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Introduction


Desire, a thing at once ephemeral and yet so real that it can cause physical pain, palpitations, breathlessness, anxiety, depression, regret. Whether we give in to it, ignore it, or try to channel it into something we deem more appropriate, it is always with us.

Desire can spring from the heart, the groin, the soul, or some combination of all three; it is merely, and not so merely, an intense want: a want that can feel overwhelming, irrational, confounding, and even too large to imagine giving in to.

As women, we have been encouraged to subvert our desires, to deny their existence, or to fulfill them in ways that we think might not be so ... well, desirous. To fulfill them in ways more suitable, if at all. Many of us push down our desires so far that they become unrecognizable—but desire is selfish; desire is about us. And we’re not supposed to think about us. At least not until we have thought about everyone else first.

Desire speaks to a privation, a lack, an emptiness in what is, and the knowledge that there is something out there that might well fill that space. Everyone desires something: a room of one’s one, an Other, a place that feels real, independence (financial or otherwise), a way out, a child, an ideal, a thing one may not even be able to put a finger on.

If we never speak of our deepest desires, we still have them—we have always had them. Here, in this anthology, women who have agreed to reveal their desires are beginning a confession. But this beginning is just that. My hope is that you will read the essays here and some of them will resonate with your own desires, or at least inspire you to think about what some of your deeper desires are. I wish for these essays to encourage women everywhere to start speaking up about what they want.

Not that confessing or speaking up is easy. Some of the women I contacted to write about their desires demurred, even though their excitement about the project was palpable. One was afraid of what her children would say if they read her essay; another was simply afraid to put voice to what she really wants. Another, whose essay is in this collection, declined, after much soul-searching, to reveal a very personal episode in her life for fear that those reading it would think badly of her. Others struggled with their most real and honest voices, illuminating how they are so accustomed to putting their needs and wants in a perspective that others will not find offensive. But all of the women who write here were thrilled, ultimately, to confess, to finally be able to give public voice to what they felt they wanted most. They embraced their needs and wants and then spilled them out onto the pages. There is real and potent honesty here.

But interesting, too, is the fact that of the more than twenty women writing here, none of the desires are exactly the same. A few of them overlap (there is more than one essay about children, more than one about place), yet each is unique, which leads me to believe that we haven’t even begun to tap our innermost wants. Even at this point, we are just skimming the surface.

When we women write fiction, it becomes easy to disguise our desires by placing them in the voice of a narrator who is not us. We distance ourselves. And historically, women’s fiction was meant to be instructive. Even the classics, written by both men and women, tell us quite clearly that if we go after what we want, we will be punished. We will wind up destitute and alone, be disgraced, hurl ourselves under a train, or find other creative ways of leaving this earth.

As Nancy Armstrong points out in her groundbreaking 1987 work, Desire and Domestic Fiction: A Political History of the Novel, “The novel, together with all manner of printed material, helped to redefine what men were supposed to desire in women and women, in turn, were supposed to desire to be.” When women wrote fiction, they often chose to disguise their personal desires by putting them in the mouths of other characters, or made those desires metaphors like wallpaper, water, escape. Recently, I spoke with poet Janet McAdams after a talk I attended as part of a conference at Washington and Lee University, and she pointed out that women too often write about the most intimate details and longings of our lives using “significant disguises.” We make ourselves into third persons in order to write about things we cannot write about in the first. For good reason, too: The powerlessness we have felt during the previous centuries is  palpable; power, if we got power at all, just made us damaged goods. Only a century ago, women were confined to institutions by fathers, husbands, brothers, merely for being independent, for talking back, for allowing that our children drove us a little bit crazy, for standing up for what we felt was right.

The essays in this collection demand the first person. These essays demand revelation, sometimes of things that might embarrass us or reveal more than we wish to reveal, or show a side of us that isn’t quite pretty. Writing about desire demands putting aside the notion that others might judge us unfairly, or look at us as though we were aliens.

But that is okay. That is better than okay. If early fiction was used as a moral lesson to show us who we should be, then nonfiction, like the essays in this book, shows us who we really are. In expressing our desires straightforwardly and without self-consciousness or the need to disguise who we are and what we want, we become, rather than the Objects of Desire, the Ones Who Desire. We get to make the choices, rather than wait for someone to choose us. We get to decide if our desires are legitimate. Only then can we own our desires, and only then will we become braver and truer. Confession truly is good for the soul.

Recent memoirs by Nuala O’Faolain, Toni Bentley, and Jane Juska have continued a dialogue, a confession, a revelation begun by Maya Angelou, Rosemary Daniell, Erica Jong, Sallie Tisdale, and others. Now, finally, more and more of us are realizing that the stronger we are, the better we are and the more capable we are of real love and happiness—love and happiness based on our most true and best selves, not on someone else’s ideal of us.

