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Afternoon Delight with Susie Bright and Reid Mihalko - 
Reid Mihalko Interviews Susie Bright At San Francisco’s 
Center For Sex and Culture on October 11, 2011 

Join author, feminist and sexpert Susie Bright as professional sex geek Reid Mihalko 
of ReidAboutSex.com interviews her about sex, porn, growing up, raising children, 
feminism and everything in between.  

From her life story (recently told in her memoir "Big Sex Little Death") to her vital 
role bringing women's enjoyment of porn out of the closet to her current status as 
sex-positive stateswoman and cultural commentator, Susie Bright's seen it all and 
talks about it with insight, warmth and humor with sex and relationship expert Reid 
Mihalko at San Francisco's historic Center for Sex and Culture, October 11, 2011! 

ABOUT SUSIE: Susie Bright from http://www.susiebright.com 
is the editor of The Best American Erotica series and host of the 
weekly audio show In Bed with Susie Bright on Audible.com. 
She has been a columnist for Playboy and Salon, and has been 
profiled in USA TODAY, Los Angeles Times, Esquire, Rolling 
Stone, Mother Jones, and Vanity Fair, among other publications. 
An international lecturer on sexuality and feminism, she won 
the 2004 Writer of the Year Award at the Erotic Awards in 
London. Ms. Bright lives in Santa Cruz, California.  

ABOUT REID: The golden retriever on espresso of sex and 
relationship educators, Reid Mihalko of 
http://ReidAboutSex.com helps adults create more self-esteem, 
self-confidence and greater health in their relationships and sex 
lives, no matter what their self-expression of those happen to 
be. Know for his charisma, wit, and emphasis on integrity, 
Reid's workshops have been attended by close to 40,000 
individuals from myriad walks of life, orientations, relationship 
styles, countries and religions. Reid has been a writer and 
producer on a number of films and television projects about sex 
and relationships, lectures often at colleges across North 

America, and appears regularly in the media. He has appeared on the Emmy 
award-winning talk show Montel, Fox News, VH1's Scott Baio is 45 and Single, 
Showtime's Penn & Teller's Bulls**t!, Canada's The Sex Files and SexTV, on NPR, 
Sirius' Maxim Radio and Cosmo Radio, and in Marie Claire, GQ, Details, People, 
Newsweek and The National Enquirer, as well as media across the globe in thirteen 
countries and at least seven languages. Follow Reid twittering as @ReidAboutSex. 
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Special Offers! 

 

If you love Susie Bright, you might 
be a Sex Geek… 

Order your official ReidAboutSex SEX GEEK 
t-shirt today! 

http://reidaboutsex.com/get-your-official-
reidaboutsex-sex-geek-tshirt-today/ 

 
 

Battling The 8-Armed Octopus of Jealousy 

4-Call Podclass on Overcoming Jealousy by 
Understanding 

and Taming Your Emotional Monsters 
with Reid Mihalko 

 
http://reidaboutsex.com/battling-the-8-armed-octopus-of-

jealousy-the-workshop/ 
 
 

 
So You Wanna Be a Sex Educator? 
Free 90-Minute Podcast with Amy Jo Goddard and Reid 
Mihalko 
• Do you have a passion for sexuality? 
• Do all of your friends come to YOU for sex and relationship 
   advice? 
• Want to work as a sex educator or a sexual health or rights 
  advocate and don’t know where to begin or how to craft a career  
  out of it? 
• Already working or dabbling in the sex education field, but feel  
  stuck or aren’t getting to do the type of work you feel called to do? 

                             http://reidaboutsex.com/so-you-wanna-be-a-sex-educator/  
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Afternoon Delight with Susie Bright and Reid Mihalko –  
Full Transcript 

Reid:  Welcome everyone. My name is Reid Mihalko. I’m a sex and relationship 
educator and a little bit of a geek, and I’m a big fan of Susie’s. This is a continuing 
series of interviews that I do wherever I can put them together, with just me 
talking to sex education and sex-positive pioneers, so thank you for agreeing to be 
on our little interview.  

The format is a little bit more like... How many of you have ever seen Bravo’s 
“Inside the Actor’s Studio”? So I’ll be listening today. You can be… 

Susie: Barbra Streisand. [laughter]  

And we’re just going to have a free-flowing conversation for a little bit, and then 
we’ll have questions from you all. And the idea is really just to have a geeky 
conversation about sex and politics and fun stuff, and of course your memoir, “Big 
Sex, Little Death” came out this year. And the reason I’m wearing my red ruffled 
shirt is... 

Susie: Oh!... When I met Reid, it was in Baltimore earlier this year on my tour. We 
were at a big sex bloggers convention, and I guess I autographed his book. I forgot 
this. “Reid, I’ll never forget you in red and black ruffles, your comrade, Susie B.” - 
that’s funny. I knew you looked familiar. I felt like “Hmm, yes, that’s definitely 
Reid. That’s not an imposter. It must have been the shirt. 

Reid:  So I have so many things I want to talk to you about, and for those of you 
who are big Susie geeks, there’s an interesting conversation with Susie and Tristan 
Taormino that happened at Momentumcon, and that’s actually where we met. And 
so I recommend going to YouTube and doing a search for that and listening to that. 
We don’t necessarily have to cover a lot of... 

Susie: We’ll just cancel this! 

Reid:  No no no no no, because there are parts where at the beginning of the 
conversation, you were basically like “Here, I was supposed to talk about these two 
things, so let’s talk about these two things,” so I want to talk about all the other 
stuff. 

Susie: Go ahead. 

Reid:  So I have some basic paths that I want to go on. The main one that I want to 
talk about eventually, however we get there, is how has motherhood changed your 
perspective on sex and relationships, if it has at all. And we can start there if you 
want. 
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Susie: Sure. Well, I am a mother, and I have one daughter of my own, who is 21. 
And anyone who has ever raised kids know that other kids come around, so often 
you have others besides your own flesh and blood in the house - people who run 
away or find it impossible to stay at their family of origin’s household - so I feel like 
I’ve raised kids plural, even though I have an only child. There are so many 
different phases to that.  

I remember when I was pregnant and gave birth, I wrote a story called “Egg Sacs,” 
which was the first time (I think) someone spoke frankly about what it was like to 
be a sexually cognizant woman while pregnant. You know, really basic things that 
no-one would ever tell you about.  

Like, I knew, of course, that your breasts get bigger as you get pregnant, and your 
tummy expands, but nobody told me that your vulva gets bigger and engorged with 
blood. And your labia get redder, just as your nipples darken. And when you reach 
down and say, “Oh, I’ll just touch myself tonight the way I’ve touched myself so 
many times before,” you realize that “Hey, wait a minute, everything is in a slightly 
different place.”  

It’s like somebody rearranged the furniture in your old apartment. And there’s this 
moment of panic, like “Where’s my clit?!”  

Reid:  It’s in the sofa! 

Susie: It’s in the sofa, right! And I thought to myself, so many women who had 
said, I found sex too bewildering or upsetting or not good, or I couldn’t do it during 
pregnancy, I thought, this must be part of it, that your genitals change, and if you 
let that throw you, you might just give up, you know, if you’re not the persistent 
type like I was. I felt like there was tremendous physical information about 
sexuality and pregnancy that simply was not covered in “Our Bodies, Ourselves” or 
“What to Expect When You’re Expecting” or Dr. Spock or anyone. Why doesn’t 
someone say this?  

I didn’t even understand that intercourse, as in species intercourse, and orgasm is 
preparation for childbirth. Childbirth is like the ultimate sex act, and an orgasm is 
like a tiny, tiny, tiny dress rehearsal of the fact that you will one day be pushing a 
baby through the birth canal.  

So I was ranting and raving about that. I talked about how my labor classes, the 
Lamaze teacher talked about oranging the perineum. And I was like, “Perineum? 
That’s that little tiny space between your anus and your vaginal opening. I’m 
supposed to rub an orange there? Are you kidding me?” I didn’t understand. I was 
lost.  
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I called up Nina Hartley, who at that time was still working as a stripper, a porn 
star, and was in her RN program. She was in nursing school. And she said, “Oh, 
they mean fisting. They mean, as preparation for labor, you might want to take a 
small piece of fruit or hands or fingers and massage this area so that you become 
accustomed to the idea of stretching.”  

And I was like, “No kidding! It’s really fisting! Oranging is fisting!” And they’re doing 
it in the labor classes that you see in San Francisco, but nobody called it that. So 
that story I wrote, it covered tons of material about just the very beginnings of 
motherhood, before the baby is even out. And then early childhood, and trying to 
think about what you want to do as a parent that emulates your own family and 
what you want to do that’s completely different.  

