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Dedication

This one is Trin’s, with love





Epigraph

And therewithal Criseyde a noon be kistè;

Of which, certeyn, she feltè no dis-easè.

And thus seyde he: ’Nov woldè God I wistè,

Mine hertè sweetè, how I yow might pleasè.

FROM TROILUS AND CRISEYDE, BY GEOFFREY CHAUCER
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INTRODUCTION

It seems worthwhile to me to establish from the start that prior to beginning this project I had not previously considered myself an expert on sex or sexy stories, any more than is any average, curious reader holding what is now the finished book. However, as with art, I do know, unequivocally, what doesn’t work for me and so, trusting my experience and judgment as a skilled editor, I set about fashioning a collection of erotic imaginings that does.

More than anything else, I have wanted, in choosing the very varied selections you will encounter here, to elicit the same kind of recognition that all women I know felt when a decade ago they first heard the Pointer Sisters song—female anthem, really—that inspired this book’s tide. The idea, in case you missed it back then and aren’t still humming along, was to find a lover willing to “spend some time,” one with “an easy touch” who’d put a higher value on teasing anticipation and gradual sensation than on mechanically grinding body parts. Frankly, even hearing a few bars of “Slow Hand” on the car radio, while stalled in traffic, was enough to induce a pleasant shiver or two, and I don’t for a single moment think I’m alone in this reaction.

Naturally, then, I confess it was a surprise and a fairly severe disappointment when recently I learned that a pair of male songwriters had actually written this brilliant answer to Freud’s famous question, “What does a woman want?” But, taking stock of what’s positive (as is my frequent habit), I’ll just point out that it was the Pointer Sisters, bless their hearts, who did, after all, sing those amazing lyrics with such fabulously convincing oomph. And, thankfully, it is their identification with it that stays with us—even if they’re not collecting all the royalties.

At any rate, “Foreplay, and lots of it” was the musical message the father of analysis didn’t live to hear, and it came at the start of a decade when quick, easy self-gratification seemed, for just a while there, to be every person’s right. Mind you, we’re not talking about the sixties, which was the (actually, only partly) permissive era of my own youth and sexual coming-of-age, but about the eighties, when, at the same time, the unyielding and ghastly nature of the AIDS virus began to make itself known. In many ways, then, this was a hostile climate for romance—or perhaps not, it’s hard to say. On the one hand, there was the need to consider more carefully one’s sexual partners and what one chose to do with them, perhaps, indeed, to spend more time in sensual play and touch. And on the other, there was the specter of sexually associated disease and death, along with grim predictions of the widening spread of AIDS, to act as an anaphrodisiac for generations of men and women well into the twenty-first century.

Still, it seems to me that at the moment when the Pointer Sisters sang this song and put it into the ears of women young and old—then and now, now as then—a line was drawn and many of us crossed it. To make sex sexy is surely one fine goal; to make it sensual is, I believe, an even finer one. And to be erotically aware is to understand that there is knowable human reality behind that fateful moment in Greek mythology when the sage Tiresias, truthfully replying and blinded for his pains, told the disputatious gods that women are capable of receiving nine times more pleasure than men from the act of love.

Thus, I think it’s no coincidence that erotic writing by women writers for woman readers seemed to come into its own in the 1980s, following that seductive affirmation of our own perceptions about our need for seduction delivered in “Slow Hand.” (Male readers, to be sure, are welcome in these precincts, although one man of my acquaintance, given an early glimpse of a story I’d accepted, commented carefully, “Well, it doesn’t turn me on, but it’s certainly instructive.” In fact, what more can I hope for?) Building upon the success of earlier books by Nancy Friday and Erica Jong and the phenomenon of Anaï’s Nin’s posthumously published Delta of Venus, Lonnie Barbach, herself author of the influential self-pleasuring manual For Yourself and other works in the field of sexuality, led the way with her collections, Pleasures and Erotic Interludes. But she was not alone: there was also the Kensington Ladies Erotica Society of San Francisco, as well as the writers/editors Susie Bright, Tee Corinne, Terry Woodrow, Laura Chester, and others still.

