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For you/yes/you














Dilige et quod vis fac.


Love, and do what you will.


—Confessions, St. Augustine of Hippo















Introduction
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Love and do what you will is the only inflexible truth I can tether myself to, belief-wise. Restated, it means: Be kind, and you can’t be wrong. Another of Augustine’s life-defining ideas to which I fervidly subscribe: the pursuit of sex, which he famously prioritized in his life—and felt mad conflicted about. Augustine’s tail-chasing career was truncated when he buckled to contrary opinions held by his religion about what sort of behavior qualified as “holy” (turns out boning is pretty much the opposite of Christian divinity, in their literal book), but I think he was right the first time around. One can absolutely treat sex as a conduit for connectivity with the world.


Biologically, we are configured to want and be with one another. Sex accounts for such a sprawling part of what I consider sacramental because it’s also the hardware of my genetics. Sex is high and low: the nexus of culture-shaping religious rites, elemental science, and the visual motif of a lot of the best music videos as yet committed to the canon. I notice how it structures the highs and lows of my life, too, and how that framework overlaps—or not—with other people’s blueprints—and whether I should totally bone them, if our schematics work together interestingly.


Every person I sleep with is a new machine, albeit one with the same set of instructions: Be loving in a new way. Love like you did not know how to love before. My sexual partners each show me new forms of communicating Augustine’s kindness, the most airtight definition of love that I know.


This is not to say that I’m conflating sex and love. HA, can you imagine? You’d close the book here, like, “No thanks—I think we’re alllll set for today,” and you’d be right. But I do clock private information about a person from the way they have sex. Seeing and becoming involved with someone in a fuck-based capacity evinces new things about them—and about me—even if those truths are only true right then and there, and neither of us ever have a similar experience again. Personal details pertaining to sex are not necessarily secret, but they’re usually more clandestine than most other biographical compositions, and I feel lucky whenever anybody lets me in on theirs. Even in the most easygoing arrangements, a person who is undressed in a bedroom (or wherever) is vulnerable, physically and psychically. They are also redolent with a specific kind of power, and, I hope, about to have a hell of a lot of fun.


A lot of the time, I have sex in order to see what’s possible—to become an updated version of the person I thought I was. I want to traverse as much as I can of the unending range of what I and other people are capable of enjoying (together). I love having sex with someone if I can feel that we’re changing together—beyond the basic “marching ever closer to hanging out with the Grim Reaper” parade. (Isn’t that the point of the processional?) These alterations can be small—as in, I have never slotted a hand down the pants of this particular personage, at this particular date and time, before RIGHT THIS INSTANT! Man, I am ALL-NEW! In other cases, they’ve felt more revelatory, like, Whoa, I guess I love sleeping with women, when I did not suspect that to be the case previously! Becoming ALL-NEW does not mean that anything you do is reflective on any part of your overarching identity in life—unless you want it to be. In the moment, you are still you, regardless of what you do. Imposing broad, uncritical rules on sex rankles me—this is right; this is wrong. I prefer to think, Yo! This is possible? Fascinating! (And then maybe fantasize about it later, if the memory of it rustles up that impulse.)


I love talking and thinking about sex as much as I do having it. Speaking about sex comes, in part, from the attendant preference for wanting to listen to how others feel about it, too. In this book I have tried not to mistranslate and express ownership over experiences that are not mine, which is exactly the behavior that leaves people feeling overlooked, erased from the record, and socially shut down. All I can do is recount how sex has featured in my life and how that has felt. I’m not a doctor—I am equipped to write about sex only in that I am a person who has a pretty normal life that (mostly) does not include anxiety meltdowns about sex i/r/t identity. If I am “qualified” to be honest about my whole sexual deal, of course you are, too. No academic degree—or degree of skankitude—can imbue someone with the grand and lofty ability to know what feels good for them/fuck like a maniac; you’ve already got that (if you want it).


I am trying not only to talk about sex, but also putting forth mad ideas about how to get your partners to talk back (remember that whole fun “listening” gambit? It pays off!). I am a single person, albeit one who happens to have been with many others, so this book cannot even come close to encompassing the boundless interactions people have with their partners. (I’m wild grateful for that—homogeneity is boring, and premature death.) I do not expect you to agree with me throughout all of this. I’d rather you observe the aspects in which you are unlike me—and make up your own mind about how you’d have met the decisions I came to.


