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Introduction

HOW IT CAME TOGETHER

by JULIA ROTHMAN

I read and listened to so many people’s sex stories to make Every Body, and naturally those stories reminded me of my own experiences. As the collection came together I began to examine my entire sexual and romantic history, and I was full of questions: Why am I attracted to unavailable people? Why do I need sexual validation to feel good about myself? Should I experiment more? Am I weird for liking that? Had I given consent that time? What do I really want? Why am I alone?

I signed the deal for this book right after a breakup. I was single, I was missing my ex, and I was dating furiously—using a variety of apps. On first dates, I would mention that I was collecting sex stories to be published anonymously in a book. In response, many of the dates offered to tell me their stories. Some of them thought it would impress me to hear about their threesomes. One guy told me about his deformed penis. Another about slicing a girl’s leg and drinking her blood before sex. I’d pull out my phone and start recording. After saying good night, I would rush home and transcribe.
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I also collected stories for the book through a website, which I promoted via social media. On the website was a long drop-down menu of topics to choose from. Hundreds of stories came through pretty quickly. To guarantee a wide diversity of contributors, I requested personal data with each submission. Stories arrived from everywhere—across the country and other countries, too: Mexico, England, Australia, even Kazakhstan.

As the stories filtered in, I became overwhelmed and decided to bring on my friend Shaina to help me. Shaina is a filmmaker and is experienced at organizing wild projects. It was her idea that we go stand on the corner to solicit more stories. She thought we could interact with people in the street we wouldn’t be able to reach through our networks. We made a sign that read TELL US YOUR ANONYMOUS SEX STORIES! I printed out consent forms; Shaina bought hand sanitizer.

Our first stop was Union Square, the hub of downtown Manhattan—where tons of people come in and out all day long. We sat on a bench with the sign propped against our legs. Shaina is fearless and would call out to people, “Can we talk to you about sex?” I was always quiet. A middle-aged man in a fedora sat down between us and admitted he was having an affair. He had been married for a very long time, but only since his affair had he finally understood love songs. A woman—it turned out she was a tourist from France—saw our sign and made a beeline for us. With trembling hands she told us how vaginismus prevents her from having sex with her new husband, and how she is seeking help from a hypnotist. Two women who had met in a halfway house told us about the sex work they’d done in the past. Shaina and I set goals. After we had spoken to twenty people in a location, we’d go home.

We collected stories all over New York City—the Fulton Mall, Coney Island, Washington Square Park. We flew to New Orleans and did the same thing in the French Quarter, where tons of people were walking. People would see our sign and run over to us, eager to share. At one point, a crowd had gathered. One guy compared having Viagra in his pocket to the feeling of having a loaded gun—which he knew all about, because he carries a loaded gun. Another woman described losing her virginity in a Baptist church bathroom. And another told us how she explicitly educated her daughter (and all of her daughter’s friends) about sex because her own mother had never mentioned it.

I was lucky enough to have a mom who talked to me about sex. When I was eleven years old, my mother sat me down and told me I could ask her anything about sex—anything. I am so grateful for her openness. My mom also gave me the book Our Bodies, Ourselves. In that book there are real stories interspersed with information. I loved reading those stories—people’s secrets, their innermost feelings, their desires. I wanted to read more of those. I wanted a book made up exclusively of those stories.

So many of the stories that came in for this book were sad. Eventually—while soliciting stories—we had to ask specifically for “positive stories” because we had collected so many stories about abuse, loneliness, heartbreak, and fear. It was hard not to reach over and hug people when they teared up. Some people confided they had never told anyone what they were telling us. They said it felt good to share. Some people seemed disappointed when they were finished talking and we said goodbye.

I became obsessed with certain stories. I read them over and over—imagining the feelings the person was having, imagining having those feelings myself. I talked about the project in therapy. I talked about it with my mom. Why did I want to know people’s intimate secrets? Why did I want to connect so intensely with everyone?

I thought about it. It’s true I had no expertise, but I wanted to make this book because it didn’t exist. Because not everyone had a mother like mine, who would sit them down and talk to them about sex. And because I wanted people to know they’re not alone.

But I think the real reason might be more selfish: Ultimately I made this book so that I wouldn’t feel alone. And it worked. I am forever grateful for everybody who shared their stories with me, with us, with you. Thank you.
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STORY STATISTICS

For full transparency, here are the demographics we collected of all the people whose anonymous stories you will find in this book. The stories were collected through a submission form on a website and in-person conversations.

We tried our best to reach as much of the diverse population that would speak with us, but we will always strive to do better as we continue this project and others.

We can’t guarantee the accuracy of these stories or demographics. These were all told to us, and we trust that the contributors were honest in their accounts. (We have changed all of the names in these accounts with the exception of those of the named contributors.)
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DISABILITY

We provided a fill-in-the-blank for the question: Do you have a disability?

