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To the fats and femmes before me, and to the fats and femmes after









Two or three things I know for sure, and one is that I’d rather go naked than wear the coat the world has made for me.


—Dorothy Allison
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Naked













The Assorted Nudities





I’m going to open my dress for you, just a little, because I’m nice, and because when I do, we will both get something out of it. I am the one on stage undressing, but I am not revealing myself to you. Rather, you are revealing yourself to me. In the milky glow of reflected stage light, I am observing your face and how it changes, whether I can provoke your surprise or catch you in a private moment that no one but me gets to witness. The fourth wall is flimsy; nevertheless you lean against it like it will not fall away, and I can see pleasure and bewilderment splashed across your face in momentary bursts, the wonderment of your mouth, which has fallen open; the shame and embarrassment that knits your brows together and prompts you to cast down your gaze to your hands to examine the folded gum wrapper there; the laughter that bursts forth from you like rain dropping from a cloud in humid spring. Hi baby. Thanks so much for coming to the show. It looks like you’re having fun.


I’m the one taking off my clothes, but in these moments you are more naked than I am. Make no mistake: you are not the voyeur you imagine yourself to be, secreted away and safe in the audience of a darkened theater, in the back row of folding chairs in a sweaty, beer-soaked bar. You feel safe because I am the show and you paid to see it. What you don’t realize is that you and I are here for the same reason: because we like to watch. The difference is, I know you’re watching me.


You have no idea that when I strip for you, we each face a reflective surface.


I’m a burlesque performer. I’ve been nestled in this humid corner of the New York City nightlife scene for a decade now, the seedy underbelly of a recently pitted and sanitized metropolis, performing feats of nudity for audiences enraptured and stultified alike. It’s a living; half of one, anyway. Burlesque in New York is a writhing, roiling industry and a cultural center for burlesque communities around the world, a who’s who of nightlife infamy, and an engine of innovation, driven by fickle audience preferences and performer ingenuity. Jaded, seen-it-all-before city dwellers pour into our bars and clubs and back rooms on evenings and weekends, wasted and loud, and it’s my job to show them something they can’t see anywhere else. It takes something extra to rise above the din in a town where even the squirrels are so embarrassed with choice that they have preferences for name-brand nuts over inferior deli almonds. Although New York City boasts some of the smallest, grungiest burlesque venues in the world, it is populated by more headliners per square inch than anywhere else. What it lacks in hospitality, it makes up for in frequency of bookings, because the city’s population gets bored, needs novelty, and works too hard not to play a bit. If you’re decently talented, and sometimes even if you’re not, you’ll work a lot here. There is a burlesque show somewhere in the city every night of the week; all you need is to know where to look and to bring a handful of cash.


When I tell people that I do burlesque, I think they imagine me wearing little top hats, crinoline skirts and ruffle butt panties, striped stockings, a . . . what? A cane? Sorry to disappoint, but this isn’t an old-timey Wild West photo op, and I’m not a fucking saloon girl. Sure, I’ve got sequined gowns and feather fans and headdresses that set me back a grand or so, and sometimes I’ll even perform to a jazz standard or a big band song, but I’m using the comforting grammar of glamorous womanhood to plant an explosive in your evening, and at some point, I’m going to detonate it. If I am doing my job right, something I do in my act will surprise you, disquiet you, linger after my final reveal is once again obscured by curtains. Burlesque as an art form burrows under the skin like a parasite, feeding off your blood and enthusiasm. If you take a regular ant and expose it to a specific kind of fungus, the fungus hijacks the brain of the insect, turning the ant into a zombie and feeding off its internal energy stores while the fungal growth gains power, eventually bursting out of the ant’s head and raining down spores to pass into the body of a new target. If you’ve seen me at one a.m. on a weeknight hand-applying three-millimeter rhinestones one at a time onto the planetary surface of a 38FF bra, in repeating patterns, destroying my grip strength and my retinas in the process, you know that the burlesque fungus has taken me over and has got me fucked up beyond any hope for recuperation. If you’ve seen me perform and you’re still thinking about what you saw, the spores have replicated. I’m toast, and you’re about to be, too.


Burlesque took over my brain early. When I was fifteen, in tenth grade, my high school put on Cabaret as the big winter musical. I was originally cast as Fraulein Schneider, the old German landlady. It was a juicy role but I didn’t want it. The role of the old, sexless crone or pathetic undesirable always, always goes to the fat girl. If Juliet needs a nurse, if any ingenue needs a mom or grandma, or if, God forbid, your high school puts on Neil LaBute’s Fat Pig—those are the roles to which fat girls are relegated. I could not and would not tolerate it. David, my high school crush (also one of my best friends—hey, it was high school) was going to be in the audience one of those nights. I wanted him to see me dolled up and languid. Maybe I could seduce him with the raw sensuality of a high school musical chair dance, in my matte black, one-inch character shoes. Though it would be a smaller part, I asked the director to cast me as a Kit Kat Girl, and like that, I joined the chorus line as Frenchie.


