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For my family, who stood by me loyally—no matter what
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ONE
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Once upon a time, I was twenty-two and fresh out of college, with a heart young and open and free, and I had but one dream: to move to California.


My father seemed rather unwilling to grasp this concept. “Are we really that bad? You can’t even consider staying on the east coast?”


“David, calm down.” My mom nodded at me apologetically. “He really doesn’t mind the idea so much.”


“I don’t like New York,” I said. “In fact, I hate New York. I can’t even stand to be there for two days. You know that.”


“I have never met anyone who honestly hates New York. It just doesn’t happen very often. Quite likely you are the only Jewish person in the whole world who hates New York.”


It was hard to win an argument with my dad—being a psychoanalyst, he did this kind of thing for a living—but in this case, I didn’t have to win. All I had to do was leave. So I did. I took my graduation money and I bought a 1980 diesel Volvo, and I drove it to California. To a place called Santa Cruz.


A funky ad tacked up on a health food store bulletin board led me straight to a two-man bungalow on the east side of town, inhabited by a forty-year-old vegan named Periwinkle. He was a spiritual gardener hailing from Berkeley, California, with an enormous experimental music collection, impeccable aesthetic taste, and a passion for social justice. He also had about twelve cents in the bank. Periwinkle refused to buy any new articles of clothing, a policy that extended to underwear.


“You can find great underwear at the Salvation Army,” he scoffed. “There are too many wonderful pairs of underwear out there in the world today to justify spending seven dollars on new ones.”


Periwinkle was forever out in the front yard, laboring with grand enthusiasm and perfectionist fervor on his small, beautiful garden, when he really should have been working at someone else’s place, for money.


“I don’t care, Sam, that’s the thing,” he explained to me. “I’m so happy gardening—so much happier than I used to be. Do you know what I used to do?”


“No,” I said. “What?”


“I used to be a traveling salesman! I’m dead serious. I’d go from town to town, selling life insurance policies for some company that I’d never even visited, making tons of money, flushing it all down the drain. It’s incredible—incredible that it took me so long to wake up. Incredible that I finally did wake up.”


One evening, Periwinkle and I rocked back and forth in a salvaged chair on our tiny front porch, listening to the Pacific Ocean. “Tell me, Sam,” Periwinkle said, “what really motivates you?”


“Ah …” I hesitated, hoping to come up with an answer that would suitably impress my new friend. “Civil libertarianism?”


“I would have guessed girls,” Periwinkle said, smiling. “Well, that’s probably a little closer to the truth,” I admitted. “Art’s really my bag, though.”


“Art!” Periwinkle said, approvingly. “How’d you get into that?”


“College. It was my major.”


“Very cool. What’s your medium?”


“Well, I used to be into comics. But I was pretty terrible at drawing, as it turned out. So then I tried writing short stories. But that got boring. It was like, just me and my computer, you know?”


“Sure,” Periwinkle said, toking on his bowl. Like most other Cruzians, Periwinkle had a real fondness for marijuana, but the difference was, he smoked leaf. No buds: just leaf. An eighth of chopped marijuana leaf went for around ten bucks in those days. He was dirt poor, Periwinkle, but he really loved to smoke. All the time.


“And now?”


“Well, now, nothing, I guess. I’m still trying to figure out what I’m good at.”


“You know what I like?” Peri said, the weed sparking his enthusiasm. “You know what I think is art? Cable access. That stuff is brilliant! We had a station in Berkeley when I was growing up.”


“Well, sure, cable access is cool.”


“Do you want to start your own show, then?” Periwinkle asked, hopefully. “Santa Cruz could use a really smart, strange cable access show.”


“I don’t know. I don’t think I would make much money at it.”


“Of course you wouldn’t,” Periwinkle said, eyeing me distrustfully. “No one makes money from cable access television.”


“Well, I don’t know.”


“Consider it. Follow your passion.” He bit off the last word with surprising spitefulness, as if he’d spent a regrettably long stretch of his own life doing just the opposite.


The truth is, I wanted to be an artist. I wanted it bad. Precisely how I was to accomplish this was unclear, since I was not proficient at drawing, painting, sculpting, or any other artistic pursuit; nonetheless, art is what I had my sights set on. Thank God for postmodernism.


My alma mater, Brown—like most American liberal arts institutions operating in the latter part of the twentieth century—had adopted the postmodern way of thought as a virtual religion. The upshot was that you no longer had to be able to draw to be good at art. Take, for instance, Conceptual Art: Sherrie Levine photographed other people’s photographs. No skill needed there—just a good idea. Piero Manzoni sold his own breath (in balloons). Robert Rauschenberg erased a Willem de Kooning drawing. And how about Found Art? What else was there to say about Found Art besides acknowledgment of its basic genius? You found a piece of crap on the street and called it Art. Yes.


Goofy-ass Video Art, for instance, was one of the greatest things I’d ever seen. In my History of Contemporary Art class, I’d watched a guy named Chris Burden purchase ad time on a Los Angeles station, then run a freakish, disturbing thirty-second clip that showed him dragging his naked body through piles of crushed glass. Inspired, I decided to give Video Art a whirl myself. Using the postmodern technique known as “recontexualization,” I simply “re-presented” an old videotape of the 1983 Miss Teen USA Pageant to my class. I admit, I did so with some trepidation: my peers could become intellectual bullies at the drop of a hat, especially amid impassioned classroom critiques. Best friends had cut each other to ribbons over minor cultural missteps in the past. But, to my delight, my classmates adored the bold move.