This is ostensibly a contemporary, youthful, we-do-it-so-different-here’s-how-we’re-special-and-new guide to the rutting that our ancestors have enjoyed and started wars over since humankind took its place among the cosmic junk of our vast and terrible universe, so I’ll quickly hearken back to my original point. Here is what you learn about a person when you’re taking off their clothes: Are they good to the people they fuck—those people in those vulnerable, powerful states of anticipatory pleasure, trust, and fear? Yo—are you?


You are, and you can show them how to be good to you. (And have great orgasms about it.) I think we’re about ready to figure out how that goes down. Dilige et quod vis fac. Let’s go get some action.




By Definition: A Glossary of Terms


asexual: Used to describe a person who does not experience, or feel compelled to act on, sexual desire.


cis and cisgender: Used to describe a person whose male or female gender identity is the one widely expected of the body they were born with.


non-binary: Someone whose male or female gender identity, or attraction to partners, does not adhere tightly to the one expected of them or the people to whom they are attracted.


person with a penis/vagina; “they” vs. “she”/“he” pronouns: For the sake of simplicity, and with as much of an eye toward gender neutrality as I could manage without muddling the text, I am using the pronouns “he” and “she” to correspond to diction in which I would have preferred to use “the person with the penis,” “the person with the vagina,” or “they.” I had to make a decision about clarity, and I apologize to readers whose bodies don’t correspond precisely with the pronoun that I’ve used at any point. I thought about this throughout every step of writing this book and have tried to be inclusive while bearing this in mind, but I have only one set of experiences, and it would be really gross if I tried to subvert or circumvent that fact by pretending otherwise. I hope you can find something of value here, despite any discrepancies of language.


rape culture: A society that blames and tries to shame a victim of rape and does not properly prosecute or socially condemn the criminals who commit it, regardless of whether the law states that rape is a crime. Also, a society that normalizes the sexual degradation of women.


rape/sexual assault: Not just forced penetration. Any sexual act that is committed without the clear permission of all parties involved.


sex: “Sex” is not necessarily a synonym for “intercourse”—or any other act that involves skin-on-skin contact. A working definition: Sex can be whatever act fills in the gaps between any number of bodies, which of course includes—and can even extend exclusively to—the brains operating them. Some people prefer to cultivate their sex lives in solitude. Although the majority of non-asexual people partner up at some point or another, plenty of your fellow humans don’t engage in double-sided physical sexuality. Others are down to mess around with another person only if a phone or computer is mediating the distance between them.




Nontraditional sexual methods are as much about negotiating the space around a body as any in-the-flesh arrangement. Sex takes the shape of its container, meaning it can adapt to whatever vessel your body and brain decide for it. So: Yes, it means vaginal or anal penetration. But it also means basically whatever you want it to.





sex-positive: A term that I really loathe and try to avoid, as it makes me feel like somebody’s beatific aunt who uses an “alternative” form of deodorant. Still I can appreciate the impetus behind “sex positive.” It connotes that something or someone is frank, open, friendly, and communicative about sex, that they see and recognize all genders as equal, and that it doesn’t have to be a seedy, morally repugnant secret if you are titillated by bodies (or most of the other things a person can be turned on by).




My distaste is not only about the intense “key party” atmosphere around sex-positive—I also don’t like the term because differentiating a healthy and normal attitude toward sex by bestowing it with a special title reinforces that mindset as marginal while holding up that the “normal” thing is to revile sex, which I earnestly do not think most people do. Despite its faults, “sex-positive” will help you find sex stores, literature, and pornography that make more sense to you than a lot of mainstream kinds, in many cases. You won’t catch it in this book, though—at least not without audible groaning.





sex versus gender: Your sex is what a doctor decided based on what they saw between your legs on your zeroth birthday and then wrote a letter on a certificate. Your gender is “male,” “female,” and/or any designation between or outside those roles that you feel most closely matches the person you are in a way that extends to the rest of your body and mind.
