The mothers who volunteered as costume assistants for the show were flummoxed when tasked with outfitting my body, which was and is best served by plus sizes. They handed me maximal undergarments, items requiring an augmentative modifier, not so much lingerie as lingerissimo. Sad, modest fat girl items from brands named after real or imagined zaftig wearers: Karen Woman, Barbara Intimates, Linda: Private Label. While the other girls got fishnets, I wore black control top pantyhose. I pleaded with the mothers to let me wear something sheer on top so I would be visible from the stage, and when they reluctantly relented, I tried on my first ever piece of lingerie—a black, empire-waist slip with floral embroidery—in front of a bunch of moms in a fluorescent-lit high school auditorium. Wearing it, I felt infinite.


Frenchie wasn’t just any old factory-floor-model chorus girl. In my hands, Frenchie was blasé, a good-time girl with no good times to be had. She’d known bad men and had been fucked around, used, and discarded. Frenchie wore wet burgundy lipstick and fingerless gloves, and I even asked the backstage makeup artist to draw track marks on Frenchie’s arm and hickeys on her neck. I borrowed a cigarette from a senior boy in the cast and pressed it onto my lower lip so it hung listlessly from my mouth. Frenchie had lived and loved and seen the worst the Weimar era had to show her, or so she thought.


In reality, I was an insecure virgin performing a chair routine for my fellow students and their parents in an all-purpose room with a green rubber floor. But for a couple of hours a night and one Sunday matinee, I was a tragic, disaffected, sexy French girl with haunted eyes who danced for money and the attention of the patrons at the Kit Kat Club. And as I stared out into the audience, I could for the first time see the reactions I got by putting myself on lascivious display. My teachers and the PTA were not the ideal target demographic, but still, I got high on the feeling and never wanted to leave the stage. When the show closed, I rummaged through the Theater Department’s costume closet after school and stole the black slip. It’s still hanging in my closet.


In the summer after my freshman year of college, my cool older friend Sarah Marie invited me to sleep on her couch when I visited New York, so that I could accompany her to see a scripted striptease theatrical called Pinchbottom. My stomach clenched and I was suddenly nervous, as if I were going to perform myself, but I said yes and felt worried that none of my clothes were cool enough. We sat in the second row of crappy folding chairs at a downtown black box theater called Collective:Unconscious, a nonprofit that opened in a condemned brothel in the Lower East Side and closed thirteen years later due to an irreconcilable sewage situation. In the years between its birth and death, it produced some of the most sublime, absurd, experimental theater in the city; there, the fantasies of artistic freedom pressed against the limitations of reality like faces against a closed glass storefront. The space was shabby. The floor was in need of a good mopping, and you could make out the brushstrokes in the black paint on the walls. But at showtime, in the right lighting, the real world around me disappeared, just like in the all-purpose auditorium room at my high school. With the stage illuminated, the theater dark, and the audience murmuring like hens settling in for the night, there was nothing to do but begin. The first stripteaser stepped on stage wearing red and gold fringe, tossing her thick hair, toying with her beaded opera-length gloves, removing her clothing in lockstep with the tempo of the music. Her gyrations were hypnotic. She swiveled her hips, the soft parts of her body jiggling with her shimmies. The audience hooted and clapped with the removal of each garment. I compacted the paper program into a wrinkled ball in my sweaty, grasping fist, which had been marked with a Sharpie X because I was underage. My folding chair had become a cannon, and I had been loaded into it like a fearless carnie and launched toward my fate. The Kit Kat Klub I’d dreamed of existed. It had been open and operating this whole time, while I sketched fishnetted figures in the margins of my high school planner. I gasped and whooped in the audience like I’d stuck my head out a car window and couldn’t catch my breath in the rushing wind. Glamorous, sexy people lived in New York City, entertaining crowds with their wits and their bodies, and it was satirical and sincere, old world and new, gritty and transcendent. God help me, I was going to become one of them. Nuns are called to serve Christ and I was called to serve burlesque.


