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Stephanie Clifford-Smith is a food writer who spends her spare time reading about food and cooking. She has a weekly column in the Sydney Morning Herald’s Good Living supplement, reviews for the Good Food Guide and co-edits Sydney Eats restaurant guide. She writes about seasonal produce, reviews cookbooks and answers readers’ eating-out queries on the Eatstreets web-site. In an effort to dispel her concern that she is becoming one-dimensional, she also does a bit of salsa dancing. She has two sons and lives in Sydney with her husband.
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INTRODUCTION 

Have you ever wondered what happens the first time someone with a sexual fetish shares it with their lover? Say you had a kink, something you knew was really unusual. Would you risk having your lover run screaming from the room by asking if they’ll let you lick their eyeballs, or would you find some oblique way of bringing it up, perhaps when they were struggling with a stray lash? Or would you just go behind their back and find a willing partner on the internet?

The topic engaged a girlfriend and me for hours over lunch one day. It wasn’t the sexual nuts and bolts of fetishes that kept us talking—our vanilla backgrounds would have made that a pretty short conversation—but the human angle intrigued us. How do kinks affect relationships and how does one person suss another out? How does someone gauge the right moment to broach nappy-wearing as a turn-on? Do marriages fall apart over these desires or do they remain hidden, frustrated?

The questions lingered with me long after lunch and multiplied as the evening went on. I wanted to know if kinks were timeless or whether there were certain periods when particular tastes became recognised as kinks. Were there things that today we’d see as kinky but weren’t viewed as such in the past? And who were history’s great kinksters? I’d heard a bit about the Marquis de Sade, rumours about Hitler, but I’d soon learn there was still Percy Grainger, James Joyce and prominent sexologist Havelock Ellis himself to consider.

My curiosity also ran to the mundane side of things, like how you cope with the laundry when you want quantities of messy substances involved in the act? Do kids ask their parents awkward questions when props or accessories are left lying around? And what is it, exactly, that makes a person need that trigger to get them going?

So why should I care? Call it curiosity. I’m a journalist so that characteristic comes with the territory, but I wonder who among us hasn’t shared this inquisitiveness, even if only fleetingly. Or maybe there was something else operating here. I studied psychology at university and worked for years in medical publishing and while the mathematical part of my brain has only ever really functioned at a rudimentary level, the scientific bit was always reasonably easy to rev up. Here was a subject which was giving that corner of the cortex a charge it hadn’t had since I became a food writer a few years ago. Yes, food and sex. They’ve always been connected so it’s probably not surprising I should be curious about them both. I guess I’m specialising in the journalism of primal urges.

My husband, David, was never enthusiastic about my  researching this subject but wouldn’t say why; my hunch was that he thought it’d be risky business meeting and interviewing strangers about their sex lives. But rather than come out and say so, he bombarded me with alternatives. Actually it was really only one, in various guises—to write a cookbook. Of course, it made sense. I’m a keen cook, he’s an enthusiastic and appreciative eater, what could be better? Perhaps nothing, but by this point I was obsessed with getting answers to my growing list of questions.

I knew I’d be dealing with some pretty confronting stuff, but I felt fairly confident that I was unshockable. I’d recently finished writing a biography of celebrity chef Bernard King, a man who constantly challenged me with bluer and bluer stories, waiting for me to blush. I’d laugh. A lot. But blush? Never. To be so jaded and yet so young! Okay, so I’m kidding myself, but here at least was a way of finding out just how thick my skin was.

I rang the local paper and placed my ad. The girl who took my call was enthralled by the idea and we debated where best to run it. She advised against the personal columns because she thought I might get calls from weirdos; I told her I didn’t want to rule that out. She asked her boss for advice and I ended up running it in public notices.

I started small, no bolding, in just one paper at a cost of $14.10.

Turned on by something unusual? Interview subjects required for ultra-confidential research into fetishes. Call Sandra.

I thought the name Sandra would be easy to remember and sounded ordinary and approachable.
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IT PAYS TO ADVERTISE 

The advertisement appeared on a Thursday and I got my first response the next day. Bruce called as I was rushing out the door.

‘Sorry, Bruce, I can’t really talk now. But just tell me, briefly, what are your fetishes?’

‘Um, body decoration, specifically piercings, and women of the fuller figure,’ he said.

‘Okay, fine. Now would you like to meet for a chat or would you prefer to do it over the phone?’