The desires expressed in this collection run the gamut from the sexual to the actual to the imagined. But they are all fully sensuous. Whether we desire motherhood, a home of our own, a private space that others are let into only by invitation, work that empowers us, freedom to be who we really are, or even the ability to transcend our own selves, the answer to Freud’s age-old question is answered here. What do women want? We want everything.






Of the Body





Still Horny After All These Years

S. S. Fair

 




You can read all you want about the nature of desire, its willo’-the-wisp-ness, its deranging effect on a well-regulated social life, its seismic emotional shifts that level the sexual landscape into a desolate trailer park of unrequited love. But you can’t know desire till it smacks you upside the head and catapults you into a different ozone layer where the only thing that registers is the person standing in front of you, bathed in light. Desire unleashes a choir of ululating corpuscles that soon explode into ten thousand ear-splitting death-metal guitar solos drowning out the halting, reedy voice of sanity.

Desire has its own circulatory system, too, coursing at warp speed, and as long as you’re upright and breathing, you’re riding its eternal loop of lust and satiation. If death is nature’s way of making sure you slow down, then desire is Homo sapiens’ way of goosing you into   procreation—the better to perpetuate human folly and ensure that, for generations to come, no one learns anything useful from their elders or pays any mind to cautionary tales of lechery gone amok. Even when desire isn’t bound up with procreation, it’s the heart of a biological imperative to live until you die.

And this is the scary part, the part that everyone recoils from as they picture it in their imaginations: Desire like this, sexual, rollercoastal, liberating, and mad, does not diminish with age. Wrinkled, stooped, stone deaf, and feeble, you never lose the urge to merge, even if it’s a physical impossibility. So there it is: Old people are horny.

Deal with it.

Young people find desire in old people (which means anyone older than they are) disgusting. This repulsion is an offshoot of the inability to picture one’s own parents copulating, but you know what? Tough. As I head into dotage—I’m not being dramatic here; I really am getting older, even if you’re pretending you’re not—sexual desire has not abandoned me. It hovers over my daily routine and hops into bed with me right after Stephen Colbert. It’s like a perfume’s sillage, trailing after me as I empty the garbage, file my nails, pass through passport control on the way to ... wherever. Even if I’m not actively looking for a roll in the hay and don’t live near any hay, and wouldn’t want to lie on hay even if I knew where to find some, desire somehow drapes its badass self across my lascivious latitudes and languorous longitudes whenever a person of beauty or soul or incandescent joy shows his face.

The accidental brush of a body on a busy thoroughfare can trigger Technicolor fantasies. As I lumber inexorably toward the slow lane  of seniority, the fantasies really do suffice—a sign, no doubt, from the indifferent universe that even though the flesh is weak, the spirit enjoys some good soft-core porn now and again. Aging means life occurs more and more in introspective mode, but it also means that polymorphous perversity is no longer quite so perverse: Every organ, muscle, sinew, the vast ocean of skin, becomes exquisitely tuned to pleasure. Desire is all about foreplay anyway, and foreplay is all about desire. Once you get down to the nitty-gritty, people can actually finish up by themselves. But foreplay? Can’t do it yourself; it’s like licking your own tongue.

Where wham-bam sexuality was once center stage, now there are soft, gauzy close-ups, whispers, frissons, lowered eyes, and half-smiles that compose the better part of erotica and its multitude of orchestrations. The world may no longer take notice of me in my comfortable shoes and control-top knickers, but inside, where it counts, I’m baying at the moon, drinking Love Potion #9, and waiting for Godot—with his fly open. Though invisible to shop clerks, straphangers, and construction workers (yeah, like I miss that), there are those rare encounters with other polymorphous perverts to sustain me as I head into the mystic. Though I’ve shimmied through the tunnel of menopause and been marginalized by fashion dictators who insist on accenting the midriff and other body parts I’ve no intention of ever exposing again, there are men out there who are quite susceptible to my life force, which still rages on high fritz, but without all the static.

I’ve got one great sexual attribute. Okay, two. A been-there-done-that detachment that intelligence bestows on age in compensation for gravity and liver spots. And a sense of humor. And nothing stokes desire like detachment and a suggestive little knock-knock joke. So, though I picture myself above the trials and tribulations of courtship and the mating game, and do so with aplomb and a dreamy smile, I am, in fact, nothing more than a dirty old lady. And stop saying “ew”—it will happen to you one day, too. If you’re lucky.

A wildly unpopular French prime minister in the 1990s, Édith Cresson, once claimed that one in four British men was gay because they never looked at her. The sexuality of British men is a subject we’ll cover at a later date, but for now, let’s just bet that Édith Cresson never ever got down and dirty in her life—she was so busy keeping score of which men were on booty patrol that her own sexuality dissolved into a pool of narcissistic slime.