From then on, I spent my school holidays on Sarah Marie’s couch, seeing as much burlesque as I could. I learned that when done correctly, a striptease employs the same rhythm—the same movements, notes, and rests—as a magic trick. Through artful direction and misdirection, your gaze is guided exactly where intended, for instance, toward the crotch right before the tearaway panties burst open to reveal a yet-tinier G-string, your gaze pulled away from the hands that grasp for the findings of a bra-strap closure. Sometimes, even though I had been doing nothing but watching someone strip, I found myself surprised at the end of an act to see the performer was naked. A striptease doesn’t land without rising tension, just as a magician doesn’t just flop a dove out of his coat first thing. Instead, you are first asked to contemplate his gesture, his empty suit jacket, which makes the appearance of the bird a marvel.


That’s why I laugh now whenever I hear someone in the audience yell at me to “take it off!” As if I’m not going to. As if doing it faster would be preferable. As if I could drop trou and spend two verses, choruses, and a bridge winking my asshole at a satisfied crowd. Maybe you think you want that, but I promise you don’t. The internet is full of naked people these days, their outsides and insides. An unclothed body itself is not so rarified. It’s my job to get you to lean forward in anticipation, to confirm or flout your expectations for what will happen next. The what is inevitable; the how is ineffable.


The idea behind my very first proto-burlesque performance was the reality of fucking all day, something I, at that point, had never experienced. I had two days to put together the choreography, with the two years I had spent watching people strip as my guiding force. My friend Lirael was putting together a show as a last-minute addition to her queer nightlife event, Shimmer, which took place at the rinky-dink bar on my college campus. The acts she’d booked were drag and lip-syncing numbers, and as we walked out of French class together, she asked me if I wanted to perform. The night of the show, I practiced my newly choreographed moves in the cold, cavernous downstairs bathroom of my decrepit off-campus house. I left improv practice early with my costume in a backpack. I dressed for my big debut in the echoey all-gender bathroom in the student union building. I didn’t own any makeup. Lirael lent me neon pink lipstick and electric blue eyeshadow she’d shoplifted from the five and dime in town. I was shaking with the intensity of the adrenaline, so she had to help me apply it in exaggerated swooshes, shapes more feminine than my own face.


The song I chose was an R. Kelly song, “Echo,”1 an ode to male sexual stamina. My choreography began with excitement and arousal, which I staged as a sensual chair dance, echoes of my Cabaret choreography. As the song continued and the sex marathon went on, my spirits flagged. I winced from chafing and succumbed to boredom, reaching for my phone to text as I danced. As the song wound down, I stumbled, unable to stand, and as the music faded, I planned to crawl off the stage chugging a bottle of Gatorade.


I wanted to strip in the act, but I was too self-conscious. I didn’t want people looking at my naked body. Sex and nudity were something I did off campus, with older men I was never going to see again. The stakes felt too high for someone to encounter me there, naked, and then later, clothed, as my whole pedestrian self. So I would hit my starting pose swaddled in a long-sleeved bathrobe and planned to crawl off stage in a short, tight black minidress concealed under it. Suddenly, the lights in the room shifted, bathing me in pinks and ambers and darkening the banal materiality of the space and the liberal arts students congregating within it. My nerves lifted me, and I danced as if I were on the tail of a kite. As I crawled off stage, I heard the sound of the applause, the roaring of an ocean, bouncing off the walls of the subterranean nightclub. That week I was a star on campus, with strangers approaching me in the dining hall to congratulate me. Someone posted on the anonymous online confession board that they had a friend crush on me. I’d kept my clothes on, but I’d revealed something about myself that people were excited to see.


After college I moved to New York, a stranger to almost everyone, which meant I was ready to transform into someone else, a cooler, more punk version of me, the kind of person who wanted her whole body on view.


We talk about nudity like it’s a discrete and fixed thing with presence or absence—you’re naked or you’re not—but not the panoply of nudities, the intentional and inadvertent ways we reveal ourselves to one another. There are so many different ways to get naked. In my favorite burlesque acts, the act of getting undressed facilitates some other kind of revelation or transformation. Ms. Tickle, for example, strips away layers of a feather costume so she can construct long, elaborate wings out of them during her act, the unfurling of which creates the final tableau. Nyx Nocturne performs as a priest mid-sermon and, over the course of the act, strips so they can engage in ecstatic self-flagellation. Nudity doesn’t need a reason to be present in a burlesque act, of course; it’s an expected convention. But when it’s used to further a narrative, it can be immensely satisfying storytelling.


Some nudity is political. Mine certainly is, whether or not I want it to be. Even if I create an act as a bird, as a tree, most people will only take away that I am fat, and therefore brave to strip in public. Bodies like mine are not often displayed in public forums as anything other than loci for abjection and ridicule, as “Before” pictures in weight loss ads. Maybe mine is the first fat body that my audience has ever seen unclothed in person, displayed for their gaze on purpose without shame or apology. Whether they’re shocked, disgusted, aroused, angered, or excited by the sight of me, their reaction undresses them, not me. It is in the gasps or applause or silence after the final reveal that I can hear whether I have stripped the audience bare.