‘I think we’d better do it on the phone. I don’t think my wife would like it very much if I met you.’

I only want to talk to you, Bruce, I thought, but we agreed I’d call him at 10 am on Monday.

An electrician, Bruce was at work when I rang his mobile and spoke quite openly, though he said he preferred the term ‘interest’ to ‘fetish’. He didn’t elaborate on his reasons but as I didn’t  want to alienate him, I stuck with his terminology. Happy to give me his surname and its correct spelling, he was totally upfront. In fact he made it all sound a bit pedestrian.

He’d become interested in body piercing after reading an article on it as a teenager, but in the late sixties it wasn’t exactly mainstream.‘ But the fuller-figured woman was, and I tended to seek them out rather than the skinny beach-bunny type. We’re not talking grossly full, three or four hundred kilos or anything. We’re talking a hundred to a hundred and fifty kilos.’

Light- to middle-weight women just didn’t interest him, he said. ‘But when I got a woman that was what everyone would describe as too fat, I found that they were more interesting women and a lot nicer to be around.’

Does ‘interesting’ mean more sexually attractive?

‘To me they are. Every woman I’ve met, no matter how skinny or how full they were, was always too fat as far as she was concerned. Even the ones who were Playboy centrefold material would say, “I’m too fat. Look, I’ve got a bit of fat here”, and you’d really have to look hard to find it. Unfortunately the world is obsessed with big tits and skinny women.’

In the seventies, when Bruce decided to try getting pierced, he had to go underground to find someone to do it for him. ‘And that was just the nipple piercings, not the genitalia. I did have a navel piercing, but because I wear pants with a belt it was uncomfortable so I let it grow out.’

He thinks facial piercings ‘look a bit gross’ but quite likes navel, nipple, penis and labial ones. But his first wife thought he was a freak.

‘She didn’t mind my nipple piercings, she could put up with those, but the penis piercing she didn’t like. I’ve got one through the eye of the penis and it comes down underneath and the other one’s across the shaft underneath.’

The piercings were one of many things that led to the end of the relationship.

‘She went around and mean-mouthed me to all my supposed friends, and in the seventies everyone thought I was a real bad deviant. So I got a divorce and I met the second lady and she said, Yeah, so what?’

His current wife is big and she pierced her ears, nipples and labia after she met Bruce.

‘It was her decision to have them done but she found that the nipple and labial ones were uncomfortable as she got bigger. She said she was taking them out and that was the end of the story.’

Now when he tells people about the piercings they say, ‘Oh, is that all you’ve got?’ Today it’s a bit of an anticlimax.

That doesn’t worry him because he didn’t have them done to impress anyone.

‘It’s just that some people like gardening, some people like fishing and I happen to like this. I just think it looks nice. You might say it’s disgusting but it’s the same with art. I go to the art gallery and everybody’s raving about a painting and to me it just looks like somebody threw up on a canvas.

‘I did it because it was going to look good when it was finished. It wasn’t done because I liked the pain.’

He keeps the rings in all the time to keep the holes open; nipples, he’s discovered, start closing after a day.

‘I had to take the one through the eye of the penis out when I had my heart operation because I had to have a catheter in there. It was out for about a month and it didn’t close up.’

They’re decorative sometimes and sensual at other times, particularly when fondled during foreplay, he says. But seeing pierced bodies at the beach isn’t necessarily a turn-on.

‘It’s not arousal, it’s just interest. It’s like a woman wearing a pearl necklace or a nice pair of earrings. It dresses the part up.’

The interview lasted about half an hour and, although he told me some pretty intimate stuff, I had the sense he was holding something back. He seemed reluctant to link the piercings and dimpled flesh to sexual arousal and I guessed his aversion to the adjective ‘fat’ was because he didn’t like its derogatory overtones.

Although Bruce liked the aesthetics of piercing, many people are attracted by the pain involved. There’s a body modifi-cation website (www.bmezine.com) where people post stories of their experiences. One guy writes that a voyeuristic interest in tattooing was replaced by piercing when he saw an image of a woman who’d had her nipples done. This was a turn-on he was prepared to try himself rather than simply view. He wrote that he will only ever do the piercing himself, not so he can be sure that everything will be thoroughly sterilised, but because he likes to extend the experience, and the professionals tend to work too quickly. 

Piercing had many advantages over tattoos.You can do play piercings. And a piercing will disappear if you take it out. So I fell in love with sewing needles. I used to sterilise them with a flame, then when they were cool pierce my scrotum over and over. Delicious!

