours when he couldn’t talk. Wouldn’t I have been better equipped to deal with this over a cup of morning coffee? Am I really going to move to LA where my man films porn all day? Why does this proposition make me want to reconsider this whole commitment shebang? Am I secretly a right-wing conservative? How could I have anything in common with Sarah Palin? Maybe I’m simply way ahead of myself here, and maybe the show is a thoughtful study of contemporary culture. Perhaps I should call back and ask. The hot water is making me dizzy, so I towel off, return to the couch in my robe, and without thinking, dial.


“What’s up?” he says. “I’m still working.” “I know, sorry. I have questions.”


“I really can’t talk.”


“Then why did you call and tell me this in the middle of the night?” “I’m sorry. I didn’t think it was a big deal.”


“Really? You don’t think filming porn is a big deal?” “I can’t do this now.”


“Fine.” I hang up the phone and instantly regret it—both hanging up and calling. This is not the way to prove that I’m accepting and evolved, because, well, I’m not accepting and evolved right now. It’s pouring rain and nearly two. I turn on the TV at a barely audible volume so my craggy downstairs neighbor won’t get out his damn broom and start pounding on his ceiling. I’m restless. I’d go for a walk if there weren’t a fucking monsoon. I’d pace the apartment if two steps in any direction wouldn’t face-plant me into a wall. Just a few hours ago, life seemed on the up. Now I feel like a distinctly pathetic, and increasingly angry (mostly at myself ), human being.


An hour later the phone rings on the coffee table, startling me out of my half-sleep.


“Hey,” I say. “You’re still up?” “Sort of.”


“Why don’t I call you in the morning?”


“No,” I say, “I shouldn’t have called back, but I wanted to talk.” I sit up on the couch and wrap myself in a blanket to fetch some water. I drained the stale Sauvignon Blanc and I feel hungover—my head is fuzzy and aches.


“It’s okay,” he says. “I get it.”


“You do?”


“Yeah, it’s not just a normal job.” “Are you taking it?”


“I want to talk to you about it before I make any decision. I’m not going to take it if you’re not okay with it.”


“You’re not?” I exhale, feeling relief. I sit back on the couch and drink my water.


“Of course I won’t. But we should really talk tomorrow; I’m tired.” “So you’re going to be filming people schtupping?”


“Yeah, the producer said it’s pretty graphic.” “right.”


“The show’s for a major Canadian network, and they want a Canadian living in LA, so it could be a really good opportunity for me, for us.”


“How’s the pay?”


“Good, probably, but I’ll find out everything tomorrow.” “I’m not exactly the world’s biggest fan of porn.”


“I know.”


“I don’t know how I’m supposed to feel about this.”


“That’s because it’s weird—you’re not alone. I guess they had someone else lined up who bailed at the last minute because his wife vetoed it.”


“I wish you hadn’t told me tonight.”


“I’m sorry, I wasn’t thinking. But it wouldn’t really be any better tomorrow.”


“What do you think about it? Are you cool with it?”


“Yeah, I’d be okay with it,” he says. I pause.


“Of course. What guy is going to turn down shooting porn?” I say. “I’m sure the porn factor will wear off pretty quick. It’s more about the opportunity.” 


“Right.”


“You don’t believe me?”


“I guess. So if I’m not comfortable with this, I’m going to be blowing a huge opportunity for you.”


“don’t think of it like that.”


“How should I think of it?”


“I can’t tell you that, sweetie.”


We sit in silence for a moment. I hear his breath becoming heavier and sleepy. Some nights we fall asleep like this with hot phones to our ears, or at least he does, and I eventually hang up so that I, too, can drift off. My man has no such sleep difficulties.


“I want to be okay with it,” I say.


“I know. I’ll call you after I meet with the producer and director. I won’t take it until we talk more, promise.” 


“Okay.”


“I love you.” 


“Love you, too.”


I hang up and sink back into the couch.