For others, nudity is a punchline. Lucida Sans, producer of the Rhinestone Gorilla burlesque troupe, describes her group’s nudity this way: it’s like the anarchic glee of a naked toddler running around the house after a bath. Each reveal of flesh or undergarment is an opportunity for a laugh. To be naked and laughed at is not a liability for them but the point. The troupe treats sexiness as incidental, secondary to, say, spitting out teeth as the climax of a striptease taking place during the portrayal of a stress dream. If you’re turned on by it, their acts seem to suggest, that’s on you.


Then there’s nudity that’s stark, dramatic, even grotesque—acts where the final reveal discomfits the viewer, implicates their gaze. Deity Delgado is known for this kind of thing, whether she’s doing the act where she begins with her head fully bandaged and ends bald and grinning through tape that distorts her features into a facsimile of botched plastic surgery, or her intense, personal abortion piece, where she acts out self-terminating her pregnancy and eats the gelatinous fetus she passes. You don’t know if you should be cheering when you see tits in a number like that—and listening to the room make that decision one way or another is part of the act itself. Her work is slow and deliberate as she ratchets up the tension, unrelenting. People freak out! People demand refunds! It’s fantastic to watch.


Conversely, nudity can act as a painkiller. Backstage one night, Jo “Boobs” Weldon, the headmistress of the New York School of Burlesque, told me that she knows that she isn’t the most flexible contortionist or the most amazing dancer. “But,” she told me before I protested in her defense, “I have this thing where I can make people forget about the sadness in their lives, even if just for a few minutes.” She’s right. When Jo is on stage, some people in the crowd go slack while others stiffen, but no one looks away or checks their phone. She holds them all, dilating time with her presence. Nothing hurts when you’re watching Jo, unless she wants it to.


On my way toward what counts as nudity, I can make myself look more expensive than a dead-eyed finance bro or his camel-coated girlfriend using only the contents of a beat-up carry-on suitcase my mom bought me at Marshalls. The illusion works, and so most people imagine that burlesque’s luminaries are being chauffeured to gigs in a limousine, or that they can use their wages to afford luxuries like housing or health care. I can slink around on stage like I’m the wealthiest, fanciest, upper-crustiest gal and then grab some halal-cart takeaway and take the subway home at the end of the night. Burlesque is art that, often, encourages the audience to forget that we are artists, living on artists’ wages unless bankrolled by a spouse, generational wealth, or a day job. It is class drag. And because people buy into this particular cultural story, they tend to feel more respectable attending a burlesque show than visiting a strip club. This assessment is faulty, not to mention whorephobic, and it underlines the strained puritanical relationship Americans have with the intersection between sex and money. Oftentimes, I hear people say that burlesque is feminist or retro or artistic expression, probably because it’s not lucrative. American culture hates it when people financially benefit from sexualized labor. Women especially are expected to offer this kind of flirtatious attention and service, this kind of exaggerated gender performance, for free. Burlesque as a form of work is often perceived as a nonfunctional and artistic hobby. Stripping at a club will generally earn you more than burlesque, however, which intensifies the hatred for people working at strip clubs. But burlesque gets to be quirky, talked about as the kind of thing a woman does “for fun,” and therefore performers can still wear the mantle of “empowerment” in the public eye. Of course I believe this is all bullshit, but that doesn’t matter. When I’ve taken off my costume at the end of my number, I’m still wearing those projections.


In my lifetime so far, the dominant cultural pendulum has swung away from freedom of sexual expression. Despite the population becoming more liberal overall, there has been a proliferation of political initiatives limiting and legislating sexuality, from school boards banning books that mention the mere existence of queer and trans people to the (sweepingly bipartisan) passage of the disastrous SESTA/FOSTA bill in 2018. This law makes third-party websites legally responsible for anything that happens on their platforms that could be perceived as facilitating sex trafficking, resulting in sex workers losing the ability to advertise and screen for safety. It has also reduced free speech protections, which has increased targeted digital censorship of queer people and educational materials about sexuality. In its wake, the world is less safe for people working in the sex industry. Sex sells, as the adage goes, but you can’t find it in app stores or on most major social media outlets, especially if you’re fat or trans or trying to earn money with nude images, because your body is perceived as more obscene than others. Sex sells until the payment processer or credit card company you rely on decides that you’re an undesirable party that no longer fits their corporate image and so you get banned or booted, locked out of your account, your assets frozen. Sex sells, but maybe not enough to gain access to a pension or health insurance. Sex sells, but not if the sex you’re selling is your own.