While this guy’s devotion to the needle might still be unusual, facial piercing and other body modifications such as pubic coiffure and tatts have become so mainstream in the last decade they rarely raise an eyebrow. When the geometric Polynesian tribal band around the bicep became a fashion statement favoured by private school boys holidaying in Thailand, tattoos immediately lost any of the tough-guy connotations that the bikers’ snakes and dagger designs of earlier decades once had. Obviously it’s harder to tell by visiting the nearest beach if genital tattoos are gaining popularity but, given the skin’s sensitivity and the pain involved in the process, they’re unlikely to ever be as popular as those on the upper arm. Sometimes a submissive will have their genitals tattooed to declare, albeit privately, ownership by a particular dominant. And there are cases of the penis being flagrantly, colourfully decorated as a sexual lure. The briefest internet search shows up all kinds of variations. Some genital tatts are designed to be funny, like the one of a man pushing a lawn mower through a dense crop of pubic hair, which requires shaving a strip of hair behind the mower for maximum effect. Or there’s the elephant’s head tattooed on the groin with the penis itself modelling the trunk. But I wonder what the appeal is of a tiny pair of cherries tattooed on shaved labia; presumably, by the time a woman is in the position to display this miniature work of art, her partner has other things than stone fruit in mind.

In some cultures, scarification often accompanied tattooing, and was practised instead of tattooing by some dark-skinned people on whom tattoos were hard to see. While it is traditionally undertaken as a means of tribal and social identification, as part of initiation rites and for simple aesthetic adornment, in parts of Africa it also has sexual or erotic connotations. It can mark significant stages of development among women, such as puberty and marriage, and is said to make it easier for a woman to find a mate because it advertises her ability to withstand pain and, by logical extension, the pain of childbirth. A Nigerian tribe, the Tiv people, believe that a scarified woman is more sexually appealing and therefore more likely to bear children, and the raised scars are thought to create erotic sensations in both partners when touched or stroked.

Tamer and less permanent, but a body modification nonetheless, is pubic hair styling. The pendulum on the pudenda has swung right back to baldness, or to obsessive trimming at least, but the issue seems to be as much about fashion as any sort of fetish. In fact today, wanting a sexual partner who has pubes is seen as a fetish and it’s listed on sex websites in the same way as an interest in fisting, latex or spanking. So it’s the reverse that seems to have taken off in the mainstream. Of course classical and Renaissance nudes of both sexes were always hairless down there until Michelangelo gave his statue of David a neat stylised crop. Ancient Egyptians sometimes portrayed the hair as a tidy black triangle and Sanskrit manuscripts show Indian women with shaved front bottoms. So why are pubes so out of favour today? Surely it’s not that we’re prudish or trying to adhere to classical artistic stereotypes, so, although I’m speculating, I  can’t help thinking it’s porn’s fault.Yes, there’s always been porn and when the bush was big in the seventies, it was big in porn too; actress Pam Grier was as well known for her pubic afro as the one on her head. But with the growth of the internet in the early nineties, explicit porn spread at record speeds and became a multi-billion-dollar industry. I don’t think it’s coincidence that it was around this time that porn stars went bald downstairs. Why? Because if you’re a porn maker aiming for close-ups, you don’t want the money-shot obscured by anything. Following this trend were ordinary women taking up pubic waxing because porn viewers develop their tastes based on what they’re watching, and being hairless became the sexual ideal. It wasn’t long before pubes all over the western world were being ripped out by the roots.

But John Cleland, author of Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure (1748–9), a work also known as Fanny Hill, believed pubic hair had erotic purpose as this passage about a young lady’s maid being taught about lovemaking by another girl shows:

My breasts … amus’d her hands a-while, till, slipping down lower, over a smooth track, she could just feel the soft silky down that had but a few months before put forth and garnish’d the mount-pleasant of those parts, and promised to spread a grateful shelter over the seat of the most exquisite sensation, and which had been, till that instant, the seat of the most insensible innocence. Her fingers play’d and strove to twine in the young tendrils of that moss, which nature has contrived at once for use and ornament.
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FROM MILD TO WILD 

After my interview with Bruce I’d slightly reworded the ad, replacing ‘fetishes’ with ‘sexual interests’; if Bruce didn’t like the ‘f ’ word there were bound to be others who didn’t either. I also asked the classifieds department to move it to the adult services column, as I’d only had one reply when it was in public notices. However, a glitch meant the ad didn’t go in the next week. I was glad for the reprieve, though—on further consideration I worried that adult services cast me in a bit of a dodgy light. So when I rang to find out what happened to the ad, I asked them to run it in public notices again. This time it read:

Turned on by something unusual? Writer seeks interview subjects for ultra-confidential research into sexual interests.