PART I
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Age of Consent
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The number one most essential part of any and all sexual encounters: establishing the often-hazy-seeming-but-actually-pretty-clear parameters of “consensual sex,” which is otherwise known as “sex.” Sexual consent is a direct verbal go-ahead that conveys, “What we’re doing with our bodies is okay with me,” as confirmed before not only sex involving penetration, but so many other kinds of sensual scenarios, too. Consent is an important part of getting down with anybody, of any gender or sexual persuasion, every single time you’re getting down. In fact, it’s probably the most important part: If you’re in a physical situation where the other person disregards that you’ve told them not to touch you in the way they’re touching you, what you’re experiencing isn’t sex (a catchall term I’m using here for “hookups of all stripes”), but sexual assault, and possibly rape. There is a plethora of ways to give and receive consent—and to refuse it. We’ll explore as many of them as we can here today. Is that okay with you? (Look! We’ve already begun. I wish it were always this easy.)


While it may seem obvious that consent extends to far more than “Can I sexually freaq your bod now, or…?” too many of us have been with people who don’t understand that getting prior clearance can be as necessary for relatively low-impact activities, like kissing, as it is for sexual bod-freaqing. In moments spent with those types of people, the inside of my younger brain mostly neurosis’d out thusly: Wait, what the literal heck, I thought this person LIKED ME, so WHY IS HE TRYING TO HARASS MY LAP OUT OF NOWHERE, do I go along with this weird crotchvasion or risk losing his company forever??? Can we just go back to thinking that biting each other’s lips was the most torrid this was going to get, please? Plus, am I strong enough to overpower him if I have to? This is not what the internal monologue of a person given over to erotic ecstasy sounds like, Alex-from-the-bar-on-the-corner-whom-I-made-out-with-because-I-was-bored! Thanks for the panic attack!


When someone instigates sexual contact that you haven’t agreed to, it can be tough to negotiate how to feel—let alone what to do. First of all, that’s totally normal, and second of all, it has got to change, because I want you to have fulfilling, electrifyingly hot encounters of the flesh (ew, this lasciviously horrible turn of phrase) without feeling pressured, uncomfortable, or, heaven forbid, endangered along the way. Or like you’re some kind of frumped-out killjoy for simply saying no, because YOU AREN’T. Orrrrr like you can’t have rough sex AND non-negotiable boundaries at the same time. You know better than anyone else what feels good and manageable to you and what doesn’t. (And this would be true even if Mark Ruffalo somehow merged with Sappho into a single, sexually masterful entity, and that being sidled up to you all like, “… Hhhhello there, allow me to playfully lick you on the forearm, my dove.”) You have the absolute right to broadcast these non-negotiable preferences to every individual to whom you decide to affix your various and sundry (and sultry, my dove) body parts. No lap-harassment or weird crotchvasions necessary. Unless that’s what you’re into.


On the whole, my bod-freaqing, et cetera, has been wild enjoyable. (I know, I am a very cool sex-haver, CHECK OUT MY COOL-GUY HAIRSTYLE AND STYLISH DENIM JEANS.) I’ve also had some less-than-sterling, and occasionally downright awful, experiences with partners who didn’t seem to consider whether I was all right with what was happening between us—and there have definitely been times when I was too pushy, and we’ll talk about all of these occasions in a little. First, though, an abridged list of illustrative quotations from Remembrances of Bone Zones Past (RoBZP), my mental encyclopedia of belt notches (this is not to be confused with Proust’s classic literary masterpiece, which was definitely at high risk of happening here):




• “I didn’t think you wanted me to use a condom.”


• “Just relax. You’ll like it.”


• “You were okay with it last time.”


• “I forgot you weren’t into that.”


• “This is the only way it feels good for me.”




All of these are real-life garbage sentences, uttered by real-life garbage people in response to my protestations about some dubious piece of the “action” we were getting. Sometimes these people were also actual rapists (because, straight-up, anyone who disregards your not wanting to have sex, or coerces you into it after you say no, fits this description). Though these phrases were deployed in different scenarios/for ostensibly different reasons, each one means, “I don’t care what you want, even though you just directly told me that it isn’t what is happening, and I don’t respect you as a person more than I do my own horniness in this one moment.”


To operate under that mindset when someone has trusted you with the privilege of feeling all up on them is wholly unacceptable, and not only because you’re trying to make that person feel bad for your own repugnant behavior. (Not, you know, “you,” but some hypothetical Alex-from-next-to-the-jukebox-style garbaggio-fuck, whom I’m now itching to destroy in vengeance of your honor even though he’s technically made up.) Any person who exercises this selfishness has bought into the set of false promises made to them by male-violence-dominated societies, aka that victims of sexual assault are responsible at least in part for the harm done to them, so the aggressors don’t have to feel like it’s their fault. This is untrue putrescence.