Me, although I’m part of the Woodstock generation that hoped to die before we got old, we were fibbing just a tad. As I head into my sixties, I’ll be damned if I’m going to slip into Birkenstocks too quickly. I know now that desire, hot-to-trot-ness, whatever you call it, acted on or not, doesn’t fade. I’m enjoying the revelation that animal magnetism still holds sway and that those veiled messages I’m sending out still captivate the ready, willing, and hopefully able.

Case in point: Not long ago, I attended a very posh dinner with some putative wine experts, celebrity chefs, and members of the press. A man got up to say a few words about what wines we’d be sampling and how they’d pair well with this food and that. It was all intriguing, but not as intriguing as the speaker: personable, witty but not slick,  and yup, tall, dark, and handsome—clichés are always clichés because they’re true. It was hard to take my eyes off him, and, as he had the spotlight, I ogled to my heart’s content, happy to sit in the shadows and enjoy a lurid fantasy or two. But to whom do you think he addressed all his remarks?

Me. The hound dog at Table #4.

Was I sending out some sort of uncontrollable sexual radar? Were red rings circling my head in neon? Were large, flashing arrows pointing at my genitals? God, I hope not. He was just watching me watch him, alert to the possibilities, doing a bit of ogling himself, steering my pleasant daydreams toward reality camp. It was ridiculous, he was half my age; it was unseemly, he was standing in front of a very savvy group of people; it was awkward, how was I supposed to respond?

It was great. And then it was over. Applause, lights, clinking of forks.

I went over to his table during the meal; his back was to me, yes, but somehow he knew I was behind him. I leaned over and said in his ear: “Can we talk later about those unibrew beers we had as aperitifs, since you didn’t mention them in your speech?” He started to rise as he heard my voice, but I put my hand on his shoulder and said, “Don’t get up.” He responded instantly, sitting perfectly still, awaiting further orders, which he’d no doubt obey. Suddenly I knew him intimately: what he liked to do in bed, in what order, what position, the way that thin film of postcoital moisture would tickle his back and smell like amber, musk, and vanilla. He turned around slowly and looked up at me, whipped a business card out of his suit pocket, and said: “I’d be glad to tell you anything you want to know. Anytime.”

I didn’t need his number. I already had it. And of course I didn’t call. The connection wasn’t going to get any louder or clearer. The moment the sparks flew and the ignition rolled over, I saw the green lights and all the highway’s curves and dips. Baby, said The Beatles, you can drive my car. Moments like that are my warm milk at night, or they juice me with untoward energy during the day. Half my age; I mean, really. The flattery of that, the little ego-stroke ... oops, shouldn’t mention “stroke” and “old people” in the same paragraph. And though there was no way I would ever go commando in that guy’s presence, in his absence everything was permitted.

Case two: the auto mechanic. My car springs a leak in the suburbs near Philadelphia. I drive it into a friendly-looking place; a man sitting in near-darkness in a small office hears me out: the symptoms, the damage, etc. He has a delightful voice, gentle, reassuring, He will fix the car and I will stay at my brother’s house until the job gets done. His name is Joe. Of course it is. I barely see his face but I know he’s a nice guy. I have no sexual fantasies about him, since I am at that point fulminating on the new James Bond. The car is tip-top in a few hours; when Joe calls, we drive down to the garage. Joe comes out in the fullon sunlight. Joe is gorgeous. He has black hair, real teeth, cerulean blue eyes that don’t quit. He’s gazing at me steadily as he talks, and I can only hear his eyes and taste his words in their sweetness. What’s a poor old lady to do? We shake hands; I drive off and think, To hell with James Bond; I’ve got Joe what’s-his-face and he’s got a couch inside that office and I wonder if he’s married. And then all I can think about is this: Joe doesn’t think me invisible; Joe has restored me to the land of the living, merely by looking at me in a certain way.


And here’s me, responding, even though I’ve given up my high-heeled sneakers; even though my waist disappeared somewhere between childbirth and the last time I smoked a cigarette under a tree on Bainbridge Island near Seattle on a rainy July morning.

The French say, “Plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose.” The more things change, the more they’re the same. And speaking of that, I met a great man on the rue Cler in Paris last month, buying blood oranges and fresh chèvre, holding a yellow umbrella. We shared a bottle of Chassagne-Montrachet and had a midnight snack. So this is what one old lady has to say: The best sex of your life is yet to come.






Where Sluts Fear to Tread

Rachel Kramer Bussel

 




On my thirty-first birthday, I gave myboyfriend two blowjobs.It It was an unexpectedly sunny Friday morning, and I’d woken up bright and early, ready for a brisk hour-long stroll to work, where, for once, I might even be on time. I’d gotten up before him, had gotten dressed in a new, low-cut, soft lilac top, flowing blue silk skirt, and fishnets. I should’ve been out the door already if I wanted to walk versus cramming onto the subway, but I paused when I saw my boyfriend naked, fresh from the shower. I simply couldn’t resist the temptation of his body splayed out before me.

