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This book is dedicated to my father,
whose sense of humor and stalwart belief in me
have made this life of mine possible.
I’m really sorry about some of these stories, Dad;
we don’t ever have to talk about them.
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And to George Michael, whose sweet ass keeps
showing up at important times in my life.





the captain of some ridiculous ship


When I was four years old, my friend Mikey told me that when he went downhill fast, like in a car, it made his pee-pee feel funny. I didn’t understand what he meant until it happened to me. I was on a roller coaster with the Seven Dwarfs. All eight of us were sitting politely in our little cars, chugging up a steep incline with our hands on our safety bars, and when we descended rapidly while screaming and smiling, I got the greatest, most excited sparkly feeling in my pee-pee. It woke me up immediately. It was easily the best dream I’d had up to that point in my young life.


With some time and experimentation, I figured out how to make that feeling happen on purpose while I was awake. My mom had to take me to the doctor with frequent urinary tract infections because I was too young to understand the need to have clean hands when I had them stuck constantly down my pants. The doctor asked me, “Have you been touching yourself a lot down there?” Like I was going to admit to manually rubbing out thirty or forty sparkles every single day. I shook my head innocently and realized that I was either going to have to start washing my hands or figure out something else. So I made up humping, because I was smart.


I began rubbing around on my bed and bedroom floor with the fervor of someone on fire. My bedroom was upstairs, though, and in an effort to be more efficient, I discovered that the downstairs bathroom was also a fine place to hump. The floor was covered in blue shag carpet, and there was a lock on the door. The only problem was that because of the size of the bathroom, when I lay down on the floor to do it, my face ended up just behind the closed door. Unfortunately, this meant I could see everyone’s shoes in the space under the door when they walked between the kitchen and the family room. Do you know how hard it is to keep your hump concentration on Shirley from Laverne & Shirley in the episode where she gets hit in the head, gets amnesia, thinks she’s a stripper, and takes her clothes off at the Elks Lodge, when you have to watch your mom with her big toes scoot-clapping on by in her Dr. Scholl’s?


But I would not be deterred. I humped soundlessly, all the while keenly aware of how long I was taking so as not to raise suspicion about what I was doing. When I was through, I’d make sure to fluff the shag back up. I was a careful little humper.


By some lucky fluke, I discovered that if I put something down between my legs while I rubbed around it felt even better. New and improved sparkles!


At first I used the My Size Barbie I won in the fourth-grade softball throw. I was pretty pissed when they gave it to me. I mean, what total jock wants a stupid My Size Barbie? The answer was: this horny little kid. Barbie was great, and the kind of pretty I liked, but I was lanky and I outgrew her quickly. Soon after, I started humping the hamburger pillow I sewed in sixth-grade home ec. It was just the right size and shape to fit where it needed to fit, so I got down with that pillow for years. I went on so many secret nighttime dates with that thing that I eventually rubbed one of the sesame seeds clean off the bun. Sure, it was a hamburger, but we had a good thing going.


Eventually, like when I was eighteen, I broke up with my hamburger, which by then had zero sesame seeds left on it, and I started exploring the possibility of making sparkles with other people, because that’s what normal folks do. Things became awkward very quickly. I initially blamed it on the boners.


The first boner I met belonged to a cute bodybuilding guy. It was our second date. I was still living with my parents, and my dad was taking a nap in the bedroom next to mine. I brought my date into my room. We started making out and things got a little out of control, perhaps because our date was spent lifting weights at the gym. Next thing I knew, I felt his boner on my leg. As this was my first experience with a boner, it very quickly became the only thing in the room. I swear, it rose up and blocked out the sun. Everything became just bonerbonerbonerboner. My brain began shouting, WHAT DO I DO WITH THIS BONER WITHOUT WAKING UP MY DAD? The obvious answer, of course, was defuse the boner. Or, in other words: hand job.