These books were eagerly bought by women, perhaps first as novelties and later as necessities. What seemed crucial about them, simply stated, was their opening up to women an area of human experience heretofore dominated—like nearly everything else—by male principles. As with the consciousness-raising evenings of an earlier epoch and the myriad support groups now so ubiquitous, this new wave of women’s erotic writing offered the embrace of acceptance: we are like you, you are like us—and self-consciousness at least be damned, if not wholly dispelled.

When it was initially suggested to me that I attempt to edit such a collection of original erotic writing myself, I wasn’t at all sure what I thought—or what I felt. I was not, you see, in any sense, a student of the literature; my own personal mental library of erotic writing was no more and no less than the stock repository of a person of my generation: mainly the naughty bits in Harold Robbins and Grace Metalious, Jacqueline Susann and J. P. Donleavy. Molly Bloom’s soliloquy worked best when read aloud by that ardent English professor whose mission was to try and make us amateur Joyceans, and a copy of Fanny Hill, of course, was generously circulated by its owner around my dormitory. I also discovered The Story of O on a bookshelf one late-sixties night while babysitting for some faculty brats, and I will now confess to having utterly forgotten the little tykes’ existence by the time their parents returned home, so engrossed was I.

Yet, upon examining the memories of erotica’s impact on those tender sensibilities that once were mine, I did have a surprising moment when I realized that, in fact, the sexiest reading experience I could recall was one I’d all but forgotten: Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde. And in Middle English, no less. It was the same spring that everyone, myself included, was devouring Portnoy’s Complaint. But, to tell you the truth, Philip Roth is no Chaucer, and the melting sensation between my legs as I formed each difficult archaic word aloud, stanza by slow stanza, and awaited the eponymous lovers’ much-delayed consummation, was a splendid antidote to Roth’s haut-contemporary neurotic carnality.

Anyway, back in the present, at my editor’s suggestion, in order to make up my mind about taking on the project, I began to browse in the more recent compilations of women’s erotica. Quite soon, not surprisingly, my own synapses of personal recognition were firing madly: I was hooked. But, intrigued as I was by my own strong skin responses to many of the stories I read, what affected me more was my delight at how these works broke free of the tyranny of physical beauty and the desirability of youth which figured, crushingly, as elements in most of the sexy writing I’d previously known. That is to say, whether these new stories functioned as teasing turn-ons, or as evocations of tenderness, or as explorations of the boundaries of passion, or whether they ventured into the adjoining territories of betrayal, jealousy, loneliness, rejection, insecurity, they always kept clearly in the foreground real women—not nymphets or sex goddesses, not unblemished starlets or virginal misses, but women with both bodies and histories that were not free of imperfections.

Remembering all those times when unwashed hair, or a recalcitrant pimple, or an unwished-for five pounds seemed to stand between me and the enjoyment I might take from a kiss, and always sensing the unfairness of it, but accepting it, nonetheless, as the set of rules from which to operate, I appreciated at once the sea change these stories represented. To see beyond the envelope—the flesh—that contains us, to the message inside (“my sexual self may not be exactly who I look like”) is what, in an ideal world, we’d naturally expect from our lovers, or potential lovers, yet gaining such intuitive sympathy, such tolerance, is still an elusive goal for most of us.

Erotica being written by women today (and including all the stories in this book) distinguishes itself not only by its equal-opportunity treatment of the issues of age or physical attractiveness, of course. But that was the first thing that struck me about it, and I sensed it as one of the more important elements of the greater power being returned to women: not to have our sexuality be about things that are (often) beyond our control and not to have our sexual selves dictated or defined by others. In the male-female sexual relationship, at any rate, the mutuality of acceptance has until now been almost as rarely observed in theory, even, as it has been in practice. (For most of history, for example, women’s bellies were admired as beauteous symbols of fecundity, yet today paunchy guys are given society’s carte blanche to nag voluptuous girlfriends who rarely find it a two-way street. And how many women are allowed, or are willing, to turn their gray hairs into a sexual asset, as so-called distinguished gents may do?)