0.5% of anonymous story contributors whose stories appear in this book wrote in that they do have a disability.

Heres a list of the things they wrote: Diabetes, Fibromyalgia, Lupus, HIV+, Ileostomy, Chronic Fatigue Syndrome, Parkinson’s, Heart Defect, Bipolar disorder, PTSD.









Stories

LEARNING ABOUT SEX


SHAINA I first learned about sex from that book Where Did I Come From? I loved the pictures of the two chubby people having sex.

JULIA I had that book too! The people were so cute—remember they were in the bathtub together?

SHAINA Yes!

JULIA How did you learn about sex? was always the best question to ask people when we first approached them for stories on the street.

SHAINA Totally! It got the ball rolling!

JULIA I feel like it really took people back—they had to really think for a while.





In grade school, I think I was eight years old, we were learning about organisms in school. And I was in the car with my dad and we had just driven into our garage and I guess I accidentally asked my dad, “What’s orgasms?” Then he was like, “Son, let me tell you…” and he spent half an hour with me in the garage talking about all this sex shit. My dad was a doctor. He was really point-blank and would answer in a very scientific way. And I was like, whoa—I didn’t want to hear about that! I thought we were talking about organisms.



Sex ed came in high school. It was already way too late, though. We were already finger fucking by then. I remember hearing in sixth grade about a guy putting his hand down a girl’s pants.



I learned about sex from this goth chick with huge tits in seventh grade. She told me everything I needed to know and showed me the way. We did it in a park. I lived in the suburbs then. My parents told me nothing about sex. My parents still think I’m a virgin—and I’m twenty-eight!
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Sophie Page













My parents were highly sexual. My dad was not embarrassed to flaunt it in every aspect of his life. It’s fair to say I first learned about sex from him—his behavior and mannerisms. We were a blue-collar family, lower middle class. The house was small. The rooms were next to each other. It wasn’t a spacious house where my parents could tuck away and hide. My father had porn on VHS. Once I was twelve or thirteen, I became curious. I started snooping around my dad’s room. It was almost instinctual. I knew there was something to find. I do specifically remember a first conversation where my dad asked me, “Are you having sex?” We were all gathered on their waterbed watching a flick and he posed the question. It was me, my mom, my sister. We were just hanging out. It was real casual. And I lied.



In Japan, there was no sex education. No parents talk to their kids about sex. Ever. They never say a word. It should all be secret. Yet there are porn movies and magazines everywhere. You can buy sexy cartoon magazines at 7-Eleven. When I was fifteen, my friends and I started watching porn. A lot of Japanese pornos use an octopus; they put it in a pussy. It’s boiled and hardened. A lot of pornos use the tentacle legs. That was what I was watching as a kid.



I learned about sex from porno—old-school porno from the 1970s and ’80s. Hairy porno. VHS porno.



My parents’ idea of sex was very buttoned-up. We never had a conversation about sex. My dad told me when I was fourteen that an orgasm was like when you have to shit and you finally get to shit. And I was like, okay…? So I had a lot of shame about sex at first, but I’ve worked on being more open about it.



I had my first period when I was eleven years old. I didn’t tell anybody. My mom asked about it when she was doing laundry and found my bloody underpants. I felt completely embarrassed about my periods for years. When my mom and sister were having “the talk” with me, I faked coughing the whole time because it made me feel so uncomfortable.

Nowadays I am okay with blood and tampons, but I feel more ashamed of the fact that I don’t know anything about my natural cycle because I’ve been on the pill for half of my life.
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Luke Kruger-Howard



I learned about sex by doing it. It felt good, so I did it. I’m of age. I’m not a kid. Nobody talked to women about sex back then. It was a responsibility, so we did it. It was the 1970s. I was in high school, everyone was doing it. So I did it. And I got pregnant. 1979. I had the baby. She’s a grown-up now.

One of the things I tried to do with her growing up was to be more open about sex, explaining the parts and what the parts do and what feels good. I taught her and her friends. Like a community woman, like a Dr. Ruth. And then my daughter was like, “Ma, why did you do that?” But her friends were always like, “We love your mom, she talks real.” I talked to them about masturbation. They were like, “What is that?” They cracked up. It was fun. We used to have Blockbuster [video] night—that’s how long ago this was. I would tell her friends all about it. I was teaching about masturbating because as a woman you need to learn how to please yourself. Or else how are you going to teach your partner? That way you can guide him.
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Back in prehistoric times (the 1960s) when I attended a Catholic school, our sex education was talking to a priest for an hour. This was a big day for my fifth-grade class! All those mysterious rumors I had heard about the inconceivable and horrific activities my parents secretly participated in would be unveiled. Every day a kid was plucked out of our classroom and would return to their desk, quiet and slightly embarrassed. When they returned, I expected them to look different—maybe older and wiser?

