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Introduction

Maxim Jakubowski

Another splendid year for erotic writing with a veritable avalanche of original anthologies being published all over the place and the emergence of many new talents. In addition, web magazines publishing fiction continue to proliferate and some of the best authors in the genre have offered us sterling collections regrouping some of their best stories from past years, whether from small presses or more often from important mainstream publishers. We are certainly living through a Golden Age of erotica.

One of the more pleasing aspects for this hardened veteran, as the Mammoth Erotica series reaches 13 volumes already (earlier books had individual titles before we began actually dating them . . .) is to witness many of our short story authors breaking through with their own books and novels, as the market steadily expands. Granted many of them are the jewels of my new Neon list, but I am no longer the only acquiring editor around . . .

Many new names feature in this volume and, once again, I have attempted to present a fair balance of what is available from erotica writers today: from the sexy to the shocking, from the gender-twisting to the explicit, from the exciting to the dangerous.

Sex and emotions are the greatest gift humankind have been presented with and men and women alike have displayed singular talents to renew on an ever-ongoing basis their hardy exploration of the realms of lust, love and desire. This bumper book of short stories travels through the spectrum of bodies, feelings and taboos with bravura, I am sure you will recognize. The imagination is a powerful aphrodisiac, and I for one would hesitate to decide which of these hot tales are purely fiction and how many derive from real life. That ambiguity is just one the many pleasures of reading good erotic writing. It touches you in the most intimate places, it can educate you, it dares you to think (and even act) differently as the realm of the senses magically comes to life. It’s a carnival, a celebration and after following our adventures over 13 books, nearly 15 years, almost 7,000 pages and around 500 stories (and a thousand or so photographs in our illustrated incarnations, THE MAMMOTH BOOK OF EROTIC PHOTOGRAPHY (in America THE MAMMOTH BOOK OF ILLUSTRATED EROTICA) and THE MAMMOTH BOOK OF EROTIC WOMEN), I hope our loyal (as well as curious) readers will stay along for the ride for many years to come.

Savour these myriad delights . . .

Maxim Jakubowski


What Happened to That Girl

Marie Lyn

Christy, my fourth and final foster sister, disappeared from our home on the morning of her 18th birthday, three weeks before both Jason and I left for college in Santa Barbara. Now apparently Christy’s a porn star. Jason called me this morning at 9 a.m. to break the news.

We’re grown-ups now, the kind that don’t talk about things like Christy or things like porn. We have grown-up lives – I’m working on my masters in biology, Jay’s a computer programmer. I still masturbate to those 80s videos we’d buy at the smut shop out by the airport; I still salivate for the women in legwarmers, their bangs as fluffy as whipped cream. But when we talk about sex now, it’s a lot like talking about football.

I remember the afternoon of Christy’s departure vividly, even though Jason and I never speak of it. She shared a room with our other foster sister, Rochelle, but Rochelle was at tap class that afternoon and so we were free to lie in Christy’s bed and bask in the air she left behind: the lingering scent of drugstore Vanilla Musk and weed. We held her abandoned panties to our faces and inhaled. We closed our eyes and remembered her, mutually avoiding the fact of one another’s hard-ons, those nasty flags in our track pants.

I often reminded myself: Jason wasn’t my real brother and Christy wasn’t my real sister. Our family played host to a number of foster kids over the years and our house felt, at times, like some sort of privatized orphanage. My mother liked it that way. Perhaps she felt the guilt of the newly and unfortunately wealthy – my father was killed in a car accident while I was still a baby – or perhaps she was just restless without her husband. My mother has a heart like the Tupperware she hawked at neighborhood barbecues: sturdy, durable, long-lasting. She has a fierce ability to endure heartbreak. I, her only biological son, do not.

Jason, the son of a Dominican teenager, was the closest thing I had to a permanent sibling. He moved in when I was eight and stayed. He was the kind of guy that never looked back, and I’m the guy who misses things even before they go, who clings to worthless relationships, dead-end jobs. Even when Jason reminded me that Christy would surely flee upon becoming legal, I imagined she’d change her mind, that our lives of varsity athletics and chicken dinners would quell her thirst for fast cars and drugs and the dark corners of the human psyche that enabled her to live so easily without love, and without family.

That afternoon was a mess of taboo. Resigned to unrequited lust in Christy’s bed, we pumped our hands around our own shafts, simultaneously, the air dense with the potential of our love. I worked my clean-cut dick and saw that it was smaller than Jason’s, which was uncircumcised and thick, the kind of dick I imagined girls wanted inside them, the dick that still makes me tentative to unveil my own.

A strange kind of dance, that mutual masturbation: our synchronized movements, my fingers rubbing the rim of the head, our exhalations swimming in a fog of long-deferred desire.

I still think of Christy every day, of how she was then: a year older than us with the reading skills of a grade-schooler and the coy wit of someone who didn’t need something so trivial as reading skills. She streaked her short black hair with skunk-lines of red and white, wore pigtails and stocking caps and bandanas during all the wrong seasons. I remember her slight body; her handful-sized breasts, her skinny pale limbs, her irresistibly full mouth lined with shoplifted glamazon lipstick. She hung out in punk bars, and hung out on my favorite couch, legs sprawled everywhere, playing Chutes and Ladders with Rochelle and yelling at the adulterers on television talk shows. When I dream of her, it’s those legs, wrapping around my back like some kind of giant, earth-shattering hug.

“Seth, you aren’t gonna believe this,” Jason tells me on the phone. “You’re gonna bust a nut. I was like – I don’t even know. All I know is, you gotta see this. You gotta see it, like, now.”

“Bring it over,” I say. “I was gonna study, but I mean, this is like, a special occasion or some shit—”

“Dude, I’ll be there in twenty minutes.” I feel my chest. Hot. My forehead. Hot.

“All right, man, I’ll see ya.”

Hot. Hot.

By the time Christy moved in we were grown. Mom was always out – taking yoga, flitting around with her social circle of estranged housewives – so she didn’t care, really, that Christy pranced around the house in men’s wifebeaters, her nipples visible beneath the flimsy fabric, or that Christy sometimes didn’t sleep at home, or that Christy had become Rochelle’s mentor, or that Christy played loud music at inappropriate times. Christy went to school – diligently, dressed in my father’s old college hoodies – and she was always on time for dinner, so it didn’t matter.

And my mother didn’t know that Christy liked to bound through the bathroom door when I was washing up, announce. “Shower time!” and strip bare, naked all of a sudden and setting my veins on fire with her callousness, to jump into the shower, pulling the curtain tight just before my erection reached full-mast.

The first time, she peeked out only moments later, her smooth skin covered in droplets of water: “I’m sorry – does that bother you? I’m so used to like, well, living with a bunch of girls.” Christy had been in a home. Or rehab. These were the things we didn’t know about her, because she never talked about anything but the immediate present.

“Um . . . no,” I said, maybe too enthusiastically, and she grinned.

“I didn’t think you minded.”

But that was the closest I got to sex. Instead, I fumbled around with the breasts of my bright girlfriends, trying to get someone into bed before graduation. Even in the thrust of high-school love, I thought of Christy.

It occurred to me once – maybe she got naked for Jason, too? But I could’ve thought about that until it split me open, so I chose not to.

An hour later, Jason’s here, in sweatpants, grinning.

“Get ready for the best hour of your fucking life, dude,” he says, pushing past me to the living room.

“Can I see the cover?” I ask. “Is she on the cover?”

Jason hands it to me as he clears a spot on the couch, fiddling with the remote.

She is on the cover. Christy. Christy-of-the-shower, Christy-of-the-white-tank-top, Christy-of-my-wettest-wet-dreams. Honor Roll Cocksuckers. Christy, clad in a plaid skirt and saddle shoes with suspenders tight across her new boobs. Her face is covered in come and her hand is down her skirt.

“Hot, right?” Jason asks. “I always wondered what happened to that girl.”

All the time, I want to say, I wonder about her all the time. “Yeah, me too. Kinda makes sense, y’know?”

“Yeah, especially if she’s still into drugs.”

I brush off his accusation. “You’ve already seen the whole thing?”

“Nah,” he says. “I watched like, the first five minutes. I thought – uh – I should save the rest to see with you.”

A silence. We’re men now, I think, but weren’t we men then? In college, a buddy and I bought blow-jobs from the same hooker, and I waited in the room during his and then he saw me get mine, and wasn’t this like that, except less so? And why should I feel unsettled anyhow, with the object of our desire so clearly a woman? But I prefer him being here. I’m drawn to that nakedness, that vulnerability that feels like family.

“Cool, cool,” I nod.

Honor Roll Cocksuckers is the opposite of seeing a movie star on the street. Christy, in pigtails and a skirt with breasts straining against her selectively buttoned shirt, is “taught a lesson” by the principal and then the janitor, and then both at once. The film unfolds at a pace that’s like your train charging past when it’s supposed to stop, like watching a game that you wish would go into a third overtime just to see if he can score like that again – over, and over, and over.

Bend her over, I yell silently. Bend her over and fuck her everywhere. I wanna see that round white ass, the same ass that lazed around the house on Sunday afternoons in boxer shorts, the ass connected to those legs laid absently across my lap as we watched TV.

The janitor bends her over the desk and yanks her panties off. She yelps. He smacks her ass and she yelps again.

A close-up: beneath the thicket of black hair that once coated her pussy lies a shaven, beautiful hole, lips like a canoe around the slippery line of her clit, better than I imagined. The janitor rubs his dick against her and slips in. She yelps again, and he smacks again. Then he fucks her madly, pounding her – it cuts to her face, her intense eyes and her skin still white as soap.

The principal approaches the front of the desk, fitting his body between her arms and shoving his dick into her mouth. She moans and tightens her glossy lips around him.

I look at Jason but he won’t look at me. Maybe this is too much, I think, maybe this isn’t right, Jason with a dick like the Hispanic janitor’s, and me skinny and white like the principal, me at her front and him at her back, me fucking Christy’s throat and him, now, pulling his dick from her cunt to tickle the rim of her asshole, which flexes, eager for penetration.

When he breaks into that tiny hole, cupped by her perfect cheeks, I can’t take it anymore. I slowly unbutton my pants and extract my dick . . . and rub. I have no inhibitions now; just is a kind of drunkenness.

Out of the corner of my eye I see Jason doing the same.

The janitor lies on the floor and Christy mounts him. The principal takes her from behind while her ass bounces over the janitor’s dick.

“Double penetration,” Jason says. I smile too, and feel better everywhere.

The moment I pop is bright white, like Christy’s spotless ass.

I look at Jason smiling at me, his hand unapologetically smeared. He goes to the bathroom, and I’m limp, rendered half-conscious by the power of porn. By Christy and the Honor Roll Cocksuckers.

The movie moves on to other girls, other scenes, as Jason and I navigate the tender terrain of our situation. He brings washcloths and we clean up. He sneaks me another smile and I feel okay, a safe distance from our frightening adolescent desires.

When Jason speaks it’s like the end of a football game: “Some good shit, man, right? She did good.”

“Hell, yeah, she did.”

Jason nods solemnly. I zip my pants.

“But dude – I didn’t even tell you the best part.”

“I don’t think I can handle anything else,” I say, laughing. I’m in a dark room surrounded by ghosts, and naked girls are fucking on television.

“Okay. I’ll call you tomorrow,” Jason says. “Get some work done, schoolboy.”

Jason takes the movie with him, and I’m back in my apartment feeling like I’ve just had the best sex of my life. I dream of smacking Christy’s ass, of punishing her with her skirt over her head. I wake up wet and alone.

Jason picks me up after the exam. “We’re going on a road trip, my man.”

“A road trip?” I’m groggy, half-awake. “Where?”

Jason grins. “You’ll see.”

The rocks in my head knock around wearily, too worn out to imagine anything. I fall asleep.

I wake up as we pull up to a nondescript office building. Jason calls someone as we lumber out of the car, and I fix my hair in the window’s reflection.

“Where the fuck are we, dude?” I ask. It’s painfully sunny. I’m thinking of Christy, of all the bodies that came in and out of our house, no one ever sticking. I feel the emptiness that pounds when I think of her, of Jason, of my mother, of the difference between knowing where you’ve come from and knowing you’ve come from nowhere.

My mind is still murky as we ride the elevator up to “Untitled Scream Productions” Jason’s grinning like a kid on his birthday.

I rub my eyes. Is this real? Will I see her, knowing now what it’s like inside that quivering pussy? Will I slide my hand along her taut stomach, tickle the Playboy bunny in her bellybutton?

There’s an empty desk and Jason buzzes in. We’re greeted by the principal. He and Jason are – apparently – friends. I’m dizzy, everything in slow motion like an acid trip. It’s one of those moments where life slows down and opens itself up like an orgasm and everything in you turns into so much air.

I am following Jason, feeling like I’m in a children’s book, the kind where you feel three times smaller and follow imaginary friends into strange rooms.

This sparse room, with black leather couches and a view of the Hollywood Hills, is strange. Because Christy is in it.

Right there. There she is. She’s wearing grey sweatpants and white tank top, her full breasts peeking out of the sides. I liked her real tits better, but I don’t care; being near her is more than I can bear. I don’t know if I’m going to get a hard-on or throw up.

“Blast from the past,” she says, but it sounds like a come-on. What has Jason set up? “It’s my brothers.”

She hugs us, and squeezes me as she hugs. I’m already hard.

“Things haven’t changed, I see,” she whispers in my ear, tapping the head of my dick.

She’s still so skinny, but she’s a woman now; why is she still so skinny? Still so pale, living in the Valley and still so pale?

But I don’t care. I want to bend her over the table, fuck her with the wrath of all my mornings of blue balls, all the times she riled me up and left me dry.

I want to fuck her for not leaving a note. I’d said that to Jason, too, then, that she didn’t leave a note and he’d scowled and said It’s not like she killed herself, and besides, look, she left all her panties.

“Sit down, boys,” she says, and we sit on either side of her.

She makes small talk, asks us what we’re doing, how Mom is, tells us she dropped out of art school, that she’s been doing porn for a year now and she really likes it, that it’s her calling, that she lives with Matt, who co-owns the company with Jeff, who’s a friend of Jason’s from college, and that she was surprised, really, when Jeff told her that we’d called. She thought about us, she said, from time to time, not all the time but sometimes, and felt a little bad about leaving without saying anything, but she was just a kid, not that she was all together now, but that she knew things, some things, like why people leave notes when they leave forever, and why people tell other people where they are going and why they don’t.

Then she has her hand on Jason’s inner thigh, tickling near his dick. He leans back and closes his eyes.

“I wanted to do this then,” she says, getting on her knees in front of Jason. She breathes hot between his legs.

There’s something sad lingering in her face, something that makes me angry and mixed up but then she’s pulling Jason’s huge cock out of his pants and scratching his balls, wrapping her lips around his dick. Did Jason pay for this? I wonder, is this why we’re here? Or is she just doing this because she wants to – because she wants us?

Is she so good at performing on cue?

She undresses and I’m wide-eyed at her new breasts. I want to watch all her other movies, over and over again for hours and hours, for as long as I live.

She sucks Jason’s dick like a porn star, all the moaning and the moisture, all the upward glances for approval. She doesn’t resist when he places his hand on the back of her head, pulling her closer and shoving himself deeper. I watch her lips move up and down the length of his cock and mine hardens like concrete. Her breasts nudge his knees.

“Seth,” she says, popping Jason out of her mouth. “Why don’t you fuck me while I suck Jason off?”

I look around like there’s another Seth in the room.

“You want me to, uh – fuck – to fuck you?”

“You want to, don’t you?”

“Uh – um – of course.”

She stands up, walks to the desk and bends over it.

“Jason, wanna break me in first?”

Jason, glee in his eyes, erection in hand, goes over to the table and rubs himself against her ass, like in Honor Roll. He gives me a look: Isn’t this a good movie?

She reaches back and guides him south into the sticky wetness of her hole. She grabs his balls, rolling them in her palm. Then he begins to nail her, and my mouth falls open. He makes sounds I’ve never heard from him before. He fucks her like a hellhound, like he’s drilling into something thick and thorny and that he’s got to get through to the other side.

Then he whips it out, jerking, and the foam from his dick slides over her ass like soapsuds.

“You ready, Seth?” she says, still bent over. Ready? I want to fuck her up the ass. I want to fuck her in the mouth. I want to come in her ass, on her tits, I want her to take my cock in her mouth and swallow my come until she gags. Fuck, I want to be a porn star too. Fuck fuck fuck fuck.

But I don’t.

“Let’s, uh –” I’m nervous. “Go to the couch?”

Jason’s on the other couch, cleaning himself with paper napkins. I try to pretend he isn’t there as Christy leaps across the room, obediently, and bends over. I edge closer to her, my dick in my hand, but my stomach flips, and flips again, and I can’t.

“No – no –” I say. “Lie on it.”

She does, looking confused.

“On your back,” I say, watching her pert ass roll over.

I get on top of her, our eyes locked, and I ease myself in like I’m the first one, breaking her open, setting that thing loose in her that got her here in the first place. She gasps but doesn’t moan and I shift, in and out, gently. I look into her eyes and I grab her hair in fists.

I make love. To her. Inside her it feels pure, a million miles away from cameras and lights. It feels utterly private.

We kiss, we suck and pull, our tongues courting and wedding and dancing.

I lie on top of her. I kiss her ear. I want to whisper so many things but instead I just tickle her earlobe with my tongue. I kiss her nose, which is red at the rims and sad. I look at her eyes, and she looks back at mine, and it’s almost like I could cry.

She reaches out and grabs my ass with her hands, her finger softly rimming the outside of my asshole, but she doesn’t enter it. We roll over and she’s on top of me.

The muscles of her cunt tighten around my cock – she’s a pro – and she rides me. Her breasts bounce like tennis balls, her soft hands grip my biceps. She rubs back and forth, her clit grazing the hair above my dick.

“This feels so goood, baby.”

“Yeah, it does,” I say. There are dirty words we could exchange like endearment, but we don’t.

She smiles, clenches her muscles hard around my cock. “Ah – yeah!”

She lowers to me. “Let’s go back the other way. I wanna feel you over me, is that okay?”

So we roll back over. We are careful, athletic, on the limited space of the couch.

Jason might still be in the room, and he might not be. But as I continue, thrusting deeply, feeling her clench around me at just the right moments and grind her ass up and down with finesse, I see that she’s going to come, and I know that I can too, and so we do, together, and I come inside her even though I know I shouldn’t.

I rest my head between her breasts, which are supple though clearly fake. I feel her breathe. Jason is no longer in the room; I can hear him laughing outside, him and another man laughing.

I feel naked but not empty anymore. Not for just that second, the second that I lie inside her, silent.

“That was nice,” she says finally.

“It was,” I respond, giving a smile that looks like an apology. “Thank you.”

She smiles. “Thank you, Seth.”

“For what?”

She shrugs as I slip out of her and stand up. She sits up, thinking. She’s naked. With me.

“For loving me, I guess. Even if it’s just for—” she looks at the clock. “For twenty minutes.”

I shake my head and laugh. “Twenty years. At least twenty years.”

I watch as she dresses, her eyes still huge and empty. I realize that I’ve never known someone who needed love as badly as this girl – more than my mother, more than the twelve other kids shuffled in and out of our house like supporting actors, more than Jason when he first arrived on our doorstep, tattered and broken and hardened to the bone. Maybe even more than I do.

“Maybe I’ll see you guys again?” she asks.

“Maybe,” I smile. “I hope so.” Even though I don’t know if that’s true or not.

That’s the last thing I say, because then Jason comes in, triumphant and sportsmanlike. “Dude, you ready to bust?”

I nod. In that same dreamlike state I entered with I leave the office and we get in the car. We pull onto the highway and drive until the building fades into the millions of office buildings around us, recedes under the ominous landscape of the hills.

Jason recites his play-by-play, eager, and then says, “Hey man, what happened after I left?”

I shrug. “Same thing, more or less.”

He nods. He keeps talking. The radio plays, the car moves, and we move on, together, in his car, in our strange, beautiful brotherhood, the kind that stands naked in front of itself, unashamed.


Fridays At The Benoit

Cervo

Vera and Ghidra often stayed at the Benoit as a breather from their homes, their social obligations, their demanding husbands, their even more demanding children, and simply as a girl’s overnight giggle and getaway. As usual on their special Fridays, they met in the bar after registering separately.

Once settled in their rooms, they had slipped their cashmere-tailored bottoms into the russet-stained, ostrich-leather chairs in the lounge area near the reception salon. The ostrich leather was from Ethiopia by way of a Bombay designer living in Paris who had the seating made to order for the Benoit in Florence. The chairs were then flown by chartered plane to a Westchester airport to avoid the rough traffic on the Island while traveling to the Benoit. The soft, firm grasp of the chairs made the girls’ bottoms feel indescribably special. The Benoit is designed to make its guests feel special – as special as old diamonds right down to their unique, pedigreed asses. Dark wood, white lilies and the soothing odor of cold gin – with a hint of dry vermouth – enwrapped them. It really is heaven for those who can afford the price at the gates.

The Benoit sits as discreetly as a nun near the corner of Madison and 71st. Only the most select clientele is allowed to make reservations there even to dine. Entry to the ground floor four-star dining room is extremely limited. However, entrée there does not guarantee you a future among the four tables where dinner is served in the enclosed paparazzi-proof, tinted, glass, bronze-framed garden built on the roof. In that hermetic atmosphere, softly lit orchid bays in each of the twelve corners are visible only to the elite of the elite. The security and comfort were vetted by The Donald himself as a special consultant, but he is not encouraged as a guest. He lives rather too publicly.

The façade of the Benoit still looks like the parking garage it once was. It is anonymous to the point of being drab. There is no awning or marquee, but only a small, dark, bronze plaque with the words “The Benoit” on it. Why be gauche? The people who belong at the Benoit naturally know where it is. The rest need not concern themselves.

The doorman appears in a tailored black suit with an umbrella and herds his delicate charges into the salon where they are seated on an empire couch to register. A young French woman with a deep décolletage, balanced by a moderate but creamy bust, greets each guest by name in English that is just bad enough to establish the guests’ superiority. The hotel has twelve rooms – one on each floor – a live-in masseuse and a concierge with instant access to every trader on earth and to every designer and jeweler in Manhattan. He has, and could again, arranged for a wombat to be present at an exclusive children’s party. The Benoit makes itself convenient. It is also so fashionably unknown to so many people that it has become the height of chic in a six-block area of ultra chic. In fact, I doubt most of you have ever heard of it, which proves my point.

Vera sipped her gin martini and over the rim of the glass, she studied the calculated rise and sway of some tall woman’s ass as it was leaving the room. It was not a small ass like the ones on models or a tight one of the sort on modern coeds, but it had tone. The shape of each buttock was defined by a slight ripple of muscle as her haunches bunched and released during locomotion. It was annoying.

Vera’s eyes flicked quickly over to the big man in the corner drinking whiskey. Her husband was reaching the age of dalliance, and if this fellow in the bar was Benoit material, he was her sort of material. His eyes were in turn intensely clamped on the departing ass. Ghidra – who had long been attuned to the subtleties of Vera – said, “All they ever think about is sex. Sex, sex, sex all day, every day, it’s sex. Sex, sex and more sex. It’s not just disgusting. It’s silly.”

Vera observed, “Yes, but that’s what we have to work with. They are all boys, and if you remember that, you can focus their attention where you want it.” That had been the case for both women with little difficulty. They were both smart as well as intelligent. They were not beautiful or ever precisely pretty, but they knew how to be irresistibly attractive. They were funny and fun, though perhaps less so now. They both read a lot and could not remember why. They understood the mechanics of sex in men from prostates to kinky propensities. They knew that men liked some things in their mouths and some things in their assholes. They knew to keep them separate. They enjoyed the benefits of having a male and kept their enthusiasms in check to insure the long run. They knew how to ride herd on their steers.

“Let’s relax,” said Vera.

“Right,” said Ghidra.

Vera, who was en route the next day to the cottage at the Hamptons, was going by private helicopter in the morning. Sex on that schedule, she thought to herself, was out of the question. She needed to relax. She needed a few drinks. She was not up to getting laid in a rush. She was aware of the connection between men, sex and asses. But you could not keep their balls in the air all the time.

A decade and a half before – when they had graduated from Yale, married, and started these outings – they had gone to the Oak Room at the Plaza. The Plaza had fallen from grace due to bad financial notoriety and weekend package deals for people from Nassau County and even New Jersey. In those days, she would have felt obliged to agree with Ghidra, but the words were no longer needed. They knew each other that well, and they knew the practical limitations of dick.

Still, all was not serenity. Vera had begun to notice her own ass. It seemed to be engaged in some sort of territorial acquisition. So to study the ass on the tall woman as she left the room was not comforting. The tall woman had dark, shining brunette hair pulled back severely in a bun. Her dress was long and made of shimmering silver raw silk. It was essentially backless down to the topmost shadow of her ass crack. No panty line marred the flow of the dress.

Such a callipyghian impertinence would have been beneath the decorum of the Benoit were it not for the extremely high quality of her ass accompanied by the muscular back above it, and the long, shapely, tanned, powerful legs below it. Worse still was the fixed gaze of the whiskey-drinking man in the corner. She knew he was in currency trading. He was obviously running amok and in need of a guiding hand. It seemed like a lot of work. She did not have the energy to start fiddling with his strings right now.

“I’m going up to the room to lie down. Want to come by for a drink?” asked Vera. Ghidra said that she did, and they agreed to meet in an hour in Vera’s room where they could kick off their designer heels and do their drinking prone on Vera’s enormous bed and couch.

They shared an elevator and parted without having to speak. They knew each other that well. Vera moved along the short corridor to her door. The carpet was so thick she could not hear her own footsteps. She looked down at her bag to get out her key card for the room. Managing to ignore her thighs (with which she was lately displeased), she could see her toes which she thought looked pretty as they peaked out from the opening in her D&Gs.

Once inside, Vera wanted a drink while she waited for Ghidra. She debated getting out the liter of gin she carried with her in her bag, but decided to save that. There are no mini-bars at the Benoit. Drinks are delivered one at a time – or by the barrel – to order. She picked up the phone and without dialing got the concierge, “Martini please, gin, my usual vermouth and a small pitcher,” concluded the discussion.

Within five minutes, a gentle tap at the door reassured her that the Benoit was up to its usual standards. She opened the door and there, as she had expected, stood a young man with an adorable mop of blonde hair almost in his eyes. He was perhaps six two, and wore a very simple but elegant shirt of the most blinding whiteness. His starched collar lent him an old school charm as did his black bow tie. His snug vest emphasized the rocky contours of his shoulders and pectorals. These seemed too muscular for the delicate charm of his shy eyes, but that could have been rehearsed. His hands were large but nicely shaped with long tapering fingers.

“Hmmm,” she thought.

He smiled and one could see that he was used to being the focus of female attention. Perhaps he was another aspiring actor which meant he was probably gay, but the smile seemed to say otherwise. He was either carefully naughty, or unassumingly charming. She could not tell which.

She went to the vanity as though looking for cash to tip him, but in fact to study him in the mirror. She stood so the light from the night table emphasized the contours of her ass. She picked up her mahogany hair brush and ran it lightly over her flawless “do.” His skin was scrubbed to a pale, creamy pink. She pictured him having just been bathed by large muscular men along with a whole sports team of other very young men in a hot steamy locker room. The room – that locker room in her mind – was always smelling of hot, wet cocks and balls, of crotches and soapy armpits, or of hard asses and the place in the crooks of their necks.

That was how she had always pictured locker rooms in her imagination – full of naked, wet, muscular men with semi-erect cocks. Gigantic, fierce, powerful, shiny, naked black men with enormous cocks would be the “coaches”. They would growl and strip the boys roughly; and then herd them into the shower by slapping their naked butts. She loved the way young men said “butts”. The coaches would be shoving them against each other. Every single male in the place – every one of them – would soon be helplessly rock hard and stiff. They would be punished for that, punished on their bare, hard butts. They would be spanked incredibly hard by the coaches after having to wait in a long boring line and watch the others “get it”. It was the ritual male passage from which they were graduated to pussy. That taught them to focus on pussy.

He coughed softly. She returned from the locker room.

“Shall I serve you now?” he asked.

Probably in his mid-twenties – though he looked much younger – but he had to be old enough to serve booze. Best of all was the playful snugness of his cotton slacks. They were black and so new that the material still had a dull sheen. The pants showed the thickness of his thighs and calves. They were a little tight across the front so she could easily speculate on the length and thickness of his cock. It was a test of her evaluative skills. Best of all, was the way the pants must be shaping themselves to his ass. She invited him in with his stainless steel cart and white tea towel. She got a good view of his butt as he passed. Her hand drifted out from her side as though to caress it, but she caught it in time.

“A martini, please, not too dry. Take it easy on the ice.” She inspected his ass carefully as he worked. She thought again about huge men with huge, hard penises holding him over their knees and spanking him. The spankers would have shaved heads and sweat a lot. His ass was a bit larger than she had expected and very appetizing. She thought about taking a bite. His ass moved a little in time to his efforts at shaking the martini. It looked as resilient as two fresh, early melons. She imagined the skin would be baby smooth to the touch. She liked very smooth skin on men, and had an aversion to all but the most limited quantity of body hair. If she wanted a rug, she could buy one.

He turned to her, still smiling, and handed her the drink. She raised the chilly glass to him and looking at his eyes, and then she sipped. She walked to the bedside table and picked up her Waterman pen. She cocked her hip a little as a gesture of expectation. He handed her the tab and she signed. He had now had a moment to look too, and, if her ass had not betrayed her, she would see that look of male concentration in his eyes. And there it was.

She took her tiny retro chain mail 70s bag from the table and produced a hundred-dollar bill.

“Come here,” she said and sat down on the damask coverlet.

Once there he took the proffered tip and she gently took hold of his hips. With authority, she turned him to the right so she was now looking at the sloping, shapely, round profile of his behind.

She placed her hand between his legs just above the knees and said, “Relax.”

Sensing his part, he opened his legs to give freedom to her hand. She began a slow journey up his warm inner thighs over the topography of his muscles to the point midway between his balls and his asshole.

“Mmmm,” she said and on cue he replied, “Mmmm.”

She let her fingers glide over and around his balls which had an immediate effect even through his trousers. She rested her forehead on his hip.

“Mmmm, balls, yes, balls . . .” she said. She squeezed his large balls very carefully.

“Umm, yes,” he replied, not quite sure what she meant.

Then she eased her thumb along his warm crotch until she came to the start of his ass. She began to press upward and massage in a gentle circle. The effect was invigorating. Even the waiter seemed surprised.

“That’s what you think about, isn’t it? Sex.”

To which he replied in a rough voice, “I do give it some thought. Yes.”

There was, in his voice, just a hint of detachment.

“Are you laughing at me?” she said, creating a chill.

He looked down at her as though inspecting her for the first time. Then he asked in a tone that no longer suggested boyishness at all, “Are you laughing at me?”

Things were out of control here. She really wanted to run her hand over his ass. She had just been settling in for a deeper exploration of his reactions, but she removed her hand instead. She was annoyed and looked away. She could not stand up as she had pulled him too close to her. Seeing that, he moved away, packed up his drinks trolley and left. She adjusted her hair and then washed her hands.

“Asshole,” she said lifting her gin to her lips. Vera had learned to sip. Right after her marriage, she had found herself indulging in far too much booze at the social events they attended. It began to affect her complexion and dulled the color of her hair. A little flab appeared. So she learned to sip. She took up aerobic exercise tapes to counteract the effects. Soon, however, she would make a martini and watch the tape for an hour while she sipped. She ate undressed salad every day and sipped.

Sipping martinis leads to warm gin, but warm gin is much better than watery gin. Watery gin can go bad and lead to tummy problems at awkward times. So she limited ice as severely as she limited the intake of gin with each sip. In this way she could start in the morning with no apparent effects except for a pleasant numbness to which she could retreat unnoticed when she liked. She was an active woman with a difficult schedule. She was entitled to sip.

By the end of her average, busy twelve-hour day, she might have consumed half a liter of gin, but if she had that salad for lunch and a nap, she never appeared to be stewed. Regular massage, visits to the sauna and hydro-irrigation of the colon kept her from showing signs of her handy home companion, Boodles. And so life passed without disturbance.

Ghidra had learned to slug. Her father had been a prosperous attorney on Wall St. He had bought a large tract of land in Virginia near Washington that had been developed by squeezing in mansions five to a block. He then bought a large town-house on Sugar Hill in Harlem. He had it meticulously restored to its 19th-century splendor by Italian and Polish craftsmen. They were imported by his general contractor under the radar of immigration and sent back when they were no longer needed. In the late 70s – while much of Harlem was at war with itself over drugs and using Uzis to do it – her family had lived in a pocket of Afro-American (as it was called then) luxury. In photographs they looked like black Vanderbilts. They were just that rich. Ghidra had always felt herself American royalty.

Her father had died in the eighties of a massive infarction. It was precipitated by an obsession with late-night cold macaroni and cheese. That was exacerbated by a complete lack of physical activity from the age of eighteen. When her mother succumbed shortly thereafter, Ghidra inherited a fortune in real estate. She married two Orange County graduates of the Harvard Business School. They had both died working for the networks as experts on programming diversity. She did not remember what programs her first husband produced, but the second one had died of a stroke on the set of a half-hour sitcom called, “Wuzzup?” The pilot died at the executive screening as suddenly and finally as her husband. She felt ready to move on to cable. She found television dull, read a great deal and was a fair water-colorist. She had two secret passions, the Benoit and getting eaten. She quietly satisfied both often.

Slugging allowed her to knock off a small belt of gin in whatever ladies room, quiet office, or doorway she found convenient. She and Vera had shared all of their adult lives which included everything they could think of to discuss. They never once mentioned their boozing, even though they did a great deal of it together. For the most part, they stuck to their appearance, their financial interests, and the maintenance problems of male husbandry.

So when Ghidra appeared at Vera’s door, Vera told her the story of the bartender-butt-toy who had smarted off to her. They were both equally shocked and, finding a small jar of stuffed green olives from Dean and Delucca in Ghidra’s bag, they had a martini.

Feeling a little saucy, Ghidra asked, “Do you think we could get him back?”

“Why?”

“I think,” she said, “if we paid him enough, we could probably tie him over the sofa, give him a whipping. He deserves it.”

“Yes, he does, the little smart ass.”

And Ghidra replied, “We can make his little ass smart.” She had had a very tiring week sorting out her portfolio.

They giggled a little and fell silent. It created a hole in the conversation. They looked around the room, but nothing satisfied their eyes.

Ghidra, who had been doing a lot of slugging that day, said, “That’s all they think about . . .” and then dozed off looking soft, and even pretty, curled up on the couch. It annoyed Vera. It did not, however, surprise her that Ghidra looked pretty for she estimated that her friend, who was a very able dresser, was wearing at least twelve thousand dollars’ worth of clothes, not counting her jewelry. Vera felt abandoned.

She went back to thinking about her ass. She had not looked at it for some time with any really serious scrutiny. She thought the barman had reacted positively to its pleasant contours, but perhaps she had not registered his precise reaction. She sipped.

Then she headed for the three-way mirror that was between the walk-in closet and the bath suite. Once there, she turned her back to the mirror and hauled up her skirt. There was her ass – which had always been a source of pride – encased, draped and shaped by lingerie and stockings from Bergdorf Goodman. If adornment was the key, her ass was going first class. She retrieved her drink and sipped a little more deeply.

Then she set the glass on the carpet and slowly hauled up her sheer slip. This left her with the stockings and her panties, which she began to lower with reluctance. What happens when you meet your ass at an unexpected moment? What if it’s not the ass you trusted to be there when needed? She felt woozy. She paused to dip down and sip. Then she tugged at her panties some more.

There at last was her bare bottom. It was pale as could only be expected in late spring, but the shape was nice and the central division showed only a slight slackness in the cheeks where they turned inward. She could see no cellulite as yet and certainly no hint of “cottage cheese” on the outer extremities of the cheeks. The cheeks were a bit larger than they had been, but perhaps that had its own charm. Still it could be that Bergdorf Goodman had more to do with its shape than muscle tone. She would really have to strip completely to check properly.

But that would not work either. Her judgment seemed clouded by something as though no matter what she did she could not find the true identity of her own ass. She needed an outside eye.

Ghidra was sound asleep and, besides, likely to be too soft in her evaluation. She was a friend, her dearest darling friend. She could not call on the staff of the hotel at random for an ass inspector. The Benoit was assphobic, she was sure. It wasn’t a Benoit sort of thing to do. Perhaps . . . perhaps she had misjudged the young man whose sensitivities she had not credited. Perhaps in feeling up his crotch, she had somehow denied him something of himself? She could make that up to him and break down the unfair social barrier between them in the same stroke. After all, she was a clever girl with a social conscience. She had been to Yale.

She called down to the desk and asked for another round of martinis. Then she finished her own and downed the remainder of the sleeping Ghidra’s. That way the order would seem realistic, logical, timely. She had asked the concierge to send the same waiter, claiming that she had forgot to tip him the first time, and he of course obliged. That were not that many waiters for a twelve-room hotel anyway.

She stripped entirely and threw herself on the bed, but that felt too aggressive. She did not want to alarm him. She rose and put on an ecru satin robe that would reveal her shape nicely. Would she have to open the door? Or would he have a pass key? She landed again on the bed in a pile of pillows. Her spare liter of gin helped her organize her thoughts. She sipped from it and slipped it into the night stand. Should she be lying there with her ass carelessly exposed for his scrutiny? Dare she look up with a naughty smile and say, “Whaddaya think?” Would he regard that as bizarre? Abusive? Harassment?

Or would he, as she hoped, settle on the bed to admire and perhaps stroke her girlishly proffered bottom? Ghidra shifted and muttered in a troubled tone. One of her legs fell from the couch, which exposed her entire crotch to the door of the room. Vera got to her feet and going round the coffee table, she picked up the errant foot to return it to the couch.

At that moment the door opened. As Vera was bent over Ghidra, her own ass was thrust prominently toward the door. Her face was apparently starting a downward arc between the sleeping Ghidra’s knees.

Vera popped up and wavered from the dizzying shift of position.

“Shall I come back later?” he asked.

“No no. I was just taking care of her. She’s dead to the world.”

He was clearly withholding some clever schoolboy response about this method of raising the dead, but he had gotten in trouble with her before for opening his mouth. She wished he would. It would give her the upper hand. She was starting to feel things were again out of control. She looked him square in the eye.

“Shall I mix your martini?” he asked.

“Two, please.” She smiled at him calmly.

“Is she joining you?” he asked doubtfully.

“No. For me, and . . . and for you. I was rude to you before. Would you have a drink with me?” She paused tucking her chin downward. She looked up at him through her lashes and added, “Please?”

Despite her earlier ass-fondling, he knew he was not allowed to drink with the guests on pain of termination, so he declined quietly but with a warm tone in his voice. She stammered a bit and then, in a strange fit of desperation, she went to the bed.

“Put the drink there,” she said pointing to the nightstand.

As he came over to do so, she flopped down on her stomach and flipped up the back of her robe.

“What do you think?” she asked, looking at him with the glitter of gin in her eyes. It was a moment of total nightmarish terror as she realized how appalling this decision had been. The hint of a snigger would have destroyed her, even if it were propelled from him by sheer nervousness. But he did not snigger.

He looked. He studied her bottom. He leaned over the rounded, pale hillocks of Vera’s ass. Then he contemplated closely. He even, finally, slowly, and very carefully, leaned down and kissed now one cheek and then the other.

“Charming,” he said, “absolutely charming.” Then he prudently handed her the fresh martini.

She took the cool stem glass in hand and quaffed off the top half of the drink. Then she handed it back to him to put on the table and let herself float down into the soft, yielding layers of duvet, starched sheets, cushions, quilt and fluffy pillows in which she nested. Her bottom was perhaps the highest point of her anatomy now. In the soft, incandescent light in the room, it offered a welcoming peachy glow. It was not as pert and perky as it had been at one time, but none of us are. It was not as toned as the woman who had undulated out of the bar earlier that evening, but it was no slouch of a rump. He smiled a little.

He reached down and let his hand glide gently over the surface of one cheek and then the other, smoothing the tension from her with his hand. She purred and he trailed his fingertips along the crack, just firmly enough to avoid tickling, but hard enough to stimulate the tender skin. In short, he blessed the imperfect perfection of her bottom with his unstinting appreciation. It was his benediction. She sighed and settled deeper. He packed his bar tools and left.

When she woke up, it was four in the morning. Ghidra was standing over her, still feeling the effects of the gin.

“Do you mind if I sleep here?” she asked in a small voice, as though she were clutching a teddy bear in the dark.

“No. Come on,” said Vera, grateful to have her friend near.

“You are going to freeze your ass like that, Vera, but I have to tell you. It’s still a great ass.”

“But will it last?” asked Vera. There was no answer to that.

Ghidra turned off the lights, stripped to her slip. She belched gently and then farted softly. Silence followed. Then she climbed into her side of the huge bed. The unfamiliar warmth was comforting to both of them.

“Where did he go?” asked Vera.

“I don’t know. He left,” said Ghidra.

“What do you suppose . . . he . . .?” asked Vera, unable to form the question.

“I have no idea,” said Ghidra, clearly not wanting to discuss it.

They were together in the dark and silence. They did not fall asleep for almost an hour. Then the grey light began to strengthen over the East Side of Manhattan as it always does when it steps over Queens on its way from Europe. The echoing rattle of trucks began to rise from the streets below. From somewhere a faint odor of coffee drifted into the room. After a while, they slept.


Going Postal

Sacchi Green

“Hey, are you all right?” She rang the bell again and knocked, hard. I couldn’t seem to move. What was the point? What was the point in anything? The world was going to hell, and my own country was toting the handbasket.

“Lynn! Ms Rackliffe!” She pounded until I could almost feel the vibrations. I pictured her big, strong hand, knuckles reddening at the impact with my door. I’d pictured that hand so many times, impacting other places . . . Some part of me stirred, though not, as yet, the parts that could move me out of my huddle on the couch.

“Look, I know you’re in there. The lights and TV go on and off, but you haven’t picked up your mail or UPS deliveries in three days. If you don’t tell me you’re okay, I’ll have to either notify the police or break down the door.”

Three fucking days – no, fuckless days – of despair. The bastards had won. In spite of the exit polls, known voting irregularities, and statistical impossibilities, no recounts in Ohio or Florida were going to make any difference. The voters had cast away all reason, and, in the states where gay marriage rights had been trampled into the dust, all sense of human decency as well.

Not that decency in the conservative sense had ever concerned me much. What the hell possessed people, anyway, to be so obsessed with the sex other people were having that they ignored their own government’s campaign of war, destruction, arrogance, and downright stupidity?

She knocked again. “One last chance,” she said sternly. Her tone of voice had begun to play tricks on me. If I’d been standing up, my knees would have wobbled – which suddenly made standing up a more appealing prospect than it had been in a while. “Looks like some galley proofs in the mail,” she added. “Are you such a hotshot your editors will let you blow off deadlines?”

I tossed off the quilt and shuffled around for my slippers. She must have heard me, because she waited silently on the other side of the door, all imposing, silver-brush-cut, six feet of her. I realized suddenly how bad I must look. Well, why not, when the future looked even worse? Time was, my mother used to say, when your postman knew everything about you short of your underwear size. This one had been delivering my mail for only about three months, but she certainly knew my politics, my taste in porn, and the publishers who were buying (or rejecting) my work. She’d asked me to autograph an old copy of On Our Backs a couple of weeks ago, and since then I’d been doing my best to make sure that even my underwear size was no mystery to her.

It had been a game, inching toward something major league. She’d been playing along by knocking and hand-delivering all my mail, even if it was only pizza coupons, trying to suppress her amusement and maintain the official role belied by the gleam in her eye. I’d been planning, if all went well, to dispense with the underwear altogether and appear at the door on the day after the election attired in nothing but a map of the country drawn across my torso, with the blue states colored in. Maybe the whole thing could have been tilted to make a bright blue Florida jut downward in its most interesting possible alignment.

But all hadn’t gone well. For the past two days she’d rung my doorbell, and I hadn’t responded, unable to face the world except through the furious online filters of Atrios’ Eschaton, Daily Kos, Buzzflash, Agonist, Fuckthesouth, until even the bloggers’ convincing but unprovable conspiracy theories became more than I could bear.

Now, on the third day, under threat, I opened the door. “You look like hell,” she said brusquely, a frown denting her wide brow. For a moment I was tempted to throw open my bathrobe and flash my unmapped nakedness at her anyway, until I remembered that I hadn’t showered in three days. Or possibly longer.

“When was the last time you had a meal?” she asked, moving inexorably into the kitchen and kicking the door shut behind her. I looked vaguely into the sink. Traces of macaroni and cheese had been drying on the unwashed dishes there for at least two days, but I was pretty sure there were more recent cracker crumbs sprinkled across my computer desk.

“I’m not hungry,” I said, with some attempt at dignity.

“Well, I am. And you will be.” She thumped the stack of mail down onto the table and backed me against my refrigerator, trapping me there with one muscular arm braced on either side, her large body blocking out the rest of the room. And the rest of the world. For a brief moment I felt the warmth of protection and the tingle of challenge, all merged together. A smile threatened to take charge of my lips.

Then I saw the postal service insignia on her sleeve. Stylized, streamlined, invoking speed and reliability; but still an eagle. Still the symbol of war. I began to shake.

“What . . .?” Then she saw where I was looking, and backed off, leaving me shivering even harder without the warm shelter of her body. I stifled a whimper. “The uniform? Damnit, you’re even farther gone than I thought! Have you been getting any sleep? You haven’t been home more than three or four days a week in the last two months. No wonder you’re crumbling.”

Her voice was rough, with an underlying note of concern. She’d noticed, I thought. Kept track of me. Well, I’d had to tell her to hold my mail whenever I was away working on voter registration and getting out the vote in states where it might matter.

Except that nothing I had done had mattered. I slumped back against the refrigerator and began to slide down it. “All that work . . . we tried so hard . . .” Tears burned in my eyes and stung my throat. “I did my best . . .”

She dragged me upright with her big hands under my armpits. Her thumbs pressed into the sides of my breasts hard enough to leave marks. The pain was a welcome distraction, I realized. Amazingly welcome. My nipples began to harden, and the tears retreated just a little.

“Yes,” she said soothingly, “you . . .” She broke off abruptly and looked intently into my eyes. Her tone changed, seething with scorn. “Sure, you tried, but you didn’t try hard enough, did you? You call that doing your fucking best?”

I couldn’t flinch away from her bruising grip. Her words seemed brutal, biting – but oddly familiar. I discovered that I didn’t want to flinch. What had I written next in that story she must have read? Never mind, I’d just wing it. “I’m sorry,” I muttered, ducking my head so that my brow rested between her breasts. If I leaned one way or the other, if I turned my head so that my mouth could touch . . . No, I hadn’t earned such bliss. “It’s all my fault. I know it is.”

“You bet it is,” she growled. “And you’re going to get what’s coming to you.” She yanked me over to a high chair at the kitchen counter and dumped me there. I watched in awed anticipation as she pulled off jacket and shirt and stood flexing her hands, her white wife-beater clinging to the tantalizing contours of the flesh beneath.

I started to untie my ratty old bathrobe, but she slapped my hands away, then lifted me from the chair, swung around, and suddenly I was sprawled across her lap. My bathrobe was bunched up around my waist, leaving my ass hanging out in all its chilly vulnerability, so much more humiliating than full nudity. No amount of wriggling and kicking could make my feet reach the floor. I whimpered.

“You want something to cry about?” Whack! Her hand came down full force, no warm-up. I yelled, and braced for another hit, but she pinched and squeezed hard for a few seconds, probing for sensitive spots, not that there was an inch of flesh that wasn’t either aching or aching for more.

Whack whack WHACK! A relentless rhythm, repeated with variations, making me realize, as much as I could think at all between gasps, that I’d had no conception at first of what full force could mean.

On and on, with no let-up except to get me off my guard, interrupt expectations. From my ass to my thighs I was hot, throbbing, quivering before and after each impact, and my whole body jerked with the intensity of each strike. The tears were back, flowing down my cheeks, snuffling in my nose, but the wetness squeezing from my cunt under her relentless pressure made a keener impression.

“Please,” I whispered, but she ignored me. “Please,” I cried louder, wriggling my crotch against her thigh, then trying to raise my butt, straining against the forearm steadying me across my waist. She paused.

“ ‘Please’,” she mocked. “You think you’ve had enough? Ready to forgive yourself, are you? You think this is it, we’re finished?”

“No, please . . . I need . . . I’m so hot . . .”

“Flaming hot,” she agreed, pinching one buttcheek hard. “And getting pretty tender. Maybe it’s time to stick a fork in and see if you’re done.” There was no time to process what she’d said before two fingers and then another thrust into my hungry cunt. The tines of her “fork” seemed to spread apart, clench together, probe commandingly just where my need was most demanding, until, just as her other hand came down in a sharp, solid slap on my sore ass, the wrenching spasms hit and shook me from my toes to my streaming nose.

It was a long time before I could fumble the sleeve of my robe up to wipe away my tears and snot. She was stroking my reddened ass gently now, but for a little while I still sobbed softly, wringing every drop of release from that magnificent catharsis.

Finally she carried me to the couch, and we cuddled for a while. I started to work my mouth surreptitiously across her undershirt, millimeter by millimeter, but suddenly I sat upright. “Don’t you have to finish your route?” I asked.

“Nope. I have the afternoon off. Just came by to check on you.” I snuggled back. “You did a good job,” I told her. “I’m so glad the postman never gives up.”

“Neither snow nor sleet nor stolen election,” she agreed. “I’ve been around the block enough times to get some perspective. And so should you. A little food might help, though.” She set me aside. “C’mon, I’ll take you out for something spicy enough to get the circulation flowing, if you can manage to get dressed.”

My circulation was already in fine shape, but I was suddenly ravenous. In fifteen minutes (ten for a mutual shower that nearly derailed our plans) we were heading toward her station wagon.

“Just a minute,” she said, her hand on the door. “Extra credit if a young whippersnapper like you can tell me what those are about.” She motioned toward two weather worn bumper stickers held on with strips of duct tape.

“ ‘McGovern/Eagleton’,” I read. “Um, ’72? But . . . wasn’t it McGovern/Shriver?”

“Yeah, eventually,” she said. “Close enough. But look it up. Politics is always messy. How about the other one? I saved them both when I finally had to junk my first car. They don’t make ’em like Dodge Darts anymore.”

“ ‘Don’t Blame Me, I’m from Massachusetts’. ” I had to think about it. ’72 . . . ’73 . . . “Nixon? Watergate? The impeachment?” She nodded, but still waited. “Okay, right,” I said. “Only Massachusetts and the District of Columbia went for McGovern.”

“And even then,” she pointed out, “McGovern got 40 per cent of the vote. Don’t go forgetting how many people are still on the same side you’re on. And some of them are getting their rears in gear to fight on.” She opened the door and didn’t wait for me to say anything else, which was a damned good thing, because I didn’t have anything else to say just yet.

She just let me relax as we rolled onward toward food and fellowship, her hand on my thigh and my head against her shoulder, my thoughts for once not so much on politics as on what I hoped to get with all that extra credit.


The Exchange

Robert Buckley

He was angry – at himself. He had caved in to them so easily. Why didn’t he speak up, express his misgivings? Or did he really want to know what it was like? He cursed his perverted curiosity.

Ann’s keening sigh reverberated from the room at the opposite end of the suite. He folded his arms across his face. He wanted to brace the pillows against his ears and shut out her cries and moans.

Mercy stroked his erection. “You’re not going to let this go to waste, are you?”

She waggled his cock and mocked him. “Are you going to let them have all the fun? There’s a wet willing pussy here begging for attention.”

“Why – Why’d he insist on leaving our doors open?” he asked.

“Because half the experience is listening to the other couple fuck.” She closed her hand around his cock. “You’re hard as steel, Danny, so it must be having an effect. Listening to your sweet wife’s moans, knowing she’s being gloriously fucked by another man’s cock.”

“Damn it, Mercy.”

“C’mon, give in to it. It’s a turn-on, enjoy it.”

“I’m not like . . .”

“Like what?”

“Like Greg . . . or you. This was a bad idea.”

“Why didn’t you say something last week? – ’Cause it’s obviously too late now.”

“I – I wanted to. You and Greg . . .”

“And Ann . . .”

“Huh?”

“She wanted this, Danny. She was excited, looking forward to it. Nobody drugged her and tossed her into Greg’s bed. Is that what’s really bothering you, Danny? Is that what’s – turning you on?”

“Fuck you, Mercy.”

“I wish you would. Ann’s had three orgasms already and we’re just making small talk.”

“Yeah, well, maybe I’ll be a disappointment, ever think of that?”

“Guys are different, but no one’s ever disappointed me. You just need some encouragement. Now, this big, beautiful rack of mine usually does the trick, but Ann tells me you’re a legs and ass man. She says you like small tits. Must be true, judging by those mosquito bites of Ann’s.”

Ann wailed like a creature in pain.

“Christ!” Mercy said. “That’s four; we’re never going to catch up.”

“Mercy, please . . .”

“I bet I know what you’re thinking.”

“What?”

“You want to know if she thinks he’s better than you. You’re wondering if you’ll be able to satisfy her once Greg’s done her.”

“Shit! What’s with you?”

“Does she let you fuck her in the ass?”

Dan’s face pinched into a frown. Mercy grinned.

“Oh, wow, she doesn’t, does she?”

“She – she’s afraid it’ll hurt. What am I supposed to do, force it on her?”

“You mean in her, don’t you? And the answer is yes. Now you’re only going to be the second man to take her ass.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Oh, Danny, you’re such a babe in the woods. Women talk; they tell each other everything. Ann told me she wouldn’t do anal with you. I told Greg. That’s why Greg was so looking forward to taking her ass cherry. He must have been an explorer in another life. He loves being first. And you, Danny, what do you like – sloppy seconds? When Annie raises her pretty pink cheeks from now on and asks you to pump her ass, is it going to get you hard knowing that another man, that Greg broke her in with his big cock?”

He clenched the fabric of the pillow in his fist, then swung it in a wide arc, catching her in the head and knocking her back on the bed. He rolled over her and straddled her, pushing her thighs apart.

“Bitch!” He used his cock like a cudgel, a blunt weapon, stabbing it into her cunt, pinning her hands down at the wrists, trying to drill himself into her belly. Mercy responded by clamping her legs around him, yelping at each rapid thrust.

“God! You’re hurting me, Danny! Hurt me! Hurt me!”

He didn’t want to come in her. He wanted to fuck her hard for hours, take it all out on her cunt. But then she came hard and raked her nails down his back. The pain sent electricity to the base of his cock and he exploded in her womb.

The tension dissipated and he rolled onto his back. It stung, and he thought he felt blood trickle onto the sheets.

Mercy exhaled a long sigh then rolled against him, laying her cheek on his chest.

“You really hurt me, Danny. You’re such a fucking brute. My poor pussy will be black and blue.”

“Shut up.”

Her voice changed into the sing-song meter of a child. “Why’d you hurt Mercy? Do you like to be mean to girls?”

He rolled his eyes. Then from down the hall, he heard another sing-song voice. “Yes, darling, I’m your slut. I’ll always be your slut.”

Danny winced. Another voice, low-frequency masculine, and unintelligible, was a moment later answered by the childish feminine. “Thank you for fucking my slutty ass.”

Danny didn’t sleep much that night. He let his anger and anxiety well up and overflow, then took it out on Mercy. And the rougher he fucked her, the more she liked it. He finished near dawn fucking her in the ass while yanking her thick, blonde hair like reins.

Mercy actually cried after that. In ways unspoken she let him know that was her goal, her payoff. Then she made it explicit. As the sun turned the morning sky pink she stroked his cock to hardness and smiled. “You made me cry – you’re so cruel.”

Her mouth closed over his cockhead and her head bobbed. Her tongue slithered and coiled along his length and he could not resist if he wanted to. His come rocketed into her throat as she gulped and gagged.

Her eyes glazed as his spent cock slipped from her lips, trailing a tendril of semen. She laid her cheek on his chest, and then her breaths steadied and became deeper.

He woke with Mercy’s face nestled into his shoulder. She was peacefully oblivious to the world. Carefully he slid from beneath her. Sunlight leaked around the opaque blinds.

“What the hell am I doing?” he whispered to himself, then glanced at Mercy. She looked angelic, he thought, and almost laughed. He thought of the girl she was in college, a free spirit, willing to do anything on a dare. She was exciting and dangerous, and that made her sexy – a sparrow he couldn’t grasp.

He was full of doubt and bereft of confidence when he started college. It took him a week to work up the nerve to ask her out. Her answer, “I’m kinda seeing someone.” He shrugged, accepting rejection like the routine it had become, when she said, “You can play too – wanna?”

She introduced him to Greg, his mirror opposite. Greg was the epitome of cool, full of confidence. Fear, rejection, doubt? He had no concept of these. Danny envied and loathed him all at once, but Greg was gracious and Danny found himself adapting to the role of sidekick. It was something he resented, but tolerated because being with Greg was exciting, and being with Greg and Mercy together was like plummeting off a cliff, scary and exhilarating.

One of Greg’s favourite games was “Naked Runner”. It was simple enough. One of them would strip just out of sight, in an alley or hallway. The others would take the clothing and drive to another location. The naked runner had to reach the location traversing public space.

Danny refused the dare the first time. So Greg took up the challenge. Danny remembered watching Greg dash through a public park, past necking lovers and families enjoying picnics, to reach them while Mercy cheered him on.

More crazy dares followed. Mercy challenged them to go to a gay bar and try to get picked up. Danny bolted, but not before having his ass pinched by a guy in chains and leather.

And Mercy wasn’t exempt. Greg challenged her to dress like a prostitute and stand on a street corner. It was a charade Mercy enjoyed, even when she was challenged by a real pimp who demanded to know who she was working for. Greg pushed the situation ever closer to the danger line when he casually negotiated a price for Mercy’s ass with the pimp.

Danny was so scared for all of them he nearly tossed his lunch.

“Jesus, what if he pulled a gun or a knife on you? What if he pulled Mercy into a car and drove off?”

Greg and Mercy just laughed. It was the thrill they were after.

Danny didn’t always feel good after one of their adventures but, thanks to Greg he got laid, and often. But then he couldn’t get over feeling dirty about it. Still, being friends with Greg and Mercy was like a drug and Danny was reluctant to give them up.

Then just before their senior finals Mercy asked him to come to the apartment she and Greg were sharing with another kinky couple. The door was always open and when he called out to her she answered, “I’m in the shower – join me.”

“But what about Greg?”

She peeked around the curtain. “Oh, c’mon, I need someone to soap my back.”

He didn’t think, he just stripped and piled in after her. Greg was standing there too, grinning.

“Got you both now,” Mercy laughed. She grabbed both their cocks and began pumping each in her fists. “Who’s going to shoot first?”

For Danny it was too much. Mercy’s body was lush and shimmering in the shower, her heavy breasts jostled with each other as she pumped their cocks. He came and his cream splattered over Greg’s thigh. Then Greg came, spattering his come on Danny’s stomach.

“Can I aim a gun, or what?” Mercy laughed. Greg laughed too.

Danny left with as much grace as he could muster. When he got home he scrubbed himself an hour before he was satisfied he’d removed the tacky trail of Greg’s dried semen from his lower abdomen.

Graduation came and Danny broke free of their spell. They kept in touch on a casual basis, and Danny followed Greg’s business successes. He established four companies and sold each for outlandish profits – a guerrilla entrepreneur, the financial rags called him. Danny knew that Greg had married Mercy, but he wasn’t invited to the wedding and he was grateful for that.

Meanwhile, he had met Ann. Ann the modest, the maidenly. Ann of the dark chestnut tresses and milk-pale skin. He remembered how she trembled the first time she was naked for him, and it made him crazy with lust. But never did he treat her any way other than as the magical creature he believed she was. Together they made two beautiful babies and settled into domestic life.

The day he spotted Greg and Mercy at the kids’ small fry soccer game it seemed like the sunlight itself changed its tint. He had no choice but to introduce Ann. When had they moved to town? Really, their daughters were on the same team? They only lived four streets away.

Ann warmed to the new friends immediately, and Danny understood. She was falling under the spell.

It was after the Memorial Day barbecue at Greg and Mercy’s house that Greg mentioned that he and Mercy regularly “expanded the boundaries” of their marriage. Danny kept watching for a reaction of shock or even disgust from Ann. But instead she asked questions.

“Don’t you get jealous?”

“Of course,” Greg said, an eyebrow arched. “That’s what gets me excited. Just thinking about a guy being seduced by my own, beautiful spouse, knowing he doesn’t stand a chance . . .”

Ann laughed and clasped her hand to her mouth. “Oh, my! And, Greg, what about the women you’ve seduced?”

“Oh, dear, dear, Annie. I am not so casual. Mercy and I don’t belong to swing clubs, and we don’t troll for strangers. I like to know the women I take to bed. An anonymous fuck holds no thrill for me. But . . .” He held Ann’s gaze with his own. “To seduce a sweet, young soccer mom, to bring her to a place she wouldn’t dare go, to entice her to step into the abyss of taboo . . .”

Mercy slid her hands over Ann’s shoulders. “Would you like that, Annie? To be able to do something really . . . bad, but still be safe?”

Danny could hardly believe it when Ann, as if in a trance, nodded, “Yes.” His dick pressed against the fabric of his pants.

From that point, it was three against Danny, and he offered little resistance, just like in college. Then it was agreed, the following weekend they would reserve a suite for the four of them at a seaside resort that was a favorite of Greg.

Danny stood and stretched. He stepped into the lounge that formed the center of the suite and strained to listen. He started toward the open door of Greg’s room, then hesitated. Could he handle seeing his bride in the arms of Greg, snuggled in sheets twisted and snarled by their passion?

He forced himself to peek in. The bedclothes were indeed twisted into snarls, but Greg and Ann weren’t there.

He stalked back to his room where Mercy was just stirring.

“They’re not here.”

“Hmm?” Mercy yawned.

“Greg and Ann, they’re gone. Where the hell are they?”

“I dunno. He probably took her out to breakfast.” She sat and slid her legs over the side of the bed. Then she stretched her arms up and out, lifting her breasts like a mating display.

Danny was transfixed for a moment. “He didn’t say anything about going out, what . . .”

“Oh, shush, Danny. Remember what we agreed. For the next couple of days Ann isn’t your wife – she’s Greg’s. A man ought to be able to take his wife anywhere anytime he wants. Did you really want to hang out together today? Did you want to see your sweet Ann kissing and necking with Greg like a pair of newlyweds? Well, did you, Danny?”

“I – damn, this is all so crazy.”

“Lucky you,” she laughed. “I get to be your bride this weekend. Like you always wanted.”

“I wanted?”

“Sure, Danny, you wanted me all through college. Now you have me – for a weekend anyway. And I’ll do anything you want me to.”

“Let’s get out of here.”

“I need to shower first – wanna join me? All alone?”

“Okay, in a minute.”

Mercy stumbled toward the bathroom, shaking out her blonde mane. Then Danny heard the shower water.

“Come in, it feels great. Nothing like a hot shower after a night of good fucking.”

Danny couldn’t keep his mind off Ann. Where had Greg taken her? Did it still matter?

“Danny? What do you suppose he’s doing to her – right now? Maybe he’s running his hand up her thigh, under the table in a public restaurant. Maybe he told her not to wear panties today. It would be just like him to bring her off right when the waiter is taking their order. Whatcha think?”

Danny stalked into the bathroom and pulled the shower curtain back. It was useless to try to suppress his erection.

Mercy looked down and grinned. “Is that for me? God, Danny, it looks lethal. Please don’t hurt me.”

Danny stepped behind her and bent her forward.

“Please, Danny . . . Oh, God . . .”

He reached for a tube of gel and squirted it into her ass crack, pushing his finger and thumb past their knuckles into her anus.

“Jesus, Danny . . . Jesus, Danny . . .”

He slapped her ass and she yelped, then he drove his cock inside her, pushing steadily as she panted, then all resistance dissipated as the walls of her rectum relaxed. He slid into her bowels up to his balls.

“Oh, God, oh, God, Danny . . . hurt me.”

Danny fell into a pounding rhythm.

“Yes, Danny, harder . . . hurt me . . . hurt me like he hurt Ann.”

Rage mingled with a powerful need to complete his sodomizing of Mercy. He brought his hand down hard on one cheek and Mercy cried. A spasm gripped his cock as he emptied himself inside her. Mercy fell to her knees as his dick slipped from her ass and bounced like a drooping springboard, trailing a string of come that dribbled onto her shoulder.

“Did you like it, Danny?” she sighed. “Did you like hurting Mercy?”

Danny felt like he was floating outside his body. Then his senses began to return and he looked down at the woman curled in a half foetal position.

“Jesus! Do you want me to piss on you now?”

“If you want to.”

Danny rinsed himself off and stepped out of the shower.

Mercy took him to a restaurant on the touristy town’s main drag. They took the stairs to a roof patio that was shaded by a fabric awning. They were shown to a table in the corner that allowed them to view the crowds filling the street below. It was a typical tourist trap, Danny thought. Everything made to look quaint, if not downright tacky.

“Breakfast or lunch?” Danny asked.

“Oh, I don’t know. Order me a mimosa while I visit the girls’ room. My asshole is still tingling.” She giggled and headed for the stairs.

Danny ordered the drinks and waited. He scanned the faces of the other customers, and those of the tourists on the street.

Who’s married to whom? – he thought. Maybe the whole bunch of them are swapping.

“Danny!”

Right below on the street Greg was grinning up at him.

“Be right up,” he said.

Danny scanned the street for Ann. Where the hell was she?

Greg bounded up the stairs to the roof and strode over to Danny like he owned the place.

“Where is she?” Danny asked.

“Ann?”

“Who else?”

Greg chuckled and sat down. “She’s being fitted for some new things.”

“Fitted?”

“I thought I’d take her dancing tonight. I know a place where an audience will appreciate her . . . assets.” He grinned again, lifting his sunglasses onto his head.

“Greg . . . damn it, if you put her in any danger . . .”

“Oh, c’mon, Danny. Who are you talking to? She’s in very secure hands – believe me.”

“I know how you like to push the limit, Greg. Don’t – not with Ann.”

Gregg shrugged, then peered intently at Danny.

“What?”

“Talk about pushing the limits – Daniel, my old friend. You got that look.”

“What look?”

“The look of a man who’s spent a night with Mercy. Uh-huh, no mercy from Miss Mercy. No prisoners taken. Has she been pushing your buttons?”

Danny sipped his drink and looked down at the street.

“Has she been playing with your head while she plays with your balls? I’m assuming this morning you know she’s a bit of a pain slut. Have you hit her?”

“I would never . . . that is . . .”

“Hmm, a little slap across the face?”

“Jesus, no!”

Greg shrugged again. “She gets off on it. Just a little open hand slap. You don’t want to damage her.”

“Greg, look, I don’t want to do this. I don’t care what we agreed to, this is nuts, this is . . .”

“Are you really going to disappoint Ann?”

“Greg, don’t . . .”

“Don’t what? Your pretty little bride is having the time of her life; she’s experiencing things she’s barely had the courage to fantasize about. And you gave her the green light, Daniel. She wouldn’t have done this without your blessing.”

“My blessing?”

“C’mon, Dan, you had a chance to speak up. You didn’t.”

“I couldn’t say . . . I mean . . .”

“Danny, you wanted to know too, you wanted to know.”

“Know what?”

“Let me tell you, Danny boy, the mother of your children is one horny, sex-hungry vixen. By the time you both get back home you’ll thank me for opening her up. And you’ll thank me for making your own fantasy come true.”

“What?”

“Mercy . . . you had something for her from the first day you met.”

“That was a long time ago, Greg. We aren’t in college anymore, we aren’t kids anymore. Jesus, I have kids, you do too. You think I obsess over some crush I had 12 years ago?”

“If you say so.”

“And another thing . . . guys, that is, normal guys don’t lend their wives out to be fucked by friends – or anyone else.”

Greg laughed out loud. “Oh, Danny, I won’t even get into what you think is normal. But, damn it, the truth is, I envy you.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I envy your shame – I envy your guilt. I envy the humiliation you’re feeling now.”

“You’re fucking nuts.”

“No, it’s true. You see, Dan, I really enjoy taking a sweet, innocent young mom like Ann by the hand and leading her to the edge of what you call normal. I get off on her realization that she’s doing something . . .” he winked “. . . really bad. But . . .”

“But what?”

“There’s no shame in it for me. But you, Danny, you experience shame, you really feel it. And that humiliation, that tickle in the pit of your stomach, the flutter every time you hear me talk about turning Ann into a slut – your precious, pure, PTA chairman Ann – that has got to be . . . so wickedly delicious. Your bloodstream must be saturated with endorphins. Damn it, Danny, I do – I envy you so.”

“Hey!” Mercy clasped her arms around Greg’s neck.

“Watch it, you unfaithful bitch. The man sitting in the corner with that funny look on his face needs your attention.”

Mercy sidled over to Danny.

“Catch up to you later,” Gregg said and waved.

When he had gone, Mercy purred, “Did he make you crazy? Did he tell you what he’s been doing to Ann?”

She squeezed the erection that tented his khaki pants. “Ooo, yes. You are a naughty boy.”

They ordered a light breakfast. Danny sat sullen until Mercy began to play footsie.

“C’mon, Danny, stop worrying about that little slut of a wife of yours.”

She answered his glare with a laugh. “But, that’s what she is – by now anyway.”

“Whatever happens, she won’t . . . she won’t . . .”

Mercy’s face softened. She reached across the table and took his hand. “Yes, Danny, it’ll be all right – whatever happens.”

Danny shook his head and signaled the waiter for another round.

“Hey, Danny, tell me about – oh, what was her name? Yeah, tell me about Thuy.”

Danny had put the name entirely out of his mind, but with Mercy’s query all the disgust and humiliation came roaring back.

“God, Danny, you just went pale and red all at once.”

“I . . . I’d forgotten about her, that’s all.”

“I kinda remember her; she was an Asian girl, right?”

“Vietnamese. I suppose Greg told you about her.”

“He said he and you and she had some kind of threesome, but he left out the nasty details. Was it nasty, Danny?”

“She was . . .” He hesitated, as if he couldn’t bring the words out of his throat. “She was a nice girl. She was quiet, and smart. She was dainty too, in the way that Asian girls are.”

“Hmm, and I bet you had a major crush on her. You had such a thing for quiet girls.”

“Mercy, for Christ’s sake, I was in college. I had a crush on every girl I met. Even fucking crazy sluts like you.”

He meant it to be harsh, but she laughed.

“But, what happened with Thuy? It was right around graduation time. Greg said it was about the time you started avoiding us. Wow, it must have been really traumatic for you – c’mon, tell Mercy the gory details.”

“I hadn’t let Greg know about her. I wanted something . . . outside of my relationship with Greg and you. I wasn’t feeling good about myself then. Some of the things I did, things I went along with for Greg . . . I just wanted something else.”

“Oh, I get it, something, or rather, someone who was pure?”

“Yeah,” Danny said with emphasis. “Someone like that.”

“Was she?”

“I thought so. She was sweet and shy.” He smiled. “She wore glasses.”

“And then Greg found out about her.”

“Yeah, he came across us talking together in the quad one day. I introduced them, then I told him to stay clear of her. It was the worst thing I could have said, of course.”

“You should have known Greg better by then. No way was he going to leave her alone. It was a challenge.”

“Yeah, well . . .”

“Well, what? C’mon, tell me.”

“I got a call from Greg one afternoon. He said he was calling from Thuy’s room and told me to join them. I ran over there, not knowing what he’d done. I hoped . . .”

“What?”

Danny shook his head. “When I got to the dorm I ran up to her floor. There were people in a hallway giggling and laughing. I got to her door, it was partway open. I know the sounds of fucking when I hear them. I should have walked away, but I went inside and closed the door behind me.”

“And?”

“Thuy was on the bed, on all fours, Greg was doggie fucking her. Jesus, she still had her glasses on. They looked like they were smeared with come.”

“Wow.”

“Greg never skipped a beat. He says, ‘Thanks for dropping in, Danny; Thuy’s been wanting to tell you something.’ ”

“He is such a bastard.”

“Thuy looks up at me as Greg is pounding her from behind, then he says, ‘Go on, baby, tell him.’ ”

“Tell you what?”

“She says . . . ‘You want suckee? . . . I suck you long time . . . I number one fuckee-suckee girl.’ ”

“You’re kidding – he made her talk like that?”

“He just didn’t seduce her, he made her humiliate herself. How do you make another human being do that?”

Mercy shrugged. “Danny, poor Danny. She had it in her all the time. Greg just has a way of . . . I dunno, tapping those dirty desires. And, Danny, everyone has them.”

“Why’d he do that to her – to me?”

“Maybe he did you a favor. Maybe he’s doing you a favor now, with Ann.”

“Maybe in his twisted mind he thinks so.”

“Twisted? What did you do once you saw your meek little Vietnamese virgin had been reduced to a craven slut? Did you run off and cry somewhere?”

“Worse than that; I pushed my cock into her mouth. Made her gag on it. But she couldn’t get enough. God, we fucked that girl every conceivable way for hours. Someone finally called the campus cops because she was making so much noise. When they showed up, Thuy called them a bunch of fucking bastards for interrupting us. She was standing in the doorway naked, shouting at them, streaked with come. Greg was laughing his ass off. But when the cops left, so did I. Yeah, she consented, but I felt like a fucking rapist.”

“We didn’t see you much after that.”

“I had to break free of you two. But I guess I never did. And here we are.”

“Yup, here we are.”

After breakfast they sampled the shops, just like any tourist couple. Mercy led him to a shop that advertised leather and vinyl club wear.

“I love this place,” Mercy said. “They have really cute T-shirts, see?”

She moved to a stack of shirts and held one up OWNED. Another said SLUT. And another I like to fuck around.

“Jesus, people wear things like that in public?”

“I wouldn’t be surprised if Greg bought one for Ann and she’s wearing it right now.”

Danny cringed. “So, this is the place he took her to be ‘fitted’. Christ!”

He looked around and spotted a mannequin sporting a strategically shredded vinyl bra and a crotchless thong. He didn’t want to think about what Annie would be wearing that night.

They left the shop and wandered along the Main Street and just past the outskirts of town.

“Hey, where are we going?” Mercy asked.

“I don’t know. I just feel like walking.”

“Hey, look.” They were walking past a house with a large pool at the bottom of a slight slope from the road. A couple of pickets in the wooden fence around the property were loose and askew.

“I bet the local kids sneak in at night and use their pool.” Before Danny could react, Mercy slipped through the fence. He called to her, but she ignored him. He went in after her. She stopped at the edge of the pool and stripped off her clothes.

Danny stopped in his tracks when she jumped in. He trotted to the edge and watched Mercy do a backstroke, her tits proudly jiggling with each stroke. She stopped and treaded water at the deep end. “C’mon in, it’s great.”

Danny looked at the house. Only one light was lit on the second floor. There was no dog apparently. He took off his clothes and plunged in. He let himself sink and then pushed himself off the bottom. Mercy swam to him and clasped her arms around his neck, pressing her hard-nippled tits into his chest.

“Kiss me, Danny. I’m supposed to be your wife this weekend.”

Why not? – he thought.

His lips sealed with hers and their tongues danced. Mercy reached down and tugged at his hardening cock. “Ever fuck in the water?” she asked.

“Goddamned dirty kids!”

They turned to see an elderly man shaking his fist at them. A woman stepped around him.

“They’re not kids, Angus. Disgusting! I’m calling the police.”

“Oh, don’t call the cops on us, Angus,” Mercy pleaded in her little girl voice. “I’ll give you a nice blow job.”

Angus looked like he was going to have a stroke as his missus denounced Mercy as a “filthy tramp”.

They swam to the edge. Danny lifted himself out and tried to haul Mercy out, but she slipped and fell backward, laughing.

“Disgusting pigs!” Angus shouted.

Danny gripped Mercy’s arm and lifted her out of the water. They scooped their clothes and made a break for the fence. They hadn’t even dressed when they saw the flashing blue lights, and ran into the woods at the edge of the road. They waited for the cops to leave before walking back into town.

They entered their suite. There was no sign that Greg and Ann had been there all day. Mercy spun around and hugged Danny. She stood on her toes and kissed him.

“That was fun . . . just like the old days.”

Danny grinned. It was fun, and a wave of affection made him hug Mercy tighter. She slipped out of his arms and stripped her clothes off.

“Oh, Danny, eat me up.”

He stripped out of his own clothes and backed her up to the sofa. She lay back on it and he kneeled on the floor. Then he began to kiss and nibble her body in tiny portions, over her belly, then up her arms, over her legs and down her thighs, then back. Her nipples hardened and stood out. He suckled each one. She sighed. He resumed his kisses and nibbles that were becoming nips and Mercy began to pant. He spread her pussy lips and lapped up her fluids letting his tongue course just beside but not touching her clit. He didn’t have to; she gasped as her hips rocked from the effects of the orgasm.

“Damn, no one’s ever made me do that just from licking.”

He laid his cheek on her stomach and grinned at the sounds emanating from deep inside her. For the first time that weekend he felt some peace he didn’t think he deserved.

Mercy sat up and cradled his head in her fragrant lap.

“Danny – do you love me right now?”

He started to lift his head, but she gently pushed him back into the cradle of her lap.

“I mean, right now, right this second – not forever and always.”

“I – just feel good – maybe.”

“Do you get Ann off like that?”

“Huh? No, she only comes after a long fuck. She comes hard, but she’s just a one-time-a-night girl.”

“Not anymore.”

Danny pulled away from her lap, kneeling, watching her expression change from angelic to the Mercy he knew too well.

He stood up and she giggled at his erection bobbing just above her tits.

“I think I know where he took her tonight. He took me there once. I ended up on a pool table with some guy up my ass and a huge cock in my mouth while Greg bought drinks for the house.”

Danny could hear the blood rushing through his veins. A picture of Ann spread out like some carnal sacrifice in some dirty gin mill entered his head and wouldn’t fade.

“How many times do you think she’ll come tonight? How many times do you think she’s come already?”

“Okay, Mercy, enough, okay?”

Mercy stood up, speaking to his back as he turned away from her.

“God, she’ll be so crazy for cock, maybe pussy too. Wouldn’t it be something if she just begged the whole PTA to put her out of her misery?”

A red hot bubble burst in Danny’s head. He spun around and the back of his hand caught Mercy across the cheek. The sound shook him back to his senses.

Tears rolled down her cheeks.

“Christ – oh, shit! Mercy, I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean it.”

“Hurt me, you fucker! Hurt me – don’t stop!”

Her eyes were wide, crazed. Danny hesitated, then he grabbed her arm and yanked her into the bedroom. He tossed her on the bed. “Okay!”

Mercy turned over on her back, mewing like a frightened kitten. There would be no preliminaries. Danny kneeled between her thighs and plunged his cock into her cunt.

She clasped her legs around him, but the hard rocking he gave her broke the clench. He grabbed her ankles and forced her legs up and back.

“Ow! God!”

He stabbed her relentlessly with his cock. “Fucking cunt! Is this what you like – bitch!”

Mercy was crying, wailing, but it just made him crazier to fuck her hard.

“You would have sucked that old bastard. We should have given you to that pimp when we had the chance. How about bums, Mercy? You wanna fuck a gang of dirty bums? You fucking come bucket . . . bitch . . . Christ!”

Mercy’s body rocked and her eyes rolled back as he emptied his balls into her. He pushed himself away as she curled into a fetal position, sobbing. He turned and stumbled into the lounge and collapsed on the couch.

He sat in the dark, listening to Mercy weep. “I don’t care,” he whispered to himself. Whatever he had become, it no longer concerned him. Maybe this was who he truly was.

He was nodding off in the dark when he felt her hand on his shoulder.

“I’m sorry, Danny. Hold me, please.”

She didn’t wait for an answer, but set herself in his lap and laid her head on his shoulder.

“It’s just – it’s the only way I can feel anything, except . . .” Her shoulders heaved as she sobbed again.

“What, Mercy?”

“When you kissed me tonight – kissed me all over. Just kissed me, and I came, and it was beautiful. I got so scared.”

“Scared?”

“Scared I’d love you.”

Danny shook his head. He wouldn’t try to make sense of it. He lay back and she curled up with him. They fell asleep.

The door to the suite opened startling him awake. Then Greg and Ann were standing over them.

“Well, isn’t this adorable, don’t you think, honey?”

Ann looked into Danny’s face, then followed the line of Mercy’s naked body as she began to stir.

Ann’s makeup was smeared and her short dark hair disheveled. She wore a mini-skirt that barely covered her crotch and a top that looked shredded, though Danny figured maybe it was supposed to look that way. It bared her stomach, which was splotchy with hickeys. She pressed her lips together then looked away.

“C’mon, baby,” Greg said as he gently nudged her toward their room. “I’m exhausted.”

Danny heard their door close. He stood and helped Mercy up. “C’mon, let’s go to bed.”

The couples shared breakfast in the morning, and then checked out. Each wife walked to her husband’s car and slid into the passenger seat. It was like a ritual, Danny thought, signaling everything was back to where it was. But he knew that was impossible.

He and Ann didn’t speak during the first few miles of the trip home.

Finally, she asked, “How did you like your weekend?”

It was a ludicrous question, Danny thought, but maybe they needed to talk.

“How was yours?”

“I – Danny, if you didn’t want to do this, I wish you had said something.”

“That’s what everyone tells me – including me.”

“Do you hate me?”

“Ann – do I know you well enough to hate you? I don’t know.”

She looked down at her knees and said nothing for several miles.

“Greg said you had a terrible crush on Mercy when you were in school,” Ann said, watching the countryside sweep by. “I guess you got your chance to act on it.”

“That’s what Greg said, huh?”

“You two – on the couch. I – I didn’t know what to – I think I was jealous.”

“Did Greg fuck you in the ass?”

A sharp intake of breath was all the answer Danny needed. He glanced at her and noted the tremble in her chin.

He said, “You wouldn’t let me . . .”

“I know – but, it’s okay. I – like it now. We can do it too.”

“Sloppy seconds.”

“Huh?”

“Nothing, just thinking of something Mercy said to me.”

“Did you – like fucking Mercy?”

“Mercy’s a pretty mixed-up woman.”

“Did you?”

“Did you like fucking Greg?”

“Danny, please . . .”

“What?”

“I – I wanted to . . . I mean, I’ve fantasized. I – wanted . . .”

“What?”

“You are so sweet when you make love to me, but sometimes I wished – that you wouldn’t be so sweet. I didn’t know how to tell you. Then Greg and Mercy came along, and they told me about, you know, things you three did in college. It seemed like – I thought it would be all right with you. And, when you didn’t say . . . that is, you didn’t really object when Greg suggested this weekend.”

“How do you feel about yourself, Annie?”

“I dunno . . . I’d feel better if I thought it was okay with you.”

He pushed his hand back over his head, threading his fingers through his hair.

“Aw, damn it, Ann. Maybe I wanted to see if you could – if you would . . .”

“Be a slut?”

“Jesus.”

“Do you want me to tell you what we . . . he did to me?”

“I can imagine. I don’t need to hear it – well – not right now.”

“Don’t hate me, Danny.”

“You should be hating me.”

“No, no I don’t. Please, I just needed to know.”

“Yeah, me too.” But, only in his thoughts, he added, Maybe some things should stay in the dark.

When they got home the girls ran into their arms. Ann’s parents quizzed them about the weekend before they left, and were answered with innocuous small talk. It was getting late and they put the kids to bed.

Ann spent even longer than usual in the bathroom before she came to bed. Danny was already in bed, letting his fatigue wash over him.

Ann stepped into their room with a large bath towel wrapped around her. Danny eyed her curiously.

“I – I have to show you something.”

She turned and dropped the towel. Tattooed on her left ass cheek was the word KEPT. On the other cheek SLUT.

“Jesus Christ!” Danny bolted up in bed.

Ann turned around. Her pussy had been shaved, or waxed. There was no hint of stubble. Another tattoo above her pussy in lurid red script read, Greg was here.

“They’re not permanent,” she cried. “They’re just inked on. But they may take a few weeks to fade away. I’m sorry; I never should have let him.”

“That prick. ‘Greg was here’?”

“I’ll have to cancel my doctor’s appointment this week. Don’t be angry, Danny.”

He laughed. “The son of a bitch. Did he really think he had to rub it in my face?”

“Danny?”

“Lie down,” he ordered.

Ann sat down next to him then lay back. Danny straddled her and stared at her bald pussy and Greg’s taunt.

“Greg’s slut, huh?”

“Danny?” She trembled.

He pushed her thighs aside and penetrated the slickening gates of her pussy.

“Danny! . . . Danny! . . . Oh, God!”

“Do you love it, slut? Do you love it?”

“Yes! Yes, I love it!”

Danny hated himself – and loved it.


Jenny and the Big Bad Department Store

Tara Alton

Panties

I was saving my money to buy this pair of eye-catching, baby-pink strappy sandals with fabulous tiny bows, but my underwear was starting to disappear at an alarming rate and now I was going to have to replace it. I have looked for my panties everywhere, behind my drawers, under my bed and in the back of my closet. They were simply vanishing. In addition, it was the cute underwear, like my pair with the Super Girl logo on the front.

The only conclusions that I could up come up was either the washing machine in the laundry room of my building was eating them, or some neighbor with a panty fetish was stealing them between cycles when I went back to my apartment. There was no way I was going to baby-sit my laundry for a couple hours in that dank, grungy little laundry room, and I didn’t have the time to go to the Laundromat. I’ve thought about calling my landlord to complain, but he hasn’t even called me back yet about my leaky kitchen faucet.

Now, I’m down to the horrible underwear called granny panties. There was just no way that I could have a good day while wearing a huge pair of cotton panties with yellow daisies. A girl like me needed a cute thong to start the day right.

Therefore, I’ve decided to go to my favorite department store and pick out some new underwear before I have an identity crisis.

I loved department stores. It was like going to a museum without paying admission and, if you were lucky, they gave you a membership card that you could charge things with and they offered you special sales that were only offered to its members.

What I really loved about this department store was the fact it hadn’t given in yet to the central checkout lines and mesh bags, and the atmosphere was more about a lifestyle, harkening back to bygone days when saying you bought something at a certain store carried a cachet.

The lingerie department was on the second floor. I headed to the panty section. Oh, they had so many darling new ones. I could just buy dozens of them, like pieces of brightly colored candy, but my credit card might not take the strain. I was trying to straighten out my finances with a budget, and I had promised myself that I would do no more impulse shopping. That was why I had to spend my shoe allowance on my panties, so I wouldn’t charge anything new.

I was seriously considering buying the cutest five pairs when a thought occurred to me. Maybe if they weren’t so cute, they might not be stolen, but I lived for cute underwear. I especially liked the mint green thong with the white polka dots. What was I supposed to do?

I was deeply lost in my dilemma and frowning off into space when I noticed an assistant store manager talking to a sales clerk. This was no ordinary talk. He was practically leering at her. What a creep! Moreover, he wasn’t bad looking either, if he could just wipe that sneer off his face. He reminded me of a frat boy, the jock type who only got the job because his uncle owned the store.

I could swear he was hitting on her, and she looked so uncomfortable. Couldn’t he see that she wanted him to back off by the way she had her arms crossed over her chest?

Men, I thought, tightly gripping my five pairs of cute underwear. They were such a pain in the butt.

T-Shirt

I’ve been hand-washing my new panties so the washing machine couldn’t eat them or my thief of a neighbor couldn’t steal them. Miraculously, I still have five pairs. Go figure.

Now, I needed to buy a wacky T-shirt to wear to work. Once a year, my conservative office has a wacky day, where we get to wear fun things like slippers or crazy hats to work. This year they wanted us to wear a T-shirt with a wacky saying on the front.

So, I headed back to my favorite department store, knowing this purchase on my credit card was justified because it was work-related.

I wanted something cute and spunky, but the T-shirts in the women’s department were so boring with their patriotic butterflies, birdhouses and even watering cans. What were they thinking? Yuck. I wanted something sassy like a junior might wear.

I headed to the junior department. Now this was what I was talking about with great colors, including lime greens, passionate pinks and bright yellows. Not to mention the screen-print sayings on the front like “Limbo Dance Contest” and “Hottie University”.

I was a little worried about the size though. A large in the junior department looked like a small in the women’s department. I’m a not big girl; it’s just that I have a small frame with decent-sized breasts.

The junior dressing-room line was beyond crowded, but I still got in line. A moment later, I couldn’t believe it. These little snotty junior girls were giving me dirty looks, as if I was some sad old broad who was trying to dress young. I wasn’t. I had every right to be there. It wasn’t my fault that women’s clothing was made so boring.

Why do women take so long in the dressing room? These juniors were taking even longer. Not wanting to waste all of my Saturday afternoon, I decided to go the women’s department dressing room and try on my T-shirts there. Again, there was a huge line. What was the deal? Don’t these women have a life? Now I was getting dirty looks from the overweight matrons as they gazed at the tiny T-shirts I had draped over my arm.

This was ridiculous. There had to be somewhere I could try on the T-shirts in peace. I gazed around the store, my attention landing on the men’s department. It was practically deserted. There were no lines. Heck, I’ve heard of women using the men’s bathroom in a time of crisis. Why not use their dressing room?

I headed over there. A sales clerk gave me a glance, but I acted as if I was looking at polo shirts for a boyfriend before I slid into an empty dressing room and peeled off my top.

In the mirror, I looked so freaking cute in these T-shirts. They were hugging my frame like a second skin.

Suddenly, there was a knock on the dressing room door. I froze and then peered outside. The assistant manager who had hit on that girl was standing there. I swallowed.

I managed a sheepish smile and stepped outside, wearing the pink T-shirt that said “Foxy Chick”. It was the smallest, and I had taken off my bra because I didn’t like the way the lines showed in the back. My breasts were right out there with every curve on display. Even my nipples were hard.

“I’m sorry I’m in here,” I said. “But the lines at the other dressing rooms were just so long and I really needed to try these on. I’m in a hurry.”

He gazed at my breasts and swallowed. Not in a dirty perverted sort of way like I thought he would stare, but more like he was looking at a piece of art sort of way, if you know what I mean. Suddenly, he looked flustered as if he didn’t know what he should do but, glancing at the tattletale sales clerk, who was standing nearby, he gained his composure.

“I’m going to have to ask to you leave the store,” he said.

“What?” I cried. “I need to buy a T-shirt here. This is the only store where I have a credit card.”

I gave him an imploring look. I had expected him to give me a reprimand and send me packing to the women’s department. Not ask me to leave the store!

“You have to leave,” he said.

In a huff, I slammed shut the dressing room door, changed back into my street clothes and threw the T-shirts at his feet as I left.

The Skirt

I was the only one at work who didn’t wear a wacky T-shirt. I had even ruined a couple of good T-shirts trying to make them wacky, but I wasn’t a creative person. I was the type of person who was destined to wear things other people made.

My manager asked me why I wasn’t getting into the spirit of things. What could I say? That I was caught trying on T-shirts in the men’s dressing room, and an immature assistant store manager evicted me from the store? I was sure this was going into my personnel file that I wasn’t a team player.

I couldn’t believe how much I hated the assistant store manager for doing this to me. There was no way he was going to screw me over at work without paying for it.

I wanted to get him back where it would really hurt, so I conducted a couple of spying missions at the store.

He was like the guy who thought he could hit on all the bridesmaids because he was the best man at a wedding. I didn’t know what was worse, his flirting with anything female less than forty years old, or his checking out the mannequins in the lingerie department. I even spotted him looking down the front of a teddy!

Then he did something even worse. Every afternoon on his break, he went into the food court in the mall and bought a frozen coffee drink. Then he sat in the same spot, looked in the same direction and scooted around in his seat every so often. It was weird. It reminded me of the time I went to see a midnight screening of Showgirls with a girlfriend, and every guy in the theatre was squirming around in his seat.

Once he left, I sat in the same spot and looked in the same direction. I should have known. He was in direct line of the dressing room of an upscale lingerie store, the one I couldn’t afford. The pervert!

After that, I decided I had enough ammunition to make my move.

Wearing a cute flirty short skirt and no hose, I approached his daily supervisory huddle near the time clock. I could see it in his eyes that he recognized me as the girl in the pink T-shirt. I asked him if I could have a minute of his time. What could he say in front of his sales staff? He stepped away with me.

“I need to register a complaint,” I said. “A group of teenage boys have been looking up my skirt on the stairs, and I’m not wearing any panties because my boyfriend keeps stealing them.”

He looked down at my skirt. His mouth opened.

I glanced at his crotch. Yes! Feeling triumphant, I turned on my heels and left, knowing he had to face his huddle with a great big boner.

The Shoes

Today, my boss actually gave me a verbal warning because I haven’t been paying enough attention to my work lately, and I had to make up a lame excuse on the spot to explain myself. There was no way I could tell him the real reason was because I have been preoccupied with how much the assistant store manager still bothered me, even though I did get him back in such a cool way.

I was so upset about my verbal warning that I didn’t know what to do at first, but then I realized there was only one thing in the world that would make me feel better. Screw my budget. I wanted those baby pink strappy sandals with the fabulous pink bows.

At the department store, I stood in front of the shoe display, wiping away my tears. No longer would I be a stalker shopper. I would go right back to being the impulse shopper that I was.

I asked the sales clerk for my size. My heart went pitter-patter as I took the box from him and found a seat. I had been dreaming about these shoes for so long. They had achieved an epic proportion in my brain. It was fate that we should be together because the store clerk told me this was the last pair they had in stock.

I was just about to fasten one of the straps around my ankle when the assistant store manager pulled up a stool in front of me and sat down. He looked more harried than usual, his hair tousled, his shirt rumpled over his frat-boy muscles. He sneered at me.

“You have no idea the fix you left me in the other day,” he said.

“Yes. I do,” I said, confidently.

“I should bar you from the store,” he said.

“You won’t,” I said.

I fastened the other shoe and stood up. I grimaced. The shoes were actually a little tight. I strode past him. I was wearing a skirt again and I saw him glance at my legs, but I didn’t care. I was determined to buy these shoes, but every step I took only confirmed the fact that these shoes felt horrible on my feet.

I sat back down with a sigh and looked at the pink bows.

“Have you ever wanted something for so long that it became an epic quest in your head, but when you actually got it, it’s nothing like you thought,” I said.

“I think I know what you mean,” he said.

I looked back up at him. The sneer was gone.

Lifting my foot, I started to take off the shoe, but he reached out automatically and he started unfastening the strap around my ankle.

“I’m sorry,” he said, realizing what he was doing. “I started in the shoe department here and worked my way up. Old habits.”

I hesitated.

“Go ahead,” I said. “You can take them off.”

His fingers brushed my skin. I felt a chill. Then a twinge. Then there was a tickle between my legs. Oh, good grief. I knew what this feeling was. I was super-duper horny.

I could not be sexually attracted to the most perverted assistant store manager on the planet.

He was almost finished taking off my second shoe. Any moment, his fingers would leave my skin. What was I going to do? I didn’t want him to stop touching me, but I couldn’t offer it up to him on a giant silver platter.

“If you lick my ankles right now, I’ll do anything you want in the store room or in your office,” I said.

“What?” he asked.

“You heard me,” I said.

He looked around the store. I could tell he was actually considering it, weighing the options of being caught versus the pleasure of his tongue on my skin, plus what I might do with him in some secluded place. My foot was still in his hand.

His back stiffened. His fingers started to pull away from my skin. He wasn’t going to do it. He loved his department store too much. He was going to bar me from the store and I would never get to shop here again.

I did the only thing I could. I seductively wiggled my foot in his hand and closed my eyes. Suddenly, I felt him lifting my leg, either to bring it to his mouth or toss it aside, I wasn’t sure, but then it happened. I felt his tongue drag across the outer bone of my ankle.

I shivered. My eyes opened. I never thought in a million years that having my ankles licked in the shoe department would be the sexiest thing I had ever experienced, but my new panties felt as if they were twisting into a knot between my legs.

“Are you wearing panties?” he asked suddenly.

“Yes,” I said.

“Are they one of the pairs you bought the other day?”

I frowned. How did he know that? Unless he had been watching me.

Opening my legs, I hiked up my skirt so he could see them. He cocked his head over to the side so he could see.

Something occurred to me.

“You’re not a panty thief, are you?” I asked.

“Darling, I’ve got access to hundreds of panties. Why would I steal them? I just want to take yours off.”

He righted himself and looked me in the eyes. I couldn’t believe I was about to say this, but I was at a breaking point. I knew this could get us both thrown out of the department store forever, but the image of him peeling off my panties with his teeth was too strong to resist.

“Then do it,” I said. “Take them off.”

“What?”

“You heard me,” I said. “Right here. Right now.”

He glanced around the store again. Now there was panic on his face.

“Technically, I shouldn’t have even licked your ankle,” he said.

“Don’t wimp out on me, pervert boy,” I said. “I know what you get up to in the mall by the lingerie shop. I’ve seen you look down the teddies on the mannequins. You’re up for this.”

I slid my now bare foot in between his legs and felt what I knew would be there with my toes. A strangled cry escaped him. Suddenly, he was getting to his feet, nearly knocking me over. Grabbing my hand, he dragged me into the storeroom behind a shelf of shoes I’d never even seen on display before. They had to be new.

Dropping to his knees, he pushed up my skirt. The air hit my thighs. I giggled. His teeth pulled down the front of my mint green polka dot thong. I thought he might drag it all the way off, but instead, he kissed me in my very special place. Whoosh! A wave of pleasure burst over me like a surprise shopping spree. No one had ever made me feel like this.

This was too amazing. He was kissing me, licking me and exploring my rump with his hands while I was staring at the cutest new shoes I’d ever seen. My legs were turning to jelly. I didn’t think I was going to be able to stand up for another moment when suddenly I heard a ripping sound.

In horror, I glanced down. He had ripped my thong. I watched the torn fabric fall to the dusty floor. There was a lead pit in my stomach. This wasn’t part of the bargain. Taking my panties off with his teeth was one thing, but destroying them was another.

“You’re a size six, right?” he asked. “We just got in a new shipment yesterday. You can have first pick.”

The heaviness in my stomach started to lift. Suddenly I was very happy my underwear had gone missing, because otherwise I would have never ended up here.

“What about trying on some of these new shoes?” I asked.

“Only if you turn around and hold still,” he said, standing up.

I bit my lower lip as I considered it. What was the worst possible thing that could happen if I let him have access to my backside and were those new shoes worth it? Raising myself up on my toes, I tried to peer into the upper boxes, catching glimpse of a yellow shoe with a pretty flower. It was my size! My heart went pitter-patter.

Coyly, I turned around, waiting to hear the tell-tale sound of his zipper, but it didn’t come. Instead, there was silence. Gooseflesh rose up on my arms. Slowly, I felt him lift my hair from the nape of my neck and pull back my top so he could look down inside it. Then he reached over my shoulder and looked down the front at my cleavage. I wondered at first if this was some bizarre inspection before he would do anything else with me, but as I sensed his gaze lingering on the rise of my breasts, I realized this was beyond kinky. He was treating me like a mannequin out in the store, but he had an all-access pass.

His hand slid further over my collarbone, his fingertips just reaching the edge of my bra. My breath caught in my throat as he lifted the fabric away from my skin. I could feel his breath on my neck. It was all I could do to keep from moving under his touch. I wanted his thick hot tongue back on my own little personal shopper of pleasure.

I knew I wasn’t supposed to move, but I couldn’t help myself. I pressed myself back against him, our bodies fitting together like a movie star couple. He was built just like a spoiled, jock frat-boy was supposed to be, and he had the most impressive boner I’ve ever felt.

“If you’ve got a condom, Mr. Assistant Store Manager, you’ve hit the jackpot,” I said.

Now I heard fumbling, a tear of a condom package and the distinctive metal teeth of a zipper coming down. His hands slid back under my skirt, cupping my bare ass. I was so wet that if I had been wearing panties they would have been soaked through. He probably had no idea that he had a screamer on his hands.

“And if you get down those yellow shoes with the flowers, you can pose me anyway you want,” I said.


“Viva Las Vegas”

Catherine Lundoff

It’s not every night that you see Elvis, not even here in Vegas. But there he was, up on stage at the Starburst Lounge, belting his heart out. For a few minutes, the king himself was here with us, hanging out in a gay bar that he wouldn’t have been caught dead in when he was alive. I couldn’t take my eyes off the singer: all slicked back D. A., glittery jacket and long-nosed, darkly romantic face that was Elvis and Dean and every rebel America ever got wet or hard for.

Then he really let his hips go, giving them a twirl that said that this drag king watched the movies too. I whooped and got a dirty look from a short woman in a Sixties-style frock. “Ooh, you got competition, baby,” Julio muttered over his beer.

I grinned back at him. “So what do you think?”

“Well, she’s not exactly my type, sugar. Nice action on them hips, though. Maybe I’ll reconsider. Heh. Just wanted to see the look. What the hell, sweetie, you’re only in Vegas the first time once. Don’t you wanna tell the folks back home that you did a dyke Elvis at the Starburst Lounge?”

“Maybe, but a lady never kisses and tells. And I can always make it up whether anything happens or not.” I decided to change topics. “How come you knew about this place?”

“My ex likes to hang out here. Says it’s the essence of true camp.” Julio gave me a savage grin in the bar’s dim light.