I would say I had two lists. One was the things that I was raised with, and we’re 
definitely doing that. Like, I’m going to be reading every night, and we’re always 
going to sing songs, and we’re always going to dance in the house. And I had all 
these things that I loved from my parents, their imagination and sense of fun, their 
love of storytelling and dancing and singing had a huge - it was a huge source of 
happiness in my childhood. I’m getting all teary thinking about it. It’s not like 
everything was great, but that part was great.  

So, yes, I didn’t even have to make that much of a decision. It was easy. In other 
respects, I was going to make a break. I was going to not raise my daughter with 
any religion tradition at all. I mean, of course she was going to learn about religion, 
but in the same sense that we learn about Greek myths or, you know, religion as 
mythology or anthropology. And what would it be like to raise a child without a 
deeply interior sense of sin and a burning in hell, which I definitely was raised with 
those notions, and it had a tremendous effect on me.  

I’m Irish Catholic ethnically, and guilt will last forever. I’ll never escape. I found 
that part to actually be really easy. If you live in a community where it’s 
cosmopolitan, lots of different kinds of people, different kinds of political and 
religious beliefs, it’s easy to have your own path. Some of the more difficult pieces, 
I would say, were things that aren’t directly about sex, but I think they are 
profoundly involved in your adult sex life, and that was, I wanted to break the cycle 
of impulsive violence and physical discipline in the family.  

It’s funny how I characterized them to say that because I remember as a kid 
reading stories about how one must discipline children, and it all sounded very 
methodical, but in my family, there wasn’t anything planned about it. You know? 
Mommy would get mad. She would just come in the door mad, and you would run, 
because if she caught you, bam! You know? And there would be some stupid 
reason, but it was really clear early on that there didn’t have to be any reason. It 
was just impulsive, taking it out on the kids, kicking the dog, so to speak.  
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I think every child who has ever been slapped or hit or punished physically, you sit 
there and you say, “I’m never going to do this to anybody” or “I’m never going to - 
it’s so unfair.” You know, you think about the injustice of it all, and you grow up, 
and if you see raising children ahead of you, you wonder - your arrogance takes a 
step back. “Well, I have a temper. Am I going to lose it? And then what? How do 
you honestly do something different?”  

Because I had already been through the crap where the violent parent cries and 
wants you to comfort them after they’ve hit you. I hated that. That was worse than 
being hit, was having to comfort them and seeing them and get them back on their 
feet. I never wanted to be around for that part. I didn’t want my daughter to be 
parentified that way.  

And the reason why I think this affects your sex life, it reminds me about 
conversations people have about incest. I mean, the typical taboo about incest is 
that “well, we don’t do it because we don’t want to have freakish offspring.” You 
know? But you kind of like scrape away, “What’s so icky?” beyond just your visceral 
reaction. And I think what lies beneath that is if you establish physical dominion 
over your children, you are crippling them in terms of them being able to 
successfully separate from you and have an independent life.  

And that’s the whole point - the metaphor of how they begin to walk? Ultimately 
they need to walk away from you on their own and have their own lives. They need 
to be able to argue with you, walk away from you, speak on their own, and have 
their own opinions.  

If you do that, man, you’ve really accomplished something. Well, incest really puts 
a kink in that. It’s really hard to break it off and rebel when your parent has had 
that kind of physical relationship with you, and I think physical violence has the 
same, similar, because your hands, your body, are bigger than them, you know, 
taking that effect is really difficult. It’s really difficult. You grow up afraid, I’m sure, 
that you can take those steps.  

I mean, I don’t think I’m some sort of saint. I’m still the same girl with a bad 
temper that my mother had. I think our family are generally just bad-tempered 
people. But I had to make a plan for what I would do to catch myself before I got to 
that point. 

Reid:  Yeah. And you talk about that in the book a little bit. 

Susie: I talk about it a lot because I think I’m going to do a whole book on this 
subject. Fuck the birds and the bees talk. I don’t care if you never have a sit-down 
where you talk about the egg and the sperm and blah blah. Who the fuck cares? 



© 2012 ReidAboutSex.com   Susie Bright Interview Page 7 
 

Teach me how to read and be literate and imaginative and have a good science 
education, and they’re going to find all that out easily enough.  

What’s more important is privacy, is keeping religion out of it, and keeping your 
brutal, ill-tempered hands off of them! You know? When you touch them, it should 
be with affection and love and kindness. And that’s always my goal that I look up 
to. So when you ask me how... There are so many directions you can go in.  

So many people say, “How has motherhood affected you?” as a way of asking me, 
“What is my sex frequency?” wondering, does your love life go to hell? It’s a totally 
different question there. 

Reid:  Well, it’s really all about, are you getting any? 

Susie: Am I getting any. [laughter] Okay. Yes. That’s the polite way of saying that.  

Reid:  And that’s the next question too.  

Susie: And that is one of these things, where if I was a researcher, I would find it 
very tricky to take different things apart. Does parenthood put a cramp on 
spontaneity? Because you are making a sacrifice for someone else. The baby’s 
crying.  

You can’t just say, “I’m masturbating! Shut the door!” Actually you can. You could. 
You could be so cruel or indifferent. So you are making a sacrifice, and it is a 
sacrifice that is kind of like, “I love making this sacrifice!” You feel all Christ-like. 
Sorry to be all Catholic again, but you feel like, “This actually feels good, to love 
someone so much that my own needs actually don’t seem so important right now.”  

So you’ll have that aspect. But of course, if you’re smart, you’ll have lots of 
babysitters and trades with other parents. You create some time to have fun and 
privacy for yourself. And then, you add that to the fact that you are getting older. 
And being older could mean that you feel physically more inhibited or not as like, 
“I’m going to a party” at three o’clock in the morning. You know? I remember when 
we used to say, “Yeah, they’re all fucking at the pool at Big Sur, and it opens up at 
2 a.m., and it’s free!”  

And all six people get in the car with a bong and go there. You know? And I thought 
that was really fun when I was 19. And now, I would be like, “No,” because I would 
consider that an uncomfortable adventure. I’m such a creature of comfort that that 
doesn’t seem like a thrilling idea. But it did when I was younger. It doesn’t have 
anything to do with motherhood. It just had to do with age. Another thing you often 
feel is - it has to do with aging  
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Novelty is not as much of an instant ticket for me as it used to be.  

I mean, I really was someone who wanted to try everything once, then maybe 
three or four times to make sure [laughs] I had an opinion about it. And that kind 
of thing... For example, when I get questions from young people - “Dear Susie 
Sexpert, what about anal sex? I’ve been thinking about a threesome.” And I 
remember feeling like that.  

It’s this tremendous “I wonder what that’s like.” And now, it’s not that kind of... I 
have that intellectual wonderment about things, but not that first-timer, omigod, 
jumping into that end of the pool for the first time. My sex life, in terms of who my 
partners are these days, are... First of all, I guess I have to say, as a committed 
Betty Dawson accolade, as long as I have my own fantasy and masturbation life, I 
will consider myself wildly sexually active.  

I mean, for me, that’s where it all begins. I don’t give a shit if I ever touch another 
person. I’m chilling off. I’m having a sex life, thank you very much. And it’s all the 
way I gauged where I’m at. Am I horny? Am I entering menopause or not? And 
everything is around, like, my temperature-taking of myself. And then I have a 
long-term partner who I feel really comfortable with, and with whom I have all the 
pleasures of familiarity, which I like a lot, and this sense of being really wanted and 
desired.  

I’m sure we really do have rose-colored glasses on about each other, because I 
really think he’s so beautiful. You know? It’s genuine. We look at each other with 
stars in our eyes. *** The sexual chemistry and the romantic chemistry is still 
there.  

And then, with other people... It’s funny you’re asking me this, because I just came 
off a book tour - and book tours are the best time to meet new friends! Because 
everybody knows you’re leaving, and you... There’s a sense of “what a wonderful 
moment in time we have to encounter each other without wondering ‘what does 
this mean?’ tomorrow. 

Reid:  It’s vacation sex. 

Susie: Yes. So that’s really nice, and I would put those into two categories. I don’t 
know how to say this without sounding like such a pill... Sometimes - and this really 
hasn’t happened in a long time because I avoid it, but I thought someone was 
attracted to me, and we started making out, and then they asked me if they could 
show me their manuscript. [audience gasps] And I was like, why don’t you just give 
me a clitorectomy while you’re at it? What a bring-down. 

Reid:  Yes. 
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Susie: I just felt awful about it. I thought, “You thought I was cute, and you just 
want to use me as a publishing opportunity!” Now, I’m very oversensitive about 
this. I would much rather walk into the hardware store and have some random 
plumber check out my ass, who doesn’t know who I am. That would be so much 
more thrilling to me.  

If I went to the *** fair today, and someone gave me a second glance, I would be 
so flattered. Right? So that sense of somebody being attracted to me because 
they’re aware of my reputation, they hope I can help them along in life... I have 
other friends who think there’s nothing wrong with that. And I’m going to bring up 
Betty Dawson again.  