I’d read about hand jobs. When I hadn’t been busy humping shit on the floor of my bedroom, I read a lot. I tried to learn about having sex with other people from reading books because there was no Internet yet. In those books, the sex always seemed so amazing, hot, and perfect. I went on sleepovers where we stole my friend’s mom’s paperback novels like Wifey or Endless Love. As any curious kids would do, we turned immediately to the ends of chapters, where men’s kisses set the skin of women’s milky white breasts on fire and women handled the heavy throbbing of a man’s member against her thigh with finesse and expertise. Their sparkles seemed easy and abundant.


Those books were obviously not written about a naive, eighteen-year-old honor roll shortstop whose only sexual experience up to that point had been with a doll and a hamburger.


I did a hand job with as much finesse and expertise as I knew how. Unfortunately for my date it was probably something close to yanking his dry penis off of his body while making sexy groaning noises and wondering why nothing actually throbbed. Luckily, he was a nineteen-year-old boy, so it only took him about three minutes to come. When he did, I closed my eyes, because no way did I want to see that. The problem was that he closed his eyes too and neither of us saw where his come went. It wasn’t on my hand or on either of our pants. It had disappeared. I still lived with my parents. Sometimes they came into my room for stuff. WE HAD TO FIND THE COME BEFORE MY PARENTS DID.


Looking for come with someone you’ve only been on two dates with is a little awkward. My dad was still sleeping in the next room while we scrambled around in mine searching for it: on the bed, on the carpet, in my hair, on the ceiling (he convinced me it might be there). This was horrible and the least sexy thing I could imagine, aside from doing a hand job. We never found his magical disappearing come, which is how I always thought of it, until a girlfriend pointed out that maybe it was the worst hand job ever and probably it was so awful that he faked coming just so he could get out of there before I gave his dick an Indian sunburn. I was pretty sure no one was going to be flipping to the end of any chapters to read about this.


Which brings us to Boner Number Two. It belonged to Michael, a pretty fry cook who worked in the kitchen at my job. His eyes were very blue and I thought he was sweet. He asked me out for a drink after work. I assumed this meant he liked me and wanted to date me. I surely didn’t think he was trying to get me into the back seat of his Pontiac to meet his boner, which he called his “Little Friend.” But there’s where I found myself. He kept pointing to his boner and saying, “Say hello to my Little Friend,” as in “Suck my creepy dick.” As I was incredibly naive and still thought we might hold hands at some point, I did my best to defuse the boner again. This time I made out with it, because I’m sure that’s what Judy Blume would’ve wanted me to do. Maybe it was that I had thought we were just going to talk, or maybe it was that I was in the back seat of a Pontiac with Scarface who smelled like French fries, but my first blow job was so much worse and more awkward than my first hand job. There was no come, magical or otherwise, and Michael never talked to me after that. It was Boners: 2, Holly: 0. Clearly, everything I’d read in those books wasn’t helping me at all.


As boners weren’t doing anything for my quest for sparkles, I eventually weaned myself off them and hoped that the awkwardness of sex would go away too. But it turns out that boners weren’t the problem. Sex was actually the problem. Those sparkles could be elusive motherfuckers.


Shortly after I decided that boners weren’t for me, I started having sex with girls. While my pants became much happier, there was still plenty of the awkward to be had. One night, I was sitting up in bed naked with a girl when she suddenly shimmied underneath me, pulled me up over her, and told me to sit on her face, because I obviously looked like a person who wants to sit on a chick’s face???? (If I look like any part of a face-sitting bonanza, it’s definitely NOT the sitter.) I was stunned and found myself holding onto my headboard, like the captain of some ridiculous ship, cautiously lowering myself down like I was about to dip into icy water. I reluctantly made it down onto her expectant mouth and realized I didn’t know the first thing about face-sitting protocol. I’d never sat this close to someone’s eyes before. What is the maximum weight load for a face? Was there supposed to be a safe word? How would I hear her if she were to say it? This was worse than boners. There were no sparkles here.