Clearly, I had found a formula. I began to run with it. For my next project, I took a mysterious German porn flick that I’d found in a sad New York City smut shop and completely reedited it, inserting English subtitles, removing every trace of sex. What remained was an unfunny, cheaply produced, highly degraded specimen of sub-cinematic dogshit. A classmate declared that while watching, you were confronted by the absence of porn. Inside, I beamed.


From that moment on, there was no question in my mind. I could go pro; I could use my brain to make a buck. It was just a matter of figuring out how.


It was a slow month in Santa Cruz. I haunted the local cafés, sad-eyed, pouring dark coffee down my throat, waiting for some sort of inspiration. But nothing was coming, and I was floundering. When my twenty-third birthday rolled around, I decided to take advantage of the occasion. I headed out on the town for a night of debauchery.


There was a downtown bar that I’d had my eye on for some time—the Asti. A lot of mean boozers hung out there, which didn’t bode well for me, but the only known pub alternatives were the Drop Inn, which was equally full of dangerous shitheads, and Rosie McCann’s, a pseudo-Irish joint full of assholes watching ESPN. But none of that mattered to me that night. It was my birthday, and I couldn’t stand the idea of spending it alone. So I headed for the Asti.


Half an hour after entering, I got lucky. A girl named Charlie—an inebriated but sexy waitress, fresh off the evening shift at a nearby seafood restaurant—approached me at the bar and started talking to me. Hot tonsil-breath beat against my face, but I nodded earnestly. Charlie’s well-proportioned body was beckoning to me.


An hour later, we were back at her little beachfront apartment, licking each other’s faces hungrily. She moaned inside my mouth. I seized a hank of the hair at the base of her skull and pushed her up against the living room wall.


“Don’t wake my sister,” Charlie whispered, chewing on my neck, her nails digging into the flesh of my upper arms, making tiny cuts. “She’s sleepin’.”


“Don’t worry, I won’t,” I promised.


“She’s pregnant,” Charlie added, struggling out of her shirt.


“That’s great,” I breathed, staring at her enormous, amazing tits for one long moment. “Boy or girl?”


“Who cares?” Charlie shot back, angrily, covering her chest with thin, dishpan hands. “Who are you with, me or her?”


“You, babe,” I assured her. “You!”


“That’s better,” Charlie said, smiling a child’s contented smile. “C’mon, let’s do it already! I’m probably gonna pass out soon, so we better get started.”


But neither of us had a condom. It didn’t matter much to Charlie, who was straight up ordering me to fuck her, but I was hesitant. As eager as I was to create a child who had her perfect tits and my gigantic nose, I realized that, for the moment, I was unfit to raise a child. So I had sex with her leg, and ejaculated onto the arm of their couch.


Charlie hardly noticed. She was drifting badly. I gave her face a small, unobtrusive nudge with my thumb, then a gentle slap. When there was no response, I pried open her mouth, separating her jaw with both hands, and took a look inside. Everything was okay in there: no vomit, no obstructions to the airway. I was still peering into the depths of Charlie’s oral cavity with curious, drunken fascination when her pregnant sister unceremoniously appeared on the scene. She fixed me a hard look.


“Who are you?”


“Friend of Charlie’s,” I said awkwardly. I removed my hand from her mouth, letting her jaws snap shut. I looked down at myself, at the small pool of semen drying on the couch. “I was going to clean that up.”


“Right,” Charlie’s sister said.


She was a fraternal twin, I could see, but a twin nonetheless: a fatter but still-alluring version of the groggy vixen by my side. The rim of her fertile belly protruded from the bottom of her T-shirt. She poured herself a grapefruit juice over ice, offering me nothing.


We stared at each other for a long, weird moment.


“So, are you just gonna stay like that all night?” the sister said.


“What do you mean?” I asked, confused. “Oh, naked. Sorry.” I covered myself with Charlie’s leg.


“Not that I mind, especially. You have a pretty decent body.”


“Oh. Well. That’s very… kind of you.”


She gazed at me sidelong, caressing her placental lump in a bizarre fashion I couldn’t decode. Finally, she said, “Listen. Why don’t you stick around for a while? Get freaky.”


Frightened, I gathered up my belongings and ran. Streaking home, the mean California wind in my face, I felt a stab of childish despair. With no real income to speak of, I was clearly doomed to assume the life of a degenerate. What was my next move—how could I make a buck?
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TWO
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I remembered that Santa cruz held a flea market every weekend, in the parking lot of an old drive-in. I knew a little bit about beat-up movie cameras, used stereos, and kooky magazines. Maybe there was a buck to be made in scavenging old stuff, giving it a polish, and reselling it at sky-high profits.


I set out for the Skyview Flea Market, keeping an eye out for cool vinyl, Super 8 cameras, and slide projectors that still had their bulbs intact. I cruised the aisles amid armies of big-breasted rockabilly chicks, their Elvis-haired boyfriends, and thin-bearded antiques store owners who came early and fought dirty and wore terribly sad taut corduroy pants that had little indentations where their balls had rubbed up against the wales so very endlessly.


I sped around the massive market, trying to focus on making an investment in my future. A naïve vendor sold me a stack of “naturist” magazines from the early 1960s—Eden, Sun, Jaybird, and so on—and I found a functioning Polaroid SX-70 Land Camera that I was certain I could sell for more than a hundred bucks. Then my eyes fell on a table crowded with beautiful, beat-up microphones.


“Any of these work?” I asked the guy behind the table.