She had an argument with me about this. She’s like, “If you’re going to be a dirty 
old lady, you need to turn this shit around! People want to fuck you because you’re 
famous? You say yes!” [laughter] You say, “Sure, honey! Put your manuscript over 
there and take your pants off!” Of course they want to be mentored. You think they 
think you’ve got the best tits they’ve ever seen? No. They are attracted to you 
because of what you’ve done, so work with it.  

Like, don’t stop to think you’re in a Jane Austen novel. “You don’t love the real me!” 
I’m like, “Okay, okay, you have a point.” And I wrapped my mind around that. I 
think it’s because my erotic identity, a lot of it is me looking up to you. I always fell 
in love with mentors. And I always was attracted to older people. I’m still attracted 
to people 20 years older than me.  

I always was like, “They’re the ones who know everything.” And it was easy for me 
to eroticize that relationship and be disinterested in people my own age; and yet, to 
turn that around and be the one who is the guru and who is being courted by 
someone, I’m kind of awkward with that. I agree with it, theoretically - I’m all for it, 
but I haven’t wrapped my clit around it. [laughter] 

Reid:  So this whole interview, as just a way to seduce you, is probably on target? 
[laughter] 

Susie: Try dressing up in a plumber’s outfit and meeting me in a hardware store. 
[laughter] 

Reid:  Works for me. I have overalls. [laughter] So, this is about star-fucking. 

Susie: Star-fucking? Yes. 

Reid:  For you, now being the object of people’s admiration, and that being 
eroticized, where... Does anybody want to know how we’re supposed to hit on her? 
[laughter] How are we supposed to hit on you? Just one or two things.  
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Susie: Well, you’re setting me up in another direction, because one part of my 
awed autobiography is that when I was a teenager, you know, in puberty, coming 
of age, I left my mother’s care and I went to live with my father, who taught at 
UCLA and lived in a little canyon between Sunset and Mulholland.  

It was sort of a hippie canyon between Bel Air, Coldwater, Benedict. And it was 
where a lot of people who worked below the line in show business lived at the time. 
So you had handsome struggling actors and musicians and so on, but also 
engineers and producers and, just the people who comprised the Hollywood 
colonies.  

And I would... A lot of it was undeveloped, and I’d be playing up in the hills, 
smoking pot and playing “green light, red light” and “Mother May I” and “spin the 
bottle” with kids who ended up being on the Brady Bunch and the Partridge Family. 
And I lost my technical virginity to a fellow who at the time was desperately 
frightened and unemployed because he had lost his gig on soap operas, but would 
later go on to great fame on other television dramas and sci-fi shows and so on.  

And what I noticed about that time, I was the one having sex with people who were 
a little bit famous or being groomed to be famous, and they were such a hot mess. 
You know? Whenever people start bitching about “This is sad. *** porn stars. Oh 
my God, send a rescue bus for what they’ve been through.” Bullshit! They’d been 
through nothing compared to child actors. Those kids on those shows, the Brady 
Bunch and the Partridges, it blows your mind.  

Lindsay Lohan, Britney Spears, oh, that’s just... You barely know how awful it is. 
They get fucked by everyone. That whole thing that happened with Roman Polanski 
in the hot tub with that young woman, and now she’s of age, and they’re still 
looking to prosecute him even though a lot of time has gone on, and there’s a 
debate over what to do about it. It just reminded me, that could have been me or 
any number of other people I knew in a minute. That was just another day at the 
office at the Hollywood colony.  

And what was really frightening was the parents, who would often be behind what 
was the pimping out of their really young children to do anything - absolutely 
anything - to be a star, no matter how gross and corrupt. It was pitiable.  

So when I think of star-fucking, I think about those memories, and how it wasn’t 
fun, and the insecurity of those people who were often physically very beautiful, 
and that’s part of the reason they were chosen, was because they were so pretty.  

And any dum-dum - I was like I’m having sex with a really handsome man  and a 
beautiful young woman - I suppose they’ll know everything about sex! Well, no, 
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they didn’t, and then they cried and cried and cried, and it was just like it seemed 
so loveless and alone.  

There was a real heartbreaker of a situation. I don’t think I ever really got to enjoy 
the whole notion of star-fucking until many years later. My friend Char *** - and I 
remember Rachel *** was involved in this too - they did a little scene called “Star 
Fucker” where we all wrote fantasies about fucking absurdly famous people. 
[laughter] “Me and Monica Lewinsky - A Lesbian Tale.” [laughter] “Me and Mötley 
Crüe - The Entire Band.”  

And I remember feeling like I’m finally laughing and finding this stuff a turn-on and 
a hoot instead of just thinking about everybody who OD’d and died and is just, you 
know, in a mental institution. When you ask about me, it’s... For me to feel 
uninhibited in bed, I have to forget all that. I mean, I could fool around with it, you 
know.  

I certainly have had... There’s something about you’re here to play party, and 
you’re in a position where you’re the cute little dominatrix or whatever, it’s easier 
to tease people and lord over them. That’s fine. That’s easy enough to do. But to 
get into a submissive or vulnerable space? I can’t be putting my ass in the air 
saying, “By the way, have you read all 30 of my books?” [laughter] I mean, no. 
That’s just... Am I naïve? You should tell me! Please instruct me. 

Reid:  I find it quite delightful. So “Full Exposure” was the first book of yours that I 
read. 

Susie: Oh.  

Reid:  And so the idea of... and that was really, for me as a budding sex geek, 
starting to look at how our own concepts of what is erotic is just not the kind of 
thing my mom and dad ever sat us down and...my brothers and I at the breakfast 
table... “Reid, this is how your father and I negotiate what’s erotic for ourselves...” 
[laughter] “...and make things work.”  

And I had this idea - I think it was in “Sexual State of the Union,” where you talk 
about the lessons of the lies in people, or something like that. So to the extent 
that... Obviously, read the book. The memoir is really great. I enjoyed that a lot. 
And I don’t want to talk so much about the book. I’m more curious about other 
tandems that we’ve been going on. 

Susie: Sure. 

Reid:  So for you, how has your life shifted over the years, for yourself? 
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Susie: Well, I’ll tell you how I got the inspiration for “Full Exposure.” That wasn’t 
my idea for the title. Because I know what inspired me was to ask the question, 
“What’s your sexual philosophy?” and “What’s your erotic identity?” And that came 
from two places, to sort of conceptualize it and word it that way.  

One was really from the beginning, when I had my first job at Good Vibrations, and 
my boss, ***, said, “You should have some training, and you should go to San 
Francisco Sex Information, and they train these volunteers to answer people’s sex 
questions. It’s like boot camp for sex educators. And you go and you watch movies, 
and you have these rap groups - this very seventies, bare-your-soul... 

Reid:  Consciousness raising. 

Susie: Yes. It’s like consciousness raising. And one thing that gets stressed, 
straight off the bat, it was to take your parochial ideas about intercourse and penis-
vagina penetration as the beginning and ending of things, or that gay sex means 
one thing - or that any sex could be reduced to a position on a page in a book.  

You quickly learned that that was crap, and that sex was really anything. It was all 
in your head, and it could be the slightest touch, the strangest, most esoteric 
experience. This is why so often, you’ll hear people say to you, “My God, I just got 
off the phone, and I had the most powerful orgasm of my life. How could I have 
just had the best sex of my life, and I’ve never even met this person, and it was all 
over the phone. How could that happen?”  

Well, even before we had telephones and computers, people would still do that as 
pen pals. People have always had ways of just going into sexual ecstasy without 
going into methodical, Darwinesque methods of touching. And as soon as someone 
introduces that idea to you, you go, “Of course! Of course! You never used it when 
you were a kid, and you rubbed yourself on a vibrating dryer, or you were just 
rolling in the grass, and it felt so good. You were like a little puppy.  

You just couldn’t get over it. We all have deeply sensual memories. It could be an 
aroma, a song that just give you goosebumps. We’re motivated to feel sexual 
because of that. And to finally meet some intellectuals and some scholars in the 
field who are willing to put that into words for me, it was going to... It did help me 
be a better vibrator-store clerk, because I had so much more compassion and 
empathy for where someone might be coming from, and that I wasn’t going to go 
up to them and say, “How many attachments do you want?” You know? I don’t 
think I was ever that stupid, but to have more charm and consideration for every 
different place someone could be coming from.  

And then secondly, and this is what I call “the silver lining of the AIDS pandemic,” 
is... Okay, first we have this no-name disease. Then we know it’s called AIDS. Then 
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we start discussing HIV and there began to be a whole realm of sex education and 
disease prevention that was organized around “safer sex guidelines.” And it has 
evolved a lot over the years. But it got developed a lot at universities, where there 
was a great deal of concern.  