 


 


 


If I knew then what I know now, five years later, I would know that, as they say, things were going to get a whole lot worse before they got better. I would hand my former self a steamy cup of tea and say, “Oh, sweetie, this is just the tip.” Pun wholeheartedly intended and relished in. I can make jokes like that now. While many women may not have had a problem with this scenario, I did at the time. Porn brought up extremely conflicting and nuanced reactions in me.


Some may know exactly what I mean when I say this, because they, too, have mixed feelings about XXX. Maybe you’ve suddenly become judgmental when stumbling upon an image with a caption like, pardon my French, “Big tit whore takes 3 black cocks” on your significant other’s laptop. Then, perhaps, masturbated to it, felt shameful and gross, and subsequently pounded a large bag of ruffles. No? Okay, that was probably just me; but see what I mean by conflicted? (This is, incidentally, the same exact, ambivalent response I have to the TV show The Bachelor.) Anyway, porn was both a turn-on and a turnoff. The turnoff part was harder to address and explain. Why? It’s not that cool to be uncool with pornography these days or express opinions that can be synonymous with “ball-busting.”


Personally, I’ve never wanted to be the prude girl, and I’ve gone to great lengths to avoid seeming that way. Only to inevitably wind up coming across as pretty damn uptight.


Since you’re going to be getting to know me intimately, let me first delve into my sexual history in a little more detail. I guess I should start with how in 1992 I had a devastating crush on a boy named Justice. I was fourteen; he was fifteen. Our first “date” was in a park a few blocks from my suburban home, where I gave my paramour a semipublic hand job. He undid his button-fly Levi’s for me to get things rolling. Then we lay on our sides and pressed into each other, exchanging warm, wet tongues. I’m right-handed and my right arm had fallen asleep under his head. So I went in with the left. It was a C– performance at best, and yet, thanks to teenage hormones, a few tugs later—voilà. Justice was not alone in his ecstasy. I had my first experience of what I would come to discover was my aptitude for the basically hands-free orgasm. I felt kind of racy, kind of grown-up.


Alone in my bedroom that night, I listened to Aerosmith’s Crazy on repeat for three solid hours and incessantly wrote our names together in hearts. We hung out twice after that. He was my boyfriend, I figured. I thought a lot about what we would do for Valentine’s day. It was June.


Unfortunately, Justice didn’t share the same level of deep, passionate feeling. He took off with a girl named Becky, who had a bit of a reputation, to follow the Grateful dead. It was the nineties, not the seventies, but with a name like Justice he was bound to be nostalgic. I was heartbroken. I wished he had cared enough to wait for me to be ready to go all the way. Not until, like, marriage, but at least a few years. Oh well, I guess neither my bad lefty hand jobs nor my winsome personality were incentive enough for him to stick around.


Thanks to Justice, I learned that sex was collateral. Boys had to like you a lot or else they’d ditch you once they had what they wanted—be it a hand job in the park or your virginity. Our dad’s speeches about “boys’ intentions” were on point, after all. Armed with my new learning, I proceeded to cause numerous cases of blue balls among my teenage suitors. My ability to get off from a wee bit of dry-humping created quite the double standard.


By eighteen, I was ready to lose my virginity. For some reason, I treated it more like a business transaction than a starry night. One might infer that I had some control issues. I set my sights on a friend’s older brother, Stephen, who was responsible and kind—a prudent investment my accountant dad approved of. On the appointed night, we did it in my bedroom, with my parents snoring down the hall. Stephen was a complete gentleman. He congenially wrapped the condom in a tissue, kissed me goodbye, and snuck out without a sound. When he called the next day to check in, I dumped him. The gist of it was this: he liked me too much, like, bordering on love. don’t ask me why this always had a reverse effect on me—love, presumably, being something you want boyfriends to feel about you. Not me! Not if they beat me to it. If anyone liked me more than I liked them at the time, it just completely made me want to dry-heave.