“Many of these work,” the guy said, with a smile that was incredibly warm, almost inappropriately kind. “My bro,” he added. He was a ragged-looking old mountain hippie, disheveled and most certainly unshowered, but he emanated this rather extraordinary aura of serenity. I found it pleasant just to be in his presence. “Are you interested in any particular one?”


“I’m interested in one that works,” I said, laughing.


“Are you thinking of recording something?”


“Well, I might do that,” I said evasively. “Actually, yeah! Show me something a musician might use.”


“Well, here’s a nice Shure. It’s a real beauty, isn’t it? It’s a condenser mic, but of course you already knew that. It’s super flexible: good for both acoustic and electric, hardly any distortion to speak of. It’s basically your totally cool, all-around magical, do-it-yourself studio microphone.”


“Yeah, I guess I could take a chance on that,” I said. “How much are you asking?”


“Twenty bucks.”


“I’ll give you three.”


He laughed. “You strike a hard bargain, sir. Perhaps I could show you something more in your price range.”


“Do you have anything else?”


“Now that you mention it,” he said, “I do. Come and take a look at Dusty’s back room.”


I stepped behind the table. Dusty took a look over his shoulder and then slid open the rusty side door of his van. Inside, a stack of about thirty ancient VHS tapes, some in boxes, some bare, lay sprawled out on a blanket.


“These are adult videos,” Dusty announced, regally.


“From the 1920s?” I asked, inspecting a tape dubiously. The yellowing, hand-printed label read: Her Welcum Waggin’.


“No, mid-eighties,” Dusty said, seriously. “The guy who owns the land up in Boulder Creek where I’ve been parking my van has decided it’s time to divest himself of his own personal collection. These are vintage, bro—a real slice of erotic history. Not much use to me, though. I cater to a more musically oriented clientele, as you’ve noticed. With that in mind, I’d let you have’em all for three bucks apiece.”


“Two.”


“That’s what I said. Two.” Dusty grinned, producing a wrinkled paper sack from somewhere within the recesses of his musty van. “Now then. May I wrap these up for you?”


I couldn’t wait to get home and try out my new pornos. Like most reasonable people, I had a real soft spot in my heart for sex videos. To me, they were kind of like a specialized wing of Video Art, reserved especially for degenerates. Happily, Dusty’s tapes appeared to reflect a serious and dedicated porn aficionado. They represented a wide range of erotic interests: there was big-studio stuff, displayed in oversized boxes, like VCA’s Whore of the Worlds, and guy-on-the-street porn, like early Buttman and Ed Powers. But the greater part of his collection consisted of amateur tapes. They boasted generic titles like Cheaters and California Dreamin’, and bore labels that had been stamped out in small batches by dot matrix printers, proclaiming copyrights to companies by now doubtlessly defunct (“Power Productions, Ltd.”). I imagined all manner of sex acts, performed by anonymous fuck machines, recorded on clunky Betas by bumbling videographers who’d landed inside the world of adult film by accident. With a sense of childlike joy, anticipating hours of doltish fun bracketed by short, meditative bursts of whacking, I sat down to begin my pornographic education.


Dusty’s tapes didn’t disappoint. They were deliciously obscene, and almost deliriously cheap. A few of the rawest weren’t even really movies, in the strictest sense of the word: they had no dialogue, no plotline, and no discernable characters. Essentially, all they had was rutting. Some, though, made a rudimentary pass at maintaining a through-line. California Dreamin’, for instance, was about an aging surfer who rents his house out to a procession of young blond girls—not real creative, and yet, the tape was fairly packed with gems.


The clothes that the Dreamin’ performers wore, for example, brought back a rush of vivid memories. A left-ear earring, a banana clip, and a pair of stonewashed jeans all hit me within the context of one blowjob scene. I loved how the’80s-style pornos looked, too—they’d been shot on cameras that were predigital, but postfilmic, produced at some historical moment that fell between the Portapak and the Handycam. Adding insult, the sound was invariably subpar—uniformly tinny and almost always underlined by an unflappable background hum. More than anything else, they reminded me of cable access programming, with their charmingly degraded production values and their dolt-as-auteur authorial signature.


I snuggled deeper into my cozy nest of blankets, popping in tape after tape. The porn kept serving up the genius of accidental art. Her Welcum Waggin’, for example, videotaped in a dilapidated trailer home by a director who kept reminding his starlet, “remember, don’t think about the camera, darlin’,” took great care in according to the most basic rule of progressive video art; that is, it avoided all narrative trajectory whatsoever. The film began with about half a minute of meaningless, perverted silence, after which a guy with a blond mustache who looked exactly like Matthew McConaughey (but for a tattoo of what appeared to be a leper on his right forearm) entered and immediately mounted the woman. They fucked on the kitchen floor, in exactly the same position and without saying a single word or changing so much as a facial expression for so long that, after a while, I was sure I was watching a “happening,” or some new endurance piece dreamed up by a disciple of Andy Warhol. But I wasn’t. This was just porn—incredibly ill-conceived, poorly executed, amateurish porn—and it contained a remarkable, unique beauty all its own, uncodified by, and unimaginable within, the context of contemporary art.


Greedily, I grabbed another tape, and then another. The Ed Powers stuff was creepy and reeked of sleaze, but I enjoyed that. Ed played himself, a shy nebbish in his mid-thirties who’d begun to invite pretty girls that he found on the street or located through channels in LA’s adult industry to come over to his house and fuck him on camera. Two charismatic adult film stars, Jamie Gillis and Randy West, both of whom were just beginning to show the first signs of aging, joined him; together, they were the Nasty Brothers. Jamie and Randy were in good physical shape, Ed not so much, but all three of them took turns interviewing and then sloppily porking the girls. It wasn’t very erotic, but it was real.