All of these incoming freshmen needed to be shepherded in just the right way. And 
kids would get asked, “What are your limits? What are your boundaries? What is 
your sexual philosophy?” They would use terms like that. They were just talking 
about it in terms of barriers and boundaries to STDs. But for me, oh, it was so 
much bigger than that. I mean, put aside the rubber and think what that could 
really mean.  

And I found that those conversations that were kind of set up in the public health 
world actually took on a more creative meaning for me. That was around the time 
that I wrote “Full Exposure” and I thought, “I kind of want to get under people’s 
skin.” And instead of thinking, okay, you want to know how many people I’ve slept 
with? I mean, who cares? I’ve met virgins - technical virgins - who had incredible 
sexual wisdom and powers of penetration and insight, and then you meet people 
who seem to fuck everyone and know nothing.  

I would say that it’s usually the other way around. I’m not going to be a complete 
idiot about this. I do find that people who have sex for a living, or who have just 
managed to have a lot of sex in their lifetime, generally do know a lot more about 
sex. And I feel kin to that. But when I write a book for all of America - it’s very 
public - I don’t want to throw that kind of gauntlet down. I want to say, “Just reach 
inside and you’ll find so much sexual feeling and interest in your own history that 
there will be plenty to work with.  

You don’t have to have dated so-and-so, or have been to the right party, or got a 
special invitation. That’s not required. I suppose I have a very democratic sense of 
it, and if I’m a little beleaguered and disappointed these days in my political 
viewpoint, it’s because this country is going through a time where elitism is on a 
pedestal.  

And there’s this sense that the notion of democracy is something that can be open 
for everyone, that everyone can participate in - it’s not popular. So if I say, “Yes, 
come in! Everybody come in. It’s free. I want to talk. Let me share everything I can 
share with you about what I know about sex. There’s a sensibility... I don’t know. It 
doesn’t cost a million dollars. Is anyone interested?” That kind of... It’s the opposite 
of the 60s spirit I came of age in. 

Reid:  Well, I have a lot of friends who do Internet marketing, and there’s a lot of 
that “be an expert! If you know more than somebody else, then you’re an expert in 
your field.” Which was useful for me, when I created “Cuddle Party,” and the 
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Washington Post was like, “What qualifies you to do this?” I said, “I give great 
hugs.” [laughter] “And no one is suing me yet. So I guess I’m not the creepy guy.”  

And my qualifications were that I was a bartender who had probably at that point 
had 150,000 conversations with people about sex over the wood... [laughter] ...of 
the bar. So in those ways, I think that the expert mentality worked for some of us 
really well, and there was a lot of leveraging of value. You know? People aren’t 
paying for things, they won’t respect what they’re receiving, which is a different 
mindset.  

So this feeds into my next question, which is, “From your days with writing and 
working for the Red Tie, and then eventually helping to create and work for “On Our 
Backs,” and now writing a memoir and having a daughter, are you seeing - 
politically speaking - maybe not limited to the sex geek world, but are you seeing 
any kind of cycles? Is the pendulum swinging back? Was elitism big in the fifties, 
and then in the sixties it was... You know. Any views on that? 

Susie: Well, I wish I could sound brazenly original on this one, but I’m just echoing 
what you’re hearing people screaming at the Wall Street occupation every day right 
now, which is that we’re in a new gilded age, and eradication of the middle class, 
and eradication of the notion that one can move through society and become 
maybe this, maybe that. That you were not born to life as either a serf or an 
aristocrat. And the plutocrats are winning right now. Their devastation of the social 
infrastructure and public education, the illiteracy in this country... I just end up 
sounding like a terribly depressed socialist when I get on a rampage about this. But 
I am frustrated.  

And I get especially upset because I have children in the world, and I don’t want 
them to feel like held back, when I was brought up with a sense of such great 
imagination. And it’s in every respect. I mean, I see... How does this occur to me? 
It just sounds like an old-fashioned feminist.  

There was an announcement the other day, that Amazon has a new invention, and 
there was a great deal of publicity about it, and there are all these videos about this 
brand new invention that’s going to change their company and change the world. 
It’s one of their new Kindles, and it has been a big deal in the news this week. And 
I watched all of the videos, and in every one of them, there must have been about 
20 different men who came out and told you how great their product was, and 
exactly how it worked, and all of it’s technological brilliance.  

And I thought, “Is there any woman at Amazon who does anything but make 
coffee?” It’s like, all these things that I thought would just naturally be up, up, and 
away - it’s women’s liberation! Great! By the time I have kids, sexism will be like, 
“What’s that?” Civil rights movement, you know... obviously, we’re never going to 
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go back to Jim Crow and tokenism, that’s over. Thank goodness we did this and did 
that. 

Instead, now we have the most peculiar kind of lip service.  So, no matter what I 
look at, whether I look at class consciousness, or race or sex, or the access to 
sexual education and information... The other day - I get into these stupid 
arguments with my family members. My niece was asking me about something and 
I said, “Well, just get a speculum, and then you can check it out for yourself.” And 
she’s like, “What are you talking about, a speculum?” I said, “When I was your age, 
every woman I  knew had her own speculum! Of course, you should be able to look 
at your cervix at a moment’s notice!” [laughter] “Can you look at your elbow? Well, 
then, you should be able to look at your cervix. You know? I’m sorry.  

Men look at their genitals constantly. We need mirrors and tools.” And she just 
looked at me like, “Are you out of your mind? No-one I know has a speculum. You 
are so weird.” And we just sort of hit this impasse. And I thought, my God. I grew 
up thinking that this was “up, up, and away, TWA.” We were roaring into the 
future, and it was going to be like the Jetsons, and we were going to be on our 
ultra-awesome rocket ship, and instead I feel like, you know, pressed under by this 
awful, capitalistic train wreck.  

 

There can be nothing but slaves and masters, and everything must flow from that. I 
think a lot of people in the sex biz who get called pornographers or perverts or 
whatever, were some of the first people ringing the bell. Because it’s often the 
people on the outlying of artistic and aesthetic and sexual movements who feel the 
chill. When everyone else is going, “Oh, please. It’s not going to get to be that 
bad.” But you know. You’re in the ghetto. The ghetto knows first. And there are all 
kinds of ghettos, including the sex ones. 

Reid:  Well, Carol and I have talked about this and Joanie, I think you and I have 
talked about this - for those of you who don’t know Joanie, Joanie Blank founded 
Good Vibrations… [laughing] 

Audience Member: My life would be completely different. 

Reid:  Your life would be completely different. The idea of, especially for those of us 
in San Francisco and in Northern California (I grew up in New Hampshire and lived 
in New York for 15 years after college), we’re in the sex bubble. You’ve probably hit 
on somebody who has worked with Sissy, if you’ve been in this town long enough.  

And the idea... for me, when I started lecturing at colleges when my career turned 
into something where people actually wanted me to come speak to students, and I 
went back to my alma mater, which is Brown, which I found really weird because I 



© 2012 ReidAboutSex.com   Susie Bright Interview Page 16 
 

wasn’t a sex geek at Brown. I was just trying to undo some of my family stuff. My 
mom and dad loved each other very much, but couldn’t communicate well.  

And so I kind of set off on this task of “How do I love like they love, but not like 
they love.” I was amazed at how little college-age adults knew. And it made me 
think back on how little I knew, because I was still a virgin when I got to college.  

And that... Not everybody owns a speculum. [laughter] Maybe Amazon needs to 
come out with a digital Kindle Speculum at some point, and that would just solve 
everything. You know, the iSpec. [laughter] For you - just jumping topics 
completely - how do you think the porn or the erotic imagery that On Our Backs 
started creating, how do you think that is influencing feminist porn now? 

Susie: Hmm. Well, funny you should ask me that on this particular date, because 
my ex, who is one of the founders of On Our Backs with me, she was just evicted 
from our apartment of 30 years, which I moved out of many years ago when we 
finally had our little breakup.  

But I never really moved out. My stuff continued to stay there. I had a daughter, 
and she grew up there in two different households. We’ve been family - you know, 
the way you can sometimes be family with an ex - ever since. And as we’ve been 
cleaning out the apartment this past few weeks, it has been heartbreaking to me to 
look at all the pictures and all the negatives and everything we did, and I decided 
to do a little homage on my blog.  

I did a quick scan of every pictorial of On Our Backs that was shot at 25 *** Street, 
or conceived there. It was a very sentimental thing for me to do, but I felt kind of a 
relief, like dammit, people should know. Sometimes a place is special. I mean, 
we’re here at the Center for Sex and Culture, and there may come a time when 
people say “Remember when so many amazing things happened right here.” And I 
wanted to bring that sense of honor to the place.  

What I realized, looking at the work, was on one hand, we were part of a very small 
group. There was the On Our Backs crowd, and then there were some New Yorkers 
who were retired New York porn stars, like Candida Royale, Annie Sprinkle... 
Retired is maybe too far of a word, but they weren’t ingénues.  

