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  White Rabbit

An Interracial Romance of Size and Surrender



Scroll

The profile said Found.

One word. Her bio. Three months of drafting and deleting and the editorial instinct that made her good at her job and terrible at self-presentation had finally burned through every version — the witty one, the self-deprecating one, the one that listed hobbies as if hobbies were a personality — and left a single word that meant everything and nothing and she’d posted it at 1 a.m. on a Tuesday because courage and insomnia wore the same face.

Found. As in: I am here. As in: I have been looking. As in: the thing I was looking for might not exist on an app, but here I am anyway, thumbing through strangers’ faces in the blue light of a phone screen in a Greenpoint studio apartment that smelled like eucalyptus and the specific loneliness of a woman who read other people’s love stories for a living and couldn’t write her own.

Wren Calloway, twenty-eight, associate editor at Alcove Books, specializing in literary fiction with erotic content, which was the professional way of saying she read sex for money and the sex was usually better than hers. She had a master’s in comparative literature from Columbia, a studio apartment with one window that faced a brick wall, and a browser history she deleted every night like a ritual ablution.

The browser history was the problem. Or the beginning of the problem. Or the symptom of a problem that preceded the browser history by years and which the browser history had merely given a shape to, the way a river doesn’t create the valley but reveals the geology underneath.

She’d found the subreddit eight months ago. r/SizeQueens, which was a crass name for what was, underneath the crassness, a community of women discussing the particular logistics, pleasures, and complications of sex with men who were significantly larger than average. Not a fetish forum — or not only that. There were threads on physical preparation, on anatomy, on the specific communication required when standard-issue wasn’t the issue. There were women who wrote with clinical precision about cervical bruising and women who wrote in purple prose about transcendence and women who wrote in plain honest English about what it felt like to want something your body had to negotiate with.

Wren had read every thread. She’d read them the way she read manuscripts — critically, analytically, with the editorial eye that separated craft from content and evaluated both — and the editorial distance had lasted approximately two weeks before it collapsed under the weight of her own arousal and she’d started reading them the way you read a letter addressed to you.

The specificity of her desire was the thing she couldn’t edit. She could revise the language — call it preference, call it curiosity, call it the natural outcome of a body that responded to particular stimuli — but underneath the revisions was the first draft, and the first draft was this: she wanted a man who was large enough that her body had to accommodate him. Not metaphorically. Physically. The stretch, the fullness, the specific sensation of being opened beyond comfortable into something that was both more and less than comfortable, a territory where pleasure and discomfort shared a border and the crossing was the point.

She’d tried to edit this out of herself the way she edited adverbs out of manuscripts — surgically, without sentiment. It hadn’t worked. The want was structural. Load-bearing. Remove it and the whole architecture of her desire collapsed into something generic and functional, and Wren Calloway did not want generic and functional sex any more than she wanted generic and functional prose.

So she’d downloaded the app. Written the bio. Posted the photo (the one from Josie’s birthday, hair down, the chipped garnet nail polish she’d been too busy to remove, the smile that was slightly crooked because she’d been mid-laugh when the shutter clicked). And she’d started scrolling.

She found Sol on a Thursday.

His profile was sparse. Three photos: one at what looked like a recording studio, headphones around his neck, the console behind him lit up like a city at night; one on a rooftop with the Manhattan skyline behind him, golden hour, wearing a white t-shirt that strained across shoulders broad enough to file taxes on; and one — the one that stopped her thumb — a close-up, half-smiling, his brown eyes warm and direct and slightly amused, as if he knew exactly who was looking at this photo at midnight and found the looking forgivable.

Sol. 34. Sound engineer. I mix albums and audiobooks and occasionally my metaphors. Looking for someone who reads the acknowledgments page.

She stared at the screen. The blue light made her face a ghost in the dark apartment. Outside, a siren climbed the scale and descended and the sound was so New York it was almost silence.

He was handsome. The word was insufficient — handsome was a word for men in suits at weddings, a word that fit inside a frame. Sol’s face exceeded its frame. The jaw was strong, clean-shaven, the cheekbones high and sharp, and there was a scar through his left eyebrow that interrupted the symmetry in a way that made the symmetry more interesting. His skin was dark — a deep, warm brown that the golden-hour photo turned almost mahogany — and his smile involved his whole face in a way that suggested either genuine warmth or exceptional social engineering.

He was also — she could tell from the rooftop photo, from the way the frame cut him at the waist, from the proportion of his shoulders to the console behind him — large. Not bodybuilder large. Structurally large. The kind of large that reorganized any room he entered, that made furniture look like it had been designed for a different species, that meant he probably hit his head on things and had given up being surprised about it.