In university, I met my first love (and second lover). I was completely nuts about him from the second I spotted his goatee in African Literature class. The clear approach was to follow him on the Montreal Metro. My stalking paid off by midterms when I bought a pack of cigarettes, even though I didn’t really smoke, and bummed a light from him outside the deMaisonneuve exit. (I knew he was a light smoker because of my sleuth detective work.) Then, in an extremely loud voice, I said: “Hi! My name is Emily!!!” He looked at me funny, both because I was addressing him like Helen Keller and because I was dressed like Ani diFranco. Nevertheless, he introduced himself as Sam.


We stayed together for four years, which, at that age, is the equivalent of a twenty-year marriage. In this relationship, I grew more sexually comfortable, confident, and expressive; however, I knew I needed a few more spins around the block before any possibility of settling down. I could not be a worldly woman, having slept with only two people. Breaking up was long and arduous, and involved several sessions of dust-busting cracker crumbs from my sheets. Eventually, I cut the cord in pursuit of casual sex and reclaimed the bedroom.


I proceeded to learn a thing or two about regular STD tests, tugging on your dress at dawn, and keeping spare skivvies in your purse. In truth, I never did the single thing for long. Before I knew it, I was getting to know so-and-so’s mom during weekends on the hippie farm where he grew up, then abruptly dumping him with zero explanation after six months. On the one hand, my ineptitude for small talk, inability to mask my emotions, and general wariness of strangers made me ill-suited for casual affairs. On the other hand, my “don’t love me first” dogma made me a tad difficult to deal with in serious relationships.


Obviously, I was a real riot to date.


At twenty-six, I was wholeheartedly trying to remain unattached when I met Robbie. remember? June night, miniskirt, up against the bathroom door? Warning: this is not a recommended method for landing the man of your dreams—or so says those snobs who wrote The Rules and that Neanderthal who published He’s Just Not That Into You. Our sexual dynamic was the most open I’d ever experienced. Robbie knew what he liked and wasn’t shy about sharing it; he inspired the same candor in me. On my first sleepover at his apartment, he unabashedly donned a t-shirt with nothing else and hopped into bed. “What? My shoulders get cold at night,” he said. As everybody knows, a man in just a t-shirt isn’t hot. Basically, the man has no shame.


When the topic of pornography came up one night over pillow talk, he was equally blunt. At least compared to the sensitive-new-age-guys I’d dated before who’d either genuinely disliked porn or, more likely, sugarcoated their XXX consumption. These men were a product of single mothers and the PC nineties. If they’d watched porn, they’d kept it on the down-low, lest they feel judged by a woman in Birkenstocks. (Apparently some of us girls had a bit of a death stare.) I’d always backed up my discomfort around porn with feminist arguments. I was resolute that no woman would enter that profession by choice. I certainly wouldn’t suggest it to my offspring, alongside professions like doctor or journalist. I also remained oblivious to the fact that porn was rapidly becoming available to every tween with WiFi, and never explored it for myself. So when Robbie asked me my opinions of porn, I held my tongue. I liked my increasingly liberated sexual self. Maybe I had something to learn from this openly porn-consuming guy? One thing was for sure—I didn’t want to be an uptight, nut-squeezing bitch.


He suggested we watch some together one night and whipped out his laptop. Before I knew it, I was witnessing a blonde mash her massive tits facedown on a washing machine and take it up the ass. Then she turned, planted her bare knees on the concrete and let him ejaculate in her mouth. Huh, so that’s what I’ve been missing. don’t get me wrong, I was turned on by the purely physical aspect of seeing people have sex, but the subservience of the girl in the scene made me uncomfortable. Is this what guys expect? No way she was loving that, was she? Robbie and I had sex that night (albeit not in the demonstrated manner), and I avoided talking about my feelings as I’d avoided math class in high school.