They had been around the block. There was a group of these New York women who 
weren’t particularly lesbian. They were bi, straight, identified. There was us, and 
then a couple of others. You’d get a call from some woman in Wisconsin or Austin, 
Texas, who would say, “I’m making an erotic video in my basement!” And they’re 
so excited! We all felt like we just crawled out of our eggs. Most of us had never 
really seen anything of what normally gets called X-rated theater. We were pretty 
ignorant of blue movies.  
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All we knew is that we weren’t represented and those things weren’t controlled by 
us. We were going to do our own thing, and finally we had this technology - video - 
that allowed it. I think the main thing that was brought to public consciousness was 
the notion that women had a sexual self-interest, which should be perfectly 
obvious, but it’s constantly being challenged. You know? You couldn’t possibly be 
truly interested in sex.  

Someone must be paying you to say that, or you’re trying to please somebody. It 
can’t just organically come from within you. And we had an emphasis on, “Hey, 
we’re going to show women cumming. Yeah. We’re going to keep the camera 
running, and you’re going to see what a woman really looks like when she comes.” 
Maybe I should just... I’m going to tell people one of the important camera tricks 
about showing female orgasm.  

Because whether it’s the male cum shot or the female cum shot, you need to be 
ready to go before the camera turns on. You know. Time is money when you’re 
running either the film or the video camera, and you can’t just say “Hey, take your 
time for twenty minutes or half an hour or whatever. We’re here for you.” 

Reid:  “Have another glass of wine.” 

Susie: “Have another glass of wine...” No. You’re expected to really perform like a 
puppet. “And now, we need you to cum, please. Right now.” And the way you do 
that with women, almost in every case, is you get out an Hitachi magic wand, and 
they use it until they get real close.  

And with that kind of vibrator, you’re going to get real close pretty darn fast. I 
mean, as long as your hormones are in the right sequence, you turn on your wand 
and boom, you’re going to get to plateau really quick. And then you say “I’m 
ready,” and then the camera rolls. So, no matter what you’ve seen of women 
cumming on screen, if they were really cumming, there was probably a little 
vibrator something that happened just before the cum shot that they may not have 
shown on camera.  

I don’t know why I got on that tangent. But we did a lot of things that I think left 
an impressive legacy. What is difficult for me now is when I run into people who are 
new to the notion of porn - young people. When they think porn, they think Kim 
Kardashian and Paris Hilton and some celebrity who leaked a sex tape - you know, 
supposedly - and those movies do not show women who are engaged in their own 
sexual adventure and explosion in the least. And it just seems like this really sad, 
pathetic “I really wanted to be famous so I made a sex tape” kind of endeavor.  

And you sort of sit there and go, “Hmmm...” you know? I didn’t do 30 years of 
lesbian and feminist erotica so that Paris Hilton could be an idiot. You get 
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disappointed, like “Really? That’s the takeaway from this?” I looked at the work that 
*** did at *** Street, and I see someone who... I mean, her roots are as much in 
fine art and surrealist photography as Man Ray, right? And that was probably lost 
on some of our audience - not just her, but many of the artists we published. They 
were the kind of people who would have been in the Museum of Modern Art if they 
hadn’t been working-class dykes.  

I mean, to be perfectly frank, they were not going to be Robert Maplethorpe, even 
though they... That was the kind of look and style that they were exploring. They 
were doing things on a very sophisticated level, and you could enjoy them just 
because “Wow! Female nudes” or “Look at these hot women doing all these crazy 
things.” That’s exciting, but if you had some background or interest in erotic art and 
art photography, it was like a whole new level of awesomeness.  

And I don’t know... Certainly it affected the fine art world. I mean, I hear about 
shows all the time now, about gender and sexuality. And I find them fascinating, 
although they seem to think that they have just sprung formed from Zeus’s head. 
They don’t often talk about who begat who. And maybe that’s a snotty, old-person 
thing to say, to want those hat tips, but I do often look for that. I just got asked if I 
wanted to add some curating to a show about looking at the male body, and I’m 
like, “Really? You’re asking me? Who’s in this show?”  

I wanted to know who was acquainted with it, and I was genuinely surprised that 
they hadn’t asked any of the feminist art pioneers who did this kind of work. How 
could they have not even come up? So I don’t know. Every question you’re asking, 
you’re probably seeing this defensiveness on my part, and I don’t know if it’s 
defensiveness or a sense of yearning or grief... I don’t know.  

It may be because of having to move out of *** Street this week after 30 years. 
But I’ve been told many times by wonderful people, “You changed my life.” And 
you’ve made a big difference to the world.” But I wanted to make a bigger 
difference. I am really disappointed.  

My revolution has not appeared and I want my ticket back. I wanted so much more. 
I am horrified. I feel like we’re back to Tab Hunter and Sandra Dee when it comes 
to popular culture, and it’s... I don’t like the conservatism, I don’t like the Moral 
Majority, I don’t like the shame and the hatred around sex, I am horrified by the 
kind of people we see running for office than the lack of movements to counteract 
them. No, I do feel under siege, and I don’t know when or how that’s going to turn 
around. 

Reid:  This is good stuff. Well, I’m 43 right now, and I often wonder where I get a 
lot of value out of having the privilege of hanging out with my peers and being able 
to chat with Betty Dawson and Carol and Joanie and other peers in my community.  
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I’m really curious if that joke about “a liberal is just a conservative without kids” 
[laughter] - if that’s true. And right now, I’m not a breeder (that I know of). And 
how things change as we get older and age, and how much of what’s being 
repeated is just the fact that our passions shift, or our hunger or whatever just kind 
of mellows to a certain degree.  

And then there’s a younger generation that’s coming through with that vim and 
vigor. And now we have Google, and if you’re not in the top ten... If you’re not on 
the first page of the search results, you don’t exist. And I would think that some of 
the artistic peers you’re thinking about who aren’t being consulted, people just 
don’t know about them because somebody just got this great idea to do an art 
show and Googled a couple of things, and then sent out some e-mails. You know?  

There’s a great do-it-yourself kind of quality that I love, and some spontaneity and 
some newness that happens, but then those tips of the hat are so easy for some 
people to miss. And I think, in talking to Robert Lawrence about mentorship in the 
sex ed community, especially in the gay men’s community, he’s like, “The mentors 
all died.”  

Reid: And thank God, some of the do-it-yourselfness happens so that people can 
start to pick up the slack. But in other communities where there was no 
mentorship, it doesn’t surprise me that people aren’t necessarily as well-versed in 
who they should be looking at. 

Susie: Well, if you had Robert - and I on stage together… [laughter] - you are 
reminding me of the things that I’m constantly being poked about through life. 
“Well, Susie, after all, look at the acceptance of gay life and gay marriage (quote, 
unquote) that exists today. Look at how...” 

Reid:  Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell... 

Susie: Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell... “There have been so many leaps and bounds in 
terms of how people live. Don’t you remember what it was like for your parents and 
your generation?” And it’s true. One of the stories I told about my old apartment 
that I have been moving out of was that I went with *** to be interviewed by the 
landlord - this was in 1981 or 1982 - I was so afraid that she would realize we were 
lesbians and she wouldn’t rent to us.  

And then when we got there, I realized that she was gay, and it stunned me. The 
whole neighborhood was filled with gay people. It was still a little bit on the down-
low, but there was this tremendous sympathy for each other. And it was just such a 
relief. Now, I can’t imagine anyone in San Francisco being afraid that the landlord 
will discover they’re gay - it wouldn’t even occur to them. So there are these ways 
that we point at things and say, “Isn’t this great?”  
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I was in the gay parade this year in San Francisco, which happened just after New 
York got their great news that gay marriage was legal, and there was this 
tremendous euphoria in the air here. It was just a wonderful day to be out on the 
street, and in a parade that has never been a corporate joke. It’s not a commercial. 
It really is real people.  

I was placed in the parade in front of the public librarians, behind the strippers from 
Lusty Lady, and next to an enormous progressive Christian group. So I was like, 
“Unitarians, strippers, and librarians. I was in heaven!” It was awesome! You’re 
like, “Look at everyone who is here. It’s so authentic and real.” I wouldn’t have 
been such a sourpuss if you had interviewed me on that day. I was quite high. But I 
don’t think I’m more conservative in age because of parenthood. I’m more radical. 
When I teach classes, I’m annoyed that the students are more conservative than I 
am.  

They shouldn’t be. They should be shocking me. I should be red in the face. I 
should have my mouth open, saying, “I can’t believe you did that.” It shouldn’t be 
them saying, “My teacher is a slut!” That is absurd. They’re supposed to be much 
sluttier than me, and something is terribly wrong! 

Reid:  They’re slackers! 

Susie: Slackers! They’re not slutters! It’s got to be changed. 

Reid:  So labels... 

Susie: Labels. 