I pressed him back against his tall bed. He hoisted himself up and lay down while I leaned over and took his soft cock into my mouth, sucking lightly until he became hard. It felt like its own form of lovemaking and gave me an inordinate sense of pride that I could turn him from flaccid to fuckable in mere moments. There’s a different  energy to swallowing a soft penis; it’s a kinder, gentler form of cocksucking, if you will.

The truth is, anyone’s mouth would probably have had the same effect, but mine was the one doing it. We didn’t have time for prolonged teasing, but I made sure to do a more-than-perfunctory job. I think blow jobs should be voluntary offerings, not strident demands, and I knew that he wasn’t expecting it. If he had been, I’d have been much less inclined. In fact, I found myself getting aroused as I took him down my throat, enjoying the sounds he made and the sensory overload of the situation, not to mention the fact that I was fully dressed and therefore even more in control of the situation. When he came in my mouth, I swallowed, then rinsed off in the bathroom, but I couldn’t wipe the smile off my face.

It was only much later that night, when the hour meant we’d officially left my birthday in the past, that I started to have my doubts about whether giving a blow job, never mind a second one, had been such a wise move. The nighttime blow job was different, less a perky wake-up call than a post-fucking “please come” message. He gave me instructions, which I dutifully followed, but the longer it took, the more I doubted my ability, gauging only from his grunts and groans whether I was on the right track. Afterward I nestled into his arms, and when he said, “You’re a really great blow job giver,” I smiled. But I also squirmed.

It’s not that I haven’t been complimented like that before. Perhaps I shouldn’t brag, but I do pride myself on my ability in the deepthroating department. Yet his words gave me pause. I moved my lips from the crook of his neck to his more distant shoulder, averted my  eyes from his gorgeous face. Was he wondering how I got to be that good at cocksucking? Did the ghosts of blow jobs past haunt him and taint his feelings for me? His statement lingered in the room; I couldn’t think of a suitable response, so I resorted to nonverbal contact, nuzzling him. But his comment also made it abundantly clear that he knew I’d had plenty of practice, and, for one of the first times, I started to question the sexual MO I’d employed for most of my life. I didn’t feel guilty, per se, just unsettled. Should I be that experienced? Does that make me a worse girlfriend? Does it mean I’m not marriage material if I’ve not only given many blow jobs, but enjoyed most of them as well? Was his comment a compliment or an insult? I couldn’t bear to ask.

I realized that, although I may think I’m as sexually liberated as a girl can get (I did, after all, write a column called “Long Live Blowjob Nation” defending the beleaguered BJ from the likes of antifeminist Caitlin Flanagan’s disparagement), there remain demons lurking in the far reaches of my mind, waiting to label me a slut. But sluttiness isn’t so much about a given set of actions as it is about a state of mind. (I am all for the reclamation of the word, too—think riot grrrl and alt porn, as well as the four-letter word’s more traditional epithet overtones.) And as for blow jobs, there’s a reason why my blog, Lusty Lady, comes up second in a Google search for that word. I write about them when they’re in the news (sadly, I was not yet a blogger during the Monica Lewinsky scandal), and because I find the word and the act incredibly arousing. I don’t mean porn shots of girls choking on cocks that seem disproportionately large, or guys who think that just because they possess dicks, they deserve to get them sucked anytime,  anywhere. I don’t mean I’ve enjoyed every blow job I’ve ever given, or that I’m always in the mood to contemplate them, let alone give them. I don’t mean that anytime I meet a guy, I’m imagining what his cock would feel like rammed down my throat, or that I even think about blow jobs on a daily or weekly basis. But I do mean that when I’m in bed with a guy I’m hot for, having my mouth anywhere near his lower half makes me unbearably horny. To me, it’s an all-in-one sex act: giving him immense pleasure, turning me on, and letting me take control of something I’m both good at and enjoy doing. If either one of those last factors weren’t in place, a blow job could very well feel like a chore.

Yet, for all the truth to the above statements and my wholehearted belief that more women (and men) like to suck cock than we give them credit for, something about my guy’s pronouncement, perhaps because it was said after the fact, rather than in the heat of the moment, or perhaps due to his word choice, made me feel iffy, if not icky. I couldn’t enjoy it as a simple compliment, because it seemed to have a silent follow-up, the next logical thought being that if I’d done it with him, I’d certainly have done it with other guys. Putting it down so bluntly makes me feel like a hypocrite; how can I advocate for sexual freedom for everyone in my writing when I can’t even own my lusty desires? The problem is that I still care about what my lovers think of me, and I want them to see me as a whole person, one who just so happens to like sucking cock when she’s turned on.