In this collection there are stories by many sorts of women; I know what very few of them look like. There are contributions by women barely out of their teens and those by women past their half-century mark. Quite a few of the pieces are about seductions of one sort or another, but others are about love, and there are some about lust. A few deal with the secrets we keep, as well as those we don’t. Some of the stories are about characters who are strangers to each other, while others feature familiar lovers known all too well. One or two selections are angry, and a couple are startling. What they have in common, though, is the impression of honesty they leave, whether the mood is realism or fantasy or some area in between. And, for me, what’s so truly wonderful is that all I had to do was ask, in order to summon most of these stories into being.

The contributors selected also represent a fairly good cross section of women: American, Canadian, English, Asian, straight, gay, bisexual, urban and rural, teachers and journalists, novelists and poets, actresses and athletes, students and mothers, women divorced, separated, and single. But I did not start out with a pretested recipe that called for including a teaspoon of this kind of person or a half-cup of that kind. There were, however, some very general guidelines with which I approached individual women, and also networks of women, both here and abroad asking them to give it a try. What I said was this:

“The stories can be long or short. They can be about heterosexual or lesbian sex, about old women or young, middle-, or teenaged, about couples, groups, or solitary pleasure. They can also be true, or based upon true-to-life experience, or even upon such experience as you might have preferred it, with a few adjustments for fantasy. The main goal, as I see it, is that the stories, each and every one, tickle my senses, make me feel sensuous or sensual, sexier, in fact, for having read them.”

If my mailman had only known! But once the stacks he left at my door started getting higher, it was hard not to notice with what alacrity many women—most of them strangers to me—took to the task. Even more rewarding was the way a great number of my correspondents warmly thanked me for allowing them the opportunity to try this New Thing: being given an invitation, that is, unexpected license, to examine their sexual attitudes or express their sexual preferences or fantasies or to explore an erotic memory long stored away. “I don’t know if it’s any good, but I’m having fun,” one woman wrote me back. (Her story was later accepted.) Said another, “I send it to show I tried, but I also had fun doing it so you needn’t feel bad about sending it back.” (This one made it into the finished book, too.)

Similar sentiments, with “fun” the word most frequently used, were echoed by women thousands of miles apart, and quite a few, as well, stated their belief that such a project was an all-too-needed antidote to the “fearful, conservative” mood with which we were closing the century. “A lot of us have been writing, or dying to write, more erotically for some time now,” another contributor informed me, and, indeed, of the nineteen selections, half are by women for whom this was not their “first time.”

Anyway, drawing upon the enveloping camaraderie I soon began to feel, I’d like to point out once again that women, by and large, do know what they want in the way of erotic stimulation and satisfaction; it’s only feeling strong and confident enough to express it and then getting someone to pay attention that’s the problem! For my part, I’ve tried to keep all earnestness and moralizing at bay, for to listen is to learn, and to hear these disparate voices is to realize that there is not—that there cannot be—one politically or aesthetically correct single way to inhabit fully our female sexual selves. Ever. But, with more and more women revealing what they want, be it a slower hand or a quicker one, we will increasingly be able to check our own instincts against those of other women and gain strength in the process… and, perhaps, better orgasms, as well.

In this book, as I’ve intimated, I gave the writers no formulas to follow, no party line to adhere to; at the same time, I recognize a very real responsibility to acknowledge that the need for “safe sex” exists at every level throughout our society today. (Make that civilization: there is nowhere to run.) But I could not bring myself, even in the face of this appalling knowledge, to edit a cautionary safe-sex passage into each and every story. I am not the surgeon-general, and while fiction can indeed be influential as well as be a type of drug, its effect cannot be monitored nor should its content be regulated. While it is potentially informative, it is also a place of refuge, and I firmly believe it simply need not be connected to absolute reality at every juncture. Perhaps I can ask you, then, to consider the erotica you find here to be “interactive” and to imagine a condom in every relevant scene.

