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The coffee shop on Ridgemont and Fourth had exactly one good thing going for it, and that was the fact that nobody Lisa Calloway had ever slept with worked there. This was, by her own admission, a low bar. But it was her bar, and she cleared it every Tuesday and Thursday morning when she walked through the door at 7:15, ordered a medium drip with room for cream, and sat in the corner booth by the window that had a crack running through it shaped like the state of Florida.

She was twenty two. Brown hair that couldn't decide if it wanted to be wavy or straight, so it did both, depending on the humidity. Green eyes. A small nose she'd broken once falling off a trampoline at age nine, which had healed with a bump she kept meaning to hate but never quite got around to hating. Five foot six. Wore jeans that were too long for her and rolled at the cuffs because she refused to get them hemmed out of what she called principle and her mother called laziness.

Lisa had graduated from State eight months ago with a degree in communications, which she had chosen because it sounded like it could be anything, and which turned out to be nothing. She worked part time at a vintage clothing store called Second Skin on the west side of the city, where she sorted through dead people's wardrobes and priced things based on vibes. The owner, a woman named Geena who was either fifty or seventy, paid her twelve dollars an hour and let her take home anything that didn't sell after six weeks. Lisa's apartment was furnished almost entirely in dead people's things. Her couch smelled like lavender and mothballs. Her kitchen table had a cigarette burn in the shape of a comma.

She lived alone. This was a choice she had made after her roommate Dani moved to Portland with a guy named Truck, whose real name was Theodore but who had gotten the nickname in high school for reasons Dani never fully explained and Lisa never fully asked about. The apartment was a studio on the third floor of a building that had been built in the 1970s and renovated never. The radiator made a sound at night like someone was trapped inside it, knocking politely to be let out. The shower had two settings, scalding and off. The rent was $740 a month, which was more than Lisa could comfortably afford but less than anything else she'd found, so she stayed.

On the morning everything changed, Lisa was sitting in her corner booth at the coffee shop, scrolling through job listings on her phone and eating a blueberry muffin that was mostly just muffin. The blueberries were decorative at best. She picked one out and looked at it. It was the size of a peppercorn.

"Unbelievable," she said to no one.

The listing she'd been reading was for a research study at Calder Polytechnic, one of those small private universities on the edge of the city that nobody had heard of unless they lived within a ten mile radius. The ad was posted under "Paid Participants Needed" on a job board she checked out of habit more then hope. It read:

Female participants aged 21 to 30 sought for biological research study. Duration: one day. Compensation: $500. No prior medical conditions. Must be willing to sign NDA. Contact Dr. R. Aldren for details.

Five hundred dollars for one day. Lisa read it twice. Three times. She thought about her rent, which was due in nine days. She thought about the $212 in her checking account. She thought about the blueberry, which was still sitting on her napkin like an accusation.

She called the number.

The voice that answered was male, professional, and had the particular quality of someone who had answered this same call many times before and had streamlined the conversation down to its essential parts.

"Calder Polytechnic Biological Research. This is Dr. Aldren."

"Hi, yeah, I'm calling about the study? The one on the job board?"

"Participant inquiry. Good. A few preliminary questions, if you don't mind."

He asked her age. Twenty two. Height and weight. Five six, one thirty. Any medical conditions. No. On any medications. Just birth control. Was she comfortable being in a controlled laboratory environment. Sure. Had she ever participated in a university study before. Once, sophomore year, a psychology thing where they showed her pictures and asked which ones made her anxious. She'd gotten forty bucks and a coupon for the campus bookstore.

Dr. Aldren didn't laugh at that. He didn't do anything with it at all. He just said, "Very good. Can you come in tomorrow at 9 AM for a screening?"

Tomorrow was Wednesday. She didn't work Wednesdays.

"Yeah," she said. "Yeah, I can do that."

"Excellent. Building Seven, east entrance. Ask for me at reception."