Her thumb hovered. The app required a swipe — right for interest, left for no — and the binary simplicity of the gesture felt obscene given the complexity of what it contained. This was not a casual swipe. This was the editorial decision she’d been avoiding for eight months: to move from reading about what she wanted to pursuing it. From the subreddit to the world. From the first draft to the submission.

She swiped right.

The match was instant. He’d already swiped on her. The notification bloomed on her screen — It’s a match! — in the app’s aggressively cheerful typeface, and she stared at it and felt simultaneously elated and nauseous, the way you feel when the roller coaster starts moving and you remember you’re afraid of heights but it’s too late to get off.

She put the phone face-down on her chest. Stared at the ceiling. The ceiling had a water stain in the shape of Italy (the boot was perfect; Sicily was a stretch) and she’d been staring at it for two years and it had never once helped her make a decision.

Her phone buzzed. She lifted it.

Sol: The acknowledgments page, huh? Most people skip it.

She typed. Deleted. Typed again. The editorial brain doing its damage — smoothing, revising, searching for the version of herself that was interesting without being desperate, witty without being manic, honest without being naked.

Wren: The acknowledgments page is where the author stops lying. You can tell everything about a book from who they thank and in what order.

Sol: What does the order tell you?

Wren: First person named is the one who almost broke them. Last person named is the one who put them back together. Everyone in between is furniture.

Sol: That’s either the most cynical or the most romantic thing I’ve ever read.

Wren: Those aren’t mutually exclusive.

Sol: No. They’re not.

The conversation continued for two hours. She lay in bed with the phone held above her face and the blue light making her a ghost and the eucalyptus diffuser humming and the water stain shaped like Italy watching from the ceiling. He was funny. He was smart. He used semicolons correctly, which in Wren’s hierarchy of virtues ranked somewhere between kindness and the ability to parallel park. He told her about sound engineering — how mixing an audiobook was like editing a manuscript, finding the right balance between voice and silence, giving the listener room to breathe. She told him about editing — how the best books were the ones where you could feel the author’s blood on the page but couldn’t see the wound.

At 2 a.m. he wrote: I should let you sleep. But I don’t want to.

She wrote back: Then don’t.

At 3 a.m. he asked: When can I see you?

She typed tomorrow and deleted it. Typed this weekend and deleted it. Typed I’m free Thursday which was specific enough to be a plan and vague enough to be an escape hatch and she sent it before the editorial brain could intervene.

Sol: Thursday. There’s a bar in Fort Greene that makes their own bitters. I’ll buy you a drink that tastes like someone’s grandmother’s garden.

Wren: That’s either the best or the worst sales pitch for a bar.

Sol: Those aren’t mutually exclusive.

She smiled in the dark. Put the phone on the nightstand. Pressed her face into the pillow and smelled eucalyptus and laundry and the particular smell of her own skin at 3 a.m. when the loneliness had been replaced by something else — not its opposite, not yet, but a variant. Loneliness with a Thursday in it. Loneliness with a direction.

She didn’t delete her browser history that night.

It was the first time in eight months.





First Contact

The bar was called The Understory. Basement level, Fort Greene, down a set of iron stairs that smelled like old rain and someone’s cigarette from an hour ago. She arrived seven minutes early because the alternative was arriving on time and spending the walk from the subway constructing a version of herself that was less nervous, and the construction would have required at least fifteen minutes she didn’t have.

The bar was warm. Low ceiling, exposed brick, candles in amber jars on every surface. The smell hit layered — beeswax, fresh lime, the herbal sharpness of house-made bitters, and underneath it all the woody sweetness of bourbon that had been barrel-aged long enough to develop opinions. A jazz record she couldn’t identify played from a speaker she couldn’t see. The bartender had a shaved head and forearms like a sailor and was muddling something with the focus of a surgeon.

She ordered a bourbon neat because it was what she drank when she wanted to feel like a person with convictions, and she sat at a table near the back wall because the back wall allowed her to see the door without appearing to watch it, which was a skill she’d developed over seven years of New York dating and which she’d never needed more than now.

Her hands were shaking. She placed them flat on the table. Lifted them. Placed them in her lap. Lifted them. Wrapped them around the bourbon glass, which was heavy and cold and grounding and the glass didn’t care that her fingers were trembling, which was a quality she appreciated in glassware.

This is a date. This is a normal human date. People go on dates. People meet strangers from the internet and sit across from them in bars and make conversation and the conversation is sometimes good and sometimes not and then you go home and text your best friend a recap. This is normal.