I have good reason to be concerned. In Sherry Argov’s Why Men Marry Bitches (the follow-up to her ultra-successful Why Men Love Bitches), one of the male tidbits of wisdom she quotes is: “If a woman  gives a fantastic blow job the first time you are together, and she does it without hardly batting an eyelash, he’ll be thinking, ‘Where the hell did she learn how to do this?’ If you seem like a pro, you might be a ‘ho.’” But a woman’s penchant for lip service is just one of the ways in which we’re tested in the modern bedroom. With some guys, it’s three strikes and you’re out if you don’t put out, while for others, first-date sex is the ultimate taboo. It gets confusing, and, no matter how much we might advocate or believe in sexual equality on principle, it’s next to impossible to blithely date and sleep with men (or women) and remain unaffected by these concerns. Women I’ve spoken to have gone to ridiculous lengths to avoid being labeled a slut: writing in marker across their stomachs before dates (to prevent them from giving way to temptation) or sleeping with exes so as not to up their “number.”

This was not the first time I felt like a slut. Nor, I suspect, will it be the last. I recall a law school morning-after, not its sexual specifics, but the way sex with a man almost twice my age had made me feel: hollow, empty, and awful. The next day I was beside myself, hating what I’d done, even though in the moment I’d been enjoying myself. I felt like a slut, with all the shame, degradation, and self-loathing that the word’s traditional meaning implies, because I’d had sex mostly because I wanted to be more worldly—not because I was overwhelmed by lust. I had cast aside my many misgivings about that particular man, only to have them boomerang back to me the next day. I felt slutty not simply because I’d had sex, but because I’d done it with someone I wasn’t sure I even wanted to have breakfast with, let alone allow to dine on me.

Sluttiness of this sort isn’t about giving in to a lover’s pleas, because we can always pass that off as bad judgment, the other person’s fault, a fatal flaw. But it’s harder to do that when you’re the instigator. In other words, it’s not the blow jobs, per se, but the fact that I was the one who initiated them. That morning with my boyfriend, had I not done the initiating, he’d have gone about getting dressed, while I’d have arrived at work on time, rather than twenty minutes late. But something drew my mouth to his cock, and, if I’m honest, I must say that in this instance, it was not pure, unadulterated lust (though desire played a role). I am something of a blow job queen and usually find the act a surefire route to get me horny and primed for intercourse. I find going down on a guy intimate in the extreme, a heady (pun intended) overload of sensations, a way to get lost in my lover and get to know him intimately. And it usually makes me incredibly turned on in a way that few other sex acts can rival. But the motivation for that morning blow job was different. It wasn’t for power or pleasure, but because of the knowledge that I could, if I wanted to, with just my mouth, make us both late for work, take him away from whatever thoughts or plans he had for those precious morning moments, and make him focus on me me me. His dick was almost a challenge, a way to prove myself as a girlfriend, as well as a way to spice up my day and leave me wanting more later on.

It wasn’t a chore in the same way photocopying a stack of papers is, but still, I went about it with a specific goal in mind. Feeling him get hard, and knowing I was the cause, turned me on; it was part physical thrill, part womanly feat. I felt sexy, attractive, strong, and secure in my role as girlfriend. (He wouldn’t break up with a girl who  could suck his cock like that, right?) Leaving his place after washing my face and kissing him goodbye, strolling down the unusually warm November New York City streets with a simple shirt and skirt and cheeks red from blushing, I had the unmistakable look of a woman who’s just been up to something naughty. Maybe my recent cocksucking wasn’t written all over my face, but I felt somehow different from the women pushing their kids in strollers on the way to school, even though they may very well have engaged in the same activity I had that morning.

Pride, power, prowess, and prudishness: what a combination.

While part of me wondered if, instead of settling down with a “great blow job giver,” my boyfriend would rather have, for the long haul, a girl who’s a little less lusty in the sack, there’s no real gentle way to bring that up. Sexual expectation can’t really be stuffed back into Pandora’s box. And giving blow jobs is like bike riding: Once you know how to do it, you don’t forget. I don’t think I could fake being an average blow job giver if I tried. Yet what purpose and whose comfort would that serve? Certainly not mine, and if I start worrying about being too slutty, I may as well not even have sex.

As I grappled with this awkward mix of feelings and emotions, I felt ashamed about worrying too much about what my boyfriend thought of me. Hadn’t all my feminist training and years of exploring gender issues meant that I was past all that? I got into the sexwriting business in good part to escape the endless layers of shame I’d accumulated around sex. I knew I liked it, when I was with someone who fully appreciated me and all that my body could offer (not the guy I slept with in law school who responded to my request for  oral sex, after I’d gone down on him, by saying that he just didn’t like to do that).