It was the same feeling as when I was scissored by a girl. She was very athletic. She maneuvered herself around and managed to slide a leg up under my back so that she could spread her legs and smear her parts all over my parts in that most ancient of Sapphic mating rituals. It was like having a women’s studies class right there in my bedroom. I kept almost taking a foot in the face while she writhed around and eventually got off while Ani DiFranco wailed in the background. Why couldn’t we just finger bang, rescue a Chihuahua together, and make some hummus, like normal lesbians? Things were much simpler when it was just me and my hamburger.


But I can’t go back to simple. None of us can. We grow up and into a world beyond the Seven Dwarfs, Barbies, and humpy pillows that Judy Blume never bothered to tell us about, that E. L. James just flat-out lies about. It’s a world where translating making sparkles by ourselves into making them with other people is awkward. No one tells us the truth about it, and that’s not cool. Some horny kid’s going to find and sneak the BDSM atrocity Fifty Shades of Grey under the covers at night with a flashlight and be fucked up forever, especially when they discover boners for real. We can’t keep doing this to people. We need to stop being chicken shits and just tell the truth, so folks know how important it is to watch where the come lands.


This is a book of non-chicken-shit stories about awkward sex, great sex, imaginary sex, and being the wrong sex. It’s about some normal stuff too, because even the best life can’t be all about sex. Sometimes there are also things like school and jobs and banjos.


P.S. Don’t let your kids actually read this.
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off by just a little


I remember Halloween when I was in kindergarten. I was dressed as a cowgirl, which was the closest my mother dared get to my request to be a cowboy. The grade school parade preparations found me sitting on the carpeted steps of the library in my little red cowgirl outfit trimmed with black fringe and completed by the white handles of my pistols. I wished I could wear that outfit forever, except with pants instead of a skirt. I wished I could eat campfire beans and sleep on the ground instead of the bed I shared with my sister, wished my father drove a palomino horse instead of a Buick, wished I could worry about the sunrise and sunset instead of whether or not I would pee my pants that day. I wished I were a cowboy out in the desert—tired, dirty, and lean—so I could be alone and not worry about what I was or was not. I would ride out on the range and hear only the crickets and coyotes, my belly full of beans, grit in my teeth, the fringe hanging from my arms rolling in waves with the creosote breezes.


But instead I was in the library in a skirt. I was not a cowboy, I was not a boy at all, and I would probably pee my pants again that day. Goddammit, Mom. Goddammit, life.





the truth about cookies


The loss of your innocence always comes as a surprise, I think. I doubt anyone wakes up and thinks, Today’s the day that something tender and beautiful, something swathed in Pixy Stix sugar and copper penny shine, will be ripped away from me like a scab. There is no warning. For me, it happened on a fall night in 1993. I had no hints of the events to come, unless we count too many Zimas and songs from the new Wynonna Judd album as the ample omens they were.


In 1993 I came out as a lesbian. Up to that point, I’d had sex with numerous men, and it was mostly okay: a bump-and-grind hundred-meter dash where the only thing I was concerned with was crossing the orgasm finish line as fast as possible. The sex was always at least cordial. They had too much body hair, and my imaginary dick kept getting in the way, but generally it was nice, despite the messiness. Really, any would-be lesbian/straight man trapped in a woman’s body who’s ever walked to the bathroom with come running down her leg without being displeased with sex has had it pretty good.


Though I didn’t really want to have sex with men. What I really wanted was to have sex with girls. I’d fantasized about it for nearly my entire life. In 1993 I finally did something about it. At the age of twenty-three, I dumped my fiancée, cut off my legendary perm, and sauntered on over to Homoville.


I remember sitting at my desk and writing in my journal after I came out about how wonderful my life was now going to be—about how women are so lovely and sweet and kind. I was sure that from then on, my life would smell like fresh-baked cookies and that tiny bluebirds would bring me my robe in the morning while the Indigo Girls serenaded me. It would be like an all-girl Eden, but with Bud Light longnecks growing on the trees instead of apples. There would be no more come running down my leg, ever.