I was momentarily sober and alert; nothing good ever happens with Julio’s exes. Time to go. “Oh, look, she’s done. Well, I’ve had enough Elvis for one night. Let’s go see if the pirate show has started up.” I looked at him hopefully, hoping he wouldn’t remember that I almost never had enough Elvis. But this was my post break-up with Sue trip after all, and he’d talked me into it because he wanted to cheer me up. At least that’s why I hoped we were here.

Julio tried melting me with the grin that drove us all wild back in college, even some of the girls who said that they’d never sleep with a guy. But I was pretty much immune. He reached across the table and grabbed my hand, making me jump. “Don’t look now, but Elvis is heading this way and I don’t think I’m the attraction.” He patted my hand then sat back with a flip of the wrist that told the world he was my bestest boyfriend.

“You have got to stop playing me like this, bro. See, she’s all over the Jackie Kennedy wannabe now. I’m just not a pillbox hat kind of gal. Now come on, I wanna see cannons and pirates and shit.” I stood up and he joined me reluctantly, his eyes still fixed on every new guy who sauntered in.

“I can’t see you in a pillbox either but I can’t help but wonder what you’d look like in blue suede shoes.” The speaker’s soft drawl hit my ears and tickled them like Sue’s tongue . . . oh never mind. Telling myself that my ex was history, I turned around to find Elvis herself standing behind me. Her eyes roamed over me as if I was Ann-Margret. I squirmed at the unfamiliar attention and the wave of heat that came with it.

“Thought you already had a friend.” I nodded at the woman giving me a bitter glance over one shoulder as she walked out.

“Looks like you have one, too.” She nodded at Julio, who fluttered his eyelashes at her. “But so what? You visiting?” I nodded, not having anything really clever to say. “You know, you’ve got the Look, like a shadow of the king hisself. How about you try on one of my costumes and we hit the Strip together? I can show you the town and it’ll be good for my show. I’m Chloe, by the way. Come on, whadda you say?”

Julio bent over, giggling, until I kicked his shin. “Ow! Oh come on, Pam. You gotta cut loose sometime, girl.”

I didn’t think I was that dull but seeing the way he was looking at me, I had to wonder. “I still wanna see the pirates.” I said sulkily by way of agreement. It was the beer talking – I knew I should’ve skipped that last shot as well, but it was too late now.

“Done!” She had me dragged backstage before I could say anything else. Up close, I decided that I’d like to hear her croon some dippy love songs to me while we went water-skiing, just like in the movie. Except I was through with love. Fine, then, she could still sing them. Just as long as she didn’t mean a word of it.

A few moments with Chloe and Priscilla herself would’ve given me a second look. It helped that I was about her size and I’d already had the mullet chopped off after Sue said she’d puke if she had to look at it one more day. What was left of my hair was slicked back and darkened with something out of a bottle. She touched up my brown lashes and worked her magic on my would-be smoldering gaze until the blue suede shoes looked just right. One blue glittery blazer and some tight black pants later and I was ready for anything. Just so long as no one wanted to hear me sing.

Julio smirked like an extra from the “Boys in the Band” when we came out to get him. The regulars all whooped and hollered until I took a bow and swiveled my hips a bit. Then they laughed. I laughed with them. Why not? We went out arm in arm, still giggling.

Once outside we hopped on the trolley bus and headed toward the distant lights and glowing fountains of the big places at the tourist end. I practiced my sneer until we climbed off the bus at Treasure Island, to the great delight of the tourists. Chloe made me pose with her while a couple of obliging drag queens heading off to do their show at some other club shrieked. It was all good.

Mid-pout, I took a good look at Chloe. She gave me the full impact of the Look and blew me an air kiss. My stomach did a little flip just then so I didn’t notice Julio taking off until it was too late. “I see something yummy, kids. I’ll catch up with you later.” He sashayed off with a focussed look that reminded me of a cat stalking a bird. The sweet little college boy he was after wouldn’t know what hit him. Oh well.

Chloe dragged me across the street and onto the walkway in front of Treasure Island. I waved to a couple of people who yelled, “I see Elvis!” Probably thought there was a convention in town or something. The crowds were already getting thick when Chloe parked me in front of her by the rail. “I’ve seen it before. Watch your wallet. Things are gonna get kind of crazy.”

The crowd filled in, packing the wooden sidewalk until I couldn’t have gone anywhere if I’d wanted to. Chloe’s lips were at my ear. “The Elvis look really suits you, Pam. You a fan of the King?” I nodded my head and tried not to shiver as she leaned a lot closer. Her thighs burned me through my jeans and she slipped an arm around me as if to hold onto the railing. The pirate show started up and as the ships maneuvered, her fingers found my nipple and pinched it hard. I bit my lip to keep from yelling and tried not to arch my back against her.

That was when I realized that she was packing. I could feel the solid flexible weight of the dildo pressed against my butt and got a lot wetter while I warmed up to the idea of sex with the King. Or as close as I wanted to get anyway. The crowd crushed us together until I thought I was going to melt all over her in a big molten pool. I could barely breathe, especially when the cannons started firing and her hands got busy exploring. They roamed under my jacket and shirt, caressing my skin. Her breath was hot on my neck and I could see her lips curl in a sexy smile from the corner of my eye. I bit my own lips hard, smothering the moan that wanted to explode from them.

She maneuvered one denim-clad leg between my thighs and I spread them apart and tilted gingerly forward so I could grind myself against her. “Having fun?” Chloe murmured in my ear, her hand sliding down to the front of my jeans. I sent furtive, frantic glances to either side, watching the jubilant pirate-watching faces of happy tourists and wondered how long it would take them to notice two Elvises doing it in front of them.

I was worried for nothing. Between the difficulty in breathing and the noise of the battle, everyone’s attention was pretty well occupied. Chloe’s fingers found the front seam of my jeans and rubbed firmly. My clit sang its own version of any of the King’s songs you’d care to name and my legs trembled with the effort of standing and grinding against her at the same time.

It felt like I’d soaked my jeans all the way through but I still couldn’t relax enough to come. I closed my eyes and gnawed on my lip, then forced my eyes open again so as not to look too obvious. That part was a mistake. Once I started looking around again, I got distracted. She could see it too and pulled back both her hand and her leg, settling instead for leaning against me in the crowd. I caught my breath and coughed in the clouds of smoke.

“I can think of a better place. It’s nice and quiet and I won’t have to compete with pirates. Whaddaya say?” The drawl purred in my ear until she had my full attention again, from my quickened breath to my wet jeans. I didn’t trust myself to speak, just nodded my head and hoped that she meant her apartment or wherever Elvis wannabes go to rest their weary heads. Maybe that the place was called Graceland; after tonight, something told me I’d always think of it that way.

The show finally ground to a halt amid a final blaze of glory. I think the good guys won but by then I didn’t care. The crowds broke up so slowly that I thought I’d be screaming or crying from frustration by the time we got out. Chloe just watched me, standing so close I could feel every breath, every movement. I was drunk on her, on the smoke filled air and knowing that I was about to do something with a stranger I’d never have done with Sue.

I turned my head and kissed her, my mouth fumbling against hers as if it was the first time I’d ever kissed anyone. Her lips were warm and moist on mine and their touch sent a shock through me until I thought I’d fall over. “Ooh, baby,” Chloe murmured. “Very nice.” She caught my arm and starting towing me upstream against the crowd’s flow and some puzzled glances.

“Do ‘Jailhouse Rock’!” One wit yelled and Chloe turned to grin at some two hundred pounds of hostile Midwestern beef. The kind who probably tortured school band members like me in high school. Some of his buddies took up the chant and soon we had a lot of not terribly friendly attention focussed right on us. My skin crawled. Somehow, call me crazy, I’d never once dreamed of being gay-bashed on the Strip while wearing Elvis drag.

“You know the Vegas anthem, right?”

“Umm . . . sure,” I volunteered, trying to sound like I had some idea of what she was talking about.

“Well, I’ve been saving this ’til later on tonight but, since you boys are so enthusiastic, we’ll just do it now.” Chloe grinned at our audience while I tried not to pray out loud to anyone who would listen. “Just do what I do,” she said and broke into “Viva Las Vegas” at the top of her lungs.

I picked up the tune at the first chorus and we sang our hearts out. I tried to remember how she moved her hips on stage and did my best imitation, always a few beats off. For a couple of glorious moments, we had a small crowd swaying along and even singing the chorus. Just a pair of dyke Elvises doing the King on the Strip in a city that never sleeps.

We got to the last verse and took our bows. A few people even tossed coins at us and the herd of bad news wandered off in search of other entertainment. Chloe grinned at me, “Sure you don’t want to move here and do this every weekend?”

“Yep.” I collapsed on the ropes and ran my shaking fingers through my slicked back hair. They were brown when I looked down at them. “Damn.”

She laughed. “Come on, I told you we’d go somewhere better.” She dragged me to my feet and towed me along behind her. “You haven’t really lived until you’ve done it on the monorail. And the roller coaster.” Her grin was wicked in the bright lights.

“Why stop there? Why not the fountains at Bellagio?” I was trying my best to look like I did this all the time. Like she wasn’t scaring the crap out of me.

“Spoken like the King hisself! Where have you been all my life?” She struck a pose for someone’s video camera, then handed a business card to a passing group of women. One of them even batted her eyelashes while I tried not to roll my eyes.

“So what happened to going some place quieter?” Great, now I was whining at my Vegas fling. No wonder Sue dumped me.

“Oh, we’ll get there, hon. Don’t you worry. I just like to make sure my friends are ready for a good time when we get there.” She gave me the Look again, so much Elvis that the breath caught in my throat. The fountains were starting to look better by the second and that realization made me uncomfortable. Would I want Chloe as much if she wasn’t Elvis tonight? Then again, did it matter? It’s not as if we were getting married.

We kept walking, fighting our way through the crowds. She kept managing to bump into me, the touch of her body sending ripples through me until I hardly felt anything else. Except tired of being uptight, depressed Pam who just got dumped by her girlfriend. I was the King tonight, dammit, just like my clothes said I was. My doubts evaporated like the mist spray over the casino doors. I reached out to grab her arm and pulled her close. Then in a voice that was more Elvis than mine, I whispered, “I’m ready now, friend,” so close to her ear that my lips brushed her skin.

Chloe’s eyelids dropped so that those big blue eyes looked half-asleep and I could see her lips part in what looked like a pant. My turn. I tugged her down a path and into some bushes in front of a casino I didn’t recognize. A quick look around told me we were alone for the time being and probably out of sight. I fumbled with the zipper on her tight pants while I kissed her, my tongue sliding into her mouth like I did this all the time. The soft plastic of her dildo flopped into my hand and she gave a little moan.

That was all the invitation I needed. I dropped to my knees in the damp grass and closed my lips around the latex. I rocked my head back and forth for a moment, for all the world like it was a real dick and I could smell her, hot and moist with every motion I made. Her eyes were closed and she rolled her head back, loose and limp, but her fingers gripped my shoulders so tightly I knew she couldn’t let go here anymore than I could in the crowd.

I wasn’t so uptight after all and I grinned to myself as I pulled her hips forward and took the entire length of her dick into my mouth. Then I stuck my fingers inside her pants, hunting for a gap in the harness under her pants. I explored her wetness until she gave a little, choked moan that let me know that I was on the right track. Her fingers were in my hair, probably getting covered with brown dye. “Baby,” she whispered between gasps, “let’s go back to my place. C’mon, hon.” She tried to pull back with the words and I grinned up at her.

“Your place? I thought we were going to do it in the fountains and the tram and everywhere else on the Strip. C’mon, Chloe, it’s my first trip to Vegas. How can I leave before I’ve had Elvis all over this town?” I gave her my own version of the Look. It was good enough that she dragged me to my feet and kissed me hard.

“Hey, you two, break it up!” Casino security had finally showed up. Chloe had the dildo tucked in faster than I could have believed and was sprinting awkwardly away from the voice. I took off after her and we bolted down the path to throw ourselves into the river of Saturday night crowds. We got some very curious looks, especially since she was still trying to zip up and run at the same time. I started laughing and, a few breaths later, she joined in. We fetched up on some benches outside one of the big places and howled until our ribs hurt.

It felt great. I hadn’t laughed this hard since, well, I couldn’t remember when. Julio was right. This trip was just what I needed. I wondered if he was having as much fun as I was, then decided that he could take care of himself. Chloe grabbed my hand. “Let’s go check out that tram.” Her eyes were glinting in the glow of the casinos and I was in love. Well, lust, anyway, at least for tonight. I wanted her so bad that everything below the waist was aching, wet and empty. To hell with the tram ride, I was making my move now.

I caught Chloe’s arm to turn her around. Her makeup was smeared and her lips were full, pouting and begging to be kissed. Time to find out if tonight’s electricity was more than good makeup. I gave her my sternest look and placed a hand on either side of her padded shoulders. “I’ve changed my mind about trams and fountains. I want you naked and I want you now.” I managed not to let the grin inside make it to my lips. Sue always said I needed to be more assertive. If I couldn’t do that as the King, it was never happening.

Chloe’s kissable lips curved up in a sweet smile. “Ooh. We’ll have to do something about that. Next block and we can catch the bus. Unless you want to volunteer your room. But I’m guessing that’s being used.” We shared amused smiles. After that, it was all a blur of stolen touches and kisses til we got to her apartment.

If her place was Graceland, I didn’t ever want to see the real thing. Clothes all over the place, old pizza boxes and burned out lightbulbs completed the décor. She locked the door behind us and pressed me up against the wall. This time, we kissed without fear of interruption, her tongue hot and burning in my mouth. My fingers found her nipple through her shirt under what felt like an Ace bandage. She moaned, momentarily drowning the sound of her neighbor’s stereo through the paper-thin walls.

I tugged the glittery jacket off while she fumbled at my belt. I had her shirt unbuttoned by the time she had it all the way out of the loops and I was sucking on her tit through the elastic before she could get any further. By the time I found the end of the bandage and started working it free, she was gasping for air. Out of drag, she was lean and muscular like a greyhound. I wondered what she did besides impersonate the King but this wasn’t the time to ask.

I yanked her pants down, almost taking the homemade harness with them. She scrambled to hang onto it like it was a security blanket or something. “I’ve got a better one inside.” She jerked her head at what had to be the bedroom and grabbed my arm. I followed her, dropping the jacket and shirt off over a chair as we went.

The bedroom looked better, as if this was where she entertained. There was a life-size poster of Ann-Margret on one wall, Elvis on the other. No need to ask what she was putting in the CD player. The King’s velvet voice filled the room and I got even wetter. Across the room, Chloe was lighting a candle and yanking a bundle of leather out of a drawer. I held out my hand. “I bet that’s just my size.” My voice didn’t even quiver. She looked at me and I looked back, seeing the King in her eyes just like she could see him in mine.

“I bet it fits us both,” she said at last, lips curling into a half smile. She pulled out a dildo and some condoms and laid them all on the bed. I reached for her across the bed and pulled her down next to me. We kissed, tongues wrestling for control until I let her win. I had my hand on her zipper by then anyway and down her pants a minute later. She moaned into my mouth as I slid my fingers into her wet slit and shivered when I found her clit.

I pulled away from her mouth and pushed her down on the bed, running my tongue down between her breasts while I tugged off the harness she was still wearing. Her underpants went with it and I ran my tongue lightly over her bush, then down the damp skin of her thigh. She was gasping now, biting back little moans while I licked my way all up and down her legs, my tongue everywhere but where she wanted it most. I smiled as her hips bucked and wiggled to get closer to my mouth.

I yanked my jeans off and stuck my thigh between hers, thrusting against her. When I decided she’d had enough of that, I drove my fingers into her, feeling her body go rigid then shake with release. Feeling her fingers in my hair, her skin warm and sweaty against mine. I could almost come just from that. Almost. My free hand nudged the dildo and the harness and I gave a final thrust before I stood up to buckle myself in.

She watched me under half-closed lids, her eyes gleaming with anticipation. I rolled the condom on, trying to look like I did this every day then knelt between her legs. That was when she sat up. “That isn’t where I want it, Mr Presley.” She twisted around until she was on her stomach and I was left looking at her ass, my heart racing. She pulled some lube and a glove from the drawer and put them on the bed next to me.

I noticed she wasn’t meeting my eyes and wondered if she’d ever done this before either. Moment of truth time. I pulled a glove on with a snap that almost drowned out “Jailhouse Rock” and squeezed some lube onto my finger. What happened next was a blur of moans and missed openings, of fumbling and feeling our way until I was inside her, my hips rocking and rolling to the King’s voice.

By then I wasn’t just guessing. She was howling like a cat in heat and thrusting herself back against me until my thighs were sliding together in a mix of want and lube. I dug my fingers into her hips, wishing for a moment that the dildo was part of me, that I could feel her hot skin against mine. Her fingers reached for her clit and she wailed into the pillow as she rubbed herself off. I rode her faster, my thrusts rubbing me against the harness until I came with my silicone dick buried in Elvis’s ass.

She came around me a moment later, shaking so hard I thought she’d pass out, especially since her face was buried in the pillow. I pulled out of her and tugged the condom off with as much style as I could manage. Elvis crooned his way to the end of the CD and she turned her head to watch me from the edge of one blue eye. “Viva Las Vegas,” I offered as I lay down next to her and ran my fingertips up her back.

“I told you you’d be the splitting image of the King with a few pointers.” She kissed me, her lips soft and lingering on mine.

“Can’t sing worth a damn, though.”

“Really? Maybe you just need incentive.” Her fingers found the harness buckles and tugged them open. “I think I can help with that too.” I could see her grin in the flickering candlelight and the breath caught in my throat. What the hell, Julio would never believe I did any of this anyway. I could hear latex snap against silicone and skin and tried to stifle a moan. It sounded a lot like something about a hound dog.


To Delphine, With Love and J. D. Salinger

William Starr Moake

It was raining again in Ostend, a bone-chilling drizzle that blew in from the North Sea. Pulling up my coat collar, I slipped and nearly fell on a wet cobblestone street en route to the bistro. The outside of the tiny building was painted like a mural in gay colors with a large eye across the gable roof. It looked out of place in this cold gray city known for its busy shipping port.

I went inside and shook the rainwater off my coat as I looked around the room. There were only a handful of customers in the place and I immediately spotted Delphine sitting alone at a table. She was a young British woman I had been corresponding with via email for a few months. She always ended her emails with “Love, Delphine,” which intrigued me. It was a customary farewell to a person who was emotionally close, but I was a stranger to Delphine – just another chat junkie on the World Wide Web.

Delphine looked exactly like the photo she emailed to me. Winsome was the descriptive word that came to mind. She was thin with short brown hair, dark eyes and a cute face. She glanced nervously in my direction when I approached her table.

“We finally meet.” I smiled.

She gave me a limp handshake and I took a seat.

“You look older than I imagined,” she said.

“I get that a lot. Do they have a decent house wine here?”

“It’s drinkable.”

The waiter brought a carafe of white wine and two glasses. I filled our glasses and took a sip of mine, nodding my approval.

“I like the mural on the outside of the building.”

“Please don’t say it looks picturesque. I might throw up.”

I laughed. “Well, I wouldn’t want you to lose your breakfast, but it certainly stands out.”

“Where are you staying?”

“The Glenmore Hotel.”

“You must be loaded.”

“It’s not that fancy.”

“I suppose your wife is at the Glenmore, thinking you’ve gone shopping or something.”

“I told you I’m divorced.”

“All married men say they’re divorced.”

“But I am divorced. Really.”

“I suppose anything is possible. So you’re a fiction writer, huh?”

“Two novels and a short story collection published in the past five years.”

“Hmm. That’s very impressive.”

“Not as much as you might think. My last book didn’t sell worth a damn.”

“What have you been doing in Belgium?”

I grinned at her. “Did you actually read any of my emails?”

“Of course, but I forget things easily. You’ll have to be patient with me.”

“I visited the Ardennes.”

“Where’s that?”

“In southern Belgium. How long have you lived in this country?”

“Five years, but I don’t get around much. What’s in the Ardennes?”

“You didn’t read my emails.”

“Don’t get angry. Pretend we never corresponded.”

“I went to Bastogne.”

“Can’t say I’ve ever heard of the place.”

“It’s the scene of a pivotal engagement in the Battle of the Bulge.”

A blank stare from Delphine.

“You know, World War II when Nazi Germany tried to conquer England?”

“I wasn’t born yet.”

“Nevertheless, it still happened. You can take my word for it.”

“Now I remember. You told me your father was in the Army.”

“He was one of the soldiers called the battling bastards of Bastogne.”

“Your father was a bastard?”

“Not literally, it was just a nickname. Never mind.”

“Were you in the Army?”

“In Vietnam.”

“You were wounded in battle, I suppose.”

“No, but I didn’t return with all my f-a-c-u-1-t-i-e-s intact.”

She made a harrumph sound. “You didn’t have to spell out the word.”

“It’s a line from my favorite short story about war. Salinger wrote it.”

“I assume he’s an American author.”

“You’ve never read J. D. Salinger?”

“I’m not terribly fond of American writers.”

“When I get home, I’ll email you an address where you can read some of his writing online.”

“Meanwhile, I’ll talk about myself if you don’t mind.”

“I want to know everything about you.”

“I’m an orphan. My mother may be alive somewhere, probably out of her head on crack and being fucked up the arse by some dodgy Romanian porn director somewhere. My father is very much dead, bless the incestuous swine. But I do miss him sometimes.”

“You like to shock people, don’t you?”

Delphine smiled coyly. “Are you shocked by the way I talk?”

“No, I just wonder why you feel it’s necessary.”

She kept smiling. “Did I tell you I returned to hooking a month ago? My clients are okay, they’re into pretty straight stuff and they’re loaded. I just hate it when they talk too much.”

“You quit your milk bottle job?”

“It didn’t pay enough money to keep a dog alive. I don’t mean to brag, but I’m quite amazing in sex. I give ferocious blowjobs and I come very easily. When I fuck, I go on for at least four hours. I love it up the arse, I like it with girls, I like it tied and gagged and spanked. There’s no one in my life that I haven’t had sex with. The only ones I don’t like are Flemish fishmongers who pay for it.”

“What happened to your boyfriend?”

“Christopher is a rentboy now. He doesn’t like the hooking since he has to fuck really repulsive middle-aged clerics.”

“That’s some life you describe.”

“You mean not respectable. Haven’t you learned yet there’s no such thing as a respectable life? There’s just life.”

“I guess I missed that lesson.”

“You’re making fun of me, but I know what I’m doing. Everyone wants to fuck me. It’s not that I’m the most beautiful girl in the world, not even the most beautiful girl in this wretched coastal town – just the randiest and wildest, the one who looks underage and helpless. Men love underage minge.”

“How old are you? Tell me the truth.”

“Twenty-three, as I said.”

“And your real name is Delphine?”

She rolled her eyes. “Of course not. Practically all the people I know use aliases.”

“Are you running from the law?”

“Not yet.”

“I still don’t think it sounds like much of a life.”

“Let me tell you what I did a few weekends ago. My neighbor is this smug old fart who’s always bragging about his colonial past in the Congo, but he’s like the Flemish Hugh Hefner and he held this big party at his house with tons of bourbon and cocaine. He invited every vixen he knew and I was one of them.”

I interrupted her by chuckling.

“What’s so funny?”

“The word vixen always makes me laugh for some reason. It refers to –”

“I know it means a female fox. I’m not stupid, you know.”

“Sorry. Please continue with your story.”

“The party was great and I had sex with a gorgeous Flemish girl. She smelled really nice and she had small tits. I love girls, even though I love men more and I couldn’t live without cock. But once in a while I have to fondle someone else’s tits to feel good.”

“I get it. You’re bisexual.”

“That’s just a word. I’m a crazy lover.”

“I stand corrected.”

“I realize I’m quite skinny, but I have really nice tits and I’ve been in a few porn flicks. I guess I shouldn’t be proud of that, but I am.”

“I think you’re a very pretty girl, Delphine.”

She lowered her head and looked away. “I wish you hadn’t said that.”

“It’s my honest opinion.”

“I don’t want to be pretty. It’s what men say about a girl when they’re not interested in fucking her. I want to be sexy.”

“You are sexy.”

“This is the first time in five years I haven’t been aching to fuck.”

“It’s not a tragedy. You just need a rest.”

She looked up at me with pleading eyes. “Take me to your hotel room.”

“You don’t really want to go there.”

“Yes, I do.”

“To see if I’m hiding a wife?”

“Are you?”

“No.”

“Prove it to me.”

“You should learn to trust people more.”

“All right, I believe you. Don’t you want to fuck me?”

“You’re way too young for me. I’d feel like a dirty old man.”

She looked confused. “You knew how young I was before you came to Belgium.”

“Yes, I did.”

“You want me to believe you traveled all the way from Hawaii just to talk to me?”

“And to visit Bastogne. But your emails made me very curious about you.”

“I don’t understand.”

“You’re a very good writer. I was impressed by the short story you sent me.”

Her eyes glistened with tears. She pushed my hand away when I reached out to touch her cheek.

“Don’t.”

“No need to cry about it.”

“I’m not crying.”

I filled up her glass with wine. “Drink. It’ll make you feel better.”

“I feel fine.”

“You seemed like a fascinating girl and I wanted to meet you. What’s wrong with that?”

“Nothing,” she said, draining her glass.

“You want something to eat?”

“I don’t eat lunch. I’m on a diet.”

“Getting in shape for another porn flick?”

She glared at me with dagger eyes and poured herself more wine.

“Okay, bad joke. You want to go for a walk? You could show me the city.”

“Ostend is a shithole and I’m no tour guide.”

“I’d be willing to pay for your time.”

“To talk?”

“Talk and spend the day together.”

“I’m not that desperate for money.”

“Why are you so angry with me?”

“I don’t know.”

“I thought we were friends.”

She folded her arms. “Yeah, pen pals.”

“Isn’t that a kind of friendship?”

“Not in my experience.”

I sighed. “I can see I’ve put you in a bad mood. Why don’t we meet here again tomorrow afternoon at one and start from scratch? I promise I won’t say anything to upset you.”

She shook her head. “Are you for real?”

“As far as I know. Would you like to see my driver’s license?”

She frowned. “Yes, I would.”

I took the license out of my wallet and she examined it.

“You actually do live in Honolulu.”

“You must have thought I lied to you.”

“I don’t know what I thought.”

“Is it a date for tomorrow?”

She paused to make up her mind. “If you insist.”

Four days in a row I went to the bistro at one in the afternoon and waited for a couple hours, but Delphine failed to show up. I was more disappointed than surprised. On my last day in Ostend I plugged my laptop into the hotel room terminal to check my email. There was no message from Delphine.

In fact, I never heard from Delphine again. After I returned to Hawaii, I sent a long message to her email address with the online address where she could read some of Salinger’s work. It came back immediately with a notice that the recipient was no longer available at that email address. I would write her a snail mail letter, but she never gave me her street address and even if she had, I didn’t know her real name and I imagined that she moved often without leaving a forwarding address.

Sometimes I think of Delphine and wonder what happened to her. Behind all her brash talk, she possessed a certain fragile quality of injured innocence that touched me. She was an English waif lost in a jaded underworld ruled by Flemish fishmongers and fake Hugh Hefners, drugs and gorgeous bisexual women, aching to fuck her way out of the nightmare in which she was sinking as if into quicksand.


The Shadow of White Death

Debra Gray De Noux and O’Neil De Noux

The shadow of white death has passed

from my path in heaven at last—

Prometheus Unbound

Percy Bysshe Shelley

At fifty-six, I shouldn’t feel this old, even with a bum knee – a gift from an armed robber twelve years ago. It only bothers me when it rains. Unfortunately, it rains a lot here in New Orleans – fat rain that comes in waves, bending branches of the huge oaks, turning streets into canals, drenching this old city in water heated by an incessant, semi-tropical sun. My left knee loses its strength. So I walk with a limp for a while.

The rain at night, even during the steamy summer, is cool at least. One of the reasons why I like working the graveyard shift here in City Park. I took my New Orleans Police Department retirement last year and turned around to become a City Park Policeman, a glorified security guard with a newer vehicle than I drove with NOPD and my familiar .357 magnum in its leather holster on my left hip. Midnight to eight a.m. is perfect for a twice-divorced man living in a one-bedroom apartment. I sleep through the heat of the day and have my evenings free, until midnight at least. I watch a lot of cable TV.

Tonight, as I shave before going to work, I take a long look at my face in the mirror. When I joined NOPD, I was a slim one-sixty and my hair still dark brown, my face lean and angular. I’m no blimp, but I’m a pudgy two-twenty now and my hair is streaked with silver. I’m still six feet tall, but lack of exercise has turned my muscles into loose rubber bands.

I let myself go since reaching fifty, I guess. My blood pressure’s high and my cholesterol level is through the roof. My doctor prescribes medications, but I won’t take them. They keep me from sleeping and, to tell the truth, sleep is the only real pleasure I have left.

I drive my fifteen-year-old Toyota to the station, a converted golf club house. Our roll call consists of Sergeant Cincent and the twins, Ethyl and Methyl Ketone, burly women with square jaws, tiny eyes and overpowering perfume that smells like cherry Kool-Aid. Cincent is another retired cop, from Jefferson Parish, even older than me and heavier. He runs through the roll call messages. Someone’s vandalized the horse stable again, decorating it with graffiti. Ethyl or Methyl (can’t tell them apart with their identical Ketone name tags) raises an excited hand and volunteers to stake it out tonight. They ride together in our only two-person car. They’ll be able to watch more than one side of the stable, one hiding behind bushes. Ha.

Cincent and I ride in one-man cars. He’s CP-1 and I’m CP-2, in our new Ford Explorer SUVs, in case we need four-wheel drive to chase a squirrel-gone-bad through the park. City Park’s pretty big, but has nice streets, paved and all, right in the middle of New Orleans. A regular car would do. But who am I to complain? A big guy like me can spread out and take a nice cat nap in an SUV.

My patrol area of the park consists of about five square miles along the river side of the interstate. Cincent takes the lake side, mostly golf courses and a few baseball diamonds. The big golf club house is his too. I cruise my patrol area from Marconi Drive over to Carrollton to one of our second place statues, this one is General Beauregard scowling as he defiantly faces north. Statues of confederate generals always face north, never turning their back to the enemy, at least my old man told me that when he explained why we call them our second place statues. It happens when you lose a war and celebrate coming in second.

I drive down to the art museum, which has its own security guards and state-of-the-art alarm system, noting along the way how no one has stolen any of the ancient oaks or brick shelters. City Park is dotted with brick shelters built during the WPA primarily, big enough for two bathrooms and two large picnic tables.

It’s a typical unexciting night in City Park. At four o’clock, I park my SUV next to the haunted shelter just south of the interstate and the train tracks. Lunchtime and then naptime. The haunted shelter, one of the few pre-dating the WPA shelters, is made of stone with a red tile roof and only one picnic table and no bathrooms.

The ghost of a young woman is supposed to haunt the shelter. I read the reports, kids mostly have spotted her. She has long dark hair and pallid skin and wears a white gown. There’s a legend of course. The young woman died at the shelter over a hundred years ago, murdered by two men who tried to rape her. She resisted and was killed. There’s another story. She was a suicide, a jilted lover who couldn’t stand the heartache.

I don’t believe in ghosts or legends, to tell the truth.

I carry my thermos of coffee and lunch bag with two ham-and-cheese sandwiches and bag of Zapp’s potato chips to the shelter and sit at the picnic table. One dim streetlight breaks the darkness, giving the entire area a gray hue. The other lights are hidden behind the black branches and Spanish moss of ancient oak trees.

It’s so quiet here. A warm breeze filters through the trees, bringing scents of flowers from the botanical gardens. The moss dances back and forth, like curtains fluttering through an open window. I eat slowly then bundle up my trash and bring my thermos back to the SUV. With the windows down, the breeze flows over me as I recline the seat and close my eyes. I lean forward and check the squelch on my police radio to make sure it’s on, then put my hands behind my head.

I drift off easily.

I’m a light sleeper and a noise wakes me. The clock on the dash reads five-twenty. Sitting up, I look at the shelter and stretch. I pull the seat forward and reach for the ignition when I see her standing in front of the nearest oak. I blink twice but she’s still there, dark hair falling past her shoulders, skin as white as her gown.

I don’t believe it. I’d just been thinking about this so I blink again but she’s still there, standing stiffly, unmoving. I rub my eyes but she remains there. The ghostly Spanish moss dances behind her but her hair is unmoved by the breeze.

Slowly, I open my door and climb out. She doesn’t move as I close the door. I feel goosebumps on my arms and my heart pounding in my chest. She stares right at me with bright eyes, wide eyes, penetrating eyes.

I’m hallucinating.

No. My senses are too sharp for it to be an hallucination and this doesn’t feel like a dream. There’s an eerie taste to the air, a strange feeling on my skin, like a million flies batting wings against the exposed flesh on my arms and face.

She takes a step toward me and I waver, my left knee suddenly weak. Another step brings her into the direct streetlight and she glimmers, her skin iridescent, her pretty face like porcelain. Young, she looks to be about twenty years old. Her hair has a reddish hue and her lips are dark crimson. I can’t help but feel a chill of terror.

She’s beautiful and sad as she tilts her head to the side. The dark eyes seem to reach for me and do not blink as she stares for long seconds, minutes. A knowing smile comes to her full lips, but it’s a sad smile. Slowly she backs away and moves around the trunk of the huge oak, her gaze never leaving me until she’s behind the tree.

Another breeze flows over me and the air is suddenly different, the sharpness gone, the eeriness gone. I take a step to my side and limp around the tree, but she’s gone. It still takes a while for my breathing to return to normal. I lean against the fender of my SUV and try to think this out.

I look around. If someone’s playing a joke on me – I remember how some midshipmen from Annapolis went to West Point with a slide projector and tricked a buncha army cadets into believing they saw the ghost of Robert E. Lee – I’d better check around. As the strength returns to my knee, I search the area, but I’m alone. Climbing behind the steering wheel, I wipe the sweat from my face with a Kleenex and see the goose-bumps haven’t gone away.

“CP-1 to CP-2.” The radio makes me jump. I quickly answer Cincent.

“10–19. We have a complainant.” He’s asking me to return to the station house. Some complainant’s there. No way he’s handling a complaint.

I wait a minute before starting the engine, looking around as I pull away. If this was a practical joke, it was a good one. I still feel goosebumps as I arrive at the station where a beat-up station wagon is parked next to Cincent’s SUV. It’s Mrs Adderly again, back to complain about the pack of wild dogs – wolves she calls them – that raid her garbage cans and then escape into the park. She’s tried NOPD and the SPCA but no one’ll listen, except me.

In the two years I’ve worked City Park, I’ve never seen a dog in the park after midnight. Not one. I want to tell her that, sarcastically, tell her the werewolves have eaten them. The werewolves that come out of the nearby cemeteries when the moon is full. But I don’t.

Four o’clock the next morning, I park my SUV back at the haunted shelter. Hoping, just hoping I’ll see her again. Don’t know if I even believe I’m really seeing her, but the fright she gave me had my heart pumping, my skin tingling. I haven’t felt this much excitement in years.

I barely taste my sandwiches and chips. No way I’ll take a nap. It’s warmer tonight with no breeze, the humidity still high even with the sun long gone, as if a gigantic oven’s been left open. Sitting at the picnic table, I watch the oak where I last saw her.

At five sharp, something scurries through the dead magnolia leaves behind me and I turn but can’t see whatever animal is hurrying through the night. It’s too small to be a dog, unless it’s some sorta wild Chihuahua. I heard about them. Indigenous to Arizona or north Mexico.

Turning back to the oak, I keep watching and suddenly she’s there. Between the blink of any eye, she appears. I feel a thousand needles along my back as she takes a hesitant step toward me then stops. I can’t catch my breath.

With the streetlight behind her, I see her body framed by the light. It’s as if her gown has fallen away. Her hands by her sides, I see her full breasts, her nipples and triangle of dark hair between her legs. This is no little girl. This is very much a woman and I’m excited as I stare at her, a wave of lust rising in me. Haven’t felt that in while.

In a blink, she’s next to me and I fall away from her, nearly tumbling from the picnic bench. Her eyes glimmer as they stare into mine. Green eyes, they are light and filled with emotion, so much I can’t pull my gaze from them. She raises her arms and spreads them open as if she’s about to hug me. There’s an ozone taste in the air, as if lightning has just struck. I cringe away from her and she pulls back. Her eyes bat at me and fill and tears stream down her face. Her lower lip quivers.

I cringe away from her and she stiffens and is suddenly gone. I catch my breath, sucking in a deep gulp of air. My heart thunders in my chest as I stand and look around, then take a shaky walk around the shelter and my SUV. Nothing. Not even a breeze.

The night is still and quiet, the thick air hot and humid once again.

Waking earlier than usual, I drive to NOPD Headquarters. I can’t help thinking, why? Why is she appearing to me all of a sudden? I’d taken naps at the haunted shelter before. Can’t figure it.

Up in the Homicide Division, I find Captain Mason, with his Marine Corps cropped hair and chiseled face. He shrugs when I ask him about old homicide records.

“What ya’ lookin’ for?”

“A murder in City Park. Or maybe a suicide?”

He turns to his computer, as ashes from the ever-present cigarette in his mouth fall on his narrow tie and asks, “When?”

I shrug and he shrugs right back.

“Victim would be a woman. Young.”

“Unsolved?”

When I shrug again, he leads me out into the squad room and punches in his password into a larger computer next to the coffee pot and shows me how to ask the computer questions.

“You can search by location of murder, victim’s race, age, sex, date of murder, you name it.” He leaves me.

I’m surprised to discover six women have been murdered in City Park since 1952. The only unsolved was a thirteen-year-old girl murdered not far from Gen. Beauregard’s statue. My ghost isn’t a thirteen-year-old. The only other possible candidate involves a murder-suicide next to Suicide Oak along Marconi. A mother killed her pregnant daughter then herself. I read the descriptions of the woman. Both had dark brown hair and brown eyes. No green-eyed victim.

A half hour later, I’m back in Mason’s doorway to thank him.

“Anything?”

“Nope.”

“Our stuff goes back to the 1950s. Better check the D. A.’s office for anything older.”

I don’t get past the receptionist who directs me to the public library, to the Louisiana section. There I find computerized files of New Orleans murders back to the mid-1800s. Lots of victims, but not many in City Park.

Then it hits me: my ghost could be pre-American, back from the French and Spanish occupations of New Orleans, back when City Park was part of the great Allard Plantation. I check the plantation records, but there’s nothing.

Walking out of the library, into another blazing summer day, it occurs to me that whoever she is, she died without leaving a ripple in the pool of life. Not even a pin drop.

I’m determined not to sulk away from her tonight as I sit here waiting.

She shows up early, just as the rain lets up, a little after four-thirty. She’s just there, standing beneath the oak, water dripping from the branches above falls right through her, bouncing off the leaves at her feet. Her luminous eyes bore into mine and we stare at one another for long minutes.

I force my gaze from her mesmerizing eyes to look at her body through her diaphanous gown. Her breasts swell with her deep breaths, her areolae round and pink through her white gown, her nipples small and pointed. I trace my way down her body, past her small waist to the darkness between her slim legs. She’s barefoot.

She takes a uncertain step my way, but stops as I rise from my seat. I feel her eyes as if they are crawling across my face. Slowly her hands move and she pulls her dress off each shoulder, letting it fall to the ground. She stands naked facing me and my gaze roams from her face down to her round breasts, the pinkish flush to her body now, the light areolae, the pointed nipples. I look down past her belly to her bush, the dark triangle sending waves of passion through me, her legs are long and sleek.

My heart stammers in my ears and my breath comes in long drafts. I blink and she’s right in front of me, that unearthly ozone taste in the air as she raises her arms wide and up above my shoulders. I stare at the face before me, at the smooth lines of her cheeks, the full lips and wide, alluring eyes. She is truly beautiful, almost angelic.

Her arms encircle my neck and I feel her pulling me down as she rises on her toes and tilts her head to the side. I crane my neck forward, toward those inviting lips. Her eyes widen even further and there something else in them, a hint of nervousness, fear maybe.

Her lower lip quivers as I reach down and lightly touch her lips with mine. Her kiss is so sweet. I’m pulled forward, my lips pressing hers hard now and feeling her press back. Her kiss is electric, sending waves of passion through me.

Our lips part and I feel her tongue against mine and the kiss deepens. I feel the length of her body against mine, feel my heart thundering in my ears, feel the blood pulsing through my body. It’s as if every corpuscle is awakened to feel every nerve ending of my body.

She shakes in my arms and holds me even tighter and our kiss continues.

The air is so thick I can barely breathe and our kiss continues.

I feel myself sinking as I stand, leaning backwards as if she’s bending me over with the power of her kiss and our kiss continues.

She’s above me now, our mouth still pressed together in deep pleasure and our kiss continues.

I’m on my back now and she’s above me and still our kiss continues.

And slowly, ever so slowly, she pulls away. I try to keep her kiss but her lips part from mine and her face lingers above me, those gorgeous green eyes seeming to talk to me as she stares into my eyes.

And I remember her. A long time ago. I remember clearly, standing in a movie line as she stood several people in front. Her hair was shorter and she wore a short gray dress as she stood with her date. I saw her face in profile, staring at that perfect beauty and wondering what it would be like to have her hang on my arm as she did with the man she was with. She turned and looked at me just as the theatre started to let us in and we exchanged a long, knowing look. I never saw her again but a month didn’t pass in my life when I haven’t thought of her. For forty years I’ve wondered, never forgetting her. Never wanting to. She’s always been there, just beyond my reach.

Our kiss continues and my heart thunders, seems to skip a beat before resuming, pounding in my chest, aching, a deep pain and then the pain fades.

She leans down again, her lips lightly brushing mine as I feel her fingers closing my eyes, drawing me to sleep and I sleep a deep restful sleep. I feel her get up and leave and yet I can’t stop her.

I need to sleep.

They come for my body just before dawn. Cincent is the first, following by the Ketone twins and the EMTees who give my body a cursory exam before moving back to their ambulance to turn off the emergency lights.

I hear them calling for the coroner. I hear the word coronary but they don’t see me sitting here atop the picnic table. They only see the body on the grass. I lay back atop the picnic table and let the sleep return, shutting out the noises and the dawn.

You see, I like the nights best of all, the quiet, the coolness when autumn finally comes, the dark sky above and the stars twinkling. I like the rain as it passes through me.

It is so peaceful.

Being alone isn’t so bad for now, but I know, deep down, that one night a woman will come, someone as lonely as I was.

And we’ll kiss.


Shoes

Shaun Levin

Imagine. Red leather shoes with shining gold threads hugging the tips, stretching along the sides to circle the slim heels. Soft and smooth like the skin of a peach. The touch you can feel without touching. Imagine the leather pressing against your skin, cuddling your toes together, holding onto the sides of your feet. Imagine being lifted. Head high and towering above the rest. I’m here at the window, my nose against the cool glass, watching the shoes beckon me like an open palm, waiting for me to slide my feet in. One at a time. Slowly and lusciously like a knife into summer butter.

My hands are sweating against the glass, a circle of mist has formed around my nostrils, and my feet are so tired. Heavy like lead in these flat heels. The day began months ago, and I need to rest. How I long to walk into the shop and buy those shoes. For a split second I can picture myself. I see myself walking in, parting the glass like saloon doors. I’m here. Serve me. Now.

But I can’t. Not any more. People recognise me in this city.

The last time I bought shoes like this was back in high school, in the days when I could hide from the world behind family. I’d take the bus into Tel Aviv where the buildings and the streets and the hot smells were so beautiful and the people were all strangers to me. It was safe to do that then. I could tell the salesman that they were for my sister, please, or for my mother.

“Should I wrap them, then?” he’d say.

“Oh, yes, please,” I’d say.

And I’d watch him cover the box with wrapping paper and ribbons. I’d watch him slide it into a sturdy shopping bag and I’d take it from him like a gift. On the bus home I’d sit with the box on my lap, rubbing against me to the gentle vibrations, my cock getting harder as it chiselled its way into me. A sixteen-year-old boy’s anticipation of womanhood. These were my antidotes to fear and shame.

Before going inside I’d dump the bag, the box, and the wrapping paper; hide the shoes in my jacket, under my armpits, and go straight up to my room. Buy anything nice? my mother might call from the kitchen. Just walked around, I’d say, stuffing the shoes into the back of my cupboard, covering them with the spare mohair blanket I kept there. Each night I was surprised to find the treasure beneath the yellow and faded blanket. Each night I’d rediscover the shoes, safely stashed away like stolen goods. Each night was the same journey, each time a little closer. My first pair were. Imagine. Black platforms with golden stars set in thick perspex heels. Always a man of extremes, my mother would say.

I’d sit at my desk, right leg over left, feeling the gentle weight of the shoe as I swayed my foot up and down. Up and down. Impatiently waiting. For something. To happen. I’d file my nails with the emery-boards I kept in my desk drawer, stroke my long straight hair with the ivory brush. Eyeing myself in the mirror, I’d run the tips of my fingers along my legs, down to the shoes, caressing the leather that pressed snugly against my toes. And hugged the sides of my feet. And I’d cup the heel in the palm of my hand. That cool transparent texture. Like glass. Like glass it was.

Then I’d walk slowly across the room, a white sheet draped over my body, keeping to the carpet, careful not to let the loud heels touch the floor. With heels like these you can’t walk too slowly. And if you don’t keep moving, you lose your balance. Stop pacing up and down, my father might shout from downstairs. I’m doing my homework, I’d say.

I only stop now at windows with shoes for men and for women. With my face gazing at the rough boots and indelicate Italian shoes, I let my eyes feast on the long shining black boots and the thin heels on the slim blue or white or orange shoes. Not shoes. There should be another name for them. They have these tiny silver studs or. Imagine. They have gold-tipped points. I’ve got used to doing this. Facing one way, and looking the other. If the winds change I’ll probably remain this way, squinting to the side, my face to the front, for the rest of my life. Never make faces, my mother would say. The clocks strike, the winds change. You can never know.

I can’t just walk into a store, buy the shoes, and take the nice and easy breezy route home. The route that’s green and tree-lined and no one sits on park benches and calls out to you. Hey! those beautiful high-school boys you want to look like, but cannot, will shout. They point and jeer. The sound of their beer bottles ringing as they bring them together, cheering: Le’chaim, motek. Sweetie-pie. Throwing their heads back to laugh and gobble down warm beer. Their hair shining in the sunlight and the tight skin, unblemished, clinging to bodies like lovers. Skin you cannot touch. You see nothing. You hold your hands tightly at your sides. Your insides tightly in your hands. Just walk. Just keep walking.

It’s a sunny day. Imagine. The sky is blue and the sidewalks are clean. I walk into the store and the salesman, nice jacket, open-necked shirt, light wool trousers and, ooh, bulge, approaches me, respectfully.

“Sir,” he’d say. “May I help you.”

“Those there,” I’d say. “The red ones in the window.”

“They’re you,” he’d say, and smile. “Would you like to try them on?”

“Ooh, yes,” I’d say. “Thank you.”

That’s how it would happen. Nice and easy. Just like I said. Sometimes it’s not enough to do what you want in the safety of your own home. You want to take it with you out onto the street. Sometimes you become so afraid of an open door you stop the thoughts from venturing out. You chase away the voices begging to be let in. Sometimes I think pacing up and down in my green knee-high boots and threadbare denim shorts is not real if no one can see me. I can stroke myself in front of the mirror. I can knead my chest, push on the muscles, press against my nipples. I can pull my stomach in. I can hold my head back and feel my hair brushing against my spine. And it’s just me looking at me.

I want those shoes. I want them like a man who wants a man cannot live without a deep voice so close to him he can breathe its soothing sound. I want them like a cynic longs for beauty and a joker longs for candor. Ah. Standing on the tip of a mountain singing out to the world. High-heeled shoes carry you to such warm, strong places you cannot help but want to go back. I reach inside and touch those places. Stroke them, lean on them. I pull up my black tights and put on my silk blouse. A blouse so thin only skin can see it. The blouse that tickles the callused tips of my nipples and rustles against the stubble on my chest. I swing my hands and move my hips to a rhythm only high heels and silk garments can dictate. Then I am happy.

She’s standing next to me now. Looking at the same shoes perhaps.

“Aren’t they gorgeous?” she says.

“The red ones?” I say.

“Gorgeous,” she says.

I have memories. Nice childhood memories from a childhood I prefer to forget. My mother’s dressing room with tall oak cupboards and a thick cream carpet. And the vanity table with the square leather-framed mirror and perfumes and light pink powder with soft brushes. And the wine-red Lancôme case with rectangles of blue, green and brown eye-shadow. When she was out, the room was mine. I could try on anything I liked. The tennis skirt with the pastel sunflowers and the skin-colored stockings that stroked my little pee-pee. I was in a void of evening gowns and soft shoes that were too big. And just right. For me. I would step out of the dressing room into the bedroom, throwing the skirt to the sides and spinning around to make it whirl around me. And the mink stole that even in summer was so cool I wanted to keep my cheek in it forever. I would wrap it around my shoulders and stand before the mirror. All dressed up.

At the vanity table I’d brush my cheeks gently with rouge and paint my eyes with blue shadow. I would screw the tip of lipstick out of its tube, make an O-shape with my lips, painting first the bottom then the top lip. Then I’d rub them together, back and forth, to spread the color evenly. Like my mother did before she and my father went out dancing at The Room at the Top. I’d hold a tissue between my lips and press down and check what my kiss looked like. And the taste. The flavor that can’t be compared to anything in the world. A taste that is nothing but itself.

Memories like these become immortal. That’s when dead things stay alive inside. But like the dead, they haunt you. They come back to trouble you with unfinished business. They take you through labyrinths of mysteriously connected threads. Everything is joined to everything: the rouge to the mirror to the white skirt to the shoes in the window. And back to Michal and the ballet classes I wanted to be a part of, and to her brother Ahron I loved so much I wished I was Michal.

So? Buy the shoes, for God’s sake! Easier dreamt than done. Believe me. It’s not a question of money. And it’s not a question of whether Leo would frown on it or not. He encourages me. I know he does. He brought me back a satin night-gown from his last trip to London. That’s proof enough. He’s a nice guy. My boyfriend. Leo. You’d like him. Imagine. Tall and dark with a beautiful chest, and a thick pair of hands with long, slim fingers. From the moment we met. Well, after the first few times. I told him: this is what I like. You like it, stay, you don’t, don’t. He said, you look good in that. Let’s see you walk across the room.

Now I have my shoes made for me. So I try, as I must, standing here, to memorise their shape to tell Olga. Give me specifics, she’ll say, or else you’ll never get what you want. So I must remember the things that count. The size of the heel and the shape of the tip and whether the leather is matte or shiny. I like the heels to be high enough so the ground seems softer, farther away. And the tips must be round. Olga says the rounder the tip the kinder the step. More subtle. It’s her philosophy of footwear.

As for herself. She says if only she looked different she’d make her own shoes. What’s the point, she says. If a person’s fat and ugly, she says, who cares what they wear. Nobody notices. Unless they dress like thin people. Fat people who dress like thin people are different. Come in and sit down. Now imagine this. The Palace of Versailles boiled down to fit into one room. For her guests, a red velvet chaise longue with a heavy wooden frame and one lace cushion. For herself, a high-backed chair where she strokes her Pekinese with one hand, ready to sketch with the other. Olga pours tea from the samovar she brought with her from Moscow. We suck on sugar crystals, and she says: Tell me everything. Which I do.

I have learnt not to take the small details for granted. In the beginning I would say to Olga, put the glittery stars on this side of the heel, and make a rounded point. And back at the window the glitter would be on that side of the heel, and the point much pointier. I’ve learnt to pay attention to what I must remember. I have no choice. I can’t walk into a shoe store, dressed in a three-piece suit and leather briefcase, and ask the mouth with the wad of bubble gum, do you. Excuse me, do you have those red leather shoes, ahem, the ones in the window with the golden strips. Those ones. Do you have them in a size forty-four? Whoozitfor? Her nose is a raisin, and her eyes – narrow slits of suspicion.

People do that here. They don’t mind asking who it’s for, how much you earn, how much rent you pay, or what is it exactly the two of you do in bed? I just can’t imagine! It’s not that I mind, you see, they smile, it’s just I can’t think how you people can enjoy yourselves. If you want to fuck, the braver ones say, why not fuck the real thing. If they only knew.

Leo and I get our kicks out of imagining how the couple at the next table, the one with the steady jobs and the baby-sitter, how they’ll react when they see us at home. Never mind in bed, just walking around the house. Me in my tight skirt, stockings, and high-heeled shoes. Leo in his Levi’s, white from wear around his beautiful thick cock, and his brown cowboy boots. And that white vest that hugs his wide chest tighter than I can. They’d flip. And if they came on Thursday nights, they wouldn’t know what to do.

I love Thursday nights. Thursday is shaving day. I lie naked on the bathroom mat and Leo lathers me slowly, icing my chest like a birthday cake. His beautiful, caring muscular hands over my body. The he takes the razor and goes gently across my skin, removing the bristles from my chest, circling my nipples, stopping to pinch them with the tips of his fingers. And like a magician, he uncovers me, wipes the foam off with a warm towel. Then he does my arms and my legs, taking care not to touch the sensitive flesh. Thoughts of his hands so close get me hard. Now? Leo says. Now, I say. So Leo sucks my cock until I come and I am drained and limp and ready to be fucked.

Leo lines my arsehole with Johnson’s baby lotion, straight from the pink plastic container, and then tickles the insides with the tips of his fingers. First one finger then two and then three, four five. Opening me up wider and then wider and I want to take in as much as I can, to take into me that beautiful strong muscular hand that is all mine. He then takes his fist from my arse and lies down on top of me. Now that my arse is open he can jam his cock all the way in. Slide it in and out. My muscles contracting to hold onto his cock and he goes in and out and in and out. He’s on top of me and I push myself up onto all fours and he is holding his arms across my chest and kissing my neck and pulling at my nipples and he lets his hands wander across my smooth chest down to my cock and he plays with it until it’s hard again and I can’t tell anymore where the sensation is coming from nor what the sensation is and I want to forget myself. But I can’t, for there are no words in that place of nothingness, in that void of pure pleasure. I pound my arse against his waist and take him in as much as I can. And when I’m about to come I push harder, wanting to be taken away, to disappear into his perfect body, into his solidness, into what I will never be. And then I am full.

And so we eat. Sometimes we go out and I’ll wear my high heels and stroke the long straight hair that runs down my back, and make Leo want me. Want me, I say to him, tell me that you want me. Tell me that you’ll die if you don’t have me always. He does, because he does. And that’s how we met. I was the one who did the seducing. At a Purim party two years ago. I wore my chiffon evening gown with an open back and a slit down the side. I wasn’t shaving my legs then, so I had on my black stockings and the shoes I’d picked up that morning from Olga. I was perfection, standing at the drinks table smoking a joint and pouring myself another Harvey Wallbanger.

He came from across the room. I’d noticed him before, but had kept his image to myself. He was the only one who hadn’t dressed up. There were Queen Esthers and Hamans filling the place with screeching rattles. There was a pirate and her damsel in distress. An ugly duckling with the wings of a swan. Then Leo’s green eyes were close to mine and I could smell the sweet taste of alcohol on his breath. A drink, I asked. Whiskey, he said. Nice, I thought.

We talked a little. He said he didn’t really have a regular job at the moment. He painted houses, he said. Did a bit of this and that. We danced together. He had his hands on my skin. I could feel his rough palms moving up my back and folding over my shoulders. Let’s go now, he said.

I walk away from the window. Fixing my hard-on in my underpants. I could spit on the sidewalk if I wanted to. But no. I just keep walking. Floating almost. I have a picture in my mind and I’m taking it to Olga. I smile to myself at the memory of how Leo and I met. There have been several others like him. So I know it won’t last forever. But I know that when it passes, the memory of it will remain. The feeling, that is. And that in itself is enough.


Five Girls

Riain Grey

Carolyn

The first time I met Carolyn, she reached her hand up to my face, wiped away a single tear, and licked it off her slender finger. Now I’ve tasted you, she said. A year later we lay together in her bed, the sheets and blankets tangled between our legs, both of us sleepy and hot from drinking a stolen bottle of gin, and I felt melted and sweet like ice cream in the summer. She pushed herself on top of me and gasped when we kissed and said, I’m so wet, Riain, I’m so wet, do something, but I didn’t know what to say. When she slid my panties off in the dark, her fingers hot against my skin, I turned away and pretended to be asleep. She got a boyfriend after that and wrote me a tear-stained letter about not wanting to be friends anymore; at the time I thought she was bored with me but I guess he just did what I wouldn’t.

Morgan

Morgan was a year younger than me and tiny and beautiful like a hummingbird, with a voice that always sounded like she was just waking up. She came to spend the night in my dorm room and was sleeping on the floor. She crawled up into bed with me and touched my face, and said, Is this okay? I touched her back and then we were kissing and sighing and we both kept saying things like, I never knew it could be like this, is this what it’s like to make love with a girl? We peeled each other’s shirts off and giggled because it felt so good and she said, You’re so warm and soft. Her skin glistened and made me think of apricots and summer. She made me lie on my stomach, and traced words on my back with her tiny mouth, my name and hers and other things she liked to say. I liked licking her neck the best, my tongue darting across her downy skin, my hand against the small of her back. We held hands in public and brought each other flowers and made out at parties and rolled around together on my bed or hers, bodies intertwined. That summer I met a professor and asked Morgan if I could go on one date, just to see. She told me I could, but afterwards she said that she had tried so hard not to care that now she didn’t. It had worked too well, she said, and now there was nothing that I could do.

Tara

Tara wore her curly brown hair in braids and pigtails and had a furry laugh that drove me crazy. I spent an entire summer with her and my boyfriend Zach, wandering the streets and reading each other’s poetry and ransacking the common areas for cigarette money. We got a bottle of red wine from somewhere and all went back to my room. Tara kissed me, her eyes closed, her mouth hot and tart and hungry, and then I watched as she turned to Zach and reached for his mouth. I watched them kiss, and felt something open deep inside me when he touched her jaw, tilting her head in order to nibble at her better. They kissed open mouthed so that I could see their tongues licking at each other. They leaned into each other, arms around each other’s necks, kneeling on the bed, so I crawled under the circle of their arms and curled up against Zach’s chest. While they made out, I undid Tara’s braids and tangled my hands in her hair. She laughed deep into Zach’s throat and looked down at me. She pushed us backwards until we were both pinned against the bed. She said, Now two are three, and we stayed a threesome for the rest of the summer.

Annie

Annie breezed into the bookstore I worked at, in a hurry to find something, with flowers in her hair and in the basket of her bicycle. Her eyes flashed and sang when she smiled at me. I helped her find her book and got tingly when she touched my hand in thanks. Three days later she came back, this time with flowers for me, and an invitation to dinner. She was so beautiful that I was afraid to touch her. At dinner we drank red cocktails that tasted like Popsicles and fed each other bites of risotto, and when we walked back towards my apartment she slid her hand along my back like I was hers. In the foyer of my building, she pushed me up against the wall and breathed into my ear. I want to fuck you, she whispered, I want to see you come, and I felt dizzy, I wanted her so much. We twisted and twined against the wall, her hands in my hair and on my face, my head spinning. I wedged my thigh between her legs, holding her hips, and she moaned into my mouth. In my bed she leaned over me, her breath sweet, and caught her breath when she pushed up my skirt. She fucked me with two fingers and then three, resting on one elbow as she watched me contort under her, nuzzling at my neck. When I came for the third time she said, Want to do it to me? but I was already floating away, and she laughed into my ear and let me curl into her as I fell asleep.

Emma

I met Emma at a party I went to with this guy she didn’t like. She went around to everybody she knew and said, I’ll give you this bright shiny quarter if you’ll make him stop touching her! I’d go over to her house and we’d sit up all night with her roommates, watching TV with the sound off and drinking kamikazes. Then Emma met Noah, tall and rough edged and gorgeous, with green eyes and a crooked smile. One day she said, Come home with me. Noah was waiting outside. Emma smoked cigarettes one after another and watched Noah, her eyes bright. They took me inside and stretched me out on the bed, my wrists held tight in Emma’s lap, Noah pulling off my jeans. Let’s shave her, he said, looking past me towards Emma, who nodded. I knew that she was nervous, her hands clutching at mine. She pulled me halfway up into her lap as he shaved me, her hands in my hair. The razor was cold against my skin, but Emma wrapped herself around me, her chin buried in my shoulder, her cheek against my ear. When I was shaved clean he looked up at her again and then pushed a finger into my pussy. I gasped and she said, You’ll let me do anything to you, won’t you, and I nodded, feeling a sudden chill as he slid another finger into me. Emma pulled my hair, hard, and whispered, You’re my little doll, my little girl to fuck, even if I let him do it, and then she made me repeat it to her, my voice low and faltering. To him she said, Fuck her, if you want, and with a sideways grin he calmly thrust into me. I made an unholy sound and pushed myself against him, trying to get his cock in deeper. Emma tightened her grip on my hair and said, That’s me fucking you, and then she didn’t say anything more, just bit her lip, her eyes closed and her expression too beautiful, her hands clenching and unclenching in my hair.


Dostoyevsky

Tom Piccirilli

I’m polite. When she asks me to hold the elevator, I thrust my arm out and block open the door. The fact that she’s naked doesn’t have a lot to do with it until after she’s already gotten on. The zucchini and ping pong paddles are another matter altogether.

“Could you hit thirty-seven please?” she asks.

It’s already lit. It’s my floor. The same old question begins circling around my skull – am I heading for some good harmless fun here or diving straight into hell? In the six months since I’d left home I was running about 50–50.

I do what you’re supposed to do in an elevator. I look straight ahead, but I’ve got damn good peripheral vision. We take it floor after floor and I’m trying to think of anything I can to keep my erection down. The new script of Zypho: Critter from Beyond the Edge of Space, how much I miss my mother’s pasta fasulli, where the hell hotel security might be, and the fact that the Yankees are down 3–2 in the series. Why I’m working so hard doesn’t make much sense, but you’ve got to hold on to your self-control for at least ten or twenty seconds. It’s only right.

The naked woman holding two zucchinis and the red and green paddles turns to me and says, “Boy, you’ve got good control of your curiosity!”

“Listen,” I tell her. “I’m a New York writer working in Hollywood. I’m trying to learn how to take everything I see for granted.”

It doesn’t appease her. “Well, don’t miss out on a few new experiences along the way. Aren’t writers supposed to be observant and adventurous?”

They are. I am. I’ve already noted how gorgeous she is, and my back teeth are grinding together so hard I can almost feel my fillings buckle. Christ, this town was built to drive me crazy. I tilt my jaw at her and let my gaze glide over her skin, and I’m barely able to hold back the animal groan from breaking inside my chest.

She has meat and curves in all the right places, and the motion of the elevator has given her body a consistent jiggle that’s causing my pulse to break seventy, eighty, ninety.

Twenty-four years old or thereabouts, with a splash of red highlights in her brown hair that coils and loops to frame her face. One curl takes purchase at the edge of her mouth. It’s a movie moment. I’m supposed to reach over, pull it free, ease my lips to hers. I’m Gary Cooper caught in Café Flesh 3.

She has a nice solid plumpness and genuine weight to her, and she’s got enough conviction not to be made self-conscious by the starved will-o’-the-wisp image that L. A. promotes. Her tits are large with just enough sag that they wobble as the car progresses. The large areolae are pink, her desert rose nipples huge and pointed and somehow taunting.

We all have our thing. Mine is big tits with taunting desert rose nipples. The sweat writhes through my scalp and she smiles up at me beatifically. Her white teeth aren’t capped, and her dark eyes are suddenly twinkling. Or maybe I’m just hyperventilating.

It’s quite possibly the slowest elevator on the face of the earth. I’m polite but impatient, even when I’m enjoying the view.

“What kind of movies?” she asks.

The honest answer is low budget horror flicks starring ageing porno actresses trying to build up the “straight dramatic” roles on their resumes. I had started off with a script for Dostoyevsky’s Notes from the Underground and somehow ended up on the far side of the sun with Zypho, the brain juice-drinking alien. If I thought about it for too long I wound up getting a migraine, so I tended to let it ride. “Independent erotic thrillers.”

“Oh.”

She says it like she sees through my smoke-screen but she gives a grin to show there’s nothing to be ashamed of. We take our conceits where we can grab them. The smirk is dubious and full of fuck-me mystery.

“Okay,” I tell her, “I give. Fill me in. Or should I just string it together and figure that you’re a professional table tennis player who got hungry . . . but the kitchen was closed” – it’s nearly three in the morning – “and you could only find a couple of spare zucchini left over on the lunch special buffet table . . . and . . . ah, you fell into the pool? Had to leave your clothes at the dry cleaners?”

“Pretty good story. Covered a lot of ground.”

It’s not Dostoyevsky but it’ll do. “So then?”

“I’m working my way through graduate school as a model and performer for Dee Ess Magazine. They’re holding their first convention here this weekend.”

“Dee Ess?”

“D/S Magazine. Dominant-submissive lifestyle publications.”

“Oh.” It’s the performer bit that’s got me.

“There’s about two hundred folks who showed.”

“You’re gonna need more vegetables to feed them all.”

I worked my way through college selling magazine subscriptions. I have the overwhelming sense that she’s making more money than I did.

“You’re witty. But you’re scared of me, aren’t you?”

“No,” I say, “I think you’ve been surrounded by too many subs lately.”

“Why are you in the hotel? Did you come for the show? Are you here to watch people like me?”

My agent Monty Stobbs had gotten me this hotel room because I only had four days left to finish the script. Normally that wouldn’t have been much of a problem, but at around midnight tonight the cops had raided the house next door to mine in East Hollywood and two wild shots had come through my bedroom window. Monty wanted me to weave my near-death experience into the movie. He thought that the brush with my own mortality would somehow work wonders on a sequel. Zypho: the Post-modern Neo-expressionistic Morality Play. It would lend more credence to the brain juice sucking scenes.

“My house is being renovated,” I say.

When we hit the thirty-sixth floor she leans on the EMERGENCY STOP button and the elevator slams to a halt. I’m tossed sideways into her and suddenly my hard-on is jabbing her in the thigh and I’ve got a zucchini shoved into my armpit.

The perfect outline of muscles in her legs and belly are haunting, and the aggressive angle of her throat aims at me, as if she’s arching it towards my teeth to chew. The west coast breeds a whole new kind of hang-up, but guilt about touching your pee-pee sure isn’t one of them.

I say the first thing that clatters up into my head, which is never a good idea. “I don’t like zucchini.”

“I didn’t intend to make you eat it.”

“Well, okay then.”

“Here.” She hands me the red ping pong paddle. “Hit me. Spank me.”

We all have our thing.

My repressions start slicing through me again, as I stand there thinking of Sunday afternoons in the basement playing doubles with my parents and sister. I give a tentative swat and the meat on her ass hardly moves.

“Harder!”

I squeeze my eyes shut and let loose with another smack. She squeals and I try not to picture my little sister in pig-tails scoring a point off my old man.

“This isn’t working.”

“Shit!”

Now comes the tinge of regret in her eyes, some of the disappointment leaking through. It relates a great deal. That expression speaks of sex and love, shame and audacity, brazenness, money, and courage. All of it is real, and I move in.

I sling the paddle into the corner behind my luggage, tear the other one out of her hand and give her one more swat on the ass. She yelps and stares at me with a new delight. You take control by force of will, not by volleying. I grab the goddamn zucchini and toss them aside too as I shrug out of my jacket and shirt.

“No no, I need that!”

“You don’t need a fuckin’ zucchini!”

I ease forward again, directing her to undo my fly. I don’t know whether she’s a submissive or a dominatrix, whether I’m playing into her kink or going against type, and I don’t much give a shit. I want her.

She knows it too and that’s when the game begins. She backs off, smiling, pressing her tits together like she’s trying to wrangle a dollar from me. I step closer wondering when the fire department will come swinging down through the roof.

The power struggle flows back and forth between us.

She twists around and bends way over, as if I’m not worth looking at anymore. She rests her arms atop the little metal railing, showing off her ass, giving me the dance floor wriggle. It happens like this on occasion, I know, when you fall into a B-movie setting, trying to assert yourself upon a willing partner you’ve only met three hundred and sixty feet ago at ground level.

You’ve got to give in order to get. I run my hand around her, touching her neck softly, squeezing and showing her that I might be an emotional train wreck but I’ve still got some muscle. She moans because she understands as I trail my fingers down across her chest, her belly, slowly plying through the thatch of pubic hair to toy with her clit. I pluck it, tease it out. She hisses through her teeth and I let go.

“Don’t stop.”

“Turn around and unzip me.”

“Do it yourself.”

I pluck at her clit again and slip two fingers into her, hooking and pulling. This is tenuous ground, feeling one another out. You’re always this close to getting slapped, going to jail, falling in love.

I want to tell her my name so I can hear her spit it out, but it’s not that kind of situation. She murmurs and there’s a husky snarl in her voice now, a thick whisper meant to drive me out of my head if I wasn’t already gone. I’ve got her by the cunt and slowly turn her to face me.

“Unzip me.”

“Oh yes,” she says, not because she wants to give me pleasure but because we’ve moved on to the next round, when you’ve got to get your goodies out.

The beast in me starts taking over and the same old rage stirs and crawls up my back to settle in between my shoulders. She can see it, maybe it’s an old story. Am I no different than the pale, pudgy studio heads who visit a convention like this to get their asses beat with a cat-o’-nine-tails? I can feel myself skidding into cliché as I lunge forward, reaching for her tits, and stop in mid-motion. I growl, angry at the set-up, thinking about how this will all look on the page. Where the cameras should go, what the shot list schedule will be.

She undoes my fly and pulls my pants down. I kick them backwards against my luggage. My hard-on tents my jockeys and she pinches her chin, inspecting, making me wait, staring at me from one angle, then another. My chest crawls with sweat and it drips down my stomach into my waistband. She scowls at me because I’m taking too long. I don’t know what the next move is.

Maybe she expects me to tear my shorts off and ram into her mouth. Maybe I’m supposed to gurgle like a baby and ask her to powder my crotch and diaper my ass. How should I write an article addressed to the editors of D/S Magazine?

Zypho would already have his tentacles of love jammed into her ears, sucking out all the naughty thoughts.

Zucchini has no smell but somehow I’m back at home for Sunday dinner and grandma is putting out a plate of fried slices and I’m having a very difficult time of staying focused. I can just imagine the fire chief with his red hat and ax chopping through the outer doors any minute. The second hand of my watch is snapping the moments off and I know I’m losing the rhythm, I’ve got about two more ticks before she takes her ping pong paddles and goes home.

I’m so hard I’m hitting that nice plateau of pain. This is where she wants me to be, what I’m supposed to be experiencing. The heat and the sudden anger is clouding my vision but I can hold on. You fight the battles worth fighting. I take her by the chin and instead of forcing her mouth open I gently lift her to her feet, take her in my arms, and press her into the corner. I arch her higher and higher until she catches on and helps me out. I lift her onto the rail and she eases her legs out, slides her feet along the walls and I bend to taste her.

“Oh,” she says, almost giddy. “You’re a good little boy.”

“Talk your shit while you can,” I tell her. “In a minute you’ll be nothing but whimpers.”

It’s a pretty good line, and I think I should file it away, but then the page and the cameras finally recede and my face is inside her cunt. You can come back to the world this way.

I lap and lick and suck and take my time, and I’m not so polite anymore. Her outer lips are swollen pink and pliable as I kiss them the way I should be kissing her mouth. Passionate French kissing as it ought to be done. It lasts for a while. Then, with only the tip of my tongue, I move top to bottom, feeling her swell and constrict.

I take the edge of one inner lip and gnaw for a bit, switching back and forth. She immediately shudders and pushes her cunt out further, and I tongue her even harder. She trembles to a powerful tune as I flick my tongue, in control, watching all the right parts jiggling. My cock throbs viciously and I start humping air. I spread her further, holding my breath and going in deeper. Black spots dance in my eyes.

This is the kind of ridiculous shit that works its way into American myth. The fire chief hacking his way inside, finding me blue, unresponsive. Man drowns in freak elevator pussy fluid accident. The late night talk show hosts will bat it around for months.

She mewls and comes twice in quick succession as I continue to lick and suck, breathing her in, wiping my lips off on her thighs. She tries to talk, perhaps wanting to hurl an insult or indignity, but she whispers, then finally whimpers. The stupidest validation can make you feel like a man. This is your job to begin with.

She whines, “Enough . . .”

Thank Christ. I ease her down and she drifts forward into my arms and we hit the floor together, me on top. I still have my underwear on and she knows now what the next step has to be as she pulls them off me, swallows my cock, spits on it, works her hand over me, and then ushers me in between her legs. Sometimes there’s foreplay and sometimes you’ve already had enough.

“Oy!” she says, and I champ my teeth against the flesh of her shoulder, hard enough to make her grimace but without breaking skin. She lets out a low moan checked by anguished snorts and says, “You can leave marks if you want. It’s okay. Some guys like to see that.”

It’s almost enough to snap me loose, but I fight past the new thoughts, the faces of slobbering men in latex perusing bruises and bites. I grab under her knees and press her legs back, shoving in. She holds herself open as I work both my thumbs across her pussy lips. I drop on top again, sucking her nipple into my mouth, chewing, nibbling at the hard bud inside.

Maybe this is the only real way to face your own mortality. I might not be alive for any particular purpose, but if I am, this is as good a reason as any. It makes me laugh and I chuckle in her ear. It startles her for a second and then she joins in.

I thrust wildly into her and feel her rising up to meet me as she tightens around my shaft, so wet I feel her splashing against my groin. The veins in her throat thicken and every tendon and muscle stands out as she tenses and grunts her orgasm.

She doesn’t slow down though, quickening her pace as she stares into my eyes and tries to capture something – my soul, my guilt – and reaches up to run her hands through my hair, obligingly, with some modicum of care.

It’s all I need, that bit of love, as her tits bounce in time with my thrusting. My fists clench on the ripped loose threads of the elevator carpet and I hold on tightly, jammed against her and stiffening as I erupt. As I fill her, hearing the shattering glass of my bedroom window again, her pussy squeezes and draws out three, four streams of my come.

I lay there on top of her panting while she giggles in my ear.

Now there will be a new set of wonders.

Do we sleep together tonight? Will we have breakfast across from one another in the morning, share the day, exchange names and numbers? Should we kiss? Is it wrong for me to ask her to lick my cock clean?

She hops up without a word and starts the elevator again. It bucks and rumbles as if echoing an orgasm. This must be part of the high, the possibility of getting caught with cum sliding down your legs as the doors open and a mom and pop family stare in awe or disgust, hiding the eyes of the kids. I’m too tired to care much.

But no one is there when the bell rings.

I gather my clothes and luggage and she picks up her zucchini and paddles and we tramp down the hall. I don’t feel liberated being naked and walking around like I own the place. I feel utterly silly.

I follow her in silence and find that our rooms are next to one another. Her door’s been left propped open an inch. I hadn’t even thought about where she might have a card key hidden.

She steps inside and the door closes with a gentle but resounding click. I go in and throw my stuff down, flop on the bed and stare at the ceiling thinking. There is often a lot to think about at times like this, rare as they might be.

I hear her taking a shower. I climb in the tub and put my ear to the tiles and listen to her humming.

It may not be much, but it’s something. I open my travel bag, take out Dostoyevsky’s Crime and Punishment, and weigh it carefully in my hand. The bullets had been real, I could’ve cashed out of the game tonight. I flip through the book and read a few lines aloud, and then I turn on the television and order a porno flick. Zypho: the Post-modern Neo-expressionistic Morality Play is already taking shape in my mind, but I need a third act with some real heat.


The Mercy of Strange Men

Aimee Nichols

Lydia is ready. Lydia has been ready for some time. She has lost track of how long it has been since the Master prepared her in the usual way – naked and face down, her knees bent under her, upper body stretched forward so as not to put too much weight on her thighs. Arms out in front of her and tied to the edge of the platform with long leather cords. Legs shackled in the same manner at the ankles. This is the way they have always done things; the stretching pressure in her muscles has become as common a feeling as standing up or walking around. She has learned how to relax, how to breathe and move her weight about in order to delay becoming stiff and sore from so long spent in one position. Even so, she seems to have been here longer than usual. She is not sure how much longer her body will hold out without the promise of relief.

Surely the show should be ready to start soon?

Time moves excruciatingly slowly without the benefit of sound or images for distraction. Lydia tries to clear her mind and be calm, as the Master always tells her to do, but it’s not as easy as she would like it to be. In isolation such as this, displayed to no one in an empty room, her vulnerability is almost unbearable, but enticing at the same time. She imagines how she would appear to an onlooker who might happen upon the locked room by some twist of fate, unaware of what was inside or why, shocked at their discovery, but a shock mingled with arousal, perhaps. The blue and red hues of the overhead lights cast purple shadows over her body, highlighting curves and crevices. The position the Master has posed her in pushes her ass out provocatively and gives her spine the exaggerated curve of sexual mythology without her having to deliberately arch it. Her long rich red hair tumbles over her shoulders, obscuring her face from view. Her breasts are heavy and round, and their weight extends from her chest, creating a buxom and enticing silhouette. Her pale pink nipples are fully erect.

Already her body has started to respond to the promise of what the night will bring, the consequences of being displayed in such a manner. She smiles, secret and sly. The Master will be pleased when he comes back and finds her wet with no external provocation. She awaits his return, as her cunt grows wetter and her skin ever more sensitive to the air and atmosphere of the room. This is where she belongs.

After an eternity of waiting, when her body has calmed from its initial arousal response but her mind still flares, her lust-heightened senses detect the door opening and the outside breeze wafting in to assault her bare skin, which prickles into gooseflesh in response. She hears the quiet shuffling and low murmurs of the audience taking their seats, and imagines what they look like, and what their reactions are as they look at her, exposed and subservient and untouchable on stage, like an exotic creature in a glass case.

They will have come here to see her, having heard of her through the whispered grapevine of gloat and conquest. The thrill of that fact never fades. The familiar buzz of it starts in Lydia’s mind and moves through her body, coaxing her nipples and clitoris to erection again. Unconsciously she arches her back, pushing her ass higher in the air and her hairless sex towards the crowd. She can feel their presence, their numbers growing. She can feel their attention and readiness; the air is sharp with their sexual tension. She wonders how many feign disinterest, and how many are unable to tear their gaze away, staring without shame, confident they are at last in an environment where they will not be judged and found guilty for looking.

The Master assured her one night, stroking her hair after a show in one of his candid moments (brought about by a job well done), that the men were fascinated by her. She had a large repeat audience. Those who did not return were normally forced by circumstances to stay away; the Master had shown her a letter on a different occasion, from a regretful former patron who had accepted a job interstate, but who wanted to tell them how important a part of his life Lydia and the Master had been, and that they remained in his fantasies. She had been flattered that someone like her, who did not attract second glances on the street as she quietly went about her everyday life, should have such an effect on a person, on many people, outside of those everyday situations and bonds. It was flattering, she reflected, to become a part of someone’s sexual mythology, to have their thoughts turn uncontrollably to you and the brief moment you were a part of their life. To not even have to know them well or acknowledge their existence for this to occur. To know that even after one night in someone’s presence, you were a part of their life forever.

Lydia had agreed on this arrangement, so long ago now, because the Master had promised to bring her out of her sexual shell. He promised that their experiences together would provide the sexual release that she needed so badly. She had been sceptical at first, even as her cunt responded to the scenarios and ideas he described. How was this supposed to liberate her? How was being naked in a room full of strangers watching her become a sexual object going to do anything to realise her own fantasies? In the end, she could not deny how much the idea spoke to her and excited her, and how in thrall to the Master she already felt, and how that thrilled her. Refusal was an available choice but never a realistic option. From the first night, her willingness to obey and experiment had rewarded her. After that, she could not pretend there had ever been any other reason for agreeing than her own sexual satisfaction. The thrill was too great, the arousal too real.

The room continues to fill up, the murmuring of the voices growing deeper and louder. The presence and arousal of the men is almost a physical force now, and it seems there are a lot of them. Lydia strains to detect the Master’s presence on the stage, to hear the deep timbre of his voice even if his words are imperceptible. She cannot, and despite her arousal she tenses. Surely he wouldn’t leave her alone at the mercy of strange men? He would not go that far, she thinks, a faint chill of doubt crystallising in the back of her mind. He would not overstep her boundaries completely, despite his talent for pushing them further and further from what they used to be, despite the fact that they are unrecognisable compared to the boundaries she thought were unmovable before she started coming to him. But would he completely disregard her limits?

As she frets and begins to feel over-exposed in her bonds, she fails to detect the closing of the door, signalling no more admittance for the night’s entertainment. Her worries cease when she hears her Master addressing the audience in his deep tones. She listens to him explain the formalities and rules of the night, and thank them for their attendance, promising they will not be disappointed. She imagines the long-time attendees nodding impatiently, aware of what they must do to stay, waiting for their arousal to be sated, and the newcomers concentrating on taking in everything he says, lest they commit some faux pas that will see them ejected from what they already know will be a very memorable night. The dark bass of the Master’s voice ricochets though her body, and her yearning begins anew. She does not know what he has in store for her, but she craves to find out. Her waiting and anxiety will not have been in vain.

He finishes his speech and comes to stand by her side, positioning himself, as always, near her right hip. He is out of her peripheral vision range, and turning her head is forbidden. She tries to content herself with the knowledge of his presence and noting how she can feel his immense sexual energy even from a distance.

It is time for the show to begin.

“And what,” he coos in a voice loud enough for the audience to hear, “does my little slut wish to learn about tonight?”

Lydia recognises the familiar opening line, tenses in anticipation of the erotic menu to come. Her cunt clenches involuntarily. She wonders if the audience is tensing too, knowing the outline, but not the content, of what is to come

“Perhaps we could teach you about water-play? Some nice naughty droplets running down your body from one of our gentleman guests? Perhaps some live lesbian action between two supposedly heterosexual women – or is that more of a men’s fantasy, my little girl? A dirty one for us boys and our incorrigible ways? I’m sure nice girls like yourself would never deign to fantasise about something so base and so unattainable, so unrealistic and common, because everything you would think of wanting would be romantic and attainable and not even the slightest bit vulgar. That’s because nice girls like you think you don’t have to beg for anything, isn’t that right?”

At this he pauses momentarily to lightly brush his fingers across her vulva, spreading the wetness he finds there, and without thinking she thrusts herself against his hand. In response, he moves it away, and wipes her juices on her ass cheek, disdain obvious in the forceful drag of his fingers.

“As you know, my dear, and as our esteemed audience are probably aware by now, I take great pleasure in stripping young ladies like yourself of your illusions about these matters. I must say, I’ve never had any complaints so far.”

Lydia hears murmuring from the crowd, sounds of amusement and agreement. She imagines the men nodding their heads at her Master’s words, pleased to finally have someone voice the thoughts they’re not meant to think, looking down on her, and she flushes with embarrassment.

“But I’ve gotten off track, haven’t I, my repressed little darling? We were talking about your lesson for tonight, how you want to show your debauched desires to our esteemed guests and prove the existence of the slut heart that beats inside stuck-up nice middle-class girls like you.”

It is always the same. It is lies and performance, a mask of exaggerated disdain for the benefit of the audience, but he sees inside her head and dredges up her darkest shame and desires, proving her to share the desires she considers contemptuous and base in others. He makes her acknowledge what she’s been taught she should not yearn for. He scorns her for her needs; every man here is riveted by the forbidden lust that rages through Lydia’s body and mind. Images flash through her head and she lets out a moan and pushes her pelvis back toward her Master, unconsciously offering herself to him.

“What is this?”

She doesn’t answer. She can’t, she’s not allowed, but she wouldn’t anyway. She knows what happens when the Master starts asking her questions.

“Are you trying to control what happens to you?” He says it quietly, but there is a resonance in his voice that she knows will carry to even the men seated up the back of the room.

“I think Lydia, our little slut, is trying to tempt me. I think she wants to control what happens to her. And I do not think that is appropriate.”

There is murmuring from the men in the crowd.

“I don’t think girls who think they can be tied up with their pussies showing in public and not have to give up control to the men who know better than they should be allowed to get away with such cheek. What do you think, gentlemen?”

More murmurs of assent, stronger now, in the tones of men trying desperately to keep their arousal to themselves.

“Very well then.”

Lydia hears him walk away, off the stage, and the heavy footfalls of his return. He comes to stand beside her, but for several moments he says or does nothing, and she wonders what is to come.

A sudden harsh swishing sound cuts the air, and the biting sting of a riding crop burns across her ass. She gasps in shock and pain, and her stomach clenches involuntarily. The sharp pain always comes as a shock at first, even when she is ready for it and doubly so when she is not. It takes her body some time to adjust before she begins to enjoy it. But tonight the Master is not interested in giving her time, quickly bringing down the crop again, an inch from where he landed it the first time. Lydia cries out in pain, and tears sting her eyes. The crop bites into her flesh again, and her cry turns into a low moan. The Master pauses, and strokes her sore, tender flesh, whispering softly so that only she can hear. She relaxes against his touch, knowing that it is only a matter of time before he hits her with the crop again. Sure enough, he moves his hand away, and she breathes in, waiting for the inevitable pain.

Her body is ready this time, and the sting carries with it a faint echo of pleasure. The Master rubs her ass again, the warmth of his hand mingling with her heat, and she relaxes and begins to breathe normally. He knows how to play her; he continues alternating lashes of the crop with gentle strokes of his hand. She begins to relish the hiss of the crop as it cuts the air, and her body begins to reinterpret the pain of contact as pleasure. Soon she feels the heat of her ass move lower down to her cunt, as she and the Master both knew she would.

He puts his fingers against her vulva and rubs it gently in a circular motion. She can feel his fingers savouring her wetness. He pulls his hand away and takes a step back.

“The slut must sate herself,” he informs the room in general.

He steps forward into her view but does not face her. He crouches at her side, not looking at or speaking to her, and unties the cord that binds her left arm. He then straightens, turns and walks back down off the stage without acknowledging her. She feels a momentary flash of disappointment at his lack of attention, but arousal takes its place as she hungrily places her freed left hand between her legs and begins to stroke herself. She rubs her clit with two fingers, giving herself over to sensation.

She strokes harder and faster, growling in the back of her throat as her orgasm approaches. The audience is silent, awaiting her climax, feeling the sexual electricity that filters through the room and crackles off the surfaces. Their collective gaze is riveted to the source of this energy; the woman who kneels, bound by leather ropes to the raised platform in the middle of the room, and sweats from the hot stage lights and her own palpable desire. Lydia feels their desire, their arousal at both the situation and the close proximity of so many other people, almost as strongly as she feels the sensations caused by her fingers working on her clitoris. She rocks back onto her hand again, offering her backside to the audience, and slips a finger into her cunt. Then two. She takes the pressure off her clitoris for a moment, knowing that if she delays her own orgasm, she increases the sexual tension in the room as well as her own eventual climax. Her thoughts fly to her Master as she finger-fucks herself, and she wonders what he makes of her display. Is he watching her, his gaze on her glistening pink cunt, watching the fingers thrust into it and come out a little more slippery each time? Does he have his hand on his cock as he takes it all in? What does he have planned for her after this?

She removes her fingers and goes back to stroking her clit, bucking again at the sensations. She will let herself come this time. She will come hard and noisily, and her sexual release will fill the whole room and everyone will be able to see what a little whore she is. The thought of all her men sitting there, thinking about what a slut she is and maybe with their hands on their cocks because of it, sends her over the edge. She comes to orgasm with a howl, rubbing her clit furiously and rearing back against her hand. She continues to rub even after she is sensitive, lost in a post-orgasmic daze and no longer aware anymore of the crowd and their various stages of arousal. Nor does she notice her Master is at her side until he has roughly grabbed her hand and bound it again with the leather.

She realises what is happening and lowers her head submissively. Although still recovering from her exhibitionistic orgasm, she focuses her senses on trying to locate where he is now that he has moved back behind her, and tries to guess what his next action will be. She does not have to wonder long before she feels the sting of a slap on her right buttock, and gasps aloud, out of shock more than pain, although she can still feel the trail of the crop across her flesh. Before she has time to recover her composure, a second slap lands with a sting upon her left buttock. There is murmuring rising from the crowd; they are excited by the Master’s actions, and by her response. She arches her back and leans in towards the direction his hands are coming from, and is rewarded for her impudence by several more slaps, coming in quick succession across her ass. Her gaps come steadily, and morph quickly into moans. Then without warning he stops. She pauses, dazed, and whimpers for more, beyond capability of speech. She wants desperately to turn her head to see what is happening, but knows she must not. There will be a punishment if she does so, and far from being a continuation of what she has experienced so far, she fears it will rather be the cessation of the Master’s touch, the premature ending of the show. The pause, however, is temporary, and she guesses it is for show. His hands come at her from her side, striking her in such a way as to slap both ass cheeks. She pushes back against his hand once more and is rewarded with several more slaps. She feels her responses grow more theatrical, mindful even in her aroused state of the audience. She wants them to want her, although they will never touch her in the way the Master is doing now. That’s part of the point, she thinks, and makes a show of trying to squirm away from his punishing hands. Lydia, for all she has become, remains a terrible actress: there is far less show than genuine desire in her responses.

The Master stops, and as the pause lengthens, Lydia despondently comes to realise that he has decreed that part of the show to be over. She holds her breath and waits for him to begin the next stage.

She feels him kneel down behind her, and leans back to offer him her ass. He responds by spreading her cheeks, and keeping them apart with one hand, he rubs lubricant on her asshole. The lube is cold and unexpected, and she jerks away involuntarily. He pulls her back towards him and she feels him place the head of his cock against the tight ring of muscle, and braces herself for the pleasurable pain that she knows will come with his thrusts. Her ass is still relatively virginal, and any penetration comes with a heady mix of searing pain and intense pleasure. She does not know if the pleasure stems from the pain itself or the taboo of anal sex, and she doesn’t care.

He plunges into her and she screams as he embeds his cock in her with an air of propriety, his left hand wrapped around her thigh so she can’t try to struggle away from him. He pauses for a moment for her to take in the sensation of his cock in her ass, stretching her out, then withdraws almost all the way, leaving only the head of his cock inside her. She relaxes for a moment – too soon, as he thrusts back into her again with the familiar sensation of pain and profound pleasure. She begins to wail, a steady keening rhythm, an ode to the pleasure of pain and the pain of pleasure, in sync with his thrusts as they become more measured, and gradually the tone of her shrieks alters from the low pitch of pain to the high pitch of pleasure. She gasps in between squeals and rocks back against him, relishing the new sensation of pain this brings with it, a deeper sensation that is not as sharp as the pain of the initial penetration. He takes this as his cue to bring a new element to their fucking, and as he thrusts into her, brings his palm down flat on her arse in a hard slap which echoes through the room and through her tender flesh. She manages to gasp out a guttural request for more. Each slap sends a jolt straight to her clit, the sensation of her stimulation mingling with the harsh sting of his spanking and the ache from his cock up her ass, so that she doesn’t know where pleasure leaves off and pain starts. He begins to spank her in time with his thrusts, and she writhes below him, not knowing whether to beg him to stop or insist that he never does.

“You love this, don’t you, you little slut?” he enquires in a voice loud enough for their captivated audience to hear.

“Yes” she murmurs softly.

“Louder. I want our guests to hear. I want you to tell the whole world what a slut you are.”

“Yes,” she moans, her voice husky and raw. “Yes, I am a slut, and I love this. I don’t want it to stop.”

He spanks her harder for her confession and she squeals again, her cheeks stinging profusely. She rocks back into him, and can feel the telltale throbbing that means his orgasm is building. He repositions his left hand so that he still controls her movements with it, but is able to stroke her clitoris with his fingers. She rubs herself against his hand frantically, then lets out a deep growl and comes again. The contractions ripple through her ass and set off his orgasm. He comes deep inside her with a grunt, and she feels his cock throb as it releases the hot streams of semen into her. She lets out a final moan and collapses under him, and his cock slides out of her well-lubricated and very well-fucked ass; her bonds, which had been stretched taut throughout their sex, loosen now as their prisoner sprawls on the floor, offering no resistance.

She lies and pants, satisfied and looking up at him now as she is allowed to do once their act is over. He relaxes into a crouch to stroke her hair and looks back at her appraisingly, proud of what she has achieved tonight.

Behind them, the audience bursts into a raucous round of applause.


The Travellers

Amanda Earl

Carleton folded his white Oxford shirt into the brown leather carry on bag, smoothed down his suit and left the apartment.

Michael spread Philadelphia cream cheese on Ritz crackers. It had to be Philadelphia. It had to be Ritz.

Richard called a taxi.

Marthe lay naked and star-shaped, her arms and legs chained to the bedposts. She lifted her head. It was 6:15 p.m. Carleton would soon arrive.

Carleton Caruthers, age 46, plain brown hair, average height, found his seat on the Dash 8 plane. There was no one seated beside him, but if there had been, his neighbor would have described him as nondescript. His fellow passengers barely gave him a glance. He cracked his knuckles and waited for the plane to take off. Making a quick call, he verified that all was ready.

“She’s in position? Good. And you have the crackers. I expect Richard to be waiting at the gate. He’s on his way? Good. Please check on Marthe; make sure she isn’t feeling any tingling in her fingers or toes. You remember the last time. Yes, you can put the bit gag in her mouth in about half an hour, undo her restraints and have her do some stretching for ten minutes minutes, then bind her once more. And have my cane resting at the foot of the bed, won’t you, boy?”

He flagged down the flight attendant as she went by.

“Blanket, please,” he said and watched her quickly move her eyes away from the obvious bulge in his pants.

“Yes, sir,” she said as she reached up to the overhead compartment above him.

He admired her breasts straining against the blouse of the airline uniform. The buttons were, of course, done up all the way to the top. Tendrils of hair escaped from her chignon. He imagined she was quite a strumpet behind closed doors. He noted dark circles beneath smoky grey eyes as she gave him the blanket, pausing and looking down once more at his erection, but not looking away quickly this time. He did nothing to hide it. In another circumstance, he would have discovered the reasons for her troubled sleep and released all that internal turmoil on a hotel bed near the airport, with an improvised flogger and a towel in her mouth, to muffle her screams of ecstasy.

In whispered tones, she told him to fasten his seatbelt and shortly afterward the plane took off. Carleton removed the fat file in his bag and read for the entire journey. This was the dossier of his slaves’ activities for the past two weeks, since the last time he’d visited. Yes, they’d obeyed the no sex for forty-eight hours before his arrival rule. Yes, they’d gone to the gym regularly, except Richard. Richard would have to be punished.

He glanced at the photos of the naked Marthe, her long black ponytail coiled above her head. Richard and Michael were flogging her regularly as he had ordered. Another photo showed bruises and red marks on her posterior. There was a note saying that she was no longer accepting nipple clamps. Something would have to be done about that. He thought of the ten wooden clothes pegs in his bag and imagined commanding Richard to place five on each breast, so that the nipples stood out for him, waiting to be flogged.

His cock was as hard as rock now. He breathed in sharply, enjoying the sensation of his cockhead poking through the tight white cotton of his briefs. If that stewardess were free and they were alone, he’d have her kneeling by now, taking the whole of it in her mouth, her hands bound together with a seatbelt.

The plane started its descent. He counted slowly, willing his erection to soften, and of course, it did. The stewardess came by to make sure seats were in an upright position and the table trays were closed. Her nostrils flared a bit as she looked down at him and then she patted him on the shoulder as women always did when they wanted what he, the small, nondescript man unnoticed except by fellow journeyers, could provide. Yes, she was his for the taking, she was a traveller like the others, someone who needed to pass from the numb ordinary world into the realm of sensation, but he’d have to pass for now. Perhaps she’d be on duty on his return flight.

He thought of Marthe, waiting patiently in her bonds. Richard at the gate, Michael with his plate. Three travelers and he, their guide. Once again he would make them soar and sore. He laughed at the thought as he walked off the plane and into the gate.

The tall blond stood at the very front of the line to the gate, near the security checkpoint. It wouldn’t do to keep Carleton waiting and he knew it. The limousine driver had been told to keep the engine running and the car warm. Richard waited to perform the ritual he knew Carleton would demand, even in public. He was nervous as he always was when he had to provide a demonstration of his servitude out in the open. His hands shook as he took a deep breath. He straightened his shoulders, which were hunched, as was his habit. He knew Carleton wouldn’t like the fact that he wasn’t going to the gym. He just wasn’t as disciplined as the others. He knew he’d be punished. His cock stirred in his underwear-free slacks and he willed it down. Carleton would not want to be greeted with an erection that he, himself, hadn’t directly had a hand in.

He watched Carleton stride down the hallway and took another deep breath to steady his heartbeat. In a few minutes, he’d have to do it. He looked around. No one was looking. It was time. He moved to one knee, hoping others would think he was just tying his shoe. He paused, taking a deep breath, his head down. The title floor of the airport was hard on his hands as he spread his fingers wide.

Carleton’s brown loafers and neat cuffs swayed into view. He felt a hand on his head and then the command, “Rise.” He steadied himself and stood.

“At least you have that down, boy,” Carleton said, as he tossed his bag to Richard. “I think you know there will be punishment tonight.”

“Yes, sir,” Richard said, his legs trembling as he escorted Carleton to the waiting limousine. He knew what was coming, but he wasn’t so sure he could handle it. Carleton would not be lenient. His cock head pulsed at the thought.

In the limo, Carleton picked up the telephone and spoke with Michael while Richard took his position on the floor of the car, kneeling in front of Carleton. As Carleton spoke to Michael, he pulled down his zipper, took his cock out and pulled Richard’s head onto it. This was routine, nothing more, nothing less. A slave’s mouth should never be empty; a master’s cock should never be without a home when a slave was around.

“Yes, Michael, insert the butt plug into your ass now. That’s right, the five-incher, the metal one. Make sure you put it in right up to the flange. I want that ass open and ready to take my cock. How is Marthe? Good. I want you lying beside her with your butt in the air when I get there, understood?”

Carleton hung up before hearing any answer, knowing it would be in the affirmative. He turned his attention to the expert ministrations of Richard on his cock. The slave was really a good cock sucker. He’d had to train him though. When he’d acquired Richard, the boy was simply a deep throater; he didn’t understand the ritual of worshipping a master’s cock. It wasn’t just about being able to take it down the throat without gagging, it was about adulation: lightly grasping the shaft, stroking the inner thigh, mouthing the rim of the cockhead, nuzzling it against your cheek and nose, letting your saliva drip down onto it, making it wet and sloppy so that when you started to jerk it off into your mouth, it would be slippery and moist. A slave had to turn his mouth and hand into a cunt. And Richard was one good cunt.

But Carleton didn’t feel like rewarding Richard with his come, so he pushed him off as the limo pulled up to the apartment building. Richard hadn’t been expecting the ultimate reward of his master’s come, but he’d tried to bring him off anyway, hoping to steal at least more than the sweet pre-come from his master’s slit, but that was all he got. His own cock was so hard and sticky that it rubbed raw against the fly of his pants.

The first thing Carleton did when he entered the Penthouse was to walk over to the kitchen, and eat one of the crackers. He chewed thoughtfully as he went through the mail beside the plate. Richard walked through to the main bedroom and removed his clothes, put on his collar and leash and then attached it to a nearby hook in the wall.

All was ready.

Carleton finished eating his snack. It was silly perhaps, a dominant’s affectation, but he enjoyed the idea that Michael’s hands had made this snack. It was a child’s snack really. Something his mother had prepared for him to make him feel special when the other kids were eating chocolate or potato chips. She said Philly on Ritz was classy. It still made him feel that way, kind of sophisticated, superior. Did a man like Carleton need to feel superior? Wasn’t he already superior? Not really. He knew he was just a simple, unassuming man with a need to release his slaves, with a need to control something in a life where he had no control otherwise.

He spent his days as a clerk in a bank. His supervisor had referred to him as mouse-like, timid. In this apartment, not one person would consider him to be timid. They didn’t know about his job. All they ever knew was that this man had the power to make them travel, and they wanted that, needed that.

He walked to the bathroom, put his clothes on top of the hamper and showered with the soap and shampoo he specifically required, then dried off with the towel that was the exact colour and style he enjoyed most. Breathing a sigh of satisfaction, he donned his leather vest and slacks, the black boots and the mask that covered his eyes. He looked in the mirror. To his eyes, he looked taller than his 5ft 8in stature. He was a dominant and the master of three slaves. His plane trip had only taken an hour, but in that time he travelled from oblivion to adulation. He was a traveller too.

He entered the room and transported his slaves to ecstasy. Not bad for a mediocre man.


Appetites

Sage Vivant

In between her first and second Overeaters Anonymous meetings, Julia had an epiphany. She realized that the slim, pretty woman everybody flocked around during the break at her first meeting was the woman whose husband she had fucked for nearly a decade.

How could Julia be faulted for failing to recognize Paulette? For the many years that Matthew had been her lover, Julia had faced the rosy, round cheeks and strangely tired smile of his wife every time she visited his cubicle. Although it was often obscured by piles of error reports, the photo of Paulette always served as a prickly reminder of who had staked claim to Matthew first and who shared his bed each night. Julia’s only comfort came from noting Paulette’s obvious girth. Whenever she thought of Paulette in the days of the affair, she envisioned the lumbering, overweight matron who couldn’t hope to compete with Julia’s younger, svelter charms. Paulette’s size was her principal flaw, the ingredient in the cocktail for lust that soured the matrimonial drink.