It was not normal. Nothing about this was normal. She was sitting in a bar waiting for a man she’d chosen from a screen after months of reading about what it felt like to be stretched open by men who looked like him, and the disjunction between the clinical language of the subreddit and the reality of the bourbon in her hand and the candle on the table was so vast she felt like two people occupying the same chair.

He walked in at seven on the dot.

She knew it was him the way you know a word you’ve been reading is pronounced differently than you imagined — the recognition immediate, the adjustment total. He was taller than the photos had prepared her for. The rooftop shot had shown shoulders and a skyline but the bar had a seven-foot ceiling and Sol occupied a significant percentage of the vertical space, ducking slightly through the doorframe, and the ducking was so casual, so practiced, so clearly the habitual accommodation of a man who had been too large for standard architecture his entire adult life, that something in Wren’s stomach dropped.

He wore a dark blue button-down, sleeves cuffed to the forearms, and dark jeans, and the simplicity of the outfit was its own kind of statement — no performance, no peacocking, just a man who knew that his body did the talking and the clothes were punctuation. His skin in the candlelight was richer than the photos — warm, deep brown, almost luminous in the amber glow. His close-cropped hair was fresh. The scar through his eyebrow caught the light when he turned his head, scanning the room, and then his eyes found her.

The smile was not the half-smile from the profile photo. It was wider, warmer, slightly crooked, and it involved his eyes in a way the camera hadn’t captured. He raised a hand. Small wave. The gesture was so normal — so human, so stripped of the mythic proportions her imagination had assigned — that the two people in the chair collapsed into one, and the one was terrified, and the terrified one waved back.

He crossed the bar. People moved for him without knowing they were moving — a subtle redistribution of bodies, the crowd adjusting its density around his trajectory the way water adjusts around a stone. He arrived at the table and she stood because sitting while he stood would have required her to look straight up and the angle would have communicated something she wasn’t ready to communicate.

Standing didn’t help much. Her eyes were level with his chest. The button-down pulled slightly across the breadth of it and she could see the shadow of his collarbone in the V where the top button was undone.

»Wren.«

»Sol.«

»You’re shorter than your photos suggest.«

»I’m five-two. My photos suggest five-two.«

»They suggest five-five. You were standing on something in the birthday one.«

»A curb. It was an accident of geography.«

»Sure it was.«

He sat. The chair protested — a quiet creak of wood accepting more weight than it was designed for — and suddenly the table between them was a different scale. His hands on the surface were large enough that his fingers extended past the table’s edge. The bourbon glass she’d been gripping looked like a thimble next to his forearms.

He’s a person. He uses semicolons correctly and he mixes audiobooks and he has opinions about acknowledgment pages. He’s a person.

The person ordered a whiskey neat — same as hers, which was either a coincidence or a mirroring behavior, and she’d read enough about mirroring in the body-language chapter of a pop-psychology manuscript she’d edited last year to know it was probably both.

»So,« he said. »You read sex for money.«

She choked on her bourbon. The cough was small, undignified, and produced a sound that was not the sound of a woman with convictions.

»I’m an editor,« she managed. »Literary fiction with erotic content. That’s — the professional description.«

»Which means you read sex for money.«

»Which means I help writers make sex better. On the page. The sex on the page.«

»Relax.« His smile was warm, not teasing. »I work in audio. Half my clients are romance novelists who need someone to make their audiobooks sound like the narrator isn’t bored. I have strong opinions about the pacing of sex scenes, from a technical perspective.«

»What kind of opinions?«

»The sex should sound like the characters forgot there was a microphone in the room. The problem with most narrated erotica is that it sounds performed. Recited. The breath is wrong — too even, too controlled. Real arousal is ragged. The rhythm breaks. If I’m mixing a sex scene and the narrator’s breathing doesn’t change, I send it back.«

She stared at him. He’d said this the way he might describe adjusting EQ levels — technically, precisely, without a trace of innuendo — and the precision was its own kind of seduction, because it meant he thought about intimacy as craft, and Wren respected craft the way other people respected money.

»You send it back,« she repeated.

»Every time. The breath is the scene. You get the breath right, everything else follows.«

The conversation opened from there. Two hours passed in the way two hours pass when two people discover they speak the same language in different dialects — editing and engineering, signal and noise, the architecture of stories told in different media but built from the same materials. He told her about mixing a jazz album in a converted church in Bed-Stuy where the acoustics were so alive the room itself became an instrument. She told him about a manuscript she’d edited where the author had written a sex scene from the perspective of the bed frame and it had been, improbably, the best thing in the book.

They left the bar at nine-thirty. The October air was sharp after the bar’s warmth and her skin prickled and she crossed her arms and the gesture was self-protective in a way she didn’t intend but couldn’t stop.