These changes have been swift and galling. I’ve been working in the sex industry for more than a decade now, as an entertainer, as a sex educator, and more, and I’m lucky to have established my career before this latest wave of conservatism. The veneer of respectability that burlesque carries, along with my own unearned privilege, has shielded me from the worst our culture has to offer to people working in the sex industry. I was fortunate enough to be able to choose my niche and not get punished too much for it. So far, at least.


Down here, in the borderlands between virtue and vice, consumers are not so careful about what parts of themselves slip out. I get to learn about what people desire, what they fear, how they treat people like me, and who they believe themselves to be. Because I work in a place where people expose their secret wishes and unconscious desires to me, I’ve constructed some elaborate masks I wear to keep myself safe—to give people what feels like nudity but isn’t, what feels like vulnerability but isn’t. But these masks are heavy, hard to breathe in, and sometimes I want to take them all off. Do you want to see me take them off?


There. I see you and you see me. So let’s be naked together for a bit, in one way or another, because when it’s done right, it reveals something about us all.




Footnotes







1 I don’t perform to this song anymore, for obvious reasons.















Dildo Lady





After eight hours of near-constant touching by several hundred New Yorkers, the lips of the Fleshlight classic, a vulva-shaped masturbation sleeve made of a porous material called cyberskin, will begin to resemble the lint trap of a washing machine. Gray pilling accrues in the divot of the perfectly symmetrical labia. Stray human and cat hairs stretch like tightropes over the precipice of the vaginal opening.


I had perfected the process for cleaning the floor model Fleshlight. First, I spritzed the surface of the vulva with toy cleaner until it had a dewy sheen, like it had just emerged from a yoga class. I applied a fresh paper towel to it and pressed it on like a mask, tracing its creases. I slowly removed the paper towel like one of those blackhead strips, pulling up layers of gunk. Spritz, press, peel, until the vulva was once again soft artificial pink and shining. Then I wrenched the guts of it from its black plastic container so I could turn it inside out and rinse it. When I removed the sleeve from its sheath it made an audible, suction-y complaint, the unpursing of lips. As a child, I read a book of folklore from around the world. The tale that has stayed with me is about the Penanggalan, a Malaysian cryptid, a not-quite-woman who at night detaches from her body and flies through the air, just a head and spine with entrails dangling, attacking pregnant women and newborn infants. Whenever the wobbling cylinder of the Fleshlight was wrested loose for cleaning, it was the Penanggalan I pictured, feeling the night air against her insides.


I wasn’t the only one mythmaking with the sex toys. They have a tendency to take on a kind of supernatural significance as talismans for good and evil. Sex toys are inanimate but intimate, personal but abstracted and inert. People imbue them with hopes, fantasies, and inadequacies. For seven years, I sold them.


I worked at a sex toy store, one of a dozen jobs I applied to when I moved to New York after college. I got turned down for a media job after pitching a piece about an erotic bakery. The nonprofit where I was interning didn’t have enough money to hire me. The comedy theater didn’t return my calls for a front desk position. The comic book shop wasn’t interested. Only two places called me back: the sex shop and a ghost tour company, and the sex shop called first. Despite my having quit years ago, there are things that will cling forever to the terrain of my cerebral cortex, and how to clean a dirty Fleshlight is one of them. Shake me awake in the middle of the night tonight with a butt plug in each hand and ask me to compare and contrast them for you, and I could do it, no problem. On my deathbed, ask me about the composition of semen. Hold a mirror to my mouth to see if I’m still alive and I will breathe quiet condensation onto its surface. Mostly . . . water. Fructose. Amino acids.


•••


What was your sex education like? What did you learn, and from where? Did you get the talk on a car ride with your dad, unable to tuck and roll out of the back seat because the child locks were on? Did you get separated by gender in a middle school health class for a lecture on pregnancy from your gym teacher? Did a member of your church press clear tape to the skin of each of your classmates until it no longer adhered and then tell you to limit your sexual activity or else you’d never be able to connect with someone else? According to the Guttmacher Institute, only thirteen states require sex ed curricula to be medically accurate, which is, scientifically speaking, fucking wild. While eighteen states and Washington, DC, require that school-based sex ed programs provide information about contraception to students, twenty-seven states require that abstinence be the focus of the curriculum, despite numerous longitudinal studies that show that teens who get abstinence education have higher levels of STI transmission and pregnancy than teens who receive comprehensive sex ed. In some cases, abstinence education is worse than doing nothing at all because of the way the curriculum promotes gender stereotypes, particularly emphasizing the matrix of male aggression and female passivity. Focusing on the concept of “purity” actively denigrates victims of childhood sexual abuse and does not address the concerns of teens who were already sexually active before their sex ed began. By focusing solely on pregnancy, abstinence education also erases most queer and trans youth altogether. “Don’t fuck!” isn’t education; it’s something someone yells at you from an open window as they drive past. Teenagers are curious about sex, and instilling teenagers with fear and shame about sex does not eradicate their curiosity. Rather, it teaches them to not vocalize their desires or their concerns, and encourages them to police and shame one another for behaviors real and perceived. This is the foundation upon which many of us build the scaffolding of our adult sex lives, expecting the ground to hold.