I know you (real you, this time) wouldn’t be the kind of solipsistic cretin who thinks that way, but if you find yourself in a situation where someone is reciting a passage that sounds plagiarized from one of the above excerpts from the RoBZP, please understand that your decisions are sound and worth respecting, even though said scum is trying to make you feel guilty about the fact that they’ve decided it’s okay for you to feel unhappy/uncomfortable/unsafe as long as they’re feeling sexual pleasure. The idea of even the potential of that happening to you makes me want to mail a congressperson a stink bomb and yell obscene, hideous things at a beautiful phenomenon of nature—ideally a canyon, but definitely a majestic, centuries-old sycamore, at least (in addition to my previous crimes against fictional “Alex”-type pred-nesses).


You are entirely within your rights to let anyone trying to pull that know that they are acting execrably and extricate yourself from the scene immediately. In some terrible, wrenching situations, this self-removal is not an option for the person on whom sex is being pushed, as I also know firsthand. (I have no quips about my experience this time. It was just awful and that’s it.) As we know, despite coming up in a social environment that doggedly tries to convince us of the opposite in order to keep traumatic physical harm a normal: Rape and sexual assault are never caused by their victim’s behavior. They are the result of another person’s callousness, and there is nothing you can do in this life to “deserve” or “invite” rape or sexual assault. The people on whom these acts are inflicted are sometimes led to believe that if they had somehow conducted themselves more responsibly and/or advocated for themselves more insistently, everything would have been A-OK. This is the highest caliber of cold bullshit. Even if you were drunk or on drugs. Another forever-true side note: You are entirely within your rights to stop fooling around with somebody if you’re no longer into it, regardless of how considerate the other person is being. You don’t need a reason or an excuse to not want to get with somebody, and you don’t owe anyone a goddamn thing in that respect, ever. No one has a claim on your body but you.


I don’t want to scare you off forever—most people are not angling to trap one another in these kinds of scenarios, but, if we’re going to have this consent-versation, we have to acknowledge the fact that consent, though essential, is fallible. I think the gigantic, looming threat of potentially messing up when it comes to consent, and then being forever after labeled an abuser, assailant, or rapist, is part of why some members of the genuinely non-monstrous majority population are afraid to discuss it—and are, as a result, more likely to mess it up. (This is a shame, since verbally consensual sex is good, healthy, and the crowd favorite among highly skilled, hot, and respectful hookup candidates. I’ve had myriad physical experiences with well-meaning, resolutely decent types who just didn’t seem to know how to address consent in a proactive and sexy way in the heat of the moment. As I mentioned, I have also been this species of person! I don’t think everyone who stumbles when it comes to discussing consent is a rapist/predatory beast—many of them have never been made to understand that rape and sexual assault are things they even have to think about committing, since they are convinced that “rape” is a terrible act with just one meaning that of course would never be demonstrated by them. (I exhort these people to get an inch of a clue.) Others don’t know how to bring up consent without getting skittish, feeling prim, worrying they’re killing some kind of moment/boner/wide-on, or otherwise shutting down. This makes me sad, because avoiding consent because it’s an “uncomfortable” topic actually steers people into the exact awkwardness they’re trying to avoid: It leads to situations where two amenable foxes who set out to have a great time together end up snarled in a morass of anxiety, which is, at least from the maps I’ve drawn up in the front covers of RoBZP (as one does with fantasy novels) not usually their intended destination. It sincerely doesn’t have to go down like that—in most cases, it is so easy for it NOT to go down like that! You just have to give each other directions.


At its best, sex, or making out, or touching regions, or whatever affectionate physical contact you’re enjoying with another willing individual, is communicative and instructive in tons of ways. Every person has their own motions, methods, preferences, and modes when it comes to all these exercises. Learning someone’s personal specificities—and having them learn yours—is edifying and sexy and worthwhile. One important condition on which this is predicated, though, is mutual honesty and consideration, which—guess what—come from mutual consent.