He hung up. Lisa looked at her phone. Looked at the blueberry. Ate the blueberry. It tasted like nothing.
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Calder Polytechnic sat on forty acres of land that the city had gradually surrounded like water around a stone. The campus was a collection of buildings that ranged from red brick colonial to poured concrete brutalist, and they sat next to each other with the architectural harmony of a dinner party where nobody knew anyone else. Building Seven was one of the concrete ones. It looked like a parking garage that had been told it was a laboratory and was doing its best.

Lisa parked her car, a 2009 Honda Civic with 187,000 miles and a passenger side mirror held on with packing tape, in a visitor spot and walked to the east entrance. The morning was cool. Early October. The trees on campus were just starting to turn, the maples going orange at the edges like paper held too close to a flame. She wore her jean jacket over a t shirt and wished she'd brought something warmer.

The reception area was small and smelled like floor cleaner. A woman behind a desk with a name tag that said HELEN looked up when Lisa walked in.

"I'm here to see Dr. Aldren? For the study?"

Helen nodded, picked up a phone, spoke into it quietly, and then gestured toward a row of plastic chairs along the wall. "He'll be down in a few minutes."

Lisa sat. The chairs were orange. The kind of orange that hadn't been fashionable since the Carter administration. She crossed her legs, uncrossed them, checked her phone, put it away. On the wall across from her was a framed photograph of a building that might have been Building Seven before it was finished, just a skeleton of rebar and concrete against a sky that was too blue to be this city's.

Dr. Aldren appeared after seven minutes. He was not what she'd expected, though she wasn't sure what she'd expected. He was in his early forties, maybe. Tall. Narrow through the shoulders but with large hands that he kept at his sides when he walked, which gave him the look of someone perpetually ready to catch something falling off a shelf. Brown hair, short, going gray at the temples. Wire frame glasses. He wore a white lab coat over a blue dress shirt and khakis, and he had the particular kind of face that was forgettable in the best possible way. The kind of face you'd trust to sell you insurance.

"Ms. Calloway?"

"That's me."

He shook her hand. Firm grip, brief. "Follow me, please."

They went through a set of double doors, down a hallway with fluorescent lights that buzzed at a frequency Lisa could feel in her teeth, and into an elevator that took them to the basement level. The hallway down here was quieter. The floor was polished concrete. Their footsteps made different sounds, his dress shoes clicking, her sneakers squeaking.

"The screening is straightforward," he said, walking slightly ahead of her. "Basic physical. Blood draw. Some questionnaires. The whole thing should take about an hour."

"And then I come back for the actual study?"

"If you're selected, yes. We'll schedule that for a mutually convenient time within the next two weeks."

He swiped a keycard at a door marked B 12 and held it open for her. Inside was a room that looked like every doctor's office Lisa had ever been in, which was reassuring in a generic way. Exam table with paper on it. Counter with jars of cotton balls and tongue depressors. A blood pressure cuff hanging on the wall. Fluorescent lighting, of course. Always fluorescent.

A second person was already in the room. This one was shorter, rounder, older. He had the body of a man who sat for a living and the face of someone who found most things mildly amusing. What was left of his hair was white and combed carefully across his scalp in a way that fooled nobody. He wore the same white lab coat as Aldren but with a yellow polo shirt underneath that made him look like he'd wandered in from a golf course.

"Ms. Calloway, this is Dr. Philip Dench. My research partner."

"Pleasure." Dench's handshake was softer than Aldren's. His palm was warm and slightly damp. "Have a seat. We'll get started."

The screening was, as promised, straightforward. They took her blood pressure (118 over 76), her temperature (98.4), her pulse (72). They drew two vials of blood from the crook of her left arm and she looked away because she always looked away. They gave her a questionnaire on a clipboard that asked about her medical history, her sexual history, which made her pause, but she filled it out, her menstrual cycle, any allergies, any surgeries, any psychological conditions.

Under "Reason for Participating" she wrote: rent.

When she was done, Dr. Dench took the clipboard and flipped through it while Dr. Aldren typed something into a laptop. They had a brief, quiet conversation that Lisa couldn't quite make out. Something about "cortisol baseline" and "hormonal profile." She sat on the exam table and swung her legs and waited.

