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We asked every contributor certain facts about themselves and included their answers at the end of each letter. Some contributors didn’t answer every question and in those situations it says NA.
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introduction

I was barely five years old in 1973 when the novelist Nancy Friday’s cult classic, My Secret Garden: Women’s Sexual Fantasies, made its way onto the bookshelves and into the handbags of women in the US; just seven when it reached the women of Middle England. My Secret Garden was proof that women enjoyed as rich and diverse an erotic inner life as men. Finally, here was a book in which ordinary women, young and old – ‘you, me and our next-door neighbour’ – were talking honestly about arousal, masturbation, sexual dreams and desires. In their minds, nothing was off limits.

What Friday’s book revealed was that, for some of us, the sex we have in our head may be more stimulating than the physical nuts and bolts of any coupling, no matter how hot. Unconstrained by assumed social conventions, self-consciousness or perhaps the fear of making our partners uncomfortable, in our imaginations we can indulge in our deepest, most transgressive desires. It was provocative, even revolutionary, at the start, and then it became required reading, a multimillion-copy global bestseller.

I don’t know if my computer analyst mother owned a copy of Friday’s book. Ours certainly wasn’t a puritanical household where such reading matter would have been frowned upon – but as liberal as my childhood was, it wouldn’t have been something that Mom left lying about on the coffee table. When I was a teenager, I once found a copy of Story of O, the infamous French erotic novel by Anne Desclos, tucked behind a sofa cushion in our neighbours’ house and I definitely turned a few pages. And as a much younger child, I remember wandering into a living room where someone had left the TV on, and standing paralysed in fascination as the on-screen couple engaged in quite chaste but clearly illicit activities. I can still recall my red-hot cheeks, quickened heartbeat and palpable rising shame.

I read My Secret Garden for the first time when I was preparing for my role as the sex therapist Dr Jean Milburn in the TV series Sex Education. The letters and interviews were astonishingly intimate and very raw. Their unfiltered and painful honesty shook me. They weren’t polished, or trying to be literary; they seemed to come straight from the mysterious heart of women’s innermost yearning. The human imagination has few limits and our sexual desires and fantasies are no different, yet are still treated as taboo. Friday conceived the book as a response to a male editor’s objection to an erotic fantasy in one of her novels, a response considered so dangerous it was banned in the Republic of Ireland. Bringing female fantasies into the open also brought up contentious questions – did women want to act on these imaginings? What did it mean to have a fantasy that was unusual, forbidden or even illegal? What might it tell us about the established gender roles that had been foisted upon women?

So much has changed in our social and sexual relations in the fifty years since My Secret Garden was first published. Have women’s deepest internal desires also changed? I am a woman, with a sex life and fantasies of my own, and I was curious to know the ways in which a diverse group of other women’s fantasies were similar to, or different from, mine.

The book you hold in your hands started as an invitation to women across the globe. ‘Dear Gillian’ was a call for women to share the sexual fantasies, thoughts and feelings that so many of us hold in our heads but so rarely speak out loud. A chance to gather the voices of women worldwide into a new book of fantasies for a new generation. My publishers set up a portal where the letters could be sent anonymously. And we waited … We had so many questions: might women find something interesting or erotic in putting pen to paper and sharing their inner thoughts with others? Indeed, what would change as we made the intrinsically private public? How would people respond? At the close of the submission deadline, the combined letters counted 800,000 words – we had received enough entries to fill at least eight volumes. Clearly, there was a need.

The call for letters unleashed a torrent of frank, candid, heart-breaking, funny and downright raunchy outpourings which highlighted fantasies as rich and varied as the authors themselves. Letters from women who had never articulated – either out loud or on paper – their sexual secrets to anyone before, save for the odd morsel they let slip over drinks with a close friend or in the heat of the moment with a partner. It was obvious that participating in ‘Dear Gillian’ was, for them, a process that felt both liberating and illicit. There were letters from teenage girls yet to have their first sexual encounter; from single women caught in the endless cycle of online hook-ups and one-night stands; exhausted women with young children; married women or those with long-term partners frustrated with the same old, same old; transgender women and people who identify as non-binary; and women in their sixties and seventies, finding that there’s much to shout about in post-menopausal sex. Here were letters from women all over the world – from Colombia to China, Ireland to Iceland, Lithuania to Libya, New Zealand to Nigeria, Romania to Russia. Letters from women who are pansexual, bisexual, asexual, aromantic, lesbian, straight and queer.