I don’t mean you have to permanently chuck spontaneity into the garbage disposal mid-hookup to instigate a heart-to-pelvis conversation about your entire sexual history and interior life (although if that’s what you need to do to feel comfortable about being physical with another person, do it right up without a second thought). But no matter how free ’n’ breezy (or otherwise reminiscent of a feminine hygiene–centric commercial) your encounter, you still have to pay attention to and interpret signals, respond to cues, and intermittently ask questions. Those are the basics (but, trust your girl, we’ll delve deeper in just a moment). Speaking up is so much easier—and so much more effective—than wordlessly removing someone’s hand from a part of your body where you’d rather it not be fluttering around, although, frankly, your partner should get the message from that alone.


Sex, for all its virtues, is weird (which is also frequently one of its virtues). It can be hard to know what another person likes, wants, or is thinking, or whether they’re able to gauge what you like, want, or are thinking without an explicit, out-loud announcement from you… or vice versa: Treating your partners like passive sexual objects is not only insulting and wrongheaded, but also overlooks the reality that it’s crucial to ask the same consent-based questions you require of them. Once you get into the habit of putting words to that murky stuff, it’ll be a massive relief and, as a result, a more enjoyable, less intimidating headspace in which to go about goin’ at it.


The first tenet of consent: Each “yes” you give expires after a single use. Since you are a person with mutable feelings, you might want to do something one day, with one person, in one setting, but you’re not bound to those feelings forever. Giving some babe permission to come aboard your areas on one occasion doesn’t give aforementioned babe license to nonchalantly assume he/she/they have clearance to do so forever after, or even just the next time around, (if there is one). You are not being unreasonable or prudish if you decide to draw the line or otherwise change your mind.


So, since you’re going to be giving a LOT of it, it’s time we delve into some specific ideas about how to grant someone consent—and how to decisively withhold it. The ideal time to talk about what your sexual limitations are: prior to becoming embroiled in a physical situation where someone might be straining them. If you’re able to have a conversation with the person you’re potentially going to be intimate with before acting on whatever that means for you, you can tell them exactly what you do/don’t want to do. When I started seeing one long-term boyfriend, we spent a lot of time talking before anything beyond entry-level kissing took place between us, and while most of that conversation probably concerned our differences of opinion about what the best episode of The Simpsons was, we also asked each other plenty of questions about where to pause and check our sexual mile-marking systems to see if we were on the right track. Our answers were given candidly: I told him that at the time, I was inclined to wait a bit longer before having sex, among some other things that seemed intense to me. In turn, he told me about his history with sexual trauma, which made me rethink being too rough with him in ways I would have otherwise thought were playful when we actually started going far together. We knew each other’s deals, and we didn’t try to abruptly broker new ones mid-hookup without first considering them aloud while wearing clothing. Learning to ask and respond honestly to the question, “Do you want to try [whatever new thing]?” then actually taking heed of what was said, was probably what made the sex we had after a few months so brain-dominatingly incredible—we were both stoked and comfortable—and faithfully aware that the other person was, too. We still had our Milhouse–based differences, but all the other important approaches to compatibility, we agreed on.


Not every sexual situation is going to come out of a relationship. Though that one was awesome while it lasted, I also find that, Whoa, so is attaching my face to people whose middle, or even last, names I don’t know! Those experiences proved the plentitude of frank, direct, flirtatious, and gentle ways to make consent a part of every hookup, regardless of how well you might (not) be acquainted. How you decide to approach the babes of your consensual and highly sexy future is up to you, but here are some pointers on how to score and feel great about it, how to make sure dreamboats-to-come are equally jazzed about what’s going on, and what to do if things take a too-intense turn and you want to set them back on track.


If someone is coming on a bit strong for your tastes (how you determine this is, as with most things related to sex, subjective), tell them to alter what they’re doing, or to stop, if you prefer. If you’re all right with the former, pull away by a few inches and say something like “Do that [more slowly, or gently, or however you’d like them to change it], please.” No matter what that directive is, don’t couch it in language like “I don’t think I want to do that yet” if you’re sure you don’t want to do that yet. You don’t have to water down what you know in your heart/parts to be true, and your boundaries are not up for renegotiation unless you say, and mean, that they are.