Amateur porn tossed you some regular girls—waitresses, substitute teachers, teenage fuck-starlets at the very beginning of their careers—and the frank, uncomplicated format of the videos left them unencumbered by unrealistic plotlines and idiotic costumes. The girls answered the prosaic questions about their lives more or less honestly, it seemed, as if they were participating in some odd anthropological film project about a highly specific subset of people, those drawn to fucking on stained couches for the entertainment of strangers. And even when Ed and his buddies quit the interviews and began pandering to a more prurient set of interests, the video was still documentary-like: you could learn a lot about someone by the way that they bucked when experiencing an ecstatic moment. To my bleary, late-night eyes, even the fakest orgasms seemed somehow confessional.


I sampled from almost all of the tapes that night. It was early morning before I pried myself away from my VCR. An expansive warmth had begun to emanate from the center of my chest, spreading outward to all reaches of my body. I threw on a hooded sweatshirt and wandered dreamily out to the porch with a bowlful of Periwinkle’s leaf, intent on catching the sunrise.


It was as if I had discovered a whole new universe, one that reflected back to a period of time that I’d long forgotten, or never experienced in the first place. What was it that Dusty had said—erotic history? These fuck videos were packed with intimate glimpses of real people, naked not just in dress but in action—momentarily unguarded, weirdly free.


Toking happily, I rocked back in my chair, imagining for a moment that I was there with them, starring in the worst movies of all time, playfully humping around with fun-loving, impulsive chicks, and earning a big paycheck at the same time. Or no, even better, filming the whole thing! I envisioned myself sitting in a big director’s chair, with a megaphone and a beret, a trustworthy underling taking dictation as I dreamed up the next retarded “scene” for a movie that no one expected anything of, a film everyone imagined would be utterly inconsequential. But I would show them all. I would pull off a surprise—a sex film that had heart, one that had soul. I’d make a porno that was actually good…


I stopped, mid-puff. My mouth hung open, and the lighter loosened from my grip, threatening to fall. A chill flashed through my body. Every hair stood on end.


Of course, I thought. My God, it was all right there in front of me.


Thousands of adult movies were produced each year. The majority of them were thoughtless garbage. And yet, they sold. They sold like crazy.


I could do that, I thought, wildly. I could do that… but better.


It was so beautiful—so incredibly simple—that I wanted to smack myself for not thinking of this sooner. I had no pretensions about becoming a “fine” artist. I sucked at drawing, painting, sculpture, graphic design, photography, and acting—and I knew it. But in truth, I didn’t want to be part of the contemporary art world at all. It felt phony and unreal to me, a playground for rich kids. Porn, on the other hand—that was relevant. People didn’t wax poetic about porn; they used it. And yes, maybe they often regretted doing so: maybe porn was junk food, a quick fix that left you somehow unnourished. But it didn’t have to be that way.


All you needed was a little ingenuity! If you were going to make an adult video, you had to include a little nudity, a little intercourse, and a few bodily fluids. That’s all. Once you took care of those totally basic requirements, the field was wide open. I mean, if you wanted to, you could make a serious courtroom drama, as long as the last ten minutes featured a dildo scene between the DA and the defendant. If you did that, you were set; if you did that, you had just made a porno. And people were naturally curious about pornos. They would want to watch.


People would watch. The words rang in my head as I sat there on the porch, the sun now beginning to rise and swell in the sky. An audience! If I made a porno, I wouldn’t have to beg my friends to watch it—they’d be begging me. And strangers would pay me. I could sell my tapes on eBay. They had a Mature Audiences section, tucked away at the very bottom corner of their Category page. I’d peeked there before. Amateur porno tapes, VHS dubs with hand-printed labels, were doing serious dollars.


I could do this. I knew it in my gut: I could make this happen.


I began fantasizing about scenarios. I wasn’t sure what direction I wanted to go in, but I was certain that it had to be different than the rest of the stuff out there. Pornographers operated on that assembly-line mentality, but not me. I would edit my tapes carefully. What’s more, I’d make sure to record faithfully what went on during the making of the scene. If someone farted in front of my camera, that was going in the final cut. If a guy used Viagra to give himself an erection, then I was going to show him swallowing the pill.


I rocked back and forth in my chair, growing progressively more excited. Yes—the honesty trip! I’d include the rough edges, stuff that no one else would think to keep in. I’d pay my actresses on camera, but not before sitting them down to have an open discussion about their reasons for making such a terrible career move in the first place. I’d make pornography that deliberately left room for spontaneity. I’d find interesting people, put them in weird situations, and go forward from there. My life would become strange and spectacular. I would make movies, and plenty of cash, but more importantly, I would have experiences.


I knew what I was going to do with my life. I was going to become a pornographer. An artistic pornographer.
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THREE
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In the meantime, though, I was broke. I had to latch on to some kind of employment, and quick.


I managed to finagle a job at the local health food store, where, to my delight, they stuck me behind the juice bar. It was perfect: while I squeezed beets and slung wheatgrass, I kept an eye out for possible coconspirators. Casually, I began to bring up genitalia more and more often in everyday conversation, eyeing my customers to see if they betrayed any abnormal interest. The plan worked like a charm: within days, I met a mellow, middle-aged pervert named Dennis who mentioned quite shamelessly, as if it were the most natural thing in the world, that he liked getting pissed on. Immediately I knew I had found a kindred spirit.


Motioning to my manager that I was going on break, I whipped off my apron and signaled for Dennis to follow me to a corner table, where we could speak more privately.