I was fortunate enough to get the majority of my sex education from my mother, who answered my questions outright and furnished me with several books, including her yellowing seventies edition of Our Bodies, Ourselves, replete with groovy illustrations of full-bush genitalia. With all my worldly wisdom, I became the sex friend, the one childhood chums pulled aside on the playground to explain blow jobs or draw a diagram of doggy style with a stick in the dirt.


By the time school sex ed rolled around, I had had nearly a decade of The Talk under my belt. My school called it Awareness of Growth, whatever the fuck that is, and the thing I remember the most is what syphilis looks like blown up big and projected on a whiteboard already crowded with facts about ancient Egypt. At least they showed us the cross-sections of genitals at all, discussed the existence of contraception in some form. So many people don’t get even that. So many people learn from a sibling, a magazine that an older kid stashed in the woods behind school, or, later, from internet pornography. Learning about sex from medical illustrations and porn is like learning how to drive from a diagram of an internal combustion engine and a bunch of car commercials. One is too technical, the other sensationalized, and neither approach the substantive information you actually need.


As part of the onboarding process at the sex shop, I received twenty-five hours of sex ed, which taught me about anatomy, pleasure, different bodies and genders, and how to use every kind of sex toy in the store, as well as how to talk about it with strangers without presuming anything about their identities, experiences, or relationships. What is the internal portion of the clitoris shaped like?1 Why do people with penises also have nipples?2 Why does one testicle hang lower than the other?3 I didn’t learn any of this stuff until my twenty-second year. For a couple of weeks, we met in three-hour chunks and talked about each vibrator in the store, touching them to our noses to get a sense of their real intensity. On lube day, a manager joked that she hoped I was hungry before dripping samples of twenty lubes on my hands and arms for my taste test. At the end of my training, I was handed a bag containing $700 worth of sex toys, both as a welcome gift and so that I could better describe the user experience to others. The joke I would tell on dates is that I got paid to masturbate, thinking that made me fascinating and beguiling.


Most sex shops don’t look like the one I worked in, which was well lit with glass doors and windows and had everything out on display, like we sold fancy sunglasses or perfume. If you walked in, you would be greeted by between one and five cheerful young people in various flavors of queer: a willowy trans girl with blue hair and glittered eyebrows, a soft butch in denim and work boots, a chubby gay boy in a vintage tunic, all welcoming you and inviting you to look around. Plaques noting the store had received citywide awards for best customer service adorned the wall behind the registers. When I worked there, the employees chose the music, so you could shop for a cock ring while Nina Simone sang about gin.


I delighted in helping people shop for their first strap-on harness, especially the part where I showed them how to put one on and we had a little fashion show of nylon and leather under­things. I loved teaching people about the BDSM equipment, how to use everything in a way that was safe and fun and mean. And I could talk about lube ad infinitum, the various levels of viscosity, the ingredients list, the many different uses. When I presented someone with a toy that made them shriek, “Yes! Exactly!” that was job satisfaction. I pulled together a selection of toys to congratulate a woman on her divorce, and helped a guy who wanted to outfit the perfect sex dungeon. Once, I spoke to a cluster of teenage boys who came in to snicker but stayed to respectfully ask questions and buy safer sex supplies. Customers came back to shop with me over the years, so I saw my regulars through the changes in their haircuts and relationships, through different jobs and apartments.


It wasn’t all sweetness. Working there was strange and occasionally dangerous. Many customers would lose all sense of themselves and of the world around them when they walked into the store. Dozens of people, for instance, asked what the sex toy was that we kept at the register, indicating a standard Swingline stapler. Several different men ambushed me with photos of their genitals on their phones, under the guise of asking for condom recommendations. I watched people spit out foil-wrapped bars of solid massage oil and had to explain to them that they were not candy—as though, if they had been, walking into a store and gumming them without purchase would have been a reasonable course of action. One man walked in during an event and asked if he could photograph my breasts, and then took offense when I told him he needed to leave the store. During my first six months working the floor, a guy said, “I want to return this,” and pressed a used condom into my hand. During a Sunday shift, an inebriated woman jabbed a vibrating toy into my crotch, asking me with a slurred lilt if that’s how I liked to use it. And hundreds of times over, grown adults would grab hold of a toy and swing it full force into the face of their companion.