The truth is that no matter how much sex I have already had or may have in the future, I never know what to expect when I get naked with someone, even if we’ve done it before. That is why sex is so endlessly thrilling: There’s so much to discover anew. I’m like a virgin, and not; I’m not worried about understanding the basic mechanics of sex, but I am eager to see how the countless variables and ways two people can connect will play out. Will we talk dirty to each other? Will I hold my breath or start panting? Will I bang my fists and scream or silently tremble as I climax (if I climax at all)? I may fantasize about a certain kind of fucking in the abstract, but sometimes what I actually do in bed, what turns me on in the present with one specific lover, is completely different from what pops to mind when I’m in solo fantasy land.

So when I’m with someone new, I give all of myself to that moment. I am not thinking about how his dick or her breasts, his kiss or her ass, are different from or similar to those of past lovers. I’m not drawing up a size chart in my mind so I can compare body parts. I’m not pondering anything except what my lover and I are doing in that moment, or what we’re about to do. It’s a very private, special cocoon, the erotic equivalent of an extra-hard hug where my lover is the one embracing me, blocking out the rest of the world. That may sound incongruous, to consider my sex life private even as I write about it, but to me, writing doesn’t take away from the highly interpersonal nature of sex. It’s usually only after sex has ended that I start to question whether I was “too much”—too loud, too horny, too good, too voracious.

The same fear provoked by the blow job compliment cropped up one day with the same boyfriend when he was squeezing my nipples. Whereas before he’d given them gentle twists and tugs, this time we’d collapsed onto his bedroom floor, too impatient to actually make it to the bed. He pressed my nubs between his thumbs and forefingers, almost flattening them, and I gasped. “Is that too much?” he asked.

“No, keep going. I want it to hurt. I like it when it’s almost too much.” I don’t know if I’d ever articulated that, but it was true. My nipples have always been extremely sensitive, and if someone’s going to just gently lick them, they might as well not even bother. I want to feel that special soreness the next day, when putting on my bra can become an erotic act. But by telling him how much I can take, I was also saying clearly that I’d been there, done that before, enough times to know just how far my body can be pushed, how much pressure my nipples can stand. And it’s true—other people have tweaked, stroked, pulled, pushed, nipped, bitten, and clamped my nipples. They’ve been pinched and flattened and sucked on by many other lovers. But by telling my boyfriend that I wanted it to hurt a little, I revealed a small but potent fact, allowing him to treat my nipples more roughly than he’d have felt comfortable doing otherwise. I promptly forgot about my fear as I succumbed to his touch, and apparently he did too, if he ever shared any of my concerns about my experience level.

After the birthday blow job statement, I realized that I really didn’t want to talk about it after all, because I didn’t want to have to think about where I’d learned to give a good blow job in the first place. Not only because I can’t credit any one teacher with my oral education, but because it’s not something I go around bragging about or would  ever put on my résumé; it’s not even something I think about being good at ... save for when I’m actually doing it. Then my perfectionist streak comes out, and I want to be the best he’s ever had. I want to leave him a little breathless, knocked out, and do something for him I know he can’t do himself. I want him to think about my lips wrapped around his cock at random times during the day, the same way I do, and get excited about the next time we can do the same thing.

I’m not totally sure what to do about all this, but I do know that the only way things will every truly change is if we women start with pursuing what we really want out of sex—not to the exclusion of our lovers’ needs, but keeping both parties in mind. What’s funny is that, even as I worry about whether I’m too forward or slutty, I really don’t care how many other girls have sucked his cock, as long as I’m the one he’s thinking about in the here and now. I know I wouldn’t want a lover with no experience. What if he didn’t know how to get himself off? Or, worse yet, didn’t know how to get me off?

If I had to do it over again, would I have settled for one birthday blow job? I’m not sure, because even though his words made me hesitate, I was still pursuing what I wanted to do in bed, on my terms. Ultimately, I don’t want to be with someone who can’t handle the fact that I’m a woman with both a brain and a libido. I’ve been there and done that, with men who seemed like perfectly “nice guys” on the surface but secretly harbored some very old-fashioned notions about women and sex. Saying I like giving blow jobs doesn’t mean I’m on my knees, waiting to suck any random cock that passes by.

When I was in my twenties, I would’ve been proud to call myself a slut. Now I feel that I have to qualify that statement. I can get off on  being called a slut or a whore in the right context, as long as it’s understood that in the real world, I don’t think of either of those as epithets. I want to be slutty in my own way, with my chosen lover, but I don’t want to feel like, or be made to feel like, a slut on anyone else’s terms. I want to be celebrated for my open mouth and spread legs because the person I’m with knows that he or she is lucky to have me. I want my lust to be sought after, not questioned. I want to be a blow job queen on my own terms, and someday a blow job-giving mommy (and even grandmother). In my mind, the two aren’t mutually exclusive. And most of all, I want to figure out what it feels like to live in a world where I don’t have to second-guess my sexuality and can instead just enjoy it, no guilt or labels attached.