After a year of dating, Robbie and I both moved away to attend graduate school in different cities—he in LA and I in Vancouver. We decided to stay together. In between our tearful goodbyes and heartfelt promises, Robbie made another grand gesture of commitment—giving me his porn collection via memory stick. “We can watch it together,” he said. By this point, I thought we were hugely evolved in our sexual communication. Who was this guru-slash-man who had no qualms sharing everything with me? “He’s so open about sex, he even shares his porn!” I bragged to my friend Kate. I figured we must have been reaching relationship enlightenment. In truth, we never really wound up watching it much, and when we did, I still had mixed reactions—something could turn me on but then strike me as degrading in an instant, feelings I still never addressed with him.


 


 


 


Robbie called me back the next day to say he’d been offered the job and that the decision was ours to make. If I felt strongly about him refusing it, he would happily turn it down and not look back. But we had another big factor to consider: our enormous student debt. I’m talking six figures. Not to mention, my refusal to be a pushy woman meant I wasn’t about to tell him he couldn’t do something. So I lied, just as I had when watching porn with him. I didn’t want him to do it, so naturally I said, “Take the job!” I ignored my deeper feelings because I was more concerned with the impression I was making. Talk about commitment to not being bossy.


The next eight months found me waiting for my fiancé to come home from the gang bang, while wishing to the good lord (a.k.a., my vague belief in karma, astrology, and “the universe”) that I could travel back in time and tell Robbie not to accept the position. Little did I know, however, that this struggle would ultimately make our relationship stronger and change many of my opinions on pornography. My experience also prompted me to undergo an exploration of our cultural relationship with smut. Hint, hint—it’s pretty conflicted. Some point to porn’s harmful influence, while others advocate its value—or, as in Utah, many consume and condemn it all at the same time.


Here’s a gem about influence: Apparently, college-aged girls these days are getting their first glimpses of smut on the Internet at eleven (thanks, New York Magazine, for that insightful bit!). There’s more! These young women also confirmed that porn influences their boyfriends’ expectations—and how couldn’t it, when they’re learning about sex from a couple of hot, bi-curious, waxed-bare blondes? Talk about raising the bar. In a tale as old as time—only with new media—the girls snapping topless iPhone shots and texting them to the boys are labeled sluts by the other girls and revered by the guys, if for a minute. While some things never change, there’s a yawning chasm between what happens online and what happens with the girl next door, who isn’t always a MILF in a cheerleading uniform. And by MILF, of course, I mean a nineteen-year-old whose surgically repositioned nipples have never seen a teething baby.


I’m not the only one who sometimes feels like a prude in the face of pornography these days. The subject of X X X puts many people on edge; I used to be one of them. Sex alone is often an awkward discussion topic, which sensibly we’d sometimes rather avoid. When’s the last time you brought it up with your significant other in conversation? Honestly. Have you talked to your kids about porn? Are these discussions we should have? All I know is, I’m better off because I had them. My relationship is too. But heaven knows I would have dodged more chats about squirting if they hadn’t come up in response to “Hi, honey, how was your day?” I never thought the answer would be “Super soaked.” Sorry if that’s TMI. I’ve definitely lost some perspective on what’s appropriate dinner conversation.


Actually, I beg forgiveness in advance if I’m occasionally crass from here on out. I’ve discovered that YouPorn categories (YouPorn.com, for anyone who doesn’t know, as I once didn’t, is a free porn website) can be pretty good metaphors for life. Suffice it to say, if the next eight months were a TV show, every second word would be bleeped. With my fiancé filming behind-the-scenes of Gang Bangs of New York, conversations that may not have occurred over fifty years of marriage, if at all, occurred in weeks.