Dr. Aldren turned to her. "Everything looks good so far. We'll have your bloodwork back by Friday. Assuming that comes back clean, which I expect it will, we can schedule the study for early next week."

"Great. Cool." She paused. "So, uh. What exactly is the study? The listing was kind of vague."

The two doctors exchanged a look. It was fast. The kind of look that people exchange when they've already decided how to answer a question and are just confirming that the other person is still on board with the agreed upon answer.

Dr. Aldren adjusted his glasses. "The study involves exposure to a biological organism. A plant, specifically. One we've been developing for several years under a government contract. The organism is harmless. It's designed to stimulate certain physical responses in human subjects, and our job is to measure and document those responses."

"A plant."

"Correct."

"What kind of responses?"

Another look between them. Quicker this time.

"Sexual responses," Dr. Aldren said. His voice didn't change when he said it. Didn't go up or down. Didn't soften or harden. It stayed exactly the same, which was somehow worse than if he'd been awkward about it.

Lisa's legs stopped swinging.

"I'm sorry, what?"

Dr. Dench leaned forward. He had a way of leaning that made it seem like he was letting you in on something. "The organism feeds on human sexual secretions. It's a unique species, cultivated and genetically modified here in our lab. When a human subject is placed in proximity to it, the plant uses its tendrils to stimulate the subject to orgasm. The secretions produced during arousal and climax are absorbed by the plant as nutrition. It's a symbiotic interaction, in a sense."

Lisa stared at him.

"The government's interest," Dr. Aldren continued, "is in using the organism as an interrogation tool. A method of coercive stimulation that doesn't technically qualify as torture under current international law, since no pain is inflicted and the stimulus is organic in origin. Our research is focused on measuring the organism's effectiveness across a range of subjects."

"You want me to get fucked by a plant."

The sentence just came out. She hadn't planned it. It sat in the room between the three of them like a glass someone had knocked off a table.

Dr. Dench blinked. Dr. Aldren's expression didn't change.

"In crude terms," Dr. Aldren said. "Yes."

Silence. The fluorescent light above them buzzed. Lisa became aware of the paper on the exam table crinkling under her thighs. She became aware of the two vials of her blood sitting in a rack on the counter. She became aware that she was in a basement.

"Five hundred dollars," she said.

"Five hundred dollars."

She thought about $740 rent. She thought about $212 in her account. She thought about the blueberry.

"How long does it last?"

"The exposure session typically runs two to four hours, depending on the subject's physiological responses. You'll be monitored at all times. We have a counter agent, a spray, that deactivates the organism instantly if intervention is needed. The process is entirely safe. We've conducted over thirty successful trials with zero adverse outcomes."

"Two to four hours."

"Yes."

"Of... orgasms."

"Of stimulation that produces orgasms, yes."

Lisa looked at the ceiling. There was a water stain in the shape of a boot.

"Can I think about it?"

"Of course. We'll call you when your bloodwork comes back. You can give us your answer then."

She got down from the table. Her legs felt strange under her, like they belonged to someone taller. She shook both their hands again. Walked back down the polished concrete hallway. Rode the elevator up. Passed Helen at reception, who smiled at her. Walked to her car.

She sat in the Honda Civic for eleven minutes without starting it. A squirrel ran across the hood, paused, looked at her through the windshield with an expression she would later describe to Dani over the phone as "judgmental," and then ran off.

She started the car. Drove home. Made ramen for dinner. Watched two episodes of a show she'd already seen. Went to bed. Lay in the dark, listening to the radiator knock.

She thought about it.
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She called Dani.

"A plant."

"A plant."

"Like, a fern?"

"No, Dani, not like a fern. Like a, I don't know, a tentacle plant. A sex plant."

Silence on the line. Lisa could hear Portland traffic in the background. A horn. Someone yelling.

"How much again?"

OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
the money isn't worthit

e‘
=rs





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