I thought it was important to state that I was a writer to avoid confusion.

Shane, thirty-three, rang the Wednesday night before the paper came out, having read the ad on the internet. This guy was keen.

‘So, Shane, what are you into?’

‘Hh, hh, quite a bit actually.’

‘Yes, like what?’

‘Women. Definitely women.’

‘Any particular kind of woman, Shane?’ I asked, resisting the urge to lead him with suggestions.

‘Oh, I like them to be fit. And to have a good personality. That’s really important.’

This was like an interview on Perfect Match.

‘And would you say there was anything unusual about your particular sexual interests? I mean, I’d have thought most men would have shared those interests.’

‘Oh, I dunno, I can’t speak for other guys. That’s just what I’m into.’

‘Right. What I’m actually looking for is people who have very unusual sexual interests. It sounds like you’re a straight bloke who’s into fit women, which is not—’ 

‘Oh I like them to be confident, and take pride in their appearance ...’

The day the ad came out the phone rang hot on into the night. My mobile ringtone has a creepy submarine kind of sound to it, and by 9 pm I was dreading hearing it. All the callers were men, most of whom were turned on by lots of things rather than being obsessed with just one. A caller in his early thirties, Robert, turned out to be a pest. He got his jollies talking about sex and he also asked way too many questions about me. 

He said he was into ‘older women’ (in their forties with good bodies, he said) and wanted to know how old I was. I refused to say and told him I wasn’t prepared to discuss anything about myself. He also seemed to think I was doing this because I wanted to indulge in a series of dirty phone calls, and rang and texted several times. When I suggested that what he was into wasn’t really all that weird, he was prepared to change his story to stay involved.

I got a total of fifteen calls from that ad. It wasn’t until I looked at the ad myself the next day, Friday, that I realised why there were so many: they’d placed the ad in the ‘adult work opportunities’ column. I promptly rang back everyone who I’d made appointments with to stress there was no money in this. They all still wanted to talk.

Next morning Martin rang. He was into plenty: ‘Pissing, enemas, B&D, waxing ...’

Martin, who was now fifty, told me he was about eighteen when he first experienced a golden shower.

‘I was at a barbecue, outside, and most of us were pretty drunk and this woman was pissing. I said, “Well, why don’t you piss on me?” and she did, she was okay with that. I found that very erotic and stimulating. It was a bigger turn-on than I thought it would be.’

She also liked Martin pissing on her and they ended up finding more people into ‘water sports’ by placing ads. That introduced them to anal sex, dildos and role-playing. Things were going well between them so they decided to marry.

‘Then we started going to parties. We weren’t swinging but  we were certainly having public sex and that was a turn-on as well. As the years went on, one of the things she wanted to try was me shaving her pussy, which I did, and then she did the same for me, and then about three years later we moved into waxing. Now that’s very, very stimulating to both of us. It’s a very special experience as well as cosmetic. We also do that to other couples.’

He says the pain of waxing is worth it for the effect, but is not really part of the attraction.

‘I think a bigger part is more the public vulnerability and just exposing yourself to somebody and knowing that you’re at their mercy.’

He’s still with his wife, who is, he says, a good sexual partner, though her libido is lower than his and she’s lost interest in some of their more unusual practices.

‘To be honest I play around with other women as well. I’m probably more adventurous with them. One of the things I really enjoy is having sex in semi-public places like women’s change rooms at department stores. I organise those times beforehand, mostly on the internet. It’s a lot easier to find like-minded souls that way.’

The internet’s also useful for another of Martin’s interests.

‘I like to dress up in women’s underwear and be spanked, but Maria just doesn’t get that at all. Also wearing her knickers to work, that sort of stuff, she’s just not into that at all. Doesn’t understand it.’

But it’s the pissing he misses most with Maria, even though he finds it elsewhere. When she first said no to that, it tested the marriage.

‘I guess age gets the better of all of us and sex has slowed down a bit for her. She just said pissing doesn’t interest her any more. Maybe it’s because we’re all getting on a bit. In winter it’s too cold or summer it’s too hot, I don’t know . . .’