My day finally came and I went to the rectory across from our school and sat in front of Father Schmidt, who was visibly uncomfortable and anxious. I honestly don’t recall what he told me—it was basically biology and made no sense. The only thing I remember is ejaculation. I was alarmed to find out that something other than urine came out of my penis. I persisted in asking him questions about it long after he wanted to move on to another topic. His irritability was showing. “What is this stuff—sperm? Does it hurt? What’s it look like? Can you stop it if you want? How much comes out?” I must have asked that last one three times. Finally, Father Schmidt said, “It’s white, and it’s about a tablespoon.” I silently winced in horror. Ten minutes later I returned to the class. My sex education was over and I felt more confused than before.



I got the best lesson from my parents about sex. They said the one thing we want you to know about sex is you’ve done nothing if your partner isn’t happy. That was before anything. Before I learned about the birds and the bees. Just understanding that this is a very intimate thing that happens between two people. And both people have to be engaged and enjoying it. I think that has a lot to do with how picky I am. I won’t just take any woman. She has to be like a dope in so many ways and a great counterpoint to who I am. And really know herself. So much of the sex you see on TV is meaningless and between two people who barely know each other.
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I went to a private international school in Ethiopia. We were in fifth grade. Class was canceled for a week. And in that time we had other classes devoted to sex and puberty and our bodies. We weren’t learning about pleasure or masturbation. It was more of the physical aspects: these are the types of sex, this is what your body is doing. I think it helped me compare to what I hear Americans say about sex ed. I didn’t have any of the stigma or shame around having sex. I’m very open about talking about sex.



When I was sixteen, I told my mom I was ready for birth control—and, therefore, sex. She kept her cool but quickly threw away my idea. No matter how many times I talked to her, she never took me to a gyno. Years later, when I was twenty, I got pregnant. Although I love my now-four-year-old son with all my heart, I really tried to reach my mom for help when I was a teenager, when I didn’t have a single clue about sex at all. It would be nice to change parents’ minds when it comes to preserve a daughter from sex (my mom’s words). Sex is natural, sex can be safe, and it’s a part of everyone’s life.
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Jesus Dirt

by ELNA BAKER

I had recently seen the documentary The Devil’s Playground, which is about Amish kids and how at sixteen they have a Rumspringa where they go out into the world and do anything they want to with no religious consequences—I decided that I would take a one-year break from being Mormon (this, by the way, is totally not allowed). But I decided the only way to know if it was true was to leave and then come back to it.

My plan was to go wild. I had an imaginary list of men I would sleep with. But the second I was free to do whatever I wanted, I couldn’t. It was like there was an invisible electric fence around me. The closer I got, the more paralyzed I became. Especially when it came to sex. In Mormonism you’re taught that sexual sin before marriage is the second most serious sin next to murder. You’re told that if you engage in it you won’t be allowed to be with your family in the afterlife. I’d had some sexual experiences before, but never anything more than groping—and that one time my neighbor kissed the outside of the crotch of my pajama pants and I’d had an orgasm.

I’d become a regular at this tiny bar/dance club called the Beatrice. During the first few months of my break I’d go there almost every other night, meet a guy, and we’d go back to his place and make out. I’d want to do more. He’d want me to do more. I’d stare at the bulge in his pants and think about touching it. But that just seemed rude. Inappropriate. So I wouldn’t do anything. It was a mixture of the religious stuff—this is murder, I’ll lose my family—and plain old insecurity: I was scared of being bad at it. I was twenty-seven, an age by which people expect you to be sexually experienced. No one would ever guess I was doing things for the first time. Which meant that if I was bad at sex, or blow jobs, or hand jobs, they’d just think I sucked. They wouldn’t know it was my first time. And this fear of being inexperienced kept me from getting experience. I’d inch closer and closer to the dick, but chicken out and leave abruptly.

After months of doing this, I confided in my friend Andy.

“I have a close friend who left Orthodox Judaism in his mid-twenties,” Andy told me. “He went through a lot of the same things. I’m going to introduce you. I bet he’d be a helpful person to talk to about this.”

I met David at a small Italian restaurant in the West Village, one where you had to walk downstairs to get in. It was dimly lit with candles and had the kind of ambience that just feels sexy. He was cute. I’d googled him beforehand, but he was hotter in person. He had an energy about him—like he was aware that he was in charge. During my Google search I’d read some articles he’d written. He was a very accomplished writer, which made him seem older and cooler than me. But right when I sat down I felt comfortable. We talked for two hours. He told me about his decision to leave. And asked me questions about mine. I told him about my concern that my family would find out and it’d be heartbreaking for them. And about my anxieties and the fear of making a choice I couldn’t take back, which at this point had become paralyzing.