Something had happened to Paulette since those days, though. The same bizarre twist of fate that had removed Paulette’s excess weight had reapportioned it to Julia. Although it had been years since Julia had even spoken to Matthew, seeing Paulette in her new sexy, confident persona upset the sexual status quo that Julia had previously accepted as incontrovertible.

So she skipped the next weekly OA meeting, which would have been her second, in order to think about what Paulette’s transformation meant to her.

“She’s a good person,” Matthew would say to Julia when the subject of leaving Paulette came up, as it inevitably did each time they were together. “And I have Sarah to think about.”

“Sarah is in high school now,” Julia would remind him. “How old does she need to be to understand that her parents are miserable and need to split up?”

And then he would look at her with brown eyes full of pain and desire and conflict, and nothing mattered except the smooth heat of his neck against her lips.

She recalled a certain regrettable phone call she’d once made.

“May I speak to Matthew, please?”

“He’s out right now. May I ask who’s calling?” came the unbearably courteous inquiry.

“This is Christine in I.T.,” Julia lied. “He’s not answering his pager and there’s an emergency here at work he needs to deal with. Can you have him call this number as soon as he gets in?”

“Oh, of course. What is it?”

Julia gave the unsuspecting, trusting wife her home phone number, which Matthew promptly called when he returned from his bike ride some thirty minutes later.

“I’ve got some drives that are really overheating,” Julia purred into the telephone. “How soon can you get here?”

She heard his silent confusion, imagined him turning away from a questioning Paulette. She ignored the sickness in her gut.

“I’ll be right there,” he said after a long pause.

The urgency of her request precluded the shower he might have otherwise taken after such an extended bicycle excursion, and that was fine by Julia – she adored the scent of his sweat. The only time he showered whenever they were together was after sex. It was a precaution he felt was necessary to keep at least the olfactory evidence of the affair hidden from Paulette.

Julia recalled that particular visit well. Her hunger for him, always at barely manageable levels, had been so intense that day that she’d broken their rule about no calls to his home. When he arrived, his face a paradox of reprimand and excitement, they fell to the stairs leading to her flat the moment she closed the door to let him in. Their bodies tumbled in a blur of kisses, gropes, and erratic breaths. With his rigid cock in her hand and her swollen nipples at his tongue, they somehow inched their way upstairs to her freshly made bed (white linen, to mirror the one he shared with Paulette).

The strange thing about depravity and deception is how beautifully it feeds an already corrupt and selfish obsession. Never before had he thrust into her with such ferocious need. Never before had she wanted to feel him so deep inside her, pushing and pounding against her, filling her so full that grateful tears stung her eyes. But the door to one moral misstep always miraculously leads to another, and with Julia’s disregard of one rule came the reckless and heady freedom to violate new ones. They soiled more than the pristine white linen that afternoon but the all-consuming joy they felt in one another’s presence helped them justify the rightness of it all.

Julia had always been one of those students who read ahead to future lessons. So naturally she acquainted herself with not just the first step in OA but with the entire dozen.

Step Four: Made a searching and fearless moral inventory of ourselves.

The reading materials explained that this step required an honest examination of one’s past. Because wrongs weren’t faced honestly, it said, feeling shame was common.

Okay. Her affair with Matthew was wrong. She knew that. She could even face it, but could she face it with Paulette in the same room? Was an outright confession absolutely necessary?

Step Five: Admitted to God, to ourselves, and to another human being the exact nature of our wrongs.

Shit. Letting Paulette in on the results of her searching and fearless moral inventory might actually be what was supposed to happen.

Underneath all the grousing she’d done about Paulette during the affair, she’d always wanted to apologize. No, that wasn’t entirely true. She wanted absolution, then and now. That need had never abated – Julia carried it around like a marble stuck in her spine. She was accustomed to the discomfort but always aware that it needed attention. Steps Four and Five might very well be the opportunity she’d been craving all these years. But was she ready for this opportunity?

Maybe the OA people would allow her weeks or months to get to Step Five. Or even Step Four, for that matter. Maybe she should have signed up for WeightWatchers, instead.

There was no question that Paulette had probably lost more than a hundred pounds. This fact continued to bewilder Julia, who had most assuredly gained that amount since her break-up with Matthew.

Paulette moved about the church basement in a friendly, almost motherly way, looking positively waifish in her soft, black, jersey pencil skirt, flat sandals, and simple, knit top. She had nice but modest breasts, Julia realized, surprised that she had never thought of Paulette with breasts of any kind. Along with her excess weight, Paulette had also ridden herself of her signature, loosely tied bun that controlled her graying but long hair. Now she sported a sassy layered cut with ends that skimmed her jawline – and the gray had been replaced with a subtle blonde color. As she spoke to the people milling about before the meeting, her smile was warm and wide, not at all like the pained pretense of happiness in the photo that once graced Matthew’s desk.

The women had met before. Julia had once come to Matthew’s home under the pretext of researching some bicycle options for her, but Paulette obviously had no recollection of the meeting. She had been so kind to Julia, even offering her lunch, which Julia politely declined because the thought of sharing a meal with this woman disturbed her more than sharing her husband did. Julia couldn’t remember now whether Matthew or she herself had thought the meeting was a good idea, but she would never forget the urgent desire to run screaming from that house into the street.

As she watched Paulette now, the woman felt her gaze and turned to her, still smiling. “Hello. Nice to see you again.”

Julia’s heart felt like it was creeping past her oesophagus. She searched Paulette’s face for signs of what might be coming next. Did she finally recognize her? Would she now launch into some wildly shrewish tirade about the place in hell reserved for women who break up marriages? Would she really do that in public?

“You remember me?” Julia stammered, trying to return the smile and irritated to find that her mouth was twitching.

“Of course! I remember everybody who attends our meetings,” she said, placing a delicate hand on Julia’s arm. “It’s how friendships begin.”

To Julia’s relief, the meeting was then called to order. Despite Paulette’s genuine greeting, there was some kind of vapid quality in her eyes, something that reminded Julia of a Stepford wife.

As they sat in a circle and listened to someone read about one of the program’s twelve traditions, Julia’s attention was continually diverted to Paulette, sitting there in an aura of such disconcerting serenity. She was sorry for her; sorry that she didn’t know her husband had been screwing around on her, sorry that she didn’t recognize the woman seated directly across from her who’d been the catalyst in their ultimate divorce. It must be heavenly to be that delusional, Julia thought.

One night, Matthew had eyed the collection of scarves that hung inside her closet door and decided to tie up her tits while he fucked her from behind. He and Julia watched themselves in her bedroom dresser’s mirror, mesmerized by the image of his pulling on the scarves like reins as her tits reared upward in response. One orgasm wasn’t enough to satiate them and, because her lips were still slick with need, she mounted him, still wearing the scarves. Her breasts bounced and jiggled with her enthusiasm and he came again, this time before she did. She continued to grind her cunt into him, spreading her juice over his balls and thighs until he sought out her clit and played until she shouted her climax.

How she loved it when his balls contained an endless supply of what she needed, when she needed to work him to exhaustion to stem his series of comes. The payoff was only partially the sex. When he’d given her everything he had and laid there quietly snoring, she could pretend that he was spending the night, sleeping in her bed. She could pretend that he was her husband and that the bed was conjugal. She could pretend that Paulette did not exist.

Newcomers were not expected to speak at their first or even their second meetings – unless they had a burning desire to do so. Julia waited until her third meeting to tell her story.

“Hi, my name is Julia.”

“Hi, Julia.”

“I really want to thank all of you for making me feel comfortable enough to speak about what led me here.” She smiled at the kind, nodding faces, the kindest of which was Paulette’s.

Julia took a deep breath and began the speech she’d rehearsed in the shower, in the car, in the elevator, and lying in bed at night for the past week.

“So where does she think you are tonight?” Julia had asked him one Friday evening as she rode his lap. In her mind, Friday nights were reserved for them, despite his tendency to fill his time after work with drinks with the guys before finally heading over to her place.

“Why do you ask?” His expression always darkened whenever she brought up Paulette. He was still hard but a definite pall had fallen over the proceedings.

“I’m just curious. Does she think you’re out with the boys every Friday night?” Julia raised and lowered her hips in slow, dramatic movements, enjoying the sound of her wetness as it consumed Matthew’s cock and released it again.

“Well, she’s not stupid. I’m sure she wonders why I stay out so late or why I come home so much cleaner than I should after a day of work and a night of drinking.”

But Julia disagreed. She thought Paulette must be supremely dense not to realize that her husband was in love with somebody else. If Matthew were her husband, she’d know within hours of any dalliance. She’d just know. It was just a further testament to their malfunctioning marriage that Paulette had no idea that Matthew spent so much time with another woman. Julia said nothing, though. She had learned that Matthew would come to Paulette’s defense whenever Julia criticized her.

She had tried to imagine what life was like for the rotund Paulette, filling her mouth and her life with food, and driving her husband away in the process. Julia gradually decided that Paulette’s determination to stay overweight was her way of keeping Matthew at a safe distance. Julia had heard about wives like Paulette, wives who craved the security of marriage but didn’t want to feel the intimacy of it. The fear of losing oneself, of becoming a boring hausfrau, or simply being too bored to care any longer were all possibilities, although Julia never really knew which situation best described Paulette’s. All she knew was that a woman who wanted to keep her husband was unwise to puff herself up with candy and cookies.

And if Paulette chose not to see that Matthew was having an affair, she either had to be oblivious or, in some twisted way, complicit to the grand act of deception in which they all played a role.

She lingered at the literature table, staring at the pamphlets and booklets she’d already read many times at home. She didn’t want to watch Paulette make her way through the small group, smiling encouragement and touching support to all she encountered. If Julia proceeded with her plan, would she be destroying this woman’s happiness for a second time? No, she decided. She would be completing Step Five.

When the meeting officially began, Julia did not wait for some other needy soul to share what was on his or her mind. She launched into her own without delay.

“Hi, my name is Julia.”

“Hi, Julia.”

“I’ve been coming for a few weeks now and have been so touched by the love that’s here. I feel honored to be able to work my program with people who really seem to care about my welfare.” Her words caught in her throat – she hadn’t realized how true the words were until she said them. But she had a mission and tears would not help her accomplish it.

“I’m working Step Five now.” Knowing nods dotted the circle of concerned faces. “I know why I became powerless over food and I’m not going to keep it bottled up inside me any longer because I’m tired of the shame.” Her throat tightened. She took a deep breath and continued. “I’m powerless over food because I am powerless over sex.”

The silence in the room suddenly felt oppressive. Everybody stared at her with that insipid loving kindness when she would have preferred a snide remark or shocked expression. Anything to distract her from her confession. But none came and as she played with the hem of her plus-size jeans, she knew that the only real elephant in the room was her disclosure, sitting big and heavy and smelly until somebody could figure out how to remove it.

“I fell wildly in love about twelve years ago,” she began. “The man was married and so I fought the desire to sleep with him for as long as I could, which ended up being a lousy two months. He quickly became the reason I got up each morning. I dressed for him, listened to music that he liked, shifted my political beliefs closer to his.

“I still don’t know whether our sexual connection made me that compliant or whether I was compliant because of the sexual connection. Whatever it was, I craved him constantly and took every foolish risk I could have taken. I gave him blow jobs in the office, made love to him in the back seat of my car, and told friends and family that my travels to meet him in faraway places were business trips.

“I honestly thought he would leave his wife. Couldn’t imagine any other outcome, in fact. She was heavy, so I thought I’d naturally be more desirable. She was older than I was, too, and I thought the combination would make his decision to leave her even easier. But as the years went on, it became clearer to me that he was afraid to upset the life he’d made for himself and his family. He told me he couldn’t abandon his little girl. He bought a house with his wife. But none of it mattered to me because when we were naked together, the world stopped and every fantasy I had was realized.”

Julia glanced at Paulette, whose big blue eyes were locked on her with worried attention. What was she thinking? Was she fitting the pieces together in her mind, figuring out time tables and slowly recognizing Julia as the woman who once came to that new house and refused her offer of lunch?

“He fed me. Not with food but with sex. I was only satiated when our skin met. He could make any promise to me – or I could imagine that he made any promise – and I would have no reason to eat.

“Yet, I always wondered about his wife. Did she know? Did she hate me? Did she wonder why her husband pulled away from her or why he woke up in the middle of the night with the sweats? I tried to put myself in her position and each time I did, I felt a little more disgusted with myself. As time went on, sex with her husband got raunchier. We delved to levels that I’d never gone with any other man.”

As Julia spoke, she remembered how he had bent her over her raised bed and pushed his cock into her ass while she wailed her acceptance. How even the pain had been surreal and heady, and how even now, the memory of it made her body melt. She would have undressed for him right at that moment had he walked into the room.

Was this how Step Five was supposed to feel?

“After nine years, the frustration of waiting and hoping got the best of me, and for my sanity, I stopped seeing him. I learned later that he and his wife did divorce. Ironic, isn’t it?”

Paulette’s eyes were bloodshot and it seemed that the corners of her mouth trembled. Yet, when Julia met her gaze, she smiled at her as if to urge her to continue.

“I’ve been eating ever since,” Julia confided. “I’m still grappling with whether I eat to recall the fullness he provided or whether I have an appetite for something greater than either food or sex.

“But that’s for me to figure out. For now, all I can do is tell you good people about my mistakes. I’ve justified my sexual hunger and now my food consumption with all kinds of excuses, none of them terribly enlightened. I’ve always been hard on myself, rough even, but my capacity for denial is immense. Kind of like my size right now.”

She waited for the laughter, but of course the room remained silent. Nobody guffawed at fat jokes at an OA meeting.

“I justified my behavior with the weakest excuses: she was fat and unlovable, she couldn’t have cared about him, I deserved happiness, blah blah blah. With every morsel of food I’ve eaten since I broke up with him, there’s some little piece of my subconscious that says ‘take that!’ for hurting a woman I didn’t even know. I hurt his wife then and I’m hurting myself now. I’m truly sorry. I can’t hide behind lame justifications any more.”

She looked down at her lap, which was spotted with tears. Her hands, so carefully placed there, bore the wet streaks of emotion. And when she looked back up at her fellow compulsive overeaters and realized she’d been crying throughout, she choked and wept aloud until the person next to her had to reach over and hold her hand.

“It’s okay. You’re safe here. Go ahead and cry,” the woman whispered, obviously trying to fight back the urge to hold and comfort Julia.

Because no cross-talk was allowed at the meeting, somebody else filled the awkward silence that followed Julia’s confession with a description of his day and how he fought back his cravings. Julia struggled to regain composure as he spoke and within ten minutes or so, had stopped weeping and was breathing normally.

She didn’t know what she expected after the meeting, but what happened had not been among the possibilities in her imagination. Paulette did not make a point of going up to her, didn’t go out of her way to reassure her that her disclosure was a positive step. Instead, she talked with other attendees and laughed with a kind of gaiety Julia found offensive in light of her admission. She showed no indication of recognizing Julia as the woman who drove the wedge between herself and her husband of fifteen years. Julia stayed attuned to her every movement, right up to the point where Paulette got in her car and drove away.

Hot nausea percolated in Julia’s stomach as she realized that for a second time, important information had presented itself to Paulette and been completely, almost blithely, ignored.
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Julia had never made a confession to which no response had been forthcoming. What was the point of baring one’s soul if not to cope with the reaction of the listener?

“I love you,” she had said softly into Matthew’s ear one night after the third or fourth time they’d made love. It was the ultimate confession.

And it had been met with silence.

“Did you hear me?” she asked, half expecting that he was teasing her by not responding.

“Yes, I heard you. I don’t know what to say. I love you, too. As much as I can.”

She’d been fondling his balls as she snuggled against him but stopped to look at him. “As much as you can?”

“I can’t give you everything you need while I’m still married. You know that. I love you as much as the situation will allow me to.”

Confessions, it would appear, were rarely the catharsis they were touted to be, thanks to the unreliable nature of the confessees.

There was so much she wanted to say to Paulette. What she’d divulged at the meeting was only the beginning. She wanted to right every wrong, sex act by sex act, yet knew such enthusiasm ran counter to the tenets of Overeaters Anonymous.

She longed to pour her disappointments into a bowl, mix them with ice cream and chocolate sauce, and reintroduce them to her body, where she’d nurtured them for such a long and unrewarding time. Instead, she devoted herself to repeated reading of the remaining steps she needed to complete.

She learned that her disclosure at the meeting might have covered not only Step Five but also Step Nine: Made direct amends to such people wherever possible, except when to do so would injure them or others. Could the completion of one step coincide with the completion of another, she wondered? Or worse, could one step contradict another? Had her confession injured Paulette? Had it been just as self-serving as the affair itself?

It was times like this she knew that having a sponsor might be helpful. But the only person at the meeting who emanated the kind of peace Julia hoped to have someday was Paulette, and the likelihood of turning to Matthew’s ex-wife for guidance felt disingenuous as well as counter-productive.

Paulette did not attend the next week’s meeting, which infuriated Julia, who had endured the previous week only to arrive at this evening. What could the woman be doing that would take precedence over an OA meeting where your ex-husband’s former lover awaited some reaction from you?

But she was there at the next one, smiling and warm but uncharacteristically subdued. Because it was only a few days before Christmas, attendance was low, creating an especially intimate atmosphere in the room.

“Hi, everyone. I’m Paulette.” As if everyone didn’t already know her.

“Hi, Paulette.”

“I was very affected by Julia’s share a couple of weeks ago and it made me start to think about some of my own issues. How maybe I haven’t taken as thorough an inventory as I need. How maybe I haven’t admitted all the wrongs in my past that led me to this point in my life.”

Julia’s pulse fluttered and twitched. Her ears rang and her palms sweat right through the fabric of her jeans.

“I was in a friendly but loveless marriage for a long time. There was warmth and devotion but not much passion. I turned to food to sustain me during that time because it was there when I needed it and I never had to wonder if it split its affection between me and somebody else.

“It took me a long time, probably years, to face the fact that my husband was involved with another woman. When I finally faced it, I would imagine myself as his lover when we had sex. I thought that if I could convince both of us on some subconscious level that he wanted me as much as he wanted her, I would be able to keep him. I wanted to be her and I wanted him to believe he was with her whenever he was with me. But it never worked and the more he distanced himself and lied to me, the more I turned to food for solace.

“I remember how much I hoped that one day, that woman he loved would be as rejected by him as I was, and that she, too, would get big as a house. I wanted her to be alone and fat and miserable because that’s what she’d done to me. I ate at her in direct proportion to how much of him she got. I despised her as much as I despised myself.”

Julia could not help but notice that Paulette looked at everything and everyone in the room except her.

“I forgave her long ago when I realized that hating her accomplished nothing. What I failed to do, though, was to forgive myself for my cruelty. I didn’t understand my role in my husband’s behavior and I was confused and hurt. I did the only thing I knew how to do, which was to wish my unhappiness on the person who seemed to be the cause of it.”

Paulette trembled in her chair under the harsh fluorescent lights of the church basement. Upstairs, the choir practiced its upcoming performance of Hark! The Herald Angels Sing.

Julia dug her nails deeply into her thighs to prevent the flood of tears that Paulette’s words evoked. This was the woman she had dismissed as oblivious, dense, and practically asexual. Seeing her so human now and in need of comfort triggered both sorrow and relief about her own confession. Had Julia been right to divulge what she had? She hadn’t wanted to hurt Paulette but rather to apologize to her. As a result of Julia’s confession, however, Paulette had found a way to forgive herself as well as the woman who’d been the bane of her existence for more than nine years.

Tonight, Paulette had provided the absolution Julia hungered after but something still nagged at Julia.

Did Paulette know who Julia was? Had she absolved the nameless “other woman” or had she absolved Julia?

Julia didn’t go up to Paulette after the meeting. Instead, she slipped out quietly into the parking lot, where several inches of fresh snow muffled everything except her thoughts. The snow required careful, deliberate steps as she headed toward her car, where she finally sat to ponder the exchange of confessions.

She found, though, that all she could muster was a steady stream of tears. Tears for the time she wasted with Matthew, the lies she could never rescind, the pain that Paulette endured, and the emotions that emerged and dissipated by way of dress size. She cried with relief and she cried with residual remorse.

She would never know for certain whether Paulette understood that Julia was the one she had forgiven but she knew that letting go of Matthew proved to be a powerful appetite suppressant for both of them.


The Hula-hula Girl

Simon Sheppard

It’s been an all-nighter, unloading coffee or some damn thing off a freighter from Brazil. Woozy and more than a little winded and sore, I cross the Embarcadero, stop into Sal’s for a cup of Java. Which is where I see him, sitting at the counter, the dawn light picking out the gold in his hair. Navy boy, looking just out of high school. Gold.

He glances over at me when I sit a couple of stools down from him, smiles, then goes back to his ham and eggs. My coffee arrives, black like I like it. I ask for a cruller, then look over at him. He looks up again, innocent as an angel in navy blue. I screw up my courage and slide my coffee in his direction. “Mind if I join you?” I ask, but I’m short on sleep and the words come out a croak.

He smiles, broad and even. “That’d be fine,” he says. He’s got a Southern accent.

So we sit there and talk.

He’s part way through three-day shore leave, about to sail across the Pacific. It’ll be his first time off the mainland and he’s excited, I can tell.

I think about my own story. How much to tell him? New York Jew, fresh out of City College and planning to be the next Steinbeck, makes his way west. Gets to San Francisco just in time for the Dock Strike of ’34, long time ago now, seven years. Once the strike is over, he joins the union and goes to work as a stevedore, real glad to find a job in the depths of the Depression. Spare time taken up with Communist meetings and with trying – most often without success – to get laid. There’ve been a few women, a few drunken visits to pros, but generally it’s been men. Men, if he’s lucky, like the young, beautiful sailor beside him.

I figure it’s best to tell him almost nothing of this, not even the Jewish part. So I give him the abridged version. He’s sopping up the last bits of yolk with his toast. It’s now or never.

“So what are you doing the rest of the morning?”

“Not much,” he smiles, but it could mean anything. “It’s my first time in Frisco. Any suggestions?”

We somehow end up walking up to my apartment on Bush Street, talking as we go. He needs a place to relax, he tells me; he was out carousing the night before. I offer him my sofa. I’d like to believe he knows what’s happening, but he seems so fresh off the farm that I have my doubts. I also have my fears: He certainly seems too sweet to roll a queer, but I’ve heard stories. Still, I’m strong, with arms that have lately seen more action lifting freight than writing the Great American Novel.

We get to my apartment house. I rarely invite men back. The walls have ears. And eyes. Shore patrol? I have no idea whether his being here means he’d be in trouble. I don’t want to know, not really.

As I unlock my door, I feel my cock starting to pound. He’s so beautiful, so innocent, and he’s in my apartment, flopping down on the sofa, stretching out, hands behind his head.

“Beer?” I ask. Stupid. It’s far too early.

“Sure,” he says, “if you’re havin’ one.”

So I go to the icebox and pull out two bottles.

“What’s that?” he says. He’s looking at a picture on the wall, a page torn out of Life magazine.

“Photo by a man named Robert Capa. A Spanish loyalist being shot in the Civil War.” Dangerous ground. This is not the time or place to talk politics. Or death. I hand him a beer.

“Damn shame,” he says, taking a swig. I want him so bad. I go over to the record player, one of the few luxuries I’ve allowed myself, and put on a song. Artie Shaw. Begin the Beguine.

“Mind if I make myself comfortable? I’m bushed.”

“Suit yourself.”

“Hey, thanks. Your name was Lenny, you said?”

“Yeah. And you’re Karl?”

“Yep.” Karl pulls off his overblouse. His undershirt rides up, exposing half his flat belly. He starts to pull it back down, thinks better of it, and takes it off as well. What the hell is he doing? He’s gotten shirtless on my sofa. Could any hayseed actually be that innocent? Doubtful.

The hula girl. The hula-hula girl, right there on his chest, next to his dog tags and a St Christopher medal. He’s got her tattooed on one of his nicely muscled pectorals. Grass skirt, lei just barely covering her tits, ukulele in one hand. Not the sort of thing you’d expect a queer to want painted on his skin. Pretty clearly, I’m hoping up the wrong tree.

Karl catches my stare. “You like her?” he asks. “Watch this.” And by clenching his fists and tightening and releasing the muscles in his chest, he makes his hula girl dance, sort of.

“You have any tattoos?”

“Nope.” I never did find the idea of getting tattooed attractive. Too permanent, not allowing for the possibility of change. You put somebody’s name in a heart on your biceps, and three months later you fall out of love. Why tempt fate?

Karl unclenches his fists and puts his hands behind his head, revealing thickets of blond hair under his arms, the only hair I can see on his trim body. “You got a bed here?”

I don’t know what to say. “A bed?”

“Yeah. I want to relax.” Cagey? He’s giving nothing away.

“That sofa folds out. Want to see?”

He stands up and, as I pull out the folding bed, he begins unbuttoning his bell-bottom pants. By the time I get the bed out, he’s standing there in his skivvies, nursing at the beer.

“You should get a tattoo, Lenny.”

I’m not about to argue. Not now. I stand there dumbly as Karl runs his hand under the waistband of his undershorts.

“You got a girlfriend?”

“Nope,” I say. I look down at the hula girl and she winks back. Come to me, I hear her say, to a place where soft tropical breezes blow.

“No girlfriend, no tattoo. So just what do you do for fun?”

“I don’t know.”

“I bet I know what you do, Lenny.” His Alabama accent is growing more distinct. He downs the last of his beer. I haven’t touched mine. “You invite young sailors back to your apartment, don’t you?”

I’m getting good and nervous. “I thought you wanted to take a nap,” I say.

“And what do you want?” He pulls his hand out of his shorts and wraps it around his crotch. “You want this?” He gives his hidden cock a squeeze.

Maybe the smart thing would be to ask him to put on his clothes and get out. I figure I can handle him, whatever comes up. But the hula-hula girl just won’t shut up. Come lie on the beach at Waikiki, she purrs, all colored ink and firm young flesh, and let the warm waves wash over your body.

“Do you? You do, don’t you? You want it.” Karl looks me square in the eye and slowly, slowly begins to pull down his underwear. The hula girl twitches.

I nod.

“Come get it, then. Come get it.” His shorts drop to his feet, revealing a hard, brown-pink cock standing straight up.

I walk the few steps between him and me and get on my knees. I touch it, gently, then lick the head. He sighs. “It’s been a long time,” Karl says. “A long time.”

I wonder if he has a girlfriend. I wonder why a guy like him can’t get his dick sucked any time he wants, but this isn’t the time to ask. I put my lips around his cockhead, pushing back the foreskin, then suck Karl all the way into my mouth. He puts his hand on the back of my head and pushes me into his bushy crotch. I use my throat muscles to massage the swollen flesh.

“Mmm,” he says, and, to my surprise he begins to stroke my head, bringing his hand to my face, softly touching my cheek, down to where my mouth engulfs his cock. I reach up to the unseen hula girl, my hand brushing St Christopher. I know it’s only my imagination, but I can feel the ink on his skin, the dream of Hawaii, a place he’s never been, I’ve never been. A dream. I can feel the palm trees sway. Stupid.

I’m really enjoying myself, sucking this beautiful, presumably heterosexual young sailor’s beautiful young cock. I know, from his thrusting and groaning, that Karl is enjoying it too. Artie Shaw has finished playing. There’s a silence inside the apartment, broken only by Karl’s moans and the slurp of my mouth on his dick. I shut my eyes and see the hula girl.

And then, without a word of warning, he shoots his load, salty as the Pacific, abrupt as a storm at sea. Or something.

“Gol durn,” he says, suddenly all cornpone, “it’s been a good long while since anybody’s done that to me.” He doesn’t seem to care that I’m still fully dressed, my hard-on bulging, in need of attention. And I’m not about to press the point.

“Glad to be of service to one of our boys in uniform,” I say. “Just think of me as the U.S.O.”

He helps me off my knees. We stand there face to face, everything somewhat awkward. He hasn’t even pulled his pants up yet. I look into his blue eyes and I see something unexpected, something that looks like a vulnerable kid. But then, that’s what he is, right? A vulnerable kid who’s just spilled his jism down my throat.

What happens next is a real surprise. He throws his arms around me. Damned if he doesn’t throw his arms around me. I stand there not knowing what to do. After a long few seconds, I put my hand on his shoulder, tentatively.

“I’m sorry,” he says, his face snuggled into my neck, “I don’t usually act this way. I’m just a little sad about sailing off to Hawaii. It’s the first Thanksgiving I won’t be spending with my family.” He lets go and steps back a little. I can see the beginnings of tears in his eyes.

“It’s all right,” I tell him. I bend over and plant a kiss on the hula-hula girl. When I look up he’s smiling, but one teardrop has escaped down his cheek. “You’re just tired, is all, Karl. You want to take a nap for real?”

He nods. Within a minute, he’s pulled his undershorts back on, leaving the rest of his clothes off. I strip off my shirt. “Mind if I join you in bed?” I ask.

He shakes his head no and lies down on my mattress. I go to the record player and put on a Billie Holiday song. Jesus, that woman can sing. We lie there, side by side, not touching. Within a few minutes, he’s asleep. He rolls onto his side and throws his arm across me. My unruly cock, which had gone dormant, swells up again. I put my arm around his shoulders and draw him toward me. He nuzzles up against me. I can feel his breath on my chest. It’s been a long night. I pull down the blanket far enough to see the hula girl. She looks happy. I fall asleep.

When I come to, the light against the window shade tells me it’s early afternoon. Karl has unzipped my pants and my hard cock is in his hand. The boy is full of surprises. It doesn’t take much for me to come. I shoot all over: my chest, my belly, some on my pants. His dick is hard, sticking out of his boxer shots. I kiss his neck, move down over his chest, lick his tattoo, his navel, the waistband of his underwear, take his cock in my mouth, and suck on it till he lets me taste him again.

He wipes himself off with my sheet, gets up, and starts putting on his uniform. He’s fully dressed before he speaks.

“Thanks,” he says. “Thanks a lot.”

“My pleasure.”

“I gotta be going.”

“Make her dance for me,” I say. “Make her dance one more time.” He pulls up his shirt and the hula girl shakes her hips.

“So you’ll take care of yourself, Karl?”

“Yeah,” he says, “I will. Don’t worry ’bout me.”

He’s at the door.

“Lenny, I really think you should get a tattoo. A tattoo like mine. Hula girl.”

And then he’s gone.

Aloha, I think. It’s the only Hawaiian word I know.

Less than a month later the Japs bomb Pearl Harbor. As far as I can remember, Karl was due to be stationed on the USS Arizona. I read the lists of the dead. There are a few Karls, but only one’s last name rings a bell. Must be him.

I make a decision. Two decisions, actually. I decide to enlist, but before that, there’s something else I have to do. One afternoon I come back to the apartment with a hula girl tattooed on my chest. It heals up quick. As soon as it – she – is ready, I stand in front of the mirror in my cheap apartment on the edge of the sea. A hula-hula girl. Permanent. I flex my chest. She dances for me.


Pennsylvania Hotel, 7th Avenue, New York

Lisette Ashton

“. . . and in the red corner,

weighing in at ninety-eight pounds . . .”

She stepped out of the en-suite, freshly showered and dressed only in the exotic lingerie. The stockings encased her legs and the black bands at their tops pinched the meaty flesh of her thighs. A clinging balconette pronounced her cleavage and, from behind, the matching thong exposed her round, firm buttocks.

“. . . and tonight’s challenger, wearing the very, very black shorts . . .”

He came out from the walk-in wardrobe, naked save for the shorts. His arousal pushed at the button fly, proudly declaring his impressive size. His broad grin and gleaming eyes showed his anticipation mirrored hers.

“. . . tonight’s match has been a long time coming for this pair. They’ve both been playing on the same circuit for a while yet they’ve never had a chance to get face to face. Usually they’re tagged with regular partners but I think they’ve both been angling for the opportunity to go one on one with each other. This will be the first time they’ve come head-to-head and it looks like they’ll be venting some of the tension that’s built over the previous months . . .”

It felt natural to fall into the position.

He climbed onto the bed from his corner of the room. She followed suit and they lay nose to tail. His hand stroked against her bare arm: a light caress that was charged with so much electricity the air almost crackled. She stroked her fingers through the wiry hairs that covered his chest, following the trail downward, over his washboard stomach, and daringly toward the stark band of his shorts. He leant closer, plying her with kisses – gentle pecks to her side, hips and thighs – before nuzzling his face against the crotch of her pants.

“Restraints?” he murmured curiously.

Momentarily disoriented, she glanced where he was pointing and saw he had noticed one of the straps fastened to the bed’s corner-posts. It was almost instinctive to lie, and tell him that Pennsylvania attached wrist-cuffs to all their beds, but she knew he would see through such an obvious falsehood. Blushing prudishly she said, “I occasionally like to experiment with bondage.” She hoped her careful phrasing would tell him that this wasn’t going to be one of those occasions. He seemed to understand because he nodded to show the matter was dismissed and returned his attention back to delivering intimate kisses.

“. . . but this is the behaviour we expect from players of this calibre. They’re weighing one another up, looking for soft spots and areas to attack, before committing themselves to a definite course of action . . .”

Boldly, she traced the shape of his bulge. The pulsing shaft pushed against the straining fabric and trembled beneath her inquisitive caress. Easing the buttons open she was rewarded by the first glimpse of his rigid erection. The length came as no surprise but when she saw his thickness – and saw his dusky glans was already leaking a glistening stream of pre-come – her arousal began to burn. With growing confidence she pushed her face closer and began to slide her body over his. Unfastening one more button, she allowed his erection to force its way out of the shorts and hover tantalisingly close to her mouth. Hungry to taste him, she placed a leg on either side of his chest, positioned herself over him, and lowered her face.

“. . . and already the challenger is pinned to canvas. The champion has felled many good opponents with an early fall but I never thought I’d see one floored as quickly as this . . .”

She placed her lips around his end and sucked.

Beneath her he groaned, then raised his head. The weight of his nose brushed her gusset – another charge of electric contact seared her sensitive flesh – and then he was taking her in a clumsy, awkward embrace. His head shook from side to side, almost as though he was refusing the pleasure. The tops of her inner thighs were tickled by his fringe and she glanced down to see if he was making an unspoken complaint. It was only when she saw he had nuzzled the crotch of her thong to one side that she realised what he was doing.

His tongue teased against the split of her sex and she was buffeted by a rush of delicious pleasure. The folds of her labia melted open for him and she writhed and bucked with a greedy need to feel more. She had forgotten the end she was licking and arched her back to make it easier for her body to accept the mounting joy.

Confidently, he guided her to lie back on the bed, and put his body over hers.

“. . . an unexpected turnaround with the challenger changing positions on the champion. This has all the makings of a long-fought match and I don’t think victory will be easy for either side . . .”

His shaft hovered inches from her nose and she tried lifting her head so she could savour the sweet taste of his length. Yet, each time she made an attempt to move, his tongue flicked against her sex and she was crippled by a further rush of pleasure. With practised skill he tormented her clitoris, teased the sensitive flesh of her pussy lips, then plunged his tongue inside her wet, eager hole. Ripples of intensifying joy eddied from her groin and left her dizzy with burgeoning desire. Her flesh was filmed with perspiration and every frisson of skin-touching-skin was lubricated by their mingling sweat.

“. . . a lot of people say these matches are faked but I don’t think the best actor in the world could recreate the passion we’re seeing here tonight . . .”

Unable to cope with any more teasing, knowing her body couldn’t stand the foreplay for a moment longer, she pushed him away. His grin was a challenge and, as she pressed her body against him, she knew her smile was just as broad. When they kissed she could taste the dewy reminder of her arousal on his lips and tongue. It was an intimate flavour that heightened her need for him and made each provocative caress so much more exquisite.

They writhed together as he ably removed her bra before lowering his mouth to the tip of one breast. The nipple was seared as his teeth nibbled gently and she trembled while the bolts of pleasure shivered through her frame.

She reached down for his erection and stroked the hardness. The length was still poking through the fly of his shorts and she pushed her hand inside so she could stroke his sac. His shaft trembled with growing arousal and she relished the knowledge that she was the source of his excitement.

“. . . the challenger looks like he’s faltering but I’ve seen this boy in action before and I know he can surprise his opponent with unexpected moves . . .”

With no warning he was on top of her and his muscular body crushed against hers. Reaching between their hips, he pulled the flimsy crotch of her thong aside and pressed his glans over the yielding lips of her sex. For an instant he held himself still as if savouring the pleasure that was about to come. It was only when she was on the verge of screaming for him to push forward that he finally relented and entered her. Her inner muscles were forced apart as his thick length buried itself deep in her wetness.

Unable to contain the reaction, her jubilant screams echoed from the bedroom walls as she thrashed happily beneath him.

“. . . in all my years of broadcasting I’ve never heard a champion cry out like that and I wonder if tonight’s result might prove itself a surprise to those who were predicting an easy triumph for the title holder . . .”

She raised her hips to meet every thrust, squeezing her inner muscles as though trying to wring the pleasure from him. His erection continued to plunge in and out with a measured pace that easily matched the definite tempo of her own arousal. She clawed fistfuls of the bed linen, unwilling to rake her nails against his back but needing to expend the swell of excess energy in some way. Remembering the restraints that hung from the corner posts, she grabbed a loop with each hand and strained as she pulled on them.

“. . . and the champion is holding the ropes yet still the challenger is pounding and pounding . . .”

He continued pounding and pounding, occasionally lowering his face so he could surprise her with a kiss or dart his tongue against her breasts. Caught up in a torrent of mounting pleasure, sure swift and sudden release were inevitable, she railed from side to side. The blistering joy of orgasm was so close she could almost taste its bittersweet flavour when he pulled himself from her sex. The withdrawal left her feeling empty and hollow and she stared at him with unconcealed confusion.

His smile remained broad.

“. . . it looks like the challenger isn’t as predictable as the champion thought . . .”

She stared up at him, bewildered, and with her doubts only slightly assuaged by his obvious confidence. Licking one finger, he pushed it between her legs and touched the puckered ring of her anus. Gently, with more sensitivity than she expected, he began to ease it inside. Knowing what he was proposing, already anxious to experience the forbidden thrill he was silently suggesting, she nodded eager acquiescence. The muscles of her sphincter relaxed for him and the thick digit pushed easily inside. When he pulled his finger free, she reached for his shaft and placed the tip of his glans over her forbidden hole. Steeling herself for the combination of pleasure and pain she gritted her teeth and wallowed in the dark delight of his slow, deliberate penetration.

“. . . that has to be an illegal move. I don’t know why this match wasn’t stopped then and there but it looks like it’s going to continue even though neither player is showing proper respect for the established rules . . .”

Her body had been filmed in sweat before but now it was drenched.

They changed positions – her lying face down on the bed, him kneeling behind – making it easier for him to continue riding in and out of her anus while she toyed with her clitoris. Every nerve ending had become taut with the tension of encroaching orgasm and her tremors were so exaggerated they trembled through the bed frame. The sweet release she had anticipated now promised to be something infinitely more powerful and she struggled harder to reach that goal. His length remained gloriously hard inside the tight confines of her backside and she hurried to reach the climax her body craved.

“. . . the exertion of this bout is beginning to take its toll on both parties yet neither shows any signs of relenting . . .”

“I’m coming,” she gasped.

He placed a hand on the small of her back and lowered his mouth to her ear. “Hold on for a moment,” he said, lowering his other hand between her legs. “This might make the pleasure better.”

She could feel two fingers pushing against the wet folds of her sex and struggled to relax so he could ease them inside. With infinite care he slipped them between her sodden labia and she was stung by the joy of having both holes simultaneously filled. The richness of the moment threatened to be too much and she was unable to tell whether the excess pleasure was being forced from the length that nestled inside her backside or the pair of squirming fingers that rubbed the inner walls of her pussy.

“. . . the champion can’t take much more of this treatment . . .”

Knowing that she wanted them to share their release, unwilling to let him force the climax from her without some reciprocal show, she reached between his legs and cupped the tight sac of his scrotum.

“. . . and the champion has gone for the characteristic choke hold . . .”

Kneading gently but firmly, savouring her pleasure as he struggled to contain his response, she alternated pressure between a firm hold and a punishing squeeze. His fingers continued to squirm inside her pussy; while his shaft repeatedly rode in and out of her rear; her inner muscles were squeezed from both sides.

“Almost there,” he grunted.

Gritting her teeth, not wanting to waste energy on useless conversation, she silently agreed with him. They were both close to orgasm and she knew it would take only the slightest lapse in concentration before one of them relented and gave in to the siren call of release. But she was determined to prolong the pleasure for as long as she was able. No longer playing with her clitoris, she reached out for the steadying support of the restraints.

“. . . and it looks like the champion is trying to get a hold on the ropes but I don’t think the challenger will allow that . . .”

He pulled her back onto his thickness.

She squealed with raw delight and felt the first pre-climactic tremors convulse through her pussy. The pleasure was enormous and she knew the orgasm was going to be a euphoria of blessed release. Anticipating the moment, teetering between a need for climax and a determination to delay for as long as possible, she continued stretching and trying to reach for the restraints.

“. . . the champion’s hand hovers over the canvas, and I’m sure submission is inevitable . . .”

His eruption pulsed thickly inside her. He pushed his fingers deeper and, in spite of the fact that she was clutching the base of his shaft, his length continued to spurt again and again. She shrieked with joy as the waves of pleasure washed over her and, eventually, she sank into the sheet sobbing gratefully and wallowing in the blissful aftermath of the receding orgasm.

Laughing without mirth he slipped himself from her holes and lay down by her side.

“. . . that was a close match and I don’t think either side will consider it to be a clear-cut victory. I think they’ll both be anxious to have a rematch as soon as their schedules allow . . .”

“That was good,” he said honestly. “But next time . . .”

“Next time?” she urged.

He nodded toward the window and grinned. “Next time, perhaps you could book a hotel that doesn’t overlook Madison Square Gardens.”


Photos

Kathryn O’Halloran

The boss raises his eyebrows as Justin walks in the door. “Wet the bed, did ya?” he snickers. “You’ve sure turned over a new leaf lately.”

Justin half-smiles, unamused and in a hurry to get to his grey-blue cubicle. He sits down, eyes on the cabinet next to his desk. It’s dilemma time. The drawer might be empty. Maybe he should turn on his computer first? Get a cup of coffee? She might be watching, and she might be laughing.

But he can’t wait. He reaches for the drawer, wrapping his fingers over the grubby melamine edge, glides it open – closing his eyes – until he feels it pull all the way out. Only then does he open his eyes.

The drawer is empty.

Well, not empty. The plastic tray of pens and rubber bands are still there. But nothing else.

Justin’s heart sinks to the soles of his feet.

Two weeks ago, hangover-hammered and bleary-eyed, Justin had stumbled into work with just another day of form-filling ahead of him. He craved a goddamn mint, or something, to kill the taste of the hundred cigarettes he’d smoked over the week-end.

Turning on his computer with his right hand, he fumbled in the drawer with his left. His fingers struck something square and plastic. He flung it on the desk and continued rummaging. He could have sworn there was half a pack of mints in the drawer somewhere. Bloody Sam must have pilfered them again. Bastard. He’d yell at him, except that he’d disappeared into the mailroom again. Instead he picked up the spiky-edged thing from his desk. His morning-addled head dimly registered that it was a Polaroid photo. Where did that come from? Well it definitely wasn’t his. He would stick it on the tearoom notice-board later so the rightful owner could claim it.

Waiting for his shonky computer to rattle into life, he picked up the Polaroid for a closer look.

It was a picture of a foot. Justin had never thought about feet before. They were just there, at the end of your legs. This foot, though – the voluptuous arch cried out for a tongue around its fleshy curve, for a tongue working its way to that perfect cleavage between the big toe and its neighbour, slipping into that forbidden slit.

Justin jolted in disbelief. Had he just been fantasizing about a foot? Had he just gotten a hard-on over a foot? He put the picture back in the drawer.

At lunchtime it was still there. Maybe he’d hold on to it a while longer. He took another peek. That was a damn sexy foot. He bet it was attached to a damn sexy leg, too.

The next morning, Justin opened the drawer. The photo was gone, but another was in its place. This time, a knee. Not the whole knee, just the side of the knee. Two curves meeting, creating the perfect gully for Justin’s hand. He ached to feel that soft skin. That night Justin slipped the photo into his bag. He wasn’t going to risk losing this one.

Surely it was a mistake. Someone was playing a trick or getting the drawers confused.

The next day, smiling into his cornflakes, he told himself not to get his hopes up. Told himself as he hummed a tune on the train that it was a stupid joke.

His whole body buzzed when he found the armpit photo. He imagined teasing its wisps of hair, blowing softly on them, hearing soft moans in response, working his fingers in smaller and tighter circles. An electric current shot out of the photo directly to his cock.

With the fourth photo, Justin knew what was happening was deliberate. Nobody made four mistakes in a row. Someone was playing games with him. He was smart, he could figure out who it was. In the lifts and in the tearoom, he scrutinised every woman he saw. There were only about a dozen women who could gain access to his desk without looking suspicious. Maybe he should ask Sam or some of the others if they seen anything. Or maybe not: an image popped into Justin’s head of Sam pissing himself over the success of this particular practical joke.

Friday, he found the belly-button picture – a perfect navel, surrounded by a fine velvety fuzz. He started ruling out names. It was casual Friday, and half the women in the office were wearing short tops and hipster jeans. Maybe this was the game, a clue to identify her.

In the lift, he got a filthy look from the temp. Maybe he shouldn’t have been staring at her midriff so intently. She wasn’t the one anyway. Her belly button stuck out a mile, not at all like that dark and welcoming hole in the photo.

That night Justin sat at the bar with his mates. He was on his third beer when Jack asked him what was wrong.

“Nothing,” he replied.

“Nothing? This place is crawling with talent and your eyes are on your beer. Check out that babe in the corner. She wants you.”

Justin glanced over without interest. He could only think of holding that foot in his lap, how it would feel against his cock. Burying his face in that armpit and lapping it with his tongue. The salty taste of her skin. He dressed her in jeans and a tight T-shirt, in a clinging black dress, a gingham skirt and cowgirl boots. Then he undressed her. Slowly.

“I think I’ll call it a night actually. Feeling a bit tired,” he said, finishing his beer.

Back home, he stared at the photos pieced together on his wall. His cock was harder than he believed possible and, as he tightened his hand around it, he thought he’d die if he didn’t find her. Fantasies and photos were fun, but you can’t fuck a photo.

Monday morning, he got to work early to catch her out, but his floor was deserted. Another photo – the back of her neck. It showed the first definite clue: a curl of black hair. He adjusted the picture of her in his head to include dark hair.

Tuesday morning the drawer was empty. Maybe she was bored. Maybe someone else was getting the photos now. Justin snapped at everyone who came near him. The day seemed dull and pressed together. He left work early.

He prepared himself for disappointment the next day. He opened the drawer, just to get a pen, nothing else. He wasn’t even looking for a photo.

The Polaroid was waiting for him: a teasing glimpse of cleavage. Enough for Justin to know that wasn’t either of the A-cup girls on reception. He wondered if the birthmark on her left breast was a clue. He’d look for someone wearing a low cut top, but maybe he should be subtler this time. She was playing with him. He tried not to think about her, but every time he thought he’d beaten down his fantasy, a picture of that tiny brown birthmark floated into his head.

That night he had a brainwave. He had to find out who was off sick on Tuesday. The next day, after admiring the photo of her nipple, he wandered from department to department, making small talk, bringing the topic around to unseasonal colds and other illnesses. He learned that the only person off work on Tuesday was old Mrs Gleeson, and that cleavage definitely wasn’t hers. Her tits hung down around her knees.

Justin pulled the photo out of his drawer again. That nipple was incredible, like a luscious strawberry. He salivated, almost feeling it ripen at the touch of his lips.

“He-hum, Ainsley, not interrupting anything, am I?” His boss’s head hovered over the cubicle wall. He quickly hid the photo.

“No. Nothing at all.” He hoped the old bastard hadn’t noticed his cock straining against the woolen fabric of his pants.

On Friday morning, her belly, her smooth rounded belly. Soft and white and delicious. The photo showed the very top of black lace panties. The picture was slightly unfocused, as if she’d taken it herself and had trouble holding the camera.

Monday morning and no photo. Maybe the game’s finished, she’s given him the full set. He hopes not. He alternates between depression and fantasy. He wants to caress each part of her body in the exact order of the photos. But he has to stop thinking of her. He’s got to hand a bunch of reports to his boss.

Walking back from his boss’s office, he sees a new Polaroid sitting on his keyboard. He runs to grab it. It is warm and undeveloped, but she’s gone. A faint scent, sweet and citrusy, lingers around his desk.

He waves the photo, wanting to speed up the developing image, not wanting to damage the photo. Slowly the shape of a head appears, details fill in until her entire face appears. Of course. The one person in the office he hasn’t considered.

He pops his head into his boss’s office. “Just popping up to the mailroom. Got a couple of things to sort out with them, might take a while.”

She’s sitting at the mail desk with her back to him, but he has a feeling she knows he’s there. A tinny radio plays quiet rock as she methodically picks up envelope after envelope from the pile beside her, stamps it, and places it into a pigeon hole in the mail rack. Watching her, he wonders if he’s made a mistake. Quiet Alice, the mail girl, has never even spoken to him since she started working here about a month ago. Admittedly, he never really gave her much thought. She seemed a bit drab in her baggy jumper and long skirts. Her long, black hair hangs over her face so he can’t read her expression, but as she flicks it back, he thinks he sees a grin.

Finally he speaks. “I believe you have a special delivery for me.” He tries to sound confident, but his voice quivers.

She swings around in her chair. “Took you long enough. Lock the door.” Her voice is low and husky.

“Quite the photographer, aren’t you?” he asks, walking over to her.

She laughs, a predatory look in her eyes. Her lips brush against his. She tastes of mints and coffee and strawberry lipgloss.

Suddenly her kiss becomes more urgent. She presses into him, fucking his mouth with her tongue. The fuzz of her woolen jumper sweeps against his skin, making his hair stand on edge. She overwhelms him, citrus-scented, whispering, taunting, velvet-fingered, tickling, stroking, unbuttoning, peeling him bare, tingling, tongue flicking, warm bodied, cold handed, mint breathed, hard-lipped, hot mouthed, musky, caressing, teasing, crushing, red-hot-flashes woman.

He’s drowning, gulping air, sinking into her, but she pushes him into her chair. Somehow she already has him half-naked, pants around his ankles.

She moves behind him – fingers running through his hair, breasts pressed hard into his back. His mind is so numbed by pleasure that he doesn’t register the sound of tape ripping until he feels his wrists stuck tight to the spine of the chair.

“What are you doing?” he asks but she puts her finger to his lips and tells him to hush.

Back on the desk, she slowly and deliberately removes her jumper. Justin, speechless, wonders what she’s going to do next. He doesn’t want to stop her. Thank God for the locked door.

Swaying softly to the radio music, she reaches behind and unbuttons her skirt, lets it drop to the floor. She stands before him in just a black lace bra, panties, and her pretty shiny shoes.

He can see her nipples, dark and hard, pressing lace of her bra. Her hands dance over the lace, cupping her breasts, pinching and squeezing. She leans forward, undoing her bra. Her hands are on the back of the chair. Breasts swing centimetres from his mouth, ripe and abundant and teasing. Her arm circles his neck, fingers tangling with the hair at the nape while she sways in front of him. He wrenches forward, tries to catch the nipple in his mouth, but she is too fast for him.

“Please,” he whispers.

She moves forward, offering her breast to him. As his tongue flicks across her nipple he can feel her cunt hot against his legs. His heart beats a tango and his cock jolts with electric charge.

He thinks he has her now, but she moves away from him, sits back on the mail desk. Hands move down her fleshy belly. Her panties, a map of her wetness painted on them, slide to the floor.

She opens her legs. Slowly. A strip of close-cut hair runs along her lips, moist and glistening.

She runs her finger down her juicy slit and opens her legs further. Cunt, swollen dark and crimson. Her fingers move inside it. Her eyes don’t leave his. Flicking her fingers over her inflamed clit, humping her hand, hips squirming. He can smell her arousal; he’s sure it will climb through the air-conditioning vents and fill the whole office, fill the world.

She is silent except for her breathing – hard, furious gasps.

Her cunt fills with juice, a ripe and succulent peach hovering before his eyes. He needs to push his face into it, to slurp out every last bit of moisture, to ravish it with his tongue, to devour it, to feel her juice dripping down his chin. Every muscle in his body is straining toward her. He heaves the chair forward but she raises her foot to stop him.

“Not so fast.”

With her foot poised on his chair the pull of her pussy becomes stronger. She moves her hand faster, hips shudder, breath heavy. Her eyes lock on his – blue and piercing and challenging – and she finger-fucks herself into an orgasmic lather.

As she climaxes, a moan like a tiny kitten’s escapes her lips.

She sinks down as she comes, kneels before him, prises his legs open with her body. Mouth close to his cock, covering it with hot breath. She looks up at him, an unblinking stare, while her mouth lingers. He can feel every heartbeat throb through his body.

She wraps her fingers, sticky from her cunt, around his cock.

Her tongue darts out, licks from his balls to the tip, flicks, swirls around the tip, swirling and spinning in a controlled frenzy. Beads of sweat cover his body. His hips buck up to meet her, but she anticipates his every move, pulling away from him. She covers his balls with nuzzling kisses. Each one makes him jump, shoots iridescent lights through his body. And he can’t do a thing but sit there.

Finally, her mouth closes around the head of his cock. He wants to tell her how magnificent it feels, but he can’t speak. He’s afraid to speak, afraid she’ll stop. Her hair falls onto his legs, tickling. He wants to run his fingers through her hair. He wants to touch her, caress her. This is torture: red, violent, urgent torture.

With her mouth and hand working in perfect unison, she sucks like she’s cock-starved and he’s the only man left on earth. Like there’s nothing in the world but his cock and her mouth. He closes his eyes, squirming in ecstasy. Opens them to watch her head bob while she sucks. Her eyes still hold his.

Just when he can’t take any more, she gets up and straddles him.

Hovers, cunt over cock.

Lowers herself onto him.

Squeezes tight around his cock.

She rocks, gently and seriously. He tries to move, but she’s pinning him down with her hips. Only when he holds absolutely still does she thrust. She grabs his shoulders, digging her fingers into his skin. Her tits dance in his face. Her cunt consumes him. She rides him with a ravenous insistence.

His mind comes back as he hears footsteps in the corridor outside, a fist pounding the door in time with the throbbing of his cock.

He needs to yell as he comes, although it might echo down the corridor and up the liftshaft. He doesn’t care. He just wants release.

She raises her hand to his mouth. He climaxes in silence, biting her fingers.

She stays on top, rocking as though she never wants to let his cock go. He feels their juices mix and run onto his thighs.

Finally she untapes him and lets him up.

But she stops him from dressing. She bends with a smile and squeezes the last drop of come from his cock.

He swears he hears a camera click.


Full Bloom

Amanda Gannon

I worked in my tiny garden while the neighbors shouted at one another, their snarling like thunder rolling in from the plains. It was blue-dark, and I had only one more rosebush to plant. As I packed soft earth around its roots, their screen door slammed. Footsteps thumped just on the other side of the fence. I stood, a guilty spy, to see what I could see.

That first sight of him was like being shaken. He was everything I shouldn’t want, starting and ending with younger than me. So handsome that at first I didn’t even realize why I couldn’t breathe, but only stared dumbly over the fence, all sense burnt out of me.

He flung up the rolling door of the detached garage and stalked in. After a minute he reappeared, walking a dusty motorcycle out on long, long legs. I glimpsed his face again in the evening light. He was beautiful. There isn’t another word for it. Long-lashed eyes showed no color, just pure dark in the pale of his face. A damp ponytail spread over his shirt, which stuck to his shoulders like he’d put it on right out of the shower. The look on his face was raw and fierce. He didn’t see me. Like a hare watching the wolf pass, I held my breath, afraid to move.

The bike stuttered at his kick, then roared awake. He flicked wet hair from his face. Then he was gone, just the smell of exhaust drifting over my fence.

The neighbor lady stormed out, cigarette quivering with her fury. I stood there, glassy-eyed as a stuffed thing. She chased the bike with a venomous stare. “Did you see?” she crowed. “Did you see that boy?”

Oh, God, yes. I shook my head in denial, wishing I had not. She took it for an answer.

“Little jerk! He got a tattoo!”

“Hunh?”

“Right there!” she said, slapping her upper arm. “One of those devil-stars! Pentagrams! I didn’t send my son to vo-tech to become a devil-worshipper! Just wait until I tell his father!”

“I’m really very sorry,” I said, still numb. “He looked like a fine boy to me.”

I could have swallowed my own tongue in penance for the words that had slipped so carelessly out, but the angry woman was too disgusted with her son to summon further words, anyway. She stalked back in, defeated.

Above, a half-moon rode the cloudless, night-blue sky. Three blocks off, traffic made thunder all along the highway’s distant trail.

He came and went so fast that it was like trying to catch a snake in tall grass. And both times I caught a glimpse of him that week, something twisting and cold and alive clenched in my belly. It scared me, but sort of fascinated me, too. That’s the thing about bad boys and snakes, isn’t it? Pretty, but you can’t ever tell for sure which are the kind that can hurt you.

That Saturday was mercilessly hot, even for June. An unhealthy gas mower rattled and coughed next door. I fussed in the garden, trying to make up for the days of neglect it had suffered while I was locked at the office. I missed the big patio garden at the old house, wanted to make this one something pretty so next spring I could look at it and not feel like I’d lost everything when Danny and I split. So I could have something beautiful that was mine.

And I liked the feel of earth between my fingers or drying on the backs of my hands all cool and crumbling, I liked the smell of it, I didn’t even mind the squirming of the worms I turned up sometimes. They were like little parts of the clay that had come alive, and it gave me some hope that in the grave of my old life, some life might be turning yet. You learn all about it, if you read even a little – doesn’t matter what you read about . . . medicine, farming, or books about plants. You learn about rhythms, cycles; dying, breaking down, growing again. But reading, reading isn’t ever the same as having dirt under your nails.

Thick, purplish vines grew through the seedy old slats of the wood fence, some thick as fingers. Wild grape? Hell, I didn’t know. I was just learning the names of flowers. Weeds were still exotic and strange. Whatever the vine was, my shears weren’t big enough to cut it. I needed one of those hook-headed nippers. Didn’t know the word for that, either. Next door, the mower stuttered to a halt. I rose, wanting – and not wanting – to ask if they had any. The angry woman and her angry husband worried me. The vines were coming from that side of the fence, after all. What if they got angry at me for cutting them? Danny had done all the yard work, before. I was sure there was some kind of a rule about these things, and I didn’t know it.

I went to the fence, figuring I’d just ask for the nippers and then beg forgiveness later, if it came to that, but my words stuck in my throat like pea-gravel. He crouched there on the other side of the fence, picking grass out of the undercarriage of the mower. Sweat stuck a few tangles of hair to his face. His eyes came up before his head did and our stares locked. For a long time he looked at me. Really looked. His eyes were the eyes of something never tame. I looked away. I wasn’t pretty anymore, and I knew it. How dare he stare like that at me?

I managed my request, though I don’t properly recall what I said. He tipped the mower down, and vanished into the garage’s cool dark without a word. I retreated to the other side of my yard and pretended I’d never talked to him at all. I thought of the mountain lion Danny and I had seen cross the road as we drove to the lake three dry summers ago. God, he’d moved like that. Like something hunting, smooth and purposeful.

I’d ripped up a third blind handful of oxalus and verbena when I heard the thump. I turned, then stood. He’d jumped the fence and now stood ten feet from me, looking around, looking me over as though he owned my yard and me, too. I felt the smears of dirt on my knees, the bits of leaves and grass stuck to me, my hair shifting out of its rough ponytail and falling into my reddened face.

“Thanks,” I said. He held the shears low at his side. I didn’t move to take them.

At last he came toward me through my unmowed grass, his dirty fingers brushing the nodding, silver seed-heads. The rough blades sawed against his jeans. The sighing sounded like something prowling through savannah grass.

He kept his eyes fixed on mine, stared me down. God help me, I knew what he was, and I was too afraid even to run. An angel? No. Not a devil, either. He was an animal. Completely apart from heaven and hell. Part of the earth.

Then he was too close and I could smell sweat and damp hair, sunshine melting on skin. The smell reached down into me and shut off the part of me that wanted to flee. Only the animal part was awake, and that part wasn’t scared.

He looked at me with a slight narrowing of the eyes that made me weak in the joints, and pressed the clippers into my hand, closed my limp fingers around them. Then he went back over the fence without a word, all six feet or more of him, flashing a piebald blot of sweat on the small of his back, and for just an instant the rough black edge of a tattoo showed under his left sleeve.

I let the vine grow. It was too pretty to cut. I used the shears to prune some roses instead, and stuck the cuttings into some new-turned earth to see if they’d take. You never know, right?

I came in an hour later, dirty, sweaty, with wetness between my thighs. All those thoughts I shouldn’t have would find their slippery way out somehow. But when I went to the shower, I saw the blood. The change was starting early in me; I’d gotten used to not bleeding on time, or ever, I’d gotten used to the idea of that part of me being empty, barren, dead. And now this, this shocking reminder of unwanted life, of treacherous, hidden activity. The yardwork must have squeezed it out of me without my knowing. That, or it was the lunatic full moon taking me for a loop.

I swore at it, like it was a dirty trick.

I washed the dirt off my hands and the blood from my thighs, and I pretended to forget the boy. But it had been planted deep, that nasty little seed. I could feel it, a crampy ache that might’ve been that monthly curse making up for lost time, and might’ve been pure frustrated lust. It felt like I was trying to bleed it out. But it just sank the thorns in deeper and hung on.

I lay awake that night, late, the summer heat boiling in me. I’d heard him return, the bike snarling, and I stubbornly had not looked. Now I lay near the cracked window and listened to another fight. I heard his voice, knew it was his even though I hadn’t heard him speak and could not now make out the words. Just shouting, rising temper. Dad must’ve heard about that tattoo. And I knew I shouldn’t, but I was drowsy, half-dreaming; nothing seemed wrong. I let my fingers play on my skin, closer and deeper. I was so sleepy I forgot, until my fingers found the wetness inside me and brought it out, mixed up with blood. Wandering fingers plucked at the sticky knots of desire.

The fight stormed hard, and I hid my face in the pillow and moaned. Just the sound of his voice burned me inside. And I hated wanting him, what it did to me, but I hated ignoring it even more, so I kept on until I exploded, full of shame I was too old and worldly to believe in, but at least satisfied.

Near dawn I woke from a fitful doze, cursed at the streaks of red on my pillowcase, my sheets. I tipped it all into the tub, sauced it with peroxide, and left it to sizzle while I went out back to water the plants. If I didn’t get to them before the sun came up, they’d burn dry.

He was there, leaning on the fence, watching mockingbirds dance over the wild honeysuckle on my back fence. I watched him for a few stolen minutes before he shook his head slowly, not questioning my right to look so much as telling me that he knew I was there.

I didn’t try to talk, just brought him the clippers back.

Closer, I could see welts on his pale skin, three of them. Two across his forearm, one on his jaw. His eyes were bottomless and still. Then he turned away even as my hand flew to my own hot face. I went inside, more shamed than I had been, and watched from the window.

He went into the garage and didn’t come out. Pissed off, I figured, for me having seen what the belt had done to him. How could anyone strike their child like that? How could anyone harm such a beautiful creature? But like all animals, he never questioned his lot. No, he bore it.

When I checked on the laundry in the tub, I caught a glimpse of my own startled eyes in the mirror. One of my cheeks was striped with bands of Indian red – I’d touched my face in my sleep, and hadn’t washed it off.

I thought for a moment that the after-the-fact embarrassment was going to kill me, then I just started to laugh, hopelessly. It didn’t matter, did it? I didn’t matter. Not to someone his age.

I washed my face and my hands until the mirror steamed and hid my reflection from me. In the mist I still knew what I was. When I didn’t have to see myself.

We exchanged no words after that, only looks. He could unmake me with a glance. No more than that. Two months passed. He slept outside sometimes, when it was balmy. Those nights, I watched him from my window as he lay on that beat-up picnic table, and wondered if he was awake or dreaming, and what he might be dreaming of.

I’d’ve offered him a place to stay, but when I spoke to him all of twice about maybe getting out, he just looked at me as though he didn’t understand my words and turned away like he was a wolf and I’d offered to tame him. No, he was a wild thing, and didn’t want help or interference. So I only watched.

I’d touch my own treacherous body while I watched him pine for his freedom out under the stars, and I felt guilty for finding beauty in his captive pacing. And when he lay there I’d wish for him to touch himself, so I could see what he looked like, all of him. He was no stranger in his skin. He lived there, with his bruises and welts, and the lattice of scars on his arms. I knew every inch of him would be beautiful.

To my surprise, some of those rose cuttings took root, and as I nursed them I felt a needful pang in my chest. Something wicked and strange had sprouted, too, in the red soil of my heart. And in there it was all squirming snakes and thorns.

The worst fight yet came in August, near the moon. I was bleeding again, heavy, like it would never quit.

I got caught by surprise, outside, when the fight came. Both his parents came down on him like thunder for not going to Wednesday church with them. I heard every word of what they called him, and where they told him he would go for being that way. He didn’t deny it. No point in him trying to explain the difference to people who’d never suffer witches gladly. Oh yes, I knew – I’d seen the pentacle on his arm, knew why he wasn’t wanted.

The difference was, I’d had some schooling and a few good friends and a lot of life to bring me past my ignorance and fear. They still lived in a century-that-was. For all they knew, the sun swam in the salty sea above the roof of the world. Was the boy’s belief in the new pagan creed more or less primitive than his parents’ rejection of it? I wrestled with that one while they fought over imaginary differences, each side indefensible to the other, both squinting against the light of reason.

In the end, he just said he’d leave, which was what I’d been hoping, waiting for, but even so the heart ran right out of me like saltwater out of a sponge.

His folks went to church to pray for his already-burning soul. I went inside and ate leftover chicken curry I didn’t bother to heat and drank my peach iced tea without tasting it. I worked on a presentation I had to give to the head of the art department, and pretended I cared about advertising and the southern market, and pretended that, at forty-one, I did not have a crush on a boy. I went to water my flowers again, near midnight. I was learning about them, I thought. Their rhythms, their need of rich, dark soil, their reaching thirst.

“I saw you earlier, through the window,” he said, scaring me so badly that I jumped. He lay on his back, sprawled across the picnic table, so still I hadn’t seen. “Listening?”

I nodded, guilty. And he stared. Boys just don’t look at women like me that way. I was round as a pet rabbit, soft backside and thick legs, too heavy by twenty pounds even for my height, with hair that did nothing but fly away in cowlicks and eyes no real color at all, and dammit, I was supposed to be invisible to his breed. It would’ve hurt less if I could’ve been sure he didn’t notice me. But hope . . . Jesus, it hurts like hell.

“Why don’t you come over here?” he asked easily, persuasive in its simplicity. His stare never left mine. He smiled, but only with his eyes, a friendly squint. It was a blatant come-on.

I shook my head. No way. Ever. He got up, and a couple of seconds later the fence rattled as he jumped it. Just like that he’d invaded my comfortable, private little space again. This time I stood my ground.

The yard seemed too small to contain him. All his feral energy, his strength, no fence could hold that. All that bound him was his own skin, and it seemed as though that, too, might change any second under the shifting moonlight.

He kissed me and I went supernova between the thighs just from the liquid-soft feel of his tongue. He didn’t play, but dove into it with all he had. In three seconds I was trembling. His hands found a way into my clothes. My own flesh was too tight. If I could’ve, I’d have torn my skin right off to let him at the bones of me.

His fingers found my sore nipples and I almost cried out. I tried to beg him to stop and all I could manage was a stammering “Please” repeated into his panting mouth. He silenced me with his tongue and pulled my shirt off, baring my breasts to the moon. He took my nipple in his mouth, flashed me a look from those wounded eyes. Were they black? Brown? Green? His lips were soft, so soft, but his teeth were sharp.

Where he kissed me, he left flowers of wetness to bloom in the breeze. His tongue smoothed down my belly. Clever fingers worked at the drawstring of my pants. He was already nuzzling my hip, smelling me. I felt his hot breath.

“No,” I panted, pushing at him. He had slipped the ties, now he was reaching down. I made a wretched sound. “I can’t. I’m bleeding.” Hadn’t I moved past that shame when I was fifteen, along with the rest of my enlightened generation? Evidently not. This was just too primitive, too private. Even with Danny, I kept to myself during my bleeding. And now this boy whose first name I didn’t even know wanted to . . . what? Share it?

He hesitated, hands on my backside, looking up at me. Moonlight silvered him. His hair was night itself. I wanted to remember him like that forever. It was all of him I could ever have, a glimpse of a wild thing. In a moment he’d rise, he’d vanish into the dark like the ghost of every dream I’d had about him.

Then his fingers curled in the jersey knit, tugged. My pants slid down my thighs. I gasped, tried in desperate embarrassment to pull them back up, to push him away, but he took both of my wrists in one hand. “No,” he told me, when I fought him again. “Shh. Be still.” He tugged my panties down and put them aside, ignoring the clean white of the pad spotted with red. I was stiff with horror.

His face brushed my belly, tender. “I don’t care,” he said. Just like that, laying it all aside.

I made a sound in my throat. I wanted to call for help, call for someone to save me from his touch, from my own body, but my pounding heart ran away with the words.

He looked up at me. “Let me taste you. All of you.”

And, oh, oh, if his words hadn’t won me, his touch would’ve. His hands traced me like something holy. I’d never touched myself like that.

He planted his tongue in the well of my navel, pushed it down. I felt the rasp of new beard on his cheek. My belly tightened. He nuzzled the swell, dug his fingers into the earthy weight of my ass, and pushed his tongue into me, right up among the light curls and in, to where I burned for him. He made a sound like a sigh. I grabbed his shoulders and hung on while he knelt before me in worship, drinking from me.

His tongue slid back and forth, slow strokes, searching, and as I began to tremble he found the stiffened bud of my clit and swept his tongue over it, firmly. He wound a hand between my thighs and a finger up into me, stroking it in and out, pressing his tongue down from time to time to lick at it. He was tasting me.

His upper lip rubbed against my button, and I ground against him, gasping helplessly, too shocked and overwhelmed to be ashamed. I felt myself dripping and didn’t know if it was blood, desire, or both. He got another finger into me, stretching. Grass tickled my shins. I pushed my fingers into his sweat-damp hair.

When he looked up at me, blood had smeared one side of his face and trickled down his neck. It looked black, beautiful and awful at the same time. He kissed my belly, left a Rorschach print there, and stared up in worship that wasn’t weak and scared like I’d seen on the faces in church as a girl, but was something full of pride and a terrible, terrible hunger.

I stared at him, half-hung on the edge of desire, still pulsing where his fingers were in me. My blood ran down his wrist. He just watched my face, put a thumb between my folds and toyed with my clit, worked his fingers in me. My knees shivered, wobbled. I leaned on him, my hair hanging in my face. I didn’t think I could, standing up like that, but I did – I twisted up inside and then exploded, like a thunderstorm. My legs buckled and he caught me.

We went down in the grass, and before I could find the rhythm of my breath again he had fought his clothes off. I might’ve been scared before, but after seeing him . . . now there was nothing to it. Simplest thing in the world, really.

The silky black of his new tattoo stood out on the moon-white of his skin. His scars were silver. And here and there, the shadow of a bruise. I couldn’t pity him. He didn’t seem to need it. His body was unthinkably lovely, broad and lean and young.

I stared and he let me, didn’t even talk when I pushed him into the grass and gave him the once-over, head to foot, with my hands, my mouth. His kiss tasted like copper. On his throat, blood melted on my tongue. He had a fine belly, soft-skinned, firm, downed with just a little hair. His skin tasted of salt. The smell of him was in my nose, in my mouth, and when I put my tongue on his velvet cock, he arched and moaned. I tasted him, from the hair at his root, right up to the salty tip. I put my mouth around him and he begged. Not with words but with his breath, the shifting of his hips and the fists he made in the flattened grass.

At last, strong hands rolled me onto my back. He leaned above me and looked down with dark, dark eyes that caught the light like stars. The earth was my anchor, cradling me. He shook his hair back, wiped his face on his tattooed shoulder, smearing a little blood there. I spread my legs for him, as simple a choice as that.

He found home and sank in, one easy stroke, the length of him surprising me less than the hard grinding of his width on my pubic bone, up inside. A little pain came, too, because it’d been too long, too long, but that was all right. His hips skated along mine, his body pressed close. We both grunted, and then I took a big breath and moaned. When he began to move, slow and hard and fierce, I arched against his hips.

It was quick. A few minutes of his body, his mouth, his tongue on mine. The smell of copper hung on his breath. His cock pinned me to the earth. I know my wetness soaked him. At last he ripped up fistfuls of wiry grass and I smelled earth as he shuddered against me. He looked into my eyes as I felt him twitch inside. The look on his face was all the proof of it I could ever want. He’d wanted me, needed me, as much as I’d needed him.

He drew away, left me with the sudden coldness of the breeze cooling sweat on my skin, and feeling exposed. But when I sat up, he pulled me back against him, kneeling there in the rucked-up grass. His breath was in my ear, soft animal sounds. His clever fingers pressed into me and I shoved sharply back against him, heard him gasp in pleased surprise as he pushed deeper. He used one hand in me, and one on my clit, getting both sticky with the two of us and not caring. I dripped onto the grass, down my legs, and onto him. The blood was lost in a greater flow, need and pleasure, and raw, animal feeling. He kissed my neck and brought me to full bloom again as I gasped into the dark.

Then he put his hand to my lips.

“Taste us,” he whispered.

I kissed his sticky fingers, smeared thinly with red and smelling also of him. I licked them, and he kissed me, sharing what we’d made. His fingers drew on my skin.

I didn’t understand how he’d done it, how he’d untied me and made me up again, not better than before, and not worse, but different. But he had. And he hadn’t taken a damn thing from me doing it. He’d given.

What he offered was either the slippery slope to Hell, or something so strange and dark and wonderful that only another sinner would be able to tell it from sin. He held out his bloody hand, and I ate the bitter fruit from his palm. While he held me, and while the moon held us, I was his.


Humiliation

J. D. Smith

A few weeks ago, after a long week of work, I made myself a drink, then another, and wondered what to do with the evening; I deserved something special. As the third drink dissolved my dating habits and seeped into my Sunday school training that something special came to me like an answer in the Magic Eight Ball. I could live out a dream long shelved with all the others, like surfing Lake Michigan or playing team handball in the Olympics. I would, at last, visit a dominatrix. To submit – and, with any luck, grovel – on short notice would take work. The yellow pages yielded nothing in the Ds between “domestic help” and “doors – aluminum.” One letter later, the escort services advertised in print-only entries uniform as brides-maids, with no specialties listed. Even the names that began with “Plus” and “Elite,” or followed chorus lines of capital As, could have referred to drywall, or restaurant supplies; the lone exception was an entry stranded from “Escrow”. Calling every agency would be looking for a needle – or stiletto heel – in a haystack. There was one more chance to make something of the evening before settling, again, for self-respect. I went to the convenience store across the street, where copies of both of my city’s dailies still occupied a rack between fuel additives and three varieties of Corn Nuts. One – paper, that is – covered world news and ran stories of more than one page. The second, a tabloid, had a bigger sports section and ran color photos under tall headlines of disasters and royal infidelities. A paper’s soul, though, is in its classifieds, and I was looking for a soul that listed “adult services” – and I don’t mean home improvement loans, or dentures. I took the tabloid and saved fifteen cents against the night’s upcoming expenses. On the elevator back to my apartment I waded through ads for phone sex and massage parlors until – there’s no other way to say this – the newspaper gave me what it knew I’d been waiting for. A visitor from another planet would have been amazed at how many women were called “Mistress”. Of course, the title merely served to display each name as the glittering crystal of brutality that it was. There were Mistresses Alexa, Brunhilde, Dominique, Frederika, Griselda, Katerina, Lola, Natasha, Nevena, Rula, Simone, and Tatiana, as well as one Mistress whose name escapes me – though it was the first word in a film subtitled “She-Wolf of the SS”. There was no Mistress Amy, Betsy, Cindy, Denise, Gail, Joanne, Luanne, Michelle, Penny, Ruth, or Theresa.

After a few busy signals and voice mail messages I reached the voice of a real, live woman of whom I wasn’t worthy – Mistress Sabina. Simply setting the appointment made me quiver, then stiffen. She finished the call by saying, “I expect you at ten. Don’t be late.” She bit off the end of the sentence and hung up – a free sample.

The taxi dropped me off at nine fifty-five, and I paid with the clammy bill I had clutched for the whole ride. At the address she had given, between a falafel palace and a shuttered travel agency, there was only a grated doorway with a buzzer.

I pressed the doorbell, and a second pulse of current unlocked the grate. This had to be the place. I walked up the stairs, wood painted flat black, and as I drew back my hand to knock, the door opened no more than two inches. A woman’s voice emerged.

“Are you the worm?”

I tried to think of an answer.

I didn’t think fast enough.

The voice rephrased its question.

“Are you the worm who made an appointment?”

That changed things.

“I guess I am,” I said.

“Very well, then. Come in.”

I nudged the door open, and there she was, all six feet of her. Mistress Sabina, to whom I would have gladly been enslaved. She looked like a latter-day Brigitte Nielsen or an even more latter-day Grace Jones, in negative, with more hair; like both, her mouth held two rows of feral teeth, white and even as the tombstones of the men she had eaten alive. She stopped my reverie to pose the eternal question.

“Cash or charge?”

I lingered over the choice – the last I would make for quite a while – and took out a card. She picked it up by one corner, like a soiled cloth, and clanked it through the charge plate, an echo of medieval chains. No sooner had I finished signing than she said, “Let’s go,” and led me into her chamber. My dream was becoming reality. I would bend to her will, and do so backwards.

She turned on a blacklight and under it glowed and glared an entire constellation of humiliation. A rack stood in one corner, and from another wall thrust poles with rings for ropes or handcuffs. A table was laid out neatly as a surgeon’s with the smaller appurtenances of her trade – harnesses, a leather mask, a dog collar. In another corner stood a pillory – a nice touch, and one I’d never heard of. Two metal folding chairs took up the center of the room. She pointed to one and said, “Sit.”

I complied instantly. More commands could follow.

I was not disappointed.

“Look at me,” she growled. “Am I someone who should degrade you?”

Trembling, I somehow got the words out.

“Of course you are.”

“Haven’t you ever heard of a rhetorical question, slave? Don’t speak unless I order you to speak.

“Now, am I someone you wish to worship, before whom you would most gladly abase and prostrate yourself?”

This was good. I nearly slipped and spoke, then thought of speaking up just to be punished. I refrained, but my left cheek twitched on its own, and sweat filmed over my whole invertebrate body.

“You would like to get down on your knees before me, wouldn’t you?”

I shifted forward in my chair, all the sooner to genuflect before a will and a body infinitely superior to my own.

I did not get far.

She barked a new command.

“Stay put, weasel. Don’t move until I tell you to move and don’t lean back. For your disobedience you must suffer.”

Sure.

I deserved such suffering, and more.

Mistress Sabina clicked a metal-tapped heel on the floor.

“You would like to lick my boots, wouldn’t you? You would like to run your tongue along every inch of my boots, from the top of the calf to the bottom of the soles, wouldn’t you? And you would do that because you know even that would be a great gift from your Mistress Sabina.”

Obedient, I held my tongue, but salivated already tasting grit and gravel. She lashed out – if only verbally.

“Don’t just sit there. Are you a man or a mollusk? Not that I need to ask. I heard your shell dragging along the floor, and I can still see your trail of slime.”

Unworthy of her, and possibly no more than a waste of perfectly good butter and garlic, I waited for my next instruction. It came.

“You may nod or shake your head if you are called upon.

“Now, answer me, you simpering swine. Do you wish to lick my boots?”

Before she could finish the question I bobbed my head up and down as if for an unseen apple, in unseen water, and pains shot up my neck – the legacy of an old birdwatching injury.

“You would like to lick my boots, wouldn’t you?”

I continued to bob and hurt. Defeat, utter defeat was mine. Until she spoke.

“Your obsequious assent annoys me. You will not get to lick my boots, or the ground beneath them.”

Perhaps greater humiliations lay in store.

“You will not be allowed to grovel before me, either.”

I could not even imagine what might come next.

“You would beg for that privilege, wouldn’t you?”

Of course. But I wasn’t being allowed to beg. Yet.

“But Mistress Sabina will not allow you to beg. You are to stay right where you are. And you will listen.

“Do you know where these boots have been?”

The answer, “On your divine feet, Mistress Sabina,” lodged in my throat, and I mouthed the air like a hooked fish.

“You have no way of knowing where these boots have been. I could have worn them in excrement-covered fields and pestilential swamps without so much as wiping my feet on a doormat. Even as we speak the footwear that you would venerate may be harboring cyclospora, mutant strains of E. coli, dysenteric amoebae, schistosomiasis, bilharzia, and who knows what other parasites even lowlier than yourself.”

She had a point and, as always, the truth hurts; I had been displaced in her contempt, and she wasn’t going to make things any easier on me.

“Did your mother teach you to do something like that? Perhaps it was an older sister who made you eat worms, or else she would tell on you for wetting the bed?”

She turned her chair around and straddled it, leaning into the backrest. O lucky chair, to be so crushed.

“Or was it a girlfriend who laughed at your pathetic man-root?”

She pressed the point – and nothing else.

“Can you tell me exactly what is wrong with you that you want to do this kind of thing? You may speak, if you can.”

A big “if.”

I kept gasping around the imaginary fishhook.

“So there’s nothing wrong with you, is there? Very well. You still have commands to obey.”

My hopes were not yet dashed.

Mistress Sabina drew herself up to her full Amazonian altitude, straight as a cane, or some other rigid tool of punishment, and then dashed my hopes.

“Stand up,” she growled. “Stand up. Get on your feet, not your knees.”

I was baffled, but complied.

“Now,” she said, “look me straight in the eye.

“Do it!”

This was wrong, all wrong, but I had my orders.

Her expression softened, and I didn’t know what to make of it. I hadn’t paid for sympathy.

“Now, repeat after me,” she said. “I do not deserve punishment or abuse.”

If domination was a church, she was leading me into heresy, but I repeated.

She proceeded.

“I do not need to be bound.”

She led me through several more assertions, then broke my will entirely, saying, “I am worthy of any woman I desire.”

Before a wave of nausea clutched my throat shut I whispered the words.

“I am worthy of any woman I desire.”

She turned her chair around, sat down and crossed her legs. Removing one black fingerless glove, she said, “Now, just get out of here. Don’t come back. Don’t call. Don’t go anywhere like this again, and go out on a date in the next week.”

I didn’t know what to say. My heart and mind were filled to overflowing, like a cup left too long under the Slurpee machine.

More sober than I had been all day, I backed out of the studio, walked down the stairs, and hailed a cab for home.

I managed to get a date by the next weekend, then other dates, and seemed worthy. I was under orders. Obeying still, I have not called her, or her colleagues. When the temptation arises I put down the telephone and imagine the sharp pain in my hand, and other places, where no whip will strike.


Lucky Numbers and Marlboros

Gwen Masters

When she woke up, he was gone.

At first she didn’t know what to do. She felt displaced, as if the room she woke up in was not the same room she had fallen asleep in, as if the bed were not her own. She walked through the house and looked for him but she knew what she would find.

He had taken it all. Oh, not her things. Not those. He had taken his clothes and his cigarettes. He had left the newspaper open to the classifieds, his toothbrush in the sink and his soap in the shower. She thought he had taken the vodka too but that afternoon she found it, sitting there on the high shelf in the pantry. How civilized of him.

“I will not fall apart,” she said to the bottle.

The bottle said not a word. She settled on the kitchen chair and her body ached when she did it. Paul had been rough with her. She had bruises on her shoulder and on her neck and even on her leg. Her belly ached where he had been. She had never ached like that or been marked like that for anyone else.

He wasn’t her first but it felt like he was. She had done things. He had taught her things she didn’t know she was capable of doing. She never dreamed she would have been able to deep-throat a man that size but she did. She gagged on his cock and that excited him. He liked it when he drove all the way into her pussy and she cried out because he was so hard to take.

“Arrogant fuck with an arrogant prick,” she said out loud.

She spent an hour, maybe more, watching the bottle and memorizing the label. She remembered the way he tasted when he kissed her the last time, before she knew he was going to walk out, when she thought everything was fine. He had tasted like vodka and grapefruit juice and Marlboros.

Last times. There were so many last times now, when she had expected only first times. That was her fault, her own arrogance. She had planned on more than just one night. She didn’t want to look back on the last time she had a man in her bed and remember it with anything less than happiness. She didn’t want him to be the last time.

She rose from the chair and pulled the bottle of vodka from the high shelf. She unscrewed the cap and took a swig. It made her grimace, made her stomach heave. But that much was done. He hadn’t been the last to drink from the bottle. She opened the fridge and pulled out the grapefruit juice. The taste made her nose tickle.

She walked to the living room and found the remote control for the television. Flipped it on. He had been watching the Spanish channel. She turned the channel to something more American: Country Music Television. She saw the cigarette butts in the glass ashtray and wished he hadn’t taken the Marlboros. She didn’t smoke, but she could learn fast.

She yanked the towel off the shower rod. It was still damp. She climbed into the shower and turned it on, let the water wash her clean. She would not cry.

She grabbed the soap he had used and threw it in the garbage can. The toothbrush, too. The pretty gown he hadn’t bothered to notice went into the washing machine. She yanked the sheets off the bed so hard that one corner ripped. She stalked to the washer and threw those in, too. When it was halfway through the cycle she realized she had forgotten to add the detergent. She started the washer again and this time added a generous cup of Tide.

She skimmed the Classifieds. He had been looking for houses. What a fucking joke. She ripped up the paper, pulled it into shreds. She dumped it all in the trashcan and a few pieces bounced up to peek over the edge. She found the mug he drank from, sitting there beside the sink. She turned on the tap, filled it up and drank from it herself.

Paul wasn’t the last.

She picked up the phone. Pressed redial and studied the number. He had called the rental car place. She stared at the number for a long time. When had he decided to leave, exactly? Why had he flown halfway across the country to get to her? Why in the world would a man do that if he had intended to leave after one night?

She sat down on the couch and her body protested. Everything hurt. It wasn’t just the muscles in her thighs or the bite on her shoulder or the back of her throat. It was everything, from head to toe. It was the pain of the shock, settling in.

She called her friend Tom.

She wasn’t sure, even then, what she was going to do. She just knew she had to do something. She couldn’t sit there and breathe the same air with the traces of his cigarette on it. She couldn’t let herself remember all those things he said and did and wanted. She couldn’t be comfortable in her own skin as long as the memory of his hands was upon her.

Tom answered and she quickly got to the point. “I need you to come over.”

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

“Everything,” she said.

Tom came over. His face was etched with worry. He sat down beside her on the couch and the story came out a little at a time. Now the shock was wearing off and along with that disappearance came anger. A vile, simmering anger that made her head feel as though it was too small for her body. Her heart pounded in her chest and even that hurt, it made the bite marks throb a little each time her blood pumped underneath the tender skin.

“I don’t want him to be the last man who touched me,” she said to Tom.

“What do you want?” he asked. His voice was soft and careful.

What did she want? She wanted to be the same person she had been the night before. She wanted to be the slightly naive person she had been before he opened up a different world. She had been handed newness over and over and she was almost ready to be done with it.

Almost ready.

“You know what turned him on most?” she asked. “The thought of me fucking a room full of men while he watched. Three or four, maybe. Or more than that. The thought of turning me into a whore excited him.”

Tom leaned back on the couch. He dropped his hand to his thigh. He was still trying to be a gentleman, trying to hide the erection that was obviously long and hard behind those denim jeans.

“Why do men like that?” she asked abruptly, and Tom shrugged.

“I have no idea. Some men don’t like it at all.”

“Do you like it?”

He closed his eyes and nodded.

“How many friends do you have?”

Tom opened his eyes but did not move. She watched the little vein at his temple as it pulsed with his heartbeat. He swallowed once. She thought about how sore her own throat was, about the things she had done with it.

“Are you sure you want to do something like that, Callie? Absolutely sure?”

“I’m sure.”

“But up until this weekend, you had never had a one-night stand. You’ve never even cheated on anyone. When I say this I mean it with the utmost affection: Callie, you are sheltered. You are a good girl. Good girls need to stay like that, don’t you think?”

She slowly shook her head. “If you are trying to talk me out of it, I will call someone else.”

Tom did look at her then. His eyes were wide, but he believed her.

“Why me?”

“I trust you to keep me safe.”

Tom shook his head and for a long while they both stared straight ahead, afraid to look at one another. She shifted and made a small noise, a muffled sigh that got his attention. She was hurting. It was evident in every movement she made.

“What did he do to you?” Tom asked quietly. Callie took his hand and traced each fingertip. She found that she couldn’t answer, because no answer seemed to be enough. Instead she held onto his hand as she rose from the couch. Tom followed her down the hallway, to the bedroom where she had led Paul not so long before.

The bruises on her shoulder were in the perfect shape of teeth marks. So were the ones on her hip and on her breasts. Her lips were swollen when Tom kissed them. Other parts of her were swollen too, and when he spread her thighs to touch her the sight of those bruises stopped him. The marks were from the inside of her knee all the way up. Her womanhood was swollen, so swollen that Tom was almost afraid to touch her. He sat back and looked at her for a while, and she let him do it without a single ounce of embarrassment.

Tom slid his hands gently up her thighs. “Does it make me a bad person if seeing you like this turns me on, Callie?” He ran one finger across the lips of her pussy and gently eased it inside. She was impossibly tight. Surely there was no way she could take a man in there.

“Does it turn you on?” she asked breathlessly.

“I don’t like that you feel so bad. That your heart hurts. But looking at your body and knowing you were fucked like that makes me want to fuck you myself.”

She watched as he slipped out of his clothes. His cock was hard and seeing that sent a little glimmer of anticipation through her. She reached for his hand when he would have touched her. She pulled him down beside her.

“I meant what I said,” she told him. “I might be a good girl but this weekend is all shot to shit anyway, and I want to be something I’ve never been before. Come Monday I will be my same old self. Right now I want to try something while the trying is good.”

Tom didn’t answer. He kissed his way down her body instead.

Her lips were swollen and almost raw. He touched them with his tongue and she sighed. The sound was one of appreciation, not of pain. His touch was feather light but firm, and by the time he slipped his finger inside her she was bucking her hips up to him, begging him to do it. He gently kissed her clit and she thought suddenly that she had only slept with six men in her entire life. Tom was going to be lucky number seven and by the end of the night she might roll the dice all the way up to number eleven.

“I want you inside me,” she whispered.

Tom moved up between her thighs. The hair of his chest tickled her hard nipples. They were chafed and covered in shades of red that wouldn’t go away for a very long time. He pressed the head of his cock against her. He started to ease in and whispered to her to relax. She was so tight that the fit was almost impossible but finally he slid home. He clenched his teeth to keep from coming too fast but she knew he would anyway. He felt like a monster inside her, thanks to the pounding she took and the swelling it had left.

“Just do it,” she whispered, and with his first stroke she came. He was startled into his own orgasm. One long stroke and they both went off like rockets.

Long hours later, Tom reached for the phone. The room was dark; night was approaching fast. She watched him dial one number after another. His back was strong but pale, nothing like Paul’s deeply tanned skin. She kissed it and he chuckled while he looked back at her. Her body ached but her heart felt better.

He asked her, only once, if she was sure. She was.

He had more than a few friends. They walked into the room with a blinking expression of surprise, reminding her of small animals climbing out of a hole and into the light of day. She felt that same way, as though she was seeing something for the first time. The first one tried to tell her his name with a shy smile but she shut him up with a kiss. He tasted like beer. She didn’t want to know who he was. It didn’t really matter anyway.

Tom sat in the chair and watched. He watched while she went down on his friend. Paul had tasted like smoke but this guy tasted sweet, almost like kiwi. She didn’t know men could really taste that way. Another myth shattered, she thought as she took him down her throat. He wasn’t too big to gag her, and she liked that.

So did he. He held her hair and began to fuck her mouth. She pulled away long enough to whimper that she didn’t want him to come that way. Not yet. She wanted to feel him inside her first. He insisted on taking his time. It wasn’t what she wanted but she admitted to herself that maybe it was what she needed. A man who would take time and be careful not to hurt her.

He filled her completely. Callie ground against him. He whispered into her ear about how tight she was, and where did those bruises come from? She kissed him again to shut him up. She just wanted a fuck. Much more of this concern and she would break down and cry.

Tom made a small sound from beside the bed. He sat there watching, slowly drinking from the vodka bottle Paul had left. She watched him swallow the alcohol. She stared at him while the other guy fucked her, while his strokes sped up and his hands got rougher. She arched and gasped when the moment came, when a stranger filled her with one last thrust and let the wetness go inside her.

“More,” she demanded, and there was another man to fulfill the request.

She got on her knees and sucked for all she was worth. His cock was long and thin, and she gagged on it when he pushed too far down her throat. He tried to pull back but she wouldn’t let him. Instead she pushed him deeper, deep enough that she didn’t gag anymore, and he slid in and out of her throat, making it burn. His moans were very loud in the little room.

Another man was there behind her. He slid in slowly and commented that her ass would probably be looser than her pussy was. So she invited him to give it a try.

The lube was cold. His cock was hot as fire. She moaned on the dick in her mouth while he drilled her back door. It hurt a little but it was the kind of hurt she needed, the kind of pain she wanted, the kind that made her moan and buck and come when she felt him slide all the way home. She was just as startled as the guy was. How did she come from that?

“That’s one hot bitch,” he said to Tom, and Tom shot him a look filled with something quite like venom.

She closed her eyes and bore down on him, enjoying the feeling of it, the heat of him sliding in and out. She was sore from the attempt Paul had made to enter her that way; she had called out the safe word, the first time in her life she had ever used one. She had been impressed with the speed with which he withdrew from her body. How ironic that was, now that he had withdrawn from her life just as easily.

The man behind her got a little too rough. “Hey,” Tom said, and the guy slowed down. She went back to sucking the cock in front of her. After Paul, it was easy to deep throat him. He loved it. He was going to come very soon, and this made Callie very happy. She played with his balls and squeezed them hard, just to make him gasp.

The man behind her came first. He made a sound like a strangled cat and Callie sucked harder to keep from laughing out loud. Sometimes men truly were animals. But he was gentle even when he came, pushing deep but not pushing hard. She liked him.

The man in front of her was close. Too close. She pulled away and stroked his cock, made him come all over her face. Tom groaned aloud at the sight of it. She licked the last drops and fell on the bed with a sigh, rested for a brief moment.

There was one more man to go.

He looked at her with dark eyes. He was Latino, with a stocky build and a shy smile. He had a certain look about him, one that said he was used to giving women what they wanted. He was used to feeling a woman writhe in ecstasy.

“Lucky number eleven,” she said, and reached for him.

She took her time with him. She sucked his cock like it was her favorite kind of ice cream cone, and she didn’t stop until he started to shudder against her. He liked to pull her hair. He liked to guide her mouth. He was very thick but not very long, and that was just fine. She wanted to feel him inside her. She wanted to feel that delicious stretching.

But if she could take her time, so could he.

Even though surrounded by a room full of men who wanted another go, he was slow and easy. He ignored the rumblings of the others. His sole purpose was playing with her clit, making her wet, teasing her nipples and lightly touching everywhere else his hands could reach. He even played with her feet. Before long she was clenching the headboard and wrapping her legs around his shoulders. He chuckled against her clit. She almost went off right then, but he didn’t let her.

Instead, he played her with two fingers. Then three. Then four, and when she arched off the bed and asked him to give her more, he laughed at her with a delight that made her blush all over.

“You have such a nice submissive streak,” he murmured. His voice was low and soothing. She pushed against his hand and he gently replaced it with his cock.

She cried out as he impaled her. He was just this side of vicious. Tom sat up in the chair, carefully watching her face. Of course she was hurting but that was just fine, because ohmygod, did this man know how to hit all those places! He thrust into her with short, careful strokes and suddenly she felt that feeling again, that thing that happened deep inside her body in the secret places even she hadn’t know existed until Paul had shown her and she knew it was going to happen again. It was going to happen.

“I can’t . . .” she whimpered, and then it wasn’t a question of whether she could. She did. She came and when she did she soaked his cock, soaked the sheet, soaked them both and made him gasp in approval.

“Good girl,” he growled as she came down from the orgasm, dazed and spent. “I’ll be gentle now. So gentle . . . just lie still for me.”

She did as he asked. It felt delightful to lie under him and not move, to simply enjoy the sensation from the place of satisfaction. He watched her face while he moved. After long moments he let out a low growl, so much like that of an animal that she shivered from head to toe. When he flooded her, it seemed to last an eternity. She felt the warmth of him slip out from between them.

And that was the glorious end of Round One.

She took every one of them again. Tom watched, stroking his cock sometimes, but mostly just taking in everything with his eyes. She wanted each of them inside her and that’s what she got, though they weren’t all as careful as they should have been. She would pay for that later but she got what she wanted, which was one load after another left as deep in her as they could make it shoot. She tried every position Paul had tried and then even more than that. She rode one of them, his cock rocking inside her like a rasp, testing her limits of endurance and pain. She was proud of herself when she made him come. She had handled more than she thought she could and she hadn’t once complained.

Maybe she was a good girl, after all.

One by one they left. They said goodbye with kisses and awkward hugs, gentle caresses and careful whispers. Tom had good friends, men with more than a little conscience about them. She was grateful for it. Strangely, she didn’t feel used after taking all of them on. She felt thoroughly enjoyed. Thoroughly vindicated.

Tom was left, sitting there near the bed. So was the Latino, who looked down at her with those dark eyes as he lay in her bed.

“Who are you?” she asked. He trailed one fingertip down her belly, traced a mark that went up her side.

“Emilio,” he murmured.

“I like you, Emilio.”

He smiled and kissed her. Tom slipped into bed on the other side of her. As soon as Emilio was done exploring her mouth, Tom’s tongue was delving into her.

Her body was more alive than it had ever been. The bruises were deliciously sore, but now she didn’t know who had made them that way: Paul, or the men who had come after him? Here she was, lying between lucky numbers seven and eleven. The sun was rising. And so were other things.

She took them both. Tom below her, Emilio above her, she held carefully still while they impaled her on their hard cocks. Tom cried out into her mouth. Emilio’s hand trembled on her back. They moved in counterpoint, finding a gentle rocking rhythm that set her to moaning with every plunge. It was good, so good, better than anything she had ever known, and when she came it was with a power that made both men gasp and topple over the edge with her. They filled her, cocks pumping and hearts pounding, until she couldn’t take another drop of what they had to give.

She collapsed on Tom’s chest. As Emilio stroked her hair, she began to cry.

Who she had become in the light of day didn’t feel as foreign as she thought it would. She stood in the shower and didn’t cry, because this time the tears were all gone. Tom was lying in her bed, sound asleep. Emilio was sitting on the edge of the tub, talking to her softly while the soap and water and semen swirled down the drain under her feet. She found that the more he talked, the more she liked his voice. It was comforting to her.

“Why did you do this?” he asked her, and she told him the whole story. Before she was finished he was under the water with her, soaping her body, touching her everywhere.

For the first time in her life, she made love standing up in the shower.

Later that morning she left Emilio watching television. Tom was still asleep. She promised Emilio she would be back. “There’s just something I have to do,” she said as she kissed his forehead.

She took Emilio’s car. She drove down the lake highway, drove to the blue water. It was raining, a downpour of Biblical proportions. She stopped at the little gas station that had been there forever and did only enough business to stay alive. It was the same place Paul had bought that last pack of cigarettes.

“Marlboros,” she said, and dropped a ten dollar bill on the counter. She was gone before the cashier could count out the change. She threw the box into the car and stood there in the rain, let it drench her, let the downpour wash around Paul’s memory, let it make the thoughts small and hard and manageable.

Water dripped into her eyes. It dripped onto Emilio’s seats. She knew he would understand. She lit up a Marlboro and took a long drag that made her cough viciously. She did it again and this time she didn’t cough so much, and she didn’t see stars. The third time the smoke went down into her lungs easily and made her heart race.

She was uncertain of where she was going. She would be back soon, before Tom and Emilio could begin to worry. She flipped the cigarette out the window and lit up another. By the time the pack was gone, Paul would be gone, too.

Out on the lake road, rain kicked up over the tires, spun out behind the car in a rainbow arc. Callie took a deep drag of the cigarette. Her body hurt from head to toe but it was a good ache, the pain of a job well done, of time well spent. The engine roared. The tires hissed through the water. The smoke filled her lungs, one after another, until she shook out the last of the pack.

She suddenly wanted to get back to Tom, to Emilio, to the new possibilities unveiled when old ghosts were wiped clear. She lit up that last cigarette.

When the car slipped into the straightaway over the clear blue water, she floored it.