I wondered whether sodden mattresses were a problem with golden showers but he assured me they weren’t; at home he would spread a large rubber sheet on the floor and cover it with towels, avoiding the bed altogether.

Martin was brought up in a strict Catholic household and thinks this might have something to do with his sexual tastes. ‘As I came into puberty I had to experiment somehow and found that the more surreptitious it was, the more forbidden the fruit, the tastier it was. Conventional sex doesn’t really do it for me. I mean I could do it but it wouldn’t be fulfilling. I could get a hard-on, and go through the motions and it would depend how horny I felt, but my preference would certainly be for kinky rather than conventional.’

There’s a theory that urolagnia, watching someone urinate or having them urinate on you, is a turn-on because it involves the genitals and is all the more titillating because it’s usually a private act, which might fit with Martin’s first experience of it. Perhaps a longer bow to draw is that the practice is rooted in primitive biochemistry, the way an animal will mark its territory or attract mates with its urine.

The Greek myth of the coupling of Zeus and the princess of Argos, Danaë, could be interpreted as him giving her a golden shower, though it might be semen rather than urine, as the consequences of the story suggest. Danaë’s father, Acrisius,  had been warned by an oracle that one day she’d have a son who would kill him so he locked her away in a bronze room, ruling out all male contact and, therefore, pregnancy. Then Zeus, god of gods, fell for Danaë and no bronze room was going to keep him out. He came to her through the roof as a golden shower, landing in her lap and making her pregnant with a son, Perseus. Artistic interpretations of this myth vary, with some coyly interpreting the golden shower as rays of light, and others such as Titian, Tintoretto and Van Dyke as a downpour of gold coins which are promptly gathered up by a servant. Coreggio’s 1532 image is not so tame. It shows Danaë on a rumpled bed with her legs open and an angel drawing a sheet away from her hips as a giant golden blob heads straight for her pelvis. And Gustav Klimt, who painted the image in 1907, didn’t shy away from the the myth’s erotic implications either, showing Danaë, cheeks flushed, lying with her knees drawn up and the golden shower—more a torrent—pouring down between her thighs.

If it wasn’t for his particular fondness for watching women urinate, Havelock Ellis (1859–1939) might never have become a sexologist and campaigned for sex education for children, birth control, an end to the concept of illegitimacy, changes to divorce laws and to repeal laws against homosexuality. He struggled with impotence for most of his life, but if there was one thing that helped overcome his problem it was seeing a woman pee, a fixation he’d had since childhood when he saw his mother do it. They were walking in the gardens of Regent’s Park zoo when she stopped. He heard water splashing and turned to see his mother squatting over a puddle. This was  the beginning of his obsession with what he later described as ‘golden streams’.

He then fell in love with South African novelist Olive Schreiner who, despite being an advocate of women’s rights, was horrified to find she liked being humiliated and beaten. Gentle, romantic Ellis was never going to deliver on that score. ‘We were not what can be technically, or even ordinarily, called lovers,’ Ellis said later. Eventually she returned to South Africa and he married English writer Edith Lees in 1891. It’s not clear whether he knew at the time that she was a lesbian but they lived apart from the end of the honeymoon, and a few months into the marriage she wrote to say she’d fallen in love with another woman.

In 1917 Ellis met Françoise Cyon, who had been translating one of Edith’s books, and they fell for each other. Thirty years his junior, she was to be the answer to his impotence problems as she was completely willing to urinate in front of him (and accept the nickname Naiad, meaning water nymph). On one occasion she delighted him by peeing among the crowds in Oxford Circus, her long skirt hiding the fact from everyone but him as he watched the urine run down the gutter. Her continued cooperation ensured he remained potent and sexually active until the end of his life.
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THE MAN, HIS MUM, HIS WIFE AND HIS LOVER 

Nerves are making me nauseous as I come up the escalator from the gloom of Town Hall station into bright winter sunshine and I’m temporarily blinded by the contrast. I am here to meet Martin outside Woolworths. He’d said he was five-nine, overweight with a gold earring. Apart from a Big Issue seller in a crocheted beanie and the usual office workers, synthetic suits and high heels, there is a bloke who fits the bill with a mobile pressed to his ear. I keep scanning the crowd but spot the earring as soon as he puts the phone away. He’s wearing a burnt orange bomber jacket, perhaps to stand out, so I pounce as soon as I can in case he spots me and tries to dive for the escalators.