“I felt the same way when I left,” he said. “How long have you been out?”

“About five months,” I said. Not clarifying I was technically not out at all.

“You’re exactly where you’re supposed to be. It’s going to take a lot longer than you think to get used to everything. Don’t feel the need to rush it. Be patient with yourself.”

“Yes, but I have only a year.”

“What do you mean?”

I leaned in. As the candle flickered in his brown eyes, I went into detail about my decision to take a Rumspringa and my plan to potentially return to Mormonism at the end of the year. He found this amusing.

“So you’re on a break.”

“Exactly.”

“And what have you done so far?”

“What do you mean?”

“Have you been drinking?”

“No.”

“What about drugs? Any drugs?”

“No.”

“What about sex? Have you had sex yet?”

I looked into his eyes not wanting to answer. “Honestly? I have no idea what to do with a penis.”

He stared back at me, unflinchingly. And then, looking directly into my eyes, he said, “Do you want me to show you?” (He said this like it was some form of community service all formerly religious people had to do.)

I bit my lip. This was maybe the sexiest thing that had ever happened to me.

“Yes,” I said.

Within ten minutes we’d settled up, hailed a cab, and were back in my apartment. We sat nervously on the couch, with the lights on, staring straight ahead.

“You’ve seen a penis before, right?” he asked me.

“Yes,” I said, with a little too much bravado to sound believable. It was true. Sort of. I’d changed diapers before. So, baby dicks. I’d seen baby dicks.

Now here I was, about to see the real thing—the adult version. I tried to mentally prepare myself so I didn’t make the wrong face. Not that I knew what the right face was. David turned and looked at me, as if to say, Are you ready? I nodded my head yes. He unzipped his pants and slid them down a little. Then he reached into his underwear and took out his dick. I looked at it with wide-eyed wonder.

“It’s so big,” I accidentally blurted out. (And it was. Compared with, say, a baby’s dick.)

“Wow,” he said. “You’re already good at this.”

What followed was partly erotic, partly instructional. First, David gave me a guided tour of his dick. “This part here is called the head,” he said. He gestured to each section as he spoke: “This is called the shaft. These are the balls.”

“And you’re not supposed to touch those,” I said. I was basing this information on America’s Funniest Home Videos. When men got kicked in the balls they always fell over. So it seemed like balls were off-limits.

“No, you can touch the balls.” He took my hand and placed it on his balls.

“They’re so soft,” I said. “Like a baby bird.”

We both cringed.

I lifted my hand. It hovered over his penis for a second. I wanted to touch it. But I was too afraid.

“It’s okay,” he said. “You can touch it.”

I touched it lightly with one finger, the way you might wipe ketchup off someone’s face if you didn’t know them very well: cautious but kind.

“Here,” he said, taking my hand and wrapping it around the base of his penis. “You can be a lot more firm with it.” He put his hand around mine to show me the amount of pressure. Then he took his hand away. I held on a little tighter.

“Not that firm,” he corrected me. And I wanted to die.

“If you move your hand up and down the penis, it feels really good,” he explained. “But you need moisture.”

David spit into his hand—like a ton of spit—and rubbed it onto his penis. I had to actively control the face I wanted to make: What? You just spit on your penis!

From here he took my hand in his and showed me the speed and pressure I should use when I stroked his dick. After a minute he took his hand away so I could do it on my own, and then every thirty seconds he’d put it back to help me stay on rhythm. It was a bit like learning to drive—if you were using only the stick shift.

“Yeah. That’s it,” he said, encouraging me. “And now go a little faster.” My hand bobbed up and down in the narrow space between us. It occurred to me how strange it was that this was happening. We hadn’t even kissed yet. So I leaned in toward him, and he kissed me. We kissed for a little bit. Our tongues pressed together in synch with the bobbing of my hand. I pulled back a little and looked into his big brown eyes. He looked back into mine.

“Do you ever get over the guilt?” I asked. The second I asked that, I knew it was the wrong thing to say. His expression can best be described by that record-scratching-to-a-halt sound effect.

His penis, which had felt strong and firm against my hand, suddenly turned into a limp noodle. I struggled to get a grip on it. I now know that this is called losing an erection, but at the time I had no idea what was going on.

“What’s happening?” I said, in a panic. “Did I hurt you? Are you okay?”

“No,” he tried to reassure me. “It’s not you.” We both moved around awkwardly. He took my hand off his penis and set it back in my lap with a little pat, as if to say, You stay there.

Then he tucked his penis back into his underwear. “I… I don’t think we should do this,” he said.

“No!” I said. “I’m totally fine—I want to do this. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.” I tried to pull him back toward me, but he blocked my advances.