In one of my frenches of yore, nothing much was “happening” that wasn’t kissing, on the surface, but the Francophile in question had me pressed up against a wall and I wasn’t into it, even though I was otherwise enjoying making out with her. Getting specific about what wasn’t working for me righted that weirdness: “Hey, can you back up a little?” goes a long way, and not in the sexually figurative sense. She got the message that I wanted to SLOW RIDE, TAKE IT EASY in that instance, although we had hooked up in rough, restrictive, and generally raunch-as-hell ways before. When others have rammed their tongues down my esophagus, which has happened a solid throatful of times in my life, saying, “Can you be gentler, please?” has been similarly effective.


If you say, “I like it when you slow down,” and then that person doesn’t, I advise you to bail—and this advice extends to all kinds of sexual contact. First and most important: Physically separate yourself from this person, since your safety comes first, regardless of whatever they’re doing to imply the contrary. Then, if you feel comfortable doing so, let them know why you’re bailing. They should be aware that their supremely jerk-esque behavior is the reason they’re about to be alone. Then, unless you have anything more you’d like to say, just leave.


Consent includes accounting for and protecting your physical health. You should always use some kind of barrier method that prevents STIs, like a condom, if you’re having sex without also looking to conceive a kiddo. To be extra-safe throughout your encounter, you should also periodically check to make sure that barrier method stays in place. People can be surprisingly and infuriatingly boneheaded about this! Once upon a night that started out promisingly, I caught someone I was with trying to remove a condom without telling me. What a nightmare, right? When he explained that he assumed I’d be “chill about it,” I freaked. How dare anyone treat anyone else with complete disregard for their health or personhood—and then be an idiot bro who tries to project his grossness onto me BY USING THE WORD “CHILL” AS AN ADJECTIVE. Yo, I became a banshee. I fucking hate that guy, and I wish I could tell the world his name so that he could see exactly how chill I am.


On the other end of the consensual spectrum, a recent hookup asked me if I’d gotten the Gardasil shot (an HPV vaccine). This sounds a lot less charming than it was, but trust me! I was kissing this person for the first time, and, even though it was unclear whether things would go further, he wanted to let me know before they did that he carried the virus, so any decisions I made that evening would be informed ones. “That’s admirable of you to tell me,” I said, feeling a little too impressed. His response was even better: “It’s not! I just think you have the right to know whether I could potentially be giving you something like that.” That is exactly how to be! In case anyone tries to tell you that pausing an experience to ask questions, provide information, and/or make sure all of the proceedings are cool with your partner “kills the mood,” let me tell you, his honesty made me like him even more, which is usually the case with any kind of sexual encounter—or every brand of life encounter. It doesn’t make me want to have sex with a person less if they let me know they want me to like it, including after we split ways. That’s just bad logic.


Sex, like any way of relating to another person, is at its very greatest when you and the cohort you’ve chosen to hang around with listen to each other and generally make a point of keeping kindness and respect at the forefronts of your minds. I know that part won’t be hard for you. Even though hooking up with other people can be unpredictable, I hope you go into every situation knowing and trusting that whatever your sexual parameters are, they’re exactly the right ones to work inside of. You know what you want—and so should anyone on the other end of whatever that means for you. Go get it.















Gender, Neutrally



[image: image]


Treating sex as an unsavory, improper, or inappropriate topic is one of the most oppressive forces grinding down our individual and collective happiness. You know how anything more revelatory than stony opacity about money—talking about one’s salary, expenditures, et cetera—is considered gauche? Clock how the richest people continue to remain the only segment of the population with access to the wildly complex specifics of how becoming wealthy functionally happens while the poor are stuck with “secrets” that nobody wants to know and that everyone already knows anyway, aka that being broke sucks, life is too expensive, debt is meant to fuck you not help you, and money is everything.


Sex is similar, except in this case, the stigmatized are people who cop to being interested in it who aren’t straight men. (And then straight men are left working inside a system where they are supposed to believe that they’re the only people who enjoy, or are being served by, sex, which, in addition to being morally and ethically backward—plus interpersonally alienating—makes them garbage lays, and advises them to police some of the people they’d benefit from allowing sexual autonomy. All of that is far less pressing than what precedes this parenthetical, though.) The ettiquette in play here works the same way as shushing salary talk: things stay the same for those reaping the paver, and vice versa.