As a society, we habitually put women into boxes, limiting and constraining their identities and roles – the enticing sexual partner, the caring mother, the smart career woman – and yet what these fantasies demonstrate is that no woman has one sole identity. I wanted to challenge the categorisations that women are forced into; and yet! A book must have structure and order! It made the process of putting the book together both challenging and fascinating: I found huge pleasure in the process of juxtaposing the letters, creating a system and watching it take shape in a kind of rhythm that at times felt poetic. The submissions have also made me consider my own identity: the labels of actor, mother, partner, activist, American/British woman. And so, with this in mind and in the spirit of this project, I too submitted my own letter to the book. I was curious to see how it fitted in; would it blend in naturally, and – though we will never know! – would it match people’s assumptions about me?

For me, sex has never felt like a static entity but rather something that adapts and changes as I grow and change, with every new phase and stage of my life. A huge part of this has always been in the thinking and the feeling, not just the doing. As an actor, there is an inherent permission at the core of my job to give myself over to an alternate reality, which is the very definition of fantasy. The women whom I embody, whose worlds I step into, also have inner lives, desires and fantasies, which are vital to understanding what makes them tick. And a fair few of them have taught me about sex and sexuality.

When I first read My Secret Garden, what struck me most was women’s overriding sense of shame. For women in 1973, admitting their inner sexual desires to themselves, never mind other people, was fraught with internal discomfort. Surely, I thought, things would be different in the twenty-first century? What with greater visibility of LGBTQIA+ communities, the multibillion-dollar porn industry, and TV drama series like Sex Education, Euphoria and Normal People attracting viewers in the tens of millions, these must be thoughts and conversations women have all the time? Well, not entirely.

I found it surprising that a great number of women today continue to keep their fantasies to themselves. Many of those who wrote to me are loud, proud, confident women owning and celebrating their sexual power, but just as many expressed feeling shame and guilt in seeking sexual comfort and satisfaction. As one contributor writes, ‘I often find myself questioning the shame that comes along with my desires. Is everyone ashamed and pretending not to be?’ There are plenty for whom sexual fantasies can only ever be secret. It was sobering to read the first-hand experience of those living in countries where social norms – or, in some cases, the law – precludes the possibility of anything other than a heterosexual relationship and sex within marriage. But even contributors from so-called liberal societies write of feeling ‘shame’, ‘embarrassment’ or ‘guilt’, of their fear or reluctance to talk to a partner about what they truly think about when they are having sex with them or, often, when masturbating alone.

But, and this is a very big but: I am not an expert and have no professional qualifications in this area. I am an actor by trade, and will therefore not be analysing these letters, or offering explanations on womanhood or sex in general. What I can do, though, dear reader, is present them to you, so that you may savour these extraordinary letters without a filter. I have always been intrigued by sexual fantasies and I view my role in this book as that of a curator, shepherding these diverse and amazing voices into book form. It has been an incredible journey and so gratifying to see how different we all are but also how much we are the same the world over. This book is a platform for the voices of women, to enable us, in complete anonymity, not only to share but, paradoxically, to be seen and heard. I want to remove the taboo of fantasies and bring in the thrill and the fun in the hope that this book, these letters, through disclosure, representation and identification, might inspire.

Reading the letters gave me so much more than simply an insight into women’s imaginary sexual worlds; it also granted me a look-in to the circumstances in which fantasies come into play. For many women, fantasies fulfil a vital role as a means of escape, a retreat from the pressures and demands of work and parenthood, the mundanity of everyday life. As one contributor explains, sexual fantasies have long provided solace in a lonely marriage: ‘I would have sex twice a day if I could and he could happily live without it. He often made me feel ashamed for wanting sex, for wanting it too much and for expressing any desires. My fantasies became my companions from then on. Many of them would have themes of being totally free, spontaneous and wild.’ It is perhaps unnerving that this letter sounds like it could have been written fifty years ago to Nancy Friday – in some parts of women’s lives, nothing has changed. For some women, sexual fantasies can be a lifeline. As one letter reads, ‘I feel like fantasising gives me the will to live.’ For others, fantasies are a prompt to enhance their arousal and are an addition, not a replacement, for an adventurous sex life.