Edward Hopper Doesn’t Live Here Anymore

Maxim Jakubowski

I’m sitting on a high stall in a bar called Phillies with my back to the nocturnal street. Across from me to my left, a man and a woman silently stare straight ahead at the white capped, blonde clerk busy cleaning dishes. The fedora wearing man negligently nurses a cigarette while the woman, red haired, in her late thirties I guess, peers at her well manicured nails. There is no juke box, there is no noise except for the occasional gurgling of the twin coffee percolators on the nearby counter; it’s a perfect three in the morning silence, made for night hawks and lonely hearts. She is thin, even gaunt, the silky fabric of her red dress draped across her shoulders, opening up across a V of indifferent, pale flesh. She sports scarlet lipstick, just like you imagined vamps did in black and white forties noir movies. They haven’t spoken to each other since I walked into the joint. But their body movement betrays the fact they are a couple. Only deep familiarity expresses itself, communicates in such a display of common silence.

Outside, it’s been ages since even a car has driven by. We are enveloped in a sea of dead time, listening to the mute voice of the downtown Los Angeles night. Figueroa Boulevard is just a few blocks away, even more deserted at this time. There was no game tonight at the new stadium by the nearby convention centre, so no stragglers ambling by or zigzagging their way past the flaming radiance of this old-fashioned street corner bar in search of a car parked forgetfully around some hours earlier.

I’m sipping my second glass of Coke. The ice has long melted and diluted the syrupy sugar fix of the drink. I keep on watching the couple, imagining their story, embroidering a whole scenario to justify their presence here, to explain the way they once met and the curious reasons that seemingly keep them together when they visibly have so little to say to each other. Surely, they have somewhere to go back to? I don’t. In a few more hours I will call a cab and get him to drive me back to L. A. International for the first morning flight of the day to La Guardia and my apartment on Washington Square full of books and CDs, where I will while the days away until the next telephone call summons me for a job. No rush, I don’t need the cash. But practice makes perfect, they say and I never say no when offered a hit. I have a reputation to protect.

I quietly wonder whether the other insomniacs keeping me company in Phillies also speculate about my own presence here? I don’t think so. I am anonymous. No one remembers my face. My hat is grey felt and my two piece suite a boring anthracite blue, my hair is cut short and my shape somewhat stocky. I guess I look like an insurance salesman. Good; it’s a suitable appearance. Forgettable, indifferent. Safe. I should know, I was once a cop, a run of the mill detective who happened to be too much of a loner to make the grade. Tradition dictates that cops should run in pairs, play the buddy game. Just wasn’t my style and I quietly alienated all the partners I was assigned. Nothing spectacular, no fights or endless arguments, caused the obligatory rift, but eventually they all moved on of their own accord, leaving me with a bad reputation as distant and uncooperative. Which was fine with me, but not too good on my record. So, one day, I just took early retirement and moved across to the other side.

Once you’ve swum in one pool, it’s easy to navigate in its counterpart. I knew what to do and what not to do. I’d never much been encumbered by rules and regulations, or morality anyway.

So, now I’m the man in the bar whose face you can never see or remember, watching the world go by. Your average, anonymous contract killer.

Killing off what is left of the night.

The woman glances my way, but she visibly doesn’t note my presence, her gaze passing straight through me and likely alighting on some passer-by walking outside, turning the corner on a slow journey to Chinatown just a mile or so away to the East. Her eyes are rimmed with too much kohl; doesn’t suit her, makes her look older than she is. She looks away, her indifference returning. Her partner lights another cigarette while the attendant refills his cup of coffee.

I tried to recall the eyes of the other woman earlier this evening. The younger one. What colour were they? I couldn’t. Much of what took place did so in darkness, an oppressive penumbra in which I had played the leading, murderous role. There had been a haunting quality in those eyes when she had pleaded for her life. She had just been in the wrong place at the wrong time. Damn!

“My name is Sarah,” she had said, looking towards me with a sadness full of resignation, as if she already knew I could not be swayed. There are rules in this unholy game which must not be ignored. And even though Sarah was not a player, she was instinctively aware of the fact.

I had not responded immediately.

“I will do anything you wish me to,” she had continued. “Or rather you can do anything to me you want. Anything.”

Maybe it was what she saw in my eyes that made her plead such things. I have heard it said they are grey, steely and unfeeling. When I shave and examine my features in the mirror, I see no such thing. Eyes are just eyes. They convey nothing.

The body of the man who had summoned her to this hotel room for use is sprawled just a few feet away on the carpeted floor, stone cold dead. One bullet had sufficed. It seldom takes more; don’t believe what you see in the movies. Killing a man with a gun is simplicity itself if you know where to aim and have a steady hand and the advantage of surprise. I’d been given a few photos of him when I had accepted the assignment and had followed him from his office as a realtor in Beverly Hills (no doubt a cover, but that wasn’t my concern) to this rococo hotel downtown with a fascinating over-the-top decor that blended equal doses of terracotta Mexican colours with Indian artefacts and monstrously sized potted plants throughout its dark lobby area. He’d parked his Chevy in a lot at the back of the hotel, which had given me time enough to move ahead and innocently share the elevator with him up to his floor. He hadn’t even given me a look. I’d jumped him just as he was opening the door to his room. As the lock clicked I’d put the gun to his head and sharply shoved against his shoulders and forced him into the room.

It took me a second or so to take it all in. The young woman sitting on the bed adjusting her stockings, looking up at me and the man barging through the door. The way her mouth formed an O of surprise. He was just about to say something in protest when I pressed the trigger, and the muffled sound of the weapon’s silencer interrupted the nature morte of the scene that was so quickly unfolding. He slumped to his knees, and then almost in slow motion to the hotel room floor, his limbs spreading incongruously across the target, his face three quarters burying itself into the lush softness of the carpet.

Her mouth returned to its normal thin-lipped shape and she froze on the spot, no doubt a million emotions, questions and fear spreading through her body.

The hit was clean. There wasn’t even that much blood, yet.

I looked at her again.

Our eyes locked.

A torrent of communication surging through the darkened, pastel room in the utter stillness of the late afternoon. All things unsaid but sadly clear in both our minds.

Witnesses have no rights.

This was when she told me her name. In a forlorn bid to humanise herself. To make me rethink my resolve.

I didn’t respond, just stood there, my legs now straddling the inert body of my designated victim.

“You can have me,” she continued. “I won’t say anything. Please.”

She didn’t look like a whore. Not a cheap one at any rate. Maybe a girlfriend, or another man’s wife he was enjoying on the side? That’s what hotel rooms are for, isn’t it? Her two piece suit had a conservative cut, only spoiled by the fact that the skirt had been hoisted up to mid-thigh as she had been straightening the line of her stockings as we had entered the room. The upper, uncovered half of her thigh was creamy, white, almost virginal, above the darker, flesh coloured fabric of the hold up stocking.

No garter belt, I couldn’t help noticing.

“Will you let me go?” she asked quietly, as if she no longer even believed it could happen.

“I don’t think so,” I replied.

“Why?”

“Because.”

She lowered her eyes.

I felt sad. There is no enjoyment to be found in killing innocents. I am not a sadist.

“Now?” she enquired, seemingly resigned to her fate.

I walked up to the bed where she was sitting.

Looked down at her.

“A waste, I know,” as if apologising.

“Yes,” she agreed, her voice a thin sliver escaping from her mouth, touching the very root of my heart, or was it my stomach? Sometimes, emotions affect me in curious physical ways.

All of a sudden, I wanted to ask her so many questions. Who she was, why she was here, the nature of her relationship with the dead man? I wanted to know her. But I knew it was impossible. I didn’t have the time.

Her name was Sarah. That was all I was allowed to know.

“Get up,” I ordered.

She rose from the edge of the hotel bed, and stood, her gloved hands by her side. She was shorter than I’d expected.

She looked towards me, waiting for further instructions, a veil of sadness drifting across her pale face.

“Had he paid you in advance?” I asked her.

She blushed. I wasn’t sure if this was caused by embarrassment or anger.

It made her look quite beautiful, though. Her cheeks an attenuated shade of pink that served to emphasise the sharp delineation of her cheekbones.

“With him,” she answered, “it had nothing to do with money. Absolutely nothing.”

“Love?” I continued.

“No. Nor lust either,” she said.

When I stopped responding, she brazenly straightened out her whole body, almost growing by an inch or so as her back snapped into position.

“You just wouldn’t understand,” she said defiantly. “Not in a month of Sundays.”

No, I couldn’t.

“Undress,” I asked her.

She obeyed unconditionally, and it wasn’t out of fear, I knew.

Like many women when they shed their clothing, she began by the bottom. She unzipped the invisible fastening on the right side of her skirt and the light fabric of the garment slid to the floor where she elegantly stepped out of it. She wasn’t wearing any undergarments and her plump mound was shaven totally smooth, which just took my breath away. She allowed me a minute of oppressive silence to collect my thoughts and drink in the vision of her obscene nudity, just standing there in stockinged legs and nothing else.

Her sexual slit was a straight line gash from which no inner or outer labia protruded, like a raw wound, a scar that hypnotised me. I couldn’t help but stare at it.

Then she quickly shed the rest of her clothes, the suit jacket, the opaque black cotton blouse and a small, and somewhat unnecessary brassiere, which then revealed slight dark-nippled breast I could cup in one hand, delicate hills in the porcelain landscape of her body.

I kept on peering at her.

Once I had taken in her prominent sexual characteristics, I quickly noted that the whole geography of her body was dotted with small bruises. These blemishes travelled across a whole spectrum of colours from dark, almost blue to brown and pale yellow as the skin had begun repairing itself.

These bruises had been created over a period of time; there was no way they could have happened on the same occasion.

“Turn round.”

She did so, with elfin grace.

The bruises also generously populated her back, prominently spread across her thighs, with even redder lines, like the forgotten remnants of whip lashes or continued caning, crisscrossing her slightly androgynous buttocks.

In the small of her back, there was the tattoo of a Chinese ideogram, which I was unable to recognise. I should have asked her, but I didn’t.

I had a million questions for Sarah, but none could make the tortuous journey from my brain cells to my lips.

“Touch me.”

It was her turn to give orders.

Hesitantly, I moved an arm forward, brushed my fingers against one of her shoulders. Her skin felt damp. But electric. I slowly moved upwards, sliding my fingers through her short ash blonde hair. Like a journey through silk.

I noted one of the more prominent bruises on her body, a soiled few square inches of skin between her navel and her cunt where the skin had almost broken and still waltzed between dark tones of black and a borderline crater of yellow. I touched her there. The softness was divine. I perversely pressed harder.

“Does it hurt?” I asked.

“No,” she replied.

My fingers lingered over the flatness of her lower stomach, bathing in the nearby heat emanating in concentric circles from her sexual opening outwards. The pink gash was short and as straight as ruler, highlighted by her depilation. I’d seen shaven mounds in magazines and dubious films, but this was the first I’d come across in real life.

“Did he beat you?”

“Not him,” Sarah said. “Others.”

“More than one?”

“Yes.”

“I see,” that was all I could prosaically say in the circumstance.

“I don’t mind,” she said.

“Really?”

“You can, too, if you so wish.”

“I’m not that sort of guy.”

“How do you know?” she responded, with the bare hint of a smile on her lips, as she glanced over at the body by the door.

“I just know,” I answered.

“But you can still fuck me,” Sarah suggested. “I’m available, I’m here, I’m yours for the taking, any way you wish. I won’t scream.”

As she said that, all my imagination could conjure was the image of her being punched and whipped by other men, while she kept her silence and tears rolled down her cheeks.

How could she enjoy it, I wondered?

“You know I can’t,” I said. Then added, “But I like what I see. Really.”

She sighed.

“Do it now, then.”

But I knew I couldn’t shoot her. Not like this. Not after seeing the wonder and questions of her nude body, feeling the tremor of life and softness coursing through her skin, the unknown history buried inside her soft Southern voice.

If I shot her, it would be showing her total disrespect, assimilating her to that piece of shit now dripping dark blood over there by the door on the hotel room flooring.

She deserved better.

I nodded to her, indicating the window that opened on South Figueroa Boulevard. Her eyes questioned me silently. I blinked once and she understood.

The flight of her naked body through the air was not unlike the dance of a butterfly in the summer breeze, weightless and beautiful, as she swam towards the ground in seeming less slow motion, fluttering her invisible wings, the bruises like a kaleidoscope of colours inked across her white skin, floating, smiling.

I looked away before she hit the ground.

I am waiting for the long California night to end so I can catch the first flight back, wasting the remaining hours of darkness in an almost empty bar called Phillies. The couple across from me are still communicating in total silence.

Not long to go.

I have a bit of a cramp, a muscle giving me grief in my right shoulder, maybe caused by the recoil of the gun earlier. I must be getting older, no longer absorbing the reverse shock wave in my gun arm. I shift imperceptibly in the high stall and across my shoulder I see a man outside in the street sketching on a pad. For him, I suppose, we must be in an eerie pool of light and an image worth remembering, just anonymous shapes in a composition of light and darkness. He is quite tall and balding, an imposing Patrician man.

As I turn around a bit more to look in his eyes, the artist draws a final line on his pad and, satisfied, closes it and begins to walk away, almost immediately melting into the night’s surroundings.

I adjust my position, take another sip from my glass of Coke.

Edward Hopper was smiling.


Magmadootch

Alicia Wag

The first time I saw Ian, he was making silly faces and waving his hands in stupid gestures.

“Who’s that?” I asked Sophie. It was our end-of-summer party, celebrating the return to our last year of grad school.

“That’s Ian,” she answered. “And the magmadootch.”

“Huh?”

I wasn’t attuned to funny stuff. In my own creative pursuits, I concentrated on technique and convention. In my deep, dark subconscious I had a proclivity for melancholy and tragedy. I liked expressionist paintings. Kafka was my favorite writer. When I laughed at something, it usually involved irony and sarcasm. Magmadootch? It sounded like some newfangled product to clean penis scum.

“It’s his pet,” replied Sophie, alluding to the movements of Ian’s hands, his fingers folding and flitting about in the shape of a creature’s face. “The kids at camp loved it.”

So that’s where she met him. Sophie had summered as a camp counselor, in preparation for her career as an arts therapist for special-needs children. I’d spent the last two months immersed in music, blowing my brains into my flute at one elite festival after another.

“Come on,” Sophie said. “I’ll introduce you.”

I didn’t think I wanted to be introduced to a clown, but Sophie was dragging me. “Slow down,” I said. “I’m gonna spill my drink.” My drink was seltzer with lime. Ian’s, I saw as we approached, was one of the martinis Sophie had insisted on serving. He turned from his conversation with Frank, our buddy from the running club, and smiled at us.

His grin was so strange it triggered a twang in my gut, which I immediately pushed aside. I couldn’t possibly be attracted to such a motley man, with skin like a Mediterranean olive, unruly black curls for hair, a nose that wasn’t so much long as it was pointy, and dark eyes that were a tinge asymmetrical.

“Ian,” said Sophie, “This is Lisa.”

“Li-sa,” said Ian, drawing out my name in a sing-song, a-hah kind of way, saying it as though he knew all about me. “Pleasure to meet you.”

Out came the magmadootch hand. I shook it, surprised by its grip, which was both firm and relaxed. “Hi,” I said.

We stood silent for a few moments. I felt awkward in the dead air, though my glance at Sophie indicated she was amused. Ian looked unperturbed. But then, why wouldn’t he be? Anyone who would wear a black and white striped stocking cap and red suspenders to a party must not care what anyone thought of him. That twang in my gut came back, almost like a longing.

“Oh, there’s Patty,” said Sophie.

I nearly panicked when she left, though I could have easily followed. Instead I stayed with Ian, feeling confused, compelled, and altogether uncomfortable. Frank had slipped away, too, so we were alone despite the apartment being crammed with people, a great din of talk and blaring music, some rock band I didn’t know the name of. I didn’t keep up with that stuff: classical music was my thing, and I didn’t go beyond it.

Ian kept looking at me in a mellow, sweet sort of way. I was amazed by his lack of self-consciousness. Meanwhile, my own need to break the silence was growing so strong I was on the verge of sputtering. He seemed to know this, and helped me out. Even though he had to speak loudly to be heard through the noise of the party, his voice had a soft quality I liked. “Sophie tells me you’re quite the flautist.”

I shrugged.

“Who’s your favorite composer?” he asked.

I settled a bit, relieved at the easy question. “Mahler.”

“Ah, yes,” he said. “Das Lied von der Erde. Hauntingly beautiful.”

A kindred spirit. Maybe. “I love that piece.”

“I like it,” he said. “Not as well as Shostakovich, though.”

“He’s a favorite of my lover’s,” I said, not knowing what came over me. Dante was long gone, practicing cello and polyamory in Italy.

Ian’s gaze never wavered. Those dark eyes boring into me must be breaking down my sanity, I thought. Or was it remembering Dante and all the Italian women he might be fucking? Ian leaned in a little closer, a minuscule, almost imperceptible shift in distance that was enough to refuel the longing in my belly. “What’s your lover’s name?” Ian whispered.

“Dante,” I said.

“Ah,” said Ian as though he had just learned something important. “A man.”

I nodded. “And what are you?” I asked.

Ian took the two fingers of his right hand, the mouth of the magmadootch, inserted them into his martini, and clamped them around the green olive inside. Out they came, the olive cradled between them. He popped it into his thin-lipped, wet mouth and ate it with quiet gusto before he answered. “Me?” he said. “I’m a mime.”

Ian left the party alone, as he had come. Sophie told me he lived in a nearby suburb, caretaker of a historic house and its grounds. “Free rent,” she said.

“What did he do at your camp?” I asked.

“He came for a week and did mime with the kids. You like him, don’t you?”

“Of course not,” I snapped.

Sophie just laughed. “Where does he perform?”

“He gigs around, and teaches. He’s on the street a lot,” she said, “in the square.”

For three days after the party, I dealt with Dante, racking up astronomical phone bills, crying as he told me about Luisa and Filomena, how he had done them both, separately and together. He was impatient with my sadness. “Lisa,” he said. “I love you. Isn’t that enough?” I didn’t know what to say. Dante thought it was jealousy, but it wasn’t, really. When he told me he’d found two beautiful lovers in Rome, it just filled me with that confused longing I’d just as soon avoid or only confront where it could be contained, in the otherworldly space of Mahler’s music, or looking into the tortured world of Egon Schiele’s paintings.

Even as Dante remained at the forefront of my mind, the idea of trying to see Ian lingered in the back. I told myself it was because I wanted to get at Dante, but there was more to it than that. I had already fucked two different men, at two different music festivals, both older, both well-known, one a conductor and the other a teacher. I was waiting to tell him, hoarding the knowledge like the selfish little wretch I sometimes felt like.

One night I wandered into the square, looking for Ian among the singers, jugglers, and street performers, but he was nowhere to be found. As it turned out, I didn’t have to look again. He came by in the middle of the week. I opened the door, on my way out to buy my books, and there he was, arm raised, hand in a fist as though he were about to knock, even though we had a doorbell.

“Hey,” I said.

He dropped his arm and smiled. “Hi.” He was wearing a cap, two-toned with black velvet and a purple, satiny material.

Another awkward silence. Ian seemed to enjoy them. I broke it by saying, “Sophie’s not here.”

“I didn’t come to see Sophie,” he said, leaving the words and their ramifications hanging. I found myself settling into the quiet. The need to find something to say was lessening, and that was nice. After a moment Ian said, “Would you like to come over tonight?”

“Yes,” I answered without thinking.

“Okay,” he said. “I’ll pick you up at seven thirty.” Then he smiled and put his right foot forward, pivoting in the most extraordinary way, every sinew and muscle working as efficiently as possible to turn his body and walk away from me.

We got into Ian’s old, rickety Saab convertible at 7:37. Cheerful red-and-white Hawaiian print covered the seats, and I settled onto it gratefully. I had just showered and thrown on a pink cotton T-shirt dress. My brown hair was still wet, but drying quickly in the breeze.

I let my head fall back and closed my eyes. Earlier in the evening, I’d talked to Dante, letting him know there were things I needed to tell him about the summer, but in person. He claimed it wasn’t fair to bring it up and not follow through, and further justified his anger by pointing out that he told me everything.

“I’m not you,” I said.

“You fucked someone, didn’t you?” he said, with what sounded like relish.

“I’ll tell you when I see you.”

“Did you like it?” he asked.

I hadn’t, actually. The encounter with the conductor was boring, a quickie backstage while I leaned over and took it from behind. The teacher was a bit more interesting – we made it in his office a few times, once with me on top, and I even sucked his cock a couple of times. But I hadn’t come all summer except for masturbating.

I told Dante he’d just have to wait, but he wouldn’t give up and tried to move from an argument to phone sex. I hung up on him.

I fell asleep in Ian’s car, and woke to impending darkness and his whisper in my ear: “We’re here.” Above us, the world looked fiery and brilliant, orange streaks and pearlescent clouds giving way to the night sky. We were parked on a dirt road. In the distance was a large, handsome farmhouse.

Ian got out of the car and came around to my side, opening the door for me. I felt like a lady in a 1950s movie. I emerged demurely, instinctively taking the hand Ian offered, then slipping my arm through his as we made our way to the house.

“It’s so quiet,” I said, listening to the sounds of birds and insects – and something else. “Is that frogs?”

“Yes,” he said. “There’s a pond on the other side of the house.”

I laughed, thinking of when I was a girl, walking to the pond in my neighborhood and watching intently for tadpoles, frogs, dragonflies, and sometimes even a great blue heron.

Ian had a room downstairs with a kitchenette and bath, separate from the rest of the historically preserved farmhouse. It was like stepping into a different world – from austere 19th-century simplicity to quirky modernism. The bed was a single futon on the floor, covered with torn, turquoise satin sheets and multi-colored pillows with ornate sequins and tassels. On the back of the door was a life-size poster of Charlie Chaplin, and on the walls, haphazardly placed postcards of all sorts from all over the place – Florida, Iowa, Cancun, Japan, vintage photographs of Cary Grant, Marilyn Monroe, Buster Keaton, and art cards of some of my favorites: Wyeth’s “Christina’s World,” Rousseau’s “The Sleeping Gypsy,” and Munch’s “The Scream.”

“Sit down,” Ian said, gesturing to his futon.

It might have been presumptuous to immediately direct me to the bed, but the only other chair in the place was a swivel stool at an old wooden desk in the corner, covered with mounds of papers, envelopes, and candles. There were candles all around the room, including on the night table by the futon, which also was home to a Tiffany lamp.

I kicked off my sandals and sat Indian-style on the futon, noticing the smell of Ian’s room, its tinges of familiar things – patchouli, sandalwood, pot, cucumbers. Ian took off his cap. His hair was matted to his head on top, but long enough that his dark ringlets flew free in all directions, like wild vines seeking territory. Without the hat he looked serious, more grown-up even, and the warmth in my belly, that started every time I saw him, grew. He methodically pulled down one suspender, then the other, unclipped them from his black jeans and hung them on a nail. Then he took off his white T-shirt and tossed it into a pile with some other shirts. Is he going to strip? I wondered as he leaned over and unbuckled his Tevas, kicking them aside. But he stopped there. He wasn’t as hairy as I thought he would be, which I liked – just a tuft of black in the center, where his heart might be. His nipples were dark and hard, and the sight of them sent the warmth in my belly lower. He wasn’t well-muscled, but he was firm and taut and elegant, almost feminine.

“Do some mime for me,” I said.

I watched as he created an imaginary table and served himself tea. I found myself laughing. “How do you make it look so real?”

“Come here.”

I got up and stood beside him.

“See this wall?” He gestured into the empty space in front of us.

“No,” I said.

“It’s here.” One palm, then the other, walked up the wall of air, looking for a way out. Ian pressed one hand firmly onto the surface, and took my arm with the other. “Feel it,” he said. But when I put my hand there, my fingers slipped right through.

Later, when we were kissing on the futon, our lips sliding wet against each other and our tongues intertwined, I reached for the hard cock I could feel pressing against me through our clothes. He pulled away and stood up.

I watched as he reached for something imaginary, something tender. “This is your breast,” he said, cradling roundness, gently squeezing, finding the nipple and placing it between his two agile fingers.

“I’m going to suck it,” he whispered, leaning forward with his mouth slightly open, closing around the exact spot his fingers had been. I watched him lap at the place that was my nipple, tug at it gently with teeth, dart at it with tongue.

Meanwhile, his magmadootch hand slid down my imaginary belly. I could almost feel it brush my very own skin as it traveled lower, the two fingers dipping forward now, and I let out a moan.

“This is your pussy,” he said, working at it. “It’s wet.” His fingers pushed forward, slipped inside, the thumb staying behind and working the pretend clit. Between my legs my real pussy gushed. “It’s so wet,” he said. “Wet enough to fuck.”

He let go of my imaginary pussy and pulled off his black jeans, taking his cock out of his navy blue boxers, pulling the fabric back so that his balls were exposed. It looked like a portrait – “Erect Cock against Dark Background”. I took in the sight, its thickness and slight curve, the dark brown oval of a birthmark along the shaft that looked like a splash of chocolate.

“I’m going inside you now,” he said, moving forward. He held his cock in one hand and rubbed it against the clit and lips for a moment, his eyes watching my imaginary pussy as though looking at something amazing and beautiful.

“You are so ready to be fucked,” he said. He slid his cock toward the entrance of my pretend pussy, slowly, tauntingly.

“Fuck me back, Lisa,” he said, bringing his sex up again and rubbing the head of his cock on my imaginary clit. My real clit was swelling the way it only did when my vibrator touched it. “Come on,” he said. “Fuck me with your wet pussy.”

I slipped off my underwear and pulled up my pink dress, then leaned back against the pillows on the bed and spread my legs wide.

“Now,” he said. “I’m putting my cock inside you.” It slipped into the imaginary hole. My eyes could see his shaft, yet I knew it had disappeared into a moist, dark chasm. Ian’s head was back now; he was moaning softly. “Can you feel it?”

“Yes,” I said, reaching for my clit, sliding my fingers inside myself, all hotness and cream. I could feel Ian’s cock, the pressure it made in my cunt, my cunt walls stretching to welcome it. Ian pushed all the way into my imaginary pussy, and my own hips pushed back.

We started slowly, then upped the rhythm. I watched his cock fucking the pretend pussy, my hips thrusting along with it.

“I’m going to come,” he said.

I felt the bud of my clit pulse and explode at the moment Ian’s cock released white liquid into the air, onto the exposed wooden floor in the space between us. He collapsed on his knees and took me in his arms, hugging me so tight I almost couldn’t breathe. He whispered my name, kissing my hair, my sweaty forehead, my eyelids, my lips.

I looked over Ian’s shoulder at his room, the candles, the posters, the colors. It looked like a Klimt painting. And there we were, wrapped around each other like one, too.

Being on the inside wasn’t scary, the way I thought it would be. There were edges, after all. I lifted my hand and placed it against them, tracing the space Ian and I occupied. Ian’s breath streamed warm and moist on my neck.

My hand, having found the borderlines, came back to circle his very real cock. I guided it inside me.


Orbiting in Retrograde

Kathleen Bradean

Tawdry. The first word that stuck in my mind when I saw Minat at the spaceport was tawdry, and nothing about her later changed my opinion. She leaned against the white tile wall of the immigration building and listlessly scratched her arm with her gloved hand. The only other human in customs, I figured that she was my contact, but every time I tried to catch her eye, she inspected her elbow just above her opera-length black gloves.

Scruffy. Now there was a good word too. The lumpy black stockings she wore had big oval holes and a wide run that disappeared into her thick-soled black boots at her knobbly knees. One side of her head was shaved down to black stubble. The other half cascaded in a waist-length electric blue fall that hid part of her sharp face. Overhead fluorescent lights gave her skin a sallow cast and her eyes were like neon blue vacancy signs. She chewed gum with a slack jaw.

I turned my attention back to the uptight creature who eyed my immigration docs. Everything was in order. I checked about a dozen times to be sure. That didn’t stop my slow descent into panic. A year and a half in stasis sleep, another month in the mind-numbing reality of space travel, and I was tired, grumpy, much in need of a real bath, and nervous. More than anything, I didn’t want to be forced back onto the next ship out.

The creature made a tiny, peremptory noise as if it would some time soon actually speak, so I hung onto the silence and waited for the next utterance. I burned to ask, “Is something wrong,” but I bit my tongue. The official guidebook said, “Never, ever, ever, ever” speak to immigration officials at the JenHuyWei space station unless asked a direct question. All those evers flashed across the screen of the guidebook in garish colors. Still, one friendly little question couldn’t hurt, could it? I could clear up any doubt the xenophylum had about my papers if I could only speak. I swore if they threw me back on a ship because I failed to completely fill in a square on their questionnaire, I’d get space psychosis. My eyelid twitched. Words bubbled up my throat and onto my tongue. I couldn’t stop them.

“CiHuWan!” Minat screeched.

My head jerked around. No one else seemed to notice her fingernails-rasping-down-corrugated-tin outcry, not even her. There wasn’t a sign on her face that she’d screamed seconds before. Other xenophylums passed through customs, their optical receptors glossed over her as if she were a blank spot on a blank wall instead of a brightly colored human who shouted obscure obscenities. She was a total nutcase. Our publisher warned me about her. Minat used to be the best forward scout for the Backpack Clan and then, like Kurtz in Heart of Darkness, she descended into assimilation.

I put a finger to my eyelid to stop the tremor in case it was a sign of virulent Denburian Plague or something else that would get me kicked off planet, and was surprised by the feel of my stiff gloves. The guidebook was emphatic that gloves be worn at all times when on JenHuyWei. It hinted at dark consequences too horrible to describe if the gloves were removed. I tried to get used to being covered at all times during that month in space, but gave up after an hour every time. My hands got hot.

“Do you have work?” The immigration official asked. The glance I got from each of his optical orbs and the shape of his mouth told me that he sincerely doubted I did.

The guidebook said it was okay to answer. “Yes. I write guidebooks for Terraist who travel offworld. After reading my books, they will bring their many tourist credit chits and spend lavishly in the local economy. This will be my base while I explore the near planets.” No matter how many times I practiced that speech, it still came out in a bumbling rush. I knew that I hit all the right buzz words and didn’t use any forbidden phrases, yet my eyelid fluttered. I could see the gaping entrance of the space ship over the official’s shoulder.

“Have your bags been inspected?”

We looked down at my bag. As my guidebook advised, in all caps, I had not let go of it for ANY REASON. The straps were twisted around my gloved hand. Tape and tags in twenty colors, stamped and coded in every known language and cryptology, covered the surface with terse approvals. A smartass retort fired off in my brain but I condensed it to a meek, “Yes.”

The computer spit out my passport. A moment of silence passed. Was I supposed to take it? Wary of all the possible ways to inadvertently insult different xenos, I consulted the screen of my guidebook and scrolled to the chapter titled “Don’t screw up your entire trip three seconds after arrival, doofus,” subsection “dealing with civil servants who get their jollies from your misery,” paragraph “sure, no one MEANS to start an interplanetary incident . . .”

The immigration official shoved the card across the seriously ugly putty-pink countertop. “Welcome to JenHuyWei Station. Have a nice day,” it growled as it bared its fangs at me.

I reached for the card as I slid my guidebook into my pocket. That was all it took. I heard a swoosh, and a small, white furry rat-like creature with long ears ran by on hind legs, grabbed my bag, and took off.

“Hey!” I ran after it.

My bag was twice the size of the magpie that dodged through the crowds, but the bulk didn’t slow it down. I ran after the artful dodger but lost sight of it in the legs, tentacles, and luggage. Then I heard a slam. Hoots of mirth and approval filled the customs area. When I shoved through the crowd, Minat stood with her boot on the thief’s neck and the bag in her hand.

She tossed my bag to me, hard. I grunted when it hit my chest. “For ANY REASON!” Minat crushed the magpie’s hand under the heel of her boot as it squealed in brain-ripping disharmonies. “Damn magpies!”

“Hey! That’s a sentient xeno,” I protested as she gave her heel a hard twist.

The furry white magpie dropped a chronometer on the floor. With its free paw, it swept the timepiece back into its vest pocket.

“Yeah, yeah. I used to be all politically correct too, but you have to learn a quick lesson here. Most xenos don’t have your same code of morality. So get over being amazed at the diversity of the universe and wake up to the reality that magpies, sentient though they may be, are ownership concept challenged.”

“Huh?”

Her blue cascade of hair shimmied but didn’t hide her annoyance. “Magpies are fucking thieves. If you aren’t holding onto something, by their code that makes it salvage and they can take it. But see, because they’re all sentient and everything, they kind of understand that it pisses off every other xeno, because the little fuckers take off like greased lightning the second that they swipe your stuff. So be politically correct and get robbed blind, or turn on your reality radar and get hip to the fucking blips on the screen, okay?”

I was struck speechless. Not by her tirade, but because eighteen feet of real live green dragon undulated between us. It was so close to the tip of my nose that I had to blink several times before I could focus on the scales before my eyes.

The dragon leaned into Minat. Minat’s blue hair puffed back from her face with each snort from the dragon’s nostrils. She stared ahead as if she didn’t notice anything unusual, her mouth open with each chomp of her gum. The magpie under her heel grabbed its arm and tried to yank loose as its high pitched screams bounced off the hard surfaces of the immigration building. The dragon flexed the entire eighteen feet of its sinuous body, from the top of its crested head down to the tip of the spiked tail. Its iridescent wings unfolded and folded, fluttering scaly skin. I smelled something kind of good over the bureaucratic stink of the port, so I flared my nostrils and pulled it deep into my chest. As I exhaled, I felt as if the stale air of the spaceship was being squeezed out of my body. A sweet scent enveloped Minat, the dragon, me, and the magpie like the dark perfume of a femme fatale.

For a moment, all was very, very, cool in my world. My spine felt wiggly and I was sure that my feet floated off the ground. There was a disturbing time loop that seemed to last minutes but ended in a second. Minat winked at me.

The dragon dragged claws over its palm as it collected credit chits to drop into Minat’s hand. Minat gave a terse nod. The dragon ambled away. Minat pocketed the chits faster than I could see her hand move. She spat out her gum on the dingy tile floor and lifted her foot just enough for the vehemently chattering magpie to yank its hand free. It kicked her ankle. As she lifted her boot again with malice in her eyes, the magpie ran, grabbed the wad of gum, held it aloft triumphantly, consulted its chronometer, and zoomed away.

It happened so fast that my head was still spinning when Minat marched ahead of me and snapped off information like gunfire over her shoulder.

“Look alive, offworld boy. I’m getting hazard pay just to be seen with you. I promised ’em I’d deliver you alive. I didn’t say you’d be in one piece.”

I didn’t mind jogging several steps behind her. Nice ass, and her short pleated skirt showed the under-cleavage of her buttocks with every sharp thrust forward of her hipbones.

Minat didn’t so much walk as she stalked. Part of me hadn’t come out of stasis sleep yet woke up and shook off the permafrost real fast. Every nerve ending in my groin went on red alert.

She hit the glass spaceport door with both hands, letting it slam back in my face, but not before I saw enough of those sweetly rounded mounds to know that Minat was – how would she put it? – underwear challenged. My grin slid to the side of my mouth as my eyebrow arched.

Outside the dreary seen-one-you’ve-seen-them-all government building, my eyes didn’t know where to look first – the pile of garbage on the ground, or the pile of garbage that looked like someone lived in it. Minat already crossed the street and was about to duck into an alley between ramshackle buildings when I called out, “Wait! Where are we? I need to get my bearings.”

“Shuulmach.” It sounded as if she were coughing up a hairball.

“Wait. Shuulmach? The ‘wide boulevard doted with gracious mansions and breathtaking local xerscaping?’ ” I read the description on the computer in my hand, glanced down the street, turned to look the other direction in case the view was stunningly different to the east. I read the screen again. There was a scraggy weed valiantly trying to push through the orange, packed-dirt street. Guess that could be the xerscaping. The reek of the street, something between dust and death, certainly took my breath away. Mansions? Hardly. Every building was either caught in a suspended state of slow motion decay, or was a depressing example of the galaxy-wide unification project.

Minat bobbed her head. “That would be the one.”

“This place is a pit!” The local architecture was similar to seedy neighborhoods on Mars all red dust, flat top roofs, and chipped stucco work – except that on Mars the houses were low and fat, where the ones leaning over the alleyway in front of us were anorexic and perilously tall, as if the walls of the houses sprouted fast and the structure couldn’t quite keep up.

She patted my head. “Welcome to the real world, doofus.”

“My name is Matt.”

“Yeah. So our publisher told me. Right after they explained that I was off the payroll.” She put her hands on her hips and seemed to be thinking hard.

I didn’t like the curl at the corner of her mouth, but with her hands balled up and her shoulders scrunched, I could almost see if she was shaved or not in front. I felt myself listing to one side for a better look.

From the expression on her face, she knew my gaze was creeping up the inside of her thigh, tickling across the top of her stockings, and groping under her skirt. She already called me a doofus, so I thought I’d try to act like sex wasn’t the only thing on my mind. New planet to explore, countless new xenos to meet and write about, new job, and I fixated on the one thing that mattered – a woman in a short skirt. A very short skirt. With no panties under it.

My hand rubbed over my chin and lips to check if I was drooling.

“So you’re leaving the planet? Why, if you don’t mind me asking?”

“As if you can’t fucking see that for yourself.” She threw her arms wide and danced in a circle that made her skirt flare up.

Instant hard-on. She wasn’t completely shaved. She had a small patch left that was dyed to match her hair. Her skirt must have been holding her scent down, because I got hit with a strong dose of unwashed, heat-fermented pussy. She was ready to go, no sweet talk or flowers necessary. My tongue just about fell out of my mouth.

I knew that I had to say something other than, “Can I lick you like a lollipop until I get to your cream center,” so I stammered, “How long have you been waiting to go home?”

“Since I first set foot on this shithole.” She did a neat military turn on the ball of one foot and marched off again, her hands balled into tight fists. I guess she knew I’d follow.

I scurried across the hard-packed red dirt road. Trying to keep her scent in my nose, and that ass in view, I followed three short paces behind her. My dick dowsed for the cleft between her butt cheeks.

She stepped into a narrow alleyway lined with scruffy orange stucco buildings. Light from the planet’s primary star bounced off green and white stripped awnings over the entrance to small shops. I stumbled over bits of trash. Xenos slammed against my shoulder as they passed by, intent on their shopping and conversations. Merchants eyed me as they reclined on overstuffed pillows and lush carpets that were strewn at the entrance of each shop. I closed up the gap between Minat and me.

Big, brown, muscled xenos, armed with spiked clubs, stood suspicious watch by a big interplanetary NO sign with the black silhouette of a magpie. When I balked at the xeno guards, Minat grabbed my shoulder and jerked me into the alleyway.

With the buildings so close, the air was hot enough to sear my lungs. I choked on the dust kicked up by the hundreds of xenos, each a different species, moving through the streets in the bazaar. The noise was unbelievable. Smells like bleach mixed ammonia burned away the hairs inside my nose.

“Um, how’d you know the magpie was going to snatch my bag?” Girls liked conversation, right?

“Two steps onto this planet, my bag got snatched.”

“The guidebook clearly states –”

“Who do you think wrote the guidebook, doofus? Do you think I just guessed at those things? That guidebook was written from experience. Hard experience. That’s the reason we guidebook writers exist, right?”

“You made up the description about Shuulmach Boulevard.” I winced. Accusations so weren’t the way to get laid.

Luckily, Minat seemed to think I was funny. “I figured out very early on that if I described this charming dystopia as it was, no one would ever visit. And since yours truly is fucking marooned in this shithole, well, I thought the least I could do was trick other humans into traveling a year and a half each way for conjugal visits.”

“Marooned?”

She spread her arms and walked towards me. Her blue eyes opened wide and she spoke very slowly. “My bag got snatched by a fucking magpie. Have you forgotten that already? I told you, what, two seconds ago? Everything I owned was taken from me, including my return ticket. I’ve been trying to earn my way off this planet ever since.”

“Can’t you ask for an advance from our publisher?”

Her laughter was so bitter that small animals for sale two stalls over yelped in pain until she stopped. “Oh please. Stop. You’re killing me.” She wiped tears from the corners of her eyes. “Thanks. I needed that. Listen doofus, you’re going to be lucky if your paycheck clears, or if it reaches you within a solar year.”

“No, they’re supposed to deposit it in my account back on earth.”

She doubled over. “Oh jeeze. Oh jeeze. Don’t be such an offworlder. They’ll mail it to you. As things are looking desperate, you’ll needlecast pleas back home, and their accounts receivable department will tell you that until they get the original back, they can’t re-cut the check. And oh, yeah, they are so sorry about the misunderstanding, but that’s the rule. Meanwhile, a year later, the mail finally arrives and behold the check is not in the mail! You, at great personal expense, needlecast them again. They put you on hold while they go get their supervisor. What’s that going to cost you? Another week’s rent? They don’t care. They put you in hold hell while bad elevator music riffs to you from back home, and you’ll cry because it’ll be the only human music you’ve heard in a year. When she finally picks up, the supervisor will apologize profusely. Of course they didn’t send the check. They were supposed to deposit it to your account on earth. Should she change that? ‘No’ – you’ll cry out, ‘No! Just deposit my pay. I’m eating my shoes!’ And she’ll say, ‘Okay, we’ll get right on that.’ If you’re lucky, before you’ve resorted to dirt soup, they’ll make the deposit. With the money you borrowed to pay for the needlecast, and the interest on it, you’ll be lucky to have enough left over to buy back the picture of your mother.”

I was seriously disliking Minat. Still wanted to fuck her though. After the scouring my nose suffered, I wanted to sniff her hair.

Then she was off again, pushing past the merchants who rose off plump cushions to come to me. I felt like raw meat at a hyena convention. Picking up the pace, I managed to hang on Minat’s heels as she twisted left, left, left, right, left again in the narrow maze. The heat radiating off the walls made me sweat. I felt it trickle along my spine. My shirt stuck to my back in damp patches.

“Where are we . . . Where are we . . . Where are we going?” I asked, demanded, and finally pleaded in breathless bursts as I jogged to keep up with her. Those months in stasis sleep did a number on my muscles, and the heat drained away my reserves of energy. Even if I did manage to get her into bed, I was afraid that I’d fall asleep on her.

Minat ignored me. We raced along, dodging between tall, fat blue tentacled creatures and short, thin, seafoam green quadrapeds. I set my sights on a high tower like a minaret over the shops and by the fourth loop, began to recognize the stalls. The merchants recognized me too. After the third time, they refused to leave their hookahs. I tried to gawk and keep Minat in sight, but obviously put a little too much time in my gawk, because I plowed straight into her. She’d stopped at an intersection.

Tilting her head so that her long flow of hair shimmied back from her face, Minat stood, panting and sweating, in the full light of their primary star. Minat saw the sweat streaming down the side of my face. Her gloved hand reached for the trickle. “If only women sweat like men do. You’re very lucky. You should do very well here.”

A wheezing, pasty fleshed xeno like a worm with too many eyes oozed up to Minat. She gave it a nod. I whipped out my hand-dandy guidebook and flipped to the Xeno ID pages. Pictures popped up on my screen as I waited for the wheezer’s phylum to display.

The wheezer seemed to be looking at me with some interest with most of its optical orbs. It moved closer to me.

I took a step back.

“Don’t move,” Minat growled out of the side of her mouth.

Terrified, I froze.

The wheezer sniffed at the dark stains under my armpits and trilled a remarkably pleasant song. I wondered if that was a blessing over a kill. I wondered if it had sharp teeth. I wondered if it ate its meal while the meal was still screaming.

Minat wheezed agreeably while shimmying her shoulders. More trilling followed as the snout worked across the nape of my neck. I was about to piss my pants.

The xeno made noises, more wheezing, only faster, and then, suddenly, coughed loudly. It shuddered. My pictures flashed past but I was so close to an alien phylum that I couldn’t concentrate. The wheezer smelled of deep earth.

The wheezer handed Minat some chits. She wheezed back at it angrily. A few more chits went into her hand. She stomped and made a gesture that, judging from the expression on her face, was very rude. Merchants laughed and shouted out encouragement. The wheezer ambled on. Minat angrily searched through the chits.

“Not nearly enough. Cheap bastard.” She wagged a finger in my face. “Never break a sweat for less than twenty. Don’t say I never gave you advice.” She sighed and rolled her eyes to the smoggy brown sky as her lips moved. I heard her whisper numbers. Minat shook her head hard so that her hair covered both her eyes. “Not nearly enough to make up for the hours I waited for you at immigration. Here, chew this gum.” She slapped a stick into my hand.

“I don’t like gum.”

“Chew it, asshole.”

Those empty blue eyes of hers were frightening enough that I put the stale stick in my mouth and crunched it around until enough of my saliva worked into it to make it chewable. The red dust was already in my mouth and I could feel the grit between my teeth. “Why?”

“ ’Cause I said so, and I’m, like, your native guide.” She was off again, haring through the twisting alleyways. I raced to keep up. Then, finding a shop full of bronze platters, she dropped onto a cushion and gestured for me to do the same.

I sank down cautiously.

She sat in lotus position on a dusty scarlet cushion. I could see right up her skirt, so I wasn’t gonna move an inch. Her elbow on her knee, she cupped her chin in the palm of her hand and leaned close. She smelled like sex and calamity. “Keep hold of your bag. Magpies sometimes break through the security.” Then she jerked away and her skirt flopped down enough that I had to be obvious if I wanted to catch another glimpse of her pussy.

“What’s with all the chits? You like a loan shark or something?”

Minat’s eyes got hard. “Yeah. Or Something. Don’t you know that writers are supposed to be silent observers? Silent. Shut up and observe.”

The owner of the shop slithered out of the back. Another dragon. When it saw Minat, it puffed tentative smoke rings out its nostrils. That one was plum colored and it seemed fascinated by me.

“How do you do that?” Minat asked in a softer voice.

“What?”

“Chew so damn suggestively. You tease!”

I had no idea what she meant. I didn’t know if I should look at the dragon or glare at Minat.

“Keep chewing that cud, Bossie.”

Minat pinched me.

The dragon’s head drew closer to mine. It had incredibly long eyelashes that fluttered. Its narrow face and angular eyes reminded me of a cat, but the folded iridescent wings were scaly like a reptile. The thing huffed sweetly scent breath over me.

“Is it a boy dragon or a girl dragon?” I asked out of the side of my mouth as I felt that pleasant floating sensation wash over me again.

“Boy. Girl. That’s limited thinking for this planet. This particular xeno starts life in a liquid environment. All babies are females. Then they hit adolescence, and boom! They all turn into males. At the age of maturity, some of the survivors become female again, depending on the existing male/female ratio and after some pretty ugly dominance fights, the winners mate. The losers are lunch. Other xenos have three sexes, five sexes, whatever. Why’d you ask if it was a boy or girl?”

“It seems to like me.” I wanted to scoot backward across the pile of jewel-toned pillows.

“Oh yeah, it likes you all right. Keep chewing. You’re doing fine.”

“But why?”

“Less talk, more chew.”

We left after we got sprayed down with that weird perfume again. I didn’t mind, for as long as the little trip lasted. I gave the dragon a sly smile of thanks for the brief high. The dragon dropped a huge pile of chits into Minat’s cupped, gloved hands. Minat pirouetted away with a smile.

Every time her skirt lifted, I caught a glimpse of a tattoo high on one firm ass cheek, and I was determined to examine it up close.

We ran in circles through the bazaar for another hour until I staggered to keep up. The only time she stopped was to accept some chits from different xenos. My hair got pet, I was sniffed, and at one point Minat cocked her head to the side and asked me if I could possibly belch on cue. She was serious. She had me scratch, do armpit farts, even pick my nose. Finally, I was out of weird male human tricks and she seemed to sense that I was getting pissed off.

She threw her arm over my shoulder and ruffled my hair. “I think I’m warming up to you. You got some potential, laddie. You know what? I’m going to buy you a drink. Come on.”

She hurried on again. This time around we sidled into a shaded alleyway. The second door down was cerulean blue. She kicked it open and dropped inside. It was so dark I couldn’t see anything but glowing green eyes in a corner. Cool air rolled up to my face. Minat reached outside for me, yanked me down the huge first step, and slammed the door shut. It was so dark inside I could barely see, but I would have bet a million chits that we were in the seediest bar in the universe.

The place smelled musty and sweet in an unhealthy way. I tried to hold my breath. Minat shoved me down at a table. Clicking her tongue in what sounded like a grandmother scolding, she addressed a shadowy figure at the bar. It clicked back. Minat clicked some more.

Creatures laughed.

“What’s funny?” I asked.

“My accent. Shut up.”

Two drinks plopped in front of us. I waited to see what she’d do. Minat quaffed it, leaned back in her chair, disappeared under the fall of her hair, and sighed forever.

A hulking black xeno bristling with hair came over to our table. Minat pointed to me. It stood close enough that the coarse hairs on its belly rasped my arm above my gloves. I tried to ignore it. I sniffed at my drink. It smelled okay. I took a small sip. Very minty, so sweet it was almost syrup, but it was cold, and it was wet, so I drank more.

Minat seemed to be waiting for something. I took a big sip.

“Wanna fuck?”

I did a classic spit-take, spraying the hulking black xeno. As I looked up at the hairy beast, I decided that I was going to die. It sure looked pissed. It stared at the glistening droplets on its fur with fixed concentration, and then threw back its head and gave out a yowl that made my nuts pull up into my body. I closed my eyes.

Nothing happened, so I opened one, then the other, eye. The creature was next to Minat. It dropped chits into her cupped hand. She fanned them and then dropped them somewhere into her tiny outfit. I held my breath until the xeno oozed away, leaving a tart scent like orange peels in its wake.

Minat leaned on the table. Her face rested on her gloved hands. “You’re a natural.”

“Natural what?”

She seemed to change her mind. “Nothing. So, how about that fuck?”

I scrunched down in my chair. “Quiet!”

She seemed to notice the others in the dark bar for the first time. The alcoves were so shadowy that I could barely see the red velvet curtains pulled over recessed couches. I shuddered.

Minat pointed to the other bar patrons. “Them? They don’t give a rat’s ass, doofus. Xenos could be wanking off right in front of you, and you’re such an offworlder, you’d never know it.”

I tried to look very sophisticated. “I think that I could tell. Some things are obvious.”

Her smile told me that she knew a hell of a lot more than I did. She spread her legs. I couldn’t see under her skirt, but I could smell her again. The heat of her body infected mine. “Do you want it?” She peeled off her top to reveal the most perfect small mounds of natural breasts I’d ever seen.

I covered my eyes. “Put your shirt on.”

“They’re just glorified sweat glands. Don’t get your panties in a twist. Other xenos don’t get turned on by them. They don’t even notice tits. You, however, like them.” She pinched her nipples and ran her pink tongue over her pale lips.

My dick pressed against my pants.

“You want to touch them.”

I went five shades of red.

“You want to squeeze them and name them and smear your come over them.” She flicked her tongue out. It didn’t quite reach her nipple, but man, did that visual ever work for me.

I cupped my hand beside my mouth and leaned close to the table. “Are you always so open about it?”

She put her thighs together. “Okay. Maybe I’ve been away from humans too long, and I don’t lift my pinky anymore to show how much class I’ve got, but I can see your hard-on, and I need it, so do you want it?”

Yes! God, yes! ”Um, sure.”

She pushed our drinks onto the floor and patted the tabletop. “Hop on up, cowboy.”

“You aren’t serious.”

“Sure. Like I said, they won’t even equate it with sex, and they won’t get off, and they probably won’t even watch. Come on,” she pleaded. “I haven’t been with a human in two years. I’m so fucking horny I’d screw a videoscreen with a picture of a human on it. Male, female, doesn’t matter. I just want the taste of human flesh in my mouth.” She flipped back her hair.

I glanced around the dark bar. No one seemed to care about us. “Okay.”

“Great. Sign this.” She shoved a handheld computer in my face. “Lick the strip at the bottom. It’s a DNA signature.”

“What am I signing?”

“Consent form for the exchange of bodily fluids.”

I was going to read it, but she came around the table, leaned over, and squeezed my dick. Her tongue lapped the sweat off the back of my neck.

“How long since you bathed?” she asked, breathless.

“Couple days.”

“Deodorant?”

“No.”

“Perfect.” She yanked off my shirt, lifted my arm, and tasted my armpit. Her snorts felt good against my skin. No girl was ever so wild about my body before. “Do you shave?” She grasped my nuts through my pants, so I was pretty sure I knew what she meant.

“No.” Oh man, did her fingers know how to work it.

“Good. I like a hairy guy.” She ran her gloved fingers down my chest. “You smell so human,” she said in wonder, as if my travel stink were a good thing.

Next thing I knew, I was on the table with my pants bundled at my ankles. She insisted that I keep my grip on my backpack even though the bazaar zone was supposedly magpie safe.

Minat didn’t so much fuck me as devour my body.

Shoving me harshly onto my belly, she buried her tongue in my ass while her padded fingernails clawed at my butt. She sucked my balls until I cried for mercy. When she finally climbed over me and surrounded my hard-on in her unrelenting, wet grasp, she covered my mouth with hers and forced her tongue down to my tonsils. I could smell my scent smeared all over her face. My head banged against the table as she lifted her slim body up and slammed back down to engulf my dick as I came.

She bent over my mouth again and forced what I thought was a mint between my lips. A rush went down to my groin and the need to fuck seized me.

“Come on, doofus.” She dragged me over her prone body.

“Call me Matt,” I begged as her fingernails raked flesh off my back.

“Shut up and fuck.”

Hours later, I was drained. She’d taken every last drop from me. My dick was raw. No matter how wet she was, there was only so much glorious friction I could take. I rolled off the table, clutched my groin, and held up a hand to ward her off.

“Okay. Just . . . No more.” I kept my eyes on her while I pulled up my pants.

Her eyes glistened and she panted, but even she looked a little worn out. Smiling one of those know-it-all woman smiles, she pulled on her blouse, shook her hair out, slipped back into her chair, and calmly ordered another round of drinks.

“Whew! Needed that!”

“You’re insane.”

“No, I’m sated.” She nestled back into her chair. “Seven times! I’m proud of you, boy. You’re going to do well here.”

I was pretty damn proud of myself too. I wondered what was in that pill she gave me. Not that I needed it or anything. Still . . . “That last time, I don’t think I so much came as surrendered.”

“Like I fucking care.” She accepted the drinks and paid for them with a single chit.

A slim xeno waded into the bar. Others gave it room. Minat sat up straighter and moved her chair just a bit to the left where there was more light. Her hair glowed. I saw her finger the buttons at the wrist of her glove.

I lunged over the table and grabbed her wrist, squeezing harder than I meant to. “You’re not supposed to take your gloves off here, ever.”

Minat shoved my hand away and regarded me with a sip of her drink.

“Xenos are watching.”

She played more with the button. We fucked on the tabletop for a couple hours non-stop and didn’t get the quiet, watchful surveillance she got just by her touching her wrist. Minat seemed to be looking over my head. “I’ll be back.” She rose from the table and drifted off into an alcove with the slim xeno.

I had to follow. My curiosity was killing me. They’d drawn the heavy curtains around their couch but I could see a sliver of light. I peeked through the slit.

Minat sat on the red velveteen couch with her legs primly together. An overhead spotlight focused tight on her hand. Slowly, she ran her hand down the length of the other arm. It was weird, almost hypnotizing. The slim xeno was certainly transfixed. For at least five minutes, Minat ran her hands down her arm, teasing her fingers over the buttons at her wrist, and then trailed them away.

Whatever. It was doing it for the xeno though. Minat flicked open a button, exposing the barest sliver of her skin. The xeno shuddered. She yanked open the middle button. He started making noises. With agonizingly slow motions, she unfastened the third button of her glove and showed the xeno her naked wrist. He bent down to sniff her skin and shot a wad of blue glue on the upholstery. He trickled chits into Minat’s hand. She pocketed them. They exchanged a few words in a language I recognized but they spoke too fast for me to follow the conversation.

I forgot to pretend I’d been waiting at the table the entire time. She brushed past me as she stepped out of the alcove.

Horrible understanding was followed quickly by an accusation. “You’re a prostitute!”

“Hey! Sex worker. Please.”

“How could you?”

She fixed those hard-ass blue eyes on me. “You’re one to talk.”

“What do you mean?” My raised voice got the attention of a few xenos, but I didn’t care.

She put her boots up on the table and leaned back on the back legs of the chair. “You’ve been putting out all day, bitch-boy. Peddling your ass through the alleyways of the bazaar.”

“What!” My voice hadn’t broken like that in years.

“The LeGuin Precept, baby. You’re a pervert to every xenophylum except your own.”

I almost choked on my words. “You mean I–”

“Mama’s little ’ho.” She clapped her hands as she laughed at me.

I sank down into my chair. Humiliated. She humiliated me, and she was glad to let me know it. I hid my face in my hands. “What have I done?”

“Things so filthy to their cultures that even their crack whores refuse to commit those acts. By the way, the dragons are totally into you. Can you blow bubbles with the gum? I think I could charge extra for that.”

I groaned. “Is this revenge for taking your job? It’s not my fault you turned into a local.”

“The dirt of this planet will creep into every pore in your skin, and then get under it. I defy you to live here as long as I have and not turn into a local. Yeah, I’m assimilated. Completely. I probably couldn’t survive in a purely human environment anymore even if I wanted to. The worst part isn’t that I can’t go back; it’s that I can’t move forward. Do you have any idea how many planets don’t have guidebooks? Why should I update the latest edition for this planet when I could be writing the fucking Bible for a new one? Am I jealous of you? Only because it’s all new to you. I haven’t had anything new in years. It’s all just rehash.”

“You’re a terrible person.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. Blah, blah, blah. Talk to me in a couple years.”

Firmly grasping my bag, I staggered out into the super-heated afternoon air in the bazaar. I never wanted to see her again. I was a big boy. If she could survive the planet, so could I. After all, I had the definitive Backpacker’s guidebook to show me the way.

Three years later, I leaned against the wall at customs and lazily scratched my arm. The dust of the planet dried out my skin so I was always scratching.

A human waited nervously in customs. He smelled like sex. I had such a hard-on for him. Minat was right about one thing. Male or female was too limited a way of thinking for a planet like the one I was stuck on. Okay, she was right about a lot of things. I had yet to see a paycheck. I almost resorted to eating my shoes. And the dragons totally dug my gum chewing act.

I closed my eyes and breathed deeply. Human. I wanted a taste of that in my mouth. Fuck. I was going to come just watching his big man titties swinging under his loose purple T-shirt. From the way he pulled at his clothes, he was uncomfortable about his size. If he only knew how incredibly sexy he looked to me. Once I got him under my control, I was gonna shove those fleshy mounds together and fuck them until I sprayed come over his wide, hairless chest.

When I opened my eyes, I saw that he was about to crack under the strain of immigration bureaucracy. I could see him about to speak. If he did, his ass would get thrown back onto the spaceship and I’d never get my hands on all those lovely flesh.

“CiHuWan!” I screamed in frustration.

I caught the furtive movement of magpies out of the corner of my eye. My eyelid twitched. One thing Minat and I differed on: I thought magpies were useful. If they did steal a human’s bag, and they nearly always did, rescuing the bag was the best pickup line in the universe. Minat didn’t want to be anyone’s hero.

Sure enough, a moment of relaxation, and a magpie swooped in for the bag. I crushed the fucker under my boot and waited for my new friend to come to me. Man, was he going to be grateful, and I was going to let him show it.

Ignoring the squealing magpie under my boot, I gave the human a long, slow head-to-toe look. My shorts were painted on and my shirt was cut off to show the hard muscles on my stomach. I turned to let him get a good look at my ass as I led him out of the port building. He followed, mesmerized.

After I jogged my new buddy around the bazaar a few times, I pocketed enough chits to buy him a drink. I didn’t have a place to live anymore, so taking him back to my bed for an uninterrupted fuckfest was out of the question. Luckily, I knew a cool, quiet bar with sturdy tables and a no questions asked policy towards human mating rituals.

The guy – he had a name, but what the fuck did I care – stumbled into the darkness with me. I’d been playing brush and grope through the day with him, so I knew that he was worked up for a bit of the nasty. I’d gotten lean and mean in the past few years and made sure that every move I made was an invitation to the rutting ball. The way he licked his thin bottom lip when he watched my ass, I knew he was no vegan in the meat market.

I got him tucked away in a dark alcove, in case he was shy about his clunky body. As if it mattered. Another two hundred pounds wouldn’t have stopped me from sucking on his toes like they were sweet grapes and running my tongue across his forehead. I needed a human touch more than I needed oxygen. He was absolutely beautiful. It was hard to stay cool and chat when I needed him so bad.

Then I saw her. Occasionally, I ran into Minat at dank bars or in the spaceport. Sometimes I bumped into her a couple hundred times over the course of an hour until we both crawled away clutching our smoking groins. Other than that, we kept clear of each other.

Minat fumbled with the buttons at her wrist, seemingly lost in thought behind her blue veil of hair. I yanked a chair over to her table and plopped down.

“I can smell him,” she told me. Minat never bothered with small talk.

“We might not care male or female, but he does. You don’t have a prayer.”

She took a deep breath and shook back her hair so that I could see the wicked smile on her face. “Shipping out.”

So she finally earned her ticket money. Good. I didn’t need the competition. Maybe I could pick up a few of her clients. There were things she did that were so esoteric that no matter how hard I tried to steal away her customer base, I never caught the subtle xeno fetish out of her everyday human moves. If she was pissed off that I took the dragon trade from her, she didn’t mention it.

“Earth?”

Minat snorted. “Fuck no. I heard of a place . . .” She fumbled with her buttons again. “I got a contract for a new guide. I’m forgiven. Sprung. Bail’s been set.”

I caught the eye of my new friend and gave him a sign that I’d be over to service him soon. He happily sipped his mint drink, thinking he was the lucky one. I checked to make sure I had two pills, one for each of us.

“A new planet guide. Good luck, Minat. Hope you don’t have to lie through your teeth next time.”

She smiled that way that made me want to scream.

Slowly, she worked her glove down her arm. I grasped her wrist. “What the fuck are you doing?”

“Retiring, rent-boy.”

“But the gloves! The guide said —.”

She rolled her eyes. “Like I needed other humans running around and giving it away for free when wrist striptease was my best paying trick. Seventy credit chits.”

In awe, I let out a low whistle. Seventy. No wonder she rigged the game. That was food for a couple days. That was a bath and socks. That was one hour closer to home.

I glanced over at my friend and waved to him. He lifted a gloved hand and waved back. They always had on their gloves. The guidebook said so. It said it in all caps. It said it with flashing skulls and crossbones. Everyone knew not to fuck with a warning like that. I wondered what other little bits of ritual we followed blindly on planets just to suit Minat’s humor or her ends. I leaned back in the chair and simply laughed.

Under the table, her unclad fingers deftly unclasped the buttons at my wrist. Over the table, our gazes locked. Both her hands slid up my arm. Her fingers curled into the top of my glove. Gently, she teased the stiff, grungy fabric down my arm. The air was moist and cool on my skin on as she rolled my glove down. Every hair stood on end. My nerves crackled like static electricity. I think I gasped.

Minat’s fingers traced down the inside of my arm. When she touched the inner elbow, I jumped back, but she held tight. I couldn’t see what she was doing; I could only feel, and even that was too much. Sliding, stroking, caressing, she inched the remaining glove down to my wrist. Her thumb pressed on my pulse. My feet scraped across the floor, an imitation of running.

Grasping each fingertip in turn, she yanked the glove off and draped it across my knee. First my pinky, then my ring finger, she lightly brought her fingers up and down the length of each of my fingers. My eyes half closed. Her palm pressed flat to mine. We compared finger lengths. Her palm was hot; mine was sweaty.

Every touch sent shivers through my body. It was too much sensation. My fingers moved over the back of her hand, greedy for tiny bumps and delicate lines too fine for the eye to see but possible to feel. Her hand was hairless, smooth. Her knuckles were hard bone with a strong tendon running over the top of each one. Each fingernail was jagged. Some were long. One felt recently broken.

Minat’s fingertips brushed gently across the pads of my fingers, and then she was gone. She pulled back. I groaned.

As she drifted around the table on her way out, she touched her bared hand to my face. The human touch was a taste of heaven. Minat caressed my cheek. “The best native guide makes sure that you come back from your journey, Matt.”

Then she was gone. I stared at the tabletop, ignoring for a moment my human sitting patiently at the other table. I flexed my hand. Seventy credits. One hour closer to home. Taking the glove off my lap, I slowly pulled it back over my hand and started to cry.


Ten Apologies

Wayne Courtois

Nothing is easier than getting lost in a strange city. It might begin with a view from above, through a break in the clouds: unfriendly towers nestled in a loop of highways. From there it takes you down to the ground, carries you through an unfamiliar airport along with the black carry-on bag that is your only anchor to the life you’ve known. Outside, the street smells of burnt rubber and exotic sweat. You haven’t traveled that far but you might as well be in a foreign country, or on another planet.

The cab will take you to the appointed corner, you don’t have to worry about that. Yet the ride is disturbingly long; you sit for what seems like many miles, staring through the abused back window at block after block, each one identical to the last. How does anyone find anything here?

Long before the cab finally pulled to the curb, Drake was wishing he’d bought a street map. Confusion set in as soon as he wedged himself into the noontime crowd, all of them wearing sunglasses, all with sweat rings under their arms. He had memorized directions to the bar where he was supposed to meet Nick – Have him drop you off at the corner of Main and Somerset, walk west on Somerset three blocks – but which direction was west? In Manhattan you could align yourself with the compass pretty easily: walking toward downtown, you were going south. Heading toward midtown, you were going north. It was about the only logical thing about New York, but at least it helped.

Probably he could buy a street map at any newsstand or fruit market, but he resisted the impulse and let himself drift with the crowd. There was a hypnotic quality to the sea of bobbing heads, all of them facing away from him, focusing forward, never turning right or left. He couldn’t recall feeling this mesmerized at home, as thick as the crowds were there, because he always had some personal agenda urging him along. Now his agenda would be partly, or mostly, or totally that of someone he had not yet met face to face.

Before he knew it he had walked several blocks, without seeing the sandwich board with Jack’s Bar written in script. He had to turn around, but it would be so much easier to keep drifting in this direction . . . what if he just kept on drifting? How many possibilities lay ahead?

When he got tired of musing, tired and hot, he turned around. It took twenty minutes to retrace his steps to Main and go three blocks beyond that, where he finally found Jack’s Bar. It looked like a throwback to the seventies, with potted ferns hanging in the windows, and from the outside it seemed very crowded. Drake spent several more minutes on the sidewalk, fighting with himself over whether to go in.

Why did Nick specifically tell him to get dropped off on the corner?

Because that way, no cab driver could testify that he had been dropped off at Jack’s Bar.

And why meet at such a crowded place?

Because he would be less noticed in a crowded place. Less likely to be remembered.

He almost turned back. He could easily put this episode behind him, lose any risk of getting in over his head, take the next flight back to New York. Then someone pulled open the bar door, and the air-conditioned draft ruffled his hair, teased the collar of his shirt. Suddenly he had never been so aware of his own body, the body that had always told him what to do. He took out a handkerchief and wiped his sweaty forehead, felt the unbearably hot sidewalk through his sneakers. He pushed through the door.

It was a straight place, with men and women paired up evenly along the bar. Tables toward the back. Drake headed in that direction, aware that a few of the men, straight or not, were giving him the eye. It always happened. They would notice his physique first, then his deep blue eyes, then the faint dimple in his chin. There was a small gap between his two front teeth – nothing disfiguring, it charmed the hell out of guys when he smiled. He usually took it in stride, but right now he was damned grateful for the attention. He shouldn’t have felt that he wouldn’t be noticed.

Nick sat alone at a corner table. Drake placed him by his ex-marine build and graying crewcut. Dark eyes. Drake had seen those eyes before, in the faces of certain boys and men, appearing out of nowhere, fixing him with The Look – a look that said I know how ticklish you are.

The two men nodded to each other, and Drake took a seat, setting his small canvas bag on the floor. It contained a change of clothes, his personal care items, and the magazine with Nick’s ad, its bold headline circled:

MASTER SEEKS TICKLISH SLAVE.

The ad would be a clue, if the bag was found and Drake was not. Is that why he had brought it? Clues would be scarce. He had taken an indefinite leave from work, just for this trip, and had not told anyone exactly where he was going.

The first words out of Nick’s mouth were, “You’re late,” followed by a small, tight-lipped smile.

Before Drake knew it he was stammering. “I . . . I’m sorry. I d-didn’t . . .”

“I’m sorry, Sir.”

Now he was tongue-tied. The voice like a bark, the tight smile. Here was a master of discipline, the real thing, the absolutely real fucking terrifying thing.

“Ha!” Nick smiled for real, his face opened up; he leaned back in his chair and became a friendly guy who liked to have fun. Just like that. “You should have seen your face.”

Drake passed his hand over his forehead, wiping away his dark thoughts, and managed a smile himself. “I’m sorry. I think maybe the heat has gotten to me a little.”

“Well, relax. Have a beer.”

“Thanks, I will.” Relieved, he took a deep breath. He was okay, except for his hands, which seemed to be trembling a bit. He placed them on his knees. When his beer came he gulped down half of it, then lowered the mug to find Nick leaning toward him again.

“You’re not wearing what I told you to wear,” Nick said, with his earlier, tight-lipped smile. “I told you to wear a tank top. Something revealing. And shorts. And sandals on your bare feet.”

Drake looked down at his clothes as if he were seeing them for the first time. For some reason he had decided to wear one of his white business shirts, buttoned to the collar, and his brown corduroy jeans and white sneakers. “Sorry,” he said, his face reddening. “I just . . .”

Nick waved a hand. “Ah, forget it. I’m just kidding.” He leaned back, his hand resting easy on the back of the chair. But his eyes had that look, and his next words sent a shudder up Drake’s spine: “Don’t worry, you’ll suffer for it later.”

Drake took another long drink, if only to avoid looking into Nick’s eyes. As much as he had wanted this, had formed fantasies and dreams around it, he was no longer sure he could stay.

Nick seemed to sense his uncertainty, but it didn’t stop him from leaning forward and saying, in his deep rumbling voice, “Tell me more about your experiences. The ones that really drove you crazy.”

Drake looked around. Already the lunchtime crowd was thinning, they were alone in their corner of the dining room. Maybe if he started talking he would calm down. So he began.

Drake had always been ticklish, always, and from the beginning there were certain boys who could always tell, who would give him The Look. They couldn’t wait to get him alone, but most of the time they were satisfied with a few jabs to his ribs, enough to make him giggle. Then there was a cousin he played some tickling games with. But his first taste of real torture was filed in his memory under one name: Rodney Cole.

When Drake was in the sixth grade he was intensely aware of Rodney, a redheaded boy a year or so older. He seemed to be always staring at Drake, and Drake instinctively kept away from him. He would watch from afar, though, as Rodney tickled other boys on the playground, as many as he could grab, quickly rendering them helpless. They tried to struggle but Rodney’s greedy fingers made them weak. He would sneak up behind a boy and before the victim knew what was happening Rodney would have his hands inside the boy’s shirt, going for his ribs. What happened next, as Drake watched, was always the same: soon the laughing victim would be too weak to stand, sinking to his knees and then flat on the ground. That was when Rodney really had him, because then it was easy to straddle his victim and tickle torture him from his neck to his waist. Sometimes other boys stood around and watched – it was amazing the way Rodney could make kids kick and scream – but no one interfered, because they were all afraid of Rodney and his strong, sure hands.

Watching these tickle attacks always gave Drake strange sensations. He wanted to get closer, to see better, to hear the voices of the victims shrink to a hoarse whisper begging Rodney to stop. Then one day Drake did get closer, hiding behind some bushes as Rodney tickle-attacked a younger boy named Charlie who was spread out on the asphalt right by the school’s front door. There was no one else around, classes were over and everyone else had gone home. It was fall, and Drake was surprised to see that the victim was shirtless. Then he realized that Rodney must have stripped off Charlie’s shirt, it was lying on the ground nearby. Where did Rodney get such nerve? Maybe the ticklishness of this particular kid egged him on, for Drake had never seen a victim react like this, screaming and screaming until he completely lost his voice, his face a mask of hysteria, tears streaming from the corners of his eyes. This is what I’ve been missing, Drake thought, because I never got this close before. In spite of Charlie’s struggles he was no match for Rodney, who was bigger and so quick with his hands and fingers. When he touched – whenever he threatened to touch Charlie’s bare belly or ribs or armpits, Charlie would desperately struggle, but it was no use.

Drake leaned forward, closer, his fingers digging among the leaves of the bush to get a better view. He’s tickling this kid to death. Drake’s own breath was coming quickly, as if he’d been running, and he had a strange sensation between his legs. The very thought of tickling tended to make him tingle all over, and make his penis get hard. The quickening of breath, the excitement he felt now was more intense than ever before.

Then Rodney did something Drake had never seen him do. He stopped tickling Charlie’s bare torso and turned around, awkwardly, on his knees, still straddling his victim but facing his feet. The poor tickled boy was gasping for breath, so weak that he couldn’t struggle, couldn’t even lift his hands off the ground as Rodney unlaced his sneakers. When his socks came off too, Charlie raised his head with a great effort and croaked, “Oh, no! Don’t tickle my feet!”

Drake’s breath came even more quickly now. He knew of very brief foot-tickling scenes in movies and TV shows, but he had never witnessed the kind of fierce, prolonged foot tickling that he anticipated now. As the victim’s pale, naked pale feet began to wriggle in Rodney’s hands, Drake felt he might faint.

Charlie’s feet were, if possible, even more ticklish than his belly and ribs and armpits. The boy croaked out shouts of laughter, his arms waving feebly as he tried to twist from side to side to escape Rodney’s fingers. Sometimes Rodney would tickle one foot with two hands, his fingers moving so fast they were a blur, and sometimes he’d tickle both feet at once, never missing his targets no matter how they wriggled. Now he was taking one foot, bending the toes back with one hand and tickling the sole with the other, sending fresh spasms through Charlie, who had again lost his voice completely and could only gasp. It’s only a matter of time, Drake thought. Nobody could stand to get tickled that much. The kid’s gonna die or go crazy.

And it did seem like a long time before Rodney finally took a break from tickling Charlie. His legs were probably cramped from kneeling so he moved, from straddling Charlie to sitting by his side. This was Charlie’s chance to escape, but he was too weak to try. He lay completely still except for his head moving a little, his chest expanding as he drew in deep agonized breaths. His skin had many marks left from the pressure and friction of Rodney’s fingers. His ribs had been tickled so much that each one was outlined in red. Rodney sat and studied his victim, sometimes reaching out a finger to prod a rib or the side of his belly, raising a few more exhausted giggles. And for the first time since the tickling began, Rodney spoke to Charlie.

“You know what I think?” he asked. “I think you could be a slave. I think I could make you do whatever I want, ’cause if you don’t I can tickle you to death.” He shook his head. “You think I just tickled you? That was nothing. How’d you like to get tickled for a whole day?”

Charlie tried to speak, but couldn’t. When he opened his mouth only a few gasps came out. Rodney poked him again, and again and again, in his poor abused ribs, and the gasps came more quickly.

“Maybe I’ll tickle you some more,” Rodney said. “You can’t do anything about it. Maybe I need to get back to these feet.”

Now Charlie’s eyes opened wide in terror, and he managed to croak again, “No . . . no . . . don’t tickle my feet!”

“Oh, shut up, I’m not even touching you yet.” But Rodney was getting ready to, he was once again facing Charlie’s feet. Drake leaned forward. His penis was stiff, and it hurt when he leaned forward, but he had to get as close as he could to see the kid get tickled again. Unfortunately Drake leaned a bit too far, lost his balance and fell against the bush, making a loud rustling sound.

Rodney Cole looked up.

For a second Drake and Rodney stared at each other.

“Hey, you,” Rodney growled.

That was all Drake needed to hear. He ran, taking to the overgrown field behind the school, nearly tripping several times over the dense undergrowth but never stopping, for he could hear Rodney’s footsteps crashing behind him. He ran faster than he ever had before, pushing through milkweed and golden-rod, his breath coming fast and hard. Finally he had to stop, when he had no more breath. The thought of what might happen if Rodney caught him made him dizzy.

But Rodney didn’t catch Drake. He gave up and went back to the ticklish victim he had left behind, who still had a long afternoon of torment to endure.

Drake could hardly sleep that night, worrying that Rodney would be out to get him now. Drake had spied on him, which was a bad thing to do. Rodney would want to punish him for it. There was only one kind of punishment Rodney gave out, and when Drake tried to picture his own ticklish body at the mercy of Rodney’s fingers, it made his breath come hard and fast, and his penis stiffened again. He was terrified and excited in a way he’d never been before.

The few kids who walked to school often used the field as a shortcut. The grass and weeds were high but over the years some footpaths had been trampled out. Walking down one of these paths the following morning, Drake felt uneasy. As the path twisted through the brush it was sometimes difficult to see more than a few feet ahead or behind. A couple of times he stopped to listen, but the sounds he heard seemed to come from birds or small animals; they weren’t footsteps, after all.

He made it to school all right, but all day he worried, frightened and excited, because Rodney might try to get him after school. Because they were in different grades Drake wouldn’t see Rodney until recess, and up till then he tried to convince himself that maybe his nemesis had skipped school. But at recess Drake caught a glimpse of him. Rodney was standing across the playground, near the edge of the field. Drake stood right by the school entrance, near the steps; he didn’t dare go far away. But when Rodney turned his head Drake knew, even from that distance, that his worst fears were going to come true. Rodney was giving him The Look.

There wasn’t a lot of foot traffic through the field after school, because most of the kids lived farther away and took the bus or rode with their parents. Drake hoped he would catch up with somebody, though – maybe several kids he knew, offering safety in numbers. As luck would have it, though, he was alone as he entered the footpath and didn’t see or hear anyone else around. He tried to breathe normally, tried not to think about Rodney’s fingers. He tried to keep even the word “tickle” out of his thoughts. But the more he tried not to think about . . . getting tickled, the more nervous he got, and the word multiplied in his mind: tickle, tickled, tickling, ticklish . . . Please don’t tickle me. I’m too ticklish. Stop tickling me! Stop!

Drake walked faster. He couldn’t escape his thoughts, and with every step he took he was aware of his hardening penis. After a while he stopped, for he had been so preoccupied he hadn’t kept track of his surroundings, hadn’t been listening for treacherous footsteps. He tried to slow his breathing down so he could hear better.

Was that a noise behind him?

In a second it was gone. Probably an animal. He was in that part of the field, though, where he couldn’t see very far ahead or behind. He took a step, still listening.

That sound again. A footstep?

Drake kept walking. With every step he took there was a noise behind him. Was it footsteps or not? If only he could be sure! But whenever he stopped walking, all other sounds stopped too. Maybe it’s okay, he thought. Maybe it’s a friend behind me. But he could not force himself to retrace his steps, to see exactly who else might be on the path. So he started walking again – slowly, then a little faster, then faster still. He could swear that, whatever noise that was behind him, it sped up whenever he did. Terrified, he started running.

And there were running footsteps behind him.

Huhn Huhn Huhn. Drake was panting as he ran across the field with someone right behind him but he didn’t dare look. If he could just keep going for a couple of minutes, he’d be home free.

Then he stopped.

It wasn’t the sound of footsteps that had stopped him, but a voice. A growling voice.

“Hey, you.”

Drake had to turn around.

Rodney had The Look in his green eyes. It chilled Drake through and through.

“Sorry, pal,” Rodney said, pushing up his sleeves as he approached, “but you’re gonna get it. There’s no way out of it.”

Drake stumbled backwards. He tried to sound brave. “What are you talking about?”

Rodney shrugged. “Nothing much. You’re just gonna get tickled, that’s all. You’re not scared of getting tickled, are you?”

Drake could barely speak, it was as if he had something caught in his throat. Finally he managed to say, “No . . . course not. I’m not ticklish.” Did he look as scared as he felt?

“I wish you hadn’t said that. Now you’ll have to eat it.” With that Rodney, who was suddenly very close, pushed Drake so that he stumbled once more, then sat down hard on the ground. Before he knew what was happening Rodney had grabbed his long-sleeved T-shirt and was pulling it off over his head. Drake was surprised, as surprised as Charlie must have been, by the feeling of cool air on his bare skin. And he was shaking, not from the coolness but from fear. This couldn’t be happening. He knew it couldn’t be happening. It was as if he was watching somebody else, some other kid being handled by Rodney like a toy, dragged over to the edge of the path, back against one of the few trees that stood in the center of the field, his arms pulled straight up, then his wrists tied together with a long piece of twine Rodney pulled from his pocket. He tied the other end of the twine to a branch, so that Drake was sitting on the ground with his bound hands above his head, completely exposed, his legs straight out in front of him. Rodney knelt at Drake’s feet, and Drake sensed the strength and agility of the older boy’s fingers right through the canvas of his sneakers as Rodney began to unlace them. If he was trembling with fear before he was quaking now. His cousin had briefly tickled his ribs and armpits, but no one had ever tickled his feet. And he knew his feet were ticklish, knew it every time he put socks on and the cloth sliding across his sensitive soles took his breath away. He couldn’t walk barefoot through grass because it tickled so much, and even his mother’s living room carpet made his bare soles tingle. So by the time Rodney had removed both sneakers and socks, Drake was whimpering. “It’s not fair.”

Rodney pulled another length of twine from his pocket. “What’s ‘not fair’, crybaby?” He wrapped the twine around Drake’s ankles, tying them together.

Drake shivered with fear. “You didn’t tie Charlie up.”

Rodney snickered. “Shows how much you know,” he said. “I tied him up, all right. I took him and tied him up at my house. In the garage, where nobody could hear him.”

“That’s kidnapping!”

Rodney snickered again, wiped his nose on his sleeve. “It was just a game. Poor kid didn’t think so, though.”

Drake felt faint again. “What . . . what happened to him?”

“Well.” Rodney shook his head sadly. “You notice he wasn’t at school today. He ended up in the hospital, poor kid.”

For a moment a kind of sparkling darkness passed across Drake’s vision, and he thought he might pass out. When he could see again Rodney was crawling toward him on all fours, then getting up on his knees, raising his hands, his fingers wiggling ferociously. He grinned like a demon.

“Now!”

When Drake first felt Rodney’s fingers touch his sides, he screamed. It was a scream of pure fear, he couldn’t feel anything else yet. But right on the heels of that fear came . . . the tickling . . . and oh god Rodney’s hands didn’t care what they did, they were all over him like wild animals, squeezing his ribs, prodding his armpits, poking his belly . . . moving so fast that each finger’s attack was a surprise, and Drake, laughing hysterically, could only watch Rodney’s face through watering eyes. It was the face of evil.

Now Drake was screaming, filling the air with screams, filling the sky, until everyone in the world must hear him being tickled to death. When Rodney finally stopped Drake’s body went slack, as slack as it could with his hands still tied over his head. He took in a bushel of air and let it out, feeling his lungs move against his mauled ribs.

He sensed dimly, with tears and sensations clouding his vision, that Rodney was no longer leaning over him. Oh, thank God! But he didn’t have to look far to see where Rodney had gone.

He was down at Drake’s feet.

Before he knew what he was doing Drake was talking, his voice so hoarse it was little more than a croak. “Hey, Rodney? Don’t tickle my feet, okay? Look, I’ll do anything you want.” He struggled against the twine binding his wrists and ankles. “I’ll even help you tickle other kids. I mean it. We could do it together, we could be a team . . .”

Rodney looked at Drake, looked him in the eye, but his smile was not promising. “Sounds like you think your feet are ticklish.”

“No!” Drake almost screamed again. “No, no, they’re not! So don’t touch them, okay? Please, Rodney, don’t, okay?” Drake twisted to his right and left as far as he could, but it was no use, he could barely move at all. He looked up to the sky and saw, as clearly as if it was written across the blue, that he was lost. There was no use begging, or promising, there was nothing he could do. His body went slack again, and to his surprise a sound came out of his mouth. It was a giggle.

“What’s that?” Rodney asked. “You think this is funny?”

He still hadn’t touched Drake’s feet, but he was so close . . . Drake giggled again, he couldn’t help it. Fear itself was tickling him. “Please, Rodney, don’t . . .”

“You do think this is funny!” With that Rodney drew his fingernail right up the center of a bare helpless sole.

Drake’s whole body convulsed, and he was giggling again, so fast he could hardly breathe. “Please . . . ha ha . . . don’t . . . oh ho ho . . . n-n-no, Rodney . . . aha ha ha . . .”

“Well, since you think this is so damn funny, I guess I’d better get to work.”

“No! Hahahaha stop . . .”

And Rodney did work on Drake’s sensitive feet as he screamed with laughter again, his voice high-pitched, hysterical. Rodney explored and tormented the soles of those feet, then the tops, then the toes and the spaces between the toes. Just when it seemed like Drake couldn’t possibly laugh or scream any more, Rodney would find a new ticklish spot and lovingly torture it with his fingertips and nails. He finally stopped only when he had to shake out his hands and stretch his fingers. Drake still croaked out hysterical cries and laughter.

“C’mon, I’m not touching you right now,” Rodney said.

Drake couldn’t help it, he couldn’t calm down, not ever.

Rodney got up and stretched his legs. “There’s one thing I forgot to tell you,” he said.

Drake gulped air, tried hard to control his breath, but it was as if his body no longer belonged to him, he couldn’t tell it what to do.

“I forgot to tell you,” Rodney said, “that there was soccer practice this afternoon, and it should be getting over right about now.”

Drake wasn’t looking at Rodney, he was looking at his poor tormented feet. He could swear they were still being tickled, that the air itself was tickling them. As for what Rodney was saying . . . what did soccer practice have to do with anything?

“Some of the guys will be walking home,” Rodney said. “They should be cutting through here any second now.”

“Guh . . . guh . . .” He could only croak now. He was trying to say, Good! They’ll help me! They’ll cut me loose!

“I told the guys that we’d be here,” Rodney said. “They sounded real interested.”

They’ll kick your butt, Rodney! You won’t be tickling kids to death anymore!

“I told them,” Rodney said, “that I was pretty sure you were ticklish.”

Slowly it dawned on Drake what Rodney really meant. “No . . .”

“Oh, yeah.” Rodney got to his feet, dusted off the knees of his jeans. “I think I hear them coming now.”

“No!” Drake couldn’t hear much over his own breathing. But he tried to hold his breath and listen, even though his lungs still ached for air.

And there was someone coming. Footsteps . . . more than one set of footsteps kicking through the brush, stomping toward the path.

And voices. Deep voices. Older boys, older than Rodney.

Drake tried to roll from side to side. “Let me go, Rodney. Come on.”

In another second they broke through onto the path. Three high school freshmen, still wearing their red shorts and white T-shirts from soccer practice.

“Hey!” one of them said. He had hairy legs, and the beginnings of a mustache. “What have we here?”

“Looks like Rodney’s been up to his old tricks.” This second boy, shorter with blond hair, had an evil grin.

“Oh, yeah!” This was the darkest boy, the hairiest boy, his chest hair curling up around the collar of his T-shirt. He rubbed his hands together. “Looks like kind of a ticklish situation!”

The boys laughed as if that was the funniest thing they’d ever heard, and Rodney laughed too. “He’s all warmed up for you,” he said.

“Yeah, we can see that.”

Drake wondered what they meant, but when he tried to move, to squirm around, he knew. His dick had gotten hard, and as his brown corduroys slid down a bit it was even more obvious. There was a little tent where his lap should be.

“How big is a sixth-grader’s dick, anyway?” the hairiest boy asked.

“Gets bigger when he’s tickled, I bet,” the blond one said.

Drake kicked, or tried to. “Leave me alone!”

The boys came closer . . . and closer. They were laughing, mocking him, Awww, leave me alone! He watched in horror they stood right above him.

“Please,” he said.

Awww, please! Pretty please!

And then they were on him.

The three soccer players tickled Drake’s belly, sides, ribs and armpits, while Rodney tickled his feet. Drake laughed, screamed and cried. He couldn’t struggle with eight greedy hands on him, each of them working to drive him crazy. And though he stayed aware, agonizingly aware of the punishment inflicted on his ticklish body, the wild sensations filling his head made him wonder, after a while, if all of this was really happening or if it was some kind of dream. It had better be a dream, or else he might not survive. With so many strong hands driving at him his body just might break in half. But even if it did . . . even if his body broke in half, and then into more pieces, his tormentors would just keep tickling – tickling the pieces into more and more pieces, until they had tickled him to dust.

In his specially equipped Torture Chamber, Nick had Drake tied to a St Andrew’s cross. He was naked, except for a leather cock ring and ball stretcher, and there was a ball gag in his mouth. His body glistened with sweat, for Nick had been tickling him for about two hours. Neither man had been able to keep track of the time; to Drake it was more like two hundred hours, while Nick, in a trance, felt they had just got started on a long, long journey.

After a brief pause Nick began again, digging his strong fingers into Drake’s sides as he screamed helplessly. When he could organize a thought, when it was possible to put one word after another in his mind, it always came out the same: He’s tickling me to death! His heart was pounding so, he couldn’t last much longer. Would he even have the strength to beg when Nick removed the gag for “begging time”, as he had done twice already? Please Nick no more I can’t take it you’re killing me oh God stop. I’ll do what you want, you can fuck me, I’ll suck your dick, anything oh God oh please stop. Take my wallet, my credit cards, keep my clothes, throw me out on the street naked, anything! I’ll be your slave for the rest of my life I swear to God . . .

And at that point Nick said, “You’re right there. You will be my slave for the rest of your life . . . which might not be long.”

During his next lucid moment, Drake wondered why he had to endure the ball gag. As Nick had promised, his loft was in a building that stood off by itself in an old warehouse district; no one could hear Drake laugh, scream and beg for mercy. Then he realized that the gag was just part of his torment, making him feel more helpless.

He wondered, too, at his body’s capacity to take punishment. How come it didn’t shut down, why didn’t he get numb after a while? How much could his nerve-ends take? If his body could last this long, it would no doubt outlast his mind, which was swimming, fading in and not-quite-out of consciousness. As Nick attacked his insanely ticklish armpits, Drake even thought, as he twisted his head toward a far corner of the room, that there was someone else there . . . someone he recognized, though he couldn’t at first put a name to the figure that stepped forth from the shadows. It was a young guy . . . just a kid, though big for his age. He had red hair and green eyes, a striped polo shirt.

It was Rodney Cole.

Oh God, I’m going insane!

Rodney looked around, not knowing where he was. If he saw Drake, he gave no sign. Drake struggled but could not move an inch, couldn’t make a sound except for the hoarse screaming stifled by the ball gag.

Rodney! he thought.

To his surprise Rodney looked at him, his eyes narrowing. Surely he recognized Drake, even after all these years; he knew what was happening, could see what Nick was doing to him.

Rodney, help me! He’s tickling me to death!

Rodney came closer. He looked from Drake to Nick’s trancelike expression and quick strong hands, then back to Drake again.

Rodney!

Rodney could hear him, he knew it. He could hear his thoughts! Rodney, I’m begging you, make him stop . . .

Rodney came closer, till he was nearly touching Nick’s shoulder. His eyes were dreamlike as he shook his head sadly at Drake.

“I’m sorry, Drake,” he said. “I’m really sorry. But I can’t stop him from tickling you.”

Why, why, why?

“I can’t help it, Drake,” Rodney said. “I love watching him do it. I love it too much. I can’t make it stop.”

Nick obviously did not hear the visitor’s voice, or see him as he turned around to reach for one of his tools, a powerful vibrator with a rotating head of firm but feather-like bristles.

Drake’s eyes widened. Oh no . . . not his balls . . . not again!

It was true, the head was approaching his tautly stretched balls, and Rodney was doing nothing to help him!

But wait . . . over in the corner, where Rodney had first appeared . . . someone else now stepping forth. And another, and another.

The three freshmen soccer players who had helped Rodney tickle Drake on that afternoon so long ago. Like Rodney, they hadn’t aged, and they still wore their red shorts and white T-shirts.

You guys, help me! He’s tickling me to death!

At first, like Rodney, they didn’t seem to know where they were. But they soon focused on Drake. Their mouths were open as they stood there, staring.

Help me, you guys!

One after another the three boys shook their heads.

“I’m sorry,” said the one with the brown eyes.

“Yeah, I’m sorry too,” said the blond, not bothering to hide his cruel smile.

“Me too,” said the hairiest one. “We’re sorry we can’t stop him. But we love it too much. We have to watch . . . and watch!”

Where did you guys come from? Are you real?

Rodney shook his head sadly. “Not real enough.”

By the time Drake was sixteen and a junior in high school, he was certain of one thing: he was gay. He had grown, filled out in more ways than one, with hairy balls and a dick that hung low, and he was horny a hundred percent of the time.

His teachers had him pegged as a daydreamer, but at least his daydreams were practical. Rather than worry about how he had become a fag, or fretting about what would happen when he grew older, he focused instead on one immediate concern: as much as he handled his own hard cock – he was probably the secret jackoff champ of the world – when and how was he going to get his hands on somebody else’s? He had never touched another guy, not in a sexual way, but he wanted to so badly it made his fingers ache as well as his balls.

At night he lay in bed with an old gym towel clenched by his side, summoning up thoughts that made the sheets rise and his dick start leaking. (He always put out a lot of what he would later learn to call pre-come). He often pictured that afternoon in the field with Rodney and the soccer players. What had filled him with shame at the time, when they had finally left him alone and he had struggled to make it home in his weakened state, was that the older boys had opened his fly to expose his little hard dick, making fun of it while they were tickling him. It was too humiliating to think about – until recently. Nowadays, as Drake teased out images and feelings from the assault, he kept seeing those older boys and how excited they had been, their shorts stretched out in front of them till they looked ready to burst. Swollen crotches had bobbed and weaved above Drake as those bastards kept changing positions, each of them making sure he got a chance to tickle every inch of Drake from his neck to his waist. Their hairy hands had darted in and out of sight, their hairy legs had brushed against him ceaselessly; and as their shorts stretched and twisted some more Drake had glimpsed the taut white pouches of their jockstraps.

The least those guys could have done was haul out their cocks and jack off all over me.

It hadn’t happened, but alone in his bed Drake pictured the sight, both his imagination and his right hand working overtime till the gym towel was soaked and he was exhausted.

So, okay, he was obsessed with getting his hands on what lay behind those jockstraps. The one place he was sure it would not happen was the high school locker room, which he had to visit three times a week, for gym class. The room itself wasn’t much to look at – it was just the basement downstairs from the gym, with rough concrete walls and no illumination except for bare bulbs hanging overhead – but the view was spectacular: the naked bodies of other perpetually horny teenaged boys. Drake tried to be very, very careful not to look at them. When that became difficult, he started the habit of getting to gym class early enough to change up and be on the gym floor before the others even arrived. That left him with the problem of dealing with the locker room after class, when the boys all showered; he handled that by dashing in and out of the shower room, practicing his quick-change act, and beating feet to his next class.

Most of the time, in gym, the rest of the boys played basketball or volleyball while Drake worked out with the free weights. It was unusual to be excused from team sports so often, but Coach Doyle – a big, burly man who always had a five o’clock shadow – took a special interest in Drake. He often watched closely as Drake did his presses, and Drake was pleased to show that he had good form and was building up strength. He tried not to smile, though, or say much during gym class. He especially didn’t want to reveal himself to Coach Doyle, who tended to wear very tight shorts. Another attractive bulge, not to mention hairy legs.

Everything was fine until Marshall Carter came along. A new boy whose family had just moved to the small town, Marshall was assigned to the same gym class. Drake got the shock of his life when he arrived at the gym one day, early as usual, and bustled down the stairs. This time he wasn’t the first to arrive, for Marshall Carter was already there, standing stark naked in the middle of the locker room floor. “Hi!” he said, grinning at Drake and extending his hand. “Just call me Carter, everybody does.”

Drake almost swooned. He had noticed this new boy around school, and had overheard some of the boys on the basketball team admitting – grudgingly, in mumbles and mutters – that Carter had the biggest cock any of them had ever seen. Not only that, but while some of the dark-haired boys were hairy all over, Carter was the first blond boy Drake had seen with great amounts of body hair. It covered Carter’s arms, chest, belly and legs, and it glowed in the light, under the naked bulbs that hung from the ceiling. He was tall, too, and broad-shouldered, his chest and abs well defined.

And that cock . . . Jesus God. It was long and smooth with a slight curve, and reminded Drake of nothing so much as the giant slide at the amusement park. He was ready to buy a ticket and climb on.

He was also scared to death. “I – I can’t stay,” he said, and ran for the stairs. As he pounded across the gym floor toward the exit, he realized he was skipping gym class for the first time ever.
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After spring vacation Drake’s schedule changed. Gym was now the last class of the day, three times a week. He was never in a hurry to leave school at the end of the day, not looking forward much to the walk home that took nearly an hour. So after gym class he didn’t rush to get dressed the way he used to. He didn’t have to worry about getting a boner in front of the other guys, for they were the ones who rushed like hell now, eager to get out of school. Now Drake was often the last boy out of the locker room, instead of the first.

Then came an afternoon when Drake was running even later than usual. Coach Doyle had kept him after class a little bit to show him some stretches that would help keep his muscles from aching. In these warm days of spring Drake was so horny he couldn’t stand himself, and it didn’t help to have the Coach, in his famous tight green shorts, standing so close to him. It was a relief to head for the stairs. Maybe he would rush today, jumping in and out of the shower so he could get home, take out his jack-off towel and get it soaking wet.

His plan didn’t quite work out. The shower felt good, the strong jets of water massaging his muscles, and he stood under it for a long time. He had his eyes closed, the water playing on the back of his neck. Then the shower next to his came on and he nearly jumped. He looked over and there was Carter, of all people! Grinning at him as he soaped up his chest.

“Hi!” he said.

Drake quickly turned off his shower and grabbed his towel from the hook on the wall. Instead of drying off at the shower room exit, where he would be seen, he went back into the empty locker room to towel down, all the time thinking: Why was it that Carter was also here late? He’d left the gym class with the other guys . . .

“Hey, how you doing?”

Drake spun around, dropping his towel. There was Carter, dripping wet, grinning at him.

“Oh, hi.” Drake bent over and picked up his towel. He would finish drying himself and get dressed in record time.

Carter was toweling down too, but he didn’t face his locker while he did it, he just stood there facing Drake. “Hey,” he said, and Drake noted, for the first time, Carter’s rich deep voice. “I seen you working out with the weights.”

“Yeah,” Drake said, sitting on the wooden bench so he could dry his feet. “The Coach lets me do that.”

“Keeps you in great shape, huh?”

Drake looked up at Carter. There he stood, wincing as he dried the inside of his ear, not even covering himself with the towel. He was the single sexiest guy Drake had ever seen in person. He wanted to stick to his plan, to dress and get the hell out of there, but he couldn’t help looking, just for a few seconds. As Carter used the towel on his chest, arms and legs, his body hair grew resplendent again. His beautiful cock swayed back and forth.

“Hey, you know what?” Carter took a seat on the bench, with about two feet separating him and Drake. “There’s something I’ve always wanted to know about you muscular guys.”

Drake was suddenly aware of himself, sitting there with his mouth open. He looked away, fumbled with the combination lock on his locker. “I’m not any more muscular than you are.”

“Are you kidding? You’ve got a build some guys would die for.” Carter slid down the bench, a little closer, a little more. “Anyway, I was wondering . . . are you ticklish?”

Drake turned around in sheer surprise, and Carter took the chance to reach out and tickle his armpits. “Oh, don’t,” Drake gasped, as Carter’s fingers, thrilling and agonizing, moved down to his ribs. “Don’t tickle me . . .”

“Oh, yeah,” Carter said, grinning. “You’re ticklish, all right.”

Drake squirmed, desperate to get away. He couldn’t stand it, if he were tickled for one more second he would start laughing helplessly.

But Carter’s fingers kept up with Drake’s efforts to escape, they dug into his ribs even harder.

“I can’t take it . . .” Drake’s voice rose in pitch and he broke into laughter, nearly hysterical. To be tickled by a sexy guy like this! Drake was struggling, not only to escape from Carter’s tickling fingers, but to keep his groin hidden. He was growing a hard-on and was desperate to keep it out of Carter’s sight.

“Kitch – kitchy!” Carter was incredibly quick, darting his fingers along Drake’s ribs and sides, down toward his waist.

It was unbearable. He had no choice but to swing one leg over the bench in an effort to get away. When he did, his huge prick swung in the air between them.

Carter stopped, but only for a second. He licked his lips. “Someone’s getting excited.” His hands took up where they left off, darting all over Drake’s incredibly ticklish torso. By now Drake was begging, whenever he could get a word out: “Please stop . . . oh, no . . . oh God . . .”

Carter dug his hands into Drake’s armpits. Weakened by laughter, Drake felt himself falling . . . falling till his back hit the wooden bench. Now Carter was above him, straddling the bench, still tickling, tickling Drake on his belly and ribcage and underarms. Drake was helpless, he tried pushing Carter’s arms away but it was no use. There was Carter’s grinning face . . . and there, farther down, was Carter’s enormous hard dick nearly touching his own.

“What are you boys doing?”

Trapped as he was, Drake couldn’t look around, but he knew the voice of Coach Doyle.

Carter jumped back, his heavy dick swinging to the left and right.

Drake wanted to jump too, to cover himself, but he hadn’t recovered from the tickling. For now he could only lie where he was, giggling softly as his nervous system very slowly calmed down.

“Oh, I get it,” Coach Doyle said, his voice closer now. “You’ve got a live one, huh, Carter?”

Drake was not thinking clearly, but he had to get up, try to escape. He struggled to sit, and was nearly upright when he got the shock of his life. Coach Doyle had grabbed his wrists and pulled his arms upward.