I suspect that many of our internal panic-hurricanes that keep us from talking about sex come from whether we’re convincingly puppeteering the gendered costumes we’re wearing—whether we know that that’s the cause of our anxieties or not. As with so many of life’s dumbest facets, shyness surrounding sex can stem in part from how masculine and feminine norms are expressed on a cultural level, which is to say immaculately. THEY’RE THE BEST, JUST LOVE ’EM, LUV BEING A “GIRL” WITH MY “PURSE” OF “HAIRSTYLES.”


No, of course gender roles necessitate feelings of inadequacy in their very being. That is their point. It’s absurd, but who among us hasn’t felt like shit based on observing the twinkling heteronormatoné casts of toothpaste commercials, or by uneasily taking in comedy routines about the uproarious and irreconcilable differences between the sexes as conveyed by our attitudes about Valentine’s Day/parents-in-law/the color or yeastiness of the alcoholic beverages we like (followed by the equally boring commentary about just how downright condemnable those aforementioned yuk-yuk jokes are for assuming broad tropes of nuanced people—aka this sentence)? We are made to feel rude for our difference.


Unfortunately, we have to keep talking about the particulars of how we’re socialized to absorb and display the expectations for our genders. One of many cogent reasons: They’re wrecking our sex lives. And if you think that seems trivial? (a) This may not be the book for you; and (b) consider every vicious politician who’s ever sublimated his terror that liking a finger in an orifice means he’s GAY into a law that kills or maligns or otherwise tries to place a harness on the population writ large, then maybe get back to me. I’ll be right here, combing my beautiful female handbag as I wince back my anger, just like I’m supposed to!


Far more preferable, far more loving, far more honest, far fucking hotter: Asking for and paying attention to the User’s Guide for how each of your specific partners wants to feel good and checking that information against whether their proclivities dovetail with what it is that does it for you—and not making your bedfellows feel ashamed about the things they like and want that you’re not down to try out with them. Having as many (or as few!) orgasms as you want, with whomever you want, as long as everyone involved is okay with that. Seeing all of what the world can give you and the other way around: Filling your dance card with other living, thinking, boning beings before you go check out the afterlife. (Freud describes sex, or eros, as the “life instinct” that human beings use to combat Thanatos, or the underlying knowledge, in all things, of the reality that we’re all going to kick one day.) Doing all the weird shit you search for on the internet—and doing it consensually. Most crucial: talking about sex. Not just in the beginning of whatever affair you might be having at the moment, but throughout and beyond the actual doing-of-it. You don’t need to narrate every last gesture that takes place between you and a sexual attaché—once consent is in place, a lot of what’s great about fucking, in the moment, is ineffable—but to treat it, more generally, as taboo is to stiffen and truncate its unknowns. You don’t have to worry about whether that makes you “gay,” or whatever, because that’s up to you and only you to decide. Please stop voting otherwise, if you are.


In The History of Sexuality, the social theorist Michel Foucault lays out the concept of something called “repressive hypothesis.” This is, paraphrased simply, the idea that in saying, “Our society is so prim and uptight about sex!” we reinforce that taboo, when we could be ameliorating the tension by just talking about the thing itself—sex!—instead (and of course having sex). Attempting to skew the acknowledgment of sexual repression and its attendant hang-ups into “social progression” does nothing to improve our shared situation, because we’re not saying anything productive or meaningful about the ways we fuck. Instead, we’re strengthening the lack of permissiveness we’re bemoaning by catering to it. We can be smarter than that. Plus, talking about sex is a guaranteed-to-be-entertaining pastime, if literally all of television, film, literature, and sitting on the passenger side of my sister’s car are any indication. I honestly can’t see what’s rude about that.















Boy About Town



[image: image]


I don’t have a sexual “orientation.”


My personal theme song is by a band called, fittingly, the Jam. There are many reasons why I love “Boy About Town,” outside of the sole fact that it’s a through-and-through life-affirmer, quality-wise. It tracks a young ruffian who’s on the move:




See me walking around, I’m the boy about town that you heard of.


See me walking the streets, I’m on top of the world that you heard of.





The sunny hustle mapped out by the lyrics matches the daily flânerie of my thinking—scattershot, blithe, far-flung: Oh, like paper caught in wind, I glide upstreet, I glide downstreet. Like a raffish prettyboy traipsing through life with all the pride and beauty of itinerant trash picked up by a breeze, I cruise.