The potent thing about all intentional sexual fantasies is that we are the authors of the stories. We have agency and we control the action, who does what to whom and how, down to the last elaborate, exquisite, erotic detail. We can choose to do whatever we want, with whomever we want, however many people we want, whenever we want – without fear, without societal judgement or consequence. I think that’s key: fantasy can help crystallise our wants and needs. It can free us to explore ourselves, to experiment with our arousal and our desire without risk of harm or criticism. Fantasy is a safe space; it is not necessarily what we wish was real. Crucially, in a fantasy we don’t need anyone’s permission other than our own: a fantasy is a deliberate, and usually entirely private, act of both memory and imagination.

Indeed, sometimes, where reality fails, fantasy comes into play. In many letters, the author’s satisfaction and arousal is linked to how sexy they feel or how they worry about being perceived. Some women write that they are unable to include their real selves in their own fantasies – they imagine they are the man at the centre of the action, or an unknown woman, or some flawless version of themselves, ‘younger and with perkier breasts’. These idealised sexual fantasies are clearly a safe means of escape from self-judgement, self-consciousness, body and performance insecurity. We can let ourselves go, be our best, sexiest, hottest selves, and stop worrying about the ‘perfect’ body, postpartum weight or having varicose veins. As this woman says: ‘I have a very difficult time navigating what really turns me on vs how I feel I should perform. I guess my number one fantasy is to be made to feel like I am utterly desired. Not because it’s just another naked body, but because it’s me and my body.’

So, what do we fantasise about, and why? Well, as you will see, the sexual fantasies we received are as richly diverse as the women who wrote them. The widespread influence of erotic fiction, such as E. L. James’s Fifty Shades of Grey (2011), on your deepest desires is loud and clear and another differentiating factor from My Secret Garden, demonstrating signs of a society more familiar with a wider erotic vocabulary. There are fantasies of BDSM between consenting adults in both the dominant and submissive roles, and others relating to the switch between them. Fantasies featuring rope play and spanking, paddles and whips, blindfolds and handcuffs, choking and restraint, anal plugs, dildos and vibrators of every shape and size. Interestingly, many of the letters that detail dreams of being dominated and ceding control come from women who describe careers that come with great responsibility and power, as well as being largely responsible for keeping the house and family life on track. I also found fascinating that some women fantasise about being a ‘hucow’, a new term for me (essentially, being milked). Many more described fantasies of having unprotected sex and of wanting to experience the sensation of a man coming inside them. This certainly marks a generational divide – for the post-AIDS generation, protected sex is the norm. These successive generations have also come of age in the throes of the technological and digital revolution, which has evidently manifested in our erotic lives, and not solely in the form of 24/7 access to porn. Several women see the appeal of a fully functioning, highly realistic male robot that can satisfy their every sexual whim – what was once the stuff of science fiction feels much less fantastical today.

Yet many archetypal fantasies persist in their popularity. Included here are a mere fraction of the imagined threesomes and moresomes that we received, which current research shows are by far the most common sexual fantasies. Similarly, there were any number of fantasies about office sex with a colleague or boss; the risky kind of sex where someone might catch you in flagrante; voyeuristic sex, either as the participant or the observer; sex in front of an audience; sex with strangers; sex outdoors. More unexpected, perhaps, were the fantasies about sex with a tentacled alien or a half-human half-beast – suffice to say, we were spoilt for choice.

On a darker note, while we were anxious not to include letters that might trigger traumatic responses, it would be disingenuous not to acknowledge that some women do fantasise about being ‘used’ for sex, or about being abducted and raped by their kidnappers. But it is important to emphasise that these are fantasies. And perhaps the purpose of fantasy is this: to provide a space where we can safely imagine and play out potentially dangerous and demeaning situations within the confines of our minds and our bedrooms.

I was terrified of putting my own fantasy down on paper, lest someone was able to discern which was mine (let alone my publishers knowing more about me than I would necessarily wish them to!). If I’m honest, I think there are two sides to me, as perhaps there are to many women: the side that is good at asking for what I want and the side that will concede to my partner’s desires, that is happy to share my innermost urges but only if my partner starts the conversation (and then not all of them). Is that due to shame? Or an indication that I wouldn’t trust anyone with that level of intimacy? Or is it that I think it’s somehow better to be, in part, unknowable? Do we all, in some way, struggle with being totally knowable?