‘Are you Martin?’

‘Yes. Sandra, hi.’

He’s already decided where we should chat, a modern place on George Street, since closed, called the Cube Café.

While my nerves are only just settling as I position my recorder, irritated by repeated offers from waiters to take our order, Martin appears totally relaxed.

He’s eased his belly in behind the table and is scanning the menu. As he reads I watch his straight-lashed eyes flicker across the page and notice he’s deliberately left the temples of his thinning hair grey while the rest he’s rinsed light auburn. He orders a chicken panini (no chips) and a Diet Coke.

I thought meeting Martin would be mainly so I could get a look at him and am not expecting too many more sexual revelations over lunch. Wrong. After thirty-five minutes I am suffering from information overload. We’ve covered his childhood sexual abuse at the hands of his aunty, his mother dressing him as a girl, his confused sexuality, psychotherapy, an aborted attempt at a sex change, and his ongoing affair with his GP.

He said his mother was extremely disappointed he was born a boy and so she dressed him as a girl until his sister was born when he was five. This matter came up about three years ago when he was seeing a psychiatrist.

‘Then I started seeing a gender counsellor in Newtown. She suggested I was a woman inside a man’s body. I thought okay, I could go along with that. For six months I had hormone therapy, convinced that was the way to go. I spoke to a surgeon about gender reassignment surgery. I was seeing a psychiatrist and a psychologist and I guess what brought me to my senses was when the psychiatrist suggested I tell my wife. I thought it was probably a good idea, because after six months of hormone treatment the drugs were starting to take effect. My nipples  were so sensitive, just a shirt rubbing against them was outrageously erotic. My testicles started to shrink, my breasts started to get bigger and I started to get very emotional.’

Martin said his wife ‘wasn’t too impressed’ when he told her what was going on. He was angry with his psychiatrist for leaving him in the dark about the effects of the hormones and sacked her.

‘I finally found a psychotherapist who I can really trust with everything. My predilections for BDSM [bondage, discipline, sadism, masochism], waxing and shaving, she’s quite happy with that; we can talk openly about it without her being judgmental. I’ve stopped the gender reassignment treatment. I’ve worked out I was doing it for all the wrong reasons, subconsciously to please my mother, to be that girl she always wanted. How sad is that? What a profound impact. At this stage of my life to think that that could still happen.’

Martin’s mother’s still alive but they’re estranged.

‘I haven’t seen her for about two years and I don’t intend to either. She knows how to press all my buttons.’

He is a straight talker and not for a minute do I think he is lying. When he tells me about his ‘extremely small penis’ I know I am right. Surely a liar would scale up, not down. Rose the GP finds it very satisfactory both orally and anally, he says. The affair with her started when he became aroused during examination for a groin injury.

‘I grabbed her breast, which was not appropriate but she didn’t mind, and that led to very brief sexual intercourse, after which we both apologised. But I still went and saw her and now I see her whether I’m sick or not. She’s married, got a couple of  kids. She knows all the gender therapy went on because she had to do the ongoing referrals and monitor the drug levels. She’s a very good friend as well.’

Together they experiment sexually and swap their patient/ doctor roles using her surgical equipment for added realism.

‘I have half-hour appointments at her surgery each week. The good part about that is it’s on Medicare, she gets paid for it. It’s a multi-doctor practice, there are six of them and her surgery is right at the back of the building. There’s no reason for anybody to walk by.’

He doesn’t think his wife suspects anything and honestly believes his behaviour hasn’t been particularly risky. He admits there was one occasion when he was working overseas that could have got him into trouble.

‘I went to this party in the States, had a few drinks and joints, and got whipped. But I didn’t realise how hard I was being hit because I was so stoned. I had shocking welts on my bum for three weeks after I got back. I had to undress at night in the dark, or if it was light I’d have to walk backwards out of the bedroom so Maria wouldn’t notice the marks.’

My head’s spinning and Martin has finished his sandwich, so I wind up the interview. He’s a nice man, easy to be around, polite and totally unthreatening. I’m just amazed he’s told me so much, so quickly. He wants to pay the bill but relents when I insist and heads back to work for a few hours before his assignation with Doctor Rose at four.