In gay male culture, cruising signifies a casual process of selecting and catching onto a temporary sexual cohort—if a guy is cruising, he’s testing the currents of all his potential sexual options, looking to see what strangers out there he might take home with him. That verb’s meaning for all people, in a slightly different sense, is also the general shape of my attitudes and manner when I am feeling most like myself: I drift, I pass through easily, I shred along the pathways of my life delicately and with joy, I travel forth in a manner that’s generally steady, if circuitous. I see how wide and sprawling the world is as though through a window of a plane that is cruising at 40,000 feet, and I am able to observe the interstellar-feeling smallness of its landscape’s dappled towns and cities, each light a cosmos of faraway people, direction-inversion: all those stars down there. It feels something like this idea from Audre Lorde: “There’s always someone asking you to underline one piece of yourself—whether it’s Black, woman, mother, dyke, teacher, etc.—because that’s the piece that they need to key in to. They want to dismiss everything else. But once you do that, then you’ve lost… Only by learning to live in harmony with your contradictions can you keep it all afloat.” Hovering in this way, I feel like a spacecraft.


Part of that is shucking off any one orientation. I am not a lesbian. I am not straight, nor am I bisexual. Not identifying feels luxurious: It is professing the right to visit with each of the coruscating dots I admire as I travel, rather than deciding a single, fixed star as my home. While this works well for me, many people with more discrete gender identities and sexual proclivities have felt unmoored inside of communities of people unlike them for their whole lives, and so find great power, camaraderie, and newfound convenience re: finding boneable people, and other blessed benefits in identifying. After all, to “orient yourself” is to affix your meaning, and your place—a right from which non-straight, non-cis, and trans people have long been disallowed. You have a right to decide your own name—to settle into a home rather than take to the streets, or to the space between bodies.


Another line from the Jam’s itinerant boy: Oh, I’m sitting watching rainbows, and watching the people go crazy. While aligning yourself with a specific sexual orientation can open you up to protection and love of all-new magnitudes, you can also move between homes when it comes to embodiments. I never designated myself “straight,” or “gay,” or “bisexual,” depending on whom I was dating/fucking, because to do so made each of those words feel like the bigots who call fluctuating sexualities “faddish” were being thrown sturdy proof, even though that’s bullshit and everyone has the right to claim whatever gender they like for themselves, even if they capitulate. But I did not know how to mean any of these things, and I felt bad for potentially skewing their definitions for the people who did. I wasn’t doing anyone any harm, and it was fine for me to slip on identities as I felt them, but I prefer a mode that draws mainly on the fact that I can hook up with anyone I want, and it doesn’t have to change what I am. I could call myself any one of those things, despite my dalliances outside of their normal confines, and be correct. I don’t want to.


I have to say something. Otherwise, how would people know that they’ve got a shot with me, or that I had the wiring to scout them out? Here is as close as I can manage, as far as how a name for my gender identity and sexual orientation might sound: queer. I picture it as a spaceship, or, no—of course, a cruise ship. Picture one of the massive ocean liners in romantic comedies from the 1970s (coincidentally, my favorite aesthetic may be found among the streamers, muted pinks, and dinner gowns native to this decade’s cinematic boats): I am uneasy when people confine me to a specific word when my heart feels as roomy and compartmented as a sea vessel. I am open to whatever kinds of aliens might want to float along on holiday with me.


To make it easier in my conversations and writing, “queer” is vague enough to wrap me up loosely, like a one-size-fits-all floral caftan (told you I was all about that Love Boat lifestyle). For the most part, I say, “I sleep with people of all genders.” It does not make me feel like I’m obscuring my heart’s actual shape with a free ’n’ breezy muumuu-word. It does not put off someone who was trying to put it on me. “Queer” may not be “cruiser,” but it is sufficient. And succinct enough to preserve the amount of time I would have taken explaining all of this in person, freeing me to spend it starfucking instead. While being a dilettante in terms of what gender your partners are doesn’t have to dictate the way you identify—you can be a heterosexual man, make out with a guy, and have the first part of that status remain firmly true—I don’t really care about any of it. I cruise forth.




Oh, please leave me aside, I want to be a… I want to be… I want to live in… There’s more than you can hope for in this world.
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