In conclusion, I want to quote the late Bruce Chatwin, English novelist, essayist, and adventurer extraordinaire, who once wrote the following: “Descriptions of the sexual act are as boring as descriptions of landscape seen from the air—and as flat: whereas Flaubert’s description of Emma Bovary’s room in a hôtel de passe in Rouen before and after, but not during the sexual act is surely the most erotic passage in modern literature.” There is room for disagreement here, naturally, but if you believe you yourself to be of a similarly inclined disposition and prefer the fade-to-black school of erotic entertainment, be aware that the stories in this collection—which you surely must already suspect—are frankly carnal, full of explicit language, deeds, and thoughts of the sort that some people may term “pornographic” (“intended primarily to arouse sexual desire,” according to my Webster’s) and others dismiss as “dirty.”

This may please some and offend others, but my main hope is that readers new to the audacious genre of women’s erotica—readers both female and male—who pick up slow hand out of curiosity will enjoy and appreciate the sensual/sexual explorations they encounter here. All responses are legitimate, backgrounds and natures differing as they do, yet I can’t help but hope that the book I’ve assembled will turn out to be the best kind of seducer. Whether for those who step forward eagerly to embrace it, knowing already that they will like what they find, or for those less certain but willing to allow themselves be caught up in its compelling rhythm and its surprises, slow hand exists to reflect the needs and desires of its audience.


IN THE PRICK OF TIME

By Susan Dooley

We admire dome stories for the dazzle of their artifice; others, however, may win our hearts with their naturalness, Susan Dooley’s “In the Prick of Time” embodies, I think, everything that is splendid about being a Grown-Up Woman, yet it reminds us also that we are the sum of our experienced, that our sensuality can grow and flourish only if we accept and nurture it.

“Too fat.”

The mirror was an old one, its oak frame holding glass that was wavy and dappled with dark spots. It could distort image, she thought, just as earlier she had muttered about how her jeans had shrunk in the wash.

“Too fat,” this time she sighed and accepted it.

“Just right.” He had come up behind her in the bathroom where she stood, her body still wet from the shower. He put his arms around her and nuzzled his face into her neck. She watched in the mirror as he slid one hand up her body and cupped her breast. He played with her nipple, running a finger back and forth until the flesh hardened beneath his hand. Then he moved until he was between her and the mirror. She watched as the back of his head ducked forward and felt the slight pressure as his mouth began a soft sucking at her breast.

The man in the mirror curved his hand over her hip. His fingers pressed in for a minute and then continued on until he had shoved his hand between her legs. She could feel his tongue teasing the inside of her mouth, and she felt a warmth and an urgency even as she watched, detached, the two strangers who slid awkwardly to the floor and began to press themselves together in the shifting light.

She could no longer see the mirror. There was only the pressure of him, hip to hip, tongue to tongue, as he pushed himself inside of her.

The telephone rang.

She tried to ignore it, but both of them had gone still, waiting for it to stop. The noise had broken their connection, and though they rocked together for a minute more, she felt him ebbing away.

Mary raised herself on an elbow. In the wavy glass she saw two people who had passed their moment of passion. The woman had wet hair. The man had on his shoes.

“What are you writing?”

“An erotic memoir,” she said, turning around and placing the flat of her hand on the front of his jeans. She felt him move at her touch, and she smiled up at him. “I’m going to call itIn the Prick of Time.”

She was sitting at the long pine table, having cleared a small space between a stack of books and a large gray cat, and was writing out the grocery list. He put one hand on her shoulder and leaned forward to read what she had written.

“Oatmeal?” he asked. “I thought this was supposed to be erotic.”

“Well, it’s not themost erotic thing I could think of,” she conceded, wiggling her eyebrows in what she hoped was a Groucho Marx leer. “But once a long time ago I stood and watched a pot of oatmeal boil for ten minutes. It was a very sensual experience. Voluptuous. It sort of …” She was remembering that time when she had eaten oatmeal six days a week, saving all her money to have one glorious meal on the seventh, and of how she had often gotten mesmerized by the sight of the bubbling oatmeal. “It sort of erupts at you. Oatmeal has orgasms.”

