BY GILLIAN TELLING

The Magic Number

Wonderinghow many people your girlfriend has slept with? Good luck gettinga straight answer.

t some point in any new re- :
lationship, the most awk- :
ward of questions inevita- :
bly comes up. No, it is not
“Haveyoueverhad crabs?” or
“Shouldwe have thisbaby?” :
It’s something farworse, aquestion thatturns
anyright-minded man orwomaninto a stam- :
mering, sweating, panicked mess: “Howmany
people haveyou sleptwith?” Gulp.Thedreaded :
numbers question. For many couples, it rep- :
resents a defining point in the relationship—

amoment of crystalline truth.

Except for one small problem: No one ever :
actually tells the truth. Atleast, I can safely say :
I don’t know any women who do, including
me.When aman asks his girlfriend how many :
guys she’shad sexwith, herinstantreactionis
paralysis. Should I be honest?What if he thinks it’s :
too high?Will he think I'm aslag and stop liking me?
IfIsay something too low, will he think 'm a prude
who'll never be fun in the sack? Rather than face :
the music, we try to figure out what the man :
before us wants to hear. Does he want us to :
be a Madonna or a whore? To wear a chastity
belt or one with a bunch of notches? Britney :
premarriage or post-? Invariably, we choose a
number with which both parties seem to be :
comfortable. Generally speaking, this num- |

beris seven. (Sound familiar? Sorry...)

Maybe the real reason the numbers conver- :
sation is fraught with so much tension is that
it reveals just how much we care what others :
think of us—and how dishonest we’re willing :

tobe to control ourimage.

Perception vs. Reality

Justbecausewewomen lieabout ournumbers, :
it doesn’t necessarily mean we’re ashamed of :
them. “I have no problem with my number,” :
says 30-year-old Katie, who’sbeenwith 23 men.
“Ilike thatI've had afew one-night standsand
kinky encounters. It’s an exciting part of my

sexual past.” Still, we’re not convinced that
: couldn’t care less about what their girlfriends

think—in fact, sometimes when we’re gos- :
siping about sex, we wish our numbers were :
: even higher so we’d seem like sexually confi-
dent badasses. (Then again, it depends which
! friendswe’re talkingto. 'll never forgetagirls-
onlydinnerpartywhereafriend braggedabout :
how she’d only been with four men; the rest

everyone else will feel the same way. “I will :
never tell my boyfriend my real total,” Katie :
adds. “Frankly, I bet his number is lower than

mine, soitwould just be embarrassing.”

The fear of judgment is strong, and it’s not :
totally unfounded. Sarah, 27, says she admits :
to very few people—women included—that :
she’s slept with more than 40 men, after over- :
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hearing one of her best friends describe her :

to someone as “kind of a slut.” Other women

Best.
Photo booth.
Ever.

of us just looked down guiltily at our plates.)

i Whenitcomestotelling boyfriends, however,
: almost all the women I spoke to said they cut

their number down—way down. “I generally
shave it in half,” says Debbie, 31, who’s been
with more than 20 guys. The reality: We’re par-
anoid that if you find out we’ve been with too
many people, you’ll suddenly see us as that
insecure girl who once blew the entire JV bas-
ketball team in high school. »
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On the flip side are women who actually lie :
up, boosting their numbers to make sure peo- :
plewon’t think they’ve been conducting their
sexliveslikeit’s1953. “Ididn’tlose myvirginity :
until I'was 22,” says Andrea, 29. “Before then,
I'd lie to girls and act like I'd had a lot of sex. :
Then, after losing it, I had a boyfriend for six
years. Sincewe brokeup,I'veadded afewguys :
ontomynumber, but I'still feel like it’s low for
my age.” Of course, Andrea’s hardly inexperi- :
enced. Overthose sixyearswith herboyfriend,
she had sexin every conceivable position,and
probably got kinkier than plenty of women
with highertotals. Still, she knows alownum-

ber sends a different message.

Factoring long-term relationships into the :
equation can skew howanumberis perceived, :
big time, in eitherdirection. “Mytotalnumber :
doesn’t sound that bad at first,” says 31-year- :
old Adrienne, who has slept with 17 men since :
the age of 16. “But if you consider that I had
two two-year relationships and two four-year :
ones—it startstogetalittle scary. When exactly '

did those other13 guys get onto thelist?”