“It’s not your fault. I thought you were further along than you are. I’m sorry. I had a great night. And I don’t mean to make you feel embarrassed.” He was trying to be nice, but it was undermined by the fact that he was rushing to collect his things and heading to the door like there was a fire. He kissed me goodbye, but it was a polite kiss—one you’d give your aunt. And then he left. No What’s your number? No Hey, I’d like to see you again.

The second David was gone, I could feel the Mormon guilt surging up from the back of my head like a migraine about to set in. No. I tried to will it back down. Just stop thinking. Don’t think.

I rushed into the bathroom and downed two sleeping pills. As I drifted off to sleep, it all felt a little like a dream. And not a good one. What’s wrong with me?

I woke up the next morning paralyzed with fear. And this is when the brainwashing really went into full effect. I’d broken the first major rule. This was different from letting someone lightly graze your boob over the bra; this was a serious sexual sin. By touching a penis, I had tarnished my very soul and would never be the same person again. I’d been trained for nearly two decades to associate premarital sex with murder, and this belief was embedded deep within my subconscious.

I tried to stop the thoughts from coming. I even gave myself a little pep talk: It’s okay… you’re okay… it’s all going to be okay. So you touched a penis. The world didn’t end. No one died. It’s not that big a deal.

It helped. A little. But as I climbed down the ladder of my loft bed, with each progressive step I felt like I was getting closer to the reality of what I’d done. Last night was real. I couldn’t take it back. I could never undo it. The second my feet hit the floor, all my religious guilt came flooding in and I collapsed to the ground in tears. It was the kind of display of grief that is usually reserved for the death of a loved one. What have I done?

It’s hard to explain this to people who weren’t raised with the same dogmatic beliefs, because to them it all seems so silly. What had I done? I’d touched a penis. No big deal, right? But in my mind I had done something truly horrible. It was as if I’d committed a crime. I was bad. I was evil. I was an impure woman. And God was deeply disappointed in me. I knew better. And yet I’d fallen for Satan and the temptations of my flesh. And in doing so I’d also defiled the body of another person, and I could never take that back.

But it wasn’t just guilt and remorse—it was fear. I was breathing heavily, panting through the tears. It was as if I’d ventured into the forest alone at night and a monster was chasing me. It was the inexplicable feeling that I’d opened myself up to danger or harm. Because that’s what happens to the slutty girls, isn’t it? It’s the images we grow up with, the ones we see over and over again that lay the foundations for our beliefs. It wasn’t just Mormonism. In the world at large, female sexuality is linked to violence. Often this violence comes to women who are just walking home at night. It’s less a result of exercising their sexuality than merely existing. But the message we get as young girls is that the women who want it get what they have coming. I’d been taught that if I was chaste and pure, I’d be watched over by God—protected from this violence. This of course is an illusion, but I’d bought into it. And now this protective veil was gone. Anything could happen to me now.

Lying in this pathetic puddle on the ground, crying, I had an idea. It wasn’t even a Mormon belief, it was just a crazy thought my own head invented. When I was seventeen, we’d gone on a family trip to Jerusalem and visited the Garden of Gethsemane. This was the exact spot where the atonement of Christ took place. Here Jesus had bled for the sins of all mankind. And through this loving act of self-sacrifice, we can be forgiven for any sins so long as we repent of them. While I was there, I had collected a ziplock bag of dirt from the garden. When I got back home, I bought a pale-green glass vase and filled it with this dirt. I kept it in the display cabinet in my living room to remind me of the sacrifice Jesus had made for me.

And so, as if it were the most normal thing in the world—routine, as though a doctor had prescribed it as a cure—I walked over to the cabinet and took down the vase of dirt. I poured a handful of the Jesus dirt into my penis-touching hand and said a prayer: Dear Heavenly Father, through the blood of Christ that is in this dirt forgive me for touching David’s penis. I would like to repent for this sin. I promise I will never do it again. I say these things in the name of Jesus Christ. Amen.

I held both my hands out, then rubbed them together like I was washing my hands with dirt. Then I stood over the garbage can and symbolically dropped the dirt in. It was my sacrifice. Because I’d done something so bad, I had to give some of my dirt away in order to be forgiven. And the craziest part about it was… it worked. This invented-on-the-spot ritual gave me the tiniest bit of relief. I could breathe. I had hope again. There was forgiveness for these sins.

But here’s the problem with sexual curiosity: it’s like a drumbeat building inside you, getting faster and faster. And wherever you left off last, you can’t stop until you get back there—and go a little bit further. So where once there was Jesus dirt, two weeks later there was another dick in my hand.









Stories

MASTURBATION


JULIA Reading stories about masturbation—it’s amazing how resourceful people are! So many people used hairbrushes!

SHAINA Yeah! And toothbrushes. And stuffed animals. And bedposts!
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When I was in camp, I learned how to masturbate. I asked someone, “Do you just lick your hand and touch it?” That didn’t work. The only thing I had to use was toothpaste. As a twelve-year-old, you don’t know much yet. So I put toothpaste on my dick and started rubbing, and it felt really good. Then I was like, “Shit! It stings—it stings!” That was a good lesson.