When I became a regular at the gay bar, the bartenders there gave me a nickname. They called me “The Ivory Girl.” I was shy and polite, I looked young and always showed up all scrubbed and shiny with my shirt tucked in and buttoned up to the collar because I believed that even if you have to be a gay, you can be a clean and nicely dressed gay. My nights at the bar were generally uneventful. I was nervous, and all I could muster were brief conversations with women that I didn’t want to know. Mostly, I sat at the bar, drank a few beers, and kept to myself. It seemed being gay was kind of like being at the airport, except with less sex.


Then I met Jaime. She was my age, was cute, sweet, and funny. She bought me a drink and let me kiss her in the parking lot that night. We, both so very shy, barely touched each other except at the mouth, which was enough to melt us down to the concrete under our feet. Sweet Jesus, that kiss was better than any orgasm I’d ever had with a man. It was better than any fantasy I’d had about Stefanie Powers. It was when I discovered that my mouth was connected to my pants in ways I had never before imagined.


The next time I saw her we went to her place and had sex. Actually, I dropped her off at her place and drove away to park around the corner and wait because she lived in an apartment attached to her parents’ house. They had no idea she liked girls, and I didn’t look like a handsome young man yet. I had to wait in my car for an hour, then sneak under their front window around to the back of the house to rap softly on her glass-paned French door.


She let me in and we went to her room. I remember that we were listening to George Michael and trying to be quiet and it was all very sweet and very hot and maybe a little clumsy because we were both so new at gay. We spent such a long time together, exploring, moving against each other, listening and singing to “Father Figure.” It lasted years or glorious weeks or just a few hours, I wasn’t sure. That night was like watching a beautiful sunset that lasted forever. I left in the whisper of 4 a.m. to crawl back under the front window and around the corner to my car and drove away feeling light and buzzy-buzzy on what had happened.


We saw each other for a few months. She was a professional tennis player and out of town much of the time, so she’d send me affectionate letters from England or Australia. If she was in town, we’d meet at the bar and then we’d go back to her house and I’d park around the corner again to crawl under the front window. The classic romance story. I simply adored her, but her sponsors began to question her sexuality. Back in 1993, large sports companies weren’t keen on sponsoring a lesbian. Jaime had to cut off anything that might look suspicious, which included our budding romance.


It hurt, but I certainly couldn’t blame her. Playing tennis was her dream. Mine was to have more sex with women and maybe even to fall in love. I still believed in the bluebirds and the cookies, and, although I was sad, I believed I’d get to have those things with someone soon. So I went back to the gay bar to find them, because everyone knows the gay bar is where cookies and bluebirds live.


It was a Sunday night, and there weren’t many people there. I was heartbroken and blue, the beer was flat, and I remember thinking I should just go home. Then someone sat down beside me.


She was older than me, easily in her forties to my twenties. She was attractive and well dressed, and looked like she also believed in being a clean gay. She said hello and introduced herself. I knew immediately that she was going to try to pick me up. I could smell it like I could smell her New West perfume, and I was interested in letting anything improve my situation.


I normally drank beer, but she bought me a Zima. We chatted. When we got to a lull in what would have been normal conversation, she upped the game by lifting an eyebrow to mention how magnificent she was. She owned a business, blah blah … another Zima. She had a nice house downtown, blah blah … another Zima. She drove a fast car, blah blah … another Zima. I was getting quite drunk. Or, more specifically, she was getting me quite drunk on purpose. At some point, perhaps when we heard Wynonna for the second time, I started to feel uncomfortable. The little red warning light that we all have started its dull glow in the back of my head. But it was up in my head, so very far away from my pants, where I desperately wanted to feel the hot buzz of sex with a woman again. So, when she offered to take me in her amazing car to her amazing house, I slurred, “Sure.”