Reid:  How have labels changed for you? What is your relationship to labels now 
that you are who you are today, and how do you think labels are holding us back or 
moving us forward? 

Susie: I’ve had pretty much the same stance on this for many decades. Labels are 
very important when you’re going to a demonstration and you need to write a sign. 
You cannot spend all day on your sign. You have to say, “I’m queer, and I’m here 
to stay.” Or “Dykes rule,” or something.  

You cannot have a fifty-paragraph explanation of exactly what you mean by that. 
They’re really great for demonstrations and protests and visual media. They’re also 
a necessity when you’re writing a personal ad. You just can’t go on forever. You 
have to take some shortcuts and hope that you’re speaking in the right language to 
connect with someone.  

Other than that, they get taken way too seriously. I think my epic piece on all this 
was an essay I wrote called “Blind Sexual” (instead of bisexual), and I just... This 
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was a classic label that you never knew what on earth people meant by it. You 
know? Did they think you meant you were lesbian until graduation, did it mean that 
you fucked everything that moved, did it mean that you were politically inspired but 
a complete virgin? It could mean anything. And I had a lot of very earnest 
conversations where I said, “Well, for me, this means I’ve been sexually attracted 
to men and women, and in my case, I’ve fallen in love with both men and women. 
That’s the beginning and end of it, for me.  

And then people say, “Well, does that mean that you’re always busy?” It’s easy to 
have the notion that bisexuality, you were constantly struggling to get your 
equation just right. And of course, it doesn’t, but who has a sex life like that? It’s 
like asking, “Do you always fuck people who wear red pants and blue shirts? Do you 
keep them even-steven?”  

No! I think there have been times when I’ve used a label to an effect. I mean, it 
used to be really fun to say to people, “I’m a feminist pornographer, because that 
was an oxymoron in a lot of people’s minds. It was fun to see them look a little 
quizzical. It invited a conversation. I remember when saying to people that I was a 
femme, and using it in the old gay expression of that, was a very important thing 
for me to express because, when I came out in the lesbian community as a 
teenager, everybody dressed like Mao Tse Tung.  

We were all like in blue work shirts and jeans and cowboy boots, and we all had the 
same haircuts. When I came to San Francisco and I started living in a commune of 
drag queens, and they all put on dresses, I got kind of upset. “Well, why can’t I 
wear a ball gown?” You know? “I want a ball gown more than anybody!” [laughter] 
And to feel like there was a place for me to indulge in all the glamour and goofiness 
of femininity was lovely - to discover that there was a place for me in the lesbian 
community, and also to recognize my attraction to butch women. For me, those 
things meant something.  

And it was a shorthand for me to kind of find other birds of a feather. I don’t know 
if you can find anyone these days who say they live and die by labels. I don’t feel 
tortured by them. I find that the people who seem the most nervous about them 
are the youngest and the most inexperienced.  

They’re afraid of being pigeonholed. But if they had just fucked around a little bit 
more, they would have realized that all you can do is have a sense of humor about 
it. And you don’t... I mean, you should tell me. Do people say, “You’re Reid. You’re 
a cuddler. Cuddle me!” I don’t know, when you say “label,” which one you’ve been 
tortured by the most? 

Reid:  I’d say, for now, I’m in this phase of just trying to work through having 
gotten very savvy with conversations around privilege, and being a goofball, like 
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how to navigate being sensitive and also trying to get people to lighten up a little 
bit, knowing that I’m kind of the poster child for privilege - white privilege - right 
now. So that’s kind of where I am, very...wrestling on my edges and stuff, just 
asking “How do we use a sense of humor to get people to lighten up about stuff 
that’s charged without losing the fact that what we’re talking about is important?”  

Because I do think that people start to take themselves so seriously that we 
actually are losing our ability to connect and be human while doing whatever work 
it is that we’re passionate about. You know, the cuddler one, for me, was very 
funny because I got famous in the media for creating the Cuddle Party, and then all 
of a sudden, I’m the Cuddle Party Guy! But I’m a raging slut who is sleeping with 
anyone that I think is awesome, who I think is a yes. And so there’s this dichotomy 
of, “You’re running a workshop about intimacy and nonsexual affection, and you are 
sleeping with all these people.”  

And America at the time - and still is, for the most part - can’t hold both thoughts 
at the same time. So I eventually moved away from Cuddle Party so that I could go 
do edgier sex education and wouldn’t confuse the reputation of Cuddle Party, which 
people in the beginning thought was a front for an orgy. [laughter] And that was 
very interesting. And then the conversations around what “queer” means, as a term 
that has now been reappropriated, which is really just shorthand for “ask me more” 
because there is ***, and we don’t have time, unless you’re really interested. So I 
haven’t really felt like I’ve been held back, or I just didn’t notice because I was so 
busy just having fun... 

Susie: Yeah. 

Reid:  ...with my self-expression that I got to reclaim, and working through my guilt 
and shame on those things. 

Susie: True. 

Reid:  I’d love it, if you’re into it, if you’d take some questions because we’ve got 
another half an hour. So if you have a question, raise your hand, and I’ll repeat 
your question, or you can come up and I can give you the microphone. 

Joanie: ...but now I’ll be all intimidated, not asking questions perfectly, which I’ll 
try not to be. Let’s see. I’m harking back to stuff you were talking about earlier, 
about people’s erotic stuff: where it comes from, what’s the variety, and all that 
kind of stuff. And the piece that you didn’t talk about...  

And nobody talked about it - it’s not just you. It’s the piece that, once I figure out 
what my erotic stuff is, and I don’t have this wonderful Betty Dodsonesque basis, 
where even if I’m never with another partner, I’ll be fine because my self-actuality 
in life is so strong and important to me and basic. The fact of the matter is, that 
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when I know - when I or anybody else knows or finally figures out what it is they 
want - the distance between that and finding that person who wants the same thing 
with you enough to do it with you is a huge challenge for a lot of people.  

And it’s not just people who are sad sacks and can’t get a date. It’s a lot of people 
who are clear and have become clear thanks to the work that all of us have done in 
the past 20 years. We have become more and more clear about what it is. They 
have often talked about to their girlfriends about it - if they are women, they often 
talked to their girlfriend about it. And by the way, I think that’s a really big thing 
that’s happened over the time.  

Who knows - Sex and the City probably did it more than anything out there. 
Women actually sit around in public places and talk about their sexuality. That was 
not happening in the beginning. Even the few of us with the speculums, and our 
girlfriends, we were talking about it. A lot of people talk about it now. But anyway, 
aside from that, me getting really clear, even if it’s just how I want to expand... 
Let’s say that four women are sitting around.  

They all have partners - male, female, it doesn’t matter. Let’s assume for the 
moment that they all have male partners, and they’re sitting around, and all of 
them have male partners that they are supposedly in love with or not, and they 
have sex with them sometimes, and they want something different. They want 
something more, and not necessarily even other partners. They want to have some 
shift which will make them happier, to feel like they have more sense of agency in 
their relationship.  

And then at the next table, there’s a bunch of women who are really clear in what 
they want, and none of them have partners, or they have one disappointing 
partner. 

Reid:  So your question is do we have any advice for... 

Joanie: Well, I’d like your reaction about that. 

Reid:  Your response? 

Susie: Well, some of what you’re talking about reminds me of the recent trend to 
define what happiness is. There are a lot of books about whether you can achieve 
happiness. What are the qualities of happiness? How do you make every day a 
happy day? And some of these books have been on the New York Times bestseller 
list. It’s like this really powerful preoccupation with the chattering classes right now.  

And I hate these books. I despise them. The notion that one is happy and 
completely satisfied all the time just seems ludicrous to me. Like, are you a ninny? 
[laughter] You don’t have a brain? If you’re thinking, if you’re knowledgeable, you 
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should have dark and troubling thoughts available at your fingertips at any given 
moment, as far as I’m concerned.  

And those will be interrupted by states of grace and innocence and sensual pleasure 
and laughter and so on, but it’s going to be a mixed bag. So the idea that I will be 
lonely and frustrated and thwarted, to me, that is life, and I know it. And I... This is 
only speaking for myself, but I really do get a lot of mileage off of my own little 
private world.  

There’s lots of sexual things I’ve never done with anybody else, that are just locked 
up in me, and I don’t even think I’ve ever shed a tear about it. I don’t... I do meet 
people, as you say, are like, “I’m so thrilled that I finally have my shit together. I 
can use my words to tell you how I’d like to fuck and get fucked. But now, how do I 
find someone that’s on the same wavelength?”  

My reaction to that was, well, I would not try to figure this all out verbally or in 
writing before things begin. I would just try, and try it here, and try it there - 
honestly, how can you say this without sounding like numbers do make a difference 
- by having more sexual experiences... 

Joanie: If you can get them! 

Susie: ...you will have pieces of this stuff! 

Joanie: But you have to have somebody to have them with before you can have 
them. Come on, Susie! 