“I’m liking what you’re saying,” I whispered.


“I can tell,” Dennis murmured, excitedly. “Are you thinking of arranging a… ‘party’?”


“Something like that,” I said. I eyed him intensely. “How would you feel about taking a ‘shower’ in a more public forum?”


“What’ve you got in mind?” Dennis asked, coloring slightly.


“Let me put it like this,” I said quietly, my eyes locked into his. “How would you like to star in your very own porno movie?”


Dennis looked at me, his mouth slightly agape, seemingly stunned at his good fortune. “That sounds amazing,” he whispered.


“I’m thinking of becoming a pornographer,” I explained. “Maybe you can be my first real star.”


“But who are you going to get to perform with me?”


“Who do you want?”


“A really bitchy, dominatrix type would be great,” breathed Dennis.


“I’ll find you one,” I promised. “That shouldn’t be very difficult at all. Now, how much are you asking, Dennis?”


“Why, I’d do it for free,” he announced, smiling. “It’d be my pleasure.”


“Good man,” I said, my eyes filling with unexpected tears. “Thank you, Dennis. This is going to be just terrific. Oh, wow—I think it’ll be a lot of fun, don’t you? Something to remember, a real experience.”


“I eat shit, too,” Dennis said, helpfully.


Momentarily stunned, I slowly swiveled my head to see if anyone had overheard us. No one seemed to be looking in our direction with a horrified expression, so I assumed we were okay.


“You eat… what?”


“Oh, I eat shit. I prefer it to drinking piss.”


“Drinking piss?”


“Well, bathing in it, drinking it. Whatever. I probably like drinking it better. And of course I prefer eating shit to either of those.”


I looked at him. “Are you fucking with me?”


“No, not at all,” Dennis said. He shook his head earnestly. “Nope.”


“Well, listen, Dennis, I just don’t know about all this. I don’t know if I could shoot that.”


“Oh no. You can’t make a sex tape that shows defecation,” Dennis said, authoritatively. “Not to sell, at least. It’s very illegal.”


“Oh,” I breathed, relieved. “Well, that takes care of that.”


“I’d be up for it if you wanted to set something up privately, though.”


“Right.” I stared at him for a long second. “I think I’m going to pass, Dennis.”


“Great. No problem. Let’s do this peeing thing. I’m really excited about it.”


Finding a partner for Dennis proved to be easier than I imagined. All I had to do was visit a few BDSM websites and shoot off a bunch of emails; within a week, I’d received a phone call from Janay, a tall, muscular blonde from San Jose who was totally enthusiastic about my proposition. For $300, she’d not only humiliate Dennis, she’d also sit down for an hour-long interview with me on the day of the shoot.


“Obviously, I’d like to punish him a little bit, too, if that’s all right.”


“That sounds just fine,” I said. “I’ll run that by Dennis the next time I talk to him.”


“Best part of my job,” she said wistfully. “I have a thick, leather whip…”


“I bet you do,” I said. “Do you work in a dungeon?”


“I actually don’t, Sam,” Janay said, brightly. “I’m lucky enough to be able to make my living almost exclusively as a video-dom. I’ve done lots of work for a San Francisco–based company called Redboard. Are you familiar with them? The guy in charge is named Duck Dumont. He’s actually quite well known in pornographic circles—as the legend goes, he shot Traci Lords’s first film, back in the early eighties. Anyway, Duck’s sort of fallen in love with what I bring to the screen. He’s given me my own series.”


“What’s it called?”


“Debbie Does Whip-Ass,” Janay said, proudly. “He lets me really thrash those fuckers.”


“O-kayyy,” I said. “Let’s just say, though, that, for instance, Dennis doesn’t really want to get hurt?”


“Then I’ll just totally humiliate him,” Janay said, shortly. “I really couldn’t give a fuck one way or the other, just so long as I get to make him cry.”


Not long after I settled on a date with Janay and gave her directions to my house (Periwinkle had given me permission to use the living room as our set), I called Dennis.


“Sam!” he said eagerly. “What’s the good word?”


“Got some great news for you, Dennis.”


“You’re kidding! You found somebody?”


“I sure did. And she’s gorgeous, too.”


“Oh my God. Oh, my God. Do you have pictures?”


“Absolutely. They’re on the Internet, I’ll give you the Web address in a second. She’s a beautiful blonde, about thirty-two years old, sexy as hell. Her legs go all the way up to her neck, Dennis.”


“This is incredible,” Dennis whispered, breathlessly. “I can’t believe this is happening to me. And is she a bitch?”


“Possibly… though she was very polite on the phone. Here’s the thing, though: it sounds like she wants to do you some physical damage.”


“Well, I’m not really into pain,” Dennis said, doubtfully.


“Yeah, that’s what I figured. Listen, don’t worry about it. She still wants to do the video. Are you busy this Saturday?”


“This Saturday? Wow, that’s soon. Are you serious, Sam?”


“Of course I am, Dennis. This is important to me, too, you know. Now, can I count on you to be there?”


“Yes,” Dennis said, after a brief pause. “You can count on me.”


Dennis called me on Friday evening, wondering what he should wear.


“Do you think I should try to look… cool?”


“I don’t think that’s necessary. You’re gonna get pissed on, you know?”


“You’re right, you’re right. Sorry, Sam. I just wish I were in better shape, though. I’m usually pretty good about going jogging, but lately, with work and all…”


“Dennis,” I interrupted gently. “Please stop worrying. You’ll look great, I promise. Now, try to get some sleep.”