So far Carter had not said a word to the Coach. He had not even tried to cover himself. And instead of retreating he was straddling the bench again, reaching out for Drake . . . the Coach held on to Drake’s wrists, pulling them up, totally exposing Drake’s vulnerable belly, sides, ribs and armpits. “Oh, God!” Drake hadn’t experienced anything like this since Rodney Cole had tied his hands over his head. Soon he was shouting hysterical laughter, no longer caring that his hard dick rode high on his belly as Carter tickled and tickled him.

It didn’t help that the Coach was now coaching. “Get his ribs, Carter!” he cried, tightening his grip.

Carter worked his way up from Drake’s ribcage to his underarms, those deep pits now stretched wide. Drake heaved and bounced on the wooden bench as Carter attacked those pits. Through tears he could see Carter’s evilly grinning face, and when he tipped his head back he could see the Coach’s face also, with the same evil smile.

“Hey, I’ve got an idea,” Carter said. He stood up, and his dick was standing up too, harder than before, nearly touching his belly. But instead of coming closer he turned away, facing the foot of the bench.

Oh, no, not the feet . . . Drake wanted to beg for mercy, but he was too busy catching his breath.

“That’s it, Carter!” The Coach’s low, deep voice was filled with urgency. “Let me see you tickle those feet!”

It was simple, so simple for Carter to trap Drake’s ankles in an armlock and begin to explore those bare ticklish soles.

“Oh, no . . . don’t do that . . . please don’t . . . I can’t stand it . . .”

Pleading not only didn’t help, it actually encouraged his tormentors. Yet Drake couldn’t stop begging, his life was at stake. How much at stake he very quickly learned as Drake raked his fingernails up and down those trapped soles. Drake threw his head back and roared. It was full-throated, panic-stricken laugher, completely hysterical. He swayed back and forth in ticklish agony.

Finally he managed to squirm completely off the bench, his butt hitting the cold cement floor. Carter lost his grip, and the awful foot tickling was over. But the Coach tightened his grip on Drake’s wrists, and now Carter was on him as he lay back on the floor, more vulnerable than ever. Carter tickled Drake where he knew he was most ticklish, but there were other ticklish spots to find, ones that Drake had never thought of. Carter tickled Drake’s belly and abs, then reached farther down to tickle his groin, fingers working busily in the pubic hair on either side of his huge boner. Drake couldn’t believe what was happening. And that wasn’t all: Carter’s fingers explored more, tickling, tickling till they were on Drake’s sensitive balls.

“That’s it! Get those balls, Carter! Work ’em!”

Drake’s balls were large, low hangers, and Carter got them, tickling them, tickling under them and between Drake’s legs, as Drake howled and bounced helplessly on the floor, each move he made only exposing him more to Carter’s searching hands. Carter was even able to reach partly under Drake so his tickling fingers found Drake’s asshole. The surprise of it made Drake lift his knees, unintentionally inviting a full assault.

“Tickle that asshole! Come on!”

That was how the tickling went, all in between Drake’s legs from his asshole to his balls and back. Through a haze of delirium Drake was learning what it was like to surrender the secret parts of his body to the pleasure and amusement of men.

After what seemed like hours, the Coach finally released Drake’s wrists, and his aching arms fell to the floor. He lay there panting.

The Coach looked at Carter, who was kneeling on the floor, his cock fully erect, and then at Drake. He shook his head in wonder. “Jesus, you’re hung like horses, both of you.” He took a few hesitating steps toward the stairs. “All right, I’ll let you boys finish this by yourselves.”

Drake lay on the locker room floor in a post-tickling trance, helpless as a baby, his body seeking to recover from a million jolts and violations, his mind not yet reconnected to reality. He moaned, he tossed his head from side to side as if he were still being tickled, and in fact he could still feel Carter’s merciless fingers. He wasn’t surprised when he opened his eyes and there Carter stood, watching him, taking in the indisputable fact of their two huge, aching erections. Even the Coach had said they were both hung like horses.

There was something different about Carter, it took Drake a few seconds to focus on what it was: Carter was holding out his hands and they were shiny, even in the dim light of the locker room. He had put something on them, they looked wet and greasy. Drake thrust his hips upward, or rather they thrust themselves, his need was so great. He was going to die very soon if Carter didn’t touch his cock, and before he knew it he was begging, breathlessly pleading as he had done when Carter was tickling him: “Please, Carter . . . touch me . . . take my cock, take it in your hands . . . jack it, jack me, jack me off . . .”

When Carter’s fingers finally closed over that hard-on that had been throbbing for so long, Drake felt he might pass out. His body moved through no conscious will, writhing, thrusting as Carter pumped his cock with both slippery hands. Drake watched his cock being worked on and he wanted it to last, it felt so good and looked so hot, but he was too excited and knew that in a few more thrusts he would come. So he braced himself for the explosion that sent great jets of come into the air and all over his belly and chest. He didn’t know it was possible to come so hard and so long, he was gasping for breath again as he pumped out still more come that flowed over Carter’s hands.

Carter stood up, his own great hard cock rising into the air again. He touched himself, lathering Drake’s come all over his huge red dick, another sight unlike anything Drake had even imagined. His body acted again with a will of his own, propelling Drake up onto his knees. He reached out for that cock and began pumping it with both hands. It was the first time he had touched another cock, and it was even better than he’d imagined, the cock huge and rock-hard and yet still somewhat pliable, the thin slick flesh pulsing between his fingers, first the shaft and then the head, then back again, slowly, and again and again. Drake rolled the fat dickhead between his palms like a Boy Scout trying to start a fire, while Carter moaned and cursed aloud, it felt so good. Then Drake went back to stroking, pulling, yanking on that shaft that he didn’t take his eyes off for a second. And when Carter came, great spurts of come splattering across Drake’s face like warm gravy, Drake was laughing – not from tickling this time but from sheer joy. He laughed and laughed as he pumped Carter completely dry.

[image: image]

After that long afternoon in the locker room, Drake had wondered if Carter would be willing to fool around again sometime – like the very next day, if possible. But fate had other plans. Carter didn’t spend much time on any one boy; he wanted to tickle as many guys as possible. He methodically moved through the junior class until he had had every single sexy ticklish guy. No one really spoke about it, but there was an understanding among them that they all knew what it was like to “stay after school with Carter”. Drake never heard any mention of the Coach in these mutterings and mumblings.

At the end of that school year, Carter and his family left town as quickly as they had come. They moved to California, someone said. Drake was left horny and adrift, not picking up any vibes from other boys that they might be interested in tickling him to death.

Nick kept Drake tied up in different positions throughout the day and night so that his muscles wouldn’t get too sore. He put skin lotion on his slave so he wouldn’t be tickled raw, and gave him throat spray so his throat wouldn’t get sore from laughing and screaming – though over the past several days Drake’s voice had shrunk to a croak and he didn’t know if he’d ever speak normally again. When it was mealtime Nick released him from the St Andrew’s cross or the rack or the stocks or the chair, hooked a leash onto the dog collar and led Drake on all fours to the kitchen area of the loft. Drake’s food bowl would have something like crumbled hamburger in it, and he would eat greedily till the end of mealtime. The end of mealtime was always the same: Nick would sneak up behind Drake with a feather, an enormous white plume, and without warning plunge the feather between Drake’s legs. He would tickle his tender inner thighs; his cock, kept perpetually hard by a leather cock ring; those balls, stretched for tickling; and that asshole, which was even more feather-sensitive than those balls. Before long Drake would collapse in a giggling heap. “Oh don’t,” he would croak finally, “don’t tickle my asshole anymore, please . . .”

The feather didn’t stop for a second. “What did you say, slave? What was that you said?”

“Oh . . . I said . . . I said, ‘Please tickle my asshole, sir. Tickle it all you want, then tickle my balls some more.’ ”

“I thought that was what you said. Well, you’ll be begging me more before I’m through – begging to get back on the rack again, just to get away from this feather.”

Sometimes Drake heard these remarks, sometimes he didn’t. He was in the zone, where he spent most of the time these days. He was a tickle slave, taking more punishment than was humanly possible and repeatedly forced to beg for more. Nick muttered and sometimes shouted his threats and demands, and Drake either croaked a response or said nothing; but this was not the real world, not anymore. The real world was a world of pure feeling, often agonizing, always horrifying. In the real world all of Drake’s ticklish nerve-ends spoke to him, it was their voices sometimes bubbling up in his throat, croaking out screams of laughter and begging and pleading. Those poor ribs, those poor armpits, those poor, super-sensitive feet – they cried out desperately as Drake watched, both victim and observer, wondering what in hell could happen next.

He was only mildly surprised when Marshall Carter appeared – or Marshall’s ghost, or spirit, or whatever these apparitions were that could step out from the shadows of the Torture Chamber at any time.

Carter was still a well-endowed seventeen-year-old, naked and resplendent in the sun coming through the skylight, illuminating the golden hair on his arms and legs and chest. And his dick, that beautiful hard dick that Drake had once taken between his trembling hands, still swung heavy through the air. “Carter!” Drake said. “I thought you were in California.”

Carter laughed. “Man, I’ve been all over the world by now. I joined the Navy right out of high school, and I’ve tickled guys in more countries than you ever heard of!”

“You still look like you’re seventeen.”

“To you I always will be.”

“Well, look what’s happening now,” Drake said, shaking his head, involved and yet not involved as Nick’s cruel fingers tickled his bare torso, stretched to the limit on Nick’s rack. “This guy is tickling me to death, you know?”

“I know, I’ve been watching. Look, Drake, I’m sorry, I’d stop him if I could, but I can’t. I’m just a spirit, to begin with, and then . . . I love watching him work you over. I want him to keep going and going and never stop. Sorry, man.”

Drake just shook his head. It didn’t matter. His life was not in his own hands anymore: it was in the hands of a tickling maniac, and the odds of his surviving just one more day weren’t too good. “It’s just my fate,” he said, barely able to hear his own words over the sound of Drake, the other Drake, screaming on the rack. “Listen to that. I’ll be even more hoarse than usual by tonight.”

Carter stared at the rack where Drake was stretched out, his ribs showing in sharp relief. Nick was playing those ribs like percussion instruments as Drake screamed and screamed again. Carter wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. His hard cock seemed to have gotten even bigger. There were tears in his eyes as he said, “Man, I wish I could tickle you. I wish I could tickle a big load of hot come out of you.”

Then another voice came out of the shadows. “Me too,” it said. “Hell, yeah, me too.”

Drake strained to see. “Coach Doyle?”

It was the Coach, all right – as burly as ever in his tight green shorts, naked to the waist, a silver whistle gleaming from the center of his hairy chest. “Listen, Drake, I’m sorry too. I helped Carter tickle a lot of boys in that locker room after school. It was a shameful thing to do. Afterwards, they were all too scared to tell anybody. So I kept on doing it. I couldn’t help it. You were all so damn ticklish, and so young and strong . . . you bucked like horses. I’m retired now, and I’ll never see a sight like that again.”

“Well, look, Coach,” Drake said, “here’s your chance to do a good turn. Just get Nick to stop tickling me. Please.”

The Coach shook his head. “No way. I’m just like Carter, I love to watch. It’s taking my breath away, seeing what he’s doing to you.” He leaned closer to Drake to make his final pronouncement: “You better pray, Drake. Pray that Nick lets you go.” Like Carter, the Coach also had glazed eyes by now, and had to wipe his mouth. “And while you’re at it, son, pray, pray to the Lord God Almighty that I never get my hands on you.”

In 1979 Drake was living in New York. He had a bachelor’s degree in journalism, an entry-level job in corporate communications at a major bank, and a tenement apartment in the East Village. But mostly what he had was sex. Sex was everywhere – in the bathhouses, the bookstores, the porno theaters and parks. He had sex with more men, in more places, and in more different ways than he’d ever thought possible. And whenever he began to worry that he might be a sex addict, some sizzling piece of male flesh would catch his eye and he would be off, following gladly wherever his dick lied him.

It led him one night to a porno theater on Third Avenue. He skipped the film and headed directly downstairs to the back rooms, craving the kind of anonymous sex that could only happen in pitch dark, with nothing but the occasional flash of a cigarette lighter to show what – and who – he was doing.

In the first room, there were waist-high benches along two walls where guys tended to pair off. The other walls were bare except for the men leaning against them, sometimes packed pretty close together. The place smelled of smoke and dirt and come and poppers. It was earthy; it was hot. Drake walked the length of the room letting his hand brush against one taut denim-covered basket after another. Flash went a lighter, a cigarette glowed, a pair of brown eyes sized him up. Drake moved on, feeling the occasional hand against his own crotch. Later on there would be more naked bodies than clothed; he knew enough to leave his wallet at home.

The second, larger room was just as dark. There were a pair of fake jail cells in the far corner, for guys who were into that kind of fantasy. Drake didn’t intend to make it that far. He stopped, feeling up crotches, and as two guys moved in on him he was so hard he thought he’d burst the buttons on his Levi’s 501s. An open mouth covered his, he tasted tongue and hot breath. A pair of hands worked at those buttons. Near the center of the room was a raised, carpeted platform where a guy could stretch out and get worked over. Drake moved slowly toward the platform, never losing contact with the hands that were groping him. In no time his jeans were around his ankles – he wasn’t wearing underwear – and he stripped off his T-shirt, letting it fall somewhere near his feet. He lay down, letting the raised back of the platform support him, and spread his knees. His long, hard dick was ready for contact and it wasn’t disappointed; one hand gently stroked the shaft while another caressed his balls, and he was sure they were two hands from two different men. Again the hungry mouth, a tongue lapping the back of his throat, and now there were hands on his hairy pecs, sliding down along his sides. When a hot mouth closed over his cock he gave a shout, it felt so good. There were still hands on his chest, roughing up his nipples, and that pair of hands caressing his sides – how many men were doing him? Three? Four? In the dark it was easy to lose count of hands and mouths and cocks. He reached out and found a hard one, began stroking it. Another nudged his left hand, and he grabbed that one too. There were at least four pairs of hands and as many mouths moving over him. The air was filled with hard breathing, moans, and soft, satisfied curses.

More hands moved in, more cocks. One gently pried at his lips and he took it in, thrilling at the feel of the dick head against his palate. His own dick was slick with saliva and pre-come, and he didn’t know how much more handling and sucking it could take before he’d shoot. The cock in his mouth couldn’t take much teasing at all, a sudden hard thrust and hot cum coated his tongue, dribbled down his chin. If his hands were free he would have caught the last drop and licked it from his fingers. But none of him was free, his hands were full of cock and there were hot impatient hands on his arms and shoulders and chest and belly . . .

But what was this? Something different . . . those fingers moving across his abs. That wasn’t unusual, guys were all the time feeling his abs, worshipping them . . . but this time the fingers were . . . more than touching, they were . . . tickling. Oh God, he couldn’t stand it! Any second he was going to burst out laughing. He squirmed as much as all those hands would allow, praying the maddening sensation would stop. Of course it would, no one was tickling him on purpose, it was just that he was so ticklish . . .

But the tickling didn’t stop. Helplessly he slid down farther on the bench, and felt a sudden rush of heat to his groin as he realized he hadn’t been tickled in a long, long time. The last guy who had really tickled him to death was Marshall Carter, in high school. Now that was a memory to make the rush of heat to his groin even more intense, and before he knew it he let a giggle escape his lips. Could it even be heard above the groaning and moaning and sucking all around him? He squirmed some more, giggled a little louder . . . he couldn’t help it, the fingers were digging in harder.

“What was that?”

“Hey, he’s ticklish!”

“Where?”

“Poke him here . . .”

“Hey, yeah!”

More fingers moved in, mercilessly probing his abs and sides. He squirmed, he let go of the hard cocks he’d been pumping, but it did him no good: strong hands grabbed his wrists and pulled his arms up, just as Coach Doyle had done so long ago. “No, no,” he cried, already nearly breathless with laughter, “don’t tickle me, don’t!” His legs were pinned down too, there were bodies pressing in on him from all sides. He’d never survive if they all started tickling him. But just as on that long ago day in the locker room, or long before that, when Rodney Cole and the three soccer players had tortured him, he didn’t have any choice. Before long he couldn’t speak, couldn’t plead any more, all he could do was laugh. As scared as he was of laughing, of letting them know just how ticklish he was, he threw his head back and roared hysterically as all those hands attacked his abs and sides, ribs and armpits.

Maybe it was the darkness – not being able to see his attackers – but he was more ticklish now than he’d ever been in his life. He screamed with laughter as fingers clawed into his armpits and knuckles mashed his ribs. The screams only brought him more punishment: a finger found its way into his navel and twisted and drilled into his guts. His groin was now the property of at least twenty fingers, and his balls were being twiddled like mad. More hands made mincemeat of his inner thighs. No part of him was safe, not even the ticklish spots behind his knees.

It was only a matter of time – insane time, tickled-to-death time – before they lifted up his feet and he felt, along with everything else, greedy fingers working at the laces of his sneakers. The sneakers were pulled free, his socks nearly torn off, and his jeans were gone altogether. Oh Jesus, don’t tickle my feet! He tried to say it, but his words were broken up by laughter, hysterical laughter that became more hoarse and yet more high-pitched as fingers attacked his soles and toes and the tops of his feet. Soon each breath he managed to take escaped as a high keening wail, and they kept on tickling him.

Then he heard it again-the same deep, rasping voice that had said, “Hey, he’s ticklish!” and then, “Poke him here.” The voice and the hot breath that came with it was right in his ear, and this time it was saying, “Tell me what they’re doing to you.”

Was he serious? Drake couldn’t believe it. All he could do was laugh, and if he was able to get a word out here and there, it was to beg for the tickling to stop. Now this guy wanted him to talk. Drake shook his head, his mouth stretched wide with hilarious laughter.

“If you don’t talk,” the raspy voice said, “then you get this.”

Now Drake felt something he had truly never felt before, as two fingers – two thumbs, more likely – stabbed deep into his exposed armpits. They were like pile drivers, and the jolt made his entire body stiffen and tore loose a yell from deep down in his throat. All Drake could think, when he recovered enough to form a coherent thought, was that he now knew what electroshock treatment must feel like.

“Talk to me,” the voice rasped again, “or you get the thumbs.”

“Oh . . . Jesus . . . please don’t.” It took every effort of will just to get those words out, with so many hands tickling him.

“What are they doing to you?” the voice rasped.

“Oh . . . God . . . tickling . . . my feet! ”

“Yeah? What else?”

Some generous guys had been free with their pocket lube, and Drake’s groin was now all slicked up. They were slicking up his abs as well, giving a new, slippery feel to the tickling that had Drake sputtering helplessly, he was no more capable of forming words than an infant.

“What else? What else? Tell me, or you’re going to get it . . .”

Again the thumbs drilled into his armpits, and again the jolt was so bad that Drake thought his spine would crack.

So he was trained to narrate what they were doing to him, struggling to get out the words as he also laughed and screamed and begged and panted.

“Tickling my . . . balls! And . . . oh shit . . . aahhhh, sticking their fingers in . . . my belly button! Hah, hah, hah, can’t . . . stand it . . . Oh my ribs, tickling my ribs, Jesus Christ . . . oh fuck, they’ve got my thighs . . . and . . . what? What are they doing to me . . .”

They were moving him, adjusting him, lifting his legs. He was their helpless toy, they could bend and flex him however they wanted and he was too weak to defend himself. Lifting and spreading his legs . . .

“What are they doing to you, what?”

“Jesus fuck . . . oh no . . . tickling my asshole!”

Slippery fingers, dozens of them, teased and prodded his asshole, stretching, exploring, poking . . . there was no way he could speak now, his cries were reduced to a pathetic wailing as they twiddled his anus, palped his scrotum, squeezed his thighs, violated his navel . . . and there was still the same steady tickling of his feet, sides and ribs.

He knew, insofar as he was capable of knowing anything, that it would also come again, the jolt of thumbs screwing powerfully into his armpits . . . and so it did . . .

And Drake woke, as if from a dream. But the tickling wasn’t a dream. He knew it was real, still happening, might be happening forever. He could hear the high-pitched wailing of his voice, broken by fits of panting. And yet he was distanced from it now. He looked around, and instead of his tormentors he saw only darkness.

He remembered how, as a kid, he would go swimming in the lake at night, plunging deep under the water, into absolute dark. He felt that way now, suspended, weightless, unable to see anything but his own luminous skin. And all around him, below, beside, in front and behind him, there were little fish. Little invisible fish, all nibbling at his flesh.

He felt no sense of panic. He could breathe, even here, deep under water; and he would survive, he could let the fish do what they wanted, nibble till there was nothing left of him, as long as he remembered to breathe.

When he surfaced again his cock was harder than it had ever been, leaking pre-come all over his belly, which slickened his ticklish skin even more, intensifying his torment. He was so weakened by the tickling that he didn’t know if he could escape even if they did let him go; but his sexual response was stronger than ever, and when someone grabbed his cock he yelled, his hips thrusting upward all by themselves. One hand pumped his shaft, a mouth closed over his dickhead, and . . . yes, someone was licking his balls now, and more greedy mouths were licking his soles and sucking his toes . . .

He could no longer separate the sensations, the sucking and jacking and tickling, the licking, poking and stroking. His body had become one nerve that was being stretched to the breaking point. And just when he felt that he really would break, his groin began to heave, his cock shook, and he came, filling one hot sucking mouth and then continuing to shoot. Every one of his tormentors slurped from his cock as if it were a drinking fountain. “Yeah!” they were crying, over and over. “Yeah, yeah, yeah!”

He didn’t know he could shoot that big a load. His balls had been turned inside out. As the hands and mouths gradually withdrew, he panted and moaned and offered whispered prayers and curses to the dark. Though he lay perfectly still he felt he was falling, tumbling down and backwards, headed toward inescapable fate.

It wasn’t over. Far from it. Collective male lust was a force of nature swirling through the humid, dusty air, rocking the floor, shaking the walls. A hand raised his head, shoved a bottle under his nose. It wasn’t his bottle of Rush, it was genuine amyl, and it took the top of his head off.

A familiar raspy voice spoke in his ear: “Wake up! Some new guys have come in, and they’re dying to meet you!”

It was three o’clock in the morning, and Drake was sitting on the floor outside the back rooms, leaning against the wall by the men’s room door. He had found his jeans and his sneakers, but his socks and T-shirt were lost. Well, he had had to go home shirtless before, he didn’t mind as long as it was warm outside. But it would take him a while yet to fully recover. His eyes were red and swollen from tears of laughter, his throat felt raw, his ribs were sore, the soles of his feet tingled, and his cock, balls and asshole were almost unbearably tender. Every minute or two his spine gave a shudder, and a weak, hysterical giggle escaped his lips, as if they were all tickling him still. Guys walked past him, leaving him in peace but still eyeing him hungrily and muttering to each other about what had happened in the farthest dark room.

“Never saw a guy get that kind of treatment . . .”

“Did you see how ticklish his feet were? Jesus!”

“Never saw a guy come like that, either. Fuckin’ puddles on the floor!”

Drake tilted his head back against the wall, sighed, shuddered, and gave in to a few seconds of soft helpless laughter. When he opened his eyes again he found he was being cruised. A man leaned against the wall opposite him, a ruggedly handsome older man with a beard, an open shirt and a hairy chest. Under any other circumstances Drake would be interested, but for now he could only smile and shake his head ruefully: thanks, but no thanks. Still the man stayed where he was, openly studying Drake as though he were an anatomical chart. Drake tried to think of something to say, something not too unfriendly that would make it clear he wanted to be left alone. Before he could think of anything the other man spoke.

“How are you feeling?”

Somehow it was no surprise to hear that deep, raspy voice again . . . the voice of a tormentor. “Y-you,” Drake stammered, “you were the one . . . that made me talk to you . . .”

“Ha! I did more than that. I started the whole thing!” The man’s brown eyes gleamed, teeth showed white above his black beard. “You were great.”

Drake pressed back against the wall. He felt naked under that gaze. At the same time his cock, which had so recently been wrung dry several times, began to stiffen. The two looked at each other for a very long time until Drake finally said, “Wh-what do you want?”

The man stepped forward, drawing a card from his hip pocket. It was the size of a business card, but it was a personal card, with the name Emmett D’Arcy and an address in the West Village.

“Just look me up,” he said. “When you’re ready.”

A few weeks later Drake showed up at Emmett’s apartment. It was on the eleventh floor of a high-rise off Eighth Street, more than a few notches above Drake’s funky East Village tenement. As he nodded to the doorman and announced himself, and as the doorman called Emmett’s number, Drake found himself wondering if Emmett had hot-and-cold-running men at his place. In which case Drake had already been marked as a trick. Normally confident, he wondered why that should bother him this time. His finger actually shook as he pressed the elevator button. His phone call to Emmett had been brief, Emmett saying only, “Be here at eight.” No mention of tickling. But as Drake began his ascent, startled by his own reflection in the elevator’s mirrored wall, he knew full well what he was doing: for the first time ever he was deliberately stepping into a situation where he could get tickled to death.

And it didn’t take long, once they were seated on Emmett’s white sofa, once they had had a drink of Scotch. All of a sudden Emmett lunged, and Drake, who had been sitting half turned toward him, was easily caught off balance. He gave a shout, and then Emmett’s hands were everywhere, not only tickling but undressing him at the same time, so that before he knew it he was buck naked on the white carpet, screaming with laughter and begging for Emmett to stop.

It didn’t take long, either, for Drake to discover that Emmett was also ticklish, and that he could freely take revenge on his tormentor. It was a new experience for Drake to tickle a man to feverish exhaustion. Recalling how Emmett had drilled his thumbs into his armpits, Drake learned the technique also, saw how he could make Emmett’s body go limp, his eyes roll upward, his jaw slacken as he panted deliriously. He also learned how to make Emmett scream by applying the bristles of a hairbrush to his lower back.

They spent a year testing each other’s limits, mostly on weekends. Sometimes they would stay in Emmett’s apartment from Friday evening through Sunday night, naked the whole time, ordering in Chinese food when hunger overtook their desire to play. They grappled and stumbled and rolled through every room, from one end of the apartment to the other. Drake tickled Emmett’s ribs on the dining room table while Emmett’s feet kicked over half-empty cartons of Kung Pao Chicken and Beef Broccoli. In the kitchen, Emmett learned which gourmet utensils worked best on Drake’s feet. When they tired of all the other places, they tumbled into Emmett’s extra large bathtub and literally tickled the piss out of each other.

The joys of bondage soon followed. Drake suggested it first, remembering how Rodney Cole had tied his wrists and ankles. Emmett balked, till Drake reminded him of how, in that back room in the basement of the porno theater, he had been as good as bound, kept immobile by many strong hands. Emmett owed it to him to at least give it a try. And so their mutual torture reached another level, and another and another, as they learned the most ingenious ways of rendering each other helpless and vulnerable. The bondage naturally led to role-play – the interrogator and the spy, the leatherman and the delivery boy, the older brother (Emmett) making his younger brother suffer for telling a secret.

The sex that they had, jacking or sucking each other off, was great, but it was the tickling that they took to greater and greater extremes, till there was nothing they would not do to each other to slake their thirst for stimulation. On a Monday morning Drake would move trancelike through his day at the bank, where he was now an Assistant Vice President, his head filled with images of the night before – how, for example, he had hung by his wrists from Emmett’s ceiling, naked and gagged and blindfolded, while a vibrating butt plug threatened to split his ass open and Emmett tickled his dickhead with a felt-tip pen in one hand and a camel’s-hair brush in the other. This was Emmett’s favorite game, and he could spend hours at it. With the felt-tip pen he wrote multi-volume novels on Drake’s knob; with the brush he re-created an impressionist’s entire life’s work, paying special attention to the piss-slit and rim of that German helmet.

Though he always craved being tickled, no matter how excruciating it was, Drake also couldn’t get enough of tickling Emmett. He saw their relationship stretch on for many years to come, as they found more and more outrageous ways to violate each other’s ticklish skin. Strange as it was, he also felt he was in a relationship that many men could only dream about.

Then, one night, it was over.

The two of them were having dinner in a restaurant on Second Avenue near Twelfth Street. It was something of an upscale restaurant – for that neighborhood, anyway – with modern décor, lots of pastel colors and intimate lighting, and it had become one of their favorites. It was to be a typical Friday night, Drake filled with relief that the work week was over, and looking forward to releasing his tension through screams of laughter.

But everything changed when Emmett leaned over the table, nearly upsetting his wine, to say, “I’ve got something to tell you.”

“Okay.” Drake was glad to listen.

“I’m leaving New York.”

Drake looked Emmett in the eyes. After a few seconds he realized he was holding his breath. Forcing himself to relax, he asked, “You mean, you’re going on a trip?”

“No. Not a round trip, anyway.” Emmett seemed to be receding, part of him shutting down, leaving Drake alone already. “As you know, I’ve been very unhappy.”

No, Drake had not known that Emmett had been unhappy. How could he have known? They never really talked about anything but bondage and tickling. And that, according to Emmett, was part of the problem. Who were they kidding – they didn’t really have a “relationship” at all, there was nothing between them beyond the physical. Well, Drake wondered, what was wrong with that, as long as they were both enjoying it so much? It wasn’t just that, Emmett explained. He had grown tired of living in New York, period. So he had arranged with the head office of his corporation for a transfer to the West Coast. It would be a step up for him. A great opportunity: a chance to start over.

Drake just stared at Emmett – at this hot, sexy guy who had made so many of his fantasies come true, who had helped him discover new fantasies, new intensities of feeling. He had been staring openmouthed at Emmett for so long that his throat was dry; he took a sip of white wine, but it tasted bitter now. “You mean, it’s over between us?”

Looking back, he would see how stupid that must have sounded. Of course it was over, had been over for some time, Emmett had just been going through the motions. And Drake, who had been so busy being tickled into a hundred different states of consciousness, had never noticed.

He folded his napkin, placed it beside his plate, got up and left the restaurant. He would never go there again, though he would pass by the place many times and feel a chill each time he saw its name. The place was called Tempus Fugit.

He wanted to see Emmett at least one more time before his departure, but it was no use. Emmett wouldn’t even talk on the phone. Finally Drake was so desperate that he sneaked into Emmett’s building, taking advantage of a shift change at the front desk, and made it to the elevator and up to Emmett’s floor. But something had gone wrong. Either Emmett had had to leave earlier than expected, or had given Drake the wrong date in the first place; the apartment was empty, the door was open and the white carpeting which Drake had known so well was being cleaned. Drake backed down the hallway, turned when he heard a door opening behind him. The neighboring apartment had been owned by a gay couple, whose raised eyebrows and knowing smiles Drake had encountered many times: apparently some of the sounds issuing from Emmett’s apartment weren’t lost on them. But they no longer lived there either, and the man who opened the door to pick up a small package on the mat looked unfamiliar. For a split second that didn’t matter to Drake, he was so close to just walking up to this disheveled-looking stranger in a blue bathrobe and asking, Hey, will you tickle me? He saw it happening in his mind, saw how easy it would be. He would take his shirt off in the hallway, clasp his hands behind his head, expose his ribs and armpits. Go ahead. Make me feel it. Give me a rush. Go crazy. He actually took a few steps in that direction until the man, package in hand, frowned at him, then shut the door.

I’m lost, Drake thought. I’m lost; I’m lost.

“So that’s my story.”

Drake had calmed down a bit while telling Nick about his “tickling life”, even if Nick’s stare from across the table had made him a little self-conscious. Now he was relieved to stop talking for a while. The waiter set a fresh beer in front of him.

“Very interesting,” Nick said. “That’s not the whole story, though. You’ve been active since then.”

“Yeah, that’s true. I’ve met a number of guys through the ads. Had some wild times.” Just the thought of some of the things he had been through sent a shiver up his spine. “I think I’ve got nine lives, like a cat. And yet . . . I keep looking for something more prolonged. More intense.”

“Ever since Emmett you’ve been strictly a bottom?”

“That’s right. I can’t really say why. It’s just . . .” Drake shrugged. “I just really want it. Even though I can’t stand it.”

“Sounds good to me,” Nick said. He pulled some bills from his wallet, threw them on the table. He nodded toward the small canvas bag by Drake’s chair. “Is that all you brought with you?”

“That’s it.”

“Well, you won’t need many clothes. In fact, you won’t need any.”

Most of Nick’s walls were covered with his paintings, and they made an instant impression on Drake as he stepped into the huge studio. All of the paintings were of men – specifically, naked male torsos. No heads, no arms, just a multitude of well-developed chests and abs in all sizes and colors. There was nothing conventional about them, though. They were torsos caught in motion, twisting and stretching, muscles strained to the limit. It didn’t take Drake long to realize that they represented the bodies of men under torture. As he stared, open-mouthed, Nick laughed.

“I’ve got a freshly stretched canvas with your name on it,” he said.

They moved on to where, Drake was told, he would be staying. It was a room partitioned off from the rest of the loft, but still a huge room, with a skylight that brilliantly illuminated its furnishings: various tables, platforms and racks, a half dozen St Andrew’s crosses tilting toward the floor at different angles, a chair that might have come from a dentist’s office. One wall was perforated with hooks that held every kind of restraining device.

“Everything but a bed,” Drake said.

“Oh, you won’t need one of those. You’ll be much too busy.”

There was a bed, though, or at least a cot, in what Nick called the Recovery Room. One of the few rooms in the loft with its own four walls and ceiling, it had originally been a large darkroom, back when Nick had gone through a phase of sketching and painting from photographs. (By now, he explained to Drake, he always worked from memory, having become a genius at memorizing a man’s body, right down to the number of hairs on each nipple.) When Nick had redone the darkroom as the Recovery Room he had installed a cot and added a toilet, sink and shower – complete slave quarters.

After the brief tour they returned to the Torture Chamber, where Nick’s first order to Drake was to strip naked. “And make it fast! We got a lot of work to do!”

Drake thought, I’ll never get out of here alive.

Drake was in the Recovery Room when another man from his past appeared: Emmett D’Arcy.

“Well,” Drake whispered, “I thought I’d never see you again.”

“Why would you think that?” Like Carter, Emmett was also naked. “I’ve never stopped thinking about you.”

“Huh!” Drake turned his head to the side. He may have slept for a while, or maybe not. When he looked up again Emmett was still there. “So what do you want?”

“I just want to say that I’m sorry.” Emmett stepped forward gingerly, as if the floor were cold on his bare feet. “I’m sorry I left when I did.”

“You went to California, just like Carter. I see a pattern here.” Drake tried to turn over onto his side, but his ribs were sore; he tried lying on his belly, but his belly was too ticklish now, it couldn’t take contact with anything, not even a sheet. So he rolled over onto his back again.

“I’ve missed you, though,” Emmett said. “In particular I’ve missed your laughing, screaming, and begging. I still fantasize about tickling you to death.”

Drake chuckled again. “Well, your fantasy’s coming true, only it’s not your fantasy anymore, it’s Nick’s.”

Emmett came closer. His cock was painfully erect, begging to be touched. “That guy is something else. He’s a fucking genius.”

“Ha! Some genius . . . I won’t last a month in this fucking place.”

“Well, you’ve already been here a month, but I can see where you’d lose all track of time. You’ve been so . . . busy.” With that Emmett wiggled his fingers at Drake, and Drake laughed. His laughter, even his chuckling of a moment before, had a different kind of sound now, at least to him. It sounded just a little . . . depraved. More than a little crazy. Something like Nick’s own laughter.

“I don’t suppose,” Drake asked, “that you could . . . get him to stop? Just for a day or so? Let me catch my breath?” He held out his hand, which passed right through Emmett’s image.

“Oh, hell, no.” Emmett said. “Sorry, Drake, but I’m having such a good time, watching. I like seeing everything Nick does to you, because to tell you the truth, I’d like to tickle you myself right now.”

“Greedy spirit,” Drake said. “I think you’re actually drooling.”

Emmett wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Believe me, Drake,” he said, “if I ever get my hands on you again, I’m never letting go.”

Drake was in a kind of elevated sling, on his belly, his wrists and ankles chained together. For the past couple of hours Nick had been tickling his asshole and scrotum. Among many other tools he had some long, delicate wires, extremely supple, that were excellent for this kind of detail work. For the past hour at least Nick had been wearing his hearing protectors, Drake’s screaming was even louder than usual.

Finally Nick decided to rest for a minute. He took the earmuffs off. Drake had stopped screaming and was panting heavily.

“You know,” Nick said, “I’ve got a problem.”

Drake knew what he had to say. His voice, when he finally found it, was no more than a croak. “Yes, Master? What is it?”

“Well, you see, I’ve been wanting to tickle you till my heart’s content. But even though I’ve just about tickled the last living drop of shit out of you, my heart’s not content. I must have a very big heart, don’t you agree?”

With all his strength Drake summoned his voice again. “Yes, Sir.”

“What I’m going to do,” Nick said, “is invite a couple of friends over. Young guys. Hispanic. Real fucking maniacs. The kind who don’t know when to stop, if you know what I mean. Straight guys, but they’ll do anything to get their rocks off.”

Drake’s thin, reedy voice trembled. “Yes, Sir. Whatever you say, Sir.”

Raul and Pedro showed up sometime later. It might have been noon, or it might have been the middle of the night. Drake, who was stretched on the rack, wouldn’t know. All that Nick had allowed him to know, for at least the past several hours, was the terrain of his own ribs. It was frightening terrain, with peaks and valleys of excruciating tenderness, vulnerable to many, many different kinds of assault. Drake thought, insofar as he was able to think, that he would never make it through this parched land, his ribs were like the rippling sand dunes of the desert, a desert without end.

Then Nick showed mercy, just for a minute. Or maybe he was just answering the door. Suddenly there were other voices in the loft, out in the studio. The visitors were so loud Drake guessed they were drunk, or high, or both. Then again it was hard to tell about voices, his own screaming had impaired his hearing.

“How’s it hangin’?”

“Great to see you, man. You look fucking great.”

“Where’s Juan?” Nick asked. “I haven’t seen him lately.”

The two newcomers collapsed in a fit of giggles. “Oh yeah . . . Juan!”

“Hee-hee-hee . . . it’s not funny, really, but – hee hee . . .”

“You see, man, Juan, he’s in the hospital.”

“Christ, you guys didn’t break his arms, did you?”

Another laughing fit.

“No, no, man . . . it’s not . . . hee hee . . .”

“It’s not that kind of hospital!”

“Shit,” Nick said, “you guys are something else. You mean . . .?”

“Okay, okay, okay, so we tickled him a little too much. That’s the breaks.”

“Yeah. Hey, he’ll be okay in a few months. Maybe.”

“Well, in the meantime,” Nick said, “I’ve got somebody you guys can practice on.”

“Fuck, man, we don’t need no practice.”

Nick led his visitors into the Chamber and turned up the lights. Drake trembled with fear, and with the humiliation of being presented naked to strangers.

“This is Raul,” Nick said, “and this over here is Pedro,” exactly as if he were introducing buddies at a card game.

“Hey!” Raul said. “Dude looks kind of wasted.” Raul looked like the older of the two. His hair was pulled back in a ponytail, his otherwise handsome face bore acne scars, and like his brother he wore a pencil-thin mustache.

“Muy guapo. Sexy little fucker,” Pedro said. He was the handsomer one, his hair cut short, above the ears, his build a bit broader. And who was Juan? The third brother, probably, the youngest one who always got picked on because he was ticklish. Drake flashed on some of the older brother/younger brother role-plays he used to have with Emmett.

“You’ve got some new shit since we were here last,” Raul said, standing before the rack with the vast selection of toys. “What the hell is this?”

“It’s a powerful vibrator,” Nick said, “with a special attachment: a rotating brush with feather-like bristles.” He swaggered over to the rack, grabbed Drake’s tightly stretched balls and raised them up, exposing the super-sensitive skin between Drake’s scrotum and asshole. “Fire that bad boy up,” he said, “and stick it right here. In about five seconds he’ll be blubbering like a baby.”

“Sounds hot to me.” Raul approached with the toy, already vibrating and spinning.

Drake licked his lips and began begging. “Don’t touch me, please don’t touch me, can’t you see what he’s been doing, he’s been tickling me to death, make him stop, make him stop, I’ll do anything for you, you can fuck me, fuck me up the ass or in my mouth, fuck me all night long if you want to, I can make you feel good, I can make you come over and over . . .”

“Jesus Christ, this guy’s a talker, ain’t he?”

“I love it when he writhes like a whore,” Nick said. “That’s what I’ve turned him into, a slave and a whore.” He put his face close to Drake’s, took his victim’s chin in his hand. “I haven’t even fucked you yet, I’ve had too much fun tickling you. I take care of you, though, don’t I, slave? When your cock is throbbing and your balls are swollen I give you a good milking, don’t I?”

“Yes!” Drake nearly screamed, though it wasn’t strictly true: Nick also denied orgasms when he felt like it. “Yes, Master, you’re the best milker, you milk me dry! Milk me now, please, milk me all night long if you want to, I can come over and over again . . .”

“Aw shit, you just don’t want to be tickled. Come on, Raul, bring that monster machine over here.”

Pedro ran his tongue over his lips. “Maybe we can fuck him later on.”

When Drake woke up, or was at least aware of his surroundings, he found that he had been moved. He was now chained to a St Andrew’s cross – not a wooden one, but one made from something hard – plastic? fiberglass? – and waterproof. The cross stood in the middle of a huge rubber mat. He took this to mean that they were going to tickle the piss out of him, as Nick had done many times already. But where were Nick and his two friends?

They hadn’t gone far. They came from the direction of the kitchen, each carrying a large bowl. Each of them was also naked, which surprised Drake. Pedro and Raul were even sporting leather ball stretchers and cock rings, and by the size of their erections it was clear they were having a good time. Big erections on brown bodies, how Drake had used to love sights like that.

“Hey,” Nick said, “the slave’s recovered. About fuckin’ time. We got work to do.”

The bowls were filled with steaming water. On a corner of the mat Drake now saw that three straight razors and three cans of shaving cream had been laid out. Immediately he started babbling again.

“Don’t shave me please don’t shave me please, you don’t want to do that, why don’t you fuck me, fuck me with your big dicks . . .”

“Blabbermouth is at it again,” Raul said. “Let’s get started.”

“We may as well start with that beard he’s grown, it interferes with tickling his neck,” Nick said. “Everything else from the neck down comes off. We’ll leave that fine mat of hair on his chest, though, for aesthetic reasons.”

Raul shrugged. “Fuckin’ artist.”

Of course it tickled when they applied the shaving cream, and the scraping of the straight razors made him delirious. Soon the cool air on his naked armpits, abs, and groin was tickling him. His balls felt as if they had just been hatched, as tender and vulnerable as baby chicks.

“I can’t believe you, Nick,” one of the brothers was saying, Drake was too dazed to tell which one. “You should have shaved him long before now, man. Makes a big difference, if you really want to tickle a guy. We used to shave Juan all the time. Didn’t we, little brother?”

“I keep telling you, I’m not your fucking little brother.”

Nick grabbed the water bottle and shoved it at Drake. “Open your mouth. Hydrate.”

Drake sucked cool water from the bottle. It felt so good on his parched tongue.

“Take some more,” Nick said. “I’ve got another bottle here. And maybe one more.”

“What’s with all the water?” Pedro asked.

“I was just thinking,” Nick said. “As long as we’ve got him on the rubber mat, let’s oil him up and tickle the piss out of him.”

The next time he came to his senses, Drake could tell by the color of the sky through the skylight that it was late afternoon. They had been tickling him for – how long? A night? A day and a night? Drake felt that his body, as smooth and slippery as a newborn’s, had been violated in every way.

Gradually he flashed back on some of the things Nick and his friends had done. At one point Nick and Raul were feathering him on his neck and behind his ears. At another point Raul and Pedro were teasing his nipples with tweezers. Oddly enough he had never found his nipples to be very ticklish, but those nipple nips had him babbling again, begging Raul and Pedro to let him suck their dicks, anything to end his torment. That was a mistake, for the two decided to write down everything Drake was saying – writing it on his abs with ballpoint pens. The more they wrote, the more Drake babbled, and the more they wrote, giggling all the time.

Sometimes he managed to escape, to the cool dark waters of the midnight lake. Suspended under the surface, he surrendered to the friendly, unseen fish nibbling away at him. In turn they reminded him to breathe, they helped him remember how.

Now it was feeding time. Nick untied Drake and ordered him to the kitchen area. Drake obeyed, crawling weakly toward the bowl filled with the usual crumbled hamburger meat. The other three men were in the room with him, and as soon as he finished eating the tickling would begin again, so the key was to eat as slowly as possible. If he could make it last . . . nibbling smaller and smaller amounts . . . but he was too hungry. He couldn’t stop himself from wolfing down his food in just a couple of minutes.

The tickling began as it usually did, with the huge white feather dusting his inner thighs. When he tried to roll away he saw Nick and Raul both had those long, whiplike feathers. No direction was safe, but still he tried to roll, curling himself into as tight a ball as possible. It was like a crazy sports event, with the two torturers batting Drake across the floor with their feathers. It hardly mattered where they touched him, he gave a hysterical yell every time. Finally he collapsed, face down, belly to the floor, which gave them the opportunity to sweep the feathers all over his back, from his neck to his ass-crack, and then down, to the backs of his thighs and knees, the soles of his feet.

As he lay there he heard, through his delirium, someone leaving the room – the no-nonsense sound of Nick’s bare feet slapping the floor. Going to take a leak, probably, and why not, Raul was taking care of Drake, wielding both feathers, giving him more than he could handle. But Nick had only left to get a tool, for as soon as he came back he shoved a greased vibrator up Drake’s ass. He recognized the feel of it very well: it was the kind with a dog-leg crook in it, designed to stimulate the prostate to the max. Nick cranked it up, and Drake’s dick began to stiffen. The vibrator did it every time, but Nick knew another technique too: tickling Drake’s lower ribs, just the lower ones, always made him spring a boner. So he straddled Drake and dug in. The combination of vibrator and rib tickling had his slave moaning and howling at the same time. When it got too painful to lie on his engorged dick, it was all Drake could do to get up on all fours. Nick stayed with him, not missing a stroke.

Soon Raul and Pedro both got into the act. They knelt on the floor behind Drake and started squeezing the backs of his thighs. That got Drake moving – anything to get away!

It was a mad procession, Drake crawling across the floor on all fours while Nick, still straddling him, kept up the lower rib tickling and the brothers followed on their knees, squeezing his thighs and calves. Drake didn’t know which was worse, the tickling or the horniness raging through him. They crawled along, all four of them, as Drake howled and moaned and pleaded. His balls ached; his dick was on fire. “Stop! Let me jack off, please, please!”

“You know you’re not allowed to do that,” Nick said. “Now move! I like playing horsey.”

They made several circuits of the wide kitchen area. The faster Drake tried to crawl, the harder he got tickled, while the vibrator buzzed his prostate till he thought he’d die from horniness.

They didn’t stop till the vibrator’s new batteries wore out.

“Oh, shit,” Nick said. “I should have brought some spares. Well, I could stand to stretch my legs.” He stood up, and when Drake looked over his shoulder he got a glimpse of Nick’s enormous rod, which, like Drake’s, looked ready to burst. When the brothers got to their feet it seemed a wonder that there was enough room in the kitchen for these four throbbing hard-ons.

“Please jack me off,” Drake whimpered, rolling from all fours onto his back, just like a dog. “Please, please.”

Nick looked around. “What the hell?” He stomped around the kitchen, shaking his head. “Jesus fucking Christ, look at this! Pecker tracks all over my floor!”

“I’m sorry, Sir,” Drake whined. “Honest to God I’m sorry, Sir, but you know I always put out a lot of pre-come, Sir, especially when . . .”

“Shut the fuck up!” Nick drew his big toe across the yellow tiles, tracing long strands of pre-come. To Drake’s great relief he sounded less angry when he spoke again. “Okay, this is what’s going to happen. You’re not getting any relief yet, jack-off boy. Instead you’re going to keep crawling. And you’re going to lick up every bit of that jism, till this floor is shining again.”

Tears of frustration rolled down Drake’s cheeks. “Please, Sir . . .” He looked to Raul and Pedro, to see if they might help him, but the two men were off to the side, playing with each other. They had glazed expressions on their faces as they stroked each other’s long, brown, uncircumcised dicks like a couple of adolescent boys discovering sex for the first time.

“I’m bigger’n you, why don’t you admit it,” Pedro said.

“You got a dog dick, man. Butt-ugly. No wonder you like to stick it up butts.”

“Shut the fuck up. Just stroke that fucker, stroke it!”

“Oh, and one more thing,” Nick told Drake. “I’m not going to waste any more batteries on you right now, but while you’re crawling around I’m going to be torturing those ribs!”

It was a losing game. The more Drake licked up pre-come, the more he put down, especially with Nick having no mercy in his tickling. He rubbed his slave’s lower ribs like Aladdin rubbing his lamp, and the pulsing sensations shot through Drake in two directions, to his brain and his cock. He licked and leaked and laughed, laughed and leaked and licked. Nick’s dick was leaking too, his pre-come pooling up in the small of Drake’s back.

Finally he collapsed, gasping, begging for water, parched from licking up sticky jism. As a rule Nick responded to these requests – a dehydrated slave was no fun – so he reluctantly went to get the water bottle.

Thank God! A precious moment of rest! Trying not to make a sound, Drake slowly rolled over onto his back. His worry now was that the two brothers might take a fresh interest in him while Nick was gone. He tried not to draw attention to himself, not to look at them directly. But a thrill of fear shot up his spine when they appeared in his peripheral vision. Their cocks were harder than ever, and they wanted to come so bad they were panting. Drake prepared himself to grovel, beg and promise them anything, whether it was within his power or not.

But they were distracted by Drake’s dick. “Jesucristo, look at that thing!” Pedro cried.

“One hefty pinga.” Raul looked just a little crazy, standing there with his mouth open, drool leaking from one corner. Both of their dicks were drooling, too: more work for Drake.

Nick returned with the water bottle, and Drake was greedy with the cool, sweet water. It helped him get his voice back to nearly normal, and he made use of it, babbling again. “Please sir let me come, I’ll do anything you want, anything you want for the rest of my life . . .”

“You’re damn skippy,” Nick said. He looked at Raul and Pedro, who were in a state almost as bad as Drake’s. “Okay,” he said, “I’m not usually a democratic guy, but what the hell, let’s put it to a vote. Should we let this slave get some relief? My vote is, hell no. What do you guys say?”

Raul and Pedro were in a daze, and yet so agitated they couldn’t stand still. Sex hung in the hair like an impending storm, and it was time to seed the clouds. “Hell, yes!” they both said. Raul added, licking his lips, “We all gotta shoot, man, or we’re gonna die.”

Pedro turned towards Raul. “I shoot bigger loads than you do, admit it.”

Raul rolled his eyes. “Madre di dios, who invented brothers?”

“Okay, okay, okay,” Nick said. “Let’s organ grind.” He found a jar of lube in a nearby drawer, screwed off the lid and swiped a generous amount on his dick, then tossed the jar to the brothers.

Drake had his hands on himself, and he was rolling, twitching and squirming across the kitchen floor. It felt so good he couldn’t stand it, handling his own cock, controlling his own orgasm for the first time in – hell, he didn’t know how long. He didn’t need any lube, his dick was so slick he could hardly keep a grip on it. His hips were thrusting, back arching in convulsions of lust, and even when he banged his head against a cupboard drawer he didn’t stop stroking, making love to his dick with both hands, he had never loved it so much.

“That guy’s a fucking maniac,” Pedro said, though he was no less wild, reeling across the room as he jackhammered his dick to death.

“Jesus fucking Christ,” Raul said. “This is the hottest ever, man!” He stood still with his feet planted wide, using all his energy on his slick dick, pulling it one-handed with twists of the wrist that that were skillful, long practiced and, judging by his moans, excruciating. He didn’t spend much time looking around, he was so fascinated by his own hand-and-dick machine.

Nick, on the other hand, kept looking from one man to the other. He didn’t make a sound as he pumped his enormous circumcised rod, but his tight-lipped smile seemed to assert that he was still in control somehow, the master of what each man in the room was feeling.

“Ah . . . ah . . . ah!” Drake’s legs were shaking uncontrollably, his heels drumming the floor. “I’m gonna . . .” As he shot his whole body recoiled, he was at the mercy of his own thrusts, the power of his loins jolting him backwards across the floor. And all around him a hot rain fell.

After that it didn’t take the others long. Raul and Pedro were also shaking so bad they had to drop to their knees. Only Nick remained standing, his eyes closed now, his tight-lipped smile long gone as his mouth hung open, screaming soundlessly as his cock gushed like an open fire hydrant. He bent over, jacking upward, taking several spurts on his chest, then sprayed the room. The brothers came at the same time, jerking and lurching across the floor like deranged puppets. Drake got soaked as streamers of come flew over him from three directions.

Afterwards they lay sprawled as if dropped from a great height, left with no energy to move their twisted legs. Totally wasted, Drake finally raised his head to see Nick sitting in one of the kitchen chairs, smoking a cigarette. Nick was frowning, concentrating, creating his next move. Whatever it was, it would not be good.

“Hey, help me, man.” It was Pedro, who had landed on his belly and was just now stirring. “Help, I’m stuck to the floor!”

Raul laughed wildly. “You think you got problems, man? I think I accidentally tore my dick off!”

Nick had left his chair and was surveying the room, shaking his head. “I’ve had my share of free-for-alls in orgy rooms, but I swear I’ve never seen so much come in my life.” Not surprisingly, his gaze settled on Drake. “Okay, you know the drill. You’re going to clean up every square inch of this floor. With your tongue. Then you’re going to clean us up, too. My chest hair is so stuck together it fucking hurts to breathe, and these guys are looking pretty raunchy too.”

Thank God, thank God, none of them tickled Drake as he worked. They were probably too tired. As for licking up come, Drake considered it part of his repertoire. His seasoned palate could distinguish among the four kinds of jism he was slurping from the floor: his own always had a strong, spunky odor but its flavor was mild, a little on the sweet side. Nick’s, which he had also tasted before, was more stringy in consistency, its flavor slightly bitter, like ale. It had no strong smell at all. The other two types – he didn’t know which was Pedro’s and which was Raul’s – were much alike in taste, neither very bitter nor sweet, and real spunky-smelling like his own; but one was much thicker and almost opaque, reminding him of the beaten egg whites they used for fake come in porno flicks. Then there were the many spots on the floor where two or three or four kinds of jizz had blended together – reeking come cocktails, each with its own twist.

While the slave worked his three tormentors sat in straight-backed chairs against the wall, watching him. Smoking cigarettes and mumbling. Plotting, no doubt.

All the licking, lapping, and scouring coated Drake’s face with spunk from his nose to his chin, but when he was finally finished the floor looked good. Well, it still needed washing, but at least nobody was going to slip and break his neck. Eager for praise, he looked to his Master.

“All right, you piece of shit,” Nick said, “don’t look so goddamned proud of yourself. You’ve still got work to do.”

Pedro leaned across his brother to speak to Nick. “Listen, Nick, man, just let me get a shower. I’m filthy with this shit.”

Raul waved a hand in front of his nose. “You sure are, man. You reek.”

Pedro turned to his brother. “I don’t know if I want to do this shit, man, what he’s talking about doing next.”

“Well, all right,” Nick said. “Tell you what. Since we took a vote earlier, let’s do it again.” He raised his right hand. “I vote for the plan just as I described it. No changes. How about you, Raul?”

Pedro shook his head at his brother. “No, man,” he said softly. “We really don’t want to do this.”

But Raul, wearing the same tight-lipped smile as Nick, raised his right hand.

Nick barked at Drake: “Get the hell over here!” He took the water bottle from the counter. “I filled this up again. Hydrate, and rinse your tongue real good. Then go to the sink over there and wash the jizz off your face, you fucking whore.”

When Drake had followed orders he reported back for duty. Nick explained the rules. “You’re going to lick the dried come off all three of us, starting with me.”

“Yes, Sir.”

“That’s all there is to it, except for one additional rule that must not be broken. You are not allowed to tickle any of us while you’re doing it. Accidentally or otherwise.”

“Yes, Sir.”

“If you disobey and tickle any of us, even for a second, you’ll pay the consequences. Each man you tickle will get you all to himself for three hours. And it won’t be pretty.”

“Yes, Sir!”

“Let’s move in to the next room, where we can spread out.”

The next room, of course, was the Torture Chamber. Only Pedro hesitated to go in.

“I’m first,” Nick said. He hopped up on the exam table. “I’m just going to lie here with my arms at my sides. I’ve only got come on my chest, so it shouldn’t take long. Now get over here!”

Soon Drake was up to his nose in coarse, matted chest hair. He moistened it till it was no longer stuck down and the jizz was a funky soup warmed by Nick’s body heat. Drake had to suck on that fur to really get the come off. The male stink of come, hair, and sweat went to his head – it reminded him particularly of Emmett – but he was very careful not to hurt his Master. As far as tickling him was concerned, he didn’t worry. Nick saw ticklishness as a weakness, a failing of masculine stoicism, and if his body had ever had that quality he had willed it out of existence, or at least disciplined himself so that he would never show it, no matter what. There were a couple of dicey spots when Drake got near his armpits, but Nick only twitched slightly, making no sound.

When Drake was finished Nick sat up and rubbed his chest all over. “That’s better,” he said. “Now, who wants to go next?” He had to yell, for Raul and Pedro were off in a corner, arguing.

Raul looked over. “I’m next!”

“Fuck, no!” Pedro shouted. “I’m next.”

“Little brother, you’re getting to be a pain in the ass.”

“I’m telling you for the last time, I’m not your little brother, shithead. I could kick your ass in half a second!”

“I wish you ladies would stop bickering,” Nick said. “Have you both got your periods at the same time, or what?”

Pedro put a hand on his brother’s shoulder. “Look, man, I’m sorry, okay? It’s just that . . . I don’t want to go last. I don’t want to have to wait that long.” He looked as if he might burst into tears.

“Tough shit. I’m the older brother, so I get to choose.” He shoved Pedro’s hand off his shoulder.

Pedro wiped the about-to-cry look off his face. Now he just looked grim. “It’s not always gonna be that way,” he said.

Raul had come all over his inner thighs, groin, and belly. He preferred to sit on the edge of a straight chair for his tongue bath, leaning back with his lower body thrust forward. He grinned at Drake. “Remember, man, you’re not gonna tickle me one little bit, or you’ll live to regret it.” He spread his legs so that Drake could get between them.

It was not the best situation to be in. As human beings, Raul and his brother were pieces of shit, but viewed strictly as naked males they were damned fucking hot, in a broad-shouldered, slim-hipped, big-dicked kind of way. And Raul was in a sexy position, offering up his caramel-colored thighs, groin and belly, including that prize cock. Drake prayed that Raul wasn’t ticklish, because he didn’t know if he could control his own movements, trembling as he was with both fear and lust. Very carefully he moved in between Raul’s legs.

Now Nick and Pedro, who had just had a private conversation, quickly and silently approached Raul’s chair from the rear. Nick had a finger to his lips to warn Drake to be quiet, but he had no time to react anyway as the two men grabbed Raul’s arms, pulled them back behind the chair and bound his wrists tightly together.

“Hey, you fucks! What the fuck are you –” Raul grimaced, he struggled to get his wrists free, but it was no use. He couldn’t even move enough to sit up straighter, meaning that his vulnerable parts were still exposed to the max and he could do nothing about it.

“Go ahead, slave!” Nick yelled. “What are you waiting for?”

Oh God. Drake ducked his head and, having no choice, touched his tongue to Raul’s inner thigh.

“Ahhhhh, you bastard! You tickled me!”

Drake reared back. He hadn’t even got any come off yet, and already he was in trouble.

“That’s three hours with Raul, slave,” Nick said. “Well, don’t sit there looking stupid, get back to work.”

Nearly swooning from fear, Drake got back in between Raul’s legs. Afraid of returning to the spot he had just hit, he tried a little ways further up, near but not quite touching Raul’s heavy balls.

This time Raul really yelled. “AHHHH, YOU BASTARD! YOU TICKLED ME AGAIN!”

Drake started babbling, with tears in his eyes. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, you know I don’t mean to, I’m trying not to . . .”

“That’s six hours with Raul,” Nick said.

“What?” Drake was so startled his voice, what was left of it, spiked up an octave. “You said it was three hours per guy!”

“Three hours per guy, per tickle,” Nick said. “Can’t you remember the rules? They’re simple enough, for Christ’s sake.”

“No! No!” Tears rolled down Drake’s cheeks. “You can’t!”

“Oh, sure we can,” Nick said. “Don’t worry, I’ve got a calculator.”

As it turned out, it was Raul who had miscalculated. Knowing full well how ticklish he was, he had gone along with the game on the assumption that he wouldn’t get tickled much, just enough to get the slave to himself for a serious amount of time. But the stress Drake was under – terrified of tickling Raul, and dying to tickle him at the same time – was so great that, when he accidentally tickled Raul’s balls and he yelled again, and Nick said, “Okay, that’s nine hours with Raul,” Drake snapped. He’d never survive nine hours with Raul, so what the hell! He leaned into his work, letting his tongue take off like a whirligig all over Raul’s thighs, balls, dickhead and belly. Unable to resist the stimulation, that thick brown dick was growing hard again, as Raul yelled a blue streak of cusses, insults, and escalating threats.

“AAAH, YOU BASTARD! YOU MOTHERLESS PRICK, YOU’LL PAY FOR THIS! OH JESUS, DON’T DO MY BALLS LIKE THAT! I’LL GET YOU BACK A THOUSAND TIMES OVER, YOU CUNT!”

Nick was highly amused by Drake’s transformation into a ruthless tickling machine. “It’s kind of hard to keep score,” he said, “when the tickling never stops!”

“AHHHH, NICK, YOU SICK FUCK! CALL HIM OFF, YOU PUSSY! HE’S YOUR SLAVE! AHHHH CALL HIM OFF OR I’LL KILL HIM, I SWEAR TO CHRIST! MAKE HIM STOP OR I’LL KILL YOU TOO, MOTHERFUCKER!”

“Maybe you should gag him, Nick,” Pedro said.

“Naw. It doesn’t matter, nobody can hear him. Besides, it’s amusing.”

Raul did not take kindly to this. At the moment Drake was stretching his navel with his fingers and reaming it with his tongue.

“AHHHHHH I’LL AMUSE YOU, YOU DICKLESS TURD, I’LL AMUSE THE SHIT OUT OF YOU WHEN I GET OUT OF THIS! I SWEAR TO GOD!”

“Take it easy, big brother,” Pedro said. “I’m going to help.” He crossed over in front of Raul, standing just behind Drake. Surprising everyone, he reached down, grabbed Raul’s ankles and pulled his legs up, spreading them wide. “How about a little asshole play? I happen to know it’s a bad, bad, weak spot.”

“PEDRO, WHAT THE FUCK ARE YOU DOING? I’LL KILL YOU! I’LL TORTURE YOU TO DEATH! I KNOW HOW TO DO IT, TOO!”

Pedro looked grim. “Funny, that’s exactly what you told Juan, just before you put him in the hospital.”

“VETE AL DIABLO, THAT WASN’T ME, THAT WASN’T MY FAULT! IT WAS BOTH OF US!”

During this exchange Drake moved to a slightly better position. It was true, with Raul’s legs pulled up like that Drake had easy access to his ass.

“PEDRO, WHAT THE FUCK ARE YOU DOING? AHHHH YOU BETTER NOT TOUCH MY ASSHOLE YOU FUCKIN’ PERVERT, I’LL HUNT YOU DOWN AND KILL YOU, YOU FREAK . . . AHHHHH!”

Drake’s tongue had hit the mark. Raul’s tight little never-been-fucked asshole was easy to tickle, he only had to stick his tongue just slightly in and Raul was writhing and yelling like never before.

“AAAAHHH NICK YOU SHITSTAIN, YOU CALL THEM OFF OR I’LL MAKE YOU REGRET THE DAY YOUR MOTHER GOT KNOCKED UP IN A WHOREHOUSE, YOU’LL BE EATING MY SHIT THE REST OF YOUR LIFE, YOU SCUM-SUCKING FAGGOT!”

Drake stuck his tongue a little farther in. It was so easy, and the taste was tolerable. Also – what the hell! – he reached up and started tickling Raul’s sides.

That got him. In a few seconds Raul was gasping for breath. His hard dick prodded his belly, coating it with pre-come. Soon he was on the verge of blacking out, his eyes about to roll up in his head.

“Hey, Raul,” Nick said. “I’ve got a proposition for you. We’ll turn you loose, if you promise to behave.”

Raul only gasped and moaned.

“I’ll show you. Slave, stop tickling him!”

Drake obeyed.

“Okay, like I was saying, you have to promise . . .”

“I PROMISE I’LL CUT YOUR DICK OFF AND MAKE YOU EAT IT, AND THEN I’LL SHOVE YOU BACK INSIDE YOUR MOTHER, YOU –”

“Okay, okay, okay!” Nick said. “Slave, you’d better tickle him some more. Come to think of it, why don’t all three of us tickle him. I’ll get that vibrator we were using in the kitchen.”

“OH, NO! MADRE DE DIOS, NO! YOU FUCKING BASTARDS, YOU’LL KILL ME!”

“Well, okay then . . .?”

“I’ll behave,” Raul said. He looked as if he might breathe his last any second. “I swear, I won’t hurt anybody.”

Much later, Nick and Raul were sitting at Nick’s dining room table, though his dining “room” was just an open area beyond the equally open kitchen, taking up a fraction of the space of the studio that lay beyond. At this end of the building a few narrow windows stretched from floor to ceiling, and it was possible to sit at the table and look directly down at the deserted streets. It hardly mattered, in that isolated area, whether the men were dressed or not, but Raul was wearing the jeans and T-shirt that he had arrived in, and Nick was as dressed as he ever was at home, wearing fatigue pants with no shirt. They were also barefoot, and they had Drake under the table, naked and gagged, his wrists tied to the table legs, and they were tickling him with their feet.

Drake couldn’t remember the last time he’d been tickled by feet. The table top was glass, so the men could see more or less what they were doing; but for this kind of work feet were more inexact than hands, and in a way it was like being tickled by animals that didn’t quite know what they were doing. This clumsiness was very effective, made the tickling seem more random, and Drake grew hysterical as the four feet slipped and skidded and bumped all over his torso, toes stubbing against his ribs, digging into his navel.

Drake had always liked men’s feet, and excruciating as the tickling was, making him scream against the gag, he was also getting a hard-on from getting worked over by four strong specimens. Never mind that the feet were somewhat funky, smelling of sweat, cum and piss, in that order; or that Raul desperately needed to trim his toenails, their sharpness gave an added edge to his torture of Drake’s navel.

He was gagged because Nick and Raul, in addition to tickling him, were trying to have a conversation. Raul had an obsession that would not quit: when was he going to get Drake all to himself, and for how long? “I want him for at least a fucking week,” he said.

“Hmmm,” Nick said, “I bet Pedro will want him for even longer than that.”

It was true, the tongue-cleaning session with Pedro had been a disaster. It had begun with his refusal to cooperate, and his demand that Drake be kept away from him. Nick, ever the cordial host, had complied by locking Drake in a big wire cage in a corner of the Torture Chamber. It was a cage meant for an animal, perhaps a large dog, and its space cramped Drake, who had to lie on his side with his knees drawn up. Still he had a good view of what happened next.

“I’m not doing a fucking thing, man,” Pedro said, backing away from the other two. “I’m getting the fuck out of here.”

“Okay,” Nick said, “since we’ve been doing so well with the democratic process, let’s take a vote.”

Raul, grinning, raised his hand. “I vote we tie him spread-eagled to that exam table over there.”

Nick raised his hand too. “Majority rules.”

“Oh, no,” Pedro said. “You fuckers will never get me on that table . . .”

Pedro was strong but his opponents were stronger, very soon wrestling the naked young man to the floor, where Raul straddled him while Nick pinned his arms straight back. Pedro’s screams were unearthly as his brother gleefully tormented his ribs and armpits.

“NO! NO! YOU’RE NOT SUPPOSED TO TICKLE ME!”

In between screams, his torturers told him that they would relent if Pedro would agree to get up on the table; otherwise they would tickle him to death immediately.

Pedro had nothing to fall back on but the logic of a man in agony: anything that would stop them, even for a few seconds, would be a godsend. “All right, all right!” he shrieked. “I’ll do it, I’ll do whatever you fucking want, just stop tickling me!”

Set free, Pedro could barely get to his feet without help. His eyes rolled wildly, seeking escape, but even if he had somewhere to go he had already lost all energy to get there, he was limp as Raul and Nick manhandled him onto the table and fastened down his wrists and feet. He said to his brother, “Hey, man, you don’t want to do this.”

“Hmmm,” Raul said. “I think I remember a certain mother fuck who didn’t care if I got tickled out of my mind.”

“Come on, man! I didn’t mean anything!”

“That’s not what you said when you turned my asshole over to the fucking slave!’

“All right, all right, you guys,” Nick said. “Less talking, more screaming.” His hands hovered over Pedro’s taut brown belly. “I think I might start right here.”

“NO! YOU’RE NOT SUPPOSED TO TICKLE ME! IT’S SUPPOSED TO BE A TONGUE-CLEANING, THAT’S ALL!”

“Christ, another yeller,” Nick said.

“You get the belly, I’ll get his feet.” Raul said.

“No sooner said.”

“AAAAAHHH NO NO NO NO DON’T DO THIS TO ME, YOU FUCKING BASTARDS! AAAAHHH HELP ME, GOD HELP ME!”

Nick had no mercy on Pedro as he worked from his belly to his groin and then up to his neck. Raul broke a fresh sweat as he labored over his brother’s soles. Drake could only stare, fascinated, while Pedro strained and thrust against his bonds so hard that the table actually moved a fraction of an inch. In his own worst agonies Drake hadn’t budged the table at all.

When the ticklers stopped for a few seconds the sound of Pedro’s heaving breath filled the room.

“I should explain,” Nick said. “You’re right, it was supposed to be a tongue bath, by my slave, and if he tickled you then he would be punished. But then, damned if the slave didn’t change the rules. Remember?” Nick bent over and began blowing razzberries against Pedro’s stomach, with devastating results.

Pedro raised his head as far as he could, searched the room till his wild eyes found Drake. “YOU FUCKING SLAVE, I’LL KILL YOU, I’LL KILL YOU BEFORE I KILL THESE FUCKS, I’LL GRIND YOU UP AND FEED YOU TO THEM . . .”

Scared as he was, Drake had to acknowledge that Nick was a shrewd bastard. He had initiated the savage tickling of Pedro and succeeded in blaming Drake for it. As a result Raul and Pedro, when they noticed him at all, both glared at him as if they couldn’t wait to tickle him to death, then back to life, and then to death again.

While Nick began to pry at Pedro’s ribs, driving him to wordless, high-pitched screams, Raul retreated to a corner of the Torture Chamber and returned with something held behind his back.

“Hey, little bro, I’ve got something for you.”

Nick relented enough for Pedro to at least form words again. “YOU SOFT PRICK OF A BROTHER, YOU BASTARD, MAKE HIM STOP! DON’T JUST STAND THERE WHILE HE’S KILLING ME!”

“You ain’t seen nothin’ yet,” Raul said. “Get a load of this.” He held up a stiff white feather.

“AAAAHHH! NO! NO! YOU SAID YOU’D NEVER DO THAT!”

There followed something unlike anything Drake, or even Nick, had ever seen. As Raul approached with the feather, Pedro totally lost his mind. He screamed, mouth stretched wide, tongue protruding, eyes popping out of his head. Nick was so startled he jumped back. Here was a man who was not only in terror of being tickled, he was in paralyzing fear of losing his immortal soul.

“Wait a minute,” Nick said. “There’s something else going on here.”

“He’s always been like this with feathers,” Raul said.

“So that’s it! Pteronophobia, fear of being tickled with feathers. I’ve read about it, but never actually saw it.”

“Watch what happens when I get even closer.”

Pedro squirmed, wallowing in sweat. The sound he made now was an eerie, high keening, an inhuman sound, a ghost sound. His bladder let go, piss trickling to the floor.

“Jesus Christ!” Nick said. “So this is what you did to Juan? Does he have that phobia too?”

“No, man,” Raul said, “just this little fucker right here.” He began his approach again, slowly. “And when . . . I touch him . . . with this feather . . . he’s going to . . . die!”

Pedro strained, every fiber of his being struggling against his bonds, and from his throat came another inhuman sound, an internal strangling, fear choking the life out of him. His body went limp.

No one moved. Raul stared at his brother, panic starting to show in his own eyes. “He ain’t breathing. He ain’t breathing, Nick!”

“Shut up.” Nick checked Pedro’s breath and pulse, lifted one eyelid. “He’s breathing, he’s just passed out. Christ, you guys are unbelievable. How have you managed to live around each other all these years and still survive?”

“Shit!” Raul let the feather drop and ground it with his heel. “I ought to slap the shit out of him when he wakes up, just for scaring me like that!”

So that’s how it came to be that Nick and Raul were sitting at the table by themselves, tickling Drake with their feet. Pedro was spending time in the Recovery Room, then the shower. When he finally appeared, wearing the sweatpants and T-shirt he had arrived in, he was so pale his face was almost luminous. Seeing Drake on the floor, he exploded. “Why, you . . .!” Nick and Raul both had to restrain him as he kept yelling at Drake, “I’ll kill you! I’ll kill you!”

“Shut the fuck up,” Nick said. “You’re giving me a headache.”

“I want him, Nick,” Pedro said. “I want him so bad. Tied up. In my basement. For two weeks, or until he gives out, whichever comes first!”

“Here, sit down over here and we’ll talk. You can get his feet.”

Pedro positioned a chair where he could sit and raise up Drake’s feet to rest in his lap. “Oh, yeah, I want these feet all right.” He was able to trap Drake’s ankles in the grip of one strong hand while the tortured the soles with the other.

Delirious, writhing under the table so far as he was able, Drake realized at some level that this was the story of his life: the men with dirty feet were tickling him with them, and the man who had just taken a shower was using his hands. Even so the funky feet and wild sensations were driving him into a frenzy of desperation and lust. It didn’t help that Pedro was getting a boner, Drake’s feet squirmed against it as Pedro held them pinned more and more tightly in his lap.

“I say he’s mine,” Raul said.

Nick mumbled something.

“If my piece of shit brother gets him for two weeks, then I get him for two weeks!”

“The fuck you do! And hell no, you don’t get visiting rights!”

Drake drifted in and out of reality as the brothers argued about who would get to tickle him to death. Meanwhile Nick and Raul were having a shoving match with their feet against Drake’s ribcage, and Pedro was practicing his dexterity in tickling between the slave’s toes. Drake twisted desperately in his bonds, trying for some contact between his raging erection and the floor.

Sometime later Nick untied his wrists. “Come on, dickhead, I’ve got a plan.”

The words filled Drake with dread. His legs were shaking and it took him a few tries to get to his feet.

“You can sit at the table with us,” Nick said.

How long had it been since Drake had sat in a chair, a real chair with no restraints attached? It placed him at eye level with his tormentors, and for a moment it was almost like a normal scene, four guys sitting around a table, except that he was naked and the others were not. In front of him a silver cigarette case lay open, revealing several fat joints. Raul already had one lit and was passing it to Pedro, who took a few deep hits and offered it to Nick. Nick took a couple of shallow tokes and then, to Drake’s surprise, pinched the rapidly diminishing joint in the center and held it out to him.

“For this next game,” he said, “even the slave gets high.”

Somewhere in the past there was a different Drake, one who earned a good living from a major corporation, confidently strode the streets of Manhattan, and would not hesitate to say, in any situation, Hey, I never agreed to any drug use. But that Drake was gone. He took the joint, full of who-knew-what kind of weed, and sucked on it greedily. He hadn’t got stoned in years and he was ready for it now, anything to relieve his anxiety. The effects were almost immediate, blooming in his lungs, sweeping through his brain. When he finally expelled smoke his anxieties went too – some of them, anyway.

Raul grabbed the joint. “Jesus Christ, I’m already so fucking stoned I can’t see.” Which didn’t stop him from taking another deep hit.

“Ah, shit,” Pedro said, “I’m feeling no pain, man.”

“We don’t want to get so fucking stoned we can’t move,” Nick said. He still took only shallow puffs, letting the smoke go quickly as if he were only holding a cigarette. “That would spoil the race.”

Race?

Soon all four of them were standing in the middle of the kitchen. Nick was explaining the rules. They had shared another joint, with Drake getting the lion’s share of it, and now Raul and Pedro were laughing as they tossed Drake back and forth between them, casually tickling him. He could barely stand up.

“We’re going to let him run,” Nick said.

Run?

“You’re gonna let a slave run?” Raul asked. “Where’s he gonna run to?”

“Oh, he can’t really go anywhere. The loft is locked from the inside, I’m the only one who can open the door. The whole point is the chase. You two are going to chase him, and the first one who catches him gets to keep him for a week.”

“How’s he gonna run, man? He’s so stoned he can’t stand up, not to mention we’ve tickled him fucking silly.”

It was true. As he was passed back and forth between the brothers Drake’s giggling became shamelessly high-pitched, he sounded like a little girl about to wet her pants.

“That just makes the race a little more interesting,” Nick said. “ ’Course, you guys are wrecked too.”

Raul and Pedro were beyond noticing that Nick had managed not to smoke much dope at all. They were muttering things to Drake as they passed him back and forth.

“When I get you alone, bitch, I’m gonna tickle you like you’ve never been tickled before,” Raul said, “but I’m gonna go real slow, so it takes all seven days to fucking kill you.”

“When I get you alone,” Pedro said, “The first thing I’m going to do is fuck the living shit out of you. Then I’ll tickle you, but only till I feel like fucking you again.” He still had a hard-on, clearly outlined down the right leg of his sweatpants.

Drake wondered if these guys knew how funny they sounded, like cartoon versions of themselves. It made him giggle even more breathlessly as one groping pair of hands passed him off to the other. He made up a little song: fuck me tickle me fuck me tickle me . . . was it just a song in his head, or was he singing out loud?

“You guys are fucking pathetic,” Nick said. “Come on, let’s get started before you all pass out.” He had them line up at the edge of the dining area, Drake in the middle. “I’ve closed and locked the Torture Chamber and my bedroom, so he’ll have to stick to the studio.”

Pedro rubbed his bloodshot eyes and frowned at the huge, mostly bare room. “How many laps?”

“Only as many as it takes for one of you to catch him. But to be fair, we have to give him a head start. Five seconds.”

“Okay, let’s get this fucking shit started, man.” Raul rubbed his brow, shook his head. “What it is we’re doing, now?”

“When I say Go, the slave takes off. When I say Go again, you guys take off after him.”

“This won’t take long,” Pedro said.

“The hell it won’t,” Nick said. “The shape you guys are in, a hundred-yard dash would take you an hour.”

“This won’t take long,” Pedro said.

“You just said that.”

Drake tried to keep track of the business at hand, with varying success from moment to moment. Somewhere something serious was going on, and he’d goddamn well better pay attention. At the same time a little film strip was playing in his mind: Raul and Pedro were tickling and fucking him, fucking and tickling him, and the speed was all out of sync like in a silent movie, and it was funny.

“When I say Go, slave.”

Drake closed his eyes, and when he opened them again he saw the studio before him, as if he had just been transported there. The huge room was bare except for an easel in the far corner and those huge torsos hanging on the wall. A few of them could have been his – perhaps the unfinished one on the easel was his. Confronting those vivid images of male agony was a sobering experience; for a moment he thought clearly, realized he might stand a chance of survival with Nick, but if either of the brothers got hold of him it would be the end for sure.

He had to run. He had to make sure they didn’t catch him. But how?

“Go.”

Drake lurched forward onto the waxed hardwood floor. He had to run, but his feet weren’t working right; as soon as he lifted them they fell at odd angles, as if he had never learned to walk, let alone run.

“Go!”

That was the signal for Raul and Pedro to take off after him. The sound of their bare feet hitting the wood was a great incentive, it got Drake moving again, not looking down but straight ahead this time as he tried to run. He seemed to be doing it, the walls were moving on either side of him. He tried not to think about how fast he was running or how close the two men behind him were.

“Hey, slave!’

“You’re mine, you ticklish bastard!”

Raul was going to tickle him, Pedro was going to fuck him . . . wait, maybe it was the other way around . . . hell, it didn’t matter, they were going to do whatever they wanted, there was no stopping either of them. Drake reached the end of the room and, with a shriek, veered off to his right.

“Okay, you fuck!” It was Raul’s voice. “I’ve . . . got . . . you . . . now!”

Drake braced himself to be tackled, hurled to the floor. Instead there was a crash behind him, and a moment later Nick was cursing a blue streak.

“Fucking . . . shit-for-brains greaser . . .!”

“What the fuck happened?” Raul stood by the corner where the easel now lay like a pile of kindling and the canvas leaned beside it, torn through the center. “I thought it was him, man!”

When Pedro saw that Raul had tackled a painting instead of his prey, he started laughing and couldn’t stop.

Drake saw his chance. While the others were preoccupied, he took off.

He never doubted that Nick was right – there was nowhere he could go. But he would try the outside door anyway. Before he knew it he had reached the shallow alcove that served as a foyer, and sure enough the door would not budge. It had at least three locks on it, each one needing a key.

But there was another door, at right angles to the exit. Drake tried it; it opened into darkness. He stepped inside and closed the door softly behind him. With a growing sense of panic he felt for a light switch. A bare overhead bulb came on and he was relieved to find himself in a large storage room. Along three walls metal utility shelves held sketch pads, rolls of canvas, lengths of wood, new and partially used tubes of paint. There were pots and jars and cans filled with brushes of all types; cans of gesso, the gluey, chalky stuff used to prepare canvases; palettes and palette knives; and all varieties of cleaning supplies. For a moment it was as if he had stepped into someone else’s life, a life filled with purpose, the love of tools and work, powered by a spiritual need to create. Was all of that part of Nick?

Nick! Any second he would be here. There was no lock on the door. But there was a straight chair set against the wall, and without even thinking Drake grabbed it and jammed it underneath the doorknob.

Almost immediately he heard voices.

“Hey, slave master, it looks like your slave’s disappeared.”

“He hasn’t gone far,” Nick growled.

Drake stood in the center of the room, hardly daring to breathe, his eyes on the doorknob. When it turned, he jumped. The door held fast.

“Son of a bitch.”

“Hey, slave master . . .!”

“Shut the fuck up!”

Nick tried to force the door, threw his weight against it, but it wouldn’t budge.

Drake didn’t want to laugh, but he couldn’t help it. He took his hand from his mouth and let out a haw haw kind of horselaugh.

“You had better get the fuck out of there right now, you piece of shit, before I double the punishment I’m planning for you!”

Drake backed farther away from the door. He hugged himself with delight, danced in small circles to his right, then left. They can’t touch me. The thought was delicious. He had to say it out loud, he just had to. “You can’t touch me!”

“We’ll do more than touch you . . .!”

“Hey, slave!” It was Pedro. “You’re mine! My brother tore up the studio, so he lost the game. Hee hee hee! You know what that means! You’re mine till the end of your life!”

“Fuck you!” Raul said to his brother. “This ain’t been settled yet!”

“I’m thinking of a time sharing arrangement,” Nick said, slowly enough for Drake to hear every word. “We’ll all three get to work on him for certain hours of the day. After a week there’ll be nothing left of him.” Drake laughed again, he couldn’t help it. “Ooooh, I’m so scared of you guys!”

Furious pounding on the door.

“I’m so thankful you can’t touch me,” Drake called. “I’m feeling soooooooo ticklish right now!”

Bang! Bang! Bang!

“I think I’d just scream if anybody touched me!”

“Enough of this shit,” Nick said. “I’m going to get some tools.”

“Hey, slave.” Raul spoke with his mouth very close to the door, as if he were sharing a secret. “If there’s any poison in there you better drink it now, ’cause anything would be better than what we’re gonna do to you.”

“Oh, please . . . don’t frighten me like that. I might have a heart attack or something!” Giggling wildly, Drake dropped to the floor where he sat Indian style, rocking back and forth in amusement.

For a while he didn’t hear anything. It was hard to calm down, his excitement was so great. He had won, though he could not concentrate to figure out exactly what he had won or how long it would last. He sat still, listening for the voices in the alcove, but there were none. Was it a trick? He had to be very, very quiet . . .

He noticed his bare feet. What strange things they were, feet. These particular ones – not the cleanest feet in the world – now, where had they come from? Could he even be sure they were his? They looked more like funeral feet, corpse feet. So immobile and white.

The right foot lay on the floor, on its side, just in front of his left knee. Slowly he reached down to touch it with his left index finger. The finger had barely touched flesh when he felt the spark.

It tickled.

Now, he had always been told, had always believed, that it was impossible for a person to tickle himself, and his own experiments in that direction had been failures. So he was not ready to believe, even in his altered state of consciousness, that it was possible now.

He stared at the foot for what seemed like minutes on end. It was its own entity, separate from him. It was not him. When the left hand appeared again, the threatening index finger flexing, flexing, it was not part of him either. He was watching images on a screen, within a frame, and he was well removed from them. He only kept watching because – well, just because.

When the finger attacked, stroking up and down the sole, it skewed the picture, the projector fell from its stand. Drake closed his eyes and there was laughter in the room.

He shifted a bit, and now the left foot lay on its side in front of his right knee. He waited to see what would happen, and there it was, the right hand this time. All of its fingers were flexing, not just the one. The foot, suddenly alive, flexed also. It was like one of those time-lapse nature films where a flower blooms in a second.

This time all of the fingers attacked, and did not stop. Drake rocked back and forth on the floor. Someone was laughing.

“. . . fuck is going on in there . . .?”

Oh God, I’m laughing.

Sound of a hammer, and then: “So much paint on these frigging hinges . . .”

Just to see if they could, the right hand and the left hand began working simultaneously, tickling both feet. Drake rocked and laughed, twisted side to side, trying to get away from those hands.

“Shut the fuck up in there!”

That was Raul, who couldn’t stand the thought that Drake was getting tickled and he couldn’t watch. It was just the kind of thing that would make him furious.

Drake lay back on the floor, under the bare overhead bulb. It reminded him of a locker room. Where was Carter? He had just seen him recently, he was sure of it. “Carter? Are you there? Look at this.” He raised his hands, held them between his face and the light. The fingers bloomed, they flexed, they threatened: they would be all over him, any second now.

The bulb seemed to swing from its cord as Drake rolled his head from side to side, over and over, breathless with laughter.

When Nick had finally removed the hinges and pulled the door away, he and the brothers charged into the storeroom, but they didn’t get far. They stopped, several yards away from Drake, not knowing what to make of what they saw.

Drake was sitting up. He seemed to be hugging himself, but no, his fingers were busily digging into his ribs. Tears ran down his face as he gasped with laughter. He tried to speak, but his voice was nearly gone and they could not hear him.

“Jesus Christ,” Nick said.

The brothers cursed softly in Spanish.

Nick moved slowly, warily toward Drake, like a hunter approaching a trapped animal. Drake was tickling his armpits now, his head thrown back, mouth stretched wide as air rushed from his lungs. He tried to speak again, mouthing the same words over and over as Nick grew closer, straining to hear him. When he finally did hear him, he couldn’t believe his ears.

“Help me please help me!” Drake was saying. “I’m tickling myself, and I can’t stop!”

Drake was in the Recovery Room. He woke with a start, not knowing how he had got there, though that was not unusual. The effects of the dope he’d smoked were gone, he felt tired but his head was clear – until he heard the voices. They were the same voices he had heard before, voices of his past tormentors. How rude of them to talk, to hold conversations when he couldn’t even see them. His own voice was long gone, maybe for good this time, but fortunately he didn’t have to speak, they could hear his thoughts. He asked the darkness, Where the hell are you?

“Easy, Drake, easy.” It was Emmett again. He looked a little more real, more solid than before. But you never knew, ghosts could fade in and out. “Just take it easy, okay?”

Drake looked around. There was snickering Rodney Cole, off to the left along with his soccer player buddies. There was Marshall Carter, pre-come leaking from his beautiful big dick, and Coach Doyle. Emmett seemed to be the leader of the group, gathering them around.

Why do you guys keep bothering me?

“Take it easy,” Emmett said again. “The thing is, Drake . . . we’re going to tickle you. All of us. We’re real enough now.”

Drake had grown used to these voices, these spirits. They were just hallucinations, not to be taken too seriously. But what he saw next made him sit straight up on the cot.

Nick and Pedro and Raul were coming toward him.

“Hey, you guys,” Drake said, “I’m not alone in here. There are ghosts around. You’d better beat it.”

Nick laughed. “We know all about ghosts,” he said. “We see them too.”

“What?” Drake wagged his head in confusion. “Does that mean . . . you’re ghosts?”

“Listen, Drake.” Nick sat on the edge of the cot. His voice was almost kind. “I’m really sorry, man. You’ve been a good slave. I’m sorry it has to end this way. But you see, I can start all over again, in another city. I’ve done it many times. Somewhere I’ll find a loft, in an otherwise empty part of town, and lure some desperate ticklish stud there. And he’ll never come out.”

Drake looked to Pedro and Raul. “Sorry, man,” they both said together, and they seemed to mean it. “But you know,” Raul added, “Pedro and me, we still want our revenge, and this is the only way to get it.”

“But what are you doing here?” Drake asked. “You guys aren’t from the past. You’re right here, in the next room.”

“Yeah,” Nick said, “we’re in the next room. But we’re also right here . . . with these other guys . . . colleagues, you might say.”

Rodney Cole snickered. “More like partners in crime.”

“Emmett,” Drake called, “where did you go? You’re probably the only guy who could make sense of this for me.”

Emmett stepped forward again. “I wish I could,” he said. “But nothing’s made any sense to me, Drake, ever since I left you.”

Drake sat up, swung his legs over the side of his cot. “Do you really mean that?”

“Oh, don’t get me wrong,” Emmett said. He sat beside Drake, took his right hand and held it – the first sign that the spirits really could touch him now. “I’m having a great career. I could become the youngest CEO my company’s ever had. But my personal life has been a disaster. You see, leaving you was the biggest mistake of my life.”

“Really?” For the first time in . . . well, a long time, there were tears in Drake’s eyes that had not been tickled out of him. “Then why did you do it, really, Emmett? Why?”

“Because I was afraid. Afraid of commitment – we’ve all heard that one before, right? Plus I was bothered by all the kinky stuff we were into. I had to get away, start over, try to find a ‘normal’ sex life, whatever that is. But I haven’t found anything at all, or anyone at all who could take your place.” Emmett raised a knuckle to his eye, a tear slid down his finger. He squeezed Drake’s hand tightly. “I love you, Drake. I always have.”

One tear rolled down Drake’s cheek. “Thanks, bud. I love you too. It just about killed me when you left.”

Over in the corner, Rodney Cole rolled his eyes. “Jeez, I didn’t know I was gonna have to watch fag love scenes.”

Emmett pointed a warning finger. “You watch your mouth. We’re going to have to work together, remember that.”

The dark, hairy soccer player stepped up to Rodney. “Yeah, watch your mouth. As a matter of fact I’m gay, too. I came out fifteen years ago, I live in San Francisco, and I’m fucking my brains out even as we speak.”

Coach Doyle’s response to this was automatic. He called out, “Hey, son, that’s no way to talk to a younger kid.”

“I’m not a kid,” Rodney grumbled. “I’m 32 years old, and I’m in jail in Tuscaloosa for holding up a 7-Eleven. Okay?”

Emmett stood up. “I guess we have to get to work.”

Drake kept his hold on Emmett’s hand. “Before I let you go, I have to know this: if you loved me, why didn’t you ever come back?”

Emmett sighed. He couldn’t meet Drake’s eyes now. “I was too proud, Drake. Too damn proud to come back looking for you . . . until recently.”

“What are you talking about?”

“You might as well know everything. I did come back looking for you, very recently. But you had already left to come here, and nobody knew where you were.” He had shed more tears, his face was glistening.

Drake covered his face. “Oh, my God. Oh Jesus.”

“So I had to give up. Imagine my surprise when I was summoned here,” Emmett said. “I was even more surprised to find out – I don’t even know how – what I’m supposed to do. What we’re all supposed to do.”

There was a stir in another corner of the room. Carter raised his hand and cleared his throat rather loudly. “Uh, excuse me,” he said, “but can we kind of get started? I like this spirit stuff, and there’s a lot more guys I want to go see.”

Emmett ignored him. He could only watch Drake – for Drake was crying.

He had whimpered and shed tears in front of Nick many times, but now he broke down completely, heaving sobs that seemed to come from the pit of his stomach, tears filling his cupped hands like an offering. He cried for losing Emmett, and for losing his only chance to get him back; he cried for the years of emptiness, the nights spent in bathhouses and back rooms, the mornings of lonely solitude. And he cried for himself, for the senseless waste of his young life.

And yet, and yet . . .

“Look at it this way, Drake,” Emmett said, kneeling down before his friend. “You’ve lived the only possible life you could, and this is the only possible end.”

And yet . . . he thought not only of Emmett but also the others in the room – Rodney Cole and the soccer players, Marshall Carter and Coach Doyle, and Nick and Raul and Pedro. They had given him the most thrilling, terrifying, erotic moments of his life. Did it all add up to a life that had been worth it?

He had to believe it did.

As abruptly as he had started crying, he stopped. He shook tears from his face, took a deep breath, turned and confronted the whole group. “No,” he said. “I’m not going to cry. Not anymore. And you know what? I’m not going to beg, either, no matter what you do to me.”

Nick wore his famous tight-lipped smile. “You can’t take all the fun out of it, Drake.” Drake lay back on the cot, spread his arms and legs wide. What irony, getting tickled to death in the Recovery Room.

The last thing he said before they fell on him was, “Nobody can say I never got what I wanted.”

And so it was that Drake was finally tickled to death, in a room where he lay completely alone in the darkness. Only in his mind had they come back – the boys and men who had craved his ticklishness, who had strained to hear his hysterical laughter long after it had faded to croaks and whispers. They tickled him, these ten boys and men, with apologies but without restraint, the lust in their fingertips carving out Drake’s very core.

He lasted several hours, only because he was able, for part of the time, to retreat to the dark lake, and the harmless nibbling fish who reminded him to breathe. Then that part of his mind shut down, and his soul began to seek a way out.

If you were on a plane that day, heading toward that same city, you might have seen the usual towers and highways, anonymous-looking, insignificant from so high up. If you were sitting on the right side of the plane, you might even have glimpsed the old warehouse district, and a flash of light just above it, as bright and brief as if the sun had thrown off a spark. That spark was Drake’s soul, ascending toward its next life, hoping to find a gay male body that would be just as ticklish as the one it had left behind. Just as ticklish, and – if such a thing were possible – just as brave.


Fire

Lisabet Sarai

It’s just a harmless little quirk. That’s what I’ve always told myself. It isn’t as though I tie women up and whip them, or dress up in garter belts and high heels. I’ll admit that my sexual life is a bit unusual. Idiosyncratic. But compared to what’s considered normal, these days, I’m straight, red-blooded, all-American. A regular guy.

I do my research. I plan with care. I stick to derelict buildings, the ones that are already half-demolished by time and weather. Never any place within fifty miles of home. And never any place that’s occupied.

All right, it’s true that I imagine torching Manny’s fancy house on Sycamore, whenever I drive past, but that’s just a fantasy. And I know the difference between fantasy and reality.

It started when I was fifteen, about six months after Mom left. It was a thick July night, high summer, and my window was wide open. The smell of the smoke woke me, before the sirens. Wood smoke, seeping into my dreams, heady with recollections of campfires and friendly darkness.

My eyes flew open. A shimmer of electricity ran through me, like the heat lightning you can see on the horizon at dusk when there’s going to be a thunderstorm. I sniffed, breathed in the message in the air. The smoke was speaking to me, whispering something sweet, something exciting, that I couldn’t quite make out.

Then the sirens began to wail, blocks away. They came closer, their pitch rising. Something crawled up my spine and back down, then settled heavily in my groin. I threw on a pair of shorts and a tee shirt and made my way down the stairs as fast as I could on tiptoe. Didn’t want to wake my father, that was for sure. The old clock in the hall said quarter to two.

The sky to the east was lit up like sunrise was on its way early. There was a strong eastward breeze, too, making the leaves restless. I ran barefoot along the sidewalk, the hot wind urging me on toward that eerie false dawn.

As I rounded the corner of Maple and Main, a spear of flame rocketed up above the trees. My knees suddenly went weak. It was the Saunders’ place, Jim Saunders who used to play poker with my dad, before. When Mom was still around. His old clapboard house was burning like tinder.

Something swelled in my chest. I could hardly breathe. I joined the crowd milling on the sidewalk across the street from the blaze, neighbors in pajamas and hair rollers, strangers in uniforms barking orders into walkie-talkies. I took no notice of them. I couldn’t take my eyes off the fire.

Flame swirled around the two-story house, twisting and flowing through the structure like liquid light. The vacant windows filled with orange and gold tongues that licked away at the outer wall, gradually melting it away to charcoal and then to ash. It was terrible, and glorious.

The flames drew me as nothing ever had. I craved them, wanted to feel their burning caress on my sweaty skin. I wanted to be consumed. For one crazy moment, I almost gave in to the need, almost broke through the ranks of police and firemen and threw myself into the blaze.

Then something shifted, and I felt the flames inside of me. They surged through my body, tasting my fear and my lust. They teased me, rippling up and down my spine. The heat was unbearable, and wonderful.

My dick went hard as rock. My breath came in gasps. I wanted to grab my cock and jerk away at it until the flames spurted out, but somehow I was paralyzed, hands clenched into fists by my side.

I watched, fascinated, as the fire whirled and eddied through the shell of the house. I felt it circling my dick, searing my rigid flesh. I heard a strange sound, some animal whining in pain. I realized dimly that it was my own voice.

My eyes felt scratchy and dry, from the brightness and the drifting ash. I closed them for a moment, but the flames still danced on the insides of my eyelids. I could feel the fire breathing. It sucked up all the air into itself, then released it in scorching gusts. Once, then again, and again.

My aching lungs took up the same rhythm. My cock throbbed in time. The fire ate me from the inside out, turning my bones to embers, roasting my organs, bringing my spunk to a rolling boil. I writhed in its embrace, pleasure so acute that it was almost agony.

Thunder cracked, suddenly, close enough to deafen me. I opened my eyes in time to see the house’s roof collapse into the raging furnace below it. A cloud of sparks flew into the night sky. Droplets of fire rained down on the crowd of bystanders. The first ones seared my bare arms just as the shock wave hit.

Like the house, I exploded into a million shards of flame.

I was fifteen. Like most kids that age, I jerked off a lot, sometimes three or four times a day. This was nothing like that. Nothing.

I felt light. My body had dissolved into light, into air, but air that crackled with delicious electricity. Aftershocks. My cock twitched and drooled residual fire, yet at the same time, it was as though my body was gone, melted and then vaporized.

I must have stood there, dazed, for a long time. A vicious box on the ear roused me.

“You little bastard, what do you think you’re doing, out here in the middle of the night?” As usual, my father didn’t wait for an answer. “What kind of trouble are you up to this time?”

He grabbed my arm and dragged me roughly in the direction of home. I went meekly, too distracted to struggle. I felt drained, yet at the same time my whole body hummed with lingering excitement.

Dimly, I hoped that he wouldn’t notice the damp patch on the front of my shorts. But then, what did it matter? Given what I had found, what I had learned?

Back in bed, I jacked myself off twice, replaying the images of the burning house, feeling once again the seductive kiss of the flames. I fell into an exhausted sleep as the birds began to twitter. When I woke, I had a sense of peace and well-being that stayed with me for days.

The memories wore out in about a month. After that, I did what I could to recapture the dark excitement of that night. I went to see disaster movies, the kind where they blow up cars, or skyscrapers, or airplanes, everything convulsed in roiling fireballs.

I began to spend a lot of time in the woods. I’d carefully sweep the ground clear of pine needles and dead leaves. Then I’d build a fire (Boy Scout training coming in handy) and lie down beside it, slowly stroking my dick, hypnotized by the flames flickering and dancing among the logs.

I took to watching the local news every night, just in case some house or apartment or store happened to burn, somewhere. On the nights when I was lucky, I’d spend hours in bed, later, imagining it all: the awesome heat, the searing brightness, the smell of smoke, the crackling laughter of the flames as they devoured everything. My cock would be red and raw the next day.

Don’t get the wrong idea. I wasn’t weird or anything. I worked after school at the Kroger’s grocery. I quarterbacked on the football team. When we were both seventeen, I screwed Lisa Downing for the first time in the back seat of my father’s Buick. She and I even went steady for a while. Somehow though, we both cooled off. She was a nice enough girl, but she wouldn’t have understood. About my secret quirk, I mean.

Three weeks after I graduated high school, two days after I turned eighteen, I left home. Moved halfway across the state, found a place to rent, and got this job working for Manny.

I’m good at selling cars. I’m polite, well-spoken, and sincere, just the opposite of everybody’s stereotype. But I know how to close a deal. I’m persuasive, Manny says.

Manny’s got the biggest Ford and Chrysler dealership for two hundred miles around. New and used. He treats his salesmen like shit, but the pay is decent. I was particularly interested in the perks. I could drive any car on the lot, for as long as I wanted, provided I got the boss’ permission.

I bought myself a police band radio, and spent quite a bit of my free time on the road. Listening for fire reports. Out here in the midwest, especially in the summer, we get lots of lightning strikes. From May through October, that’s what I lived for.