“You must have been a very cheap date,” he said, going to the refrigerator to see what other erotic treats were on offer.

“Do you remember oleo orgies?” he asked, having found a piece of lemon pound cake.

“Did you ever go to one?” She put her pen down and turned expectantly—the magician about to pull a rabbit out of his past.

“Once in Ohio when I was in graduate school. It wasn’t oleo. It was some vegetable oil in a bottle, and we all got a little drunk and then smoked pot for courage. Then we took off our clothes. Except Nancy. We were still married then, and she insisted on keeping her underpants on. Everyone else looked innocent. Nancy in her underpants looked like a very dirty girl.

“We sat in a circle, willy nilly, except you couldn’t sit next to the person you came with.

“The man giving the party went around the circle, pouring out handsful of oil. He made it a priestly act. We began rubbing the oil on each other. I was sitting next to a woman with incredible breasts and a beautiful tan. I put my head in her lap so I could look up and watch the light gleam on her skin. She leaned over to rub oil on my chest and I caught her breast in my mouth to suck it. It tasted strange—almonds, vanilla—I can’t remember except that made it even more erotic.

“She didn’t seem to mind, but she didn’t seem aroused either. She kept rubbing me with oil in a very efficient fashion, and all around us everyone was doing the same thing. Suddenly I started to laugh. I felt like a leg of lamb.

“Everyone else began to laugh too, and the girl whose lap I was on would give these great hee-haws and my head would bounce up and down. It was silly, but at the same time it was very erotic.”

“What ever happened to her?” Mary asked. Her voice had gone cool.

“To who?” asked Paul.

“The woman you were bouncing about on.”

He looked at her curiously. “I have no idea. I never even knew her name.”

He got up. “I’m going into town. Do you want anything? Oatmeal?” He bent over and rubbed his chin against the top of her head and was gone.

She heard the rough cough of the car’s motor and watched Paul back the old station wagon out of the driveway. When she was sure he was gone, she pulled a fresh piece of paper off the pad and wrote his name.

“Paul.”

She tried to think what it was exactly that made her want him. Rationally, there were only so many spots the hand could touch, so many places the tongue could lick, and that made fucking finite in its possibilities.

Why was it that somehow lovers were not?

She folded the paper with Paul’s name and set it aside. Then she began again:

“Herbert.”

An erotic memoir should begin at the beginning. In the prick of time, when that first tentative tickle had come from the unlikely Herbert, a leering red-haired boy of eleven who had pushed his way through the children on the school bus to sit beside her. He had squeezed himself over onto her side of the cracked leather seat as the bus made its familiar and halting way down the highway, extruding children at each stop like some demon machine that had had its fill and now was belching out the leftovers.

Herbert had never actually put his hands on her. But he had leaned on her, and he hadlooked at her. It was frightening. It was exciting. Not like Jimmy Mason who had chased her through the orchard and knocked her to the ground to deliver a hasty kiss, his lips slamming to a halt on her cheek. The way Herbert had shoved and bumped her had made warmth start between her legs and roll up her body until she could feel the heat turning her face red. It was uncomfortable. She hoped he wouldn’t stop.

“Carole.”

Carole had been her best friend in grade school. When the weather was too wet for the nuns to scatter the schoolchildren onto the playground, they would gather them together, march them into the auditorium, and show them a religious film. The ones that weren’t about the Virgin Mary hovering over some foreign meadow starred pretty nuns and handsome priests—none of them had warty cheeks like Sister Octavia or the smooth hairless skin of Sister Joyce, whose eyes had been popped naked into a face that lacked both lashes and brows. Mostly the movie priests were Irish and adorable. Not like Father O’Toole, the arrogant pastor who strode each week into every classroom to bellow damnation at any child who had been seen talking to a Protestant.