But I was having trouble sleeping myself. On Saturday, I awoke with a tight, nervous stomach, and I couldn’t help wondering if it might be best to call the whole thing off. Things had moved so fast, after all—there was still time to turn back. But I squelched the urge. When afternoon rolled around, Janay showed right on time, toting a pink canvas bag so large and bulky that it looked as if it might contain a dead child. “Costumes,” she explained cheerily. “And a few of my instruments. In case your friend changes his mind.”


“Great,” I said, weakly. I flipped my camera on. “Do you mind if I start the interview?”


“Not at all,” Janay said, settling comfortably onto Periwinkle’s low-slung couch. “I love your aesthetic, by the way. So Northern California.”


“Thanks,” I said. “Most of the stuff is my housemate’s.”


“Even so,” she said, generously, “you show good taste simply by choosing to live with him.”


“Thanks,” I said again. “So…”


“I’m sorry. Please go on.”


“How’d you ever get the idea to be a fetish-film actress?”


“Well, you might not believe this, Sam,” Janay said, leaning toward me and my camera, “but I used to be quite shy. I hated to draw attention to myself. I never wore revealing clothing—never even wore a bikini to the beach. I wouldn’t have sex with the lights on. I was very boring.”


Indeed, I wouldn’t have believed it. She was quite sexy by anyone’s standards. “What happened?”


“About three years ago, I was in a motorcycle accident,” Janay said. “I sustained considerable trauma to my head. When I got out of the hospital, the strangest thing started happening. Suddenly, I wanted everybody to look at me. Apparently the injury to my head had the effect of making me an extreme extrovert. Particularly in the sexual arena.”


“That’s wild.”


“Isn’t it? Straightaway, I started dancing at clubs. Within a very short time, I landed in front of the camera. And that’s where I’ve been ever since.” She smiled. “I guess you could say that I’m making up for lost time.”


“Do you do hardcore, too?” I asked.


“Oh, I’ll do a solo masturbation every once in a while, if someone asks me. And I’ll happily do a nude photo shoot with a guy, as long as there’s no actual penetration. The idea of having sex on camera just doesn’t appeal to me. I’m more drawn to the fetishy stuff. It’s… richer.”


“Psychologically richer?”


“Yes,” Janay said, beaming. “That’s it exactly. Fetish is like a… game. There’s lots of talking, lots of banter. And since I’m always a top, I always win.”


“Why do you always have to be a top?” I asked. “Don’t you ever want to submit to anyone else?”


Janay paused for a moment. “I spent the whole first half of my life submitting,” she said. “I used to get beat a lot. So, I’m not really into getting dominated much anymore.”


“Oh,” I said, rather unsure as to how to respond. “Okay.”


“You know, Sam,” she said, “I’m not stupid. I know that every time I go out there and start playing the dom, I’m dealing with my history, with my personal demons. But when I think back to how I used to be, how I used to live? I was totally in denial. I was scared of my own pain. When I take a moment to think back on how it was, I’m actually kind of pleased to be doing it this way now.”


Janay and I finished talking, and then she asked for a few minutes alone, to “get into character.” I picked up the phone and dialed Dennis.


“Dennis Seltzer.”


“Dennis. It’s time.”


I think now might be as good a time as any other for me to mention that I had absolutely no clue as to what I was doing. I had basically zero experience shooting “action.” My video efforts in college had been limited almost exclusively to long tripod takes, where, as often as not, I’d be filming myself, goofing for the camera, usually while wearing a wig. There’d been considerable leeway for mistakes and do-overs. If I wanted to take all night to get one shot, I could. Here, I’d have one chance to make it look good, and that would be it.


I also had no real idea what I wanted to happen in the scene. Dennis was going to be “humiliated”—but how? Did we hash out an attack plan beforehand? I was at least nominally the director; did that mean I was supposed to tell them what to do? I had no idea what they should do. In fact, how was I even going to know when the scene was over? As Janay stepped out of the bathroom, clad in black spiked boots and leather chaps, hoisting a riding crop menacingly in her right hand, I was suddenly frightened out of my mind.


Janay motioned disgustedly at Dennis, who grinned up at her. I noticed he’d gotten a haircut, the poor schmuck.


“Is this him?”


I turned my camera on. “Yep, that’s him.”


“Well, hello, mister. What’s your name?”


“Dennis.”


“I heard you’re ‘not into pain,’ Dennis.”


“Yes, that’s right.” He looked up at her dreamily. Totally in love.


“Well, even though I’m very disappointed in you, I’m going to respect that. Got it? I’ll respect you, as long as you respect me.”


“Yes.”


“Yes, what?”


“I… I don’t know.”


“Yes, mistress.”


“Yes, mistress,” said Dennis, obediently.


I zoomed in on him, framing his face inexpertly. I prayed that the light in the living room was good enough. I prayed for the ability to hold the camera steady.


“I want you to get those clothes off. Get on the floor, little doggy.”


Dennis took off his clothes and went down on all fours. He didn’t have too bad a body for a forty-five-year-old guy. A little paunchy, but there were signs of health there.


“Hump my leg, doggy. Hump it good.” Dennis humped. “Now stop. I want you to stand up. Turn around. That’s right: turn around. Now turn around again. Keep doing it, Dennis. Don’t stop.”


In my Californian living room, a totally nude middle-aged man was on his feet, revolving slowly, his eyes closed.


“I feel sick,” said Dennis, after a few moments.


“You spoke incorrectly, Dennis. Keep going.” She folded her arms. “I feel sick, what?”


“I feel sick, mistress,” mumbled Dennis. “Please… I really want to stop.”