I don’t remember what kind of car she drove, but I bet it was red. I do remember her house. It was mid-century modern, clean. All of its expensive surfaces were very shiny. She poured me a drink, took me by the hand, and led me back into her bedroom.


It was quiet except for the low hum of an enormous saltwater aquarium. I thought she might put some music on, but instead she ushered me directly to her bed. There was immediate kissing, which led to groping and to humping. The red warning light was glowing pretty brightly by now. I wasn’t enjoying myself as much as I thought I would, thanks to twenty-three Zimas, a glass of whiskey, and a complete lapse in judgment. But I forged on, bolstered by the promise of cookies and bluebirds, of camping and poetry and women’s music festivals and all the things that were going to make sleeping with women so much lovelier than sleeping with men.


I took her clothes off and I was lying on top of her, doing all the things I thought I should do, going slowly as I had with Jaime. Minutes in, while I was still navigating her skin with a gentle mouth, before I even moved my hand anywhere near her end zone, she gave me a stern command: “Put two fingers inside of me.” Initially, it stopped me, this command. Though I was a fairly new lesbian and hadn’t gotten that far into the instruction manual yet, I understood that two fingers is a fairly standard move. I’d have gotten there soon enough. I guessed she was just so obviously turned on by my awesome initial moves that she couldn’t wait. So, though there was nothing sweet about how this was happening, I put two fingers into her.


I began to get seriously turned on, because that’s what happens when I find my way into a vagina. I was breathing heavily, sweating, watching her through my dilated pupils, feeling that wonderful heavy, beating warmth in my own pants. I was thoroughly enjoying myself when she spoke again.


“Put three fingers inside of me.”


For the record, two was all I’d ever done. But this woman was older. Maybe when you get older you need three. I put my best three into her and continued like a champ. Though my rookie pitching arm was getting tired, my pants were still on fire with delight. She spoke a third time.


“Put another finger into me,” she commanded.


Um. Wait, now …


Even while drunk I knew that made four and four is too many. Four is a hand. Four is something you have a conversation about first, isn’t it? Four was a chapter I hadn’t expected to find in the manual. Four is when my pants went cold and the red light in my head went on so brightly that it made my scalp burn. I was being commanded, sternly, to do something that made me uncomfortable, something I didn’t really want to do, and something that didn’t seem lovely to me at all. But I scrunched my fingers tightly together and four is what I did, because I agreed to all of this, didn’t I? I let her buy me drinks, I came here in her car, and I got into her bed. Now I had my hand inside of her, and I hoped it would all be over soon because I was getting pretty creeped out. Also, because my arm was about to fall off.


That’s when she said it.


“Put your fist into me.” She wasn’t looking at me when she said it. In fact, I don’t think she looked at me at all that night. It’s like I wasn’t even there. We could have been strangers standing at a bus stop, where I was incidentally shaking hands with her vagina. I was an arm, a hand, a fist that she was commanding, that she somehow earned the right to command. My red light was now setting the room on fire. SAVE ME, GEORGE MICHAEL, it screamed. I wanted to take my hand and run away, to Jaime’s house, to my parents’ house, to kindergarten or somewhere else nice and sweet. But I didn’t run. I was a deer caught in the headlights. A deer that was balling its right hand into the smallest fist imaginable. When I squeezed my five fingers into the stretching, sloppy warmth of her, surprised that they fit, I felt myself leave my body a little bit. I looked at me and what I was doing—reluctantly punching this stranger in the vagina while she wouldn’t even look at me—and realized that the cookies and bluebirds were just some stupid shit I’d made up about sleeping with women. I’d fucked much nicer men than this woman. There may be more of these women out there. I should be more careful, and I should never go home with someone I don’t know, at least not in her car, even if it’s very fast and probably red.


When my arm gave out, when there was nothing more to put inside of her, when she was finished, I pushed myself off and put my shoes on while she got dressed. We walked outside and got into her car. After she started the engine, she looked directly at me and she said one last thing.