He calls later that afternoon to thank me for lunch and to make me an offer—to come and watch him in a session with a dominatrix, Mistress J. She has a degree in psychology and is  one of the best dommes around, he says. Initially I don’t know how to respond. Then I figure I have to say yes—there aren’t likely to be many opportunities like this coming my way— but we have to sort a few things out first. I say that if I come along I want to witness a ‘real’ session, whatever that might be, and I don’t want anything staged for my benefit. That will be fine, he assures me, and says Mistress J would be happy for me to ask questions throughout if I wish.


4 

WAY TOO CLOSE FOR COMFORT 

Dean is waiting for me as I walk around the corner from the car park to meet him outside Best & Less at Mascot. He’s fairer than I expected, with a strawberry blond thatch and coarse red skin. He hasn’t yet changed from his jeans and flanny into work clothes for the afternoon shift in the airport hangars. He looks like he’s had a late night.

After our initial greetings I ask if he knows a café where we could go and chat.

‘Oh, I don’t want to talk about this kind of stuff in a café,’ he says, his voice soft, sort of muffled. As I cast around for a bench on the street or similar public spot he cuts in with, ‘Do you want to come and sit in my car? It’s just parked round the back in the car park.’

The prospect horrifies me and I’m astonished he thinks I’d agree, but he obviously doesn’t think he looks like something from a police line-up.

‘Yeah, well so’s mine. We can sit in that if you like.’

I become uneasy as we walk towards the car and he tells me he gets turned on talking about his sex life. By now he’s put his black wraparound sunglasses on and I think I detect an odd walk and increasingly uncomfortable jeans.

Once we’re in the car I notice booze on his breath. This is way too close for comfort and my head fills with scenarios of a gun being pulled and a forced drive to a remote location. I should have said it had to be a café or nothing.

I rummage awkwardly through my bag for my recorder, then decide to keep the bag on my lap, wedged between my body and the steering wheel.

Dean tells me he’s bisexual, not gay, and that his first sexual memory was of ‘masturbatin’ at the age of fourteen’. He begins to sound a bit breathless as he describes his first non-conventional sexual experience, with a male masseur when he was twenty-three.

‘I rang this ad, I went around, he massaged my back, he went down to my arse and underneath, and I turned over.’ He keeps pausing as he speaks, losing track of his sentences as he relishes every detail of the memory. ‘He massaged my front and worked his way down to my cock, I suppose. Then he masturbated me.’

Best change the subject I think, glancing at the keys in the ignition. He then tells me he’s an exhibitionist. About five years ago he noticed the girl in the flats over the road was scanning his block with her binoculars, so he ‘decided to give her a bit of a show’. He wanked at the window that day and has since had sex with women while she’s watching.

He’s also into B&D as ‘both slut and master’, and likes both roles equally. He’s not into too much pain but likes a light  session, with role-play which is ‘more mental than anything’. He gets turned on by being controlled and watched.

‘I could show you if you like,’ he offers.

‘No thanks. No.’

‘Are you sure? I’d like to.’ He’s being pushy and I’m wanting him out of my car.

‘No. This is a straight interview, nothing else.’

But he won’t let up.

‘It’d be easier than talking about it.’ He lets out a goofy laugh.

Again, I say no and steer him on to when he first got interested in B&D. He wants to tell me the full story.

When he was in his late teens, he had a girlfriend who was into it and wanted to be his slave.

‘She came over and I told her to wear a skirt and top and that I’d walk out the door for five minutes. So when I walked in she was on her knees in the slave position and I told her to stand up. Then I put her over my knee and I told her she was a naughty girl and I was going to spank her. I pulled down her panties so her pussy was exposed. She loved that, she was so wet it was unbelievable.’

He’s squirming in his seat, his breathing’s changed again, and my nerves are spiking.

‘And then I told her I’d be walking out again and she should be in the missionary position naked when I came back.’

I calculate how quickly I can push him out of the car and start the ignition. ‘Then I ran my fingers up and down her crack and I ended up putting her on the kitchen table. I tied her wrists to her ankles so she was totally exposed …’  ‘Okay, got the picture!’ It’s time to wind this up; I bring him back to the moment by asking him about his current partner and thank him for his time.

‘Not a worry,’ he says, rubbing his blunt-fingered hands along the tops of his thighs. He makes a final offer to show me what B&D’s all about, then gets out of the car.

Idiot! What was I thinking, getting into a confined space with this guy? My hands are trembling as I reach for the ignition and my arms suddenly feel weak. I want to just sit and wait until the jitters subside before I start driving but I’m afraid he’ll come back or tail me if he gets the chance. So I lock all the doors, breathe, and find reverse.