“Oh, stop then,” Janay said, irritably. “You’re a very weak little boy, aren’t you, Dennis?”


“Yes, mistress,” agreed Dennis, wobbling unsteadily. “May I sit down, please, mistress?”


“Of course, Dennis,” Janay purred. “Sit down, weak little boy. Sit down and watch me, and I’ll let you do what little boys love to do.” Janay stretched sexily and removed her top. “Look at my tits, Dennis. Look at my tits and play with yourself.” She bent over and began running her hands gently over her tanned body, alternating her sensuous glances between Dennis and my camera. I panned across her breasts shakily, hoping against hope that I was covering this monumental occasion competently.


Janay checked Dennis’s groin for signs of life, but there were none.


“What’s the matter, Dennis? Don’t I turn you on?”


“Your body turns me on immensely,” whispered Dennis.


“Then what’s wrong? Why aren’t you getting hard?”


“I don’t know,” mumbled Dennis. He looked up at the camera, and I knew somehow that he was going to apologize to me, so I held up my hand and motioned that it was fine, that he was to soldier on. We weren’t going to stop.


“I have a surprise for you, Dennis,” Janay said sweetly. She tromped off into the kitchen. When she returned, she was wearing a strap-on: a nine-inch plastic penis advancing from her crotch. “I had a feeling this might appeal to you.”


Dennis looked as excited as a child on Christmas morning. “Yes!” he whispered.


“Then come here and suck my cock,” Janay said, smiling. Her boy obeyed, gagging happily. I approached them cautiously, taking a seat on the floor next to Dennis, filming his face and his hot breath in the air around me. Some of his drool got on one of Periwinkle’s plants. It was a little disgusting.


“Now,” Janay said, removing her plastic penis from Dennis’s mouth (it made a small pop), giving his head a small shove with the back of her hand, “let’s see how you’re doing.” But his penis was still limp.


“What is your deal?” Janay yelled. “Do I not do it for you?”


“No, you’re perfect,” whispered Dennis. “I swear.”


“Then why is your dick soft? Get it hard, Dennis, or our game is over.”


“I will,” he promised. “Mistress. Let me… let me watch you some more.”


Janay sighed, frustrated, but she took off her leather chaps, revealing black g-string underwear and an ass so perfect it looked like it had been drawn by Marvel comics. I checked it out expectantly on my LCD screen. It photographed very nicely.


Lying on his back, Dennis massaged his knob, trying desperately to bring it back to life. Janay squatted next to him, running her riding crop delicately through Dennis’s graying chest hair.


“Dennis?” she said softly.


“Yes, mistress?”


“Do you know how much self-control it’s taking me not to use this on you?”


Dennis laughed nervously. He glanced toward me for support, but I only hovered silently behind my camera, recording all.


“Usually, sweetie,” Janay continued, “if a man insults me, the way that you’re insulting me right now, he pays for it. But not Dennis. No, he doesn’t like pain. But guess what? I like pain, Dennis. That’s what turns me on.”


She looked down at him for a reaction, but Dennis was speechless. His penis was as limp and shriveled as a dishrag.


“Fine!” she yelled. “Be that way! I’ll give you what you want. You pathetic little cocksucker! Here, doggy! Open your fucking mouth. Open your mouth, you little fucking dog bastard.”


She pulled off her g-string and squatted over Dennis’s face. For a wild moment, I was sure she was going to crap on his head.


But instead, she began to urinate in a drinking glass. It was a strong stream; a gusher. It felt like it would never end. She collected it all and then handed it to Dennis with a flourish.


He swallowed as much piss as he could handle. But some ran down his face, out the sides of his mouth, finding a home in his gray-streaked goatee. A cluster of droplets freckled Periwinkle’s couch.


“Lo-ok,” Janay sang, and both Dennis and I followed her index finger. “It’s working.”


Dennis’s cock now stood at full attention.


“Now do it,” Janay ordered. She stood up, completely naked save her stilettos, pointing the riding crop down at Dennis’s face with crazed gusto. “Come, Dennis. Come now.”


“I’m trying,” pleaded Dennis, jacking his penis miserably. He licked his mustache, in search of erstwhile drops, but already he had begun to wilt. He worked vainly for a while, but it was over, and we all knew it. He shortened his strokes, then abandoned the job altogether. Dennis lay back and closed his eyes, defeated. Janay knelt down next to his supine body; I followed suit. For a long moment, the three of us huddled there, exhausted, the slow, patient hum of my video camera the only audible sound.
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FOUR
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Periwinkle had his doubts about the whole thing.


“This is… very brave,” he said, reviewing the raw footage with me that night. “With a little effort, you might be able to edit this down to something halfway compelling. That Dennis is a freak.”


“You don’t know the half of it.”


“But really, Sam, let’s think rationally. Would anyone actually choose this to jerk off to?”


“Everybody likes something different,” I said defensively. “That’s the inherent beauty of sexual cinema.”


“Well, that’s very open-minded of you,” Periwinkle said. “I wish you the best of luck trying to sell it.”


In the end, he was right. I pruned the footage down to a compact twenty minutes, alternating action shots with interview snippets from both Janay and Dennis, and felt rather pleased with my efforts. But when I put it up for a “Dutch” auction on eBay (meaning that multiple buyers could bid successfully on the tape), priced to move at $6.99, only four people bit. I should have known. The true urine aficionado is notoriously difficult to please.


For the first time, I felt discouraged; more, I was confused. Was I a pornographer, or wasn’t I? My identity was in a terrible state of limbo.