The Ketchup-Lid Skirt

Vicki Hendricks

 




As a child I always felt odd, singled out for my inability to fit in, even before I could attach words to that feeling. I remember day one of first grade, when each student was given a pile of tiny paper letters from which to pick out the alphabet. I hadn’t attended kindergarten, there was no Sesame Street, and when time was called, I had found A and was looking for B. Dunce of the class.

I was a misfit in many ways. I often sat down in church when everyone else knelt, or stood when everyone sat. I had to pay close attention in order to make the right moves, whereas others my age seemed to know by instinct. It was a mystery. Of course, I could never pay close enough attention.

I was “butter-fingers” when I played any kind of ball game, and “butter-toes” in tag. I couldn’t dance, for lack of rhythm, and still can’t. I’m one of those people who can never remember which  direction to turn when exiting a room, unless it’s in my own house. You get the picture.

Not long ago, I heard John Waters, who’s much odder than I, tell how he once heard his parents in another room, discussing him, when he was a child. His father was worried and wanted to do something to make him more “normal,” but his mother, an enlightened woman, stated, “He’s just an odd duck.” Waters, upon hearing this, took it as a justification to “be himself” for the rest of his life, and that certainty has allowed him to exercise his unique imagination and become a major success in the film industry.

“Being myself” hasn’t worked quite that well for me. However, by adolescence, I’d pretty much given up trying to fit in. And so, as far as I can remember, I came to think of being wild as my way to shine, despite terminal geekiness, although I had no idea how far down on the scale of “wild living” I really was, being insulated by a Catholic all-girls school until my third year of college.

Mostly, I think what those Catholic-school years did was intensify the delicious allure of sin. Poe dubs this instinct the “imp of the perverse.” Love him. Bad boys like Hemingway, Bukowski, and Harry Crews attracted me, too. Extremes, the forbidden—I built up an appetite for them as soon as I realized their world existed.

If I’d had money, I might have found interesting outlets for my attraction to danger, but it wasn’t until my first novel was published that I could afford to get wild in adventurous ways: scuba diving with sharks, dog sledding, skydiving, and, recently, having my first trapeze lesson. In my poor college and teaching-only days, I was limited to sex, alcohol, and ensuing relationships, the least expensive of “wild” opportunities  for women. These experiences became useful as foundation material for writing that novel. With my oddball imagination, I exaggerated and contrived to make the book far more interesting than my real life.

This essay is about real life, however, so I’m stuck with reality (for the most part). As such, I’ve happened upon a trail of memories chronicling my early stumblings along the wild rutted path that somehow, eventually, led to my writing noir fiction in the first place. Those first instances were also the contributing factors in any other wild adventures I have had since.

[image: 002]

My first tickle of sexual understanding happened at age eleven. I was young for my age, so even “tickle” is too strong a word. It was summer in Cincinnati, where I grew up, and I was at dinner at a restaurant with my parents, my aunt and uncle, and my cousin Johnny, five years older than I, who in later years would answer only to “Jack.” They were our “wealthy” relatives, and Johnny was a smooth, blond Ivy League type, shirt tucked, maybe even a tie, the epitome of clean-cut in the early ’60s, when that style was still politically correct. I realize now that he had what are called “bedroom eyes,” and although the word “cool” was not in my vocabulary, I felt it oozing from his clear skin, like honey or perfume. A tease already, Jack knew how to prick my bubbles and enhance his charm.

“Why do your socks slip down under your heels?” he asked that evening, as he did every time I saw him.

I had no answer about the socks. My thin white anklets always disappeared under the heels of my strapped black patent leather  shoes, unlike any of my friends’. I was a fair-skinned blond, cursed with an intense blush mechanism, to Jack’s enjoyment. He tormented me for years, until kneesocks came into style.

Jack would never remember this incident, of course. I was wearing my favorite dress at that age, shiny cotton, purple and green stalks of flowers on a white background, with cap sleeves and a scoop neck that might have dipped two inches below my collarbone, if that. Despite the girlish style appropriate for my age, I had a sense of languorous beauty in that dress. The skirt was gathered, but not full, and fell just below my knees, exposing my shins: toothpicks, I’m sure, bruised in matching purple and green from hurried exits from the neighborhood swimming pool, all above those disappearing anklets with white lace on the cuffs.

I can’t recall the entire dinner, but I know coleslaw was served, because afterward, unnoticed by me, a tiny clump of slaw poised itself near the edge of the scoop neck of the dress. Jack missed nothing. He pointed it out to the whole family in a loud voice: “I thought it was some kind of pin, a piece of jewelry,” he announced, laughing as if it were the funniest thing that had ever happened. He was always laughing. He laughed and laughed and the whole family joined in. My face and neck went hot and red, mostly from embarrassment, but also from the knowledge that his eyes must have lingered on the coleslaw perched so near my bare skin and the flat, bony space that would eventually grow a breast.