As a sex and relationship therapist, Dr Jean Milburn, my character on Sex Education, would no doubt argue, it’s incredibly healthy to share your innermost fantasies with your partner. She might say that this divulgence creates closeness, stimulates arousal and exhibits a level of trust that can only be beneficial to a sexual partnership. But then Jean has a fair few boundary issues of her own and I wouldn’t trust her entirely on intimate relationships – doctorate or not. That is the world of television, and her dubious moral compass makes for great entertainment!

Nevertheless, even in the real world, from the moment the first series dropped on Netflix, it was evident that there was a vast audience ready for the show’s frankness about all things sex. It isn’t unusual for any of the characters, even the teenage ones, to speak openly about their deepest and darkest fantasies, and I’d wager a good number would be darker than most that are revealed in the pages of this book. The volume of submissions we received, however, and the degree of intimate detail divulged clearly indicate that many women want to share, they want to be heard, seen and validated – and, well, quite simply, they want. And so, our title.

I was also delighted to read just how many of the women ended their letters by noting the pleasure and sexual arousal they had experienced in the act of writing down their fantasies. You have no idea how much joy it gives me to imagine all of you beautiful women across the world, sitting down at your devices and typing away, articulating your sexual dreams, and pouring your deepest wants, desires and secrets onto the page. I am thrilled that so many of you are embracing your eroticism and, in the process, having a bloody good time.

Finally, a word on the selection and editing process. I want to thank everyone who took the time to write a letter to me. I have carefully read and considered every single one. Unfortunately, much as I would have loved to include every letter, a 1,000-page book was just not a feasible option. I apologise if your letter has not been included – this is not a reflection on either the fantasy you described or the quality of your writing. My aim was to gather as wide a range of voices as possible, from different nations, sexual identities, religions and backgrounds. When we asked for demographic details from our contributors, we asked about sexual identity, but not gender identity. Though an imperfect term, ‘women’ is used throughout. This speaks to the gendered way we understand fantasies; the contributors in this book, both women and genderqueer people, know what it means to have their voices and wants downplayed within a patriarchal society, where the fantasies of men take centre stage. The wider our spread of voices, the more we can really understand how women and genderqueer people feel about their sex lives today. Our first chapter is, fittingly, ‘On Fantasies’ – an introduction to this brilliant and varied selection of women’s voices.

This project delivered so much more than I, or anyone involved, could have hoped for – a torrent of unbridled passion from across the world. I have been awed by the openness, self-awareness and natural eloquence with which you have expressed yourselves and the trust you’ve put in me to collate the responses. And if I have one hope for this book, it is that it will start a new conversation about sexual power, particularly for women. Sexual liberation must mean freedom to enjoy sex on our terms, to say what we want, not what we are pressured or believe we are expected to want. One thing is for sure: sexual fantasy continues to play a vital and healthy role in our lives as women and genderqueer people. And all of us have the power to say – and get – what we really, really WANT.

Gillian Anderson, April 2024





on fantasies


‘I’ll keep your secret if you keep mine.’

‘My fantasies, my rules, right?’






I would like to understand myself. Not as a person, but as a human. I often find myself questioning the shame that comes along with my desires. Is everyone ashamed and pretending not to be? As humans – as animals – we are desiring individuals, and yet we think of ourselves as something bigger, more important than mammals: intelligent beings who founded cities and discovered how to use fire to cook vegetables, celebrating the result of organised sowed seeds.

I’m searching for answers. As a teenager, I lived as a lesbian, but what do I want now? I’m terrified of change: it’s easier to label myself and stay trapped, but I’m sure I’d be a pretty sad woman. I want to touch and be touched, to love and be loved. I can’t think of sex as an act lacking affection. I want someone to stroke my hair and my skin, someone to tell me that they desire me. I want to be worshipped and to worship, I care about the mutual act of making love. And at the same time, there’s a part of me that wants to know how it feels to be fucked. Is it possible to be simultaneously attracted to cuteness and to roughness? To have a deep, primal desire of being controlled. It’s the unknown, I think, that excites me.