I couldn’t stop fretting about my film. Nervously, I sent copies off to friends. One prompt reply, via email, told me all I needed to know.


“Bro,” it read, “I couldn’t beat off to that if my life depended on it.”


I’d done even worse than I had imagined, then.


I decided to call my dad.


“Sam! Great to hear from you! How are you?”


“Really good, Dad. How’s Chapel Hill? How’s the house?”


“We can’t complain. Spring is in the air. The daffodils are out. They look spectacular. What’s wrong? What do you need?”


“Just a little bit of money. Just a touch.”


“No problem. What do you need, a hundred bucks? How about a hundred and fifty? Tell you what: I’ll send off a check in the next couple of days. You get it back to me at your leisure.”


“I was thinking more like a thousand.”


“Sorry, I think the connection went out for a second. I must not have heard you correctly. What’d you say?”


“A thousand?”


“There it goes again. You see, I thought you said ‘a thousand.’ But you couldn’t have said that—right, Sam?”


“I’ll pay you back, Dad. I’m dead serious. And just so you know, this isn’t going towards the rent. I’ve got a whole business plan in the works here.”


“Which is what, may I ask?”


“Dad, I’m almost in the position to fill you in on it. Be patient with me for just a short while longer. I want to be able to present this vision to you in its fullest flower.”


“That sounds highly suspicious. Why don’t you take a couple extra shifts at the juice bar? A little hard work never killed anyone. Or come out here for a month or two. We’ve got plenty to do, I promise you that. The kudzu is completely out of control, for example.”


“Dad, I live out here now. Come on, what do you say? It’s just a grand. I’ll pay it back in sixty days, promise. If not, you can start tacking on five percent interest.”


“Compounded daily. Listen, I’ll talk it over with your mother, and we’ll let you know. In the meantime, I’ll be waiting to hear about that ‘business plan’ of yours. It sounds extremely dubious.”


My dad was right, of course—it was a rather dubious plan. Clearly, I had only the most basic sense of what appealed to the contemporary porn connoisseur. And to make matters worse, I had no leads on actors. My future hinged, I realized suddenly, on my ability to procure some true porno headliners.


The next weekend, hoping to do some research, I hitched a ride up to San Francisco. There was one place that I especially wanted to check out: “The Lusty Lady.” From what I’d heard, it was a forward-thinking sort of joint, a workers’ cooperative owned by the women who danced there. Progressive strippers, I thought—what better candidates for New Millennium porn could there be?


But the place had a decidedly sad, fucked-up vibe to it. You cashed in $10 worth of quarters, then entered a tiny booth, where you fed the coins into arcade-like slots in order to open a small sliding window. The temporary peephole gave you a view of a dimly lit room that contained two or three semi-punk chicks—essentially Suicide Girls with a little more meat on their bones—who were walking around very, very slowly with “sexy” looks on their faces like masks. They had lit the viewing booths up, so the strippers could see you just as clearly as you could see them. If you beckoned to one, she’d saunter over, biting her lip provocatively, treating you to some profoundly aggressive eye contact. Either that, or she’d just bend over and put her ass up in the air. That was your cue to start beating off.


Sooner or later, your window would come down; when that happened, you put in more quarters. It was a weird place. I suppose that if you wanted to put in the time, and the money, the possibility for an erotic connection was there. Certainly, there was this odd sensation that the girls were casing you just as closely as you were casing them, and that produced a few moments of unexpected vulnerability, which I found interesting, if not exactly pleasurable. Overall, though, it wasn’t really what you’d call a “feel-good” environment. I still felt the familiar strip club sensations of loneliness and mutual disrespect. It made me feel like a john, and I wasn’t into it, so I beat off quickly into a wad of paper towels, and disgusted with myself, made for the door.


My next stop was in the Mission, a sex shop called Good Vibrations. The worker-owned store boasted a huge collection of silicon dildos and adjustable cock rings, but it also sported a “sex-positive” floor vibe that was decidedly nonsleazy, without being totally antiseptic. I skulked around for a little while, then finally got up the nerve to approach one of the store employees, a sexy fat Mexican woman in her mid-thirties whose name tag read Felice Amador—Happy Lover.


“Can I help you with anything?”


“Well, I don’t know,” I said. “That kind of depends.”


“On what?”


“On whether you know anybody who will fuck on film for me. See,” I said, smiling shyly, “I’m sort of a pornographer.”


Felice listened to my pitch patiently, then, surprisingly, voiced a concern quite resembling my own.


“There’s so much room for growth in the genre, it’s true. I’ve always felt that way.”


“Porn doesn’t have to be shitty!” I cried, desperately relieved to find somebody else who saw it my way.


“I know, right? But our culture is so ashamed of having nonretractable genitals that we punish ourselves for feeling horny by producing the worst sexual aids imaginable.”


“And that’s where Good Vibrations comes in?”


“Right. It’s like, we all want to do it… why not just admit it? Be proud of being carnal. It means you’re still alive.”


“Have you guys ever considered making movies?” I asked.


“It’s funny that you mention it, because we’ve actually just started to have some serious talks. We’re thinking about putting together a good bisexual movie. They’re in really short supply.”


“Sounds great,” I said. “But do you think anybody who works in the store—or even shops here—would be up to making some porn, now?”


“It’s definitely worth a try,” Felice said. “Why don’t you make up some sort of flier, and I’ll put it in the dressing room. That way, everybody’ll see it.”
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ehronicle of a young man who invites the decpest,

most troubling parts of himself to rise to the

suddenly very small.
A provocative, universal coming-of-age story,
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honesty the darkly rich junction of sex and

self-discovery.
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