Reid:  It reminds me of the Bill Murray SNL thing where they’re like, “How do you 
do it?” and he looks at the camera and goes “Volume.” 

Susie: Volume! Exactly! 

Reid:  But this is where, for me, this is about community, right? Because if you sort 
communities of sex - and you’ve gotten into arguments about this before (and you 
will not co-op my stage, young lady! We’ll have our own interview one day.) But 
the idea of expanding your social networks... Because the one thing the Internet 
did give us, amongst other things, is a lot of people now realize they’re not alone in 
whatever proclivities of sexual excitement that you enjoy.  

But I think your bit about that happiness piece - and I also think there’s a whole 
trend, for women who date men or male-bodied people, especially in what I’ve 
noticed working with people over 40 and 50, there can be some frustration around 
“I did all my work, and where are the men who can meet me?” And what’s 
interesting to me in those conversations is that now you have these women who 
are very empowered who are getting angry again. And it’s a kind of anger that the 
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sensitive guys, who are just trying to figure out, “Are we supposed to go dutch? 
[laughter] Is it okay now? Is feminism far enough along that I can actually buy 
dinner again? Where are we?”  

The cultural conversations haven’t recalibrated yet for any of that stuff to start 
happening. And there’s a lot of interesting anger and fear and frustration. And it’s 
not just about sex lives. It’s about romantic lives, and duration really isn’t the 
measure of success anymore in relationships. You know? They stopped making 75-
year anniversary cards. [laughter] And it’s not because people aren’t living long 
enough.  

Susie: You have to give me that. I had this strange experience going to a 75th 
wedding anniversary party, and it was my lover’s grandparents. They had been 
together that long. They were in their 90s and they were having their 75th 
anniversary. Plus they’re very tiny and frail and aged, and very slowly, and with 
white hair, and his grandmother tottered up to the microphone, and everyone came 
- every possible relative came to this. And they were like, so, what’s the secret?  

And she said, “In the end, it all really does come down to good looks.” [laughter] It 
was priceless! The very thing that we’re always assuring people “it doesn’t matter.” 
And she’s just so witty - she just blew it out of the water. But I know that Joanie 
has had this question for me for quite some time, and I know where she’s coming 
from, and I’ll probably come to a time in my life where I’m railing about it more.  

It is obnoxious to realize that women, in the world we live in now, when you reach 
a certain age, disability begins, and you look at men your own age and there are 
still 14-year-olds throwing themselves at them, and you’re like, “Goddammit!” And 
it also makes you realize that, when you were a young woman, my God, the babe 
magnet thing was happening constantly. And it either annoyed you, or you felt 
overwhelmed by it. It’s constantly that issue of, once you know that beauty is 
wasted on the young, and we talk about when you got it all going on at a certain 
age, that you don’t have the body that you used to have. It is terribly annoying.  

So I get that part of it. It’s just that I’m not personally frustrated in this respect 
right now. I think that I feel more frustrated intellectually for sexual colleagues and 
political comrades who are on the same page as me. I’m much more depressed by 
the publishing industry and the mainstream media than I am by my sex life. But 
ask me next year. You know? I might be whistling a different tune.  

Susie: What else is on your mind? I’ve very touched that all of you came on a 
Sunday afternoon to talk to me. You should just ask me anything. 

Reid:  I have a question. You don’t have to come sit up here by me. Yes? 
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Audience Member: What shift do you think has happened over the last 20 years 
or so in people having nonmonogamous arrangements in their relationships? Is that 
more common, or is that still...? 

Susie: I think, in terms of the media and cultural conversation, there is much more 
acknowledgement that everybody ought to be a bit more real. I mean, the most 
recent discussion that Dan *** started about being “monogamish” [laughter] was 
very helpful because it allowed people who wanted to say “Look, I’m not a swinger! 
I’m not going to an orgy next week. It’s just that strict monogamy is not the litmus 
test for my relationships.” You know?  

Is that so hard to wrap one’s mind around? It’s also helped a lot of couples for 
whom they never wanted to break their vows to each other, but in fact they did, 
and they had a terrible argument and things look really grim, but they ended up 
staying together. I think that’s... I don’t always think, I know that it’s so much 
more common than people getting a finale divorce.  

I think it was recently... I think this is a very gendered question, because there was 
a recent survey (I don’t know who this came from - the *** Institute or some very 
fancy group did a survey) where they asked men and women, “Would an active 
adultery be curtains for your relationship, for your marriage?” Most of the women 
said, “Yes. Absolutely. Of course. That’s it. It’s over.” And a slight majority of men 
said, “No, it might not be so great, but I think we’d carry on.” 

Audience Member: As long as she’d never do it again. 

Susie: I think that those results were a little deceptive, because for women, to say 
that you would accept adultery is like saying you are a useless, worthless whore or 
tramp or you have diminished your feminine virtue to say that you would ever, ever 
accept such a thing. You were supposed to say no, even though in real life, it’s 
almost certain, over a long period of time, will have another partner, and you will 
either not know about it or you will tacitly know about it or you will obviously know 
about it, and you will carry on.  

Absolutely. And so there’s a great deal of lying going on about this, but I think 
there is more humor and *** and who’s the leaders of it. Definitely, everyone who 
has participated in discussions about open marriages, polyamory, ethical slutdom, 
the play party - everybody in our little circle - we were certainly the forward edge 
of that, questioning “Why do you think this is the be-all and end-all?” And certainly, 
I think that in some ways we had the therapeutical community on our side because, 
anyone who has ever been in couples counseling over this, the therapist will often 
say, “This doesn’t have to be the end.”  
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Maybe they don’t say that the first time you walk in the room, but they know that 
most couples get through this because there are so many other reasons they’re 
together. Maybe they’re good reasons or bad reasons, but it doesn’t have to always 
in end in a split. I think still the biggest misunderstanding is folks who say “Well, I 
could never be nonmonogamous because I’m jealous. I can’t help being jealous.” 
I’m like, “Of course you can’t. We’re animals. Welcome to jealousy. Everyone’s 
jealous.  

The notion that you have to be some strange, saintly, emotionless person is 
absurd. Everyone who is actively pursuing an open lifestyle sexually works with 
their jealous feelings. And what’s so interesting, when people say, “Well, how has it 
been for you, Susie?” Just by a feature of my generation, I’ve never been in a 
monogamous relationship. It was really not cool when I was a teenager. It was 
considered very bourgeois to go steady with someone, and you wouldn’t be caught 
dead saying that you would do something like that. You’re all like hippies and 
revolutionaries and “omigod, I am not anybody’s property” and so I started out that 
way, and it just never stopped.  

The early queer community was the same, and so on and so on. So I’ve never 
pledged that kind of promise. It just seems like bizarre to me - quaint. And yet, 
after all this period of time, have my feelings been hurt? Of course? Have I hurt my 
primary partner’s feelings? Absolutely. But, I also have endless ones where I said, 
“You know, that was really sweet. That worked out just fine.” Or, you know, “just 
one of those things. They came and went. No big deal.” It was on every level. And 
the more you experience it, the more you realize it’s as individual as any kind of 
friendship.  

I often talk to people about this. “Do you have any friends outside of your 
marriage? Well, have you noticed that some friends are part of the family and 
everybody loves them, and other ones, your spouse hates them and you always 
have to go off and have your movie alone together?” It’s every possible thing. It’s 
another kind of friendship. It’s another kind of intimacy. And I’m glad you brought 
that up, because that’s another little ray of sunshine. I think we have moved 
forward on that count. 

Reid:  Other questions. Please. 

Audience Member: You mentioned that you’re no longer compelled to make a 
midnight run to *** - I gather it’s an age thing. We’re roughly contemporary, I 
figure, my children are grown now, and I do feel compelled to engage in ***, and 
at the same time I don’t want to be the stereotypical old guy at the club. You know. 

Susie: Oh... 
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Audience Member: I’m asking for some insight here. Like, where do you kind of 
draw the line when you start to contract from, you know, the world at large. 

Susie: I wish my partner was here to hear you say this, because he could exactly 
please you. I mean, if I called him up right now and said, “I just met these really 
hot people today, at this shindig up here, and they all want to go to *** tonight, 
take acid and fuck, he’d be like, “Omigod, it has been so long since you said this - 
yes, yes, yes!” [laughter] And I’d be like, “Well, maybe after I have a cup of 
coffee...” [laughter] I’d be like, “Can’t they just come over to our house, and I’m 
going to need a nap...” I am such an idiot about this. And this is interesting.  

When people talk about your libido waning, it really is like a lack of physical 
compulsion and impulsivity. You know? You can talk to people about this, and it 
doesn’t even have to do with age. People who are on antidepressants say that their 
libido is shadowed. It just feels like you can take it or leave it. You honestly feel like 
you could leave it. And if you were in a different place, you’d be like, “Oh, no, I 
have to jump on that. I absolutely have to.  