She and Carole sat next to each other in the dark, while a wavy shaft of light cast pictures on the screen. The big, bare room smelled of chalk and wet socks, and above the faint hum of the projector you could hear the constant rustle of children forced to sit still. The darkness, the muffled noise, the shadows of people you no longer knew turned the barren room into a private place.

For the first half of the film, Mary would trace a delicate line up and down the soft skin on Carole’s arm. When they changed to the second reel, it would be Mary’s turn. She would stare entranced at the screen while Carole’s fingertips returned the delicate, feathery stroking.

That wasn’t really erotic, Mary admitted. Not like Herbert. But Mary decided that sensual also had a place on her list. She left Carole’s name on it.

“Mr. Maxwell.”

Mr. Maxwell was an older man in his twenties. When Mary was sixteen, he had hired her older sister, Helen, as a file clerk. Whenever she went to pick up Helen, Mr. Maxwell would call Mary into his office and flirt with her. One day he had leaned over and run his finger up her leg.

Mary pretended not to notice, but after that, whenever Mary came to get Helen, Mr. Maxwell invited her to come into his office. Sometimes he asked Helen to work overtime, and while she busied herself outside, trotting back and forth down the hallway with full file folders, Mr. Maxwell asked Mary about her boyfriends and tipped himself forward in his chair so that, as he talked, he could run his fingers lightly up and down, up and down her leg.

“Wesley Sutcliffe.”

She still thought of him occasionally when she saw the moon lying low, pouring light onto water as it had at that beach party the year she was thirteen. She had barely known Wesley, but when everyone had gone for a final swim, he had waded through the water and picked her up. Holding her wet body against his chest, he had carried her up the moon’s line of light, walking into the darkness of the sea. The silky, clinging wetness of her bathing suit was all that was between her breasts and his chest, and her nipples had hardened at the touch of his skin. He had carried her farther and farther into the silver light until at last they vanished in the moon.

The phone again. A neighbor was calling to give warning. The raspberries were going by. If Mary wanted any, she must pick them now.

There was enough of a breeze to keep the bugs away, but also enough to send her notes skating off the kitchen table and across the floor. And out the window. And into the hands of a neighbor child who would later ask, “Mommy, what does ‘fuck’ mean?” She picked up a brass candlestick and placed it firmly on the papers before taking a basket and heading for the raspberry patch.

She picked for an hour. Someone was practicing the piano—“In the Good Old Summertime”—and the ponderous notes came to her over the buzz of bees. It was all the summers that ever were, and Mary began to miss the moment even as it was happening. Next January, pulling up close to the wood-stove, she would be able to close her eyes and remember the clean feel of sun and the pleasure of licking a finger smeared red with raspberry juice. A mosquito danced across her back, and she straightened up to swat it. Drops of sweat slid down between her breasts.

How nice it would be to strip off her blouse, to unhook her bra and let the breeze lick the sweat from her skin.

She reached absentmindedly toward a dark red raspberry, but stopped at the sight of a small white worm humping and sliding its way down the cane. Mary brushed it off, decided she had picked enough, then saw one more ripe berry, then two just a few steps farther on.

“Picking raspberries is like orgasms,” she said to Paul later that evening as they lay in bed together.

“You think everything is like orgasms,” said Paul, who had only been half listening to her account of the raspberry patch. He had been smooching around her body, planting sweet, silly kisses on her elbow, her wrist, licking the place where her waist lowered itself onto her hips.

“I always think if I wait a minute there’ll be a better one. Sometimes I don’t want to come.”

“We all think that,” said Paul complacently. “Prolonging the pleasure. It’s why eighteen-year-old boys aren’t all they’re cracked up to be.”

Paul was fifty-two. Much better than an eighteen-year-old, Mary agreed. Although now that she thought about it …

“I’ve never been to bed with an eighteen-year-old,” she said. “By the time I lost my virginity I was too old for someone eighteen. What were you like then?”

“Fast,” said Paul. “It didn’t occur to me to try to please a woman. It was me who was pleased just to have one; I didn’t dare take any time for fear she might get away. Hop on, vrooom, hop off. Poor woman.”