I’d be driving along some country road, my window open, the soft night air ruffling my hair, everything silent except for the crickets. Then there’d be the crackle of static as the radio came to life. My heart slamming against my chest, I’d strain to make out the location. If it was anywhere within a forty-mile radius, I’d head in that direction, my breath already ragged, my cock swelling in my pants. Sniffing the breeze, I imagined that I could already catch the distant, intoxicating scent of smoke.

I was headed home after one of these night drives, when inspiration struck. It was just before dawn, late September, the fire season winding down. I was driving along an old service road that followed some river I couldn’t name. Rounding a bend, I saw a rickety wooden warehouse perched precariously on the bank. Three stories high, sign weathered to unread-ability, roof half-caved in.

The leaves on the beech trees that surrounded it were already crisped and brown. That would go up like a torch, I thought, if it caught a spark. Even the casual notion sent a bolt of heat to my crotch.

I slowed the car, stopped, gazed at the clearly abandoned building. Why not, I thought. Why the hell not?

I planned carefully. Bought the gasoline two days ahead of time from a self-serve on the interstate twenty miles from my home town. Borrowed a late-model Chevy sedan from the lot, dark gray, completely unmemorable.

It was a Thursday night. I made myself sit in front of the TV during the ten o’clock news, just like I always did. I was so wound up, though, they might have bombed the White House and I wouldn’t have noticed. Finally, it was over. I turned out all the lights in the apartment, as usual, slipped out the back door and down the stairs to the yard, and rolled the car out onto the street. I didn’t turn on the headlamps until I was halfway down the block.

My cock was so swollen that it hurt to work the gas and the brakes. But it was a good kind of pain. A taste of things to come.

By the time I made my way back to the warehouse on the river, it was past midnight. The evening was incredibly still and dark, no breeze and no moon. I began to get nervous, despite myself. My hands were shaking as I circled the building, splashing the gasoline onto the battered planks of the wall. Where there were gaps between the boards, I tried to slosh some of it inside. The vapors made me a bit woozy. The world wavered as though I had drunk too much beer.

Finally it was done. I went back to the car and got the fuses I had made of twisted newspaper. I stuck the fuses into the cracks between the boards, then went around and lit them all, with those big wooden kitchen matches. Each snap of a match echoed loudly in the quiet of the night. Each flash of electric blue mellowed to a steady gold. The sulfur smell prickled in my nostrils, and my dick throbbed in anticipation.

These days, I can’t even strike a match without getting hard.

It was better than I could have imagined. Pure joy. After years of borrowing other people’s fires, I had my own. There were no sirens, no spectators, no official types keeping an awkward eye on me. Just me and the night and the dancing, piercing flames. I lay down in the scrubby grass with my fly wide open and watched greedily as the blaze devoured the feast I had laid before it.

By the time the building had become a charred pile of debris, I was gorged and sated. I called in sick that morning.

After that, second-hand conflagrations couldn’t satisfy me. I have to have my own. I try to space them out, keep at least six to eight weeks between them. It’s tough, but I don’t want anyone to get suspicious.

The first few weeks after a session, I have plenty of memories to keep me going. I can close my eyes and recall every detail, the intricate shapes of the flames, the taste of smoke in my lungs, the searing, intimate caress of the heat on my privates.

I remember the sequence in which the barn or the shed or the deserted fishing cabin collapsed. Sometimes the whole structure explodes, or caves in on itself. Other times, one wall will totter and fall gently, leaving the others standing as though buoyed up by the hot gases, until at last they simply melt away, crumbling to glowing ash. It is always fascinating, thrilling, enough to push me over the edge.

Sometimes, I imagine that I’m inside, during those final moments when the fire declares victory. I lie on my back, feeling the sparks rain down on my naked flesh, struggling to breathe as the fire sucks up all the oxygen. I know that it sounds a bit twisted, but I come the hardest when I think about the fire consuming me, taking me into itself.

Anyway, after a while, the memories aren’t enough. I start to dream of fire. I wake up soaked with sweat, with a hard-on that I can work for hours without finding any real relief. I begin to get irritable, less polite, less persuasive. My work begins to suffer.

That’s when I know it’s time. It takes me a few days to prepare, and then finally, I have what I need.

Last night, though – well, last night things didn’t quite go as planned.

I picked out the place last week, a huge, ramshackle barn on a foreclosed farm sixty miles north of my territory. (I’ve found that reading the auction notices sometimes points me in the direction of promising targets.)

I arrived a bit before midnight in my borrowed Ford pickup. Lately I like to spread a blanket in the bed of a truck and watch the show from there. Meanwhile, the usual places I find my targets, a truck’s going to be less noticed than a car, especially one that’s a bit rusty and dented like this one.

As usual, I dowsed the place with gas and lit the fuses. The fire caught like the place was made of cardboard. Sheets of flame rippled across the face of the building, waves of light so intense they hurt my eyes.

I stripped and lay down on my blanket, my dick straining toward the fire like the proverbial moth drawn to a candle. My organ was hot to the touch, fever rising inside me to match the flames around me. I fancied that it would blister my fingers as I stroked it, and smiled at the thought.

The screams ripped through my fire-induced bliss. Shrill cries, piercing the peaceful summer night, over and over. “Help! Help!” A female voice. Panicked. In pain.

My mind was still drugged with the fire’s aphrodisiac. It took me long seconds to understand.

By the time I realized what was happening, the screams had stopped.

Naked, barefoot, I stumbled out of the truck and ran toward the inferno I had created. The heat beat me back when I was still six feet away. Beyond that invisible, impenetrable barrier was a brilliant wall of flame, stretching from one edge of the building to another.

The flames hissed and roared, but I could still hear the woman’s cries echoing in my mind. I was helpless, though. Darkness settled on me, guilt and horror so intense that my erection withered even in the face of my magnificent creation. I was responsible. I was a murderer. This was the final result of the obsession I had pretended was so harmless.

Then my luck returned. As if sensing the waning of my desire, the flames seemed to sink back into themselves. The heat lessened slightly. Then the lintel above the barn door collapsed, temporarily smothering the flames that had consumed it and creating a gap in the blazing facade. I seized the moment, took a huge gulp of air into my lungs, and dashed into the burning building.

In contrast to the brightness outside, the interior was murky with smoke. Now and then, the fire flashed angry red through the haze, but in general, it was surprisingly dark. I wouldn’t have been able to see, anyway; my smoke-irritated eyes were brimming with tears. Fortunately, I tripped over something soft and motionless about ten feet from the door.

I squatted down and lifted the body to my shoulder, then backed out the way I had entered. Before I managed to exit, the back wall of the place lit up, piercing the gloom. A blast of heat struck me full in the chest. I scrambled out onto the grass, half-carrying, half-dragging my human burden.

Only when I was back at the truck did I breathe again, a long shuddering breath that felt cold as December. My muscles quivered from my exertion. I began to be aware of raw pain, on my chest, my hands, the soles of my feet. At the same time, I noticed almost absently, my cock was hard again, aching with that different kind of pain that I craved so much.

I smelled singed hair and burned flesh. Damn, what about the woman?

She lay crumpled in the truck where I had dumped her. Motionless. Was she dead? I held my seared palm over her nostrils and felt a stirring of air. Thank God. I relaxed a bit more, looked her over more carefully.

The few rags she wore were charred black, but I could tell that they had not been all that clean or intact even before the fire. Her feet were caged in scuffed men’s work boots, which probably had saved them from being burned. She had wiry black hair, shot with gray, that looked as though it hadn’t seen a comb in weeks. Her face was smudged with soot from the fire, but her fingernails were equally grimy.

A homeless woman, then. A hobo. (Did they call women hobos?) Who no doubt had decided that my barn was a fine place to spend the night. Damn, damn, damn.

How badly was she hurt? I could see several stripes of crimson on her arms and thighs, the outer skin completely burned away to show the spongy level underneath. Third degree, I remembered from Boy Scouts. Aside from the soot, her face seemed OK. Gingerly, I tried to push aside the shreds of blackened cloth that covered her torso. They crumbled to black ash at my touch.

There were more burns on her belly and breasts, but they were second rather than third degree. Blistering already. I should get her to a hospital as quickly as possible, I thought. Or I should get my clothes on and get the hell out of here.

I didn’t move, though. I just watched her, watched her wounded flesh rise and fall with her shallow breath. I felt very strange. The lust was bubbling in my veins again, though the flames in the barn had begun to subside. I had bathed in the fire tonight, I realized, just as I had always dreamed. The raw patches on my flesh were the marks of the fire’s kiss.

The woman moaned and shifted uneasily. Her eyes still closed, she licked her cracked lips. On impulse, I leaned over her and brushed my own against hers. My partner. My victim.

Her eyes flew open. They were a deep velvety brown. The whites were a startling contrast to her soot-blackened skin. She focused immediately on my face.

“Who . . .? What . . .?” She tried to sit up, and screamed as the pain hit her.

“Shh,” I told her. “Lie still. There’s been an accident, a fire. I’ll take you to the hospital . . .”

“No!” her voice was surprisingly forceful. She pushed herself up to half-sitting, despite the obvious agony she was experiencing. “No way. Folks like me die in hospitals.”

“But you’re badly burned. You need medical help.”

“No thanks. I can take care of myself.” She cocked her head to the side and looked at me carefully. “Who are you, anyway? Did you save me?”

A hot wave of shame washed over me. Saved her? Nearly condemned her to death was more like it. “I heard you screaming. I managed to pull you out.”

“You saved my life,” she said flatly. It was no longer a question, and I wasn’t going to argue. “I owe you.”

“No, you don’t.”

“Yes, sir, I do, and I always pay my debts. But I ain’t got much to pay you with right now.” She looked ruefully at the few shreds of fabric that still clung to her limbs.

Then she looked me over, noticed immediately that my cock was huge, purple and oozing. She was sharp, no question about it. She gave me a crooked little grin.

“Well,” she said, “there is that.” She lay back down in the truck bed, raised her knees, and spread her thighs. “Come’ere, lover boy.”

“No, I couldn’t, I don’t want ...” I began. Then I realized that I did want it. I wanted her, wanted to sink my cock as deep as it could go into her fire-scarred body.

Last time I had a woman was Christmas, when I fucked Jen, Manny’s receptionist, after the company party. She’s cute, just slutty enough to be fun. All in all, though, it was disappointing. I couldn’t even come without imagining that we were lying together inside a burning building.

Now, though, I wanted this nameless, broken woman as I had never wanted a woman before. I let my eyes slide over her breasts, ample, middle-aged breasts with nipples the size of grapes. I wanted to suck those nipples, then move over to tongue the blistering flesh around them. The legacy of the flames.

Her thighs were ripe, too. She was pretty well-fed for someone who lived on the road. Her black and silver pussy hair was as wild and tangled as the locks on her head. It was untouched by the fire, but I’ll bet it reeked of smoke. I wanted to bury my face there, and just breath, the smoke and musk mixed.

Mostly though, I wanted to ram my cock into her and fuck her until I lost consciousness. I knew she’d be hot, my woman who had lived through the fire. Her blood would be molten, her cunt would be boiling. I knew it would hurt, hurt us both, my seared chest slamming against her blistered belly, but she wouldn’t notice and neither would I. We’d be too high, lost in the fire, flaming with the purity of lust that burns away the body and leaves only the bare, white-hot soul. Never, never have I wanted anything so much.

She wriggled her hips at me, raised and lowered her bum provocatively. My cock convulsed, and I nearly sprayed my jism all over her. “Come on! What are you waiting for?”

I turned away.

Something stopped me, I’m not sure what. Maybe it was the echo of that darkness that swept over me, reminding me that I was almost her murderer. Maybe it was fear, fear that the pleasure would not, after all, be worth the pain.

Or perhaps it’s just that I was getting another lesson on the difference between fantasy and reality.

She wouldn’t let me take her to the hospital. I dropped her at a motel near the interstate, left enough cash for her to hang around there and recover for a week or so.

Meanwhile, I came home and slept for twelve hours, as though I was in a coma. No dreams. No beating off, either. What would be the point?

I don’t know what will happen next. Maybe I’ll kiss this job goodbye and move to another state. Some place with a new supply of abandoned buildings.

I have an uncomfortable feeling, though, that at this point, abandoned buildings won’t do the trick.


Guilt

Tsaurah Litzky

I don’t want to tell my friends I am having an affair with a priest. It’s not that I’m ashamed; no way: it’s more that my adventures between the sheets with Father Sal move me so deeply; I don’t want to talk about them.

I don’t want to sit with Ursula and Carri at Southside Lounge drinking Margaritas and talk affectionately about him. I don’t want to tell them about the faded blue boxer shorts decorated with little Snoopys that he wears, nor do I want to tell my friends how much his hairy barrel chest turns me on.

I don’t want to chat about his mighty eminence, so thick when it is erect and wanting me that it fills my palm. I especially don’t want to get all girly-girl with my dear gal pals and giggle with them about the fact that the Father’s favorite position is indeed missionary. Nor do I wish to share with them the fact that due to the particularly fortunate geometry of our bodies, I can swing my legs up, up so that my toes can tickle the back of his neck while he is nailing me. Then, by just lifting my head a little bit, I can grab one of his nipples in my mouth and suck it so it gets as hard as the blessed cock that is reaming me. I suck at his nipple almost as hungrily as my ravenous twinkie is sucking Father Sal’s cock deep into my heart of hearts. Most of all, I don’t want to tell my friends that I think I am falling in love with him.

He visits me on Thursday evenings because that is the night when he is free of responsibilities for his parish. The day before his visits I can’t get him out of mind, I anticipate how I will welcome him with a big juicy kiss and a nice glass of scotch, and my pussy gets so wet that the crotch of my panties is soaked.

I wonder how much falling in love with a priest will complicate my already complicated life. I can’t imagine bringing him to the annual Passover Seder my eighty-nine year old aunt holds in her house out in Valley Stream, Long Island, but then I don’t even have to bring him. Ours can be a secret love. People can be secret lovers for a long time. Last year, Carri’s father died, only three months later her mother married his best friend, Herbert. It turns out the mother and Herbert had been secret lovers for forty-five years. Lately, I have started to imagine Father Sal and I growing old together in our secret way. He will keep a pair of slippers at my house; I will always have a tube of Ben Gay around because even now he complains that his back sometimes aches after he fucks me. However, last night something happened that has made me worry about our future together. He and I may be developing a serious problem.

Sal always brings me roses, roses in different colors. Last night they were pink, the color of romance. He has also started to bring an article from the newspapers for us to discuss because, he says, he wants our time together to be about more than just the bed. Last night he brought over an article about social security reform. I poured him a hearty scotch and for me white wine. Then I sat on his lap while we discussed the threats to the social security system. I couldn’t resist putting my hand down between his legs to rest on his big elephant balls. I stoked them with adoring fingers. Very soon, his manly nature rose up and started smacking against my wrist like a wooden ruler. If this was punishment for me being a bad girl, I could take it and I wanted more.

Just as I was talking about the dangers of privatization, and comparing our system to retirement programs in Europe, my dear Sal suddenly picked me up out of my chair. Then he threw me over his shoulder like I was a sack of Bibles, carried me into the bedroom and dumped me on the bed.

He was so impatient; he did not even bother to undress me. There must have been something about the pension system in Holland that really turned him on. He just pulled up my skirt. I wasn’t wearing panties, when he is around I like to offer not even the flimsiest impediment to him entering me. Then he unzipped his trousers and pulled out his proud piece. He sheathed it with the condom he always carried in his shirt pocket in anticipation of our raunchy romps. A second later he pulled me onto my hands and knees and took me like doggy style. With each deep lunge, his hot balls spanked my ass cheeks making me even more excited, so excited I wanted to privatize him for myself forever. He collapsed on top of me, his mouth sucking my neck, his scepter ramming into me, his sizable belly slapping my back like a silken cushion. Finally his powerful rod shot a steaming jet of pure heaven into me sending us both to kingdom come.

Then as he usually did, Father Sal peeled off the condom and put it on my bedside table. He cocooned me in his arms. He was still breathing heavy but he managed to speak.

“Unfortunately,” Father Sal said, “the social security system here in America has always been flawed, never has it been properly calibrated to keep up with the cost of living increases.” I was pleasantly exhausted, and already dozing off.

“Lover,” I told him, “Let’s just give this a break, I need my beauty rest.”

“Why, bella,” he told me, “You do not need the beauty rest. You are beautiful already,” and he hugged me close as we drifted off to sleep.

I was dreaming that Sal and I were at the beach at Coney Island, stretched out on a big blanket. The smell of Coppertone was heavy in the air. On a nearby blanket, a radio serenaded us with a song about someone watching us with every breath we take, every move we make.

He was wearing the kind of old-fashioned, baggy, navy blue knit bathing trunks my grandfather used to wear. I was wearing the flesh colored bikini that I shoplifted from Saks Fifth Avenue last week. Father Sal liked my bikini very much. I didn’t tell him how I got it. My head was on his lap and he was feeding me ripe summer cherries out of a brown paper bag. From my horizontal position I had a lovely view of the calm ocean, and the clear blue sky above, marked by not even a single cloud. A crop duster airplane flew into my line of vision, trailing a long white banner. This is the end of the world as we know it, the banner said in black block letters.

Why this frightening message? I wanted to point it out to my darling, but before I could, the sky darkened. There was a great clap of thunder and then another and then another. I saw a giant wave rise up out of the ocean and head right for us! I could no longer feel Sal’s warm lap beneath me. I woke up. I put my hand out to touch him but he was not there. I was all alone in my empty bed. He must be in the bathroom, I thought, he wouldn’t just get up and leave. Then I heard a faint sound, a whispering. I raised my head higher and saw Sal kneeling at the foot of the bed. He was clutching the big silver cross he always wore around his neck in his hands and rocking back and forth on his knees, his lips moving. I put my head back on the pillow and shut my eyes, pretended I was still sleeping. I could just make out what he was saying.

“Mea culpa, mea culpa, mea maxima culpa,” he kept repeating over and over. I knew enough Latin to know this meant he was ashamed.

I wanted to call out to him, tell him there is nothing to be ashamed about, we are so lucky in bed together, but then I said nothing. I did not think he would want my company in his dark night of the soul. After a while he stopped whispering and got back into bed. and pulled the top sheet up to cover us. Then he turned on his side and curled away from me like a question mark.

In a few minutes, he was snoring, but I couldn’t fall back to sleep. I wondered how long my amorous padre had been plagued by guilt, whether he had been harboring it since the start of our affair or had just started to feel guilty because he was falling in love with me too. Perhaps it was a part of all his romantic adventures; after all he had told me this was not his first affair, and he was the one who pursued me.

Perhaps feeling guilty turns Sal on. I thought of my 250-pound Cousin Marcia and the silly little smile she gets on her face as her hand dips once again into the box of Godiva chocolates she always carries with her. She chomps the candy down, smiles even wider; she calls herself a fat little piggy and then reaches for another chocolate.

I couldn’t fall back to sleep, I wondered if he ever wanted to put that cross inside me, to fuck me with it. I lay awake beside him as night opened into morning. Sal always woke up automatically at five a.m. so he could make it back to his parish for the six o’clock morning mass. I kept my eyes shut as he gently kissed my shoulder, then he dressed and left.

Finally I slept, when I woke up it was midday and the room was filled with bright sunlight. I felt groggy and miserable so I decided to go out to Coney Island to try to leach my unhappiness out in the salt water. On the F train I was surrounded by noisy families, children drumming their plastic pails, teen lovers with pierced lips and eyebrows, old couples with canes and hearing aids. I seemed to be the only one alone. I wondered if this was my destiny, a solitary woman travelling to the beach looking for release from her sorrows, her backpack stuffed with a couple of towels, a big tube of sun block #45 and the book review section from last week’s Sunday Times.

Out on the beach, it was a beautiful day, not a cloud in the sky. I put my big towel down next to two old women speaking Russian, sitting on a faux leopard skin blanket. They were still so glamorous. Their faces were radiant, filled with life, as they laughed and chatted with each other, smoking cigarettes. They were beautifully made up; their lips painted with come hither reds, their eyebrows tastefully penciled in. Both ladies were wearing black string bikinis, flesh spilling out generously on all sides. They were obviously so happy in their bodies. They agreed to watch my blanket when I went into the water. “Go, darling, swim,” they chorused.

The ocean was warm and calm as a lake. I turned on my back and floated in the salty brine. After a while I reached an island in my mind where anything was possible. Maybe I was forbidden fruit to Father Sal, but nothing was forbidden to me. If we split up, I would keep floating on. As I float into old age, I promise myself I will try to stay as glamorous as the two ladies watching my towel.

I spent the rest of the afternoon going in and out of the water. The sky remained a clear blue; no planes passed overhead trailing ominous messages. Whatever happened with me and Sal, there would always be the ocean. I felt glad I lived in Brooklyn where the beach is just a subway ride away. I bid goodbye to the ladies. I had learned their names were Anya and Maryasha. Feeling much calmer. I brought a kasha knish at Mrs Stall’s Knishes which I thoroughly savored, eating it slowly on the subway ride home.

I got back to my place with a lot of sand stuck in my jam jar and up in my ass crack. I was eager to get into the shower. However, the red light on my answering machine was blinking merrily and I could not resist hitting the message playback button.

Sal’s rich baritone floats out into the room. “My angel,” he says, “I was tempted to wake you before I left to kiss your sweet lips but I managed to resist. I had once again a very good time last night. I look forward to Thursday. I will call you again before.”

He certainly didn’t sound guilty. Hearing his voice made me want him again. Maybe I was making too much of the little scene at the foot of my bed, maybe he was guilty about something else; maybe he uses money from the confession box to play the ponies. I stripped and climbed into the shower.

Sal called me Wednesday to confirm our date the next night. We spoke briefly, now he sounded harried, his tone brusque. Could our affair be entering a roller coaster phase, up and down, up and down like the Cyclone roller coaster at Coney Island?

When I answered the door the next evening, Father Sal was holding not one but two bunches of red roses. He had dark circles under his eyes and he was wearing his black priest’s shirt with the high collar and black trousers. He never showed up for one of our dates dressed all in black before, an ominous sign

“Two bunches of flowers, you’re spoiling me. Is this a special occasion?” I asked. He didn’t say anything. Upstairs, in my apartment, I took the roses from him and stood on my toes to kiss him. He turned his head so I got his cheek not his mouth.

“What is this special occasion?” I persisted, as I put the roses into a vase. He answered me with another question, “So you have some whiskey?” he asked. “Let us have a drink.”

“Sure,” I said, “sit down.” I got a couple of glasses and the bottle of Chivas I had bought us a couple of weeks ago because we deserved the best, and brought them to the table. I sat down opposite him and poured us each a stiff one.

“Now,” I said, “What about this special occasion?” He took a big gulp of his drink, swallowed. “Bella,” he began, “I do not wish to hurt you, but I cannot continue our, er, er, er, arrangement.” He looked down at his big hands, more the hands of a mason or bricklayer than a priest, “I think about you too much,” he went on. “I’m hearing a confession and I think about your um, um, bust. I’m passing among my congregation putting the communion wafer on a congregant’s tongue and I think about your tongue on my, er . . . and I am filled with impure thoughts.”

“I thought you understood that impure is a relative term,” I cut in sharply. I knew I should try to be Zen about this but I do not have a Zen nature.

“Didn’t you tell me you had made your peace with your wanton nature? Maybe if you are so conflicted about your vocation,” I told him, “you should leave the priesthood.”

“Never, never,” he cried. “It has been my calling since I was a boy, always it was my dream.”

He was almost weeping. Inside my head I heard Bob Marley singing his question about a place for a hopeless sinner . . . “I don’t know what you want me to say,” I told Father Sal.

“Do you want me to absolve you, to give you a penance, a hundred Hail Mary’s, so that after that we can go at it again? Isn’t that how it works? The priest absolves the thief and then after the penance, the thief goes out and steals again?”

“You are so sarcastic,” he said, “Where is my sweet Bella?”

I finished my drink in a gulp. “She went to the beach,” I almost yelled at him. “If you’re trying to tell me you want to break it off, O.K. by me. I don’t want to be with someone who fells guilty about making love with me.”

His face was all sorrowful, his big eyes liquid with tears. I felt a great sadness filling me, puffing me up like a balloon. I floated up out of my body and looked down on us from the ceiling of my room. I saw an ageing sex kitten with a fair figure, whose bottle blonde hair, dark at the roots, badly needed a touch-up. I saw a portly priest with a big bald spot on the top of his head and a huge erection clearly visible beneath the fabric of his black trousers. I saw two middle aged people who had already licked their little plate of happiness clean. I decided to try to not make this awkward scene even worse.

I returned to my body, as Sal was finishing off his scotch. “Well, we had some good times, didn’t we?” I managed to say, in a dismal effort to be a good sport.

He smiled a tight little smile. “Rock and roll,” he answered, in a feeble attempt to be hip.

I gulped down my scotch; it burned like hell fires in my throat. Then, I couldn’t help myself; I put my hand out to rest on his very visible knob. I gave it a few solid yanks. “How about just one more for the road?” I said. I knew he could not resist me.

I moved my chair closer to his, put my knee between his sturdy thighs. I kept a firm grip on him as I pulled and squeezed, pulled and squeezed. “Ah, Bella, Bella,” he sighed unzipping his fly, “but I did not bring, I do not have a . . . a.” I knew he was searching for the word condom.

“But I have one,” I said, and quicker then you could say the wages of sin are death, I sprang up, went into my bedroom and got a condom out of my condom box.

I had it out of the foil packet by the time I got back into the kitchen. He was holding his rod between his hands. I wondered if he was praying to it.

I bent over and pulled the condom on him. I kissed his lips, dipping my tongue into the sweet cistern of his mouth. I spread my legs and climbed astride him, taking all of him deep into me. My thick cunt hair must have tickled him as I slid up and down, down and up because he giggled a little. I kept on faster and faster until the friction generated between us was so great, I thought we would burst into flame. I opened my eyes to see his eyes screwed shut and his face all covered with sweat. My whole body was wet as if all the love juice inside me was seeping out from my pores. A funny smell drifted up from where we were joined, ashes and peanuts and bitter red wine.

He arched his back abruptly and just when I was ready too, shot his loving spirit deep into my heart.

Weightless and free, we bobbed up and down like a top floating in the ocean at Coney Island, but only for a few moments did we enjoy this tender release.

Then he stirred beneath me, his silver cross pressed into my chest between my breasts, I could feel it, even through the fabric of my dress, cutting into me, branding me.

I climbed off. He sighed, he seemed to be weeping. I peeled the condom from his cock and put it into the garbage can next to the refrigerator. I didn’t offer him another drink.

“Are you all right?” he asked. “Sure,” I answered, “Great.”

“Oh, my Bella,” he began.’

“Please,” I said, “Don’t get all sentimental, just go.”

He stood up and tucked his now shy scepter back inside his pants and zipped up. He looked sadly around my cluttered kitchen. “Bella, Bella,” he said, “I will never forget you.” He took a step towards me, his arms out as if to embrace me.

“You better go,” I told him, “before you get tempted again,” and I turned my back to him. I heard him take the few steps to the door then I heard it shut behind him. Then I heard his footsteps growing fainter as he walked down the hall. I couldn’t help but wonder if this was really the end.


The Cigar

Betti Mustang

12:36

He likes the way the girl smells – a mix of cigarette smoke and perfume. The perfume definitely isn’t Giorgio. Giorgio’s the stuff that his wife’s worn for the past seventeen years. Once, it seemed to go straight up his nose and down to his dick. Now it just smells like his wife.

She looks young. She has a tight little figure and a quick wit, and when she laughs, her eyes flash something wicked. She isn’t wearing any makeup, which makes her lips look naked. She’s talking to him and he doesn’t hear a damn thing she says. His construction crew’s a sub on one of the developments that the company she works for is putting up. She has a beautiful mouth. He thinks, I wonder how it would . . . and then she’s off, hurrying back into the site office.

He loves looking at her ass in those dark blue, low-cut jeans. If she’s wearing any underwear at all, it has to be a G-string. That’s it – a G-string, red and lacy. It dips low in the front – just barely covering her patch of curly black pubic hair. The red cord nestles into her ass, right between her two tan, firm asscheeks. He puts down his nail gun and grins at her backside as she walks away.

He takes a deep breath to clear his head. He’s going to put a nail through his hand if he doesn’t get focused.

Shit, he thinks, I’m focused as hell – on her pussy. He feels his dick quiver, as if long fingernails were trailing up his inner thigh.

He adjusts his cock inconspicuously, checks his watch – it’s 12:42 – and gets back to work.

12:42

I am hornier than fuck. Thank God I’m not a dude. I swear, I’d be walking around with a boner all the fricking time.

Having a wet cunt for about thirteen hours a day has nothing to do with working on a construction site. Really. That jerk-off ex-boyfriend was a carpenter, so the whole tool-belt-wearing, me-strong-man thing just doesn’t do it for me anymore. I’m repelled by the smell of sawdust.

Don’t know why I’m so horny. Are my hormones off? Maybe it’s because my fiancé is saving himself for our wedding night? Or maybe I’m just a nymphomaniac. Who knows? Working around big, burly construction workers makes me feel like a vegetarian at a rancher’s barbecue.

Guess I just want one beautiful penis that fits so perfectly into me I could cry. I mean, we’re promising to fuck only each other for the rest of our lives, so why not now? But it’s hard to bitch at my fiancé when he’s trying to be so virtuous. But then again, I’m twenty-seven, hitting my sexual prime, and basically, I need to bone!

Filing’s a bitch when my brain keeps dropping to that heavy ache between my legs.

2:05

He doesn’t know what to do with the cigar. Some hotshot real-estate broker who came to “make sure all was going as planned” gave it to him. He took it to be polite. Back in his bachelor days, the boys would come over and they’d smoke cheap, skinny cigars wrapped in reconstituted tobacco. This one was big and fat. Why would anyone go around giving out expensive cigars? he wonders. He doesn’t understand all the brown-nosing that goes along with development. He understands wood – putting it together and tearing it apart. Give him an honest paycheck, and they can keep the rest.

He looks down at the cigar in his calloused hand. He can’t smoke it. Smoke drives his wife crazy. She’d complain that it gave her a headache and bitch about it for days.

There she is again – coming toward him holding a big stack of files. She smiles. His blood feels cleaner when she smiles, like it runs faster and younger.

“Watcha got?” Her voice is playful. Her left hip sticks out.

As she tilts her head, an image of her in those red panties flashes behind his eyes. Like a curious kitten, he thinks. He watches her mouth like a tomcat watches a bowl of goldfish, mesmerized and hungry.

“A cigar,” he manages to say. “Somebody just gave it to me. I ain’t gonna smoke it, though.”

“Really? A cigar’s the first thing that I ever smoked.” She bites her lip, lost for a moment in thought. “I was fifteen and I thought that it was the funniest shit in the world. Never thought I’d turn out to be a damn smoker though.”

She rebalances the files she’s holding and takes a big deep breath. Her rib cage rises. He can swear he sees hard little nipples jut out from her tank top.

She exhales and gives him a quirky grin. “Sucks to be me, I guess.”

“You can have it if you want.” He holds out the cigar. I wish you’d suck me, he thinks.

“Really? You sure?”

She talks fast and chatty. He bets himself she’d be energetic in bed, somebody who likes to try new things. His swelling dick twitches.

“Yeah, I’m positive. Enjoy it.”

The sound of her laugh bubbles straight into his balls.

“My hands are a little full.” Her eyes scrunch up. “The only thing I have to carry things with are my teeth.”

Did he hear her right? Carry things in her teeth? That would mean between her lips? Was his lengthening hard-on visible through his Levi’s? He clears his throat. When words finally come out, his voice is a touch lower than normal: “What you want me to do?”

“I guess you’re just going to have to put it in my mouth,” she replies, without batting an eye.

Time slows for him.

A bead of sweat starts making its way down his left temple when she parts her naked lips for him. He watches his hand shake as he lifts the cigar to her waiting mouth. He wants to groan when her soft tongue scoots back, to make room as he slowly slips its thick head into . . .

Her teeth clamp down – swift and sudden.

“Thanks,” she says, the cigar clamped tight between her teeth.

3:58

I scored a cigar today. A pretty good one, too. The guy who gave it to me was nice – a little strange, but nice.

I can’t wait to get out of here. Maybe I’ll get a chance to relieve a little of this sexual tension before you-know-who gets home from work. I mean, I’d definitely rather wait and screw him. But sometimes I just need to take care of myself. If I don’t, I get really bitchy.

So, I masturbate. Probably not as much as I’d like, but enough.

I’m damn good at it, too.

I’ve got a Butterfly, a Rabbit Pearl, a Diving Dolphin, this corkscrew thing you put up your ass, Ben-Wa balls, some cream that’s supposed to make your clit swell up like a grape, vibrating bullets . . . you name it, I’ve got it. Thank the good Lord for the Internet and credit cards. And tonight, I’ve even got a cigar.

Jeezus, just visualizing the Rabbit Pearl – translucent pink with a thick, soft head and that gyrating shaft. Hmmm. I totally love its fat sack of beads, the way it massages the opening of my cunt while its jelly ears slap at my clit. Imagining that soaks the hell out of my jeans.

Shit, I really need to start wearing underwear to work. It’s definitely time to take the bunny out of the box.

Only an hour to go and I can kiss the fax machine goodbye till Monday.

5:11

He’s finally in his truck, on his way home. His penis strains against his jeans. It took every ounce of concentration in him to keep his erection concealed for the last couple of hours of work.

Now that he’s alone, his dick is swollen, burning, harder than he can remember it in the past fifteen years. His whole body is hot. His balls sweat. His thighs sweat. He feels twisted up like the chains on a swing, straining, waiting for its cue to spin the kid riding it out of control.

He coaxes the truck into reverse. He wants to get home.

A mile. Three miles. Nine miles to go. His dick is starting to hurt now. It pushes against his zipper like the roots of a tree.

He keeps his left hand on the wheel. With his right he fumbles with the button on his jeans.

He remembers her smoky-citrus smell. He eases down his zipper. His penis lurches out like a bull out of a bucking-shoot. The wind from the open window hits it with a cool caress. The truck swerves over the centerline. Someone honks.

Both hands back on the wheel, he jerks the truck back into the right lane. He turns on the radio. Van Morrison is singing about making love in the green grass.

He glances down and watches two drops of pre-come glide down his shaft. Another one, caught like a raindrop in the thatch of his pubic hair.

Van Morrison is still singing, sha-lahing the chorus.

His eyes are feverish as they focus back on the road ahead. He can hear her laugh. He can see her grin, see her lips parting. Over and over again, he replays the moment when he slipped the cigar into her mouth. Her wet, pink, plump tongue . . . those naked lips. He slips the cigar in again . . . slow, and deep. This time, in his mind, her lips seal around it, her dark eyes close. He gently pulls it from her throat an inch at a time. Her eyelashes flutter. He hears her moan. He groans aloud in response.

His dick feels like it’s humming – standing straight up, the thin skin stretched tight, the blue vessels bulging.

She’s standing in her lacy, red panties and nothing else. He shoves the cigar back between her wet lips and then pulls it out again – faster, and faster. He watches her nipples pucker – meaty stems on perky little apples.

The surprise of his own rough palm seizing his high-strung erection jolts him back to reality. He sees his street. Shifting down. Clutch in – fourth. Clutch in – third. Clutch in – second . . .

5:11

I have a love-hate relationship with my car. I love it because it’s cherry-red, and I hate it because it’s really a piece of shit disguised under a loud engine – with an oil leak and a suspension that’s shot to shit.

I’m finally on my way home. Ninety percent of me hopes that the house is empty when I get there so I can have some privacy to, well, you know. The other ten percent is hoping that he’s there, naked and waiting to end his prissy nookie-strike. I’m not even sure if I’m horny anymore. Okay, okay, I am. I’m just not finger-up-my-cunt horny anymore. Obsessing about sex and my fucking fucked-up relationship all day has got to me. Maybe there really is something wrong with me. Maybe I am oversexed.

I wasn’t always like this. I could hold out for months. Sex was a bargaining chip. Giving up the goodies was a lot about power and control, not animal need. Now I seem to be on the other side of the coin. Karma’s a bitch.

I think that might be what’s bothering me about this whole no-sex-till-marriage bullshit. I’ve somehow relinquished my God-given right to my nookie-keys. I’m the one always having to figure out how to get lucky, and it sucks ass. I’m the woman, for Christ’s sake! You need to have sex with me or your balls will explode or shrivel and fall off, right? Right?

I think about it for a few more miles, and it really starts to piss me off. What pisses me off even more is that even though I’m getting really fucking irritated with the whole fiancé deal, my fresh-shaved pussy is still slick and sopping.

So here I am home, and I’m not a happy camper. In fact, I’m so mad – so frustrated – that I’m about to fucking cry. Thank God the bastard’s not home yet.

Fine.

I’ll have a Rabbit Moment and take a hot shower. And then I’ll do that cigar real good, too. And maybe I’ll head out to dinner before he gets back. And smoke the fucking cigar. What the hell.

5:42

His wife’s car is in the garage. His heart sinks. He’s made it home before her for over a decade. Clockwork. Ritual. Of all days for things to not happen like they always do.

He lets the truck idle in the driveway for a moment, willing his cock to relax. It doesn’t give a damn. The more he thinks about it, the harder it gets. He can’t go in the house with this erection. It screams to be touched. He knows his wife would do more than just deny him verbally – she’d tell him with her cold eyes and her body that he’s revolting.

He needs to jack off. He needs to surrender his body to the girl who’s been eating at him all day. He decides that the bathroom in the garage is the safest place. In a moment he’ll be tugging on his swollen dick. The thought sends a shock of excitement through his groin. His balls tighten against his body.

With his left hand clamped around his scrotum, he kills the engine and frantically rummages through the glove box. He wants something besides his rough hand to coax the come from his dick. He wants something soft and wet around his cock – something like the way the girl’s mouth must have felt around that cigar. He finds an old chamois that’s in decent shape. Yes, it’ll work. When he was in high school he had a gray sock that provided just enough friction. A chamois will be even better, he thinks, velvety and natural.

Wet, he must find wet. He finds a little packet of Best Foods mayo. The foil is warm from being in his truck for hours. He can’t think of a good reason not to use it, besides the fact that it’s food. Her mouth was wet, her saliva thick and warm.

He sucks in his gut and gingerly manipulates his erection back into his jeans. It stands straight up, pressed against his belly. The tip of its glistening purple head peeks out of his waistband. Chamois and Best Foods in his pocket, he makes his way past his wife’s car, past his toolboxes. The denim rubbing against him reminds him of dry-humping. He envisions pumping his naked cock between the thighs of the girl’s dark blue, low-cut jeans.

He closes the bathroom door and flicks on the light. The space is filled with spider webs and the yellowing toilet runs. He doesn’t see any of it. He’s completely lost in his fantasy – touch, sight, and smell devoted entirely to the need to fill her throat with his cock. His pants are around his knees. She’s kneeling in front of him, wearing nothing but that red G-string. Her grin is wicked around the fat cigar. He pulls it from her lips, and she whimpers in protest. She wants it back, wants it heavy on her tongue.

He cradles his package in his hand. His erection dangles right above her mouth. He offers himself to her – to fill her, to pacify her hunger. Her lips part. He enters her mouth gingerly. His fist is loose, just enough to feel as he slips the chamois over his cock. He shudders, then tightens his grip and plunges straight down to his balls through the warm, mayonnaise-slicked tunnel.

Her mouth is exquisite. He grips her by the back of the head – hips and hand still for a moment. He could fire his cock into her face right now – he’s ready. One more thrust and it could be over, but he wants to savor it. He wants it to last.

She sucks him deep, tongue caressing his manhood, rewarding him for waiting for her all day. She scoots closer to swallow him deeper. His hips rock. His eyes roll back. In and out, in and out. He’s lost.

Now she’s on all fours in front of him. The cigar is back between her lips. Her little round ass is lifted high, her back arched, her round titties hanging – apples to be picked.

Take me, she’s saying with her feverish eyes looking back at him, take me, take me.

He drops to his knees. The cement floor is filthy and cold. He braces himself with one hand and runs his hands over her ass. His fingers pull the silky red cord of her panties to the side. He sees that she’s wet, that her pussy is swollen and steaming for him. He nestles his dick at the hairy little opening of her cunt and then he pushes up through her ridges and folds – and fucks her. Quick and furious. Fucks her hard – cock slamming, balls slapping, the sounds of suction and friction filling his ears. He grunts. Her ass dances in little circles.

He’s going to explode. She wants him to fill her. She wants his seed to run out of her cunt and spill down her thighs. He cries out loud – a desperate sound. He pumps into the chamois, into her pussy, load after load of semen that make the end of his ride wetter and wilder.

Sweat blankets every inch of his body. Come is everywhere.

He kisses her lips, her nipples, her cunt. She wiggles up against him and they collapse to the ground. He holds her and she sighs. They’ll rest now for a little while. As the last spasm of pleasure flows through him, he rests his forehead onto the cool, gritty concrete.

Silence.

1:26

Three beers. And four different guys bought me drinks. That last guy wasn’t so bad, either – I coulda done him. Oh, well, I’m engaged.

Christ, I left the headlights on. I hope the fucking car will start.

Shit.

Shit. And I left my phone home, too.

Well, fuck it. It’s almost closing time, somebody’ll come along with a phone. I’m just gonna sit here and smoke that cigar. If it’s not too damp.


Steel Trap Pussy

Colleen Chen

“Do a hundred Kegels a day,” Tina advised. “A woman should have a pussy like a steel trap.”

“A steel trap!” Marnie giggled, struck by the imagery of a tiny, stainless-steel vagina that clacked open and shut. Her exclamation shrilled into a lull in the café buzz, and her face grew warm from the heat of several stares. Lowering her voice, she added, “I don’t believe it’s possible. I’ve tried Kegels before, too, and they just make me feel weird.”

The two made an attractive pair – one dark and feline, the other petite, with chicken-fluff hair and large brown puppy-dog eyes. The dark and feline one was drumming red nails on the tabletop.

“Weird – what do you mean, weird?”

“Like – well, it just starts feeling funny.”

Tina drew her torso erect, towering over her smaller, fairer friend. Her eyes smoldered, dusky-deep, self-righteous. Marnie thought Tina must look a little like that while she was working her other job as a dominatrix. Tina had that sex-guru aura, and so Marnie had asked her advice. “Your pubococcygeus muscle is weak. Kegels are your answer – daily, vigilant attention to strengthening your pubic floor!”

Marnie resisted the idea of any sort of daily exercise, but Tina did have a point, she thought. She’d do just about anything to rev up her sex life – she could just tell Kurt was going to dump her if things didn’t improve.

“How do you expect me to do this shoving my dick into a cave!” he’d shouted ungraciously, last time they’d had sex and he’d gone limp after fifteen minutes. She’d not appreciated that comment, nor his oblique and drunken remarks about how much he preferred girls with “short tunnels”, or why couldn’t he fuck her in the ass just this once?

But, she loved him. He was her soulmate, after all. A Tarot card reader at a psychic fair had told her that she’d soon meet the man who’d be with her forever, and within a week she’d found Kurt on the dance floor of Club O. Instant chemistry: they’d gone home together that night. Even after the initial oxytocin rush had died down, they’d discovered all sorts of things they had in common – they shared a passion for health food, for nature shows and movies about underdogs, for lazy post-coital discussions about philosophy, free will versus fate. Both preferred fate. It seemed like fate when a month later, Kurt moved in to Mamie’s little apartment in the middle of town.

The sex had been amazing from the start. They’d only begun to have problems, in bed and out, in the last few weeks – Kurt had lost his job doing temp work and started getting moody and drinking more. He’d just left to visit his family in Indianapolis, and Marnie was determined to improve herself while he was gone, so he’d snap right out of those moods when he saw her again.

Soulmates had problems too, she thought. She pictured his devil-sexy angel face when he wasn’t in one of his moods, and her heart warmed; she listened attentively as Tina expounded upon the benefits of doing Kegels. Not only would she get tighter, but she’d have more intense orgasms. Maybe even multiple ones. Increased sex drive. Added pleasure and excitement for both lovers. Spiritual evolution. On top of it all, Kegels also helped prevent incontinence!

Marnie was sold. She resolved to begin her Kegels right away. She felt too self-conscious to do so at the flower shop where she worked, but once she reached the privacy of her apartment she sprawled out onto her couch, her diminuitive body nearly disappearing among its soft purple cushions, and, very gently – almost as if she was afraid of breaking something – she squeezed her pubic floor muscles together and upwards, in the most tentative of Kegels. A hundred was too many that first day. Her muscles felt cramped, and that “funny feeling” – almost like she needed to pee, but not quite – was so intense she almost gave up. But she pictured Kurt, gave a determined sigh, and finished.

The next day it was easier, and the next even more so. She found she could do more and more, and soon it no longer felt funny – it felt good. She squeezed in the shower, while she ate breakfast, while she sat in the subway. She squeezed while she walked, while she worked, while she waxed the car! She got in her hundred a day and then did a hundred more. She made up a song to sing to herself while she did her Kegels, her version of “Old MacDonald”:

Old MacDonald had a farm

Ee-i-e-i-o

On that farm he had a pussy

Ee-i-e-i-o

With a Kegel here

And a Kegel there

Here a Kegel

There a Kegel

Everywhere a – uungh! – Kegel

Old MacDonald had a farm

Ee-i-e-i-o

Mamie did Kegels all the way driving to the airport to pick Kurt up. It had been two weeks since they’d last had sex, and boy was he in for a surprise!

“What’re you grinning like that for?” he asked her in the car, a frown marring the tanned smoothness of his face.

“You’ll see,” she grinned, pulling off the freeway exit and heading towards her apartment.

And she continued grinning as they entered the living room and initiated a welcome-home fuck on the soft purple couch, a fuck that continued through the night and on till morning. Kurt’s appreciation for the newly viselike grip of her pussy exceeded her wildest expectations.

“Wow . . . wow!” was all he said, in between rounds, but that was enough.

So began a glorious couple of weeks of sex as enthusiastic as when they’d first met five months ago. Nights and mornings, Marnie was in sex heaven. During the day, she bought Tina lunch on their breaks from arranging flowers and dealing with customers, and she was regaled with tales of orgies and fetish parties that had her blushing bashful red and then going envious green in turns. But when Tina smiled a little Mona Lisa smile and queried her about possible participation, Marnie crossed slender legs, did a Kegel, and announced, “I’m a serial monogamist.”

She was determined to be a good one, though, and so she continued her daily Kegels. She exulted in the increasing control she had with her pubic floor muscles. Determined to hone this control yet further, she began to stick objects into her vagina – the skinny end of a hairbrush, a carrot, or a highlighter pen – seeing how easily she could hold it. Here a Kegel, there a Kegel. Everywhere a uungh! Kegel.

One night, she and Kurt were eating a huge oyster dinner that Marnie had picked up from the seafood diner next to the flower shop. She hadn’t thought about aphrodisiacs when she’d ordered the oysters, but as she pierced the first gleaming brownish-purple glob from its shell and slid the meat onto her tongue, she noticed that its texture was like a little pussy, wet and soft and aroused. Kurt’s senses also seemed to be titillated, teeth scraping into an oyster, droplets of juice running over his lower lip. He licked his lips and stared at Marnie, brown eyes smoky with desire.

Back in her bedroom, headboard banging against the wall, his cock sawing back and forth in her tight pussy, Marnie gazed up through her lashes at that almost-pained expression on his face and felt the warmth rising from her genitals to her heart.

Then she started squeezing. It wasn’t entirely voluntary; she spasmed frequently when she was very aroused, and it was just a small step from a spasm to a nice, extended squeeze. Their metronomic fuck became a waltz in ¾ time, her squeezing a long note while he pumped three short, a pump pump squeeeeeeeeze pump pump squeeeeeeeeze on the Blue Danube of their Sealy Posturpedic. As Kurt neared climax they changed to a pump pump pump squeeze and then broke into some crazy improv rhythm, with assonance to spare.

Kurt came in an explosion, with a loud groan. His penis slid out of Mamie’s vagina, spent, and he dragged himself out from between her legs to grab a Kleenex for a quick cleanup job. Mamie reached across Kurt on the bed and snapped on the light, and she blinked as she saw Kurt holding his penis, starting down at it as if it were a dead bird.

“My dick! What’s going on with my dick?” he moaned.

“What’s wrong with it?” she asked, her voice husky, still honeyed with sex.

He didn’t answer at first, just sat cross-legged and hunched over, fiddling with his foreskin. His penis looked fine to Mamie, its usual limp post-sex self. “See this constricted ring?” Mamie sat up on an elbow. Sure enough, there was a part underneath the penis head that seemed a little narrower than it should be. It was somewhat hourglass-shaped. It looked funny, this bulbous, rubbery head hanging from a little stalk, and she burst out laughing.

That set off a new round of moans. His face was scrunched up with worry, prunelike. “Oh, God, what’s happening to my dick? It’s your pussy. It’s too tight. Don’t squeeze it anymore, okay?”

Almost as a reflex, Mamie did a Kegel, clenching the muscle as if to protect her precious new pussy-strength. “What do you mean, it’s too tight?” Her voice sounded unnaturally high to her as she fought to keep her composure. Her mind felt frozen, uncomprehending.

“Come on, Marn! Just what I said. You’re so fucking tight and hard when you squeeze, it’s like fucking an asshole. ’Cept the ass is made out of brick or something. There’s only so much I can take of that shit. So fucking cut it out.”

Mamie felt cold. She lay awake for hours after that, her mind circling in angst. After all her efforts! All her Kegels! A lone tear trickled down one cheek. She didn’t even notice that her muscles were still locked in a Kegel, and they remained so even as she finally slipped off into dreamless sleep.

After that, things went downhill. Marnie suspected, dreaded that that shellfish dinner had been the beginning of the end. At first she tried to laugh it off. But then Kurt started not wanting to have sex again. The few times he did, he’d run afterwards to the bathroom moaning, “What’s happening to my dick?” afterwards would kill the post-sex afterglow. She started feeling rejected and as desperate for change as before she’d started the Kegels.

She started feeling depressed. She went to her naturopathic doctor (she was suspicious of regular doctors), and she was informed that her pubic floor muscles were hypertoned, and how on earth had she gotten them that way? But on the naturopath’s suggestion, she started taking St John’s Wort, as well as flower essences intended to balance out her upper and lower chakras. She wondered once if perhaps the Tarot reader had been wrong and Kurt wasn’t The One. But she wanted him.

She asked Tina about the strange dynamics of her sex life, wondering whether what was happening with Kurt’s penis had anything to do with her daily Kegels.

“Certainly not,” Tina said as she pulled herself erect in the café chair, full lips pursing in affront. She folded long arms and lifted a pointed chin, as if speaking as the representative for the expertise of all sex workers. “Kegels just give you more muscle control. They don’t make your vagina any tighter – you can just have it be tighter, at will. And don’t forget about how they help prevent incontinence.”

“What do you think is giving him that constricted ring around his dick, then?”

Tina lifted her shoulders once, releasing them in an elegant shrug. “Is he a briefs or boxers kind of guy?”

“Both,” Marnie moaned, feeling no closer to an answer at all.

“Maybe tell him to freeball it for a week or so, to give it some fresh air or something. But keep doing your Kegels – I’m telling you, they’re the key to better communication with your own body. And – you might start incorporating your breath with your Kegels – pull the energy up from your sacrum to your cranium, and you’ll really start being connected to your core.”

Marnie did continue with her Kegels, more now because they alleviated her sexual frustration, which skyrocketed as Kurt’s libido plummeted. She started fucking herself with the skinny end of the hairbrush, the carrot, the highlighter etc. And incorporating the breath too. This creative activity was enough to deal, short-term, with her raving horniness.

When they’d gone without having sex for three weeks straight, Marnie had just about had it. She’d done everything she could to tempt Kurt. She’d started working out daily, no small feat for Marnie, whose relatively healthy diet and small-boned frame had been enough to offset a tendency toward laziness. She’d started dressing sexier, tossing her Thai wrap pants and peasant blouses, her flare-leg yoga pants and fleece pullovers, deep into the closet; she instead hauled out her tight jeans and miniskirts, her tit-tops, and her silk lingerie for the bedroom. She’d gotten shellfish take-out for dinner for them whenever she could. She’d shyly suggested to Kurt that maybe he could skip wearing his underwear for a while. He’d just curled his lip into a disdainful sneer and told her she was blocking the TV screen.

At night, Kurt continued to repulse Mamie’s timid attempts to caress him. He’d shove her hand away and snap, “I can’t fall asleep when you’re groping my balls!” Finally she decided to bring in the heavy artillery. She went to the nearest natural foods store, a small, family-owned place with green and white decor and a bell that jangled to the tune of “Home on the Range” whenever a customer entered or exited. Weaving through long, neat rows of products packed onto pale wooden shelves, she found the section with the herbal sexual stimulants, the all-natural lubricants, and the pagan aphrodisiacs. She had always scoffed at these products, but now she perused them with a deeper, more sympathetic understanding.

She couldn’t decide on any particular product, and she really didn’t feel like asking the prowling shop assistant, whose eyes looked even beadier than usual when he noticed what product area she was soliciting. So Marnie decided just to buy them all. She grabbed a couple bottles of pills, some herbal extracts, two homeopathic remedies, and some weird Chinese cream to rub on her nipples and genitals that was guaranteed to drive him wild. She also went for the pink aromatherapy candles, the romance incense, and the “romance pouch” – a collection of rocks and herbs that was supposed to draw love to her. Out of all this stuff, something was bound to work!

She piled all the things from her basket onto the counter in front of the shop assistant, who had stopped prowling but whose eyes were still beady and staring.

“Problems in the bedroom?” he asked, his voice hushed and a little nasal. His eyes darted from side to side underneath a low, bushy monobrow, never quite meeting Mamie’s gaze.

Marnie looked around, wondering why the shop assistant was being so secretive. “Oh, you know. It’s probably nothing. I’m just making sure.”

“I’ve got something extra special for that,” the man said, again in that hushed voice. He reached under the counter and pulled out a small, unmarked blue bottle. “It’s made out of special mushrooms gathered in the rainforests of South America, and it’s been blessed by shamans.”

Marnie looked at the bottle. Obviously, judging from the clerk’s attitude and the way the bottle looked, it wasn’t legal. “It’s all natural, isn’t it?”

“Of course. 100 percent organic.”

Hmm, Marnie thought. She was a sucker for organic. Why not try it, then? It couldn’t hurt. “I’ll take it,” Marnie said in a voice as hushed and secretive as the clerk’s.

She set her plan into action the following night. She went all out in her preparations: rose and patchouli-scented incense wafted into the air, pink candles sent a romantic glow across the bedroom, the silk aphrodisiac pouch lay tucked securely inside her pillow. She ordered in shellfish again. Then she liberally laced the red wine with all the pills and powders and elixirs purchased yesterday. The mushrooms she boiled, pouring the cooled tea from them into the wine, and mixing the solid bits into the shellfish. She’d decided to partake liberally of everything herself, thinking it was only fair that both of them be caught up in the wave of lust that was sure to transpire. If her hands hadn’t been so occupied mixing and pouring, arranging and rearranging, she’d have been rubbing them together with anticipation.

When Kurt came home, Marnie was ready. She was lounging on the couch in a sleeveless polyester dress that was very uncomfortable, but very short, and it clung like a second skin. She’d tamed her chicken-fluff hair into a silky gold halo about her face.

Kurt’s eyes widened, then narrowed, taking in the lighting, the smells of food and incense, Mamie’s appearance.

“Did you have a nice day?” Marnie asked, making her voice slightly husky, seductive.

He scratched his head, confusion furrowing his brow. “What’s going on?”

Marnie slid off the couch, gliding towards him and taking his hand. “Come to the kitchen with me.” She was a little afraid he’d push her away, but he seemed almost like he was under a spell, and he followed her, unresisting, as she led him to the kitchen.

The kitchen table had been transformed, its small square surface sporting a red charmeuse tablecloth with gleaming china plates and perfect settings atop. Long pink taper candles sandwiched a single red rose.

“I still don’t get it,” Kurt said foggily. “What’s the occasion?”

“I’ll tell you after dinner,” Marnie said, looking up at him through her lashes. They sat down to eat.

“Whoa, this wine is kinda strong,” Kurt said at one point, which made Marnie tense up for an instant. “I don’t remember drinking anything like this before – it’s almost . . . howdoyacallit . . . bittersweet.” He sipped again, as Marnie held her breath. “I like it.”

Marnie smiled in relief, lifting her glass in a silent toast.

After dinner, the strangeness began. They were sitting at the table, sipping vanilla-flavored detox tea and having a lazy discussion about reincarnation, when Marnie noticed Kurt’s pupils were dilated and focused on her. The expression on his face combined with his stare was making her nervous. Her voice trailed off as she gazed back at him. What was that strange, unfamiliar expression on his face? Could it be . . . lust? It was somehow different, though, and more intense – those flared nostrils, the way his lips were drawn back the slightest bit from his teeth – he looked almost . . . animal, like a panther who’d spotted his prey after a long, dry hunt. Mamie’s heart leaped wildly in her chest. She blinked a few times; her mouth watered. She felt the same animal expression settling onto her own features.

What was going on? she thought. Her pelvis felt like it was opening, contracting, expanding. A tingling warmth began at her tailbone and shot up through her pussy, mounting swiftly up her spine and then spreading all over her back and front, encompassing her entire body in heated, sweaty, horny fever. Her fever could be slaked by only one thing . . . Kurt.

She tried to focus on Kurt’s face then, but she was starting to see colors. Purple . . . red . . . green . . . His face expanded and contracted as she blinked, and she couldn’t make his face appear normal. No matter, though. Who needed to see properly to have a good fuck? If anything, sight just got in the way.

Apparently, he had the same idea. They lunged towards each other at the same moment, hampered only by the chairs they both knocked over. Mamie kicked hers aside just in time to avoid it being tangled into the leglock they now held each other in. Clothes started flying every which way, and they looked to Mamie like pieces of rainbow confetti. Her bra was a snowflake; it landed in the sink and didn’t melt. She felt like she was going in slow motion, then fast motion, slow, fast, slow, she could no longer feel normal time. Time was like tangy taffy. Space was suspended.

She didn’t care that nothing was comprehensible. All she wanted was something to satiate the craving, pulsing maw her whole pubic region had become – and that something had to be a cock in her steamy, wet, tight pussy. And just when she was about to scream with frustration at the clothes still between their skin and all the limbs that were getting in the way, she felt it poking, then burrowing in like a gopher on speed.

Yeah, that was more like it! she thought. She began to twist and heave her body enthusiastically. She was that feeling, that blessed, divine feeling between her legs, and that was her entire existence and being in that moment. God she was happy. She was so happy she just wanted to . . .

Squeeze!

Squeeze!

“Ungh!” Mamie grunted, squeezing as hard as she could.

Kurt shrieked. But, Mamie noticed through her haze of pleasure, that shriek seemed to express something other than lust. Something like . . . pain, could it be?

She tried to focus on his face. It faded in and out of her vision – somehow it was being superimposed every other second by a large panther-face, black and velvety, panting, squealing now. The panther was trying to speak between squeals now.

“Let go! let go! You’re killing me!”

Huh?

She noticed then that he was no longer moving inside her. She had him in a pussy-lock, clenched so tightly that he couldn’t even pull out, despite her wetness.

She relaxed her muscles the slightest bit, and he began to pull out. Then she tightened them again even more, grabbing him so he couldn’t move yet again.

“What are you doing, you bitch? Let me go!”

Marnie blinked her eyes and tried to focus again on her beloved, her soulmate, who was trying to communicate with her. His chiseled features, his Greek-god face was crumpled now into a strange tragic mask. He was holding himself poised over Mamie’s body, arms straight yet trembling, torso shining with sweat.

Kurt was saying something else now, but his voice seemed to be coming from very far away. She closed her eyes and squeezed even harder. She would keep him safe. Incorporate the breath, Tina had said. Pull the energy up the spine. She squeezed and sucked in her breath, a mighty, mighty breath. She felt an enormous force gathering up in her vaginal muscles. All those Kegels. All that energy she’d harnessed was now running deliriously through her tingling genitals. She felt like they were so strong, they were like a second mouth, sucking, sucking at her lover.

Marnie screamed as she came, the earthquake roiling up from her epicenter and exploding through every nerve ending of her body. She felt her physical boundaries dissolving, a truly divine bliss permeating her being.

“Old MacDonald had a farm,” she sang in a dreamy voice. She floated, enjoying the fog that drifted in and out of her brain. After a few timeless moments, she opened her eyes. She was alone. Kurt was nowhere to be seen, but she didn’t care. She wanted only to hold on to the waves of euphoria that still coursed through her in weakening pulses.

Her last conscious thought before she slept was that maybe she should have tried the aphrodisiacs one at a time.

She woke up with a splitting headache. She was on the kitchen floor, naked and very cold. And bloated; her stomach hurt like the dickens. All that shellfish, she guessed, and God knew whatever was in that wine. She felt as if a fist were squeezing her insides in a slow, nauseous pulse.

She was alone. Where was Kurt? Her memories of the night before were foggy, but she did know he’d been with her, here on the floor, having intense sex.

She didn’t feel like moving, but she hauled herself up. She dragged herself into the shower and got herself feeling halfway human again. Shuffling naked to the kitchen, she spotted the crumpled polyester dress on the floor and pulled it on, wincing a little at how tight it felt.

Marnie surveyed the kitchen, evaluating the collateral damage: tablecloth and the remains of shellfish dinner, as well as utensils and a few plates, lay strewn across the floor. She plucked her bra out of the sink and then dropped it back in – it was soaking wet. She got the broom and halfheartedly began to sweep.

As she cleaned, she searched for a note from Kurt. She could find no clue of his whereabouts anywhere. His keys and coat were still lying by the door where he’d tossed them, and she could not imagine where he could have gone. Was he angry with her, did he think she was trying to manipulate him, had he stormed out of the house and gone to be with another woman? All sorts of horrible possibilities flooded her brain.

After waiting the entire afternoon for him to come home, she began to call around – she tried his workplace, his parents, then she began to go through his cellphone, first calling all his closest friends and then, driven by panic and worry, everyone else in his address book. No results.

Finally she called the police. “I want to report my boyfriend as missing,” she told the operator, her voice trembling.

“When did you see him last?” the operator’s voice droned, female but sexless, monotonous.

Marnie swallowed hard. “Last night. We were . . . we were in bed together.”

“What time was that?”

“Oh . . . I don’t know . . . maybe about midnight?”

“Sorry, ma’am, but we can’t do anything for you until 24 hours have passed.”

Marnie felt like crying. She felt the need to keep the operator on the line, for someone to listen to her, believe her. “But it’s just not like him,” she pleaded, voice cracking. “I know something’s wrong. I just know it. Haven’t you ever heard of female intuition?”

The sexless voice softened very slightly. “Ma’am, you seem pretty shaken up. Why don’t you go see your doctor, get him to give you something. Call again tomorrow if your boyfriend still hasn’t come home.”

There was nothing more they’d do for her, Marnie knew. Sniffling, she hung up the phone. She didn’t need a doctor, she needed Kurt.

Then the bile rose in her throat; leaning to the side, she deposited a pile of steamy, half-digested shellfish onto the kitchen floor. Ugh, maybe she should get checked out, at least for this nausea and the pains in her stomach, she thought.

After trying in vain to call her naturopath, she decided to swallow her normal distaste for conventional medicine and go to the public health clinic, which was just a few blocks from her apartment.

Mamie’s wait at the clinic wasn’t long. A middle-aged nurse with short hair and a pronounced limp took her blood pressure, height, and weight. She asked Mamie for her symptoms, then got a urine sample and left the room.

Mamie lay down on the examination table. The nurse returned then, positioning Mamie’s legs wide apart, feet balanced in stirrups. Her hands on Mamie’s belly were gentle, but Mamie still felt somewhat violated, yearning for her naturopath.

“No need to worry,” the nurse finally said. “I can tell you’ve been under a lot of stress, but your baby’s fine.”

Mamie thought she hadn’t heard correctly. “My what?”

The nurse looked surprised. “Your baby, ma’am. What are you, about five months along?”

“But . . . but I had my period last week!”

The nurse gave Mamie a funny look, and then she shrugged. “Sometimes the body behaves strangely. No doubt about it, though – I just checked your urine test results – you are pregnant.”

Marnie felt her belly. It really did look swollen, a lot more so than it had yesterday. She was flabbergasted. She swore to herself that she had her period right on time the last five months. And that her belly had been its usual flat self even yesterday, when she’d put on her tight polyester dress for Kurt – even though the dress did seem much tighter today, she realized with a stab of horror.

And now . . . there was a five-month-old foetus growing in there, which hadn’t been there yesterday.

After getting her exam finished as quickly as possible, Mamie stumbled out of the health clinic and into the parking lot. She got in her car and sat there, stunned, returning her head to its position on the steering wheel. Mechanically, she clenched her vaginal muscles in a Kegel, and she felt a weird, eerily familiar sucking sensation, and then a rolling in her belly; she burped and tasted wine and mushrooms. Then, she felt the distinct sensation of something in her belly moving – it felt like a tiny extra appendage was kicking her. The baby was moving!

“Kurt!” she wailed, leaning back into the car seat. “Where are you when I need you?”

Kick. She placed her hand on her belly . . . then felt a horrible fear begin to dawn on her.

“Kurt?”

Kick.

“Kurt!”

Kick.


Eve’s Freedom

Mike Kimera

“Wanker. Jerk-off. Tosser.”

With each word, Zach points aggressively at one of the people in the circle around him. Even I, who have seen this performance many times before, would flinch if that finger were pointed at me.

“These are all terms of abuse. Terms for abusers.”

Zach’s rich, deep voice loads the word “abusers” with such a burden of shame and guilt that some of those in the circle will not meet his eyes. One of the older women, the kind of woman I know Zach prefers, blushes until her pale skin almost matches her auburn hair.

“And yet, we all do it. Every one of us masturbates.”

Zach’s hands are open now; his arms are outstretched as he turns slowly to include the whole circle in that “we”. And surely if he, Zach, a man so beautiful, a man with such an electric sexual presence, a man that we all secretly want to be touched by, masturbates, then it must be OK. Mustn’t it?

“So why is something that we all do . . .” he paces the circle, trailing the question with him.

“That we all enjoy . . .” People are starting to smile.

He pauses, as I knew he would, in front of the auburn-haired-blusher; squats with graceful ease, looks into her face and says. “Something that some of us enjoy a great deal . . .”

She blushes again, but she is smiling now and making eye contact with Zach and we can see she would like a great deal more contact than that.

There is a moment of tension when we all wonder if he will touch her, when we all want him to touch her, when it seems that touching her is the only natural thing to do. And then, with a smile that is almost a caress, Zach stands and resumes pacing.

Zach’s motion, his interaction, his potential have charged the air with sex. It is into this atmosphere he launches his next question:

“So why does this activity, this little bit of finger fun, get so much abuse?”

Some people smile at the word play, but no one laughs. Zach’s body language makes it clear that this is not a time for laughter.

“I will give you the answer in one word: FEAR.”

Zach cuts across the circle in diagonals, keeping the momentum, underlining his point, reeling us in for the argument that will make us special.

“History teaches us that society uses terms of abuse to suppress that which it fears. And what it fears most are those truths that set us free.”

Zach points at himself. “I am a wanker.”

He points at a young man. “You are a wanker.” The young man winces, as if Zach had jabbed him with a stick.

“And you are a wanker.” Zach points quickly at a woman on the other side of the group.

“And you are a wanker.” This time Zach twists around as he makes the statement, and points at the first person he sees.

Zach smiles and spreads his arms. “We are all wankers. And we should be proud and yes, even grateful, that we are wankers. Wanking will set us free. And that freedom, that willingness to take our pleasure into our own hands, that refusal to be ground down by guilt and shame and the expectations of others . . . That freedom is what makes us frightening.”

The group stumbles over the turbulence created by this idea. A gaunt grey-haired man, the oldest in the circle, lets out an involuntary snort of surprise which he stifles when he feels Zach’s gaze upon him.

“I can see that not all of you believe me,” Zach says, walking slowly towards the man. “But in your heart . . .” His voice drops and he seems to be speaking only to the man in front of him. “In your heart, I know that you want to believe me.”

The room is completely silent. The mood of the group balances on a knife-edge between ridicule and acceptance. How the man reacts to Zach will colour everything that follows.

“It is your desire to believe, your need to be free, your dissatisfaction with a life filled with half-truths, that has brought you here.” As Zach says this he touches the man on the wrist. It is not a sexual act but it is an emotional one: a blessing, a gesture of acceptance, maybe even of forgiveness.

The old man nods his head, the knife blade twists, and we all tumble towards belief.

Zach moves back to the centre of the circle, ready to catch us as we fall. Everyone is looking at him. He looks at me. I wait until the first heads start to turn, then I walk towards him.

I look only at Zach, but I can feel the eyes of the group upon me, appraising me. I am not beautiful, like Zach. I am an ordinary looking white woman in my mid-thirties, with a plain face that is not ugly but is not memorable, and an average body that has started to thicken at the waist and thighs. My one glory is my hair, which is long and raven-black and falls freely to my arse.

And yet, ordinary as I am, I am at the centre of Zach’s attention. They all want to know why.

When I am directly in front of Zach, he kisses me gently on the forehead, places his hands on my shoulders and turns me so that my back is to him. He means the kiss to be affectionate but not sexual. He has kissed me this way many times before. It is the only way he has ever kissed me.

But intent does not determine outcome. I do not experience Zach’s kisses as a slightly more intimate form of shaking hands. When his lips touch me, my whole body responds: my nipples harden, my loins twitch, my mouth smiles, my fingers flex. I want to push my nipples into his mouth. I want to wrap my legs around his hips and grind myself against him. I want the hard heat of him to split me and fill me. I want to be skewered by the urgency of his desire. Each time he kisses me, these needs surge to the surface of my mind like a blush. I could not do what I am about to do, were it not for his kiss.

“A great man once said, ‘Love your neighbour as yourself.’ ” Zach says, “I say to you, ‘First learn to love yourself.’ ”

I am wearing a simple cotton dress with a floral print. My face has no makeup. My hair is loose. My feet are naked. Underneath the dress, I am wearing simple white cotton panties. My breasts are small and still firm. I have no need of a bra. I am being presented as the springtime self of everywoman.

“That love of yourself, once found, can be shared and multiplied. That love of self is the love that makes us strong enough to love others. It is the absence of that love that keeps us weak and afraid and alone.”

The dress is held up by two thin straps that tie off in bows at my shoulders. Zach’s hands rest upon my shoulders, next to each bow. I savour the heat of his flesh on mine and resist the temptation to push back into him.

“Over the course of this weekend we will all masturbate. We will learn to love ourselves. We will set ourselves free so that we can love others.”

I let my gaze roam over the group in front of me, not looking at anyone, but sensitising myself to their mood. Zach’s words still have most of their attention, but their curiosity sniffs at me, like a dog scenting something wild and enticing from the safety of his porch.

“We will masturbate alone and in groups, in public and in the deepest privacy.”

Zach takes his hands off my shoulders, my signal to begin. I am his word made flesh; the sizzle on his steak, the bait on his hook.

I close my eyes, cross my arms over my breasts, place each hand on the opposite shoulder and gently push down the shoulder straps of my dress. I slide my hands down my arms, letting the dress fall to the floor, leaving my breasts visible above my folded arms. I imagine a butterfly, delicate and beautiful, released from its chrysalis, spreading its wings in the warmth of the morning sun. For the next few minutes I will be that delicate beauty.

“Each time you masturbate . . .”

I focus on the soft seductive sound of Zach’s voice, so close to me, so concentrated on me, and let one hand travel up to my breast, the other down along my belly.

“. . . I want you to do what Eve here is doing. To surface your desire. To accept it. To let it inform your understanding of who you are and what you want.”

I cup my breast, pushing up gently from below, avoiding the nipple, concentrating on the round warm weight of the flesh. I know what I want. I want Zach’s arms around me. I want my hands to be his hands. I want to be his.

“When Eve first came to us, she was shy and confused and unhappy. Desire fought with guilt and was sabotaged by low-self esteem . . .”

I let myself remember the first time that I saw Zach. I was in the psych ward, being evaluated after my failed attempt at suicide. I took one quick look at Zach when he entered my room and then looked away, hiding my face behind my hair. He was the most beautiful man I had ever seen.

I was ashamed to be near him.

He had my file in his hand. He’d know what a failure I was. The men I’d wanted and couldn’t respond to (frigid bitch). The men I hadn’t wanted, who’d taken me anyway (cock-teasing cunt). The self-hate that I soaked in everyday until all I wanted was for everything to stop. He would know all that. I could not bear to look into the eyes of this beautiful man who knew these things about me.

Zach had squatted in front of me, pushed my hair back from my face, and let his hand rest against my cheek until I raised my gaze and looked at him.

“Eve,” he’d said, “Let me teach you how beautiful you are.”

I fell in love with him then. I’m in love with him still.

“Now,” Zach says, his voice coming from beside me, “Eve has learnt to love herself. She has learnt to be free.”

I am free. Free to serve Zach in any way I can. Free to be part of the life of this beautiful man. Free to love him even though he will never love me.

“Come closer,” Zach says to the circle around us. “See what freedom looks like.”

As Zach has taught me, I block off everything that is not to do with my deepest desire.

In my mind I am alone with Zach. We are in a circle of light in front of a mirror. My breast is cupped in one of his large hands. The tips of the fingers of his other hand push down beneath my panties and draw small circles of pleasure on my smooth mound. My hands are behind me, holding the tight hardness of his buttocks, pressing him forward until the heat of his erection is in the small of my back.

We are looking into each other’s eyes in the mirror. His mouth is on my neck, sucking, biting, setting the beat of his need for me. He closes his hand around my breast, rubbing his thumb back and forth across the nipple. I rise onto tiptoe and press my back into his chest. He slides one finger into me, slipping it in easily and insistently, levering me up into him, pressing the ball of his palm into my mound and then letting his long, slick finger curl up against those tiny ridges that bring me so much pleasure.

I can see the delight in his eyes. He can see the heat in mine. Then I close my eyes. He understands the signal that I’ve given him and bites hard on my neck. Joy, happiness, love flow through me until I am so filled that I glow.

I open my eyes and see the people gathered in front of me, the people who have just watched me bring myself slowly and silently, but joyfully, to climax. For a moment, I wonder where the mirror went. Then Zach is wrapping a kimono around me and I am, for a few seconds, in the only place I ever want to be, inside the strong circle of his arms.

From within this strength, I look at the crowd again. In most I see arousal, but in some faces I see more than that. I see hope. And relief at the presence of hope.

Zach whispers, “Thank you, Eve,” in my ear. I am filled with pride.

“So, my fellow masturbators,” Zach says, in a louder, more commanding voice, “are you ready to find out who you really are? Are you ready to set yourselves free?”

The people look as if they are waking from a dream. I gave them that dream. Now Zach can lead them to where they want to go.

The kimono Zach gave me has his smell on it. As he leads the group out of the lecture hall and towards their private booths, I wrap the silk more tightly around me, wanting to stay connected to him for as long as I can.


The Waters of Al Adra

Thomas S. Roche

The man was thirsty. Terribly thirsty.

It was all he knew and all he had ever known; everything of the world that presented itself to him was, now, an aspect of that terrible thirst. The sun high above him, the desert wind blowing, even the mere sight of the sand swirling in dancing devils around the feet of the many camels: Everything that leached the moisture from his flesh.

He didn’t know his name or where he came from or who these people were around him. He couldn’t even have told you the name of the beasts on which they all rode. He couldn’t have told you what country he was in, on what continent it resided, or how he had come to be on an endless desert plain with his blood like acid in his veins. But then again, no one was asking.

The man slumped in the harness, suddenly aware that the camel was swaying back and forth, that they were moving – rather quickly, it seemed to him. His limbs felt heavy; it took him some time to understand that he could move, as if the knowledge of motion had bled from him with the water. He reached out awkwardly, his arm tangled in tattered brown robes, and touched the man in front of him, the man driving the camel.

The camel driver turned and looked, his face swathed in a brown veil.

Trying to speak was impossible. His lips were parched, his tongue swollen. He gestured toward his mouth, making a strangling sound deep in his throat.

The camel driver called something out ahead of him; the caravan ground to a halt. The lead driver, a man with very dark skin and a big bushy moustache, came riding back and the two drivers began arguing in a strange language.

Arabic, thought the man. The language was called Arabic. He felt sure he should have understood it, should have known what they were saying. A flash of memory came to him: Weeks, months spent in language class, wearing a stiff uniform. The wool had felt prickly on his flesh, as the robes did now. He had learned this language from another man in a different uniform. He was sure the uniform had been different than his own. He was sure the man teaching him had not carried a gun, but at some point, the man remembered, he himself had fired one.

The lead driver finally shrugged, gestured toward the man, and spat on the ground.

The driver bent down, produced a skin bag and uncapped the nozzle. The man became aware of hands on his face, pulling away the rough cotton. He became aware of a nozzle against his lips, and in an instant he remembered another image from another life: suckling at another skin bag, this one female and giving him sustenance. He let out a desperate moan and felt his hands coming out of his tangled robes, grasping the skin bag, yanking it out of the driver’s hands. The driver struggled with him, tried to take it back. The man pushed him, and the driver lost his balance and went falling out of the saddle, uttering what sounded like curses.

Water. The word came to him in a rush as he sucked it from the bag, as it streamed into his mouth. Salvation. Memories began to flood back to him: Planes overhead, dropping bombs; artillery shells and shouts of “Incoming!” Laughter coming from the lead driver. How beautiful his sister looked in her wedding dress, dancing with their father on the balcony of their home overlooking the Tennessee River. The driver standing beside him, trying to grab the bag away. The touch of a woman’s lips in the back seat of a Packard, smelling cigarettes and her perfume as he unbuttoned her blouse. Two veiled women, no, three, opening their robes, placing his hands on their breasts, kissing him, the wives of a man he loved like a brother, and they were as sisters. Kicking the driver in the face. An Arab man in his arms, the Arab’s head a jigsaw puzzle of brain and bone as the German soldier desperately sought to reload and he, the man, raised his revolver, screaming.

Then the convulsions began, the man’s body jerking so violently he slipped from the harness and fell, one foot still in the stirrup. As he fell, the bag of water came out of his grasp and he reached for it, desperately, unable to hold on; then his eyes went snapping shut as a new round of spasms racked his twisting body in mid-air. He heard himself screaming, felt his stomach contracting, felt the rush of the ground and the pain of impact as water streamed from his lips and he began coughing uncontrollably.

He vomited all the water until the parched sand had drunk it all. He watched it disappear into air and Earth, his eyes wide in disbelief as the horrible thirst returned to him. He began to cry suddenly, tears flooding from his eyes as his nose began to run and he felt his bladder voiding, causing a stabbing pain in his loins. His ears, too, felt liquid, the world swirling around him as he lost his balance. He found himself on hands and knees, his stomach heaving though there was no more water for it to give up. His tears poured to the ground.

The driver stood over the man, still cursing. The driver took out his revolver.

Dr Thornhill was napping upstairs when the merchants brought the American into the lobby, so it was Mrs Thornhill who first recognized the signs of water fever. The man was far too weak to walk; the innkeeper told the merchants to lay him on the wicker couch. He looked like he was at death’s door.

Elise’s Arabic was weak, but she overheard and understood the symptoms: the American was unable to take water into his body even as he purged it, and he had experienced gradual but total loss of memory as the water left his body. Now he did not even know his own name.

She felt a stab of panic; while water fever was one of the least contagious of this country’s many maladies, there was still the slim chance of transmission through direct transfer of what little fluid his body retained. She heard the Arabic word for “bath” and felt she had to speak, even though she knew she was unlikely to be taken seriously, especially without her husband there.

“Do you speak French? Alingli’zia, Hal Tatakalm Alingli’zia?” The men ignored her and continued their discussion of how they would bathe the man. “I’m a nurse, I was trained as a nurse,” she said, “Infirmière, Krankenschwester,” seeking desperately for the Arabic word and not finding it. “Doctor,” she finally said, “I’m a doctor.”

The innkeeper continued to ignore her, as he’d done since they first stopped in this outpost, but one of the merchants stopped and looked at her. He was an Arab with very dark skin and a thick moustache in that style some colonial Englishmen favored.

“You say you’re a doctor?” he asked, and she was surprised to hear him speaking in English.

“A nurse, actually. I was trained as a nurse. I haven’t worked since . . . since the war. But I’ve read about water fever. You must not bathe him.”

The innkeeper waved his hand dismissively at her and started speaking in a different dialect, one she didn’t understand at all. But the dark-skinned man was listening. “Why not?” he asked her.

“If you bathe him, his body will absorb the water through his flesh. He’ll die immediately. If you give him any water, you could kill him.”

“But he hasn’t taken water in four days. He couldn’t drink anything, or even eat any food. Each time he tried he purged it. We’ve been in the desert. He’ll die soon anyway.”

She nodded. There was a great sadness in the dark man’s eyes.

“Then how do we save him?” he asked. His voice faltered, cracked. He grabbed her shoulders. “Tell me how to save him!”

She stood, mute, unable to say it, destroyed by the sadness in the dark man’s eyes. It terrified her to see men cry, and Arab men sometimes scared her even after months in this country.

It had been many years since she’d seen men die. “It’s almost always fatal.”

He looked like he was going to hit her. “There must be something we can do!”

She shook her head. “My husband’s a doctor. He’ll tell you the same.”

The dark man released her and started speaking very quickly to the innkeeper in what sounded like two or three different dialects. Elise watched as they took away the shroud that covered the man’s face.

Her hand came to her mouth. She made a strangled noise.

The three men looked at her.

“It’s Perry,” she said, her voice cracking.

The dark man stared blankly. “You know my friend?”

She stared at him, her eyes following every crevasse that had been etched in Perry’s face since she’d seen him ten years before. Perry’s lips began moving wordlessly, faint gasping sounds coming from them as he tried to speak. “I knew him in the war,” she said. “He was at El Alamein. I was a nurse.”

“Did you know him well?”

“No,” she lied. “He was just a patient. He had a head wound. Shrapnel from an artillery shell. He had lost his memories for a time. He got them back.”

The dark man nodded, a dour expression on his face.

“Well, it appears he has lost them again.”

The burning had increased; it coursed through his body. He could feel his loins inflamed; he had not urinated successfully since that time he’d tried to drink water. Sometimes the inflammation caused him to become hard; in those moments, all he was aware of was his sexual need, as if that was all that had ever been or ever would be. He welcomed those moments because it took his mind off the pain in the rest of his body. His lips were blistered and cracked; his tongue so filled his mouth that when he saw the woman’s face and tried to speak, all that came out were strained hissing noises.

He felt sure that he knew her, but he did not know from where. Since he didn’t know anything else about himself, about her, or about the men who carried him down the hall, this did not seem out of the ordinary. He felt them cutting away his robes, which were crusted to his body with filth.

“No water,” he heard the woman’s voice. “You can wipe, but only with alcohol. No, that alcohol’s not pure enough. My husband has the pure kind in his bag.”

“Don’t try to speak,” he heard someone say, distantly, a male voice, familiar, with an accent like one mixed from two places he had called home at two very different times. He realized that his lips had been moving, that he had been trying to ask the woman how he knew her.

“Dying?” he heard himself ask, unaware of what it might mean.

“You will be fine, my friend. The English woman has gone to fetch her husband. He is a doctor. The English have the best doctors, that’s what everyone says. She’s a friend of yours, eh?”

Perry heard men arguing in Arabic. There were bootsteps as two of them stormed off. The dark man sat next to him, holding his hand.

“There is a cure, my friend. We will find you a cure. If the French doctor does not have one for you, we will take you to the baths at Al Adra. There, anything can be cured. And you mustn’t worry about the price.”

Al Adra. The words had meaning, he was sure, but he could not find it in his mind. He felt the touch of lips, the taste of liquor and kif, the scratch of beard and the moist, slick feel of a tongue against his. His tongue twitched at the intrusion and he remembered that the man’s name was Majid. Then a new wave of convulsions went through his body and he began to black out. He heard himself screaming. Majid held him down to keep him from rolling off of the bed.

“Even a kiss will kill you, my friend,” he heard a voice dimly, distantly. “My tongue’s a serpent to you, now. Not so different from the usual state of affairs, I suppose. Love has always been poisonous in the desert. Your English girlfriend seems to remember that.”

“Your wife said it couldn’t be cured.”

Thornhill paused, his stethoscope pressed against Perry’s bare chest.

“Water fever is 90 percent fatal, yes.”

“Then my friend will die.”

“I’m afraid that’s one possibility.”

“Spoken like a true Englishman,” said Majid. “We will take him to Al Adra. There he will die, or be cured.” There was a profound sadness in his voice, and when Elise looked at him she felt a catch in her chest, and she heard herself crying, as if it were on a phonograph record. She tried to tell herself she wasn’t crying. “He will bathe in the waters of Al Adra.”

“I told you, water will kill him. Inside or outside his body.”

“Al Adra’s waters are different.”

“You’re not going to tell me some Arab fairy story about a magic oasis filled with naked harem girls, are you? That story was invented for a Tijuana Bible.”

Majid shrugged and left the room.

A single tear fell from Elise’s cheek as she leaned over to adjust Perry’s pillow. She watched it splashed across his lips, and his whole body convulsed with agony.

“Elise,” he said. “Your name’s Elise,” and the rest was lost in a siren song of plaintive wailing as he shook all over, and would have rolled onto the floor if Elise and hadn’t held him down.

“How the devil did he know your name?”

She lied in a whisper. “I introduced myself to his friend. He must have overheard.”

“So now you’re on a first name basis with the Arabs?” said Thornhill.

Elise turned away.

He realized that he was naked, that his clothes had been removed somehow. He couldn’t imagine how; perhaps he had always been naked, always. He smelled something and remembered that it was called alcohol. He remembered smelling it long ago while he groped after his memories. That recollection came flooding back to him: His head bandaged, and this same woman’s face looking down at him, telling him it was going to be all right. Only that time, her face had not been streaked with tears.

He felt the gentle stroke of the compresses all over his body: face, arms, hands, feet, legs, body. He felt cold hands and on his loins, felt the sting in the head of his penis, felt a sudden stabbing pain as he grew.

Through the pain he felt her touch, and something told him it should be familiar even though it was not. It was a businesslike touch, as if she were doing something disgusting. The pain in his loins grew more intense as she finished wiping him; his sex throbbed in agony that didn’t diminish.

“Let’s turn him over.”

He heard himself crying out as his erection pressed against the clean linens. The man ignored it, but the woman reached under and adjusted him, making it slightly less painful. He felt her hands again, softer this time, on his back, his shoulders, his buttocks.

“It’s true, you know.” It was the woman’s voice.

“What’s true?”

“About Al Adra,” she said. “I read a journal article about three cases of paralysis.”

“So now you’re reading my medical journals? I thought you liked detective novels.”

“It was just after the war. They couldn’t explain it, but it was well documented. Two Egyptian women who had been injured in accidents. Paraplegic. And one man paralyzed in the war.”

“What happened?”

“They bathed in Al Adra. The two women regained use of their legs.”

“And the man?”

“He died.”

“Well there you have it. Pure coincidence, I’m sure. I’d like to see a more thorough study, but this is hardly the time for it.”

“Roger, the American’s going to die,” said the woman. “You lied to his friend.”

“It’s not always fatal.”

“Much more than 90 percent, though.”

“You think we should take this American to some legendary Shangri-La off in the desert that probably doesn’t even exist?”

“I talked to the innkeeper. He’s been there.”

“Oh, was he paraplegic once, too?”

“No, he didn’t go into the baths, just saw what’s left of the town. He says it’s only a few hours by car.”

“Elise, be serious! We are not letting them take our car!”

“We’ll go with them. There’s room. We can lay him out on the back seat.”

“It’s a fairy story, Elise. Don’t be ridiculous. Don’t let your Irish heritage get the best of you.”

He heard heavy footsteps stomping away. The door of the hotel room slammed shut. With some difficulty, the woman turned him over again.

He felt her face against his, heard her soft sobbing. She placed her head on his chest, cheek to flesh, and cried for a long while.

“I don’t love him like I loved you, Alec,” she said softly, and it seemed like the first time he had ever heard that word. Did it mean something? He felt sure that it did, but he couldn’t imagine what. “He’s an arrogant prig. I hate the English. He makes love to me like it’s a distasteful act, when he bothers to do it at all. He touches as little of me as possible.” She cried for a long while, her face still on his chest. “I thought I loved him for a while after you left me. I would have loved any man who was there to help me forget you. How I envy you, Alec. You’ve really lost everything, haven’t you?”

He became aware that he was still naked. The dry air felt good on his flesh. He was no longer in pain; in fact, he felt nothing but the warmth of her face on his chest.

“Have you had many women since me? Pretty harem girls, dressed up in veils and finger cymbals for you?” She sobbed softly for a time. “I guess you don’t even know, do you. Probably best that way. Don’t think I hate you, Alec. I know why you left. I knew many soldiers. I heard about the things you saw. I would have left, too. It would take an incredible man to be able to love after seeing those things. And you’re incredible, but maybe you’re not that incredible.”

He felt her hand on his cock; he felt a sudden surge of feeling, a brief flash of pain, the warmth of her breath brushing his lips as her hand moved up and down, stroking him. He heard her breathing quicken, felt her grip tighten on his cock.

“You were my first,” she whispered. “I never told you that.”

He arched his back, cried out softly. Her lips touched his, her tongue grazing his own, and everything flooded back to him in a wave of pleasure. Memories of her lips, that hand, her body against his. His name was Perry. His name was Alec Perry and he was from Knoxville, Tennessee. Her name was Elise and she was twenty-three when they’d known each other, and he had remembered nothing. The doctors told him he had a wife in Tennessee, but he couldn’t even recall the woman’s name until after the news had come from home that she had died having a son. Her name was Emily. The child died as well.

Elise kissed him harder, her spit dampening his thirsty tongue, and a pain began to course through him as his memories of Emily mingled with those of Elise. The curve of Emily’s body where Elise’s was flat. The weight of Emily’s hip where Elise’s was spare. Elise’s kiss left his lips, descended his body like a spiral staircase, the trail of a tongue moistening his flesh.

Then her warm mouth was on his cock, her tongue swirling still, around the head, her lips around his base, again, again while her hand rested lower, stroking between his legs, a brief respite and the words from her lips: “Make me forget, Alec, make me forget you,” her breath desert-hot on his sex as she hovered for an instant, before he felt her mouth on him again, her fingers curving around his shaft.

He remembered her doing this to him on a barren clifftop overlooking a rocky plain beneath an endless, endless sky. And, stranger still, he remembered saying those same words to her: “Make me forget, Elise, make me forget you,” knowing his flight left the next day. He could feel his flesh leaching the spit from her mouth as his back arched, as he reached his climax with her mouth locked around his cock and felt a moment of ecstatic release as the vision came upon him: Elise illuminated in the slanted African light of an Algiers hotel room, a breathtaking moment becoming a Kandinsky as it came apart violently in his mind, the flesh of his cock beginning to sizzle as he purged explosively into her mouth, his own mouth popping wide open and his eyes suddenly spurting tears in the very instant he heard her say, ten years before and yesterday in the echoes of El Alamein: “You’ve already forgotten me, Alec.”

He began to scream. She sat bolt upright, her mouth dripping, and clamped her hand over his mouth. Her hands shook as she drew cool starched linens over his body. His eyes poured water like faucets and his cock still spouted semen, soaking the sheets. He felt more sheets as his eyes came open, blurry with the tears, and he wondered what he was doing here, who this woman was and why she looked so familiar. He heard the heavy footsteps, heard a cry of alarm.

“He wet himself,” he heard the woman saying hoarsely, sounding as if her mouth had been burned.

“You’ve been crying,” he heard the Englishman’s voice.

“Crying? Don’t be ridiculous. The alcohol stung my eyes. He’s having an attack. He wet himself.”

Perry felt the Englishman’s hands on his wrists, pressing hard. He saw the Englishman’s face through a sea of tears. Elise bent over him and dabbed the tears from his cheeks.

“He’s very far along. He’s going to die.”

“I think we should drive him to Al Adra.”

“Leprechauns,” said the Englishman. “Fairies and leprechauns.”

“It’s worth a try.”

“All right,” he said. “If it’ll make you happy. But the Arab has to pay for the petrol. It’s gotten bloody expensive lately. We’ll leave in the morning.”

“Roger, this man will be dead in the morning.”

“I am not driving this man out to some fairy oasis in the middle of the night.”

“The heat will kill him if we take him during the day. Even if he survives the night, and you know he won’t.”

The Englishman grumbled.

He looked up at her as she wiped his face with an alcohol swab. She had a name, he was sure of it. He opened his mouth to say it, thinking it would come to him before he spoke, but it did not. All that came out was a strangled gasp.

“You’re sure you weren’t crying?” The doctor again, grabbing his wife’s wrist.

“Roger, don’t be ridiculous. Let go.”

“This is the turn, right here.”

“How can you recognize it? Looks like one big flat plain of hard-baked nothing, to me.”

“To me, too,” said Majid. “That’s how I can recognize the turn.”

“How’s our friend doing?” said Thornhill, puffing on a thin Egyptian cigar.

“Worse,” said Elise. “How much further is it?”

“It’s impossible to know,” said Majid. “It varies.”

“Well, isn’t that just the cat’s pajamas,” said Thornhill spitefully. “What’s supposed to be special about this place, anyway?”

“Once there were three sisters there, married to three brothers who were very wealthy and powerful merchants. Their husbands were cruel to them. The husbands went off to trade with the French—”

“Always a bad idea,” said Thornhill.

“– and they did not come back for many years. The sisters were happy, and learned to live happily without men.”

“This sounds like one of those Tijuana Bibles again,” grumbled Thornhill.

“Roger!” spat Elise. “He’s telling a story!”

“Al Adra had been an outpost for many years before the French came. There was water there, an oasis, very important on the trade routes north, which is why the brothers were so powerful. Beautiful baths were created from the natural waters. While the brothers were gone, the sisters because leaders of their village, and slowly the men became less and less important and the women began to run things. The three sisters became the leaders of the village.”

“Sounds like America,” said Thornhill, and Elise frowned bitterly at the back of his head.

“When the three brothers came back from trading with the French, they were furious that their wives were now in charge. All at once, they pulled out their knives and stabbed the sisters, who bled to death in the waters of Al Adra.”

Elise looked into Perry’s eyes and began to cry again. She wanted to kiss him very badly, and would have done so even with Thornhill and Majid there, if she hadn’t been terrified that the kiss might kill him.

“That’s what happens when you piss off an Arab,” said Thornhill.

“Instantly the town was swallowed by a sandstorm,” said Majid. “My English friend, that is what happens when you piss off a woman.”

Thornhill swallowed and fell silent. Majid began to laugh heartily.

“Ever since then, the baths have been known for their healing properties. But only for women: men are not allowed to bathe in the waters of Al Adra.”

“Then why the hell did we bring your friend here?” Thornhill spat testily.

Majid was silent for a long time.

“There are consequences to everything that is done,” he said.

“Speaking of which,” said Thornhill. He stopped the car in the middle of what passed for a road, got out and stumbled over to the side a bit, as if annoyed that it was improper to urinate in front of his wife.

“You and Perry were lovers,” said Majid. “He cared for you very much.”

Elise felt a stab of fear, as if her secrets had been wrested from her. “How . . . how did you know?”

“He talked of you often. He loved you very much. He looked for you in Algiers after the war, but he could not find you.”

“I . . . I’d changed my name,” she said, her voice hoarse. She looked down at the unmoving Perry, whose breathing had slowed to an alarming rate.

“I now gather. Your husband and you are not well suited for each other.”

Elise began to cry, unable to hold back the tears any longer. “Alec left me.”

“He was very sorry he did that. He never forgave himself.”

Elise sobbed, her face sinking to Perry’s chest. “You pig,” she whispered. “You fucking pig.”

“That’s the spirit,” said Majid, laughing. “That is the spirit of Al Adra.”

Thornhill got back in the car and started the engine.

“My friend would like your wife very much,” said Majid enigmatically. “He only liked spunky women. My wives would have been perfect for him if they hadn’t already been married to me. But then, that is not as much of a challenge in my home as it is in yours.”

Elise felt her anger flaring still more; she sat up and stared at Majid.

“What’s that supposed to mean? That you two had a harem together? That you like spunky women too, you pig?”

Majid laughed, harder than ever.

“Contrary to what your ‘Tijuana Bibles’ might say, Mrs Thornhill, no man ever has a harem. If he’s selected his wives properly, the harem has him.”

“Well, that’s all very titillating,” said Thornhill. “Who lives at this place, anyway?”

“The town is gone, but the baths remain. As do the three sisters, more beautiful than ever.”

“Oh, for God’s sake,” said Thornhill. “I should turn this car around right now.”

“Don’t you dare!” snapped Elise.

“There’s no need,” said Majid. “We are here.”

What was left of the town had the look of a colonial outpost, which made Elise wonder about the truth of Majid’s story. Perhaps he had just been making something up to pass the time. There were just a few scattered buildings looking weathered and worn, and there was no one on the streets – if you could even call them streets. It was all deserted.

The sun was just coming up as Majid and Thornhill carried Perry’s unconscious body into a large building. It had a sign in a script that didn’t appear to be Arabic. There was no door on the building, but inside it was strangely dark and smelled of spices.

“Through here,” said Majid, jerking his head to indicate a hallway. Elise followed. She could smell a wet kind of scent, one that awakened her senses and made her a little frightened.

“I say,” muttered Thornhill. “I wouldn’t mind having my revolver.”

Majid laughed. “No bandits would ever think of coming here.”

“Seems likely to me. We could end up dead in those fairy tale baths of yours.”

The building was furnished with broken-down tables and corroded cushions and tapestries, like it had all been abandoned in an instant. It looked like a cross between one of those Old West towns and a fortune-teller’s tent. Deep inside, they found a big wooden door. Majid motioned and he and Thornhill set Perry on the ground.

“You and I cannot go any further,” said Majid.

“What? Are you crazy?”

“I should have mentioned it before. Beyond this door are the baths. It is dangerous for us to continue.” He looked at Elise. “Can you carry him?”

“I . . . I don’t think so.” Perry easily had seventy-five pounds on Elise.

“Then you’ll have to drag him. If we go in, it will be very dangerous. It’s risky enough taking Perry himself. Men are not allowed.”

“See here, I’m not letting you send my wife into some bandit stronghold where she’s going to get raped and—”

“Roger, please!” shouted Elise, feeling her anger flare again. “Don’t make this more difficult than it is.”

Thornhill fumed. “If you’re going in alone, then I’m getting my revolver.” He stormed back down the hall.

“Why didn’t you tell us this before?” asked Elise, looking at Majid.

“Because your husband never would have let us come.”

“Spoken like a true liar.”

“Please. I swear, this is not an elaborate trick. You know Perry. You know he is a good man. Would he allow himself to be used like this? And to what end?”

“You promise me I won’t be hurt?”

“I promise you that since the day the three sisters died, no one has ever been hurt at Al Adra.”

“Except that paraplegic man who died,” said Elise angrily.

Majid laughed. “Ah, yes. That’s an interesting story. Remind me to tell it to you some day.”

They heard Thornhill’s footsteps down the corridor. Majid leaned close to Elise and grabbed her arm.

“You need to know something,” he said. “Al Adra means ‘the virgin’.”

“Why do I need to know that?”

“Each person who bathes in the waters becomes a virgin.”

Elise started to laugh, hysterically, like she had finally cracked. She grabbed Majid’s wrist and pushed him away.

“Just because I’m more open to your culture than my pigheaded husband is, that doesn’t mean I’m a complete idiot.”

Majid shrugged. “Suit yourself. If you do this you will most certainly save my friend’s life, but there are always consequences to things that are done.”

“Like what?”

“If he recovers, will you go away with him? Leave your husband?”

“That’s none of your business,” snapped Elise.

“But it is. Alec Perry is much more than a friend to me. It would kill him to remember you again and then lose you . . . again.”

“In the first place, he didn’t lose me last time; he left me. In the second place, I’m married, Majid. Married. That’s a sacred pledge I’ve made, and it’s ‘Till death us do part.’ ”

“You don’t believe that any more than I do. Go into the waters, Elise. Perhaps you will save your lover’s life for a third time.”

“Christ, it took me forever to find those cartridges,” said Thornhill as he appeared around the corner holding his ancient service revolver. “All right, now, Majid, if this is a trick, you’re in serious trouble.”

“If it is a trick,” said Majid, looking pointedly at Elise, “it is our friend Perry who is in trouble.”
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Perry looked in such a shambles that it terrified Elise to move him, much less to drag him down the rough-hewn stone stairs into the basement of the building. He was wrapped in a white cotton robe stained with his filth. His skin was dry; where her fingers dug into the flesh at the top of his arm, there remained four deep imprints, as if his skin could not rebound from its previous trauma.

But Perry was not a heavy man to begin with. Elise managed to get him down the rough-hewn stairs a few at a time, her body aching with the effort and hurting in sympathy with his. She made it halfway down. She was getting tired. Below, she could smell the baths, wet and earthy. Three more steps. She had to sit down and rest. She sat on the stairs, her back against the wall of the stairwell, her hand brushing softly through Alec’s hair. She could hear voices below, softly whispering as if in prayer. She felt her heart pounding. She realized that she was terrified, and that she felt hot.