I cannot say no! I must follow it.” I think that that’s why I say that my 
masturbation life is a real indicator to me, because I only do that if I feel like it, 
right? So, instead of like “Hmmm...I want this,” it’s also easier because it’s 
completely on my terms. I think with... When I meet guys of your age - see, I 
thought you were probably younger than me - you have a notion of yourself as 
appearing as an older man. I don’t think to myself, “Omigod, that crazy old 
horndog. Who let him in?” I never feel that way.  

I much more have a reaction - I see the younger women too - in how they hang 
out, how they are. I mean, who gets sick of compliments? I like being desired and 
wanted. You don’t like someone being obnoxious, but who doesn’t like to be 
flattered? Really? I think you’re never going to lose, being flattered, you’re never 
going to lose with being charmed, with showing a little bit of your sexual self. Yes, 
of course, one continues to deal with rejection, but I mean, one of my favorite 
things about being a dyke as long as I did was to become accustomed to what is 
normally thought of as a masculine experience, which is getting rejected by 
women. It can be capricious and relentless.  

I remember one time, I wanted to write this article for Esquire, and I said, “and it’s 
going to be called ‘What Dykes and Straight Men Have In Common’ and it’s all 
about women rejecting you, and how it really sucks, and how it’s always on their 
terms! You know, the one who wants wants to get accepted.” But all you can do is 
just hang in there and go back to the volume. You will find people who say, “Yeah, I 
think you’re hot, and I’m glad you came to the hot tub. Thank God you’re here - 
let’s do it!” That sort of good hope and cheer, and a little bit of magic. 
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Reid:  And I think that what helps too, is this joke I tell: “Don’t go shoe shopping at 
the grocery store.” Like, if you’re hanging out with sex-positive people who are into 
sensuality and aren’t necessarily ageists, and those are the people you’re making 
invitations to, and you’re not pulling off some sort of unconscious or conscious 
creepy vibe, I think in those ways, the rejection is either... Because people who are 
savvy, they can let you down nicely too.  

There is something to be gained from hanging out with people who have done some 
consciousness rising. And the rejection still, on a small day, it kills me. Because I’m 
not much more than a seventh-grader, really. Maybe eighth grade, on a good day. 

Susie: You know, that’s a really good point. So often, I’ll hear from people who 
want to say, “I want to have my first gay experience, but I don’t want to go to 
some weird gay event where everyone is gay,” or “I really want to have a 
threesome, so I keep going to church, hoping that I’ll meet someone who would be 
willing to try this,” and I’m like, “Are you fucking out of your mind?” [laughter] You 
need to go to where the kinky people are to find the people who want to have 
threesomes.  

And you have to go to things that say “gay, gay, gay” if you want to get laid by a 
homo. And the chance that you will meet some quiet, shy, timid person who is 
afraid of everything that wants to do this, it’s just... You really have to think of the 
statistics and work from there. I know, when people talk about... I’m sure this isn’t 
you, but for the most part, when I meet people who say, “I don’t know where to 
begin, I don’t know how to meet people, I’m in a loveless marriage...” - you know, 
those kinds of things - they haven’t opened the door and walked outside. They have 
not gone to a destination where it could even be possible.  

And the prison of loneliness that they’re talking about, in most cases, has to do 
with that great fear of taking a chance in a new milieu. I mean, my God, if I said 
my social life was restricted to the people that went to my daughter’s elementary 
school - I mean, are you kidding? That would not have been the sexual hunting 
ground for me. A couple of exceptions, but... 

Reid:  Wonderful, wonderful exceptions. 

Susie: Wonderful exceptions! 

Reid:  Any other questions? Yes, in the back. 

Audience Member: *** And basically, they’re saying that there are gay people 
out there who *** okay, but there isn’t really the in-between of communication, 
***, and so forth, and all these things that come up for them. *** 
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Susie: Well, I’m going to give you the shortcut answer and then the big picture. 
The shortcut answer is you have to look at the used bookstores and find a copy of 
Joanie Blank’s “A Kid’s Book About Sex.” 

Audience Member: It’s available for free download on my website. 

Susie: It is? Oh my God! That’s wonderful. So it’s a free download on Joanie’s 
website. 

Reid:  Then leave your browser open when your kids are around. And then... 

Susie: And here’s why. Because this book was intentionally designed - and it says 
so right off the bat, in an impudent way - there are other books about reproduction 
and disease. But this is about everything else about sex. And it’s all those 
wonderful open-ended questions about what sexual feelings are like, what orgasms 
are like, pleasure, nudity, why you get a tingle around a certain kind of person. You 
show it to adults, and they practically cry, because they realize, “Well, no-one ever 
asked me these questions.” They’re very childlike and they’re very ageless at the 
same time.  

So I think that is something wonderful. But the other, more general question is, to 
have a household that is filled with books and movies and talking about the news 
and just dealing with the events of the day, you know, just having conversations 
with your son about anything and everything, and having that world be part of your 
home life, and having different kinds of people in your home and in your social life 
that they are meeting, it opens up all these questions. And they already... He’s 10? 
He already realizes that school is kind of a strange slice of life, and that they’re so 
indoctrinated about some things that they have limited use, you know? And why do 
they have the conversations they have about drugs in school? It’s awful. It’s just as 
bad as the sex stuff.  

And so, feel free to criticize it. He’s old enough. He’s 10, my God. They’re very 
smart at ten. You can sit around and go, “Sex Ed in school is so ridiculous.” You 
know? And he’ll be intrigued about what you have to say about that. Tell him your 
memories of what Sex Ed was like when you were in school. So having a life where 
you’re just discussing the world... And this is really fun. My favorite part of 
parenting, as far as sex education goes, I always used to read Dear Abby and Ann 
Landers with my daughter, because it was right across from the comics page, which 
she liked to read the comics, and then she loved these people’s problems. And we 
would talk about how YOU would answer it.  

And, you know, sexual stuff comes up, and of course it’s a G-rated version, but it 
definitely comes up, and at some point, she started bringing in Dan ***, and then 
she wanted to read that out loud, and what do you have to say about that? Talking 
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about other people’s dilemmas and how other people solve a sexual question will 
introduce these notions of pleasure and attraction and desire, and how kooky sex 
can be sometimes.  

That is, as far as I’m concerned, one of the funniest parts of parenting, to see how 
their little minds are working. It’s so exciting. You know? Sometimes they say the 
most insightful things, and your kid has already done that, more than once. 

Reid:  We have a couple more minutes, then a final question, and then we’ll... And 
thank you for the kid questions because it actually pertains to this. If you could 
give... If we could buy you national air time, and you had five minutes or three 
things to tell younger America about sex and relationships, what would you tell 
them? 

Susie: You’re getting me at a vulnerable moment because this past week, a 
blogger friend of mine did a series about Mister Rogers, and Mister Rogers’ 
Neighborhood, and how his underlying theory about childhood development and 
children’s education had to do with being able to understand your feelings and treat 
yourself gently and others with compassion.  

And one of his most famous phrases - oh, this gives me the shivers thinking about 
what it would mean as time went on - remember when he would always have his 
little sweater on and he’d look into the camera and say, “I like you just the way you 
are!” My God, that was like early gay pride. That was early sexual self-acceptance. 
He was saying to all those kids out there, and you know what they’re like, because 
they’re like, “I’m never going to find anyone who likes me!” “I’m covered in acne!” 
“I’m skinny.” “I’m fat.” “I’m this, I’m that.” And they’re so overwhelmed that they 
will never find their way in the world.  

And older people look at them, and we go, “Omigod, they’re so beautiful. They’re 
so delectable and lovely, you know, like a rose, but they don’t know that.” So this 
giant message of saying, “I like you just the way you are,” and that I’m here for 
you, that I’m listening to you, that your sexual life is as essential as living, 
breathing, eating, sleeping; it’s the center of who you are creatively. And you can 
never go wrong listening to it. Never! You know? To just have that offer of 
friendship would probably be a decent sound byte. Thanks, sweetie. 

Reid:  Thank you, Susie. So, in closing up, I want to thank the Center of Sex and 
Culture for having us here today. Carol is in Berlin; she sends her love. She couldn’t 
be here today, and she was kind of bummed because she wanted to introduce you. 

Susie: Aw.... 



© 2012 ReidAboutSex.com   Susie Bright Interview Page 32 
 

Reid:  I want to thank you for coming up today from Santa Cruz, and for all of your 
work. And where, because we’ll be putting this on YouTube as well, where can 
people find you? 

Susie: You can always find me at susiebright.com, and I love my e-mail box. It 
makes me happy! Susie@susiebright.com. Everything flows from there, I’d say. 

Reid:  Thank you very much. 

Susie: All right. 

Reid:  And thank you guys for coming out today. We really appreciate it. Share it on 
Facebook and tell all your friends! 

 

 