I was reluctant and even resentful to find myself contemplating the role of pornography in my relationship while I designed wedding invitations. (There isn’t a how-to on porn in Brides magazine, ladies. I checked.) The experience revealed cracks in our relationship’s foundation. I discovered fears I didn’t know were there, and reservations I’m ultimately grateful I confronted. And of course, along the way, I thought and learned a heck of a lot more about porn than I ever wanted to. Prude? You be the judge.
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I’m in Los Angeles for Robbie's film school graduation. It’s supposed to be my official move-in with my husband-to-be, but the department of Homeland Security has negated our plans. They have a way of doing that sort of thing. It seems I’ll have to return to Canada to finalize some paperwork. In the meantime, Robbie's whole family—both sets of parents, two siblings, and one sister-in-law—are all here. I’m technically still borderline family. A wife, one legal signature removed.


It’s a foggy, grey afternoon in June—the one month out of the year that you can’t count on sunshine in LA. Robbie and I are hanging out in his room before meeting his mom and stepdad for dinner. Robbie's convinced me that it’s a good idea to watch an episode of Webdreams, season one. It makes sense to see what he’s actually going to be filming rather than imagine it, is the thinking.


It’s been about a week since he said yes to the job offer—“Yes, I will film porn stars in all manner of crude encounters. No, I won’t pop a boner.” I’m still adjusting. And by adjusting, I mean stifling the discomfort that emerges every time the new job is mentioned. I can’t even think about what this anxiety is, why it exists; all I can do is stuff it down. Swallow hard. I’d prefer not to think or talk about it. But the consensus so far is that people think a job filming porn stars is something to talk about. Basically, the topic comes up a lot. And each time, I perfect my poker face: a look of bemused disinterest. A look, come to think of it, perfected by porn stars.


So it is that Robbie and I are lying next to each other—all lanky, six-feet-two inches of him alongside the wee five-feet-two of me. We watch a hot brunette get busy with a busty blonde on his fifteen-inch laptop. There’s a bright pink dildo involved. The blonde reclines on a bed with her double d’s splayed apart—as much as silicon splays, that is—and moans. They’ve been at it for a while (about twelve decades, in my estimation) and the blonde is having trouble cumming, or rather squirting—which I’ve just learned is an unfortunate colloquialism that evokes mustard bottles but actually means “female ejaculation.”


Alternatively, Robbie tells me, it’s sometimes called gushing—a word that like moist and panties also makes me want to wretch bile. The brunette cheers the blonde on in a sexy-meets-soccer-coach voice: “Yeah, that’s it! Cum for me, baby!!” And a very long two minutes later, she does, like a stream emerging from a wide-mouthed cherub on a Venetian fountain, or a fire hose turned on a blazing building, or the gas pumps spraying in Zoolander. You get the point. I shift uncomfortably, uncrossing and re-crossing my legs.


“No way that’s real,” I state unequivocally, glancing over at Robbie to gauge his level of interest. His blue-grey eyes stare straight ahead. The deep crow’s feet that belie his twenty-seven years of age are fixed in a forced, neutral expression.


“I’ve heard it is . . .” he says.


“Nah, she has a water balloon up there. See, this is what I mean about my suspension of disbelief, it always kills the mood for me.”


“Maybe watching this wasn’t the best idea.” He hits Pause on the show, which is now following another set of characters—a woman and her husband, who stars in gay porn. But forget that for a minute, I still have my mind on the dog-and-pony show I’ve just seen performed. How have I managed to live nearly thirty years of my life and never hear of this? And why, again, is it coming up (or, yikes, squirting out!) now?


Just yesterday we sat on the lawn at Robbie's film school and listened to David Lynch and Sean Connery proffer up wisdom to the graduating class of aspiring filmmakers. They didn’t mention that the bang bus was about to arrive with gainful employment. No, Sean Connery wore a kilt in the pomp and circumstance (much to the titillation of many a proud mother). He spoke of bright futures. And to be fair, landing a job filming a network-level reality TV show right out of the gates is no small thing. even if it is a job that requires Robbie to trail porn stars in their daily lives—noshing low-cal lunches, hoofing it down to the tanning salon, and yes, filming all number of sex acts. And so here we are, discussing whether or not squirting—curse the gerund—is real. (eventually I’ll realize that it is sort of like debating whether Pamela Anderson has had a boob job. Anyway, live and learn.)