As women, we do everything we can to be independent individuals. Immersed in a system that will do anything to make us the weaker gender, I find my desire in conflict with my rational thinking. Is this the reason I feel shame any time I think about being dominated? As much as we think of ourselves as powerful, we females are trained to feel shame from the day we are born. I, like many other women, feel shame about my body. And that’s where the roots of my insecurities are: am I desirable in the way I look? I don’t want to be objectified and yet I want to be desired. Maybe I’m just attracted to contradiction.

I want a relationship but I’m scared. And somehow my fears all add up to sex. I want someone to touch me, to fill me, to make me want to be touched. I want someone to tell me what to do and what to say, how to please them and when to stop. I want to be edged, to play with the limits. I want to trust someone to the point where I feel safe while being controlled. I want to moan from pleasure and also from pain. To be thrown over and to be fucked – even if it’s a vague, common fantasy, it’s not easy for me to assume the truth: I desire. My fantasies are limited by my rational self – which is embarrassed by me. I know that for sure. I’d like to let my mind run wild, but it is so, so hard.

I’ll try, for you but especially for me: I finally learned that I like to dance, so I’m at a party, having a good time. I see someone I like but I’m not sure if they’ve noticed me, so I keep dancing. After a while, I feel a hand gently touching my back, so I turn round. When I see their face, I smile and dance along, feeling the increasing tension running through my skin. Slowly, as if previously planned, their hands go to my waist and mine go to their neck, their soft hair. Can’t imagine how, but we’re already kissing. It is a slow kiss, and my torso is closer to theirs as the minutes pass by. When the hands over my body start to make me feel like I need more, I suggest we go somewhere more private. We find a bathroom where we continue with the making out, with the touching. And as the hands go down, the adrenaline goes up, and the fact that we could be caught makes me more excited. They push me up against the cold, hard wall, with my face towards it. From the back, they put a hand under my long skirt and start to touch me over my underwear. The rubbing of the clothing against my clitoris turns me on, and when it starts to feel like I could come, they stop. And I ask them not to, but they shush me and tell me to turn and face them. As I do that, their hand goes up and to my mouth, where a finger meets my lips and then enters. I like my own flavour, it’s a reminder of being alive. Then, as one hand is entering my mouth and playing with my tongue, the other one goes down and starts to rub my inner thighs, making me want more, so I ask for it. They don’t do that. Instead, they keep touching everything but the clitoris, and I’m so vulnerable standing there, waiting to be fucked and knowing that anyone could come through the door at any moment. When the hand goes to my clitoris my underwear is by my knees, so this time it is skin-to-skin. It’s not the fingers but the entire hand that strokes me. I’m sensitive and it burns but just a little, the right amount to make me feel like I’m going to succumb. We are kissing but I need to take a deep breath, so I stop to catch some air. As I feel the need of being filled, they fill me. It’s like they could read my thoughts, the desire of feeling them inside of me. Two fingers going inside and out, going slow but rough. I feel the music vibrating in my chest, the bass caressing my brain as I feel the sex as something that happens to me. Music and dancing, the lovemaking ritual.

Part of the fantasy is not knowing if I come, not caring if I do. In my mind I feel pleasure. Will I feel it in my body someday? To be touched, to be loved. To be a woman in love with the world she created.

Argentine • NA • Less than £15,000 • Gay/lesbian • Single • No





I would like to have a penis. That is my fantasy. I love my boobs and my femininity. But I would like to have a penis to fuck a woman, or many women, with care and protection, but also with fiery desire and to feel the pleasure that men feel when having sex with a woman. And mostly to share the desire at the same time. That must feel amazing. Not so long ago I wished to be a man, or so I thought, because what I really wanted was to have the privileges that men have. Not only their rights and safety but, mostly, their penis.

I long for technology able to make me feel like I have a penis and give as much arousal and desire as possible to a woman. A hot, sexy, funny, lovely woman. ‘Please send me one,’ I asked the space that surrounds me, to my ideas, to you, I guess. Isn’t that funny? I’m a bit desperate, but I try not to think too much about it. I guess for now I’ll have to get a rubber penis and find a woman who wants to kiss me and have sex with me, to begin with. A hard task. I don’t know whom to ask for advice or to introduce me to hot, funny, feminine women. And it sucks. I also don’t think I am ugly at all, so I don’t understand why I can’t find a
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