“Oh, God,” she whispered. “What have I done?”

She fought a sudden urge to run back upstairs, until she realized that she was equally terrified of going there. She tried to stand, felt herself swaying, looked down at the man’s face. She wondered who he was.

“Alec,” she said. “Is your name Alec?”

His eyes came open and he stared at her, dully, recognizing nothing.

“Christ, what have I done?” she heard herself whispering, wondering almost as soon as it was said why she had said it. She knew all of a sudden that she must get this man, whoever he was, downstairs, that she must bathe him in the waters of Al Adra. But when she bent over to take hold of his shoulders, she felt her entire body convulse. The world spun around her.

Her stomach seized and a torrent of vomit and water poured over the nameless man’s feet and down the stairs. She could hear his flesh sizzling, burning. Then all she was aware of was the overwhelming pain throughout her body. Her tear ducts began to work violently, pumping tears into her eyes so they spilled over her cheeks and onto his flesh, sizzling, sizzling, steam rising everywhere as she felt her bladder voiding, hot urine running down her legs.

“Elise? What the devil is going on down there? I’m coming down!”

She did not know whose voice it was, but she knew it was very important that he did not come down here. She spat, turned toward the sound, speaking with a voice that came from another life. “No, no, darling, don’t. Don’t come down, you’ll spoil it. Everything is fine. I’m doing fine.”

“Are you sure? It sounds like a cholera ward down there!”

“Everything is fine. Please don’t come down.”

Then her whole body seized again, and she voided once more, and she fell across the man’s body and felt his skin burning hers. She looked down at her soiled khakis and shirt, and knew she must get rid of them.

Her muscles felt paralyzed, tortured. She pulled at the buttons, managing to get the pants and her blouse undone, her body purging water still as she wriggled out of her clothes and, then, out of her undergarments. She began to slide down the stairs, knowing that she must fight down the screams that rose in her throat. More water came pouring out of her eyes, and she could feel her body slick with sweat.

She remembered, all of a sudden. The first phase consists of violent purging of all excess water in the body, she heard in her head. She remembered reading the words in a medical journal as she sat in a cafe in Algiers, an annoying Englishman speaking extemporaneously on Russian politics. This occurs only 18 hours after exposure. As unpleasant as the first phase is, Phase two is even more dramatic: The patient’s cells themselves begin to give up their water.

Then the words were gone, and she knew only that she lay naked at the foot of a long flight of stairs, the damp air burning her lungs as she tried to remember how she had come to be there. And then, inexplicably, she stopped trying.

He could feel her memories soaking into his flesh as it sizzled; the water her body had purged sent spasms of pain through him even as the visions hit. Him in that same Algiers hotel room, beautiful in a way he’d never seen himself. A hard cock filling her mouth – his own, and his hand gripping hers. His body atop hers, deep inside her, telling Elise he loved her and always would. Then the pain began, and he felt himself purging. Water flowed from his tear ducts; his skin gave off sweat that instantly became steam, boiling into the moist air of Al Adra. It was only then that he realized he couldn’t see. With the purging, the visions had gone, too: now he was alone in his darkness.

He felt arms around his shoulders, dragging him down the stairs until he felt a hard, flat surface under him. He felt them unwrapping the robes that covered him. Their hands touched him, inspecting his genitals. He heard them speaking, arguing in Arabic: Three voices, and for an instant he knew that they were higher than his own, that these were things called women, that the being whose memories had echoed through him a moment ago was also called that, though he could not remember what those memories were. He also knew that he was thirsty: terribly thirsty, and that when one was thirsty one drank something called water. Then he didn’t even remember that, only that he was nude and being dragged, and that suddenly he felt something warm all over his body and that a high voice was crying out.

He could feel them against him: two creatures, holding him. Their flesh brought pleasure; he could feel their curves surrounding him as they guided him into the middle of the pool. His eyes came open and he saw murky strands of sunlight filtering down from far overhead, illuminating two beautiful faces, close to his.

First one, then the other, pressed her lips to his. He tasted their tongues as they repeated the ritual, moistening his mouth with theirs, naked bodies against his own. He remembered experiencing this before, with many of these creatures, their bodies bleeding ecstasy into his own as he touched them. These women had dark skin and dark hair and were by far more beautiful than most he had touched. They were speaking a language he didn’t recognize at first; then, all of a sudden, he knew it was called Arabic and that at one time he had known it well. He felt the women’s hands on his face, brushing him with water, and then between his legs, caressing him under the surface. He felt himself getting hard.

In the shafts of sunlight he could see two more women, both naked, one with hair the color of desert sunlight, one with skin and hair the color of the others. The pale one was being bathed by the dark-haired one. She was gasping, sobbing uncontrollably. The two women kissed and the sobbing stopped. The pale woman silently descended and disappeared.

He felt himself sinking, too, falling beneath the surface.

He opened his mouth and it flooded. He gulped. He felt himself shuddering. He sank to the bottom of the pool, realizing that this was the thing called water, that it was surrounding him, that he existed only as part of it. Then, as he drew the water into his lungs, he knew that he no longer existed at all – if he ever had.

She was first aware of the pain in her loins; she tried to recall what it signified, but she couldn’t. Then the pain subsumed itself into pleasure, as she felt a mouth down there, hungry, seeking. A tongue against her sex, something she’d never experienced. A body against hers, a female body: Also unknown to her. Then, suddenly, gently, insistently, she felt another mouth on hers, kissing, tongue pressing in. Another woman. Small, tight breasts upon her belly, smooth, hairless thighs closing softly around her face, her own mouth pressing to another woman’s body and tasting salt and tangy musk. Hearing the softness of moans as her tongue explored the woman’s body. This was a younger woman atop her, she knew, a virgin. From the young woman’s sex, she began to drink, thirst rushing over her as she tried to recall her own name, and the woman’s.

Her hands found the young woman’s curves, from the delicate slope of her shoulders to the curve of her waist, settling finally on the swell of the woman’s hips and ass, bringing the woman’s sex more firmly against her face as her tongue desperately worked, seeking nourishment. The woman moaned, her hips bucking; there was a cry, a gentle sob, and then a swift exhalation of breath as it came on her, the sudden knowledge: She was Elise, and this woman . . . this woman was familiar to her. Had they made love before? That was impossible, for Elise knew with absolute certainty that she, herself, was a virgin.

The woman’s mouth did not stop after she reached her peak; if anything, it increased its voraciousness. Elise felt surrounded, deliriously overpowered by the press of the younger woman’s naked body atop hers, the swell of her breasts, the iron strength of her arms. It was as she realized that she was mounting toward something beautiful, something terrifying, that she felt the woman’s fingers inside her, stretching, pressing against her hymen. Elise realized that she should not be a virgin: neither she nor the girl should be, and all the laws of God and man had been broken by their becoming virgins again. As the girl’s fingers penetrated her, Elise came with a brief gasp of surprise. It was as if she couldn’t believe it was happening, as if she didn’t know what to call it: And she realized, all of a sudden, that she didn’t. Nor did she need to.

She felt the woman’s mouth on her own, tasted her own sex. Sharp, strong, overwhelming. They kissed, embracing on the wet earth.

“Elise! What’s going on down there? Damn it all, Elise, answer me or I’m coming down there!” She had the sense that the voice should be familiar to her, and that it was somehow very wrong that it wasn’t. But she also had the sense that she shouldn’t worry about it.

Elise saw three women, also naked, surrounding them, holding out clean, ephemeral white robes.

“Call her Adara,” said one of the women softly, and Elise understood it perfectly. “It means ‘virgin,’ and that’s what your lover has become. Don’t lose her a second time.” It took her a moment to realize the woman was speaking Arabic.

“Elise, I’m going to count to three!”

Elise watched, transfixed, as the three women descended beneath the waters of Al Adra, and she was left alone with her virgin lover.

“I don’t understand why we couldn’t bring his body back,” Thornhill was saying. “There could be trouble with the authorities.”

“That is not how it is done here,” said Majid, his eyes riveted on the girl, who slept, white-robed, in the dazed woman’s arms as the car rocked softly back and forth. “The waters of Al Adra will see to him.”

Thornhill laughed.

“That’s not much comfort, given that my wife came out of there with her clothes long gone and some underage tart in her arms that I now have to look after. Is this some kind of scam to pass off orphaned girls, Majid?”

“You do not need to look after her, Dr Thornhill. I will look after the girl.”

Slowly, sleepily, the girl’s eyes came open, and she looked into Majid’s face. She lifted her hand and placed it on his cheek, and slowly shook her head back and forth. Tears formed and rolled down Majid’s cheeks. The girl closed her eyes and went back to sleep, the woman’s arms curved casually around her.

“I’m leaving,” said Elise, not sure why she was saying it or why it was necessary, only knowing that it was.

“Great idea,” said Thornhill. “Let’s head back to Tangier. Things were less confusing there.”

“No,” said the woman. “I’m leaving you.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

“I’m not.”

“Where would you go if you left me, Elise?”

“Who says I need to go anywhere?”

He was struck speechless for a moment. Then, “We’ll talk about this later,” said Thornhill.

“I’m sure we will,” said Elise, and softly kissed the girl. She ran her hand though her lover’s hair, still wet with the waters of Al Adra. The girl opened her eyes and dreamily stared into Elise’s. Her full lips moved and Elise heard the words “I’ve forgotten.” Faintly, the girl smiled.

Elise could not remember who Thornhill was or why it was important that she say she was leaving him – nor did she remember who this virgin had been. She had the sense that she had been, at one time, important, and that now they would be together in a way they could not have been before – but that was merely a suspicion, and a vague one. For certain, Elise knew only that for it to be the beginning, it must sometimes be the end.


Spike
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The minute I see the shoes, I know I want them. Scratch that – I need them. They are practically talking to me, curving their lips into a gleaming, gooey grin that makes my feet itch to try them on. Their siren song lures me across the store until they are all I see. I pick them up, fondle them, tracing my fingertips along the smooth, supple leather, imagining them on my feet, my feet caressing Jack’s cheek, Jack’s tongue licking the edges. Their black surface is sleek, shiny and perfect, crafted to look like a gorgeous piece of art, the kind you might hang on your wall and draw stares for miles, but it’s the spike of the heel that really does it for me. They are sharp and pointed, like a knife; they could do real damage, both to the wearer and to anyone standing in her way. They are also tall; when I try them on, I feel like I’ve been gifted with those extra inches I’ve always considered my birthright. I stare down at my feet, not in the mirror, but live, right before my eyes, and know they are right. I march over to the counter, take one off and hold it up to be scanned, then slide it back on, feeling the power wash over me, slowly but quite surely.

They hurt when I slip them on, I won’t deny it, but it seemed a fair trade-off: I’d suffer some pain, he’d suffer more. The he in question was my new lover Jack. We’d only been together once but he’d immediately dazzled me with his ability not only to submit, but to get me to want him to do more, to go further into our roleplaying until it is less playing and more simply being. Dominance is something I innately warm to, but only under the proper circumstances. I don’t walk into a room and instantly want to see every guy there down on his hands and knees. No, it doesn’t have mass appeal to me. But when the right guy comes along, watch out. Jack had started out with the typical macho bullshit with me, at some overly hip bar I wasn’t even sure why I’d wandered into. He’d teased me about my hair, acted like he’d never seen someone who looked like me, almost goth with my pale skin, jet-black hair, tattoos and piercing gaze. I don’t look like the kind of girl you mess with, and when I grabbed his wrist and pulled him into the hallway he started to get the picture. I pushed him up against the wall, my face inches from his. “You don’t talk to me like that; nobody does. I think you’ve just been waiting for a woman to put you in your place. Well, consider me that woman.” I meant every single word as he cowered before me, seeming to grow smaller as he saw just how serious I was.

I wormed my fingers under his tight collar, letting my knuckles press against his neck, the backs of my fingers hinting at what they could do to his chest. I grabbed one of his hands and thrust it under my latex miniskirt, the kind I manage to pull off as saying “fuck YOU” rather than “fuck me.” I rubbed his fingers along the very sheer fabric of my expensive lace panties, then manoeuvred them under that veneer, sliding those callused stubs along my wetness. I pulled his fingers back, then shoved them into his mouth. “You better get used to the way my pussy tastes, because you’re going to have my flavor on your tongue for quite a while after tonight.” I shoved him against the wall and took a step back. “Say your goodbyes and meet me outside in five minutes. I’ll be in the red Porsche. If you’re not ready, you’ll be sorry.” And then I did the thing that always throws them off, lures them into thinking that underneath all that gruffness I’m really a nice girl. I winked at him, then smiled sweetly and planted a very soft, tender kiss on his big red lips, then pranced back into the bar. I knew that kiss, that sweet soft mere taste of my lips on his, was enough to make him need to try it again, and try it, we had, spending the entire night teaching Jack a very important lesson about respecting women – specifically, respecting me.

On our next date, armed with my new purchase, we don’t waste any time with social niceties. Both of us know exactly why we’re here, and that the best way for us to communicate isn’t with endless talking, but with his face buried into a pillow or crammed full of my cunt. That might sound cold, but with Jack, it’s amazing how much we each manage to say solely with body language. A sense of calm and strength comes over me the minute I hear him say, “Do whatever you want to me.” I feel those words travel from the ends of my hair to those razor-sharp spikes, emitting their own kind of pheromones that quickly swim through my bloodstream, sharpening my resolve. To say I feel maternal toward Jack wouldn’t be totally wrong, but it’s a combination of so many things. I want to teach him a lesson, but I want it to be my lesson, my way. I want him to walk out of our dates not only with a raw, stinging bottom, his back scraped raw, having left my mark, as it were, but I want him to know that I know what’s best for him, because clearly I do.

It takes him only moments to fully undress and lie down along the length of the couch. His cock is already hard, trying to worm its way between my legs as he wriggles against me. My pussy is wet, but a new kind of wet; not that urging, throbbing hole-needing-to-be-filled-immediately kind of wet, but a wetness that percolates, waiting until the moment is ripe. This kind of wetness could wait, could withstand the slow build, could hold out for something better. When I had time to think about it, I considered it a more mature, superior wetness, befitting a woman of my stature.

When he splays himself across my lap, the position feels as if he were meant to fit in the palm of my hand, his little bubble butt poised in the air, just waiting for me. Every babyish quality he possesses surges forth to the surface, his voice going higher, his body seeming to shrink just so, his eyes looking back at me with raw need and hope and urgency, as if I am the only one in the whole wide world who can meet his most visceral desires, and in that second, it’s true. I feel like the queen of his world as I run a hand over his face, sticking a finger in his mouth, tracing my nails along his neck, while my other hand tickles the bottom of his foot, then lightly trails up his leg, needing to touch every inch of my newfound domain. I kick out my leg, admiring the way the shoe conforms to my foot, squeezing it just so, the tip darting out in a delicious point. Then I raise my right hand, bringing it down across both his sweet ass cheeks in a way befitting a woman wearing that shoe, befitting a woman with a man splayed across her lap like a baby.

“Unh,” he moans, or something like that, a guttural groan that has him kicking and squirming in delight. I raise my hand again, landing it on the other cheek, then bring it up higher, wanting a louder, harder smack. I hold his cheek steady with my other hand, flattening that perfect curve, then bring it down again, while he nuzzles his face into the pillow. I keep going, enjoying the sting as it travels up my hand, then, when his sniveling gets too much for me, I shove two fingers in his mouth to shut him up. He bites down on them, while I keep increasing my pace, admiring how quickly his ass turns a perfect shade of red, how in only a few short minutes he takes on all those childish qualities I’d only glimpsed before. His ass remains what it had been, two perfectly symmetrical rounded cheeks, and yet it also transforms into something else, something softer, subtler, sexier, hard and firm yet open, yielding. I marvel not only at his stamina, but also his giving, granting me this opportunity to take over, fully and completely, no questions asked, a rarity in our highly regulated world. I stamp my feet on the ground, simply because I can, because right now, I can throw my own temper tantrum, and indeed get what I want, what we both want.

I make him get on his knees, wrists behind him. As I fasten the pink rope, bought especially for him – because, despite the firm breasts, red lipstick and spiked heels, I am clearly the man tonight – around him, he moans again. I love when he reaches that point of no return, where anything I do, any decadently dark suggestion, is okay. At his finest, I could bind and gag him, naked, and string him to a telephone pole, and his cock would be sticking straight up, begging for more. Wrists secured, I place him on his hands and knees in front of me, returning to my throne. That final twist of the knot has made my pussy twinge, has made me start to feel that more familiar ache that can only be filled in one of a few ways. I raise my skirt enough for his head to fit underneath it, and he dives right in, his tongue immediately going to work. He presses that fast-moving organ deep between my folds, then brings it back up to mash it against my clit, swirling in circles and then pressing deep, using his teeth. From his muffled grunts, I know he’s enjoying it, and I look down at the skirt-covered head between my legs, patting it before I lean back and close my eyes.

For once, I let myself truly relax, practically feeling my body unravel, starting with my head. I let my mind go blank, releasing every ounce of tension and worry, then doing the same from my shoulders on down. Once my precious feet are loose, hanging in the air as my heels sway, I can suddenly enjoy his tongue all the more. “Harder,” I grunt, because the truth is, I prefer fingers or dildos or cocks to tongues, but today, I want his tongue, want him to savor exactly what he’s doing to me. I lift the skirt, pulling it up around my waist until his mop of hair appears. I beam down at him proudly, knowing I have trained him well; he will only look up at me once I touch his head and grant him permission.

Under my watchful gave, he works even harder, and best of all, I know for him it’s not just work. He enjoys the taste of my twat, truly wants to get me off, and not just because once he does I will very likely allow him to slide his fat cock inside me. He has his own reasons for tasting me, for diving in with boundless enthusiasm, for making his tongue everything I want it to be. He can tell that I’m getting close, and brings his hand, which has been clasped around my hip, up to my cunt, sliding three fingers into my pussy while continuing to torment my clit. I dig my carefully grown, manicured, just-sharp-enough nails into the back of his neck, pressing urgently against the spot I know will make him squirm, then wrap my legs around his back, letting the spikes of my shoes graze his backside, slide down toward his pert little ass. His fingers slam into me when I do, work overtime, curve and press frantically while his teeth nip at my clit. By unspoken agreement, I buck back against him, thrust upward even as my nails drill his face into my hole, both of us working toward a mutual goal. When I simply can’t stand it anymore, I lean my head back, throw my legs wide in the air, and he slides a fourth finger into me, the one that is always a tight squeeze with any guy, a little risky, the signal that we’ve arrived. I scream as my cunt clamps down on him, grit my teeth as my climax races through my body, a comet that burns brightly before its sparks start to fade, leaving us both slightly shaken.

Finally, he looks up at me, the lower half of his face smeared with my juices, his eyes wide and wanting. I slide off one shoe and hold it out to him, and he opens that precious mouth once again, taking the heel between his lips as reverently as one might slide a guy’s hard cock between their lipsticked mouth. I hold the shoe, don’t fuck him back with it, but let him savor the heel that now seems made just for him. I let my bare foot wander to his dick, slide it up and down, fondle his length with the tender, sweaty ball of my foot.

I keep on going, wishing I could tease him all night with the power of my feet alone, no longer needing the threat of the spikes to control him. I’d love to flaunt my power by making him go home with his cock still hard, but I can’t do it – not for his sake, but for mine. I want his come, and as I slide both feet now over and around his cock, toying with the head, playing with his balls, my breath comes fast, harsher, in sync with his. He knows this is his reward, but I’m not sure if he knows it’s mine as well. I give him my fingers to suckle as he gets closer, and when he’s about to come, his sharp teeth come out, grinding into my fingers, but I don’t mind. It’s worth a little pain to feel his hot come shoot out over my pedicured toes. He gets another treat when I raise my feet to his lips and let him lick his own come off of them, every last drop. Before he can clean up, he has to massage my feet, then soothe them with lotion before easing them back into the shoes, with which I make my exit. I look down at the heels as they click along the pavement, my clothes only slightly rumpled from our encounter. Definitely worth every penny, I think to myself, and give the guy staring admiringly at my shoes a dazzling smile. When I get home, instead of snugly storing them in a box in the closet, I prop them right on top of my dresser, a permanent reminder of just how far I’ll dare to go – but only with the right guy, and the right shoes, of course.


Soul Search

Jean Roberta

“Mistress Jenkins, is this where you feed your imp?” I don’t dare express my confusion. “Your pet demon,” the voice explains.

I am naked and shivering in a room that is much too large to be heated by only the fire in the stone fireplace. My long brown hair, flowing over my shoulders, is my only covering. Deacon Jones is pinching my red nipple between two bony fingers as he studies my face for signs of guilt. His ice-blue eyes peer out from under heavy eyebrows as black as his cloak. Shivers chase each other from my nipples through my quivering belly to my cunt, and up and down my spine.

“No, sir,” I answer. “I have no imp, but I hope to suckle a child there some day.” I swear he looks as if he would like to spread me out on the long oak table and make me a mother at once.

“You are too gentle with her, Deacon,” scolds Goodwife Green, “too set in the ways of a gentleman.” She is a buxom blonde farmwife who volunteered to help examine me. “You will never discover her secrets by treating her better than she deserves. Her witch’s tit must be hidden where only another woman would seek it out.” Her plump breasts bounce as she breathes deeply beneath her tightly-laced bodice. She studies my slim body with satisfaction. “This one is too conscious of her charms, Brethren. We must show her that her tricks will get her nowhere in the presence of the righteous.”

“Well spoken, Goodwife,” smiled Goodman Plow. He is a young, rosy-cheeked farmer with broad shoulders and warm brown eyes. His glance strokes my breasts, my hips and my buttocks like an exploring hand. I know that I must cooperate with the investigating committee if I want to prove myself a decent woman who would never dabble in witchcraft. Otherwise, the remains of my stubborn pride will be taken as a sign that I am being strengthened by the Devil.

“See how she blushes,” remarks the deacon, licking his thin lips. Even his peaked hat shakes with indignation, or some other feeling. “She is wanton.”

“Wicked,” chimes a feminine voice.

“Led astray by the source of her shame,” adds Farmer Plow, studying the triangle of brown curls between my thighs. He rubs his own crotch with a weathered hand. He glances at the deacon.

Without another word, the men each grasp one of my butt-cheeks, lift me by my shoulders and sit me on the edge of the table. “Spread your legs, wench,” growls the goodman. His voice is huskier than before.

If I spread my legs for their penetrating eyes, they will see how wet I am. “Please, sirs! Madam,” I beg. “Have mercy on your humble servant. You have already troubled my weak flesh enough.” I press my thighs together, trying to hide my hot and swollen female parts.

The deacon and the farmer pull my knees apart and hold them open so that the goodwife can look at my slit and tickle it with her nimble fingers. She is known for her skill with a needle. I shiver as I imagine the pricking to come.

“Are you a good wife to your husband?” The farmer’s baritone voice betrays his desire to reach deep inside me to discover my innermost fancies and passions, my failings and my deep-red sins. “Do you serve him faithfully as a helpmeet sent to him by God?”

I do not know what to say, so the goodwife prompts me. “Lying will not profit you now, little minx,” she sneers. “We will find out the truth.”

My armpits prickle with fear. “My husband left me!” I wail. This sounds dishonest, even to my ears. “We agreed to part over a year ago,” I explain. “How can I faithfully serve a man who no longer lives with me?”

I despair of explaining my marriage to these examiners. My husband Prosper and I were like brother and sister in our childhood; after being free companions for so long he could no more find it in his heart to change into my lord and master than I could become his dull and obedient servant.

Prosper and his beloved friend Daniel bought an inn which, fittingly, prospered well enough to support all three of us. None of us foresaw that my husband’s departure would put me in danger, as a lone woman too likely to wander in wild places where ungodly spirits lie in wait. Even in this Year of Our Lord 1693, there is much unknown territory in the world, and most especially in the colony of Massachusetts.

I cast my eyes down like a modest woman, and see that the trousers of both men are stretched enough to split their seams. “Neither a wife nor a maiden nor a widow,” taunts the deacon. “Ripe for seduction by the Evil One.”

I would willingly surrender to Satan to protect Prosper from being hanged for sodomy.

Goodwife Green has found my little button, and she is rolling it between her fingers. I cannot sit still or keep silent. She slaps the sensitive skin on my inner thigh, and the sound seems to echo in the room as the sting echoes in my flesh. “Strumpet!” she proclaims. “If this excites you, we must find better ways to examine you. Ways that will mortify even your self-indulgent nature.”

“She is accustomed to a man,” observes Farmer Plow. “Her womb is empty, and she is rank with frustrated desire.” The earthy smell of my exposed quim is inescapable. All of my skin is damp with sweat.

“She is worse than that,” retorts the woman who glows with pleasure, knowing that, in this one instance, she has power. “This one responds to a woman’s touch,” she brags. She pinches my upper arm hard enough to make me jump. She chuckles. “She would give herself to a female husband. She will not confess it in words, but her body speaks for her.”

She wants to bring me to surrender, but the men are not willing to stand by and watch. “Lay her on the table,” orders the farmer gruffly. “I must explore her womanly parts to make sure she is not hiding anything from us.”

The woman looks at him as if he were her naughty little son. “You mean you want to ravish her like a bull in rut,” she corrects him. “Brethren, we must be as patient as ants, doing our private but necessary work in tiny steps, all as soldiers in one invincible army. Our reward will be greater if we are thorough. We must not overlook any part of her sinful body, and we must not gratify her greedy soul.”

Deacon Jones grunts in approval. The goodwife continues: “Look at her now, panting like a mare in heat and spilling her vile juices on the clean wood of this table. Are we here to satisfy her or is she here to answer us?”

Goodman Plow is restless and angry, but he can see that he is outnumbered. I watch his inner turmoil as he reminds himself that the committee must work as a team if they want to get results from an examination. I also know that if he cannot find an excuse to release his seed soon, he will want to make someone sorry. I can guess who that will be.

Deacon Jones seems aware of the younger man’s mood, and that it must be given an outlet before the three committee members fall to bickering. “Judicious use of the birch,” points out the deacon, “is good for wayward women like this. It softens them and makes them more forthcoming as well as more respectful.” He smiles at me like a sinister version of a loving grandfather. “Goodman Plow, will you do the honors?”

The goodwife strides briskly to the far wall, where a bundle of birch twigs, neatly tied at one end, hangs from a hook. When she returns, she places it in Farmer Plow’s outstretched hand. She seems pleased with herself for having found a way to punish a man she considers crude, as well as me. “Up, girl,” she orders, “on all fours like the she-beast you are.” With quick slaps on my behind, she positions me on the table. “Now, Goodman,” she sparkles, “you may spur her to a standing gallop.”

The farmer looks as if he would like to drive her out of the room with his twig broom or even his riding crop, but he does not dare. I cannot help enjoying Goodwife Green’s clever strategies for controlling men, even though I know that all such thoughts will soon be driven out of my head.

“Put your head down on your arms, girl,” the farmer growls at me. “Show me a clear target.”

Swish, whack! To survive the pain, I focus instead on the pleasure that reaches my neglected, swollen cunt as the first sting spreads through my flesh, fading as it goes. Swish, whack! The second blow follows too quickly and violently after the first. Fear rushes through me like ice-water. The farmer’s strong arm is propelled by anger; the pain can only get worse as each strike of the heartless twigs adds to the sting of the last. Tears flow from my eyes and wet my arms as my wailing rises.

“Enough, Goodman Plow,” advises the deacon. I am overwhelmed with gratitude for his unexpected chivalry. “The signs of her penitence are a pleasure to see, but she is not truly fit for the birch. She has not been well-trained in that regard, but we have made progress and we must press on while she is willing to tell us what we wish to know.”

Rising up slowly, carefully touching my sore bottom, I look around and see that the farmer has already pulled off his trousers to release his thick red cock, which seems to be pointing at me. “Brother and Sister,” he addresses them, his voice heavy with sarcasm, “we are three and she is one frail woman, barely as heavy as a sack of feathers. Yet she could still be hiding all manner of talismans in her natural places of concealment, which are yet to be examined. At the very least, she is as filled with illicit pleasure as a spoiled pig is filled with corn. You must allow me to do my duty as a man.”

“Roger, plow her well,” advises the goodwife. “She needs the release as well as you – but then the examination must continue.”

Farmer Plow lays me on my back, and I wince as my tender bottom touches the cool, smooth wood of the table. His eyes burn into mine as he crawls over me, holding his stout truncheon in hand. “Beautiful temptress,” he sighs, brushing damp hair off my face. I am so surprised by his gentle manner that I am tempted to start crying again. “Any man would want you. You could inspire sin without measure – but luckily, you are in our hands now.” He pushes his cock steadily into me. I love the feeling, but I try to resist giving in to it.

I know that if I scream in release in the presence of three good churchgoing witnesses, I will probably be condemned as a witch at my trial. All three of them hold me down as the goodman withdraws from me part way so that he can plunge back into my cunt, filling me without mercy. His rhythm increases in force, and I move with him. I feel as if my quim is filled with liquid fire. I study the beams in the ceiling, and try to think innocent thoughts.

Two long, bony fingers knead my breasts as if they were loaves of bread. I twist and squirm, and my movements increase the friction of the old man’s lecherous rubbing and squeezing. I remind myself that I have not completely lost my self-control, even though I am being rocked and pounded. Farmer Plow pulls my knees up by my sides.

A thin finger leaves a wet trail down the crack between my cheeks, presses against my smaller opening, and smoothly pushes in. Deeper and deeper it goes, spiraling around the walls that were formerly touched with nothing but filth. “Ah,” sighs a soft voice, as if its owner had found something surprising and important.

“Oh!” I scream. Or maybe it is, “No!” I feel as if I am falling down into Hell, but I want this unbearable pleasure, this thrilling violation. I hope desperately that hanging will feel like this, at least in the moment before my neck breaks.

“We have her now,” my ravisher tells his companions, “but I will never hand this sweet neck over to the hangman.”

“No, indeed,” chuckles the deacon. “That would be a sinful waste. And the theft of our lawful property.”

“Lawfully,” explains the mistress, “she cannot be hanged while she may be with child. Goodman Plow, you have saved her body.” I am filled with relief, although I know that my examination has not yet ended. “There is much left to do to save her soul, Brethren,” she reminds them – and me – in a voice ripe with satisfaction. “Her bottom is a foul pit that still needs cleansing. And we have not even begun to prick her skin.”

“Fine for you, Goodwife,” admits Farmer Plow, “but her hide needs to be toughened. A good whipping could save her soul.”

“Not yet,” she calmly rebukes him. “All in time.” She seizes my two hands, and pulls me to a sitting position. “You must stand before us, girl,” she tells me, “and answer our questions.” I slide off the table to stand on the floor.

Deacon Jones grasps my shoulder, and turns me so that he can study my backside. “Such impudent buttocks,” he comments, “must surely have pleased the One who lurks in foul places. Goodwife Jenkins, have you ever given yourself to your Master in an unnatural manner?”

“I have no Master but my husband,” I respond carefully, “and he has never requested such favors from me.”

“We will determine the truth of it,” answers my examiner as he pushes me to the table’s edge and bends me over it.

I am afraid. “Please!” I beg. “Your Honors, please do not harm me inside.” I have heard of explosive devices being inserted into the buttocks of bound slaves and set alight as punishment for rebellion.

“Hush, coward,” scolds my female tormenter. “A little pain is a small price to pay for redemption. We are not brutes. The shame we will give you is a precious gift. Deacon, have you your gloves ready?”

“Momentarily, Goodwife,” he smiles, pulling on a pair of fine leather riding gloves. He strides to the fireplace, and lifts a small pot off the mantelpiece. He rolls each finger of one glove in the contents, which appears to be tallow. The goodwife and the farmer have seized my two shoulders, and are holding me in place on the table.

The old man stands behind me and eases one long, inquisitive finger into my small hole while I squirm in humiliation. He pushes against my resisting flesh, and tears spring to my eyes. In an instant, my little gate seems to unlock, and the deacon’s finger presses on into my bowels. His hard member brushes against me through his trousers. “Excellent,” he tells his companions. “She seems to be untried in these parts, despite her lascivious nature.”

Discomfort gives way to a hot, shameful pleasure that rushes through me as I try to lie still. I feel as if I could dissolve into a pool of red light. I wonder if my nominal lord and master has experienced such a surrender, or has received it from his companion. “Prosper!” I murmur under my breath.

“Now she calls for her husband,” comments the woman, sounding amused. “You bade him farewell, faithless wench. Your greedy fundament needs a smart answer from a whip.”

“ ’Tis overdue,” growls Goodman Plow.

The deacon, however, has the strongest need, and I have little hope that his age will cause his manhood to soften before he can tear my flesh with it. “She needs a man of experience to take the insolence from her,” he tells the other two. “She needs to be saved from false pride.”

The goodwife fetches the little pot of melted fat, and offers it to the deacon. Soon I am stretched by the intrusion of another long, slippery finger. My aged tormentor grunts as he probes my formerly virgin buttocks. “Daughter,” he rasps in my ear. “Accept it and help yourself.” He withdraws his fingers.

His greased member feels thinner than Goodman Plow’s, but it hurts when he pushes it into my back opening. I cry out as he thrusts into me, while the other two prevent me from moving away. Tears flow down my face as he moves in me like a slow, hard piston.

“Wench!” exclaims the goodwife. “You need not suffer so much. Open fully to the servant of God, and find your relief.” Her words are strangely comforting, and I feel the pain receding as I am stroked in my secret depths. I am flooded with warmth.

Goodwife Green reaches under me and pricks the wet lips of my cunt with a small, sharp point. When she pricks my tender nubbin, I shake with spasms like one possessed. “Yes,” she goads me, like a rider spurring a horse. “My little wanton.” Her fingernails lightly scrape my thighs as I tremble and groan.

The deacon has spent his seed, and his member is subsiding. I feel shamed again as he withdraws from me, leaving me empty but still marked inside.

Goodman Plow seizes a handful of my hair and pulls my head up. The smell of his sweat frightens me. “Jezebel,” he sneers, his hot breath on my cheeks. “Whore for all men and even – for women. A grunting sow would show more modesty. You will sing a different tune when I leave some honest stripes on your hide.”

“Patience!” snaps the goodwife.

“Brother Plow!” barks the deacon. “Our fallen sister has submitted to her examination and has not tried to deceive us. Goodness may yet issue from her in its allotted time.” He is gripping the goodman’s arm with the steady strength of his years.

The woman turns me to face the two men, and I am unexpectedly comforted by her arm around my waist. The goodman has been defeated, and the set of his jaw shows his resentment. “She is mine by right,” he tells them. “I planted a child in her.”

But he is no match for the goodwife. As a mother of five, she has had much experience of this blessing. “The Lord plants children in women’s wombs,” she reminds him. “It is too soon to know whether you have been an instrument of His will.” She smiles. The deacon casts an admiring glance at her.

“When she bears my son,” persists the goodman, “the whole town will know of it.”

“The town knows that Goodwife Jenkins has a husband,” the deacon smoothly explains. “Any children that she may bear will have his name and a right to his property.” I am amazed by the unlikely partnership between the two wittiest examiners.

“A man’s claim that he has gotten a child on another man’s wife,” observes the goodwife, “is a confession of adultery.” If the goodman does not know that proven adultery is a hanging offense, he will surely be informed of it. I feel like smiling as I come to know that the goodman, no less than I, will be saved from false pride by the strict laws of our society. Any children that I may bear will indeed seem like miracles from God, because no man will dare to claim fatherhood except my beloved Prosper.

“She is ours,” gloats my female tormentor, who now seems like my savior. “Our sacred charge. We will recommend mercy to the court, on condition that she serve each of us in turn until her sentence is completed. And none may punish her except by our common will and agreement.”

I jerk as she playfully touches her needle to my back. “Gentlemen,” she addresses them, “you must help me with the pricking. Hold her well.” The two men hold me by the arms, one possessively and the other with stiff confusion.

“Have you a witch’s tit, she-beast?” she questions me. “A cursed place on your body that is insensitive to feeling?”

At this moment, my body feels exquisitely alive to sensation of every kind, from my head to my feet. “No indeed, Madam,” I answer.

“We shall see,” she promises. To my surprise, the pricks of her needle are light and provoking rather than painful. Both men are moved to laughter as I wiggle and squirm in their grasp. The invisible trail of pricks is like a track of mild insect bites, and I struggle to satisfy the itching they cause.

The deacon and the farmer tease me further by tickling my skin where I have tried to scratch it. “Oh!” My feelings rise to an unbearable pitch. “Your Honors! Have mercy!”

Of course they will show none until they have brought me to another shivering climax. Even Goodman Plow looks more pleased with my response than he did while he was made to watch me being taken by the other two.

I am allowed to dress myself in my woollen gown under the watchful eyes of my examiners before my hands are bound so that I may be led from the room. The cool, capricious air touches me in the same way as the deacon’s fingers. I wonder if my descendants, God grant them life, will know of my history when I am gone.


Fairy Tail

J. D. Munro

Why not? If Mutt changed her body, why couldn’t I?

All the other sea folk spoke the Little Mermaid’s name in hushed bubbles, tsk tsking. But I call her Mutt. Shorthand for mute, mutated, and mixed breed. The perennial star of our passé piscine show, century to century, culture to culture. Fairy tales, animated kiddy musicals, operas, Daryl Hannah movies, famous statues, yadda yadda. A merlad like myself could get sick of having her tail-to-twat saga rubbed in my face – a tale told by the elders to warn me against yearning to be somebody else, somewhere else, but I envied her transformation from scales to skin. They talked like she was the only water-breather besides Neptune who did anything of note. Like she was the only one clever enough to hitch a ride out of the murky ocean depths. Well, I didn’t have Mutt’s flawless soprano to trade in for human legs, but I did have something she didn’t.

Me, I wasn’t sorry Mutt left the ocean for terra firma. I got her sea cave. The mer-tribe avoided her tainted sanctuary, fearing the misfit’s curse. But I was spawned discontented, so I wasn’t worried. I played with Mutt’s barrettes and bikini tops for hours. Mutt bitched about aquatic life for good reason. The makeup sucks. Squid ink can’t hold a candle to Revlon, and salt’s murder on the complexion.

Mostly, though, Mutt’s escape showed me possibilities. You thought she had it bad, wanting feet instead of flippers, but I was born the wrong species and the wrong sex. Not only half piscine, half mammalian, but boy body, girl desires. A damn guppy with a mustache instead of mammary glands. Half vertebrate class Osteichthyes and wholly male. Could’ve been worse, I know. Could’ve been of the superclass Agnatha, the jawless fishes. They’re not called hagfish for nothing.

At least guys on land could express themselves. Cologne, natty slacks, a flamboyant cravat. Less than satisfying if Joe Schmo really wanted ovaries, but at least fashion possibilities existed. Me, I was perennially naked, half epidermis, half scales. Sure, I had a more colorful tail than the girls, but the merchicks could paint their fingernails, stuff their closets with bikini tops and corsets, select coral baubles from overflowing jewelry boxes, garland their hair, pierce their ears. Me? Nada. Zilch. Same weary ho hum day after day unless I wanted to pump up my biceps or sport a fucking Flipper tattoo. All I had was my ass-length hair, which the merfolk elders insisted I cut. The Flotsam Child days ended with the war, they said, and it was time I jettisoned the Age of Aquarius getup.

That was the last straw. The sea king lectured me constantly, not only for my excessive surface time and lack of attention to his daughters (Lord, but we’re short on grooms down here – we’re teeming with maids but, think about it, how often do you hear about us merlads?), but for my ways. Someone tattled about my drag. (I knew who it was, the wall-eyed son-of-a-bitch, and I got him back when I lured a trawler in his direction. I am nothing if not a master baiter.) Until I cut my hair and buried the lipstick, the king forbade me both the surface and Mutt’s cave – I was persona non grotto. Algae-covered and miserable, I wanted to throw myself to the sharks.

Between you and me, the king wasn’t averse to an occasional feel of boy scales. The giggling nymphs got on his nerves, and he craved an occasional rough and tumble in the sand. Oh, I rolled in the surf with him on occasion, our tails intertwined, but it never amounted to more than a lot of frustrated flapping. He got me pretty sticky, but the salt water washed it right off.

And once I was dressed, with my best pearls and seashell top (and you thought underwire bras were the pits), enticing ships off course. Sunning on a reef with only my torso showing, I was passing, all right. As a girl and human. You should have seen the gestures from those sailors! I learned some choice slang.

And then up popped the king, in more ways than one. My excited tail was causing quite an underwater stir. He tackled me without so much as an introduction, and he didn’t read me. Hello, can you tell the difference between a boy tail and a girl tail? He didn’t recognize me with my makeup, either. Thought I was an exotic maid from the other side of the equator. Folks believe what they want to. We frolicked and splashed for hours in the moonlight. He kept trying to cop a feel, but I was too quick for him. My coy silence attracted him (the voice could give a lad away) – a refreshing change for him, since the undersea chatter can be deafening. You try sleeping through the Humpback mating season, and the dolphins aren’t much better. Yack yack yack. And just wait until a ship passes the Sirens. Their racket could rupture an eardrum! Later on, I would catch the king looking wistful up on that reef.

I had my own human prince, too. Mutt’s not the only one with a regal lover. Shipwrecked nobility’s a dime a dozen. How many princes getting washed overboard does it take for humans to get it? You’d think they’d learn to lash those pretty boys to the deck. Keep ’em safe, plus they’d get into light bondage – kinky inbred aristocracy’s no secret. And did you ever notice our fairy tale’s the only one where the guy gets rescued? No wonder my gender orientation’s all screwed up.

So, anyway, there was my drowning beefcake, clinging to a rock. I didn’t know at the time if he was heir to any throne, but he had a most princely package. He was newt, I mean nude, stripped naked by the turbulent waters of desire (i.e. me) and in need of resuscitation. Could I help it if I latched onto the first appendage available? He came to life, in more ways than one. The piscine pecker remains private no matter the stage of ecstasy, but this transformation . . . a jellyfish turned into a dolphin snout! Holy mackerel! My tail ached. Not to have such a sea snake, but to have one inside me.

The prince woke up. It was love at first sight on his part. All he could see was the top of my bobbing head and my long hair floating with the current, so let’s say my personality won him over. I kept him on that rock a couple of days, having sport with him. But, like all fairy tale creatures, he pined for his own kind, and I had to carry him home.

He knew what I was, in one respect. When he arched his back and latched his legs around me, his little submarine could only slide against my scales. And there’s the irony. Humans idolize mermaids as sexual beings, the pinnacle of erotic imagery. But it’s all slippery foreplay. Hello, dudes, there’s nowhere to put your love thang. It’s, like, so obvious. Mermaid. Get it? Read eternal virgin. Duh. What are you mortal boys all thinking?

But my prince didn’t know that even without the tail, my body lacked a lady’s accommodating seam. That my bikini top covered only handfuls of seaweed. That he kissed boy lips, artfully painted and which he dutifully smudged with sloppy passion. That my slim hips were due to more than late pubescence. That what he thought was my clitoris was actually a shining example of the well-camouflaged piscine penis. Think about it: have you even seen one on a whale? No matter the size, the sleek design is most accommodating to my designs. For which I’m grateful. I never had to go to the uncomfortable lengths of disguise as my protruding human counterparts, poor dears. Try hiding a torpedo in your lace panties. Ow.

I never confessed the truth to my princely lover. The human male might lust after a little inter-species or even extra-terrestrial intercourse, especially when their sexually-aggressive she-lover’s on top, but threaten their fragile heterosexual masculinity and, girlfriend, you’re in trouble. You catch my drift.

Maybe you’re thinking that I wasn’t a boy trapped in a girl’s body. Maybe I was just that way. You know, limp-wristed. My scales rippled when I watched pirates and their cabin boys, sure. I’d take it over a tail. But I wanted the Carmen dress. The red lipstick, gypsy earrings, and fishnet stockings. If my legs were going to ache with the dagger slice of their magic creation, then my feet might as well kill me in heels.

With talk of a buzz cut and marriage to Mutt’s sister looming, I was ruining my nails with worry. I had to act quickly. There’s no deep sea sex reassignment surgery, honey. Just wands and spells. And I intended to use them. If that damn Mutt with her incessant humming could splice her way to happiness like an Oscar-winning film editor, then why couldn’t I? If the old sea witch, Jezibaba, could put a hole between Mutt’s new legs, why not mine? While I went about morphing into a mammal down there, why should I have to sprout a sea cucumber instead of excavating a cave?

It’s not like Mutt has all the necessary equipment. They talk about Happily Ever After, but all she can do is squirt out caviar. She got the bearded clam, but not the indoor plumbing, and Mutt’s prince needed an heir. Nobody’s gotten the ending right – not Hans Christian, not Walt, not Dvorak. I felt sorry for her. She crept out at night to bury her eggs in the sand. Kissed by moonlight and sea foam, they turned into phosphorescent pearls. Mutt’s put on weight, too. You can’t blame a girl. Éclairs are a damn sight better than plankton.

But what to give up in my quest for not only knees, but a pussy instead of a penis? Trading scales for snatch requires more than a Gold card. I can’t carry a tune to save my life, so trading my voice for a vulva like Mutt wasn’t an option. Nor would I trade my hair, long and luxurious, my key to passing as a damsel. If a mullet-cut was to be my fate, I’d rather keep my gills and marry the eldest daughter. Not my pretty features, my green eyes, nuh uh. I wasn’t of the nobility – I was a poor serf – so what could I offer in exchange for the proverbial knife? I conceived of an idea.

The sea witch was happy to see me. Since she was responsible for Mutt’s now being a mute, overweight, and infertile Homo sapiens, the king forbade any intercourse with her, talking or touching. And there was the problem. There were no undersea sperm donor banks, and Jezibaba’s biological clock was ticking. She could morph life, but she couldn’t create it except for the old fashioned way. She required a Daddy to help her hatch some eggs. She needed some fertilizer and she needed some bad. Her eyes lit up at my proposition, and she took my bait. We shook fins on our deal.

So I blew my wad before I lost the spout. Milked myself right into an oyster shell. The prospect of my new body so excited me that I donated a healthy supply. Beats spilling my guts ad nauseam to a therapist to get the sex change stamp of approval.

Jezibaba was touched by my gift of a turkey baster. I mean, ew, you didn’t think I was going to flop around with her in the shallows, did you? She was already in the family way as I floated away to my new terrestrial destiny.

The waves tossed me on shore as a stark naked human female. Jezibaba in her gratitude outdid herself. “Make ’em big, Jezzy,” I had told her. “If I’m gonna do this, I don’t want no A cup.” I’ve got wide shoulders, and my knockers needed to look proportionate.

Now, I’m no dummy. I didn’t wash up on a deserted beach in a fairy tale, where there’s only one good catch, like it’s the prince or the stable boy. Please. That is so twentieth century. No bottom fishing for me. This girl’s entrance would be a splash. Praise be waterproof mascara.

I chose Miami Beach in broad daylight. Who should be tanning himself as I rose out of the foam but the modeling agent for Cindy Crawford (you tell me she doesn’t have a secret past with such a name.) I knew he was vacationing there – I watched Entertainment Tonight on passing cruise ships. He landed me a contract and popped my cherry, too – after we signed on the dotted line. More fun than a cold and clinical vaginal dilator for keeping a new well drilled.

Now I walk the catwalks of Paris and New York. I’m so famous that people know me by one name, Merléné. Mutt got a scum-slick statue in Copenhagen, but I got the cover of Vogue. You wouldn’t believe my net income. My fan club members are quite the fawning groupers. Critics predict that my career will flounder, but, tthhpptt, I don’t age! My managers keep me out of the sun, to preserve that “effervescent sheen” the photographers rave over, though they complain that I squirm. I’ve been called captivating, enchanting, and mysterious, with other-worldly good looks. I know how to angle for a compliment. If they only knew what used to pulse beneath my thong. They long for my autobiography, but that’s a tail no one will believe.

It’s not that I don’t miss the sea sometimes. More than one lover has told me I undulate excessively in the sack. I’m hypersensitive about references to a fishy odor, though I’m told this is normal. Once when I was drunk I let out that I was piscine. What a gaff! But my date thought I said Episcopalian. Another guy thought I meant my astrological sign. Like I said, folks believe what they want.

Sometimes I ache for my tail. Mine was gorgeous. The male of the species always lucks out that way. My iridescent green scales glowed in peacock colors when I was aroused, which was constantly, especially in front of mirrors. The sea king surely knew whom he tried to harpoon that magic night under the stars. He grounded me because he knew I would transform myself and leave. Perhaps I would have stayed if he had embraced me as I was. But he couldn’t confess that he had gaping gills over another guy, especially one dressed in a soggy bustier. He has his kingdom to consider, after all, and his fins can only flutter publicly for females. Too bad. He could use a queen. But that was his aquatic quandary, and I’ve gone on with my life. I can never go back.

I skinny-dipped under the moonlight recently. I nearly drowned, not knowing how to swim without my tail, but the king’s virile hands buoyed and groped me. Finally, those manly monarch fingers full of my real breasts. No padded bikini-top this time. No coy darting away like a shy school girl. And if there’s one thing a merman knows how to play with, it’s nipples, ’cause there’s not much else to titillate. We mated properly, as male and female, and his trident was impressive enough as far as fish privates go. Size matters, honey, and to say otherwise is a phallus-y. But I didn’t make comparisons when he swam with me wrapped in his embrace, tasting the glory of cresting moments, surfing the tides of love. My ass crack leaked sand for an eternity afterwards, though, and from now on it’s a mattress or abstention.

She tricked me, the old sea cow did, and left me with my facial hair. But I watched the Shopping Channel and knew what to order to permanently eliminate the five o’clock shadow. There’s always a catch to these spells, but I have technology on my side.

I got Jezzy back. I snatched one of her brood. She laid 28 million, so it’s not like she couldn’t spare one. I sent little Moses in his basket down Mutt’s river. Mutt worked some deal to transform her adoptive son’s tentacles into human limbs. Hey, I’ve got my Mother Teresa moments, but I left a red herring so she wouldn’t know I was the do-gooder. I don’t want to mix up her G rating with my R story. Besides, I’d have to coo over the little tyke. I got the fashion instinct, not the maternal instinct. Frankly, I’m glad I didn’t get the indoor plumbing. No PMS! Other than the lingering effects of Piscine Mammalian Syndrome, of course.

As for my washed-up, human prince? He turned out to be the bona fide castle type, with magnificent jewels in his treasure chest as well as in his knickers. I pay clandestine visits, for which he’s grateful. His marriage to a flighty swan has been less than satisfactory. But I’m not about to base my happiness on the whim of one fickle, horny bastard. Those other fairy tale chicks required the true love of one man for their transformations. Screw that old fashioned bullshit. Cast a wide net, I say. Keep one in every port, above and below water. This girl intends to have it all, on her terms. I’d like to say I used my brains, but it all comes back to using a cock, doesn’t it? But the phallus is what I gave up. Not what saved me. And I don’t intend to base my future on needing one again. This media goddess will gladly spread her legs for homage, but not for salvation. I don’t need beast, phantom, jungle boy, knight, or vampire to awaken me. My eyes are wide open, honey, and I’m biting the queen’s apple.


Another Assignation with Charles Bonnet

K. L Gillespie

The smell of rubber tingles my nose as I stretch an elastic band and allow it to snap back on my fingers. I do it again and it releases a fresh flood of aroma that reminds me of stolen moments from my teens that were devoted to fumbling and fucking under an old oak tree in the woods behind my house. His name was Jonathan and he lived next door.

The hubbub of my office blurs into white noise as I lose myself and my inhibitions once again under that old oak tree. The sun warms my face. Birdsong fills the air. Jonathan’s hands are on my body and his breath is moist on my skin. He pulls out a condom and I can remember its smell and the way it felt between my fingers as if it was yesterday. I helped him peel it on and . . .

Trng trng . . . trng trng . . .

The phone rips through my memory and a sigh travels from the pit of my stomach until it escapes between my lips. I pick up the receiver, elastic band still in my hand.

It’s Mother. I struggle to put all thoughts of Jonathan from my mind as she bombards me with a thousand questions. She worries, so I tell her I’m fine and pretend I’m going out with friends tonight. She seems satisfied – and after a few more minutes of chit-chat she hangs up.

As soon as I replace the receiver I hold the rubber band to my nose and try to recapture Jonathan, but my memories play hide and seek with me, teasing me from round corners and mocking me for not being able to picture his face. The harder I try to see him, the further away he gets, until I am left with nothing but the smell of rubber in my nose and a pile of work to get through before the end of the day.

Five o’clock eventually arrives and I leave the womb-like confines of my office and step out into the great big wide world. The West End is particularly noisy today. I’ve lived here for five years but if I’m not careful I get lost, so I cement a thousand-yard stare on my face and make a beeline for Charing Cross Station.

Traffic fumes sting my nose and the streets are full of obstacles. A police car, sirens blaring, half circles me as I wait to cross Shaftesbury Avenue. A group of Italians chatter away to my left while a rickshaw drawls by on my right. As soon as the rickshaw has passed, I take my life into my hands and step into the road, with a Babel of voices ringing in my ears.

The next thing I know a bus whistles past me, taking me by surprise; I lose my balance and stumble backwards.

I prepare to collide with the pavement, but instead, out of nowhere, I feel arms around me. Fingertips press into my shoulders and a distinctive scent enters my nose. Cinnamon. Sweat. Leather. Tobacco. A unique aroma which announces his presence with a bang. I breathe him in deeply, trapping his essence in my olfactory canal and I savour it slowly before committing it to memory.

It’s love at first smell, and I am overwhelmed. Suddenly life narrows to a single compulsion: to make him mine. I brush my fingers over his hand. My nerve endings register the soft warmth of his body and the faint pulse of his life force. My senses race toward overload as I taste him in the air. I find myself imagining him in my bed, naked and sleeping after a night of wild sex. I would trace his body with my fingertips, and then I would . . .

I am dragged back to reality when he removes his hands from my shoulders. I pray that now that he has lifted me back to my feet he doesn’t just walk away. I still need the sound of his voice to complete my picture of him. Silently, I will him to speak.

“Are you okay?” he eventually asks, and his words vibrate gently in my ears. His voice is deep and warm, like butter at room temperature, and as he speaks the rest of the world fades into the background and his perfect voice fills my head.

“Are you okay?” I repeat his words over and over in my mind until they are pitch perfect.

I feel him looking at me, waiting for an answer. My face starts to burn, so I break the silence by mumbling something incoherent. I have no idea what I am actually saying because all I can think of is him, stripped bare between my legs, submitting to my every whim.

Once again my fantasies are cut short when he hands me my white stick and my heart sinks as I sense myself through his eyes for the first time.

Out of pity he offers to see me across the road. I hate myself for accepting, but I need more to create him fully in my mind. I know time is running out, so I run through a mental checklist: smell, touch, taste, sound, all accounted for . . . and our brief foreplay is over. He makes his excuses and disappears into the throng.

London is faceless, especially when you’re blind.

He is gone, but nevertheless, as I walk on, I lift my hand to my lips and can still smell him. He is under my nails and on my skin, and I can’t wait to get him home.

At the station I search out the nearest invisible carriage with my stick. I wait for the doors to close and sever my connection with the buzz of the outside world. I am alone. Everything disappears. I’m used to living in this invisible world. I know there are people all around me – someone to my left is eating a burger, and the woman in front of me is wearing Dior’s Tendre Poison – but unless I hear them or touch them they might as well not exist.

I let someone lead me to a seat, unresisting. I count the stops as they pass until the Tannoys announce that I have reached my destination.

Only another 438 steps to go.

When I arrive home I head straight to the bedroom. His smell is fading and time is running out so I quickly slip out of my clothes. I begin to wish I’d had the courage to run my fingers through his hair and over his face, but I tasted him in my mind and as I position myself on the bed I am sure that will be enough to bring him to me.

The soft satin of my bedspread embraces my body as I recall the sensation of his hands on my shoulders and the taste of him in the air. I lift my hand to my nose again and inhale his odour deep into my lungs; I trap it there until I can hold it no longer. Cinnamon. Sweat. Leather. Tobacco. I run through the memory like a mantra and in the blank darkness I search inside myself for him.

I part my legs. Eager fingertips seek out the triggers that open up the most dormant part of my mind, until, quivering with excitement, I conjure him . . . and he appears by the window.

I know he is smiling as he climbs onto the bed behind me and wraps his arms around my naked body. I can feel his sweet breath on the back of my neck like a cinnamon-scented breeze and his pulsating life force warms my skin. As I collapse into him I place his hand on my breast; I shake with delight as he squeezes my nipples between his thumb and index finger. His voice, warm like butter, murmurs sweet nothings into my ear and I can feel him planting tiny kisses on every notch of my spine.

I feel his cock hardening in the small of my back and I press myself against it. His hungry hand searches out the cleft between my legs. I arch my back and he slides his fingers into me, holding me tightly by the base of the spine with his thumb. I shiver with anticipation and hold my breath to intensify every flutter and gyration.

As I reach the peak of my pleasure I whisper the secrets of my darkest desires to him. Without hesitation he takes my vulva in his mouth and parts my swollen lips with his tongue. I wind my fingers into his hair and pull him closer until his nose nudges my erect clitoris.

Gently, I rock his head towards me, increasing the rhythm until I am fucking his face with abandon. My senses shift ceaselessly, evoking sight out of sound, out of smell and touch. I am about to come but the orgasm is secondary because a miracle is about to happen.

As I writhe in his arms, the grey curtain that shrouds my life begins to pull back. He transports me to a world of light, and with a cry of ecstasy I come out of the uncharted dark. For a few seconds, colours that I don’t even know the names of fill my mind, and I snatch them from the darkness. They pulsate in concentric circles like a kaleidoscope and I stare at them in wonder as they shift like curtains in a breeze. And they are bright – so bright that I have to narrow my eyes to look at them – but they are the most beautiful things I have ever seen. I drink them in greedily while I can because I know they won’t last long. They never do and with a shudder I am plunged back into the darkness.

Sleep comes easily. I don’t dream, but when I wake up I am still reeling. The night before gave colour to my mind and for a few seconds I had ceased to be imprisoned by my own identity. I want to feel that again.

On the way to work my senses are on hyper-alert and I realise I am searching for him in every person I pass. I can’t concentrate on anything.

The work day slips away, almost unnoticed. Before I know it I am back on the street where we met, in the exact spot, 173 steps from my office and about to cross the road.

I’m still there forty minutes later, sniffing the air, desperate for a hint of cinnamon or a whiff of leather. Waves of musk, citrus, clove and Brylcreem assault me from every angle but I don’t find what I am looking for. I go home alone.

I go straight to bed. For almost an hour I try to conjure him but he remains a shadow that lingers outside my window and refuses to come in. I know he is watching me though and this quickens my pulse. I slip my hands under the sheets and slowly run my fingertips over my naked body. I know the contours of my body better than anything else in the whole world and within seconds I am rushing headlong into seventh heaven. I shut my eyes and will the colours to come, but I orgasm in the dark and it leaves me feeling emptier and lonelier than when I started.

I can’t sleep. My mind is racing, chasing after the cinnamon man of my dreams. I try to imagine running my hands over his face, tracing the contours of his lips, running my fingers through his hair but he is fading. I have to find him again. Even though it will be like searching for a needle in a haystack, I have to try.

Sunrise drags its feet. I count the minutes one by one until the alarm goes off.

I rush through work on autopilot, determined to leave early. I am sure I was too late yesterday and that’s why I missed him.

I’m outside. 173 steps. I’ve been waiting so long that my feet are numb. I feel faint. My mind has started playing cruel tricks on me. Every now and then I smell leather, or sweat, or tobacco – but never together, never in that evocative combination that means him. I know I’m being stupid, but I continue to stand there, smiling sweetly in the direction of every Good Samaritan that offers to see me over the road. I feel like a fool.

Suddenly some kind of sixth sense kicks in, forcing me to turn round.

Cinnamon. Sweat. Leather. Tobacco.

He’s here. He’s nearby. I’ve been given another chance.

I take a deep breath and turn in his direction. I hear myself saying hello, and it doesn’t sound like me but I know it’s me because I felt the words coming out of my mouth. Time stands still. I wish the ground would open up and swallow me.

What have I done? My mind is spinning; did he hear me? Is he ignoring me? Is he as embarrassed as I am? Is he still here?

Then I hear it, the same warm, buttery voice that melted my heart. He remembers me, asks how I am, tells me his name. Charles. I smile and I know he is smiling back. He asks me how I am and if I plan on throwing myself in front of a bus today. I laugh. He laughs. It’s all going so well.

He asks where I am heading and I reply. Charing Cross.

He’s going to Charing Cross too, and offers to walk me there. I accept and I know that by the time we arrive I’ll be 438 steps away from seeing again.

Author’s note: Charles Bonnet Syndrome refers to persistent and sometimes startlingly real visual hallucinations in the blind. Charles Bonnet described the condition now named after him in Switzerland in 1760.


Everything That You Want

C. D. Formetta (translation by Maxim Jakubowski)

If you are born a slave, you will also die a slave.

Don’t listen to anyone who says otherwise, and don’t believe those who say they spend their time ordering others around, but who in private prefer to be dominated. They are lying to you.

Slavery is not a choice, and neither is it a lifestyle. Or a set of clothes you only wear a few hours every day. Slavery is both a sentence and a virtue. It’s a punishment one must be proud to earn. It is the pain of brutal intercourse that draws you to pleasure, it’s the voice of your Master ordering you to do something and the mark of his fingertips searching between your legs until it hurts. But pain is also a sweeter form of pleasure.

I was born a slave thirty-five years ago. My parents shaped my will into the virtues of obedience. They always chose for me, first my friends, then university, and of course the young men I was allowed to go out with, then the husband I wed. I did everything according to their will, without ever complaining. I graduated in architecture, frequented the best families, only went out with serious and respectable young men, and finally I married Alberto.

I married him and almost immediately betrayed him.

You might say that’s a contradiction in terms, an awful form of rebellion, but it defined me as a slave. Or maybe not.

But it was no rebellion, because Alberto is not my Master, and never was.

Alberto doesn’t really know who I am. He looks at me and only sees his adorable wife, a woman to be looked after, treated with respect.

I am aware I am not worthy of his respect.

I forget the roast in the oven, only remember to take it out when it’s badly burned and I say nothing to him about it. I drive the car against a lamp-post, and he stays calm. He forgives me.

At least once I would like Alberto to slap me. Just once would I like to receive the punishment I deserve. If Alberto had somehow been my Master, he would already have dragged me into the room and ripped my night-dress off my back, thrown it to the ground and left me there, naked and humiliated before his eyes. He would beat me just because he felt like doing so, pinched my nipples until the pain roared.

Had Alberto somehow become my Master, I would have been his faithful slave, forever. But Alberto doesn’t have the character, or the necessary inner strength to impose himself and dominate me. Alberto always takes a shower before he makes love because he is afraid his smell will bother me, and he sleeps wearing a cotton vest because he has allergies, suffers from dermatitis and scratches himself all night.

Alberto is a discreet and well-educated husband, but he is not my true Master.

My Master is another.

I met Franco two years back, on the occasion of a work dinner.

We were introduced and quickly discovered how much we had in common, his work as an architect, his passion for French cinema, a fond affection for jazz. Most of all we were brought together by the discovery of these similarities. We completed each other.

He was a dominant; that was obvious at first glance, just watching the way he moved and spoke. His gestures were precise and secure, he never hesitated or stumbled. His words did not make demands, they just affirmed the certitude of his will. And his answers obviously precluded any comeback.

Franco was born to command, and I was consumed inside by the will to obey him. Together we formed a perfect combination.

We chatted all evening about everything and nothing, our conversation full of banalities, clichés, maybe so as not to provide any suspicion to the other guests.

Following the dinner, Franco offered to walk me back home, and no one else objected. I had drunk, but not too much, but I pretended I had, so that his offer did not sound unusual. It was the first of many times I would say yes to Franco.

We had almost reached my house, when Franco changed his mind.

“Come with me,” he said.

“Yes,” I replied.

That night, Franco became my Master.

Franco’s house was big and luxurious. It was the house of a well-to-do man who had no problems showing off how rich he was. It was built on two levels, and you entered it through a lounge, and the bedroom could only be reached through a small flight of stairs.

“Go up,” he ordered. “I want to see how you move.”

I obeyed. I was wearing a black evening dress which clung tightly to my hips, and left much of my legs uncovered. As I slowly walked up the narrow stairs I knew that his eyes were examining my body. He kept on watching me as I stood in his room, and I felt short of breath.

“You slip into a total stranger’s bedroom, and you say nothing?” he asked me. “I could be a madman, a maniac. I could do anything to you, even kill you. You wouldn’t be able to escape, there’s nowhere here to hide yourself.”

I didn’t know what to think. I was frightened and he was in charge.

“Are you afraid of me?”

“Yes,” I said. And his hand slid between my legs.

“Are you afraid of me?” Franco repeated, while his finger slipped into my cunt and explored my insides like a hook drilling through bait. “Are you afraid of me?”

“Yes,” I moaned. Then Franco pulled his hand away and caressed my cheeks. His fingers were still wet from me.

“Liar.”

He made me stretch out on the bed and slowly undressed me. He enjoyed witnessing my lack of resistance, seeing that I would allow Him to do whatever he wished to me.

“Franco . . .” I hesitantly said. But he put his hand against my mouth.

“Stay quiet,” he said. “I don’t want you to say my name.”

He then unbuttoned his shirt, slipped out of his trousers and stood there, by the bed, facing me naked.

“Look at me,”

And I looked. The Master was short and thin, with his cock out of all proportion with the rest of his body. His arms were covered by short, curly black hair, all the way down from his shoulders. I didn’t find his body pleasant. However I couldn’t take my eyes off Him.

Now, the Master wanted to see me better.

“Open your legs.”

Once again I was obedient and yielded.

“More, I said!”

The Master took hold of my ankles and forcefully pushed my legs wide apart, lowered his eyes and began examining me in full detail.

“You’re tight,” he said. “Hasn’t your husband yet used you thoroughly?”

I didn’t quite understand what he was on about until the moment he violently slammed himself into me.

“Your husband doesn’t know how to fuck you, I see.”

No, I wanted to scream. My husband doesn’t know what to do with me, he doesn’t understand that I have no need for kisses, or embraces. Not even a caress is necessary. Only the hands of my Master forcing my legs wide, and his cock travelling so deep inside me, ripping me open like a piece of meat, sundering my life apart.

One part of my life was with Alberto and his romantic and repetitive attentions. My other life was fully devoted to my Master. From today onwards, with Him, I would travel this new road.

That evening, the Master allowed me to leave. But had he asked me to stay there, in his bed, all night long, I would have accepted, as I would have also agreed to return to him the following day, and again the day after. Every time He desired me, I would grant his desire.

Many believe that slavery is violence, torture, a simple affair of whips and chains, but that’s not the way it is. Real slavery is so much more complicated.

Slavery is most of all a mental attitude. It means to be aware of one’s own limits and understand that if you are not strong enough to be in charge, you should be strong enough to accept the authority of someone who is.

My Master has no need to jail me, to gag me or have me wear a hood of black latex. These are theatrical props, accessories for bourgeois couples seeking a mildly transgressive evening.

Slavery is being a thing, just an object for another’s pleasure with no questions asked, unconditionally.

The Master calls me to join him, and I run to Him. The Master demands I not touch him, that I do not say his name, and I stay spread-eagled on the bed without moving, utterly silent, while He is free to do anything he wishes.

When we are together, the Master knows I am no longer a person. In those moments, I am just a body, of which he will dispose whenever he will.

I go along with all his demands.

One night, my Master insisted on massaging my back. He had done so on other occasions, and I knew what he wanted of me. I turned onto my stomach and allowed him to proceed. I felt very tender. He sprayed some perfumed oil over my body and began to stroke me with slow and light movements, first my back, then my shoulders, and finally my legs. I could feel his fingers moving towards my pubis, barely grazing it then moving away again. Nothing else happened that night. It entertained him to excite me this way, bringing me close to pleasure and then denying it. It made him feel even more strong and powerful. And this did not make me angry, neither did I return home straight afterwards to ask my husband to make love to me so as to calm my fever down, or to take a cold bath or shower that would have helped me think less of Him, to desire Him less. I knew that I must remain this way, hot and quivering, until the time came for our next encounter. This is what the Master expected of me, and I would never deceive him. Ever.

That night, my Master continued to touch me until my body could not bear it any more and my patience was strung out like a bow, and he masturbated in my presence while I was required to watch, and I envied him this moment of release because He was free to do what he wanted. Only He had the power to give and take.

There were other times. And on every occasion, the Master made the same mistake.

It’s not that I really envied him, there was no reason to. He gave me everything that I wanted, everything that I ever needed. He provided me with rules, orders, tasks to complete before his return. I kept my mind occupied and distant from my simpering conjugal life, outwardly perfect and harmonic, but in truth so dull and lifeless. Motionless on the bed, with my Master taking care of me, I was happy. I finally had everything I wanted, everything I had ever dreamed of.

I loved him. I loved my Master with blind and absolute devotion. I loved him so much it became impossible not to express it in my emotions.

“You are everything I want,” I said to him . . .

I felt him stiffen. Unexpectedly, the Master moved his hands away from me and became distant. He looked at me with a new expression on his face, his eyes were faraway. He was angry.

“Who said you could even want something?” he shouted. “You do not have my permission to desire me or any one else. You no longer have desires, you no longer have any will.”

I had disappointed him. I had understood nothing.

I understood that soon the Master would get rid of me.

Once again, I find myself travelling down a one-way road, living a one-way life. The Master no longer summons me, and I do not attempt to make contact with Him. I know that should I do so I would anger him even more. I had no news from him for a long, unending period, but I allowed the weeks, the months, to go by, hoping that somehow it would soothe the pain slightly.

I have withstood the temptation to take other lovers or new masters. I finally accepted Alberto’s proposal to go out on a Saturday to do the shopping together, like so many of the contented couples in this city. It was then I saw him. Him, my Master.

He was entering a shop in the center of town with a new young girl by his side. He gallantly held the door open for her, allowing her to enter first, then together they began to look at the evening dresses. It was then the young woman became angry. She raised her voice and stated that she wanted the leather miniskirt and the ankle boots, that she could no longer walk about in her present long skirt that made her look like a middle-aged woman. My Master tried to excuse her, tried to take hold of her hands, but she resisted him. The young girl was determined to cause a public scene. She turned and left my Master standing there in the middle of the store and walked out, muttering that she preferred to walk home on foot. It was only then that I began to understand what my eyes had just witnessed.

My Master was no longer my Master. In fact, he was no longer the master of anything. He was only one of the many men who had chosen the wrong toy. A common mistake, particularly in a relationship of this kind, so different from ours. A relationship in which there were no similarities, only a gap, a distance that time would only make worse.

In fact, that young girl couldn’t have been much more than twenty years old, while my Master, on the other hand, would be forty next week.


Different Flesh

Claude Lalumière

Even after all these years, there’s still some rubble left, littered across the broken grid formed by rows of cracked and potholed asphalt that used to be streets. When we lived here, the train ran parallel to the neighborhood’s largest thoroughfare. The tracks are still laid down, peeking through the weeds.

I count the streets. There are no houses, no landmarks to jog my spatial memory. It’s no use. If I could inhabit the spaces of my past, I might believe in it again.

And then I see you. Counting streets.

Long, straight black hair. Freckles. Cute button-nose. Just like I remember. I wonder if you dye your hair.

It can’t really be you, though. It could be anyone. It was nearly forty years ago when we took off our clothes for each other, revealing our not-yet-budding bodies.

I walk up to you. I say, I used to live here.

Without looking at me, you say, “Me too.”

I so want it to be you.

I tell you my name.

You laugh – a short laugh, a burst of fleeting pleasure. “Really?” Then you look at me and tell me your name.

20 July 1969. That night I stayed up late. The whole family spent the entire day watching television. Watching the Apollo Moon mission.

They landed. The astronauts landed on the Moon. I don’t remember hearing the famous words. All I remember are the grainy images on my family’s black-and-white television set – of the astronauts in their bulky spacesuits, of the desert moonscape, of men in ties sitting behind a desk, shuffling papers, smoking cigarettes, smiling in a strangely serious way.

The first time, it was a Saturday morning. The Saturday following the success of the Moon mission. All the cartoons had been preempted because of the aliens. On every channel: news, and more news. I was five years old. All I wanted was Bugs Bunny. Or Spider-Man. George of the Jungle. Jonny Quest. Underdog.

My parents were still asleep. I left through the back door, walked through the alleyway to your house. I stood on tiptoe to peer through one of the small rectangular windowpanes set into the wooden door, hoping to see you. But the kitchen was deserted.

I tapped lightly on the glass – once, twice – afraid to disturb your parents and be ratted out to my own that I went around knocking on people’s doors at seven o’clock on Saturday mornings. Even though this was the first time I’d done anything like that – and only because there were no cartoons.

Then you walked into view, still in your pajamas.

I smiled and gestured at you to come out and play.

You shook your head and mouthed, “I can’t.”

I insisted, but you still shook your head.

You held up your index finger and pressed it to your mouth. A twinkle appeared in your eyes.

You started to do gymnastics. Or maybe dance. I never did ask you. You flexed and stretched your limbs. You twirled around on one leg. You kicked your bare feet in the air toward me. Without interrupting your movements, you unfastened a button of your flannel pajama top. And another. Another kick. Another twirl. Another button. Flex. Kick. Twirl. Button. Flex kick twirl button. Flexkicktwirlbutton. And then you slung off your shirt. A few more kicks. A few more twirls. And you dropped your pants.

I was mesmerized by this first sight of naked flesh other than my own. So pale, it almost shone.

Utterly naked, at a steady, determined pace, you continued flexing and kicking and twirling. For my eyes.

I think we both lost track of time. There was a thud from somewhere inside your house. Without skipping a beat and without another glance at me, you picked up your clothes and sped out of the kitchen.

I ran back home. My parents were still in bed.

That afternoon, I saw you in the alley, hanging out with the other kids. I joined you and our friends. We all played hide-and-seek, and neither of us mentioned our morning tryst.

I went to your door again the next morning. You were waiting for me, standing in the kitchen, facing outside, the top button of your pajamas already undone.

Flex. Kick. Twirl. Button. And your naked flesh. That was the rhythm of my summer mornings, 1969.

Their flesh was different. It wasn’t just the color – a deep indigo blue – but the texture of it. The way it caught the light, I thought at first their skin was an aggregation of tiny scales. The wife let me touch her scalp once – they were bald, completely hairless – and her flesh was softer than I’d expected, almost spongy, not at all hard like scales. The weirdest thing about their heads, though, was that they had no noses and ears, just tiny slits above their mouths and on either side of their faces.

They spoke with a musical tilt, and their vowels were always a bit off. They smiled all the time, with their wide mouths and big shiny white teeth. Or maybe it was just the way their faces were built – smiling.

Most of the kids made fun of them, in that mean way some kids never outgrow. Without exception, on our street at least, parents warned kids to stay away from the aliens. Even my parents, who should have known better. Somehow, I pulled the word hypocrites from my five-year-old vocabulary, and I was forbidden to play outside for a week after that. The next morning I snuck out anyway, to watch you strip out of your pajamas. I snuck out every morning during that week, and every morning you exposed your pale flesh.

The next week, when I was free again, while I played with the other kids, I watched the aliens from the corner of my eye, trying to gather the courage to go meet them.

They had moved into a semi-basement apartment two doors north of your house. Husband and wife. No children. They always wore the same clothes: Hawaiian shirt, black pants, white socks, and sandals for the man; knee-length brown dress, orange pantyhose, and white hospital shoes for the woman. They spent most of every day sitting in the alleyway outside their place, on lawn chairs, with a little table between them. They practiced our language on each other, an exercise that often led to long, loud laughing fits. Before talking again, they’d pour some gooey gray liquid from a big jug into a glass and swallow a few gulps.

The aliens had come to Earth because of the Apollo mission. That’s what the men on TV said. No one knew how they’d gotten here. Or where they were from. The day after the Moon landing, they just appeared – and moved in, integrating themselves into society as if there was nothing special about it.

The new teenager making bicycle deliveries for the grocery store down the street, he was an alien, too.

The aliens weren’t the only new people in the neighborhood that summer. Within minutes of joining the rest of us in the alleyway, one of the new kids called me an alien. That kid, he was such a jerk. The kind of jerk that inspires everyone else to be jerks, too.

Aside from that, I can remember exactly three things about him. One, his big protruding square chin almost lunged at you when he spoke to you. Two, I always picture him wearing the same T-shirt: an ugly beige thing with red piping and a picture of a race car. Three, his name was Tolby; I’ve never met anyone else with that name.

It was like a dam had burst. Tolby called me alien, and suddenly all the other kids – kids who’d always been my friends – were laughing, pointing, calling me names. Hateful names. Making fun of me, of how I looked. Different from all of them. Of different flesh.

I searched for your eyes. You were standing aside; at least that’s what I choose to remember. You didn’t laugh. You didn’t say anything. You didn’t participate, but you didn’t defend me either. You didn’t look at me.

I was so mad, I finally went over and introduced myself to the aliens.

The aliens had this screen, which they called television, but it was more. For one thing, the screen was big, wider than I was tall. And the screen itself was all there was to that television, with no big box to hold the circuitry. They operated it with a remote control.

It doesn’t sound fantastic now, but in 1969 that was the stuff of science fiction.

The technology itself wasn’t the most wondrous thing about their television – their Space & Time Screen, as I called it.

On the Space & Time Screen, the aliens showed me life on their homeworld, with houses hollowed out of gigantic purple trees. They showed me dinosaurs stomping around on prehistoric Earth. Ancient Greek athletes. Aztecs building pyramids. Philosophers of forgotten African civilizations hotly debating topics I couldn’t understand, even with the aliens translating. Primate children playing long-forgotten games. The primordial ocean. Dragons flying through interstellar space. And so much more – I’m not sure now what I’ve imagined since and what I really saw.

When I said I was thirsty, the wife poured me water from the kitchen faucet. “Can I have the same thing you’re drinking?” They laughed at my request, but it was a kind laugh, and the wife handed me the glass of water.

“What did we tell you about those people?” My parents were angry at me. My father even raised his hand, but he caught himself before it could come down on me.

Mom said, “You’re never to speak to them again. Never to go into their house again. They’re strangers. Understand?”

I glared at them.

“Do you understand?”

I told them what had happened. What the other kids had done. The names they’d called me. I carefully repeated the words they’d used, accenting every syllable.

Their fists tightened, then their anger melted away. Their spines crumpled, their necks barely supporting the weight of their heads. When they looked up at me again, I had never seen them so sad and defeated.

“Oh,” they said. My father ran his fingers through my hair, and the three of us stood there silently.

“Oh,” they repeated.

Of course I went back to see the aliens and their Space & Time Screen. They were my friends, the only friends I had left. I stopped playing with those other kids. Even with you. Nevertheless, our morning trysts continued: a secret ritual we shared and were loath to abandon. We weren’t quite friends anymore. We were only five years old. What else could we be?

In September, everything changed.

We started kindergarten, you and I. Although we went to the same school, we wound up in different classes. With the advent of school, life’s rhythms followed different patterns.

If there was a reason I stopped peeking through your kitchen door, I’ve long forgotten it. All I know is that I did stop. In later years, I often wondered if, that first morning I failed to show up, you stood there in your pajamas waiting for me. Waiting to flex, kick, and twirl. Or maybe you, too, sensed that life was changing. Maybe it just makes me feel better to imagine some grand cosmic convergence and think that I didn’t abandon you.

There was another change brewing: my parents had received notice that we would be expropriated. The city was planning on razing a large part of the neighborhood. A community of small, tree-lined streets, hundreds of households, and dozens of local businesses would make way for a new superhighway, a giant luxury hotel, and a shopping mall with a vast parking lot.

We would have to move by the end of the school year.

I also fell out of the habit of visiting the aliens. In fact, I stopped hanging out in the alley altogether. When I wasn’t at school, I’d watch TV or sit in my room, drawing.

The bulldozers hadn’t begun their work, but already the life I’d known was shutting down.
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I didn’t make any friends in kindergarten, but more importantly I wasn’t picked on. I have the aliens to thank for that. In my class, there was one alien, a shy little girl, slightly shorter than anyone else. There were other aliens in other classes, in other grades. I saw them in the schoolyard.

No one ever hit the shy little girl alien, but they only ever talked to her to make fun of her. The teacher never interfered.

Neither did I. I wanted to feel guilty for not taking her side, but all I could honestly feel was relief at not being the victim. I remembered how you’d stood aside the day Tolby turned the kids against me. Flesh against flesh.

The last time, it was also a Saturday morning. Not just any last time: the last time I saw you.

It was too early for cartoons; the sun had barely risen. I was drawing: Underdog and Bugs Bunny teaming up against Doctor Octopus. A light rapping at my window led me to you. My young heart swelled with delight. I hadn’t realized how much I’d missed you.

I skulked through the kitchen and quietly opened the back door. In you came. We crept back to my room, and I carefully shut the door.

Silently, you inspected my room: the toys, the action figures, the comic books, the piles of drawings.

Then you grabbed my wrist and brought your lips to my ears. You whispered, “It’s my birthday.”

You stepped back and watched me, your eyes wide open with anticipation.

I wanted to laugh, but my breath caught. I was happy, yet I trembled.

Trembling, I flexed, I kicked, I twirled. Trembling, I unfastened a button.

I fell, clumsy. The loud thud echoed in the dawn silence. I picked myself up. Frustrated and embarrassed, I hurried out of my clothes.

Naked, I finally stopped trembling.

You smiled at me. Then you, too, disrobed. No flexing, kicking, twirling.

“What’s going on in there, sweetie?” My mom’s voice.

You grabbed your clothes, swiftly but with surprising poise, and slid under my bed just as the door opened.

“Is there someone in here with you?” She stepped into the room and saw me standing naked in the middle of a pile of drawings. I was suddenly aware of my penis. This woman, my mother – she’d seen me naked every day of my life. Changing my diapers. Bathing me. Dressing me. Yet my hands rushed to my crotch, as if hiding my genitals would protect our secret.

“What happened to your pajamas?”

So many questions, and no good answers. I was afraid to lie. Silence seemed my best option.

“Were you sleepwalking?”

Mom dressed me and made me breakfast, looking puzzled the whole time.

By the time I went back into my room, you’d managed to slip out, undetected.

The funds for the project never materialized. All the people left, and the neighborhood was destroyed, pulverized. But nothing new was ever built.

My family moved to a different city. New school. New kids. New house. New everything. It was years before it occurred to me that there weren’t any aliens anymore.

“I don’t remember the aliens.”

Yeah, that’s what everyone tells me. I haven’t mentioned them to anyone in years. I thought: maybe here, maybe now, maybe you. But . . . Forget it, it doesn’t matter. They’re just memories.

This is my first time back. I was always afraid to discover that the neighbourhood wasn’t real. That maybe you weren’t. What luck to run into you.

“Luck?” You chuckle dryly, sounding a bit miffed. “I come here every year. Always on the same day.”

You see me slowly understand.

You grip my forearm. I love the chiaroscuro of your pearly white hand against my skin. How your nails dig into my flesh.

You lean in. Your lips brush against my ear, and you whisper, “It’s my birthday.”


At Midnight, in the Month of June

Kristina Wright

She peered into the darkness through the streaked windshield. She should have waited until morning, but it seemed important to do it at night. The spring rains had made the dirt road soft, so she kept the tires in the well-worn ruts, driving past row upon row of corn, silent sentries in unwavering straight lines. These fields had been in her family for four generations and she knew them like the back of her hand, even in the dark.

She coasted the truck to a stop as she came to the end of the dirt road, where cornfield gave way to empty prairie. In the dark, beneath a blue moon, all she had to remind her of the flowers was their scent – wildflowers, their brilliant hues blanketing the grasslands like the Seurat painting “Forest in Barbizon” she had seen years ago at a traveling exhibit in Iowa City.

She killed the engine and the old diesel engine wheezed to a halt. She reached for the cardboard box in the passenger seat and cradled it in her lap.

“If I don’t do this now, I’m not going to do it,” she said aloud.

She climbed from the vehicle, holding the box carefully, and slammed the truck door. The sound reverberated across the vast openness, startling a pair of whip-poor-wills. Their flight reminded her of bats and she shuddered. She was thankful for the rows of corn at her back, as if they could protect her from whatever danger lurked in the darkness.

Careful of loose rocks and rabbit holes – the last thing she needed was a broken hip way out here where no one would find her for a day or two – she picked her way across the gently sloping ground, knee-deep in flowers. She remembered other walks like this. Only she hadn’t been alone.

“Guess I’m not alone tonight, either.” Talking to herself was a sign of dementia, wasn’t it? She didn’t much care. A light breeze sent tendrils of her long silver hair across her face.

She set the box down on the ground and brushed her hair back, looking around. Now she could pick out individual trees in the distance, the big rock she’d climbed as a child, the stubborn underbush that wouldn’t die back until after the frost.

“We had some good times here, didn’t we, Ed?”

Ed, of course, didn’t answer. Ed, what was left of him, was in the cardboard box at her feet. Dead now for over a month, he wasn’t going to agree with her about their good times or argue with her about who should have driven out here in the first place. She was on her own.

She’d waited a month to bring his ashes here. It had been important to wait that month, to wait for the right day, the right time. To come to the field as summer began.

“You’re laughing your ass off, aren’t you?” she said, staring up into the night sky.

The stars were dimmed because of the full moon, but she could still sort out the constellations just like Ed had taught her when they were in high school. Ursa Minor, Centaurus and the Corona Borealis winked and twinkled and she could, for a moment, imagine Ed with her. He would point out some new star or other, weaving a story to make her laugh until she was dizzy from looking up and had to lie down in the prairie grass.

She took a step forward, forgetting the box at her feet, and nearly tumbled over it. “Serve me right to break a hip out here. Romeo and Juliet all over again.”

Caroline had taught high school English for thirty-four years. Being here, alone in a field with her husband’s remains, felt like the kind of tragedy Shakespeare would have written.

Ed was a farmer. He had no use for Shakespeare or Coleridge. He’d liked Poe, though. She’d read “The Tell-Tale Heart” and “The Fall of the House of Usher” and “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” to him after the cancer had begun eating away at his liver. He’d liked Poe. He’d even liked the poetry, though he grumped it was “sissified”. She had read “The Raven” and “Annabel Lee” to him so many times she knew them by heart.

“That man knows a thing or two about what scares people,” he had mumbled as he drifted off to sleep after one of her Poe readings.

A tear slid down Caroline’s wrinkled cheek. Ed had never been afraid of anything except dying. He hadn’t even been much afraid of that. It was the pain that scared him, the helplessness.

He had said, “Don’t bury me, Caro. Don’t put me in the ground like a potato.”

She’d started to laugh, but had gone utterly still at the look in his eyes. “I promise, Eddie.”

The wind kicked up, making her faded housedress flutter at her knees. Caroline shook her hair back once more, hair that she’d kept long for Ed. Kept long for him still.

Stifling a groan from the ache in her knees, she knelt and carefully opened the four-pound box. Inside was another, smaller box. This one was sturdier, with a lid. She couldn’t see much in the moonlight, just grayish stuff in a dark box. It looked like sand, dirty sand. This was all that was left of Ed.

She hadn’t thought about the logistics of it. Ed was always getting on her about not planning things out. “You jump feet first and measure the depth once you hit bottom,” he used to say. It was true. She’d had a month to think about this – longer really, if she were being honest with herself – but hadn’t worked out the details. Did she just dump the box out on the ground? That seemed disrespectful. And burying it defeated the purpose.

She sighed and struggled back to her feet. She cursed the damn doctor who had changed her arthritis medicine. The new one didn’t work for shit, but the doctor had seemed so pleased with himself, he hadn’t asked her what she thought.

“Damn men,” she said to the box.

Ed had been the only man she’d ever loved, but he’d been a pain in the ass, too. He’d rejected alternative therapies as “voodoo”, turned down suggestions of experimental drugs. “I’m sixty-four and I hurt like a sumbitch,” he’d said when she’d begged him to consider something, anything, everything that might extend his life. “I’ve worked the farm since your dad hired me when I was sixteen. I’ve raised my kids, I’ve enjoyed my life. What else is there to live for?”

The words stung as much now as they had then, nearly a year ago.

“Me, you bastard,” she screamed, not caring if her voice carried across the prairie. “You had me to live for.”

She spun, windmilling her arms, flinging Ed’s remains everywhere. The wind kicked up just then, as if in response to her anger, blowing the ashes back at her. Rough particles bit at her cheeks, stinging her, blinding her. She fell to her knees, sobbing. Ed’s ashes – though they weren’t really like ashes at all – clung to her hair, her tear-stained face, her housedress.

“You had to have the last word, didn’t you?”

She started to laugh then, great sobbing bellows of laughter that were neither “respectful” nor “ladylike”, two words her mother had beaten into her during her proper Baptist upbringing. She laughed until the tears, and Ed’s remains, dried on her cheeks.

“Damn you, Ed Brindle,” she whispered, but the words held no fire.

She remembered kneeling in this grass years ago and taking Ed in her mouth for the first time. They’d been married a month, but they’d been sneaking out here for three or four years. They hadn’t needed to sneak anymore, but they did. Every couple of months, Ed would give her that grin and lead her out to his truck, giving her a little goose as she climbed in. Even after the children came, they’d go out to the prairie in the warm months and fuck like rabbits.

Ed would tease her the whole way about what he was going to do to her once he got her there and she’d tell him primly he’d do no such thing. She was lying, of course. She let him do anything he wanted. Now, kneeling in the dirt, she remembered that first night after they got married, the night Ed asked her to suck him.

He’d kissed her senseless that night, his hand groping up under her dress, finding her wet through her cotton panties. She’d moaned into his mouth, humping his hand like a wild thing.

He’d pulled back and she’d seen the desire in his expression. When he was like that, she almost didn’t recognize him. “You want me, don’t you, little one?”

She nodded, afraid to speak, afraid he’d stop touching her.

“Want to make me happy?”

Again, she nodded.

His voice had dropped to a whisper. “I need you, Caro. I need you.”

“You can have me,” she’d said.

“I need your mouth. Can you do that for me?”

If he’d mentioned it when they were sitting at the dinner table or climbing between her mother’s antique bed linens, she would have refused him. That was something a woman just didn’t do. Not a good woman, anyway. But there, in the field, she hadn’t the will or desire to refuse him anything. And so she had fallen to her knees – her much younger, much more nimble knees – and worked his zipper down with trembling fingers. A long time later, he’d filled her mouth with warm, thick seed. She’d tried not to gag as he’d stroked her head gently, his panting, raspy breath in her ears.

That had been nearly forty years ago, but Caroline could remember it so vividly. The feel of the hard ground beneath her knees, the smell of Coneflowers, the taste of Ed. The taste of him. She’d grown to love that taste. So much so, that she would, eventually, take him between her lips without coaxing, even on her mother’s Irish linens.

The prairie had been their place, their secret. Now, kneeling, covered in Ed’s ashes, Caroline felt something she hadn’t thought she would ever feel again. Desire. The memory of Ed’s cock, in her mouth, between her breasts, in her sex, even in her behind when she’d had a few too many glasses of the cheap wine her sister-in-law was always bringing over for Sunday dinner. As the gritty remains of her husband clung to her, him dead a whole month now, she wanted him.

“Damn you, Ed,” she said, working the buttons of her housedress loose the way she’d worked his zipper all those years ago.

She slipped each button through its hole, until the dress hung open, a whisper of a breeze caressing her skin. She pushed the soft, worn fabric off her shoulders, letting it fall to the ground. She unfastened her bra, her pulse quickening as she remembered the way Ed had done it so many times. Instead of his warm breath and wet mouth, she felt the wind on her nipples, tightening them into hard peaks on her sagging breasts. She sat on the ground, her housedress beneath her, and dragged her underwear down her hips and over her butt. It tangled on her sandals. She laughed, remembering how, in all the times they’d fucked on this prairie, they had never taken their shoes off.

Now, naked except for her sandals, Caroline stretched out on the ground, her housedress wadded beneath her. She still felt Ed’s ashes clinging to her skin. It should have been morbid, but it wasn’t. He was there, with her, beneath the moonlight.

There in the empty prairie, beneath a summer sky so clear it looked like the stained glass in one of those fancy Catholic churches . . . Caroline touched herself. Tentatively at first, while the respectable part of her whispered how nasty she was. Then the memories claimed her. Memories of Ed taking her from behind as she leaned over the big rock, of riding him in a driving spring rain, of begging him to kiss her between the legs and make her come while she lay just like this on his field jacket.

She could hear the wetness of her sex even as she felt her arousal slippery on her fingers. She had been so embarrassed by that sound, so afraid of what Ed must think. It had only seemed to make him hotter, to make him drive into her deeper, fuck her harder. Later he would apologize, saying he hadn’t meant to be so rough, but secretly she thrilled to those moments when he lost control, lost himself inside her.

Now it was her fingers buried inside her, driving into her as hard as Ed ever had. She pinched her nipples with her left hand, feeling the grit on her skin, knowing it was Ed and moaning his name as if he was there with her, flesh and blood instead of sand and bone. She stroked herself with hungry fingers, rubbing her juices up and over the hard button of her sex, imagining it was Ed’s callused hand stroking her instead. She fucked herself as if Ed were watching her, spreading her thighs and raising her hips, ignoring the twinges of arthritic pain. Ed had loved to watch her release herself; it made him hard as earth in a long drought to see her pleasure, to taste her right after.

“Like honeysuckle off the vine,” he’d say. She knew the taste was saltier, because she’d tasted herself on him so many times. But she’d liked the poetry of it and hadn’t contradicted him.

She imagined Ed’s head between her legs. She could even feel his thick hair tickling her thighs, his tongue stroking her. Licking her, over and over, until she couldn’t stand it, until she begged him to stop. And of course, he wouldn’t, not until she came, not until she filled his mouth with her honeysuckle sweet.

The memory became so real she whimpered as she stroked her button and finger-fucked herself and came. Came for herself alone. Came for Ed.

Her orgasm subsided. She slowed her strokes. Sometimes Ed hadn’t known when to quit. He would keep touching her or licking her long after her body had reached its limit. But here under this solitary sky she knew what she needed, what she could take, and she eased her fingers out, smelling the scent of her arousal, her orgasm.

She laid there, her pulse slowly returning to normal, her skin damp, gritty still with Ed’s remains. She stared up into the brilliant black sky and smiled. Ed was watching. Ed and Poe. She just knew it.

She knew she should get up and shake out her housedress. If she lay there much longer, she’d go stiff and be hurting tomorrow. She didn’t care. She’d hurt tomorrow no matter what she did tonight. And she’d be alone until her own body was burned down and fitted into a little box just like the one at her side. Tonight she didn’t want to think about pain or sickness or death. She just wanted to remember.

She raised come-wet fingers to her mouth and sucked her taste from them. “Sweet as honeysuckle, Ed.” She whispered it.

“Sweet as honeysuckle off the vine.”


Neon Nights

Susan DiPlacido

I can’t lose.

I admit it, I’m delighted to hear the tin clink of coins dropping into the tray. The money is chump change, but it’s the nostalgia of it. Who’d have thought that the click-clack of coins falling into slot trays in Vegas would become nearly obsolete?

I scoop the coins into a cup and recognize this for the sign that it is. Tonight won’t be the night I lose.

I’m feeling quiet, so clutching the cup, I wander into the baccarat room. Instantly, the pit boss is at my side, glad-handing and greeting, handing me the paperwork. I’m filling out the marker when I hear it.

A foggy voice, caramelized with a Texas drawl. “Thought you’d fool this good ole boy with that slow shuffle? I say, gimme that shoe now.”

I turn and glimpse the hulking figure in the Stetson. The dealer points at the Banker line, saying, “Sir, you owe the commissions.”

“What’s that, boy? You know who I am? I’m still gambling here, you’ll get your money when I’m good and goddamn finished.”

I pick that table.

As the boss pulls out a chair for me, the cowboy flaps his jaw. “Whoa there, little lady,” he warns and grasps the card shoe. “You’re welcome to set a while, even gamble if you choose, but don’t be expectin’ me to relinquish the deal.”

“High bettor deals,” I say and smile. The dealer on my side is Rob. He’s who the cowboy called “boy” a minute ago. Rob’s black.

Waiting on my chips, I say, “Shoe over here, please.”

Rob smiles, “Yes, Miss Rossi.”

“Whoa now, sweetheart,” the cowboy rumbles. “I don’t think so. I done tole you who was dealing.”

“High bettor deals.”

“Lady,” he booms. “You better take another look. That’s ten thousand a hand I’m playing. I’ve got a quarter million in all here, dolly.”

I stare at him as my chips get slid in front of me. His jaw falls slack at the sight. I pull a coin from the plastic cup, toss and catch it. Asking, “A quarter million, huh, Hoss? How ’bout I flip you for it?”

It’s early morning, dawn is breaking. I had a monster roll on a craps table courtesy of the money I won off Hoss. That got me wired, all that cheering, all that winning, mainlining right to the deep recesses of my brain. But I know when to quit, so I came up here to ghostbar to watch the lights fade. I throw back another shot of the whiskey and wince as it sizzles down my raw throat.

“So you won? You won the coin flip?” Diamond asks.

“Course she did!” Mystique says.

“I bet he was pissed!”

“Not as pissed as the pit boss,” I answer her, hearing the sibilant slurring of my own words. I order another shot anyhow, confused when I don’t see any money on the bar. I thought I’d just broken a Benny for the last round. I realize I’m drunk, so I don’t want to leap to conclusions. It’s in poor taste to be bragging about the cowboy like this. Nevertheless. I know Diamond and Mystique. I’m holding court with them, the hookers who got passed over for tonight. They’re only nice to me because I buy them drinks, but I’m drunk and want company. I dig in my purse, find the last couple bills. I give a hundred to the bartender, wave off the change, leave the other there for more rounds.

“Why was the pit boss bent?” Diamond asks.

“I swear, you are so simple,” Mystique says. “He was pissed cause he knew that oil-man would’ve lost his money to the casino. Instead he lost it to her. And then she just used it to win more money. Ain’t that right, Lisa?”

“Right-o,” I nod, grabbing my shot. I suck it down and add, “Lana. My name’s Lana.” Glancing outside, I see bright rays of sun cut through the gaps in the buildings. When I look back to the bar, the last hundred is gone.

Fuckin’ thieving whores.

Diamond’s trying to palm it in her left hand. I see the awkward half-fist she’s using, a tiny corner of muddy green peeks out between her thumb and index finger.

Stupid cooze. I’d’ve given it to her if she asked. But she didn’t. I strike. I claw into the back of her hair with both hands and yank.

She tumbles off her chair and I get a fistful of her expensive weave. Flat on her back, eyes wide, she screams. I throw a drink in her face. She cries when I pry the money from her fist. Maybe that’s what keeps me from punching her bloody – I pity her. She already looks like a corpse under the blue incandescence of the neon lights in here. Something holds me back. And I’m glad for it. Hands shaking, my stomach sours with the thought of what I almost did, could’ve done. Everyone always said I was Daddy’s Little Girl. Mystique’s gape-mouthed staring, but as I meet her eyes, she turns and runs.

I tell the bartender, “I gotta go home.”

“Time makes angels of us all and gives us wings where we had shoulders smooth as ravens’ claws.” Or so I try to say.

’Cept doesn’t come out that way. I’m slurring.

The driver corrects me. “Death,” he says. He’s not snotty. They’re never snotty to me. I squint into the rear view mirror to see him. It’s James. I like James. “Death,” he repeats. “Death makes angels of us all. You’ve been hitting the Bushmills again, Miss Rossi.”

I correct him. “Lana, James. Just Lana.”

“You always do this, Miss Rossi.”

“I don’t, I . . . pfft.”

“You get cross-eyed and misquote Morrison when you’re on Bushmills, Miss Rossi.”

“I’m not misquoting! I’m not talking about death. ’S not the whiskey. James. James.” I sit up and lean over the seat. “Not the whiskey, James.”

He laughs. “Bushmills brings out Morrison. When you’re tipped on martinis you sing Sinatra, Miss Rossi.”

“Pfft.”

“Sinatra,” he smiles. “Your father used to do that too, did you know that?”

I just sigh. I knew that.

“I drove him plenty of times. He was a nice man, Miss Rossi.”

“Sinatra?”

“Your father. I’ve heard stories, from others.” He looks back at me through the rear view. “He was nice to me though. Good tipper,” he smiles. “Same as you.”

“Yeah, I bet you’ve seen a lot in this town, James,” I say.

“I was really sorry to hear what happened to him.” He looks at me in the mirror again.

I feel sick. But I stand by what I said about the time and angel business. Four hours ago I was looking oh-so-spectacular, but now that night’s bled away I’m a leftover sin vomited up for normal people to inspect and judge in the desert dawn. But that’ll change again come nightfall. “It’s bright. Got shades?” I ask him.

“Just mine.” He points to ones on the seat next to him. Oh, James.

Holding my glass in my teeth, I dig in my purse but don’t see any cash. I thought I got that hundred back from what’sher-name? There’s only chips, blurring and sifting through my fingers. It’s too bright. I feel sick. I pull one out and hold it up. Pink. I flip it up front, onto the leather seat next to James.

Wordlessly, he passes me his sunglasses.