5 

THE ULTIMATE SLAVE 

In our first phone call, Pierre, a retired architect, had told me he was a slave but had tired of the Sydney BDSM scene because so few people understood his desire for extreme submission. I meet him, as arranged, at a bookshop café in Paddington. We spot each other immediately, shake hands and he offers to get the coffee. I ask him to choose a table and he points to one close to others by the window. This surprises me—I thought he’d want a more isolated spot.

He’s slim, about five-eight, with white hair swept back from a square face and a closely cropped white beard. In his sixties, he’s a bit James Mason and looks relaxed in a finely checked sports jacket and open-necked shirt—until I produce my recorder. He looks at it like it’s contaminated so I turn it off and push it to the side of the table. For the first ten minutes of our conversation he keeps glancing at it and wants to check that it’s really off. When my assurances aren’t enough I remove the batteries.

I strain to hear his voice at times and struggle with his French accent. This isn’t made any easier given that his voice drops to a whisper whenever he says the word ‘slave’.There are hilarious quirks in his pronunciation—he speaks of worshipping his first girlfriend when he was an ‘adollysent’ and thinks men who feel they must dominate women may have ‘devilopped’ feelings of ‘inadickwassy’.

He won’t talk about himself but wants to stick to the history of sexual slavery, the birth of chivalry and platonic love, and refer me to books.

‘It would have been different perhaps if in 732 Charles Martelle hadn’t beaten the Moors in the city of Poitiers, but he did and they never went further than that. When Ferdinand and Isabella started kicking them out of Spain that was the last chance they had to make any imprint at all.’ Dispatching the Moors, who were never big on worshipping women, led to centuries of peace and wealth when Europe progressed into the age of chivalry, he said.

‘It originated in the fifteenth century in what is now France but was actually Burgundy at the time—the most sophisticated, wealthiest court in Europe. So they had time on their hands and they discovered the beauty of women.’ Chivalry dictated that you should never nail an opponent from the back but fight according to strict rules of conduct, a notion that soldiers would put aside to slaughter 100,000 Muslims abroad in Antioch.

‘But back home they believed that Platonic love was the most extreme and most advanced form of human sentiment. And so the age of chivalry was alive and well.Today a captain of industry can be an absolute bastard, a swearing standover man  who torments people by offering them a high salary and have them kissing his boots and, at the same time, being a slave to a lady,’ he said.

I manage to extract from him that his mother was a tall, striking woman from the bourgeoisie and his father was working class. He won’t be led on whether or not she was dominating but I suspect his own worship of women began with her.

His eye contact is steady and only breaks when I stray into personal territory. Mine’s less steady as I’m distracted by the broken capillaries in his nose and his small, yellowing incisors.

His eyes moisten as he quotes one of his male philosophy teachers: ‘A man should never hit a woman, not even with a rose.’

He’s free with his own views, too; young men today spend far too much time playing sport when they should be practising their cunnilingus, and a male slave should relish performing oral sex on a woman who is menstruating heavily.

Whips have varying degrees of severity, he says. He offers to take me to a sex shop to show me and asks if I’d be too shy to go. I mumble that I wouldn’t be but avoid making a firm time.

He’s well educated, academic and slightly patronising. He can’t believe I haven’t read Venus in Furs by Leopold von Sacher-Masoch or The Story of O by Pauline Réage. After an hour or so he tells me I’m very beautiful and says, if I could stand the thought, perhaps I’d like to have dinner with him. He says he likes me and would like to see me again, quite apart from any research I might be doing. Again, I mumble a non-committal reply.

A few weeks later I call Pierre to follow up a few points I’d missed—I’m hopeless working without my recorder—and he’s much more open on the phone than face to face. It turns out that he doesn’t just love a golden shower, he’s partial to a golden schooner. By this stage of my research my perspective had become so skewed that when anyone rang and said they were into golden showers, I’d suppress the urge to hang up because it had begun to seem so commonplace.

‘The concept behind golden showers is punishment, it’s a matter of humiliation. I know that of all demonstrations of dominance, women absolutely love dishing it out. And I can tell you that if it’s dished out in the mouth and it’s swallowed, it’s totally harmless. In fact it seems a very clean thing to have a woman piss in your mouth.’

Every time he had sex with his last partner, a big drink delivered from the 69 position was the climax.
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