I used to go to the Fort Greene farmers market in Brooklyn on Saturdays, and one time this guy started to talk to me; he was a farmer and had a stand there. We were talking for two hours. About everything. I just couldn’t leave his three-foot radius. He had to take care of his customers, but he didn’t even look at them—he just kept talking to me. I’ve never felt so connected to a stranger before. I could have married him right there and then.

Before we said goodbye, I bought some vegetables from him. He wanted to give them to me for free, but I insisted. When I got home, glowing from this experience, I looked at this cucumber he grew upstate, grabbed it—it felt right—and had sex with the cucumber at 3 p.m., the sun shining right at me on the bed.
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When I was about three or four, I was in a Montessori preschool at a church. We had nap time, playground time, crafts, and so on. It was all the usual stuff, except that I was one horny little kid. I remember showing my vagina to my two best friends in the little house on the playground. They showed me their penises. I’m not sure if I touched myself at all, but I know I orgasmed in preschool.

We had nap time on these rough cots in the basement of the church. They gave us little blankets. I lay facedown on the cot and did what I often did at home: I put both my hands on my vagina and kind of squirmed around until it happened. The problem was that the cot rubbed my little nose raw as I masturbated—it was bleeding! I do not totally know how the adults handled this, or if they figured out how it happened. I do know my mother was aware of what a sexual kid I was.

She once caught me lazing around in my bed at probably age five or six with some of her lotions lying around. I was putting them on my vagina because I liked how they felt. She just looked angry, took the lotions back, and said nothing. Sometimes, as an adult, I kind of wonder what else she knew.

She used to sit on the edge of my bed, dozing because I was afraid to fall asleep in the dark without her. Occasionally when she was there at her perch, I masturbated facedown. I think it was probably pretty imperceptible. I still masturbate in a version of this position, and I know it’s pretty nonobvious. But I wonder if she knew, why didn’t she say anything? Was she willfully ignoring it?

When I got older, my childhood best friend joined in on the fun. We met in kindergarten and started having sleepovers. We used to make “soup.” We used all the kitchen implements from our respective play-food sets to fake-cut our vaginas, pretending to scoop the cut pieces into the soup. We’d fake-cut each other’s vaginas too.

When we got to high school, she used to tease me about the soup in public. We weren’t really friends anymore, just friendly. No one would have known what she was talking about, but I was so embarrassed by it. Why was she so much more comfortable than me with what we did as kids? Maybe it was because she had a boyfriend and I did not. I had a lot of body-image issues at that age, too.

I still wonder about the normalcy of my masturbation habits and how they came to be. I know now that plenty of girls start masturbating young, but I was very young. I also loved it! I did it all the time. In my preteen years, I had a strong desire to shove penis-shaped objects inside me before I even knew much about penises. I also started feeling attracted to older boys and men. I started fantasizing about being dominated. I have no idea how or why this started.

As a preteen, most other girls wanted these sweet romances, like in the movies. I just craved rough sex. I never dreamed of getting married or having children. I still don’t. I lie to men about this all the time. My sexuality has just always felt different from other straight women’s. So have my relationship goals. It has led to a lot of confusion and unhappiness.

This all just makes me miss how I used to masturbate as a young child. It was really innocent then. It didn’t have to mean anything. It just sprung up out of nowhere. It was unattached to relationships or other people’s judgment. It was my private activity. It wasn’t practice for later, or a placeholder for sex. Now my orgasms feel expected by men, even when I don’t have them. Someone is waiting for them, and my escape—my lack of control—is gone.
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Let’s go way back to my very first masturbation. I was fifteen years old, and living with my parents in a small town on the East Coast. Mom’s second-generation Roman Catholic Polish; Dad’s conservative Chinese/ Malaysian.

I snuck into the living room to watch HBO while my parents slept. At this time it was a common practice for me to scan the TV guide (yes, that’s how long ago this was!) for anything that could be sex-related. Coincidentally, that’s how I got into Sex and the City, because the guide could fit only the words Sex and. But that was good enough for me!

Tonight, fifteen-year-old me was there to watch G-String Divas. This magical show highlighted four strippers working at a club. It showed them onstage and backstage, laughing, joking, getting dressed, dancing. It was femme friendship—helping, bonding. It was the sex-positive community of my dreams.

And then there was Hope. Hope had a boyfriend… and a girlfriend. There were clips of Hope talking to the camera, real world–style. Here she is kissing her boyfriend, and here kissing her girlfriend. My mind was blown. This was all possible?