I put them on and lean back. When we pull up, James stays in the car but Rod opens the door. I grab the decanter of booze and take his hand but stumble anyhow. I land hand-first, doggie-style on the marble stairs as the decanter shatters and my new sunglasses go skidding. As Rod hauls me up, I’m not so concerned with a skinned knee, bitten tongue, or torn Versace dress as I am consumed with awareness. Because even in my groggy alcohol stupor-haze, I know what these tourists are seeing. High heels and wild hair, can’t walk a straight line, night-hardened, high life-cum-low-life, breaking glass and whining over spilled booze in the sunshine while they’ve got their fanny packs and cameras, normal people ready to snap pictures of botanical gardens and Bugsy’s plaque; bright-eyed tourists assaulted with the anachronistic reality of one of Sin City’s living ghosts – me.

They probably think I’m a hooker. Come sunrise, there’s no moral difference between Versace and Frederick’s of Hollywood – they’re both just breast-baring, sleazy attire.

I start laughing as Rod pulls me up and away from the broken glass. I accidentally crush the shades under my heel.

Fuck the tourists. I’m not a hooker. Las Vegas is my whore.

Rod takes me up and closes the drapes as I find some cash for him.

He nods, “Thank you, Miss Rossi.”

Miss Rossi. Get the fuck out of here, Rod.

He does.

I stagger and pull off the wrecked dress, make my way to the bathroom and sprawl on the cool tile floor and fall into a dreamless sleep.

Later, the phone rings, dragging me awake, so I answer the one near the hot tub.

“Lana.” The voice is sharp.

“Maria.” She’s my sister. “What do you want?”

“What do I want? What are you doing? When are you coming home? Normal people don’t live in hotels, Lana.”

“Normal people pop Prozac like Pez, spend a fortune on therapy, and live like lemmings, Maria.”

“Don’t you try to make this about me,” she hisses.

I laugh.

“This isn’t right, Lana. What you’re doing . . . you’re going to die broke and alone.”

“I’m not afraid of dying,” I tell her and start filling the hot tub. “Most people are so afraid of dying they end up forgetting to live.”

“Why are you doing this?”

“Because I can.” I dangle my foot in the warm water and look at my newly skinned knee. I’m just too tired to explain. “Maria, I’ll give you ten thousand bucks to leave me alone for another week.”

She scoffs. “This isn’t about me needing money, this is . . . You know what? No matter what, you’re just living off dad’s name out there.”

“At least I’m not living off his money!” I shout and instantly regret it.

Icy, “No, you’re living off Vinny’s.”

Just the mention of his name sends a frisson up my spine and flushes me everywhere. The wrongness of that pisses me off. I know I shouldn’t take her bait, but the smartass in me does. “I gave him collateral for the money he lent me.”

“You broke his heart by giving him that ring back.”

“Vinny’s a big boy.” Now I’m exhausted, so I lower myself into the tub and try again with her. “Fifty thousand to leave me be for two weeks.”

“What?” But there’s a waver in her voice. Oh, Maria. “Vin’s on his way out there.”

There’s no denying the hitch in my heart. And it’s not the still-drunk hangover that makes my pulse patter and my crotch throb. “Screw Vinny. I have his money. That’s all he wants.” That’s something I wish was true.

“Then why wouldn’t you send it to him?”

“Madone,” I sigh as I slip further under the water, letting it lap against my shoulders. “I can’t wire money to a guy called Guinea Vinny. Let him come get it.”

“He is! Or that’s his excuse.”

“I’ll handle Vinny. Just, stay off my back from now on.”

Prickly, “I won’t. You’re my sister and I’m worried.”

Maybe she is.

I say, “I’ll wire you a hundred thousand dollars today. Do with it what you want. And you let me do what I want.”

“Lana . . .”

“Hang up now, Maria. Or you don’t get a dime.”

“Take care of yourself,” she says. And then there’s silence.

I drop the receiver and imagine melting in the stream of the tub. But when I close my eyes, all I see is Vin, and instead of melting, I simmer. I push the button to start the water jets, but instead of the bubbling noises drowning things up, all they do is work my heat up into a frothing lather. I reason that if I give in I’ll be able to relax and go back to sleep.

Turning sideways in the tub, I dangle my legs over the edge and position one of the jets directly on my crotch. Squeezing my eyes closed, I force myself to picture other men: Keanu Reeves, George Clooney, Rod the bellman. Anyone. But as the sensations build and my hips undulate, the water rushing and forcing heated, pulsing pleasure to me, I mentally lose control and the visions take on a life of their own. I don’t care. At this point, I just want, I just need the release. Muscles tensed and teeth clenched, I picture Vinny watching this, looking over me right now. I raise up, press against the jet, and as I shudder and come, I know exactly what he’d look like.

He’d be loving it.

When I wake again, it’s twilight. At the window, looking out at my city, I prepare to tackle night 136. Gazing down at the sparkling pool, I wish I’d gotten a swim in. They’ll let me even if it is closed. There’s not much they won’t let me do these days. Everything has a price.

The irony is that now they don’t want me to pay for things. They just give it free. Rooms, food, drinks, entertainment, midnight swims, limo rides, Versace clothes, a Cartier watch, whatever. They give me anything they’ve got because I’ve got something of theirs.

Money.

I’ve got it, and they want it back. But they don’t want me to purchase things. They just want me to gamble. Well, that’s not true. Technically, they want me to Game. That’s their word for it these days: “Gaming”.

It’s still gambling to me and all the other suckers who sit at the tables. Except right now, I’m not a sucker. Because right now, I’m a winner.

I’m on night 136 of an unfathomable winning streak.

It started with blackjack, because I had skill. My dad taught me to play before I could read. He was even better than me. He used to clean up out here before they cracked down. I wasn’t allowed in the casinos as a kid, but me and Maria and dad always had fun, looking at the too-bright lights, eating lobster dinners, playing at the pool. That was the life.

This trip, I had my big coming-out party with blackjack. I got nailed quickly, but not before I got a bankroll started. Poker rooms are still good for winning. Dad taught me how to win at that game too. But it’s the craps tables that have become the magic. I suppose it holds the most allure since there’s no skill involved, it’s just dumb, blind luck. It makes sense. Dice is the quintessential, existential gangster game.

With cards not being a viable option for me anymore, it’s a good thing I like the dice. Even better that they like me. James was right about my fifty-minute roll at the Palms last night. And I’m not shocked he’d already heard about it.

Legend.

Myth.

That’s what this whole town is built on.

That’s the only thing that keeps the suckers coming back. If they didn’t think someone won every once in a while, they wouldn’t bother. That’s the synergy.

I pull on a suit and pad downstairs. Steve the pool host invites me to swim as long as I like. I stuff his pocket with green. Tipping isn’t just courtesy out here – it’s lifeblood. They’re nice to me because they want something from me. So I give it to them. Same as the rest of the world. Everybody wants something, and everyone has a price. It’s just more blatant out here. It’s more honest.

The warm water feels good on my knee, and as I paddle under the protective eyes of the marble griffons, I already know that tonight won’t be the night I lose.

Maria’s right. Eventually, if I don’t stop, I’ll lose. Everyone does. I’m the anomaly right now. But even though I’m making the suits scratch their heads and clench their teeth, it’s an unspoken, uneasy alliance. Because I’m an anomaly they need.

I’m upholding the illusion.

It’s happened before, it’s happening now, and it’ll happen again. Because if it doesn’t keep happening, the whole system turns to shit. So it somehow finds cracks in the logic, splinters in the odds, and holes in the safeguards to allow the statistical rarity to survive.

It’s not about the money. That’s what the non-gamblers and skeptics and pragmatists will never understand about this place. They blame it on greed.

But they’re wrong.

It’s the hope of winning.

If people didn’t have hope that they could win, the neon lights would slowly burn out and this city would shrivel and die.

In the middle of the pool, I climb among the fountains and relax in front of the bronze statue of Julius. Hail, Caesar.

Veni, vidi, vici.

That’s what people who never gamble won’t ever understand. It’s not just entertainment. Winning is a buzz. It makes you feel alive.

Once I’m dressed, I go downstairs to the old casino with its vaulted ceiling and merry-go-round twinkling lights. It’s different from the first time I was here. It’s been nipped, tucked, painted, sprayed, and polished. But just like the daily take, the memories linger – tangible. I pick a craps table in the high roller area.

I go up and down as a guy chicken-feeds the dice. When a rhythm shooter takes over, I play a two-way thousand dollar yo and it hits. The rest of the table celebrates, but I’m low-key. I don’t cheer much when I’m sober, and I don’t want a drink. And at this point, that’s not a big enough hit to trigger the rush. I let five grand ride on the yo, and damn if that guy doesn’t hit that eleven again. I laugh this time. The absurdity of it, the contagious, reactive shouts all around, and the thrill of a win all conspire to buzz me up. The shift manager looks ready to swallow his face. I figure the pit boss is tapping my shoulder to distract me, but he whispers in my ear. “There are some gentlemen looking for you.”

“Did they give a name?”

“Mr Vendetti,” he says. I can tell from his expression that Vin’s demeanor has already left the mark that earned him his nickname of Guinea Vinny. “Should I have him wait?”

“No, thanks. Take me to him,” I wave to my chips, and he nods that he’ll handle them.

I get to the lobby, then hesitate as I see him. He’s sipping a highball, gold ID bracelet flashing, dark hair gleaming, head to toe in black, looking every bit the New York thug that he is. God help me, my knees get weak and my blood sings. I’m suddenly aware that it’s not only been 136 nights of winning, but also 138 nights of a dry spell. 138 nights since I last saw him. Ashamed of my body’s response, I straighten my back, grind my teeth, and stride over.

He kisses my cheeks, puts an arm around the small of my back and whispers, warm breath tickling my ear. “Cara mia.”

Now I want a drink.

“Vincent,” I say and push him back, signaling business first. No, business only.

He brought Tony Calabrese with him, so I nod and have them follow me. As we settle in the Shadow bar, Vin dismisses Tony before he can take a seat. Ignoring the cocktail waitresses and dancers, Vinny stares at me, leans his shoulder into mine, saying, “You’re looking good, Rossi.”

“It’s the clothes. Designer shit. Gucci.”

“It’s not the clothes.”

“I have your money.”

“I wasn’t worried.”

“Yeah, right,” I scoff, nearly spit my drink out. “Then why’re you here?”

He brushes his thumb against the back of my hand. “I came here for you.”

I ignore the shiver his touch gives me. “Yeah, well, Vin, I’m doing fine. I don’t need you.”

“Mmm. But do you want me?” he nudges his shoulder into mine, but I don’t bend. “Lana,” he says, “I know you didn’t need me. I needed you.”

Now I do spit my drink. Is he fucking serious? I take a look at his face. He is serious. Oh, Madone. No wonder he sent Tony away. Worse, he lets me look him directly in the eye, unflinching.

Reaching in his pocket, he pulls out my ring, huge and sparkling. Saying, “I’ll be glad to take back the twenty large if you’re ready to take this back.”

“Guinea Vinny,” I sigh, avert my eyes, and lean back, ignoring the ring. “How much vig I owe you?”

“You never owe me vigorish, babe.” He slips the diamond back in his pocket. “There’s talk back home. You’re doing well. Got a run going nearly as big as that Greek guy had.”

“I’ll beat his streak.”

“Is that what this is about? You know, he ended up losing it all. Everyone who pushes their luck does, babe.”

“I assume you want paid in cash, Vin?”

“So how much is it you’re up to, huh?”

I shrug.

“Aw, c’mon. Don’t be that way, sugar. Tell me. Five mill?”

Silence.

“Ten?”

Silence.

“Fifteen?”

I sip my drink and he laughs, showing off his dimples. “You’ve gotta be fuckin’ kiddin’ me. That’s . . . that’s insane cash, babe.” The martini is warming me, but it’s not the only thing generating heat. I order another round. He sips. I gulp. He leans close again, the soft lights making his dark eyes look bottomless. Quietly, “Your dad would be proud right now.”

“Yes. Yes he would.”

“You miss him.”

“Yes, I do.”

A heavy pause. Now, “He gave us his blessing, Lana. He wanted us to be together.”

“Vinny, don’t,” I whisper, closing my eyes. I can’t look at him right now.

He kisses me on the temple and smoothes his hand down the back of my hair. His scent in my nose, his presence strong, his voice gentle, “Come home.” His hand under my hair now, strong on the back of my neck, while his other one settles on my exposed knee, electrifying me.

I don’t pull away. I look at him. “Hey Vin. How about you come out here?” I already know it’s hopeless.

“I am here.” He snakes his hand up my thigh, his fingers edging under the hem of my skirt.

“No,” I push him back before I get weaker and dumber. “I mean, you stay here. You could do that. We could do that.” And again, he lets me look him in the eyes.

Maybe it’s not hopeless. But now he dimples a sly smile, takes his hands off me, leans back. Saying, “I can’t do that.”

“Why not?”

“Sugar. Come on.”

“Vin, I have insane money. You said so. I’ll stop. I’ll stop right now and we’ll have that ...”

“Lana,” he shushes me. He’s being unusually patient with me, maybe he can smell my desperation. “You know I’ll do anything for you, babe. Except that. You know my life.”

“Change your life, Vin. For me, change it.”

Lowering his voice, leaning closer, “This thing of ours, you know it doesn’t work like that. I was born to this, same as you.”

“Yeah, I was born to it. That doesn’t mean I have to marry into it. You don’t have to carry it out.”

Leaning in, growling through clenched teeth, “I took an oath. You want me end up with a bullet in my fuckin’ brains?”

I don’t flinch, but he does when he realizes what he just said. I grab hold of his wrist and stay collected. “That’s exactly what I don’t want. Think about what you’re asking me to go back to – this thing of ours. Is that what you want for me? To be Mrs Vincent Vendetti?”

“It wouldn’t be like that,” he shakes his head.

“Right,” I scoff and release his arm. “My whole life I was Joey Rossi’s daughter. Now you want me to be Vincent Vendetti’s wife.”

“Like it was so awful being his daughter? You’d be ashamed to be my wife?”

“I loved my dad, Vin. And I love you. God help me, I do.”

“So what’s the fuckin’ problem?”

“The life, Vin, is the problem. Out here, suddenly, the name Rossi is mine. Yeah, it’s still connected with my dad. But now when people talk of Joey Rossi, they’re saying what his daughter did. They’re talking about Miss Rossi. Me and this monster streak. That’s what they’ll think of first from now on. Not some gangster who took a bullet in the brain.”

“So that’s what this is about then.”

“Yes. No. I don’t know. Part of me thought . . . I guess I hoped it was for us, too.”

“So you’ve done it, babe. You’ve made your name. You’ve given your dad another memory. Finish it if you want. But then, come home.”

“To be what?” I shout.

Vin shifts in his seat and sweeps his eyes across the room. When he’s satisfied that everyone’s ignoring us, he gives me a look and then his attention again. Simply saying, “To be my wife.”

“Exactly,” I sigh.

I am an anomaly. I’m in love with a man who wants me to be his wife. He’d give me any wedding I wanted, money to burn, protect me, and love me forever. And I don’t want it.

“To be your wife. To cook and keep the house and ignore the cumares you’re gonna have. To become Mrs Vincent Vendetti.”

“You know that’s bullshit. I wouldn’t hold you down or run around. I’m old school some ways, sugar, but don’t pin that shit on me.”

I don’t know what to believe. I’m in love with him enough right now to believe him. But it doesn’t matter. I try again by telling him the truth.

“I heard the shot,” I tell him. He drops his eyes, he knows what I’m talking about. I’ve never said the words before, but I say them now. “I was upstairs, and I heard the shot from my window. Dad was coming over for dinner. I heard it, and I knew right away, I just knew what’d happened. So I ran downstairs, and in the lobby of my building, all alone, I found him.” Vinny puts his arm around me, consoling. I force myself on. “I didn’t, I didn’t know what to do. I knew he was dead, I mean, there was no way he wasn’t. The blood, it was, it was awful. It was everywhere. And there were chunks in it. Big, glopping, slimy chunks.”

“Stop it,” Vinny whispers.

But I don’t. “Red, purple, some still oozing out of him. His eyes were open. Know what the worst was? His foot was twitching. It was jerking, nearly his whole leg moving, so I thought, I thought maybe he was alive. I knew he couldn’t be, his skull was everywhere, his brains were splattered all over the place. But there was still something there, something making his body fight and work. I went over, I guess I thought I could help him, maybe, I don’t know. But when I went over, I slipped and fell. I fell in all that blood, and it was still warm. Warm and thick and wet. His blood, his death, it was all over me.”

Vinny swallows hard, but somehow he meets my gaze.

I don’t stop.

“And now you’re asking me to sit back and wait for that to happen to you. I can’t do it. It’s too risky, Vin. That’s a gamble I won’t make.”

He just leans close again and strokes my hair, so warm and strong I could almost, almost melt into him. Very soft, for my ear only, he whispers it to me. “I took care of that business while you’ve been away. Tied up every loose end.”

It should make my blood run cold. Instead it warms me even more.

It’s a long time before he breaks the mood by stretching back in his seat and saying, “I’m glad you’re doing well out here, babe.”

Unfortunately, that’s the drawback to growing up with someone. You end up knowing that person really well. I know the look in his eyes right now. He heard me, he understood me. But he’s still not accepting it.

I pull him up and make him take me for a walk outside. It feels good to be away from the casino, just to be with someone who’s not being paid to be nice to me. Especially while moving under all these unnatural, unreal lights. Pinks and golds; bouncing down and mingling, casting a jaded sheen across the night. I notice how much even this street has changed. There just aren’t as many lights anymore. The places are more low-key, supposedly classier. It’s still bright enough, but the days of pulsing, retina-blinding neon are nearly gone. That old Las Vegas is dead. But the memory remains. People still think of it that way. The illusion’s being upheld.

Unfortunately, we stop in front of the Mirage to watch the volcano go off. The steam and fire and forceful explosions that climax in a roar and then settle into fading aftershocks conspire with Vinny’s body, pressed tight against my back, to set my pulse throbbing.

He’s got one arm around my waist, lazily rubbing his hand across my stomach. His chin rested on my shoulder, his breath on my neck. His other hand, it sneaks up side. Under my arm, beside my breast, just his fingertips stroking the naked skin of my ribs; tickling and shivering me there, searing me inside.

I can feel his heat and muscle pressed against me. But then, I feel something harder than him. It actually is a gun in his pocket. He couldn’t have flown here with a gun, not even him, not with the new security. I’m not shocked he managed to pick one up. I am disappointed that he took care of business before coming to see me.

But, sadly, I understand. And now he nuzzles my neck with a libidinous growl, and rubs his hands low on my tummy. It gets me hotter than that volcano spewing fire.

I let him take me back inside. But I steer him into another bar before I make a regrettable mistake. Just the thought of being with him makes my breath go shallow and fevers me, so I know he’ll win this battle of wills.

But I’m determined to win the war.

Coy, I put my hand on his thigh. The vibe from him is unmistakable, he’s oozing lust worse than I am. I tell him, “I’ve done nearly everything in this city. All but one thing.”

“Yeah, what’s that, Rossi?” He downs his fresh drink in one long pull.

“Probably the most traditional one, besides gambling. I’ve played games, seen lights. They’ve given me fight tickets and limo rides. I guess it’s ’cause I’m a female that they don’t offer me hookers.”

He laughs. “You want a hooker, huh, Rossi?”

I shrug. “I won’t feel like I’ve fully experienced the place until I’ve paid for sex.”

“Never knew you swung both ways, babe,” he says and raises his eyebrows, lifts his empty glass and chews on some ice. “Can’t say I’m totally opposed to the idea.”

“Not a woman, stunade,” I laugh. “They have guys.”

His jaw throbs and face flushes. Maybe he does have an idea how I’d feel about him getting side action on me.

“Relax,” I say and move my hand higher up his thigh. “Maybe you’d be interested in the job.”

“Check!” he signals for the waitress.

I slow him down. “You do understand the appeal of it, right?”

“Sugar, I understand the appeal. I understand it enough that you don’t need to pay me.”

“No, you’re not getting it, Vin. It’s not just sex. It’s freedom. It’s anything the person wants – at a price. They can talk, they can connect, or they can just fuck. It’s as empty or meaningful as they want. But when it’s over, it’s over. Capisce?”

He looks down at my hand on his leg, then looks away and shakes his head. He capisces.

“Name your price, Vin.”

“Lana, I’m not . . .”

“A million bucks.”

“Are you fuckin’ insane?”

“How about this, I’ll make it two. I’ll have to pay you with a casino check and you’ll have to pay taxes. So I’ll make it two.”

He stares at me, incredulous. But he’s not saying no.

Oh. Vinny.

I stand up and flip him my room key. I throw money on the table to cover the check, and tell him I’ll meet him upstairs.

He grabs my arm. “You’re really serious about this?”

“When it’s over. It’s over. Forever.” I pull away and head to the casino office.

I try to stay poised. But as I’m waiting for the elevator, Fly Me To The Moon wafts through the overhead speakers and I can’t help but hum along. Vinny opens the door, and I hold the check up high for him to see. A throaty whisper, all he says is my name. “Lana.”

I realize I haven’t just been horny, I’ve been lonely.

In bed, he goes slow at first. His ID bracelet is cool against my skin but his hands are warm as they trace along my arms, my legs, my stomach, my everywhere, heating me. His kisses, those start gentle too, but soon he’s devouring my mouth. His hand cups my breast, squeezing it from the fleshiness of the underside, pushing my nipple up and out so that it brushes against his hard chest, making it long for his fingers. That’s when he thrusts his tongue deep against mine.

His boxers still on, me naked under him, he gets wilder, rougher. He presses against me, his pelvis grinding into my hips, his knees struggling for leverage. I spread my legs, rubbing myself against him. Even with the thin layer of cotton of his underwear between us, I can feel his heat radiating, feel him growing and hardening. He’s panting above me, still thrusting his tongue, fucking my mouth the way he wants to be inside and fucking me.

God, God help me, it’s exactly what I want too. Raising my knees, wrapping my legs around his waist I rut against him. Already wired, burning up, maybe with enough friction I can get off that way.

But Vin has none of that. He pants and licks my neck, but pulls away from my mouth, and takes his hand off my breast. He pushes up and away from me as I lay there, helpless. Mercifully, he’s fast though. Smiling at me as he pushes down his boxers, whispering in his deep voice, “Cara mia. I’ve missed you. Christ, I’ve missed you.”

I reach up for him, and he climbs back on top of me. His hands moving again, sparking everywhere he touches, making everywhere else on my body jealous for the same attention. He squeezes my breast again, this time satisfying me by diving down and kissing the nipple. Then, roughly, sucking on it. A silvery spike of desire surges down my spine, settles in my crotch, making me throb for him. I reach down between us and stroke him – hard, demanding. He’s hot but dry, so I release him just long enough to reach between my own legs, I’m already dripping wet. I use that wetness and start pumping him as I go to work on myself with my other hand, rubbing furiously on us both.

He groans and thrusts, but again, he’s not having it. He takes hold of my wrists, pulls my hands away and pins them down, clasping tight, one on each side of my head. His ID bracelet now warmed, dangling, brushing against the underside of my forearm. He squeezes tight as he enters me, strong and forceful, his breath hitching on an inhale, mine rushing out as he drives deep.

Right in my ear, raspy, “You’re mine. You’re mine, Lana.”

It feels so good, him filling me up, thrusting so deep, hitting exactly the right spot. Hotter, faster, getting me higher, higher. Near frenzied, I buck and try to move to drag it out, but he’s got me clamped down tight, his hands hot and rough. The same hands he’s used against other men. Vinny’s hands that have actually killed men – for me.

That thought makes me come instantly. Hard, shuddering, no escape as he keeps thrusting, lighting me up brighter than all the neon on the strip. Making me feel more alive than winning a million bucks. He says my name, loud, possessive, and then, softly, “Ti amo.” And then he quivers and comes too.

It’s twilight when I wake.

Vinny’s gone. The check is on the bed next to me. No note, no goodbye. Set next to it is my ring. Huge, glistening even in the faint light.

Of all people in the world, I should have known that Guinea Vinny Vendetti couldn’t be bought.

At the window, I watch the neon lights flicker on all along the strip.

I already know that tonight will be the night I lose . . . something.

I sigh and try to picture the strip back when I first saw it, long before I conquered it. When I was just a little girl. When blackjack was just a game, dice passed time, and my dad held my hand in his as we walked down the street. When the lights were so bright, and I don’t think I’d ever even heard the word “gangster”. When for me, there wasn’t any greed, and there didn’t need to be hope. It was all just contagious energy, circling around, hyping me up, thrilling me just to be hanging out with my cool dad.

Now I’ve won here, and that’s not supposed to happen. Everyone else who’s ever done it has pushed their luck and walked away a loser. Most people think that’s sad. I think it’s glorious. It means they never gave up hope.

I twirl the ring around in my fingers, and then, naturally, I slip it on.

Times change, memories linger, and my hope won’t ever fade.

It’s time to go home, let Vinny thrill me, and spend the days pushing my luck.


The Blues Man

Stanfield Major

Your man’s out prowlin’ Baby

Thinks he likes his women tall and thin

Keep your back door open

Cause Baby I’ll be comin’ in

Laura sat in the back of the small club listening to these words filtered through a voice that sounded like gravel being poured down a steel chute. He was a big man and the guitar in his hands almost looked like a toy but the sounds that poured from the speakers were anything but childlike. They were raw and rich and spoke of a world of experience she couldn’t even begin to imagine. She looked around the club and saw a few other white faces but most of the listeners were black.

She didn’t hang out in blues clubs but she’d turned twenty-one yesterday and had been seeking a place to celebrate her coming of age. The notice in the paper had caught her eye: “J. B. ‘The Blues Man’ Thompson, two nights only!” It was a name that brought back memories. Her dad loved J. B.’s music and, when in a blues mood, would play his records over and over. So here she was.

No you don’t have to call me

I know your man is gone again

Keep your back door open

And Baby I’ll be comin’ in

She figured she must have heard “Keep Your Back Door Open” several thousand times. And once, a couple of years ago, her dad, his tongue loosened by wine, had explained to her that the song was referring to anal sex. It kind of grossed her out to have her dad bring up the subject. But now, hearing J. B.’s powerful delivery over the driving rhythm of bass and drums, punctuated by his forceful guitar work, the obvious depth of his experience made her curious. She shifted in her chair.

She didn’t have a boyfriend. And would just as soon not think about all that. It was her weight, she felt sure; men didn’t see her. Not sexually anyway. She was a pretty face, a buddy, or a sister. Shit. She was here to have a good time, not cry over all the milk that had been spilled in her life. She sipped her screwdriver, the only drink that came to her mind to order when the waitress asked, and decided that once she’d finished this one she would go home.

The set ended and J. B. moved through the audience, shaking hands and saying hello. He passed her table and he gave her a look of appreciation before going up to the bar. Several women, much thinner than she, flitted at his elbow. She emptied her glass and was preparing to rise when he turned, ignoring the women around him, and looked at her again. The waitress came and she ordered another screwdriver.

“Are you enjoying the show?” he asked. His speaking voice sounded as if it had been aged in a charred oak barrel. Up close she could see that the years had poured more salt than pepper into his hair.

“Oh, yes, Mr Thompson. I think it’s great.”

“Jesus. My name’s J. B.,” he said. “Call me J. B. Do you mind if I sit down?”

“Please do. My name’s Laura. Laura Hamilton.”

He sat and they chatted for a bit. He asked her about herself and seemed genuinely interested in her life. And wished her happy birthday when she mentioned why she was out on the town. He asked about boyfriends and picked up on the feelings of hurt behind her mumbled response. It was a little scary for her to be read so easily by a man she’d only met a few minutes ago. He was calm and a gentleman but there was something in his eyes that told her he didn’t think she was just a pretty face, or a buddy. Most certainly, she was not his sister. The drummer and bass player were back on stage and had started to jam. He excused himself, began to walk toward the stage, and then turned and looked at her. Something in his glance made her realize that he was hoping she would stay. When the waitress came she ordered another screwdriver.

As he launched into his next set she realized she was looking at him with new eyes. She had the feeling, somewhere deep inside her, that this man could become her next lover. She knew it was her choice. And as she watched his powerful fingers roaming with delicate precision over the fretboard of his guitar, the one she’d heard he called “Doreen”, she could feel her body saying yes. Oh yes. Oh God, yes.

“Are you okay?” She jerked up, comprehending with difficulty that he was speaking to her.

“I think I dranktoomush,” she said, knowing she was slurring her words together. From a distance, filled with cotton balls and blurred images, she heard his full, but not unfriendly, laughter. The room was empty except for several people cleaning up.

“Have you got a way home, girl,” he said.

“I druvv. I wanna go home wichew,” she tried to enunciate. More laughter.

“I don’t have a home here. But I’ve got a motel room with a bed big enough for two.”

“Thashsoundswonderfl,” was her response.

She never could remember getting from the club to a taxicab. She did have a dim memory of him telling the cabbie to stop and then opening the door. She’d leaned out and thrown up into the street. She could sort of recall his strong fingers holding her and his voice. His warm rough voice telling her it was all right. It was cool.

The next thing she remembered was waking up. She was lying on her side. The wall of a room she’d never seen before in her life was staring her in the face. Someone, and at the moment she couldn’t recollect who, was making soft snoring sighs behind her. Oh shit. She surreptitiously felt herself. She was naked. Oh shit. Damn. Her head ached and she tried to recollect what might have happened. All she could find was blankness. Oh Jesus Lord. What had awakened her was a bladder that insisted on being emptied. She wished she could shrivel up and disappear. How did she get into this?

She drew the sheet and blanket back and slid her legs out till her feet touched the floor. She pulled herself up, leaned over, her breasts squashed against her knees, and gazed at the floor. Her head was swirling; her stomach was very unhappy with her. Oh shit. The maid had missed a few spots when she vacuumed. Little bits of grit. I think I’m in Hell, she thought. Without warning a large hand was on her back, just above her ass. She jumped.

“Are you okay?” A huge voice rumbled.

“Hmmyeahi’mfine,” she said. She turned and found herself gazing into a face she’d seen so often on LP album covers. “Oh shit. Oh God in heaven.” The memories of the previous evening came stampeding back into her consciousness.

“You’re okay. It’s cool, baby.” The warm, rough, and familiar voice said. “I didn’t take advantage of a poor white girl in distress.”

“I’m naked. Where are my clothes?”

“You puked on your dress, honey,” the voice from her dad’s record library said. “I didn’t think you’d want to sleep in it. And once I got your dress off I figured what the hell.”

She looked into his eyes. He looked straight back at her. She felt calm.

“Thank you,” she said.

“Girl, you’re more than welcome. Now take that piss. I know you need to.”

She laughed as she sat on the toilet and let go. She laughed knowing he could hear her laugh and the flow of her urine. She laughed knowing he accepted all this human stuff and still wanted to fuck her. She laughed because something inside herself felt free.

“Well, look at what the pussy dragged home,” she said, posing in front of the bathroom door. Her head throbbed and her tummy was mumbling cuss words.

“Hmmmm. Pussy’s an excellent judge of what I like,” he said. “But let’s get some breakfast first. It’s only eleven o’clock in the morning and no one’s expecting me to be anywhere until eight in the evening or so.”

She was amazed at how free she felt being naked around him. And it touched her deeply to realize that he’d, with great care, washed the vomit out of her dress and hung it over the curtain rod. Something she’d hadn’t noticed while she was peeing. Which wasn’t surprising, considering the state she’d been in.

They interacted as if they were they’d been married for many years. She peeked in while he was shaving and enjoyed the sight of his bulky blackness in front of the mirror. He, fully dressed, and talking with one of his music business contacts on the phone, watched her slip into her lingerie and wrinkled dress.

“Well, I do all right,” he said, in response to the question she’d posed at the the breakfast table. “I make a living. I’m no B. B. King but I do all right.” Then, with clear seriousness, he said, “I love what I do.” He held up his fingers and moved them as if playing a guitar. “And I love to fuck. It works out. I wouldn’t trade it for anything.”

Later, back in the motel room, after the food and a nap had cleared away most of her hangover, she felt those fingers playing her as if she were some fine instrument. As if she were Doreen. He traveled effortlessly up the octaves until she was crying out for him to stop. And then it was his cock. She was gazing up into his eyes, eyes it seemed she’d always known, feeling him move inside her. She opened her legs as wide as they’d go. He held himself above her, careful not to overwhelm her with his weight, and slowly slid back and forth. His motions were easy and deliberate and it was obvious to her that he was feeling a great deal of pleasure. She put her hand on his thick arm and marveled at her whiteness against his blackness. He smiled down at her.

“Does it feel good, Baby?” He asked.

“Oh, God, yes, J. B.” They both looked down to watch his black length sliding between the lips of her sparsely haired pussy. “You’re the first black man I’ve ever been with.”

“I’m a man like any other, not all that much difference.”

“We’re different colors,” she said. “I like seeing the contrast.”

“Oh, yeah, there’s that. I like it too. I like your body,” he said, supporting himself on one hand and reaching out to touch her left breast with the other.

“I’m too fat,” she said, her soul shrinking.

“I like your body, as I said,” he stated with a bit of an edge. “You’ve got a beautiful body and some of the sweetest skin I’ve ever touched.”

She wasn’t convinced but felt herself relax, though not completely. And then he was moving in her powerfully, the earlier finesse transformed into an exuberant all out physical engagement. His big hands clasped her ass cheeks. His cock plunged into her. He moaned into her neck, reporting his progress towards orgasm. It excited her. She felt herself pulled along. She felt pleased to be able to give him this. And then they were there. She could feel him coming inside her. And moments later she was crying out to him that her own climax was crashing through her.

He held her, making gentle comforting sounds. Almost as if she were a fearful child. He held her for a long time. Longer than any other man she’d been with. When he pulled away she could see a big smile on his face.

“Oh, that was good, baby. Thank you.”

“Thank you, J. B.,” she said. She touched herself and felt the thick slickness of his semen. Then she reached out and grasped his cock which showed only slight signs of hardness. “Are we going to be able to do this again?”

He laughed. “Yeah, baby,” he said. “Give me a little time. I’m not as young as I used to be.”

A little over an hour later, after she’d treated him to the loving attention of her mouth and tongue, he was hard once more.

“My back door’s open too, J. B.,” she said.

He looked at her with his large heavy lidded eyes. “You know what that song’s a talkin’ about?”

She rolled over on her tummy and wiggled her butt.

He threw his head back and laughed his deep smoky laugh. “Yes, I guess you do.” He sat up and opened the drawer next to the bed and pulled out a small bottle of lube.

“Goodness, you came prepared,” she said.

“I have a certain reputation to maintain,” he growled, and then laughed.

“I want you to do me in my behind but I’ve never done it before,” she said anxiously.

He looked at her. “You want me to be your first?”

She nodded.

He spread her cheeks and stared as if he wanted to see inside her. Then she felt his big tongue tickling her anus. “You’ve got to relax, girl,” he said after a few minutes. “This is not going to feel good unless you relax.” Several minutes later he poured lube on her and began opening her up with his finger. She felt how gentle and careful he was and her sphincter muscles began to loosen. “Oh yeah, baby, that’s it,” he said.

“What would your daddy think a you havin’ a black man’s cock in your ass?” He asked, slowly entering her.

“He’s got all your records,” was her reply. “He was the one who told me ‘Keep Your Back Door Open’ was about anal sex.”

J. B. roared. The bed shook with the force of his laughter. Tears ran down his face. “Oh Jesus. Oh Jesus. Well, he sure raised a sweet girl child.”

“Is this the kind of thing a sweet girl child would do? A sweet fat girl child, at that?” she asked, moving her butt against him, a little surprised by the bitterness in her voice.

An instant later he was dead serious. “Girl, this is as sweet as it gets. Don’t put yourself down. You’re a beautiful woman, a loving woman. Don’t be afraid to shake your ass at the world and make it pay attention. Nobody be thinking you’re somethin’ till you think you’re somethin’ yourself.”

Several moments later he said, “I’m old enough to be your granddaddy so I know a thing or two.” They both laughed at the incongruity of an older man saying this to a young woman he was fucking in the ass.

“OK, granddad,” she said. “I’ll remember that.”

“You better,” he said, giving her a couple of good hard strokes. “Will this help your memory?”

“Oh yeah. Oh yeah.” She cried. A kind of orgasm she’d never experienced before flowed through her. Volcanic heat centered around her rectum, flowing like lava through her bowels. “Oh shit. Oh shit.”

“You’re gonna make me come, baby, you keep yellin’ like that,” he called in his powerful voice.

“Oh yeah, come in my ass J. B. Fill me with your hot come,” she moaned. She felt him clench her ass cheeks in his two strong hands and then bury himself.

“Here it comes, baby. Oh Jesus. Oh Jesus.”

And then, deep within her body, she felt his pulsing. Dim sparks of warmth. But what she felt most were his arms clenching themselves around her, moments later, tight against her breasts, holding her as they both rode the waves of pleasure. And his big belly against her back. He held her, as he had before; it made her realize that when she found her life partner she wanted him to do this.

They rode together to the club where she picked up her car, drove home to take a shower and change her dress, and then drove back to the club. This time she drank soda. When he finished his last set she took him back to the motel and they made love again.

They said goodbye over breakfast and hugged before she climbed into her car.

“Now remember, nobody be thinking you’re somethin’ till you think you’re somethin’ yourself,” were his final words. She repeated them to herself often.

She began to follow his touring through his site on the Internet and the next time he was in town she took her dad and her new boyfriend, Earl, to see him. He recognized her immediately and between sets came over to sit with them. Earl and her dad were astounded. She told them that the last time J. B. had played here she’d spent a little time with him. Neither man cared to inquire further. She could see that her dad was awestruck to be in the presence of a man he’d admired for so many years and, consequently, a little in awe of his daughter who could hobnob with his idol with such ease. Before they left J. B. caught her coming out of the women’s restroom.

“You look happy,” he said.

“I am,” she smiled.

“Well, you deserve to be. Keep workin’ it.” He kissed her chastely on the cheek. And then, much less chastely, squeezed her ass.

She walked out into the club to find Earl and her dad. A warm giggle bubbled inside her.


Dream of Shadow, Shadow of Love

Larry Tritten

In a world full of vogue-conscious beauties, Miriam was unique. Her sense of style was the product of a combination of raw instinct and a somewhat quirky taste for the offbeat and startling. This applied to her ideas of fashion as well as her behaviour and of course made her controversial, no less than provocative, the sort of woman whose image ranged along a spectrum from brat to enchantress depending on whose point of view.

Miriam had grown up in the mountains of North Idaho, a dreamer through high school whose dreams soon enough drew her to Hollywood where she made her living in ways both versatile and capricious, including temp work as a word processor, occasional modeling, a bit of X-rated movie performing (more for the outré experience than for money), and quite a bit of this and that (which included being a writer for a lurid tabloid newspaper, tending bar, and verbally roasting party guests as a party-perker-upper). Like legions of people in Hollywood, she was writing a screenplay (based on her adventures), but unlike most of them hers was a double threat: literate and fascinating.

At home in the fantasyland of Hollywood, Miriam’s favorite day of the year was Halloween. It was the one night in the year, she thought, when extraterrestrials might land and mingle with the people and none would be the wiser. It was also that adventurous night when she made every effort to end up with a lover whose identity and appearance were a mystery obscured by his costume.

There were always several Halloween parties to choose from, but on this Halloween Miriam decided to give priority to one being given by her friend Vale, a designer of sunglasses, at her apartment in Westwood. The invitation bore a lipstick print of Vale’s voluptuous mouth, two coral pink parentheses, across the features of a new wave witch with a Neapolitan Mohawk. By Halloween morning Miriam still hadn’t decided on a costume. Some people planned theirs weeks in advance, but she was essentially spontaneous and tended to improvise something at the last moment. Even after spending much of the morning at a café on the Strip sipping coffee and watching the Mercedeses and Silver Ghosts glide past in the sunlight, she still had no idea what she would wear. It was only when she found herself late in the afternoon back in her apartment that she started to think concertedly about it. In the kitchen, over a shot of tequila, she tapped her fingers on the table, deliberating.

Going to her closet, she started to rummage through clothing, touching silk and satin and denim and lace, pondering the possibilities. It wasn’t until she glanced at her shadow on the closet door that the idea came to her . . . she would be a shadow. Yes. Perfect! She would wear a black leotard, black nylon stockings, and a black wig to hide her golden hair. She would paint her fingernails black and wear black velvet boots and use stage makeup to darken her face and hands. Only her eyes, blue as cut sapphires, would contrast with the blackness . . . but she would also wear a black domino mask to subdue their intensity. Excellent.

An hour later, dark as mystery from head to foot, she stood before the mirror in her bedroom. She lifted her hands caressingly up over the undercurving of her breasts beneath the jet black fabric of the leotard, lightly stroking the sketchy presence of her nipples, then slid them slowly down to the planes of her thighs, bending slightly so she could glide her fingers lower to the curvaceous backs of her calves and down all the way to touch the sooty velvet tops of her boots with her gleaming black fingernails. Looking at herself in the mirror, she stuck out her tongue and its pinkness was startling by contrast. A thought came to her mind, and grinning, she went into the kitchen and took a licorice whip from a bowl and ate it, chewing it leisurely to juicy bits, then returned to the mirror. Her tongue, as she extended it, gleamed with dark light. And now, primed by her touching, her body began to yearn with sensuality. She touched two fingers to the juncture between her thighs where the folds of her cunt could be felt palpably against the fabric of the leotard. As she did so the musculature of her cunt pulsed and she savored an incipient sensation of wet heat there, a little shudder tremoring her body.

Patience, Miriam told herself . . . and then whispered, “Oh, fuck it . . .” Within seconds she was standing ankle deep in a puddle of black leotard and with the fore and middle fingers of both hands was prying open the slit of her cunt. There was a tiny and all but subliminal peeling sound as the adhesive labia were separated and at once the tips of all four fingers were touched with wetness. With a small murmur, Miriam looked down to see a sheen of pearly glitter in the vestibule, a fat droplet clinging in tenuous suspension at the very base of her cunt in the manner of one of the last droplets of milk to spill from a carton.

Trick or treat, she thought, biting her lower lip in a straining smile. Yes, yes . . .

Miriam moved a forefinger to her clit and began to serenade her nervous system with gentle strokes. The droplet of come fell onto a thigh and she licked her lips in reflex, then slid three fingers up inside herself, very gently, her other forefinger moving to her clit. The viscid musculature enveloped her fingers, her mind filmed over, her cunt becoming radiant, buttocks beginning to oscillate, finger dabbling her clit as a flow of whelming sensation began. Her mind became an art gallery of nonobjective paintings, sparks skipping across shimmering blue water, fountains of light erupting, colored stars imploding, storms of confetti and twisting collops of iridescent light glowing, pulsing. She brought her fingers out of her cunt, saw them ornamented with turbid swirls of come, and almost swooned, then impulsively marked her cheeks with the alabastrine stuff, like warpaint, white paths on the black. She closed her eyes and her mind reeled with images of black cats and bats careening, and she was coming, coming, rising into the coming, the other three fingers restored to the interior of her cunt to circle round and round the soggy lining. The orgasm carried her in waves, mounting, cresting, coming, coming, heat of cunt, nerves sparkling, her mind spinning until she was forced, finally, to her knees, still coming, moaning, fading, turning slowly, then sprawling on the floor, the redolent fetor of her marvelous cunt enlivening her nostrils as the residual thrills in her brain and body eased, faded, fading . . . Miriam licked her delicious fingers in the aftermath, grinning lewdly.

Time to begin Halloween!

When Miriam left her apartment a full moon as lucid as a chunk of candy shone in the sky. Darkness had blanketed the horizon and was absorbing the last of the sky’s twilight lavender. She drove toward Westwood, along Santa Monica Boulevard. At Century City, stopping for a light, she watched a boisterous trio, mummy, pirate and Bedouin caper across the street, obviously on their way to revelry, and their merry mood charged her with anticipation. She arrived at Vale’s as the last of the light was vanishing. Vale lived in an old-fashioned building of sky blue stucco. On the second floor her windows were open, an undertone of eerie Halloween music filtering out – Miriam recognized it as the Warhol party sequence music from Midnight Cowboy.

Vale met her at the door, a tall slim woman with swarthy Mediterranean beauty, costumed as a toy soldier: she wore blue pants, a red tunic festooned with gold epaulets, her cheeks highlighted with balls of pink greasepaint, a silver shako tilted at an angle in her waves of black hair. They exchanged greetings, a quick mimicry of the obligatory show biz hug, and Miriam followed Vale inside where the rooms were lit with candles set in carved grimacing pumpkins. A dozen or so guests circulated.

“See if you can recognize anybody,” Vale said, and with a touch launched her toward the party. A haute couture ghost in an opulent violet satin sheet caught her eye, staring at her intensely through the two eyeholes in the sheet. Was it someone she knew? Miriam turned away and found herself confronting someone inside a papier-maché tree reminiscent of those that threw their apples at Dorothy on the road to Oz. Reaching up with a gnarly hand, the tree plucked a plastic apple from one of its leafy branches, and offered it to Miriam, who took it with a smile.

“Enjoy this, Eve, it’s forbidden fruit,” the tree said in a male voice.

Carrying the apple held against a thigh, Miriam headed toward a table across the room where someone in a white rabbit suit was pouring a glass of azure punch. She poured herself a glass of punch and sampled it, giving her head a little shake as the strong alcoholic impact of it jolted her. With her apple and glass of punch, she wandered into another room. Someone in a policewoman’s uniform and a real .38 holstered on her hip passed her. Miriam, who had grown up with guns and done a lot of shooting, including killing dozens of birds and even a bear before deciding that hunting didn’t really interest her, wondered if the woman knew how to use the gun. Looking around the room, she noted a fortyish woman incarnated as a Forties teenager in baggy, rolled-up jeans, white blouse, saddle shoes and white socks, Dick Tracy in a butter-yellow suit, and someone in a penguin costume smoking a Kool, but she didn’t see anyone she knew. Of course, it was still early.

She decided to find Vale and get the lowdown on some of the guests, and was on her way when suddenly in the hallway a dark figure loomed ahead, drawing her gaze. Abruptly she was staring at a virtual duplicate of herself – a shadow of her shadow. The woman, exactly her size, also wore black stockings, a black leotard and domino mask, and her face and hands were blackened with greasepaint. She was indistinguishable from Miriam except for her fingernails, which were bright red, and the black satin pumps she wore instead of boots. The blue light of her eyes was so intense and familiar that Miriam took a step backward, alarmed.

“God,” she whispered.

“Oh,” the woman exclaimed, and she took a step forward so precisely that it was like an inverse replication of Miriam’s movement. She stared at Miriam as Miriam stared at her. In that moment a unique sense of peculiarity came over Miriam and she suddenly felt the kind of giddy sensation that might accompany a glance over a railing from the top of a tall building. Moreover, the moment seemed to disassociate itself from time so that she had an impression of reflecting the woman’s gaze for an interminable period while the sounds of the party receded into a sort of incontiguous sub-reality. Then a vivid premonition of sensuality came over her, a surge of strange desire as she stared at the woman.

“Beautiful,” whispered the woman, and Miriam saw the black semaphore of her tongue as she spoke.

Then the woman abruptly turned and walked away.

As she disappeared into the kitchen, Miriam moved to follow her as if by reflex. As she entered the kitchen, she saw the woman simultaneously exiting through the back door, and she hurried after her.

A flight of steps led down to small lawn and garden that Miriam knew well from occasional afternoons of nude sunbathing. She paused and put her glass and apple on the porch’s handrail, then followed the woman down the steps, her heart beating quickly.

At the bottom the woman waited, smiling up at Miriam as she descended.

Now Miriam felt a sense of excitement starting to absorb her, starting a tactile simmering along her arms and legs. She felt a stirring of warmth in the depth of her sex. One hand seemed literally drawn to her crotch and her fingers lingered there, finding the fabric of the leotard flushed with dampness.

“Ohhh,” she murmured with burgeoning arousal.

“Ohhh,” echoed her facsimile. The shadow came toward her, her face moving toward Miriam’s until . . . their lips met and the woman was taking the pad of Miriam’s upper lip softly between her lips and sipping on it, then slipping her tongue fully into Miriam’s opening mouth, curling it coaxingly around Miriam’s tongue to conjure it irresistibly into her own mouth. There was a moment of total blankness in Miriam’s mind then, followed by a sense of complete commitment as she began to participate in a thirsty sialorrheic exchange of kissing and tonguing in which the two disgorged delicious gobbets of spittle into each other’s mouth until it began trickling down their chins.

“Darling,” the woman whispered, and with the tip of her tongue painted halos of saliva around Miriam’s heavily breathing mouth, licking the greasepaint off her cheeks and turning her head to feed in the aperture of an ear. Miriam moved her head swimmingly under the sorcery of the tongue, becoming balmy with desire and yielding fully to the hands now touching her, fingers fanning out over her breasts, slinking down to seek the throbbing presence of her sex.

On the lawn, on her back, Miriam opened her eyes to see her shadow standing over her, taking off her shoes and leotard. She turned half onto her side and quickly removed her own leotard, slipping off her boots. They were both naked except for stockings held up by black garters. Miriam’s legs were drawn up, her feet firmly on the ground, arms spread. The facsimile put her hands on the inside of Miriam’s thighs and parted them until her knees were tilted at angles and her cunt, labia uncloaked, was displayed like a lustrous bloom in the moonlight. Miriam drew her double down into her arms for more kisses, their mouths blending and tongues flowing in concert. She murmured with exhilaration as she felt a finger winnow into the vestibule of her cunt, then forge deeper into the slippery channel, a thumb pressing into the resilient clutch of her asshole.

They began to kiss and embrace each other like possessed houris, writhing about on the lawn. Miriam knew only motion and the exquisite flowing of a powerful sensual continuity that gradually became a mounting flood of orgasmic sensation as both bodies merged and fused, sex to mouth, mouth to sex, both of them finessing little effusions of sweet creamy come from the other’s cunt.

And, finally, her cunt exhausted and lips and tongue strained, Miriam opened her eyes and saw what she had somehow known all along. Her lover, drawing back to smile at her, removed her mask and wig to reveal that she was indisputably Miriam herself.

Miriam stared at herself in the soft moonlight. They were identical. Every contour of her body was repeated in the woman’s figure – the same slender arms and legs, the exact full roundness of her breasts with thickly peaked nipples in broad tea-colored aureoles, the pubic thicket so lush with densely massed curls that it extended in twin hedges along both sides of her cunt to the brink of the perineal gorge, and the choppy tangles of wavy honey-colored hair that tumbled down to the curves of her chin.

Miriam closed her eyes again and lay back, feeling the beating of her heart, and waiting for . . . something.

“My love,” she heard herself whisper into her ear, and she felt her fingers on her body, touching her throat, her breasts, fingers rippling the taut nipples, trailing over her stomach and into the mulled flux of her sex, stroking her arms, legs, the lightly sweated fragrance of her hair as the wig was discarded. And as she caressed herself, she heard herself whispering, “Yes, love . . . you, I came through the mirror for you.” It was the sound of her own voice (which a lover had once described as volcanic ash and gold dust), and now she heard the familiar sound of her own laugh, then, “My love, I’m really you. Remember the scientist you dated? The biochemist. Remember?”

Miriam remembered David, a lover of months ago; it had been one of those brief and failed affairs, just a fragment of the past now. “David,” Miriam’s own voice whispered, “needed only one cell, just one of your cells, love, to recreate you, to clone you, to make me so he could let you go and have you as well . . .”

The words were like veils of moiré through which Miriam glimpsed, waveringly, a spellbinding vista.

“But I love you, Miriam . . .”

Drifting into somnolence with the flow of whispered words, and delicate caresses, Miriam receded into the depths of her mind and body, enclosed by shadows.

Some time later she opened her eyes and sat up to discover herself alone under a full moon, wearing only her stockings and mask. She stood up and remained motionless for a long while as the odd dream replayed itself in her mind like a film running backward – the ineffable pleasure of the lovemaking, the descent to the backyard, the first sight of her other self at the party. A sound of party activity came from the apartment – music and a mingling of voices and laughter.

Miriam dressed. She was eager to be back inside, to disperse the strange memories with conversation and drink.

Then, as she glanced about for her boots she felt a sudden chill, sensing even before she discovered it that the boots had been replaced with a pair of shiny black satin pumps.

She put the shoes on, knowing they would fit perfectly, as they did. Looking at them, she flexed her toes comfortably, admiring the mirrored gloss of the black satin.

“Miriam, what the hell are you doing down there,” she heard Vale’s voice from the porch. “I thought I saw you leave out front . . .”

“I –” Miriam began. “I – I’m coming . . .” She waved to Vale, then started up the steps, wondering, wildly wondering how long it would be before her phone rang at home, how long she would have to wait before she called herself to whisper the words she knew she would hear herself say . . .


Zoo Prowlers

Marcelle Perks

“Ringing for you.” The PA’s voice unflinchingly polite, submissively efficient; she didn’t know enough not to patch the call through. Rrrr rrrr – feel like a child with a big sleepy cat purring in my ear lulling me to sleep. Face up, look right and nod to Jan in sign language, yes, I want a coffee. Rrr rrr – the fear of anticipation – imagine there’s been an accident and having to break terrible news. The boss sniffing around shoots me a knowing look, but with the phone in my hand I have the right to ignore his “Why the fuck aren’t you getting more sales in” expression. Turn head, look at the boring stuff I’m supposed to know about on the wall – feel depressed – then a flicker of banal interest as I note sweets are being passed around. Get my share later. Rrr rrr, a click and a voice answers, this call is now live, an image comes into my head of a studio floor manager counting 3–2–1 down with his fingers: You’re on air! The client speaks, I relax my grip, tune in and get ready to project down hard at the subject. There’s a pause, cued by his voice I start talking.

It’s been a week now and I’m not looking at the script in front of me. Instinctively I’m responding to audio cues every time and never think or know what I’m going to say. This is not the required way to deliver house style spiel, but I’m new so they’re letting me get on with it. If I fail they’ll sack me anyway, “get rid of me” like an unwanted kitten.

“Hello, Edward Atkins speaking.” The voice sounds bored, untrusting. A small burst of panic, I’m expected to say something and secure his interest. You let them speak first so you can get clued up, the way dogs sniff each other’s discarded piss to diagnose history, health and status. Accent is educated but jaded, he doesn’t really want to take this call.

I already know what he does – a lawyer who specialises in setting up offshore companies, but that’s just the front. His reticence tells another story. Doesn’t fit in with the set who’ve been through public school and Oxford, that he’s still waiting for the big picture to come down and fit him in.

My voice assumes the softness and hesitancy of a very young girl. I’m new to this job and need his help and advice. You grope beyond the words to find out what is meaningful to them. It sounds and seems like small talk. What’s the weather like, how long have you been working there, what was the last film you enjoyed. Stock tactics of all good sales people. But the language is just tokenism, the gateway to getting in. It’s working and this contact is blocking out the distractions of the office around me. Another flash and he’s hooked. There’s an insecure little boy in him still yearning to break out and I am there, a complete stranger honing in through his communication and defence systems, speaking to that part of him that lies hidden and longing to be tapped. He doesn’t really understand what’s going on but it feels good. He’s doing his job and I’m doing my job, but we’re not really interested in that now, outside of this we’re people talking to each for the first time. I don’t know what the word is for what I am doing.

Between the lines, I sense that, like a man with a hard-on in the desert, he’s isolated by his needs. He’s married, he’s bored. It’s been a long time and now his sex drive is raging, pushing him ruthlessly towards oblivion. Where his money is no good to him. Nothing counts, except the sexual recognition he craves, the thirst for acceptance. Yes, of course he wants to meet me. When would be convenient? Next week? Shall we make it a late one? New bar just round the corner from his gaff. Dress code – black.

We do it. I’m wearing the Liz Claiborne cocktail dress that reins in my ample bosom. It makes for a sheer, pert fit, corporate-exotic. There’s an extra dominance to my heel, a little nodule that you can attach spurs to, if you choose. My eyes search into his relentlessly. His are pale blue, wondering. Actually, his surprised, delighted face is a picture. My attaché case is sheer rubber. Hints enough if you know what you are looking for.

We exchange business cards first, like we have to. With the customary wine swishing down our throats, our body language is telling; his frame exaggeratedly pushed forward to disguise a no doubt hardening cock, his body browned, still lean and eager. His body looks well-lived in, kind. I can imagine him travelling to far-off lands, perusing the finest dishes, imagining he has the world at his feet. And all the while his emptiness he tramps under his feet. Our conversation is exquisitely polite.

His face is open, friendly, mine is contrary. I sit formally upright, legs together just so. The shoes’ heels touching. My makeup unexpectedly full, black hair left long. Stern or sexy, depending on your point of view. Haughty good manners, to smile would be indecent. I play the archetypal dom, an urban Aubrey Beardsley Dame Sans Merci waiting to come alive. Does he see it? I push my chair out just a little to give him a better look at my pushed-up breasts. Yet my eyes expressively forbid this. He has to learn manners, a sense of proprietry. Still it’s all very happening, our eyes are glowing, our mouths opening and closing in rhythm. We share people, places. The ritual of seduction has begun. He’s ready to tell me, ask, beg now. Because he wants to.

He’s older than me, for now he wants to retain his seniority.

“I can’t help noticing how attractive you are. That bag is so unusual . . . Do you like rubber wear too?”

His voice tries to remain firm, but his eyes are knowing.

I ignore his euphemisms, “Tell me, Eddie, what kind of animal do you like best at the zoo? The gazelle perhaps, so easily frightened into flight, or perhaps the sleek malevolence of the panther? Eh?”

He sees me. Although he’s dreamed so long about this moment, now that it’s here, he’s confused.

“Are you?”

He stops, reddens, it’s too much. I have to act at once.

“Open my case, will you?”

“This one?” Now he’s shaking. Almost afraid. There’s a tightly coiled leather harness, exquisitely fashioned, coiled up inside, but before he can see if it is real the end of a well-used riding crop pokes out of the case. Just one glimpse and his hands instantly cram my bag of tricks shut.

“What should I do?” he says in a half whisper. Poor baby, it’s his first time.

We don’t run off like you might think, hormones raging. We know better. Wait there, cautiously sipping our drinks. He tells me repetitively what a pleasure it is to meet me. Silently, I check out his face more intently, do I fancy him enough? What do I want from this one? Even I feel the edges of this meeting blurring. It’s not to late to stop, give him the run-down on startups.com, another meeting chalked up to the corporate machine. An iron tension hangs over us. Should I make a move? Push him, like I’m sure he wants to, with my voice, mouth or tongue? Everything remains open.

He takes a gamble. “I think we should go somewhere . . . more . . . private.” The cliché comes out measured, stolen from a James Bond movie. I suppress a laugh. I force my face to remain impenetrable. He wants to say it without saying, but there’s no words to neutralise everything. Time to be bold. My hand cuts under the table swiftly and smacks his thigh. Not quite a meaty slap, nor a dog patting gesture, it’s harsh enough to shut him up. He doesn’t yelp, fortunately, but lets his head hang down submissively. Playtime.

We pay for our drinks, or rather, I take pleasure in handling it all on the corporate credit card. I take his arm, march him swiftly in the direction of the club. Now I know about him, his character has totally changed, dog on a lead, weakling. No talking now. People imagine fetishists spend hours detailing the intricacies of their every whim, but that’s too boring, even for us. The real pleasure is that seamless, practically wordless encounter where you instinctively tune in to another’s desires.

We walk, hand in hand, the strong leading the weak. Raucous traffic passes us, on the anonymous stony streets with that grey, angry hard look that London manages to conjure everywhere. Wait a moment, is this the right way? Perhaps that was the wrong turn, I can’t look now at my A-Z. Have to keep up my end, already in role-play. Shit! A surprise Tesco Metro pops up. But the houses all look the same. Eddie is trying to act as if he will follow me to the ends of the earth, but I know it’s only feigned, he’s really waiting for his release, to ceaselessly come, or so it will feel. Shit! This is what happens when you meet out of the scene and then have to seamlessly pop back into it. But real people get lost. Sometimes.

My stomach dips and cramps, the effect of too much wine on an empty stomach. We lurch to a standstill, my heart bouncing dangerously, high heels tottering, I’m breathless and it’s not with sexual anticipation. “Stop,” I command him, pulling at his limp hand. Around us the street is featureless, like thousands of others. We stare at each other, it’s a surreal moment, unexpected. His eyes remain peaceful. A summer holiday feeling rushes through me. Even though I shouldn’t, my head dips and finds itself on his shoulder, for just a second it is an embrace. The clench is sweet, but feeling him so near wakens my natural instincts. I grab a clump of his hair, “Sort me a taxi, idiot!” I shout. I have to stop him almost getting run down in his haste.

In the obligatory black cab, I force his head close to my chest. My other hand searches for his cock, “Keep it down,” I whisper. A difficult manoeuvre, I know. The driver assumes it’s a lover’s drunken embrace, but Eddie is not allowed to see where he is going. He’s being probed and teased, my breasts providing a welcome blindfold.

We alight on a surprisingly rural street. It’s part of the area affectionately known as Little Venice, the genteel part that hides behind Camden Town. Eddie doesn’t seem familiar with the terrain. He’s distracted by the imposing fence that screens us from some kind of park. Perhaps he wonders if I will chain him there and leave him naked. Or imagines it might be the entrance to some mighty dungeon, which in a way, it is.

In the gathering twilight all is deserted. We might be the last human survivors in the world. His face takes on a breathless look of anticipation, I laugh and dig my fingers into his crotch. “You’re going to love this Eddie,” I tease him, half dragging him along the grassy border near the fence.

Quickly I find the weak point, a small tree that offers easy access over the metal fence. It feels delirious, swarming over it like spies, the lure of the illicit thrill goading us on. Landing on the soft grass, we’re inside. It’s a vast area, and he has no clue, but if Eddie is afraid of security cameras, he doesn’t let on. He’s not allowed to move freely. Within seconds I am on to him.

“Take off your clothes,” I shout, forcing him to strip quickly, leaving the clothes behind a tree. In the rising dark his slick baby skin shines obscenely in the light. This is much better than the club. My fingers run over his soft, pliable body, pull at his man-hair chest. He coos, loves it. He’s as unmarked as a new born babe.

“Down on all fours, do it.” His response time is impressive, he crouches instantly, showing me his rear end. I imagine the warm wind sucking at his body in all directions, the damp rest pad of the grass. It must feel beautiful. My breasts are twitching, getting turned on. I can’t resist smacking him a little. Whack, just a slight of hand, brisk, steady. But still the slap sounds ring out far in the night. He cries out. No one can hear us. Another one, and again. His bum cheeks are now a mottled red, I’m getting warmed up. Fit to bursting.

I slap the other side. Even it up. With my other hand I cup his genitalia, gentle but firm, inspecting, insisting. He has to trust me, completely. Bending down, I whisper seductively in his ear, “No, no, no cock yet, wait until I say.” His brain and body are in conflict, but he manages to prevent an ugly bulge from forming, for now. Tentatively, I rub my finger near his anus, but his anguished bucks ward me off. Understood, hand back to the cock massage that he dare not respond to.

His restrained excitement makes him look as if in shock, his face has gone slack, to that ageless state of oblivion, the relaxed glaze of car crash victims. But his mind and body are open, feeling all of it. My hands are all over him pressing, encouraging, mildly slapping. I’m careful to be firm but restrained. To overlap the slap zones each time, often to alternate to the other buttock, to reach lower near the anus area, to daringly trip the sex nerves. I take pains to distribute the slaps equally, knowing full well that when one side of the body wriggles with pain, the other side anticipates such trauma with double the exaltation. He’s excited, but confused. My hands are sparkling. Both of us are hot now, sweating mildly, moisture from my excited vagina floods into my panties, it feels strangely dumb, to be so slicked up, as if I have wet myself without telling anybody. I restrain an overwhelming desire to hump his bare back there and then. Now we’ve got to the stage of two excited schoolchildren squirming and shuddering in the dark, it’s time to move on.

“Get up,” abruptly, without warning, I force him upright. Now we are experiencing almost total darkness. The distant lights of the houses show us only the direction of where we have come from. In front of us, something looms up, massive. Eddie must be feeling a flicker of dread now, along with the pleasure prickles. Still, he doesn’t hesitate. Faster, faster, now I have the advantage in my shoes, the grass must feel treacherous in his bare, unseeing feet. Another five minutes in the dark, and we are no longer alone. A strange heavy smell hangs in the air, rich as garden manure, the smell of gently rotting fruit. The sound of, what is it, a low growl is just becoming audible somewhere up on the right. Eddie’s shoulders are stiffening, shaking, but he dare not stop now. His penis has risen upright and is feeling his way into the night. For now, I ignore it.

Even in the dark, Eddie can sense some form of enclosure, a rough building. He’s trembling visibly; the shakes mimic, hideously, the throes of orgasm. He hasn’t spoken since we entered the park. Idly, it occurs to me that the cat has got his tongue. I suppress a wicked urge to laugh. A little further and we are about there. Eddie tentatively puts out his hands wildly. He strikes something and cries out gently. It must be here. I take out a lighter from a pocket. The silence is breathtaking. Whoosh, the brilliant flame lights up, just for a moment, even I recoil at the terrifying sight of two pairs of huge glinting green eyes in front of us.

“Look at them!” I tell Eddie, who is perched uneasily just in front of what seems to be a cage. The tigers are awake, balefully perusing us, their treacherous paws hidden in the shadows. The darkness seems to melt away their cage, it feels as if they could spring at us and rip our throats open in a flash. The lighter goes out. I take my bag from Eddie and feel for the crop I know is waiting to be used inside.

I have candles available to me, but somehow it is more fitting to maintain the blackout. Eddie is now naked, in a strange place, trembling before two rare specimens of Bengal tiger. Surely the greatest thrill of his whole life. Now I’m about to crack the whip.

First softness. Although he flinches when I stroke him sincerely with my hands, preparing his back and loins for the final onslaught. Still silence, although my mind sees the tigers wandering around in confusion, imagines their huge paws mauling us from their cage. And we are so close that one wrong move and it could go horribly wrong. I feel lethal with anticipation, as deadly as nitroglycerine. My pussy is swollen with anticipation, never have I felt so vital and vibrant, I’m longing to stick a finger into my pants and to masturbate, better still to get the slave to administer it for me. Not yet. I reach down and find his cock, it is hard, ready. I give it a last squeeze.

Whack, the crop sings through the air unexpectedly. Finds its easy target.

Eddie involuntarily cries out. A low snarl comes from directly in front of us.

Whack, whack, again, again. Now the sound of jumping and grinding claws fills our ears. Although the cage separates man and beast, the sound of their anger fills the night. And naked, defenceless Eddie stands in front of me, directly before the cage. One push and he’s dead meat. Our bodies are exhilarated, nerves stretched to the limit. This must be how it feels in the face of death, bodies super charged with blood and pounding energy. The floor vibrates from the pacing big cats, who seem to be circling round in confusion. I feel again for Eddie’s cock; it’s huge, he’s absolutely loving it. An animalistic fervour has overcome both of us. Eddie is involuntarily bucking his crotch nearer and nearer to the cage. Soon, he’ll feel the whiskers of one of the cats and its hot breath on his cock if he’s not careful. Playing out the ultimate sexual fantasy sure pushes you to the edge.

“Do you want me?” I try to whisper, seductively, but my own voice comes out breathless and jangling. Slapping is a breathless making activity. It must be a shock for him to hear a human voice, something more than a deep and labored panting. The tigers cry out impetuously, he shouts out, “Oh yes, oh yes,” and I pull him roughly round to me and push him to the ground. There’s a corresponding grind on metal, at least one of the tigers must be clawing at us through the cage.

After so much foreplay, getting him to lick my pussy is hardly an issue. I rip off my pants, toss them to the side and lower my throbbing, dilating pussy downwards. The tingling night air is delicious. I almost orgasm at the moment of entry, when my slicked-up sexuality meets his raw penis. Slowly I push myself onto it, feeling him moaning and squirming under me. I blank out the risks.

Even the sound of our pleasure as it bounces back at us is rendered exotic by the bizarre location. His cock feels so good, ooh, I force his head in the direction of the cage. Even in pitch darkness, their eyes shine out like glittering jewels. Our excitement enflames the tigers, who are now pawing and hissing at us in unison. Even if they got loose now, still we couldn’t stop. Pumping, down, down, down, my knees are really taking it, later I know that heat will turn to pain. Lean backwards, massage my clit just a bit deeper. It’s so amazing! We’re set to explode, I push my head back, feel the pleasure mounting and then, “Ooohhh,” my orgasm hurtles out of my mouth. I reach for him, sensing his pleasure.

I try to speak as normally as possible, in the circumstances. “Eddie, now you can come.” It’s too dark to find a condom, so I drag myself reluctantly off and take him in my mouth. His cock is an acceptable size, and tastes uncannily of my own juices. It occurs to me that sucking him so is not unlike licking my own pussy. Pump, pump, pump, just a few sucks and his sperm gushes into my mouth. I try to push away, but it’s over, trickling out of the sides of my mouth. I spit it unceremoniously onto the ground. I’m deliriously happy, my body feels weightless, non-human.

There’s no one there to see us, but just inches from the waft of dung, we lie content, oddly sprawled in front of the now quieted tigers, a woman dressed for a business meeting, loosely embracing a naked man. A half bottle of whisky finds its way out of my case and we toast the taste of ourselves off each other’s lips. The world of work and the sound of ringing telephones thousands of years away from us. I came here once to London Zoo for a wedding, now I’ve christened the place in my own distinctive way.

And so began my relationship with Eddie, the wild sexuality, uninhibited, afraid of nothing. Although I had no inkling of it then, my life was about to change. Leave me for now, a drowsy wild cat, sprawled out, uncaring, staring into nothing.


Regrets

M. Christian

Sitting on a chair, arms on the desk, fingers on the keyboard, words on the screen . . .

Sandy,

I never wanted this to happen. Please believe me. Every day since I met you ten years ago has been delightful. More than delightful, it’s been incredible. You are truly the most wonderful and extraordinary woman I have ever known, and I’m a weak and sniveling idiot for what I’ve done.

Seeing you the first time, when you were working the counter at the Kwiki Mart, I knew you were something special. Not only were you fantastically beautiful, but I could tell that silly, pointless job was just a step on the ladder for you, that you deserved not just to be the night clerk but also manager, or maybe district manager.

Even though I was with that slut Marsha, the moment I saw you I knew that there was a unique and powerful connection between us. When you gave me my change after getting us our hot dogs and two MegaGulps, I felt an electric-like spark between us when our hands touched. I knew right then that we were meant to be together.

I know it was rude of me to wait two weeks before coming back to the Kwiki Mart, darling, but to be honest with you I had spent all that time trembling with fear at seeing you again. I was terrified, you see, that perhaps you didn’t feel the same way about me, or that you’d see me for the quivering little boy that I am deep down inside.

But I had to see you again, so I risked it. So I got Earl and Frank – and you are so right, beloved, that Frank is a no-good fool who never has and never will amount to anything – to go with me, in case I should be too taken with fear and insecurity at being around you, and we went down to the Kwiki Mart. I know we all acted like idiots, Sandy, but it was all an act. I really didn’t mean to spill all that beer, or make fun of that stupid paper hat they made you wear. I really didn’t mean it when I said that you must have been a loser to be working in a place like that. It was all nerves, you see, because I knew, deep down in my heart, that you were the one woman I wanted to spend the rest of my life with.

It was all a foolish game. All of it. The way I teased you, the insults, when Earl, Frank, and I grabbed the Coins for Cripples jar and pretended to steal it. It was all my way of trying to get to know the most beautiful woman I had ever seen.

I’m sorry if I made you cry after we left. I was a rude and self-centered jerk. But I was scared, Sandy. I was terrified that you wouldn’t like or love me the way I loved you. It’s because I felt this way about you that I had to come back after dropping off Earl and that no-account Frank and see you again.

I can see it all like it just happened. I was in the parking lot, nervous and frantic with anxiety, putting on an act of calm by leaning against my car and smoking a cigarette. I must have been there for hours, though to you I’m sure it must have been only a few minutes. Finally, it was the end of your shift and you came out. There you were, my angel, a vision despite that stupid paper hat and ugly striped uniform. I have to tell you, darling, that even though you were hauling a big bag of stinking garbage over to the dumpster, I have never seen a more beautiful and sexy woman in my life.

It was all I could do to stand there and smoke my cigarette. I wanted to take you in my arms and sweep you away, carry you off, and make sweet love to you. I wanted to drop down to my knees and proclaim my eternal affection for you. I wanted all that and more, Sandy, but as I have said, I am a total fool and a complete idiot.

But I did manage to speak with you as you walked over to your car. I know I may have been gruff and rude to you, and for that I am very sorry, but in my heart what I said instead of “Hey, you look kinda hot” was “You are the most beautiful woman I have ever seen.” And instead of “Wanna do it sometime?” what I meant was “I want to marry you and take you away from all this, treat you like the lovely woman you are, and shower you with diamonds.”

That first time, in the alley behind the Kwiki Mart, was magical. I know it should have been in a fancy hotel with champagne and roses on the bed, and you should have been in one of those Victoria’s Secret fancy lace panties and bra, but I was with you and that’s all that matters. I remember how beautiful you looked, even with garbage on your tennis shoes and that stupid paper hat on your head. Your eyes were dancing in the moonlight, looking like two gold beads and not like “cheap orange drink in a paper cup” like Marsha says.

It was one of my best times, much better than with any other woman in my entire life – which actually isn’t that many, even though I may have said different to Frank and Earl. I really am a simple and caring soul under my T-shirt and smelly old jeans. That’s what made our first time behind the Kwiki Mart so special, Sandy. I know I may have acted gruff and crude and all, using four-letter words when I suggested that you kneel down on the asphalt to perform oral sex on me, but that was just nerves again.

So many things I’m sorry for, Sandy. So many bad things I wish I’d had the courage and strength to do right with you. Like that first time. I wish I hadn’t been so gruff and rough with you, making you do things with your mouth, then pulling your jeans down, tearing a perfectly good pair of panties, and then putting my penis into you from behind. Even though I’m pretty sure you were having a pretty good time, it wasn’t the first time I wish it could have been. I’m also very, very sorry that I ejaculated inside you even though you had said that I shouldn’t.

I’m very sorry, too, that it was a month before I saw you again. I was very busy going to job interviews, cleaning up my mom’s house, reading books to blind children, and definitely not – never ever, seeing that slut Marsha or doing stupid guy things with Earl and that idiot Frank. But I did come by to see you; stopping in for a couple of Twix bars and a MegaGulp was just a lame excuse. I know that my pretending not to recognize you was a very cruel and mean thing to do, but I really thought I was being funny in a stupid, loser kind of way.

I know I was very bad about freaking out like I did when you told me you were late, very politely and sweetly I have to add, just like a lady would, and not like a slut who “did” you in an alley like that slut Marsha said. I like the way you said it directly and to the point, with only a little screaming and crying. It was just hard for me to accept that the dream I’ve had since I was a little boy of having a beautiful wife and a wonderful little house with a white picket fence was finally going to come true. It just took a call from your daddy and a visit from your three brothers for me to realize that it really was happening and that it wasn’t just some kind of fantastic dream I was having.

I know that our wedding wasn’t as good as you wanted. I really wanted to take you to a nice hotel with real silverware and tablecloths and flowers on the table, a really good dance band, and a real big cake with white sugar frosting, and that we could have taken a real trip somewhere for a honeymoon. But even though I really did want to find a real good job where I might even have to wear a suit, I wasn’t making enough money at Bob’s Auto Body to afford the wedding you deserved. I seriously thought that it was better to save my money for my wonderful family – and not spend it on stupid things for my stupid car, or, tragically, our wedding – even though I know you wanted and deserved something so much better, my wonderful, beautiful wife.

I just wish I could go back in time and give you that fantastic wedding, one that would have showed how much I care for you and how happy I was that we were becoming man and wife. I hated that we had to get married in city hall, and I’m sorry that I kept calling it “getting hitched” and introducing you to everyone as “the new ball and chain”. It was nerves, beloved. Just nerves. I really didn’t like that we had the reception at Smelly O’Douls and the dance in a suite at the Budget 8 down by the railroad tracks, and I’m very embarrassed that I went around asking people for money to help pay for “beer and shit”. I’m really glad your dad took me behind the restaurant and talked to me about that and how I was acting, because I really had no idea of how much of a jerk and an idiot I was being, and no matter what Frank and that stupid Earl said, your dad never touched me in any way, and I really did slip and fall and hit my eye on a doorknob.

I really wanted a good band to play for us, not Frank’s cousin who was just out of jail and needed a job. But he was good enough, I guess, and I really liked it when he played “Freebird” and we danced. But I agree with you, darling, that someone had to have stolen your sweet uncle Ray’s wallet and broken into the cars parked behind the Budget 8 and, yes, absolutely he was the only person who could have done it. You’re right, you’re absolutely right.

More than anything, though, I wish we could have had a proper and romantic honeymoon. Your uncle Ray was very nice to give us the money to go to Mexico; I just wish I hadn’t had to use it to take care of my mother, who was suddenly very sick and needed that operation on her “guts”. But even though we spent our three-day honeymoon in Chicago with my friend Skylark, who you’re absolutely right in calling a “smelly hippy”, and one of those three days was spent with him driving around some very scary parts of the city while he did some “business”, I still had a great time, because I was with the woman I love.

The best time, of course, was that afternoon when Skylark had to go see his probation officer and we had his awful little place all to ourselves. It wasn’t a nice hotel with mint chocolates on the pillows, but it was wonderful because I had you all to myself. I still think back on that time, about how beautiful you looked, how happy I was that we were man and wife, and that we had our whole lives before us to raise a family and have good times together. That day was also the best, because we woke up late with the sun streaming through the dirty windows and I looked over at you, staring into your golden eyes, and said, “So, you wanna do it?”

Sex with you, Sandy, is an incredible experience – more than that, it makes my heart sing with pleasure and my body tense with excitement. Seeing you in bed that day, your bosoms surging with sensuality, was more than I could stand. My manhood became engorged, my ardor became profound – it was all more than I could stand. I particularly remember how much pleasure you gave me with your lips and mouth, more than anything because I knew how such an act made you feel, how people had told you it was dirty, a bad thing to do. But for me, for us, it was a good and pleasurable thing. But that was only because we were now man and wife.

After your mouth, I remember how excited you became, how moist your sex had become. I realized that you were ready to be taken in a womanly way, and I was more than happy to oblige, and slid myself into your wet woman-space. I just wish it hadn’t been as good for me as it was, for maybe I would have been able to hold off on my orgasm longer and not been as tired as I had become and so would have been able to give you your own share of bodily pleasure.

The next few months with you were a delight, even though I was idiotic not to say how much pleasure you gave me with your body and in making us a home we could share together. I know my salary wasn’t enough to buy a house, but even though we had to make do with my little apartment over my mother’s garage, I was happy there with you. I particularly liked the little “homey” touches you gave to the place, the lace curtains, new TV trays, and plastic flowers you put in bottles and jars in the kitchen. Even though I cruelly teased you about them, in my heart I knew you were just trying to give us a pretty home.

I just wish my frequent late nights at Bob’s Auto Body didn’t keep me away from you and our house, but I was really trying to earn enough so that we could have the best of lives. I know that coming home at one or even two o’clock in the morning was a rude and thoughtless thing to do, even worse being how I snapped at you for being upset. But, darling, I was very tired from trying hard to earn us enough to make a happy home, and was feeling very guilty and ashamed for not doing enough for you and our lives together. I appreciate your also not mentioning how my breath often smelled of beer, even though I knew you knew I’d been drinking. You are a wonderful woman in so many ways, and your not humiliating me by pointing out my problem with alcohol is just one of them.

I understand that you have needs, and I especially understand that because I was not in our wonderful and beautifully decorated home enough, you felt unloved and unappreciated. I also understand that you’d been craving my love as well as the return of the fantastic sex life we’d shared together. I only have myself to blame for your reaching out to someone else for love and comfort. I agree with you that of all the people you could have reached out to to get what I had been so foolish to deny you, Frank was the worst. I do not fault you for being intimate with him, darling, though I now share your hatred of him, because he told me about your affair in such a coarse and ungentlemanly fashion. That he bragged to me while we were out drinking with Earl, telling me that he “banged her silly”, was unspeakably rude and insulting to you. I consider that to be more insulting than the fact that he touched you. You are, and always will be, a lady. Even though you may still work at the Kwiki Mart, not be as thin or beautiful as those models in my insultingly sexist Playboys (which I know you hate me for having around and am so sorry make you feel uncomfortable), you are beautiful and sexy, and I was always happy with our relationship.

Even when you told me that you weren’t actually pregnant, I may have acted very badly and said all sorts of rude and insulting things, it was only because of my disappointment that we would not be having a new life to raise children together in our pretty and well-maintained little home. My being gone for a few days was just my way of dealing with the sadness I felt that we would not be a family, even though I knew that we could always try again and that it would be as lovely and sensual as all of our other sexual interludes.

Perhaps it’s because of the pure depths of my love, Sandy, that I can find no fault in anything about you. You are a pure red rose, a woman beyond compare, as lovely as a woman from one of those romance novels you read – which I apologize for calling “girl trash”. They are lovely stories, with very good writers, as I would know if I would ever pick one up and read one.

Every moment with you, no matter how fleeting, has been magical. I would never want to hurt you in any way, and the thought of it sickens me to my very depths. That is why I’m writing to confess to you my deep and shameful sin.

As I’ve said, Sandy, sex with you has always been a remarkable and magical experience, not at all like the cheap and tawdry images in my stupid magazines. I could never have sex with another woman and have it ever be as good as it was with you. But I am a fool like most men and did not realize how much you meant to me until I’d committed the ultimate idiotic act.

Not that I am completely innocent. I know how you felt about Marsha, but when I saw her I did not respect your wishes to stay away from her. What did you call her? “A villainous vixen.” I remember saying that you were wrong – in a very coarse and rude way – about that, but now I realize that you were absolutely right about her. Instead of listening to you, I allowed myself to be deluded by one of her cheap, slutty outfits and her bargain basement perfume. I thought she just wanted to talk, honestly, and thought that a beer or two wouldn’t hurt.

But it did hurt – and it hurt the one most precious to me. I allowed myself to be led astray and seduced. I was weak, thinking of my own physical pleasure with a slut who everyone knows has slept with everyone in town, and in so doing, hurt you tremendously. I have to say, though, that the experience was horrible and shallow – despite what that jerk Frank may have told you about it being “better than anything I’ve ever had”. Although she put her mouth on my manhood, it was bad, the worst I’ve ever had, and when we performed intercourse, it was so disappointing that afterward I swore that I would never, ever have sex with another woman – except for you, my darling.

But I know now that I can never have the infinite pleasure and happiness I’ve shared with you. I’ve betrayed the magical connection we’d shared together through one stupid act of carnal pleasure. I’ve lost through my own foolishness the one who’s meant the most to me, my reason for living. I’ve lost you.

That’s why I can’t go on, Sandy. That’s why I can’t live any longer. That I’ve hurt you and ruined our lives together has made living unbearable. That’s why I’ve decided to take my own life with my father’s shotgun, which I shot myself with from across the room. I’m sorry for the mess it might cause, but more than anything, I’m sorry for the pain I’ve caused you, the most beautiful woman I’ve ever known, much prettier and sexier than anyone, especially that slut Marsha.

Regrets,

Tom

Sitting on a chair, arms on the desk, fingers on the keyboard, words on the screen . . . Tom, a hole in his chest. Sandy smiled at the note that was long overdue to her, if she did say so herself.

Before she picked up the phone, touched fingers to buttons, dialed the police, Sandy had one quick, certain thought: I’m sorry I didn’t do this sooner.


Blinded

Donna George Storey

I kneel down and he ties the blindfold over my eyes.

Strictly speaking it isn’t a blindfold; it’s a silk scarf. My brother and his wife gave it to me for Christmas, a pretty thing with a floral design in crimson, deep blue and gold. But when I opened the gift, I was thinking: When will I ever wear this?

But I gave it a try. When we got home, I spent a good fifteen minutes in front of the mirror attempting to knot it into an appealing fashion accessory. He sat on the edge of the bed and watched smugly – my brother had gotten him some Charlie Parker CD’s.

Then I got the idea to wear the scarf as a headband, to keep my bangs off my face. Another failure.

“I can’t do anything with this thing. I’m sure it was expensive, too. Do you think they’d get mad if I took it back?”

He walked over. “How about this way?” He pulled the scarf down over my eyes.

I could still see him hazily through the single layer of loose silk. He looked at me for a moment, his head tilted to one side as if he were deciding what to do. Then he kissed me. Hard.

When we finally came up for air, my lips felt tender, a little swollen.

I said, “Now tie it on so I can’t see.”

That was the beginning. I’ve lost count of how many times we’ve done it since then, but it’s gotten us through this long winter. Sometimes he blindfolds me. Sometimes I blindfold him. It all depends on who comes up with a new idea. It’s never the same. That’s our unspoken rule.

Not that it’s entirely unpredictable. He seems to prefer that I wear some sort of clothing: one of his shirts or a teddy, something he can eventually slip off me. After more than a year together, it still excites him to uncover my breasts, to weigh them in his hands as if he is touching them for the first time. That’s one of the things I like about him.

I prefer him to be completely naked. The first time I blindfolded him, I was the one who was trembling. Although it was my idea that he kneel on the bed wearing nothing but the blindfold, when he actually began to undress with a cool smile, I almost told him to stop. I wasn’t sure I really wanted to see his big body so exposed, a band of flowered silk over his eyes with the long, loose ends falling softly down his back. I thought it might somehow diminish him.

I was wrong. I’d never realized how beautiful his body was. Not that I hadn’t appreciated it before, but I’d always focused my gaze on his eyes, his expressions. The rest of him I knew better by touch. But now, with his eyes hidden, I could see him with a new clarity: the rich, taut curves of his arms and chest, the hint of soft flesh at his waist that I found oddly pleasing. I noticed that the hair on his belly fanned out more luxuriantly to the left, and by contrast, his right thigh was slightly more muscular, a legacy of his college fencing days. It didn’t take long for him to get hard – it never did when we used the blindfold – and I got to watch that, the delicate jerking movements of his penis as it rose and thickened, drawn upward by invisible strings which, I imagined, led straight to my hands.

I felt like a thief.

I felt my own desire grow in a completely new way. This time the familiar ache seemed to originate from behind my eyes, from the very sight of him unseeing. Then it seeped downward, bringing a warm flush to my cheeks and neck, making my nipples grow erect. When it finally reached my belly, it pooled there as a sharp, shimmering hunger.

I bent closer to feast, on the smell of him first, the cuminy scent of crotch, sharply male, yet intimate. Intoxicating. I’d never studied a cock so carefully, the web of tiny veins embedded in the skin like red lace, the puckered ridge below the head, as if the flesh had been pinched when it was still fresh and soft. With no eyes glowing down at me, urging me to lick and suck and swallow, I could gaze into that other eye, slit vertically like a cat’s, or maybe it was more like a tiny, hairless cunt, what they’d have on Barbie if she were anatomically correct. I pressed my tongue against it, lightly, tasting bitterness and salt, the tang of soap, then took the whole smooth helmet of the head into my mouth.

He moaned.

At last I had the sound of him.

When he decides the game, he often feeds me things. A dish of rice pudding in baby-sized bites. Morsels of praline truffle he pushes through my lips with his tongue. And most often, his cock. I don’t know why, but his semen tastes sweeter when I am blindfolded.

Once he slipped a tiny wedge of soft paper between my lips, struck a match, and instructed me to inhale. It was a joint. Where did you get this? I wanted to ask, but I knew I wasn’t supposed to talk, so I just lay quietly next to him on the bed and took long drags whenever he held it to my mouth. It must have been good stuff, because soon I was tingling all over just this side of numbness, floating off the bed into the past. It had been years since I’d smoked a joint. I never bought drugs myself. They were always presented to me as an offering from a boy in exchange for what I could offer him in return. So many things had changed since then, but it took me back to a time when I was so dumb about men I might as well have been wearing a blindfold.

It’s been a difficult winter for both of us. I knew things weren’t going well for him at work, but I didn’t realize how upset he was until that day when I came home to find him practicing with his saber.

When we first started going out, he gave me a demonstration of fencing moves. I liked the way he looked in that white jacket, the single leather glove on his right hand, but I wasn’t so sure about the wire mesh mask. It made him look like a huge insect. Or an executioner.

“Forget The Three Musketeers,” he told me, “what you want to do is keep the blade within an imaginary frame around your body, to move as little as possible and still protect yourself. More important, though, is reading your opponent. It’s a game of chess, move and countermove,” he said. “And when you get it just right, it’s the best feeling in the world.”

But as I watched him, so graceful as he advanced and then retreated, it seemed less like a game than a strange and beautiful dance.

This second time, it was different. He wore no mask and his T-shirt was stained with sweat. There was a fierceness in his concentration, his brow furrowed, his lips pale. I don’t even think he saw me at first. Again and again he lunged at his imaginary opponent: a feint to the chest, then the quick and fatal strike to the head. I could see the cold satisfaction as he watched the body crumple to the floor. Whoever it was died several times over.

Finally he turned to me. He was too far away to touch me with the blade, but he extended his wrist toward me as if he were pointing me out to some unseen stranger.

I frowned. “Hey, watch out, you could hurt someone with that.”

His mouth curved into a slight smile. “That’s the idea,” he said, tilting the saber back in salute.

I’ve been having troubles of my own: my father’s second heart attack, and talk of surgery. The first time I went to visit, he came with me. As we walked through the corridors, the pallid fluorescent light and muted antiseptic smell began to make me feel ill, so I reached for his hand, the only warm, real thing in the whole place.

He waited in the hall while I went into the room. My father was sleeping. He looked so old, his body sprouting tubes and wires, his face all creases and shadows. My mother was sitting by the bed staring down at the book on her lap. I glanced back at him, leaning against the wall across from the doorway, arms crossed, gazing straight ahead. His expression was patient, blank. I knew he didn’t see me then. I wanted to be where he was – far, far away – but my mother pulled me back with her cool lips on my cheek.

When she saw him, she stiffened, but, ever courteous, walked out to greet him. I watched them come together in a brief, guarded embrace, watched his lips move as he said something to her, watched her nod without really looking at him.

I’d known from the beginning that she didn’t really approve of him. Does he love you? she asked me once, almost under her breath. I shrugged because that was the only answer I could give.

I wonder if she could have understood if I had told her about the blindfold?

One of my best ideas came from my mother. Going through her sewing box, she pulled out a square of deep red velvet and said, “Remember this? It’s from that dress I made you for Christmas when you were – how old – eight?” The fabric was soft with age and I instinctively rubbed it over my hand, up over my wrist. It felt especially nice when I ran a velvet-covered finger along the inside of my arm. I was so lost in my sweet memories of that dress, how grown-up and glamorous I felt when I wore it to church on Christmas morning that I didn’t realize for several moments that I held in my hand the perfect surprise for our next game.

It was a good one. After I blindfolded him, I had him lie face down on the bed and guess what I was rubbing over his skin: the tip of my nose along his spine, the loose end of the blindfold across his shoulders, my finger in the valley of his ass, my breasts across the back of his knees. I saved the velvet until last and stroked the length of him with it like I was polishing a precious, breakable object. He usually didn’t make much noise when we made love, but by the time I was done with the back of him, he was almost mewing. And more than ready to turn over.

I dusted his chest and the discs of his nipples, then forced myself to linger at his belly, soothing the skin in small circles, ignoring the cock that reared and twitched with each new caress. At last I wrapped the velvet around it and began to polish it like a newel post, with careful attention to the glossy knob. It was then I told him about the dress, about how I wore it with white tights and patent leather shoes and had a bow with holly on it in my hair, and about how thrilled I was when all of the adults told me I looked so pretty.

“I’ll bet you were cute,” he said as I lowered myself onto him and started my slow ride.

So cute, I told him, that even my oldest cousin – the one I had a crush on, the one who lives in Texas now – gallantly offered me a turn with his train set. Before I’d always had to beg and whine. But that day, I felt like a princess. And in trying to figure out what was different about it, I had my first inkling that the way to get something from boys is to look pretty. Then they’ll do anything for you. “Isn’t that true?” I asked him.

“Uh huh,” he replied, arching back into the pillow.

Not long after that he asked me to kneel when he put on the blindfold. Then he went on to position my body with his hands, telling me to keep my back straight, my shoulders down, my chin up. He told me not to move, not even to smile. He proceeded to caress me, starting at my cheeks just below the edge of the blindfold. He traced my lips with one fingertip, drew ovals on my chin, brushed my neck and collarbone with feathery strokes. I managed to hold myself still until his hands moved to my breasts. That’s when he had to remind me of the rules and rearrange my body in the proper position. He even reprimanded me for breathing too quickly. “Slow, baby, nice and slow,” he whispered, smoothing the tension from my lips and jaw until I was quiet.

But then he started up again, rolling my nipples between his fingers like he was fine-tuning a radio, rubbing one breast then the other with a spit-moistened palm. He knew my body. I had my proof then, if there was any doubt before. And all I could do was squeeze my eyes shut tighter and tighter under the blindfold as my cheeks began to burn and a fine sweat rose like lubricant on the skin beneath his hands. Soon my chest was throbbing so violently my ribs ached. By then he’d moved down to my belly, drawing strange shapes that sometimes – just sometimes – extended farther down. Then he’d come back to tease my belly button with a wet finger, stroking, circling, slipping softly inside.

All the while my clit was growing heavy and hot. I imagined he could see it, poking out between my lips, flushed scarlet, shameless in its need. When he finally did touch it, I shuddered, earning me another scolding.

“Now, now. Don’t you remember? Good girls keep still and quiet while their wet, swollen clits are being rubbed.”

By then there was nothing I could do to stop myself from whimpering, Please, oh, please, I think I’m gonna come, but I guess the rules suddenly changed, because he pushed me back on the bed and entered me with an urgency that surprised me, that tiny part of me that was still capable of coherent thought. How could just touching me – a statue – excite him so much?

The experience of orgasm in general is something I can easily conjure in my mind, but specific ones elude me. Even when I remember the circumstances of the lovemaking, the things we said and did, the climax blurs into a vague bliss. An ending. But that orgasm is one I still remember in my body, a searing rush of pleasure bursting free, my skull blasted open to the rush of night wind, the chilled fire of the stars. I remember marveling afterwards that we had done it: We had found a way to make each time better than the last.

Of course it couldn’t go on forever.

Earlier tonight I convinced him to watch an episode of an English TV series about a king with too many wives, one of my favorite shows as a child. But as I watched it again, I realized there was a lot I didn’t remember. The growing sense of doom, the ugly marital quarrels, the political intrigue, the scene where the queen’s musician was blinded under torture with a knotted rope. It was altogether too gloomy, so I didn’t complain when he started reading something halfway through. I decided to be satisfied he was there with me, idly rubbing my toes with one hand, holding the magazine with the other.

I noticed, however, that he started paying attention again when the queen was imprisoned on trumped-up charges of adultery. When it got to the execution scene, he put down the magazine. And so we both watched, transfixed, as the queen glided in, made her poignant farewell speech, knelt down before the block. The lady-in-waiting tied a narrow, snow-white blindfold over the kneeling woman’s eyes. In that one moment, before the sword, the actress looked more beautiful than ever, at least those parts of her set off by the blindfold above and the low-cut dress below: her pouting crimson lips, her fragile neck and the swelling of her breasts that rose and fell with each breath. I remembered something else from long ago, my brother and cousins in the back of the station wagon on a hot summer day, talking about that same television show. The only part of interest to them was when the queen “got her head chopped off”. At the time, I didn’t understand the edge of excitement in their voices.

But now I did.

We turn to each other with identical crooked, tight-lipped smiles.

“So that was your favorite show?”

“Mmm,” I reply. “I’d forgotten about that part.”

We sit in silence.

Then I say, “What do you think goes through someone’s mind at a time like that?”

He thinks, brow furrowed, then shakes his head.

More silence.

“So what do you want to do now?” I ask.

He shakes his head again. “I don’t know. I’m in a weird mood.”

I’m well aware that interesting things happen when he is in a weird mood.

I give him a sidelong glance. “Do you want to blindfold me?” I can’t remember the last time we made love without it.

He looks at me curiously. “That would be too weird.”

“But I want you to. I guess I’m in a weird mood, too.” I poke him. “How about it?”

“No,” he replies sharply.

“How about ‘yes’?” I say, taking up the challenge. I’ll overcome his reluctance, make him want to do it. Before we had always glided into the game together, willingly, but I discover that this new element of conflict excites me.

He seems uneasy. “What’s with you tonight?”

“What’s with me? Who started this blindfold business anyway?”

“You didn’t take much convincing, if I remember correctly.”

This goes on until I ask, “What are you afraid of?” That’s when I know I’ve won, even before he stalks off to the bedroom and returns with the blindfold balled up in his fist.

“Should I get undressed?” I ask with a coy smile. I am still expecting him to smile back, still waiting for that flicker of desire in his eyes. It’s always the last thing I see before the blindfold goes on.

But he just stares at me coldly. I’ve never seen him quite like this before.

I sit up. “Well, what should I do?”

“Just get down on your fucking knees.”

He doesn’t seem to be pretending. And I’m not pretending when I jump, when my jaw falls open in surprise. I really am afraid of him. Afraid to meet his eyes. Afraid to breathe.

I stand up and look around the living room for a place to kneel. The coffee table takes up most of the well-worn oval rug, but there is plenty of scarred hardwood floor.

“Can I get a pillow or something?” I attempt another smile.

“Shut up and kneel,” he says

So I kneel and he puts on the blindfold.

The floor is hard and cold. I hear the tip-tap of his shoes as he leaves the room. I am alone. At first my mind is racing as I wonder what he could be doing. But then, as I wait in the stillness, with the blindfold on, I begin to feel safe. This darkness is familiar, with its memory and promise of pleasure, of yielding myself to him. The very air seems to press against me, heavy and faintly moist, the boundaries of my body softening with each breath.

Suddenly I hear footsteps behind me, a faint metallic clink. My shoulders tense, the air grows thin. Something very cool and smooth settles on the right side of my neck. In the next instant I realize it is his hand. In a glove. A leather glove. It rests there for a moment, the fingers gripping my throat. The leather grows warm, sucking up the heat of my skin. Then it begins to move, stroking my neck, brushing my cheek. I sigh.

“Do you like this?” His voice sounds far away.

I hesitate, afraid to get the answer wrong. “Yes.”

“Then enjoy it while you can. Because after tonight I’ll never touch you again.”

“What? What do you mean?”

“I mean, this is the last time.”

His hand slips away.

“I don’t understand. You’re leaving me?”

“Don’t worry, when it’s all over, you won’t care.”

“What are you going to do?”

His voice is low, mocking as he turns my own words against me, “What are you afraid of?”

I swallow hard.

It is fear, this tightness in my chest, the tingling where my neck curves into my shoulder, the very place a blade would strike.

But he wouldn’t really go that far, would he?

Maybe he just enjoys watching me like this, the way my breasts quiver with each gasp and my lips part in an “o” as if I’m about to come. It would be more like him to tease me with the saber, to ease the cool metal up between my thighs so I’m forced to ride it, avoiding the edges with exquisite care. He might even hold it to my neck as he pushes his cock into me and whispers The last time, the last time, the words alone awakening tendrils of pleasure deep inside my cunt. And the ending would be sweet: No slow, gray withering, but a flash of silver behind my eyelids, a crimson flush rolling across my skin, a princess suspended in the prime of her beauty.

“This is part of the game, right?”

At first he doesn’t reply. I hear the floorboards creak, another clink of metal. Footsteps circle around to my left and stop somewhere in front of me. Then he snorts, a soft hiss of air. “Don’t you see I’m tired of playing your sick games?”

My games?

For a moment I am aware of nothing but a coldness spreading up through my chest, down my arms, settling in my fingers as a dull, distant ache.

But suddenly I do see it, hovering against the blindfold: the image of myself as he really sees me now, as he must have seen me all along. A body – exposed and vulnerable – but not beautiful, not beloved.

“Why are you doing this to me?” I cry out, half-choking on the words as I collapse to the floor, chest sagging onto my knees. I don’t want to cry, not in front of him, not now, so I press my palms over my eyes, but the tears come anyway, stinging as they rise, spilling over into the silk.

Hands grasp my shoulders. I twist away instinctively but they hold me fast, and I begin to feel, through the cloth of my shirt, the warmth of skin, a gentleness in his fingers. Then he pulls me up, murmuring something I can’t hear through my own sobs. I struggle to my feet and bury my face in his shoulder. He strokes my back, swaying.

As I cling to him, I say less in accusation than wonder, “You were torturing me.”

“Isn’t it what you wanted?” he whispers.

“No. I don’t think so. I don’t know,” I say. In truth, I don’t think I’d ever really been aware of what I was asking him to do.

“Believe me, I didn’t mean to hurt you. I never want to hurt you.” His arms tighten around me, squeezing me with a force just short of actual pain.

It is the blindfold that suddenly seems unbearably tight.

“Take it off now. Please?” I could pull it off myself – it has always been a voluntary bondage – but I want him to do it. I want him to break the spell.

His hands fumble at the knot. Then he pulls the scarf free.

I look up and see that his eyes are wet, too, like wounds. I lean toward him. He closes his eyes, and so do I, an unthinking act that all lovers do. In that simple darkness we find each other’s lips. I want at this moment nothing more than the exquisite, ordinary comfort of his lips against mine.

It is enough.
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