»Walk?« he asked.

They walked. Fort Greene to the bridge approach, through streets that smelled like fallen leaves and the exhaust of passing cars and the faint sweetness of a bakery that had closed hours ago but whose ovens were still cooling. The sidewalk was narrow and he walked on the outside, closest to the street, and the positioning was either chivalry or habit and she didn’t ask which.

On the bridge approach, with the Manhattan skyline lit up across the river like something a city planner had designed specifically to make humans feel small and significant simultaneously, she said the thing she’d been circling.

»Editing and sound engineering are inverse operations.«

He looked at her. The streetlight caught the scar through his eyebrow and the gold in his eyes that the bar’s candlelight had hidden.

»How so?«

»Editing removes interference to reveal the signal. The signal was always there — the editor just strips away what’s obscuring it. Sound engineering is the opposite. You build the space for the signal to exist. You create the acoustic environment, the levels, the room. Without the engineering, the signal has nowhere to live.«

He stopped walking. She stopped too. The bridge stretched ahead of them, lit up, and below the East River was black and moving and the wind off the water smelled like salt and diesel and cold.

»That’s the most interesting thing anyone’s said to me on a first date,« he said.

»It’s possible you’ve been going on the wrong dates.«

»It’s possible I’ve been going on exactly the right number of wrong dates to get to this one.«

The sentence landed. She felt it arrive — in her chest, behind her ribs, in the specific location where hope and fear cohabited.

They got tacos from a cart near the bridge approach. Ate them standing up, elbows on a concrete railing, the city spread out before them. The tacos were cheap and perfect — al pastor, the pineapple sweet against the pork — and he ate three to her one and the ratio was its own kind of data.

»I should get you home,« he said. Not a question. Not a demand. A statement that contained both care and restraint and the restraint was — she recognized it — deliberate. He was giving her an exit that wasn’t a rejection. An ending that was also an opening.

They walked to the subway. He waited with her on the platform, which was underground and smelled like metal and something vaguely biological that every New Yorker agreed to pretend they didn’t notice. The train was three minutes away according to the board.

»Thursday,« she said. »Second date. You pick the place.«

»You’re already scheduling the second date?«

»I’m an editor. We work on deadlines.«

His laugh was full-body. It started in his chest and moved upward and his head tipped back and the column of his throat was exposed in the fluorescent light and she watched the sound move through him and wanted — with a specificity that frightened her — to press her mouth against the place where the laugh originated.

The train arrived. She stepped on. Turned. He was standing on the platform, hands in his pockets, and the train doors framed him like a photograph — tall, dark, smiling with his whole face in the bad light of the MTA.

He raised a hand. Small wave. The same gesture from the doorway of the bar, now repeated on a subway platform, and the repetition made it theirs.

The doors closed. The train moved. She sat in a hard plastic seat that smelled like industrial cleaner and pressed her forehead against the cold window and watched the tunnel walls blur.

Her phone buzzed.

Sol: For the record — I swiped because your bio said Found. One word. I thought: this woman knows how to edit.

She smiled into the glass. Typed back:

Wren: For the record — the tacos were better than the bourbon.

Sol: That’s because the tacos didn’t try to impress you.

Wren: Neither did you.

Sol: Yes I did. You just couldn’t tell. That’s the engineering.

She pressed the phone against her chest. The train rattled through the tunnel toward Greenpoint and her apartment and the eucalyptus diffuser and the water stain shaped like Italy and the browser history she still hadn’t deleted.

She wasn’t going to delete it tonight either. But the reason had changed. Eight hours ago the history had been a shame archive. Now it was research for a project she was beginning to believe might be real.

The train surfaced at Broadway Junction. Through the window, the October sky was black and starless and the city was an organism of light beneath it. She looked at the sky and thought about breath — how he’d said the breath was the scene, how real arousal was ragged, how the rhythm breaks — and she pressed her hand against her own sternum and felt the rhythm there, steady but quickened, the drumbeat of a body that had made a decision it hadn’t informed the brain about yet.

Found. She’d written it as a state of being. He’d read it as a promise.

The train carried her home. She let it.





The First Time

Four dates. The bar with the bitters. A jazz club in the Village where the drummer was a woman Sol had mixed and the music was so good Wren forgot to be self-conscious for three hours. Tacos on the bridge again because they’d agreed, without discussing it, that the bridge was theirs. And a gallery opening in Chelsea where Sol knew the photographer and Wren pretended to understand the photographs and Sol whispered translations of the art-speak on the placards into her ear and his breath on her neck had been so distracting she’d walked into a sculpture.
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