“Poor woman,” Mary agreed, feeling the pleasure of his weight as he slid on top of her, rubbing himself against her inner thigh before pressing inside of her and beginning to move slowly back and forth, finishing at last what had started their day.

• • •

Obsessed was too strong a word, but Mary admitted she had spent a lot of time the last few days adding names to her erotic memoir. Partly it was because Paul had fastened on it. Whenever he saw her writing, he tried to look over her shoulder, pretending to believe it was a shopping list. All his insecurities had snugged down into her past. She rather liked the past he gave her, all glamor and carelessness. The real one had been much more painful.

She, in her turn, had no fear of his past. She shied at his future. She kept herself ready for the day he would announce that being together had become more difficult than being apart.

She knew that for both of them, these were protection myths, like the Indian legends of creation. You were ready with a cover, a story which would explain how strange and terrible things that could not happen sometimes did.

“Tim.”

Her first lover. She had been devastated at his loss. It had never occurred to her that one would go to bed with a man and not marry him and live happily ever after. She had. They had not. It had been sex, but had it been erotic? She was too full of trying to please him, her mind poking itself into everything, wondering if it was all right to do this. And what he would think of her if she did that. Never in the few years they were together had she relaxed in bed and listened to him with her skin. But the first man you ever fucked, surely he had to be in your erotic memoir.

Erotic was not just a hand on your body, or she would have been swept away by the strange man who came up to her at a dinner party, gave an enchanting smile, and reached out and cupped his hands around her breasts. The Masons’ secret handshake, or was he Mr. Magoo? It had been as erotic as watching a nurse plump up a pillow. Erotic wasn’t the motion, or the mechanics, it was what had gone before, even if before was only a brief connection. It was the connection that counted. The mind knew not to be wary and allowed the flesh to have its say.

• • •

The phone. It was Paul.

“Are you busy, or would you like to go on a picnic?” he asked.

She met him at the town wharf, passing him the picnic basket and taking his hand. She rocked for a moment on the edge of the dock, so that she could say before she stepped into the boat, “If you were the kind of man who looked up a woman’s skirt, you’d notice I don’t have on underpants.”

She jumped lightly into the boat, dropping safely down amid the piles of slickers, sweaters, boots, and lines.

“Aha!” he gave her a quick grin, but he was coiling the painter as he talked and she knew better than to pursue the conversation. He drifted off when they were on the water, his mind going ahead in search of rock or wind.

They ate on the shore and then walked the edge of the island. In the distance they could hear the bleating of an island ewe, anxiously calling back a wandering lamb. They walked to the top of the hill, past low bushes of sheep laurel, whose brilliant pink flowers looked innocent and enticing. “It’s also called lambkill,” Paul said, poking at a bush with his toe. “It doesn’t seem to have hurt this batch.” Another mother with her two lambs scampered off in front of them.

“They probably don’t eat it unless there’s nothing else,” Mary said, her eyes straining ahead to pick out the gray sheep from the gray rocks that jutted out of the meadow. At the top of the hill they stood for a minute, looking down on the ocean below. Then Paul lay on his back, and she leaned on one elbow above him. His shirt was open, and she walked her fingers across his chest, lightly like a spider. She kissed the place where his neck hollowed into his shoulder and then ran her fingers around the edge of his mouth.

“You are erotic,” she said. “You are the last entry on my list.”

“Sure I am,” he said, lost again in his vision of her past. “Number 27.”

“227,” she corrected him. “Do you take me for a slacker?”

He smiled and unbuttoned her blouse. He pulled the sleeves carefully down off her shoulders, and then, impatient, he gave a yank so that the whole thing dangled around her waist. He unfastened her bra and pulled her breasts free.

“I think I’ll just take you.”

His own pants were off, and he put his hands under her skirt. She raised her hips, and he pulled the skirt up, a clutter of clothing wrapped around her waist, her top and bottom bare. He put his fingers in his mouth, moistening them with his tongue as she watched him, then he leaned over and kissed her, putting his wet fingers between her legs.