I learned more useful information about sex and relationships in the first fifteen minutes of that show than I had learned in fifteen years of sex ed. Now, I’m sure the primary goal for the producers of G-String Divas was to help some small-town girl, struggling with her sexuality, find acceptance and a sex-positive femme community. But some other aspects of the show also caught my eye.

The stripping. Of course, the stripping. Here were these now–role models to me who were also fine as hell. And I’m sure there were audience members and men that they were dancing for, but in my view they were dancing just for me.

When the show ended, I felt like I had been through something. An experience. And I was suddenly overwhelmed with a sensation that I knew I needed to do something about. So I went down to my teenage room in the basement. I pushed aside my beaded curtains and put my Destiny’s Child CD into my boom box. And I started to search.

I don’t know how my young mind knew what I was looking for. I didn’t really have any sexual experience besides making out, but heteronormative is pervasive. I pulled out any object that I thought might work, dismissing each one, until I found it. It was a round hairbrush, the kind with bristles all around, and a round, pink, plastic handle. “That’ll do,” I thought to myself.

I lay down on the dolphin comforter on my twin bed, staring at my Hanson posters, and I had to pause. The rush had worn off in the time it took me to find an object. But as soon as I started thinking about Hope—her girlfriend, the dancing—it all came rushing back. I grabbed that hairbrush by the bristles and just started shoving.

I’m not saying I had my first orgasm that night, but some time later, when the wave had passed, I returned to my body and slowly stopped moving. I took the hairbrush out, lay back flat on my bed, and thought, What… the hell… was that?
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I masturbate to porn a lot. It started when I was younger, maybe eight or nine. I heard about it somewhere—I’m not sure where—and looked up how girls masturbated, because I’d never been taught it in school. I remember thinking it kind of hurt to orgasm but was also nice. I masturbated with an electric toothbrush. I’d also heard about porn and erotica, so I tried looking them up. I discovered what I was “into” and got off by watching that.

Fast forward to five or six years later, when I still masturbated at least weekly, using the flat end of the head of the brush like I always had. But I never really could orgasm alone as well as I could when I was watching porn. So one day, home alone, I decided to just focus on where it felt good and how it felt rather than focusing on what outward things turned me on—like porn. It made me orgasm much better than any porn or erotica had.

Personal note: I am Christian and I have never thought that my love for God is defined by how much I choose to pleasure myself sexually. I feel they are completely different things, like how much you like ice cream versus how much you like cake. God loves me eternally and wants me to love myself too, and this is a form of self-love.
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I usually masturbate every day. I’ll stop masturbating for five days in a row sometimes so I can get my drive really going.



I use olive oil to masturbate. It has a good consistency. It’s not too light. It’s not too heavy, but heavy enough. It’s easy to clean up. It’s natural. And who’s going to question why you have olive oil in the house?



When I masturbate, the quicker I can get it done, the better. I think of it as a temperature drop needing to happen in my body. I need some stimulation—a porn video. The most important thing is the sound. I like watching too, voyeuristically, but the sound is key. It’s important that the video feels real. I want to hear what they are saying and the environment. If there’s no sound in the video, it’s totally disconnected—it doesn’t work. I might as well not watch anything.



When I was a kid, I was really good at climbing. I used to climb the poles on the playground really easily, a thousand times. One time I realized it started to give me pleasure. When I came up the pole, I felt really good in an explosive way.

I told my mom about my discovery and she told me that it was great, just not to do it when people were around.

Some time after, I realized these were orgasms, and that it was really easy for me to touch my body and “get there.”








As Told To

PROFESSIONAL MASTURBATOR

BETTY DODSON
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I’m Betty Dodson, and I’m a professional masturbator—that is, I teach groups how to masturbate. How I got to teaching masturbation was a progression. I can’t give you a time when all of a sudden I was an expert; it was always in my life.

I always talked about sex in school, and as a young adult I was always interested in it. As an artist, I was always drawing the nude form. And sex—it’s such a good feeling. But masturbation—now that is great! It’s free. You can do it alone or with friends. It’s the perfect kind of sex.

And I love teaching groups how to masturbate. I love gathering a group of people and teaching them what I know. I love masturbating with them. The orgasm you have in those groups—it’s heavenly. Because the energy in the room is incredible. Listen, I’m almost ninety and I still masturbate, but I’m done with having sex in a couple—once you teach masturbation to a group of people and masturbate with them, having sex in a couple is boring.

When I was a kid of about four or five, I was in the back seat of the car with my family—three brothers and me and my mom. I waited until my brothers had dozed off, then I stuck my fingers down my pants and started rubbing myself and it felt great and I had an orgasm. And then I noticed that my mom could see me in the rearview mirror. It probably wasn’t my first orgasm, but it was certainly my first observed orgasm. But the interesting thing is that my mom didn’t stop me. Back then all mothers were stopping kids from playing with themselves—well, I’m sure they still are, actually. But my mom didn’t stop me. When I asked her about it later, she said, Well, you were having so much fun and you weren’t hurting anyone—and it was a long drive! That was a beautiful answer. That’s what I’m trying to teach other people about masturbation—you’re not hurting anyone, and it’s fun!