“So, you’ve obviously seen this before,” I say, with the same not so subtly suspicious tone Oprah used when she interviewed Jenna Jameson.


“Yeah,” he says.


“Lots of it?” I push, and quickly regret my Inquisition-style approach. “Nah.”


I fill in the silence, softening my tone to try to sound more curious and interested instead of judgmental: “So . . . you think it’s sexy?”


“Um,” he says, “I guess having a visual of a girl’s orgasm is pretty hot.” “right, I can sort of see that,” I say, wondering why every time I try to sound open and accepting it comes out like I’d been sucking back helium. “Because you guys usually just have moans and facial expressions to go on.”


“Right.”


“And so getting splashed in the face with a bucket of pee is rewarding, in that sense.” There, I said it. I couldn’t help myself.


“It’s not pee!”


“Uh huh, so you say.” “It’s really not pee.”


“Right, prove it then!” I mean to say this playfully, but it comes out sounding defensive. I then realize he’ll actually have plenty of opportunities to provide evidence.


“Yeah, fine, I guess we’ll see,” he says, sounding faraway. He’s checked out of this debate. As usual, he’s forever attempting to keep the peace, which right now means aborting this heated topic. “We should get ready,” he says. “I need to trim my beard.” He reaches one hand to his face, juts his chin out, and scratches his brownish red scruff. Robbie's mom hates his beard long, but I think it’s sexy. He’s currently wearing it much longer than the short hair on his head, which he shaves to blend in with his bald spot. He’s handsome bald—no Donald Trump dos here, thank God.


We have to be at the restaurant for dinner in half an hour. Oh joy of joys, straight from this conversation to chitchat with my soon-to-be in-laws. He leans over and briskly kisses me, punctuating the fact that we’re moving on. I still kind of want to pry further. He would no doubt prefer to never revisit this Hallmark moment, unless it leads to actual sex rather than an awkward discussion about it.


I hop up from the bed and walk over to my suitcase to figure out something to wear. I’m terrible at packing and always wind up with too many sweaters in the tropics and too many tank tops for a ski trip. Predictably, my various sundresses don’t fit the grey, chilly weather. I throw on a floral number and strappy sandals. Christ, I might as well be wearing a lei and slurping a mai tai.


“I’m going to miss you,” Robbie says, still reclining on the bed, his eyes closed. His long, hairy legs extend from navy cargo shorts to black athletic-socked feet crossed at the ankles. His hands overlap across his stomach. He looks closed off, defeated. I feel bad. This didn’t go the way he’d hoped.


“Am I going to dinner with your parents alone?” I joke. “That wasn’t made clear to me.” I know he’s referring to our last stint of long distance while I file my visa, but I want to lighten things.


“Yeah, I’m going to stay here and watch these girls.”


“Ha. Funny.” I plop back on the bed and snuggle next to him. “You know, we’re pretty close now.”


We are both beyond done with the long-distance dynamic—ready to live in the same place, no more plane rides and constant goodbyes, hopefully less drama. And lucky for Robbie, no more B-grade phone-sex acting. I take full responsibility for my sexy telephonic failures. I gave it many, many a college try, don’t get me wrong. But Robbie is, shall we say, more descriptive in the phone-sex department, while I would be fired from Live Nude Operators in two-point-five seconds flat for my unconvincing heavy breathing and Meg Ryan moans. And yet, for some reason, the poor man still wants to marry me. I must be much better in person; at least that’s what I’m telling myself.


All in all, I can’t believe I’m getting hitched. Believe me, I’m not the kind of girl who grew up daydreaming about her wedding day, dress and all. It was just never my fantasy, but I had other romantic delusions—a stable full of horses, a crackling fire, and a library full of books. I’d seriously debated the institution of marriage, particularly the idea of being someone’s wife. It always smacked of sacrifice, housework, screaming children. That is, until Robbie proposed unexpectedly, without a ring, and I suddenly became the giddy star of every romantic comedy, bursting into tears with an emphatic yes. How the mighty crumble. So much for The Feminine Mystique . . .