His lips touched hers, his tongue sliding softly into her mouth so that as she inhaled she breathed him deep down inside her. His tongue in her mouth, the hardness of him pushing in between her legs, the spirit of him sliding deeper and deeper into her life.



AUTHOR’S NOTE


I’ve read a great many mediocre novels where the author was desperate to present sex in a shocking light—jamming people into clothes closets, conference rooms, and company. Sex in odd places and sex with odd groupings seemed to me to be like aerobics, something people do when the flab sets in. Thinking about it, I decided it was not simply flesh on flesh that awakens desire; it is the pasts that people bring to each other and the hope with which they merge.




LEAPER

By Jenny Diski

In contrast to the sensuous case of the familiar, presented with such spirited warmth by Susan Dooley, other stories in this book, of which “Leaper” is one, take a look at chance encounters. It is quite clear to me from the many submissions I read, though in itself hardly a new idea, that the element of “unknowingness”—of unfamiliarity with another body or its history—can strongly enhance the erotic quotient of a sexual episode, whether real or imagined. But Jenny Diski and every other writer selected for this collection who has taken the sexy-stranger theme has made it her own.

Known for her daring, Diski here examines the coming together of two people whose needs and vulnerabilities match up for only a very brief moment.

He phoned at completely the wrong time, my lover. “Write me a story. A man and a woman, fucking. Keep it short and dirty.”

“Fuck you,” I said. “If you want a story, speak to my agent. The going rate is five hundred pounds a thousand words. If you want a fuck, speak to me. The going rate is … what is the going rate?”

“Do as you’re told,” he said, just the tiniest bit menacing.

“Fuck you,” I said and put the phone down.

I’d spent the morning struggling with a never-to-be-published story and was sunk in a kind of slime of incapacity. What I lack is confidence. Much good it does to know what’s lacking. I’ve written quite a lot: short stories and articles for magazines, most of them published. Looked at from the outside, the writing’s going quite well. I’ve made a small but significant reputation with a number of editors, and it’s only a matter of time now, before I attempt The Novel that will, I hope, fulfill the promise I’ve shown.

If that sounds like an efficient piece of PR, it is, because I know, in that place where you really know things, that I can’t write at all. That fact, that I have produced decent stuff to murmurs of quiet appreciation, doesn’t affect this knowledge I have about myself. Something to do with my childhood, I suppose. Anyway, although things turn out more or less all right in the end, it doesn’t change anything, and I face every blank piece of paper in a state of panic. This time, I know for sure, they’ll find me out.

Things could be worse. That bone-deep knowledge of my own inability doesn’t, as it might, pervade my entire life. Not any more. At least it’s contained in the writing department, realizing, I suppose, that there is where I’ve decided I can live. I see this now as part of my internal structure; just as there is a language center in the brain, so I have a worry center which fills with anxiety and has to find something to worry about. It used to attach itself to anything available: money, sex, shopping, the daily news, the condition of my flat. For no reason connected with anything that was happening, anxiety would erupt. Suddenly, it would occur to me that there was dry rot under the floorboards, or perhaps, since I didn’t know one from the other, it was damp rot; and the gnawing worry would infest the day. No matter what sensible things I told myself, that it probably wasn’t true, or, if it was, so what, or I could do something about it, the ache would thrum away, coloring the day with anxiety.

The damp/dry rot wasdesperate all of a sudden, festering and rotting the fabric of my flat. I would go about my business, efficiently enough, but accompanied always in some small space inside me by my fears. By the following morning, the certain knowledge of rotting floorboards beneath my feet would have faded, but something else would take its place, filling up the worry gap before I had a chance to be relieved. A bank statement would arrive, and now the money situation, no different from the situation a day or a week before, would be terrifying, and I’d spend every free moment listing and relisting my income and outgoings, coming up each time with the same answer, forgetting almost what the problem was, but knowing there was some solution it was essential to arrive at. Sometimes, it made life very difficult to live.

All the time, even in the midst
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