Here’s something to remember when it comes to masturbation: penetration plus vibration. It’s easy to remember because it rhymes. And when it comes to vibration, I am particularly fond of the Hitachi Magic Wand. It does the trick. If you want to get started somewhere, go to a sex shop. They have all kinds of things and the staff is usually informed.

When folks want to know my turn-ons, I say my biggest turn-on is me. I’m crazy about myself, but I wasn’t always—I was insecure. As I got older and did more and accomplished more, however, I got more confident. A good tip for getting into yourself is don’t compare yourself to anyone else. Ever. I truly believe in that. It works.

My personal philosophy is this: I think that giving yourself an orgasm is the heart of female liberation. Here’s why: it’s about knowing yourself, not depending on anyone else (independence!), and being in touch with your physical self. You have access to pleasure whenever you want it! Remember that! You can have an orgasm whenever you want to! That is freedom. Sexual freedom. But a lot of people are repressed—you can thank religion for that. In my workshops we spend a lot of time telling our stories first, and they are so similar. Repression has similarities.

Most of us had sex games as kids, and that is completely natural: I’ll show you mine if you show me yours. But it’s so surprising how conservative people are, how fearful, and how programmed they are. We’re always discouraging kids about exploring their bodies. Why? Society has a lot of growing up to do. And I think it will happen. I think it’s happening now—slowly, very slowly, but little by little it is happening. And we will be more open-minded.

Right now the culture is so focused on monogamy. I don’t believe in monogamy. I never wanted to have sex with just one person. It’s like eating the same food all the time. Variety is the spice of life—it’s an old saying, but true. I was married for about five years in my late twenties. Then my marriage ended and I was outwardly sad, but inside I was happy—it was freedom! I belonged to the world!

I get asked all the time how I “identify”: How do you identify? Well, there are all of these words now, but when I was younger we didn’t have these terms. And to me it’s irrelevant what your sexual preference is when you’re talking about masturbation. Because you’re having sex with yourself! I’m a solo sexual, that’s what I am. And when I’m not being a solo sexual, I’m being a social sexual. It’s not about hetero- or homosexual for me; it’s either solo or social. People would be less judgmental if they thought that way. Why don’t we all just be who we are!

People could really benefit from being less judgmental in general—about themselves and everyone else. Like with bodies—once you start having sex in a group, you see a lot of bodies and they’re all just fine. You get accepting of all kinds of bodies once you see a lot of them naked. Try it!









Stories

BODY ACCEPTANCE


SHAINA Body acceptance is something that I still struggle with at times.

JULIA I still struggle with it too. I go through periods of caring about my weight obsessively, then sometimes not at all. I thought I would grow up and not care, but it creeps back sometimes. It’s been helpful that as a society we are talking about it more.




When I was nineteen, I started to go bald. That was the same time I started to grow a lot of body hair. This felt like a crisis, that I was going bald that young—that girls wouldn’t like me. And the body hair started growing on my back and on my butt—a lot of it. I was very embarrassed, but I didn’t know what I could do about it. I couldn’t have shaving my butt become part of my daily grooming routine. I was always afraid to let anyone see me from behind when I was naked because of my butt hair. But eventually I got over it and learned to live with it. I didn’t really have another choice.


Do your labia minora hang low, do they wobble to and fro? I have always been self-conscious of my vagina because my vaginal lips are big and sag a lot. Also, the color is a lot darker. It’s almost like extra elbow skin. They’ve been like that since I can remember. When I was younger, my high-school friend saw my vagina when we were changing or peeing or something, and she asked me if I had a penis. That was really traumatizing. I thought something was wrong with me down there. I still kind of do. I always wonder if guys pause when they see my long lips. Nobody has ever said anything. Eventually I asked my gyno and he said it was normal, but I’m still worried about it.
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Branche Coverdale
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I have inverted nipples. For as long as I can remember, every single time I went to a doctor they were like, “How long have you had inverted nipples?!” I guess it can be a symptom of breast cancer.

I would always say, “I’ve always had them.”

And then they’d be like, “Oh, okay—well, you probably won’t be able to nurse.”

Doctors have been saying that to me since I was practically a kid—like way before I was ever gonna be nursing anyone. It gave me a complex. I thought there was something wrong with my boobs. I honestly felt like a monster. I would worry—as a teenager—about having to go skinny-dipping or something like that, and people seeing my inverted nipples. When I had sex or was changing in front of people, I would always cover them up. This went on for years and years and years.

Then, the night I got engaged, my fiancé was like, “I know you have a thing about your nipples, so
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