“I can’t wait to be here for real,” I say, looking around. This will be my apartment too, and sprawling LA will be my home. But for the moment, we have to go. “What are you going to wear?” I ask. A mai tai is sounding better by the minute.


“A jacket probably,” he says, the laptop still balanced on his thighs. “Roger will.” Robbie's stepdad, an MBA professor in his seventies, is the kind of guy who wears a suit to go bird-watching.


“Okay, then!” I say, getting up from the bed. “Watch and be amazed . . .” I grab a shirt, tie, and jacket from his closet and toss them at my husband-to-be, a wifely gesture of sorts. “Time to put the porn away, dear. You don’t want blue balls at the table with your parents.” My attempt at levity is lost on Robbie, and he sighs as he shuts the computer.


 


 


 


As we sit at the restaurant with Robbie's mom, Lynn, and stepfather, roger, my mind leaps between what Robbie will be filming and what to order. Mussels à la Marinière? Maybe not. We are sitting outside, so Robbie has lent me his jacket. Now I look like Ellen deGeneres in Cancún. As usual, Lynn is dressed impeccably. Tonight she wears a grey silk blouse, plentiful silver arm bangles, and a coral pashmina draped across her shoulders. I try to listen to her story about their upcoming trip to Africa. My mother-in-law-to-be is explaining her travel itinerary in rigorous detail. I make a mental note to ask my best friend Kate her thoughts on this squirting phenomenon—it’s pee, has to be, right? I hope nobody will expect me to remember any of these damn Safari details later. We haven’t told them we’re engaged yet. Robbie wants to do the traditional thing and ask for my hand in marriage (even though he already asked me first). We won’t see my dad in person until August, so we’ve decided not to tell anyone about our engagement until then. It’s an exciting secret. Currently trumped by the instant replay button malfunctioning in my head.


“And then we finish the tour with a trip to the vineyards around Cape Town!” Lynn says, wide-eyed.


“That sounds amazing!” I say, possibly a little too loud and vigorously, since Robbie gives me a sideways look.


“It’ll be the trip of a lifetime, we hope!”


“Cheers to that,” Robbie says. We all smile at one another and clink glasses. I take a long gulp of Pinot Grigio.


“And I guess we should say cheers to your new job, sweetie,” Lynn says, her tone one of a mom trying to pretend it’s not incredibly awkward to be toasting her baby boy for filming women having sex for a living.


“Yes, I guess we should, Mom,” Robbie laughs.


All I can think is, How weird. But we’ve come to expect these tentative responses from our parents.


“I know it’s not exactly a job you’ll brag to your book club friends about,” he says, teasing her to ease their mutual discomfort. He watches for her reaction with one eye. She gives a forced smile and intently spoons her potato-leek soup.


“Our only reservations, sonny,” roger interjects authoritatively, sitting straight-backed in a navy jacket and a well-matched tie, “are whether having this on your resumé could have a negative impact on future jobs.” He stops and looks at me. “As well as that you and Emily feel comfortable with this. I can imagine some women might find it intimidating to have their boyfriend working with women who . . .” he pauses, clearly searching for a word and vaguely gesturing to his chest region, “. . . you know,” He halts again, clearing his throat gruffly, and then quickly ejects the words: “The type of physically endowed women that Robbie will be filming.”


The three of them turn and look at me. I feel my cheeks ignite. At the best of times, a table of people staring at me is enough to make me blush. But a table of people questioning whether I and my A cups, not to mention my love handles and cellulite, are intimidated by svelte porn stars? That’s just next level. It doesn’t help that I resemble a lesbian on a Carnival cruise. With nowhere to run, I choose the old fight response.