And here’s one more reason we may not be
truthful: Sometimes we just don’t knowwhat :
the real total is. “I honestly barely remember
my number,” says Laura, 30. Ifwe’ve been hav- :
ingsexsince ourlateteensandarenowin, say, :
our late 20s, there are going to be some mis-
takes that we either can’t quite recall or just !
wanttoforget. “loncediditinaparkwithabell-
hopwhenIwasonvacationwithmydad,”says :
Julie, 24. “But I felt weird about it afterward, so
I don’t count him.” And all girls agreed that :
they do not include anyone with whom they :

ever played a game of “just the tip.”

What Does Your Number Say?

Sonowyouknowthatwomenareveryparticu- :
lar (translation:liars)whenit comestorevealing
their sexual pasts. But dowe think the menin :
ourlivesshould take creativelicensewith their
numbers as well? According to the women I :
spoke with, the answer is yes—but only if the
numberisincredibly high ormortifyinglylow. :
Nogirlwould be psyched to find out she’s dat-
ingWilt Chamberlain, but thenagain, we’renot

going to fawn over Steve Urkel either.

“I'think a guy’s number should be about 20

Fuzzy Math

“I' had random vacation sex with my dad’s
coworker. He was almost 20 years older than
me. | can’t count him because it’s just too
gross.” Darcy, 21

“I slept with a guy who | later found out had
lied about sleeping with my friend too. He was
suchajerkto do that to both of us. Assholes
don’t count.” Anne, 27

“I'had a bad, drunken one-night stand with an
engaged coworker. | couldn’t erase the guilt
without completely denying it ever
happened.” Katie, 30

“I woke up next to a guy, and neither of us

could remember if we’d done it. So | say we
didn’t” Lizzie, 23

to25,” says Kelly, 26. “That seems appropriate.

Ifit’stoo low, it’ll make me think he could bea
complete wimp in bed.” Debbie agrees. “I'd
probably just feel like another notch on the
bedpostifIfound out he’d been with 60 girls,”
she says. “But if it was too low, I'd be worried :
¢ bestpolicy,when it comestothe Number, that
standard—if you’ve only had sex with a few :
bers,whoreallygets hurt? Sure, she’llhavelied,
ifshe deemsyournumberfreakishly high,sud- :
¢ thingyoudon’treallywant to know anyway.
i Buthere’sthe good news:While somewom- :
i enare grossed out bytoohighanumber, many
: of us actually find it somewhat...alluring.
“When I found out my boyfriend’s number, I :
anyway, here’sacold dose of reality to consider
so high,” says Jenn, 28. “But Iwas also kind of :
thantoaskme,” saysRiley, 27. “Thetruthis, the
like it was hot that girls were into him.” Anne :
i of practice.” So there you have it. And if you're
game before they even had sex for the first :
time. She thought his number, 40, was alittle !
high, but she also says it made her feel like he
i was going to be good between the sheets. !
“Plus, I figured that if he wasn’t good in bed, I

he’s not very experienced.” True, it’s a double
women, your girlfriend will thinkyou’reanerd;

denlyyou’re ahimbo.

was shocked at first, and bummed that it was
intrigued and impressed. It gave him an edge,

and her boyfriend had played the numbers

: wouldn’t see him again,” she says. “Because if

he couldn’t get it right after 40 chicks, he’'d
probablynever get it right.”

Can Anyone Handle the Truth?
While honesty is always supposed to be the

rule maynot apply. If your girl fudges hernum-
but maybe she’s protecting you from some-

The onebit ofadvice that everyoneIspoketo
agreed upon:Avoiding the conversationis the

onlysolution. “Don’task, don’ttell,” it seems,

is the safest choice. If you insist upon asking
first: “Any guy I'm with should know better
reason I'm so good at sex is that I've had lots

wondering what my real number is? Let’s just
saythatwhenIwas16afriendtookmetoares-
taurant calledthe 21 Club,and Thad the most de-
licious 26-ounce steakI've evereaten.I've been
backeight times since. Happy guessing. @

Love Calculator

Afraid toask how many people she’s slept with? Use this formulatoarrive at a semieducated guess!

;) T i ] | E e E :
5 . o vt e Y (&SR A :
] 1 14&‘-. k. g 4 1 f Y w 1 :
> A > i > =) p——
BASE If her dad’s Forevery : Ifshewasina : |Ifherwax : Forevery : Foreverycat : Ifshe’sever : Ifshe'sa : RESULTS
NUMBER acopor tattoo or sorority i styleis“full @ timeshe’s she has been senior editor Naughty
Her age: military man piercing i bush” 1 beentorehab : married at Maxim or nice?

*The average age at which women lose their virginity. The resulting number assumes she’s had a measly one partner for every year since she first gave it up.
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