I still don’t understand how people who presumably move through the world otherwise, people who wake up and get dressed, people who conduct business and have been to a store before, could walk into an establishment, pick up merchandise they did not own, let alone understand, and hit someone in the face with it. Even from a purely pathogenic perspective, something that has been handled by the general public should not be applied to the face unless no other option is present. I would have thought that to a New Yorker, this would be like rubbing a disconcertingly buttery-to-the-touch subway pole into someone’s cheek and jaw.


Soft packs were particularly prone to being used as melee weapons. Packs or packers are items shaped like a flaccid penis and testicles, to be worn in the pants to create or enhance a visible bulge. Anyone can wear them, but most of the customers who came in for them in earnest were transmasculine people. On nights and weekends, when the world was drunk, the sex educators darted around the soft packs like nervous hummingbirds. For people who did not already know what they were, a display of flaccid penises elicited laughter and revulsion. Were these the world’s most disappointing dildos? Were they intended as gag gifts? Customers gravitated toward the soft packs and, as if they were brand new to Earth, picked up the packers and struck their friends or lovers. It was our job to jump in: “Hi, do you know what those are and how they are used?” (We were trained to be educational in our approach and to mask our hostility.) Most of the time, we were successful in our didactic intervention, and customers would eventually plop the packers back down and move on. Sometimes, customers waved us away with disinterest: “I don’t give a fuck what they’re for; they’re funny as hell.” Or, once we explained that they could be used by people who wanted to complete a specific kind of gender presentation, we would be met with a variation of “Oh, gross.”


Sorrow from soft-pack-related violence accrued in my body. The target of the physical strike was usually unsuspecting and had not consented to be hit. I, a worker and a witness, had not consented to watch, or to allow the merchandise I sold to be used in that way. Not once in seven years had a customer asked if it was okay to use a toy as a bludgeon in my presence. Consent was something we talked about in our workshops, and I suppose people assumed consent was necessary for sex only, as if the rest of our lives passed by without our ever needing to have a single conversation about boundaries, comfort, and safety. During late-night or high-traffic shifts, and around holidays, I kept my eyes trained on the soft packs, waiting for the next strike, so I could intervene the very moment I saw contact. When we closed for the evening, those items joined the finger-fucked Fleshlights in my arms as I carried them to the employee sink and washed them in apology, working them over in my hands until the ichor ran clear. After they air dried, I dusted them with cornstarch using a fluffy makeup brush so they would be velvety to the touch and resistant to lint and grime. It was a fight against entropy, and I always lost eventually. The life of a store-display masturbation sleeve is brutal and short. Gutted displays were thrown away, which always made me wonder about the reactions of the people who rifled through our trash bags for recyclables.


Customers astonished me with the horrific comments they made. When I told shoppers about the array of skin tone color choices for dildos, many of the white people would respond to me conspiratorially, saying, “Oh come on, you know which one I want.” When I did a lineup of the three variations of the same style of toy, in what the manufacturer called “vanilla,” “caramel,” and “chocolate” finishes, only one was the “big Black dick” to them. “They’re all the same size,” I would say, with a smile carved into my face, “and that kind of racialized language is not appropriate to use with me in the store. Which one would you like?” Or, once, when presented with two masturbation sleeves, one the size of a vase and the other the size of a beer can, a man looked at the smaller of the two and asked me if that was the one for Asian men. Again, I attempted a smile. “I don’t know what you mean.” I lied. “Can you explain your question to me?” He repeated himself, laughing. “You know! Like . . . for. Asian. Men?” “I’m sorry,” I replied. “I think I’m still not getting what you’re trying to ask. Is there a way you can explain it to me to help me understand?” He sighed. “I guess what I said was inappropriate.” “Yes!” I said. “It was completely inappropriate! If you have a real question that isn’t racist, I’m happy to answer it.” Adding insult to injury, my next customer was a well-to-do white woman with a Fendi bag. As I rang her up, she looked around the store and said, “Your job is so fun! You’re so lucky! You must get to have fun all day in here!”


Although we employees were consent educators, who day after day helped strangers navigate their own boundaries, we were expected to have none ourselves. When we offered different pronouns after someone had been misgendered, or when we asked not to be touched while we talked about vibrators, the reactions from customers ranged from exaggerated overapology to nonplussed blinking to immediate white-hot rage. When my coworker and I announced that the store was closing in fifteen minutes (standard procedure that we had been trained to do gently), a white man in his thirties jabbed a finger in my face and told me that if I had been his employee, he would have fired me for being such a disrespectful bitch. His cheeks mantled when I told him that he wasn’t my boss but that I’d be happy to direct him to them if he wanted to complain about me. My coworker opened the door and ordered the man and his girlfriend to leave the store. We locked up behind them, and they shook the glass door and beat the windows and screamed to be let back in.