Years later, at nineteen, I was in my junior year of college, my second semester in the dorm at University of Kentucky, after the two years of Catholic all-girls college in Cincinnati. My father had died a  few days after my graduation from high school, and it had taken me that long to throw off the parental control of my mother and save up enough money from my summer jobs to transfer. At the dorm, I quickly learned the pleasures of Ripple, Boone’s Farm apple wine, and, for fancy occasions, Mateus rosé.

Two of my suite mates, Pam and Fooshoo, who were “ag” (agriculture) majors hoping to get into vet school eventually, came up with a daring plan to see the Kentucky Derby, some hours away in Louisville. It was daring because Pam had no permission to take her car on a trip, and we had very little money for gas or food, not to mention bets. Somehow we were able to afford a cooler with jugs of Bloody Marys.

We wanted to arrive in the early morning, so the five of us packed into Pam’s Corvair in the middle of the night and took off, stopping only to get gas, to go to the bathroom, and, in the chilly morning around dawn, to buy a box of doughnuts. After months of dorm life on the prepaid meal plan, I remember the excitement of being on the road. My custard-filled doughnut tasted luscious with freedom.

We arrived at 8:30 AM and lined up to get in, with our cooler of Bloody Marys and lots of blankets so we could lie around on the crowded grass infield, drinking through the day until the Derby race at the end. By afternoon, the Bloody Marys were gone, but they had done their job, necessitating a lie-down between each race. After we rested we would, still dazed, rouse each other to jump up and watch the horses rumble past. At some point I took a walk around and found my way to the mint julep line.

“Hey, Vic!” I turned. There was Jack. I was always Vic to him, even though we hardly saw each other. I had attended his wedding a few  years before, so I knew he had a wife and a little daughter now, but he was alone. I felt titillated and giggly. I was a drunken teen and here was my “cute” older cousin, calling to me, in a city where neither of us lived. He had to remind me to call him Jack, since family members still referred to him as Johnny. I first understood his preference for the name Jack over Johnny at that moment, tough and aloof, rather than somebody’s baby. We talked only briefly, as he said he had friends waiting, but there was no mention of his wife. I got my watery-bourbon julep and stumbled off, but I couldn’t stop thinking about him, wishing my friends had been there to see how cute he was, wishing I’d made more and better conversation.

The chance meeting must have reminded Jack that I was alive and able to reach Louisville, because when his friend Pete threw a “Hairy Buffalo” party at his farm outside town a few months later, I was invited. “Hairy Buffalo,” which I have since heard referred to as “Jet Fuel,” at the World Freefall Convention of skydivers, and “Fet Juel” after a few cups, was a mixture of fruit juice and all types of liquor, glugged by each guest, bottle after bottle, into a shiny new aluminum garbage can.

At nineteen, I was thrilled to be included among married people in their twenties, the cool people who were Jack and his friends. It was summer and I was living back home in Cincinnati, dating Big Dan, a six-foot-five redhead who was seven years older than I, divorced, and rode a motorcycle. Of course, my mother disapproved.

“Are you sleeping with him?” she asked.


Sleeping? I thought, reflecting on the time spent in Dan’s bed. “No, I’ve never slept with him.”

Of course, I had dozed off.

I’d eagerly given up my virginity earlier that year, a late bloomer for sure. Catholic guilt spawned nightmares—me in bed with two men, tossing back and forth, unable to push them out, my mother walking in horrified, or, worse, my father—but I got over all that.

The garbage can was nearly full by dusk when Dan and I arrived at the rustic wooden farmhouse. Rumor had it that several quarts of 150 proof Everclear grain alcohol lurked tastelessly in the sweet, fruity mixture.

Jack’s friend Pete showed us around the farm, which had no crops or animals but did have lots of grassy fields and no neighbors, the perfect party setup. I was feeling decadent for sure, out of town with Dan, wearing my ketchup-lid skirt for the first time. This was an original creation I had fashioned from the discarded white-metal caps from Heinz ketchup, three hundred strong, most of which I had collected over the two years I worked at Lum’s restaurant. I have no idea why I collected the caps, but the skirt was quite a conversation piece. I had linked the caps together with metal rings and the use of a seat-cover tool from the hardware store, and laced the skirt up the front with a red cord that matched the red letters in “Heinz.” It was stiff, so I couldn’t sit down. I wore it with a red body stocking, a thin stretchy shirt made like a leotard with a snap-shut crotch, a popular clothing item that provided some coverage, since there were gaps between the lids. It was armor with hundreds of chinks, by design, an un-chastity belt. The perfect apparel for flirtation.
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