“Not me!” I say, all blasé confidence. “We’ve discussed it at length and we’re totally on the same page, right, luv?”


“Em has been amazing,” Robbie concurs. He looks at me lovingly and squeezes my knee under the table. “Besides, I think I’m the one who might feel inferior.” His joke gets a laugh, which thankfully takes the attention off me. I instantly relax. He’s good like that. Then we all turn to our meals and change the subject to the gloomy June weather.


All in all, my new M.O. really seems to work wonders: When in doubt, lie.


 


 


 


On my way home to Vancouver, I decide to kill time at LAX with a call to Kate. I wander around the duty-free shop and begin my inquisition. “Is squirting for real?” I hiss into the phone, as I pretend to browse the lipsticks. “I just watched it yesterday in some, um, porn video, and I’m not convinced.”


“I’m not sure,” she says. “I’ve heard about it but never experienced it.” “There’s just so much liquid flying out, you know?” A woman looks at me sideways, and I make a beeline for the perfume. “It’s like Mount fucking Vesuvius! I’m in duty-free, by the way, my flight’s in a few minutes.”


“I don’t think that can be real. But on the other hand, I’m not sure it’s the kind of thing you go around advertising either, you know? Why are we inquiring about this today?”


“The porn show, of course.”


“Ah yes, when does that start?” she asks. “How are you feeling about it?”


“Fine, no biggie,” I say. “It starts in a few days. What are you up to?” “Okay then, we’re leaving it at that?” she pauses, giving me a moment to divulge further, but I don’t and she drops it. “I’m waiting for someone to come fix my garage door because I backed into it,” she says.


“That’s clever. did it require a trip to emergency?”


“Very funny,” Kate says. She is my close confidante for many reasons, but one of them is that she makes me seem extra-coordinated. One time she was standing on her bed to check out a miniskirt in the dresser mirror and gashed her head open on a ceiling fan. She’d purchased the skirt to make herself feel better about spending Valentine’s day alone. The cut required eight stitches. despite being uncannily uncoordinated on the ground, Kate’s a riding coach by way of profession. Go figure.


“You should really stop drinking and driving; it’s unbecoming over thirty, like tube tops,” I say.


“Sadly, I was sober. I’m on a cleanse, and I’m late. I need to get to the stables.”


We hang up and I make my way to the gate after buying an overpriced iced coffee and some inane celebrity gossip rag to pass the time. I flip by “Stars! They’re Just Like us” without even registering how ridiculous the photos are of celebrities brandishing ice cream cones and frolicking with their kids on slides. Nope, I’m too busy wondering if any of these “stars like us” have mastered this so-called squirting.


 


 


 


A few nights later, Robbie and I are back in our respective cities catching up on the phone at the end of the day. I’ve been running around Vancouver dealing with bureaucratic nonsense. He’s getting ready to start shooting the show the next day. We’re both lounging on our beds, exhausted. I’ve just taken a bath and I’m in my robe, sporting a towel around my head.


“Maybe we should watch something sexy?” I suggest.


Since the squirting episode, I’ve been thinking that maybe a little more exposure to pornography would do me some good. We’ve watched it together before, after all, and it hasn’t been all bad, truly. Besides, I want to show Robbie that I don’t always have to be a judgmental and sarcastic psycho. I can be fun! It doesn’t take a genius to recognize that my bad reactions probably discourage him from wanting to share his thoughts and feelings about porn with me. The pattern of this behavior is inevitable: he’ll shut down; I’ll feel left out. And I hate feeling excluded. I’m the baby of my family. I’ve self-psychoanalyzed that this feeling is part of my problem with pornography—it feels like a world just for men. A boys-only club; Virginia Woolf taught me to be wary of those. But I’ve come up with a solution. We’ll watch more porn together! It will be a bonding exercise. I think I read about it once in a “How to Spice up Your Sex Life” article in Marie Claire.
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