The phone was the worst part of the job by far. A large proportion of callers were the cowards who weren’t even considerate enough to harass us in person. One guy called every day for years, right around noon, to ask if we carried porn that featured Polynesian women. One man insisted that no condom we sold would be small enough for his penis, but could I tell him about the options anyway? Many of the calls began with innocent enough questions about our merchandise, only to devolve quickly, and soon I would hear the furtive frenzy of masturbation on the other end of the line. We had been trained to simply hang up, but often after several minutes of patient and thorough customer service, hanging up was not enough to deter calls back from these guys. When I caught on to the sound of someone masturbating, I would tell them that I was going to put the phone in a bowl of batteries, which is exactly what I did: tossed the receiver into a clear glass fishbowl of C batteries and shook them like I was about to pull out a winning lotto number. The resulting sound was a loud, violent clatter, which I hoped was enough to at least delay an orgasm. We sex educators called ourselves reverse phone-sex operators, doing anything we could to kill the mood for the strangers on the other end of the line. (A decade after these incidents, I became an actual phone-sex operator; more on that later.)


One day, after playing keep away with the soft packs for hours, after asking several customers not to touch my body, after fielding racist remarks about the colors of our dildos, and after expending every last drop of kindness I had, I picked up the ringing phone to greet a caller who told me he was going to rape me. I held the phone in both fists and bellowed into it, “You can’t rape me over the phone, though, can you, motherfucker?! Come on down to the store—you called the Lower East Side location. I’m here in a black dress, so you know which one I am. I will be waiting for you. Because when I see you, I’M GOING TO FUCKING MURDER YOU.” With that, I slammed the receiver against the corner of the counter, as if I could snap the caller’s spine on the hard laminate edge, and then hung up. I looked up into the faces of several startled customers and pasted on my customer service smile anew. “Oh, sometimes we get offensive phone calls, and I got a little angry just now. Let me know if you have any questions about anything in the store!”


On my better days, when I had gotten enough rest and had taken a day or two off from work, I could see that the deficits I saw in customer behavior were not merely individual failures of character but a structural ineptitude, an unwillingness to contend seriously with matters of the body. People made jokes or acted out because they were scared, and they were scared because they had never been appropriately acculturated to accept bodies as realities. Bodies that failed, bodies that did not live up to an abstracted ideal, bodies that made smells and tastes, bodies with parts that were small that should be big, or big that should be small, or hard when they should be soft, or soft when they should be hard. Bodies, horrifyingly, that changed, that had limits and preferences. Bodies that they could not always control. Bodies that were not enough, which is what would bring some people careering into the sex shop, looking for the missing piece that would completely satisfy themselves or their sex partners, looking for the quick fix to disguise their existential trenches. When I was really operating well, I could do what my graduate social welfare policy professor later called “lifting the lens”: understanding phenomena by zooming out until I could see the tributaries that flowed into personal experience, the macro-level systems that impacted behavior. After all, how many times had I been angry at individuals for problems that were structural in nature? How many times had I fumed at people on a crowded subway car, rather than directing that energy toward the insufficient and inefficient infrastructure? How many people resent fat people on airplanes rather than the corporate greed that shrinks seats to an uncomfortable scale? (I think about this kind of thing on public transportation a lot, I guess.) Now that I am a social worker, it is that lens lifting and big picture thinking that helps me support my clients as they navigate systems that were never designed to adequately address their needs. No mental illness exists in a biologically determined vacuum. Neither are human lives determined by equally available, infinite choices that every individual has at their disposal to improve their station. Nevertheless, these beliefs form the bootstraps argument we get stuck in so often as Americans, which enables us to blame individuals for not trying hard enough to fix their circumstances, to imagine they simply have personal shortcomings that explain their situations. Of course this isn’t true. An individual’s experience in the world is inextricably informed by their family, the social groups they encounter, their workplace or school, their identity and the way our society understands and constructs meaning from that identity, and the systems we’ve created to help or harm them.4 That skill, the lens lifting, started for me at the sex shop as a way to understand and interpret the bizarre and sometimes violent behavior of my customers.


OEBPS/images/algonquinlogo_hc.png





OEBPS/images/9781643755427.jpg
“Sexy, sharp, and full of heart.”
—TRACY CLARK-FLORY, author of Want Me
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