She said, “Do you want to go to Whataburger?”


Did I want to go to Whataburger? After that? After she gobbled up every bit of my tender innocence with her hungry vagina? I thought about what had happened that night, about what I’d lost and the knowledge I’d gained. For the second time that night, I slurred, “Sure.” If I couldn’t have cookies, at least I could have a goddamned Whataburger.





isn’t it good


Saturday was the best day. That was the day my dad would mow the lawn, which meant I could help him mow the lawn. By help, I mean I could go get him a beer when he asked for one. By get him a beer, I mean I could open it and drink some of it before I gave it to him. That’s what I mean. Every time I brought him a beer, he’d hold the can up and shake it a little before grinning and saying, “This one feels a little light, Holly.” But this story isn’t about how I started drinking beer when I was seven. This story is about my dad.


Every Saturday afternoon when I was seven or eight or nine, my dad went out and cut the grass. When he was done, he’d wrangle up the three of us kids and plop us down in the family room with our box of toys. He’d put a couple of his prized Beatles tapes in the Zenith dual-cassette stereo system and lie on the couch to take a nap while the Beatles wound from one reel to the next and we played around him.


My house wasn’t safe. It looked fine, but it was full of poisonous snakes, booby traps, and witch hunts. Of crocodiles and surprise pools of quicksand. It was full of my mom, with her anger and harshness and family meetings at two in the morning that would leave us all terrified and skittery. My house was swollen with fear of her.


My mom didn’t want to be a mom. It was clear to all of us that she longed for some other life, one that was much more glamorous. I guess it was difficult accepting her reality as the mother of three young kids living in Nebraska with a man who drove a Buick. When she met my dad, he drove a red Chevy convertible. He liked to dance. He was charming and handsome and swept her off her feet with his fancy jitterbug moves. But that was a long time ago, and by the time I was seven he was a blue-collar machinist with dirty fingernails who drove a sedan and drank canned beer, and together they had us. This was not the stuff her childhood dreams were made of. This was not what she would have chosen for herself. And though it wasn’t on purpose, she punished all of us for it, scolding and yelling and pointing her finger. She blamed us for how underwhelming her life had turned out.


But on Saturday my mom went to work, and we and our house could finally open our eyes and stop pretending to be invisible. We could breathe, loosen our shoulders, laugh, and maybe even throw toys and socks on the floor. She was gone and we were with my dad.


My dad didn’t say much. When he did speak, he liked to drop silly lines that he’d gleaned from the TV and then crack up at himself. “I may not be good, but I’m slow,” was what he said when he finished putting my new blue banana seat bike together or building us an ice-skating rink in the backyard. “That’s all for now, there’ll be a little more later,” is what he said when he did something good, like swish a basket from the far edge of the driveway while we looked on with our tiny mouths hanging open. He was good-natured, calm and steady. He taught us the important things, like how to skip rocks, how to leg wrestle, how to open a beer. He gave us pocketknives, taught us how to whittle, and didn’t freak out when we cut the shit out of ourselves. He never threatened to leave, never raised his voice, and never pulled us out of bed for a family meeting at two in the morning.


My dad was safe. He was our shark-proof cage, our home plate. He told us we were precious and made us feel as though we were.


Every Saturday my brother and sister and I got to hang out with my dad and feel okay and also listen to the Beatles. Every Saturday was a different mix of tapes, but we heard every album and song so many times that I had all of it memorized: all of the albums, all of the words. I’d always get excited when I heard “Drive My Car,” because I knew that was the first song on Rubber Soul, and up next was “Norwegian Wood.” That weird little song was my favorite.


“I once had a girl. Or should I say, she once had me.” I was seven. Every single time it came on I stopped playing with my Adventure People and tried to absorb what I was hearing—that instrument that sounded like a guitar out of tune, those lyrics that were magical and a puzzle and sexy. Even at seven, I knew that song was sexy.
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